EARLY HISTORY

February 12, 1752 -- New Hampshire Governor Benning
Wentworth granted early settlers a charter and
incorporation for Township No. 2, also known as Great
Meadow, along the Connecticut River bounded by
Walpole to the north, Chesterfield to the south, and
Keene and Surry to the east. The township was renamed
Westmoreland after the governor’s relative, John Fane,
Earl of Westmorland, who is also the namesake of
Newfane, Vermont.

The first Church
services for settlers
were held at the Great
Meadow Fort. Among
the early concerns of
the Westmoreland
settlers was the
construction of a
meeting house and :

support of a minister. “On May 4, 1762, settlers met at
Thomas Chamberlain’s house and voted “to build a
meetinghouse and to Set it on ye hill by Daniel Hows, to
build it fifty feet long, forty feet wide and twenty feet
post.” On August 26, 1763, the Town voted “to raise the
sum of one pound, sterling money, on each original right
in said town, to be laid out toward finishing the
meetinghouse, to be assessed in ye following manner, five
shillings on each house lot, meadow lot, pitch and after
rights.”

The meeting house was constructed on a hill, next to the
North (Cole) Cemetery. Building materials such as glass,
nails, lumber, and shingles were carted in from
surrounding towns. Clapboards and window frames were
fabricated on site and foundation stones were hauled in
by oxen. The building was described as “very plain,
without belfry or ornament of any kind, but adequate to
meet the needs of the small community, as well as serving
for a while as the schoolhouse.” The interior of the
original meeting house
had a large gallery,
traditional pigsty (box)
pews, and an elevated
pulpit reached by winding
stairs with a large arched
window behind.

1779 FIRST RELOCATION AND RENOVATION

September 26, 1764 -- a religious society was formed with
nine members. Rev. William Godard was elected the first
pastor; however, he was dismissed in 1775 for his
unorthodox practices, ill-health, and Loyalist politics. Soon
after his dismissal, due to increasing development in the
South Village, there began talk of moving the meeting
house. In 1776, the Church’s orthodox faction
recommended a move south to what is now Park Hill,
then known as Federal Hill. “On August 12, 1779, the town
voted to move the meeting house, and on September 16,
1779 the first meeting was held therein.” Volunteer
laborers dragged the building on runners to the bottom of
the ledges beneath Park Hill. Tradition has it that the
movers intended to leave it there until the local
tavernkeeper, Major Leonard Keep, offered them a barrel
of rum to continue moving the building to its planned
locale, at the bottom of the present-day common.

“Upon its new site it took unto itself porches on the East
and West sides, with an entrance on the South side. Broad
aisles and high galleries extended on three sides of it. The
pulpit was elevated and reached by winding stairs, over
which suspended a sounding board, surmounted by a
dove cleverly carved from wood. The house bearing
witness to the skillful handiwork of Steward Esty.” Twin
side porches were
fashionable at the time and
externalizing the stairs
would have served to
maximize the occupiable
interior floor area. Park Hill
Church moved to its 1779
location also due to
population growth and
increasing development in
the South Village.

The 1779 interior of the
Park Hill Meeting House
consisted of a single
auditorium with galleries on
three sides, a pulpit on the
north wall, and stairs in the added bay on the south.
“Broad aisles and high galleries extended on three sides of
it. The pulpit was elevated and reached by winding stairs,
over which suspended a sounding board, surmounted by a
dove cleverly carved from wood.” The interior is likely to
have resembled that of the Sandown Meeting House,
which was built in 1773.

PHMH North fagade shows outlines of former
windows

Sandown Meeting House interior, present day

1824 SECOND RELOCATION AND RENOVATION

The building remained in this form until 1824 when, in a
“flurry of activity and expense,” the church was hauled
ninety feet north to its present site at the top of Park Hill.
The two side porches were removed, an addition of 20-
feet was added to the front with a large pedimented entry
portico, the gable roof was reoriented from an east-west
ridge to a north-south ridge, and the large steeple tower
with cupola was added. The portico and steeple are said
to have been constructed according to the design or
specifications of local craftsman Simeon Cobb. It is
presumed that the interior was also remodeled at this
time, with Federal style trim throughout, but no trace
survives. Wood stoves and accompanying brick chimneys
are also thought to have been installed at this period. The
four porch columns were hewn from trees cut in the
woods about two miles north, drawn in by oxen, and
turned on a crude lathe built by local millwrights.

