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PELHAM TOWN HALL COMPLEX

Pelham Town Hall, Pelham Historical Society Museum and Pelham Hill Cemetery, 374 and 376 Amherst Road, Pelham, MA.  2.6 acres.

1738 – The area which became the Town of Pelham was sold by Col. John Stoddard of Northampton to the Lisburn Proprietors, a group of mostly Scotch-Irish emigrants living in Worcester.

1739 – Ten acres set aside for Meeting House lot, burying place and training field in Proprietors’ original division of lots.

1743 – January 15, Town of Pelham established by act of the General Court. 

1801 – A portion of the ten acres sold. Part of this land becomes the site of Kingman Tavern.

1917-1962 – Annual Pelham Old Home Day celebrations held on these grounds each September.

1936 – Shays’ Rebellion 150th Anniversary held here. Shays Rebellion monument dedicated in memory of former Pelham and Northampton resident William Ambrose Bailey [1849-1918].

1946 – Pelham Bicentennial Celebration held here. 

1951 – War Memorial “Honor Roll” plaque dedicated, replacing wooden memorial.

1967 – Complex designated A Massachusetts Historic Landmark. This was the 24th such designation in Massachusetts. 

1971 – Complex entered in the National Register of Historic Places.

1979-80 – Landscaping and redesign of grounds.

1983 – Conkey’s Tavern Entrance Stone installed on grounds.

1986 – Shays’ Rebellion 200th Anniversary held here. 

1993 -- Pelham 250th Anniversary Celebration held here.

PELHAM TOWN HALL [1743]

Rectilinear, two-story Meeting House design, gabled with projecting porch. Wood clapboard. This is the only Meeting House built between 1725 and 1750 in the Connecticut Valley which still survives. Used as a Town House/Meeting House for both civil and religious services, 1743-1840; and as a Town Hall for civil services, 1840-date.

Oldest Town Hall in Continuous Use in the United States. This designation probably made by Local Historian Charles O. Parmenter [1833-1913] in 1890s. While Town Meetings have been held elsewhere in Pelham, specifically some in East Pelham between 1786 and1822 and most at the Elementary School after 1968, at least one Town Meeting a year has probably been held in this building since 1743. This is an unusual and extraordinary record of direct, participatory democracy, linking together all generations of Pelham residents into a single continuum. 

1741 – Thomas Dick [ca. 1704-1774] and John Dick [ca. 1717-1781] sign contract with Pelham to build Meeting House. Contract calls for 46 x 36 building. Page 2 of original contract survives. Building originally stood close beside Amherst Road. It had doors in front and on east and west ends, with upper galleries on east, west and south sides. Contract called for parts of interior to be painted in “askie color [sky blue?].”

1743 – Pulpit authorized by town meeting on May 26, 1743. Pulpit said to have been placed in the hearse room by the mid-1800s and carried away piecemeal by souvenir hunters. Photograph of pulpit appears in Parmenter, pg. 217.

1743 – April 19, First Town Meeting held.

1744 – August 30, Pelham’s first minister, Rev. Robert Abercrombie [1712-1786], installed, with Rev. Jonathan Edwards preaching installation sermon. Abercrombie was a Presbyterian minister from Edinburgh.

1746 – Public school held in the Meeting House.

1749 – Town Meeting votes to build a school house which abuts the Meeting House.

1766 – Box pews installed with “two familys…to sit in one Pue.” Sarah Abercrombie [1756-1854] said in 1854 she remembered that men and women did not sit together. Men sat on the west side, women on the east. “Services were formerly about 2 hours. Sermons and prayers long…2 prayers, 3 singings and sermon in half a day.”

1769 – Roof shingled, possibly for first time.

1773 – Surviving interior paneling may date to this year.

1776 – June 20, Town Meeting vote on Independence. “Voted by Unanimous Vote that we are willing to Come Under Independuncy from under the yoke of the King of Great Brittan, Provided the Cont[i]nental Congress see fite in their Wisdom to Establish Independence in the Colonies for their Safety.”

