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Johnston’s 250th Anniversary Kick-Off 
On March 15, 1759, the Town of Johnston came into being. A 
petition to the State General Assembly was approved that 
divided off the western part of Providence to form a new town 
that was named for the then Attorney-General, Augustus 
Johnston. 
 

 
One of the two birthday cakes donated by BJ's. Photo by Christopher Martin. 

 
On March 15, 2009, the Johnston Historical Society put 
together a birthday celebration for our town, marking 250 years 
to the day that Johnston became a separate entity. The 
celebration was held at the Johnston Senior Center and was 
attended by more than 200 people, including many seniors 
from Pocasset Lodge. There was plenty of good food and drink, 
much of it donated by town businesses. There were a number 
of interesting displays of a historic nature, including ones from 
the historical society, the Mohr Public Library, the Johnston 
Panthers Pre-Teen Football, the Neutaconkanut Hill 
Association, and the Woonasquatucket River Watershed 
Association. Our society had a number of displays focusing on 
the restoration of the Belknap School, the plaquing of historic 
houses, the restoration of cemetery headstones, and general 
selections from our historic museum. 
 
We had two slide presentations, one by Christopher Martin and 
one by Louis McGowan. Re-enactor Bill Hutchinson, dressed 
as Roger Williams, spoke on Williams' ties to what later 
became Johnston landmarks. Historical Society member Arthur 
Iannelli, a Civil War re-enactor, was in full uniform and talked 

to people about his group, Battery B, 1st Rhode Island Light 
Artillery. 
 
That day was also Councilman Ernest Pitochelli's eightieth 
birthday and he was honored by Mayor Joseph Polisena with a 
plaque and a key to the town. 
 
Citations were presented to the town that day, including ones 
from the State Senate, the State House of Representatives, 
Governor Carcieri, and U.S. Congressman James Langevin. 
 

 
Bill Hutchison as Roger Williams. Photo by Christopher Martin. 

 
A number of invited guests were present at the celebration 
including: Lieutenant Governor Elizabeth Roberts, General 
Treasurer Frank Caprio, Mayor Joseph Polisena, Town Council 
members President Robert Russo, Melanie Turner, Stephanie 
Manzi, and Ernest Pitochelli; State Reps Deborah Fellela, 
Stephen Ucci, Peter Petrarca , and John Carnevale; and State 
Senator Christopher Maselli. Fire Chief Andrew Baines and 
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Police Chief Richard Tamburini were also invited and attended 
the event. Our thanks to all the invited guests. 
 
A big thank you to all our members who helped put together 
the event. We had participation from a good number of our 
people. We would also like to thank the good folks at the 
Senior Center and Mayor Polisena. 
 
To view more photos of the proceedings, visit 
picasaweb.google.com/johnstonhistorical. 
 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 

Inquiry About the Chapel of the Good Shepherd 
by Louis McGowan 
 

 
The Chapel of the Good Shepherd. Photo from Images of America: Johnston 

(1997). 
 
On Thursday, April 21, 2009, we received an email from 
Priscilla Palmer of Bedford, Virginia. A former Johnston 
resident, she was interested in knowing if we had any stories 
about the Chapel of the Good Shepherd. The chapel, which 
formerly stood on Brown Avenue, burned in 1970. The 
historical society, which was given the property where the ruins 
of the chapel can still be found, last year sold the land to Rhode 
Island Department of Environmental Management. Sadly, I 
informed Mrs. Palmer that we had not collected any memories 
of the chapel other than a few cold facts. She, though, kindly 
shared some of her memories of the building, which she gave 
permission for us to print here. 
 
Mrs. Palmer has a Bible printed in 1884 that came from the 
chapel. Inside is hand-written: "Chapel of the Good Shepherd, 
Johnston, 1886" (the year that the small church was built). 
Inside, a bookmark from the 1950s states: "The little Church 
with a Big Heart and the Bigger Message... God's Love." 
In Mrs. Palmer's own words: 
 

When I was 13-15, a moody teenager, seeking answers to 
the meaning of life (and who wasn't doing that in the 
turbulent '60s and '70s), I often would just sit in the quiet 
darkness of the chapel, read some of the hymns, thumb 
through the bible, and look at the religious coloring books 
and ponder. It was a peaceful and forgotten spot at that 
time. There was still a large organ with all kinds of 
"stops," a baptismal font, well-worn pews, and low 
quality stained glass windows. 

