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Two Philanthropic Ladies of 
Wilkes-Barre’s First Methodist Episcopal Church: 
Priscilla Lee Bennett and Kate Pettebone Dickson 

 
 The Church has always been blessed by those persons of means who, 
recognizing that all they have is by the grace God, have been faithful stewards of 
their resources and strong financial supporters of the work of Christ.  Perhaps no 
better examples within the Susquehanna Conference of two such unrelated persons 
within a single congregation are these two philanthropic ladies from the turn-of-
the-century First Methodist Episcopal Church in Wilkes-Barre: Priscilla Lee 
Bennett (1819-1903) and Kate Pettebone Dickson (1851-1930). 
 
 One of five children of James Stewart Lee (1789-1851) and Martha Campbell 
(1792-1851), Miss Priscilla Lee married Ziba Bennett (1806-1878), a widower with 
two children, in 1856.  No children would bless that union, but Priscilla Lee Bennett 
left a legacy that would bless succeeding generations in ways that stagger the 
imagination. 
 

While this article concentrates on the exploits of Mrs. Bennett within the 
Wyoming Conference and one particular school in Mississippi, excerpts from her 
local obituary provide a much larger context for her generosity.1 

     In  her  demise  the Methodist  Church  has  lost  one  of  its most  liberal 
contributors  and  the  various  charitable  institutions  a  kindly,  benevolent 
friend and supporter.   Wilkes‐Barre  loses one of  the most notable women 
who have graced its annals, she being known the country over as one of the 
most  liberal women  in  the Methodist  Church.    In  the  distribution  of  her 
wealth  she has made  it a habit  to make her bestowments  in her  lifetime 
instead of providing for them in her will.  Thus she has been able to enjoy the 
good that her money was doing. 
     She largely contributed to the General Missionary Society of the Methodist 
Church, to the Woman’s Foreign Missionary Society and the Woman’s Home 
Missionary Society, to the church extension of the Methodist Church, to Drew 
Theological Seminary, besides helping numerous students preparing for the 
ministry and for missionary work.  Wesleyan University, Wyoming Seminary, 
American University at Washington, Grant University at Chattanooga2 were 
recipients of her bounty. 
     She gave to the local YMCA and YWCA; Home for Homeless Women; Home 
for Friendless Children, of which she was one of the founders, first treasurer, 
and for many years its president; City Hospital, Wilkes‐Barre, endowing the 
“Washington  Lee3  bed”;  Brooklyn  Methodist  Hospital,  endowing  the 

                                                            
1 Wilkes‐Barre Record, 9/26/1903, page 9. 
2 Founded by the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, in 1886, this institution was renamed the 
University of Chattanooga in 1907 and is now UTC – University of Tennessee Chattanooga. 
3 This is the noted Colonel Washington Lee (1786‐1871), an uncle to Mrs. Bennett. 
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“Josephine  Lee4  bed”;  Lee  Library  and  a  building  at  Orangeburg  SC;  the 
Bennett building at Clarkson MS; besides many benefactions of which her 
family and friends know nothing 
 

 Mrs. Bennett was a faithful member of Wilkes-Barre’s First Methodist 
Episcopal Church, where she served for more than thirty years as assistant 
superintentend of the Sunday School.  So great was her interest in that work that 
she provided the entire $27,000 to erect and furnish the classrooms of the 1877 
Sunday School auditorium which still stands today as part of the Downtown Arts 
Center.  In 1885 when the exisiting sanctuary was erected, Mrs. Bennett donated 
the organ and two memorial windows.  In 1897, at a cost of $10,000, she replaced 
her original organ with an electric action organ having 64 stops and 2273 pipes. 
 
