
The Apostle of the Hills/Catskills, Reverend John Bangs

by Karen Cuccinello

From the moment I found and photographed Rev. John's grave stone in the old Stamford Cemetery
(across from where the Rexmere was on West Main St.) I knew I wanted to write an article about him.
Firstly because I had seen his name on the list of preachers for Summit Methodist (where I live) and
second because his name had popped up assorted times throughout my research for other assorted
topics.

Usually when I photograph grave stones in Schoharie and Delaware Counties (and post the
pictures on findagrave.com) I have no connection to the names because I originally came from
Westchester County, but I felt like I had a connection to Rev. John Bangs. I remember when I saw his
stone I said to my friend, “WOW I know this guy, he was one of the first preachers in Summit”.

According to his original grave stone and the new grave stone, in the active Stamford Cemetery, John
was born August 8, 1779 but according to his autobiography, and a few other articles, he was born in
1781. I believe the 1779 date fits the best. He was born in Stratford, CT to Lemuel and Rebecca
(Keeler) Bangs of Ridgefield, CT (she was a second wife), then shortly after his birth they moved to
Fairfield, CT and about 1792 moved to Stamford, NY.

He lived with his family until 1798 then with David Wilcox, of Harpersfield to learn the blacksmith trade. In 
1803, at age 22, he went to the town of  Norway, NY for a years worth of employment but that didn't work out so
he wondered around central NY and finally gained three months employment. He earned $45 in silver and 
returned home. 

John professed to be basically non-religious and addicted to profanity up until his journey to central NY (he and 
the rest of his siblings were baptized Episcopal). He got married January 2,1804 to Mary Reekie and moved to 
Kortright for about 40 years, then to Harpersfield near the end of his life.  
They had 10 children (three died as infants) and also took care of 10 other children, not their own, at different 
times. 

John decided to join the fairly new Methodist Episcopal religion (Methodism began in the USA in 1784
in Baltimore, MD). He preached for a few years before he and his brother Joseph were ordained the
year of 1815 in Albany. To support his large family he was a blacksmith during the week and a preacher
on weekends, but as a circuit rider he traveled about 1000- 2000 miles per year so I can not imagine
how any income was generated. His preachers salary was little to none.

John's first circuit as an itinerant/junior preacher was Sharon, which encompassed parts of Schoharie,
Delaware and Otsego counties. He preached in houses or barns ,schoolhouses and at outdoor tent/camp
meetings as there were not many church buildings in the early 1800's. The boundary lines for a circuit
area changed often. Stamford was in the Sharon circuit before 1821, then in Jefferson, then Delaware
until 1834, then Kortright until 1857 and then became a separate charge.

In 1820 Rev. John was the preacher in charge of a camp-meeting in Sharon Springs. A company of rude
people came from Summit and erected a tent for themselves. About midnight Rev. John had to
coordinate the removal of the Summit crowd due to their rowdiness. One of the crowd decided to take
Rev. John to court for supposedly being roughed up. The reverend was fined .75 cents in the Summit
court and he paid it even though he felt he was innocent.

In 1821-22, 1829 and 1834-35 he was in the Jefferson circuit, in 1823-24 and 1832 he was stationed in
the Delaware circuit which encompassed nearly the whole county and 1841 at Hobart church. The
only time he moved his family was when he was with the Coeyman's circuit, about 1827, which



covered up an down the Hudson River from Catskill to Bethlehem. John also spent two years on the
Durham circuit.

He helped organize churches (that I know of) in Gilboa, Blenheim Hill, Richmondville,Franklin, and
probably North Blenheim as he has a stained glass window dedicated to him there.

In 1844 Rev. John's health started to deteriorate, his barn burned to the ground, two of his sons had died
and his wife Mary died March 12, 1845, at age 62. He married Mrs. Arethusa Palmer of Maryland,
NY on October 7, 1845.

When I started looking into Rev. John I found out that three of his brothers were also preachers. Nathan
and Heman were just as renowned as John and Joseph was a farmer who only preached occasionally
locally. Nathan, John and Heman all wrote autobiographies which can be found in there entirety on the
internet at archive.org. Elijah Keeler, another brother, was a sailor.

The first of the Bangs family to settle in Stamford, NY were Joseph and Nathan. They hitch hiked from
CT to NY about 1791 at the ages of 15 and 13. Can you imagine your teenager setting out on a 160
mile hike through the wilderness. I suspect they chose Stamford as their destination because they knew
other families from CT who had settled there. The rest of the Bang's family followed about a year later.
Joseph - Born April 25, 1776 in Stratford, CT, married Huldah Silliman of CT and died July 7, 1848 in
Tecumseh, MI, buried in Brookside Cemetery.

Nathan - Born May 2, 1778 Stratford, CT– Died May 3, 1862 New Haven, CT), married Mary Bolton
of Edwardsburgh,Canada on April 23 or 27, 1806 . Mary died May 16, 1864 in NYC. Nathan was a
teacher and surveyor, and was admitted as a minister to the NY Methodist Conference in 1802. He was
a circuit minister in the Canadian Niagara District where he stayed with his sister Sarah for a time. He
also organized churches in Upper Canada. In 1808 he was appointed to the Delaware circuit, 1809
Albany circuit, 1810 NYC, 1813 elder of Rhinebeck district, 1820 elected book agent for Methodist
denomination, 1828 editor of Christian Advocate and 1841 President of Wesleyan University in
Middletown, CT. Rev. Nathan Bangs D.D. completed 50 years of service in the church and is buried in
the Green-Wood Cemetery in Brooklyn, NY..

Heman – Born April 15, 1790 in Fairfield, CT -Died November 2, 1869 in New Haven CT, He
apprenticed as a blacksmith with his brother John at the age of 15. Heman married Sally Burritt on
August 20, 1811. He joined the NY Methodist Conference in 1815 and preached in the Delaware
County circuit. In 1816 he was appointed to the 150 mile round Sharon,NY circuit, in 1818
Newburgh circuit, 1819 New Wndsor Circuit, 1821 to the John Street Church in NYC, 1825 New
Haven CT, 1830 to NYC, 1831 Derby CT circuit, 1832 New Haven,CT, 1840 Green St. Church in
NYC, and 1844 New Haven again, In 1847 he preached his final sermon at the age of 57 and became
the presiding Elder of New Haven. He is buried in the Evergreen Cemetery New Haven, CT.
If you ever wonder why there are numerous Methodist Churches in our area you can thank, in part, the
Reverend John Bangs. His travels as a circuit rider totaled about 100,000 miles, and he wore out many
horses and wagons in the process. As stated on his original grave stone, “42 Years member of NY
Annual Conference.

References at the Stamford Village Library: The Bangs Hit the Trail by E.J. Ruliffson printed in the
Stamford Mirror-Recorder May 14,1936 and mini biographies on the Bang brothers in Volume 19 of
the McPherson books. Other sources: the Bangs brothers autobiographies. Familysearch.com and
findagrave.com.


