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September 24, 2017 2:00 PM 
Using Research Tools to  

Discover our Local History 
Ann L. Smith, editor of Westerly’s Witness will 

discuss the types of materials and methods used in 
developing information for historical research 

pieces. 
------ 

October 1, 2017 2:00 PM 
World War II Rhode Island  

Christian McBurney, author and editor of 
http://smallstatebighistory.com  will be returning 
to speak about his new book, World War II Rhode 

Island. If you are a WWII veteran please arrive 
early and share your story with the author!  The 

Carriage House will open at 1:00 PM for this 

special event!      
------ 

November 12, 2017 2:00 PM  
From the Archives:  

The Collections of the  

Westerly Historical Society 
Zachary Garceau, researcher at the New England 

Historical Genealogical Society, and our Society’s 
new Archivist will speak about the Westerly 
Historical Society, its collections, and future 

plans. 
 

Programs are held in the Carriage House of the  

Babcock-Smith House Museum 

124 Granite Street, Westerly, RI 
Free Admission 

to Westerly Historical Society Members and  
Members of the Babcock-Smith House Museum 

Admission for Non-Members: $5.00 
Memberships Available at: 

http://westerlyhistoricalsociety.org/membership/ 
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Editor’s Notes 
Ann L. Smith 

 

     We are pleased to welcome our newest member 
and archivist, Zachary Garceau, to the Westerly 
Historical Society!  Zack graduated from the 
University of Rhode Island and the University of 
Maryland, Baltimore County where he received 
degrees in Historical Studies and Public History. He 
currently works as a researcher for the New England 
Historical Genealogical Society in Boston.        
 

     Even though the Westerly Historical Society has 
been on hiatus since our annual meeting in May, 
Zachary has been actively embracing his new duties 
throughout the summer months. At our latest 
meeting of the executive board we learned that the 
archive committee, under Zack’s direction, has been 
indexing, organizing, and inventorying our artifacts.  
These include manuscripts, photographs, a large 
glass-plate collection of photographic negatives, 
ephemera, financial records, and meeting minutes.  
In addition Zack has responded to six inquiries and 
accepted three donations in just these few short 
weeks. 

 
ARCHIVIST ZACHARY GARCEAU WORKING NEAR OUR SECURE 

VAULT IN THE CARRIAGE HOUSE 
 

     Last winter at our pot-luck sharing event, we were 
entertained with colorful stories by members 
Micheline and Sal Lombardi. This month, Micheline 
has kindly sent us an excerpt from her book, Mangia 

with Micheline. Readers may recall that this work is 
as much a cookbook as it is a history of family life 
filled with heart-warming, humorous, and 
remarkable personal tales. It celebrates memories 
shared around the family dining room and kitchen 
tables.  The book contains two generations of 
wisdom, stories, and recipes. It aims to preserve the 
nostalgia of an American family of Italian descent as 
it imparts the cherished and time-honored recipes 
that reflect Micheline’s culinary talent.      

 

     Please turn to Page 3 for “Mangia with Micheline: 
The Yankees Beat the Red Sox in ’49; But No Matter 
Who You Liked, There Would Still Be Meatballs!” 
 

     Our feature story this month is on the Ninigret 
Theatre, Watch Hill’s own movie house which 
provided entertainment for visitors each summer for a 
brief ten weeks per year. The business started as the 
Crown Theatre in 1912 and was taken over by James 
S. Hammond in 1918.  By the late 1940s, this place 
that had shown hundreds of films and lasted through 
both World Wars was nothing but a memory.  We 
hope you will enjoy “The Ninigret Theatre” which 
begins on Page 4.  
 

     Jane Maxson sent us a short piece about the 1751 
Sheffield purchase of twelve acres of ocean-front land 
in Watch Hill.  It is amazing to think that what is 
today considered prime, highly desirable property 
could have exchanged hands for less than what is 
$2,000 in today’s currency.  See Page 6 for a 
transcribed version of this deed. 
 

    Our new sign has been installed at the front of the 
Babcock-Smith House Museum. Many thanks to Tom 
Gulluscio and Ed Fazio for making this project a 
reality. Here is a view of how it looks. 
 