 While the buildings  of First United Methodist Church ceased to be used for 
worship when the congregation dissolved in 2009, and the downtown property has 
become the city’s cultural art center, the influence of Mrs. Bennett is still very 
present in Wilkes-Barre United Methodism.  In the 1890’s First Church established 
a Sunday School in the east section of the city.  That ministry led to the development 
of a congregation and the erection in 1895 of the Bennett Memorial Methodist 
Episcopal Church – named for Mrs. Bennett and her enabling financial contribution 
that made construction possible.  In 1983 Derr Memorial merged into Bennett 
Memorial to form the present Bennett-Derr United Methodist Church, still meeting 
in the building funded by Mrs. Bennett. 
 

Perhaps most indicative of the spirit and generosity of Mrs. Bennet, however, 
was the Mississippi institution known as Bennett Academy.  The 1930 Jubilee 
History of the Woman’s Home Missionary Society states the following in the 
section titled “Bennett Academy.”5 

     In 1913 the  institution became known as Bennett Academy and Dickson 
Industrial Home –  thus perpetuating  the names of  two women who were 
members  of  the Wilkes‐Barre Methodist  Episcopal  Church,  Pennsylvania, 
who, in 1890, gave to the Freedmen’s Aid Society the boarding school which 
was turned over to the Woman’s Home Missionary Society in 1894 with all its 
property, consisting of an academy, smaller buildings, and 200 acres of land. 

 
 The following two pages from the April 1922 Woman’s Home Missions, a 
monthly publication of the Woman’s Home Missionary Society, give more 
specifics about the nature and ministry of the Dickson Industrial Home and Bennett 
Academy.6  Bennett Academy was actually the umbrella name for the entire 
institution, while the Dickson Industrial Home housed and educated the females 
and another division, the Wood Home, did the same for the males.  Following those 

                                                            
4 This is little Josephine Lee (1890‐1894), daughter of Mrs. Bennett’s nephew Charles W. Lee. 
5 Looking Backward – Thinking Forward, by Stella Wyatt Brummitt, page 182. 
6 Woman’s Home Missions, vol. 39, no. 4, pages 4‐5. 
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pages is a more detailed account of the role of Mrs. Bennett and Mrs. Dickson in 
the early history of the institution. 
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 The Freedmen’s Aid Society was established by the Methodist Episcopal 
Church after the Civil War to help freed Negroes get the education and training 
they needed to rise above the restrictions imposed upon them by slavery.  A project 
that developed in a log building in Clarkston MS was greatly enhanced when, a few 
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years apart and apparently independently of each other, Mrs. Dickson funded a 
dormitory for Negro boys and Mrs. Bennett funded a similar facility for Negro girls.  
The Freedmen’s Aid Society then turned the project over to the Woman’s Home 
Missionary Society.  In 1912 a fire destroyed some of the buildings and the 
institution, now named Bennett Academy, moved eight miles south to Mathiston 
MS. 
 
 In 1936 the name of the institution was changed to Wood Junior College, and 
continued operating by that name as a two-year college under the General Board of 
Global Ministries of the United Methodist Church until it closed in 2003.  For five 
years the Woman’s Division of the GBGM operated the site as Wood Institute, a 
conference and retreat center.  In 2008 the denomination ended its ties with the 
property and it was sold to the Golden Triangle Regional Planning and 
Development consortium.  
 
 The “other” benefactor of Bennett Academy from Wilkes-Barre’s First 
Methodist Episcopal Church was Kate Pettebone Dickson.  One of six children of 
Payne Pettebone (1813-1888) and Caroline M. Swetland (1820-1900). Miss Kate 
Pettebone married Allan Hamilton Dickson (1851-1893) in 1874.  Three children 
would bless that union, but only daughter Dorothy would live past the age of six. 
 
