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c Keepers  of the Past

he Rhode Island Historical Society is a nonprofit 
organization sustained by our many generous donors, 
members and volunteers.  While we preserve the past, 
our members and donors ensure our future through 
membership fees, special gifts, and donations.  
Rhode Island’s history is the story of all the people 

who have lived here. We need your help to tell those stories. 

Membership
Whether you join at the Basic Level or opt for a Lifetime 
Membership, your membership in the Rhode Island Histori-
cal Society supports our mission to collect, preserve and share 
the Ocean State’s rich history.   For more information please 
contact Mary Lou Upham at 401-331-8575, ext. 33. 

How You Can Donate
Cash – Monetary donations are an important source of opera-
tional support for the Society programs including research and 
collections, exhibits, educational program support, equipment 
and staff development.

In-kind gifts – Donations of in-kind gifts may include 
equipment and/or materials to build or enhance exhibits, 
programs and special events. Donations of services are 

also a valuable way of contributing to the Society. 
Let us discuss your in-kind gift with you. 

Stock and Bonds – Appreciated stocks or bonds 
make for a gift that benefits not only the Society 
but also benefits the giver with a significant tax 
advantage.

Gifts made through a will – Consult your estate 
planner to prepare the perfect gift for future 
generations of the Rhode Island Historical Society 
patrons.

Life insurance – Declare the Rhode Island His-
torical Society as a beneficiary on a new or exist-
ing policy. This will ensure the Society’s success 
for generations to come.

For information on ways to give, please call 
the Development office at 401-331-8575, ext. 33, 

or mleroy@rihs.org.  All gifts are tax deductible to 
the extent provided by law. c

T
Be Part of History
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c  History Alive

The Museum of Work and Culture
Opens the Sixth Year of History Alive

In celebration of Na-
tional Museum Month, 
Bank of America has 
launched the tenth sea-
son of Museums on Us.  
For the sixth consecu-
tive year the Museum 
of Work and Culture 
has received, through 
this national program, 
an educational grant to 
design school programs 
and work with school 
groups on history pre-
sentations.  This grant 
supports the Museum’s 
History Alive program 
which uses the Mu-
seum’s existing exhibits 
as settings for plays 
which bring history to 
life. The plays focus 
on immigration and 
some of the problems 
faced by immigrants 
and American workers during the years of the Industrial Revolution. The 
scripts are written especially for the Museum and its themes.  They are 
performed by local high school students who have helped research and de-
velop the characters, and who must present the plays before other students 
from area schools.

This year’s program took place over the course of two days. Because of the 
French-Canadian theme of the Museum, both days were dedicated to his-
tory presentations performed in French.    Schools whose Advanced Place-
ment French classes presented plays were Mount St. Charles Academy and 
Cumberland High School.

All students involved in the program were given free transportation and 
toured the Museum, along with viewing the special gallery exhibit of fine 
art photographic pieces by Blackstone Valley resident and photographer 
Michelle Fontaine.  c

c  INQUISITIVE? 
       INTERESTED?  INVESTIGATE!

Want to research the history of your house? Your 
school? Your place of worship? Your golf course? 
(Maybe your golf course IS your place of worship?) 
Your parents’ wedding announcement? Your second 
cousin twice-removed and thrice-married divorce 
decree? Look no further than the RIHS Library!

Come inside for material in all media illustrating 
the history of Rhode Island and its citizens, from 
Roger Williamhhs arrival in 1636 to today: records 
of businesses, government, genealogy, and politi-
cal parties, plus religious, social, architectural, and 
labor organizations; diaries, personal papers, news-
papers, pamphlets, broadsides, photographs, maps, 
oral histories, films, audio and video tapes, musical 
recordings, prints, drawings, architectural render-
ings, posters, AND MORE!   Our Library staff 
will be glad to help you start your search.  Contact 
our Reference Librarian at 401-273-8107 ext. 10 or 
email reference@rihs.org. c

RIHS COLLECTIONS:  
NOW JUST A CLICK AWAY!

Coming soon, to a computer near you—the RIHS 
collections! On Thursday, September 27th, the 
Society will launch its online public access catalogue, 
Netop, giving researchers everywhere access to over 
80,000 catalogue entries for items from all collect-
ing areas. Everyone from degreed professionals to 
dedicated buffs of history will be able to browse the 
collections for maps, books, personal papers, and 
museum object records.

This three-year 
cataloguing and 
network manage-
ment project was 
funded by a  “Muse-
ums for America” 
grant from the In-
stitute for Museum 
and Library Service,  
Fidelity Founda-
tion, and other do-
nors. To date, over 
25 percent of Rhode 
Island Historical 
Society’s total hold-
ings have been catalogued by Museum and Library 
staff members. Cataloguing the remaining holdings 
along with new acquisitions is our next challenge!

