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sailboat in South County at sunset
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sunflower near the Providence River
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a seaside sculpture made from washed up logs and fishing rope.





Contrary to what Rhode Island locals might tell you, nothing within the state’s boundaries is actually “far away” from anything else. Rhode Island comprises only about 1,500 square miles (over 500 of which are in territorial waters), and one can easily drive from one end of the state to the other in about an hour. But despite the relative ease with which one might cross a state line, there is something about Rhode Island that makes it difficult to leave. In fact, this tendency of Rhode Islanders to stay put has become something of a joke over the years; local gift shops have taken to selling bumper stickers and T-shirts depicting an anchor chained to the phrase “I never leave Rhode Island.”


The anchor, of course, is part of the state’s official insignia, a symbol representing steadfastness and hope. And like so much of Rhode Island’s history, culture, people, and landscape, it also represents an inextricable link to the sea.


The ocean permeates everything in Rhode Island, from the sandy beaches and inland farms to city streets where seagulls can still be heard crying overhead and salty breezes blow in from the bay. In Rhode Island, the ocean creates jobs, supplies, food, and provides recreation and respite from the daily grind. It’s where the state gets its official name (after all, an island can’t exist without the sea), and it’s where it gets its nickname as well—the Ocean State.
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RISD Museum of Art
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Sakonnet Light at sunset
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Waterplace Park and Riverwalk at dusk





Perhaps this is why Rhode Islanders live for summer, when rising tempera-tures and sunny skies make the coast that much more appealing. But as with all New England states, Rhode Island has appeal in every season. Autumn means brilliant bright-orange and red foliage, and apple picking and hayrides at family-run orchards. Spring is an excuse to seek out the diaphanous pink blooms of the cherry blossom trees at one of more than over two-dozen state parks. Even in the coldest winter months, visitors can enjoy the ineffable beauty of the Atlantic from behind the windowpanes of cozy seaside B&Bs or simply find warmth in the diversity and vibrancy of Providence or Newport—two of the nation’s most historic cities.


And the best thing about Rhode Island? Everything is a day trip—which sort of makes it difficult to leave.
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thousands of daffodils along the Clay Head Trail in spring
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grapevines at Sakonnet Vineyards
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a colorful doorway in Warren.









6 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Wander the Cliff Walk in Newport: Nature lovers and history buffs alike will enjoy this 3.5-mile coastline trail.
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2 Visit the Newport Mansions: Newport’s wealthy elite was so overcome with their own opulence that they gave their sprawling estates names like “Rosecliff,” “The Breakers,” and “Chateau sur Mer.” Once you see them, you’ll understand why.
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3 Enjoy Beaches across the State: Rhode Islanders take their beaching very seriously, and it shows: It’s a salty, sundrenched satisfaction that is not easy to replicate.








[image: image]



4 Get Artistic: Providence is called the Creative Capital because of art experiences like the impressive pyrotechnic installation WaterFire, but there are fantastic galleries and museums throughout the state.








[image: image]



5 Cycle the State: Admire the scenic and popular East Bay Trail or the isolated and beautiful Block Island on two wheels.
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6 Drink and Dine: Mouthwatering Italian dishes in Providence, seafood fresh from sandy shores, and thirst-quenching craft brews are just some of the tasty delights to enjoy.






Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


In terms of tourism, little Rhode Island is a land of separate communities. You don’t so much vacation in Rhode Island as you do in Providence, Newport, South County, or Block Island. That being said, if you spend time in any one part of Rhode Island, you’ll find it quite simple to venture over to any other town in the state, which are all just a short drive away.


Providence and Vicinity


Providence somehow manages to feel like the cool college town it is while maintaining a very genuine blue-collar vibe at the same time. It also offers a culinary experience you may expect of a city several times its size, some beautifully preserved colonial and 19th-century architecture, and a youthful, unconventional, and thriving music, art, and club scene, largely due to the presence of Brown University, the Rhode Island School of Design (RISD), and Johnson & Wales.


Greater Providence encapsulates a diversity of environments that reward day trips, drive-throughs, and even longer stays. The Blackstone River Valley features recreational opportunities, thanks to the historically notable Blackstone River.


Newport


Newport, known for its posh luxury hotels and elite seaside estates, offers the lodging and dining variety you might expect of much larger East Coast cities, and yet it’s a fairly small place that’s easy to navigate. It’s a well-preserved colonial seaport community and a living-history museum of the Gilded Age, with stunning mansions situated on rocky cliffs. But you needn’t be rich to enjoy the natural beauty of Newport’s scenic coastline and sandy beaches.
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Block Island


Block Island is both beautiful and accessible, thanks to a conservancy that preserves more than a quarter of the island’s open spaces. You’ll find historic bed-and-breakfasts and inns here, including several mammoth Victorian hotels, as well as some of the most breathtaking stretches of coastline in the state.
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the Block Island Ferry





The East Bay and Sakonnet


East Bay is a great weekend destination: Warren is an antiques hub with a few excellent restaurants, while Bristol offers charming inns and museums. Sakonnet makes a great day trip as it’s laced with country roads and contains a handful of fun shops, cafés, roadside farm stands, and a bit of beach access. Alas, there are hardly any accommodations in Sakonnet’s two towns, Little Compton and Tiverton, but it’s a short drive from either Aquidneck Island or Bristol.


South County


This part of Rhode Island offers a mix of colorful beach towns studded with condos, motels, and guesthouses along with quieter interior communities known for lush forests, rippling ponds and rivers, and great hiking. The coastal area tends to be seasonal and is best visited from spring through summer. This is a very family-friendly part of Rhode Island, owing to its busy beaches with kid-oriented diversions, from water sports and whale watches to carousels and miniature golf.



When to Go



Rhode Island is a year-round destination, but if you’re planning to take advantage of the Ocean State’s vast access to the water, focus your visit around the warmest months, generally from mid-May through mid-October and especially from mid-June through Labor Day. Keep in mind, however, that in Newport, Block Island, and South County, you’ll be competing with throngs of other sea lovers for space and parking at the beach, in restaurants, and at hotels.


Newport and parts of South County have made an effort to attract off-season visitors; museums have begun keeping longer winter hours, and many hotels offer special rates in the off-season. Block Island, however, has few hotel options and even fewer dining options in winter.


The best compromise could be to visit in the shoulder season—in May, before Memorial Day, when the days are often warm and sunny, or in September, after Labor Day, when the ocean is at its warmest.


Because the colleges in Providence infuse downtown and College Hill with energy when the schools are in session, some visitors prefer fall, spring, and even winter in the state capital, which can seem empty in summer when there aren’t as many students. While Providence can sometimes be uncomfortably hot and muggy in July and August, it’s only a 45-minute drive to most of the state’s beaches, making it a completely reasonable place to make your home base for a summer visit. Winters are not brutal, but the state does get socked by the occasional snow or ice storms, and the wind and frigidity can be uncomfortable from December through March.
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She Never Came mural by BEZT in Providence





The most bewitching and scenic seasons in Rhode Island are spring, when the entire state is abloom with greenery and flowers, and fall, when the foliage changes color, and the woods light up with brilliant swamp maples.



