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Located on a spacious, approxi~ately 17-acre, tra=~ 
southwest of Charlotte, ~or~~ Carolina, Steele Creek 
Presbyterian Church and Cenetery rep=ese~t outstanding 
historical, artistic~ and architectu=al sy~bols of t~e 
profound Scotch-Irish influence in :1e~kle~burg County. 
The setting reflects the a=e3's historically rural ambiEnce, 
though residential and cCffiQe=cial development to the scu~h 
and east is graphic e'lidence of the county's recent grc~~h 
and of the fragility of the =ural character that sti:l 

. . t ' . t . - ,\f 1 1 ' - T.L.. • remalns In nls sec lon or _.eCK enDU=; County. 0 L,;-_~ 

north of the church grounds is Steele Creek ~ursery, a~= 

to the west stand small, early 20th-cent~ry houses sca~~ered 
on 1 a r gel 0 t s . Th e s e pro per ~ i e s ~ e ::.. ;: ~ 0 ::- e i E for c e t [1 e 
~eeling of ope~~ess that the c~urc~ ~::-ou~~s provide. 

~he Steele Creek Presbyterian Church property is visually 
comin3.ted by the distinguished 1889 Gothic Pe\rivaJ. Style church. 
Facinq west, this building commands 3. rise of land shaded by 
matur~ oak trees overlooking Steele Creek Road (N.C. High~ay 
160). The winding Steele Creek Road is an historic stage route 
linking Salisbury, North Carolina with Camden, South c~rolina. 
To the east of the church (and attached 1923 educatlonal 
wing) stands a complex of three-brick-veneered, two-story 
buildings erected between the :950s 2nd :989 for classr=orns, 
ofEices, a chapel, and gy~nasi~Q. AI~~ough now attached to 
each other, these three buildings, erected seperately, 
are coooted in this no~ination as three ~onco~tribut~~g 
buildings. The complex is connected to t:ie church and 
educational building by a covered wal~~ay. A paved par~i~g 
lot is located to the east of the complex of buildings a~d 
soutt of the church. ?a=~i~g space is also located 
to tte north and east of the c~urch ~~ildings, and ~art~e~ 
e a s -::', s had e d by t r e e s, i s a sma 11 p l =. :- g ::- c ''': ;_ ~ . N e i t -1. e ~ 
~he parking lots nor play area inter~eres~ith the arch~~ectural 
integrity of the church cr-the art~st~~ integrity o~ ~he 

cemetery, and, therefore, are not classi~ie~ in this 
~omination as Noncontributi:1g. Bouncej by a cry-laid f~eldstone 
~all measuri~g about four feet high a~j one ~oot thick, 
the S tee 1 e ere e k Pre s by t e ria ~ C em e t e r y s t a :1 d s nor t h IV est 0 f 
the c~urch buildi~gs. A Co~tributing site i:1 this nomi~=tion, 
the ce~etery comprises app::-oximately three acres and i~cludes 

headstones dRting from ~763 ~o the presen~. 
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Church 
The handsome Gothic Revival church represents the sixth 

house of worship built by the Scotch-Irish congregation at Steele 
Creek. In 1888, the congregation's 1858 church building burned 
to the ground, and the following year the present one was 
completed on the site. The bricks were made by members of the 
congregation. The building's brick walls, laid in a common 
bond, measured 80 feet long (six bays) by 52 feet wide (five 
bays). Today, the exterior of this well-executed building 
survives largely intact. Its Gothic Revival style is evident in 
the pointed-arched sash windows with textured glass in the 
over-lights, the pointed-arched entries, and steeply pitched 
roof parapet. Shallow buttresses define the five bays of the 
main facade as well as the six bays comprising the side 
elevations. Rising at the ends of the facade. and originally 
signifying the~buiacling's two main doorvays are a pair o~ 
crenellated entry towers with small copper caps and finia~s. A 
course of corbelled brick dentils accen~s the s~eeply pitched 
c e n t erg a b Ie, ;,' hie h f eat 1..1 res a c ire u 1 a r -v- e n t s u :- r 0 u n d e d b ~: 
raised brick. Set directly below this vent and above the 
present main entrance are a pair of pointed-arc~ed vented 
windows framed by segmental-arched brick corbelling. Situated 
directly below the vented window~, in the two bays flanking the 
central bay, are pointed-arched sash windows that light the 
sanctuary's balcony. The major alteration to t~e exterior was 
the replacement, in 1968, of the principal poin~ed-arched 
windows in the central bay by a third, main entranceway. At 
this time new panelled doors and matching panelled surrou~ds 
were added to the side entrances, and pointed-arched metal roofs 
and fascia installed. 

