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inside this issue, read about...
moving beyond furnishings plans to new paradigms for historic sites, collecting versus hoarding,
unusual collections stories from our houses, and a new HHT Curatorial Fund.
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The Historic House Trust
is a not-for-profit
organization operating in
tandem with the New York
City Department of Parks
& Recreation. Our mission
is to provide essential
support for houses of
architectural and cultural
significance, spanning
350 years of New York City
life. These treasures reside
within city parks and
are open to the public.
About this issue:
In this issue we investigate the vast social,
psychological, and
political landscape
encompassing the notion
of collecting. This dialogue includes both the
individual collector as
well as collecting institutions and questions the
line between stewardship
and hoarding. As we
struggle to define what
collecting is and what
can—and cannot—occur
with cultural property,
the professional museum
community is trying to
keep up with economic
and social demands
forced upon the traditional notion of museum
collections.
Printing of this newsletter is generously
underwritten by Forbes
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do with all
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stuff?
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Hoarding:
the value
of things
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as if everything
were a Rembrandt
September 11th, 2001:
the collecting
of emotion
“If we invest as much
time in understanding the
needs of our communities
and finding those links
between our communities
and our sites as we invest
in furnishing perfect
period rooms, the sites
of the 21st century will
truly be memorable and
meaningful experiences,
and they will be places
that matter to a new
generation of visitors.”
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Material culture enriches
the visitor experience
at a historic house. Items
as common as dinner
forks (such as these at
Lefferts Historic House)
provide a tangible way
for visitors to feel what it
was like to live during
a past period.
T R US T S TA F F

Rebecca Brainard
Preservation Crew Member

What do
we do with
all of this

Sheri Durkee
Development Director
David C. Mandel
Director of Education
& Interpretation
Jonathan Mellon
Senior Architectural Conservator
Tara Kiernan
Administrative Coordinator
Meredith A. Sorin
Deputy Director

On our cover:
Photographer Ryan
Carville represents
a collector’s fantasy.
“People who hoard tend
to espouse strong beliefs
about responsibility for
how they handle their
belongings.... Concern
about responsibility also
applies to efforts to prevent harm from coming
to a possession to which
the person has assigned
humanlike status, making it inherently worthy
of protection.” (Suzanne
Otte and Gail Steketee).
Carville specializes in
fashion, product, and
editorial photography.

A Note from

Franklin D. Vagnone
Executive Director

I

n this issue, we shed some light on the
psychology of collecting, and the importance
of collections at house museums. At our
houses, it’s not just the physical structures that
tell the stories of the past. Their collections,
totaling more than 90,000 objects that range from
Revolutionary War cannon balls to Duncan Phyfe
chairs, have voices all their own. These artifacts
add a fine-grained level of understanding of life in
the past and authenticity to visitors’ experiences.
They are also a considerable responsibility.
Just cataloguing them with up-to-date software is
an ongoing task, in addition to regular care and
conservation. Under the leadership of Collections
Committee Chair Patricia Weinbach and our
Curatorial Associate Caroline Drabik, HHT is

focusing on the critical needs of these special
collections. It is our goal to provide hardware,
software, and technical assistance in collections
management to all the houses. To that end,
HHT is establishing a curatorial fund to provide
monies for the purchase of curatorial services and
materials. Stay tuned to our Facebook page to
watch our progress!
I have to be honest here—most of the “objects”
used in our photographs in this issue of our HHT
Journal come from my personal “collection.”
Many of these items were purchased in New York
City, which has some of the best thrift/junk and
antique shops I have visited. Some of my absolute
favorites spots are The Mystery Shop on First
Avenue in Manhattan, Silver Arrow Antiques &
Things at City Island in The Bronx, and the 39th
Street Hell’s Kitchen Flea market. If anyone wants
to come flee marketing with me on the weekends,
give me a call!

We salute our Corporate Supporters
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Makeup and hair: Claire
Vagnone.
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Stuff?
By Dr. Gretchen Sullivan Sorin

I

n 1979, when White House historian William

variety of America’s interior spaces to reflect this
Seale wrote his classic book, Recreating
focus on scholarship. With hand-ground paint
the Historic House Interior, he codified an
pigments, authentic reproduction lighting and
approach that was becoming increasingly popular
carpets, and hand-blocked wallpapers, the rooms
with museum and decorative arts historians
of historic houses took on dramatically different
that period rooms in historic houses should be
appearances. At Colonial Williamsburg, for
furnished with meticulous historical research and
example, research revealed that a “ladies’ parlor”
careful attention to detail. The task of creating a
in the tavern was originally a billiard room.
furnishings plan was a process of discovery that
But, while furnishings plans provide
mined census records, diaries, paintings, photoessential documentation, they are no longer
graphs, and other historical evidence for clues
sufficient to meet the needs of museum visitors
to the former appearance of the interiors. These
in the 21st century. Every generation has
interiors were not simply beautiful spaces
reinterpreted its historic sites for contemporary
“decorated” with antique furniture and art in the
missions and audiences, and today, objects remain
taste of our time, but rather mirrors to another
essential—but only in service to our visitors. The
time that enabled viewers to glimpse the daily lives period rooms carefully crafted from furnishings
and taste of the people who originally inhabited
plans may appeal to visitors interested in
them. Everyday objects like gout stools, partially
decorative arts, but they offer little for those with
filled wine glasses, or a dressing gown draped
other interests. And unfortunately, audiences
across a bed might all have been added to give the
for the decorative arts are small and can best
appearance that the occupants had just stepped out be served by places like the period rooms at the
of the room.
Metropolitan Museum of Art or the Brooklyn
The historic furnishings plan became a crucial Museum.
document for every historic site. Throughout the
Historic sites, in my opinion, have a different
1970s and 1980s scholars reinterpreted a wide
mission. These buildings, in situ, can and should
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a b out the
author

