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A View of Providence: The Expli cat ion

of a Landscape Painting

Robert P. Emlen

Early PICtUJt:~ of the Providence landscape have alw avs at tr ac ted local

a ttention . Eve n a.. thev were bemg pal med. lohn worrall's "Providence

T h eater Drop Sce ne " (ca. r!'lo!'l - I SII I and Joseph Panndgc's '·VII:w u l

President Street " 11!'l111 in spired co m ment in the Providence news­
pape r'> . T he il to pical mtcrcst and local color appe aled to the people

of Providence, who apprec iated the recogn it ion the vreuing arn srs
bro ugh t to (hCIT home town.

Over the yea rs , 3S pamu ng.. hke th ese made the ir way Into local pre­

ture galleries an d m ..muuonal collec tions , they were Joi ned by ..uch

scenes as lobn Ru ssell Bartlett 's "G reat September Gale ot 18 111 ," one

o f many vers tnn... Inspired by the or iginal engra ving made by lames

Kidd er in 1!'I16 tsee fi,..-: . 2 ~ , p. «o. below], or Alvan Fish er '!; pair of land ­
seapes " Providence From A clOSS the Cove," paint ed in I Ii I H and I SI I}

(for th e latter sec fiJ.": . q . p. ;; 2 , hcl nw]. They ten ded to be panoramic

views 0 1 the buildmgs and streets of old Providence . reco rding for pos­
terity the landmarks of .1 cha nging cit y. While so me of them were pri­

vately owned, all of th em were publicly admired , and in th e puhli c co n­

sciou sness they formed a group of pictures that carrie to he informa lly

regarded as community assets and antiquarian treasures , Reproduced

throughou t the rwcnncrh centu ry in innumerable publicauons, thi s fa­

m iliar body of paintings, prints, drawings, and photographs has become

part of the pictorial vocabula ry of Prov idence, part of the way we view
the cityscape of Co llege Hi ll.

The refore the appearance In 1 \} 7 ~ of a radically di fferent and previ­
ously unknown painu ng of early nineteenth -century Providence wa s

gree ted with some su rpri se (sec fig. I I. Firs t published as a full pag t'

color adverti sement in the magazmc ANT IQ UE- S. ' the painted wooden

panel illustrat ed what was unmistakably lohn Holden G reene 's Frrst

Conaregau o nal C hu rch II Hl til, overloo king a row of nondescript and
unidentified buildings painstakingly portrayed agam sr the bac kd rop o j

College Hill. Lacking a s ignature, date, or label, th e painting present ed
an en igm a : it ca me without a recorded hi story.

The trail of u s previous owners led only to an ant iq ue s deal er , who

had died without shari ng specific kn owledge about it s past . The prove­

nance pubhsbed with the advcrn scmcnr alluded 10 ge nera l terms to ItS

once being o wned by the "Bcruarrnn C lifford Family of Providence,
Rhode Island. and Fall River, Massachusetts ." And, most exaspcranng

~\r Emlcn I ~ the IOfmer avsoc ta re cura
IOf oi th e Rhode Island H, ,,w fl u J Socrerv
and I~ now aCTIn!/: a,,<'()cl4 te cura tor 0' ,k-c ­
otanve arh, ~tUM'um ot An. Rhode Isb nd
Sch ool 0 ' DeMRJI lmnal t,,'-Cat ch tIll Ihl'
~tud)'_ ...luch "".I~ used In the ptepatatlon
oi the nhlb l{ cntnled ~A VIC'" ot Pm­
viden ce," "".IS accomphshed wn h th e as­
~I"ance: "'/ NLn<l z'lnmen and Cbarkute
S..n ncnbhc k . The au thor IS also mdebred
,n Ed ward F Sandcl.....n fur \·",Ill.1hle ""11:­
1I:""wm" m rh e prepatanon 01 Ihl' cs ..av,
",nd 10 Anwmelte F. Do wnme 101 advice
on the crghtccnth-cc nturv archrtcc ture oj
Rhode [..land

I The M <l,l(<l.:::me M; n QUl', C VllI lAul:

I 'H ~ I, ' '' I

Figu re r . " View of Providence"
Oil on panel, 28" )( 29~_ Pnvatelv

owned. Phow ,Rraph bv Helga
Photo Studio. Reproduced with
the permission of H irsch i ~)

Adler Gattenes. Ne w York .
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Figur e 2 . First Con gregational
Church. Providence. Derail
from " View of Providen ce."
PhotvXTtlph by Helga photo
Studio. Reproduced wtlh the
permission o f Hirschi 0' Adler
Galle ries. New York.

1 Aucnun ,,' the Thomas C Rr/::w
Folk An Collc cuon. Soehebv.Park c
Bernet , N..,w Y"rk (Apr 1\1, 1\11'1 1.

t . AVCI~' Lord , "Some ACCOUIlIS "I tht:
Pew nuluc!s 10 the First Con greganonal
Church, " tYI't'SCrll'l , \ - 1>, 10 benevolent
COIlII;rc!<:.u ional ";oncl y R"",,,,J,. Rhode
Island HistOri cal S' lCl t'ly.

A VIEW OF I'ROVl llEN Cl

of all , It seemed to have escaped th e' notice of the keen observers of the
Prov idence landscape th roughout the last I SO years.

Yet the absen ce of know ledge About this unusual pic ture cou ld not
Impute its au thenticity. Technical cxarr unanon under ultra-violet hghr
revealed many years of ....-ea r and use, mdr caung that it was indeed an
o ld pamnng. But , with th e unusually forceful effect Ilf its large-scale
representat ion and detail ed , hard -edged hncs, it was so unlike other
views of Providence that there was no real s tylist ic cont ext in which to
pla ce it. The only way to co m prehend tfus pamnng was to explicate it
as a cultural artifact, to exam ine eac h de tail in it , to learn just what
was being pictured, and to extrapolate from th e visual evidence w hat
the original scene was meant to represent .

That opportunity aro ...e In the spring uf 1981, when th e picture agam
was offered for sale .' Newly restored to ItS bnlhant color, and now en­
titled "A View of Providence," it was acquired by Hrrschl 6. Adler G.1I ­
lenes of New York. Its new owners gen erously lent It to the Rhode b ­

lan d Historical Societ y, wh ere, dunng the sum me r of 1981 , It formed
the nucleus of a spec ial exhibiuon . Th rough rela ted prints, drawings,
ph oto graphs, and paintings, the exhibit ent itled "A View of Provi­
den ce" identified and Interpret ed the scene portrayed m n .

No artist was Identified, no documentation was discovered that shed
light on the circumstances III us pa... t . What emerged. however, was a
picture of the way Providence appeared in the firs t quarter 01 the n in e­
teenth century, outgrowi ng its pas t as a n vertront town and grow ing
Into its ne w ro le J.S a mercantile port city.

Except for the First Congreganonal Chu rch . none of the bu ildi ngs in
the painting is extant today. Thus, by necessi ty, resear ch sta rted w ith
th e ch urch (sec fig. 2).

Wh en thei r twi n-sptred mcen ngho usc was lost to fire on Iunc 14,
I H14, th e Ben evolent Co ngrcgauonnl Society resolved to rebuild with
s to ne. Parish ion er lo hn Holden Crecne. the not ed Prov iden ce ar ch i­
tect , was em ployed to prepare pla ns for a new church, and in six wee ks
his dra win gs were finished The congregati on appro ved the plans, and
the bui ldi ng commit tee ins tructed hi m to proceed with cons t ruc tm n .
By th e t im e th e grou nd had frozen ove r that winter, th e cellar was
already dug and th c fou nda tion wa lls laid up . Wor k on the ch urc h con ­
t inued for two years, until , on August Ib, 1816, th e s tee ple was
finis hed and the sta,l;.;m~ removed. ' That date provides the earliest poi nt
at wh ich thi s scene could po !>sibly have been painted .

Iudging from the awkward slant 01the bell to we r and steeple , the art­
ist who drew "A View of Providence" was not entirely in command of
th e rul es of perspective. His attempt to ca rry his th ree-quarters. view
above the rootl in e ended in an alarming off-ce nter tower. Happily, the
artist 's unsophisticated sty le is also expressed in his limner-hke ten­
dency for literal depiction of detail . Every quoin and muntin on the
ch urch was distinctly articulated, theoretically from his vantage point



A VIEW OF PR O Vllll"' CE

hundreds of yard s away, providing a precise represcmanon of th e arch i­
tectural details of the buildmg.

His attention to detai l was so exact ing that it IS surpnsmg to find , on
close exam ina tion, the occu lus windows above the pediment filled
with black d isc s Ins tead of cloc k faces. Since the on ly cont em por ary
prim of this ch u rch, William Goodacre 's widely published engraving
"Uru tarran C h urch at Providence" 118wI clearly shows a clock 10 the
steeple [S l'C fig,. '\1. this palmer was Cit her Inaccurate, or he knew so me­
th ing C oodac re drd not kn ow. The early records of rhc First Congrega­
nona! Soc iet y, however , re..olvc rhis contradic tion:

AU,gUSl , 18 '\'\: Voted . that Messrs. I &. H Hamlin, Mr . BI..hop,
Caleb Earlc, & A. D. Hodges he a com mit tee to solicit subscn p­
nOIlS and obtain fu nds for the purpose of purchu... lng and p lacin~ a
dock 10 the steeple of the meeting house.. , ,

Sercmber loth, oqnl:1Benevolent Congreganonal Society, Draft
to KlIl~sley C. Gladding: For pamnng &. grldmg three Cl ock Dial s,
21 tl2 feet III eac h: S4!l.37 112'

Thus, as It turns out , William C ood ac rc's I I'\ JO engraving was mac­
curate. The new ch urch had waited twcnr y yea rs to buy ItS to .....cr dock,
during which time the th ree opcnmgs had rem ain ed boarded over. So,
in add ition to verify ing the accuracy of th is rep rcscnrarion of the
church steeple . Ktnglev G ladding's hill in I S}6 for gtiJing the dl.lls pro ­
vides the latesr possible da le when "A ViCw of Prov idence" cou ld have
been painted .

A walkmg to ur of dow mown Providence determined that th e artist
must haw used th e .....est bank of the Providence River as hi s vantage
point fur pamnng hIs picture of th e church. The burldmg.. III the fore ­
ground. therefore, s tood on the cast bank. By walking along rhc river.
the site was visually es tablished below the present -day Crawford Street
bndge. And once that was deterrmucd. the unusual combi na tio n ot
building types so ca refull y depicted III the painting made it possible to

locate the actual structures in early photographs of the Mea. The build ­
mgs were located along Sou th Wate r and South Mam streets, on the
two blocks oct ween C rawford and ward ..trcets (see fig. ~ I .

The town of Providence wa.. o ngma llv divided into long. narrow
lots, reaching easterly up College Hill from th e fiver , From the first
years of European scnlcrncnt. the river bank W;lS do ucd with boa t land­
mgs. then with docks, and, by rego, wuh wharfs. Later. as the ..ea mer­
chants began III deve lop the wate rtro nt , warehouses appeared on th e
wharfs. In the eighteenth centu ry, III order to provide public access
from Towne (now MJ.inl Stree t to the nve r, na rrow lanes or "gang­
ways" were cut through between the river lot s (see fig. 51.'

The gangway through th e Cra wford family 's lots wa.. well tra vell ed ,

and m 17 'Ii th e Town Council voted to Widen It irom twelve feet to

thirty-six leet." It became known as Crawford Street , and, lust nut of

"'

Figure J. "Ur ntarian Ch urch at
Providen ce," En1:,1Qvin1': by
William Goodacre. 18]0.
Coun esv of Rhode island
Hi ~tnrJC'11 Socrerv Librarv (RlIl
,q .J8 87J.

4 \'''l~ I'a ~~ hv t he Bene \"olem Con'
,o:re",auunal Soc retv; Au", . 1, I~H. Bcncv ­
.. lent C"n", ....ll: Rn ~ . Brlltrom Km ",.I",
CI.l.JJm", 10 t h l" Ikm' vukm Cungrvaa­
1L0n .l.I " ' KI Cly, Sept 10, I !'lV', 1/11J

" Mlthad Hulk-ran. " In Dctcnsc ul
C an,o: .....J }· ~ : Memoncs 01 the Watcrfront ,"
Pm vLJcnce Prcs crvanon SOC IC ty. N....... '.
XXI Han - Feb 1 'I ~ ' 1. 'I

" John Hur chmv CaJy. Th.. C/ttK and
An;hlll'<:tural D""e/fJl'mrnt 0/ l'rcvtdcncc
I rr(1\" I J~nCC\ R.I . I ~ H I. hi
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Figure 4. Providen ce waterfront
from the northwes t. cu. rll(,R.
Co urtesy of Rhode tsland
Historical Socie ty Lstnurv (RHi
X3 2JOO).

7· l'rovrdcncc De ed s, Vo L 17 p. .p K,
Provulcncc Cit y Hall. hercaner cued as
Providence [)eed~, 17 41il

II. Ibsd ., 17 'H. 'I' .
lJ· and , 46 : 101
10 . William Rea In Edwin T lcnckes,

Sept . 1 , IS H , Bn" S, Nil/,hlln jtalt: an d
Icn ckc c I'apt.'r s, R J ths\ S'II; See aIM>
Walt er R. Danltlnh, "Pictu res 01 Prove­
dence In t hl' P<l ~( , " Rhodf' tstand Hrstot v,
XI (19 PI, q

sight at the left or northern cd~c of "A view of Providence," it bou nds
the first lot visible in th e p.nnnng.

