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Introduction

Is anywhere in Rhode Island truly off the beaten path? Or, conversely, is Rhode Island so small that the whole place can really be thought of as obscure and under-explored?


It’s a question that I’ve struggled with, to a greater or lesser degree, since I began writing the first edition of this book back in the mid-1990s.


The answer, fortunately, has slowly revealed itself to me over the years as I’ve gone from a relative newcomer to the state to someone who—while I may never quite be accepted as a native—has lived here long enough to get a better understanding of the difference between what’s truly unknown and what’s merely “new to me.”


One of the most common things you’ll hear said about Rhode Island, from residents and visitors alike, is that you can get anywhere in the state in 20 minutes. That’s not really accurate: it’s more like an hour and a half to drive from Westerly in the far southwest corner of the state to Little Compton at the foot of the East Bay, for example. It is true, however, that a determined wanderer could explore the state from one end to the other in a pretty tidy sum of time.


And yet Rhode Island is full of surprises even for locals, and especially for those who are just passing through. Newport, unquestionably, is one of the nation’s most famous summer resorts, and Providence’s big attractions, like the Federal Hill neighborhood, the downtown riverwalk, and the famous WaterFire festival, have achieved a degree of fame. But even these cities have their share of hidden delights, and once you get out of town, the state unfolds as a tapestry of the unique and obscure.


For a small state (the smallest, in fact), Rhode Island packs a lot of diversity, both culturally and geographically. Shaped and reformed by waves of immigrants to this very day, the state also enjoys an abundance of beauty that ranges from ocean and bay to beaches, from cityscapes and urban neighborhoods to small New England towns and surprisingly rural areas that, yes, you can get to within a 20-minute drive west or north of Providence.


Change over time is inevitable, even in a place like Rhode Island where the past is surrendered reluctantly. Some places that were “off the beaten path” two decades ago are decidedly on it now, but in their place have arisen new attractions and communities on the rise and waiting to be experienced.


That said, the advice I opened the first edition of the book with back in 1997 still comfortably holds true, so I’ll repeat it here as I offer an encouraging wave as you set off to explore Rhode Island’s hidden corners:



	Stay off I-95. Instead, drive at a leisurely pace on the uncongested back roads that make the state a joy to explore. Route 102, for example, begins in South County’s seaside town of Wickford and courses through the rural and wooded western part of the state, turning north for an enchanting drive that avoids all the big towns and cities, crosses over the beautiful Scituate Reservoir and through the quaint village of Chepachet, and doesn’t end until it reaches the state’s northern border near Woonsocket. A drive on Route 102 is a great way to spend a day.

	Avoid fast-food franchises. Rhode Island has some of the best seafood restaurants anywhere—try them! In places like East Providence and Bristol, fine Portuguese fare is on the menu. Providence’s ethnic diversity is reflected in the city’s wide array of eateries, from the Italian cuisine on Federal Hill to the Indian, vegetarian, and other offerings on Wickenden and Thayer Streets, to the Latin American flavors of the West End and Central Falls and the fine continental dining featured downtown. If you see a Del’s lemonade stand—and the state is full of them—stop and order a cup. This mix of slush ice, sugar, and real lemon juice and lemon chunks is quite possibly the best drink ever invented for a hot summer day. If you are daring, try the little hot dogs served up at any restaurant proclaiming the availability of New York System wieners. Rhode Island legend has it that these spicy red wieners are best eaten after a night of revelry, and that the best purveyors are the places where the grill man lines the dogs up on his arm as he cooks.


Real Rhode Island jonnycakes—flint-corn pancakes spooned onto a hot grill—are found at many restaurants and also at traditional May breakfasts, sponsored each spring by local churches, grange halls, and other civic groups. Instead of clam chowder, look for quahog chowder, made from Rhode Island’s indigenous breed of bivalve.



	Meet the people. Contrary to the caricature of the laconic, reserved Yankee, most Rhode Islanders you meet are friendly and fiercely proud of their home state—even if they do bad-mouth their politicians. Perhaps this easygoing nature is the result of living in a state where the total population is under one million people, and everyone seems to know everyone else—and everyone else’s business. Whatever the reason, Ocean State residents always seem happy to talk to visitors who show an interest in the state’s great natural and historical heritage. This advice extends to those attractions in this book that are open by appointment only: Don’t be afraid to call and ask for a showing—it’s a great way to meet “real” Rhode Islanders.



So come along: “The Biggest Little State” is waiting to be explored. (Rhode Island’s only telephone area code is 401.)








Providence and Vicinity


In the more than 30 years I’ve lived in Rhode Island, Providence has transformed from a down-at-the-heels, postindustrial has-been to one of the most beautiful cities in New England. Railyards and parking lots have been replaced by riverwalks and restaurants, and a once-deserted downtown is alive with residential development of old commercial buildings, hotels, dining, and nightlife.

Like all great cities, Providence draws its strength from its distinct, diverse neighborhoods, many of which center on a single, thriving street that serves as both business district and social center for the community.

Thayer Street is part of the artsy, multicultural pastiche that feeds on the energy of the students and faculty of nearby Brown University and the Rhode Island School of Design (RISD), just a few blocks up College Hill from the historic homes lining Benefit Street, the main drag on the East Side of Providence. Once home to an eclectic mix of shops and small businesses, Thayer Street today is mostly about dining. Some lamentably are chain restaurants, but there are some gems in the mix as well. Hidden on a side street off Thayer is LaCreperie (82 Fones Alley, 751-5536), a tiny restaurant stuffed
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with local college kids that sells savory (entrée) and sweet (dessert) crepes as well as Belgian waffles, salads, and wraps. Breakfast crepes are stuffed with eggs, cheese, sausage, or ham; the crepe made with fresh sliced apples and Brie makes a filling snack; while the Josephine, a crepe filled with chicken, mushrooms, cheddar, and béchamel sauce, is more of a meal. Open Mon to Thurs 10 a.m. to 10 p.m., Fri and Sat 10 a.m. to 11 p.m.

The Avon Cinema (260 Thayer St., 421-AVON [2866]; avoncinema.com) is the local art house, showing obscure foreign films and independent releases that the big theater chains won’t touch. There are midnight screenings, animation festivals, and the occasional live performance too. Opened in 1938 and family owned since its inception, the Avon is Providence’s one true art-house theater; it’s hard to imagine Thayer Street without it.

Brown University dominates the heights of the East Side, and while this is an elite Ivy League school, visitors are welcome to pass through the Van Wickle Gates at the top of College Street and stroll the main campus grounds. The school’s Ladd Observatory (210 Doyle St., 863-2323), established in 1891, houses a 12.5-inch refracting telescope and is open to the public on Tuesday nights (a free ticket is required to attend; obtain one at ladd.eventbrite.com).