offer broader visitor experiences for far broader
audiences. As community institutions they have
a responsibility, through the privilege of their
tax-exempt status, to serve their communities.
They must find creative ways to engage their
communities in issues that matter to people in the
present and that improve our communities.
The furnishings plans that were so
revolutionary in the 1970s and 1980s were key
documents for their time, but now provide a
starting point for historic sites to think about
new missions and ways of engaging visitors.
Indeed, historic sites are fast in danger of
becoming irrelevant relics of a bygone era. With
the exception of national monuments like Mount
Vernon and Monticello, many of our historic
sites are circling the drain in terms of visitation,
relevance, and sustainability. Some have already
closed. Many have aging staffs and boards with
few young people waiting in the wings to take on
the mantle of leadership. This is not a model for
continued viability.
As homes, these buildings were dynamic
spaces where human beings lived, died, bore
children, discussed politics, cooked, argued, loved,
and shared their lives. Yet, in most cases we have
created frozen spaces without the human drama
that connects people in the past with those of us
alive today. Making meaning from historic house
interiors requires more than a tour guide telling
visitors how things were. As other museums have
explored new ways of connecting with visitors,
historic houses must also look for new models for
the new century.

—————————————

Dr. Gretchen Sullivan Sorin
is currently Distinguished
Professor and Director of
the Cooperstown Graduate
Program. A curator, historic
site administrator, and author
with 30 years of experience
working in museums and
historical agencies, she
has written more than 35
furnishings plans for historic
houses including Gadsby’s
Tavern in Alexandria Virginia,
the Bush-Holley House in
Greenwich Connecticut,
and the New York State Bar
Association headquarters in
Albany, New York. Dr. Sorin
has been the curator of many
exhibitions that address
race relations and cultural
intersection, including Bridges
and Boundaries: African
Americans and American Jews,
a national traveling exhibition
for the Jewish Museum in
New York, and In the Spirit of
Martin: the Living legacy
of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.
Dr. Sorin’s most recent
exhibition, Through the Eyes
of Others: African Americans
and Identity in American
Art, for the New York State
Historical Association,
raised questions about our
perceptions about race and
identity. Dr. Sorin holds a
PhD from the State University
of New York at Albany and
is the recipient of the SUNY
Chancellor’s Research
Recognition Award.
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Detail of a plate
featured in Dyckman
Farmhouse’s Relic Room.
The back of this plate
tells as much of a story
as its carefully designed
front does, transforming
an object of everyday
life into an artifact
with different layers
of meaning. Museum
professionals are
charged not only with
caring for these objects,
but with interpreting
their emotional value
and using them as
muses for storytelling.

What will these new models look like?
As the author of over 30 furnishings plans over
the last 30 years, I know the difficulty of creating
dynamic interiors for historic houses. And, I will
be the first to admit that although my furnishings
plans were scrupulously researched, some are
now outdated and should be rethought given
these new realities. I am certainly not proposing
abandoning the objects that furnish historic sites,
although some rooms might be furnished with
reproductions to enable real visitor interaction
and some might be emptied for programming or
special exhibitions. I am advocating rooms that
are dynamic, that change often, and that are
not thought of as permanent installations. My
approach to any historic house today would begin
with the visitor and the community instead of
with the stuff.

Photo courtesy of the
Dyckman Farmhouse Museum.

Whom shall we serve?
What are the community’s demographics and
what are its trends? Is it a community of new
immigrants for whom English is a second
language? Are there large numbers of children
or senior citizens? Understanding the audience
4
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D i r e ct o r s ’
C o u nc i l
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Kay Allaire
Brian Andersson
George H. Beane
Henry C. Blackiston
Mario Buatta
Diana Chapin
Alice B. Diamond
Jamie Drake
Amy L. Freitag
Alice Cooney Frelinghuysen
Donald Friedman
Ceramics in King Manor’s collection. HHT’s Curatorial
Associate, Caroline Drabik, has assisted King Manor in
creating an extensive digital catalogue of the museum’s
collections and in storing these items properly. This
unique collection represents a diversity of eras in
the history of Queens, New York City, and the nation.
The King Manor collection contains 1,500 objects, about
150 of which have direct provenance to Rufus King.

Robin Harper

for the museum will help to determine where
the community’s needs and the museum’s
interests might intersect. A regular review and
perhaps a broadening of the mission is also an
important step in this process.

Joseph Pell Lombardi

So what?
Historic houses must answer the question: Why
should anyone care about this site? Is it simply
because the person who lived here was wealthy?
There are so many historic houses today that
sometimes it is difficult to distinguish one from
another. What makes a site different and worth
visiting? Is there a particular theme that the
house or its inhabitants represent that resonates
with the public? Inspired by her commitment to
women and her strong stand against slavery, the
Harriet Beecher Stowe House, now the Stowe
Center, is committed to “social justice and positive
change,” values that are as timeless today as they
were in the 19th century.
21st Century Storytelling
How can we take frozen sites and transform them
into dynamic places for people? The answer is that
every site must find its own purpose and meaning,
but there are good examples to consider:
The Old Soldier’s Home in Washington, D.C.
uses almost empty rooms to conjure up a more
vivid picture of Abraham Lincoln and his life there
than would ever be possible in a meticulously
furnished house. With special lighting, video
monitors, audio presentations, a few well
chosen pieces of furniture, and active visitor
participation, well-trained interpreters lead

