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Brief Historical Sketch of Bethel Presbyterian Church 

Having been born in 1739, Bucks County, Pennsylvania, General Andrew Pickens was a mere lad 

when his family, Captain Andrew and Anne Davis Pickens, arrived in 1751 at the Waxhaw Settle-

ment in Lancaster County, South Carolina.  The Waxhaw Presbyterian Church was established a 

few years later in 1754. 

In 1756, the family of Catherine Montgomery Calhoun, which included Mary, James, Ezekiel, 

William, Patrick and their families, settled in Granville County, South Carolina, an area that would 

eventually be known as the Abbeville District. The Indians claimed to own this land and began to 

cause trouble. The Calhoun families, along with the other settlers, grew fearful. They planned to 

leave and go to Augusta, Georgia, for safety. They started their journey on February 1, 1760, and 

had only been traveling a few hours when some of their wagons got stuck near the creek. At 

this point, about one hundred Cherokee Indians on horseback launched a surprise attack. 

Catherine, her oldest son, James, and his wife, along with several of her grandchildren were 

among twenty-three killed.  Fourteen others were captured. 

The survivors fled to the Waxhaws and to the Low Country. It was at the Waxhaw settlement 

that [Gen.] Andrew Pickens met Rebecca Calhoun, daughter of Dr. Ezekiel Calhoun. In 1762 the 

Calhoun families returned to the Long Canes in Granville County with many persons added to 

their number, including [Gen.] Andrew Pickens. Soon afterwards they established Upper Long 

Cane Presbyterian Church in 1763, which continues in existence today. Then on March 19, 1765, 

Andrew Pickens married Rebecca Calhoun, aunt of John C. Calhoun.   

Settlement in Granville County, South Carolina, around the Long Canes, increased rapidly under 

what was known as the “Bounty Act” passed by the General Assembly of South Carolina on July 

25, 1761, encouraging European Protestants to colonize South Carolina.  Two townships were 

laid out, one at Long Cane called ‘Boonesborough’ and the other Belfast. Boonesborough 

Township was located in what is present-day Greenwood County. Surveyed in 1762 by Patrick 

Calhoun and named for Royal Governor Thomas Boone, this 20,500 acre township was laid out 

near the town of Ninety-Six as a buffer between white and Cherokee lands 

Protestant families seized the chance to own land, including several of the families that would 

establish Bethel Church forty years later:  Andrew Pickens, James Keown, father of Alexander 

Keown; Thomas Lesly, father of Thomas Lesly; James Loosk, father of Nathan and Henry Lusk;  

Alexander White Sr., father of Alexander White Jr.;  Patrick White;  and Andrew White.  

According to George Howe’s History of the Presbyterian Church in South Carolina Vol. I, after 

the war was over, families from the Long Canes began to move northwest into the Pendleton 

District, a tract of land forty miles square, ceded by the Cherokees in May 1777.   
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In 1782, General Pickens obtained 575 acres on the Seneca River, near where the Blue Ridge 

railroad crossed the stream. The first home of General Pickens was known by Hopewell. It was 

at Hopewell that he negotiated a peace treaty with the Cherokee Indians during several days of 

meetings. The Treaty of Hopewell was any of three treaties signed at the Hopewell Plantation. 

The treaties were signed between the Confederation Congress of the United States of America 

and the Cherokee (1785), Choctaw and Chickasaw peoples (1786). 

A number of the men who had lived with Pickens in Granville County (Abbeville District) and 

served with him during the Revolutionary War followed him to the Golden Corner of South 

Carolina. As they had done in the Long Canes Settlement in Abbeville, these men and their 

families established small churches in the newly opened territory of the Pendleton District: 

Carmel (1787) near Liberty; Broadway (1788) later renamed and removed to Belton; Good Hope 

(1789) located in Iva; Roberts (1789) a few miles outside of Anderson; and Hopewell-Keowee 

(1789) in Pendleton. While residing at Hopewell, General Pickens and General Robert Anderson 

were the leaders in organizing the Hopewell Presbyterian Church in 1789.   

Gen. Andrew Pickens and Rebecca eventually moved to Tamassee where, along with the Rev. 

Andrew Brown, they established Bethel Presbyterian Church in 1805.  Once again, men that had 

served with Pickens during the war followed him with their families: James Anderson, Nathan 

and Henry Lusk, Thomas Lesly, John Hughes, John and Josiah Houston, and others. 