Gridiron stars are the attraction each fall at Brown Stadium (400 Elmgrove Ave., 863-2211; brownbears.com), the home turf of the Brown Bears football team since 1925. Climbing the tall, sloped grandstand to attend a game is quite literally an old-school experience, complete with cheer squads, marching bands, a fight song, and razzing of the opposing team. But there have been some modern enhancements too, such as pregame concerts in the tailgate lot, a beer garden, food trucks, and lawn games in Bruno’s Backyard. The team is no national powerhouse, but good enough to have won four Ivy League championships, the most recent in 2008. Attending is a bargain, too: season tickets can be had for just $80 for adults, $40 for kids; single games go for $15 adults/$10 kids. Wickenden Street, located at the southern end of the East Side, is more sedate than Thayer Street but also offers an array of interesting places to shop and eat. Start your walk from the south end of the street. For hand-tossed, New York–style, thin-crust pizza served with a variety of imaginative toppings, Fellini Pizzeria (166 Wickenden St., 751-6737; fellinipizzeria.com) is the place to go; open Mon through Wed 11 a.m. to 11 p.m., Thurs 11 a.m. to midnight, Fri and Sat noon to 2 a.m., Sun noon to midnight. Across the street at number 207 is the spiritual center of Wickenden Street, the Coffee Exchange (222-2639; thecoffeeexchange.com), which is so popular that it outgrew its former storefront location and now occupies a large house and outdoor deck. Stick around for a few weeks, and you might be able to sample their more than two dozen varieties of coffee, espresso, and cappuccino. For each pound of coffee sold, the Coffee Exchange makes a donation to help impoverished children working in coffee fields around the world. Open Mon to Fri 7 a.m. to 6 p.m., Sat and Sun 8 a.m. to 6 p.m.

Duck down the alley at 234 Wickenden St. to find Brickway Wickenden (751-2477; brickwayonwickenden.com), the street’s most relentlessly cheerful eatery. The bright, rainbow-painted walls are the perfect pick-me-up, complementing the Brickway’s dozen three-egg omelets (including the create-your-own Frankenstein), griddle favorites, and Brickway Benedict (the classic cholesterol special perked up with slices of smoked salmon). Homemade soup by the cup or bowl, salads, flame-broiled burgers, and various wrap sandwiches round out the lunch menu. Open daily 8 a.m. to 2 p.m.

Steve Kotler is the music guru of Round Again Records (278 Wickenden St., 351-6292; roundagainrecordsri.com), a record store with an impressive collection of used LPs. Some of the coolest stuff, like a pair of 45s issued by Alabama governor George Wallace featuring songs supporting Lt. William Calley (of My Lai infamy) and decrying the evils of drug use, is for display purposes only. But among Steve’s collection of albums are recordings by local favorites the Young Adults; pick up yours today.

Round Again Records does have some used CDs for sale as well. The store also features a selection of reconditioned turntables, meaning those old records in your closet don’t have to gather dust, and you can once again torture friends and family with timeless tunes from the Strawberry Alarm Clock and the Electric Prunes. Open Mon to Fri 11 a.m. to 6 p.m. and 11 a.m. to 5 p.m. on Sat. Also worth checking out while you’re in the neighborhood is Olympic Records (580 Wickenden St., 301-9266), which also has turntables and bins full of used vinyl for sale.

Sure, you’ve had Chinese food, Indian food, maybe even Ethiopian. But have you ever tasted Uyghur cuisine? An ethnic group living in the northern part of China, Uyghurs are a Turkic ethnic group who originally lived in desert oases. Jahunger (333 Wickenden St., 861-2735) is one of the first restaurants to introduce New Englanders to Uyghur dishes like kavaap lamb skewers, hand-pulled laghman noodles, and polo, a dish made from carrots, lamb, raisins, and
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rice, all under the hand of James Beard Award semifinalist Chef Subat Dilmurat. Open Tues to Fri 5 p.m. to 9:30 p.m., Sat noon to 9:30 p.m., and Sun noon to 7:30 p.m.

Providence’s India Point Park (friendsofindiapointpark.org) is accessible from Wickenden Street via a footbridge at the end of East Street; the linear park runs along the shore of the Seekonk and Providence Rivers. Just offshore is Green Jacket Shoal, a ship graveyard containing the wrecks of well-known side-wheeler steamboats like the Bay Queen and the Mount Hope, as well as barges, sailing ships, harbor steamers, and other vessels. The park is a popular picnic area, with a boathouse and fishing pier, and is an easy walk (or pedal) to the Narragansett Brewery (271 Tockwotton St., 437-8970; narragansettbeer.com/pages/providence-brewery) restaurant and tap house, the beginning of the East Bay Bike Path, and the dock for the Seastreak Ferry (seastreak.com), which operates seasonally between Providence and Newport.

Ives Street in the Fox Point neighborhood has become a hot spot for opening new restaurants and retail in recent years; current occupants include the Kow Kow ice-cream shop (120 Ives St.; kowkowfood.com) specializing in bubble waffle cones, scratch burger slingers Chomp Kitchen and Drinks (117 Ives St., 289-0324; chomp.com), and Captain Seaweeds Pub (162 Ives St., 421-0309), a wacky neighborhood bar with a nautically themed patio, tiki drinks, and tasty stuffed clams. Another block east is Gano Street, where you can access the new Gano Park Bike Path, which runs along the Seekonk River, intersects with the East Bay Bike Path and, with a little on-road squiggling, makes it easier to connect to the bike path running along Blackstone Boulevard.

Besides the East Bay Bike Path, which begins at India Point Park on the East Side, the best place for a walk or jog is on the path running down the wide, tree-lined median of Blackstone Boulevard, a street that also has some of Providence’s finest homes. For a more serene pastime, you should take a stroll through Swan Point Cemetery (swanpointcemetery.com), a beautiful place where you can walk along to the edge of the cliffs overlooking the Seekonk River. While you’re here, look for the headstone marking the final resting places of macabre author H. P. Lovecraft and Civil War general Ambrose Burnside.

To cool off after a brisk walk, go to Three Sisters Cafe (1074 Hope St., 273-7230; threesistersri.com) for some top-notch homemade ice cream in 36 flavors, including green tea and an assortment of sorbets. Got a late-night ice-cream craving? Three Sisters is open Mon to Thurs 8 a.m. to 8 p.m., Fri and Sat 8 a.m. to 9 p.m., and Sun 8 a.m. to 8 p.m., with longer summer hours.

Ballet RI (825 Hope St., 353-1129; baletri.org) has a black-box performance space along with classrooms on the East Side of Providence, while larger productions are held at the Veterans Memorial Auditorium in downtown Providence or the Woodman Family Community and Performance Center on the campus of Moses Brown School at 250 Lloyd Ave. Productions range from classic ballet performances of the Nutcracker and Cinderella to modern interpretive dance.

To literally get an overview of downtown, find Prospect Terrace, a small park on the East Side, at the corner of Cushing and Congdon Streets. In this small patch of green is a statue of Roger Williams, the founder of Rhode Island, who is buried here. From this spot you have a great view of the capitol as well as the tall buildings of the financial district.

Providence has long been a center for jewelry manufacturing, but at first blush there is nothing too entrancing about the city’s Jewelry District. Amid the industrial sites and old warehouse buildings, though, a few gems shine. Part restaurant, part antiques store and gift shop, CAV (14 Imperial Place, 751-9164; cavrestaurant.com) is a Rhode Island original. Located in an old factory building, CAV (the acronym stands for coffee, antiques, and victuals) is consistent in its eclecticism. Beyond favorites like braised lamb shank in a red-wine raisin sauce, you’ll find all sorts of interesting choices at CAV, in addition to a variety of vegetarian dishes. Dinner specials vary from day to day.

