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The Birth of Bethany Presbyterian and its relation to Broad Street 

Presbyterian 

By Dr. Bob Hines 

It is important for us to objectively look at the record surrounding the formation of Bethany 

Presbyterian Church, in part by People of Color, some of whom attended Broad Street Presbyterian 

Church. There are many questions for us to investigate. Some will have clear and unambiguous answers 

in the records of one or both churches, while others require first-hand knowledge of unwritten norms, 

perceptions, and individual beliefs and actions that may not exist in written form. 

The biggest question is why did Black congregants attending Broad Street and other local Presbyterian 

churches in Columbus find it appealing to leave to start their own congregation? Did they want to leave 

because they did not feel welcome? Were they attracted to the idea that they would feel more 

comfortable and have more control if they started their own church? What role did the great migration 

play in the desire to start their own church? To what extent did the Presbyterian Church in the United 

States promote the development of separate, Black Presbyterian churches in the north? Did Broad 

Street financially support the Presbyterian Church of the United States of America’s Freeman’s Mission? 

Did anyone from Broad Street help in the formation of Bethany? 

1. Did Black members of Broad Street Presbyterian Church in the early 1900’s feel unwelcome at 

Broad Street? Joreece Smith wrote in her book, How Firm a Foundation: A Witness to God’s 

Goodness and Faithfulness at Bethany Presbyterian Church (2018) “Bethany’s founding in 1918 

was driven by a growing number of Black immigrants from the South who had settled in central 

Ohio, but who had been denied full participation in the existing white Presbyterian churches in 

the area.”  

She notes that Bethany was officially organized on Sunday July 21, 1918, at 3:00 with twenty-five charter 

members. Unfortunately, some of the names of the founding 25 members were thought to have been 

lost to posterity. She could only identify thirteen individuals [she actually identified fifteen individuals, 

but one was Foster Copeland an elder from Broad Street Presbyterian and the other was Reverend 

Walter H. Houston, who presided over the Central Ohio Home Mission of the Presbyterian Church]. 

Since the time of her publication the actual Session Book for that date has been located and the 

complete list of 25 charter members is known. They were: 

1. Mr. Benjamin Franklin Stewart, born in Maryland and a clerk for the State of Ohio 

2. Mr. Paul Walker, born in Virginia and an auto mechanic 

3. Mrs. Susan Weaver, born in Tennessee—her husband George was a mail carrier 

4. Miss Mabel Lucas, unable to locate 

5. Mrs. Julia Garner, born in North Carolina and a laundress 

6. Mrs. Eva Jackson, born in Ohio—her husband Steve worked as a steel casting chipper 

7. Mrs. Alice Hall, born in North Carolina—her husband Frank was a railroad shop laborer 

8. Mrs. Victoria Allen, born in Tennessee 

9. Mrs. Alice Jones, born in Ohio and a cook 

10. Mr. James Hughes, born in North Carolina and a railroad shop laborer 

11. Mrs. Etta Hughes, born in North Carolina and a glass factory worker 
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12. Mrs. Julia Crawford, born in North Carolina 

13. Mr. Peter Marshall, born in Virginia and a foundry laborer 

14. Mrs. Mary W. Marshall, born in Virginia 

15. Mr. Louis Steele, born in Georgia and a plasterer 

16. Mrs. Lula Steele, born in Georgia 

17. Mr. Paul Stewart, unable to locate 

18. Mr. Nelson Wolfe, born in North Carolina and a railroad shop laborer 

19. Mrs. Sallie Whiteside, born in Tennessee—her husband Alonzo was a cook 

20. Miss Iola Benson, born in Georgia and a nurse 

21. Mrs. Margaret F. Walker, born in Kentucky—her husband John was a barber 

22. Miss Malanese Hopson, born in North Carolina—her future husband William was a State House 

messenger  

23. Miss H.L. Smalle, born in Virginia-her future husband John was a foundry molder 

24. Dr. C. M. Lewistall, was born in England and was a minister 

25. Mr. Wyeth Proctor was born in South Carolina and was a plasterer 

Almost all the individuals listed were identified in the U.S. Federal Census as being able to speak, read, 

and write in English. 

