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"WE'VE COME A
LONG WAY IN 20 YEARS”

SO SAID ONE OF SEA GRANT’S FOUNDERS, JOHN KNAUSS, THEN-
University of Rhode Island vice president for marine programs, in 1985, as
he hosted a nationwide gathering of Sea Grant programs in Newport.

Conference speakers were frank in describing the challenges to a pro-
gram that began in just four states in 1966. Universities, home to these new
programs, had not known quite what to do with them. A nascent interna-
tional Sea Grant program had been phased out. The Reagan Administration
annually attempted to cut Sea Grant from the federal budget.

More happily, speakers noted that Sea Grant’s marine research, uniquely
at that time, had to pass muster with peer reviewers and users alike. Its
outreach programs were demonstrating value to government agencies and
constituents, and revenue from projects nationwide was estimated at
$62 million.

Speakers also identified possibilities for Sea Grant in new technologies,
policy developments—including the adoption of the 200-mile Exclusive
Economic Zone (EEZ) for federal waters—and areas such as aquaculture.

Those emerging opportunities have unfolded here in Rhode Island, and
Rhode Island Sea Grant has been involved—in ocean planning in the EEZ,
leading to the nation’s first offshore wind farm, in research and extension
efforts in aquaculture, which reached a record $5.6 million value in 2015,
and in funding projects using the latest seafloor mapping capabilities, which
have led to new discoveries, most recently of Rhode Island’s largest ship
graveyard (see page 14).

This year, Newport will again host a Sea Grant conference, marking the
program’s soth anniversary. It will be attended by members from the
national office, the 33 state programs around the U.S.—and South Korea Sea
Grant. We have indeed come a long way.

—MONICA ALLARD COX
Editor
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ARTificial
Reef

THE ART AND SCIENCE
OF SHELLFISH RESTORATION
IN THE PROVIDENCE RIVER

by Mary Grady

AT INDIA POINT PARK IN PROVIDENCE, DESPITE THE PICTURESQUE
views of the bay, boats, and birds, it’s easy to see that nature has tak-
en a pounding from the last few centuries of humanity. The shallow
waters along the shore are spiked with the ragged remains of ancient
piers and shipwrecks, and the shoreline itself, once carpeted with
resilient reeds and grasses, now is hardened with cement walls and
piles of jagged rock. These intertidal waters have absorbed centuries
worth of detritus and debris from an industrialized urban watershed,
from toxic metals to sewage waste to freeway runoff. The fish, oys-
ters, and mussels that once flourished here have been gone since long
before the memory of anyone visiting today.

But the park, and the Providence River it overlooks, are on the
verge of a new era. Huge infrastructure projects, years in the mak-
ing, now divert most of the raw sewage that for decades ran into the
river from a network of overflow pipes. The water already is notice-
ably clearer, less murky and stinky, and fish are coming back. And
soon, a little cove nestled into the park’s shoreline will become the
site of an experimental artificial reef that aims to restore shellfish to
the river—not as a market crop or a source of subsistence, but as a
mechanism to help purify the water.

Shellfish are filter feeders, pumping up to 50 gallons of water per
day through their digestive systems. They feast on the phytoplank-
ton that are fed by excess nutrients in the water, such as nitrogen
and phosphorus, that seep into the river from lawns, cesspools, and
runoff, and rob the river of oxygen.

Finding a way to bring shellfish back to the river at the edge of
such a busy urban park has proved to be a challenging task. The
effort has brought together artists and scientists from a range of
disciplines, and expanded from the academic world into the realm

India Point Park shoreline
Photograph by Seth Fandetti
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of government regulators, park advocates, and local
school kids.

Students working on a project at the Rhode Island
School of Design began their study of shellfish several
years ago, when Marta Gomez-Chiarri, a professor
of fisheries at the University of Rhode Island, spent
a semester at RISD as a scientist-in-residence. “I got
involved in various efforts about how to use art and
design to communicate science,” Gomez-Chiarri re-
calls. “There was a studio collaboration between faculty
in sculpture, landscape architecture, and myself, in
which students looked at issues related to shellfish
restoration. As part of that, students came up with a
few very interesting projects using sculpture, design,
and landscape architecture to create habitat.”

The students experimented in the lab with a
variety of forms and materials to see what kind of
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This concrete reef ball in the Chesapeake Bay
provides a breeding ground for oysters and attracts
fish, crabs, and other sea life.

Photograph by Michael Eversmi

structures they could build that would be practical and
effective in providing habitat for shellfish like oysters
and mussels. To figure that out, they first had to un-
derstand the biology and lifecycle of the shellfish. They
learned that the only time oysters and mussels are in
motion and searching for a place to stay is in the larval
stage. Once they find a spot, they settle onto it, hold
tight, and stay put.

The project evolved into a collaboration involving
students and faculty from RISD, URI, Roger Williams
University, and Rhode Island College, with support
from RI-EPSCOR, the Rhode Island Experimental Pro-
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gram to Stimulate Competitive Research, funded by
the National Science Foundation.

The students’ research produced a trio of designs
that will be tested in a pilot project. Platters made of
crushed concrete and oyster shells are arrayed in a
variety of shapes, sizes, and configurations, and affixed
to complex structures that mimic the function of nat-
ural reefs. Three of each design will be built and an-
chored in the waters off the park, and local college and
grade-school students will observe them on a regular
basis to collect data about their effectiveness and their
impact on the ecosystem.

The concept of restoring shellfish populations to
help clean urban waterways is relatively new in Rhode
Island, but it’s already been tried in other places. Peter
Malinowski, director of the New York Harbor Founda-
tion’s Billion Oyster Project, working with local school
kids, hopes to restore a billion oysters to New York’s
coastal waters. “We’ve put 16 and a half million oysters
in the water so far, and we’ve restored over an acre
of reef, using metal structures designed and built by
students,” Malinowski said in a cellphone call from the
field in the fall. “We plan to have 20 acres of reef by
2020, and 200 acres and a billion oysters by 2035. It
will still be a tiny little drop in the bucket, compared
to what used to be here, when there were hundreds of
thousands of acres of oyster reef.”

Malinowski says he has compiled data that show
small improvements in the quality of the waters close
to the reefs, and dramatic changes in the quality of
the habitat. “When you put any kind of structure
in the water, you get an immediate increase in the
abundance and diversity of life around that structure,”
Malinowski says. But he sees another impact from the
project that he thinks is just as important as those
physical changes.

“In New York, there are very few places where
people can walk down to the water’s edge,” he says.
“Every time it rains, hundreds of millions of gallons of
untreated waste drain into the harbor. But New Yorkers
aren’t up in arms about it because they don’t really
notice it.” Malinowski believes public engagement is
key to seeing water-quality improvements in the
future. The oyster project is one way to get people to
interact with the coastal waters, and once they get to
know the ecosystem and see the impacts of pollution,
Malinowski hopes they will be inspired to take action
and lobby for change.

At India Point Park, Rhode Islanders have that ac-
cess to the shore that Malinowski believes is so crucial.
The designers of the artificial reef consider public
outreach a key aspect of the project, so installing it in a
place where a lot of people will see it was an important
goal. But public visibility also raises concerns—will
park visitors be tempted to try to harvest the shellfish,
which aren’t safe to eat? And does the structure itself

'S ABOUT ADVANCING
THE DIVERSITY AND
ABUNDANCE OF NATIVE
SPECIES

amount to a sort of visual pollution, a distraction for
visitors in search of natural landscapes?

Marjorie Powning, co-chair of Friends of India
Point Park, says her group has worked closely with the
art and science consortium to ensure the site meets
the project’s needs for public outreach and school par-
ticipation, while not interfering with the Friends’ goal
to maintain a natural and uncluttered space where city
residents can connect with nature. “They had a concern
that really overlapped with our concerns about water
quality and public education,” she says, adding that it
was also important to her that the project has a small
footprint, and that it’s a temporary installation with a
three-year lifespan.

Warnings will be posted to discourage visitors from
harvesting the shellfish, and the site has been carefully
chosen so that while the reef will be visible from shore,
it’s not easy to get to, having a steep rocky shoreline
that should discourage casual foragers.

Nobody thinks oyster reefs can solve the bay’s wa-
ter-quality problems, even if the entire bay was paved
with shellfish. The main route to cleaner water is to
reduce, and eventually eliminate, the pollutants that
now enter the bay from treatment plants and storm-
water runoff. But the reefs serve another vital func-
tion—besides their contribution to water quality—as
the Billion Oyster Project has found in New York, they
can provide habitat for other species.

Experiments here in Rhode Island have shown that
these benefits can be substantial. John Torgan, direc-
tor of ocean and coastal conservation at The Nature
Conservancy’s Rhode Island office, has been working
for several years on a project to restore reefs at sites
in South County’s coastal ponds, using discarded
oyster shells from restaurants. The shells are collected
into mesh bags, then deployed across the bottoms of
the ponds.

So far, the group’s preliminary data analysis has
shown that the artificial reefs benefit a wide range
of species, including juvenile fish, mussels, clams,
limpets, and shrimp. “It’s not just about producing
more shellfish, it’s about advancing the diversity and
abundance of native species,” says Torgan. “If the
purpose of building artificial reefs is to improve the
ecological health and function of polluted areas, it’s
worth pursuing.”
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FOCUS ON URBAN

by Jerry O’Brien

Photographs by Michael Cevoli

' HILDA AND NORMAN POPPE HAVE A ROUTINE FOR
lunch on Tuesdays. They head to Oakland Beach,
order chowder and clam cakes from a favorite take-out
window, and sit at a picnic table facing Greenwich Bay.
Longtime Warwick residents, the couple delights in
the relaxing ambiance of the peninsula and its lovely,
expansive view to the south, which takes in the widen-
ing embrace of Narragansett Bay.

“We love it here, what a wonderful place,” Hilda
said on a warm and sunny mid-autumn afternoon.
“The city has done a marvelous job in making the area
attractive and welcoming.”

A look around showed that the Poppes aren’t alone
in their fondness for Oakland Beach. Parents played
with their children, dog owners walked their pets, and
others simply sat in the front seats of their cars in the
parking lot and savored the sight. The nearby restau-
rants were doing booming business, too.

And, of course, a large flock of vigilant seagulls
scanned every available inch of space—and every hu-
man hand—for any possible remnant of food.

Oakland Beach has had a long, colorful history—
home of coastal bootleggers and neighborhood speak-
easies during Prohibition, as a popular and afford-
able resort destination in the early 20th century, and
suffering a slow decline after the brutal triple punches
of the Great Depression, the Hurricane of 1938, and
Hurricane Carol, in 1954.

