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INTERESTING NOTES 'BOUT INTERESTING NOTES
© 1983 Roger H. Durand

A "NOTE WORTHY" CONTROVERSY

Weybosset Street entrance designed by Russell Warren.

T HE Providence Arcade may well be the oldest shopping
mall in the United States still attracting shoppers with
its restaurants, specialty shops and other numerous at-

tractions which change almost daily. It has survived gener-
ations of internal change while retaining its unique charac-
teristics so that it gives the impression of remaining un-
changed. The building with its quaint shops attracted the
cream of Providence society. The Arcade's advocates referred
to it as a "monument to the energy, good taste, skill and
courage of its constructors, of which their descendants, and
our city may well be proud" while scoffers called it "Butler's
Folly." Its birth in 1828 was shrouded in a controversy which
remains, even to the present. This Providence landmark
building, which is on the National Historic Register, still
poses a problem whenever it becomes a subject for adver-
tisement or photography and even in describing it accurately.
The problem is caused by the two entrances to the building.
Although similar, as far as the columns are concerned, their
differences are obvious. From the beginning, they were a sub-
ject for debate which remains to this present day.

The year is 1824. Jacob Whiteman, a wealthy Providence
businessman, built a three-story brick building to be used for
local business and called it Whiteman's Block. Little did he
then realize that he would be responsible for a dispute span-
ning more than a century. Samuel Butler, another wealthy
Providence businessman, decided that he would build a struc-
ture to surpass Whiteman's Block and become the show place
of the downtown merchants' district. In fact, he wanted to
change the primary shopping district to the location of his
new building. Formerly, the main business section was lo-
cated on South and North Main Streets and on South Water
Street in an area known as Cheapside. The merchants therein

were known for their reasonable prices, as the nickname of
the area indicated. Butler and Whiteman wanted to shift the
shopping and business habits of the people to an area in the
western section of the city in the Weybosset and Westminster
Streets vicinity where their buildings were situated. Although
the Arcade became a landmark in the city, it did little to
change the character of the people or alter their shopping
habits, so in that respect, it was a failure. But, it did become
a historical link with the past. It is the only building in Provi-
dence known by name with the exception of the State House.

Apparently Samuel Butler was impressed with the style
of the Greek Revival architecture of the then recently com-
pleted Philadelphia Arcade and Quincy Market in Boston.
This style was said to have been inspired by the Madeleine of
Napoleon in Paris. He commissioned two architects to submit
plans for a building, advising them of the style he preferred.
Russell Warren of Bristol was one of the earliest advocates of
Greek Revival architecture in Rhode Island. Although he was
self-trained from copy books, he seemed to have been well
qualified to submit plans for the building. The other architect
engaged to submit plans was James C. Bucklin. He had been
an apprentice of John Holden Greene, one of the best-known
builders in the Providence area. Bucklin made sketches of
Haviland's Philadelphia Arcade which led to the eventual
design of the Arcade in Providence.

While plans and designs were being submitted, it became
apparent that the building was going to become an extremely
costly venture. Mr. Butler decided that he would have to take
in a partner. He let it be known that he would need help to fi-
nance the structure and so the Dyer brothers and a few other
close friends formed the Arcade Corporation. They jointly
engaged the two architects to design the building. Bucklin and
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Warren each submitted their design for the building, giving
particular attention to the entrances. This was the birth of the
controversy.

Apparently a decision could not be reached as to which
design would grace the porticos. I'm sure numerous hours
were spent discussing and arguing about the design of the en-
trances but to no avail. The only compromise that could be
reached was to use both designs. Or, another theory is that
from the beginning both designs would be used. The actual
reason is lost with the passage of time but the controversy
remains. In any event, Bucklin was responsible for the West-

tion of the Arcade. It was completed at a cost of $145,000; a
staggering sum in its day. The official opening took place in
February, 1829.

The building was skillfully designed to accommodate the
long, narrow lot between Westminster and Weybosset Streets.
It consists of a concourse covered by a huge glass skylight the
entire length of the building supported by huge wooden
beams. Three floors of shops, eating places and other small
businesses extend along the length of the thoroughfare with
balconies facilitating the upper floors. The columned entran-
ces are identical except that the Westminster entrance has a

Westminster Street entrance designed by James C. Bucklin.

minster Street half of the building and Warren was respon-
sible for the Weybosset half.

