
Letter from America
Dear Friends in the Regional Furniture Society, 
Greetings from America!
One of the special things about studying American 
furniture is that we are a nation of nations and a nation 
of people on the move. The movement of craftsmen and 
traditions are defining features of much of what we 
study. Not only does this result in the cross pollination 
that makes regional furniture so interesting, it also 
means that sometimes to learn about the furniture made 
in one place, you have to look somewhere else. To date, 
the MESDA Craftsmen Database has identified more 
than 5,000 foreign-born craftsmen who settled in the 
American south, of whom 4,000 were British!



Secretary and Bookcase,William Little (1805-1810), 
Anson County, North Carolina. Mahogany, yellow pine, and 
poplar. Collection of the Museum of Early Southern 
Decorative Arts, Gift of Mr and Mrs James W. Douglas 
(MESDA acc. 3264) «

One of the best examples of this is William Little 
(1775-1848). Little was born in Carlisle, in the North of 
England. He apprenticed to a ‘Mr Graham’ of Bighead. 
At 23 he sailed for America, bringing his training and his 
tools with him. He settled first in Norfolk, Virginia. He 
then moved to Charleston, South Carolina, before 
eventually putting down roots in Sneedsborough, North 
Carolina (Sneedsborough no longer exists, but was 
located near Charlotte, North Carolina). Though 
probably influenced by his time in Norfolk and 
Charleston as well as the preferences of his patrons, I 
suspect that his work also closely mimics what was 
being made in and around Carlisle at the time. Who 
would have thought to look in Sneedsborough, North 
Carolina, to find an example of Carlisle craftsmanship?

Fortunately, thanks to the internet, finding American 
regional furniture is easier than ever. Over the past 
several decades American institutions from Texas to 
New England have created decorative arts databases 
that are rich in regional furniture. Two of the first are

Kim Wilson May, Manager of the MESDA Research Center, 
Gary Albert, MESDA’s Editorial Director, and June Lucas, 
Director of MESDA Research, in the field doing research

housed at my institution: The Museum of Early 
Southern Decorative Arts (MESDA) in Winston-Salem, 
North Carolina. MESDA’s Craftsman Database grew 
out of Frank L. Horton, our founder’s, idea to read 
every available primary source from the early American 
south - every will, inventory, deed, newspaper, 
directory, etc. - to document Southern craftsmen. This 
year we identified our 90,000th craftsman! The MESDA 
Craftsmen database is now online and searchable at 
http://mesda.org/research/craftsman-database/. A 
project at the Winterthur Museum in Delaware, the 
Card File of American Craftspeople, 1600—1995, has 
compiled information on more than 100,000 
craftspeople. It is searchable through 
http://www.ancestry.com.

Mr Horton’s other idea was to send researchers into 
the field to document objects ‘in the wild.’ This project 
has documented more than 20,000 objects in private and 
public collections. Though we’ve been going into the 
field for more than forty years, great discoveries are still 
being made, like this small hanging cupboard. Purchased 
by the current owner’s family in 1910 in Waverly, 
Virginia, it was purportedly discovered in Miss Jenny 
Grant’s chicken house. This kind of detailed discovery 
history is vital in establishing regional furniture groups. 
In time, with enough objects, it is sometimes even 
possible to identify the craftspeople responsible for work 
in a particular area.

MESDA is not the only institution engaged in 
documenting regional furniture in its natural habitat. 
The Classical Institute of the South, housed at the 
Historic New Orleans Collection, has an ongoing field 

http://mesda.org/research/craftsman-database/
http://www.ancestry.com


research program focused on primarily 
nineteenth-century material culture from 
Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama (http://www. 
classicalinstituteofthesouth.org). The Speed Museum of 
Art in Louisville, Kentucky, has an ongoing project to 
document Kentucky fine and decorative arts 
(http://www.koar.org). Bayou Bend, part of the Museum 
of Fine Arts, Houston, has an entire database dedicated 
to the decorative arts of Texas (http://texasartisans. 
mfah.org). And the Wisconsin Historical Society hosts a 
Wisconsin Decorative Arts Database (http://content. 
wisconsinhistory.org/cdm/landingpage/collection/wda). 
Three of the most ambitious recent database projects are 
the Rhode Island Furniture Project based at the Yale 
University Art Gallery (http://rifa.art.yale.edu), the 
Boston Furniture Archive hosted at the Winterthur 
Museum (http://bostonfurniture.winterthur.org), and 
the Four Centuries of Massachusetts Furniture Project 
(http://www.fourcenturies.org). This last project, a 
collaborative effort between eleven institutions, is a 
model for the future of furniture scholarship.

Museum collections too are also now more accessible 
than ever before. Most museums now offer digital access 
to their collections. American museums with strong 
regional furniture collections online include MESDA 
(http://www.mesda.org), the Winterthur Museum 
(http://www.winterthur.org), The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art (http://www.metmuseum.org), the 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (http://www.mfa.org), the 
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, home of the Bayou Bend 
Collection (http://www.mfah.org), the Philadelphia 
Museum of Art (http://www.philamuseum.org), and 
Colonial Williamsburg (http://emuseum.history.org).

This January colleagues at the Winterthur Museum in 
Delaware are hosting a Digital Furniture Workshop. 
They plan to bring together representatives from many 
of the American field research and database projects 
above. They will also be welcoming representatives from 
the British and Irish Furniture Makers Online Project. 
Their goal is to produce a white paper that identifies 
best practices for future projects.

Studying virtual furniture is no replacement for first
hand study and observation. But, as the technology for 
these projects becomes more accessible and less costly, 
we can all look forward to a day when the beginning of

Hanging Cupboard, possibly Sussex County, 1740-1760.
Walnut and yellow pine. Private collection, MESDA Object 
Database (D-33261)

a search for regional furniture requires nothing more 
than an internet connection.

All the best,

Daniel Kurt Ackermann
American Secretary

Curator, the Museum of Early Southern Decorative 
Arts at Old Salem Museums & Gardens, 

Winston-Salem, North Carolina 
DAckermann@oldsalem.org
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