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The history of Fort Adams 
Fort Adams is the spectacular centerpiece of Fort Adams State Park in Newport, RI at the 
southern end of Narragansett Bay. The five-sided bastion fortress with 40-foot granite walls 
covers nearly 20 acres. The fort was built between 1824 and 1857, under the direction of a 
brilliant military engineer, Lt. Col. Joseph G. Totten. The complex defenses against land or sea 
attack and its many construction innovations make the fort a monument to America’s first 
generation of home-grown engineers, the graduates of the new West Point Military Academy.  
 
The massive building project transformed the society and economy around it. Hundreds of Irish 
laborers and their families came to work on the fort, founding a community that still enriches 
Newport today. The project used thousands of huge granite blocks and more than a million 
bricks, fueling area employment and enterprise for a generation. 
 
Fort Adams was an assembly point, training ground and garrison for the Army for nearly 100 
years. As military technology evolved, the base’s guns and defenses moved outside the granite 
walls. The fort itself became a military garrison and community with elegant apartments fitted 
into former gun casemates and amenities like a bakery, grand ballroom and a bowling alley.  
 
Fort Adams remained a part of America’s coastal defense until the end of World War II. The 
Army turned the site over to the US Navy in 1953. President Eisenhower used the Victorian 
commanding officer’s house on the base as his summer White House in the 1950s. When the 
Navy proposed to tear the old fort down, Rhode Islanders rose up to save Fort Adams. In 1965, 
the Navy transferred the site to the State of Rhode Island for use as a state park. 
 
Today, thousands of people from around the world tour and explore Fort Adams each year. The 
Fort’s huge walls provide an iconic backdrop to the Newport Folk and Jazz Festivals, the Volvo 
Ocean Races and America’s Cup World Series and other events. Together with the RI 
Department of Environmental Management and nonprofits like the Festivals Foundation, Sail 
Newport and the Oliver Hazard Perry, the Fort Adams Trust is helping make Fort Adams State 
Park a world-class destination and a major asset to the people of Rhode Island. 
 
The Fort Adams Trust 
The Fort Adams Trust was formed by legislation in 1994 to support the State of Rhode Island in 
stabilizing and restoring Fort Adams as a cultural and historic landmark. The Trust is a 
nonprofit, tax-exempt corporation empowered to receive private grants and contributions. It is 
governed by its Board of Directors. 
 
The Trust’s Board and staff take the lead on planning and managing the day-to-day work of 
preservation and restoration of historic structures within Fort Adams State Park. The Trust is 
also responsible for activities within the walls of the Fort, including public tours and other uses, 
and the raising of funds to support these functions. The roles and responsibilities of the Trust are 
specified in a Memorandum of Agreement with the Fort Adams Foundation. 
 
The state formed the Fort Adams Foundation 1956 to manage the care and use of historic 
structures within Fort Adams State Park. The Foundation is comprised of representatives of the 
RI Department of Environmental Management, the Rhode Island Historic Preservation 
Commission, the City of Newport and the Fort Adams Trust.  The Fort Adams Foundation 
meets quarterly to review and guide the Trust’s operations under the MOU.  
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The historic Fort Adams structure, as well as Fort Adams State Park around it, is owned by the 
State of Rhode Island. The RI Department of Environmental Management (DEM) manages the 
State Park on behalf of the state. Proposed structural changes and activities within the Fort are 
subject to a range of restrictions, requirement and reviews by different state and federal agencies. 
The Trust coordinates its plans, aligns its work and shares resources with the Department of 
Environmental Management. 
 
Restoring the Fort 
Decades of disuse, neglect and vandalism took their toll on the Fort. Making this enormous 
structure stable and safe and providing interpretation and amenities for visitors has been the 
work of decades, involving thousands of dedicated volunteers. Fort Adams opened for tours from 
1972 to 1980, but closed again for nearly 15 years for safety reasons.  
 
Fort Adams reopened for tours in 1995 thanks to a major investment from the Army Corps of 
Engineers. Sustained efforts to stabilize and restore began in 2001 and have continued ever since, 
with support from private grants, Rhode Island bond funds and private contributions. 
 