In an area known as Waterman's Marsh, the land was
prepared and construction began. The building was to be
constructed entirely out of granite in keeping with the Greek
Revival architectural style. The nearest quarry for obtaining
the granite necessary for the structure was the Bear Ledge
quarry in Johnston, Rhode Island, a distance of about 10 or
12 miles from the building site. The monolithic columns
weighed 13 tons each after they were blasted out of the rock
and completed by the workmen. Now the question was, how
to transport them to Providence. No wagon of that time was
capable of hauling such weight. James Onley contracted for
the task of conveying the columns to the city. He constructed
a special low gear device and with 15 yoke of oxen drew the
granite columns through the woods.

Another problem presented itself when he had to cross a
bridge in Onleyville. Naturally the bridge was not intended to
support such a weight. Onley reinforced the bridge so that it
would hold the weight and proceeded on with his journey to
Providence. An accident occurred and one column was
broken on the outskirts of the city. A piece of it can still be
seen in the old North Burying Grounds. A new column was
blasted from the quarry and completed by the workmen in
just 30 days. Onley's initials and the date can be found carved
in the end column on the Westminster Street side of the
Arcade. The capitals were cut in Boston. The first six mono-
liths were left near the Weybosset Street Bridge. Bucklin took
the responsibility for setting them in place. This task was
completed in just one day. One man was killed and only a
few other minor injuries were sustained during the construc-

pediment and four steps while the Weybosset entrance has an
attic story and three steps. The inside of the entrances contain
two fluted Ionic columns from the first balcony to the ceiling,
which are made of plaster.

A portion of the broken column. It is used as a tombstone in the
North Burial Ground in Providence not far from the location of the
accident.

The original Arcade housed 28 shops on the first and
second floors and an additional 16 shops on the third floor.
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Interior view of the Arcade which has remained virtually unchanged since 1829.

Originally each shop heated itself but today the entrances are
covered with glass doors and the building is centrally heated.
When the Arcade was first constructed, it was built entirely
of granite. Today, the stairs and some other sections have
been replaced with wood. The building was built with low
profile chimneys so as not to destroy the image of a Greek
structure. In keeping with the times, the building has been
modernized with the addition of stairways half way along the
corridors and elevators have also been installed to accommo-
date today's shoppers. Near the ceiling on the southern and
northern walls, the inscription, "Arcade Erected 1828,
Russell Warren, J. C. Bucklin, Arc'ts" still pays tribute to
the designers of the Arcade. Today, virtually unchanged, the
Arcade is more successful than ever. What better eulogy
could there be for these architects?

The Interesting Arcade Notes

T HE Arcade attracted several novel business establish-
ments so it soon became apparent that a bank was
needed to complement the other commercial enter-

prises. In 1831, the Arcade Bank opened its doors and it be-
came an immediate success. Charles Dyer was the first presi-
dent and Thomas J. Stead became the first cashier. By the
end of the year, William C. Snow was appointed cashier. The
bank was one of the "Pet Banks" of the Jacksonian era. In
1833, President Andrew Jackson ordered the public funds
withdrawn from the Bank of the United States, including the
Providence branch at 23 South Main Street. The administra-
tion chose 23 state banks in various states as places of
deposit. Banks were chosen with their party loyalty being the
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main criterion. The Arcade Bank was the Rhode Island de-
pository, thereby making it one of the most powerful banks
in the state. Since the bank was selected because of party
loyalty, it was considered a "Pet Bank". The bank speculated
heavily in note issues by sending vast amounts of notes out of
state and having use of the funds for extended lengths of
time. In 1865, it became the Rhode Island National Bank
(#983). This bank in turn was liquidated in 1901 and suc-
ceeded, along with the Second National Bank and the
National Eagle Bank, by the United National Bank (#5925).
This bank liquidated in 1916.

A controversy again surfaced when the bank's adminis-
trators had to make a decision as to the design for its bank
notes. Naturally, the Arcade entrance would be a most suit-
able representation to embellish the currency. But which en-
trance, that was the question. Two bank note engraving com-
panies submitted illustrations and proof notes for the bank's
inspection. Rawdon, Wright and Company of New York
printed proof notes using the Weybosset Street entrance as a
central vignette. Toppan, Carpenter and Company of Phil-
adelphia and New York did likewise, using the Westminster
Street entrance. Both designs seemed suitable. As of this
writing, a circulated note has been reported with the Toppan,
Carpenter design. I have not seen a circulated specimen of the
Rawdon, Wright design. This in itself does not mean the
bank used only the Toppan, Carpenter design ; it could have
very well used both.

In conclusion, it seems that the controversial problems of
the two similar but basically different designs that were used
for the entrances will remain until the building itself becomes
just a memory at some distant future date. Men of choice will
continue to debate over which illustration should be used for
advertisements, brochures, magazine or paper articles, etc. As
for you, the readers of this article, which entrance would you
choose to illustrate?

