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“Ask Ike. He Knows.”  

Ask a question about the granite industry and this is the answer
you are likely to get, “Ask Ike. He knows.” “Ike” is Isaac G. Smith
Jr., 88, the man who has done more than anyone else to
preserve the history of Westerly granite.

As a boy, he grew up in the industry, tagging along with his father;
as an adolescent, he worked in the quarry doing one job or
another. After serving in World War II, he became an apprentice
and earned his status as a journeyman granite cutter. He worked
at his trade for 12 years, designing and cutting monuments, but it
is what he did afterwards that is more important.

Previous generations of his family had been actively involved with
the Smith Granite Company, but Ike became the historian and
preservationist. Using his “hunt and peck” typing system for at
least 20 years, he computerized the information in 22 order
books of the Smith Granite Co. There is a digital record of 3939
monuments with up to 21 fields in each entry. Now a researcher can
enter a family name, a cemetery, the name of a monument, or a
state and pull up all sorts of information about that person or
monument.

His contributions vary from preparing granite chips for fifth graders, to
designing the pillars that stand at the post office entrance to the park,
to working tirelessly on the granite exhibit at the Westerly Public
Library. 

For the last 8 years he has worked weekly with Brenda Linton,
a retired history teacher, to organize thousands of
photographs and documents both old and new. The Smith
Granite Company, the New England Granite Works, and the
Bonner Monument Company are well documented with these
photos and ephemera in the Babcock-Smith House Museum.
He has led illuminating tours of River Bend Cemetery, been
the subject of a DVD, given interviews and lectures, and
patiently answered questions from the Smithsonian Institute
and hundreds of individuals seeking information. 

Anyone who has seen Ike in action knows that he can look at
a piece of granite and tell which specific quarry hole it came
out of in Westerly. If the stone is not from Westerly, he can tell
you whether it is from Barre, VT, Quincy, MA, Stony Creek, CT
or elsewhere. He can walk through the cemetery and tell who
did the lettering on a monument. His knowledge is more than
encyclopedic and he has shared it willingly.

For the past 52 weeks of this granite series, we have been
asking Ike. He knew.
Ellen L. MadisonB
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Stone Chips

Every quarry and every stone shed had its own whistle and you could tell who
was going to work at what time by the time the whistles blew and who was late
and who was early. Smith Granite Company had two whistles, one on the stone
shed ... and the other ... in  the quarry so that the quarrymen could hear that
whistle. There were danger signals when there was a problem in the quarry that
they needed help. They would blow the whistle, short jabs on the whistle.
Isaac G. Smith, Jr. (b. 1922) in an interview in 1983

Documented Granite Workers

contact info, book publish date info, project wrap verbage ... sadly, no “coming next week.”

Wilkes, Jesse

William, G.

William, S.

Williams, A. F.

Williams, Albert

Williams, Frank

Williams, Frank F.

Williams, Frank W.

Williams, John

Williams, Thomas E.

Williams, William S.

Wills, Alfred

Wills, Henry

Wills, William H.

Winn, Thomas

Wood, Alexander

Wright, Phineas.

Wyness, Alexander

Young, Alexander

Zangrandi, Fortunato

Zanzi, P.

Zerbarini, Angelo

Zerbarini, Columbus
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Ike at River Bend Cemetery explaining the fine points of cutting a monument. 

Above: Isaac G. Smith, Jr.

Right: Ike Smith at the 2010
Opening Day of the BSH Museum,

demonstrating stone cutting
techniques to Bob Denesha of

UBS and others.

Boss Burdick 

If there was ever a man behind the granite industry in Westerly, surely
it had to be William A. ‘Boss’ Burdick ( 1822-1891) of the Smith
Granite Company. He served an apprenticeship in the granite industry
at Millstone Point in Waterford, CT. and then, wanting to be a minister,
studied at the Seminary in East Greenwich in 1843-44, but did not
have enough money to continue. He came to Westerly in 1846 to
work for, and board with, Orlando Smith at Smith’s shop on Mechanic
Street in Pawcatuck. In 1848 Smith made him foreman of the
emerging Smith Granite Co. on Rhodes Hill and he continued his
association with the company for 45 years. When Smith died in 1859,
his widow put Burdick in charge of the day-to-day operation of the
quarrying business until her son reached an age where he could take
over the business. Burdick’s unquestioned integrity, ability to handle
people, and knowledge of his trade earned him the respect of all.

Early in 1870, he built a house at the corner of Granite and Summer
Street, (59 Granite) which became The Roger Williams Inn. 

In 1874, under Burdick’s management, 200 people were working on
a $50,000 job of supplying paving blocks for Hope Reservoir in
Providence and were also getting out and shipping stone for the
engine house of the Providence Water Works, a job which came to

about $40,000. Without Burdick’s able
leadership, it is doubtful that the Smith
Granite Company could have survived the
untimely death of its founder never mind
become the leading company that it
became.
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William A. “Boss” Burdick was probably the person
most responsible for making Westerly granite
nationally famous for monument work.

Burdick oversaw the transition
to the production of monuments
and he designed monuments
including the Thomas H. Brown
monument, dedicated May
1880, in River Bend Cemetery.
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