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Q N A M E r̂ -' 
HISTORIC N ^ u r c h / j i f t h e F i r s t R e l i g i o u s S o c i e t y • ( U n i t a r i a » > -

AND/OR COMMON 

U n i t a r i a n C h u r c h a n d P a r i s h H a l l 

0LOCATION 
STREET & NUMBER 36 P l s a s a n t S t r e e t 

_NOT FOR PUBLICATION 
CITY, TOWN 

N e w b u r y p o r t VICINITY OF 

CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICT 
S i x t h 

STATE CODE 
M a s s a c h u s e t t s 0 2 5 

COUNTY CODE 

E s s e x 0 0 9 

HCLASSIFICATION 

CATEGORY 
_ D I S T R I C T 

X_BUILDING(S) 

—STRUCTURE 

—SITE 

—OBJECT 

OWNERSHIP 
— P U B L I C 

JtPRIVATE 

— BOTH 

PUBLIC ACQUISITION 
— I N PROCESS 

—BEING CONSIDERED 

STATUS 
X-OCCUPIED 

—UNOCCUPIED 

— W O R K IN PROGRESS 

ACCESSIBLE 
X_YES: RESTRICTED 

— YES: UNRESTRICTED 

— NO 

PRESENTUSE 
—AGRICULTURE — M U S E U M 

— C O M M E R C I A L —PARK 

— E D U C A T I O N A L —PRIVATE RESIDENCE 

—ENTERTAINMENT X_RELIGIOUS 

— G O V E R N M E N T —SCIENTIFIC 

— I N D U S T R I A L —TRANSPORTATION 

—MIL ITARY —OTHER: 

[OWNER OF PROPERTY 
NAME . . . 

F i r s t Religious Society (Unitarian) 
STREET & NUMBER 

26 Pleasant S t r e e t 
CITY, TOWN 

NewburvDort VICINITY OF 

STATE 

Massachusetts 01950 

[LOCATION OF LEGAL DESCRIPTION 
COURTHOUSE, 

REGISTRY OF DEEDS.ETC F l r s t R e l i g i o u s Soc ie ty ( U n i t a r i a n ) 
STREETS NUMBER 

26 Pleasant Street 
CITY, TOWN 

Newburyport 
STATE 

Massachusetts 01950 

a REPRESENTATION IN EXISTING SURVEYS 
TITLE Inventory of the Historic Assets of the Commonwealth 

Historic American Buildings Survey (MASS-473, 623) 
DATE 1969 (Massachusetts. 

1940, 1Q4S fHAR.q^ -XFEDERAL X_STATE —COUNTY —LOCAL 

DEPOSITORY FOR 

SURVEY RECORDS Massachusetts H i s t o r i c a l Commission; Library of Congress 
CITY, TOWN 

Boston (Washington, DC) 
STATE 

Massachusetts 



B DESCRIPTION 

CONDITION C H E C K ONE C H E C K ONE 

X-EXCELLENT —DETERIORATED —UNALTERED X.ORIGINAL SITE 

- G O O D - R U I N S 3CALTERED -MOVED DATE 

—FAIR —UNEXPOSED 

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The Church of the F i r s t Religious Society, Unitarian, i s located i n downtown New­
buryport near Market Square (National Register 2/25/71) but not contiguous to i t . 
The church faces Pleasant Street and i s set back 25 feet from the street l i n e . 
The Parish Hall next door i s situated approximately 60 feet from the street and i s 
fronted by a small lawn. The sidewalk i n f r o n t of the buildings i s red bric k , and 
u t i l i t y poles have been removed and wires i n s t a l l e d underground. The surrounding 
buildings on Pleasant Street are commercial and derive p r i n c i p a l l y from the l a t e 
nineteenth century. 

The Church of the F i r s t Religious Society was b u i l t and dedicated i n 1801. Although 
the architect i s unknown, the design of the building bears a s t r i k i n g resemblance 
to a Samuel Mclntire church i n Salem which has a similar spire. Historian John J. 
Currier has speculated that the church may have been the work of Timothy Palmer who 
designed the Essex Merrimac bridge. 

The church i s two stories high and i s b u i l t on a granite block foundation. The 
exterior walls are sheathed i n clapboard, arid the ridge roof i s covered with dark 
asphalt shingles. A single brick chimney rises through the rear of the roof s l i g h t l y 
to the l e f t of the ridge l i n e . 

The church has as i t s prototype the famous St. Martin's-in-the-Fields i n London, 
designed by James, Gibbs i n about 1700. The magnificent spire of the Newburyport 
church was described by Mclntire himself as the " . . . r i v a l [of]anything i n New 
England." The central entrance i s surmounted by a handsome f a n l i g h t and pediment 
and i s balanced by two doors on either side. Over the main entrance i s a Palladian 
window, above which there i s a fanlighted pediment. The church i s seven bays deep, 
and the shuttered windows have twelve over twelve l i g h t s on both the f i r s t and 
second stor i e s . The exterior of the building has been v i r t u a l l y unchanged since 
the time of i t s construction. 

