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War College president feels right at home
By Joe Baker
Daily News staff

Rear Adm. John N. Christenson
feels as at home in Newport as any
military man can feel about any-
where he touches down in his
nomadic career.

Even before his own naval career
— soon to hit 34 years, counting his
four years at the Naval Academy —
Christenson’s life was spent on the
go as the son of two naval officers. 

The new president of the Naval
War College literally can trace his
beginnings back to the City-by-the-
Sea. In 1951, his father, a Navy pilot,

was stationed aboard the frigate
USS Samuel B. Roberts, homeport-
ed in Newport, when he met his
wife-to-be, a Navy nurse. The two
were married Dec. 26, 1952, at the
Chapel by the Sea on the Newport
base.

One of his earliest memories is
of Newport, Christenson said:
Climbing the tower in Miantonomi
Park at the tender age of 4 with his
older brothers. 

“To a 4-year-old boy, it seemed like
the Empire State Building,” he said.

His family made several more
stops in Newport as Christenson
was growing up, and he attended

kindergarten at Cranston-Calvert
Elementary School. 

It was during another stop along
his father’s military career path
that Christenson made the decision
that the high seas were in his future
as well. He was playing soccer and
football at a northern Virginia high
school when the quarterback on his
team invited him along for a visit to
the Naval Academy. Decked out
proudly in their high school letter-
men’s jackets and with hair hang-
ing down over their ears, the two
drove an hour north to the acade-

Rear Adm. John
N. Christenson,

the new 
president of the

Naval War 
College, is no
newcomer to

Newport.
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Chafee explains
reasons behind
budget proposal
By Joe Baker
Daily News staff

NEWPORT — Taking a page out of President
Harry S. Truman’s playbook, Gov. Lincoln D.
Chafee came to Newport on Thursday to per-
sonally take the heat for his state budget proposal
that had several local business groups up in arms
during a budget
hearing at the
Statehouse last
week.

Economic
Development
Corp. Director Kei-
th W. Stokes origi-
nally was sched-
uled to defend the
governor’s budget
plan before a meet-
ing of members of
the Newport Coun-
ty Chamber of
Commerce. The
governor’s budget
includes a contro-
versial proposal to
reduce the state
sales tax rate from
7 to 6 percent, but
begin taxing a
number of items
previously exempt from sales taxes and estab-
lish a new 1 percent tax on a variety of other
items. Chafee decided he needed to defend the
plan personally.

“I was so invested in the budget, it was unfair
to ask (Stokes) to talk about it,” Chafee said after
the meeting at the Newport Harbor Hotel & Mari-
na.

Chafee’s message was that the state is sick and
while the medicine may not taste good, it is nec-
essary to cure the patient. He acknowledged that
some of his proposals are unpopular, but insist-
ed they are attempts to address problems such

as the state’s infrastructure and higher institutes
of learning that are suffering from neglect.

“If you want to keep the status quo in Rhode
Island, just keep doing what you’re doing,”
Chafee said. “I don’t. The status quo is unac-
ceptable.”

When Chafee took office, he faced a $295 mil-
lion deficit, he said, and several roadblocks to

future economic
prosperity. The
state’s investment
in higher educa-
tion had been
reduced by $38
million over the
past three years.
The state was bor-
rowing money to
meet the match for
federal trans-
portation funding,
costing about $43
million a year in
interest payments.
That prevents the
state from
addressing its
crumbling roads
and bridges in a
responsible man-
ner, Chafee said.
And cities and

towns had to face $195 million reductions in state
aid, he said, forcing them to raise property tax-
es or ignore their own internal needs. 

None of those met with the governor’s
approval.

His budget plan would increase funding to
higher education by $10 million, he said, and add
$14 million to local school aid to fully fund the
school funding formula adopted last year. The
governor said he also is committed to increas-
ing state funding for transportation projects by

Jacqueline Marque � Daily News staff photos

Gov. Lincoln D. Chafee addresses members of the Newport County Chamber of 
Commerce on Thursday about his controversial budget proposal.

David Andrade of Carey, Richmond & Viking 
Insurance in Middletown questions Gov. Lincoln
D. Chafee about his budget proposal. In front is
Keith W. Stokes, executive director of the state
Economic Development Corp.

