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.%¿"¿" e_f,/.,/
by Daaid, Cornel Delong

There is this about Rfiode fsland,
it compels one to be partisan. It is
so small and concentrated that it
leaves no room for neutral evalua_
dons. In some respech it is almost
too concise and purposefut; itr rt"tì.-
dcs want to add up to a sense of
defrance, even if it becr
redundanr to repear ;iii::lt]
smallest of the states, could be con-
tained in Texas two hundred and
twenty times over. Who wants to be
contained that many times over in
any place? On the ottr"" tr".rJ,
Rhode Island flaunrs rhe targesr anã
most regal of.state capitols, while for
a state bird it chose the broad aJ
funcrional red hen. So what attitude
is one expected to assume?

lsland with its mer-'", *i jir, ;;ïi;i:r:l,,åi ilï
,ij,i.yå 

-î,i' lm,: rui,; n:i*::
, N,ot bginS a native_born Rhode Is-tand.er, it is impossibl" f.;--;;;speak about the sìate with the casual

ill..ï",:ru:rous dismay of a rruenarrye, who is apt to btáme 
"i, 

"rn"
state's jigsaw_p,rrrl" 

"r,poriticJ ;;; Ë"r._sPects 
on either

popuration. Å; ;ä;",#ll, i"iïcomes imps¡¿tive for me to be articu_late about my love for the state, andin all cases of love it
:",r,",,. 

b,J ;; ;;J;JiJ.i'[:i::*
l:]:., 1o. 

bring emorions and acnorce of inrellect into play, considl
3lOtI1. Roger Wittiams himsetf de-manded of all the stare,s inhabitants
as lree men.

The trouble here is that one keens
attuning. apprecia tion to th" uu"-ru-å"
proportions of a srare. Hence î.,Rhode.Island it is difficult ro sound
expansively American. Rhode fslandts_more.truly an historical and cul_tural microcosm than a state, a mi_

ru**.#iw

^ YOon 
my arrival in p¡ovidence _over twenty_five years âr

afi icted. ;;' ;i ;'.", "T"ì,ffi::;:ern, notions (said to be clean, wideand indefinitely handsom") ;;;
fjïdence was råalty a parf. of prov-

j1¡".i{: i,ilJ .1i,:"0 
"" 
;i;,ïJ*:

where upon the campus of Brown

ll

Certificate arvarded

BetseY Metcalf
in 1859 for her
bonnet. Owned bY

Ernest J. Baker,
Westwood,
Massachusetts.

r.¡.(.l"É

someone that they could tre made

-o." qni.tfY and cheaPlY out of

olaster of Paris' The molders were

Itill called whittlers'
Straw bonnet and hat making be-

came big business, comParatively

sÞeaking, in a series o[ small towus

;;-;h" är"" *h.'" BetseY Metcalf

o.r." "l"ur.r"d all to make bonnets"'

Rv I869 Franklin, Massachusetts'

oio¿lr."¿ "1,500,000 hats and bon-

i"r, ut a value of more than

ç,f,OOO,OOO" according to Franklin's

hirtorian. One straw-goods merchant

alone, Solomon Pratt of Mansfreld'

sold 15,000 bonnets, at a profit of tw-o

ãoriutt'apiece, in one season' In all

in" ,*uti towns, Wrentham' Frank-

lin, Dedham, Mansfield' and the rest'

manufacturers built mansions

themselves' Wooden monstrosities

the eighteen-eighties, theY

many of them, rePlete
stand

duy with

saw ornament, bulging with b"y

dows, and well equiPPed with

and porte-cochere' A
a stag and a bed of

cast-lron
cannas

the front lawn. All ln all, they

perfect examPles of the

wealth acquired at an

architectural Period' N

they have a charm all their own,

industry that brought them

nob has for the most Part
peared' The old towns have

back to sle eP bu these

provide an eccentric and

touch on the village green'



foundations, handsome houses, and
fne churches, these buildings often
wedged between deplorably ugly
comnrercial structures and flankeá
by shattered sidewalks and silted
gurters. Everything seemed ro be
housed on Benefit Street except con-
lotmity, yet the atmosphere was so

øenuinely historical that it soon be-

ãame a habit for me to keep regret-
ting that all the loreladen premises

rvere falling to ruin while taking not
one constructive step to prevent that
ruin, Instead I was asked to become

indignant about the raw and con-
temporary life going on in so conse,

crated a sPot.

