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Bethany College celebrates its 175th 
anniversary among some of the most 
stunning architecture found in college 

campuses across the nation.
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I
t’s a slow drive into Bethany, a small town in West 
Virginia’s Northern Panhandle with roads as 
winding as any in the state. But tucked in the hills 
of the Allegheny Plateau on 1,300 acres, lies one 
of the most beautiful college campuses America 
has to offer. Bethany College, a private liberal arts 
school with 1,000 students, is the oldest institution 
of higher education in the state and celebrates its 
175 anniversary this year. The college’s history 
dates back to before the Civil War, when its 
founder, Alexander Campbell, traveled from 

northern Ireland to what is today Bethany, West Virginia, 
to escape religious persecution and start a Christian 
reform movement of his own.

Born in 1788 in Ireland, Campbell immigrated to 
the United States when he was 21, arriving in 1809. “He 
came to join his father who immigrated here previously, 
to what was then still the frontier—or very close to it,” 
says Bethany history professor Gary Kappel. “Their vision 
was to try to unify the protestant denominations here on 
the frontier—the Baptists, Methodists, Presbyterians—to 
return the church to its most basic structure that was 
found in the New Testament.” In the end, that unification 
goal was unsuccessful, but Campbell’s ideas helped to 
spark the beginnings of a number of nondenominational 
churches, including the Christian Church Disciples of 
Christ. By 1830 Campbell had amassed a considerable 
following who pressured him to follow in the tradition of 
the time, setting up a college to prepare young ministers 

for a denomination or faith. “Mr. Campbell rejected that 
idea,” Kappel says. While Bethany College continues to 
keep deep connections with the church and has trained 
many ministers, it’s always offered a non-sectarian 
education. “Our existence has always been as a four-year 
baccalaureate college,” Kappel says.

Though Campbell long grappled with the decision to 
start a college, Bethany was ultimately founded in 1840 
in then-Bethany, Virginia, where Campbell had made 
his home. The college still operates under the Virginia 
charter today. “In his writings Campbell from time to time 
says, ‘I want to find a place where men can study without 
distraction.’ Well, he certainly found it out here,” Kappel 
laughs. To get to Bethany now, visitors drive through miles 
of sharp switchbacks and turns. The town of Bethany itself 
is small, with one bar and a general store and a handful 
of other small businesses. Most people walk to the post 
office for their mail. “At the time, the only way to get out 
here was horse and buggy, and these roads are basically just 
paved over tracks from those days,” Kappel says.

Despite its remote location, Bethany sits less than 
an hour from Wheeling and Pittsburgh, and from 
its start Bethany College has hosted U.S. presidents, 
governors, and congressmen within its ivy strung halls. 
The centerpiece of the campus is Old Main, a National 
Historic Landmark and a premier example of academic 
gothic architecture. Construction on Old Main began 
in 1858 to replace College Proper, an original college 
structure that burned down in 1857. “Collegiate gothic 
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is less ornate than the gothic of the medieval period, it’s 
more utilitarian, but the principle of the pointed arch and 
decoration takes its cue from gothic ideas,” Kappel says. An 
elaborate clock and bell tower sit above Old Main’s halls, 
which are ringed by a covered walkway, swooping arches, and 
stained glass windows. 

Overlooking the campus’s rolling green lawns sits Christman 
Manor at Pendleton Heights, built in 1841. The oldest building 
on the main college campus, it is the traditional home of the 
college president and once served as a stop on the Underground 
Railroad during the Civil War era. Several other notable 
structures throughout Bethany are listed on the National Register 
of Historic Places. In addition to Old Main, the Campbell 
Mansion, built in 1795, has also been registered as a National 
Historic Landmark. 

In 1912 Bethany graduate Earl Oglebay, of Oglebay Park 
in Wheeling, funded the building now known as Kirkpatrick 
Hall of Life Sciences. “Mr. Oglebay is one of a number of 
important and generous benefactors that Bethany College has 
been blessed with over the years,” Kappel says. Oglebay also 
provided the funding for Oglebay Gates, which sit just below 
Old Main and serve as a ceremonial structure for matriculating 
and graduating Bethany students. Other benefactors whose 
names grace Bethany buildings are the Phillips family, the 
Renners of Cleveland, and the Cochrans. “Many of the build-
ings on campus are named for benefactors or former presidents 
of the college,” Kappel says. What was built as a Carnegie 
library, financed by Andrew Carnegie of Pittsburgh, has since 
been renamed Cramblet Hall, a dorm, in honor of former 
Bethany president T.E. Cramblet. 

In the late 1950s and 1960s, the school saw a third period 
of major construction, during the heyday of college growth 

Christman Manor is 
the oldest building 
on the main Bethany 
College campus. A 

portrait of Bethany’s 
founder, Alexander 
Campbell, and his 
wife sit among the 

college archives 
that include many of 
Campbell’s original 
books.
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nationwide. Enrollments were expanding 
with the G.I. Bill and the baby boomers 
began appearing in numbers on campus in 
the mid-1960s. But by then Old Main was 
showing its age and the college switched 
its focus to restoration in the 1970s. Over 
the years several renovations of the Old 
Main spaces turned what’s known as 
Commencement Hall into a gym, an 
auditorium, and even a dormitory for men. 
The cavernous hall stretches two stories, 
showcasing a stained glass window just as 
tall, and was restored to its original purpose 
in the 1980s. 

In another section of Old Main, what’s 
known as the Academic Parlor sat mostly 
forgotten. “We have alumni come back 
and we tell them we’ll host something 
in the parlor and they don’t know where 
it is,” says Director of Communications 
Rebecca Rose. In the renovations through 
the 1970s and 1980s, which included work 
on the roof and exterior of the building, 
valuable Edward Troye paintings were 
rediscovered. Today the luxurious room 
also holds the Bethany College collection 
of Wheeling Decorating Company china, 
donated by an alum.

For the 175th anniversary in 2015, 
graduates will return in droves to retrace 
old stomping grounds, while anniversary 
ceremonies and celebrations will take 
place in the buildings that have withstood 
weather and war. “Bethany changes, but 
much remains the same,” Kappel says. 
“Some buildings have been torn down, 
others have been built, but the symbols 
for the college—Old Main, Oglebay 
Gates, Pendleton Heights—those endure.” 
Kappel, a Bethany graduate himself, says 
the campus has become a home to most of 
its graduates, himself included. The impact 
of the college’s educational offerings plays 
a large part in that sense of place, but there 
wouldn’t be a place without the buildings 
to ground it. “The architecture gives a 
sense of permanency, a certain amount 
of weight,” he says. “And campus is just 
beautiful. When you look at Old Main, 
when you work in a building like this and 
walk the halls at night—or in the evening 
as the sun is setting on the ridges across 
the way—and realize that for 150-plus 
years people have been doing that, it gives 
a sense of belonging to something bigger 
than yourself.”

bethanywv.edu

Old Main is the 
centerpiece 
of campus at 
Bethany College 
in the Northern 

Panhandle. The 
building is listed 
on the National 
Register of Historic 
Places and is an 

early example of 
collegiate Gothic 
architecture.
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