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President’s Report 
By Becky Jones 

 

History of Wesley’s Chapel Church    

Originally authored by George P. Cridlin (by Ken Rodenberry) 

 

As we enter 2019 I would like to share with you some of the programs and 
happenings at the Lee County Historical and Genealogical Society. 
 In the sixties and seventies Lee County had a very active theatre group. 
With the remodeling of the old theatre in Pennington Gap a group got together and 
started “The Lee Players.” Elaine Elkins Barker and Jennifer Elroy came to our 
meeting and talked about the old and new Lee Players. They showed us 
documents, play books, programs, etc. and spoke of many former names of the 
early group of players. Jessica Moore and Greg Edwards, members of our Society, 
are very active with the Lee Players.  

I was not able to attend our August meeting because of the death of my 
brother, Jimmy, but I understand they had a good group and a very nice tour of the 
Duff House in Stickleyville. Libby’s report is included. 

In September, Nancy Hines shared with us a 2001 Kentucky Educational 
TV video about the Melungeons. She also had copies of an article in the January 
1987 Powell Valley Electric Co-op magazine about “The Mysterious Melungeons.” 

Also in September, John Barker visited at the Society looking for his Litton 
family kinfolks. After several hours of talking and looking up information about the 
Littons he was able to visit with cousins and was able to find an old cemetery with 

Wesley’s Chapel Methodist Church, occupies a Community center in one of 

Lee County’s most beautiful valleys, and has for many years been one of the most 

widely known of the country churches in this the oldest section of the County.  

 Something of the early history of this valley, is interesting. Lee County was 

established in 1792, but the settlement of this section of the County dates much 

earlier. In 1776, George Moss made a settlement on a 400 acre tract of land, “In 

Powell Valley at 2 springs, about three miles below Rock House Creek [Natural 

Bridge] to include his improvements”. The west end of this tract bordered on Powell 

River and extended eastward nearly two miles. At the time it was surveyed, Nov. 14, 

1783, it was known as “Hickory Grove” and where the land bordered the river it was 

called “Moss’ Shoals”. George Moss assigned his right in the land to Benjamin Sharp, 

and on July 5, 1785 Sharp obtained a Commonwealth Patent for the 400 acre tract. 

Sharpe also obtained a Patent for a 275 acre tract lying immediately north of Hickory 

Grove. Robert Preston on Dec. 10, 1785, obtained Commonwealth Patent for a tract 

of 890 acres lying in this valley, extending from Rock House and Glade [Town Branch] 
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President’s Report  from page 1 

 his ancestors buried there. He wants to come back and help clean up the cemetery. 
Our speaker for October was Bruce Johnson. He told us about a natural Stone House on Black Mountain north of 

Keokee. When a family was down and with no place to live that was a place they could go until things got better. See 
Bruce’s story. 
 In November Ken Roddenberry spoke to us about Wesley Chapel Methodist Church. Ken’s article is included in 
this Newsletter. 
 We did not meet in December due to many of our local members being involved in other activities. 
 I want to thank those who supported us by paying your dues, and donations of money, personally paying for 
mowing and weed eating and the expense of copying and sending out our newsletters. We have had to dip into our 
perpetual fund to help pay enormous electric and insurance bills. 
 We still have books for sale and need our members to keep paying their dues and support us with their 
donations.  If you are going to be in this area and want to visit our building you need to let us know a few days in advance 
so we can get a volunteer to be there.  
 Thank You, Becky Jones 
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Creeks westward about 3 miles covering a large parcel of the 

eastern end of the Hickory Grove tract, but as the Moss title 

was the older, Preston could hold only to the east line of that 

tract. Then Sharpe purchased about 115 acres of the Preston 

tract adjoining Hickory Grove. So that he then had a compact 

tract of land containing some 900 acres, covering the valley 

from the River eastward to what is know known as the “Cedar 

Road”, and is now State Road No. 656. [Country Club Rd.]  

Sharp had acquired title to a large number of other 

tracts of land in Lee County, and had become a wealthy man. 

In 1816, he decided to move west, and in a few months time 

he sold 14 farms ranging in size from 30 to 300 acres. On 

June 17th, 1816 Sharp sold to Robert Ely his home tract 

known as Hickory Grove, with adjoining tracts, in all some 

900 acres. Ely thus acquired title to all the lands in this valley 

from the [Powell] River eastward to the Cedar Road. 

 Champ Hamblen, a man famous for the fact that he 

had when some members of his family were massacred by 

Indians, been captured by the savages, when he was a very 

small child, and carried away into Canada. Some years later 

by the aid of friends, he regained his liberty and came back 

to Virginia where he acquired title to more than 200 acres of 

land lying adjoining and eastward of the Sharp land where he 

made his home the remainder of his life. 

