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1. Name 

historic /^"Thornton w/^^Burgess^jHouse • (p rc fe 

For NPS use only 

. MAR 2 2 1983 
received 
date entered 

and/or common Laughing Brook Educat ion Center and W i l d l i f e Sanctuary 

2. Location 
street & number 789 Main StJeccfc- N/A not for publication 

city, town Hampden N / A vicinity of 

state Ma.c;sarhi isp1-1-s code HaiaadeiL code 

3. Classif ication 
Category 

district 
buildlng(s) 

. structure 
site 
object 

Ownersh ip 
public 

X- private ^ 
both 

Publ ic Acqu is i t ion 
^/p^ in process 

being considered 

Status 
-X occupied 

unoccupied 
work in progress 

Access ib le 
^ yes: restricted 

yes: unrestricted 
no 

Present Use 
agriculture 
commercial 
educational 
entertainment 
government 
industrial 
military 

y museum 
park 
private residence 
religious 
scientific 
transportation 
other: 

4. Owner of Property 

name Ma.q.qachii.qpl-1-R Andnhnn Snripfv 

street & number Laughing Brook Education Center and W i l d l i f e Sanctuary 

city, town Hampden N/A vicinity of state Massachusetts 

5. Location of Legal Description 
courthouse, registry of deeds, etc. Hampden County R e g i s t r y o f Deeds 

street & number 50 State Street 

city, town S p r i n g f i e l d state Massachusetts 

6. Representation in Existing Surveys 

title of 
Inventory of the Historic Assets 

the Commonwealth, #2 has this property been determined eligible? . yes X no 

date 1982 federal X state county local 

depository for survey records Mas.QPchn^Pff .c. H•••s^nr^pp^ romm-; cc^-inn 

city, town Boston state Massachusetts 



7 B D e s c r i p t i o n Xhomton W. Burgess House, Hampden, Massachusetts 

Condition Check one Check one 
excellent deteriorated unaltered X original site 
good ruins X altered moved date N/A 

_X_falr unexposed . . ^ ^ . s t . - . ^ ^ •ir.,-. . 

Describe the present and original (if known) physical appearance 

The Thornton W. Burgess House i s a small, well-preserved vernacular farmhouse 
b u i l t some time between 1780 and 1784. The building nestles against the south 
slope of one of the Wilbraham Mountains i n r u r a l central Hampden, a v i l l a g e which 
stretches along Main Street i n the narrow Scantlc River Valley. In addition to 
the house, the elghteen-acre l o t contains a barn, two small studio-outbuildings, 
and a cold c e l l a r . ,, ~ 

In plan and design, the house i s a c e l l a r l e s s wood-frame 1% story central 
chimney cottage with a rear kitchen e l l (formerly a woodshed). I t s i t s on a stone 
foundation, i s sheathed i n grey painted cedar shingles and capped with a 45° pitched 
asphalt-shingled gable roof. Simple decorative treatment of the symmetrical three-
bay main facade (facing south on Main Street) consists of a transom above the central 
entry. The transom and flanking 12/12 double hung sash windows a l l abut the gable 
flank eaves. . An .arrow etched i n the stone doorstep marks the point of the compass. 
The three-bay east gable end contains an off-center entry surmounted by a sawn 
hood and three 12/12 windows, two on the f i r s t story and one i n the gable peak. • 
The l a t t e r i s flanked by two quarter size f o u r - l i g h t windows. The west gable 
end i s s l i g h t l y altered by the addition of a bow window, but retains three 12712 ' . 
and one 6/6 window. Original 12/12 or 6/6 windows also l i g h t the rear and e l l ' * • 
elevations. A small skylight added to the north roof slope and reconstruction ' • 
of the chimney above the r o o f l i n e to a more elongated form exist as minor a l t e r ­
ations to the building f a b r i c . . . 