For more information on RIHS holdings, contact Lee 
Teverow, Reference Librarian at 401-273-8107 ext. 10.

c Main Street
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c  RIHS Is Restored

Phase I of the John Brown House restoration saw to the repairs of all exterior 
masonry and roofing of the front and sides of the building’s main block. Phase 
IIA, recently begun, will repair and restore the center and rear exterior of the 
house. The cost of Phase IIA will be over $400,000; the architect is  Haynes/
de Boer Associates; and the general contractor is E.F. O’Donnell & Sons.  The  
major contributors are the Champlin Foundations and the 1772 Foundation.

At Phase IIA’s completion this fall, some $1.2 million will have been raised and 
spent on the largest project in RIHS’s history.  An equal or greater amount must 
be raised for future phases, including exterior brownstone restoration, the pergo-
la’s rebuilding, various interior structural repairs, and the installation of modern 
interior safety systems and a house-wide climate-control system.  Within three 
years we hope to raise remaining funds and complete the glorious refurbishment 
of the Society’s jewel, one of the state’s most important historic structures.  c

c  RIHS Is Improved

Recent repairs to the Aldrich House include office restoration, woodwork refurbish-
ment, and interior and exterior painting. Last year’s extensive condition report will 
guide us through remaining essential repairs and improvements.  We are committed 
to restoring our buildings to good condition and keeping them that way!  c

c  RIHS Is Enriched

The Society has had an excellent year of substantial contributions and grants; 
our permanent endowment is now $6.2 million, the highest in our history. The 
June Rockwell Levy Fund recenty granted $20,000 to support the development 
of audio tours for the John Brown House and Museum of  Work & Culture; 
we hope to have the tours ready by year’s end, giving visitors more choice in 
how they learn about the history we present. We also received $20,000 from the 
Convention Authority of the City of Providence to fund marketing of the John 
Brown House and its programs. 

COLLECT: 

• The records of our Library and  
Museum collections are newly integrated 
in our soon-to-debut online catalogue.

PRESERVE:  

• Our finances are stable, and our budget 
and endowment are increasing – the lat-
ter is our biggest ever!

• Our historic sites and facilities are be-
ing meticulously restored.

SHARE:

• Our departments are newly linked, en-
abling us to unify our efforts and provide 
efficient, thorough services.

• Our membership, education programs, 
and attendance figures are growing.

• Our exhibits reflect new scholarship 
and new philosophies on the relation-
ships between settings, objects, docu-
ments, and the history of their owner-
ship and use.

COLLECT. PRESERVE. SHARE.
These three words are the essence of the mission of the renewed and revitalized 
Rhode Island Historical Society (RIHS).

In short, the RIHS is a whole new world! Why wait? Discover it today!

Board of Directors
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c  Happenings

Concerts Under the Elms 2007!
Pack a picnic, bring a blanket, loll on the 
lawn, lie back and listen….

June 28 | The American Band 
patriotic music and 
“pops” repertoire

July 12 |  
Pendragon 
Celtic-inspired  
“roots music”

July 26 |  
Greg Abate  
Jazz Quartet
swinging melodic jazz 
standards and original 
music in the same style

August 2 | Preservation Hall 
Rhythm & Blues Band
soulful sounds of the 1950s and 1960s

August 9 | Swing n’ Strings 
with Al Basile
jazz, blues, & swing

August 23 |  
Driftwoods
Beach Boys tribute band

Concerts begin at 6:30pm 
on the John Brown House  
Museum lawn. 

Adults $8; Children under 12, free; 
RIHS members and accompanying minor 
children, free.
 
Presented by Eastside Marketplace, with 
generous support from Brown University, 
E. F. O’Donnell & Sons Co., Inc., The 
Washington Trust Wealth Management, 
Partridge Snow & Hahn, LLP, Pratt Radia-
tion Oncology Assoc., and Donoghue Barrett 
& Singal, PC.

For more information contact Mary 
Lou Upham @  401-331-8575, ext. 33 or 
mlupham@rihs.org.

DOWNCITY:  
A 21ST CENTURY DEBUT!
The Providence renaissance meets the 
Victorian city center in Downcity Alive!, 
perhaps RIHS’s most dynamic summer 
tour. Luxury hotels dot the landscape, 
Westminster Street is once again a shopping 
mecca, and the Downtown Improvement 
District keeps the city center safe and clean. 
Learn the fabled pasts of such glorious 
icons as Grace Church, The Turk’s Head 
Building, the Dreyfus Hotel, and the Ma-
sonic Temple/Renaissance Hotel. Most of 
Providence’s commercial center is listed on 
the National Register of Historic Places – a 
unique honor! Downcity Providence is an 
award-winning urban neighborhood and the 
heart and soul of a proud capital city. Other 
tours available to groups year-round include 
Art and the City, Dining with History, and 
Literary Providence. 

For more information please contact Bar-
bara Barnes @ 401-273-7507 ext. 62. 

LIGHTS… CAMERA…  
ARCHIVE WORKSHOP!
Don’t Miss 
Home Movie 
Day at the 
RIHS!