‘If you want to keep the status quo in Rhode Island, just keep doing what you’re doing. I don’t.’
Gov. Lincoln D. Chafee
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By Sean Flynn
Daily News staff

The Aquidneck Island Planning Com-
mission may have broken the Gordian
knot of Pell Bridge ramps and proposed
ramps that no one has seemed to be able
to agree on during the past 20 years. 

Robert A. Smith, deputy chief engineer
for the state Department of Transporta-
tion, presented the commission’s propos-

al for reconfiguring the bridge ramps to
the Newport City Council on Thursday
night and heard no objections. That was a
stark contrast to the previous presenta-
tions over the years.

The planning commission hired
Vanasse Hangen Brustlin of Providence
to develop a transportation plan for Aquid-
neck Island. The consulting firm worked
closely with local and state officials to
develop plans that could find broad-based
support.

The council heard the DOT’s presenta-
tion during a workshop, so they could not
vote on the proposal. Mayor Stephen C.
Waluk asked Smith to send the council a

formal request for endorsement of the
plan so it could be put on a docket for an
upcoming meeting.

Tina Dolen, executive director of the
Aquidneck Island Planning Commission,
said she was relieved by the council’s
reception of the plan and comments made
by council members.

If the council votes positively, the state
could begin the detailed engineering study
and development of construction plans
immediately, Smith said. 

WHAT DO YOU THINK?

Do you support the latest proposal
to reconfigure the ramps on and off
the Pell Bridge in Newport?

Take our online poll by going to
www.NewportDailyNews.com and
clicking on ‘Polls.’

New bridge-ramp plan
gets a warm reception
The proposal is rolled out 
at a City Council workshop,
and no objections are heard.

RAMP A6

Travel destinations
may run on empty
if gas remains costly
By Michelle R. Smith
Associated Press

With gas prices above $4 in
some states, Americans are can-
celing spring break plans and
rethinking summer vacation,
and some tourist destinations
are offering gas vouchers of as
much as $50 to talk people out
of giving up and staying home.

In Newport, R.I., where 800,000
people a year show up to gawk at
the opulence of Gilded Age man-
sions, business is off 30 percent
since the beginning of March.

At Mount Rushmore, only
about 37,000 people decided in
March that seeing the four
granite-etched presidential
sculptures was worth the trip,
down from about 43,000 a year
before.

And, at the Grand Canyon, a
marketing executive for one
company that offers sweeping
helicopter vistas says 10 percent
fewer people than last year are
driving up and booking tours.
The company is counting on
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Tonight, cloudy with a
chance of rain. Low
around 39.

Saturday, rain, breezy.
High near 50. Saturday
night, cloudy, rain. Low
around 47.

Tonight, southeast wind
5-10 knots. Waves 1 foot
or less. 

Saturday, southeast
wind 15-20 knots with
gusts to 30 knots. Waves
2-3 feet. Saturday night,
southwest wind 10-15
knots with gusts to 25
knots. Waves around 2
feet.

Sunday, mostly cloudy
with a chance of showers.
High near 61. Sunday
night, mostly cloudy with
a chance of showers. Low
around 47.

Monday, cloudy with a
chance of showers. High
near 56.

Saturday’s sunrise
5:54, sunset 7:34. High
tides: 12:30 a.m., 12:58
p.m. Low tides: 6:15 a.m.,
6:01 p.m. 

Thursday’s
temperatures: high 57,
low 39.
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MARINE

EXTENDED

TIDES

C O R R E C T I O N S
The Newport Daily News

seeks to be fair and
accurate in reporting the
news. If you believe we have
published an error, please
let us know. Call the city
editor at 849-3300, Ext.
254, send an e-mail to
CityDesk@NewportRI.com
or write us at 101 Malbone
Road, Newport, RI 02840.
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Portsmouth Democratic Town Committee
presents

Charlie Hall
and the

Ocean State Follies
Saturday, April 30th ~ 7:30 PM

Common Fence Point Community Hall
933 Anthony Road

Tickets available at Allen’s Wine & Spirits
3001 East Main Rd., Portsmouth

$25 adults  $20 Seniors

Call for reservations Richard 683-3231

Here’s to Life!

Store: 128 Spring St., Newport / Mon.-Sat. 9-5, Sun. 12-5
401-849-0195   www.breakell.com

Timeless sterling and 14k gold jewelry made with  
our hands and hearts in Newport since 1972.

