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            Federal Hill: A Fork in the Story

Recipes, Raids, and the Real "Little Italy"

This book delves into the rich and complex history of Federal Hill, a neighborhood that has evolved from its agricultural roots to become a vibrant immigrant enclave. It chronicles the waves of migration that shaped this area, particularly focusing on the contributions of Italian, Irish, and Jewish communities, which collectively established Federal Hill as a cornerstone of Providence's working-class identity.The narrative celebrates the profound impact of Italian immigrants who brought with them cherished traditions and cultural practices. Through community gatherings and religious celebrations—such as St. Bartholomew's Day and the Feast of the Blessed Sacrament—their efforts fostered a tight-knit "Little Italy" along Atwells Avenue, where familial bonds and mutual support thrived through various aid societies.Culinary evolution is another focal point, tracing how humble beginnings in immigrant kitchens transformed into Rhode Island's renowned "Restaurant Row." This section highlights the transition from traditional fare like pasta fagioli to upscale dining experiences that blend classic Italian-American cuisine with contemporary influences. 

      

    


An Homage to Joseph R. Muratore, Commendatore

This book is yours, Joseph.

I cannot write about Federal Hill without writing about you. The two are braided together—the streets, the stories, the salt spray from the old neighborhood, and the man who carried its memory like a lantern through every room he entered.

You were born in Providence, the son of Sebastian and Lena Curione, children of immigrants who came here with nothing but the weight of hope. You learned early what it meant to build. After your military service ended in 1945, you moved your young family to Warwick, but you never left Federal Hill behind. It lived in you—the landmarks, the music of the language, the faces of the paesani who shaped this city with their hands and their hearts.

You became a real estate and business broker, a certified review appraiser whose word carried weight before courts and zoning boards. But your real work was always the people. Sun Oil Company hired you. Local banks trusted you. Attorneys and insurance companies sought you out. Yet you never forgot that every property was a home, every business a dream, every family a story waiting to be told.

You served Warwick as Chairman of the Zoning Board of Review, as Assessor, as a builder of committees and communities. You helped send the Warwick Veterans High School Band to the Rose Bowl. You reorganized the Warwick Council Knights of Columbus and became its first Grand Knight. You founded the William Paca Club. You were a Fourth Degree Knight, a trustee of St. Benedict Church Corporation, a founder of the Warwick Columbus Credit Union.

In 1957, you created the Multiple Listing System for Kent and Washington Counties—two counties that learned to work together because you showed them how.

You loved your country. You loved your heritage. And in 1973, the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs appointed you Italian Vice Consul for Rhode Island. From your office, you renewed passports, legalized documents, and welcomed Italian vessels to our shores. You were Italy's face here—and Rhode Island was grateful.

You found forty Italian World War I veterans who had never received their medals. You completed the documentation. They received gold medals. The title of Cavaliere. Pensions retroactive to the day they came home. You processed more award applications for the Italian government than any person in this state. And then, because your own work spoke for itself, the President of Italy named you Cavaliere Ufficiale. Later, Commendatore.

You were our most decorated Italo-American. And you wore those honors like a quiet suit—elegant, never boastful, always ready to help someone else put on their own.

You commissioned oil paintings of Federal Hill, Brown University, Providence College, Rhode Island College, and the University of Rhode Island. You sold lithographs and donated the money for library books. You wanted students to read. You wanted history to live in their hands.

You wrote columns—"Italo-Americans of R.I.," "Landmarks of Federal Hill," "Genealogy and Coat of Arms." You translated Columbus's will into English and Spanish, revealing secrets about his birthplace, his debts of conscience, his chosen bank, and even the strange signature he commanded his executors to use. You built collections of memorabilia—books, documents, artifacts—and gave them to the Adams Library at Rhode Island College because knowledge should never be locked away.

On a trip to Santo Domingo, Archbishop Eduardo Polanco Brito gave you three mosaic tiles. They had been removed from the walls of the cathedral—the very place where Columbus's remains were found. Those tiles had crossed the ocean with Don Diego and his wife, brought here by the son of the admiral himself. You held history in your hands, and you understood what that meant.

For thirty years, you chaired the Columbus Lighthouse Committee of America—a campaign to build the world's largest memorial lighthouse in Santo Domingo. It was completed in 1992. Seven hundred feet long. A library, an auditorium, a museum. And inside, moved from the cathedral, the mausoleum and remains of Christopher Columbus. The Dominican Republic decorated you twice for that work—the Silver Cross of the Heraldic Order of Columbus and the rank of Grand Ufficiale, the highest civilian honor they could give.

