Bethesda-by-the-Sea
The Spanish Memorial
By Jethro M. Hurt III

“A little Gothic church, set in a grove of cocoanut
palms, a hundred yards from the sea; a slim Spire
above the treetops, pointing to heaven; an Illuminated
Cross atop, visible for miles, by land and sea… an open
air pulpit, looking down on a grass-carpeted garth…
all in the style of León, the most beautiful in Spain.”
From The Spanish Memorial
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“There is a poetic justice in building
in the style of ‘León la bella,’ since
it was Ponce de León who made
Florida the original call.”
Alfred James Sheldon
Burges: Hôtel de Flandre
June 26, 1924

A rendering of the Bethesda-by-the-Sea Church by the
architectural firm of Hiss & Weekes, 1920s. Courtesy
Episcopal Church of Bethesda-by-the-Sea.

I

t is not known when Alfred James Sheldon (1874- Committee met at the Hotel Plaza in New Youk, in May 1924, for
1955) learned of the decision by the vestry of the their initial interview with Philip Hiss, the architect who would
Episcopal Church of Bethesda-by-the-Sea in 1923 later win the contract on the basis of his “plans, drawings and
to replace its picturesque but inadequate structure specificatins,” James Sheldon was in attendance.3
on North Lake Trail with a more characteristic,
A word or two must be said concerning “the dream of Canon
more distinctive and more centrally located church building. In Russell.” On March 9, 1922, following the resignation of the
1922, the wealthy senior partner in the New York office of Lee, Rev. Dr. Charles Temple from the rectorship of Palm Beach’s
Higginson and Co., bankers in New York, had retired and devoted congregation of Episcopalians, Bethesda’s vestry extended a “call”
his time to foreign travel, residing in fashionable hotels and visiting to Dr. Russell to succeed him. The issuing of such an invitation to
significant architectural sites. He favored ecclesiastical buildings a nationally recognized clergyman might have seemed audacious.
in the Gothic style, such as his parish home in Manhattan, James The canon sensed an opportunity to recast Bethesda-by-the-Sea
Renwick, Jr.’s Grace Church. “To be married or buried within as a “monument of international friendship” within the resort
its walls has been ever considered the height of felicity,” wrote community popular as an international destination for visitors of
Matthew Hale Smith in Sunshine and Shadow in New York.1 means and influence. Had not the press followed up the hoopla
attendant upon the recognition
Sheldon was cognizant of the
of Ponce de León’s sighting and
two great cathedral projects
naming of Florida four hundred
then underway, St. John the
years earlier and continued to
Divine in New York City and
promote the state as a place where
the Cathedral of Sts. Peter and
anything was possible? Canon
Paul in the Nation’s Capitol and
Russell knew that the Palm Beach
had reservations about both. St.
season mandated a “church year”
John the Divine, described as “a
of no more than six months.
house of prayer for all nations,”
Ascertaining that he could fulfill
had begun as Romanesquehis responsibilities in Palm Beach
Byzantine in style, but in 1911 it
and also keep his position in
was reevaluated and continued in
Washington, he agreed to accept
the Gothic style. The cornerstone
the offer. He had no difficulty in
of the National Cathedral was
securing the vestry’s authorization
laid in 1907, a “national house of
to locate property on which a new
prayer for all peoples.” Sheldon
church could be erected. Canon
hated the confusion at St. John
Russell envisioned a memorial to
and preferred to have had granite
the Spanish colonial heritage.4
rather than Indiana limestone
used in Washington; however,
It was proposed that the firm
he embraced its English Gothic
of Hiss & Weekes, builders of
style and made himself and his
hotels and summer cottages, be
resources available to the project.
considered for the project. It
In 1924 it was announced
would be a challenge for them
that James Sheldon had become
as they primarily worked in a
Treasurer of the National Rev. Dr. James Townsend Russell, ca. 1925. Courtesy Historical Beaux-Arts/Italian Renaissance
Cathedral Association, an office Society of Palm Beach County.
style, an idiom with which W.
he would hold for the next 30
Hobart Weekes was familiar from
years. At the time of his death, he was described as “one of his time in the office of McKim, Mead and White. Could they
Washington Cathedral’s most faithful and generous friends…. develop a facility in either Spanish colonial or Gothic style?
a member of the Cathedral Council, the board of lay experts in
In the following weeks, there were a number of meetings
various fields established to advise the Chapter, and also served between James Sheldon and members of the firm. While he
as a member of the finance and building committee.”2 His roots did not favor classicism, he appreciated the sensitive manner
in the church ran deep, back to Gilbert Sheldon, Archbishop of in which their Gotham Hotel, on 55th Street, responded to the
Canterbury. Also descended from the 17th century churchman division of stories, in the University Club sharing a portion of
was Anna Ebury Sheldon, a distant cousin and wife of the Rev. the Fifth Avenue side of the block. When the ex-banker offered
Dr. James Townsend Russell (1861-1929), Canon of the National to spend the summer in Europe (at his own expense) and from
Cathedral and, from January 1923 - November 1926, Rector there provide the firm with examples of appropriate architectural
of Bethesda-by-the-Sea, when the present church building was precedents, and prepare copy for a booklet that might be released
planned and constructed. When Dr. Russell and his Executive to coordinate with a model of the proposed church, they readily
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Above: A romantic rendering of the proposed Bethesda-by-the-Sea Church, 1925. Below, the second Bethesda-by-the-Sea Church, ca. 1900. It was
deconsecrated in 1925 and is now a private residence. Images are courtesy Historical Society of Palm Beach County.