Margize Howell
Kenneth T. Jackson
Susan Henshaw Jones
Lucy Kennedy
Jonathan Kuhn
Malcolm MacKay
Joseph Pierson
Dianne H. Pilgrim
Nicholas Quennell
Robert C. Quinlan
Frances A. Resheske
Renee Ring
Gary Ross
Frank E. Sanchis III
David Stutzman
Joan N. Taubner
Gina Ingoglia Weiner
Anthony C. Wood
Kathy Yohalem

F OLLOW US
O N LI N E !
—————————————

Visit our website for a
calendar of events
and other activities at
the houses.
Become a member online!

historichousetrust.org
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A N ew H ome
for L efferts
D ocuments
—————————————
By Billy Holliday,
Director, Lefferts
Historic House

In the 90 years since Lefferts
Historic House became a
museum, generous donations
have created a collection of
nearly 700 objects, including
paper and parchment
documents from the 17th,
18th, and 19th centuries. In
the last 15 years the entire
collection was brought
up to museum standards:
inventoried, catalogued,
and (with support from HHT)
entered into a database.
While this improved storage
conditions, issues regarding
climate control, exhibition
of sensitive materials, and
accessibility of records for
research still remained.
For some time we sought
a new home for the archival
documents that would address
these issues. In 2010 we
donated nearly all of them
to the Brooklyn Historical
Society (BHS). The Leon Levy
Foundation provided support
to conserve them and create
high-quality facsimiles for
exhibition and educational
use at Lefferts. The donated
materials complement another
sizable collection of Lefferts
materials already there.
While we have “given up “
these documents, the public
has gained them: they will be
available as reproductions
displayed at Lefferts, originals
available at BHS, and as
images on both institution’s
websites.

visitors in a conversation about the President’s
process as he brooded over important decisions
that would affect a nation at war.
The Newark Museum energized its 19th-

century Ballantine House by asking 21st-century
artists to respond to different rooms. BritishNigerian artist Yinka Shonibare transformed the
dining room into a raucous commentary on class,
taste, and sexuality with bawdy headless models
that resonate with modern audiences. Shonibare’s
visitors don’t have to leave with “facts,” but with
ideas that get them thinking.

Every Tuesday Jane Addams Hull House in
Chicago offers a program called “Re-Thinking
Soup.” The museum transforms into a modern-day
soup kitchen, inviting the public to enjoy a bowl of
soup and discuss important social topics. The staff
believes that the museum should “make connections
between the work of Hull House residents and
important contemporary social issues.”
The Lower East Side Tenement Museum

uses immigration—an experience that has touched
almost every American family—to engage visitors
in discussions about tolerance and historical
perspective. Their goal is to encourage people to
get involved in their communities. The site also
offers English as a second language classes, an
important community need, to new immigrants.

While hoarders assign
emotional value to objects
to an excessive degree, we
all imbue token items with
nostalgia, luck, longing
for a loved one, or other
sentiment. In the past,
it was not uncommon to
stash these items with
their assigned meanings
into the very walls of one’s
home. These items were
found within the walls
of Poe Cottage during its
recent restoration.

Historic Weeksville in Brooklyn feeds not
only the souls of its community, but their bodies
as well. In this food desert, with no supermarkets,
the historic site provides cultural offerings, and a
farmers’ market of fresh, healthy vegetables. The
museum has become one of the only sources of
good nutrition in the area. It is what Director Pam
Green calls an “urban oasis” serving a real and
compelling need. Brooklyn has a rich agricultural
history and supported some of New York’s most
productive farms until the 1880s.

Photo courtesy of the Bronx County
Historical Society.

Historic sites offer opportunities for us to
connect with the past in tangible ways because
they are the places in which real people lived.
But to make these connections, those of us who
work in museums must find that link between
past and present that resonates with people today.
If we invest as much time in understanding the
needs of our communities and finding those links
between our communities and our sites as we
invest in furnishing perfect period rooms, the sites
of the 21st century will truly be memorable and
meaningful experiences, and they will be places
that matter to a new generation of visitors.

Dundurn Castle in Hamilton,
Ontario turned some of its acreage
in the middle of the city into a
community garden that provides
garden beds for local families.
Although many of the city’s recent
immigrants showed no interest in
touring the home of the 19th century
Premier of the United Canadas, they
found meaning in the site because
of its agricultural history and
community garden.

outside of Philadelphia, renewed its
original use of the land by creating
an urban farm to produce fresh
6

vegetables, providing an important service to
neighbors. “The cultivation of food becomes
a way to cultivate relationships,” the museum
staff notes.

Look Beyond the
Walls of the House
Some historic sites are even looking
beyond the walls of their houses
because they are located in the
middle of parks or on large tracts of
land. These sites have found ways of
profoundly affecting a basic human
need—food and nutrition—by going
back to their agrarian roots.

The Wyck House in Germantown,
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A variety of farming tools representing the evolution of agriculture in
Brooklyn lay catalogued and temporarily stored in a second floor bedroom
at the Hendrick I. Lott House until further collections work takes place.
The Order of Colonial Lords of Manors in America provided funds to pay
for assistance in cataloguing the collection of nearly 500 Lott House objects.
Spring 2011

Hoarding:

the value
of things

by Suzanne Otte and Gail Steketee

I

n North America, an estimated 30 percent of the population maintains a collection
of some sort. Collectors may be passionate
enough to pay exorbitant prices for the items they
desire, or they may wish to make a statement of
personal identity and self expression, or they may
simply be engaging in an enjoyable hobby.
In every case, however, the drive to collect is
closely associated with feelings about possessions.
An item may be of value for its rarity, its
usefulness, the personal history linked with it, or
what it represents symbolically. Collecting itself
may inspire valuable emotions associated with
increased social contact, personal enjoyment,
or security, as well as the pleasure of the effort
expended to acquire or maintain the item.
Given the broad appeal of and curiosity about
collecting, broadcast networks have responded
by producing such programs as History Channel’s
American Pickers and PBS’s Antiques Roadshow.
We have become fascinated with collectors.

