
Chapter 5

Melville
Academy

“You may think it a crazy idea,
but it seems to me it would be
wonderful if we could get the use
of the Academy. . .”
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     UST AS THE Meetinghouse has been a constant object of attention and affection
for the VIS, so too has Melville Academy. The relationship between the Society
and these two buildings is close and intricate and, indeed, interesting.

Melville Academy was “erected in 1833 and flourished as a private academy
until 1859. Thereafter the town used it as a school until 1918. Left abandoned
and in sad repair, the building seemed to be a perfect meeting place for the
V.I.S., and a delegation approached town authorities with a plan to refurbish
the academy in exchange for their occasional use of it.” So records the Town
History.1 But the immediate impetus for the Society’s interest was the gift of a
piano.

In 1919 “Dr. and Mrs. W.F.
Wesselhoeft presented to the Society
the concert grand Chickering piano
which belonged to Mrs. Wesselhoeft’s
mother, a gift which is very deeply
appreciated. The question then arose
where the piano should be kept.”2

The Minutes indicate that “Mrs.
Robinson and Miss Kate Fox thought
. . . of the Academy building which
has been unoccupied for the last two
years. . .” In August the Society’s
request to have the use of Melville
and to move its new piano in was
“granted in the most cordial and
friendly spirit, and work on the
building has already begun.”3

The Society’s interest and
involvement in Melville pre-dates
this, however. The first mention of
the building appears just two years
after the founding, during a time
when it was still a town school. In
1908 a fundraising effort was
launched to repair “the tower of the
old Academy.” Three years later it
was reported as having been repaired.
The Society also consulted “with the
School Board and with the teacher in
the school at the Center for the
purpose of asking for the cooperation
of the school children in beautifying
the grounds about the school
building, Miss Alice Cutter to assist
the teacher in planning for an
entertainment by which the children
might raise money for this purpose.”

But once permission had been
granted in 1919 for the VIS to use
and fix-up Melville, things began to

happen. It was “painted, furnished,
the original windows restored,
electric lights installed. . .”4 A
newspaper article described the plans
for “developing it into a charming
hall for concerts, lectures, and social
gatherings. The upper floor is to be
made into a museum of articles which
have to do with the early history of
Jaffrey.”5

A year later—August 4, 1920—the
formal opening of the building was
celebrated. “Old pupils of the
Academy are to be particularly
honored guests, and it is hoped that
as many as possible will attend.”6 The
Rev. Theodore Greene spoke on
‘Melville Academy, its Past,’ while
Mrs. Robinson expounded on
‘Melville Academy, its Future.’*
Following this was the “singing of
Auld Lang Syne, led by an orchestra
and chorus made up of young
members of the V.I.S.” And the day
concluded with a reception.

THE BUILDING

All those who live in old houses well
know that something always needs
doing. Melville Academy was and is
no exception. Before the Society
could display its collection and open
Melville’s doors to the public, there
was considerable work called for. In
September 1921, “Miss Kate Fox told
of the work done on the Academy
________________

* The full text of both addresses appears in the
Appendices.

Mrs. B.L. Robinson in the doorway
of Melville at the time of
its re-opening in 1920.
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this year—plastering, painting,
plumbing, scrubbing, etc. The
building is restored and in excellent
condition.”

It must have remained so for a
while because it wasn’t until 1933
that mention was made of any of the
physical aspects of the building. “The
main topic of discussion concerned
repairs necessary on the roof of
Melville Academy. Repairs were made
last fall but proved inadequate and
because of damage during the winter
re-shingling is necessary.”

Thereafter, every few years there
was an entry in the Minutes about
‘repairs’ or ‘painting’ or ‘plastering.’