Grab your old 
home mov-
ies and join 
neighbors and 
friends at Aldrich House on Saturday, Au-
gust 4th, 1-5pm, to screen films and celebrate 
amateur filmmaking -  while learning to 
protect and save your family’s films for gen-
erations to come! (16mm, 8mm, and super-8-
mm films only - sorry, no video.) Event also 
includes screening from the RIHS Archives 
of the 1915 Brown University Graduation 
and Reunion, preserved from the original 
nitrate film!
The Film Archives at the Rhode Island 
Historical Society was started in 1969 with 
the donation of newsfilm from TV station 
WPRI – Channel 12.  It blossomed into one 
of the first regional film archives in the coun-
try, with a mission to collect film made in, or 
concerning, Rhode Island.  The RIHS now 
has one of the largest collections of regional 
film in New England, well over 5 million 
feet.  Find out more by contacting Karen 
Eberhart, Special Collections Curator by 
phone (273-8107 x20) or email (keberhart@
rihs.org) or visiting our website: www.rihs.
org/grcollfilm.htm.

WAIT! 
IS THE WAINSCOTTING 
WHISPERING?!
Why, yes! Our popular lecture series 
If These Walls Could Talk… kicks off 
another engaging and enlightening season 
in September with The Chewed Chair Leg 
and the Empty Collar: Mementos of Pet 
Ownership in New England, by Historic 
New England’s curator Nancy Carlisle. 
Also on tap for fall:  19th century Thanks-
giving celebrations, the story of College 
Hill, and much more!  

TAKE A SUMMER SAUNTER 
THROUGH HISTORY!
SummerWalks  – historical walking tours 
of Providence, June 15 – October 15, 2007

• Benefit Street:  
A Mile of History
Two hundred and fifty years of history in one 
action-packed mile: trace the steps of George 
Washington and Edgar Allan Poe, find a 
19th century armory, a 17th century burial 
site, a world-class art museum, the homes of 
a Declaration of Independence signer and a 
Civil War general, AND the largest bell ever 
cast in the Paul Revere Foundry!
Tuesdays through Saturdays at 11am; 
Adults $12; Seniors and RIHS members 
$10; Children under 12, $6.

• River-
Walk:  
Before the 
Fires are 
Lit
Discover the 
winding history 
and continued 
importance of Providence’s  
rivers! Evenings of full WaterFire lightings 
at 5:30pm $10 per person. RiverWalk 
tours are presented in association with 
WaterFire Providence. For schedule of 
WaterFire lightings: www.waterfire.org,  
or 401-272-3111.

All walks depart from the John Brown 
House Museum. Made possible in part by 
generous support from Parkside Rotisserie 
& Bar and AAA Southern New England.

For more information please contact  
Barbara Barnes at 401-273-7507 ext.62.

Summer Like It’s SUPPOSED to Be: 
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s my contribution to our new-format newsletter, 
I thought I might say something about how I got 
hooked on history.

I was an adopted child, and my first musings about history 
and historical contingencies had to do with curiosity about my 
biological parents. How at the age of 39 I identified and met 
with those parents is a story for another time, and one best told 
with a drink in hand---but it all happened because of library 
research, so, genealogists take heart!

When I grew up in New 
York City in the 1950s 
and ‘60s, Manhattan 
still had neighborhoods 
and a middle class. This 
was also a time when 
historical buildings 
were being ripped down 
like gangbusters, and 
my father and I made 

many outings to demolition or construction sites. At first I was 
delighted to see the wrecking balls smashing delicately carved 
brownstone, and to watch the smoking steam shovels tear the 
earth. This spurred an embryonic interest in archaeology, but 
even at the age of six or seven I couldn’t understand why such 
nice-looking buildings were being torn down, especially when 
their replacements seemed ugly and boring by comparison.  My 
first personal collection consisted of dirty brick fragments I ‘res-
cued’ from some of these buildings, not the sort of accumula-
tion to please my parents, who were fans of the clean, stripped-
down Danish Modern look. The bricks are long gone, but an 
earnest imitation of the dirt and disorder can still be found on 
my desk today.

We were fortunate to live near the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, and that glorious institution gave me my early interest 
in Egyptology (what child can resist mummies?). My second 
museum home was the New-York Historical Society, which 
seemed to me like the best junk shop in the world: in fact, it was 
a doorway into many new worlds, all whispering of thousands of 
hidden adventures.

Fascinated with the piles of stuff the museums had, I started to 

haunt antiques shops in order to build a flea market of my own. 
If only I had had enough money to buy some of the Tiffany 
lamps I saw at Lillian Nassau’s shop when I was 15!  I could 
easily be retired now on the resulting profits. But I did start a 

collecting habit, acquiring old card photographs. In those days 
they were cheap, rarely more than a quarter, and each one was 
a genuine piece of history.  I became especially attracted to 
stereoviews, which display two similar images that can be seen 
three-dimensionally in a viewer. From a single stereo card and a 
wooden viewer I was given as a high school graduation present, 
I built up a collection of about 17,000 stereoviews and 5,000 
other images, a hobby which has given me constant pleasure. 