 
OUR NEW OUTDOOR SIGN. PHOTO: EDWARD FAZIO 

 

     Lastly, we recall the passing of Jean J. (Coduri) 
Crowley, sister of Babcock-Smith House Chairman 
and Westerly Historical Society member, John B. 
Coduri, on June 20 of this year.  We also mourned the   
passing of Westerly Historical Society member Janice 
Rodd three days prior on June17, 2017. Readers may 
email death notices to whstreasurer@gmail.com. 
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Mangia with Micheline: The Yankees Beat the Red Sox in ’49;  

But No Matter Who You Liked, There Would Still Be Meatballs! 
By Micheline Grossi Lombardi 

 

     Did you ever wonder why so many Italian-
Americans are New York Yankees fans? It all has to 
do with how many Italians played for the Yankees 
during 1930s through the 1950s. Everyone knows 
about Joe DiMaggio, the “Yankee Clipper,” and Yogi 
Berra, but let’s not forget Joe Di Gangi, Vic Roschi, 
Billy Martin and of course Phil Rizzuto, “the voice of 
the Yankees.” Since the New York Yankees had so 
many Italians on their team, compared to the Red 
Sox, it became the team of choice. From the year 
1920 through 2003, the Yankees won 26 World 
Series and 39 pennants.  
 

     Well I am a New York Yankees fan as was my 
father before me; in fact a majority of my family is 
Yankees fans. However, my Aunt Tessie, Theresa 
Bevelacqua Cotta, is and has always been, a diehard 
Red Sox fan. Aunt Tessie is my mother’s youngest 
sister, with 20 years between them. Being the 
youngest of eight and the only Red Sox fan, she was 
subjected to a lot of teasing. During the 1949 season, 
the Red Sox found themselves up by one game, with 
two games left against the Yankees for the pennant 
race. The game was going to take place at Yankee 
Stadium. My father and mother, my Uncle Leo and 
Aunt Frances Iantosco, and my Uncle Armando and 
Aunt Due DeCesare all went to New York for the 
weekend to see the game.  
 

     My Aunt Tessie was just a teenager at the time and 
she was convinced that it was the year the Sox were 
going to beat the Yanks, as they only needed to win 
one game. Knowing my aunt, I’m sure she made her 
opinion known! Well the Sox lost 5-3 on the last day 
of the season after falling 5-4 the previous day, 
resulting in the Yankees winning their 16th American 
League pennant. They then went on to defeat the 
Brooklyn Dodgers in the 1949 World Series for their 
twelfth World Championship. The story goes that my 
Aunt Tessie had to hide when my parents returned 
from their trip to avoid all their teasing. So what does 
this story have to do with food? I decided in honor of 
the baseball season I would share my recipe for 
meatballs. After all, they are round! 
 

(Micheline Grossi Lombardi is a member of the 
Westerly Historical Society. Her book, Mangia with 
Micheline, is a collection of her most popular 
newspaper columns and can be purchased through 
Amazon.com. --This piece first appeared in 2012.) 

 

Micheline’s Meatballs 

1 pound ground beef, veal and pork, mixed 
 

1/2 pound of hot or sweet sausage, casing 

removed 
 

3/4 cup plain bread crumbs 
 

4 to 6 eggs 
 

2 to 3 cloves of garlic, minced 
 

3 tablespoons fresh, finely chopped, flat-leaf 

parsley 
 

3/4 cups freshly grated Romano and/or 

Parmigiano cheese 
 

Red pepper flakes to taste 

  

     Combine all the ingredients in a large bowl, 

adding eggs one or two at a time. Mix together 

thoroughly, the mixture should come together 

into a ball, but not be too dry. Shape the mixture 

into 2-inch balls. Traditionally we would fry the 

meatballs, browning them on all sides before 

adding them to the gravy, but I oven-fry them.   

Spray a cookie sheet with cooking spray, place 

the meatballs on the sheet, and bake them for 

about 10 minutes on each side in a 375 degree 

oven. It’s faster and healthier. 
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The Ninigret Theatre 
By Ann L. Smith 

 

     In an average year a visitor can enjoy about ten 
good weeks of summer in and around Westerly, 
maybe thirteen if the weather holds.  Just strolling 
down Bay Street at about this time of year, the casual 
pedestrian can greedily claim for himself what 
summer’s last hurrah has to offer.  How strangely 
serene the empty avenue appears as perhaps two al 

fresco patrons linger over one last lobster roll, or 
another small group sips a good pinot before saying 
hello to autumn. 
 