About 1816, several families composing the original congregation emigrated to Greene County, 

Alabama, with Rev. Brown: Arthur McDow, John Hughes, Abner Steele, Oliver Woods, and an 

unspecified White family. Alexander Keown removed to the Abbeville District before 1810. 

Thomas Lesly moved in 1819, going over the mountain to McMinn County, Tennessee. John and 

Josiah Houston moved to Georgia, the former before 1810 and the latter prior to 1830.  There 

were also significant losses at that time due to deaths: James Anderson (1813), Henry Lusk 

(1813), Robert White (1813), Rebecca Calhoun Pickens (1814), and General Andrew Pickens 

(1817). 
 

In the 1830s two additional founding families, John McWhorter (school master) and Francis 

Jinkins, departed to establish Richland Presbyterian Church in 1834.  Elder and Clerk of Session 

John McWhorter (blacksmith) moved to Georgia following his wife’s death in 1840. The only 

founding family to remain with the church after Pickens’ death was that of Alexander White Jr. 

and those associated with him. On October 27, 1845, he deeded about six acres of land from his 

farm for the purpose of building a new timber-framed house of worship, built in 1846 by con-

tractor Henry Steele. The cemetery and the house of worship were both located on the land of 

Alexander White. This is known by the fact that the marker belonging to a founding church 

member, Elizabeth McWhorter, buried in 1840, preceded the conveyance of the property from 

Alexander White by some five years. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hopewell
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Confederation_Congress
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_of_America
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cherokee
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Choctaw
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chickasaw
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In 1852 Samuel R. McFall purchased the fine property known as Oconee Station near this church 

from John Doyle, and removed thereto from his former residence at Pickens Courthouse. 

Samuel and Anna were blessed with a large family, nine daughters and two sons. Soon after his 

arrival he was elected ruling elder of Bethel Church and Clerk of Session.  From the time he 

arrived he was diligent and zealous in the employment of every means for Bethel’s growth and 

prosperity. The membership increased from eighteen to nearly eighty. The Sabbath School and 

prayer meetings were brought into being. The people became more liberal in their religious 

contributions. Inspections during the 2002 interior renovation revealed that the current building 

did not include the pulpit area or the front porch. It is believed that these were both added by 

Samuel McFall. He also installed ceiling boards, making the building easier to heat. 

Though he was beyond the age limit, Samuel McFall enlisted in the Confederate Army. He was 

killed at the Battle of Gaines Mill near Richmond, Virginia, on June 27, 1862. Samuel McFall’s 

daughter, Rebecca, along with a servant, went in a wagon to the battlefield where her father 

was buried. She got permission to bring her father’s body back to his home state of South 

Carolina, and he was reinterred in Bethel Presbyterian Church cemetery.  

While McFall’s sudden death created a vacuum in leadership once more, Bethel was better 

prepared to absorb the impact. The church had grown, not only in its attendance, but in its 

spiritual formation. When there was no preaching, which was often the case, McFall would read 

to the congregation one of Spurgeon’s or Baker’s sermons.   
 

Alexander and Agnes White's daughter, Catherine DeWitt White, married John Sharp Jr. on 

June 12, 1827, at Bethel Church. The young couple settled near her father’s home on land given 

by him and was the progenitor of a large number of descendants. Elder John and Catherine 

White seemed to have led a most fulfilling life together. They were each 79 years old, were one 

month’s difference in age, were married 58 years, had 14 children, and died two hours apart the 

night of March 12, 1884. When informed of his death at ten minutes to 2 AM, she gave up the 

spirit two hours later, ten minutes to 4 AM. His arm was placed around her in the coffin, for they 

were buried in each other’s arms in one grave in the church yard 

The formation of the Walhalla Presbyterian Church in 1868 led to many good elders and their 

families moving their letters to the church in town, including Anna McFall and the girls (1868), 

Elder James and Mary George (1868), Elder L.B. and Mary Johnson (1869), Elder A.D. and Sara 

Gaillard (1874), and Elder James Andrew Bell and his wife, Martha (1882).  
 

