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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (If known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Little is known of the original appearance of this building bevond
the fact that it was frame and rectangular -- roughly 30 by LO feet.
Zarly records state that a new meeting hcuse "should be set at the
north end of the green against the road leading from the main road
to Cedar Swamp" and should be "about the bigness of the old meeting
house" but no dimensicns are given (Jan. 1, 1793 Records of the Fourth
Parish of the Congregational Society of Saybrook, Vol. 1). The
framing was set up by July 1793 and the »uilding was completed in

~1  179L. Renovations were made to the 1793 building in 1876-77 when an
enlarged sntrance wing was added to the south side and a stage and
vroscenium arch to the north side. Originally, there were two rows
of five windows cach across the south side (now the entrance) and
presumably the same on the upper floorof the north side. The east
and west ends ends have identical Federal door frames flanked by

two windows; three windows on the second floor and a single window
under the peak of the roof, There was no heat until c,. 1827 when

a stove was insvalled,thus only two small chimneys were added,

The building is clapboard, two stories with a steep roof whose
massive framing with its great.trusses.is . perhaps the most notable
architectural feature of the building. It is hoped that at some
future date a slass wall with ladder stairway and access door may
permit the visitor to study this feature.

The meeting house was sold to the town in 18L7 for %300.00 with the
stove and furniture; it was used for town meetinss until 1960. The
unique features were added when it was remodelled in 1876 with a
stage, entrance wing and balconies extended to their present outline,
This is the interior we see today with the white panelling of the
earlier pews used as ceilihg and walls of the stage and dressing
tooms beneath the stage. The panelling is also used at the top of
the curving stairs at each side of the balceony., Two cylindrical
stoves on either side of the stage providdd heat until the building
was abandoned and the small entrance houses the olumbing facilities
and coatrooms. The theater thus created in 1876 has no permanent s
seating on the first floor; there are wooden chairs {(numbered in
fixed groups of three or four) in the balcony. 7The seating capacity
would be about 200-225.

The building is situated on its original site on the town green; at
the foot of the green are two early burying grounds. Facing the green
is an early 19th century house and on adjoining Liberty Street are
several of Chester's earliest and most important houses. Thus the
Town Yall is the logical focal point for the town's first Historic
District which we hope to initiate soon.

This happy combinaticn of an eighteenth centurv bublic building in
its unspoiled original locatisn and in continuous public is rare and
of interest far beyond the boundaries of Chester.
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[} Conservation & Music [T} Transportation

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

terhaps few buildings have as many or as varied "areas of significance"
checked as appropriate as the Cld Town Mall. Since it was built as

a Congregational Meeting House in 1793 until the town gave up hold-
ing town meetings there in 1960//it served as a public builcing for
almost 150 years. Architecturally, it represents a somewhat arbitrary
and unique blending of an eichteenth century meeting house and nine~
t-enth century theater.

As a church, it served Chester from 1793, when the community was still
the Fourth rarish of Saybrook, until 18LS5 by which time the town had
become incorporated as a separate political entity. As a theater,

the building was rented for concerts and was part of a musical ren-
naissance in the lower Connecticut Valley which produced the Goodspeed
Opera House in nearby Zast "addam and a number of music schools and
conservatories. Among the performers on the Town all stage were
Janny Lind and Tom Thumb. In later vears local dramatic clubs, barber
shop quartets, recitals, and pageants were presented., In still another
of its many lives, the building was the scene of high school proms,
masquerades, square dances, and w4s the scene of graduaticns until

the 195U's when the new elementary and high schools were built.

For all of bhese reasons it is part of the fabric of Chester.
Nationally, it is important as one of the few remaining public build-
ings in continuous public use and is a truly imaginative reminder of
Yanee ingenuity. It is presently maintained but that is all --
except for occasional use for band rehearsals, charity auctions,
atc. Plans are being made to provide heat, plumbing, and the
necessary facilities so that it can be used for town meetings again.
The building will not be a museum but will be used as it was in the
past so that it will be for this generation what one member of an
earlier generation has described as playing "a large part in my

1if® -- school affairs, dances, dramas, concerts, lemorial Day
observancss, Fair evhibits, etc., and I “oubt that there is an

inch of it that does ng-hold memories." Such buildings are increas-
ingly rare and need the protection of the Naticnal Register,
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TIONAL REGISTER VERIFIC

As the designated State Liaison Officer for the Na-
tional Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law
89-665), 1 hereby nominate this property for inclusion
in the National Register and certify that it has been
evaluated according to the criteria and procedures set
The recommended

forth by the National Park Service.
level of significance of this nomination is:
State [}

Local W

National

I hereby certify that this property is included in the

National Register.
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