Oakland Beach days before it was struck
by Hurricane Carol in 1954
Photo courtesy the Rhode Island State Archives
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AT OAKLAND BEACH
S TORMWATER
RUNOFF COLLIDES
WITH COASTAL
~LOODING

Despite a significant physical and commercial
transformation in the past 20 years—with restaurants
reclaiming year-round patrons, significant road and
bridge repair, and regular beach maintenance—the
neighborhood retains an ungrounded reputation in
other corners of Rhode Island as a problem spot, a
battered former beach community where low-income
renters come and go, a place whose best years are well
behind it.

Augmenting that persistent view of Oakland Beach
are the days its waters are closed to swimmers each
summer, a fact of public safety routinely reported
in local and statewide media from Memorial Day to
Labor Day. Since 2005, the state Department of Health
has prohibited swimming due to bacterial pollution
at Oakland Beach for a total of 120 days. This past
summer, the state prohibited swimming for nine days,
second only to Newport’s Easton’s Beach and the
contiguous Atlantic Beach Club, in Middletown, which
were closed to swimmers for 11 days.

The problem of bacterial pollution at Oakland
Beach took on greater environmental and political sig-
nificance in the summer of 2013, when the state
prohibited swimming there for a record-breaking 27
days, including a two-week stretch from June 25 to
July 9. The beach became the stage that year for media
appearances by elected city officials and statewide
environmental activists, who targeted an outdated
neighborhood infrastructure—including the continued
use of cesspools—as a significant factor in the water’s
repeated pollution.

How can a statewide summer destination serve
both residents and visitors, and finally shed a troubled
reputation, when children and their parents are prohib-
ited from splashing in the calm, refreshing waters of
Oakland Beach?

How can any of Rhode Island’s—indeed, the na-
tion’s—coastal recreational communities approach the
problems of local pollution and aging infrastructure in
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an era when the rise of sea levels due to global warm-
ing and climate change redefine the very notion of
a future?

“Things are changing so rapidly,” said Pam Rubi-
noff, senior coastal manager at the Coastal Resources
Center (CRC) and extension specialist for Rhode Island
Sea Grant, both located at the University of Rhode
Island Graduate School of Oceanography. “The point is
that we need to treat the water at Oakland Beach while
considering public safety and the quality of life.”’

Rubinoff and her colleague at CRC and Sea Grant,
Teresa Crean, community planner and extension spe-
cialist, are working with a consortium of state and city
officials, nonprofit environmental groups, community
volunteers, and environmental professionals across
New England to develop and implement a simple yet
ingenious plan to control and treat the stormwater
runoff at Oakland Beach, a major contributor to the
bacterial pollution in that portion of Greenwich Bay.

The challenge to Oakland Beach is unique in Rhode
Island because it is the only municipal beach on Nar-
ragansett Bay whose pollution problem results when
stormwater runoff caused by heavy rains collides with
the coastal flooding that accompanies storm-related
and seasonal high tides.

The result at Oakland Beach is surface rainwa-
ter that sweeps down toward the beach, picking up
everything molecular in its path—fecal matter from
seagulls, dogs, and rodents; gasoline and oil drippings
from vehicular traffic; fertilizers from lawns and gar-
dens; and food remnants and other litter.

In even a modest rain at a high tide, the parking lot
that runs parallel to the beach floods with stormwater
runoff and rising seawater. The flooding is signifi-
cantly worse when storms occur during “super moon”
events—a period when a full moon or a new moon co-
incides with the moon’s closest orbital position around
the Earth. This happened in October, and water easily
covered half of the parking lot. The flooding will only
get worse as sea levels rise and a warming atmosphere
puts more water vapor into storm cells, Rubinoff and
Crean said.

That collision of factors at Oakland Beach requires
a novel solution. Fortunately, all of the parties say they
are in sync with a common goal. And they are excited
about creating a template—an effective set of steps—
for how residents, municipalities, and state boards
can work together on thorny environmental problems.
Proving that this method works will make it more
likely that other communities will approach their own
environmental problems in the same way—and the
collaborating parties at URI and at the state level will
be primed to assist them.

Pam Rubinoff is part of a team addressing
pollution and climate change impacts at Oakland Beach.
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“There’s a lot of room to work with at Oakland
Beach, so there are a lot of opportunities,” said Janet
Freedman, coastal geologist with the state Coastal Re-
sources Management Council. “And everyone from the
mayor on down is committed to making changes there.
It’s a nice beach, but if it’s closed it’s not an amenity.”

From the start, Rubinoff and Crean wanted to
target problem sites in Rhode Island communities that
municipal officials had already identified and moni-
tored over a period of time. Warwick’s Oakland Beach
was a natural. Aware of the runoff problem, city of-
ficials had recently engaged a construction company to
work on drainage issues on Suburban Parkway, a wide
and nearly half-mile-long road with a spacious grassy
median between the two travel lanes.

A lot of water passes over Suburban Parkway’s acre-
age during a rainstorm, and a lot collects at the west end
and at adjacent Strand Avenue. Finding a way to reduce
that large amount of water and get more of it into
the ground, where it can naturally filter as it percolates
into the groundwater, everyone agrees, is crucial.

The approach is called bio-retention, said Eric
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Earls, Warwick’s city engineer. The idea is to pull

up unnecessary asphalt, which is impermeable, and
replace it with plantings that will slow down the
movement of surface water so it can be soaked up by
roots or allowed to permeate the soil. Improvements at
each end of the road would have a similar effect. The
strategy will also be used on a portion of the parking
lot, which will be redesigned using such “green” meth-
ods—without changing visitors’ desire to sit in the car
and stare at the water.

Rubinoff and Crean had applied for a grant through
the U.S. Department of the Interior—made available in
the destructive wake of Superstorm Sandy—to study
and solve the problem of colliding stormwater runoff
and tidal floods, using green infrastructure techniques
that had previously been used primarily only for
stormwater collection and treatment. They pored over
maps, databases, and aerial photographs, and reached
out to municipal officials and nongovernmental orga-
nizations, including Save The Bay, that had been
tracking this and related problems for years. “These
issues get big very quickly,” said Rubinoff. By her hand
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was a laptop computer open to an image on ArcGIS,

a mapping tool that collates data from multiple sourc-
es. Visible was a crystal-clear satellite photograph

of the entire Oakland Beach neighborhood and shore-
line, overlaid with elevation contour lines set at
two-foot intervals.

Rubinoff and Crean started work in January and
put together pilot projects in Warwick, Newport, and
North Kingstown. Mastering local, state, and federal
regulations for coastal improvements was essential.
Finding experienced professionals who know those
guidelines and who have experience with green solu-
tions to runoff was essential, too.

In addition to Warwick Mayor Scott Avedisian and
the city’s engineering team, the pair reached out to
the state Department of Environmental Management,
the faculty and graduate students at URI’s Department
of Landscape Architecture, members of the Rhode
Island Nursery and Landscape Association, and the
staff at the University of New Hampshire’s Stormwater
Center, whose program manager, James Houle, is
a national expert on green infrastructure and other
innovative approaches to stormwater management.

“The project at Oakland Beach is a demonstration
of better and more effective approaches to a serious
problem, approaches that we hope will be sustained
over time,” Houle said.

“Yes, this is one project today. But this type of col-
laborative effort produces not only designs for Oakland
Beach but generates a lot of involvement. And we know
that leads to more successes down the road. Over time,
this method ingrains itself in the municipal culture of
doing things.

“That’s why this collaboration is so important. We
need this throughout the country. Through this kind
of engagement and applied science we are building a
culture of stewardship.”

Wenley Ferguson, Save The Bay’s director of habi-
tat restoration, agrees.

“I was excited that the city highlighted this area as
a priority,” said Ferguson, whose work on stormwater
runoff and pollution in Narragansett Bay goes back
many years.

“It’s important that there is so much room to work
with there and that there’s a lot of community interest.
It’s more than a beach—Oakland Beach is a destina-
tion. It’s a place Rhode Islanders can bus to to escape
the city in summer. There are benches and good food.
Improving on the site will have a lot of benefits and
will increase the public’s enjoyment of the bay.”

The public has a role in Oakland Beach, as well, all
parties agree.

According to Crean, Save The Bay has identified
the fecal matter of seagulls as a major source of the
bacterial pollution at the beach. The birds have come
to expect that they will be fed—fed by people who find

it cute to show their children how to toss an oyster
cracker or a bit of clam cake into the gaping beak of a
quickly diving gull. Open and overflowing trash recep-
tacles also attract gulls and land-based rodents, which
contribute to the bacterial soup.

“We need to work with vendors to use covered
trash receptacles,” Crean said. “We need to consider
solar-powered trash compactors, which have been very
effective in Newport.”

In time, it is hoped, that culture of stewardship will
spread to residents and visitors, who would clean up
their own litter and clean up after their dogs, she said.
A partnership among the recreational, municipal, and
scientific communities will make a major difference
for the future health of the beach—especially given the
rising waters of climate change and stronger storms.

“We can’t say it’s no use to do anything because
the beach won’t be here someday,” Crean said. “The ap-
proaches we are developing now give us more time. We
can demonstrate potential solutions for the future. It
could be inundated later, but we are making the transi-
tion now.”

Earls, the city engineer, is looking long term, too.
He’s working on a grant proposal for the New Eng-
land Interstate Water Pollution Control Commission
that would cover nearly a quarter-million dollars of
the Suburban Parkway project. And he’ll have another
proposal in the pipeline, an urban-waters grant through
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.

“So much water discharges directly out to Green-
wich Bay,” Earls said. “What can we do to make the
runoff cleaner?” This project, Earls hopes, will answer
that question.

His boss agrees.

“I’'m excited about the efforts to bring green infra-
structure to Oakland Beach” for improving water
quality and aesthetics, as well as addressing flooding,
said Avedisian, who had just returned from a national
“Rising Tides” summit in New Hampshire for mayors
and municipal officials on coastal flooding and rising
sea levels.

Donna M. Travis is one of those residents. She’s
lived in Oakland Beach for 59 years and has served 11
terms on the City Council, now as president. She has
lived through the hard years in Oakland Beach and
has since seen her neighborhood make a significant
rebound. She strongly supports the collaborative work
to improve Oakland Beach, and is delighted that the
volunteer Oakland Beach Association is on board.

“I have seen the ups and downs,” Travis said. “This
project is so important to the community and all who
visit Oakland Beach. This group is wonderful, and they
are so excited. Something will come out of it for our
children and our grandchildren.