1995 – Asbestos removal, lead abatement, safety and access improvements. 
2001 – Interpretive signage, flagpole, securing of windows and doors, structural bracing. 
2002 – Decking on the Southwest Bastion, exterior lighting of the North Wall. 
2003 -  Restoration of six rooms inside North Casemates. 
2004 – Roof restoration on East Wall and observation deck on Northeast Bastion. 
2006 – Restoration of East wall casemates with bunk beds for group overnight use, lighting. 
2008 – Restoration of Redoubt/Jail outside main gate as exhibit and Trust office space. 
2010 – Restoration Master Plan created. 
2011- 2013 Open the Fort Project, including brush removal, structural stabilization, safety and 
security improvements enabling self-guided tours of Parade Ground, lighting, interpretive 
signage, large scale model at East Gate. 
2013 – Secure openings with gates and grates, decking and roof repairs on North Wall. 
2015 – Kitchen prep area and restrooms installed. 
2016 – Fire-Life Safety Project undertaken. 
2016 - 2017 – Water and electrical service being extended to West Gate event space. 
2017, ongoing: design work for renovation and restoration of the Northeast Officer’s Quarters. 
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Overview: Fort Adams Strategic Plan 2017 – 2022 
 

Goals Goal 1:  
Stewardship 
and 
development  

Goal 2.  
Visitor 
experience  
 

Goal 3:  
Community 
benefit  

Goal 4: 
Organization-
al excellence  

Key 
strategies  

Accelerate the 
pace of 
preservation, 
restoration and 
usability 
improvements. 

Increase the 
public’s use and 
enjoyment of 
sites maintained 
by the Fort 
Adams Trust. 

Expand our 
partnerships to 
meet important 
community and 
state needs. 

Maintain and 
strengthen the 
Fort Adams 
Trust as a 
capable, 
financially 
sustainable 
institution. 

Earn public 
confidence and 
support by 
measuring and 
demonstrating our 
value to the 
community. 

New Master plan; 
complete major 
capital projects: 
Officer’s Quarters 
and Southern 
Redoubt.  

Increase visitor 
numbers 

Expand relationships 
with government and 
elected officials  

Improve 
communications with 
key stakeholders. 

Build and leverage 
partnerships based 
on mutual gain to 
maximize public use 
and benefit. 

  Maximize use of our 
spaces and assets 
through partnership 
with schools, 
nonprofits and 
employers. 

 

Develop compelling 
visitor experiences 
that always honor 
our history while 
supporting many 
kinds of enjoyment 
and use. 

Expand and improve 
areas open to the 
public. 

Develop our 
storytelling resources.  
 
Double annual visitor 
numbers. 

Coordinate and 
collaborate with co-
tenants at Fort 
Adams State Park. 

 

Thoughtfully 
develop our 
institutional 
capacity, including 
Board governance 
and staff excellence. 

 Create Board Visitor 
Experience 
Committee. 

Create Board 
Partnership 
Committee. 

Adopt best practices 
for human resource 
management. 
Align and develop 
Board to support the 
Strategic Plan. 

Develop a business 
model that sustains 
annual programs, 
ongoing maintenance 
and steady progress 
on preservation and 
restoration in the 
most efficient way. 

Preserve the property 
from damage and 
deterioration. 

  Adopt policies, plans 
and fundraising 
capacity to meet goals 
for capital needs, 
operating costs, 
operating reserves and 
endowment. 
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Our planning process 
 
Strategic planning began in October of 2016. The Board nominated a Strategic Planning Team 
to conduct the planning process, facilitated by planning consultant Jonathan Howard of Cause & 
Effect, Inc. The team was charged with developing goals, objectives and strategies for the next 
five years, through 2022. 
 
October to January: The team conducted assessment and consultation with stakeholders. 

• Online strategic issues survey for all staff and Board members. 
• Interviews with 11 staff members, Board members and volunteers. (See Appendix A) 
• Interviews with key DEM representatives 
• Interview with Senator Teresa Paiva-Weed 
• Interviews with 23 additional key informants from business, academia, nonprofits and 

government (See Appendix B for full interview list) 
 
November – January: The team reviewed stakeholder input as it came in, and began 
consideration of the Mission and Vision statements and identified critical goal areas. 
 
February – March: The team finalized Mission, Vision and Values and drafted the Goals and 
Objectives in this draft Strategic Plan. 
 
March 22 – The team presented the draft plan to the Board. The Board endorsed presentation of 
this draft to the Fort Adams Foundation for input before final adoption. 
 
April 14 – The team presented the draft plan to the Fort Adams Foundation for review and 
comments. 
 
