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Part II. Entering the Frontier 

 As settlers on the frontier gathered into communities for purposes of safety 
and economy, believers soon recognized the need for organization and buildings to 
meet their spiritual needs.  Classes were formed, and structures were erected to 
provide places for corporate worship. 

The five official conference historic sites in these five chapters are five of 
the earliest meetings houses erected by our predecessor denominations within the 
bounds of the present Susquehanna Conference.  Three of these sites are occupied 
by those original buildings – no longer used for regular worship, but maintained 
much as they were originally constructed and used for weddings and historical 
services.  Each structure represents a different architectural style and reflects the 
spiritual and cultural orientations of its builders. In addition, each site has 
associated with it a particular person of importance within its denominational 
tradition. 

The Forty Fort Meeting House (1807) in Luzerne County was one of the 
earliest houses of worship of any denomination in the entire northeast part of the 
state.  It was erected jointly by Methodists and Congregationalists/Presbyterians in 
a community so-named for the forty visionary settlers from Connecticut who 
purchased land in the fertile Wyoming Valley, then believed to belong to the state 
of Connecticut, and erected a fort for their mutual protection. 

Old Stone Church (1808) in Columbia County owes its existence to a local 
extended family of believers that not only preached the gospel and firmly 
established Methodism in the immediate area, but also produced itinerants and 
episcopal and educational leaders that had a nation-wide influence. 

The story of Brooklyn Church (1813) in Susquehanna County includes all 
the components of early rural Methodism – dedicated local persons, revivals 
emphasizing both conversion and sanctification, and the presence and support of 
some of denomination’s most celebrated clergy.  

Snyder’s Church site (1814) in Perry County marks the location of the fifth 
church building in the entire United Brethren Church and the final resting place of 
the congregation’s namesake and that denomination’s first full-time presiding 
elder. 

Old Burlington Church (1822) in Bradford County stands as a rural 
architectural masterpiece and a tribute to faith and perseverance of the community’s 
earliest Methodists – especially the women of the area, who kept the fires of faith 
burning until the arrival of the first circuit riders, 
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Chapter 6 
Forty Fort Meeting House 1807 

 

 
Forty Fort Meeting House 

River Street and Wyoming Avenue 

One of the first church buildings erected in all of northeast Pennsylvania, 
the Forty Fort Meeting House was ready for occupancy in 1808.  Francis Asbury 
had preached at the site Sunday, July 19, 1807, while the building was under 
construction and the area was still heavily wooded.  His diary records the event as 
follows. 
     Sunday, 19.  I went to the woods and preached and ordained Thomas and Christian 
Bowman, deacons.  Before I got through my discourse the rain came on, and I made a 
brief finish: the people were attentive.  In the afternoon the preachers and many of the 
people went to a barn; there were showers of rain and thunder whilst the service was 
performing.  My first visit to Wyoming was in great toil and to little purpose; I am afraid I 
shall have no better success now. 

George Peck, in the 1860 Early Methodism within the Bounds of the Old 
Genesee Conference, page 156, elaborates on that particular incident as follows. 
     The service in Wyoming, directed by the bishop, is well remembered by several 
persons who were present. “The woods” was the grove by the old Forty Fort Church.  This 
was the year that the church was built, and the timber was lying about at the time Bishop 
Asbury was there.  A stand was prepared for the preachers under the shade.  When the 
bishop kneeled to pray, it began to sprinkle, and William Butler kneeled by his side and 
held an umbrella over him.  Before he had finished his sermon, sharp lightning flashed 
and terrible thunder roared.  Many were alarmed and fled, but the good bishop was calm 
as a summer evening.  A little girli who was brought by her mother to hear the bishop was 
frightened by the thunder and lightning; observing the calmness of the good man, she 
thought “it is religion that makes him so fearless amid the storm.”  The impression which 
she received on that occasion never left her until she found the Saviour.  That little girl is 
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now a lady far down the vale of years, but still lives to tell the story of that interesting 
day. 

The Forty Fort Meeting House was erected as a union church at the already 
existing Forty Fort Cemetery by a committee consisting mostly of Presbyterians 
and Methodists.  The Meeting House was a regular Methodist preaching 
appointment – considered a part of the Kingston charge until a separate Forty Fort 
congregation was organized in 1871 and incorporated in 1872.  The 1925 program 
for the dedication of the current Forty Fort UMC states that the congregation 
dedicated their first building July 5, 1875 – after which time the Meeting House 
was no longer used for regular Methodist services. 

The Forty Fort Cemetery also merits historic recognition for the many 
prominent Methodist pioneers, both lay and clergy, buried there.  That cemetery is 
the final earthly resting place of several significant laypersons whose stories appear 
in other chapters of this issue of The Chronicle: the Pettebones, Amos York Smith, 
and the Swetlands.  There are also 27 known Methodist clergy persons – perhaps 
more than in any other cemetery within the conference – whose total time under 
appointment totals at least 888 years, interred there as follows. 

