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Summary:  This report is based on an inspection of the South Newbury Union Church on the 
afternoon of September 18, 2015.  The purpose of the inspection was to observe and identify the 
character-defining features of the building, to begin to understand the evolution of the structure, 
and to describe the diagnostic features associated with each stage in its evolution in order to give 
proper consideration to those features during future rehabilitation of the building.   
 
The South Newbury Union Church building was raised in 1831, being framed by Jeremiah 
Morse (1801-1895), a local carpenter and joiner.  As a union meeting house, the structure served 
several denominations in turn or in sequence, as circumstances might dictate, but during the 
1860s was most strongly connected with the Free-Will Baptist denomination.  The structure was 
originally given a transitional Federal-to-Greek Revival stylistic character, which remains in its 
overall form and in some surviving architectural details.  The church seating was reconfigured 
from long closed pews to slip seats in 1877.  The church was repaired in 1893, and this work, or 
other efforts at around the same time, replaced the original window sashes and imparted much of 
the interior detailing that is seen in the building today. 
 
Architecturally, the South Newbury Union Church building is significant as an example of a 
vernacular type of church building that followed (with some time delay) the passage of New 
Hampshire’s “Toleration Act” in 1819.  This statute severed a longstanding connection between 
municipal government and a particular religious denomination, freeing taxpayers from 
supporting a minister and a meeting house that had been selected as a town’s “orthodox” church.  
This freedom, in turn, eventually gave rise to the construction of a multitude of new church 
buildings throughout the state, some of them linked to a particular sect, and some made available 
to any minister who might be available.   
 
The several types of vernacular church buildings of this period have not yet been studied in 
sufficient numbers or details to define their characteristics fully.  The South Newbury building is 
an example of a then-new church building form, having its bell tower supported on the main roof 
rather than projecting forward from the body of the building.  The structure is therefore a 
document in a progressing evolution of an important architectural form, the church building. 
 
Description: (including maps): 

 
The South Newbury Union Church was built in 1831, a year before a nearby church building at 
Newbury Center, yet the South Newbury building reflects a more modern concept for church 
design than does the slightly younger Newbury Center structure.1   
 
Measuring 40’-6” in breadth and 50’-6” in length, the church at South Newbury shares the 
overall dimensions of the neighboring building at Newbury Center and two other contemporary 
meeting houses at Unity and South Sunapee.  While the church buildings at Newbury Center, 
Unity, and South Sunapee followed a standard pattern for a meeting house derived from a plate 
in Asher Benjamin’s builder’s guidebook, The Country Builder’s Assistant (1797 and later 

                                                           
1For an architectural description and analysis of the Newbury Center church building, see James L. Garvin (New 

Hampshire Division of Historical Resources), “Newbury Center Meeting House, Newbury, New Hampshire,” May 28, 
2006 (report). 
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editions), the structure at South Newbury was an early example of a new church form that would 
soon become predominant. 
 
Benjamin’s 1797 design illustrated a gable-roofed meeting house with its gable end treated as the 
façade.  Projecting from the gable end is a shallow, gable-roofed pavilion with its cornice at the 
same elevation as that of the main body of the structure.  The pavilion is narrower than the main 
building, and thus the raking edges of its gable roof lie below the elevation of the eaves of the 
main roof.  The front of the square bell tower rises from the roof of the pavilion, while the 
greater portion of the tower rises from the roof of the main building, being supported by framing 
in each portion of the building. 
 
By contrast, the South Newbury building and many other church structures built during the 
1830s followed a different and simpler design.  By the early 1830s, when the South Newbury 
and Newbury Center buildings were constructed, the use of a projecting front pavilion to provide 
entrance doors and support the front of the tower was falling into disfavor.  The South Newbury 
building was, in that sense, a more modern design than the Newbury Center meeting house. 
 
Beginning in the 1820s, some New Hampshire church builders began to dispense with the 
projecting pavilion and to place bell towers or steeples at the front of the main roof of the 
building.  This new design permitted the gable of the building to be treated as a closed pediment, 
and that treatment complemented the incoming Greek Revival style, allowing the façade to 
resemble the front of a temple.  While the builder of the South Newbury building did not run the 
horizontal cornice across the façade to create a triangular closed pediment, the building 
nevertheless followed the incoming design preference rather than looking back to the long-
favored 1797 template.2 
 
The South Newbury Union Church is a rectangular, timber-framed church building that stands in 
the southern part of South Newbury Village, as seen on the maps below.  The building stands 
next to the former Newbury District School No. 5, now owned by the church and used as a 
community meeting place called “Friendship House.”  Both buildings stand well back from the 
main street of the village; the church is elevated well above the level of the street to its west. 