     Watch Hill has had a rhythm defined by the same 
unchanging signs every year for decades.  In 
September the carousel closes, parking rules change, 
and people still visit, but there is less of everything 
left to see. There was a time when a movie theater too 
would take its place among the bustling businesses of 
Watch Hill in summer, then quietly close once 
September arrived. 
 

     Most older folks alive today remember the place 
where Snuffy’s Restaurant stood; the building housed 
Fiore’s market before that.  But few are old enough to 
recall the simple movie house known as the Ninigret 
Theatre. This place, originally called the Crown 
Theatre when it opened in 1912, ran movies nearly 
every day for the Watch Hill summer visitors for the 
better part of 35 years. From silent films to talkies, 
short subjects and newsreels, the Ninigret had it all. 
 

     In the photo shown below and on the postcard in 
the next column, the Crown Theatre is shown with a 
taller façade than in later years and after its change to 
the Ninigret (see photo Page 1). The reason for the 
difference in architecture may be attributable to the 
great Watch Hill fire of 1916. According to the Watch 
Hill Conservancy, the October 1916 fire destroyed the  
Watch Hill House on the northern corner of Bluff 
Avenue and Larkin Road (at the head of Lighthouse  
 

 
CROWN THEATRE (LEFT) CIRCA 1916. PHOTO: FLICKR.COM 

 

Road) and numerous other structures between Bluff 
Avenue and Bay Street.  It is not known if the small 
theater was a total loss or simply repaired with a 
different façade. 

 

 
 

POSTCARD OF BAY STREET, WATCH HILL, PRIOR TO OCT., 1916 
 

     By 1918 the Ninigret Theatre appeared under the 
new management of James S. Hammond.  There were 
three shows daily every day except Sunday (closed), 
and the movies ran for just two days before new ones 
took their places. In its debut season, Mr. Hammond 
offered such titles as Fatty at Coney Island starring 
Fatty Arbuckle, Daybreak with Emily Stevens, and as 
a public service, the U.S. Government Official War 

Review No. 4. 
 

    In August of that year, the Ninigret Theatre agreed 
to screen two British-made war documentaries filmed 
in “Mesopotamia” (the area in the Middle East 
occupied by most of Iraq and Eastern Syria). These 
war films were the property of Lieutenant J. S. 
Wardlaw Milne and the screening was private.  
Colonel Milne had presented a “most interesting talk” 
on the Mesopotamian campaign earlier in the summer 
at the Ocean House Hotel.  He and his private 
entourage reviewed the footage and sought 
permission from the British Embassy to show the 
films publicly. According to the Watch Hill 
newspaper Seaside Topics, the films would be shown 
publicly if the British Embassy would allow it, but 
word had yet to arrive. It is unlikely that the general 
public ever saw them, however. The tourist season 
ended two weeks after the announcement and the war 
itself would be over before the next summer had 
begun.  Milne was a British Officer who later became 
a member of Parliament.  (continued on next page) 
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The Ninigret Theatre 
 

 Great Depression, movies at the Ninigret Theatre 
became nothing more than a novelty.  The larger 
United Theatre also offered live stage shows, so the 
draw was more than the Ninigret could compete with. 
 

 
 

GLORIA SWANSON AND EMILE DRAIN IN 
MADAME SANS GENE, 1925. PHOTO: YOUTUBE.COM 

 

Even though the Ninigret Theatre was immensely 

popular in the early days, it had lost much of its 
patronage by the 1940s and ceased operation about 
1946.  In 1951 the building was converted to become 

Fiore’s Market. Snuffy’s Restaurant, a Watch Hill 
popular eatery, occupied the space until the 1990’s. 
Today the corner of Bay Street and Larkin Road is 
occupied by a multi-use structure with commercial 
establishments on the first floor and condominiums 
above. 
 

 
 
A VIEW OF BAY STREET, WATCH HILL IN THE 1960S. 

FIORE’S MARKET APPEARS AT THE FAR RIGHT  
IN THIS PHOTO. 