A review of these twenty-five individuals when cross-referenced with the Broad Street Presbyterian’s 

Session Minutes from 1910 to 1923 did not reveal a single name in any position of leadership including 

trustees, deacons, and elders. Furthermore, none of these names are listed as transferring their 

membership from a Southern Presbyterian church to Broad Street and none of these names are listed as 

being dismissed to transfer to Bethany. This finding is also backed up by a review of Broad Street 

Presbyterian’s Sunday School Records from 1915 to 1917, Membership Church Offering listing from 

1913 to 1916, and the Register of Communicants from 1912-1916. None of these records contained any 

of the twenty-four Bethany charter individuals’ names. 

Ann (Boston) Walker, a long-time member of Bethany, notes that her mother Iola (Benson) Boston—a 

nurse who migrated from the South when she was recruited to work in Dr. Method’s Black Hospital here 

in Columbus at 17th and Long Street—she told her the reasons she and other Black families living in the 

Near East Side of Columbus were driven to start their own church. According to her mother, even 

though many of them had been officers in their home churches in the South, they were not extended 

membership by Broad Street Presbyterian. They were told they could only attend the Sunday morning 

service but had to sit in a separate section. They were not welcomed to attend Sunday School or other 

church functions. Many of them complied with these requests, but it was one of the main reasons her 

mother joined with other Black families at Broad Street to petition the PCUSA to consider starting a 

Black church in Columbus—a petition that was answered when Reverend John Lee came to Columbus. 

The oral tradition handed down from these founders identified a specific event that pushed these 

discriminated congregants to seek the formation of their own church. Here is what was relayed to 

succeeding generations: 

When Black people worshipped at BSPC in the early 1900s, they were expected to sit in the back 

pews, and to give up their seats when told.  One stormy morning, as White people arrived late, 

Black people were directed to stand out in the pouring rain so that the White latecomers could 

be seated.   
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Prior to 1908, seats at Broad Street were assigned to members, but Session adopted a resolution in that 

year to end the practice of holding assigned seats for morning service after 10:30 (Hannum, 1937, Page 

17). Although the resolution was adopted, tradition may have been a countervailing force. In 1912, 

Session at Broad Street declared that all seats would be free from the first of January.  It is not known 

whether this practice may have resulted in the removal of non-members to make room for members, 

but it is certainly plausible that this and racial discrimination both played a role.  

Several of the members of Bethany were the sons and/or daughters of ministers who labored in the 

South. So, they would likely have had experience in leadership roles before moving to Columbus.  They 

would likely have participated in the liturgy of the Presbyterian Church at their home churches and 

would have the desire to continue to do so when they arrived in Columbus.   

The Minutes of Broad Street Presbyterian Church revealed that there were about thirty individuals from 

the South who sought a transfer of their membership from their former churches to Broad Street from 

1894 to 1920. Cross-referencing the names of these thirty individuals revealed that twenty-one of the 

names were identified as being white in the census records. The other nine names could not be found in 

the records as living in Columbus at the time of the census (only two of these names were of men). 

Several persons with names that matched the other nine names were living elsewhere and were also 

listed as being white.  

The photographic record of Session members and Foster Copeland’s Adult Male Sunday School during 

the period from 1910 to 1920 also reflects total white male participation. A panoramic photo of the 

entire congregation might shed some further light on this, but to this point such a photo has not been 

located. It is true that such photos were often taken during the early twentieth century, so such a photo 

may yet be discovered. 

Conclusion:  While there are no discriminatory policies in the By-Laws as stated in the Minutes of 

Session at Broad Street that indicate that Black people were not allowed to participate fully in the 

sacraments, liturgy, choir, or other aspects of worship, it appears that future members of Bethany did 

not participate in leadership positions at Broad Street. Furthermore, it appears that either they did 

not seek or were not provided membership at Broad Street, which may explain their absence from 

church lay leadership. Certainly, there were no cases identified where an African American from a 

southern Presbyterian church transferred to Broad Street. 