References

"The Old Stone Bank" History of Rhode Island, prepared and
printed by Haley and Sykes Co., Providence, R.I.

"The Providence Arcade, Architecture in a Changing Urban
Environment," by Susan L. Newman, Brown University, Depart-
ment of Urban Studies, a Senior Honors Thesis, May 1981.

Historic American Building Survey, The Arcade, prepared by Os-
mund R. Overby, Architect, National Park Service, February
1962.

Arcade, by Henry A. Barker, May 11, 1925.
The original sketches for the Arcade in the Rhode Island Historical

Library.
Architectural Record, McGraw-Hill Publications, May 1981.
Obsolete Notes and Scrip of Rhode Island and the Providence Plan-

tations, by Roger H. Durand, 1981.

Paper Americana Fair Scheduled for October 22nd

The "3rd Great American Civil War Book, Paper & Image
Fair" will be held in the Fairfax Elks Lodge ballroom at 8421 Arling-
ton Blvd., Fairfax, Virginia (a Washington, D.C. suburb), on Oct.
22, 1983. Public hours for this nationally advertised collector's show
are from 9:00 AM through 5:00 PM. Among the 75 or more exhibi-
tors from 16 states are most of the nationally known dealers special-
izing in Civil War material; also expected are several authors, pub-
lishers, and Civil War organizations.

Over 12,000 new, used and rare Civil War books, as well as
documents, periodicals, letters, art, currency, stamps, photographs,
etc., will be offered for sale or trade. Dealers will also be appraising
and buying, including entire collections.

According to C.L. Batson, show manager, hundreds of collec-
tors, scholars and historians nationwide attend this event because it
is the only one of its kind and provides the rare opportunity to buy
from the largest display of these collectables ever assembled outside
of the Library of Congress or the National Archives.

Books will be priced from one dollar closeouts to rare volumes,
documents, papers and photographs valued at thousands of dollars
each.

Several hundred dollars worth of Civil War books, donated by
dealers, will be given away in drawings to benefit Civil War site
preservation.

Further information about this show may be obtained from
C.L. Batson at 10453 Medina Rd., Richmond, Virginia 23235. Tele-
phone 804-272-5558.

Souvenir Card Journal Revises Format

The recently-released Spring 1983 issue of the Souvenir Card
Journal shows continued growth of this two-year-old organization.
Typesetting of the entire forty-page issue has improved the quality of
the publication to a level the equivalent of many larger, long-estab-
lished organizations. New Editor Robin Ellis uses this edition of the
official publication of the Souvenir Card Collectors Society to
editorialize on the difficulties imposed upon a new editor, especially
with a major change in format being undertaken, as well as to in-
clude the standard features of this quarterly publication.

An introduction of Chuck Teeman, as the newest addition to the
SCCS Board of Directors as a Director-at-Large is the cover story,
with an editorial and the President's Page following thereafter. Club
founder Curt Radford uses this latter forum to discuss problems
common to most organizations which are also plaguing the SCCS at
present; slow mail delivery, member apathy, lack of articles for the
Journal and late renewals. Two pages of Letters to the Editor follow,
as well as Part II of the "City of Washington" forerunner cards
article. Ed Beers then continues his series of articles on private sou-
venir cards, as does Doug Holl (The Washington Scene), Don
Hitchcox (Souvenir Card Erratum), and Mike Armus (New Issues,
Notes and Discoveries). The Spring 1983 Mail Bid Auction is also
listed, including 105 lots available for member bids. Another im-
portant article reports the results of the 1982 Popularity Poll, which
indicates that the BEP Memphis card ($100 Brownback National
Bank Note) was the most popular, while the ABNC ANA Midyear
card (Ruby City Certificate of Deposit) was the least popular. Other
"winners" were the ABNC ANA card ($3 note from Tremont Bank,
Boston) and the ABNC SPMC Card ($1 City of Baton Rouge), while
the USPS Philexfrance card was right behind the Midyear card as
least popular. Eleven pages of classified and display advertising
round out the Journal for this quarter.

Membership in the Souvenir Card Collectors Society is open to
any individual or firm interested in collecting or dealing in any types
of souvenir cards. Dues are $10 annually for collectors, $15 annually
for dealers, which includes free advertising rights. Overseas member-
ships are $5 higher for airmail delivery. Applications for membership
or requests for further information should be sent to the SCCS Sec-
retary, Dana Marr, P.O. Box 4155-E, Tulsa, Oklahoma 74159.
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