$12 million each year for the next five
years.

Chafee said his dilemma is how to
pay for those investments without gut-
ting state programs in other essential
areas. His solution is to close half the
deficit with cuts and the other half with
new revenue. That was the genesis of
his sales tax proposal, he said.

The idea to reduce the rate while
expanding the base recently was
endorsed by Federal Reserve Chairman

Ben Bernanke, Chafee said. The gover-
nor said that if May state revenue esti-
mates are as optimistic as they seem
now, he would urge the General Assem-
bly to reduce the sales tax even further
to 5.75 percent, which would be lower
than neighboring Massachusetts (6.25
percent) and Connecticut (6 percent).

Although several local officials tes-
tified against Chafee’s sales tax plan
during a House Finance Committee
hearing last week, it generated little
heat for the governor on Thursday. One
member of the audience asked for
assurance that the new revenue actu-
ally would address the problems into
the future.

“The key word is discipline. We have
to have discipline to not go on a spend-
ing spree,” Chafee said.

Answering another question, Chafee
said he is not convinced municipal con-
solidation is the answer to budgetary
woes some propose it to be. While he
was a U.S. senator, Chafee said he lived
in Fairfax, Va., where the county had
the same population as Rhode Island,
yet had only one police department, fire
department and school system. Yet
administrative costs there were no low-
er than those of the 39 cities and towns
in Rhode Island, he said.

“Savings in consolidation is not quan-
tifiable,” he said.

Audience members may not fully sup-
port Chafee’s plan, but they seemed to
have a newfound respect for the gover-
nor.

“I thought it was courageous of him
facing a lot of people vehemently
opposed (to the sales tax plan),” said
Ross Cann, of A4 Architecture in New-
port. “Stepping in front of a business
group like that is definitely putting
himself on the line. I think his desire
to step back and look at the big picture
is a bold vision for Rhode Island that,
hopefully, will pay off.”

Send reporter Joe Baker e-mail at
Baker@NewportRI.com.

Chafee
Continued from A1

my and were treated to a little
culture shock by the sea of
cadets in their starched dress
whites and buzz cuts.

But rather than being intim-
idated, Christenson said he was
inspired.

“I knew the Navy was an
important part of my family,”
he said. “I really, really admired
both my parents and I wanted
to make them proud of me. And
since the Naval Academy would
be completely free, I knew
they’d approve.”

Christenson’s ties to Newport
only grew once he donned the
uniform. After attending school
here twice, he got married in
1990. Two years later, while he
was a student at the Naval War
College — finishing first in his
class — his wife, Teresa, gave
birth to their first daughter
Grace at Newport Hospital.

In 2004, he returned to New-
port as commanding officer of
the Surface Warfare Officers
School, a period he now calls “a
magical time.” Last month,
Christenson, now the father of
three, returned once again to
take the helm of the War Col-
lege.

“Seventy-two months of my
52 years I’ve lived in Newport,”
Christenson said. “This is the
place I’ve lived the most.”

Christenson has been in com-
mand at sea — of the USS
McClusky twice, Destroyer
Squadron 21, and the Carrier
Strike Group 12 — and on land
at SWOS. As befits a man who
exudes enthusiasm, Christen-
son said he is looking forward
to his new duties.

“The War College is about
thinking and about leadership,”
he said.

Send reporter Joe Baker e-mail
at Baker@NewportRI.com.

Home
Continued from A1

It is important for the city and state
to act soon, he said.

Several years ago, the state received
$5 million in Federal Highway Admin-
istration funding for the Pell Bridge
ramp reconfiguration project through
a congressional appropriation known
as an “earmark.” Senators and repre-
sentatives use earmarks to direct spe-
cific appropriations toward particular
projects, but they are currently in dis-
favor in Congress because of increas-
ing budget deficits.

Not only is Congress putting a mora-
torium on new earmarks, it is proposing
to reclaim past earmarks that remain
unspent, Smith said. He said the $5 mil-
lion would pay for the two-year period of
engineering and preparation of the con-
struction documents, as well as obtain-
ing the various rights of way needed for
the project. If the money is lost, the proj-
ect cannot begin anytime soon, he said.