judged by them.” Over the next several months two items became
fixed for him, the spire and “the indispensable feature,” a fountain
rising not from a basin, but seemingly cut into the turf, with an
attendant angel. Readers familiar with the finished architectural
complex realize that there is no spire, but within a paved cloister
the “Angel of Bethesda” and fountain will be found.
In mid-August he was advancing several ideas. He wrote from
the Hotel d’Albany in Paris, “I have asked our Ambassador…

accepted his offer. They must succeed in winning the commission!
The firm set to work; their consultant went to Europe and the
Palm Beach contingent put into place the elements of an aspiring
capital campaign.
The earliest of the more than twenty extant letters from James
Sheldon to “Dear Mr. Hiss” was dated June 12, ’24 and written
aboard the S. S. Rotterdam.5 He wrote that he had mailed some
suggestions to Canon and Mrs. Russell, having received assent
from Bethesda supporters and fellow passengers, Mr. and Mrs.
Dunn Douglass, “pleased that we are preserving the Spanish
tradition.” He reiterated his basic belief that, “[t]he romance with
which we surround this little church will get it built.” Photographs
of possible models, such as the Cathedral of León, the Vasco da
Gama cloister in Lisbon and the Joan of Arc staircase from Rouen
would follow. The balance of the letter is full of phrases that
would achieve final form in the booklet to be entitled The Spanish
Memorial: “A little Gothic church, set in a grove of cocoanut
palms, a hundred yards from the sea; a slim Spire above the
treetops, pointing to heaven; an Illuminated Cross atop, visible
for miles, by land and sea… an open air pulpit, looking down on a
grass-carpeted garth… all in the style of León, the most beautiful
in Spain.”
On the 13th he wrote again, concerning illustrations for the
booklet, “those eight pictures will make us, or break us. We will be
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1925, the cornerstone (containing King Alfonso XIII’s letter) and
the inscription “A. D. 1513-1925” was set by Canon Russell and
the Spanish Ambassador Juan Riaño y Gayangos The canon’s
vision, the aesthete’s drive, the architects’ skill, the vestry’s
persuasion, and the congregation’s prayers coalesced in the
achievement of a common goal. On January 22, 1931, the new
church was dedicated and continues to thrive—a dream realized.
Continued on page 36

