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“In 1833 the Gum Branch Primitive Baptist Church was organized out of Beards Creek
Primitive Baptist Church. Land for the church was donated by Fashau Long, Jr. In the early
days the congregation met in a brush arbor that was located approximately a half-mile west of
the present location. Part of the original land was used for the cemetery. The church’s chief
organizers and charter members were Samuel and David Delk. The surnames of other families
in the community who were affiliated with the church during the early years include Robinson,
Wells, Mobley, Delk, Flowers, Price, Tatum, and Baker” (Groover, pg. 30).

“‘Gum Branch Primitive Baptist Church was the first church to be organized in the
community and they assembled once a month for meetings and worship. In 1838 a church
building was erected to replace its brush arbor home. Leaders at this time were James N.
Mobley, Albert Mobley, A.B. Flowers, Evan Wells, J.N. Tatum, John Baker, Jeremiah Baker and
Augustus Delk” (Groover, pg. 32).

“If you had attended worship services prior to 1900 you would have listened to sermons
by some of its early pastors such as J.N. Tatum, J. Wheeler, John Simmons, W.O. Dorsey, N.M
Mattox, W.T. Zorn, J.A. Smith, J.C. Tatum, Isaac Newton, W.L. Geiger and Lewis Price, Jr”
(Groover, pg. 42).

“There was no music in the church worship service, and in1858 the congregation was
debating whether or not to adopt the Primitive Baptist religious custom of ‘foot-washing™
(Groover, pg. 42). This matter was still being discussed and debated at the annual Baptist Union
meetings as late as 1890.

“During the Civil War, Primitive Baptist churches in Liberty County were particularly
harsh with their members. Lewis Price, Jr. (1828-1894) was the son of Lewis, Sr. and Mary
Price and was a member of Gum Branch. He attended Jones Creek Academy and while there
attended Jones Creek Baptist Church. When he returned home he was expelled form the
church for receiving instruction from another church since Gum Branch, at that time, did not
condone Sunday School. He later became a Baptist preacher, married Sarah F. Geiger, had
eight surviving children and became the pastor of Gum Branch during the period 1860-1861.
The church had by that time adopted the practice of Sunday School instruction” (Groover,

pg.46).

“‘During the war, Liberty County churches cooperated with the Soldiers Tract
Association, a state interdenominational group, to provide Bibles, prayer books, and other
religious materials for members of the confederate army” (Groover, pg. 46).

On June 17, 1899, the church adopted the following resolution: “That any member of
said church engaging in the modern dance as practiced at the present time shall be deemed as
transgressors and dealt with accordingly; and further it is understood by this conference that the
party furnishing the music or the head of the family that welcomes the dance within his or her
door is also equally guilty and subject to the same penalty.” This rule was still in effect in the
late 1930’s and early 1940’s.



Committees of two to four Deacons were responsible for investigating charges of
drunkeness [sic], profanity, card playing, unchristian conduct (this included non-attendance and
non-payment of church dues) and dancing made against church members. They would
investigate and report back to the church body. Sometimes the investigations would last for
many months and usually ended by the members being reinstated to the fellowship. These
same committees also had the responsibility of acting mediators in disputes between members
of the congregation.

In the early days of the church, obtaining money for purchases and repairs to the
building was handled by subscription. Each Deacon was responsible for a certain number of
members and it was his responsibility to contact them and collect their portion of the incurred
expense. The Pastor’s salary was handled by this method. In 1901, the church decided to
purchase an organ for the sanctuary. After one year of subscription they had collected $19.27.
It took over two years to collect the money needed for the organ. A ten foot addition was added
to the south end of the church in September, 1903 to house a raised pulpit area and the
expense for lumber of $30.00 was obtained in the same manner.

“Baptist churches in Liberty County organized themselves as the Sunbury Association
before the Civil War. The Sunbury Association was affiliated with the Southern Baptist
Association and they advocated a central selection of missionaries. In 1866 they reorganized
themselves as the New Sunbury Association” (Groover, pg.53). The Union Association
(founded in 1853) advocated that the individual churches had the right to select their own
missionaries. These differences of opinion would eventually bring about a split in the church.
Gum Branch Church was a member of the Baptist Union Association. Gum Branch Church
hosted their annual meetings in 1882, 1889 and 1906. There was no business transacted at the
1889 meeting, “due to an epidemic of fever that was raging in the community.” On August 8,
1908, the Union Association was asked to write a letter of recommendation to the New Sunbury
Association on behalf of Gum Branch Church and they selected delegates to attend their first
meeting. Those first delegates were J.D. Zorn, M.J. Groover, T.S. Devero, and U.G. Todd.
Alternates selected were J.W. Mobley, D.l. Dawson, W.W. Zorn, and J.F. Zorn. They continued
for a few years, however, to attend the meetings of the Union Association that had annual
meetings throughout southern Georgia.

