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The purpose of Part I of th.is : l'.?~s·e ·a'bch ( e:s§$.mtLoiliy the 
.( • , l ... 

first five chapters) was . to chart ·.out an,d 'de;s:cr.i.be th~ 'arr'i val 
• l ,· 

and development of the Methodist f ,ait.h in RoC'Jtil(i,gham coi:.m'ty, 

North Carolina. The origins of Methoo.ism ±.n England, ·Ame·,ri-ca, .. 

and Rockingham County are exami1ired a,i:i,d' .. c-orr.e·1~tio:rJs den·ote'.a .· 
" ... 

The travels of Bishop Francis Asbury ilil.t>0: Ro.ckioJham \:'ount'y, 

the influx of Methodists from D~lrn?:ln,.a and Virginia int9 the 

area, the organization Mid administratiort- ~ t:he . 1Met.hodist ~,. .. 

Episcopal Church, and the two si.g~if ica•nt c.ff.i v.;~sio-ns . wi t~·in the 

M. E. Church in 18 2 8 and 1·8,44 ar·e ':5tudie<;l in d:e.ta:-±1. IT'he 

simplicity of "Wesley-Asbury" Metr:odipm iimi ·~me\f"ic& was re

flected by the church architectu·re -prior t:<:? the CiviJ. War. 

The Civil War temporarily halted and dir,nini·s ·hed the· gr'owing 

strength of Methodism in Rockingham ~aunty. The Method'ist 
I 

forces were left in unstable financia'i and spiritual c<;:mdi ti~.n. 

Part II ( the final four chapters} deals with ::tne revfval 

of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South (the do,rn.inant branqh 

of white Methodism) and its move into the county's towns, the 

slow development of the Methodist Protestant ctfar::ch; as a 
, ~·· 

basically rural denom4natton and the riie and rebirth o E __ th~ 

Methodist Episcopal Church as an. outlet fbt black ~ethodists· •. 

Part II demonstrates how ~ethodism became domiri~te4· by the 

-
wealthy white Anglo-Saxon Protestants who discarded much of 

; ' . 

the ,i·Asbury Austerity" .. features in worship and architecture 

and guided Methodism into the mainstream df American 



Protestantism. The unification of the three major branch~s . 

of Methodism in 1939 had little overall effect in Rocking~am 

County. The white urban Methodists continued tq dominate the 

New Methodist Church as they had since the development of the 

"New South." 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

People did not want to become Methodists because they 
hoped the~eby to secure social, political or economic 
advancement. On the contrary, it was unpopular to be 
a Methodist ... Methodism made progress in America 
because it was not hampered by traditions, by creedal 
tests or by racial ties. It could work with all 
classes of people and with all nationalities ... The 
Methodists endeavored to spread scriptural holiness 
rather than theology over America ... 1 

This conclusion by the eminent Methodist historian and 

church leader Paul N. Garber some si xty years ago stressed 

the existence of American Methodism at the junct ure of social 

change and .religious consciousness. Methodism was mor e than 

an evangelical movement in the annals of American religious 

history. Garber expounded upon the premise, which forms the 

essential argument of this thesis, that ' American Methodism 
.:. 

evolved from a rural-dominated religious sect into a powerful 

national denomination with its actual stre ngth in the urban 

areas. Methodism existed in a state between social advocacy 

and evangelical awareness in that its supporters tried to 

appeal to a great number of people with varying backgrounds. 

Originally, the "poor people's church," Methodism developed 

from its humble origins in England in the eighteenth century 

to become the . largest religious group in America by 1850. 

By the twentieth century Methodism represented a cross-section 



of society - the bastion of which was the upper class. How 

and why this change in Southern American Methodism within a 

century of time is an important aspect of this thesis which 

focuses upon Rockingham County, North Carolina. 

2 

This thesis is a study of a national phenomenon from the 

perspectives of the local church and of the social history of 

rural and small town Southern America. from the late eighteenth 

through the early twentieth centuries. The social transforma

tion through which Methodists passed, therefore, requires 

close attention and study. The need for such studies of the 

local church has never existed as great before. 

The study of church history has seldom attracted the 

interest of the professional or novice historian. Moreover, 

church history has been grossly ignored by genealogists ~f 

all levels as if church records could not reveal important 

facts and details relative to one's family history. The 

church, as one of our last remaining essential societal 

links with our past, is an important bond within the American 

South today. Few institutions have withstood the ravages of 

time to becoming a pivotal force in the Southern culture. 

The church is often the barometer of public opinion and 

oftentimes presents the best and the worst characteristics 

in human nature. 
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The past twenty years has witnessed a change in the study 

of religious history, primarily the development of social history. 

Historians have gradually recognized church history as an im

portant aspect of Southern society - a bond that links most 

societal levels together. Regardless of one's position in 

society, the church was one institution for which people had 

strong emotional opinions - either pro or con. How religion 

became a unifying element in .the democratic American society 

is demonstrated by Nathan 0. Hatch in The Democratization 

of American Christianity (1989 ).. Authors who take this view 

with added dimensions for the American South include Donald 

Mathews in Slavery and Methodism (1965) and Religion in the 

Old South (1977), which explores the biracial element in 

Ame rican Christianity, and Ted Ownby in Subduing Satan (1990), 

in which the strong relationship between the local church and 

the typical Southern home are studied. Class, Conflict and 

Consensus: Antebellum Southern Community Studies (1982) 

continues this theme in viewing the church as a pivotal denomi

nator in both the Southern home and culture. Robert Calhoon, 

in "An Agrarian and Evangelical Culture'' (The North Carolina 

Experience, ' 1984) alludes to the Southern church as a form 

of "social bonding" among peoples - the democratic premise 

that salvation was freely accessible to all. Though Varieties 

of Southern Religious Experience (1988) does not stress this 

common bond that religion played in Southern society, it does 

expound the church as a factor in what makes the American 



( 

South a distinct region. Nevertheless, only in recent years 

have historians sought to examine the root of all religious 

history - the local church and community of which it serves. 

That the local church has eluded research by America's 

leading religious historians is indicative of the cold in

difference with which historians have regarded the study and 

4 

preservation of local history. Church historians who research-

ed and wrote denominational histories seldom, if ever, probed 

the very foundation of their subjects which was indeed the 

local church. This problem, while predominant among American 

academia, existed within the individual congregations as well. 

Local church historians did not express any interest in 

researching and preserving records and traditions of their 

respective congregations. Even today local church history 

consists mainly of pastoral appointments, names of congrega

tional leaders among the laity and significant dates in the 

church's past. Documentation of what is regarded as "church 

history" is of little concern to the average "historian" in 

the local congregation. Inaccuracies, once in print and in 

memory, become such "solid fact" in congregational histories 

that not even the most indisputable evidence to the contrary 

is able to dislodge them. Such feel~ngs of infallibility 

among local church historians would appear related to the 

provincialism that exists throughout the §outhern United 

States. The Methodist Church in Rockingham County is certainly 

a case study of these observations. 
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The so-called ''Golden Age" of Methodism in Rockingham 

County exists in the form of two movements occurring between 

the American Revolution and the Great Depression. The first 

movement lasted from the Revolution to just prior to the Civil 

War while the second wave occurred during the six decades 

following the Civil War. The second movement culminated with 

the unification of the three major branches of American 

Methodism in 1939. These two waves of development were 

strikingly different in focus; the first one concentrated 

upon rural church growth in the rural and small village areas 

while the second wave was primarily urban coupled with the 

rise of the ''New South." The first wave, approximately 

1770s-1850s, was the epitome of the Wesleyan tradition, as 

fashioned by Francis Asbury and combined elements of austerity, 

simplicity, and a devout religious fervor. Following the 

Civil War, Methodism in Rockingham County, as well as in the 

rest of the South, underwent a significant change. The focal 

point of church development centered upon the urban areas, 

thus requiring a more highly organized church program and the 

substantial financial resources to support them. The develop

ment of Rockingham County Methodism is one of a primitive 

religious sect, becoming a denomination of great influence 

and wealth which was the antithesis of the Wesleyan tradition. 

The initial wave of church development in Rockingham 

County was characterized by several processes. The visits 

to Rockingham County by Methodist bishop Francis Asbury and 



other leaders of the church during the late eighteenth and 

early nineteenth centuries were a great boost to the small 
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and determined bands of Methodists in the area. The healthy 

environment of the northern Piedmont of North Carolina 

prompte d the settling of the area by former residents of the 

Delmarva Peninsula and south central Virginia during the 

generation following the Revolution. These migrations led to 

the founding of the county's oldest and leading congregations 

of the Methodist faith. The camp meeting era occurred at this 

time and gave added life to the spread of local Methodism 

throughout the southe rn United States. Rockingham County 

benefite d greatly from the camp meetings for they became the 

means by which the church entered the county's towns and 

v illages for the very first time. The style of archite cture 

for Methodist churches during the antebellum years was signif

icant in that church design was the symbol of austerity and 

modesty that was a basic element of the Wesleyan tradition. 

Antebellum church design in Rockingham County reflected that 

sentiment and flourished in the rural areas in which the 

first wave of development was centered. The advent of the 

Civil War found Methodism in Rockingham County somewhat 

divided over issues of church administration, but basically 

in accord with the essentials of the Wesley and Asbury premises. 

The Civil War served as the watershed for the develop

ment of the church in the county and announced the beginning 

of a new age in Methodism. Whereas the primary focus of the 



previous century had been on the rural areas and villages, 

the power base behind the success of this second wave of 

development was in the towns and cities. The poverty and 

spiritual indifference that pervaded the South in the after

math of the war convinced Methodists that a revival was 

desperately needed. The protracted meetings, the latter-day 

successor to the camp meetings, provided the forum in which 

souls were saved and religious fervor was restored. A new 

age of revivalism had been born within Methodism, but in 

addition the auxiliary ministries reached maturity within 

7 

the local church. The auxiliary ministries (i.e. Sunday 

Schools, women's societies, youth groups, and music ministries) 

could only thrive in areas in which there existed large active 

congre gations with substantial financial resources. Therefore, 

the urban areas became the bastion for the success of these 

extended ministries of the local church. The birth of the 

"New South" helped bring the growth of the urban church and 

the auxiliary ministries into maturity. During this time 

period the blacks became a pivotal power force within local 

Methodism. Previously under the direct control and ever 

watchful eye of the whites, the blacks, following the war, 

suddenly found themselves free not only from bondage but also 

from an established church. Northern missionaries came into 

the conquered South and assisted blacks in organizing their 

own Methodist congregations. Unlike the whites, the blacks 

organized their first churches in the towns and villages in 



the county. This growth of the urban church dominated the 

styles in church architecture of the late Victorian era. 

Fine and impressive buildings and programs made the church 

dependent upon the wealthy against whom Asbury had cautioned 

his followers. Thus, the second wave of church development 

was indeed the antithesis of the traditional "Asbury auster

ity• II 
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These two seemingly unrelated, but connected, movements 

culminate d with the unification of American Methodism in the 

spring of 1939. Three major branches of the church were 

merged into the Methodist Church: the Methodist Episcopal 

Church (commonly known as "Northern Methodists''), the Metho

dist Episcopal Church, South (also known as "Southern 

Me thodists") and the Methodist Protestant Church. All thre e 

branches existed in varying numbers in Rockingham County 

though it was the "Southern Methodists" who exerted the 

o verwhelming influence in the area. The 1939 "unification" 

actually continued the racial segregation that had existed in 

Southern Methodism since the end of the Civil War. Racial 

equality had not yet arrived in the Methodist Church and 

would not for many years to come. It would be the upper 

class urban whites who would continue to dominate local 

church affairs in the Methodist Church. True, Methodism had 

become immersed into the mainstream of American Protestantism, 

but many of the basic traditions that Wesley and Asbury 

expounded upon were jettisoned and such was certainly the 

case in Rockingham County. 



In preparing a historical account of local Methodism 

the historian, either professional or amateur, is often 

bewildered by the dearth of adequate information. This 

shortage of both primary and secondary sources is rooted in 

the tradition that Methodists are basically indifferent to 

their heritage. Methodists have seldom made a concerted 

effort to produce and maintain records. Moreover, published 

accounts of "church history" have seldom been more than 

cursory narratives that describe e vents and activities of 
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regional or national importance. In essence the local church, 

the very foundation of the church universal, has been woe

fully neglected by past and present historians - though 

some ad vancement in the recent preservation of local church 

history has been made. The indifference of Me thodists 

relative to church history knows no racial or professional 

lines. The crux of this thesis, that Methodism evolved from 

a primitive, rural and needy origin to that of elaborate, 

wealthy and urbane characteristics, is not entirely of recent 

vintage. 

There has been comparatively few exhaustive studies on 

American Methodism beyond the traditional narrative. William 

W. Sweet, in Methodism in American History (1933) and 

The Methodist Episcopal Church and the Civil War, provides 

interesting reading, but his overwhelming bias toward 

Northern Methodists plus the passage of years diminishes the 

value of his works to one researching Southern Methodism. 
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A History of Methodism, by Holland N. McTyeire, is significant 

in several respects: it was one of the first detailed accounts 

of Methodist history in America (1885), McTyeire was a bishop 

in the Southern Methodist Church, and he stressed the ''mutual" 

division of Episcopal Methodism into Northern and Southern 

factions in 1844-45. However, McTyeire's work, as Sweet's, 

is very much outdated. There have been few recently pub

lished studies on the Methodist Protestant Church and the 

two-volume The History of . Methodist Reform and the Methodist 

Protestant Church (1899) by Edward Drinkhouse remains the 

most extensive account of the denomination in America. 

More recent studies in American Methodism have provided 

contemporary views oftentimes not considered by earlier his

torians. The History of American Methodism (1964) by Emory 

Stevens Bucke is perhaps the most extensive study of the 

topic to date. Bucke's collection is enlightening, for he 

demonstrates the connection between anti-Federalist sentiment 

in America with schisms in Methodism over the episcopal 

oligarchy. Frederick A. Norwood in The Story of American 

Methodism (1974) explains the necessity of Methodism's com

plexed system of administrative hierarchy for numerous 

geographic areas in the nation. The evolution of Methodism 

from a religious sect under the authority of John Wesley to 

a formally organized national denomination under the control 

of Francis Asbury is explained in detail by Frank Baker in 

From Wesley to Asbury: Studies in Early American Methodism 
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(1976). Together these three works express recent trends 

in revised Methodist history for ail expound upon the struggles 

of early American Methodism as it competed with and fell 

victim, at times, to the Jeffersonian-Jacksonian Democracy that 

pervade d the agrarian South of the early nineteenth century. 

Studies on Southern Methodism in the United States have 

seldom strayed from the traditional narrative path in which 

the local church is often neglected. William Larkin Duren in 

The Trail of the Circuit Rider (1936) presented the first 

detailed study of the Southern Methodists since the 1880s 

and emphasized the advancements made by the church following 

the Civil War as the denomination strived for urban domina

tion - a theme of this thesis. The Circuit Rider Dismounts: 

A Social History of Southern Methodism 1865-1900 (1938) by 

Hunter Farish resembles Duren's work structurally speaking 

bu~ unlike Duren, totally ignores the role of the local church 

and the shift of Methodism from rural to urban domination 

during the nineteenth century. Francis B. Simkins in "White 

Methodism in South Carolina During Reconstruction" (1928), 

explores the problems facing white Methodists in South Caro

lina which were identical to those facing the church in her 

northern sister state: the threat of Northern missionaries, 

the ecclesiastical status of post-war blacks and the moral 

and social indifference the church faced following the war. 

"A Southern Advocate of Methodist Unification in 1865" (1941) 

by Nora Chaffin recalls the deplorable state of the Southern 
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churches following the war and the attempts by North 

Carolinian Braxton Craven, a most vociferous minister, to 

achieve a ''premature" unification of Southern and Northern 

Methodists. While these regional studies are few, outdated 

and seldom analytical a constant theme is indeed detectable -

the need for revival within the local church after 1865 and 

the advancements made by Methodists during the late nineteenth 

century as the church expanded its role in the local community. 

Only during the last few decades has the Southern church 

begun to receive the attention it has long eluded. One of 

the few religious historians who studies the successes and 

problems of the local church and morality in the antebellum 

South is Donald Mathews in Religion in the Old South (1977) 

in which he plots the downfall of the local church in enforc-

ing morality within its congregations. Such inability on the 

part of the local church indicated a transformation of 

evangelicalism as the family unit replaced the church as the 

local enforcer of moral codes. This was especially true on 

the plantations owned by Methodist families as we shall see 

in Rockingham County as Christian commitment of servants 

(slaves) was essential. Unlike the Baptists, for example, 

the Methodists became increasingly passive and tolerant 

during the nineteenth century and seldom resorted to disci

plinary actions by the local congregations. 

During the twentieth century, a variety of published 

works on specialized interests and topics relative to 
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Southern church history have materialized. Regarding the 

role of blacks in the local Methodist Church, however, 

13 

little research has been done. One of the earliest volumes on 

black American Methodism was The Negro in the Methodist Church 

(1951) by Mason Crum, a leading Southern liberal of the day. 

Despite Crum's obvious patronizing of blacks, he stresses 

that the blacks' espousal of the Christian faith as the wisest 

move they ever made in America for it lifted them up as well 

as weakened the hands of their oppressors. A more recent view 

of black Methodists is provided by Donald Mathews in Slavery 

and Methodism: A Chapter in American Morality 1780-1845 (1965) 

and it is Mathews who settles the argument over which issue 

directly divided the Methodist Episcopal Church in 1844-45 -

slavery. Yet, Mathews devotes little attention to the actual 

division of the church in 1844-45 and the subsequent formation 

of the Southern Methodist Church (Methodist Episcopal Church, 

South) and totally ignores all aspects of localism. While 

not a history of blacks in American religion, Been in the 

Storm So Long: The Aftermath of Slavery (1979) by Leon Litwack 

provides a poignant view of newly freed blacks who face their 

spiritual future with uncertainty and a lack of direction. 

Their ultimate success, sometimes with the aid and encourage

ment of local whites, is one of Methodism's brightest stories. 

Still, the need for a thorough and documented history of black 

Methodism constitutes perhaps the greatest void in literature 

in Methodist history. 

• 
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The role of the ministries of the local church in 

American Methodism has seldom received adequate treatment by 

historians. During the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries the church made great advances in auxiliary minis

tries and charitable works. William McGuire King's "The Role 

of Auxiliary Ministries in Late Nineteenth Century Methodism" 

(1985) provides a general, though brief, overview of the 

various programs within the church, such as women's societies, 

youth groups (such as the Epworth League), missionary societies 

and Sunday Schools. King's article demonstrates the efforts 

of local Methodism in trying to provide entertainment as well 

as spiritual renewal for church members and the community-at

large alike. Mission work has always played an integral role 

in the life of the Methodist Church. Though outdated and long 

out-of-print The Junaluska Conference (1913), a compilation of 

reports delivered at the second General Missionary Conference 

for the Southern Methodists in 1913, provides perhaps the 

most in-depth look at world-wide missionary work sponsored by 

the Southern churches. The History of the Methodist Protestant 

Children's Home (1935) by Mabel W. Russell describes the 

origins and development of that denomination's only home for 

children which was located in North Carolina. Ted Ownby 

presents a refreshingly new study of activities within the 

local Southern congregation - an important part in Subduing 

Satan: Religion, Recreation and Manhood in the Rural South 

1865-1920 (1990). His theme in part is that the church 

• 
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"provided its members with a social world of recreation in a 

sacred or almost-sacred setting." 2 In essence, the 

expansion of the church's role in the daily lives of its 

parishioners, coupled with the post-war wave of revivalism, 

brought new life into the body of American Methodism during 

the late 1800s. 

The antebellum Methodist Church in Southern America 

perhaps came the closest to what Wesley and Asbury would 

have deemed "true Methodism." The antebellum years were 

characterized by the camp meeting movement, simplistic 

architectural design of churches, the element of democracy 

within congregations, and the division of the church over 

administrative and sectional issues. The Frontier Camp 

Meeting (1955) by Charles A. Johnson is a readable, yet 

detailed, account of a touchstone of Methodism - the camp 

meeting which was greatly supported and encouraged by Francis 

Asbury. Paul N. Garber describes one of the most interesting 

features of antebellum Methodism which was church architec

ture in The Methodist Meeting House (1941) in which he 

bridges the simple design of churches with the democratic, 

though anti-Catholic, sentiment that was so evident in the 

Methodist congregations and clergy. The theme of democracy 

in the church is skillfully expressed by Nathan 0. Hatch 

in The Democratization of American Christianity (1989), 

in which he remarks that Methodism "faced the ... paradox 

of gaining phenomenal influence among lay persons with whom 
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it would not share ecclesiastical authority." 3 Batch's view 

contrasts deeply with those of Paul Garber in that the latter 

constantly stressed the lack of any barriers whatsoever be

tween laity and clergy. There indeed was a barrier between 

the two parties in Episcopal Methodism as the subsequent 

formation of the Methodist Protestant Church would prove. 

The divisions and schisms within American Methodism are ex

plained in C. C. Goen, Broken Churches, Broken Nation: 

Denominational Schisms and the Coming of the American Civil 

War (1985), in which the author cites the Methodist Episcopal 

Church as "the most extensive national institution in Ante

bellum America other than the Federal Government." 4 Recent 

scholarship is providing, though in somewhat small amounts, 

a clearer view of the theme of democracy as it existed within 

the church during the ~ntebellum period. 

It is the writings of Bishop Paul N. Garber, however, 

that bridge the span between simple narrative and social 

history. In the Romance of American Methodism (1931) Garber 

alludes to the democratic element in American Methodism and 

the denomination's ability to appeal to all classes of people. 

In The Me thodists Are One People (1939), published on the eve 

of Methodist unification, Garber continues that theme though 

many churchmen would not agree to his premise that there 

existed no barrier between Methodist ministers and the laity. 

While the passage of time has made many of these publications 

obsolete these, and other works, form the foundation for 

contemporary research in Methodist history. 
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The rise of American Methodism in the eastern United 

States ha~ eluded exten~ive study which is especially un

fortunate for it was that area that the denomination achieved 

its first successes. The author of The Garden of American 

Me thodism: The Delmarva Peninsula (1769-1820 (1984), William 

Henry Williams, attempts to fill that great void. While 

Williams does not champion one historical or ideological 

viewpoint he does a most creditable job in telling the 

story of the development of Methodism in the mid-Atlantic 

area. Indeed, Williams states, '~because local is often 

universal" a close perception of Methodism's character in the 

Delmarva region is reflected elsewhere in early America. 

Since a considerable portion of early Rockingham County 

Methodists came from Delmarva Williams' monograph is certainly 

well worth reading and absorbing. 

One of the most important aspects of Methodism concerns 

the administrative and ecclesiastical structure that has 

existed in some form ever since the inception of the denomina

tion. Unfortunately, there are few, if any, recent works 

available for the historian to consult in understanding the 

structure of the early church. Consequently, out-of-print 

or outdated volumes must be consulted for understanding the 

positions among the laity and clergy that existed within the 

church during the nineteenth century. For the Methodist 

Episcopal Church, South, for example, The Doctrines and 

Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, issued 



by the church periodically, is an invaluable source of 

information and A Catechism on Church Government (1879) by 

Bishop H. N. McTyeire is another example of instruction for 

the laity. While these volumes are basically instructional 
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in nature they provide a foundation for further understanding 

the complex system of ecclesiastical and lay authority. 

Hilary T. Hudson, The Methodist Armor, (revised periodically 

after 1882) not only provides a view of Methodist hierarchy 

and structure but also brings understanding to the doctrines 

and traditions of the church. Two works by Bishop Nolan B. 

Harmon provide details surrounding the 1939 unification and 

subsequent progress of the Methodist Church: The Organization 

of the Methodist Church (1953) and Understanding the Methodist 

Church (1961 ). Harmon's writings reflect shades of The 

Methodist Armor, but unlike the latter stress the unity of 

Methodists in America rather than the diversities within the 

faith. 

The observation that North Carolina Methodism "followed 

the classical movement from sectarian to churchly status, 

from a religion of the poor and the powerless to (one) of 

the well-to-do and powerful." formulates, to a large degree, 

the principal theme of this thesis. 5 Yet, there have been 

very few studies of North Carolina Methodism that have gone 

beyond the realm of historical narrative. The first serious 

attempt to rectify that void was taken in 1976 with the 

publication of Methodism Alive in North Carolina, a collection 
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of articles by eminent historians that dealt with varying 

aspects of North Carolina Methodism. For the first time in 

recent years a publication dealing with this societal transi

tion in state and local church history had been produced. 

Methodism Alive appeared exactly one hundred years after the 

first significant volume on North Carolina Methodism was 

issued - The Centennial of North Carolina Methodism (1876). 

The success of the Centennial volume and the obvious need for 

a more in-depth study of Tar Heel Methodism prompted W. L. 

Grissom to produce the first of a proposed multi-volumed 

work History of Methodism in North Carolina, from 1772 to the 

Present Time (1905). Grissom's work, which was terminated by 

his untimely death, was the first serious attempt in presenting 

the rise and initial development of Methodism in the state as 

a predominantly rural denomination. Over the next thirty 

years, however, few additional studie~ in North Carolina 

Methodism were produced. The only exceptions in this instance 

were the "Historical Papers of the Trinity College Historical 

Society," published periodically during the early twentieth 

century and the Historical Papers of the North Carolina 

Conference Historical Society and the Western North Carolina 

Conference Historical Society (1925). These two publications, 

while informative and dealing with varying aspects of Tar Heel 

Methodism, were largely narrative in form and in the case of 

the . latter work especially, undocumented. With the coming of 

a new generation in North Carolina Methodism a change in 

historical scholarship was in the offing. 
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Beginning in 1939 and for the next fifty years thereafter 

the scope of Methodist Chrirch histbry in North Carolina began 

to broaden. The History of the North Carolina Annual Confer

ence of the Methodist Protestant Church (1939) by J. Elwood 

Carroll was significant not only because it was the first 

serious (published) effort in ,exploring the history of one 

particular branch of Methodism in North Carolina, but it was 

he who noted the direct connection between church polity and 

the national wave of democracy. Elmer T. Clark, Methodism 

in Western North Carolina (1966), while basically a narrative, 

was the first historical account of the area now comprising 

the Western North Carolina Conference in which Rockingham 

County is located. As with black Methodism on the national 

or r e gional l e vel, the lack of adequate material on North 

Carolina black Methodism constitutes the most obvious dearth 

of published historical data. To Be Faithful to Our Heritage: 

A History of Black United Methodism in North Carolina (1980) 

by Linda Addo and James Mccallum is a cursory account of the 

contributions of blacks to North Carolina Methodism that 

contains little data on the local rural church. Since black 

Methodists were stronger in urban areas there is where the 

focus of Addo's and McCallurn's research rests. George W. 

Bumgarner, The Methodist Episcopal Church in North Carolina 

1865-1939 (1990), is certainly the most detailed study of a 

particular branch of North Carolina Methodism. Bumgarner's 

approach is unique from previous histories - the entire book 
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is devoted exclusively to local churches in the three 

geographic regions in the state. Thus, the three branches 

of North Carolina Methodism have been the focus of published 

works with varying quantity of historical data. 

While the majority of published works on North Carolina 

Methodism exists in the form of narrative "institutional'' 

histories, a theme is consistent in most of them - though 

at times subliminally. Methodism in North Carolina originated 

as a primitive religious sect and developed over the next 

century-and-a-half to become a leading mainline denomination 

in American Protestantism - the Methodist Church. 

There have been amazingly few specialized studies of 

North Carolina Methodism. This is certainly true in reference 

to the auxiliary ministries and special projects undertaken 

by the local churches. In addition to the role played by 

blacks, those of women in Methodism have certainly been over

looked and North Carolina is no exception to the case. 

Fifty Years of Missionary Achievement: 1890-1940 - Historical 

Sketch of Woman's Missionary Society, Western North Carolina 

Conference (1940) is one of few accounts of the roles played 

by women in the local churches. While By My Spirit: The 

Story of Methodist Protestant Women in Mission 1879-1939 

(1990) by Ethel W. Born is a national level volume, she 

devotes considerable attention to the activities of Methodist 

Protestant Women in North Carolina. The role played by local 

churches in charitable work has been covered in part by 



histories of the Southern Methodist Children's Home in 

Winston-Salem and the Methodist Protestant Children's Home 
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in High Point. Perhaps the most important auxiliary ministry 

of the church, the Sunday School, has not been the object of 

a historical study since W. M. Brabham in History of Sunday 

School Work in the North Carolina Conference (1925). The 

role of North Carolina Methodists in social movements has 

been largely disregarded by many historians. Daniel Jay 

Whitener in Prohibition in North Carolina 1715-1945 (1945) 

recalls the Methodists active campaign against alcohol which 

lasted until the twentieth century when the church became 

noticeably less vociferous against intemperance. This 

abating in anti-alcohol sentiment among Methodists would 

appear to be indicative of Methodism's final transition into 

the mainstream of American Protestantism. Preachers, 

Pedagogues and Politicians: The Evolution Controversy in 

North Carolina 1920-1927 (1966) by Willard Gatewood demonstrates 

the strenuous efforts of Methodists to stay clear of the 

Evolution controversy which exemplified the church's "lack of 

doctrinal consciousness." Yet, there remains no single 

volume dealing with the varied programs and ministries of 

the local Methodist Church in North Carolina. 

There have been numerous studies on local Methodist 

churches in North Carolina over the last thirty years. These 

histories have ranged .from simple and brief narratives to 

detailed and analytical studies. The vast majority of rural 
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churches in the state prompted Jesse M. Ormond of Duke 

University to write The Country Church in North Carolina 

(1931) in which he cites the excessive number of rural con

gregations in proportion to the total rural population, the 

heavy burden of pastors of multi-church circuits, the need 

of expanded physical facilities in rural churches, the city

ward drift of rural people, and the power dominant urban 

church as characteristics of the church in twentieth century 

North Carolina. This thesis will cover all of these issues 

in some form and manner. Ormand's conclusions have been 

fa vore d by later church historians who ha ve e xpounded upon 

and expanded his original treatise. 

