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Polly Sumner
An Antique Treasure

ntique doll collectors may have heard 
of Polly Sumner. She is an old doll with 
quite a story to tell, a fashion doll who 

arrived in Boston on one of the Tea Party ships 
in 1773. She had a front-row seat for the parade 
of patriots, disguised as Mohawks, who dumped 
the tea into the harbor. She witnessed the Battle 
of Bunker Hill from a rooftop in Roxbury. She 
watched George Washington inspect fortifications 
opposite Boston Neck, and years later she waved 
to Lafayette during his Grand Tour. 

This extraordinary doll was the treasured 
playmate of five generations of children of a 
prominent Boston family—and a witness to much 
more history—before being entrusted to the 
stewardship of The Bostonian Society and its Old 
State House Museum in 1919. There, she has held 
court amidst other objects from Revolutionary 
Boston, inspiring children of all ages with her 
historic journey. 

Polly Sumner leaves no doubt as to her 
authentic character. Her thoughtful black eyes and 
cheery smile bring the iconic events of our storied 
Revolutionary history to life for young visitors, 
inspiring curious minds to understand the 

enduring significance. As the personification of 
this history, she makes it real and relevant.

I first encountered Polly, some years ago, 
as Executive Director of Boston’s Old State 
House. Even more than her antiquity—and 

By Richard C. Wiggin

The doll, Polly Sumner (ca., 1773), as 
she appears today in her contemporary 
light gray silk dress, matching bonnet, 
and black leather boots. Photo 
courtesy of Revolutionary Spaces.
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Through the years, Polly 
Sumner has received fan mail 
from young visitors to the Old 
State House. These envelopes 
are postmarked from the 
1930s and 1940s. Courtesy of 
Revolutionary Spaces.

A particularly charming account of one of Polly’s fans appeared in the October 
29, 1938 edition of The Boston Globe. Courtesy of Revolutionary Spaces.

her unparalleled historic journey—it 
was her ability to connect young people 
with Revolutionary history that struck 
me as special. 

Children live in the present, and the 
challenge of teaching them history is to 
make the past seem real and relevant, 
and to find historical content to which 
they can relate. The key to learning 
history is often a good story, and the key 
to a good story is a good storyteller. A 
child-friendly historical narrative, with 
emotional links to a story’s characters 
invariably works better as a teaching 
tool than the traditional textbook 
focus on names, dates, and facts. Polly 
Sumner’s ability to communicate with 
imaginative young minds far surpasses 
anything I had ever seen or experienced. 
I was astounded by the fact that an 
inanimate historical artifact has been the 
recipient of fan mail from young visitors 
through the years.

I decided that we needed to expand 
upon Polly’s unique ability to connect 
with young people by commissioning a 
storybook history of Polly. We contacted 
a number of children’s authors, but 
we never found the right candidate to 
capture Polly’s emotional appeal within 
the context of an accurate rendering 



4          ANTIQUE DOLL COLLECTOR          JUNE 2023

of the historical events. The unfulfilled promise of 
this bothered me after I left the Old State House. 
The idea that I might be able to write this story had 
never seriously occurred to me. But I realized then 
that I had to try.

Years later, after innumerable drafts and the 
assistance of many talented individuals, that 
story has now emerged, just in time for the 250th 
anniversary of the Boston Tea Party. 

Polly Sumner: Witness to the Boston Tea Party is a 
child-friendly historical narrative. The storyline is 
as faithful as it can be both to the historical events 
and to the provenance of this historic doll. And 
as the storyteller, Polly brings her story to life for 
the young reader. Beautifully illustrated by artist/
illustrator Keith Favazza, the book also contains a 
glossary, a historical timeline, and a bibliographical 
listing of resources for further learning. Targeted 
for ages 7-12, the book meets most state curriculum 
standards for elementary grades. My hope is that 
young readers will develop a kinship with Polly and 
internalize her journey as a real, living experience, 
while at the same time acquainting themselves with 
important elements of Revolutionary history and 
our founding American values.

Cover for the new children’s storybook history, Polly Sumner: Witness to the 
Boston Tea Party, narrated by Polly Sumner, herself.

Three-year-old Annie Williams Langley holding Polly Sumner in 
her Quaker Gray outfit (ca. 1882). Annie was the fourth generation 
to play with Polly. Photo courtesy of Revolutionary Spaces.

The provenance of historical artifacts is often hard 
to document. Most of what we know about Polly’s 
first hundred years comes from one of her second-
generation playmates. Critics may dismiss family lore as 
undocumented and embellished, and so it may be. But 
invariably it is rooted in threads of truth, woven together 
from personal memories and established traditions. If the 
factual details of Polly’s historical journey differ from her 
provenance, it cannot be by very much.