CAV’s decor is a reflection of late owner Sylvia Moubayed’s passion for collecting unusual antiques and artifacts from around the world, and the rambling, brick-walled restaurant is filled with African tribal masks, Finnish folk art dolls, and pre-Columbian artifacts. To get to CAV, take exit 2 off I-195 East, make a right at the end of the ramp onto Wickenden Street, and proceed 0.5 mile to Hoppin Street and make another right. Pass the Harvard Pilgrim Health Care building and park in the large parking lot in front of Imperial Place. The door to CAV is located in the courtyard between the two brick buildings facing the lot. CAV is open for lunch Mon to Fri from 11:30 a.m. to 2:45 p.m., brunch on Sat from 9:30 a.m. to 2:45 p.m. and Sun from 10 a.m. to 2:45 p.m., and dinner Mon to Thurs 4 p.m. to 8:30 p.m. and Fri to Sun from 4 p.m. to 9:30 p.m.

The Providence Children’s Museum (100 South St., 273-5437; prov dencechildrensmuseum.org) provides preteens with a hands-on, interactive experience that mixes play and learning. Whether your children like to brush a giant mouth full of teeth or sit at a computer, they’ll have a great time here. Exhibits include Water Ways, where kids and parents can experiment with wave and bubble machines, and Littlewoods, an indoor forest designed for toddlers to explore. The museum is open for two play blocks daily: Wed through Sun 9:30 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. and 1:30 p.m. to 4:30 p.m.; open daily in summer. Admission is $16; kids under age 12 are free.


Nick a Nees (75 South St., 861-7290) checks all the boxes for a great dive bar: it’s been around forever, and it has free live music, a jukebox, a pool table, and cheap drinks. Plus, the food is actually pretty good. Just remember to bring cash.

Back when I was a teen, I stuffed my pockets with rolls of quarters when I went to the local game room. It’s so much easier at the Free Play Bar & Arcade (182 Pine St., freeplaybar.com), where you pay one price to play all the games you want for as long as you want—no more feeding coins into machines! That includes vintage video games, pinball, air hockey, and more; the only thing that costs extra are the pizzas and drinks at the bar. Open Sun and Mon 7 p.m. to 1 a.m., Wed and Thurs 5 p.m. to 1 p.m., and Fri and Sat 5 p.m. to 2 p.m. Ages 21 and older; admission is $7 on weeknights and $12 on Fri and Sat.

The arts are alive and well in “Downcity” Providence, and no more so than at AS220 (115 Empire St., 831-9327; as220.org), the city’s breeding ground for innovative and unusual theater and fine arts. At this large complex, you can find something happening just about any day of the week, thanks to the fact that dozens of artists are in residence and the stage is open, free and “unjuried,” to pretty much any artist who wants to perform. In the evenings there are musical performances ranging from an Appalachian jam session to jazz to intense rock ’n’ roll, with a cover charge that rarely exceeds $5 to $10. Film festivals, sketch comedy, and poetry slams also are part of the AS220 scene. Live theater finds a home at the complex’s Black Box theater, and the Providence Improv Guild takes over the smaller Psychic Readings space for its shows. AS220’s galleries are open Thurs through Sat, noon to 5 p.m.

Late nights, find the trailer housing the Haven Bros. Diner (861-7777; havenbrosdiner.com), open 5 p.m. to as late as 4 a.m. (hours vary), parked next to Kennedy Plaza by City Hall. This food truck began life as a horse-drawn cart in 1893; the circa 1950s silver dinner car currently in use and its predecessors have been parking downtown every night for nearly a century. It’s not unusual to find businesspeople and bikers mingling at the cramped counter; the popular Murder Burger is a beef patty topped with American cheese, bacon, sautéed onions, mayo, lettuce, and tomato.

Plant City (334 South Water St., 429-2029; plantcitypvd.com) is Providence’s premier vegan and vegetarian restaurant; no single establishment in the city has done more to mainstream the idea of pairing meatless meals with craft cocktails.

Federal Hill is Providence’s Little Italy, and it has the food to prove it. At one time most of the New England Mafia operated out of a storefront on the



Feel the Lovecraft

One of America’s great masters of the macabre, H. P. Lovecraft once haunted the streets of Providence; some say he haunts them still. Lovecraft was born in Providence in 1880 and lived in the city much of his life; his father was committed to the Butler Hospital asylum when Lovecraft was a child, and his grandmother’s death in 1896 drove him to a dark mental space that later manifested in his works of fiction, most famously his horror stories exploring the mythos of Cthulhu. Many of Lovecraft’s later works were written at his home at 66 Prospect St., and when he died in 1937 he was buried in Swan Point Cemetery under a headstone that reads simply, “I Am Providence.” Both the grave site and Lovecraft’s home have become pilgrimage sites for fans. The Lovecraft Arts and Sciences store in the Providence Arcade (65 Weybosset St., 264-0838; weirdprovidence.org) is a bookstore and gift shop focused on horror, science fiction, and the occult, and a convention dubbed NecronomiCon (necronomicon-providence.com) is held on even-numbered years in Providence to celebrate Lovecraft, weird fiction, and Providence itself.



Hill, but these days the area is known more for its cannoli and calzones than its crime figures.

To get to Federal Hill from downtown Providence, pick up Atwells Avenue from where it intersects with Broadway just west of the Amica Mutual Pavilion. Take Atwells Avenue across I-95, and you’ll be greeted by a greenish arch (pronounced locally as “the Aahch”) hung with an Italian pine cone—a traditional symbol of welcome much like the pineapples decorating stores and homes elsewhere in the state.

The old-world feel of Federal Hill is evident everywhere, from the umbrella-covered cafe tables surrounding the fountain in DePasquale Square to the chickens hanging in the window of the local poultry shop and the bread stacked high in bakery display cases.

From the simplest pizza joint to the most elegant dining room, Federal Hill is the place to go in Providence for Italian food.

For a quick, inexpensive meal served in a lively, noisy communal setting, Angelo’s Civita Farnese (141 Atwells Ave., 621-8171; angelosonthehill.com) has been a Rhode Island dining destination since 1924. Open Wed and Thurs 11:30 a.m. to 8 p.m., Fri and Sat 11:30 a.m. to 9 p.m., and Sun noon to 8 p.m.

One short block north of Atwells Avenue is Spruce Street, home of Caserta’s (121 Spruce St., 272-3618, 621-3618, or 621-9190; casertapizzeria.com); the decor won’t impress you—mid-1970s school cafeteria is a fair comparison—but the pizza will. Don’t leave Providence without trying one of their huge, cheesy squares. Open Tues to Thurs 9:30 a.m. to 7 p.m., Fri to Sun 9:30 a.m. to 8 p.m.

If you really want to step back into the Old World, drop in at Scialo Brothers Bakery (257 Atwells Ave., 877-421-0986; scialobakery1916.com) and indulge in some fresh Italian baked goods and delicacies. Opened in 1916, Scialo Brothers retains its traditional charms, with rounded candy bins and antique display cases; and the biscotti, amaretti, cannoli, and tiramisu are as delicious as ever. Open Mon 10 a.m. to 4 p.m., Tues to Thurs 8:30 a.m. to 7 p.m., Fri to Sun 8:30 a.m. to 8 p.m.

Another throwback, Antonelli’s Poultry (62 DePasquale Ave., 421-8739) will sell you a live chicken or other game birds for your pot. The live birds are kept in the back room and will be butchered on demand—in front of you if you’d like—so you know you’ll be getting the freshest poultry possible. Stop in if for no other reason than to get a sense of how your grandparents (or great-grandparents) once shopped for dinner. Open Tues to Sat, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.