“Whatever it takes to make this work, we will do it.”

41° N SUMMER 2016
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by Keegan Glennon

Photograph by Jesse Burke

Recently, the University of Rhode Island
junior landscape architecture class was
turned loose on Oakland Beach, War-
wick, to come up with “green” designs
to help the area increase its resilience to
storms and erosion.

This sort of real-world experience is
an important aspect of URI’s landscape
architecture program, and, adds the
class’s professor, Richard Sheridan, “I'm
not sure if students understand ... how
different this is from other schools.”

Students Kelvin Huang, Emma
Winkler, and Zachary Driver say that
Oakland Beach was the first project that
they’d done that was really focused on
green infrastructure, and involved a lot
of independent research.

“I try to give them learning tools so
that they know how to solve problems
on their own,” Sheridan says. “It’'s more
a case of, ‘What would you do there?
Tell me a story.” And they do. It’s pretty
wonderful.”

The students say that many of the
factors that complicated this specific
project—such as flooding, storm surge
and sea level rise—are ones that are
sure to recur if they continue working in
a coastal area like Rhode Island. “Being
a landscape architect in this time ... [the
environment] is an important consider-
ation,” explains Driver. Winkler agrees:
“We’re going to be dealing with these
issues for a long time.”

The students say the hands-on
nature of the project—uvisiting the site

Professor Richard Sheridan (second from
left) and students Gabriella D’Angelis,
Emma Winkler, Kelvin Huang, and
Zachary Driver

TELL ME A STORY

Landscape architecture students
take on Oakland Beach

and interacting with community mem-
bers—changed their approach to their
: designs.

Winkler recalls an example: “The

parking lot loop is a one-way road that
has parking spaces on either side. And
that, from a design standpoint—and

- also from an environmental stand-
point—was not the best way for it to be
designed, especially not right near the
water. But ... that was really important

: to [the community members]. Some

of them even wanted, when they pass
away, to be driven around the loop. And
that’s pretty strong for someone to say!”

The students did their best in their

designs to preserve the parts of the site
that were important to area residents,

: but found that it wasn’t always feasible.
Nostalgia can only go so far. As student
Gabriella D’Angelis said during her final
presentation, “I think sometimes you
have to create new memories.”

For Sheridan, the goal of this project

was about helping students understand
the responsibility they have as land-
scape architects in creating designs that
: are both aesthetically pleasing but also
functional. He wants students to realize
all the things that landscape architec-
ture can do, from preventing runoff
from flowing into the ocean to helping
protect people’s homes against flood-
ing. “They’re working on health, safety,
: and welfare ... Those are the three really
key points that they’ll be working on for
the rest of their lives,” he says.

For the students’ part, they seem to

be figuring it out. “Somebody asks me,
: ‘What do you do?"” Driver laughs, “And
. I'm like, ‘Change the world.”
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One Man's
regsure

UNCOVERING RHODE ISLAND’S
LARGEST SHIP GRAVEYARD

by Meredith Haas
with contributions by Evan Ridley

Photographs courtesy David Robinson

WHAT WAS LONG THOUGHT TO BE AN UNSIGHTLY
debris field off the East Providence shoreline has,
thanks to one dogged marine archaeologist, been dis-
covered to be the largest collection of scuttled vessels
in state waters.

But should these vessels, dating primarily from
the late 19th and early 20th centuries, be preserved
as heirlooms of Rhode Island’s maritime heritage, or
removed as impediments to navigation at worst, and
eyesores at best?

“A lot of people look at this and think it’s random
debris or trash,” says David Robinson, a marine archae-
ologist, pointing to photographs of Providence Harbor,
where old submerged wooden vessels and timber
pilings with worn and ragged edges protrude as much
as 6 feet above the water like jagged snares. “But I see
stories of another time in history.”

Robinson, a researcher at the University of Rhode
Island’s Graduate School of Oceanography, has been
engrossed in the small, shallow area called Green
Jacket Shoal off Bold Point—an area that has been
targeted for extensive debris removal. Here, Robinson
has found the remains of a historical floating dry dock
and 26 wooden-hulled vessels, which make up what is
being deemed “Rhode Island’s largest ship graveyard.”
They are a reminder, he says, of the industrial fervor
that transformed Providence into a thriving commer-
cial waterfront, making it a key regional port in the
distribution of raw materials and manufactured goods
such as coal and cotton.

“Everyone thought it was debris, and no one sus-
pected otherwise,” says Dennis Nixon, director of
Rhode Island Sea Grant and professor of marine affairs
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at URI, explaining that preliminary surveys done in
2013 for a marine debris removal project initially only
discovered five vessels. “It was the first time we
were aware that there even were submerged ships in
the area”

Since then, Robinson has uncovered 14 barges,
five sailing vessels (from schooners to sloops), five
steam—or diesel—powered vessels, and two sidewheel
steamboats that carried goods and passengers to
ports throughout Narragansett Bay and out to Block
Island. But these maritime vestiges are not the
remnants of famous battles or natural disasters, or
even linked to historical figures like Captain James
Cook—whose famous circumnavigation vessel, the
Endeavour, is suspected to be residing in Newport
Harbor. In fact, they’re technically not even wrecks,
but rather skeletons of abandoned ships that were
decommissioned, stripped, and left to rot.

“Such a collection of vessels is a treasure trove
of knowledge,” says local maritime historian Kurt
Voss, explaining that although many of these vessels
were “as common as dirt,” they still hold historical
value.“They show us where we’ve been and who we are.”

Maritime heirlooms

The most iconic vessels in the collection are sidewheel
steamers, Mount Hope (designed by notable naval
architect George Peirce) and Bay Queen—both 19th-
century steamboats whose careers spanned more than
three decades. Though they were not the first steamers

The skeleton of a schooner barge rests in shallow
water off Bold Point, East Providence.
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The Mount Hope was one of the largest passenger
steamboats to ply Narragansett Bay.
Photo courtesy the Steamship Historical Society of America

to ply Rhode Island’s waters, they represent a period
when the advent of steam power changed the way
people and goods traveled, when navigation was no
longer dependent on the winds or currents.

“These nearly 200-foot-long floating hotels with
huge engines allowed people, for the first time in
human history, to travel on the water whenever they
wanted—not just when the wind allowed, and at much
faster speeds than sailing vessels,” says Robinson,
explaining that steam power resulting from the use
of low-pressure boilers and engines applied to paddle
wheels enabled these vessels to travel 10 or more
knots. “[Steamboats] were the most technologically
complex things created by people at that time.”

The 182-foot Bay Queen was built in 1865 to
service the increasing traffic of excursionists seeking
to escape the summer heat of Providence for coastal
resorts at Newport and various points in between.
The Mount Hope, which was built as strictly a sum-
mer boat in 1888, was one of the largest Narragansett
Bay passenger steamboats at 193 feet, with a carrying
capacity up to 3,000 passengers. The level of punc-
tuality and efficiency steamboats offered had never
been achieved by previous forms of transportation and
helped launch early tourism-based businesses, which
in many ways resemble today’s travel industry.
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“Steamboat lines were all in competition with each
other, like airlines are today,” Robinson says, pointing
out that competition wasn’t just fueled between own-
ers, but also between the captains of the vessels, who
built their reputations on racing for the quickest times
between ports. And for archaeologists like Robinson,
the past is still very much alive with the discovery of
the stories tied to these vessels.

“When you look at photos of people that have been
dead for over a hundred years, you forget they were
humans like us—that they were people with egos and
emotions,” he says, reflecting on various accounts from
the crews and captains of their younger days at sea
aboard the steamers.

“These guys were like NASCAR drivers. They
were crazy,” he says laughing, describing the sense of
freedom that young former sailing captains must have
felt in operating steamboats, much in the same way
a 16-year-old might feel when driving a car for
the first time. “They would race for the glory of their
line or play chicken when approaching wharves from
opposite directions.”

These types of stories, says Robinson, help evoke a
historical time and place.

“When you’re looking at a collection of ves-
sels, you’re looking at a whole community of people
engaged in maritime trade, making decisions about
the usefulness of these ships,” says Nathan Richards, a
specialist in maritime archaeology and professor
at East Carolina University. Ship graveyards, he says,
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act as “worlds in miniature” by encapsulating the social

culture, economic structure, and technological capabil- | — AN/ OA TS VWERE THE

ities of a certain time in history, revealing more about

everyday human nautical behavior than a famous ship- |\ /() T [ [ (N () (O)(5[(OA L LY

wreck. “You often see these ship graveyards reflecting

changes in maritime technology and economics, which

you’re never going to get from a shipwreck because the G O M p L E>< T H ‘ N G S
vessel is going down prematurely and hasn’t come to

the natural end of its life.” CREATED BY PEOPLE

As new transportation options emerged, along with
economic downturns that occurred with the onset of AT T H AT T ‘ M E
World War I and the Great Depression, the heyday for
steamboats and their crew was short-lived. Automo-
biles and the expansion of railroads made overland
travel faster and cheaper, and in the late 19th century,
Bold Point’s industrial waterfront slowly declined.
Shipping infrastructure, including the railway that ran
down to India Point, was abandoned as freight yards
began to relocate to what is today Kennedy Plaza in
downtown Providence for convenience of access to
Connecticut, New York, and Boston.

“No one was taking the boats anymore,” Robinson
says. “When your commerce drops, it’s no longer a

moneymaking proposition. It wasn’t just those ships
or ships in Providence that were impacted, it was local
and regional steamship lines everywhere.”

Fall from grace
After the sale and ultimate failure of its parent compa-
ny in 1902, Bay Queen was brought to the south side of
the Providence Dry Dock Company’s pier—the remain-
ing pilings of which still exist at Green Jacket Shoal.
The steamboat was stripped of its machinery before
being moved to the north side of the pier and left to its
eventual demise. In a similar fashion, Mount Hope’s
diminishing finances ultimately compelled its owners
to dispose of it in 1936 amongst the other abandoned
vessels already lining the eastern shore of the harbor
at Bold Point.

Although every harbor across the world has its
own collection of abandoned ships, studies of ship
graveyards have not been at the forefront of research in
maritime archaeology. This is in part due to poor doc-
umentation, either because there is rarely any fanfare
when vessels are scuttled, or perhaps because the ships
were sunken secretly—and illegally—to avoid the costs
of demolishing and discarding them properly.

Although abandoning vessels is common, the prac-
tice can evoke an emotional response from sailors,
and even marine archaeologists, who sometimes regard
abandoned vessels as suffering “an undeserved fall
from grace,” says Richards, citing historical records.