The Best of Rhode Island



With a week to explore Rhode Island, you can easily see the state’s key towns and cities and enjoy a sampling of its major attractions. This approach begins in Providence and then steers you down through the state’s coastal hubs, ending in Bristol, just an hour’s drive from Providence. It’s not difficult to manage this tour in just five to six days by using Providence and Newport as your bases and spending one night instead of two on Block Island, but to fully soak up the region’s appeal, plan to take seven full days to get around.


Providence


DAY 1


Providence’s renaissance has occurred largely around its downtown riverfront, so spend your first day getting acquainted with the area. Spend some time checking out the shops and cafés in Downcity, then walk over to Waterplace Park, where you can take a gondola ride during the warmer months. On many Saturday evenings from March through November you can also watch the dazzling WaterFire, a dramatic display of bonfires set in cauldrons along the river.


In the same day, you can cross the river to College Hill, home to Brown University and the Rhode Island School of Design as well as several other attractions, some of them related to the neighborhood’s academic institutions. Must-sees include the RISD Museum of Art and the Providence Athenaeum. Be sure to stroll along Benefit Street, which is lined with gorgeous colonial and Victorian homes, and check out the excellent shopping, gallery-hopping, and inexpensive dining along both Thayer and Wickenden Streets.


DAY 2


On your second day, venture out to Roger Williams Park, which is an easy 4 -mi (6.4-km) drive or bus ride south from downtown. This sprawling green park contains Roger Williams Park Zoo and the excellent Museum of Natural History, which includes a planetarium, making it an especially nice option if you have kids in tow. Alternatively, make a day trip north of the city to Slater Mill Historic Site, a linchpin of the American Industrial Revolution, located in downtown Pawtucket, a 15-minute drive north of Providence. Finish off the day with dinner and a stroll through Federal Hill, Providence’s Little Italy, or check out one of the many other eclectic and highly acclaimed restaurants in the West Side neighborhood.
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Federal Hill in Providence





Newport


DAY 3


You should not visit Newport without taking a road trip along winding Ocean Drive, which meanders along the waterfront and affords close-up views of some of this small city’s prettiest homes. Spend the rest of your first day becoming acquainted with the compact and highly walkable downtown, checking out the shops and the well-preserved colonial and Victorian architecture of Historic District, or enjoying the exhibits at the excellent Newport Art Museum.
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historic houses on Thomas Street in Providence
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Castle Hill Lighthouse in Newport








DAY 4


Save your second day in Newport for touring the massive summer homes of the Gilded Age along Bellevue Avenue, the most famous of which is The Breakers. After the imposing Breakers, if you have time to see only one other mansion, your best bet is The Elms. If you’re a tennis fan, you might consider a visit to the International Tennis Hall of Fame and its museum.


If mansions aren’t your thing, head north to visit the towns of Portsmouth and Middletown, where sightseeing highlights include the Norman Bird Sanctuary, Sachuest Point National Wildlife Refuge, and Green Animals Topiary Garden, as well as some of the best sandy beaches in the state.


South County


DAY 5


Laid-back South County contains some of Rhode Island’s best beaches as well as copious opportunities for hiking, boating, swimming, and sunbathing. It’s also where you catch the ferry to the next place on this tour, Block Island.




Best Beaches


Rhode Island may be tiny, but it contains over 400 miles (645 km) of coastline, along which you’ll find more than 100 public and private beaches. If sunbathing and swimming are on your agenda but you’re not sure where to begin, here are some suggestions to get you started.
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Best for Recreation: In Westerly, Misquamicut State Beach is one of the largest in the state. It’s got a playground and a large concession stand with a shaded pavilion, and is situated amidst the motels, gifts shops, candy stores, water slides, mini-golf courses, arcades, and other amusements along Atlantic Avenue.


Best for Surfing: An easily accessible beach break makes Narragansett Town Beach in South County a popular spot with both seasoned and beginner surfers. The swell here ranges from between 2-8 feet, and a sunken barge just offshore along the northern stretch of the beach creates some nice right-breaking waves. Ample parking is available, but will cost between $10-$15 between Memorial Day and Labor Day (parking is free in the off-season).


Best for Families: If you’re traveling with kids, try Easton’s Beach (often called First Beach by locals), a 0.75-mi (1.2-km) stretch of sandy shoreline located right at the beginning of the Cliff Walk in Newport. The beach is also home to a carousel, a playground, an aquarium, a skateboard park, and a snack bar to keep children amused. Just a few minutes farther east is Third Beach, which is set back in a cove, meaning there aren’t many waves so it’s an ideal spot for taking a dip with small children.


Best for Avoiding Crowds: South Shore Beach in Little Compton has fun waves to splash around in or surf, and relatively sparse crowds even in the high season—it’s also one of the only beaches that permit bonfires in the evenings. Farther south, Charlestown and Blue Shutters Town Beaches are both smaller with less commotion.


Best for Joining the Crowds: Scarborough Beach in Narragansett is often the most crowded in the state and is popular with just about everyone. Also in Narragansett, Roger Wheeler State Beach is a local favorite, with nice facilities, a concession stand, a picnic area, and a bathhouse. This is a relatively small stretch of golden sand, and doesn’t take long to fill up with beach-goers on sunny summer days.





A great way to make the most of a day in South County is to drive along the shore, beginning in the quaint Victorian seaside town of Watch Hill and continuing along Route 1A and U.S. 1 (and some side roads) through such charming seaside communities as Weekapaug, Misquamicut, Charlestown, Galilee, and Point Judith. A bit north, Narragansett is home to the South County Museum, which preserves the legacy of a gentleman’s farm, and the Gilbert Stuart Museum, the home of George Washington’s foremost portraitist. Don’t feel like you have to spend the day sightseeing, however—when you find the beach that matches your personality, whether that’s kid-friendly Watch Hill, pristine Charlestown, or raucous Misquamicut, feel free to pull out that towel and sunbathe.


Block Island


DAY 6


Beautiful and isolated Block Island, just 10 mi (16 km) or so south of the mainland, feels a world away from the rest of the state. Far less developed than other New England island retreats, such as Martha’s Vineyard and Nantucket, Block Island is home to numerous nature preserves as well as some of the grandest Victorian seaside resorts in the country. While it’s possible to visit for an afternoon, you’ll want to spend a night and really get the feel of the island. Go for a bike ride, hike along the grounds of Southeast Light or through Rodman’s Hollow preserve, grab an ice-cream cone at Aldo’s, or simply laze away your time reading in a lounge chair at Crescent Beach.
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windblown sand on Block Island





The East Bay and Sakonnet


DAY 7


End your tour of Rhode Island with a visit to the quiet East Bay area, which you can reach from Newport more scenically by making a short detour through Sakonnet, a small patch of villages bordering Massachusetts and the ocean and home to the state’s best winery, Sakonnet Vineyards. If the vineyard doesn’t appeal to you, consider a trip to Goosewing Beach and Nature Preserve, a great place to watch the sunset or observe the enormous flocks of piping plover and other birds that congregate here.


Head north to reach the East Bay, where the main towns are Bristol and Warren. Bristol may be relatively small, but it’s home to some historic attractions, including Blithewold Mansion and Arboretum, as well as a charming downtown neighborhood. Head to Warren for dinner at one of the several hip and eclectic restaurants that have cropped up here in recent years.




Food in the Ocean State


Rhode Island has a few quirky food items that locals find completely ordinary but which might cause confusion for the uninformed tourist. Here are some of the most commonly encountered—and uniquely delicious—items for which the Ocean State is known.


