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ABSTRACT 

 

Historic house museums (HHMs) are contradictory spaces, private places made 

public. They (often) combine the real with the reproduction. Drawing from object 

reverence, taxonomy, and tableaux over a century and a half of practice, the American 

HHM arrives in the present as a Frankenstein's monster of nostalgia.   

Chamounix Mansion has been a youth hostel since 1964. It has also been a 

historic house museum, though when it became one and when—if—it ever stopped being 

one is an open question. Chamounix is a space where the past, present, and future all 

share space, as guests move through historic spaces, have conversations about anything 

or nothing at all, and plan their next day, their next destination, their next major life 

move. It is a place that seems fertile for meaning-making. It also provides a fascinating 

case study of what HHMs have been and what they might become. 

The Friends of Chamounix Mansion employed the methods of other HHMs as it 

tried to achieve recognition as an HHM in the 1960s, but by the 1980s, they began 

claiming the hostel’s usage as another form of authenticity. 

As HHMs face a variety of challenges today, and seek to make meaning with 

visitors and neighbors alike, the example of Chamounix Mansion offers a case study of 

how embracing usage might offer new directions for meaning-making. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

 
Walking to the end of Chamounix Drive in Philadelphia's Fairmount Park, one 

comes to a cream-colored mansion with a green roof. The rush of traffic from the 

Schuylkill Expressway rises through the trees, and perhaps there is an occasional 

glimpse, through the foliage, of Laurel Hill Cemetery across the river. On the porch, 

several cats lift their heads as the visitor reaches the door which sports a sign noting that 

cats must stay outside. Into the foyer the visitor goes, greeted by flags from various 

nations which bristle the wall. On the left is a small office, and the visitor is registered for 

the night. 

Later, with the luggage stashed in a dormitory and a simple meal in the belly, the 

visitor ventures into the parlor on the first floor. Here, they talk with another guest, about 

their plans for the next day—to camp out at a coffee shop, perhaps, or visit sites such as 

Eastern State Penitentiary Historic Site or the Philadelphia Museum of Art—and where 

they have come from. They admire the marble fireplace and the old looking furniture and 

wonder if they can play the harp that stands in the corner of the next room. One of them 

goes over and reports back that there is indeed a “Do not touch” sign on the instrument. 

Venturing into the next room, the visitors find comfy couches and a TV. A bookcase 

contains yellowing photographs of people posing—many of them with bicycles—on the 

front porch of this house. They watch some TV, talk a little more, and eventually go to 

bed. 
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The mansion is called Chamounix,1 and it has been a youth hostel since 1964. It 

has also been a historic house museum, though when it became one and when—if—it 

ever stopped being one is an open question. Chamounix is a space where the past, 

present, and future all share space, as guests move through historic spaces, have 

conversations about anything or nothing at all, and plan their next day, their next 

destination, their next major life move. It is a place that seems fertile for meaning-

making. It also provides a fascinating case study of what historic house museums 

(HHMs) have been and what they might become. 

An invention of the 19th century, HHMs have remained reliant on a set of 

practices formed in the early 20th century,  which promised the sensation of time travel 

and which often erased the present in problematic ways. HHMs are often elitist and stuck 

in the past. Many face financial and existential crises. Yet they may represent one part of 

the future of the greater museum field. 

While many of the prescriptions for the ills of HHMs and the broader museum 

field are pragmatic,2 two voices stand out with more prophetic clarity. Orhan Pamuk, in 

his “Modest Manifesto for Museums,” contends that museums need to recognize the 

human scale: 

Monumental buildings that dominate neighborhoods and entire cities do not bring 
out our humanity; on the contrary, they quash it. Instead, we need modest 
museums that honor the neighborhoods and streets and the homes and shops 
                                                 

1 This name is pronounced “SHAM-uh-nee.” 

2 See for instance Donna Ann Harris, New Solutions for House Museums: Ensuring the Long-Term 
Preservation of America’s Historic Houses, American Association for State and Local History Book Series 
(Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2007); AASLH’s Historic House Affinity Group Committee, “How 
Sustainable Is Your Historic House Museum?,” History News 63, no. 4 (2008): 1–12; 1; and Shirley Brown 
Alleyne, “Making Programs Self-Sustaining at a Small Historic House Museum,” The Journal of Museum 
Education 35, no. 2 (2010): 201–5. 
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nearby, and turn them into elements of their exhibitions.3 
 

Though they have lagged behind the mega-museums of America in modernization, 

Pamuk’s vision places HHMs at the cutting edge of this museum future. 

Patricia West, in her essay “Of Babies and Bathwater: Birthplace 'Shrines' and the 

Future of the Historic House Museum,” describes a vision for present and future HHM 

practice: 

If we let go of authority by admitting the constructed nature of historic houses, we 
can align with our audiences in a shared journey toward connection with the past 
through physical experience of its material remains, a task less scientific than 
spiritual.4 
 
Both Pamuk and West propose visions for museology which embrace the present 

as the locus of meaning. While the collections of a museum might represent the past, 

each visitor encounters those collections in the present and life continues outside the 

exhibit. A visitor to a HHM recognizes the sum of the collections as a home, a place of 

life. As each visitor brings knowledge of their own homes, past and present, this offers a 

powerful connection even when the focus of the HHM is foreign to the visitor's 

experience. 

Chamounix Mansion Youth Hostel is instructive in this regard. When the Friends 

of Chamounix Mansion (FOMC) tried to position the hostel as a HHM in the 1960s, they 

met with resistance. Despite extensive work to create an immersive space inspired by 

Colonial Revival aesthetics, the FOMC eventually claimed authenticity based on present 

                                                 

3 Orhan Pamuk, “A Modest Manifesto for Museums.” http://en.masumiyetmuzesi.org/page/a-modest-
manifesto-for-museums 

4 Patricia West, “Conclusion: Of Babies and Bathwater: Birthplace Shrines and the Future of the Historic 
House Museum,” in Born in the U.S.A., Birth, Commemoration, and American Public Memory (Amherst: 
University of Massachusetts Press, 2012), 263-264. 



4 

usage rather than in the modes of authenticity which drew visitors to sites such as Mount 

Vernon and Colonial Williamsburg. The result was (and still is) a postmodern mix of 

meanings. Chamounix Mansion, in its seeming failure as a HHM, then serves as a 

relevant example for HHMs as they try to make meaning with visitors in the 21st century. 
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Chapter 2 

Historic House Museums: A History 

 

To understand the tradition into which the FOMC wanted to include Chamounix 

Mansion as well as HHM crisis of the present moment, it is important to tease apart the 

often paradoxical inherited meanings at HHMs. 

The Historic House Museum occupies a liminal space in society. It is a private 

space made public. The HHM invites all visitors, yet cultivates patrons who may receive 

special access. The HHM is a house—a ubiquitous form which visitors can recognize as 

similar to their own dwellings, performing basic functions—yet set apart for its contents 

or its association with notable individuals and events. It is both an artifact and the 

museum which contains it. 

These contradictory spaces are the product of various expressions of humans' 

engagements with their past, from shrines to theme parks. Drawing from object 

reverence, taxonomy, and tableaux over a century and a half of practice, the American 

HHM arrives in the present as a Frankenstein's monster of nostalgia.   

 

Relics, Shrines, and Tableaux 

The concept of the artifact, an object that is inherently important because of its 

provenance, is a relatively old one. In the Western European tradition, fetishism was 

adopted by the Catholic church in its syncretic expansion, spawning the idea of the relic. 

The reliquary, a space or container within the church in which relics are stored forms one 
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precedent for the modern museum.1 Around the same era, European nobles began 

gathering creative and scholarly work for their own collections. 

As European royalty commissioned expeditions to other continents and the spoils 

of those intercultural meetings (often exploitative) made their way back to the courts and 

commons of the explorers' home nations, the strange joined the holy and the beautiful as 

being worthy of keeping and viewing.2 

These collections—of church, gentry, and empire—eventually moved into the 

public sphere. In 1793, in the midst of the French Revolution, the Louvre—previously a 

fortress of the royal family turned into a warehouse for the royal art collection—was 

symbolically opened to the public. The artwork was nationalized and emphasis was on 

access for the citizenry rather than any sort of educational or even aesthetic aims.3 

In England, Sir John Soane, a prominent architect, opened his home and the 

collection it contained as a museum in the early 19th century. Consisting primarily of 

salvaged architectural details, the collection filled much of the house, eventually 

extending across two adjacent houses. Upon Soane's death, the museum became publicly-

owned.4 

At the American Philosophical Society in Philadelphia, Charles Willson Peale 

opened a natural history museum at the tail end of the 18th century, combining the 

                                                 
1 Seth C. Bruggeman, Here, George Washington Was Born: Memory, Material Culture, and the Public 
History of a National Monument (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 2008). 

2 For more on the expansion of “wonder” in the early colonial era, see Lawrence Weschler, Mr. Wilson’s 
Cabinet of Wonder, 1st Vintage Books ed (New York: Vintage Books, 1996).  

3 “History of the Louvre | Louvre Museum | Paris,” accessed January 2, 2018, 
http://www.louvre.fr/en/histoirelouvres/history-louvre/periode-4#tabs.  

4 Helen Dorey, “Sir John Soane’s Model Room,” Perspecta 41 (2008): 46–171.  
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collecting patterns of past European gentry with nascent scientific methods and popular 

appeal to a varied audience. 

Peale's museum also made use of innovative ways of seeing. Rather than 

positioning stuffed specimens of fauna in front of a plain wall, as had been the custom, 

Peale placed them in miniature dioramas that made use of props as well as landscape 

painting. These backdrops presented the artifact in an approximation of its native context 

and viewers felt transported into that world.5 

The 19th century saw increased use of the transporting power of illusion. 

Panoramas became a form of public entertainment, surrounding the viewer with an 

immersive scene. Moving screens enabled a viewer to feel as though they had traveled 

the length of the Mississippi while staying in the same room.6 

Images could also provide different vantage points for viewers, as in the example 

of “bird's eye” views. These allowed a shared, public perspective that was often used to 

capture the built landscape in quickly-changing urban areas. In the early American 

republic, commemoration of the events of the revolution was uncommon. Whitney 

Martinko has argued that while little of the built environment was preserved as we 

understand preservation today, the early 19th century had other methods for fixing 

landscape in the collective memory. Bird's eye views and landscape depictions of 

demolished buildings ensured that they would be remembered, even as young American 

                                                 

5 Wendy Bellion, Citizen Spectator : Art, Illusion, and Visual Perception in Early National America 
(Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2012) 217. 

6 M. Christine Boyer, “Cities for Sale: Merchandising History at South Street Seaport” in Michael Sorkin, 
ed. Variations on a Theme Park : The New American City and the End of Public Space, 1st ed. (New York: 
Hill and Wang, 1992). 
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cities re-formed themselves as needed.7 

By mid-century, tableaux became more common in three dimensions. Groups of 

people in elaborate dress would recreate famous paintings in tableaux vivants, for 

example, bringing artwork into human scale and adding depth. The 19th-century taste for  

expansive spectacle found its greatest expression in expositions which brought industrial 

advances and cultural displays together. 

The 1851 “Crystal Palace” exposition in London, for instance, was a series of 

interconnected tableaux, as craftsmen and industrial innovators set up booths in which to 

display their crafts. The exposition hall itself was a kind of spectacle, constructed as it 

was out of cast iron and glass, ground-breaking building materials at the time. 

During the American Civil War “Sanitary Fairs”—fundraising events for the 

Union cause—created somewhat smaller tableaux than the Crystal Palace, but began to 

incorporate more historically-inspired components. The quickly-fadingmemory of the 

Revolution was a touchstone for Americans on both sides of the war and the Sanitary 

Fairs often featured women in old-timey costumes distributing food or tea.8 In the years 

following the Civil War, Colonially-inspired tea parties became more common as the 

nation's centennial approached. These events remained fundraisers, often for the coming 

celebrations of 1876.9 

When the 1876 Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia arrived, it combined the 

                                                 
7 Whitney A. Martinko, “Progress and Preservation: Representing History in Boston’s Landscape of Urban 
Reform, 1820–1860,” The New England Quarterly 82, no. 2 (2009): 304–34.  

8 Karal Ann Marling, George Washington Slept Here: Colonial Revivals and American Culture, 1876-1986 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988) 38-50. 

9 Many of these teas were held in 1873, the centennial of the “Boston Tea Party.” Marling, 38-50. 
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extravagance of the Crystal Palace with the fuzzy nostalgia of the Sanitary fairs and 

created even more elaborate historical and cultural tableaux. “The Swedish school-house 

in native woods challenges the Massachusetts district school hard by,” observed The New 

Century for Woman, “while the Connecticut building looks askance at the Moorish 

pavilion, under whose shade the Spanish engineers are sawing and hammering too.”10 

Newly-patented industrial machinery was demonstrated next door to the clothes and war 

tent of George Washington.11 

Most striking was the way in which Washington's personal effects were arranged. 

While the a previous display at the United States Patent Office had placed the relics in a 

glass case, the display at the Centennial was more naturalistic, creating a camp scene 

complete with cot, sword, pistols, and small table adorned with portable dishes for tea. 

The president's regimental uniform was set out on a chair as though to suggest the great 

man's shape.12 

Elsewhere in the fair, other old or oldish things marked the nation's hundredth 

birthday. A kettle that had been made before the revolution was on display, as were 

furnishings created in purportedly colonial style, though many visitors were skeptical of 

those claims.13 

One way that producers at expositions could display their skill was to craft 

                                                 
10 “Aladdin's Lamp: A Month Ago in the Exposition” The New Century for Woman. The Women's 
Centennial Committee. No. 1 (May 13, 1876) 2. 

11 The proximity of these Washington artifacts and cutting-edge technology was nothing new. The U.S. 
Patent Office was one of the few fireproof buildings in Washington, DC and thus was the chosen home of 
the revolutionary president's wardrobe by at least 1870. Marling, 25-26.  

