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The Old South: 
The Meetinghouse and the American 
Preservation Movement 

As nineteenth-century Bostonians moved out of the city’s crowded downtown 

to the new Back Bay, their churches tended to follow. But the move to aban- 

don the Old South meetinghousegenerated intense resistance. More than “a 

sentimental veneration for bricks and mortav, V preserving the Old South was 

thejrst time urban Americans stood up successfully for a historic structure- 

and began to reconsider theirfeelings about a changing public environment. 

Why does Boston differ from Chicago? Why do we differ here from 

Cincinnati? . If in addition to the loss of the house where Benjamin 

Franklin was born, the old Hancock residence, and the Brattle Street 

Church, you shall add the Old State House, which has already been 

desecrated and half its sanctity destroyed, the Old South, and Faneuil Hall, 

then what have you, Bostonians, left in any sense different from any city that 

has sprung up within the last twenty years? 

Rev. Willimn H. H. Murray, at the Old South Church, 1876’ 

B 
ostonians, like other 

American urban residents 

in the mid-nineteenth 

century, embraced a cul- 

ture of change in the built 

environment. Change was progress, change 

was good; change was in any case inevi- 

table. ‘Whatever is old,” said Emerson, “is 

corrupt.“* This culture was not friendly to 

the survival of old buildings. 

The campaign to save the Old South 

meetinghouse in the 1870s was a turning 

point in this culture, one of national impor- 

tance. The Old South was not the first 

building to inspire a movement for its pres- 

ervation, and it was not the first to be saved. 

But it was the focus of the first American 

preservation campaign to take on both the 
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forces and the culture of change in the cen- 

ter of a great city where they were stron- 

gest. Most importantly it succeeded. 

THE CHANGING CITY 

Between 1800 and 1870, Boston grew from 

a town of 24,000 to a city of 250,000 thou- 

sand (by comparison, in the past seventy 

years the Boston metropolitan area has 

roughly tripled in population). In order to 

accomplish this growth, nineteenth- 

century Bostonians completely remade 

their whole environment, over and over, 

working “such a transformation as no other 

great city of the world has ever undergone 

at the hands of man,“ in the words of one 

contemporary historian.3 They shoveled 

hills into bays, which more than doubled 

the peninsula’s area and set the stage for a 

locational scramble among mansions, ten- 

ements, warehouses, and stores. 

The business center of the city, 

around State Street, early lost its residen- 

tial attractiveness, and fashionable neigh- 

borhoods expanded in other directions. In 

1795 the Mount Vernon Proprietors began 

developing Beacon Hill into a homoge- 

neous upper-class district. South of State 

Street, pleasant houses and gardens grew 

up in the old South End of Franklin, Sum- 

mer, and Pearl streets and Fort Hill, and 

after 1810 this district spread westward to 

Tremont Street and Park Street, facing Bea- 

con Hill across the Common. 

By the 1840s the business district had 

begun to engulf these neighborhoods. 

From the other direction waterfront ware- 

houses encroached on Fort Hill. Specula- 

tors bought houses there and carried their 

investments by packing them from cellar 

to attic with Irish immigrants who were 

arriving at and working on the docks below 

The Irish were the first great wave of Euro- 

pean immigrants whom Bostonians did not 

consider assimilable. Reactions to their 

arrival recast spatial and economic compe- 

tition as ethnic conflict. 

The Fort Hill and Pearl Street aris- 

tocracy retreated southward, financed by 

rising land values in their old neighbor- 

hoods. By 1847 the newly emerging retail 

district had an outpost on Washington 

Street as far south as Summer Street.4 A 

horsecar line on Washington Street in 1856 

speeded this retail invasion, but it also pro- 

vided a residential alternative. The street- 

cars ran to the new South End being filled 

along the neck that connected Boston to 

the mainland. During the 186Os, accord- 

ing to historian Walter Firey, the South End 

was “the distinctly preferred residential dis- 

trict of the city.” But upper-class prefer- 

ences soon switched to the Back Bay, and 

then the South End declined to a rooming 

house district. Of all the changing neigh- 

borhoods, the South End’s fall was the 

most traumatic. Not only was its fashion- 

able life-span the shortest yet, but unlike 

Fort Hill and the Summer Street district 

its departing residents generally sold not 

at a handsome gain but at a loss5 

So long as fashionable neighbor- 

hoods moved around within the limits of 

Boston’s original peninsula, they were 

within easy walking distance of the shared 

environment ofpublic spaces and buildings, 

particularly churches, which anchored the 

changes in people’s individual environ- 

ments. By the middle ofthe century neigh- 

borhood changes were tearing these 
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anchors loose. Churches began moving, 

pulled by wholesale migration of their con- 

gregations and pushed by the altered char- 

acter of their old locations. In 1872 Deacon 

Frederick D. Allen of the Old South 

Church reported that of thirteen churches 

that had served the old Summer Street 

district east of Washington Street in 1845, 

one had closed its doors and eleven had 

moved elsewhere. Only the Old South 

remained, and its leaders, said Allen, “have 

long regarded the ultimate removal of our 

place of worship as inevitable.“6 

Most of these churches moved to 

the Back Bay. In 1859 Federal Street 

(thereafter Arlington Street) Church 

bought one of the first lots filled, thus 

helping to establish the area’s aristocratic 

character; three more churches followed 

in the 1860s. In 1871, Brattle Square 

Church laid a cornerstone in the Back Bay, 

and Trinity Church, which had hesitated 

momentarily about venturing out “upon 

the new land,” acquired a site there.’ The 

next year the Old South began construct- 

ing a chapel at Copley Square, though it 

had not yet decided what to do with its 

downtown meetinghouse. These were 

three of Boston’s most prestigious con- 

gregations, and their decisions to build in 

the Back Bay, coming in quick succession, 

must have deflated any lingering hopes of 

social preeminence in the South End. 

