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Seventy-five or 100 years ago, there was a marked difference between the people of Washington 

county [sic]
1
 and those of Greene.  They differed in religion, in politics, in social descent, and in 

other social aspects.  The first settlers in Greene county had come largely from Virginia and were 

English in stock, habits, and spirit.  It was the only county in the state having a population from 

this source.  Prior to 1780, Western Pennsylvania was Augusta county, Virginia, and the first 

settlers along the Monongahela were from the Old Dominion.  The soldiers of George Rogers 

Clark, who won for the United States the Empire of the West while called Virginians by 

historians were mostly from Greene county.  True, there were many Pennsylvanian Dutch from 

the Cumberland valley, some Quakers from New Jersey, and a few Hessians descended from the 

prisoners whom Washington had captured at Trenton on Christmas Eve, 1776, as the James, the 

Clutters, and the Enochs.  The dominant element, however, was from Virginia and gave 

character and color to the society of the entire county.  In the presidential election of 1864, 

George B. McClellan, on a platform which declared the Civil war a failure, received a majority 

of 1,700 votes over Abraham Lincoln.  Washington county would never do anything like that.  It 

should be remembered, however, that the ancestors of a majority of the people of Greene county, 

at that time, lay buried in the Shenandoah valley, and that ancestral ties are among the most 

sacred and powerful that control human conduct. 

 

Washington county, on the other hand, had few Virginia settlers.  It was settled by the Scotch 

Irish, coming direct from Ulster.  They had entered the continent at the port of Philadelphia, 

tarried until after the French and Indian war in the Cumberland valley, among the Pennsylvania 

Dutch, had journeyed westward over the old Forbes road, down the Youghiogheny
2
 to 

Pittsburgh, and spread over the Allegheny and Ohio valleys.  Some coming up Chartiers creek 

had spread fan-shaped over Washington county.  They brought with them their ideas of religion, 

and individual freedom in politics.  Many of them were Seceders.  There is not now, and never 

has been, a Seceder church or United Presbyterian church in Greene county.  Washington county 

has many. 

 

In 1733 there was a great secession from the Church of Scotland.  The aristocratic landlords 

demanded the right to select the pastors of the churches which their tenants attended.  This right 

the tenants denied and the secession took place.  They called the church they formed the 

Associate Presbyterian, but it was popularly known as the Seceder church. 

 

There were three small groups of Seceders, in early times, in the southern edge of Washington 

and in the northern edge of Greene county.  They may be known as the Burns group, the Carroll 

group, and the Auld group.  It was these three groups that founded the church of which I write. 



An Abandoned and Forgotten Church in Washington County 
By James C. Burns     The Washington Observer     Friday, February 28, 1930 

As transcribed by Lou Emeterio, Claysville, PA – February 2009 

Page 2 of 2 

 

The Burns group had all descended from Alexander Burns, a Revolutionary soldier, who in 1783 

had built his cabin one-half mile east of the present village of Burnsville.  He was a devout 

Seceder and one of the founders of the Seceder church in West Alexander and until his death in 

1826, was one of the ruling elders in that organization.  He married Jane Carroll.  Their bodies 

lie in the old Seceder graveyard of that city beneath a horizontal slab carved with the date of their 

death
3
.  The church he helped to found is now the prosperous United Presbyterian church of 

West Alexander.  

 

Aunt Jane Reed, nee Burns, who lived to be 90 years old, told me that when she was a child she 

used to ride to church from Burnsville to West Alexander a distance of eight or nine miles on 

horseback behind her grandmother, Mrs. Alexander Burns.  On reaching the church the 

grandmother would ride to the uppon [sic] block, deposit the little granddaughter and then to the 

oak grove nearby where reaching up she would pull down an oak limb to which she tied the 

hitching strap and then would leap from the saddle to the ground.  After the services she would 

return to the horse and grasping the horn of the saddle in her left hand and the cantle with her 

right would leap into the saddle from the ground and return to the uppon [sic] block for her 

granddaughter.  How many grandmothers of today can perform such an athletic feat? 

