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Concord Museum, Concord,
Massachusetts
by Jeanne Schinto
Photos by David Bohl, courtesy
Concord Museum
A museum that fosters the idea
that just anybody can donate
objects to its collection treads a
dangerous path, unless one
actually likes to practice the
gentle art of rejection. Most
museums encourage gifts only
of the very best material.
Storage, insurance, maintenance
—it all costs money.
For that reason alone, "museum
quality" is not a term curators
take lightly. Robert Frost once
penned a useful de@nition of
home. In his poem "Death of
the Hired Man" he wrote that
it's "the place where, when you
have to go there,/ They have to
take you in." But don't count on
your local museum becoming
home to your family's
heirlooms.
That said, the current exhibit at
the Concord Museum in
Concord, Massachusetts,
demonstrates what can happen
when a constituency is attuned
to antique and historical values,
as the people in that town have
been since the museum's
beginnings in 1886 (as the
Concord Antiquarian Society).
Organized by curator David F.
Wood to honor Concord's
375th birthday, "into your
hands…" consists of over 60
extraordinary objects that were
passed down in Concord
families before being donated to
the museum.
The Concord Museum had an
auspicious launch. Its founding
collector, the strange and
wonderfully eccentric
Cummings E. Davis (18161896), began collecting early
American furniture, decorative
arts, and artifacts long before
almost anybody else had
thought of doing the same.
From that private collection, for
which there was no model or
precedent, this museum grew.
In curating this exhibit,
however, Wood has done
something much more
interesting than simply
choosing exceptional objects.
(In fact, some of them, if put on
the market, would yield very
little.) Instead, he has assembled
a group that not only tells their
stories but also tells something
about the very nature of
collecting—i.e., why objects are
saved, how they get passed
down, and why some are
deemed worthy of sharing with
future generations of the public.
One reason things get saved is
because of their associations
with important historical
events. Once again, Concord
had a leg up, having been the
place where one of the @rst
battles of the American
Revolutionary War occurred.
That military engagement
between Massachusetts militia
and the British army on
Concord's North Bridge on
April 19, 1775, "changed the
way the town thought about
itself," Wood told his audience
on a gallery walk. "It inauenced
Cummings Davis's collection. It
also underlines the survival of a
lot of these objects."

This watercolor on ivory,
mounted as a brooch, depicts
Ellen Louisa Tucker (18111831), @rst
wife of Ralph Waldo Emerson.
The cashmere shawl in the
background came to the museum
with this note: “This shawl came
from Aunt Mary’s 252 Beacon
Street Boston—and must be the
shawl which belonged to the @rst
Mrs. Ralph Waldo Emerson
(Ellen Tucker), sister of Pauline
Tucker Nash— your great
grandmother. It is the same shawl
she wore in the miniature which
you have.” The miniature was
painted in Boston in 1829.
Emerson met her two years
earlier, when she was 16. In a
letter to his brother, Emerson,
eight years her senior, described
his wife-to-be as “simple but very
elegant in her manners... she is
beautiful, & @nally I love her.”
Ellen was all those things, but she
was also ill with tuberculosis and
died just two years after she and
Emerson married. In 1839
Emerson and his second wife,
Lydia (Lidian) Jackson, named
their @rst daughter Ellen Tucker.
The brooch and shawl, donated
in 1961 and 1954, respectively,
were exhibited in “into your
hands…” for the @rst time
together.

This American-made trunk, a
side view of which is shown,
came to the museum as a gift of
Mrs. Benjamin S. Battye in 1955.
It is displayed in “into your
hands…” with some of the
military uniforms that came with
it. The trunk and its contents
had belonged to Mrs. Battye’s
father, Cyrus Henry Cook (18651914) of Concord. In 1883 he
enlisted in the Massachusetts
militia as a private and was a
captain by the time of the
Spanish-American War. The
regular army at the time
consisted of fewer than 30,000
troops. President McKinley
called for an additional 125,000
volunteer troops on April 25. On
May 12, 54 men from Concord
responded, and Captain Cook
was their leader. Some of the
volunteers had never @red a gun
before. “They took the only riae
practice they had while en route,
shooting at a barrel in the water,”
David Wood said. Their real
enemy turned out to be disease.
