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 In 1896 the community of Casa Grande numbered about 350 souls, and on 

May 3rd of that year it was official. Casa Grande and Arizola had their very first 

Protestant church, named Endeavor Church. It was the eleventh Presbyterian 

congregation to be organized in the Arizona Territory. Dr. Augustus E. Marden, a 

well-known physician, and L. C. Butler, an agent for Southern Pacific Railroad, 

were the first two elders to be ordained. The Arizona Republican stated at the 

time, “We believe a large future opens before this church, which starts out well 

and comes at a time when interest of the community is aroused on matters of 

religion and the advantages of having a church organization in their midst.”  

Two years before, Rev. Henry A. Thompson, began laying 

the ground work for a new church. He had a circuit of 

preaching spots at Arizola, Casa Grande and Maricopa all 

along the Southern Pacific Railroad main line. He traveled 

from one point to the next via handcar. The first meetings 

of the church were held in the first adobe schoolhouse 

located near present day Elliott Park. The first church 

building was erected in 1899 at the southwest corner of 

Florence Street and 1st Avenue from an icehouse that was disassembled in 

Florence and reconstructed into a two-room church building 

dubbed “The Little White Church.” There was one good sized room 

where services were held and a smaller supply room. There was 

no electricity in the building until many years later. Light was 

supplied by several round candelabras which hung over the 

congregation and could be lowered to light the candles. The early 

manse was a tent building at the rear of the property. After more 

suitable living arrangements were made for the pastor and his 

family, this tent building was used as the Sunday School building.  

 

 

First Adobe Schoolhouse  

               Little White Church 



 Between 1898 and 1916, the Presbyterian ministers serving in Florence also 

conducted services in Casa Grande. Their years of service are outlined below: 

 MINISTER     LOCATION   YEAR 

 Isaac T. Whittemore   Florence   1888-99 

       Casa Grande   1898-99 

 Herman B. Mayo    Florence   1899-1901 

       Casa Grande   1899-1901 

 Benjamin C. Meeker   Florence   1902-04 

       Casa Grande   1902-04 

 Josias Friedli     Florence   1908-09 

       Casa Grande   1907-08 

 Allen L. Kennedy    Florence   1909-10 

       Casa Grande   1908-09 

 Giles A. Henderson   Florence   1910-13 

       Casa Grande   1911-12 

 James W. Henderson   Florence   1915-17 

       Casa Grande   1915-16 

 

                          First Presbyterian Church of Florence, AZ built 1890 



Mrs. Celestia Snell Weaver was born in Fulton County, NY on July 22, 1839. 

Mrs. Weaver and her husband and family moved from New York to Minnesota to 

Iowa, to North Dakota, and then to Casa Grande in 1893. Locally she was known 

to young and old as Grandma Weaver. According to her obituary printed in the 

Arizona Republic, “she was an ardent member of the Presbyterian Church and 

always did her duty both in church and Sunday school sessions.” In 1918 she and 

two of her daughters, Lillian Peart and Lola Lee were among the seven founding 

members of the Woman’s Club. She was a member of the Women’s Christian 

Temperance Union for 40 years. Lettie Weaver had lived a long and useful life, 

always keeping in touch with all the late news and watched the Casa Grande 

valley grow for 29 years. She died March 5, 1922 after a short illness at the age of 

83 years. Rev. Norman R. Curtis of the Presbyterian Church and Rev. Baillie of the 

Christian Church officiated at the funeral at the Weaver homestead on Peart 

Road. She is buried in the small Weaver Cemetery in that same location. 

In 1897 Henry Thompson left for his next assignment in 

Cincinnati, OH., and the next year Rev. Isaac T. Whittemore 

arrived to tend the flock in Casa Grande. He traveled between 

the two churches by means of a mule pulled wagon. He was 

the founding pastor of the Florence Presbyterian Church 

which was formed in 1888. He gave a sermon at the county 

courthouse, the hand-written text of which is on display at 

the 

Pinal County Historical 

Museum, that spurred 

residents to ask him to 

remain in the 

community to start a 

church. After prayerful 

consideration, he 

moved his wife and 

young daughter from 

the Midwest to 

Florence and started 
                     Rev. Whittemore's handwritten sermon September 1888 

         Rev. I. T. Whittemore 



the church his forerunners were unable to get off the ground. He was also 

appointed by Interior Secretary, John Noble, to be the first caretaker of the Casa 

Grande Ruins. He lobbied for the historic site to come under the protection of the 

National Parks service. His pleas fell mostly on deaf ears. However, he was able to 

secure some funds to help preserve the site. In 1899 his service to the Casa 

Grande and Florence churches, as well as being caretaker for the ruins came to an 

end. He later retired in California to live with his daughter in Pasadena.  On 

February 20, 1904, he rode his wheel (bicycle) to North Pasadena to take some 

fruit to a sick friend. On the way home, he was struck by a street-car and instantly 

killed. He was buried in California, but his name appears on the back of his wife’s 

headstone in Butte cemetery in Florence.  

On October 2, 1899, Rev. Herman B. Mayo replaced Whittemore as 

caretaker and became the pastor in Florence and Casa Grande 

that same year. Mayo was born in MacArthur, Ohio and ordained 

June 12, 1896. In April of 1900, Rev. Mayo was called upon to 

hold funeral services for a prominent citizen, Christian Loss, who 

died unexpectedly at the age of 45 years. Rev. Mayo would 

preach morning and evening services in Florence the second and fourth Sunday of 

the month and every alternate Sunday at Casa Grande and Arizola. In 1901, Rev. H 

B Mayo leaves the service of the Casa Grande church. Reverend and Mrs. Mayo 

moved from Florence to Peoria, AZ, to serve the Presbyterian church there. He 

would later move on to Oklahoma and Kansas. He died in Columbus, Kansas 

March 24, 1952 at the age of 82. 

 Rev. Benjamin Cory Meeker arrives in April, 1902 from Clifton, AZ., to 

pastor the Florence and Casa Grande churches. He was born in Cranford, New 

Jersey, October 4, 1842, and was ordained September 29, 1868. He was married 

to Laura L. Scudder, October 7, 1868 in Laurenceville, N.J., the same year he took 

his first charge at Tamaqua, PA. In 1900 he helped bring a new 

church building from Tombstone to Clifton. Rev. Meeker was 

very active in the greater church by serving on committees at 

the presbytery and synod level. Prior to serving in Arizona, Rev. 

Meeker served churches in Las Cruces,1894-98, El Paso, 1893, 

and Silver City, 1892-93. In February 1904, Meeker left for 

Casa Grande Ruins c. 
1902 

Rev. James L. Rames 



Dexter, Hagerman, and Lake Arthur, New Mexico. He wound up in Emporia, 

Kansas where he died September 28, 1924.  

Rev. James L. Rames came to serve until 1905. He was born February 10, 

1877 in Iberia, MO. He first married Clara C. Noll on October 8, 1902 in Tiffen, OH. 

He and his family moved to Batavia, Ohio to serve a church there. He died in 

Woodson, Arkansas October 10, 1923. 

 Apparently, the church had to fend for itself until 1907 

when Rev. Josias Friedli came from Norwood, Ohio as pastor of 

Florence and Casa Grande. He was a native of Switzerland, born 

January 17, 1877, and immigrated to America in 1886. In 1900 

Rev. Friedli was graduated from Mission House Seminary. He took 

further studies at Lane and McCormick Theological Seminaries, 

and was ordained in 1900, after which he served a church in 

Bucyrus, Ohio. In 1905 he began a three-year term as a 

Presbyterian missionary in Arizona. 

Rev. Josias and Frances Friedli went from Florence to serve a German 

Reformed Church in St. Paul, MN. He died January 19, 1969 in Sheboygan, 

Wisconsin. The following is an excerpt from his obituary. Described as "a giant of 

the faith" by Dr. Ralph Ley, president of the Wisconsin Conference of the United 

Church of Christ, Dr. Friedli served the denomination as a pastor, on various 

church boards and as a faculty member at Mission House (now Lakeland) College 

and Theological Seminary, near Sheboygan. Twice he was acting president of the 

two institutions. 

Dr. Friedli had pastorates in Ohio, Minnesota and Wisconsin. He also did 

missionary work with Indians in Arizona in 1908 before the territory achieved 

statehood. 

