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INTRODUCTION 

This history is prepared in this Bicentennial Year of our nation to help us appreciate our spiritual 

heritage. It is the first extensive history ever written about Mt. Zion Church. These labors are a 

gift to the present members, as well as, a lasting memorial to those who have raised the name 

of Christ above all other names in this community. Monday, May 24 is the 238th anniversary of 

John Wesley’s Aldersgate Experience at which time his “heart was strangely warmed.” May God 

send his Spirit upon us so that we may live the remainder of our days in faithfulness. 

 

Rev. Galen R. Menne, Pastor 

May 23, 1976 

 

 

The beginnings of Methodism go back to the year 1703 when in Epworth, England a child was 

born to Susannah and Samuel Wesley. He was named John and much of his early learning took 

place at home where he was instructed by his mother. He would grow up and attend Oxford 

University in London where he and a group of other students would organize a gathering each 

day for prayer, study of scriptures, and service to others. The name “Methodist” was first used 

by students who would ridicule the group for their methodical, highly-disciplined meeting. 

Ordained as a priest in the Anglican Church, he would make a trip to Georgia in the American 

colonies in what he thought would be a missionary work among the Indians here. On the way 

over to America, he met a group of Moravians who were traveling on the same ship. When a 

storm arose at sea, they were not afraid, but turned to God in faith. John Wesley longed for this 

same assurance. After a frustrating ministry in America, he shortly thereafter returned home. 

At a meeting on Aldersgate Street on the night of May 24, 1738 John Wesley had an experience 

that would change his life and that would start a spiritual awakening in England and later in 

America. Here are his words of what happened that night. 

“In the evening I went very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate Street, where one was 

reading Luther’s preface to the Epistle to the Romans. About a quarter before nine, 

while he was describing the change which God works in the heart through faith in 



   
 

   
 

Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for 

salvation; and an assurance was given me that he had taken away my sins, even mine, 

and saved me from the law of sin and death.”  

Feeling his heart strangely warmed and having such a burning from within, he could not help 

but preach the Gospel of Christ. John Wesley from that night on took his message throughout 

the land. When pulpits closed to him, he took to the marketplace, the fields, the mines, and the 

prisons. When the church where his father had preached would not let him occupy the pulpit, 

he stood outside the church and spoke to a huge crowd. He stood on the stone which was a 

memorial to his father and where he had been buried, telling the crowd that no one could drive 

him away from that spot. 

Such also was the experience of a group of persons who gathered in a grove of trees some 75 

years later in southern Anne Arundel County at a crossroads.  At the beginning of the 19th 

century camp meetings were being held. They were a time for awakening persons to repent of 

their sins and commit their lives to Jesus Chris. How long camp meetings were held at Mt. Zion 

we do not know. What we know is that the inspiration from these meetings led to the building 

of a small wooden chapel on the holy spot or nearby. The chapel would be called Mt. Zion and 

it would mean that Methodism had spread northward from Calvert County and Friendship, 

Maryland. There are some important events which must be told before the story of Mt. Zion’s 

beginnings continue. 

 

Wesley sent preachers to America to spread the Gospel to the New World. The most famous of 

these preachers was Francis Asbury who worked in America from 1771 to 1816, preaching 

16,500 sermons, ordaining 4,000 preachers, and traveling 247,000 miles, mostly on horseback. 

When Asbury came to America there were only 400 persons organized into Methodist Societies. 

When he died, the denomination numbered 200,000. 

There were five charges of Methodism in America in 1773, twenty-one in 1780, and twenty-four 

in 1781. It was during this latter year that Methodism spread from Baltimore to upper Calvert 

County. The new circuit was called the Calvert Circuit and from this circuit Mt. Zion Church is 

linked with the past. 

One of the duties of the General Superintendent, as Asbury was called, was to visit all of the 

societies or circuits to see if the Gospel was coming alive in the hearts of the people. From 

Asbury’s Journal which he kept, he mentions first coming to Calvert Circuit in 1777 where he 



   
 

   
 

preached at “Mr. G’s on the fork of the Patuxent River.” Again, on June 4, 1782 he gives this 

account: 

“Set out for Calvert, preached on the way at West River. I spoke to about one hundred 

people. We came to Herring Bay and thence went to a place formerly called Hell Corner, 

[now Friendship] and thus named because of the desperate wickedness of the people; 

yet even here God hath brought many poor souls to the knowledge of Himself.” 

Again, in January 1785, Asbury mentions preaching nearby at Child’s and Weem’s “at which 

place they are building a chapel.” [there is disagreement as to where this chapel was located. 

The history of Friendship Church, completed in 1975, says the chapel was at Friendship. Dr. 

Paul Schilling, who wrote a history of Calvert Circuit, says the chapel is at the present site of St. 

Mark’s Episcopal Church at Nutwell.] Four years later, Asbury was in the area again-between 

Nutwell and Friendship-and this time he writes: 

“I lodged with William Weems, once a great zealot for the old church. On the 18th we 

rode to Child’s. It was an awful stormy, rainy day and we had no meeting. The Lord has 

made bare His arm since my last visit here and should have been converted and 

sanctified.” 

His last visit to the area was in 1813 when he mentions that he “crossed the Patuxent River and 

had a cold ride from Lower Marlbourough to Samuel Essex’s, Plum Point. 

The Calvert Circuit began, as mentioned previously, in 1781. This was three years prior to the 

famed Christmas Conference which met in Baltimore in 1784 to begin the Methodist Episcopal 

Church in America. Attending the Christmas Conference were at least two of the early preachers 

who served the Calvert Circuit-Nelson Reed and John Hagerty. Nelson Reed grew up in what is 

now Davidsonville and he was called to be the first preacher in the Calvert Circuit. John Hagerty 

was the second preacher.  

