Church History

St. Matthew’s Church

Bedford Village, NY

The Earliest Beginnings

Bedford had its beginning in 1680, when its farmland was purchased from the Indians by twenty-four settlers from Stamford.  Bedford, like nearly all New England settlements, was Puritan and when the settlers laid out the village, they made provision for a “suitable lot” for a minister.  In 1684 the first minister moved in and received twenty pounds a year from his Puritan flock, a house on the “suitable lot”, and additional farmlands.  When Bedford was settled, the land was part of the Colony of Connecticut; the boundary line established by an old agreement with the Dutch of New Netherlands.  The line ran from near Mamaroneck straight up to the southwest corner of Massachusetts with Bedford and Rye to the east of the line, in Connecticut.  In 1683 a new boundary was set and Rye and Bedford were moved to New York.  Their reallocation to New York was fought fiercely until 1700 when King William III approved and confirmed the survey and they were henceforth in New York.  During this time Benjamin Fletcher, the new Governor of the Province of New York, arrived from England.  He was intent on establishing the law of the Church of England in his province and quickly passed the Settling Act of 1693, introduced by the one Anglican member of the New York Provincial Assembly.  It provided that “there shall be called, induced, and established a good sufficient Protestant minister, to officiate, and have the care of souls, within one year next … in the City of New York, one; County of Richmond, one; County of Queens, two; and County of Westchester, two.”  In Westchester, one minister was to look after the settlements of Westchester (near the Whitestone section of the Bronx), Eastchester, Yonkers and Pelham Manor, a second minister was to have the care of Rye, Mamaroneck and Bedford.  Bedford was a remote and isolated plantation, forty miles by horseback from the center of authority in New York; however, the Governor’s bill was careful to include this newly acquired, though intransigent community. The Settling Act stipulated that the freeholders should choose Church Wardens and Vestrymen to provide for the maintenance of their minister.  A town meeting was held in Rye on February 28th 1694 where two Church Wardens were elected along with eight Vestrymen, two chosen and specifically designated “for Bedford”.  Thus by the law of a foster state (New York) and the election in their neighbor-town (Rye), the Anglican Church had its official start in Bedford. 
Throughout the first half of the eighteenth century, the Church struggled along with support of an English institution called the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts.  Ministers paid and assigned by the Society came and went but grappled with the low pay and the great distances that must be covered each week.  The Rector lived at Rye but held services at Bedford, North Castle, White Plains, Scarsdale and Mamaroneck.     In 1744 three residents of Bedford sent a petition to the Venerable Society asking for assistance. By the middle of the century the Church in Bedford had grown to include nearly 400 families but still had no minister of its own.  Assistance finally came in 1759 when St. George Talbot, at the ripe age of ninety-seven, was elected a member of the Venerable Society.  He was a man of both remarkable faith and longevity who spent the last fifty years of his long life promoting the Anglican Church in America.  With funding support from Talbot, the parishioners promptly built “a very decent church for public worship, forty feet by thirty, with galleries covered and closed with cedar.”  They named this Church, very appropriately, St. George’s Church and a tablet now marks its site on Rt. 117 a few blocks south of Northern Westchester Hospital in Mount Kisco.  Its cemetery, with many Revolutionary War graves, still remains.  By this time the war clouds had begun to gather and the movement for political independence gained momentum.  Anglican ministers were being banished or jailed.  Some had their houses plundered and Ephraim Avery, the minister at Rye, was murdered by a hot-tempered neighbor who had always opposed his religious (though not his political) views.  After the signing of the Declaration of Independence, the clergy could no longer pray for the King, even though they might consider it their oath and duty to do so.  In 1779 the Rye Church was burned and that same year the Presbyterian Church in Bedford Village was also burned.  

