NPS Form 10-800 OMB No. 1024-0018
United States Department of the Interior
National Park Service

National Register of Historic Places Registration Form

This form is for use in nominating or requesting determinations for individual properties and districts. See instructions in National Register
Bulletin, How fo Complete the National Register of Historic Places Registration Form. If any item does not apply to the property being
documented, enter "N/A" for "not applicable." For functions, architectural classification, materials, and areas of significance, enter only
categories and subcategories from the instructions.
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City or town: Pawtucket State: RI County: Providence
Not For Publication: Vicinity:

3. State/Federal Agency Certification
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In my opinion, the property _meets _does not meet the National Register criteria.

Signature of commenting official: Date

Title : State or Federal agency/bureau
or Tribal Government

4. National Park Service Certification

I hereby certify that this property is:

__entered in the National Register

__determined eligible for the National Register
__determined not eligible for the National Register
_removed from the National Register

__other (explain:)

Signature of the Keeper Date of Action

5. Classification

Ownership of Property

(Check as many boxes as apply.)
Private:

Public — Local X

Public — State

Public — Federal

Category of Property
(Check only one box.)

Building(s)

District X
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Site

Structure

Object

Number of Resources within Property
(Do not include previously listed resources in the count)

Contributing Noncontributing
36 17 buildings
sites
structures
objects
36 ' 17 Total

Number of contributing resources previously listed in the National Register __0

6. Function or Use
Historic Functions
(Enter categories from instructions.)

Institutional Housing
Multiple Dwelling

Current Functions

Institutional Housing
Multiple Dwelling
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7. Description

Architectural Classification
(Enter categories from instructions.)
Modern Movement

No Style

Materials: (enter categories from instructions.)
Principal exterior materials of the property: brick, concrete, asphalt shingle

Narrative Description

(Describe the historic and current physical appearance and condition of the property. Describe
contributing and noncontributing resources if applicable. Begin with a summary paragraph that
briefly describes the general characteristics of the property, such as its location, type, style,
method of construction, setting, size, and significant features. Indicate whether the property has
historic integrity.)

Summary Paragraph

Built by the Pawtucket Housing Authority (PHA) between 1941 and 1942, the Prospect Heights
Housing Project comprises 36 brick and concrete block buildings set on a 21-acre lot in
Pawtucket, Rhode Island (see Figure 1). Thirty-five of these buildings are two-story row house
apartments set on concrete slabs. At the northwest corner and entrance to the property is a single-
story Administration Building that houses offices, a community room, a laundry, and a
maintenance facility. All of the original row house apartments survive with no alterations to
footprint, height or window/door openings; modifications include new roof structures,
replacement of windows, doors, and interior finishes due to wear and tear, and limited changes to
interior floor plans when the number of units was reduced in 1971. Site changes include
accommodations for automobile parking and access, and the construction of 16 small utility
buildings. Prospect Heights retains integrity of location, design, setting, workmanship, feeling
and association as an expression of the broad patterns of 20"-century social history and
community development.
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Narrative Description

In keeping with federal standards that buildings not occupy more than 25% of the total acreage,
the combined building footprints at Prospect Heights occupy 15% of the PHA-owned parcel.
With a few exceptions, building axes generally radiate from a point at the northeast corner of the
property. Orientation and siting in this generally parallel pattern were intended to maximize the
penetration of sunlight and the movement of air into each of the 310 original dwelling units.

Although there is some variation, a typical row house was oriented in relation to a neighboring
building in such a way as to have a shared lawn on its “garden side,” which provided the main
entrance. The rear side of the building, accessible by way of individual unit kitchen doors,
opened to sidewalks providing circulation throughout the project (see architect’s rendering,
Figure 11). By 1976, in a change from the original landscaping design, this arrangement had
been reversed. The original “garden side” (and front entrance) now opens to a shared parking
area and sidewalks. The original rear side now opens to a shared yard with some areas fenced in
for the use of individual units. The original design included three open spaces for “sitting out” or
recreational use; these remain, with some alteration.

As originally built, two interior roads traversed the facility. The main road began at the Prospect
Street entrance and continued through to Notre Dame Avenue. A secondary road, a dead end,
entered from Notre Dame Avenue. Circa 1990, both of the Notre Dame Avenue entrances were
closed off. The Prospect Street entrance (at the Administration Building) now provides the
facility’s sole entrance and egress for normal use. The two former entrances can be accessed only
in case of emergency.

