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MIDDLETOWN TODAY
Probate Court Pro

I

Mike Miller Oversees Probate Court For Close To 30 Years

t’s quiet in the Town Council chambers
at Town Hall, the voices whispered like
in a library.
Probate Court Judge Michael W. Miller is
on the bench, going through a couple of
routine matters, his trusted lieutenant Town
C l e r k We n d y J . W.
Marshall at his side.
It’s the same spot
you’ll Dind Miller since
November 1994 on
the Dirst and third
Thursday of each
month, overseeing the
handling of thousands
of estates, wills and
other matters like
name changes and
legal adoptions.
While it might look
mundane
and
humdrum to the untrained eye, Miller and
others involved in Probate Court said it’s a
critical process to make sure everything is
handled fairly, properly and smoothly.
“I’d classify most of the cases as pretty
routine, but they’re not routine to the people
who appear before the court,” Miller said
during a break from a recent session. “Saying

that, some of the cases certainly stick with
you and I’d call pretty unusual. Certainly,
some of the adoptions are emotional and
you’re so happy for the people involved, but
there are others that catch your attention. We
even had one case that I remember vividly
involving some
pretty serious
fraud.”
In the Ocean State,
probate matters
are largely
overseen by
Chapter 33 of
Rhode Island
General Law. A
look through the
statutes shows
they deal with
everything from
the division of real
estate to the handling of lost property, the
payment of a dead person’s outstanding
debts and other related matters.
What most people probably don’t realize
is state law mandates that each of the 39
cities and towns have their own probate
court. That means while Miller presides in
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Middletown, someone different handles cases
in Woonsocket, Warwick and Westerly.
While Miller said just because there are
quite a few laws on the books and case law
related to probate issues, that doesn’t mean
everything is cut and dried. Much of what he
does is listen and read what’s before him and
try to make the best decision.
“Most of these cases aren’t that much
different, other than the names, places and
details,” said Miller, who serves as a partner
with the Newport law Dirm Miller, Scott,
Holbrook & Jackson. “Like I said, that doesn’t
mean they’re ‘routine’ because each one
before the court matters and is important to
somebody.”
Usually, people leave the court happy.
“If I could change one thing about being a
Probate Court judge is the fact that some
people come here to Dight with their families,
siblings and others over perceived slights or
wrongs that seemingly have absolutely
nothing to do with the court itself,” Miller
said, shaking his head.
The town clerk Marshall and attorneys
who appear before Miller regularly said he
does an excellent job remaining fair,
unDlappable and impartial. Going back to
1980, records show Miller also provided legal
counsel to the Town, a service which
continued almost uninterrupted until 2014.
“Watching him do court all these years,
sometimes I don’t know how he does it,”
Marshall said. “The questions he knows to
ask to get exactly what he’s looking for, it’s
amazing. He’s able to sort everything out and
come up with solutions that make sense and
work. We’re lucky to have him.”
Attorney Patrick O’Neill Hayes Jr. agreed,
saying Marshall and Clerk Debra Settle
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certainly help keep the court running
smoothly.
“Mike is always prepared, knowledgeable
and fair,” Hayes said. “We all appreciate how
quickly he starts and Dinishes his hearings.
That's what a probate judge should be.
Having Wendy Marshall and Debra Settle
providing assistance undoubtedly
contributes much to what Mike accomplishes
as a judge.”
”I’ve had the pleasure of appearing before
Judge Miller many times over the three plus
decades he has been the presiding Probate
Court Judge, and I fully appreciate his
patience, knowledge and judgment,
especially in controversial cases,” attorney
Brian G. Bardorf said. “Judge Miller’s
sometime references to biblical authority
lend a rather unique aspect to some of his
rulings, but I can comfortably state that Judge
Miller has the patience of Job. (Usually).”
“I understand there’s a lot of
responsibility sitting up there,” Miller said.
“It’s not a job I take lightly. A lot of people
who appear before the court are here
exercising their Diduciary responsibility and
we’re here to make sure what’s happening is
fair and how it was intended to be.”
Asked for advice for people who have a
matter for Probate Court, whether here in
Middletown, or elsewhere across the state,
Miller — and Marshall — had the same three
words ready.
“Get an attorney,” Miller said. “Even if it
seems like a really routine, boilerplate issue,
it makes sense to have representation. I’ve
seen cases get all twisted around because
someone didn’t understand the process and
got tripped up. When you have an attorney
there acting on your behalf, that shouldn’t
happen.”