Japanese pop culture, let’s face it, can be pretty unusual. Put a Latin spin on it and add a dash of crafting, and it gets even more random. Helado Tayaki (102 Dean St., 699-9537; tuftandtaiyaki.com) is truly one of a kind: a dessert shop that stuffs the mouths of fish-shaped cones with Japanese-style custard ice cream called tayaki, fruit, warm cheese, and other ingredients … while patrons create tufted textiles. There’s not always a rug involved, though—you can just go in and order ice cream from the store or its roaming food truck. Open Wed and Thurs, 4:30 p.m. to 9 p.m., Fri 4:30 p.m. to 10 p.m., Sat 3 p.m. to 10 p.m., and Sun 3 p.m. to 9 p.m. The three-hour tufting sessions are held at night.

For a change of pace, a bit farther west on Atwells is Mi Guatemala (1049 Atwells Ave., 621-9147; miguatemalarestaurantri.com), which starts you off with homemade nacho chips with three kinds of sauce for dipping and then serves up huge portions of grilled pork steak—the Central American nation’s national dish—on fresh, hot corn tortillas. For an appetizer try the Tostados Chapinas, black beans on a flat tortilla garnished with onions and stewed tomatoes. You can wash it all down with a Mexican beer or choose from a selection of specialty juices, such as tamarind or cashew. Open Mon to Thurs 9:30 a.m. to 10 p.m., Fri to Sun 8 a.m. to 11 p.m.

The West Side, Providence’s most rapidly gentrifying neighborhood, is home to a mix of students, recent college grads, and Latin American immigrants. Loosely defined, the West End includes Broadway, Westminster Street, the area around the historic Cranston Street Armory and—crucially—the streets between these bigger thoroughfares, which hold some delights of their own.

There’s absolutely no way you would ever find The Avery or Pickerel unless someone told you their location (Luongo Square, in the middle of a



Sullivan Ballou’s Grave

Among the graves in Providence’s Swan Point Cemetery is that of Major Sullivan Ballou, a member of the Second Regiment, Rhode Island Volunteers, during the Civil War. The monument over Ballou’s grave is inscribed with a poignant passage from a letter he wrote to his wife, Sarah, on July 14, 1861, as his unit was preparing to move toward the front. In the letter, Ballou wrote passionately to Sarah of his love of country and sense of duty, yet he also expressed the anguish of knowing he might never see her or their children again.

Ballou ended his letter with a promise that, if he should fall in battle, his family would be reunited in the hereafter: “I wait for you there. Come to me and lead thither my children.” Just two weeks later, on July 29, 1861, Ballou was killed in the first major clash of the war, the First Battle of Bull Run, also known as First Manassas.



residential neighborhood between Broadway and Westminster Streets). The fact that both are lovely destinations makes the find all the sweeter.

The Avery (18 Luongo Memorial Sq., 751-9520; averyprovidence.com) is dark and moody, evocative of the cocktail lounges of old, with intricately carved plaster walls and a spectacular bar graced with a pair of lovely back-lit nudes posed before Providence streetscapes. If you’re looking to sip an expertly mixed old-fashioned or martini in a quiet corner with friends, this is your place. Open 4 p.m. to midnight Mon to Fri, 5 p.m. to midnight on Sat and Sun.

If you plan an evening of sipping strong drinks, perhaps fill up on some noodles at Pickerel (3 Luongo Sq.; pckri.com) first. Located across the street from the Avery, Pickerel specializes in creative ramen dishes and Japanese cocktails. Open Thurs to Mon 5 p.m. to 10 p.m. for food; bar stays open later.

The Courtland Club (51 Courtland St., 227-9300; courtlandclub.com) is likewise tucked away on a mostly residential street in a manner reminiscent of New Orleans’ haphazard zoning codes, which kind of tracks since the club specializes in presenting live jazz every Sunday afternoon. The place was once a bakery, and bands play against a background of brick walls embedded with old ovens. The place gets packed for live music, but relief from the crowd can be found on the adjoining outdoor patio. The small menu of “New England Tropical” food includes a spicy chicken sandwich topped with tamarind chutney; sake is featured on the drinks list along with beer, wine, creative cocktails (like gin and vodka martinis infused with kimchi), and nonalcoholic “mock-tails.” Open Thurs 5 p.m. to midnight, Fri and Sat 5 p.m. to 1 p.m., Sun 5 p.m. to 11 p.m., with live jazz shows at 6 p.m. and 8:30 p.m.


Another neighborhood bar that’s close by but with a bit more attitude is Deadbeats (289 Knight St., 383-1487), which hosts monthly drag shows, “drink and draw” sessions, macabre burlesque shows, and live music from goth bands. Open Sun to Thurs 4 p.m. to midnight, Fri and Sat 4 p.m. to 1 a.m. Alternatively, grab a burger around the corner at There, There (471 West Fountain St., theretherepvd.com), a compact diner with outdoor seating that serves that Rhode Island speciality, coffee milk, along with house-made sodas. Open Mon to Thurs noon to 8 p.m., Fri noon to 9 pm., Sat 9 a.m. to 8 p.m., and Sun 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.

Broadway has swung back and forth from being one of Providence’s toniest streets—many of the grand 19th-century homes still exist—to being seedy and run down, then on the rise until, today, it’s a pretty respectable area again, full of thriving restaurants and a smattering of unique retail. The Armageddon Record Shop (436 Broadway, 521-6667; armageddonshop.com) is an example of the latter—an independent music store specializing in metal, punk, and hardcore, as well as records from local and indie bands. Open Mon to Sat noon to 8 p.m., Sun noon to 6 p.m. If we had to choose only one place to dine on this street, it would almost certainly be Nick’s on Broadway (500 Broadway, 421-0286; nicksonbroadway.com), which under star chef Derek Wagner has evolved over the past two decades from a local breakfast joint into an acclaimed restaurant serving three meals daily, from breakfast sandwiches made with locally sourced eggs, meats, and vegetables to scallop crudo, cassoulet, and Rhode Island oysters paired with a bottle of French rose. Open (with patio dining in the summer) Wed to Sun 10 a.m. to 8 p.m. and Sun 10 a.m. to 4 p.m.

The Wedding Cake House (514 Broadway, dirtpalace.org/wchbnb) is one of the wild artistic mashups that make Providence great. A historic Georgian-style home built in 1867 and boasting an ornately layered exterior design, the Wedding Cake House is operated by a local arts group called the Dirt Palace; revenues from the seven-room bed-and-breakfast help fund artistic residencies in the house as well as supporting the nonprofit’s other programs. Room rates run from $120 to $165 per night, making this one of the better lodging deals in the city. The Dirt Palace also offers tours and cultural programs at the Wedding Cake House and its original location—the former Olneyville Public Library building at 14 Olneyville Sq.

The stretch of Westminster Street west of I-95 serves as the de facto border between the Broadway area and the less prettified parts of Providence around Broad Street. The upside is that rents on Westminster are low enough that a few enterprising pioneers have put down stakes here, including some great restaurants and an emerging performance venue.



Thursday Night Brings the Arts to Life

Looking for something to do in Providence on a Thursday night? It’s not as hard as it might sound, especially if you’re here on the third Thursday of the month from March to November. That’s when the Providence Art Trolley (484-0726; gallerynight.org) makes the rounds of the city’s art galleries, antiques stores, and performance venues. Free walking tours are also offered. Local celebrity guides are on hand to narrate tours that typically begin around 5:30 p.m., with multiple departures available throughout the evening.