Prospect Heights was sited along a public bus route to downtown Pawtucket. Because of the
limited means of the original tenants, few owned automobiles and little provision was made for
automobile parking in 1942 beyond a widened area along the two interior roads.

INVENTORY

The present-day numerical designation is in parentheses; see Figure 1 for original designation.
All buildings have the address 560 Prospect Street and are considered contributing except where
noted.

Administration Building (Building 1), 1941-1942
This is a single-story, brick-faced, concrete block building with a side wing and a deep basement
(see Figure 2). The complex roof is deck-on-hip, the only building that departed in the original

design from the flat roofs of the row houses. Window openings are rectangular, either single or
paired, with a brick, flat arch lintel and a concrete sill. The main (front elevation) entrance
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consists of double, modern steel and glass doors protected by a gabled, narrow porch supported
by wooden columns. Although elements likely have been replaced, the current porch design is
essentially the same as original construction. A duplicate porch designed for the office entrance
was removed in the 1990s to accommodate a ramp built for handicapped access. Brick door
surrounds utilize the same pattern of glazed brick and concrete corner blocks found on the row
house entrances (described below).

Originally the 36-building facility was heated centrally by a boiler in the basement of this
building. Steam was directed to the row houses by way of a network of underground pipes. The
main boiler was removed ca. 1990 when sixteen utility buildings were constructed, each housing
a pair of gas-fired boilers (as well as electrical service). The brick chimney stack remained in
place until ca. 2002. The former boiler room is now used for plant maintenance. A single-story,
concrete block garage was added to the northwest corner of this building ca. 1985.

As built, the main block of the Administration Building housed a 40’ x 48’ assembly hall with
associated kitchen, coat room, and men’s and women’s bathrooms. The side wing, with a
separate entrance, housed a general office, manager’s office, “public space,” and a vault. The
basement housed a boiler room, storage room and repair shop. The building still provides
community and administrative space, but has added a laundry room.

Row Houses (Buildings 2 through 36), 1941-1942
General Description:

There are thirty-five two-story row houses of four building types providing different numbers of
dwelling units ranging from six (Type A) to ten (Types B, C and D). Specific features are
discussed in the typologies below.

All row houses are set on a concrete slab and built of concrete block surfaced with 4” red brick.
The original flat roofs leaked and were replaced by combination hip-and-gable roofs installed ca.
1989 along with bracketed door hoods on the main entrance (parking) side of the building. In the
spirit of a cost-efficient “functional modernism,”! minimal decorative treatments were limited to
shallow, chevron motif, cast-concrete bands over all exterior doorways and the placement of
alternating brown-glazed brick and square concrete corner blocks in the door surround. Original
metal casement windows were replaced in 1989-91 with the current more energy-efficient,
aluminum double-hung windows. At that time original wooden doors were replaced with flat
steel types. Interior floors (1% and 2™ floor) are smooth concrete with a tile surface in the
kitchen-dining area. The first floor ceilings are concrete; the second floor ceilings are plastered.

! This term was used by the National Park Service in its draft context statement, Public Housing in the
United States, 1933-1949.
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As built, most units were two-story, with the number of rooms ranging from 3% rooms (one
bedroom) to 6% rooms (four bedrooms).? Except for the 2™-story flats, the main entrance for all
units was located on the “garden,” or front side of the buildings.

Although there is some variation, the following is a description of a typical two-story apartment
in a Type A building (see Figure 3).

Entryway/Stairs. A ground-floor front entrance opens to a small front hallway and a
staircase leading to the second floor. The staircases are steel framed; treads are concrete.

Living Room. The front hallway opens to a living room measuring roughly 12°-square. The
floor is smooth concrete. A double window looks out onto the original “garden side,” now
reconfigured for parking. An oversized open doorway leads to the kitchen-dining area.

Kitchen-Dining. A combined kitchen and dining area measuring roughly 11° x 13 provides
space for a table and, originally aligned against one wall, a gas stove, electric refrigerator,
and double sink (see Figure 4). The current layout of kitchen appliances, cupboards, and
counter typically forms an L against two walls. The original sheet linoleum floor set on the
concrete slab has been replaced with vinyl composite tile. Although cabinetry and appliances
have been reconfigured a number of times since 1942, the physical dimensions of the
kitchen-dining area have not changed. As a cost-saving feature, closets and most cupboards
were open, originally. Kitchens now have a mix of open and closed cabinets. Kitchen
windows open to the rear side, now a shared lawn with some private, fenced-in areas. Egress
is provided by a rear door off the kitchen.