The oral history of Ann Walker matches the church records. Black people were not extended 

membership in Broad Street. The photographic record clearly shows Broad Street was a white-

dominated church, so white, that there is no photographic or membership records that would support 

concluding that Black families were encouraged to become members. In fact, the oral tradition of 

Black families that attended Broad Street during that time, paints an unflattering picture of 

segregation and exclusion at Broad Street. 

 

Was immigration from the south an impetus for the establishment of a Black Presbyterian 

congregation in Columbus? A review of the names associated with the charter of Bethany revealed that 

nearly all of these individuals were born in the south. They came from Georgia, Virginia, Tennessee, 

North Carolina, South Carolina, and Kentucky.  After settling here, some of them had purchased their 
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own homes, but many were renters. They worked as foundry and glass manufacturing labor, railroad 

shop workers, nurse, and laundry workers. There was also a clerk for the State of Ohio.  

Benjamin Franklin Stewart, who was a clerk for the State of Ohio, was clearly the Black lay leader driven 

to seek the establishment of a Black Presbyterian Church in Columbus. Stewart was originally from 

Maryland. In 1918, he worked with Reverend John Lee who was the newly appointed First Secretary of 

Field Missions for PCUSA and the former pastor at First African Church in Philadelphia to facilitate the 

establishment of a Black Presbyterian Church in Columbus.  It was Lee’s directive to help establish Black-

controlled churches in the north—responding to the increasing migration of Black people from the 

south. This migration opened opportunities for Black congregants to continue experiencing “Black-

control” over their worship and to specifically support addressing the needs of Black people in the north. 

The more autonomous all-Black governing bodies of Presbyterian church also promoted the 

development of Black ministerial staff and supported Black seminaries like Lincoln University and 

Seminary in Pennsylvania. 

Conclusion. It was only natural that immigrant Black families who had experienced control of their 

own worship environment and experiences, education, finances, and religious training in the south 

would be desirous of acquiring the same level of participation and control when they moved north. 

This desire was also encouraged by the PCUSA and by the Columbus Presbytery’s Home Mission. 

3. Did Broad Street support the aims of the Presbyterian Churches of the USA’s Freedmen Mission 

to establish churches and schools for freed former slaves in the southern United States? [Note: 

At the conclusion of the Civil War in 1865, the General Assembly (PCUSA-Old School) appointed 

a committee to establish churches and schools for freedmen. In 1883, the Freedmen's 

Committee was formally incorporated as the Board of Missions for Freedmen. The new board, 

like its predecessors, helped to educate and supply Black teachers and preachers. It built and 

supported Black schools, churches, colleges and seminaries and prescribed courses of study to 

be used. This work was carried out in the southern United States.} 

A search of the Minutes of Session shows that the Broad Street congregation regularly supported the 

stated aims of the Freedmen’s Mission with annual financial support, even if it was modest by some 

comparisons. In 1920, that support nearly tripled at Broad Street, then went back to its old level. There 

is not a written explanation for this in the Minutes of Session, but the country was experiencing 

significant unrest at the end of WWI when Black combatants were returning with expectations of more 

equitable treatment. That did not happen. 

 
 

Broad Street Presbyterian Church 
 

 
Freedman, Foreign Mission, and Home Mission 
 Contributions 1894-1923 in $dollars  
Freedman Foreign Home     

1894 31 79 53 

1895 66 465 628 

1896 Not Reported Not Reported Not Reported 
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1897 Not Reported Not Reported Not Reported 

1898 7 298 370 

1899 9 285 764 

1900 191 1034 1050 

1901 212 1400 1489 

1902 95 1120 1414 

1903 174 1099 1588 

1904 284 1722 1643 

1905 92 2578 2326 

1906 316 3088 2602 

1907 154 1492 1946 

1908 312 2007 2437 

1909 261 2850 2867 

1910 295 2175 2301 

1911 237 1846 2327 

1912 370 496 2227 

1913 261 2590 4713 

1914 204 3908 4586 

1915 326 1547 5382 

1916 213 3604 7216 

1917 206 2932 6620 

1918 258 2357 6402 

1919 265 2195 4587 

1920 946 7188 11221 

1921 363 8103 11071 

1922 464 5201 10350 

1923 395 6646 7490 

 

