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The Long Poem of Walking in Providence 

Impatient with the weather, I took my walk on a frigid Friday.  I bundled up in my white “Michelin Man” jacket with a balaclava that was threatening to children, storekeepers, and bank tellers alike.  Though the walk was long, it was not leisurely.  My three layers of pants prohibited me from bending my knees in a way that would qualify as comfortable walking motion.  My feet (toes especially) were undergoing an unusual type of Chinese foot binding.  I pretended I was trekking through frozen tundra in search of a lost treasure and marched onward with no destination in mind.


After swinging my legs several blocks north I arrived at Prospect Park.  I had last been here when the weather was warm and barking dogs and dense shade filled the thick green grass.  During the late summer, one feels as if he or she is atop a mountain forest overlooking the city beneath.  While the view was the same that day, the bare trees, and empty brown grass revealed the true perimeters of the small park. I gazed down upon the city of Providence, marveling at the spectacular view of the State House and the tiny ant-like cars and people crawling beneath me. I wondered what Prospect Park looked like to them, or if they could even notice it.    


I began stumbling down North Main, a street I had driven across many times to get to the big Whole Foods.  The north part of the street is lined with a series of brick row houses with shiny black painted doors and gates reminiscent of John Nash’s row houses in London.  Some had quaint sun-filled courtyard spaces behind them, which I enjoyed for a moment.  

The street then transformed into a charming movie set with rows of closely-knit, candy-colored colonial houses.  Houses that were bold yellow had bright orange doors and houses that were blue had striking red doors.  I waited for people to walk out of their respective houses wearing dresses, bonnets and knickerbockers and crowd the sidewalks rushing to the butcher or flower market.  The click-clock sound of a hundred trotting horses and carriages on cobblestones would overwhelm the sound of their enthusiastic social encounters.  Yet the only sound I heard was the loud swish of speeding cars and the softer swish of the nylon and polyester windbreakers that passed by once in a while. I continued walking, stopping at each house to read its faded gray plaque mounted on its wooden beams, all of which were warped- visible reminders of the hundreds of expanding summers and shrinking winters.

I made my way down, twisting through the steep and chaotic arrangement of the colorful colonial wood and red brick until I reached the river.  The sun was piercing the silent manicured concrete riverbed.  Forty seagulls sat in unison each facing the same direction with closed eyes, desperately absorbing each ray of sunlight.  I matched their stance and stood for several minutes until I became warmer.  

I crossed the bridge on my way to Weybosset Street, taking in the grand view of downtown Providence that the wide riverbed provided.  Several hundred years ago this would have been a wetland with reeds, lilies and many aquatic species, supplying a vast amount of space for the river to flood and contract as it pleased.  Perhaps this is why the first settlers prudently and thoughtfully built Providence on a hill.   

Before I knew it, I was immersed in a jungle of skyscrapers.  The combination of the narrow alleyways and the tremendous height of the financial district created bunker-like passageways.  I walked into the Textron building just in time for business lunch and found myself amidst an ocean of suits rushing through the shiny revolving doors.  I walked through the brass and marble lobby and escaped through a symmetrical entryway.  

I continued down the street passing a series of Starbucks and Au Bon Pains until I arrived at an unusual building called the Arcade.  The outside consisted of 19th century wrought iron and a dusty looking junk store.  Before entering, I observed a fat blonde woman in a blue and pink sweater, and an older man in a newsy cap, both leaning half way outside a door, anxiously smoking cigarettes.  The sight of them made me colder so I proceeded into the building.  The Arcade is a long atrium with three levels of shops and several restaurants.  Despite its pleasing ivy covered iron balconies and bright light, it’s dark, empty storefronts and flickering neon Snapple signs run it down.  I gaze up at several silent, vacant faces leaning over the balcony.  

As I leave the Arcade and continue downtown into what looks like a theater district, the armosphere become more cheerful.  I notice several sleek and modern design stores and tempting cafes, but in the spirit of De Certeau, I force myself to continue walking.  For several blocks, I remain steadily behind a group of young girls arguing over which female Disney protagonist they resemble.   

After making a random right turn down Pine Street, I arrive in a completely deserted stretch of tunnels beneath highways.  The graffitied concrete and dark steel beams echo my sporadic foots steps as I desperately try to maneuver around the never-ending land of pigeon feces.  I’m slightly scared, yet curious at the same time.  Perhaps I might actually witness some Providence mafia activity. My wish was thankfully not fulfilled and I finally emerged in the “Jewelry District,” which I soon learned has no jewelry.

I walked along a series of deserted factories and parking lots. The roofs of the cars and broken glass bottles glistened in the sun.  I wandered until I reached the familiar sight of the Providence Place Mall.  Cars zipped by quickly as I scurried across the road.  As I walked toward the Statehouse, I became aware that I had a perfect sweeping view of college hill to my right.  I stood for several minutes, looking at the disordered collection of little boxes on the hillside. Remembering the beginning of my journey, I searched for Prospect Park and eventually found a large enough gap between two houses.  After some calculation and deliberation, I decided it must be it.  I then proceeded up the hill, satisfied with my adventure.    
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