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PPS RECORDS FOR 
317 LAUREL AVENUE 

PLAT 40, LOT 342 
 

WILLIAM J. and CATHERINE L. GILBANE HOUSE 
Built 1939 

 
 
DESCRIPTION: 
 
“A large, 2-1/2 story, brick-clad, 3-bay, Colonial Revival style [single family] house with an end-
wall chimney, a central oriel window, a full-length enclosed entrance porch, and a 2-story, side-
gabled ell on the [north] side elevation.”  
 --Blackstone Park Plat Historic District National Register nomination (1998).  
 
 
In a very unusual detail, the asphalt roof wraps around the roof eaves.  
 
The house stands on a raised 15,262 sq.ft. lot, surrounded by stone retaining wall and hedges,  
on the south side of Laurel Avenue between Grotto Avenue to the west and the Seekonk River 
to the east.  The irregularly shaped lot has 60 feet of frontage on the south side of Laurel 
Avenue, and 25 feet of frontage on the east end of Laurel Avenue.  
 
 
HISTORY: 
 
The property on which 317 Laurel Avenue stands, abutting the grounds of Butler Hospital, was 
among the last areas of land on Providence’s East Side to be developed for residential use.  
William J. Gilbane, a real estate developer and builder whose family firm Gilbane Building 
Company still operates in Providence, and his wife Catherine L. Gilbane moved to Providence 
(from North Providence) and built this house in 1939.  (They acquired two abutting parcels of 
land in 1945, bringing the property to its current size of over 15,000 sq.ft.)  The Gilbanes lived at 
317 Laurel Avenue until 1983, when they sold the property to the current owner, Geraldine 
Schiffman. 
 
 
DEVELOPMENT CONTEXT:1  
 
In the 18th century, Moses Brown’s Elm Grove Farm covered more than 300 acres on 
Providence’s East Side:  bounded by today’s Laurel Avenue on the north; the Seekonk River on 
the east; East Manning and Pitman Streets on the south; and Arlington Avenue, Lloyd Avenue, 
and Hope Street on the west. (Brown’s country home once stood near the intersection of today’s 
Humboldt and Wayland Avenues.) Moses Brown died in 1836, leaving the farmstead to his 
granddaughter Anna Almy Jenkins.  Upon Anna Jenkins’s death in 1849, her two surviving 
children split the estate in half, divided at Angell and South Angell Streets: son Moses Brown 
Jenkins, who was 21 at the time, took the northern portion. 
 

 
1 RIHP&HC, Historic and Architectural Resources of the East Side, Providence, 1989. 
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Within a few years, Moses B. Jenkins had his share of the estate surveyed and platted for 
residential development, recording several large plats.  The Blackstone Park Plat, first recorded 
in 1861, encompassed the area east of Butler Avenue and north of South Angell Street, as far 
north as Laurel Avenue.  Unhappy with the original plat, a conventional grid plan, Jenkins hired 
surveyor Charles E. Paine in 1862 to redraw the plat along the most advanced precepts for a 
garden suburb, with winding roadways, generously sized lots, and public open space.  Ten 
years later, the Blackstone Park Plat was included within another, larger plat recorded in 1872 
as the Moses Brown Farm Plat. 
 
Meanwhile, the lands north of the former Moses Brown Farm, abutting the Seekonk River, 
remained largely vacant and undeveloped until the late 19th century.  Several large institutions, 
including Butler Hospital and Swan Point Cemetery, located in this northeast part of Providence, 
capitalizing on the relative isolation and scenic qualities of the area. 
 
The land on which 317 Laurel Avenue now stands remained vacant for almost 80 years after it 
was first platted for residential development.  Not until public transportation and utilities (water, 
sewer, electricity) became available on the East Side in the late 19th and early 20th century did 
this area became more desirable for housing construction.  By 1908, water service was 
available to this property, and the Blackstone Boulevard streetcar line ran just two blocks away.  
In 1910 the block bounded by Laurel Avenue, Butler Hospital, Gulf and Loring Avenues, and 
Grotto Avenue was platted once again as the N.H. Truman Plat, but no houses were built on the 
block until the 1930s.  William and Catherine Gilbane’s house at 317 Laurel Avenue was among 
the last to be constructed in this block, in 1939.  
 