The Back Bay was conceived as a civic 

showpiece, an exception to the rules of 

neighborhood change. Many of the people 

steering institutions there felt they were 

heading for safety, a place that would be 

immune from the rapid changes that had 

driven them from other localities. Even as 

church proprietors embraced the culture of 

change to explain and excuse their abandon- 

ment ofbeloved downtown structures, they 

erected extraordinarily elaborate buildings 

that were clearly not intended to be transi- 

tory ‘IAnd so make this church the Church 

of the Trinity forever,” the Reverend Phillips 

Brooks concluded his dedication prayer for 

the new Trinity church, and the structure 

was as much as possible adequate to the task 

Public buildings like H. H. Richardson’s 

Trinity and Brattle Square churches were 

meant, in historian Alan Gowans’s words, 

“to stand for and from eternity”* 

For the well-to-do, the domestic 

environment of suburban towns or of the 

Back Bay was a stable alternative “waiting 

like a refuge,” says historian John Stilgoe, 

“in the storm of the late nineteenth- 

century urban frenzy” These signs of per- 

manence served as an increasingly impor- 

tant underpinning to the culture of change, 

a reassuring private stability that allowed 

people to face with equanimity the con- 

tinual changes in their public environment. 

The Back Bay with its perpetual deed 

restrictions allowed upper-class Boston- 

ians, fortified in a precinct they believed 

secure, to hand over their old neighbor- 

hoods to business or to lower classes. 

The problem was that the forces of 

environmental change did not respect the 

conceptual boundaries around them. Even 

the favored classes watched their refuges 

overtaken. When people became uneasy 

about the directions and pace of social 

change in post-Civil War America, then the 

city’s physical change no longer seemed 

reassuring. Suddenly change in general 

seemed perhaps negative rather than posi- 
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tive. This was not a reasoned conclusion 

but a cultural gestalt-switch. As individuals 

lost their faith in change, they grew more 

keenly aware of its disadvantages-prob- 

lems they already knew about but had dis- 

missed either as sentimentalism unbefitting 

a practical nation or as regrettable but 

inevitable side effects of a necessary and 

healthy progress. 

THE PLACE OF OLD BUILDINGS 

In the first half of the nineteenth century, 

Americans generally regarded old buildings 

with distaste, and historically significant 

buildings were not exempt from this per- 

ception. Significance resided in sites rather 

than structures. Some of Boston’s histori- 

cally minded citizens in 1826 proposed 

demolishing the Old State House because 

its site would be an appropriate location for 

a statue honoring George Washington. 

Without any reluctance they recommended 

“the removal of such an encumbrance”: 

If no statue of Washington had been procured, 

the committee thought that the City could do 

no act more worthy of its reputation . . . than to 

raze the present edifice, and to erect a column, 

or obelisk, as a memorial of the important use, 

to which that spot had been devoted, and by 

which it had been consacrated [ric] .9 

History in the environment meant not 

antiquities surviving from earlier periods 

but monuments erected by the present 

generation. Perhaps the most conspicuous 

in the nation and one of the most admired 

was the Bunker Hill monument in 

Charlestown, a 221-foot granite obelisk 

built between 1825 and 1&13.‘O 

Bostonians found that they regretted 

the loss of familiar landmarks, but their 

sadness often took them by surprise 

because the culture of change had taught 

them to reject such sentimentality One 

congregation felt unexpectedly bereft as it 

demolished its old home in 1844. “We 

knew not how dear were its old walls, till 

they began to disappear,” confessed the 

Reverend Chandler Robbins. “We never 

realized how strong and tender were the 

associations that bound it to our hearts, till 

we saw it dismantled, desolate, and ruin- 

ous, whilst the work of its destruction was 

going on.nll 

During the next decades a growing 

antiquarian sensibility allowed some 

Americans to appreciate buildings and 

scenes of great age. Publishers offered more 

urban guidebooks as cities grew larger and 

as railroad extensions made it easier for 

strangers to visit them, and most of these 

books included antiquarian notes among 

their descriptions. Yet Bostonians still 

applauded the progress that was relegating 

many old buildings to memory Antiquari- 

anism was an attitude of connoisseurship, 

not a prescription for action, so these con- 

tradictory ideas did not necessarily get 

sorted out. Starting around the time of the 

Civil War, however, increasingly pervasive 

urban change together with an increasing 

awareness of history forced Americans to 

recognize these contradictions and to con- 

sider, at first tentatively and unsuccessfully 

what to do with old but valued pieces of 

the urban environment. 

Bostonians expected, despite the cul- 

ture of change, that at least some parts of 

their surroundings were supposed to be 
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permanent. The owner of a Trinity Church 

tomb in 1871 recalled of the bodies that 

lay under the building, When they were 

interred there, it was supposed they would 

not be removed until the general resurrec- 

tion.“12 While the durability of institutions 

was loosely expected to ensure the perma- 

nence of the buildings they occupied, it did 

not necessarily follow that protecting the 

buildings was an institutional priority. 

When churches discovered conflicts 

between their roles as custodians of souls 

and as custodians of buildings, it seemed 

obvious that buildings would have to suffer. 

Boston had long held certain promi- 

nent features of the urban environment 

to be permanent, in theory. The origi- 

nal city charter in 1822 specifically pro- 

hibited selling the Boston Common or 

Faneuil Hall. These two places gave 

Boston’s citizens prototypes for think- 

ing about environmental permanence. 

The city in 1850 assigned street num- 

bers to the Granary and Ring’s Chapel 

burial grounds in the expectation that 

“buildings will, no doubt, cover these 

grounds within the present century”- 

but the Common was exempted from 

the system. r3 Thus even as Bostonians 

confirmed the changeability of their en- 

vironment, they were drawing the line 

somewhere. Enumeration of these two 

properties, however, served to devalue 

all the others that were not on the list. 

This exclusion was nearly fatal to the 

Old State House, which the city treated 

as an income source by renting its rooms 

to businesses that disfigured its walls 

with advertising signs in what one mod- 

ern preservationist has called “adaptive 

abuse.“r4 Its appearance was both an 

embarrassment and a puzzle: was it a 

historic shrine or a run-down commer- 

cial building? 