Collecting vs. Hoarding
That collective curiosity increases even more
with regard to hoarding. From reality shows such
as the Discovery Channel’s Buried Alive to talk
show interventions to news programs such as
60 Minutes, Americans have turned their attention
to this phenomenon. Collecting, in which individuals maintain collections of objects that are
generally considered interesting and valuable, is
distinctly different from hoarding. Compulsive
hoarding is characterized by the acquisition
Spring 2011

of, and failure to discard, a large number of
possessions; excessive clutter that precludes
activities for which the living space was designed;
and significant distress or impairment in daily
functioning caused by the hoarding.
Generally, people with hoarding problems
tend to live alone and may have a family member
with the problem. Conservative estimates indicate
that serious hoarding problems occur in 2 to 5
percent of the population; hoarding seems to affect
men more often than women, although women
are more likely to seek treatment. Common
signs of hoarding behavior include difficulty
discarding items; a large amount of clutter in the
home; losing important paperwork or money in
the clutter; feeling overwhelmed by the volume
of possessions that have “taken over” the space;
acquiring free items compulsively; purchasing
objects because they are “bargains” or to “stock
up”; and avoidance of inviting family, friends, or
repairmen into the home out of embarrassment
or shame.
Persons with a hoarding problem often
express unusually strong positive feelings (joy,
delight, excitement) when acquiring a new
item and conversely strong negative feelings
(guilt, anger, fear, sadness) when considering
removing items. They adamantly believe that
their possessions are “valuable” or “useful”
despite others’ assertions to the contrary. People
who compulsively hoard often feel excessively
responsible for their possessions and sometimes
think of inanimate objects as having feelings,

a b out the
A uthors
—————————————

Dr. Gail Steketee is Dean
and Professor at Boston
University’s School of
Social Work. She received
her Masters and Doctorate
from Bryn Mawr’s Graduate
School of Social Work. She
has conducted NIMH-funded
research projects and
other studies on the
psychopathology and
treatment of anxiety and
related problems, especially
obsessive compulsive
spectrum disorders, including
hoarding. She has published
over 200 articles and 12
books, most recently, Stuff:
Compulsive Hoarding and
the Meaning of Things
and The Hoarding Handbook:
A guide for Human Service
Professionals. She gives
frequent lectures and
workshops on hoarding, OCD,
and related topics.
Suzanne Otte, MSW, LCSW
is a practicing clinician
specializing in hoarding and
related issues, including
depression and anxiety.
She received her degree
from Boston University’s
School of Social Work,
where she participated in a
research project that studied
compulsive hoarding, led
by Dr. Gail Steketee. Today,
she remains affiliated with
the project team, focused
on outreach and training.
In addition to her clinical
work, Suzanne holds an MBA
and MS in Communications
Management and is employed
as a marketing director in
Boston, Massachusetts.

7

H IS T O R I C H OUSE T R US T O F N EW Y O R K C I T Y

a form of anthropomorphizing. Despite clear
interference with their lives, those who hoard may
deny they have a problem.
Hoarding, unlike collecting, is associated
with high rates of concurrent psychiatric
conditions, such as a major depressive disorder,
social phobia, and generalized anxiety disorder.
About 20 to 25 percent of people who hoard also
report attention deficit problems. Moreover,
the clutter associated with hoarding has been
reported to increase the risk of fire, falling, poor
sanitation, and health problems. A recent study
of individuals who identified themselves as
compulsive hoarders reported an average of seven
work impairment days per month due to their
psychiatric condition. Not surprisingly, this level
of difficulty also causes family members to feel
burdened and frustrated.

Bronx
—————————————

Bartow-Pell Mansion
Museum
www.bartowpellmansion
museum.org
718-885-1461
Edgar Allan Poe Cottage
www.bronxhistoricalsociety.org
718-881-8900

Assigning Emotional Value to Objects
Compulsive hoarding is a multifaceted
problem that is anchored by profound feelings
of attachment to items and collecting large
quantities of items that are not typical of nonhoarders. Those who struggle with hoarding tend
to be perfectionsitic, indecisive individuals who
are fearful of making a mistake, worrying that
an item might be needed in the future. By saving
almost everything, the person avoids the decision
to discard and the accompanying worry that they
may be making the wrong decision.
The emotional attachment that a person who
hoards may develop for a belonging is deemed
“sentimental saving” or a hypersentimental
regard for possessions. The perception of items
as sources of comfort and security fuels this
emotional bond. People who hoard tend to
espouse strong beliefs about responsibility for
how they handle their belongings. This includes
exercising their environmental consciousness by
not discarding items (evident in the traditional
adage “waste not, want not”). Concern about
responsibility also applies to efforts to prevent
harm from coming to a possession to which the
person has assigned humanlike status, making it
inherently worthy of protection.