The i n t e r i o r feature which best shows the age of the house i s the staircase, ; 
a steep and narrow run with a turn near the top. Each step averages six Inches 
high and three Inches wide. The large central b r i c k chimney hosts three fireplaces, 
including a very large stone fireplace with a side bee-hive oven i n the main :;• 
room. This room also shows early timber frame construction with gunstock posts. 
To the side, and one step down from the main l i v i n g area, i s a small extra bedroom. 

Other s i g n i f i c a n t i n t e r i o r features include doors constructed of boards . . .y, 
up to sixteen Inches wide and hung on wrought Iron Y hinges. Some of these 
doors have 3 over 2 raised panels. A b u i l t - i n b a r r e l back cupboard stands In % 
one corner of the dining room. •* -

The grounds arotind the Burgess House are w e l l maintained and include a 
plcket fence, mowed lawns, shrubs and sidewalks l a i d out to f a c i l i t a t e v i s i t o r 
access to the house, and several large sugar maples i n f r m t of and to the west ' 'fif?: 
side of the house. 

In the Immediate v i c i n i t y of the house are two a n c i l l a r y structures: a 
cold c e l l a r with three foot thick stone walls b u i l t Into the h i l l s i d e (north) ' 
and a large 19th <:entury-barn. A portion of the barn was converted into a studio J; . 
ca.1955; i t now serves multiple functions as classroom and nature lab space, 
as w e l l as animal shelter. One of the two small studios was completely r e b u i l t a f t e r 
1966 due to advanced deterioration, and i s now a f i e l d classroom; the other may r e t a i n 
some o r i g i n a l features. 

,i . (Continued) 
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The house i s currently being restored to the period of Thornton W. Burgess' occu­
pation,with the Society for the Preservation of New England An t i q u i t i e s acting as 
consultants. Long-range plans for the property Include setting up a small 
musetm devoted to Burgess i n the barn. 



8. Significance Thornton W. Burgess House, Hampden, Massachusetts 

Areas of Significance—Check and justify below 
, archeology-prehistoric community planning 
1400-1499 Jti l archeology-historic _X_ conservation 
1500-1599 agriculture 

Period 
prehistoric 

. 1 
agriculture 

1600-1699 _X_ architecture 
art 
commerce 
communications 

_X_1700-1799 
_Ji_ 1800-1899 

1900-1965 

landscape architecture religion 
law science 

economics X literature sculpture 
education military social/ 
engineering music humanitarian 

X exploration/settlement philosophy theater 
industry politics/government transportation 
invention other (specify) 

Specific dates 1780-84; 1928-1965 Builder/Architect Unknown 

Statement of Significance (in one paragraph) 

The Thornton W. Burgess House possesses I n t e g r i t y of design, location, s e t t i n g , 
materials, workmanship, feeling and association. I t s primary significance l i e s i n 
i t s association with Thornton W. Burgess, world-renowned n a t u r a l i s t , conservationist, 
and children's author during the f i r s t h a l f of the 20th century. In addition, 
the house i s l o c a l l y important as an Intact example of late 18th century spare 
and functional domestic design, b u i l t by a descendant of Hampden's f i r s t s e t t l e r s . 
The Thornton W. Burgess House thus meets c r i t e r i a B and C of the National Register 
of Historic; Places and i s si g n i f i c a n t at the l o c a l , state, and national levels. 

Calvin Stebbins, who built the house between 1780 and 1784, was a member 
of a pioneer family; Stephen Stebbins (his uncle) is credited with erecting 
the first house in Hampden, at the east end of the town (ca.l741). The proximity 
of East Brook (or Laughing Brook) to the east and an early trail, now Main Street, 
probably influenced Calvin's choice of a homesite. Today, the Burgess House 
is the oldest house remaining on Main Street, and one of the best preserved . 
period structures in town. ,^ _ . . f -

Thornton W. Burgess (January 14, 1874, Sandwich, Mass. - June 5, 1965, 
Hampden, Mass.) owned t h i s property from 1928 to 1965 during the height of his 
l i t e r a r y career. The f i r s t house which he himself owned, i t served as his summer 
home for twenty-seven years and then as his permanent residence for the ten 
years p r i o r to his death. 

