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  INTRODUCTION








  

  Within these pages you’ll find, among other peculiarities, three submarines, a whaling ship, four windjammers, a Colonial jail, an operating room, a bird sanctuary, a weather observatory, three Shaker villages, a boat building workshop, two lighthouses, a stopover on the Underground Railroad, three carousels, and a terrific public beach. They are all National Historic Landmarks.




  We were initially surprised to discover that not all historic landmarks are antique homes of founding fathers or wealthy merchants—although some of them are, and they are often fascinating places. But the sites in the six New England states are surprisingly diverse, which got us thinking about what makes a National Historic Landmark.




  In our hunting and gathering past, a landmark was literally that—a mark in the landscape to tell us where we were and how to get wherever we were going. The Old English word originally meant a marker that indicated the boundaries of an estate, a kingdom, or a community. By 1859, the term was being used figuratively for a place or event that marked a turning point in history.




  It is this figurative sense that is employed by the National Historic Landmarks program. The places selected for the designation still serve a similar purpose as those ancient boundary stones or blazes on a tree. They mark our place in the cultural landscape and provide guidance about where we all might be headed.




  New England has a concentration of National Historic Landmarks greater than anywhere else in the country except New York and California. They reveal a great deal about our regional identity—both what we celebrate and what we feel defines us.




  We recognize that much of the country feels that we New Englanders have a puffed-up sense of ourselves, but we have every right to be proud of our many national firsts. That includes the first public arboretum, the first free municipal public library, the first enclosed shopping center, the first well-publicized use of ether for surgical anesthesia, the first independent law school, the first scientific weather observatory, the first bird sanctuary, and even the first nuclear-powered submarine. (If you’re scratching your head, those would be the Arnold Arboretum, the Boston Public Library, the Arcade Providence, the Ether Dome, Tapping Reeve Law School, Blue Hill Observatory, Birdcraft, and the USS Nautilus, respectively.)




  Some of our National Historic Landmarks show how our region grew, from the simple saltbox of the 1686 Jethro Coffin House, the oldest house on Nantucket, to the jewel box of Philip Johnson’s Glass House, a seminal example of modern architecture. Likewise, the landmarks trace our industry and industriousness, from Slater Mill in Rhode Island to the thundering mills, locks, and canals of Lowell, to the sheer ingenuity of the perfectly preserved 19th-century mill village of Harrisville, New Hampshire.




  Rock-ribbed New England values shaped the character of some of our national leaders. Landmark sites include the birthplaces of four presidents—John Adams, John Quincy Adams, and John F. Kennedy in Massachusetts, and Calvin Coolidge in Vermont—and the childhood home of another, Franklin Pierce in New Hampshire. One of the most powerful of those regional values was the belief in the abolition of slavery. The Prudence Crandall House in Connecticut demonstrates the beginning of the civil rights struggle in education, while the African Meeting House in Boston was a cradle of the civil rights movement in the years before the Civil War. Rokeby farm in northern Vermont is one of the best authenticated stops on the Underground Railroad that carried fugitives to freedom.




  The New England landscape inspired many artists and thinkers. Henry David Thoreau went to the woods at landmark Walden Pond. Many of the best American Impressionists painted along the Connecticut coast during their summers at the Florence Griswold House, while Winslow Homer drew strength from the sea and rocky coast of Maine at his studio on Prouts Neck south of Portland. That same coast made Sarah Orne Jewett’s heart race in her novels written at her South Berwick home, while poet Robert Frost found his voice building stone walls and watching the shift of seasons on his farm in nearby Derry, New Hampshire. Sculptors Daniel Chester French and Augustus Saint Gaudens built summer studios in western Massachusetts and along the Connecticut River in New Hampshire. Modern dance pioneer Ted Shawn had a summer vision as well, creating Jacob’s Pillow at the top of a mountain in the Berkshires.




  New Englanders also know how to have fun. We count among our treasured landmarks historic carousels in Watch Hill and Riverside, Rhode Island, and in Oak Bluffs on Martha’s Vineyard, still spinning after all these years. Revere Beach, the first public beach in America, is on the subway line from Boston. Our golden age of mountain recreation is alive and well at the Mount Washington Hotel, while the Newport Casino marks the birth of lawn tennis in the United States. Our national preoccupation with the pigskin sport even gets its due at the landmark Yale Bowl.




  As the National Park Service defines them, “National Historic Landmarks are nationally significant historic places designated by the Secretary of the Interior because they possess exceptional value or quality in illustrating or interpreting the heritage of the United States.” There are more than 2,500 places with this distinction. Often confused with the much longer list of National Historic Places, National Historic Landmarks must meet a much higher standard of significance and go through a rigorous nomination process.