May 17 – The final Strategic Plan adopted by the Fort Adams Trust Board of Directors. 
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Key findings from our assessment 
These are the most significant findings from our surveys and interviews. 
 
Stakeholders share our high aspirations to achieve the vision of Fort Adams as a 
“crown jewel”  

• We want to delight and surprise visitors by learning from the best historic sites. 
• We are impatient to achieve major restoration goals and expand public access to wider 

areas of the fort. 
• We aspire to contribute to important public goals including improved quality of life, 

economic development and others. 
 
We act in Trust for the people of Rhode Island, protecting a public asset, 
providing public benefits, leveraging public investments.  

• Revenue-generating must always serve our goals of public use and education. 
• The Trust has a unique institutional relationship to the State of RI through the Fort 

Adams Foundation, which comes with special obligations. 
• Public support and confidence must be earned with effective stewardship. 
• Program partnerships with other nonprofits are an efficient and effective way to multiply 

the benefits and value Fort Adams provides to the community. 
 
We must develop significant new private support to meet our restoration goals. 

• State investments will always be crucial, but must be leveraged with private support to 
have the impact we seek. 

• Event revenue will be constrained by the calendar and limits on use. 
• We have opportunities to grow our membership, large gift and grant income. 
• We may have opportunities for co-investments in restoration with nonprofits in need of 

program space or appropriate for-profit ventures. 
 
The Fort and the Trust are inseparable from Fort Adams State Park; we must 
work closely with DEM and our co-tenants to achieve our goals and grow. 

• Visitors do not distinguish between the fort and the state park – it’s all one experience. 
• Most partners don’t fully distinguish the Trust from DEM – we share credit and blame. 
• The fort is an iconic symbol and landmark for other park tenants such as Jazz and Folk 

Festivals and the OH Perry – we aren’t the sole owners of the brand. 
• We have many more opportunities to collaborate with DEM and other park tenants to 

develop awareness of Fort Adams and to increase visitor number for all. 
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Our Mission  
The Fort Adams Trust preserves, restores and operates historic Fort Adams for 
the public’s education and enjoyment. 
 
Our Vision for Fort Adams  
 

• Our Fort and Fort Adams State Park are full of visitors enjoying many kinds of rewarding 
experiences: recreation, education, entertainment, special occasions, meetings and 
gatherings, consistent with the Fort’s historic character and public ownership. 

 
• All structures in our care are preserved or restored, accessible, safe and interpreted for 

visitors.  
 

• Fort Adams is a preferred site for private and community events due to its range of 
unique venues and excellent service. 

 
• The Fort is a cultural and tourism anchor for Newport and an active, must-visit 

destination for all Rhode Islanders and visitors.  
 

• The Trust generates sufficient institutional revenues and resources from government and 
private funding and earned revenues combined to sustain the ongoing work of 
preservation, restoration, maintenance and programming into the foreseeable future. 

 

Values 
 
PUBLIC SERVICE: We manage Fort Adams in trust for people of Rhode Island and strive to 
provide service and benefit to Rhode Islanders and visitors in all we do. 
 
PARTNERSHIP: We seek out and welcome collaborations and partnerships of many types to 
expand the public’s use and enjoyment of Fort Adams. 
 
STEWARDSHIP: We preserve, restore and make use of Fort Adams in ways that honor its 
historic integrity and meet our obligations as caretakers. 
 
INTEGRITY: We act with honesty and to the highest ethical standards. 
 
HONORING OUR PAST: We actively work to learn more, understand more, and share more 
about the history of this site and the people and events which have shaped it over the centuries. 
 
INCLUSION: We create an inclusive environment to ensure that every visitor feels welcomed. 
 
SUSTAINABILITY: Just as we honor the past, we think of and plan for the future to ensure that 
generations to come may enjoy Fort Adams. 
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Goal 1: Stewardship and development 
Accelerate the pace of preservation, restoration and usability improvements. 
 
Opportunity: To ensure that our work to preserve the Fort and expand public access and enjoyment 
always outpaces the relentless effects of weather and vegetation on the physical structure. 
 
Objectives: 
 
1. Complete restoration and 

development of the Officers’ 
Quarters as exhibit and multi-use 
space by 2022. 
• Complete Officers’ Quarter plan by 

2018. 
• Complete key restoration and access 

projects for the Southern Redoubt by 
2022. 