                                                           
2 For a further discussion of the evolution of the newer church form with its tower fully supported by the main building 
frame, see “South Sutton [N. H.] Meeting House,” National Register nomination No. 93000462, May 27, 1993.  In New 
Hampshire, the new building form was apparently introduced by William Abbot (1793-1837), a carpenter and joiner from 
Boscawen, New Hampshire, who constructed several meeting houses in different parts of the state.  In 1823, Abbot and 
carpenter George T. Pillsbury (1792-1836) constructed a Congregational meeting house on Corser Hill in Webster.  The 
building has no projecting front pavilion and its tower is fully supported on the roof of the building.  Other examples of 
Abbot’s new church form survive in Wentworth (1828) and Henniker (1834), New Hampshire.  As the Greek Revival style 
supplanted the Federal style, this style of meeting house grew ever more popular, usually displaying a closed triangular 
pediment on the façade and thus evoking the image of a Greek temple.  Such structures became almost a standard design 
for medium-sized meeting houses across New Hampshire, with an especially strong concentration in the Lake Sunapee 
region.  Among the meeting houses that shared this general body design and belfry or tower placement with the South 
Newbury Union Church are buildings in Acworth (1844), Bennington (1839), Bradford Center (1838), Candia (1846), 
Canterbury (1852), Chesterfield (1844), Chesterfield [Spofford Village] (1853), East Concord (1841), Croydon Flat (1854), 
Danbury (1828), Durham (1848), Goshen Four Corners (1858), Gilmanton Lower Village (1842), Hudson Center (1841), 
Loudon Village (1827), Lyndeborough Center (1837), Mason (1837), Milford (1834), South Sutton (1839), Stratham 
(1837), Tamworth (1832), Temple (1842), Warner (1833), Warner Lower Village (1844), Washington (1840), Webster 
(1839), East Wilton (1852), and Windham (1835).  A number of these buildings were later remodeled substantially. 
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     Left: H. F. Walling, Merrimack County map, 1858.      Right: D. H. Hurd Atlas of New Hampshire, 1892. 
 
The church is partially enclosed by an accompanying cemetery, the earliest portion of which was 
given soon after the erection of the building; three additional parcels of land have subsequently been 
added to the burying ground.  A portion of the cemetery now extends to a gate at the main street south 
of the church building. 
 
Exterior:  As seen on the cover of this report, the church is a wood-framed gable-roofed structure.  
The building stands on perimeter underpinning of split granite, and its walls are clapboarded.  The 
gable end faces west, surmounted by a square belfry with a pyramidal roof, and serves as the façade.    
 
The building measures 40’-6” in breadth and 50’-6” in length, and is treated as a high, one-story 
structure except on the façade, which is two stories in height, with two doorways at ground level. Each 
door has a top casing with a low pitched pediment-like top; the two doors are the only wall openings  

that do not have horizontal 
upper casings. 
 
As seen at the left, the 
present doors are five-panel 
sash doors with raised 
moldings.  The middle panels 
are elongated horizontal 
elements, and the two upper 
panels have arched tops and 
are glazed with pebbled 
glass.  The mortise latch sets 
employed on these doors 
bear ornamentation that is 
characteristic of the aesthetic 
movement of the late 
nineteenth century, and the 
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doors are clearly components of a remodeling of the church at that time, as described on pages 17-18. 
 
A tall window opening, divided vertically by a mullion and horizontally into upper and lower sashes at 
the level of a former gallery floor, is centered between the doors; the lower half of each of its two pairs 
of sashes is glazed with clear glass and the upper half of each sash has marginal lights filled with 
colored and pebbled glass.   
 
Two upper-story windows are located directly above the two doors and originally lighted a former 
gallery on the second story.  Both are now closed on the interior and are clapboarded and covered with 
modern blinds on the exterior.  
 
A semi-octagonal tablet in the center of the gable bears the date “1831.”  Evidence on the interior of 
the building suggests that this was originally a semicircular gable window. 
 
Each side of the building displays three window openings that duplicate the tall window on the façade.  
As on the façade, each opening is vertically divided by a mullion so that two pairs of sashes can be 
placed side-by-side in place of the two multi-light sashes that would originally have filled each 
opening. The pairs of sashes that were installed in the narrowed openings on reach side of the mullions 
follow the patterns that was referred to as “Queen Anne” in millwork catalogues of the late 1800s; the 
upper sashes have marginal lights of colored and textured glass surrounding a central pane of pebbled 
glass, while the lower sashes are filled with clear glass, as seen below. 
 

                                   
 
All of the side windows are identical with one another with the exception of the middle window on the 
north side, which has scenic panels of modern stained glass inserted in place of the clear glass panes in 
the two adjacent lower sashes. 
 
The rear or eastern elevation of the building has an original gable window filled with nine-over-six 
sashes, providing the only natural light and ventilation in the attic.  Access to this window is difficult 
due to the absence of flooring between the tie beams of the attic, but these sashes may be original to 
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the building and could reveal the muntin profile of the now replaced windows in the main body of the 
structure. 
 
