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The Pelham Town Hall Historic District comprises three properties 
owned by the Town of Pelham. The Town Hall, built in 1743, faces south 
across a lawn at the corner of Amherst Road and Daniel Shays Highway. The 
Old Burial Ground, laid out in 1739, lies behind the Hall, and to the west 
stands a small white clapboard church, built in 1839 in the Greek Revival style 

The two story high Hall is frame covered with clapboards. When the 
church was built in 1839, the Town Hall was moved back a few feet. Alsmall 
chimney is located at each gable end of the pitched roof. The gable end of 
the building is two bays wide. The main facade contains five bays, the center 
bay of which projects the width of a bay and forms a 2-story square entrance 
porch with walls the same height as the rest of the main facade. The low 
pitched roof of the porch intersects the roof of the building approximately 
halfway up its slope. A simple and narrow cornice, an extension of the 
cornice which runs under the roof of the main facade and porch, is carried 
across the gable end of this bay to form a plain pediment over the entrance. 
Centered on the south wall of the porch is the main entrance to the building. 
The surrounds are composed of simplified classical elements which support 
an overdoor entablature. A secondary entrance is located at each end of 
the main facade. The doors, and the cornice and pediment, are the only 
decorative features on the exterior of the building. 

The interior of the building has been divided into two stories, 
original beams and paneled sounding board have been retained. 

The 

The one-story pitched roof church is three bays wide with a 
centered entrance. A broad entablature encircles the building and forms 
a pediment on the front gabled end. Corner pilasters terminate each wall. 
A square one-stage belfry rises from the roof. This is crowned by an 
octagonal spire. 
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S T A T E M E N T O F S I G N I F I C A N C E 

Pelham Town Hall is the oldest Town Hall in continuous use in Massa­
chusetts, Town Meetings having been held there from 1743 to the present. 
Only when Massachusetts adopted the Eleventh Article of Amendment to its 
Constitution in 1833 and thus separated Church and Town was there need of a 
church building separate from the Town Hall, and in 1839 was erected the 
present well-preserved Greek Revival Church. The area is also significant 
in having been the last major encampment of Daniel Shays' rebels before they 
dispersed under the pressure of winter weather and General Lincoln's pursuit. 
The district includes the monument to Shays, that native of Pelham and peaceful 
rebel, whose bloodless rebellion was a significant cause of the Philadelphia 
Convention that wrote the Federal Constitution. 

The town hall, the church, the monument and the cemetery that 
provides a setting for these buildings along Route 202, the Daniel Shays Highway, 
form a Massachusetts State Landmark under the title, Pelham Town Hall Complex. 
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TOWN OF PELHAM 
Incorporated January 15,1743 

PELHAM HISTORICAL COMMISSION 
Pelham, Mass. 01002 

61 Arnold Rd., R.R.#2 
Amherst, Mass. 01002 
August 18, 197? 

United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service /\UG 2 0 RECT) 
Washington, D. C. 202^0 

Attention Director, Office of Archeology and Historic Preservation 

Gentlemen: 

In December of 1971 the Town of Pelham was honored by the National 
Park Service when i t received recognition for i t s historic heritage. 

On September 7 of this year we shall unveil a large bronze plaque 
with the following inscription. 

PFLHAM TOWN HALL COMPLEX 

A MASSACHUSETTS HISTORIC LANDMARK I967 

LISTED IN THE NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES I97I 

17^3 Established RESTORED 1975 

We feel proud i n our accomplishment in restoring this historic prop­
erty altho there is yet work to be done. However, with the nation's 
Bicentennial Celebration now started we are celebrating the Bicenten­
n i a l with this event and thought you should know about i t i n case you 
might want to send a representativej'pprhaps a le t t e r or certi f i c a t e 
acknowledging our ef f o r t s . 

We have informed Congressman Silvio 0. Conte of our celebration, sug­
gesting that i t would be nice i f he and someone from the National 
Park Service could be present. 

Kindly l e t us know at once your reaction to this l e t t e r and what we 
may expect. 

Sincerely yours, 

PELHAM HISTORICAL COMMISSION 

William §/, Foerster, Chairman 

WJF/df 
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PELHAM TOWN HALL HISTORIC DISTRICT: 
(25-72-00019-00). Pelham, Hampshire Co. 
Municipal ownership. Oldest meeting house 
in continuous use in the State. Exterior painting. 
$1,000.00. 



PELHAM TOWN HALL HISTORICAL '< 
DISTRICT: HISTORICAL SOCIETY MUSEUM 

... «. .•• 
(25-74-00098-00). See above. Continuing resto­
ration, including work on supporting columns in 
basement, floor, and exterior painting. 
$2,000.00. 
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Mr. William J. Foerster 
Pelham Historical Coimaission 
61 Arnold Road, R.R. #2 
Amherst, Massachusetts 01002 

Dear Mr. Foerster: 

3 -t r i - J ^ -'•• A 

SEP 4 1975 

Thank you for your gracious invitation to participate in the Pelham 
Bicentennial Celebration. 