Rhode Island is credited as the birthplace of the diner—the first one opened on Westminster Street in 1872—so it’s fitting that the neon-lit West Side Diner (380 Westminster St., 490-0664; westsidedinerri.com) serves as something of an homage to classic diner style with its mid-century art deco accents, spinning counter stools, and a no-fuss breakfast and lunch menu that still includes franks and beans as an entrée option. Open Mon to Sat 6 a.m. to 2 p.m., Sun 7 a.m. to 2 p.m.

But there’s trendy alongside traditional on Westminster Street these days. Lucky Enough (1492 Broadway, 642-4729;) is billed as a neighborhood sports bar, for example, but also boasts of its millennial-friendly “scratch kitchen” and has a vast collection of vinyl records that get a spin every Wednesday night.

Great Northern BBQ (9 Parade St., 421-1513; gnbbqco.com) feels like a sliver of the South deposited upon the doorstep of the Cranston Street Armory with its rustic interior, smoker-scented patio, and menu of slow-cooked ribs, mac and cheese, and collard greens. Open Wed to Thurs 4 p.m. to 10 p.m., Fri and Sat noon to 11 p.m., and Sun noon to 9 p.m.

From desayuno (breakfast) to dinner, the Mi Ranchito restaurant (1516 Westminster St., 331-6584) offers a huge selection of Guatemalan and Mexican dishes that you won’t find at your local Chili’s or On the Border, such as cow feet soup and chicken corn pies. Open daily 8 a.m. to 10 p.m.

The Scurvy Dog (1718 Westminster St.; scurvydogbar.com) is the kind of hole-in-the-wall bar you hope never changes or dies. Located in an easy-to-miss square black box just off the Route 10 interchange, and owned and staffed mostly by local musicians, the Scurvy spins a mix of classic punk, hardcore, and ska, with a slightly less grungy beer garden out back nourished by 20 drafts on tap. Despite its name, the Scurvy Dog nearly borders on respectable; burgers and sandwiches from Rebel’s Rations is a new addition, and pinball and pool (not to mention the shrines to Elvis and Santeria) are added attractions. Open Sun to Thurs 5 p.m. to 1 a.m., Fri to Sat 5 p.m. to 2 a.m.


Broadway and Westminster Street meet to help form Olneyville Square, the heart of one of Providence’s most maligned, but slowly blossoming, neighborhoods. The square was the site of an early colonial trading post; the Olneyville area took its name from Christopher Olney, a Revolutionary War veteran who later built mills on the Woonasquatucket River, which flows through the center of what today is a congested urban area.

For a long time, Olneyville’s reputation was such that most Rhode Islanders would really only come here for one reason: to gobble up the signature item at the famous Olneyville New York System Wieners (18 Plainfield St., 621-9500; olneyvillenewyorksystem.com). To this day, the restaurant’s neon sign still draws visitors from far and wide to sample the uniquely Greek American take on the classic hot dog sold in Olneyville by the Stevens family since the 1930s. Open 11 a.m. to 2 a.m. Sun to Thurs and Fri and Sat 11 a.m. to 3 a.m., making it a virtual oasis of late-late-night dining in Providence.

Wes’s Rib House (38 Dike St., 421-9090; wesribhouse.com), another Olneyville eatery that got its start catering to hungry bar patrons after last call, might just be the perfect out-of-the-way restaurant. It has great food (barbecued ribs, chicken, and chopped meats) in a genre that’s a rarity in New England. The restaurant is open late, and it’s located in a desolate part of town that’s hard to find.

Wes’s implores you to “put some South in your mouth” and has a wood-fired open grill serving up awesome Missouri-style barbecue. You can order ribs by the platter or rack; a “pick three” platter lets you sample the ribs, pulled pork, brisket, chicken, or sausage; dinners come with moist corn bread and excellent barbecued beans. If you’re really hungry, start with a bowl of Wes’s chili—made with meat, of course. The new upstairs bar has games and a stage for live music. To find Wes’s Rib House, follow Westminster Street west, passing under Route 10 and over the railroad tracks, then make a left onto Bough Street, then a left onto Dike Street and follow it directly into the Wes’s parking lot. Open Mon and Thurs 4 p.m. to 11 p.m., Fri and Sat 11:30 p.m. to midnight, and Sun 11:30 a.m. to 11 p.m.

The Fete Music Hall (103 Dike St., 383-1112; fetemusic.com) offers another good reason to venture into Olneyville: a diverse lineup of live music presented in its lounge and ballroom, from rising local acts to nationally famous bands like Cold War Kids. Another close neighbor of Wes’s and Fete is the Dye House (46 Dike St.; dyehouseri.com), a boutique hotel where you’d least expect one. A former industrial building has been transformed into an event space and four guest suites, including a loft with a full kitchen that’s perfect for hosting small dinner parties. Room rates range from $212 to $500 nightly.


Providence’s most authentic speakeasy also has snuck into Olneyville Square. Justine’s (11 Olneyville Sq., 454-4440) is hidden behind the facade of a lingerie shop; once you slip past the saucy mannequins, you’ll find a cozy cocktail bar serving classic libations like gimlets, Manhattans, daiquiris, and French 75s. Open Thurs 7 p.m. to 1 a.m., Fri and Sat 7 a.m. to 2 a.m.

Olneyville might be getting a little fancier, but true gentrification is still a long way off. And that’s a good thing if it means retaining quirky gems like the Big Top Flea Market (120 Manton Ave.). Held on Sat and Sun from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. year-round at Atlantic Mills, the state’s oldest flea market features vendors selling jewelry, toys, clothing, collectables, and other goods.

For all the industrialization that has taken place in Olneyville over the centuries, the Fred Lippett Woonasquatucket River Greenway is remarkably peaceful. Starting with an on-road section on Promenade Street behind the Providence Place Mall, this recreational path runs 5 miles west and north to Lyman Avenue in Johnston, passing through the heart of Olneyville along the way. Maintained in part by the Woonasquatucket River Watershed Council (wrwc.org), the Greenway traverses several local parks, including Riverside Park and Merino Park, all of which have benefited from improvements related to the trail.

Donigan Park, another protected space along the Greenway, sits near the unofficial border between Olneyville and the Valley, another of Providence’s surprise up-and-coming areas. The Valley hardly could have been called a neighborhood until recently; much of Valley Street along the Woonasquatucket River was taken up by mills and factories, including the American Locomotive Co.’s assembly plant. Now the former locomotive factory is luxury apartments, and other formerly decrepit buildings in the Valley are rapidly being repur-posed for other, more interesting uses.

Fire and iron are the artistic method and media at the Steel Yard (27 Sims Ave., 273-7101; thesteelyard.org), a workspace for metal artists (aka “Yardies”) located in the former Providence Steel and Iron complex. A pioneer in the Valley’s redevelopment, the Steel Yard offers metalworking courses, ceramics sales, and free 45-minute drop-in tours at noon on Wednesday and hosts parties and other public events. Keep an eye out for activities involving the Iron Guild, which invariably include firing up the furnaces at the old steel mill and the pouring of molten metal in the fall.

The aforementioned Donigan Park and other locations in the Valley have served as a venue for the Providence Fringe Fest (fringepvd.org), an annual showcase for emerging performing artists sponsored by the Wilbury Theater Group. The theater group is based at the WaterFire Arts Center (475 Valley St., 273-1155; waterfire.org), opened in 2017 in a former US Rubber Company building. The Center has gallery space and hosts a variety of events, including craft fairs, performances, and painting workshops.