  By our count there are about 400 National Historic Landmarks in all of New England, and one of our greatest regrets was that we couldn’t include them all. We immediately eliminated those that are inaccessible (or nearly so) to the public, those where there isn’t much to see, and all of those that lie on Boston’s Freedom Trail or within Minuteman National Historic Park in Lexington and Concord, because they are so extensively documented elsewhere.




  We still had to make some very hard decisions to narrow the list to a mere 100. Ultimately, the choices were ours and we apologize to the many worthy sites that we were not able to include. We hope that once you have exhausted our list, you will make your own and keep discovering the places and people that have defined New England.




  —Patricia Harris and David Lyon
Cambridge, Massachusetts
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  CONNECTICUT







  Bush-Holley Historic Site, Cos Cob


39 Strickland Road, Cos Cob; 203-869-6899; greenwichhistory.org; open year-round for guided tours; admission charged




  The Bush-Holley house in the picturesque Greenwich village of Cos Cob speaks to two key moments in local history: the prosperous late Colonial era when the original owners of the house were the largest slave-holders in Greenwich, and a more romantic period when the roomy structure became a boardinghouse that fostered the plein-air painters of American Impressionism.




  The house was originally constructed as a two-story single room on a hilltop overlooking Cos Cob harbor, only 13 miles from the New York border. The strategic location at the intersection of a mill pond and a river that flowed into Long Island Sound was a prime spot for loading and unloading cargo in the New York trade. The original one-room structure was erected in 1728 and a full “salt box” was built alongside it a few years later. When David Bush inherited the property in 1757, he expanded the house to create a proper Georgian mansion that befitted his status as one of the leading citizens of Greenwich. Between 1757 and 1779, Bush joined the two buildings, created a central entrance hall, installed floor-to-ceiling wood paneling in the parlor and parlor chamber, and connected a two-story structure behind the house to create a separate kitchen wing. Fifteen Bush children grew up in the house, and at Bush’s death in 1797, the inventory of his property included 10 enslaved adults and 6 enslaved children.
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Although records are unclear, the enslaved servants probably lived above the kitchen in the back wing, which was a half story lower during that period. The only heat for the room came from the chimney of the downstairs cooking fireplace. Typically, they would have been given straw mattresses, an extra set of clothing, and some bedding. The last record of enslaved people living in the house dates from 1820, when four enslaved adults were listed.







   

  The Bush family sold the home in 1848, the year that slavery ended in Connecticut, and the spacious building soon became a boardinghouse. New windows and a second-story porch obliterated its Georgian lines but certainly provided guests with attractive harbor views. Josephine and Edward Holley took over the 14-room house on three-quarters of an acre in 1882, and managed to purchase it two years later. At their nearby farm, they had begun taking in artists as boarders, including landscape painter John Henry Twachtman. When they moved into Cos Cob, they deliberately sought an artistic and intellectual clientele of New Yorkers looking to rusticate on the Connecticut coast. Only a short walk from the Cos Cob train station, the Holley House boardinghouse stood less than an hour’s train ride from New York City.




  Among the early boarders at the Holley House were Twachtman and his good friend J. Alden Weir. They would travel from New York and spend several weeks in the summer happily lugging their easels around quaint little Cos Cob to paint the village, the mill pond, the harbor, and the people. It was a charming country idyll for the big-city artists, and in 1891 Twachtman set up a summer art school in the barn behind the boardinghouse where he could teach his pupils from the Art Students League in New York. Weir joined him a year later, and the school flourished. Over the next 30 years, the influx of painters provided a steady income to many Cos Cob families who could find a spare room to rent to the seasonal visitors.
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  The layout of the Bush-Holley house and its grounds gives a sense of the artistic camaraderie—of summers spent sketching and painting outdoors or on balconies overlooking the (pre-highway) Strickland Brook, eating and discussing the fine points of aesthetics in the common dining area. The best of the American Impressionists to spend time here, Childe Hassam, was especially fond of painting the daughter of a local tavernkeeper in various settings around the house. Some of these portraits are exhibited in the house and in the exhibitions in the adjoining Storehouse Gallery.




