Three Buildings - One Church
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The exact date of the first service held in Middletown in accordance with the Church of England is not known,
but probably the Rev. James Wetmore of Middletown held services here occasionally as early as 1730. He
was a native of Middletown, born in 1695, and ordained in London in July 1723. He was assigned to Trinity
Church, New York City, and later to the church at Rye, New York. He held services in Middletown on his visits
to family here. The services were held in the home of his nephew Ichabod Wetmore on Washington Street. It
was here that "one hundred sober-minded people” met the Rev. Ebenezer
Punderson, an Anglican circuit rider, at his first service here in 1739.

Mr. Wetmore urged them to apply to the town for land, and on April 29, 1749, the
Town of Middletown voted "that the professors of the Church of England have
liberty to erect their church in the highway, between Jaffries' corner, John Foster's
comer and the dwelling of Mr. Ephraim Doane (on the east side of South Park),
and the selectmen, or any three of them, are hereby empowered to stake out the
place for the said building.”

A plague, shown on the left, on the northeast corner of South Green marks the
location of our first church building.

On Easter Monday, April 16, 1750, an Episcopal parish was organized here, and
wardens and vestrymen elected. Services were held regularly from that time,
with the Reverend Ebenezer Punderson continuing to serve the parish. The members of the Church of
England in Middletown, North Guilford [then called Cohabit], Guilford, Wallingford, and other places, were
under his pastoral care; and whatever ministerial taxes they had been assessed to pay, he ordered to be
applied towards the building of churches and maintaining lay readers. He took none of these monies for his
own use. An account of his work written to the Society for
the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts says: "The
5th of September, rode to Middletown [forty miles] and
preached there next day: the day following at East
Haddam, on Sunday at Middletown (whose church was
unfinished), in the townhouse, it being quite full, and
administered the two sacraments; . . . the next day in a
small church in Wallingford: the day following gave private
baptism to a poor weak child, as | went to my native place,
New Haven; the Sunday after the Commencement,
preached in the State House in that town, to a numerous
assembly. . . . The day following, at Branford; upon
Tuesday, in the church at Guilford to abundance; the next
day at Cohabit; upon Friday at Millington (a part of East
Haddam), added there two more to our communion:-the
next day, christened three children. | traveled in this journey about one hundred and sixty miles, preached
eleven sermons, christened seventeen children. The Sunday before last, was at Charles-town (in Rhode
Island), and the last, at Norwich. The Church greatly increases at both these places.” (Sketches of church life
in colonial Connecticut, edited by Lucy Cushing Jarvis, 1902)

In 1752, the Rev. Ichabod Camp became our first rector and construction of our first church building began, the
town officials having reluctantly given them liberty to build. A plot was staked out on the east end of the South
Green, a little north of the head of Union Street. It was swampy land and had to be drained before construction
could begin. The entrance and tower were at the west end and the chancel at the east. "When the frame was
completely raised, there was a shout given so long and loud, that one who lived at the time often remarked
'that it could be heard perhaps the distance of a mile.” Our first building was fifty by thirty-six feet and had "a
towering steeple”. It was named Christ Church. The tower was, in later years, blown down in the night during
a September gale, and as the road then crossed the Green diagonally, the stage driver boasted the next



morning "he had driven over the Episcopal steeple."” The church had a bell in 1759, which was shared with the
Presbyterian Society and used as a common bell by the town until it was broken. In 1785, John Alsop, a
wealthy merchant of New York and a brother of Richard Alsop, “the merchant-prince" of Middletown, gave the
Church a new bell. This is the tolling bell, still in use in our present building.

When the Middlesex Turnpike was built some of the green was taken for the project. The new road came
close to the sanctuary and the foundations walls were badly weakened. The building was demolished in 1835
after a new building was erected on Broad Street.

The picture to the left shows a portion of a map dated 1825 which shows
the location of the first Episcopal Church at what is now South Green. The
map can be seen at the Godfrey Memorial Library.

It was from Christ Church in Middletown that the Rt. Rev. Samuel Seabury,
the first American Bishop, met the clergy after his return from Scotland,
where he was consecrated, and where the first ordination of Deacons took
place. In September 1786, the Bishop confirmed 127 persons here. This
church building was used eighty years, when the congregation had
increased so greatly that a larger building became a necessity. The second
church building was erected in 1834 - a handsome brownstone building
located on Broad Street on the corner of Court Street. It was seventy-eight
by sixty feet and cost $14,000. That building served as our church home
from 1834 to 1874 when on Easter Sunday of that year, the first service was
held in our present building. The old church building was sold to Mrs. Frances A. Russell for $15,000 and was
given by her to the City of Middletown for a public library. The building is still used as a part of the Russell
Library.

The name of our church was changed to the Church of The Holy Trinity, and was authorized by an act of the
State Legislature in 1848. This was rendered necessary in carrying out certain provisions of the will of a most
liberal benefactor of the church, Mrs. Martha Mortimer Starr, who died May 8, 1848.

Mrs. Starr bequeathed her home lot on Main Street to our church at her death in 1848. This lot extended west
to Broad Street. She left the land and her home with the proviso that a church would be built there and that the
name of the church should be changed from Christ Church to the Church of the Holy Trinity. The name
change was approved by an act of the State Legislature in 1856 and was
officially adopted by our parish in 1857. Her home was moved to the back of
the lot to Broad Street and was used as a Rectory until 1881 when its poor
condition necessitated its demolition. The house was over one hundred years
old when moved, and was badly strained during the relocation. A brick
building replaced the old home in 1881, but by 1902 needed extensive repairs
and so went the way of the first rectory. A larger brick rectory was
constructed and is now a part of the St. Luke’s Home building. (The map to
the right is a detail from a map dated 1874, courtesy of the Godfrey Memorial
Library.)

A more complete history of the early days of our church can be found in two
books in our library - A Brief History of the Church of the Holy Trinity, 1943,
Julia Brazos, Author, and History of the Church of the Holy Trinity, by Alice
Bridge Richter, 1963.

Our present church building was consecrated on November 4, 1874. It continues to be a presence on Main
Street, and in the City of Middletown 132 years later. The community of Christians who have worshiped here
through the years as an Episcopal Church family are the Body of Christ - the Church. They have left us a rich
legacy in the form of this building. They also, through their lives lived, through the giving of their time, talents,
and treasures, served as the Body of Christ in this part of our world.