• Quahogs are hard-shell clams found in abundance on Rhode Island’s sandy shores, inlets, and salt ponds. These tasty bivalves can be found on restaurant menus all over the state, but they taste even better if you dig them yourself. Popular “quahogging” spots include the Point Judith Salt Pond in Galilee, and Ninigret Pond in Charlestown. Note: shellfishing licenses are required for out-of-state residents and can be obtained through the RI DEM: www.dem.ri.gov.


• Stuffies, a common menu item at many restaurants, are quahog shells stuffed with a mixture of minced clams and breadcrumb stuffing usually containing onions, celery, garlic, spices, and herbs. They are especially delicious with a bit of fresh-squeezed lemon juice and hot sauce. Exceptionally good stuffies can be found at the Matunuck Oyster Bar in East Matunuck (a gorgeous view of the salt pond makes them taste that much better) (629 Succotash Rd., 401/783-4202, www.rhodyoysters.com, 11:30am-10pm daily).
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stuffies





• Coffee Milk is the official state drink; it’s a rather self-explanatory mixture of milk and coffee syrup, which is a rarity in other states but can be found on grocery shelves throughout Rhode Island. Any Rhode Island diner worth its salt will have coffee milk on the menu—try the Modern Diner in Pawtucket (364 East Ave., 401/726-8390, www.moderndinerri.com, 6am-2pm Mon.-Sat., 7am-2pm Sun.), just over the Providence line.


• A Cabinet is Rhode Island-ese for what is basically a milkshake: blended ice cream and milk. Coffee cabinets with Autocrat coffee syrup are a local favorite, but you can get them in a variety of flavors, locally made, at Gray’s Ice Cream in Tiverton (16 East Rd., Tiverton, 401/624-4500, www.graysicecream.com, 6:30am-9pm daily summer, call for off-season hours).


• Hot wieners or New York System wieners are famous staples of Rhode Island food culture and can be found at several New York System diners throughout the state. This strange, tiny hot dog is served on a steamed bun and tastes best when ordered “all the way,” which means loaded with chopped onions, celery salt, yellow mustard, and seasoned meat sauce. The legendary Olneyville New York System in Providence (18 Plainfield St., 401/621-9500, www.olneyvillenewyorksystem.com) is the best spot to enjoy them.


• Del’s is the locally favored brand of frozen lemonade slush sold from trucks and lemonade stands all over the state. Look for the yellow and green striped Del’s umbrella stands or trucks that park at beaches during the summer, or head to 1260 Oaklawn Avenue in Cranston, where the first Del’s Lemonade stand opened in 1948.






Weekend Getaway



Newport ranks among the most appealing long-weekend destinations in New England, but lesser-known coastal towns to the south—like Narragansett, Charlestown, and Wickford—offer a down-to-earth charm that appeals to broader sensibilities. Spend a day soaking up the gorgeous views and rich history of posh Newport, then head to South County for a truly relaxing day in one of Rhode Island’s smaller, more laid-back beach communities.


Saturday


NEWPORT


Begin on Ocean Drive, the famously scenic route that loops around for about 10 mi (16 km), edging the sea and passing dramatic summer homes. Then continue onto tree-shaded Bellevue Avenue, the main thoroughfare of Newport’s Gilded Age, studded with palatial mansions that have been converted into house-museums. Both The Breakers and The Elms are among the best mansions to tour.
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The Breakers





Several lanes headed east from Bellevue provide access to the Cliff Walk, a rocky path that runs along a bluff and affords exceptional views of Rhode Island Sound as well as the backyards of several waterfront estates; definitely plan to hike along at least a section of this path if the weather permits. After that, you might just want to spend the rest of the afternoon swimming and lounging in the sand at Easton’s Beach, but if there’s rain in the forecast, consider checking out the exhibits at the Newport Art Museum. Plan on an early-ish dinner at the cozy Perro Salado in Washington Square. Then give yourself enough time to end the day by heading over the bridge to Jamestown, where you can watch the sunset from the rocky cliffs at Beavertail State Park.




Kid Stuff


Traveling with kids isn’t always as easy as the guidebooks make it sound, but Rhode Island is, in fact, as ideal a place to do it as any, thanks to its balance of education and fun. A plethora of aquariums, zoos, carousels, arcades, beaches, and baseball games guarantee that any time of year is a good time to pack up the minivan: Spring is wonderful for outside strolls in the parks; summer begs for cooling dips at the beach; fall is foliage and festival time; and winter is when you can head for the indoor museums. These are the top sights and activities for kids:


• Roger Williams Park Zoo is world class, housing more than 957 species, a children’s farmyard exhibit, a carousel, a natural history museum and planetarium, and a playground right in Providence.


• Green Animals Topiary Garden in Portsmouth is a seven-acre estate overlooking Narragansett Bay, where 21 of the 80 trees have been sculpted into giant animals.
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topiaries created from Yew bushes at Green Animals Topiary Garden





• The Providence Children’s Museum offers first-rate opportunities for education through play, with interactive exhibits focusing on science, nature, technology, and art.


• Gray’s Ice Cream in Tiverton is a famed fixture of Rhode Island as much for its history (it has been around for 80-plus years) as for its rum-raisin flavor.


• Save the Bay Exploration Center and Aquarium in Newport is where wee ones can check out rare calico lobsters, among other sea creatures.


• Atlantic Beach Park in Misquamicut brings smiles to thousands of just-from-the-beach kids every summer with its 1915 carousel, amusement rides, and video arcade by the sea.





Sunday


SOUTH COUNTY


Head over to the mainland this morning for a surf or paddleboard lesson at Narragansett Town Beach, where board and wetsuit rentals are available right in the parking lot on summer days. Satisfy the hunger you’ve worked up out on the waves with brunch at Crazy Burger Juice Bar & Café, also located in Narra-gansett Pier.


After brunch, head south on Route 1 into Charlestown and spend the afternoon browsing at The Fantastic Umbrella Factory, a compound of curiosity shops surrounded by an exotic-animal petting zoo, greenhouses, and an enchanting bamboo forest. From here you’re within minutes of several gorgeous beaches—Matunuck, Moonstone, and Charlestown, to name a few. Pack a picnic and take a stroll during sunset, then head to Matunuck for an 8pm show at Theatre-by-the-Sea or live music at the Ocean Mist Beach Bar.




Watersports


Newport is the undisputed center for sailing on the Eastern Seaboard, and one of the best places in the world to harness the wind and the waves with a charter or a personal lesson. A combination of stunning natural beauty and experienced yachters means you won’t have a hard time putting together the perfect sailing experience. Browse the list of charter companies on DiscoverNewport.org to find a captain or Sail Newport to book a lesson.
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sailing along Newport Harbor





DEEP-SEA FISHING


The waters of Block Island Sound run with the bluefish and striped bass, making it a perfect place to experience a deep-sea fishing expedition. Despite the decline of the New England fishing industry, little Galilee is still one of the top 20 fishing ports in the country, and it teems with experienced anglers who can take you out to enact your own personal Hemingway novel. Try Frances Fleet, which charters bluefish, striped bass, and tuna trips.


