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PAUL M. BUHLE

Paul Buhle, a Rhode Island-based histo-
rian, is the author or editor of more than
a dozen books, mcluding the pictorial
History of Rhode Island Working People
(with Gail Sansbury and Scott Molloy)
and the biographical C. L. R James: The
Artist as Revolutionary

Children fishing along a brook,
Clayvville. circa 1929. Photo by Wilfred
Stone. RIHS Collection (RHi X3 6039).

Introduction

his double issue of Rhode Island History 1s devoted to recovering fading

memories. “Memory,” writes the critic John Berger, analyzing the use of
photographs, “implies a certain act of redemption. What is remembered has been
saved from nothingness,” tor simple recognition contains the justice of “being
remembered,” while “being forgotten” is intimately close to condemnation.
Almost independently of the photographer’s conscious intent, photographs bring
a hiving record of the past into the life of the present, establishing a fragmentary
but very real consciousness of continuity. Like oral history, although starting
trom different premises, they recuperate a feeling for what has been drasucally
altered. They also suggest what the surviving tokens of a vanished world may
tell us about ourselves.’

Urban historian George Lipsitz helpfully complicates our view of memory,
explaining that “the mixture of sensations and images in a world excite us

not so much because they are fundamentally new, but because they remind
us of something familiar but threatened by forgetting.”* It is, he says, as if we
wish to open up historical wounds again in an effort to reconcile different parts
of ourselves. Among many simultaneously selt-caricaturing and self-affirming
Rhode Island jokes, the most telling is about the directions given to an out-of-
state motorist: “Turn Left at where the old used to be.”

The immediate joke is on the visitor, since he or she cannot possibly recognize
something that does not exist anymore. But more importantly, the joke 1s also

a pained recognition that something essential will be lost if we allow ourselves
to forget the vanished or abandoned brewery, movie theater, mill, or meadow; it
is as if the images of the scene, including ourselves in the scene, simply cannot
be put away without giving up some precious part of ourselves as well. Raymond
Williams rightly insists that the “old village or the old backstréet” is significant
not so much in itself but rather for the “perception and atfirmation of a world

in which onc is not necessarily a stranger and an agent, but can be a member,

a discoverer, in a shared source of lite.”* In the modern world these feelings are
increasingly hard to come by, and we take our solace where we can. Whatever
the reasons, many of us have staked a psychological claim upon the relics left
behind, and upon the vanished scenes, with a tenacity that can mystify outsiders.

An odd physical disjuncture may help “explain” the sources of the mentality,

on one level at least. Although the changes that have taken place are by no means
unique to Rhode Island, the remarkable degree of the state’s observable diversity
—aoffering early eighteenth- to late twentieth-century antifacts (and some spee-
tacular wildemess to boot) within any given few miles—has undoubtedly piqued
our collective historical sensitivity. Seen from another angle: the Indian names

of towns and villages and especially bodies of water remain at one layer of history;
the later use of the space by inhabitants into the carly twentieth century isat a
second layer; the present status of that space occupies yet a third layer. Each layer
1s distinct, and all are equally “real” in Einstein’s continuing current of history.
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But no one who has been dazzled by the beauty of the sea, or drawn to the
curious corners of urban, village, or rural ruins, will be entirely satistied with
such a simple and rational explanation. To try again: Rhode Island, an carly
settled and swiftly industnalized state, lost its nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century character considerably more slowly than did much of the rest of the
nation. An economic dynamo for just a moment, as history goes, it created a
major American metropolis while it also cultivated its beautiful shores for
genteel East Coast vacationers. It placed itself upon the national map.

The “heroic era” left behind a wealth of architecturally diverse structures,
forgotten by much of America but still in use for work or play by Rhode Island-
ers themselves. The steady decline of textiles, the state’s mainstay industry,
reinforced a long-term pattern of young people leaving behind a provincial and
class-ridden society without many opportunities (just as their forchears had left
Europe, and for similar reasons). The earlier decline of farming and wood harvest-
ing in rural districts, returning much of the countryside to virtual wilderness, had
a parallel effect. In the ocean resort towns those opulent symbols of leisure, the
giant hotels, shrunk down to a few beautiful white elephants, and the vacation
trade attracted a new clientele. Rhode Island thus entered the twentieth century
with ghosts aplenty, and they lent an eeriness as well as a special fascination for
high times past,

Only by the 1950s, with the vast increase in automobile use and the rapid growth
of the suburbs, did these ghosts retreat entirely to the margins. Interspersed with
older development, the changes took place less dramatically in Rhode Island than
in many other states. In suburban Warwick and West Warwick, scattered mill
villages and factory complexes like Pontiac and Arctic survived as monuments to
history; the state economy perennially sagged, robbing expansion of its impetus;
and urban redevelopment, with its crash programs of demolition and rebuilding,
came to Rhode Island only after historical preservation ideas had caught on suf-
ficiently to keep large sections of Providence from being thoughtlessly sacrificed.

A certain habit of mind had long since grown among Rhode Islanders of all
classes and descriptions. If (as the old saying goes) Staten Island is in a different
time zone from Manhattan, Rhode Island had willy-nilly come to share some
of that same quality: it had hecome an “island” of slower change and perhaps
deeper memorics than the ethnic-shifting neighborhoods and thriving suburban
zones of, say, Chicago, Detroit, Houston, or Los Angeles.

There are other, less clearly cconomic reasons for Rhode Island’s special feeling,
For instance, South County, whose rolling hills are said to resemble sections of
North Carolina, and Newport, whose connections to the South through society
and commerce have been numerous, both arguably took on some of the charac-
teristic “southern” flavor within American culture. The state’s beauty seemed
wildly in excess of potential productive value; it appeared to exist as a languorous
memory of some vanished carefree childhood.' The southern shoreline from Nar-
ragansett to Wartch Hill became a playground for the leisured classes, and not for
them alone. Rhode Island tempted (and still does) permanent or partial escapees
from the greater metropolitan rat race.

After 1960, however, change hurtled forward at accelerating rates, suddenly
threatening much of the state’s unique qualities. The countryside, whether
working farms or rejuvenated forest, now grew closer and all too often fell to the
developer’s blueprint and the construction crew’s heavy machinery, transformed
into sprawling suburbs. Places like the Fruit Hill section of Providence (and its
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western neighbor, the Apple Valley of Smithfield, now threatened with a similar
fate} increasingly saw their descriptive names become mere real estate titles
Dozens of recognizable communities, long admired for their picturesque coun-
tryside and mill districts, had their surviving farms, Grange halls, and old-time
factories swallowed up or obliterated entirely for developments and corporate
headquarters. Urban renewal and shifting retail patterns meanwhile displaced
familiar urban neighborhood commercial scenes, like the once grand downtown
department stores of Pawtucket, tor suburban shopping centers and neighborhood
strip malls dependent on automobile traftic. Public transportation and services
dwindled into a shrinking resource tor the aged and the impovenshed, turther
cutting off sources of the old life

This double expansion climaxed during the 1970s and 1980s. An eradication

of green space, large by Rhode Island standards, seemed even larger because of
intensive house building along the road frontage even in heretofore remote rural
areas and because the penetration of hitherto insular villages in South County
and the northwestern countryside splintered the famihar architectural cohesion
with modern housing developments and gansh highway connectors

Yet such a delineation is too simple and schematic. Older Rhode Island did not
become an endangered species at any one particular point. Early housing devel-
opments, ¢specially of individual homes planted in the woods or amid farmland
often did not seem like suburbs until the older setting had largely faded away
Pockets of previous dwellings and landscape remained and still remain tor local
reasons, and because of preservauonists’ growing vigilance. State purchase has
also saved thousands of acres, mostly in parklands. A similar preservauonist
process prevails in many neighborhoods and downtowns, safeguarded by old

or new ethnic cohesion and by a continuation—or, on occasion, a revival—ot

pedestrian or bicycle tratfic, especially on weekends,

Old Rhode Island is still present. Focus a glance at one point, blink an eye at

the surrounding visual context, and a sense of continuity returns. But know

that almost every preserved space presents a history of continuing contestation,
a dispute over ends and means, that would hardly have scemed necessary or even
imaginable two generations ago.
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As the photographs collected here reveal so clearly, memory calls up varied

...‘.
e
w

associations, especially [but not onlv] to those who recognize some vanished
clement related to their own past. Walter Benjamin puts it more poetically:
“The camera introduces us to unconscious
optics as does psychoanalysis to unconscious
|:11pn|-r.~,_" Our memories seem to drift to

a now nonexistent meadow; or they tend to

take shape in recycled locations, like the Hope
lheatre in Providence, which became the
Cinerama theater and, in a drastic physical
transtormation, a CVS drugstore and Ray's
Home Entertainment Center (figure 1); or they

may encompass various stages ot existence, as

in downtown Pawtucker (figures 2 and

A similar principle of “radial” or multiple
meanings can be said to be in operation for
most city streets and country lanes. As the
architectural critic Bernard Rudofsky puts it
“A town 1s not the result of a design program
it 1s the reflection of a way of life” where the

“anonymous” structures loom as |Air_9,t.' as any
single architectural monument.” Architecture

Hope Theatre, Hope Street. Providence the most ancient of all arts, here repeats its

S e e age-old role of accommodating its residents
Journal-Bulletin

by tactile tamiliarity, by habit,

| S ¥ ‘. iy "