The interior of the sanctuary underwent major renovations in 
both 1922 and 1951 (Historical Committee, 149-lS0). In 1922, 
the ce{ling was lowered, and in 1951, ne~ pews ~ere installed 
and a choir loft was added behind the pulpit at the east end of 
the san c t u a r r . Sur v i v i n gin t act i s the b a 1 COil Y a t the \,; est en c . 

A t t a c h edt 0 the e a s ten d 0 f the c h u r chi sat \\T 0 - s tor y 
educational wing that was completed in 1923. Fcur bays deep 
(approximately 40 feet), this addition has co~mcil-bond brick 
walls and granite window sills and lintels. Sl~te shingles 
cover the hip roof. The original sashes have been replaced and 
the interior was modernized and partly integrated into the 
interior of the sanctuary in 1951. 

Noncontributing Buildings 

The noncontributing resources consist of th:-ee 
brick-veneered buildings joined together by later infill 
con s t r u c t ion . The y are a r r- a n g e din a r 0 ~,: f a c in:;: 've s t, s e -,: era 1 
yards to the east and south of the. ~889 building and rea::- 1923 
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educational wing. Each is in good repair and serves its original 
function. At the north end of this complex is a Sunday School 
building completed in 1954. Joined to the 1923 educational 
wing by an arcade, it has a slate pent roof ~nd stone-faced 
entrance. ~o t~e south is the church office building, representing the 
1968 renovation and expansion of a community house (1926). This 
building,too, has a slate pent roof and is decorated with 
simple Gothic-inspired window and doorway treatment on the 
main facade. Directly to the south is the church's new chapel 
and gymnasium, dedicated in 1989. The gable-front chapel is 
treated with restiained Post-Modern elements alluding to the 
Got!1ic. 

Steele Creek ?resbyterian Cemetery 

Steele Creek Cemetery comprises a remarkable collection 
of basically intact (though sometimes ~oss-covered) headstones, 
dating from 1763 to the present. There are approximately 
1,700 heaostones in the cemetery to date; and about 200 
date between 1763 and ca. 1820. These earliest markers were 
crafted by local artisans, and notably by members of the Bigham 
family of head~tone carvers. The Bighams, who lived nearby 
and donated land to the church, operated their workshop in ~his 
vicinity between about 1765 and 1820 (Gatza 1988; I.ittle-Stokes 
1922; Clark 1989). While generations of Bighams cut gravestones 
in t~e vicinity of Gettysburg, Pennsylvania as well as in the 
C3rolina Piedmor:.t, "the best and most varied collection of their 
;'ior~( can be found in the cemet ery next to the S tee I e Creek 
Presbyterian Church. ." (Clark 1989, 37). .Z\ .. mong the \rariety 
of traditional designs executed by the 3ighams and evicent in the 
Steele Creek cemetery are the Scottish Thistle, the Tree of Life, 
the Dove of Promise, rear-face decoration (11 examples identified), 
and family coats of arms (34 examples). 

