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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

 The history of Lebanon, Tennessee coincides with the history of Wilson County.  

The town, established in 1801, was founded merely two years after the formation of 

Wilson County.  Plots were sold around the public square, which featured a gushing 

spring of fresh water, and the population soon spread in all directions from that focal 

point.  Within in a few decades Lebanon had become a center for commerce, culture, and 

education in Middle Tennessee.  Today, Lebanon is home to approximately 22,000 

inhabitants and town contains about eighty churches, more than a dozen banks, and more 

than two dozen manufacturing sites and distribution centers.  The African American 

community, which comprises about 14% of Lebanon’s total population, has played a vital 

role in the ascendancy of Lebanon. 

Nowhere does the identity and culture of the black population evidence itself 

more than in its churches.  One such church is Pickett Chapel, located on Market Street, 

two blocks from the town’s historic public square.  Pickett Chapel has been a place of 

worship for African Americans from its conception in the late 1820s (when it was 

predominantly a church for whites), through the period of the Civil War and 

Reconstruction (when ownership passed to a black congregation), and up to the early 

1970s (when the church was sold).  In its long history, Pickett Chapel witnessed many 

changes within its own walls and within the region of Lebanon.  Now abandoned and in 

desperate need of repair, Pickett Chapel deserves to once again claim its place in the 

historical records of Lebanon.  Arguably the most important historic structure in the 

town, Pickett Chapel can and should be restored to serve as a cultural center for the 

African American community and the community of Lebanon at large. 



In September 2006, graduate students from Middle Tennessee State University 

(MTSU) conducted a field survey of Pickett Chapel.  The purpose of the investigation 

was to get a first-hand look at the physical condition of the 1820s brick structure with the 

intention of devising recommendations for possible restoration.  The assessment was led 

by Dr. Carroll Van West, director of both the Center  for Historic Preservation at MTSU 

and  the Tennessee Civil War National Heritage Area (TCWNHA), and preservation 

specialist Michael T. Gavin with the TCWNHA.  The survey was aided by Ms. Mary 

McAdoo Harris of the Wilson County Black History Committee.     

 Measurements were taken of the exterior and interior of the building; inspections 

were made of the floors and walls; and a series of photographs were taken to provide a 

visual documentation of the findings.  Details that were recorded during the inspection 

and immediate recommendations of the research team are included in this report; follow-

up research, the fruits of which represent the remainder of this document, consists of 

consultations with state and local archives, period newspapers, county records, written 

histories of Lebanon and Pickett Chapel, and oral interviews with former parishioners of 

the church. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



HISTORY OF PICKETT CHAPEL  
 
 

 Pickett Chapel, located on East Market Street in Lebanon, Tennessee, is claimed 

to be the oldest church in Lebanon and the earliest brick structure in the town.  Built in 

the 1820s, Pickett Chapel functioned as a church house for nearly 150 years.  The 

structure is a legacy to the history of African American religious culture in Wilson 

County and serves as a reminder of racial relations in Middle Tennessee.  Wilson County 

was established in 1799 and in 1801 the newly formed town of Lebanon became the 

county seat.  The Methodists are said to be the earliest religious denomination to make 

inroads in the community and some traditions have it that a church was built in Lebanon 

as early as 1812—more recent research indicates a date of 1827.  The confusion of the 

dates is emblematic of the vagaries of local history writing and deserves some attention. 

 The Lebanon Democrat, in its 23 June 1949 issue, printed an article entitled 

“Built in 1812, Pickett Chapel Has Housed Present Group 83 Years.”  In this piece, 

Pickett Chapel is referred to as “the first brick building to be erected in Lebanon, and was 

built in 1812.”  The same newspaper, in a 30 July 1964 issue, indicated the building was 

erected in 1827 and refers to a Dr. Henry Shelby “as the moving spirit in the construction 

of the church.”1  Research reveals that Dr. Henry Shelby was a prominent early settler of 

Lebanon and served in various civic positions, such as justice of the peace.  Records also 

show that Shelby died in 1818 and if, indeed, he was the “moving spirit” of the 1827 

construction of Pickett Chapel, his motivation came from the spirit only. 

So why is Henry Shelby mentioned as the motivating force behind Pickett Chapel 

and why has the church sometimes been recorded as having been built in 1812?  The 

answer may lie in a nineteenth century local history compiled by James V. Drake.  In it, 



Drake states the Methodists established Lebanon’s first church “about the year 1812.”  