Eventually the war was over and the American Anglicans began to organize a national and autonomous church.  A new state law permitted the incorporation of local churches by their own determination and here in Bedford our present local parish was formed on April 19th 1789 under the official title of “The Trustees of the Protestant Episcopal Church in the Townships of Bedford and North Castle.”   St. George’s was the parish church.  The town of North Castle was subdivided in 1795 with the southern section (including Armonk) retaining the designation North Castle.  The western section (including what is now Mt. Kisco) was called New Castle.  Thus our official title became “The Protestant Episcopal Church in the United Towns of Bedford and New Castle.” Wardens and Vestrymen of the new Parish were elected on September 25th 1796.

The Brick Church
Records of the Venerable Propagation Society state that Mr. Talbot left under his will several faith-based bequests providing for the purchase of glebe lands in the Westchester area, including a bequest of six hundred pounds “for the use of promoting true religion in North Castle and Bedford.”  The earliest business of the vestry was the recovery of this lost Talbot legacy.  The famous benefactor had died in 1767; however, Bedford’s share of the bequest had never been received.  It was decided to hire a good lawyer and to sue to recover the inheritance.  Former Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton was retained to assist in the action.  In 1803, after seven years of litigation, an award of $2,500 was decreed by the Supreme Court.  While the Vestry waited for the money to actually arrive, the Honorable John Jay, first Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, advanced the sum of $1,625 to purchase forty acres in Bedford Center from James Guion for a parsonage and a glebe for the minister.  
‘Glebe’ is the term for land permanently assigned for the maintenance of the incumbent minister of a parish, and the acquisition or securing of a glebe is the oldest form of parochial endowment.  The new glebe land and farmhouse fronted Cantitoe Road and stretched back to Beaver Dam Brook but the road plan was different then.  Bedford Center Road came to fork at what is now the Bedford Cross.  The right-hand fork took its current path to Bedford Village but the left fork continued east past the current path of Cantitoe to a point behind the Rectory and then turned north behind the Church through the old burying ground.  In 1807 the final balance of about $1,000 from the Talbot legacy was recovered and the Vestry decided that the old St. George’s Church was not worth repairing and that the money would be used to build a new church, of brick, at Bedford Center.  This was a large undertaking so subscriptions were solicited and $750 was raised.  An appeal to Trinity Wall Street brought an additional $500.  A two-acre parcel of land was purchased across the street from the original forty acres and the road was redirected west of the new land.  The church, main building and a south tower, were constructed on this new parcel.  On October 17th 1810 the new church was consecrated by the Rt. Reverend Benjamin Moore, Bishop of New York.  Minutes of a Vestry meeting from 1813 already refer to the Church as St. Matthew’s but the name was not officially changed until 1958 when “The Protestant Episcopal Church in the United Towns of Bedford and New Castle” legally changed its name to “St. Matthew’s Church, Bedford, New York.”
As the congregation grew slowly in the first half of the nineteenth century, the only change that was made to the new brick church was the addition of a small chapel to the back of the building in 1843.  1866 brought the beloved Lea Luquer to St. Matthew’s as its fifth Rector and began fifty years of prosperity and growth.  In 1868 a first bell was given to St. Matthew’s by St. Matthew’s in Brooklyn but it was found unsuitable for Bedford. A fund was raised by subscription and in 1870 a 100-pound bell was hung in the brand-new belfry and rung for the first time on Christmas Eve.  The belfry was placed on top of the south tower and was topped with a spire which was replaced with the current steeple in 1888.  In 1878 the opinion prevailed that the 1870 bell was a little “flat” and a new bell was presented to the Church.  This bell was inscribed with the name “Eloise” on its west side and underneath “St. Matthew’s Church Bedford NY 1694-1878”.  In 1886 stained glass windows were installed in the church.  When the belfry was rebuilt, a porch was created in front of the door to replace a rather dangerous small flight of stairs used up to that time.  Electric lighting came to St. Matthew’s in 1912 and a motor was put in to run the organ which until that time had been pumped by hand.