 
DESIGNATIONS   
 
The William Gilbane House is a contributing building in the Blackstone Park Plat Historic 
District, listed on the National Register in 1998.  (The NR inventory lists the house as being 
constructed in 1938; a building permit was indeed taken out that year, but the property’s tax 
assessment did not change until 1939, thus the latter year is considered to be the actual 
construction date.)  
 
This house is not located in any local historic district overlay zone designated by the City of 
Providence. 
 
 
RECORDS (All Records were found in Providence City Hall unless otherwise noted). 
 
Maps and Atlases (Archives and Registry of Deeds) 
 
1798:  “A Map of Owners of Lots in Providence,” compiled by Henry B. Chace in 1912:  Plate 
VIII shows the north boundary of Moses Brown’s 310 acre farm, abutting the south boundary of 
Richard Brown’s 70 acre farm.  What is now the eastern end of Laurel Avenue, next to the 
Butler Hospital property, abuts both of these farm boundaries. (Archives) 
 
1857:  “Map of Providence,” by H.F. Walling, Page B6, shows the grounds of Butler Hospital on 
the west side of the Seekonk River.  Between Cole Avenue and the hospital property is a grid of 
streets named 1st Street (on the north) through 7th Street (on the south).  7th Street roughly 
corresponds to Laurel Avenue east of Grotto Avenue today.  No owner names or house lots are 
noted on the south side of 7th Street.    (Archives) 
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1862:  “Blackstone Park Plat,” surveyed and platted 1862 by C.E. Paine, recorded July 27, 1863 
in Plat Book 2, Page 20-1/2, copied on card 64.  This map lays out streets and blocks of house 
lots east of Butler Avenue (now Blackstone Boulevard) between South Angell Street and Laurel 
Avenue.  The block labeled “Section U” in this plat is bounded by Laurel Avenue on the north, 
Grotto Avenue on the west, Beacon and Glen Avenues (now Loring and Gulf) on the south, and 
Butler Hospital on the east.  This block is divided into six large, numbered lots.  Lots #227 and 
228, between 200 and 400 feet east of Grotto Avenue, include the current property of 317 
Laurel Avenue.  Both lots measure more than 20,000 square feet. No houses existed at this 
time.  (Registry of Deeds) 
 
1863:  “Map of Streets, Avenues and Paths at Blackstone Park,” surveyed and platted June 
1863 by C.E. Paine, recorded July 27, 1863 in Plat Book 2, Page 20-1/2, copied on card 63.  
This map only shows the layout of streets in the Blackstone Park Plat, in a configuration 
identical to the street layout illustrated on the 1862 plat map.  This map shows Laurel Avenue 
extending about 500 feet east of Grotto Avenue.  (Registry of Deeds) 
 
1872:  “Moses Brown Farm Plat,” by Cushing & Co., June 1872, recorded in Plat Book 11, Page 
10, copied on card 286.  This plat incorporates the previous Blackstone Park Plat, and retains 
the same layout of streets.  In the block bounded by Laurel Avenue, Grotto Avenue, Beacon and 
Glen Avenues, and Butler Hospital, there are now five house lots instead of six, and the lot 
numbers are different from the Blackstone Park Plat.  The future site of 317 Laurel Avenue is 
contained within the two lots numbered #497 (20,980 sq.ft.) and #498 (22,200 sq.ft.).  (Registry 
of Deeds) 
 
1875:  “Atlas of the City of Providence,” by G.M. Hopkins Co., Vol. 1 (Wards 1, 2, and 3), Plate 
J, shows Laurel Avenue laid out from Cole Avenue east to the grounds of Butler Hospital.  The 
entire block bounded by Laurel, Grotto, Beacon and Glen (now Loring and Gulf), and Butler 
Hospital is owned by R.R. Rickard; all lots are vacant.  The six lots in this block are numbered 
as per the Blackstone Park Plat of 1862:  Lot #227 (20,980 sq.ft.) and #228 (22,200 sq.ft.) 
contain the future site of 317 Laurel Avenue.  (Archives) 
 
1882:  “Atlas of the City of Providence” by G.M. Hopkins Co., Plate 4, shows the block bounded 
by Laurel, Grotto, Beacon and Glen (now Loring and Gulf), and Butler Hospital is still entirely 
vacant; the owner’s name is not indicated.  The five lots in this block are laid out and numbered 
as per the Moses Brown Farm Plat of 1872:  Lot #497 (20,980 sq.ft.) and #498 (22,200 sq.ft.) 
contain the future site of 317 Laurel Avenue.   (Note the number 498 is not printed on this map, 
but that lot lies between #497 and #499.) (Archives) 
   