The Farm Fresh RI Market (95 Sims St., 312-4250; farmfreshri.org) building is the winter home of the Providence Flea artisan and makers’ market (Sun 11 a.m. to 3 p.m.; providenceflea.com) as well as New England’s largest indoor farmers’ market, held Nov to Apr on Sat from 9 a.m. to 1 p.m.

Another old industrial space has been transformed into the Industrious Spirits Company (ISCO), the first distillery to open in Providence since Prohibition. The distillery at 1 Sims Ave. (iscospirits.com) produces vodka, gin, bourbon, and other spirits—the most unusual being a vodka flavored with oysters—that are available for tastings and purchase at a gorgeous tasting room with a spacious (and dog friendly) outdoor patio for leisurely sipping. Open Thurs and Fri 5 p.m. to 10 p.m., Sat noon to 10 p.m., and Sun noon to 6 p.m. Across the street is the home of the recently relocated Buttonwoods Brewery (50 Sims Ave., 203-2065; buttonwoodsbrewery.com), where the tasting room for the beer brewed on-site is enhanced with food from the Screaming Unicorn Kitchen. Open Wed and Thurs 4 p.m. to 9 p.m., Fri and Sat noon to 10 p.m., Sun noon to 8 p.m., and Mon 4 p.m. to 8 p.m.

“Creative eats, beats, and drinks” is the mantra at Troop (60 Valley St., 473-2900; trooppvd.com), a colorfully eccentric restaurant with a food menu that’s as adventurous (cardamom-flavored pancakes, Uruguayan chorizo meatballs) as its entertainment lineup (DJs for brunch, live R & B, silent disco nights). Open Sun, Wed, and Thurs 5 p.m. to 10 p.m. for dinner (an hour later on Fri and Sat), plus 11:30 a.m. to 3 p.m. for lunch on Thurs and 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. Fri, Sat, and Sun for brunch.

Teatro ECAS (679 Valley St., 421-3227; teatroecas.org) has a unique claim to fame: it’s the only Spanish-language theater troupe in New England. ECAS performs both classic and contemporary works as well as training Latin actors; English-language subtitles are simulcast as well.

The neighborhood behind the state capitol won’t be written up in travel brochures anytime soon, but this section of Providence is blessed with some lovely colonial and Victorian homes and is slowly being gentrified. Part of that reclamation project is the Christopher Dodge House (11 West Park St., 351-6111; providence-hotel.com), located in a restored brick-front Italianate mansion just down the street, with 14 guest rooms. Rates range from $119 to $349 nightly, and that’s a steal considering you’re just steps from the seat of state government and a brisk walk from beautiful Waterplace Park and the rest of downtown Providence.


Students at Providence College have long been a lifeline for businesses in the Smith Hill area. No surprise, then, that the area has become something of a hamburger hub: among the local restaurants known for their superior burgers are The Abbey (686 Admiral St., 351-4346; theabbeyprov.com)—a prime spot for watching Providence College sports— Providence Burger Bar (161 Douglas Ave., 537-7171; providenceburgerbar.com), and the Corner Grille (836 Admiral St., 429-1995), where the go-to is their South American Angel Falls burger.

Providence College’s Schneider Arena is the home rink for the school’s successful men’s and women’s hockey teams, both of which compete in the Big East Conference. Attending a Friars game is always an exciting night out; tickets can be purchased online or by calling 845-GOPC.


East Providence

Just over the Providence–East Providence city line is the best place in Rhode Island to see live comedy. The Comedy Connection (39 Warren Ave., 438-8383; ricomedyconnection.com) is located in a former bank building, but the currency here is laughter, not cash. Inside, you can loosen up with a few drinks from the bar, warm up with some local talent onstage, then laugh it up with top regional and national comedians Wed through Sun nights. Typically there are two shows nightly, with the first starting around 8:30 p.m. and the second around 10:15 p.m. Admission is first come, first serve, so get there early to snag seats near the stage (or in the back if you don’t want to be involved in the jokes).

Across the street is a local bar that has live music Thurs to Sun nights (and sometimes more), the 133 Club (29 Warren Ave., 438-1330; the133club.com). A few blocks away is Bold Point Park (555 Waterfront Dr., 213-9525; riwate frontevents.com), which has emerged in recent years as a major entertainment venue bringing in national touring bands.

Take I-195 to exit 4 (the first exit after the Washington Bridge), and you’ll find Veterans Memorial Parkway, one of the most pleasant drives in the Providence area. The road begins in a residential area but quickly reaches the Providence Harbor shoreline, where it parallels the route of the defunct Old Colony Railroad line, now the East Bay Bike Path. In fact, if you want to take a bike ride on the path, the lot just off Veterans Memorial Parkway is one of the best places to park your car. (For more on the bike path, see the East Bay chapter.)

The road continues on a narrow causeway on the Watchemoket Cove, near the Metacom Country Club, then affords a quick glimpse of the Fuller Rock Lighthouse off Kettle Point before reaching the access road for Squantum Woods State Park, also traversed by the bike path. Soon Veterans Memorial Parkway merges with Pawtucket Avenue (Route 103); continue south on Route 103.

The road splits and you’ll want to bear right onto Bullock’s Point Avenue, which will take you through the middle of the village of Riverside. Crossing the bike path at the former railroad right-of-way, you’ll see on your left an old train station. Until 1948, trains making this stop on the Old Colony Railroad disgorged hordes of summer visitors onto the streets of Riverside.

One reminder of this vanished past is the Dari-Bee Soft Serve ice-cream stand (240 Bullock’s Point Ave., 433-1931), a Riverside fixture since 1959 that boasts the best milkshakes anywhere, plus Hershey’s hard ice cream. Open May until the weather turns chilly.

At one time Riverside was a resort community with grand old hotels that catered to visitors to the Crescent Amusement Park, located near the end of Bullock’s Point Avenue by Bullock’s Neck. Alas, the once sprawling park was closed and demolished some years ago, and condominiums now stand in the place of the old roller coaster and midway. Just one vestige of the old park remains, but it is worth seeing: the 1895 Crescent Park Looff Carousel (700 Bullocks Point Ave., 435-7518; crescentparkcarousel.org).

Charles I. D. Looff is acknowledged as having been the preeminent master of carousel design, and he favored elaborate, ornate designs in constructing his wooden masterpieces. Rhode Island is fortunate to have a number of Looff-designed carousels, but the best is in East Providence. The Crescent Park Carousel was designed as a showpiece for prospective carousel buyers, so Looff pulled out all the stops in building it. So personal to Looff was this carousel that he carved his own likeness in the decorative panels around the rim. Besides the magnificently carved wooden horses, the carousel is decorated with beveled mirrors, colored glass and jewels, and dainty lights. Organ music plays as the carousel whirls around.

The Crescent Park Carousel is open Thurs to Sun in the summer from noon to 8 p.m., and on off-season weekends. Rides are $2. Call ahead to confirm hours of operation. Car shows, seasonal festivals, summer concerts, and movie nights are also staged in the surrounding Crescent Park.

East Providence is home to a substantial Portuguese population, one of the more plentiful ingredients in Rhode Island’s melting pot. For a taste of spicy chourico and other zesty Portuguese-style dishes, drop by Madeira (288 Warren Ave., 431-1322; madeirarestaurant.com), the king of East Providence’s Portuguese restaurants. You’ll be treated like family at this large, friendly restaurant, which also has an outdoor dining patio and bar in the summer. Open Mon to Thurs 11:30 a.m. to 9 p.m., Fri and Sat 11:30 a.m. to 10 p.m., and Sun noon to 9 p.m.