“People have given ships agency for so long,”
Richards says. “They don’t want to see this thing
they’ve loved become a dilapidated, worn-out, broken-
down thing.” These photos show the Mount Hope in her heyday.
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BOATS HAD PERSONALITIES:
THEY WERE EITHER

LUCKY OR UNLUCKY,

SLOW OR FAST

A 1935 article in the Providence Sunday Journal hon-
ored the “Hope’s best-known master,” Tiverton native
Brad Ricketson. It said that his passing away was
just as well, “for he loved the Hope and took a lot of
pride in having been with her for 30 years in all”

“Boats had personalities. They were either lucky or
unlucky, slow or fast,” says Robinson. “They were fig-
ures on the bay with different looks and even different
sounding steam whistles that people knew.”

This perception may have applied to passenger ves-
sels that were given names, but this type of sentiment
was rarely given to cargo-carrying barges and other
laboring vessels. Even so, the remains of all vessels
hold stories—lost chapters of historical knowledge on
everything from vessel design and construction tech-
niques to maritime commerce. The seemingly trivial
freighters and tugs that today come and go from Nar-
ragansett Bay will one day be artifacts indicating what
life was like in the first half of the 21st century. But
unlike shipwrecks from well-known battles or historic
storms, ship graveyards are often forgotten until some
cleanup plan or development proposal causes people to
take a closer look. But even then, it’s not always clear
what’s been found.

“It’s like stumbling upon your ancestor’s posses-
sions in your attic,” says Richards. “You’re stubbing
your toe and cutting yourself on this ‘junk’ but then
you do some research, and it’s like, “‘Wow! This has
a story that’s right next to something else that has a
story” Then people start getting excited.”

Bleeding with intention

What makes ship graveyards particularly exciting for
marine archaeologists is that these collections repre-
sent where human beings have engaged in maritime
trade and the choices they’ve made. They show the
historical layers of how people systematically used the
waters and adjacent shoreline.

“Ship graveyards are bleeding with intention,” says
Richards of the multiple decisions made when using a
vessel and decommissioning one. Such decisions in-
clude repurposing the vessel if markets change or
choosing to salvage parts if that’s more cost-effective,
or when and where to leave a vessel or a group of vessels.

“A collection of 19-century vessels was unlikely
abandoned illicitly,” he says, explaining that in the case
of Bold Point, it would be difficult to dump a large
barge in secret, especially so close to the shore. “It’ll
be interesting to learn more about this site because I
think it’s going to be a story about how it happened.”

Robinson’s research indicates that the accumula-
tion of vessels on Green Jacket Shoal at Bold Point was
the result of two factors: location and infrastructure.
Located in an active industrial harbor, the shoal’s shal-
low waters were unnavigable for most vessels, yet close
enough to shipping operations for easy disposal. And
the presence of the Providence Dry Dock & Marine
Railway Company’s boat maintenance infrastructure,
along with two marine railways on the western tip of
Bold Point and a large floating dry dock, made it easy
to strip and salvage machinery and valuable hardware
from vessels.

“When you see a cluster like this, someone has
made a decision to be out of the way of navigation
... If it’s a hazard now, the human use of the area has
changed,” says Richards.

And Providence Harbor has changed.

David Robinson explores the ship graveyard by kayak.
This vessel was scuttled with long timbers aboard,
though no one is sure why.
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Oceanography Professor John King used
side-scan sonar—a seafloor mapping device,
towed through an area by a research vessel
that emits sound and measures its return
echo—to examine the bottom of Green Jacket
Shoal. These images were the first clue to the

ship graveyard there.
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Making way for modern life

When the weather is warm, the waters surrounding
Bold Point now host sailing lessons out of the Com-
munity Boating Center at India Point Park, as well as
kayaks and motorboats belonging to recreational fisher-
men, many of whom regularly use the boat ramp and
parking lot at Bold Point Park, says Bruce Dufresne,
East Providence harbormaster. He says that May, June,
and September see particularly heavy boat traffic when
stripers and bluefish are abundant, which some say is
the result of the habitat created by these abandoned
vessels and pilings.

“There’s also traffic from people going to the bars
in Providence, as well people using that area to go up
to the WaterFire, and other displays and events at India
Park,” Dufresne says.

Although Robinson says that in the year he has
spent studying the site he hasn’t seen recreational
boaters around the shipwrecks, Dufresne says that
some of the pilings have been hazardous to boaters,
specifically at night.

While the historic ships identified by Robinson
remain untouched, efforts are moving forward—after
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A small barge to the right of the large
exposed barge is being removed. The larger barge
may be removed if funding permits.

years of discussion—to remove debris from these wa-
ters. The Providence Harbor Special Area Management
Plan, adopted by the Coastal Resources Management
Council as far back as 1983, states, “the debris is a haz-
ard to navigation, environmental pollution, a hindrance
to revitalization in the area, and an eyesore.”

So even if these vessels are historic, are they also
hazards? Are they an eyesore? And how do decision
makers determine what to keep and what to remove?

Clean Bays, a Middletown-based nonprofit, recently
received a nearly $200,000 National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration grant from the Rhode
Island Congressional Delegation to remove hazardous
and unsightly debris from the Seekonk and Providence
rivers and upper Narragansett Bay. The initial plans
in 2013 targeted the former dry dock and submerged
vessels in Green Jacket Shoal.
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“These legacy pilings are dangerous and ruin the
beauty of this gorgeous marine environment,” said Sen.
Sheldon Whitehouse in an article published by ecoRI
in 2014. “They need to be cleared out. They’re no use
to anybody, and they’re slowing the value of the area.”

The senator’s comments came before Robinson’s
research revealed the historic significance of the float-
ing dry dock—the first of its kind on Narragansett
Bay—and the remains of 26 ships in the area.

“The first fight is the eyesore fight,” says Richards,
“It’s all in the eye of the beholder. What some people
value aren’t what other people are going to value.”

But what people value largely has to do with
the connections to the human element—the stories
revealed in the clutter. Mallows Bay, for example—a
small embayment on the Potomac River in Mary-
land—holds nearly 100 skeletons of World War I-era
wooden steamboats. It is the largest ship graveyard in
the nation and is in the process of becoming a National
Marine Sanctuary. This site would’ve been once con-
sidered a complete eyesore, Richards says.

“Now time has passed and we’ve changed our per-
spective. We want to celebrate things this site repre-
sents. What’s to say that’s not the same case for Rhode
Island?” he adds.

While Clean Bays has been able to remove hazard-
ous pilings from shipping lanes and an old barge from
the 1970s that was leaking oil, the ship graveyard, and
its historical significance, is still being investigated
and considered by the state.

“There’s no way we’re going to touch the iconic re-
sources that have been identified,” says Nixon, who has
been working with Whitehouse and Clean Bays and
convening meetings with other organizations through-
out the state. “And there’s plenty of debris to clean up
while not disturbing these historical sites.”

Robinson admits that some concessions have to be
made because of competing goals for historical and
environmental preservation, as well as land-use, but
he’s concerned that choosing to remove individual ves-
sel or pier remains from Green Jacket Shoal may erode
the site’s significance.

“When you think about this unique collection of
submerged cultural resources within the broader
historic context of its role as a part of the industrial
waterfront, then all these things together begin to take
on a greater significance—not so much individually,
but as a collection of ships that are demonstrative of
what was happening here,” he says. “So when there’s a
discussion about removing boats [and pilings] from
the site, I get nervous because I'm afraid about us
losing resources that individually may not be histori-
cally significant, but are contributing elements to a
larger site”

As for whether these historic wooden vessels or
pilings are bad for the environment, there is yet to be

THE IRONY IS5 THAT NOW
WE CAN SEE

THE VESSELS BECAUSE
WE'VE DONE SUCH A

GOOD JOB OF CLEANING

THE WATER

any literature on the matter, but wood is not generally
considered hazardous. In fact, Robinson observed
during his year in the field that these abandoned ves-
sels and pilings are serving as habitat for pioneer spe-
cies of fish, birds, and even marine mammals that are
returning to the environmentally healthier Providence
Harbor and the Seekonk River.

Additionally, anecdotal evidence from those in the
recreational fishing community indicates these wrecks
provide structure on the seafloor for habitat, and that
striped bass fishing is particularly good, says Nixon,
noting that this is, in part, attributed to improved
water quality in the area. “The irony is that now we can
see [the vessels] because we’ve done such a good job
of cleaning the water. The polluted water has preserved
the ships in the first place by keeping the ship worms
out,” describing the site as a “diminishing resource”
that he says he’d like to keep preserved. “We’ll begin
to see a faster deterioration of ships, so let’s document
while we can”

While Robinson has begun the first phase of doc-
umenting these historic vessels, the next step is
building awareness of the submerged cultural heritage
and preserving what the historians feel is relevant.
What may be considered historically relevant may
come down to the type of narrative told through these
vessels and whether that story is deemed worth keep-
ing—whether it’s a story that will help people see
beyond the weathered and broken hulls and pilings.
“[Ship graveyards] offer a rare snapshot in history. It’s
a narrative of a human response to a problem,” says
Richards. “Would removing one vessel remove the
ability to tell that story? It’s hard to say definitively
until the histories and archaeology are done.”

But everyone can win, he says, adding that these
sites can hold enormous potential for cultural tourism,
education, and research, as well as for habitat. And
until more is known about the stories behind this col-
lection of vessels, they will remain where they are in
Green Jacket Shoal.
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Mike Keyworth:

THE ONE-MAN WAKE-UP CALL

by Elaine Lembo

Illustration by Christopher Buzelli
Photograph by Seth Fandetti

He embraced the role of marina manager with the same gusto as he did an incredible
maxi yacht racing campaign. Thirty years on, the recreational boating
industry and the environment of the Ocean State are all the better for his efforts.
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ON A GRAY, DANK DAY IN EARLY DECEMBER, THE
office of Mike Keyworth at Brewer Cove Haven Marina
in Barrington is an inviting retreat. Outside, it’s all
hustle and hurry. Power and sailboats are being
winterized, the shrink wrap’s coming on, the lift that
moves them around is beeping its warning to stay clear.

But inside, there’s the look and feel of a comfort-
able den. Papers are piled on the desk. Books line low
shelves. On the walls are mounted frames from a grand
prix racing career; they joust for space with plaques
honoring civic and environmental achievements.