2

FEBRUARY 2022

VOLUME 2 EDITION 5

Getting “Back To Basics”

N

Schools Look At Ways To Restore Career Training

ot too long ago, the thinking in
educational circles was to drive
every student towards college,
whether they were ready or not.
Today, most educators, parents and
politicians acknowledge this mindset was
misplaced, especially when horror stories
emerge like the one about a hairdresser who
was $200,000 plus in debt from student loans
with a degree she had no use for.
Looking to provide a more complete, well
rounded educational experience, a group of
educators are meeting to see how to bring a
survey course to Middletown High focusing
on the trades and home economics.
That way, Superintendent Rosemarie K.
Kraeger said every student
at the Valley Road school
could get exposure to the
basics of carpentry and
plumbing to food prep,
balancing a checkbook
and darning a sock.
“We don’t want to
replicate what is going on
down at Rogers (High
School in Newport) or our
other career techs, but the
pendulum has swung,” Kraeger said during a
recent Town Council meeting. “We do not
have carpentry anymore. We do not have
machinery, we do not have home economics.
“What we need to do and we’re working
with our high school principal and Dr.
(Barbara) VonVillas is looking at a course
that would bring back the trades in terms of a
survey course, so all of our students could be
introduced to a survey course that would talk
about plumbing, electrical careers. Carpentry,
that type of thing.”
If successful, Kraeger said the aim was to
use grant money and federal dollars to pick
up the tab for the new course, not local tax

dollars. This is a model the School
Department employs whenever possible to
maximize local revenues and bring more
opportunities to students.
Councilwoman VonVillas said all the new
course needs is a classroom and a teacher.
VonVillas is a lifelong educator who has 35
years of experience as a public school teacher
and administrator in three states, including
seven years as a superintendent of schools.
Today, she works as an adjunct professor at
Roger Williams University in Bristol in
addition to her time on the council.
“I believe this discussion started because
(Kraeger) were concerned about the
instruction and how it seemed to be aimed at
the career programs, in effect
eliminating the possibility of
things that promote the
trades,” VonVillas said.
Principal Jeff Heath said the
survey course would be
helpful for any student at
Middletown High, particularly
freshmen and sophomores.
Heath noted the state provides
funding for approved career
pathways, but that does not
include career exploration, something he felt
was “essential” to the decision making of
students.
“The course would emphasize guest
speakers, experiential learning and site visits
to local organizations,” Heath said. “These
opportunities not only would help students
to determine what careers may or may not
interest them, but they would also expose
students to the wide array of local career
opportunities on and around Aquidneck
Island.
“We're hoping to establish relationships
with businesses entities that speciDically lie in
the construction, business, and hospitality/
3

