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If you ask a local where you 
can get a good meal in Provi-
dence, don’t be surprised if 

he seems perplexed. It’s not that 
the city lacks great restaurants 
— far from it. Problem is, you 
can get a good meal in just about 
every one of them. How’s your 
informant supposed to choose?

Great food in Providence is 
nothing new. The revolution 
sparked in the 1970s when a 
handful of unique factors came 
into happy confluence.

Robert I. Burke, owner of 
Pot au Feu, a French restaurant 
smack in the heart of downtown, 
credits Julia Child — a big fan 

of Pot au Feu — with setting the 
stage. People across the country 
tuned into her cooking shows and 
took to heart her message that-
French cuisine is for everyone. 

Burke remembers growing 
up in Providence when, he says, 
“If you grew up in an Italian 
household, you ate Italian food. 
Otherwise, you didn’t eat Italian 
food beyond spaghetti and meat-
balls. I never ate manicotti as a 
kid, and my Italian friends never 
ate Irish stew.”

Child’s revolutionary take 
on dining, says Burke, opened 
people’s eyes to the possibilities 
that lay beyond the familiar. 
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Fed by a steady supply of  
creative culinary graduates,  

Providence is a foodie’s  
dream town, offering a host  
of independent restaurants  

ranging from casual and funky to 
world-class and elegant. 

B Y  P A U L A  M .  B O D A H

P E T E R  G O L D B E R G  P H O T O S

extraordinary 
edibles

Opposite page: The dining scene at N ick’s, Al Forno and Cit ron; this page, Local 1 2 1  and Cit ron
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Derek Wagner has just fixed me a breakfast 
of pumpkin-and-cheddar polenta topped 
with wilted spinach, thick bacon, and eggs 

over-easy. Next to me at the red granite bar that 
sparkles like Dorothy’s ruby slippers, a Providence 
police officer leans in to tell me I haven’t lived till 
I’ve had Wagner’s oatmeal. This is one of the many 
great things about Nick’s on Broadway: whether you 
want traditional or inventive, Wagner will put it to-
gether with fresh, local ingredients, and a passion 
for creating exceptional food.

Wagner is among a crop of young Johnson & 
Wales graduates who have raised the already high 
bar on great eating in Providence. Just 30 years old, 
Wagner opened Nick’s six years ago, starting out in 
a tiny space a few blocks up Broadway. His new 
space, not quite a year old, is larger and has a hip, 
modern feel with its stainless-steel and brilliant red 
interior. In the move, Wagner kept what he calls his 
classic Old World philosophy. 

“I want to give people fresh, well-prepared food 
that’s put together with enthusiasm and passion,” 
he says. 

One bite of his polenta tells me he’s done just 
that. — PMB 

N ick ’s on B roadw ay,  5 0 0  B roadw ay,  
P rovidenc e,  4 0 1- 4 2 1- 0 2 8 6   

fresh talent
Derek Wagner, chef/owner, Nick’s on Broadway

Johnson & Wales, which started 
out in 1914 as a business school and 
expanded to a junior college, then to a 
broader business university, sensed this 
new interest in cuisine in America in 
the mid-1970s and began to offer train-
ing in the culinary arts and hospital-
ity (graduates include celebrity chefs 
Emeril Lagasse, Michelle Bernstein, 
and Tyler Florence). 

Simultaneously, a handful of artistic 
types — many were graduates of the 
Rhode Island School of Design (RISD) 
— were turning their creative energy 
to food. Richard and Jan Fensterer 
opened Pot au Feu, the restaurant 
Burke now owns, in 1972. “The Pot was 
the dividing line between conventional 
cuisine and what Providence is now,” 

says Burke. “It was the first place where 
you could get something other than 
spaghetti, chow mein, or steak.

Deborah Norman opened Rue De 
L’Espoir, still one of the city’s most 
popular French bistros, in 1976. Four 
years later, George Germon and Jo-
hanne Killeen, two RISD grads, opened 
Al Forno. Their creative take on Italian 
(their grilled pizzas are still hands-
down the best in the city), routinely 
puts Al Forno on prestigious lists of 
best restaurants in the country.

Everything fell into place in Provi-
dence. Creativity and entrepreneur-
ship and a vast pool of well-trained 
professionals collided with the public’s 
growing interest in dining as recre-
ation. Presto: a restaurant revolution 

was born.
Today, dining in the city is a can’t-

miss proposition. Pull out a map of 
Providence, point to a spot at random 
and chances are you’ll land on a neigh-
borhood packed with options from ca-
sual to fancy,  offering everything from 
continental to regional American to eth-
nic or global-influenced cuisines. In the 
mood for Lebanese? Head to Opa on 
Federal Hill. If you change your mind 
on the way, the Hill — a veritable res-
taurant row — also has the Providence 
Oyster Bar for fresh seafood, Provi-
dence Prime for steak, truly authentic 
Mexican at Restaurant Mexico Garib-
aldi (shredded goat, anyone?) and any 
number of Italian restaurants from the 
family-friendly Angelo’s Civita Farnese 
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      Chef / owner Derek W agner

providence econ dev.indd   1 11/5/07   9:48:49 AM
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Where 
 to Eat 