The writings of North Carolinian Larry E. Tise have had 

a profound effect upon the study of local Methodist history 

in the state. The author of numerous local church histories 

and state-wide studies, Tise conveys a constant theme in 

many of his works, such as The Yadkin Melting Pot: Methodism 

and the Moravians in the Yadkin Valley 1750-1850 (1967), 

A House Not Made With Hands: Love's Methodist Church (Walker

town, N.C.) 1791-1966 (1966) and ''The Churches" in the Winston

Salem in History Series (1976). Tise, the state's preeminent 

authority on local and state Methodism, alludes to the church's 

loss in vitality and concludes that "the Methodist Church has 

often contributed a strong positive influence on society, 

while at other times it has fallen into states of perversion, 

backwardness and extreme conservatism." 6 In few other places 



is Tise's theory more applicable than in Rockingham County, 

North Carolina. 
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There have been some creditable volumes on local 

Methodist history in North Carolina. These studies, while 

narratives, bring the national or regional trends in American 

Protestantism to the local level. These, too, convey in part 

many of the ideas expressed by Tise and Ormand as they present 

the evolution of Methodism from primitive sect to recognized 

Protestant power bloc. Among the works that fall into this 

category are C. Franklin Grill, Methodism in the Upper Cape 

Fear Valley (1966) and Early Methodist Meetinghouses in Wake 

County (1979); Lloyd R. Bailey, History of the Methodist 

Church in the Toe River Valley (1986); J.M.M. Holden, 

Heartening Heritage on a Carolina Crescent (1989), dealing 

with extreme southeastern North Carolina; and J. Elwood 

Carroll, Amazing Grace (1990), which celebrates the centennial 

of Grace Methodist (Protestant) Church in Greensboro, North 

Carolina. These and other similar studies are prime examples 

of sound documented research that is finally becoming the 

norm among local church histories. 

Ormand's theories and premises are echoed in local 

church histories for the Rockingham County area. The 

abundance of institutional histories for the area does not 

prevent Ormand's themes from recurring. The struggle of the 

rural church for existence, rural indifference to Sunday 

School and missions work, the cityward exodus from the country, 
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and the growth of the urban church at the expense of the 

country congregations are all apparent in Rockingham County 

churches. The "History of the Wentworth United Methodist 

Church 1836-1986" (1986) by Michael Perdue and the "History of 

Salem United Methodist Church 1799-1986" (1986) by Frances 

R. Brown are prime examples of rural or small town churches 

that fight for existence against the strength and numbers of 

the urban congregations. Ruffin's Methodist Heritage 1867-1989 

(1989) and History of Ruffin Methodist Church (1968) stress 

the conservative and indifferent attitudes that existed in 

rural congregations concerning the expanded missions of the 

church. A Brief Historical Sketch of Fair Grovi Methodist 

Protestant Church ... (1931) by J. L. Trollinger remains the 

only detailed study of a Methodist Protestant Church in 

Rockingham County, but provides a glimpse of the strong sense 

of democracy that existed in non-Episcopal Methodist congre

gations in the South. 

The "golden age" for the urban churches in Rockingham 

County was the years following the Civil War during which 

the "New South" emerged. These years were times of substan

tial church growth as urban congregations shed the a .ntebellum 

simplicity of church architecture, developed additional 

programs and ministries, and became the dominant power bloc 

within local Methodism. Local histories that present this 

theme include: Michael Perdue, "History of the Leaksville 

United Methodist Church 1837-1987" (1987) and "History of the 
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Madison United Methodist Church 1843-1990" (1990); and J. 0. 

Thomas, The Story of the Methodist Church, Leaksville, North 

Carolina (1957). Histories of non-Methodist congregations 

in Rockingham County that also present the urban-small town 

theme s include "The History of the .Madison Presbyterian 

Church" by Charles D. Rodenbough, Leaves of Faith: A History 

of First Baptist Church, Eden, North Carolina 1838-1989 (1989), 

and R.R. Saunders, Open Doors and Closed Windows: The 

History of First Baptist Church, Reidsville, North Carolina 

(1948). 

Histories of Rockingham County provide an overall view 

of local church development. Our Proud Heritage: Rockingham 

County, North Carolina (1971) and Rockingham County: A Brief 

History (1982) by Lindley S. Butler are the only authoritative 

accounts of Rockingham County History now in print. Butler's 

works stress the fragmentation and isolation of communities 

and towns within Rockingham County which were great barriers 

to promoting county-wide denominational projects and events. 

First-hand recollections of ministers and local residents 

in published form for Rockingham County are quite rare. The 

foremost account in this category for this area remains the 

Life, Sermons and Speeches of Rev. Numa F. Reid, D.D. (1874), 

edited by sons of the Rev. Numa F. Reid (1825-1873), the 

county's most noted Methodist leader. "The Diary of the 

Rev. Robah Fidus Bumpas (1876)" (1988) presents the struggle 

of the Southern Methodist minister who pastored the 
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overwhelming Wentworth Circuit in 1876 which covered all of 

eastern Rockingham County. Nancy Watkins, Four Blocks of 

Rockingham County Culture: Madison, North Carolina, Academy 

Street ... 1818-1928 (c. 1950), presents a vivid view of late 

nineteenth century religion in a small Southern town complete 

with the conservative overtones of the day. Alberta Ratliffe 

Craig, "Old Wentworth Sketches" (1934) paints a poignant 

retrospective picture of life and society in the state's 

smallest county seat during the late 1800s in which the 

divisions between religious denominations were largely ignored 

- a theme recognized by Ted Ownby in Subduing Satan. These 

and other unpublished accounts present the conservative, 

"backward" and uncompromising attitudes shared by many 

Methodists and non-Methodists in predominantly rural 

Rockingham County. 

In spite of the great void in analytical studies on 

North Carolina and Rockingham County Methodism, recurring 

themes are quite detectable within the local church that 

exist elsewhere in the South. First, the primitive sect 

status of early Methodism evolving into a major power bloc in 

American Protestantism exists as the main central theme. 

Under that main concept can be found: the eroding of the 

"Asbury Austerity" in worship and church architecture, the 

compromising by Methodists in the South as they condone 

slavery - one of the "original sins" within the concept of 

Methodism, Methodist accommodations toward wealth and 
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opulence during the late nineteenth century, and the waning 

of Methodist revivalism after the evangelistic successes of 

the nineteenth century. All of these sub-themes were basic 

to Southern Methodism as the unification of 1939 approached. 

Not even the blacks were immune to the problems besetting 

local Methodism and the unification did little to alleviate 

their individual concerns. No, contrary to Bishop Garber's 

premise, the Methodists were not "one people." Barriers 

existed within every level of the church: blacks versus 

whites, the episcopacy versus the laity, wealthy versus 

indigent, urban versus rural and so on "ad infinitum." 

The history of Methodism in Rockingham County, while 

only fragmentary at best, alludes to these issues and others 

that faced a struggling religious sect in the former American 

Colonies following the War for American Independence which by 

the close of the Civil War had become America's leading 

denomination and remains among the leading religious insti

tutions of the present day. 
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CHAPTER II 

PRELUDE TO ROCKINGHAM COUNTY METHODISM 

Arrival of Protestantism to Rockingham County 

Much of the early history of Rockingham County is 

shrouded in mystery. Fragmentary evidence suggests that the 

earliest settling of whites in the area was along the 

Troublesome Creek valley in the southern half of present-day 

Rockingham County as early as the 1730s. Until 1770 what is 

now Rockingham was shared by Orange and Rowan counties, out 

of which was then formed Guilford County. Rockingham County 

in turn, was created in December 1785 from the northern 

portion of Guilford. 

' 

Just exactly when the first elements of Protestantism 

entered the county is not currently known. Presbyterian 

missionaries such as the noted Hugh McAden were holding serv

ices in the area as early as 1755. That same year the Hanover 

Presbytery was created to include Virginia and all colonial 

lands to the south. Increasingly more missionaries were 

dispatched to the primitive reaches of the Carolina backwoods. 

It is believed that some of these missionaries organized the 

first religious congregation in the area, Speedwell Presby

terian Church in 1759. Located near the waters of Troublesome 

Creek, southeast of p~esent-day Reidsville, Speedwell is the 

mother church of Presbyterianism in Rockingham County. 



Though the Presbyterians were apparently the first to 

organize in the county, their growth was slow and resulted 

in the existence of only two congregations by the 1830s. 
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'rhe Presbyterians would throughout their history in the area 

struggle to maintain pace with their more numerous brethren, 

the Baptists and Methodists. 2 

Baptists established congregations in Rockingham County 

as early as the 1770s and took congregational names from the 

creeks on which they were located: Matrimony (1776), in the 

northwestern portion of the county; Wolf ' Island (1777), just 

northwest of Reidsville; and Lickfork (1786), a few miles 

south of Ruffin. All three churches continue in existence 

today. Baptists living along the southern and eastern 

boundaries of Rockingham County attended churches in Guilford 

and Caswell counties, respectively, for many years. The 

Baptists attained an early foothold in the area and have been 

able through the years to maintain their numerical superi

ority. 3 

Initial development of Rockingham County was somewhat 

slow at first during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries. The vast majority of settlements were in the 

eastern half of the county, though by the end of the 1700s 

the county could only boast of two villages: Wentworth, 

the county seat established in 1787 as "Rockingham Courthouse;" 

and Leaksville, establlshed in 1795 near the confluence of 

the Smith and Dan rivers. Leaksville, being a trade market 
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on the river, was able to become a thriving community. 

Wentworth, located in the center of the county, was posi

tioned on a high ridge several miles from a navigable water 

source. As its location did not promote active trade, 

Wentworth became essentially the administrative center of 
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the county - peaking in activity only during sessions of the 

county court. Throughout the nineteenth century the present-day 

towns in Rockingham County developed: Madison (1815), 

Reidsville (1873), Stoneville (1877), and Mayodan (1895). 

In practically each of these communities th~ Baptists, 

Presbyterians and eventually the Methodists were able to 

organize active and productive congregations. 

Of the major Protestants to develop in Rockingham County 

during the eighteenth century, it was the Methodist Church 

that was the last to arrive. Contrary to common belief, the 

idea of Methodism was conceived not as an individual religious 

entity unto itself. Nothing could have been further from the 

mind of John Wesley who saw the great need of reform within 

the Church of England. Wesley merely saw Methodism as a 

means of promoting reform and change within an already well

established church system. The detailed origins of Wesleyan 

Methodism are beyond the scope of this study. Nevertheless, 

we will look at the basic concepts and events in the Metho

dist movement that had direct bearing on Rockingham County 

and similar areas in ~he southern United States. 



Most historians trace the origins of Methodism to 

Wesley's famed attempt to minister to the Indians while 

a missionary in Georgia during the 1730s. To Wesley 

the journey to Georgia was a dismal failure, countered 

only by his brief association with Moravian missionaries 

whose strong faith in God made him question his own. 

Further contact with Moravians in England led Wesley to 

his conversion experience in 1738. Although he disagreed 

with the Moravians on several doctrinal issues, Wesley 

adapted numerous traditions of these Germanic brethren 

into the Methodist movement as will be seen later. 4 

John Wesley, assisted by his prolific brother 

Charles - Methodism's greatest hymnist, organized several 

Oxford University leaders into a group of Anglican re

formers known derogatorily by critics as "Methodists," 

due to the group's methodical practices. It must be 

stressed that Wesley only wished to reform, not secede 
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from, the Church of England. It has been said that Wesley's 

beliefs and ideas "differed mainly 1n emphasis rather 

than in substance" from the Anglican Church. Methodism 

stressed the emotional rebirth of the soul as opposed 

to the deductive reasoning route to salvation that was 

espoused in the established church. Moreover, this reform 

movement advocated a "preaching" aspect that was not only 

lacking in the ceremon·ial-conscious Church of England, 

but was also suspect as well. Wesley's precepts 



of freedom of choice, a God full of saving grace, and a 

society without class distinction appealed to those of the 

lower "unchurched" classes in England. Together, these 

Oxford reformists would spread the fires of Methodism all 

over England and beyond. 5 
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Methodism, in both theory and practice, was not popular 

within the mainstream of the Anglican Church. In many cases 

Methodists were denied the pulpits in Anglican churches on 

account of "theological ignorance" on the part of the former. 

Unable to preach in churches Methodists often turned toward 

open fields and public squares for assemblies. Such prac-

tices alarmed officials of the "high church," who never 

ceased in their criticisms and suspicions of the Wesleyans. 

As Methodist preachers were unordained, they could not 

administer the sacraments of the church and were forbidden 

by Wesley to do so. Wesley also stressed that activities of 

the Methodists were not to compete with those of the estab

lished church. In essence, Methodists were Anglicans in 

good faith, he claimed, and he was forever bewildered by the 

mistrust in which the Anglicans held Methodists. 6 

As the Wesleyan movement took hold and spread like wild

fire across England, plans were made to bring the crusade to 

America. In 1739 George Whitefield, the noted English 

evangelist and associate of John and Charles Wesley, arrived 

in America and formed what was called the first "Methodist" 

society in Delaware. Whitefield, during his career in the 



colonies, visited North Carolina several times prior to 

the American Revolution. He was not, however, an emissary 

of Wesley in the colonies as has been alleged by early 

historians. It was not until 1769 that the first official 

missionaries of Wesley arrived in America and it was one 
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of those two, Joseph Pilmoor, who is credited with delivering 

the first official Methodist sermon in North Carolina at 

Currituck Courthouse in 1772. Throughout the late 1760s and 

1770s Methodist societies were being organiz~d in the mid

Atlantic colonies in ever-increasing number. The area of 

most promise for Methodists was the Delmarva Peninsula which 

was named the "garden of American Methodism." Yet, until 

after the Revolution the development of Methodism was confin

ed to areas close in proximity to the eastern seaboard and in 

areas in which the Anglican Church existed. 7 

Methodism was still a basically unorganized movement in 

many respects when North Carolina was brought into the realm 

of the Wesleyans. There was no central overall conference 

in the colonies originally; what existed was a loose callee-

tion of individual preaching circuits. In 1773 the first 

meeting or conference of Methodists in the colonies was held 

in Philadelphia and when the conference reconvened the 

following year a portion of northeastern North Carolina was 

placed in the Petersburg (Virginia) Circuit. Two years 

later, in 1776, the conference created the Carolina Circuit 
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which was the first to lie entirely within the colony, 

though its exact limits are not known today. At the time 

time of its creation the Carolina Circuit contained 683 

Methodists and within the next year the figure stood at 940, 

making it the second largest circuit in the colonies. The 

growth of Methodist numbers in North Carolina was encouraging 

enough to call for the division of the state into three 

circuits: Roanoke, Tar River and New Hope, the last of which 

only extended as far west as Greensboro, approximately. The 

fact that no circuit covered the western half of the state 

did not deter circuit riders from going into the area now 

consisting of Surry, Stokes and Rockingham counties as early 

as 1776. In 1780, however, a new circuit, the Yadkin, was 

added to take in the remainder of the state. Within six 

short years North Carolina had come from an area not served 

by Methodist ministers to a state fully within the confines 

of not one, but four preaching circuits. 8 

During the 1780s the four existing circuits in North 

Carolina were divided into several smaller units as member

ship numbers increased. The Yadkin Circuit was an early 

recipient of these divisions, for in 1783 two new circuits 

were formed from its midst. One of these two new circuitsf 

the Guilford, took in all of Guilford, probably most of 

Randolph County, and perhaps some of the border areas in 

adjacent counties. Samuel Dudley and James Gibbons were the 

first ministers appointed to the Guilford Circuit in 1783. 



Dudley and Gibbons were two of the nineteen Methodist 

ministers in North Carolina out of a total of seventy in 

the entire church. Methodism was clearly on the rise in 

North Carolina during the first years following the 

cessation of hostilities between the United States and 

Great Britain. Nearly one-fifth of the nation's fifteen 

thousand Methodists lived . in North Carolina at the time of 

the formation of the Methodist Episcopal Church in America 

in 1784. As the number of both members and circuits in

creased it became obvious that a formal organization of the 

Methodist societies in America was in order. 9 

Formation of the Methodist Episcopal Church 
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The years of the American Revolution brought about a 

significant change within the whole emphasis of the Methodist 

movement. From the time of its inception Methodism had 

existed under the auspices of the Church of England. Such 

a close association led many colonists to view the followers 

of Wesley with less than an open mind. Wesley's well-known 

support of the monarchy in Britain led many to suspect 

American Methodists of Toryism. All but one English-born 

Methodist minister departed for the MoJth.er C:ountry once the 

Revolution erupted. That one minister was Francis Asbury 

who served as Wesley's "General Assistant" in America. It 

was Asbury who held t~e unorganized and tangled threads of 

Methodism together through those trying years. As the war 
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for American Independence was drawing to a close Asbury 

considered the ultimate outcome of Methodism. The Church of 

England in the colonies was for all intents and purposes 

dead. Would Methodism die an ignominious death alongside her 

Anglican mother, or would it have to assert itself as a 

separate religious entity? Asbury struggled within himself 

for the proper answer and course to take. Finally, he came 

to the conclusion that Methodism must become an organized 

denomination of its own. Wesley was most reluctant to accept 

this point of view, but he also realized that without the 

ordained Anglican clergy to administer sacraments to Metho

dists the movement would disintegrate and an independent 

denomination, free from Wesley's influence, would arise 

in America. 1 0 

Faced with these alarming possibilities, Wesley had no 

other course to take but to allow for the organization of a 

"Methodist Church" in America. In September 1784 Wesley 

ordained fellow Anglican minister Thomas Coke, "Superintendent" 

of the Methodist societies in the United States. Upon arrival 

in the states Coke informed Asbury of Wesley's views concern

ing the organization of the new church. Asbury would give 

up his position as Wesley's General Assistant in order to 

serve as joint superintendent with Coke and possess the 

powers and privileges of a bishop. Asbury, now wanting to 

place distance betwee~ himself and Wesley, was lukewarm to 

the plan, accepting it only on the condition that he be 
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elected to the position of joint superintendent by the 

unanimous vote of the preachers in America. Asbury had no 

fear of losing such an election for he was clearly the un

disputed leader of the American preachers. Clearly, he was 

letting Wesley know, in no uncertain terms, that from hence

forth the directives of the latter "would no longer carry the 

force of law." 11 Recent theories have suggested that Wesley 

allowed the American Methodists enough self-rule to survive 

until an American form of the Anglican Church could organize 

and resume overall control over the Wesleyan movement. 

Whatever the case, the day of Wesley's control over Metho

dists in America was over forever though he continued until 

his death in 1791 to act as the patriarchal leader of the 

movement. 12 

The December 1784 "Christmas Conference" in Baltimore 

for Methodist preachers in America organized the Methodist 

Episcopal Church in the United States of America, the first 

national religious organization in the nation to be thus 

established. Asbury and Coke were elected superintendents 

for the Methodist societies in the nation. Asbury later, on 

his own initiative, assumed the title of "bishop" for the 

denomination - another indication of his increasing inde

pendence of Wesley. The Christmas Conference approved the 

Articles of Religion which was Wesley's abridgement of the 

Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England and created a 

form of church discipline as a means of regulating all 



Methodist societies. The Christmas Conference was essen

tially the birth of the General Conference or, in other 

words, the national association of Methodist ministers in 

America. In essence, Methodist preachers could now become 

ordained ministers and administer the sacraments of the 

church. Methodism had gone a full 180° from its original 

intended purpose; the reform movement had become an or-

ganized and functioning religious entity unto itself. 1 3 

The Christmas Conference was not the limit of Asbury's 

distancing from Wesley. Asbury's backwoods experience had 

led him to r e conside r the whole procedure of Methodist 

worship. Wesley came from an Anglican tradition, rich with 

formality and liturgy, and with a touch of the Moravian 

el e ment added. Asbury found that such ceremonial aspects 
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of Methodism were neither practical nor popular in the 

frontier areas. He instead opted for a more informal style 

of worship in which preaching was the main focus. Conse

quently, he eliminated the "churchly and liturgical" elements 

of Methodism that had been such an important part of the 

Wesleyan movement. From this point onward, American 

Methodism pursued a course of its own. 1 4 

The name "Methodist Episcopal Church" has often been 

the cause of much misunderstanding by members of the laity. 
I 

The term "Episcopal" implies no connection whatsoever with 

the American Protestant Episcopal Church - the phoenix that 

rose from the ashes of the Anglican Church. The term merely 
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implied the system of church government in Methodism. Under 

the episcopal form of government bishops, who were elected 

to office for life, presided over the conference on the nat

ional (general) and later the sub-conference (or annual) 

conference level. In the years before the annual conference 

concept was formally adopted, bishops of the General Con

ference made the appointments of ministers to the respective 

circuits. The fact that the Methodist Episcopal Church was 

controlled solely by ministers would be a thorn in the side 

of the denomination for nearly a century. 1 5 

Until the beginning of the nineteenth century the General 

Conference was the only official form of organization above 

the local circuit or church level. The United States was 

composed of numerous preaching circuits, each pastored by one 

or two ministers. Clearly, there existed a need of a tighter 

organization within the church. In 1801 the district con

cept of church government was first implemented whereby 

several adjoining circuits were placed into districts presided 

over by an elder. These "Presiding Elders" served as inter

mediaries between the circuit riding minister and the 

bishop(s) and are known in the church today as district 

superintendents. In 1802 the annual conference concept was 

formally adopted whereby several districts within a geo

graphic area were grouped together. The annual conference 

met, as the term impli~d, yearly at which time pastoral 

appointments to both the districts and circuits were made. 
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The annual conference was directly under the auspices 

of the General Conference, but was over the districts, 

circuits and individual churches, respectively, within its 

bounds. 16 
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These developments had impact upon Methodists in 

Rockingham County which remained a part of the Guilford 

Circuit even after the formation of the county from Guilford 

in 1785. Beginning in· 1801 the Guilford, Salisbury and 

Yadkin circuits were placed in the newly create d Salisbury 

District. The following year witnessed the formal creation 

of the Virginia Annual Conference which included most of 

Virginia and North Carolina. The Salisbury District (in

cluding the Guilford Circuit) was included within the 

bounds of the Virginia Conference. So by this time a five

level system of church hierarchy has developed within the 

Methodist Episcopal Church: the General Conference, the 

annual conference, the district, the multi-church circuit, 

and the individual church. It is interesting to note that 

the United Methodist Church still adheres to this system 

with the existence of a jurisdictional conference between 

the annual and General conferences. 17 

Contrary to early religious historians, who researched 

and documented the history of the general conferences in 

detail at the expense of the individual churches, recent 

historians of the preient day agree that the most important 

element or structure within the Methodist framework was the 
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class-meeting. The concept of the class-meeting can be 

directly traced back to John Wesley. In early Methodism in 

England each society (or congregation) was divided up into 

classes, or sub-groups, of some twelve to fifteen people each. 

The arrangement and purpose for the class-meeting was develop

ed early within the Methodist Episcopal Church Discipline: 

Each society is divided into smaller companies, 
called classes ... There are about twelve persons 
in a class, one of whom is styled the leader. 
It is his duty: 

I. To see each person in his class, once a week, 
at least, in order 

1. To inquire how their souls prosper; 
2. To advise, reprove, comfort or exhort, as 

occasion may require; 
3. To receive what they are willing to give 

towards the relief of the preachers, 
church and poor. 

II. To meet the minister and the stewards of the 
society once a week in order 

1. To inform the minister of any that are 
sick or of any that walk disorderly, and 
will not be reproved; 

2. To pay to the stewards what they have 
received of their several classes in the 
week preceding .... 18 

Essentially, the class-meeting was a means in which 

members of the local congregation could draw spiritual 

strength and moral fibre. Codes within classes were strict; 

tickets were issued to members in good standing for admission 

to the lovefeasts. Members failing to correct themselves 

upon admonition by the class or its leader were liable for 
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expulsion from the class-meeting. The concept of the 

class-meeting eventually fell by the wayside in m-0st Metho

dist congregations by the end of Reconstruction due to the 

success of the ~amp meeting, the rise of the Sunday School 

and the greater tolerance of human frailities. Nevertheless, 

the class-meeting helped to fill a great spiritual void in-

adequately countered by monthly or twice-monthly, at best, 

worship services. 1 9 

In order to fully understand the complex administrative 

system that existed within the Methodist Episcopal Church it 

is necessary to look at the positions that existed on the 

local church level. Local church government was largely 

invested in the charge quarterly conference which was held 

either on the circuit level or in the case of a one-church 

charge (a rarity in the early days) the individual level. 

These quarterly meetings were held on a rotating basis 

among the numerous churches on the circuit approximately 

every three months. Usually, the district presiding elder 

would moderate the meetings with the circuit pastor and the 

local church officials presenting progress reports. At 

these meetings funds for the pastor and the presiding elder 

were collected along with any other circuit-wide expense. 

Preaching services were often a part of these quarterly 

meetings. The basic assemblage of local church officials 

consisted of the exhorter, class-leader (previously men

tioned), the stewards, and the trustees. An exhorter was 
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one who read the scriptural lessons during worship services 

and made short practical applications and observations on 

said lesson to the congregation. Exhorters were licensed by 

the quarterly conference. Stewards regulated the financial 

affairs of the church by paying the expenses (namely, the 

pastor's salary) and by collecting the necessary amounts 

from the memb e rs of the congregation. Trustees were e lecte d 

by the quarterly conference and in them were vested all 

church property. The trustees held the property in trust 

according to the church discipline. While other positions 

were cre ate d within the church during the ninetee nth century 

it would be these four that would provide the essential 

leadership in all Methodist congregations. 2 0 

Ob v iously, the most stressful position of authority in 

the church was that of minister. The itinerant system was 

a touchstone within the Methodist tradition. Both Wesley 

and Asbury argued against the evil of pastors locating as 

opposed to ''riding the circuit." An apostolic form of the 

ministry was Asbury's· point of focus. It was believed that 

ministers locating in towns and cities would quickly subject 

themsel ves to the vices of the wealthy and influe ntial. As 

it was common for a single circuit to have as many as 

twenty congregations it was essential for the . minister to be 

itinerant, and, during the early years of Methodism, unmarried. 

The labors were long and hard for the circuit rider; the 

itinerant system kept the church dominated by young men. 



In fact, one historian claims that during the years prior 

to 1819 sixty percent of the circuit riders who died in 

active service were under the age of forty. 21 

There is somewhat a romantic tradition associated with 

the ave rage circuit rider. From appearances the dre ss of 
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the rider was quite plain and austere. A low, broad-brimmed 

hat, frock coat, stiff collar, and the lack of jewelry of 

any kind were among the more common features. The traveling 

equipment of the typical circuit rider consisted of his 

'"horse, saddle, and bridle; one suit of clothes, a watch, 

a pocket Bible, and a hymn-book. Anything more ... would be 

an incumbrance. 111 22 Methodist historian William L. Duren 

made the following observation of the circuit rider which 

perpetuates the so-called romantic conception: 

Whenever the settler's cabin to be found, thither 
the itinerant preacher made his way, there was 
heard the voice of those consecrated servants of 
the church, and there was the beginning of a 
Methodist circuit. The preacher shared the hos
pitality of the frontiersman, he left with them 
the treasures of his own experience, and he 
awakened in their minds and hearts the joys and 
the fellowship of his immortal hope. 23 

The task of the circuit pastor was clearly hard and 

grueling. Most of the early ministers in the service had 

little, if any, formal education. In fact, with the ex-

ception of Thomas Coke, there was not a college graduate 

in the Methodist ministry in America until 1818. Even so, 

Methodist preachers were "professional organizers sent out 
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to call churches into existence, not to wait for churches 

to call them." Gradually, as circuits were divided with 

the subsequent reduction in churches for the single pastor, 

the task of the circuit rider became more bearable and 

manageable. In reality there was little, if any, romanticism 

associated with the itinerant Methodist ministry. 24 

We have seen Methodism rise from its humble beginnings in 

England to becoming the first organized religious entity in 

the United States; let us now look at the rise and develop

ment of the church in Rockingham County, North Carolina. 
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CHAPTER III 

EPISCOPAL METHODISM DEVELOPS IN ROCKINGHAM COUNTY 

Within a period of roughly sixty years from the mid 

1780s to the mid 1840s the Methodist Episcopal Church 

established a foothold in Rockingham County. These years 

constitute the "Golden Years" of Methodism in the county . 

By the end of the era nearly every section of the county 

possessed Methodist churches or societies o~ some kind. 

These are also the years of the camp meetings which played 

an integral part in the development of the Methodist church 

locally. It is also a time of trial as the Methodist Epis

copal Church divides over first the episcopacy and second 

the issue of slavery. There were two distinct migrations of 

Methodists from the Delmarva Peninsula and Virginia, respec

ti vely , to Rockingham County where they established several 

of th e county 's leading congregations. Gradually , Me thodists 

organized societies in the towns of the county - no longer 

would Methodism be solely a rural denomination. 

