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Introduction

 


This guide, along with the various
others produced by Lyn Wilkerson and Caddo Publications USA, are
based on the American Guide Series. Until the mid-1950’s, the U.S.
Highway System provided the means for various modes of transport to
explore this diverse land. To encourage such explorations, the
Works Projects Administration under President Franklin D. Roosevelt
and the Federal Writers Project created the American Guide Series.
This series of books were commissioned by the Federal Government to
capture the culture and history of the United States and provide
the direction necessary for travelers to explore it. Each state
created a commission of writers who canvassed their respective
territories for content to submit. The preliminary works were then
sent to Washington D.C. for final assembly in to a standard format.
The result was a travel guide for each state. The series spread to
include guides for important cities as well. After the State Guides
were complete, the concept of a national guide was developed.
However, it would not be until 1949, with the backing of Hastings
House Publishing, that a true national guide would be created.
Through several rounds of condensing, the final product maintained
much of the most essential points of interest and the most colorful
material.

To quote from the California
edition of the American Guide Series, “romance has been kept in its
place. . .” The intent of this guide is to provide information
about the historic sites, towns, and landmarks along the chosen
routes, and to provide background information and stories for what
lies in-between. It is not our desire to dramatize the history or
expand on it in any way. We believe that the character and culture
of this city, and our country as a whole, can speak for itself.
This guide has been created, not for just travelers new to
Charleston, but for current residents who may not realize what lies
just around the corner in their own neighborhood. The goal of Caddo
Publications USA is to encourage the exploration of the rich
history that many of us drive by on a regular basis without any
sense it existed, and to entertain and educate so that history will
not be lost in the future.
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Providence is built on three hills.
The most important of these is Prospect or College Hill, rising
steeply from the eastern border of the business district. Around
the foot and along the sides of this hill the early settlement of
Providence was made, and here today are the city's most memorable
historic sites and houses. The old city began at the confluence of
the Woonasquatucket and Moshassuck Rivers, the former flowing from
the west, the latter from the north. Their combined waters are
called the Providence River, which flows directly into the head of
Narragansett Bay. That part of the river along the foot of College
Hill is now so walled up and covered over as to be an underground
canal, with a sluggish and very odorous current. There is little
about this south end of the Moshassuck to suggest to the
uninitiated that here once flowed 'The Great Salt River,' a
waterway of prime importance in the Commercial development of
Providence.

The early history of Providence is
so closely allied to the early history of Rhode Island that this
article should be read in conjunction with that on Colonial
settlement. The city was founded in 1636 by

Roger Williams. The misadventures
that he had experienced in searching for a place where he could
practice his religious and civil convictions were nearly at an end
when in June of that year he abandoned the abortive settlement in
the present East Providence and started paddling a canoe down the
Seekonk River. As the canoe passed along, an Indian standing on a
large rock on the west bank hailed the pioneer with the now famous
greeting, “What cheer, Netop [friend]?” There is a tradition that
Williams landed at this point, but it is more likely that he merely
exchanged greetings with the friendly native, moved on around Fox
Point, and paddled up Great Salt River to the junction of the
Woonasquatucket and the Moshassuck. It was around this point, near
a fresh and copious spring, that Williams founded the new
settlement. With him in his venture were five companions, William
Harris, John Smith, Francis Wickes, Joshua Verein, and Thomas
Angell, all of them, like Williams, dissenters from the strict
churchly practices of Massachusetts Bay.