There’s no hint here that somebody’s about to
depart for a new chapter in life. But that’s exactly what
is happening, as Mike Keyworth is weeks away from
retiring after a three-decade long career in the marina
industry. It’s an odyssey that saw the Brewer vice
president and general manager trail blazing with col-
leagues on behalf of the health of Rhode Island waters
in general and Narragansett Bay in particular, and
advocating for the livelihoods of the people who work
in the marine trades.

At the moment, though, he’d rather pull old pass-
ports out of his desk drawer and flip through the years
with each turn of the page. There are visas from Cuba,
China, and Japan. The memories from those landfalls
are interspersed with recollection of beautiful sail-
boats and big-time races—the Fastnet, Sydney-Hobart,
Newport to Bermuda, Middle Sea Race, the Clipper
Cup, the Swan Cup Sardinia, to name but a few.

Indeed, the decade-long international sailing and
racing career Keyworth and his wife, Nancy, embarked
upon in the >7os—much of it as crew aboard the 81-
foot, record-setting maxi boat Nirvana—was a spec-
tacular, rare adventure.

“This incredible career of ours was such a cool
deal because it really grew in ways we couldn’t have
predicted,” he says.

The same could be said about the next occupation
he undertook after washing ashore in New England.
Soon after he was hired at Brewer Yacht Yards in the
mid ’80s, Keyworth encountered new types of chal-
lenges, all unanticipated, and of the environmental and
political sort.

As he recalls, back then Rhode Island marinas and
boatyards were perceived as a necessary evil. The wa-
ters under the slips at Cove Haven, situated a half-mile
from the Providence River channel, were a mudflat;
dredging was unheard of. The Rhode Island Marine
Trades Association (RIMTA) catered mainly to the
agenda of boat dealers.

Luxury sales tax on boats? Pumpouts? Shrink wrap
recycling? Clean marinas? Abandoned vessels? Climate
change? Sea level rise? These matters were not making
headlines yet, but eventually, they would.

A transfer from Brewer’s Pilot’s Point Marina in
Westbrook, Connecticut, to Cove Haven in 1987 got

Keyworth up to speed with the issues in an abrupt way,
and in 1988, he joined RIMTA.

“As T got more involved in RIMTA, I brought on
other people in the marina and boatyard business,” he
says. “We were besieged from every angle: We were
considered dirty; indifferent at best to the environ-
ment; users and abusers of the resource.

“And I knew that wasn’t the case,” he says. “My
fellow marina operators knew that their livelihood de-
pended on clean water and the ability to use that clean
water. The dredging issue was one of the first ones I
got involved in because it was imperative to survive
here at Cove Haven.”

The effort to gain funds for dredging in the federal
waters of the Providence Channel proved to be an in-
structive one for Keyworth; the lessons he took from it
would serve him well in the years ahead.

“I believed that it was a simple problem,” he says.
“You dug the stuff from one place and you put it an-
other place, but that’s not the way it works. I learned
about the stakeholder process and how you have to
engage and embrace and collaborate; otherwise, you’ll
never succeed.”

The spirit of cooperation that went into establish-
ing the Rhode Island Dredge Task Force would be the
same type of effort needed in 1991 when stakeholders
successfully fought for an exemption from a feder-
ally imposed luxury tax of 10 percent on boats valued
at more than $100,000. Keyworth, by then RIMTA
president and chairman of the legislative committee,
worked with colleague Ken Kubic to pursue repeal of
the law.

“We were approached by local builders who felt it
would put them out of business,” he says. “We pushed
for relief by introducing state legislation that would
exempt boats from sales or use tax. It passed in 1991,
without a dissenting vote. In the end, it helped create
and save thousands of jobs.”

And it gave Keyworth and RIMTA a reputation for
taking on broader issues. “I became known as the guy
you call,” he says. “There was the sales tax, and all sorts
of other issues surfaced. There was so much going on
at the time: aquaculture projects, making Rhode Island
a no-discharge state. Everyone and everything was in
play then. The Coastal Resources Management Council
and the Department of Environmental Management
were partners. All of us were working together to make
things better.”

Keyworth also developed a relationship with Rhode
Island Sea Grant in the early 1990s by helping create a
guide of best management practices for marinas. “They
wanted projects that benefitted the entire ecosystem,”
he says. “I felt it was important to generate something
that benefitted marinas.”

More recently, Keyworth has worked with Sea
Grant to create a toolkit to help marine facilities assess
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risk from sea level rise and climate-change-induced
storm events. “I’m certainly not a visionary but I get
the picture,” he says. “You’ve got to scare the crap out
of these people, I told them. They don’t realize what
they’re in for. Using the tool, you get a bird’s eye view
of your facility; it shows seawater inundation in a 5-,
10-, 50-, and 100-year storm. It’s scary.”

Keyworth has also helped develop a certification
training program for Brewer employees in cooperation
with the American Boat and Yacht Council’s Ed Sherman.

As chairman of the group Clean Bays, he’s advocat-
ed for a dollar fee tacked on to state boat registration
to go into funding for shoreline maintenance, including
removing abandoned vessels from the water.

“We have a responsibility to our children and our
children’s children to leave the environment better
than we found it because those before us didn’t do a
good job of managing it,” he says. “Proactive conserva-
tion is what I’'m talking about; our marshes are equally
important as our tributaries, bays, and oceans. It’s all
tied together.”

Despite the problems and the setbacks, Keyworth
is optimistic. Today, RIMTA is in great shape, he says,
and represents all members of the marine trades
equally. The bay is much cleaner. Citizens in the Ocean
State are far more aware of environmental priorities.
Even Cove Haven has thrived, with double the slips it
once had. “I believe there’s a solution to every prob-
lem,” he says. “You just have to work at it hard enough
to figure out what it is”

For now, though, it’s time for Keyworth to take a
break from the many boards and committees and accept
honor for his efforts. He’s the recipient of RIMTA’s
first Rising Tide Award for making contributions to
the Rhode Island marine trades. He’s also the 1995
recipient of the Alfred L. Hawkes Award, the highest
environmental award in the Rhode Island, and the 1996
recipient of the Clean Marina Award by the EPA.

It’s also time to focus on going sailing again. In
December, Chasseur, his Swan 44, awaited him in St.
Thomas, in the United States Virgin Islands. He and
Nancy planned to cruise the Caribbean over winter,
and in May, move the boat to Bermuda so he could feed
his racing addiction, flying home to do the Newport-
Bermuda Race aboard Verissimo, an Alden 63. Then
he’ll rejoin Chasseur and head for the Azores, England,
Scotland, and Ireland, “and I’'m not sure after that,”
he says.

One thing is certain: Even though Keyworth is from
the Chesapeake, he’ll return to New England to retire.

“I sailed in and out of Newport when I was operat-
ing boats,” he says. “I always felt like I was coming
home. Nancy and I have bought a house in Newport, in
the Point section. As I say to native Rhode Islanders,
“You didn’t have a choice. I had a choice, and I choose
to live here.”
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New Hope for
Urban Waterways

by Hugh Markey
[llustration by Roger Ycaza

Photographs by Michael Cevoli

A 10-FOOT ALUMINUM BOAT SLIDES OUT OF ITS
dock at the Narragansett Boat Club and onto the
Seekonk River. Nestled in the rocks below the surface
is a large population of mussels and oysters. The
December skies hold a mixture of sun and clouds, and
the air is brisk with a light wind. It’s the first time this
season that the temperatures have really felt like winter,
so a trip on the water seems like a dubious choice.
Along the shore are vacant lots, the skeletal re-
mains of another era. In decades past, these lots were
home to businesses such as Washburn Wire, a huge
manufacturing plant, born in an age when electricity
was new and buildings across America needed wire to
deliver it. The demand was so strong that Washburn
had plants in New York and Rhode Island, rolling out

East Providence’s industrial waterfront is seeing
new life—and new development.

steel, copper, and brass to suit the needs of a growing
country. The Rhode Island factory sat on the banks of
the Seekonk, which allowed the plant to easily deposit
vast amounts of chemicals used in wire manufacturing
into the river and out of sight. Seen from today’s boat
ride, all that remains of Washburn is a twin set of out-
flow pipes, each roughly two feet in diameter, peering
out from the wharf like the coal-black eyes of a ghost.
Contemplated over the past 150 years or so, Rhode
Island’s urban waterways have a complex history. These
are waters that have endured the muscle flexing that
was the Industrial Revolution, when the focus was
on building Rhode Island, and the ability of the water
to rejuvenate itself seemed infinite. Here, first the
wealthy, and later the common people, played in the
water and feasted on the bounty of the shellfish that
were there for the taking. These are the waters that
seemed left to ruin, as urban development brought
with it both sewage and pollution from manufacturing
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that made the thought of playing in or feasting on the
waters not only unsafe, but suicidal. And these are the
waters that have slowly come back, with the help of
technology and the efforts of government and private
agencies and local neighborhood associations.

Cholera and contamination

Providence’s water problems date back to at least the
18th century, when homeowners near the river used

it to deposit household wastes in the mistaken belief
that the water would simply carry them away without
impact. A story from the Narragansett Bay Commis-
sion’s website reports that the superintendent of
health for the city, in the midst of dealing with the
second outbreak of cholera in five years, described the
river as “filthy as any common sewer, and the stench
arising from it at times pervades the whole neighbor-
hood ... At any time, dogs, cats, and hogs may be seen
in the water in every stage of decomposition.”

In addition to the sewage, the Providence shoreline
became home to manufacturing plants, steel mills,
and oil refineries, adding vast amounts of chemical
pollutants to the already-toxic mix. The trend would
continue throughout America’s wars, as the plants
supplied materials and gasoline to the efforts. Sewage
treatment plants, when they were finally built,
were woefully inadequate to handle the amount of
materials being dumped into the Providence River
and its tributaries.

From summer camps to tank farms

If Providence waters catered to shipping and factories
in the mid-19th century, much of coastal East Provi-
dence was home to the wealthy. Famous hotels with
romantic-sounding names like Vue de I’Eau and Silver
Spring beckoned captains of industry with deluxe
accommodations and fresh seafood. As years passed,
business owners recognized the market for catering to
members of the middle class, and shore dining halls
sprang up in the area. These were cavernous buildings,
designed to accommodate the ever-increasing numbers
of visitors to the waterfront who sought temporary
respite from the oppressive heat of the cities.

Those visitors, in turn, realized that life along a
pristine shoreline could become a reality, as real
estate developers began to design neighborhoods like
Riverside, Pleasant Bluff, Camp White, and others. The
latter two began as spartan summer camps. Gradually,
the camps were replaced with permanent structures:
tiny cottages at first, and then sturdier buildings. The
more bucolic names faded away, and the entire area
became known as Riverside.