1784 – Stephen Burroughs [b. 1765], under the name of “Rev. Mr. Davis,” masquerades as a minister and preaches 14 sermons. Burroughs goes on to have a long career as a notorious New England confidence man. 

1786 – East Pelham becomes a separate parish.

1787 – Shays Rebellion: Jan. 28 to Feb. 3, 1787. Half of Daniel Shays’ 1100-man army camps around the Meeting House while Shays negotiates with Gen. Benjamin Lincoln, whose forces are camped in Hadley. (The other half of Shays’ troops are in East Pelham.) Shays does hold some prisoners in Pelham during this time.

1794 – Installation of pulpit window.

1799 – First horse sheds built.

1805 – One third of Town Meetings being held at East Pelham. [East Pelham becomes the Town of Prescott in 1822.]

1818 – Stairwell entry porch presumed to have been added at this date. Sarah Abercrombie [1756-1854] said in 1854 that she thought the porch dated to sometime “after the Revolution.”

1818 – “Pelham Sampler” made by 13-year old Belinda Cordelia Brewer [b. 1805]. Sampler includes earliest known image of the Pelham Meeting House.

1822 – East Pelham becomes Town of Prescott.

1822 – Separate Congregational and Calvanistic congregations both using the Meeting House for services. Pelham no longer a Presbyterian community.
1831 – Methodist services held here for a few years.

1831 – Installation of first stove.

1839 – Meeting House was “moved back into the old burying ground.”

1845 – Meeting House was moved for a second time, this time north about thirty feet or so. John Cowan [1786-1866] wrote that the move took place April 16th.

1845 – Second floor laid.

1845 – 16 x 12 foot space on southeast corner of first floor partitioned to serve as work space rented to mechanics, later used as a hearse house. A double door was cut in the front of the Town Hall to serve as entrance to this room.  

1854 – Town Hall observed not to be painted on the outside. 

1890 – Southwest corner of first floor partitioned for use as town offices and library. Town records stored in a vault. Pelham Free Public Library established in 1891 and situated in this room until 1968. 

1895-97 – Stage installed on second floor.

1897 – Matchboard ceiling installed on second floor.

1906 – Town Hall described as being white with red trim.

1909 – July 16, Town Hall struck by lightning.

1940 – Life Magazine publishes photo essay on Town Meeting in Town Hall.

1965 – Yankee Magazine publishes photo essay on Town Meeting in Town Hall.

1952 – Existing kitchen on first floor modernized.

1970s – Fireplace on first floor rebuilt.

The Pelham Town Hall is one of the few buildings connected to Daniel Shays or Shays Rebellion still remaining in existence. 

PELHAM HILL CONGREGATIONAL CHURCH/

PELHAM HISTORICAL SOCIETY MUSEUM [1840]

Greek Revival Style church. Wood clapboard. Used as a church, 1841-1936; not regularly used, 1936-1971; used as a local history museum, 1971-date.

1833 – Disestablishment in Massachusetts. The formal separation of church and state takes place with amendment to the state constitution.

1839 – Traditional date given for construction of the church. Cornerstone laid by Rev. Nathan Perkins of the Second Church of Amherst. 

1840 – John Cowan wrote that the frame for the church was raised on July 7 and 8, 1840 and that “it blew down” on July 19th. It was raised a second time on Aug. 7 and 8, 1840.

1841 – Feb. 4, Church dedicated.

1843 – Jan. 16, Pelham Centennial celebration held at church. Judge Ithamar Conkey [1788-1862], grandson of Rev. Abercrombie, was speaker. 

1863 – Bell purchase. Bell is still in place in the steeple today. Its contemplated sale in 1966 sparked the organization of the Pelham Historical Society. 

1907 – Church hit by lightning.

