FROM THERETO HERE
by C. J. Gotthardt
It took a bit of doing to move this Meeting House from a knoll on Nehoiden
Street near Central Avenue, across a meadow and down a dirt road to the
principal intersection in the Village of Great Plain. But the "doing" was much,
much more than just a physical move:-feasibility-site location-agreement to
move-disagreement to move-voting to move-committee to raise funds,
undertake the move, make alterations and repairs. The Parish Clerk at that time,
although a gifted penman, was most laconic in his reportings and no details of
the actual move are to be found in his notes.
But we do have recollections of some who were told of the move by their
parents; the undocumented stories-imaginative, if not exactly true; the papers
by latter day historians; the Needham Chronicle; and, of course, Clarke's
History of Needham.
When this Meeting House was built, the intersection of Nehoiden Street
with Central Avenue was the center of town-and had been so since the
beginning. But times had changed, and by 1879 the town was centered about
a mile to the east, at the Village of Great Plain. It was probably the bell on the
railroad's locomotive that tolled the end of the rural community and ushered in
an era of development and growth. Progress, if you care to call it that, had left
the Meeting House behind on the knoll, with a parsonage and an old burying
ground for company.
It was a long trek to Meeting House for Sunday services, and this reality
must have prompted the move, as the Parish records say " ... to a more
convenient location." And what locale could be more convenient than at the
junction of Great Plain and Dedham Avenues-and with a commanding view of
the great plain. Although hard to imagine today, there really was a great plainflat land that stretched far to the east and west, and north to Rosemary Street
and beyond. Doris MacPhee remembers, as a little girl living on Warren Street,
that she could see "clear up to Birds Hill."
The Needham Chronicle, in the January 11, 1879 edition, dutifully reported
"We understand that the First Parish has decided upon Lot 9 on the plan of
Nehoiden Land Co.as the new location for their church."
What the Chronicle did not report was that but for seven votes this Meeting
House would be on the site of St. Joseph's Church at May Street and Highland
Avenue. An old town map cryptically labels this lot "Ladies Aid"-but the Parish
records note it as "Ladies Lot." The name is incidental to the story-mostly
undocumented-of Parish ladies, interested in moving the Church, raising a
sum, by means undisclosed, in excess of their needs. With intuitive wisdom they
sought to purchase land, only to learn that females could not hold title except
through male trustees. Rising up in wrath, as the story goes, they instigated
legislation to change all that-and must have succeeded, eventually selling the
"Ladies Lot" to St. Joseph's some years later.

First Parish in 1880, one year
after move to present location.
Old Kimball School in
background.
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With the site acquired, a building committee-Harris, Kingsbury, Martin
and Eaton-family names well known in Needham to this day-was chosen to
undertake the move forthwith, Seven weeks later the Chronicle noted:
"Operations have been commenced on moving the First Parish Church edificea move in the right direction."
.
There is a dearth of detail on the actual moving of the Meeting House. Alger
Eaton, as a young man of 16 years, helped with the move according to his son
Lawrence. Lawrence said he believed the structure was raised from its
foundations with jacks and settled on large timbers. The Meeting House was
skidded over the ground on rollers. Multiple teams of heavy draft horses were
the customary motive power, and sometimes a horse· powered capstan was
needed to increase the pulling power, or when going down grade to brake the
momentum.
The speculative concensus is that the route taken was easterly on Nehoiden
Street to about the cemetary, then southward across the Clarke and Kingsbury
meadows to Great Plain Avenue, turning east to the new site-a traverse of
about one and one-third miles. Lilias McIntosh, whose father Theodore was 11
years old at the time of the move, is quite certain that the route was over the
meadows just east of the high ground near Central Avenue.
Lilias remembers her father telling that the building was moved as far as they
could go in a day and left for the night. During the night the Meeting House
settled into the marshy meadow and precariously tipped. The men, returning in
the morning were somehow able to right the Church and continue the journey.
No mention of this near disaster is reported by Clarke in his "History," but he
does observe that the Meeting House remained on Clarke land for three weeks
before resuming the move. Piecing these two fragments together and with a
glance at the calendar, it is possible an early thaw had softened the meadow and
the movers prudently parked the Church on firmer ground until the frost was
completely out of the ground. On March 20, 1879, the Chronicle reported: "The
First Parish Church is now on the field of Miss Mary Kingsbury.
Three weeks later, arriving at Great Plain Avenue, the final leg of the
odyssey began, and the newspaper, in acknowlegement observed, " ... it will
doubtless arrive at its final resting place this summer." Somewhere along the
Avenue, Florence Gilette, then 6 or 7 years old hitched a ride as the Church
trundled on-according to her daughter, Doris MacPhee.
By May 8th, the editor of the Chronicle saw fit to write of our trip down
Great Plain Avenue, "Work on Highland Avenue progresses at a rate which
promises speedy completion, in contrast to the dilatory movements of the First
Parish Church edifice that 'like a wounded snake, drags its slow length along.'"
The "wounded snake" quotation is from, appropriately, Alexander Pope's Essay
on Criticism.
May 20, 1879 the 73 day journey ended and the Meeting House was home,
at last. There was more to be done to remodel and repair but the move was over
and the Chronicle's editor wrote, for all to read, " ... altogether (it) will be a great
addition to the appearance of the town" -and so it is.
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Originally at the corner of Nehoiden Street and Central Avenue, the
Church was moved one and one-half miles along the route shown by arrows on
the map above. Leaving Nehoiden Street at the corner of the old burying ground,
it traversed a meadow, a marsh and the long-gone Blacksmith Pond west to
Great Plain Avenue. Turning south on Great Plain, it was trundled on rollers by
heavy teams of horses to its present location at the intersection with Dedham
Avenue. A 73 day trip!
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