I learned soon that here was ex-
pressed the essence of Rhode Island,
the old and new confused. When the
two were integrated there resulted
an air of recklessness that amounted
to desecration. Always the motto
seemed to be procrastination, and
there was ever the suggestion: Well,
if you don't like whar you,re looking
at, turn a corner, push through a
hedge, climb a srep or rwo, and whar
you are searching for is apt to be
there. I{e are too busy to enshrine it.

So much for the nonce about prov-
idence. There is always sacrosancf.
Newport, but everybody and his lit_
tle sister talks about Newport, its
grandioseness, ancl nowaclays its jazz
fe.stival. North of pr<¡viclence is
l{oonsocket, where nlore French is
sPoken than English, bu r where
rrcnch élan is rare. Apart from New-

port's jazz festival, Woonsocket,s
Mardi Gras is just about 

"U th;;,;
rmportant in Rhode fsland, journal_
istically speakinç 

"o"r, 
if pfur¿l C"uì

c_omes about feebly and coldly inrong underwear style. On either side
or the bay are Brisrol and Wickford,
and both rend to be gems of charm
and quaintness. Crowning Nu..ugurr_
set Bay are the Blacksione River
cities with rheir sracked up tene-
ments and grim mills. Take t-he mix-
,1rr",u. above and press it relatively
ctosely along rhe shores of the bai
and you may reach the conclusioí
that Rhode fsland is a kind of forest_
surrealistic, where smokestacks
crowd upon festive beaches and
3t.t"l]1". swamps lap at backyards.
You will then be surrealisrically right
and realistically wrong.

_ There is the state's àura of trucu_
lence. From the beginning it har-
bored the most diversified noncon-
formist colonists and remains the
most polyglor of all ihe srares. When
we assume that Rhode Island is a
city*tate, we may have to agree that
Providence is not its king but its

lt.,u..:, fs fo1 Newport, that city
rs somerhing of a dethroned kinj,
the capital of the actual and limited
island of Rhode Island. Of far
greater value in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries were the provi-
dence Plantations above and aroundit, compelling the smallest srate to
christen itself with the longesr name
of all: The State of Rhode Island

r3

Roeer Williams Hotel' also knorvn as

^v6çr " Providence' Photo courtesy of

'rhe Golden Ball Inn and Mansion

iii 
^l"ai., 

Island Historical Society'

I established myself at once ln
rlniversity. Perhaps because I was

iÏil;i"' r alrËadY had a consid-

;;;;;"t.st in its history' culture'

u.rJ i.rant,ty' Its very tinyness was

a challenge'" ä;;';i *t feet in Providence' r

,"Iuiu *" tuítY uit and looked with

"î.ir"-"", 
at the clutter of streets

-tä;;;"tng to Midwest stand-

u'rd, ,."-"d intent on ending or uP-

;;;j;; at whim' "This is it"' mY

ìåî,*L"r, said' "I like it'''Yet from

#;;;;;, native Rhode Island-

"r, 
trou"'U""tt sternly trying to Prove

,o *a ,nut the state's clutter anc

it *.r"," defiance aren't what theY

;;ä;-;; be and that something

,fro.tt¿ be done about them'

l2

otd Mansion IIouse (once the

Ball Inn) where as a matter
en

slept,
coufse Washington had

undeniablY Franklin and

had dined and concelvablv

Lancashire accent.

More compellinglv' the

House was on famous Benefit

with ItS

historic



Westerly sounds west and out of
bounds, when Providence stores ad-

vertise that they'll deliver anywhere

in rhe state except Westerly. Well,
Westerly has wonderful beaches,

o6661 ston€ quarries, and somehow

åoesn't belong to Connecticut.
Eastward from 'Westerly the fine

beaches blend with modern deco-

rum, but for diversion there are Gal-

ilee and Jerusalem to visit, where

unril recently one could be quite

traditional if not Biblical as a fish-

erman. Time and fortune and speed

carch uP with us bY the time we

reach Point Judith, where nautical

interests are very modern.

From here on the pull is north

along the shores of Narragansett

Bay, crossing and crisscrossing towns

and villages. Rhode Island wants to
make it plain to strangers that each

town mây contain several villages,

some of which spill over into other
towns, and others that aren't quite
there at all. In looking for Hope, for
instance, because. we have heard it
is incredibly charming, or Fiskeville,
Arctic, Jackson, or Phenix, Ark-
wright, or Lippit, because they are
something else, we frnd these villages
jumbled and spilled together and
part and parcel of the towns of Scit-
uate, Cranston, Coventry, or War-
wick, some of which in turn are
cities, making the best of maps into
a shibbolerh. Geographical confu-
sion to thé contrary, it is here we can
visit intact sixteenth, seventeenth,

and eighteenth century houses still
being tived in. Frequently we can
visit them free, or for so small a fee
that we are inclined to dismiss their
importance. As in providence, ü¡e
nearly have to be nudged into seeing
their hisrorical value. There is al-
most no self-conscious interest in
Rhode Island curiosity.