Bedrooms. On the second floor, a typical master bedroom measures roughly 11’square. A
secondary bedroom measures roughly 11’ x 9°.

Bathroom: A modest bathroom (typically located on the second floor) measures roughly
5%’ x 8, providing a tub, toilet, sink and linen closet. Despite successive renovations over 75
years (including the replacement of bathtubs with showers in 1989-91), the bathroom
dimensions have remained the same.

Row House Typologies

Note: In 1971 the Pawtucket Housing Authority reduced the total number of dwelling units from

the original 310 to 292. Affecting 36 units, this project created 18 larger units distributed among

thirteen row houses of each of the four types. In each case, a doorway was cut through a concrete
block party wall to combine two units. The affected buildings and units are noted below.

2 The “Y4 room” designation refers to the combined kitchen and dining area as 1'% rooms. These are
designated on the original O’Malley drawings as “K-D.” E.g., a 4/2-room apartment comprised a living
room, two bedrooms, and the combined kitchen-dining area. This term was used by the architect and has
been used by PHA since that time.
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Type A (Buildings 2A, 14A, 15A, 20A, 21A, 22A, 25A, 33A, 34A, and 35A)

There are ten buildings of this type (see Figure 5). Dimensions are 97’ long x 27” wide,
originally divided into six two-story apartments. The first floor of each apartment provides a
living room, kitchen/dining area, a utility room and open closet/storage space. The four
outermost apartments provide two upstairs bedrooms. The two center apartments—through the
use of an “interlocking” design as promulgated by the Federal Housing Administration in
1935—have larger second-floor plans than the first floor and provide three bedrooms, thus
hanging partially over the first floor of the adjacent apartment. All access and egress is provided
on the long dimension.

In 1971 the six original dwelling units of Buildings 20A and 22A were reduced to four units. The
six units of Buildings 33A, 34A, and 35A were reduced to five units.

Type B (Buildings 5B, 6B, 7B, 16B, 19B, 23B, 26B, 27B, 28B, and 29B)

There are ten buildings of this type (see Figure 6). Dimensions are 139.5’ long x 27 wide,
originally divided into six two-story apartments and four single-story flats. The 3% room, one-
bedroom flats are placed at each end of the building, one on each floor. The first floor flat is
accessed from the front of the building; the second floor flat is accessed by a side door and
staircase. The remaining units are four 4%-room (two bedroom) apartments and two 5'2-room
(three bedroom) apartments.

In 1971 the ten original dwelling units of Building 16B were reduced to eight and the ten original
dwelling units of Building 23B were reduced to nine units.

Type C (Buildings 3C, 4C, 12C, 13C, 17C, 24C, 30C, 31C, 32C, and 36C)

Similar to Type A, there are ten buildings of this type (see Figure 7). Dimensions are 155’ long x
27’ wide, divided into ten two-story apartments. Six units provide three upstairs bedrooms (using
the “interlocking” design seen in Type A). Four units provide two upstairs bedrooms. In the
middle of the building are two 3-bedroom apartments.

In 1971 the original ten dwelling units of Buildings 4C, 13C, 24C, and 36C were reduced to nine
units.

Type D (Buildings 8D, 9D, 10D, 11D, and 18D)

Similar to Type B, there are five buildings of this type (see Figure 8). Dimensions are 146” long
x 27" wide, divided into six two-story apartments and four single-story flats. The four 3'2 room,
one-bedroom flats are placed at each end of the building, one on each floor. The first floor flat is
accessed from the front of the building; the second floor flat is accessed by a side door and
staircase. The remaining units are two 4%-room (two bedroom) apartments adjacent to the flats,
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two 5Y%-room (three bedroom) apartments, and, at the center of the building, two 6'2-room (four
bedroom) apartments. One bedroom is located on the first floor; the remaining three are on the
second. The second floors of the six center units utilize an “interlocking” plan similar to that of
the Type A building.

In 1971 the original ten units of Buildings 8D and 9D were reduced to eight units.

Non-Contributing Buildings:
Security Building (ca. 1990)

This is a small, single-story building with a frame, vinyl-sheathed enclosure set on a brick knee
wall. The roof is hipped. It is set on a small island bound by granite curbing.

