
Chapter 37 - The Newport of the Past

Chapter 37 – The Newport of the Past draws a vivid contrast between the Newport of
today and the deep, storied past that lies just beneath its polished surface. While
summer guests indulge in regattas, charity balls, and garden parties, few pause to
consider that this seaside playground was once the stage for centuries of exploration,
trade, revolution, and reinvention. In fact, long before the city's colonial charm became
a magnet for wealth and leisure, legends suggest that adventurous Norse sailors may
have landed here, carving their own place into the cliffs of what we now call Rhode
Island. This idea, while not officially confirmed by historians, was popularized in part by
Longfellow and the poetic imagination of 19th-century writers, casting Newport as a
mysterious landmark with pre-Columbian roots.

The centerpiece of that legend—the so-called “Old Mill”—continues to intrigue
historians and romantics alike. This ancient stone structure, with its weathered
columns and enigmatic shape, stands as a relic to something older than the English
colonial houses that line the nearby streets. Some believe it was simply a colonial
windmill, while others are convinced it's a remnant of Norse craftsmanship. Regardless
of its origin, the mill stirs the imagination, inviting passersby to consider a Newport
that existed before the Revolution, before the bustling ports, even before the first
European land deeds. In many ways, it serves as a metaphor for the city
itself—layered with time, shaped by changing tides, and still holding secrets beneath
its surface.

As the narrative shifts from speculation to documented history, Newport’s
transformation under British influence begins to take shape. Once a significant hub of
commerce and culture, it evolved into a vibrant colonial town with a growing
population and global connections. The city’s narrow lanes and red brick buildings bore
witness to critical events leading up to the American Revolution. Notably, General



Prescott’s residence became a symbol of the British occupation, while notable French
figures like Rochambeau and Chevalier de Ternay added international importance to
the city’s legacy. Their graves and preserved homes are still visited today, offering
tangible links to an era when Newport was not just a resort town, but a political and
military stronghold.

Through the 18th century, Newport’s port bustled with ships that fueled its economic
rise—though not without moral complication. The city was a major player in the
transatlantic triangle trade, dealing in goods, rum, and tragically, enslaved people.
This dark chapter marked an era of prosperity built on human suffering. Eventually,
shifts in commerce and maritime competition led Newport into a quiet decline, its
once-busy wharves falling silent. For a time, it appeared the city might fade into
obscurity, a relic of a bygone era, destined to be forgotten beneath layers of dust and
disrepair.

But as the 19th century dawned, Newport found new life—this time, not as a merchant
capital but as a fashionable retreat for wealthy families, many from the American
South. Drawn by its sea breezes and picturesque landscapes, these families ushered in
a new era of development. Grand hotels sprang up along the waterfront, offering
elaborate meals and dancing salons that signaled the city’s changing identity. Social
rituals, from elegant matinees to structured dinners, became key fixtures of Newport’s
elite calendar. Clothing, manners, and companionships were curated as carefully as
the seaside gardens, shaping a new kind of Newport—one defined by opulence,
performance, and exclusivity.

With this cultural shift came architectural ambition. Bellevue Avenue became the spine
of Newport’s transformation, lined with grand residences that defied their nickname of
“cottages.” Designed by some of the country’s most celebrated architects, these
homes represented not only financial clout but also the aspirations of a rising
American aristocracy. Lawns were sculpted with mathematical precision, pathways
curved just so, and every imported chandelier or Italian marble tile signaled a family's
place in the social hierarchy. Yet alongside this beauty came an inevitable



friction—especially where public access met private entitlement.

Nowhere was this more visible than in the famed Cliff Walk, a trail that meandered
between ocean views and the backyards of Newport's most prominent homes. For
decades, legal battles simmered between property owners and the city over who truly
owned this strip of land. Some saw it as a public treasure, others as a private buffer
between themselves and the masses. This clash between private wealth and public
right-of-way mirrored larger American debates about ownership, access, and class
divisions—debates that continue to shape cities even today.

What makes Chapter 37 especially compelling is its reflection not just on architecture
or historical milestones, but on the evolving American psyche. Newport, in this telling,
becomes more than a summer escape; it is a living archive of ambition, memory, and
transformation. From military outpost to maritime trade hub, from decaying town to
polished resort, Newport encapsulates the American capacity to reinvent and
reimagine place. Yet in doing so, it also reveals the costs of progress—the loss of
historical consciousness, the soft erasure of inconvenient pasts, and the deepening
gaps between privilege and access.

As readers step away from this chapter, they are invited to walk the streets of Newport
with fresh eyes. To look beyond the manicured lawns and velvet ropes and imagine
the echo of cannon fire, the whisper of Norse sails, the rustle of taffeta ballgowns, and
the quiet endurance of a city shaped by so many hands. In many ways, Chapter 37 –
The Newport of the Past is a call to remember—not just what has changed, but what
remains hidden beneath the surface, waiting to be noticed again.