12 Marling, 27-30.  

13 Marling, 32-33. 
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replicas of notable items. Glass producers at the Crystal Palace, for instance, made 

imitations of Josiah Wedgewood's ceramic vases. Apsley Pellatt and Co. produced a glass 

copy of the Koh-I-Noor diamond, a new addition to the British crown jewels which was 

also on display at the exposition.14  

The allure of forgery and the mystique of the authentic artifact are, in Stephen 

Bann's words, “two sides of the same coin.”15 These displays of imitative reality, in the 

forgery of gems and relics as well as the immersive surroundings of a home from around 

the globe or another time, were deeply enmeshed with the hunger for the real. In fact, the 

same adoption of scientific methods that allowed Pellatt and Co. to produce diamond-like 

glass began to allow the revelation of frauds and investigation toward historical truth. 

Reconstructing environments and animating them with people also became an 

attraction in these spaces. Previous expositions had featured concession stands 

representing various ethnic cuisines served by staff in traditional dress, but at the 

Centennial, Miss Emma B. Southwick of Boston went a step further, creating the Old 

New England Log-House and Kitchen. The Log-House featured a working hearth at 

which costumed ladies prepared and sold old-fashioned food.16 

At the 1893 Columbian Exposition in Chicago, the historical displays moved into 

the sitting rooms of real houses.17 This change indicated a move toward recognizing 

                                                 

14 Dena K. Tarshis, “The Koh-I-Noor Diamond and its Glass Replica at the Crystal Palace Exhibition,” 
Journal of Glass Studies 42 (2000): 133–43. 

15 Stephen Bann, The Clothing of Clio a Study of the Representation of History in Nineteenth-Century 
Britain and France, Clothing of Clio (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1984) 2.  

16 Marling, 37. 

17 Bruggeman, Here, George Washington Was Born, 61. 



11 

value in “authenticity” of historical tableaux as well as a narrowing of the audience for 

these displays; far fewer individuals were granted access into a home than were 

welcomed into the massive fairground. 

While much of the spectacle of these expositions was intended to entertain 

visitors and to sell products to them, observers also thought of the displays, particularly 

those of a cultural or historical nature, as educational. For instance, The New Century for 

Woman saw the Centennial Exposition as a kind of reverse Grand Tour: 

“There will be no need to go to Europe this summer; in its rich completeness, 
Europe comes to us instead. The Exposition is, in fact, a national kindergarten; we 
shall learn color, form, adaptation of means to ends, and the use of all our 
faculties.”18 
 
As these international expositions collected disparate displays and crammed them 

together into a global—if ephemeral—tableau, museums in Northern Europe began 

assembling traditional crafts from the corners of their lands to create more permanent 

national tableaux of their own.19 

 

The Modern Museum  

Eventually these museums included entire rooms from traditionally constructed 

homes—or, at Artur Hazelius' Skansen museum, entire homes—in which to display the 

collections. Thus a room from the North might share a wall from a room from the East. 

Like the cabinets juxtaposing wonders from around the world, these museums made 

sense of the nation and put pieces of it into order. In a world changing rapidly through 

                                                 

18 “Aladdin's Lamp” The New Century for Woman, 2. 

19 H. W. K., “The American Wing in Its Relation to the History of Museum Development,” The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 17, no. 11 (1922): 14. 
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industrialization and the first hints of globalization, this order was comforting and a 

source of local or national pride. 

In addition to plucking rooms from houses in order to represent various 

geographic areas, museums began selecting rooms for their portrayal of the past, and 

these became known as “period rooms.” Early examples of period rooms in the United 

States include those by the Pocumtuck Valley Memorial Association in Deerfield, MA 

(1880) and the Essex Institute in Salem, MA (1907).20 The colonial kitchen was often a 

component of these early collections, drawing on the precedent of the expositions of the 

preceding decades.21 

By the early 20th century, the most prestigious American art museums drew on 

the models of Skansen, the Pocumtuck Valley Memorial Association, and the Essex 

Institute to imitate private art collections in Europe. While the public art museums of 

Europe seemed shabby after a century of largely static practice, the collections of private 

collectors were situated in lavish homes.22 Displaying artwork in the context of fine 

furnishings evoked the aura of the private collection while also staking the case for craft 

as art. 

In 1924, the Metropolitan Museum of Art (“The Met”) introduced the “American 

Wing,” an addition that would “be devoted entirely to American art of the Colonial, 

Revolutionary, and Early Republican periods” and would put those works in the context 

                                                 

20 Bruggeman, Here, George Washington Was Born, 56. 

21 Neil Harris, "Period Rooms and the American Art Museum," Winterthur Portfolio 46, no. 2/3 (2012): 
118-122. 

22 Harris, "Period Rooms and the American Art Museum," 118-122. 



13 

of the finest furniture and architectural details from those eras.23 R. T. H. Halsey, the 

volunteer director of the Committee on American Decorative Arts, served as unofficial 

(and unpaid) curator of the new Wing, scouting potential acquisitions and overseeing 

their installation at the Met.24 

The rise of the period room in America was about providing, for fine art and the 

decorative arts, the same context that Charles Willson Peale had hoped to add to his 

animal specimens. Yet the practice also removed the interiors from the context of the full 

house or the landscape that surrounded it. Decades before American art museums began 

making the argument for decorative arts as worthy of aesthetic engagement, Americans 

had also begun to protect houses as shrines to the people who had lived there. 

The first recognizable HHMs in America were designated for their connection 

with George Washington. As the Civil War suddenly threw the Union's future into doubt, 

many Americans looked to their past for something to hold them together. In so doing 

they settled on a slave-holding hero and created places of pilgrimage to him wherever 

they could, a task made easier by Washington's itinerary during the revolution. Not only 

was Mount Vernon converted to a shrine, but so were several of Washington's battle 

headquarters. 

And so the United States entered into what has been called the Colonial Revival. 

It had at least two major components. On one hand was an increased focus on 

                                                 
23 Marshall B. Davidson, The American Wing: A Guide (Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1980); Edward 
Robinson, “A Wing Devoted to American Art,” The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 17, no. 11 
(1922): 1. 

24 Wendy Kaplan, “R. T. H. Halsey: An Ideology of Collecting American Decorative Arts,” Winterthur 
Portfolio 17, no. 1 (1982): 43–53.  
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commemorating Colonial America and claiming lineage to the revolutionary generation. 

The Sons of the American Revolution (SAR) and Daughters of the American Revolution 

(DAR) were two such organizations which required members to document revolutionary 

ancestors, formed in 1889 and 1890, respectively. In declaring the purpose of the DAR at 

its inaugural meeting, those assembled connected commemoration of American 

independence with good citizenship in the present: 

Before the meeting was closed those present resolved to use their minds, their 
hearts, and their means to perpetuate the memory of the spirit of the men and 
women who achieved American Independence; to encourage patriotism, and 
engender the spirit of Americanism; to teach patriotism by erecting monuments 
and protecting historical spots, by observing historical anniversaries, by 
promoting the cause of education, especially the study of history, the 
enlightenment of our foreign population, and all that makes for good citizenship.25 
 
To these organizations, the lessons which one might learn from patriotic displays 

were moral. They heavily employed symbols and fables to achieve this “enlightenment.” 

The other thread of the Colonial Revival was an aesthetic movement which drew 

on scientifically-inspired historical methods such as archaeology. Previously only used at 

ancient sites, archaeology began to be employed in colonial contexts in the early 20th 

century at sites such as Jamestown, Colonial Williamsburg, and Wakefield, the birthplace 

of George Washington.26 

Sites such as Mount Vernon attracted interest from both of these groups. Benson 

Lossing wrote a book about the home of Washington in 1859 which told stories of the 

family, a sentimental approach similar to the methods of the SAR and DAR. When he 

republished his book in 1871, Lossing took a somewhat more material approach, 

                                                 

25 Mary S. Lockwood, Story of the Records, D.A.R., (Washington, D.C. : G. E. Howard, 1906) 24. 

26 Bruggeman, Here, George Washington was Born, 87-89. 



15 

including an inventory of objects in the home at the time of Washington's death. Just 

decades later, in 1916, Paul Wilstach approached the plantation from an architectural and 

archaeological point of view.27 

In truth, these approaches were largely combined. Lydia Mattice Brandt points to 

the extent to which the “romanticism” of the colonial era was combined with increasingly 

scholarly methods in order to capture the essence of American architecture with all of the 

lessons that it could impart.28 Many of the boosters of these HHMs shared the same 

motives as the curators of the period rooms and exposition promoters. They saw objects 

of the past, arranged in an evocative manner, as instructional tools, by which values both 

aesthetic and civic could be imparted to the common person. 

By the 1912 museumization of Louisa May Alcott's childhood home, Orchard 

House, HHMs had incorporated many components of the period room phenomenon. The 

emphasis shifted from the aura of the individual to the promotion of good taste. 

Arranging antiques from the Alcott family in accordance with contemporary principles, 

the women who preserved Orchard House were explicit in their aims of assimilating 

immigrant children and continuing the cultural dominance of their colonial ancestors.29 

The HHM movement was in full swing by the Sesquicentennial Celebration in 

1926. The event was seen as somewhat of a failure, but in its wake, the Philadelphia area 

saw a considerable uptick in the museumization of houses, with Fiske Kimball and the 

                                                 
27 Lydia Mattice Brandt, First in the Homes of His Countrymen: George Washington’s Mount Vernon in 
the American Imagination, (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2016)  92. 

28 Brandt, 92. 

29 Patricia West, Domesticating History: The Political Origins of America’s House Museums (Washington 
D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1999) Chapter 2.  



16 

Philadelphia Museum of Art emerging as a driving force behind restorations in Fairmount 

Park. 

 

 

Authenticity at Historic House Museums 

The early period rooms and historic house museums owed much to the tableaux 

that had preceded them. They embraced spectacle. They placed items and symbols to 

bring order to the world. Collecting things that George Washington had touched into one 

location made that space special. Arranging the Alcotts' furniture in the best way possible 

indicated the importance of the family. Mothers were understood to largely determine 

their children's future value to society. By showing domestic spaces at their best, these 

committees created archetypes that were useful for educating the masses. Borrowing 

from Charles Sanders Peirce, Seth Bruggeman calls artifacts deployed in this fashion 

symbolic relics.30 

In contrast, the first professionals to enter these places came out of an academy 

that believed in objectivity.31 If only they could find all of the evidence, they would be 

left with a simple truth. To this end they were not satisfied with just any chair—they 

needed the real thing. Unfortunately for those in search of “the real thing”—what 

Bruggeman, again drawing on Peirce, calls indexical relics—often found that the real 

thing was gone, either absent or so modified as to be anachronistic to the period of 

                                                 

30 Bruggeman, Here George Washington Was Born, 116. 

31 Drawing on the work of Leopold von Ranke, American history graduate programs rapidly 
professionalized around the turn of the century, relying increasingly on archival sources and believing that 
the sum of their efforts could uncover absolute truth. 
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interpretation. In those cases, these experts sought the next best thing. Sometimes this 

meant acquiring real furnishings from a given time period but from a different context. 

Other times it meant studying written and visual evidence and manufacturing an 

approximation of what had been there. Bruggeman calls these kinds of evidence-based 

replication or substitution iconic relics and they were often combined with indexical 

material.32 

Experts such as Fiske Kimball were inconsistent, however, in their application of 

this logic. In 1930, for instance, Kimball insisted that Stratford Hall, ancestral home and 

birthplace of Robert E. Lee, be preserved rather than restored. In Kimball's professional 

opinion, attempting to return the house to its “original” form risked removing material 

that was indexical to desired period of restoration. Yet two years later, after other 

“experts” had refurnished the mansion with nothing newer than 1800, Kimball reversed 

course and proposed an “artistic” restoration, including removing an exterior staircase in 

order to replace it with one of his own design.33  

The organizations which took the lead in protecting homes such as those of 

Washington and Lee were often predominantly female in membership and largely 

privileged symbolic relics. In the 1920s and 1930s, concern with the accuracy of 

historical restorations led many of these groups to seek out academically trained experts 

and the cast of preservation changed from female to male. The academic men were 

overwhelmingly privileged iconicity and indexicality—often combining both 

                                                 
32 Bruggeman, Here George Washington Was Born, 115-116. 

33 Paul Reber and Laura Lawfer Orr, “Stratford Hall: A Memorial to Robert E. Lee?” in Seth C. 
Bruggeman, ed., Born in the U.S.A.: Birth, Commemoration, and American Public Memory, Public History 
in Historical Perspective (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2012), 122-126.  
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philosophies under the concept of objectivity or “accuracy.” 

These camps sometimes clashed. At the George Washington Birth Site National 

Memorial in the early 1930s, for instance, NPS director Horace Albright rejected a 

proposed plan for the Colonial flower garden because Mary Sherrard, the daughter of the 

garden's sponsor, wanted it to be “beautiful” rather than “sentimental.” Albright 

understood this distinction as removing Washington from the equation, creating a wholly 

unscientific and thus inauthentic tribute to Sherrard's mother, whereas Sherrard saw the 

emblematic power of a beautiful garden as a tribute to Washington and the women who 

had worked to protect the land where he was born.34 

These disagreements led to changes in the sites where the academics were given 

sway. Whereas Mount Vernon had been filled with relics of Washington and his ilk in its 

early days as a shrine, soon the Mount Vernon Ladies Association had to figure out 

where to build a new relic house in order to return the main home to a more naturalistic 

look. This debate was made complicated by the push and pull of iconicity and 

indexicality. In order to return Mount Vernon to an academically-supported realism, the 

landscape, indexical to Washington's time, had to be marred by the inclusion of display 

and storage space for the objects which contained so much indexical and symbolic 

meaning.35 

Despite continuing tensions between the shrine-makers and the academics, there 

were common demographics and common aims of both approaches. Both women's 

committees and the academic decorative arts departments tended to attract white 

                                                 

34 Bruggeman, Here, George Washington Was Born, 77-83. 

35 Brandt, 86-90. 
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American elites. Many of these people were drawn to their appreciation of colonial times 

by direct lineage to Americans of that era. And whether they were primarily concerned 

with deploying the symbols of motherhood and domesticity or recapturing the vanished 

past, both groups were very interested in the lessons which historical spaces could impart, 

lessons about citizenship and honor and what made Americans American. 

Figures such as Louise du Pont Crowninshield found methods of commemoration 

that largely satisfied both groups. While Crowninshield was respected for her expertise in 

antique furnishings—bolstered by her associations with experts from the Met—she was 

also admired for her ability to give a room “charm.” The combination of the use of 

“authentic” furniture with prescriptive ideas about interior design and domesticity—as at 

Orchard House—was  potent and Crowninshield's example was emulated at HHMs 

throughout the 20th century. 

