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The George Benson House, built in 1797.

OUR HISTORIC
LANDMARKS

by Crirrorp P. MONAHON

N LITTLE RHODE ISLAND’s land area of scarcely
more than a thousand square miles are more
historic shrines, sites, and buildings than are
to be found in sister states of greater size. Founded
in 1636 by Roger Williams, it is still able to exhibit
sites concerned with this great pioneer in religious
and political freedom.

Off Roger Williams Avenue, Phillipsdale, East Provi-
dence, is the site of his first dwelling beside a continu-
ously flowing spring. Hardly had seeds been planted
when Williams learned that he was still within Ply-
mouth bounds, and he was therefore forced to cross
the Seekonk River and establish a new settlement
which he called Providence in recognition of God’s
merciful providence to him. Other sites connected
with this great man are the Roger Williams spring on
North Main Street, the monument where he lies
buried, overlooking his homestead lot and the modern
city, and Smith’s Castle at Cocumcussoc.

Among the seventeenth century sites are the
Clemence-Goddard-Irons house, a typical common
man’s house, on George Waterman Road in Johnston,
built in 1680 by Thomas Clemence and now open
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to the public; the Eleazer Arnold house with the
stone chimney occupying the entire gable end, a typ-
ical wealthy man’s home of the period; the White
Horse Tavern in Newport, which served as a meeting
place for the colonial assembly and a home for the
pirate William Mays; the Old Stone Mill whose origin
is still shrouded in mystery, since some claim its origin
to be Norse, others Irish, and yet others American
colonial. Of this same period is the Amasa Gray house
and the Wilbour house in Little Compton, harking
back to the Indian fighting days of Captain Benjamin
Church and to the times of Betty (Alden) Pabodie,
daughter of John and Priscilla (Mullens) Alden of
Plymouth Colony; Cajacet in Jamestown, home of
Captain Paine, who was host to the famed pirate,
Captain Kidd; and the house in East Providence of
Deacon Philip Walker, poet, miller, and Indian
fighter.

Early in the eighteenth century we find here in
Rhode Island the beginnings of a local architectural
style: St. Paul’s Church in Wickford, reputedly the
oldest Episcopal church in New England; and first to
adapt the English pattern, Trinity Church in New-
port, containing contemporary silver altar service and
the organ presented by Bishop Berkeley; the Sabba-
tarian Meeting-house with its incomparably beautiful
double pulpit, now a part of the Newport Historical
Society. Both of the Newport church buildings are
the work of the local architect Richard Munday. The
Wanton-Lyman-Hazard house in Newport is notable




for its exterior plaster cove under the eaves and for
exciting historical events that took place within its
walls; the Reynolds house in Bristol was eighty years
old when it served as Lafayette’s headquarters during
the Revolutionary War.

The middle of the eighteenth century was New-
port’s pre-Revolutionary golden age. A city of culture
and refinement, many of its historic sites managed
to survive the war which saw this notable city devas-
tated. Among those to be seen today are the Old Colony
House, Richard Munday’s most famous public build-
ing; the Hunter house, also preclassical in its concept;
the Brick Market reminiscent of Whitehall in London,;
the Redwood Library, Peter Harrison’s renowned class-
ical masterpiece; and the Touro Synagogue. From
mid-eighteenth century days in neighboring Ports-
mouth is the Overing House from which during the
Revolution Colonel William Barton captured the
British general, Prescott. The Nathanael Green Home-
stead is in Coventry. In Westerly is the Dr. Joshua
Babcock house, where Franklin stayed on his trips
between Philadelphia and Boston. The Helme house
in Kingston was once the shop of famed silversmith
Samuel Casey, and five miles east and a little north
is the birthplace of Gilbert Stuart, America’s foremost
portrait painter of his time. Although Providence did
not flourish until the last quarter of the eighteenth
century, it still can boast of such landmarks as the
Judge’s room in the Old Colony House on Benefit
Street, the Stephen Hopkins house at the corner of
Hopkins and Benefit streets, the George Benson
House, and Shakespeare’s Head, where for many years
the Providence Gazette was printed by John Carter.

The last three decades of the eighteenth century
are notable in Rhode Island for simple homes similar
to those that are being restored in the older section
of Providence—the so-called College Hill project—and
for its mansions such as the elaborately decorated John
Brown house, also in Providence, derived from earlier
English design. Both public and private buildings of
this Federal style are distinguished by elegance and
good taste. Worthy historic sites are the General
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Varnum house in East Greenwich, and in Providence
the buildings designed by Joseph Brown: Brown’s
University Hall in simple academic style, the Market
House, the center of early Providence’s commerce, the
Joseph Brown house with its ogee curved facade, and
a short distance to the north the First Baptist Church
whose spire by Sir James Gibbs makes it one of the
most outstanding colonial churches in America.

Providence as well as its environs in the early part
of the nineteenth century grew rapidly in wealth and
importance. Reflected in this prosperity are such
landmarks as the ogee-gabled Hearthstone on the
Great Road in Lincoln; the old Slater Mill in Paw-
tucket, first successful power cotton manufactory in
this country; and in Providence itself John Holden
Greene’s monument to Adam classicism, the First Uni-
tarian Church, and St. John's Cathedral, his earliest
example in the new Gothic style; the down town
Arcade, a row of shops under a single roof; Manning
Hall at Brown University; and the Athenaeum, these
last two reflecting Greek revival architecture in Rhode
Island.

And yet Providence is truly a Victorian city, and
some of the best of its architecture is to be seen in the
Italianate buildings designed by Thomas Tefft and
Richard Upjohn. Representative of this period of
modified classicism are the Tully Bowen House on
Benefit Street, and the Governor Lippitt houses, one
on the southeast and the other on the southwest corner
of Hope and Waterman streets. The People’s Library
in Newport is also of this mid-Victorian period.

A short listing of historic sites must necessarily omit
many. And since yesterday is already history and
today will be history tomorrow, it is proper to recall
the period of opulence of the late nineteenth century.
One outstanding example among many is the Breakers
in Newport. It was built by Cornelius Vanderbilt in
1895, “a fabulous monument to a fabulous age.”

And finally these non-architectural historic sites:
Queens Fort, a natural stronghold left by the glaciers
in Exeter; the soapstone quarry in Johnston from
which Indians secured their steatite bowls; King
Philip’s Spring in Bristol where the great rebellious
Wampanoag was slain; and the limestone quarry in
Lincoln, believed to have been operated as early as
1643.

Preserved during a history of more than three hun-
dred years are the foregoing and many more examples
of architecture, sites made historic by their relation
to outstanding Rhode Islanders, and shrines dedicated
to hardy souls who created a precious heritage to hand
down to their descendants.




