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Questions From State House Visitors
By Julia Bloom
Our tour guides get a lot of different questions by State House visitors, including some that can be hard to answer at 
first. Recently we were asked two such questions: “Why is Iceland included as one of the names on the Bartlett Hall 
stained glass window? And “What happens to the gifts a Governor receives once they leave office?” Two of our guides, 
Julia N and David T, recently found answers to these questions. 

Iceland’s History as a Republic
By David Tuan

Amongst the extensive list of republics which have existed throughout humanity, the nation of Iceland rarely emerges 
as a classic example. Having only officially established their modern government and independence in 1944, the nation 
is considered by many to be a relatively young republic. Despite such an impression however, the nation, prior to 
the Danish Monarchy (1697- 1874), as well as the Norwegian Monarchy (1262-1397), existed as the Icelandic Com-
monwealth. Founded in 930 AD, prior to the United States and only a century after the Italian City States, the Icelandic 
Commonwealth was one of the earliest republics in world history. They were the anomaly, one of the few republics 
amongst the dominant Monarchies.

Originally, prior to 930 AD, the area was predominantly populated by Viking settlers (with some Irish Monks). In Ice-
land’s early stages, the region consisted of various independent settlements, each ruled by their own monarch. Although 
governed separately, over time, the people slowly adopted a sense of unified identity through their shared common 
interests, lifestyle, and religion. As their cultural identity emerged, their population began to grow. The increase in po-
pulation prompted alternate forms of governing. This manifested in the creation of “Things” where the region is further 
divided into small districts, ruled on a lower level by a priest chieftain known as a “godi”. At first “Things” would hold 
little to no interaction with one another, but with the further growth in population, the “Things” soon found themselves 
interacting with one another to settle issues and govern the region. This culminated into the “Althing” in 930 AD which 
was led by two chiefs, the General Godi (an honorary and hereditary role) and the Speaker (guided assemblies through 
creating law). The rest of the assembly consisted of godi who represented the people of their district. Around the same 
time, Quarter Things were also created to manage their respective quarter of Iceland.

Also starting in 930 AD, Iceland became part of the Kingdom of Norway as part of Harald Fairhair’s unification of 
Scandinavia. Despite Fairhair’s victory, the governmental structure remained, holding legislative and judicial powers 
(with the King in Norway holding executive power). The Kingdom of Norway permitted such (partially due to Ice-
land’s isolation from trade routes and other Scandinavian civilizations) until 1262 when the King of Norway slowly 
started restricting their government. Such restriction was primarily caused by their competition in trade with Germany. 

By 1302, Iceland lost most of their autonomy, returning to their prior state of Monarchy.

The Governor’s Gifts
By Julia Norcross

While in office the Governor of Massachusetts receives many gifts from their constituents. When they leave office 
their administration determines how those gifts are dispensed. The governor may choose to keep gifts that are valued 
under fifty dollars- such as cards and challenge coins- while gifts that are determined to be of historical significance are 
turned over to the State House Arts Commision to be cataloged in the permanent collections. Governors may choose to 
put gifts from past administrations on display. This practice began after Governor Bill Weld left office in 1997. Prior to 
that date gifts were not officially accounted for, so while some gifts left behind may have ended up in the collections, 
they can not necessarily be dated with certainty.

The Commonwealth Museum: A Blend of Civics and History in Boston
By Scott Kirshy

The city of Boston is rich with culture. Whether you watch a game at Fenway Park or TD Garden, explore the arts and 
sciences at the Museums of Science and Fine Arts, or walk along the city-wide Freedom Trail, you immerse yourself in 
a city of enlightenment. One lesser-known but equally educational site to see is the Commonwealth Museum. Located 
just behind the campus of UMass Boston, this museum provides an overview of state history as a public service by the 
state. To celebrate the Fourth of July, I visited the museum with my mother over the holiday weekend. In addition to its 
newest collection of Revolutionary-era correspondence, the Museum blended contemporary civics and state history in 
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its exhibits for a truly enjoyable morning.

This year the museum’s curators have assembled a collection of personal correspondence dating to the Revolutionary 
period for their featured exhibit. These letters consist of correspondence between Alexander Hamilton, military aide to 
George Washington, and other leaders during the war. This exhibit is a great opening to your visit, as you can peer into 
the glass case and read historical correspondence from the war that was only recently found in state archives. Behind 
the Hamilton letters a wall features other letters and directives between political leaders, including correspondence to 
the first leaders of the Massachusetts state government. This exhibit allows visitors to see historic writings dating to 
the nation’s independence up close. 

