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Epsom Churches

The Free Will Baptist Church

FOUNDINGAND EARLY YEARSOF THE BAPTIST CHURCH, EPSOM, NH
By Rev. Donald E. Macomber

An excellent account of the formation of our church, originally
called the Freewill Baptist Church, isfoundinasermon

b preached by Rev. John W. Scribner in 1899 on the 75th
anniversary of our church. Thissermonisone of several onthe
history of thischurch andisasfollows'The Freewill Baptist

! e Church of Epsomwaslateinthefield. Thefirst, the
- o i [ 4 NewDurham, only 22 milesdistant, wasformedin 1780,
R Lo Pittsfield 179 1, Canterbury 1798, Gilmanton 1820, Sanborn
— s oL

1823, Raymond 1824, sameyear as Epsom. Chichester ayear
later in 1825. Northwood and Nottingham were still later.By
1824 it was high timethat another church should be formed in Epsom. It could not be said that the
Congregational Church was meeting the wants of thetown. It does not appear that there had been any
marked revival of religionintown until 1819, morethan 90 years after thefirst settlement. Therewasa
growing sentiment against astate church, against taxing all the peoplefor the support of achurch they
did not believein. Itistruethat when Rev. Curtiscamein 1815, the secular power was broken, and the
Congregational church becameindependent of town support, and agreat revival followed, but thefact
that thetown voted in 1820 to have the meeting house half the time to this Denomination, showsthe
place wasripening for another church. The population of thetown justified it, thereis probably today in
New Hampshire, one church for every 600 people, and Epsom had over 1300. The place was growing,
and sinwas growing aso, for therewerein 1827, nine open taverns. Our main road, called the
Turnpike, wasaroad of great travel, even from far off Vermont, the teams passed through thistown for
Portsmouth and Portland. Epsom was aplace of business. Therewere eight grist mills, ten saw-mills,
four port mills, three carding machines and three clothier shops. The demand for another church was
manifest from the start. It appearsthat in Junein 1824, there were preliminary meetings, in which the
propriety of forming achurch wasdiscussed. Arthur Caverno, who was ordained afew months before,
wasteaching intown and wasready for apastorate. On thefirst day of July 1824, ameeting washeld at
the school house near the meeting house, on or near the spot where the Epsom Center School House now
stands. (now aprivate home.) It was Thursday. Elder Ebenezer Knowlton of Pittsfield wasthere, and
therewere eight personsalready to be organized into achurch."Thisisall Rev. Scribner tellsusof how
our church began, but we have more of theinside story from Rev. Caverno'sown lips, from an address
which hegavein 1874 on thefiftieth anniversary of the church.Herelates:"| was engaged by thetownto
teach the. village school and preached on the Sabbath. Prior to my entranceinto thetown, | learned that
religious prejudicesran high, which madeit alittle difficult to manage the school, but | succeeded and



kept out the winter term. | resolved to be no party man, to take sidesin no religious quarrels, but to do
my duty both as preacher and teacher and leave consequences with the Lord, During the period of my
teaching, | becamevery muchinterestedin prayer for arevival of religion. The"free people" intown,
they were called, were scattered like sheep having no shepherd. | felt that arevival would bring them
together, and that the result might be the embodiment of the few believersamong them into church
relationship. Onenight | dreamed that | saw the fieldsaround my boarding place one vast field of wheat
all ripefor harvest. The henshad commenced their depredationsuponit. | said to afriend who by the
way, was aprofessor of religion, itisapity that thewheat should be destroyed, and if you will take hold
with me, wewill reap and secureit. But he declined. Throwing off my coat | grasped thesickleandina
littlewhile had the pleasure to seethefield reaped and the precious grain gathered into the garner. This
encouraged meto hopefor arevival. | related the dream to the friend whom | saw inmy sleep, and said
tohimthat | felt astrong conviction that we were about to be blessed with arevival of religion. But he
seemed as unbelieving asthelord of old on whose hand the king learned and replied in similar language,
"If the Lord would open windowsin heaven, what might thisthing be?"