"His death is more than the passing of an individual. It means the end of an 

institution, an era, a guiding light in church leadership," commented Dr. Ley, a 

former student of Dr. Friedli. 

"Dr. Friedli was never too busy to help me in the classroom or his own 

home.  I will always remember his wit and his quiet, unassuming but dynamic way 

of teaching," said the Rev. Howard E. Beil, Belleville. 

 Rev. Josias Friedli 



"He had dedication to his Lord and concern for people. Though the history 

lessons may be forgotten, the man who taught them will not be. Dr. Friedli's life 

was and will continue to be an inspiration to all who knew and loved him," related 

Mrs. Donna Pautz Kehle, Tomah. 

"Dr. Friedli combined the vintage qualities of wisdom, compassion, and 

Christian spirit that could use humor at its highest level. There never was a 

generation gap in his relations with other people, the Rev. Hilton E. Grams of 

Brookfield, offered. 

Dr. Friedli was a graduate of Mission House Academy and Seminary. He did 

graduate study at Lane Presbyterian Seminary, Cincinnati, 0hio; McCormick 

Theological Seminary, Chicago, Illinois; and the University of Chicago. 

He was born in Davos, Switzerland and came to this country in 1886. His 

wife died last August after 67 years of married life. 

 Rev. Allen Kennedy served in 1908 to 1909, coming from First Presbyterian 

Church of Decatur, Michigan. Rev. Kennedy was born in Franklin County, Arkansas 

in November of 1867. He was married to Mary Jane Moorman November 20, 

1888 in Chicago. They had a son, Victor, born in Portland, Oregon in 1892, a 

daughter, Hazel, born in Nebraska in 1894 and a son, Samuel, born in San 

Francisco in 1897. In 1900 they were living in Alameda, California. By 1910 they 

were living in Santa Ana, California. Rev. Allen L. Kennedy died April 23, 1918 in 

California. Joseph Raymond Waite, a licensed preacher, and graduate of Princeton 

Seminary, served the church from 1909 to 1910. He was born 21 Oct 1883 in 

Pennsylvania and died 10 Jan 1964 in Philadelphia. Rev. Giles A. Henderson 1911 

to 1912. He was born 3 April 1852 in Tennessee and died 19 October 1934 in 

Vernon, Texas. In March of 1913 he left for McGregor, Texas for a call to the 

Presbyterian Church there.  

In 1912, the Wilson family moved from the mines south of town into Casa 

Grande. Sarah Wilson became a moving spirit in the Little White Church. The 

Wilson children, whether voluntarily or moved by her spirit, took an active part in 

the development and the cleaning of the church. That same year a pastor with a 

history of service to the Native Americans came to pastor at the little church in 

Casa Grande. In 1911 Rev. George Logie resigned his pastorate in Douglas to take 



an appointment as principal of a new training school for Indian church workers in 

connection with the Presbyterian Indian School at Tucson. From 1912 to 1914 he 

tended the flock in Casa Grande. He went on to become the instructor of the first 

nine Native Americans to graduate from Cook College in 

Tempe. Rev. Logie would remain an active preacher in 

Arizona for many years, coming back to preach to the Casa 

Grande congregation occasionally. Rev. Logie was born in 

Ontario, Canada October 25, 1868 and died in Phoenix 

March 24, 1958. 

 William and Ida Sell came to the Casa Grande area 

in 1915. They homesteaded three miles south of Toltec. 

For a time, they attended Sunday afternoon services 

conducted by the Casa Grande minister at the Toltec 

school. Later they came to Casa Grande to church, 

attending regularly. Lila Sell Maize remembers that on some occasions when 

there was no minister available at the Casa Grande church, 

everyone would pile into cars and they would drive to the 

Sacaton Presbyterian Church to hear Dirk Lay preach. They 

would take picnic lunches and stop on the way back to have 

lunch together in the desert. On at least one occasion, the Sell 

family served the congregation members a quail dinner at their 

ranch home. 

 Rev. James W Henderson occupied the pastorate from 1914-16. He was 

born in Iowa in 1861. In 1920 he was living in Florence with his wife, Lula. Rev. 

Henderson organized a Sunday School in Toltec and would begin preaching there 

once a month. Rev. Henderson instituted a Children’s Day Service - a sort of early 

day Vacation Bible School, had devotions published in the local newspaper, and 

served the community as a committeeman to discuss the Hayden San Carlos bill, 

which would provide irrigation water to the valley. He also served as the 

Protestant prison chaplain in Florence. Rev. Henderson also worked to get 

prohibition passed. The W.J. “Jack” Hamilton family came to Casa Grande in the 

fall of 1915, living in a house-tent. The only house for rent in the town was built of 

adobe bricks, but it lacked a roof. Hamilton could not buy bedsteads, so he 

bought lumber and fashioned one for his sick wife. He purchased a stove from a 

            Rev. George Logie 

Cook Memorial 
Presbyterian Church in 
Sacaton, AZ 



friendly Spanish-speaking merchant family, but he generally 

found household necessities in short supply. He correctly 

assessed these shortages as a business opportunity, and opened 

a store in association with Homer Ward. Hamilton’s wife soon 

died after moving to Casa Grande. His teenage daughter, Gladys, 

began cooking and washing clothes (by hand on a scrub board) 

for the family. W J Hamilton served the church as elder and as 

Sunday School Superintendent for many years. Gladys Hamilton, as a teenager, 

helped to buy little red chairs for the Sunday School by going around town 

soliciting merchants and patrons. Each chair cost 50 cents. She said, “Most people 

only gave me a quarter, but finally we had enough to buy the chairs.” Rev. 

Henderson was also there to officiate at the funeral service for Mrs. W J Hamilton 

in September of 1916. In December of 1926 he performed the marriage service in 

Casa Grande for Mrs. Ruth Garfield and S P Soule of Randolph. 

 The area between Casa Grande and Florence was very sparsely populated 

until Coolidge Dam and the San Carlos Project were authorized in the early 

1920’s. Primarily it was to provide irrigation water for the Pima Indians, but it also 

promised to open more irrigated farmland in the Gila River Valley. Valley 

Presbyterian Church was dedicated April 27, 1924, and a stone church was 

erected with a chapel upstairs and rooms for Sunday School downstairs. The Rev. 

J. W. Henderson came to be pastor. At that time, the only line of the Southern 

Pacific Railroad ran from Yuma through Gila Bend and Casa Grande to Tucson; 

Phoenix passengers had to use a branch line that ran forty miles north from 

Maricopa. Shortly after 1926, the mainline railroad was built through Phoenix and 

it passed some three miles east of the Valley Church. The town of Coolidge was 

founded on the railroad, and the church was stranded out in the open country. In 

1930 Community Presbyterian Church was organized in Coolidge, Rev. Henderson 

serving there as well as Valley. After a year it was apparent that people wanted to 

go into town for church. Valley Presbyterian Church, Pinal County, was dissolved 

in 1931 and the building was sold to the Coolidge Women’s Club. 

 Lem Mathews was born in Tennessee and came to Casa Grande in 1917. He 

started out selling real estate in the area. He was known as the “the Casa Grande 

land man.”  In 1921 he was admitted to the Arizona bar and began practicing law 

here. He was an active member of the Presbyterian Church and an ordained Elder. 

      Gladys Albrecht 



During 1922-23 he served as chairman of the national board of missions of the 

Presbyterian church in Arizona. He also served as Justice of the Peace and Police 

Judge for the city of Casa Grande. In 1920, when he was running for state senator, 

Lem Mathews was described this way, “He is smiling all the time and he is 

thinking all the time. Endowed with a keen mind, a quick wit, an invincible spirit, it 

is impossible to discourage Lem. He seems to relish obstacles and is a fighter for 

right principles.”  Lem Mathews was a member of the Masons, Odd Fellows, and 

Knights of Pythias. He moved to Yuma from Casa Grande to practice law there. In 

1929 he was appointed chief deputy United States district attorney. Then in 1930 

he was awarded the post of United States Commissioner. In 1948, he and his 

brother Ben were the attorneys arguing for Native Americans right to register and 

vote in front of the state supreme court. 