• Update the most recent restoration 
Master Plan, created by Ann Beha, by 
the end of 2019 and update it every five 
years.  

 
2. Ensure that annual maintenance 

preserves the property from 
significant damage and further 
deterioration by 2020. 
• Develop and update an annual 

maintenance and inspection plan for the Fort, including weather and water proofing, vegetation 
control, safety and access, masonry repairs, by the end of 2017. 

• Implement up to 35 identified projects from the initial maintenance and inspection plan to 
protect the structure from water and weather by 2022. 

• Earmark a minimum of $200,000 per year from annual state funding to preservation projects, 
ensuring that structural assets are protected and all preservation improvements are maintained. 

 
3. Expand areas open to the public by improving the northwest casemates and wall areas 

by 2022. 
• Create a safety and access plan by December 2017.  
• Install and maintain essential systems such as electric, water, safety and lighting in all spaces to be 

utilized. 
• Provide accessible space for members and service organizations, including ground level casemates 

and the upper deck in the northwest portion of the fort. 
• Expand the area safely open to the public and provide accessibility.  

 
 
 
Board oversight: Architectural & Engineering Committee.  
 
 
 
 
 

Over the next five years the Trust will restore and develop the Officers’ 
Quarters to create new exhibit space. 
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Goal 2. Visitor experience  
Increase the public’s use and enjoyment of sites maintained by the Fort 
Adams Trust 
Opportunity: To engage a larger number of Newport visitors in Fort Adams Trust tours and activities. 
 
Objectives: 
 

1. Double the number of people visiting Fort Adams and other Trust-maintained 
sites. 
• Increase paid tour admissions by 35%, by 2022. 
• Cross promote Trust tours and programs with other State Park partners, including the 

Newport Festival Foundation, Sail Newport, Oliver Hazard Perry, and DEM. 
• Double the number of Fort Adams Trust members. 
• Support intermodal transportation and other alternative access to the Fort. 
• Develop curriculum and marketing plan to bring more school groups to the Fort. 

 
2. Create and open one major new public 

exhibit space by 2022. 
• Develop and implement a general 

interpretive plan that encompasses and 
honors the full scope of stories and topics 
that we can bring to life. 

• Use new methods and technologies to tell 
our stories more vividly. 

• Open major new visitor spaces and high-
quality exhibits in the Officers’ Quarters 
and other locations as identified in the 
interpretive plan. 

• Create a visible welcome center to attract 
park visitors to the Fort and provide 
visitors with a point of entry and 
orientation to the Fort. 

• Review and enhance the tour program every year.  
 

3. Encourage and facilitate maximum use of our spaces and assets by the public and 
by nonprofit and business partners. 
• Work with DEM and State Park partners to coordinate, cross-promote and increase the 

number of people participating in events at Fort Adams. 
• Develop venues and amenities within Fort Adams in response to the needs of tourism and 

hospitality.  
 
 
Board oversight: Proposed new Visitor Experience Committee, incorporating current Membership 
and Marketing Committees, with subcommittees or advisory committees as needed for major initiatives 
such as historic interpretation. 
 

Fort Adams will offer experiences that delight all ages. 
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Goal 3: Community benefit   
Expand our partnerships to meet important community and state needs. 
 
Opportunity: To fully realize our potential to benefit the community through deeper partnerships. 
 
Objectives: 
 

1. Create a plan to engage academic, nonprofit and corporate partners by April 2018. 
• Establish relationships with elementary schools, high schools and colleges to engage students 

and teachers in our work. 
• Host community service programs in partnership with nonprofit program providers. 
• Engage area employers and educational institutions in providing volunteer and pro-bono 

support. 
 

2. Work with DEM and other tenants at Fort Adams State Park to coordinate 
schedules and plans and to develop mutually beneficial collaborations such as: 
• Co-marketing and cross-referrals. 
• Shared investments in facilities and equipment. 
• Service partnerships leveraging each organization’s assets and strengths. 
 

3. Build on and expand our relationships with DEM and other government agencies 
and host an annual briefing for all elected officials. 
 

4. Create a new Board Partnership committee by the end of 2017 charged with 
developing strategies to meet these partnership objectives. 