As the ties between HHMs and the decorative arts experts of the art museums and 

period rooms became stronger around mid-century, academic historians largely eschewed 

the work of these small museums. Stuart Hobbs has argued that the alignment of HHMs 

with iconicity and decorative arts combined with a general narrative of declension—

going so far as to embrace anti-modernism—and led most HHMs to “privilege an 

aesthetic narrative over a historical one.”36 The emphasis on the finery of the past and the 

lack of grounding in historical inquiry resulted in what Seth Bruggeman has called 

“gentrification of the past,” in which the recreated display exceeds even the most 

                                                 
36 Stuart D. Hobbs, “Exhibiting Antimodernism: History, Memory, and the Aestheticized Past in Mid-
Twentieth-Century America,” The Public Historian 23, no. 3 (2001): 40. 
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extravagant historical reality.37 For instance, during the reconstruction of Colonial 

Williamsburg, the restoration staff used brighter paints than were available during the 

very period they wished to evoke.38 Thus by the middle of the 20th century, museums and 

historic sites had developed in order to portray an idealized past, favoring spectacle and 

finery over context and nuance. 

Historical iconicity was taken to its logical extreme in the early 20th century at 

several sites where buildings were entirely reconstructed. The log cabin birthplace of 

Abraham Lincoln was reassembled in 1910 using logs that had purportedly been reused 

by a neighbor. By the end of 1931, the Wakefield National Memorial Association had 

built what it called a “replica” of the birth home of George Washington.39 Just a few 

years later, the Governor's Palace in Williamsburg, which had burned down, its bricks 

used for chimneys at a nearby barracks, was reconstructed based on archaeological 

investigation and archival research.40 The reconstructions of the birthplaces of Lincoln 

and Washington were challenged as spurious by contemporary observers41 and the 

Governor's Palace underwent significant reinterpretations in the 1980s and 2000s 

suggesting that reconstruction is not without its risks. Yet beyond the danger of 

inaccuracy in reproduction, there seems to be a fundamental incompatibility of replica 

                                                 
37 Bruggeman, Here George Washington Was Born, 61. 

38 David Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1985) 329. 

39 Bruggeman Here, George Washington Was Born, 74-76. 

40 “Governor's Palace,” Colonial Williamsburg: http://www.history.org/almanack/places/hb/hbpal.cfm 
Accessed March 10, 2018. 

41 Linda Young, Historic House Museums in the United States and the United Kingdom: A History. 
Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2017, 48; Bruggeman Here, George Washington Was Born, 75-76. 

http://www.history.org/almanack/places/hb/hbpal.cfm
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and artifact if the replica is never used. The blend of iconicity and indexicality is a 

contradictory alliance that strains to pull itself apart. 

There is another paradox at the heart of questions of authenticity in sites of 

historical restoration or reconstruction. “A historic house possesses at least two 

histories,” Thomas Schlereth has written: “its past existence as an actual residence and 

present life as a house museum.”42 While some observers of heavily reconstructed sites 

such as living history museums argue that the "distinction between reality and illusion...is 

probably insignificant,"43 critics of historic house museums have argued that restoration 

to a specific period of interpretation allows for hegemony of whatever interpretation of 

the past the site's founders espoused.44 By the middle of the 20th century, these 

interpretations overwhelmingly praised 18th-century elites and focused on the beautiful 

things they had possessed and the beautiful homes they had occupied. 

As decades passed and reconstructed historical spaces remained concerned with 

an aesthetic past, the conversations around authenticity in those spaces remained fraught 

with contradiction. Writing in The American Art Journal in 1978, Donna Pilgrim 

assessed the status of period rooms fifty years on from the unveiling of the American 

Wing. While many of Pilgrim's observations show a critical distance from the heyday of 

Halsey and Kimball—“Projections of our own taste permeate all aspects of period room 

                                                 
42 Thomas J. Schlereth, “Historic Houses as Learning Laboratories: Seven Teaching Strategies,” History 
News 33, no. 4 (1978): 96. 

43 Warren Leon and Margaret Piatt, "Living History Museums" in Warren Leon and Roy Rosenzweig, eds., 
History Museums in the United States: A Critical Assessment (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1989): 
91. 

44 West, Domesticating History. 
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installations”45—others display a convoluted combination of iconic and and indexical 

meaning. Critiquing the George Francis Dow's work at the Essex Institute, Pilgrim drew a 

line between aesthetics and history, writing that “Dow's intent was to create an 

impression of everyday life rather than to emphasize stylistic accuracy.”46 Aesthetic 

integrity, to Pilgrim, was part and parcel with indexicality, while iconic reconstructions 

intended to demonstrate “historical reality” were a compromise.47 Pilgrim recognized the 

paradoxes of the period room, yet reproduced many of the beliefs which had animated 

their creation even as she advocated for common-sense reinterpretation of them. 

By the time in which Pilgrim wrote, a different kind of historical reality had come 

to the fore in academic circles and was leaking into public spaces as well. “Social 

history” brought with it a concern with common people rather than the political and 

social elites. Social history had no sooner gained widespread acceptance within the 

academe than many scholars took their talents into public spheres. 

Just as there had been a glut of academic historians in the early decades of the 

20th century, the decade around the American Bicentennial flooded the market. In search 

of employment, many of these academically-trained historians entered jobs with public 

engagement, what we now recognize as the field of public history. They brought social 

history into spaces that had largely been filiopietistic and generally conservative. They 

sought to tell the stories of women and people of color at sites like Williamsburg, which 

                                                 
45 Dianne H. Pilgrim, “Inherited from the Past: The American Period Room,” American Art Journal 10, no. 
1 (1978): 18. 

46 Pilgrim, 10. 

47 Pilgrim, 8. 
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in the 1990s began an intense effort to interpret and portray the lives of enslaved 

people.48 

Some of these folks became very interested in how public history sites could be 

used as learning laboratories, where continuing and recreating historic practices would 

illuminate and complement other historical methods. The Association for Living History, 

Farm and Agricultural Museums (ALHFAM) was born out of some of these impulses. 

Attempting to replicate historic practices with artifacts or tools patterned on artifacts, as 

ALHFAM members still do, further blends iconic and indexical authenticity. 

While HHMs in general moved toward research based iconicity (in word if not 

always in action) in the mid-20th century, the subset of HHMs which honored the lives of 

authors and poets still owed much to shrines. While visiting the place where literary 

figures had lived still mattered a great deal to visitors—perhaps they would be struck by 

the same inspiration as the past resident—historical specificity meant less at these sites 

than symbols. Any desk would be better than no desk, for instance. The period of 

significance at authors' homes has often been more recent49 and provenance of the site 

more direct, that is, without intermediate tenants between author and museum. Thus at 

HHMs dedicated to authors, there is more often a mix of symbolic and indexical 

authenticity without iconic reproductions. 

By the last decades of the twentieth century, HHMs thus drew on traditions of 

shrines and tableaux as well as a variety of understandings of what lessons could be 

                                                 

48 Richard Handler and Eric Gable, The New History in an Old Museum: Creating the Past at Colonial 
Williamsburg (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1997). 
49 The glaring exceptions here are the buildings associated with Shakespeare, which, though arguably the 
first house museums in the world, were opened for admission two centuries after his death. 
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learned from old things and educated reconstructions of them. The first century of HHM 

practice presented a jumble of  meanings for practitioners and visitors alike. 
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Chapter 3 

Chamounix Mansion Youth Hostel 

 

The greater Philadelphia area contains myriad HHMs. By the 1920s, 

preservationists in Germantown had begun to open historic houses to the public, 

beginning with Stenton,1 and the era of the Sesquicentennial celebration—held in 

Philadelphia—saw many more homes, including many of those in Fairmount Park, 

restored and opened as museums. 

In the Northern corner of Fairmount Park, just miles away from some of those 

HHMs, sits Chamounix Mansion International Youth Hostel. While the people who 

currently live and work in the over two-hundred year-old mansion do not see themselves 

as history workers, their predecessors of the 1960s through the 1980s understood 

Chamounix as a HHM. The distinctive 20th-century history and present use of this house 

make it a valuable addition to the HHM field.  

 

From the Plumsteds to the Kellys 

Around 1802, George Plumsted, a merchant descended from two mayors of 

Philadelphia, commissioned a country house, to be located along the Schuylkill River. In 

the early years of the nineteenth century, many Philadelphia residents built country 

                                                 
1 Roger W. Moss, and Tom Crane. Historic Houses of Philadelphia: A Tour of the Region’s Museum 
Homes. Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1998: 13-14. 
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escapes if they could afford them.2 The Plumsteds reached their getaway by boat and 

climbed a steep path or stairway to the Eastern exterior door of the villa.3 

The Plumsteds’ country escapes were shortlived, however: George Plumsted died 

only a few years later on April 3, 1805 leaving behind no will but four young children. 

His widow, Anna Helena Amelia Plumsted had to sell the house and the property on 

which it sat in order to cover the $90,000 in debts that George had left behind.4 

The buyer was Benjamin Johnson, who owned the property until 1813, selling it 

to Benjamin Warner. Benjamin Warner owned the estate for 25 years until he died 

without having paid off the mortgage. His brother Joseph Warner bought the property and 

owned it for another 15 years before selling it on to Topliff Johnson, a relative, in 1853. 

Sometime, likely during the Warners' custody, the mansion was given the name 

“Chamounix.”5 

Soon after his purchase, Johnson converted Chamounix into a year-round 

dwelling, doubling it in size to its current dimensions and adding a carriage house. Within 

the year, he too died, leaving behind a wife and four children. The Johnson heirs lived in 

Chamounix until 1871, when they were forced to sell to to  the city.6 

Decades earlier, the city of Philadelphia had begun to buy many of the estates that 

lined the Schuylkill River, creating Fairmount Park, in order to secure its clean water 

                                                 

2 Roger W. Moss, The American Country House, 1st ed. (New York: New York : H. Holt, 1990).  

3 Jessica A. Sloop, “Chamounix Mansion Historic Structure Report” (University of Pennsylvania, 1994), 
Philadelphia Parks and Recreation Archive.  

4 Sloop, 13. 

5 Sloop, 13. 

6 Sloop 15. 
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supply. Philadelphia purchased Lemon Hill, a mansion built for Henry Pratt, in 1844, and 

dedicated its estate to use by the city's public in 1855. By 1868, the city had acquired 

many more estates along the Schuylkill. 

The Johnson family petitioned the city to allow them to remain in Chamounix. “A 

covenant would be made that the place shall be forever occupied only as a private 

residence and the grounds &c. kept in such good order that it will be no detriment to the 

park,” wrote Joseph W. Johnson Jr. “In Regent's Park [London] containing I believe 

about 200 acres there are no less than five private enclosures[;] in a Park of more than ten 

times the above area one small reserve neatly enclosed would be scarcely noticeable.”7 

The appeal fell on deaf ears. 

Chamounix served, in the 1890s, as a concession stand for picnickers in the park 

and for a year, at least, is said to have served as a boarding house.8 To accommodate 

these more public uses, modifications were made  to the mansion, including the addition 

of two more bathrooms (one with a shower) and a second kitchen.9 Other houses were put 

to similar uses, as picnicking spots and eventually as housing for notable city 

employees.10 Some of the stately homes which stood on these lots were demolished. Such 

was the fate of Sedgely, a mansion designed by Benjamin Latrobe.11 

                                                 
7 Joseph W. Johnson Jr. to the Fairmount Park Commission, no date, cited in Sloop, 15. 

8 Sloop, 15. 

9 Sloop, 25. 

10 This would eventually cause a scandal when investigative reporter Hoag Levins published a week-long 
series of exposes in the Philadelphia Daily News in 1977. 

11 Mikaela Maria, “Southeast View of Sedgeley Mansion” Encyclopedia of Greater Philadelphia: 
http://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/sedgeley_park-2-2/  

http://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/sedgeley_park-2-2/
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When Fiske Kimball moved into town in 1925 to take the position of director of 

the Philadelphia Museum of Art, he and his wife Marie were invited to live in Lemon 

Hill, within view of where the Art Museum was under construction. Kimball, already 

known for his restoration consulting work at Stratford Hall and Monticello, elected to 

restore Lemon Hill before moving in, and the Kimballs instead moved into Mount 

Pleasant, another Fairmount mansion, one with a tangential connection to Benedict 

Arnold. While in Mount Pleasant, the Kimballs oversaw repainting based on scrapings of 

the molding and accepted loans of Chippendale furnishings and Turkish carpets.12 

In 1926, the Kimballs had moved into Lemon Hill, and Mount Pleasant was 

opened for the summer of the sesquicentennial as an exhibit of the PMA, complete with 

landscaping designed by Amy Cogswell, a consultant from Connecticut.13 When the 

exhibit proved to be a success, the PMA kept Mount Pleasant open to visitors. By 1928, 

the PMA had helped restore Cedar Grove, a mansion that had been moved to Fairmount 

Park from its original location and that house, too, was open for visitation.14 Over the 

next half-century, about half of the houses within Fairmount Park became HHMs, 

                                                 

12 Fiske Kimball, “Historic Monuments,” (manuscript)Box 159, Folder 6, Fiske Kimball Papers, 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, Library and Archives: 12-13. 

13 Amy Cogswell, correspondence with Fiske Kimball, Box 195, Folder 14, Fiske Kimball Records, 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, Library and Archives. 

14 Kimball, “Historic Monuments”: 14. Moss and Crane, Historic Houses of Philadelphia, 15. Kimball's 
goals may have been even greater; a typed list, perhaps from 1927, includes restoration cost estimates for 
ten Fairmount homes. Fiske Kimball, “Principal Early Homes Now in Fairmount Park,” undated 
manuscript. Box 196, Folder 17, Fiske Kimball Records, Philadelphia Museum of Art, Library and 
Archives. 
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administered by stewards such as the Colonial Dames and Women for the Bicentennial.15 

While busloads of visitors admired the antiques on display in Fairmount Park's 

HHMs, Chamounix had become a home again: from 1937 until 1959, a park gardener 

named Carl Kelly and his family lived in the old house. In 1959, Carl was killed in a 

workplace accident and the rest of the Kelly family were summarily asked to leave the 

premises in two months. After the Kellys left, Chamounix stood empty. In 1962, it 

suffered a fire that destroyed the main staircase and so damaged the structure that serious 

consideration was given to knocking the mansion down. 