Below the attic window is a modern window filled with stained glass, lighting the dais of the 
auditorium, as described below.  A modern exit door, accessed by a wood-framed ramp at the rear of 
the building, opens just south of the dais. 
 
The roof of the building is clad in three-tab asphalt shingles.  The currently active brick chimney rests 
on a timber platform lying on adjacent attic tie beams, and penetrates the roof just behind the belfry.  If 
the building was originally heated in a typical manner for its period of construction, it would have 
been provided with two stove chimneys rising through the building against the interior face of the rear 
(eastern) wall.  Evidence of such chimneys may remain at the eastern end of the attic, not examined 
during this inspection. 
 
The framing on the building, described below, shows that the present belfry is an original feature, 
although, like other aspects of the building, it has been altered considerably in appearance.  The 
framing of the belfry is described below under “Building Frame.” 
 
Interior:  The interior of the South Newbury Union Church is principally composed of a single 
auditorium filled with long “slip” pews that face a dais at the eastern end of the room. Access to the 
auditorium is through two entries or vestibules inside the two front doors of the building; a space 
between these entries has been partitioned off as a furnace room, and this room is lighted by the tall 
window at the center of the facade.  Each entry has an inner door that opens upon an aisle between the 
pews.  These inner doors are four-panel doors with flat panels, and are characteristic of the style of 
door that was current in 1831, when the building was constructed. 
 
As seen below, the auditorium is a plastered chamber with a ceiling that is coved at each side.  
Physical evidence reveals that the plaster is applied to split-board lath, which is original to the period 
of construction of the building. 
 
The floor is carpeted; the wooden floor beneath the carpet is not accessible for inspection. 
 

The pews are grouped in four rows or ranges, facing the dais. 
The two middle ranges are contiguous, with a longitudinal 
wooden  partition separating them, as seen below.  The pews are 
presently open-ended “slip seats,” with curved arms, stained and 
varnished to resemble mahogany.  As discussed below, these 
pews were originally fitted with doors, like those in the less 
altered meeting house at Newbury Center, and were deeded to 
private owners, as had been common in the eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries.  The pews were altered to their present 
configuration in the summer of 1877.3 

Above: Newbury Center Pews, 1832 

                                                           
3 Excerpts Concerning Removal of Pew Doors in the South Meeting House, Diary of John Willis Fowler, South Newbury, 
New Hampshire, 1877, courtesy of the Newbury Historical Society. 
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         Above, Auditorium, looking east.                                         Below: Auditorium, looking west. 

 

 

Sealed portion of 

original gallery 
Sealed portion of 

original gallery 

Original molding Original molding 

Former recess 



7 

 

The auditorium has been modernized on several occasions.  A documentary record of these changes is 
apparently not available, so the dates of alterations must be surmised on the basis of physical evidence 
and scattered references to repairing or remodeling the building, as cited below.  In the aggregate, the 
modernization of the room has been quite thorough.  Alterations were largely completed by the 1890s, 
when the interior was apparently brought nearly to the appearance it now displays and the new front 
doors and windows, described above, were installed.  At that time, the original gallery or balcony over 
the western entry was altered by removing its central section to create a recess facing the pulpit, with 
the two remaining end sections of the gallery being sealed by front walls of lath and plaster and 
rendered largely inaccessible.  Original moldings that bordered the lower edge of the gallery front 
were left in place when the ends of the gallery were sealed with new lath and plaster and the center 
was cut away.  These moldings reveal something of the character of the original interior: 
 

 
 
 

New plaster above rail 

1
3

¾
” 

6
½

” 

Left: bottom entablature of the original gallery front,  

retained in place when the ends of the gallery were 

enclosed with new lath and plaster, circa 1893. 

Vertical boards 

4
” 

New 

Gypsum board 

Left: chair rail of lower enclosure (now 

partitioned as furnace room), possibly 

an original component of the gallery 

front, re-used. 
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As seen on the preceding page, the fragments of original joinery that remain in the auditorium exhibit 
molding profiles that are characteristic of the Federal period of New England architecture, much as 
does the joinery of the Newbury Center meeting house.  The molding profiles are of the “Grecian” 
pattern, based on portions of ellipses.  These graceful moldings were introduced to New England 
joinery through Asher Benjamin’s book, The American Builder’s Companion, in the early 1800s.  
They remained in use until the early 1830s, when they were generally supplanted by much flatter 
moldings that more accurately reflected profiles that had been employed in ancient Greek buildings. 
 
These particular features of the South Newbury building, however, do not actually duplicate molding 
profiles or assemblages that are seen in the Newbury Center meeting house.  Thus, the understanding 
that the two Newbury church buildings, built just a year apart, “were much alike,” may have been true 
only in general terms, not in precise details.4  It is possible, and perhaps likely, that different joiners 
finished the two buildings.  Joiners of the period often drew the plans for proposed structures and, as 
noted above, the two Newbury buildings differ widely in their overall designs as well as in their 
details, with the Newbury Center building looking back to an older template for church design while 
the South Newbury building adopted a new church form that began to appear in the 1820s. 
 
