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Significance
Level:

LOCAL

Significant
Person:

Circa:

Significant
Dates:

1950

Cultural
Affiliation:

Architect: Blount, John L.; Thomas, James M.

Other
Description:

Applicable
Criteria:

ARCHITECTURE/ENGINEERING

Criteria
Considerations:

RELIGIOUS PROPERTY

Areas of
Significance:

ARCHITECTURE

Architectural
Style:

LATE GOTHIC REVIVAL

Current Function: RELIGION

Subfunction: RELIGIOUS STRUCTURE

Historic Function: RELIGION

Historic
Subfunction:

RELIGIOUS STRUCTURE

Foundation
Material:

CONCRETE

Wall Material: GLASS

Roof Material: ASPHALT

Other Materials: BRICK

Other
Certifications:

DATE RECEIVED/PENDING NOMINATION

Other
Documentation:

Period of
Significance:

1925-1949; 1950-1974

UTM Zone:

UTM Easting:

UTM Northing:

Acreage: 9

Narrative:
The Bethel Baptist Church faces north at 801 Andrews in Houston’s Fourth Ward. The
3-story, Gothic Revival influenced, buff-brick building is one of the neighborhood’s largest
and most imposing architectural elements. One block west of IH 45 and one block east of
the Freedman’s Town Historic District (NR, 1985), the building anchors the eastern
boundary of Fourth Ward and is visible from a distance in the dense urban setting. Bethel
was constructed in two units: Unit I (1923) consisted of a 1-story brick building with flat
roof that opened at grade to the sidewalk on Andrews; Unit II (1950) completed the
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building with a second and third story, gable roof, and modified entry in a Gothic Revival
influenced style. An oversized arched entryway highlights the principal facade and is the
building’s most notable feature. Despite maintenance and structural problems, the church
retains a high degree of integrity.

Bethel Baptist Church faces north at the corner of Andrew and Crosby in the Fourth
Ward. The building is one block west of IH 45 which separates the church and the
neighborhood from downtown Houston. Bethel is among the larger and more substantial
buildings in Fourth Ward. It is surrounded by 1- and 2-story wood frame residential
buildings, mostly shotgun and pyramidal-roofed houses with Victorian details, and a
handful of small commercial and institutional wood frame and brick buildings. The church
is one block east of the boundary for the Freedman’s Town Historic District (NR, 1985)
which documented and listed the most concentrated and intact resources in Fourth Ward
at that time. Though there is little formal landscaping, the neighborhood includes many
large trees, private lawns and gardens, and an increasing number of vacant lots.

The Bethel Baptist Church is a large 3-story, buff brick building covered in an asphalt-clad
gable roof and set back approximately six feet from the street. The principal facade
(north) is noted by a large arched entryway framed in buff cast stone that encases
double doors and two single wooden doors on the first floor, an entablature holding the
church name, four multi-light casement windows, a set of classical pilasters, and a large
art glass arched window that illuminates the main sanctuary. The facade ends in a gable
parapet that steps down to the east and west until it drops to the roof of the main block.
Flanking the arched entryway, modified towers, noted by small vertical windows
separated by decorative brick work, step back until flush with the main block of the
building. Two marble cornerstones denote the two periods of construction at the
northeast corner.

Bethel Church was constructed in two units. Unit I consisted of only one brick story with
double wooden doors in a recessed entry. This appears to be the first stage of the original
design by John L. Blount that was constructed in 1923. Brick corbeling along the parapet
denoted the flat roof and is still visible in the present church. Unit II completed the
principal decorative facade and added the remaining stories. The second designer and
builder, James M. Thomas, added the buff "scratch" brick facing to the principal facade
and the remaining building. Though completed between 1949 and 1950, the building
appears largely as designed in the 1920s and retains the influence of Gothic Revival with
some Art Moderne/Art Deco influences as well.