Valentine-Varian House
www.bronxhistoricalsociety.org
718-881-8900
Van Cortlandt House
www.vancortlandhouse.org
718-543-3344
B r o o k lyn
—————————————

Lefferts Historic House
www.prospectpark.org
718-789-2822
Hendrick I. Lott House
www.lotthouse.org
Old Stone House
www.theoldstonehouse.org
718-768-3195
Wyckoff Farmhouse
Museum
www.wyckoffassociation.org
718-629-5400
Manhattan
—————————————

Dyckman Farmhouse
Museum
www.dyckmanfarmhouse.org
212-304-9422

Individual to Institutional Hoarding
Museums, not unlike hoarders, face a daunting
task of determining the fate of their belongings.
However, the management of vast inventories of
items—most legitimately valuable—is further
complicated for museums by the need to establish

Gracie Mansion
www.nyc.gov/gracie
212-570-4751
Little Red Lighthouse
212-304-2365
Merchant’s House
Museum
www.merchantshouse.org
212-777-1089
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Paul Davis, Registrar of the National History Museum in London, has noted, “The founding principle of national
museums was to collect….curators are instinctive hoarders…but we are no longer the nation’s attic.…the task of
keeping what comes in versus not is increasingly rigorous.”
Spring 2011

Often curators at historic sites
walk a fine line between collections
professional and hoarder. Learning
to walk that line is both a challenge
and an art. Photographer: Ryan
Carville. Model: Laurie Tezak. Makeup
and hair: Claire Vagnone.
Spring 2011

criteria for what acquisitions they will accept and
to harness resources to safely store collections by
providing proper ventilation, light, temperature,
and control of humidity. They must also decide
what to present to the visiting public. Paul Davis,
Registrar of the National History Museum in
London, has noted, “The founding principle of
national museums was to collect….curators are
instinctive hoarders…but we are no longer the
nation’s attic.…the task of keeping what comes
in versus not is increasingly rigorous.”
Recent legislation passed in the New
Jersey senate and now under consideration by
an Assembly committee provides the means for
museums to take ownership of collections (“old
loans”) that are no longer of use to a particular
museum. Prior to this legislation, museums were
limited in what they could do with unwanted
items on loan which could not be lent to other
institutions, cataloged, or cleaned without
permission from owners or heirs. If the owner
or heir could not be found or was deceased, the
museum was forced to store the items indefinitely,
usually at significant cost. With this legislation,
museums may—after sequential attempts to
contact collection owners—take legal possession,
facilitating the transfer or sale of collected items
to more suitable institutions, and increasing the
possibility of raising capital to fund operations or
the acquisition of new holdings.

Manhattan (cont’d)
—————————————

striking a Balance
It is clear that hoarding and collecting are
two different phenomena that have a few
overlapping features and underlying causes,
but many differences. Both conditions share the
accumulation of strongly desired items, but differ
with regard to the value of those items (although
hoarding of highly valuable items does occur).
The primary difference is in the impairment that
hoarding causes, as well as the associated distress
for the hoarding persons and for those they live
with when ordinary living spaces are overtaken
and rendered unusable. Interestingly, it is also
clear that museums, and undoubtedly individual
collectors, can suffer the consequences of too
many items with insufficient display and storage
capacity. Certainly, any normative behaviors
can become problematic under circumstances
of insufficient resources and capacity. Perhaps
the question to consider is not a quantitative
one (“How many things should I keep?”) but a
qualitative one (“To what degree are my things
enhancing or hindering the quality of my life?”).
While there is no textbook answer because each
individual and institution differs in need, insight,
and ability to accommodate items, the question
worthy of consideration is how to establish,
reclaim, or maintain balance when quantity
overwhelms capacity.

Stat e n I s l an d

Morris-Jumel Mansion
Museum
www.morrisjumel.org
212-923-8008
Swedish Cottage
Marionette Theatre
www.cityparksfoundation.org
212-988-9093
Queens
—————————————

Bowne House
www.bownehouse.org
718-359-0528
King Manor Museum
www.kingmanor.org
718-206-0545
Kingsland Homestead
www.queenshistorical
society.org
718-939-0647
Lewis H. Latimer House
718-961-8585
Queens County Farm
Museum
www.queensfarm.org
718-347-FARM

—————————————

Alice Austen House
www.aliceausten.org
718-816-4506
Conference House
www.conferencehouse.org
718-984-6046
Historic Richmond Town
www.historicrichmondtown.org
718-351-1611
Seguine Mansion
718-667-6042

For more information on these
sites please visit our website
at www.historichousetrust.org
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ac·ces·sion

[ak-sesh-uh n]
The action a
museum takes to
add an object into
its collection.
By Caroline Drabik,
HHT Curatorial Associate

Museums and other collecting
institutions accession objects
that will enhance their
collection and better serve
their mission. Conversely,
they deaccession objects to
keep their collections free
of redundancy or from being
overwhelmed with objects of
poor condition or provenance.
The deaccessioned object may
be gifted to a neighboring
institution, sold, or, in cases
of extremely deteriorated
objects, destroyed. Both
actions require an institution
to follow ethical guidelines
and procedures set forth in
the institution’s collection
management policy as
recommended by the American
Association of Museums
and other professional
organizations. And both
actions serve to keep a
collection at top, manageable
form that best serves the
museum and its community.
(continued on next page)
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(continued from previous page)

The Relic Room at Dyckman
Farmhouse Museum houses
artifacts from the Reginald
Pelham Bolton Collection. Bolton
was an amateur archeologist who
discovered numerous artifacts
around the Farmhouse and the
surrounding neighborhood in
the late 19th and early 20th
centuries. First installed as an
exhibit in 1916, the Relic Room
continues to offer visitors a
glimpse at the myriad objects
which have helped the Museum
piece together the history of
the Dyckmans and their life in
northern Manhattan.

This shoe was found
inside the wall at Poe
Cottage. Surprising finds
took center stage during
the restoration of the
house this past fall.

If these
walls could

Photo courtesy of the Dyckman Farmhouse Museum.