3 Steeple Street
A Providence inst itut ion, where the set t ing 
is as impressive as the food. 
125 Canal St., 401-272-3620,
3steeplestreet.com

10 Prime Steak & Sushi
Full sushi menu and premium hand-cut 
steaks, served in an upscale, lively set t ing. 
55 Pine St., 401-453-2333,
tenprimesteakandsushi.com

Bravo Brasserie
Gourmet burgers and comfort ing entrees, 
like the creamy macaroni and cheese 
topped with sliced tomatoes.  
123 Empire St., 401-490-5112,
bravobrasserie.com

Cafe Nuovo
Located at the gondola landing on the  
Riverwalk, enjoy fresh seafood with the 
best W a t e r Fi r e view in town. 
One Cit izens Plaza, 401-421-2525,
cafenuovo.com

Haven Brothers Diner
This mobile diner pulls up to City Hall every 
night, serving burgers, sandwiches, and 
fries to everyone from local polit icians to 
late night bar-hoppers. 72 Spruce St., 
401-861-7777

Local 121
Local, organic ingredients are used to  
create dishes like coriander crusted tuna. 
Locally made beer and wine is also on  
the menu. 121 Washington St.,  
401-274-2121, local121.com

Red Stripe
Try the moules and frites (mussels and 
homemade fries) at this cozy, inexpensive 
bistro. 465 Angell St., 401-437-6950

Siena Providence
Simple, Tuscan cuisine at this Federal Hill 
find. 238 Atwells Ave., 401-521-3311,
sienaprovidence.com 

to the inventive Aquaviva Eurobistro to 
the classic Blue Grotto. And that’s just 
on one street. 

The city has a growing list of chain 
restaurants — Ruth’s Chris Steakhouse 
at the GTECH Center and McCormick 

& Schmick’s at the Providence Bilt-
more, for example — but independent 
restaurateurs still dominate. An abun-
dance of young chefs, most of them 
J&W grads, are opening places that 
Rue De L’Espoir’s Deborah Norman 

usairw
aysm
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calls “stylized, innovative, and cutting 
edge in their focus on sustainable, 
fresh, organic ingredients.” This and 
more ensures that locals will struggle to 
answer the question, Where can I get a 
good meal? for a long time.

Dining in this city is a can’t-miss proposition. Pull out 
a map, point to a spot, and chances are you’ll land on 
a neighborhood packed with options. 
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Flying in and out of T.F. Green Airport in Rhode Island has always been convenient, and 
we’re determined to remain the most customer friendly airport in New England . We’ve 
created quicker baggage screening and check in, streamlined the security checkpoint 
and provided direc t access to baggage claim and the terminal exit. Soon we’ll be 
adding exciting new dining and shopping choices and more parking options. C ome 
experience New England’s hassle-free ga teway. To learn more , visit pvdairport.com .

RIAC-18753 USAir Ad.indd   1 10/26/07   9:12:36 AM
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Roger Williams Park Zoo is home to more 
than 1,000 animals, including polar bears, 
snow leopards, giraf fes, and elephants, all 
in naturalist ic set t ings. The zoo has won 
accolades both for its family fun and in-
volvement in conservat ion of endangered 
species. 401-785-3510, rwpzoo.org

The Providence Performing Arts Center, 
an opulent theater built in 1928 and  
listed on the Nat ional Register of Historic  
Places, of fers concerts, Broadway shows, 
contemporary acts, and more. Coming  
in 2008, R ive r d a n c e  and R e n t .  
401-421-2787, ppac.org

Get the story of Providence in a nutshell 
with a self-guided walk on Independence 
Trail, covering 2.5 miles and nearly 400 
years of the city’s history. Call 401-621-
5700 for a map and guide. The Rhode  
Island Historical Society of fers tours of 

THINGS TO DO BET WEEN MEALS

Providence neighborhoods, and operates 
the John Brown House Museum. rihs.org

Sports lovers can catch Providence Col-
lege basketball and the Providence Bruins 
(the Boston Bruins hockey farm team) at 
the Dunkin’ Donuts Center. “The Dunk”  
also hosts concerts and family act ivit ies.  
401-331-6700, dunkindonutscenter.com

Just outside Providence, the Pawtucket 
Red Sox (the Triple-A af filiate of the  
Boston Red Sox) play baseball the way  
it was meant to be. Tickets are just $6  
for adults and $4 for kids and seniors.  
401-724-7300, pawsox.com

Try your luck at one of the thousands of 
slot machines at Twin River, a gaming,  
dining, and entertainment venue in Lincoln 
that recent ly underwent a $220 million 
renovat ion. 401-723-3200, twinriver.com

Tempt ing as Providence’s restaurants 
are, you can’t eat all the t ime. Here’s 
a small taste of what there is to do 

in the greater Providence-Warwick area.

