
Above: A hand-colored postcard showing monument square and the First Church beyond, date unknown.  The image has been 
enlarged and enhanced using AI.
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The church began its life in 1769 
as the Congregational Society 
of the Third Parish of Roxbury, 
having the unique distinction 
of being the only church in this 
neighborhood until 1841.  This 
original meetinghouse is known 
to have been a traditional white 
clapboard meeting.  The church 
currently occupying the site is, 
in fact, the second built here. 
Designed by locally-renowned 
architect and civil engineer 
Nathaniel Jeremiah Bradlee 
(of Bradlee and Winslow), the 
building was completed in 1853 
after two years of construction. 
The building was designed in the 
budding English Gothic Revival 
style with a Basilican plan.  Thick, 
rough-faced ashlar grey Quincy 
granite walls rise uninterrupted 
to a band of shallow corbels 

and granite eaves at the eave and rake lines.  Dressed quoins frame all corners of 
the building. The mass masonry walls are backed-up with locally-quarried Roxbury 
puddingstone, seen best at the interior of the tower.  Only at the upper half of the 
northwest gable wall was ashlar granite not employed as the finish veneer, where 
smaller uncoursed granite was used, presumably to save on cost.

The side walls of the sanctuary are 
pierced by five bays of Gothic-arch 
windows with dressed window 
quoins, voussoirs, and sills.  Each 
opening contains a diamond-pattern 
leaded-glass window with a lower 
horizontally-pivoting portion for 
ventilation.  These diamond-pattern 
windows do not appear original, as 
historic photographs indicate square-
patterned leaded glass windows as 
preceding 1920, at least.  Windows 
at the rear (northwest) gable wall of 
the sanctuary, flanking the rectangular 
apse, were infilled when the parish 
hall was constructed in 1889.

The sanctuary roof (including its rectangular apse) is relatively low-pitched with slate 
shingles and a copper ridge cap.  These original shingles vary in color, all shades of 
grey-green.  A trefoil window, with granite surround and wood sashes and muntins is 
located in the high gable end of the northwest wall.  Above it, a lone brick chimney 
now defunct.

Above: A confirmed photograph of the First Church showing the 
tower in its heightened state, dated between 1871 and 1893.

Above: Left: lancet windows with rectangular-lites, c.1871-93
 Center: lancet windows with diamond-lites, 1920
 Right: lancet windows as seen today, 2020
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The square tower at the southeast gable rises four levels and serves as the ceremonial 
entrance of the church.  There, a large arched doorway greets the public atop a short 
flight of granite steps.  An iron rail is missing as well as a lantern once mounted in 
the iron bracket that still spans the opening - both seen in historic photos.  Above 
the door is a large arched window with nine separate wood sashes, set in wood 
frames.  Uniquely, the diamond-pattern muntins of the sashes are wood, and not 
lead-camed.  The glass in all the tower windows is colored a dusty-rose – the result of 
painting and baking individual glass panes with a paint color known by stained glass 
manufacturers as “flesh.” The sides of the tower have two Gothic-arched windows 
stacked one above the other and with the same glass as the front window. Above 
the windows of the tower are clock faces. Each of the three clock faces is wood 
with a black “smaltz” finish. The wooden numerals and minute marks are gilded 
with gold leaf. The clock mechanism is an original Howard clockwork that moves 
the hands and strikes a bell with a hammer.  Above the clock faces, each side of the 
tower is punctuated by tall wood louvers.  Presently, the louvers are constructed of 
fiberglass to accommodate the cellular equipment in the tower.  Formerly they were 
constructed entirely of wood with thin blades similar to the configuration seen now.  
At some point in the building’s deep history, the lower half of the louvers were built 
with two deep, sloped and decorated fins.

Originally, the roof of the tower was 
constructed with battlements, perhaps 
somewhat similar to that seen today.   
In 1871, alongside improvements 
to the church’s interior, the tower 
was drastically reconfigured and 
heightened - hipped and square with 
deep, bracketed eaves on all sides and 
topped with a square ‘lantern’ level 
and spire seen in historic photographs.  
A mere twenty-two years later in 1893, 
the roof was, once again, torn down 
to the horizontal granite band seen 
above the belfry.  Starting with the 
flared granite cornice, the top of the 
tower was replaced with a stylized, 
crenelated parapet and copper hipped 
roof with small triangular dormers that 
remains to this day.