 

Another early preacher who is well known is William Watters. He has been called “the father of 

Methodism in Washington, D.C.” since as a circuit rider he spread the Gospel there. He was 

pastor on the Calvert Circuit in 1783 and was a native American. Calvert Circuit grew in the 

number of souls that were receiving the Gospel. In fact, in the year 1789, it was the largest 

circuit of Methodism in America with 943 white members and 909 colored members. Methodism 

would not come to our area as a chapel until 1818, but camp meetings and classes were not far 

away, and thus it is hard to imagine them not being attended by the residents of our area. 



   
 

   
 

Samuel Chew, in his history of “Old Mount Zion Church” which appeared in the Baltimore Sun in 

1926, described the beginnings of the church in this way: 

“Nearly a century ago a band of earnest Methodists, actuated by the zeal, so rapidly 

manifested in those days of pious thought and action, determined to acquire the land 

and build a meeting house, wherein their facts could be glorified by public worship. 

Records are obscure as to the names of those who attended the first meeting, but we 

know that Robert Carr, Benjamin Welch, Bushrod Marriott and Samuel Carr as a board 

of trustees, bought the land and erected a frame building.” 

He does not say from whom they bought the land. Several persons have searched the old land 

records at the Hall of Records in Annapolis, including myself, and we have had no success. This 

information would have been in the records of the Calvert Circuit, but unfortunately, they were 

destroyed by fire many years ago. Thus, the establishing of a date as to when the church 

actually began is based upon Mr. Chew’s time, “nearly a century ago.” Although I did not find 

the land deed, I did find information that is more accurate in establishing a date. Mr. John 

Sellman, a trustee of the church at the time of its incorporation in 1837, kept a diary from the 

1820s through the 1860s. He records in his diary this information: 

“On last Saturday, 26 July 1851, there was a severe gust at night, the lightning burnt 

Mount Zion Church to the ground, Built 33 years (about) previously.” 

This would establish that Mt. Zion Chapel was built in 1818. For the first time, we have a 

reliable source as to our beginnings. 

Little is known about the early struggles of the chapel at Mt. Zion. We do know that on May 19, 

1827 the first Quarterly Conference of the year for the Calvert Circuit was held at Mt. Zion. The 

most interesting information from this meeting is the list of classes and collections for the 1st 

Quarter. 

 



   
 

   
 

Please keep in mind that our early beginnings as a church were in the days of the circuit rider. 

The parsonage for the preacher was in the village of Friendship and at that time about 22 

churches or societies were on the circuit. Thus, the circuit rider did not preach at Mt. Zion 

Chapel each Sunday. 

In November of 1835 a proposal was made for dividing the Calvert Circuit. Three reasons were 

given as to why this change would be beneficial. First, the neglect of people at extremes from 

the parsonage. Second, the membership including the colored was nearly 3,000 souls requiring 

the service of more than three preachers-two white and one colored. Third, there was still much 

territory in the area to which the Gospel needed to be preached. A committee of five persons 

was appointed to address the Bishop on this proposal. They were: William Hank, L. Mitchell, I. 

Childs, John S. Whittington, and James S. Owens. The last member of this committee was also 

a trustee of Mt. Zion Church. The Bishop agreed. The dividing line ran down the middle of Main 

Street in Friendship and extended to the South River, with the Patuxent River as one of the 

boundaries. Thus, as a result of this division, Mt. Zion Chapel became part of the new West 

River Circuit. From that day on, Mt. Zion would be the scene of many West River Quarterly 

Conferences for we were the “mother church of the West River area.” A parsonage was 

purchased in Owensville for the preacher of the West River Circuit and there it was located for 

many years. 

The parsonage property was purchased from Samuel Owens at a cost of $1,300.00. A deed was 

obtained in 1841. The records kept by the parsonage trustees indicates that lots were sold from 

the property to William H. Peake, John H. Hopkins and Mr. Wier, with one other lot to sell. 

 

SALE OF PARSONAGE AT FRIENDSHIP    $250.00 

SALE OF LOTS                                      $281.75 

SUBSCRIPTION                                     $873.25 

                                                           ---------- 

                                                          $1,410.00 includes interest 

 

Trustees of the parsonage were: John Sellman, Jacob W. Bird, Francis Bird, Henry Owens, 

Robert Carr, William H. Peake, Dr. James Owens, Bushrod W. Marriott, and Samuel Carr. You 

will note that many of these persons were also trustees of the Mt. Zion Chapel during this time. 

The church was incorporated February 13, 1837. The Act of Incorporation begins: 

The Methodist Episcopal Church called and known as Mount Zion Church in Ann Arundel 

County passed----To all whom these presents shall come greeting know ye that the male 

members of The Methodist Episcopal Church residing within the West River Circuit, and 

County of Ann Arundel above the age of twenty one years, and attached to the 

congregation or church commonly called and known by the Mount Zion Church being 

desirous of electing certain of their members, to be constituted a body politic, under and 



   
 

   
 

in pressure of an Act of the General Assembly of Maryland, entitled and Act to 

incorporate certain persons in every Christian Church or congregation, in this state, and 

of the supplement thereto, did assemble together on the thirteenth day of February in 

the year of our Lord, One thousand eight hundred and thirty seven, at the Mount Zion 

Church in the circuit, and county aforesaid, being the place ordinarily used for public 

meetings, for said church, agreeably to public notice given the preceding sabbath, and 

with the Reverend John Avery Geer the stationed Minister having charged of said 

congregation, did duly elect according to law and common usage of the church by ballot 

the following nine sober and discreet persons to with 

Robert Carr – Benjamin Atwell – Joseph Conner 

James S. Owens – Francis Bird – Nathaniel Chew 

Jacob Bird – John Sellman – Phillip I. Thomas to act as the Trustees of the said 

church. 