Utility Buildings (ca. 1990)

There are sixteen single-story, pyramidal-roofed, brick utility buildings, each containing two gas-
fired boilers and electrical service, and each serving two or three row houses.
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8. Statement of Significance

Applicable National Register Criteria
(Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the criteria qualifying the property for National Register

listing.)

X

A.

Property is associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the
broad patterns of our history.

Property is associated with the lives of persons significant in our past.

Property embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of
construction or represents the work of a master, or possesses high artistic values,
or represents a significant and distinguishable entity whose components lack
individual distinction.

Property has yielded, or is likely to yield, information important in prehistory or
history.

Criteria Considerations
(Mark “x” in all the boxes that apply.)

A.

B
C.
D

tm

Owned by a religious institution or used for religious purposes

. Removed from its original location

A birthplace or grave

. A cemetery

A reconstructed building, object, or structure
A commemorative property

Less than 50 years old or achieving significance within the past 50 years
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Areas of Significance
(Enter categories from instructions.)

Social History
Community Planning and Development

Period of Significance
1939-1965

Significant Dates
1939
1942

Significant Person
(Complete only if Criterion B is marked above.)

Cultural Affiliation

Architect/Builder

John F. O’Malley, architect

Charles A. Maguire, engineer

Chain Construction Company, builder
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Statement of Significance Summary Paragraph (Provide a summary paragraph that includes
level of significance, applicable criteria, justification for the period of significance, and any
applicable criteria considerations.)

The Prospect Heights Housing Project, built in 1941-1942 by the Pawtucket Housing Authority
(PHA), is significant on the local level under National Register Criterion A in the areas of
Social History and Community Planning and Development as Pawtucket’s first and only New
Deal-era, federally-funded public housing project. The city was already in dire economic straits
due to its declining textile industry when the Great Depression hit, and by the 1930s Pawtucket
suffered from massive unemployment and a long-term, severe shortage of decent, affordable
housing for low-income residents. To address this crisis, the City Council established a Housing
Authority in 1939, under the auspices of the federal Housing Act of 1937 and corresponding
state enabling legislation. The Housing Act had empowered local housing authorities to negotiate
directly with the newly-established U.S. Housing Authority (USHA) for long-term loans for site
acquisition, design, construction, and management of low-income housing projects. In early
1941, the PHA became the first and only housing authority in Rhode Island to gain approval for
a 60-year USHA loan, which the PHA used to develop Prospect Heights on a former industrial
site. This large complex of multi-family apartment buildings, with income and other eligibility
criteria for residents, introduced a new type of housing in Pawtucket. While five other public
housing projects (utilizing other federal funding programs) were constructed in Rhode Island in
the early 1940s, Prospect Heights is the state’s most intact surviving example of its type, and
embodies the expanding role of government in the arenas of public housing and community
development during the middle decades of the twentieth century. The period of significance,
1939 to 1965, begins with the conception of Prospect Heights, and ends 50 years ago, at which
time Prospect Heights still had income guidelines for residents, and no major interior or exterior
alterations had yet occurred to the site or to the individual buildings.

Narrative Statement of Significance (Provide at least one paragraph for each area of
significance.)

Prospect Heights represents the combined efforts of the federal, state, and local governments
across America to address the problem of substandard housing for low-income residents in urban
centers like Pawtucket in the early to mid-20" century. By that time, the combined forces of
industrialization, immigration, and urbanization had transformed the living conditions of many
Rhode Islanders, including, to a significant degree, those in Pawtucket. As a rapidly expanding
population created a huge demand for housing, particularly near factories and places of
commerce, higher densities also placed an enormous strain on municipal services, which
engendered soaring rents as landlords sought compensation for their increased costs. As a result,
local communities struggled to provide decent, safe, and affordable dwellings for low-income
families. By the 1920s, much of the stock of older multi-family (2 or 3 unit) dwellings still
lacked electricity, indoor plumbing, and modern heating systems. Speculative new construction
aimed at low-income renters was rare (developers could profit more by building single-family
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homes for middle- and upper-income homebuyers), and often shoddily built, even dangerous.
Low-wage earners had few good housing choices.

The dynamic behind the dramatic rise in housing costs and consequent shortage of adequate low-
income housing in the 1920s was well-described by housing visionary Catherine Bauer:

The potential market for new building got smaller and smaller, because a [smaller and smaller]
proportion of people could pay the price. Finally, even in the prosperous twenties, it was only the
richest third of the population. The other two-thirds, no matter how much they needed a decent
modern home, were forced to live in castoffs. The middle group lived “decently” if not conveniently,
for the most part, but the lowest-paid were reduced to shacks, basements, makeshifts on alleys and
rear lots, and one-family houses converted for the use of several families.?