James Jasper Kelley was born in 1827 in western North Carolina, near the boundary line for 

South Carolina. He married Catharine Lovely Sharp on December 14, 1853. Catherine was the 

fifth child of John and Catherine White Sharp. Kelley fought in the Confederate Army. Late in 

1863 Kelley’s brother-in-law, Winfield Sharp, who as a boy of sixteen in service with Kelley at 

Charleston, witnessed Kelley’s wounding at Fort Sumter. He was hit with a shell fragment. Infec-

tion and gangrene led to his untimely death on January 12, 1864.  
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Then Kelley’s wife, Catharine, died a year later from unknown causes. Five orphaned children 

were left behind: Annette, age 9, Robert McSwain, age 7, Thomas McBride, age 5, Whetsell 

Bergain, age 3 (his twin, Salena Rose, died in 1862), and the youngest, James Edwin, being only 

three months old. The children were reared by their grandparents, John and Catherine Sharp, 

during the most trying times following the Confederate War. 
 

T.M. Kelley was ordained as a deacon in 1886, at the age of twenty-seven. Then in 1894 he was 

elected a ruling elder. T.M. was next elected Clerk of Session and served as clerk for the next 

twenty-seven years. Oftentimes there might be six months between pastoral visits, leaving the 

Session, and especially the Clerk of Session, responsible for every aspect of the church’s life.  
 

The only records related to the 1905 Centennial Celebration came from the local paper, the 

Keowee Courier. The Minutes of Session do not have a single reference leading up to or after 

the celebration. Nothing was written down. Instead, the different articles from the Courier were 

cut from the paper and glued in the Minute Book.   
 

The celebration was held on August 9 and 10, Wednesday and Thursday.  The opening exercises 

were conducted by Rev. Dr. William G. Neville, who was president of the Presbyterian College at 

Clinton.  Dr. Neville was a grandson of Captain S. R. McFall.  A historical sketch was read in the 

afternoon by Col. Robert Anderson Thompson.  During the one hundred years that this modest 

country church lived she had twenty-three pastors, six of whom were still living at the time of 

the celebration; twenty elders, of which four were still living; seven deacons, of which three 

were living.  Nearly all the deacons afterward were elders, hence they were few. 

On Thursday morning at eleven o’clock Dr. William G. Neville preached the Centennial Sermon.  

At three o’clock Rev. J. A. Sharp, President of Young Harris College in Georgia, and a grandson 

of Elder John Sharp, spoke briefly of some of the progressive events and inventions of the past 

hundred years. Afterwards the unveiling of the monument took place in the front of the church. 

This monument of marble stood 8½ feet and had engraved on it the names of all the officers of 

the church for the past one hundred years. The monument was unveiled by Misses Cornelia 

Pickett, a descendant of Samuel McFall, and Kate Sharp, a descendant of John Sharp. 

James Edwin Kelley was still in the womb when his father died in January 1864 during the War 

Between the States and only three months old when his mother died just months later. In 1887, 

at the age of twenty-three, J.E. went to seminary. Even though he dropped out the following 

year, this initial interest in many ways foreshadowed his role in the church. T.M. Kelley made his 

last entry in the Minute Book on July 26, 1921, after serving as the Clerk of Session for twenty-

seven years. The Session’s mantle would next be carried by T.M.’s brother, J.E., who served as 

Clerk for the next twenty years, 1921 to 1941.   
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The Rev. Ace Leonard Tubbs arrived in Oconee County in 1948 as the dynamic young pastor of 

Walhalla Presbyterian Church. As with their previous ministers, he was informed that he was to 

go out to Bethel Church on the fifth Sundays to keep the church alive.  Bethel had a cemetery 

that was in bad shape. He challenged them to clean it up and they did.  A new oak floor was also 

laid in the sanctuary, the old light fixtures wired for electricity, a new roof put on the church, an 

area cleared in the rear of the building, five thousand pine seedlings planted, and a spring to the 

rear of the church cleaned and blocked in. 
 

At the invitation of the Rev. Tubbs, student pastor and his wife, Trent Howell Jr., a twenty-six 

year old Atlanta architect and now a senior at Columbia Theological Seminary, Decatur, Georgia, 

came to Oconee County in June 1952. Plans drawn by Rev. Howell were used in August of that 

year to build its Sunday school addition.  A program for the Ground Breaking Ceremony to be 

held on Sunday, August 24, 1952, was outlined and approved. Elder Joe Cowan was selected to 

break the ground as the church member with the longest record of active membership. 
 

Following Trent Howell Jr. in 1952, Elder John Cowan used the relationship developed with the 

Columbia Theological Seminary to provide ministerial leadership for the church, using fourteen 

ministers over a seventeen year period: A.L. Vreeland, 1953 (Jan−Sept); W.S. Blanton Jr., 1954− 

Sept 22, 1957; John Bradshaw, Oct 20, 1957−Feb 1, 1959; Charles Eiford, 1958 (summer); Robert M. 