Jan I'he look of “Vanishing Rhode Island” is in-
Ray's Home Entertaimment Center

Hope Street, Providence. 1992, Photo by tended, within this small space, to replicate

Muri Jo Buhle. Courtesy of Paul Buhle the identity of Rhode Island itself. The sub-

ject of the state’s 1dentity has been frequently

discussed, although perhaps never sharply
enough debated. Represented by the photographer, the unique visual character
of the state was naturally framed by its mill villages, its urban centers, its extra-
ordinary coastline resorts, and its “swamp Yankee” tarm districts. No one could
call it the New England of calendar art, like fabled craggy Maine or New Hamp.
shire; but neither did any other existing label fit. "

In any case, consideration of how conscious the photographers were of a quality

{ “Rhode Islandness” begs the question of artistic intentionality. We can say
tlatly that the majority of photographs displayed here reveal little beyond local
pride—in the architecture, the business, the family, or the nature scene—or the
civil servant’s obligation to document a site destined for physical transformation.
Local or traveling independent craftsmen and souvenir-company photographers
meant to sell a favorable image of a street, a park, or a noted building. They
framed their work, consciously and unconsciously, with the choice of location,
with the use of light and angle. If the eminent aestheticist Bernard Berenson once
wished that art history could be stripped of artists’ names, and Jean-Paul Sartre
argued similarly that photography renders technique invisible by erasing the
distinction between the photo and the object itself, then our stereographers from
the 1850s to our postcard photographers from the 1890s to the 1920s and later

may have been America’s most characternistic {and most accessible] artists.”
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I'he majority of photos (untortunately, from this writer’s viewpoint) omit people
The photos were almost certainly shot, by tradition, early in the moming, both
to take advantage of the best light and probably also to avoid the contusion of

Figtir: pedestrians and traffic. Commercial and bucolic scenes alike, whether of “scen-

Downtown Pawtucket. 1981 ery” or mill and urban architectural extravaganzas, could easily have been shot
. e tor possible reproduction as posteards, Most such cards traveled within Rhode

' ' Island: they were often the only means of casual communication between mill
Figure 4 , villagers with few accessible telephones, Yet postcard art may also have been
Women mn a textile spoolme and

the major means by which non-Rhode Islanders gained glimpses of the state

wiarping room, Lonsdale, 1912

Photo by Lewis Hine. RIHS The “anonymous” frame has more virtues and more complexity than might
Calection (RH1 X3 5472) s y
appear at first glance. In contrast, some of the most famous Rhode Island com-
munity photos, those taken by famed reformist Lewis Hine at the turn of the

century to expose the damaging effects of industrial work upon child laborers,

arc extraordinary i their own way (figure 4), but they have nothing in them
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peculiar to Rhode Island. Hine was not much interested
‘—.‘_ in the local qualities of exploitation and stunted lives,
! and for that reason [as photographic critics have noted) his
purposeful observation tells us little beyond the face, the
hands, and the industrial backdrop of the subjects.'” The
straighttorward Rhode Island photographers tell us things
about a landscape precisely through its particulars, as a
characteristically Rhode Island scene of the Pawcartuck
Canal at Westerly around the turn of the century does so
well (figure 5). We sce here, [ think, natural surroundings
making their claims upon human intervention, softening
the outlines through water and foliage. We will see this
juxtaposition dozens of times again in the photographs

Nineteenth century |‘|'h-l!|-,'\g ,i;‘hq-. savs historian Alan
Trachtenberg, believed that they saw the world through
“a new kind of reading, a new kind of library.”" They held that the photograph
had achieved a division of image from reality by capturing an objective truth in
an uncertain and ever-changing world. Civil War photographers offered almost
unendurable details of death and suffering; portrait studios provided a distinctly
different service, capturing the paying subject before youth’s blush or maturity’s
dignity had fled into old age. Noted urban photographers, like our anonymous
Rhode Island photo artists, might have turned to the citv at a certain angle or
at a certain hour for lighting effects, but in contrast to the landscape painter,
they did not “invent” details to fill out a theme
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I'he twenueth-century photographer stands on other grounds, as a significant
minority of the posi-1930 photos shown here clearly reveal. In Alfred Steiglitz’s
famed New York “291" studio and his magazine, Camera Work, the city acquired
an almost expressionist anmimation with a uniquely modern form of beauty. Steig
litz aesthetically detached that perspective from the ambitions of the city's men
ol power, who saw the nising towers and the aceelerating mobility of transport
only as proot of commercial triumph, As observed by Steiglitz, along with many
poets and artists, the city in fact had a life of its own. We see this lyric view

expressed in the upbeat impression ol Providence by night, 1940 (figure 6)

We also see photojournalism of a ditterent kind. Jack Delano’s remarkable Works
Progress Administration shots of Depression-era Providence already show an
aging city tattered at the edges (figure 7). America’s other great Depression-era
photographers—Dorothea Lange, Margaret Bourke-White, and others—added a
renewed emphasis upon people, especially the masses of ordinary people. But no
artists of this school worked with Rhode Island themes. One can only imagine
the results if the Photo League, best known tor its documentary projects and its
collective effort, had taken on Rhode Island as 1t did poor scctions of New York
City trom the 1930s 1o the 1950s, or it league successor Milton Rogovin’s work

on “the forgotten ones” trom the late 1950s onward had included Providence,

Pawtucket, Central Falls, or Woonsocket." Some of the most beautiful pictures
in this collection, those by the talented [and now sadly neglected) Providence
[ournal photographer Charlotte Estey, show a like sensitivity to human subjects

and to the cty of Providence in the 1930s (figure 8]
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Much other photography from the 1920s onward in this collection was con-
sciously inspired by purposes close to my own: to capture the “feel” of a scene
and, sometimes, its people before the moment slips away. Such inspiration is
apparent in the work of a second Journal photographer,
the indefatigable Wilfred Stone, who from 1920 to the
1950s shot rural and village scenes, as in this photo

ot proud women in the kitchen of the Knightsville
Congregational Church (figure 9]. Indeed, Stone is the
most represented photographer in this collection. The
Providence Camera Club's treatment of its subjects
in 1951 faithfully reflects a compulsive urban docu-
mentation—at just the right moment (figure 10). The
relatively current photos included here continue this
documentation, but they focus rather more narrowly
on odd corners of the past still intact or refurbished,

on nature scenes and rehabs.

A tew final words on method and intent. Although a
majority of the materials reproduced involve buildings
or street scenes with buildings featured prominently,
this photostudy is em-phatically not an architectural history; such work is better
done by others, and little of truly representative quality could be accomplished
here anyway. The present study is, rather, a reading of photographic resources

at a scattering of photo archives. The selection has been influenced, if not always
shaped, by two intentions: to show the great changes that have taken place since
Rhode Island’s high-prestige era, and to capture as many scenes as possible from
living memory, i.e., from about 1920 forward

Space limitations have been forbidding. Now, however, | hope to draw a larger
public into helping me collect pictures for the next stage: a large-scale work with
hundreds of photos. What you see here is a beginning, a working model. It is also
an appeal for assistance to all the existing photo archives, so that historic snap-
shots tucked away in attics may be salvaged and restored rather than lost once
and for all.

My reading of photographs has been greatly influenced by certain social critics
Iam in deep debt, intellectually, to the famed architectural commentator and
urban critic Lewis Mumford. Much of my characterization goes against the grain
of Mumford’s early twentieth-century pessimism by secking to demonstrate how
and why Providence and Rhode Island generally seemed not to fall vietim, until
very recent decades, to the processes Mumford articulately described in Sticks
and Stones, Culture of the Cities, and other works. If in the end Rhode Island’s
specialness could not 1tself be protected from tides more furious and final than
those of the Hurricane of 1938, many possibilities remained along the way and
still remain for protection of precious places, both planned and unplanned, grand
and vernacular
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Westminster Street, Providence
lookine west from Eddv Street, 1951
Photo by Alan B. McCoy, Camerd

Club of the Providence Engineering
Sacety, Historical Recards Project.
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View of Noprth Scituate. 1916,

hefore condemnation for the

Scitaate Reservoir. Photo by John
Hess. RIHS Collection (RH1 X3 659

In Another Age

n 1880 an elderly resident of Providence, recalling the city of his vouth,

annotated an old set of sketches and watercolors of preindustrial Providence,
made more than a half century earlier, These pictures were said to represent
accurately what no camera could have caprured. The process of imagination that
thev embodied would hencetorth be called art, because by the late nineteenth
century the Rhode Island photographer was already busy with mechanical
documentation, a different kind of process, albeit one shaped in its own way
by artistic sensibilities,

A glance backward to that ume through selected photographs immediately sug-
gests the natural and architectural treasures we have lost. It also suggests how
completely the charactenisue urban-industnial life thar dominates Rhode Island
already dominated and even created the publie perception of the surrounding
environment a century ago.

Consider, brietly, the sources of that era’s opumism. The economic value of
Rhode Island factory goods tripled between the Civil War and 1900, yielding
tortunes hitherto umimaginable. The state led the nation in the manutacture of
worsted wools and ranked among the top five cotton producers, to say nothing
of 1ts production of fine silverware, machine wols, and other goods. Electrical
power and modern transit came to Providence in the 1880s and spread from
there throughout the state. For municipal showcases, no state anywhere could
top Newport, watering hole of the ultrarich, of celebrated personalities and
notable artists.”