 

Alexander Burns and his wife, Jane Carroll Burns, reared six children four sons and two 

daughters they were James, Robert, John, William, Nancy and Jane
4
.  James and John followed 

in the footsteps of their father and each became the founder of a Seceder church.  James Burns 

resided on Owen’s run in Greene county and has many descendants around Jacktown and 

Graysville, though many others are scattered through the great middle west.  Under the auspices 

of Lucetta Burns, a teacher in the Pittsburgh schools, a reunion of these descendants is held every 

few years.  The descendants of Robert and William still live around Good Intent and West 

Alexander, der..[sic] 

 

Dr. Robert J. Reed and sis [sic] sister, of [sic] Wheeling; Dr. Burns Craig and his mother, of New 

York City, and Dr. Gunn, of Oberlin, O., and his brother, William, of Washington, Pa., and their 

numerous sisters are the living descendants of John Burns.  Nancy Burns married William Davis, 

of West Alexander.  Her numerous descendants live around that place, among them J. B. 

Chambers, the philanthropic banker. 

 

At the close of the Revolutionary war four brothers and one sister, Carroll by name, coming from 

Ulster, settled in East Finley township near the headwaters of the Middle Wheeling creek
5
.  Two 

of the brothers were killed by the Indians near the number eight school-house
6
 [sic].  The other 

two, Robert and James, reared large families
7
.  The sister married Alexander Burns, as has 

already been noted.  In the third generation, when I knew them, there were Hamilton, Joseph, 

Hugh, Thomas, Robert, James, Joe D. and other sisters married into other families.  All living 

about the heads of the Middle Wheeling creek. 

 

In 1788, a group of Aulds fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters, uncles, aunts, cousins, nephews, 

nieces and other relatives, a hundred or more, together with a similar group of McKinleys, some 

of whom were bound by marriage ties to members of the Auld group, all from County Antrim, 

Ireland chartered a ship and set sail for America.  After a tempestuous voyage of seven months, 

they landed at the port of Philadelphia.  David Auld settled on the dividing ridge separating the 

waters of Middle Wheeling creek from those of Middle Ten Mile near the present Beulah Baptist 
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church.  He reared a large family, most of whom in 1852, moved to Iberia, in Morrow county, 

Ohio, where their children became friends and some college classmates of President Harding.  

One son, William, and his sister, Martha, remained.  Martha was a poet and wrote many religious 

verses.  I recall one: 

 “This is the Holy Sabbath, 

 From labor we should rest, 

And spend the day in gladness, 

It is our Lord’s behest.” 

 

Some of the grandchildren of William Auld still live on the headwaters of the Middle Ten Mile, 

Howard Auld and his sisters and his brother Thomas Auld, Jr., and his family.  Some of the 

descendants of David Auld’s son, Archibald, still remain in that vicinity.  The Auld House in 

Washington is the creation of James Auld, whose daughters, Anna and Belle, are residents of 

Washington. 

 

Not later than the year 1826, these three groups of Scotch-Irish Presbyterians -- The [sic] 

Burnses, the Carrolls and the Aulds, united to establish a Seceder church and erect a house of 

worship.  James Burns was chosen to represent the Burns group in the eldership, and after his 

death in 1843 his mantle fell upon his younger brother John Burns, Esquire, Hamilton Carroll 

represented the Carroll group and William Auld represented the Aulds until he passed away, then 

Thomas Auld became his successor and so remained as long as the church existed.  The pastors, 

as I recall them, were Rev. Ashenhurst, Rev. Gibson, Dr. Carson, of Xenia Theological Seminary 

fame, and the Rev. James A. McKee.  The congregation was never strong and united with the 

congregation at Dogwood Grove in supporting a pastor, the pastor giving three Sundays each 

month to the congregation at Dogwood Grove and the fourth to the congregation at the Heads of 

Wheeling.   

 

Of course, the building was located in the Carroll of middle group.  It was officially named the 

Associate Presbyterian church of the Heads of Wheeling, but in common parlance the building 

was called the Carroll Meetin’ House.  It was a frame structure about fifty feet long by thirty feet 

wide with a door entering the middle of the south end and an aisle leading from the door to the 

pulpit in the north end with pews on each side of the aisle and in the “amen” corners.  The pulpit 

was a high affair reached by climbing a circular stairway.  Only the minister’s head and 

shoulders were visible to the congregation.  In front of the pulpit was the precentor’s desk.  

Thomas Blair was the precentor. 