 Daughter Caroline died in 1883 at the age of five, and son Hugh died of 
diphtheria in 1893 at the age of 3.  That death7 appears to have been one of the 
factors that moved Mrs. Dickson to her life of philanthropy, for the gift to the work 
in Mississippi was to erect Dickson Hall in memory of her son Hugh.8  In addition 
to providing funds and buildings for educating Negro children in Mississippi, Mrs. 
Dickson did the same for European immigrants in Wilkes-Barre by purchasing and 
providing the ten-room house that became the Midvale Settlement House of the 
Woman’s Home Missionary Society.9 
 

Kate Pettebone Dickson did not neglect her own congregation.  First Church 
had a parsonage at 57 North Franklin that housed its pastors from 1869 to 1924.  In 
1924 Mrs. Dickson purchased the house at 63 North Franklin and presented it to 
First Church for use as a parsonage, and the former parsonage became the church 
house for offices, meetings, etc.  A tablet placed on the new parsonage read... 

                                                            
7 The very sudden and unexpected death of her husband four days later at the age of 41 also 
undoubtedly made a lasting imprint on her life.  The obituary of Mr. Dickson does not attribute 
his death to diphtheria, but simply to an “organic weakness” in his heart exacerbated by a 
sudden chill and the heartbreak of his son’s death. 
8 He Holds the Stars in His Hands: The Centennial History of the Wyoming Annual Conference of 
the Methodist Church, by Leroy E. Bugbee, page 220. 
9 Bugbee, page 222.  The story of the Midvale Settlement House is told more completely in the 
Blanche Kingery Carroll article beginning on page 10. 
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This  parsonage  was  purchased  and  presented  to  the  First  Methodist 
Episcopal Church by Kate Pettebone Dickson in loving memory of her father, 
Payne Pettebone. 

 
Mrs. Dickson also remembered the church of her parents and her childhood.  

In December 1925 the Pettebone-Swetland-Dickson Memorial addition to the 
Wyoming Methodist Episcopal Church was dedicated.  Describing that and other 
Dickson donations, historical records of the church state “an addition known as the 
Sunday School building was erected at a cost of $50,000 as a gift of Mrs. [Kate] 
Pettebone Dickson in memory of her parents.  Still later the church received a three-
manual Teller organ, given by Mrs. Dickson’s daughter, Mrs. Frank Darte, in 
memory of her parents.”10 
 

Also in 1925 Mrs. Dickson gave the borough of Wyoming a Christmas gift 
that is still being enjoyed – the triangular plot of land bounded by Pettebone and 
Dickson Streets and Monument Avenue, to be set aside and known as Pettebone 
Park in honor of her father.11 

 
But Mrs. Dickson not only passed on monetary gifts, she passed on her spirit 

of Christian stewardship to her surviving daughter Dorothy, the Mrs. Frank Darte 
mentioned above in connection with the Wyoming church.  Dorothy Dickson 
(1883-1969) married Franck George Darte (1873-1936), another marriage like that 
of Priscilla Lee Bennett and Kate Pettebone Dickson that left a relatively young 
widow with significant financial resources.    

 
Mrs. Darte is best known in Wilkes-Barre in connection with the Center for 

Performing Arts at Wilkes University.  The first part of the complex was dedicated 
in 1965 in memory of Allan Hamilton Dickson and Kate Pettebone Dickson.  But 
despite her great contributions to the Wilkes community, Mrs. Darte never 
permitted Wilkes to honor her as a donor.  In fact, President Eugene Farley often 
referred to her as “an anonymous donor” in his speeches, even when she was 
listening in the audience.   
 
 In 1969 the Center for Performing Arts was completed, but Mrs. Darte passed 
away just before the building’s dedication.  Her daughter Katherine Darling then 
gave Wilkes permission to use her mother’s name – and so the complex is now the 
Dorothy Dickson Darte Center for the Performing Arts. 
 
 The Chronicle counts it privilege to have opened its volume on Passing the 
Torch with the stories of Priscilla Lee Bennett and Kate Pettebone Dickson. 

                                                            
10 Service of Consecration booklet, 9/17/1967. 
11 Wilkes‐Barre Record 12/24/1925, page 17. 


