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There were three main river valleys that evangelical German settlers 

tended to migrate during the latter part of the 18th century and the early 
part of the 19th century. They were the Miami, the Scioto, and the Musk-
ingum. Of the migratory locations, the settlers of the Miami valley 
showed the earliest tendencies to organize United Brethren Societies. 
The first United Brethren society organized east of the Allegheny Moun-
tains was at Germantown, Ohio on the Little Twin Creek not far from the 
Great Miami River. When Andrew Zeller moved to the west side of Lit-
tle Twin Creek just north of Germantown, he was joining several other 
families who were part of the United Brethren movement. In 1804 a col-
ony of 24 families migrated from Berks County, Pennsylvania, to Mont-
gomery County, Ohio. Included in those early families are names like the 
Kemps, the Shueys, the Zehrings, the Bowmans and the Troyers.  

Growth in the United Brethren so-
cieties during this era was rapid. By 
1820 the denomination had risen to 
9,000, and by 1835 the adherents num-
bered 20,000. The increased growth of 
this fledgling denomination and the 
considerable distance involved for 
Ohio preachers traveling yearly to the 
Eastern Conference led to the estab-
lishment of the Miami Conference in 
1810 by Christian Newcomer. In 1814 
Andrew Zeller was elected fourth 
bishop of the denomination. This fur-
ther recognized the importance of Ohio 
in the growth of the church. For the first time, in 1821, the General Con-
ference met in Ohio at Dewalt Mechlin’s farm in Fairfield County. Fol-
lowing this historic move of the General Conference to Ohio, the next 
ten General Conferences were held in the state. Of these meetings, two 
were held in Montgomery County and both at the church in German-
town. It is further notable that the constitution of 1837 was proposed and 
ratified at the General Conference held at the Germantown Church. 

Establishing United Brethren societies in urban communities was more 
of a challenge. While Germantown and rural areas of Montgomery 
County experienced significant growth among United Brethren, it took a 
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while for a society to become established in the 
city of Dayton. Christian Newcomer visited the 
city a number of times during his western travels. 
On many of these occasions he would hold evan-
gelistic meetings, but no recorded society was 
established. In 1832 Joseph Hoffman settled on a 
farm in what is now part of the Dayton West 
Side. He was able to form a class at that time, but 
it disbanded when he moved away in 1838. Be-
tween 1840 and 1848 Dayton became a stop on 
one of the areas circuits. It wasn’t until 1848 that a 
class was formed that eventually became an estab-
lished congregation and led to the founding of 
First United Brethren Church in Dayton. When it was decided to move the 
publishing house from rural Circleville, Ohio to the much more urban Dayton 
in 1853, there were two congregations in the city. By 1889 there were six 
United Brethren churches within the city limits. Earlier in the 1870’s a meet-
ing of  women at Summit Street United Brethren Church led to the develop-
ment of the Women’s Missionary Society. Summit Street, or Home Street as 
it was sometimes called, also was used as the original location of Union Bib-
lical Seminary. 

After 1889 Radical United Brethren influence in Montgomery County 
waned. All churches within the city of Dayton were held by the Liberal fac-
tion of the denomination. Efforts to establish a West Dayton congregation, 
made up of several individuals from the Summit Street church, faltered 
around 1900. Rural societies in the county were maintained or established at 
Germantown and New Lebanon (Olivet Church). The removal of the publish-
ing establishment to Huntington, Indiana, probably had a good deal to do 
with the waning influence of the city of Dayton. Many of the church officials 
who formerly had residence at or near Dayton moved to Huntington to con-
duct the business of the church from a more central location. Those United 
Brethren still left in Dayton transferred membership to another United Breth-
ren church (Milton Wright transferred his membership to the Germantown 
Church) or left the denomination altogether. It wasn’t until 1948, almost fifty 
years since the demise of the last society that efforts were made to establish 
another congregation in Dayton, Ohio. 