This lower third described by Bauer corresponded well to the Americans addressed by Franklin
D. Roosevelt in his January 1937 second inaugural address: “I see one-third of a nation ill-
housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished.” In the New Deal a consensus emerged that government had not
only the legal authority but the moral responsibility to address the elemental needs of that
forgotten third of a nation.

Bauer was one of many “housers” working within or advising the Roosevelt administration to
address something quite new—the role of government in alleviating the housing crisis. The
Republican opposition and real estate interests on the local and national level argued that this
could be addressed adequately by the private market. Furthermore, the encroachment of
government into land acquisition and the conception of “housing projects” were, to these groups,
nothing less than old world Bolshevism transplanted to America. These fears were not entirely
unfounded. Much of the spectacular expansion of 1920s European housing developments was
rooted in the socialist policies of the Western European democracies established after World War
L. Fear of socialism notwithstanding, the American free market had failed conspicuously to build
for the poorest third of the population.

Before the Great Depression, agitation for low-income housing in the U.S. was the province of
social reformers. The first foray of the federal government into housing was a provision of the
National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA) of 1933, in the early months of the New Deal. This law
created the Public Works Administration (PWA) and, within it, a Housing Division. These early
efforts—embodied in the Housing Act of 1934—addressed a severe national shortage of
adequate, sanitary housing and were intended as emergency employment programs geared to the
elimination of slums and provision of human shelter. The period from 1934 to 1937 was marked
by construction of “public housing projects” under the direct financing, construction, and
management of the Housing Division. The financial constraints that were to characterize
federally-financed public housing late in the Depression (including Prospect Heights) were not as
apparent during this first phase. Per-dwelling unit cost of most federal housing developments
was about $6,000, with some variation. At Greenbelt, Maryland, for example, unit cost was

3 Catherine Bauer. 4 Citizen's Guide to Public Housing, p. 8.
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approximately $16,000, incorporating moderne design treatments, public art, and landscaping
into the broader scheme—a far cry from the minimalist, Spartan dwellings necessitated by late-
decade federal belt-tightening.

Despite the variety of design in the early examples, some regional in character, the PWA’s
Housing Division generally built and advocated for “functional modernist” housing
developments. The division’s Branch of Plans and Specifications (established in 1935)
encouraged row house designs of from one to three stories in height, flat roofs, minimal
ornament and landscaping, and, when possible, a superblock setting that departed from
traditional grid street patterns and instead aligned buildings for the maximum penetration of
sunlight and movement of air. These guidelines were published in 1935 as Unit Plans: Typical
Room Arrangements (see Figure 9).

By the mid-1930s a rising sentiment was voiced—not only among F.D.R.’s Republican
opposition but also by advocates for a stronger local role in public housing—that the federal
government should restrict itself to the financial component of housing and remove itself from
land acquisition, construction, and management of housing projects. This new relationship
between the federal government and municipalities was embodied in a provision of the Housing
Act of 1937 (enacted September 1, 1937) that enabled the creation of local “Housing
Authorities.” No longer a builder or landlord, the federal government, now represented in these
matters by the USHA, made 60-year loans to local authorities for the purchase of land,
contracting with local architects for design and engineering services. There was, however, a
catch: the USHA had a number of requirements—legal, physical, and financial—to be met by the
local authority before issuance of the loan. The first was the establishment of a municipal
housing authority. During the period that the Housing Act was in effect (1937 to 1940), some
370 housing projects were built nationwide under the auspices of the USHA. Prospect Heights
was the only public housing project in Rhode Island built under that authority.

Other Early Public Housing Projects in Rhode Island

The five other public housing projects built in Rhode Island during the years 1941-1943, were all
authorized under different federal funding mechanisms that promoted the construction of
emergency housing related to the war effort.

Four projects were built under the National Defense Act (enacted June 1940 to authorize the
United States Housing Authority to work with local housing authorities to make housing
available for persons engaged in national defense activities): Park Holm Housing Project in
Newport (1941), the Chad Brown and Roger Williams Housing Projects in Providence (both
1942), and the Morin Heights Housing Project in Woonsocket (1943). The Tonomy Hill Housing
Project in Newport (1942) was built under the authority of the Lanham Act (enacted October
1940 to provide federally-built housing in the most congested defense industry centers).* All of

4 Source: Appendix III, Public Housing in the United States, 1933-1949.
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these utilized a simple grid pattern site plan, rather than the unique radiating site plan used at
Prospect Heights.