Other options for Portuguese food in East Providence include O Dinis (579 Warren Ave., 438-3769; odinisrestaurant.com), which has live traditional Portuguese music on Monday nights, and Campinos (218 Warren Ave., 438-6800; campinosrestaurant.weebly.com), a family restaurant with indoor and outdoor seating. A major subset of Portuguese-speaking immigrants in Rhode Island hail from the Cape Verde islands off the coast of Africa; their distinctive cuisine is represented at Taste of Island (2777 Pawtucket Ave., 563-8660); try the Mozambique shrimp and caldo verde soup.

Munroe Dairy has been delivering milk to homes in Rhode Island since 1881; their cow-spotted delivery trucks and vintage milk boxes are still common sights around the state. The Sacred Cow (187 North Brow St., 537-4424; sacredcowicecreamshop.com) ice-cream stand, located at the company’s East Providence headquarters, turns that fresh cream into about a dozen flavors of hard ice cream, ice-cream sandwiches, and soft serve—including a regional favorite more typically found in Vermont, the maple creme. You can also buy fresh milk in glass bottles here. Open 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. Mon to Sat, 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. on Sun.

Rhode Island’s sole surviving roller-skating rink can also be found in East Providence. United Skates of America (75 New Road, 438-9898; unitedskates.com/rumford) has been the destination of kids’ birthdays and first teenage dates for generations and continues to thrive with a mix of roller skating on a 10,000-foot rink, laser tag, arcade games, and indoor rock climbing. Open daily except Monday, with afternoon and night skating sessions on weekends and evening programs only on weeknights.




Cranston

The story of the Sprague family is one that a lot of Rhode Islanders, familiar with decades of entrenched political cronyism in state and local government, can relate to. William Sprague turned an old gristmill into a multimillion-dollar cotton manufacturing company in the early 18th century and used his wealth as a springboard to the governorship. Following in his namesake’s footsteps, William Sprague III spent $125,000 of the family’s money to get himself elected governor in 1860 and moved from there to a seat in the US Senate after the Civil War. By the mid-1870s, however, Sprague’s lavish spending and financial speculation caused the loss of the family fortune and control of the A & W Sprague Manufacturing Company.

At the height of the Spragues’ power, however, the family was worth an estimated $19 million, and its company was the largest in the state and one of the nation’s most important firms. The Governor Sprague Mansion (1351 Cranston St., 944-9226), built in 1790 and expanded in 1864, contains many examples of fine period furniture, especially in the restored parlor. There is also a collection of Oriental art donated by the Carrington family and a carriage house and stable filled with old carriages, sleighs, wagons, and carts. Popular evening tours include a formal tea service and cost $18 for adults; live music performances also are occasionally held here.

In the same part of Cranston is perhaps the state’s most in-the-know restaurant: Twin Oaks (100 Sabra St., 781-9693; twinoaksrest.com). With its big windows and patio overlooking Spectacle Pond, and open since 1933 (it began as a speakeasy during Prohibition), Twin Oaks is a local legend, pulling in big, hungry crowds all day long for its huge portions of delicious steaks, chops, seafood, and Italian favorites, all at reasonable prices. Unless you’re a Rhode Island “somebody,” the challenge here is to get a table, so coming at off-hours is recommended if you don’t want to wait. If you love the tomato sauce—and most diners do—you can take home a jar as a tasty remembrance of your visit. Open Sun to Thurs 11:30 a.m. to 10 p.m., Fri and Sat 11:30 a.m. to 11 p.m. From I-95 North or South, take Route 10 to the Reservoir Avenue (Route 2) exit, bear right, make a right onto Pleasant Street, then follow signs to Sabra Street.

Cranston’s Wein-O-Rama, located at 1009 Oaklawn Ave./Route 5 (943-4990), is another one of those great old roadside attractions that locals love. A big neon sign promises a good, cheap meal, and this restaurant—around since 1962—delivers. With a name like Wein-O-Rama, it’s no surprise that Rhode Island–style wieners (topped with ground beef and onions) are a staple here. Also on the menu are inexpensive sandwiches, burgers, and dinners. Like the food, the decor at the Wein-O-Rama is simple, with a few booths along the windows and a lunch counter with revolving stools. Open Mon to Sat 7 a.m. to 2:30 p.m.

Campanella’s restaurant (930 Oaklawn Ave., 943-3500; campanellasre taurantri.com) is Cranston’s king of calzones: There are 17 different varieties on the menu, stuffed with ingredients as diverse as tuna, chicken tenders, feta, and Swiss cheese, as well as the more traditional meatballs, sausage, mozzarella, and ricotta. Expect to fight the crowds a little on a Fri or Sat night, but it’s well worth the wait when you break into the crust of one of Campanella’s golden-brown creations. A variety of pizzas, pasta, salads, and three types of garlic bread fill out the menu. Open Tues to Thurs 11 a.m. to 9 p.m., and Fri and Sat 11 a.m. to 9:30 p.m.

Greek food is a bit hard to come by in Rhode Island, which is why I was delighted to stumble across the Athenian Restaurant (1240 Oaklawn Ave., 463-6025), located in a nondescript building along a busy stretch of Route 5. There’s nothing fancy about the Formica dining-room tables and big chafing dishes of food behind the counter, but this is obviously a popular local place. Orders are taken quickly at the register—another rarity in this often slow-paced state—and the busy manager frequently looks up to greet regulars by name. As for the food, well, I’m a sucker for a good gyro, and the Greek specialties at the Athenian are served hot and tasty, with generous portions that typically include a big Greek salad covered in feta. Souvlaki, shish kebabs, and spinach pies also are on the menu, along with staples like American chop suey and lasagna. Open Mon to Fri 10:30 a.m. to 7 p.m., Sat 11 a.m. to 3 p.m.

The first time my wife and I tried to find Mike’s Kitchen (170 Randall St., 946-5320), we drove past the restaurant three times without ever spotting it; we ate elsewhere that night. No, we’re not directionally challenged. It’s just that the restaurant is actually located in the Tabor-Franchi VFW Post, with no outside sign hinting at its dual purpose. But savvy locals flock to Mike’s despite the modest surroundings, drawn by the straightforward cooking passed down by late chef Mike Lapizzere to a new generation. Chicken à la Mike is a personal favorite—a fresh egg-battered cutlet stuffed with ham and cheese and baked with lemon and wine. More adventurous diners can try the tripe or other home-style Italian dishes, including squid with tomato sauce or whole stuffed artichokes. Plus there are plenty of the old standards—fried calamari, spaghetti and meatballs, tortellini Alfredo, and shrimp scampi.

The decor may be “1958 suburban patriotic,” and the bar is run by the VFW, but don’t be fooled into thinking that Mike’s is some fly-by-night operation. The restaurant has been in business for more than 30 years, and positive word of mouth has generated a huge following. Get there early if you want to avoid a line and a wait (they don’t take reservations). Open Mon and Wed to Fri for lunch from 11:30 a.m. to 1:30 p.m., Sat for lunch from 11:30 a.m. to 2 p.m., and for dinner Mon, Wed, and Thurs from 5 p.m. to 8 p.m. and Fri from 8 a.m. to 3 p.m. To find Mike’s, take Route 5 just north of Phenix Avenue; you’ll pass a baseball field on your right, and the next right turn is Randall Avenue. The restaurant is in the VFW hall on the corner.

