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The affluence of ship builders likely accounts for the quality of the
Rocky Hill Meeting House, built in 1785 in Amesbury, Massachusetts.
The location represented a compromise between farmers and ship
builders that satisfied neither. Used for only about 40 years, it exudes
an “everyone just got up and left” feeling. The hardware (such as
hinges and pew latches) and the unpainted pews are all original. Paint
on the pulpit and faux marbling on the pillars remain from 1785.



FRUGAL COLONISTS USED ONE BUILDING, THE
MEETINGHOUSE, AS TOWN HALL, AUDITORIUM,
COMMUNITY CENTER, AND CHURCH—AND IT
HELPED SHAPE AMERICAN ARCHITECTURE AND

THE DEMOCRATIC SPIRIT.

ew England colonists
built their meeting-
houses like them-
selves—practical and
hardworking.

Rising in the center of the com-
munity, the meetinghouse stood as the
centerpiece of civic and religious life—
the seat of government, site of public
gatherings, and place of worship.

Small in scale, symmetrical in
form, simple in décor, and built of
native materials, the meetinghouse
helped define American architec-
tural style just as it reflected the
ideals of its builders, making space
for what became two of the coun-
try’s founding freedoms: the rights
to assemble and to worship.

Although the meetinghouse
served primarily as a church, early
Protestants never called it that. For
them, a church was a body of be-
lievers, not the building in which
they worshiped.

In New England, the meeting-
house was typically the largest struc-
ture in the town, a public building
funded by tax revenues and built to
hold all of its people for a town
meeting or hellfire sermon. At a time
when a single religion bound each
New England community together,
no one complained about the tight
embrace between church and state
during Sunday services.

New England colonies were es-
sentially theocracies, where church
membership was required for partic-
ipation in community governance
and policymaking, and attendance
at worship services was mandatory.
The use of public space—and tax-
payer funds—for religious purposes
was therefore fully sanctioned.

When congregants folded their
prayer books away, the meetinghouse
became the secular center of society.
Unlike England where royalty and
lords controlled the government, every
American citizen had his voice in the
community and raised it in the meet-
inghouse. Real democracy ruled the
town meetings there, giving the gov-
ernment the strength of the people and
establishing a tradition that would be
formalized in the Constitution.

Because of the vital role of the