 
Board oversight: Proposed new Partnership Committee, with Board-defined mandate aligned to this 
goal and its supporting objectives. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

More events and programs developed with community partners will increase visitor 
numbers and leverage new benefits for the public. 
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Goal 4: Organizational excellence  
Maintain and strengthen the Fort Adams Trust as a capable, financially 
sustainable institution. 
 
Opportunity: To build on our existing assets and capacities to ensure that the Fort Adams Trust can 
lead sustainable and steady progress in the restoration of Fort Adams and its greater enjoyment and use 
by the public. 
 
Objectives: 
 

1. Create and implement a Board development plan by the end of 2018. 
• Align Board committees and Board recruitment plan to the goals of this Strategic Plan. 
• Document board expectations, roles and responsibilities.  
• Create a board dashboard of key performance indicators. 
• Provide training to support critical board competencies. 

 
2. Develop reserve and endowment policies, with targets and plans, by the end of 

2017. 
 

3. Build the Trust’s capacity to generate philanthropic support. 
• Hire a qualified Development Director. 
• Build sustained funder and donor relationships. 
• Create and pursue annual fund development plans to build our membership, major gift, grant 

and other philanthropic revenues. 
• Develop a capital fundraising plan to develop private philanthropic support for the goals of 

the 10-Year Capital Master Plan (which will be completed in 2019). 
• Engage and train Board members to support fundraising. 

 
4. Establish policies to adopt best practices for human resource management by the 

end of 2018. 
• Strive to attract and keep top talent.  
• Create a formal staff development and training plan. 

 
5. Maintain and enhance our existing communications plan annually, to include: 

• An Annual Report showing how we fulfilled our mission of public benefit. 
• Regular communications with key stakeholders. 

 
 Board oversight: Finance and Executive 
Committees 
 
 
 
 
 

Teamwork and leadership have been hallmarks of 
life at Fort Adams throughout its history. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

Fort Adams Trust  
Staff and Board Input 

 
A. Strategic Issues Survey:  
21 Board members 
5 Staff members 
 
B. Personal interviews 

 
 
 
 

1st name Last Name  Title 
Jennifer Chapin Director of Special Events (incoming) 

Joe Dias Executive Director 

Steve Marino Tour Guide 

David Martland Board President 

Jack McCormack Site Manager and Volunteer Coordinator 

Rob McCormack Director of Visitor Experience 

Eric  Offenberg Board Vice President 

Kevin Stiles Board Treasurer 

Cara Worthly Director of Special Events (outgoing) 

Chris Zeeman Board member 
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APPENDIX B 
Fort Adams Trust  

Key Informant Interviews 

 

Organization Name  Title 
City of Newport Chris Behan City Solicitor 
Fort Adams Trust (former) Ray Berberick Past Board and staff 
RI DEM Terri Bisson Chief Program 

Development 
Sail to Prevail Paul Callahan CEO 
RI House of Representatives,  
District 75, Newport 

Lauren Carson Representative 

RI Dept. of Environmental 
Management (DEM) 

Janet Coit Director 

Preservation Society of Newport 
County 

Trudy  Cox CEO and Ex. Dir. 

Oliver Hazard Perry Bart Dunbar President 
Blackstone Partners John Edick CEO 
Fort Adams volunteers Wayne Farrington Volunteer 
Gray Matter Marketing Matt Gray CEO 
Newport Schools Colleen Jermaine Superintendent 
Newport Daily News Bill Lacey Managing Editor 
Newport City Council Kate Leonard City Counselor 
van Beuren Charitable 
Foundation 

Deborah Linnel Executive Director 

YMCA of Newport County Mike Miller CEO 
RI DEM Larry Mouradjian DEM Nat. Resources 
City of Newport Joseph J Nicholson 

Jr 
City Manager 

RI Senate, District 13, Newport Teresa Paiva-Weed Senate President 
Naval Station Newport/ Naval 
War College 

Lisa Rama Public Affairs Officer 

Roger Williams University Arnold Robinson Director of Community 
Partnerships 

Museum of Newport Irish 
History 

Mike Slein Board chair 

Discover Newport Evan  Smith President and CEO 
Newport Festivals Foundation Jay Sweet Executive Director 
RI DEM Bruce Thompson Director, Ft. Adams SP 
RI Historic Preservation 
Commission 

Lee  Whitaker Fort Adams Foundation 
Board member 

Newport City Council Harry Winthrop Mayor 
Oliver Hazard Perry Jessica Wurzbacher Executive Director 