Not at all surprnisingly, the Rhode Island of the turn-ot-the-century photograph
was “constructed” to elaborate the optimistic view of mechanical progress and
of undiminished natural beauty of seaside and countryside. The city had impres-
sive business sections, interesting architecture, and lively m:igﬁ'lhurl‘muds, with
parks and other spots of repose. The village, farm, lake, bay, and ocean provided
matenal tor so many artists, poets, and travel guides in no small part because of
the city’s relative proximity, as well as the state’s proximity to heavily populated
arcas of the East Coast. Nature, inside and outside the city, offered surcease or
temporary psychic release trom the world of commeree, and it provided source
materials for limitless meditation.

By the late nineteenth century, Rhode Island, like many other states, began
taking great public pnde in its unique “features.” Several handy guides were
published, protusely illustrated with sketches and photos. Pleasant Places in
Rhode Island and How to Reach Them and Trolley Trips: Places of Interest on
the Car Routes out of Providence, for instance, provided detailed advice from
the seasoned traveler on how 1o enjoy sites of extraordinary, spirt-rejuvenating
beauty, all within an hour or two of downtown Providence by train or trolley.*
Local pride was nightly spurred by the state’s budding park system, which offered
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the public inexpensive pleasures. Newspapers also fairly resonated with the craze
of the state’s self-discovery. A Providence daily could hail spectacular scenery

within six miles of the State House . . [beauty which| 1s literally in the heart

of the wilds, while it is scarcely beyond the threshold of the city. From the

hilltop above its mysterious glen called Quinsnicket. the night sky reflects in

a yellow glow the lights of Providence and Pawtucket like the illumined clouds

above twin craters; and to the westward one may watch for the white streamer

that sets the distant woods aglow as the flashlight of a Woonsocket lelectric| car

passes like a comet.*
The woods might have been alluring, but water, as nearly always in Rhode Island,
provided the key to the most common themes of holiday, nature scene, and early
industrial life. To a distinguished museum director, viewing the state’s map as
an artwork, Rhode Island is “an outspread hand reaching down Narragansett Bay
to the open ocean.”" If it is, then the inland rivers are the veins. Photographers
followed in the path of the nincteenth-century painters who regarded water
as a source of redemption and whose “luminist” or Barbizon-tinted landscapes
offered homage to God's presence within the natural world.* On the other hand,
merchants and manufacturers saw water as the strategic location and chief
natural resource of Rhode Island, and rightly so. Industry’s connection to the
state’s watcrways and countryside gave Rhode Island its most distinctive nine-
teenth-century feature: the mill village.

In Rhode Island: An Inventory of Historic Engineering and Industrial Sites, Gary
Kulik notes that the “brilliant technological beginnings” in the state created

the economic basis for its extraordinary concentration of early production facili-
ties. Rooted in the textile economy (supplemented, especially in Providence,
along other manufacturing lines), this bold beginning was indeed an economic
miracle. Yet economics cannot altogether explain why the “wide brick-pier mill,
with its near-flat roof, segmental-arch windows, and general lack of architectural
embellishment,” in Kulik’s concise phrase, should have been such a lasting
architectural triumph.” The rhythm of elements that have since vanished, like
the lighting and ventilation required before the availahility of more artificial
means, certainly adds to our pleasure. But there is something more, something
that the mill operative, the superintendent, and even the factory owner could
only have felt, not fully grasped, at the time.

In much of North America the race to achieve growth was natoriously heedless
of other considerations. Lewis Mumford says plainly that “where industrialism
took root, the traditions of architecture were disregarded.”” The case of Rhode
Island puts this maxim in a different light. The distinguished architectural
historian Henry-Russell Hitchcock, looking back upon the nineteenth century

as the state’s golden architectural years, saw that the mills reached near-perfect
functionalism by expressing a combination of boldness and simplicity of design
wholly appropriate to their surroundings.” A few mill harons, but only a few, built
an environment self-consciously for this end.

In using Rhode Island as an example of achievement reached carly {and then for
the most part abandoned), Hitchcock created a small revolution in U.S. archi-
tectural history, but he missed a major opportunity to draw a larger connection
between architectural design and social history. For all their long hours and low
pay, and even their usc of child labor, the paternalistic mills succeeded in their
own terms because they found their niche in the CONtEMpOorary environment,
both human and natural. Hedley Smith describes a shightly imaginary but well-
remembered Rhode Island mill village of his childhood:
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VANISHING RHODI

Village and rural scene

ISLAND

§ at the turn of the century speak volumes about Rhode

Island’s persisting legacies. Nothing could surpass the reminiscent quality of the

South County mill vil

RIHS Collection (RH X3 65945)

age of Bradford (hgure L1 or of the Hj‘T.}-_‘,Llu Bridee over the

2). These speak to us immediately

Narrow River (tigure |
of another century, as they probably already did by the
carly 1900s. Likewise, Wickiord’s Main Street in the

{880s or 1890s (tigure 13) exerts a .!U.‘}‘ sense of gquietude

The mull village and the mill, because of their IMPressive
mechanization (and because so many of the structures
remainl, seem more a part of our world, but onlv to a
degree. The Spring Lake Mill of Coventry (figure 141, the
Centerville Mill of Warwick [figure 131 and above all
the Slatersville mill village of North Smithtield figurc 16/
nevertheless show a side of lite based upon an msularity
already becoming impossible by the turn of the centun
As the sheet music tor “Down by the Old Mill Stream’
kept the half-mvthical images alive through generations
ot amatcur musicians and their audiences. romantic
suggestions of simpler times prevailed over the harsher

realities of mill life
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By contrast, all-too-real urban bodies of water had come, in many cases, already
to be seen as a nuisance. In the early 1890s Providence residents had lost their
final opportunity to gaze at the Cove Basin (figure 17). Such an expanse of water
downtown had given the city a potentially unique charac-
ter, with an almost Amsterdam-like sense of visible canals
But manufacturers’ pollution of the water, together with
inadequate city sewage treatment, had tumed the Cove
foul-smelling and reduced public resistance to filling it.
Still, contemporary guidebooks pointed to such spots as
Mount Pleasant, Mount Neutaconkanut [in Johnston),
and Tockwotton Heights as possessing wonderful views
of the bay—as if the presence of the water had retained its
visual wonder by receding into the distance.

The acnal perspective from Providence’s Christian Science
Church [figure 18) shows clearly how close the water nev-

ertheless intruded, just beyond the impressive buildings
of the East Side. With the Cove filled and the Providence River covered at Market
Square, the remaining section of the river (figure 19) still served for secondary
transport. Drawing an unfavorable comparison with French manufacturing cities
4 local magazine complained in 1914 that the Providence waterfront was blighted

Figure 17

View of the Providence Cove, looking
northwest. circa 1880. RIHS Collection
(RHi X3 6599)

Figure 18
View of the Pr

dome of the C

vidence River from the

ristian Science Church
on Prospect Street, Providence, 1909

RIHS Collection (RH: X3 6600)
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ANOTHER AGE

by “glaring billboards” and a “gencral aspect of slovenliness Not for almost
three-quarters of a century would planners envision renewed use of the water-

front as a key to a coherent urban revival

Within the city itself, everything depended upon the lineal descendant of ocean
and canal transport: the increasingly rapid movement, of people as much as
goods, across ever-larger stretches of land. Surface transportation, indeed, tells
the most dynamic pictorial story of the age. The essence of downtown Provi
dence in the late nineteenth century, the original Uniton Passenger Depot
(figure 20), built in 1848 from plans by the famed Thomas Tefft, was massive
in physical scope and significance. Behind it, the loading dock revealed the

human scale of commerce (figure 211
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The line of trolleys on Westminster Street, circa 1900-1905  almost speaks for
itself in the comhination of city crowd and mechanical efficiency (tigure 22)

The bustling center of transportation, captured wonderfully in the motion and
the locomotion of Exchange Mlace, had transformed the downtown [figure 23
The contemporary grandeur of downtown could be measured, on one hand, by its
almost constant rebuilding (figure 24) and, on the other, by the calm. sc ulptured
expanse of 1ts almost bucolic-looking teachers’ college, later a University of

Rhode Island campus and now unhappily slated for demolition (figure 25)

The past, however, continually revealed itsclf behind the looming urban avenuces
thus a cobblestoned alleyway, a remnant of the early nineteenth-century ciny

might suddenly come into sight (figure 26). In what we will come to recognize
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as a charactenstic paradox, the acceleraton of urban intensity actually

highlighted the “oldness” of Rhode Island as a civic virtue. Preservationists
Little organmized and unheeded but nevertheless vocal in the arts community
and mn certamn circles of high society, raised the ideals of British poct-preserva-

X : tionist William Maorris to denounce the developer’s wrecking ball and the [

newer commercial uglimess that otten tollowed |
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Figure 28

Acaorn Street. Providence. circa
1920, Courtesy of the Providence

lournal-Bulletin

Frgure 29

Louttit's Home Hand Laundrs
Federal and Cross streets, Cranston
crrca 1900, Cogrtesy of the Cranston
Histarical Societs