The Pelham Town Hall Comglej^, with i t s handsome IBth-caitury meeting­
house , old burying ground^ and mid-19th century Greek Revival Church, 
is a fine example of a community sensitively preserving i t s cultural 
heritage. 

Unfortunately, vacations and previous commitments make i t Impossible 
for me or an appropriate National Park Service representative to attend 
your celebration. . ^ 

We appreciate your efforts i n the f i e l d of historic preservation. 

Sincerely yours, 

\ • /Sgd/ Jerry L. Rogers 
• • • . Scting 

yy- Director, Office of Archeology 
: - mad Historic Preservation 

bcc: Director's Reading File 
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A—Church MuMum—original doors, paneling, 
stairs and paned window. 

B—Original hand hewn beams. 
C—Historic town memorabilia on exhibit. 
D—Original pews—after restoration. 
E—Upstairs pews w i th single board backs and seats. 

PELHAM— 
LAND OF HISTORIC HEIGHTS 

Picturesque Pelham straddles a long ridge 

that is 1,000 feet above the valleys on either 

side. This rocky, uneven ground, overlook­

ing mountains on every side, attracted mem­

bers of the Scotch-Irish border clans more 

than 225 years ago. It reminded these 

Presbyterians of their home across the sea. 

Emigrating from England to escape 

religious and political oppression, the first 

Pelhamites came to Worcester. But when 

hostile neighbors destroyed their meeting­

house, they sought western highlands. Their 

hands itched to clear the land, and their 

hearts burned with a fierce yearning for 

independence from all oppression. These 

early settlers brought with them the spirit of 

self-government inherited from their ances­

tors. 

A remnant of their staunch character 

remains today in their meetinghouse. Built 

in 1743, the year Pelham was incorporated, 

it stands today as the oldest town hall in 

continuous use in New England, and per­

haps the nation. 

The old Congregational Church, built in 

1839, has been preserved by the people of 

Pelham. It now serves as a unique museum 

for the town's historical artifacts. The res­

toration of two old reed pump organs re­

cently mode it possible to present a musical 

program of 18th Century music by profes­

sional artists. 

Both buildings overlook The Common and 

the ancient Burying Ground. The entire 

Town Hall Complex is listed in the National 

Register of Historic Places and is also desig­

nated as a Massachusetts Historic landmark. 

Preserved by the town and the Pelham 

Historical Society and Historical Commis­

sion, the area is a priceless national his­

toric relic. 

Daniel Shays drilled his men on the Pel­

ham Common in preparation for the 

veterans' protest march for the rights of 

man for which they hod so valiantly fought 

in the Revolutionary War. This protest ac­

tion culminated in an attempt to take the 

Springfield arsenal in 1786 and was a pivot 

point in the young nation's history. Known 

as Shays Rebellion, this rebuttal to excessive 

taxation goaded statesmen into calling the 

Constitutional Convention of May 1787. ' 

From this convention came the Constitution 

of the United States. 

Mainly frugal farmers, the people of Pel­

ham were on the right side of the Revolu­

tion. They addressed the Boston Commit­

tee accordingly in November 1773 in writ ing: 

"We are not at present much intimidated 

with that pompous boasting on the other 

side of the waters viz. that Great Britain 

could blow America into atoms." 

Fourteen days before independence was 

officially declared, the Town of Pelham 

voted to support this action. 

Times were hard—currency was "not 

worth a continental," and merchants and 

lawyers did a land-office business via the 

courts in stripping farmers of everything 

they hod and then evicted them from their 

farms. 

Shays was among the disillusioned vet­

erans. He was forced to sell a handsome 

sword, which had been given him by Mar­

quis de Lafayette, to buy food for his family. 

Conkey's Tavern in Pelham was a gather­

ing place for Shays and his neighbors, and 

they angrily discussed their grudges over 

their grog. Massachusetts' town meetings 

demanded reforms. None came. By au­

tumn the people were desperate. 

Late in 1786 Daniel Shays led approxi­

mately 800 men in an effort to obtain arms 

at the Springfield arsenal to replace their 

pitchforks. Army troops were summoned 

and order eventually restored. Shays left 

the Commonwealth. Subsequently, the 

rights of man were spelled out in the Con­

stitution. Shays' mission was accomplished. 

Righteous indignation was to burn again 

in the hearts of the Pelham Presbyterians. 

This time it Was about a preacher, who 

later proved to be a charlatan clergyman. 

This infamous character was called Stephen 

Burroughs. 

Burroughs has been described as "a thief, 

an imposter, a counterfeiter and a seducer" 

but he charmed his way into Pelham via the 

pulpit. Upon learning about his true iden­

tity, the indignant parishioners chased him 

as far as Rutland, Vermont, catching up 

with him in a barn. 