Above: Photographs from 1920 showing the belfry louver 
and its two large fins, compared to the present-day 
fiberglass.

Left and Below: Photographs comparing the large, 
1871-1893 heightened tower and the crenelated top 
seen in 1920.  Note the edge of the stone band in 
both images.
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Concurrent with the changes to the tower roof, alterations were made to the 
sanctuary interior which included false clerestory stained glass windows.  These 
windows were likely artificially back-lit at the time, but remain defunct and covered 
today. 

In 1889, only 36 years after the original construction, the parish hall was built as 
an addition to the northwest gable end of the sanctuary, enveloping the apse and 
infilling its arched window and those that flanked the apse.  This large addition was 
designed in the Shingle Style atop granite walls.  The parish hall roof is multi-faceted 
with a complex array of valleys.  Cross-gables display leaded- and stained-glass 
windows at each end, with a gable vent at the topside of each added sometime in 
the 20th-century.  Historic photographs show as early as 1920 that the roof was 
constructed with wood shingles, likely original.  Since then, the wood shingle roof 
was replaced with black slates that persist to this day, with copper ridge caps and 
valleys, and saddle hips.  Copper gutters and downspouts drain directly on soil, but 
internal cast iron downspout boots remain along the perimeter of the building where 
rainwater once drained to the City’s sanitary system.  Lacking a City stormwater 
system, roof run-off must now be treated on the site.  These boots are now blocked.  
The parish hall has two chimneys of similar size and height, both made from the 

same granite as the rest of the building.

Crowning the interior hall’s roof is a octagonal cupola, which served as a ventilator 
tower for an early ventilation system.  The cupola is bell-cast with a slate skirt 
that intersects the main roof; four stacked, sloped vent openings circumscribe 
the perimeter; and a small spire is capped by a copper finial.  Three small gabled 
‘dormers’ sit at the base of spire’s eight facets.  All surfaces, save for the slate skirt, are 
covered with asphalt shingles wrapped with bird-deterrent netting.

The northeast, Eliot Street entrance to the parish hall has received a number of 
alterations over the years.  Historic photographs as early as 1920 show a shallow 
eave with copper gutter sitting directly above the entry door, and four granite steps 
leading to a landing no deeper than two- to three-feet.  Some time later, the eave 
and gutter were extended outward to create a deep, flat-seam copper porch covering 
seen today.  In 2003, an accessible ramp was installed along with a reconfigured stair 
with deeper landing.  The ramp, which wraps around the north-most corner of the 
sanctuary, caps off a now-unusable areaway stair and door.  An areaway stair and 
door were relocated to the southwest corner of the sanctuary.

Above: Photographs from 1920 and present-day comparing the roof materials of the Parish hall.  Note the wood 
shingles starting to curl and cup on the historic photograph, as opposed to the slate shingles seen today.
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The southwest entrance of the parish hall appears largely unchanged since at least 
1920, with the exception of the entry stair.  Then, a wooden stair and landing 
extended from doors due southwest.  Today, a stone stair and landing with iron rail 
face southeast.

Most windows in the parish hall are deep-set with double-hung wood sashes.  On 
the northeast face of the gabled wall, colored glass with a figured texture are set in 
wood muntins in double-hung sashes.  The opposing, southwest gabled wall features 
a similar window configuration but with more intricate leaded stained glass.  The 
northwest gabled wall has double-hung lancet windows with colored and figured 
glass similar to that on the northeast.  A series of boarded basement windows are 
along the perimeter.

The First Church in Jamaica Plain was listed on the National Register of Historic 
Places on January 15, 1988 and a National Register Historic District was established 
on October 11, 1990.

A more comprehensive history of the church and its parish is available in the 
National Register forms in the appendix.

