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The Old Meeting House

which since 1835 has been called “The Old Meeting House.”

While the town as a whole has been largely ignored by the out-
side world, its meeting house has gained a marked degree of notoriety.
Sandown is credited by many with possessing the finest meeting house
in New Hampshire—and there are those who would go so far as to say
the finest in America. The photographers and historians who have
made their pilgrimage to Meeting House Hill to view this shrine of
colonial architecture have spread far its fame. Sandown—the town and
its people—has been happily content to ride on the coat tails of this
grand old building.

In dozens of books and magazines, the Old Meeting House has
received praise for its purity of design. Millions have seen the building in
an internationally distributed government film. A replica of part of its
woodwork toured the world as an example of the skill of the nation’s
colonial craftsmen. It may well be true that Sandown’s Old Meeting
House is the most famous meeting house of its type in America. Since
1978 the building has been on the National Register of Historic Buildings.
It is claimed that it is the oldest unrestored Congregational meeting
house of its kind in the world.

The praise of outsiders, while always appreciated, is not the chief
reason that the townspeople honor this building. To the residents of
Sandown, this old building is the encapsulation of their town’s entire his-
tory, for within its walls has passed the pageant of the community’s past.
For 155 years, the good men and women of Sandown gathered at this
building to set their own taxes and to draft their own laws. This building
was, to a great extent, the capitol of a small, semi-autonomous republic
operating inside New Hampshire.

At the Old Meeting House, voters cast their ballots for every pres-
ident from George Washington to Herbert Hoover. In the hall, the men of

T he most famous building in Sandown is its former town hall,
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The Old Meeting House circa 1900.

this small town debated the merits of the new Constititution of 1787.
From its pulpit, the Word of God was amplified and explained to a
believing congregation. This building has seen the boys of Sandown
march off to fight in a half dozen wars. And it was to this Old Meeting
House that a grieving town gathered again to memorialize their honored
dead. During more than two hundred years, the warp and woof of the
town’s history has been woven together with that of its meeting house to
form a common fabric.

The term “meeting house” conveys a special meaning in the colo-
nial period. A church building by definition is primarily a house of wor-
ship, with any other function being secondary. A meeting house, by
contrast, is used for both secular and religious purposes on an equal basis.
Sandown’s Old Meeting House would serve as a worship site on Sundays,
but during the week might be utilized as a schoolhouse. On some nights,
the ladies” social circle would meet there; other times it would host a
singing class. On many Friday and Saturday nights, a dance and oyster
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supper would be held at the meeting house. Thus, the building operated
on several separate planes within the town: a religious chapel, a political
meeting place, and a social function hall. It was always considered the
property of the town and never belonged to any religious denomination.

The Old Meeting House was not Sandown’s first meeting house.
Between 1756 and 1774, the town meetings and religious services were
held at a small, crude building which was located a few hundred feet to
the northeast of the present town hall. In 1772, the growing town met to
debate the merits of building a new and grander meeting house. With-
out question the primary cause for the discussion was that the old hall
was just too small and crowded for a town of six hundred souls. Likely
of equal importance to the citizens was the belief that an impressive new
meeting house would be a symbol of civic pride to present to the world.

The first decision to be made in the process of building a new
meeting house was where exactly should it stand. Everyone wanted the
meeting house in their own corner of the town and could give solid rea-
sons why their particular neighborhood was deserving of the building.
All sides had visions of being able to roll out of bed on Sunday morning
and walk five minutes to the chapel. A political tug-of-war ensued. It
was the Wells Village people versus those along the North Road, Angle
Pond district against Phillips Pond district. Certainly this was a no-win
situation.

A Solomon-like solution was finally conceived. The meeting
house would be placed in the exact center of the town. The town meeting
of November 12, 1772, voted that Nathaniel French, Captain Nathaniel
Batchelder, and Captain David Sleeper would find the geographic center.
They would start at the west end of the two-hundred-acre grants and
measure from the Hampstead town line to the Fremont town line. The
actual carrying of the surveyor’s chain was entrusted to church deacons
Samuel Sleeper and Benjamin Tucker. The surveyors were each paid six
shillings, three pence for their labor.

A town meeting was convened on November 20, 1772, to receive
the report of French, Batchelder, and Sleeper. They reported that the cen-
ter of the town was at a “stump and stone” to the south of John Colby’s
land. It was on the crest of a high hill and only a few feet from Fremont
Road. This was the perfect spot for the new town hall. A meeting house
set on a hill cannot be hidden.