  Elmer Livingston MacRae studied in Twachtman’s summer classes in Cos Cob from 1896 to 1899. While boarding at the Holley House, he fell in love with the innkeepers’ daughter Constant. They married in 1900, and after Twachtman’s sudden death in 1902, MacRae became the principal connection between the boardinghouse and the New York art scene. But the 1913 Armory Show—officially the International Exhibition of Modern Art—changed everything. As new ideas like Fauvism, Futurism, Cubism, and more percolated through American galleries and studios, the charming and colorful Connecticut countryside no longer drew the cream of American painters. After World War I, the Cos Cob art colony effectively faded into obscurity.




  The MacRaes continued to live in the Holley House, and Elmer’s studio is recreated in a second-floor bedroom. Following his death, Constant Holley MacRae sold the house to the Greenwich Historical Society, and it opened as a museum in 1958.





  

  Birdcraft Sanctuary, Fairfield


314 Unquowa Road, Fairfield; 203-259-0416; ctaudubon.org; sanctuary open daily dawn to dusk; admission by donation




  Birdcraft, the first private bird sanctuary created in the United States, was conceived and largely executed by pioneer conservationist and author Mabel Osgood Wright (1859–1934). At a time when the national Audubon movement had stalled and fallen into obscurity, she was instrumental in rebuilding it on the state level. She designed Birdcraft along the radical principles of “bird-scaping” an area with plantings and landscape features that would provide a habitat that encouraged birds.




  Born in 1859 in New York, Wright grew up in a rambling house in lower Manhattan when that part of the island was still predominantly rural. She later wrote of how that experience shaped her commitment to nature conservancy. She recalled that in the 1860s, she “ran loose about the ten wide acres at the edge of the village.” Birds were taken for granted—as something to eat or creatures whose plumage could be a fashion decoration. But she also recalled that they were “to be listened to in the early hours of dawn and twilight when the notes of the wood thrush or song sparrow carried one away from earth and made the present a waking dream of the worth while.”




  Wright aspired to become a doctor but was discouraged by her family from attending medical school. She chose to yoke her interest in science to her love of nature and educated herself about the relation of animals and their habitat. In the 1880s, bird plumage on hats was all the rage in fashion, and Wright, like many other nature lovers, was horrified. She began writing naturalist essays, publishing her first, “A New England May Day,” in the New York Evening Post in 1893. After her collected essays appeared a year later, her publisher asked her to write a field guide to birds. In 1895, she published Birdcraft: A Field Book of Two Hundred Song, Game, and Water Birds.
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  Featuring color reproductions of paintings by John Jay Audubon and other artists, Birdcraft would become the prototype of the modern bird field guide for a popular audience. In 1897, she collaborated with Elliot Coues to publish Citizen Bird: Scenes from Bird-life in Plain English for Beginners, an early and influential guide to the practice of birding. She also wrote stories and books to educate children about birds.




  Ironically, by the time Wright published Birdcraft, the original Audubon Society, founded in 1886, had foundered and was on the verge of disbanding. In 1896, bird-ers began to rebuild the movement on the state level, starting with the Massachusetts Audubon Society (now Mass Audubon). In 1898, Wright organized the Audubon Society of Connecticut and became its first president. She went on to edit the Audubon Society department in the monthly magazine Bird-Lore, which later evolved into Audubon magazine. She continued as an editor and writer for the magazine until 1910 and a contributor until her death.




  Wright decided that the Audubon Society of Connecticut should do more than spread the word. In 1914, she enlisted the assistance of Standard Oil heiress and philanthropist Annie Burr Jennings (1855–1939) to purchase an 11-acre parcel of land near Wright’s home in Fairfield to serve as a bird sanctuary. The Audubon Society of Connecticut, in turn, honored Wright by naming the sanctuary Birdcraft after her famous book.




  Wright laid out the guidelines for construction of the sanctuary, including a cat-proof fence encircling the entire property. She specified that it should have a pond dug that would be fed by existing springs, and drew trails so that humans could observe the birds without disturbing them. While the landscape was designed to create a natural environment for birds, the society also constructed a caretaker’s bungalow and a rustic building to serve as a museum.




  It was a success from the start. In 1914, 16 species nested at Birdcraft in a total of 76 nests. By 1922, both species and numbers of nests had effectively doubled and the human visitation topped 10,000—including 49 school classes. That same year, Birdcraft began banding songbirds to determine if the same birds would return. They did—and the Birdcraft Museum conducts an operation every spring and fall to continue the process of tracking the migrant songbird population. In 1934, Birdcraft also created a special chimney to encourage chimney swifts to nest on the property.




  Although the construction of the Connecticut Turnpike and I-95 in 1957 reduced the size of the sanctuary by more than 4 acres, Birdcraft Sanctuary still operates, and during peak migration periods—especially the warbler migration in May—it attracts a striking number of species. Despite some highway noise, the sanctuary has recorded about 120 species of birds.




