Denise –

The first section is meant to be a brief intro page when someone clicks on about the Council.  It leads into the more detailed “our story” and history.

The second section is an “about the Valley” that needs refining and updating. This is a version from a few years ago.  This is not so much about the Council, but just an overview of the Blackstone Valley.

Thanks.

Dave

First Section

A place is more than a chunk of real estate or a dot on a map. Without culture, lore, history, and natural beauty a place doesn't really exist. It's nowhere. 

The Blackstone Valley has all that in spades. Only there was a time when people seemed to forget, even some people who called the Valley home. A few decades ago, you could say the region was suffering a hangover, the result of a long party called the Industrial Revolution. The mills that once employed so many stood vacant, the jobs shipped overseas. The Blackstone River, the power source for the factories, was polluted by the waste they had produced and choked with litter and trash. Downtowns turned to ghost towns as residents moved to the suburbs and did their shopping at malls that looked exactly like the malls in Minnesota and California and everywhere else in America. 
All that took an economic toll. For a long time the Blackstone Valley struggled with unemployment numbers well above those found in nearby Greater Boston or Providence. Worse, it became anonymous, a place you travel through on the way to someplace else. 

And that's what gave birth to the Blackstone Valley Tourism Council. A handful of true believers, led by Bob Billington, the agency's founder and long time director, set out to change the region's future by inviting tourists to come visit. At the same time, they hoped to renew a sense of pride among those who call the region home. They wanted folks to remember the struggles and triumphs of their immigrant grandparents who worked the mills, to once again see the river as a rushing, roaring, natural waterway, and to see the region's farms as something more than future space for more sprawl. 
"We wanted to let the world know what the Blackstone Valley is all about," says David Balfour, who chairs the tourism council's board of directors. 

Read more about the Tourism Council - it's story, mission, history, activities and accomplishments... 

Second section

The Blackstone Valley - Yesterday

Archeological records show that Native Americans lived in the Blackstone River Valley at least 5,000 years ago. While the first European settler, the Rev. William Blackstone, settled on the river's banks in 1635, the area stretching from Pawtucket, Rhode Island to Worcester, Massachusetts, really came into its own as a child of America's Industrial Revolution.

Native Americans and early settlers used the Blackstone River for drinking water and fishing while eighteenth century life in the valley centered around farming. In the latter part of the century, the river's steep and constant drop in elevation attracted craftsmen and would-be industrialists. Thus manufacturing, which was to be the engine of economic development in the United States, was born on the Rhode Island banks of the Blackstone and small manufacturing operations began to flourish.

	
Slater Mill: The country's first working textile mill -- exists as a museum today


It wasn't until Samuel Slater brought the formula for the Arkwright spinning jenny from England to the Brown and Almy mill in Pawtucket in 1790 that the Industrial Revolution really took off. Investors raced to establish small mills using water power technology and with wool and cotton textiles predominating, manufacturing became the dominant industry and mills began to proliferate the region.
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Valley Falls - Mills and Blackstone River c. 1900 - postcard - Cumberland 


From Pawtucket north to the Massachusetts line, industry took form. Central Falls, Valley Falls, Berkeley, Ashton, Albion, Manville and Woonsocket all began to thrive, while tributary streams in Glocester, Smithfield, North Smithfield, Burrillville and Cumberland became economic mainstays.
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1906: Weave room of the Blackstone Manufacturing Company in North Smithfield. Later became Tupperware Mill.


While sections of the river were bordered by spectacular wetlands, for the most part, mill villages were everywhere. Every town on the river and its tributaries had a mill and every waterfall had a mill next to it. In the October 1909 issue of Technical World magazine, Winthrop Packard called the Blackstone, "The hardest working river in America."

Iron and steel made a stand along the Blackstone with blast furnaces or forges at Arnold Mills. Robin Hollow, Albion and Manville, but it was the process of turning cotton into thread and then into cloth, that really brought fame and fortune to the area.
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1870 Woonsocket Rubber Company at Market Square with all the employees standing outside.