Availing himself of a knowledge of
the Indian tongue, and relying on his previous reputation for
friendliness, Williams secured from Canonicus and Miantonomi,
chiefs of the Narragansett tribe, an oral grant of 'the lands and
meadows along the two fresh rivers called Moshassuck and
Woonasquatucket.' A formal deed to this plot was gained in March of
1638. The name chosen for the settlement, as well as an expression
of the fundamental social principle on which it was founded, is
contained in a statement by Roger Williams; he wrote, “Having of a
sense of God's merciful providence unto me called this place
Providence, I desired it might be for a shelter for persons
distressed for conscience.” The piety expressed in the naming of
the settlement has been carried on in many of the street names,
such as Hope, Benevolent, Benefit, Peace, Faith, and Friendship.
Home lots were laid out, and as new arrivals came to the settlement
at the head of Narragansett Bay, a lot was granted to each one
provided that he met with the approval of the community at large.
The home lots extended from Towne Street up and over Prospect or
College Hill and back to the road then known as 'the highway,' now
Hope Street. The early buildings were one-room structures of
rough-hewn timbers, having an end chimney and thatched or shingled
roofs. Interior conveniences such as chairs and cooking utensils
were few and crude. Food was none too plentiful at first; tradition
relates that a boiled bass served without trimmings of any kind was
often considered a feast. Wells were dug in the street, any one of
which might be used by several families. Orchards were planted and
in the middle of them was later placed the family burial plot. In
1664 there were about fifty of these homesteads extending along
Towne Street from present Olney Street to Fox Point.

In addition to a home lot, each
townsman was granted an acreage of pasture. There was some fishing
and fur-trading, but agriculture was the chief pursuit. In 1646 a
sort of communal gristmill was established by John Smith; on
certain days of the week Smith was obliged to receive and grind
grain for his fellow townsmen, one-sixteenth of which became his
own. His mill stood near the present intersection of Mill and North
Main Streets, and nearby sprang up a tannery, a cattle pound, the
first bridge, a jail, and the inevitable tavern.

The inns or taverns, of which there
came to be a good number, were very important in the life of the
early community, and they offered an air of exhilarating
conviviality that occasionally led to ill repute. Townsmen convened
at the inns to conduct business, to exchange news, to gossip, and
to hold public meetings. Listed among the proprietors of these
establishments are men who were serving simultaneously as justices,
tax-collectors, and the like, some of whom gained eminent
reputations in Colonial politics and society. During the Revolution
the taverns were meeting-places for organizations such as the Sons
of Liberty when they convened to hatch up the plots against British
law, which gave Providence an enviable reputation in the history of
American independence.

At the time of King Philip's War,
in 1676, the town of Providence had grown to a population of 1000.
Many citizens engaged in the fighting, while Roger Williams
barricaded the home of William Field for the protection of women
and children. In March of 1676, a band of Indians descended on the
town and twenty-nine of its seventy-five houses were burned. Among
these was the home of John Smith, the miller, and town clerk. In
order to save the town records from burning, he threw them into the
Moshassuck River by his mill. All but eighty-five pages were
preserved, and are now stored in a vault in the Providence City
Hall.

In 1680 occurred an event that
heralded the great period of commercial prosperity into which the
city was about to enter. In that year, Pardon Tillinghast built the
first Providence wharf, a small beginning but one destined to
convert the city from a simple agrarian hamlet to a commercial
center of first rank. The rum-slave-molasses trade, privateering,
and miscellaneous traffic with remote ports-of-call, brought great
wealth to Providence merchants and romantic adventures to her
seagoing sons. When commercial prosperity reached its peak in the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, Providence
flourished socially and culturally as well as economically. The
four Brown brothers, John, Joseph, Nicholas, and Moses, were the
town's leading merchants and citizens. They, in company with such
men as Colonel Joseph Nightingale, Thomas Poynton Ives, and John
Corlis, built magnificent mansions on the hill and filled them with
art treasures from the far-flung ports to which their vessels
penetrated. They took part in the establishment of schools and
churches. Joseph Brown was not only an amateur architect of
remarkable ability but also a professor of Experimental Philosophy
at the college crowning the hill, where his brother Nicholas
endowed a chair of Oratory and Belles-Lettres in 1804. Moses Brown
donated land to a Quaker school that later adopted his
name.

The years just prior to the
Revolution were full of excitement, social as well as political. In
1762, William Goddard established the first newspaper, the
Providence Gazette and Country
Journal. Stephen Hopkins, ten times chief
executive of the Colony and one of its most distinguished citizens,
published in Goddard's paper in 1764 the 'Right of Colonies
Examined.' In the 1760's, an attempt was made to establish a
theater, but after a brief life the 'Histrionic Academy' was forced
to close its doors. A permanent theater was finally established in
1790 at the corner of Westminster and Mathewson Streets, where
Grace Church now stands. On its curtain, now preserved in the
museum of the Rhode Island Historical Society, was painted the
legend, 'Pleasure the means; the end virtue.'