Figure 30
\ifred
Biges House, Phenix Avenue, Cranston

A Faurth of July parade passing

1920 Courtesy of the Cranston Historcal
Saciety

VANISHING RHODE ISLAND

Beyond the commercial centers grew the neighborhoods, with smaller-scale
buildings and room for larger green spaces. Arteries like Plainfield Street
[figure 27] could boast of their own rapid growth, with neighborhood stores
and, 1n some cascs, leaty trees and
fine homes. Federal Hill's Acorn
Street (higure 28] was typical of
the most intense neighborhood
development in its population-
heavy combination of faces and
ethnic legacies sometimes jos-
tling uncomfortably together.
Neighboring towns experienced

a similar burst of growth, muted

by the surviving countryside

The Pawtuxet Valley, a mixture of
mill villages and farms, prompted growing commercial districts like “down-
town” Cranston. Here a Loutit “What Cheer” Laundry proclaimed the rise of
service industries {figure 29), while in neighborhood backstreets such as this
one n Phenix, village life with its little ritwals continued (figure 30). In the
Blackstone Valley, Pawtucker—arguably America’s first historic industrial
district—remained near its apex as a manufacturing and commercial metropo-
lis. From one side, its grandeur lay in the mills that dominated the landscape
(figure 31); trom another, its bustling streets and high-profile department store,
Shartenberg’s, showed Pawtucket to be a real commercial rival to Providence
(figure 32}, Just a few miles away lay the little industrial suburb of Valley Falls
tigure 33], and beyond that the state’s northernmost villages, culminating in
Woonsocket, the city and factory complex on the Blackstone River (figure 341,
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RHi1 X3 2467

Figure 32

Main St Pawtucker, 19164 'hoto

taken for .n'” Slater Trust Compamy
Jlamies L. Wheaton Collection, courtesy
of the Spaulding House Rescarch
Library, Pawtucker
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e As the cities located labor and commerce, they also made possible orgamized

RHi X3 402 leisure. Each urban area had its monuments to the popular desires for escape

. i and casual entertainment. Like the famed Woonsocket Opera House, the Strand
J, T it Siver Sorin I'heater in Providence (figure 35) brought people in at all waking hours, both for
East | ence. citca 1890, RIHS. tilms and for the live entertainment that had already become—and would remain

Callection (RHi X3 1091) despite all other changes—a Rhode Island tradition. Inside the theaters dreamy

landscapes unfolded, the work of skilled and imaginative technicians like those
of Providence’s Majesue Theater (figure 36]., |

By now, large areas of the state, especially those located along waterways, had
become extensions of the city’s need of leisure in a different wav—as the some-

tmes exquisitely planned and executed sites of temporary escape or “outings,”
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which could be as short as an alternoon or as long as a summer month. This
was the “Ocean State” Rhode Island that many millions of visitors in the com-
ing decades would celebrate, and with good reason, Pleasures awaited for both

the (upper! classes and the masses

I hll“- th‘ ‘-h{'TL '.11[1[1\'I' | 111Li]11}‘|l, COUrse ~L"Ir|1!|Ll me ";I-_ t'T[g_“\] Oout ror Lhc tOUrist
From 1885 the Shore Transportation Company ran steamships along the resort
route. In easy access from Providence’s East Side lav such East Providence sites
as the dining hall at Silver Spring (figure 371 and that apex of amusement parks
Vanity Fair (tigure 381, Not much turther trom the eiry hub were the Rhode
Island Yacht Club in Edgewood (Higure 39) and the Midway at Rocky Point

(Fgure 401




90 VANISHING RHODE ISLAND

The traveler with more time to spare could easily reach Narragansett Pier
(tigure 41), with its splendid Grand Casino, or Newport, with its artistic
appeals obvious in a local print shop {figure 42} and its typically fabulous
lounging spots like Bateman's Hotel {figure 43). Westerly boasted the elegant
Watch Hill House (figure 44

As we look at these pictures, it is tempting to say, “This 1s Rhode Island,” as
o Nirratatetichisy. plrs opposed to all the other possiblilities. Indeed, it may well be that quintessential

Rhode Island from which we derive most of our remaining sense of certainty

1 by the Albertvpe Con

Broonklyn, New York. RIHS Collectio

RHi A334 102

about our collective self. It 1s, at the very least, the shadow that remains just
behind us as we move forward through the twentieth century.

Newport, circa 18%). Collection of

the Newport Histuri
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),

Watcl I House. Wat
1890. RIHS Collection

Notes

1. | have passed over the stercographer
that maker of dual photos tor use with
a hand-held viewer, because I wish to
begin closer to the present

2. Willlam McLoughlin, Rhode tsland
A History [New York, 1978, chap. 5

ik

I am gratetul to Barton St. Armand for
lending me these rare volumes, published
by the Providence Journal Company in
1893 and 1901 respectively

4. "The Louisquisset Region: A Beauty Spot
in the Heart of the Wilds, Yer But Six
Miles from the State House,” Providence
Sunday Tribune, 16 July 1907 (clipping in
State Archives!

5. John Wilmerding, “Under Chastened
Light: The Landscape of Rhode Island
in Robert G. Workman, The Eden of
America: Rhode Island Landscapes
1820-1920 (Providence, 1986), 13
This volume mncludes some of the
RISD muscum’s incomparahle colleg
tion of paintings of Rhode Island scenes

6. I am in debt to the proneering research
of Catherine Little Bert and L | McElroy
into the painters around the Providence
Art Club and A E. Club trom the 1880s
to about 1920. The dark, dreamy nature
landscapes of these painters gave way, in
a small but spectacular late development
to a Providence " Ashcan School” style

hoth styles were perfectly consistent with
the themes ot this essay. [ hope to utilize
some of these paintings, along with other
sketchwork and nonphotograhic maternial
in the larger-tormat book to come

Gary Kulik, Introduction, Rhode [sland
An fnventory of Historic Engineering aned
Industrial Sites, directed by Gary Kulik
(Washington, D.C,, 1978)

Lewis Muniford, Sticks and Stones: A
Study of Americag Architecture and Civi
fization. rev. ed. (New York, 1935), 76
Henry-Russell Hitcheock, Rhode Island
Architectitre {Providence, 19391

Hedley Smith, The Yankee Yorkshireman
(Detroit, 19701, 58

Mumiord, Sticks and Stones, 29
Workman, Eden of America, 32

Caption 1o “Providence—View at
Crawtord Streer Bridge,” Providenc
Magazine, November 1914, 726

Lecture by L. . McElroy at the Rhode
Island Histoncal Society, September 1991
to be documented in a future 1ssuc of
Skerches: An Ant Journal. The importance
of the “ans-and-crafts” movement tor
Providence can best be measured not in
1ts success or (mostly| falure 1o halt
demolitions but rather in the legacy 1t

left to future preservationists







Figure 45

Open-air market at Spriice Street
and Bulboa Avenue. Federal Hill,
Providence. 1937 Courtesy of the
Prowidence Journal-Bulletin

Metropolitan Dynamics, 1920-1950

majority of Rhode Islanders had become city dwellers twenty or thirty

vears before most Americans, but by 1920 they shared basic experiences
with urbanites elsewhere. A previously unthinkable degree of geographical and
occupational mobility broke down many—if by no means all —remnants of insu-
larity seemingly all at once. Meanwhile the building and restyling plans of the
metropolis surged forward. As the photographs suggest, it was the least uniquely
Rhode Island moment of modern city life.

Optimistic prospects brought these tactors together, despite the gradual decline
of the textile economy and the extreme severity of the Depression. Immigrants
from Europe and elsewhere settled into a life somewhere between self-identity
and assimilation. Many blue-collar families hoped that their children would
graduate from high school and even go on to college or professional school.

The Depression ruined many of these dreams for one generation, but World

War Il savings and the G.1. Bill made them possible for another. The emerging
middle classes eagerly put their stamp upon a stylistic “sophistication” taking
shape. Thanks to the success of unionization, hundreds of thousands of factory
workers joined with the middle class in the consumer market for the new wares,
trom consumer durables to sport shirts.’ Symptomatically, roads were widened
for the growing stream of auto traftic, whose harmtul side etfects were hidden
for a time in the eagerness of individuals and families for material improvement.

At this moment of collective self-discovery and accommodation to change,
Providence became the photojournalist’s city, and to a lesser extent the govern-
ment photographer’s work space. In tune with the technical improvements of
the camera, photos entered into the scene more intimately, rubbing shoulders
with the passersby and capturing changing expressions of the immigrant state’s
sudden emergence into mass culture. The best of these photos, in that sense,
otfer an equivalent of the moving-picture camera’s subjectivity. The older style
of commercial photos and the state’s documentary photos seem now strangely
awkward by comparison. The city is the future, as Raymond Williams reads the
contemporary literary images, and at many moments that future is overwhelm-
ingly seductive.”