As discussed below, the interior detailing of the South Newbury auditorium was extensively 
modernized in the late 1800s, while retaining the remnants of original joinery illustrated on page 7, 
above.  One prominent feature of the room, however, also appears to date from the original design of 
the interior and even more strongly suggests a fundamental difference in the original appearance of the 
auditorium in this building and that of the Newbury Center meeting house.  This feature is the classical 
enframement that is affixed to the rear wall of the room behind the dais, as seen below. 
 

    
 

                                                           
4 Sunapee Lake Grange No. 112, “Newbury Past and Present,” c. 1955, p. 6. 
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This architectural feature takes the form of a classical enclosure called an aedicule, derived from 
niches for statuary in ancient temples.  In South Newbury, the feature was until recently filled with a 
solid plastered wall decorated with a hand-painted mural that probably dated from the remodeling of 
the auditorium in the late 1800s.  The mural was removed in the 1990s and replaced by the existing 
window of stained glass.  The aedicule was evidently intended to suggest the importance and dignity 
of the services conducted from the dais, which substituted in function for the more elaborate but older 
style of elevated pulpit that is seen in the Newbury Center meeting house. 
 
As pictured on the preceding page, the South Newbury aedicule is treated as an example of the  
Roman Doric order, with two characteristic unfluted pilasters supporting a Doric entablature.  Plates in 
many architectural guidebooks provide guidance on the proportioning and detailing of the Roman 
Doric order, but specific details in the South Newbury example show that the joiner who executed it 
was being guided by one of the editions of Asher Benjamin’s The American Builder’s Companion 
(1806, with a total of six editions through 1827). 

 
Benjamin was unique among 
architectural writers in suggesting that 
fabricators of the Doric order dispense 
with the guttae, or round pegs, that 
project from the bottom of the mutules in 
the cornice of the Doric order.  In place 
of these projecting elements, Benjamin 
suggested drilling holes, as seen at the 
left and in the photographs on the 
preceding page.  Of this substitution, 
Benjamin said, “The plancere 
[underside] of the mutule is represented 
with holes bored in it, instead of bells 
[guttae], which will save one half of the 
labour of making them; and, at a distance 
of fifteen or twenty feet, look as well, if 
not better.” 
 
Benjamin’s suggestion was unprece-
dented, but was widely appealing to 
American joiners.  Doric cornices with 
drilled holes appear throughout New 
England during the early 1800s and 
reveal the widespread influence of 
Benjamin’s book.  Benjamin retained 
Plate 4 throughout the first five editions 
of The American Builder’s Companion, 
 

Plate 4, “Doric Order,” The American Builder’s Companion, 1806. 
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extending through 1826, so it is not possible to know exactly which edition guided the joiner who 
finished the interior of the South Newbury building. The aedicule at South Newbury is a precise copy 
of the plate in The American Builder’s Companion except for the omission of the bead ornament under 
the crown molding, which would have been a difficult feature for a country joiner to fabricate or 
acquire.  The close adherence of this aedicule to a plate in a guidebook that was gradually superseded 
after 1830, when Asher Benjamin published a new volume filled with more modern Greek Revival 
detailing, offers strong stylistic evidence that the aedicule is an original design element in the South 
Newbury building.  Confirmation of that assumption could be gained through examination of the paint 
layers on the feature, and by comparison of these layers with the color sequence on the gallery 
elements shown on page 7, above.  The use of a classical aedicule behind a dais is unusual in New 
England church architecture.  Identification of similar features in other church buildings could lead to 
identification of the joiner who finished the interior at South Newbury. 
 
Except for the features described above, most visible surfaces of the auditorium were altered after the 
1870s, as described below under “Construction History; Alterations.” 
 
Building Frame:  The frame of the South Newbury Union Church is massive and expertly fashioned. 
Like the Newbury Center Meeting House, the South Newbury Union Church exhibits a type of 
carpentry called square rule framing.  This framing method was an attempt to achieve greater 
standardization in the joints of a frame, in some cases leading almost to interchangeability of framing 
members from one position to another, something never attempted in earlier carpentry.  The older 
method of framing, used since the seventeenth century without radical change, began to give way to 
the newer method in the 1820s and 1830s.  Writers of the nineteenth century, recalling the change, 
described it as the abandonment of the “scribe rule” method of framing and the adoption of the “square 
rule.” 