Since its beginning, Gum Branch has seen the need to help those less fortunate that
themselves. In 1908, M.J. Groover made a barrell [sic] for $1.50 to be filled with syrup and sent
to the Baptist Orphan’s Home. In January 1909, they sent a barrel of meat (50 pounds) and
each year some donation was made to them. When they were unable to send money they sent
such things as meat and produce but there was always a desire by the congregation to help
others whether by donating money or planting someone’s crop as they did for J.C. Mobley in the
spring of 1900 and for Tom Groover in the early 1950’s. An offering was taken in December
1900 to help the First Baptist Church in Galveston, Texas recover from a devastating hurricane
and in 1901 money was sent to help rebuild the First Baptist Church in Jacksonville, Florida.
This practice still continues today. Whenever someone is in need the church is there to help
them and to minister to them.

The help that this church has given to its members and neighbors is evident throughout
the community by the faithfulness found among its members. This faithfulness exists now as it
has since its beginning. In the late 1800’s the church had a female member that had four
children and lived at Jones Station in Mclntosh County. Every Saturday morning prior to the
preaching service on Sunday, this woman would walk the forty miles from her home to the



church with her four children. She would stay with various members of the church on Saturday
and Sunday night and take her meals with them. On Monday morning she would make the forty
mile trip home.

There was a split in the Gum Branch Church in 1925. A majority of its members voted to
become a part of the Southern Baptist Convention. It advocated the use of foreign missions,
the Cooperative Program and a more moderate religion. The other members advocated the use
of home missions and the ‘old time religion’. The minority members withdrew from the church
and sometime later founded a house of worship on the other side of the road. It was called
Liberty Baptist Church and its founder and first pastor was Elder Henry C. Hodges. Both
churches gradually evolved into Baptist Churches with more moderate religious practices.
(Groover, pg. 82). Both churches now share the same cemetery.

Another church, Faith Baptist Church, was founded when 35 members left Gum Branch
Church in 1976. The conducted their services in a temporary building located in the Gum
Branch Community until a permanent structure could be completed on Highway 196 at Airport
Road.

“The Liberty-Long County Singing Convention with David I. Dawson as president, met in
the Gum Branch Church on the second Sunday in November 1932. The public was invited to
attend and bring ‘filled lunch baskets™ (Groover, pg. 89). Over the years since the church was
founded, music has become an important part of their worship services. There have been many
gospel sings in the church over the years and special groups are invited to come for revivals
and regular worship services.

“There were few social events, other than family reunions and church activities in rural
Liberty County during the depression years. A lack of funds and transportation prevented most
backwoods families from attending any but the most important social events in other parts of the
county. Community square dances were held in homes since there was no other place to
gather. There was always the danger, however, of being ‘turned out of the church’, because
dancing was considered a sin by most houses of worship” (Groover, pg. 97).

From the time of its founding, the church had very strict religious principles. During the
October 24, 1891 meeting, the church resolved that “the Treasurer’s Report at the close of each
year would give the names of all those that had not paid their annual dues.” This amount was
usually set at 50 cents per year for all male members above a certain age. This amount of
money may not seem very large by today’s standards but during this time, in the history of the
church, people really did not have cash money. Some of the church’s members were able to
make the money to pay their dues by gathering quail eggs or trapping quail and then selling
them for 10 or 15 cents. If they were unable to pay the money, they would come before the
church and state their reason and the church would cancel the debt. If, however, they had not
paid these dues they were not granted their church letter until this was taken care of. On May
12, 1917, the church passed the following resolution: “All members of this church who refuse to
do anything for the support of the church be notified that charges of unchristian conduct will be
made against them and failing to give satisfactory cause for not doing so, will be expelled.”
Members were also charged with unchristian behavior for non-attendance and expelled from the
fellowship. These rules were discussed at many monthly meetings and were to remain in effect
until the middle 1900s.

Prior to 1928, the church had held meetings only once a month for its preaching service.
They did, however, meet each Sunday at 3:00 in the afternoon for Sunday School. In that year



the church voted in conference to go half time and meet twice a month. On February 27, 1949,
the church voted to have services full time. This meant that there would now be meetings on
four Sundays a month. On September 28, 1958, the church voted in conference to adopt a full
time program and ministry. Reverend Thomas Barnard was the pastor at this time.