Above: Photographs from 1920 and present-day comparing the western entry of the parish hall.  Note the change 
in direction of the wooden stair in the historic photograph.

Above: Present day photograph showing the gleaming stained-glass windows in the Parish hall’s parlor, adjacent 
to the stage.
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CONSTRUCTION & ALTERATION CHRONOLOGY

The chronology that follows was developed from information contained in the National Register 
Nomination Form (NRNF) and Form-B provided by the Massachusetts Historical Commission (MHC), 
as well as the various documents filed by Spencer, Sullivan & Vogt’s predecessor firms.  Where 
possible, known costs have been attributed to work done at the church.  The chronology outlined here 
is not all-encompassing, and reflects a best-effort approach to tell the story of the First Church and it’s 
Parish.

DATE ACTIVITY SOURCE PROVIDER COST

1769 The original white clapboard, timber-frame 
meeting house is constructed for the Third 
Parish Church of West Roxbury.

NRNF MHC $4,200

1772 The Congregational Society of the Third 
Parish of Roxbury is incorporated.

Form-B MHC

1783 John Hancock gifts a bell from the “New 
Brick Church” in Boston’s North End.

NRNF MHC

1785 The original cemetery is established. NRNF MHC

1822 Land for the church and burial ground is 
bought from the school trustees.

Form-B MHC

1825 The cemetery is enlarged. NRNF MHC

1833 The cemetery is heavily re-landscaped. An 
iron railing is erected at the perimeter.

NRNF MHC

1843 A committee is formed to evaluate the 
structure of the original meetinghouse.

NRNF MHC

1851 A second committee is formed and 
determines the need for a larger church.

NRNF MHC

1852 The original meetinghouse is relocated to 
the future site of Eliot Hall.

NRNF MHC

1853 A contract for the new church is signed. A 
bell, organ, and iron fence increase costs.

NRNF MHC $21,800, to 
$32,224.19

1853
(Jun. 06)

The cornerstone of the new church is laid. NRNF MHC

1854
(Jun. 15)

The completed church is dedicated. NRNF MHC

1855
(May)

The relocated old meeting house is 
destroyed by fire.  Arson suspected.

NRNF MHC
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1855-
1868

The church is rented as temporary town hall. NRNF MHC

1862
(Apr.)

The Congregational Society votes to 
renamed as the First Unitarian Society of 
Jamaica Plain.

NRNF MHC

1864 The parish is renamed to the First 
Congregational Society of Jamaica Plain.

NRNF MHC

1860-
1890

The church itself is used as a parish hall. NRNF MHC

1871-
1872

Numerous church alterations take place:
• High pulpit is removed.
• Gallery is reduced to a simple choir loft.
• Stained glass windows are installed.
• Tower battlements are removed, and the 

roof is reconfigured taller with a hipped 
roof and lantern-level spire.*

NRNF MHC

1871
(Sep. 14)

The Civil War Soldier’s Monuments is 
dedicated.

JP Historical 
Society

JP Historical 
Society

1888 A committee is formed to evaluate the need 
of a new parish hall.

NRNF MHC

1889 The cornerstone of the Parish hall is laid. NRNF MHC

1890 The Parish hall is completed, infilling the 
arched window within the church apse and 
windows flanking either side.

NRNF MHC $20,000

1893 The heightened tower roof is dismantled, 
and reconfigured with the parapet and 
copper hipped roof seen today..

NRNF MHC

c. 1900 The clock is electrified. NRNF MHC

c. 1907 Stained glass memorial plaques are installed 
at the bottom of lancet windows.*

NRNF MHC

1920
(May)

Photographs show a number of features not 
seen today:
• Two deep, decorated fins on the lower 

half of each belfry louver.
• A lantern in the iron bracket of the tower entry.
• A wood shingle roof on the Parish hall.
• A shallower porch at the Eliot Street entry.

Leon H. 
Abdalian 
1884-1967
(Photographer)

Boston Public 
Library Arts 
Department

1930 ‘Period of Significance’ ends for the Historic 
Monument District.