FEBRUARY 2022

VOLUME 2 EDITION 5

time students. The district is expected to pay
close to $858,000 in tuition to those
programs, including the
Newport Area
Career and Technical Center at Rogers High
School in Newport.
“I think it’s great,” council President Paul
M. Rodrigues said. “The bio-med and preengineering, that’s great, but I think we’re
just targeting certain careers and not
everybody is meant to do that. Most kids
probably won’t do that.”
leisure areas. While we have begun to lay out
these partnerships we're excited to continue
our outreach to local area businesses
interested in sharing their knowledge.”
A Dec. 31, 2021 story in “The Washington
Post” showed Middletown is a long way from
the only place talking about bringing back
trade instruction.
The piece “Long disparaged, education for
skilled trades is making a comeback”
explained how trades are on the rise from
Pennsylvania to Utah.
The story detailed how a recent survey
showed the number of high school students
considering a four-year college degree
dropped from 71 percent prior to the
COVID-19 pandemic to 48 percent now.
It also noted how careers where the labor
supply is short like construction,
transportation and logistics have seen their
pay rise signiDicantly. That’s attractive to
young adults looking to get going on their
careers and making money.
Middletown High already offers several
career track programs through Project Lead
The Way. Among those include biomedical,
pre-engineering and computer science. For
more, visit https://www.mpsri.net/o/mhs/
page/pathway-programs online.
Kraeger and VonVillas said the survey
course wouldn’t take away the existing career
tracks, but open new options.
Currently, the Middletown schools have
53 students enrolled in out of district career
and technical programs as well as 18 part-

Talking Trash
Nonprofit Encourages
Composting

D

ave McLaughlin knows it’s a
subject most people really don’t
want to think about, let alone talk about.
But the longtime face of Clean Ocean
Access said if Middletown — and the rest of
Rhode Island — don’t start executing a longterm plan for the state’s garbage, serious
issues are on the horizon.
Recently, McLaughlin addressed the Town
Council with his concerns, saying the Central
LandDill in Johnston where the state’s trash
ends up is near capacity.
To help extend the useful life of the
landDill and do what’s right environmentally,
McLaughlin said his Middletown-based group
has teamed up with Black Earth Compost of
Gloucester, Massachusetts to try to get food
scraps out of the general waste stream.
Through the “Healthy Soils Healthy Seas”
program coordinated by Clean Ocean Access,
residents pay $99 a year for Black Earth
Compost to pick up their food scraps twice a
month and turn those materials into organic
c o m p o s t . Fo r m o r e , v i s i t h t t p s : / /
www.cleanoceanaccess.org/hshsri/ online.
“Whether the landDill Dills up by 2034 or
2040, it’s going to happen next decade and
some of the options for the next landDill are
4
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just horriDic,” McLaughlin said. “Permitting
for a new landDill, I don’t know where anyone
would want another landDill in the state of
Rhode Island.”
“In general, about a third of your waste
(by weight) is actually food scraps,”
McLaughlin added. “Taking that out of the
waste is going to reduce your tipping fees.”
“By removing the food scraps from the
waste stream, it will reduce the amount
people are paying for the ‘Pay-As-You-Throw’
program because they won’t have the food
scraps in that particular bag.”
The item was before the council because
the contract for the “Pay-As-You-Throw”
curbside collection program is set to expire
on June 30. Republic Services has had the
contract for the last several years.
T h e To w n i s b r i n g i n g i n D S M
Environmental Services Inc. to help secure
the best deal for Middletown possible. The
Windsor, Vermont Dirm has worked with the
Town twice previously and saved the
community tens of thousands of dollars in
waste handling expenses.
Applauding local leaders for their
foresight with the “Pay-As-You-Throw”
program implemented in 2007, McLaughlin
said more communities should be employing
a similar model. For more information about
“ P a y - A s -Yo u -T h r o w,” v i s i t h t t p s : / /
w w w. m i d d l e t o w n r i . c o m / 2 6 3 / Tr a s h Recycling-Program online.
“Huge thanks to the Town of Middletown
for putting in the ‘Pay-As-You-Throw’
program,” McLaughlin said. “I think overall
you’ve got the highest diversion rates in the
state. It’s a great accomplishment and I think
you should be proud.”
With the way things are heading in Rhode
Island — and the region — McLaughlin said
composting could help.
“I’m interested,” council President Paul M.
Rodrigues said. “I know in my yellow bag,
that’s what’s mostly in there — food scraps.”
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“We really need to just teach homeowners
how to do it,” Councilwoman Barbara A.
VonVillas said. “I compost at home and use it
in my garden. All we really need to do is
educate people.”
“When food waste goes to the landDill, it
creates methane gas, which is a worst green
house gas than carbon dioxide,” McLaughlin
said. “In fairness, there is a methane gas
capturing device at the landDill, but there’s
still a fair amount of methane created.”

