Highlights of History
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FIRST CHURCH IN WINDSOR
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United Church of Christ

107 Palisade Avenue, Windsor CT 06095

-1March 30.1630

The Mary and John sailed from Plymouth, England. In
preparation for sailing, a group of people was gathered which
represented all elements needed to make a well-rounded

society: doctor, lawyer, teacher, craftsman. Also, the new
community of 140 persons "gathered" Itself as a church,
selected The Reverend John Warham as the pastor, with The
Reverend John Maverick as his assistant.

There were

preaching services on shipboard dally for the ten weeks of
crossing: and thus the ship, "Mary and John," became the first
meetinghouse of the church which came to Windsor.
Five Years Later

At Dorchester, Massachusetts, such of the group as were
willing to follow Mr. Warham came across the wilderness to
Windsor, Connecticut, where the church continued and still

remains to this day~a Congregational Church. Mr. Warham
remained as the minister of the church until his death In 1670.

He Is burled In the ancient Pallsado Cemetery.
1639-1640

The first meetinghouse (log with thatched roof) was erected In
the center of the Pallsado.
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1684

The second meetinghouse was built on Paiisado Green (50
feet long by 40 feet wide).
1754

After 70 years of service, the second meetinghouse was
abandoned: and the third meetinghouse was built south of the
riveriet.
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Meanwhile, the people living in the north section of the parish
were dissatisfied with this new location for the meeting house
and petitioned the general assembly for permission to
organize their own church. This was granted and the North
Society was established. For 30 years the north and south

sections carried on Independently, but it became increasingly
evident that neither group had adequate resources to properly
maintain its society.
1776

The Reverend David Sherman Rowland was Installed as

pastor of the Windsor Church on March 27, 1776, and served

until his death, January 13, 1794. In 1790 his son, Henry
Augustus Rowland, was ordained as a colleague with his
father; and upon the letter's death, succeeded him as minister
of the church-a position he held until his death on November
28, 1835. The graves of both father and son are in the

Palisado Cemetery. Their ministry covered 59 years. The
Reverend Henry Rowland was the minister when the present
meetinghouse was dedicated.

At the 300th anniversary of the church, descendants of David
and Henry Rowland presented the baptismal font to the
church.

Talks of union were begun to heal the division between North
and South Societies. Finally, In 1792, the differences were
resolved. A survey was taken to determine the center for the
parish. That point was located on the hill on the north bank of

the riverlet. In order to agree to the location, the South
Society petitioned the town to build a bridge across the
river (there had been no bridge up to this time) and a school In
the south section. The conditions were met, and the Windsor

Academy was establlshed~the forerunner of Windsor High
School.
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At the time of the building of the fourth (and present)
meetinghouse, the cornerstone from the third meetinghouse
was incorporated in the foundation. Thus the two dates: 1757
and 1794.

1794
Reunion of the two sections became a fact. Erection of the

fourth meetinghouse was completed at its present site. Of
interest is the fact that Chief Justice Oliver Ellsworth was a

member of the building committee.

1801

The bell was given by the Honorable Henry Aiiyn.
1819

The Sunday School of the First Church was established with
32 teachers and 175 pupils.
1844

The edifice was remodeled. The Greek portico was added
along with the tower, in the interior, the box pews were
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removed and replaced by "slips." The high pulpit and stairs
were taken out and the present pulpit installed.
1852

The first parsonage, built and owned by the church, was

acquired at 160 Palisado Avenue. This building was rented by
the minister for his home.
1872

The church received the gift of the pipe organ from General
Pierson and Miss Olivia Pierson.
1880

The church celebrated the 250th anniversary of its founding.
im

Under the direction of The Reverend Gowen C. Wilson, the

addition to the rear of the sanctuary was built for Sunday
School use. This is now used as the Choir Room.
1892

Roscoe Nelson was called to be minister of the church. He

served for 40 years as pastor and was made pastor emeritus.

This was not a mere honorary title. He took an active part in
the affairs of the parish so long as his health permitted, as well
as preaching annually on the anniversary of his ordination to
the ministry, which took place in First Church. His last sermon
was on the occasion of his 97th birthday, October, 1958. In

May, 1960, he took part In the dedication of the second tablet,
containing the roll of ministers. He celebrated his 100th

birthday on October 22, 1961. He died November 9, 1961,
and is buried in Palisado Cemetery.
1902

The parish house was built at the north end of the Windsor
Green.
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A new parsonage was built at 143 Palisade Avenue.
rm
The 275th anniversary was celebrated.
laofi
The Beiden Window was dedicated on Easter Sunday, April
15, 1906. This stained glass window was given to First

