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INTRODUCTION

In March of 1989, the Montgomery County Historical society decided to
undertake a study to identify and report on rural churches. The first problem
was to define a rural church. After a certain amount of discussion, we decided
that Grant is urban, but that any smaller comunity is rural. Therefore, Morton
Mills, Sciola, Tenville, Wales, Stennett, Hawthorne and Coburg are included in
our work.

It was assumed that the project would be a big job, but that estimate fell
short of reality. We were astounded, not only by the number of such
organizations, but by their diversity. The list includes Methodist Episcopal,
Methodist Protestant, German Methodist, Free Methodist and Calvinistic
Methodist. There have been Presbyterian USA, United Presbyterian and Cumberland
Presbyterian. We have had two branches of United Brethren, Disciples of
Christ, Congregational, Swedish Evangelical Mission, Evangelical Association of
North America, Advent Christian, Swedish Lutheran, Church of God, Dunkards,
Winebrenarians, several varieties of Baptist, and a few union or community
churches.

There were a few churches started before the first school house in the area
was built; services were held in homes. As fast as the schools could be
erected, religious organizations moved into them, either existing churches or
new groups. The demand for preachers greatly exceeded the supply, and some
congregations just had Sunday Schools, which they ran themselves. Some groups
developed leaders within their own ranks, and survived for years with Tlay
ministers. Others settled for preaching services once every month or so. It was
quite common for ministers to have six or seven appointments, and even the town
pastors usually had two or three country congregations.

Eventually the supply of pastors increased, and by 1900, many country
churches enjoyed preaching services every week. A minister might have three
appointments on Sunday: morning, afterncon and evening. Sometimes the distance
between the churches was so great that it was amazing that he made it on time,
since horse-power was the only means of transportation.

Around seventy rural churches have been identified; there may have been a
few more than that. There were at least twenty-nine church buildings. Some
congregations had more than one building, and some of those structures housed
more than one church. The Historical Society has collected pictures of about
twenty country church buildings; we probably won’t find the others.

Ralph Spencer, a Red Oak historian, kept what he called his "l1ittle black
book"; in it he wrote:
From a Council Bluffs paper; 15 January, 1855: The first sermon was
preached in Montgomery county on Sunday last by a Methodist Circuit
Rider...



Tradition says that the preacher was James F. Rand, from Adams County, and
that the service took place near where Grant is now. From that beginning came
the Grant Methodist church, organized early in 1856; it has the longest
continuous history of any church in the county. Grant was not included in this
study as it is "urban", but it was certainly rural when it was formed.

1856 was a notable year for Montgomery County churches. In the spring or
early summer W.C. Means began preaching in the Ross Grove settlement, southeast
of where Villisca is now. That congregation became the Bethlehem Cumberland
Presbyterian Church.

It is said that the Red Oak Grove Baptist Church was founded 31 August
1856. That little group was the predecessor of the First Baptist Church of Red
Oak, but later accounts suggest that the present society was organized in 1859.

An early account reported that Elder Hunt, a Methodist Protestant
minister, preached in the home of Stephen Glandon, in West Township, in 1854,
but no confirmation has been found. According to the History of Montgomery
County; 1881, (lowa Historical & Biographical Co.), the Walnut Creek Methodist
Protestant Church was established in 1856.

Most of the rural churches met in schoolhouses at first. The earliest
schools were of logs, and were heated by fireplaces. The seating was rough, and
likely full of splinters. When frame schoolhouses were built, they were
considered a great improvement, but they probably weren’t much more
comfortable.

Baptismal arrangements were as primitive as the buildings. The nearest
river was used, without regard for the time of year. Pneumonia didn’t seem to
be any more prevalent among the newly baptised than in the general public.

In June, 1871, there were only four church buildings in the county:
Methodist and Baptist in both Red Oak and Villisca. At that time the first
rural church building was started: the Sciola Baptist church. That structure
still stands, the oldest church building in the county. The congregation never
had enough money to make many changes, so it remains much the way it was built.
A1l of the early churches Tlooked alike. They were very plain, boxlike
structures, and had two front doors, one for men and one for women. The
separation of sexes continued inside the church.

Not everyone approved of that practice. From the Villisca Review, 23
October 1890; Dunnville:

And now folks, let us say right here when you go to church...don’t
give an al-a-man-left swing at the door and send your lady to the haw side
of the church while you go over to the right. Don’t do it. Take your Tolly
to either side (it don’t matter which) of the house and remain with her. If
you will all follow directions a great change in order will be noticeable
on first trial. Try it!

The writer was ahead of his time. It was after 1900, probably closer to
1910, before men and women began to sit together in church.



The Sciola church had home-made furnishings and may have been typical of
its time. The original furniture is still in use. The pews are made from the
same pattern, but vary slightly in size and widely in quality of workmanship.
There is also much variety in the kinds of wood used. This may indicate that
each family provided seating for its own members. The pulpit is also hand-made,
but of excellent craftsmanship.

For a few of these churches, a history has been written. But for most of
them there was very little to go on, and for some, there was nothing; no one
had known they ever existed. Every denomination has an archives or library,
where records are kept. If we could visit those places, we probably could learn
more. But they seem to want money for any research they do and there was no
budget for this project, so very little has been learned from official sources.
The Free Methodists and Advent Christians didn’t charge for this service.

From the earliest days of the county until 1900 or later, the church
played a larger role in the lives of most people than it does today. It was the
center of their social lives as well as of spiritual concerns. The two were
combined in one particular practice that seemed to be common to all the early
churches: the Christmas Tree. That is what the event was called. It wasn’t a
program or service, or even a festival. It was a Christmas Tree. Each family
took gifts for its members and they were placed on the tree. Sometimes
arrangements were made to provide presents for children who would receive
nothing otherwise. Apparently it was not customary to have gifts at home.