And yet an underlying suggestion of continuities scems never quite absent from
the photos taken. Perhaps the very degree of change in the prosperous 1920s, and
just as likely the reminders of old contlicts during the bitterly depressed 1930s,
prompted some photographers to capture shadows of the past looming within the
present. Americans in general discovered nostalgia dunng the Depression. Many
Hollywood films of the era show a longing tor the bygone simplicity of the 1890s,
while strikingly contrary images—vivid in so many opening shots of 1930s and
1940s movies, with New York City as the place where the protagonist will
struggle to overcome obstacles—nevertheless connect familiar themes of family
and tradition to the excitement of accelerated change.’
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Rhode Island became, ideally, a place where past and future meet. This was a
claim made for any number of other states and cities of the time, but it seems es-
pecially convincing here. Providence, wrote John Williams Haley (the self-styled I
“Rhode Island Historian"] in the 1931 Providence Ilustrated Guide, was best

known for its “quiet charm,” a quality he attributed to physical location. It had

something of the refreshing mean between the super-urbanity of many a larger
city and the provinciality of the average town. It has 1ts skyscrapers but they are
not dominant. The population of shightly more than 250,000 has 1ts homes, for
the most part, on the slopes and crests of the halt-circle ot hills which hold the
civic center and business district in their common palm The remarkable
proximity between the residential and business districts [contrasts with| their
subtle segregation. The hills accomplish this*

In this generally elegiac guidebook, Haley made a valuable point: the accumulat-
ing ills that choked many urban centers fairly early in the twentieth century were
significantly mitigated in Rhode Island’s major cities by geography, topography,
and tradition. A look at the photos tends to confirm the self-conscious grandeur of
the downtown, the metropolitan stylishness of both the interiors and the exteriors;
yet there is an intimate feel as well, a familiarity across
neighborhoods and a sense of personal safety that would
be steadily lost in subsequent eras. Even as Providence

and Rhode Island were overtaken by the rapid expansion
of midwestern and western cities and of more lucrative
regional economies, the pace of economic and population
growth here permitted an adaptation at many levels. As a
modern American or international urban center, this was

Providence’s prestige heyday, and arguably the heyday of
its cohesive communities as well.

As could now be appreciated more completely, the earlier

period had laid down successful patterns, including hous-

ing that lasted for generations. Improvements in transpor-
Figure 46 tation, neighborhoods, and even commercial design tended to smooth out many of
Trolley on North Main Street, the rough edges. If, as two architectural historians keenly attuned to Rhode Island

Providence, inbound from Pawtucket,
il Courtesy of B H. Williams and : : ) ; : .
Scott Molley failed and no plan was set in place for the implications of the automobile and the

street patterns growing up at random, then the availability of space and the mod-
est degree of expansion here constrained and for a time disguised the damage.”

argue, this was also the critical lost moment when the older genius for building

Anccdotally, East Sider Michael Fink remembers his parents’ house, a “little
gabled mock-Tudor” built in 1936 above Hope Street upon the remnants of a
farm, with a few cows and horses and a miniature apple orchard sull surviving,

A stone’s throw from an admirable public transportation system and a short walk
trom the capital, these rural tokens showed how long urban development was tak-
ing to sweep away the past, and how much of it vet remained, a cushion against
meaner urban times to come.”

A§.  Woe start with a symbol: the streetear lines running down North Main Street

in Providence about 1936 (figure 46). Energy-cfficient, clean, capable of moving
masses of passengers quickly with comfort, the trolley had another great virtue;
it emphasized the use of the boulevard. Although the very growth of the sur-
rounding city deprived a locus such as Blackstone Boulevard of its trolley access
to rolling parks and country atmosphere (H. P. Lovecraft swore that he would
dream, regularly, of being on the open trolley going down Blackstone Boulevard
in the 1890s), the boulevard’s survival in another district epitomized the City
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daustrial Trust Butlding, Exchange
Place, Providence, ciri a 1929, RIHS
Collection (RHi X3 2752)

Figure 48

View of downtown Providence

19305, Caurtesy of the Providence
City Archives

Beautiful movement. So long as the streetears and the boulevards remained
intact, urban density and growing private automobile traffic were offset by a
“natural” and “public” zone, thriving near the heart of the metropolis.

“Every morning and evening,” Haley wrote, “brings
the flow and counter-flow of workers to office buildings
and factories, like streams pouring into a central pool
and then strangely reversing their courses to flow back
to their sources.”* According to oral histories, the street-
cars that came in from the villages brought ever larger
numbers of secretaries, who shared a community of
friends and the prospect of acquaintances at downtown
locations like the Industrial Trust Company Building;
the largest of the skyscrapers for decades and arguably
the most stylish ever built, that structure is seen here
with the original surroundings that lent it the contrast
required for absolute grandeur {figure 47). A streetcar

arrived downtown from Pawtucket every few minutes

and the streets were filled with activity, as the camera
shows (tigure 48)
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Both on weekdays and weckends, downtown shopping and entertainment were
now tar more common affairs than they had been, made possible by convenient
. transportation and more money to spend (at least in the 1920s, and again in the
1940s]. Friends came along or were met downtown; and a day of shopping made

the high point of a week. For lunch or supper, cosmopolitan treats were offered

town, which mcluded the

in Providence's since-vanmished Chs

Hon Fong Restaurant on Washington Street [figure 49). a com
pact group of other restaurants and shops, and even a mghrelub
Theaters beckoned, like Loew’s Ocean State, caprured here in
1928 [higure 50). For a more uninhibited party crowd, Providence
ottered live music and innumerable bars, as recorded by Works

Progress Administration photographer Jack Delano |Figure 51

Interiors, more mutable than extenors, exhibited the wide
varicty of influences of Art Deco, from the jazzy Jones Lunch

at Aborn and Washington streets (figure 52) to the more refined
beauty shops (figure 53). The outermaost limits of the seli-con
scious sophistication enjoyed by the middle classes may be
found in the design of restaurants, this one in the Biltmore Hotel
(Figure 54)." The inexpensive shoe shop at Westminster and
Weyhosset otfered in its windows spectacular “wings” of
motion, linked to the storefront itselt, right down to the lines on
the paving, a modernistic tribute to the motion of the window-

shopping walker downtown (figure 55)
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The neighborhoods, meanwhile, fleshed themselves out. Elmwood Avenue, seen

here literally “in process” during the 1930s, is shown yvielding its overhanging
branches to a widening of traffic (figure 56). Federal Hill’s open-air markert at
Spruce Street and Balboa Avenue, caprured in 1937, revealed a mixture of old

huildings and new clothes, “Little Italy” in changing times (figure 45, page 92/,

Not far from the newer institutions and buildings, an older world of factories
and warehouses offered reminders of how much of the city’s hidden side had

changed scarcely at all. At the Crawtord Street Bridge, men unloaded bananas
from a New York-New Haven Railroad car in 1933 (figure 57). A panorama of
Aborn Street truck depots, seen from LaSalle Square (figure 58), differed from

carlier times only 1n its trucks and signs. Inside storefronts the older, unas-

similated generations continued their lives with small adaptations (figure 59).

Figure 58

Tru kS on -'H-.n;: Ntreet Prin '.!r noe. -
circa 1948. Courtesy of the Providenci
City Archives
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101 METROPOLITAN DYNAMICS, 1920-1950

Rhode Island’s other major industrial cities experienced one last burst of expan-
sive optimism. Unionization, then the war economy and the postwar consumer
spending binge, put more money into the hands of ordinary people and local
merchants. In a Woonsocket commercial neighborhood, we can see the essence
of blue-collar Rhode Island life during the 1930s (figure 60). Fed by wartime pros-
perity of good times and heavy spending, Newport's honky-tonk Thames Street
looked raffishly upbeat, utterly unlike the upscale city of later decades (fHigure 61)

Symptomatic of the new, the Hillsgrove Airport lounge (figure 62) was modemn
and comtortable. It belied the misery of war that its temporary inhabitants would
soon experience or had already experienced. Later it welcomed home America’s
veterans (enlisted ones, at any rate) with all the metaphorical strength of the globe
at the center of the picture: they had won the war and the world was theirs.

Or so 1t seemed 1n optimustic 1945

Figure 62

Enlisted personnel lounge, Hillsgrove

\irpart. Warwick, 1994 RIHS T Covmns @0 Timmy ot s
Callection (RHi X3 66:15) - = D Rt T i
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Beyond the City, 1920-1960

he relation between city and country, always dynamic, shifred so dramau-

cally between the 1920s and the 1950s that only the accelerating pace
afterwards has disguised the significance of the earlier change. Growing urban
sophistication and the participation of greater and greater numbers and types
of people in it accentuated, by contrast, an 1dea of the rural just at the moment
when rural insularity was declining precipitously.

This idea was, of course, partly an illusion, and it is disputed by many of the
Rhode Island images presented here, The automobile and even the airplane
changed the look of the countryside in crucial ways, including the way it was
viewed by the camera. Photographs sharpened and no doubt exaggerated the
duality of the out-of-Providence image, between picturesque countryside and the
proudly thriving small town, exurb, or (in a very major issue for Rhode Islanders|
U.S. naval facility. As surviving countryside grew less like the city or even its
immediate surroundings, the town or suburb grew more citylike.

An element of the change in images may be simply traced to the economics of
reproduction. Abundant postcard photography of beaches and Newport mansions
continued, but the variety of other nonurban scenes seemed to drop precipitously.
The popularity of heavily stylized linen-finish cards, more expensive to produce
than their predecessors, accelerated the reduction of the photographic inventory.
Besides the shores, it was mainly prestige scenes like Roger Williams Park, Brown
University, churches, giant factories, and other much-used institutions like the
Narragansctt Race Track that commanded commercial-level attention. The
vernacular roadside architecture that preceded the massive standardization of
restaurants, gas stations, and the like became in cffect the self-promotional
substitute for the once-famous landscapes,

Intentionally or not, the amateur, the artistic-minded photégrapher, and the docu-
mentarian took up the slack, covering the tracts of countryside still beyond total
urban domination, yet reshaped subtly or unsubtly by automobile access. Many
adopted the “view from the road” perspective, sometimes literally intended to
prepare for roadway improvement but more often simply to take in the scene

as did the average passerby (who was a motorist, not a local pedestrian). Even

a minimal artistry could show the deep beauty surviving this penetration. Al-
though the main street of a village may have been recently widened, for instance,
with trees on either side paying the price, the scene might yet very much retain its
village character, at least for the time being. Practically throughout the western
part of the state, and in plenty of other pockets as well, rural charm had hardly
been diminished. An “artistic” shot could easily evoke an already-vanished era.