Edgewood Manor is a fabulously ornate, 1905 Greek Revival mansion that innkeeper Andrew Lombardi has transformed into a richly appointed bedand-breakfast (232 Norwood Ave., 781-0099; providence-lodging.com). From the moment you walk into the lobby with its coffered ceiling and stylish wood-stove, every room at Edgewood Manor is a unique visual treat, with decor ranging from art nouveau to Louis XIV. Breakfast is served in an Italian-style dining room with hand-carved walls, and Victorian guest rooms are individually decorated with rare antiques and include Jacuzzi baths and/or working fireplaces.


Edgewood Manor has nine guest rooms, all with private baths. The neighboring Charles Edward Newhall House, an 1892 Queen Anne Victorian, is also operated as a B&B by Lombardi and has six guest rooms, many with fireplaces and Jacuzzi baths. Room rates at the two inns, including breakfast, range from $179 to $349 nightly.

Located on the border of Providence and the section of Cranston closest to Narragansett Bay, it’s a short walk from Edgewood Manor to Roger Williams Park and Zoo. A bit farther south is Pawtuxet Village, founded in 1638. A small cluster of historic homes and public buildings, the village is located at the point where the Pawtuxet River meets the bay. (For more information, see the Kent County chapter.)

The Knightsville section of Cranston has a fascinating history. Dating back to the 18th century, the area was at one time home to Irish immigrants, earning it the pejorative nickname “Monkeyville.” Later renamed for local inn-keeper (and US congressman) Nehemiah Knight, the community attracted the waves of Italian immigrants in the 19th and 20th centuries, many from the town of Itri; that legacy can be seen in the proliferation of Italian restaurants along Cranston Street and Park Avenue, most notably Cafe Itri (1686 Cranston St., 942-1970; caffeitri.com).

Sadly, not much remains of Knightsville’s early history—the Knightsville Meetinghouse, built by local Baptists in 1807, survived until 2015, when it was demolished—but an urban renewal project has brought some luster back to the neighborhood with the 2023 opening of Itri Park at the corner of Phenix Avenue and Cranston Street, which has a gazebo, a public fountain, and—fitting for an Italian neighborhood—a bocce court.




Johnston

Snake Den State Park is a 1,000-acre wooded preserve that lies beyond the fields of corn and vegetables growing at Dame Farm on Route 6. Trails into the oak/hickory forest, skirting two historic cemeteries, ponds, and a swamp, can be accessed from a trailhead near 96 Brown Ave. The minimally developed park is also known for a series of granite cliffs—some as high as 35 feet—that attract rock climbers.

Amid the auto body shops and modest homes lining Route 128/George Waterman Road in Johnston is a house that stands in sharp contrast to its surroundings. On a small, green patch along the busy road is the Clemence-Irons House (38 George Waterman Rd., 728-9696; historicnewengland.org), an example of 17th-century stone-ender architecture that is unique to Rhode Island.
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Taken from a style of home building developed in western England, the Clemence-Irons House was constructed by erecting a massive limestone wall and chimney that anchor the rest of the wooden house. Built ca. 1680, the house is one of fewer than half a dozen examples of this style left in Rhode Island. The unpainted exterior of the Clemence-Irons House is a real eye-grabber, while the interior is modestly furnished with a period bed and other pieces.

Listed on the National Register of Historic Places, the house is maintained by Historic New England and is open on Sunday from June to Oct 15, with tours on the hour between 11 a.m. and 1 p.m. Tickets are $10 for adults, $9 for seniors, and $5 for children. The house is located on Route 128 about 1 mile south of Route 44/Putnam Pike.

The Original Italian Bakery (915 Atwood Ave., 919-5777) sells cheeseless party pizza (aka pizza strips) like any good Rhode Island bakery, but its main claim to fame is pizza chips—round, crisp, bite-size pizzas sold by the bag or box that, unlike their savory cousins, usually do come with a sprinkling of cheese. Open Mon to Sat 7 a.m. to 7 p.m., Sun 7 a.m. to 6 p.m.

Johnston becomes increasingly rural as you head west, and it’s full-on country by the time you reach Verde Vineyards (50 Hopkins Ave., 934-2317; verdevineyardsri.com). With rows of vines growing alongside Moswansicut Lake, the winery offers eight varieties of wine to taste and buy, including an award-winning St. Croix red. Open Fri to Sun 11 a.m. to 5 p.m. and until 8 p.m. in June, July, and Aug.
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Places to Stay in Providence and Vicinity

(All Area Codes 401)

PROVIDENCE

The Graduate Providence

11 Dorrance St.

421-0700

The Providence Hilton

21 Atwells Ave.

831-3900

The Providence Marriott

1 Orms St.

272-2400

The State House Inn

43 Jewett St.

351-6111

CRANSTON

Edgewood Manor

232 Norwood Ave.

781-0099

JOHNSTON

Sky-View Motor Inn

2880 Hartford Ave.

934-1188
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Places to Eat in Providence and Vicinity

(All Area Codes 401)

PROVIDENCE

Angelo’s Civita Farnese

141 Atwells Ave.

621-8171

The Blue Grotto

210 Atwells Ave.

272-9030

Cafe Nuovo

One Citizens’ Plaza

421-2525

Camille’s

71 Bradford St.

751-4812

Caserta’s Pizzeria

121 Spruce St.

272-3618

CAV

14 Imperial Place

751-9164

Coffee Exchange

207 Wickenden St.

273-1198

Fellini Pizzeria

166 Wickenden St.

751-6737

Haven Bros. Diner

Kennedy Plaza

861-7777


HELPFUL WEBSITES ABOUT PROVIDENCE AND VICINITY



Blackstone Valley Tourism Council

tourblackstone.com

City of Cranston

cranstonri.com

City of East Providence

eastprovidenceri.gov

City of Providence

providenceri.com

Providence Chamber of Commerce

providencechamber.com

Providence Preservation Society

ppsri.org

Providence/Warwick Convention and Visitor’s Bureau

goprovidence.com

Rhode Island Historical Society

rihs.org

Town of Johnston

townofjohnstonri.com





SELECTED CHAMBERS OF COMMERCE IN PROVIDENCE AND VICINITY



Cranston Chamber of Commerce

48 Rolfe Sq.

Cranston 02910

785-3780

East Providence Chamber of Commerce

850 Waterman Ave.

East Providence 02914

438-1212

Greater Providence Chamber of Commerce

30 Exchange Ter.

Providence 02903

521-5000



Hemenway’s

121 South Main St.

351-8570

Julian’s

318 Broadway

861-1770

New Rivers

7 Steeple St.

751-0350

Nick’s on Broadway

500 Broadway

421-0286

The Old Canteen

120 Atwells Ave.

751-5544

Pot Au Feu

44 Custom House St.

273-8953

Scialo Bros. Bakery

257 Atwells Ave.

421-0986

Waterman Grille

4 Richmond Sq.

521-9229

Wes’s Rib House

38 Dike St.

421-9090

White Electric Coffee Shop

711 Westminster St.

453-3007

EAST PROVIDENCE

Madeira

288 Warren Ave.

431-1322

CRANSTON

Caffe Itri

1686 Cranston St.

942-1970

Chelo’s

1275 Reservoir Ave.

942-7666

Twin Oaks

100 Sabra St.

781-9693

Wein-O-Rama

1009 Oaklawn Ave.

943-4990

JOHNSTON

The Chicken Coop Kitchen and Bar

1643 Atwood Ave.

331-9464
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