The author does not state, however, if this church was of brick construction.  Indeed, 

“establishing” a church does not even signify that an edifice was built at all—it could 

merely mean that a church organization was instituted that year.  On the same page, 

Drake acknowledges Dr. Henry Shelby as the owner of “the first brick dwelling” 

[emphasis added] in Lebanon.  It is possible that later local historians misinterpreted this 

information and, hence, the confusion of when Pickett Chapel was built.2 

 The uncertainty of the church’s date of construction has survived up to the present 

day.  A history of Wilson County, published in the 1990s, contains a photograph of the 

church with this caption: “Pickett Chapel, built in 1812 and located on Market Street, was 

the first church built in Lebanon by the Methodists.”3  A more reliable source was 

required to confirm the church’s beginnings to the 1820s.  Such a primary source was 

located in a manuscript at the Tennessee State Library and Archives under the name of 

the Mary Morris Smith Memoirs, 1886-1895.  Mary Morris Smith (1802-c. 1895) was 

born in North Carolina and moved to Wilson County with her family in October 1812.  

Her father, Edward Morris, was a Methodist preacher and she recalls him first preaching 

at the county courthouse in Lebanon in February 1813.  This would indicate there was no 

church building for worship at that time.  She further recalls a visiting preacher named 

Robert Paine preaching at the courthouse in 1825 and states that Methodist classes were 

held at the home of a Dr. Frazier at this same time.  In a separate memoir of 1886 entitled 

“History of the Early Rise of the Methodist Church in Lebanon,” Mary Morris Smith 

writes: “The church gradually grew with the population until it was able to build a 

church, it did so sometime between [18]25 and [18]30.”4 



 The 1820s was a period of growth in Lebanon and it stands to reason that a brick 

church building might be constructed at this time.  City ordinances were passed to meet 

the demands of a rising population.  Regulations concerning issues of pavements, fire 

codes, and bridge construction were implemented.  In 1823 a code was adopted 

prohibiting the use of wooden chimneys.5  The overriding fear of fire may be one of the 

reasons why Pickett Chapel was constructed of red brick but another viable explanation is 

the status brick construction brought to a community in the antebellum era.  Although 

there may be some argument as to the question of Pickett Chapel being the first brick 

building in Lebanon, there can be little question of the fact that Pickett Chapel is the 

oldest surviving brick edifice in the town. 

 Although there is no record of who actually planned the construction of Pickett 

Chapel, it can be safely assumed that slave labor was used in the building of the structure.  

By 1820, there were over 8,000 black slaves in Wilson County in a total population of 

approximately 26,000.  Many of the slaves were leased or hired on annual contracts to 

business owners in the community.  In addition to slaves, there were a number of free 

blacks, many of whom were skilled laborers.6  Using hand-pressed bricks, the forced 

laborers built a one story building measuring approximately 50 feet in depth and 40 feet 

in width.  A belfry may have been part of the original construction, although the present 

belfry indicates an architectural design of a later period.  Black worshippers were limited 

in their participation by being confined to a balcony constructed for that purpose.  This 

balcony was built over the entrance to the church.  By 1841 there were slightly over 

1,200 white members and approximately 225 black members of the Methodist church in 

Lebanon.7 



 The congregation outgrew the accommodations of the church and in 1856 a new 

building was constructed on East Main Street.8  This date is verified by an entry in the 

Nashville Christian Advocate of 1855 that featured a piece on Lebanon and stated: “The 

Methodists greatly need a larger and more comfortable house of worship. Their 

congregation is large, intelligent, and growing in importance and influence. We are glad 

to know that measures are being adopted to erect a spacious and elegant Church; and 

sincerely do we hope they will be aided by their friends throughout the County 

generally.”9  There is no account given about the abandoned structure on Market Street 

until the conclusion of the Civil War.  The war devastated the region of Middle 

Tennessee economically and emancipated blacks were no exception.  Nevertheless, 

African American Methodists in Lebanon banded together to take advantage of their 

newly-acquired freedom and arranged to purchase the vacant church on East Market 

Street, known then as Seay Chapel.  In July 1866 ownership of the chapel was transferred 

to a group of the some thirty black Methodists for the monetary sum of $1500.  The 

organized church was dubbed the Pickett Chapel Methodist Episcopal Church, after the 

first pastor of the church, Reverend Calvin Pickett.  The building would serve as a place 

of worship for African Americans until 1973 when the church removed from its original 

location to a new site on Glover Street.10 

 Not surprisingly, the separation of blacks from the white congregation meant a 

lack of information concerning Pickett Chapel from the news sources of the day.  An 

examination of Lebanon newspapers in the post-Civil War era makes no mention of the 

black church.  For instance, the directories of churches in Lebanon always indicate the 

Methodist church on “East Main Street” but never Pickett Chapel.11 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1: Deed that transferred ownership of Pickett Chapel to African-Americans.  