  Standing just 2 blocks north of the Fairfield rail station, it is approached by turning up a driveway through a stone fence. The wrought-iron gate hangs on two square stone piers. The pier on the right is taller because it contains nesting holes near the top. The museum is closed for renovations but the sanctuary is open to visitors.
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  Philip Johnson’s Glass House, New Canaan


Visitor Center at 199 Elm Street, New Canaan; 203-594-9884; theglasshouse.org; open May through November for guided tours by reservation; admission charged




  Decades after its completion in 1949, Philip Johnson’s Glass House in New Canaan remains resolutely avant garde. Yet its proportions, its transparency, and even its siting on the lot make it arguably a first cousin to a classical Greek temple.




  Philip Johnson (1906–2005) was perhaps the most erudite and historically self-conscious of architects. His buildings, though undeniably modern in their particulars, are inevitably grounded in or even inspired by historical structures. Johnson’s genius lay in exploiting the essence of a historical form and slyly referencing his source with an architectural gesture. He conceived the Glass House with the insistently horizontal proportions of a Greek temple and used visible vertical beams to hold the glass walls in place in a manner that echoes the classical arcade of columns.




  Johnson carried the inspiration even further. The Greeks believed that to approach a temple directly showed hubris to the gods (an affront that, if you weren’t careful, could get you chained to a rock for eternity while eagles tore at your flesh), so even the Parthenon can only be approached at an angle. In homage to that concept, Johnson made the Glass House impossible to see in a glance until a visitor is standing out front. The route from the road is even more circuitous than the approach to the Parthenon. A long driveway winds in sweeping curves down a hill on the 49-acre property, pausing at a Donald Judd earthworks sculpture that creates a foreground for the first full view of the house itself.
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  Shaped rather like the modern ranch houses that would colonize the suburbs in the 1950s, the Glass House is remarkably conventional in its structure—except that the walls are all glass. It is essentially a single low rectangular box with a central column to carry the main plumbing and ventilation. So the massive brick chimney of the living room fireplace backs up on the plumbing and HVAC of the bathroom, and that central core provides a division that separates the bedroom with desk from the spacious living room and open kitchen. Radical in its day, it was so influential in the design of both domestic and office spaces (think of the “loft” apartment and the “open office”), that now the layout seems perfectly natural.
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  The Glass House and the estate that surrounds it show one of the great minds of the modern age at play in the landscape. Visiting on a guided tour feels a little like having a brief conversation with the architect—Johnson himself doing all the talking, of course.




  Johnson, who lived in the house with his partner David Whitney (1939–2005), was obsessively neat, which is a useful trait for people who live in glass houses. Although the couple entertained guests every Sunday for lunch, drinks, and conversation in what was Connecticut’s longest-running intellectual salon, Johnson didn’t want any of them to even lay a sweater down. (There are hidden closets for that.)




  Johnson saw the Glass House less as a feature in the landscape than as a pavilion from which to view the landscape. Each wall offers a different but equally pleasing framed view of the lush natural surroundings. Johnson was fond of pointing out that the house had all the features of his grandparents’ farmhouse, including a kitchen, dining room, living room, and bedroom. On the other hand, his grandparents probably didn’t lounge around in Barcelona chairs designed by Mies van der Rohe.




  There were a couple of shortcomings to this icon of modern architecture. The most obvious is lack of privacy. Johnson dealt with it in a characteristic manner for an architect: He built a second structure, the Brick House, that had a private bedroom and study.




  The other problem with glass walls is they are terrible for hanging art. Johnson and Whitney were major collectors, and they tended to favor truly outsized works by the likes of Andy Warhol (a close friend) and Frank Stella. Many of the works they owned are actually higher than the mere 10½ feet of the roofline on the Glass House. So Johnson built a bunker-like art gallery where he mounted paintings on wall-sized panels that moved on tracks, like leafing through a book.




  When the couple’s sculpture collection outgrew the gallery, Johnson designed a separate building to hold some of their smaller pieces that couldn’t simply live on the lawns. In all, there are 16 buildings on the property, as Johnson loved an excuse to build something. And as an inhabitant of a Glass House, he ignored both the praise and brickbats of critics, not to mention his sometimes scandalized neighbors. “The Glass House works so well,” he famously said, “because the wallpaper is so handsome.”