to obtain from the King of Spain an expression of his pleasure
and appreciation of our plan to erect a Spanish Memorial in
what used to be New Spain as a token of Christian Unity and
international friendship.” He continued, “I have a letter from Miss
Janet Scudder, sculptress in Paris, asking me to come and see her
regarding the Angel for “‘the pool Bethesda.’” He accompanied
the subsequent donors to the Scudder studio and was present
when the purchase was struck.
On August 20, Mr. Sheldon, in an effort to reassure
a faltering architect, wrote, “He [Canon Russell] has
conceived a Spanish Memorial Church, a Cloister and
Rectory with an ‘Open-air Pulpit furnished for the ablest
leaders in the Land, lay and cleric’ on the most desirable
site in Palm Beach. My interest is that you and I shall add
to the beauty of it all, an asset for the entire community.
Those three gentlemen who met in the Plaza and invited
us look to you and me for the fitness and beauty of the
project.”
James Sheldon was back on October 13, 1924, met
with Hiss and worked with him to get things ready for the
meeting of the Executive Committee, called for October
22. The project was approved, a large portion of the
financing was in place and finally, on Sunday, March 15,
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Above: Spanish Ambassador Juan Riaño y Gayangos. Courtesy Library
of Congress. Upper left: The Bethesda Angel and fountain. Courtesy
Historical Society of Palm Beach County. Below: The cornerstone of
Bethesda-by-the-Sea. Courtesy Richard A. Marconi
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The Spanish Memorial, written by Alfred James Sheldon, captures the feeling of the third and present
Church of Bethesda-by-the-Sea; the grandeur and simplicity of its architecture, a church in a salubrious
climate and tropical setting serving men and women from around the nation and across the seas, and a place
apart where people might go for spiritual renewal and inspiration.

The Spanish Memorial
In the slim elegance of
"Thirteenth century Gothic,
the most beautiful architecture
the world has ever seen";
Material expression of the
most beautiful religion
the world has ever known serving
humanity ...

An architectural gem,
so charming
that even the casual
shall recognize the
inspiration
which comes always
from the best; ...
Let us build this
in the Southland,
midst the perfume
and the flowers,
Where the people
go for sunshine
for their rest
and re-creation.
Let it speak
to them its message
of the value of the present,
of the Kingdom of Ponema,
in the Land of the Hereafter.

Without ornament,
in chaste simplicity,
like the character
of Christ;
Not a meeting house,
nor a lecture hall,
nor yet a Renaissance temple,
but a sanctuary
where all people
may worship, ...
conscious of the
Divine Presence,
as in the forest primeval
on which Gothic was modeled...

From Chronicles 1889-1964: The Church of Bethesdaby-the-Sea, by Kathryn Hall.
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Continued from page 21
Lillie mentions the estbalishment of the Lake Worth Post
office with V.O. Spencer as postmaster. The post office opened
in 1880 at the north end of present day Palm Beach. This was
actually the second post office. The first was the Tustenegee Post
Office established in 1877 with a Mr. Brown as postmaster. It
closed in 1879.
The Spanish Brig Providencia actually wrecked in January
1878 on Palm Beach just south of the present day Bath and Tennis
Club. This is 13 months before the date that Lillie gives.
The Palm Beach Post Offfice was actually established in 1887.
Changing the name of the Post Office from Palm City to Palm
Beach did happen. When Brelsford received notification that the
name had to be changed, a visitor recommended Palm Beach
because of the palm trees and the beaches.
The Beach route that Lillie refers to was Star Route #6451.
The route was 136 miles round trip, 80 on foot plus 56 in small
boats. The mail carriers would later be called Barefoot Mailmen,
a term most likely coined by author Theodore Pratt when he wrote
The Barefoot Mailman (1943).
As for the Jameses of Jewell, Mr. James’ first name was
Samuel. Shortly after the new post office and town were named
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Lucerne, officials found out that the name had already been taken
so the town and post office were renamed Lake Worth.
About the donor:
Harvey E. Oyer III is a fifth-generation Floridian and is
descended from one of the earliest pioneer families in south
Florida. He is the great-great-grandson of Captain Hannibal
Dillingham Pierce and his wife, Margretta Moore Pierce, who
in 1872 became one of the first non-Native American families
to settle in southeast Florida. Oyer is the great-grandnephew
of Lillie Pierce Voss. He is an attorney in West Palm Beach,
Florida, a Cambridge University-educated archaeologist, and
an avid historian. He served for many years as the chairman of
the Historical Society of Palm Beach County and has written or
contributed to numerous books and articles about Florida history.
Oyer is author of the children’s trilogy, The Adventures of Charlie
Pierce, which contains many stories that have been passed down
through five generations of his family. Lillie, sister of Charlie
Pierce, is a major character in the books.
The books are available for purchase at the Johnson History
Museum Bookstore.
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