NRNF MHC

DATE ACTIVITY SOURCE PROVIDER COST
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1947 The Parish celebrates 175th Anniversary of 
incorporation with renovations:
• The church is rewired.
• New fixtures are installed.
• The interior is repainted.
• The Parish hall is re-decorated.
• The Tower’s copper roof may have been 

replaced.

NRNF & MTS 
Conditions 
Survey

MHC & SSV

1960-
1980

Church membership steeply declines 
to less than 20.  Fundraising campaign 
manages to raise money for stabilization and 
preventative maintenance.

MPPF Rnd 15 
Application

SSV

c. 1973 A chain-link fence is stalled around the 
cemetery.

NRNF MHC

1973
(Apr. 30)

The Trust for the First Congregational Society 
of Jamaica Plain (Unitarian) is established.

Church Deed SSV

1975
(Mar. 11)

The church land is deeded to the Trust. Church Deed SSV

1988
(Jul. 15)

The building is individually listed on the 
National Register of Historic Places.

NRNF MHC

1990
(Oct. 11)

The Monument Square Historic District is 
listed in the National Register.

NRNF MHC

1990 A number of stabilization efforts are 
undertaken at the tower:
• Reinforcing plates/ties are installed 

around the northeast clock to mitigate 
stone bulging.

• The tower is repointed with an incorrect 
mortar formula.

• “Topcoat” sealant is applied to the copper roof.

MTS 
Conditions 
Survey 2009

SSV

1998
(Spring)

The parish begins it capital campaign for 
comprehensive repairs and preservation.

MPPF Rnd 15 
Application

SSV

2000-
2001

A comprehensive conditions assessment is 
conducted by MTS.  Ivan Myjer identifies 
the faulty tower repointing work and 
develops an corrected formula.

MPPF Rnd 15 
Application

SSV

2001-
2002

An accessible ramp is installed at the Eliot 
Street entry: the basement stair areaway is 
sealed and relocated to the southwest former 
coal chute of the church.  An accessible 
bathroom is installed at the Eliot Street entry.

MPPF Rnd 15 
Application

SSV

DATE ACTIVITY SOURCE PROVIDER COST
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2001-
2004

Numerous repairs and restorations take place:
• Both southeast church gable walls 

are 100% repointed with the revised 
mortar formula, including the southwest 
‘Chancel Block’ by the Parish hall.

• The northwest walls of the Parish hall are 
100% repointed.

• Step flashing is installed at the rear base 
of the tower.  Edge flashing is installed at 
both flanking raked eaves.

• All lancet windows in the tower are 
restored, except for the upper northwest.

• Clock faces receive paint over existing 
“smaltz” finish.  Clock mechanism is 
restored with working counterweights.

• Copper ridge caps, gutters, and 
downspouts are selectively installed 
throughout the Parish hall.

• A small facet of wood shingle siding is 
replaced at the southwest-facing, mid-
level cheek wall at the Parish hall rear.

• Selective, clear glass panes at the Parish 
Hall are replaced with historically-
appropriate translucent, patterned glass.

• Surface drains are installed at the 
southeast perimeter of the church.

• An accessible walkway is constructed.

MPPF Rnd 15 
Application, 
2011 MTS 
Proposal 
Letter, 
Westmill 
Preservation, 
David Graf, 
2010 MTS 
Conditions 
Survey

SSV

2002
(Feb. 12)

A preservation restriction is placed on the 
property, held by MHC.

PR Agreement MHC

2003
(Aug.)

MHC Form-B is updated by Lynne Spencer. Form-B MHC

2006 Above-ground tomb in cemetery collapses. MPPF Rnd 15 
Application

SSV

2008 The belfry level is leased for cellular 
equipment. Antennae are installed at 3 
louvers and a sealant, basement equipment 
room is constructed. 3 wood louvers are un-
installed, stored, and replaced with fiberglass.  
The rear (northwest) wood louver remains.

MPPF Rnd 15 
Application

SSV

2011
(Aug.)

MHC Form-B is updated by Lynne Spencer. Form-B MHC
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2012
(Aug.)