 

I went away to college and when I returned vandals had 
burned it down. 
 
This past holiday season, I returned to the spot, took a 
hike around the quarry with my 23-year-old daughter and 
my 12-year-old nephew. I described to them what was 
there, but... I wondered how much of my memory was 
embellished or how much was real... 40 years later. 
 
So if you have anything written from someone who 
remembers (about the chapel), I'd just like to read it and 
smile. 

 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 
From Forgotten Tales of Rhode island by Jim Ignasher 
(History Press, 2008): 
 
The Skeleton in the Orchard 
On January 31, 1906, William Vanner was removing stones 
from an apple orchard in the Thornton section of Johnston, 
when he made a grizzly find. He came upon a pile of stones 
stuffed between two boulders, and while removing some of the 
gray granite rocks, he grabbed one that seemed unusually white 
and smooth. Closer examination revealed that he had picked up 
a human skull! 
 
Word of the find spread quickly, and before long a few dozen 
people had gathered at the orchard to see for themselves what 
all the excitement was about. Doctor Shaw, the town physician, 
examined the bones and told Chief of Police Kimball that they 
belonged to a man under thirty years of age who had suffered a 
broken collarbone at the time of his death. Any clothing, like 
the rest of the remains, had long since disintegrated, and only 
buckles and buttons remained, but the feet were still clad in a 
pair of leather shoes. There was nothing to indicate the man's 
identity. 
 
It was Dr. Shaw's opinion that the man had been murdered and 
the body placed under the rocks to conceal the crime. The only 
clue to the mystery was the discovery of three coins next to the 
bones. The newest one was dated 1893. 
 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 

Society Doings 
 
Our Properties 
On Sunday, April 5, 2009, a group of us spent a few hours 
raking the yard at our headquarters property. Joe Jamroz, Liz 
and Mike Burch, and Bel and Louis McGowan worked that day 
prettying up the yard by raking the beds and the lawn. 
 
On Saturday, April 18, Anthony Ricci, Joe and Louis  began a 
another project at the Elijah Angell House. The front and back 
of the house have areas that are peeling and in need of painting. 
We have decided that we can, through group effort, scrape and 
paint the front of the house this Spring. So, Anthony, Joe, and 
Louis spent a few hours scraping the clapboards and windows. 
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Louise, Joe, Dan, and Steve Merolla met again on May 13 to 
do some caulking. We'll meet again soon to start the painting.  
If you would like to help, please contact us. 
 
In the process of scraping we discovered some areas of the 
woodwork -- clapboards, parts of the doorway surround -- that 
needed to be restored. Our carpenter friend Warren Lanpher 
has already replaced the dried and cracked clapboards with 
ones donated by Anthony Ricci. 
 
The copper beech in the Angell House front yard has seen 
better days. Several of the limbs are dead and creepers are 
growing up the sides. We got opinions and estimates from two 
arborists -- one who suggested taking down the whole tree for 
$1,400, the other who suggested trimming the deadwood and 
cutting back the creepers to give the tree a chance to recover. 
He'll only charge $425 for that and will take care of a smaller 
dead tree in back of the barn for that price, as well. So Coastal 
Timber will be taking care of our copper beech. 
 
And, in what seems to be an ongoing theme this year, we found 
that the fence between the parking lot and the yard is rotting 
out. We're considering our options for replacing it. 
 
Our museum barn, which is only a handful of years old, is not 
immune. It was reported at the October meeting that a window 
sill on the back of the barn was rotting and will need to be 
replaced. 
 
With all the donations of objects that we have been receiving 
the museum barn is running out of room for displays. To try to 
remedy that situation, Louis, Danny, and Joe spent some time 
in the upstairs of the barn moving furniture around free up 
space. If anyone has any upright display cases or manikins they 
would like to donate, we would love to hear from you. 
 
Warren Lanpher, the contractor in charge of the Belknap 
School interior restoration, has been hard at work since 
February. So far he has sheetrocked the ceiling, cleaned out the 
basement, installed electricity throughout the building and 
plumbing in the new bathroom in the attached el, and has 
started on the wainscoting in the main room. We plan to have 
the school open for our town wide tour in September. 
 