Even for the Common and Faneuil 

Hall, the policy of permanence was inco- 

herent. They were fured landmarks in that 

they could not be sold and presumably 

would not be destroyed, but neither of 

them was particularly well cared for. Until 

well into the nineteenth century, the Com- 

mon was used as a pasture and remained 

scruf$ Later it served as a dumping ground 

for snow cleared from the streets, with all 

the unsavory stuff cleared with it. Faneuil 

Hall had been built as a combination 

market and meeting hall, and the muni- 

cipal government treated it, too, as an 

economic asset by managing it as an 

income-producing part of the marketplace 

complex. This ambivalent treatment was 

partly deliberate. There was simply no cate- 

gory for preserved things. Preservation was 

not in itself a land use, so the existence of 

the Common and Faneuil Hall depended 

on maintaining their functions. 

An embryonic preservation move- 

ment in America had begun before the 

Civil War. In 1847, residents of Deerfield 

in western Massachusetts tried unsuc- 

cessfully to save the “Old Indian House,” 

with its hatchet-scarred door recalling a 

1704 attack on the settlement.15 In 1850 

New York State bought the Hasbrouck 

house in Newburgh, Washington’s head- 

quarters during the final years of the 

Revolution. In 1856 the state of Tennes- 

see purchased the Hermitage, Andrew 

Jackson’s estate outside Nashville. Near 

Boston, the Essex Institute in Salem 
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began before the Civil War to take an 

interest in preserving buildings.r6 

By far the most important antebel- 

lum preservation effort was the nationwide 

campaign to buy George Washington’s 

home, Mount Vernon. By the 185Os, 

Americans treated it as a national shrine, 

and they were puzzled and offended that 

Washington’s descendants, who still owned 

it, were not receptive to their pilgrimages. 

Southerner Ann Pamela Cunningham in 

1853 began campaigning to save it from 

becoming “the seat of manufacturers and 

manufactories” or, as was more likely, a 

resort hotel. She organized the Mount 

Vernon Ladies’ Association for the purchase 

and “perpetual guardianship” of Mount 

Vernon.” In 1856, as she expanded her 

organization nationwide, she was joined by 

former Massachusetts Senator Edward 

Everett, who had been instrumental in the 

erection of the Bunker Hill monument. 

Everett was motivated by reverence for 

Washington as well as a perception that the 

Mount Vernon campaign could help the 

cause of national unity By 1859 this early 

women’s organization had succeeded in 

raising the enormous sum of two hundred 

thousand dollars and buying the property. 

Caring for it through the Civil War and the 

years that followed proved an equally for- 

midable task.‘* 

All the structures preserved before 

the Civil War stood in rural areas or small 

towns. There was little organized pres- 

ervationism within cities. The greatest 

exception was Independence Hall in Phila- 

delphia, which the city bought in 1816 to 

save it from destruction by the state, but 

like the Old State House in Boston its sta- 

tus remained in doubt for decades to 

come.r9 Most urban antiquarians little 

thought that they could or should influ- 

ence the physical evolution of the city The 

“Old Feather Store” (fig. 2), a seventeenth- 

century house next to Faneuil Hall and a 

favorite of antiquarians, was demolished in 

1860 to widen North Street; its imminent 

demolition prompted early efforts at 

photographic documentation but no seri- 

ous attempt at preservation. Antiquarians’ 

customary response to the passing of land- 

marks was regret rather than resistance.20 

Historic structures just happened to 

remain, and it would have seemed strange 

and impractical to try to save them. 

Bostonians first seriously questioned 

this mindset-and learned about the prac- 

tical and philosophical difficulties of 

preservation in the city-in an unsuccess- 

ful effort before and during the Civil War 

to save John Hancock’s house (fig. 3). The 

house, built in 1737 by Hancock’s uncle, 

faced the Common next to the Beacon Hill 

State House. Hancock planned to bequeath 

his house to the commonwealth but died 

in 1793 before he could act on his inten- 

tion.21 The estate instead passed to his 

young nephew, also named John Hancock, 

and it was the death of this nephew in 1859 

that precipitated the house’s crisis. “I 

hope, n he wrote in his will, “the estate may 

not be sold, but retained in the family,” and, 

perhaps hoping a delay would lead his heirs 

to some durable arrangement for keeping 

it, he directed that it “not be sold till four 

years after my decease.‘lZL Instead, they im- 

mediately offered it to the commonwealth 

for one hundred thousand dollars. Gover- 

nor Nathaniel I? Banks recommended the 
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purchase as an official home for the state’s 

governors. The legislature approved buy- 

ing the house, but with evident ambiva- 

lence. It required unanimous action by a 

committee of eight state officials, who were 

also to report “a recommendation as to the 

uses to be made of said estate in the fu- 

ture” with the stipulation that “it shall 

never be used as a residence for the gover- 

nor.“23 The purchase was not consum- 

mated, and in 1863, immediately after the 

four years had passed, two men bought the 

land beneath the house for $125,000. 

The family offered the structure 

itself together with its valuable furnishings 

and portraits, as a gift to the city, but 

because of the land sale it would have to 

be removed from the site.24 The citycoun- 

cil appointed a committee “to consider the 

propriety of some effort on the part of the 

City Government for the preservation of 

the Hancock house”25 by moving it. The 

least expensive destination would have 

been across the street onto the Common, 

Fig. 2. The Old Feather Store just before demolition, 1860; stereoview by Barnum, Boston. Courtesy 

SPNEA Library and Archives. 
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Fig. 3. 7Tze Hancock house, photograph by Edward Lamson Henry, about 1863; courtesy SPNEA 

Library and Archives. 

but the committee did not wish to estab- become “an historical cabinet.” Individu- 

lish the precedent of a building there. If als quickly pledged six thousand dollars and 

located on the Common or Public Gar- were expected to provide twice that toward 

den, the house might be used as a the estimated seventeen-thousand-dollar 

caretaker’s residence; elsewhere it could cost of the move, but the effort faltered 
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when the council learned its estimate was 

10w.*~ Demolition began in June for two 

modern mansions to replace the single his- 

toric one. 