When the church was organi zed. A meeting was appointed for the Fourth of July for our first baptism
(1824). It washeld in William Marden’'sbarn (later the site of buildings owned by Walter Sawyer near
thetraffic circle, and now Dunkin Doughnuts) and at the close of the morning servicewerepaired to the
Suncook River wherethree happy soulswere plantedin thelikeness of Christ'sdeath, and came out of
thewater regjoicing in thetruth. In the afternoon adiscourse was preached from the text, "so run that ye
may obtain." Thiswasfollowed by warm and powerful exhortation, accompanied with adeep and
manifest interest in the congregation. All heartswere melted into tenderness and every eyewas suffused
with tears. Astheresult of thismeeting twelve precious souls came forward on to the barn floor for
prayers, and the most of them were soon converted. Thisgave great encouragement to thelittle church
and inspired them with the spirit of prayer for the glorious outpouring of the Holy Spirit which was
abundantly realized. Therevival spread into the different parts of thetown, and partially into other
towns. It continued through the summer and extended into thefall months, so that from eight the church
increased to somefifty souls. The meetingswere spiritual, harmonious and heavenly. Among the
converts baptized were brothers D.C. Cilley and James M cCutcheon who afterwards became ministers
of the gospel and were greatly blessed intheir [abors." It isnoteworthy that the greatest number of
personsever received into thischurchinasingleyear, wasthefirst year of itslifewhen 51 joined, 49in
thefirst six months. Truly our church wasborn out of aHoly Spirit revival. Mr. James M cCutcheon
became second pastor of the church. He was one of the original members, had studied for the ministry,
and moved to Deerfield. It wastoward the end of hispastorate, ten years after the church's organization,
that itsfirst meeting house was built at acost of $800.00. It isnoteworthy that we had abuilding of our
own 11 yearsearlier than the Congregationalists, though they had already been herefor 63 years. This
wasthefirst meeting house not built by thetown, to be erected. M cCutcheon was criticized for onething
- helived six milesaway and he would help the men float logs down theriver on Sunday on hisway
homefrom church. Thissameyear of 1834 isto beremembered also for asecond remarkablerevival.
The human instrument was Elder Benjamin Manson, who came herefrom Meredith to hold special
meetings. In oneof hissermonsof 1899, Rev. Scribner relates of thisrevival:" Somefelt that God was
about to revive hiswork. A gathering Spirit had been noticed for some months. The church entered into
covenant twice aday for amonth that God would revive Hiswork ... Elder Manson visited from house
to house and preached every evening in some part of thetown. In afew daysthe L ord appeared among
Hispeoplein awonderful manner, soulscameforward for prayersat every meeting.” One of those



baptized in thisrevival wasWilliam Goss, one of the family after which Gossvillewasnamed. These
revivalswere part of the great nation-widerevivalsunder Charles G. Finney. About thistime Elder
Manson himself becamethe church's pastor at the age of 31. During histwo year stay, hedid much for
the church. He caused thefirst deaconsto be chosen. Theway they were chosenismost interesting. A
meeting was called at the home of Ephraim L ocke and then pastor Manson and another man went into
another room. Then the members of the church were called in one by one and hisor her choicefor
deacon given. Ephraim L ocke and Thomas Bickford were chosen. Their names can be found on one of
thewindows of our church. At thistime membership of our church was about 80, Manson also wasthe
first tointroduce a Sunday School, and he also formed aHome Mission Society in the church.After a
year's pastorate by Hiram Holmes, ayoung man of 30 by the name of Van Dame cameto Epsom from
Deerfield to teach in the school. He supplied the vacant pul pit but stayed lessthan ayear. Thiswashis
only pastorate. Hewasagreat scholar; some considered him somewhat eccentric. Hevisited every
family in town and conversed on religious matters. He left $100.00 to the church for booksfor the
Sunday School library, every book to bear hisname. Heisalso remembered for ahymnwhich he
composed, My Bible Leady to Glory. At thistime the combined membership of the Congregational and
Baptist churcheswas 255, onefifth of the population of thetown, the highest it hasever been.Thefirst
pastor to receive astated salary (1st year $150.00) was Gordon P. Ramsey who cameto thischurch at
the age of 27 and was considered awell educated man. Somewere not in sympathy with such new
notionsasasalary or an educated ministry but hewasgenerally well liked. It issaid that hiswife, whom
he married while here, became morefamousthat he, and was distinguished asawriter of poetry.The
present parsonage was built in 1853 (cost with land, $800.00) while Moses Quimby was pastor. He
must have been well liked for hewas here 4 different times. During his second pastorate, our present
church building wasbuilt at acost if $2200.00 and dedicated the Christmas of 1861. Thissameyear the
church at New Ryewas erected by the Christian denomination which later united with the
Congregationalists. In sometwenty-seven yearslater the vestry, agift of thewomen, wasadded. Here
we must stop. Perhaps other penswill bring the story up-to-date. We have seen how our church wasborn

and nurtured inrevival. Today we must look to the Lord
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. for revival if weareto survive and continueto proclaim
w} ' God'sredeeming lovefor lost mankind. May God grant it.
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CENTENNIAL OF THE PRESENT EPSOM BAPTIST
CHURCH1861-1961(Author unknown)

The Freewill Baptist Churchis Epsom was organized July
1, 1824, under the leadership of Elder Arthur Caverno, its
first pastor. For ten yearsworship serviceswereheld in
Deacon Marden'sbarn at Marden's Comer (now thetraffic
circle). A society to handle business affairswas organi zed,
and thefirst church building erected in 1834, on the

present site.