A permanent exhibit on the first floor of the museum immerses you in the 402 year history of Massachusetts and its 
population. The timeline begins with the arrival of the Pilgrims in 1620 and the various indigenous peoples who lived 
in the present-day state. The exhibits that focus on the eighteenth-century cover the state’s role in North American 
colonial wars, the Revolutionary War, and the emergence of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts and its state cons-
titution. As you enter the nineteenth-century exhibits, you learn about the emergence of statewide public education, 
the beginnings of the Industrial Revolution, early labor activism, the rise of abolitionism, and the role of immigrants 
to the state’s population and economic growth. Near the the conclusion of your tour, through a short video, Secretary 
Galvin and several readers narrate the modern efforts of suffragists, workers, civil rights activists, and contempo-
rary protesters as they engaged the system. Galvin concludes his remarks with a reminder on the importance of civic 
participation. A final stop on the third floor includes an exhibit on the role of African-Americans in the state’s military 
history. From the Revolutionary War through the War in Vietnam, this exhibit relates the importance of African-Ame-
ricans in the US military to the state’s history itself. Apart from the Hamilton letters, the Commonwealth Museum 
immerses its visitors in the historic past and current evolution of the state.

The Commonwealth Museum is a great way to spend your morning. My mother and I spent around just an hour in the 
Museum, but we greatly enjoyed the experience. I would absolutely recommend this site to anyone visiting the city of 
Boston.

Caleb Strong 
By Max Cote

Caleb Strong, the sixth and tenth governor of Massachusetts, played a key role in the American Revolution, the sepa-
ration of Maine from Massachusetts, and in the banning of slavery from our state. Born an only child in Northampton, 
Massachusetts to Phebe Lyman Strong and Caleb Strong Sr. in January of 1745, Strong came from a long line of Nor-
thamptonites, with his distant ancestor being John Strong, an immigrant who arrived in the area in 1630 and rose to 

prominence as a church elder. Caleb attended Harvard to study law and graduated with high honors, going into private 
practice after studying with and being strongly influenced politically by Joseph Hawley III, the cousin of an early Great 
Awakening preacher and a strong advocate for the independence of the colonies. Though he was blinded by a bout of 
smallpox and unable to practice law for several years, Strong was admitted to the bar in 1772 and practiced law when 
he was not serving on the Massachusetts Provincial Congress in the early years of the Revolutionary War. Although 
unable to serve in the military due to his still-damaged eyesight, Strong was a delegate to the Massachusetts Constitu-
tional Convention in 1779 and served on both the Governor’s Council and in the state Senate. In addition, he operated 
a very successful legal practice and repeatedly turned down a position on the Supreme Court of Massachusetts. He was 
also instrumental in the Quock Walker cases that started in 1781, working alongside future US Attorney General Levi 
Lincoln Sr. The cases involved Walker, a former slave attempting to gain his freedom, and in Commonwealth of Mas-
sachusetts v. Nathaniel Jennison, it was finally confirmed that slavery was totally and utterly incapable of being autho-
rized under the Massachusetts State Constitution, making Massachusetts the first state in the Union to outlaw slavery.

Strong’s work on the United States Constitution was also significant. He was a member of the Federalist Party, with 
other prominent members including the second President John Adams, the first Secretary of the Treasury Alexander 
Hamilton, and John Marshall, the fourth Chief Justice of the Supreme Court and originator of many aspects of modern 
Supreme Court policy. During the convention Strong advocated against the usage of the Electoral College as a means 
of deciding Presidential elections. After the Constitution was adopted in 1789, Strong was elected to the United States 
Senate the following year, where he served until 1796. He supported and created a number of influential policies, in-
cluding the Judiciary Act of 1789 which created the federal court system, and the Eleventh Amendment of the Consti-
tution that restricted citizens from suing state governments in Federal court. He was also part of the senatorial effort to 
appoint an envoy to Great Britain to avoid war, leading to the controversial Jay Treaty, negotiated by John Jay in 1794, 
that resolved issues in the Treaty of Paris but angered Republicans and the French government. 