If you read early accounts of the churches, you will find that they had
many festivals. A festival wasn’t a celebration; it was a fund raiser. Whatever
event was scheduled, it was to make money.

At the present time, there are eight rural churches still meeting in the
county. That doesn’t seem 1ike very many, compared to the number that have been
organized, but it is really remarkable that so many have survived.

Morton Mills Community: In Douglas Township. In February, 1989, they
celebrated their 75th anniversary. The church was built after fire destroyed
the church a mile west of Morton Mills. The congregation was originally
Disciples of Christ, but is now a Community church.

Wallin: In Frankfort Township. The Tabor Swedish Lutheran Church was
organized in 1894. A building was erected in 1896, but it burned, and the
present church was built in 1899.

Pilot Grove Methodist: In Pilot Grove Township. The Pilot Grove church had
its beginning before 1860, with a class of five members. The present building
was erected in 1887. It has been extensively remodeled. A cemetery adjoins the
church.

Stratton Methodist: In Sherman Township. An early account says the Stratton
Church was established in 1872 by Rev. J.M. Holmes. A Sunday School was
organized in the Kneedy school in April 1876. A church was built in 1890, but
it burned, and the present structure was erected in 1913.



Center Ridge Presbyterian: In Lincoln Township. Center Ridge church was
organized 1 June 1882 as a United Presbyterian church. A building was erected
immediately. It is still in use, but has undergone a number of improvements.
The church is now Presbyterian USA. There is a cemetery in connection with the
church.

Wales Presbyterian: In Lincoln Township. This church was organized in 1874
as a Welsh Calvinistic Methodist Church. A building was erected in 1876, and
enlarged in 1886. The present church was built in 1900. The neighbors always
referred to this church as Presbyterian, but the congregation hotly denied it,
and it wasn’t until 1921 that they finally admitted that they had been
Presbyterians all along, and joined the Corning Presbytery.

Hawthorne Methodist: In Garfield Township. This church was organized in
January 1865, in Carr’s schoolhouse in West Township. They met in the
Hawthorne country school for many years, then built a church in Hawthorne in
1889. They held a centennial celebration in 1989.

Climax Methodist: In West Township. An ME church was organized at West Linn
#4 schoolhouse in 1871. Some of the members were from the Carr’s schoolhouse
group. By the early ’80s, a congregation was meeting at Fairview school, just
south of Climax. The local Methodists organized as the Methodist Episcopal
Church at Climax, and in 1890 bought the Methodist Protestant church at Climax,
for $800. The present church was built in 1923.

There is another country church building still standing: Sciola. No
reqular services are held there, but it is used for community events, such as
open houses, reunions, Christmas programs and so on. There have been six
weddings in the church since it was restored. In 1983 the Sciola Church was
named to the National Register of Historic Places.

23 September 1983; Red Oak Express: ...The Sciola edifice appears on the
National Register to remind present and future generations of the unique
importance the country church played in the Tlives of the pioneers of
Montgomery County... .

That seems to adequately state our purpose in conducting this study of our
rural churches.



RURAL CHURCHES OF MONTGOMERY COUNTY

DOUGLAS TOWNSHIP

Disciples of Christ

Zacariah Lawrence, an officer in the War of 1812 and an elder in the
Christian church, settled in Adams County in 1855. On 24 October 1858 he
conducted a wedding at Milford. (6 November 1908; Express; Elliott) He was
probably the one who established a Christian church in Douglas Township at an
early date.

The church was still active in 1875, according to the Historical Atlas of
the State of Iowa; 1875; (A.T. Andreas; published by Chas. Shorer & Co.,
Chicago; page 419) but no meeting place was given. Services were probably held
in the original Number 5 schoolhouse.

The congregation must have disbanded at some point, but there were still a
number of "disciples" in the area in the 1890s. In April 189 a Christian
church was organized following a revival meeting at Number 5. That group became
the Memorial Church of Christ.

Memorial Church of Christ

1875 Atlas of Iowa; page 419: ...There is also another organization of this
(Christian) church, in Douglas Township.

19 October, 1888; Sun; Morton’s Mills: Rev. Walters has been holding meetings
at the Bean school house for the past week. He was trying to organize a
church there of the Christian denomination.

16 April, 1896; Review; Sciola: Rev. Hester was soliciting last week in this
vicinity for funds to build a Christian church on the site where the old
Bean school house stood.

18 May 1896; Incorporation records, Montgomery county; 17:396: First Church of
Christ, Morton Mills.

12 June, 1896; Review; The new church at Douglas cemetery is to be called "The
Memorial Church of Christ" in memory of the friends of those interested in
the building and those buried there.

16 July, 1896; Review: DISCIPLES OF CHRIST

Dedicate a New Church Building at Mortons Mills
About the Tast of March, Rev. J.K. Hester, pastor of the Christian
Church of Villisca, went out to hold a short meeting in the Allard school
house. The meeting lasted about ten days, and during that meeting there
were some conversions, with whom, and those disciples already 1iving in the
community, about 30 in all, organized a church and interested Uncle Jack
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Free Methodist (# 5, Red, Chard;
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Morton Mills Union; Sec 34.

M.E. (# 4, Oak Vale, Patterson; sec. 19)

sec. 20)

Pleasant Valley United Brethren; (# 6, Houser; sec. 13)
Memorial Church of Christ; sec. 32.