 John Campbell in July 1891 acquired by 

Commonwealth patent title to 1018 acres of land adjoining 

and south of the Preston and Moss tracts and this land by 

various conveyance became the property of William W. 

Anderson. 

 Thus you have a short history of the early settlement 

of this section of the County. The beauty and attractiveness 

of this valley; its natural wealth of great forest, and the fertility 

of its broad acres, attracted to it a citizenship of men of high 

character. 

[Henry] Hamilton, a British officer captured at St. 

Vincennes and escorted to Williamsburg in 1779, in his 

journal of his journey, tells of his passing through Powell 

Valley. He describes with minuteness passing “Natural 

Bridge in Lee County. He speaks of it as being located in a 

beautiful valley, and says he could not refrain from pausing 

awhile to admire the scene. He describes the bridge as being 

about 60 feet wide and covered with trees, with the road 

passing over it. 

 In this setting Wesley’s Chapel Methodist Church 

was located. The building now stands at the eastern edge of 

the Benjamin Sharpe - Robert Ely land, and on the south side 

of the Public Highway, a site that the various building of the 

Church have occupied for 120 years. 

 In the early days, when the country was sparsely 

settled, the organization of the Church was necessarily very 

different from that of the present day. There were no church 

buildings. The Methodist people were organized into small 

classes, a few families living comparatively near together, 

with members of some 10 to 25 persons forming a class. 

The class would hold services at stated frequent intervals, 

at the residence of some one of the members, services 

being led by a regularly appointed “Class Leader”. 

 The Methodist Church was at work in the Holston 

country before there was an organized Conference. 

Traveling preachers went through the country preaching to 

the pioneer families, and here and there establishing small 

classes, and appointing Class Leaders. Then the whole of 

Southwestern Virginia was only sparsely settled. The first 

organized work of the Church was begun in 1783. The 

Conference held in Baltimore May 21, 1793, had before it a 

report from the Holston country, showing a membership of 

Sixty souls. At that time the Holston Circuit was created, 

and a preacher assigned to the work. The first Preacher 

assigned to Holston Circuit was Jeremiah Lambert. At the 

end of the first year he reported an increase of 17 in 

membership. 

 The first Conference to be held in the Holston 

country met in 1788 at the residence of Stephen Keywood, 

in Washington County, Va. The second Conference held in 

Holston country was at Huffakers about three miles from 

Saltville, in Washington Co., Va. in April 1792. This was the 

same year that the Act was passed establishing Lee 

County. As the population increased with like increase of 

membership, Holston circuit was divided from time to time 

into smaller circuits, all within the Holston Conference. 

The Lee Circuit was established in 1814. Before 

this date, a Class had been established, in the 

neighborhood of what is now known as Wesley’s Chapel, 

known by the name of “Eleys”. The first Quarterly 

Conference held for the Lee Circuit met on Nov. 12, 1814, 

at the residence of Dreury Fletcher in Yokum Station, Lee 

County, Va. At that meeting 18 classes reported, and 

among them was “Elys, reporting a collection of $1.25, 

which was not so far out of line as the whole of the 18 

classes only showed a total of $23.49 ½.   

At the Quarterly Conference for the Lee Circuit at 

Camp ground, July 28-29, 1815, there were present Robert 

Ely Class Leader, Champ Hamblen Class Leader, Thomas 

Blakemore Class Leader; and “Elys Class” reported with a 

collection of $1.71, which amount was about in line with 

collection at the other classes, of which there were then 

eighteen in number. 

At the Quarterly Conference held Sept. 28th, 1816, 

the following minute was entered: “Robert Ely was  

Continued on page 4 

History of Wesley’s Chapel Church   from page 1 
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recommended by the Society of which he is a member to be 

licensed to exhort in the M.E. Church and accordingly he is 

authorized”.  

 The Quarterly Conferences held for the Lee Circuit 

on Jan. 10, 1818 and Jan. 16, 1819, were held at Robert 

Ely’s home. The Ely Class was regularly reported at each 

Conference held for Lee Circuit until the latter part of the 

year 1836. 

 At the Annual Conference held in 1836, the Lee 

Circuit was divided, and the Jonesville Circuit was 

established, which included the Wesley Chapel Territory. 

The first Quarterly Conference for the Jonesville Circuit was 

held at Speaks Meeting house Nov. 26, 1836. Samuel 

Patton was then Presiding Elder and W.C. Reynolds was 

the Circuit Preacher. At this meeting few members were 

present. 

 At a Quarterly Conference for Jonesville Circuit, at 

Rose Hill, April 3rd, 1841, the following order was made 

“Robert Ely, Sr., Champ Hamblen, Alex Ely, James Ely, 

Isaac Thompson appointed trustees to Wesley Chapel”. 

This the first mention we have of the name Wesley Chapel. 