LOT ONE

In the seven teenth century Gideon C rawford owned three con u gu.

nus lots south of C rawford Sm-er. lhs son, Major Will iam Crawford,

built a small wooden dwelling house and warehou se on the fir st lot

south of the gangwa y, and 10 17 \7 , between th em, Malor C rawford's

sons, Joseph and Wilham, divid ed "t he thr ee water lot s, ea ch Founv
Feet, part of our Father's es tate . which fell 10 us in part of our portion ."

Joseph took the first lot . with the dwcllmg house and warehouse . Aft e r

Joseph 's death in 1 7 9 1.} , It was purchased b)' Za chariah Allen.' who in

turn left It to hi s daugh ter Abb y. Hit hard by a devastating tir e III H~OI .

South Main Str eet tu rned de rel ic t and seedy, and was referred to locally

as " Ro tten Row." But in I !'In, when C rawfor d All en purchased the lot

from hi s sister," the neigh borhood was r uckmg up . That year Will iam

Rea, a Providence nat ive, w rot e to hIS fncnd. Edwin T. Ienckcs :

There is fort y or Filly ne w burldme, ~tJln~ up . , , a number of

stores on Water Street , Rotten Ro w IS pull 'd do wn and Brick Build­
mgs go ing up .
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William Rca may have been rctemng to th e bnck store Crawford
Allen was building nn the site of joseph Crawford 's warehouse." Fou r
stories high . the new store spanned the enure WIdth of hrs tonv-foor
lot and reached back twice that distance {see fig. 61.

The front of the buildmg faced the nver. ....-u b large door-, npcrung
onto the wharf. On th ree sides of the store were tour hays of lion­

shuucred wmdow-, and doors, capped by a denulla tcd curmcc and a
monitor-hi pped roof. It was an arnbmou-, proiect , not only 101 rhc sizc
of th e bui lding or the expense of the masonry consuucuon. but 10 the
un phcau ons in her ent in ItS design: th e fou rth side was she ared off
asymmetrically at the sou thern property lin e. Evidc ntly Crawfor d
Allen foresaw a new era on South Wat er Street, and expec ted h is hric k
sto re to serve as the no rt he rn end of a commerci al block .

, .
{ ~.--\ J

•

I • •..••••••...•••

Figure ~ . (JetlJil from map of
Providence by fohn Fitch. 17'}O.

Cocrresy of Rhode Island
Histoncal SOClety Library IRlJi
Xf JJ 6) . For a full view of tlus
map see tig. n . p. .0-

II The a"umrllun ,hac Cra...tcrd
Allen c(ln ~ltu<:led thl~ buLldmg I' borne
\ IU C in the sc bse quem descnpnon ot an
ahultm.l: proreny, ClUng "the Bnck 510re
erreceed by Cra...Iord Allen . ~ See Pm"I ­
dencc [)ttl.h,. 111,) l Q!'I

Pigure 6 . Crawford Allen 's brick
store. Deuul fwm " VIew of
Providen ce." Photograph by

Helga l'hoto 'studio. Reproduced
with perm ission of HirschI t'l J

Adler GI1J1erie.\. New York.
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In fac t , thr ee years later, he built ano the r hlp-roofed brick store at the
other end of hi s Intended block, 220 fee t farthe r down Sou th Wate r
Street. A sy m metrica l compleme nt of the northern end of th e row, It

stood at the northwest corner of Plan et Street, to the righ t of th e scene
encom passed by this painung."

The waterfront pic tured in "A View of Providence" has been dredged
an d filled to allow deep-draft shi ps to ber th in close to the sho re, a dis ­
tinct improvement over th e sha llow mud flats of the eighteenth­
century river bank. The amst depicts It built up with a sea wall of cut
gra ni te blocks, and with a wharf paved in the same way. Because the
scene could not have been painted before the bnck store was built. It

must therefore date, at the very earliest, after the summer of 1822.

LOT T WO

As his part of lus mheruancc In In7, Wilham Crawford took the
two other forty-foot rive r lots. There was no dwelling house on hi s pa rt
of th e property, and he did not stay to bui ld one . He moved to Warw ic k,
and with in the yea r, so ld the land, "together with an o ld Shepp and
Wharf th ereon errected," 10 Ebenezer Ty ler. newly arrived from Anlc­
boro." In I7~O Captain Ty ler ma rried , an d soo n thereaft er bu ih a two­
and-one-ha lf-story dwelling house on the northeast co rner of his prop ­
erty, which m easured eig h ty by two-hundred feet (see fig. 7). Unlike the
bri ck store, which fronted on the Prov iden ce River, th e Tyler dwelli ng
faced eas t to the resid ential neigh borhood 01Sou th Main Street .

View ed fro m the rear in "A View of Providen ce," th e Eben ezer Tyler
house is undistingu ished, exc ep t for two tall brick chimneys loom ing
high above th e rooflin e. When it IS see n from th e front , howeve r. th e

FiKUTe 7. Ebenezer Tyler house,
Detail fro m " View of
Prov idence." Photowaph by
Helga Phoro Studio. Reproduced
wnh perml s.~i(m of Hirschi eV

Adler Galleries. New York .
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whole plan of th e hou se is revealed , and the reason for th e h igh ch im­
neys is expla ined {see fig. Hl. Measuri ng thi rty-three by twe nty-fou r
fee t," it was a wood frame house with a pair of chi m neys on eac h of its
gable ends. Thc ch imneys on ItS no rthern end, to the nght in this pho­
rograph, nse approxrmatclv five feet above the rootlme and above the
Joseph Crawford dwelling hnm.e next door. At just thiS herghr on the
two southern chrmnevs, the mortar changes cohn, and the bricks ap ­
pear darker and of a more regula r sudan' . Although they were once a ll
the same he ight , the southern chimney !'ttaeks we re apparently ex '
ten ded an additional five feet at a later date . ' The painting tell s the
sto ry : when its brick neighbor was erec ted on the lot to th e sou th, the
new, taller bu ildi ng must have overshadowed the Tyle r hou se, inn-rtcr­
ing with th e dr aft of its adjacen t ch im neys , They had to he bui lt up to

clear the obstruc tion in order to keep the firepl aces from smoki ng . No
ta ller bui ldings were cons t ruc ted 00 the nort hern side, and the othe r
parr of chimneys proved satisfactory at their origi nal height.

LOT THREE

In 1790, after Rhode Island rat ified th e Constitut ion , a United States
cu ... to ms d ism ct was estab lished for the upper Na rraga nsett Bay, and a

Cus to ms Office was opened in Providen ce." From I 7YO unt il he r death
m 1804 , Eben ezer Tyler 's wi dow Anne rented th e ground floor 01 her
house to the ne w agency. Her daugh te r Hannah inhe ri ted th e home­
stead, and m a inta ined this ar rangemen t wit h th e governme nt for a n­
other fou rteen yea rs, I" unt il the Treasury Departme nt built its ow n
brick Customs House nex t door to the sou th . AI!'o facing on South
MaIO Street , It IS seen from the rear 10 "A View of Providence."

"\

FIgure 8. Ebenezer TYler neuse.
Providence . Photograph by
Norman M. tsham. taken from
Sout h Main Street. before I yo6.

From Rhode Island Collecnon .
Providence Public LIbrary.
Cou rtesy of l'roviaence Public
i sbrarv

14· ['mv/dr/Ill: lnurnal, Pc b. 11, I</ot.
I \ These cstsrnaeev were made b¥ m ca

sunng bnck courses till th e Bcniarmn
Chffcrd and samuel AIIIIl Store
I I III I - 1814 1al 24 ~ South r.Llln SlTecl,
the nearest bock bUllulIl 1t oj comparable
nature and date ,,"11 ~landlllll: In rhow...
graphs o t thc Eben ezer TlIkr hou!oe, the
tall ch im neys can be see n 10 nse SIUY­

Ihree COIII~S above the roothn e. On she
Chnord and Allm Store, srxrv-thrce
cour .;e," measures len teet . s ill; mches

II> , Nalltmal StK;lely o j Ibe Coltlm.ll
Dames of Arncnca. Th ree Cen times 0'
CUHom H uu,'l' ,S(Wa..hmgton, D,C., r'172 \,
l</ -40.

11 Henry R. Chace, "A Dcscnpuv c List
oj All the Hou se; In Ihe Compact Part " I
the To wn oi providence, R.I., INQ. " ly!'C'
scn pi. H, R , I. Hrst St>e.



Figure 9· United States Customs
House , Providence. Photograph
taken from South Mom Street ,
before 190 f>. Courtesy o f Rhode
Island Hsstoncol Socrety lsbrarv

(R Hi Xj 439 .0 .

Figure 10. Detail from map of
Providence by Damet Anthony.
1824· Courtesy o f Rhode Island
Histon cal Societ y Library (RHI
Xj 4891).

I ll. Providence {ked), H, 1'10 ; H 110 .

19. lbJd , \9: ~ 1 11

10. T wenty Cllur~cs o t brick are vterble
In a phottlRf~l"h , ca I <,lOll

A VIEW O F P R O VI D E N C E

The new Cus to ms House stood on th e second of Ebenezer Tyl er 's
two lot s. That property passed to h is daugh te r Arney, and upon he r
death in 1810, was so ld to Caleb Earle .!OJ Sanford Branch, hou se ca r­
penters and lumber merchants. ,. Earle and Branch wer e Int erest ed prin­

ci pally in the co mme rcial uses uf th e wat erfront, and In 1817 th ey so ld
the United States government a buil ding lot on Sou th Main Street off
the eastern end of their propert y,"

The new bri ck Cus to ms House was a fortress (sec fig. 91. Ever yone llf
it s doors and windows-and ten of th em open ed onto South Molin
Stree t alon e-were equipped with heavy iron sh utter, perhaps sett ing
the st yle for C rawford Allen 's store five years lat er. Though tw o-and ­
one-ha lf-stones h igh, its raised gable-e nd wa ll s (which rose approx­
im ately three-and-on e-half fee t above th e rooflin c, to prevent th e en­
croachmen t of fires from neighbor ing roofs! gave It an Im posing appear­
ance." It soo n became a landmark: It rat ed ItS own keyed number on
Daniel Anthony 's ma p of Providence, print ed in 1824 (see fig. 101, and
lent its name to th e adjacent gangway running from South Main Street
to South Wat er St reet . In "A Vicw 01Providence," Custom Street can be
seen emerging at the bottom of th e hill, to the righ t of the gambrel­
roofed shed.

The shed was the warehouse and shop for Caleb Earle and Sanford
Branch 's ho use-carpentry busi ness. Sued di rec tly on the whart , it
sto red the firm 's lum ber and buildng supplies on fou r floors, where
large loft doo rways can be seen In "A View of Providence." capped by
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the proiecnng splayed luuels so distinctive to early nmeteenth-ccnturv
Prov idence buildmgs.

Earle and Bran ch bu ilt up the sea wall, not on ly in fron t of thei r shop,
but in fro nt of th eir neighbor's land as well . In an indenture wi th Miss
Hannah Tyler in IHI 5 , th ey agreed to rent her ga rden lot , wi th its for t y ­

foo t river front age, provid ing that:

they wi ll, within two years, erect a good and sufficient front wall
on said lot adiommg the river, ami pur a cap log thereon and affix
fend ers thereto, and 611 up with sand as said Earle and Branch 's
front wall now IS ."

Six yea rs later Ca leb Earle pu rchased the entire Tyler property out­
n ghr ." Clea rly ill us t rated in "A View of Providence" ar e the stacks o f
boards , piles of framing lumb er, and bundles of shingles the lum ber
merchants stored beh md the house.

On the hillside next to the First Congreganona l Church. a Federal­
style house peeks through th e trees . It was the Waite Smith house,
built In the early nineteenth century by the widow of Charles Field , on
the present -day corner 01 Brown and Charlesfield streets." When this
picture was painted, the house was inhabited by Bemarmn Cowell ,
clerk of the Uni ted Sta tes Ci rcu it Court . The house 's sign ifica nce and
re lat io ns hi p to th e res t of the pain ting remains a m yst er y,

LOT FOUR

Across Custo m Street from the Earle and Branch gambrel -roofed
shed was an unusually Wide piece of land once owned by Toleration
Ham s. In 17.P , when he sold it to Captai n Arch ibald Young, he de­
scribed it as "One certamc Mansion Hou se and one 1011 an d an ha lf of
Land whereon the house nn w stands, hounded as followeth : East­
wardly tin said Towne Srrectc or Main Highway un which It measures
sixty fee t front ; and holding [he same bread th , extends westwardly to
the channel of [he Salt water Harbour " (see fig. I 11. 1' In their tax. assess­

ment for 17 70 , the town assessors listed the structures as "a small
d welling house, much worn, a wood house. shed &. wha rf." l<Arch ibald

Young and his family lived there for th irty yea rs, until his creditors
called due their debts . In Ma rch of 1771 , while Capta in Young was o n a
trad in g voyage to London , his property was so ld at a sherrif 's auc t ion."