 

 In August of 1916, Rev. Charles H. Churchill came to preach at the 

Presbyterian Church in Casa Grande. This began Rev. Churchill’s service which 

ended in the fall the following year. He began occasionally preaching in Toltec and 

Picacho Sunday afternoons after preaching Sunday morning in Casa Grande. An 

article in the Casa Grande Dispatch from December 23, 1916 states, “A party of 

Casa Grande folks about 40 strong, swooped down on Rev. Churchill’s home 

Friday night, and the Reverend gentleman and his family, were the recipients of a 

good old fashioned ‘pounding party.’ They were overloaded with good things, and 

the hearty spirit displayed in the giving, done the pastor’s heart good. When the 

surprise guests departed they left Rev. Churchill and family, in a most happy 

mood.” In February of 1917, Rev. Churchill leases a farm and puts a large acreage 

under cultivation. During World War I, Session received notification that Rev. 

Churchill was being called away. He was notified by the Y.M.C.A. Service of the 

United States that his application to serve as Secretary during the war had been 

accepted. He was ordered to report at once. 

 Albert and Eva Peck moved to Arizona in 1912, settling in the Toltec area to 

pursue agricultural concerns. Later they moved into Casa Grande where Albert 

was with the National Bank and sold Real Estate. He was twice mayor of Casa 

Grande and quite active in civic affairs. Albert served the Presbyterian Church for 

many years as Elder. Mrs. Peck served several terms on the board of directors of 



the Woman’s Club and was a member at the time of the building of the club 

house. Eva also was a dedicated worker at church. They spent their remaining 

years living in Riverside, CA. to be near family. Eva died June 30, 1956 at the age 

of 87. Albert, and a son and daughter preceded her in death. 

 Records of the church prior to 1917 are scant. It’s anybody’s guess as to 

what happened to them. Perhaps they were carried off by an overzealous former 

pastor in the hopes of safeguarding them, or they may have been recorded in a 

book of insufficient integrity to withstand the ravages of time. Whatever the case, 

the survival of the records we do have seems to 

correspond with the arrival of Rev. Norman R. 

Curtis. He was the first installed pastor of the Casa 

Grande church, and he was described as being very 

Presbyterian. Up until this time there wasn’t much 

competition from other Protestant denominations 

in town. The church was sometimes referred to as 

Union Church, because so many from other 

denominational backgrounds worshipped there. 

After the arrival of Pastor Curtis, the church started 

to become known as First Presbyterian Church. 

 Session records of 1919 outline a five-year plan endorsed by Rev. Curtis and 

the elders. It was called the New Era Program and it called for raising $10,000 

from the membership and borrowing another $10,000 for the purpose of building 

a new church building. The church would acquire land on the northern edge of 

town at the north end of Sacaton Street. A new manse was built on the property 

and the pastor’s family moved in the end of June, 1921. In 1925, the congregation 

had 82 members and pledged $6707 for the building fund. A loan was received 

from the Home Mission Board and the following year a contract was let for the 

sanctuary and ground was broken March 13, 1926. The church sanctuary was 

designed by architect Robert Orr of Los Angeles and constructed by Michael 

Sullivan, a Catholic stonemason, who built several residences and commercial 

buildings in Casa Grande. FPC also made plans for a church building in Toltec and 

the addition of a community pastor. The Toltec Church was established in May of 

1919 in the new Toltec Hotel, but by 1922 the boom in the area had dwindled 

enough to close the church.  

          Rev. Norman R. Curtis 



 Michael Curtis, a grandson of Rev. Curtis wrote a story that appeared in the 

centennial celebration book stating, “Rev. Curtis was born in Illinois and in time 

married Lucy Gray. They moved to Pueblo, CO. and 

traveled as a missionary 

appointment for the Presbyterian 

Church to Mescalero, in New 

Mexico, in 1913. Rev. Curtis 

ministered to the Apache Indians 

in Mescalero. Those Indians at 

that time included Natchez, who was the son of Cochise 

and the actual chief of the Geronimo led Apache clan. 

Others who lived on the reservation at Mescalero were 

famous war chiefs of Geronimo such as Sanspear and 

Chato. Rev. Curtis’ son, Francis Curtis, remembered the 

Indians receiving tainted beef as food and the children being blinded by lack of 

treatment for disease. Rev. Curtis ministered to the Apaches for two years, then 

moved on to Tucson and Casa Grande. The family arrived in Casa Grande in 1917.” 

Francis Curtis’ earliest recollections of his father’s Presbyterian Church services in 

Casa Grande was a particularly significant event involving the death of a baby. 

According to Francis Curtis, the parents of a child named Booker T. Washington, 

who resided at the Trekell Ranch, came to First Presbyterian Church because their 

baby had died. They wanted the baby buried by Rev. Curtis from the church. This 

was after World War I, and apparently some church elders felt that a colored 

baby should not be buried out of the First Presbyterian Church. Rev. Curtis, at a 

Sunday service from the lectern advised there would be a burial for Booker T. 

Washington from the First Presbyterian Church at 2:00 in the afternoon and that 

“all good Presbyterians should attend.” The Presbyterians apparently turned out 

and the baby was buried with appropriate ceremony. Rev. Curtis was on the 

statewide Presbytery Governing Board for the Presbyterian Church. He apparently 

filed charges against the dissenting elders before resigning as pastor of the 

church. 

 The family moved to Maricopa and homesteaded 640 acres before moving 

to the west of Phoenix and then to Monrovia, CA. Rev. Curtis died in Oklahoma in 

    The Little White Church 

        Rev. Curtis and Natchez 



1952. Francis Curtis returned to Casa Grande and lived here until his death in 

1993. Rev. Norman Riley Curtis died in Allen Oklahoma in 1953. 

 Sarah Mary McMurray was a part of the Casa Grande community for almost 

30 years. She was the owner of Casa Grande Construction Co. which her grandson 

Gordon McMurray managed for her. She was very involved with the Presbyterian 

Church and the W.C.T.U. She would teach Sunday school, lead the prayer service 

when the pastor was on vacation, and often officiate at funerals when no pastor 

was available. She was small in stature, but stood out in congregants’ memory, 

even to the violets on her bonnet-like hat, as a symbol of total involvement. She is 

credited for bringing eucalyptus trees to Casa Grande in 1915 when she planted 

them on her property. On March 26, 1919 she died at age 84 years old. The local 

newspaper announces her passing with: “Cold type cannot express the sorrow 

with which the announcement of the death of Mrs. McMurray was received. It 

was a personal loss, because she was the friend, the guardian guide, of every man 

or woman with which she came in contact.” 

 Rev. Dr. Jonathan Wesley Purcell was called to fill the vacancy July 23, 1922. 

He was born near Gate City, VA. In 1866. He was then installed October 30, 1922. 

Dr. Purcell had been a visiting minister at Trinity Presbyterian Church in Tucson in 

October of 1915. He served churches in Monticello, AR, 1909-10, Palatka, FL, 

1910-15, and Faison, NC, 1915-22 prior to coming to Casa Grande. He departed 

February 1, 1924 after receiving a call from a Presbyterian church in Yoakum, 

Texas. Before a new pastor was called, Rev. John Gilbert Blue of Pasadena, 

California came to fill the pulpit on several occasions in 1924.  

 Mr. and Mrs. Joseph B. Steere came to Casa Grande and joined First 

Presbyterian Church October 6, 1918. Mr. Steere opened a furniture store the 

following year and operated it till his death September 30, 1935. He was an Elder 

of the church for more than 35 years. He also served as clerk of the session, and 

choir director for more than 15 years. He served as city councilman and was 

reelected several times. He was also a member of the Chamber of Commerce and 

of the Masonic Lodge here. His funeral service was in the “Rock Church” officiated 

by Rev. Curry Love. During the service a poem was read that was written by Mrs. 

Gertrude Hager in tribute to Mr. Steere. 

He loved his church, his God, and men 



A friend so well worth while 

And those who knew him best will miss 

His gracious, kindly smile 

He spoke no ill of any man 

But walked the Christian way 

And helped in any phase he could 

His fellow men each day 

The pain that wracked his feeble frame 

So patiently he bore 

Until God’s angel set him free 

His sufferings now are o’er 

O faithful soul! Thy tasks are done 

God called thee to thy rest 

A life well spent, a race well run 

We question not – God knoweth best 

 

Rev. Benjamin H. Freye formerly of Denver was installed May 22, 1924. Rev. 