Tower restoration project is completed:
• All elevations are 100% repointed.
• The copper roof is replaced, including 

parapet caps.
• Lighting protection is provided.
• A membrane floor at the belfry is installed.
• Flashing and sealant is installed at the 

belfry louver sills.

2012 Close-
out Report, 
Yankee 
Steeple Co., 
Aniceto, Inc.

SSV $173,300

2012
(Fall)

Lancet windows in the tower are repaired 
and spot-glazed. The upper northwest 
window is restored.

2012 Close-
out Report, 
Westmill Pres.

SSV $11,500

2020
Dec.

A building envelope conditions assessment 
is conducted and Master Plan prepared.

SSV SSV

DATE ACTIVITY SOURCE PROVIDER COST
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Every old building has a distinctive identity and character. Character-defining features are the 
significant observable and experiential aspects of a building that define its architectural power and 
personality. These are the features that should be retained in any restoration or rehabilitation scheme 
in order to protect the building’s historic integrity and to maintain eligibility for preservation grant 
funding, rehabilitation tax credits, and protections afforded to historic properties.

Character-defining elements include the 
overall shape of the building and its materials, 
craftsmanship, decorative details and interior 
spaces and features, as well as the various aspects 
of its site and environment. They are critically 
important considerations whenever building 
work is contemplated. Inappropriate changes 
to historic features can undermine the historical 
and architectural significance of the building, 
sometimes irreparably.

This survey of the First Church in Jamaica Plain 
identifies the features that contribute to the unique 
character of the building and its site. The bulleted 
items listed in this section should be considered 
defining historic elements of the building and changes to them should be made only after careful 
consideration. They are consistent with the character defining features described in the July 15, 1988, 
National Register Nomination Form. 

EXTERIOR FEATURES

Setting
The topography, population density and other influences that are noteworthy to the property.

• Located at a prominent corner location in a residential and neighborhood shopping area, as well as 
within a National Register Historic District.  Notable adjacencies include the Loring Geenough house, 
the Eliot School, and the Soldier’s Monument.

Above: Hand-colored 1920 photograph of monument square, with 
the First Church beyond.
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Shape
The form of the building. The massing that gives 
the initial visual impression of the structure.

• Church massing creates a strong Gothic 
Revival picturesque silhouette.
• Two-story basilican plan with no transept and 
a small, rectangular apse.
• Dominating four-story central tower with 
stepped battlements at southeast.
• Cross-gable, multi-faceted shingle-style parish 
hall addition at the rear of the building.

Roof and Roof Features
Typically the most dominant element of a build-
ing. Often the element that most informs the 
shape of the building.

• Simple gable slate roof at the sanctuary.
• Complex, multi-faceted cross-gable and 
hipped slate roof at the parish hall.
• Brick chimney at the rear of the sanctuary; 
ashlar stone chimneys at the parish hall.
• Hipped copper roof with perimeter parapet at 
the tower.
• Prominent, octagonal ventilator tower atop the 
primary gable of the parish hall.
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Openings
Windows and doors. These often reflect the hallmark 
features of specific architectural styles.

• Symmetrical window and door placement at the church.  
Generally-symmetrical at the parish hall.
• Tower: tall, hung wood lancet windows and wood 
louvers at the belfry (3 replaced with fiberglass)
• Church: tall leaded-glass lancet windows with 
horizontally-pivoting lower sashes.  Wood trefoil window 
at the rear gable.
• Parish hall: tall, hung lancet and rectangular wood and 
stained-glass windows at gables; double-hung elsewhere.
• Wood, vertical-board door at main tower entry; solid 
wood stile-and-rail doors at parish hall entries and 
basement areaway.

Trim and Secondary Features
Casings at windows and doors, moldings, cornices, wa-
tertables and other additive features.

• Church: Dressed Quincy granite quoins, jambs, sills, and 
voussoirs.
•  Parish hall: quarry-faced Quincy granite window sills.
• Stepped fieldstone buttresses at Sanctuary nave and 
tower
• Window glazing–flesh colored glass at tower; clear 
leaded-glass at sanctuary; translucent patterned glass or 
stained glass at parish hall.
• Painted wood trim.
• Stained wood shingles at gable walls of parish hall.
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Materials
The visible kit of parts that comprise the 
exterior envelope of the buildings.