When to Hoard
and When to

Say No

By Susan De Vries, Director,

By Kathy McAuley, Director of museums,

Dyckman Farmhouse Museum

Bronx county Historical Society

P

erhaps many in the house museum

world have a bit of the hoarder inside,
and this can be a job asset when
working in collections. Knowing not to throw out
that random piece of wood that might later turn
out to be the missing finial from an 18th-century
clock is not a bad skill. However, the strength
to say no and the ability to make judgments
based on the best interest of the collection and
the historic site is just as critical.
This issue became evident at Dyckman
Farmhouse Museum when the collecting
proclivities of the early 20th century met with
the museum standards of the present. In 2007,
Dyckman finally had the resources to tackle
an accessioning dilemma that had been looming
for decades. When the museum opened in
1916, it included a special display called the
Reginald Pelham Bolton Collection, known
affectionately as the Relic Room. Filled
with Revolutionary War era weapons and
remnants of 18th-century life, it lingered in
the memory of many who visited. Most
objects had been on view for decades until the
collection was boxed in 2003 in preparation
for the restoration of the farmhouse.
With little documentation of what the
collection actually contained, we began a Relic
Room documentation project with the plan that
every one of the estimated 2,000 objects would be
given an accession number, photographed, and
assessed for condition. Interns working on the

project (thanks to a collaboration with HHT
and NYU) took the task of documenting each
object comprehensively. Naturally, this plan had
to be reassessed constantly, as surprises emerged
in every box. Scraps of paper, peach pits, modern
pins, and early 20th-century pencils, jars, mint
tins, and mustard bottles as well as other random
modern objects caused endless debates about
significance. With little concept of the full extent
and context of the collection until each piece was
unpacked, making judgment calls on what was
important was always a conversation.
Then came the rust. At some point we
realized that in the push to get through boxes,
what much of what we were accessioning was
actually just rust—tiny bits of rust which had
been carefully wrapped in tissue at some point.
Ultimately 5,285 objects were accessioned. The
mustard bottles and mint tins made it into
the collection as representative of the work of the
early 20th-century archaeologists, but the rust
did not. The rust, primarily pieces of fill used
to mend objects and bags of tiny metal scraps,
ended up instead as part of an education
collection. Yes, this means I wasn’t able to quite
let go of these items, but I am able to justify
the decision. They are actually wonderful
conservation and archaeology teaching tools,
but by not accessioning them into the museum’s
collection we are not burdening the next
generation of museum stewards with their care.
Perhaps they will have the strength to let go.
Spring 2011

I

have been in charge of the Edgar Allan
Poe Cottage for a long time and I thought
I could no longer be surprised by anything
at this historic landmark in The Bronx. With the
current restoration of the house, however, I was
proved wrong.
The Cottage was saved from urban sprawl
in 1913, due mostly to the fact that it was already
famous as the writer’s final home (1846-1849).
Poe had moved his family north from the city of
New York in April 1846 to the Westchester
County village of Fordham. His wife Virginia was
dying of tuberculosis and Poe thought the country
air might do her good. After she died in the house
in January 1847, Poe continued to live there
until his own death on October 7, 1849 (though
he died in Baltimore, Maryland). During his
residence in the Cottage, Poe wrote such works as
“The Bells,” “Eureka,” “Annabel Lee,” and “The
Cask of Amontillado.”
This modest wood frame farmhouse, 200
years old in 2012 and celebrating a century as
a museum in 2013, is now closed to the public
while undergoing an extensive, much-needed
restoration. The work has been underway since
early August of last year, when the house’s
furnishings were moved to storage for safekeeping. The interior walls have been stripped
of decaying plaster and the window frames
have been removed for wood consolidation or
replacement. The clapboards that cover its
Spring 2011

Talk
south façade have been brought back to life from
underneath generations of paint layers. The
shingles that covered the three other sides of the
Cottage were just too damaged to be salvaged and
are therefore being replaced. It was during the
removal of those shingles along the west elevation
that the project took a surprising turn.
The restoration had been going along
fairly smoothly, until we got a call on October
20th to come down to Poe Cottage because the
contractor’s workers had discovered “things in
the wall” behind the shingles being removed from
the west façade. My archaeology background
stirred to life seeing the materials that kept
being removed, piece by fragile piece, from behind
those shingles. These finds included a two-tined
fork, a baby shoe, clothing and other textile
fragments in cloth and leather, wood and metal
tools, hardware, bits of newspaper and letters,
pottery sherds, and corn cobs that were used as
insulation under the floor boards. Placing a shoe
inside the wall may have been meant for good
luck, but it appeared that this section of wall had
become home to all sorts of items. Most seem to
date from the late 18th and early 19th centuries.
Although it can never be proven, it would be
exciting to think that some of these materials
were used and secreted away inside the wall by
none other than the great American writer, Edgar
Allan Poe. Is this the Poe Cottage version of “The
Tell-Tale Heart?”

de·ac·ces·sion

[dee-ak-sesh-uh n]
The action a
museum takes to
remove an object
from its collection.
The process of deaccessioning
has gotten much attention in
the last few years. In March
2009, state Assemblymen
Richard Brodsky and
Jose Serrano published an
amendment to the
education law regarding
rules of deaccessioning for
collecting institutions.
Alarmed at the notion
that a museum might
sell deaccessioned
collections objects and use
the proceeds for purposes
other than purchasing
more objects, Brodsky and
Serrano fashioned legislation
that included the requirement
that collecting institutions
publish their collections
management policy as well
as a register of all objects in
their collection.
Those representing
small Museums expressed alarm
about the prospect of mandated,
published inventories.
Managing a comprehensive
collections inventory is
costly, time consuming,
and detail-oriented. It is an
ongoing challenge, and for
small museums and historic
sites with limited resources,
it is often next to impossible.
As result of these concerns,
Assemblyman Brodsky
announced that in the redraft
of his legislation, there would
be no unfunded mandates
imposed on museums. He
would endeavor to craft
legislation that adequately
protects the collections
held within the museums
of New York State.
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9/11:
C ollecting
C ontemporary
O b j ects
with S trong
E motional
T ies
—————————————
By Ed Wiseman,
Director, historic
richmond town