At the 1944 Annual Meeting it was
reported that the “shed connected
with Melville Academy presents a
somewhat unsightly appearance. . .”
This refers to what was probably the
privy, perhaps combined with a
woodshed, standing to the west of
the building. It was eventually moved
to the east end of the village to
Charlie Chamberlain’s house where it
still stands.7

In 1951, “upon examination, a
great deal of wood rot has been
discovered around the tower. The
repairs will cost more than the $300
estimate by carpenter Ted Smith.”
But the next year the Minutes record
that “the cost of repairs to the
Academy was less than estimated, as
the condition of the tower was so
much worse than expected, that very
little labor was needed to tear it
down!” But it doesn’t appear that it
was torn down, ‘temporary’ repairs
being made instead. But by 1959 the
situation had become serious. “Mr.
Smith reported that the tower of
Melville Academy is in bad shape
structurally. It has been examined by
Mr. Thoin who estimates that repairs
will cost $3,500.” A year or so passed
when in October 1960, it was
announced that Mr. Smith and “Mr.
Thoin and their combined crews
would start work on the Tower early
in November, the work to take
approximately one month and the
cost, at a rough estimate, to be
$3,500.” At the 1961 Annual

Meeting a report was made of the
work recently undertaken:

The original estimates for the repairs to
Melville Academy were far too low,
because the extent of repairs needed
could not be known until the work was
started. Messrs Smith & Thoin, and their
crews worked diligently during this
winter, often in bad weather. As a result,
the Academy has a new tower, new roof,
new front steps, and the foundation
stones have been placed in position and
pointed up. The cost of these repairs was
$6,379.28, which was covered by
withdrawing $6,400 from the Trust
Fund.

Further improvements inside the
building then seemed indicated and
painting, plastering & electric wiring
were done and a functional Kitchenette
was installed and completely furnished.
The cost of these repairs &
improvements amounted to $1,513.55,
paid by a ‘good angel.’ [Mrs. Wetherell]

Another ‘good angel’ paid the cost of
fixing up the outside grounds to the
amount of $362.13.

The total cost of work as listed above,
amounted (with discounts) to
$8,240.70.

Improvements continued to be
made over the years. In 1963 the first
floor was renovated “consisting of
new curtains, new tables for artifacts,
new furnishings for the Kitchenette,
and a screen door. . .” The next year
an icebox was installed “courtesy of
Mrs. Wetherell.”

An early view of Melville Academy
(pre-1896). Note the building on the

left—it may have combined the
functions of privy and woodshed.

Thorndike Pond Road
(then Academy Street)

is unpaved.

Jonas M. Melville, after whom
the Academy was named.
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The next big project was replacing
the floor. At the Annual Meeting of
1968, “in the middle of the
‘minutes,’ at 8:15 P.M., the floor in
the center of the hall suddenly sank
about 10 inches with a loud crash.
After a second crash, the meeting was
temporarily adjourned to take up a
few minutes later in the Old Meeting
House.” Estimated cost of a new
floor: $2,000, later raised to $3,000.
The work was done and the 1969
Annual Meeting was once again at
Melville.

At the 1990 Annual Meeting
members were pleasantly surprised by
a spotlessly clean, newly painted and
carefully rearranged first floor, the
result of the hard work and creative
skills of Jeanne Duval.

Later that year Melville (and the
Meetinghouse, Little Red
Schoolhouse and the Old Fire
Station) were studied by structural
engineer Conor Power and
architectural historian Sara Chase.
Serious problems were uncovered at
both Melville and the Meetinghouse
which led to major renovations being
undertaken at each.

In the case of Melville, “extreme
rot was observed in the crawl space
and the entire first level is considered
structurally unsound . . . At our

Executive Committee meeting on the
10th [February 1991] we will review
bids for the repair of Melville
Academy and select our contractor
. . . Needless to say, we also have to
discuss funding.”

Jaffrey contractor Andy Webber,
who oversaw the restoration of the
Horsesheds for the VIS, was selected
to undertake the work at Melville.