 

My father was a regular attendant; not winter storms, nor spring wind, nor summer’s heat kept 

him from making the six mile journey.  When the weather was fair he took his entire family; in 

winter in the sled, in summer in the road wagon.  On such occasions, Saturday afternoon was 

busy time in preparation.  The wagon was to be tarred, the bed filled with hay, the Sunday 

apparel to be taken from the bureau drawers and neatly arranged on the beds in the spare room, 

the shoes polished and placed in a convenient row: for on the Sabbath only the works of 

“necessity and mercy” should be performed, and as these thing and other preparations could be 

performed on Saturday it was not necessary to do them on the Sabbath.  On Sunday morning 

father and mother took their places in the front part of the wagon on the splint bottomed chairs, 

while the children, four of us, sat behind them on the hay.  Slowly the horses jogged up one hill 

and down another, the sparks flying from the iron tires as the brake was applied.  When a short 

piece of level ground was reached and the horses broke into a trot, the wheels of the wagon 
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would strike a stone in the road and heavenward we all went.  Neither time nor age can erase the 

recollection of those heavenly bumps.  On reaching the meetin’ house the wagon was driven into 

the grove, the horses unhitched and tied to the wheels of the wagon to munch the hay while we 

worshipped.  On entering the church father went before, mother followed with the children 

behind in reverse order of their ages.  On reaching the pew, he opened the door, stepped aside 

and mother entered followed by the children.  when [sic] father closed the pew door and sat 

down.  We children behaved ourselves. 

 

The worship was that of Scotland, established by John Knox in the days of the Reformation, and 

transferred to the southern boundary of Washington county.  First, there was the explanation by 

the minister of the Psalm to be sung, consuming usually a half hour. Then, 

 “They chant their artless notes in simple guise, 

 They tune their hearts, by far their noblest aim; 

 Perhaps Dundee’s wild-warbling measures rise, 

 Or plaintive martyrs, worthy of the name; 

 Or noble Elgin beats the heavenward flame, 

 The sweetest far of Scotia’s holy lays.” 

 

At first the precentor “lined out,” but as the publishing houses increased and J. B. Lippincott and 

Company of Philadelphia began publishing the Psalms of David in metre, Rouses version, the 

old Scotch custom of “lining out” fell into disuse.  No hymn book, organ, piano nor any other 

musical instrument ever entered the sacred precinct of that congregation.  There were long 

prayers, two of them, and a sermon an hour and a half long, when we retired to the grove to eat 

our lunch of cookies and fried chicken.  Sandwiches had not yet made their appearance in that 

neighborhood.  We quenched our thirst from a cool spring of living water nearby.  After the 

“intermission” of a half hour we returned to the meetin’ house for a second service.  We reached 

home at set of sun and milked the cows by the light of the stars.  

 

About 1860 a Sunday school was started in connection with the church.  The exercises consisted 

of reciting the Shorter Catechism and repeating portions of the Sacred Scriptures which had been 

assigned and “learned by heart,” as the twenty-third Psalm, the Sermon on the Mount, &c.
9
 

 

The observance of the “Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper” was a solemn and impressive service 

and was observed once a year, usually in Indian summer.  The service was never called 

communion, as it is today but the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper.  It lasted over a period of four 

days, Friday, Saturday, Sunday and Monday.  No minister ever attempted to conduct the service 

alone, but some other neighboring minister from some other Seceder church in the county or 

from Pittsburgh was invited to assist in the ceremonies. 

 

Friday was the examination day; for on that day the elders examined the church members and 

issued “tokens” of admission to all who were deemed worthy to partake of the Lord’s Supper on 

the following Sunday.  The token was a small piece of lead one and one-half inches long and 

one-half inch wide and the [sic] sixteenth of an inch thick on which was stamped “Sacrament of 

the Lord’s Supper.”  William Auld, the elder was the custodian of the tokens.  Samuel, his son, 

told me that occasionally some of the tokens would be lost for he was required to lay off work a 

half day before the sacrament to mold bullets and pound the bullets on the anvil into the shape of 

the tokens, and that these home-made tokens were used in cases of emergency.  
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If there were rumors that a certain member had used “cuss words” since the last sacrament, due 

inquiry was made and if the report was found to be true, the member was refused admission to 

the Lord’s Table unless truly repentant.  If any young woman had “kept company” with a young 

man outside the church she was admonished that the Holy Scriptures taught that the elect 

“should not be unequally yoked together with unbelievers.” 

 

On the Sunday the sacrament was observed, two long narrow tables were set in the space 

between the front pew and the pulpit, one on each side of the aisle and covered with immaculate 

linen cloths, the handiwork of the women of the congregation, who were experts with the flax, 

spinning wheel, the loom, the needle, and the bleaching process.  When the Psalm was 

announced usually a part of the one hundred and sixteenth, the congregation arose and went 

forward singing 

 “I Love the Lord because my voice 

 And prayers he did hear; 

 I while I live will call on Him, 

 Who bowed to me his ear. 