In scattered spots where the mills survived, the era had not vanished at all,
despite the modest advances of physical mobility.

Rhode Islanders with a little leisure and a car (their own or borrowed) could enjoy
themselves picnicking, swimming, or just walking in this world, as if the state
offered them a vast park. With increasing numbers of city dwellers on daylong

-
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excursions by car, the fading trolley, or, increasingly, the chartered bus, the
state felt smaller. Those who could regularly afford such excursions discovered
a Rhode Island—actually good-sized for the state's actual population—that their
parents had hardly known

The contradiction of private ownership and public use, often discussed bycon-
servatiomsts and state officials in recent years, seemed scarcely apparent up

to this point except in the state’s few exclusive resorts. As the Department of
Environmental Management’s most influential chief, Robert Bendick. observed
to an interviewer in the New Yorker, the problem was simply not perceived for
a long ume:

In Rhode Island, as in most Eastern states, most of the land has alwavs been
privately owned, but in our state no one ever felt the lack of the national parks

we didn’t have, or the national jorests and other Large public holdings Because,
according to our own code of the countryside, an informal, unwritten tradition that
was nevertheless widely acknowledged and accepted around the state, the owners
of the farms and forests and shorelines ot Rhode Island gave their neighbors the

use of these places, so that private property functioned—very discreetly—as public
open space. This tradition was perhaps a holdover from ancient land-use customs
of common ownership and public access which the first European settlers in Rhode
Island brought with them

It may be too much to claim, but the photographs here seem to bear the marks

Figure 63 of these enormous privileges. In a time when rural and small-town families
Canoeing on the Ten Mile River at

H 5 = Ay casually knew the minute details of a little brook or a particular stand of trees
Tunt s LEEN, ST TTOVIGETIVE, ClIcd i

1915. RIHS Collection (RHi X1 6616 the same brook or trees were accessible to almost any passerby willing to take

the trouble to look at them
Freure od

Boating on the Pawtuxet River, circa

190, RIMS Caollection (RHi X3 t6r]
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Figure 65

Girls gathering Howers, Greenwich
SEe irva 1934, Photo
by Raymond Ball. RIHS Collection
{RHi X3 6618

1t feont of the
lestown
V'lry !l-!n“

2Tdé)

]

In the long-gone 1920s one did not have to go far from Providence, or even own
an automobile or charter a bus, to get entirely and expeditiously away from the
urban scene. “To the cast of the city,” wrote Haley, “is the beautiful Ten Mile
River with its surrounding scenery of pastoral charm.”* Streetears crossed the
Seckonk River to Rumiord or Phillipsdale, where canoes could be rented o
pass through miles of woods with vistas of peninsula, fields, and farmhouses
"so many,” according to an carlier guidebook, that “there is scant room to take
them all in™* (figure 63]. To the south, by stygetear from Broad
Street, lay the Pawtuxet River Reservation, where landscape
pamters still practiced their craft, and where pleasure seekers
could pick up their rowboats near the already-famous Rhodes
Hall, rebuilt after a tire 1n 1915, and travel a waterway sur-
rounded by what seemed a slice of sylvan wilderness (figure 64),

e
a

Around and beyond the distant streetcar lines lay more fields,
lakes, and hills, often looking untouched by any industrialism
save the occasional tractor and the overhead electrical lines
(figure 65]. This scene could be practically anywhere in rural
Rhaode Island, from South County or Block Island or Little
Compton to Cumberland or Burrillville. Here and there Native
American communities continued to survive, as the Narragan-
setts proudly showed a photographer at the Old Stone Church
in Charlestown (figure 66|
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Barn dance, Scituate, circa 1925

Phaota by Wilfred Stone. RIHS

Cedincester farmNonse irca 19 Photo

1 Farms tor Sale, 1900, Courtesy of

Richard Grieenwood

Out there, at least for many residents, nineteenth-century traditions persisted
like the commonplace Yankee names, as Wiltred Stone’s photo of a Scituate bam
dance suggests (figure 67). Not just a physical insularity in the bay but a psychic
insularity as well seems to wall off Stone’s Prudence Islanders (figure 68) from
modern times. So alien to the urban eye did these scenes seem to Providence
horror-fictionist H. P, Loveeraft that he imagined deep and “unwholesome”
mysteries in decayed farmhouses, the widespread abandonment of land, and its
return to woods, His fantasies of horror borrowed heavily trom the local-color

writers of the late nineteenth century, several of the best of whom portrayed
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rural New England as drained of its
tormer youthtul vigor and surviving

as a tantalizing shadow glimmering

in some odd light. And indeed, just the
sight of a peculiar rural dwelling, this
onc in Glocester, could evoke a sense

of mystery (higure 69!

The truth was more mundane, but it
was also generally more cheerful. The
State Bureau of Information’s Book of
Rhode Island could rightly boast in 1930
of the adaptation made by local farmers
to the competition of mass-scale agri-
culture in the midwestern and western
states, Rhode Island farms produced for

the home market, including the cities
summer colonies, and summer camps. Perishables like milk eggs, field and
garden vegetables, and fruit found ready retailers, and produce stands dotted
the state roads. Acres of flint com, the variety onginally grown by the Indians
tound their way into jonnycakes. Five hundred apiaries made honey ‘Spreads”
like the Hillside Farms in Oaklawn (figure 70) flourished. Small-town life in
farming districts often remained hale and hearty, with social institutions still
intact, like the Juvenile Grange that Wilfred Stone captured mn rural Warwick
(hgure 71). Improvements such as those accomplished by the road work of

the Works Progress Administration in Cumberland (figure 72) made rural life

casier without apparently diminishing its picturesqueness.
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As modern times arrived with shorter houts of labor and a modicum of leisure

and spending cash, small-town and rural folk themselves increasingly enjoyed

Historical dod their own countryside and lakeside scenes. In the northwest corner of t

which boasted of some of

¢ Statc

- Rhode Island’s pretuest spots
a place like Spring Lake in

10. Courtesy Glendale promised visitors

a dehighttul atternoon, and

summmer residents in their

Frgare 75 tiny screened COLLAges a rest-
1 e i e L | . _—r =
V French Canadian parade in Arcii tul week or more [figure 73)

On Lake Tiogue in Coventry

- ' tolks spent their leisure at Kid
Blair’s Showboat |Heure 74

Mill workers, 1932 It now seems hard to be-
: Pettaquamscur lieve how the mill town,
e o its historic downturn
Fieure 77 accelerated by the Depression,
Posteard view ulong Cottage often held together through cutbacks and a briel wartime prosperity to a slow

Street, Mapleville, 1920, Courtesy
of the Burrillville Historical and

own language institutions, its own church-sponsored theater, and even its own

decline. In Artic the intensely French Canadian community continued with its

parades, as in this 1920s shot (tigure 750, Similarly, in front of the scenic, castle-
like Peacedale Mills, operatives look out at us trom 1932 as if the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries had joined (figure 76). A South County resident once
keenly remarked that as late as the 1970s many abandoned nulls stood un
changed years after their closing, as if a shift had vanished but might suddenly
return.’ Change in the surrounding sociery did not, in fact, always work against

the physical uniqueness of a mill town, as the case of Mapleville shows (Higure 77,
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Figure 80

wd, Johnston

simmonsville Re

P'hoto by the Rhode Island Department
of Transportation. Clirence Hussey
Collection, courtesy of the Rhode
[sland State Archives

Figure 81
Muin Street, Wickford, looking west

1951, Photo by A. | Viern, Camera

Club of the Providence Engineerning

socrety. Historical Records Project
RIHS Collection (RH1 X3 6622)
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By the later 1920s the last of the utopian or visionary mill barons, Austin T. Levy,

literally set his sights, through commuissioned aenal photography (figure 78), on

the grand goal of reengineening the typical mill town. Levy reorganized large

parts of Harnsville by eradicating tenements, converting Victorian buildings

and audaciously constructing Caribbean-style cement and stucco dwellings for

his foremen’s families, these last well spaced (like the rest of his buildings) and

supplied wath apple trees for children to chimb (figure 79).

Closer in “on the pike” or access road to the aties, formerly msular villages

like Johnston's Simmonsville (figure 80) retained a semicountry character for

carly commuters, Small cities, long tamed for their quaint-
ness and their remove from the urban pace, quickly grew
more cluttered with the marks of commerce, but they

also became more lively. Prosperous middle elasses could
transport themselves to Providence, while a summer place
came into casy commutng distance tor weekend drivers.
Wickford, for instance (hgure 81}, balanced old and new
with an case that disarmed the inhabitants against often
brutal changes to come.

Especially during the summer, the automobile also meant
access to the Ocean State's recreation sites, Now middle
classes and upper working classes could enjoy a version of
the once-genteel extended vacation of earlier days. Long
before massive airplane traffic to Europe and to developed
Caribbean properties, summer ease meant a week or two
in one of the dozens of cabin cottages on a lake or the bay,
or in a hotel at the scashore. Those unable to afford such
luxuries could at least take a weekend bus trip or a drnive
for a day of fun.
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Imagine, then, Narragansett Parkway at Warwick Downs, a thrilling if hectic thor
oughfare shared with thousands of other motorists (figure 82). Or picture the drive
to Oakland Beach in Warwick, where carlier the grandest hotel near Prov idence
had catered to vacationers, and where the roller coaster coexisted with the quiet
beauty of woods and water (figure 83!

