A Bridge to the Past

Historic New England’s Gilded Age mansion

by NELL PORTER BROWN

RECENT TOUR of the
Eustis Estate, perched
on a knoll in Milton,
Massachusetts, ends
in what the guide calls “the
original man cave.” It was the
library of William Ellery Chan-
ning “W.E.C.” Eustis, A.B. 1871,
S.B. 73, who lived in the mansion with his
wife, Edith Hemenway Eustis, and their
three children. The room, above the porte-
cochere, features a bay window perfectly
aligned with the allée of locusts, framing a
picturesque view of the country drive. The
room’s interior is anchored by carved black
walnut woodwork below a beamed vaulted
ceiling. Guide Richard Arsenault also points
out the “hidden staircase” and elegant brass
gasolier. The corner fireplace and mantle,
he adds, are “over-the-top Aesthetic-move-
ment style. Very ornate, asymmetrical, lots
of flora—and all of it? Made out of molded
terra cotta. It’s all just lovely.”
Then he gestures across the room, en-
couraging visitors to “look at stuff on the

shelves!” They
are loaded with
books about re-
gional history,
boats, and archi-
tecture, all sup-
plied by Histor-
ic New England, ¢ .
which opened the 8o-acre property to the
public in 2017. Because neither the library’s
chairs nor its bay-window seats are cor-
doned off, as they would be in most house
museums, they indeed invite anyone to relax
there and learn more about what it was real-
ly like to live and work on this self-sufhcient
estate during the Gilded Age.

That magnanimity is intentional. “Usually,
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Clockwise, from top: the
mansion’s impressive exterior;
W.E.C. Eustis’s library, with its
bay window, bookshelves, and
curtained staircase to his
“laboratory”’; the small parlor’s “moon-
shaped” fireplace; an ornately carved
chair; and the dining room, with gold-col-
ored paint on textured walls, original
furnishings, carved hutch, and fireplace
decorated with 1870s botanical-imprinted
tiles produced in Chelsea, Massachusetts

atmost of our other properties, people have to
put on booties and go on a designated tour,”
says estate program assistant Amy Morgan
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Link. “But here, we wanted to change up the
experience in ways that would entice many
people, especially young people, so they don't
walk in and feel like, ‘Uh oh! T am not sup-
posed to move, or touch, anything!”
Visitors are not only free to stroll and
picnic on the grounds, which overlook part

of the Blue Hills Reservation, they can also
walk through much of the mansion by them-
selves. Interactive digital kiosks (another
new venture for Historic New England) offer
vintage family and estate photographs that
depict life there from the 1880s through the
early 1930s. Restoration work is explained,

CURIOSITIES: Painting with Flashlights

In 2017, artist Kay Kenny traveled to Arizona in the winter so she wouldn’t have to
wait until midnight to take pictures in the sunless desert, under the stars. She set
cameras on tripods at different exposures, and then, unseen in her black outfit, she
walked around spotlighting objects, as in Pink Cactus, using the flashlights like brushes
“to paint with the light in the darkness.”

She’s taken hundreds of such nighttime images, also venturing into the pitch-black
fields, woods, and farmlands of
New England and upstate New
York, where she lives. “There was
nothing there, no car headlights, no
street or house lights, to interfere
with what | wanted to have lit—
and the vast and wonderful sky,”
she says. “It is a poetic tribute to
wild imaginings: the nightmares and
dreams inherent in the lonely dark-
ened corners of the world.”

“Into the Night In the Middle of
Nowhere,” at the Griffin Museum
of Photography, in Winchester,
Massachusetts, features a selection
of these works. Kenny, who is also
a painter and long-time art teacher
at New York University, will be at
the July 18 opening-night reception
to discuss her ideas and techniques.
Early on, she often captured images
of farm animals. “Sheep are a won-
derful metaphor for nighttime, and
they don’t move, they just stand
there and munch,” she says. “And they’re white, so they show up well.”

More spectral and shadowy forms appear in her work, too: mist hovers over still
water and meadows, and remote farm buildings are strangely aglow. The photographs
do delve into the terrain of the unknown, unpredictable, or frightening—the land of
nightmares, blindness, and ferocious creatures stalking innocent prey. Kenny has
never felt threatened, even though “people think | am really brave, going out in the
dark in the rural areas. But it’s really a lot less scary than walking around New York
City at night.” She has sung, loudly, to ward off potential encounters. And often, she’s
heard animals rustling about in the dark. When that’s happened, she’s assured herself
that most of them “don’t really want to be bothered.”

Her work serves to render what we cannot see, or don’t try to know. Urban
dwellers, inundated with ambient light and pollution, can’t fathom the power of
astronomical phenomena, or the peace that can come with darkness and quiet,
she says: “People just really don’t see
what they have lost.” These images bring
that home. ~N.P.B.