Our museum and Elijah Angell House continue to be open by 
appointment, and we always welcome visits by interested 
individuals or groups. Just shoot us an email at 
info@johnstonhistorical.org, or leave a message at (401) 231-
3380 to set one up. 
 
Our museum space is also available (on a limited basis) for 
meetings of small groups of adults at a reasonable price. If you 
know of a local group or organization that is looking for a 
meeting space, and might be interested in using our museum, 
please have them contact us. 
 
Cemeteries 
At our last report the members of the Cemetery Committee 
were finishing up work on double Cemetery #79 and #91, our 
last foray being a somewhat warm Sunday morning in 
December. The brutal, snowy weather prevented us from 

conducting any work in the field during the winter and it was 
also too cold to do any gravestone repairs in our workshop 
(Steve's garage). In late April we did finish repairs on the stone 
of George Fenner, who was killed at Spotsylvania Courthouse 
during the Civil War. We also scouted out the condition of 
Cemetery #66, behind the Dunkin Donuts on Plainfield Pike, 
along with Cemetery #29, at the corner of Shun Pike and 
Scituate Avenue, where George Fenner's remains are interred. 
Our next step will be to reset his stone in its base, along with 
other stones in that cemetery. 
 
Anyone driving through the center of town may have noticed 
that the developer has repaired the walls of Cemetery #23, at 
the new Walgreen's site. While this is a nice gesture, the 
Society still regrets that construction took place so close to this 
burial ground. We hope that the developer will plant a line of 
trees around the cemetery to replace those cut down during 
construction. 
 

 

 
Historic cemetery #23 before and after repairs. Photos by Christopher Martin. 

 
It's never too late to adopt one of Johnston's one-hundred or so 
historical cemeteries. All you need to do is pick up trash, weed 
whack grass and undergrowth, and cut and clear brush at least 
once a year. Not only will you be helping to make your town 
more attractive, you'll also be helping to preserve our heritage. 
If you are interested, or know of someone who might be, please 
contact the Johnston Historical Society at (401) 231-3380 or 
info@johnstonhistorical.org, or Steve Merolla at (401) 944-
3412. 
 
Grant Activity 
We'll be putting in for a grant from the Champlin Foundations 
for funds to build a new exterior staircase for the upstairs 
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apartment at Elijah Angell house, and to complete the 
restoration of woodwork on the front of the house..  
 
The second of three payments has been made to Warren for his 
work on the Belknap School. The money comes from a State 
Preservation Grant. 
 
Acquisitions 
• On February 24, 2009, Alan Iemma donated a collection of 

Johnston school-related material to us. Most of the material 
relates to the Calef School, where he worked for many years. 
Town residents gave him most of the pieces after they saw 
his interest in the school. Other items he saved before they 
were sent to the landfill. The artifacts include: class 
graduation photos (and other school-related photos); 
newspaper ciippings; some obsolete office and class items, 
such as an early paper cutter; various hardware items Alan 
rescued from the trash heap, such as the classroom buzzer 
from Thornton School; the metal bell that rang to signal the 
onset of different school activities; an early office chair; etc. 
He is also going to give us a preacher’s podium from the 
Holy Nativity Episcopal Church that once operated in 
Thornton and the original wooden flagpole that once stood 
outside Thornton School. Alan has been a great friend to our 
group, donating many items to us in the past. He has always 
loved  history and has been vigilant in doing all he can to 
save the town’s history. We strongly thank him for his 
efforts. 

• Purchase:  Three Johnston High School yearbooks from the 
1960s. 

• George Daigneault donated a collection of Johnston tax 
books dating from 1877 to 1902. 

• Larry Pezza donated a number of circa-1910 Rhode Island 
postcards. 

• Mike Salvatore donated another school desk. 
• Purchase: 1939  North Providence, Johnston, and Smithfield 

directory. 
• Christopher Martin donated yet another school desk that he 

found at a Johnston yard sale, bringing our total to around 
eleven. 

 
Our sincere thanks to all who have donated items for our 
collections. Keep it coming! 
 
Donation of World War II Items 
by Louis McGowan 
 
On April 17, 2009, we received the following e-mail: 

 
Johnston Historical Society, 
 
I have items that belonged to George W. Montagano who 
lived in Johnston, RI and owned Montagano's Service 
Station there for many years. 
 