Despite the fact that Meeting House Hill was a wonderful loca-
tion for the new public building, it was, however, not the exact center of
town. The selection of the site was, in fact, a solution to a problem that
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the surveyors discovered on their safari. The exact center of Sandown
was, in reality, almost a half mile to the east—right in the middle of the
Cranberry Meadow!

Apparently without asking the permission of anyone, the survey-
ors and the deacons just moved their line west to avoid the quaking
swamp. In those days before accurate maps, there was no one who was
aware that truth was being adjusted to satisfy a changed situation. To this
day, it is still the accepted canon that the Old Meeting House is set on the
exact center of the town.

As the “exact center” was found on John Colby’s land, the select-
men approached the old Indian fighter to see if a deal could be struck
between him and the town. Tradition has always said that John Colby
agreed to deed the land to the town if the plot would be enclosed with a
stone wall. He also demanded the ownership of the highest pew in the
new building. It is always been said that he wanted the highest spot so he
could see everything that was going on at meetings. Such a spot also
would allow him to be the center of attention at all public forums. It has
thus come down through history that John Colby was a conceited busy-
body. This might actually not be the case, for if one takes “the highest
pew” to refer to a spot in the balcony, then the reason for John Colby’s
demands tells a different story. The southern gallery, with its wall of win-
dows, would receive the most sun-warmth in winter. Being in the bal-
cony, Colby would also receive the benefits of all the heat that rose from
the lower level and would not be hit by drafts from the doors. It is likely
that all he wanted was a warm place to worship on those bitterly cold
days of winter.

To raise funds to construct the new meeting house, it was voted to
auction the ownership of the pews among the parishioners. Jethro San-
born, Jonathan Colby, Jr., Ensign Reuben Clough, Captain Nathaniel
Batchelder, and Deacon Samuel Sleeper were appointed to manage the
sale. Only Stephen Batchelder cast a dissenting vote against the sale. The
results of the auction have not been preserved, and so we do not know
which family owned which pew. As it took a decade to pay off the
builders of the Old Meeting House, it may be presumed that the 1774
auction was not overly successful in raising large amounts of cash.

It was the citizens of Sandown who did the muscle work of erect-
ing the oak frame of the meeting house. The town books list the names of
27 men who worked on this stage of construction. This was not volunteer
labor, as each received between one and six shillings as pay for their ser-
vices. The framing fathers of the Old Meeting House are:
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Robert Collins Samuel Bean Nathaniel French
Jonathan Colby Benjamin Hunkins ~ Ela Dow

Ebenezer Colby Peter Colby Samuel Sleeper
Captain David Sleeper Smith Blake Ensign Reuben Clough
Stephen Long Abraham Hook Isaac Ladd

John Sleeper Jacob Tucker John Colby

Sherburn Tilton Lt. Samuel Sanborn ~ Moses Hook

Josiah Fowler Samuel Judkens Timothy Tilton

Deacon Benjamin Tucker  Jethro Sanborn John Sanborn

The boarding and rough carpentry was also likely done by these same
27 men.

The design and finishwork was most certainly not done by local
workmen. Such fine craftsmanship, as is found in the pulpit and its
sounding board, was probably the work of experts from the Sal-
em—-Amesbury, Massachusetts, area. A likely candidate for the artisan
would be Timothy Palmer, the master builder who designed the 1783
Rocky Hill Meeting House in Amesbury, Massachusetts. A few houses in
Chester, New Hampshire, contain molding details that are similar to
Sandown’s Meeting House. This has led artisan Malcolm McGregor, Jr. to
speculate that whoever did build the Old Meeting House worked in the
area on a number of different projects over many years.

A number of plausible but unconfirmed town legends have been
handed down about the construction of the meeting house. One story
says that in 1773-74 a search of Sandown failed to turn up enough suit-
able wood for the building and that all of those fine wide pine boards
and oak timbers were actually imported from upstate New Hampshire.
This tale certainly has the ring of truth. At the time in question, the
forests of Sandown had already been harvested for at least forty years. It
is likely that all the old growth oak and bull pines had already been van-
quished for ships’ masts and timber. To find oak trees that could produce
foot-square beams in fifty foot lengths and to find pine trees that could
yield boards over two feet in width, one would probably have to go
north of Concord to the still virgin forests near the Coos Valley.

Another story claims that during the raising of the massive oak
frame, the foreman shouted his directions so loud that his voice was
hoarse for the rest of his life. Anyone who has ever worked on a con-
struction gang would acknowledge that this story could be true. To
frame a large building like the meeting house would require a high
degree of coordination between all workers. One man would have to
stand to the side and shout directions so that everyone performed his



