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Memorials and monuments are meant to serve various purposes.  They may commemorate events or people, educate future generations, mark an historic site, or provide reminder of times past.  Many monuments are well-kept and considered successful at fulfilling their purpose; however, what happens to monuments that are defaced and nearly forgotten?  Is it possible for a monument to be a failure?  In the case of Roger Williams Landing in Providence, the constructed monument’s ability to teach and spur remembrance is questionable but the site itself has provided both adequate history and smaller, nearly hidden, memorials spread throughout the city.  

Roger Williams landed in Rhode Island in 1636 after fleeing the Puritan colony of Massachusetts.   He believed in religious liberty free from government sanctions.  He supposedly traveled down the Seekonk River until local Native American tribes informed him that he had left Massachusetts
.  When he landed on what is now known as Slate Rock in Fox Point, he was met by the Narragansett tribe and supposedly warmly greeted with the phrase “What cheer, netop,” meaning “How’s it going, friend.
”  They directed him to keep going around the point to a cove which would be a good location for starting a colony
.  Roger Williams named the area Providence and created his colony based on his idea of the separation of church and state.  An anomaly in the formation of the thirteen colonies, Rhode Island was not only founded on radical religious views, but Williams supposedly acquired the land from the Native Americans fairly and was in good relations with them throughout the early years of the settlement
.
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                                 Slate Rock 1636                                            http://users.erols.com/igoddard/roger.htm
http://freepages.history.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~wcarr1/Lossing1/Chap27.html

Though the story of Williams meeting the Narragansett is fairly well known, there is much speculation of its validity.  It is thought that Williams may never have actually set foot on Slate Rock but that he conversed with the Native Americans from his boat shouting and using hand gestures.  It is also unsure whether or not the sight we acknowledge today is his actual landing spot.  Slate Rock was deemed Williams’ landing beginning in 1821 and there are no official records supporting the story.  Despite the uncertainties, Rhode Island fully backed the claims in the hopes that the site would become one of state pride.  Slate Rock’s recognition began around the same time as the Bicentennial of Plymouth and if Massachusetts had Plymouth Rock, Rhode Island felt it should have something similar
.     
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Pilgrims landing at Plymouth Rock

       

Williams landing at Slate Rock
http://i157.photobucket.com/albums/t45/maggie6138/marywinslow.jpg             https://www.allposters.com/-sp/Landing-of-Roger-Williams-
                                                                                                                                                    1636-Posters_i1513149_.htm
Today, Slate Rock looks very different than it did when Roger Williams’ landed in the seventeenth century.  Part of the river was filled in when the city built Gano Street, pushing the landing site approximately a quarter mile from the water.  In addition, during an attempt to expose some of the slate to memorialize Williams’ epic landing, the rock was unfortunately blown up.  A granite monument to mark the spot and commemorate Roger Williams was erected in 1906
.  Until the 1990’s the park was a tourist attraction where people could come and read the story of Roger Williams engraved in the four bronze plaques around the state.  With time, however, the park and monument fell into disrepair.  In 1996 the plaques were removed because of vandalism and the park itself was used for people walking their dogs and local drug deals
.  Such an atmosphere changed the appeal for visitors and the historic site lay practically forgotten.
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Aerial View of Park in relation to shore http://maps.google.com/
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Street View of Roger Williams Landing http://maps.google.com/
Since the founding of Rhode Island was an event that occurred much before any living person’s time, the monument was meant to mark the historic landing site, celebrate Roger Williams, and teach visitors about the founding of Rhode Island and what happened on the momentous day in 1636.  Without the plaques explaining the history through words, quotes, and illustrations, the monument can do little to tell Williams’ story.  Does this make the monument a failure?  If a successful monument is one that can evoke memory and emotion and educate a viewer than all hope is not lost.  Despite its disrepair, it is still a marker of the historic site.  Perhaps a passerby’s curiosity would be sparked when passing the granite monument.  If they were to research the site themselves than they would be even better informed than if the read the memorial’s plaques.  The emotions a visitor to Roger Williams Landing may be of sadness at the condition of such an important piece of Rhode Island history.  The residents surrounding the park may desire its caretaking to prevent illegal activities and turn an eyesore into a beautiful and historic site.  
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                   Roger Williams Landing Memorial without Plaques http://www.pbase.com/rcorreia/image/71048994
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Memorial with Plaques http://flickr.com/photos/svenstorm/2896933743/
Though the previously mentioned situations may be hypothetical, the ground that Roger Williams landed on continues to tell its story.  When the slate was unfortunately blown up in the late 1800’s, many people took pieces so as to possess a small, but first-hand, piece of history.  Pieces of the slate were sold during the late nineteenth century by the National History Store located on Westminster Street.  These souvenirs cost from ten cents to two dollars and fifty cents and could be purchased either plain or as a relief depicting Roger Williams’ landing
.  Other pieces of Slate Rock were spread around the city’s architecture.  A piece is inlayed in the back of the pedestal of Brown University’s bear statue located on the campus’ Main Green.  Another piece can be found in the floor of Central Baptist Church on Wayland Avenue
 and the inside the front door of the Community Church of Providence at the corner of Lloyd and Wayland Avenues
.  Individual residents and visitors also took little pieces of history home with them.  The fact that these pieces of slate are embedded within the community proves the success of the site itself as a memorial.  For example, the Community Church of Providence prides itself in following through with Roger Williams’ goals of religious freedom.  Having a piece of the slate commemorates the strife Williams went through for his beliefs and as a reminder of their continuation of his practices
.  
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                                                                      Back and Front of Bear Statue
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                               Floor of the Central Baptist Church http://www.quahog.org/include/image.php?id=270
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                               Exterior of the Community Church of Providence http://www.ccofprov.org/main

The city of Providence intends to put $85,000 into renovating the park.  Improvement would include restoring the bronze plaques, putting up an iron fence, new landscaping, and better lighting
.  They hope that playing up the history of the site will attract visitors, therefore discouraging illegal activity.  Park Superintendent, Alix Ogden said she is hopeful that the renovations will avoid vandalism and draw visitors because if you “[s]how the residents that you care about their environment…they will take pride in it as well
.”  
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    Monument Inscriptions: Gano St, Power St, Roger St, Williams St http://www.quahog.org/attractions/index.php?id=68
The renovations were supposed to being in the spring of 2008
 and although some work has been done, the park still appears to be unused and not particularly welcoming. Roger Williams Landing is supposed to be a site for both remembering and education of the founding of Rhode Island and the values that brought Williams to start his own colony.  Despite the speculations of the tale of Williams’ greeting by the Narragansett, Rhode Island hoped that Slate Rock could become their Plymouth Rock.  The unfortunate destruction of the rock hindered the park’s ability to be such a symbol for the city of Providence and the state, but it allowed a physical piece of history to be embedded in its architecture and cherished by individuals.  The monument may not be a famous attraction able to tell Rhode Island’s history to a myriad of visitors, but the story and the rock itself has found a way to permeate and educate the population.  
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