By 1914 the parish had grown enough to require a much larger building.  The brick structure was enlarged by pushing the south wall out to include most of the tower, making room for a third window on the east and west sides of the church.  Instead of one door in the middle, there was a door on each aisle.  The seating capacity of the church was thus increased about half again as much without significant change to its appearance.  Two beautiful stained glass windows of Hope and Charity were placed in the new window openings.  The current porticoed porch was also added at this time.  The Architects for the renovation were Parish and Schroeder.

By 1923 the old Victorian interior of St. Matthew’s was looking dated.  It was dark and severe with brown walls and off-white ceiling, all woodwork painted to simulate dark oak, a gothic communion rail and a plain small communion table.  Some of the wall memorials had heavy ornate stone or metal framing.  The windows were stained glass.  Arthur Ketchum, the seventh rector of St. Matthew’s, arrived at his new parish and “went up to the church for a long quiet visit by himself.”  Not long afterward, Mr. Frederick Godwin, an architect and member of the parish, drew up plans to restore the interior to its original period.  The old plantation church of St. James in Goose Creek, South Carolina was a favorite of Mr. Ketchum’s and the similarity of its interior plan suggested the renovations that were made.  The new altar is an enlarged and modified copy of the one at Goose Creek.  When the old communion rail was removed, marks of the original rail were found in the floor.  This assisted in the design and placement of the restoration.  Hope and Charity were moved to their present location on the choir loft and the four stained glass windows from 1888 were removed and given away.  In 1930 the present Vestry Room wing was built with Mr. Godwin again serving as the architect. 

By the early 1960’s St. Matthew’s was bursting at the seams due to the energetic ministry of The Reverend John Harper and the Church was again extended.  Arthur Hargate was appointed Rector in 1963 and by 1965 plans had been drawn to extend the northern wall of the building by nineteen feet to provide pews for another 110 persons and to provide four new church school rooms on the lower level.  The addition was constructed in the original manner, matching brick after half brick under the supervision of Katonah architect Mott Schmidt.  Only one more change has been made to the building since the 1965 expansion; the addition of a kitchen behind the Vestry Room in 2000 and the reconfiguration of several small rooms between the kitchen and the Chapel.

The Rectory

The history of the Rectory, or the “parsonage house”, begins in 1811 when the Vestry approved the building of a new house for the Rector.  The original farmhouse that existed on the glebe when the land was first purchased was in poor repair and needed to be replaced.  A structure of 26 by 34 feet with a kitchen adjoining of 18 feet square was approved by the Vestry and built south of the brick church on the two-acre parcel.  This building is now the south half of the current rectory.  In 1822 the vestry approved an addition to the parsonage: “Mr. Abraham Powell would dig a stone cellar, raise the frame and enclose the house with pine shingles, put in windows, and the front door”.  In 1877 this addition was raised to the height of the main portion of the house and a bay window was added to the dining room.  In 1899 a water supply system was introduced to the rectory.  Up to that time, it had the most primitive arrangement of a pump outside and a cistern under the kitchen floor.  A hole had to be cut in the floor every time it was necessary to reach the cistern.  Electric lighting came in 1912.  Over the last century the Rectory has been repaired and updated but has not been significantly altered.

The Parish House

By the 1940’s, St. Matthew’s Church School was bursting at the seams. Classes were held in the church gallery and in every room of the Rectory including the bedrooms.  The Vestry Room and the Chapel were used and sometimes the church cellar, next to the coal bunker, was pressed into service.   A building committee was appointed and the St. Matthew’s Parish House was dedicated on November 30th 1946 as a memorial to those who died in WWII and in honor of all who served.  Three little boys, sons of three of those memorialized, unveiled the simple wood plaque.   In its earliest years, the building served during the week as county center for the Cerebral Palsy Clinic.  By 1960 the 

Church School enrollment topped 330 and an enlargement was again necessary.   The Parish House was expanded by adding the left wing with two classrooms and the nursery on the first floor and one large room and kitchen on the bottom floor.  The architect for both the original building and the addition was E. Ritzema Perry.  Yet again, in 1998, growth in church school enrollment and pressing needs for a larger fellowship room, more office space and more convenient kitchen facilities led to another capital campaign.  Funds were quickly raised and the Parish House took its current form. 