Rev. Abel Gunn Barker (1811-1886).  Born in nearby Kingston, he was admitted 
to the Oneida Conference in 1836, was an 1852 charter member of the Wyoming 
Conference, and served under appointment 25 years. 

Rev. Thomas B. Barker (1828-1898).  A brother to Abel Barker, he served in the 
Episcopal Church, including 17 years at St. John’s in Lancaster PA, before joining 
the Wyoming Conference in 1896. 

Rev. George M. Bell (1871-1967).  Born in England, he was admitted to the 
Wyoming Conference in 1896 and served under appointment 48 years – including 
13 years as a district superintendent. 

Rev. Benjamin Bidlack (1759-1845).  Born in Connecticut, he was admitted to the 
Philadelphia Conference in 1799, became an 1810 charter member of the Genesee 
Conference and an 1829 charter member of the Oneida Conference – typically 
serving in the area, and dying before the 1852 creation of the Wyoming Conference. 

Rev. Samuel Carver (1768-1835).  Born in Connecticut, he served in the Kingston 
area as a local pastor and was part of the family that gave the land for the nearby 
Carverton Methodist church.  

Rev. Wilton John Dubrick (1904-1981).  As a student at Dickinson College, he 
served Greencastle-Newville (Central Pennsylvania Conference) before attending 
seminary and serving under appointment 49 years in the Wyoming Conference. 

Rev. John Alfred Faulkner (1857-1931).  Born in Nova Scotia, he served 
congregations in the Wyoming Conference for 15 years before serving for 34 years 
on the faculty at Drew Theological Seminary. 
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Rev. Lyman C. Floyd (1836-1916).  He received an exhorter’s license in 1857, 
was admitted on trial in 1862, and served under appointment 29 years – including 
12 years as a district superintendent. 

Rev. Francis Asbury King (1840-1917).  He received an exhorter’s license in 
1865, was admitted on trial in 1866, and served under appointment 44 years. 

Rev. John LaBar (1824-1897).  He was born in nearby Pittston, received an 
exhorter’s license in 1850, was admitted on trial in 1853, and served under 
appointment 27 years – all within Lackawanna, Luzerne and Wyoming counties. 

Rev. John Clarke Leacock (1836-1922).  He received an exhorter’s license in 
1863, was admitted on trial in 1866, and served under appointment 46 years – 
including 6 years as a superintendent and 6 years with the City Evangelization 
Union of Scranton. 

Rev. Joshua Shay Lewis (1829-1908).  The nephew of one Wyoming conference 
pastor and the uncle of another, he received an exhorter’s license in 1851, was 
admitted on trial in 1855, and served  under appointment 43 years. 

Rev. Andrew Lutz (1822-1913).  An ardent advocate of prohibition, he was an 
active local pastor and a member of the Forty Fort congregation. 

Rev. Reuben Nelson (1818-1879).  He received an exhorter’s license in 1834, was 
admitted to the Oneida Conference in 1840, was a charter member of the Wyoming 
Conference in 1852, and served 39 years under appointment – including 28 years 
as the first president of Wyoming Seminary. 

Rev. George Peck (1797-1876).  One of five noted Peck brothers in the Methodist 
ministry, he was admitted to the Genesee Conference in 1816, a charter member of 
the Oneida Conference in 1829, and a charter member of the Wyoming Conference 
in 1852.  His 57 years of distinguished service under appointment include 16 years 
as a superintendent, 4 years as president of Cazenovia Seminary and 12 years as an 
editor – of the Methodist Quarterly and The Christian Advocate. 

Rev. Jonathan Kenyon Peck (1824-1899).  Nephew of George Peck, son of one 
Wyoming Conference preacher and father-in-law of another, he received his 
exhorter’s license in 1818, was admitted on trial in 1853, and served under 
appointment 37 years. 

Rev. Luther Wesley Peck (1825-1900).   Son of George Peck and father-in-law of 
another Wyoming Conference preacher, he was admitted on trial in 1845 and served 
under appointment 46 years – 21 in the New York Conference and 25 in the 
Wyoming Conference, including 4 years as a superintendent. 

Rev. Young C. Smith (1820-1902).   He was admitted on trial at the 1852 inaugural 
session of the Wyoming Conference, and served on the faculty (13 years) and as 
president (1 year) of  Wyoming Seminary before serving various churches and as a 
superintendent.  He served under appointment 32 years. 
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Rev. Levi L. Sprague (1844-1936).  He served on the faculty (14 years) and as 
president (54 years) of Wyoming Seminary.  He began at the Seminary as a 
layperson and spent his final 62 years there serving under appointment. 

Rev. Miner Swallow (1815-1898).  The brother-in-law of another Wyoming 
Conference preacher and an uncle to the noted Silas Comfort Swallow (1839-1930) 
of the Central Pennsylvania Conference, he was admitted on trial in 1854 and 
served under appointment 20 years. 

Rev. Jonas Underwood (1835-1918).  He received an exhorter’s license in 1859, 
was admitted on trial in 1868, and served under appointment 33 years. 