It is not possible to ascribe the motivations or attitudes of Broad Street Session members behind the 

support for the Freedmen’s Mission; however, we do know what appeals they could have been 

responding to from the PCUSA in the Committee’s annual reports. The appeals could charitably be called 

paternalistic towards Black communicants and churches in the south [my underlining for emphasis]:  

“Let the ministers of our Church, who are of the more favored race, mirror to their 

people, as never before, the vastness of this field “white already to [the] harvest,” the 

“more laborers” already waiting to enter and reap, while the Church fails to hire them, 

though she has every reason to believe they would gather “an hundredfold into life 

everlasting;” FOUR MILLIONS of people in all the poverty, ignorance, superstition, and 

moral corruption incident to two hundred and fifty years of bondage, lifted in a single 

hour to citizenship—American citizenship, with all its weighty responsibilities; no longer 

slaves but rulers, and so a power in the land—a power for good or for evil according as 
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their moral and intellectual culture shall be cared for or neglected by those to whom 

they naturally and rightfully look .”  

The viewpoint of the white southern Presbyterian church was even more blatant in this regard and was 

certainly something the Black-controlled northern congregations wanted no part. James Snedecor 

published the sentiment of white superiority in The Presbyterian Examiner in 1913, titled “A 

Southerner’s Attitude Toward the Negro”:  

Formerly the Negro had few rights, but many privileges. ... Among the privileges he once 

enjoyed was attendance at the same church with the white man and of hearing the 

gospel preached with true emphasis upon the life. Commenting upon the social and 

religious influences of the old regime, Dr. Dickerman declares that “to share in such a 

domestic life, to grow up from infancy under the eye of such superiors, and in the 

companionship of their children, could bring even to slaves a fineness of sensibility, a 

moral tone and an intelligence that do not rise spontaneously in any character.” 

The Presbyterian Church in the USA noted in its 1918 report on “colored” evangelization that “the chief 

thing about the Negro is his religion. It not only ministers to his spiritual nature but furnishes almost the 

sole means of cultivating his social instincts.”  In the report, All-Black Governing Bodies, it was noted 

that White churches in the South deliberately fostered a notion that religious and civil relations were 

distinctly separate. Such a notion was intended to forestall any suggestion that the brotherhood in 

Christ extended to civil life.  

Conclusion. It appears that Broad Street Presbyterian Church financially supported the aims of the 

PCUSA’s Freedmen’s Mission. While it supported this mission, it was not immune from the overall 

perspective of the dominant “white” church as “the more favored race.”  

The only mention of Bethany in the Minutes of Session during this period and that was a motion on 

April 19, 1919, to contribute “one hundred to two hundred dollars as needed to Bethany Presbyterian 

Church from our Session Fund.” The Session records do not indicate whether this motion was acted 

upon. However, the Home Mission Committee under the Presbytery of Columbus with Dr. Walter 

Houston as chairperson, provided substantial monetary assistance to Bethany in the early years of its 

existence and Broad Street Presbyterian was supportive of this assistance.  It is worth noting that 

Broad Street was a major contributor to the Columbus Presbytery Home Mission—especially from 

1920 to 1923.  In the book Fifty Years of the Broad Street Presbyterian Church of Columbus Ohio it is 

stated that Bethany received sympathetic help from Broad Street on various problems (Hannum, 

1937, pg. 85). 

 

4. Did anyone at Broad Street participate in the establishment of Bethany Presbyterian Church? 

Foster Copeland was an officer at First National Bank and a leading elder at Broad Street. While he was 

an elder at Broad Street, he helped secure and manage funds to purchase land for the Bethany 

congregation upon which they would later build their church. He clearly had a relationship with the 

Bethany Clerk of Session, B.F. Stewart. Both men had a background in accounting. Both men were 

involved in banking. Stewart was the founder of Douglas Finance and Loan company, and Copeland was 

the president of City National Bank. Stewart’s obituary specifically mentions he organized Bethany with 
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the local assistance of Dr. W. O. Thompson—president of the Ohio State University, Reverend Walter 

Houston, Dr. William Hindman, and Foster Copeland (article pasted in Bethany Presbyterian Church 

1918-1930). 