Wilson County (TN) Deed Book F-2, Page 161 
 

 



 This type of exclusion was typical of the times and makes it difficult to fill in the 

blanks of the history of Pickett Chapel.  Only on rare occasions does one find mention of 

the church and, when that occurs, it is usually laced with a bias all too familiar with the 

period.  The Lebanon City Hall Minutes recorded an interesting request on May 6, 1909 

concerning worship at Picket Chapel: “The Colored Methodist Episcopal Church asked 

permission to use a brass band on Sunday for exercises of church. Said request was 

rejected.”12  While it may be that the city council was concerned about excessive noise on 

the Sabbath, one gets the feeling that the denial may have racially motivated.  This 

incident takes on even more significance when placed in the context of the so-called 

Progressive Era—a period of supposed social reformation.  In any event, the request 

provides an interesting glimpse into black worship rites at the turn of the twentieth 

century. 

 While the issue of Sunday music may have been of slight importance to the 

history of Pickett Chapel, racial prejudice took more substantial forms in the way the land 

the church property stood on was treated.  The original deed of 1866 indicates the 

boundaries of the property running “east 400 feet and north 450 feet.”  A survey done in 

the 1970s, however, revealed that the current boundaries ran 83 feet running east and 

west and 200 feet running north and south.  Yet, there are no existing deeds or records to 

show any of this property was sold.  City historian Ellen Taylor Schlink remarked that 

“the white man acting, as some did, they took this land through squatters’ rights and 

privileges, which isn’t right regarding the type of property it was.”13 

 The period of the 1920s witnessed unprecedented prosperity in the nation and 

Lebanon mirrored the economic boom.  The city initiated a beautification program that 



included street paving, a greater water distribution system, a sewage disposal plant, and 

more electrification in the community.14  Just as the similar growth experienced in 

Lebanon of the 1820s resulted in the building of the brick church on College Street, the 

prosperity of the 1920s was reflected on Pickett Chapel in the form of major renovations 

to the building—the most prominent one being the removal of the “slave balcony” at the 

back of the church, instigated under the leadership of Reverend John Wesley 

Satterfield.15  Whatever work was completed on the structure, however, required renewal 

as an open letter of solicitation dated July 1938 testifies.  The letter of appeal for 

donations states the original structure as having been erected 126 years ago and that “the 

seats, the stand and railings that were used then are still in use, but they as well as all 

inside walls and ceilings are very much in need of repair.”16  Further changes were made 

in the following decade when, under the leadership of Reverend John Patillo, an annex 

was constructed incorporating a small kitchen and an area for Sunday School classes.17 

 During the civil rights movement of the early 1960s, Pickett Chapel was the only 

church to open its doors to civil rights workers conducting meetings in Lebanon, despite 

the obvious condemnation from the community at large. The historic significance of the 

church notwithstanding, it was deemed that the black Methodists required more modern 

facilities.  The new location on Glover Street was completed in 1973 at a cost of over 

$60,000 and the last worship service held at Pickett Chapel was conducted on March 14, 

1973.  At that time, the congregation consisted of approximately 100 members.  The old 

building was sold for $10,000 to Virginia Golladay Lawlor.18  In 1977 Picket Chapel 

Methodist Church was added to the National Register of Historical Places (Building 

#77001302). 



 Pickett Chapel now lies abandoned and unused.  The building’s broken windows 

and cracked floors are grim reminders of a more glorious past.  This past goes back to the 

earliest period of the history of Lebanon; it goes back to the initial time of emancipation 

for African-Americans in Wilson County; it goes back to an era of racial bias and unrest 

in Middle Tennessee; and it signifies the hard-fought struggles of black people 

throughout the United States.  The history of Pickett Chapel should not end with the 

wrecking ball—it should continue to reflect the aspirations and achievements of the black 

community. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



BUILDING ANALYSIS: PICKETT CHAPEL 
 
I. GENERAL OVERVIEW (Figures 2-5) 
 

Pickett Chapel is the oldest existing brick structure in Lebanon, and one of the 

older brick churches in Tennessee.  It served as the meeting place of Methodist 

congregations from  the 1820s until its abandonment in the 1970s.  During its lifespan as 

a church house the structure underwent a number of renovations, particularly after 

ownership was conveyed to the Colored Methodist Episcopal (C.M.E.) congregation in 

1866.  An annex was added to the rear of the structure in the late 1940s.  A subsequent 

owner has made some modifications to the chapel in anticipation of converting the 

building into a theater, a plan that never materialized.  The chapel has suffered some 

significant damage from weather, fire, and vandalism. 