Making new friends at 
Roger W illiams Park Zoo

Welcome to the newest 
hotel experience in the 

City of Providence .

Thought provoking amenities 
Savvy service

Distinctive luxury
Relaxing and inspiring spaces

Contact us to create 
a truly inspiring experience .

5 Avenue of the Arts, Providence , RI
www.RenaissanceProvidence .com   •   1-800-Hotels-1

REN us airways Half page.indd   1 11/2/07   2:15:31 PM

w w w .risdmuseum .org

w w w.risd.edu

has earned a worldwide reputation as 
the preem inent art and design college 
in the US. With more than 20,000 alumni, 
the college enrolls 1,900 undergraduates 
and 400 graduate students from almost 
50 countr ies around the world, offer ing 
degree programs in the fine arts, archi-
tecture , and design disciplines, and art 
education.  

The RISD Museum of Art is a world-c lass 
museum serving the RISD community and 
the public. The museum plays a pivotal 
role in the culture of Providence and the 
region with a vibrant exhibition program . 
An outstanding collection of nearly 84,000 
objects traces the history of art in all me-
dia from Ancient Egypt, Greece , and Rome 
to the present with art of all per iods from 
Asia , Europe and the Amer icas. 

A B O U T  R I S D

rhode island museum.indd   1 11/2/07   1:57:56 PM
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In Prospect Terrace Park, a tiny  
oasis perched at the top of College 
Hill on Providence’s East Side, 

stands a bigger-than-life statue of  
Roger Williams, the founder of the  
city and the state of Rhode Island.  
Williams gazes west, across downtown 
and beyond. He stretches one arm  
before him, palm down, as if to bless 
this place he founded in 1636 and 
named in honor of “God’s merciful 
Providence.” He had felt the hand of 
God at work in finding a safe haven  
after he was booted out of the  
Massachusetts Bay Colony for his  
audacity in believing people should  
be able to worship as they saw fit.

When he asked England’s King 
Charles I for a charter for the colony, 
the charter stated that Williams aimed 
“to hold forth a lively experiment that a 
most flourishing civil state may stand 

and be best maintained with a full  
liberty in religious concernments.” 

“A lively experiment” describes 
Providence for the next 300 years or  
so. The city attracted the daring, the  
adventurous — entrepreneurs who 
thrived as merchants in the 18th centu-
ry, jumpstarted the American industri-
al revolution in the 19th century, and 
brought the city into the 20th century 
with such nicknames as “Beehive of 
Industry” and “Costume Jewelry  
Capital of the World.”

Starting in the 1920s, though, it 
seemed the experiment was over.  
The Great Depression, the Hurricane 
of 1938, 1950s suburbanization — all 
combined to send the city into a tail-
spin. Mills shut down, retail moved to 
new suburban malls, and people who 
worked in the city hightailed it back to 
the bedroom communities at the end 

of the day, leaving Providence barren, 
dirty, and unsafe. The only robust spir-
it of entrepreneurship seemed to be 
found in the criminal enterprise of the 
Mafia, which thrived for over 30 years. 

Cities, not unlike people, have an 
essential character that can’t be hidden 
for long. Providence’s true spirit lay 
dormant for years, slumbering under 
the asphalt that covered its rivers. In 
the 1970s, a group of leaders from busi-
ness, government, and the arts took a 
fresh look at their city and searched for 
ways to restart the lively experiment. 

With an audacity that would make 
Roger Williams proud, they conceived 
the outrageous idea of shifting the  
railroad tracks away from downtown, 
then uncovering the rivers that lay 
stagnant under the tangle of city 
streets and moving them to create a 
centerpiece for the heart of the city.

And so began the process 
that gave Providence its new 
nickname, the Renaissance 
City. By the middle of the 
1990s, the rivers were  
exposed, rerouted, and  
enhanced by the four acres  
of walkways, bridges, and 
landscaping that make up 
Waterplace Park. 

There was much more to 
come. To go with its new 
look, the city took steps to  
revive its economy. It reached 
out to business, offering  
incentives that brought big 
companies such as Fidelity 
and the lottery giant GTech 
to the city center. A down-
town arts district was estab-
lished, offering artists a tax 

Providence has built on its long history of creative thinking to 
move rivers and interstates, revive its downtown, and lead 
the way toward a knowledge-based economy. 
B Y  P A U L A  M .  B O D A H

W a t e r Fir e celebrations symbolize
the downtown renaissance.

Independent Thinkers
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relief to live and work in the city.  
Providence Place, a high-end mall, 
went up, bringing New England its 
first Nordstrom. Long-vacant buildings 
were refurbished, becoming apart-
ments, condominiums, and luxury 
boutique hotels. New high-rise build-
ings offering luxury condominiums 
were built to accommodate the people 
who saw Providence’s new energy and 
wanted to live in the midst of it.

