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T1)- 2)") 3!,,)$ to meals by a 
Grand Banks schooner’s foghorn, 
and then ate from Sta4ordshire 
plates. Leather fire-buckets served 

as wastebaskets. And some light could be 
had from an early colonial device: a bulrush 
stalk soaked in tallow and “burned at both 
ends.”

“It never occurred to us that other 
people didn’t have a house like this,” said 
Warren “Renny” Little ’55 during a recent 
tour of his family’s summer retreat, an 
eighteenth-century farmhouse known as 
Cogswell’s Grant.“I knew nothing about 
the stu4,” he said—his parents’ pioneer-
ing collection of American folk art and 
antiques that still crowd the interior—
although he and siblings Jack and Selina 
were warned not to lean too far back in 
the sti4 wooden chairs. When something 
did break, he added, “Mother was very 
good about not yelling.”

Their parents, Bertram K. Little ’23, Div 

’26, and Nina Fletcher 
Little, spent summers 
at the farm from 1938 
until they died in 
1993. The property, 
which also includes a 
historic salt-hay barn 
and pastoral acres 
along the Essex River, is now a museum 
owned and operated by Historic New 
England.

For 60 years, the senior Littles col-
lected Americana they found beautiful 
and curious. In researching items, they 
recorded stories about their owners and 
makers; now each piece in its own small 
way illuminates the historic narrative of 
early America. “You don’t need to be an 
art historian to be a collector. The desire 
to collect things that have an emotional 
connection to us is almost universal,” says 
Historic New England site manager Kris-
ten Weiss, A.M.-CMS ’98, who gives tours 

and runs events—such as the open-air 
painting workshops and a talk on folk-art 
portraits this summer. “People come here 
to learn about the family, what they were 
so passionate about, and about the history 
they wanted to share.”

Tours cover the beehive oven (uncov-
ered during the Littles’ painstaking house-

Lives in Art
Early American artifacts help animate history
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(Top) The bucolic Essex River property 
Cogswell’s Grant, named for the 1636 royal 
grant given to John Cogswell, is now a 
house museum open to the public. (Above) 
American artifacts !ll the home; a 
bedroom highlights the birds especially 
loved by pioneering collector Nina Little.
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restoration project) and a rare tape loom 
(circa 1668-1700) used to weave fabric 
edging, along with one of the few sur-
viving pre-Revolutionary wood carv-
ings of the royal coat of arms. There are 
also boxes—wooden, tin, and Shaker-
made—and evidence of Nina Little’s 
particular a4ection for birds and eggs: 
clay and wooden statues and decoys of 
sandpipers, terns, ducks, and cranes fill 
shelves and nooks. And of Bertram Lit-
tle’s penchant for early lamps and candle 
holders, and depictions of architectural 
structures. Among the more than 2,500 
objects in the 10-room house, visitors 
will also find weathervanes, hooked 
rugs, farm tools, lanterns, clocks, red-

ware pottery, painted folk art and furnish-
ings—and plenty of portraits of not-so-
prominent people by little-known New 
England artists.

“What’s interesting about folk-art por-

traits,” Weiss explains, “is that by the 
nineteenth century, a boom in itinerant 
painters and more people having money 
meant that average, middle-class people 
could now also have their portraits done.” 
Of special note are the McArthur fam-
ily portraits by Royal Brewster Smith—
among the many subjects and artists Nina 
Little traced, identified, and wrote about 
in more than 150 articles, five books, and 
several museum catalogs that fostered 
wider scholarship about, and appreciation 
for, these artifacts.

The unsmiling McArthurs hang to-
gether in the room Little used growing up, 
which was later reserved for the grand-
children. “The way the people stare down 
at you from every point in the room!” ex-
claimed Little, with a laugh. “Those paint-
ings gave my little nephew nightmares.” 
But as a child himself, Little was intrigued 
by much of what his parents brought 

“The desire to collect things that have an  
emotional connection to us is almost universal.” 

In the hallway, an 1814 oil painting depicts 
the launching of the U.S. frigate Washing-
ton at the Portsmouth, New Hampshire, 
Navy Yard. In the rear stands an ingenious 
1907 carved crane decoy that folds up to 
!t into a hunter’s pack.
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home, especially the painting and col-
lage (circa 1850) by his bed. It depicts the 
ocean-bound ship that brought the first 
Odd Fellow, Thomas Wildey, to America 
in 1817. Across the bottom of the painting, 
the history of the fraternal order is writ-
ten on yellowed sheets of paper and five 
carved wooden figures represent the origi-
nal members.