The three Concord casualties—
Ralph P. Hosmer, Charles A.
Hart, and George E. Adams—all
died of typhoid fever. Cook’s
own funeral was one of the
largest Concord had ever seen,
with all eight companies of the
6th Regiment in attendance and
@ring the salute.

One of those objects is a powder horn. An undecorated 1745-55
example, it does not intrinsically have much going for it, Wood said. But
the object was saved because it had been carried by Abner Hosmer when
as a 20-year-old militia member he was killed in Concord by British
gun@re 235 years ago on what we now commemorate as Patriots' Day.
The horn was passed down through four generations of Hosmers,
because of its association not only with their family but with that
momentous occasion. Donated to the museum by Miss Elizabeth S.
Hosmer in 1936, it has its rare, original wool woven strap intact. Those
straps "almost never survive, showing it has led a somewhat charmed life,"
said Wood.
Things also get saved, then donated, because of their association with
certain people-famous ones certainly, but also ones known only locally
for, say, their exemplary character. One local hero represented by an
object in this exhibit was Josiah Bartlett (1796-1878), a physician whose
mahogany desk/bookcase and account books are on display. The account
books show he worked from 1822 to 1878, rarely taking time ol. He
made as many as 12 house calls on horseback every day to patients who
included famous Concord residents Henry David Thoreau, Ralph
Waldo Emerson, and Louisa May Alcott.
"Josiah Bartlett was not well paid," said Wood, who has calculated that
the doctor's annual salary was never more than about $2000 a year and
that his household expenses-for himself, his wife, and nine children-were
more than three quarters of that. On the 50th anniversary of his coming
to Concord in 1820 after his medical education at Harvard, 200 of his
patients raised $2000 to present to him in gratitude. Dr. Bartlett's
desk/bookcase, dating 1810-20 and possibly made in Charlestown,
Massachusetts, was bequeathed to the museum in 1994 by his grandson,
Edward Jackson Bartlett, a cabinetmaker.
Some objects in the exhibit were removed from Concord and then
returned. Others never traveled far from it; in fact, they were made there.
A piece of furniture known as the Wheeler family high chest, attributed
to the Barrett's mill shop in Concord, was constructed of cherry and pine
made to look like mahogany about 1770. An archetypal antique of the
kind that shows up at auctions daily, it had completely lost value when
such things went out of fashion in the 19th century and was put into the
Wheelers' barn. At least initially, that's why it survived.
After the chest regained some of its former prestige in the 1930's, Wilfrid
Wheeler wrote to ask if the museum had a place for a "high boy...an old
family heirloom." It wasn't until 1996, however, that the high chest came
to the museum as a gift from Richard and Betty Ann Wheeler. Since
then, furniture scholars have recognized it as one of the strongest pieces
of evidence linking a distinctive cabinetmaking tradition to preRevolutionary Concord.
So the high chest lost its value, and that's why it was saved, but
conversely, a tall clock in the exhibit never lost its value, and that's why it
ended up in the collection. It belonged to Frederic Hudson (1819-1875),
a newspaperman, who bought it when he retired to Concord in 1866. It
was 50 years old by then, having been sold initially by Nathaniel Munroe,
who made clocks in Concord from 1798 until he moved to Baltimore in
1817. Despite his abilities as a clockmaker, Munroe did not make this
clock. Rather, his shop assembled it from parts made by others, while his
brother William was probably responsible for the case. The clock was
preserved by Hudson's granddaughter Marion Hudson Wilmot and
bequeathed to the museum by Wesley Wilmot in 2001.