Many of the persons who were elected trustees of the church during this period lived in the 

Owensville area. One of these men, John Sellman did not, but lived near Tracy’s Landing, and 

was a convert from Herring Creek Parish (St. James Episcopal Church). He is said to have been 

converted to Methodism by reading some of John Wesley’s sermons. We now have in our 

possession one of these books, Evidence and Authority of the Christian Revelation by Rev. 

Thomas Chalmers. On the title page is the signature of John Sellman along with the date 1825. 

John Sellman records one of this first visits to Mt. Zion Chapel in his diary for Sunday 26 

February 1821: 

“Went to Mt. Zion, mother Elizabeth and myself. All received the Sacrament, there being 

an Invitation to Christians of all professions of good standing in their churches by the 

Rev. M. Prettyman who dined with us.” 

Mr. Sellman would attend Mt. Zion Chapel occasionally throughout the 1820s. On Monday 3 

September 1832 he mentions his becoming a Methodist: 

“I thank God. I believe this is the day 12 months ago since it pleased God to give me 

the assurance of faith. Oh! That I may be strengthened in faith to my latest hour and 

spend an Eternity in the smiles of my Redeemer.” 

John Sellman a few years later became one of the first-class leaders of the Mount Zion Chapel. 

He speaks of this in his notes for Sunday 2 May 1835: 

“Met at the school house on the mount above Mount Zion. D. Owens and my classes. 

Bro. Hank has trained me as one, I pray I may be no stumbling block.” 

 

We have a copy of an old class record of 1843 listing persons who belonged to the class taught 

by Mr. Sellman which met on the old school house on Sundays. Members of the class were: 

John Sellman, Elizabeth Sellman, James S. Owens, Elvia A. Owens, Benajmin Atwell, Rebecca 

Owens, Achsa Hardesty, Elizabeth Phipps, Elizabeth Stallings, Dennis Owens, William 

Richardson, Ann Gott, Emelino Devuall, Mary Owens, John Stallings, Margaret Stallings, William 



   
 

   
 

Tillard, Ezekiel Basford, William Sears, Sarah Sears, Margaret Hopkins, Henry Welch, Elizabeth 

Mangum, Elizabeth Hambleton, Rebecca Stallings, Bushrod Marriott, Benjamin Welch, Sophia 

Stallings, Elinora Nutwell, Sarah Hambelton, Somerfield Hambleton, Mary Hardesty, Mary 

Nutwell, James I. Owens, Rebecca French, Sarah Stallings, Mary Hambleton, Margaret Elliott, 

Elizabeth Simmons, Mary Rawlings, Emily Stallings, and Emily Welch. 

By 1850, the congregation had grown so rapidly that the small wooden building no longer 

would seat all the new converts. The minutes of the meeting called on April 1, 1850 by the Rev 

Hezekiah Best read: 

“Resolved that it has become imperatively necessary to erect a new place of worship on 

the grounds of this church called and known as Mt. Zion-and that Rev. H. Best be 

requested to ascertain the cost of a suitable building in size forty by fifty feet.” - John 

Sellman, Secretary 

In June of this year a building committee was appointed and the following persons served in 

this capacity: Gassoway Winterson, Joseph Bucey, Henry Owens, John Sellman, B. Allan Welch, 

William Hopkins and Benjamin Atwell. 

It was also resolved that the full amount of the contemplated cost of the new building be raised 

before the construction began. John Sellman was appointed treasurer to receive subscriptions 

for the new building. The trustees met on the 1st of September 1850. The minutes of this 

meeting tell the story: 

 

Preparations for the new building did not begin until the following spring when in March the 

Board of Trustees met: 



   
 

   
 

Resolved that John Henry Hopkins and Samuel Carr, members of this Board, be 

authorized, and appointed to purchase a two-horse wagon, and a suitable pair of 

horses, for the purpose of drawing the bricks remaining at the Landing to Mt. Zion. 

Also resolved that William Hopkins and Joseph Richardson be appointed to attend to the 

transportation of the lumber landed at Mt. Pleasant to Mount Zion. 

It must be noted that the steamboat played an important part in this area as a means of 

transportation. The Weems Line was established in 1817 and provided a steamer from 

Baltimore to the Patuxent River, with landings on West River. One of these landings was at 

Galesville. Mount Pleasant was the name of a community along the Patuxent River in the 

vicinity of what now is Sands Road. It was from these two points at building materials for the 

new church were drawn over the dirt roads that led from Galesville through West River and 

Owensville to Mt. Zion and from Mount Pleasant to Bayard and then to Mt. Zion. 

The building of the new church began on July 22, 1851 on a location nearby the wooden 

building. Where this original structure may have stood, we do not know. It may well have been 

behind the present building since for many years there was an area of church yard between the 

oldest section of the cemetery. We are sure that the two buildings did not occupy the same 

ground. The records suggest two sites as they record the tragedy of that summer: 

“The original wooden church built in the year was burnt by lightning on the night of the 

26th July 1851 just four days after the commencement of the new building.” 

What is puzzling about this note in our records is why no date for the original building was 

never recorded. Perhaps no one was really sure of the date. 

Where the congregation worshiped the remainder of the summer we do not know. Perhaps 

worship was held outdoors or at “the school house on the mount above Mount Zion” which 

John Sellman mentions in his diary as the place where his class met. What we do know is that 

those persons who traveled by and came to worship, at the same time, saw the charred timbers 

of the first meeting place and view a larger brick building being constructed. 

The corner stone of Mt. Zion Church was laid by the Rev. E.D. Owen on the 22nd of July 1851 at 

4:00pm. “In the north west corner of the Building six bricks from the surface of the ground is a 

sealed bottle containing the following...” This sentence ends and we are kept guessing what’s in 

the bottle. Present for the cornerstone laying were: Robert Carr, John Sellman, Henry Owens, 

Benjamin Atwell and others. The builder was E. W. Robinson. We do not know where the 

builder lived or if he had other workmen. Work on constructing the new building continued 

through the summer and into the fall. 