Church by Milton B. Beiden in memory of his son, Fred
Sherman Beiden. The design and construction of this window
was supervised by Edward P. Sperry. A second stained glass
window, the Griswpid Window, was given to the church by
Stephen Griswold in memory of Jerome and Corinda Griswold
who were church members from 1841-1854. The other

windows in the meetinghouse were updated at some point, but
one of the original 35 over 35 windows remains in place on the
north side of the meetinghouse.

mo
The 300th anniversary was celebrated.
1353
Property was acquired including Pierson House and Russell
House (the latter, built by The Reverend William Russell during
his ministry from 1751 to 1775, becoming the present
parsonage).
13^
The new parish house and educational building was built
under the direction of The Reverend Herbert B. Morrell,
minister from 1948 to 1958.
1960

The meetinghouse was given structural restoration. Fire exits
were installed and the interior was restored and redecorated.
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After many months of study and deliberation, the members of
the First Church voted (on April 30, 1961) to become a
member congregation of the United Church of Christ. This act
in no way breaks with the Congregational tradition of this
church, since the Constitution of the United Church of Christ

guarantees the autonomy of the local congregation in
choosing its forms and practices. Thus, there is no break in
the historic continuity of First Church.

In May of 1961, the church received a gift of a Book of
Remembrance. In this are placed the names of those in
whose memory gifts to the church have been made, including
money to be added to the Memorial Trust Fund. This book is
kept in a repository in the vestibule of the meetinghouse.
1963

On November 6, 1963, the first meeting representing all of the
religious groups in Windsor was held in Nelson Hall, and out of
that meeting came Interfaith Community Forum of Windsor on
December 4,1963.

ISSfi
A new pipe organ by Casavant Frere, Limitee, of St.
Hyacinthe, Quebec, was installed In the meetinghouse in
January, 1968. This succeeds the Pierson organ which had
served its time. The new organ is the gift of First Church
people.
1970

The tower of the meetinghouse was restored. For a number of
years the beli had not been heard. The frame on which it
moves was repaired and strengthened and again the bell calls
the people to worship.
mo.
The 350th Anniversary was celebrated. At this time First
Church strengthened and further expanded their outreach
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mlssion. One such undertaking was the "Ulster Project", an
interfaith project in which 16 Northern Irish teenagers traveled
to the United States to experience church life among the
congregation of First Church. This project originally took place
in 1982. and was repeated in 1984.
1984

Barrier-free access ramps were installed on the north side of

the meetinghouse and necessary changes to the front steps
were made to provide easy access for the handicapped. A
handicapped ramp was also added to the front of the Parish
House.
1987

Continued outreach missions to date included ties to the

Horace Bushneii Church in Hartford, a sister church in Ocotai.
Nicaragua, and most recently a bridging program with the
Immaculate Conception Church and Shelter in Hartford.
:t

1988

A wooden cross was installed behind the pulpit area. This
cross Was a gift from Hovnaton(Frank) and Elizabeth Krikorian.
1989

Foundations of the meetinghouse and Russell House
(parsonage) were repaired and rebuilt as needed.
1990

A group of 34 members and friends of First Church went to

England. This was the first organized "return journey" of First

Church members since its origin in 1630, some 360 years ago.
The trip was in part historical, in part a spiritual journey and in
part just pleasure.

First Church had a "resident author", Gary Dorsey for most of
1990 through June of 1991. Gary observed and lived among
the active First Church congregation, choosing First Church
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because of the combination of spirituality and social concern
that he found existed.

As a result of a successful capital funds drive, major work was
done to maintain and restore the church properties and to
uphold the history of each building. The meetinghouse and
Pierson House had original siding removed and replaced with
new cedar siding. Front columns of the meetinghouse were
repaired and restored.
1991

An interesting discovery was made during the excavation for a
new parking lot. The removal of the top-soil by the earth
movers revealed the remains and artifacts of Sill Tavern which

stood between the meetinghouse and the parsonage during
the 18th and 19th Centuries. Further digging showed that
another structure, possibly a 17th Century one, stood in the
same site before the construction of the Sill Tavern.

inclusive language was introduced into the church services.
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1993

The addition to the south side of the meetinghouse was
compieted.

It was dedicated as the "Parker Room" in

celebration of the ministry of The Reverend F. VanGorder
Parker and Mrs. Parker, The Reverend Parker served First

Church for 27 years, retiring in 1995.
The church's Senior Choir, under the direction of Francis

Angeio, was invited to perform at the Salzburg Music Festival,
in Salzburg, Austria, on the celebration of the 100th

Anniversary of the Festival. This performance was followed by
a singing tour of some famous churches in Austria and
Switzerland.
1994

The 200th Anniversary of the present meetinghouse was
celebrated.