Freye moved to the city with his wife and little daughter, Harriett. A reception 

was held at the home of Elder J. B. Steere that was attended by representatives of 

all the city’s churches. Rev. Freye stated that he was very pleased to take over the 

church here and do all in his power to further its progress. In January of 1925, 

Rev. Freye had the sad duty of officiating at the funeral of Billy Lipphardt, a young 

boy who died from the effects of cerebral meningitis. Plans were made to raise 

the funds needed to build the new church building. The Presbyterian Women’s 

Auxiliary would pledge $300 by selling turkey dinners throughout the 25 months 

of the drive for the new church building. Rev. Freye left March 23, 1925. Benjamin 

H. Freye was born in Wisconsin in 1886 and died in Phoenix in 1945. In April. Rev. 

John Blue was back to help fill the pulpit for a month ending on Easter Sunday. 



Rev. Barrows of Tucson, Rev. Cory of Benson, Rev. Hunter of Florence, and others 

helped keep the church going until a new pastor could be called in September of 

1925. 

 In June of 1924 Frank and Gabrilla Gilbert along with their children: Agnes 

Ruth, David Guy, Parke Thompson, and Mary Carolton Gilbert joined the church. 

Which was celebrating its 28th anniversary. Along with their father, Frank, the 

Gilbert brothers had fig farms and developed a neighborhood called Evergreen 

Addition in the late 1920’s. Later the family would supply the land for Evergreen 

Elementary School. Parke Gilbert was elected district governor of the Lion’s Club 

in 1944 and would later serve as an international director of that organization. 

Parke Gilbert would later develop Elaine Farms Mobile Home Resort (named after 

his wife), which is now Casa Verde Estates, and with Jack Johnson would develop 

the Palm Parke subdivision. Gabrilla Street was named after his mother. He would 

donate land for Burruss Park – which is named after his wife’s family – and he and 

Guy would donate money for Frank Gilbert Park in Casa Grande, in honor of their 

father. They also donated land for the new Masonic Temple in the 1950’s, and the 

five acres where the church currently resides was donated to the church by the 

Gilbert brothers in the 1960’s. 

Henry Grady Thurman first came to Casa Grande in 1922 

when he spent two years here, and later returned in 1929 

to take up permanent residence. He was the local 

distributor of petroleum products for Standard Oil Co. 

Grady was born near Ft. Worth, Texas in 1897, and served 

with the 18th Division during World War I. He arrived in 

Arizona in 1919 and worked for Standard Oil in 

Tombstone, Chandler, Williams, Humboldt, Phoenix, but 

called Casa Grande home. Grady had two children, a son 

Richard and a daughter, Barbara, when his wife died in 

1932. He met and married Edith Hancock, a local school 

teacher who had three children, a son, Vernon, and two daughters, Maxine and 

Patricia. Grady and Edith were very involved in the Presbyterian Church. Grady 

served as Elder on Session several times and attended General Assembly as an 

elder commissioner in Kansas City in 1941. In 1943, Grady Thurman chaired the 

Cross donated in the memory of 
Edith Thurman 



committee to retire the debt on the church. The mortgage on the church property 

was burned with proper ceremony shortly afterward. 

His obituary in the Dispatch states, “A quiet-spoken, courteous man, Mr. Thurman 

typified the characteristics of a true gentleman. Prominent in civic affairs, he 

served two terms as city councilman and was the recipient of the largest number 

of votes in the town’s history. He was also elected Mayor, but due to business 

commitments, declined the office. 

He served on both Elementary and High School boards; the board of directors at 

Hoemako Cooperative Hospital and was a past president of the Chamber of 

Commerce board of directors. He was also instrumental in organizing the first 

rodeo association here and served as its president.” 

Grady was also a charter member and past president of the Lions Club, and a 

member of Pinal Masonic Lodge 30. He was also a member of the City Planning 

and Zoning Commission. 

Edith Thurman was born in Ada, Oklahoma September 1, 1900. When she died in 

1957, her obituary lists her accomplishments: President of the first Ladies’ Board 

at the Casa Grande Valley Country Club, president of the Presbyterian Women’s 

Association, superintendent of the Presbyterian Church Sunday School, past 

president of the Casa Grande PTA, past president of the state organization of 

Presbyterian Women, member of the Order of Eastern Star, and member of the 

Hoemako Hospital Auxiliary.  

   

           First Presbyterian Church of Casa Grande built 1928 



On September 6, 1925 Curry H. Love was installed as 

the new pastor of First Presbyterian Church and 

ushered in a new era of stability for the church. On 

Christmas Day 1925, Curry Love was married to Miss 

Mary Hood of Johnstown, PA in a ceremony in Tucson 

performed by Rev. Dr. B. Wrenn Webb. Immediately 

after the ceremony they returned to reside in the 

Presbyterian manse. For the next 14 years Rev. Love 

served the church through good times and bad. He held 

the first worship service in new “Rock” church when it 

was completed in 1928. Through the years of the Great 

Depression his leadership held the church together 

financially and keeping membership steady. He was well respected in the 

community and helped organize a community chest to assist those who were out 

of work and in need of food and clothing. He published Sunday School lessons in 

the CG Dispatch, and held countless funeral services over the years. Because of a 

rule of the Presbyterian Church at the time, he had to resign as pastor of the 

church when he turned 70 years old. So, on April 11, 1939 the pastoral 

relationship between Curry Love and First Presbyterian Church was dissolved. 

  Mary R. Hood Love was born Sept. 3, 1888 in New Florence, Pa. She 

had lived in Casa Grande from 1926 until 1973. Her late husband, Rev. Curry Love, 

was pastor of the Presbyterian Church when the rock church was built. He was a 

minister here for 14 years. He died in 1944. Prior to moving to Casa Grande, Mrs. 

Love taught school in Pennsylvania. She had attended Indiana State University for 

three years.  She and Curry were married in Tucson on Christmas Day 1925. They 

returned to Casa Grande to begin their married life –  to live in the manse next to 

the rock church. She was a member of Chapter 28, Order of Eastern Star and was 

an elder in the Presbyterian Church. In July of 1965, Mary Love was at the ground-

breaking ceremony for the new church site to turn the first shovel of earth. She 

remained active in the life of the church until she went to Palm Springs to live 

with her son. She died May 3, 1978 in Palm Springs at the age of 89. 
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 Homer B. and Minnie R. Ward arrived in Casa Grande in 1912 and 

homesteaded 9 miles west of town. Mr. Ward operated a mercantile store with W 

J Hamilton until 1930. Homer Ward made many friends among the Pimas and 

Papagos, learning to speak both languages fluently. He often acted as interpreter 

for them in official tribal business affairs. He was owner of a large collection of 

Native American goods, many of which had been given to him by his Native 

American friends. In 1930 he ran for the office of constable on the Republican 

ticket and won. He remained in office until his death having never been defeated. 

One year he held the distinction of the only Republican in the county running 

unopposed by a Democrat. Minnie Ward joined the Presbyterian Church March 

26, 1916 and was a tireless worker. She served as Sunday School teacher and 

superintendent, Christian Endeavor sponsor, and Women’s Missionary Group. She 

was the first woman elected as an Elder of our church, however due to illness she 

could not be ordained at that time. Thus, Flossie Wills Barmes was the first 

woman ordained (1945) and Minnie Ward (1946) was the second. Homer and 

Minnie ward had six children – five sons and one daughter. 

 Flossie Wills Barmes was born in Indiana in 1882. She lived in 

Arizona for 58 years, 38 of those years in Casa Grande. She was a 

graduate of Purdue University, receiving a BS in Home Economics in 

1917. She worked as a home demonstration agent for the University 

of Arizona extension service. She served Greenlee, Maricopa, Pinal, 

and Yavapai counties. She worked as a dietician at St. Joseph’s Hospital, and 

taught home economics at Creighton School in Phoenix. She also received 

statewide recognition as Mother of the Year. During the time she lived in Casa 

Grande, Flossie was a tireless worker for the betterment of the community. She 

was past president of the Casa Grande Woman’s Club. She worked diligently to 

get a public library started. She was instrumental in the founding of the Casa 

Grande Valley Historical Society. The museum was named for her when it was 

located on Marshall Street. She was a member of the Order of Eastern Star, Zonta 

Club, PTA, and on city and county elections boards. She was a longtime member 

of the Presbyterian Church. Flossie held the distinction of being the first female 

Elder ordained at our church. Flossie and her husband AJ “Barney” Barmes were 

married November 30, 1922 in Phoenix. Barney was a barber, and owned and 

operated a shop at 121 N. Florence St. from 1943 to 1970. One day, Bill Heinle’s 



father was having a discussion with Barney and discovered that during his father’s 

brief stay in Phoenix, Barney probably cut his hair, because he worked in the 

coolest place in Phoenix. Flossie died May 28, 1975 at the age of 92, and Barney 

died in 1978 at the age of 96. 