“There are a lot of quirky things here,” 
said Little, who spent much of his own ca-
reer leading museums, such as the for-
mer Higgins Armory in Worces-
ter, and other educational and 
cultural programs. His par-
ents, he points out, were 
drawn to objects that 
others wouldn’t have no-
ticed, or might even have 
trashed. “They were 
not snobs,” adds Weiss. 
“They went for what 
appealed to them visu-
ally, and for the stories 
they could learn. Nina 
Little’s Neat and Tidy is a 
whole book on the history 
of boxes and how they were 
made and used and decorated. 
It’s wonderfully strange and 

very interesting.”
Influenced by Bertram 

Little’s cousin, Edna 
Greenwood, whose own 
Americana collection is 
at the Smithsonian, the couple began ac-
quiring pieces in the 1920s, and ultimately 
filled Cogs well’s Grant and their year-round 
home in Brookline, Massachusetts. By the 
1960s, they had decided to donate the prop-
erty, bound by conservation restrictions, to 

Historic New England, of which Ber-
tram Little had been director from 

1947 to 1970.
According to Little, when 

Richard Nylander, their 
family friend and then-
curator with the organi-
zation, came to inven-
tory the house in the 
early 1990s, he planned 
to spend a few weeks. It 
took more like two years. 
Every antique was photo-
graphed, numbered, and 
catalogued, and noted, too, 

were the hundreds of other 
more “modern” objects, such 

as an old glass jar of Bactine in 
the medicine chest; the family’s 

extant wine and whiskey bottles and fruit 
preserves in the cellar; Nina Little’s flower-
print purse that still hangs on the back of 
her study chair, near her manual Smith-Co-
rona typewriter (on which she wrote dates 
and notes on jelly-jar labels that she then 
a7xed to their objects), a 1920s phone (it 
still has a dial tone); and, on a closet shelf, 
her husband’s straw hat, banded by a sage-
green silk necktie. “People ask why the roof 
isn’t wood-shingled,” reported Little. “Well, 
because it’s not a historic museum, per se. 
It’s a house and we lived in it just the way 
it is now.”

Walking through the preserved rooms 
is like seeing a series of nesting boxes be-
ing slowly unpacked to reveal layers of 
American lives through history, all made 
tangibly real through ordinary objects 

“They went for what appealed  
to them visually, and for the stories  
they could learn.”

(Clockwise from top left) A child’s room 
includes imposing family portraits and a 
nineteenth-century hooked rug with an 
unusual leopard design; Nina Little’s study, 
preserved just as she left it; Nina and 
Bertram Little in the garden, 1973
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both artful and personal. In her later 
years, Nina Little slept on the first floor 
in a rope bed, using a green-and-gold, 
yarn-sewn bed rug from 1821 made with 
hand-spun yarn and natural dyes. Lying 
there, she looked up at a gracefully carved 
flying goose hung from the ceiling; to her 
left was a box from a dry-goods store with 
compartments meant for spools of thread 
that instead held part of her beloved egg 
collection.

In the upstairs hallway, a wooden wind 

harp set in a window plays when river 
breezes blow in. On a table are two hinge-
boxed slates that children once used to 
learn their school lessons. Little opens 
them and reads out the names of his and 
his brother’s children, with the dates they 
had visited their grandparents. All were 

written in white chalk by Jack Little, 
along with a request: “Please don’t erase.”

A L L  I N  A  D AY :
Retreat and Recreate: Peddocks Island

Skip the clogged commute to the Cape and start your vaca-
tion right now by riding the ferry to Peddocks Island in Boston. At 
184 acres, Peddocks is the largest of the Harbor Islands and offers 
the most diverse terrain—woodlands, "elds, and beaches—along 
with perfect views of the sun, both rising and setting, and the 
Boston skyline. “It’s big enough so you can lose yourself for a day,” 
notes Mike Dyer, vice presi-
dent of development and 
external affairs at the Boston 
Harbor Alliance, “but has 
enough mystery to captivate 
you for the weekend.”

Where Georges Island’s 
Civil War-era Fort Warren 
attracts umpteen visiting 
school children a year and 

Spectacle Island’s Cinderella tale proves that 
land"lls can become stunning urban parks, Ped-
docks, alone, offers yurt camping. Stay in one of 
the luxurious canvas-sided yurts just built this 
year, or go more rustic at a traditional tent site. 
Then spend the rest of the time exploring the 
island’s own military history, its summer-cottage 
colony, or go bird-watching, hiking, "shing, or 
swimming at sandy Petty Cove.

The island is divided by hills, or headlands: East, 
Middle, and West. The ferry docks at East Head, 
where the camping is located, and where visitors 
can walk among the remaining World War I-era 
brick buildings of Fort Andrews, including the 

newly renovated chapel (now open for public 
and private events), and learn some island his-
tory. Native Americans used Peddocks, says 
Dyer, before European farmers arrived in 1634. By 1776, more than 600 militiamen 
were stationed there to guard against British troops; the fort itself was active from 
1904 through the end of World War II.

Hiking trails run throughout the island. The quarter-mile loops are good for small-
er legs; for tougher types, a 2.5-mile route extends into the uninhabited West End. 
Hilly, tree-lined trails, rolling grasslands, and native roses and hedgerows abound. It 
may not be “wilderness,” but as a haven in a major American city, Peddocks gets 
wondrously close to unspoiled nature. 
And any time spent there is far more 
rejuvenating than hours spent sitting 
in a hot car on Route 3.

(Clockwise from top left) An 
island overview; visitors can 
take a seat after touring the 
historic Fort Andrews chapel; 
evidence of the still-active 
summer-cottage community; 
and one of many First World 
War-era buildings at Fort 
Andrews

Peddocks Island/National Park Service
Ferry runs from June 20 through September 1
www.bostonharborislands.org/passenger-ferry
For camping, www.reserveamerica.com

Cogswell’s Grant
June 1 through October 15
Essex, Massachusetts
www.historicnewengland.org/historic-proper-
ties/homes/cogswells-grant
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