Pickett Chapel is located at 209 East Market Street, two blocks northeast of the 

Wilson County Courthouse.  The chapel faces south, and is situated among several light 

industrial and retail establishments.  The outside dimensions of the chapel are 

approximately 40’x 50’.  A bell cupola sits atop a roof supported by massive hewn 

beams.  The roof is covered with modern asphalt shingles.  The exterior walls of the 

chapel are constructed of handmade clay brick three courses thick, and white decorative 

brick of three different shapes are combined to create a distinctive cornice; both of these 

elements are consistent with construction techniques common in the 1820s.   

Modern double-doors open into a small foyer that is a later addition to the 

structure.  The interior includes six wooden Doric columns, approximately one foot in 

diameter, supporting a barrel-vaulted ceiling that runs through the center of the chapel.   



The east and west walls are each pierced by four 4/4 double-hung windows.  The 

floor is made of circular-sawn boards of late-nineteenth or early-twentieth century origin; 

this floor is sloped over sash-sawn planking over hewn joists.   

The outside dimensions of the annex addition are approximately 40’x 40’.  Its 

roof is covered in the same asphalt shingles as the chapel.  The walls are of concrete 

block,  and are not aligned with the walls of the chapel—the annex is shifted slightly to 

the east.  These walls are pierced by two entry doors, one on the west and the other at the 

southeast corner, as well as nine windows of varying size: three on the north wall, two on 

the east, and four on the west.  The floor is concrete.  The annex is partitioned into three 

rooms: a large open room, a restroom (approximately 6’x 9’), and a back room 

(approximately 8’ deep) that runs across the entire width of the addition.   

A concrete sidewalk runs from the annex along the length of the east side of the 

original chapel, directly abutting the original brick wall.  Along the west side of the 

chapel is a paved parking area.  This pavement also directly abuts the original brick wall. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 2: Front elevation  
of Pickett Chapel. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Figure 3: West elevation of Pickett Chapel Annex. 

 
Figure 4: Massive hewn beams. 

 



 



II. FEATURES AND MODIFICATIONS OF INTEREST 
   

BELL CUPOLA (Figure 6) 

 The bell cupola of Pickett Chapel has served as a landmark in Lebanon for 

generations.  The cupola detailing and brackets are Italianate style, a common 

design motif from the mid-nineteenth century and popular for decades.  These 

design elements could have been added to an existing cupola in the nineteenth 

century, or the entire cupola was added to the chapel within this same time frame.  

The roof is covered with modern asphalt shingles matching the rest of the 

building.  The church bell, of undetermined age, remains within the cupola. 

  

FOYER (Figures 7-8) 

The entry foyer is not original to the chapel.  Replacement brick of a 

slightly different form and color can be seen on either side of the entrance.  The 

original style of the chapel entrance is not known; there may have been no distinct 

design feature to the original entrance, a common practice in structures built in the 

1820s.  It is possible that the chapel originally had two front doors, which was 

also common during the early nineteenth century.  

 

BARREL-VAULTED CEILING (Figure 9) 

Easily the most striking feature of the interior of Pickett Chapel is its 

barrel-vaulted ceiling.   Physical evidence indicates that this ceiling is not original 

to the building.  Split lathing  and plaster consistent with techniques used in the  



1820s can be seen running at right angles behind and above the vaulted ceiling.  

The boards used to construct the vault are of uniform width and circular saw 

patterns are clearly visible, and they were fastened into place with wire nails.  As 

circular saws were not common in Middle Tennessee until the late-nineteenth 

century, and wire nails were not common until the early-twentieth century, this 

suggests that the ceiling was constructed long after the chapel was originally 

built—quite possibly during the major renovation of  the 1920s.   