As a last resort, Bostonians looked to 

the new owners themselves. “It is not 

often,” said a large handbill (fig. 4), “that 

an opportunity is given to men of wealth 

to earn a title to public gratitude by an act 

of simple self-denial.” The handbill 

pointed out that although “they have made 

an honest purchase, and of course may 

plead that they have a right to do what they 

will with their own,” they “must at any rate 

be prepared to hear, during the whole of 

their lives . . . the frequent expression of 

public discontent. Argument may show 

them blameless, but sentiment will ever 

condemn the proceeding” of demolishing 

John Hancock’s house.*’ This was an 

appeal to the old notion that wealth car- 

ried a responsibility to the community It 

did not work. 

The Hancock house episode was a 

pivotal event in the history of American 

preservation. Both the state and the city 

governments took actions recognizing that 

preservation could be a legitimate aim of 

public policy and a legitimate object ofpub- 

lit expenditure. Private individuals, too, 

assumed financial responsibility for pres- 

ervation, thus bringing the Mount Vernon 

precedent to the urban environment. 

Translating public policy and individual 

responsibility into effective action posed 

not only practical difficulties but also the 

problems of assigning a use to a building 

that had left the utilitarian realm to become 

instead “an historical monument.“28 

Although the Hancock house effort failed, 

its failure was a catalyst. Bostonians had 

gone beyond regretting the loss of urban 

landmarks to try saving one. In later years 

they found energy in the realizations both 

of how close they came to succeeding and 

how great was their loss. 

Historians have explained nine- 

teenth-century preservationism by looking 

at the motives of preservationists, the role 

of historical consciousness in consolidat- 

ing regional and national identity and in 

apportioning status between old money 

and new, native-born Anglo-Saxons and 

new immigrants. There is ample evidence 

to support this reading.29 But many preser- 

vation controversies were intraclass dis- 

agreements about which parts of the 

environment were meant as symbolic and 

which utilitarian, and how to weigh these 

disparate values. The effort to save the Old 

South meetinghouse, like the one to save 

the Hancock House, was fought among the 

members of Boston’s elite. In each case, 

both sides acknowledged the structure’s 

patriotic and historical significance but dis- 

agreed whether it should have any opera- 

tional weight against the practical forces 

that drove change in the environment. 

THE OLD SOUTH MEETINGHOUSE 

In the years after the Hancock house fell 

in 1863, Bostonians experienced further 

losses of prominent old buildings, mostly 

as churches migrated to the Back Bay. 

Brattle Square Church acquired its new 

site in 1867; Trinity Church in 1870 began 

preparing to move, although the congre- 

gation still held services in its downtown 

building on Summer Street until the 

Great Fire consumed it in November of 
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1872. Both these moves aroused opposi- churches have been on a stampede after 

tion, but both went ahead anyway. “For their worshippers,” said the Boston Chris- 

the last few years nearly all of the older tian Register in 1871. “Soon the Old South 

DEMOLl!BONHASCOMMENCED 
It is a question of some perplexity to decide how far it is wise or proper for the city 

government or for iadividuals to interfere to preveot the act of modem vandalism which 
demands the destruction 01 this precious relic; for that it is destroyed, in effect, if re- 
moved, we conceive admits of no queslion. Will it, or will it not, be a mitigalion of tbe 
public disgrace to establish the house itselt elsewhere as a perpelual monument 01 tha 
proceeding. 

Witbout wishing in the least degree to discourage the public spirit aad the patriotism 
ol tbac gcntlcmro in the City Council rho .ra neekiog at this moment to do the beat tbinl they can for the ~nevathm 
of the bolue, re still think it ri#ht that one preliminary l ppesl &mld be made to the present ownem. They sm @edemm 
of wealth, they hare made an honeat purrhone. and of msme nmy plead that they have. ri#bt to do what they will ritb 
their own. It is with full remgnition of their r&hta in this reqect, and withal in the utmont kindneon to them, that we 
would dmoniab them how dearly ia pm-chmed my @ thing which wets the nmrillce of public uoci&ma no dear and ao 
noble aa thm that cluster around the_HanaPk House. 

Fig. 4. This handbill, printed in red ink on June 6, 1863, was the lartgasp of the efirt to rave the 

Hancock house; courtesy SPNEA Library and Archives. 
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will be the only reminder, in the heart of 

the city, of the church edifices of a former 

generation.“M The greatest American pres- 

ervation effort of the nineteenth century, 

the one that brought preservation to the 

cities, began when the Old South Church 

congregation decided that it too would 

follow its worshippers to the Back Bay 

The Old South dated from 1729, a 

large brick barn of a building whose plain- 

ness made it fit the old puritan term “meet- 

inghouse” better than “church.” The 

provincial town used it for public meet- 

ings too big for Faneuil Hall, and so it had 

a unique Revolutionary role as the site of 

famous orations and gatherings such as the 

one that launched the Boston Tea Party” 

It was said to be the second richest church 

in the United States, after Trinity in New 

York. It was this combination of great age, 

social prominence, and especially histori- 

cal importance that made the Old South 

meetinghouse seem a special case, its pres- 

ervation worthy of extraordinary measures. 

The effort to preserve the Old South 

went through three phases of successively 

widening scope. First, a faction within the 

church sought to block the decision to 

move. Then, opponents both within and 

outside the church challenged its right to 

make such a move, in effect trying to force 

the congregation to take responsibility for 

preserving the building. Finally, preserva- 

tionists campaigned to save the building 

independently of the congregation. 

The Old South’s organization was 

typical of Protestant churches of the period. 

About 350 individuals were listed as mem- 

bers of the church. Anyone could attend 

Sunday services and, member or not, was 

obliged to pay “pew rent.” The only excep- 

tions were the forty-five or so pew propri- 

etors, who made up the voting 

membership of the Old South Society, the 

corporation which for civil purposes was 

the church. These proprietors had each 

paid a substantial fee for their right and paid 

a quarterly “pew tax” as well; they were the 

more well-to-do among the congregation. 