All seven council members were pres-
ent for Smith’s presentation, and some
of the council members were present
for an Aquidneck Island Planning Com-
mission presentation of the whole

transportation study early last month. 
The commission and VHB developed

28 criteria to rank potential projects on
the island as part of the study. Among
25 recommended projects on the island,
the new plan for reconfiguring access
to the Pell Bridge was the top-ranked
project, Smith said.

While no one seems to like the way
the Pell Bridge ramps currently are con-
figured, it was difficult to come up with
a plan that would handle heavy traffic
flows, especially in the summer, elimi-
nate the long ramp that is part of the
so-called “road to nowhere,” and not
encroach on residential neighborhoods
such as the Point.

Smith pointed out that a previous
plan to construct an access road along
the rail tracks near the Point ran into
strong objections.

“To say the least,” said Councilman
Charles Y. Duncan, who represents the
First Ward where the project is located.

The key difference between the
newest plan and previous plans is a new
two-way ramp from the bridge east to
Halsey Street, just south of the city’s
public works garage. Halsey Street
would be extended across Admiral
Kalbfus Road behind the RK Newport
Towne Center and would join Connell

Highway near the city’s wastewater
treatment plant. There would be a new
roundabout at Halsey Street and Admi-
ral Kalbfus Road. 

A roundabout would replace the cur-
rent rotary at Connell Highway and
Admiral Kalbfus Road, west of the
Halsey Street roundabout. A third
roundabout would be constructed at the
intersection of Admiral Kalbfus Road,
Girard Avenue and Malbone Road, a dan-
gerous intersection east of Halsey Street.

Roundabouts developed in Europe
are smaller, tighter versions of the tra-
ditional American rotary, and are con-
sidered more efficient at moving traf-
fic than traffic lights and stop signs,
although traffic slows as it enters the
roundabouts. All left-hand turns would
be eliminated in the project area and
the traffic light at Newport Grand
would be eliminated, Smith said. 

The long exit ramp from Route 138
that bends north from the Pell Bridge,
curves over Admiral Kalbfus Road and
merges into the road across from New-
port Grand would be eliminated. Much
to the confusion of some drivers, par-
ticularly those from outside the area, it
looks like a section of the ramp goes
straight — the so-called “road to
nowhere,” part of a proposed cross-

island parkway that never was built. 
As in previous plans, Connell High-

way would be connected between the
current Admiral Kalbfus Road rotary
and Farewell Street to the south. There
would be bridge ramps to Connell High-
way as the primary access points to and
from the bridge. 

The Halsey Street connection would
answer concerns expressed by state
transportation officials in the past
about making Connell Highway the
only access road for the bridge.

Council members asked Smith how
much the whole project would cost,
including the Halsey Street extension.
Smith was reluctant to estimate since
the detailed studies and preparation of
construction documents have not begun
yet. He used $30 million as a ballpark fig-
ure, but stressed it was only a very rough
estimate. Costs would be determined by
the extent of the project, which also
could be done in phases, he said.

Selling to developers the acres of land
that would be freed up by eliminating
long, looping ramps and the “road to
nowhere” could help finance the proj-
ect, he said.

Send reporter Sean Flynn e-mail at
Flynn@NewportRI.com.

Ramp
Continued from A1

This proposal by Vanasse Hangen Brustlin of Providence, which is working on a transportation study of Aquidneck Island, shows a two-way
ramp from the Pell Bridge east to Halsey Street, just south of the city’s public works garage. Halsey Street would be extended across Admiral
Kalbfus Road behind the RK Newport Towne Center and would join Connell Highway near the city’s wastewater treatment plant. There would
be a new roundabout at Halsey Street and Admiral Kalbfus Road. The long exit ramp from Route 138 that bends north from the Pell Bridge,
curves over Admiral Kalbfus Road and merges into the road across from Newport Grand would be eliminated. The proposal would require city
approval to move forward. 
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international tourists to make
up the rest.

Memorial Day is still five
weeks away, and summer does-
n’t officially start for two months.
This year, anxiety over high gas
prices — and whether the fami-
ly vacation will bust the family
budget — has come early.

“I can’t go anywhere because
I can’t afford it,” said Greg Sens-
ing, who works in admissions
for the University of Maryland.
“It’s kind of nice to take a road
trip, to get in the car, you see the
country, and now why bother
doing it?”