 

 

 Rev. H. Welton Rotz was called to 

serve the church in May of 1939. He 

came from a successful pastorate in 

McNary and was closely associated with 

the Montlure summer camp. Rev. Rotz 

found supplemental income as a truck 

driver with the Standard Oil Company. 

Grady Thurman was the local consignee. 

He had to make some adjustments to the 

truck cab to accommodate the pastor’s girth. In fact, toward the end of his 

employment Rotz would bring a stack of newspapers to protect his trousers from 

the springs. Buying work clothes was probably out of the question on a pastor’s 

salary. The one clothing store, Mandel and Meyer, wouldn’t have carried his size 

and special orders would have increased the price. Rotz had an emergency 

appendectomy and was struggling to pay medical bills. When the crisis was over, 

Rev. Rotz went back to being a full-time pastor, the thing he did best, and 

Thurman replaced the seat in his truck. An examination of Session minutes from 

September 23, 1941 reveals opposition to Rev. Rotz from a religious education 

committee. Between the meeting of August 23, 1941 and November 13, 1941, the 

Phoenix Presbytery refused to recommend the dissolution of the pastorate of 

Rev. Mr. Rotz. However, he was allowed to candidate at other churches, so that 

by the time of the November 13th congregational meeting, he had received a call 

from Community Presbyterian Church in Miami, AZ and he was released to go 

there. The same night a motion was passed asking the moderator (Mr. Rotz) to 

appoint members of a committee to obtain a new pastor. Appointees to that 

committee included Grady Thurman, Mrs. Amandus Peters, and Mr. Jay Wilson. 

                                      Montlure Camp 



  The Don family has long been a part of the fabric of our community. 

Franklin Don’s grandfather, Don Sing, came to San Francisco from China in the 

1880’s. He later came to Tucson working as a cook. He bought a grocery store in 

Tucson and operated that until selling the store and returning to China for a wife. 

In 1896, he came to Casa Grande and bought a grocery store from Jack Yep. 

However, the family returned to China for a few years, returning in 1911. 

Franklin’s father, Don June, attended school in Tucson, but by 1912 he was 

attending school at Casa Grande’s Central School. In 1919, Don June returned to 

China seeking a bride and returned to Casa Grande the following year. Don Sing 

went with his son to his homeland and remained until his death in 1921. Don June 

again would own and operate his grocery store and put down deep roots in the 

community. Franklin would grow up and be educated in Casa Grande. After 

graduating from High School, Franklin joined US Army Air Corps and became a ball 

turret gunner in a B-17 bomber as part of the Eighth Air Corps. He was stationed 

in Europe and flew 28 missions over occupied Europe. After being highly 

decorated in service to his country, Franklin came home and assumed his duty in 

running the family store. He married Ethyl and settled down to raise a family. He 

and Ethyl were faithful members of First Presbyterian Church. Franklin was an 

active member of Rotary Club, the Historical Society, VFW and American Legion. 

Franklin died May 24th of this year. Ethyl lives in Tucson in an assisted living facility 

near her son, Perry. 

 

 At a congregational meeting held January 18, 1942 a 

unanimous vote was cast to call Rev. Alexander Muirden of Las 

Cruces, New Mexico to become the pastor of First Presbyterian 

Church. Rev. Muirden had served First Presbyterian Church of Las 

Cruces for seven and a half years. He was installed March 29, 

1942. Being a native of Scotland, he knows his Presbyterian 

Church. He received his college education in Scotland while 

preparing for a law career. He took his theological course at 

Chicago Theological Seminary. Mr. Muirden says he believes the 

minister should “have but one text book, and that the Holy Bible.” 

His friends regard him as a Bible preacher and teacher. At a congregational 

meeting held September 26, 1943 the Rev. Mr. Muirden asked the congregation 

       Rev. Alexander Muirden   



to join him in asking the Presbytery to dissolve the pastoral relationship on 

account of “extreme heat.” 

 According to his obituary published in the Casa Grande Dispatch, Emmett 

Cooke Grasty, Jr., 80, a Pinal County native and longtime Casa Grande farmer died 

Feb. 11, 1998, in Phoenix. 

Visitation will be from 6 to 8 p.m. Sunday at First Presbyterian Church of Casa 

Grande. The funeral there will be at 11 a.m. Monday, with the Rev. Rick Lemberg 

officiating. Burial will be in Mountain View Cemetery Mr. Grasty was born March 

7, 1917 in Winkelman. His father was the owner of a farm implement store. He 

served in the Army's 90th Infantry Division during World War II and received the 

Bronze Star for bravery and meritorious achievement in combat. He was a farmer 

raising cotton in the Casa Grande area for 50 years, much of it with sons Tom and 

Paul. He was a longtime member of First Presbyterian Church and served as a 

deacon. Survivors include his wife of 50 years-  Lois; two daughters, Mary Jane 

Hoard of San Diego, and Carol of Casa Grande: sons Thomas and Paul of Casa 

Grande, a sister, Virginia Sparrow of Livonia, Michigan, six grandchildren and two 

great grandchildren. Memorial contributions may be made to First Presbyterian 

Church building fund. Cole & Maud Mortuary is in charge of arrangements. 

The April 6, 1945 issue of the Casa Grande Dispatch chronicles Emmett Grasty’s 

winning of the Bronze Star. “Word has been received locally that Pfc. Emmett C. 

Grasty, Jr., has been awarded the Bronze Star for meritorious service in Germany 

with General Patton’s Third Army. Private First Class Grasty is with a motorized 

infantry outfit, and has had several close calls, according to the information 

reaching friends here. Once the jeep he was riding in was blown to pieces. He has 

been overseas 18 months, and has had three jeeps since he landed there. The 

young soldier owns a ranch here and tells friends he is very anxious to get back 

home to take up residence.  

Lois was a dedicated worker in the church and an ordained deacon. In July she 

turned 94 and still lives in the family home. We still hear from her occasionally 

when she calls with a prayer request. 

 



 In June of 1944 the Casa Grande Dispatch reports: New Pastor Assumes 

Duties Here With the Presbyterian Church 

The Rev. Richard C. Palmer, formerly pastor of the Community Church of 

Tombstone has accepted a call to a pastorate of the First 

Presbyterian Church of this city. The Rev. Mr. Palmer began his 

work in Casa Grande on June 1, and the family is occupying the 

manse. Mr. and Mrs. Palmer have two children, Richard James, 

two years old, and Judith Grace who is one month old. Mr. 

Palmer is a native of Centralia, Washington and is a graduate of 

Seattle Pacific College, Seattle, Washington and McCormick 

Theological Seminary, Chicago Illinois. Mrs. Palmer is a 

graduate of the Thornton Township Junior College, Harvey, Illinois and 

Presbyterian Hospital School of Nursing Chicago, Ill. The Rev. Mr. Palmer succeeds 

The Rev. Alexander Muirden who resigned this pastorate on September 1 this 

past year, in order to accept a call to a pastorate in California. Since that time the 

pulpit has been filled by visiting ministers. Services at the local church are held 

regularly Sunday morning at 11 A. M. Rev. Richard C Palmer was formally installed 

as pastor on August 2, 1944. April 14, 1945 there was a community memorial 

service held in the memory of President Franklin D. Roosevelt. The Session voted 

to request the congregation concur in the request of Rev. Palmer to dissolve the 

pastoral relationship on August 8th and was passed by the congregation on August 

26, 1945. The pulpit was declared officially vacant on September 9, 1945 by elder 

Grady Thurman. In December of 1952, Rev. Palmer became the pastor at Florence 

and stayed there until March 1954. He enrolled at Arizona State University where 

he received a Master’s Degree in Education, whereupon he moved to Tucson to 

teach in the Sunnyside Unified School District. From 1964 to 1971, Mr. Palmer 

served part time as Chaplain for the U. S. Bureau of Prisons. He retired from his 

teaching position in 1980 and was elected to the Sunnyside Board of Education 

where he served until shortly before his death. 