Thornton W. Burgess was best known for his children's stories. Published 
in over 70 books, i n magazines, and In newspapers where 15,000 consecutive syndi-
dated stories ran, his stories were w r i t t e n to entertain and to acquaint young 
readers w i t h the wonders of nature. Although his characters possessed human 
names and speech a b i l i t i e s , a l l of t h e i r characteristics and habits were based 
on b i o l o g i c a l t r u t h and accuracy. His work appealed to a l l ages and was read 
on many continents, with books published i n French, English, Swedish and Chinese. 
He was especially loved i n the United States and Canada, where his newspaper 
stories appeared da i l y . 

He started several clubs for children which had a powerful influence for 
promoting kindness to and protection of w i l d l i f e , i n saving species, and i n 
establishing sanctuaries and public and private parks. Through his radio club, 
Mr. Burgess worked with Dr. .Alfred Q. Grpss of Bowdoln College i n many of his, -
research studies. Mr. Burgess assisted Dr. Gross i n his heath hen study on 
Martha's Vineyard (1928-1931), and together they banded the la s t heath hen i n 
1931. , - ̂  . . . . . , . -% 

Honors he received included a trophy from the Massachusetts Department 
of Agriculture, an honorary Doctor of Letters degree from Northeastern University 
(1938) and three gold medals. These included the Gold Medal of the W i l d l i f e 

(Continued) 



9. Major Bibliographical References 

See Continuation Sheet. 

10. Geographical Data 
Acreage of nominated property I S i 
Quadrangle name Hampden 

UT M References .. -r 
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L J U 
Verbal boundary desc r ip t ion and jus t i f i ca t i on 

See a t tached map. The 18 acres Inc luded i n the nomina t ion con ta ins the house and o u t ­
b u i l d i n g s ' c l o s e l y associa ted w i t h Burgess, and a l so the l and which served as the i n s p i r a -
t l o n f o r many of h i s s t o r i e s . Furthermore, i t c o n s t i t u t e s Brugess 's ' o r g i n a l 1928 purchase, 

List all states and counties for properties overiapping state or county boundaries 

state code * county code 

state code county code 

11. Form Prepared By 
name/title V i r g i n i a A. Fitch, Preservation Planner, with Crystal Kofke, Director, Mass. Audubon 

Society 

organization Massachusetts H i s t o r i c a l Commission date November 1982 

street & number 294 Washington S t ree t telephone (617 ) 727-8470 

city or town Boston state Massachusetts 02108 

12. State Historic Preservation Officer Certification 
The evaluated significance of this property within the state is: 

national state local 

As the designated State Historic Preservation Off leer for the .National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law 89-
665), I hereby nominate this property for inclusion in the National Register and certify that it has been evaluated 
according to t ^ criteria and procedures set forth4?y the National Park Service. 

State Historic Preservation Officer signature / ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ v V W - ^ T v v V ^ 1 

title 
State Historic 
Preservation Officer Massachusetts H i s t o r i c a l Commission date 

For NPS use only 
• I hereby certify that this property is included in the National Register 

J . Entered I n the 

al Ro is ter 
ster date 

per of the National Register 

Attest: date 

Chief of Registration 
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Protection Fund i n 1918 for distinguished service to w i l d l i f e ; the Gold Medal -
by the National Conservation Society at the New York World's Fair; and the Gold 
Medal by the Boston Museum of Science presented i n 1964. 

Burgess moved from his birthplace i n Sandwich to Springfield some time .in h i s — 
<4' early teens (late 1880s). ,He began to w r i t e the f i r s t of 15,000 children's 

stories between 1908 and 1911, I n i t i a l l y , they were created for his son, Thornton 
W. Burgess, Jr., who had been sent to l i v e with his grandmother i n Chicago following 
the death of Burgess' f i r s t wife i n 1908. Many of these stories transmitted 
to his son were gathered into collections and published as his e a r l i e s t books; 
one of the best known among them i s Old Mother West Wind of 1911. That same 
year Mr. Burgess married Fannie P h y l l i s Johnson of Ithaca, N.Y., expanding his 
family to include himself, his wife, two step-children i n t h e i r teens, his own 
f i v e year-old son and his mother. Using money of Mrs. Burgess', they purchased * 
a large house at 61 Washington Road, Springfield which s t i l l stands. Only Fannie 
J. Burgess' name appeared on the deed; Thornton Burgess insisted on t h i s as 
i t was r i g h t f u l l y her house. 

