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Chapter 1

 Affirmation


About five thirty that bitterly frigid morning, the telephone rang, waking me from a deep sleep. I stumbled from bed after several rings, staggered to our adjoining little TV room, and fumbled for the phone. The brusque male voice on the other end said, “Is this Fred Fisher, the director of The Hyde Collection?”

“Yes, what’s going on?”

He identified himself as an Albany, New York, police officer. “There was an attempted robbery on your museum last night, and we think the person whom you alerted us about a few months ago might have been the guy who tried to rob your place.”

My heart started racing. “Did he steal anything?”

“No, they couldn’t get in the place. The museum was closed, and they didn’t try to break in.”

“What do you mean, they? Was there more than one guy?”

“Yeah, a couple of guys, and we’re trying to locate them now.”

Unable to draw out additional information, I thanked him and hung up. But my thoughts were running wild as I walked back to the bedroom. My wife, Becky, with her nose barely out of the heavy covers, stammered, “What’s that all about?”

“I just can’t believe it. That bastard Vanderbilt tried to rob the museum last night. I’m sure it was him. I knew he was up to no good.” After explaining the sparse details to her, I dressed and went downstairs to the kitchen to undertake my customary morning ritual of coffee-making. My loyal companion, our mutt dog, Nutmeg (an odd mix of German Shepherd and Airedale terrier), had followed me downstairs and into the kitchen and was looking longingly at me with her bewhiskered face pleading for an early morning walk. “Not now, Meggy. I’ve got too much on my mind.”

It was still dark, and according to the round plastic thermometer outside our kitchen window, 15 degrees below zero. Thankfully, no new crop of fresh white stuff had fallen during the night, adding to the already-accumulated foot of snow I’d had to shovel from our long, narrow driveway the previous morning. This was not unusual weather for upstate New York, near the foothills of the Adirondacks, particularly in late December.

Here we were, just three days before Christmas, and my museum had nearly been robbed. I wondered how many of the museum’s Old Masters they would have taken—the Rembrandt, the two Rubens, the Picasso, the marvelous little Botticelli? No matter what, this news was going to cause a shitstorm of speculation. What would my board say? How would the community react to this news? And even more concerning was, what in the hell would be printed about this debacle in the regional newspapers? All I needed was sensational press to make the museum look bad. I could just hear the local gossips finding something nasty to say about this despicable episode, to fault me and my small staff. That immediately got me to wondering if this breaking story would be on the front page of the Glens Falls Post-Star. God, I hope not, I told myself. I would at least like an opportunity to be interviewed first so the story would be given a fair chance at accuracy.

By this time, a hint of sunrise was filtering into the windows of our little, brown-stained Sears and Roebuck kit-built house on Coolidge Avenue. I looked through the front hall window wondering if the paper had been delivered. Indeed, it was there. After all, it was almost quarter after six, and I could usually count on the paper arriving by six. However, this morning a small, red dented-up sedan was parked perpendicularly, blocking our driveway. The motor was running, but I couldn’t discern if the driver was inside. My first thought was that the car belonged to the father of the paperboy, and being a good father, he was helping his son on this godforsaken cold morning. My paper on the icy driveway was only about five feet from the exhaust-spewing car, so I decided to wait a few minutes for the father to drive his son to the next street.

Ten minutes, fifteen minutes, twenty minutes—the car was still there. Why was it taking so long for the kid to deliver his papers? My patience was wearing thin; I was beside myself to see if this story had made the headlines. When I couldn’t take it any longer, I walked through the kitchen to our back porch, put on my coat and boots, and headed for the door with a sad dog glaring at me as I gently pushed her aside, leaving her indoors.

For some reason, I had a queasy feeling about the strange car, its motor having been running for some time now. When I was about fifteen feet away, a craggy-faced male with a bushy mustache slowly sat up in the driver’s seat, crammed a cigarette in his mouth, gave me a cold, hard stare, gunned the engine, and drove off in a screeching flash.

I retrieved my paper and ran back toward the house, unsure what was happening. Maybe that wasn’t a thoughtful paperboy’s dad; could something else be going on here? Could this be someone from the FBI—was I being considered a suspect in this wretched caper? Could Vanderbilt be a member of a larger crime syndicate? Were they staking out our house for some malicious objective? Now my imagination was in overdrive.