Unfortunately, there exists n~ early records of Method-

ist churches in Rockingham County prior to 1808. Such an 

absence of records constitutes an almost impossible obstacle 

to overcome. "Methodists as a general rule are extremely 

unconscious of the ir heritage. Unlike Moravian s and Qua kers, 

Methodists have not shown any interest in the laborious task 

of keeping detailed records." 1 
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Delmarva Methodists Settle in Rockingham County 

The earliest accounts of Methodist activity in Rocking-

ham County are found in the journals of Bishop Asbury, who 

visited Rockingham County several times during the latter 

portion of the eighteenth century. During these years Asbury 

visited the rural areas of North Carolina extensively, for it 

was in those areas that Methodism was the strongest. On 

Asbury's visit through North Carolina in March 1786 we note 

his first significant reference to the church in Rockingham 

County: 

wed. Mar. 1 - (1786)- t . £ound·many waitin~ at 
N~wman's (sic) Church, Rockingham County, to whom I 
enlarged on, "Christ our wisdom, righteousness, 
sanctification, and redemption." Provisions here are 
scarce; some of our friends from the Delaware are 
suffering. I arrived in the night at A. Arnett's; 
my being in a poor cottage did not prevent ~y be~n~ 
happy, for God was with me. 2 

This passage in Asbury's journal is interesting in 

several aspects. He mentions the scarcity of food in the 

land following a severe winter and, more importantly, he 

notes the existence of several former residents of the 

"Delaware" area living in Rockingham County who play an 

important role in the development of the church as will be 

seen. Newnam's Church (cited in Asbury's journal as 

"Newman's") was located in present-day Reidsville; the 

journal passage of March 1, 1786 is the earliest reference 



known of that congregation. On Asbury's twelfth visit to 

North Carolina in April 1787 he was accompanied by Bishop 

Coke and together they visited Rockingham County: 

Sunday, (April) 15. (1787)- Rose after ~ix 
o'clock ana went to Newman's Church, where the 
Doctor (Coke) and myself both preached; the people 
were .. rather wild, and we were unwell. 3 

For some years there has been a misunderstanding con-

cerning Newnam's Church and its exact location. The class 

leader at Newnam's was Salathiel Newnam who ~ettled in the 

present-day Reidsville area about 1785. Newnam was origi

nally from Kent County, Delaware and was one of several 

members who came from the Delmarva Peninsula area. The deed 

to Newnam's property in the county leaves no question as to 

its location, which was on Little Troublesome Creek in 

present-day Reidsville. By 1788 the society was known as 
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"Smith's Chapel" where Asbury visited that year and again in 

1799. 4 It is the diary of Rev. James Meacham, who visited 

Smith's Chapel in January 1795, that removes any doubt that 

Smith's Chapel was the successor to Newnam's Church: 

Janua~y 31, 1795- I pr~ach~d at .Smith's · 
Chapel from Isa. 35:10. I had but little comfort 
in the labours of this day and am afully fear 
there was but little good done. Bro. Deanes 
excommunicated one man for immoral conduct, rode 
home with Bro. Newnam the (class) leader ... 5 

Meacham's diary reference to Smith's Chapel, therefore, 

states that Newnam is the leader of the class there, thus 
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eliminating any doubts concerning the relationship between 

Newnam's Church and Smith's Chapel. "Bro. Deanes" mentioned 

in the passaq,e was the Re v . Daniel Dean who was the appointed 

pastor of the Guilford Circuit for 1795 and who also owned 

land in Rockingham County on the Haw River. 

Smith's Chapel was formally organized in August 1800 

with the purchase by the church trustees from William Martin 

a one-acre tract on Little Troublesome Creek. This property 

was without doubt in what is now Reidsville. The trustees of 

Smith's Chapel in 1800 were Charles Moore, James Philips, 

John Harris, William Carrico, Thomas Thompson, Gordon Smith, 

William Webster, William Jones and Levin Woollen. Research 

by Robert W. Carter, Jr. in the 1980s sheds new light on the 

identities o f s e veral of these trustees. Charl e s Moore and 

Thomas Thompson were Methodist ministers who came to Rocking

ham County from Dorchester County, Maryland in the 1790s. 

Levin Woollen was also from Dorchester County, moving to 

Rockingham County in 1795. William Jones was also originally 

from Maryland and like Thompson, Moore and Woollen came from 

a strong Methodist family. These families all resided in the 

area around present-day Reidsville. Little else is known 

regarding Smith's Chapel; the church appears periodically in 

the records of the Guilford Circuit before vanishing in 1834. 

Evidently, the congregation was the weakest of the three 

Methodist churches tha~ were organized within a three-mile 

radius of Reidsville by 1800. 6 



Another favorite stopping place of Bishop Asbury's 

on his visits to Rockingham County was the home of Isaac 

Lowe , a few miles southeast of Smith's Chapel. Lowe, who 

5 1 

came to Rockingham County from Dorchester County, purchas e d 

land in the former county in 1784. In 1787 Asbury admitted 

Lowe on trial as a Methodist minister and in 1790 he 

ordained him as an elder in the church. By 1794 Rev. Lowe 

had constructed a meetinghouse on his property in south

eastern Rockingham County. 7 Meacham was a gue st of "old 

Brother Lowe" during the winter of 1795 and entered the 

following passage in his diary on January 21, 1795: 

I : preached at Bro. Lowe's meetinghous~ and 
{elt the Lord precious to my poor soul. Bro. 
Dean concluded with prayer and Exhortation. This 
class is in a low state, yet very expressious an 
enlargement of heart, for a deeper work of grace. 
We are now at old Bro. Lowe's who is very ill and 
is now making his last will and testement, in 
which he enfranchise's and sets free his poor 
slaves if ever the law of his state will admit 
of it. 8 

This passage of Meacham's, too, is quite informative. 

This is the first reference to the existence of Lowe's 

meetinghouse which was built by Isaac Lowe who retired from 

the itinerant ministry in 1795 and assumed "location" 

status. Usually, when a minister "located" it was due . to 

either old age and sickness or marriage. This fact is con-

firm e d in Meacham's diary where he refers to Br o. Lowe as 

"an old laborer in the work but thro· debilitation of body 
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declines traveling for the present." Lowe was one of few 

Methodist ministers to own slaves though he was not allowed 

under North Carolina law to free them. 9 

On March 25, 1796 Rev. Isaac Lowe deeded one acre of 

land, on which his meetinghouse stood, to John Pearson, 

William Jones, Jr., Thomas · Thompson, George Dilworth, John 

Lewis, and Daniel Deanes (Dean) who were the tru~tees of the 

Lowe's congregation. The Pearson, Jones, and Thompson fami

lies came from Maryland to North Carolina, settling in 

southeastern Rockingham County. Asbury preached to a large 

congregation at Lowe's in October 1799 - his last recorded 

visit to the county. Rev. Lowe lived until 1807 and is 

believed buried near the present Lowe's United Methodist 

Church, the modern-day successor of the original Lowe's 

meetinghouse. Lowe's is the county's oldest Methodist con

gregation and ranks among the oldest Methodist congregations 

in Piedmont North Carolina. 10 

The last of the Delmarva Peninsula-related congregations 

to organize in Rockingham County was Salem Church in January 

1799, some two miles northwest of present-day Reidsville. 

The first trustees of Salem were Edward Woolen, Absalem 

Goosetree, Joseph Asbridge, Henry Kilman and Patrick Wardlow, 

of whom Woolen and Goosetree were from Dorchesier County, 

Maryland and Asbridge and Wardlow were also from the Maryland 

area. The majority of the Salem leaders lived along Wolf 

Island Creek near the church. It is not known that Asbury 
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ever visited the Salem congregation, but it can be assumed 

that his visits to the area certainly encouraged those at 

Salem to organize a society. Salem would develop into a 

strong congregation, closing only when the Methodists in 

nearby Reidsville organized their own church there in 

1874. 11 
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Thus the three Methodist societies within a three-mile 

radius of present-day Reidsville between 1785-1800 were to a 

significant degree organized by former residents of the Del

marva Peninsula area. Local historians have long debated as 

to why these Methodists migrated to Rockingham County. 

While no one and conclusive answer has been found to that 

question, a series of probable scenarios might adequately 

solve the puzzle. In his excellent in-depth study of Metho-

dism in the Delmarva Peninsula, historian William H. 

Williams devotes considerable detail to the migration of 

Methodists from the peninsula area during the last decades 

of the eighteenth century. Williams attributes the · •J exodus" 

from the area to soil exhaustion after a century's hard use, 

a general decline in local economic vitality, the menace of 

the dreaded yellow fever and ague, and the resurgence of 

religious indifference and oppression. The peninsula area 

had been a hotbed for Methodist activity and opposition, 

especially during the years of the Revolution when ministers 

and members alike had · been viewed with suspicion. 12 The 

prospects of good, healthy and inexpensive land in the 



foothills of North Carolina must have appealed to these 

weary people. Henry Thompson, son of the Rev. Thomas 

Thompson - an early Methodist minister who migrated to 

Rockingham County from Maryland - expressed in a poem 

thoughts shared by many Methodists in Delmarva: 

Beyond the rolling Chesapeake, 
A hundred miles from Baltimore, 

Close by the place where Fishing Creek 
Begins to form the winding shore; ... 

A tender Father then I had, 
Who looked upon my face with joy, 

And pressed me to his bosom glad, 
And said I was his "little boy!" ... 

But lo when seven years had fell, 
My father lifted up his hand, 

And brought me far away to dwell, 
In Carolina's happy land. 

Where better health abounds and hills, 
Of greater height their summits show, 

And down the vales more limpid rills 
From purer springs of water flow. 1 3 
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While many of the "Delmarva" Methodists moved to points 

further south and west of Rockingham County, their influence 

remains today in the existing churches of Lowe's and Salem. 

A lesser known meetinghouse east of Reidsville was organized 

in 1805 by Revs. Thomas Thompson and Charles Moore. The 

meetinghouse was known as "Hayse's," and was the forerunner 

of the Penile Church organized at the same site in the 

Lawsonville community in 1838 and now extinct. 1 4 

Thus it would seem apparent that Methodists in Delmarva 

migrated south and west for reasons including and in addition 
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to religion. Not only had these new arrivals been exposed 

to religious persecution, but they were constantly faced 

with poor health and living conditions in the disease-ridden 

flatlands of Delmarva. Moreover, the land in North Carolina, 

while not abundantly rich, was a vast improvement over the 

exhausted and barren tidewater soil. In a great sense the 

Delmarva settlers were pilgrims in their own land. They 

came to North Carolina to begin life anew and fresh where 

good health and religious toleration were abundant. Metho

dist congregations were organized by these new arrivals 

during the latter portion of the eighteenth century and with 

that development Methodism had become a reality in Rockingham 

County. 

The Town Creek Methodists 

Another, though less significant, migration of M~tho

dists to Rockingham County was from Prince Edward and Amelia 

counties in Virginia ~hd the surrounding area in the early 

1800s. A considerable portion of these settlers appeared to 

be related either by blood or by marriage. Among these 

related families were the Ellingtons, Guerrants, Tuckers, 

and Moores, all of whom settled along Town Creek in the 

present-day Mount Carmel and Bethlehem communities. While 

the migration of Methodists from the Delmarva Peninsula is 

more detectable and for more obvious reasons, it would 

appear that the Virginia migration was more of a family

oriented move. In the years following the Revolution, a 
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number of residents from the Prince Edward-Amelia area left 

the region for points south and west in the search for richer 

land. The first one of these Virginians to settle in the 

Town Creek area appears to have been Daniel Ellington, Sr. 

of Prince Edward County who arrived in Rockingham County in 

1801. Daniel Ellington, Sr. was progenitor of all the 

Ellingtons in Rockingham County and many of his descendants 

played active roles in Methodist congregations all over the 

county. 1 5 

By 1808 enough Methodists had settled in the Town Creek 

area to organize a society near the waters of Quaqua Creek 

in the present-day Oregon Hill community. The society was 

named (Mount) Carmel and the congregation there developed 

into the leading Methodist church in northeast Rockingham 

County for nearly a century. The society at Carmel was 

obviously organized by 1808, the date of the earliest member

ship roll. The recently discovered Carmel class papers lists 

the earliest members of Carmel Church and is the oldest 

known local Methodist Church record relative to Rockingham 

County. The nineteen original members were: 

Pleasant Ellington 
Sarah Ellington 
Ira Ellis 
Mary Ellis 
Susanna Jones 
Dolly McKinzie 
Rhoda McKinzie 
Jeremiah Mize 
James Robinson 

Alcey Ruffin 
Sterling Ruffin 
Elizabeth Thomas 
Mary Thomas 
Nancy Tucker 
Polly Tucker 
Sally Tucker 
Lydia Whalebone 
Tom ("a man of color") 1 6 
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The earliest deed for the Mount Carmel Church is dated 

September 1, 1813 when John Morehead, the father of North 

Carolina Governor John M. Morehead~ sold two acres on Quaqua 

Creek to the church trustees: Sterling Ruffin, Ira Ellis 

James Robinson, Thomas Porter Guerrant, Charles Russell, 

Paschal Ellington and Frederick Wells. At the time of the 

1813 sale a meetinghouse had already been built on the site. 

Among the early leaders of Mount Carmel were Rev. Ira Ellis 

and Rev. George R. Edwards, ministers who had "located" in 

the Carmel community, and Thomas Porter Guerrant, a local 

pastor. Throughou~ the nineteenth century Mount Carmel 

would play an integral part in the development of Methodism 

in Rockingham County. 17 

Little is known about Methodism in the Town Creek a r e a 

again until the mid 1830s when the Guilford Circuit Quarter

ly Conference on August 12, 1835 appointed a committee to 

oversee the construction of a church "near Dr. (Edward T.) 

Broadnax's in Rockingham County." The three me n appointe d 

to the committee were active in the Mount Carmel Church: 

Lloyd Waters, Rev. Benton Field, a minister in the Virginia 

Conference who had located in Rockingham County due to ill 

health; and Peter D. Guerrant, later a local Methodist 

pastor. 18 In September 1835 Waters sold a lot near Town 

Creek, a few miles southeast of Leaksville, to a newly 

elected board of trustees that included both Field and 

Guerrant. A frame church was quickly constructed on the 
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site and was named "Bethlehem," from the Hebrew meaning 

"House of Bread." In time Bethlehem developed into a thriv

ing congregation of inter-related families, a status it 

maintains to this very day. Bethlehem was clearly the 

daughter of Mount Carmel and a number of the members of the 

latter congregation transferred to the former. 1 9 

Members from both Bethlehem and Mount Carmel were 

instrumental in organizing a society in Leaksville during 

the late 1830s. Meeting in the local brick academy, the 

society at Leaksville was small and barely able to exist. 

The arrival of the Rev. Benton Field and family to Leaks

ville in 1840 heralded a new day for the small band of 

Methodists -there. The Leaksville society was reorganized 

and the classes therein were revived to do more active 

service. Although the Leaksville Church claims an organiza

tion date of 1837, no documentation of that date has 

surfaced. It would seem safe to say, however, that the 

Methodists in Leaksville were the second to organize a 

church in the town, following the Baptists who established 

their congregation in 1839. The society at Leaksville 

remained small for a town church and it was not until 1859-60 

that it was able to build its own sanctuary, which had to be 

shared with the local Masons who aided in its construction. 20 

The organization of the Leaksville Church in circa 1840 

ended the small wave of "Virginian Methodism" that began for 

unknown reasons on Town Creek some four decades previous. 



While not as widespread and unusual as the Delmarva 

migration, the Virginia Methodists were able to establish 
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three strong churches that remain active today. From these 

churches came many of the county's leaders in Methodism on 

the local and conference levels. 

The Camp Meeting Era 1800-1860 

Perhaps the most significant and interesting chapter in 

Methodist history surrounds the camp meeting era which 

developed Nationally from approximately 1800-1830, .but con

tinued in Rockingham County for at least an additional 

thirty years. The camp meeting era is significant t? Rock~ 

ingham County Methodism for several reasons. First, it 

brought the Methodist Church to new areas in the county. 

Second, it was the first time in which the Methodists were 

able to establish congregations in the county's towns. 

Third, the camp meeting movement led to the organizing or 

strengthening of the county's leading churches in the denom

ination. 

The origins of the camp meeting movement in the United 

States are obscure at best and often the point of disputes. 

Early historians once claimed that the movement was born in 

North Carolina, but such belief has lost considerable 

support in recent years. Charles Johnson's in-depth study 

of the early camp meetings in America expresses that: 

The origins of the camp meeting, which seemed 
to have appeared on the American frontier full 
blown in 1800 as the most striking manifestation 



of the Great Revival (or Second Great Awakening), 
have long been hid in obscurity. One day 
the frontier was a godless pl~ce with little 
islands of workers in the Lord, and the next it 
was all aflame with religious zeal .... Neverthe
less there was ample precedent for the separate 
features of the true camp meeting as it was 
practiced on the mobile frontier for half a 
century. The outdoor meeting had held a place· 
in Methodist technique ever since the founding 
of that society. John Wesley was preaching 
outdoors in England as early as 1739 .... The 
origin of the camp meeting, then, is not so com
plex and miraculous as it has seemed to be .... 
Its component parts are to be found in earlier 
secular and religious practices. The improvising 
genius of the frontier's dedicated preachers put 
various formerly-used techniques together and 
developed a new popular religious device of great 
power. That the final touches of this process of 
improvisation were accomplished in the course of 
one summer is the miracle and measure of that 
improvising genius. In the year 1800 the camp 
meeting sprang into being, was almost instantly 
universalized along the southwestern frontier, and 
almost as rapidly standardized into a pattern. 21 
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Other historians believe that camp meetings had existed 

in America before 1800. Elmer T. Clark, eminent Methodist 

historian, noted that Rev. John McGee held a camp meeting in 

Lincoln County, North Carolina as early as 1790. This was 

followed by several additional camp meetings in the. we~tern 

half of the state prior to 1800. Whatever the case, the 

camp meeting movement spread all over the eastern half of the 

nation during the first quarter of the nineteenth century. 22 

Especially in the South the early campgrounds were 

largely in cleared areas near the meetinghouses. The types 

of encampments varied .greatly from place to place. The two 

most popular styles of settings for camp meetings in the 



Piedmont region of North Carolina were the immortalized 

"brush arbor" and the open-air enc1.rclement pattern. The 

brush arbor style was introduced to North Carolina soon 
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after 1800 and consisted of an overhead shelter composed of 

brush, limbs and branches. Under the shelter were plain and 

crude benches for the congregation which was segregated 

according to sex during the early days of Methodism. Tents 

and shelters for those who remained on the campground during 

the week(s) of the meeting were placed nearby. The open-air 

encirclement pattern was composed of circular streets of 

tents arranged according to the topography. These tents 

formed the outer shell of the encirclements within which was 

the seating area for the congregation as well as the pulpit. 

Both of these styles are believed to have existed in Rocking

ham County during the first half of the nineteenth century. 23 

The camp meeting concept found early favor with Metho

dists. One of the most vocal proponents of the idea was 

Bishop Asbury himself who remarked in 1809: "We must attend 

to camp-meetings. They make our harvest times ... " It is 

even conceivable that Wesley, himself, would have approved 

the basic premise of the camp meeting, but he would not have 

approved of the overpowering emotional demonstrations that 

often accompanied such meetings. Moreover, Wesley warned 

against ministers raising their voices during preaching 

above the natural pitch. The lack of formality at camp 

meetings would have been distasteful to the founder of 



Methodism, but even he would not have been able to deny the 

fact that such activities as the camp meeting were success

ful recruitment instruments. 24 
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Just when the first camp meeting was held in Rockingham 

County or its location are unknown. It is not until the 

1830s or later that the first-hand accounts of camp meetings 

in Rockingham County are available. Traditions in both the 

Lowe's and Mount Carmel churches of each being early camp 

meeting sites would appear to be well-founded. One of the 

county's greatest camp meetings was held at Mount Carmel in 

1843 as recalled by the Rev. John W. Lewis, whose wif e 's 

family was active in that church: 

This camp meeting was in the pastoral charge of 
the sainte d John Rich; Rev. Samuel S. Bryant was the 
Presiding Elder. There were a great many preachers 
in attendance at this meeting, and all of them seemed 
to be filled with the power of the Holy Ghost. On 
the first evening, at the first service, Divine power 
came upon the congregation. Christians got happy, 
and sinners were awakened. The work went on, increas
ing from day to day ... The work of awakening and 
conversion continued to increase among the people, 
until it was ascertained that more than one hundred 
and fifty souls had been happily converted to God . 
... The revival flame spread all around ... Rockingham 

(til) it reached the church at Lowe's Chapel, 
near Thompsonville and many precious souls were con
verted there, and gathered into the church. 25 

Among those who were converted at the Mount Carmel camp 

meeting were Numa Fletcher Reid, a schoolteacher from the 

Lowe's Church community, and his pupil James H. Brent - both 

having too brief, but distinguished, careers in the Methodist 

ministry in North Carolina. 
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Another early camp meeting site in Rockingham County was 

at Sharon Church north of present-day Ruffin. There existed 

a meetinghouse at Sharon as early as 1818 when the church 

trustees purchased the property on which it stood from James 

Rawley. Sharon was also a daughter of the Mount Carmel 

Church as its first trustees were mostly members of the 

latter congregation; namely, Sterling Ruffin, Rev. George R. 

Edwards, and Thomas Porter Guerrant. Among the early members 

of the Sharon congregation were those of the Fitzgerald 

family of Caswell County. A member of that family, Oscar 

Penn Fitzgerald (1829-1911), attended Sharon as a child and 

remembered the campground there where "the preaching, the 

singing, the praying, and the other exercises were of the 

liveliest kind." Young Fitzgerald entered the Methodist 

ministry and missionary service, becoming a bishop in the 

Methodist Episcopal Church, South in 1890. Sharon remained 

an active congregation until after 1849 when Methodists in 

the area joined with the Baptists and Presbyterians in es

tablishing Union Church in the Mayfield community. Union 

Church was used by Methodists, Presbyterians and the Mission

ary and Primitive Baptists, with each denomination holding 

services there one Sunday out of the month. Sharon and Union 

churches would be the forerunners of the Ruffin Church 

organized in 1871. 26 

The camp meetings were especially effective in bringing 

the Methodist Church to the villages in Rockingham County. 
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The churches at Wentworth, Leaksville and Madison were 

clearly results of camp meeting activities. Methodism was 

brought to Wentworth, for the first recorded time, in 1804 

when the noted evangelist and radical Jeffersonian Lorenzo 

"Cra.z.y" Dow preached to fifteen hundred people in the freez

ing temperatures and falling snow for over two hours. Ref

erences to "Wentworth Meetinghouse" appear in county records 

as early as 1815 and eventually a campground was established 

at the site which was two miles east of the courthouse near 

the present intersection of N.C. Highway 87 and old Highway 

87. The Wentworth Campground was often the location for 

sessions of the Guilford Circuit Quarterly Conference. In 

1836 Methodist leaders in the area formally organized a 

church in the village at Wentworth and constructed a small 

frame meetinghouse west of the courthouse. In 1859 the 

Wentworth Church constructed a larger frame meetinghouse on 

the western end of the town. The church sanctuary was 

restored in the 1980s and remains as the county's last sur

viving ~ntebellum Methodist edifice. Among the early 

leaders in the Wentworth Church was Robert Martin, Jr., 

whose daughter Martha was the first wife of Senator Stephen 

A. Douglas of Illinois. 27 

Leaksville, the second oldest settlement in Rockingham 

County, was also the location of one of the county's largest 

campgrounds. The origins of this campground are vague. It 

was located about one mile north of Leaksville on Tackett's 
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Branch in the Spray section of present-day Eden. The camp

ground site was owned by th~ Barnett family, among the area's 

early industrialists. In addition to serving as a place for 

worship, the campground was also used for the sale of produce 

and other necessities until the early 1900s. Tradition re

lates that the Leaksville campground had a brush arbor and 

crude log slabs for seats. 28 The Rev. Daniel E. Field, son 

of Rev. Benton Field and a local Methodist pastor in Leaks

ville, recalled a Methodist camp meeting there as being a 

"revival of religion ... conducted by the Methodists, 

Presbyterians, and Baptists united and hundreds were 

converted. The great center of attraction ... was a ... 

minister named Maffett, an Irish silver-tongued orator who 

swayed the people like straws before the wind." 29 Meetings 

at the Leaksville campground led to indoor services at the 

local academy building and the organization of the 

Leaksville Church by 1840. 

The Madison Church, organized in 1843, was the result 

of camp meetings several miles north of town. The formati6n 

of this congregation signalled the end of the initial 

development of Methodism in the county. Miss Nancy Watkins 

(1884-1966), Madison historian and a member of a leading 

Methodist family, recalled the traditional story of how the 

camp meeting led to the creation of the Madison Church: 

From the first regional history, camp meetings on 
the Petersbur·~-Moravian Road at flood line south 



of Mayo Falls, were held every summer on the land 
of Archibald Watkins, (Miss Watkins' ancestor) ... 
The camp meeting lasted six weeks or more. Herein 
the spiritual brotherhoods were started which 
worked out into the Baptist and Methodist churches 

By 1830 this Mayo Falls Watkins family had 
all moved into Madison and occupied homes on Murphy 
and Decatur streets .... Before the (Methodist) 
church was ready for services a revival was being 
held in the old log schoolhouse and meetinghouse 
(in town) ... It was summer and up came a tremendous 
cloud which scared people into remaining at home. 
(The Watkins) family sent its carriage all around 
town and carried all to the revival meeting who 
wanted to go. The cloud broke into torrents of rain 
and wind. There were aver a dozen conversions in 
the old schoolhouse during the storm. Thus the 
churches got started, in Madison on Academy Street. 
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Methodism was still enjoying sound growth in Rockingham 

County when the Madison Church was organized on January 9, 

1843 with the trustees' purchase of a lot on Academy Street. 

On the site was erected a frame meetinghouse which was used 

by the congregation until 1909. 31 

Undocumented tradition also relates camp meetings were 

held in several other places in western Rockingham County. 

The Methodist movement was clearly less productive in this 

portion of the county, as the majority of the churches were 

in the area east of the Dan River. The first congregation 

on the west side of the Dan was the Wesley Chapel congrega

tion, founded in 1825 in the present-day Settle's Bridge 

community .between Wentworth and Stoneville. In the 1830s a 

society known as "Clarksbury" existed in the Paw Paw Creek 

area of northwestern Rockingham County, but did not mature 

into a strong congregation. By the 1840s churches at 



Leaksville and Madison were organized and in 1860 

Grogansville Church was formed a few miles north of Stone

ville. By 1860, however, only four congregations existed 

with reasonable strength on the west side of the river: 

Leaksville, Madison, Wesley Chapel and Grogansville. Camp 

meetings certainly played an important, if not total role 

in the creation of these churches. 32 
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An interesting note worth consideration is that in the 

only two villages in the county in which the Methodists were 

the first to organize churches: Wentworth and Madison -

both were the results of camp meetings. Thus the influence 

of the camp meeting was not totally rural in nature as some 

historians have suspected, but instead both town and country 

benefited from such activities. 

While camp meetings began on the wane nationally by 

the 1830s, they continued in popularity in Rockingham County 

and elsewhere in the state until the Civil War. Camp 

meetings were held in mid-summer or fall of the year and for 

many congregations these meetings were annual or semi-annual 

events. In her diary, which covers a twenty-year period, 

1853-1873, Mary Jeffreys Bethell (1821-1875) of Spring Grove 

Plantation in the northeastern section of the county, 

provides an interesting view of camp meetings: 

Oct . . 23 (1855)- I attended a campmeeting at Lowe's 
near Dr. McCain I s,· a good many tents and large 
congregations. I was there Sunday and Monday, 
I heard the Rev. (Numa) Fletcher Reid preach, he 
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is one of the best preachers I ever heard, his 
text on Sunday was from Paul's 1st epistle to 
Corinthians 23 and 24th verses in the first 
chapter .... Since I left the camp meeting I 
heard there was one hundred converts, old Brother 
Bethell (Rev. Joshua Bethell) seemed to be in 
the harness ... he has been on this circuit two 
years now, he has been in the ministry about 
twenty years. 

October 16th 1856- The 4th Sunday in Sept. I went 
to the campmeeting at Lowe's ... , there were a good 
many tents, only four preachers, bro. (William) 
Bobbitt, (David) Bruton, (Issac) Avent, and (M.C.?) 
Fields, it broke on Thursday about 70 professed 
religion. I was there on Sat. Sund. and Monday, 
heard some good sermons ... On Sunday night Willy 
professed religion. I felt quite happy next day, 
the thought of God's converting one of ·my children 
made me feel so thankful. When I am at campmeeting 
and hear good preaching, sweet singing and fer vent 
prayers it seems like the gate of heaven to our 
souls. 

August 25, 1860- We moved home yesterday from the 
campmeeting at Carmel. The Lord revived his work 
powerfully, 23 souls we trust converted ... We had 
a time of refreshing from the presence of the Lord, 
a time long to be remembered, some of the brightest 
conversions I ever saw, glory and honor to his name. 
I was happy all the time, God blessed me abundantly. 
It seemed like a heaven on earth. Brother Bruton 
(the circuit pastor) labored faithfully and the Lord 
blessed him and made his soul happy, he is a good 
preacher and a devoted christian .... Brother Fletcher 
Reid, Bro. Hendren, Bro. Wilson, Bro. (Clarendon) 
Pepper, preached for us during the meeting, they 
preached most excellent sermons. 33 

Apparently the camp meetings in Rockingham County 
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ceased with the Civil War and were not revived by the Metho

dist Episcopal Church, South following the war. Replacing the 

camp meetings in importance were the circuit quarterly con

ferences held at different churches on a rotating basis. At 

times protracted meetings, or revivals, were held in 
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conjunction with the quarterly conferences. While the 

Methodist Protestant Church resumed camp meeting activity 

locally after the Civil War~ that concept within the Metho

dist Episcopal Church was all but a closed chapter in its 

lengthy history. Moreover, camp meetings after the war 

were more structured and patterned events - a far cry from 

the spontaneous gatherings of the antebellum years. 

Thus, the camp meeting era in Rockingham County, which 

lasted from approximately 1800 until the beginning of the 

Civil War, was vital to the development of Methodism in the 

area. By this medium Methodism was introduced to new and 

unexplored areas in the county, such as the communities of 

Wentworth, Leaksville and Madison and the western and 

extreme northeastern sections of rural Rockingham County. 

Also, the camp meetings brought the church to the county's 

only three settlements and this was where local Methodism 

made its debut as a fledgling urban denomination. In addi

tion the movement added strength to existing rural churches, 

such as Lowe's and Mount Carmel, where the camp meeting 

concept excelled. In essence, the camp meeting era provided 

Methodism in Rockingham County with the needed stimulus to 

carry the church over and beyond the dark days of civil war 

and unrest that loomed just over the horizon. 

Antebellum Leaders in Local Methodism 

Families are the other major variables besides church 

formation and revivalism in Rockingham County. In studying 



70 

local Methodist Church history, the historian often notes 

the existence of families who are leaders in the denomination 

for generations. Rockingham County is indeed no exception to 

the pattern. The county's most prominent Methodist family 

consisted of members of the Reid and related families. 