An inside view of the former Washburn Wire
building, which has been torn down to make way
for new development. St =
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A view of the furnace at Washburn Wire,
a relic of East Providence’s industrial history

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, waterfront
amusement parks sprang up. The most well known of
these was Crescent Park, which featured a shore dining
hall and a swimming beach. Though the park lasted
well into the 1960s, imitators such as Vanity Fair did
not. The rise and fall of Vanity Fair is noteworthy
not so much for its brief existence in the early 1900s
as for the company, Standard Oil, that would buy
the failed property and build a refinery on the land.
Gradually, the shores of East Providence began to
resemble those of Providence: an industrial landscape
dotted with massive oil tanks, where water was a
tool to transport goods as well as a convenient dump-
ing place for sewage and the chemical byproducts of
manufacturing plants and oil refineries.
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Recovery and restoration
The struggles of dealing with pollutants in and around
Rhode Island’s urban waterways continued throughout
the 20th century. Shoreline businesses came and went,
and laws governing wastewater treatment strength-
ened. Rhode Island ratepayers poured millions into
sewage treatment. The numbers of oil tanks gradually
dwindled. As properties were either sold off or aban-
doned, the state recognized the need to adjust the laws
around brownfield cleanup so that developers could
bring new, cleaner businesses and housing to the area.
“Knowing that water quality has improved signifi-
cantly all the way up and down the shoreline has made
the area more attractive,” said Jeanne Boyle, East
Providence’s city planner. “Getting rid of the tank
farms will impact the regions farther south, as well”
She points out that residents of neighborhoods like
Riverside have expressed strong interest in renewing
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the coastal region. “There’s still a very strong connec-
tion in East Providence and Riverside, in particular, to
identify with the coastline. That’s why so many people
are interested in cleaning up those areas. We’ve put
$53 million into wastewater treatment.”

Places like Sabin Point Beach, once part of the East
Providence recreational landscape, are the subject of
restoration efforts. “We’ve been doing a lot of storm-
water management planning with Save The Bay. The
water quality has improved greatly all around River-
side. The Department of Health has found that water
quality at Sabin Point and Crescent Beach meets the
standard for swimming on a regular basis. Periods of
high rainfall still prohibit swimming, but we’re looking
into what we can do to get those closed days to become
fewer and fewer.”

Wenley Ferguson, Save The Bay’s director of habi-
tat restoration, is excited about Sabin Point’s possibili-
ties. “We’ve found that during dry spells, areas around

Water quality at Sabin Point has improved dramatically
in recent years. Photograph by Seth Fandetti

S ———

Sabin Point can actually support swimming. How-
ever, there is a storm drain that emerges right in the
middle of the beach, which makes the area a challenge.
Ibrought this to the city’s attention three years ago,
and we’re currently applying for monies to design ways
to deal with that”

“We’ve applied to DEM [the Department of Envi-
ronmental Management] and obtained a grant to have
a consulting firm do a stormwater management plan
at Sabin Point,” said Boyle. “We’ve also identified a
small portion of the parking lot to become a water
runoff area. There are also paper streets (land that has
been platted but not improved) that may help us. We
need to come up with a number of solutions and find
the most cost-effective ones to reduce the amount of
nutrient loading at the beach.”

As the state and cities worked to improve water
quality, the decision was made to survey urban waters
with an eye to revising their classification as part of a
plan to protect and preserve the improvements. The
R.I. Coastal Resources Management Council’s coastal
policy analyst, Jim Boyd, explains the state’s water-
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type classification approach. “Coastal waters are rated
as Type 1 through 6; 1 is pristine conservation area,
and 6 is the most problematic. Most of Narragansett
Bay is T'ype 4, which are multipurpose waters,” he says.

“When we looked at the Providence River, there
was a segment of the shoreline north of the Hender-
son Bridge to the Pawtucket line that was pretty well
undisturbed. In most places, there’s a relatively steep
bank, which included places like the Butler Hospital
and Swan Point grounds. When you’re on the Seekonk
River and paddling down towards the Providence, you
don’t see much development, at least when there are
leaves on the trees. For us, it made sense to protect
that shoreline from future development, since Butler
and Swan Point had already developed as much as they
could, and the city of Providence owned some as open
space. We thought it was fitting to reclassify those
areas as Type 1, which happened in 2010.”

These efforts have been complemented by those
of neighborhood groups. Jane Peterson, president of
the Blackstone Parks Conservancy in Providence, says
her organization has been working steadily to improve
public access and restore native plants to the trails
near the Seekonk River. “Our blessing and curse is that
we’re a city park as well as a conservation area. The
native plants that we’re using grow best in a wooded
area, which makes growing them along our trails a
challenge.” The conservancy has worked with both
the DEM and the CRMC on improvements to trails and
drainage for the area. A short time ago, they received
a grant from the CRMC to repair a steep trail that ran
from the top of a ridge and had been badly eroded. The
grant money was used to create a terraced walkway,
with native plantings on either side, that would hold
the trail in place, while reducing stormwater runoff
from the street.

The conservancy also works with schools to create
conservation awareness. “We had kids from Moses
Brown adopt our park. They’ve come down to look
at York Pond and analyze the water conditions there.
They’ve also designed stickers to go on storm drains,
as well as created brochures to build public awareness,”
Peterson says.

“You row on THAT water?”

Back at the Narragansett Boat Club, President Albin
Moser reminisces about the decades he has spent on
the water. As a rower, he has had ongoing, direct con-
tact with some of the most toxic waters in the state.
“Back in the 1960s, there was an incredible number of
overflows from the sewage treatment plant,” he says,
“People used to say, “You row on THAT water?””

Albin Moser has seen wildlife re-emerge in the
Seekonk River in the decades since
it was one of the most toxic rivers in the state.

WE HAVE EAGLES
AND

OSPREYS, DUCKS
AND HERONS,
VERYTHING

Moser recalls the multicolored water that used to
spew from the drain pipes at Washburn Wire. “When I
first started rowing, I mistakenly rowed near an out-
flow and got caught against a piling. There was no way
to get loose from this other than to let go and tumble
into the water. It was shallow, and I was covered in
muck. I thought for sure that my skin would fall off,
but nothing ever happened.”

Wildlife in the area during the 1970s was almost
nonexistent, but the decades since have produced
remarkable changes in the Seekonk. The barren waters
where factories ruled and ruined the waterways have
been restored to a level of purity not seen in a century
or more.

From the boat that motors through the afternoon
chill, a decrepit railroad bridge that once transported
equipment back and forth is now the site of the Omega
Pond Fish Ladder, which saw its first influx of migrat-
ing herring this past spring.

Further upriver, the banks along Swan Point Cem-
etery have been frequented by bald eagles, with as
many as nine at a time being seen in this region that
was nearly devoid of life for well over a century. Today,
the waters are classified as Type 1 conservation waters,
and eagle sightings have become so common that they
barely cause a ripple in the birding world.

The comments Moser makes about the club’s use
of the Seekonk are in many ways a reflection of the
ongoing improvements to the urban waterways.

“Here, you can get out on the water, and even if
you’re in a sculling class, you’ve probably got 20 or
30 strokes between you and the next rower. For our
beginners, they go from the bridge here to where
Washburn Wire used to be, and that’s a pretty large
expanse of water. You really have an opportunity to
go in nice quiet open water and enjoy the sun, enjoy
the air, look at the birds. We have eagles and ospreys,
ducks and herons, everything. We have schools of
fish, so many that they sometimes jump into people’s
boats. It’s really incredible, and there’s no way that
we had this in the ’60s, ’70s, or ’80s. It’s really been
a great development.”
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MIXED-USE DEVELOPMENT REPLACES
TANK FARMS ON EAST PROVIDENCE SHORES




Reviving
Rhode Island’s
Urban Coast

by Hugh Markey

FOR 200 YEARS, MUCH OF RHODE ISLAND’S URBAN
waterfront was the realm of industry. Manufacturing
plants, shipping ports, and acres of “tank farms”—Iland
dotted with massive oil tanks—lined the shores of
upper Narragansett Bay. During that time, little
consideration was given to the environmental impact
of these industries, from untreated waste pumped into
the bay by overburdened sewage plants to heavy oil
seeping into the soil around the tank farms. Bathing
beaches such as Sabin Point and Crescent Park in East
Providence, which had attracted summer tourists
since Grover Cleveland held the White House, were
eventually deemed unsafe for bathers. The general
public gave up on the urban waterfront, either because
businesses had built up to the waterline and no access
was available, or because the small portions that were
open were dotted with dead fish and garbage.

By the 1980s, many of those industries had disap-
peared as a result of changing times. However, the
problems remained. Many lots were now brownfields,
nearly useless for most development, and both the
shifting economy and business relocations had left the
lots abandoned. East Providence City Planner Jeanne
Boyle says that early attempts to rezone some of the
city’s waterfront areas from industrial to mixed use
had limited results. The city was stuck with some 300
acres of unusable land. “There really wasn’t any litiga-
tion protection for businesses interested in selling
the properties that were contaminated. The process of
obtaining environmental approval in Rhode Island was
a difficult one,” she says, “The other problem was that
the sites lacked infrastructure to allow for mixed-use

development. These original businesses had been
mainly accessed by rail or by waterway, and there were
few roads to the areas.” Problems with limited access to
fresh water and proper sewage treatment complicated
the situation even further.

However, federal brownfield regulations changed
in the early 2000s, allowing businesses to work with
environmental agencies to clean up properties such
that they could be developed. However, byzantine per-
mitting processes needed to be simplified to create an
incentive for businesses to build.

In Rhode Island, the state’s coastal development
regulations had been created with places like South
County in mind, where changes to the shore were
overwhelmingly residential. James Boyd, coastal policy
analyst with the Rhode Island Coastal Resources Man-
agement Council (CRMC), says that setback lines and
other restrictions were intended to preserve pristine
waterfront environments. Clearly, that would not
work for cities like Providence and others. “We’re not
talking about relatively undisturbed and somewhat
rural sites; we’re talking about thoroughly developed
lands that had been heavily disturbed for as much as
150 years or more,” he says, “These lands were highly
altered, and the districts wanted to have them rezoned
for mixed uses, and wanted to create something that
would provide an economic boon to the local areas,”
which included 24 miles of shoreline in Cranston,
Providence, Pawtucket, and East Providence along the
Providence and Seekonk rivers.