So by the time I went to college, I already had the frame of 
mind of a historian and the pack-rat’s habit to go with it. I 
majored in American History in school, and went on to become 
an Egyptologist and to spend three years doing archaeology in 
Egypt.  I didn’t resemble Indiana Jones, but I did get the hat at 
least. From that I went on to direct four historical institutions, 
including the Rhode Island Historical Society.

I believe that immersion in history allows my own small life 
to be infinitely expanded and made more interesting by being 
able to sample the experiences of thousands of other people in 
other places and times. I also believe that a solid grounding in 
history is the best and most civilizing education in existence, as 
history takes us the closest to discovering the truth about hu-
man motivations, capacities and behaviors. I have a very Roman 
sense of wanting to use history as both a guide and a warning, 
and I wish I could mandate that deep historical knowledge be a 
possession every person who enters public life.

Directing a great historical society is a hugely valuable thing to 
me, something touching my deepest and most durable interests. 
I am grateful to the Society’s Board of Directors, and to the 
people of Rhode Island, for giving me the job of a lifetime.  c

Hooked On History
By Bernard Fishman

My second museum home was the New-York Historical 

Society, which seemed to me like the best junk shop in the 

world: in fact, it was a doorway into many new worlds, 

all whispering of thousands of hidden adventures.

A

c Hear Ye, Hear ye
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he John Brown House Museum has long show-
cased beautiful architecture, period detail, and 
a wealth of household collections, including 
furniture, ceramics, paintings, domestic textiles, 

clothing, and other wares. But thanks to a fresh imagining 
of the lives of the people who owned and used them, the 
house and its contents are no longer presented as separate, 
static collections. Rather, the rooms breathe with the life 
of the Brown family members, now glimpsed in their daily 
activities, at work, at play, and at rest.

The re-interpretation of the house was inspired by the 
2004 Metropolitan Museum of Art exhibition “Danger-
ous Liaisons.” In that ground-breaking exhibit, man-
nequins in eighteenth-century costumes were placed 
among period furniture, house wares, and artwork, in 
tableaux based on narrative themes from engravings, 
paintings, and literature of the day. 

Inspired by this approach and drawing upon jour-
nals kept by the Browns and visitors to the 
house, as well as engravings and paintings 
from the period, the JBHM curatorial 
staff have created scenes of early family 
life in Providence that are startling in their 

intimacy. 
Manne-

quins in pe-
riod clothing 
represent the 
Brown fam-
ily members 
in settings 
described in 
their letters 
and diaries. 
In the southwest parlor, eldest child and only son James 
Brown lounges on a sofa with a cup of tea, true to his sister 
Abby Brown Francis’s diary account of her brother be-
ing “sick on the sopha” one evening. Befitting his family’s 
class and importance, James is outfitted flamboyantly in a 
printed wool coat with embroidered slippers; upper class 
men’s clothing of late 18th century was colorful and deco-
rative, signaling the wealth and status of the wearer. 

On the second floor, we look in on three generations 
together. Sarah Brown comforts her eldest daughter 
Abby Brown Francis, as Abby watches over her young 
son John Brown Francis. For Abby, who moved into the 
house at 52 Power Street after the death of her husband 
in 1796, the house represented the gamut of emotions 
from joy - her wedding celebration on the second floor 
of the unfinished house on New Year’s Day, 1788 - to 
sorrow - the death there of her daughter Anne Willing 
Francis in 1800.

Today, these stories and more are brought to life at 
the house through interpretive tours and newly 

imagined displays. Come see the Browns 
behind closed doors, and learn the history 

you never knew about this influen-
tial Rhode Island 
family!  c

T
The John Brown Family 
Back at Home

c  Your Unused Wooden Trunk 
                  is Our Treasure Chest!

The Education Department needs a medium-sized trunk to house the hands-on  
objects we use in school programs to educate children about  18th century trade 
routes, manufacturing history, early American toys and games and other exciting 
subjects.  Do you have one we might adopt? If so, please contact Dan Santos, 
Education Coordinator at 273-7507 ext. 60.

c History’s Home
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c  tRIvia Rhode Island Firsts

First truly American breed of horse - the Narragansett 
Pacer was developed in Rhode Island in the late 1600s. 
It’s said that Paul Revere rode a Narragansett Pacer dur-
ing his midnight ride.

First Black Army Unit  - this First Rhode Island Regi-
ment was formed in Rhode Island in the Spring of 1778 to 
fight in the Revolutionary War.  They made a gallant stand 
against the British in the Battle of Rhode Island in 1778.

First Gas Powered Streetcar - The No. 13 ran between 
the car barns and Olneyville Square in Providence in 
1873.  A patent was issued to George B. Brayton of Bos-
ton, Mass., for this gas-powered streetcar design. It had a 
gas and air engine, compressed by separate pumps. 

First jail sentence for speeding - In Newport on August 
28, 1904, Judge Darius Baker imposed the first jail sentence 
for speeding in an automobile. The offender was caught 
traveling at the breakneck speed of 15 miles per hour.