The Bedford Cross

(Including excerpts from an article by Charity E. MacDonald first printed in the Bedford Record & Review)

The Bedford Cross sits on a triangle of land originally owned by the First Particular Baptist Church, whose original members, numbering 17, came from the Stamford Baptist Church in September 1787.  The Church records show that members voted in December 1799 to keep up meetings at this location every Lord’s Day.  The Church was incorporated on September 3, 1801 and Deacon Ezra Fountain was called as pastor in 1802.  

From the beginning, the two denominations – Baptist and Episcopalians – were mutually supportive of each other.  The Baptist Church wanted to delineate the boundary between the two properties with a fence.  On April 5, 1803, the Episcopal Church conveyed to the Baptist Church, a piece of land of about six perches (a measure of length equal to five and-one-half yards) so as to fence in the northern boundary.  Additional land was sold to the Baptists in 1817 so that the north boundary of the Baptist property would have a road “four rods wide with no houses or workshops.”  In March 1832 sugar maples were bought and placed 20 feet apart to line the grounds of their “Meeting House” with less than an acre of land.  In 1867 a new church was built in the triangle but the subsequent turnover of pastors must have made it difficult for the Baptist Church.   Most stayed only one year.   The last pastor is believed to have been the Reverend F.W. Oershiser in 1901 when the congregation drifted off to other churches.  In 1921 the property was purchased by St. Matthew’s for $1,500.  In 1924 the building was dismantled, its timbers, bell and pews given to other churches in the county and the site was filled and seeded.  
A few years later, in 1930, Mr. Arthur Ketchum, now Rector of St. Matthew’s, proposed a Wayside Cross be erected on the triangle of land now owned by the Church.  It would invite the prayers of those who passed by.  The lovely Bedford Cross with its carved Tree of Life motif and Franciscan motto “Pax et Bonum” was designed by Gleb Derujinsky and dedicated in 1936.  Mr. Derujinsky had studied at the Imperial Academy of Art in Petrograd and had received a law degree from the University of Petrograd in 1912.  After the Russian Revolution, he escaped from the Crimea by working as a sailor.  He arrived in America in 1919.  His works included religious and classical compositions and statues.  He sculpted busts of Theodore and Franklin Roosevelt, which are displayed at their respective historical sites. 
The Churchyard
It is believed the initial churchyard or “burying ground” was established in 1817, located directly behind the Church with Cantitoe Road as its western boundary.  In 1822 a fence was added to better define the boundaries.  The oldest tombstone is dated 1796; however, it is assumed the coffin was moved there at a later date.  Next to it is a headstone dated 1820, which probably marks the first formal burial in the Churchyard as we know it today.  Walking through this part of the yard you pass by graves of the founders of the Church, most prominently the Guion’s family plot.  In 1803 James Guion sold the church its original 40 acres. 
There are nine Revolutionary soldiers buried in the Churchyard.  Six of them were Smiths: Daniel, Gabriel, Jesse, Samuel, Stephen, and William.  Abijah Harris, David Olmstead, and Daniel Park were the others who served.  None of the soldiers died in the war and their graves are unmarked, although the chart of the burial plots shows Daniel and Samuel Smith in Plot A and the rest of the Smiths in Plot H.  All were born between the years 1729 and 1767.  They were all members of St. Matthew’s and died between the years of 1796 and 1855.