Rev. Ira Taylor Walker (1828-1921).  He was admitted on trial in 1858 and served 
under appointment in the Wyoming, Lexington and Genesee Conferences for 40 
years – including 3 as a superintendent. 

Rev. William Burroughs Westlake (1831-1897).  The grandfather of Wyoming 
Conference pastor David Green Westlake, he was admitted on trial in 1863 and 
served under appointment 34 years.  Before entering the ministry he was a 
schoolteacher – including time at Wyoming Seminary. 

Rev. John F. Williams (1844-1896).  He was admitted on trial in 1872 and served 
under appointment 25 years.  His wife is the daughter of a Wyoming Conference 
pastor and the granddaughter of George Peck. 

Rev. Irvin Castner Wise (1896-1979).  Originally licensed by the United Brethren 
Church in 1924, he served United Brethren, Presbyterian, Congregational and 
ecumenical ministries before retiring in 1969 and serving in the Wyoming 
Conference 1970-73. 

Rev. James Oscar Woodruff (1837-1896).  He was admitted on trial in 1896, 
served under appointment 36 years, and died during his third year as a 
superintendent. 

Rev. Welcome Sylvester York (1870-1946).  He was admitted on trial to the West 
Wisconsin Conference in 1901 and served under appointment 33 years in the West 
Wisconsin, Northwest Nebraska and Wyoming conferences. 
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Chapter 7 
Old Stone Church 1808 

 

 
Old Stone Church 1808 

Briar Creek, Columbia County 

 Located four miles west of Berwick on PA 93, this structure – and the 
establishment of Methodism in the entire region – owes its existence to the work of 
two brothers, Thomas and Christian Bowman.  The story of Old Stone Church 
begins with these two Methodist pioneers.   

Thomas and Christian were sons of Christopher Bowman who immigrated 
from Germany and settled in Eastern Pennsylvania.  There he married and raised a 
family that began a line of Methodist preachers that continues to the present day 
and extends to every part of the United States and beyond.  That family tree is given 
at the end of this chapter.  The Bowman family story is as follows. 

Christopher Bowman [Bauman] (1733-1806) came to America in 1754 on 
the ship Phoenix, out of Rotterdam, Netherlands, and settled in Bucks County PA.  
There he married Scottish immigrant Susanna Banks (1743-1816).  A short time 
after the birth of their first child, they moved Mt. Bethel, Northampton County, 
along the Delaware River about 8 miles below the famed Delaware Water Gap, 
where they raised their family of 9 children – the two oldest being Thomas (1760-
1823) and Christian (1761-1831). 

Although in Germany Christopher had been a Lutheran, a faith from which 
he never severed his relationship, he cordially welcomed and entertained the 
Methodist itinerants traveling up and down the Delaware valley.  Religious services 
were held in the barn and the family cottage.  During these meetings the mother 
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and each of her children were brought to Christ and became staunch Methodists.  
Oral tradition proclaims that it was Francis Asbury himself who was the instrument 
of the salvation for many if not all of the family.  All this occurred with the approval 
of the father. 

In the spring of 1792, the second child, Christian, removed with his family 
from Mt. Bethel to Briar Creek township, Columbia County.  The following year 
he was joined by his older brother Thomas and his family.  Traveling by wagon via 
Mauch Chunk, Nazareth and Lehigh, they made their way to Briar Creek and 
temporarily occupied a log house “near the three-story Pilkington dwelling” along 
the public road from Berwick to Orangeville. 

By 1797, the entire Christopher Bowman family had left Northampton 
County.  A married daughter, Mrs. Anne Bowman Dimm, moved to Dividing 
Ridge, near Muncy.  Another married daughter, Mrs. Susan Bowman Moore, 
moved to the Quenshukeny Valley west of Williamsport.  The others settled either 
in Briar Creek or at nearby places such as Foundryville, Nescopeck and Town Hill.  
The move was motivated by opportunity to procure large tracts of fertile land for 
farming and water power for milling and other enterprises. 

But the migrations had not abated the family’s religious zeal, and they 
continued to share the gospel in word and deed.   Within two months after Christian 
had settled in Briar Creek, pioneer Methodist circuit rider William Colbert passed 
through what was essentially virgin spiritual territory.  His diary for Monday, June 
11, 1792 reads: “I preached at Christian Bowman’s in the woods on I Thessalonians 
5:17.  I lodged at Joseph Ogden’s.ii”  About 1794, regular preaching services began 
to be held.  A Methodist society was formed, with preaching and other services held 
in homes of local preachers Thomas and Christian Bowman.   

A great revival occurred in the house of Thomas Bowman in 1805, which 
was described as having “power and widespread influence resulting in the 
conversion of a large number of people.”  As a result of this spiritual awakening, 
Briar Creek gained a reputation as a Methodist stronghold and the growth of the 
denomination in the area was greatly stimulated.   