SURFING AND STANDUP PADDLEBOARDING


There’s no better way to enjoy the water in Rhode Island than with a tranquil (or exhilarating) surfing or paddleboarding session. For surfboard rentals and lessons, stop by Narragansett Surf and Skate in Narragansett. If you’re more of a SUP person, check out Paddle Surf RI in Westerly and leave the stress behind as you paddle out onto some calm, glassy water.


CANOEING AND KAYAKING


Not all of the water-sports action in the state occurs offshore. Rhode Island’s network of pristine rivers, especially in the western and southern sections of the state, makes for some great kayaking and canoeing. One of the best spots is the crystalline Wood River in the state’s southwest corner. Traveling its full length is an all-day affair through 14 mi (22.5 km) of pristine woodland, with some good rapids along the way. Several good put-ins, however, offer shorter trips, including the relatively smooth 6 mi (9.7 km) run from Hope Valley Road Landing to Alton Dam. To plan the best trip, contact the Kayak Centre of Rhode Island.





Stay in South County in one of the modest seaside hotels or take the 35-minute drive back to Newport.


Monday


If you’re headed west toward Connecticut, consider spending your last morning hiking the trail at Long Pond-Ell Pond Nature Preserve in Hopkinton on your way out of town. The trail here includes excellent views from a rocky cliff overlooking the water, and some eye-popping color when the rhododendrons are in season. If you’re headed back north to T. F. Green Airport, follow Route 1 and stop off in Wickford to spend the morning kayaking through Wickford Harbor, where rentals and guided tours are available at the Kayak Centre of Wickford.





Providence and Vicinity
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BICYCLING AND JOGGING
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THE BLACKSTONE RIVER VALLEY


WARWICK AND CRANSTON
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the statue of Roger Williams at Prospect Terrace Park







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Waterplace Park and Riverwalk: This park and four-acre walk along the Providence River is the centerpiece of Providence’s dramatic downtown renaissance (click here).


S Downcity: With its high concentration of small businesses, great restaurants, and beautiful buildings, Downcity is the historic center of Providence (click here).
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S Federal Hill: Famous for its abundant restaurants and storied Mafia history, Providence’s Little Italy is filled with cobblestone walkways, boutique shops, and cocktail lounges (click here).


S The Providence Athenaeum: Housed in a beautiful Greek Revival building on Benefit Street, this historic library dates back to 1831 and was a favorite hangout of writers H. P. Lovecraft and Edgar Allan Poe (click here).


S Prospect Terrace Park: Roger Williams’s tomb lies just beneath a 15-foot-tall statue of the founding father at the edge of this urban park (click here).


S RISD Museum of Art: More than a college art gallery, this world-class museum offers an overview of art history dating back thousands of years, with works by artists ranging from Claude Monet to Winslow Homer (click here).


S Roger Williams Park: This 430-acre urban green space includes a botanical center, a Victorian-style rose garden, a carousel, a first-rate zoo, a museum of natural history, and a planetarium (click here).
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the Providence Athenaeum
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a gallery at RISD Museum of Art.








As the third-largest metropolitan area in New England, Providence offers an exciting contrast to the quiet beauty of Rhode Island’s more rural areas.


Once famed for its jewelry, silverware, and textile manufacturing, the city, like so many others, was hit hard by the industrial decline of mid-20th century America, as manufacturing fled to cheaper labor markets overseas. But in recent decades, local government has spent millions in an effort to revitalize the city’s image, reinventing downtown and transforming a muddled city center into a picturesque walking district that invites exploration.
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Building on the innovative prowess of institutions like Brown University and the Rhode Island School of Design (RISD), Providence now enjoys a reputation as an up-and-coming hub for young professionals and artists, defined by its diversity and distinct New England charm, as well as a budding economy that fuses technology, art, education, and commerce.


Evidence of revitalization efforts can be found all over the city, from the museums, galleries, and carefully restored architecture of downtown to the trendy neighborhoods of the West Side, where artisanal coffee shops, cocktail lounges, and colorful community gardens have been steadily taking the place of once-abandoned storefronts and lots.


Culinarily speaking, Providence is brimming with talent and energy, spurred on by a healthy competition between restaurants with adventurous menus, inspired atmospheres, and critically acclaimed chefs. This exceptional culinary scene, along with endless arts and culture venues and thoughtfully planned urban spaces, make Providence a perfect weekend getaway destination.


ORIENTATION


Providence is separated into East Side and West Side by the Providence River, which flows through the middle of town. On the East Side, College Hill rises sharply, with Brown University and the Rhode Island School of Design anchoring its slopes. The south boundary of the East Side is Fox Point, once known for its thriving Portuguese community and now increasingly home to the many students that attend Brown, RISD, and Johnson & Wales.


West of the river, a relatively flat network of curving streets forms downtown, home to many of the city’s major hotels, restaurants, and cultural attractions. Just south of downtown lies the Jewelry District, which was separated from downtown by I-195 until 2013, when the highway was relocated. This relocation project freed up about 40 acres of land, some of which is now home to new office buildings and residential units, while some is still under development. As a result, the character of the Jewelry District, a former manufacturing hub known for its mishmash of bars, restaurants, and industrial space, is currently in flux.


West of downtown, just across I-95, are the many residential neighborhoods that form the city’s West Side, including Broadway and the Armory District, Federal Hill, and Olneyville.


Just south lay the Elmwood and Washington Park neighborhoods, collectively known as the South Side, characterized by their many stately (and sometimes timeworn) Victorian homes as well as a vibrant Latino community.


The mostly residential neighborhoods of Smith Hill, Mount Pleasant, and Wanskuck, sometimes referred to as the North End, are just north of the State House, and are home to both Providence College and Rhode Island College.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


While it’s true that many of Providence’s main attractions can be seen in a day, the city is best experienced over the course of a few days, especially for travelers looking to take full advantage of the city’s exceptional arts and culture scene and superlative restaurants. If you’re a shopper, a foodie, an aficionado of historic preservation, a theatergoer, a gallery hopper, or a live-music fan, you’ll easily find plenty here to keep you busy for several days.


The area just outside Providence is better suited to day trips than overnight stays. After your second or third day in Providence, it’s worth the short drive north to see the state’s Blackstone Valley region, especially if outdoor adventure is more your thing. Here you’ll find plenty of opportunities for hiking, kayaking, and bicycling along the river.


HISTORY


The history of Providence is closely linked to the history of Rhode Island. The city’s founder, Roger Williams, an early proponent of the separation of church and state, was found guilty of heresy and banished from the colony of Massachusetts in 1636. He sought refuge among the southern Native American tribes, acquiring a written deed in 1638 from the chiefs of the Narragansett people, Canonicus and Miantonomoh.


The residents of Providence took particularly strong exception to financial demands leveled by the English crown on Rhode Island. In 1772, they burned the British tax ship the Gaspée, and three years later held their own tea party, modeled after Boston’s, on March 2, 1775.


By 1820, Providence’s population stood at about 12,000, having doubled since the Revolution—it was the seventh-largest city in the young republic, and remained a commercial powerhouse for quite some time, in part because of the early industrial successes of the textile mills in Pawtucket. One rather unusual industry, jewelry manufacturing, remains a staple of the city’s economy to this day. To support the factories, the city opened its doors to immigrants, mostly of Italian, Portuguese, French-Canadian, and Swedish descent, who formed ethnic enclaves throughout the city.