 

Hostel Origins 

Chamounix might have shared the fate of The Cliffs, another Fairmount mansion 

that burned catastrophically in 1985 and stands as a graffiti-covered skeleton today, but 

for a committee seeking to start a youth hostel in Philadelphia. 

Hostelling, the invention of a German, Richard Schirrmann, around 1909 was 

brought to the United States in 1934 by Isabel and Monroe Smith, and it quickly spread 

from the Smiths' headquarters in Northfield, Massachusetts. After World War II, 

American youths helped repair European hostels, resulting in greater American 

awareness of the model, but the idea still spread slowly in the United States, largely 

                                                 

15 Many of these houses still have the same stewards, see Emily Babay, “The mansions of Fairmount Park” 
Philly.com, October 19, 2015: 
http://www.philly.com/philly/news/The_mansions_of_Fairmount_Park_Phillys_hidden_gems.html. 
Accessed January 2017. 

http://www.philly.com/philly/news/The_mansions_of_Fairmount_Park_Phillys_hidden_gems.html
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confined to rural cycling routes.16 The Philadelphia Council of the American Youth 

Hostels, Inc. (AYH) managed several small hostels in suburban and rural Pennsylvania, 

but by at least 1959 was hoping to find an appropriate space for a city hostel. Putnam 

Stowe, vice president of AYH, working out of the Philadelphia office, invited Fairmount 

Park Commissioner William H. Noble to help plan a 25th anniversary celebration of 

American hostelling, beginning a relationship that would lead the committee to 

Chamounix Mansion.17 

In 1961, Mr. E. St. John Catchpool, a British hostel enthusiast, toured hostels 

along the east coast and his visit to Philadelphia seems to have served as a catalyst for 

selection of a hostel site. Catchpool suggested that the German hostel organizations might 

be inclined to financially support a hostel in Philadelphia, particularly if it was connected 

to German culture in some way.18 The local council seems to have been considering 

historic structures previously,19 and spent much of their time with Catchpool touring 

potential hostel sites and brainstorming available historic buildings.20 They would go on 

to consider Fort Mifflin and the Shippen-Blair House in Germantown among other 

                                                 

16 “History of Hostelling,” Hostelling International – USA. https://www.hiusa.org/about-us/history-of-
hostelling. Accessed April 2, 2017. 

17 Putnam Stowe to W. H. Noble, Fairmount Park Commissioner, February 10, 1959. Archives of the 
Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 

18 Bob Wolfe to A. L. Pranses March 16, 1961. Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 

19 According to Seth Bruggeman, the committee inquired about the possibility of using the USS Olympia 
for its hostel circa 1958, but were told it would have to be for men only. 

20 Nancy Ritter to Justin J. Cline March 4, 1961. Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 

https://www.hiusa.org/about-us/history-of-hostelling
https://www.hiusa.org/about-us/history-of-hostelling
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locations.21 

Catchpool also met with Paul Hartenstein, Assistant City Representative in the 

Department of Tourism, and with W. H. Noble and Judge Harold Saylor, both 

representing Fairmount Park. Noble took Catchpool and his American retinue on a tour of 

Fairmount and the Wissahickon, stopping by “an unheated building called 'the 

Monastery'” and proposing it as a potential hostel.22 For city and park authorities, the idea 

of a hostel in one of the old buildings within their jurisdiction must have felt like a win-

win: it would bring tourists to the city and provide occupancy and basic daily 

maintenance for one of the many structures on their to-do list. 

On the evening of March 8, 1963, one woman and six men met in the Princeton 

Club to take the next steps to establish a youth hostel in the city. Such a facility “would 

provide the means of furnishing hospitable but inexpensive lodgings to the many young 

American and foreign visitors who want to come to Philadelphia for a few days to 

experience its scenic and historic treasures.” Someone suggested the fire-damaged 

Chamounix as a potential location, and “[i]n the absence of any better suggestion [it] was 

considered to be the most desirable location to establish such a hostel.”23 The new 

Committee decided the hostel should be open by June 1964 to host youths headed to that 

summer's New York World's Fair. As they left, the Committee resolved to “begin official 

                                                 
21 Nancy Ritter to Paul B. Hartenstein March 30, 1961; Bob Wolfe to A. L. Pranses March 16, 1961. 
Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 

22 Nancy Ritter to Justin J. Cline March 4, 1961. Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 

23 Charles Glanville, Secretary. “Untitled” March 8, 1963, Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion.  
It's worth noting that in addition to providing little evidence for why the mansion fit the needs of a hostel, 
the Friends of Chamounix Mansion neglected to articulate any motive behind preserving the mansion other 
than the vaguest notion of its age and it prominent first owners. 
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correspondence with the Fairmount Park Commission looking toward leasing Chamounix 

Mansion and obtaining authorization to convert it into a youth hostel, and to call the first 

formal meeting of the Committee after these initial steps have been taken.”24 

In May, William O. Douglas, an American Youth Hostels board member in 

Washington, DC commended these efforts via Western Union telegram: 

For over twenty five years our American students, armed with their youth hostel 
membership cards, have enjoyed the hospitality of youth hostels in almost all 
major European cities. It is only fitting that the traditional American latchstring be 
out to young visitors from abroad, who are coming in increasing numbers to our 
shores.25 
 
In referring to the “latchstring”—a method popular in Colonial America by which 

a door latch, otherwise locked from the inside, could be opened from the outside—

Douglas evoked notions of domesticity and hospitality while employing a historical 

metaphor, foreshadowing the influence which the Colonial Revival would have on the 

hostel. 

Chamounix opened in June 1964 and hosted 498 overnight guests by the end of 

the year.26 There was more work to do—a photo of the first hostel visitors leaving after 

their stay shows the hostel's exterior stucco recently patched and unpainted27 and the first 

                                                 
24 Charles Glanville, Secretary. “Untitled.” March 8, 1963, Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 

25 William O. Douglas to Dr. Robert Wolfe, Chairman or Charles Glanville, Secretary, Committee for a 
Youth Hostel in Philadelphia (Western Union telegram). May 25, 1963. Archives of the Friends of 
Chamounix Mansion. 

26 “Chamounix Mansion Youth Hostel Statistics,” undated, Archives of the Friends of Chamounix 
Mansion. 

27 "Honeymooners at Chamounix Mansion," Philadelphia Evening Bulletin, June 23, 1964, in the George 
D. McDowell Philadelphia Evening Bulletin Collection at Temple University's Special Collections 
Research Center. 
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floor common rooms were nearly empty28—but the Friends of Chamounix Mansion were 

excited by the tasks at hand. 

 

Historical Furnishing 

Though Chamounix was operating as a youth hostel, the Friends of Chamounix 

Mansion also valued its status as a historic house and, taking their cues from other 

mansions in the park, drew heavily on the HHM methodologies of the era, including the 

sometimes contradictory meanings around historical authenticity. 

When the Fairmount Park Commission sanctioned the use of Chamounix 

Mansion, they likely thought of it as a case of adaptive reuse. Many other houses within 

Fairmount Park had been put to a variety of purposes—restaurants, clubhouses, Park 

Commission offices—wherein the historic nature of the house was recognized but was 

not part of the day-to-day use.29 At Chamounix, however, the FOMC saw the hosting of 

travelers and the presentation of a historic house as components of the same mission. 

The Friends of Chamounix Mansion released a pamphlet on the history of the 

house30 and dressed the first floor in Colonial finery for the grand opening in 1965.31 

Between 1965 and 1969, furnishings trickled in from a variety of sources. The PMA 
                                                 

28 Guests spent most of their time in the hostel basement in these early days. Karen Fasy to Charlie 
Glanville, January 20, 1965. Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 

29 For instance, Sweetbriar was the clubhouse of the Junior League in the 1920s and beginning in the 
1980s, Fairmount Park has leased many of the park mansions as office and event spaces for non-profit 
organizations. 

30 William Leech was a student in the history department at Temple University when he wrote the 
pamphlet, but had previously served as secretary for the Philadelphia Council of the American Youth 
Hostels. Charles Glanville to George Tatum, March 30, 1964; Executive Committee Meeting (minutes) 
May 25, 1964. Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 

31 Charles Glanville to Herbert Schiffer, May 18, 1965. Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 
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provided a selection of fine china for display, a pair of astral lamps, and a few prints of 

Birch's views of Philadelphia. From other donors came the loan of a Hepplewhite desk 

and an antique harp.32 

At the same time, the houseparents kept the Board apprised of the many needs of 

a working hostel—a 1965 to-do list from the first houseparents, Karen and Edward Fasy, 

stretched over four pages.33 The Fasys had taken a tour of various hostels in preparation 

for their assignment and they had some concerns about the concept of the historical 

furnishing. “We think it would be a good idea to put a kind of furniture and writing 

surfaces in the one common room that would take a hard beating,” they suggested. “From 

our experience on our hostel trip, we see that hostelers are pretty hard on furniture; that 

they want a place to sit and read, write letters, talk, plan, etc., and not have to worry about 

'period furniture.'” While it is unclear how the Board envisioned the formal rooms being 

used, Karen could foresee problems: “I would hate to have to keep at the hostelers about 

keeping their feet off the nice couch all the time, when it would be better to just have 

furniture more suited to teenagers in their old clothes and sneakers.”34 

Whether heeding Karen Fasy's warning or simply in recognition of the exigencies 

of a working youth hostel the third common room on the first floor, named after Richard 

Schirrmann, was furnished “rustic and serviceable fashion.” The tables within were 

covered with “a felt-like material which is impervious to everything.”35 While the Bay 

                                                 
32 Women's Committee Annual Report, 1967. Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 

33 Karen Fasy to Charlie Glanville, January 20, 1965. Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 

34 Karen Fasy to Charlie Glanville, January 20, 1965. Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 

35  Women's Committee Annual Report, 1967. Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 
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and Music rooms were apparently free to be used by hostellers, the Schirrmann Room 

was designed to take more use.36  

By the summer of  1966 the Fasys had handed off the job of houseparents to 

another couple but took one last opportunity to weigh in on the course of the refurnishing. 

“Please take out those valuable lamps and mirror,” wrote Karen Fasy to Charles 

Glanville, “I think the hostels [sic] money could be spent on more useful things for the 

visitors than antique lamps and mirrors.” Fasy's letter also gives a sense of the progress of 

the first floor's decoration: “The mirrors have been laying on the top of some chests of 

drawers for a year, and the lamps have been put away more than once for safe keeping.”37 

In September, 1966, the newly formed Women's Committee of the Friends of 

Chamounix Mansion met for the first time, with two main tasks: to finish the historical 

furnishing and “to make attractive and more usable the kitchen, dining, and game rooms 

in the basement; and to make a comprehensive plan for the grounds around the house.”38 

To accomplish the task on a minimal budget, the Women's Committee sent out a detailed 

list of furniture along with its membership appeal.39 

The Women's Committee sought out published research in order to make the 

décor “appropriate to the period.” The Committee often implemented what they 

                                                 
36 The room was so named because of a contribution by the International Youth Hostel Federation in 1965 
of $1000 in Schirrmann's name. Charles Glanville to Herbert Schiffer, May 18, 1965. Archives of the 
Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 

37 Karen Fasy to Charlie Glanville, ca. June 1966. Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 

38 Alice B. Lonsdorf, “Women's Committee Annual Report, April, 1967.” Archives of the Friends of 
Chamounix Mansion. 

39 “Untitled” (Membership and furniture donation appeal) ca. 1967(?), Archives of the Friends of 
Chamounix Mansion. 
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discovered from this research in symbolic ways. Having learned “that the first wallpaper 

made in America came from a factory in Philadelphia, at the time Chamounix was built,” 

they decided to put “scenic wallpaper patterned after an early print in the hall.” The 

committee arranged a field trip to Winterthur, to supplement their research with a lecture 

and tour of the period rooms.40 

In these efforts to give the first floor of the hostel a historical feel, the Women's 

Committee was following the example of women's committees of a century earlier. They 

embraced the symbolic authenticity of good taste. By availing themselves of the wisdom 

of experts at Winterthur and the Philadelphia Museum of Art and by seeking out 

published research, they added a degree of iconic authenticity, yet the scattershot nature 

of their acquisition of pieces by donation—furniture listed by function rather than by 

style—suggests that period accuracy was not in the forefront of their minds. They were 

following the example of Louise Crowninshield, but on a budget. 

By 1969, the furnishing was seemingly complete but also becoming a problem 

and the Women's Committee pivoted in their policy for the parlors. “The committee has 

decided to keep the rooms as they are, and not purchase any more antiques,” wrote Ruth 

O'Connor in the 1969 Annual Report. “We will eventually acquire good sturdy chairs and 

have enough folding chairs available for large groups.”41 O'Connor made plain the 

committee's desire that “the rooms [were] to be utilized and not just showrooms.”42 

In 1970 the Women's Committee accordingly appealed for furniture donations 

                                                 
40 Lonsdorf, “Women's Committee Annual Report, April, 1967.” 

41 Women’s Committee Annual Report, 1969. Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 

42 Women’s Committee Annual Report, 1969. Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 
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with a different emphasis than they had a few years before: “The one area of the Mansion 

that needs refurbishing with furniture that is durable and suitable for hostelers needs is 

the Bay and Music Rooms.”43 Several antique lamps were sold in order to finance the 

“sturdy” chairs, purchased from a Committee member's husband's furniture company at 

“an incrediable [sic] savings.”44 The Women's Committee would eventually liquidate 

most of the fancier items which they had acquired.45 

With the sale of the antiques to fund more utilitarian furniture, the Women's 

Committee belatedly followed the guidance of Karen Fasy. The interplay between the 

original intentions of the hostel's formation and this more pragmatic approach created a 

complex network of authenticity as the FOMC sought to claim a place within the world 

of Fairmount Park's HHMs. 