The church beganinrevival among asmall group of believers, which resulted intheir reaching out to
other, so that the church was evangelistic from thefirst. Serious discipline problems soon arose, which
weremet in aforth-right manner, with due deliberation but no beating around the bush. However, every
timethereviving poser of the Holy Spirit came upon thelittleflock, the recordsindicate that discipline
problemsvanished. The positive power of the Spirit of God in thelives of men and women exercised
more effective discipline than the negative restraintsimposed by men.Early records how that the people



who formed it desired a"free" church, that is, one not linked with town and state government; and that
thetypeof churchlifethey envisioned wasintensely practical. For instance, two sinsexpressed were that
the memberswould not "grudge" one another in such matters asdress; and they would carefor the poor
among their own number.By 1861 the Society felt the need of amore commodious building. William
Goss bought the old building and removed it to Gossville where, enlarge and altered, it remainsasa
store and Post Office. [see photo on History of Epsom WebPages] The building was moved by oxen.
When they reached the place where Fred Knight now lives, the church stuck fast and could not be
dislodged. It was Saturday night. The building was so badly tipped that when the worshipperssat in the
pews on Sunday morning, some became seasi ck because of the angle at which they weretilted.Quoting
the church recordApril 1, 1861 Thewinter past, the Lord has again revived Hiswork. The church has
been quickened into anew lifeinterest, and quite anumber of soulshave found the Savior. The Society
has decided to build anew house of worship thisseason, and thiswith therevival givesafreshinterestin
al things. Tho' the beginning of theterrible civil war makesthingslook dark, and is paralyzing the
industrial pursuitsof life, our hope of successisinthe Most High. "There were baptismstwicein August
and oncein September. Again quoting the records December 25, 1861A happy Christmasto us,
tho'stormy, in dedication of our new house of worship. Forabout thirty yearsthe church worshippedin
the old house, where we saw much of thepower of God in the conversions of souls, fromtimetotime.

All felt that the time hadcome when we needed amore convenient houseto worship in. An effort was
made torai se asubscription sufficient to build anew house, and in thiswere successful. 7he oldhouse
was disposed of without much difficulty and the stockhol ders of the new decided onthe same siteasthe
old. Thework was commenced in thelatter part of May andcompl eted in December. Brother James B.
Stanton of West L ebanon, Me. was the masterworkman and won high esteem asaworkman and
manager. The pews sold readily andall were perfectly satisfied with the new house. The housewas
dedicated to the worshipof God, December 25, 1861. Elder MA. Quimby, the pastor of the church,
preached thesermon. 'And hewas afraid, and said, How dreadful isthis place; thisisnone other butthe
house of God, and thisisthe gate of Heaven.Hisoutlinefor the sermon:

1. Some of the appropriate uses of the house of God.
2. Theimmense value of Christian opportunitiesin the house of God

The exerciseswereinteresting and quite satisfactory to all. Wefelt that the Lord had prepared us beyond
our expectations. May this church edificelong stand consecrated to the worship of the Most High, and
constantly occupied with anintelligent and spiritual ministry of attentive hearers. The Lord makeit the
birthplace of many souls, who shall shine asthe starsforever and ever.Thomas Tripp, Clerk Epsom, NH
Dec. 25, 1861 Thusour present church building was erected in troubled times. In February 1861 the
Confederacy wasformed at Montgomery, Ala. Jefferson Davisarrived in Richmond, Va. on June 30th
and Richmond was made the capital of the new Confederacy. The border states hesitated, but Maryland,
Kentucky and Missouri stayed in the Union. The upper Mississippi Valley stateswereloyal; they wanted
no custom houses between themselves and New Orleans.Fort Sumter, S.C. wasfired uponApril 12 and
fell April 15. Theflag of the United States of Americahad been fired on. April 15 President Lincoln
called for 75,000 volunteersto join with theregular army in putting down the rebellion. The North
expected thewar to be over in months. The South also felt that it had reasonabl e expectations of a speedy
victory. The South did not have to conquer the Northin order towin, al it had to do was convincethe
North that the North could not win. Many regular army officersincluding Robert E. L ee, had gone over
to the Confederacy. The spirit of the Southern men was more martial. England and France were
expected to sympathize with the South. The Northwest would want to settlethe quarrel quietly inorder