1895:  “Atlas of the City of Providence” by Everts & Richards, Pages 32-33, shows the block 
bounded by Laurel, Grotto, Beacon and Glen (now Loring and Gulf), and Butler Hospital is still 
entirely vacant; the owner’s name is not indicated.  The five lots in this block are laid out as per 
the Moses Brown Farm Plat of 1872; lot numbers are not indicated, but lot sizes are.  Two 
adjacent lots containing 20,980 sq.ft. (Lot 497) and 22,200 sq.ft. (Lot 498) contain the future site 
of 317 Laurel Avenue. (Archives) 
 
1902:  Assessors Plat Maps, Plat 41 shows that the block bounded by Laurel, Grotto, Beacon 
and Glen (now Loring and Gulf), and Butler Hospital.  (As is typical for plat maps, no buildings 
are shown and no owner names are indicated.)  The lots in this block are numbered as per the 
Blackstone Park Plat of 1862:  Lot #227 (20,980 sq.ft.) and #228 (22,200 sq.ft.) contain the 
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future site of 317 Laurel Avenue.  [Note that both plat and lot numbers for this property would 
later change.] (Archives) 
 
1908:  “Atlas of the City of Providence” by L.J. Richards Co., Plate 9, shows the block bounded 
by Laurel, Grotto, Loring and Glen (now Gulf), and Butler Hospital is still entirely vacant; the 
owner’s name is N.H. Truman.  The five lots in this block are not numbered, but their sizes 
remain the same as on the Moses Brown Farm Plat of 1872.  The two lots measuring 20,980 
sq.ft. and 22,200 sq.ft. contain the future site of 317 Laurel Avenue.   By this time, water lines 
have been installed on Laurel Avenue about 300 feet east of Grotto, and a street railway is in 
place on Blackstone Boulevard, two blocks west of the future site of 317 Laurel.  (Archives) 
 
1910:  “A Plat of Land Belonging to N.H. Truman,” by Frank E. Waterman, March 1910, 
recorded in Plat Book 31, Page 32 and copied on Card 974.  Shows the block bounded by 
Laurel Avenue, Butler Hospital, Gulf Drive, Loring Avenue, and Grotto Avenue divided into 6 
large house lots, ranging in size from about 13,000 to 26,000 sq.ft.  Portions of Lot #3 (20,600 
sq.ft.) and Lot #4 (24,550 sq.ft.) contain the future site of 317 Laurel Avenue.  No buildings are 
shown on this map.  (Registry of Deeds) 
 
1918:  “Atlas of the City of Providence” by G.M. Hopkins Co., Plate 21, shows the block 
bounded by Laurel, Grotto, Loring and Gulf, and Butler Hospital is still entirely vacant; the 
owner’s name (of all but one lot in the block) is M. LeRoy Gardner.  The lots are now configured 
as per the N.H. Truman Plat of 1910 (the map refers to this plat).  Two 10,000 sq.ft. lots in the 
middle of the block now contain the future site of 317 Laurel Avenue.  (Archives) 
 
1926:  “Atlas of the City of Providence” by G.M. Hopkins Co., Plate 21, shows the block 
bounded by Laurel, Grotto, Loring and Gulf, and Butler Hospital is still entirely vacant; the 
owner’s name is N. LeRoy Gardner.  (Note the initial “N” is correct, according to tax records.)  
The lots are still configured as per the N.H. Truman Plat of 1910 (the map refers to this plat).  
Two 10,000 sq.ft. lots in the middle of the block now contain the future site of 317 Laurel 
Avenue.  (Archives) 
 
1937:  “Atlas of the City of Providence” by G.M. Hopkins Co., Plate 21, shows the block 
bounded by Laurel, Grotto, Loring and Gulf, and Butler Hospital.  Houses are now standing at 
295, 299, and 303 Laurel Avenue.  Four vacant lots remain on Laurel Avenue between 303 
Laurel and Butler Hospital, all owned by the RI Hospital Trust Co.  317 Laurel Avenue would be 
built on a little under 6,000 sq.ft. of this land.  (Archives) 
 