We now find ourselves in that part
of the state called South County.
Officially there is no South Counry,
and no one knows its boundaries.
But South County is atmosphere,
tranquility, and history. It has its
handsome shorelines, but, apart
from tiny mill villages, it keeps ig-
noring industry. The names of its
roads evoke pastoral repose and
worry. They are called Love, Hornet,
Baptismal, Ministerial, pardon 

Jos_
lin, Nooseneck, Virtue, and Dugway.
Along them are water mills where
the famed Johnnycake meal is still
being ground authentically. In the
red-painted birthplace of Gilbert
Stuart, the painter of George Wash_
ington's portraits, a house built in
1751, the warer-powered snuff mill
that ground snuff for the Stuart fam-
ilies is still functioning.

But we are edging norrlìward, and
all the time it becomes harder to ig-
nore Providence. To avoid it and its
claim that Rhode Island is in truth
a city-state, it becomes necessary to
hop the bay to its eastern shore.
There the actual island of Rhode
Island with its worthy Newporr af-

r5
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lte Rhode lslattd Deueloþ"'"n¡ çeuncil'

A stîeet in Bristol Plroto courtesY ol T

I fords the state's bcst farming coun-

¡ry. Beyond it is a sliver of land
lrug,-gine the [,Iassachusetts line
rvhere there are more legends, super-

stitions, rattlesnakes, cogent land-

rrarks, and historical formalities
¡þan atrywhere else in the state. In
¡hs "Scunnet" country villa¡;es is a

kincl of life abarrdoned elservher.e

one hundred fifty 1,ears aeo. It is per-

fectly leg^itinìate to allow Little
Cornpton to bewitch you ancl ),et to
ignore its Itìonurnerìt to the Recl

Hen.
Travelins northward through

Tiverton, we reach nobly-processed

Bristol rvith scores of its houses his-

torically labeled. Then on to \4/arren
anrl Barrington, but already it is evi-

dent lve are once again in spilled-
o1'er Providence, no ma tter lìolv
aloof zonecl ììarrington tries to keep
itself. Norv, apart fr()m the compara-
tit'el1' rural northrvest conrer of thc
state, tlìerc is nothins left but city,
because the Blacksto¡re Valley north
of Proviclence cornprises the tvorlcl's
nlost inclustrializecl river basin. Here
the frugal, rvhite-trirnmed Slater
llill in Parvtucket acts as a sort of
historical shrine to industry. So we
have still left unvisitecl only greater
l)rovidence.

From one of Pr<¡vidcnce's seven
hills, Prospect park, only a fcw
hL¡rks lronr dr)rvrìt()rvrì, tlte city carr
be sãen trl liest aclvantage. If we fol-
lorv the clirection of the extenclecl
Itand belonging to the r.atlìer be_

Filst Ra¡rtist ì\lectirrg Horrse, pr.ovi_
clclce. Pltolo euurlesl: of Ttte Rltode
Is I tn d H is t orical Socí ett,.

nignly grotesque statue of Roger
\4¡illiams, ¡rointing inílexibly rvhere
it ought, the view is rewarcling. Di_
rectly beneath our feet, in clear ena-
mels of color, and in gullies and
eddies of cong.cstion, is the heart of
the city. Arotrnd the cornmercial in_
ner core are recl-bricked colonial
frinses, often stuclieclly quaint, giv-
ine an air of diecstible traclition-
plus-nroclern-conve¡ricnce clecor.
Beyond these fringes comes the moLe
genuinell' historical East Sicle. -fl-re

enornrous State House dominates tlÌe
westet"rì horizon.

Directly beÌc¡rv us, but qr-rite invisi_
ble, llorvs the providence River. It
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A stleet in Nickforcl' Photo conÌtesY of The Rhotle Islantl DeveIoPrn etú Cotøcl



'ight 
even be reduced to comic pro-

oortions bY the state bird, the Red
'6en, honored a few years ago with a

rûammoth chicken barbecue. What

other state would eat its own state
bird by way of commemoration? Or
again, how functional can you get
and yet remain dignified?

The Eleazer Arnold house in
Lincoln. Photo courtesl of
The Rhod.e Island,
Historical Society.

Æ

The John Brown House, now
the property of The Rhode
Island Historical Society,
Providence, Photo courtesy
ol The Rhode Island
Deaeloþment Council.
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