Compared to the 1970s, today’s 
Providence is almost unrecognizable 
both in the way it looks and in the way 
it feels. The city that used to empty out 
after dark now buzzes with energy as 
people stay on after work or make a 
special trip from the suburbs on week-
ends to see a play, go to a concert, or 
have dinner. 

The renaissance looks to be con-
tinuing for some time. Another ambi-
tious project is under way, this time to 
move vast sections of the highways that 

143

run through the city, opening up acres 
of formerly inaccessible waterfront for 
development. A number of new con-
struction projects are on the drawing 
board, including a potential plan by 
Brown University to build a downtown 
medical school next to Rhode Island 
Hospital and plans for mixed-use  
development of Providence Point,  
part of the city’s Jewelry District.

Over the years, “we’ve moved rivers, 
highways, and railroad tracks,” says 
Thomas Deller, director of planning 
and development for the city. “Now 
we’re figuring out what else we  
can move.” 

When he visits other cities, Deller 
gets perspective on how much  
Providence has accomplished, through 
political will and cooperation, often 
years ahead of other cities. “We have 
not been shy in our dreaming,” he 
says. “We dream big, then we get  
together as people to figure out how  

to make those dreams happen.”
 Throughout the changes,  

Providence made way for the new while 
preserving its past. While other cities 
have demolished old buildings in the  
interests of urban renewal, Providence 
saved and refurbished the fine colonial 
and federal-era homes in the neighbor-
hoods and the ornate, 19th-century 
beaux arts buildings downtown. With 
few exceptions, new buildings have  
been designed to complement the  
existing architecture.

Of course, the city couldn’t lose the 
characteristic that was always one of its 
strengths: its small size. Providence’s 
diminutiveness makes it visitor-friendly, 
and walkable for hardy souls with a  
good pair of sneakers.

It’s not hard to imagine that Roger 
Williams, who lies buried beneath his 
statue in Prospect Terrace Park, looks 
over his city with a fatherly pride in the 
result of his lively experiment.

RESTORING CIVIC PRIDE

Locals credit  Mayor  
David Cicilline with much 
of the city’s turnaround.

     Ask Providence Mayor David N. Cicilline how his city has changed in his 
five years in of fice and he’ll point to the $3 billion in new investment the 
city has at tracted, the recent “A” bond rat ings from Moody’s Investment 
Services and Standard & Poor’s, a crime rate that’s the lowest it’s been 
in three decades, and a network of af ter-school programs aimed at keep-
ing schoolchildren safe while encouraging learning. 

All those successes stem direct ly from the 46-year-old mayor’s first 
point of pride: a city government known for its honesty and integrity.

In 2003, Cicilline took over a city that was reeling in the wake of the 
racketeering trial of his predecessor and scandals of a police force de-
moralized by charges of cheat ing on exams and corrupt ion in the system 
of promot ing police of ficers. The new mayor, a graduate of Brown Univer-
sity and the Georgetown University Law Center, was determined to  
restore integrity to city government. 

“It was like trying to rebuild an airplane while it’s in flight,” he says. 
“We were rebuilding and reorganizing, but we had to make sure we were 
st ill providing all the necessary services.”

He overhauled the police department, changed the city’s recruit ing 
and promot ion pract ices, and took polit ics out of the processes for  
licensing, permit t ing, and bidding on city work.

Now, he says, “You can see the trust dividend, the ef fects of honest 
government that has restored the public’s trust and reestablished  
Providence as a strong place, a great dest inat ion to live in and work in, 
and to visit.” — P M B J.
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A t its heart, Providence is a city of artists and art lovers, and that trait 
goes way back. The Rhode Island School of Design has been among the 
country’s top art schools since its founding in 1877. The Providence Art 

Club, established in 1880, is said to be the second such club in the nation.  
Even the city’s 19th-century status as the costume jewelry capital of the world 
depended as much on the creativity of its designers as it did its high-tech  
manufacturing processes.

The arts are as vital to the city’s economy as they are to its soul. A recent  
national study found that nonprofit arts and cultural groups pump more than  
$11 million in state and local tax revenues every year into the city’s economy — far 
more than the national average for cities its size. The state’s Film and Television 
Office has brought some $120 million to the economy in recent years by enticing 
Hollywood companies to shoot films (most recently, Underdog and Evening) and 
TV shows (the Showtime series Brotherhood) in and around Providence. 

Facts and figures tell only part of the story, though. “We’re a city that really 
understands the importance of the arts,” says Mayor David Cicilline. “The arts 
speak to the soul of Providence.” When, on any given day, Rhode Islanders can 
take in a Broadway musical, attend a film festival, watch a performance by a Tony 
Award-winning regional theater company, or stroll the city’s river walk in the glow 
of WaterFire, they know — studies aside — that the arts are, indeed, the city’s 
emotional lifeblood. 

Here, meet four accomplished artists who call Providence home.

Theater, design, film, and  
studio arts all thrive in this city, 
where a community of talented 
individuals adds energy — 
cultural and economic — to 
the overall quality of life. 
 