• His w r i t i n g career moved into f u l l swing after t h i s , and he was extremely 
p r o l i f i c for the next f i f t y - f i v e years. On October 24, 1928, Thornton W. and 
Fannie J. Burgess purchased the house at 789 Main Street, Hampden and eighteen 
acres of land as a simmier house and weekend ret r e a t . This was the f i r s t house 
that Mr. Burgess owned. From 1829 u n t i l 1955, Mr. Burgess suxranered i n Hampden 
and li v e d at 61 Washington Road, Springfield i n the winters. Subsequently, 
he moved here year-round for the remainder of his l i f e . 

During t h i s period, Burgess i s known to have w r i t t e n a bedtime story a 
day, as well as numerous books, mai^ of them from Hampden. Prior to 1955, the t * » 
studio furthest from the house served as his w r i t i n g studio; toward the end 
of his l i f e he wrote i n one room of the barn. The other small studio was used 
as a guest house and was often occupied by Burgess' a r t i s t , Harrison Cady, 

As noted above. Burgess' f i c t i o n a l stories were based on his factual knowledge 
of New England w i l d l i f e — t h e i r habitats and behaviors. The house and i t s 
setting provided ideal i n s p i r a t i o n a l materials as w e l l as a productive working 
environment; q u a l i t i e s not found as readily at his urban home. I t was he who 
renamed East Brook, Laughing Brook. He used the local landscape as a backdrop 
for many of his st o r i e s , i. e . . Laughing Brook, the Green Meadows, the Purple 
H i l l s , the Old Briar Patch, and the Green Forest. The house i t s e l f (the old 
kitchen, rear e l l ) also served as a l i t e r a r y stage i n Tales from the Story Teller's 
House'(1937) and While the Story Log Burns (1838). 

When Burgess died i n 1965 the family was not interested i n keeping the land. 
I t was put up for sale and the Hampden Lions Club, under then President Lon Levine, 
took an option on the land to prevent i t from being sold to a developer. They then 
looked for a suitable organization which might be Interested i n using the 

(Continued) 
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property for educational purposes as Mr. Burgess had wished. The Massachusetts 
Audubon Society purchased 18+ acres. Burgess' o r i g i n a l purchase, i n 1966 for 
use as an educational center and w i l d l i f e sanctruary. 
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Burgess, Thornton W., Now I Remember, the Autobiography of Thornton W. Burgess 
L i t t l e , Brown & Company, Boston, 1960. 

Hewlett, Carl, Early Hampden, I t s Settlers and the Homes They B u i l t , Yola Guild, 
Federated Community Church, Hampden, Mass., 1958. 

Letter from Mr. Burgess at Tobago to Mrs. Donald Wilcox, Hampden, January 26, 1956. 

Peck, Chauncey E. The History of Wilbraham, Mass., Wilbraham H i s t o r i c a l Society, 
Wilbraham, Mass., 1913. 

"Thornton W. Burgess - The Bedtime Story Man," Pamphlet, L i t t l e , Brown & Company, 
Boston, 1948, 24pp. : V ; 
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TOWN OF HAMPDEN 
MASSACHUSETTS 01036 

OFFICE OF 

BOARD OF SELECTMEN 

September 17, I 9 8 I 

Heritage Conservation & Recreation Service 
U. S. Dept. of I n t e r i o r *• 
Washington, D. C. , ' 

Gentlemen: 

We would l i k e t o si^port a request from Massachusetts Aububon 
Society f o r including the home of Thornton Burgess, at 789 Main 
Street, Hampden, Mass. on the Federal Register as a h i s t o r i c s i t e . 