The mill became the workplace for the whole family, including the children. It also became the focal point for the region's social development, with owners, in order to entice people off of their farms, surrounding the mills with entire villages with housing, schools and churches. These services would be provided in exchange for a 60 hour work week, and while this system had its share of critics, others argued that industry would secure independence and provide more secure jobs.
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1915: Manville-Jenckes mill workers at shift change crossing Blackstone River at the Manville Hill bridge near the falls


A diverse, immigrant community developed from settlers seeking jobs. While the first settlers to the region came for religious freedom, immigrants began flooding the area in the 1820's, seeking construction, manufacturing, and in some cases, farming work. 
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1910 View of mills at Woonsocket Falls and Globe as seen from Bernon. Blackstone River and Globe Mill (on left).


"The nineteenth century landscape of the Blackstone Valley was shaped by the pockets of industrial settlement that developed in the agricultural region. The citing and craftsmanship of the villages' structures, in combination with the quiet woods and fields along the river banks, created a unique landscape." (Working Water, page 5, 1987).
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1890 The Woonsocket Machine & Press Company at 533 Second Avenue. Construction of brick factory in the 1890s showing workers on scaffolds.


For several decades, the Valley enjoyed relative prosperity. Poor economic decisions in the early 20th century, however, left the region dependent on a single industry: textile manufacturing. Over time, outdated plants and machinery, labor troubles and climate control caused the Valley's resource advantages to be lost to southern states where capital and labor costs were lower. Primary employment in the Valley shifted away from textiles and for a time, there was a period of profound dislocation, and higher unemployment in the Blackstone Valley region of Massachusetts and Rhode Island than elsewhere in the 2 states.

 

Who is William Blackstone?

(Excerpted in part from Louise Lind's brochure and book: "William Blackstone: Sage of the Wilderness.").
With a river, a valley, a town, several parks, streets and businesses named after him, as well as monument built for him, the logical question is: Who is this Blackstone guy, and what did he do to deserve this. The answer is that we are really not sure.
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Born March 5, 1595 in Durham County, England, Rev. William Blackstone was the first European to have settled in what is now Boston, and lived in what is now Rhode Island. Ordained in the Church of England, Blackstone conducted the first Anglican services of record in Rhode Island, and his collection of books was probably the largest private library in the British colonies at the time. Oh yes, he also developed the first American variety of American apples, the Yellow Sweeting.

Not much is known about Blackstone. Some called him, "the Sage of the Wilderness" since he was always reading books. Others called him an eccentric, a recluse.  

Blackstone received a master's degree from Cambridge University in 1621, and received Holy Orders in the Church of England soon afterwards. Unhappy with the way the Anglican Church was being directed at the time, he joined an expedition which sailed to New England in 1623, three years after the Pilgrims landed in Plymouth. While most of the expedition returned to England, Blackstone remained and settled in what is now Boston's Beacon Hill.

Shortly thereafter, Blackstone found himself to be neighbors with the Puritans, whom he invited to settle on his side of the river to share in the better water. While the Puritans also disagreed with leaders of the established Church, they proved to be quite intolerant of anyone who disagreed with them. Blackstone soon tired of their intolerance, and moved about 35 miles south of Boston, to a hill overlooking a wide bend in what the Indians then called the Patucket (sic) River and what is today known as the Blackstone River.

Blackstone lived at Study Hill, as he came to call it, for 40 years, where he tended cattle, planted gardens, and read books. Originally part of Rehoboth and later Attleboro, the land was turned over to Rhode Island in 1746 and became the Town of Cumberland.

Just how much of a recluse Blackstone was is a matter of debate, given the substantial amount of traffic at the foot of Study Hill by Indians and colonists alike. Blackstone was on good terms with Indians in both states and became good friends with Roger Williams, who, less than 2 years after Blackstone arrived in Rhode Island, settled in and founded Providence. While they disagreed on many theological matters, both agreed on the right to disagree, and Williams invited Blackstone to regularly preach to his followers in Providence.

Blackstone continued preaching and is considered to be the pioneer clergyman of the Protestant Episcopal Church in the United States. At the age of 64, Blackstone married Sarah Stevenson, 34.