Museum initiatives begin and
end with mission. This was
vital in 2001, when we felt it
was our role and responsibility,
as an organization dedicated
to preserving and presenting
Staten Island’s history, to
document an event that
had a dramatic effect on
our community. Due to the
tragedy’s deep emotional ties,
our curators were careful to
develop a sensitive approach
to the collection process.
The curators focused on
preserving objects related to
the buildings themselves, the
rescue equipment, the recovery
efforts, and the post-event:
letters from children, patches,
pins, banners, and other
ephemera that memorialized
the disaster. Finally, they
found a delicate way to
touch upon the personal—by
photographing tattoos that
were inked in honor those who
sacrificed. Throughout, they
relied heavily on community
outreach. They visited with
rescue workers and met family
members, so many items were
not “collected.” They were
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As if

everything
were a
rembrandt

The attic at Van Cortlandt House continues to provide
storage space for household objects just as it has for
hundreds of years. (above and opposite page)

By Laura Carpenter, Director,
Van Cortlandt House Museum

T

he stewardship of Van Cortlandt

House Museum by the National
Society of Colonial Dames in the State
of New York began well before the concept of
historic preservation had a name, before formal
furnishings plans or historic structures reports
existed, and even 24 years before women had the
right to vote. It began officially in 1896, when an
intrepid group of ladies, headed up by Society
President Justine VR Townsend, petitioned
the first the city’s Park Board and then the
State Legislature for permission to convert Van
Cortlandt House into a museum. Armed with a
license agreement granting them a 30-year lease
on Van Cortlandt House, the National Society
of Colonial Dames in the State of New York set
about to restore the house and fill it with the
“rapidly vanishing artifacts of our Colonial past.”
A marvelous example of how well an
organization can rally around a cause, the Dames
immediately set up a formal committee to oversee
the restoration and operation of Van Cortandt
House. As the Dames’ found their way through

the new territory of historic house administration,
this one large committee was further divided
into subcommittees. This allowed members with
specific interests in collections or gardens to
focus their efforts.
In this same organic fashion, a collections
policy for gifts and loans to Van Cortlandt House
was developed. The first mention of a collections
policy can be found in the annual report of the
Van Cortlandt House Committee dated April 4,
1898. “The House Committee has established
the rule that no articles shall be received of later
date than 1799, and that all the connections
shall relate to, and illustrate, the Colonial and
Revolutionary periods only.” Much to their credit,
the Dames recognized that they themselves lacked
full expertise in vetting donations and loans and
decided that “all exhibits of doubtful origin shall be
submitted to expert opinion before finding a place
in the Museum.” It is this stipulation that brought
a professionalism to the Dames’ administration of
Van Cortlandt House that is characteristic of their
work with the house to this day.
Spring 2011

The furnishing and interpretation of Van
Cortlandt House initially took the form of a
repository of all things Colonial. The Dames
assembled and displayed, in what is now the West
Parlor, an impressive shrine of sorts to George
Washington with a framed piece of his campaign
tent and Martha’s wedding dress along with a small
scale plaster statue of the General. Changes to
the interpretation and additions to the permanent
collections at Van Cortlandt House however
indicate that the Dames were intent on focusing
on Colonial New York and not simply George
Washington. The Dames gradually established a de
facto furnishing or interpretive plan for the house.
This informal plan remains largely intact at Van
Cortlandt House almost a century later.
It was during these early years of the Dames’
stewardship that the core of the collection was
assembled. The individuals whom the Dames
consulted for guidance on the development and
care of both the collections and the house were
formidable. Luke Vincent Lockwood, author of
Colonial Furniture in North America, has been
Spring 2011

dubbed the pioneering furniture scholar by the
journal American Furniture. Norman Isham,
FAIA, advised the Dames on the restoration and
preservation of Van Cortlandt House.
In the early 1960s, the Dames called upon
the expertise of a rising star in American furniture and future guru of historic preservation,
Abbott Lowell Cummings, during his tenure as
assistant curator in the American Wing at New
York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art. Under Dr.
Cummings’ guidance, the Dames reconsidered
earlier restorations to Van Cortlandt House and
further honed their interpretation of the collections to better represent the family’s occupation.
The Dames’ legacy of consulting experts
in the field continues today as they sponsor
furniture master classes with the likes of Brock
Jobe, Professor of American Decorative Arts at
the Winterthur Museum, and Leigh and Leslie
Keno. It is a testament to their ongoing thirst for
knowledge and a dedication to treating objects
in their collections and the house in their trust
as if they were all Rembrandts.

donated.
By not including any
personal effects of the
victims, the collection is
strong but not intrusive. The
objects are precious; their
value is not measured in
rarity or sentiment but in
significance. One object is a
door from a fire truck used by
the firefighters of Ladder Co.
132 in Brooklyn. The bulky
door is now detached from its
truck, vulnerable and lonely.
It lives on, damaged and
separated, like so many lives
that day. Another is a letter
from a child from the Midwest
that reads: “To the New York
Fire Fighters. I would like to
thank you all for your hard
work. You are our fire fighters.
I’m glad that you helped
the people that was in risk
of dying. I thank you all for
doing what you did.”
The collection of 300
items articulates the event
in three fragments: a deed of
unfathomable devastation,
a surge of courage and
self-sacrifice, and, finally,
an outpouring of love from
a community. Experts say
that we cope with tragedies
by telling and retelling our
experiences. When a museum
meets its mission, these
stories can be told properly.
Fragments of a difficult
history collected today allow
us all to remember more
easily tomorrow.
Items in the 9/11 collection at the
Staten Island Historical Society.
Photos courtesy of SIHS.
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Bartow - P ell’ s
C rown Jewel
—————————————
By Margaret Highland,
Curator, Bartow-Pell
Mansion Museum