In a meeting of the Board of Trustees in August 1851 we would assume that all building 

materials had been delivered to the site for it was resolved: 

that the horses purchased for the use of the church be and are hereby sold to John H. 

Hopkins for the sum of $225. The new church was ready for use on Sunday, November 

8, 1851 and was dedicated the same day. Rev. Henry Slicer preached the dedication 

sermon and used as his text the story of Jacob’s Ladder which is found in the 28th 

chapter of Genesis. 



   
 

   
 

The Mt. Zion Church was at last completed. John Sellman in his diary does not mention being 

present on the 9th of November nor anything about the new church, even though he was a 

member of the building committee. The reason for this is that his daughter died in August and 

his grief overwhelmed him. He speaks much about his faith in God, but little about the new 

place of worship. On the following Sunday, November the 16th, the class of which Mr. Sellman 

was leader met “at new church M Zion.” 

As I mentioned earlier, Mt. Zion Chapel was the first Methodist Episcopal Church established on 

the Calvert Circuit that was north of Friendship. Friendship Church, like Mt. Zion, began with a 

small wooden chapel. This building stood for fifty years until in 1833 it was too small and out of 

repair. In that year, “The Brick Church” was built, with the bricks being made from clay that 

was found in the vicinity. Today, there has often been mentioned that the brick sanctuaries of 

both Friendship and Mount Zion are similar in size and architecture. Not only do they look alike 

and were built in somewhat the same period, but both were called by the same name, “The 

Brick Church.” There is only one time that this name is to be found in our records and that is on 

the page that records the dedication on November 9th. At the top of the page in bold heading is 

the title: 

The Brick Church at Mount Zion 

 

The spiritual fires that had burned in the hearts of the early residents of this community at a 

camp meeting had now brought them to the point that they had erected a beautiful brick 

building in which to glorify God. Our records show that contributions of over $2,000.00 were 

made towards the building which cost $3,000.00. 

How was the money for the new building raised? The minutes of September 1851 gathering of 

the Trustees tell the story: 

resolved that no more burials be allowed in the Mount Zion Grave Yard but under the 

following stipulations-That a committee be and herby is appointed to take charge of the 

same-That the following persons compose the same John Sellman, Gassaway Winterson 

and Phillip I. Thomas. That it shall be the said duty of said committee to lay off the 

ground appropriated to the grave yard into lots, of 16 square feet each. That the lots 

thus laid off and numbered shall be offered to the public at $20 each with the 

understanding that all persons, who have heretofore paid, or shall from this date until its 

completion pay $20 towards defraying the expenses of building the church now in the 

course of erection on the ground aforesaid, shall be entitled to a lot, without, any 

further demand for same. 

This information suggests that prior to 1851 burial lots were free. This was also the first 

organization to care for the Grave Yard that is now so much a part of Mt. Zion Church. During 

the same time that “The Brick Church” was erected at Mount Zion, in Owensville, a school was 

being established that is part of our history. In 1850, a school for boys and girls was begun by 

the Rev. R. George Chaney. It was known as Chaney’s School and was located at the present 

site of the Christ Episcopal Church Parish House in Owensville. The remains of the foundation 



   
 

   
 

may be found behind this present building. In the year 1851, Chaney’s School or the West River 

Classical Institute as it was also called, published its first Annual Register or catalogue. A copy is 

at the Hall of Records in Annapolis. Since many of the early members of Mt. Zion Church lived 

in the village of Owensville, including the minister, this information is important. The register 

describes the school and Owensville in this descriptive way: 

This institution is pleasantly situated in the heart of the far famed and beautiful West 

River country, amongst a people distinguished for their intelligence and morality; and it 

may be said in truth that Maryland can present no village more favorable to mental and 

moral improvement. In point of morality, Owensville stands unrivalled, almost every 

dwelling in the village is a house of prayer, and it is entirely exempt from those places of 

public resort, so pernicious to the young, so destructive to youthful piety. Its citizens 

hear neither the noise of rioting nor the language of profanity, but breathe a pure 

atmosphere and enjoy most excellent health. Two neat churches recently completed will 

afford means for religious instruction. 

Samuel Chew, in his article written for the Baltimore Sun, mentions that, ”lines of students 

marched from the West River Classical Institute  and sat together in the high-backed benches.” 

The school was established by ministers of the Baltimore Annual Conference of The Methodist 

Episcopal Church, but many of the members of Mt. Zion Church supported the school with their 

financial help as well as in sending their youth to the school and keeping them in their homes. 

Subjects taught by the school included Greek, philosophy and logic. 

Samuel Carr, a trustee of Mt. Zion Church for many years, served as a trustee of the school. 

Patrons included Samuel Carr, Dr. Benjamin L. Bird, and Henry Owens. A list of pupils and 

where they resided will give us even more information as to how the school was strongly 

supported by members of Mt. Zion Church. 

 

pupils                                     resided at 

-------                                     ------------ 

Francis M. Bird                               Mrs. Rebecca Bird’s 

Robert John Wilson Carr                  Samuel Carr’s 

Nathaniel Summerfield Chew            J.W. Chew’s 

Samuel P. Chew                                     “ 

William H. Hopkins                          John H. Hopkins’ 

Henry Marriott                                B.W. Marriott’s 

Benjamin Welch Owens                   N. Owens 

Henry Clay Owens                           Henry Owens 

George Richard Gardner Peake         William H. Peake’s 



   
 

   
 

William Henry Peake                                 “ 

Phillip Pindell                                   Rinaldo Pindell’s 

 

Since the West River Classical Institute was established by Methodists, it would appear that the 

youth may have worshiped at Mt. Zion Church when services were held there. The Owensville 

Methodist Episcopal Church was built in 1849 and was one of the churches referred to in the 

catalogue. The youth from this school may have worshiped at the Owensville Church also. We 

do know that preaching was not held at Mt. Zion each week at that time. In 1857, at a 

Quarterly Conference meeting it was moved to “take from Mount Zion morning preaching once 

a month and give the same to Wesley Chapel, and in place thereof to have evening preaching.” 