Broad Street’s Reverend Samuel S. Palmer officiated at the installation of Henry W. Cooper, the first 

ordained minister at Bethany Presbyterian Church. By September of 1918, the congregants of the newly 

organized Bethany Presbyterian extended a call to Reverend Henry W. Cooper who was pastoring a 

Black church in Macon, Georgia at the time. He preached his first sermon on September 15, 1918, to the 

newly organized church and was installed by the Presbytery of Columbus on November 17, 1918.  

The Ohio State Monitor noted on November 16th, 1918, that Bethany would be installing Reverend 

Cooper and that Reverend J. T. Brittain would preach the installation sermon and the Reverend S. S. 

Palmer [of Broad Street Presbyterian] would preside.  

It is curious that there is no mention of this event in the Broad Street Minutes of Session. This is unusual 

because there are notations when Reverend Palmer participated in other installation services. 

Conclusion. There were at least two individuals associated with Broad Street Presbyterian Church who 

provided moral support for the nascent Bethany church. It is troubling that the Minutes of Session at 

Broad Street make no mention of the contributions these individuals (or others) were making on 

Behalf of Bethany, when the Session notes were touting the support of other local Presbyterian 

churches and local missions received from the pastors and elders at Broad Street and from the church-

at-large.  

 

TAKEAWAYS.  

The leadership of Broad Street Presbyterian Church in the early 1900’s only offered up a kind of 

second-class segregated worshipping environment for immigrating southern Presbyterian Black 

people. These migrating Black churchgoers were isolated from the white congregants and not allowed 

to participate beyond attending morning worship. They apparently were not recruited for 

membership. This segregated treatment, coupled with a desire to worship in ways they were 

accustomed in the South, led a group of these Black Presbyterians to seek the establishment of their 

own, Black-controlled church in Columbus. 

We can be proud that a few Broad Streeters played positive roles in the creation of Bethany and that 

some at least supported the Columbus Presbytery’s Home Mission efforts to assist with financial aid, 

but we cannot be proud of the exclusionary treatment of Black worshippers received at Broad Street 

Presbyterian in the early 1900’s. We should not ignore the intergenerational hurt and stigma created 

by these racist actions, even though the primary victims are no longer alive.  

 

DIFFICULT QUESTIONS: 

Were interracial couples allowed to be married at Broad Street during this period (1897 to 1923)? What 

about later? 

 They were not. Apparently, this was not an acceptable practice well into the 20th century. 
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Where were members of Broad Street interred during this period and were there any burial restrictions 

at this cemetery regarding Black people?  

Most well-known Broad Street parishioners were buried at Green Lawn Cemetery.  In 1856, 

Green Lawn Cemetery lot holders voted to bar non-whites from being buried there. It was not 

until 1872 that this restriction was lifted, and a segregated section was set aside for African 

Americans. 
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Reverend John Lee was charged with 
setting up Black Presbyterian churches in 
the north as First Secretary of Field 
Missions. 

 

 

Reverend Henry W. Cooper was installed 
as the first pastor of Bethany 
Presbyterian Church in 1918. 
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Reverend Walter H. Houston 
presided over the Columbus 
Presbytery's Home Mission which 
worked closely with Reverend Lee in 
establishing Bethany Presbyterian 
Church. 

 

 

1912 Broad Street Presbyterian Church Session Members 

 



12 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Foster Copeland's 1906 Broad Street Presbyterian Adult Male Sunday School Class [All white] 
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Broad Street Elder Foster Copeland (left) served as a financial agent to facilitate Bethany's purchase 
of land on which to build the church and Broad Street’s Reverend Samuel S. Palmer (right) presided 
over the installation of Reverend Lee at Bethany Presbyterian Church. 

 