It was purcha sed by Joseph Brown , whose improvements were noted
by the tax assessors in 17 7 9 . It now cont ained "a pretty good house,
improved hy lena lenk ms &. Gladden, a sma ll Dwe lling House much
torn, a store, a wood house, a shed, a good wharf." " After Josep h
Brown 's death in 178~ his widow made It her home.

The Browns continued to live the re until the dea th of the third and
last so n Obadi ah in 18 15, when the family 's occupancy ca me to an end.
From th en on, the property was put ou t at ren t." The dwelling houses

21 Providen ce Deeds. \9 1.41
n . IbId. 4 6 : III'<

1 \ providence Probate Record s, Will
Book 1\ . r . I ; , Providence City H~ll

24. providence Deed" II : lb.
2 ~ . Hen ry R Ch:lee, "Houses m Pnwt ­

deuce. 1770, rn the cnm pau part of the
Town, wuh the Loc auun. Oc cupauon.
and Tax es Ass essed rherr O wne rs." ma n u­
scnpt. R. I Hl st 5<;1(;

21, Providen ce Dt.-.:d~. 19 I H
17 Chace, "A De scnpuve Lhr . ' lyre'

sc npt. ~~, R. I HI~t \01;.

2~ prov idence Deeds. '''' Ill.

FJxure r r . Archibald Young
hou se. Detail from "vrewof

Providence." Photograph by
Helga Photo Studio. Reprodu ced
wnh permi ssion of Hnscbl 6: )

Adler Galleries, New York.
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on Sou th Main Street-one with a gable roof and one with a hi pped
roof- wer e desi rable res idences, thought to be wel l-loca ted. Year s late r
Sarah Bull ock recalled that neighborhood :

I was born o n Sou th Mam Street, m th is ci ty of Providence in J K40
which seventy and even fifty years ago was a pleasant street. Man y
of our weahhv and mos t-respected Iarmhes occupied the houses
and in the blocks on that s treet. From Crawford St. to Transit
street there we re many beautiful shade trees on each side.... Be­
tween the blocks one caught glimpses of a clean clear river where
the t ide went in and out, and often we saw sparkling white-capped
waves da ncing over the wharves above Power street. It was a clean
salt rive r, too, where boys could ~o in swunrmng and come o ut
clean. "

The South Water Street end of the property. with ItS sixty-foot wate r­
front, was rent ed for commercial uses. luda mg from the piles of boards
and bundles of wood sbmglcs stacked against the brick-end shed, it was
probab ly berng leased by Earle and Branch for lum ber storage when rh rs
picture was panned.

The Joseph Brown homestead remained 10 the hands of the family,
iouulv owned by various children. grandch ildren, and a great­
granddaugh ter, until I1\9n . ~ ' Per haps It was the tangle oi th is mult iple
ow ne rshi p that preve nted anyone 01he, heirs from sel li ng the property
for ove r a ce ntury, and, in th e proCI'SS, prcordammg th at hrs descen­
dents wo uld de rive th crr m cnm cs from property rentals. At an y rare.
th e Joseph Brown homestead lay in the path 01 th e com merc ial block
C rawfor d Alle n hoped to build a l(ln~ th e waterfron t . Allen never did fill
in the hear t of hi s block, and in I Kll\ so ld th e lot conta in ing hi s first
bri ck store ." Sim ilarly, the 'Id l(l lll i n~ lot wi th the Ebenezer Tyler
House, purchased by Caleb Earle in 11\22 , rem ained in hi s hand s unt il
hi s death in I 1\ 5l , unalter ed except for th e erect ion of a riverfront s to r­
age shed. And th e lot next door , ow ned iointly by Earle and Bran ch
throughout th eir Iifenmes, was not appreciably alt er ed un t il th eir heirs
sold th e pro per ty in IK51lsce fig. 12). "

Caleb Earl e seem s to have bee n con nected w ith most (If the buildi ngs

pictured in "A view of Providen ce." He was a parishon cr at the First
Congregat ional Ch urch, head of ItS bui lding comrrut tcc for m any
years, and th e prin cipal suppl ier of it s bu ild ing materia ls. " H" person­
all y owned one of the riverfront lots, ow ned a partnershi p in an other ,
an d over the yea rs h is busmess had rent ed space In the two others .
T hough the scene is bereft of hu ma n activity, It Ill ustrates the wares of
Caleb Earl e 's lumber yard- the on ly non -arch itect ural features in the
picture-s-an d it may w'ell he tha t he commissioned the painting. But
m onths of research have produced nu ev idence to subs ta ntiate th is : the
o rigi na l story behind "A View of Providence" has long since been
for gott en .
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Sad ly, so have most of the buildi ngs portrayed in u . The loscph
Brow n homestead fell to real es tate development in the nineteenth
century, and th e Ebenezer Tyler Hou se and th e Customs Ho use of 1818
were los t whe n South MaIO Street was w ide ned in 1906. ,. Though th ey
surv ived the hurrican e of 19l8, C rawford Allen 's bri ck sto re and th e
Earle and Branch gam brel-roofed warehouse were dem olished to creat e
a parking lo t." The Bronson w ing of Brown Un iversi ty's West Quad ­
ranglc sta nds on rhc site of th e Waite Smi th House . Even Cus to m
Street d isappeared in 19 p . " O oly th e Unitarian Ch urch ha s survived
the rwenneth ce nt u ry.

Like an unexpect ed Vi Sit from some old relat ive we had nev e r met ,
thi s painting ha s appea red to te ll us about a Providence we had never
known , One of our earliest and clearest pictu res of Providen ce , it
seems to captu re the waterfront at two different times, Here an: th e
vestiges of the eigh teenth-cent ury village recalled by Archibald
Young 's o ld hip -rooted "Mansion House," and the new look of th e
nin et eenth-century city represented by Crawford Allen 's bnck store .
The Pro viden ce pictured in thi s paint ing. has she d it s provin cial past
and emerged as a hu stling. cente r of nineteenth-century com me rce . The
story is not readily apparent at first , for th e scene ha s cha nged almost
heyond rccogruuon . But although the waterfront ha s gone , th e pam n ng
ha s sur vived to tell th e talc.

Figure 12 . Providence wasertrom
from the soumweet. Composite
view, part r . ca. 1898. Courtesy
of Rhode Island Historical
Socrerv LIbrary (RHi x3 4479).

J~ PlO ..., dencf.' toumat, Feb 11, 1yo(,

H rhOlOlV~J'h.. m the Craphics Ccllec­
tun . R I Hl st Soc .. and In the lohn
Hutchms C.ady Notebooks . Rhode bland
Collecuon. ProVidence Public Library,
~how t he 511e leveled m (h e conly 19 ~OS

11' Holleran, " In Defense of Ganl: '
wav s," Pm v, Pres , Soc., New.~ , XXI
[lan.c- Peb . 1 'I ~ l l,
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Figure 13. South Mam Street
and Soum Water Sued al the
Crawford Street Bridge. May

'9ISJ · Photograph by Robert 1~

Em/en. Counesv of the Rhode
island His torical Socrery Library
(RH i x J 4892).
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Another View of Providence:

Archaeological Investigation of

the Old Stone Square Site

Myron O. Stac hiw

While many views of the city of Providence from the late eigh teent h
centu ry to the mid nineteenth century are available in the form of
pamdngs . sketches, engravings, maps, and photographs, few actually

illustrate the proce sses of rapid grow th and change th at the city expen­

enced dunng this period. These episodic impressions of Providence,

wh en combined w ith documenta ry sources, provide a chronology and
an occas ional window on the dimensions of urban growth. But most 01

these graph ic images fail to provide specific answe rs to questions about
the processes that lay behi nd grow th and change in the cuy and th e
ways in which these processes altered the lives of people w ho res ided
th ere.

Although panora mic views of Prov ide nce such as Alvan Fish er 's two
paintings o f " Providence from Across the Cove," on e of which was
paint ed m 18 1l'l and the o ther in 1R19 Ifor th e latter sec fig. q l, present
fairl y accu rate dep icti on s of loca l landma rks, areas of ma im de velop­
me nt and sh ipping ac tiv ity, and topo graphy, th ei r broad sco pe and th eir
in corpo rati on of ce rt ai n art ist ic convent ions com mon to landscape
painti ngs limit their usefu lness as hi storica l documents. Other images
of th e city produced during th e early ninet eenth century, such as th e
pen-and-ink drawings and th e wa tercolors of local arti sr Edward L.
Peckham, prov ide a m or e detail ed view of par ticular hi storic sites, but
th eir usefuln ess in helping students to reconstruct th e appearan ce of
Pro viden ce in the past is also limited. Peckham 's views , to be sure, arc
ex trao rdinary in th e way that they illustrate such featu res of the com­
munit y as fen ces, outbu ildings , wh arves, and even shop signs and ad­
vert isements on buildings (see, for exam ple, fig. 1 S1. Yet , des pite their
attention to detail and the apparent absen ce of a rti st ic conve n t ions and
devices, Peckham 's works were sti ll panoramic in scope, th ough less so
tha n the m or e for mal landscape paintings of the ci ty. Infor m al ske tc hes
and m aps of Providen ce, suc h as T. M . Sumner's sketch map of bu ild­
ings and lot s a long North Main Street in 1775-1777, draw n tra m
memory in 1l'l ]4 [see fig. 16 I, an d John Fitch's map of town, draw n in
1790 (see fig. 17 1. provide considerab ly mor e de ta il than the available
panoram ic views, but fail to include some physical aspe ct s of the com-

....11 ~u,hi>'" I ~ a hl~ton.an .and arcbaeolo­
,ll;l ~' living In Rhude l ~bnd He I ~ also a
doctoral cand...Iate In th e Ameu un and
Ne...· Engl and SlUd,~ program at Bo..ron
UnLvenll ~' He wishes 10 thank the 101­
lowmg peop le and msutuerons lOTt he,r
a ~~,~un,e Th oma s .\tcCal1hy, O ld Sten e
Square A~:!oOl;l.ate ~. dnd D,mC'OCon' true '
lion Company lor then wrlhngness to un­
denake thl~ pnaecr under suc h shon
nonce and tor th eir generous su pport ,
loan GalJd,ll;her f leming .ln d the ~uit of
the Public Archac:ololtY LioorawfY. lnc..
f"T aSSlsrance In field wOTk. adrmrusrra
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a~M;(ed wuh the fieldwo rk; Ma ureen
Taylm, graphics curato r at the Rhode Is.
land Ihs toncal Sucu:ty; and Nancy M.lbry.
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Figure 14. "Providence (rom
Ac ross the Cove:' b}' A lvan
Fisher. 1819. Tbis view oi
Providence looks northeast
across the lower cove. Courtesy
of the Rhode Island tustoncal
Soc iety Library (RUI Xl JO~21.
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munity that are kno .....n to have existed or inaccurate ly depict the loca ­
tion of fence hnes and ou tb u ildings.

It is t ru e that the vari ous views of Provi dence recorded by arti st s an d

residents during the town 's ea rly hi story arc an excelle nt so u rce for u n ­
dersranding some of the changes that occu rre d in the com m u ni ty dur­

ing it s growth from a ce nter for m ercantile trade to a burgeoni ng indus­

t ria l city. But It IS also important to recogn ize that these graph ic

sources really tell only part of the story. In a se nse, the su rviving pic­

tu res of Providence speak les s than a thou sand words. In these pan ­

oramas and sketches, deta ils ha ve been overlooked or forsaken . To ­

ge ther they say little or nothing about the changing con figu rat ion and

usc of h ou selots and yards , the func tion and appearance of ou tbuildings
and thei r relati on ship to m ain bui ldi ngs on lots, the location and ap­

pea ran ee of gardens and fences , th e mann er and significance of refuse

disposal, th e housing of animals on u rban lots, the locat ion of wells

,

Figure I s. The head of the
providence Harbor III 1840.

looklllg southwest irom South
Water Street. Wat ercolor b}'
Edwa rd L. Peckham. Note the
gambrel-roofed warehou se across
the river and It S smnlaruv to the
Caleb Earle warehouse (see fig. 7.

p. 44. abo ve) Courtesy of the
Rh ode Islan d His torical Soc iety
lsbror v (RHi x 3 4472 ).
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and pri vy pit s, the type of vege tati on found 0 11 si tes at different t im es,

or the nature and seque nce of lan dfilhng-c-all of which plavcda part In

the dra mat ic tran sfor mat ion that to ok place III Providence and III other
seaport cities during the yea rs between the American Revolution and

the Civil War .
The deficiencies {If pictorial materials as historical sources have

been underscored recently by th e wor k of archaeologists, who haw

conducted intensive research an d a n umber of excavations on several

historic al sites in Pro vid ence [sec fig. I ill. Wh at these archaeologists

Figure 16 . North Mom Street.
Provi dence. in 177~ -1777.

Redrawn from a sketch (now
lastl by T. M. Sum ner, 18.J4. An

Important feature of this
drawmg is it s IOCll / JOn of di still
houses and cran snop s. such cs a
cooper's shop and a
"workhouse," on the wharves.