Lytton 1959 (summer); John B. Degges, 1960 (Jun−Sept); Mac Faust, Feb 1, 1960−61; Franklin B. 

Clarke Jr., 1961 (Mar−Sept); James M. Readling, 1962 (summer); John Whitner, 1963 (summer); 

Erskine Clarke, 1964 (Jun−Sept); Ronald McElrath, March 14, 1965−Oct 6, 1968; Charles Raynal, 

1969 (summer). 

Rev. Rudolph Chasteen served Bethel Church from 1970—1975. During this time the church was 

underpinned with stone in 1972 by Elmer Cox and Frank Crowe. The next year, 1973, nineteen 

used pews were purchased from Bountyland Baptist Church and the flags placed in the pulpit by 

Rev. Chasteen.  

Following the departure of Rev. Chasteen, the church was supplied by Rev. Jack Stevenson. 

Several important milestones were reached in the life of the church during Stevenson’s tenure. 

Upon his arrival (1976−1983), Bethel began for the first time to rotate its church officers. The 

second was the ordination of Bethel’s first female elder in its history, Catherine O’Neal Rankin.  

The third milestone was the church’s sponsorship of a Vietnamese family to come to Oconee 

County. The fourth was the celebration of Bethel’s 175th Anniversary, celebrated on September 

28, 1980. The fifth milestone was the creation of the Oconee Presbyterian Service Fund led by 

Ralph Boggs in 1981. The sixth milestone under Rev. Stevenson was the church’s yoke with 

Richland Presbyterian Church (1984−1994). 

In 1984, Bethel and Richland jointly called Rev. Charles Reichenbach as their minister. Chuck 

served both churches for ten years before becoming Richland’s sole minister in 1995. Rev. 

Kendall Bryant was called in May 1996, followed by Rev. Frank Strickland in September 2000. 
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On Saturday, April 7, 2001, Frank got a phone call from Mrs. Millicent Massey stating that she 

would be attending the worship service on Sunday, and that she would be making a ‘sizable’ 

donation to the church. Bob Collier (treasurer), Bob Zetwick (clerk), and Frank met with Mrs. 

Massey after the service.  

Mrs. Massey first explained how she was connected with the church. Jane Duncan was born on 

February 17, 1841, the daughter of David Duncan and Nancy Trotter. Her first husband, William 

Carlyle Todd, volunteered to fight in the Civil War and died of typhoid fever in Virginia. In 1866, 

Jane married Samuel Vardry Massey.  Born on September 25, 1879, Samuel Adger Massey was 

the seventh child of Jane and Samuel Massey.  Pearl Whitmire rode the train to Seattle and they 

were married on December 22, 1905. Their only son, known as J.D., married Millicent Compson. 

Both parents are buried in the churchyard. Mrs. Massey led the gentlemen through a vigorous 

discussion about the needs of the church. In the end she placed no restrictions on her gift of 

$100,000 in memory of her late husband and his family. 

Interest in renovating the sanctuary, especially after the discovery of the hand-hewed pine 

beams in the ceiling and Mrs. Massey’s donation, came understandably to the forefront, but 

Bob Zetwick was adamant that attention should first be given to the church’s ‘infrastructure’; 

i.e., heating/cooling units and porches. A congregation meeting was held January 27, 2002, at 

the Tamassee DAR Chapel following the morning worship. The interior renovation project was 

presented and approved. 

The 2005 Bicentennial Celebration was patterned after the Centennial Celebration in 1905: two-

day event, guest speakers, monument unveiled, and conclude by singing “God Be with You [Till 

We Meet Again].” The dates for the event were Saturday and Sunday, September 24 and 25. The 

question this raised for the bicentennial was—what should the church, now a hundred years 

later, do about a monument?  
 

In January 2004, the Bicentennial Committee recommended to the Session that the church pur-

chase a bronze bell.  It would sit atop a stone monument in front of the church and to the left of 

the current monument. A bronze plaque with the names of the pastors, elders, and deacons 

from 1905—2005 would be mounted on the front side of the monument.  
 

Let us always be aware of the rock from which we were hewn, of the quarry from which we 

were dug.  Let us celebrate and remember with gratitude the lives of those who have gone 

before us, who laid down the markers that enabled us to find the well trodden path.  Let us 

recognize that the next chapter of this remarkable history is being written by our lives. 
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The cost of the book is $45 plus shipping.  Please use the order 

form below and mail to the church address. 

 