In 1976, you brought a heart and lung surgical team to Santo Domingo—Doctors Yashar and Golberg, who donated their skills. They performed three open-heart operations and held a three-day bilingual seminar. You accompanied them. You translated. You made it happen.

You spoke Italian, French, and Spanish. The Berlitz School called you. Courts called you to interpret medical and engineering matters. When Senator Paolo Emilio Taviani—one of the world's greatest Columbus scholars—came to Rhode Island to receive an honorary degree, you arranged the invitation. And then you stood beside him, translating every word.

You chaired receptions for the Italian Tall Ships in Newport. You hosted the 125-piece Carabinieri Military Band of Italy, marching them up Atwells Avenue to the Holy Ghost Church grounds. You organized the dinner in Washington, D.C., honoring Senator Pastore, Congressman Rodino, and Judge Sirica—attended by President Ford and presidential candidate Jimmy Carter.

You served on the Bishops' Council of St. Joseph's Hospital. You were a trustee of the Rhode Island Historical Society, Rhode Island College, and the Community College of Rhode Island. You sat on the Roger Williams University Board. You founded the Italo-American Medical Foundation at Brown University, creating an exchange program between Brown and the medical schools of Bologna and Turin.

You were a commodore, appointed by Governor DiPrete. You were a patron of the arts, President Emeritus of the Rhode Island Opera Guild, staging four complete operas with stars from the Metropolitan Opera—Roberta Peters, Gabriela Tucci, and Caballé. You gave local singers their chance to stand on the same stage.

You raised money for children, for cancer research, and for earthquake victims in Italy. You served as toastmaster and master of ceremonies so many times that people stopped counting—but you never did. You knew that every ceremony, every groundbreaking, and every benefit mattered to someone.

In 1992, the Dominican Republic invited you to the dedication of the Columbus Lighthouse. You stood there as the Admiral's remains were transferred from the cathedral to their final resting place. You had helped build that lighthouse. You had helped make that moment real.

Joseph, you were Rhode Island's son and Italy's heart. You walked easily between worlds because you never forgot where you came from. Federal Hill was not just a neighborhood to you—it was a fork in the story, a place where the old country and the new one met, shook hands, and made something beautiful together.

I dedicate this book to you. Every page, every memory, every recipe and photograph and whispered name. You taught us that history is not something we inherit—it is something we build, brick by brick, song by song, act of kindness by act of courage.

This is your story. And I am honored to tell it.

For Joseph R. Muratore, Commendatore—civic leader, patron of the arts, linguistic bridge, keeper of the flame. Federal Hill remembers. Rhode Island remembers. And so will anyone who reads these pages.
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Origins of Federal Hill
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1.1 Early Settlement and Rural Life

Before the noise of the city reached its slopes, Federal Hill was a quiet landscape shaped by soil, seasons, and quiet labor. Its elevated position provided natural drainage, fertile ground for crops, and a clear view over the Providence River, making it ideal for subsistence farming and small livestock raising. Families grew rye, corn, and root vegetables while tending orchards of apple and pear trees, relying on hand tools and animal power to sustain their households. This way of life endured for decades, untouched by the industrial forces that would soon transform the region.

Such conditions were common across rural New England in the early 1800s, where land ownership meant self-reliance and mutual support among neighbors. Travel between settlements depended on dirt paths winding through woodlots and pastures, linking homesteads to the town center along narrow, uneven routes. The most important thoroughfare, later known as Atwells Avenue, began as a foot trail used by farmers to carry produce to market. These early roads dictated daily movement and laid the foundation for future infrastructure. No grand plans guided this growth—only the practical needs of a scattered population.

The shift from open fields to settled plots unfolded slowly, driven by regional economic changes and rising population pressure. As Providence expanded into a commercial center, demand grew for housing near the waterfront and docks. Land once used for grazing gradually gave way to modest homes built by laborers seeking proximity to work. Access to water sources, woodlots, and existing paths determined where new structures appeared. This created a patchwork of small holdings rather than a planned neighborhood—a mosaic that would later welcome newcomers with little regard for formal zoning.

This transformation accelerated after 1850 as steam-powered transport and expanding rail networks changed how people moved goods and themselves. What had been a landscape of isolated farms became a transitional zone between rural calm and urban energy. Property values rose, and local merchants began to see opportunity in speculative development. Yet even then, the area retained much of its pastoral character. Gardens still flourished behind cottages, chickens roamed freely, and the scent of damp earth lingered after rain.

