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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNO'NN) ?HYSICAL APPEARANCE 

Brown Har3h Presbyterian Church, a small frame building, is located on a knoll 
above Brown Ivfarsh Creek in a grove. of oak and cedar trees. A graveyard containing 
about 200 gravestones, with the oldest inscribed stone dated 1786, encircles the church. 
The -.:vea thered, extremely plain rectangular building, five bays -.:vide and three deep, rests 
Gn a lm·T brick foundation and is capped by a gable roof covered with \vooden shingles .. 

T~e building shows no sign of having ever been painted, and the wood surfaces have 
developed a mossy patina. Some of the siding is beaded; the rest is plain. The north 
_side and west gable-end elevations each contain a central entrance, and it is unclear 
\vhich served originally as the main facade. Tne north entrance, which appears to be 
the earliest, consists of a batten door in a plain surround. The west entrance is a 
double door, each leaf with three raised panels, surmounted by a two-pane transom and 
set in a plain surround. The flanking bays of these elevations and the south and east 
elevations contain nine-over-nine sash windows \vith plain surrounds, each covered with 
a batten shutter. Most of the shutters have HL hinges. The eaves are finished quite 
simply, \~th a plain box cornice enclosing the longitudinal eaves and a plain flush 
.C2.-~ing cornice finishing the gable ends a 

The interior contains one large room r,.;ith the pulpit centered against the east 
-;;.;ral:l_ a:c.d a gallery abutting the west \•rall. All of the ·interior surfaces are covered 
\vith unpainted flush wood sheathing. The wide, beaded ceiling sheathing is perhaps 
original_, for the inscription nThos. Sheridan 1828" (or 1818) is \rritten in chalk on 

1

, 
the ceiling in the northeast corner. According to church tradition this is the 
signature of the carpenter and the construction date of the building. The walls are l 
::::overed -o;oTith narrow sheathing \vhich is apparently a late nineteenth century replacement. I 
It is arranged vertically below a plain chair rail and horizontally above the wainscot. I 
\·Tide plain boards form the· floor. 

( -

The pulpit, which appears to be quite old, is a high, polygonal, three-sided box · J 

constructed of ~vide beaded sheathing like that of the ceiling. · A small shelf at the 
top forms the lectern, and the top edge of the pulpit is finished with a molding •. 
Three small wooden steps on the south side of the pulpit ascend to the standing· plat-
form. Tne pews consist of crude plank benches with slat backs which appear to be of 
recent vintage~ They are arranged loosely in two rows with an east~west and a north-
south center aisle. · The benches in the west half of the building face east, toward 
the pulpit, and the benches flanking the pulpit face inward to the pulpit. In the 
center of the north-south aisle is a Victorian cast-iron stove with a metal.flue which 
exits through the south wall to the outside. 

The gallery is supported on plain wood posts, and narrow, vertical sheathing like 
;::h3.t of the·-::o1all3 forms the gallery railing. A narrow open-string stair-.. ascend&-in 
c:1e S0 1..!.C~l.r,.,est corner -co ~he gallery. The nerNUess of the gallery fabric aqd the 
constriction of gallery space due to the low ceiling height indicate that it is a laier 
.:u-ldi tion. 

~~ound the church is a picturesque churchyard, with several noteWGrthy tomts~ones. 
The oldest grave marker, of "John Gessep" dated 1786, is an upright granite· .. slab. wit?_. 

i .,. 

I. 
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with an arched top. A primitive, stylized male head with wings orna~ents che arched 
area above the inscription, and panels of stylized acanthus orna~ent flank the in­
scription. The stone is typical of eighteenth century New England gravestones and 
is highly unusual for North Carolina. A large nlli~ber of unpainted ~ni~scribed'•~oden 
markers in varying shapes, the basic form being a rectangular wooden slab su~ounted 
by a lozenge shaped or round-arched finial, are found in th~ ceoetery_ .The si~~s of 
Heathering i.u.dicate ttat these illark.:::Ls are very old. These early, a:;o~:y:nous :::l..:lrker 3 

are found throughout Bladen County. 
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In the mid-eighteenth century, the Upper Cape Fear River valley was settled by . 
Scots iiilliligrants \vho e.s tablL;hed Presbyterian cong'l:'c:,Sations and lat2.r built modest 
churches; these were still later replaced by more ambitious Greek Revival style buildings. 
Brm,m Harsh Presbyterian Church, built before 1828, and thus the oldest church iri Bladen 
County, is thought to be the only remaining example of the simple, pre-Greek Revival 
churches built by the Scots Presbyterians \·7ho dominated the region's history. The. small 
frame church and its cemetery with wany early grave markers are pLeserved as a shrine 
by the Presbyterians of the region. 