B Y  P A U L A  M .  B O D A H

J . D .  L E V I N E  P H O T O S&art  soul

Left to right:  Barnaby 
Evans, Gretchen Dow 
Simpson, Eugene Lee, 
and Chris Van Allsburg

15 3

usairw
aysm

ag.com
D

EC
EM

B
ER

 2
0

0
7

�����������������������������������������

���������������������������������������������

������������������������������������������

����������������������������������������

������������������������������������������

�����������

Minutes from downtown Providence

����������������������������������������������������������������������
�����������������������������������������������������������������������������

���������������������������������������������������������

������������������������������������������
������������������������������������

���������������������������������������������������������������������������

PR O VIDE N C E

,

TR InFlight magazine ad 8x10.5  10/26/07  10:39 AM  Page 1



15 4

usairw
aysm

ag.com
D

EC
EM

B
ER

 2
0

0
7

PROFILE Providence

Career Focused
Globally Oriented
Community 
Minded

 rough its unique career 

education model, Johnson & 

Wales University has been 

launching professional success 

since 1914. 

Off ering degrees in business, 

hospitality, culinary arts, 

technology and education 

to a diverse body of 16,000 

undergraduate and graduate 

students from all 50 states and 

84 countries. 

www.jwu.edu

DENVER  CHARLOTTEPROVIDENCE NORTH MIAMI

JW_USAir_Ad(fin).indd   1 11/1/07   3:27:07 PM

BARNABY EVANS
Creator of W a t e r F i r e
One of the best compliments Barnaby Evans ever got came from a 
steelworker who’d recently taken his family to see WaterFire. “Don’t 
take this wrong,” the man said. “But that WaterFire, it’s almost like 
it’s art or something.” 

Evans laughs at the memory. “We took the capital A off art,” he 
says. “In that regard, WaterFire has been a huge success.”

 Evans, a sculptor and photographer with a science degree from 
Brown University, created the installation in 1994 as a one-time work 
of art. He and a crew of volunteers installed 11 metal braziers in the 
newly uncovered rivers and lit bonfires. As people strolled along the 
river, music wafted through the air along with the wood smoke. 

The fires have been lit almost 230 times since; the braziers have 
grown to 100. Locals see WaterFire as a symbol of the city’s renais-
sance. Evans sees it as a symbol of community. The volunteers and 
crowds “illuminate the city, filling it with light, joy, and hope.” 

Barnaby Evans’s work may be best known 
as a highlight of W aterplace Park.

GRETCHEN DOW SIMPSON
Landscape painter
If you were reading The New Yorker in the 1970s 
and into the 1990s, you know Gretchen Dow 
Simpson’s work. Back then, when the maga-
zine’s covers were timeless, rather than timely 
as they are now, Simpson’s paintings, many of 
them close-up views of houses and other build-
ings, graced the cover of more than 60 issues. 

Dow Simpson studied painting at the Rhode 
Island School of Design but spent several years 
working as a photographer before returning 
to her paintbrush. “I consider myself a painter 
with a photographer’s eye,” she says, and she 
still takes photos to use as reference for her 
paintings.

Post RISD, Dow Simpson lived and worked 
in New York City. A show at the Newport Art 
Museum in 1985 brought her to back to Rhode 
Island and reminded her how much she liked 
the area. Before long, she left her New York 
apartment and moved to Providence’s East Side.

These days, she’s turned her eye from build-
ings to landscapes. “I recently started paint-
ing landscapes at sunset and dusk,” she says. 
“But my landscapes are actually architectural 
in design themselves. They’re not your typical 
clichéd landscapes.”

Dow Simpson’s work, which has been 
described as a combination of abstract geom-
etry, mysterious light, and ambiguous detail, 
is indeed timely and beautiful. But clichéd, it 
most certainly is not. 

Gretchen Dow Simpson calls herself  
“a painter with a photographer’s eye.”
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Eugene Lee has 
designed sets for 
Saturday N ight Live 
and Providence’s Trin-
ity Repertory Company 
for decades.

Chris Van Allsburg’s 
books are national 
award winners.

15 6

usairw
aysm

ag.com
D

EC
EM

B
ER

 2
0

0
7

15 7

usairw
aysm

ag.com
D

EC
EM

B
ER

 2
0

0
7

EUGENE LEE
Set designer
Eugene Lee has three Tony Awards and a 
Drama Desk Award, three Emmy nomina-
tions for his set design work for Saturday 
Night Live, and he is a new member of the 
prestigious New York Theater Hall of Fame. 
The 68-year-old could be forgiven for want-
ing to slow down a bit, maybe to spend more 
time sailing with his wife, Brooke, or just 
relaxing at their East Side home. Not quite. 

“I’m a compulsive,” he says. “I say yes  
to everyone.”