This motion did not carry and Mt. Zion kept its morning preaching once a month. 

West River Classical Institute was clearly a religious school, for the catalogue in 1851 

advertises: 

The School will be opened every morning with the reading of scriptures and 

prayer. The pupils will attend Sabbath School and Church every Sunday-each 

pupil should provide himself with a copy of the Holy Scriptures. 

Thus, we can picture the youth from this school walking across the fields from Owensville to 

attend preaching at Mt. Zion. When this school was closed, we do not know. It was still alive in 

1855-1856 according to an article in “The Maryland Gazette”: 

Let every father who has a son to educate and wishing to send him to college-

place him first with Mr. Chaney and then at St. John’s College. 

In 1859, the church was closed for a time for extensive repairs. It is difficult for us to imagine 

that a church of only 8 years old would need so much repair so soon. If we were to guess what 

the problem may have been, we would begin by saying that the roof was leaking. On the 5th of 

January in 1859, John Sellman and William H. Hopkins met to ascertain needed repairs and 

made the following report: 

that a tin roof, necessary spouting, three coats of paint on the walls  

outside, two coats of paint on the inside of the house, plastering repaired, walls 

frescoed, will put the house in good condition. 

A building committee was appointed to take care of this work. The trustees meeting in June of 

the same year resolved that the old shingles be given “to the African Church” and that the 

building committee put the church yard fence in proper order and that a cross fence be erected 

in the rear of the church. 

I want to say a word now about the African Church. Our records show that at one time the 

blacks had church on the church yard. Just when they erected this building, we are not sure. 

When Mt. Zion was built in 1851, it had an outside stairway leading to the balcony. Until 

recently it was possible to see on the bricks, outside of the church, where the stairway 

fastened. The shingles given to the “African” church would mean that sometime in the 1850s 

the blacks left and started their own church nearby. In our church records, the church is often 



   
 

   
 

called “Little Mount Zion” and is the beginnings of the Mt. Zion Church on Ark Road off Route 2 

which today is still called the same name as we are. 

The church was not ready to be occupied until October 1859 with the church minutes indicating 

that: 

the enclosure around the lot is not yet done but is under contract and when 

completed will cost on or about seven hundred dollars that is including the house 

and fencing, all of which is reported to have been paid or provided. 

During the same year, two items appear in the minutes that are worth noting: 

unanimously resolved that when our Mount Zion Church shall be reopened, we 

have promiscuous sitting 

Resolved that at no subsequent meeting after this at M Zion shall permission be 

given for the sale of w. melons or anything else on the grounds. 

The first item above indicates that prior to 1859 the men and women were forbidden to sit 

together. The second item indicates that the church was not only a place for worship, study and 

fellowship, but also a place to sell fruits and vegetables. We will always wonder what the 

problem was with the watermelons. 



   
 

   
 

 

There is a census map of Anne Arundel County dated 1860 which may be found at the Hall of 

Records. This map helps us to see where many of the early members of Mt. Zion lived during 

the time that you traveled to church by horse and wagon. 

As I noted earlier, many of the members of Mt. Zion Church played a large role in the 

establishment and maintenance of The West River Classical Institute in the village of 

Owensville. On looking over information on the West River Post Office, we note that many 

persons who were part of our church served as postmasters; 

 

Date of appointment 

Francis Bird                             Dec. 27, 1815 

Samuel Owens                         April 9, 1830 

John H. Hopkins                       Nov. 28, 1836 

James I. Owens                       Nov. 17, 1848 



   
 

   
 

Robert H. Carr                         April 17, 1848 

Samuel P. Chew                       Jan. 17, 1924 

 

The census map of 1860 prior to the Civil War shows that H. Webster lived near the Mt. Zion 

Church. On August 14, 1862 in the minutes of a meeting of the Board of Trustees, this 

neighborhood is mentioned. A committee was appointed “to wait on Mr. Webster, who 

acknowledges himself a tenant and agrees to pay five cents yearly for his shop’s being in part 

on the church lot.” His shop would have been located on what is now the church driveway. It 

would seem that H. Webster had a blacksmith’s shop, for in the same meeting the committee 

mentioned above was “charged with the duty of requesting Mr. Webster to keep his stock out 

of the church yard.” 

Also, on the census map you will find the name of John Carr. It appears that John Carr owned 

at that time the farm at the side of the church being farmed by Newton Hopkins and Raymond 

Armstrong. At this meeting in August 1862, the committee was “appointed to confer with Mr. 

John Carr relative to obtaining the lot in the rear of the Mount Zion Cemetery for the church.” 

 

As mentioned earlier, the parsonage of the West River Circuit was located in Owensville. The 

building still stands today next to the empty lot upon once stood the Owensville Church. The 

parsonage was not new when it was purchased in 1836, but no doubt was built in the early 

1800s. It always needed to be repaired and the parsonage trustees met often. We do not know 

what furniture was provided for the preacher when it was first purchased, but we do know what 

furnishings were there after June 1852. John Gilbert who was then pastor gave the following 

furniture to the trustees: 

Carpet for parlor, 11 cane bottom chairs, 1 rocking chair, 1 mantle clock, 1 large 

looking glass, two falling leaf tables, 1 round table, 6 old wooden chairs, five bed 

steads, three feather beds (one small), two bolsters, 2 pillows, 5 blankets, 2 was 

stands, 1 wash bowl, 2 bureaus, 1 bookcase, 1 small writing table, 1 small tub, 1 

safe, 1 cupboard, 3 iron pots, 2 ovens, 2 skillets, 2 p. shovel and tongs. 