In 1807, Thomas and Christian traveled some 30 miles east to Forty Fort to 
hear Bishop Asbury.  The bishop was traveling from New York along the north 
branch of the Susquehanna River, and at Forty Fort he would leave the river and 
head south via Allentown to Philadelphia.  It was at Forty Fort, on the site where 
the Forty Fort Meeting House was in the process of being built, on July 19, 1807, 
that Bishop Asbury formally ordained Christian and Thomas Bowman as local 
deacons. 

As the great revivals continued to bear fruit, there was an obvious need for 
a church building to accommodate the growing congregation.  Under the leadership 
of Thomas Bowman, land was secured to build a church and establish a cemetery.  
To raise the necessary funds, Thomas Bowman circulated a subscription list – with 
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pledges of support coming from as far as Baltimore and Philadelphia – to 
underwrite the cost of the project.  In time, however, this proved to be inadequate 
– as many of the subscriptions were not large, and the distances involved made 
them difficult to collect. 

When it appeared there might not be enough money to erect the desired 
substantial meetinghouse, the Bowman family undertook the responsibility to 
provide the major share of the labor and materials to complete the construction of 
the structure.  Upon its completion in 1808, it became the first and only Methodist 
Episcopal church building between the Forty Fort Meeting House in the Wyoming 
Valley and Amariah Sutton’s chapel near Williamsport.  Its solid construction and 
the care it has received over the decades have allowed the structure to stand as a 
useful sign of our spiritual heritage for over 200 years. 

The congregation held services in the church until 1856, at which time a 
new building was erected at Fowlersville, two miles west, at a more central and 
advantageous location.  In the burying ground at the rear of the church lie the 
remains of Susan Banks Bowman, the mother of Thomas and Christian.  Their 
father Christopher died while visiting his daughter near Williamsport and was 
buried there. 

The following four children (and spouses) and grandchildren (and spouses) 
of Christopher and Susanna Banks Bowman are interred in the Old Stone Church 
cemetery. 
     Thomas Bowman – his wife Mary Freas Bowman, his son John Bowman (the 
father of Bishop Thomas Bowman), his daughter Sarah Mary Bowman Millard, 
his son Thomas Bowman 
     Christopher Bowman – his wife Rebecca Stackhouse Bowman, his daughter 
Elizabeth Bowman Hutton 
     Lydia Bowman Mack Hoffman – her first husband Rev. Jacob Mack, her 
daughter Dorcas Mack, her second husband John Hoffman 
     Jesse Bowman – his wife Sarah Aten Bowman, his daughter-in-law Sophia 
Freas (Mrs. Christopher) Bowman, his daughter-in-law Elizabeth Patterson (Mrs. 
Derrick) Bowman 
 

Bowman Family Tree of Methodist Ministers 

This family tree gives relationships between Methodist clergy in the Bowman 
family – perhaps the most distinguished of which was Thomas’ grandson, also 
named Thomas Bowman, who served as a college president and a bishop.  It does 
not list non-ministerial persons, except as needed to establish relationships.  Books 
by Rev. Shadrach L. Bowman and Rev. Alfred S. Bowman give relatively complete 
trees for the families of Christopher’s sons Thomas and Jesse respectively.  While 
there were other descendants who became clergy in other denominations, this tree 
includes only those within the Methodist denomination.   The conferences of 
primary service for each person are indicated as follows: Baltimore (Bal), 
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California-Pacific (CPac), Central Pennsylvania (CPa), Cincinnati (Cin), Iowa 
(Iow), Minnesota (Min), Newark (New), North Minnesota (NMin) Southern 
California (SCal), Yellowstone (Yel).  
*indicates buried at Old Stone Church 
 

Christopher Bowman (1733-1806) – immigrant ancestor 
1. Rev. Thomas Bowman (1760-1823)* Bal (LP) 
 2. John Bowman (1786-1843)* 
  3. Mary Ann Bowman (1813-1852) 
      m. Rev. David Charles Kalbfus (1807-1882) Cin 
   4. Rev. Charles Henry Kalbfus (1834-1911) Cin 
  3. Bishop Thomas Bowman (1817-1914) Bal 
  3. Elizabeth A. Bowman (1825-1886) 
      m. Rev William T.D. Clemm (1814-1895) Bal 
 2. Jesse Bowman (1788-1880) 
  3. Sarah Bowman (1817-1880) 
      m. Rev. Jared H. Young (1810-1855) Bal 
   4. Rev. Jesse Bowman Young (1844-1914) CPa 
  3. Eliza Bowman (1820-1906) 
      m. Rev. William Hirst III (1815-1862) Bal 
  3. Rev. Shadrach Laycock Bowman (1829-1906) New 
 2. Rev. Wesley Bowman (1793-1867) Iow (LP) 
 2. Sophia Bowman (1797-1880) 
     m. John Gearhart (1789-1858) 
  3. Margaretta Runkle Gearhart (1823-1911) 
      m. Rev. Irvin H. Torrence (1821-1899) CPa 
 2. Susan B. Bowman (1797-1875) 
     m. Rev. Shadrach B. Laycock (1795-1882) Bal (LP) 
  3. Mary Anna Laycock (1821-1898) 
      m. Rev. John Woosley Haughawout (1811-1891) CPa 
1. Rev. Christian Bowman (1761-1831)* Bal (LP) 
 2. Eleanor Bowman (1786-1868) 
     m. Joseph Diltz [Dills] (1787-1857) 
  3. Huldah Diltz [Dills] (1829-1879) 
      m. Tarbel Rood (1824-1859) 
   4. Rebecca Augusta Rood (1844-1901) 
       m. Daniel Hartman (1837-1878) 

