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A BRIEF HISTORY OF SMITH MEETING HOUSE

A mere recounting of those events in the life of this
church of which we have records does not add very much
to our understanding of the life and times of the people
who worshipped here, and that, after all, is the real history
of the meeting house. But if we stop to take a look at the
bits and pieces of knowledge that we have in the light of
related happenings we begin to get a clearer picture of what
the Smith Meeting House was, and what it meant in this
community.

One really should understand something of the his-
tory of religion in Colonial New England to appreciate the
circumstances surrounding the establishment of Gilman-
ton’s first house of worship. All of us are familiar with the
curcumstances of the flight of the Puritans from England —
the charges of religious persecution which drove a band of
men to flee England so that they could worship the Lord
in their own way. Edmund W. Sinnott, who has made a
study of New England meeting houses, has described the
Puritans as “‘complex and contradictory as their own
theology. Compelled to the harsh, physical labor of the
pioneers on a reluctant soil, they delighted in the things of
the mind and kept brightly lighted the lamp of learning in
their colleges. Intelligent above most men of their time,
they could descend to depths of credulity and acts of super-
stitious infatuation that are entirely inconsistent with the
brighter side of their character. Intolerant and bigoted to
the degree that a dissenter from their beliefs in but minor
matters of doctrine was often exiled or even put in peril
of his life, yet they bore the seed that was to unfold into
the most liberal religious thought of any age.“l

Although the first New Hampshire settlements at
Portsmouth, Dover, Exeter and Hampton were not Puritan,
they soon came under the dominance of the stronger
Massachusetts Bay Colony which imposed its uncompro-
mising Puritan practices on these towns. The standing
order, the Puritan philosophy, was the only order; the
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vovernment and the chureh were one, and eitizens were
taxed to support the one as much as the other. No dissent
was tolerated and severe punishments were meted out, for
the mere harboring of Quakers, who were the religious non-
conformists of the day. Worse penalties, even cruel, were
inflicted on the Quakers themselves until finally it was
ordered that “if any Quaker or Quakers shall presume,
(after they have once suffered what the law requireth) to
come into this jurisdiction, every such male Quaker shall
for the first offenc have one of his eares cutt off and be
kept at worke in the house of correction till he cann be
sent away at his own charge and for the seccond offenc
shall have his other eare cutt off.” (Sic.)

Nonetheless, during the 17th century, the dissenters
(the Quakers, as well as the Anglican Episcopalians) per-
sisted in their faiths, and religious intolerance began to
abate if only very slowly. But while the tensions between
the Puritans on the one hand and the Quakers and Ang-
licans on the other, may have cased by 1700, the cnmity
towards, and the fear of, the Papists was frecly expressed.
In effect a Puritan or Congregational Monopoly existed in
the official religion of New Hampshire.

The beginning of the end of this monopoly came in
the carly eighteenth century. In 1700 there were only
five churches in the entire province of New Hampshire —
all Congregational. The population of 6,000 inhabitants
was concentrated ncar the sea coast. As the population
began to swell and scatter, demands for new churches and
new towns had to be met, and although the Congrega-
tionalists were still in the vast majority, the other sects
were demanding recognition. They were, indeed, aided in
their demands by an enlightened and forward looking pro-
vincial council who decreed an official policy of “freedom
of conscience (except to Papists)”. The emergence of
other churches was now possible as the colony spread out.
By 1732 the population of New Hampshire had doubled
to 12,000 and since the danger to new settlers from the
indians had seemed to lessen, there was a great impetus to
the settling of the interior of the state.

In the charter of cach new town, there invariably
appearcd the requirement that a meeting house be huilt