All of the gravestones in the cemetery are arranged in 
parallel rows running north-south, and they face east. T~e 

early stone markers are located primarily in the south half 
of the burial ground (south of the site of the first four 
churches) and were made from soapstone, granite, and marble. 
Those markers that post-date the work of the Bigharns, and erected 
between the 1830s and turn of the century, often have traditionally 
restrained desiens, with simple descriptions and flat, curvilinear, 
or occasionally pedimented tops A ~~m~?r of them are marked 
with names of local and regional headstone manufacturers. 
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According to church tradition, the stone \lall that surrounds 
the cemetery was constructed with slave labor during the antebellum 
period (Grier 1941). The wrought iron g~tes on the south and 
east entrances appear to be original, though the wall, in places, 
has been reconstructed and reinforced with cement mortar. In 
1912, for example, stonemason Plato Price rebuilt part of the 
wall and may have been responsible for reconstructing the 
wallis north side (Grier 1941). 



Applicable National Register Criteria A B C o 

Criteria Considerations (Exceptions) A 8 C [JO E [jF G 

Areas of Significance (enter categories from instructions) Period of Significance Significant Dates 
17 

Cultural Affiliation 

Significant ArchitecV8uilder 
Norris, H. J. (contractor) 
Bigham Workshop (headstone carver) 

State significance of property, and justify criteria, criteria considerations, and areas and periods of significance noted above. 

EJ See continuation an"! 
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Steele Presbyterian Church and metery are outstanding 
historicat architectural and artistic symbols of the Scotch-Irish influence in 
Mecklenburg County. North Carolina. Situated on a tree-shaded rise of land 
overlooking Steele Creek Road, the 1889 Gothic revival sanctuary is 
architecturally significant under Criterion C for its handsome expression of 
this style: When erected at the end of the 1880s, it was the fine~, most 
pretentious expression of church architecture in rural Mecklenburg. (See 
Associated Property Type 4 - Churches and Cemeteries.) The cemetery 
associated with the church contains the county's finest collection of 
headstones dating from late 18th and early 19th centuries. Bounded by a 
solidly b utit dry-laid stone wall with iron gates. this ce metery includes 
traditional gravestone designs reflecting the work of important local artisans 
- notably the Bigham family. The cemetery is therefore eligible under 
Criterion C The cemetery is also eligible under Criterion A, because of its 
reflection of Steele Creek Presbyterian Church's role in the early settlement 
history of the county (See Context Statement - Early Settlement). It was one 
of the first seven churches established in the county by the early Scotch
Irish settlers. 
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cb urches in North Carolina, 
Providence, Hopewell, 

and Poplar Tent. Sugar Creek. to northeast of Charlotte, already had a 
pastor. These were the first seven churches established in the county by the 
early Scotch- Irish settlers; and were sometimes known as the 
Revolutionary "Pleiades", or "Seven Sisters." I 

In the first history of the church written by Rev. John Douglas (served 
1866-1879), it was thought that a church was first established in the Steele 
Creek area as early as 1760, but later research suggests that a church was 
active there as early as 174.5.2 Another former pastor, J. W. Orr (served 
1912-1920), who wrote a historical sketch in 191.5. also suggests that there 
was preaching at the site twenty years before the church was officially 
organized in 1760.3 

The early Scotch-Irish members of the congregation were farmers, 
whom Orr typified as "industrious, thrifty and upright. .. and ... splendid 
citizens.4 (See Early Settlement and Agriculture contexts.) Before the church 
was formally organized, these farmers were served by travelling preachers. 
Among these early "circuit riders" were Rev. Hugh McAden, Rev. Elihu 
Spencer, and Rev. Robert McMordie.5 The first "settled pastor" was Rev. 
Robert Henry, who served both Steele Creek and Providence Churches from 
1766 to 1767. In the latter year he died, and from that time until 1778, the 
church had neither a "settled" minister nor regular supply pastor until the 
Rev. James McRee took up the post and served from 1778 to 1797. Under 
his pastorate, the small church stabilized and gradually increased in 
numbers.6 His introduction of Watt's Psalms & Hymns, however, split the 
congregation and resulted in the loss of a number of members who left to 
form other churches in the township: Central Steele Creek (1794); Lower 
Steele Creek (1794) and Little Steele Creek (1800). These churches were 
result of the unwillingness of several me mbers of Steele Creek to 
compromise on the issue of singing hymns, not over dissension about 
doctrine.7 