In 1770, Rhode Island College
(Brown University), established at Warren in 1765, moved to
Providence. It is said that prior to this time, few people in
Providence were able to read and write. Teachers were few. There
were a few private schools where sons of the elect could go, but as
soon as they could read the Bible, write, and do a sum in three,
they were prepared to enter business, and usually did. The Market
House, which stands in Market Square and is at present used by the
Chamber of Commerce, was built in 1773. Two years later the First
Baptist Meeting-House was erected, part of the cost being defrayed
by a lottery.

During the pre-Revolutionary
period, when England's policies were threatening the prosperity of
the Colonies and interfering with their commercial and political
freedom, Providence had much at stake, and she engaged in several
acts of rebellion. In 1772, a group of leading citizens, including
John Brown and Samuel Whipple, plotted the burning of the
Gaspee, a British revenue
vessel which had run aground in Narragansett Bay off the present
Gaspee Point in Warwick. On March 2nd, 1775, the city followed
Boston's example and held its own tea party. The Providence event
was not a closed affair as Boston's had been the whole town was
invited to attend. A large pile of tea was heaped up in Market
Square, a barrel of tar was poured over it to insure a good blaze,
and the pyre was crowned with a copy of one of Lord North's
speeches. One patriot went up and down Towne Street painting out
the word ' tea' from shop signs, and housewives who persisted in
their favorite tipple were compelled to take it in secret to avoid
estrangement from their husbands. On May 4th, 1776, the Rhode Island
Independence Act was signed in the Old State House and read to the
townsmen from Jabez Bowen's balcony on Market Square a point from
which, sixteen years before, the accession of George III had been
proclaimed.

During the Revolution, Providence
contributed to the common cause money, ships, and men. There were
2000 under arms in 1775 but no fighting took place here. Forts were
erected in the vicinity of Robin Hill, and at the highest point on
Prospect Hill a beacon was posted to warn of British approach.
Before and after the siege of York town, French troops under
command of Count de Rochambeau were quartered in the College
Edifice, now University Hall of Brown University. Among the gala
occasions enjoyed by the Providence citizens during this period
were two visits from George Washington, one during the Revolution
and one in 1790, when he was President of the United States and was
given an honorary degree at Rhode Island College. The second visit
marked a diplomatic ending to Rhode Island's perverse conduct in
long refusing to ratify the Federal Constitution. In 1824, the city
turned out to greet General Lafayette on his sentimental journey
through the nation he had done so much for in its war for
independence.

After the Revolution and the
eventual return of prosperity, Providence commercial enterprises
expanded. British occupation had left Newport crippled. In 1790, it
became necessary to dredge the Providence harbor to accommodate
vessels of larger draft, and despite the difficulties encountered
because of decreased revenue and an embargo, commercial development
reached its peak. A record of March 4th, 1814, states that there were
approximately 140 vessels tied up at the wharves. Because the War
of 1812 was still being waged, this figure approximately represents
the number of vessels which made Providence their home
port.

In 1815 occurred 'the Great Gale,'
a storm and flood that devastated much property and cost the town
more than a million dollars. At that time the Moshassuck River was
much wider than it is now, and the land lying approximately between
present Exchange Place and the new State House was a great cove
where the townspeople fished and sailed. In September, just after
the sun crossed the line of the autumnal equinox, a wind from the
southwest blew up with such violence that the tide rose ten or
twelve feet higher than the spring tide peak. The lower streets of
the town were flooded, and the rush of water demolished houses and
other buildings. According to a contemporary report, thirty-five
sail piled up at the head of the Cove. Ships anchored below
Weybosset Bridge broke their moorings and carried the bridge away
as they rushed in on the tide. Vessels invaded the streets, and the
third-story wall of a building on the west side of Market Square
was pushed in by the bowsprit of the ship Ganges. Pleasant Street in North
Providence became 'the anchorage of a burthensome sloop.' After the
storm had subsided, citizens returning to their homes on
Westminster and Weybosset Streets found furniture and other
property swept away, and in their stead 'a deposit of filth and
fish.'
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