Right now that means he’s working on 
sets for plays on Broadway, off- Broadway, 
and for regional theaters in  Chicago, Provi-
dence, and New Haven, Connecticut. That’s 

CHRIS VAN ALLSBURG
Children’s book illustrator and author
Chris Van Allsburg makes it all look easy. 
The award-winning author and illustrator 
of children’s books started his career as a 
sculptor, earning a BFA from the University 
of Michigan and an MFA from the Rhode 
Island School of Design in the medium.  
He exhibited his work in New York and  
elsewhere, but in the evenings, as a  
diversion, he drew pictures. His wife, Lisa, 
an elementary school art teacher, thought 
his drawings would make great illustrations 
for children’s books. An editor at Houghton 
Mifflin agreed and encouraged Van Allsburg 
to write stories to go with his pictures. 

In his spare time, Van Allsburg wrote and 
illustrated The Garden of Abdul Gasazi. In 
1980, the book was named a Caldecott Honor 
Book, and Van Allsburg had a new career. 
Since then, he’s written and illustrated 16 
books, including two Caldecott Medal win-
ners — Jumanji and The Polar Express — both 
of which were made into feature films.

Van Allsburg came to Providence to attend 
RISD and, like so many who find themselves 
in the city, never left. 

“You sense when you move around the 
city that there’s a catalyst of artistic energy 
that alters the larger community,” he says.

in addition to what he calls his “regular job” 
on Saturday Night Live, a post he’s held since 
the show began in 1974.

Lee, who holds undergraduate degrees 
from Carnegie Mellon University and The 
Art Institute of Chicago and a master’s 
degree from the Yale School of Drama, has 
been Trinity Repertory Company’s resident 
set designer since 1967, when the theater’s 
then-artistic director, Adrian Hall, asked 
him to come to Providence to design the set 
for The Threepenny Opera. 

“When I got the TV show, any normal 
person might have moved to New York,” Lee 
says. “But I like Rhode Island.”
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City living at its best
 Photos by Peter Goldberg 
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For local color — and af fordability, as any relocator from Greater Boston will tell 
you — it’s hard to beat Providence’s historic neighborhoods, from Federal Hill on 
the west side to Thayer and Benefit streets and Wayland Square on the East Side. 
     Hungry visitors especially love Federal Hill, Providence’s own Lit t le Italy. The 
neighborhood, which stood as a dividing line between the Narraganset t and 
Wampanoag Indian tribes in pre-Colonial t imes, has been a first stop for immi-
grants since the mid-1800s, from Irish escaping the potato famine to the Italian 
immigrants who gave the area its nickname to a more internat ional flavor of late, 
as Asian and Lat ino immigrants have moved in and opened markets and restau-
rants along Atwells Avenue. Broadway, the neighborhood’s other main street, has 
undergone a gentrificat ion process as young sophist icates have moved in and 
renovated the Federal and Victorian homes that line the street. 
    The area st ill feels predominant ly Italian, though, with its abundance of Mediter-
ranean restaurants, markets, and bakeries (this page).
    History and culture also infuse downtown and the East Side. Brown University 
bought the domed Old Stone Bank building (opposite page, top lef t) on Main Street 
and converted it to an anthropology museum. Gallery space (top right) abounds on 
campus at both Brown and Rhode Island School of Design. Well-preserved homes 
(bot tom) line Benefit Street at the foot of the East Side. — Pau la  M. Bodah
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Above: Arch leads to a 
t raditional campus quad 
at Brown University, the 
Ivy League school on 
Providence’s East Side

Motorists, consider yourself warned. Traversing the 
streets of downtown Providence and the East Side 
means trying not to mow down the hordes of 

young adults crossing the streets as casually — and heedless-
ly — as if they were cutting across a neighbor’s backyard.

Actually, that’s pretty much what they’re doing. Provi-
dence’s 18.5 square miles are home to some 40,000 students 
at five major colleges and universities — Brown University, 
the Rhode Island School of Design, Johnson and Wales  
University, Rhode Island College, and Providence College — 
plus branches of the University of Rhode Island and the 
Community College of Rhode Island. 

Intellectual 
                   CapitalA concentration of prestigious 

colleges enriches the city.  
B Y  P A U L A  M .  B O D A H



What does all that academia mean 
for the city, beyond keeping drivers on 
their toes? Let’s start with the measur-
able. According to the Rhode Island  
Independent Higher Education Associ-
ation, the four Providence schools un-
der its umbrella (Brown, RISD, J&W, 
and PC) inject more than $1 billion,  
directly and indirectly, into city and 
state coffers each year. 

“We’re an integral part of the  
community,” says Daniel P. Egan, the  
president of RIIHEA. “Providence, like 
so many cities, has moved to a service-
based economy, and a lot of those  
services are coming from, or being 
used by, our institutions.”

These four schools, according to 
figures from the Rhode Island  
Economic Development Corporation, 
employ about 6,200 people, making 
them the third-largest employer in  
the city. Add the 800 or so people who 
work at Rhode Island College, and the 
institutions of higher learning easily 
become the city’s largest employer.