The influential ébéniste
Charles-Honoré Lannuier
(1779–1819) made this
magnificent labeled
bedstead—with its rare
original crown—for Mr. and
Mrs. Isaac Bell of New York
sometime after their marriage
in 1810. The tangerine-hued
silk hangings with violet trim,
surprising to modern eyes,
were made by conservators
at the Metropolitan Museum
of Art from period designs
by Pierre de la Méssangère.
Bell descendents gave
the bed to the museum.
Robert Bartow built his
country seat around 1840,
about a generation after
Lannuier’s death. Although
the bed predates the house,
its elegant Classicism
complements the mansion’s
fine Greek Revival interiors.
Sadly, none of the Bartows’
original furnishings remain,
but a valuable and beautiful
piece of New York furniture
such as this could have been
a cherished part of their
inheritance. This dramatic
bed, with its impeccable
provenance, adds a dash of
glamour to the Bartow-Pell
Mansion Museum.
The Lannueir Bed, Gift of Henry S. Peltz
and Mary Nevins, great-grandchildren
of Mr. and Mrs. Isaac Bell. The
museum’s most recent furnishings
plan (including the Lannuier Bed) was
funded in part by an HHT grant.
Photo: Richard Warren.
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the battle against bedbugs

By Regina Kraft, HHT Board Member

I

s it fair to assume that Edgar Allan Poe

slept tight on his rope bed in Poe Cottage,
or did, as the rhyme goes, the bedbugs bite?
Perhaps, being a man of letters, he had a copy of
The Complete Vermin Killer, A Valuable and Useful
Companion For Families in Town and Country,
by Fielding and Walker, published in 1777. If
by chance he did, then he would have a myriad
of concoctions that would help him alleviate a
bedbug infestation, all very interesting to say the
least. One remedy suggested to obliterate the pest
goes as follows: “Boil a handful of Wormwood and
white Hellebore in a proper quantity of urine,
till half of it is evaporated and waft the joints of
your bedstead with the remainder.” Wormwood,
of course, is a key ingredient in the controversial
liquor absinthe; perhaps intoxicating the bedbugs
helped win the war on them. Fielding and
Walker also offer more common ingredients such
as brimstone, or sulfur, and wild cucumber, in
addition to the more exotic Guinea pepper, the
dried berry of the Piper nigrum plant native to
West Africa.
Bedbugs were brought to this country by
colonists, along with smallpox, influenza, mumps,
and measles. This conclusion is based on the fact
that no known word exists in any Native American
language for the bedbug. Some historians also cite
ship owners refusing to allow passengers to bring
bedding onboard with them due to the possibility
of infestation as another indicator. Long before
Nobel Prize winner Paul Muller’s 1948 discovery
of Othmans Zeidler’s DDT, the quest for the
proverbial magic bullet to annihilate this pest

Poisons,
conconctions,
and elixirs have
promised to
eradicate the
bedbug, an
age-old pest.
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In addition to her collection of festive
decorations for every holiday, Deb
has more than 200 anthropomorphic
salt and pepper shakers, numerous
combo organs, and extensive Elvis
memorabilia. Her collections extend even
beyond her East Village apartment to
several other locations in New Jersey
and the Hudson Valley. Deb jokes
about the fine line between collecting
and hoarding. Yet she lights up as
she examines the precious items in
her collections, easily recalling the
provenance of each. In a way, her
collections are an extension of herself.

This is My

Home

Deb’s collections are
an extension of herself.

D

eb O’Nair, a long-time volunteer at the Merchant’s House Museum on
East 4th Street, keeps an extensive collection of Christmas-related items
and 1950s/60s Pop Americana. She and her husband Adam have two
dachshunds, Ruby and Max, and a family cat, Mr. Spock.
Deb fondly remembers visits to her grandmother’s house in South Philly.
Her grandmother, like herself, went all out decorating for the holidays. Deb’s
apartment is warm and inviting; the colorful retro interior provides a sense of
fun and flair, and seems surprisingly uncluttered for an avid collector.

vexed humans as far back as ancient Romans.
The bedbug does not discriminate, and its ability
to thrive not only on humans, but on the blood of
rodents, other mammals, and even birds has made
this miniscule insect such a formidable foe across
the centuries.
Recent news reports prove that bedbugs
aren’t a relic from the past, and that they needn’t
have a bed in order to infest any environ. The
Huntington Public Library on Long Island had
to close due to the discovery of bedbugs. In
Manhattan, at least two major department stores
reported the discovery of bedbugs, as did a number
of other clothing stores. No doubt the residents of
many if not all of the houses in the HHT collection
grappled with the bedbug issue just as many New
York City residents are again today.
Spring 2011

Being a keyboardist and vocalist in the
band Tina Peel (and another called
the Fuzztones) necessitated a move
from Harrisburg, Pennsylvania to
New York City, where she performed in
historic venues like CBGB’s. Working
in the music business led her to her
current volunteer gig at the Merchant’s
House Museum, since both involved
bookkeeping.

G racie M ansion ’ s
E m b roidered S creen
In July 2007, HHT was awarded a $12,000 grant
from the Coby Foundation to support the muchneeded restoration of a historic screen at Gracie
Mansion. The hand-worked needlepoint screen,
graphically depicting many historic landmarks
of New York City, was crafted and given to the
City of New York by members of the Embroiderers’
Guild (American Branch) in 1966. It is displayed
at Gracie Mansion, the Official Mayoral Residence
of New York City, among collected works of art
depicting the city’s history.
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inside this issue, read about...
moving beyond furnishings plans to new paradigms for historic sites, collecting versus hoarding,
unusual collections stories from our houses, and a new HHT Curatorial Fund.
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