We are told that upon her arrival in Boston, this 
20-inch high, wooden doll was consigned to a shop 
featuring fine English goods. Her splendid brocade gown 
stood stiffly over a large hoop. A pearl necklace and a 
cap with curled ostrich plumes completed her courtly 
appearance. Shortly after the destruction of the tea, a 
Mrs. Polly (Sumner) Williams, of Roxbury, newlywed 
and pregnant, happened by the shop, succumbed 
to the doll’s charm, and purchased the doll for her 
unborn child. At home in Roxbury, Mrs. Williams’ sister 
promptly named the doll, Polly, in her honor.
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The new Polly Sumner watched tensions rise. When war broke 
out, she accompanied her playmate, with others, to a nearby 
rooftop to watch waves of Redcoats storm the hastily-constructed 
patriot fort on Bunker Hill. Later, she observed General Washington 
inspecting patriot entrenchments protecting Roxbury. It wasn’t long 
before Polly’s caretakers sacrificed her British finery on the altar of 
patriotism to a long blue cloak and hood with buff linings. 

After the war, Polly was dressed and redressed in changing 
American styles. She graced Abigail Williams’ eighteenth birthday 
ball fashionably attired in silk and lace. For Lafayette’s Grand 
Tour in 1824, she cheered the Revolutionary hero in a well-worn 
blue merino gown, “with low neck and short sleeves, a vandyke 
or ruffled cape of white cambric, a little bonnet of Dunstable straw 
tied with blue ribbon, pantalettes, white openwork stockings and 
shoes of tea-colored kid bound with blue.” And she accompanied 
Abigail’s niece, Mary Williams, on an errand in a miniature copy of 
Mary’s “best gown and nankeen pelisse, with a cottage bonnet and 
long kid mitts.” 

After Confederate batteries fired on Fort Sumter, Polly watched 
from a window overlooking the Boston Common, as Massachusetts 
regiments departed for southern battlefields. Worn and tattered 
from the caresses and abuses of five generations, she was soon laid 
aside as family members dispersed in the chaos and dislocation of 
the times.

After the Civil War, an aging Mary (Williams) Langley retrieved 
her old playmate from storage. Reliving childhood memories, 
Mary repaired and replaced Polly’s broken limbs, and restored her 
cherished friend with new makeup and a new outfit of Quaker 
Gray. Proudly, she exhibited Polly at the Old South Meeting House, 
where Polly had watched the poorly-disguised patriots gather to 

Polly Sumner sits with Mary (Williams) Langley, left, and Mary’s sister, Anne Dowse Williams 
(ca. 1893). Photo courtesy of Revolutionary Spaces.

The Polly Sumner doll has been the subject of several 
articles over the years. Pictured is a photograph of Polly 
in her Quaker outfit (“A Historic Doll” by Caro Atherton 
Dugan, The New England Magazine, May 1893)

As Polly’s fame grew, she was featured in several 
publications, including Goodhousekeeping magazine, “Doll 
Days,” by Nancy Vincent McClelland, December 1904.
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Portrait of Mrs. Mary “Polly” (Sumner) Williams, by Gilbert 
Stuart (American, 1755-1828), for whom the doll Polly 
Sumner was named. She purchased the doll for her unborn 
child, shortly after the dumping of the tea in 1773. Courtesy 
of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, Mrs. John Williams 
(Mary Sumner), Gilbert Stuart (American, 1755–1828), 
1812–14, Acc.16.107

Artwork by an 
unknown artist 
of Polly Sumner, 
from an undated 
notecard, Cape 
Shore U.S.A. 
Photo courtesy 
of Revolutionary 
Spaces.

march to the harbor. Polly’s fame grew with appearances at a doll 
show at the Tremont Theatre, at a Roxbury church fair, and at a 
women’s club luncheon. The press picked up her story. Her history 
made her a celebrity.

And so she remains today, an old doll with quite a story to 
tell. Polly’s historical authenticity continues to inspire succeeding 
generations with the story of America’s Revolutionary history and 
founding values. Now wearing a contemporary light gray silk dress, a 
matching bonnet, and black leather boots, Polly Sumner continues to 
tell her story to young visitors, making this history real and relevant.

Descriptions of Polly Sumner’s wardrobe through the years are from Dugan, Caro 
Atherton, “A Historic Doll.” New England Magazine, Vol. 14, Issue 3, May 1893. The 
author wishes to thank Revolutionary Spaces (formerly The Bostonian Society), which 
manages The Old State House, for its support of this project. Polly Sumner: Witness to the 
Boston Tea Party (Lawley Publishing, 2023) is available wherever books are sold.
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