Public Housing Comes to Pawtucket, 1937 to 1942

The industrialization of Pawtucket, beginning in the 1790s, and the massive expansion of its
textile plants in the decades following the Civil War brought waves of immigration to the city.
From a population of fewer than 7,000 in 1870, by 1925 the city housed some 70,000 people, a
ten-fold increase—overwhelmingly low-paid textile operatives, male and female, and their
families. Much of this population growth was foreign-born, particularly Irish and French-
Canadian immigrants. Despite an expanding textile economy and some speculative construction
of multi-family tenements in the shadows of the booming mills, housing demand far outstripped
supply. As local property taxes increased to offset the cost of expanded municipal services,
construction costs were also increasing. As a result, the private real estate market found little
financial incentive to create adequate, affordable housing for low-income renters. At the time,
some 8,000 dwellings classified as “multi-family” tenements were available, with monthly rents
typically ranging from $26 to $45. Still, Pawtucket struggled to house its burgeoning population,
forcing many into housing of last resort—overcrowded, aging and substandard dwellings that
lacked running water or even the most rudimentary sanitary facilities. Despite these
shortcomings, these units still carried rents of up to $30 per month. Although comparable
statistics specific to Pawtucket are unavailable, a housing survey for neighboring Providence
noted that one out of five of the city’s 68,000 dwellings had neither a bathtub nor shower; 2,055
had no private indoor toilet. Thirty-six dwellings had no running water at all and 42 had no heat.>

A recession in the years immediately following World War I brought instability to Pawtucket’s
cotton and woolen plants that had profited in the production of war-related textiles. This was
compounded dramatically by an exodus of textile plants to southern states, beginning in the early
1920s and well-established by mid-decade, as mill owners and investors sought non-unionized
labor, proximity to raw cotton, and turnkey mills (often designed by New England mill designers
and outfitters). By the mid-30s at least four of Pawtucket’s major textile companies had closed,
and many more were operating well below capacity (this figure includes mills in Pawtucket and
neighboring Central Falls).® Nonetheless, Pawtucket’s total population continued to increase
between 1920 (64,248) and 1930 (77,149), and declined only slightly by 1940 (75,797).

The advent of the Great Depression in 1929 only added to Pawtucket’s misery. By 1936 a city
that had once boasted that 80% of its workforce was employed in the textile trades now looked
out on shuttered mills and the grim statistic of a 50% unemployment rate. A housing market
unable to address the needs of low-income residents in the comparatively prosperous 1920s
found itself in full crisis by the 1930s.

5 Sources: Susan M. Boucher, The History of Pawtucket, 1635-1986 (1986) and Winston Phelps, “Writer
States Case for Slum Clearance.” Providence Journal (2 July 1939): Section 4, p. 2.

6 See context statement on R.I. industrial history in: Rhode Island: An Inventory of Historic Engineering
and Industrial Sites (1977), p. 24.
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The federal government had been involved in a number of low-income housing projects
nationwide since shortly after the enactment of the NIRA in 1933, but none was built in Rhode
Island until after the enactment of the Housing Act of 1937. In anticipation of passage of this
law, the R.I. General Assembly had passed enabling legislation in 1935 (revised, 1938) to have a
mechanism in place for the creation of municipal housing authorities. This legislation targeted:

Unsanitary or unsafe conditions [arising] from overcrowding and concentration of population, the
obsolete and poor conditions of the buildings, improper planning, excessive land coverage, lack of
proper light, air and space, unsanitary design arrangement, lack of proper sanltary facﬂltles and the
existence of conditions which endanger life or property by fire and other causes..

In 1936, Thomas P. McCoy was elected Mayor of Pawtucket (see Figure 15). A consummate and
sharp-elbowed politician, McCoy had already served in several local and state offices: in 1920 he
was the only Democrat from Pawtucket elected to the overwhelmingly Republican Rhode Island
General Assembly; he was appointed Pawtucket City Auditor in 1930 and State Auditor in 1935.
By the time he became Pawtucket’s Mayor, he had consolidated his political power, particularly
among the substantial Irish-American working-class population of the city, and had made a name
for himself for his frequent success in securing PWA funding for city projects, including
Pawtucket City Hall (built 1933-5), Pawtucket West High School (built 1938-9) and a new sports
stadium (built 1940-2, later named “McCoy Stadium” upon the death of the mayor in 1945).