Courtesy Myron O. Sracinw.
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• Figure 17 . Map of Providence by
fohn Fitch , 1790. !"itch did not
include any outbuildings or
yards in hi s drawing, and III the
case of the waterfront north uf
the bridge. he did not show an y
of the wharves or waterfront
buildings tha t Sumner's skerch
(see fig. 16) and documentary
evnlence indicate were present
between 1750 and the early
nineteenth century. For a detail
of Fitch 's map see fig. ~ Ip . .n .
above). Counesv of the Rhode
Island Histoncal Societ}' LIbrary
uuu« , 136).
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Fig ure J 8. The IOWUfJ1l of
arcnaeoksgicat eXCd\'afWn~ in

Pro vidence. J 971 -1 98~ . A Roger

williams National Memorial
fRWN M), Espinosa et ul., '972 ,
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Gallagher. 1981 D, Sou th Alain
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have discovered, to a great extent . an' the details of urban change an d

growth that were not recorded in the surviving pictorial sources. More

than a decade of archaeologi ca l mvesugauons in Pro viden ce have pro.

vided new insights into the soci al, cu ltura l. and physical growrh of the
ci ty. Recent excavations , for insta nce, have exposed sites an d featu res

that include ev idence of preh is to ric oc cupation (dat ing back about

), 000 yea rs ) along the north shore 01 the former Providence Cove, evi­

dence of a commumtv of tree black:'> and poor whi res that thrived in the
late eighreemh and early nmcn..entb ccm unes on the same north shore

site, and speci fic data on the chronology and nature of fill deposits,

changing pa tterns of land usc , and a sense of what the lusronan

Fernand Braude! call s the "st ru ctu res of everyday hie." Casnng aside
assumptions long held by many archaeol ogrsrs and preservation plan­

ners, investigators 10 Providence and in Similar coastal cities have

found that waterfront area s often possess the greatest potential for reo
covery of relatively undisturbed and very srgruficam archaeological

sites. Through thei r findmgs. they have also been able to show that the

treatm ent and changing use." 01 wat erfront area s 10 coastal com rn u ­

runes, whose eco nomics and wea lth were usually based on maritime

t rade, are im portant indicators of a communny's growth and mature ­

non. ' Excavati ons in Pro vidence si nce 1972 have part icular ly broad ­

ened our unde rstand ing oi the process of expanvnm that occurred as a
result of landfill m g, a method of growth common to cnavta ] towns and

cit ies . Othe r details abou t the con figuranon of the community, abou t

th e de ns ity of bu ildings and rcs idcnu al occu panon. about the problems

of refuse d isposal and the role it played in the process of landf ill mg, and
abou t the loc at ion and uses of buildi ngs have also come to light as a

result of th ese mvesuganons.I Archaeology, then, has enhanced our

his to rical per spect ive in .1 way that few documentary so u rces or two­

dimensional graph ic images can co mmunicate by providing da ta that

gives us a scns ual undcrsra ndmg (If process, lifesty les , an d se tti ng .

But arc hae olog is ts have a lso discovercd -c-both here in Pro vidence

and in othe r localit ies- that thei r research is nevertheless de pendent

upon docu mentary evidence and the some ti mes valuable informa tion
illustrat ed in pictor ial ma teria ls , Such proved to be th e case m the
m ost recent ar chaeological investigation co ndu cted in Provide nce, an

excavation of the si te of the new Old Stone Square office building, lo­

ca ted between Sou th Main and South Water s treets tusr below the

C rawford Street bndge [see fig. 11,l ). A set of circumstances combined to
make the site particu larly important : Us locati on in or nea r the com­

mercial core o f the historic waterfront made it the first site of th is type

to be investigated In Providence, five wood -framed and brick buildings

const ructed du ring the eigh teen th and early runcteeruh cent uries reo

mained standing on the sue unti l the early twentieth century, sUAAeSt­

ing little subsequent disturbance oi ea rher deposits by landfilhng or

co nst ru ct ion; an extraordinary pamung of the Site, execu ted in the

early n in eteenth century, was availa ble for s tudy ISl'C fig . I , p. 1R,

above], and a considerable amount of research on the painting and the
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si te had already been ca rr ied out by Rubert P. Emlcn, then associate cu­
rator of the Rh ode Isl and Historical Soc ie ty.' T he S IlC gamed add itiona l

signi ficance as a test of the archaeologica l potential of th e lower wa ter­

front area as a result of the ext en sive im proveme nt plans bcmz pro ­

pos ed at the same t ime for the future revitali zati on of th e Provid ence

wate rfront , Taken toget he r, these circu mstances offered an un us ual

opponumtv to use archaeological research and excavarron , coupled
with documen tary resear ch and an analysis of avai lable pictorial eVI­

dence. as a means towa rd uncovermg some of the lost derails and

events that had occurred in the development 01 Prov idence's lower wa­

terfroru dun ng rhe city 's early hi story.

Archaeological Invcsugan on of the Old Sto ne Squa re sue did not be­

gin until the co ns tr uc t ion of the office building was already underwa y.

The Di meo Cons truc t ion Com pa ny and the Old Sto ne Squ are Associ­
ates-the proiecr deve lopers-a-agreed to the archaeological mvc- nga­

nons and generous ly provided the necessary fu nds, Iacihucs. and

heavy cqutpmenr. Due to the pressu res of the con..rrucu o n ..chedulc .

excavauons we re limited to five workdays .•Much of th e work was con­

duc ted at night . under lights provided by the Dimeo Construction
Com pany, aft er the reg ula r workday was ove r.

T h e excavauon an d subseq ue nt an alysis yielded a num ber of sl/;:ni fi­
ca m results , Fir st , the excavat ions revealed th e survival 01 a lar~l'ly in ­

tact seve ntee th- an d cig bteenth-cc m urv sur face lylO/;: beneat h five to

ten feet of fill. T hi s surface , which sloped down fro m Sou th MaIO

Street towa rds the nvcr was ident ified as a dar k brow n. humic , midden

laye r nch ..... uh kitchen and dornesnc refuse such as bone. shell. ceram­
ics, glass, and metal obrec rs. Second, ca reful tlora l analysis by tlota uon

and microscopic exarrunanon of plant remain s from several contexts

ide ntified a n um be r of di ffe rent plant spec ies and allo wed a tcntanve,

,- :,,
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Figure 20. Reconstructed profile
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west . based on II cominn aucn o f
profile drawings . Drawing by
Ru rh Macaulay. Coun esv of old
Stone Square As.meial es.
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partial reconstruction of the vegetation found on diffe rent parts of the
site .' Third, the excavations have shed light on the landfilling process

at this si te wi th important Im plicat ions for the entire waterfront area .

Filli ng on the site had begun by the early eighteenth century and pro'

ceeded in an ep isodic manner into the twentieth century. Ident ifiable

midden-like surfaces and su rviving features from four ma jor occupa­
tional surfaces were uncovered (sec fig. 201. These middens provided

additional evidence of refuse disposal practi ces . Broadly cast disposal of

o rganic and inorganic material s was com m on practice from the eigh ­

teenth cent ury through the n ineteenth cent u ry, and const ruc t ion and

industrial debris was oft en ca rted from site to site.

A much thicker, n ch m idden layer daung irom the eighteenth to the

ea rly nineteenth ce ntunes was un covered In the gangway between
South Main and South Water Street s, later kn own as Custom Street .

Apparently, this public space was seen by many as a conven ient pla ce
for disposal of tra sh .

The most recent usc of the site was as a parking lot ; because of the

asphalt paving and an expec tat ion of deep fills , cxca-vanon wa s assisted

by a backhoe (see fig. 11 1. Properl y supervised . this machine ca n easily

and rapid ly excavate tr enches and remove fills, allowing more ca reful

hand excavation to proceed on the buned oc cupational surfaces and
featur es.

Eight tren ches of varying size wer e excavated (see fig. 19 1. The initial

strategy was to locate the outside walls and corners of the bui lding

fo un dations and focus on the ya rd areas or open spaces among the

build in gs . The best opportumtv for cxammmg u ndistu rbed fill se ­

quences and an y surviving for m er livi ng surfac es and fea tu res was

in this ar ea . Alon g th e eastern and west ern edges of the site, wide

trench es wer e exc ava ted by the co ns tr uction com pany to facili ta te the

driving of pil es th at wou ld lat er support retai ning wall s. T he eas te rn
tren ch reveal ed in profi le the fou nda t ions of the Ebeneze r Tyle r house

( ' 7.p1 and th e United Sta tes Custom s House ( Ii~ I HI, a CTOSS sectio n of

C us to m Street , an d a foundat ion wall of the Joh n Browrrhouse, built in

•

" " ~ , .
,~--
. ~' .:, _'. • ,,, 0. ·

.,

. , . ,

" ... " ..



AN OTHER V IEW Of rRllVIO EN C E

th e 17705. On th e South Water Street side, th e tren ch expose d part s
of th e foundat ion of th e Crawford Allen bri ck store l i Mn!, a mid
ru nc teeru h-c enru ry sur face o f Cus to m Street with a bu rred stone d rain.
wood pilings from an early wharf or sea wall, and partial foundation s of
ot he r buildings on the former Joseph Brown lot.

Pnor to th e construct ion of th e hou ses on th e sit e, th e land on the
west ern side of Main Street was known as the ".....an-hou se lot s," since
most d.....e ll ings .....ere nu nallv built along the east side of To .....nc (Main!
Street du ring the seventeenth and early eighteenth ce nt u ries . The
..... harvcs and .....ar ehouses of the to.....n's traders, sea captains, and mer ­
chants were located at the ends of the warehouse lots. By th e IHOS,

wharves were recorded at the west ends of the Crawford, Tyl('r, and
Young lots. When Ebenezer Ty ler bu ilt h is house in 1142, th e lot al­
ready con tained a wharf and old shop; m 1770, the Providence tax as­
sesso rs described Tyler 's homcp lacc as a good house, with a large gar ­
den , small sto re, and sm all wharf. ' The same assessors described th e
Young propert y as "a sma ll d .....ellmg house, much worn, a wood house,
shed and .....har t." By 1779 a second house had been built and th e prop­
erty .....as described as a "p ret ty good house, a sm all d .....cllmg hou se
much torn , a sto re, a wood house, a shed, a good wha rf." If .....e accept

as sc he m atically cor rec t T. M. Sumner's sketch of ho..... North Mam
Stree t looked in 177 " we can th en assume that th ese lots- containing
dwel li ngs , gardens , sho ps, sto res , and wharves-c. .....ere probably similar
In configu rat ion [see fig. I to }.

The earl iest occupation levels exposed by th e exca vations at th e Old
Sto ne Square si te wer e the su rtace midden discover ed In Trench 8 be­
hind the Cus to ms House and the lower fill of th e Cus to m Str eet mid ­
den . Located at a depth of four feet . six inches below the modern as ­
phalt surface , or about four feet above cu rrent mean high water, the
midden da te s to the second half of the eigh teenth centu ry and IS proba­
hlv the dorucsnc refuse of the occupants of the Joseph Crawford house,
built before 17.3 7, th e Ebeneze r Tyler house, and the neighboring Ar­
chibald Young house, built sometime befo re 1741 (sec fig. u l, Docu­
ment s also suggest that by l ~t O a tenement occupied the later site of
th e Custom s House."

These midden layers were ext remely rich and full of mid eigh teen th­
to early nineteenth-century ceram ics and glass, and organic kitchen
refuse suc h as bone and she ll. This manner of refuse disposal conforms
with patterns discovered at many other sites of the period . Particularly

im eresnng is the thick deposit In Custom Street [see fig. 2'1. Appar­
en tly, this public space was a conveni en t dumping place for refu se. As
early as 1749, the proprietors of Providence complained that the gang­
wa ys had become com mon depositories for rubbish . In Sept ember of
that year, th e town council was approached by a com m ittee fro m the
proprictors requesting that the gangways be cleared of tra sh and made
open for publ ic use ." This action obviously was not very succe ssfu l. as
datable artifacts recovered from the m idden indicate con u nued refuse
disposal in the gangway unti l th e early ni neteenth century,

'7

Figure 2 1 . Excc vanon of th e

aspbolt surtace and upper fill

de posus W th assisted by a

back hoe. Photograph by lohn

Mill er Courresv of Old Stone

Square A.~ ~OC"Jles ,
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li on . hlo" prepared an ... X1enSI\·e plan lor
t he levluh: loT1" n 01the decaved and ne ­
~Ie(led ware rtron r The plan call~ lor cuch
changes a.. rh ... Il'''pt'nml: ot the Pro VI ­
dence River to 1I .. lat e mnetcemh-centurv
bank~ , rcrounng rln - nvc r ncar Memoria l
Square, and th e development of hou sm g
park~ , and com me rcia l com plexes In Ihe
area below wrckcndcn Stre et

6 Ploaranon a nd Illcntifkau" n 01 plan l
ecmams Wlos ca rried o u t y Ste phe n
,"1www~k l an d I'a l~e Ne wby. Amhropol­
ogy Oeplo umem . Brown Uruvcr..uv
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Pro n J en c:e On..b . IOJ 16-,.1, Hcnrv R
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m Caleb Ear le and Sanlnr d Blanch, whn
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Figure zz. North profile view
of Trench 8, ShOWJnK west
ivundanon of Customs House
(1818) at ngln. The dark layer
runnmg beneath the foundation
of the Customs Hou se is

the eighteenth- and early
nmeteesub-censurv surface and
midden layer. Drawing by Ruth
Macaulay. Courtesy of Old Stone

Square Asvocmtes.