Griffin Museum of Photography
“Into the Night In the Middle of Nowhere”
July 18-September |
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An 1890s portrait of the estate’s original
Eustis family: W.E.C. and Edith and their
children, daughter Mary and twins
Augustus and Frederic. The mansion’s
surprisingly simple kitchen features
soapstone sinks, brass piping, and an 1879
coal-burning stove.

along with Eustis family furnishings, like the
Charles Eastlake-styled bedroom set, and
the Italian Renaissance pieces in the front
hall. (Historic New England’s vast collec-
tions of objects and archival materials fur-
nished the rest of the house.)

View the original 1878 blueprints by the

. »

prominent architect William Ralph Emerson
(a cousin of the Transcendentalist leader and
writer Ralph Waldo Emerson, A.B. 1821, AM.
27, LL.D. ’66), as well as landscaping plans,
U.S. Census data on household staff mem-
bers, and biographical notes on Eustis family
members. Although the third floor is off-lim-
its to visitors, there are images of its billiard
room and smoking porch, and the “labora-
tory” where W.E.C. Eustis—a metallurgical
engineer who ultimately owned three cop-

HARVARD SQUARED

per mines and smelting foundries in Canada,
California, and Virginia—*“tinkered” with
early radio and other technologies.

Eustis was the grandson of theologian
William Ellery Channing, A.B. 1798, A.M.
1802, ST.D. 20, a founder of the Unitarian
Universalist Church, and grew up in a fairly
affluent Boston family. But it was his mother-
in-law, Mary Porter Tileston Hemenway, a
conservation-minded philanthropist, who
in 1866 purchased 230 acres and the “Old
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One of Harvard Square’s most unique properties.
This beautiful townhouse is part of a meticulously
restored Queen Anne Victorian. Dramatic two-
story foyer welcomes you into three gracious
levels. Original paneling, millwork, stained
glass, and other charming details abound. Well-
appointed cooks’ kitchen includes large island,
sun-splashed dining space, and views of patio
and yard. Second floor offers 3 bedrooms and
unique southwest-facing deck with gazebo. Third
floor master suite has a private deck and study
with gas fireplace. Parking for 2. $3,700,000
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Changing Landscape: Sculpture at the
Eustis Estate (June 22-October 13)
includes The Discarded, by Morris
Norvin; Green Goddess, by Serena Bates;
and Involution, by Elisa Adams.

Farm” in Milton, and later gave the young
couple some of that land and built the nearly
19,000-square-foot mansion as a wedding gift.
Construction on the ornate domain—with
its local stone, bands of red and yellow brick,
six chimneys, Romanesque archways, and
prominent gables—began in 1878 and was
finished in 1883.

Mary Tileston was accustomed to wealth,
having hailed from one of New York City’s

richest merchant families,
and then married Edward

Augustus Holyoke Hem-
enway, a self-made busi-
nessman who opened
new trade routes to Chile and other parts
of South America. Their son, public ser-
vant and philanthropist Augustus Hemen-
way, A.B. 1875, donated the first Hemenway
Gymnasium to Harvard, his wife, Harriet
Lawrence Hemenway, co-founder of Mass
Audubon, donated a separate Hemenway
Gymnasium to Radcliffe.

When her husband died in 1876, just
months before their daughter’s wedding,
Mary Hemenway was left in charge of a vast
fortune. She hired Emerson to renovate and

enlarge “Old Farm” (although she lived pri-

marily on Beacon Hill), and later became a
regular visitor at her daughter’s estate next
door—spending time with her grandsons,
the Eustis twins, Augustus and Frederic,
both members of the Harvard class of 1go1.
Historic New England, which has 37 other
sites, bought the estate in 2012 from Frederic
Augustus Fustis II, A M. 52, Ph.D."77 (Au-
gustus’s son), who lived there with his wife,
Elizabeth, until 2014. After they moved out,
some $5.1 million was spent to repair and re-
store the house and remaining outbuildings,
and to convert the fairy-tale-worthy stone
1892 gatehouse into administrative offices.
The mansion is stylish, with early modern
amenities, like radiant heat, and stunning
examples of detailed craftsmanship. The in-
terior décor highlights rich earth and green
tones, and incorporates botanical and other
motifs reflecting a fascination with the “ex-
otic” Far East at the time, Arsenault says:
there are bamboo branches painted on the
small parlor’s walls, and natural-leaf im-
prints in the dining room’s tiled fireplace
surround. But despite its size, grand en-
trance hall, and open central staircase, the
Eustis Estate is not an explicitly opulent

/

THINK BIG by going small

The WOODLANDS INN AT EDGEWOOD
in North Andover provides innovative, intimate

WOOCZ%CZIS Inn

neighborhoods for both Assisted Living and EDGEW
Memory Support. Here, residents enjoy the 575 Osgood Street

North Andover, MA 01845
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greatest amount of independence and choice
in a secure, homelike setting.