 Eugene Shelley was born in McAllisterville, PA, July 7, 1888. He came to 

Arizona in 1915 and worked for Southern Pacific Railroad in Phoenix. During the 

Great Depression, he moved to the Casa Grande, bought some land and began 

farming cotton and alfalfa. He was instrumental in the formation of the San Carlos 

Irrigation District which brought much needed irrigation water to the Casa Grande 
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Valley. In 1944 he was elected director of Electrical District Number 2, a post that 

he was reelected to several times until his death. That same year he was elected 

president of the Pinal National Farm Loan Association. He married Nell B. Eubanks 

in 1933 in Casa Grande. Both became faithful members of First Presbyterian 

Church. EP Shelley was ordained as an Elder in 1945. He was also elected Clerk of 

the Session and served in that capacity for 15 years. He died in January of 1962 

with the Rev Richard Archibald officiating at the service held at First Presbyterian 

Church. 

 At a congregational meeting held December 27, 1945, 

Rev. Elias Jones of Payson, Utah was called by a 

unanimous vote of the congregation. With an 

annual salary of $2100, free use of the manse, 

one month vacation, and pay to the Board of 

Pensions in the amount of 8% of salary. Rev. 

Jones was a native of North Wales and came to 

the United States at the age of 23. He was 

educated at Wooster College in Wooster, Ohio and McCormick 

Theological Seminary in Chicago, Illinois. Prior to his pastorate in 

Utah, he was pastor of Euclid Heights Presbyterian Church in Los 

Angeles. In 1947 Rev. Jones was invited to be the guest preacher at a Welsh 

service at First Presbyterian Church in Phoenix which featured traditional Welsh 

hymns. In 1948 Rev. Jones officiated at the funeral of a Casa Grande pioneer, 

Daniel T. Peart, a teacher and former mayor of the city. Under Pastor Jones the 

church experienced a time of growth and stability. Rev. Jones represented the 

Presbytery as a delegate to the 164th General Assembly held May 22 to 28, 1952 

in New York City.  Due to the mandatory retirement age of 70, the church lost its 

second long time well-loved pastor. Rev. Elias Jones retired at the end of 1956. 

During that 11 year period the church membership rose from 141 to 440. The 

church built a new manse and fellowship hall, remodeled the sanctuary and 

became debt free. 

 Between 1946 and 1956, more seating was added to the sanctuary, and 

more classrooms in the basement. A new manse was built and the old one used 

for Sunday School and nursery purposes. A large Sunday School building was 
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added in 1952. The sanctuary also acquired an electric organ, with chimes, and a 

stained-glass window.  

 The obituary of Keith Carleton states: Long time Casa Grande resident and 

local farmer Keith Tompkins Carlton passed away Thursday, July 10,2003. Services 

were held at First Presbyterian Church of Casa Grande July 13, 2003 at 5:00 PM. 

Keith was born in Tucson October 12,1923, the oldest of three children born to 

Thomas M. and Hazel T. Carlton. He attended local schools graduating from Casa 

Grande Union High School in 1941. After graduation Keith began, farming with his 

father, however, with the outbreak of World War II, he enlisted in the Army Air 

Corps earning his wings as a pilot. In February 1945, while serving in the European 

theatre his Lightning P-38 fighter was shot down while on a mission over Cologne, 

Germany. Captured, he spent the balance of the war in Europe as a POW. 

Upon his return from Europe he married Mildred "Mickey"' King on July 2, 1945 at 

her family's home in Girard, Kansas. The two had attended high school together, 

and dated while Keith was in flight training and Mickey attended Arizona State 

University. After his discharge from the Air Corps Keith returned to farming. 

Always proud of his farming operation he worked long hours both physically as 

well as through research and education to improve the farms productive and 

economic results. Over the years, he earned a reputation as an innovative and 

progressive member of the agricultural community. 

Keith was active in many civic and professional organizations serving as a director 

of the Arizona Cotton Growers Association, President of the Eleven Mile Corner 

Gin, and as a member of the boards of the State Insecticide-Herbicide Advisory 

Board, Agricultural Stabilization and Conservation Board, Pinal County Air Quality 

Control Board and the Pinal County Housing Authority. He also served for many 

years as a director and President of the Board of Hoemako Community Hospital. 

Since moving to Casa Grande at the age of 10, Keith has been a member of the 

First Presbyterian Church. He served in a number of church leadership roles 

including as an elder, and a member of Presbytery and Synod boards. He also 

spent many years as an adult Sunday School teacher, and along with Mickey as a 

leader of youth activities. Keith was an accomplished woodworker, crafting a wide 

variety of pieces from furniture to toys, many of which were donated to various 

charity and church fundraising activities. 



 Keith, as a member of the "greatest generation", experienced many of the 

challenges and rewards of this period. A former POW and decorated veteran he 

returned to Casa Grande and with the help of Mickey raised a fine family and built 

a prosperous business. Although he suffered his first heart attack 27 years ago, he 

battled back to survive much longer than most expected. Like so many of his 

generation he was much stronger and more determined than people anticipated. 

We were fortunate to have known and loved a person of this character.  

 

 February 10, 1957 Rev. Richard M. Archibald was 

installed as pastor of the church.  He was ordained in 1949 

after studying at Princeton Theological Seminary. He served 

in Fairfax, NJ, and Okmulgee, OK before coming to Casa 

Grande. Among other things he was president of the Casa 

Grande Rotary Club, and Ministerial Alliance and served on 

the Red Cross board. During his pastorate five acres of 

farmland was donated by Guy and Parke Gilbert to the 

church for a new campus. Two new buildings were built in 

1965. The Education Building and 

the Fellowship hall were completed and began to be 

used for Sunday School right away. Worship was still 

being conducted in the Rock Church downtown until 

June 12, 1966. It was decided to consolidate activities 

at the new campus which had the advantage of being 

air conditioned. The old campus was sold in 1969. Rev. 

Archibald had the difficult task of officiating at the 

funeral of Darwin and David Parks who were shot to 

death. It was a tragedy that shocked the town. He 

attended the General Assembly in Boston that same 

year. In March of 1969 Rev. Archibald accepted a call 

from Emmanuel Presbyterian Church in Phoenix. 

 Early in 1951 Dewey W. Powell purchased Farmers Feed and Supply and 

moved his family from Phoenix to Casa Grande. June 29th of that same year 

Dewey and his wife Dorothy joined First Presbyterian Church. So began a long 
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commitment of service to the church and community. Dewey served as a Trustee 

of the church and both Dewey and Dorothy served as Elders of the church. 

Previously Dewey had served in the US Navy during WWII and taught school in 

Chandler, as well as being the senior Agricultural Training Officer in charge of 

Institutional, on the farm training for all of Arizona. Dewey served as president of 

the Kiwanis Club and as a member of the Chamber of Commerce board of 

directors, and was elected to the Casa Grande City Council in the 1970’s. He died 

December 1, 1997 at the age of 81. The service was held at First Presbyterian 

Church. 

Upon her death, the Casa Grande Dispatch article had this to say about Dorothy 

Powell. Dorothy Powell finally stopped working Wednesday afternoon. In a life 

characterized by her tireless efforts on behalf of others, her death came 

Wednesday after an aneurysm hit her Tuesday. It was a shock to anyone who 

knew her — and that included much of Casa Grande. For those who had seen her 

earlier that day, it was especially sobering. Those at the Greater Casa Grande 

Chamber of Commerce and the Dorothy Powell Senior Adult Center, where she 

always had lunch, were part of her daily routine. Caryll Chase, senior center 

director, said the place will seem empty. "She was always happy to see her center 

busy," Chase said. "She was on every single committee we had and was quite the 

lady. A great role model for other seniors." Chase knows others felt the same way 

about Powell. "Most of the calls we've been getting are from sons and daughters 

of people she visited in nursing homes or senior centers," Chase said. "First they 

ask, 'Is it true? and then they'd say they remembered when she came to visit their 

mother or father." 

Chase said Powell, 82, was at the center Tuesday when she started to feel unwell. 

Emergency medical technicians were called. The center will be closed the day of 

her memorial service, though transportation will be provided to seniors. Thursday 

the flag outside the senior center was at half-mast. Rick Lemberg, pastor of First 

Presbyterian Church, had known Powell since he arrived in town 16 years ago. 