The scribe rule was the name given in the early nineteenth century to the “old fashioned” method of 
framing that had persisted with only minor change since the days of first settlement.  In using this 
traditional method to build a frame, carpenters laid out the entire frame on the ground, scribing each 
joint with dividers and a sharp awl or knife and then carefully cutting the mortises and tenons with a 
variety of augers and chisels.  Because a hewn timber might not be perfectly square along its length, 
carpenters also frequently had to true up the faces of timbers at points where the tenon of an 
intersecting member joined, thus ensuring that members would meet at right angles.  Using a chisel or 
a tool called a race knife, carpenters then marked the adjacent ends of intersecting members of a frame 
with identical numerals, similar to Roman numerals.  These marks gave a unique number to each joint, 
allowing the frame to be reassembled on the building site exactly as it had been laid out and cut in the 
carpenter’s building yard.  In this method of framing, each joint was slightly different even from 
comparable joints elsewhere in the same frame. 
 
The new square rule method of framing, by contrast, produced a frame that tended toward 
standardization of parts.  In this method, greater care was given to the drafting of a framing plan and 
the compilation of a timber schedule (a list of needed timbers) than had previously been common.  
With these aids, rafters, joists, studs, and other framing members could all be cut to needed sizes at 
different sites.  When using the square rule, carpenters prepared patterns for each type of joint, 
applying the patterns to that all mortises, tenons, pin holes, and other features of joints of the same type 
would be interchangeable.  The timbers in a frame might not be exactly of the same width and depth 
(especially if hewn rather than sawn), but carpenters using the square rule applied their patterns with 
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reference to lines drawn or scribed on each timber.  By this means, each joint bore an identical 
relationship to others in the frame, even if the timbers varied somewhat in their dimensions.  
 
Square rule framing required that the seat of each joint be chiseled down below the irregular surface of 
the timber so that all the seats would conform to an imaginary “perfect” member lying just below the 
surface of the irregular timber.  The result is a noticeable cutting away of the outer surface of the 
timber at each joint, a clue that the carpenter was using the new, standardized framing method.  
  
The appearance of these recessed joints is shown on the drawing on the following page.  The 
photograph below shows the general appearance of the frame in the attic, where its characteristics are 
best seen. 
 

As seen in the photograph to the left, 
the frame is principally composed of 
heavy, hewn timbers; sawn framing 
members are mostly confined to the 
diagonal braces.  The width of the 
building (north to south) is spanned by a 
series of heavy tie beams, which 
compose the feet of the roof trusses.  A 
vertical kingpost rises from the center of 
each of the tie beams.  The kingposts 
are linked longitudinally by heavy, 
hewn ties, which are typical 
components of kingpost trusses in 
meeting houses.  As seen in the 
photograph (left) and the drawing on the 
following page, the longitudinal beams 
and the vertical kingposts are connected 
by diagonal braces, which stiffen the 
entire roof frame and resist racking or 
deformation from wind or snow 
loading. 
 
The upper chords of the kingpost trusses 
are the lowermost of the two slanted 
members beneath the sloping roof.  
These chords are linked to the true 
rafters above them by short struts. 
 
The upper faces of the rafters are 
trenched to receive longitudinal purlins, 
which in turn support the roof sheathing 
boards.  The sheathing boards are    

                applied vertically and run from the   
Roof frame, looking northeast from the front of the building.    ridgepole to the eaves of the building. 
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Most of the purlins are light spruce poles, many of which were left with their bark intact and 
were hewn only on their upper faces to receive the roof boards, and at the ends where they fit 
into the trenches in the rafters. 
 
As originally framed, the kingpost trusses were mortised for diagonal braces or struts that were 
intended to rise from the sides of the kingposts near their bottoms to the undersides of the slanted 
top chords of the trusses.  These mortises are empty, and it is not clear whether such struts were 
originally present and later removed, or whether it was decided that they were unnecessary as the 
frame was being completed. 
 
As seen more clearly in the drawing than in the photograph on page 11, the intersection of any 
two members in the roof trusses is marked by a shallow depression that was carefully chiseled 
into the irregular timbers.  By this means, each comparable joint in the framing members of the 
building was made identical and unaffected by the irregular surfaces of the hewn timbers. 
 
The same characteristics are seen in the frame of the nearly contemporaneous Newbury Center 
meeting house.  Despite the differences in form and detailing of the two Newbury church 
buildings, the principles of carpentry in the two structures are so similar that it is possible that the 
same artisan framed both buildings even if different joiners provided their differing overall 
designs and executed their contrasting interior woodwork.5 
 
In contrast with the two kingpost trusses that support most of the roof of the South Newbury 
church, the westernmost truss has both a central kingpost, which receives the end of the 
longitudinal tie that links all the kingposts together, and also has a pair of flanking queenposts.  
The queenposts extend upward through the roof planes to frame the corners of the bell tower that 
rises above the roof.  Matching posts rise from the tie beam at the front (western) wall of the 
building, likewise extending upward as corner posts of the tower.  Together, these four corner 
posts demonstrate that the tower is original to the building and not a later addition.6  
 
The bell tower is a single story structure with a high pyramidal roof.  The north, south and west 
(front) faces of the tower are pierced by rectangular openings that are fitted with louvered 
wooden shutters.  The carpentry of the tower frame displays the same evidence of the use of 
square rule framing as does the main roof frame, as seen on the following page. 
 