  Yale Bowl, New Haven


81 Central Avenue, New Haven; 203-432-4747; yale.edu; see website for game schedule




  The Yale Bulldogs football program launched in 1872, making it one of the oldest in the world and one of the most influential in the development of American football from the English game of rugby. When Walter Camp, who became known as the “Father of Football,” played halfback for the 1876–1882 Bulldogs, he was already a member of a nascent rules committee for the sport. He proposed a radical shift in the way the game was played. Football, he declared, should dispense with the rugby scrum and continuous play in favor of players on each side lining up on a line of scrimmage. Each play would start when the ball was hiked and end when the ball carrier was tackled. Some scholars of the sport also credit him with cutting the number of players per side from 15 to 11 and introducing yard markers on the field. After Camp, American football was a different game, but Yale continued to dominate the collegiate sport, winning 26 national championships before 1910.




  Like any winning team, the Bulldogs had legions of fans, and Yale Field could only accommodate a mere 30,000 of them. So the college built the Yale Bowl, which was completed in 1914. It was said to be the largest amphitheater since the Roman Colosseum opened in AD 80, but the construction technique was straightforward and simple. The designers, engineer Charles A. Ferry and architect Donn Barber, ordered the excavation of an elliptical crater some 28 feet deep and piled up the dirt to create a berm around the perimeter. They created 30 concrete portals to get in and out and simply poured concrete down the interior slopes. The seating capacity of the stadium was expanded to 80,000 at one point but currently stands at 64,000, making it the largest university-owned stadium in its NCAA class. As the first bowl stadium, it has inspired such landmark stadiums as the Rose Bowl in Pasadena, California.




  One item of clever scholarship applied to construction of the Yale Bowl would likely have made Archimedes proud. Because Yale plays its main Ivy League rivals in November each year, Ferry and Barber oriented the bowl so that the minor axis of the ellipse points to the sun at 3 p.m. on November 15. As Ferry reported to the American Society of Civil Engineers, “thus no football player would ever have to look into the sun when Yale plays its big games against Princeton and Harvard.” Yale has played Harvard annually since 1875 in what has become known simply as “The Game.” The contest alternates between the two schools, and while Yale has won more games over the decades, Harvard has dominated in the 21st century.
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  As a player in the genesis of collegiate football, Yale also created many of the traditions that go with the game. Its school marching band was one of the first to perform at games, and Yale quickly developed a whole catalog of fight songs, many of which call for the annihilation of the team representing Harvard, or less frequently, Princeton. The best known of the songs were originally sung by the Yale Glee Club and included “Boola” (“When we roughhouse poor old Harvard, / They will holler Boola Boo!”) and “Bull-Dog,” with words and music by 1913 alumnus Cole Porter.




  The Porter song perhaps referred to “Handsome Dan,” thought to be the first live mascot of a sports team. There has been an actual bulldog filling the role since 1889. He is selected for his tolerance of loud bands and hyperactive children, and (according to lore) his aggressive stance toward the color crimson (symbol of Harvard) and toward tigers (mascot of Princeton). The first Handsome Dan was stuffed and mounted after he died in 1898 and now resides in a sealed glass case in one of the gymnasium’s trophy rooms. Handsome Dan II (1933–1937) died of a broken leg but met a fate similar to his predecessor. He can be seen, also in a glass case, at the Yale University Visitor Center on Elm Street.




  Tapping Reeve House and Law School, Litchfield


82 South Street, Litchfield; 860-567-4501; litchfieldhistoricalsociety.org; open mid-April through November; admission charged




  By breaking from the United Kingdom, the United States of America was effectively lawless. One of the first challenges in building a new country was to provide a continuity of legal principles. Moreover, there was also a dearth of legal talent because Tory lawyers were forbidden to practice. The Founding Fathers—John Adams, in particular—were concerned that the new country should have “a government of laws, and not of men.” That meant some very good men were needed—a cadre of lawyers and judges who could administer and adjudicate both common law and newly enacted statutes.




  Tapping Reeve (1744–1823), a distinguished country lawyer from Litchfield in the hill country of western Connecticut, would become one of the founding members of that government of laws. Like many lawyers of his time, he took in clerks—effectively apprentices—who would study his law books in preparation for the bar exam. His first protégé, in fact, was his brother-in-law Aaron Burr (1756–1836), who came to Litchfield to study with Reeve in 1784. He would later serve under Thomas Jefferson as the third vice president of the United States (1801–05).
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  Reeve’s reputation spread widely after the 1781 decision in Brom & Brett vs. Ashley, in which he successfully argued that Elizabeth Freeman, an enslaved woman in Sheffield, Massachusetts, be granted her freedom under the 1780 Massachusetts Constitution—thereby setting the precedent that led to the abolition of slavery in that state. He was soon taking in so many clerks that, in 1784, Reeve formally founded the Litchfield Law School in a small building next to his own home. He constructed a 14-month curriculum in the law with special attention to American adaptations and enlargements of British Common Law.