At a February meeting, progress
was reported: “The work on Melville
Academy is almost finished. The front
hall and kitchen did not need to be
touched, the plywood floor is now in
place and drying . . . The cost of the
work . . . has been much less than
estimated.” There was, however, a bit
of a problem with the plywood
subfloor which wasn’t as dry as it
should have been causing the finish
floor to buckle. “As a result the floor
has been taken up to dry, will be
primed by volunteers, then hopefully
relaid by September,” so the
membership learned at the 1991
Annual Meeting which had to be held
that year in the First Church parish
hall. By September the floor was back
in place. The final cost for the
restoration work: $14,527.13.

The Society applied for and
received in 1996 a Conservation
Assessment Program (CAP) grant
from the Institute of Museum and
Library Services, an agency of the
Federal government. This led to the
hiring of Marc A. Williams and Sheryl
N. Hack who made a thorough
collections and architectural
assessment of the Academy. Their 84-
page report was received in January
1997, and many of their
recommendations, pertaining to both
the building and to the collection,
have since been implemented.

In the spring of 2005 the upstairs
schoolroom was painted by Bruce
Dennis. This involved a considerable
amount of preparation and touch-up
plastering work. The space is now
much lighter and more presentable.
At about the same time Heartwood
Building & Restoration, which had
recently restored the Meetinghouse
windows, removed one upstairs

Melville today, with Monadnock
in the distance.
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window and competely restored it.
This trial led to an estimate to restore
the remaining windows at Melville, a
project that commenced in the winter
of 2006 and is expected to spread
over three years.

THE QUESTION OF OWNERSHIP

The question of who actually owned
Melville arose as the Society was
facing the likely costs of the 1960
renovation. At an Executive
Committee meeting there was “a
discussion of the fact that no one
holds clear title to the Academy,
altho’ the town claims ownership.
The VIS would be loath to put a
large sum into repairs without clear
title to the property.” When the
Town took over the building as
School No. 7 in 1863, a lease was
obtained from the Academy trustees
to run through 1890. Although the
school remained until 1918 it did so
with no lease.

When the Society was faced with
the expenses of the 1960 renovation
“in the absence of evidence that the
School Board had any title, a
quitclaim deed from the Town
seemed the best thing.”8 And so at
the March 1960 Town Meeting,
Article 16 was voted “to authorize
the Selectmen to sell and convey” the
Academy to the VIS. At the Annual
Meeting in July, the Chairman of the
Board of Selectmen, J. Oren
Belletete, read the quitclaim deed to
Melville Academy made out by the
Town of Jaffrey to the Village
Improvement Society. The deed was
turned over . . . and enthusiastically
and gratefully accepted by the
President and members present.”

THE COLLECTIONS

Melville is above all else a local
history museum.9 In the very recent
past all the artifacts, photographs,
documents, furniture and furnishings
have been catalogued and entered
into a computer database.

Right from the day the VIS had
access to Melville, items of Jaffrey
history have been donated. Here are

some highlights over the years,
gleaned from the Minutes (meeting
dates in parentheses):

“Mrs. Underwood has given an old
churn used by her mother, Mrs.
Baker, in 1826. Mr. Will Mower an
old cheese press. Mr. Mortimer
Cutter an old stone mill used to grind
corn, some interesting old maps, and
a granite pipe used before iron pipes
were made, to carry water. Mr. Parker
in Peterboro has offered an old organ
used long ago in the building, and
Mrs. Mitchell an interesting glass

lamp used here in the upper room
when a night writing school was held
in the room.” (September 18, 1920)

“Miss Emery told about some recent
interesting gifts from the George Jaffrey
House in Portsmouth N.H. for whom
Jaffrey was named among which are
hand made nails, a button to the cellar
door, and a brick with clay mortar still
on it. . .” (July 23, 1921)

“Mrs. Strong reported the acquisition
of a daguerreotype of Hannah Davis,
and the recently acquired portrait of
Jonas Melville was referred to.” (July
23, 1921)

“Mrs. Robinson reported several
interesting gifts, as follows—from Mr.

The ground floor schoolroom showing
some of the collection. The Meetinghouse

model—made by Bowman Cann for the
Sesqui-centennial parade—is in

the corner as it is today.
The giant version of a Smith Dutton

rifle is now in the Jaffrey
Historical Society collection.