James Reid (1795-1872) was a native of Caswell County, the 

son of pioneer Methodists in that area. He entered the 

Virginia Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church in 

1815 and joined the itinerant ranks. In 1821 Reid was 

appointed to serve the Guilford Circuit (which embraced both 

Guilford and Rockingham counties) and while on the circuit he 

met and married Martha Edwards, daughter of the Rev. George 

Rhona Edwards (1769-1829) and his wife Catherine Simmons 

(1777-1859). Rev. Edwards came to Rockingham County from 

Mecklenburg County, Virginia about 1816 and settled in the 

Carmel Woods area of Rockingham County and was instrumental 

in building up the strength and numbers at the Mount Carmel 

Church. He was not in the itinerant ministry by this 

time. 3 4 

Rev. James Reid traveled extensively within the Virginia 

and then North Carolina Conferences. Reid was one of the 

first Methodist ministers who remained in the itinerants' 

ranks after marriage and, therefore, declined "location" 

status. He remained in the itinerancy for fifty-eight years 

serving as circuit pastor, presiding elder, Sunday School 

agent and missionary to black Methodists. In 1872 Reid won 



election as the Republican candidate for North Carolina 

Superintendent of Public Instruction, but died before he 

could assume the office. 35 
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James Reid, for many years in his active ministry, 

maintained the Thompsonville community east of Reidsville as 

his chief residence and it was there, it is believed, that 

his second son, Numa Fletcher Reid, was born in July 1825. 

Young Reid excelled in studies to the extent that he entered 

Emory and Henry coilege in 1838 at the age of thirteen. By 

age seve nteen he was teaching school at Thompsonville, the 

village near Lowe's Church (known today as Williamsburg). In 

1843 he was converted at a camp meeting at Mount Carmel and 

thereafter was zealous in church work. He also taught 

schools at Sa l e m Church near Reidsville and also a t the 

Wentworth Church, both churches were next door to academies 

or school buildings. Numa Reid married Ann Wright of Went

worth, the daughter of a tavernkeeper and Methodist, and 

while living in the county seat resolved to enter the 

Methodist ministry in 1847. Thus, began the career of 

Rockingham County's greatest contribution to the Methodist 

cause. 3 6 

Numa F. Reid, following two years service as a local 

pastor of the church, was assigned to pastor the Methodist 

churche s in Rockingham County at the 1849 session of the 

North Carolina Conference. He served the area for two years 

as recalled by his uncle, the Rev. John W. Lewis (1808-1885): 



He (Reid) entered at once upon his work in this 
new relation as pastor, which was destined ... 
to be a glorious success .... He was well received 
on every part of the circuit .... but he was (also) 
much beloved by the members of other denominations. 
(In 1851) he held an interesting camp meeting ... 
near the town of Madison, which resulted in the 
conversion of a number of souls, and quite a 
number of accessions to the Church. He held pro
tracted meetings at nearly all of his appointments 
... man~ souls were 6onverted and added to the 
Lord. 3 
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At the 1851 session of the North Carolina Annual 

Conference, Numa F. Reid was admitted to the travelling 

connection of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South. By 

1860 Reid had served as pastor for Front Street Church in 

Wilmington, Edenton Street Church in Raleigh and West Market 

Street Church in Greensboro - all leading congregations in 

the state. From 1860 until his death in 1873, at the age of 

47, he served as presiding elder in the Raleigh and Greens

boro districts in the North Carolina Conference. At the 

time of his death he was the state's leading Methodist 

minister of his generation. Numa F. Reid's home base during 

most of his ministry was at Wentworth, where his family would 

be leaders in local Methodism for the next seventy-five 

years. 38 

The equivalent of the Reid family's proliferation on 

the local level of the Methodist Church was the Field family 

of Leaksville. Rev. Benton Field (1797-1871) was a native 

of Randolph County, North Carolina and a member of the 

Virginia Annual Conference. Citing ill health, Field 



resigned from the itinerant ministry and located. In 

so doing he became a local pastor, a position that allowed 

him to perform some of the sacraments and other duties 

similar to itinerant ministers. The local pastor was 

accountable to the circuit quarterly conference, but was 

viewed as a member of the laity by the Annual Conference. 

This allowed the local pastor, such as Field, to pursue a 

means of secular employment. Following his retirement from 

the Virginia Conference, Field settled in Rockingham County 

with his wife Martha Guerrant (1803-1856), the daughter of 

Thomas Porter and Elizabeth Ellington Guerrant of the Mount 

Carmel Church. Benton Field was admitted as a local pastor 
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in the Guilford Circuit in 1834 and served in that capacity 

for a number of years as did his two brothers-in~law, Peter 

Dutois Guerrant (1806-1869) and .Daniel Ellington Guerrant 

(1804-1895). The Guerrant brothers were grandsons of Daniel 

Ellington, Sr., whose move to Rockingham County from Prince 

Edward County, Virginia about 1801 signalled the beginning 

of Methodism in the Town Creek area. Together the Field and 

Guerrant families would provide an additional means of support 

to overtaxed Methodist ministers in Rockingham County. 39 

As an official of the Guilford Circuit Quarterly Con

ference, Benton Field was instrumental in establishing the 

Methodist churches at Bethlehem (1835) and Wentworth (1836), 

serving on the first building committee at each church before 

moving to Leaksville in 1840. 40 At Leaksville, Field 
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reorganized the small Methodist society meeting in the local 

academy there and transformed the group into an active con

gregation. Benton Field was active in all phases of 

Rockingham County Methodism until his death in 1871. It 

would be his son, Daniel Early Field (1831-1916), who would 

continue the family ·'s tradition of service to the church into 

the twentieth century. 

The role played by these families in the development of 

Rockingham County Methodism is interesting, in that these 

families had roots in Virginia - primarily the south central 

portion of the state. The Reids and Fields dominated the 

church in Rockingham County, unlike any other families for 

well over fifty years. Very seldom was a new church organ

ized, one constructed or one revived in the area without the 

ever-present hand and aid of either one or both families. 

They provided the ecclesiastical and lay leadership for 

Methodism in Rockingham County and the success of the church 

during the nineteenth century was due largely to their labors. 



CHAPTER IV. 

REALIGNMENTS, SCHISMS AND DECLINE WITHIN THE 

METHODIST EPISCOPAL CHURCH 

Within a forty-year period from the late 1820s to the 

late 1860s the Methodist Episcopal Church experienced sig

nificant structural, administrative and spiritual changes 
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on the national and local level. Within this time frame the 

Methodist Episcopal Church experienced two national divisions, 

the creation of smaller districts and circuits, and a general 

decline in strength with the close of the Civil War. Rock

ingham County would experience all three conditions with 

varying degrees of severity along with the majority of the 

piedmont counties in the state. By the end of the war and 

initial Reconstruction the Methodist Episcopal Church in the 

county was but a weakened frame of its former self, 

desperately in need of a great revival. 

Circuit and District Realignments 

Though the Methodist Episcopal Church had been active 

in Rockingham County since the 1780s, it was nearly fifty 

years before the county was accorded a position all to 

itself within the church. Rockingham County was originally 

a part of the Guilford Circuit which had been created in 

1783 from the New Hope and Yadkin circuits. In 1801, when 

the district concept of church government was formally 
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adopted, the Guilford Circuit was placed in the Salisbury 

District. The following year saw the formal establishment of 

the Virginia Annual Conference which covered most of Virginia 

and North Carolina. In 1808 the Virginia Conference placed 

the Guilford Circuit in the Yadkin District where it remained 

until 1834 when it was returned to the Salisbury District. 

By 1837 Methodists in both Virginia and North Carolina be

lieved that the Virginia Conference had become too unwieldy 

to exist in two states. In anticipation of the inevitable 

division of the Virginia Conference, the Rockingham County 

churches in the Guilford Circuit were placed into a circuit 

of its own known as "Rockingham.'' The Rockingham Circuit was 

placed in the Danville District - a district that extended 

over into some of the border counties of Virginia for some 

years to come. 

A new age in North Carolina Methodism dawned on January 

31, 1838 with the formation of the North Carolina Conference, 

which included most of the eastern and piedmont regions of 

the state. The Danville District was absorbed into the new 

annual conference. No other realignments were made regarding 

circuits and districts in Rockingham County until the 1850 

session of the North Carolina Conference. At this time, the 

name of the Rockingham Circuit was changed to Wentworth 

Circuit and the Greensboro District altered its boundaries 

to include all of Rockingham County. Essentially, all of 

Rockingham County churches of the Methodist Episcopal Church, 
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South were on a single circuit until 1861 when the annual 

conference ordered the Wentworth Circuit divided. The 

reasons behind the division . were related to the numerous 

preaching points now served by a s 'ingle pastor being far too 

many for any one man. The circuit division was made along 

the Dan River; those churches west of the river were placed 

in the new Madison Circuit while those east of the river 

remained in the Wentworth Circuit. Thus, from 1861 until 

1879 all of the M.E. Church, South congregations in Rocking

ham County were included in either the Wentworth or Madison 

circuit. 2 

While all these structural changes were occurring within 

the Methodist Episcopal Church on the state and local level, 

the church was beset by two national divisions. 

The Rise of the Methodist Protestant Church 

The discontent that led to the formation of the Metho

dist Protestant Church in 1830 developed early in the 

Methodist Episcopal Church. The 1830 schism was not the 

first within the church. At the 1792 General Conference Rev. 

James O'Kelly, an early favorite of Asbury's, asserted that 

ministers should be given the right to appeal their pastoral 

appointments if they felt that such appointments were detri

mental to their careers or personal lives. When O'Kelly's 

proposal was defeated he withdrew from the conference and 

formed the Republican Methodist Church which became the 

Christian Church in 1801. There were also such disputes as 
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the appointment by bishops of presiding elders, the absence 

of lay representation in both the annual and General con

ferenc~s, and the reference to local pastors as merely 

members of the laity. Clearly, the Methodist Episcopal 

Church was a denomination in which the laity had little , if 

any, voice beyond the quarterly conference. 3 In other 

words, the Methodist Church "faced the curious paradox of 

gaining phenominal influence among lay persons with whom it 

would not share ecclesiastical authority." 4 As the de

nomination had been organized as a "people's church" it had 

quickly become a bastion of national hypocrisy at its 

vile st. 
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At the 1824 General Conference a petition was submitted 

for the incorporation of democratic principles into the 

church government. When the petition was rejected seventeen 

members of the clergy and three lay persons met in Maryland 

to organize the Union Society, the purpose of which was to 

advocate democratic reform within the Methodist Episcopal 

Church. Union societies were organized all over the eastern 

half of the country, including North Carolina. By late 1828 

enough congregations in North Carolina were weary of attempts 

at reform to the extent that a meeting was called at Whitaker's 

Chapel in Halifax County in December. On December 19, 1828 

this meeting established the North Carolina Conference of the 

Associated Methodist Church - an entity wholly separate from 

the Methodist Episcopal Church. With a few exceptions, in 
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which entire congregations withdrew from the Methodist 

Episcopal Church, local congregations were organized by 

ministers of the Associated Methodist and later the Methodist 

Protestant churches. 5 

Once the General Conference of the Methodist Prote stant 

Church was organized in 1830 the North Carolina Conference 

of the Associated Methodist Church became alli e d with the 

national body. Technically, the North Carolina Conference 

predated the General Conference and was older than any other 

annual conference within the new denomination. During the 

time between the formation of the North Carolina Conference 

of the Associated Methodist Church in 1828 and its assimila

tion into the Methodist Protestant Church in 18 30, six 

preaching circuits were created within the state. More and 

more people were being reached by the missionaries of this 

new branch of Methodism. One of these six circuits was the 

Guilford which was created in 1829 and the westernmost 

circuit in the state at the time. Included in the Guilford 

Circuit were Guilford, Rockingham and probably parts of 

adjoining counties to the south and west. 6 

The basic democratic principles of the Methodist Protes

tant Church arose from the Jeffersonian Democracy sentiment 

that existed in abundance in rural -America. The central 

portion of North Carolina possessed deep ties with "Jeffer

sonianism" and it was · in that portion of the state that the 

Methodist Protestant Church was the strongest. First, the 
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Methodist Protestant Church allowed for the admission of 

members of the laity into the annual and General conferences. 

This in itself was a major departure from the dictates of 

the Methodist Episcopal Church. Second, the M.P. Church 

refused to have bishops, opting instead for presidents 

elected from the conference bodies themselves. Thus, the 

whole concept of the episcopacy was rejected in the new 

church. Third, the presiding elders in the M.P. Church were 

also ele cted by the annual conferences instead of being 

appointed by the bishops. 7 Moreover, the position of pre

siding elder was modified as expressed by Dr. J. Elwood 

Carroll in his history of the North Carolina M. P. 

Conference: 

The Presiding Elder (in the M.E. Church) had 
the power to change, receive, or suspend preachers 
during the intervals between annual conference 
sessions; to call together the preachers at each 
quarterly meeting; to see that the Discipline 
was enforced; and to attend the bishop when present 
in the elder's district, and give him a written 
account of affairs when absent. In this way no 
preacher of any grade or station was ever left 
a day without a superior ... 

The Methodist Protestant Church solved the 
problem in the early years by having the 
stationing committee (elected by the annual 
conference) designate the "presiding elders," 
who supervised the several preachers on a 
circuit. The appointment was for one year 
only, but the presiding elder could succeed 
himself. Gradually, circuits were divided 
into smaller fields of labor until each 
appointment became the individual responsi
bility of a minister, hence the need for a 
presiding elder to superintend the preachers 
no longer existed. 8 
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The position of circuit presiding elder or superintendent 

was apparently dropped by the North Carolina Conference of 

the M.P. Church during the early 1a1os. 

Nor was this limit to the democratic reforms expoused 

by the Methodist Protestant Church. Local pastors, who were 

not oficially recognized in the M.E. Church beyond the cir-

cuit level, were made official delegate members of the 

quarterly, annual and General conferences in the M.P. Church. 

Also the M.P. Church advocated fair trials and rights of 

appeal for both accused ministers and lay pe.rsons as well 

as a reasonable time allowed for accused persons to prepare 

their defense. 9 Consequently, the Methodist Protestant 

Church was perhaps American Methodism's most direct attempt 

in establishing a democratic form of church government ever. 

Methodist Protestants in Rockingham County 

The Guilford Methodist Protestant Circuit did include 

Rockingham County from the time of its inception in 1829. 

Of the ten pastors assigned to the Guilford Circuit that 

year, the most noted was the Rev. Alson Gray (d. 1880) who 

would serve as President of the North Carolina Conference 

from 1836-1838, 1843-1845, 1846-1848, and 1854-1855. One of 

the pioneers within the fledgling denomination, Gray would 

become very familiar with southern Rockingham County during 

his fruitful career. Among those churches in Guilford 

County that were on the Guilford Circuit were Moriah, south 
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of Greensboro; Bethel, south of Stokesdale and Flat Rock, 

east of Stokesdale near the Guilford-Rockingham county line. 

These three congregations were former Methodist Episcopal 

congregations that went over to the Methodist Protestant 

Church. Flat Rock, which according to tradition dates as 

early as 1804-1805, was greatly revived by the itinerancy 

of Rev. Gray and a Methodist Protestant congregation was 

organized there supposedly in 1831. Flat Rock was attended 

by many Methodists just over the border in Rockingham County 

and the famous camp meetings held at Flat Rock were widely 

attended throughout the 1800s. 10 

Rockingham County's first successful Methodist Protes

tant Church was Fair Grove, organized shortly after 1830 by 

the Rev. Gray. The actual date of founding for Fair Grove 

is, like most early Methodist churches, unclear. The first 

indication of the congregation appears in the Rockingham 

County deeds. On November 19, 1832 James Donnell of Guilford 

County sold to Robert C. Rankin, Elijah Chilcutt, Nathaniel 

Simpson and William Schoolfield of Guilford and James and 

Thomas Hopkins of Rockingham County, the trustees for Fair 

Grove, a five-acre lot on the Patrick (later Cunningham) 

Mill Road just north of the Guilford County line. 11 Tradi

tion holds that a log meetinghouse was erected on this site 

and was used for the next quarter century. Regular preaching 

was first held at Fair. Grove in May 1833 and the first camp 

meeting there was held in September 1833 with twenty-nine 
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converts. 1 2 Camp meetings were held at Fair Grove even 

into the twentieth century in a nearby brush arbor, beginning 

usually the second Sunday in August. The earliest membership 

roll for Fair Grove is dated 1848 and contains among the 

sixty-six members those of the Chilcutt, Rankin, Bevill, 

Hopkins, Simpson and Dilworth families. In 1856 the congre-

gation constructed a frame meetinghouse which was used until 

the 1960s. The North Carolina Annual Conference met at Fair 

Grove in 1840, 1848, 1863 and 1883. 1 3 

An early leader in the Fair Grove Church was Elijah 

Chilcutt (1795-1874) who owned several tracts of land in 

Guilford County near the Rockingham County line. Chilcutt 

was a most pious man who read through the Bible 122 times 

during his lifetime. Tradition in the community holds that 

during a dry season once a forest fire broke out which en

dangered the Fair Grove Church and surrounding area. Chilcutt 

was said to have ''left (his) work and started to the church. 

About half way, he stopped and prayed for rain. Within 15 

minutes the rain drowned the fire and Fair Grove church ... 

was saved." 14 

A division within one of the Methodist Episcopal 

churches in Rockingham County apparently led to the creation 

of Mizpah Church, some five miles south of Reidsville, about 

1850. According to tradition, several men withdrew their 

memberships from the Lowe's Church "sometime prior to 1850," 

the exact nature of the division is not now known. These men 
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and others secured a lot on Troublesome Creek at the inter

section of the Danville and Wentworth roads and on which was 

constructed a frame sanctuary. This sanctuary was said to 

have been dedicated by Rev. John Hinshaw of the Guilford M.P. 

Circuit on March 30, 1850. 15 In 1854 the church trustees 

of Mizpah formally purchased the property on which the 

church was constructed from Mr. and Mrs. John V. Jones. The 

trustees were: Ezekiel Wheeler, a former member of Lowe's; 

Samuel S.B. Smith, a county constable; Joseph P. Coe and 

Tilman Chance. The 1850 sanctuary was used until 1925 when 

the present sanctuary was built next door. 1 6 

By 1856 a small society of Methodist Protestants had 

organized between Madison and present-day Stokesdale. This 

congregation was named Palestine and was possibly an out

growth of the Flat Rock Church some miles to the south. 

Tradition holds that the first church was of log construction 

with benches made of planks laid across wooden blocks. 

Palestine became a popular camp meeting site during the mid 

and late 1800s and it was these "big meetings" there that 

permitted such growth that discouraged the organization of 

another permanent Methodist Protestant congregation in the 

area for the next forty years. 17 

Another, yet relatively unknown, Methodist Protestant 

congregation in the southwestern section of the county was 

Oak Grove - another pop'ular campground. Oak Grove was or

ganized in 1854 probably in the present-day Ellisboro 



community. The congregation appears to have disbanded or 

otherwise become inactive within a few years. The strength 

of Primitive Baptists in the area and the close proximity 

to the Methodist Protestant Church at Palestine were, no 

doubt, determining factors in the failure to revi ve the 

congregation at Oak Grove in the 1870s. 18 
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During the 1850s the fruitful activities of the congre 

gations of the Guilford M.P. Circuit convinced the North 

Carolina Annual Conference to divide that circuit. At the 

1856 session of the Annual Conference the Guilford Circuit 

was divided along Reedy Fork Creek in northern Guilford 

County. Those churches north of Reedy Fork, with one excep

tion, would be placed into a new circuit to be named "Haw 

River." These churches included Fair Grove, Mizpah, Pales

tine and Oak Grove in Rockingham County, and Friendship, 

Bethel, and Flat Rock churches in Guilford County. The Haw 

River Circuit would thus remain virtually intact until 

1882. 19 

While the Methodist Protestants were busy organizing 

churches in Rockingham County, their Methodist Episcopal 

brethren were faced with a national division within their 

ranks. 

The 11Great Separation" of 1844 

While the division of the Methodist Episcopal Church 

erupted in 1844 the roots of disunion could be traced back 
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to the origins of the denomination. During the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, sessions of the 

General Conference had been disrupted by arguments concerning 

slave-holding members of the laity and clergy. While Asbury, 

Wesley and other Methodist leaders were opponents of the 

"dreadful institution" others in the church, especially those 

in the South, were far more tolerant of slavery. Thus, the 

issue of slavery simmered within the church until the 1844 

General Conference when it became a most explosive issue. 

The occasion of the heated argument at the 1844 

session of the General Conference was the request of the 

Northern delegates that Bishop James Andrew of Georgia 

iesigrt his episcopal position as he had taken a slaveholder 

as his second wife. Methodist discipline forbade the owning 

of slaves except in the states where manumission was illegal. 

Georgia was such a state, leading Bishop Andrew to vest his 

share of slaves in his wife. Technically, in the eyes of the 

law Bishop Andrew was no longer a slaveholder. This, however, 

did not satisfy the Northern members of the General Conference 

who still demanded the bishop's dismissal and were able to 

secure a resolution to that end. Both Northern and Southern 

delegates were ruled by passions and tempers at the session 

and thus attempts to settling the issue peacefully came to 

naught. Northerners wished to make an example of Bishop 

Andrew for other church leaders; Southerners believed 

that Andrew was made a scapegoat on behalf ot the Southern 
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congregations. The Southern delegates believed that only a 

division of the church could remedy the situation for both 

factions concerned. Thus, the General Conference of 1844 

adopted a ''Plan of Separation" whereby those churches in the 

South would be placed in a separate branch of the Methodist 

Episcopal Church. Those churches in the North would remain 

as ante-separation. The $outhern church would be totally 

independent of the Northern Methodist Episcopal Church, 

with both parties agreeing not to seize churches that 

adhered to one or the other branches of Episcopal Methodism. 

Thus, the Methodist Episcopal Church, South was formally 

organized at Louisville, Kentucky in 184,5 with the first 

session of its General Conference convening in Petersburg, 

Virginia the following year. 20 

While the Southern Methodists believed that the 

separation had been accomplished amicably initially, such 

would not prove to be the case. The General Conference of 

the (Northern) Methodist Episcopal Church of 1848 rejected 

the Plan of Separation to which they had agreed to just 

four years previous on the pretext that the annual 

conferences had not been given the opportunity to debate 

and vote on the issue. The Methodist Episcopal Church, 

South instituted legal proceedings which carried all the 

way to the United States Supreme Court. The court ruled 
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in favor of the Southern church and the "Plan of Separation" 

was upheld. 21 Meanwhile, many churches in the south, 

fearing possible takeovers by the Northern church, deeded 

o ve r their local church properties to newly el e cte d trustees 

of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South. Lowe's, Mt. 

Carmel, and Salem churches in Rockingham County were among 

those who took such action. The Methodist Episcopal Church 

would thus remain divided nationally until 1939. 22 The 

Methodist Protestant Church would also divide along sec

tional lines in 1858, but reunite in 1877. ?3 

Some historians have made the assumption that the 

rural yeoman-dominated Southern Methodists were not overly 

concerned with the slavery issue. That is simply not the 

case. In fact, as early as October 1835 the Guilford 

Methodist Episcopal Circuit of the Virginia Conference 

meeting in Wentworth adopted a resolution condemning the 

circulation of "incendiary" publications produced by 

Northe rn abolitionists. The circuit quarterly confere nce 

also went on record as opposing and condemning the views of 

all Northern abolitionists as being injurious to the South. 

The resolution was unanimously adopted. 24 

A common misconception of church historians concerns 

the role of blacks in the antebellum congregation. The 

misconception was that blacks were not recognized by the 

church. Blacks, be they slaves or free men, were granted 

memberships within all three branches of Methodism, though 
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as a general rule they were not allowed to organize their 

own congregations. They were not allowed to hold offices in 

the church; however, they were administered the sacraments 

of the church. Religious historians, such as Donald G. 

Mathews, contend that as "Methodists could not leave Negroes 

helpless in their plight any more than whites, the bishops 

proposed expanding the missions to the slaves." 25 Usually j 

the blacks were relegated to either the balcony in the 

church or to another segregated section of the sanctuary. 

Moreover, there existed a form of evangelical pro-slavery 

that regarded the institution as both a Christian duty and 

privilege to maintain. In her diary of plantation life in 

antebellum Rockingham County, Mary J. Bethell provides a 

glimpse of the complexity of this evangelical pro-slavery 

ethic that is now a concern of modern historians: 

Nov. 3, 1856- ... As we were coming home from the 
campmeeting at Prospect (Church, near Yanceyville 
in Caswell County), Mr. Bethell and myself, were 
in the carriage, with the babe and his nurse Betty. 
I was singing and talking about the good sermons 
I heard, and how happy I had been. All at once 
Betty, the nurse (13 years old) broke out to saying 
"Oh! Miss Mary , I believe God will have mercy on 
me." I was astonished: I told her that God would 
bless her if she would believe. After she got 
home she professed religion. I felt very thankful, 
I hope God will convert all my negroes. I am 
praying for it. I read the Bible to them Sunday 
nights and instruct them, and sing and pray with 
them. Some of them listen attentively but all my 
labour will be in vain without the help of God. 26 

Historian Donald Mathews complements Mrs. Bethell's 

remarks with his observation that: 
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Slavery would be stable ... only when it was 
seen as a moral relationship in which whites 
demonstrated a real concern for blacks' well
being, established common ground between the 
master and slave, and appealed to the latter's 
best instincts instead of making him "stand 
in fear." 27 

Wartime Decline of the Church 

90 

Throughout the 1850s the churches of the Methodist 

faith in Rockingham County were prospering, but the Civil 

War would nearly sound the death knell for all denominations 

in the South. Fragmentary records available- provide a 

shadowy view of the decline of at least the Methodist Epis-

copal Church, South in the area. In 1861 there were 678 

Southern .Methodist communicants in Rockingham County among 

the white and black population and scattered among a dozen or 

so churches and preaching points. Beginning in 1862 the 

county had two M.E. South circuits, each served by one minis

ter. This di v ision within the county lightened the load of 

a single circuit-riding minister. For example, the Wentworth 

Circuit, which covered the eastern half of the county, con

tained 371 members in 1862 following the division. The 

black membership, which numbered an all-time high of 109 in 

1859, was already on the wane before the war even started. 

By 1860 the black membership totalled only 32 county~wide. 

Evidently, a revival was needed throughout the county as the 

war be gan. 28 

The minister assigned to the Wentworth Circuit for 1862 

and 1863 was the Rev. Clarendon Martin Pepper (1830-1895), 



one of the great revivalists in North Carolina Methodism. 

Mary Bethell's diary provides some details regarding the 

intensive labors of the Rev. Pepper: 

March 3, 1862- I went to Union (Church) 
yesterday to hear Brother Pepper preach, 'twas 
an excellent sermon, had a good congregation. 
After sermon he held class meeting, 'twas a good 
meeting, I enjoyed it, my soul was happy ... 
Brothe r Pepper is doing his duty, he is a devoted 
child of God. I feel like there will be a revival 
on his circuit, the Lord will bless his labors. 

October 12, 1862- I have just returned home from 
Wentworth, I attended Brother Pepper's meeting. 
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I was there six days, and saw one of the greatest 
re vivals I have seen in two years, it was a time 
of refreshing from the presence of the Lord. 
The re were about 40 converts, 23 joined the church. 29 

In a letter to his father from Wentworth in November 

18 63 Rev . Pe ppe r wrote: " ... on this circuit I ha ve been 

ha ving some extensive revi vals of religion . I have 

recei ved into the church nearly a hundred membe r s this 

summer and fall." The Wentworth Circuit membership increased 

from 371 in 1862 to 523 in 1863, due in large part to Re v . 

Pepper's untiring efforts. Unfortunately, such success 

was fleeting. 30 

Few times in the life of the South were as trying for 

the rural churches and communities as was during the Civil 

War. The draft certainly had an effect upon church attendance. 

With decreased attendance on Sundays morale became quite low 

within the congregations, especially as the fortunes of the 

Confederacy waned from one of great anticipation to the 
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bitter taste of reality. Dr. Numa F. Reid, noted minister 

in the state who made Wentworth his home base during the war 

years, recorded the high and, then, the crushed hopes of 

local Methodists and other citizens: 

May 20, 1861- Today the State Convention met and 
passed the ordinance . of secession from the Federal 
Government ... The die is cast. The Rubicon 
is crossed. 

June 25, 1861- John Boyd's fine company left 
Wentworth today. This is the fifth company old 
Rockingham is giving the Confederacy ... What a 
handsome sight to see the "boys" march p,roudly 
away, but oh, what sadness fills the heart when 
we think the ranks will be thinned by shot and 
shell before they come back to us. 

August 30, 1861- Rode down to Mr. George D. 
Boyd's this evening. Capt. John H. Boyd died 
in Richmond Hospital. Typhoid fever. He was 
brought home today. 

August . 31, 1861- Today at 2 p.m., in honor and 
tears we deposited the remains of Captain 
Boyd in the graveyard in rear of the Wentworth 
Methodist Church ... What a day of sadness 
for all in Wentworth! 31 

George D. Boyd, a member of the Wentworth Church would 

lose two additional sons before the war's end. 

As the war progressed and the fortunes of the Confed

eracy faded like last night's dream, the churches in the 

South were involved in a life and death struggle. Attendance 

at all church activities decreased as a spiritual indiffer

ence pervaded the region. The class meeting, once a 

touchstone in Methodism, was quickly becoming an anachronism 

that would die out completely by the end of the century. 