After resigning his Senate seat in 1794, Caleb Strong was nominated by the Federalists of Massachusetts to run for 
Governor against Republican Elbridge Gerry, who became infamous for his manipulation of political districts and for 
whom the term “gerrymandering” is named. Strong won the seat decisively, and under his tenure there were significant 
modifications to both the prison system and the judge’s circuit. Strong was reelected by a wide margin until the 1806 
election, when a strong Republican faction formed a majority in the legislature and demanded a recount of the ballots 
that barely gave Strong the majority vote. The recount was performed to deliberately reduce the number of votes Strong 
received, throwing out supportive with minor spelling errors while leaving those for his opponent, James Sullivan, 
intact. This heavily biased recount declared Sullivan the winner, although the Federalists publicized the partisan nature 
of the recount, causing a public outcry. To stem popular anger, the ballots were tallied a third time by an independent 
party, and the majority again returned to Strong. This would not last, however, as the very next year, Strong was forced 
out of office by a large Democratic-Republican majority in a fair election. 

In 1812, with war brewing and Elbridge Gerry becoming increasingly unpopular due to his partisan nature, political 
scandals, and pro-war stance, Caleb Strong was pulled out of retirement by the Federalists to again run for Governor. 
After winning the election, Strong maintained his staunch anti-war stance, refusing to place state troops under U.S. 
Army command unless they were specifically dispatched for the defense of Massachusetts. He was part of a much 
larger coalition of New England Federalists who opposed what they referred to as “Mr. Madison’s War.” Even after 
eventually relenting and placing a small number of troops under U.S. Army General Henry Dearborn, most of these 
troops chafed under official doctrine and drained the state coffers at an alarming rate, deflating the already suffering 
economy. Most troops remained under state command, and strictly maintained defenses around the vital ports of Salem 
and Boston, neglecting the towns of Northern Massachusetts, now Maine, much to their chagrin. These conflicts with 
Maine citizens came to a head when, after British soldiers captured and occupied the town of Castine, Strong refused to 
authorize temporary funding from Massachusetts to drive these troops out, a move that greatly angered Maine resi-
dents. This anger led to a movement to break Maine off from Massachusetts as its own state. Eight years later, Maine 
gained its independence under the Missouri Compromise of 1820, when Maine entered the union as a free state to 
balance Missouri entering the union as a slave state. 
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After retiring from politics in 1816 Strong returned to his home in Northampton, where he died on November 7th, 
1819.  He is buried in Bridge Street Cemetery in Northampton, and is remembered for his contributions to the Patriot 
movement and the formation of early state and Federal government.  

Introducing the New Co-Ops
By Julia Norcross

This summer, the State House Tours Department is happy to welcome two new Northeastern University co-ops to the 
team. Although we are sad to say goodbye to our previous co-ops, Ben Hussey and Molly Hanlon, we are excited to 
introduce Liam Szwed and Owen Roberts.

From the Hudson Valley in New York, Liam is a rising fourth year at Northeastern. He is majoring in history with a 
specific interest in colonialism and the independence movements of the 20th century. After graduating, he hopes to 
pursue a postgraduate degree in history. Outside of his education, he enjoys running, reading, and watching movies. In 
addition, he also hosts a Northeastern radio show and occasionally visits the New England Aquarium. He is excited to 
be working at the State House, educating visitors on the rich history of the state of Massachuesetts. Through this expe-
rience, he hopes to gain a better understanding of historical writing, teaching, and communication- as well as greater 
knowledge of the history of Boston. His favorite room on the tour is the Senate Reading Room. Between the original 
architecture, the original state seal, and the Revolutionary War Era muskets, the room provides a fascinating setting to 
discuss Massachusetts State history. In addition, the room houses a portrait of President Calvin Coolidge, whom he is 
interested in studying. Attached within this Gazette is an article he has written about Coolidge’s affinity for collecting 
pets. In the future he intends to write about Benjamin Butler and his relationship to the Reconstruction period of Ame-
rican history.

Owen is from Hartford, Connecticut. A rising third year at Northeastern, he is studying politics, philosophy, and econo-
mics. After graduating, he hopes to pursue a postgraduate degree in one of these topics. He enjoys photography, chess, 
and ice skating- as well as attending local Red Sox, Bruins, and Celtics games. During his time at the State House, he 
hopes to improve his public speaking skills through giving tours. His favorite story to tell on tours is the story of Se-
nator Charles Sumner, a well known abolitionist and powerful orator, who was beaten over the head with a cane while 
speaking against slavery on the floor of Congress. In addition, he has written an article for the Gazette about the four 
Massachuesetts towns lost with the construction of the Quabbin Reservoir.

