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RALPH TOLBERT
BY BARBARA RAVAGE

When Ralph Tolbert 
moved to Cape Cod 
in 2000, he intended 
to spend his retire-
ment years garden-

ing and playing golf. Instead, he found 
himself actively engaged in his new 
community.

With a background as an architect 
specializing in historic preservation, 
Tolbert is president of the Centerville 
Historical Society Museum. He has 
held the post since the fall of 2006, 
after serving on its board of directors 
for fi ve years.

The museum occupies a 14-room 
building on Centerville’s historic Main 
Street. It began as the 1854 home of 
Clark Lincoln, the village tinsmith, 
who passed it on to his only daughter, 
Mary. Upon her death in 1955, the 
Lincoln house was donated to the 
historical society, which built the mu-

seum around it. Over the years, more 
rooms have been added to accommo-
date the expanding collections. The 
museum’s nine permanent exhibits 
range from a Colonial revival kitchen 
to mid-19th-Century period rooms; 
from historic children’s toys and 
vintage dolls to military artifacts, uni-
forms, and weaponry; from poster art 
to quilts; and more than 60 wedding 
gowns dating from the 18th Century. 

Many of its holdings are from the 
extensive, and eclectic, collection of 
Charles Lincoln Ayling, a prominent 
Centerville businessman and philan-
thropist, who was one of the founders 
of Cape Cod Hospital. In addition, 
special exhibits are on display from 
May 1 to December 15, when the 
museum closes for the winter. Lec-
tures, workshops, and educational 
programs for all ages round out the 
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Retired archi-
tect Ralph 
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Historical 
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walking 
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Main Street.
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offerings.
According to its mission statement, 

the museum aims “to preserve and 
share the history of Centerville and 
its people, inspiring a sense of com-
munity and appreciation of our Cape 
Cod heritage.”

Tolbert believes the museum’s loca-
tion is ideally suited to its mission. 
“We can connect the houses you see 
along Centerville’s Main Street to the 
activity that made Centerville pos-
sible,” he told me. 

It was sheer serendipity that 
brought Centerville and Ralph Tolbert 
together. He explained that he and his 
wife, Iris, “were initially looking on 6A 
from Sandwich to Brewster, but we 
couldn’t fi nd a place that suited our 
needs. So we cast a wider net.” They 
happened upon the perfect house in 
Centerville. 

“It’s a little ironic because my wife’s 
sister lived in Centerville for 15 years, 
and even though I’d visited there, I 
continued to think of it as a strip mall 
on route 28.” 

What he found instead is a village 
fi lled with history and a community 

Quickhits

Centerville Historical 
Museum
513 Main St.
Centerville, MA 02632
508-775-0331
Open: Noon-4 p.m., Tues.-Sat., May 1-
Dec. 15
www.centervillehistoricalmuseum.org
Admission: adults, $5; seniors, students, 
$4; children under 12, members, free.

November
Nov. 2-Dec. 15: Exhibit – Members’ 
Menagerie
Nov. 9-Dec. 15: Exhibit – Museum’s 
Holiday House
1 p.m. Nov. 14 : Meeting – 55th Annual

December
2-4 p.m. Dec. 1: A Holiday Children’s 
Tea
4-7 p.m. Dec. 9: Centerville Christmas 
Stroll 
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dedicated to preserving it. 
“One of the joys of living in Center-

ville is to know and appreciate Main 
Street,” Tolbert said. “The center of 
the village today looks much as it did 
in the mid-19th Century, and more 
than other villages on Cape Cod, it 
retains its essential character after 
almost 150 years.”

It might have been otherwise, he 
observed, if Centerville had offered a 
better port than neighboring Hyannis. 
“We’re very fortunate that the railroad 
did not come to Centerville. We were 
spared all the changes that occurred 
in Hyannis.” 

Ralph Tolbert, now 72, knows more 
about historic preservation than your 
average citizen. More than half of his 
40-year career was devoted to bring-
ing historic structures up to 20th-
Century standards while retaining 
their original features. “We have to be 
very careful when doing preservation 
work. If we’ve done it well, people 
will wonder what it is we did. Preser-
vation work is like that,” he said, his 

thoughtful and deliberate manner of 
speech carrying no hint of his native 
Georgia. 

After earning degrees in architec-
ture from Georgia Tech and MIT, he 
joined the fi rm of Goody Clancy in 
Boston. Over time, his work in-
creasingly involved restoration and 
preservation of historic buildings. 
“Preservation work suited me,” he said 
with a smile. “I enjoyed researching 
old buildings, fi guring out what their 
problems were, and what was inher-
ently not to be messed with.” 

The project perhaps most familiar 
to Boston residents and visitors is 
the restoration of Faneuil Hall and 
the Old State House, two stops on 
the Freedom Trail and hallmarks of 
the Boston National Historical Park. 
Tolbert served as chief architect, 
leading a team through three years of 
planning and two years of construc-
tion. He told me it was an enormous 
challenge, a word he uses often and 
always in its most positive sense. 

His retirement came just as the res-
toration of Trinity Church, the 1877 
Romanesque structure in Boston’s 
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Copley Square, was about to begin. “It 
was quite a wonderful project, hard 
to say no to. But I felt it was time,” he 
said with more than a trace of regret, 
admitting that he had been reluctant 
to retire.

But Ralph Tolbert in retirement 
looks an awful lot like a man in active 
pursuit of new challenges. As he put 
it, “When I go into doctors’ wait-
ing rooms or on a plane and I look 
around, I’m always amazed that a 
substantial number of people are just 
sitting there. Not reading, not knitting. 
Just sitting. I’ve never understood how 
they could do that, and I certainly 
couldn’t. So I think I have to keep 
busy.”