to keep the Mississippi River open for commerce. Lincoln agreed that the Federal Government could not
interferewith slavery in any state and wanted a constitutional amendment to settle that question.News
from the front was bad. July brought the monstrous defeat for the North at Bull Run. Men'sheartswere
failing themfor fear. Yet thiswasthe year in which Epsom peopl e built thishouse in which wewaorship
today.What kind of men werethey who built thishouse: The same sort of men whoseloyalty, courage
and devotion saved the Union and preserved for us " one nation under God, indivisible". Your
grandfathers and great-grandfatherswere the men. It isdangerousto single out afew to mention, but
there arethree whose position and prominence must let the stand for many worthy of mention but
unnamed.Of William Gossthe Merrimack County History say: "Inthe building of the new churchin
Gossville, too much credit cannot be given Mr. Gossfor the energy, perseverance and persistencewith
which he advocated and assisted the enterprise. When otherswere discouraged and ready to abandon the
matter altogether, hetook theleadership and bore, for the time being, the burden himself, and carried it
forward to completion. "William Goss was born July 13, 1820, received on June 10, 1848, to
membership of the church after baptism, which took place June 25, 1848. He wasamember of the
Society, and also an ardent Democrat. He built many of the housesin Gossvilleand died May 2,
1887.Thomas Tripp kept clear and informative records of this period, sensitive to human and spiritual
aspects of thelife of the church. Hewasclerk from 1845 to 1871 and 'Deacon from 1855 to 1871.Many
nameswhich appear intherecords are still represented in town. Doubtlessfamily tradition preservesthe
memory of the worship service and staunch character of the men and women who labored asthey lived,
for God and Country during the stormy times of the War Between the States.Pastoral |eadership when
thishouse was built wasin the hands of the Rev. MosesA. Quimby, whose four pastorates of thischurch
included some of the most fruitful seasonsin thework of Christinthiscommunity.Elder Quimby was
pastor from September 1850 to April 1858; from April 1860 to April 1863; from November 1869 to
January 1872; from April 1885 to April 1887, atotal of fourteen and two-thirdsyears. For a pastor to
servethe same churchtwicelsrare, four pastorateswith interval s between probably constitutesaunique
record, and amore el oguent testimony to the worth of the man than an even longer continuous pastorate
would be. Each of his pastorateswas marked by revival from beginning to end. Revival among the
brethren stimulated interest among the unconverted, resulting in conversions of new born souls.Such
werethe men who built this church. You whose family traditionsinclude them may profitably indulge
imagination in picturing this sturdy men and women, boysand girlswho filled thishouseinitsearliest
days. May the memories and associations stimulate usall to like devotion to the Lord Jesus Christ, the
head of the Church, that the sacrifices and successes of 1861 may berenewed in 1961.Thisbuilding cost
about $2,200.00, besides donated labor and material. Pews sold for $50.00 and some families needed
two. Therewasno vestibule, instead of the present central door, two doorsled immediately outdoors.
Between them was araised platform for the choir, high enough to house the Sabbath School library
underneath. Among benefactors of thislibrary isthe Rev. Bartholomew Van Dame. who, though pastor
for only oneyear, 1837-8, when he was ayoung man. Many yearslater heleft by hiswill $100.00, the
incometo buy booksfor thischurch.The congregation turned around to face the choir when singing the
hymns. At onetime amel odeon was used, then areed organ, until this present pipe organ wasinstalled.
Thewindowswere plain and smaller than the present windows. The pewswere white with brown tops
and painfully straight backed. But one could bring hisown cushion and acricket for thefeet, if desired.
At thefront on either sidewerefacing seatsfor the deacons, who were activein assisting the pastor with
the administration of the church affairs. Heat wasfurnished by largewood stoves at therear with funnels
thelength of the room. Perhapsthe habit of sitting asnear the rear as possible wasthereby
promoted.Belfry and bell werelater additions, with the vestibule. The vestry was added in 1888 through
the efforts of thewomen. Memoria windowswereinstalled during the pastorate of the Rev. J.
Woodbury Scribner inthe 1890's. With theinstallation of afurnacefirst for wood and then coal and now



converted to oil, and the addition of electric lights, the story of major changes bringsusup to date. L ast
summer the church interior was redecorated.Aswe sit in thishousetoday, the pews are comfortable, the
lighting better, theinstrumental music more abundant. Stained glass windowsturn our thoughtsinward
rather than drawing them outward to theworld. Our clothing isdifferent, and our thoughtsarefar
different, for theworld has changed in ahundred years, changed more and morerapidly thanin any
previous century of human history. Yet the same human needsremain, the same heartscry for
expression, forgiveness, love and understanding. And the same Divine Power to meet these needsin
availabletoday in Jesus Christ who isthe same yesterday, today and tomorrow.For me, thereisno place
to worship quitelike the Epsom Baptist Church. Itis"aplacefor quiet rest, near the heart of God " rich
with my memories of morethan athird of itslong century. | think that many of you feel the sameway
about thishouse. Let uscherishit, keep it clean and beautiful, filled with the sincere praisesand fervent
prayersof earnest men and women, and the glad songs of boysand girls, resounding alwayswith the
compassionate voice of faithful preaching of "full of the promisesof the Word of God" until Jesuscomes

again.