In order for that to happen, a number of entities,
some of them traditionally at odds with each other,
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SOME COASTAL
REGIONS ARE OPEN
10 THE PUBLIC
~FOR THE FIRST TIME
SINCE THE CIVIL WAR
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would have to sit down and come up with a plan. That
plan became the Metro Bay Special Area Management
Plan, or Metro Bay SAMP.

Jennifer McCann, director of U.S. Coastal Programs
at the Coastal Resources Center and extension direc-
tor for Rhode Island Sea Grant, describes facilitating
a team of experts that began the lengthy process of
researching existing policies and techniques locally and
from around the world to adapt for Rhode Island.

“In the beginning, there was a lot of mistrust,”
McCann recalls. “Industry thought, “When was the last
time a state agency was a place you went for help?’”
However, she adds, the “collaborative effort” of the
SAMP included building a stakeholder group that
brought together “academia, industry, legal experts,
regulators, municipalities, and environmental organi-
zations” who weighed in on the developing plan that
ultimately acknowledged the concerns of everyone
from environmental advocates and municipal decision
makers to commercial developers and marine industries.

Boyle was among those who worked to develop
the policy. “CRMC recognized that their requirements
for buffers and setbacks really didn’t work for urban
areas. Both Providence and East Providence shared the
goal to rejuvenate the waterfront,” she says, “In many
cases, public access had been closed for decades. We
tried to work with CRMC so that there was a reason-
able amount set aside for public access. At the same
time, we knew that small parcels were constrained and
needed flexibility in order to be developed. The input
that the communities provided to CRMC was very
helpful, and the end result was a set of standards that
seems to be working pretty well for the developers,
along with the community.”

Until that time, developers had only one option
if they could not meet CRMC’s buffer and setback
requirements: they would have to go through a vari-
ance process, which could be onerous and unpredict-
able. Even so, they would not have been able to build
as close to the water as they are able to do under the
provisions of the SAMP.
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For example, existing regulations required that
coastal buffer zones—a 200-foot-wide area of shore-
line that made up the setback zone—be undisturbed in
order to encourage wildlife habitat. In the heavily de-
veloped urban area, some lots had pre-existing build-
ings within the setback zone, or were too narrow to
accommodate the setback. In other cases, leaving the
shoreline to its own devices simply wasn’t practical.

CRMC decided that the new policy should allow for
smaller setbacks and development closer to the water.
“In turn, the projects had to provide public access,
not only along the waterline, but from the street to
the waterline. This would allow the public to access
those areas,” says Boyd. This option not only stream-
lined the regulatory process, but it also provided
latitude in how a development could meet the more
liberal requirements.

The degree of flexibility within the requirements
varies based on the four zone classifications developed
for the Metro Bay area. Most pristine is the Area of
Particular Concern, characterized by important habi-
tats and recreational and conservation opportunities.
This designation triggers the most restrictive develop-
ment requirements. Next, Residential Zones are those
with existing single- and two-family homes; develop-
ment here must be done through the original CRMC
requirements. Areas that already contained roads and
sidewalks between the coast and proposed develop-
ment were considered part of the Inner Harbor and
River Zone. The area of most flexibility was the Devel-
opment Zone. Much of the Metro Bay area comprises
this zone, where high-density development is either
designated or has already taken place.

One unique requirement of the plan was that 15
percent of the development be vegetated. While some
sites already had some vegetation, what was there
was not necessarily desirable, according to Boyd: “In
some cases, there was some existing vegetation, but
in most cases there wasn’t much. We’re talking about
old tank farms, and so in the intervening years since
those tanks were removed, some vegetation grew up,
but the ground underneath was still contaminated. So
that vegetation had to be removed in many cases, and
the soil was reclamated or removed. From there the
shoreline had to be revegetated and integrated with the
public access component.”

While the prospect of reserving parts of each parcel
as “green” sounded reasonable to conservationists, de-
velopers had serious doubts. “Some of the developers
thought, “What, you want me to take 15 percent of my
property and not develop it?’” says McCann. However,
thanks to the new policy, the vegetated element could
also include the installation of green roofs, designed
to slow and filter stormwater runoff. It might also
be met with the construction of permeable surfaces.
Rather than paving walks and parking lots, the use of
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Millions of dollars of development is slated for East
Providence’s waterfront. Photograph by Seth Fandetti

gravel, stone, and other materials allows stormwater
to soak into the soil, rather than to drain directly into
the water. Even rain barrels could count toward the 15
percent goal.

The years following the ratification of the policy in
2006 and the amendment in 2011 have seen a renais-
sance in development of urban areas. McCann said
that in some places, coastal regions are now open to
the public for the first time since the Civil War. Al-
though changes in the economy slowed construction
in some cases, a substantial number of properties have
been developed.

“At Kettle Point, we had a lot that had held oil
tanks for about 100 years. That 40-acre parcel is being
redeveloped into 407 condominium and apartment
units, and the first phase of occupancy will be ready

within a year,” says Boyle. “There is an additional lot of
30 acres of what once were oil tanks. Thanks to a $200
million project, that will hold 600 units of residential
development. A 27-acre former site of a steel mill, one
of the most heavily contaminated in all of New Eng-
land, has received $5 million in grants and loans to be
cleaned up. Even now, there is a 10-acre development
where the Tockwotten senior living center is that is a
$53 million development. They also donated a parcel
of land now known as Tockwotten Park for use as pub-
lic access. All of these projects are providing for really
extensive access to the waterfront.”

And it’s this increased access to the waterfront
that, Boyle says, is another significant contribution to
the plan: “There’s much more public open space: places
like Kettle Point, the East Bay Bike Path. There are
public viewing areas, a kayak launch. There’s going to
be a huge change in the amount of public access that’s
available after these developments take place.”
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IMMIGRANTS BRING NEW APPROACH
1O RHODE ISLAND SEAFOOD

By Sarah Schumann

Photographs by Stacey Doyle

Providence is a city of immigrants. A full third of
the city’s residents are foreign-born, originating in
countries as far flung as the Dominican Repubilic,
Colombia, Bolivia, Guatemala, Cambodia, China, Laos,
Liberia, and Cape Verde. They bring with them culi-
nary traditions through which they interpret the fruits
of Rhode Island’s land and waters.

Seafood figures prominently in this culinary con-
vergence. Fishermen selling their catch at the
docks in Galilee know this: they count immigrants
as among their most eager and versatile customers.
Tackle shop owners know this too: they do brisk
business selling dip nets, hooks, and bait to immi-
grant day-trippers in summer.
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I had an inkling of it as well, having worked in the
past as a lobster boat deckhand and farmers’” market
seafood sales associate. When selling at the dock or
in the park, | noticed that immigrants—whether from
West Africa, Central America, or Southeast Asia—
gravitated towards different local seafood items than
those popular among native-born Rhode Islanders.
Crabs instead of lobsters. Sea robins instead of cod.
Scup instead of scallops. | also noticed that they
preferred their fish whole. But what | wanted to know
was: how did they prepare it once they got home?

To learn more, | asked a friend, Joshua Riazi.
Joshua is a classically trained chef who coordinates
a culinary job skills program at the Genesis Center in
Providence. Many of his students have roots in other
countries.

But Joshua didn’t want to just answer my ques-
tion; he wanted to show me. So he brought together
his assistant Alba Rabe and two of his current stu-
dents, Gonya Jangaba and Alice Rivera. Alba, Gonya,
and Alice went to their local markets and picked up
some spices and vegetables. | went to Sea Freeze
Shoreside in Galilee and picked up a box of herring,
mackerel, and scup. Then we all gathered in the
kitchen at Genesis Center, and we got cooking.

Gonya prepared a traditional Liberian dish with
Rhode Island scup, Alice prepared a Dominican dish
with Rhode Island mackerel, and Alba prepared a
Honduran dish with Rhode Island herring. Each was
unique, and all were delicious.

As Rhode Island’s local seafood movement
continues to blossom, it may find itself propelled by
something that isn’t originally local at all: a repertoire
of culinary know-how learned in countries across
the globe and imported to Rhode Island through the
customs and cookbooks of Providence immigrants.
The recipes that follow offer an introduction to those
customs, applied to local fish.
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FROM THE CHEF

THESE RECIPES MAY BE APPLIED TO ANY KIND OF FISH SMALL ENOUGH TO FIT
IN A BAKING PAN OR WOK. TRY THEM WITH LOCAL SPECIES SUCH AS SCUP, HERRING,
WHITING, MACKEREL, SEA ROBIN, SEA RAVEN, OR SMALL BLACK SEA BASS.

Gonya Jangaba, Liberia:
BAKED FISH WITH TOMATO SAUCE

When Gonya Jangaba left Liberia at the age of 7, she was already
a practiced cook. According to Gonya, Liberian girls are trained
from a young age to become wives and mothers, learning to
make specialties like pepper soup, a spicy staple of Liberian
cuisine, made with fish or meat, that serves as both a meal and a
cold remedy.

Liberians use fish for purposes both spiritual and mundane,
Gonya says. Residents of the predominantly Christian country
eat fish to break their fast on Easter. They also like to eat it on the
street, where vendors make it hot and fresh to-order for custom-
ers as they wait.

In Rhode Island, Gonya buys her fish at Armando and Sons
Meat Market on EImwood Avenue.

RECIPE makes four small fish
» Preheat the oven to 325°

- To prepare the fish, remove scales and guts.* Rinse and pat dry.
Score the sides. Season inside and out with Mrs. Dash seasoning.
Arrange fish on their sides in a baking pan. Thinly slice 1 zucchini

and 1 white onion. Place slices on top of fish. Drizzle with olive oil,
and bake for 30 minutes.

- While the fish is in the oven, prepare the sauce. Mix 1 packet
(about 1% teaspoons) sazon seasoning, 1% teaspoons adobo
seasoning, and 1 pint Goya tomato sauce. Add a small handful of
cilantro or basil, chopped fine. Optional: add a pinch of hot
pepper, such as cayenne.

- Remove fish from oven after 30 minutes. Pour tomato sauce
mixture over the fish, and return to oven. Bake another 30
minutes. The flesh should be white all the way through when
poked with a fork. Remove and serve warm.

SEAFOOD FIGURES PROMINENTLY IN THIS
CULINARY CONVERGENGE
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Alice Rivera, Puerto Rico:
FISH ESCABECHE

Alice Rivera moved from Puerto Rico to Rhode Island as a young
child. Although Puerto Rico is in the U.S., the seafood cuisine that
Alice learned from her mother and grandmother is its own re-
gional specialty—different not only from New England’s cod and
boiled potatoes, but also from other Caribbean island seafood
cuisines.