The Wrights of Dayton 
 Why Dayton? Dayton was not the birthplace of 
most of the Wright family. Indeed, only two of the 
five surviving Wright children, Orville and Kathe-
rine, had been born there. Even Milton and Susan 
were native Hoosiers and had spent more than half of 
their lives living in Indiana and elsewhere to the west 
of Ohio. Dayton, though, was the political and com-
mercial center of the Church of the United Brethren 
in Christ. Since moving the publishing house there in 
1853 the city had taken on an importance in the 
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United Brethren Church. Several major church figures had made Dayton their 
home and even those who did not live there may have had some acquaintance 
with the city because of the United Brethren seminary housed within its lim-
its. 
 This was precisely why Milton Wright decided to take up permanent resi-
dence in the city. Previously Milton thought Indiana would be his base of op-
erations. He had purchased property and built a home in Grant County and 
also later had a home in Millville in Henry County. All of his apparent moti-
vations would lead one to the observation that he would spend his ministry 
serving the White River Conference of the denomination. That is until the 
controversy over secret societies erupted. While Milton was progressive on 
many issues of the day including abolition and women’s rights, there were a 
few issues on which he was staunchly conservative, including an abhorrence 
of secret orders. His increased outspokenness on the issue brought him into 
prominence with the conservative faction of the church. To shore up their 
viewpoints, the conservatives, with an overwhelming majority at the 1869 
General Conference, elected him editor of the Religious Telescope. 
 Milton had a motive for putting down roots in Dayton. Editorship of the 
Telescope was an elected position. There was no guarantee that he would re-
tain the position after the next General Conference four years hence. He must 
have decided that the best way to overcome the rising liberal tide in the de-
nomination was to take up residence in the city that had the most influence in 
the denomination. 
 Upon moving to Dayton the family resided in West Dayton, a newly an-

nexed suburb of the city across the Great Mi-
ami River. Many United Brethren families 
lived in this neighborhood, so the Wright’s 
probably felt at home in the neighborhood. 
From 1869 to 1871 the Wright’s rented 
houses on West Third Street and West Sec-
ond Street. It wasn’t until April of 1871 that 
they were able to move into their recently 
built house at 7 Hawthorne Street. Both of the 
younger boys spent their early years at this 
address, developing friendships that would 
last beyond their relatively short first stay. 

 Meanwhile, their father was beginning to wage his conservative campaign 
from the city. Milton spent eight years as editor of the Religious Telescope. 
Even though he championed the Radical side in the secret society debate, 
many on both sides saw his editorship of the Telescope as one of equanimity. 
He was able to gain enough influence to be elected as one of the Bishops of 
the denomination in 1877. His election as Bishop, though, may have had the 
opposite effect from what he had hoped. Instead of strengthening the Radical 
position in the debate, it seemed to weaken it to the point where four years 
later the Liberals were able to oust him from office. As he was appointed 
bishop of the West Mississippi district he found that he could not properly 
manage the assignment from Dayton and was forced to move to Iowa to per-
form his duties. While there, although he was a capable administrator, his 
uncompromising stance on several issues even weakened his influence among 