The classes reporting at that meeting were: Ritchie’s $1.31, 

Jonesville $3.20, Ball’s School House $1.10, Dean’s $.50, 

Loyd’s $2.00, Russell’s $1.25, Wesley Chapel $1.00, 

Carmac’s $1.00, Pleasant Hill $2.50, Speaks $1.00, 

Marshalls $.25, Hills $.37 ½, Laurel Grove $.50, Bethel 

$1.25, Mulberry Gap $1.10, Jonesville Camp Ground $1.25, 

Pennington $.25, Yeary’s $.50, Public Collection $1.81. 

Total $22.05 

 Members of the Quarterly Conference present at 

this meeting were: David Fleming, Presiding Elder, John 

Forister, Circuit Preacher, N.Speak, L.E., John Dickinson, 

L.D., Solomon Hobbs, L.P., V.A. Woodward, Exh., George 

Ely, Exh., Simon Burgin, C.L., Alex Ely, C.L., James 

Woodward, C.L., H. Morely, C.L., Alex Ritchie, C.L. 

 The order appointing Trustees for Wesley Chapel, 

having been the first mention of that name, is indicative of 

the fact that the location of the meeting place of that class 

had been definitely established, and a building erected. No 

deed had been at that time secured for the plot of land, but 

this was not unusual for such transaction of that kind in the 

early days. The land owner usually donated the site for a 

church, and it was accepted by the congregation, with little 

thought of a deed. Wesley Chapel Church was built on lands 

owned by Robert Ely. He was a Class Leader, an Exhorter 

and had been a leader in church affairs for many years; and 

he and two of his sons were appointed trustees to hold title 

of the property for the benefit of the Church. While it is plain 

that a church lot had been donated in 1840, and a building 

erected by early Spring of 1841… no deed had been made. 

After the War between the States, and 25 years after the 

death of Robert Ely, and after his lands had been divided 

among the heirs, Alexander Ely, a son of Robert Ely, and 

Andrew M. Ely, a son of Alexander, made a deed of 

conveyance to the trustees of Wesley Chapel Church for a 

lot of land described in the deed dated April 27th, 1868. 

 At the time the deed was made to the Church lot, 

1868, Wesley Chapel had been taken out of the Jonesville 

Circuit by the formation of the Powell Valley Circuit [thus 

requiring Wesley Chapel] to have a parsonage as a 

residence of the preacher for the Circuit. On the 3rd of July, 

1871, Andrew M. Ely and Esther M. Ely, his wife, by deed 

conveyed to [trustees of said Church] a piece of land 

containing 3 acres lying and being in Lee County adjoining 

the Church property known as Wesley Chapel and on the 

west side thereof and between said Chapel for the said 

purpose aforesaid and house built within five years. 

 The first parsonage was erected within the five year 

period and was probably erected in the years 1871 and 

1872. It is also of interest as it fixes the time of building of 

the [second] parsonage now standing, as being in the year 

1911. The first Church building erected was on the lot 

afterwards conveyed to the trustees in 1868. This building 

was constructed just prior to the appointment of the trustees 

Apr. 3, 1841. It was constructed of logs, and being located 

on a lot which was only 66 feet long and 66 feet in width, the 

front of it was only a few feet from the line of the public road. 

 Miss Alice Ely was a daughter of Thomas S. Ely, a 

granddaughter of Alexander Ely, and hence a great 

granddaughter of Robert Ely, Sr. She wrote a short history 

of the Wesley Chapel Church, which is in the possession of 

the officials of the church. Miss Ely was born in 1867 made 

her home throughout her whole life on the old Ely farm, and 

was a life-long member of Wesley Chapel Church. She died 

in 1950, age 83 year of her age, and her funeral services 

were conducted from this church. She says that the first 

building was erected in the 1830’s or the early 1840’s, by 

Alexander Ely with the help of neighbors. This confirms our 

opinion that the first church building was completed shortly 

before the appointment of Trustees on April 3rd, 1841. Miss 

Ely says that the first church was made of large popular logs, 

hand hewn. The log meeting house served its purpose well. 

For nearly 30 years, each Sabbath day found religious 

services there. If no preacher was there, class meetings 

were held. 