• Quarry-faced Quincy granite ashlar at 
building perimeter, including tower and 
parish hall.
• Window glazing–clear, translucent, or flesh 
glass set in lead cames or wood muntins.
• Painted wood trim.
• Wood half-timbering with rough-cast stucco 
infill
• Green and black slate roof with copper 
ridge and valley flashing
• Copper gutters, leaders and downspouts
• Color of building materials-ashlar stone 
(gray), dressed trim (light-grey), painted wood 
trim (green), slate (green and black), wood 
shingle siding (reddish-brown).
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INTERIOR FEATURES

Individual Spaces
Individual spaces that are character-defining.

• Sanctuary with apse and narthex (in tower)
• Parish hall with stage and parlor
• Vertical spaces and their relationships

Features & Details
Sanctuary, altar, narthex, and organ loft.

• Elevated box pews and pew arrangement.
• Paneled wood wainscot at perimeter walls.
• Exposed, carved wood roof trusses and hammer 
beams.
• Unobstructed aisles with lower ceiling.
• Naturally-finished and painted wood doors, 
woodwork and trim.
• Painted plaster walls.
• False-clerestory windows in stained glass.
• Suspended ceiling light fixtures.
• Cork flooring.
• In-floor ventilation grates, and concealed 
ventilation shaft in raised nave ceiling.

Parish Hall.

• Exposed wood roof trusses and wood boarding.
• Naturally-finished wood wainscot, woodwork 
and trim.
• High-ceiling parish hall with concealed 
ventilation tower.
• Wood-paneled balcony in parish hall.
• Painted, plaster walls.
• Hardwood flooring.
• Naturally-finished paneled doors and casings.
• Monumental wood pocket doors.
• Raised performance stage.
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PRESERVATION GUIDELINES

The consideration of repairs, maintenance, and interior space planning at the First 
Church in Jamaica Plain should be guided by the significance of the building and 
site as framed by the National Register of Historic Places and the character-defining 
features identified in this report. The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the 
Treatment of Historic Properties should be used to inform all work at the building. 
The Standards provide advice on the preservation and protection of cultural resources 
and recognize four treatments:  Preservation, Rehabilitation, Restoration and 
Reconstruction. The first three are relevant to this project.

PRESERVATION is defined “as the act or process of applying measures necessary 
to sustain the existing form, integrity, and materials of an historic property. Work, 
including preliminary measures to protect and stabilize the property, generally 
focuses upon the ongoing maintenance and repair of historic materials rather 
than extensive replacement and new construction. New exterior additions are not 
within the scope of this treatment; however, the limited and sensitive upgrading of 
mechanical, electrical and plumbing systems and other code-required work to make 
properties functional is appropriate within a preservation project.” 

REHABILITATION is defined “as the act or process of making possible a compatible 
use for a property through repair, alterations, and additions while preserving those 
portions or features which convey its historical, cultural or architectural values.”

RESTORATION is defined “as the act or process of accurately depicting the form, 
features, and character of a property as it appeared at a particular period of time by 
means of the removal of features from other periods in its history and reconstruction 
of missing features from the restoration period. The limited and sensitive upgrading of 
mechanical, electrical, and plumbing systems and other code-required work to make 
properties functional is appropriate within a restoration project.”

General Application of the Standards
 ▪ ADDITIONS

Additions to a historic structure should be respectful and subordinate to the original 
building. Although the addition should possess similar mass, proportions and 
materials and can feature complementary stylistic details, it should not replicate the 
original building and should be readily distinguished as new construction.

 ▪ MATERIALS

When repairs are required, original building materials should be replaced in kind 
– brick for brick, wood for wood, slate for slate. When traditional replacement 
materials are not available or are economically unfeasible, substitute materials 
that mimic the look, feel, and workability of original materials may be considered. 
Care should be taken when deciding to use a synthetic material, however, since 
modern products may interface poorly with traditional building materials, offer 
limited longevity versus traditional materials, and experience color shifts and other 
deteriorative changes.
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 ▪ MASONRY

Stone and brick elements should be replaced with matching material. Cast stone, 
which differs from natural stone in appearance, texture, density and workability, is 
not an appropriate substitute for natural material. It experiences color shifts over time, 
making it difficult to maintain a match with the original stone fabric.