P a g e  3  

7 Hawthorne St. 



Reuchlin Wright 

1861-1920 

U B H C  N e w s l e t t e r  

Radical ministers. The effect was that during the confer-
ence of 1881, he was not able to hold on to the Bishop’s office. 
 Although removed from the office of Bishop, Milton did not give up his fight 
to regain Radical control of the denomination. Appointed as one of the presid-
ing elders of White River Conference he took up residence in Richmond, Indi-
ana, and began the publication of the Star, a publication advocating the Radical 
church’s point of view. His tenure in Richmond did not last long. He was aware 
that it would be harder to influence United Brethren opinion from this small 
Indiana city than it would be from the heart of United Brethren political uni-
verse. 
 The Wright’s moved back to Dayton in 1884 so that Milton could continue 
pushing the Radical side where it might have the most influence. In a way this 
move worked because he was reelected Bishop in 1885. Yet in a way the move 
was a failure because he was elected Bishop of the West Coast. This meant that 
he would have to spend at least six months of his term away from the city on 
the isolated Pacific coast. The gambit paid off for the Liberals who were able to 
win control of the denomination at the 1889 General Conference, causing Mil-
ton Wright and the Radicals to proclaim that the Liberals had left the true 
Church of the United Brethren in Christ by changing its Constitution and Con-
fession of Faith unlawfully. 
 Before the second move to Dayton in 1884 by Milton, Reuchlin and Lorin, 
the older brothers, had decided to make the city their home again after their fail-
ure to return to Hartsville College. Both of the older boys took up residence at a 
boarding house in their old neighborhood at West Third and Euclid Streets. By 
the time the rest of the family returned Wilbur was just finishing his senior year 
of high school and Orville was still attending middle school. Neither of the 
younger brothers ever felt the need to establish permanent residence elsewhere. 
 Wilbur and Orville seemed content to set up business and operate from the 
Dayton area for the rest of their lives. Most of the early businesses and shops 
started by the boys were in the West Dayton area. Reuchlin married Lulu, the 
daughter of J. K. Billheimer, an early United Brethren missionaries to Sierra 
Leone who had settled in the Dayton area. Lorin married Ivonette Stokes a local 
girl. Both of the older boys took up residence in the West Dayton area after 
marriage. Reuchlin eventually moved to Kansas City to find employment and 
spent the remainder of his life in the state of Kansas. Lorin remained in the 
Dayton area the rest of his life. 
 Dayton appeared to suit the tastes of 
the Wright family. It became their 
home and the staging area for one of 
man’s greatest accomplishments, pow-
ered flight. All of the immediate fam-
ily, except Reuchlin, are buried at 
Woodland Cemetery where they joined 
several other prominent United Breth-
ren in their final resting place. Dayton 
provided a fertile ground and a rich 
heritage for the Wright family and the 
United Brethren denomination. 
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 Although there is very little evidence of it today, the area of Dayton strad-
dling West Third Street from the Great Miami River to Western Avenue was 
one of the strongholds of the United Brethren. The formidable United Breth-
ren publishing house was located downtown at Fourth and Main Street, but the 
West Dayton area had a few structures that were familiar with many United 
Brethren of the middle to late nineteenth century. 

 The first United Brethren class in Day-
ton was organized in the downtown area of the 
city. First United Brethren Church built their 
first edifice in 1852 at the corner of Sixth and 
Logan Streets. The Miami Chapel class had 
built an earlier church in 1848, but this was 
southwest of the then city limits. The Miami 
Chapel class contributed many members to the 
next class organized in the city. The Summit 
Street United Brethren Church was organized 
around 1869. For the first two years they met at 
Ells’ bookbindery on Fourth Avenue east of 
Summit Street. In May of 1871 Bishop J. J. 
Glossbrenner dedicated a new church building 
on the east side of Summit Street just north of 