During the next few days, this treacherous story would gradually come into focus as the two perpetrators were captured and the media launched into high gear. The museum and its staff, including yours truly, were extremely fortunate that this was a failed endeavor. But how could I have possibly guessed that ten years later, this incident, an attempted heist at The Hyde Collection in remote Glens Falls, New York, would raise suspicion about the perpetrator of yet another heist—regrettably, the successful burglary at the famed Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston, Massachusetts, in which two young thieves, dressed as policemen, stole eleven Old Master paintings and a couple of lesser objects worth more than a half-billion dollars. The mastermind of The Hyde’s attempted heist, Brian Michael McDevitt, a Boston suburb resident, is considered by some a possible suspect in the Gardner’s devastating crime. However, in their frenzy to pin the crime on an assortment of Boston’s infamous thugs, it took nearly two years for the FBI to focus on McDevitt.

The astonishing resemblance between the Gardner Museum and The Hyde Collection, both art collectors’ Italianate homes-transformed-into-museums, as well as the remarkable similarity of the two theft incidents, shrieks of a direct association. Yet, at this writing, the crime has yet to be solved, or the valuable stolen art retrieved, even though the FBI persuasively claim they know who the perpetrators are but are unwilling to divulge their names. Perhaps it is McDevitt, and they’re hiding his identity in hopes he will pinpoint the mastermind of the heist.

This is the story of how I became acquainted with McDevitt, who was masquerading in the small town of Glens Falls as a young Vanderbilt heir and freelance writer intent on learning the details of my museum’s security under the pretense of writing a story about stolen art. His naïve eagerness almost immediately raised my suspicion, and before long I had informed the local police of my misgivings. Consequently, I believe I am the only museum professional to have ever had the distinct terror of becoming fully acquainted with an individual intent on robbing my museum.

To best appreciate the link between the two museums and how this story plays out, it is important to convey their histories and the fascinating personalities that made them possible. All museums have interesting stories regarding their early development, but these two have a special affinity in that the one in Boston directly inspired its Glens Falls little sister. It’s about the personalities of the collectors as well as the intriguing world of art collecting—its triumphs and its pitfalls. And to understand my direct involvement in this impoverished little upstate New York museum, I shall give some space to explain my career as it relates to the museum. This is a story about the amazing similarities of art crimes in two very comparable museums—a story enveloped in their histories as well as with my personal story.




Chapter 2

 The Hydes and Mrs. Gardner


How young Brian McDevitt discovered The Hyde Collection in remote Upstate New York for his first attempt at the “art theft business” has always been perplexing to me. Not that it wasn’t a good idea to find an impoverished, out-of-the-way art museum for his practice run, but more to my mystification is, just how in the hell did he become aware of The Hyde? It’s been one of the biggest frustrations during my museum career, that almost every time I bring up the subject of The Hyde Collection in conversation, I get the same blank stare and response, “What’s The Hyde?” To this very day, the museum remains a hidden treasure known mostly to the locals and a few serious art aficionados.

Without a doubt, The Hyde Collection has been the victim of its remote location, and therefore no matter how fine its art collection, there has been little attention given to it since it was launched as a public institution in 1963, following the death of its unpretentious founder, Charlotte Pruyn Hyde. She, too, no doubt set the pace for its near anonymity; given her very private manner, she was certainly not a dynamic force in the art world that would have attracted the attention of the arts cognoscenti.

Yet The Hyde is not unique. Smaller, out-of-the-way art museums sadly get overlooked by great urban behemoths like New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art or Washington’s National Gallery of Art. Even smaller urban museums like the Phillips Collection in Washington, DC, or the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston, are at least on people’s radar. That’s not true of so many wonderful little gem institutions like The Hyde Collection, located two hundred miles north of the Big Apple. Among other such marvelous, remote little art treasuries are the Hill-Stead Museum in Farmington, Connecticut, and the Maryhill Museum of Art in Goldendale, Washington. These small cultural oases are not only overlooked by the arts cognoscenti (or, as I sometimes call them, the “cogno-snotty”), but also, sadly at times, even by their own communities.