The Women's Committee's membership fluctuated wildly, in part because they 

were often expected to complete the mundane tasks around the hostel. Laura Wagar, the 

Committee's chairman in 1970, complained that the Women's committee suffered from 

not having “a more appealing mission than painting, cleaning and fund raising.” In the 

same statement to the Board, Wagar asked that a portion of the proceeds from a 

fundraiser (operated by the Women's Committee) go to the Women's Committee treasury, 

                                                 
43  Joan Hastings Brown, “Untitled,” Chamounix Mansion Women's Committee Annual Report to the 
Board (draft),  September 17, 1970. Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 

44 Constance P. Mayorek, “Untitled,” Chamounix Mansion Women's Committee Annual Report to the 
Board (draft), April 27, 1972, Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 

45 Women's Committee Meeting (minutes) April 27, 1972. Archives of the Friends of Chamounix 
Mansion. 
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a recurring complaint.46 Though the Women's Committee felt their own work was 

important, they worried that the Board did not, and retaining members was thus difficult. 

In March of 1976, just before the summer of the American Bicentennial, the Women's 

Committee dissolved for lack of participation and leadership.47 

Yet though the Women's Committee was dissolved, many of its members became 

more active in the FOMC board. They were not going anywhere and the FOMC were not 

done staking a claim as a HHM. Instead they began to consider their differences from the 

field as an asset. 

 

“Chamounix Mansion Does Something” 

The early decades of the hostel's existence show the same tangles of historical 

authenticity as those recognized at mid-20th-century HHMs. The FOMC sought to 

document the indexicality of Chamounix and recreate an immersive and charming iconic 

interior. The women’s committee was expected to foster the domesticity of the house in 

symbolic ways. Yet eventually, pragmatism moved the FOMC to claiming authenticity 

based on the life that filled the hostel. 

Documenting the historic nature of the mansion was a top priority of the young 

hostel. The historical pamphlet led to other research to buttress Chamounix's indexical 

authenticity. By 1972, the mansion was listed on the National Register for Historic Places 

                                                 
46 Laura Wagar, “Friends of Chamounix Mansion Board of Directors Annual Meeting Thursday, April 9, 
1969 1970,” Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion.  

47 Women's Committee Meeting (minutes), March 22, 1976.03.22. Archives of the Friends of Chamounix 
Mansion 
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and documented by the Historic American Buildings Survey (HABS).48 The HABS 

shows that in terms of indexical authenticity—original material—Chamounix is 

incredibly intact. The physical record of Chamounix Mansion is relatively well 

documented, composed of fire insurance records from the nineteenth century. Apart from 

the addition of bathrooms, first at the end of the 19th century and then in the 

rehabilitation for use as a hostel, the mansion has undergone very few modifications.49 

Damage from the 1962 fire required rebuilding the central staircase and at the same time 

such amenities as central heating, plumbing, and electrical wiring were updated in the 

house.50  

Though the Friends had always traded on the historic nature of Chamounix 

Mansion, the language around the maintenance became increasingly more professional, 

with corresponding preference for iconicity. When the Women's Committee at 

Chamounix furnished the formal rooms in 1967, they did so in a combination of the 

symbolic as well as iconic authenticity, but their successors saw their task as providing 

historically-researched accuracy. In 1969, for instance, Laura Wagar used the term 

“preservation” when discussing the possibility of adding the nearby carriage house as a 

hostel annex.51 Two years later, Joan Hastings Brown used the term “restoration,” again 

                                                 
48  Historic American Buildings Survey, “Chamounix Mansion, Chamounix Drive, Philadelphia, 
Philadelphia County, PA.”  1972. Retrieved from the Library of Congress, 
https://www.loc.gov/item/pa1148/. 

49 Sloop, 22. Bathrooms were first added when Chamounix was used as a concession stand (and perhaps 
boarding house), and then when it was refurbished as a hostel. 

50 Sloop, 16. 

51 Laura G. Wagar, “Women's Committee Report” (draft), 20 November, 1969. Archives of the Friends of 
Chamounix Mansion. 
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in reference to the carriage house.52 These concepts are a significant change from the 

“furnishing” of only a few years before. Perhaps these women were participating in a 

broader conversation around the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 or the local 

activity preparing for the bicentennial celebration in 1976. In any case it seems that the 

ways in which the Friends of Chamounix Mansion discussed their care-taking of the 

mansion began to evolve. 

Maintaining the paint on the walls of Chamounix was a near-constant concern and 

provided an opportunity to reassess painting choices. In 1974, Fairmount Park Historian 

John McIlhenny instructed the FOMC to repaint the mansion's exterior.53 Two years 

later, McIlhenny had ideas about the hostel's interior paint, based on historical data; 

perhaps he had performed scrapings to learn earlier color choices. He recommended the 

walls be of Red Lion Inn Gray, a color he'd seen at Williamsburg, though he noted that 

the current paint scheme largely matched the "original" color.54 

At times, the FOMC stewardship faced scrutiny and oversight from outside forces 

arbitrating authenticity. When the Friends decided to proclaim the international character 

of their undertaking with a battery of flags from around the world, Fairmount Park 

Commission employee Dick Nicolai warned them that to add flags too near the mansion 

                                                 
52 Joan Hastings Brown, “Untitled,” Chamounix Mansion Women's Committee Annual Report to the Board 
(draft), April 15, 1971, Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion: 2. 

53 Memo from John McIlhenny, October 8, 1974 in the "West Fairmount – Chamounix" folder at the 
Philadelphia Parks and Recreation Archive. 

54 John McIlhenny, notes in the "West Fairmount – Chamounix" folder at the Philadelphia Parks and 
Recreation Archive. 



41 

would require approval of the “Art and Historical Commissions.”55 Yet even this concern 

for historical appearance was tempered by Nicolai's understanding of the progressive 

values that the hostel offered to the park; he wondered whether the flag might somehow 

be made visible from the nearby Schuylkill Expressway.56 

Dick Nicolai's concerns about the addition of flags to Chamounix's exterior 

betrays one specific notion of historical authenticity. To Nicolai, and likely to the other 

HHMs in the park, Chamounix's historical quality lay in its neatly-painted exterior, 

presenting a picture largely unchanged since the additions of 1856, rather than the 

historical furnishings of the interior. 

In the 1960s and 1970s, the FOMC tried several times to imitate the methods of 

historic houses in Fairmount Park and the broader Philadelphia region, but in the early 

1980s, they began to claim a new identity, defining themselves in opposition to other 

HHMs. In 1980, as Laura Wagar wrote to Ethel Wister, a resident of Berwyn, PA, in the 

hopes of securing a donation toward upholstery of a sofa, she made an argument for 

Chamounix's particular virtues. “Chamounix Mansion is the only one of the historic 

houses in Fairmount Park that is truly used in every sense of the word by visitors from all 

over the world and we take great pride that we are not just another 'museum house' where 

people may come and look but 'not touch.'”57 

                                                 
55 Somewhat ironically, Wagar described the addition of flags as a way to “authenticate” Chamounix as a 
hostel: Laura Wagar to FOMC Board regarding addition of flags to hostel, September 22, 1980. Archives 
of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion.  

56 Dick Nicolai, Information Officer, Fairmount Park Commission, letter to Laura Wagar, September 29, 
1980. Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 

57 Wister was almost certainly a member of the same family as Frances Anne Wister, an early historical 
preservationist who championed the restoration of the Powel House and formed the Philadelphia Society 
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A few years later, this theme became part of the FOMC's marketing efforts. “Most 

Historic Houses Just Sit There,” read a fundraising brochure produced sometime around 

the hostel's twentieth anniversary, before continuing in the inside: “Chamounix Mansion 

Does Something.” The central conceit of the appeal was that support for the hostel 

supported a variety of activities: 

And you will be giving cyclists and Girl Scouts and oarsmen and Swiss lab 
technicians and French typists and Pennsylvania stevedores and California 
telephone operators a chance to live for a few days in a kind of American home 
they would otherwise only read about in history books or Gothic novels—as well 
as giving Chamounix a chance to function the way it was meant to, as a house 
instead of a museum piece, its rooms full of life and talk and song instead of 
empty behind velvet ropes.58 (emphasis added) 
 

This passage makes an argument for the value of the present moment in two key 

ways. First, it recognizes that the people staying at the hostel come from various places 

and are animated by vastly different motives. The FOMC wanted them all to experience 

Chamounix Mansion, but they recognized that it might mean something different to each 

person. 

The last sentence of the brochure also makes an argument that goes beyond 

simply offering visitors access to the house. The author contends that there is value in a 

house that serves the function of a house. The FOMC, whether they realized it or not, 

were staking a claim for continued usage as a kind of authenticity alongside the 

indexicality, symbolism, and iconicity recognized by other HHMs. 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
for the Preservation of Landmarks. Laura Wagar to Ethel Wister, Decmber 16, 1980. Archives of the 
Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 

58 Friends of Chamounix Mansion, “Most Historic Houses just Sit there...” (pamphlet) ca. 1983. Archives 
of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 
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On the Outside Looking In 

It must have felt like the velvet ropes of the rest of the HHMs in Fairmount Park 

were not only positioned between visitors and furniture, but also across any paths that led 

to Chamounix Mansion. From the early days of the hostel through the Bicentennial, the 

FOMC's attempts to engage in collaboration and association with the other houses were 

repeatedly rebuffed. 

By the early 20th century, even before Kimball began his restoration projects, the 

mansions of Fairmount Park had acquired a kind of mystique. Various publications of the 

first decades of the century included brief descriptions of the old houses, and Chamounix 

was afforded roughly equal space with the others. West Philadelphia Illustrated, 

published in 1903, for instance, included more about Chamounix than Belmont Mansion, 

later one of the more prominent HHMs in the park.59 

When Fiske Kimball started thinking strategically about how to utilize more of 

the mansions, Chamounix made it on to one of his lists of “Principal Early Homes now in 

Fairmount Park.” While he would go on to oversee restoration projects on a handful of 

those buildings, Kimball was relatively uninterested in Chamounix, perhaps because his 

estimate of its origin date—1815—fell too far from the colonial era,60  or perhaps 

because a park employee was already living there. It may simply have been too far away, 

                                                 
59 West Philadelphia Illustrated, Avil Print. Company, 1903: 138-139. Similar summaries appear in the 
Encyclopedia of Philadelphia, Philadelphia and its Environs, and others. Many of these entries were 
transcribed, likely by William S. Leech and Marjorie Winer as they wrote their Historical Notes on 
Chamounix Mansion. The transcriptions are available in the Philadelphia Parks and Recreation Archive in 
the folder “West Fairmount Park, Chamounix Mansion History – articles, brief of title, histories, images 
and newspaper clippings.” 

60 Kimball, “Principal Early Homes now in Fairmount Park,” Box 196, Folder 17, Fiske Kimball Records, 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, Library and Archives. 
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in a remote corner of the park. 

Whatever the reasons, Chamounix did not become part of the PMA's plans for the 

park houses. In 1931, the PMA held “Colonial Days” featuring a tour of eight old houses 

in Fairmount Park: Sweetbrier, Cedar Grove, Belmont, Strawberry (Mansion), Woodford, 

Mount Pleasant, The Cliffs, and Lemon Hill.61 These became marketed as “The Colonial 

Chain,” by the mid 1930s.62 By the 1960s, the HHMs in Fairmount Park were well-

established under the direction of the PMA. 

In the midst of the historical furnishing at Chamounix, the PMA's Park House 

Guide Program asked the FOMC whether the hostel might be included on the regular bus 

tour of the Fairmount mansions.63 Yet only months later, the Guide Program back-

tracked, suggesting that Chamounix not be a part of the tour until the fall and then only 

twice a month. Furthermore, in order to “comply with Park House regulations” 

Chamounix would have to be open for visitors once a week. The board decided to open 

the house on Sundays with the admission price of 25¢, 40% of which would go to the 

houseparents.64 Though the board seems to have gone out of their way to accede to the 

demands of the other park HHMs, hoping for 25¢ admissions from busloads of tourists 

(“income for us estimated at several hundred dollars a year”), inclusion on the bus tour 

                                                 
61 Fiske Kimball to Mrs. E. Bissell Clay, April 9, 1931. Box 196, Folder 13, Fiske Kimball Records, 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, Library and Archives. 

62 “Some Old Houses in Fairmount Park,” (pamphlets), Box 196, Folder 16, Fiske Kimball Records, 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, Library and Archives. 

63 Lonsdorf, “Women's Committee Annual Report, April, 1967.” 

64 Judy Coslett, Friends of Chamounix Mansion Board of Directors Meeting (minutes), June 12, 1967, 
Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 
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seems not to have materialized.65 Any 25¢ fees collected from walk-ins did not amount to 

enough to merit a line in any subsequent treasurer reports. 

In 1975, the city of Philadelphia circulated a pamphlet advertising “Freedom 

Week” leading up to July 4th. Chamounix was not included, either in the list of historic 

homes in Fairmount Park, miscellaneous historical sites, or even in the list of 

accommodations. That a copy of this pamphlet was tucked away in a folder labeled 

“Public Relations” in the Chamounix Mansion archives suggests that the omission was 

noticed by the FOCM.66 

The distance between the Friends and other Fairmount mansions continued; in 

1980, vice chairman Laura Wagar wrote to the Development Committee that she “fully 

expected that Chamounix will be invited to participate in more events involving the other 

historic houses in the Park – i.e. A Taste of History weekend held in May every year,” but 

that seems to have been wishful thinking.67 Chamounix was seemingly involved in the 

Christmas House tours that year, but it's unclear to what extent they were included.68 

While Chamounix was used as a bathroom stop for the Fairmount Park Historic Tour for 

several years, because it was a fundraiser the other houses were not interested in their 

                                                 
65 Lonsdorf, “Women's Committee Annual Report, April, 1967.”  

66 “Philadelphia in Summer,” brochure from the City of Philadelphia, 1975. Archives of the Friends of 
Chamounix Mansion. 

67 Laura Wagar, letter to the Friends of Chamounix Mansion Development Committee, June 1980. 
Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 

68 Laura Wagar to Development Committee, June 1980. Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 
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splitting part of the proceeds.69 

At a 1983 FOMC board meeting, several attendees wondered what the Fairmount 

Park Council for Historic Sites (“The Council”) was and why it had sent them invitations 

to an antique furniture sale.70 The Chamounix board members had not heard of its 

existence and were surprised (and possibly hurt) by Chamounix's exclusion. 