William and Sarah had only 1 child, John, who was a man of dubious behavior. Sarah died at the age of 48, and Blackstone died at in 1675 at the age of 80, leaving substantial holdings in real estate and an even more substantial library. As for Study Hill, all that was left was ashes and Blackstone's grave following the King Philip's War, the most devastating Indian war waged in New England. 

The Blackstone Valley - Today
Today, the Blackstone Valley is undergoing a major renaissance, and at the heart of that renaissance, just as it was at the heart of the Industrial Revolution, is the Blackstone River.

The Blackstone Valley consists of twenty-one communities in Massachusetts and Rhode Island. Rhode Island: Burrillville, Central Falls, Cumberland, Glocester, Lincoln, North Smithfield, Pawtucket, Smithfield, and Woonsocket, and Massachusetts: Blackstone, Douglas, Grafton, Hopedale, Mendon, Millbury, Millville, Northbridge, Sutton, Upton, Uxbridge and Worcester.

	 

 

 

 

 

Cherry Hill Herb Farm


Today's Blackstone Valley is a unique study in contrasts, sometimes going from one extreme to the other. It retains much of its ethnic diversity and has large pockets which are either very rural or industrial in character. While recent development has enveloped much of the older village structure, the region still retains many remnants of its rich cultural heritage and rural landscape and in fact, many "relatively unchanged places still exist where one can easily imagine life as it was." (Working Water, page 5, 1987).

	 

 

 

Aerial View of the Valley


The challenge for those working to preserve and promote the  Valley is to balance the economic, environmental, and preservation needs of the region. While the individual communities are making great strides to modernize infrastructure and build strong economies, the region still retains an abundance of scenic areas, open space and recreational facilities amid the densely populated Valley, as well as many remnants from its rich cultural heritage.

As for the River, the Providence Journal said it best when it declared on a front page story on Sunday, August 6, 1995: "The Blackstone is back."

	


Thanks to stronger environmental controls since the early 70's and the decline of mills, the river is much cleaner and is the site of increased fishing, canoeing, and an increasing number of walkways, parks, and recreational areas along its banks. A 49 person riverboat sails the river regularly and swimming may be possible in the near future if cleanup efforts continue.

..But in the last quarter-century, the river has become much cleaner, due to federal and state controls on sewer plants and factory discharges, plus the decline of the mills. There now are more fish and wildlife, both state are developing parks and bike paths, and an excursion boat regularly plies the river." (Providence Journal - August 6, 1995)
The River has become the centerpiece of efforts by local communities and agencies to expand recreational opportunities in the Valley. In addition to the efforts of local cities and towns, the last 15 years has seen the development of several regional efforts to strengthen the Valley's economy, preserve and enhance its natural resources, and promote its cultural and recreational resources.

The Blackstone Valley and Woonsocket Chambers of Commerce merged to form the Northern Rhode Island Chamber of Commerce and provide a stronger base from which to serve the Valley's business community and enhance the region's economy. The Northern Rhode Island Economic Development Partnership has also made great strides in promoting short and long term business opportunities in the region.
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Museum of Work & Culture


The John H. Chafee Blackstone River Valley National Heritage Corridor
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On November 10, 1986, Congress established the Blackstone River Valley National Heritage Corridor in Massachusetts and Rhode Island to preserve and interpret significant historic and cultural lands, waterways and structures in the Valley, and to boost the economy. The National Park Service is working with the 2 states and a 19-member commission to establish a new model for partnerships between federal and state agencies and local communities. The corridor embraces 46 miles of river and 20 towns in the two state. The goal of the corridor is to develop a park "system" which links the region's parks, historic sites, recreational facilities and other attractions in order to enhance the recreational use of the valley by residents and visitors alike.
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Slater Park and Lincoln Woods (where lake swimming is available) are 2 of the many parks located throughout the Blackstone Valley.


The corridor, the second in the nation, was created at a time when the historic character of the Valley's mill villages and rural landscape are threatened by the ever-quickening march of suburbanization. The corridor has seen many changes, both man-made and natural. Now, it is enjoying a cultural and economic resurgence quickened by growth in the Boston and Providence areas, creating new options and important choices for residents.