The 6-bay east facade is divided into thirds by a 2-bay side gable projection. Each bay is
noted by a single multi-light casement window on the first and second floor and arched
art glass window on the third. Between the second and third story windows are glass
blocks or brick laid in a decorative criss-cross pattern. A brick buttress, reaching almost
to the roofline, separates each bay.

The 6-bay west facade is similar to the east one with the exception of the side-gabled
projection. A 1-story concrete block garage, faced with buff-brick on the north, is
attached near the southwest corner. The garage, now in poor condition, was accessed by
a driveway along the west property line.

The south facade is distinct from the others elevations by its flat roof and random
arrangement of single casement windows marking each bay. A single doorway on the
second floor is accessed along a metal stairway at the southeast corner.

The interior of the church is accessed through the set of doors at the ground level. On
either side of the entry, staircases lead to the second floor sanctuary and continue up to
the third floor mezzanine level. The first floor includes a large open space with elevated
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platform along the west wall. A rear kitchen and supply room completes the floor. This
area is what remains of Unit I of the original church. The main floor of the church is filled
with wooden pews that face the baptismal and choir loft on the south wall. A mezzanine
level provides a balcony on the north end and a walkway to classrooms on the west side.
This area is lighted by single hanging light fixtures and the large art glass windows on
the north and east walls.

In recent years, the Bethel Baptist Church has received interior damage from water leaks
in the roof and some structural damage on exterior walls. Overall, the church is in fair
condition, though declining each month. Despite these problems, Bethel retains its
integrity and is among the most prominent architectural elements in Fourth Ward.

Statement of Significance

Bethel Baptist Church (1923, 1950) is home to one of Houston’s most significant and
prominent African American congregations. The church is the second and last organized
by the Reverend John (Jack) Henry Yates, an early leader of Houston’s African American
community. Reverend J.R. Burdett, sixth pastor, led the congregation to build Unit I of a
new sanctuary in 1923 as designed by Houston architect John L. Blount. In 1950,
Reverend W. H. Dudley completed Unit II as originally planned under the design and
construction direction of James M. Thomas. Bethel Baptist Church is among the most
distinctive mid 20th century churches in Houston and is associated with the city’s most
active African American architects for churches in the 20th century. Despite recent
declines in membership, Bethel remains one of the few active congregations in Fourth
Ward. The property is being nominated under Criterion C in the area of Architecture at
the local level of significance.

Reverend John Henry Yates, better remembered as Jack, was born in Glouster County,
Virginia, in 1828, but moved to Matagorda County, Texas, in 1863 or 1864. After the Civil
War, he relocated to Houston for work and lived in the 600 block of Louisiana, the site of
the old city auditorium. Yates, already a devote minister, began traveling in Southeast
Texas setting up churches and conducting missionary work. In 1866, Reverend Crane, a
white Baptist minister, organized Antioch Baptist Church as Houston’s first Baptist church
for African Americans. Jack Yates was called to be the first pastor. Yates held services in a
small frame building near Rusk Avenue and Bagby Street, before building Antioch
Missionary Baptist Church (NR, 1976) at 313 Robin in 1875-79.

Reverend Jack Yates pastored Antioch through about 1890 before the congregation
divided. In September 1891,Yates and a small number of parishioners left Antioch and
organized Bethel Missionary Baptist Church (later changed to Bethel Baptist Church) in a
store building at the corner of Andrew and Wilson Streets. Although the church is
generally referred to as "Bethel," in some references it is spelled "Beth-el." The name
refers to a "center" near the heart of an individual called the "house of God." Some
speculate that Yates selected the name because of his departure from Antioch with some
close followers who all remained in "unity with God." () Reverend Yates remained with
Bethel Baptist until his death on December 22, 1897.