The Wilmots also gave the museum Hudson's collection of "curiosities,"
which were saved because they were, well, curious. Many of them were
collected by Hudson as mementos of travels; others simply appealed to
the "curious" mind of a journalist. Hudson was among the @rst
employees of the New York Herald. As its managing editor he changed
the way newspapers reported news, particularly wartime combat, as he
instructed his reporters to convey a sense of immediacy while witnessing
the Mexican-American War and the Civil War. The collection of
Hudson, who later became one of the founders of the Associated Press,
includes a necklace made from wild tamarind seeds; a specimen of
submarine telegraph wire; a pair of Indian moccasins; and an egg-shaped
carved box, made in Paris by an armless man with his toes.
Despite its importance to American history, Concord was and still is a
small town. Many of the same family names come up again and again in
this exhibit, and the stories can get very complicated. The so-called
Jones/Hoar/Clark/ Emerson family chest was made in the Concord area
circa 1705 of oak and pine. The inscription on it, "SJ/ 1705," refers to
Sarah Jones, who in that year married a third-generation Concordian,
Lieutenant Daniel Hoar. Their granddaughter Sarah married Benjamin
Clark in 1883, and the chest remained in the Clark family for over 150
years. For a time it was in the Clark dining room, then it was put into the
barn, where it was used to store grain. Eventually, it was sold to the
Emerson family, where it was returned to a dining-room setting for
another 50 years until Mrs. Raymond Emerson gave it to the museum in
1978, because, as she wrote, its history "shows that it truly belongs in
Concord."
Condition doesn't
always matter when
there is a famous name
attached to an item.
The Bulkeley family
looking glass, made in
England, 1735-60—
Mrs. Sidney W.
Winslow's gift to the
The great-great-great-grandchildren of
museum in 1945—has
Colonel Benjamin Lincoln gave his partial
an immediately
porcelain tea service to the museum in
noticeable mar, but no
1952. One of seven closely related tea
less a Concordian than
services, it was commissioned circa 1790
Thoreau explained it
by Samuel Shaw for members of the
in recording the glass's
Society of the Cincinnati, a hereditary
history: "The looking
order formed in 1783 of French and
glass…has the name
American ofcers who fought in the
John scratched on the
American Revolutionary War. The society
middle by a madcap
took its name from the Roman hero
named John Bulkeley
Cincinnatus, the citizen-soldier. George
from college
Washington, known as the “Cincinnatus
[Harvard], who had
of the West,” was the society’s @rst
got so far with a
president. Colonel Lincoln was the @rst
diamond before he
president of the Massachusetts chapter.
was stopped." Even
The donors, all residents of Concord,
without bene@t of the
wrote that they wished to establish by
Thoreau connection,
their gift “a permanent memorial to their
the Bulkeley name is
father and thereby preserve for all time
well known in
this Cincinnati china, a gift to General
Concord, since Peter
Lincoln from George Washington.”
Bulkeley was a
cofounder of the town
and the @rst minister of its First Parish Church.
Lucy Ann Merriam Brigham was a friend of Thoreau's sister Sophia,
who helped manage her brother's literary legacy following his death in
1862. Two years later, his posthumous volume The Maine Woods was
published, and Sophia inscribed a copy to Lucy Ann, whose
granddaughter Lucy gave it to the museum in 1942. In presenting it, she
wrote in a letter to the museum that she wanted to put it "into your
hands."
One of my favorite things in the exhibit consists of a collection of
household receipts that were "saved for no reason at all—and that
happens too," as Wood noted. It consists of invoices and statements for
food, coal, electricity, real-estate taxes, pet care, charitable causes, and so
on and on, dating from 1936 through 1945. "It's an incredible snapshot
of the everyday life of a household in Concord during the Great
Depression," said Wood. The family presented the collection to the
museum in 2007, after tenth-generation Concordian Eric Parkman
Smith died at age 97 and the receipts, nearly 1400 of them, were
discovered in a drawer.
The Barrett family ware iron is unusual for its heart-shaped molds.