  The Litchfield Law School was the first independent law school in the country (the College of William & Mary had opened its law school four years earlier). When it opened, there were fewer than 100 lawyers admitted to the bar in Connecticut. Although it never granted a diploma—students received a letter saying that they had read the law at Litchfield and most immediately passed the bar exams in Connecticut and other states—the school would be tremendously influential.
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     Before the school closed in 1833, Litchfield would train well over 1,000 men from 22 states and 6 foreign countries. Although students from Connecticut, Massachusetts, and New York constituted a slight majority, many came from as far south as Georgia and the Carolinas—including John C. Calhoun (1782–1850), who, like Burr, would serve as vice president (1825–32). In all, the school trained 101 members of the US House of Representatives, 28 US senators, 6 members of the cabinet, 3 justices of the US Supreme Court, 14 state governors, and 13 chief justices of state supreme courts. More than a dozen lawyers who studied at Litchfield ultimately founded university law schools.




  




  The home and law school building of Tapping Reeve, located a few steps from the town green, are operated as a museum by the Litchfield Historical Society. Exhibits and an excellent video conjure up the heady years of the young republic when men flocked from near and far to study in rural Litchfield.




  Reeve operated the Litchfield Law School by himself until 1798, when he was elected to the Connecticut State Supreme Court. He hired one of his former students, James Gould, as a fellow lecturer and partner in the proprietary law school. Reeve retired in 1820 at the age of 76, but Gould kept the school going until his own retirement in 1833. By then, the little law school in Litchfield had done its job. Major law schools had sprung up at Yale, Harvard, Columbia, the University of Virginia, and other colleges and universities. After training so many lawyers, Reeve’s approach to an American interpretation of British Common Law was enshrined in the increasingly coherent American legal system.




  Exhibits range from re-created lecture rooms, complete with desks fitted with inkwells and quill pens, to evocations of the after-dinner arguments among students. Some exhibits also highlight the accomplishments of such distinguished graduates as politician and educational reformer Horace Mann, painter George Catlin, and explorer and diplomat John Lloyd Stephens.






  Hill-Stead, Farmington


35 Mountain Road, Farmington; 860-677-4787; hillstead.org; open year-round for guided tours; admission charged




  Part art gallery, part historic home, part glorious landscape, Hill-Stead Museum and its 152-acre estate is first and foremost a monument to good taste, talent, and a can-do attitude. The very model of gentility, it was recognized as a National Historic Landmark for a remarkable confluence of art, architecture, and landscape design. In one sense, it is testament to the skill and will of Theodate Pope Riddle (1867–1946), graduate of Miss Porter’s School for Girls in Farmington and the first woman to become a licensed architect in both New York and Connecticut.




  Theodate Pope—who was christened Effie Brooks Pope but changed her name at age 19 to Theodate to honor her grandmother—was the only child of industrialist Alfred Pope of Cleveland. In 1888, when Theodate was 21, the family spent nearly a year making the grand tour of Europe. Her father was immediately smitten with Impressionist paintings that he saw in France. He shrewdly purchased seminal paintings by Claude Monet and Edgar Degas early in their careers, and he liked to display them in his homes.
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  The 33,000-square-foot manse on a hill in Farmington was Theodate’s doing. After graduating from Miss Porter’s, she hired some of the school’s faculty to tutor her in architecture. She decided that she wanted to design her family’s summer home, so she consulted with the famous firm of McKim, Mead, and White for advice, while indicating firmly in her correspondence that the house was to be a Pope design. She completed it for her parents to occupy in 1901. Her achievement as an architect flew in the face of convention, which saw architecture as a strictly masculine profession, but she went on to complete a number of other significant commissions, including the reconstruction, restoration, and augmentation of the Theodore Roosevelt birthplace in New York.


  

  [image: chpt_fig_011]




  Her parents clearly enjoyed the house, and her father filled it with some superb works of art, all displayed in a domestic context. They cover the walls of the drawing room and pop up all over the home to brighten the walls. Alfred Pope had cutting-edge taste for his day, leading him to augment his Monets and Degases with works by Mary Cassatt (a sometimes houseguest), Edouard Manet, Pierre-Auguste Renoir, Camille Pissarro, and James McNeill Whistler—whom he met in 1894 and consulted about new purchases.