This view probably dates
to the mid-1920s not long after

Melville was first opened
as a museum.
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Cann, his model of the Old Meeting
House. . .” (September 17, 1923)

“Miss Kate Fox told of another gift,
an old iron hitching post, from Miss
Larkin. . .”  (July 26, 1930)

“Announcement was made by the
president of four gifts to the society for
the museum of antiques at the
Academy.

Painting of Monadnock and
Thorndike Lake by William Preston
Phelps presented by Mrs. Shepard
Devereaux Gilbert in memory of her
husband. . .

A pair of old steel yards, a butter
churn, and old auger for boring holes
in logs once owned by Mr. Edward
Bailey and used by him to get his first
water supply piped to his house by
means of logs. These were presented by
Miss Lucia Cutter.” (July 25, 1936)

“A recent gift to the Society was
described by Miss Kate Fox. It is a
framed photograph of David C.
Chamberlain . . . one of the early
teachers in Melville Academy. . .”
(July 9, 1938)

“Miss Kate Fox mentioned a recent gift
to the society of great interest, being a
catalogue of Melville Academy for the
year 1837. . .” (July 29, 1939)

“Three gifts have been received from
Miss Lillian Sheldon

Old fashioned work box
Hannah Davis band box
Painting of the earliest house in

Jaffrey—the old Baker house now
torn down.” (July 27, 1940)

“Gifts to the Society during the year
were a sampler and two photographs.
These were bequests in the will of
Isabella Louise Grant whose mother
was Sabra Underwood of Jaffrey. The
sampler is exquisite in design and
coloring.” (July 28, 1945)

“From Lucia B. Cutter—7 text books
used by members of her family in
Melville Academy. . .” (July 27, 1946)

“Gifts of books from Carlos Pierce, and
tools of old days from the B.F. Cann

_________________________________

1 History of the Town of Jaffrey, New Hampshire. Vol.
IV, p. 192.

2 From an unidentified newspaper clipping
contained in the Memorial of the Jaffrey Village
Improvement Society during the Presidency of Mrs.
B.L. Robinson, 1909–1928. Illustrated Chronicles.

3 Ibid.
4 Souvenir Program of the Sesqui-centennial of the

Town of Jaffrey. Issued by the Anniversary
Committee,1923.

5 From an unidentified newspaper clipping
contained in the Memorial of the Jaffrey Village
Improvement Society during the Presidency of Mrs.
B.L. Robinson, 1909–1928. Illustrated Chronicles.

6 Ibid.
7 The present Morley house.
8 Coburn Kidd, The VIS. (Jaffrey: VIS, 1971), p. [6].
9 At an Executive Committee meeting held on

March 1, 1996, the following Statement of
Purpose was adopted: “Melville Academy serves
as a museum whose mission is to preserve and
communicate the history of Jaffrey, the
Academy, and the Jaffrey Center Village
Improvement Society.”

family were gratefully accepted and are
now placed in the Academy museum.”
(July 26, 1952)

“Mrs. Bunce has offered a picture of
the blacksmith shop and house which
formerly stood on land now owned
by VIS. . .” (May 1, 1961)

“The president called attention to the
two half-round wooden barrels which
were found in the MacCready’s barn
and returned to the V.I.S. by the
family.” (July 25, 1970)

“The collection now includes two
Hannah Davis bandboxes from Molly
MacCready, a small commemorative
bandbox from Virginia Burgess and
two school bells, one from Sally
Pierce. . .” (July 26, 1992)

“It was also mentioned that Pat Van
Ness wishes to give Amos Fortune’s bell
to the VIS.” (July 8, 1998)

Reported was “the successful
attainment of the Jonas and Betsey
Melville matching tinted
photographic portraits obtained on
Ebay. . .” (September 13, 2001)

“In October 2002, the VIS received the
Jaffrey Center Post Office boxes on loan
from Noel and Steven Pierce.” (July
20, 2002)

The sign that stands at the
Main Street–Thorndike Pond Road
corner on summer weekends.