Third Street. This congregation was originally called Home Street United 
Brethren from the name that Summit Street was supposed to be called. Sum-
mit Street is now called Paul Lawrence Dunbar Avenue. 
 The Summit Street Church had a noble history 
within the United Brethren denomination. When 
the General Conference of 1869 met it was de-
cided that the denomination needed a biblical 
seminary to educate its ministers. This decision 
was somewhat controversial among the more 
skeptical in the denomination who thought formal 
education was unnecessary. The recently formed 
Board of Education with Milton Wright in the 
chairmanship decided to start a seminary in the 
city of Dayton before the decision could be re-
scinded. Having no building of its own, it was 
decided to use the Home (or Summit) Street 
United Brethren church as its home. The Summit 
Street pastor, J. P. Landis, served as one of the 
first faculty members of the seminary along with 
Lewis Davis and G. P. Funkhouser. Many of the 
faculty and students of the seminary lived and 
worshiped in the West Dayton neighborhood. 
 Another contribution to the United Brethren denomination by the Summit 
Street United Brethren Church was the initial meeting that led to the develop-
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ment of the Women’s Missionary Association. Miss Lizzie Hoffman felt she 
was urged by God to organize the women of the Church for “active and special 
work for missions”. She and the Rev. John Kemp called several prominent 
United Brethren men and women leaders to Summit Street Church for the crea-
tion of a woman’s organization for Miami Conference in 1872. This meeting 
was a precursor to a larger one at Dayton’s First United Brethren Church in 
1875, attended by women from several of the United Brethren Annual Confer-
ences. This second meeting led to the creation of the Women’s Missionary As-
sociation. 
 Summit Street United Brethren Church remained in the hands of the Liberal 
United Brethren after the split of 1889. For several years it maintained a thriv-
ing presence in the Liberal Church. Finally in 1910 the congregation had out-
grown it quarters, and a new church was constructed on the northwest corner of 
West Third Street and Euclid Avenue. The former Summit Street Church was 
sold to a Greek congregation and was used by them for several years. In 1920 it 
was sold to Malleable Iron Co. and used as the factory cafeteria. The building 
was eventually razed. The new church building built by the Summit Street con-
gregation on West Third Street is now home to the Mount Enon Missionary 
Baptist Church.  
 Previously mentioned Union Biblical Seminary remained at Summit Street 
Church for eight years. In 1879 a three story brick structure was built on the 
corner of First Street and Euclid Avenue on 
land donated by Rev. John Kemp. Wilbur 
Wright tested some of his aeronautical theory 
through kite flying near the seminary grounds. 
The seminary remained at this location as part 
of the Liberal United Brethren Church until 
1923 when it moved to a larger campus in the 
Dayton View area.  
 Many Radicals called Summit Street 
United Brethren Church their home church 
including the Wright family when they lived 
in Dayton. The Wright house at 7 Hawthorne Street was only a few blocks 
from the church. When the denomination divided in 1889 several families from 
the Summit Street Church attempted to form a new congregation. Bishop 
Wright encouraged this attempt with the support of Wilbur and Orville. The 
West Dayton congregation eventually succumbed to low membership and lack 
of ministerial support. Milton and his daughter Katherine transferred their 
membership to the Germantown Church while Wilbur and Orville decided not 
to renew their membership with any organized body. 
 The West Dayton area was home to several other church officials. William 
Dillon lived at 1429 West Third Street. Publishing agent Rev. M. F. Keiter, 
church leader and Women’s Missionary Head Rev. & Mrs. C. H. Kiracofe, 
church leader H. J. Becker, and Lorin Wright, an older brother of Wilber and 
Orville Wright, all lived in the area during the early 1890’s. 
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 The birth of the United Brethren west of the Allegheny Mountains took place 
on a farm. In 1805 Andrew Zeller, a farmer and sometimes preacher for this 
young denomination, left his families homestead in Berks County, Pennsylvania, 
and made the trek through the wilds of the frontier to the fertile valleys of Mont-
gomery County, Ohio. The settlement he chose to join was not that different from 
what he left back in Pennsylvania. The town was appropriately named German-
town because many of the settlers were from the Deutsch communities of the 
Mid-Atlantic area. An added incentive for relocation to this community was that 

many of the German American settlers had been a part of 
the burgeoning United Brethren movement in the East. 
What they lacked was a leader called of God to give their 
religious life structure. 
 Andrew Zeller was the man sent by God to fulfill 
this role. Andrew settled on the west bank of the Little 
Twin Creek and set to building a house that was able to 
accommodate a new congregation of United Brethren be-
lievers. The house originally built in 1805 or 1806 was 
located about two miles north of Germantown. He built 
the house with the organization of a United Brethren con-
gregation in mind. The rooms were large enough to hold 
United Brethren class meetings. Within a short period of 
time this structure became a meeting place for the commu-
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 The struggling Radical United Brethren Church also used many businesses in 
the West Dayton district to support their cause. The Christian Conservator, 
which became the denominational newspaper, was printed for several years at 
Graybill’s Printing Shop on West Second Street and later moving to West Third 
Street. Later the publication as well as the offices of the church moved to 112 
South Broadway Street just the next block over from the Wright Cycle Shop. 
Wright & Wright Printing located in the Hoover Block on the southeast corner of 
West Third and William Streets printed several other denominational publica-
tions including some of the Radical tracts and Annual Conference minutes. 

 With the removal of the publishing 
establishment to Huntington, Indiana, in 1897 
Radical United Brethren activity in the West 
Dayton area dwindled. Soon, all that was left 
in the area was the Wright family. Eventually 
in 1913 they too left for the more prosperous 
Dayton suburb of Oakwood. Even Liberal 
United Brethren influence in the area fell off, 
and today most of the evidence of the strong 
United Brethren presence in this part of the 

city has been torn down or changed beyond 
recognition; only the historical recreations of 
the Wright Brothers businesses remain.  