Molds were much more often circular or rectangular when it was made
in 1800-40. A long-handled utensil, it was designed of cast iron and
wrought iron for use over an open @re. The donor in 1897 was Colonel
William G. Barrett II, who was proud of his descent from heroes of the
American Revolution, but he must also have found the time to smell the
roses. Wood didn't say so, but it must be that the ware iron was saved,
and then donated, because of its sheer beauty.
Not every item in the exhibit is American-made, but each one, in being
cherished, conveys unique aspects of American lives and eras. A beaded
purse that once belonged to Concordian Lucinda Davis Clark was made
in Continental Europe and came into her possession at about the time of
her marriage in 1816. It was handed down to her daughter (Miss) Mary
E. Tarbell, who in 1944 at the age of 90 walked down to the museum
from the "Old Ladies Home" on Concord's Walden Street to donate it
along with a number of her mother's other purses.
The exhibit "into your hands…" is on display through September 19. For
more information, contact the museum at (978) 369-9763 or visit
(www.concordmuseum.org).
This watercolor on ivory, mounted as a brooch, depicts Ellen Louisa
Tucker (1811-1831), @rst wife of Ralph Waldo Emerson. The cashmere
shawl in the background came to the museum with this note: "This
shawl came from Aunt Mary's 252 Beacon Street Boston-and must be
the shawl which belonged to the @rst Mrs. Ralph Waldo Emerson (Ellen
Tucker), sister of Pauline Tucker Nash— your great grandmother. It is
the same shawl she wore in the miniature which you have." The
miniature was painted in Boston in 1829. Emerson met her two years
earlier, when she was 16. In a letter to his brother, Emerson, eight years
her senior, described his wife-to-be as "simple but very elegant in her
manners...she is beautiful, & @nally I love her." Ellen was all those things,
but she was also ill with tuberculosis and died just two years after she and
Emerson married. In 1839 Emerson and his second wife, Lydia (Lidian)
Jackson, named their @rst daughter Ellen Tucker. The brooch and shawl,
donated in 1961 and 1954, respectively, were exhibited in "into your
hands…" for the @rst time together.
This American-made trunk, a side view of which is shown, came to the
museum as a gift of Mrs. Benjamin S. Battye in 1955. It is displayed in
"into your hands…" with some of the military uniforms that came with it.
The trunk and its contents had belonged to Mrs. Battye's father, Cyrus
Henry Cook (1865-1914) of Concord. In 1883 he enlisted in the
Massachusetts militia as a private and was a captain by the time of the
Spanish-American War. The regular army at the time consisted of fewer
than 30,000 troops. President McKinley called for an additional 125,000
volunteer troops on April 25. On May 12, 54 men from Concord
responded, and Captain Cook was their leader. Some of the volunteers
had never @red a gun before. "They took the only riae practice they had
while en route, shooting at a barrel in the water," David Wood said. Their
real enemy turned out to be disease. The three Concord casualties—
Ralph P. Hosmer, Charles A. Hart, and George E. Adams—all died of
typhoid fever. Cook's own funeral was one of the largest Concord had
ever seen, with all eight companies of the 6th Regiment in attendance
and @ring the salute.
The great-great-great-grandchildren of Colonel Benjamin Lincoln gave
his partial porcelain tea service to the museum in 1952. One of seven
closely related tea services, it was commissioned circa 1790 by Samuel
Shaw for members of the Society of the Cincinnati, a hereditary order
formed in 1783 of French and American ofcers who fought in the
American Revolutionary War. The society took its name from the
Roman hero Cincinnatus, the citizen-soldier. George Washington,
known as the "Cincinnatus of the West," was the society's @rst president.
Colonel Lincoln was the @rst president of the Massachusetts chapter.
The donors, all residents of Concord, wrote that they wished to establish
by their gift "a permanent memorial to their father and thereby preserve
for all time this Cincinnati china, a gift to General Lincoln from George
Washington."
David F. Wood, Concord Museum's curator, at the doorway to the
exhibit. Schinto photo.
Originally published in the July 2010 issue of Maine Antique Digest. (c)
2009 Maine Antique Digest
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