Although the parsonage was nicely furnished, it appears that the plaster from the ceiling may 

have been falling in. In August of that same year a committee was appointed “to take into 

consideration the practicability of erecting a new parsonage at Owensville.” 



   
 

   
 

Quarterly Conference meetings, where elected officers from all churches met, were held four 

times each year at one of the churches on the West River Circuit. We do not know whether they 

were well attended or not, but if the information in the Feb. 1851 minutes is taken seriously, we 

would think they were not, but would soon become. At this meeting it was resolved: 

that every member of the Quarterly Conf. Attend each meeting of said 

Conference either in person or by Representative and that upon failure to do so 

said absentee be fined five dollars. 

This would help us to see that attending church meetings was very important, for a fine of 

$5.00 in 1851 would have been a large amount of money. 

Class meetings were held in each church in the West River Circuit. In the minutes from the 

Quarterly Conference meeting on the 20th day of August 1853, we discover what churches were 

on the circuit and who the class leaders were: 

Swamp (now Centenary Church in Shady Side) - Hyde Smith 

Friendship Wm. Webb, S. Goven, I. Barber, Wm Childs 

Mt. Zion Sam Carr, John Sellman 

Union Thomas Crandell, John Wayson 

Sylvan D. Weems 

Hope Chapel I.W. Bird 

W. Chapel A. Owens 

Parsonage (later to become Owensville Church) I.W. Chew and 

17 colored classes. 

One of the interesting items in this meeting was the request to all class leaders to: 

obtain from each of their class members in October next a collection of ten cents 

for the worn-out preachers of the B.A. Conference. 

This note tells us a couple of things. First, that offerings were taken for special needs from each 

class. Second, that the retired ministers were directly cared for by the churches when they 

could no longer be appointed to a circuit. The phrase “worn-out preachers” at first seems to be 

a humorous way of referring to retired preachers, but yet I think it describes them very well if 

we think of the rough life of the early Methodist circuit rider, who was outdoors in all kinds of 

weather. 

In 1857, a similar mention of collections appears in a resolution from the Board of Stewards: 

1st that each leader at the commencement of the conference year, shall see 

every member of his class and get them individually to obligate themselves to 

contribute quarterly a specified sum for the support of the Gospel, each leader 



   
 

   
 

using his influence to secure as liberal a contribution as the circumstances of the 

member will justify. 

That as far as possible the amount agreed upon shall be collected quarterly so 

that the current expenses of each quarter shall be met at its expiration. 

One of the oldest record books is the “Stewards Book for West River Circuit” and contains 

information from 1838 till 1845. A part of the current expense was providing for the preacher. 

Here is a portion of this record for the year 1840. 

 

The last preacher mentioned above is buried in the Cemetery. 

In one meeting of the Quarterly Conference in 1857, Gassaway Winterson, whose farm in West 

River was called Mary’s Mount, was “appointed delegate steward to meet the stewards of the 

district to fix the amount necessary for Table expenses, fuel, and house rent for the presiding 

elder” [district superintendent]. He was “to meet at the Preacher’s Office rear of Light Street 

Church on Friday the last day of March at 11 o’clock A.M.” This would have been a long journey 

to make in the 1850s to go to Baltimore, and yet being a good and faithful officer of the church 

was most respected. 

Quarterly Conference was also a time to honor those who had died in the faith since the prior 

meeting. Many resolutions are made to persons who served their Lord and church faithfully. In 

1871, there was a resolution made to one who gave himself faithfully to Mt. Zion Church, John 

Sellman, whose name appears again and again in the history of Mt. Zion Church. 



   
 

   
 

Whereas it has pleased God to received from our midst Brother John Sellman, for 30 

years Recording Steward of this Circuit, therefore be it resolved by the Qy Cont. of W.R. 

Circuit M.E.Ch. in Conf. Assembled- 

1. That in the death of John Sellman, W.R. Circuit has lost the services of a 

most valuable officer. He ministered well for more than 30 years in the 

Stewardship to which God and the ch. had called him. 

2. That, in this afflictive event, the M.E. Church has lost a tried friend, one 

worthy of any trust that could be imposed on him. In the time of trial, 

the cords of his love for her altars were drawn but the more tightly and 

his devotion flagged not. 

3. That we offer our sincere thanks to God for sharing him to the ch. To so 

good an old age, and we recognize in his removal but a translation to his 

rest and reward in the ch. above. 

4. That we will cherish his memory as most precious and we will hold his 

example most dear. 

5. That as a token of sympathy for his family we direct that a copy of these 

resolutions be sent to sist. Sellman-also that they be spread on the 

journal of his meeting. 

As we mentioned at the beginning of this history, the camp meetings were a way of bringing 

persons to religious conviction in the early 1800s and near this early meeting place, in a grove 

of trees, Mt. Zion Chapel was built. Camp meetings continued after the church began as 

evidenced by the minutes of the May 1843 Quarterly Conference: 

Will you have a Camp Meeting? Ans. Yes 

Who shall be your committee Ans. G. Weems, G. Winterson, G.W. Hyde, Samuel Carr, 

Robert Griffith, Lewis Griffith, and I.W. Bird. 

The best description of what took place at a camp meeting is found in an old book loaned to us 

by Mary S. Moreland Lengyel in which has been preserved some poetry-author unknown. One 

poem is entitled “Camp Meeting” and has the subtitle “On Visiting the Camp Ground near Mount 

Zion, the day after the encampment broke up, Aug. 1836.” Here is the poem. 

 

I came to the verge of the tent-circled wood; 

I stood on the stand where the preacher had stood; 

And feelings too might for utterance rushed on,  

As I gazed on the spot, and exclaimed-”It is gone.” 

 

It is gone-that full tide of existence, which late,  

To hear, seemed a moment, permitted to wait, 

It has rolled on its way to eternity’s shore, 

And its swell will be heard in the woodlands no more. 