 Soon after the close of the Civil War, the 

membership decided that they should have a better and 

more modern Church in which to worship. So the question 

of erecting a new building gave rise to inquiry as to title to 

Continued on page 5  

History of Wesley’s Chapel Church   from page 3 
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History of Wesley’s Chapel Church   from page 4 

 
the land, and it was found that there had never been any deed made to the Church for the land upon which the old log building 

stood. It was then that an attempt to secure a deed to the Church lot was made. Robert Ely who was the original owner of 

the land was long since dead, and the property where the old church stood had become the property of Alexander Ely and 

his son Andrew M. Ely. Alexander Ely, a son of Robert Ely, Sr., and who had been largely instrumental in the erection of the 

first building, together with his son Andrew M. executed the deed dated April 27, 1868, hereinbefore referred to. So title to 

the lot having been made certain, the members proceeded to erect on the site of the old log building, a frame building amply 

sufficient for the purposes of the church. This second building was used for Congregational worship for about forty-seven 

years. In 1914-15, through the leadership of Rev. J.C. Cornett, then pastor of the Church, a movement was started to erect 

a new church building. The old building was torn away and the erection of a new building begun. It was completed in 1916, 

when G.M. Shelley was pastor. This new building, which is the one now standing was located some 60 feet from the road, 

thus leaving a nice yard in front of the building, and hence does not all rest on the original church lot, but the rear end is on 

the McAfee lot. The present building was dedicated by Dr. I.P. Martin, then Presiding Elder of Big Stone District, on the 6th 

day of September, 1916. With reference to the preachers who have been pastors of the Wesley Chapel Church, Miss Alice 

Ely says that among the earliest preachers were William L. Turner, whose wife Phoebe was a daughter of Robert Ely, Sr. 

 As this is written in mid-year 1960, the church is in flourishing condition. Rev. Ray C. Stafford is pastor. The building 

is in excellent repair, painted attractively within and without. The grounds are well kept, preaching services are held regularly, 

Sabbath School conducted every Sunday and a bus service is maintained for the convenience of persons not conveniently 

located to attend services. 

[an abridged version] Presented before the Lee County Historical and Genealogical Society, Jonesville, Va., Nov. 10th, 2018 

by Ken R. Roddenberry. 

 

 

 

 

I hiked in the Big Black Mountain area on Sept. 2018. The area is known as the highest point in Kentucky. It is also 

adjacent to Keokee, Virginia, in the area of the Little Black Mountains. My destination was the John Garrison Rock House 

which I reached after an hour of grueling transportation in a side by side driven by a man named Steve (Pook) Garrett. The 

Rock House is a large three-sided rock room with a roof of solid rock on top forming a room about 20'x10'x8' high. The front 

is open and when people of the area had nowhere else to live they took their families, their few meager belongings and 

lived there until they could find work down in the communities of Kentucky or Virginia.  

I'm pleased to say that some of those people who had to live there in hard times were able to recover and did well. 

Some of them who are now in their early 60's to middle 50's were children then, but being of rugged mountain upbringing 

met the challenge and went on to become doctors, lawyers, ministers and merchants. I knew some of them then as well as 

now personally. Some of you would be much surprised if I listed the names. 

God through his mercy and grace has given to each individual the ability to excel to the best of our abilities. Thank 

GOD, we live in the Blessed Nation of The Good Old U.S.A. 

The John Garrison Rock House      by Rev. Bruce Johnson, Sr. 

 

       
 

         Left - Photo by Diane Estep from freepages.rootsweb.com                                   Right – Photo by Rev. Bruce Johnson, Sr. 
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Members Tour Duff House in Stickleyville 
                                                                                          By Libby Laforce 

Our members toured the Duff Mansion in Stickleyville, Virginia in August. The 

house originally was built between 1820 to 1830 has some unique features that went 

into the planning of building this home. Our members enjoyed the tour and learning 

the history of the home and of the people who lived there. 

The home is being restored to the original condition by Eunice and Mary Ruth 

Laster, current owners of the home. Some of the original furniture will also be coming 

back to the house. Sometime between Spring and Summer of 2019 the house will be 

dedicated and placed on the historical homes register. We will update you then on 

this interesting home. 
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Historical Society Books On Sale! 
 

Bicentennial History of Lee County 1792-1992 
Regular $65.00 – Sale $52.00 Book 

2.75 Tax (VA Residents) 
5.00 S & H 

$59.75 Total Cost 
 

Volume I Cemeteries of Lee County 
Regular $40.00 - Sale $32.00 Book 

1.70 Tax (VA Residents) 
5.00 S & H 

$38.70 Total Cost 
 

Volume II Cemeteries of Lee County 
Regular $45.00 – Sale $36.00 Book 

1.90 Tax (VA Residents) 
5.00 S & H 

$42.90 Total Cost 
 

Volume III Cemeteries of Lee County 
Regular $50.00 – Sale $40.00 Book 

2.10 Tax (VA Residents) 
5.00 S & H 

$47.10 Total Cost 
 

A Pictorial History of Lee County 
Re-print of the First Volume 

Regular $49.99 - Sale $40.00 Book (Tax Included) 
5.00 S & H 

45.00 Total Cost 
 

Our Library and resources are available for use by appointment. 
Please contact: 

Becky Jones (276) 346-2010 
Jean Martin  (276) 546-3924 

Libby Laforce  (276) 346-3562 
Ada Vandeventer  (276) 346-2464 

 

 

 