5. Rev. Franklin Eyer Hartman (1865-1944) CPa 
 2. Parmelia Bowman (1797-) 
     m. Rev Morris Howe (1766-1843) Bal 
  3. Rev. Wesley Howe (1802-1869) Bal 
1. Jesse Bowman (1766-1828)* 
 2. George A. Bowman (1799-1881) 
  3. Dorothy Ann Bowman (1827-1910) 
      m. Henry Clay Freas (1821-1896) 
   4. Annie Bowman Freas (1860-1938) 
       m. Franklin Asbury Witman (1861-1943) 
    5. Rev. Harold Ewing Witman (1891-1917) CPa 



Part II: Entering the Frontier      35 
 
    5. Rev. Edwin Henry Witman (1895-1971) SCal 
         6. Harold Francis Witman 
      7. Rev. Cynthia Witman (1953-) Min 
      7. Rev. Jan Witman (1958-) Yel 
     6. Rev. Frank McClelland Witman (1931-) CPac 
  3. Martha Bowman (1834-1862) 
      m. Rev. Aaron M. Kester (1827-1892) Bal 
   4. Rev. Reese Bowman Kester (1861-1940) NMin 
  3. Rev. Alfred Steck Bowman (1845-1934) CPa 
1. Anne Bowman (1774-1830) 
    m. Philip Dimm (1775-1850) 
 2. Rev. George Dimm (1808-1868) Bal (LP) 
1. Lydia Bowman (1778-1839)* 
    m. Rev. Jacob Mack (1771-1815)* Bal (LP) 
 
 

  



36     The Chronicle 2019 
 

Chapter 8 
Brooklyn Church 1813 

 

1832 Brooklyn church as improved and enlarged 

   Brooklyn is the site of the first enduring Methodist Episcopal work in 
Susquehanna County and is connected with some of the domination’s founding 
fathers.  The area was introduced to Methodism by Anning Owen (1751-1814) in 
1801 when he and Ephraim Chambers traveled the Wyoming circuit of the 
Philadelphia Conference – a circuit of 18 appointments spread over 200 miles 
connected mostly by blazed trails. 

 A congregation was organized here in 1804, and the first church building 
was erected in 1813.  That building was taken down in 1830 and replaced by the 
present structure in 1832 – making Brooklyn the site of one of first church buildings 
in the Wyoming Conference and one of that conference’s oldest existing buildings. 

 One person intimately connected with the history of the Brooklyn church is 
its first ministerial son, Rev. Edward Paine (1777-1820)iii.  Before the erection of 
the first church building, services were held at the Paine house.  The journal of 
Francis Asbury for 1811 states the following: 
     Thursday, August 1.  At brother Paine’s I preached and administered the Lord’s supper.  
My right foot is lame. 

 In 1812 the decision to erect the first church building was made in Paine’s 
house.  Local church records state the following: 
     At a meeting of the Methodist Episcopal Church held at Edward Paine’s on the 8th day 
of June, 1812, on the subject of building a Methodist meetinghouse for the use of said 
church and organization; voted to appoint Zoar Tewksbury and Jesse Bagley as an 
additional committee to act with the committee appointed in January last – to 
superintend the building of said house – also to find a proper place for said building, 
also to make sale of about 33 acres of land given toward the building of said house by 
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Mr. John B. Wallon, landholder at Philadelphia, and also all other business proper to be 
transacted by said committee relative to the erection of said church. 

 In July 1813, Bishops Asbury and McKendree passed through Brooklyn on 
their way from a northern conference to the Baltimore Conference.  They held a 
service in the barn of Edward Paine, the newly erected church building being 
inadequate for the occasion, and Asbury preached a powerful sermon from I Samuel 
15:14: And Samuel said, “What meaneth this bleating of the sheep in mine ears, 
and the lowing of the oxen which I hear?”  At the General Conference of 1888, 
Edward Paine’s son Edward L. Paine (1801-1893), then a lay delegate from the 
Wisconsin Conference, related that incident on the floor of the Conference – and 
the fact that as a lad of thirteen he was converted at that meeting.  