The Council had been formed the year before, 1982, in order “to benefit the early 

American mansions in Fairmount Park”71 As chartered, the Council included the three 

houses administered by the PMA (Cedar Grove, Mount Pleasant, and Solitude), five 

houses operated by other organizations (Lemon Hill, Laurel Hill, Strawberry Mansion, 

Sweetbriar, and Woodford), and the Waterworks. Both the PMA and Fairmount Park had 

representatives on the committee too.72 

While the Council advertised its mission as applying to all houses in Fairmount, 

its exclusivity was a conscious strategy. At a meeting to discuss the proposed bylaws of 

the organization that would become the Council, Mr. Guinan, a Fairmount Park employee 

asked: “Why not include others in this initial set up?” His colleague John McIlhenny 

explained that keeping the organization small was to try to “avoid fragmentation.” He 

also reminded Mr. Guinan that their role as Park employees was to “advise and help 

                                                 

69 Development Committee Meeting (minutes), September, 21, 1983, Archives of the Friends of 
Chamounix Mansion. 

70 Marcy Bevan, “Minutes,” Board of Directors Meeting Thursday, March 10, 1983, Archives of the 
Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 

71 Press Release ca. 1982 from “Fairmount Park Council for Historic Sites” folder at the Philadelphia Parks 
and Recreation Archive. 

72 Press Release ca. 1982 from “Fairmount Park Council for Historic Sites” folder at the Philadelphia Parks 
and Recreation Archive. 
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organize a viable group.”73 

There may also have been a more underhanded motive to limiting involved sites. 

The Waterworks site was initially awarded four trustees rather than the two each of the 

five non-PMA houses provided. Someone pointed out that this meant that they and the 

PMA could potentially overrule the rest of the board, specifically when it came time to 

assess dues.74 Given the PMA's important role in bringing attention to the houses under 

Kimball's reign, it is unsurprising that they wanted to retain some control over the 

collective.75 By the first annual meeting, however, there was discussion of expanding the 

Council (largely as a fundraising scheme) but emphasis was on individual memberships 

or organizations such as Independence National Historical Park or the Fairmount Park 

Friends, instead of other Fairmount houses.76 

Chamounix eventually found its way into the Council by 1985, but it was perhaps 

too little, too late. Current hostel staff remember the most recent iteration of the Park 

Houses bus tour still (literally) passing them by, the buses stopping outside long enough 

for the guide to rattle off a few sentences about the 19th century history of the mansion 

and then pulling away without bringing visitors inside.77 

 
                                                 

73 By-Laws Meeting (minutes), May 4, 1982 from “Fairmount Park Council for Historic Sites” folder at the 
Philadelphia Parks and Recreation Archive. 

74 By-Laws Meeting (minutes), May 4, 1982 from “Fairmount Park Council for Historic Sites” folder at the 
Philadelphia Parks and Recreation Archive. 

75 There are traces of this organization still existing today, branded as the Charms of Fairmount Park, which 
include two PMA houses and three independent organizations. 

76 First Annual Meeting Minutes, September 9, 1983. “Fairmount Park Council for Historic Sites” folder at 
the Philadelphia Parks and Recreation Archive. 

77 Author's conversation with Andrew Victor, hostel manager, Fall 2017. 
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Authenticity at Chamounix Today 

Chamounix Mansion Youth Hostel presents a useful case-study for the HHM 

field; fifty years ago, the FOMC's efforts to market it as a HHM failed and so it stands in 

2018 as an example of what a half-century of extraordinary visitor access means in terms 

of wear and tear. It is also a place where the present and future are just as much the 

emphasis of the place as the past. 

The FOMC's approach to historical furnishing approach has evolved over time, 

the early acquisition of antiques giving way to “sturdy” chairs, though some loaned 

antiques remain, including a harp and a cabinet of china, both from the PMA. In the 21st 

century, the focus of professional attention has shifted from furniture to architectural 

details. In 2002, the Fairmount Park Historic Preservation Trust (FPHPT) worked with 

recommendations from the Philadelphia Museum of Art to restore Chamounix's parlors to 

a mid-nineteenth-century look, a similar era to the one that the Women's Committee had 

aimed for 35 years earlier.78 The FOMC described these new interior “refurbishments” as 

“historically accurate as well as attractive by day as well as night.”79 From 2006 to 2008, 

FPHPT completed restoration of Chamounix's exterior wood such as porches and 

window sashes. The FPHPT also oversaw replacement of the metal roof and a fresh coat 

of paint.80  

                                                 

78 Work began in December and ended by March. Marcy R. Bevan, Board of Directors of  Friends of 
Chamounix Mansion (minutes), January 13, 2003; Marcy R. Bevan, Board of Directors of  Friends of 
Chamounix Mansion (minutes), March 10, 2003, Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 

79 Marcy R. Bevan,  Board of Directors of  Friends of Chamounix Mansion (minutes), May 13, 2002, 
Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 

80 Fairmount Park Historic Preservation Trust, "Chamounix Mansion," n.d.: 
http://fairmountparktrust.org/cp-chamounix.php 
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These reconstructions are worthy of analysis. While they arguably dilute the 

indexicality of the original structure, these iconic reconstructions have been attempted in 

the spirit of preservation and likely heighten authenticity for observers by presenting 

partial immersion to go along with the historic fabric of the house. 

Today at Chamounix Mansion, the furnishings and the simple floor and wall 

treatments of much of the house break the spell of the more elaborate restorations of the 

parlors and the deceptively simple maintenance of the exterior. Any illusion of time 

travel is burst by the eclectic rugs, squashy furniture in the adjoining rooms, and the 

utilitarian bunk beds of the dorms. A challenge, for Chamounix, then, is to convey a 

sense that these seemingly less historic elements of the decor contribute rather than 

detract from the site's authenticity. 

Chamounix includes both indexical and immersive, iconic authenticity but as an 

active home, it goes beyond the representational power of the domestic sphere and adds 

the truth of lived-in-ness. Chamounix offers something rarely seen at HHMs: real life. 

The hostel's nature reminds the visitor that this is a home as well as a house. It has been a 

home—with several periods of hiatus—since 1802. The carpets show wear. The bunk 

beds are utilitarian. The staff of Chamounix need not offer ghost tours because it's clear 

that the mansion is haunted by living people.81 Even the 2001 Needs Assessment by the 

FPHPT acknowledged the value of this usage, contending that Chamounix Mansion “is 

further indication of the compatibility of accurate interpretation of historic structures and 

                                                 
81 As a quote from a Longfellow poem on the hostel's bulletin board reads: “All houses wherein men have 
lived and died / Are haunted houses. Through the open doors / The harmless phantoms on their errands 
glide, / With feet that make no sound upon the floors.” 
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active use.”82 

A final component of most HHMs, layered on top of the physical materials, is the 

interpretation of the site for visitors, typically in the form of signage and tours. The staff 

at Chamounix Mansion do not consider themselves public history workers, yet they 

interpret both the mansion and the city of Philadelphia for visitors every day, giving 

directions and recommendations. Among their interpretive tools are bulletin boards of 

events and attractions around Philadelphia, a variety of maps of Fairmount Park and the 

city, and a variety of old photos of the hostel's early days. These materials offer visitors 

an informal self-guided tour during their stay. 

While the FOMC likely envisioned a slightly different existence for Chamounix 

Mansion, reading the contemporary hostel as a HHM, complete with exhibits and 

interpretive signage, yields a vision of what HHMs could be in the postmodern era. The 

hostel combines a well maintained and evocatively decorated historic house with vibrant 

present usage. The result is a space ripe for meaning-making. 

                                                 

82 Fairmount Park Historic Preservation Trust, “Needs Assessment: Chamounix Mansion,” October 2001. 
Archives of the Friends of Chamounix Mansion. 
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Chapter 4 

The Postmodern House Museum 

 

In 1981, Mike Wallace observed that scholars knew little about how visitors to 

historic sites received the messages that museum workers were trying to communicate or, 

indeed, why the visitors sought out such history sites.1 In the intervening decades, many 

sites have conducted surveys to try to capture information about their guests, and several 

larger surveys have taken a broader look at Americans' engagement with the past and 

beliefs about authenticity. 

In the 1990s, David Thelen and Roy Rosenzweig found (among many other 

conclusions) that Americans trusted museums higher than any other form of content 

about the past because of the artifacts which they contained.2 Subsequent surveys from 

the Association of American Museums and the Institute of Museum and Library Services 

yielded similar results.3 

These surveys have been welcomed by the museum community, but some 

observers have pointed to subsequent polls and argued that there is troubling news mixed 

in with the good. The results of a 2013 study from the Museums Association (in the 

United Kingdom) seemed to show that the public believed the appropriate role for 
                                                 

1 Michael Wallace, “Visiting the Past: History Museums in the United States,” Radical History Review 
1981, no. 25 (January 1, 1981): 63–96. 

2 Roy Rosenzweig and David P. Thelen, The Presence of the Past : Popular Uses of History in American 
Life (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), 91. 

3 Lake, Snell, Perry public opinion survey commissioned by the American Alliance of Museums (2001); 
José-Marie Griffiths and Donald W. King, “InterConnections: The IMLS National Study on the Use of 
Libraries, Museums and the Internet: Conclusions” (Institute of Museum and Library Services, February 
2008).  
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museums to be as neutral and largely passive providers of content. Advocacy, particularly 

on topics seen to be political, was discouraged by the respondents.4 This is troubling 

chiefly because the last quarter century has shown many museum exhibits to be 

explosively political. Visitors’ expectations and experiences of museum settings are 

complex and there seems to be far from a consensus.  

The broad variety of visitor perspectives extends to historic sites and HHMs. In 

2008, for instance, History News surveyed 3,000 visitors to “outdoor history museums” 

to learn what mattered to them. “Authenticity? It means Everything”crowed the headline 

of Susie Wilkening and Erica Donnis’ summary of the results of the study, but the visitor 

responses were considerably more convoluted.5 

One set of things that visitors regularly described as not authentic were intrusions 

of the present day, anachronisms in the context of the site's period of interpretation. This 

emotion, posit the survey's authors, is based upon visitors' viewing of historic sites as “an 

authentic respite from an unreal world.”6 For many of these visitors, every part of of their 

visit, from available concessions to play activities to the gift shop should transport them 

in time. Some guests even took pleasure in policing the immersiveness of the experience: 

“I'm always trying to catch a slip up!”7 

                                                 
4 Summary of findings and some commentary from Elizabeth Merritt, “Trust Me, I’m a Museum,” Center 
for the Future of Museums (blog), February 3, 2015, http://futureofmuseums.blogspot.com/2015/02/trust-
me-im-museum_3.html.  

5 Susie Wilkening and Erica Donnis, “Authenticity? It Means Everything,” History News 63, no. 4 (2008): 
18–23.   
6 Dean MacCannell's The Tourist (1976) made similar claims about the allure of cross-cultural tourism. 

7 Wilkening and Donnis. About a quarter of the survey respondents felt that original artifacts and buildings 
were integral to authenticity while 58% felt that accuracy based on historical research was also authentic. 

http://futureofmuseums.blogspot.com/2015/02/trust-me-im-museum_3.html
http://futureofmuseums.blogspot.com/2015/02/trust-me-im-museum_3.html
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Respondents largely agreed that an outdoor history museum should be accurate 

and immersive, but there were some exceptions. Amenities such as modern bathrooms 

were appreciated by the parents of young children, for instance. While some visitors 

wanted unvarnished visions of the prejudice and violence of the past, most “only 

want[ed] those interpretations to be disquieting to a certain point.”8 

Many survey participants found costumed interpreters to be an essential 

component of their time-travel adventure, while others found themselves unable to 

suspend disbelief.9 

The History News survey also revealed that visitors of historic sites expect 

different things from their visit than the visitors of a century ago: interpersonal 

connection. Staff who seemed to take a personal interest in visitors were described as one 

source of authenticity.10 

These surveys do not tell HHM practitioners and critics everything. It is 

impossible, for instance, to learn why people choose not to visit historic sites and HHMs 

by surveying visitors to these sites. Yet there are important insights that these data do 

provide. Visitors still care about what is real. They want to share the stories of the past 

with their families, particularly their children. A visit to a museum or historic site is still 

seen as a time away from normal life, but it need not be escapist. 

                                                 
8 Wilkening and Donnis, 20. 

9 Wilkening and Donnis, 21-22. It is perhaps notable that many of this latter camp were men over sixty 
years of age, who were interacting volunteers or staff usually much younger than them. These senior men 
may have heard stories of the era being interpreted from their familial elders and feel more connected to 
that time than the college student in costume before them. To ignore the role of gender, race, and class in 
these interactions would also be a mistake.  

10 Wilkening and Donnis, 19. 
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Nearly four decades ago, public historians knew next to nothing about what 

visitors wanted and needed from HHMs. Today the information that surveys can provide  

is key, in large part because of a looming crisis (or at least the narrative of looming crisis) 

at historic sites and HHMs. 

 

The House Museum Crisis 

An informal study commissioned by the [National] Trust [for Historic 
Preservation] in 1988 indicated the existence then of at least five thousand 
historic property museums, averaging approximately one and a third for 
every county in the country. However, 54 per cent had no more than five 
thousand visitors annually; 65 per cent had no full-time paid staff; and 80 
per cent had annual budgets no larger than $50,000.11 
 
This is the American HHM as it neared the new millennium: small, volunteer-run, 

and with little public visitation. These organizations entered the 21st century and 

suddenly faced a crisis. A national narrative emerged of a tourism sector in crisis. A 2002 

gathering of  HHM practitioners (known as the “Kykuit Conference”) sounded the 

alarm—“historic house museums today...suffer extensively from deferred maintenance, 

questionable preservation practices, and high costs per visitor.”12—and oft-cited trend 

pieces in History News asked first “Does America Need Another House Museum?” and 

                                                 
11 Gerald George, “Historic House Museum Malaise: A Conference Considers What`s Wrong,” Forum 
Journal 16, no. 3 (Spring 2002), 1. 

12 George, 1. One recurring frustration of writing about current HHM conversations is that they are just 
that, conversations. Many of the most important reflections on the current crisis have taken place at 
workshops and lectures and summits and have not, with the exception of this article by Gerald George, 
made it into print other than occasional snippets footnoted in other works. 
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found the answer to be “no.”13 This sense of panic has been driven by economic forces 

and critiques from both academic historians and museum professionals. 