The gas jitters have much
broader implications than how
many people show up to take pic-
tures of Bryce Canyon, Mount
Rainier or the Everglades. Gas
prices are closely tied to the
health of the overall economy.

A gallon of gas costs an aver-
age of $3.84 in the United States,
almost a dollar more than a year
ago. The average is above $4 in
six states: $4.52 in Hawaii, $4.21
in California, $4.18 in Alaska,
$4.11 in Connecticut, $4.08 in Illi-
nois and $4.05 in New York.

It’s too early to tell how much
of a toll gas prices will take on
the summer travel season. The
jitters have come so early that
AAA hasn’t even put out its
summer travel forecast yet.

But there are already signs
that the eye-popping prices at
the pump are changing Ameri-
cans’ behavior. In Oklahoma,
where gas is a relatively cheap
$3.69 per gallon, AAA says it’s
getting a lot more calls from
people who are out of gas on the
highway. National demand for
gasoline, which should be ris-
ing this time of year, is falling
instead.

Some tourist destinations are
worried people won’t bother pil-

ing the family into the car at all.
Branson, Mo., the Ozark

Mountains hotspot that draws
people from hundreds of miles
away to tour caverns, frolic in
amusement parks and see live
entertainment, is offering a dis-
count card worth $50 in gas
starting in June.

In Newport, The Preservation
Society of Newport County,
which runs several of the city’s
mansions, is offering $5 back to
anyone who buys two $24.50 tick-
ets to two mansions and shows
their car registration.

Lake George, a resort village
in the New York Adirondacks,
hopes to capitalize on being an
easy drive away from New York
and Montreal. “We’re in a good
position for a ‘staycation’ when
people don’t want to drive far-
ther,” said Luisa Craige-Sher-
man, head of the visitors bureau.

Among the deals available
there: A “Spring Gas Buster”
package at the Fort William
Henry Hotel, which includes a
$20 gas card and buy-one-get-
one dinner.

Bill Pott, owner of Jellystone
Park Camp Resort in Cave City,
Ky., near Mammoth Cave
National Park, says he’s had a
strong spring season so far, but
he’s offering an informal dis-
count to help folks cover their
travel costs: Stay three nights
in a $70-a-night cabin, and he’ll
discount your bill $40 to pay for
a tank of gas.

“Most people are driving
three or four hours to get here,
and I can’t do a thing about
national fuel prices or the econ-
omy, but I can help the kids have
a good spring break,” he said.

All that still may not be
enough, especially if — as ana-
lysts fear — the price of gas
keeps climbing.

“In my mind, if gas goes to $5
a gallon here, all bets are off,”
said Linda Schmitt, executive
director of the Kansas Under-

ground Salt Museum, which
offers a 650-foot descent to see a
vintage locomotive, train tracks
and ore carts.

Already, economists say, most
of this year’s two-percentage-
point cut in the Social Security
payroll tax, which should bring
in an extra $1,000 to $2,000 per
household this year, is going
straight into the gas tank.

If gas were to go to $5 a gal-
lon and stay there, some ana-
lysts believe, it could erase the
steady gains the economy is
making and tip the nation back
into recession because Ameri-
cans would sharply curtail their
spending elsewhere.

For now, though, destinations
hope offering gas rebates will
be enough to calm would-be
travelers. Kalahari Resorts, in
Wisconsin Dells, Wis., is bring-
ing back a promotion from last
year that offered customers a
$40 gas card.

Sarah McPeek is going a step
further. She made reservations
at Kalahari two months ago,
when the average price of gas
was about 70 cents lower than
it is today. She had planned to
drive to the park with her 13-
year-old son and meet friends
there. Instead, the group of sev-
en will carpool.

“It’s going to be pretty tight,”
she said.

And in Fairmont, Minn., Jen-
nifer Brookens is parking the
minivan she calls the Mom-
Mobile. She, her husband and
their two children had hoped to
drive the eight hours to visit fam-
ily in the Black Hills of South
Dakota for Easter weekend.

Flying is out of the question
— after all, airlines have to buy
fuel, too, and fares are going up
fast. And Brookens has fresh
memories of 2008, during the
last gas spike, when filling up
the minivan cost $100.

“At this rate, there’s no way,”
Brookens said.
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