He passed away in May of 1995. I have kept items related 
to his service in WWII. I would like to donate these to an 
interested organization. I spoke with the Commander of 
the Johnston VFW and was told that they do not have a 
building or museum. They hold meetings in a public 

building in town. He recommended I get in touch with the 
Historical Society. 
 
I have seen your website and am impressed with the work 
you have done to preserve the buildings and history of 
Johnston.  Would WWII memorabilia fit in with your 
mission and goals?  Do you have display space in which 
these items might be appropriate? 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Joyce Melanson 

 
This e-mail, of course, piqued my interest, and I emailed Mrs. 
Melanson that same day and told her that we definitely were 
interested in this material. She sent me back an inventory of the 
items that she had, and I was very excited to see the listing. I 
had expected to see a few pieces of memorabilia kept in an old 
shoe box. Boy, was I ever mistaken! 
 
Joyce and I arranged to meet on April 27, 2009. Danny and I 
met with her and her husband, Ed Melanson, that day. They 
traveled down from New Hampshire to meet us. She told us 
that George W. Montagano was her late husband's uncle and 
that she has kept all George’s WWII items since 1996 when her 
first husband died. We were delighted to see all the materials 
they brought down, and so glad that she preserved these 
artifacts. 
 

 
Louis shows off a photo of George W. Montagano. Photo by Beth Hurd. 

 
A brief listing of the material: 
 
• Woolen dress uniform; cotton jacket; 6 assorted garrison 

hats. 
• 70 insignia pins from different US military outfits. 
• 27 campaign ribbons and awards. 
• Various shoulder patches (Army, Navy, and Marine). 
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• Photos of George in uniform and George and Gladys 
(Leonard) Montagano's wedding picture. 

• Assorted memorabilia (address book, pay slips, dog tag, 
coins, etc.). 

• And the crème de la crème: 6 scrapbook albums, each 
approximately 14" x 12" x 3" thick.  In Gladys Leonard’s 
own words, they are a record of "My Future Husband's Army 
Life, My George." There are papers and letters from George 
encompassing his whole Army career from his Order to 
Report for Induction on 28 September 1942 to his discharge 
from Fort Devens on November 28, 1945. There seem to be 
daily letters that George wrote to Gladys, first from 
assignment in Texas, then from a base in Utah, next from 
Guadalcanal in 1943, and, finally, from New Guinea. There 
are letters from all sorts of places where he just passed 
through, too. 

 
After the war, George ran a service station at the corner of 
Greenville Avenue and George Waterman Road. The station 
was originally known as "Chick’s Filling Station." George and 
his brother, Joe, later ran the station under the Amoco flag. The 
station was across the street from the Lincoln School. 
 
Gladys did an amazing job of documenting her future 
husband's life during the war. What we have is both one man's 
story of that horrible war and one great love story of two 
people who waited for each other and were lucky enough to see 
their dreams fulfilled. Joyce has passed on a real treasure trove 
of history to us. We are very thankful to her. George and 
Gladys would be happy, I am sure, that their memories will be 
preserved. The George W. Montagano Collection has returned 
to his hometown. 
 
Speakers 
Danny Brown gave a slide presentation on gravestones of 
Rhode island governors at our January 28th general meeting. 
 
At our February 25th meeting, CCRI Professor Ralph Florio  
talked about "Il Mal'occhio: A Wary Gaze," looking at evil eye 
folklore from its roots in the Mediterranean to its survival in 
twenty-first century Rhode Island. 
 
Fred Mikkelson has had a fascinating life. Not long ago we had 
the pleasure of hearing about his years as a postal carrier. At 
our March 25th meeting he regaled us with tales of his 
experiences as one of the last keepers of Conimicut Lighthouse 
(1958-'61). 
 
April 29th we were visited by students from Professor Ralph 
Florio's Public History class at CCRI. They presented the 
findings of their research into the Historic Land Use of Snake 
Den State Park. 
 
May 27th would have been our second attempt to hear 
researcher Judith A. Bissette's presentation on the North 
Providence village of Lymansville, but she was unfortunately 
unable to attend. Instead Louis gave an impromptu slide show.  
 