Rev. McRee left in 1797, and the church had no regular pastor again 
until 1804, when the Rev. Humphrey Hunter came, who served until 1827. 
He was succeeded by the Rev. Samuel Lytle Watson (1828-40).& In the early 
1800s. Steele Creek was considered large and important. even though it only 
had one hundred white and about twenty black members. But from the turn 
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possibly the influenza 
steady the 

The nelt major concern for the church came with the Civil War. Two 
hundred and four men from Steele Creek enlisted for service and one 
hundred.and one are buried in the church cemetery. The minister during 
the war was Rev. Samuel Carothers Alelander (1861-1865), who was a 
native of Pennsylvania. There was continuous conflict between the minister 
and the congregation, such that the latter asked the Presbytery to dissolve 
his relationship with the church. J 0 

After the war, it appears that the worst struggles for the church were 
over. The new minister, Rev. John Douglas (1866-79), wrote the first history 
of the church. His successor, Rev .. J. T. Plunkett (1880-82) recruited 110 
new members to the fold, which helped to make up for losses due to illness 
and the war. The Rev. A. P. Nicholson, who served from 1882 to 1886, is 
remembered as an austere and upright man; he had "no patience or place for 
modernistic views which became popular in some places at this time." J I 

The end of the century also saw the enthusiasm with which the 
members of Steele Creek threw themselves into missionary and building 
programs. Missionary support began in the 1880s through the 
establishment of various church organizations: the Childrens Band of Earnest 
Workers (1898); the Ladies Aid Society (1880); the Young Ladies Missionary 
Society (1888); and the Gentlemen's Foreign Missions Society (1896).1 2 

Exactly how and when the land was assembled for the church in its 
present configuration cannot be determined from the deed records. The first 
known mention of the property is in a deed dated January 7, 1771, in which 
William Bigham and his wife, Sarah (see Bigham family. above), sold 300 
acres to a Robert Brownfield. In the description of the land, the follOWing 
appears: "(Four acres of said land including the Old and New Meeting Houses 
the grave yard and spring on the North side of said Meetinghouses Only 
Excepted and Exempted in the Deed for the use of Congregation)."13 The 
recorded deed was the acquisition of an adjOining 9-3/4 acres in 1837,14 and 
in 1858, they bought another adjacent 6-3/4 acres.l.5 In 1883, the trustees 
added another 2 -1/2 acres. J 6 By the descriptions in the deeds, however, it 
is not possible to determine elactly how these parcels fit together. 



~l 

Steele Creek Presbyterian Church and Cemetery,l\Ilecklenburg Co., l\C 



Steele Creek Presbyterian Church and cerretery, ~cklenburg CO., NC 

Section number __ _ Page __ _ 

members as far back as 1763 still attended in the 19705, and thus span 
seven generations: Berryhill. Bigham, Cathey, Clark, Freeman, Grier. Herron, 
KnoI, Mitchell, McDowell, Neel, Neely Porter, Price, Sloan. Spratt, Stilwell. 
Whiteside and Wilson.21 The cemetery has four sections: the eastern quarter 
was the original burying ground; the western quarter was used after 1840; 
the middle between the two was opened in 1884; and the north side was 
added in 1884.22 

The Steele Creek Presbyterian Church is an elceHent example of the 
founding Presbyterian churches of the early Scotch -Irish settlers in the 
county and the role it played as the center of that rural community. 

IIbe History of Steele Creek Church 3rd Ed. (CharloUe: Steele Creek Presbyterian 
Church, 1978), p. 23. 

2R. E. McDowell, Historical Committee, Steele Creek Church, "Historical Summary of 
Steele Creek Church," dated October 14,1980. 