The corridor is based on a philosophy that what affects one part affects all. Thus, we see an ever-changing fabric that weaves hills and valleys, river and people together, it is indeed a unique place. The Blackstone River National Heritage Corridor Commission expresses its intention to keep this tapestry intact in its statement of mission:

"Our goals for the Corridor are to retain and renew the Blackstone Valley's distinctive historic and natural character on a continuous basis for its entire length in a way that supports and enhances what is best about the way of life of current residents. New developments that reinforce and enhance the Corridor's historic, social and natural assets will be encouraged. Similarly, tourism will be encouraged and guided in such a manner as to provide recreation and education to visitors and to reinforce the goals of Corridor."
A Premiere Tourist Attraction
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The Blackstone River, Riverboat Explorer, and Beautiful Fall Foliage provide 3 of the areas top attractions.


Fifteen years ago, it may have sounded like a pipedream -- the ramblings of a deranged mind. But today, no one is laughing. The Blackstone Valley has truly become one of the premier tourist attractions in Rhode Island.
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Slater Mill, overlooking the Pawtucket River and Falls, across from the beautiful fall foliage.


As one of 6 state funded regional tourism councils, the Blackstone Valley Tourism Council has become a major force in enhancing the region's economy, preserving its environment and cultural heritage and expanding its recreational opportunities. By attacking the issue on all fronts and fostering collaboration among the communities and organizations working to enhance and promote region, the Council has helped attract tens of thousands of visitors into the Valley and improve the quality of life for all of the Valley's residents. 

With the continued help of the region's communities and organizations, and the many volunteers who have assisted with various Council activities, the Blackstone Valley Tourism Council hopes to expand its efforts into this century in building a strong, prosperous, Blackstone Valley to be treasured by residents and visitors alike.

What to See in the Valley
Whether visiting for one or several days, the Blackstone Valley offers a number of attractions of interest to the entire family. These attractions will remind visitors of the rich cultural, ethnic, and industrial heritage of the region plus provide an abundance of scenic beauty second to none in the state.  Among the sites and attractions to visit: 

	Historic Sites and Museums
There are many prominent historic sites throughout the valley. Prominent among them: Slater Mill Historic Site, a museum which houses the first operating cotton mill in the country; Brown & Hopkins Country Store, the oldest country store in continuous operation in the United States; the Job Armstrong Store, a living museum of what became the largest of 13 dry good stores in Chepachet in the early 1800's; the  

Smith-Appleby House, one of the few 17th century houses left standing in Rhode Island;  the Daggett House, the oldest standing house in Pawtucket; the Looff Carousel, one of the few remaining and oldest carousels in the country, and the Museum of Work & Culture, an interactive museum which celebrates the culture of the French Canadians who left Quebec for New England and the unique Woonsocket labor story which led to the rise of the Independent Textile Union. 
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Slater Mill
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Smith Appleby House




	River Tours
The Blackstone River provides some of the most beautiful scenery in the state. The Blackstone Valley Tourism Council offers several means of river transportation and a number of different tours and special events on their boats. You can ride the 49 passenger Explorer, Rhode Island's only riverboat; and the Samuel Slater Canal Boat, a 12 passenger, 40 ft. canal boat which can be used for River Tours or an overnight bed and breakfast. 
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Blackstone Valley Explorer



	Land Tours
In addition to the River Tours, the Council offers a number of other tours including Railway Tours on the Providence/Worcester Railroad to view the spring blossoms and fall foliage, tours on our new double decker bus, various motorcoach tours via Greyline Tours, and a number of walking tours throughout various historic districts in the region. 
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Providence/Worcester Railroad



	Parks, Sports & Recreation
The Valley is filled with plenty of sports and recreational opportunities for visitors and residents alike. The Pawtucket Red Sox, Boston's Triple AAA farm team, play 71 games at home in the newly renovated McCoy Stadium, while Lincoln Park offers simulcast racing, music and comedy entertainment, plus hundreds of video slot machines and a number of fine dining options. Lincoln Woods and Slater Park offer a number of recreational activities, including hiking and picnicking and at Lincoln  Woods, fresh water swimming, fishing, and horseback riding (pony rides are available for kids at Slater Park). The region's many other riverfront and community parks, management areas, wildlife refugees, stables and campgrounds provide plenty of opportunity for hiking, fishing, swimming, hunting,  horseback riding, picnicking, and just viewing the beautiful river, environment, or historic scenery. The region also offers several public golf courses, ice skating rinks, and playground areas. The New Blackstone Valley Bicycle Path, which will eventually link the East Bay Bicycle Path to Worcester, provides hiking and biking opportunities along the River. 
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Lincoln Park offers simulcast racing, hundreds of slots, music and comedy entertaining and fine dining.
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The new Blackstone Valley Bicycle Path