 
barn in which Asbury preached in 1813, with addition at the right 

as it appeared in 1898, moved to a different site  

 In 1816 there was a powerful camp meeting on the Edward Paine farm.  All 
of the above happened when Brooklyn was part of the Genesee Conference, which 
was formed in 1810.  Conable’s 1885 History of the Genesee Conference provides 
more detail about camp meetings and revivals at Hopbottom [the original name of 
Brooklyn – not to be confused with the nearby present village of Hopbottom] and 
describes the congregation as quite spiritually lively, as in the following statement 
from pages 92-93. 
     Hopbottom was famous for the spirituality and zeal of the membership.   Some of the 
meetings, to the eye of an outsider, were scenes of confusion. There was much of holy 
zeal there, but a little mixed up with something like fanaticism. The jumping spirit was 
often witnessed in Hopbottom Society, and some of the best members, male and 
female, were occasionally under its influence. When much excited they would 
commence moving up and down, apparently without effort or a knowledge of what they 
were doing. The movement was perfectly graceful, and yet evidently unstudied. It was 
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one of the phenomena which attended the great religious excitements of early 
Methodism. 

 Brooklyn became part of the new Oneida Conference that was split off from 
the Genesee Conference in 1829.  The Wyoming Conference was created from the 
Oneida Conference by the General Conference of 1852, the first annual conference 
meeting at First Church in Carbondale.  The second annual meeting of the 
Wyoming Conference was held at the Brooklyn church in 1853. 

 While serving Brooklyn in 1904, gospel songwriter Rev. John B. Sumner 
(1838-1918), best known as the composer of the music for “A Child of the King,” 
wrote the words and music for the following Centennial Hymn for the church. 
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Chapter 9 
Snyder’s Church Site 1814 

 

 
1814 Snyder’s Church as it appeared circa 1900 

PA 274, Wheatfield Township, Perry County 

 Snyder’s Church Cemetery in Perry County is the site of the fifth church 
building in the entire United Brethren denomination.  The building was erected in 
1814 and replaced by a 1905 structure that was moved 150 yards to the west in 
1961.  But it is not merely the date of the first building that makes the site 
historically significant. 

 John Snyder (1768-1845) was born in Germany with the name Johannes 
Schneider.  He migrated to America, settled in Perry County, and was converted in 
1802 under the preaching of John Neidig, the Oberlin PA builder of the 
denomination’s first church building, during one of the latter’s visits to the west 
side of the Susquehanna.  It was an experience that Snyder felt compelled to pass 
along, and he soon began to preach to others. Almost immediately the work of grace 
spread through his own neighborhood, and on one occasion thirty or more were 
converted and added to the Church. Thus was created the nucleus of what would 
evolve into Snyder's United Brethren Church. 

 As Snyder continued preaching on his own, his reputation grew beyond his 
own community.  A detailed account of John Snyder’s personal and ecclesiastical life 
is given in the article “From Shoemaker to Soul-Saver: Perry County’s Rev. John 
Snyder” in the 1993 issue of The Chronicle, pages 3-25.  In 1809 he was granted an 
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official license to preach, and in 1814 he was formally admitted to the United Brethren 
itinerancy.  His record under appointment is as follows. 
     1814-15 Hagerstown circuit 
     1817-25 Baltimore First 
       1817-18     presiding elder, Virginia circuit 
     1827-28 traveling presiding elder 
     1833-34 Dauphin circuit 
     1837-39 presiding elder, Carlisle District 
     1840-41 York mission 
This record revels two particular anomalies in the early United Brethren Church. 

 First, there are gaps in the records.  Once a man was admitted to the 
itinerancy, he was asked each year whether he was willing to travel – but he was 
not compelled to do so.  The low salaries paid to the itinerants and the family 
responsibilities of married itinerants often demanded breaks from traveling a circuit 
in order to provide for the physical and emotional needs of the family.  How 
difficult it must have been in 1814-15, for example, for Snyder to itinerate on the 
Hagerstown circuit while his family resided on and tended to the Perry County 
homestead. 

 Secondly, notice that Snyder was presiding elder of the Virginia District 
1817-18 while serving Baltimore First [aka Old Otterbein].  Presiding elders are 
now called district superintendents, and they were responsible for setting up the 
appointments in the districts, tending to the needs of the itinerants in the districts, 
and caring for the finances of the districts – all while under appointment 
themselves, and not receiving any extra remuneration for the added responsibility.  
It was not until 1827 that the first two full-time presiding elders were appointed – 
one of which was John Snyder. 

 But while Snyder was busy at the conference and denominational level, he 
did not neglect his home community.  With the vision and insight gained from his 
wider exposure, Snyder gave the land from his family farm on which that first 1814 
church building, the fifth in the entire denomination, was erected. 