The original church had two front doors and on the inside were two aisles that separated
the center pews from the two sections of pews on the outside walls. There were large pillars in
the center of the room that supported the roof. There were wooden floors and a large “pot-belly”
stove stood in the center of the room. Behind the pulpit was an alcove with four windows where
visiting preachers would sit. The pulpit was raised with steps going up to it from both sides and
was added to the original building in September 1903. The choir sat on three rows of pews in
front of the church facing the preacher and the other side of the room where some of the older
ladies of the church sat on three similar pews. The area of the church was often referred to as
the “old ladies amen corner.”

Sunday School in the original building was conducted by separating the members into
different age groups and spacing them in different places in the sanctuary. When weather
permitted they would sometimes meet outside under the oak trees. In the middle and late
1940’s the church had experienced such rapid growth that the Sunday School classes could no
longer comfortable meet in small groups inside the church.

In 1950, the church erected four (4) Sunday School rooms and a meeting room which
were attached to the main building. When these rooms were added, the church removed two of
the front pews, one on each side, that had been used by the choir and the older ladies of the
church and doors were cut in the front of the sanctuary to allow people entrance to the Sunday
School. The timber to build these rooms was donated by some of the church members. Among
those making the donations were Joe Deal, Worth Groover, Hinton Mobley, Levy Ray and Frank
Long. The timber was cut by Hinton and Winston Mobley and taken to their saw mill. After the
lumber had been cut and dried they hauled it to the church. The flooring for these first rooms
was donated by John Frank Browning. In 1959 another addition consisting of an assembly
room and three (3) Sunday School rooms was constructed on the West side of the church.

In 1960 the inside of the church was completely remodeled and metal poles were put on
the church porch to replace the white pillars placed there when the porch was added in 1944. In
1963 another building was constructed consisting of an assembly room and three (3) additional
Sunday School room on the East side of the building. These rooms at one time contained the
Pastor’s study but at the present time [1988] are used for the Nursery and a Preschool class.

In 1967 a new church building and four (4) Sunday School rooms were built. The old
building was moved to the rear of the property and remained in use during the construction.
The Ground Breaking Ceremony was held on Sunday, September 24, 1967, and was conducted
by Reverend Grady Selph. The Baptistry was included in this building project and was donated
to the church by Judge W.C. Hodges from Hinesville. The picture in the Baptistry was painted
by Edwina Long. Prior to this time baptisms had taken place at Taylor's Creek, Parrott Lake
and Windmill Pond. The Dedication Service was held on the first Sunday in October 1968
which was also Homecoming Sunday. Sidewalks were added to the property in 1971 and 1981
and the parking area was moved closer to the building in 1981 also. The pews were padded in
October 1976.



On September 24, 1972 the church voted to build a new educational building and
fellowship hall attached to the main building. After its completion the old Sunday School rooms
on the west side of the church were removed.

In November of 1982, the church voted in conference to build a new fellowship hall.
Also included in this building was a new Pastor’s study and library. The Dedication Service for
this new building was May 1, 1983 and was conducted by Revered Roger W. Wilkins. Prior to
the completion of the new fellowship hall, contractors were already at work converting the old
fellowship hall and kitchen into two (2) large and two (2) small Sunday School rooms.

In addition to the building projects at the church, in March of 1961, the church voted in
conference to build a pastorium. The dedication service was conducted by Reverend Thomas
Barnard who was the first pastor to live there. An addition of a large family room, bedroom, and
bathroom was added in 1974.

In 1986 the church purchased a 40 passenger bus and dedicated it in 1987. Reverend
Roger Wilkins conducted this service. Plans were already being made at the time of its
purchase to use it for a mission trip to New York. After a lot of hard work and many hours of
planning by members of the church, the trip became a reality. At 5:00 a.m. on Friday, July 10,
1987, seventeen church members left Gum Branch Baptist Church to go to French Road Baptist
Church in Buffalo, New York. The purpose for going was to conduct Backyard Bible Clubs in
Dartwood and Kelly Parks. There was also some renovation work done on their church
building. As missionaries, this group had the responsibility of telling the children about Jesus.
The following is a list of those people:

Roger and Vicki Wilkins, Woodard and Gail Holland, Woody Adams, Jack Deal, Anita
Winkles, Creston Groover, Dupre Groover, Lois Hodges, Casey Adams, Norma and
Amy Koetz, Carleen Hammock, Carmen Hutcheson, Ricky Bell and Brenda Smiley.

They left a part of Gum Branch Baptist Church as well as part of themselves there and they

brought part of French Road Baptist Church home to Georgia. After all, that is what the church
is all about.
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