have and 10 hold -excepi the tenernems
burlr and o....nni by ..ehers on ground rem,
.... lnch they have .. n~hl 10 remove 011 the
~r.amed prermses In u-.c the -'.:lId Earle
and Branch and Ihe y do not agree ot her­
WI~." See Providence Deeds . H: aao
The rcm am s oj thl~ bUlldln~ or bUlldlnR'
were pro bably obluerared by the cons true­
tum of t he Unlte d Sta In Customs Hu us!.",
hUI the residents or the rcn emcm s mu st
have con tnbuted 10 the midden layer drs­
cc....cred in Trench IIamJ In Custom
St reet .

t o See G ib,on el al., ArchaeologIcal
!lesource Study, 11l

t I Stephen A Mro: ow, kl. " ....' ludle
Ran ge Theory. Hou<;c ho!ds. and Floral
AnalySIS In HlslOm:.a1 Arch aeologv" Iun-

The co ns truc tion of th e Cus toms House in IMIM provides a conve­
nient termmus pan quem, or date before wh ich the deposits had to be
laid down. Since the builders' tr ench for th e south wall of the Cus to ms
House foundation was cut through th e midd en depo sit in C us tom
Street and the foundation of the west wall in Tr en ch Xwas built on top
of the midden, it is clear that the deposits predate the construction of
the Customs House,

Analysis of floral remains recovered in soil samples from these two
m idden deposits consisted of seeds from several different species. The
sam ple from the midden in Tren ch 8 contained several seeds of th e
goosefoot plant (Chenopod ium albuml and sman wced (Polygonum per­
sicarai. Plants of th e Chenopodium genus are perennial weeds of th e
road side and waste places. In t 881, E. H, Rolhns wrot e in New England
Bygones : "About my grandfath er 's gate sma n wecd and dockweed and
plaintam grew profu sely." Coosefoor and smartweed were also found in
a sample recovered du nna excavations at the RIce Hou se ncar th e wa­
terfront in Newport , sugges ting th ey were common plants growing in

th e yards of hou ses during the eighteent h century. Th e sample from the
Custom Street midden contained more than t oo seeds from plants of
the genus Solanum, or the nightshade, a weed often used medicinally
and found growing by the wayside or on rubbish heaps.II

The same dark brown, humic soil containi ng sbe rds of eighteenth­
century potter y and glass, bone and she ll was exposed in the western
end of Tren ch , at a depth of seven-and-one-half feet to ten feet below
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the asphalt surface [see 6g. 23). This end of the tr en ch was probably
very clo se to the former shoreline, as water was encounte red at a depth
of eight feet below the surface .

Some landfilling had probably occurred on part s of the site by the
1740S, burying the original sur faces dating from the seventee nt h and
eighteenth cent uries . Co nstr uction of wharves usually required some
buildup of sto ne, wood cribbing, and eart h on the landward end of the
wharves, as well as some dredging of the adjacent slips. This may be
the source of some of the gray marine clay, sand, and she ll layers that
were found in Trench es 4 and 5 above the dark brown m idden layer .

Another source of fill on th e river end of the Tyler lot was the con­
struc tion of a "front wall " or sea wall in 1816 or 1817 . In March 181 5,

Hannah Tyl er , th e unmarried daughter of Ebenezer Tyler, executed an
indenture with Caleb Earle and Sanford Branch , mer chants, to lease for
thirteen years (beginning on January I , 18161 a wat er Jot, forty feet
wide, extending eas te rly from the river for 120 feet. Earle and Branch ,
owners of the adjoining lot to the south since 1810, agreed that they
would "within two years, erect a good and suffici ent front wall on said
lot adjoining the river , and put a cap log thereon and affix fenders
thereto, and fill up with sand as said Earle and Branch 's front wall now
is, and at the expiration of said terms surrender to th e said Hannah
Tyler " th e premises including the sea wall . In 1822, Earle purchased
the ent ire lot , which measured forty by two-hundred feet , including
the dwelling house, wharf, and other buildings on the lot."

It is probable that Earle and Branch had to do much more fill ing and
repair to th e wat erfront property in 1816 than they originally antici ­
pated. The flood ing and damage caused by th e Great Gale , a hurricane
that struck in late September 1815 , is portrayed in th e engraving by
lames Kidder (see fig. 25). The Great Bridge at Market Square was
washed away, thirty-five ships in the harbor were battered against each
other and against buildings or were driven aground on the north shore
of the cove , wharves were destroyed, and about 500 homes and smaller
stru ct ures were washed away or flattened ." Likely the storm damage
suffered by most of the small, exposed, and old wharves below Market
Square led to a rebuilding of the waterfront and the laying out of South
Water Street in 181 7 . Instead of rebuilding the individual wharves and
slips which extended out from th e shore as illustrated in Fitch 's draw­
ing of 1790 (sec fig. 17), a long sea wall allowing wharfage along its en­
tire length was constructed for much of the length of upper South
Water Street . Both Fisher's view of Providence in rs rc jsee fig. 14) and
Peckham's view of the waterfront in 1840 (see fig. 151 show shi ps
berthed parall el to th e shoreli ne along a sea wall /wharf. The dredging
and landfilling necessitated by thi s new construction were probably re­
sponsible for most of th e sand, clay, and shell fill strata found above the
lowest midden layer. Additional fill material for portions of the sit e
probably came from the cellars excavated during the constructi on of
the Customs House in 1818, the Crawford Allen brick store built III

1822, and the gambrel-roofed Earle and Blanch warehouse.
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Figure 23 . South profile view of

Trench s . The dark organ ic layer
located approximately seven­

and-one-half teet below the

asphalt suriace represents the
earliest midden suriace . Drawing
by Ruth Macaulay. Co urtesy of

Old Stone Square Associates.

published pape r, 1984 , presented at the
annual meeting nt t he S"c le ty tor Hrston­
cal Archaeolo gy, WilhamsburR, Va.1; .\1r"
1\1 . Cnevc, A M ue/em HerblJI (New Yurko
19 7 r ). Sill, 74" X\ 4, Compac t /;dJt!OII of
the Oxfurd t.ng/ish i.ncuonarv (New
Yor k. 1911l. ), l8711,

11. Providence Deed. , 9: 14', 4(, ' 1 Ill.
I'. Patr ick T. Co nley and Paul R

Campbell, Pwvldenr:e ' A Pictonal His·
torv (Nudnik. va , I"ll, l, 4<; . One oj the
three burldmgs uncovered durinR th e ar
chaeological e,.;cavalions on rhc north
shore of t he Providence Cove In 1981 was
probably washed away hy the storm. Ar­
chaeological evidence mdrc ared that pnor
10 the sturm , the corner and mid· wall
pust" ofthe structure were sunk directly
mro the ground . After the storm had ap­
parenlly earned the burldmg away and de­
posi ted up to twelve mches of clay and
~and. the hUlld,ng was rcbuth on the
same snc, only rhn, time ItS p"s ts were
placed un stone slabs "unk mil) shallow
holes dug t h ro ugh the storm deposited
sand. No attempts were made by the rcsr.
de nts 10 dig away the scdrmcnrs left by
the storm; a new midden laver was
formed UVCT the J",p"Slts.
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FIgure 2~, East profile vie\,' of

Customs Street , The south
foundatio n wall o f the Customs
House is to the leh, A builders'
trench lor thi-; toundation wall
wu" CUf through the agnteensh­

lind a earlv mneteemn -censurv
midden laver. Drawmg b.\· Ruth
Macl1ulav, CCJurt£'\ ,\' o f O ld 5t(Jlle

Square A"vJcJate," ,

14 Providence CIlI' tJJrnwn 1.\1,J

1 \ l'tOl tdence C U, 1)/fec lnn.
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The next living sur face or midden layer was create d on top of these
fills, and was probably the ground su rface shown in th e "View of Provr ­
donee" {see fig. I , P. ,\H, above], At uus time, the grou nd su rface In th e
area o f Tr en ch 7 WJS still well belo....· the parkmg lot su rface . Figure 16

shows the bu ilders' tr ench along the south wa ll of the Craw ford All en
sto re be nea th nearl y th ree feet oi later fill s , The rem ain s oi a wooden
pole, probably sca ffoldi ng used by th e bri ckla yers, were d iscove red in
the builders ' tren ch , cut off at wh at was th en th l' grou nd su rface .

Dunng the I K10S and 18 l0s, the Sill' area probably remained much
as It appea rs in the pamnng. In I S2.t, ;l shoemaker resided In the for me r
C rawford house on the northeast co rne r of the block; lus shop was lo­
ca ted eithe r on th e grou nd l100r 01the how-l' or In a ~m J II bui ldmg he­
hind th e hou se , The former Tyl er house was IH':C UplCd by severalmale
boarders Earll' and Branc h conti nued th eir lum ber a nd bu ilding bUSI­
ness in th e gambrel- rooted bui lding, ..tor m g th eir rnatcn als in the adia­
ce nt lot . Severa l cnmrmsvron merchants tarnong them Crawford Allen!
and agents tor vanous rnanutac runna com panies manuamcd otflces In

th e All en buildmg: From C rawford Street nmth to ....t ark et Squa re, the
urea hcr ween South Water and South ....la in streets was quickl y bccom­
in~ built up with bric k stores and warehouse.., T hese hu ildings housed
th e offices of m any mercha m s and agents lor ma nutactun na CO Ill­

parues with tac toncs III eas tern Connccucut . Rhode b land, and .'-laS5.1­
cbuseus. pamculnrlv III the Blackstone Valley afte r th l · upe nmg nt [hI,.'
Blackstone Canal in raas ."

By rhclnt e I!' ,\OS, all th e resrdern s of the for mer Tyler and Crawford
house s were boarde rs. Just to the south of Custo m Street . the lo rmer
loseph Brown house was a lso used as ;l boardinghouse. Its occupants
....'e re stonecutte rs, rnachrrusts. and Jewelry worker.. employed 111 the
T1I1~l ey Mar ble and Sto ne works, in rcwelrv shops and m rhc machmc
sh op that was th e predecessor oi Brown &. Sha rpc-c-busmcsscs that
were all located within a few blocks on Sout h Ma in St ree t. Although
boardinghouses and th e workshops 01 guns miths . m achin is ts, shoe­
m ak er s, chairm ake rs, ta ilors. and un and coppe rsmit h- were present ,
th e area rema in ed a mixed neighborhood conrammg the residences of

Figu re 2J, "A Rcprcsensa tien of
the Great Storm 111 t'nwidence.

September 21 , 181 s." engraved
b\ ' lames Kidder. Courtesy 01
Rhode Island thssoncat .'innet}'
Ltbrarv (RlI,:'1 1 16 / ,
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doctors, the precep tor o f the Westminster School. and m erchant s like
Benoni Coo ke , who live d In one of two elegant, march ing Federal pc­

n od houses oppos ite the northeast corne r of the block. The lurm er

Earle an d Branch lum ber warehou se and shop had become an oi l fac­
tory by 1 ~ 1 8 . ' It b un cl ear exactl y how or what kind 01 oil wa s pro­

cessed on the Site , though pos sibly whale oil wa s refined in th e build.

mg or In th e adraccnr ya rd ar ea. or perhaps oil was pressed from sel,d"
[suc h ;I S con on or Ilax].

Two features dug through the surface midden created dunng rhr s pe ­

riod were enc oun rcrcd. Feature II was a rectangular pit m easuring at

leas t thrce-and -one-hnlf feet by s ix feet and located in Trenches 4 and

5, approximately five feet below the modern surface . Filled with a tum ­
ble of wood , bri ck , and some domestic refuse dating to the first three

de cades of th e nineteenth century, It S function co uld not he det er­

mined Pans of shoe so les and uppcrs-c-probablv refuse from [h e

nearby shoe ma ke r's shop-we re found in the fill , and analys is and

identification of floral remains recovered from a tloarauon sam ple

yielde d many raspberry and grape seeds. The pre sence of th ese indi o
gesu ble fruit seeds sugges ts the feature may have been a privy pn, but

it s shal lo wness, lack of st ru cture, and absence of characterist ic organi c

fill cas t doubt s o n this concl us ion. It is possible th e plants were grow ­

ing nearby or that the seeds represent the disposal of a cont a ine r of the

Iruu into a refuse pn . Further identi fication of plant remains an d ar­
ntact s from the feat ure may prov ide the solut ion.

Feature 14, a second pit feature. was di scovered III th e profi le of

Tr ench 7 [sec fig. 261. However , no diagnostic artifacrual m arcna l was
recovered lrom the feature and it s func tion was not de te rmmed .

Figure 1 6 . £11 ,\t profile VIC~,· o f
Tren ch r. The south wall of
the Crawicrd Allen store IS to

the leu. A builders' trench ,
contaln lnK Pl11t of a wooden
sCiJtloldinx pole. l'i vsssble
benrath the 18:1.OS suciace.
Drawing by Rllt h Macau /av.
Cocrtesv of Old Stone Square
Ib.\ocial es.
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Figure 27 . South wall of the
wood -lmed. earth-tilted platfurm .
IOOJOllK \·H~ _\f . PhOlOf.TtJph bv

John Miller. Co ur tesy 0; Old
Stone Square Associates.
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The m idd en -li ke st ratum that represe nted the I K20S and lI~ lOS

ground level was a hard -packed, brown humic layer. Trenches 4, ~. and
6 allowed the exposu re and sampling of at least ten square yards of th e

surface. Large numbers of small glass and ce ramic sherds, crushed from
repeatedly being wa lked upon, were recovered . late eighteenth-century

and early n ine teenth-centu ry imported cera mic types suc h as c rea m ­

ware, white sal tg lazed stone ware, C h inese expor t por cel ain, hand­

pa inted and tran sfe r-pr int ed pearlwares, and red earthe nwarcs were
found. The largest quantit ies were recovered from the creamwa re an d

pea rlware categories, daung the deposit with some certainty to the

razes and 18305.