According to Richard Spies, execu-
tive vice president for planning at 
Brown, “We’re trying to figure out how 
we can be more of a catalyst for growth 
and development, in terms of creating 
jobs and revenue . . . things that are 
important to the economy of the city 
and the state.” 

Beyond revenue, the impact of 
Providence’s colleges and universities 
on the city is at once obvious and  
immeasurable. By their very presence, 
all those twenty-somethings spilling 
across the streets infuse the city with 
vitality and creativity. They generate 
the market for the many fun shops, in-
novative and inexpensive restaurants, 
and lively nightspots (many of them 
owned and run by local graduates) that 
line the city streets. And more, each 
institution brings its own special influ-
ence to bear on the day-to day-lives of 
the people who live in Providence.

Rhode Island College is the source 
for many, if not most, of the elementa-
ry, middle, and high school teachers in 
the city. RIC, the Community College 
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Enjoy a king-sized bed in a king-sized room or 
suite at The Providence Biltmore. All our rooms 
are oversized, all beds king or California king.  
Luxurious linens; Free wireless Internet; Plasma 
TVs in most suites; Starbucks on-site and easy 
access to all that Providence has to offer. Tune in 
to The Providence Biltmore - a truly Grand 
experience in the heart of the city. Suite dreams!

Worldwide Headquarters 
Located in 

Providence, Rhode Island

w w w . a l l o c c a s i o n l i m o . c o m

               Specializing in

      AIRPORT TRANSFERS   
          C ORPORATE TRAVEL   
             SPECIAL O CCASIO NS

401-312-0949   •   888-454-1380

Serving 600 Cities Worldwide 

 “Best 
   Limousine 

  Company in  
    America”

    — LCT Magazine
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Brown University’s reach in Providence goes well beyond its ivy-covered brick build-
ings on the East Side. Across town, in the Jewelry District, once a nat ional hub of 
costume jewelry product ion, Annie De Groot, M.D., an associate professor in the 
university’s medical school, sits at the forefront of a growing revolut ion.

De Groot is the founder and CEO of EpiVax, a biotech company working on  
vaccines to fight some of the world’s most lethal diseases, including cancer, HIV,  
and tuberculosis. Her company led the way in the Jewelry District, but over the past 
few years, several academic research centers and other biotech firms have moved 
in nearby. Brown University recent ly bought several buildings with the intent ion of  
creat ing a biotech incubator in the neighborhood. 

Mix the pract ical — Providence’s proximity to Boston, its relat ively low rents, 
and an abundance of empty industrial lof t space — and the theoret ical — the influ-
ence of Brown and the area’s hospitals — and, says De Groot, “The potent ial for 
Providence to be the next hotbed for biotech growth is enormous.”

Next on De Groot’s to-do list is a plan with the University of Rhode Island to  
create a new biotech center that will stand in the neighborhood, among the century-
old manufacturing buildings, as a symbol of Providence’s future on biotech’s  
cut t ing edge. — P B

A GEM IN THE
JEWELRY DISTRICT

Dr. Annie De Groot 
leads the charge to 
create a biotech hub

PROFILE Providence



Trave l should take you p lac es®

Travel is more than just A to B.
Travel should take you to the new Hilton Providence.

21 Atwe lls Avenue , Provid enc e , RI 02903
401-831-3900

Base d  on ava ilab ility. Pric es subje c t to chang e . H ilton HHonor® memb ership , e arning of Po ints & Miles® and  re d emp tion of po ints are  
subje c t to HHonors Terms and  C ond itions. ©2007 H ilton Hosp ita lity, Inc .

H ilton is constantly re freshing the look of our hote ls. In fac t, the H ilton 
Provid enc e has just comp le te d a multi-m illion do llar renova tion. Exp erienc e 

mod ern rooms with contemporary d esign, p lasma TVs, high-sp e e d Interne t and 
over 9,000 square fe e t of me e ting spac e in one convenient loca tion.  To 
exp erienc e the new look of H ilton, simp ly make your reserva tion today a t 

www.provid enc e .hilton.com , or ca ll 1-800-HILTO NS. 

Newport County’s Best Value 
In Waterfront Living
M I N U T E S F R O M N E W P O RT . 

M I L L I O N S L E S S T H A N T H E M A N S I O N S . 

The Villages on Mount Hope Bay 
is a national award-winning luxury 
waterfront community just a short 
drive from Providence, within an hour 
of Boston and Cape Cod. Elegant 
townhomes and midrise condos with 
spectacular water views and luxurious 
amenities, starting in the $400s.

Discover Rhode Island’s premier 
waterfront community for active 
adults 55 and over. 

Developed by Starwood Tiverton, LLC. www.mounthopebay.com

888.231.4454

of Rhode Island, and the University of 
Rhode Island graduate the lion’s  
share of the nurses in Providence  
and the state.

The Dominican-run Providence 
College, besides being the alma  
mater of a good percentage of the city’s  
business people, lawyers, and politi-
cians, put Providence on the map with 
its Friars basketball team, a member of 
the Big East Conference (which is also 
headquartered in Providence).

