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The past year has brought about the perfect 
intersection of my passion for Brooklyn 
history and my love of antique frames. We 
have been restoring the frames hanging in 
the storied Plymouth Church.

I live on the site of the fi rst major battle of 
the American Revolution. Years of collecting 
related historical materials and images 
have given me a deep appreciation for the 
role Brooklyn played in the founding of our 
nation. The Civil War, closer in time, always 
seemed a bit more distant.

We’ve heard about the “draft riots” and 
of course have our beloved arch at Grand 
Army Plaza that celebrates the Defenders 
of the Union, but I honestly never sharply 
focused on that time in Brooklyn.

Working in Plymouth Church changed that 
for me.

For those of you who might be new 
to Brooklyn, Plymouth Church of the 
Pilgrims, a National Historic Landmark, was 
the congregation of the outspoken and 
celebrated abolitionist Henry Ward Beecher. 
President Lincoln himself attended more 
than one of Beecher’s sermons; he even 
crossed the East River by ferry and walked 
up the hill to Brooklyn Heights the day 
before he gave the Cooper Union speech 
that won him the Republican nomination.   

Henry Ward Beecher’s sermons were so 
well regarded in their day that the front 
pews were occupied by journalists covering 
them as news events. His sister, Harriet 
Beecher Stowe wrote the infl uential Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin.

Other luminaries who spoke or visited the 
church include Mark Twain, Clara Barton, 

Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Horace Greeley.

And its history doesn’t end with the 19th 
century. At Plymouth Church on February 
10, 1963, Martin Luther King delivered 
an early version of the “I Have a Dream” 
speech, which he gave at the Lincoln 
Memorial the following August.

The splendid sanctuary is perfectly intact 
and resonates with its history. You can’t help 
but feel the time when Reverend Beecher 
stood in the pulpit and railed against the 
immorality of slavery. 

In 1934, the Church of the Pilgrims merged 
with Plymouth Church and brought with 
them their artifacts. Among these treasures 
were Tiffany stained glass windows, which 
can be viewed in a large room adjacent to 
the sanctuary.

A few years ago, we restored a large 
collage of historical material relating to 
a political theater event that Reverend 
Beecher staged for the Plymouth Church. 
A young enslaved black girl was “sold at 
auction” to the horror of the congregation, 
but in reality her freedom was being bought 
at this “mock” auction. Those in attendance 
would never have been exposed to the real 
barbarity of the Southern slave auctions, 
but they gained a visceral understanding.  It 
was quite an honor to work on this collage, 
a true piece of American history.

We were requested to assess Henry Ward 
Beecher’s portrait and the paintings and 
frames of the other former ministers of the 
church, which hang in a graceful arcade.

We made a plan and consulted with our 
painting restorer, with whom we have 
worked for more than 20 years.

We worked on the restoration of the 
paintings and frames during the course of 
last year and early this year, with excellent 
help from Kimi Hodges, our studio/gallery 
assistant. We did much of the work in situ 
because of the size of many of the paintings. 
Visitors would walk by, watch us work, and 
ask questions. I felt as though we were in 
the opening scene of Tosca!

The Beecher frame was very damaged, and 
restoring it to its original state was a very 
slow and delicate process, though one in 
which I took immense pride. There were 
entire sections of ornate detail missing. 
We made molds from intact sections of the 
frame and recast. Much of the gilding was 
fl aking off, and that needed to be stabilized, 
the areas re-gilded, and then blended with 
the adjacent areas that still had vestiges of 
the wonderful original fi nish and patina. It 
was quite a challenge.

Parallel to the gallery’s work, our restorer 
was bringing the Beecher portrait back 
to what it once had been--without over 
restoring, but removing almost 150 years of 
environmental residue.

The project is still ongoing, but it is close to 
completion.

If you haven’t already visited, I 
encourage all of you to connect with 
Lois Rosebrooks, Plymouth’s historian, 
at info@plymouthchurch.org to make 
a plan to tour this American historical 
treasure. It is in our own backyard!
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