The Robert Riddell Memorial Bench was

dedicated. The bench is located in a lovely landscaped area
on the south side of the meetinghouse, overlooking the
Farmington River.

At a Special Church Meeting on December 11, 1994, First

Church in Windsor, UCC, adopted an Open and Affirming
Statement which welcomes all to share in the community of
faith found at First Church.
1995

Gary Dorsey's book CONGREGATION: The Journey Back to
Church was released by Viking Press. As quoted from the
book's jacket: "With Congregation, Gary Dorsey has written a
remarkable book: a spiritual documentary that shows us how
the traditions of myth, redemption, and salvation are

reinvented daily In a church's othenwise quiet life.
Compassionate, funny, mystical, and deeply affecting, it is a
ciear-eyed account of mainstream Protestant life In the late

twentieth century~a tonic in an age of often overheated
searching—and a refreshing source of everyday wisdom for
anyone thinking anew about life's oldest questions."
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Following approval at a special church meeting in November
1996, the Meetinghouse was closed nine months for
renovation. The basis for the work was the necessary
replacement of the floorboards (most dating from 1794) in
order to maintain the structural stability of the buiiding. In
addition, other work was done in the building while still
maintaining its historicai integrity. The pulpit area and areas
within the pews were reworked to enable handicapped
accessibility. The new configuration of the pulpit area aiso
allows for more flexibility for use of the space for concerts,
recitals, etc. Sound and lighting systems were upgraded, with
permanent wall sconces mounted on the internal pillars and
below the balcony. The two gift stained glass windows were
removed, cleaned and repaired and re-instaiied. Pew boxes
were ail removed, wood areas refinished and painted areas
re-painted. The original pew boxes were re-Installed, making
adjustments for the new level floor. All new pew cushions were
purchased. New duct work was installed along with air
conditioning. The entire interior of the Meetinghouse as well
as the exterior, including the Parker Room addition were
repainted. The tielltower was reinforced to allow the church
bell to ring once again. The renovated Meetinghouse was
re-dedicated October 26, 1997 and serves as a model for
historical renovation.

-12-

"Its present Confession of Faith bears internal evidence of

its antiquity and its orthodoxy. lf:J:am not in error, the
present Congregational Church in Windsor is the oldest

Evangelical Church in America; and except the
Southwark Church, London, England, the oldest orthodox
Congregational Church in the world."

(Conclusion of a paper by J. H. Hayden)
January 16,1855

From Stiles' Historv in Ancient Windsor page 860.
in his 1988 Annuai Report, Church Historian, Ted Andersen

reflected on the above passage after doing some research
and conciuded that First Church in Windsor is not the oidest,

but that, ..these two ciaims can apparentiy be made by the
Dutch Reformed Church in New York and a church in

Bamstabie, Massachusetts, respectiveiy."

This document was originaiiy prepared by Miss Fiorence B.
Miiis in 1969 and was iater revised in 1972. Updated
information, puiied from the Annuai Reports of the First Church

in Windsor, was added to the originai document in 1995 by
Church Historian, Bruce Whyte and member Maureen
Suiiivan.

Artwork by Jan Dagenhart.

MINISTERS OF THE FIRST CHURCH

1630
1630
1639

1667
1668

1684
1709
1751
1776
1776

John Warham
John Maverick

1670

Ephraim Hull
Nathaniel Chauncey
Benjamin Woodbrldge

1644

Samuel Mather
Jonathan Marsh
William Russell
Theodore HInsdale
David S. Rowland

1636
1680
1681

1728
1747
1775
1785
1794

1790

Henry A. Rowland

1835

1836

Charles A. Walker

1837

1839

Spofford D. Jewett

1843

1845

Theodore A. Leete

1859

1861

Benjamin Parsons

1865

1867

Gowen C. Wilson

1892

1892

Roscoe Nelson

1932

1932

Theodore E. Frank

1942

1943

Joseph H. Twichell

1947

1948

Herbert B. Morrell

1958

1958

Hollls H. Huston

1967

1963

1966

1967

Cralg Whitsitt, Associate
Howard 0. Champe, Associate
Richard P. Carter, Interim

1967

1968

P. VanGorder Parker

1995

1970

1993

1989

Jon W. Day, Associate
William Warner-Prouty, Associate
John Gregory-Davis, Outreach

1994

Donna L. Papenhausen, Associate

1995
1996

Robert L. Livingston, Interim
Ken Taylor, Interim

1997

Richard Hanna Huleatt

1966

1980

1970

1979
1995
1996
1997
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