"Part of the tragedy is that she died so quickly," Lemberg said. "You can't predict 

this. It takes you by surprise. But if she was going to write the script, that's 

probably the way she would have written it." Powell worked closely with Olivia 

Guerrero, executive director of the Pinal Gila Council for Senior Citizens. Powell 

co-founded the organization and stayed on the board. They had a meeting 



Monday night. "It's just starting to hit home," Guerrero said. "I'm not going to get 

any more calls from her. I have a telephone message from her right now in front 

of me." Guerrero said Powell was a friend and also a mentor. "Always in a rush, in 

a hurry," Guerrero said, "She would be in one meeting and sometimes have to 

leave early to get to the next. Her last hours were representative of her life. 

 

 Robert J Stahmer was called to fill the pastoral 

vacancy December 1, 1969. A native of Omaha, 

Nebraska, he earned his BA degree from Sterling 

College in Kansas. In 1946 he received his MDiv from 

Pittsburgh-Xenia Seminary. He also did post-graduate 

work at McCormick and Pittsburgh Seminary summer 

institute. Before coming to Casa Grande, Rev. Stahmer 

served Presbyterian Churches in Beaver, PA, Denver 

CO, Rock Island ILL, Ainsworth IA, and Tarkio, MO. In 

June of 1973, ground was broken for the Sanctuary 

that we presently occupy. One year and $250,000 later, the new sanctuary was 

completed and dedicated to the glory of God.  

In 1970 the session objected to an expenditure of 

$10,000 by a committee of General Assembly for the Angela 

Davis defense fund. An article in the Dispatch states, “Behind 

this action was the church's observation that the poor and 

colored people often are not as able as prosperous whites to 

get bail or adequate defense in court trials. The church 

expressed concern that full justice should be available to all 

citizens of our country The Rev. Edler G. Hawkins of New 

York City, chairman of COCAR, commented at the Assembly, 

"The assumption of guilt or innocence of persons receiving aid is not and 

obviously cannot be the basis of the use of the Fund . .. Here is a person whose 

political views are at sharp variance with those we of the church uphold. But as 

we interpret the use of the Fund and more basically, as we interpret the gospel 

itself - we cannot limit justice to those with whom we agree or there is no justice 

for any of us. The defense of Miss Davis views is not our cause, the strong defense 
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of her right to justice and a fair trial is involved with the basic beliefs of Christian 

faith itself." Mr. Stahmer commented on this statement, 'We do not disagree with 

these points. We must indeed stand for equal justice for all. But we do have a 

right to question if in this case the committee was correct in the conclusion this 

money was needed in order to assure a fair trial." 

Also in 1970, a new group for young couples in the church was started. It 

was called Mariners and it was a national organization. Rev. 

Stahmer served the church until 1982, when he retired due to 

health reasons. The Rev. Dr. P. James Van Dyke was the interim 

pastor in 1982-83.  

 The Casa Grande DISPATCH announced 

Saturday, June 11, 1983: 

Bryan Kile will be installed as pastor of 

the First Presbyterian Church during the 9:30 

a.m. worship service Sunday. He will preach his first sermon 

here on June 26. Kile, his wife, Carol and 

daughter, Susan, are in the process of moving 

to Casa Grande. A fellowship to welcome the 

Kiles is planned after the service. Pastor Kile served the church 

until 1986. Rev. Edward W. Wright served as an interim pastor 

until a new called pastor could be installed. 

The obituary of Ed Hooper states: Edwards Young Hooper Jr., 

who returned to his native Arizona after liberation from a World War II POW 

camp and was known for community service throughout his life, died Saturday, 

April 26, 1997, at Chandler Regional Hospital after- a short illness. He was a 

farmer and civic leader and one of Casa Grande's best-known citizens, who met 

thousands of people through years of volunteering his services to put on 

barbecues for churches, fraternal and civic organizations. The city of Casa Grande 

named Ed Hooper Rodeo Park, at Pinal Avenue and Rodeo Road, to honor his 

community service. 

Mr. Hooper was born Sept. 26, 1920 on a ranch near Bisbee Junction to 

Dovie I. and Edwards Y. Hooper Sr. The Arizona pioneer family moved to the Casa 

Grande Valley in 1928. As a young man, Mr. Hooper worked for area ranches as a 
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cowboy until he graduated from Casa Grande Union High School in 1938 and went 

on to attend Tempe Teachers College, now Arizona State University. He enlisted 

in the U.S. Army Air Corps on Dec. 8, 1941, the day after the United States 

entered World War II. He was a bombardier and a first lieutenant. He was shot 

down over Italy and taken prisoner, spending 20 months as a POW in Germany. 

Released after the war, he returned to a hero's welcome and in July 1945 married 

Alma I. Wofford. He began cotton farming, as his father had done, and that was 

his primary occupation for life. From 1958 to 1966 he was assistant farm manager 

for the Gila River Indian Community and developed lasting friendships with tribal 

members. He was a co-founder of the Mul- Chu-Tha tribal fair in Sacaton and 

O'Odham Tash Indian Days in Casa Grande, serving on its council and heading the 

barbecue annually, and a founding member of Casa Grande Jaycees. He was a 

former member and president of the Casa Grande Union High School board, 

instrumental in purchasing state land on which Casa Grande Union High School 

opened in 1997. He was a lifelong member of First Presbyterian Church of Casa 

Grande, serving as an elder and deacon, and a member of the University of 

Arizona Cooperative Extension Service board for 25 years. 

He will be remembered perhaps most for his love of people and their 

appetites. Many organizations called on him to create one of his western style pit 

barbecues to raise funds over a period of more than 50 years, beginning shortly 

after WWII. In addition to his wife of 51 years, he is survived by four sons, Dr. E.Y. 

Ill of Phoenix, Roger, Bruce and Blake, all of Casa Grande; two sisters, Mary D. 

Cannon and Virginia Robertson of Casa Grande; 10 grandchildren; and two great-

grandchildren. He was preceded in death by a sister, Louise Pate. This information 

was taken from the Casa Grande Dispatch. Ed Hooper and all his family were an 

instrumental part of the service this church has given to this community. 
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"I was in Arizona, on the Navajo reservation, in 1969, 

when God called me to be a pastor," said Richard Lemberg, 

new pastor at the First Presbyterian Church in Casa Grande. 

"And now I'm back." Richard Lemberg, wife Kathy, sons 

Matthew, 8, and Timothy, 5, and daughter Erin, 2, are 

settling into life in Casa Grande. "We named our children 

after what their name means from the scripture. Matthew means gift from god, 

Timothy, means one who honors god, and Erin means peace. We thought after 

two boys we'd need peace," Lemberg said. The Lembergs are having a home built, 

and are temporarily living in an apartment. "I like to spend time with my family," 

Lemberg said of his hobbies. "I like to read. I like to read about theology, history, 

politics — I was a political science major in college — and biographies." "I like 

sports, any type, and playing golf, which is why I am dressed like this," Lemberg 

said motioning to his shorts and polo shirt. "I like gardening and woodwork, but 

I'm not very good at it. I also like to bike, we have a bicycle built for two, well 

three, we put our daughter on the back." Lemberg grew up in Southern California. 

He attended the University of California in Redlands and attended seminary in 

Pasadena. The Lembergs spent 9 years at a church in Huntsville, Ala. before 

coming to Casa Grande. "I'll miss Alabama in the spring and fall," Lemberg said. 

"I will be preaching, moderating sessions with elders, and doing 

administrative duties, among other things," Lemberg said of his responsibilities at 

First Presbyterian Church. Lemberg said one of the hardest things about coming 

to a new church is learning the names. Asked what title he prefers, Lemberg said, 

"I prefer to be Rick, then pastor." "I try to tie the truths of scripture to the needs 

of people," Lemberg said of his sermons. "One Sunday a month I don't preach. It 

gives me a chance to listen to someone else." One of Lemberg's long term goals is 

to form a non-profit organization to employ unemployed people. "When there 

was a need, the church gave us hospitals. When there was a need, the church 

gave us orphanages. When there was a need, the church gave us the YMCA. Now 

the need is jobs," Lemberg said "First we need to see how the church wants to 

impact the city — see where they want to go. What they want to become. "The 
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people here are committed and love God," Lemberg said. "We were attracted to 

them and the church. We were given a warm reception. The Lord wanted us to be 

here," Lemberg said. "I am excited about being here," Lemberg said. "I'm having 

the time of my life." 