The Churchyard today is made up of three yards.  Each yard is enclosed by a stone wall or hedges.  In the early 1920’s the middle yard was established directly to the south of the original yard.  In the early 1960’s the “S”yard was created.  The “S” yard is on your left as you walk down the trail to the Chapel in the Woods.   Finally, in 2000 the Vestry determined that further expansion of the Churchyard was not desirable, and instead authorized the design and construction of a memorial garden.  This project was completed in 2003 and lies in the northwest corner of the “S” yard.
 In all the yards, monuments and plantings have been kept simple and in harmony with this beautiful and peaceful place of rest.
Chapel-in-the-Woods

“On the east slope of the Glebe, now below the graveyard and down close to the Beaver Dam Brook, there is a grove of towering hemlocks, some of which may antedate St. Matthew’s Church.  A woodland Chapel was constructed there in 1939.  The altar is a fieldstone slab supported by wooden posts.  There is a rustic cross, and rough-hewn wooden benches have been constructed.  Mr. Willard Simpkins helped raise the necessary funds, supervised the construction, and later improved the planting around the Chapel.  In 1958 extensive repairs were made by the Rector’s Committee under the leadership of Mr. Edwin K. Merrill.  For years, some early services in summer have been held (weather permitting) in this out-of-doors Chapel.”  

From A Sesquicentennial History of St. Matthew’s Protestant Episcopal Church 1960.

Services at the Chapel-in-the-Woods have increased in popularity under Terry Elsberry.  In addition to weddings and baptisms, early morning Sunday services are held in the Chapel throughout a large part of the summer and, weather permitting, into early fall.
The Woodlands


It has been many, many years since St. Matthew’s rector has had to make his living off the glebe and the land was returned to woodland long ago.  The stone walls, vestiges of old fields, are still visible winding through the forest all the way down to the Beaver Creek.   



The Ketchum Sanctuary, now part of the Woodlands, was created in 1969 when  Christina Rainsford, a devoted parishioner, approached then Rector, Arthur Hargate, and the Church Wardens and Treasurer, Tom Keesee, Robert Grosjean and Lee Brown for assistance in donating twenty six acres of woodlands in memory of the Reverend Arthur Ketchum.  Mrs. Rainsford was a great admirer of Mr. Ketchum who had a lifelong love of nature.  Mr. Ketchum’s regular walks undoubtedly passed through the glebe woodlands and across the Beaver Dam Brook to what is now the Ketchum Sanctuary - walks which inspired many of his sermons, letters and poetry.  Mrs. Rainsford’s donation, and an objective supported by the Church leaders, is reflected in the following quote from Church records at that time,

“Because of the deep interest Arthur Ketchum had in nature, and particularly birds, it has long seemed to us appropriate that he be permanently memorialized by creation of a nature sanctuary in the general vicinity of St. Matthew’s Church.  The special beauty of the stream at the edge of the Church property and of the woods and marsh to the north – much of it at the back of Mrs. Kerr Rainsford’s property – made that area seem especially appropriate for such a sanctuary.”



For thirty years title to the Ketchum Sanctuary was held by The Nature Conservancy.  In 2001, Senior Warden Roger Vincent initiated discussions with The Nature Conservancy leading to the transfer of title to the twenty six acres to St. Matthew’s at no cost to the Church.  The Church assumed responsibility for the permanent stewardship of the Sanctuary and our woodlands doubled in size.
Today the Church woodlands provide opportunity for walks on trails rich not only in natural beauty, but rich in history as well.  On these trails Indians passed in earliest times along paths to and along the Beaver Dam Brook.  Then generations of farmers, including the Guion family, brought their grain over a wagon road - still visible today - to Matthew’s Mill.  Later parishioners used the trails coming by foot or horseback to attend services.  And later still, Mr. Ketchum found inspiration in his woodlands walks. Parishioners out enjoying the trails may have the pleasure of encountering Terry Elsberry walking his dogs and following in the tradition as well as the paths trod by Mr. Ketchum.  All are encouraged to partake of the serenity, the beauty, and the history of our woodlands, a gift made possible by the vision and the generosity of earlier generations of St. Matthew’s parishioners.