The Rhode Island Historical Society recently welcomed National Geographic 
Traveler Director and Geotourism Editor Jonathan B. Tourtellot for a visit. 
Mr. Tourellot originated the concept of geotourism, and had so much to teach 
us about its benefits. And as a direct descendent of Roger Williams, Jonathan 
had a particularly personal interest in our collections. We were honored and 
delighted to introduce him to his ancestral home!  c

wenty-first century students entering the John 
Brown House Museum might be overwhelmed 
by its 18th century formality, but Educational 
Programs and Services Coordinator Dan Santos 

quickly reminds them that it was home to a family that in-
cluded children just like them, and he has the props to prove 
it. Abby Brown Francis’s diary reveals her children’s love of 
“ jumpy rope,” and a wide wooden hoop is ready for rolling 
and chasing along the lawn.

A tour of the house shows the Brown family members in 
familiar activities: having  breakfast, comforting one another 
in illness, or just daydreaming. In one room we even see the 
morning-after evidence of eldest son James’s late night fun 
with friends: board games on some tables, used plates on 
another – even a broken dish on the floor!

Whether visitors are seven or seventy, they are interested in 
the same thing: how the family lived.  From how (and how 
often) people bathed “back then” to how they got around 

town, over 200 years of the evolution of daily practices are 
on view at the JBHM, and school groups can’t get enough.  
Student visits are up 155% since 2005 – and this offers a 
more subtle measure of the John Brown House Museum’s 
popularity. This spring a Westerly fourth-grader was so 
fascinated by her visit that she returned two days later to 
share her newly-acquired knowledge with her best friend!  
To learn about the hands-on tours at the JBHM, including 
those focused on the history of manufacturing, the slave 
trade, the China tea trade, and the celebrations and tragedies 
of family life, visit the John Brown House Museum.  c

T

c  A Distinguished Visitor - With a Familiar Ancestor!

Kids Can’t Get Enough of  Time Travel at the
 John Brown House Museum!

c Time Travel
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Mr. Tourellot originated the concept of geotourism, and had so much to teach 
us about its benefits. And as a direct descendent of Roger Williams, Jonathan 
had a particularly personal interest in our collections. We were honored and 
delighted to introduce him to his ancestral home!  c

wenty-first century students entering the John 
Brown House Museum might be overwhelmed 
by its 18th century formality, but Educational 
Programs and Services Coordinator Dan Santos 

quickly reminds them that it was home to a family that in-
cluded children just like them, and he has the props to prove 
it. Abby Brown Francis’s diary reveals her children’s love of 
“ jumpy rope,” and a wide wooden hoop is ready for rolling 
and chasing along the lawn.

A tour of the house shows the Brown family members in 
familiar activities: having  breakfast, comforting one another 
in illness, or just daydreaming. In one room we even see the 
morning-after evidence of eldest son James’s late night fun 
with friends: board games on some tables, used plates on 
another – even a broken dish on the floor!

Whether visitors are seven or seventy, they are interested in 
the same thing: how the family lived.  From how (and how 
often) people bathed “back then” to how they got around 

town, over 200 years of the evolution of daily practices are 
on view at the JBHM, and school groups can’t get enough.  
Student visits are up 155% since 2005 – and this offers a 
more subtle measure of the John Brown House Museum’s 
popularity. This spring a Westerly fourth-grader was so 
fascinated by her visit that she returned two days later to 
share her newly-acquired knowledge with her best friend!  
To learn about the hands-on tours at the JBHM, including 
those focused on the history of manufacturing, the slave 
trade, the China tea trade, and the celebrations and tragedies 
of family life, visit the John Brown House Museum.  c

T

c  A Distinguished Visitor - With a Familiar Ancestor!

Kids Can’t Get Enough of  Time Travel at the
 John Brown House Museum!

c Time Travel

4



6

c  Happenings

Concerts Under the Elms 2007!
Pack a picnic, bring a blanket, loll on the 
lawn, lie back and listen….

June 28 | The American Band 
patriotic music and 
“pops” repertoire

July 12 |  
Pendragon 
Celtic-inspired  
“roots music”

July 26 |  
Greg Abate  
Jazz Quartet
swinging melodic jazz 
standards and original 
music in the same style

August 2 | Preservation Hall 
Rhythm & Blues Band
soulful sounds of the 1950s and 1960s

August 9 | Swing n’ Strings 
with Al Basile
jazz, blues, & swing

August 23 |  
Driftwoods
Beach Boys tribute band

Concerts begin at 6:30pm 
on the John Brown House  
Museum lawn. 

Adults $8; Children under 12, free; 
RIHS members and accompanying minor 
children, free.
 
Presented by Eastside Marketplace, with 
generous support from Brown University, 
E. F. O’Donnell & Sons Co., Inc., The 
Washington Trust Wealth Management, 
Partridge Snow & Hahn, LLP, Pratt Radia-
tion Oncology Assoc., and Donoghue Barrett 
& Singal, PC.

For more information contact Mary 
Lou Upham @  401-331-8575, ext. 33 or 
mlupham@rihs.org.