Other Past Events 
December 13, 2008, was the date of our annual JHS Christmas 
Party. It was held at the home of members Alice and Jim 

Lombari. About 20 people showed up to check out the house 
and Alice's excellent cooking.  
 
The next day was our annual Christmas Open House at Elijah 
Angell House. Visitors joined the Johnston Historical Society 
for candlelight, yuletide music, and refreshments in our 
restored 1824 farmhouse. The adjacent Johnston History 
Museum was also open. 
 
JHS Tea 
On Sunday, April 26, 2009, our society held its annual tea at 
the Graniteville Baptist Church. Thirty members and guests 
attended and had a great time, even though Mother Nature 
threw us a curveball with temperatures close to 90 degrees. A 
lot more iced tea was consumed than is normal for our teas. 
 
Bel McGowan, with a lot of help from her committee, did her 
usual great job of planning and supervising the event. There 
was a nice array of sandwiches and finger foods to choose 
from, including tarragon chicken sandwiches, seafood 
sandwiches, and the long-time favorites, cucumber sandwiches. 
Following the lunch was the dessert phase, with a wonderful 
selection of home-made treats, ranging from brownies to red 
velvet cake. Our thanks go out to all the members who 
provided the great, sweet treats. 
 
We were disappointed that Pat Perry, our scheduled speaker, 
was not able to attend due to illness, but we filled in with a 
couple of other happenings that seemed to go quite well. 
Christopher Martin and Kim Calcagno took photographs of the 
guests dressed up in old time clothes and printed them on the 
spot. Everyone seemed to really enjoy dressing up and having 
their picture taken. Some of the men even dressed up, but since 
the accessories were for women, they did not look quite as 
good as the women did. Sorry, guys. 
 

 
Liz Burch and Donna Bruce get into the spirit. Photo by Christopher Martin. 
 
Louis McGowan brought in a case with silver flat pieces that 
guest were asked to identify. The person with the most correct 
won a nice table centerpiece. There was a close competition, 
but Stacy Swett, Bel’s daughter, won the prize. 
 
We also had an auction of donated items. The auction went 
very well, with Jim Lombari handling the gavel. There were 
some beautiful baskets that were put together by Pat Henry, 
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from items donated by her, Pauline Ramieri, Bel McGowan, 
Anthony Ricci, and Vicky Hittinger. Mike Salvadore also 
donated items for the auction. The bidders were quite generous. 
  
Tea favors of seeds and tea were given out to all guests. People 
who helped put the tea together that day were: Bel McGowan, 
Ida Silva, Pauline Ramieri, Alice Lombari, Louis McGowan, 
Kit Rhodes, and Liz Burch. Others who helped out were: Phil 
Lemoi and his family, Mike Burch, Jeff Simmons, Nancy 
Burch, Vicky Hittinger, Dodie Falvo, John Barratini, Virginia 
Brunelle, and Jim Lombari. Our thanks go out to all who 
helped out with the tea and all who attended and helped make 
the tea a great success. 
 
Johnston, Rhode Island: 1759-2009 
The 250th Committee completed its town anniversary book and 
it came back from the printers in January. Since then we've 
sold 200-250 copies, enough (along with revenue from 
advertising) to pay off the printing costs. All proceeds going 
forward will be used for further 250th anniversary events. 
Copies are still available for a $15 donation. Email 
info@johnstonhistorical.org or call (401) 231-3380 to order a 
copy. 
 

Upcoming Events 
 
Unless otherwise noted, all events take place at the Johnston 
Historical Society Museum Barn, 101 Putnam Pike, Johnston, 
and are free and open to the public. 
 
June 24, 2009 
General Meeting 
7pm 
Society president Louis McGowan will give a presentation on 
some of the more interesting objects in our museum collection. 
 
July and August -- Summer hiatus 
Executive Board meetings and general meetings are suspended 
for the summer. 
 
August 9, 2009 
Johnston Town-wide Scavenger Hunt 
Think you know Johnston well? Test your knowledge against 
other teams and individuals in the first ever town-wide 
scavenger hunt! Teams will use digital cameras and cell phone 
cameras to capture images of items from our extensive list of 
common and not-so-common objects. At the end of the day, a 
point system will help determine which team reigns supreme! 
Details to follow. 
 