Those who lived here did not see themselves as pioneers of an urban future. Their concerns were immediate: harvests, weather, family health, and neighborly cooperation. The idea that this land would one day host bustling markets, crowded tenements, or religious processions stretching down Atwells Avenue would have seemed impossible to them. Their legacy was not in monuments or maps but in the enduring layout of streets, the placement of wells, and the alignment of fences that quietly guided later construction. These traces remain embedded in the neighborhood’s structure—invisible yet essential.

Understanding this foundation is vital to grasping how later communities took root here. The physical shape of the hill—its slopes, its waterways, its scattered lots—did not emerge from design but from necessity. When waves of newcomers arrived seeking opportunity, they found not empty land but a landscape already shaped by generations of quiet toil. Their stories would build upon these foundations, turning farmland into a vibrant cultural crossroads. The questions they faced—how to adapt, how to belong, how to thrive—would echo through decades to come.

1.2 Waves of Immigration: Italians, Irish, Jews

FEDERAL HILL ROSE FROM a quiet ridge into a vibrant urban heart not by design but through the quiet determination of thousands who crossed oceans seeking safety and work. In the decades after the Civil War, economic hardship in southern Europe drove families to leave behind familiar lands, while Providence’s mills, foundries, and docks offered steady pay and a chance to rebuild. These newcomers did not arrive as isolated individuals but as communities bound by language, faith, and shared struggle. They settled in dense clusters, not because they were forced to, but because they found comfort in familiarity. Their presence changed the rhythm of daily life—the sounds of new languages filled the streets, the smells of unfamiliar foods drifted from open windows, and the texture of the neighborhood deepened with every new face.

This was not the story of one group alone. The Irish came first, arriving in large numbers during the famine years, building roads, laying pipes, and taking on roles in city government. By the 1880s, Jewish families fleeing violence in Eastern Europe had established small shops, synagogues, and schools along the northern edges of the hill. These institutions became more than places of worship or commerce—they became anchors for identity, offering stability in an uncertain world. Each community developed its own systems of mutual aid: funds to cover funeral costs, informal lending circles to help new arrivals get on their feet, and networks of neighbors who looked out for one another. These were not just survival tactics; they were the invisible structures that held communities together.

The way these groups arranged their homes reflected both opportunity and limitation. Italians gathered near Atwells Avenue, drawn by jobs in manufacturing and the presence of others who spoke their language. The Irish settled in older tenements closer to the waterfront, where housing was cheaper and work was nearby. Jewish families clustered around schools and synagogues in the northern reaches, creating spaces where children could learn and traditions could be passed down. Municipal records show that housing codes were rarely enforced, leading to overcrowding in every district. Yet each group adapted their living spaces to include extended families, religious rituals, and shared meals. Public health reports from the 1910s noted high rates of tuberculosis in these dense neighborhoods, but they also recorded home clinics staffed by neighborhood nurses and funded entirely by community donations.

These patterns created a layered urban landscape where cultures coexisted without fully blending. Sunday masses in Catholic churches rang out alongside Saturday market days at Jewish stalls. Irish wakes and Italian festivals sometimes drew mixed crowds, attracted by curiosity or kinship. The city’s response was largely passive. Infrastructure expanded to meet demand, but no official policies sought to integrate or uplift these populations. Instead, order was maintained through informal channels—church leaders, shopkeepers, and local patrons acted as intermediaries between residents and officials. This lack of formal inclusion allowed each group to preserve its customs while still contributing to the city’s economy.

By the early twentieth century, this mosaic had become Federal Hill’s defining feature. Labor records from the Rhode Island Department of Labor show that over sixty percent of workers in Providence’s core industries were foreign-born, with most living on the hill. Their labor powered the city’s growth, yet they remained politically powerless—until labor unions began organizing across ethnic lines in the 1920s. This shift did not erase differences but created common ground. Shared struggles over wages, safety, and dignity began to outweigh old divisions.

Understanding this layered history is key to seeing what came next: the pressures of mid-century change, the slow unraveling of close-knit networks, and the quiet strength that kept traditions alive. The foundations laid during these decades—built on hard work, mutual care, and unwavering resolve—still shape how space is claimed, how heritage is honored, and how identity endures even as the world around it changes. The next question is clear: when economic tides turned, how did this working-class community respond?
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