The financial base of the churches was totally ruined and 

many congregations simply passed out of existence. The 

cessation of hostilities between the United States and the 

now-deposed Confederate Government did not remedy the 

situation as evidenced by the following passages in Mary 

Bethell's diary: 

August 7, 1865- I feel sad when I look at the church, 
almost desolate, some of the members have died, and 
some backslidden, nearly all of the rest worldly 
minded, prayer meetings, class meetings, Sunday 
School, all are broken up because iniquity abounds. 
The love of many has waxed cold, all are selfish and 
seeking their own ... The war is over, but still 
the re is much trouble and a great deal of wickedness, 
if the people don't repent I e xpect they will ha ve 
some judgements sent upon them, I look for it. Some 
of our prominent members of the church to all 
appearances look cold, lifeless, and backslidden. 
I sigh and grieve on account of it. 

October 10, 1866- Oh, our church is almost desolate, 
Zion languishes, such coldness and worldly mindness 
in the church, I feel so sad, what can I do but 
look to God and pray to Him to ... revive his work 
and stir us up to a lively faith. 32 
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Mrs. Bethell had good reasons for alarm. The white 

membership on the Wentworth Circuit decreased by nearly ten 

percent during 1865-1866, while the black membership 

plumeted by fifty percent during the same period. Zion was 

indeed languishing. The close of the Civil War found all 

Methodist churches strugggling for bare existence. It was 

a definite low water mark in their history, but with the 

1870s the showers of blessings would once again descend upon 

the churches in Rockingham County and the South in general. 
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CHAPTER .V 

ROCKINGHAM COUNTY METHODIST CHURCH ARCHITECTURE 

1780s - 1860s 
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Methodist church architecture and design tell a graphic 

story of religious struggle and achievement. Much like 

their industrious Moravian brethren, the Methodists employed 

a basic design of their earlier sanctuaries that was distinc

tively Methodist. For nearly the first century of the 

ex istence of Methodism in America c ertain guidelines and 

traditions were followed in the planning and construction 

of meetinghouses, known in later years as sanctuaries. In 

essence, Methodist edifices were to be physical extensions of 

the denomination's beliefs and practices. Only recently have 

social historians begun to acknowledge the importance of 

church architecture in the rural antebellum South as a means 

of further understanding regional church history . Rockingham 

County is an excellent study for those interested in this 

aspect and making helpful interpretations from such study. 

The basic premises of Methodism governed the design of 

church buildings. As American Methodism jettisoned much of 

the pomp and ceremony of the Church of England, so did it drop 

any desire of architectural elegance for which the Anglicans 

were famed. No one in the United States was more adamant in 

advocating simplicity in church design than Bishop Asbury. 
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The Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South 

maintained Asbury's premise on church construction even year s 

after his death: 

Let all our churches be built plain and decent, 
and with free seats; but not more expensive than 
is absolutely unavoidable; otherwise the necessity 
of raising money will make rich men necessary to 
us. But if so, we must be dependent on them, yea, 
and goverhed by them. And then farewell to 
Methodist discipline, if not doctrine too ... (The) 
quarterly conference shall appoint a judicious 
committee of .at least three members of our Church, 
who shall form an estimate of the amount necessary 
to build; and three-fourths of the money, according 
to such estimate, shall be secured or subscribed 
before any such building shall be commenced~ .. As 
it is contrary to our economy to build houses with 
pews to sell or rent, it shall be the duty of the 
se veral annual conferences to use their influence 
to prevent houses from being so built in future; 
and as far as possible to make those houses free 
which have already been built with pews. 2 

Asbury furthermore opposed any signs of "Roman Catholi

cism or Anglicanism" in Methodist church design. He spoke 

out against the use of bells and steeples, as both were 

considered by him to be symbols of the rich and influential. 

Such embelli shments were alien to the religion of the "poor 

people" to whom Asbury ministered. Not until the years 

following the Civil War would Methodist churches begin to 

stray away from Asbury's policies. 3 

What, then, was the typical design of the average 

Methodist church prior to the Civil War? Obviously, the 

first meetinghouses were largely of log construction -

especially in the rural areas. A plank floor and benches 
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were likely even in the pioneer days. With the advent of 

the Age of Jackson rural church design was undergoing a 

significant change. In the South it was common for congre

gations to erect frame sanctuaries now. These buildings 

ranged in sizes but seldom varied in function or design. A 

typical meetinghouse possessed two front doors, the men and 

women entering separately. John Wesley, possibly due to the 

Moravian influence, dictated that men and women were to be 

segregated in all Methodist congregations. 4 This seating 

arrangement remained in force until the late nineteenth 

century. As the average meetinghouse had two front doors, it 

would also have two distinct aisles within the ranks of pews 

inside. The pew arrangement consisted of one center rank of 

long pews flanked on either side by a narrower rank of pews. 

Through the long center rank of pews usually ran a partition 

or rail in the middle that served as the "dividing line" 

between the men and women. Inside and over the front doors 

was oftentimes a gallery for the exclusive use of the black 

members. If the added expense of a gallery was prohibitive 

and the number of black members relatively small, then the 

rear pews in the sanctuary or some similar designated area 

would suffice. These practices were common in both the 

Methodist Episcopal and the Methodist Protestant churches. 5 

Simplicity ruled the day in Methodism. The pulpit 

usually consisted of a · plain raised platform, the only 

adornments to which being a lectern of some kind and a 
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modest chancel rail. As Methodists received the Eucharist 

in kneeling position, a chancel or communion rail was an 

essential ,,. rarely spared, in most early "preaching houses." 

Matching the pulpit in simplicity were the pews often con

sisting of wide pine boards. Unlike the pews in churches of 

other d e nominations, Methodist pews were noted for the 

absence of boards across their fronts under the seat. This 

absence allowed members to kneel on their knees within their 

pews. Candles provided the only means of lighting during 

those early years. Except in the cities, there were no organs 

in the churches until the late 1800s. While steeples were 

not in keeping with Methodist church design, a small and low 

belfry atop the sanctuary was often used. Plank floors, 

ceilings, and walls (unless plaster was used) contributed to 

the unassuming appearance of most Methodist buildings. The 

late Victorian Era would change such examples of ruralistic 

austerity from even the most isolated congregations. 6 

Likely the finest Methodist Church buildings of th~ day in 

the county were those at Madison and at Wentworth. The 

Madison Church was constructed in 1844 much on the order 

mentioned above. The Madison sanctuary was used by the congre

gation until 1909 when it was replaced by a modern brick 

edifice . The former sanctuary was moved across Academy Street 

and experienced various uses until its demolition in 1977. 7 

The Wentworth Church, ·constructed and dedicated in 1859, was 

built on lines similar to the Madison Church. Recently 
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restored, the Wentworth Church is the county's oldest 

Methodis t edifice, and the county's first church listed on 

the National Register of Historic Places. Both the Madison 

and Wentworth churches were built in accordance with the 

Methodist discipline. 8 

In summation, the architecture of the rural Metho.dist 

Church ex uded the precepts and traditions of American 

Methodism. Simplicity and segregation were the order of the 

day . In spite of this self-imposed architectural piety, 

Methodists would indeed succumb to the worldly embellishments 

that Asbury so very much loathed. The Civil War proved to 

be a watershed in Methodist church design. Steeples, organs, 

bells, and stained glass windows would become an integral 

part of the entire worship experience. The very church that 

Asbury nurtured would become "dependent and governed by rich 

men." As the latter half of the nineteenth century loomed 

ahead, a new and less strict form of Methodism was preparing 

to immerse itself into the mainstream of American Protestantism. 



CHAPTER VI 

THE REVIVAL, REBIRTH AND URBANIZATION OF LOCAL METHODISM 

1870 - 1920 
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The aftermath of the Civil War left churches throughout 

the South spiritually and financially wrecked. As the largest 

group within American Protestantism at the time, the Methodists 

felt the effects of the war most keenly indeed. Memberships 

and attendance were both in decline, the churches were largely 

in disrepair and neglect, and a spiritual indifference per

vaded the region. With the threat of the Methodist Episcopal 

Church of the North poised to infiltrate the former Confederacy, 

Southern Methodists quickly assessed the situation and took 

measure s to halt the continuing decline in stre ngth a nd vigor. 

The subs e qu~nt revival, which was predominant within the 

Methodist Episcopal Church, South was successful for several 

reasons: the age of the "protracted meeting" as a latter day 

successor to the camp meetings, the maturation of auxiliary 

ministries within the local church, the urbanization of the 

local church, and Methodism's involvement in social issues as 

well as its indifference to theological disputes. As Metho

dism made its post-war recovery, a special pattern was 

detectable. While the rise of Methodism in Rockingham County 

during the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was 

largely a rural-dominated movement the next wave of revival, 
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which lasted from 1870 until the First World War, was 

mostly urban in nature. Thus, the Methodist Episcopal Church, 

South became a bastion of the upper class in Rockingham County 

- largely through the church's advances in more populated areas. 

The need for a revival within the Southern Methodist 

Church was apparent to those in Rockingham County even before 

the conclusion of hostilities between the Union and the 

Confederacy. In December 1862 the Rev. Numa F. Reid, of 

Wentworth, delivered a speech to the session of the North 

Carolina Annual Conference that expressed the concerns and 

needs of Methodists throughout the South: 

(We) need a race of moral heroes, a whole race 
of men of faith and ready for sacrifice, to 
throw themselves upon the bosom of heathendom 
with flaming hearts and burning zeal. Ah! one is 
ready to say, how can they be sustained?- we have 
not the means, no banking house upon which they 
can draw ... We must cut loose our moorings and 
try th~ great deep .... We must have a revolution 
and now is the time ... The darkness of the hour 
is that which preceeds the coming down (which) 
is the twilight of a glorious era shortly to be 
ushered in! l 

These words of the Rev. Dr. Reid were clear prophecy. 

Indeed, the war was the darkness before the "twilight of a 

glorious era" in the history of Methodism. This era would 

begin with the revival of the church during Reconstruction 

and culminate with the unification of the three major 

branches of American Methodism in 1939. 
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The Protracted Meeting Era 

One of the means of revival for the Methodist congrega

tions in Rockingham County was a latter-day adaptation of 

the famed camp meetings of the early nineteenth century - the 

protracted meeting. In fact, the protracted meeting concept 

had arrived in Rockingham County during the war years as the 

camp meeting era quickly waned. The war had eliminated camp 

meetings for the most part and in cases where the practice 

was revived after the war a noticeable change was detectable 

as expressed by the Rev. R.R. Michaux, a Methodist Protes

tant minister who served charges in Guilford and Rockingham 

counties after the war: 

The camp meeting has been a great institution 
in N. Carolina, being held mostly by Methodists, 
but of late years these meetings, in most localities, 
have ceased to be held, and the old encampments 
are going to decay. Perhaps it is well, for the 
camp meeting of the present day is not what it used 
to be. It seems now to be appreciated by many as a 
resort for social enjoyment, in common with other 
pleasure resorts, rather than for religious 
improvement. The great burden on the women at the 
tent, of preparing the Sunday dinner, and the free 
entertainment of so many visitors, and the compar
atively small spiritual benefits resulting, being 
considered, it is judged best to dispense with the 
camp, and hold protracted day services only. 2 

The "protracted" meeting, named so because they were 

drawn out or protracted over a period of days or weeks, 

became the chief tool for bringing new members into the 

church. As the camp meeting era was closing, the protracted 

meeting was quickly becoming a more refined successor to 
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the former institution. Often, protracted meetings were held 

in conjunction with circuit quarterly conferences which com

bined business, worship and fellowship into a single series 

of services. The protracted meetings were usually annual 

events held indoors as a general rule. Rev. Dr. J. Elwood 

Carroll, who was raised in the Salem Methodist Episcopal 

Church, South near Reidsville and is a respected member of 

the Western North Carolina Conference of the United Methodist 

Church, recalled his earliest memories of the "big meetings" 

held at Salem during the first part of the twentieth century: 

We (Salem Church) always had one about the time 
between laying by the crops and harvesting them. 
There was always a slight slack time between those 
two activities. We always had a visiting minister. 
The series opened on Sunday with preaching in the 
morning and afternoon with "dinner on the grounds." 
On some occasions we would continue with two preach
ing services with "dinner on the grounds" through 
the remainder of the week but it is believed 
that the women were not too happy with that much 
cooking so the schedule shifted to a morning sermon 
with the minister eating in the homes of the 
members, then a preaching service at night. I 
recall how often the minister came to our home for 
dinner, and how long they could eat and talk. The 
fried chicken got down pretty close to the necks, 
back, feet and wings by the time we children had 
a turn at the second table. 

Yes, the revival services always included an 
"altar call" for repentants and new members. 
It was at one of these services when I was nine 
years old, I made by decision to follow Christ 
and with a large · group of about fifteen other 
young people received baptism and took the vow of 
church membership there at Salem. 3 
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Dr. Carroll's reflections are insightful in several 

respects. His reference to morning and afternoon services 

and the time of year in which these services were held is 

important to understanding the rural church character. 

During the nineteenth century and the first decades of the 

twentieth century the rural congregations were made up of 

exclusively farm families. The scheduling of services 

accommodated the lifestyles of local farmers. In essence, 

farming not only supported families, it also provided the 

main financial support for the churches. Moreover, the 

protracted meetings provided a source of community fellowship 

and interaction that was unobtainable elsewhere in rural 

areas. 

Certainly revivals were much more than mere social 

gatherings as historian Ted Ownby alludes: 

Despite their popularity as social events, the 
revival meetings had far greater significance as 
religious institutions. Good times, gossip, and 
huge meals gave way to more solemn business as 
the meetings progressed ... Three levels of par
ticipation - initiation for new Christians, reded
ication for longtime Christians, and hope for the 
salvation of the wayward - reveal the meetings as 
yearly festivals celebrating evangelical beliefs 
and morality ... 

Historians have often pictured revival meetings 
as pleasant social occasions that showed the neigh
borliness and local character of rural America ... 
However, serious business took place at the meetings, 
as committed evangelicals, novice evangelicals, 
and nominal evangelicals all participated in solemn, 
sometimes painful religious exercises. 4 · 
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By th e early 1900s the concept of the p r otracted me eting 

was already on the decline in congregations in Rockingham 

County as well as in the rest of the South. Evangelism seemed 

to be on the wane in Southern Methodism and this would seem 

to be related to the church's advances within the more popu

lated areas. Could it have been that the "refinement" of 

Methodism allowed no room for "spontaneous evangelism?" 

Methodists were becoming more concerned by the turn-of-the

century with promoting the auxiliary ministries and waging 

was against the great moral evil of the day - alcohol. What 

Methodists failed to realize was that evangelism was the 

essential key element to success in promoting church growth 

and moral values. Many within the church sensed that Metho

dism was turning its back upon the fires vf faith that had 

so "strangely warmed" the hearts of Wesley and others of a 

bygone era. J.C. Lasley, a member of the Salem Church near 

Reidsville, summed up the situation in 1932 when he wrote: 

I f the young people of today should be at church 
and see some good woman rise up and commence 
shouting as I saw in my young day, they would call 
the police ... The people of today would not 
appreciate the preaching of the old time preacher ... 
neither would the old timer appreciate the sermons 
of the preachers of today. 5 

Methodism in Rockingham County, as well as in the rest 

of the South, had indeed undergone a great change physically 

and psychologically. 
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What, then, were the results, if any, of the "protracted 

meeting" era? It must be recalled the miserable state of the 

church at the close of the war in 1865. Wrecked, if existent, 

economy; diminishing memberships, spiritual indifference, and 

a dearth of church-related programs outside of the worship 

services were all characteristics of the typical Southern 

congregation. The revival meetings pulled these churches 

out of the seemingly fathomless abyss of financial and 

spiritual depravity and restored them to, and in most cases 

exceeded, their antebellum security and stability. Perhaps, 

the age of revivalism within local Methodism had run its 

course and had accomplished its task. (That observation 

could quite plausibly be made.) Whatever the case, by the 

advent of the "Roaring Twenties" revivalism was definitely 

on the wane in the South and Methodism would never success

fully regain'the lost fires of evangelism that had once 

saved the church from certain obscurity. 

The Rebirth of the Methodist Episcopal Church 

in Rockingham County 

Another major factor in the revival and expansion of 

local Methodism during the late 1800s was the rise of the 

Methodist Episcopal Church (more commonly known as "Northern 

Methodists"). The violent capitulation of the Confederate 

Government in the spring of 1865 also signalled a change 

within the Methodist Church in the South. The wartime decline 
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of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South and the arrival of 

the "Northern Methodists" occurred at approximately the same 

time. The entry of the Northern sect into the conquered and 

broken South during the waning days of the war was s e en by 

most Southern Methodists as a blatant violation of the spirit, 

if not the actual doctrine, of the 1844 Plan of Separation. 

Southerners resented this intrusion by Northern and con verted 

Southern missionaries, but were powerless to prevent their 

activities. Originally, the Southern Methodists wanted to 

retain their black memberships and thus maintain the "status 

quo-antebellum." The blacks, however, would have none of 

that and their exodus from the galleries of the white churches 

continued unabated. In the wake of their hasty departure 

from an established church system the blacks, largely unedu

cated and practically all subjected to poverty, lacked the 

human and financial resources necessary to organize effective 

congregations. Into this bleak picture appeared the Methodist 

Episcopal Church which had intended to organize both white and 

black congregations throughout the South and did so in many 

areas. Unlike some of her sister counties, such as Forsyth, 

Rockingham County would regard the Methodist Episcopal Church 

as a single race denomination - one of and exclusively for the 

black population. 6 

Whites were alarmed that freed blacks were no longer 

confined to particular areas in society. Without the "control" 

of the local leading white Christians it seemed to many that 
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recent social historian has stated that "As white 
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churches became exclusively or almost exclusively white, 

black culture came to seem even more alien than it had in the 

antebellum years." 7 A prime example of this observation 

in Rockingham County occurred around 1900 when the black 

Methodists in Leaksville attempted to build a new church in 

the heart of the white community - a project doused by the 

local whites. Acts similar to these led to a distancing 

between white and black congregations that not even the 1939 

unification could or would lessen. 

The efforts of the Northern missionaries were successful 

with the establishing of the Virginia and North Carolina 

Mission Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church in 1867. 

By 1868 a North Carolina District was created within that 

conference and a circuit known as "Rockingham" was formed. 

This is the earliest reference to activity by the Northern 

Methodists in Rockingham County. With 2,859 members, the 

North Carolina Conference of the M.E. Church was organized in 

1869. Originally, this conference was biracial, but in 1879 

the whites pulled out to organize the Southern Central Con

f e r e nce. From that time on the Methodist Episcopal Church in 

North Carolina was a racially separated denomination. 8 

In 1869 the North Carolina Conference created the 

Guilford and Rockingham Circuit, which included those two 

counties and to which was appointed the Rev. W. B. Richardson. 
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Richardson had been expelled from the Methodist Episcopal 

Church, South due to his pro-Union sympathies. He was a pro

ponent for the rights of blacks and after joining the Metho

dist Episcopal Church was active in establishing black 

congregations. It is likely that his efforts led to the 

founding of the first black Methodist churches in the county. 

Rockingham County was now accorded an official position 

within the bounds of the Methodist Episcopal Church. 9 

The Move to the Towns 1870 - 1910 

During the years immediately following the Civil War 

the focus of Rockingham County Methodism changed direction. 

While the pre-war development of the denominatiqn was centered 

on the county's rural areas the post-war growth was largely 

in the towns and larger villages. In essence, such was the 

national trend of Methodism. Originally, Methodism was the 

"poor people's church," but by the middle of the nineteenth 

century the denomination had assumed the distinction as 

America's largest religious body. The leaders in Methodism 

were also leaders in society. During the period of 1870-1910 

not only is the rise of the urban church detectable, but a 

decline in the rural church is similarly recognized. The 

means by which the Methodist Church revived in the county 

following the war have been presented. However, it should 

be noted that while these means, namely the rise of the 

auxiliary ministries, resulted in the growth of the urban 
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church they were also the reasons for which the rural church 

languished. 

At the close of the Civil War in 1865 there were only 

three settlements of any discernible size: Wentworth, 

Leaksville and Madison. Although Wentworth and Leaksville 

were established during the late eighteenth century and 

Madison by the 1810s, it was not until the years 1836-1843 

that the Methodists organized churches in all three towns. 

The futures of both Rockingham County and the local Metho-

dists were greatly brightened with the construction of the 

Piedmont Railroad by the Confederate Government during 1862-1864. 

The railroad was one of .the two most vital links between Rich-

mond and Lee's Army on one end and the port cities further 

south. The Piedmont, a line approximately fifty miles in 

length connecting Danville, Virginia and Greensboro, North 

Carolina, crossed the eastern section of Rockingham County 

promoting growth at any village along the line. At the 

close of the war there were two main villages along the rail-

road in Rockingham County: Staceyville (soon to be renamed 

Ruffin) and Reidsville. Both villages were crossroads 

hamlets, but the railroad made them centers for trade for 

eastern Rockingham and western Caswell counties. Reidsville 

would become the principal county town on the line as, 

according to tradition, the landowners in Ruffin refused to 

sell land for developing. Reidsville became the local mecca 

for tobacco growers and manufacturers. It would be in Ruffin 
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and Re idsville that the Southern Methodists would mak e their 

first significant advances following the war. 10 

The origins of the Ruffin Church are somewhat vague at 

best - extending back to the old Sharon meetinghouse and 

campground, organized in 1818, just outside of the actual 

village of Ruffin. When the Sharon congregation died out by 

the early 1850s the local Methodists worshipped mainly at 

Union Church in the Mayfield community. No doubt the growth 

of the village led those adherents in Ruffin to believe that 

they were able to establish a church there. As early as 1867 

quarterly meetings of the Wentworth Circuit were being held 

occasionally at Ruffin. In August 1871 the Ruffin Church was 

formally organized with the purchase of a small lot near the 

railroad on which was constructed a tall, two-story sanctuary 

the following year. On the first floor of the building was the 

church sanctuary and the second floor was reserved for the use 

of the local Masonic lodge, which apparently did not organize. 

Among the leading members of the Ruffin Church were members 

of the Holderby, Rawley, Courts, Johnston and Bethell families. 

Growth at the Ruffin Church was so encouraging that by 1873 the 

circuit parsonage was moved from Wentworth to Ruffin. No 

longer was the Wentworth Church the dominant congregation in 

eastern Rockingham County. Obviously, this move indicates 

that the Ruffin congregation was strong enough to have the 

home base of the circuit minister within its midst. Ruffin's 

day in the sun was short-lived, for in 1879 the parsonage for 
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the circuit was again moved - thi$ time to Reidsville -

Ruffin's successor as the circuit's strongest church. 1 1 

It was not until the early 1870s that Methodists in the 

Reidsville area experienced the need for a church within the 

town itself. Salem Church, two miles northwest of Reidsville, 

served as the base for Methodist worship in the area. The 

growth of Reidsville following the war and the plans of local 

Baptists and Presbyterians to organize and build churches 

there prompted the Methodists to follow suit. A preliminary 

meeting of Methodists in Reidsville in 1872 led to the 

organization of a congregation there two years later. Ser-

vices were held in the town's Baptist and Presbyterian churches 

until construction was completed on the Methodi~t's first 

building. The cornerstone for the brick sanctuary, the 

county's first brick Methodist edifice, was laid in 1877 

during the pastorate of the Rev. V. A. Sharpe and was dedi

cated in November of the following year. After the removal of 

the parsonage from Ruffin to Reidsville the adherents in the 

latter town worked for a division of the circuit so that their 

parishioners could receive more pastoral attention. In 1881 

the North Carolina Annual Conference divided the Wentworth 

Circuit into two smaller circuits: the Ruffin and Reidsville. 

Instead of being a point on an eight point charge, Reidsville 

was now on a four poirit circuit. Still, Reidsville was not 

satisfied and petitioned the Annual Conference for station 

status. In 1885 Conference granted station status to 
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Reidsville and in December 1886 the Annual Conference con

vened there for the first time ever in Rockingham County. 

Within a few years the Reidsville Church would begin the 

boldest construction project ever for a Methodist congregation 

in the county - thus establishing a precedent and pattern for 

some years to come. 12 

Until about the mid 1880s the Methodists living in 

Stoneville worshipped at Grogansvill e Church, a few miles 

north of town. By 1885 - and some sources say earlier - a 

society was meeting in Stoneville and on October 2, 1885 the 

trustees of the Stoneville Methodist Episcopal Church, South 

purchased a lot on Henry Street. 13 Construction on a frame 

church building commenced immediately. 1 4 The Methodists were 

the first to erect a church in Stoneville, a crossroads 

village settled before the Civil War, and several would-be 

congregations from other denominations used the Methodist 

Church there until they could erect buildings of their own. 

In 1891 the Roanoke & Southern Railroad, linking Winston (now 

Winston-Salem), North Carolina and Roanoke, Virginia, was 

completed and as the line passed through Stoneville new 

growth was instilled in the village. About this time, Shular 

T. Hodgin, the Roanoke & Southern station agent in Stoneville 

and a Quaker, joined the Methodist Church there and in 1893 

organized its first Sunday School. Hodgin served as Sunday 

School Superintendent for forty-one years. There were four 

dominant congregations in Stoneville: the Methodists, 
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Baptists, Presbyterians and Christians and as no church in 

town had neither a full-time minister nor services more than 

once a month the whole church community could worship 

together at a different church each Sunday. 15 The minister 

to the Stoneville Methodists in 1906 could write that: 

Methodism is not popular in this section ... 
Our church building in Stoneville is the oldest 
and poorest in the town. Our church here has 
furnished the nest egg for the Episcopalians, the 
Baptists and the Christians~ all of whom have 
new and tasty edifices and she is now furnishing 
the nest egg for the Presbyterians, who are laying 
lumber to build a church ... 16 

The Stoneville Church was finally remodeled, but the 

pastor, Rev. E. P. Green, was not returned for another year 

at Stoneville. The Rev. Green's complaints regarding the 

physical condition of his church building were shared · by 

other pastors on multi-church circuits of the day. 

While the Stoneville Church was in the developing stages, 

the Methodists at Grogansville to the north were con-

sidering a change of their own. The organization of the 

Stoneville Church in 1885 and the need of revival within the 

Grogansville congregation led the latter to accept the offer 

of area merchant Robert P. Price to relocate their church 

near his store where he had hoped to develop a thriving 

village. In 1887 the Grogansville Church was moved north to 

the Price's Store community on a lot provided by Price. Due 

to the strong and devoted influence of the circuit pastor, 
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Rev. Robert P. Troy, the Grogansville congregation was 

renamed "Troy Church" - a name it maintained until the early 

1900s. Finally, the church assumed the same name of the 

community and was known as Price Church. 17 Rev. E. P. 

Green, who pastored the Price Church in 1906, wrote that 

"Our church at Price's Station is old and unviting and should 

be remodeled or a new one built.'' 18 The good pastor's wish 

was granted but not in the manner in which he would have 

desired. The construction of the railroad through Price 

placed the church quite close to the line. Sparks from a 

passing locomotive burned the church to the ground within a 

few years after Rev. Green's wish for a new building was 

expressed. Railroad officials paid some $500.00 for damages 

and a new sanctuary was erected. 19 Unfortunately, the 

railroad did not bring significant growth to Price and con

sequently neither the town nor the Methodist Church would be 

able to develop as had first been anticipated. 

In Ruffin, Reidsville, Stoneville and, to a lesser 

degree, Price both the community and the Methodist Church 

profited from the completion of railroads through their 

respective towns. In Reidsville and Stoneville the railroad 

brought enough growth to support thriving communities. In 

older towns, such as Leaksville and Madison connected by 

railroads in the 1880s, new growth was interjected in both 

communities and churches. Clearly by the end of the nineteenth 

century the Methodist denomination was amassing more strength 
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communities. 
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The construction of the Roanoke & Southern Railroad 

through the Mayo River valley in Rockingham County opened the 

area to industrial development, further enhanced by the ex

cellent source of water power provided by the river. A 

Moravian textile entrepreneur from Salem, Col .. Francis H. 

Fries, and other investors established a mill a few miles 

north of Madison on the west side of the Mayo. A mill village 

was developed at the site and was incorporated in 1899 as 

"Mayodan," deriving its name from the nearby confluence of 

the Mayo and Dan rivers. As early as 1897 Methodists were 

meeting in Mayodan and the pastor of the Madison Circuit, 

Rev. Charles F. Sherrill, tried to organize a permanent 

congregation· and build a church there, but these efforts were 

fruitless. 20 The Mayodan Methodists continued to meet in 

the local Moravian Church, the only church building in the 

village of more than 400. In 1900, however, a congregation 

was organized at Mayodap under the leadership of the Rev. 

Zadok Paris and in February 1902 purchased a lot at the 

corn e r of Fifth Avenue and Main Street. A frame sanctuary 

was erected during 1902-1903, and was ready for dedication by 

June 1906. In 1913 a tornado passed through Mayodan and 

lifted the Methodist Church off its foundations, but the 

building was repaired and placed back. As early as 1901 
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a Sunday School was organized at Avalon, another mill 

community developed at the turn of the century two miles north 

of Mayodan. The strength of the Moravians at Avalon, the 

destruction of the Avalon Mill by fire in 1911 and the subse

quent removal of all of Avalon's buildings to Mayodan pre

vented any lasting work there by local Methodists. Though 

Mayodan was a strong church in a mill village, it would be 

a few years after unification in 1939 before the church was 

able to go to station status. 21 

Another major area for industrial development in Rocking

ham County was in the area of the Smith and Dan rivers. A 

mill settlement on the outskirts of Leaksville developed into 

the community of Spray, formerly known as Leaksville Factory. 

The family of Governor John M. Morehead was prominent in the 

growth of the mill complex and surrounding area. Methodists 

were meeting in Spray as early as 1899 and had pledged nearly 

one thousand dollars to build a church. On June 30, 1901 the 

Spray Church was formally organized with fifty-four charter 

members. That same year the church negotiated a lease for a 

lot on Morgan Ford Road on which a handsome frame sanctuary 

was constructed and dedicated in 1905. The Leaksville and 

Spray churches were paired off as a separate circuit in 1901, 

but the Spray Church grew to the extent to request station 

status from the Annual Conference which was granted in 1904. 