Succeeding pastors of Bethel include: Reverend N.P. Pullum (second minister) noted as a
great evangelist who rebuilt the church after its destruction in the 1900 hurricane. The
rebuilt church represented traditional church design with a large 40-foot tower on the
northeast corner and lower tower on the northwest corner.(see Illustration #1) Pullum
also was a successful businessman who owned one of Houston’s leading brick companies.
Reverend J.J. Blackshear (third minister) remembered as an educator and excellent
musician, and responsible for building the first parsonage at 807 Andrews. Reverend J.E.
Knox (fourth minister) former president of Arkansas Baptist College and later president of
the former Houston Baptist Academy College. Reverent C.C. Harper (fifth minister) noted
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as a great financier.

The Reverend J.R. Burdett became the sixth pastor of Bethel. Burdett was born in Pilot
Point, Texas, in 1878, and graduated from Arkansas Baptist College in Little Rock in
1911. He is best remembered for his work in organizing churches and training young
ministers in Houston, including the Concord Baptist Church in Independence Heights.
Reverend Burdett initiated the third and present home of the Bethel congregation about
1920. It was his plan to build the church in units and probably secured the design
services of architect, John Blount. Unit I was completed in 1923 for a cost of $20,000
under his pastorate.(see Illustration #2) During construction of the new church,
Reverend Burdett moved the parsonage from Andrews to 802 Ruthaven.()

W.H. Dudley became the seventh pastor of Bethel. He is credited with completing Unit II
of the church for a cost of $126,000 and for furnishing it with pews and organ. The
cornerstone of Unit II was laid upon the building’s completion on September 30,
1950.(see Illustration #3) Dudley developed the congregation to a membership of
approximately 450, with a variety of youth and church organizations. As Fourth Ward
began to decline in the 1950s and 1960s, he wanted to relocate the congregation. Dudley
convinced the church to purchase property (five acres with two old buildings) on the
corner of Witprechiet Pardie in Fifth Ward about 1964. He began alternating church
services at the new site and on Andrews Street. Some church members objected and
refused to relocate from the historic location. In 1967, Reverend Dudley left Bethel and
formed a church at the Fifth Ward location called New Bethel Baptist Church.()

Dr. N.A. Nimmo (1968-early 1970s) served as the eighth pastor and is remembered for
his efforts to strengthen the church. Nimmo again sought to relocate the church and sell
this building. His efforts caused a significant rift in the congregation that it has not
overcome. After Nimmo’s departure to form a new church in another part of Houston,
Reverend Watkins and Reverend Giddings pastored the church through the 1970s and
1980s. Afterwards a number of part-time ministers (including Reverends Terry, Shelton,
and Nickelberry) have served the congregation which has dwindled to less than one
hundred. The present pastor, Reverend Robertson, began his service in 1993.

Some of Houston’s most prominent African American leaders maintained memberships at
Bethel. Among the most significant were Dr. B.J. Covington (physician and one of four
founders of the Houston Negro Hospital), James and Sallie McCullough (original
members), Elvidge "Bud" Jackson (owners of oldest Negro funeral home in Houston),
Clifton Richardson (editor and founder of the African American newspaper the Houston
Informer in 1919 and Houston Defender in 1930) and J.H. and Hannah Harmon (owners
of dry goods store on San Felipe). Arvis Andrews (soprano who sang with Cab Calloway)
and Anderson Lacey (internationally known violinist) also attended Bethel Baptist Church.
The congregation was sometimes referred to as the "silk stocking" church because of the
wealth and presence of its members.

The Bethel congregation maintained a close relationship with the residents of Fourth
Ward and Houston’s African American community since its founding. The congregation
hosted in its church missionary programs, the Houston Community Council, and
numerous recitals and musical performances. Members recall that the church used
classical music in its programs, quite unlike the more typical gospel format. During World
War II when city black outs were held, Fourth Ward residents met at Bethel and practiced
drills in the event of an air raid. At the end of the war, the congregation recognized the
event with a special program "When the Lights Go On Again All Over the World."() In the
1980s, the YMCA of the Greater Houston Area leased the building for meetings and
activities.