1824/26

1853 RENOVATION

After 30 years of changes in church membership and
architectural fashion, the Park Hill Meeting House
underwent its last major renovation in 1853, which was
largely focused on the interior. Changes included removal
of the side galleries and introduction of a full second floor
dividing the building into two stories.

Additional columns were added on the first floor to
support the new second floor, and existing columns that
supported the galleries appear to have been left in place.
The first floor was partitioned into several smaller rooms,
and the second floor became an auditorium with slip
pews. A raised choir loft was constructed at the south end

of the auditorium. Greek revival ornament was added to
the interior in the form of window and door casings with
slightly pitched pediments, echoed by a pitched pediment
above the dais. The only changes to the exterior were the
replacement of the upper windows with larger units,
presumably to ensure ample illumination for the new
auditorium, and boarding up of the second-floor windows
on the north facade. The first floor retains smaller
windows from the 1824/26 renovation.

1824/26

Also presumed to be part of the 1853 renovation, but in
some documentation attributed to 1895, is the installation
of a hot air heating system, with a cast iron wood stove
set in a large brick chimney delivering hot air to the
second-floor auditorium via wood ducts and iron floor
registers, and connecting to brick chimneys at the north
end of the building. The 1853 renovation drastically
changed the interior of the building and erased nearly all
traces of the Federal-style 1824/26 remodel.

20th-Century

Electricity was installed in the
early 20th-century and a well
pump and interior plumbing was
installed in the 1940’s. In 1953,
due to the uniqueness of the
building, Weyerhaeuser Timber
Co. of Everett, Washington sent = NSRS
two engineers to examine and document the structure,
and they produced a set of measured drawings of the
tower for the American White Pine Association. In the
second half of the 20th-century an electronic organ was
added, as well as a vestry and a bathroom tucked beneath
the east stair.

In 1980, the Meeting House was added to the National
Registry of Historic Places.

The last church services were held in 1997.



DIAGRAM OF BUILDING ALTERATIONS
Excerpt from The Many Incarnations of the Park Hill Meefing House by Walter Carroll and Richard High, 1993
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TIMELINE
1762-64

1779

1824/26

1827
1847
1853

1890

1895

1940’s

1953

1964
1980

1997

First iteration of building
constructed near North (Cole)
Cemetery

Moved to bottom of Park
(Federal) Hill, side porches
added at new site

Moved to top of hill, porches
removed, front portico,
tower, & 20’ addition, roof
reoriented N-S

First Revere bell installed
Bell cracked & replaced
Renovation, 2nd floor put in,
2nd floor windows
lengthened, 2nd floor north
windows boarded, Greek
Revival interior trim added,
Hot-air heating system

Horse and carriage sheds
constructed at rear
Renovation, heating, exterior
painting

Renovation funded by
Peabody family — Celotex
ceiling, well pump &
plumbing, painting

Facade measured by
Weyerhaeuser Timber for
White Pine Association

New Revere Bell installed

National Registry of Historic
Places

Last Church services held
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The Park Hill Meeting
House is featured in
nearly every book on New
England meeting houses
for its exemplary Federal-
style portico and steeple
tower. It is however one
in a family of such Sk
meeting houses based on . i /

the Templeton prototype Dublin ®
constructed by carpenter |s|7z_my : oJoftrey 823
Elias Carter, of Brimfield,

in Templeton' ?{W HAMPSHIRE
Massachusetts in 1811 RS A s s,
followed by that at < e
Fitzwilliam in 1818. These

meeting houses marked a bty
trend sweeping southern
New Hampshire and
Massachusetts in the
early 19th century. The |
Park Hill tower was the /
latest of the “Templeton |

run” and has some iy
notable differences, such | Grimtieid
as the addition of a P 7
Palladian window and a chr 4l
singular lantern. While

the others of this type were constructed new at

the time, the Park Hill Meeting House is unique in

that it was remodeled and preserves fabric /

evidence of the prior 1764 and 1779 meeting

house iterations.
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