Much of the success of the Spray Church was attributed to 

their second pastor, Rev. A. Leland Stanford, a Wentworth 
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native and an influential leader in the Western North Carolina 

Conference, who energetically motivated the congregation into 

duty and service. The Spray sanctuary served the congregation 

for nearly sixty years, passing into other hands prior to its 

destruction by fire in 1990. 22 

Members of the Spray and Leaksville churches encouraged 

the formation of a Methodist society in the new mill village 

of Draper. Draper was established in 1905 as a textile mill 

village by the German-American Corporation, a few miles north

east of Spray. As early as 1906, Methodists were meeting in 

Draper and in that same year the Annual Conference set aside 

the Spray Church and the Draper society as a separate charge. 

Services at Draper were held in Hundley's Store on Mill 

Avenue and in November 1907 the church was organized with the 

purchase of a lot at the corner of Early and Virginia avenues. 

On this lot was constructed a one-room building for services. 

This building was used until the first sanctuary was con

structed in 1914 at the intersection of Virginia Avenue and 

Hundley Drive. From 1914-1917 Draper was a station charge and 

again from 1923 to the present. As the unification of 

Methodism approached in the late 1930s the Draper congregation 

made plans to construct a new sanctuary, though it was not 

until 1949 that the present sanctuary on Main Street was 

completed. 23 

Mayodan, Spray and Draper were examples of Episcopal 

Methodism in the Southern mill towns of the early 1900s. 
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They are representative of the post-war revival that swept 

the South in the urban areas. Unlike the older rural congre

gations the mill town congregations developed comparatively 

quickly - some of them achieving station status in less than 

twenty years after their founding. The mill communities 

provided a stable flow of members for these congregations. 

Certainly, these congregations were wholly dependent upon the 

financial stability of the local mill and its employees, and 

that in itself was a gamble for the churches themselves. 

Yet, despite the economically lean years of the 1930s these 

three churches continued to thrive in the face of rural 

church decline. The mill community gamble had paid off indeed. 

The growth of the town and city churches in the state 

a nd the e ntire conf e rence in general made it inc r e asingly 

difficult for the North Carolina Conference of the Southern 

Methodist Church to meet in any one place as a body. Con

sequently, the General Conference in 1890 appro ved the 

division of the North Carolina Conference whereby all churches 

south and west of the Rockingham-Caswell County line would be 

placed in the new Western North Carolina Conference. The 

North Carolina Conference would continue to cover the eastern 

half of the state. Such divisions were indicative of the 

growth of the urban churches in the post-war South. 24 

Though so much of the early history of the Methodist 

Episcopal Church (Northern Methodists) in Rockingham County 

is obscured in mystery, it seems apparent that the first 
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efforts to organize congregations were made in the towns 

and villages. All of these congregations were black as the 

"Northern Methodists" were never successful in organizing a 

white church in the county. The first of these black 

churches was Saint Paul in Reidsville, organized in September 

1873 with the purchase of a lot on Church Street. 35 The 

cornerstone for a new frame building was laid on August 15, 

1884 during the pastorate of Rev. Wyatt Walker. This 

sanctuary was used for nearly twenty years. 26 By the mid-

1870s the blacks had organized a church at Wentworth, also 

named St. Paul. It is believed that many of the members of 

this church were previously enrolled at the Wentworth M.E. 

Church, South. In 1878 the congregation at Wentworth St. 

Paul was formally organized when the trustees purchased a 

lot on the north side of the village on which had been 

constructed· the first of two sanctuaries. 27 On the basis 

of available information it would appear that the churches 

at Reidsville and Wentworth, both named St. Paul, were the 

frist black Methodist congregations to be formed in Rocking

ham County. 

During the last decade of the nineteenth century black 

Methodist congregations were established in the three other 

towns in the county. Blacks were holding Methodist services 

in Madisdn as early a~ 1879 and shared with other denomina

tions a union church building off Academy Street. In 1890 

a congregation was formally organized and was named St. 
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Stephen's - erecting a frame sanctuary on Wall Street where 

they remained until the 1920s. Among the charter members of 

St. Stephen's were Blacks, Cardwells, Daltons, and Scaleses -

all of whom, no doubt, were either former slaves of white 

families with the same names or at least their descendants. 

St. Stephen's became the dominant black Methodist Episcopal 

congregation in western Rockingham County. 28 In the spring 

of 1886 blacks in Leaksville organized a Sunday School under 

the leadership of Raleigh Dillard who formerly attended the 

white Methodist Church. 29 It is believed that this Sunday 

School l e d to the creation of St. John's Methodist Episcopal 

Church by August 1889 at which time the cornerstone for a 

sanctuary on Hamilton Street was laid. 30 Blacks in Stone

ville organized the Oak Grove Church in 1900 and during 1903-

04 erected the first of two sanctuaries under the leadership 

f 31 o Rev. Dorsey McRae. Thus, by the beginning of the 

present century every urban area in Rockingham County 

possessed a black Methodist congregation. 

The Methodist Protestant Church in North Carolina had been 

throughout most of its history a rural dominated body. In 

fact, the North Carolina Annual Conference had seemed to be 

satisfied with that designation and it was not until the 

1880s and 1890s that concerted efforts were made in bringing 

the denomination into the towns and cities in the state. 

Among the early city or town churches were those at Winston, 

Henderson, Greensboro, Asheboro, Burlington, and High Point -
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all of which were in the Piedmont region. 32 The growth of 

the Methodist Protestants in the urban areas was hampered by 

the fact that they were usually late arrivals on the scene. 

Such would certainly prove to be the case in Rockingham 

County. 

The first attempt made by the Methodist Protestant 

Church to establishing a plant in a Rockingham County town 

wa s apparently in Reidsville. The North Carolina Conference 

had entertained thoughts of organizing a church there as 

early as 1890 but it was not until 1900 that any deliberate 

measures were taken in achieving that goal. In January 1900 

a lot at the intersection of Piedmont and Wootton streets was 

purchased for the erection of a church. Apparently, the 

plans for a church fell through and a congregation was not 

formally organized. 33 In March 1911, however, a successful 

venture was ·launched with the purchase of a lot on Lindsey 

Street near the heart of the town and less than a block from 

the formidable Main Street Methodist Episcopal Church, 

South. 34 The Lindsey Street lot was purchased for $600.00 -

half of which was paid for by the Conference Board of Church 

Extension. The success of the Reidsville project was 

attributed to the Rev. C.E.M. Raper who was pastor of the Haw 

River Circuit at the time and the Rev. G.S. Kernodle, a local 

pastor. During 1911 a frame sanctuary was constructed at the 

cost of $6,272.05. The building was occupied the following 

January and was dedicated in June 1913. Initial growth at 
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Reidsville was small and slow, but encouraging enough for 

the 1924 session of the North Carolina Conference to be 

held there. 35 
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The last successful venture by the M.P. Church in a 

Rockingham County town was in Draper in 1921. In April of 

that year trustees of the Draper Methodist Protestant Church 

purchased a lot on Merriman Street. 36 At the 1921 session 

of the North Carolina Conference the Draper Church reported .a 

membership of seventy, the completion of their sanctuary at 

a cost of $1,500, and requested that the congregation be 

formally received into connection with the conference. The 

Draper Church never experienced any significant growth due 

largely to the existence nearby of the Draper Methodist 

Episcopal Church, South. At the time of Methodist unification 

in 1939 the congregation reported eighty-seven members. The 

congregation soon disbanded. 37 

The Methodist Protestants were unable to organize 

another town or village congregation in Rockingham County. 

During the late 1920s an effort was made to organize a 

congregation at Ruffin. The presence of the local Southern 

Methodist Church there, however, negated the need for 

additional church development and the plans quickly fell 

through. 
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Thus, during an approximate fifty-year period, from 1870 

to 1920, the focus of local Methodism in Rockingham County 

had changed direction. It is during this period that the 

urban congregation comes of age. In the Methodist Episcopal 

Church, South, for example, prior to 1870 there were only 

three "town" or village congregaj:ions: Wentworth, Leaksville, 

and Madison. By the First World War every town and village in 

the county possessed Southern Methodist churches and they were 

the leaders in both financial and membership strength. The 

"New South" served as the catalyst in the urbanization of the 

church during the post-war period. The black congregations, 

conversely, were organized first in the county's towns and 

villages before those churches in the more rural areas were 

founded. In this respect their church development differed 

greatly from that of their white brethren. The end result, 

however, was that the strongest churches for both whites and 

blacks were located in the urban areas of Rockingham County. 

The Methodist Protestants did not make significant efforts to 

organize churches in towns until the very end of the 1800s -

and by that time their efforts were to a large degree thwarted 

by the more numerous and wealthy Southern Methodists who had 

already established strong and active congregations. It was 

obvious that the Southern Methodists were maintaining their 

status as the leading branch of Methodism in the South and in 

Rockingham County. This would be even more noticeable and 

pronounced by the 1939 unification when the administrative 
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structure of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South was the 

prototype for that of the new Methodist Church. 

Maturation of Auxiliary Ministries 

During the latter half of the nineteenth century and 

especially after the Civil War the Methodist Church in the 

South was undergoing a gradual change. No longer were the 

churches mere places for weekly or bi-weekly worship. Indeed 

the church was becoming something much more than that. The 

church tree was developing new branches into society hoping 

to maintain the revival fever pitch into the next century. 

This was the age of the maturation of auxiliary ministries 

within the Methodist Church. The development of the Sabbath 

Schools, woman's societies, music ministries and the youth 

groups all occurred during the last half of the 1800s. Such 

development was seen as a means of drawing certain members 

of society into the church family. These ministries were 

geared to appeal to the children, adult women and men alike 

and did excel in the more urban areas. The urban areas would 

be the focal point of the post-war revival within the Metho

dist denomination. 

The churches of the South viewed "professional entertain

ment" as a serious threat to the spiritual lives of Christians. 

Therefore, the churches, and especially those in the towns, 

felt it necessary to offer alternative forms of "respectable" 

recreation. The church thus became the prime social, as well 
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as religious, center in most communities by producing both 

religious reinforcement and "religiously acceptable" social 

entertainment. Historian Ted Ownby reiterates this theme in 

his study of Southern evangelical culture: 

Southern (rural) evangelicals refrained from 
anything that might resemble sinfulness while 
they were on church grounds. The church's own 
recreational activities were usually designed . 

. to have a morally edifying purpose ... The only 
acceptable social recreations were those that 
met the standards of church and family. The 
picnics, visiting, and courting in a family 
setting were the most acceptable secular recrea
tions for evangelicals. 38 

Sunday Schools, known earlier as "Sabbath Schools," 

had originated in the Methodist tradition early in the nine

teenth century. The earliest reference to Sunday Schools for 

Methodists in Rockingham County is dated 1851 for the Wentworth 

Southern Methodist Circuit. At that time there were five 

Southern Methodist Sunday Schools in the county with a combined 

total of 115 "scholars." Within four years the number of 

scholars had tripled. The war years had a demoralizing effect 

upon the schools, but they quickly reboupded, for by 1872 

there were 627 enrolled in the Southern Methodist Sunday 

Schools in the county as opposed to 160 just ten years before. 

Throughout the 1800s it was not at all uncommon for circuits 

to have a combined Sunday School membership exceeding four 

hundred. 39 

What was the necessity of the Sunday School? Basically, 

the schools were intended to reinforce the principles children 

, 
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were taught in the home. Rev. Numa Reid wrote that the 

duty of the school was to" ... blend virtue and intelligence 

rightly, and give tone, and character, and the right direc

tion, to public opinion." 40 Reid concluded that the Sunday 

Schools were the unifying bond between Methodism and other 

Protestant denominations and the foundation for Christian 

stewardship. The need for the Sunday School was clearly more 

evident in the circuit churches. Parents and ministers realized 

that children needed weekly instruction in the Bible that could 

not be accomplished by sermons heard no more than twice a 

month - a more pronounced emphasis was needed for the youth. 

Sunday Schools were held usually every Sunday in the churches 

regardless of the preaching schedule. In the more rural 

charges classes would be suspended during the winter months 

due to the cold weather and poor road conditions. Sunday 

School sesslons consisted of somewhat rigorous training in 

Bible verses and catechisms. The adults, some of whom were 

lukewarm to the concept, concerned themselves more with Bible 

study. Although intended for both adults and children alike, 

the Sunday Schools were primarily seen as tools for the in

struction of children. 

Sunday Schools were also a means of socializing and in 

many cases attended by members from two or more different 

denominations. In Wentworth there existed a "Union Sunday 

School" made up of Methodists and Presbyterians. Much was 

the same case in Madison where the Methodist Sunday School 
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was presided over by Superintendent Thomas M. Woodburn. 

Woodburn's granddaughter, Miss Nancy Watkins, recalled her 

grandfather's activities in Madison Sunday School noting that 

the school was a cog in the wheel of small-town society in 

Victorian America: 

Mr. Woodburn served in every helping office, 
except that of pastor: Superintendent of the Sunday 
School, being the first to keep that operating during 
the winter months by going in the afternoon, opening 
the church, building two fires, ringing the bell to 
call attention, to come and study the Bible at two 
o'clock. It became a town fashion for all denomina
tions to attend the Methodist Sunday School on 
Academy Street then go for social cqlls, or walks 
to the mineral springs, hasten home and get supper 
and chores over, and get to some one of the three 
churches (Methodist, Presbyterian and Baptist) 
for evening services by "early candle light," or its 
announced equivalent. Mr. Woodburn always prayed 
the prayer for Sunday School ... He kept the key to 
the book case which held the Sunday School library 
and entered into a book the name of each book and 

. 4 1 borrower. 

Two activities connected to the Sunday School promoted 

Christian fellowship within the community. One of the most 

popular events i~ the churches was the annual Children's Day 

exercises, held usually in June, which consisted of worship, 

recitations, singing and examples of elocution by the young 

people. Such programs often concluded with picnics which 

were popular with young and old alike. The Sunday School 

picnic often included various recreational diversions such 

as croquet, baseball, sack racing and marbles. In essence, 

the Sunday School was in many cases throughout the South the 
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principal means of Christian fellowship and recreation. 

Rockingham County was certainly no exception to this case. 42 

Few churches, rural or urban, were fortunate enough to 

have classroom space at the church. In this respect the old 

Asbury tradition of a simple and basic church sanctuary 

remained visible. The usual arrangement consisted of classes 

occupying a designated area of the sanctuary, such as the 

gallery or choir loft. Sometimes curtains were used to 

partition off areas in the one-room building. It was diffi-

cult for scholars to maintain sole attention upon their own 

teachers and lessons without becoming distracted by the other 

classes nearby. By about 1900 the town churches realized the 

need for classrooms and the new sanctuaries constructed in 

the county at that time reflected the need and met them. 

The rural churches were somewhat later in realizing the need 

for classro0m space. As the Methodist unification of 1939 

approached the small rural churches were beginning to build 

additions to their existing buildings. The Sunday School had 

come of age in Southern Methodism. 

Another major development within the Methodist Church 

during the late 1800s was the rise of women in responsible 

positions in the congregations. Women, the "guardians of 

virtue," had long played supportive roles in the church, but 

such roles did not include holding offices within the congre

gation. More women than men attended church and especially 

Sunday School. While it would be the twentieth century 
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before women would be permitted to hold church offices and 

exert their influence, the first positive step in that direc

tion evolved during the post-Civil War years. 43 During these 

years there existed in many Methodist churches informally 

organized ladies' aid societies, which assisted the congre

gation in countless ways ranging from raising funds for 

church and parsonage improvements to promoting Bible study. 

Gradually, women became interested in mission work - a 

touchstone of Methodism - and desired to establish groups 

that would promote interest in that field. In 1878 the 

Woman's (Foreign) Missionary Society of the North Carolina 

Conference of the Southern Methodist Church was organized to 

stimulate interest in foreign missions. With the division 

of the North Carolina Conference and the creation of the 

Western North Carolina Conference in 1890 a separate foreign 

missionary society was formed for the new conference. Rock

ingham County was the northeast corner of the new Western 

North Carolina Conference. Local church chapters of the 

Woman's Society were being organized throughout the state, 

among the earliest ones were groups at Reidsville (1885) and 

Leaksville (1887). 44 

The need for a formal organization of women relative 

to home missions was met in 1901 with the creation of the 

Western North Carolina Conference Woman's Horne Mission 

Society. The local chapters of this organization were 

concerned largely with charitable causes of the immediate 
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church community as well as fulfilling the physical needs 

for the church and parsonage buildings. Only large congrega

tions were able to have enough women to merit the existence 

of two missionary societies. Consequently, the Western North 

Carolina Conference Foreign and Home Mission societies were 

merged in 1912 to become the Woman's Missionary Society. The 

chief goals of the society were centered upon mission work 

support and awareness. The ladies' aid society continued to 

exist as the major tool for local church projects. Among the 

county's churches that had early active societies we re 

Ruffin (c. 1893), Bethlehem (1909), Madison (1910) and Salem 

(1912). 45 

The support that these women's societies rendered the 

local church is incalculable and this support came in varying 

forms. The Victorian "lawn party" was a favorite institution 

of the south€rn Protestant church as was noted in an announce

ment of the efforts of the Ruffin Church Ladies' Aid Society: 

June 29, 1906- The ladies of Ruffin will give a 
lawn party on July 4, at five o'clock p.m. Let 
everybody who wishes to have a good time and close 
the day's activities in a grand climax wind up 
at Ruffin. That Brunswick Stew, ice cream and 
other nice things will keep you in a good humor 
with yourself for at least a month. Do not think 
for a moment it will be a tame affair and the 
soup insipid. The Ruffin ladies don't do anything 
by halves. The proceeds go to help finish the 
new Methodist Church. 46 

The lawn party was not the only means in which the 

women's societies raised needed funds. In Reidsville, the 
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society at Main Street Church was widely noted for their 

annual Chrysanthemum Show and bazzar. In Wentworth, where 

the ladies in both the Methodist and Presbyterian churches 

met together as one group, the society presented plays and 

canvassed the county as an amateur theatricil troupe during 

the early 1900s. The society there also served meals and 

drinks to those who were attending court in the small county 

seat. 47 Obviously, the ladies were an innovati ve group 

whose ideas and hard work greatly lifted the financial load 

of e ven the smallest of churches. Clearly, the women's 

societies constituted the most important sub-group within the 

a verage congregation - a status that is maintained even today 

in the present United Methodist Church. 

Perhaps one of the lesser known functions of the local 

church during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries involved the young people. Originally organized 

under the auspices of the women's societies, youth organiza

tions were created as a bolster to the Sunday Schools in 

maintaining the interest of young people in church-related 

activities. The scarcity of adequate records prevents a 

complete view of Methodist youth activities in Rockingham 

County. These societies fl9urished just before the turn of 

the century and for some years thereafter. Such organizations 

were often brief in duration for no congregation had a 

constant supply of young people to replace the older ones who 

had "aged out" of the society. Youth groups · were constantly 
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being reorganized whenever there were enough people to 

merit it. 
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One of the strongest centers for youth activity was the 

Reidsville Methodist Church (renamed Main Street Church by 

1892). About 1885 a group of children, led by Mrs. David 

R. Bruton (the pastor's wife), organized the "Light Bearers" 

society whose main interest was mission work. The "Bright 

Jewels" was another organization, similar in nature to the 

Light Bearers, in which mission work was studied and supported. 

Evidence suggests that the county's first Epworth League was 

organized in Reidsville at Main Street Church in 1899. The 

Epworth League was a group of teenage youth, both male and 

female, whose interests ranged from missionary work to Bible 

study and fund-raising projects. 48 Some Epworth Leagues 

also included young adults and married couples. Among the 

several Epworth Leagues or youth groups organized in the 

county w~re those at Leaksville (1902), Bethlehem (c. 1910), 

Spray (1916), Mt. Carmel (c. 1923), Madison (1926), Wentworth 

(1928) and Lowe's (1928). It was, however, in the towns that 

the youth groups, regardless of the name, thrived and con

tributed heavily to t~e overall church program. 

Epworth or Young People leagues continued to thrive in 

the Methodist Episcopal Church, South through the 1930s. The 

advent of the Second World War and the subsequent draft 

sounded the death knell for youth and young adult groups and 

it would be some years before such activity could be revived 
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to the pre-war level. What was significant about these youth 

groups was that they were excellent training grounds for 

future leaders in the church. Indeed, among many leaders of 

local congregations in Rockingham County today are former 

members of the Epworth or similar leagues. 

Music has always played an integral part in the overall 

Methodist rise to prominence. While certainly not as pro-

lific in music composition as Moravians, Lutherans, and 

Episcopaliansi Methodists were much renowned for their 

proficiency in verse. This tradition can be traced back to 

John Wesley, a translator of Moravian hymns, and his more 

capable brother Charles, Methodism's greatest hymn writer. 

In all e arly Methodist societies all singing was unaccompanied -

there were no organs or choirs. Such instruments were not 1n 

keeping with the Asbury adaptation of Wesleyanism. In his 

in-depth study of early American Methodism, William H. 

Williams provides some insight into the importance of singing 

in the Methodist faith: 

(T)he Methodists emphasized hymn singing more 
than perhaps any other Christian faith of the 
eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Vocal 
music ... raised the worshipper's mind from earthly 
things and prepared it to receive the gospel. To 
itinerants, however, the hymns represented much 
more; they enticed music lovers· to Methodist meet
ings, and they became a very significant aid in 
teaching Methodist theology ... At first, hymn books 
were rare ... and the itinerants "lined out" the 
hymn- that is, they ~ould sing a line and the 
audience would repeat it ... (S)ometimes the 
singing was too (disorganized) to suit Methodist 
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leaders, and itinerants were directed to have 
practice sessions with the people to improve 
their efforts. These Methodist hymns reflected ... 
the strongly democratic nature of W~sleyan 
theology in its promise of salvation to the poor 
as well as the rich, to blacks as weli as whites. 49 
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Singing institutes were common in Rockingham County among 

Methodists, Presbyterians,Baptists and Christians and were 

continued in some form on into the 1930s. 

During the nineteenth century Methodist hymnody underwent 

a gradual evolution. The popular "campmeeting" songs were 

gradually weeded out of most hymnals as the years passed by. 

Moreover, following the Civil War the organ was introduced to 

many Methodist churches. Huge pipe organs adorned city 

sanctuaries while the smaller town or rural churches possessed 

reed organs (more commonly known as "pump organs"). Not all 

congregations welcomed the advent of the organ to their local 

church. When the Leaksville (Southern Methodist) Church 

installed their first pump organ following the Civil War 

'"some of the older members of the church were violently 

opposed to bringing any kind of musical instrument into the 

church, and for a time they refused to attend services. 

However, their prejudices soon gave way to a spirit of 

appreciation.'" 50 Hymn tunes selected were becoming more 

sophisticated and each . succeisive Methodist hymnal reflected 

that change. Choirs were being organized in the town churches 

throughout the late nineteenth century and it was not at all 

unusual for congregations to hea~ selections by Handel, Bach 
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or Haydn for the first time in their area at their local 

Methodist church. Church music was quickly becoming an inspir

ing aspect of Methodist worship and was instrumental in the 

revival movement of the post-war years. 

Rural churches were also a part of this development in 

church music. During the late 1800s the "tune raiser" was 

replaced by the "pump" organ and the organist. In churches 

without organs the singing continued unaccompanied. Tradition 

in the Salem Church, near Reidsville, relates that prior to 

1895 a local resident brought her guitar to the service to 

lead in the singing. There were no complaints regarding her 

playing but members did not feel that a guitar was a proper 

and "fit" instrument to play in a church. The congregation 

went back to using the "tune raiser" until an organ could be 

purchased. In the rural churches, too, refinement in church 

music was developing. By the end of the First World War the 

less versatile piano was quickly replacing the "old-fashioned" 

and outmoded pump organ. 51 

Only in the larger towns of Leaksville and Reidsville 

were the Methodists able to possess outstanding pipe organs. 

In 1914 the Main Street Church in Reidsville acquired a 

"hand pumped" pipe organ through the generosity of business 

tycoon and philanthropist Andrew Carnegie and other indi

viduals. 52 In 1928 the Leaksville Church purchased a six

rank Moller pipe organ for fifteen hundred dollars from a 

church in Mississippi. The instrument was disassembled and 
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shipped to Lcaksville by rail. Both pipe organs at Reids 

ville and Leaksville were used until the 1950s when they were 

replaced by newer models. With superior instruments and 

trained musicians these two churches ranked among the state's 

leading Methodist congregations in musical versatility and 

performance. 53 

The refinement of church music within the Methodist 

tradition was another example of the trend opposite the Asbury 

method of simplicity and modesty. As architecture in churches 

was shifting away from the Asbury precepts, so too was the 

music in the congregations. Methodism had indeed become de

pendent upon the "wealthy and powerful" whom Asbury cautioned 

against. Methodism had assumed a course from which it would 

neither turn nor retreat. 

The history of the black Methodist Episcopal Church 

experience in North Carolina is still so largely unknown that 

historians are often left conjecturing its origins and ac

tivities. Regarding the auxiliary ministries within the 

church the larger churches, especially those in the towns, 

had women's home missionary societies as early as 1905 when 

the conference society was organized. 54 The black Methodist 

women in North Carolina concentrated their efforts in the 

home missions field rather than in the foreign field. 

Projects, such as those involving Bennett College for black 

women in nearby Greensboro and the continued support of that 

institution were primary concerns for the Methodist Episcopal 
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Church in the North Carolina Conference. St. Stephen's 

Church in Madison had one of the earliest women's societies 

among the black churches in the area shortly after the turn

of-the-century with Mrs. Mary J. Franklin as president. 55 

St. Paul's Church in Reidsville was making moves to organize 

its first woman's society at the time of Methodist unifica

tion in 1939. That congregation had organized an Epworth 

League for the young people during the Depression under the 

leadership of Rev. W. T. Lomax. 56 In the smaller rural 

congregations it is quite likely that there was insufficient 

support for the existence of societies and leagues within the 

congregations. This was not at all uncommon to small black 

or white congregations where the memberships were in decline. 

Little information is available on the auxiliary 

ministries within the Methodist Protestant Church in Rocking

ham County.· Sunday Schools, youth groups and women's societies 

were all facets of the Methodist Protestant faith and yet they 

were usually small in number and late coming into existence 

comparatively speaking. Statistics available are not specific 

enough to determine the actual strength of any of the auxil

iary ministries in Rockingham County. The fact that most of 

the denomination's congregations in the county were rural and 

small would contribute to the lack of information. The 

Woman's Foreign Missionary Society of the North Carolina 

Conference was organized at Grace Church in Greensboro in 

1900 and the Horne Missionary Society was organized eight 
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years later. The Reidsville Church appears to have been 

perhaps the only congregation in the county in which an. actuai 

branch of the Woman's Foreign Missionary Society existed and 

that was around 1917. Once Methodist unification was 

achieved in 1939 the Methodist Church made some efforts in 

assisting small rural churches in organizing auxiliary 

groups within the congregation. 

The development of the auxiliary ministries within local 

Methodism was directly connected with the expansion of the 

church into the more populated areas in the South. Only in 

the towns and cities were the congregations strong enough to 

sponsor such expanded church activity to such a great degree. 

In the towns there was denominational competition to motivate 

churches into developing new outlets for "religious recrea

tion." Churches were judged, as they continue to be today, 

by the number of programs they sponsored outside of the 

regular worship service. The church filled a void in the 

li ves of its parishioners that was not entirely spiritual 

in nature. As in the country, the local church provided the 

home base for urban socializing and was quickly becoming a 

pivotal force in American homelife. The rise of the auxil

iary ministries would provide the local church with a buffer 

from harsh reality once the evangelistic era in Methodism 

waned. Moreover, these activities provided a new foundation 

for the future church. Youth were being familiarized with 

the actual operation of the church at a far younger age 
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than had their forebearers. Women had also begun to take a 

much more public supporting role in the overall church pro

gram. While the men had been the dominant force within the 

local church prior to 1900, they would soon be replaced by 

the increasing activities of the women. In essence the local 

church, in larger towns, was quickly developing into an 

industry of sorts in which salvation was manufactured and 

made available to a wider range of people within society and 

in various different forms. 

Local Methodists and Prohibition 

Another factor in the popularity of Methodism during the 

late nineteenth century was the indifference of the church to 

theological disputes. This indifference, seen by outsiders 

as a disadvantage, made Methodism more acceptable to a wider 

range of beliefs and backgrounds. Unlike the Baptists and 

Presbyterians who divided over theological and social issues, 

the Methodists pooled their resources together to unite in 

the fight against what they perceived to be the greatest moral 

evil facing America - alcohol. From the smallest to the 

wealthiest of congregations, Methodists came together on the 

issue of drink and became the standard bearers for the Pro

hibition Movement. Abstinence from alcohol had always been 

a requirement for membership in the Methodist faith. Only 

in cases of medicinal need was the use of alcohol permissible. 

During the early days of Methodism local temperance societies 
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were organized within congregations, but it was not until 

after Reconstruction that a concerted effort was made by 

Methodists to rid society of alcohol. 
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It is during the 1880s that we find the first reference 

1n Rockingham County of Methodist activity regarding prohi

bition. A leader of the "Drys" in Rockingham County was the 

Rev. Robert Preston Troy (1838-1899), pastor of the Madison 

Circuit. Due to the efforts of Rev. Troy and others, Madison 

voted dry during the election of 1886. Meanwhile, Reidsville 

remained wet by a vote of 257 to 181. This did not deter 

Troy and other Methodist ministers in the county. A few 

weeks following the June election, Rev. Troy and a Quaker 

pastor, Mrs. Nelle Moon, toured Rockingham County, preaching 

to large crowds in Madison, Wentworth and Reidsville. 