	Vineyards, Farms, and Orchards
A large number of farms, vineyards and orchards provide opportunities for apple and other fruit picking, Christmas trees, hay and sleigh rides, llama rides, and tours of working dairy factories.  Diamond Hill Vineyards provides vineyard tours, a 200 year old house, and group picnics.
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Orchards and Diamond HIll Vineyards



	Annual Events
The Valley hosts a number of annual events, including fairs and festivals, historical re-creations, tours, Christmas, Easter, and other holiday parades and celebrations, and concerts.  Some of the most prominent include Autumnfest, a 3 day celebration held in Woonsocket on Columbus Day weekend, Pawtucket's St. Patrick's Day Parade, the annual Dragon Boat Races (held on the Saturday after Labor Day), Pawtucket Arts Festival in September, and the annual River's Day held on the 3rd Saturday in June.
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Woonsocket's Autumnfest Celebration, in World War II Memorial Park.



	Arts
The region hosts a number of local theater organizations which offer various theatrical and musical productions. These include include The Sandra Feinstein GAMM Theater, Community Players, Mill River Dinner Theater, The King's Feast, Stadium Theater and The Blackstone River Theater. which offer a variety of plays with dinner. In addition, a number of communities and other organizations offer annual concerts.  The Valley is home to many visual artists. 
	

	Dining Out
Throughout the Valley you will find a wide range of dining opportunities to meet your taste and budget. The region is famous for their family-style chicken dinners, all-you-can-eat chicken dinners available at more than a dozen restaurants throughout the region. 
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Chicken Family Style at the Embassy Restaurant



	Shopping
The Valley is also known for its large number of factory outlets, which provide a favorite day trip for many visitors. There are also a large number of antique and gift stores scattered throughout the region, in addition to the working country/general stores mentioned in the historical sites section.
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Brown & Hopkins Country Store and Job Armstrong Store



	Accommodations
The Valley features a number of hotels, as well as bed and breakfasts, such as the Samuel Slater Canal Boat B&B, with more on the way. Hotels include the Comfort Inn in Pawtucket, Woonsocket Motor Inn,  Glocester Motor Inn, Lakeside Motel in Glocester, Express Holiday Inn in Woonsocket, Comfort Suites, Smithfield RI, Courtyard Marriott, Providence/Lincoln, RI, and the Pillsbury House, Bed & Breakfast in Woonsocket.
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The Comfort Inn, Pawtucket




The Blackstone Valley - Tomorrow  
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The Visitor Center in Pawtucket provides a one stop source of information for Blackstone Valley Visitors.


Recognition of the accomplishments made in enhancing the Blackstone Valley region is met just as strongly by the realization that the work has just begun. The region, especially the older industrial cities, is continuing to grapple with developing an economy suited for the 21st century and improving its ailing infrastructure. There is still a long way to go in cleaning up the Blackstone River and making it more accessible and usable for recreation (and perhaps swimming), and anti-pollution efforts are expected to continue.

Several efforts have begun to bring more visitors to the region. A bikeway linking the East Bay bikeway with the Massachusetts border is partly operational and will be completed in the next couple of years.. Accessibility will also be improved through enhancements to several parks along the river's banks. Moreover, the Visitor Center in downtown Pawtucket, managed by the Tourism Council, makes information on the Blackstone Valley National Heritage Corridor and the State of Rhode Island more accessible for visitors. A River Education Center, and an interactive exhibit to education children and adults about the Blackstone River is being built at the Central Falls Landing 

With the help of all residents of the Valley and the entire state, these efforts can be strengthened, along with the ability to achieve even greater success in revitalizing the Blackstone Valley and making it a region all Rhode Islanders can be proud of.