In addition to Liam and Owen, three new college students have joined the program as tour guides: Julia Norcross, a ri-
sing first year at Agnes Scott College; David Tuan, a rising second year at Brandeis University; and Max Coté, a rising 

first year at College of the Holy Cross.

Coolidge’s Critters
By Liam Szwed

Many would remember our 30th president as a most unremarkable man. Born in Plymouth, Vermont, Calvin Coolidge 
dutifully rose through local government in Massachusetts, first as a City Councilor in Northampton, through the State 
House and Senate, eventually landing in the Governor’s offices here on Beacon Hill. A stiff man in a tightly buttoned 
black suit, there seems initially to be nothing that could excite Silent Cal, nothing he could speak passionately about. 
That is nothing until someone asked him about his pets. 

Grace Coolidge, the Governor’s wife, opens her manuscript “Pets of a President ‘’ stating that “One chamber of the hu-
man heart is set aside for the love of animals. With some, it is located close to the outer walls and the door swings wide 
so that even a little dog that is ‘yaller and full of fleas’ may enter.” The Coolidges were a family for whom that door 
was always cast open, swinging to allow all manner of dogs, cats, birds, and other exotics a warm entrance. The Sphinx 
of the Potomac was an animal lover.

As Governor of Massachusetts, Coolidge declared April 21-27, 1919 “Be Kind to Animals Week”, calling for increased 
care to be given to all animals, be they comfortable house pets, beasts of the field, or birds of the air. He believed that 
men themselves become more perfect as they protect and comfort their best friends and natural comrades. In his official 
declaration, Coolidge says that our nation’s war against slavery determined that our nation should not nurture a system 
of the weak serving the strong but instead one where the strong serve the weak. To Coolidge, this extension of service 
and goodwill should not stop when flesh turns to fur and all animals should be treated with kindness and humanity.

The Coolidge family entered the White House with a retinue of various cats and dogs. Mrs. Coolidge goes through 
each and every pet in great detail in a chapter of her posthumous autobiography 
but today we only have space to cover the more charismatic of the crew.  
Of the more notable members of the Coolidge flock was Tiger the Cat. Nickna-
med “The Wanderer” by Mrs. Coolidge, Tiger wandered out of the White House 
doors in March 1924 to roam the nation’s capital. The Coolidges grew anxious 
after not seeing Tiger return home for dinner. President Coolidge, normally an 
incredibly reserved and collected man, startled white house staff  by asking 
everyone he saw “Have you seen it?” and appearing visibly distressed, pacing the 
grounds and peering into trees and rose bushes. The family became so concerned 
that radio announcements were made across Washington D.C. with Tiger’s des-
cription and predicament. Upon hearing the broadcast, Benjamin Frank (pictured 
below), a guard at the Navy building, realized the executive origin of the stray cat 
he had been feeding for the past few days. Tiger was then returned to the White 
House with great fanfare and given a new collar that said simply “The White 
House”.

Benjamin Frank, a guard at the Navy Department, near the Washington Monument posing with Tiger.  Photo 
courtesy of the Library of Congress.

Rob Roy, his closest friend
Following the death of his son, Calvin Coolidge Jr, from a blood infection in July of 1924, the President became even 
more withdrawn and he seemed to find comfort only in the company of his dogs Rob Roy and Paul Pry (nicknamed by 
Grace as “the Wise’’ and “the Guardian” respectively). Paul Pry, an Airedale Terrier, was quite fond of Mrs Coolidge 
and no one else. His bravery in attacking those he saw as threats to the First Lady earned him a military appointment, 
and he was moved out of the White House and into the Marine Corps Barracks to carry out the rest of his protective 
duties. Rob Roy, a White Collie, on the other hand, was rather mild mannered. Often referred to as “the most well-in-



formed dog in America” he was known to sit on the President’s feet or at his side for cabinet meetings. This tightlipped 
custodian of many state secrets was never to reveal any, unless he was informing his canine cohabitants of any fine 
meals being served in the White House’s guest bedrooms. 