DOWNCITY:  
A 21ST CENTURY DEBUT!
The Providence renaissance meets the 
Victorian city center in Downcity Alive!, 
perhaps RIHS’s most dynamic summer 
tour. Luxury hotels dot the landscape, 
Westminster Street is once again a shopping 
mecca, and the Downtown Improvement 
District keeps the city center safe and clean. 
Learn the fabled pasts of such glorious 
icons as Grace Church, The Turk’s Head 
Building, the Dreyfus Hotel, and the Ma-
sonic Temple/Renaissance Hotel. Most of 
Providence’s commercial center is listed on 
the National Register of Historic Places – a 
unique honor! Downcity Providence is an 
award-winning urban neighborhood and the 
heart and soul of a proud capital city. Other 
tours available to groups year-round include 
Art and the City, Dining with History, and 
Literary Providence. 

For more information please contact Bar-
bara Barnes @ 401-273-7507 ext. 62. 

LIGHTS… CAMERA…  
ARCHIVE WORKSHOP!
Don’t Miss 
Home Movie 
Day at the 
RIHS!

Grab your old 
home mov-
ies and join 
neighbors and 
friends at Aldrich House on Saturday, Au-
gust 4th, 1-5pm, to screen films and celebrate 
amateur filmmaking -  while learning to 
protect and save your family’s films for gen-
erations to come! (16mm, 8mm, and super-8-
mm films only - sorry, no video.) Event also 
includes screening from the RIHS Archives 
of the 1915 Brown University Graduation 
and Reunion, preserved from the original 
nitrate film!
The Film Archives at the Rhode Island 
Historical Society was started in 1969 with 
the donation of newsfilm from TV station 
WPRI – Channel 12.  It blossomed into one 
of the first regional film archives in the coun-
try, with a mission to collect film made in, or 
concerning, Rhode Island.  The RIHS now 
has one of the largest collections of regional 
film in New England, well over 5 million 
feet.  Find out more by contacting Karen 
Eberhart, Special Collections Curator by 
phone (273-8107 x20) or email (keberhart@
rihs.org) or visiting our website: www.rihs.
org/grcollfilm.htm.

WAIT! 
IS THE WAINSCOTTING 
WHISPERING?!
Why, yes! Our popular lecture series 
If These Walls Could Talk… kicks off 
another engaging and enlightening season 
in September with The Chewed Chair Leg 
and the Empty Collar: Mementos of Pet 
Ownership in New England, by Historic 
New England’s curator Nancy Carlisle. 
Also on tap for fall:  19th century Thanks-
giving celebrations, the story of College 
Hill, and much more!  

TAKE A SUMMER SAUNTER 
THROUGH HISTORY!
SummerWalks  – historical walking tours 
of Providence, June 15 – October 15, 2007

• Benefit Street:  
A Mile of History
Two hundred and fifty years of history in one 
action-packed mile: trace the steps of George 
Washington and Edgar Allan Poe, find a 
19th century armory, a 17th century burial 
site, a world-class art museum, the homes of 
a Declaration of Independence signer and a 
Civil War general, AND the largest bell ever 
cast in the Paul Revere Foundry!
Tuesdays through Saturdays at 11am; 
Adults $12; Seniors and RIHS members 
$10; Children under 12, $6.

• River-
Walk:  
Before the 
Fires are 
Lit
Discover the 
winding history 
and continued 
importance of Providence’s  
rivers! Evenings of full WaterFire lightings 
at 5:30pm $10 per person. RiverWalk 
tours are presented in association with 
WaterFire Providence. For schedule of 
WaterFire lightings: www.waterfire.org,  
or 401-272-3111.

All walks depart from the John Brown 
House Museum. Made possible in part by 
generous support from Parkside Rotisserie 
& Bar and AAA Southern New England.

For more information please contact  
Barbara Barnes at 401-273-7507 ext.62.

Summer Like It’s SUPPOSED to Be: 

3

s my contribution to our new-format newsletter, 
I thought I might say something about how I got 
hooked on history.

I was an adopted child, and my first musings about history 
and historical contingencies had to do with curiosity about my 
biological parents. How at the age of 39 I identified and met 
with those parents is a story for another time, and one best told 
with a drink in hand---but it all happened because of library 
research, so, genealogists take heart!

When I grew up in New 
York City in the 1950s 
and ‘60s, Manhattan 
still had neighborhoods 
and a middle class. This 
was also a time when 
historical buildings 
were being ripped down 
like gangbusters, and 
my father and I made 

many outings to demolition or construction sites. At first I was 
delighted to see the wrecking balls smashing delicately carved 
brownstone, and to watch the smoking steam shovels tear the 
earth. This spurred an embryonic interest in archaeology, but 
even at the age of six or seven I couldn’t understand why such 
nice-looking buildings were being torn down, especially when 
their replacements seemed ugly and boring by comparison.  My 
first personal collection consisted of dirty brick fragments I ‘res-
cued’ from some of these buildings, not the sort of accumula-
tion to please my parents, who were fans of the clean, stripped-
down Danish Modern look. The bricks are long gone, but an 
earnest imitation of the dirt and disorder can still be found on 
my desk today.