  A sense of domestic intimacy comes across in the hour-long tours of the house, where guides speak so fondly of the family that you’d think Theodate was a beloved great-aunt and that each had known personally the family butler who served for 60 years. He ruled over the large dining room off the coach entrance where the elder Popes, and then Theodate and her diplomat husband, John Riddle, held dinner parties and dances.




  The drawing room, with its Monet haystacks and Degas portraits (one, of a bather, was originally in a bedroom—too scandalous for public display), most delights visitors. The very first Impressionist painting that Alfred Pope purchased, Claude Monet’s “View of Cap d’Antibes,” hangs prominently over the fireplace.




  Theodate’s personality really emerges in the library. Before entering, the guide advises, “Close your eyes and smell it—dusty and dry, lots of leather and old pages.” Among them are works on the supernatural (Theodate was obsessed with contacting her father after his death in 1913) and volumes by such houseguests as William and Henry James.




  Theodate customized the house with deft personal touches, including a closet built into the doorframe of her father’s study to hold his golf clubs so he could step outside and hit a few on his personal six-hole course (now a grassy meadow). And although she never had children, she created a personal child’s guest bedroom on the second floor, complete with a bathroom fitted with a low sink sized for a small child. Yet for all her “masculine” achievement, she remained ever the lady, as a closet filled with her gowns and parasols attests.






  Theodate continued to occupy the house after her father’s death in 1913 and continued to have her own adventures. She was one of the survivors of the sinking of the British cruise ship RMS Lusitania in 1915. The next year, at age 49, she settled down and married former American diplomat John Wallace Riddle, and they spent more time than ever in Farmington. The gardens and grounds at Hill-Stead received her regular attention, and in 1925 she engaged Beatrix Farrand, one of America’s pioneer women landscape designers, to create the lovely Sunken Garden. Recently restored according to Farrand’s plan, the Sunken Garden is the site of an annual poetry festival on the grounds.




  On her death in 1946, Theodate left behind a 50-page document making Hill-Stead into a museum and spelling out in detail how it was to be displayed and where every work of art was to be hung. She was generous with her wealth—and determined to have the last word as to how it would be shown.




  Harriet Beecher Stowe House, Hartford


77 Forest Street, Hartford; 860-522-9258; harrietbeecherstowecenter.org; open year-round; admission charged




  Harriet Beechet Stowe (1811–96) was already one of the most famous and influential women in America when she moved to Hartford in 1864. Her husband, theologian Calvin Stowe, had just retired from a decade as a professor at Andover Theological Seminary in Andover, Massachusetts. Hartford was a logical choice because it meant being near family—always a priority for Harriet.




  Her sister Isabella was married to John Hooker, one of the two men developing the Nook Farm neighborhood of activists and reformers on Hartford’s western edge. The author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin was a natural fit in this enclave of politicians and writers, journalists and spiritualists, painters, suffragists, and—it went without saying—abolitionists. The Stowes oversaw the construction of an elaborate Victorian Gothic home they called Oakholm, but even America’s best-selling author found it too expensive to keep up, so they sold it. In 1873, they moved into the 14-room Victorian Gothic cottage that is now part of the Harriet Beecher Stowe Center.




  The new house was actually rather modest for Stowe’s means and reputation. She was far better known than Samuel Clemens—pen name Mark Twain (p. 17)—who moved into the 25-room flamboyant Gothic house next door in 1874 and had it decorated by Louis Comfort Tiffany. Although she ultimately wrote more than 30 books, Stowe is remembered primarily for her debut novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which was serialized in the National Era, an abolitionist newspaper, in 1851–52 and issued as a book in 1852.




  Displays in the visitors’ center trace the impact of the novel. Uncle Tom’s Cabin was among the first books of the mid-19th century to put a human face on the horrors of slavery, and if its story of families torn asunder was at points melodramatic and sentimental, it was also an instant international sensation. The book sold 10,000 copies the first week it rolled off the presses. In the first year, it sold 300,000 copies in the US. In Great Britain, it sold 1.5 million in a single year. It was translated into 48 languages before Stowe’s death in 1896. She was the literary rock star of her day. The book figured so prominently in galvanizing public opinion against slavery that it is often credited for creating the climate that led to the Civil War.




  [image: chpt_fig_013]




  The tour of Stowe’s house focuses more on her achievements and sense of social justice than on the decorative arts and architecture of the Gilded Age—even though Stowe and her sister Catharine Beecher co-authored The American Woman’s Home, which, among other things, laid out a theory of scientific housekeeping and kitchen design. Ultimately, the tour amounts to a journey through the rooms of a woman whose “family values” (in the best sense of that often-abused phrase) were the lode-stone of her moral compass.