“Composting food scraps turns it into
Dinished compost,” McLaughlin added.
“Finished compost brings out healthy
gardens and healthy soils, healthy vegetation
a n d i t s e q u e s te r s c a r b o n f ro m t h e
atmosphere.”
He also said that other than Diguring out
what to do with “stretchy plastics” in
landDills, food scraps and composting were
the hottest subjects in waste disposal circles.
“We’re really interested in this from the
behavior change point of view,” McLaughlin
said. “Today, you have the option of ‘Do I
recycle it or do I throw it out?’ If tomorrow,
you (have a choice of) ‘Do I recycle it or if it’s
food scraps, I put it here?’ then what you’re
left with are truly things you’re throwing out.
Then you can ask the question ‘Why am I
buying things that I’m throwing out?’”
“Five out of the other six states in New
England have privatized waste and a majority
of it leaves the states (and goes) to Ohio,
Virginia, South Carolina,” McLaughlin said. “It
goes on a rail…One of the biggest issues with
moving waste out of New England right now
is the lack of rail cars. There’s a huge backlog
in the supply chains related to COVID.”
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Former Schools
Emerge As Top
Affordable Housing
Candidates
Linden Park Left Off List
The Oliphant administration building and
former Peckham School are emerging as the
top locations for Town affordable housing.
During a recent discussion, the Town
Council approved a contract for Frank
Spinella to do designs for new senior housing
at 26 Oliphant Lane and 650 Green End Ave.,
which is immediately next door to the
Middletown Senior Center. An affordable
housing expert, Spinella has been working
with the Town to bring affordable and senior
housing to the community.
However, the council left Linden School
off the list for Spinella’s design work,
generally agreeing they’d like to see that
parcel at 141 West Main Road remain a park
“I heard those residents who live around
Linden Park pretty loud and clear,”
Councilman Chris Logan said. “I’ve driven by
there a few more times and open space is a
necessity. I realize we have a housing crisis,
but I also realize there’s a lot developments
being proposed right now that could
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potentially gain some legs and I want to keep
Linden as open as humanly possible.
“Initially, I wanted to look at all areas,”
council President Paul M. Rodrigues said.
“You can’t lose sight of ignoring what the
neighbors have to say. I agree with Chris that
it was pretty loud and clear that they don’t
want that…When you look at the west side
(of Town), there’s not a lot of parks out
there…Whether pickleball ends up being
there or not, I would like to see a nice
playground for that area, for those
neighborhoods.”
Other council members agreed, saying
they’d prefer to see Spinella focus on
properties where affordable housing was
more realistic. At the same time, Councilman
Dennis Turano said nothing precluded the
Town from pursuing Linden Park again if the
other options didn’t work out.
“We can always go back and revisit this,”
Councilman Dennis Turano said. “If we go
and look at Oliphant and we’re looking at
Peckham and we’re Dinding some of these
other locations are falling through…we can
always reverse.”
For several years, local leaders have said
affordable housing is the most signiDicant
issue facing Middletown. In response, the
council and Town have pushed back,
implementing a new split residential tax rate
to help residents save money and other steps.
Aware of the demand, local leaders noted
the private sector has heard the call, with
more than 270 housing units approved or
proposed in Middletown. Of those, close to
120 of those units are classiDied as affordable.
Spinella has said the Town needs to put
forward a project with at least 50 affordable
housing units for the numbers work.
At this point, there is no ofDicial plan from
the council for any affordable housing
concept. Rather, the council and its
Affordable Housing Subcommittee remain
committed to Dinding the best option for the
Town as a whole before anything progresses.
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“Where Am I?”
Answer