The next alterat ion to th e site occu rred duri ng the late 1810s or early
1 H40S. Add ition al filling occ urred ove r the s ite and a lon g loa ding dock

or wha rf-like pla tform was co ns t ruc ted behind th e Tyler ho use. The

por tion of the platform exposed by excavations m Trenches 4 and s
measured finv-srx feet long and consisted of two parallel wood plank

walls approximately erghr feet apa rt and filled with two disunct st ra ta

of eart h and stone "H Isel.' fig . 26 and fig. 27 1. The plank rerairung wa lls
we re built of one- inc h thick hoards nail ed to vertica l woud post s tr rcg ­

u la rly spaced between th ree and four feet apart . Seve ral stone paving
cubbies we re found on the top of the platform, suggesting that the en­

ti re surface of the featu re was paved . The platform was nea rly tWI)feet

high, and us top was abou t tWO feet beneath the mode rn surface . Since

no m ention of the feature was found In document ary records , its func­

t ion and associanou wi th a particul ar ac t ivity is uncl ear. It co uld hav e
se rve d as a platform to aid in the loa ding and un load ing of ca rts an d

wagons. fn 18,0 a CUlton merchant had his office in the Allen buildmg,

and a si lk dyer kept a shop in the former Tyler house. Either of these
bu si nesses, or even the Shaw and Earl e oil tactorv, cou ld have made use

of the platform. Perhaps they all did .
The origin of the tw o lower fill s tra ta of th e platfor m is dear [sec fig.

26 ). Numerous broke n pieces of cu t and poli shed ma rble and white

m arble du st an d cl ay st rongly suggest that the fills carne from the Tin­
j1;ley Steam Marble Works, located only one block to the south . The

waste stone and subsoil, pe rhaps from the ex cavation of a new cella r or

co ns t ruction of a n ew bu ild ing, were ca rted to this si te and used as fill.

In 18 57 the Ammi Burnham Young C us to ms Hou se was cons truc ted
on weybossct St ree t and the Customs House moved its offices h om

the building on Sou th MaIO Street to the new accommodanons lust

across the river. For sixty-seven years the presence of the C ustom s
House on Sou th Ma in Street had assu red the area of an im portan t posi­

tion in the fina nc ia l and m ercantil e affai rs of the city. Ru t th e gradual

sh ift of the financial district and ma jor whar ves further to the so u th

and across the river by the 18 4 0 S (sec fil:t. 1 l ) foreshadowed the decline

of the Ma in Street area. Nevertheless, in 1860 the area along South

Main and South Water streets, be tween Crawford Street and Marke t

Sq ua re, st ill co ntained the offices of at least nine ty-one commission
m er chants, co tton and wool merchants, and age nts of m anufacturin g
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companies . South of C ra .....fo rd St reet. the area continued to develop
commercially and Industria lly. Alo ng South Water Street the busi­
nesses were oriented towards servic ing th e shippmg indu s tr y and re­

ceiving and dismbun ng raw materi als: shi ps' chand leries, coal and

lime dealers , brick de alers, lumber dealers, fish dea ler s, a gra in el evator

and grist mill , an d sa il lofts were present. Grocers, boo rrnakc rs and

shoemakers. clothing dea le rs, and paint ers co nducted their businesses
in th e many shop fronts and back lo t buildings."

The Increased commercial and industrial acuvuv brought many
changes . Dry goods dealers , mi lline rs, and fancy goods stores se lli ng

fine fabncs. stylish hats, and clothi ng were la rgely go ne from the area .

M ost had moved their shops to the more fashi on able area along West ­

m inster Street or to the Arca de. T he neighborhood along Sou th Main

an d Sou th Wat er st reets had become more densely popu lated as m ost
houses took III boa rde rs . A ho use at 102 South Mai n Street, across the

street fro m the old Customs House. .....as occupied by fifty-t wo board­
ers, w hile the next house to the south contained thirty-three rcsrdenrs.
Most were single young men and .....omen in the u twenties and thimes,

more than half .....ere recent Irish rm rmgrants. In add ition to the fai rly

la rge numbe r of sailors present along the wate rfront , these people were

draw n to the neigh borhoo d by the employ ment pro vided by the grow­

mg man ufacturing com pan ies locat ed III this area. In the tw o bloc ks
south o f C us tom St ree t were located T ingley &. Bros. Marble Works,

which employed six ty me n; th e Palmer &. Capro n jewe lry shop, which

em ployed t enty men in the manufacture oi go ld and silver rewel rv ,
and the Bro n &. Sharpe machine shop. with :;ixty employees who pro~

duced sew mg machmes and clocks (see fig. 281. The Fuller Iron wo rks
and the Providence Steam Engine Cumpany were locat ed further south

o n M am Stree t."

6,
I" Prondence Clh' n,r"dorv. I M,o
17 ttnd. , EIJ'hlh Umred SIaIC' Ccnsll'.

r sec. ~l.1nll~(lIpl Populanon aed Manu ­
f3(tuflnR ~chcduk~ , R [ Hrvt . So il

Figure 2S. Brown ~) Sharpe
Company, founded in ISn ,

moved to I I .~ Soutn Main Street
by 1848, expanding It S prod uc­
non from clock s to precm on

tools and later .~e\\1ng machines.
Next dOOI was located the
Tingley Steam Marble WOlk.~ . at
this loca tion sin ce retore 1824.
By 1872, when tlns photoxrtlph
was taken , BW",'n l'! ) Sharpe
employed over 200 workers. The
iollowmg year. the com pam'
relocated to Prom enade Street m

Pnwsdence. Court esy of the
Rhode Island Historical SOCIet y

Library (RHi Xl 44'12).
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Occupancy of th e buildings on the sue also inc reased. Thl' for mer

Crawford house conta ined th e shops of two hoot maker s and a dyer­

Five residents occupied th e upper apartment s: a finv-cight -ycar -old
widowed seamstress, her son and daughter, and t ...vn male boa rder s. In

the o ld Ty le r house, one of the ~round floor shops was occupied bv

Charles Kelsey, a cigar manufactu rer who employed SIX men and two
women in h is shop. Eight peopl e lived above the shops: a young m ach in ­

ist , probabl y em ployed at Brown &. Sharpe. an d his W ife ; three vinglc
me n who worked a.. mason, brass founder, and student ; and three

si ngle women, ranging from a t .....cnw-five-vear -old d ressmaker to an

etghrv-mnc-vear -old ..... ido ...... The adiommg apart me nt com amed a mar­

ried couple and their young daught er . the fath er was a pa inter , horn to

New Brunswick . The former Custo m s Home was occupied by a tin y­

year-old gunsmith and his Wife, an unmarried sixty-year-old wo m an
who worked as a seam stress, and a young lnsh -horn woman , who

wo rked as a domesti c servant, probably in this household . Along South

Water Street, th e C rawford Allen store was occupied by a cotton dea ler

and commission merchant and hy a flour and gra in merchant , who may

have used so me of the bui lding for storage. The for me r Sha w and Earle
oil fact or y was no longe r m operation and sat vacant ."

The next phase of major surface modifications to th e site occurred

during the la te 1RhOS and during th e JR70s . An I H7.J Sanborn Ins u rance

map showed a nc..... one-story bu rldmg on th e former o pen lot bchmd
the Tyler house. A small addmon til the rear of th e Crawfor d hou se was

also made at this time . Dunng th e late 18 7 0 S or early I HHos, a t wo­

story addition was built til th e rear of the Earle warehouse. It IS likely

that the fills aro und the loading platform and around the Earl e ware­

house were deposited during the construction of th esl' buildings. bn ng­

mg the grou nd surface of the sue to within a 1001 or two of th e modern
pa rk ing lot surface. Some of the fill ma terial probably carrie lrom the

excava tion of the cella r for the addit ion to the Earle warehouse. T he

extrem ely mixed text u ral and tempora l natu re of the fills found m the
upper strata of the site can be explained by this prm:a;s of excavat ion

and redeposit ion of soils that were originally fill s . The exca vation

of this new cellar was also deer enough to disturb the earlier, buried.

midden-like occupat ion surfaces. further co nfus ing th e temporal range

of arufacrs wuhm the upper fiJI strata.
With th e cons t ruc t ion of these new buildings, ver y hrrlc open space

rem ained on the block (see fig. 191. Only na rrow all evwavs and a sma ll
yard behind the Tyler house were left open. Unfortunat ely. this area
was inaccessible for excavation due to const ruct ion act ivity in th e area ,

But the pa rt ia l excavat ion of the alleyway between the Ty le r house and

the old Customs House was possi ble. Figur e 8 (sec p. .JS, above ] shows

th e a lleyway dosed off by a cru de wooden gate or door. Excavat ion re­

vea led the alleyway was paved with br ick, now located almost five feet

beneath the modern surfac e of South Main Street . A layer of coa1 ash

and domestic refuse nearly one -foot thick lay over the paving [se c fig.
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FJKUre 29 . Th e SIll' area in J 889.

San born In suran ce ,\ flJp 0;

Providence. Rh ode Island, Vol. 2.

plate 47 . Coune sv of the Rhode
Island Historical Society Lthrarv

(RHI x~ 48X6 ).

\01, Artif act s recovered ben eath the paving in dicat e tha t It was proba­
bly laid soon ancr the co ns truction of the C us toms Hou se 10 1$1 x.

South MaIO Street cont inued to change during the last decades of the
century. The neighborhood became rundown and less densely popu­
lated . As Brown &. Sharpe, the Tmglev Marble Works, and the Palmer
6. Capron jewelry tactory moved to other locations or closed by I~SO,

the area los t ItS rcm am mg vna lnv. In IX70 , one-fourth of the seventy­
fou r boardinghouse- recorded m the Prov iden ce C ity D irectory we re
locat ed on South Main or South w ater streets . hy I MMO only six of the
six ty recor ded in the ci ty were In th is same area, proba bly beca use
many of th e emplo yees of th e relocated factories had mov ed clo ser to
the ir iobs."

To ward th e end of the ninet eenth ce ntury, new types of bus inesses
moved intu the area . OJ! and che mical works became co m mon along
South Water Street . The Rumlord Chemical Works mamramed a store
and office in the block lust sou th oj Ward Street; the Providence Oi l &.

Chemical Company occ upied the former Earl e warehouse; and in the
nex t block south, a thi rd chemical m anufacturer was located . By 1880,

seven oil ma nufactories and dealers we re located on Sou th Wat er
Street ; in 18 ljo eleven of the twen ty-five listed in Pro vidence we re in
th is area."'

Saloo ns, second-hand clothing and furniture s to res, and othe r small

shops predominat ed . By th e re xos, Jew ish immigrants mo ved into th e
Sou th Main Stree t area and se t up tail or shops and operate d the
cl ot h ing stores . T he bloc k between Cra..... ford and C ustom streets con­
ta ined a fairl y good rep rese ntation of the area 's mi xed residen ti al an d
commerci al character. In 1890, the top floor of the Allen building was

19· l'r'l\' IJen,r CIII' [ lIu ,"wn·. IS10,

/ 'ro l'l drn,r CII\" /)ltrelofv. INIft).
10 . Providence CUI' ()HrClon: 11010

Providence elfv 111,,,(/u1\·. 1 .Y90.

Figure JO. The alleywar be tween
the Customs HOlm: (on ri:;.:htJ

and the Tyler !JIH/.\(' (on lef t),
with the brick pavlrIX exposed
flholOxraph by fohn MIller.

Courtesy of Old Stolle Square

Assocrcres.

--
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11. Prov idence Cuv Directory. 1890.

Figur e J 1, Infan try Hall in 1886.

f t stood on th e easr side of South
Main Stree r. almos t directly
opposue the site area. Courtesy
of the Rhode Islan d Historical
Soc ie ty Library (RHI " 3 4888).
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occupied by R. J. Payne, ma ker of sai ls , awnings, te nts, and flags; the
lower floo r conta ine d the wholesale and retail oyster bus iness of Rob­
ert Pettis. Next doo r, the single-story building between the brick store

and th e forme r Earle warehouse had housed , since the 18705, the busi ­
ness of Edwin G. Baker, dealer in hides, tallow, and horns. The Earle
war ehouse and adio imng buildi ngs to the rea r contained the Phette ­
place & Company Oil Manufactory. Alon~ South Main Street in the
Craw ford hou se. a confect ioner and clorh mg dealer operated shops ;
next doo r at the Tyler house a second-hand clothing dealer had his
shop downstairs and lived in the apartment upstairs. ....-hi lc a liquor
dealer occupied the southern hali of the buildmg. The photograph in

figu re 8 [see p. 45. above] was taken about th rs time and sho.....s the
shoptronts of these two establishments . The old Customs House served
as offices of the Internal Revenue Service and the App raiser 's Office."