We were fortunate to live near the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, and that glorious institution gave me my early interest 
in Egyptology (what child can resist mummies?). My second 
museum home was the New-York Historical Society, which 
seemed to me like the best junk shop in the world: in fact, it was 
a doorway into many new worlds, all whispering of thousands of 
hidden adventures.

Fascinated with the piles of stuff the museums had, I started to 

haunt antiques shops in order to build a flea market of my own. 
If only I had had enough money to buy some of the Tiffany 
lamps I saw at Lillian Nassau’s shop when I was 15!  I could 
easily be retired now on the resulting profits. But I did start a 

collecting habit, acquiring old card photographs. In those days 
they were cheap, rarely more than a quarter, and each one was 
a genuine piece of history.  I became especially attracted to 
stereoviews, which display two similar images that can be seen 
three-dimensionally in a viewer. From a single stereo card and a 
wooden viewer I was given as a high school graduation present, 
I built up a collection of about 17,000 stereoviews and 5,000 
other images, a hobby which has given me constant pleasure. 

So by the time I went to college, I already had the frame of 
mind of a historian and the pack-rat’s habit to go with it. I 
majored in American History in school, and went on to become 
an Egyptologist and to spend three years doing archaeology in 
Egypt.  I didn’t resemble Indiana Jones, but I did get the hat at 
least. From that I went on to direct four historical institutions, 
including the Rhode Island Historical Society.

I believe that immersion in history allows my own small life 
to be infinitely expanded and made more interesting by being 
able to sample the experiences of thousands of other people in 
other places and times. I also believe that a solid grounding in 
history is the best and most civilizing education in existence, as 
history takes us the closest to discovering the truth about hu-
man motivations, capacities and behaviors. I have a very Roman 
sense of wanting to use history as both a guide and a warning, 
and I wish I could mandate that deep historical knowledge be a 
possession every person who enters public life.

Directing a great historical society is a hugely valuable thing to 
me, something touching my deepest and most durable interests. 
I am grateful to the Society’s Board of Directors, and to the 
people of Rhode Island, for giving me the job of a lifetime.  c

Hooked On History
By Bernard Fishman

My second museum home was the New-York Historical 

Society, which seemed to me like the best junk shop in the 

world: in fact, it was a doorway into many new worlds, 

all whispering of thousands of hidden adventures.

A

c Hear Ye, Hear ye
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c  History Alive

The Museum of Work and Culture
Opens the Sixth Year of History Alive

In celebration of Na-
tional Museum Month, 
Bank of America has 
launched the tenth sea-
son of Museums on Us.  
For the sixth consecu-
tive year the Museum 
of Work and Culture 
has received, through 
this national program, 
an educational grant to 
design school programs 
and work with school 
groups on history pre-
sentations.  This grant 
supports the Museum’s 
History Alive program 
which uses the Mu-
seum’s existing exhibits 
as settings for plays 
which bring history to 
life. The plays focus 
on immigration and 
some of the problems 
faced by immigrants 
and American workers during the years of the Industrial Revolution. The 
scripts are written especially for the Museum and its themes.  They are 
performed by local high school students who have helped research and de-
velop the characters, and who must present the plays before other students 
from area schools.

This year’s program took place over the course of two days. Because of the 
French-Canadian theme of the Museum, both days were dedicated to his-
tory presentations performed in French.    Schools whose Advanced Place-
ment French classes presented plays were Mount St. Charles Academy and 
Cumberland High School.

All students involved in the program were given free transportation and 
toured the Museum, along with viewing the special gallery exhibit of fine 
art photographic pieces by Blackstone Valley resident and photographer 
Michelle Fontaine.  c

c  INQUISITIVE? 
       INTERESTED?  INVESTIGATE!

Want to research the history of your house? Your 
school? Your place of worship? Your golf course? 
(Maybe your golf course IS your place of worship?) 
Your parents’ wedding announcement? Your second 
cousin twice-removed and thrice-married divorce 
decree? Look no further than the RIHS Library!

Come inside for material in all media illustrating 
the history of Rhode Island and its citizens, from 
Roger Williamhhs arrival in 1636 to today: records 
of businesses, government, genealogy, and politi-
cal parties, plus religious, social, architectural, and 
labor organizations; diaries, personal papers, news-
papers, pamphlets, broadsides, photographs, maps, 
oral histories, films, audio and video tapes, musical 
recordings, prints, drawings, architectural render-
ings, posters, AND MORE!   Our Library staff 
will be glad to help you start your search.  Contact 
our Reference Librarian at 401-273-8107 ext. 10 or 
email reference@rihs.org. c

RIHS COLLECTIONS:  
NOW JUST A CLICK AWAY!