A powerful “standing committee” con- 

trolled admission to pew proprietorship 

and also managed the society’s million dol- 

lars or so of assets. These officers, said a 

contemporary observer, “are chosen mostly 

from a class of men who can fiord to live 

on the Back Bay,” and in the early 1870s 

ten of eleven did; of the congregation as a 

whole less than a quarter lived there.32 

One embarrassing hour in 1865 con- 

vinced many in the society that it was time 

to leave the old meetinghouse. A national 

synod of Congregationalists met in the Old 

South that year, but traffic noise from 

Washington Street drowned out the pro- 

ceedings. After the first speaker, the par- 

ticipants resolved to remove to a quieter 

location, to the horror of their hosts.33 The 

following year a committee of the church’s 

proprietors described its neighborhood: 

“Business presses on all sides; and the air 

around this locality is corrupted by cook- 

ing and eating houses, and other establish- 

ments about us. Washington Street has 

become so crowded and unpleasant that it 

is hardly a suitable place for females to walk 

in the evening.“34 

In 1869 the congregation bought a lot 

in the Back Bay at Copley Square. The pew 

proprietors approved, by a vote of fourteen 

to six, this purchase of land “sufficient for 
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a house of worship” yet almost unani- 

mously affirmed that the action “does not 

contemplate the sale or removal of the Old 

South Meeting-house.“35 How could these 

two votes be reconciled? Together, they 

were a compromise that meant different 

things to different people. For the major- 

ity it was a matter of timing. A new church 

would be built on the lot, and the fate of 

the old meetinghouse would be decided 

then. From the beginning, the society’s 

building committee made provisions for a 

complete replacement of the old structure 

on the Back Bay, even though it con- 

structed only a chapel at first. The minor- 

ity, said one of its members, viewed the 

purchase merely as “a precautionary mea- 

sure.n36 Several alternatives seemed pos- 

sible. Perhaps the Back Bay chapel might 

be operated as a sort of satellite facility for 

the congregation, like the Beacon Hill 

chapel it replaced or like the church’s Sun- 

day School in the West End. Perhaps the 

society would partition, one half to remain 

in the original meetinghouse and the other 

to worship on the Back Bay Society mem- 

bers knew that the church’s charter pro- 

hibited selling or leasing the meetinghouse 

property, in accordance with the 1669 gift 

by which the society acquired it.” They 

questioned the religious efficacy as well as 

the fairness of catering to the richest quar- 

ter rather than the bulk of the congrega- 

tion and the large transient downtown 

population, which the Old South’s loca- 

tion and financial resources made it 

uniquely able to serve. 

Several of the preservationist minor- 

ity were already at odds with the rest of 

the proprietors. Publisher Uriel Cracker 

and his son Uriel H. Cracker had ques- 

tioned the church’s financial manage- 

ment, and in 1857 the younger Cracker 

was deposed as an officer of the society. 

During the next fourteen years he came 

repeatedly before the Supreme Judicial 

Court arguing against the Old South. The 

first suit, heard between 1859 and 1866, 

charged that the society had diverted 

money from its poor-relief funds to gen- 

eral support of the wealthy congregation. 

Cracker won, although the court did not 

find the amounts involved as large as he 

claimed. During this period he evidently 

found it uncomfortable to worship at the 

Old South and temporarily joined the 

West Church. After he won the decision 

against Old South’s management, the 

society in 1870 took the unprecedented 

step of expelling him and confiscating his 

valuable pew rights. He sued and lost.38 

Like the issue of preserving the old meet- 

inghouse, this earlier acrimony involved 

contemporaries’ perception of failure in 

the society’s duty to the community 

Despite the charter’s prohibition of 

selling the old meetinghouse, the Old 

South standing committee informally 

entertained offers for the property. The 

Boston Board of Trade in 1869 proposed a 

Union Merchants’ Exchange for the site. 

In April 1872, the society voted to ask the 

legislature for authority to dispose of the 

property, but it was too late for action in 

that year’s session.3g 

That November, the Great Fire 

destroyed the city around the Old South 

(fig. 5). The fire stopped at the walls of the 

Old South Church only through some 

combination of divine intervention and the 
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Fig. 5. “Boston.-Scene at the Great Fire-Efforts to Save the Old South Church, ” 1872, 

engravingfrom uniden@ed periodical Old South Church and Its Pastors; courtesy Boston 

Public Library. 

heroic efforts of firefighters (fig. 6). Many of nearby Trinity Church end opposition 

of the church’s proprietors, wrote histo- to that congregation’s relocation. They 

rian Charles Francis Adams in The Nation, found another way to take advantage of the 

“by no means regard this as a matter for fire. The city commandeered the Old 

felicitation,” as they saw the smoking ruins South to quarter troops guarding the 
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“burnt district,* and several burnt-out 

businesses sought to use the meeting- 

house as temporary accommodation when 

it became available. Almost as soon as the 

fire was out, the standing committee 

announced that the post office wanted the 

Old South as emergency quarters; this use 

was perhaps the most essential it could have 

proposed and the one best calculated to win 

legislative approval. The petition to the leg- 

islature was not limited to post office use, 

however, nor to leasing the property; the 

society asked for the removal of all restric- 

tions on its disposal.40 

The campaign had now entered its 

public phase. One hundred of the church’s 

members and nineteen of its proprietors- 

only twenty-one had voted for the post 

office lease-asked the legislature to deny 

the request, as did other opponents from 

all around New England. Many of their 

arguments still involved interests within 

the religious society itself, and one legisla- 

tor wondered whether “the Lord could not 

afford to own a respectable corner 1ot.“41 

But the campaign also considered the 

meetinghouse as an historic monument 

and the Old South Society as a custodian 

in the larger public interest. “Here are some 

twoscore persons,” wrote Charles Francis 

Adams of the pew proprietors, “who, by 

mere accident, find themselves the trust- 

ees of an edifice of first-class historical 

interest. Instead ofjealously guarding and 

Fig. 6. The “Burnt District” with the unburnt OM South in the background; courtesy the Boston 

Public Library. 
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preserving it, they are wholly unable to see 

anything but the inconvenience to them- 

selves and their families of attending reli- 

gious services in it once a week”42 

The standing committee vehemently 

objected to this view of their responsibil- 

ity There was “no sense in having such a 

sentimental veneration for bricks and mor- 

tar,” testified Deacon Charles Stoddard, 

“for even if the British did do something 

or other in the church, that was nothing to 

do with the work of Christ.” Stoddard 

fought the placing of an historical tablet on 

the wall, and the Reverend Jacob H. Man- 

ning, who previously had encouraged his- 

torical appreciation of the building, now 

told his congregation that it threatened to 

“bring us into bondage.“” 

The Old South’s defenders did not 

describe the building as an architectural 

or visual landmark. They almost ostenta- 

tiously disdained its appearance; as the 

Globe reported: “No enthusiasm for the 

preservation of the old structure could 

ever throw a glamour of beauty about the 

severely plain, rectangular building, its 

curious spire, or the odd-looking weather 

vane which surmounted it. Only historic 

associations could make the structure so 

interesting to the people of New England 

and of the nation.“44 “They say the Old 

South is Ugly!” said reformer and orator 

Wendell Phillips. “I should be ashamed to 

know whether it is ugly or handsome. 