LEARN MORE: Call: 978-965-4048 | Visit: WoodlandsatEdgewood.com
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showplace of the magnitude of the historic
Newport, Rhode Island, mansions. These
rooms, designed on a human scale and used
by a family, have a more intimate ambiance.

The house is remarkably well preserved,
considering that four generations of Eus-
tises lived and played there. No significant
structural changes were made, says tour
guide Arsenault, as his group enters the
kitchen, anchored by an 1879 Walker and
Pratt cast-iron, coal-burning stove. “We only
did two things in this room: we painted and
removed the modern stove. Otherwise, this
was how the family lived with the kitchen,
with modern dishwasher, until 2014,” he ex-
plains—using original soapstone sinks, old
brass pipes, and a copper water-heater. Mov-
ing on, he opens a faux-wood painted vault
on one wall, where the silver was kept, and
slides up the door of a dumbwaiter in the
butler’s pantry.

He also highlights contemporary high-
tech features, such as the “electric annun-
ciator” on the wall: buttons with bells and
lights, labeled for 20 different rooms, that—
in addition to six ceramic speaking tubes
embedded in the wall—allowed discreet
communication among family members
and the staff. And in the home’s first-floor
hallway, visitors can step into the lighted

telephone closet—or see the
1890s-era Western Union wall
phone and box that still hang
outside the vestibule.

On the second floor, amid a
bedroom and the day and night
nurseries, are two washrooms
with the original tinned-copper
bathtubs and marble-topped
sinks. “Notice,” he says, “you
have not seen an original toilet
yet. Victorians wouldn't dream
of washing in the same place they used the
facilities.” A water closet for family use was
at the corner of the second-floor central
hallway.

As for the household staff, the tour re-
veals their quarters—five small rooms and
a common space above the kitchen. Arse-
nault notes the lower-quality woodwork
and “ugly” radiators (instead of heating
grates), but points out each room’s large
windows and reminds visitors that having
“central heat, and food, and running water,
was probably considered quite a luxury” for
servants who came from poorer, rural living
conditions. It’s not known what the Fustis
staff was paid, but in late nineteenth-cen-
tury New England, he says, rates typically
ranged from s1 to $3 a day for a laundress
and housekeeper, respectively; they worked
seven days a week, with Sunday mornings
off, presumably to attend church services.

THROUGHOUT A VISIT, little personal in-
formation is shared about the Eustis family;
Historic New England focuses on the archi-
tecture, the Aesthetic movement, and the
restoration. But enlarged, framed vintage
photos taken by W.E.C. Eustis, a serious am-
ateur photographer with a basement dark-
room, do depict a lively household, gather-

The carved-wood bedroom furniture, in
the style of nineteenth-century British
designer Charles Eastlake, belonged to the
Eustis family; a long, tree-lined pathway
offers a gracious introduction to the house.

ings with friends and family members, and
activities like bicycle- and horseback-riding.

Along with his other passions, sporting
and yachting, he managed the fully self-sus-
taining estate. In its heyday, Amy Morgan
Link reports, there were several orchards,
pig and dairy barns, a chicken house, a small
pond (where ice was harvested), stables,
and two greenhouses—along with out-
buildings for carpenters, painters, and gar-
deners: “all of these things that were there
simply to take care of this property.”

The flagship site is now listed on the Na-
tional Register of Historic Places. But it’s
also rented for weddings and film shoots
and, through public events and rotating art
exhibits, is meant to serve as a year-round
gathering point. This summer’s exhibit,
Changing Landscape: Sculpture at the Eustis Estate
(from June 22 to October 13), presents more
than 80 works by members of the New Eng-
land Sculptors Association. Sculpture walks
are planned (July 14, August 4, and Sep-
tember 15), as is a family drop-in art work-
shop (July 20). The show bridges opposing
drives—for innovation and preservation—
underscoring the idea that landscapes and
historic events and architecture do evolve
and are viewed differently over time. In ad-
dition to the regular house tours, docent-
led events will focus on the life and work
of staff members (July 26 and September
6), and technological advancements, such
as the 1902 “powerhouse” built by W.E.C.
Eustis (August 16). A Victorian Birthday
Party (August 25) will celebrate the life of
children during that era, with lawn games,
cake, and lemonade.

Historic New England hopes the estate
can enliven the past and offer new perspec-
tives on contemporary culture, architec-
ture, and the use of space. That the house
itself was so intact certainly helps. When
asked why it was never much altered, Link
says the family, historically, was preserva-
tion-minded: Mary Hemenway helped save
the Old South Meeting House, in Boston,
among other projects. “They never changed
the kitchen, which is extraordinary. That’s
usually the first room to get renovated. But I
just think there was an understanding that
they had something here that was very im-
portant.” v/
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