
PORTRAIT OF JOHN WHEELER RETURNS TO MERIMACK 
   Nathan Wheeler and Rachel Cummings, from Temple , NH , moved to Merrimack, NH with 
their seven sons, the youngest one of which was John Wheeler (1819- 1890).  John established 
a farm in the Reeds Ferry Village area and married Marietta Parker (1818-1881), daughter of 
Nathan Parker and Mary McQuestion, who were prominent landowners in this area in the 
1850’s.  The Parker family was known for its involvement in the McGaw Normal Institute in 1847 
on Depot Street. John and Marietta Wheeler cared for the boarders at that school, which 
brought students from all over New England. John served as a Deacon, and selectman in 
Merrimack over many years.  In 1889, he established a trust to erect and maintain a building “to 
further the religious and social life of the community.”  This became known as the “Wheeler 
Chapel”, where many community functions, including some church services were held.  Wheeler 
wished to have no steeple on the building, but at a later date, the community collected 
donations to add the spire, much to his dismay. The bell from Schoolhouse #3 was placed in the 
steeple and was used as the call to school, when rung by the “schoolmarm, Mrs. Beulah 
Haseltine” at one time.  

   The Chapel has served the town for many years for weddings, square dances, girl and boy 
scouting, 4-H, suppers, teas, dances, plays, concerts as well as the Reeds Ferry Women’s Club 
and for church services.  One popular event was the annual Community Christmas Party. Few 
people had Christmas trees in their homes in the early 1900’s, so the residents gathered at the 
chapel to exchange gifts under the tree there. Candy was ordered from Sears Roebuck and 
delivered to the post office in tin pails. In the 1960’s it served the Methodist Church until that 
congregation moved to St. James United Methodist Church further north.  In 1975, the First 
Baptist Church of Merrimack met at the chapel.  It is currently managed by a board of trustees, 
and accommodates the Faith Episcopal Church, while still available for community functions.  
Major renovations were done recently with a new roof, painting, repairs to the steeple and 
upgrades to the kitchen.  The volunteer trustees continue to care for the building, supported for 
many years especially by the Haseltine and Gordon families, although it is now owned by the 
Episcopal Diocese of New Hampshire.  

   A beautiful framed oil portrait of John Wheeler, recently returned to Merrimack, was painted by 
Darius Cobb (1834-1919), an artist from Newton Upper Falls, MA, whose portraits appears in 
many prominent places. The portrait of Deacon John Wheeler hung in the chapel hall, but was 
draped in the 1970’s, to avoid people being “distracted by his dour face”.  It was accidently 
damaged during cleaning, and was repaired at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts to be placed in 
storage in 1978 until it would find a permanent home, according to Beulah Haseltine. It came 
into the hands of an antique dealer in Maine and then purchased by a dealer in Claremont, who 
offered it recently on Ebay.  When Steve Jarry saw the offer, he contacted the dealer, who 
wanted to see it returned to Merrimack.  Steve and Rick Price negotiated the purchase through 
the Heritage Commission, so that it will be displayed in our Town Hall near the Thornton room to 
remember the donation from John Wheeler of this historic community building.   

   The Heritage Commission is seeking volunteers to serve as members. There are three 
openings for alternate members to help preserve the cultural and physical heritage of our town. 
The Historical Society works hand-in-hand with the Heritage Commission to research and 
preserve the data, artifacts and culture, while educating the public. They recently held a booth at 
the July 4th celebration with displays and sales of various items.  They maintain a display 



cabinet at the Town Hall near the Matthew Thornton room and hold regular meetings with 
speakers open to the public at no charge.  Their headquarters are in a one-room schoolhouse at 
520 Boston Post Road in South Merrimack, which is open on Tuesdays from noon until 8 PM.  

Contact anitacreager58@comcast.net or marc@nozell.com for further information.  
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