Puerto Ricans enjoy a lot of shrimp, octopus, crabmeat,
lobster meat, and clams, Alice recounts, and they flavor it with
onions, red peppers, and cilantro. Regardless of preparation, she
adds, fish is best when it’s fresh.

“| prefer catching fish myself, instead of going to a fish mar-
ket,” Alice explains. In the summer, she likes to go with friends
and family to Narragansett and East Greenwich, where they fish
from kayaks and dig for quahogs. Her favorite local catches are
striped bass, scup, and flounder.

RECIPE makes two small fish
» Preheat the oven to 350°

- Make the fish seasoning by mashing together 1 tablespoon salt,
1 tablespoon ground black pepper, and 4 cloves garlic with a
mortar and pestle.

- To prepare the fish, remove scales and guts.* Rinse and pat dry.
Score the sides. Rub the seasoning mixture over the fish, inside
and out. Arrange fish on their sides in a baking pan. Bake for 45
minutes.

- While the fish is in the oven, make the escabeche topping. Cut
3 very thin slices each of red onion, white onion, green pepper,
and red pepper. In a bowl, stir together pepper and onion slices
with 2 bay leaves, 1 teaspoon whole peppercorns, and 1 table-
spoon each of olive oil and vinegar. Cook the mixture in a skillet
over medium heat until vegetables begin to soften. Remove
from heat.

- When fish is done baking, remove from oven and place on a
platter. Arrange the vegetables on top, and pour remaining liquid
over the top. Serve accompanied with boiled yucca.

- To peel the yucca, cut a shallow slit through the leathery skin
from top to bottom, then wriggle out the inner white root by
rocking it back and forth while holding a knife or spoon under
the skin to peel it away. Slice the yucca into ¥-inch discs, and boil
until soft, about 10 minutes. Serve alongside the fish.
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Alba Rabe, Honduras:

FRIED FISH WITH PLANTAINS,
CABBAGE SALAD, AND PICO DE GALLO

Alba Rabe is from the Pacific coast of Honduras, a land of mangroves,
shrimp, and shellfish. There, Alba says, she ate seafood at least twice
a week, sometimes every day. It’s a tradition she has maintained since
moving to Rhode Island, where her favorite local fish is scup. Although
she likes to go fishing with her family in Newport each summer, Alba
says that her talents lie in the cooking, not the catching.

“My sister is good catching those fish, but | don’t know how. | usually
go with my family, but | just like to be there to support them. To go fish-
ing, you have to have a passion for it. That’s not me. | love to eat it, but
not catch it!”

RECIPE makes four fish

- To prepare the fish, remove scales and guts.* Rinse and pat dry. Score
the sides. Sprinkle with salt.

= Pour canola or vegetable oil into a deep frying pan or wok. Heat oil
over high heat. Test for readiness by adding a drop of water or a piece

of vegetable; the oil is ready when the test ingredient sizzles and pops.
Add fish to the oil, and cook until it is golden brown. Then flip it and cook
until the other side also appears crispy. Serve accompanied with pico

de gallo, cabbage salad, and fried green plantain chips.

» To make pico de gallo, finely chop 1small white onion, 3 plum toma-
toes, and 2 tablespoons cilantro. Mix with 1 tablespoon salt, juice of 1
lemon, % tablespoon white vinegar, % teaspoon ground black pepper,
and % teaspoon cumin.

# N
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- To make cabbage salad, shred a small head of cabbage
and 3 carrots. Mix in a bowl, along with a pinch of salt and
lemon juice to taste.

- To make plantain chips, remove the skin from 3 green
plantains. It is wise to use gloves, as plantain skins can
leave hands sticky. Cut each plantain in half at the middle,
then cut each half into 4-5 slices. Soak slices in cold water
until they are ready to cook; this keeps them from turning
black. Just before serving, deep-fry plantain slices and
sprinkle with salt.

* How to scale and gut a fish:
Some local fish, such as scup, should be scaled before
use. To scale a fish, position it over a sink or on a cut-
ting board with its tail facing you. With your other
hand, hold a knife or fork at a 45° angle. Working from
tail to head, scrape scales off, careful not to miss
hard-to-reach places like behind the fins. Local fish
such as mackerel, herring, and sea robin do not need to
be scaled.

All fish should be gutted before use. To gut a fish,
use a sharp knife to make a slit from the fish’s anus (a
small hole near the tail) towards its gills. Next, spread
the gills open with one hand while using a knife or
scissors to clip the gills from the head. Finally, grab the
gills and guts and pull them out of the fish in one mo-
tion, working from head to tail. Scrape the cavity with
a spoon or knife, and rinse well with cold water. Some
people prefer to chop the whole head off, but this is
not necessary.




“BRINGING THE OCEAN TO THE FOOD DESERT”
with the African Alliance of R.I.

Julius Kolawole remembers fondly the fish he ate growing up in Nigeria. Fish
was an essential component at large social gatherings like those hosted by his
father, a prominent community leader. To prepare the fish, his family impaled
them onto sticks and smoked them whole, then picked the flesh off in chunks
and mixed it with vegetables.

“Fish is part of all of us,” Kolawole reflects. “The culture, the food tradi-
tion, has been with us for a long time.”

But for Africans immigrating to South Providence, that tradition can be
difficult to maintain. Kolawole, who moved to Rhode Island in the 1980s after
some time in New York City, says that many of Rhode Island’s African immi-
grants live in “food deserts”—areas with limited access to nutritious food,
including seafood.

Brown University’s Foodshed Justice Mapping project found that Upper
South Providence—the triangle of blocks between Broad Street, 1-95, and
Public Street—is one of the city’s most pronounced food deserts. The EIm-
wood, West End, Olneyville, and Smith Hill neighborhoods are not far behind.

In areas like these, the lack of full-service grocery stores means that
residents must make do with the options available at convenience stores or
bodegas. As a result, they often experience above-average rates of obesity,
diabetes, and heart disease.

But Kolawole, who serves as the board president of the African Alliance of
Rhode Island, notices another distinctive aspect of these areas. “The people
who live in these food deserts,” he states, “eat a ton of fish!”

When they can find it, he clarifies.

Observations like these inspired the African Alliance to dream up an in-
novative project called “Bringing the Ocean to the Food Desert.” The concept
is modeled after the group’s successful community garden program, in which
members grow and sell their own produce at farmers markets. Their crops
include African vegetables not available in mainstream markets, and mem-
bers perform cooking demonstrations to teach non-Africans how to use them.

The new program will train a group of African women in buying and
selling Rhode Island seafood. The women would procure fish from local
fishermen and wholesalers and sell it to their friends and neighbors at
farmers markets.

However, the group has already found that working with seafood is more
complicated than working with vegetables. Roadblocks include stringent
health department requirements and a general misconception among po-
tential funders and partners that low-income people can’t afford to buy fish.
Nonetheless, Kolawole hopes to see an African Alliance seafood stand at the
Armory Farmers Market by summer 2016.

“It’s a win-win for everybody,” Kolawole says of the group’s plan to bring
more local seafood into the community. Not only will it provide a new
market for Rhode Island-caught product and put nutritious fish on more
plates, but it will also help African immigrants develop skills that they can
add to their resumes.

“The opportunity is there,” Kolawole affirms. “It’s just untapped.”
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If Tierra del Fuego isn’t the end of the earth, it’s
pretty close. The desolate landscape that comprises
the southernmost tip of South America has no ports
for visiting cruise ships; there are no tourist areas
with merchants selling their wares. Mostly, it is home
to sheep farmers. And a bird—the red knot—whose
migration is one of the longest in the world.

In The Narrow Edge, Deborah Cramer travels from
Chile to the Arctic tracing the migration of a bird that
is roughly the size of a robin. That migration is also
intrinsically tied to the mating patterns of the horse-
shoe crab, whose eggs form a high percentage of the
red knot’s diet. (Both of these animals are regu-
lars along Rhode Island’s shoreline as well.) Cramer’s
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travels explore the rise and fall of both populations
and the people racing to arrest the downward spiral of
both species.

Horseshoe crab eggs, which contain six times more
energy than low-fat, high-protein mussels, are easily
digestible, according to Cramer, with knots turning as
much as 70 percent directly into fat. Such an impor-
tant food source was nearly decimated in the mid-20th
century when horseshoe crabs were collected and used
for fertilizer by the thousands. Even taking horseshoe
crabs under license for medical research has created
controversy. The horseshoe crab’s copper-based blue
blood has been used for decades to test pharmaceuti-
cals before they come to market. While the process of
taking the animals to be bled and then returning them
to the ocean had been thought to be a safe, sustainable
process, Cramer points to new evidence that crabs
restored to the ocean may not be as likely to survive
and breed as first thought. Researchers have docu-
mented confused behavior among crabs returned after
being bled, behavior that may last weeks. Cramer
charges that not enough research has been done on
the effects of such practices to ensure the health of
the animals.

Cramer takes the long view in assessing the
populations of both species, maintaining that exami-
nation of history and of human behavior should set
goals for preservation:

The historical abundance of shorebirds and horse-
shoe crabs ... matters. We so easily settle for the
diminished world around us, a world that, in terms
of the richness and abundance of plant and animal
life, may be a mere 10 percent of what it once was.
Unaware of what we have lost, we can’t imagine
what we might restore, and instead, we argue over
how many of the scraps we might still take.

In The Narrow Edge, Deborah Cramer places centuries-
old field notes in a greater context of the people and
attitudes of the time period from which they came.
That historical element is vital to setting contempo-
rary standards of just how much to fight for the
survival of both species, and for the ecological vibrancy
of the world.
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Length of Rhode Island’s shoreline in miles

600,000

How many years it's been since greenhouses gases
in the atmosphere were as high as they are now

20

Percent of the Narragansett Bay watershed that is
considered “urban”

8,272,172

Number of Rhode Island oysters sold for
consumption last year

13

Number of wastewater treatment facilities in Rhode
Island’s Upper Narragansett Bay

FACTS

3,000

Linear feet of greenways, including public access,
created in East Providence and Providence as a result
of the Metro Bay Special Area Management Plan

221

Number of Rhode Island Coastal Resources
Management Council-designated rights-of-way
to the shore in Rhode Island

2,000,112

Number of people living in the Narragansett
Bay watershed

32

Tons of carbon dioxide 100 trees can remove
from the atmosphere in a year

200,000

Number of herring expected to use
the habitat of the Ten Mile River, thanks to several
restoration projects
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The meditative quality of this photo,

taken by Michael Cevoli at
Oakland Beach in the spring, shows
why people have been drawn to

this waterfront for generations.
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