The top of the tower frame above the bell deck, but below the steep pyramidal roof, is framed 
with heavy, hewn beams that are deeper at the centers than at the ends, thus creating low-pitched 
planes as shown in the photograph on the following page.  It is possible that these pitched planes 
were originally covered with planks and formed the original roof of the tower.  Such a roof might 
have been crowned with a low balustrade, and would have appeared typical of its era.  A 
description of known changes to the tower is given below, under “Construction History; 

Alterations.” 

                                                           
5 The original kingpost roof trusses of the Newbury Center building were replaced by new trusses when that building was 
rehabilitated in 2008.  The new heavy timber roof frame at Newbury Center is fashioned of accurately sawn members and  
displays none of the characteristics of the nineteenth-century square rule framing technique. 
6 A number of rural church buildings without steeples or bell towers were built in New Hampshire from the 1820s through 
the 1850s.  Some of these building had towers or belfries added at later dates, often when bells were donated. 
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Left: Northwest corner of belfry, showing              Right: Upper frame of belfry, looking north- 

evidence, in the ends of the timbers, of square      west, showing pitched tops of beams.                        

rule framing. 
 
Construction History; Alterations: Detailed documentation of the original construction of the 
South Newbury Union Church has not come to light.  As described below, the excellent frame of 
the building is attributed to the hand of local carpenter Jeremiah Morse (1801-1895).  Lack of 
specific information on other aspects of the physical history of the building leaves no alternative 
than to speculate about the original character of the interior, as attempted on the preceding pages.  
Because carpenters who fashioned the frames of buildings were usually not joiners who applied 
the fine details inside and out, identification of the joiner who finished this building, and perhaps 
provided the plans for the structure, remains a future task.  Since Jeremiah Morse of South 
Newbury was listed as both a carpenter and joiner in the 1860 United States Census, it is possible 
that Morse executed all the work on the building. 
 
Fire of 1868.  The first alteration to the church apparently occurred in 1868, when a fire 
consumed several South Newbury buildings and damaged the church to an unknown degree.  
News of the blaze was reported as far away as Boston and Lowell, Massachusetts.  The Boston 

Advertiser of Friday, January 10, 1868 reported that 
 

A fire broke out on Monday morning in the old Gillingham tavern stand at South 
Newbury, which soon spread to adjoining buildings, and did not stop until all the 
buildings on one side of the street had been reached.  The hotel, with its entire 
contents, two dwelling houses, two barns, and a blacksmith’s shop, was wholly 
destroyed, and a church partly burned.  The wind blew very strong from the 
northwest and the weather was exceedingly cold.  The tavern was owned and 
occupied by John K. Gillingham, and his family lost everything except the 
clothing they wore.  The whole [monetary] loss is unknown.  All the property was 
insured in a town company. The flames spread very rapidly, and in the absence of 
fire apparatus, it was impossible to stay them. 
 

The Lowell Daily Citizen and News of January 9, 1868, offered a few additional details: 
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 A destructive fire occurred at South Newbury on the 6th, destroying Dillingham’s 
[sic] Hotel, three dwelling houses, two barns, and a blacksmith’s shop.  The 
village church was also considerably damaged.  The wind blow [sic] very hard 
and carried the burning cinders into Bradford, several miles distant.  The fire 
originated from a burning chimney in the hotel.  The contents of the buildings 
destroyed were mostly saved.  The loss is estimated at from six to eight thousand 
dollars, with a partial insurance. 

 
The maps of 1858 and 1892 on page 3 suggest the area and limits of this fire, but also seem to 
indicate that the burned structures were replaced after the fire. 
 
Examination of the South Newbury Union Church as it stands does not reveal evidence of the 
fire that reportedly “partly burned” and “considerably damaged” it.  The roof sheathing on the 
north side, exposed to the fire and to the northwest wind that spread it, is largely composed of 
original boards sawn on a water-powered mill, and the spruce purlins under the sheathing retain 
their bark just as do the other purlins throughout in the attic.   
 
Two girts at the bell deck level in the tower, on the north and east sides, have been replaced, and 
the northeast corner post in the tower has been repaired with a new section spliced above and 
below the intersection with these girts.  But this repaired damage, occurring near the intersection 
of the tower walls and the main roof, may have been caused by decay from water splashback 
from the main roof rather than by fire. 
 
The one area of the building that was apparently altered after the fire is the pyramidal roof of the 
tower, which is not stylistically coherent with the 1830 period and is framed with light rafters 
and narrow sheathing.  This roof may date from 1868. 
 
Possibly the fire damaged clapboards and exterior trim on the building and such damage was 
covered with new cladding after the fire.  Future repairs to the church could disclose areas of 
charring or renewed boarding that are presently hidden by undamaged covering. 
 