One of the complaints against American HHMs that has come from all quarters is 

that they are too homogeneous. HHMs have “too damn many spinning wheels,”14 and tell 

too many of the same stories. Hilary Iris Lowe has described this phenomenon:  

This genre of generic house museum stories (in this case, the explanation of the 
rope bed that has to be tightened and the pervasiveness of bedbugs) and the 
explanation that kitchen fires were the most common contributor to house fires 
and a leading cause of women’s deaths (second only to childbirth) are almost 
unavoidable in most house museums.15 
 
For some academics, historic sites' place in the tourist economy works against 

uncomfortable history. Richard Handler and Eric Gable found in their ethnographic 

investigation of Colonial Williamsburg, for instance, that the meaning created with 

visitors was several steps removed from the top historians and their social history 

intentions. Instead visitors were inclined to come away with beliefs about the past and the 

historic process that privileged wealthy, white stories over those of the poor and/or 

enslaved.16 In addition, scholars such as Cathy Stanton and Amy Tyson have argued that 

historic sites have not adequately considered their role in patriarchal and capitalist 

                                                 
13 Carol B. Stapp and Kenneth C. Turino, “Does America Need Another House Museum?,” History News 
59, no. 3 (2004): 7–11; Kenneth C. Turino, “America Doesn’t Need Another House Museum (And What 
About Collections?),” History News 64, no. 2 (2009): 12–15.  

14 George, 2. 

15 Hilary Iris Lowe, Mark Twain’s Homes & Literary Tourism, Mark Twain and His Circle Series 
(Columbia, Mo.: University of Missouri Press, 2012) 3n3. 

16 Handler and Gable, The New History in an Old Museum. 
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structures in ways that undermine even the most radical intentions.17 

The economic model upon which HHMs had been built has failed many of these 

institutions. The patronage of wealthy donors funded much of the historic reconstruction 

and preservation of the 20th century.18 The resulting museums were never supposed to be 

economic engines. 

That legacy continues today. The boards of some HHMs do not charge admission 

fees, for instance. Tour programs are often staffed by volunteers, which make these 

museums vulnerable to turnover and rapid loss of institutional memory. Recent economic 

downturns have not only depressed tourism revenues but also limited the growth of the 

class of potential donors to HHMs. 

The static organizational structures within many HHMs form a stark contrast to 

the changes at large museums in the same time period. Museum theory has moved on 

considerably since the days of rooms packed with wood-and-glass cases. Rather than 

assuming that visitors will absorb culture or history, most history exhibits of the 21st 

century make some nod to the visitor's role in meaning-making.19 Sometimes this takes 

the form of talk-back boards with which visitors can share their thoughts and feelings or 

participate in polls. Other times it takes forms where community members are 

empowered as co-creators. 

                                                 
17 Cathy Stanton, The Lowell Experiment: Public History in a Postindustrial City (Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 2006); Amy M. Tyson, The Wages of History: Emotional Labor on Public History’s 
Front Lines (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2013). 

18 The National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 also fostered a boom in preservation efforts. 

19 Many of the theoretical strides in examining user-involvement in exhibit spaces have been made by 
scholars examining the fraught meanings in displays of “primitive” art and cultural artifacts. For relevant 
essays, see Ivan Karp, Steven Lavine, and Rockefeller Foundation, Exhibiting Cultures : The Poetics and 
Politics of Museum Display (Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991).  
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In 1980, John Kuo Wei “Jack” Tchen co-created the New York Chinatown 

History Project, which became the Museum of Chinese in America (MOCA). The 

MOCA drew (and continues to draw) on community involvement to “document, 

reconstruct, and reclaim the 160-year history of what is the oldest Chinese settlement in 

the United States.” By inviting participants to “talk, assess, and suggest,” the project was 

designed to be iterative, with continuous feedback from visitors.20 

Since Tchen's essay about the MOCA was printed in 1992, organizations such as 

the Lower East Side Tenement Museum and the International Coalition of Sites of 

Conscience (“the Coalition”) have taken Tchen's call for a “dialogic” museum seriously, 

envisioning history museums as forums for tough conversations.21 Many other historic 

sites have adopted the methodologies spread by the Coalition to varying degrees, though 

there is sometimes friction between the entrenched methods of HHMs and more 

challenging techniques.22 

Change in museum contexts has largely been driven by even more rapid changes 

outside. Urban and suburban neighborhoods mutate rapidly and many American HHMs 

have found themselves telling stories about past residents whose lives are—on first 

blush—irrelevant to their neighbors. 

                                                 
20 John Kuo Wei Tchen, “Creating a Dialogic Museum: The Chinatown History Museum Experiment” in 
Ivan Karp et al., eds., Museums and Communities: The Politics of Public Culture (Washington: 
Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992).  

21 John Kuo Wei Tchen and Liz Ševčenko, “The 'Dialogic Museum' Revisited:A Collaborative Reflection,” 
in Laura Koloski, Benjamin Filene, and Bill Adair, Letting Go? : Sharing Historical Authority in a User-
generated World. Philadelphia, PA: Pew Center for Arts & Heritage, 2011. 

22 An excellent case study in this kind of conflict is Janice Williams Rutherford and Steven E. Shay, 
“Peopling the Age of Elegance: Reinterpreting Spokane’s Campbell House--A Collaboration,” The Public 
Historian 26, no. 3 (2004): 27–48. 
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American museums of all sorts disproportionately attract white visitors despite 

racial minorities making up a growing percentage of the population. HHMs have 

traditionally shared the story of prominent Americans, most of them white and wealthy, 

without acknowledging the poor and enslaved people who shared their world, even their 

domestic spaces. 

Assessing the crisis facing historic sites in 2007, Cary Carson contended that 

without solid data, it was impossible to know what was really happening. “Guesswork 

then is currently the best available strategy,” he argued, “both to measure the extent of 

the alleged problem and to understand its suspected causes.” Vague threats led to vague 

defenses. “Guesswork also directs the search for solutions,” Carson wrote, 

the most desperate responses aim simply at staunching the flow of red ink, 
reducing expenditures in the face of fixed expenses, rising costs, and falling gate 
receipts. Sturbridge Village shutters its four-year-old Oliver Wright Tavern and 
cancels Thanksgiving Dinner for a thousand registered guests. The Mariners’ 
Museum in Newport News, Virginia, collapses its education staff from a 
department of seven to a barebones office of two. Smaller museums, among them 
many house museums, reduce hours, freeze salaries, defer maintenance, and leave 
vacancies unfilled.23 
 
Even as they see these drastic measures being taken by the museums around them, 

some HHM practitioners have listened to the critics and taken small but measurable steps 

to adapt their programming to the 21st century. 

One way in which social history has successfully been incorporated in HHMs is 

interpretation of servant lives. Though many servants quarters have been cannibalized for 

work space, storage, or stewards' apartments, architectural details such as back stairways 

and dependencies bear witness to the past staff of many of these houses. Yet few HHMs 

                                                 
23 Cary Carson, “The End of History Museums: What’s Plan B?,” The Public Historian 30, no. 4 (2008): 9–
27. 
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are able to implement such programming, largely because of staffing shortages and the 

perceived lack of documentation for servants' lives.24 

As the survey which Wilkening and Donnis contucted for History News shows, 

Americans visiting historic sites and museums, including HHMs, continue to display a 

complex and sometimes contradictory sense of historical authenticity. Perhaps as a 

response to the narrative of crisis—and in spite of the persistence of traditional notions of 

authenticity—the definition of HHMs is broadening, and this is a good thing. In addition 

to museums that have applied the preservation ethic based on historical authenticity to 

lower class dwellings, many HHMs have moved toward discourse and concepts and away 

from reliance on objects.25 Just as the transition from symbolic deployment of relics to 

iconic objectivity reoriented the ways in which visitors to HHMs interacted with objects 

and saw them arranged, the move away from iconicity has again transformed those 

interactions. HHMs such as the Matilda Joslyn Gage Foundation and the Harriet Beecher 

Center have found that engaging visitors in discussion of ideas can offer just as 

meaningful—and authentic—an experience as a recitation of the provenance of the 

furniture.26 

In The Public Historian's May 2015 issue, which centered around the HHM, the 

articles largely featured projects that went even further from the HHM mold of the 

MVLA or Fiske Kimball. By considering these projects—among them a funeral for a 
                                                 

24 Jennifer Pustz, Voices from the Back Stairs: Interpreting Servants’ Lives at Historic House Museums 
(DeKalb, IL: Northern Illinois University Press, 2010).  

25 See, for instance, Steven Conn, Do Museums Still Need Objects? (Philadelphia, PA: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2009). 

26 Sarah Pharaon et al., “Safe Containers for Dangerous Memories,” The Public Historian 37, no. 2 (May 1, 
2015): 61–72. 
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home and the Roger Brown Study Collection—The Public Historian expanded the field 

and opened the door to different methodologies with which to approach the revitalization 

of HHMs.27 Orhan Pamuk's fictional (and also very real) Museum of Innocence, Dennis 

Severs' House, and Fred Wilson's installation “An Invisible Life: A View into the World 

of a 120 Year Old Man,” at the Haas-Lillienthal House in 1993, all present even wilder 

experiments in HHM practice. 

Chamounix Mansion provides a useful contribution to this newly expanded set of 

HHM criteria. The public, non-profit nature of the hostel is not very different from many 

HHMs, yet it offers unparalleled access. In some ways, the hostel's day-to-day activities 

are not that different from the practice of HHMs renting out space for weddings and 

parties: there is wear and tear on the building, staff are service personnel. Yet rather than 

using the house as a stage upon which to act a special event, the hostel's guests engage 

with the space in a different way. They live there, even if it's only for one night. 

HHMs at the fringes may have more options when responding to the current 

crisis, but even some of the stodgier institutions can find solutions which democratize the 

HHM experience. One way to do so is by engaging with the present: an era in which 

every visitor is an expert. 

 

Activating the Present at Historic House Museums 

Memory is a perpetually actual phenomenon, a bond tying us to the eternal 
present; history is a representation of the past. 

                                                 
27 Lisa Junkin Lopez, “Introduction, ‘Open House: Reimagining the Historic House Museum,’” The Public 
Historian 37, no. 2 (May 1, 2015): 10–13. 
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- Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire”28 
 

 
In the 21st century, we face our own ontological challenges from increasing 

virtuality—not all of it driven by technological revolutions—and the rise of “fake 

news.” In this context, recognizing the reality/truth of the present is as important as 

claiming the authenticity of the past. Engaging the present has both pragmatic and 

theoretical benefits for HHMs. Drawing attention to usage connects HHM practice 

with some recent trends which acknowledge brokenness and encourage empathy. 

Also, in a time of crisis and calls for more visitor-centered interpretation, revisiting 

HHM methods with usage (past and present) in mind has practical benefits. 

Turning a site's programming around takes time, energy, and money and can be 

traumatic, yet HHMs can test the feasibility of new directions through events. Events are 

also opportunities for HHM practitioners to heed recommendations, such as those which 

came out of the Kykuit summit, to explore partnerships and experiment with different 

revenue streams.29 

In the run-up to the centennial of American independence in 1876, groups such as 

the MVLA and the DAR hosted elaborate balls and teas with historically-inspired 

decorations and fashions to raise money for various causes, including historic 

preservation. Today, HHM practitioners across America find that a lot of their time is 

spent organizing similar events: afternoon teas, happy hours, and lots and lots of 

weddings. These events are often seen as compromises of sites' missions to preserve and 

                                                 

28 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire” Representations, No. 26, Special 
Issue: Memory and Counter-Memory. (Spring, 1989), 8. 

29 George, 3-5. 
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share the history of the house, endangering the fabric of the house in the quest for cash. 

Yet these same events are ways in which people who don't think of themselves as the sort 

of people who go to history museums engage with the past, however shallowly. They 

often also utilize the HHM in ways that echo the social lives of the house's past 

inhabitants. 

The Powel House is one HHM that has used events to diversify the experiences it 

offers and attempt to meet new audiences. In the past decade, Philadelphia Society for the 

Preservation of Landmarks (PhilaLandmarks), which operates the Powel House and three 

other HHMs has held art shows, dinner parties, early music concerts, and masquerade 

balls in the house primarily known for a power-couple's social life in revolutionary 

Philadelphia. 

Perhaps the most successful event in the Powel House's recent history was 

Shadow House, a site-specific opera, produced as part of Philadelphia's Fringe Festival, 

which told the stories of not only the Powels but also Frances Anne Wister, the woman 

who led the campaign to preserve the house, as well as several other people who had 

lived in or interacted with the house. While PhilaLandmarks is actively considering how 

to shake up the site's regular tours, Shadow House offered a chance to radically expand 

the narratives at the site, the method by which they were shared, and the house's 

audience, albeit for a limited run. 

Re-framing these sorts of events as simply a different form of programming rather 

than fundamentally opposed to the museum's mission could fundamentally change certain 

HHMs' sustainability and expand their audience impact at the same time. 

One approach that some historic sites have taken—in events and more permanent 
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programming—is to pull back the curtain on the process of preservation for visitors. 

Whether preservation efforts consist of iconic reconstructions, adding structural supports, 

or cleaning the wallpaper, showing these processes to visitors gives them a window into 

the practices which enable the preserved structure they are encountering. For these kinds 

of programmings, too, there is a theoretical framework that can open up even broader 

avenues of investigation and interpretation. 

In our time, when it is clearer than ever before that we live in a broken 

world, Steven J. Jackson argues that refocusing attention on that breakage—and 

more importantly, the places where is repaired—is a needed course-correction.30 

The very criteria by which most American HHMs were enshrined and protected 

privileged ideal visions and intent over messier material. Many commemorate sites 

that were birthplaces or childhood homes of influential people, claiming that 

something in these contexts determined their future greatness. Beautiful homes are 

often restored with reference to their original floorplans. 

These concerns, of origin and plan, are part of a larger philosophy of 

modernity that has principally praised invention over innovation and chiefly 

recognized genius in paradigm-changers rather than those who refine theories and 

make them useful. 

 There are several compelling reasons for centering historical investigation 

and interpretation on repair. First, causes of damage and methods of repair can tell 

us much about the purposes to which any object or system is put to as well as what 

                                                 
30 Steven J. Jackson, “Rethinking Repair,” in Media Technologies: Essays on Communication, Materiality 
and Society, ed. Tarleton Gillespie, Pablo Boczkowski, and Kirsten Foot (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
2014), 221–39.  
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resources and skills are accessible to the fixer. 