In contrast to the dilapidated buildings. cramped shops, and odorous
oi l and chemical manufactones and fish and oyste r dealers west of
South Main Street. stood the elegant, fourstory Infantry Hall . Built In

1879-1880 on the east side of MaIO Street by the Providence First
Ligh t Infantry Bngadc. th is buildmg became the principal civic au ­
di torium in the cnv. It conta ined an assembly hall on the second floor
th at cou ld sea t 2 ,000 people, and fancy shops on the ground floor {see
fig. J d.

In add ition to th e bui ldi ng foundanons , on ly one su bsurface feature
from thi s period of site occupa t ion .....as uncove red dunng excavat ions :
a br ick priv y found in Trench 7 (see fig. pl. Locat ed inside th e o ne­
s to ry building that housed Baker's h ide. rallo w. and ho rn dealersh ip, it

•
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apparently remained open, If not in usc, until th e early twen u cth cen­
tu ry. The upper layers of the featu re were filled with building debri s,
probabl y deposited when th e buiding was demolished, while th e lo wer
fill consis ted of dark, organic materia l.

In l ~o6 th e City of Providen ce adverti sed for the demohnon and re­
mova l of the o ld Custo ms Hou se and th e Tylcr House to allow for
wrd crung of Sout h Mam Stree t." At this time, th e road surface was
raised about five feet as well as widened. Tht' Crawford Allen brick
sto re and the Earle wa rehouse remained on the site unt il the mid rwen ­
tieth cent ury; wh en they too were demolished and th e site was paved
for usc as a parking lot. The final su rface modifications occu rre d at this
t ime. Some excavat ion and cum ng occ urre d o n th e South Mam Street
side uf the lot as a cement rerauung wall was bu ilt. Over th e rest of the
site, about one foot of clean , tan sand was deposued as a base for th e
asphalt paving, scaling the site for more than twent y-five years.

The ar chaeo logical excavations at the Old Stone Square si te have
pro vid ed an opportunity to stu dy inte nsive ly the growth and changing
uses of a sm all part of the city. The si te went full ci rcle from commer­
era! warehouse lots in the sevent eent h and early eighteent h centuries,
to mixed residential and com mercial uses in the later eighteenth and
ninet eenth centu ries. bac k to an ent irely commercial, albeit passive,
usc by the mid tw entieth ce nt ury.

Lan dfil ling was an operation that punctuated and defi ned the oc­
cupational s tages throughout the site's hi story, and many of the
cha nges the site had undergon e were reflected in the various s trata.
Thl' floral, faun al , and arntac rual materi al recovered in th e occupat ion

6,

Figure 12 . Late nineteenth - and
early swen tieth -cen turv brick
privy pit. In the wesr profile of

Tren ch 7· D tawmg by Ruth
M acaulav Courtesy of Old Stone
Square ASSOCiates.

11, I'rovidence kusmai, Feb. 11, 1",06.
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midden surfaces provided eviden ce of th e changmg rnan-nals lives of
the site's occupants. By th e lat e runct ccmh cent u ry very little refuse
was being deposited on th e sitc; few peopl e.. actually lived In the build .
mgs. and most of th eir trash was proba bly di sposed elsewhere. What
little was found was deposued into the ce llars of the buil di ngs as they
were demolished.

Archaeological study of th e landfillmg process 10 Providence and In
other costa l cities ha s sho wn that landfilling occurred as a response 10

a variety of factors . Rapid populat ion gro wth an d inc reas ed m at er ial
wealth generated large quantities of refu se. and cro wded housing cre­
ated unsanitary cond mons, Landfilhng became a con venien t method
of easing this problem, while also creating new art-as on wh ich to
build . In ot he r Instances, landflllmg was a result of civic im pro vement ,
as in the filling of Pro vidence 's udal cove and th e creat ion of an oval
cove basin durin g th e late 18-1-0s. Filhng a lso indicates changes. both
technological and econormc. in th e requirement s of mdrvidual indu...­
m es. Viewed as th e arti fac ts ot important processes in the formation of
the city, fill s can help us to un derst and the cha nging st res ses and tor ces
of urban hte .

The d iscover y of intact su rtncc rrudd en s and deep fill s t rata o n th e
Old Stone Square site has Im portant im phcau ons for development
along the Providen ce ....-atc rfro ru as well as for other citi es . Recent s tud­
ies oj the Pro vidence wat erfront ha ve rdcnu ticd th e locations of numer­
ous eigh teenth - and r unct cenrh -ccruu rv wharves and several sh ipyard s,
now buried beneath the modern sho reli ne. " Their su rvival under the
bu ildi ngs and roadways along the waterfron t must now be assumed as
probable , in the past , their des tru ction was assum ed to he ccnam.

Stud y of towns like Warre n, Rhod e Island, where shipbuild ing and
m ar it ime com me rce we re illstJ importa nt activities but where L1f ­

baniza tion d id not occ ur, arc very valuable . In Warren , most of the
eigh tee n th. and ea rly ni net eent h-centur y wh arves and many of the
wharf bui ld ings remain intact and provide a rare image of what Pro vi­
de nce 's wa te rfro nt m ust hav e look ed like I SO years .1)jp ."

The process of urbaniza tion is extremely com plex, in fluenced by
suc h d iver se forces as ~e{l~raph y, politi cs, th e econo m y, and population
size and composition, acting on local, national, and International lev ­
ci s. If we are to approach an understanding of th ese forces in th e forma ­
tion of the modern city, all bodi es of dat a must he studied . from build ­
ings to fill s trata. paint ings to wnnen documents. A better kn ow ledge
of how the various components of th e city loo ked, functioned, and
changed, can on ly improve and inform our undcrsrandmg of [h e histor ­
ical process of urbanization-a continu ing process for w hi ch wc arc
now the engineers.
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Yankee Enterprise: The RIse of the American System of Manufacwres.

Edited by Dna MAYR and R O BERT C. POST. tw ash ington. D.C. :
Smithsonian Ins t itut ion Press, 1981. xx + 256 pp.Hlustrauons. hibli­

ography, and index. $19.95 cloth ; $9.9 ' paper .I

T he nine essays in this volume analyze from diver se pe rspecti ves the

uneven development of mechanized factory production in the United
States, particularly In the field 01 me ta lworking . Recent research has
suggested that American industrialization was not an inexorable pro­

cess th at passed, like the ho rse, throu gh clear evol u non arv s tages to­

ward a logical culrmnanon In the automated factory and the private
corporation . The scho lars whose works are present ed in Yank ee Enter­
prise further redress uncr iti cal celebrat ions of America as a nat ion of
wholesale innovators; their research may also be used to cor rect theo­
rist s of "moder nization " who postulate a uni versal model of mdu smal
development . As students of technology, political eco no my, bus iness
and labor , the cont ributors grappl e with such hoary and amorphous
themes as mass produ ction and precision ma nufacture. Though they
have not arrived at Inte rchangeabl e concl usions or a compelling svn ­
th esis, the divers ity of their approach es and Interpretations accurately
reflect s the complex phenomena under study.

Many contemporary historians envy the ability of phys ical scienc e
to detect the unity underlying seem ingly unrelated events, and some
have sought to emulate its methodology by undertaking quantitative
investigat ions predicat ed on capital- and labor-Inten sive research tech­
niques: such efforts have yielded mixed result s to dat e. The authors in
th is volu me did not resort to anonymous dat a samples or deductions
from theoretical model s. Treat ing cases, industries, and persona lities
conc retely, avo iding lin most Instances! implicit bcha vioralism or func­
tionalis m , their empirical work is informed by trad itions of historical
inquiry that resist the temptation to confine a subiect within the tw in
Procrustean beds of methodology or ideology [a fore ward by the Presi ­
dent of the U.s. Chamber of Commerce notwithstanding}, In conc ep­

tuali zing th e course of American industrial capitalism and metalwork ­
ing. that is th e most satis factory procedure.

These essays on the "American sys tem of manufactures" exte nd a
debate which, in its narrowest formulat ion, concerns a problem in
comparative industrializati on: wh at accounts for Anglo-American dif ­
feren ces in the manufacture of suc h light consumer du rables as fire­
arms during the nineteenth century! Observers first discerned distinct
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national production styles in this ca tegory at the IS, 1 London Exposi­
tion, and the variations were examined at length in subsequent Parlia ­
me ntary mqumes. English engmeers vtsumg American factoncs dur­
ing the 18;;05 were struck by th e manner in whi ch machinery had been
de vised to perfor m specialized operations In a rat ionalized sequence.
They also felt th at limited liabili ty laws and the corpora te form of own­
ershi p faci lita ted investment in the large plants hous ing the array of
equipme nt . T hese procedures were perceived as economizing on the
use of labor to the advantage of both mas ters and mechanics. Over
a middling ran ge of standardized consumer goods, though no t in th e
luxury trades or heavy engineering, American com m od ities came to
compare favorably with English products where the old country had
continued to rely on general -purpose ma chine tools and the nunutc
division of handicraft labor once advocated by Adam Smnh. David
Hounshell, a contributor to Yank ee Enterpnse, ha s noted that 10 the
mid-nineteenth century there was no necessary connect ion between
high-volume mechamzed meta lworking and precision manufacture us­
ing gauges : except in the New England armories interchangeable parts
we re uneconomical . Ce rtai n industries in the United Sta tes making
com plex products did gradua lly adopt armory tec hniques of machining
com ponents to close to lerances and assernblmg rather than hand tit ­
ting them afte r the English manner. Outside the orthodox genealogy of
armory descendants other me chanized methods of quantity production
had also bubbled up in the Conne ct icut light metal and hardware
trades, as indicated by the more recent invesngauons of Marthe w Roth
along lines not represent ed in this volume.

In order to account for the anginal Anglo-Amencan divergence. ."IS

well as the particular patterns of do mestic industrialization , it IS neces­

sary to examine both the forces of production, such as machinery, and
the rela t ion s of product ion , suc h as th e individual and collect ive collr ­
sions of ca pita lis ts, supervisors and production workers , Di verse ap ­
proach es in Yankee Enterprise do give the collection as a whole the
necessary dual focus, though integration of the varwus findings re­
mains the task of the reader.

In the opening essay Eugene S. Ferguson rev iew s recent historiogra­
phy on the American system and provides an o verview of the Issues
that his colleagues will be taking up in detail : the prevalence of inter­
changeable parts; economic and social explanat ions for the behavior of
investors and innovators ; the integration of production with manage­
meru and market ing ; the ro le of engineers ; the fate of workers . He also
urges that the results of new research be communica ted to gene ral au ­
di en ces, th ereby co rrecting so me prevail in g mi sconceptions : to cite an
exam ple, it has been clea r for some ti me that whi le Eli Whitney was
adept at to u ting interchangeable parts, he .....as inep t at manufacturing

them.
Arguing in terms of comparative hardware rather than comparanve

culture, A. E. Musson contends that major charac te rist ics of the Amcr­
rcan system. including ma chming to gauge, onginated in th e hea vy

...
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capital-goods engineering industnes of late eighteenth- and early rune­
teenth-centurv Britain. Skilled emigrants and Yankee spies conveyed
this body of knowledge to Ame rica where it was applied by ma nufac­
turers co nfro nting different ma rke t conditions. O nly in the 1850S, ac­
cording to Musson, did distincti ve Amer ican cont ributors to m ass pro­
duction, such as the turr et lat he, begin to appear. In this and other
ess ays, the authors' conclusions clearly have been colored by th eir in­
div idual defin iti ons of such conce pts as "m ass produ ction" and other
ambiguous terminology.

Assu mi ng that the course of technological ch ange is not an indepe n­
dent variable, Nathan Rosenberg offers a sophis ticated explanation of
the American predilection for capi tal - and energv-mtensrve mass pro­
duction . His analysis is couched m terms of supply and demand con ­
straints which differed from prevailing European conditions: popu ­
lanon growth rate, availability 01 land and other natural resources,
sca rcity of certain types of .....orke rs. he lays particular stress on the pro­
cess whe reby the cap ita l goods secto r inseminated diverse rndusmcs
with com mon me talworking techniq ues forged in J pecu liar Ame rica n
envi ronme nt. Some mi ght wish to tran slat e Rosenberg's econom ic
vocabulary int o the lan guage of class and power relation sh ips whil e
others could question his su mma ry of the manner in which market
rela tio ns swaggered int o the sphe re of househo ld production and el­
bowed moral eco nomy aside du ring the early national period . However,
Rosenberg is by no means indiffe rent [0 th e complexity of human mo ­
tivation, as it is dear from his discussion of the part played by persist ­
109 English prcindusrnal craft t raduions [vprotomdustrial " migh t be a
more accu rate tc rrn l In suppressing mechanized standardization. Those
long-decayed craf tsmen nurtured an inst inct for individual workma n­
shi p ak m to the elega nt cons truc t ion of this eco nomic lusron an's
cause-and-effect argument .

In th e book '50 longest piece Merritt Roe Smith focuses on the ant e­
heliu m nat ional armories at Spnngficld. Massachusetts, and Harpers
Ferr y, Virgmia- thc hothouses of the American sys te m. He traces th e
policies of th e Army Ordnance Depar tment in seve ra l key areas: pro­
mulgating not ions derived from the Fren ch of uniform ity in weapon s
co mpo ne nts; underwriting the costs of introd ucing ne w techn ology
to attain that ideal (much as the Au Force later foste red nu merically­
co ntrolled machine rool sl, devising bureaucratic structures to Insure
comparable consistency m the ma nageme nt of the separate armories,
the reby an ucipanng certa in strategies later adop ted by pnvare corpo ra­
ti ons. With more detai l than Rosenberg, Smith al so cons ide rs the im­
pact of th ese cha nges on the work methods and tradit ions of artisan s in
th e armories.