1951:  Sanborn Insurance Co. Map, Vol. 2, Page 54, shows a 2-1/2 story brick veneer dwelling 
house at 317 Laurel Avenue.  The lot size is not indicated, nor the owner’s name.  (Archives) 
 
1990:  Map of Assessor’s Plat 40 shows Lot 342, with the address 317 Laurel Avenue, 
containing 15,262 sq.ft.   (Archives)  
 
Deeds (Registry of Deeds) 
 
Deed Book 814, Page 75:  On April 29, 1938, the RI Hospital Trust Company (individually and 
as trustee of Minnie S. Spicer), sold to William J. and Catherine L. Gilbane a lot of land on the 
south side of Laurel Avenue measuring 4,804.3 sq.ft., located 265 feet east of Grotto Avenue.  
[This is part of the current property on which 317 Laurel now stands.]  The deed notes that the 
property was a portion of the land conveyed by Minnie S. Spicer to the grantee (April 27, 1934, 
Deed Book 775, Page 217), together with a private right of way on the southern half of Laurel 
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Avenue, abutting this lot to the north.  The deed also references Ms. Spicer’s acquisition of the 
property from James and Helena Murphy (November 4, 1926, DB 691/183).  Deed restrictions 
for new construction included a requirement for single-family residential use until January 1, 
1970; a 20 foot setback from Laurel Avenue; a 10 foot side yard setback; and a 40 foot setback 
from Laurel Avenue for any garage or clothes drying yard. 
 
Deed Book 819, Page 2:  On June 15, 1938, the RI Hospital Trust Company (individually and as 
trustee of Minnie S. Spicer), sold to William J. and Catherine L. Gilbane a lot of land on the 
south side of Laurel Avenue directly east of the parcel previously conveyed (DB 814/75), 
measuring 1,123.4 sq.ft.  The same deed restrictions as in the earlier deed also apply to this lot. 
 
Deed Book 878, Page 61:  On April 24, 1945, , the RI Hospital Trust Company (individually and 
as trustee of Minnie S. Spicer), sold to William J. and Catherine L. Gilbane a lot of land on the 
south side of Laurel Avenue, measuring 7,583 sq.ft., located 385 feet east of Grotto Avenue, 
together with part of a private way at the east end of Laurel Avenue, abutting this lot to the 
north.  The deed references DB 775/217 and a deed from Butler Hospital dated April 27, 1938 
(DB 807/388), and notes all applicable deed restrictions found in the N.H. Truman Plat. 
 
Deed Book 880, Page 452:  On May 31, 1945, , the RI Hospital Trust Company (individually and 
as trustee of Minnie S. Spicer), sold to William J. and Catherine L. Gilbane a lot of land 
measuring 375 sq.ft., part of a private way at the east end of Laurel Avenue. 
 
Deed Book 1244, Page 704:  On May 26, 1983 William J. and Catherine L. Gilbane of 
Providence sold to Geraldine H. Schiffman of 317 Laurel Avenue in Providence, four parcels of 
land on the south side of Laurel Avenue:  4,804.3 sq.ft., 1,123.4 sq.ft., 7,583 sq.ft., and 375 
sq.ft., together with all buildings and improvements thereon and access to part of a private way 
at the east end of Laurel Avenue.  All previous deed restrictions carried forward in this 
transaction.  [Note:  the property now contains 15,262 sq.ft.] 
 
Intent to Build Records (Archives) 
 
Permit #39308, dated June 30, 1938:  for construction of a single family house at “307” Laurel 
Avenue, on AP 40, Lot 301.  (Note the address “307” Laurel had been changed to 317 Laurel by 
the time the house was constructed.) 
 
Tax Records (Archives) 
 
1938  William J. Gilbane and Catherine L. Gilbane of North Providence owned AP 40,  
  Lot 301.  The property was assessed at $2,160 for land, and nothing for buildings 
  and improvements. 
 
  RI Hospital Trust Co. of Providence owned AP 40, Lot 290.  The property was  
  Assessed at $3,140 for land, and nothing for buildings and improvements. 
 
1939  William J. Gilbane and Catherine L. Gilbane of North Providence owned AP 40,  
  Lot 301.  The property was assessed at $2,660 for land, and $6,000 for buildings 
  and improvements.  This indicates the house had been constructed since the  

previous assessment. 
 