 

 I’ll of salvation take the cup 

 And on God’s name will call; 

I’ll pay my vows unto the Lord 

Before his people all. 

 

As the communicants passed into the tables they delivered up to the elder standing there the 

token given the Friday before.  After they were seated and had partaken of the broken bread, they 

were addressed by the visiting minister in a sermon a half hour long, showing the high moral life 

demanded of those who had taken such solemn vows.  Later the wine was passed in silver 

goblets, each communicant sipping the wine as it passed from one to another.  Then the home 

minister addressed the tables in another long sermon, appealing for clean hands and pure hearts 

in those who had taken such vows. 

 

In 1858, when the Associate Presbyterian church and the Associate Reformed Presbyterian 

church united forming the United Presbyterian church, this congregation went into the union and 

the Seceder church went out of existence in this neighborhood.  The United church flourished for 

a while, but in 1861 came the terrible Civil war.  The pastor, Rev. James A. McKee, was an 

intensely Union man and prayed earnestly in the pulpit for the success of the policies of 

Abraham Lincoln, the destruction of human slavery and the perpetuity of the American Union.  

In the stress of circumstances railroad trains began running on Sunday carrying troops.  Armies 

were moved and battles were fought on this holy day.  All this was wrong and contrary to the 

teaching of the Scriptures according to the ideas of the radical Seceders.  They could not support 

a government which desecrated the Lord’s Day nor a pastor who prayed for its success.  They 

withdrew their support and the church had to be abandoned, and has long since been forgotten.  

It accomplished a great work in its day and its influence is still felt. 

 

The first sacrifice, and God knows there were many, which Washington county placed upon her 

country’s altar in the cruel war from ’61 to ’65, was from this little congregation.  Robert Carroll 

of Company B, First West Virginia cavalry, was killed in the battle of Phillippi [sic], June 3, 

1861
8
.  He was the son of Hamilton Carroll, a ruling elder of this little church.  This forgotten 
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church has furnished our country many useful men, as lawyers, doctors, preachers, teachers, 

executives, legislators, farmers, business men, in fact, in nearly all the useful vocations in life.   

 
Transcriber’s notes: 
1
Newspaper editors did not capitalize second words in common “Proper Noun” phrases prior to the 1940s, as we 

do and expect today. 
2
The Youghiogheny River is a tributary of the Monongahela River.  It is the Monongahela River that eventually 

reaches Pittsburgh. 
3
In 1946 the bodies of Alexander Burns and Jane Carroll Burns were disinterred and reburied in the West 

Alexander Cemetery in the Reed plot. 
4
AlexanderBurns and Jane Carroll Burns had 7 children: James, Alexander, Jr. (omitted by the author), Robert 

Mary, Nancy, John and William. 
5
Robert Carroll, his wife, Mary (Bell) Carroll, his brothers John and Hamilton and his sister, Jane Carroll, left 

Londonderry, Ireland on August 14, 1768 arriving in New Castle Delaware on October 3, 1768. After “a few years” 

moved to what is present day East Finley and Morris Townships. Robert Carroll’s patent dated 1787, “Poles 

Hook,” comprised 397 acres on an eastern branch of the Wheeling Creek watershed, Templeton’s Ford. ( The 

Middle Wheeling Creek, mentioned by the author, originates in West Finley Township and flows westward.) 
6
John and Hamilton Carroll, the two brothers of Robert Carroll who were killed by Indians, died in 1781 and were 

killed near the Joint School House, (not number-eight school house mentioned by the author). 
7
Two other brothers of Robert Carroll, Richard and Edward, emigrated from Ireland at a later date and settled in 

close proximity. James Carroll, mentioned by the author, was the son of Robert Carroll, Sr. 
8
Robert H. Carroll was killed in the Battle of Bloomery Gap (West) Virginia on February 14, 1862 (not Philippi as 

noted by the author.)  He is buried in the Carroll Graveyard in Morris and East Finley Townships, Washington 

County.  
9
&c was an abbreviation for etc. in 1930. 

 

**According to Bill Kelly, Professor James Clinton Burns, passed away in Windy Gap Presbyterian Church, West 

Finley, Washington County, Pennsylvania while addressing the 1930 Carroll Family Reunion.   