Does a man love his mother because she 

is handsome?“45 

At the same proprietors’ meeting that 

approved the post office lease, the society 

also voted to offer the meetinghouse for 

sale to the Massachusetts Historical Soci- 

ety for its appraised value. The historical 

society’s executive committee answered 

that it could not possibly afford the build- 

ing, although it would be happy to act as a 

custodian if someone were to contribute 

the purchase price. Out of a personal 

responsibility that they did not feel the 

church as an institution shared, individual 

members of the Old South majority of- 

fered twenty-five to thirty thousand dol- 

lars toward the cost.& But neither the 

historical society nor anyone else attempted 

to raise the additional hundreds of thou- 

sands of dollars that would have been nec- 

essary to meet the terms of this offer. 

The legislature approved not the 

complete release the society sought but 

only the actual two-year lease to the U.S. 

government for the post office (figs. 1 & 

7). The Old South in spring of 1873 moved 

services to its Copley Square chapel and 

voted that “for all purposes it shall be the 

meeting-house of the Old South 

Church.“47 Over the objections of its pres- 

ervationist pewholders, the society began 

constructing a $450,000 church there. 

Then, in 1874, when the post office lease 

was half over and the new church was ris- 

ing in the Back Bay, the society renewed 

its application for a complete release to dis- 

pose of the building. The legislature passed 

the contentious issue to the Supreme Judi- 

cial Court.48 

The court in the summer of 1875 

heard arguments on the society’s right to 

sell the meetinghouse. A preliminary deci- 

sion in October of that year seemed to 

favor the building’s preservation; the 

court held that a majority vote of the pro- 

prietors was not alone sufficient for its sale 
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Fig. 7. The 

interior of the 

Old South 

meetinghouse 

as a post ojice; 

courtesy 

SPNEA 

Libvaty and 

Archives. 

and destruction but that the society also dedicated its new church in December 

had to demonstrate that the minority’s 1875.4” The following spring the court 

interests were not unreasonably compro- heard the second halfof the case. The jus- 

mised by the action. Once again the issue tices, noting that the law did not permit 

would be treated as a matter internal to them to take into account “regrets . at 

the Old South Society The congregation the probable removal of a building sur- 
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rounded by so many patriotic and histori- 

cal associations,” on May 8, 1876, granted 

the Old South Society permission to dis- 

pose of its meetinghouse.50 

As soon as the decree was finalized, 

the society advertised for sale “all the mate- 

rials above the level of the sidewalks . . . 

The spire is covered with copper, and there 

is a lot of lead on roof and belfry, and the 

roof is covered with imported old Welch 

slate. 60 days will be allowed for the 

removal. Terms cash” (fig. S).51 On Thurs- 

day, June 8, 1876, auctioneer Samuel 

Hatch, who had earlier presided over dis- 

posal of the Hancock house, announced in 

the Old South that “this ancient structure 

has done its work. Time is no respector of 

persons or of buildings” and opened bid- 

ding, which reached only $1,350. On Sat- 

urday, the purchaser began dismantling the 

steeple of the meetinghouse as salvage.52 

The following day the third and most 

extraordinary phase of the Old South 

preservation effort began as George W. 

Simmons and Son, proprietors of Boston’s 

Oak Hall clothing store, secured a seven- 

day delay in the demolition. Simmons 

hung from the steeple a banner reading: 

THE ELEVENTH HOUR! 

Men and Women of Massachusetts! 

Does Boston desire the humiliation which 

is to-day a part of her history since she 

had allowed this memorial to be sold under 

the hammer? 

Shall the Old South be Saved? 

We have bought the right to hold this building 

uninjured for seven days, and will be condition- 

ally responsible for raising the last $100,000 to 

complete its purchase. 

G. W Simmons & Son, Oak Hall, Boston.53 

At noon on Wednesday, June 14, 

Bostonians crammed the building for a 

mass meeting at which Wendell Phillips, 

according to one of his listeners, “spoke 

as if pleading for the life of one con- 

demned unjustly. “54 Now the issues were 

secular. Phillips invoked the national 

centennial and challenged the idea of 

monuments that had prevailed among 

Bostonians for generations. 

The saving of this landmark is the best 

monument you can erect to the men of the 

Revolution. You spend $40,000 here, and 

$20,000 there, to put up a statue of some old 

hero. . But what is a statue of Cicero 

compared to standing where your voice echoes 

from pillar and wall that actually heard his 

Phillippics? . Shall we tear in pieces the roof 

that actually trembled to the words which made 

us a nation?ss 

The meeting appointed a commit- 

tee, chaired by Governor Alexander Rice, 

to appeal for funds and negotiate the 

building’s preservation. The committee 

obtained a month’s extension on the 

structure’s stay of execution and asked the 

Old South’s standing committee for a 

lease on the underlying land and an agree- 

ment to sell it for a value to be fured by 

appraisal, as in the offer to the historical 

society. The church’s officers responded 

on the day before demolition was to 

resume. They withdrew the historical 
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society offer; the price of the land was 

$420,000, to be paid in cash in two months. 

They expressed skepticism that the pres- 

ervation committee would raise it and 

required that the committee agree in writ- 

ing “that if at the expiration of the time 

above fured. . . you are unable to purchase 

the property on the terms proposed, you 

will not ask us for any further extension 

of time.“56 They pointed out that they had 

generously refrained from asking any rent 

for the building in the interim. “The soci- 

ety,” wrote 7’he Commonwealth, “does not 

mean that two edifices bearing the name 

of ‘Old South’ shall stand at the same time 

in the city of Boston-one to be a con- 

tinual reminder of the unpatriotic course 

of the controllers of the other!“57 Clearly 

it was unwilling to become the de facto 

funder of the building’s preservation by 

holding it off the market indefinitely. 