A further drive south might lead to the fantasy (or fantasy-vernacular] architecturc
of vacation village Earl's Court in Narragansett (figure 84) or the cottage colony of
Roy Carpenter’s Beach in Matunuck [figure 851, For those with less cash. Rocky

Point—reached, after the middle 1940s, hy bus rather than strectcar—remained al-

most the same place that many of their parents had enoyed (Hgure 86, page 114)




Earl’s Court, Narragansett, with
the

wicxkground, n.d. Photo by the

wuses on Gilbson Avenue in

hlish

circg 1950. Collection of the Rhode
1sla

of the Providence Journal-Bulletin

Avdubon Society, courtesy
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Freure 86

Ferris wheel at Rocky Point Park.
Warwick, 1918 RIMS Collection
(RHI X3 1140)

Figure 87

Clam bar. North Tiverton. circa 1950
Photo by the Rhode Islund Department
of Transportation, Courtesy of the
Rhode Island State Archives

Ereure 88
Postcard view of the Quonset Point
endisted men’s barracks. circa 1945

Courtesy of Paul Buhl

14 VANISHING RHODE ISLAND

Nothing captured the seaside ambience better than the commercial vacation
architecture of the clam shack, like this one near the Stone Bridge in Tiverton
(figure 871. During the 1940s and 1950s dozens of these shacks served up the
greasy, tasty, and (by today’s standards) amazingly inexpensive tried seafood
that the vacationer associated with summer.

For casual visitors, these carefree scenes overshadowed another less picturesque
one. By the early 1940s Rhode I1sland had regained a smarttering of its earlier na-
tional seaside fame, but this time as a center of military-related activity. From
Newport to Providence the sailor’s leave became synonymous with a Rhode
Island social life of dancing to live music, with dining and drinking. The pres-
ence of service personnel was evidenced too by the architectural appearance

of barracks (figure 88), supremely f{lat and functional. On the other hand, the
protection of American waters during the tense and heroic 1940s made the
illumination of the waters at Portsmouth (figure 89) a thrilling sight to visi-
rors and residents alike. Much later the benefits of a continuegd military
presence in peacetime would be weighed against the social costs, among

which were toxie chemieal spills and the diversion of state resources, includ-
ing a precious skilled work toree.




As we look back, it seems remarkable that the tarms, resorts, commuter villages
and naval facilities were not perceived as competing views of the future. Within
this tiny state, space somchow never seemed at a particular premium until it
grew suddenly scarce. We forget how far away the rush ot bulldozers scemed

in 1945, In Britain, the conversion of historic tarmland into housing tracts

nbiIted by law; thesc

ected the same turopean

traditions of common use that Bendick

f political parties from nght to left. It Rhode Island had had such legal protec-

tions in the vears from the 1940s through the 1980s, it might have intelligently
managed a continuing mix of land uses and thus retained the Little Eden that had

tor so long seemed the common legacy of Rhode Islanders. Instead, the balance of

19 ¢ . R prosperity and beauty was lost, and the legacy was reduced more severely than

anyone could have guessed

INll[k‘\

the Car Rowutes out of Providence

(Providence, 1901], 42







the Blackstone Canal
rowpath, looking norrh at Martin's
Way. Lincoln: circa 1970, RIHS
Collection (RHi X3 6623)

View alofyg

Figure Y3
Westminster Street, Providence
looking west from Union Street, 1951
Photo by Allan B. McCoy. Camaera Club
af the Providence Engineering Society
Historical Records Project. RIHS
Wlection (RH1 X3 5452)
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Beloved Wounds and
Survivals, 1950-Present

I n a finely etched short story by Christopher La Farge—brother of famed
Pulitzer Prize-winning novelist Oliver La Farge, and himseli perhaps the
best-known Rhode Island fiction writer of the 1940s and 1950s—an East Side
matron returns to her old cottage home in a blue-collar neighborhood. A short
visit with the current tenant, a young housewife, weighs heavily upon the mind
of the protagonist afterward.' This is a succinet, if metaphorical, presentation
of Rhode Island's uncasiness toward its own past. A desire to forget, 1o push
away the sense of self, to wipe out (or pave over] painful memories of family
poverty and ethnic obscunity, often seems to blur the perception of historical
resources. The old American trait of going west and starting over recoils against
the place where the nation’s industnial culture began, turning old habits of self-
contempt into patterns of unnecessary destruction,

Despite various setbacks, the Rhode Island of recent decades has been the most
prosperous in history. But with that matenalistic success has come a tendency
toward the visual blandness that disguises—if it does not actually eradicate—any
sense of the state's special character. The obliteration of countryside for houses
and condos that could easily be placed in Mississippi or Arizona continues to
promote automobile traffic and turther reduce prospects for long-term urban
recovery, working against recyeling and other determined efforts
to conserve and rebuild. Have growing fashionabilivy, high real
estate values, and lucrative housing projects foredoomed any co-
herent sense of past, any continuation of present or future self?
And who, if anyone, cares?

A dirt road alongside a wooden bridge—as it happens, across the
Blackstone Canal—with no particular hint to date the photograph:
this is anonymous Rhode [sland (figure 90), hidden behind a bill-
board, down the highway from a suburban tragt, off to the side of
ostensible progress.” The path leads, one can easily imagine, to
another time and place still waiting rediscovery. Sometimes such
a path is marked; more often it is not marked at all. Like old urban
streets where the trolley tracks show through, it allows a glimpse
at one particular angle that shuts out contemporary references,
offering the willing observer a sort of Twilight Zone sensation. This is not some
untouched natural idyll or eighteenth-century architectural masterpiece, both

of which we have an urgent need to preserve. It is, instead, all around us; it is
vernacular and Rhode Islandish.

Preservation, the opposite of destruction, is as real as Colt State Park and the
thousands of other acres accorded public status in the last few decades by state
bond issues. New Yorker journalist Tony Hiss cites Robert Bendick’s exhilarat-
ing thought that the preservation of recreational lands close to home both saves
these lands and relieves pressure upon heavily stressed national parks like the
preserved districts in the Adirondacks and Yellowstone National Park. Urban
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BELOVED WOUNDS AND SURVIVALS, 1950-PRES

the human comedy” reign here, as distant from the 1dealize

suburb of the Eisenhower era as anything could be. It was that ki

te, and in many spots it still 1s, as master cartoonist Don

5ta

] i har ntinte to
0S, More scil-consclously pernaps, continue to trac

n enough. Many later phot

i 1z 4 1 a3 . i + «J¢_1 el mart ol t sl TV
this peculiar selt-retiection, part selt-love and part sclr-contempt

i 1 i 1 1
I'he latest era of photography often secks out the more picturesque remnant, ¢spe

hrea

cially the t | one. Like wildlite photographers or anthropologists intent on

performing the near-impossible task of saving an endangered species or people by

making their beauty more accessible, these photographers point to catastrophic
change. Or they aim at those areas bypassed by the process, and at those restored

through some happy if exceptional confluence of public and private interest

More clearly in the present than at any previous time, photography’s limitations
become evident. The world is {at least) three dimensional, and the human brain
records subjective states that the camera can never see. Recent photographs are
obviously uncqual to the complexity of the Rhode Island we see with our own
eyes, and the present selection would remain inadequate if it were a hundred

1

times larger. But the value of the photograph however limited its view, 1s to set

the brain working along unpredictable lines. Unlike the camera and unlike the

computer, Lewis Mumtord used to sav, the brain 1s inherently an open system

Natick Mill

July 4194/
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To begin with an older image: the world on tire, scen more than metaphorically
in the Natick Mill conflagration of July 1941 (figure 91, page 119). The world

was already on fire, and the older societry almost destroyed, but Rhode Islanders
hardly knew how much had changed in their own hack-
vard until most of the mills closed during the 1950s. By
the time people looked around, the changes had already

become irreversible

Dozens of documentary photographs by the Providence
Camera Club capture, again and again, the aging Rhode
Island city ar a dreadtully memaorable point, just before
urban renewal’s “monumentalism” (the replacement

ot rundown but varied architecture with parking spaces
and a tew large edifices) had recklessly cleared away large
chunks of city history. Like the Chicago streets in Nelson
Algren's novels—yielding themselves without detense or
disguise to the crosions of declining fortune—the avenues
of these photos ofter clues to the city as a protoundly

lived space, with varied and numerous hints ol genera-

tions passed before.

At this moment the mission of the Providence Preservation Society took shape
A =T Atter decades of mostly private and indivadual eftort, saving single historical
( of the Providencs buildings one at a ume, the city’s need tor large-scale programs became urgent

Or, perhaps it would be berter to say, the constituency for that kind of effort

Tl be i appeared just as the need became greatest. Ironically, beloved Brown University's
nrl b ML
threatened destruction of housing districts in the East Sude galvanmized a group of
j 04 preservationists, who to their surprise found sympathy and support from some
nll'll Mis i '! neg

city planners and trom officials of the National Park Service. The abstraction of

Y < o ' a national construction-and-renewal blueprint, unsuited to the particulars of a
small and history-rich state, began to break down under scrutiny. From these

apparently modest beginnings, a larger vision and project emerged.

he Providence Tournal-Bulletin Here 1s a small selecuion of what the camera tound in 1951, At Middle and Eddy
streets (hgure 92) we see a decayed Art Deco home-cooking restaurant, with a
pool hall (still open?) upstairs. We can almost taste the meat stews and smell
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the cigarette smoke. At nearby Westminster and Union, Shepard’s famous depart-
ment store still had decades of existence ahead before bankruptey would threaten
demolition of the historic building—but the darkness of the coming era had, so to
speak, already visually descended (figure 93, page 116). This was life in a city old

by American standards.