An appropriate mortar formula should be established and adopted for all repointing 
campaigns. Clear records of the mortar mix, proportions of tinting pigments, and 
the application technique, including the final strike, should be documented in the 
building owner’s maintenance records. Actual mortar samples should be retained 
with the records along with a sample panel on the building. 

Skilled masons should be employed in preparing joints and sampling should be done 
with every project to confirm the skill level of the worker.

 ▪ WOOD WINDOWS AND DOORS

Wood windows and doors are character defining features and essential elements 
in a historic building’s distinctive architectural design. Repairing and weatherizing 
existing wood doors and windows is always the preferred approach for historic 
buildings and provides energy efficiency comparable to new elements. When 
windows have exceeded their useful lives and retention is not practical or 
economically feasible, an approach that combines repairing old windows where 
possible and introducing new windows that match all existing details and materials 
where necessary is recommended. 

 ▪ PAINT FINISHES

Original paint formulations and colors are character-defining elements that are 
often lost over time because the paint materials themselves are relatively short-lived. 
When repainting is necessary to preserve the integrity of the envelope, the colors 
chosen should be appropriate to the style and setting of the building. If the intent is 
to reproduce the original colors or those from a significant period in the building’s 
history, they should be based on the results of a scientific paint analysis. 

Traditional lead-based paints, which offer excellent longevity, durability and color 
stability, are no longer available in the United States. The highest quality latex-based 
paints available should be employed instead, after thorough surface preparation and 
priming. The application of a permanent vinyl or ceramic liquid coating system is 
damaging to wood, irreversible, and historically inappropriate. 

EXTERIOR ENVELOPE CONDITIONS
ASSESSMENT AND MASTER PLAN

Spencer, Sullivan & Vogt Architects  ▪   202120

FIRST CHURCH IN JAMAICA PLAIN
Jamaica Plain, Massachusetts



Application of the Standards at the First Church in Jamaica Plain
Preservation of the character-defining features and architectural integrity of the 
church should be of paramount concern for the building’s stewards. It is fortunate 
indeed for the First Church in Jamaica Plain that the Massachusetts Historical 
Commission (MHC) holds a comprehensive National Register Nomination Form 
(NRNF) from 1988. The MHC team of architects and historians conducted a thorough 
search of primary historical documents. The final NRNF is a well-written historical 
and architectural narrative of both the site and the building.

Surviving drawings and photographs from various sources were also collected, 
interpreted, labeled and interspersed within the text of the NRNF.

Another valuable section of the NRNF is its description of what the MHC has 
determined to be the character-defining exterior and interior features of the building. 

The NRNF should be the definitive reference for any proposed architectural 
improvements to the interior or exterior of this National Register of Historic Places 
building.

 ▪ PRESERVATION OF EXTERIOR CHARACTER-DEFINING FEATURES

Preservation of the Setting and Landscape

The building is sited specifically for its historic functions. Its setting, landscape, and 
spatial relationships with neighboring residential buildings should be retained and 
respected in any restoration or alteration scheme.  The introduction of handicap 
access elements, like those already done in the early 2000s, should be unobtrusive 
and sympathetic to the original building design and materials.

The existing landscape has changed quite a bit over the last 168 years. Records 
indicate that, including the additional land bought for the cemetery in 1825, the 
original site has retained roughly its original size. The development of Eliot Square 
(now Monument Square) adjacent to the church changed significantly over late 
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, including the first Eliot School at the 
present-day site of the Soldier’s Monument.  The church site, however, appears to 
have retained its integrity.
 