This house i s h i s t o r i c a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t i n Hampden and throughout 
t h i s axea from the point of view that i t i s authentic Cape Cod 
architecture; and also that a famous person; i . e . Thornton 
Burgess l i v e d i n t h i s house. 

Now t h i s house has become a part of an education center and 
w i l d l i f e sanctuary w i t h i n the Town of Hampden, and we would l i k e 
i t t o be preserved. 

We, therefore, o f f e r f o r your consideration, the request that i t be 
entered on the Federal Register as a Histo r i c Site. 

Sincerely, " , - ' . 

John M. Flynn 
Chairman 

Board of Selectmen 

F/rw 



or 
<• -I I H l l O . j l 

P.O.Hex 3CO 
Hampden,Ma3c.0103^ 

Scptf.mbor 30,19Gl 

Massachusetts Audubon Society 
Laughing Brook 
789 Main S t r e e t ' •> . 
Hampden, Mass. 0103c. ,; ^ 

A t t e n t i o n : Ms. C r y s t a l Koffke 

Dear Ms. Koffke: , '•'••'""'"'" 

This l e t t e r i s t o confirm t h a t the K i s t c r i c a l Society 
of the Town of Hampden, In c . supports your e f f o r t s to 
have the "Burgess" house l i s t e d "on" the N a t i o n a l Register 
of H i s t o r i c Place::. 

I t i s our understanding t h a t you are requesting t h i s •.""̂  
l i s t i n g based on the f a c t t h a t f o r msnj years i t was 
the home of Thornton burgess, author and c o n s e r v a t i o n i s t 
also t h a t i t i s one of Hampden's old houses, and i t s 
a r c h i t e c t u r e i s h i s t o r i c a l l y important. 

This supporting l e t t e r vjas approved by the members 
at t e n d i n g our monthly meeting on September- 23, I 9 S I ; 
we t r u s t i t v / i l l be of assistance to vcu. 

afm 

S i n c e r e l y , 

President ' ^ 
( f o r the Society) 



CONSERVATION ;* LAUGHING BROOK EDUCATION CENTER AND WILDLIFE SANCTUARY 
EDUCATION 
RESEARCH t -

December 8, 1982 

Ms. Vi r g i n i a Fitch ' 
Preservation Planner 
Massachusetts H i s t o r i c a l Commission 
294 Washington Street 
Boston, MA 02108 

Dear Ms. Fitch: . '.' - , 

We__are quite excited that our National Register nomination for the Thornton W. 
Burgess House i s going to be considered by the State Review Board. Below i s some 
additional information which I hope w i l l be helpful to you. 

Mr. Burgess was born i n Sandwich, Ma. i n 1874 and moved to Spring­
f i e l d sometime i n his early teens. After his f i r s t wife died, he sent 
his son, Thornton W. Burgess, Jr. to Chicago to l i v e with his grandmother. 
I t was during t h i s period of time that his son was aged 2 to 5 (1908-
1911) that he began to write the f i r s t of what was to become 15,000 bed­
time stories. He began by w r i t i n g these stories to his son and l a t e r 
continued them. Many of these were gathered in t o collections and they 
became some of his early books. One of his f i r s t books was Old Mother 
West Wind, published i n 1911. In 1911, Mr. Burgess married Fannie 
Phyllis Johnson of Ithaca, N.Y. His new family consisted of himself, 
his wife, two step-children i n t h e i r teens, his own 5 year-old son and 
his mother. The Burgess' used money that had belonged to Mrs. Burgess 
to buy a house i n Springfield on 61 Washington Road. Fannie J. Burgess' 
name was the only one that appeared on the deed and Thornton Burgess 
insisted on t h i s since i t was r i g h t f u l l y her house. 