Pew Alterations in 1877.  The second documented alteration to the church occurred in 1877, 
when the original pews were remodeled.  As described previously, the original pews were fitted 
with doors like those still seen in the Newbury Center meeting house, shown on page 5, above.  
Construction costs for the building in 1831 were recouped through sales of the pews, so the 
original numbered and enclosed pews would have been regarded as private property, as was 
usual in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.7 
 
The Newbury Historical Society owns a diary of John Willis Fowler of South Newbury, who 
among other trades was a maker of settees for public halls.  Fowler’s diary entries for 1877 make 
clear how the original enclosed pews were converted to the “slip seats,” or open ended pews seen 
today.   
 

                                                           
7 For a list of the pew holders in 1831, see Ernest L. Sherman, History of Newbury, New Hampshire: Part One, The 

Beginnings, 1740-1800 (N.p., 1978), p. 24. 
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Monday, August 27, 1877 This P.M. I have worked at the Meeting house helping 
take the pew doors off and put arms on the ends of the pews. 
 
Wednesday, August 29, 1877  Wm. Muzzey has worked in the Meeting House 
since Monday morning and Uncle Jerrie has worked part of the time and we have 
got our job most done which has been to take the pew doors off and put arms on. 
 
Friday, August 31, 1877 (written Sept. 7) We have worked in the Meeting House 
painting all day. 
 
Monday, September 3, 1877 This fore-noon I did a lot of trading with Mr. Pike 
as he is selling out, then at 10-30 I went to the Meeting house and worked 
painting till night with Frank Gillingham and Chas.; and Arthur and Mark Cheney 
worked with us this P.M. . . . We have got our work along nicely. 
 
Tuesday, September 4, 1877 I have worked in the Meeting House nearly all day 
with Chas. and Arthur and we have finished the painting. 

 
The pew seats at South Newbury have been widened by 
the addition of wooden extensions along the original 
front edges to create greater comfort; the same was 
done with the seats at the Newbury Center meeting 
house.  This widening was probably part of the work 
undertaken in 1877, although it could date from a later 
remodeling job in the 1890s, described below. 
 
As seen in the photograph at the left, the seat 
extensions show small parallel ripples, which are the 
marks of a machine planer and denote the relatively late 
date of the extensions.  By contrast, the original seats 
display a raised grain beneath the paint.  This surface 
texture appears to be the result of erosion both by wear 
and by ultraviolet radiation from sunlight, extended 
over many years.  Such a degree of erosion suggests 
that the pews were not originally painted, and were left 
unpainted for a long time.  It seems likely that the 
“painting” referred to in the Fowler diary, quoted 
above, included the complete painting, for the first 
time, of all the pews in the auditorium.  This would 

explain the many man-days described in the diary, which are excessive for a mere repainting of 
the freshly cut areas where the new pew arms had been installed. 
 
Repairs of 1893.  The character-defining detailing of the auditorium, as seen today in the interior 
door and window casings and the chair rail above the wainscoting, is not of the 1830 period.  As 
shown above on page 7, the original character of these elements would have been composed of 
delicate moldings that reflect the style of the late Federal period.  Similarly, the window sashes 
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of the building, filled with marginal lights of colored and textured glass surrounding a central 
pane of pebbled glass in the upper sashes, and with large sheets of clear glass in the lower sashes, 
strongly express the “Queen Anne” window style of the late 1800s and early 1900s.8  The same 
is true of the two exterior doors of the building and their hardware, pictured on page 4 of this 
report.   
 
It appears that the same remodeling sealed off the north and south ends of the original gallery or 
balcony, as indicated on page 7 of this report, and removed the central section of the gallery to 
create a recess facing the dais at the eastern end of the room and lighted by the central front 
window of the building.  This recess may have served as a choir stall and/or the location for an 
organ until the current furnace was installed and the recess was partitioned off from the 
auditorium.9  The floor of the recess was reportedly raised a few steps above that of the main 
auditorium. 
 
Clear documentation of the date of this major remodeling is currently lacking.  Further research 
in local newspapers may provide the date and a description of the work being undertaken.  For 
the moment, the principal clue as to the date of the work has been found in the Boston Daily 

Advertiser of Wednesday, October 18, 1893, p. 6: 
 

Building News 
 

Church News 
 

The Congregational Church at Salisbury, N. H., is being repaired.  The Methodist 
Church at Sandwich, N. H., is being remodeled.  The church at South Newbury 
village is being repaired. 

 
Among the dominant details of this remodeling are the moldings that were applied to door and 
window casings in the auditorium and to the top of the wainscoting on the dais as a chair rail: 

 

                                                           
8 Comparable sash sets are illustrated in reprinted millwork catalogues such as Rand, McNally and Company, Combined 

Book of Sash, Doors, Blinds, etc. (Chicago, 1893; reprinted New York: Dover Publications, 1995), pp. 34-9; No. 500 

General Catalogue of E. L. Roberts & Co., Wholesale Manufacturers of Doors, Glazed Sash, Blinds . . . (Chicago, 1903; 
reprinted New York: Dover Publications, 1988), pp. 62-4. 
9 An account of the dedication of the church bell in 1908, described below, mentions that the church had an organ at that 
date. 