Pastor Lemberg’s tenure spanned 18 years – the 

longest of any pastor in our history so far. During that 

time, Seeds of Hope was founded, and the church 

celebrated its 100th anniversary by breaking ground on the 

Family Life Center which serves the church and 

community for worship, a gathering place for meetings 

and community events. The Dispatch chronicles the 

impact that Rick Lemberg had on the community. 

 

Departing minister Lemberg honored for 

community role 

By HAROLD KITCHING January 18, 2006 

Staff Writer 

The City Council said goodbye Tuesday night to Rick Lemberg leaving after 

eighteen and a half years as pastor of First Presbyterian Church of Casa Grande. 

At the first of next month, Lemberg will become pastor of Sierra Vista 

Presbyterian Church in Oakhurst, California. 

“The next item of business is not a very pleasurable one." Mayor Chuck 

Walton said, when it came to the agenda item Proclaiming Tuesday as 

Appreciation Day for Rick E. Lemberg. Casa Grande has always been influenced by 

ministers of different faiths throughout the years- that have kind of established 

the personality of Casa Grande. "Most ministers — and I don't blame them for 

doing this — have a tendency to herd their own flock and take care of their own. 

That’s a tremendous responsibility and I can understand that," Walton continued, 

“Tonight we are going to say goodbye to a minister in Casa Grande who has not 

only took care of the 99 of his flock but he has gone out to the rest of Casa 

Grande and counted us as the one. Rick Lemberg has been a tremendous 

influence to everybody in Casa Grande, especially the youth, and I don't have to 

           Family Life Center 



say what he's done for his own church, that's understood." Using himself as an 

example "of how he touches individuals' lives," Walton said, "even though I am 

not of his religion and his faith, Rick Lemberg married my wife and I about 15 or 

16 years ago. He was a great influence on two of my children who had attended 

his church. He has presided at the funerals of many of my family's passing, and I 

personally appreciate him for what he's done for me. "So if he's touched my life in 

that way, you can imagine what he's done to everybody else in this community." 

Walton said Lemberg has dedicated his life "not only to his church and his 

religion, to the Seeds of Hope and the YES Program —and I could go on and on— 

but he has also gone out and spent many years coaching our youth in several 

sports at the high school and I think it's been unpaid. I don't think Rick Lemberg 

would probably accept a dollar for doing that. "So, he's not only influenced his 

own youth at his own church, which is very critical, he has also influenced the 

youth of our community, and this is something that has no doubt gone above and 

beyond the call of duty for anybody. "Tonight we are here to declare this day Rick 

Lemberg Day and say goodbye to him and let him know how proud we are of the 

man he is and thank him for what he's done for our community." Walton asked 

Councilmen Steve Miller, who has spent years with the city's youth soccer 

program, and Dick Powell, a member of the Presbyterian Church, presented 

Lemberg with the proclamation, which pointed out that the pastor has also 

coached high school tennis and Little League. 

"Thank you very much for this," Lemberg told the council. "This is a 

humbling event and means a great deal to me.” There are many people in this 

room, including yourselves, who have done anything I've done and you all 

deserve an award like this. I appreciate it very much." Looking at Walton, 

Lemberg said, "It's a little embarrassing, Chuck, to tell you that I did get paid. I 

wish I hadn't now." "You didn't get paid what you're worth," Walton responded. 

"There you go," Lemberg said. "I do want to say that the thing that impressed me 

about Casa Grande when we first came here —and of course it was the members 

of the Presbyterian Church that I met— was how wonderful a group of people 

they were. And I thought if that committee was reflective of the congregation, 

then I would love that place. "What I didn't realize was that the church was 

reflective of the wonderful people we have in town, many of whom are great 

characters who you'll never forget in your life. "The eighteen and a half years 



we've spent here have been delightful in part because the people of this town are 

delightful, and it has been a pleasure to live here and, work here,'' Lemberg 

continued: -'"We're moving, but we're leaving our children here, so we will 

probably come back and see you again and again. "But thank you all very much." 

The Casa Grande Dispatch records her passing with this obituary: Virginia 

Caroline Robertson, 89, a retired banker and part of a pioneer Casa Grande 

family, died on Aug. 18, 2012, at home. Visitation will begin at 9 a.m. Friday at 

First Presbyterian Church of Casa Grande. The funeral will be at 10. Burial will be 

in Mountain View Cemetery. Ms. Robertson was born on Feb. 14, 1923, in Bisbee 

and was a daughter of Edwards Y. and Dovie Hooper. She attended a one-room 

school on Tweedy Road near Casa Grande. She graduated from Casa Grande 

Union High School in 1940 and served in the Navy. She worked at the Mandell & 

Meyer dry goods store and later worked at Valley National Bank for 21 years, 

where she was an assistant manager. She was a charter member of Epsilon Sigma 

Alpha, Alpha Epsilon Chapter, and also was a member of Round Table and Casa 

Grande Valley Cotton Women. Survivors include two sons, Stanley Dean Jr. and 

Bradley Dean of Casa Grande; a daughter, J. Kathi Arp of Casa Grande; and nine 

grandchildren. She was preceded in death by two sisters, Mary D. Cannon and 

Louise Pate; a brother, Ed Hooper Jr.; and a granddaughter, Kristi Dean. J. Warren 

Funeral Services, Cole & Maud The Gardens Chapel is in charge of arrangements. 

In 2006 the Dispatch wrote an article about the 110th anniversary of the 

church. Mayor Chuck Walton read a proclamation about the anniversary at a city 

council meeting. He recognized some of the long-time members at that meeting. 

He said, “Virginia Robertson is here, a member of this church for 77 years. I think 

it's her brother whose name is on one of our parks out there. Ed Hooper; she’s 

from the Hooper family.” Virginia replied, “I really haven't been a member 77 

years. I’ve lived here since 1932. My family and siblings moved here from Bisbee 

in January of 1929 and we went to church the second Sunday that we were here 

and we've been part of that congregation ever since. We got very active. “I would 

like to accept this in honor of my family and all the dear persons through the 

years that have served so faithfully. I remember so well during the Depression, 

hardships we had but we always stuck together and we will be here 110 more, I 

am sure.” Hancock, saying he is the second oldest member of the church, said 

Robertson is the oldest. "I am the longest member." Not the oldest, she 



corrected. "Any problems that I've had over the years, being a little ornery, she 

taught me Sunday school, what can I say?" Hancock said. 

"Don’t blame me.” Robertson responded. 

 

After the departure of Pastor Rick, the church was 

served by two pastors during this interim period – Rev. James 

D Cobb and Rev. Robert Burdett. 

 

 

 

 

 

Presbyterians to install pastor 

Sunday, August 24, 2008 

The public is invited to a service to install the Rev. Dr. 

Benjamin D. Seller as pastor/head of staff at First Presbyterian 

Church of Casa Grande. 

The service is scheduled at 4 p.m. Sunday, Sept. 7, in the 

sanctuary at the church, 702 E. Cottonwood Lane. A light meal 

will follow in the Family Life 

Center at about 5:30 p.m. Seller assumed his duties the first of June after 

serving five years as pastor of First Presbyterian Church in Dumas, Texas. He is a 

native of Tempe.  

Under Pastor Seller’s leadership, the CONNECT modern worship service was 

moved into the Family Life Center. It became an alternative to traditional style 

worship. Pastor Ben encouraged us to live out our vision statement: Belong to 

God and each other. Believe God’s Word. Become more like Christ. And build a 

better community. 

            Rev. Jim Cobb 

    Rev. Dr. Ben Seller 



Pastor Ben served the church until April 2015. From May of 2015 to 

December of 2016 the church was under the leadership of interim pastor Dr. 

Harry Cole III. 

As we look forward to the future and the next 

great pastor that the Lord is calling to serve the 

church, we are excited about the prospects. We lean 

into that future ready to respond to God’s call to 

serve Him. We believe a large future opens before 

this church. We look forward to the opportunities to 

serve the greater community and make it better by finding the places where Jesus 

is already at work calling, equipping, and transforming lives by the power of His 

great love. We listen to the Holy Spirit as He works in and through us. We realize 

that the Church is not a building or the pastors who serve it. The Church is the 

“Called Out Ones,” people like you and me who hear and respond to God’s call to 

service! 

On January 8, 2017, Rev. Paul Elgin was ordained and installed as Senior 

Pastor and Head of Staff at First Presbyterian Church, Casa Grande, Arizona. 
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