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MY PAPA’S MEETING HOUSE

What was it like to worship in a Massachusetts Congregational Meeting
House in the years before the Civil War?

The following four pages are copies of a document that was found in the Historical Room
of the First Congregational Church of West Brookfield, Massachusetts. It was written by a
woman to describe her mid-1840s experience as a young girl with the Massachusetts
Congregational Meeting House, which was right beside her home and in which her family
members were very active.

The author of that document was FRANKE NICHOLS COMBS of Lee, Massachusetts.
Franke was born on February 20, 1841. Her birth name was Frances Aveline Nichols. She
married Hiram S. Combs of Warren, Massachusetts, on February 10, 1859. 

Genealogical records I have found indicate that Franke was born in North Brookfield. She
died in North Brookfield on December 2, 1911, and is said to have been buried in
Norwalk, Fairfield County, Connecticut.  Her parents are said to have been Elijah Dewey
Nichols (1808-1868) and Sally Merick Wilder (1819-1901). 

In this document, Franke says, “My big sister five years old, and myself aged three, often
went unaccompanied to morning services.” Her big sister appears to have been Fidelia
Nichols, who was born on May 31, 1839, in North Brookfield.

The church she describes in this document apparently is the First Congregational Church
of North Brookfield. 

Based on my understanding of Massachusetts Congregational Church
history, I believe that this document gives one a helpful view of what it
was like being in such a Congregational church for worship in the 1840s.
For example, note its mention of “the tankard full of wine,” the “whale
oil lamps,” the dogs in attendance, the big “box” stoves with stove pipes
running through the sanctuary, the “foot stoves” in family pews, and the
variety of musical instruments used in worship. And for that reason, I’m
not at all surprised to have found a copy of this document archived in the
Historical Room of our West Brookfield church. 
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