The impact of Johnson & Wales, the 
largest culinary school in the nation,  
is clear enough in the number of  
graduates who run some of the city’s 
best restaurants. The school is also 
home to the Rhode Island Small  
Business Development Center. 

At Brown, between the medical 

school and the plethora of cutting-edge 
research programs at the Ivy League 
school, Egan says, “The intellectual 
capital they bring to the city has a  
huge impact.”

And RISD stands as a jewel in the 
city’s education crown. The list of 
RISD graduates is a who’s who of the 
art and design world. Many of them 
have stayed on in Providence, finding 
it an artist-friendly city in which to 
work and live.

These local colleges and universi-
ties are good citizens, too, offering af-
ter-school programs in science, math, 
the arts and, yes, cooking to students 
in local public schools and providing 
scholarships for local students.

“Each [school] brings a different 
kind of richness to the city,” says Spies. 

The Fleet Library at  
Rhode Island School of Design

PROFILE Providence
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And we are the medium.   

Biotech is growing in Rhode Island.

PROVIDENCE CAMPUS
KINGSTON CAMPUS
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A fresh crop of world-class 
hotels mirrors the city’s vitality 

Guests at the Renaissance Providence 
Hotel will not only experience the modern 
elegance of one of Providence’s premier 
hotels, they’ll also get a glimpse of Rhode 
Island history. 
    Originally built as a Masonic temple in 
1928 across the street from the state 
capitol, the building sat empty for 75 
years. One of the largest restoration  
projects in state history has resulted in  
a grand mix of dramatic colors, iconic  
columns, and an elegant lobby. Designed 
for business and leisure alike, the hotel 
features several meeting rooms and a  
ballroom for conferences as well as the 
trendy Temple restaurant and bar. 
   Take advantage of the Renaissance’s 
partnership with the Moderne Salon and 
Day Spa, of fering packages that cater to 
the corporate traveler on the go or the  
relaxed vacationer with time to spare.  
5 Avenue of the Arts, Providence, 401-
276-0010, renaissanceprovidence.com

You’ll know why the historic Providence 
Biltmore has been deemed the “Grand 
Dame of Providence” the moment you step 
inside, with elegant guest rooms and luxu-

The Lap  
of Luxury

rious suites. This Rhode Island 
tradit ion maintains every bit of 
glamour and elegance that it 
had during the Roaring Twen-
t ies. The hotel just completed  
a $14 million renovat ion to  
restore its original allure while 
of fering modern-day amenit ies 
like a Red Door spa, Starbucks, 
and McCormick & Schmick’s 
restaurant. 11 Dorrance St., 
Providence, 401-421-0700, 
providencebiltmore.com

It was no surprise when Expe-
dia’s Insiders’ Select List recog-
nized the Hotel Providence 
as one of the world’s best.  
Located in the thriving down-
town arts and entertainment 
district, this luxury bout ique 
hotel brings the history of the city direct ly 
to your doorstep. 
    Inside, savor all it has to of fer with 80 
handsome guest rooms, all tailored with  
a mixture of high-end finishes, rich fabrics, 
and t iger maple accents. Catch breakfast, 
lunch, or dinner at the on-site Italian res-
taurant, L’Epicureo. 311 Westminster St., 
Providence, 401-861-8000, 
hotelprovidence.com

The Westin Providence is character-
ized by classic European styles that  
radiate elegance in the city set t ing. Con-
nected to the Rhode Island Convent ion 
Center and Providence Place Mall, guests 
enjoy ult imate convenience as they explore 
the surrounding area. Release some 
stress at the fully equipped Capital Club 
fitness center or indulge in fresh seafood 
at the West in’s Agora restaurant. One W. 

Exchange St., Providence, 401-598-8000, 
west in.com/providence

Locat ion, locat ion, locat ion. The Hilton 
Providence is minutes from the Provi-
dence Place Mall, Rhode Island Convent ion 
Center, and Federal Hill. In a recent $40 
million renovat ion, the hotel updated its 
guest rooms to feature business desks 
and ergonomic chairs. Treat yourself to 
the hotel’s finer things, including its unique 
Shula’s 347 restaurant, named af ter Hall 
of Fame coach Don Shula. 21 Atwells Ave., 
Providence, 401-831-3900, hilton.com

Just two miles from T.F. Green Airport, 
the Crowne Plaza Hotel Providence 
Warwick Airpor t lets guests explore all 
that Warwick has to of fer, including beach-
es and shopping. The proximity to the  
airport provides visitors with the ult imate 
convenience. W ith designated quiet zones, 
sleep CDs, and renovated guest rooms, 
guests are assured a good night’s rest. 
801 Greenwich Ave., Warwick, 401-732-
6000, providencehotels.crowneplaza.com   
                 — Compiled by Megan Seldon

Hotel Providence

Providence Biltmore

Westin Providence

Renaissance Providence Hotel