One wonders how and why such stellar little art treasuries can end up in far-flung locations. Typically, they were founded by regional enlightened and worldly individuals who were financially comfortable, were usually associated with local economic entities, and were dedicated and leading citizens of their rural communities. They generally began assembling a few objects of fine and decorative arts as a way of demonstrating their wealth and finer tastes, and gradually they evolved into serious collectors. Collecting became an avocation, and toward the end of their lives, they had amassed a considerable number of significant objects. Faced with their mortality, their greatest challenge was how best to provide for their treasures once they were no longer living members of their communities. Many, like Mrs. Hyde, were such devoted citizens that they formed wills and trusts, fashioning nonprofit museums from their homes and collections in perpetuity for the enlightenment and education of their local citizenry. They wanted to give back to their communities what they had been so privileged to acquire from the wealth that was generated in those communities. But just in case, most trusts were cautiously drafted with contingency options, usually willing their art to institutions of higher learning or major urban museums should their future creations cease to thrive in an uncultivated wilderness.

The story of the founding of The Hyde Collection follows this extraordinary tradition. Charlotte Pruyn Hyde (1867–1963), the museum’s founder, was the eldest daughter of Samuel and Eliza Jane Pruyn. She had two younger sisters, Mary Pruyn Hoopes and Eliza Pruyn Cunningham. The Dutch Pruyn family arrived in America in the mid-seventeenth century and initially settled in the Albany, New York, region. They soon became successful and ambitious farmers. Samuel Pruyn (1820–1908), Charlotte’s father, left farming for the lumbering business, working initially at a lumber mill in Stillwater, New York, before settling in Glens Falls. At the time, Glens Falls was a little hamlet on the northeast side of the Hudson River overlooking the steep falls, which was a natural location for a boundless source of waterpower. With thousands of wooded acres in the Adirondacks, west and north of Glens Falls, the region prospered, with over twenty sawmills supplying lumber for the growing cities on the East Coast.

In 1865, Samuel formed a partnership with brothers Jeremiah and Daniel Finch and purchased a dilapidated sawmill. They quickly turned it into a thriving business following the increasing demand for lumber after the Civil War. Eventually the company was also involved in the quarrying of black marble, as well as the sale of lime and grain. Ever the insightful businessmen, by the turn of the century they had transformed the lumber business into a pulp-paper mill, producing newsprint for the burgeoning newspaper industry. The Pruyn family purchased the business from the Finch brothers in 1909, making them the company’s sole operator. In the mid-1940s, sensing new market demands, Finch Pruyn & Company (Pruyn retained the company’s original name) began the production of high-quality printing papers for the book publishing world. To this very day, the company, now called Finch Paper, and no longer owned by the Pruyn family, is a successful business producing over 250,000 tons of paper annually and employing hundreds of people in the Glens Falls region.

Sam Pruyn married Eliza Jane Baldwin (1834–1915) in 1860; she was the daughter of James and Charlotte Baldwin. Income from the growing mill provided the Pruyns a comfortable lifestyle. They built a large Victorian Italianate-style family home on Glens Falls’s Elm Street and set about filling it with children: three daughters, as mentioned above, and a son, who unfortunately died in infancy. Sam Pruyn was well regarded in his community. He was a trustee of the little village and was occupied in improvwwing Glens Falls’s water system, among many of his involvements. Both he and his wife were well known locally for their generous philanthropy—setting a pace that their eldest daughter would eventually emulate.

The Pruyns’ oldest daughter, Charlotte, after completing her primary education in Glens Falls and Albany, was sent to Boston in 1888 to attend a one-year finishing school—typical of so many young women from well-to-do American families, because college educations were not an option for females. It was there that she met the young Harvard Law student Louis Fiske Hyde (1866–1934), who happened to be staying at the same boardinghouse. The two struck up a friendship that eventually led to their marriage thirteen years later, in 1901. In those intervening years, Louis Hyde, after graduating with honors from Harvard, initially worked for a Boston law firm; followed by a position with the law department of the Boston Elevated Railway Company. The young married couple settled in Hingham, Massachusetts, where, three years later, Charlotte gave birth to their only child, Mary Van Ness Hyde.

While living in the intellectual crucible of Boston, the young couple began to hone their sensitivities to the fine arts. There were the flourishing Museum of Fine Arts, the Boston Public Library, and numerous concerts and lectures to stimulate their cultural appetites. However, the single most influential Boston figure for the Hydes was Isabella Stewart Gardner (1840–1924). Isabella was the daughter of a wealthy New Yorker, and her husband, Jack, was from one of Boston’s more influential families. Isabella was not one for following tradition. She had a conspicuous sense of herself and enjoyed making waves that would inevitaby spawn gossip amid Boston’s blue bloods
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Note


	1. Henry Forbes Bigelow, American Architect, Vol. CIX, Number 2111, June 7, 1916, 374.
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