Lots Of Interest In Time Capsule
Sometimes, the “Where Am I?” question
from the Town stumps everyone.
This month’s picture was not one of those.
Within minutes of the image of a time
capsule stone going live online, Lisa Sisson
was on it. That’s mainly
because the now
administrative assistant
to Police Chief William
Kewer was at the Aug. 23,
1993 ceremony when the
time capsule was buried
in front of Town Hall.
Asked what she
remembered about that
day, Sisson said it was
hard to believe close to 30
years had passed. As for
what was inside the time
capsule — or “memory
capsule” as it was dubbed
by organizers of the
Town’s all summer 250th
birthday celebration —
Sisson said her memory
was a little fuzzy.
“I think it was
something in regards to
the tax rolls for that year
and some other town paraphernalia,” Sisson
said. “I know we had brochures and possibly
teeshirts and hats and stickers with our
Jubilee ‘93 slogan and logo made up. I can
still see them.”
The message was similar from many
other people involved with the Town back
then, some who helped organize the more
than 20 events around the birthday
celebration.
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Town Councilwoman M. Theresa Santos
was working at Town Hall then and chuckled
when asked this week about the time capsule.
“I have no idea, none whatsoever,” Santos
said. “I do remember there was a time
capsule, but don’t ask me what’s inside it.”
Attorney Robert M. Silva, who served as a
co-chairman of the Jubilee ’93 celebration,
said he was sure there were documents
related to the Town inside, letters, cards,
things like that.
“It was a great time, the
whole Jubilee,” Silva said.
“Two-hundred Difty years
is a pretty signiDicant
milestone and it was for
the whole summer. I
remember a really nice
cocktail party at the
Clambake Club of
Newport on Tuckerman
Avenue. There were at
least 150 people there.”
Town Clerk Wendy J.W.
Marshall said she was
working in the clerk’s
ofDice at the time under
now retired Town Clerk
Barbara Nash.
“I think we put a picture
in (the capsule),” Marshall
said, laughing. “Deb
(Settle) and Marge
(Lawton) were in it too
and I’m pretty sure I was
pregnant then.”
Then council President George L. “Andy”
Andrade said he vividly recalls one aspect
about the time capsule.
“The one thing I remember was a letter
from me as Town Council President,” Andrade
said. “I wrote about what makes Middletown
great and unique. This letter was addressed
to the council President. I wished him/her
well and wondered how our beautiful Town
had changed over the many years.”
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When asked about the capsule, Middletown Historical Society President Mary Dennis said
she didn’t realize there was one in front of the government center at 350 East Main Road.
“When you mentioned it to me, I thought it was a septic tank cover,” Dennis said, laughing. “I
never really noticed it before.”
Her curiosity piqued, Dennis said she scoured the records of the Prospect Avenue historical
society and came up with some paperwork, but nothing that outlined the capsule itself.
“I seem to remember my dad (Bob Dennis) talking about it and how kids wrote letters and
did art to go in it, but I could be totally wrong,” Dennis said. “If it’s like any other time capsule
I’ve ever heard about, it’s Dilled with mementos and papers that are reDlective of the time.”
Right you are, Ms. Dennis. According to a piece that ran on page A1 of the Aug. 24, 1993
edition of “The Daily News,” the time capsule was loaded with plenty of Middletown memories.
Described as an 18-by-18-by-24-inch cube, the time capsule had more than 200 pieces of
Middletown history inside. Among those included a picture of local police ofDicers, resumes and
pictures of politicians, two bottles of Vinland wine, a TV Guide and other souvenirs.
To preserve the items, a press clipping said the cube was Dilled with helium. And then it was
placed and sealed inside a large “cofDin-like” vault to protect it from the elements.
How well all those letters, pictures and everything else held up won’t be known until Aug. 23,
2093, when the capsule is scheduled to be dug up and opened.
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