FACTUAL ERRORS IN MY GODMOTHER THEODATE POPE RIDDLEPRIVATE 


Compiled by the archivists, Hill-Stead Museum, 1995

Phyllis Fenn Cunningham wrote her memoir about her godmother, Theodate Pope Riddle, in the late 1970s and early 1980s, before Hill-Stead’s archives were organized and before research was undertaken to document the lives of the Pope family. Cunningham was a child when much of what she describes in the book occurred; necessarily, she wrote from second-hand information and her own memories. Since the book was published, research that has been undertaken by the staff at Hill-Stead and by others corrects Cunningham’s work.

Since My Godmother Theodate Pope Riddle remains the only publication in print that attempts to present Theodate’s life [several biographies are in the works], the archivists at Hill-Stead wish readers to realize that there are errors of fact throughout the book. The following pages list some of the most serious of these. There are others, usually about objects in the house, that we decided not o include since information in the House Guide is accurate.

Probably the most serious of Cunningham’s inaccuracies is that Stanford White was the architect responsible for Hill-Stead. This is a very old tale, and is very difficult to correct. Suffice it to say that documents in the archives at Hill-Stead and of the McKim, Mead & White firm all indicate that White did not participate in any way in the design and construction of the house. The firm was hired by Mr. Pope to prepare working drawings fro a plan he and Theodate designed, and Theodate dealt with Rutherford Mead and another member of the firm, Mr. Swartwout.
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Chronology:

  1  Her father recorded her birth year as 1867 in the family Bible.

  1  Theodate attended Miss Porters from 1886 to 1888.

  1 Theodate's first diary mention of having a "farm in the country" refers to a Cleveland farm and is 


in 1886.

  1  Hill-Stead construction 1899 - 1901.

  2  She received the commission for the Roosevelt house in 1919.

  2  Her final illness was heart and kidney disease, not cancer.


Chapter 1

  5  Her grandfather went to Salem, Ohio before Cleveland.

  5  Pope joined the Cleveland Malleable Iron Co after his marriage in 1869, 3 years after his 


marriage.

  5  Theodate Pope was born in 1867.

  5  Theodate's diary does not mention maids or governesses, and contains much discussion of visits 


and friendships with school mates and cousins of her own age.  Diary entries also document 


her struggles with a number of  religious questions and her attendance at various church 


services.

  6  "Effie" was the name of her mother's sister.

  6  Diary entries indicate that, although Theodate's relationship with her mother was sometimes 


strained, she and her father were very close.


Chapter 2

  7  Theodate first mentions the possibility of becoming an architect in her diary in 1889, while on a 


trip to Europe with her parents.

  7  During her years at Miss Porters, the diary she kept records her wish for her father to purchase a 


farm near Cleveland.

  9  Her first "romance" was with Harris Whittemore, son of a colleague of her father's.  He 


accompanied the Pope family on their European trip of 1888-1889, returning when 


Theodate decided she did not love him enough to marry him.  There is no evidence that she 


and John Hillard were ever romantically connected.  Her eventual husband, John Wallace 


Riddle, was three years older than she.

  9  Theodate and her good friend, Mary Hillard, John Hillard's sister, had begun experimenting 


with "psychical research" before John's death.  With the philosopher William James, they 


tried to contact John's spirit through the Boston medium, Mrs Piper, to test Piper's abilities.  


The seances were carefully recorded and annotated, and the purported "spirit" asked 


questions that only the real John Hillard could have known the answers to.

 11  The Pope family maintained an apartment in a residential hotel in New York for many years.  


There is no documentation of Theodate's involvement with the Henry Street Settlement in 


any capacity other than as a financial supporter, nor of any "work" in a Psychiatric clinic.

 13  Stanford White was not associated in any way with Hill-Stead.  The Popes did not correspond 


with him, and indeed as far as we know never even met him.  The McKim, Mead and White 


firm drew working plans from a design that Theodate and her father created, but the firm's 


records show that the Popes dealt with Mead, not White.

 19  The photograph is of Mr and Mrs Pope, not Theodate and her father.

 20  The golf course had six holes.

 20  The fire was in 1907; the Makeshift Theater was to be used to show newly available "movies" 

to children in Farmington.

 20  The structure (no longer present) in front of the caretaker's house was a greenhouse.

 21  Benches in the Makeshift were designed by Theodate and are not pews from an old church.

 22  The stone building was a pump house, not an ice house.

 22  Theodate had Guernsey cows, not Jerseys.


Chapter 3

 31  The photograph of the man with the pony cart is of Admiral William Cowles, a Farmington 


resident and friend of Theodate's.


Chapter 4

 33  Gordon, the first foster child, came from New York.

 35  Dolly was at Hill-Stead off and on for twelve years.


Chapter 7

 48  The photograph may or may not be of Katherine Hepburn, but is certainly not by Gertrude 


Kasebier.  

 49  Henry James visited Hill-Stead for a few days; Mary Cassatt came once.


Chapter 8

 60  Edwin Friend was from Boston, not Farmington.

 60  We have no documentation that Theodate knew Conan Doyle.  She was going to visit England 


to consult with Sir Oliver Lodge.

 61  The copy of the passenger list in the archives simply lists Theodate Pope's name.  Neither she 


nor other passengers were described in any way. 

 61  The photograph of the ship is not the Lusitania, which had four stacks and a black hull.

 63  This is the only mention anywhere of the wig; we cannot confirm it.


Chapter 9

 71  The story of the second butler cannot be confirmed, and is mentioned nowhere else.

 73  Theodate died of kidney failure, a complication of chronic heart disease.  Her tombstone is 


between her husband's and Gordon's, though Earnest [that is how he spelled his name] is 


buried in the same plot.