The Brown ~rsh Presbyterian Church was constructed b=.tT..reen 1805 and 1828 just east 
of the Bro•tlu Harsh Swamp near Clarkton, Bladen County. It is the oldest Presbyterian 
church in that county. 

I 

The Brmvn i·f.::~rsh congregation existed at least as early as February 3, 1795, the 
earliest recorded date of that body's·session meetings and may have be.e.n in existence 
before that time. A cemetery surrounding the church includes a grave marker dated 1786 ... 
It has been suggested that the congregati9n existed as early as February, 1756, when 
Reverend Hugh Hc_t\den, an itenerant Presbyterian minister, recorded that -he "rode to 
Esquire NcNeillTs, where he /NcAden/ preached to a small congregation~. '"· Esquire 
l'·fcNeill is believed to have resided near the Brown Harsh. 

The Brown rfursh congregation WaS affiliated ~vith the Orange Presbytery until 1812 
(when it became part of the Fayetteville Presbytery) .. Unfortunately all the records of 
the Orange Presbytery's first twenty-five years (1770-1795) were destroyed by fire in 
1327. It is certain, however, that some form of chapel existed at Brown Marsh before 
1805. In June of that year John Blue,·a member of the congregation, sold to the 
"congregational Proprietors of the lately erected Chapel or house of divine worship deemed 
the Brmm Marsh Chapel . . • " a t-:·m-acre tract of land "to be appropriated solely & wholly 
to the use & benefit of building a chapel for the purpose of supporting a Presbyterian · 
church order for tRe use & purpose of Presbyterianism. '' The wording of this con-
v?.yan.ce i;:rrplie.s that some type o£ building, ~vhe.ther temporary or .permanent~ r,.;ras in use 
~-.~· tt~ ·.::.:Jr_g:::-egacion· before 1805. Preci.sel? ':vhen the "::.1er..r 11 chapel ~.;ra:s buiit bet':.reen :1805 
~'.'.J 1.J28 is Uncertain, OUt an illSCription -::.rritten in chalk_ OU the Structure IS Ceiling, .. -
11 Ihoo Sheridan 1828" (or 1818), suggests completion during one of those two years. (Thomas 
Sheridan lea. 1738~186i/ is listed as a carpenter in the 1850 census of Bladen County.) 
The fact that the church ~vas dedicated December 13, 1828, strongly suggests that.L:ye.ar as 
the completion date. ~ 
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The congregation of Brmm :Harsh Presbyterian Church, like others in the area, \vas 
composed largely o~ descendants of the Scots settlers \vho dominated the Upper Cape Fear 
Valley numerically and culturally. After· the Scots defeat at Culloden, pardon was 
offered to rebels who would take an oath of allegiance and emigrate ·to America. The 
largest number of these went to North Carolina, settling primarily along the Upper Cape 
Fear; they were in fact the only large group to come to North Carolina directly from 
their native land. The names recorded in the Brown Marsh congregation's marriage roster 
suggest their Scots character: Neill McKay and Katherine Ray (1815), Neill MacColl and 
Nary r1acNeill (1816), George Ballantine and Ann MacColl (1818), Dougald MacKeithan and 
Nary McColl (1819), Angus Clark and Flora McKeithan (1821), Archibald Shaw and Hary 
Campbell (1822), and others. · 

The· 1828 Bro\ffi Marsh chapel remained in continuous use until 1871, when a ne-,;.; house 
of \vorship was constructed closer to Clarkton. The congregation's session resolved to 
!!instruct the Trustees of Bro\ffi :Harsh Church to close the old Bro\ffi Harsh Edifice, •.vhich 
is nm.r open, and fasten the same 'tvith lock & key, and suffer no person . . . to occupy 
or use the same without lieve of this Session." This action produced a rift in the 
congregation and some members continued to Horship in the old chapel until 1873. 'The 
old church building Has apparently then vacated. 

In the autumn of 1885 the new church's name was changed from Brown Marsh to Clarkton 
Presbyterian Church. In October, 1910, Oscar L. Clark and his wife Cora conveyed to the 
trustees of Clarkton Presbyterian Church a one-acre lot in the town of Clarkton "for the 
purpose of erecting Presbyterian Church on ·same." The new building wa,s "practically 
completed" by _the autumn of 1911. In November, 1911, the 1828 _Bro\ffi Marsh chapel was 
reopened to a newly-formed congregation.. Several members of the Clarkton Presbyterian 
Church became members of this new congregation, which remained in existence until 1949. 
~·Thether it met in the old Brown Marsh chapel during this entire period is uncertain; the 
building has remained vacant since that time but is preserved by the region 7 s Presbyterians. 

A full inventory of Bladen County revealed that Brown Marsh is the oldest church 
building there, among the earliest extant structures in the county, and perhaps the 
chief early landmark connected with the Scots Presbyterians vital to the area's history. 
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