 

PHOTO : RHODE ISLAND 
 HISTORICAL PRESERVATION COMMISSION. 

 

 

(continued from page 4) 
 

     On hot summer days the doors of the Ninigret 
would remain open to provide ventilation for its 
paying customers via cool ocean breezes. Passers-by 
standing outside had a clear view of the screen, and 
so could enjoy a show without paying the twenty-five 
cent price of a ticket.  The theater actually charged 
thirty-five cents for evening seats in the first ten rows. 
The remaining seven rows still cost twenty-five cents, 
and children were admitted in the afternoons for just 
fifteen cents. 
 

     In the early summer, the theater seemed to remain 
relatively cool, however.  Seaside Topics reported 
that 

 The theatre has been found surprisingly cool 
throughout the hot weather of the past week. 
The Watch Hill Board of Health inspector 
who examined the premises last Monday and 
tacked a certificate of “good order” on the 
door in accordance with the local health board 
regulation, ventured the opinion that its cool 
atmosphere was the result of the extensive 
ground the building keeps from the sun. 
 

     The paper reported in 1918 that Douglas 
Fairbanks, Sr. hosted a birthday party at the Ninigret 
for his young son, Douglas Jr. and eighteen of his 
little guests.  The film that the partygoers enjoyed was 
Reaching for the Moon, a comedy starring Douglas 
Fairbanks himself.  The “movie party” seemed to be 
popular affair with the younger set as the paper 
mentions other families who later followed suit. 
 

     By 1920 the Ninigret Theatre had cut its number 
of showings to two per day.  The offerings for the 
first two days of the season were Buck Jones in The 
Last Straw (a five-reel western), Mutt and Jeff, a 
single-reel cartoon, and the Fox Weekly News, one 
reel.  By 1925 silent films were still going strong with 
titles such as Madam Sans Gene, a Gloria Swanson 
rags-to-riches classic of a washerwoman who 
becomes a duchess.  Other movies included  D. W.  
Griffiths’ America, Age of Innocence with Dorothy 
Devoe, and Irene Rich in This Woman. 
 

     By 1926 the United Theatre had opened on High 
Street in Westerly and was showing silent films 
accompanied by music performed on a pipe organ. 
The United Theatre was the only area theater to have 
a pipe organ on its premises and was open year-
round.  With the availability of a much larger and 
richly appointed theatre in town and the onset of the  
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  RETURN SERVICE REQUESTED    
             The Westerly Historical Society    

         P.O. Box 91 
  Westerly, RI 02891  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Sold! Twelve Acres for £7.00! 
 

     The Westerly Library has a collection of legal 
documents dating back to the 18th Century.  One such 
document of interest recently came to the attention of 
our member and previous lecturer, Jane Maxson. The 
yellowed paper, 13 by 16 inches, was headed 
INDENTURE

1. It was a bill of sale, or transfer of 
property in Westerly. The contract was dated “In the 
twenty-fifth year of the reign of our Sovereign Lord, 
George the second, King of Great Britain &c. Anno 
Dom. 1751 between Isaac Sheffield of Westerly, 
Kings County, in the Colony of Rhode Island and 
Providence Plantations in New England and  nine 
men, Trustees of aforesaid.” 
  
     The paper was printed with blanks left for the 
needed information. Edited down from the legalese, 
the information: 

-------------- 
1 A deed or contract between two or more parties 

 

 

     WITNESSETH, that the Isaac Sheffield for and in 
consideration of the sum of Seven pounds in good and 
lawful bills of public credit of said Colonny . . . . . . . . 
A certain tract of land lying in Westerly aforsd 
containing by examination twelve acres more or less 
Bound Easterly on land belonging to ye heirs of 
Robert Hannah Decd, Southerly on the Sea, Westerly 
on the Bay or Pawcatuck River and partly on the 
Grantors land Northerly by Oliver Howards land and 
partly by Edward Pendletons land  & is at a place 
called Watch Hill. 

 [The paper is signed by Isaac Sheffield.] 

 Witnesses: Benjamin [farefeld], Daniel Butler 

 Acknowledged by;  Benona Smith  Jus pc 
[Justice of the Peace] 

 Recorded in Westerly Decem. 22, 1751 

 per Silas Greenman, Town Clerk    
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