On the i n t e r i o r the Palladian motif of the exterior i s echoed on the wal l behind 
the p u l p i t . Corinthian p i l a s t e r s support the pediment which surmounts the window. 
Also of int e r e s t are the box pews, some of which have drawers which were used to 
hold bread boards on which the lunch was placed. The i n t e r i o r has undergone 
several minor a l t e r a t i o n s . I n 1839 the p u l p i t was lowered approximately one foot 
and was moved back about eight feet against the w a l l . The chandeliers and sounding 
board were removed around the same time. Gas illum i n a t i o n was i n s t a l l e d i n sub­
sequent years, and when i n t h i s century e l e c t r i c i t y was put i n , the older gas f i x ­
tures were used as housings. 

Next door to the church i s the Parish H a l l , b u i l t i n 1873. This building resembles 
i t s neighbor i n i t s use of white clapboards, shuttered windows, and f l u t e d comer 
p i l a s t e r s . 

"'•J. M, Howells, The Architectural Heritage of fche Merrimac. 



SIGNIFICANCE 

PERIOD AREAS OF SIGNIFICANCE -- CHECK AND JUSTIFY BELOW 

— PREHISTORIC ^ i^RCHEOLOGY-PREHISTORIC — C O M M U N I T Y PLANNING — LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE X _ R E L I G I O N 

— 1 4 0 0 - 1 4 9 9 ^ARCHEOLOGY-HISTORIC —CONSERVATION LAW —SCIENCE 

— 1 5 0 0 - 1 5 9 9 ^ A G R I C U L T U R E —ECONOMICS — LITERATURE —SCULPTURE 

— 1 6 0 0 - 1 6 9 9 ^^_^RCHITECTURE —EDUCATION —MIL ITARY — S O C I A L / H U M A N I T A R I A N 

— 1 7 0 0 - 1 7 9 9 ART —ENGINEERING — M U S I C —THEATER 

5 ^ - 1 8 0 0 1899 —COMMERCE —EXPLORATION/SETTLEMENT —PHILOSOPHY —TRANSPORTATION 

— 1900- — C O M M U N I C A T I O N S —INDUSTRY —POLITICS/GOVERNMENT —OTHER (SPECIFYI 

.INVENTION 

SPECIFIC DATES i g o i (1873 P a r i s h H a l l ) BUILDER/ARCHITECT a t t r i b u t e d to Timothy Palmer 

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

The Church of the F i r s t Religious Society, Unitarian i n Newburyport i s s i g n i f i c a n t 
as a fi n e example of Federal architecture and for i t s associations with outstanding 
citizens of Newburyport and Massachusetts. The church was b u i l t i n 1801 and re­
placed an eairlier and more modest church which had stood i n nearby Market Square. 
The handsome design of the new church, no doubt inspired by the work of Samuel 
Mclntire i n Salem, i s Federal architecture at i t s f i n e s t . Elegant d e t a i l , par­
t i c u l a r l y i n the central entry and the Palladian window on the facade, attests to 
the refinement inherent i n the more sophisticated examples of the Federal period. 

The f i r s t minister of the church was the Reverend John Lowell whose descendants 
are l i s t e d among the country's most distinguished authors, educators and professional 
men. Reverend Lowell's son. Judge John Lowell was responsible f o r the clause 
" A l l men are born free and equal" being w r i t t e n into the Constitution of Massachusetts. 

Another important clergyman of the church was Reverend Thomas Wentworth Higginson, 
f r i e n d of Theodore Parker and William Lloyd Garrison. According to church records, 
v i s i t o r s to the F i r s t Religious Society included John Quincy Adams and Theodore 
Parker. Among the church's many distinguished parishioners were the eminent 
lawyer Theophilus Parsons, wealthy merchant Nathaniel Tracy and many others im­
portant i n Newburyport history such as Theophilus Bradbury and Colonel Edward 
Wigglesworth. 

The church i s also proud of i t s 1834 organ b u i l t by Joseph Alley of Newburyport. 
An Act of Parliament clock of the 1790's hangs i n the church, and the communion 
s i l v e r contains s i l v e r tarikards dating from 1743 to 1805. The baptismal bowl was 
created from s i l v e r dollars donated by parishioners and was made i n 1804 by the 
famous Moulton f i r m of silversmiths of Newburyport. 
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February 18, 1976 

RECEIVED 

FEB 2 4 1976 

NATIONAL 
REGISTER 

Mr. Charles Herrington, Chief 
Registration 
National Register 
National Park Service 
U.S. Department of the I n t e r i o r 
Washington, D.C. 20240 

Dear Charles: 

Enclosed please f i n d two nomination forms for the following properties: 

11 Chicopee, Dwight Manufacturing Company Housing D i s t r i c t 
2. Newburyport, Unitarian Church and Parish Hall 

These properties have been voted e l i g i b l e f o r submission by the Massachusetts 
H i s t o r i c a l Commission (State Review Board) and have been signed by the State 
Hist o r i c Preservation O f f i c e r , Elizabeth Reed Amadon. 

Sincerely yours. 

Pa t r i c i a L. Weslowski 
Survey Director 
Massachusetts H i s t o r i c a l Commission 

PLW/mw 
Enclosures 
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Regional Director. North Atlantic J^* Washington Street 
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