2⅝” 

5⅛” 
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Like the Queen Anne-style window sashes, these small bolection moldings are characteristic of 
the 1890s or early 1900s.  In larger sizes, they were referred to as “band” or “backband” 
moldings; in smaller sizes, they were called “panel” or “base[board]” moldings.  Such moldings 
were widely available in many variations but with the same characteristic appearance.10 
 
Installation of the bell: Although the South Newbury Union Church has always had a cupola or 
belfry, the building may never have had a bell until 1908.  A notice in the collections of the 
Newbury Historical Society gives the following information: 
 

Friday, July 10, 1908 
 

Dedication of New Church Bell.  South Newbury. 
 

Quite a number went to So. Newbury, Sunday afternoon to attend services in 
church and dedicate the new bell. . . . The bell has a clear pure tone and will add 
to the efficiency of the church service.  The inception of the idea to get a bell, 
came from the Sunday School, and was a happy thought. . . . Its tolling will now 
ring out a glad welcome to the House of God. 

 

             
 
The bell is a cast steel bell supported by a cast iron frame and cradle.  The bell is a “Bowlden 
Church Bell,” manufactured by the American Bell and Foundry Company of Northville, 
Michigan.  Its yoke bears cast letters identifying the manufacturer, and the collar above the bell 
bears the inscription “No. 30;” the “30” denotes the diameter of the mouth of the bell in inches.  
The thirty-inch church bell was the smallest model of church bell made by the company, and 
weighs 310 pounds; with the mounting, the assembly weighs 540 pounds.11  As seen in the 
photograph at the above left, the bell retains its original cast iron yoke and frame, and its original 

                                                           
10 Comparable moldings are illustrated in the books cited in Note 7. 
11 American Bell and Foundry Company, Church, Chapel. School, Court House, Fire Alarm and Farm Bells, catalogue, 
1903.  In 1903, five years before the South Newbury church acquired its bell, a thirty-inch church bell cost $35.75, plus 
shipping. 
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mortised and tenoned hardwood floor frame.  To the right on page 18 is an illustration of the 
Bowlden Church Bell from the company’s 1903 catalogue, showing the tolling hammer mounted 
on the opposite side from the position adopted in South Newbury.  Tolling hammers are used to 
ring the bell at slow intervals, without swinging the bell, mostly for funerals. 
 
Builders Associated with the Church:  Jeremiah Morse. Jeremiah Morse (1801-1895) is the only 
artisan whose name has thus far been connected with the original construction of the South 
Newbury Union Church.  Morse was listed in the 1860 United States Census as a carpenter and 
joiner, so it is possible that he both framed the building and executed its finished woodwork if he 
practiced both trades as early as the 1830s. 
 
Jeremiah Morse was born in South Newbury on December 1, 1801.12  Morse was locally 
prominent as a builder, but also earned the trust of his neighbors and held a number of public 
offices.  He served as a state representative from Fishersfield in 1833 and 1836, as a justice of 
the peace from Fishersfield in 1834 (reappointed in 1844), and as Merrimack County Treasurer 
in 1862 and 1863, and perhaps longer.13 
 
Morse was married, first, to Clarissa Morse.  They had daughters Elizabeth, Matilda, Helen, and 
May, and sons William T. and Frederick S. Morse.14  In May 1866, after the death of his first 
wife, Morse married, second, Mary Collins Hoag, a widow from Weare who was some seventeen 
years his junior.15  By the time of Morse’s death in 1895, his will indicates that he was married to 
a third wife, Harriet.16 
 
Significant Events: The most significant events thus far connected with the South Newbury 
Union Church were its construction in 1831, damage by fire in 1868, pew modernization in 
1877, repairs in 1893 and perhaps other dates in the 1890s and early 1900s, and purchase of the 
bell in 1908. 
 
Ownership and use to the Present Day: Originally a union meeting house used by several 
denominations, the South Newbury Union Church is now owned by a congregation of the United 
Church of Christ. 
 

                                                           
12 Gravestone, South Newbury Cemetery. 
13 Citations are from the New Hampshire Statesman and State Journal, as follows:  State representative: March 23, 1833, 
March 9, 1836; Justice of the peace: July 12, 1834, July 5, 1844; Merrimack County Treasurer: March 2, 1861, June 19, 
1863. 
14 United States Censuses, 1850 and 1860.  Some records suggest another son, Timon M. Morse, who does not appear in 
the 1850 census and was probably identified as a child of Jeremiah Morse in error. 
15 United States Censuses, 1870 and 1880. 
16

 Merrimack County Probate Records. 