Providence endured a steady economic decline beginning with the Depression and lasting through World War II and well into the 1970s. The city had nowhere to go but up by the time a plucky and ambitious new mayor named Vincent “Buddy” Cianci Jr. took office, spurring a dramatic renaissance that has resulted in the dynamic city we see today. The city reclaimed its waterways by uncovering two rivers that had been paved over a century ago, crowning them with Venetian-inspired foot and auto bridges. More recently, the city has lured artists and restaurateurs to revitalize its downtown, a transformation that is still under way.


Sights


DOWNTOWN


The State House


A good place to begin a walk around the city is the grounds of Providence’s white-marble-domed State House (bounded by Francis, Gaspee, and Smith Sts., 401/222-3983, www.sos.ri.gov/publicinfo/tours, 8:30am-4:30pm Mon.-Fri., guided tours at 9am, 10am, 11am, 1pm, and 2pm, Mon.-Fri., free). Built in the late 1890s by McKim, Mead, and White, this striking work of white Georgia marble sits on several acres of sprawling green lawn. The enormous dome ranks among the largest freestanding domes in the world. Free tours of the interior last just under an hour. Highlights include a replica of the Liberty Bell and one of the most famous portraits of George Washington by Rhode Island artist Gilbert Stuart.
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1. the State House 2: Westminster Street shopping district 3: the Providence Children’s Museum 4: Waterplace Park and Riverwalk






S Waterplace Park and Riverwalk



South of the State House, the imposing facade of Providence Place Mall and the four-acre Waterplace Park and Riverwalk anchor the city’s much-touted renaissance. Once a large tidal basin, the area was filled in 1892 by the Providence and Worcester Railroad and laid over with rail lines and yards. In 1994, the Moshassuck and Woonasquatucket Rivers were uncovered and lined with 1 mi (1.6 km) of cobblestone walkways connected by Venetian-style pedestrian bridges.


One of the more unusual ways to take in the revitalized riverfront is by gondola. Contact La Gondola (One Citizens Plaza, 401/421-8877, www.gondolari.com, 10am-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 10am-11pm Fri.-Sat., $89-179/2 people) for a ride aboard one of its Venetian-style boats. The 45-minute ride runs the length of the landscaped Riverwalk. You supply the beverages, alcoholic or not, and up to six people, and the gondolier will serenade you with love songs. It’s smart to make reservations, especially on weekend evenings, but it’s still possible to ride without reservations. Just show up at the landing by Citizens Plaza, and if the gondola is available, you’re free to book a 15-20-minute excursion; the price for this shorter trip is $40 per person. It’s customary to tip your gondolier 15-20 percent.


About 10 evenings per year, generally Saturdays May through October, Waterfire Providence (401/273-1155, www.waterfire.org) dazzles spectators with more than 100 bonfires set in cauldrons on pylons along the rivers. The project of artist and creator Barnaby Evans, the fires burn from sunset to midnight to the sounds of classical and New Age music, while the aroma of burning cedar, oak, and pine lends a distinct ambience to the ritual.




TOP EXPERIENCE


The Creative Capital and Beyond


The continuum of creative juice that flows through Rhode Island’s various communities is due largely in part to the wellspring of talent attracted by institutions like the Rhode Island School of Design and Brown University. For generations, the city has attracted artists and creative types of every ilk, many of whom stayed on after graduation to found small businesses, participate in public art projects, or simply live and work in a state that prides itself on supporting the arts. This is particularly evident in Providence, where there seem to be artist studios on every block, but it also extends further out to nearly every community in the state. If you’re looking to take in some of the best visual and performing art Rhode Island has to offer, start in the capital and make your way south.


COLLEGE HILL


• No trip to Providence is complete without stopping in to see what’s on display at the RISD Museum (224 Benefit St., 401/454-6500, www.risdmuseum.org), which houses more than 86,000 works of art, with galleries devoted to ancient Greek, Roman, and Egyptian artifacts, costumes and textiles, and Asian, decorative, and contemporary art. Don’t leave without seeing the nine-foot tall statue of Buddha, a 12th-century wooden sculpture that is the largest of its kind in the United States, or the many breathtaking woodblock prints by Hokusai and his contemporaries.


• While you’re on this side of town, consider also checking out the David Winton Bell Gallery (64 College St., 401/863-2932, www.brown.edu) at Brown University, whose collection includes works by artists from Rembrandt and Matisse to Robert Motherwell and Aaron Siskind.


DOWNTOWN


Things get especially interesting once you step outside the boundaries of Providence’s formal institutions of higher learning and head downtown, where a closely related yet slightly more unhinged art scene thrives.


• Pay a visit to AS220 (115 Empire St., 401/831-9327, www.as220.org) and check out the “unjuried, uncensored” art on exhibit at one of four galleries operated by this nonprofit arts organization and cornerstone of the local art scene.


• If you’re looking for a more participatory experience, check their website for weekly drop-in classes like figure drawing and printmaking. If you’re looking for art to take home, pop in to Craftland (212 Westminster St., 401/272-4285, www.craftlandshop.com), where an array of locally made crafts, gifts, prints, and jewelry can be found.


• WaterFire (401/273-1155, www.waterfire.org, Saturdays May-Oct.): This ecological art installation created by a scientist-turned-artist is the Creative Capital’s pièce de résistance. On select nights throughout the year, eighty fragrant bonfires are lit on Providence’s rivers; creating a complete sensory experience that is not to be missed.


WICKFORD


One could easily spend days checking out the galleries in Providence alone, but the coastal art communities in Rhode Island tend to appeal to different sensibilities, with windswept watercolors, plein-air paintings, and whimsical sketchbook exhibits full of lighthouses and coastlines pervading the artistic landscape.


• The Wickford Art Association (36 Beach St., 401/294-6840, www.wickfordart.org) is a prime example of this, and also a great resource for those looking to drop in on classes like figure drawing, portraiture, and watercolor. The galleries here feature rotating exhibits by talented local artists, many of whom have been making art in the community since the association was established in 1962.


NEWPORT


• From Wickford, head over the bridge to Newport and stop in at the Newport Art Museum (76 Bellevue Ave., 401/848-8200, www.newportartmuseum.org), which has a permanent collection that focuses specifically on the role played by New England artists in the development of American art. Highlights here include works by Newport artist Howard Gardiner Cushing, whose sublime early-20th-century portraits of his wife Ethel hang alongside oils by 19th-century landscape artist William Trost Richards, George Bellows, and others. The museum also graciously hosts community events throughout the year, such as film screenings, murder mystery parties, live music, artist talks, and classes.


• Newport is also home to the National Museum of American Illustration (492 Bellevue Ave., 401/851-8949, www.americanillustration.org), where you can view an impressive collection of art created for books, periodicals, advertisements, and new media. Works by artists like Norman Rockwell, Andrew Wyeth, and Winslow Homer are on display in the galleries, housed in Vernon Court, a Gilded Age French château that is a work of art in and of itself.






S Downcity



Downcity (sometimes also called the Downcity Arts District) is bordered roughly by Sabin Street to the west, Pine Street to the east, and Empire Street to the south. After decades of economic decline, this downtown neighborhood underwent a makeover beginning in the early 2000s, when the city began an intensive—and quite successful—revitalization effort.