  

SLOPED FLOOR (Figure 10) 

The chapel floor is slightly sloped from the entrance to a point roughly 

two-thirds of the way toward the pulpit area.  The floorboards, like the vaulted 

ceiling boards, are uniform in width and show circular saw marks.  Original sash-

sawn yellow poplar planking of irregular width remain underneath the “new” 

floor, as are the bases of the first four columns.  Oral history suggests that this 

feature was created to allow parishioners in the back pews a better view of the 

service. 

 

THEATER MODIFICATIONS (Figure 11) 

After Pickett Chapel was abandoned in the 1970s, a new owner planned to 

develop the building into a community theater, a dream that did not come to 

fruition.  A space accessible by a steep and narrow staircase was converted into a 

lighting/projection room, a window for which can be seen on the south wall of the 

barrel vault.  During this construction a number of the original beams were sawn 



through, compromising the structural integrity of the chapel.  On the north wall, 

behind what had been the pulpit, the original brick courses were removed, leaving 

a large space (roughly 12’ wide) open to the annex.   

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 6: Italianate bell cupola. 

 

 

Figure 7: Left side of foyer. Note area 
of replacement brickwork. 

Figure 8: Right side of foyer. Note area 
of replacement brickwork. 

 

Figure 9: Barrel-vault ceiling. Facing north. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 10: Sloped Floor.  Note difference in board width. 

 

Figure 11: Theater projection room. Facing south. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
III. STRUCTURAL AND SECURITY CONCERNS 

 

EAST WALL COLLAPSE (Figures 12-15) 

A serious structural problem of Pickett Chapel is the partial  collapse of 

exterior brick on the east wall. This is the result of water damage caused by the 

concrete sidewalk that was constructed directly adjacent to the wall, preventing 

drainage.  The continual splashing and pooling of rainwater over time has 

deteriorated the mortar until the wall collapsed on its own weight.  The potential 

for this same problem can be seen on the west wall, where the parking area has 

been paved directly up to the brick.  The east side of the chapel should be secured 

to limit access to this area until the wall can be stabilized and repaired, which 

should be done as soon as possible.  The sidewalk and a portion of the pavement 

should be removed to allow for better drainage and minimize further damage. 

 

FIRE DAMAGE (Figure 16) 

As some point in its history, the chapel experienced a fully engaged roof 

fire.  Visible evidence of this fire can be seen throughout the area above the 

barrel-vault.  Charring is clearly visible on the older rafters, and newer circular-



sawn rafters have been “sistered,” or attached for support, alongside those 

damaged by the fire.   

  

 

 

DETERIORATING FLOOR (Figure 17) 

Portions of the chapel floor, particularly in the northeast corner adjacent to 

the east wall collapse, are rotted through.  This presents serious structural and 

safety issues and will require replacement as soon as possible.   

 

SECURITY 

Securing Pickett Chapel from unwanted entry and vandalism is an 

immediate concern.  The main entrance doors, though “locked,” can be easily 

pushed open.  Some of the annex windows are missing and anyone can gain 

access to the structure by simply climbing through the openings.  Between the 

MTSU team’s initial visit to Pickett Chapel on 18 September and a follow-up visit 

on 30 October 2006, intruders had knocked down the east door of the annex and 

thrown bricks through several of the chapel windows.  Security is an issue that 

needs to be addressed as soon as possible to prevent further vandalism and 

possible injury. 

 

 
 
 

 

 

Figure 12:  Collapsed brick  
on east wall. 



 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Figure 13: Another view of the 
collapsed brick on east wall. 

Figure 14: Sidewalk abutting east 
wall.  

Figure 15:  Pavement abutting 
west wall.   

 

Figure 16: “Sistered” rafters. 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
IV. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PRESERVATION 

It is highly recommended that both the chapel and annex be secured by fencing 

and/or other effective measures in order to eliminate access by unwanted persons. This is 

an important safety concern as well as a deterrent to further vandalism of the site. 

Before any further restoration work commences, the entire structure should be 

inspected by a structural engineer familiar with the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards 

for Rehabilitation (online at: http://www.cr.nps.gov/hps/TPS/tax/rhb/).   Careful attention 

should be given to the collapsed area of the east wall and the structural soundness of the 

roof and floor, and particularly the sawn-through beams in the lighting/projection room. 

It is recommended that a contractor with considerable experience in historic 

preservation perform the actual rehabilitation of Pickett Chapel with strict adherence to 

the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation.  

 

 

Figure 17: Deteriorating floor. 
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