Paul Uscld ing's contribution str esses the sign ificance of mea suring
devices in attaining and maintaining close tolerances while mach ining
workpieces. Scmng on a dist inction first propounded by Charles Bab ­
bage in 18]2, he co mpares th e measu rem ent requirements of a "mak­
mg " system with those called for in a "manufacturing" system. The
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Engli sh making sys te m was o riented towa rd unn or small batc h pro­
du ction ; th e Ameri can man ufactu rin g sys tem spawned large batc hes
of s ta nd ardi zed ite ms. Elem ents of both traditi on s freque ntly coexis ted
in Victorian factori es. th ou gh the trend in modem me thods engineer­
ing ha s bee n to wa rd elaborat ion of techniques for achievi ng exact size
accuracy rather th an precise duplicat ion, the ha llma rk of interchange­
ability in the origina l Am er ican sys tem.

David Houn shell 's research mtuscs subsranuve information lOW

the di scussion of Anglo -Amencan industrializa tion. In th is generally
strong collec tio n his article IS ou ts tanding for ns discriminating tr eat.
ment of the state of the an In different indus trial establishments. Us­
ing th e com pany records of ea rly sewing machine manufacturers, he
doc uments an uneven and ep isodic adoption of precision gaugmg tech­
n iques and bureaucratic production management, pamcularly in the
case of Singer . Hounshell concludes that the labor process in rune­
teenrh -cem ur y metalwork ing plants cannot he described by simple ex­
t rapolations from the [atypical] ideal type of New England armory
prac tice .

Alfred D. Chandler IS conce rned with cs tabl ishmg the ins t itutional
lineage of line and staff ma nagement, whose ancestry he traces back
to the trunk line railroads of the 18) os . Some metal working plants
adopted ana logous procedu res and elaborated on them beca use ins ide
contrac t ing, th e prevailing mode of dece nt ralized management, failed
to assure factory o ..... ners of adequate control over costs and the routi ng
of material s th rough various dep artments . Though Cha ndler delves
into th e past in orde r [0 unearth th e antecedents of cu rre nt factory and
corporate management, h is research ma y also be interp reted as im ply­
ing that Vict ori an indus tries were not merely im mat ure versions of
their contemporary counte rparts; het erogeneou s aut ho rity relat ions at
the point of production makes th e earlier plant s see m like a separate
species.

This is a point to .....hich Daniel Nel son has dev oted consi de rable at ­
tention, and his es say different iat es the si tuatio ns of wor kers in plant s
that exhibit ed charac te ris tics of th e Am erican system from those who
to iled in othe r hives of ninet eenth -cent ur y industry : iro n m ill s and
foundries or text ile and shoe factori es. Because of the cha rac ter of tech­
nology and th e organ izat ion of product ion , precision machinery wor k­
ers of the Gilded Age felt less aggrieved ove r working condi tions or
managerial medd ling and consequen tly thei r part ici pat ion In trade
unions and strikes was less frequent . Arguing th at impleme nta tion of
preci sion manufacture ina dve rte nt ly benefited a segment of th e wo rk ­
ing class, Ne lso n points o ut tha t ins ide corn racu ng provided oppor­
tunities for per sonal mobility, and mechanization created demands for
novel skills ..... ithin the wage system, though it also obli te rated the
wor ld of the partisan gunsmiths described by Merri tt Roe Smith .

A concluding contribution by Ned Harris considers the consumers
who purchased these standardized products 0. the American system,
showing how they have been subjected to advertising and depicted in
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fiction . Much of Harris 's ev idence is drawn from the period 1880 to

1940. In th e co nte xt o f this volume it would hav e bee n more germa ne
to inves tiga te the polit ical and econom ic forces underlying the ini t ial
conversion of antebellum household producers into co ns u me rs.

Since it is difficult to do just ice to com plex arguments in a sy nopsis,
read er s a re encouraged to sam ple the wares in Yankee Enterprise for
th emselves. Rhode Is-landers interes ted in loca l contributions to the
American sys te m w ill discover, for example, accounts of sew ing rna ­

chine ma nufacture at Brown &. Sharpe and the influence of the Provi­
dence Tool Com pany on product ion techniques at Singer. In the light
of contemporary deindustrialiaanon, general readers may be most as­
tounded by Alfre d Chandler's asse rt ion that the basic for ms of Ameri ­
can factory management hav e remained unchanged since 11)10. If an
em ine nt bus iness h is to rian det ects such petrificat ion , it should come
as no surprise that the curre nt health of domest ic m anutacnmng is less
rob us t th an when the American sys te m was a novelty.
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The recent renascen ce in the long untended field of early New En­
gland black hi story that bro ugh t us Black Bostonians: Family Life and
Community Struggle in the An tebe llum Ncnh , a collaborauon he­
tw een James Oliver Horton and Luis E. Horton in 1 () 7 \) , and The Free
Black in Urban America. 1800-1850: The Snadow of a Dream , by
Leonard Cu ny in 19 1h , continues. Pub lish ed in hue 1982, Ro bert J.
Con rol's book covers sim ila r ground in a si mila r, though less satis­
factory, way. Like its predecessors, Cou rol's study employs printed
so urces and a traditional inst it ut ional approach to trace "the develop­
ment of the bla ck co m m unity, Its separate churches, temperan ce and
uplift soc ie ties, and sc hools, and th e manner in which th ey wer e influ­

enc ed hy white soc iety."
Con rol's point of departure is Ju lian Rammelkamp 's pioneering es­

say of 1\)48 , "The Providence Negro Com munity, 1820- I8.p ," which
was pu blished in these pages. Rammclkamp ti es th e rise of the second
largest New England black com m unity to the creat ion of key ins titu­

t ions, such as the African Union Meeting Hou se 118101, and most im­
port ant ly, to "the gro wing movement of democratizat ion" that swe pt
Jack sonian America , and in Rhod e Island erupted in the Don war. Re­
ject ing Rammel kamp 's th esi s as "semi-spontaneous," Co n rol sub­
st it u tes the proposition that "heigh tened racial regulation " in the

•
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I 820S "set th e free Negro apa rt from the lest of the populatio n" and

prompted a " tu rning inward" that ultimate ly produced th e community
cohesion necessary for local organiza t ion and institu t ion building. In
short , " the for mat ion of black community spirn In Providence [be­
camel ... a defens ive reac tion to an inc reasingly host ile white socie ty."

The result in g black cultu re and co mmu nity Identity closely resembled
the dominant white ethos: "Chris t ian, democ ratic and thn ft y." Both
the black ethic and parallel black institutions, then. were "not the re­
sulr of a lack of cultural s im ilarit y Wit h the white popu lation but rather

the resu lt of wh ite prejudice."

Locating "the origins and persistenc e of racial conflict in north ­
eas te rn ci ties like Providence . __ in the growth of the industrial econ­
omy and the expansion of political nghtsv-c-proccsses that relegated
blacks to the ma rgins of political and economic society where they re­
ma ined clients of "aristocratic" parrons-c-Conrol seeks the roots of
blac k community in the preindustrial pcnod. In the first chapter. he
te mporari ly abandons the fine focus on Providence because " lit tle in­
formation remams of the lives of most Providence slaves," and instead
ranges across 1)0 years of New England colonial history. wherein he
discovers a "golden age" for blacks that fostered a rapid and complete
"tr ansform ation from African to Afro-Yankee," Throughout New En­
gland. "a pre-modern soc ia l structu re" blurred racia l disti nctions and
rende red " life for whi te servants ... as difficult as We for blac k slaves."
Indeed, bound blacks and wh ites labo red at the same broad range of oc ­
cupations, fraternized in churches and tavern s, coexisted peacefully in
integrated ne ighborh oods, occas ionally mterma rrred and gene rally
"recognizcld] their com mon bondage more tha n th eir differences ." The
resulting slave cu lture in an era when class matt ered more than race
was "se m i-auto nomo us," th e black community was "limi ted" an d
"e mbryonic," and black consc iousness was "under-developed."

Black institut ion s, cove red in th e second chapte r, eme rged in the "ra­
cially liberal" atmosp here of th e Revolut ionary Era following th e cre­
ation of a free Negro class th at appeared in the wake'of a Rhode Islan d
em anci pation act of 1784. "C ultu rally America n" (Africa was now hut
a "fading memory"], blacks founded their first institut ion s during "an
am biguous tim e in American race rela tions and Afro-Ame rica n com­
munit y development ." Patern ali sm persist ed. but de iure equality grad ­
ua lly disappeared, the vict im of "modern ization." Freemans hi p and at­
tendant voti ng right s. for example, su rvived un n l rxa r when a host ile
legislature formall y barred blacks from the ballot box. Within a decade.
sta tus-anxious and, by now, clearly racis t white labo rers and seamen
had pill aged black ne ighborhoods twice In major riots, the second of
wh ich. in 1831, spu rred a ter rified wh ite populace to finally trade town

for c ity government .
The struggle to recapture lost pohtical rights during the Don War

forms the core of the thi rd chapte r. By following their white patrons
into the Lan dholder party land late r WhiKparty] in return for a promise
to reinstate the black franchise. black leaders discovered yet another
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route to "respecrabiluv and .. . vindication." "More anstocranc" in
outlook than their white, working class, Donne (and later, Demo­
cratic) counterparts, owing to a prolonged history of pate rnalistic con­
tact wi th upper-class whites, blacks found that "Whig affiliation sa tis­
fied a need for status." Abundant newspaper coverage and the revealing
recollections of black "ward hea ler," William I. Brown, make this by far
the best documented and most readable section of the book.

The fourth chapter, the final chronological chapter, analyzes the
tB vo and 1860 Federal manuscript censuses to discover patterns of "oc­
cupation, status, and population." The major conclusions are de­
pressmglv familiar: drastically limited economic opportunities almost
exclusively confined to unskilled, preindustrial positions, literacy lev­
els well below those of native-born wlutes, a minute propertied class
and a sex ratio skewed in favor of women, the result of stunted employ­
ment opportumnes for male breadwinners. But, Conrol concludes,
somewhat surpnsmglv "despite persistent discriminat ion, Providence
was probably the best city, in one of the better states, in the bes t region
for a free Afro-American tIJ hve ."

Readers may challenge such a premature assertion and may also
want to take issue with numerous othe r characterizations of the period
and the blacks who peopled it . The "golden era " hypothesis, it might be
menuoned. briefly tempted historians of women in early America ten
years ago, and they have now dismissed It. Other crincs wi ll give much
more weight to Wmthrop Jordan 's emphasis on ea rly American racism
than does the author . Still othe rs may contend that Conrol's own evi­
dence IS suspect and at times cont radictory. Examples: a ru naway slave
who speaks "broken English" cited as a highly accu lturated and typica l
colonia l bondsma n, racially defined laws of social contro l factored out
of the "Kolden era" equ ation, an d a depiction of the Providen ce African
Unio n Society, a mu tu al benef lt/cmtgranonis t group, that ignores its
own dismal assessment of black life in Revolutionary Ame rica, its
officer's two tri ps 10 Sier ra Leone, and th e Socie ty's suppress ion. Some
may wonder at the om iss ion of heretofore mandatory chapte rs on the
black church and family. Finally, some ma y sim ply balk at th e notion
that stat us obsessions can exp lain everything from why poor whi tes
rio t to why poor blacks pick a polit ical party. Surely, Providen ce blac ks
had othe r-perha ps even higher-priori ties.

Transcending such rese rvations is a more funda me nta l limi tation,
one that is responsible-in this revie wer's opinion -for the problems
of framework, focus . fact , continuity, chro nology, and thesis th at
plague this study. In short, both the research strategy and the execution
of that strategy arc inadequate to the tremen dously difficult task of res­
urrccring a relatively small black communi ty, devoid of nat ion al lead­
ers , newspapers, and msntunonal records, and loca ted in a late bloom­
ing New England town that printed lit tle of its voluminous public
record prior to 1850. By confining his search to printed materials and
carrying out that search in a cu rsory fashion, Cott rol twice handicaps
the project at the outset and guarantees its failure . He cannot even
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m eet the minim um obligation of the historian of Institutions to cor­

rectly ide nt ify the com m um ty's crucial organiza tions. Among the

missing, for example, are a black church and the African UnIOn So­
ciety's n ineteent h -cen tury successor, the central black in st it ut ion in

Pro viden ce pr ior to th e found mg of the African Union Mee ti ng Hou se .

Examin ing the aut h or 's research effort on its ow n terms reveals m ore
m issing material tha n can be li st ed here. Among the m ost critical

omissions are loca l city d irec tories, wh ich he inexplicably insists do

"n ot indi cate race"; vi ta l statistics records; a black autobiography ;

voter regist rat ion lists from the 18405 on; and newspapers . Ad mittedly,

thorough research never gua rantees good history ; pOOT research, how­

eve r, precl udes it.

University of Nevada , Las Vegas l A Y COUGHTRY
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