August 30 
JHS Member Picnic 
4pm-7pm 
Johnston Historical Society members and their families and 
friends are invited to partake of hamburgers, hot dogs, potato 
salad, and anything else we can think of. We'll play badminton 
and horseshoes, sit around chatting, and maybe even have one 
of our raffles. 
 
 
 

September 12, 2009 
Tour of Historic Properties 
Join the Johnston Historical Society for a fun and informative  
self-guided tour tour of historic private homes, attractions, and 
sites of interest in the Town of Johnston. Details to follow. 
 
September 30, 2009 
General Meeting 
7pm 
Speaker TBA. 
 
October 28, 2009 
General Meeting 
7pm 
Speaker TBA. 
 
Do you have a suggestion for a future speaker? Or do you 
yourself have a topic you'd like to present at one of our 
meetings? Please drop us a line at info@johnstonhistorical.org 
or leave a message at (401) 231-3380. 
 
What the Heck is That? 
A different look at some Johnston Landmarks 
by Christopher Martin 
 
Following are some close-ups of places or objects located in 
the Town of Johnston. Can you identify what or where they 
are? (Answers will appear in the next issue). 
 

1  

2  
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3  
 
Answers to last issue's poser: 
1) A boulder on the south side of Ferri Middle School, Atwood 

Avenue. 
2) Twins Ice Cream, corner of Atwood and Simmonsville 

Avenues. Last summer it was the temporary location of 
Mangiarelli's Fruitland; now it's a used car lot. 

3) This is a detail of a postcard of the Colonial Motor Inn. Now 
it's called the Johnston Motor Lodge. 
 
 
 
 

 
Contribute To Our Newsletter! 

 
We are always looking for articles for our newsletter. 
Naturally, we would like pieces that have to do with the town's 
history, but if you have an interest that ties in with history 
somehow, why not share it with us? Maybe you collect old 
snuffboxes or old railroad material. Maybe you have done 
some of your family history that others might be interested in. 
Maybe you would like to talk about the old days in Johnston. 
Wouldn't it be fun to share your knowledge! You do not have 
to be a great writer to put together an article. None of us are 
great literary figures. If you need help though, one of us would 
be glad to assist you. 
 
We think that it will make for a much better newsletter if others 
contribute pieces that they have written. Remember, your 
reminiscences about the old days in Johnston will become 
valuable pieces of our town's history. But if you do not get 
them down on paper, they will be lost forever. We should make 
sure that future generations know what went on in times past. 
 

Next newsletter deadline: November 15, 2009. 
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Our Executive Board 
President: Louis McGowan 
Vice-President: Dan Brown 
Treasurer: Joe Jamroz  
Recording Secretary: Evelyn Beaumier 
Corresponding Secretary: Christopher Martin 
Trustee: John Barratini 
Trustee: Virginia Brunelle 
Trustee: Rolf Johnson 
Trustee: Bel Peters 
 
Our Executive Board meets at 7pm in the Museum 
building, 101 Putnam Pike, on the second to the last 
Wednesday of each month, September through June 
(except December). All are welcome to attend. 
 
General Meetings are held at 7pm the last Wednesday of 
each month, September through June (no December 
meeting. We hold our Holiday Party that month). The 
meetings are held in the Museum Building. 
 
Our phone number is: (401) 231-3380 
Our website address is: www.JohnstonHistorical.org 
Our email address is: Info@JohnstonHistorical.org 
 
 

Annual Dues 
Have you paid your 2009 dues yet? It is that time 
again. Your dues help us to operate. The price of a 
single membership is only $15; a family membership 
is only $20. Wotta bargain! So once more, please pay 
your 2009 dues. Send us a check today! 
 
Name: _____________________________________  
Address: ___________________________________ 
___________________________________________  
  
Renewal Single ($15) _____ 
 Family ($20) ____ 
 
New Single ($15) _____ 
 Family ($20) _____ 
 
Don't forget -- your donations to the Johnston 
Historical Society can be deducted from your taxes. 
We are registered with the Federal Government as a 
non-profit organization. 
 
 

 

 
 
 
JOHNSTON HISTORICAL SOCIETY 
101 PUTNAM PIKE  
JOHNSTON, RHODE ISLAND 02919 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