Despite the roster of male speakers 

and committee members, it was the 

women of Boston who did most of the 

work toward saving the Old South.5s 

Women canvassers carried out most of the 

fundraising, which totalled sixty thousand 

dollars in its first month (fig. 9). While the 

preservation committee wrangled over the 

land, twenty women on July 19 spent 

$3,500 to buy the structure itself from the 

salvage contractor. They engaged archi- 

tects to prepare plans for moving and 

reconstructing the building if necessary. 

They proposed to acquire as its new site a 

vacant lot at Copley Square, opposite the 

new Old South Church.59 

Purchase of the structure energized 

the preservation effort, but the sum of 

money required was enormous. Preserva- 

tionists appealed to the city for financial 

assistance, but the society’s short deadline 

fell before the City Council would recon- 

vene in the fa11.6o 

Fig. 8. “The Old South Church,” cartoon in the Boston Globe, June 24, 1876; courtesy Boston 

Public Library. 
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The Old South was ultimately res- 

cued by one woman. The building’s pur- 

chase, and the contingency planning for 

moving it, had been organized by Mary 

Hemenway, whose husband, Augustus 

Hemenway then perhaps the richest man 

in New England, had died just a month 

before and had left an estate valued at fif- 

teen million dollars. She had long been 

active as an educational reformer and 

philanthropist; in later years she funded 

archaeological exploration of the American 

West. Shortly before the standing 

committee’s immovable deadline, she 

anonymously offered one hundred thou- 

sand dollars to the preservation effort. 

Together with a $225,000 mortgage previ- 

ously arranged with the New England 

Mutual Life Insurance Company and a 

reduction in the price to four hundred 

thousand dollars, the Old South was saved, 

at least for a while.61 

A trustee for the preservation com- 

mittee took title to the property on Octo- 

ber 11, 1876. The Old South Society, 

which had not been so concerned about 

the building’s future when it was sold for 

salvage, was considerably more con- 

cerned now that it appeared it would con- 

tinue to stand. The sale was subject to 

the conditions 

that said building shall not at any time during 

the period of thirty years . . . be used for any 

business or commercial purpose, and shall be 

used during said period for historical and 

memorial purposes only, and that it shall not 

at any time during said period be used for any 

purpose whatever on Sunday, . . . and in case 

of breach of the foregoing conditions or any 

of them, said building shall be forfeited to 

said Old South Society in Boston, and said 

Old South Society in Boston reserves the right 

to enter for breach of condition and enforce said 

forfeiture, and take down and remove 

said building.62 

The church, its attorneys later explained, 

had no objection to selling the building to 

the Massachusetts Historical Societywith- 

out such draconian conditions, but “it was 

a very different question whether it should 

pass into the control of men who, by rea- 

son of successive defeats in the Courts or 

other reasons, had become unfriendly to 

the interests of the Society”63 

The preservation committee asked 

the 1877 legislature to incorporate a tax- 

exempt Old South Association as a perma- 

nent custodian for the building. The 

incorporation bill gave the association 

eminent-domain powers, specifically to 

remove the odious conditions in its deed. 

Some legislators claimed that this was a 

high-handed breach of contract and that 

historic preservation was not a public pur- 

pose for which eminent domain could legi- 

timately be used. The bill passed by 176 to 

30 after John D. Long, past speaker of the 

Massachusetts House and one of the char- 

ter directors of the association, explained 

that, far from being a contract freely 

entered, the society’s terms were nothing 

short of ransom. “As they have not done 

equity,” he said, “they have no right to 

expect equity.” Long convinced his former 

colleagues to pass the bill in order to end a 

“miserable squabble” which had now occu- 

pied the city for yearsM 

The Old South campaign was not at 
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Fig. 9. The Old South during thefundruising campaign, 1876; courtesy SPNEA Library 

and Archives. 

an end. The building was still encumbered nent domain and tax exemption, a state 

by a $225,000 mortgage. The preservation appropriation of twenty-five thousand 

committee in 1877 sought, alongwith emi- dollars, but 241 petitioners, many of them 
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business firms, opposed the expenditure 

because of the need for “strict economy” 

in that depression year. As far as can be 

discerned, not a single woman signed this 

remonstrance, although at least one of the 

petitioners was the father and two were 

husbands of women on the preservation 

committee.65 The legislature dropped the 

appropriation before passing the bill. The 

following year, the Old South Association 

came back to ask for fifty thousand dollars. 

During the two years of deepest depres- 

sion Americans had yet experienced, more 

than fifty thousand people from around the 

nation had contributed more than $230,000 

to the preservation effort. A succession of 

fairs, balls, and other fundraising events for 

the Old South were raising diminishing 

amounts of money while hurting the rest 

of Boston’s charities. “We ask this aid,” said 

lawyer George 0. Shattuck for the asso- 

ciation, “because we need it.” Opponents 

cited not only the state’s fiscal condition 

but also the danger of setting a precedent 

for historic preservation as a new category 

of public spending. The legislature voted 

ten thousand dollars, to be paid only when 

the remainder of the money was raised 

from other sources.66 

The preservation of the Old South 

had to overcome not only practical but 

philosophical difficulties. When Bostonians 

set out to save it, they had little coherent 

idea of what to do with it. It was to be an 

historic monument, like the Bunker Hill 

column, but unlike a column or a statue the 

meetinghouse was a usable structure, now 

without an assigned use. At the first mass 

meeting in 1876, Wendell Phillips suggested 

it become a “mechanics’ exchange,” in rec- 

ognition of the role of the working men of 

Boston in the revolution_ Reverend William 

H. H. Murray of the nearby Park Street 

Church said, “I would, had I mywish, make 

this building a Westminster Abbey,” com- 

plete with busts of American patriots. A 

group of Boston antiquarians began prepa- 

rations for an historical museum which they 

hoped would occupy the building; nothing 

immediately came from the effort6’ 

Instead, fundraising itself became the 

Old South’s use. The Old South Associa- 

tion continued for years arranging festivi- 

ties and exhibitions, slowly paying down 

its mortgage. Twenty-five cents gained 

admission to a rotating exhibit of revolu- 

tionary relics, described for the New York 

Graphic by one British visitor: 

Pewter plate General Washington once ate from. 