Around the state’s aging urban areas and industrial villages, abundant images of
this kind proliferated. The Blackstone Valley was a virtual set piece in the story
Downtown Pawtucket, as seen by an anonymous artist in 1933, seems not so
much in decline as frozen in time (figure 94). No major city suffered quite as
intensely, tirst from the closing of the mills, then from the gouging of some of

its most picturesque neighborhoods by the construction of Route 95, and finally
from the virtual shutdown of its historic commercial zones. In 1960s Woonsocket,
victim of far less destructive energy, young people are shown against a background
that still seems ancient by American standards (figure 95).

But it was Providence where the urban images of an earlier age survived just long
enough to overlap with the new diversities and multicultural promise of the age
ahcad. The inside of Providence’s fabled Celebrity Club (ranked by Metronome
magazine as the fourth-best jazz club in North America) reminds us of the 1950s,
that era of music and social change, when visiting musical greats ineluded Louis
Armstrong and Ella Fitzgerald, and audiences and dancing cauples broke down the
racial barriers (figure 96). Outside the Celebrity Club, on Lippitt Hill, the notably
integrated neighborhood tell victim to massive mis-
planning, with its modest white and black working-
class housing, small businesses, and bars and clubs
suffering from the fatal disadvantage of occupying
low-cost space adjacent to downtown. A tract that
now holds the Marriott Hotel and the Star Plaza was

cleared, leaving behind only memories (figure 97)

Photographer Charlotte Estey investigated the
multiracial urban scene of 1950s South Main and
Wickenden streets more consciously than any other
Rhode Island artist. In her shot of 320 South Main
(tigure 98], the building

with its wide steps and

“Rooms” sign—looks as if 1t has been hiding a world of broken and luckless
lodgers. When Estey turned the comer, she discovered the innocent and the

dangerous almost side by side. Bv her own annotation, 36 Wickenden Strect
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Providence
Charlotte Est

RHi X3 6081

J.._I-:,In, X
76 Wickenden Street, Providence

TR e

1950-1952. Phato by Charlotte Estey

) y e : r - -2 R e e
RIHS Collection (RHi £79 88 [~ - 2 N i P e e W

Eigure 101 -y - . m )
e 'f;urrrf & Sonion Girls 1n Confirmation Dresses” (figure 99) was only two blocks from 76 Wick-
A I ! S PPOCESSH o

Willard Aventie. Providencs enden, in an arca known as “ ‘Hell's Kitchen,” hang-out of sailors whose ships
1955, Courtesy of the Rhode Island

anchored in the river” (figure 100). This was the final era of a major presence of
lewash Histarical Association

Cape Verdeans on the East Side, before various economic changes cased them out.

The Jewish South Side might be remembered differently by the camera, as a
cramped space abandoned with joy—if only the old-timers did not, to this day,
retain such warm memories of life there. A neighborhood already on the verge
of extinction in 1951, 1t is scen here at its old heart, Willard Avenue, where 2
religious procession files past Melzer’s Shopping Center (figure 101). The mod-
esty and compactness of the community, with its many mom-and-pop stores,
is striking. The presence

of automobiles notwith-
standing, this is a street for
walking, shopping for a few
items daily, and meeting
friends along the way. In

the new suburban neighbor-
hoods where many in this
neighborhood were destined,
the tormal ethnic organiza-
tions continue and some-
times even thrive; yet the

particular sense of proximity
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and imtimacy of ethnic neighborhood lite cannot be reconstructed. Life in the
suburhs might be better materially, but for former South Side inhabitants life

has not likely seemed so close again, The sense of proximity continues, of course,
among the new ethnic
groups squeezed into the
old neighborhoods, but the
relaxed streetlife of past
decades has vanished, for
Mmany reasons.

The physical tracings of the
city outlast, at least in some
districts, even the heaviest
blows of worsening condi-
tions and misguided urban
engincering. From the roof of
the Imperial Knife Company
at Hospital and Bassett streets, in what has been renamed the Jewelry District,
one could easily see in 1950 houses that have since vanished (figure 102). Yet the
Imperial building itself 1s now a condo-minium, and many other structures have
also outlasted the rampages of the wrecking ball. The skyline and the urban am
bience present a continuity here that reminds us of photos from 1890 or even 1860

So do many other scenes around the state. Olneyville, at the Woonsaquatucket
River, seems a piece of almost timeless Rhode Island (figure 103). By the late 1960s
and early 1970s, the timelessness of the nature scene had become suddenly more

precious. An Audubon Society photographer inscribed on the reverse of a photo
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[, Charlestown, circa 1960

» SocK, Lourtesy of [ie

Audubon Society

Figure 105
View from the Pawtuxel Bridee, Route
) Warwick, 1966, Courtesy of the

Rhode Island Awdubon Society

Figure TG

o8 Hudson Street, Providence, 1990
Courtesy of the Providence Preservation
Society Revolving Fund

Figure 107
Warren waterfront, 1975, Courtesy
of the Providence Jourmnal-Bulletin

(figure 104! his own anxious impression of such a setting: “One of our last coastal
scenes of escape from the . . . pressures of modern living, Trustom Pond is still
unspoiled. How long will this beauty be preserved for future generations? ™

Like dozens of other precious natural sites, the pond is happily still nearly intact.

By way of contrast, try to imagine the relative peacefulness of the setting and the
survival of wildlite within semiurban conditions in a view from the Pawtuxet
Bridge at Route 2 in 1965 (figure 105). Today the Warwick Mall would stand in
the background of this view; of the scene depicted, it is hard to imagine that any-
thing now survives

In contrast again, the historic market building at 68 Hudson Street in Provi-
dence’s Armory District (figure 106) has been restored astonishingly, with the
assistance of the Providence Preservation Sociery's Revolving Fund. Can nature
be restored as well? The task of recreating ecosystems 1s daunting, but the state's
hopes for a future as beautiful and environmentally sustainable as 1ts past rest
upon that prospect.

Most of Rhode Island today remains somewhere between pristine purity and
mechanical-natural devastation, scarred by history and, even more, by the in-
clination to wipe out history. A typical 1970s shot of Warreft, with seagulls
resting watchfully on an old wooden dockside structure (figure 107), shows

us a scene thart can sull be found in dozens of spots along the East or West Bay.
Equally emblematic of our

trace memories are our old :' ~

triends the textile mills and
mill ruins (figure 108)

A wooden bridge in Berkeley—
one of the last standing in the
state—has somehow managed
to survive generations of foor,
bicycle, and automabile traffic
(figure 109). Metaphorically
speaking, it is a bridge be-
tween our past, our present,
and (I like to think) our future
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Figtire 18
Atlantic Mills, Olneyvville, 197
Phoro by Richard Qumney. Conrtesy

of Richard Quinmes

Figure 109

Woden bridee at Berkeley, 1942
Photo by the Rhode Island Department
of Transportation. Clarence Hussés

Callection, courtesy of the Rhod

State Arcluves
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Vanishing Pawtucket, 1959

I am with yvou in Pawtucker.

My greatest fear as 1 sneaked a smoke

With the black-leather-jacketed boys

At the White Tower on the Main Street Bridge
Was that someone who knew my mother

Was sitting on one of the buses lined up at the light
To spy me standing there: cigarerte dangling,
Blue uniform skirt rolled knee-high,

Black turtleneck sweater hiding school insignia,
Mouth smeared with white glossy lipstick,
Eyes outlined in kohl like a baby owl;

F was the beatnik of Pawtucker.

I had read Howl: “I'm with you in Rockland.”

1 am with you mn Pawrtucket.

Where are they now—the boys who swam

At the Limerock Quarry, their skin like porcelain

In the milky waters; or the dusty boys

Of Sunset Stables who always copped a feel ar the dismount?

Where is Lirtle Lucille who would skate with me

Those long afternoons at the Blue Pond?

Where 1s Roland with the red sweater,

The white '51 Ford with fairy fnnge, and the dazzling smile?

Or sweet Eleanor who would walk with me

Through the dappled shade of Dunnell’s Lane

To swim in the Prospect Heights Pond on those hot days
Filled with polio fears and paper dolls on my porch?

And where are you—that boy who met me in the back lots
Behind Rhode Island Avenue and showed me

The broken-walled reservoir where you looked for arrowheads
And the barrel yards where we tound paraffin?

That's right—I marned you for a while,

Our son called last night.

So where am [, who would sit with my Bronté novels
And dream of writing my own idylls of romance?

[ am with you in Pawtucket.

Let's meet for a first and last chance reunion.

Start at the White Tower, walk up Main to Shartenberg's,
Go to the Windsor for a drink and end up at the Leroy
For a late show—uor better sull

Go on up Broad to Warner's Dance Hall

“Harlem Nocturne” is playing, sweet blue sax
Papening the world with longing,

The mirror ball spangling a speckled light

All over me in my pink and white gingham dress
With the spaghetti straps and tender strawbernes
Spilling aver the bodice; your check

Pressed agamst mine—This is our song, " you say,
This will always be our song.

NORMA JENCKES
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