   
 

   
 

 

It has rolled on its way, but who may declare 

What visions of glory, what glooms of despair; 

What hope and despondence, what meekness and pride, 

Was commixed in the gush of that soul crested tide? 

 

The saint who enjoyed the communion of heaven; 

The rebel who dared to remain unforgiven; 

The wise and the foolish-the humble, the vain; 

Each-all-are away of their journey again. 

 

They are all on their way to the dread judgment seat, 

So dispersed as they are, once again they shall meet, 

And the praise, and the shout, aye the course shall be there, 

Which shall never end-that perhaps began here. 

 

O ‘tis fearful to think, how again and again,  

The Savior was offered, and offered in vain: 

How the men of God strove, by his mercy, his love,  

By his vengeance, the heard of the sinner to move. 

 

My fancy recalls one-he trembles with dread, 

As God’s righteous judgments seemed launched at his head;  

His limbs scarce support him, high bristles his hair,  

And each throb of his heart is the throb of despair. 

 

The stroke is redoubled-it reaches him now;  

His heart dies within him, the sinner will bow;  

But some sin bloated idol, the moment rushed on, 

And conviction has vanished-the sinner is gone. 

 



   
 

   
 

And there set the beauty-so lovely and gay; 

The false world with flowers seemed strewing her way;  

But the sweet invitation on soothingly falls, 

She has almost consented to yield to its calls. 

 

She has almost consented; persuaded almost 

That she will be a Christian, but counting the cost, 

Finds the world, -her dear world- is too much to be given, 

And for it she rejects the bright prospect of heaven. 

 

But so did not all, for the mourner was there; 

And faith and repentance, and prevalent prayer. 

And hark, as the shout rises high on the blast; 

It proclaims that sweet mercy has found him at last. 

 

Green branches that wave o’er this hallowed ground, 

Retain, in your tremulous motion, the sound; 

Soft winds as ye wind on your way through this grove; 

Still whisper of pardon, of peace, and of love. 

 

And the preachers, they too, have moved on with the tide; 

Still walking the life-giving fountains beside; 

Still crying, “Come ye to the waters and live!” 

Still calling, “The cup of salvation receive!” 

 

O ye lights of the world! And the salt of the earth! 

When robed in his glory, your Master comes forth; 

O may he receive you, with scores in your train, 

And owe you, and bless you, for ever, Amen. 

 



   
 

   
 

The sabbath school or Sunday School began at Mt. Zion Church in 1852 and was an 

auxiliary of the Sunday School Union of the M.E. Church. The first officers were: 

President, Samuel Owens; Vice-Presidents, Dr. Thomas Owens and DR. I Burneston 

Owens; Secretary, Richard Jones; Treasurer, G.W. Welch; Librarian, F. Welch; 

Superintendent, Philip Thomas; Assistant Superintendent, Richard Jones. 

In 1845 we read this report of sabbath schools of the West River Circuit: 

We have 2 schools, 2 superintendents, teachers 22, scholars 67. We have 

another school now organizing. The libraries are very incomplete, but the 

“Sabbath School Advocate” is freely circulated in our schools. Our little schools 

may be said to be in good condition, and we think the people are becoming 

much more interested in the sabbath school cause. 

There are special events which have been memorable occasions because they have 

become part of the tradition associated with Mt. Zion Church. Mr. Samuel P. Chew 

described the All Days Meeting or Homecoming as we call it today: 

A great event of the year was the all-day meeting, which was held in summer, 

when the yard was bright with golden buttercups. The presiding elder came, and 

other preachers laid under the oaks and chestnuts and families met together for 

a feast. After the dinner, an old-fashioned experience meeting was held between 

morning and afternoon services and prayer and songs broke out upon the 

summer air. 

Mr. Chew wrote the article in 1926. Although in this statement he describes one of the 

glories of Mt. Zion, he wrote in a time when the breath of life and fires of those early 

camp meetings had nearly gone out: 

The time has come when Mt. Zion must come into its own again. The present 

pastor has done everything to awaken an interest. The circuit has been divided. 

A number of upright, intelligent young people are among its congregation. Is 

there not in the hearts who follow in the faith some sentiment and love, the 

fruits of which will mean that this church will stand for years as a monument to 

those who have sided its restoration? Although I understand that Mt. Zion 

Church was closed for a while during this period, much of our history is bright 

and glorious. 

For example, listen to this way that Mr. Chew described those who preached from the 

pulpit still in use today which may date back to 1851 and in the one in the chapel: 

How many hundreds of them have preached from that pulpit-some of them and 

these their first sermons; some of the gallant warriors of Methodism-Thomas 

Sewall, Bernard Nadel, Thomas Myers, John Lanahan, and George Hildt. 

Rev. George Hildt was pastor of the West River Circuit in 1840. He is buried in the old 

fenced lot in which is also buried Benjamin Welch, one of the founders. As a young 

minister, he rode horseback to preach in the mountains of Pennsylvania and West Virginia. 

In 1859, he was pastor of North Broadway Methodist Church in Baltimore and his name 



   
 

   
 

is on a memorial window dedicated to its first pastors at Mr. Hildt was a spokesman during 

the slavery issue which split the Methodist Church into north and south. 

In November 1951, week-long services were held to observe the 100th anniversary of the 

building of the sanctuary. At that time, an article appeared in the “Evening Capital” which 

contained a bit of history which cannot be missed. Mrs. Lee Dorsey McNew recalled when 

as a girl she would walk over a mile to Sunday School and services here. She mentioned 

that she and other children would play near an old brick wall in the cemetery, waiting for 

the folks to hitch up their buggies to go home. To this we add a remembrance of Mrs. 

Harry Woolen, daughter of John Sellman. She recalled a time when the members of Mt. 

Zion Church took their colored men as footmen to open gates and to look after the horses 

and they had their church at the same hour. 