 John Snyder, the German immigrant who was converted under John Neidig, 
gave land for the denomination’s fifth church building, was a delegate to the 
developing denominations first two General Conferences, and was the first paid 
presiding elder, is buried in the Snyder Church Cemetery – mere yards away from 
the site of the 1814 church building.  
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Chapter 10 
Old Burlington Church 1822 

 

1822 church building  
route 6, Branford County 

 On the north side of US 6, in Bradford County between Burlington and West 
Burlington, stands the most architecturally significant of our historic church 
buildings.  Erected in a remote area, far from a village of any size or importance, in 
a style reminiscent of the formal church buildings of colonial America, the two-
story structure includes an elevated octagonal pulpit and an extensive gallery on 
three sides.  The building was recognized in 1979 as historic site #69 of the United 
Methodist Church and placed on our country’s National Register of Historic Places 
in 1989. 

 The historic structure pictured above is actually the third Methodist church 
building erected at the site.  The pre-1822 story of events that led to the 
establishment of Methodism in the area, the acquisition of that particular site and 
the erection of the existing structure center around the McKean family and are given 
in the following paragraphs. 

 James McKean Sr. (1745-1797) was born in Cecil County MD and later 
moved to Huntingdon  County PA.  He was part of General John Sullivan’s 
successful 1779 Revolutionary War expedition through northern Pennsylvania and 
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into the heart of New York state that eliminated the threat from any union of the 
area British loyalists and the Iroquois Confederacy.   During that campaign he 
became aware of the fertile valley along Sugar Creek, through which US 6 now 
passes from Towanda to Troy. 

 In 1790. McKean and a few others came down from Chemung NY to scout 
the valley.  They met with a Native American Christian named Tomjack who lived 
at the junction of Sugar Creek with what is now called Tomjack Creek, within the 
present borough of Burlington.  They liked what they saw, and McKean cleared 
land near the present County Manor.  This was the first white man’s clearing along 
Sugar Creek. 

 The men spent the summer there and, with the help of Tomjack, raised a 
good crop.  That fall they returned to Chemung with the fruits and news of their 
labors, and the following April they left to return with their families.  The women 
traveled overland on horseback, while the men took their provisions and 
possessions by raft down the north branch of the Susquehanna.  They were to meet 
at the mouth of Sugar Creek, near present day Towanda, but the raft was delayed 
and the women had to wait about a week before the men finally arrived.  As soon 
as all were gathered safely together at the McKean cabin, Mrs. McKean called and 
led a prayer meeting to give thanks. 

The history of the Methodist society there goes back to that year of 1791 – 
the year in which John Wesley died.  The wives of those first settlers started to have 
regular prayer meetings among themselves.  These continued for several years 
before any circuit rider began to hold regular services in the area.  The story is told 
that one day a group of young people got together to stage a mock prayer meeting, 
as a form of amusement and to make fun of their mothers.  They sang hymns, read 
scripture and had several prayers when suddenly they were struck with a sense of 
shame and conviction.  Their mothers, instead of rebuking them, wisely came to 
join them and several were converted.  No preacher was there to guide them, but it 
certainly qualifies as the beginning of the society. 

 More settlers arrived, and in 1794 a log church was erected on an acre of 
ground given by McKean.  While the McKeans and the other key families involved 
identified as Methodists, they were without pastoral leadership – and the women of 
the settlement continued to provide the primary spiritual direction.  Methodist 
circuit rider William Colbert (1764-1833), for example, traveled the extensive 
circuits that included the entire north branch of the Susquehanna River 1792-94 – 
but his detailed journal makes no references to any persons or appointments in the 
area.  There is some suggestion that the Presbyterian missionary Ebenezer Martin 
(1732-1795) from Connecticut may have passed through the area during his 1792-
95 travels in the area – but that cannot be verified.  And so the 1794 log building, 
which was used for both school and church purposes, appears to have come about 
solely at the insistence of the local women. 
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 A cemetery was started beside the log church in 1795, the first burial being 
that of Robert McDowell (1743-1795), one of the original settlers who came with 
McKean from Chemung NY.  James McKean Sr. (1745-1797) was the second 
person to be interred on the land he gave for the church.  Most noted  among the 
pioneers buried there is probably James McKean’s son Samuel McKean (1787-
1841).  Samuel was elected to represent the local congressional district in the 
United States House of Representatives, serving from 1823 to 1829, and he served 
as a United States Senator from Pennsylvania from 1833 to 1839. 

 One reason that it’s difficult to identify a specific Methodist circuit rider 
with the founding of this class is the imprecise structure of the developing 
Methodist Episcopal denomination in the frontier areas.  It wasn’t until 1796 that 
consistent associations that could be identified as conferences began to emerge – 
and before that time the Sugar Creek valley was part of loosely defined 
administrative groupings identified in various years with either Baltimore or 
Philadelphia.   Even after 1796, this area and its associated “Northumberland” 
designation shifted from conference to conference as follows. 
     1796-1810 Philadelphia Conference 
     1810-1848 Genesee Conference 
     1848-1872 East Genesee Conference 
     1872-1876 Central New York Conference 
     1876-1880 Genesee Conference 
     1880-1962 Central New York Conference 
     1962-2010 Central Pennsylvania Conference 
     2010- Susquehanna Conference 

 In 1796 the class was officially chartered as ‘the Methodist Episcopal 
Society of Burlington” – becoming the oldest official Methodist Society in 
Bradford County, and, according to a 1965 paper by conference historian Charles 
Berkheimer, the only such society between the Williamsport PA area and Ithaca 
NY.  