Armed with a scythe. Burroughs held his 

angry pursuers at bay while he delivered 

his "Hay Mow Sermon" from the hayloft. 

The Rutlanders watched in amazement. 

They stood in further owe when learning 

that the chief complaint of the Pelhamites 

was that their "preacher" had been paid 

$5 for a sermon which he had not delivered. 

The impasse was resolved when Burroughs 

paid for drinks at the nearby tavern. 

In the 19th Century the people of Pelham 

turned to more pastoral pursuits. Gristmills 

and sawmills flourished. Industries included 

charcoal making, wagon and scythe shops. 

Later jointed fishpoles, mode of native ash 

and maple, gave the town a notional repu­

tation. 

Pelham's quarry provided granite for the 

foundations of homes and public buildings 

in the town and surrounding communities, 

including Amherst. 

Home industries included making palm 

leaf hats. William Smith Otis, Pelham native, 

invented and patented the steam shovel. 

As a young boy, he had hammered in the 

scythe shop. 

In the mid-1800's Pelham tried to commit 

political suicide, because of its depressing 

economic condition. The most prosperous 

farms bordered Amherst, and at a special 

session in the town hall on January 3 1 , 

1854, the surrender of the Town Charter 

and annexing sections of Pelham to neigh­

boring towns were on the warrant. 

Lowlanders favored the action; high-

landers opposed it. There were 73 in favor 

of dissolution, and 36 were opposed. 

Neighboring towns did not want portions of 

Pelhamj The matter drifted for a few years, 

and at a special meeting in January 1856 

the people ' voted against surrender of 

Pejham—73 to 36. 

Today, new homes join the stately houses 

of yesteryear overlooking the wilderness of 

Quobbin Reservoir on the east and the 

sprawling acodemia of Amherst on the 

western valley floor. Dirt roads still exist in 

Pelham, and the byways warrant exploring. 

Quabbin Reservoir, largest man-mode 

domestic water supply impoundment in the 

world, offers many square miles of wild-

wood. In addition there ore areas for boat­

ing, fishing and picnicking. 

The Orient Spring section of Amethyst 

Brook is one of the most pleasant sections of 

town. A hotel once stood near the bonks of 

the brook to accommodate patrons who 

sought the mineral springs. Early settlers 

found amethysts by the brook. This is now 

being used as Pelham's swimming area. 

Off Packordville Road is the Monk's 

Cave, shrouded in mystery. Some re­

searchers theorize it is but one of a chain of 

such shelters or cells used by Irish or Culdee 

Monks in New England around 950 A.D. 

Such subterranean beehive stone struc­

tures ore found in Hampshire, Franklin and 

Hampden counties of the Pioneer Valley. 

The dry masonry and stone work is said to 

resemble features unique to "caves" built 

by the Culdees of Ireland centuries ago. 

The lookout tower on Mount Lincoln's 

conical peak offers spectacular views on a 

clear day. One con see mighty Monodnock 

in New Hampshire to the north' and the 

dramatic Holyoke Range—with its Seven 

Sisters—to the south. 

The Pelham Historical Society museum in 

the Town Hall Complex is open Saturdays 

and Sundays from 1:30 to 4:30 p.m. June 

through October. Appointments can be 

made in advance at other times by writing 

to the Society. 

Among the museum's artifacts is on old 

replica of the Poison Oyster Stone with its 

epitaph which is known round the world. 

The stone indicts the wife of Warren Gibbs 

for murder, claiming she sprinkled arsenic 

in his oyster stew. The accusation on the 

tombstone was made by Warren's brother, 

Will iam. 

F—Shays' Stone—to commemorate Daniel Shays 
of Pelham, Captain in the American Revolution, 
leader of the Shays Rebellion against unjust 
laws. On this hilltop half of his ragged army 
encamped for six nights—Jan. 30 to Feb. 5, 
1787. 

G—Monks Cave thought to have been built by Irish 
Culdee monks about 950 A.D. 

H—Old cemetery adjocent to Town Hall. 
I— Shays Ballad on town's 22Sth anniversary com­

memorative coin. 
J— Famous Poison Oyster Tombstone in museum. 

Brother of deceased accuses the wife of killing 
him w i th arsenic in his oyster stew. Erected in 
1884. 
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PELHAM, MASSACHUSETTS 
, LAND OF HISTORIC HEIGHTS 

Incorporated 1743 

PELHAM TOWN HALL COMPLEX 

Congregat ional Church — T o w n Hal l — O ld Burying Grounds 

Massachusetts Historic Landmark 1967 

Nat iona l Register of Historic Places 1971 

Ci tat ion f rom Amer ican Association for State a n d Local 

History for Preservation of the Complex 1973 

W h e r e R e b e l l i o u s 
F a r m e r s S h a p e d 
O u r N a t i o n ' s H i s t o r y 

Museum Open June t h rough October 

Saturday a n d Sunday 1:30-4:30 p.m. 
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