One of McCoy’s close associates was Vernon C. “Buddy” Norton,® a Democratic Party operative
and Pawtucket native who began working as a staff writer for the Pawtucket Evening Times
shortly after his graduation from Providence College in 1925. Norton’s ties to McCoy and the
Democratic political machine landed him an appointment, in 1938, as Rhode Island’s
representative to the National Emergency Council (NEC), which had been established in
accordance with the NIRA and an Executive Order by President Roosevelt.’ The NEC’s role was
to advise the federal government in crafting legislation and allocating resources to local
communities to address what the Executive Order described as an “acute national economic
emergency.”

On April 29, 1938 Rhode Island Democratic governor Robert E. Quinn convened a meeting of
mayors of four of the state’s major cities, including Thomas McCoy, to discuss the availability of
$10,000,000 set aside by the USHA for low-income housing through the recently enacted
Housing Act. Seizing an opportunity to bring more federal dollars to Pawtucket, Mayor McCoy
and Vernon Norton took advantage of a major provision of the state enabling legislation

7 General Laws of Rhode Island (1935, revised 1938), Chapter 344: The Housing Authority, Its Powers
and Duties, and the Issuance of Bonds by Such Authority (pp. 717-723). See also, Norma L. Daoust,
“Housing the Poor: The Early Years of Public Housing in Providence,” Rhode Island History 51
(February 1993).

8 Norton’s loyalty to McCoy is evident in his self-published biography of the mayor, 4 Common Man Sfor
the Common People: The Life of Thomas P. McCoy (1946), written shortly after McCoy’s death in 1945.
? Executive Order 6433-A, November 17, 1933.
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concerning the means by which a local housing authority was to be created. Section 4 (Notice,
Hearing and Creation of Authority) stated that “any 25 residents of a city may file a petition with
the city clerk setting forth that there is a need for an authority to function in the city.” On receipt
of such a petition, a City Council hearing was to be convened to determine:

(1) Whether unsanitary or unsafe inhabited dwellings exist in the city, and/or
(2) Whether there is a lack of safe or sanitary dwelling accommodations in the city for all the
inhabitants thereof !

In Thomas McCoy’s Pawtucket, there would have been little difficulty in finding 25 signatories
in support of a favored—and potentially lucrative—program. On June 21, 1939 Vernon C.
Norton, in his capacity as head of the NEC, appeared before the Pawtucket City Council and an
audience of one hundred residents to present the Council with a petition signed by the requisite
25 residents for creation of a city housing authority. A provision of the Federal Housing Act of
1937 required that data be submitted to the local government substantiating unsafe and
unsanitary conditions and the consequent need for what had come to be known as “slum
clearance.” The USHA also needed confirmation of the areas most blighted and the proposed
size of the project based on housing and population figures. The task of compiling this data fell
to McCoy lieutenant and Director of Public Works, Albert J. Lamarre!!, who presented it to the
Council (to date, the document containing this required data has not been located in state or local
repositories). Norton also made what the Evening Times called a “lengthy statement on the
benefits to be derived from a housing authority.” After Norton’s presentation, the ever-present
Mayor McCoy invited audience comment from anyone who might oppose the plan. There was
no opposition, save for a request by Wilfred St. Louis of the Pawtucket Real Estate Exchange
that one of its members be appointed to the authority. McCoy, having little interest in
representation from private land interests historically opposed to any governmental intrusion into
the real estate market, told St. Louis, “I can assure you that every consideration will be given
your request.” 12

A provision of the Council resolution ensured that the Mayor had sole authority to appoint
housing authority members. McCoy added, “...I will select sound, solid men, men concerned
with the best interests of the city.” I* Soon after, McCoy appointed a five-member authority:
William L. Connolly, chairman; Frank Crook, vice chairman; Joseph Charpentier; Edward J.
Costello; and Edmond C. Laurelli, M.D. Connolly had been the head of the Rhode Island branch

19 General Laws of Rhode Island (1935, revised 1938), Chapter 344.

I L amarre played an important role in the McCoy machine, as Matthew Smith observed in his 1973

historical study of McCoy:
He created a hierarchical machine that would serve the people. To administer it he chose three able
lieutenants--his brother Ambrose was his voice on the city council--Albert J. Lamarre, Fra