  The dining room is set for a family meal for four: Stowe; her husband, Calvin; and their adult twin daughters, Hattie and Eliza, who lived in the house until Stowe’s death. Guides use the setting to paint a picture of Harriet’s own upbringing. Her father, famed evangelist Lyman Beecher, encouraged a lively discussion of the issues of the day at the family table. The Beechers took in students at the nearby Litchfield Law School (see p. 10), and debate was the normal household discourse.




  Lyman Beecher encouraged his children to fight for a cause, and Harriet wasn’t the only one to take up her father’s charge. Brother Henry Ward Beecher became a prominent abolitionist and temperance advocate. Older sister Catharine Beecher founded women’s colleges. Younger sister Isabella Beecher Hooker became a leader of the American suffragist movement. Brother Thomas Beecher, also a minister, raised two regiments to fight in the Civil War and served as chaplain to one. (He also performed the marriage ceremony for Samuel Clemens and Olivia Langdon, next-door neighbors to the Stowes.)




  The family would relax in the back parlor, with its modest piano and tufted Victorian couch. It served as the family living room, but instead of focusing on an electronic hearth, as it might today, the seating is arranged to encourage round table discussions. Like the Beecher family, the Stowes believed that conversation was the best way to entertain company.




  The second level of the house reveals a more personal side of Stowe and her immediate family members. The small room that served as her theologian husband’s study holds a dropleaf table where Stowe wrote portions of Uncle Tom’s Cabin when she and Calvin lived in Brunswick, Maine. She wrote all her works longhand with a flowing, urgent penmanship. Of the estimated 900 original manuscript pages of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, only 14 survive—9 in various libraries and 5 in the collections of the Harriet Beecher Stowe Center.




  The adjoining master bedroom, filled with heavy Empire furniture, has a coal fireplace. A desk is arranged as if Stowe had just stepped away. It’s a wonderfully messy vignette, complete with a large wastebasket full of crumpled, rejected drafts—a reminder that Stowe was one of the most prolific writers for publisher Ticknor & Fields. She continued to work until her mind began to fail after her husband died in 1888. Samuel Clemens’s account of her dementia at the time is consistent with Alzheimer’s disease.




  It was a sad end for a woman who clung to memories of all those whom she held dear. Poignantly, the mantle over the master bedroom fireplace is arrayed with photos of Stowe’s children. As guides at the Stowe house put it, her life’s work was constructed around “the overarching theme of families trying to keep themselves together.”




  Mark Twain House, Hartford


351 Farmington Avenue, Hartford; 860-247-0998; marktwainhouse.org; open year-round for guided tours; admission charged




  Best known by his pen name Mark Twain, Samuel Clemens (1835–1910) wrote that the happiest 17 years of his life were spent in this house at Nook Farm on the west side of Hartford. He and his wife, the former Olivia Langdon (1845–1904), spent considerable effort getting it exactly as they wanted it, right down to the hilltop house lot with sweeping western views.




  A decade younger than her husband, “Livy” was the daughter of a wealthy Elmira, New York, industrial family that was also active in social justice causes. One of the two presiding ministers at their 1870 wedding was Harriet Beecher Stowe’s younger brother, Thomas, and Olivia was close friends with another Beecher sister, Isabella Beecher Hooker. In 1871, the couple moved to Hartford to be closer to Sam’s publisher and Livy’s friends at Nook Farm, where Harriet Beecher Stowe (see p. 14) also lived.




  Two years later, they used the money from Livy’s inheritance to commission the 25-room Gothic Revival brick house, now known as the Mark Twain House, from prominent New York architect Edward Tuckerman Potter. Livy was deeply involved in the details of the house design, working back and forth with the architect on his sketches. In 1881, the couple engaged Louis Comfort Tiffany to carry out the interior design of the public areas of the house. They spent lavishly and lived well, filling the home with a mixture of custom furniture and fine pieces they dragged back from Europe.




  As Sam Clemens was fond of saying, “I was born modest but it didn’t last.”




  The couple left the house in 1891 due to financial setbacks and never had the heart to live again in the house where daughter Susy died at age 24. The house was rescued from demolition in 1929, and over time it has been restored to the Clemens era, complete with many of the original furnishings. Documentary photographs from the era the family lived here have guided restoration, so it truly reflects the tastes and interests of Sam and Livy Clemens.
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