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The restored Sunken Garden at Hill-Stead in Farmington. (Janet Mendelsohn)
Theodate Pope Riddle. A memorable name that doesn’t come up often, yet there she was, twice. First, in Erik Larson’s New York Times nonfiction bestseller, “Dead Wake,’’ in which she survives the sinking of the RMS Lusitania. Then again at Boston’s Museum of Fine Arts where a lecturer on the Impressionists repeatedly urged us to visit Hill-Stead in Farmington, Conn., the country estate that Pope designed and built in 1901 for her parents’ retirement. Her father, Alfred Atmore Pope, was a wealthy Gilded Age industrialist and passionate art collector. His taste differed radically from that of his peers who tended to acquire traditional paintings and drawings by the Old Masters. Alfred Pope selectively chose bronze sculpture; Asian and European porcelains and European prints and works by American and French Impressionists, artists who were working at the time.
Hill-Stead, Pope’s 33,000-square-foot Colonial Revival mansion, was planned with her father’s collections in mind. When she died, Theodate left a bequest for its maintenance as a museum and memorial to her parents, stipulating that everything must be kept intact. The art collection can never be moved, sold, or loaned for exhibition elsewhere. It is the only place you can see numerous paintings by Monet, Degas, Manet, Cassatt, and Whistler.
Theodate Pope (1867-1946) was one of America’s pioneering female architects. “From the age of 10 on,’’ wrote Larson, “she drew plans for houses and sketched their facades, and dreamed of one day building and living in a farmhouse of her own design.’’ Largely self-taught as an architect, she designed and built Hill-Stead in her early 30s with assistance from the distinguished firm of McKim, Mead and White. The property on 250 acres included a main house, farmhouse, shepherd’s cottage, stables, barns, and more. In 1902, she added a verandah inspired by Washington’s Mount Vernon. Later in her career, she designed several schools including Avon Old Farms School, an English-style school for boys that she founded and helped develop for the next 24 years. In 1920, she was commissioned for reconstruction of Theodore Roosevelt’s childhood home in New York City.
Hill-Stead was Theodate’s home as well, even after her marriage at 49 to John Wallace Riddle, 52, a diplomat she met through her neighbor, Anna Roosevelt Cowles.
Intrigued by this history, we drove two hours south of Boston to tour Hill-Stead, which is open year-round. Farmington is a prosperous old New England village with several noteworthy restaurants. It’s easy to see why young Effie Pope, her given name, fell in love with the community and why her Cleveland-based parents were equally charmed when they visited her at boarding school. On our way to lunch, we passed the campus of Miss Porter’s School, from which Alfred and Ada Pope’s only child graduated before changing her name to the more interesting Theodate, taking the name of her paternal grandmother.
Guided house tours of Hill-Stead reveal what wealth and taste could buy a century ago.
They begin with the expansive dining room where an American Federal-style dining table seats 30, illuminated by two elaborate gas chandeliers. “Jockeys’’ (1886), a pastel by Edgar Degas, hangs over the fireplace. Celadon green Chinese porcelains rest on the mantel. After dinner, friends and family would retire to the drawing room, where they could admire Claude Monet’s “Grainstacks,’’ “White Frost Effect’’ (1889) and “View of Cap d’Antibes’’ (1888), Degas’s “Dancers in Pink’’ (c. 1876) and Edouard Manet’s “The Guitar Player’’ (1866) and “Toreador’’ (1863). The Popes were avid readers. Among 19 rooms open to the public are two paneled libraries reflecting the family’s eclectic interests. The Second Library contains Whistler’s “The Blue Wave,’’ “Biarritz’’ (1862), one of Alfred’s favorite acquisitions, as well as Chinese pottery from the Han Dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE) and American Empire mahogany sofas.
Like other Colonial Revival buildings, the house was not entirely true to the earlier era. Among modern amenities Theodate Pope added were indoor plumbing and bedroom closets. Each of six bedrooms has a four-poster bed and its own deluxe bathroom. Two works by Mary Cassatt, an oil, “Sara Handing a Toy to the Baby’’ (c. 1901) and an aquatint, “Gathering Fruit’’ (1893), are in the Green Guest Room. Cassatt was an overnight guest here, as was the novelist Henry James.
At about the time Alfred Pope had lunch with Monet at Giverny, he purchased the artist’s “Fishing Boats at Sea’’ (1868), which hangs in his former study, later Theodate’s sitting room and office. His collection also includes more than 20 works by James McNeill Whistler, a close friend. Repeatedly we were struck with how much the art by these artists and others seem very much at home here.
During World War II, the original one-acre Sunken Garden was turfed over because of labor and supply shortages. After Theodate’s death, local garden clubs restored the garden using a newly discovered planting plan created for Theodate Pope by the renowned landscape architect Beatrix Farrand.
HILL-STEAD MUSEUM 35 Mountain Road, Farmington, Conn. 860-677-4787 www.hillstead.org. The house is open only for one-hour guided tours, Tue-Sun, 10 a.m.-4 p.m. year-round, and for self-guided tours and activities for children, the first Sunday of every month, 1-4 p.m. The grounds are open daily 7:30 a.m.-5:30 p.m. Closed Mondays and major holidays. $15 adults; $12 seniors and students; $8 ages 6-12; free for age 6 and under. Wheelchair accessible on the first floor. Six walking trails traverse the former dairy farm and circle a manmade pond that supplied ice to the estate and served as a water hazard for Alfred’s six-hole golf course, which is now gone.
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