Verified by inscription on plate. . . . A wasp’s 

nest. One of Lady Washington’s old shoes. 

Buttons off Washington’s coat never sewed on 

by Lady Washington. . . . Silk banner inscribed 

‘The Hero of Tippecanoe.’ No explanations. 

Boston children leaving with impression that 

this relic of the Harrison campaign of 1845 [sir] 

was carried during the revolution. . . . Nut 

crackers of the times which tried men’s ~0~1s.~ 

The Old South had become a “side show,” 

complained the Barton Globe. “There is 

still room, however, for a fat lady” In time 

its uses came to be more genuinely edu- 

cational, beginning in 1883 with the his- 

torical lecture series later endowed by 

Mary Hemenway.6g 

The success of the private effort to 

save the Old South, coming after the fail- 

ure of both state and city governments to 
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save the Hancock house, set a precedent 

of privatism that defined the New England 

preservation movement for generations. 

But while New Englanders would not 

naturally turn to government to save old 

buildings, the Old South reshaped attitudes 

toward historic resources that were already 

in public hands. 

One of the first significant by-prod- 

ucts of the Old South’s preservation was 

that it altered the context for debate about 

the future of the nearby Old State House 

(fig. 10). Businessmen dropped earlier calls 

for its removal as a trafBc obstruction, and 

the city began restoring it in 1879. Space 

inside was given over to the Bostonian 

Society, successor to the group who had 

proposed a museum in the Old South. 

Preservation of the Old South also 

encouraged a series of campaigns to pro- 

tect the Common and the city’s old burial 

grounds. The Common was threatened in 

1877 by a proposal for a six-hundred- 

foot-long temporary exhibition hall and 

later by a succession of streetcar, elevated 

railroad, and street extensions. Among the 

Common’s defenders were many people 

who had worked to preserve the Old 

South, led by William H. Whitmore and 

Uriel H. Cracker. They invoked the Old 

South effort partly out of exhilaration at 

its recent success, momentum that they 

hoped to borrow for their new cause, but 

also because they thought of the two issues 

as kindred. Like the Old South, one said, 

the Common was a place of “old and 

sacred memories.“70 But the Common and 

burial grounds were also familiar and wel- 

come patches of greenery. While history 

figured in their defense, so did many of 

the arguments of the parks movement: 

King’s Chapel burial ground, wrote Dr. 

Oliver Wendell Holmes, Sr., in 1879, was 

“an open breathing-space in a crowded 

part of the city”71 

One more preservation episode, on 

the Back Bay two years later, showed how 

far such ad hoc preservation activism could 

stray from historical rationales. After 

Brattle Square Church migrated to Com- 

monwealth Avenue from the center of the 

city, its congregation soon disbanded. 

When an auction of its property was 

announced in 1881, Back Bay residents 

(Old South preservationists prominent 

among them) organized to save the H. H. 

Richardson building, then just nine years 

old. They did not want to see, in the Evening 

Transcript’s words, “our most magnificent 

avenue . . . bereft of its most conspicuous 

ornament.” Later that year the First Bap- 

tist Church bought the building and thus 

solved the problem .72 This effort was sig- 

nificant for what it reveals about contem- 

porary attitudes toward preservation. Some 

of the Brattle Church neighbors drew from 

the Old South and Old State House cam- 

paigns the same lesson they took from their 

successful Back Bay deed restrictions-that 

they need not accept change in any part of 

the environment they valued, whether or 

not it had already achieved the semblance 

of permanence through longevity Brattle 

Square Church took its value not from his- 

tory but from its place in a larger scheme 

of urban design. 

The Old South campaign shows the 

increasing value that Americans put on their 

history after the Civil WX. But its signifi- 

cance is larger than that, part of a reaction 

Page 70 Spring/Summer 1998 Old-Time New England 



Fig. 10. By 1876, the exterior of the Old State House was covered with advertising signs, and a 

mansard roof had been added to increase rentable space. The portico, added in 1830, projected into 

tragc. Courtesy SPNEA Library and Archives. 

Old-Time New England Spring/Summer 1998 Page 71 



against change in the urban environment. 

Preservationism came to the cities as one of 

a family of reactions that included the parks 

and cemetery movements, city planning and 

land use regulation, and changes in real 

estate development to help create neighbor- 

hoods that would remain stable for a long 

time. These were nationwide phenomena, 

in all of which Boston played a prominent 

part. Mostly they created environmental sta- 

bility in suburban settings. Boston’s special 

contribution, through the Old South cam- 

paign (and the creation of the Back Bay and 

efforts to preserve the Common and burial 

grounds, and later to preserve Beacon Hill), 

was to show that environmental stability was 

possible in the heart of a great city 

Saving the Old South meetinghouse 

was Boston’s greatest contribution to 

American preservation (fig. 11). The cam- 

paign’s significance was that, despite over- 

whelming odds, it worked. The building 

occupied some of the most valuable real 

estate in America; its owners were hostile 

to its continued existence; demolition had 

actually begun before the preservation 

effort got underway Yet it was saved. It was 

the first time Americans challenged the 

culture of change head-on and won. 

Mount Vernon, by contrast, was a move- 

ment not to protect a structure from immi- 

nent destruction but to ensure the 

permanence ofa shrine, and its significance 

lay in the selection of a genuine relic build- 

ing as an appropriate monument. But at the 

Old South, preservationists faced the 

American condition at its most virulent. 

Here was a case, given tremendous nation- 

wide attention, where for one part of the 

urban environment change was not the 

answer. Permanence was, and a commu- 

nity took action to achieve it. If the Old 

South could be saved, anything could. * 
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and Planning in America, published 

this spring by the Johns Hopkins Uni- 

versity Press. 
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Fig. 11. The Old South meetinghouse, about 1937-41; courtesy the Bostonian Society. 
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