Perhaps more importantly, Jackson argues that looking at repair has 

tremendous implications about power. Jackson studies contemporary technology, 

so he holds up repurposing and recycling of smartphones, something that 

Americans rarely see, but which drives local economies in places all around the 

world. In the context of HHMs, practitioners might think about how repair 

refocuses attention on workmen, servants, and enslaved people who kept lavish 

houses (later to become HHMs) running. 

HHM operators might also consider repairs and modifications as a way to 

share the stories of the more recent residents of a house. The tendency to focus on 

the first, the originators, is compelling. The Women's Committee at Chamounix 

was swayed by it, hanging reproduction portraits of the Plumsteds which still grace 

the halls of the hostel. Perhaps they were moved by the fact that there were famous 

paintings of George and Anna in the collection of the nearby Philadelphia Museum 

of Art. Perhaps in their attempt to fit in with the other mansions in Fairmount Park, 

they were overcome with the same “colonial-era myopia” of much of the rest of 

Philadelphia and the Plumsteds offered the closest link to those times.31 

Whatever their reasoning, they focused on a family that occupied the house 

for only a few weeks per year for fewer than five years. Topliff Johnson and his 

heirs occupied the house year-round for a decade and a half. Carl Kelly lived there 

for over two decades. It has been a hostel for a half-century. Surely these tenures 

                                                 
31 Seth C. Bruggeman, “Reforming the Carceral Past: Eastern State Penitentiary and the Challenge of the 
Twenty-First-Century Prison Museum,” Radical History Review 2012, no. 113 (May 1, 2012): 176. 
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are also important to the house's story? 

If repair moves the historical gaze into the middle distance, usage goes 

further and places the truth of the present on par with that of the past. This is 

important because current trends in historical pedagogy place “empathy” at the 

center of history learning. Studies of social studies classrooms and history 

museums have pointed to the power of history learners grappling with the 

motivations and emotions of people in past eras. By reading primary documents 

and examining visual evidence, students are encouraged to imaginatively place 

themselves in the proverbial shoes of past actors rather than simply judge them 

from the present.32 

Historic spaces and structures can play a role in this practice. One of the 

powerful characteristics of HHMs is that they are (usually) recognizable as homes. 

Guests walking in can at least venture a guess at the purpose of each room based 

on their own experience of home. Occupying the same space as someone makes it 

easier to understand their perspective. Occupying their private space, their home, 

can be even more powerful. 

There are many examples of how using a space can provide meaningful 

insights. In Chicago, a dirty sink at the Roger Brown Study Collection 

(museumized home and studio of the painter) sparked an “Aha!” moment in a 

student.33 Near the south coast of England, Nuala Hancock incorporated extended 

                                                 

32 O. L Davis, Elizabeth Anne Yeager, and Stuart J. Foster, Historical Empathy and Perspective Taking in 
the Social Studies (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2001).  

33 Lisa Stone, “Playing House/Museum,” The Public Historian 37, no. 2 (May 1, 2015): 33. 
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“dwelling” in the former home of Vanessa Bell into her methodology while 

studying that house museum and one dedicated to Bell's sister, Virginia Woolf.34 

And in Elmira, New York, scholars of Mark Twain stay at Quarry Farm, the home 

of his wife's family while they dig through the archives, drawing insights from the 

house in which the author spent many summers as well as from his writings.35 In 

these examples—and likely many more—time spent in a living space evoked 

emotion and connection. 

Employing empathy as a pedagogical tool is not without risk. Scholars 

recognize that without enough context and perspective, imaginative engagement 

with historic people and events can become trivial make-believe or offer too-easy 

answers to difficult questions.36 Elizabeth Anne Yeager and Stuart J. Foster 

propose the following limits: “historical empathy should not be based simply on 

exercises in imagination (e.g. 'imagine you are an Apache warrior'), 

overidentification (e.g. asking students to identify with Adolf Hitler), or sympathy 

(e.g. encouraging students to sympathize with victims of slavery).”37 

The true bounds of historical empathy are up for debate. The Stanford 

Prison Experiment suggests that caution is required when playing the role of 

                                                 
34 Nuala Hancock, Charleston and Monk’s House: The Intimate House Museums of Virginia Woolf and 
Vanessa Bell (Edinburgh University Press, 2012). 

35 Hilary Iris Lowe, Mark Twain’s Homes & Literary Tourism, Mark Twain and His Circle Series 
(Columbia, Mo.: University of Missouri Press, 2012), Chapter 4. 

36 O. L. Davis Jr., “In Pursuit of Historical Empathy” in Historical Empathy and Perspective Taking in the 
Social Studies, 4-5. 

37 Elizabeth Anne Yeager and Stuart J. Foster, “The Role of Empathy in the Development of Historical 
Understanding,” in Historical Empathy and Perspective Taking in the Social Studies, 13-14. 
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“violence workers” (such as soldiers, slave owners, or prison guards) or their 

victims.38 Yet at the Constitution Hill museum in Johannesburg, South Africa, an 

organization named Bridging Ages has created a tour that places visitors in the 

position of incarcerated people.39 There are likely ways to utilize play to engage 

tough topics with poignancy, but there are also many ways for such play to result 

in either trivial conclusions or emotional trauma. 

Recent trends suggest that learners at historic sites and museums combine 

the information they receive with their own lived experience in intimate ways. 

Methods of interpretation by staff, signage, and curation have turned toward 

methods which emphasize multiple perspectives to provide audiences ways to 

contribute to the conversation as well as subjective truths which may challenge 

their understandings of past events.40 

This challenge can take many forms. In a study of visitors' views on 

“authenticity” in theatrical performances at museums, Catherine Hughes argues 

that 

ignoring contemporary elements [of the museum space] like soft-drink 
machines in order to appear real or authentic [underestimates the] visitor's 
abilities. Exposing the theatrical frame in the act of breaking it has the 
potential to lead to a more challenging examination by the visitor of history 

                                                 
38 “Violence workers” is an evocative term which I think captures a wide variety of careers that involve 
violence or the threat thereof. Drawn from Martha K. Huggins, Mika Haritos-Fatouros, and Philip G. 
Zimbardo. Violence Workers: Police Torturers and Murderers Reconstruct Brazilian Atrocities. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2002.  

39 More about the Constitution Hill tours and Bridging Ages' Time Travel Method is available on the 
organizations' respective websites: https://www.constitutionhill.org.za/pages/guided-tours and 
http://www.bridgingages.com/what-we-do/the-time-travel-method/  

40 Barbara Franco, “Public History and Memory: A Museum Perspective,” The Public Historian 19, no. 2 
(1997): 65–67. 

https://www.constitutionhill.org.za/pages/guided-tours
http://www.bridgingages.com/what-we-do/the-time-travel-method/
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and time, of their conceptions of past and present...Breaking the frame 
allows for dissonance and, like resonance, provokes response.41 
 

Chamounix Mansion “breaks the frame” when a guest moves out of the formal 

rooms or talks with another guest about their plan for the coming day. The space is 

in constant dialogue between the present and the past. 

Much of the HHM infrastructure predates these trends and is poorly set up 

for these pedagogic methods. Those who have enshrined historic sites have often 

assumed that visitors would remember the content that was presented to them. Yet 

Handler and Gable have shown that visitors to Colonial Williamsburg formed 

museums of their visits that had little to do with the historical content and much 

more to do with family dynamics of their trip and the consumerist opportunities of 

the site.42 

A fundamental cornerstone of audience-centered interpretation is 

recognizing the shared authority that exists between museum staff and museum 

visitors.43 Within a moment of meaning-making, each member of the conversation 

can claim their own expertise in their experience. Traditional HHM practice, by 

creating an immersive space which flattens an arbitrarily-selected moment of the 

past into the present, eliminates that expertise. The role of connoisseurs such as 

Louise DuPont Crowninshield is replicated by docents at HHMs across the country 
                                                 

41 Catherine Hughes, “Is that Real? An Exploration of What is Real in a Performance Based on History,” in 
Scott Magelssen and Rhona Justice-Malloy, eds. Enacting History (Tuscaloosa, AL: University of Alabama 
Press, 2012), 149. 

42 Eric Gable and Richard Handler, “Public History, Private Memory: Notes from the Ethnography of 
Colonial Williamsburg, Virginia, USA,” Ethnos 65, no. 2 (January 1, 2000): 237–52. 

43 Michael Frisch, A Shared Authority : Essays on the Craft and Meaning of Oral and Public History 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990).  
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as they regurgitate facts to visitors. 

As interpretive methods turn toward conversation, some museums, such as 

the Lower East Side Tenement Museum, are concluding tours with conversations 

around a kitchen table.44 This choice of discussion area is pragmatic—everyone 

can share the same space and make eye-contact—and echoes the table's past as a 

center of life and conversation for families and communities past. 

 

Making a Historic Home Museum 

A decade ago, Cary Carson decided to think big when considering the 

future of historic sites. He imagined the HHMs, outdoor history museums, and 

other historic or historical environments of America serving as a massive stage on 

which scripted drama—with some historic basis—would play out. Americans 

would be hooked and they would flock to see the homes of the characters they had 

grown to love or, perhaps, despise.45 It was an idea commendable for its ambition 

even though it did not come to pass. 

How could historic sites fully engage the present? Taking Carson's big 

swing as a model, here are two wild answers: 

People should live in HHMs, as they do at Chamounix Mansion. Many site 

managers already do, of course, but they live in private apartments tucked out of 

sight. Perhaps stewards could be invited to use spaces within the house more fully, 

                                                 
44 Ruth J Abram, “Kitchen Conversations: Democracy in Action at the Lower East Side Tenement 
Museum,” The Public Historian 29, no. 1 (2007): 59–76. 

45 Cary Carson, “The End of History Museums: What’s Plan B?,” The Public Historian 30, no. 4 (2008): 9–
27. 
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but they are already often under-compensated, so the privacy of their own quarters 

should not be invaded. 

Instead, visiting scholars and artists-in-residence could add a lot to an HHM 

in short stints, lending the authenticity of usage to the spaces while reinvigorating 

the research and programming at the house. This has already been done in various 

forms: Quarry Farm and Charleston, for instance. The Roger Brown Study 

Collection has used the late artist’s home and studio as an exhibit space as well as 

dirtying the sink while preparing food for various events.46 While many HHMs 

might be reticent to provide such access for even a few weeks, many have invited 

self-described “Historic House Museum anarchist” Franklin Vagnone to spend a 

night within their site. Vagnone uses this rare perspective to produce often-

poignant blogs beautifully illustrated with photos that catch the view from within 

the velvet rope.47 On at least a few occasions, sites have left the beds untouched 

after Vagnone occupied them, making his ephemeral occupancy into an exhibit of 

itself.48 

Second, HHM operators should practice radical welcome in order to make 

their sites accessible to their communities. Research has shown that the cost of 

admission is a lower barrier to visitors than the sense that they do not belong. If 

HHMs can serve as locations for community activities, they can become “home” to 

their neighbors without having overnight guests. This is also something which has 
                                                 

46 Lisa Stone, “Playing House/Museum,” The Public Historian 37, no. 2 (May 1, 2015): 27–41. 

47 Franklin Vagnone, “One Night Stand Series,” TwistedPreservation.com, 
https://twistedpreservation.com/one-night-stand-series/ 

48 Phone conversation with Franklin Vagnone, August 23, 2017. 
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been done to various degrees at HHMs around the country. Grumblethorpe, 

another site operated by PhilaLandmarks, runs a gardening program for 

neighborhood youth and serves as the host for the occasional community festival or 

party. Chamounix Mansion does this too, with regular potlucks open to all comers. 

Widespread adoption of these strategies is unlikely; HHMs which largely 

contain original furnishings and indexical construction will be reluctant to 

endanger their collections with greater visitor access and much of their audience 

would support that reticence. At these sites, the early-20th-century methods will 

remain in sway. Yet many HHMs have a broader range of options which they have 

not explored. 

Charting a path forward in uncertain times is a burden for HHM operators, 

but it is a burden that can be shared with community stakeholders and creative 

visitors. HHMs are community assets and should seek to meet the needs of the 

neighborhoods, towns, and cities in which they are located. Bringing others into 

the discernment process is a powerful step toward community buy-in and relevance 

of the site. 
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion 

 

Rather than embrace this experiential juxtaposition as an opportunity to 
engage guests in dialogue, we tend to convey history as something that 
happened to other people, not something that will happen to them. 

- The Anarchist's Guide to Historic House Museums1 
 
A century and a half of evolving beliefs about authenticity have led to nuanced 

and varied meanings for visitors to historic sites. The mix of symbolism and fetishism of 

shrines and curiosity cabinets characterized the first HHMs in the United States before 

professionals from the academe infused these sites with research and the idea of historical 

accuracy. The result was a complex blend of meanings which characterized HHMs for 

much of the 20th century. Visitors to historic sites in the 21st century bring a range of 

expectations and preferences with them, the History News survey suggests. This is 

challenging for HHM operators who face economic stress and hope to reach different 

audiences. 

In this context of crisis and uncertainty, Chamounix Mansion presents an 

important case-study for the HHM field. By adding everyday occupancy to the HHM 

playbook when the hostel opened in 1964, the FOMC created a space that challenged the 

demarcation between alternative reuse and HHM. 

Do visitors to Chamounix Mansion Youth Hostel come away with historical 

lessons? Sometimes, probably. The current primary mission of the hostel is not historical 

                                                 

1 Franklin D. Vagnone, Deborah E. Ryan, and Olivia B. Cothren, Anarchist’s Guide to Historic House 
Museums (Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, Inc, 2016) 102. 
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interpretation. Yet by inviting life into a historic structure, Chamounix creates a space for 

historical meaning-making. The juxtaposition of 20th-century HHM practices with photos 

of the early hostel and bulletins of forthcoming attractions in the city of Philadelphia 

gives visitors a tool kit to make memories and grapple with their own place in history 

during their stay. 

HHMs can learn from Chamounix by inviting visitors and neighbors into their 

museum in ways that bring life into the space. Residency programs and community 

meetings are two possible ways to make a historic home museum, but many HHMs 

already host events that encourage visitors to see their institution from different 

perspectives. 

Historically, HHMs have attempted to offer a respite from contemporary life, yet 

they can remain relevant and vital in the 21st century, by recognizing their power to make 

meaning in the present. 
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