Prohibition was expounded at each preaching point during the 

tour and a number of conversions were garnered. Rev. Troy, 

Mrs. Moon, and the Reidsville Methodist minister, Rev. David 

R. Bruton worked long and hard for the Temperance cause. 

When Reidsville voted again for prohibition in 1887 the 

"dry" forces won by a majority vote of fifty. The entire 

state, however, remained "wet" as a whole, having defeated 

state-wide prohibition in 1881. 57 

One outlet for Methodist temperance activity was through 

the Independent Order of Good Templars. This society was 

first organized in New York state in 1851 and the first 

chapter in North Carolina was established in 1872. The 
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leaders in the Good Templars usually "stressed the moral and 

religious phases of temperance." One of the first chapters 

of the Good Templars organized in Rockingham County was at 

Madison in May 1873. Among the officers of the Madison 

society was the Rev. Frank L. Reid, pastor of the Madison 

Circuit. Within two years other chapters were established 

at Wentworth, Reidsville, and Ellisboro. Membership in the 

Good Templars was open to both males and females. The local 

societies of the Good Templars were of fairly brief duration, 

lasting only a few short years. 58 

Madison was an interesting example of Methodist prohi

bitionist activity. In 1901 the town had voted to repeal 

prohibition. In 1907 the issue surfaced once again with the 

Madison Methodist Church divided over the issue. Disregarding 

Methodist policy on alcohol, three leaders of the Madison 

Church: Mayor Charles 0. McMichael, J. 0. Ragsdale and J.M. 

Vaughn led the local "wet" forces. Opposing them were their 

pastor Rev. D. P. Tate, and fellow church members R. P. 

Webster, G. W. Martin, B. F. McGehee, John 0. Busick and Ben 

M. Cahill. The "wet" forces won again in Madison, but their 

victory was short-lived for the state-wide referendum loomed 

ahead. 59 

The state-wide referendum on prohibition in May 1908 

attracted much intere~t among Methodists in Rockingham County. 

The chairman of the Rockingham County Prohibition League was 

attorney and Superior Court Judge Henry P. Lane, an active 
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member of the Leaksville Methodist Church. Leading the 

anti-Prohibition forces was State Senator Reuben David Reid 

of Wentworth, whose wife, Lucile Reid, was the granddaughter 

of the Rev. Numa F. Reid. Rev. Reid was the county's lead

ing Methodist of his day and a noted advocate of Temperance. 

The contest was fierce and close - the prohibitionists 

carried the county by 138 votes. The state-wide race was 

clearly a "dry" victory by a vote of 113,612 to 69,416. The 

standard bearer for the North Carolina Prohibitionists was 

Governor Robert B. Glenn, a native of Rockingham County. 

North Carolina was the first state to adopt Prohibition by a 

direct vote of the people. While the subsequent battles over 

Prohibition and repeal would once again pull Methodists into 

the thick of the fighting, the movement in Rockingham County 

was thereafter a mere shadow of the fierce campaigns of the 

1880s and early 1900s. Methodists were becoming more tolerant 

of the use of alcohol though the official policy of abstinence 

remained the same. 60 

The Methodists in Rockingham County were never able to 

unite again in a social movement as they had for Prohibition, 

opting instead for taking middle-of-the-road positions on 

issues. When the issue of drink surfaced again during the 

early 1930s, the Methodists were much more concerned over the 

recent collapse of the national economy. The practical living 

of the Christian life had historically "meant more to Metho

dists than hair-splitting theological discussions." 
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Consequently, members of the three branches of North Carolina 

Methodism paid comparatively little attention to other societal 

debates of the day such as evolution. 61 Methodist union and 

church growth were obviously of more importance to the masses 

within the congregations and those in ecclesiastical authority. 

Thus, the crusade against alcohol was the last for Methodists 

in Rockingham County. From now on local Methodists directed 

their attentions more to problems within the church. 

In retrospect, the revival and expansion of Methodism 

in post-war Rockingham County was made possible for several 

reasons. The protracted meetings, or revivals, strengthened 

not only existing congregations, but also brought the church 

into the new industrial areas. The rise of the auxiliary 

ministries, within the urban areas primarily, turned the 

church into a local social mecca and involved children and 

females in 8hurch functions for the first time. The Methodist 

doctrine of abstinence from alcohol led the churches to guide 

the Temperance bandwagon and appeal to the masses outside the 

sanctuary walls. The Methodists firmly believed that their 

efforts on behalf of Prohibition prevented many broken homes 

and converted numerous lost souls. By taking the moderate 

position on theological issues, Methodists were able to pre

vent additional schisms with~n the fold and, therefore, appeal 

to a wide range of people and preferences. These and other 

efforts evidently paid sound dividends for in 1878 there we re, 

for example, 1,162 Southern Methodists in Rockingham County 
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and sixty years later - on the eve of unification - there 

were at least four times that number. The years between the 

Civil War and the First World War were the more productive 

and energetic for Methodists in Rockingham County, and the 

churches of today are the clear results of those blessings 

of abundance. 
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CHAPTER VII 

POST-WAR METHODISM AND . THE LOCAL RURAL CHURCH 

It cannot be emphasized often enough that the post-war 

revival within Methodism in Rockingham County was largely 

limited to the urban areas. The rural churches for the most 

part continued to exist, and the revival movement did indeed 

bring some added support and interest. However, any gains 

made there were offset by the regional decline of rural 

congregations in both membership and finances. While auxil

iary ministries, such as women's societies, youth leagues and 

Sunday Schools existed in the rural churches, on the whole 

they lacked both the numerical and financial superiority of 

the larger city churches and, therefore, it was a tremendous 

task to keep such activities functioning. Consequently, 

there existed considerable indifference to Sunday Schools and 

mission work,especially· longtime interests of the mainline 

church. The growth of the county's industrial areas took many 

potential farmers away from their native communities and the 

rural church would languish because of it. In light of these 

obstacles, only in southern Rockingham County did Methodism 

successfully promote the organization of . new churches during 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The story 

of the rural Methodist church during this period in Rockingham 

County is one of modest subsistence coun\erbalanced by the 

growth of the urban church. 
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It is ironic that the very activities that bolstered the 

urban Methodist Church during the post-war years could have 

made similar progress in the rural church, and yet the latter 

was lukewarm to most auxiliary ministries. Why this in

different attitude on the part of the rural church has been 

difficult for historians to ascertain. \Clearly, the morale 

of the country church had been crushed during the war and the 

growth of towns at the expense of the rural communities were 

all factors in the malaise that did exist. An excellent 

example of this indifference existed on the Ruffin Circuit, 

which included the Southern Methodist charg~s in northeastern 

Rockingham County. Each succeeding minister to that multi-

church circuit was beset with the same problems: indifferent 

congregations, weak Sunday Schools, and a lack of willingness 

to try new things. 

As a case example, Ruffin was representative of other 

small towns or rural areas suffering frqm the po~t-war 

malaise. Baptist evangelist S. F. Conrad wrote in 1894 that 

Ruffin consisted of "many DEAD-HEAD CHRISTIANS who are 

in collusion with whiskey and the devil r which makes the work 

hard as to reaching the unsaved ... The 'community is cursed 

by a number of scalawags and ruffians ... " 1 In his report to 

the Ruffin Circuit Quarterly Conference :in March 1895, Metho

dist minister Rev. J.B. Tabor, Sr. remarked that: "'A 

Methodist Church without a Sunday School is a failure ... 

Some of our people are making progress in the religious life, 
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but many have only the form of godliness without its power 

and some, I am sorry to say, have not even the form of 

godliness.'" 2 Rev. Tabor was determined to develop interest 

in the Sunday Schools on the Ruffin Circuit and within a two~ 

year period (1894-1896) the number of Sunday Schools on the 

circuit increased from two to six and the number of scholars 

likewise from 111 to 400. 3 Yet the schools fell into decay 

after Rev. Tabor was assigned elsewhere. · The rural churches 

took little interest irr mission work. The typical response 

to the annual questioning by the district superintendent of 

church officials concerning the efforts made by the local 

congregations in the field of missions was "Nothing new to 

report." This constant retort kindled a spark within Ruffin's 

ministers, especially after the turn-of-the-century, and 

through their efforts and the "missionary institutes " held 

at Ruffin and other area churches enough interest was 

developed to foster the formation of women's missionary 

societies there. 

Another reason for the decline of many rural churches 

was the migration of many large families to nearby towns. 

Those churches close to growing towns felt this migration most 

keenly. Salem Church, two miles northwest of Reidsville, was 

a case in point. With the founding of the Reidsville M.E. 

Church, South in 1874 the nearby Salem Church was closed and 

most of its membership enrolled at Reidsville. In 1891 

enough interest was revived to reopen Salem Church and erect 
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within a few months the present frame sanctuary. During the 

early 1900s, however, the young adult members and their 

families were gradually moving from Salem to Reidsville or 

other nearby towns. These people, in turn, joined churches 

in which the auxiliary ministries ixcelied and grew. This 

exodus at the Salem Church was more pro~ounced with the 

development of nearby Chinqua-Penn Plantation. Tobacco 

businessman T. Jefferson. Penn acquired property in the area 

and amassed a fine dairy farm and estate. Penn's expansion 

of his estate uprooted at least ten local farm families in 

the Salem Church area. The employees at Penn's estate and 

dairy were largely imported from Northern states and were 

neither Methodists nor took an active role in community · 

affairs. This drain upon the Salem Church membership was 

great, compounded when Mr. Penn offered to purchase the 

church building and turn it into a community center. Salem 

Church officials promptly declined the offer, but the congre

gation had been dealt a near fatal blow and only the dedication 

of a few loyal members would save it from total extinction. 4 

With the arrival of the twentieth century the Methodist 

Episcopal Church, South was quickly beco~ing a denomination 

in Rockingham County that was controlled and dominated by the 

"town" churches. Numerous attempts were made to organize 

rural congregations throughout the county during the first 

four decades of the present century, but such attempts were 

only moderately successful. The breaking up of the 
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traditionally large farm families, the exodus of young 

people to the cities and the dying out of principal families 

in the local congregations nearly sounded the death knell for 

the rural Methodist Church in Rockingham County. 

In the eastern half of Rockingham County little progress 

was made in the formation of new churches. An attempt to 

organize one in the Shady Grove area south of Wentworth in 

the 1870s amounted to little though the site remained a 

preaching point for local Methodist ministers until the First 

World War. In 1902 and 1903 Methodist classes were organized 

in the Groom's and Lennox Castle communities respectively, 

but neither group - both east of Reidsville - survived more 

than a few years. By the end of the First World War the Penile 

Church at Lawsonville had collapsed as the membership there 

had dwindled to only a few. Even the Ware's Chapel congrega

tion in Reidsville, organized in 1892 by rural arrivals to the 

newly developed mill community was closed by the end of the 

first decade of the new century. The only significant rural 

congregation in eastern Rockingham County to be organized at 

this time was the Hickory Grove congregation in early 1892 

east of Mayfield in the northeastern section of the county. 

The first years of Hickory Grove were extremely difficult and 

by the First World War the congregation was on the verge of 

collapse. During the pastorate of Rev. H.F. Starr (1920-1924) 

the Sunday School at Hickory Grove was reorganized and the 

church was revived to the extent that a new church was 



( 

150 

constructed in the 1930s. Even with this somewhat optimistic 

note the prospects for continued growth jof the Methodist 

Episcopal Church, South in eastern Rockingham County as far 

as rural churches were concerned were dim indeed. 5 

In addition to the southwestern and eastern sections of 

the county as areas for church growth potential the north

western section was viewed as "virgin teritory." During the 

mid 1800s the only rural Southern Methodist congregation in 

northwestern Rockingham County was the Wesley Chapel Church 

near the Dan River - between Stoneville and Wentworth. By 

the 1880s the sixty-year old congregation w~s but a shell of 

its former self as members moved out of the sparsely settled 

area. In 1899 the remaining few members of Wesley Chapel 

relocated to a site a few miles away adjacent to the Settle 

plantation in the Settle's Bridge community. The new church 

was named "Mulberry Island" in honor of the nearby plantation, 

then owned by the Trogdon family who weie leaders in the 
I ~ 

congregation. 6 A frame sanctuary with bell tower was con

structed in 1901 and served the congregation until just after 

the First World War. By this time the Mulberry Island Church 

was struggling for survival and in attempt to revive the 

congregation a move to a more prominent location on the 

Wentworth-Stoneville Road was approved, a new church was 

built in 1921 and the congregation was renamed "Centenary." 7 

An attempt to organize a church in the Grassy Springs area 

east of Stoneville prior to the First World War was a failure, 
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while the Dan Valley congregation - organized just north of 

Madison in 1921 - lasted for nearly twenty-five years before 

disbanding. Other developments in northwestern Rockingham 

County included the moving of the Mt. Hermon congregation 

over the county line from Stokes County in 1909, and the 

founding of the Matthews Chapel Church, west of Price, by 

former members of the Stoneville Church in 1938. Neverthe

less, the churches in the area that survived were destined 

to remain small rural congregations. 

Protestants in the rural South before and after the 

Civil War viewed the Sunday worship service .as the principal 

reinforcement of religious beliefs and sentiments. 8 Rural 

churches, especially Methodist, Baptist and Presbyterian, 

were numerous with mostly small memberships. Most churches 

in the country and in small towns were originally on multi

church circuits which prevented many congregations from having 

more than two services a month. Consequ~ntly, it was possible 

for the entire Christian community within a local area to 

worship in a different church each Sunday. In Rockingham 

County this practice was most evident in Wentworth, Leaksville, 

Madison, and Stoneville. Historian Ted Ownby sheds additional 

light upon this ecumenical practice: 

The ease with which Southern evangelicals moved 
among churches of different denominations suggests 
more than the obvious fact that rural churchgoers 
wanted to attend as many services as possible. 
Methodists, Baptists, Presbyterians, and many 
members of smaller denominations saw in each other 
far more similarities than differences. Even if 



Presbyterians tended to be wary of the emotional
ism of the other denominations, they all shared 
the same moral beliefs. This common ground 
helped make the moral attitudes of Southern 
evangelism the accepted morality of the region. 
Even if many Southerners often deviated from 
that moral code, virtually everyone had the 
same ideas about what was right and wrong. Under 
those standards, it was certainly possible to be 
a sinner but almost impossible to reject evangeli
cal standards altogether. 9 
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Alberta Ratliffe Craig, a member of Wentworth's leading 

Presbyterian family writing in the 1930s, recalled the religious 

environment in the state's smallest county seat during the late 

nineteenth century: 

There were two churches in Wentworth (for whites), 
Methodist and Presbyterian; and as there were only 
one or two services a month in each, the same 
congregation worshiped in both churches. 

The Methodist Church was at the extreme western end 
of the village, and to go there on a dark night was 
a walk by faith. 

The Presbyterian Church was in the center of town, 
not far from the courthouse square. The sweet-toned 
old bell, the same smooth plastered walls, the organ, 
and stove that never heated the old building are 
there yet. 

A Sabbath in old Wentworth is a memory revered. No 
music but sacred music was permitted the young 
people. They often sang, but everything was of a 
spiritual nature. No secular newspapers were read, 
but church papers were provided. There were cate~ 
chisms to be studied. There were few hot meals. 
We firmly believed the old saying, ''A Sabbath well 
spent brings a week of content," or, on the contrary, 
"Safety seek, for the devil will tempt you all next 
week." 10 

The strict religious emanation in Wentworth on Sundays 

lasted throughout the remainder of the week and influenced 

many activities as Mrs. Craig remembered: 
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A "Sociable" was a party without dancing. This 
latter being so heartily condemned by the elders, 
games were substituted that required just as 
much jumping about, if less skill. The music 
consisted of hand clapping and singing as they played 
"Steal Partners," "Husco Ladies Turn," and other 
motion games. 

There were occasional dances, but they were heartily 
condemned, so that youth taking part in such dissi
pation as a square dance, not to mention the waltz, 
was shockingly out of favor with his elders! 

School (which for Mrs. Craig was in the Wentworth 
Female Seminary located in the local Masonic Lodge) 
began in the morning by each child's reading in 
rotation, verses of a chapter in the New Testement, 
followed by prayer by the teacher, and ending by 
all repeating the Lord's Prayer in concert. Later 
in the year we learned whole chapters and recited 
them "by heart }" 
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The practice of "ecumenical sharing" of local churche s 

waned during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

as congregations grew in numbers and resources to allow more 

frequent services. By .the 1920s only Wentworth and Stoneville 

were continuing this practice, but for~ few years longer. 

Sadly, an interesting feature of worship in ruraPand small 

town churches in the South had vanished pnd the ecumenical 

feelings once shared by local churches had thus languished. 

Only in southern Rockingham County did Methodism achieve 

reasonable success in organizing new congregations. Southern 

Rockingham County was almost exclusively rural with a handful 

of hamlets and crossroads communities. Moreover, those 

living in .this half of the county were likely several miles 

from one .of the larger towns and farming remained the basic 

means of survival. All three branches of Methodism were 
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active in promoting growth in this area during the period 

1870-1900. The results were numerous small community churches 

- nearly all of which survive to the present day. The Southern 

and Northern Methodists had much to reap in this area of the 

coun~y; only one church of the former branch and none of the 

latter existed in that section prior to the 1870s. Only the 

Methodist Protestants, who had congregations scattered along 

the lower third of the county, were well established in the 

area. 

In 1870 the North Carolina Annual Conference of the 

Methodist Episcopal Church, South appointed the Rev. Frank 

Lewis Reid to the Madison Circuit. Frank Reid was the son of 

the Rev. Dr. Numa Fletcher Reid (1825-1873), the county's 

leading Methodist. The Madison Circuit was Frank Reid's first 

appointment a~ a Methodist minister and during his three-year 

pastorate the churches on the charge experienced much re

vival in strength and numbers. ·Together Reid and a local 
~ 

pastor, Rev. Elisha J. Eudaily (1826-1894), held revivals 

at designated spots in the area south of Madison. 12 By 

1874 two preaching points had been established in this former 

"barren land." Eden Church was formally organized in May 

1874 with the purchase of a two-acre tract on the road ''lead

ing from Moore's Mill to Rocky Springs" and was located a 

couple of miles west of present-day Ellisboro community. 13 

A frame sanctuary was dedicated in 1875 and was destroyed by 

fire in November 1886. A second sanctuary was constructed 



in 1887 and the present fieldstone building was dedicated 

in 193 5. 1 4 
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At about the same time Eden was organized another preach

ing point was established, near Pine Hall supposedly, and 

was named Mt. Zion. In 1883 the Mt. Zion trustees purchased 

a site halfway between Ellisboro and Stokesdale in the Rocky 

Springs community and there erected a one-room frame building 

in 1885. This frame sanctuary, measuring twenty-six by forty 

feet, was dedicated in March 1886 during the pastorate of the 

Rev. R. M. Stafford of the Dan River Mission Circuit. The 

present Mt. Zion building dates from 1925. Together the 

Eden and Mt. Zion churches provided meeting places for 

Southern Methodists south of Madison, but both congregations 

experienced somewhat slow growth during the late nineteenth 

century. 1 5 

To the 'immediate south of Madison Methodists were meeting 

as early as 1887 in a log meetinghouse on the lands of the 

Payne family. Dr. William A. Payne and his wife Grace Moore 

Payne were instrumental in bringing the congregation, known 

as Mount Tabor, into being. In 1899 the Paynes deeded a lot 

on the "(Revolutionary War) Baggage Road" to the trustees of 

Mt. Tabor and shortly thereafter the present sanctuary was 

erected. For many years Mt. Tabor, Mt. Zion and Eden churches 

were on the Stokesdale Circuit. l6 

The founding of the Glencoe Church ended the initial 

development of the Southe~n Methodist Church in southwestern 
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Rockingham County. A tent revival held in the Witty's Cross

roads community, south of Bethany, in 1902 led to the organiz

ing of Glencoe Church in November 1903. The first sanctuary 

was constructed adjacent to the Glencoe public school. Many 

Methodist churches during the nineteenth century were con

structed near schools and likewise many public schools were 

located near Methodist churches. Glencoe Church has sent 

some seven men into the ministry - most of them Methodist. 

In looking back at the development of the Methodist 

Episcopal Church, South in southwestern Rockingham County 

between 1873-1903, it is obvious that this period was the 

last in which the rural congregations in the county were 

flourishing to the extent that new churches were being 

organized. The twentieth century would bring the test by 

which many of the rural churches survived, but also several 

would fad e into obscurity. 

1 7 

During the 1880s and 1890s practically all the rural 

black Methodist Episcopal congregations that survive today in 

Rockingham County were organized. The earliest reference to 

Wesley Chapel Church, south of Reidsville and near the Mizpah 

M.P. Church, is dated 1882 and it appears in the minutes of 

the North Carolina Conference for the first time in 1884. 

Between 1882 and 1925 the church made five separate purchases 

of adjoining properties which largely constitute the present 

church site today. The cornerstone on the present building 

is dated 1898. 18 Withers' Chapel Church was organized in 
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1888 in the Huntsville Township and was originally known as 

"Warren's Chapel" probably for Lew.is Warren, a trustee in 

the church. Shortly after 1900 the congregation moved to a site 

in southeastern Stokes County. 19 Hayes' Chapel Church, 

southeast of Madison near Intelligence, was active as early 

as 1890 when the trustees purchased property on the Madison

Greensboro Road. 2° Chapel Hill Church, just west of Monroeton 

on the Flat Rock Road, was in existence as early as 1881. 21 

Its membership was largely made up of former slaves in the 

area. Garrett's Grove Church was established in 1896 in 

extreme southeastern Rockingham County on the former site of 

a public school for blacks. 22 The cemetery at Garrett's 

Grove contains graves as early as 1902. Mount Zion Church, 

west of Wentworth, was organized in 1899 and remained active 

until about 1920 at which time the congregation was known as 

"Settle's" for a prominent family in the church. 23 Conse

quently, all of the rural black congregations in the county 

predate 1900 and all but Mt. Zion remain in existence today. 

While the Methodist Episcopal Church, South was enjoying 

sound growth in Rockingham County, the Methodist Protestant 

brethren were having a difficult time in maintaining strength 

and identity. The latter branch of Methodism was forever 

overshadowed by the more numerous and wealthy Southern 

Episcopal Methodists. Throughout its entire history in 

Rockingham County the Methodist Protestant Church remained 

basically a rural denomination. Not until after 1900 did 
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that branch of Methodism establish a church in a Rockingham 

County town. Even despite its relatively small size the M.P. 

Church was able to develop programs within its fold comparable 

to those of its more numerous Methodist brethren. The accept

ance of lay representation in the Methodist Episcopal Church, 

South after the Civil War made unification between these two 

branches a probability. 

Development of the M.P. Church in Rockingham County 

following the Civil War was relatively small as only four 

lasting congregations were organized there between 1865-1900. 

All four churches were in southern Rockingham County - the 

principal area of development for the M.P. Church in the 

county. Since 1856 the churches in Rockingham County: namely, 

Fair Grove, Mizpah, and Palestine were in the Haw River 

Circuit of the North Carolina Annual Conference . 

also included northern Guilford County. 

This circuit 

Midway Church was organized in October 1866 in the commun-

ity a few miles west of Monroeton. According to local tradition 

the church was organized in a log school house and among them 

were members of the Carroll, Coe, Dabbs and McCollum families. 

Tradition also relates that Midway's first building was a 

log structure erected in 1867 and which was used until 1888 

when a frame building was constructed during the pastorate of 

Rev. W. F. Kennett - a noted leader in the North Carolina 

Conference. It is likely, though not known for certain, that 

members of Fair Grove were instrumental in organizing Midway. 
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By 1901 Midway and Fair Grove constituted the two strongest 

M.P. churches in the Haw River Circuit. In 1928 the Midway 

congregation erected a fine sanctuary with gallery at the 

cost of $7,500 - a considerable expense for a rural congre

gation. 24 

A leader in the North Carolina Conference of the Metho

dist Protestant Church had roots in both the Midway and Fair 

Grove churches. Arminius Gray Dixon (1870-1962) was born in 

Rockingham County near the Flat Rock M.P. Church and was 

converted at a camp meeting at Fair Grove in August 1879. 

Accepting the call to the ministry, A.G. Dixon was ordained 

a minister in the M.P. Church in 1901 and served numerous 

pastorates in Piedmont North Carolina. He served as Executive 

Secretary for the Board of Young People's Work for the M.P. 

Church from 1917-1922, President of the North Carolina 

Conference from 1922-1927, and Superintendent of the Methodist 

Protestant Children's Home at High Point, N. C. from 1928-1941. 

During his term as North Carolina Conference President, the 

church established High Point College which, by 1939, had 

educated nearly half of the ministers in that Conference. 

Rev. Dixon's term at the Children's Home was especially 

noteworthy as the High Point Home was the denomination's only 

child-caring institution. The home was regarded as "the 

greatest success of North Carolina Methodist Protestants," 

and to which Dixon was largely responsible. 25 
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By 1872 Methodist Protestants southeast of Wentworth had 

established a preaching point in the Sandy Cross community. 

On September 25, 1876 trustees of the Sandy Cross Methodist 

Protestant Church purchased a two-acre lot for the church 

building and cemetery. The congregation at Sandy Cross was 

always small and following the founding of the Methodist 

Protestant Church in nearby Reidsville after th~ turn-of

the-century a number of Sandy Cross' members joined there. 

In early 1896 a new frame sanctuary was erected at Sandy 

Cross and was used for the next twenty years or so. The 

congregation was active as late as 1913 and as late as 1919 

was considering making repairs to the 1896 building. Never

theless, the congregation had apparently died out by 1920. 26 

There were two attempts to establish or reestablish 

preaching points in southwestern Rockingham County during the 

1870s. In 1874 a lot was secured in Huntsville Township on 

the waters of Belews Creek by local Methodist Protestants. 

It is believed, on the basis of the fragmentary evidence 

available, that a church by the name of Oak Level was organized 

at this site. Nothing else is known about this church until 

1894 when the trustees of the Flat Rock Methodist Protestant 

Circuit sold the church property to George Nelson, who in 

turn sold it to the Primitive Baptists in 1897. In the deed 

transactions the property is referred to as "Oak Level Church 

lot." Whatever the case, Oak Level Methodist Protestant 

Church had faded into oblivion by 1894. 27 Meanwhile, local 
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Methodist Protestants connected with nearby Oak Grove Church 

south of Madison attempted to resurrect its dead congregation 

with the acquisition of a new site near its original 1854 

location. These apparent efforts at revival came to naught 

and the new site was disposed of in 1883. In 1896 this site 

was chosen for the Ellisboro Baptist Church - still at this 

location in 1990. 28 Not until the 1890s would there be 

successful attempts to organize additional Methodist Protes

tant congregations in southwestern Rockingham County. 

Until 1882 all Methodist Protestant churches in Rocking

ham County were in the southern half of the county and were 

on the Haw River Circuit which also included northern Guilford 

County and possibly a portion of northwestern Alamance County. 

Annual Conference in 1882 adopted a resolution of the Haw 

River Quarterly Conference which called for the division of 

the circuit.· All churches east and southeast of Midway, and 

as far east as Altamahaw Factory in Alamance County would 

remain on the Haw River Circuit. Those churches west and 

southwest of Midway, and including Midway, were partitioned 

off into the new Flat Rock Circuit - named so for the growing 

church in extreme northern Guilford County near the Rockingham 

line. By 1899 the churches on the Haw River Circuit numbered 

seven: Bethany, Fair Grove, Mizpah, Sandy Cross, and Midway 

(added to the charge ~n 1891 from Flat Rock Circuit) in 

Rockingham County and Friendship and Brown Summit churches 

in Guilford County. The Flat Rock Circuit by 1899 was composed 
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of Palestine and Gideon Grove in Rockingham and Flat Rock, 

Bethel, Oak Ridge, Pine Grove, and Kernersville churches in 

Guilford County - a total of eight. Thus, Rockingham County 

was served by two separate circuits until the addition of the 

Reidsville Charge in 1912. 29 

During the mid 1890s the last of the rural Methodist 

Protestant congregations was organized in southwestern Rock

ingham County. Revival services in 1894 at Barham's School

house in the Bethany community led to the organization of the 

Bethany Church in September of that year. In 1895, during 

the pastorate of Rev. C.E.M. Raper, a frame one-room sanctuary 

was erected on a site on the Greensboro Road. 30 In November 

1896 Gideon Grove Church was organized a few miles north of 

Stokesdale and during the following year a frame church was 

erected. The second, and present, building was built in 1923. 

Among the leading families at Gideon Grove were the Pegrams, 

Lemonses and Angels. 31 The formation of Gideon Grove ended 

the rural church development within the Methodist Protestant 

Church in Rockingham County. 

With the advent of the present century the Methodist 

Protestant Church would begin to widen its scope so as to 

include towns and cities as potential sites for new churches -

but success there was ·only limited. The Methodist Protestants 

usually arrived upon the scene in a local town or city some

what later than the Southern Methodists who came soon after 

the Civil War to the new industrial areas. Consequently, the 
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Southern Methodists were able to develop a growing and 

functioning church and, thus, "corner the market" so to 

speak. With only the church at Reidsville and the small 

congregation at Draper as the denomination's urban examples, 

the Methodist Protestants would remain essentially a rural 

church organization. Such was the case not only in Rockingham 

County, but in the rest of the state and region as well. 

By the time of Methodist unification in 1939 .the church 

in Rockingham County was an unusual mix of small rural 

congregations countered by large town churches. Those 

churches in the county with the largest memberships were in 

Reidsville, Leaksville, Madison, Spray and Draper - the 

county's main population centers. The leadership of Metho

dists in the area would come from congregations in these 

communities. By the advent of the First World War the town 

church, ruled by the upper class, had come of age in the 

county and the antebellum concept of the dominant rural 

church was gone forever. 



CHAPTER VIII 
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The Civil War was the watershed period in Methodist 

architectural history. While the majority of the Methodist 

meetinghouses constructed prior to that time were relati vely 

modest structures those erected thereafter reflected a more 

contemporary and elaborate mood. Of course, the need of 

repair and replacement of old churches neglected during the 

war was obvious indeed and the entry of the Methodist faith 

into the mainstream of American Protestantism led the denomi

nation into all class levels in society. As the church 

brought in the wealthier classes of people a detectable 

change was seen within many congregations. Brick sanctuaries 

were replacing frame structures, stained glass was being 

used for the first time, pipe or reed organs wouYd grace 

nearly every church building regardless of size, and the 

sanctuary interiors reflected the richer aspects of the late 

Victorian age. The following chapter notes the changes that 

occurred in Methodist church architecture in Rockingham 

County over a period of some five decades as local churches 

finally, and forever, cast the yoke of "Asbury Austerity" 

by the wayside. 
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This casting of the yoke occurred in two separate waves: 

the first one, during the 1870s through the 1890s, consisted 

of mainly the renovation and replacement of the older rural 

or village churches; and the iecond, lasting from the 1890s 

until the First World War focused largely upon the town 

churches as new sanctuaries were constructed. Together these 

two distinct movements influenced Methodist Church architecture 

for the next seventy-five years. 