Rob Roy and the president at his house in Northampton Massachusetts. 
Known for their love of animals, the Coolidge family soon began to accrue a menagerie of tributes from patriotic citi-
zens and foreign dignitaries. There were various domestic flavors of critter including a bobcat named Smokey, a riding 
horse gifted by a Boy Scout troop in South Dakota, and a coyote for Mrs Coolidge, which she sadly had to decline due 
to a lack of space within the White House. Grace was quite fond of birds, caring for two canaries named Nip and Tuck, 
a peacock named Princess Pat, and 13 Pekin ducks which she attempted to raise in a bathtub before they quickly out-
grew their quarters, escaping to the executive lawn. Some of the more exotic gifts included a black bear named Bruno 
from Mexico, a Wallaby from Australia (the White House staffer who received the telegram about the Wallaby’s arrival 
had to look up what it was, initially believing it to be a brand of cigar), a Pygmy Hippo named Rubbery Rube from Li-
beria, and most famously a pair of lion cubs from Johannesburg humorously named Tax Reduction and Budget Bureau. 

Clipping from “Whitehouse Pets” by Margaret Truman, D. McKay Company, 1969

Rebecca and her glory
The most famous member of the Coolidge family’s furry and feathered legion came to the White House on Thanksgi-
ving day with a group of Coolidge supporters from Mississippi. Rebecca the Raccoon was originally fated to become 
the centerpiece of the White House feast, but Grace , remarking on Rebecca’s “all together amiable nature” decided the 
raccoon should instead join the family as pet and companion. Outfitted in a hand-stitched collar emblazoned with the 
esteemed title of “White House Raccoon,” Rebecca became a fixture of the Coolidge administration. She accompanied 
Grace to several public appearances, including the annual Easter Egg Rolling on the White House lawn. A special hou-
se was built in one of the trees on the lawn to accommodate Rebecca and allow her to watch over the grounds. Repor-
ted to be a mischievous and inquisitive member of the first family, Rebecca enjoyed playing in the bathtub with a bar of 
soap and a bit of water or playing hide and seek with various White House staff, exhausting them until she was ready to 
return to her quarters.

Grace thought Rebecca might have been getting rather lonely and formed a “matrimonial bureau for racoons” to find 
her a suitable partner. Eventually a bachelor named Reuben was installed to join Rebecca, but Grace remarks that 
perhaps Rebecca was a bit of a tyrant as Reuben attempted to escape. On his first attempt he scaled the White House 
fence and halted traffic on Pennsylvania Avenue for 30 minutes before being recaptured. He was luckier on his second 
attempt, escaping for good. Rebecca was left to enjoy the rest of her days in “single blessedness” wandering around the 
White House. She even accompanied the family on a summer trip to South Dakota in 1927 as they “couldn’t bear the 
thought of leaving her behind”. During this trip the house manager in South Dakota wrote a letter back to Washington 
reporting on the various happenings in the family and closed with the charming addition “You may be interested to 
know that Rebecca came down out of the tree and is behaving all right now.”

Grace and Rebecca at the White House Easter Egg roll. Library of Congress
Often those elevated to the Executive Office, especially those as dedicated to the advancement of their career as Calvin 
Coolidge, seem to shed some of their human qualities and quirks. The textures and excentricities which make us all 
human start to get smoothed over by a reporter’s pen, painter’s brush, or camera’s flash; slowly transforming these 
figures into silent portraits surrounded by gold frames, or towering statues of marble, devoid of the warmth and pas-
sions central to a human existence.Calvin Coolidge often stands silently in our memories as one of these figures. But 
even with a figure so seemingly imperturbable as Cal there existed a warm hearth in his love of animals. A somber and 
reserved man, it is possible that he only felt understood and accepted by his animal companions, many of them cons-
tantly joining him for his official duties, providing warmth, a knowing nod, and sometimes a paw in comfort where his 
son once sat. I’d like to close this with Grace Coolidge’s words; “This, then, is the story of the animal companions who 
shared in the and contributed to the happiness of one family who, for a brief season, called the White House home… 
Who shall say that their benign presence left no impression upon our Nation’s history.”

This article wouldn’t have been possible without the help and guidance of Julie Bartlett Nelson and the Calvin Cooli-
dge Presidential Library and Museum located at the Forbes Library in Northampton, Massachusetts. They graciously 
provided me access to their collection of research material on Coolidge and his pets. I greatly appreciate their help in 
getting this article off the ground. 