3 J W. Orr, "Historical Sketch," 1915 . 
.:JIbid. 
~The History o(SteeIe Creek Church, p. 21. 
6Ibid., pp. 24-31. 
7Ibid., p. 53-
8Ibid., pp. 39ff. 
9Ibid. p. 48 
I 0Ibid .. p. 62. 
11Rufus Grier. "Steele Creek Presbyterian Church: A Historical Sketch," 1935, p. 4. 
J 2Ibid., p. 6. 
13Mecklenburg County Deed Book ). p. 328. 
J 'Ibid .. Book 24, p. 441. 
J5Ibid .. Book 3. p. 869. 
J 6Ibid., Book 3{ p. 247. 
J7History, pp.144-5. 

t8Ibid., pp. 78 and 148. 
J 90rT. cited above. 
20"Historical Summary," cited above. History, pp. 149-150. 

2 J History, pp. 197ff. 
22Ibid., p. 203. 
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Ann Arbor. Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1989. 

Gatza, Mary Beth. "Architectural Inventory of Rural Mecklenburg County." 
1987. On file at North Carolina Division of Archives and History, 
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Grier, Sadie. "Stones in Steele Creek Graveyard." 1941 article in Charlotte 
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Grier, Rufus. "Steele Creek Presbyterian Church: A Historical Sketch." 1935. 

The History of Steele Creek Church. 3rd edition. Charlotte: Steele Creek 
Presbyterian Church, 1978. 

Little-Stokes, Ruth. ed. "Southern Tombstones." Newsletter of the 
Association for Gravestone Studies. Special Issue. 6( 1982): 2-10. 

McDowel1. R. E. "Historical Summary of Steele Church." October 14, 1980. 

Mecklenburg County, N.C. Deed Books. 

Orr. j. W. "Historical Sketch." 191 S. 
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Verbal Boundary DeSCription 

The boundary of Steele Creek Presbyterian Chur2~ and Ce~e~e~v is 
indicated on the map of this district accompanying the ~2~i~ation. 
The map i sen tit 1 e d "s tee 1 e ere e :( ? res by t e ria n C h u r c h a :-'. c C e met e r v . " 

W See continuation sheet 

Boundary JUSilf,catlon 

The boundary includes 1889 sanctuary 2na 3ttached churc~ cor,9 1ex , 
and stone-walled cemetery which i~cludes early headstones made by 
local ~raftsmen, notably the Bigham family of stonemaso~s:. ~he . 
bouncary is cra\7n to eliminate church rrc;,erty acquirec c:ter the 

periof.s of significance. o See continuation sheet 
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name/titie Ricrard l-tattson and \'; i 11 i a m I-i u :: f n :=:. n 
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strEH3t & numt>er 22 R ens s e 1 a e r telephone 704 - 3 I:: - ~ 236 
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IDEN~IFICATION OF PHOTOGRAPHS 

Steele Creek Presbyterian Church and Cemetery 
7407 Steele Creek Road (N.C. Highway 160) 
Charlotte vicinity 
Mecklenburg County, North Carolina 
Photo~rapher: Richard Mattson 
6-20-89 
North Carolina Division of Archives and History, Raleigh 

1. Cemetery and ~orth and west (front) facades of Steele Creek 
Presbyterian Ch~rch, looking southeast 

2. Cemetery, including stone wall, looking vle~t from southeast corner 

~. Cemetery, looking south 

4. Headstone with coat-of-arms motif, looking west 

5. South and ~est (front) facades of Steele Creek Presbyterian Church 
sanctuary, looking northeast 

6. Front (W2st) facade of church sanctuary, looking east 

i. ~orth facades of sanctuary and Sunday School building, !ooking 
southeast 

8. ?ront facades of c~apel and gym, looking southeast 

9. East (rear) facades of church office building, c~apel, gym, 
looking southwest 

10. Interior of sanctuary, looking east to alter 
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