At the 1876 session of the North Carolina Annual Confer

ence of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South the Rev. VanBuren 

Albright Sharpe (1834-1894) was appointed to serve the Wentworth 

Circuit which still encompassed the eastern half of Rockingham 

County. There were eight churches on the charge: Wentworth, 

Bethlehem, Lowe's, Penile, Mt. Carmel, Ruffin, Pelham (just 

over the line in Caswell County), and Reidsville. Of these 

eight only Ruffin and Pelham, both organized in 1871, had new 

church buildings and Reidsville, organized in 1874, had not 

succeeded in launching a building project. 1 All of the other 

churches were housed in outdated buildings - some of which had 

been constructed during the 1830s. Not only were his churches 

in need of spiritual uplifting, Sharpe concluded, but their 

buildings were in dire need of repair or replacement. Be

ginning in 1877 Sharpe . conducted a series of revivals throughout 

his circuit - the likes of which had not been witnessed in the 

county for years. In August 1877 the cornerstone for the 

Reidsville Church, the first brick Methodist church in the 
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county, was laid. This building, measuring forty feet by 

sixty feet and located on Scales Street, was dedicated in 

November 1878. Mount Carmel Church dedicated its new frame 

sanctuary in October 1879 which had been erected that year. 

In August 1880 the cornerstone for the new Lowe's Church was 

laid; the building was dedicated in October 1883. The 1835 

Bethlehem Church was "extensively remodeled" at the cost of 

$260.00 in late 1880, and plans were made to renovate the 

Wentworth Church the following year. 2 Every one of Sharpe's 

building programs on the Wentworth Circuit resulted in either 

new or refurbished buildings. The fruit of the labors of the 

pastor and his congregations was harvested in 1881 when the 

Wentworth Circuit was divided into two smaller circuits 

bringing more pastoral attention to each congregation. 

The success of the Sharpe pastorate on the Wentworth 

Circuit, which lasted from 1876-1880, was never equaled 

again on a charge in Rockingham County. To accomplish so 

much building and renovation within four short years was no 

small feat. In 1892 both the Bethlehem and the recently 

reopened Salem churches constructed contemporary frame sanc

tuaries to replace the ones constructed nearly sixty years ago. 

By the last decade of the nineteenth century the second 

wave of church building had begun. This time, however, the 

movement was largely centered in the towns and larger villages. 

It was not enough for the Methodist churches to rank among 

the leading congregations in the average Southern town -
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the Methodists, in many cases, had to be the leader of local 

Protestantism. A fine modern church plant would be the symbol 

of that status desire. In no other town in Rockingham County 

was this feeling more deeply felt than in Reidsville. The 

Reidsville Church constructed a brick sanctuary on Scales 

Street during 1877-1878 to which was added a steeple and 

vestibule in 1884. During 1886-1889 the membership of the 

Reidsville Church alone had increased from 272 to 405 and it 

became quickly obvious that a larger building was necessary. 

Moreover, the Sunday School movement was well underway within 

the denomination and churches in the cities realized the 

necessity of adequate classroom space. faced with a growing 

membership and a need for classrooms, the Reidsville Metho

dists elected in 1889 to build a new sanctuary. 3 

In the fall of 1890 ground was broken for the new Reids

ville Church· on a lot on Main Street - directly behind the 

old sanctuary. Construction lagged on for three years, 

reaching completion in 1893 at the total cost of $15,000 -

$5,000 more than the original estimated expense. The church 

was renamed "Main Street" for its new location and was 

dedicated in December 1895. The new edifice was clearly the 

county's finest church - wonderfully constructed in the 

Victorian Romanesque style with Gothic features. The Main 

Street Methodist Church in Danville, Virginia served as the 

prototype for the Reidsville church. The sanctuary possessed 

three towers with the largest of these housing a bell. 
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Italian stained glass windows graced the sanctuary. An 

additional $15,000 was spent in 1913-14 when a two-story 

classroom building was added. Today, Main Street Church con

tinues to be the finest Methodist edifice in Rockingham 

County - an elegant example of Victorian church architecture. 4 

With the arrival of the twentieth century, other new 

churches were being erected in towns throughout Rockingham 

County. In 1901 the Spray Methodists began construction on 

a frame sanctuary on a prominent hill o verlooking the mill 

complex and village. 5 Two years later the Leaksville Church 

r e placed their forty-year old meetinghouse with a new structure. 

In 1906 the Ruffin congregation erected a sanctuary to replace 

the "barn-like" building constructed in 1872. Madison and 

Draper closed out the period of building with new sanctuaries 

in 1909 and .1914 respectively - the former church being a 

brick structure costing approximately $5,000. 

The Leaksville Church, organized about 1840, is an 

interesting example of the church architectural evolution. 

The members at Leaksville were originally a small group and 

it was not until 1859-1860 that they could build their first 

church - a two-story edifice, the second floor of which was 

used by the local Masonic lodge. 6 The church building was 

a plain "box-like'' structure with a small bell tower on top, 

and soon became inadequate for a growing congregation. 

During the summer of 1903 construction began on a new frame 

sanctuary modeled on the "church extension'' plan consisting 
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of studding with weatherboarding on the outside and lathes 

for the plaster walls on the inside. The 1903 church was 

located at the corner of Henry and Jay streets - next door to 

the former building. Not only did the 1903 building contain 

a sanctuary, but also four classrooms and a pastor's study. 

Circular pews, chandeliers, sloping aisles to the chancel, 

beautiful stained glass windows, a corner bell tower and a 

tree-lined entrance added grace and harmony to the physical 

plant. Construction on the $6,000 building was completed in 

1904 and dedication services were held the following year. 7 

An educational annex was added to this building in 1936-37 

followe d by the construction of a new modern brick sanctuary 

in 1954-55. Within approximately a century the Leaksville 

Methodists had shifted one hundred-and-eighty degrees from 

adherence to the Asbury architectural austerity to post

Victorian and later Colonial Revival elegance. 

Within a period of approximately a quarter century, 

1900-1925, black congregations in practically all of the 

county's towns and villages erected new sanctuaries. In 

1901 the St. Paul Church in Reidsville approved the purchase 

of a new location at the northwest corner of Williams and 

Scales streets. 8 A frame sanctuary was erected during 

1904-1905 and the cornerstone was laid in July 1906, marking 

the completion of the building. The local newspaper hailed 

the completion of the church as a symbol of the "liberality 

and race pride" of the black community. 9 This building was 
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brick veneered just prior to its destruction by fire in 

December 1919. With the aid of local citizens, both black 

and white, a new St. Paul Church was constructed on the same 

site. This beautiful Gothic Revival edifice was consecrated 

in 1921 during the pastorate of the Rev. Grandison M. Phelps. 

The Methodists at St. John's in Leaksville had planned as 

early as 1896 to relocate more in the heart of the town and 

an acre on Patrick Street was thus acquired. The close 

proximity of the proposed new location to the white Leaksville 

Methodist Episcopal Church, South on Jay Street and the homes 

of prominent white citizens prompted local opposition to the 

move and forced the congregation to purchase another site on 

Henry Street - a much less conspicuous location. 11 The 

cornerstone for this frame building was laid in July 1906. 

Tradition relates that timber for this new church was floated 

down the Dan River from Madison and the members stood on the 

river bank until late hours pulling the lumber onto dry 

land. 12 The success of building projects at Reidsville and 

Leaksville prompted other churches to follow suit. 

In Wentworth and Madison the local congregations also 

initiated building projects duiring the 1900-1925 period. One 

of the earliest church records of a black Methodist congre

gation in Rockingham County is the minutes of the St. Paul 

(Wentworth) Church Building Committee. In October 1909 

construction began on a new frame building to replace the one 

constructed during the 1870s. T. J. Harper served as chairman 

1 0 
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and treasurer of the building committee and S. E. Harper 

served as secretary. 13 At the 1910 session of the North 

Carolina Conference, which convened at Leaksville, it was 

reported that the church at Wentworth was "now erected and is 

going on to completion." 14 This sanctuary, which stood 

until recent years, was used by the St. Paul congregation 

until the 1950s. In Madison, the Saint Stephen's congregation 

purchased a new site in 1923 on what is now U. S. Highway 

(Business) 220 in the black community sandwiched between the 

adjoining towns of Madison and Mayodan. In 1924 a brick 

sanctuary, similar in design to the white Methodist Church in 

Madison, was constructed during the pastorate of Rev. William 

B. Scales. The North Carolina Annual Conference convened at 

Madison in October 1926 in the completed building. This 

church burned in November 1959 and was replaced by the present 

brick edifice. The completion of the St. Stephen's Church in 

the 1920s ended the spurt of growth and expansion of the black 

urban churches in the county. 15 

In summation, with the entry and acceptance of Methodism 

within the mainstream of American Protestantism the simplicity 

of Methodist architecture was replaced by the acceptance of 

the status quo. Methodists had fallen prey to the more 

humanistic embellishments that dominated the late Victorian 

era in American history. The wealthy, whom Asbury cautioned 

his congregations against, had become indispensable to the 

overall growth and survival of the church. True, the rural 
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churches continued to exist in modest frame buildings, but the 

congregations who worshiped there no longer dominated or molded 

church policy. The Methodist meetinghouse was now an unwanted 

anachronism - never to rise again. In essence, the evolution 

in Methodist architecture coincided with and was largely due 

to the church's acceptance of and dominance by the upper class 

in American society. 
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CHAPTER IX 

METHODISM "UNIFIED" AND EPILOGUE 

Since the early 1900s there had been numerous attempts 

at unification among the three branches of American Methodism. 

Sentiment for unification in North Carolina was strong with 

the Methodist Protestants among the most vociferous proponents. 

Time and experience had shown Methodists that there were far 

more similarities among them than there were differences be

tween them. Moreover, the potential for greater and more far

reaching service was recognized with the pooling of financial 

and human resources. Also, the two branches of Episcopal 

Methodism had accepted the principle of lay representation 

that was a touchstone of the Methodist Protestant Church. The 

Methodist Protestants had meanwhile realized that a tighter 

administrative control was needed as the denomination developed 

ministries outside of the church sanctuary. There existed 

little, if any, major doctrinal disagreements among the three 

branches. The demise of slavery and the birth of the "New 

South" made those issues which divided the Methodist Episcopal 

Church in 1844 basically unimportant or at least more so than 

previously. Harsh sectional feelings between the North and 

South had healed considerably. In addition, a new generation 

of Methodists had risen in the early twentieth century who 

had not participated in the early controversies that had so 

bitterly divided Methodism in 1828 and 1844. These leaders 
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looked instead toward a seemingly bright future once unification 

was achieved. 1 

The Methodist Protestant Church had long been in favor of 

proposed unions with other branches of Methodism. With the 

adoption of lay representation within the Methodist Episcopal 

Church, South following the Civil War one of the great obstacles 

to eventual unification was eliminated. There remained, however, 

the issue of the episcopacy and the refusal of Methodist 

Protestants to accept that form of church administration. Yet, 

during the late 1800s and early 1900s such adverse feelings 

regarding the episcopal system had tempered as the church 

expanded its role into numerous aspects of society from mission 

work to charitable institutions. The church was in need of 

a more complex system of authority. By the First World War 

leaders in the North Carolina Conference of the Methodist 

Episcopal Church were openly expressing hopes for an eventual 

unification of Methodism. Clearly, the Methodist Episcopal 

Church, South had nothing to lose and everything to gain by a 

union - there were no sacrifices to be made by them. The 

Methodist Protestants, on the other hand, would have to accept 

the episcopacy, but their strong feelings against this concept 

had moderated. 

Fraternal greetings had been exchanged between the North 

Carolina Conference of the M. P. Church and the two Southern 

Methodist conferences in the state on numerous occasions. 

In 1923 a committee of representatives from these three 
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conferences in the state was formed to consider ways and 

means of possible unification. At the 1930 session of the 

North Carolina Conference of the Methodist Protestant Church 

the members considered requesting dismissal from the General 

Conference and to unite with the Methodist Episcopal Church, 

South. The issue was tabled and referred to the General 

Conference - consequently killing it. The concept of an 

e ven large r Methodist union was quickly de veloping th e r e by 

making limited unions, such as that proposed in North 

Carolina, unnece ssary. The history of the Methodist 

Protestant Church was quickly drawing to a peaceful close. 2 

The 1939 Historian of the North Carolina M. P. Conference 

commented fifty years later that "the Methodist Protestant 

Church had basically served its purpose and accomplished its 

goals." 3 The demise of the Methodist Protestant Church in 

1939 was indeed a noble one in that many of the democratic 

ideals incorporated into the new Methodist Church in 19 3 9 

could be traced back to those dissenters in the 1820s who had 

separated from the Methodist Episcopal Church. 

Yet, there were other issues to be settled before unifi

cation could become a reality. Among the most important 

issues was the position of blacks within this unified church. 

Many Southerners vieweq unification as a means of the blacks 

attaining racial equality which they opposed. As a form of 

compromise the blacks would be included within the new 

Methodist Church, but their annual conferences would continue 
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to be racially segregated. A new administrative level would 

be interposed between the General and annual conferences. 

Five jurisdictional conferences were created according to 

geographical regions in the nation. North Carolina fell 

into the Southeastern Jurisdiction Conference along with 

Virginia, South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Alabama. 

Tennessee, Kentucky, Mississippi and Cuba. However, the 

blacks we re not included in this geographical plan of juris

dictional conferences, but their annual conferences throughout 

the nation were placed into a jurisdictional conference all 

their own. 4 In this manner, the blacks were technically 

under the umbrella of the new Methodist Church but they were 

still subservient to the dominant and wealthier whites. 

Clearly, it was a case where the blacks were "separate and 

still unequal." The General Conference would be the only 

forum in which the blacks could appear as equals to the white 

Methodists - though heavily outnumbered. The day of racial 

''equality" within American Methodism was three decades into 

the future. 

By 1938 all three General Conferences in American Metho

dism had approved of the Plan of Union and the uniting 

conference was held at Kansas City, Missouri from April 26-

May 10, 1939. At this 1939 conference the Methodist 

Episcopal Church, the Methodist Episcopal Church, South and 

the Methodist Protestant Church in the United States were 

merged into the Methodist Church. The various annual 
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conferences within the three former branches of Methodism 

were then allowed to hold uniting sessions of their own. 5 In 

North Carolina it was deemed advisable to retain the geograph

ical divisions of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South. In 

so doing all white Methodist congregations would remain 

either in the Western North Carolina Conference or the (Eastern) 

North Carolina Conference whose boundaries while in the 

Methodist Episcopal Church, South remained basically intact 

within the new Methodist Church. 6 All of Rockingham County 

fell into the Greensboro District of the Western North 

Carolina Conference of Southeastern Jurisdictional Conference 

of the Methodist Church. The uniting session of the three 

branches that fell into the Western North Carolina Conference 

was held in Greensboro at West Market Street Church on October 

20, 1939. 7 After a century of division American Methodism 

was united once again and in a very similar form as well. 

The unification had relatively little effect on the 

churches in Rockingham County. The new Methodist Church in 

North Carolina was dominated by former members of the Metho

dist Episcopal Church, South. In Rockingham County the 

Methodist Protestants were outnumbered by Southern Methodists 

five - to-one. The circuits in Rockingham County were not 

immediately realigned -with unification. In fact, things 

continued much as they had been before in the local churches. 

The auxiliary ministries continued much as before under new 

names and expanded resources. The blacks continued to exist 
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as a quasi·-segregated denomination within the Methodist 

mainstream which, white Methodists contended, was to the 

mutual satisfaction of both races. The unification brought 

approximately 5,500 Methodists together in Rockingham County 

alone and without significant opposition or bitter feelings. 

Of the approximately 5,000 white Methodists in Rockingham 

County roughly three-fifths were members of "town" churches. 

The status quo of the dominant wealthy church memb e rs in the 

towns was to continue on into the new Methodist Church; the 

largest churches in the county would continue to influence 

policy-making decisions for the foreseeable future. In some 

r e spects the Methodist Episcopal Church, South continued to 

e xist in Rockingham County long after its abolition in 1939. 

Unification for Methodism in America and certainly in 

Rockingham County also meant continuity as well. 

In this· study of the somewhat elusive history of Methodism 

in Rockingham County one great pattern is detectable and that 

is the development of local Methodism from a primitive and 

austere faith to one of great influence and wealth enhanced 

by the shift from a rural to urban power base. Methodism 

began as a means of reform with the established church, but 

it soon became much more than that to those adherents in 

America. Through the efforts of Asbury an independent 

church was establishe~ in America and these efforts indeed 

bore fruit in Rockingham County as early as the 1780s. The 

healthy and perhaps more fertile Piedmont region of 
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North Carolina attracted poor and persecuted Methodists from 

regions further north and local Methodism was given new impetus 

by these arrivals. Methodism flourished in the more thickly 

settled eastern half or Rockingham County and it was there 

that the strongest congregations existed. The so-called 

"Jeffersonian Democratic" element in the county no doubt 

influenced local church politics so much so that the Methodist 

Protestant Church was able to establish congregations along 

the Haw Ri ver valley. The democratic element within the 

Methodist Protestant Church was a determinant in the denomina

tion remaining esse ntially a rural one in natur e . The Civil 

War brought about a great change within the white Episcopal 

Methodist ranks in Rockingham County. The financial and 

spiritual foundationsof all churches were badly shaken if not 

destroyed along with the conquered Confederacy. The Methodist 

Episcopal Church, South in the area was only a rural-dominated 

faith with several hundred members. A day of revi val was 

sorely needed. 

The seventy years prior to Methodist unification in 1939 

d e live red the zeal and prosperity to the churches that had 

never ·existed before the Civil War. The arrival of the rail

road and new industry to the county's towns and villages 

opened new territories for churches and greatly strengthened 

existing congregations. The rise of the protracted meeting 

as a latter-day successor to the· famed camp meetings not only 

revived the rural church but expanded the societal role of 
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the urban church. The expansion of the auxiliary ministries 

within the local congregations permitted the church a greater 

role in the lives of its members and the community-at-large. 

With expanded programs the churches also discarded the 

"Asbury Austerity" regarding church architecture and con

structed as fine and opulently Victorian sanctuaries as their 

resources would allow. The Methodists were indeed forced to 

depend upon the wealthy and powerful of whom Asbury had warned 

his flocks. In 1939 the value of the property owned by the 

urban congregations in the county was in the neighborhood of 

$145,000 - three times the combined total of rural church 

property in the county. The decline of the rural areas 

following the industrialization of the towns and cities also 

meant a like decline in the congregations in those areas. 

Yet, there were elements of hope as well. The blacks were 

able to finally establish their own congregations - controlled 

and governed by members of their own race - though the day of 

racial equality within the denomination was many years into 

the future. By the time of Methodist unification in 1939 the 

church had finally come of age in America - it was a nation

wide denomination once again. 

Despite the persistent problems of race relations, rural 

church decline and neglect and the acceptance of the "worldli

ness of the ~ealthy" Methodism in the American South, and in 

Rockingham County, North Carolina had embarked upon a path of 

development and growth deeply tied, though unconsciously so, 



( 

1 8 1 

to the toils and cares of those pioneer followers of Wesley 

and Asbury who brought the fires of revivalism to the red

cla y Pie dmont r e gion of North Carolina some two centuries 

ago. 
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Appendix I 

METHODIST CONGREGATIONS IN ROCKINGHAM COUNTY 1939 

Note: The following is a listing of the churches in 

Rockingham County that were involved in the unification of 
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the three branches of American Methodism in 1939. The churches 

are listed in alphabetical order, followed by the branch of 

Methodism to which the individual churches belong and the date 

each congregation was organized. The dates in which the 

"circa" designation ("c.") is used indicate the earliest 

reference to the existence of that congregation in cases 

where the actual date of founding is not definitely known. 

It must also be reiterated that Methodist Episcopal Church, 

South congregations predating 1844-1845 were originally 

Methodist Episcopal. Those congregations noted as "Methodist 

Episcopal" below are black congregations founded after the · 

Civil War. "M.E.S." signifies congregations of the Methodist 

Episcopal Church, South; "M.P." represents the Methodist 

Protestant Church, and "M.E." for the Methodist Episcopal 

Church (black). 

CHURCH 

Bethany 

Bethlehem 

Centenary 

Chapel Hill 

Dan Valley* 

Draper 

Draper* 

BRANCH OF METHODISM 

M.P. 

M.E.S. 

M.E.S. 

M.E. 

M.E.S. 

M.E.S. 

M.P. 

DATE ORGANIZED 

1894 

1835 

1899 1 

c. 1898 2 

1 9 2 1 

1907 3 

1 9 2 1 
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CHURCH BRANCH OF METHODISM DATE ORGANIZED 

Eden M.E.S. 1874 

Fair Grove M.P. 1832 

Garrett's Grove M.E. 1896 

Gideon Grove M.P. 1896 

Glencoe M.E.S. 1902 

Hayes Chapel M.E. c. 1890 

Hickory Grove M.E.S. 1892 

Leaks ville M.E.S. c. 1840 

Lowe's M.E.S. 1796 
I J. 1 . /I 

Main Street (Reidsville) M.E.S. 1874 

( Matthews Chapel M.E.S. 1938 

Mayodan M.E.S. 190 1 

Midway M.P. 1866 

Mizpah M.P. 1850 

Mount Carmel. M.E.S. 1808 

Mount He rmon M.E.S. 1858 4 

Mount Ta bor M.E.S. 1887 

Mount Zion M.E.S. c. 1874 

Oak Grove .M. E. 1900 

Palestine M.P. c. 1856 

Price M.E.S. 1860 5 

Reidsville M.P. 1 911 6 

Ruffin M.E.S. 1 8 7 1 

Saint John's M.E. c. 1889 

Saint Paul's (Reidsville) M.E. 1873 
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CHURCP BRANCH OF METHODISM DATE ORGANIZED 

Saint Paul's (Wentworth)* 

Saint Stephen's 

Salem 

Spray 

Stoneville 

Wentworth 

Wesley Chapel 

*Congregations now extinct 

M.E. 

M.E. 

M.E.S. 

M.E.S. 

M.E.S. 

M.E.S. 

M.E. 

1878 

1890 

1799 

1901 

1885 7 

1836 

c. 1882 

1centenary Church was originally the Mulberry Island 

Church, organized in 1899 as the successor to the Wesley 

Chapel (white) congregation organized in 1825. The name 

"Centenary" dates from 1919. 

2chapel Hill Church appears to have had regular preaching 

services as early as the 1880s. The church's first deed is 

dated 1898. 

3Draper Church was later renamed First Church. 

4Mount Hermon Church, organized originally in Stokes 

County, relocated in Rockingham County about 1909. 

5price Church was originally Grogansville Church, 

organized in 1860. The church moved to the Price community 

in 1887 and the name was thus changed. 

6Reidsville Church was renamed Lindsey Street Church in 

1939, and First Church during the 1950s. 

7stoneville Church was renamed Hodgin Memorial in 1951. 
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Appendix II 

LEADING SOUTHERN METHODIST FAMILIES IN ROCKINGHAM COUNTY 

DURING THE LATE NINETEENTH AND EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURIES 
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Leadership in the Methodist Episcopal Church, South in 

Rockingham County during the late nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries changed patterns from its antebellum status. While 

those families who possessed roles in church leadership before 

the war maintained their positions afterwards, their overall 

influence had somewhat diminished. Many of these families had 

died out or moved away over the years. We shall briefly look 

at four prominent families in local Methodism: the Reid family 

of Wentworth, the Field family in Leaksville~ the Meador 

family of Salem Church, and the Strader family of the Mt. 

Carmel Church - the latter two families being the only 

influential one within the church today. 

With the untimely death of the Rev. Dr. Numa F. Reid at 

his home in Wentworth in June 1873 the Methodist forces in 

Rockingham County and the state had lost a most important 

leader. Picking up the mantle of Dr. Reid were his sons: James 

Wesley Reid (1849-1902) and Frank Lewis Reid (1851-1894). 

James W. Reid, the eldest son, pursued an active career in 

teaching before developing a sound law practice in Wentworth 

in the 1870s. He married into the Ellington family - another 

prominent local Metho~ist family. James W. Reid embarked 

upon the local and state lecture circuit where he was known 

:as the "silver tongued orator." The leader o-f the laity in 

~he Wentworth Church, James W. Reid .served in nearly every 
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important church office on the local and district levels and 

was a popular speaker at church functions. He was also a 

great supporter of the Sunday School movement. His devotion 

to public service led to his appointment to the United States 

House of Representatives in 1884. Financial ruin and his 

subsequent resignation from the House led Reid to move to 

Idaho where he rebuilt his fortune and career. 

Frank Lewis Reid followed in his father's footsteps into 

the Methodist itinerancy. His first pastoral appointment was 

to the Madison Circuit (1870-73) ,which included the western 

half of Rockingham and the extreme eastern part of Stokes 

counties. Frank Reid also married into a locally prominent 

Methodist family and began a ministerial career full of promise 

when illness prompted him to retire from the itinerancy. In

stead of active preaching he turned to the field of education 

as president of both Greensboro and Louisburg colleges. He 

also assumed editorship of the Raleigh Christian Advocate, 

the official organ of the North Carolina Annual Conference. 

The death of Rev. Reid in 1894 left only his half brother, 

Numa R. Reid (1873-1946) of Wentworth, to participate in 

local church affairs. The demise of the Reid family, the 

most prominent leaders in Rockingham County Methodism, was a 

great loss to the churches, but the influence of these indi

viduals remains strong in many of the area's active congre

gations. 
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In Leaks ville, too, the leading Methodist family was als·o 

on the wane. The Methodists in that town o~ed their suro~val 

to both the Rev. Benton Field (1797-1871) and his son ~ev~ 

Daniel Early Field (1831-1916) - local Methodist pastors. As 

Rev. Benton Field reorganized the Methodist society meeting 

at Leaksville in the 1840s and under his guiding hand trans

formed the group into a thriving congregation his son main

tained and expounded upon his father's dedication to the 

congregation. Daniel Field organized the first Sunday School 

at Leaksville in the early 1860s and served as its superin

tendent until his retirement in 1911. As a local pastor, he 

often filled in for an ill minister and conducted countless 

marriages and funerals. He was without doubt not only the 

sage and spiritual leader for the Methodi~ts in Leaksville, 

but for the entir~ community as well and his passing in 1916 

ended an interesting chapter in the story of Rockingham 

County Methodism. 

Another interesting example of a prominent Methodist 

family on the local level in Rockingham County was that of 

John Meador (1768-1844) and his wife Nancy Flippen (1779-after 

1830) who migrated from Prince Edward County, Virginia in 1821. 

They apparently were unrelated to those Methodists who came 

from the same area a few yea~s before and settled in the 

Bethlehem-Mount Carmel communities. The Meadors settled on 

the upper branches of Wolf Island Creek within the present-day 

city limits of Reidsville. The family joined the Salem Church 
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which was near their home a,r1d . descendants of J·9l1,n an.Et; Nancy 

Meador and their eight ch_iLdren continue the~r. co.n:ti.:~s;ti0n.s;0 

With that congregation through merrib.ership and . an an:pu:~·l ; rEfU!'\ [i,0-f!- , 

in June. Children . and later desqenda,nt,s of,- John, a,nd Na~:cy:. 
• • ' •• .. 'A •'\ 

Meador were la_ter involved · with t~e ~eth\e.he~, Le,ak:s.yii.Ll:e ,,_, 

Lowe's and Reidsville ( Southern f1~thodJ·stJ ch1:p;c;ti~s .· Arncp_Q.~ 

the descendants . have been minis.te~s,. physi:cian~, eq.uP,ators. 
' • . •• .. • • . 'J ~ • • \ . . • 

and church officials on various levels . . . Few. other fa~ilie.s 

have had such widespread service to churches on t _he .. loc;al 

level in Rockingham County. 

The Mount Carmel Church produced an interesting. n.umj:)e.,r .. - . . . ·.·: ~.. . . ' 

of leaders in Methodism OI). , the loca1,_ level a;nq: bey,OJ\c;l,& During 

the late nineteenth and early., twentieth centur:~es t~i9, lo_caJ 

pastors guided not only Mt .. Carmel,, !;mt a~.si~_te~ in w.9rk at 

other congregations in the county: Re~s~ ~q~~ H. Andera~9 · 

(1826-1901) · and John 1,. Strader (, 185:2:-:-.19:4;3). T~,~ BetI?lehero 

and Hickory Grove churches and socie~~e~ me~ting ~t S~~d~ 

Grove, near Wentworth, and at Sadler Scho.ol benef.ited greatly 

from the influence of these astute churchme~. Ty10 grand-
•. . 1 .. 

sons of Rev~ Strader: Rev. Lindsey F. St~ader {l~q~~ ), and 

Rev. Silas G. Strader (1895-1990) we~e raiaed in the ~t . . 

Carmel Church and entered the Methodist miniat:i;;-y - the latter 

as a local pastor. The daughter of the Rev~ Sila~ Str~def, 

Evelyn, entere¢l the mission field in J:n,g.ia in 19~~-:: thou9'h 

as a member 0f the Draper Cht;ifch~ Another ~emb~r of th~ 

Carmel Church, Ollie Lee Smith, bec-ame a missionary to Korea 
•. . ·. t , . • 
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in 1925 and served in th.re field there !for itw-elv<e years .. 

Mt. Carmel contima,es to be one o:f th~ nirbst pr·~lif ie cQm9"lte'g~ ... 

tions in Rockingham County arid is a lcead1er ·iil.!Filong tlh~ rural 

congregations. 