  RI Hospital Trust Co. of Providence owned AP 40, Lot 290.  The property was  
  Assessed at $2,800 for land, and nothing for buildings and improvements. 
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Directories (Archives) 
 
Providence City Directories (contain a street directory, noting all existing streets; a house 
directory, listing all residences by street address; and a residents’ directory organized 
alphabetically by last name). 
 
1939  William J. Gilbane not listed as a resident of Providence.  
  317 Laurel Avenue not listed as an existing address. 
 
1940  William J. (Catherine L.) Gilbane listed as residents of 317 Laurel Avenue.  Mr.  

Gilbane’s profession is listed as “oils;”  no mention is made of the Gilbane 
Building Co.  However, the business listing for the Gilbane Building Co., Inc.,  
90 Calverly Street, names Thomas F. Gilbane as president and treasurer, and 
William J. Gilbane as secretary. 
 

1941-1982 William J. Gilbane listed as a resident of 317 Laurel Avenue. 
 
1985  Fred J. Schiffman listed as a resident of 317 Laurel Avenue.  (Note:  1983 and 
  1984 directories are missing from the Archives Department.) 

  
Assessor’s Field Cards  (Assessor’s Office) 
 
The current assessor’s plat and lot numbers for this property are AP 40, Lot 342.  Lot 342 was 
created in 1988 from two other lots, Lot 290 (dropped in 1988) and Lot 301 (dropped in 1913).  
Both of those lots were themselves created from AP 41, Lot 228, dropped in 1903.  All four field 
cards are noted here in chronological order. 
 
(1) AP 41, Lot 228:  GROTTO AVENUE 
 
William W. Rickard Co. owned the property as of November 1, 1892. 
Nathan H. Truman owned the property as of May 15, 1899. 
Transferred into AP 40, Lot 290 as of May 1, 1903. 
 
(2)  AP 40, Lot 290:  LORING AVENUE 
 
Nathan H. Truman owned the property as of May 1, 1903. 
Elizabeth T. Walsh, wife of Richard A. Walsh, owned the property as of April 1, 1910. 
Wilton H. Spencer owned the property as of November 1, 1913. 
N. LeRoy Gardner owned the property as of October 1, 1917. 
James P. Murphy and wife Helena H. Murphy owned the property as joint tenants as of 

December 1926. 
Minnie S. Spicer, wife of William A. Spicer, owned the property as of February 1927. 
RI Hospital Trust Co. owned the property as of February 1930. 
Minnie S. Spicer, wife of William A. Spicer, owned the property as of June 16, 1930. 
RI Hospital Trust Co. owned the property as of June 15, 1931. 
William J. Gilbane and wife Catherine L. Gilbane owned the property as joint tenants as of 
 June 1945. 
Geraldine H. Schiffman owned the property as of May 27, 1983 (reference to Deed Book  
 1244, Page 704). 
Dropped into AP 40, Lot 342 (no date indicated). 
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(3)  AP 40, Lot 301:  LAUREL AVENUE 
 
Barbara E. Daniels wife of Harry T. Daniels owned the property as of January 1909. 
Harry T. Daniels owned the property as of November 1912. 
Dropped as of June 1913. 
Elizabeth T. Walsh, wife of Richard A. Walsh, owned the property as of June 1913. 
Wilton H. Spencer owned the property as of November 1913. 
N. LeRoy Gardner owned the property as of May 1917. 
James P. Murphy and wife Helena H. Murphy owned the property as joint tenants as of 

December 1926. 
Minnie S. Spicer, wife of William A. Spicer, owned the property as of February 1927. 
RI Hospital Trust Co. owned the property as of February 1930. 
Minnie S. Spicer, wife of William A. Spicer, owned the property as of June 16, 1930. 
RI Hospital Trust Co. owned the property as of June 15, 1931. 
William J. Gilbane and wife Catherine L. Gilbane owned the property as joint tenants as of 
 June 15, 1938. 
Geraldine H. Schiffman owned the property as of May 27, 1983 (reference to Deed Book  
 1244, Page 704). 
 
(4)  AP 40, Lot 342:  LORING AVENUE 
 
Geraldine H. Schiffman owned the property as of December 31, 1988. 
 
 
 
 
 
Research compiled by Kathryn J. Cavanaugh 
December 2002 
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