Additions/Alterations

The dictum “do no harm” ideally applies to preservation or conservation treatments 
at a historic building.  But the reality of a building that serves active uses, as the 
First Church does as both church and place of community, is that evolving needs 
will sometimes dictate changes. The goal is to introduce such changes in ways 
that respect historic fabric and maintain the architectural-historical integrity of the 
resource. In the early years of the historic preservation movement, the goal was to 
make introductions appear as seamless extensions of the building. However, that 
approach has been modified to advocate for additions/alterations that make subtle 
differentiations in materials, massing, and details. The objective is to let changes be of 
their own time while respecting the historic resource.
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Roofing

The green slate roofing on the sanctuary appears original, as well as the black slate 
roofing on the parish hall. The associate metal roofing and flashings have been repair/
replaced over the life of the building, with a portion or new copper gutters and 
downspouts at the parish hall.

With slate, it is always important to match the color of the slate, the size of the 
shingles, their weathering exposure, and the total number of courses on each roof 
surface.

Masonry Walls

The quarry-faced, ashlar granite used on both the church and the parish hall were lo-
cally sourced from Quincy, backed up with Roxbury Puddingstone. It is a very stable 
monumental stone with a proven history of long-term durability. Regular cutting and 
repointing of deteriorated mortar joints is the key maintenance issue with this materi-
al.

Joints between wood and stone at masonry openings such as windows and doors 
should periodically have their sealants removed and replaced with a durable, 
paintable replacement sealant.

The stone surfaces should be cleaned perhaps every 25-30 years to remove surface 
dirt. Low-pressure water spray with vigorous scrubbing using natural bristle brushes 
may be enough to remove surface dirt. The application of surface waterproofing 
materials should always be avoided.

Wood Window & Doors

All existing wood window sashes and frames and wood door and door frames should 
be retained and repaired, and maintained on a regular basis. Particularly the windows 
above the southwest chancel block by the parish hall entry.  Historic window sash 
hardware and door hardware should be treated with the same protocol.

A single surviving sash lock, sash lift, sash pulley or door knob, door escutcheon, 
hinge or locking mechanism can often serve as a model for fabrication of other 
missing elements or purchase of similar hardware, either newly fabricated or 
available from architectural salvage firms.

The maintenance of leaded-glass horizontal-pivoting sashes requires special skills and 
experience to properly repair and restore.
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 ▪ PRESERVATION OF INTERIOR CHARACTER-DEFINING FEATURES

Our comments for the previous paragraph “Additions/Alterations” apply equally to 
the interior without exception.

Church

The Sanctuary retains most of its original features, albeit with the major alterations of 
1871 and 1890, and renovations of 1947. The pews mostly remain in an unaltered 
state. Some water penetration is visible above the easternmost corner.  The water 
source path should be eliminated and the finishes repaired.

The partially-operable leaded-glass windows survive and deserve careful preservation 
and maintenance. Any surviving window or door hardware should be cataloged for 
future reference and used for fabrication or placement of missing hardware elements.

The sanctuary floor appears to be an original cork floor.  A testament to the 
sustainability and durability of cork as a finish material, the floor should be eventually 
placed in-kind.

At one time painted tracery could be found on the walls - now painted over.  Careful 
historic paint analysis may reveal the decorative painting and stenciling below newer 
coats of paint.  The operable, false stained-glass clerestory windows were likely once-
lit from behind, but after removal of the lighting were covered and painted to prevent 
a dull, dark aesthetic.  The false clerestory windows could be returned to their former 
function and lit from behind with small, non-heat-generating, energy-efficient LED 
light arrays.

Parish hall

The main floor of the parish hall retains much of its historic integrity, including its 
windows and doors, the parlors, the stage, the pastor’s office, and wall and floor 
surfaces.  The original woodwork has also survived intact.

As in the Sanctuary, the leaded-glass windows survive and deserve careful 
preservation and maintenance.  Many of the double-hung wood windows have been 
outfitted with exterior, operable aluminum storm windows.

Wood wainscoting, wood window and door trim, and original wood doors should 
also be carefully maintained and preserved, especially the monumental double 
pocket doors separating the hall from the parlors and stage.
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The following pages contain measured elevations and floor plans produced 
by Spencer, Sullivan & Vogt derived from both site visits and existing digital 
drawings.
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