One of the challenges he took on 
before heading the museum was the 
effort to expand the stock of afford-
able housing on the Cape. He chaired 
the design and construction commit-
tee of the local chapter of Habitat for 
Humanity. “We can’t even begin to fi ll 
the need for affordable housing here,” 
he acknowledged, “but this year the 
Cape-wide affi liate of Habitat for Hu-
manity will have completed its fi ftieth 
house since it started on the Cape in 
1988.”

He also leads Elderhostel groups 
on tours of Centerville’s Main Street. 
That’s only one of several Main Street 
tours he conducts, another being the 
culmination of Centerville Old Home 
Week held each August. For him, it 
all comes back to the museum and 
the place it holds in the community. 
“There’s a real and tangible relation-
ship between what’s in here and 
what’s out there,” he asserted.

Tolbert has had a lifelong love af-
fair with history museums. For part 
of his childhood, the family lived in 
Columbus, Ohio, while his father was 
studying for a PhD at Ohio State. 
“I remember as a kid going through 
the [Ohio State] University museum 
and thinking all the things on display 
there were so special.” Referring to 
the Centerville Museum, he added, 
“I think this is a special place. It has a 
lot of the character and charm that I 
remember as a child.” 

When he and Iris were raising their 
own children in Newton, Mass., they 
often took them to the Peabody Essex 
Museum, in Salem. “It has the same 
quality – a little dusty and a little off 
the beaten path. It’s very different 
from the Children’s Museum and the 
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Museum of Science, which have a 
lot of hustle and bustle, and buttons 
to push. Older museums are really 
contemplative places where you can 
ponder the past.”

Touring the Centerville museum 
with Ralph Tolbert – from the at-
tic to the basement – is a real treat. 
The street fl oor contains a number of 
exhibit rooms, large and small. The 
museum’s collection of vintage cloth-
ing features a fabulous bead-encrusted 
gown made in Paris for Mrs. Charles 
Lincoln Ayling, which a volunteer 
spent nearly 300 hours restoring. The 
Sandwich glass collection and Elmer 
Crowell carved birds are displayed in 
vitrines, as is a pair of Chinese foot-
binding shoes, tiny and ornate and 
rather horrifying. 

Upstairs is a reproduction of a 19th-
Century schoolroom, which hosts the 
Third Grade Program, a collaborative 
effort between the museum and local 
third-grade educators. Each spring, 
children from elementary schools in 
Centerville, Cotuit. Hyannis, Marstons 
Mills, and Osterville get hands-on his-
tory lessons by studying artifacts from 

the museum’s collection as well as the 
architecture and monuments near the 
museum. 

The basement holds the Maritime 
Room, with its musty smell of sailing 
ships and its walls lined with portraits 
of captains with the familiar names: 
Bearse, Crocker, Crosby, Marston. It’s 
Tolbert’s favorite part of the museum. 
Why? “Because it refl ects the reason 
Centerville is here,” he replied.

On his wish list is a building-wide 
air-conditioning system, to protect 
the collections from the Cape’s wildly 
variable humidity, and a complete 
inventory of the museum’s holdings, 
accessible on a computer database. 
Ongoing fund-raising and the efforts 
of museum volunteers may someday 
fulfi ll those wishes. But as is true for 
all small-town historical societies, 
there will always be a need for more 
funds and more volunteers.

In the meantime, Ralph Tolbert 
continues to shepherd this gem of a 
museum. He may have come to the 
Cape to garden and play golf, but, 
he said with a wry smile, “My wife 
complains that I’m really not retired 
anymore.”

new garden. “As we worked we gave 
Sue some gardening tips,” Clarke 
recalls, “and she kept us supplied with 
iced tea and zucchini bread.”

At the end of the day, Sue Gierej 
had a garden that reminded her not of 
cancer and feeling sick, but of beauty 
and generosity. “I visualize colors and 
fl owers when I meditate,” Sue says. “I 
can bring to my mind that peaceful-
ness and quietness of the scene, and 
for me that is part of my healing. I use 
my garden to help me heal.”

Sue wasn’t the only one who was 
pleased about the Hope in Bloom 
experience. Will Clarke reports that 
it was meaningful for him as well. “I 
knew this was a good thing to do but 
I wasn’t prepared for how rewarding 
the experience was,” Will says. “Sue 
was so pleased! Partly I think it’s just 
her nature, but also, even though it’s 
what we do every day, to her, it was 
amazing how much we got done. I 
think, too, that it meant a lot to her 

that strangers – not just us but the 
whole Hope in Bloom organization 
– had reached out to her. All three of 
us were a little choked up when we 
said goodbye.” 

After the garden was fi nished, Sue is 
still moved by the entire experience. 
“I have had the garden for two weeks 
and I haven’t stopped smiling since!” 
she says. “Will and Sabrina are so 
wonderful … to give up their valuable 
time to put in my garden was just as 
meaningful to me as Roberta’s initial 
idea.”

That’s the whole idea behind the 
Hope in Bloom organization. “My goal 
is to put a smile on the faces of other 
breast cancer patients going through a 
very diffi cult time,” Roberta Hershon 
says. 

The entire experience brought 
home to all of the participants the 
magic of both gardens and of giv-
ing selfl essly. “I love what I do,” Will 
Clarke concludes, “but I don’t always 
think of it as ‘important’ work. That 
day it felt very important and it 
brought the value of gardens back into 
focus for me.”
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