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Town/City:   Sandwich 

Place: (neighborhood or village): Town Hall Square, 

Sandwich Village Center 
  

Address: 136 Main Street   

Historic Name:  Calvinistic Congregational Church 

Uses: Present:  Church 

 
Original:  Church 

Date of Construction: 1848 

Source:  Town Archives 

Style/Form:  Greek Revival 
  
Architect/Builder:  Isaac Melvin  

Exterior Material: 

Foundation:  cut granite  

Wall/Trim:  wood flushboard and clapboards 

Roof: ridge with center pavilion and spire 

Outbuildings/Secondary Structures:   
      

Major Alterations (with dates):   

 

Condition:  excellent 

Moved:  no   yes      Date:  

Acreage:  .77 

Setting:  
The Town Hall Square Historic District is historically 
significant as the site of the earliest (1637) permanent 
European settlement in Sandwich, and for its long history as 
the civic and institutional core of the town. Main Street runs 
east to west descending from wooded hills to the west and 
becomes the primary civic streetscape to the east. It has a 
mix of 18th to 20th-century residential, civic, religious, and 
commercial resources on moderate-sized lots with similar 
setbacks and mature landscaping before it joins and 
crosses Route 6A on the eastern boundary. 
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ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION:     
Describe architectural features.  Evaluate the characteristics of this building in terms of other buildings within the community.  

 
Calvinist Congregational Church, now First Church of Christ, was designed by Isaac Melvin of Cambridgeport based upon 
designs from English architectural pattern books, and is sited on a rise above Main Street. This Greek Revival building sits on a 
granite foundation and has a main gabled block with four broad pilasters supporting Ionic capitals and a broad entablature with 
modillion blocks. The center pavilion with a pedimented and denticulated entrance echoes the pavilion pediment above. The 
spire (often spoken of as reminiscent of the London spires designed by Christopher Wren) is broken into three stages, with a 
lower square section with pediments and dentils, an open fluted columned belfry on an octagonal base, and an eight-sided spire. 
The façade of the church entrance and tower is sheathed in wood flushboard, and the body of the church is sheathed in wood 
clapboards. Windows are located on the side walls of the entrance tower and along the side elevations, and have 16/16 
replacement sash with paneled shutters and pedimented lintels. The oldest institutional and civic buildings in the area date to the 
1830s during a period of extensive new construction. 
 

HISTORICAL NARRATIVE     
Discuss the history of the building.  Explain its associations with local (or state) history.  Include uses of the building, and the role(s) the 

owners/occupants played within the community.  
 
Sandwich had long been home to the early Protestant church of many of its settlers. The First Parish Meetinghouse (143 Main 
Street, SDW.202) continued to grow and expand but when in the early 1800s the clergyman, Jonathan Burr, began to preach 
hard Calvinistic doctrines contrary to his wide liberal background, the people rebelled. Many stayed away from church, and one 
nailed his pew shut and boarded over the top. In July of 1811 Burr was prevented from occupying his pulpit by an organized 
group of outsiders and could not make himself heard due to outsiders chanting in the gallery. He accordingly marched out with 
his followers and held service at another place (most likely at a room in Fessenden’s Tavern). In 1813, the conservative Burr 
supporters split off and built a chapel on land (at today’s 136 Main St.) bought for $200 from James Dillingham, who lived next 
door in the Dunbar House at 1 Water St. The Calvinistic Congregational Society in Sandwich was legally incorporated in 
February of 1814. Town legend has it that the Treasurer of the First Parish Church, Melatiah Bourne, who lived just north of  the 
new Calvinistic Church, had a small barn near the property line and made it a point to stir up the animals when services were 
going on. This accordingly became known as “The Spite Barn.”  
 
(The First Parish liberals stayed at the Meetinghouse and aligned themselves with the Unitarians. The American Unitarian 
Association was founded in 1825, and in 1833, the Meetinghouse was replaced with the Unitarian First Parish Church.) 
  
In 1848 the chapel at 136 Main Street was replaced with a new Calvinistic Congregational Church. The building's graceful 
design was in stark contrast to the former plain square or rectangular meeting houses built up until then. Its spire design is often 
spoken of as reminiscent of the London spires designed by Christopher Wren. At its dedication the Sandwich Observer reported, 
"We can only say that the house is thoroughly built of the best materials and after a beautiful plan; and that it is fitted up in as 
good style as any house in the country. The cost is $6,000.00." In 1861 an excellent organ, built by & G.G. Hook, was installed 
for the sum of $675.00. A photo of the church was used as a backdrop for Elvis Presley's 1967 album, "How Great Thou Art." 
 
By World War I the Sandwich population had shrunk drastically and the three central Protestant Churches had combined. In 
1918 the Methodists, Unitarians and Congregationalists formed the Sandwich Federated Church. For several years services 
were held for three-month periods in each structure. It was then decided to use the Unitarian Church for worship since it was the 
easiest to heat. A few summer services were held at the Congregational Church; however, each of the three parent churches 
maintained its own legal identity. The Methodist Church was sold in 1927 to the Masonic Lodge. Meetings of the Federated 
Church were shifted over to the Congregational building (new United Church of Christ) in 1960 following installation of a new 
heating facility. The Unitarian First Parish Church at 143 Main Street was sold in 1965, was operated as “Yesterday’s Doll 
Museum for a period and today is a private residence.  
 
The Calvinist Congregational Church is today known as "First Church, An Open and Affirming Congregation of The United 
Church of Christ." 
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