The Hoover Block. Home of Wright 
& Wright Printing 
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nity and a stopping place for many of the 
pioneer ministers of the denomination. 
 By 1817 the house had become too 
small for the burgeoning congregation. 
To accommodate the growth in the con-
gregation and the increased needs in his 
own family, Andrew Zeller built another 
home just a little to the north and on the 
east side of Little Twin Creek. This time 
Rev. Zeller built a separate meetinghouse that became a landmark for the 
denomination. This structure served as the focus of United Brethren work in 
the area until 1829. Several of the annual sessions of the Miami Conference 
were held in this structure, and many souls were won to Christ within its 
confines. Not long after creating this historic meetinghouse Andrew Zeller 
was elected Bishop of the denomination, becoming the first Bishop elected 
from the western regions of the church. Bishop Zeller served for four years, 
after which he returned to farming and preaching. He died May 24, 1839 
after a long and distinguished service to the community and the United 
Brethren Church. 
 Perhaps because the 1817 meetinghouse be-
came too small or because its location was not 
central to most of the congregation of United 
Brethren in Germantown, the faithful within the 
community built a brick church on Warren Street 
within the town limits. This structure, built in 
1829, followed the tradition of many Mennonite, 
German Baptist Brethren and a few United 
Brethren churches of the day by providing a 
separate entrance for men and for women. Ac-
cording to an article by Marcella Henry Miller, a 
direct descendent of Andrew Zeller, in the June 
30, 1951 issue of the Telescope-Messenger the 
congregation was also divided within the struc-
ture, with the men and boys sitting on one side 
and women and girls on the other. 
 The congregation used this substantial struc-
ture until 1879 when a new church was built was on Cherry Street. This 
small church had served an historic purpose within the denomination. In 
1837 the first constitution of the United Brethren denomination was pro-
posed and adopted at the General Conference held at this church. Because of 
some concern over the hastiness and legality of such an adoption, a second 
constitution largely based on the first constitution was adopted at the Gen-
eral Conference of 1841. A second General Conference was held at the 
church in 1849 at which a strong ordinance against secret societies was 
adopted into the Discipline. 
 After the Germantown congregation moved to the more grander struc-
ture on Cherry Street in 1879, the 1829 structure was sold to a tobacco 

1829 Germantown United 
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dealer and used as a warehouse. 
Bonebrake Seminary in Dayton, Ohio 
purchased the bell that hung in its 
tower. When the denomination split in 
1889 a portion of the Germantown 
congregation remained with the Radi-
cal church. Having lost control of the 
Cherry Street structure, this congrega-
tion purchased the old 1829 structure 
and once again used it as a house of 
worship. It is interesting to note that 
after the closing of the Radical 
United Brethren work in Dayton, 

Milton Wright and his daughter Katherine transferred their mem-
bership to the Germantown Church. But by 1920 the German-
town congregation had also dwindled in number and the historic 
Warren Street structure was sold to the Charter Oak Grange. 
 Today there is still much evidence of the United Brethren 
presence in Germantown. The first house of Andrew Zeller was 
recently torn down because of vandalism, but a marker repre-
sents its location. The historic 1817 meetinghouse was also re-
cently torn down because the structure had deteriorated to a con-
dition that was not salvageable. The farmhouse and barns built 
by Andrew Zeller on this property still exist as well as the foun-
dations for the meetinghouse. The 1829 Germantown United 
Brethren Church was sold by the Charter Oak Grange to a pri-
vate developer and is now used as a rented dwelling. The Grange 
removed one of the two entrances when they converted it to their 
purposes but the outline of the old entrance is still visible. As an 
interesting sidelight, the pulpit on which the 1837 Constitution 
was signed, and an old copper ball that once rested atop the 
tower, are now located at the United Brethren Historical Center. 
Legend has it that the copper ball was shot at during the Civil 
War by a group of local copperheads protesting the United 
Brethren stand on slavery. The ball does evidence several bullet 
holes. The 1829 structure still stands as the oldest building west 
of the Alleghenies built by the United Brethren for worship. 
 The 1879 church on Cherry Street is still used today by 
the United Methodist Church. Previously called the Good Shep-
herd United Methodist Church this congregation merged with 
Wesley United Methodist Church to form the Germantown 
United Methodist Church. The structure on Cherry Street that 
was once the Liberal United Brethren Church is still used today 
to hold the traditional worship service of the congregation. This 
assemblage has the distinction of being the oldest congregation 
of United Brethren heritage west of the Allegheny Mountains. 
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