Reverend Burdett selected John L. Blount (see Illustration #4) as the first architect for
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the new Bethel Baptist Church in the early 1920s. Blount, an African American architect
born in Washington County, Texas, and attended public schools in Houston. Though he
started college at Bishop College and taught carpentry as well in Marshall, Texas, he
graduated from Prairie View Normal and Industrial Institute. Blount’s first teaching
position came in 1910 as a manual training teacher in Bruce Elementary School in
Houston. In 1918 he moved to Luckie Elementary School in Third Ward and transferred
later that year to Booker T. Washington High School where he taught mechanical
drawing. Blount practiced architecture in addition to his teaching through the first three
decades of the century and at some point left Houston to study architecture at Armour
Institute of Technical Training in Chicago. Some of the churches associated with Blount
include: St. Luke Episcopal (1935, now called St. Matthews Missionary Church), Church
of the Living God (1910, James Thomas rebuilt), and East Trinity M.E. Church (1925,
some additions). He also prepared plans for several houses including the W.L. Davis
House at 2110 Hutchins, J.W. McDade House at 2120 Hutchins, and his own on Elgin
(now Beulah). Blount married Margaret Richey of Chicago with whom he had three
children. The Blounts also operated a small business of designing and making felt items
such as pennants, banners, arm-bands and badges for schools, colleges, churches and
community organizations. John and Margaret Blount left Houston permanently for
Washington, DC, after 1935.

After Blount’s departure, James M. Thomas (see Illustration #5) became Houston’s most
active architect for African American congregations. Reverend Dudley secured Thomas’
assistance to complete Unit II in the 1940s. Thomas was born in Pelham, Navarro
County, Texas, and attended school in Navarro County. He later graduated from Prairie
View College where he worked with the prominent African American architect, Louis E.
Fry (later of Washington, DC), on several buildings on the Prairie View campus. Thomas
also operated his own construction business and in many projects prepared a design and
then supervised construction. He began building churches in Houston in 1937 and
designed through his lifetime over 55 churches. The following churches are attributed to
him: Olivet Missionary Baptist Church (1947, fire in 1983 and some alterations), Miles
Chapel (1952), Green Chapel (1961), Concord Baptist Church (1951), Damascus
Missionary Baptist Church (1939, additions), Fifth Ward Baptist Church (demolished),
Church of the Living God (no date), and Rose of Sharon in Fourth Ward (1945, boarded
up but in use). James Thomas commented in 1980 about church building earlier in the
century:

Back then there were no black architects in Houston…Colored people didn’t
think plans were needed to build a church. They wouldn’t give a nickel or a
dime for a plan…(his churches) look like churches. You look at the last four
or five churches I’ve done and you’ll see what the next five will look like.
The style stays essentially the same.

Most of Thomas’ churches share two prominent corner towers with pyramidal or hipped
roofs and large gable roofs over the primary sanctuary. In many examples, wide steps
lead up to double or multiple entry doors above a raised first floor. Thomas said his
largest project was for Greater Zion Baptist Church (3203 Trulley, 1955) and his most
unusual was Greater Northside Antioch (2500 Campbell, no date). Thomas recalled
learning his trade from experiences of his childhood Methodist church in Irene (Hill
County) partially built by his grandfather, Jake Thomas. James Thomas taught
mechanical drawing at Phyllis Wheatley High School for 42 years before retiring in 1972.
He died in 1994 leaving an important architectural legacy in the city.()

The design of Bethel is decidedly different from Blount’s and Thomas’ mid-century church
designs. The traditional church form of twin towers set on each corner of the principal
facade is the common architectural expression. Bethel’s at-grade entrance and oversized
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Gothic Revival influenced arched entry with a Modern minimal facade embellishment
makes a distinctive statement quite unlike the common church design. The building
correctly represents the progressive and affluent congregation that occupied its quarters.

Bethel Baptist Church is among the most significant of Houston’s churches and is

associated with two of the most important 20th century African American architects in the
city. Despite some damage and structural problems, the building still maintains its
architectural presence and principal design elements. The property is nominated under
Criterion C in the area of Architecture at the local level of significance.
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