Coming soon, to a computer near you—the RIHS 
collections! On Thursday, September 27th, the 
Society will launch its online public access catalogue, 
Netop, giving researchers everywhere access to over 
80,000 catalogue entries for items from all collect-
ing areas. Everyone from degreed professionals to 
dedicated buffs of history will be able to browse the 
collections for maps, books, personal papers, and 
museum object records.

This three-year 
cataloguing and 
network manage-
ment project was 
funded by a  “Muse-
ums for America” 
grant from the In-
stitute for Museum 
and Library Service,  
Fidelity Founda-
tion, and other do-
nors. To date, over 
25 percent of Rhode 
Island Historical 
Society’s total hold-
ings have been catalogued by Museum and Library 
staff members. Cataloguing the remaining holdings 
along with new acquisitions is our next challenge!

For more information on RIHS holdings, contact Lee 
Teverow, Reference Librarian at 401-273-8107 ext. 10.

c Main Street
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c  RIHS Is Restored

Phase I of the John Brown House restoration saw to the repairs of all exterior 
masonry and roofing of the front and sides of the building’s main block. Phase 
IIA, recently begun, will repair and restore the center and rear exterior of the 
house. The cost of Phase IIA will be over $400,000; the architect is  Haynes/
de Boer Associates; and the general contractor is E.F. O’Donnell & Sons.  The  
major contributors are the Champlin Foundations and the 1772 Foundation.

At Phase IIA’s completion this fall, some $1.2 million will have been raised and 
spent on the largest project in RIHS’s history.  An equal or greater amount must 
be raised for future phases, including exterior brownstone restoration, the pergo-
la’s rebuilding, various interior structural repairs, and the installation of modern 
interior safety systems and a house-wide climate-control system.  Within three 
years we hope to raise remaining funds and complete the glorious refurbishment 
of the Society’s jewel, one of the state’s most important historic structures.  c

c  RIHS Is Improved

Recent repairs to the Aldrich House include office restoration, woodwork refurbish-
ment, and interior and exterior painting. Last year’s extensive condition report will 
guide us through remaining essential repairs and improvements.  We are committed 
to restoring our buildings to good condition and keeping them that way!  c

c  RIHS Is Enriched

The Society has had an excellent year of substantial contributions and grants; 
our permanent endowment is now $6.2 million, the highest in our history. The 
June Rockwell Levy Fund recenty granted $20,000 to support the development 
of audio tours for the John Brown House and Museum of  Work & Culture; 
we hope to have the tours ready by year’s end, giving visitors more choice in 
how they learn about the history we present. We also received $20,000 from the 
Convention Authority of the City of Providence to fund marketing of the John 
Brown House and its programs. 

COLLECT: 

• The records of our Library and  
Museum collections are newly integrated 
in our soon-to-debut online catalogue.

PRESERVE:  

• Our finances are stable, and our budget 
and endowment are increasing – the lat-
ter is our biggest ever!

• Our historic sites and facilities are be-
ing meticulously restored.

SHARE:

• Our departments are newly linked, en-
abling us to unify our efforts and provide 
efficient, thorough services.

• Our membership, education programs, 
and attendance figures are growing.

• Our exhibits reflect new scholarship 
and new philosophies on the relation-
ships between settings, objects, docu-
ments, and the history of their owner-
ship and use.

COLLECT. PRESERVE. SHARE.
These three words are the essence of the mission of the renewed and revitalized 
Rhode Island Historical Society (RIHS).

In short, the RIHS is a whole new world! Why wait? Discover it today!

Board of Directors
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c Keepers  of the Past

he Rhode Island Historical Society is a nonprofit 
organization sustained by our many generous donors, 
members and volunteers.  While we preserve the past, 
our members and donors ensure our future through 
membership fees, special gifts, and donations.  
Rhode Island’s history is the story of all the people 

who have lived here. We need your help to tell those stories. 

Membership
Whether you join at the Basic Level or opt for a Lifetime 
Membership, your membership in the Rhode Island Histori-
cal Society supports our mission to collect, preserve and share 
the Ocean State’s rich history.   For more information please 
contact Mary Lou Upham at 401-331-8575, ext. 33. 

How You Can Donate
Cash – Monetary donations are an important source of opera-
tional support for the Society programs including research and 
collections, exhibits, educational program support, equipment 
and staff development.

In-kind gifts – Donations of in-kind gifts may include 
equipment and/or materials to build or enhance exhibits, 
programs and special events. Donations of services are 

also a valuable way of contributing to the Society. 
Let us discuss your in-kind gift with you. 

Stock and Bonds – Appreciated stocks or bonds 
make for a gift that benefits not only the Society 
but also benefits the giver with a significant tax 
advantage.

Gifts made through a will – Consult your estate 
planner to prepare the perfect gift for future 
generations of the Rhode Island Historical Society 
patrons.

Life insurance – Declare the Rhode Island His-
torical Society as a beneficiary on a new or exist-
ing policy. This will ensure the Society’s success 
for generations to come.

For information on ways to give, please call 
the Development office at 401-331-8575, ext. 33, 

or mleroy@rihs.org.  All gifts are tax deductible to 
the extent provided by law. c

T
Be Part of History