Improvements were made to the church in 1876 and latter in 1903, but little information 

is available. We do know that in the fall of 1937, three sides of the church were furred 

and new wainscoating was put on and the ceiling replaced. Contractor was Howard 

Watkins from Damascus, Md. The total cost was $1,145.71. At this time also, pews were 

purchased. 

During the early 1950s, the need for an educational building was deeply felt. On December 

11, 1956, ground was broken by a faithful group of members, the Rev. Ramon McDonald, 

Mrs. Minnie Cullember oldest member and Nelson Hall youngest member. Many long hours 

of labor were graciously volunteered by members to reduce the cost. Mr. William Prout 

was appointed building chairman and Mr. Edward Jones was Treasurer of the Building 

Fund. The Educational Building was consecrated on June 23, 1957 with the Rev. Phillip 

Edwards preaching. After years of having public dinner, including the Annual Turkey 

Dinner, the debt for the building was paid. The dedication service was held on 

Homecoming Day, October 8, 1967 with Dr. Merritt Dietterich preaching. 

This was not the first building program of the 1950s in which Mt. Zion Church had 

participated. In 1955, the present brick parsonage was built for a cost of slightly less than 

$20,000.00 with Mr. William Nutwell of Deale, Md. the contractor. 

The most recent major improvement that was made to Mt. Zion Church took place in 

1971. On a Sunday in May a congregation meeting was held and the decision was made 

to restore the sanctuary. The proposed cost was $40,000.00 and the contract was 

awarded to Hopkins and Waysons. Bricks were repointed and a new roof put on. On the 

inside wainscoating was removed and replaced with paneling, the floor was replaced and 

covered with carpeting, walls and ceiling painted, and new electrical works were replaced 

as was the heating system. In addition, the pews that had been purchased in the 1930s 

were refinished. Mr. Herbert C. Moreland served as chairman of the Building Committee. 

In May 1975, the bell from the Owensville Church was placed in the steeple on the 

Fellowship Hall. It was given to Mt. Zion Church in 1964 when the Owensville Church was 

closed by Mr. Early Phibbons. Today it rings across the countryside reminding persons to 

come once again and worship at Mt. Zion Church. For 75 years it had previously been 



   
 

   
 

rung each Sunday at Owensville Church. The glorious story of Owensville Church is told 

each time the bell tolls. 

The minutes of a Quarterly Conference in 1848 held at Mt. Zion Church gives this 

information: 

Resolved, that a committee of five be appointed to enquire into the practicability 

of having a chapel built at Owensville and in the event of measure, in the judgment 

of the committee, they be empowered to take such preliminary measures as their 

judgment may dictate. 

A committee was appointed to carry out this resolution. Persons appointed were: G. 

Winterson, J. Buscey, B.W. Marriott, W.H. Fellows, an Agricultural Club, the Free Masons, 

and the Farmers’ Grange. 

In 1866, the Double Decker chapel was torn down and a new church was built, using 

some of the materials from the old building. The cost of the building was $2,325.00. 

Contractor was Thomas Edward Atwell. 

In 1964, interest and membership at Owensville declined. It was decided that the 

members should make their witness in the area church of their choice. Many of the 

members remaining from the Owensville Church were welcomed into fellowship of Mt. 

Zion Church and are today active in the life of the church. 

The old Owensville Church building was purchased by Mr. Early Phibbons and was shortly 

after closing, torn down. Several years ago, Mr. And Mrs. Phibbons erected a small church 

on the spot where the Owensville Church once stood. It stands to the memory of all who 

found there the spirit of the living God for more than 100 years. 

Methodism in the West River Area has a rich and glorious past as I trust you have 

discovered in reading this history. Churches that were once a part of the West River Circuit 

of The Methodist Episcopal Church were: 

Centenary, Mt. Zion, Owensville, Galesville, Friendship, Wesley Chapel, 

McKendree, West River, Hope Chapel, Ward’s Mission, Franklin Chapel, Union, Adams, 

Chew’s, Lancaster (now Sudley), Sylvan, Hogan’s and Carter’s. 

This list does not include those churches on the Calvert Circuit from which the West River 

Circuit was divided. With the closing of the Owensville Church in 1964, the days of the 

West River Circuit ended. At that time, we were all alone as a church for the first time in 

our history. 

As I mentioned earlier, Owensville seems to have been where many early members of Mt. 

Zion lived. Owensville in 1860 was a small village of homes and shops and churches. At 

the corner store was once located, there was an auction block where slaves were sold. 

Mt. Zion Church may have also been once part of a small village. The present parsonage 

is on the site of a school which may have been the one while John Sellman mentions in 

his diary. Several years ago, when we were grading the parking lot in front of our 

fellowship hall, we found an old grindstone. A mill may have once been located there. We 



   
 

   
 

know that during the 1860s, a Mr. Webster had a shop on what is now the driveway. 

Some persons still remember a story and the post office which were along Bayard Road 

in front of the church. For many years, Dr. West lived in the old house across the road 

from the church. Reminders of this village-life are nearly gone, but our church stands as 

a great witness of the faith of all who have fathered here to study and hear the word of 

God. Our first brick building, the sanctuary, is 125 years old (200 to date) this year. Our 

future is bright because of a renewed faith in God and willingness to give ourselves in the 

work of the church. The many persons mentioned in this history, and those unnamed, 

who have labored to provide us with a spiritual heritage now pass the work on to us. Look 

how far we’ve come! Their hearts strangely warmed, they began a church in which to 

worship God and keep the flame burning. 

 

 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I want to thank all members of Mt. Zion Church who have shared newspaper clippings, 

books, and other items pertaining to our history. Also to my wife, Carolyn, for proof-

reading and collating these pages which make up this booklet. 

We are grateful also to Rev. Everett W. Culp and others who provided a basic outline of 

our history in the booklet, “History of West River Circuit, 1836-1942.” 