 In 1799 the settlement met with misfortune when the log church burned, but 
the people immediately began to build another.  This second church, completed in 
1800, was a vast improvement.  Hewed logs were used, a ceiling was built, a pulpit 
was constructed, and a long double-desk was placed down the center for the school 
children.  It was to this church that the famous and eccentric independent Methodist 
evangelist Lorenzo Dow (1777-1834) stopped to preach and left his usual indelible 
impression.iv  One account describes this visit as follows. 
     Late one June afternoon in 1806, a queer-looking Quaker-dressed traveler 
rode into the neighborhood and put up at the house of Mrs. John McKean.  He 
immediately announced there would be a meeting in the church that evening.  The 
appearance of the odd-looking creature helped fill the house; he was a total 
stranger in a strange land.  When the people had assembled, he rose brusquely 
and said, "My name is Lorenzo Dow.  My business here is to save souls from hell.  



44     The Chronicle 2019 
 
My credentials are these (producing a Bible) which says, 'Go ye into all the world 
and preach the gospel to every creature..." 
 
 Gradually, the area began to become more organized – both civilly and 
religiously.  Bradford County was formed in 1812.  And in 1822 the people decided 
to tear down the hewed log church and erect a proper place of worship.  William 
McKean, a grandson of James McKean Sr, designed and built the octagonal pulpit.  
This was still a project of the local people, with little attention paid by the 
Conference to what was occurring in the outlying areas.  Visits from appointed 
circuit riders were infrequent – the area being part of a six-week circuit that was 
filled by two men.  The main persons in local leadership were class leader John 
McKean (1780-1855), another son the James McKean Sr., and local preacher Elisha 
Cole (1769-1862), who lived south of Towanda and is considered the “Father of 
Bradford County Methodism” – his story being told in the 1998 volume of The 
Chronicle, pages 93-96. 

 
interior of Old Burlington Church 
the noted elevated octagonal pulpit 

     By 1850, populations patterns had begun to shift and the 1822 church found 
itself without a local community.  In 1854, a church building was erected a few 
miles to the east in the growing  town of Burlington, followed in 1857 by one a few 
miles to the west in the village of West Burlington – and preaching at the Old 
Burlington Church was discontinued.  The building is presently maintained by the 
West Burlington congregation and used for weddings and special services. 
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Endnotes for Part II 

          i That name of that little girl has not survived – although she was apparently then 
well-known to  Mrs. Deborah Sutton Bedford (1773-1869), an eyewitness to this and 
other significant events and a key informant of George Peck when he compiled his 1860 
history.  A footnote in The Journal and Letters of Francis Asbury published in 1958, 
volume II, page 548, incorrectly identifies Mrs. Bedford as the little girl. 
          ii Joseph Ogden lived along Fishing Creek, either at its mouth (present day 
Bloomsburg) or possibly as far inland as Millville.  He relocated to this area after his 
house in the Wyoming Valley was burned in May 1770 during the Pennamite-Yankee 
War. 
          iii Edward Paine was born in Connecticut and spiritually awakened about the age of 
14 upon the sudden loss of his sister.  He came to Brooklyn in 1809, where he became 
the class leader and a local preacher.  He joined the Genesee Conference in 1818 and 
served only two years before he drowned in the Susquehanna River in Tioga County NY 
while on his way to attend the annual conference.  His memoir in the Methodist Review, 
vol. 3, pages 406-408, states: On Saturday evening he went in company with Brother 
Dana Fox, to the river to bathe.  As he was about to retire from the water, when within 
five feet of the shore, and in water up to his middle, he put his head under for the 
purpose of wetting it.  In this act he got strangled, and in his struggle staggered 
backwards into a deep hole, and soon went under.  It was about half an hour before he 
could be got out, when every exertion was used to restore him, but it was too late.”  The 
Dana Fox (1795-1876) who was accompanying him to the conference was also a 
ministerial son of the Brooklyn church who joined the Genesee Conference along with 
Edward Paine in 1818 and later served in the Kansas-Nebraska Conference.   Edward 
Paine is buried in the cemetery beside the Brooklyn church. 
          iv Lorenzo Dow (1777-1824) was such a successful and singular personality that he 
had many, many persons named after him – including scores of persons in the 
Methodist ministry.  The last one in the Central Pennsylvania Conference was Rev. 
Lorenzo Dow Ott (1863-1955).  Samuel McKean’s daughter Julia Ann (b. 1824) married 
Lorenzo Dow Taylor. 
     Dow is also suspected of having contact with and influencing Joseph Smith and 
Mormon theology.   One of the Utah pioneers of that faith was Lorenzo Dow Young 
(1807-1895) – brother to the noted Brigham Young – who was born in Smyrna NY, an 
area where Dow ministered extensively. 

                                                           