The neighborhood is home to many of the city’s most vibrant small businesses, shops, restaurants, and hotels, most of which are concentrated on the main drags of Weybosset, Westminster, and Washington Streets. Here you can take in a touring Broadway show, catch productions at one of the smaller regional theater companies, shop for locally made gifts at one of the boutiques on Westminster Street, stay up late and catch some live music at one of the best venues in the city, or simply stroll and enjoy the wealth of beautiful 19th-century and early-20th-century commercial architecture.


Downcity is also home to the Providence Arcade (65 Weybosset St., 401/454-4568, www.arcadeprovidence.com), the nation’s oldest indoor shopping mall, which was built in 1828 and reopened in 2013. With its Greek Revival columns, skylighted roof, and cast-iron railings, the Arcade is worth a walk through just for the architecture alone, but it’s also home to a number of locally owned shops and restaurants, as well as 48 “micro-lofts” on the second and third floors.


The Providence Public Library (150 Empire St., 401/455-8000, www.provlib.org, 12:30pm-8:30pm Mon. and Thurs., 9:30am-5:30pm Tues., 12:30pm-5:30pm Fri., 9:30am-2:30pm Sat., 1pm-5pm Sun.) hosts art exhibits, film screenings, classes, and events but is also worth checking out just for its gorgeous interior. In 2013, after years of renovations, the library reopened the doors of its adjacent Washington Street wing, an impressive Venetian Renaissance-inspired building built circa 1900. The building’s grand marble staircases and floors, cast-iron moldings, chandeliers, and murals make it well worth a walk-through.


Just around the corner from the library you’ll find AS220 art space (115 Empire St., 401/831-9327, www.as220.org, noon-1am Tues.-Sat.) a nonprofit complex of gallery spaces, artist studios, performance venues, and learning labs, which has also had a considerable hand in the revitalization of the Downcity neighborhood.


Providence Children’s Museum


The Providence Children’s Museum (100 South St., 401/273-5437, www.childrenmuseum.org, 9am-5pm daily, $12), located in the Jewelry District, offers a cool range of hands-on exhibits, including a children’s garden that takes visitors through a touch-friendly tour of trees, shrubs, and plants native to Rhode Island; a puppetry workshop, a water-play environment where kids can learn about ice, mist, and the scientific ways of water, and a toddler-oriented area called Littlewoods, in which participants can scamper through simulated caves and climb trees.


WEST SIDE


West of downtown is the collection of residential neighborhoods and small business districts that make up Providence’s West Side. The last few decades have brought significant changes to these neighborhoods, many of which were less than desirable places to live as recently as the 1990s, but are now burgeoning hipster enclaves replete with record stores, bicycle-repair shops, community gardens, and excellent coffee shops. Rents have increased, but the neighborhood shows relatively little sign of the cultural homogenization that so often comes with urban gentrification.
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S Federal Hill



Federal Hill, Providence’s Little Italy, begins just west of where Atwells Avenue crosses I-95. You’ll know you’ve found it when you pass under the lighted Federal Hill Arch, from which an Italian pinecone hangs as a symbol of welcome. For about 15 blocks you’ll find the shops and Italian restaurants for which the neighborhood is known, not to mention dry-goods stores and a few random tattoo parlors and hookah bars as well.


It’s not hard to imagine crime bosses and characters from The Sopranos sauntering along Atwells Avenue, Federal Hill’s main drag, probably because for years the neighborhood was a well-known hub for organized crime. Maybe there’s a Mafia presence here these days, maybe there isn’t; unquestionably there have been mob-related busts here in the past. What you will find along Atwells Avenue, and the cobblestone paved hub De Pasquale Square, are terrific restaurants and deli counters that seem right out of a Roman streetscape. Years ago, local filmmaker Michael Corrente brought a bit of fame to the neighborhood by using it as the location for the movie Federal Hill.


Atwells Avenue is best explored on foot, not just because of its enticing shops and cobblestone walkways but because traffic and parking here can be a nightmare, especially on weekend evenings. If walking isn’t an option, most restaurants offer valet parking—just be prepared to sit in traffic.


Broadway and the Armory District


Just south of Federal Hill are Broadway and Westminster Streets, which both run parallel to Atwells Avenue. The sections of Broadway and Westminster between I-95 and Route 6 are home to some of the city’s best restaurants, coffee shops, and a smattering of great vintage stores and excellent record shops. Because of its proximity to the very stately Cranston Street Armory Building, the neighborhood is sometimes referred to as the “Armory District.”


Just west of the Federal Hill and Broadway neighborhoods is Olneyville, a historic and culturally diverse community, known for its crumbling mill buildings and the many artists who’ve taken up residence in them over the years. While the low rents and spaciousness that once made the mills so attractive to artists are becoming scarce (several of the mills were converted into luxury condos, or razed to make way for parking lots and shopping malls in the early 2000s), the arts community here is still highly visible. (See the shopping and food sections of this chapter for more about these neighborhoods.)



EAST SIDE AND COLLEGE HILL



The city’s East Side is divided from downtown by the Moshassuck River north of about Thomas Street, and then the Providence River south of that. Rising steeply to the east just past the river is College Hill, home to Brown University and the Rhode Island School of Design, as well as the heart of Providence’s dynamic profusion of colonial and 19th-century architecture.
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North and South Main Streets


Several attractions line the waterfront just across the river at the base of College Hill.


ROGER WILLIAMS NATIONAL MEMORIAL


You can get a real sense of modern Providence’s humble origins by visiting the site of the original natural springs where Roger Williams established a settlement, now the Roger Williams National Memorial (282 N. Main St., 401/521-7266, www.nps.gov/rowi, dawn-dusk daily). This 4.5-acre plot and the visitors center (9am-5pm daily, free) dates from 1730, making it one of the oldest structures in the city; it’s easily accessible from downtown hotels and lies just a few blocks east of the State House via Smith Street. With its shaded pine groves and manicured lawn, the park today serves as a peaceful urban green space for downtown’s white-collar workforce, college students, and anyone else looking for a respite from the noise and chaos of the city.


CATHEDRAL OF ST. JOHN


Just across from the Roger Williams National Memorial stands an elegant example of Georgian ecclesiastical architecture, the Episcopal Cathedral of St. John (271 N. Main St., 410/331-4662, www.episcopalri.org), which also contains a number of Gothic elements, from tall lancet windows to a Gothic belfry. John Holden Greene designed the church in 1810, but the congregation dates back much earlier, when Gabriel Bernon established King’s Chapel here with Nathaniel Brown. The adjoining cemetery contains graves of many of the city’s early luminaries.


FIRST BAPTIST CHURCH IN AMERICA


Although it lacks the height of the downtown skyscrapers, the First Baptist Church in America (75 N. Main St., 401/274-4500, www.fbcia.org) nevertheless affects a dramatic influence on the city’s skyline. Roger Williams established this parish in 1638, making it the nation’s first such congregation. Interestingly, within just a few years, Williams parted ways with the Baptist Church, unable to reconcile his membership of any “earthly church” with his own devout beliefs in the New Testament. In 1700, member Pardon Tillinghast, who built the city’s first wharf, constructed a meetinghouse for the congregation—at his own expense—along North Main Street. This structure was succeeded by a larger church in 1726 and, in 1775, by the present Baptist church, whose triple-tiered spire rises to 185 feet.