His w r i t i n g career moved int o f u l l swing soon a f t e r t h i s and he 
was extremely p r o l i f i c f o r the next 55 years. On October 24, 1928, 
Thornton W. and Fannie J. Burgess bought the house i n Hampden. (Regis­
t r y of Deeds 1406-493). This was the f i r s t house that Mr. Burgess 
owned. From 1929 u n t i l 1955, Mr. Burgess summered i n Hampden and l i v e d 
at 61 Washington Road i n Springfield i n the winter. He was attracted 
to Hampden and p a r t i c u l a r l y the Cape Cod style house f o r several reasons. 
He loved antiques and the house was f i l l e d with them from the previous 
owner, Damon Coates. Some say that the fact that the house was a Cape 
Cod reminded him of his boyhood growing up on the Cape. And he often 
said that the house provided him with the ideal setting to continue his 
work. I t was he who re-named East Brook Laughing Brook and used the 
physical surroundings f o r many of the other backdrops f o r his stor i e s - -
i e : the Green Meadows, the Purple H i l l s , the Old Briar Patch, and the 
Green Forest. 

Mr. Burgess wrote many stories and books while he l i v e d i n the 
house at Hampden. He used the small building on the h i l l as a w r i t i n g 

789 MAIN STREET, HAMPDEN, MASSACHUSETTS 01036 • TEL 413 - 566-8034 
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TOWN O F HAMPDEN 
MASSACHUSETTS 01036 

OFFICE OF 

l« BOARD OF SELECTMEN 

December 9, 1982 

Ms. Valerie Talmage 
Acting State His t o r i c Preservation Officer 
Mass. H i s t o r i c a l Commission 
294 Washington Street 

Boston, Mass. 02108 , 

Dear Ms. Talmage: , 
We were pleased to be informed that Thornton W. Burgess House w i l l 
be considered by the State Review Board for nomination to the 
National Register of Histo r i c Places. 

Our Board i s unanimously i n favor of t h i s house being on the 
National Register of Histo r i c Places, and would l i k e our 
support recorded as such. Following rennovations, t h i s structure 
w i l l again be one of the main attractions of the Massachusetts 
Audubon Society's Laughing Brook i n s t a l l a t i o n i n our town. 

Each year many thousands of people, both old and young, v i s i t t h i s 
s i t e , and are interested i n the surroundings where Mr. Burgess l i v e d , 
and the beauties of nature which inspired his stories. 
We consider t h i s area as a d e f i n i t e plus for our town. 

Sincerely, 

i - ' ... V. 
'-Jeannette S. Green 
Chairman 

Board of Selectmen 

G/rw 
cc Laughing Brook 

:* *•... 
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MASSACHUSETTS 
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March 16, 1983 

COMMONWEALTH OF MASSACHUSETTS 
Office of the Secretary of State 
294 Washington Street 
Boston, Massachusetts 
02108 
617-727-8470 

MICHAEL JOSEPH CONNOLLY 
Secretary of State 

Ms. Caro l S h u i l , Chief ,^ 
N a t i o n a l Reg is te r o f H i s t o r i c Places 
N a t i o n a l Park Service -
Department o f the I n t e r i o r 
Washington, D.C. 20243 

Dear Ms. S h u i l , • ' 

Enclosed you w i l l f i n d the f o l l o w i n g nomination forms; 

^^Hampden; 

Foxboro; 

Thornton W. Burgess House ( n a t i o n a l ) 

Memorial H a l l ( l o c a l ) 
Grange H a l l ( l o c a l ) 
Josiah P r a t t House ( l o c a l ) 

Also enclosed i s the Garbose B u i l d i n g i n Gardner, which was 
returned t o us f o r a pr o p e r t y map. 

A l l have been voted e l i g i b l e by the State Review Board and have 
been signed by the State H i s t o r i c Preservation O f f i c e r . Owners 
were n o t i f i e d of pending State Review Board c o n s i d e r a t i o n 30-75 
days before the meeting and were af f o r d e d the o p p o r t u n i t y t o 
comment. Comments received t o date are attached t o the nomination 
forms. 

S i n c e r e l y , 

Candace/Uertkms 
R e g i s t r a t ^ n D i r e c t o r 
Massachusetts H i s t o r i c a l Commission 

CJ:mmd 
Enclosures 
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