1907 – Slate roof installed and support timbers strengthened by Amherst contractor George Bosworth. Green Pennsylvania slate was used. 

1925 – Last resident minister, Rev. James H. Childs, resigns. 

1936 – Pelham Hill Congregational Churches merges with West Pelham Methodist Church and Packardville Congregational Church to become the Federated Church of Pelham. Church services now held at West Pelham.

1936-1971 – Building used only irregularly. Building falls into disrepair.
1958 – Town Meeting votes to accept the church as a town building.

1966 – Special Town Meeting authorizes Pelham Historical Society to use the Church as a museum. 

1968 – Extensive repairs carried out by Pelham Historical Society.

1971 – Building opened as Pelham Historical Society Museum. 

1972 – Slate roof removed.

1975 – Restoration of original pews.

PELHAM HILL CEMETERY [1739]

1739 – Burying Ground laid out in Proprietors’ original division of lots.

1744 – Town Meeting votes to fence the burying ground. 

1804 – A town pound made of wood reported to have been built at the southwest corner of the graveyard by this date.

1830 – Stone wall surrounding cemetery was laid by Nathaniel Wheeler [ca. 1781-1859].

1930s – Graves and stone wall on east side of cemetery are relocated to the west side in order to make way for establishment of U.S. Highway Rte. 202, Daniel Shays Highway.

A Pelham mystery: Who is buried in Pelham Hill Cemetery? Most stone monuments are uncut fieldstones with perhaps only 10% of all the stones in the cemetery inscribed. There are no Pelham Revolutionary War soldiers or Pelham Shaysites known to be buried in Pelham Hill Cemetery. Dea. Patrick Mellen [“McMillen”] [1724-1797], who served in the French and Indian War, is buried here.

Some of the individuals with inscribed stones buried here are: George Cowan [ca. 1696-1765], an Original Proprietor; Matthew Gray, Sr. [ca. 1692-1758], from Northern Ireland on 1718 Scotch-Irish Migration and Original Proprietor; John Dick [ca. 1717-1781], co-builder of Pelham Town Hall; Rev. Richard Crouch Graham [ca. 1739-1771], Pelham’s second Minister; Mellen Family progenitor Elder Thomas Mellen [“McMillan”] [1698-1771], from Northern Ireland; Edward Selfridge, Sr. [1701-1761] and his wife Elizabeth Burns Selfridge [1708-ca. 1799], both from Northern Ireland; John Peebles [1705-1780], also on the 1718 Scotch-Irish Migration, and his wife Sarah Conkey Peebles [1713-1758]; and Alexander Conkey [ca. 1678-1759], Original Proprietor, and his wife Margaret Conkey [ca. 1681-1756], parents of Conkey’s Tavern owner William Conkey, Sr. [1717-1788]. William Conkey’s first wife Mary Young Conkey [ca. 1719-1754] and daughter Martha Conkey [1743-1749] are also buried here. 

Perhaps the most attractive stone may be that of David Houston, Sr. [1719-1765] and his wife Mary Peebles Houston [1722-1766]. The descendants of Rev. Robert Abercrombie erected a monument on a boulder in 1900. 

The earliest inscribed stone is for six year old Martha Conkey [1743-1749] [gravestone reads “died 1748”] and the latest inscribed stone is for Mary McCollister Mellen [1729-1811], wife of Dea. Patrick. Two contemporary monuments were placed in the cemetery 1991 and 1992 for M. Carlton and Annie Robinson.

Gravestone carvers [identified by Peter Benes] include Nathaniel Phelps of Northampton, William Young of Worcester, the Park family of Groton, and unidentified carvers from New Salem, and possibly the Janes shop in Northampton.

Rev. Robert Abercrombie is said to be buried in this cemetery, although his gravesite is lost. Stories (unverified) have it that he is now resting underneath  the Town Hall as the building was moved into that part of the cemetery in the early 1800s. 
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