SOUTH MAIN STREET


College Street marks the transition from North to South Main Streets. South Main contains a mix of historic residences, restaurants and a few shops, vintage redbrick commercial structures, and new offices. Structures worth noting as you stroll along include the 1774 Joseph Brown House (50 S. Main St.), the home of one of the four famous Brown siblings. Joseph Brown took to architecture and designed this staunch redbrick city home with a widow’s walk on the roof; he also designed the First Baptist Church and the Old Market House. Note the Old Stone Bank (86 S. Main St.), former home of the Providence Institution for Savings, which was the city’s first savings bank and one of the country’s oldest. The imposing gilt-domed neoclassical building dates to 1898.


Benefit Street


Sometimes called the city’s “Mile of History,” Benefit Street runs parallel to North and South Main Streets, just a block east but in most places many feet higher in elevation. During Providence’s heyday as a colonial shipping center, and then throughout the 19th century’s industrial periods, wealthy city residents built their homes along or just off Benefit Street, which remained fashionable well into the early 20th century. After World War II, however, and coinciding with the migration of former urban dwellers into suburbs, which affected most large U.S. cities, many of the old homes along Benefit Street were boarded up, and others were subdivided into boarding houses and cheap apartments. During the city’s renaissance, which began in earnest in the late 1970s, the Providence Preservation Society began to restore Benefit Street house by house. Walking through the neighborhood today, it’s hard to believe that it was ever blighted—all told, you’ll find about 200 buildings that date to the 18th and 19th centuries along Benefit Street, which is strung with vintage gas lamps and lined by brick sidewalks between Olney Street to the north and Wickenden Street to the south.




Buddy Cianci and the Providence Renaissance


Providence legend Buddy Cianci was one of the longest-serving mayors of a major U.S. city and the first Italian American mayor of Providence. He was also one the country’s most controversial political figures, inspiring everything from outrage to fascination—and even a high-profile documentary film about his life, released in 2006.


There’s no question that a good deal of the credit for the city’s so-called renaissance goes to Cianci, who was convicted in 1984, while in office, of kidnapping and then beating up his estranged wife’s boyfriend with a fire log and burning him with a lit cigarette. He spent the term of his five-year suspended sentence as the host of a radio talk show, which drew fantastically high ratings. In 1991, Cianci ran for mayor again and won, this time capturing 97 percent of the vote—astounding when you consider he was a convicted felon and a Republican in a mostly Democratic and liberal state (although on most social issues, Cianci has a thoroughly progressive record). But, true to form, Cianci apparently went right back to his shady ways.


In 2002, he was convicted again, this time of one “racketeering conspiracy charge accusing him of masterminding a criminal scheme that took bribes for favors, including tax breaks, jobs, and sweetheart deals on city-owned land,” according to the Providence Journal. It was the culmination of an investigation into city officials that the FBI called Operation Plunder Dome, after which Cianci was sentenced to five years and four months in prison. He resigned as mayor a few days later and began serving his sentence at Elkton Federal Correctional Institution in Ohio. Released in 2007, Cianci promptly returned to the airwaves with a radio show, and as a local TV news commentator.


While Cianci is often given much of the credit for the Providence we know today, there is a troubling side to his character, to say the least. He ran for mayor again in 2014 and lost to Jorge Elorza, a young law professor and former housing court judge whose campaign platform appealed more to a younger generation of voters who were presumably less impressed with Cianci’s track record. It was the first time he’d had ever been defeated in a mayoral race, and, for many, the election marked the end of an era. He passed away in 2016.





Providence Preservation Society (21 Meeting St., 401/831-7440, www.ppsri.org), offers both guided and self-guided walking tours of the neighborhood. At certain times during the year, the general public gets a glimpse inside some of these exceptional examples of homes built in the colonial era through Victorian times, and sometimes into the elaborate gardens that surround them. In June, you can attend the Festival of Historic Houses, a two-day event of house and garden tours along Benefit Street.


One of the first you’ll come to as you walk north from Transit or James Streets is the immense Nightingale-Brown House (357 Benefit St., 401/863-1177, www.brown.edu, 9am-4pm Mon.-Fri. Memorial Day-Labor Day, free). Colonel Joseph Nightingale built the enormous square hip-roofed house in 1792, Brown University founder Nicholas Brown bought the house in 1814, and his son John Carter Brown amassed an unrivaled collection of artifacts and documents here that traced the New World’s early history. (This collection is now housed at the library at Brown University that bears his name.) The house remained in the Brown family into the 1980s and is now, appropriately enough, part of Brown University. Much of the building today is home to offices for Brown’s Center for Public Humanities, however, museum collections are still on view here, like the 18th century imported China that was used by the Brown family for everyday meals throughout the 1900s.


A distinct departure from the many fine residences along Benefit Street, the formidable concrete Old Arsenal (176 Benefit St.) was designed in 1840 by James Bucklin, the same architect who designed downtown’s Arcade and the Providence Athenaeum. Behind the imposing Gothic Revival facade of white stucco with a giant green wooden door that looks like something out of “Jack and the Beanstalk,” it housed troops during both the Dorr Rebellion and the Civil War.


Until the construction of the present-day State House near Providence Place Mall, Rhode Island’s General Assembly met at the Old State House (150 Benefit St., 401/277-2678, www.preservation.ri.gov, 9am-4pm Mon.-Fri.), a brick-and-sandstone structure dating to 1762 (its wooden predecessor burned down in 1758). From its first days, it served not only as the political center but also the social and commercial heart of the colony. In a juxtaposition of politics and commerce, the first floor was an open goods market while politicians assembled upstairs to debate and pass laws. On May 4, 1776, the young assembly passed what is considered the first declaration of independence in the United States, the Rhode Island Independence Act. Surprisingly, the state used this humble building as its capitol until 1900, when the current grand building was constructed. Today the building serves as the headquarters for the Rhode Island Historical Preservation and Heritage Commission, and visitors are welcome to pop in during office hours, 9am-4pm Monday through Friday.


In the 1790 colonial house at 88 Benefit Street, now a private home, lived the object of Edgar Allan Poe’s affection. She was a young widow named Sarah Helen Whitman, and the poet dedicated the famous works “To Helen” and “Annabel Lee” to her. Poe had corresponded with Whitman, herself a poet, for a few years and finally met her when he came to lecture at the Franklin Lyceum. The two became immediately and seriously smitten with one another, but Whitman objected to Poe’s habitual carousing and boozing—ultimately, she broke off their engagement and left him because of his inability to distance himself from the bottle. Shortly thereafter, the penniless and drunken Poe died in Baltimore.



S Providence Athenaeum



Among the oldest libraries in North America, the Providence Athenaeum (251 Benefit St., 401/421-6970, www.providenceathenaeum.org, 10am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-2pm Sat., free), dates to 1753 and contains rare and fascinating works, like seven volumes of the original double elephant folio edition of John J. Audubon’s Birds of America. Works by Robert Burns, an early-19th-century study of Egypt commissioned by Napoleon titled Description de l’Égypte, and several books from 14th-century Europe are additional highlights of the Rare Books Collection.


The Athenaeum was established in 1831 and moved into this beautiful Greek Revival structure in 1838. In the late 1840s, Edgar Allan Poe and Sarah Whitman spent many an hour discussing literature and admiring one another’s works in the Athenaeum’s corridors. In addition to priceless original literary volumes and a comprehensive modern collection that can be viewed by any visitor (and taken out on loan by members), the Athenaeum houses several rare artworks, including The Hours, a famous painting by Newport-born miniature painter Edward G. Malbone.



S Prospect Terrace Park



Farther up College Hill at the intersection of Congdon and Bowen Streets is perhaps the most romantic outdoor space in the city, lofty Prospect Terrace Park, a grassy rectangle with a wrought-iron fence that’s perched high above downtown, providing an exceptional view of the city. It’s also the burial site of Roger Williams, whose large granite statue stands at the edge of the park, overlooking downtown. Surrounding the park are more of the neighborhood’s gorgeous houses, and it’s a relatively short walk southeast to Brown University’s commercial strip along Thayer Street, meaning you could walk off your dinner and stroll to the park just in time for one of the best sunset views in Providence.


John Brown House


Perhaps the most imposing of the neighborhood’s many impressive homes is the Rhode Island Historical Society’s John Brown House (52 Power St., 401/273-7507, www.rihs.org, 1pm-4pm Tues.-Fri., 10am-4pm Sat. Apr.-Nov., 10am-4pm Sat. Jan.-Mar., $10 adults, $6 children). The sixth U.S. president, John Quincy Adams, described this as “the most magnificent and elegant private mansion I have seen on this continent.” Exquisitely restored and furnished top to bottom, it still looks swanky today—few American house-museums from this period rival it. Inside you’ll find a first-rate assemblage of colonial furnishings and decorative arts.


John Brown, a wealthy merchant and slave trader, began construction on the three-story Georgian mansion in 1786. For many decades during the building’s first century, attending a party at the Brown House was obligatory for society types and academics. In 1941, the house was bequeathed to the Rhode Island Historical Society, which set about reproducing the interior’s original colors and French wallpaper. Furnishings include many created by local artisans William Clagget, a clockmaker, and Goddard-Townsend, a Newport firm that specialized in high-quality colonial wood furnishings.


Rhode Island School of Design (RISD)


The campus of the prestigious Rhode Island School of Design, or RISD (pronounced “RIZ-dee”), occupies many of the blocks along Benefit Street from College to Waterman Streets; there are also buildings down the hill along Main Street and up a block on Prospect Street. The school opened with a very practical vocational aim: to train students in the ways of textile arts and design as well as in related fields represented in Providence, such as jewelry design and manufacture, and machine works and design. Through the years, the school has gained considerable prestige not only for its applied design courses but for training some of the nation’s leaders in fine and graphic arts, interior design, costume-making, and the like. An arty buzz permeates the campus and nearby streets, and no doubt it has helped to influence the similarly subversive tone of neighboring Brown University, which is perhaps the most countercultural of the Ivy League schools.


Keep an eye out for signs marking RISD’s Office of Admissions, which occupies a brilliant Italianate edifice called the Woods-Gerry Mansion (62 Prospect St., 401/454-6141, 10am-5pm Mon. and Fri.-Sat., 10am-4pm Tues., 2pm-5pm Sun., free). The building contains galleries with rotating art exhibits, and in back you can walk through a small sculpture garden.



S RISD MUSEUM OF ART



The RISD Museum of Art (224 Benefit St., 401/454-6500, www.risd.edu/museum.cfm, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun., $15 adults, free under 18) offers a true survey of works from around the world and spanning many centuries. The collection varies widely, with several works by Monet gracing the French impressionist area and an excellent collection of mostly 18th- and 19th-century American artists such as Frank Benson, Thomas Cole, Winslow Homer, and John Singer Sargent. Rotating exhibitions vary considerably but in recent years have included fresh themes like What Nerve! Alternative Figures in American Art, 1960 to the Present, and Bona Drag: An Incomplete History of Drag and Cross-Gender Performance in Film and Video Art.


Brown University


Few educational institutions can claim a greater degree of recognition, both nationally and internationally, than Brown University, which has a stately campus that dominates the upper slope of College Hill.
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1: RISD Museum of Art 2: the statue of Roger Williams at Prospect Terrace Park 3: a quiet corner in the Providence Athenaeum 4: Urs Fischer’s Untitled (Lamp/Bear) sculpture on the Brown University campus







“I Am Providence”: The Legacy of H. P. Lovecraft


In keeping with the trope of the starving artist, legendary horror and science-fiction writer H. P. Lovecraft was penniless and largely unknown at the time of his death in 1937. Born and raised on the East Side of Providence by parents who both suffered from mental illnesses, Lovecraft was forever altered by the fear-riddled and anxiety-provoking experiences of his childhood, eventually growing into the famously reclusive and uneasy man who would write such classics of the horror/sci-fi genre as The Call of Cthulhu, and Whisperer in the Darkness. Today, appreciation and influence of Lovecraft’s work can be found throughout pop culture, from Black Sabbath songs to episodes of South Park.


Lovecraft was influenced by his more famous predecessor (and Providence frequenter) Edgar Allan Poe, creating tales of weird fiction before the horror/sci-fi genre existed as such. Much of his work was informed by a lifelong fascination with the sciences—astronomy in particular—and major themes in his work include threats to civilization, dark and mythical beings, and occult-like underworlds. It’s fitting then that Lovecraft has accumulated somewhat of an occult following himself, especially in Providence, where there’s an H. P. Lovecraft Memorial Square (Angell St. at Prospect St.) on the East Side, and where there are annual celebrations of his birth at The Ladd Observatory (210 Doyle Ave., 401/863-2323), and of his death at the Swan Point Cemetery (585 Blackstone Blvd., 401/272-1314, www.swanpointcemetery.com). In 1977, fans placed a commemorative headstone at Lovecraft’s gravesite bearing the phrase “I AM PROVIDENCE,” a line from his extensive collection of personal letters.
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A bust of H.P. Lovecraft sits inside the Providence Athenaeum.





In 2013, the first annual NecronomiCon Providence (www.necronomicon-providence.com) took place, billing itself as the “International Conference and Festival of Weird Fiction, Art, and Academia,” dedicated to exploring the life and works of Lovecraft and his contemporaries. Highlights include a Lovecraft walking tour, live performances inspired by weird fiction and art, a book and comics sale, author readings, panel discussions, and a “Cthulu Prayer Breakfast.” The festival takes place during the third week of August to commemorate the author’s birthday, August 20, 1890.





The seventh college founded in what became the United States, Brown began in 1764 in the East Bay community of Warren with the name Rhode Island College, under the guidance of Reverend James Manning. Despite its Baptist leanings, an early edict related to the school’s operations was that “into this Liberal and Catholic Institution shall never be admitted any Religious Tests but on the Contrary all the Members Hereof shall forever enjoy full free Absolute and uninterrupted Liberty of Conscience.” In 1770, a permanent location for the college was established on the east side of Providence on eight acres of what is now College Hill.


Today, Brown enjoys a reputation for being a flashy jet-set school of hipsters and dilettantes—depending on your point of view, a welcome relief to the sometimes overly tweedy Ivy League rivals Harvard and Yale. Inarguably, Brown fosters a deeply liberal and somewhat countercultural collective philosophy, where avant-garde arts and studies of on-the-edge literary and social theories thrive. Brown was headed by Ruth Simmons between 2000-2012, making it the first Ivy League institution to appoint a black president.
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