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1. Namft nf PrnpBrty
historic name Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church and Parsonage
other names/site number N/A

2. Location

street & number 6 Sever Street N/A not for publication
city or town Plymouth N/A  vicinity
state Massachusetts ccdeJVIA- county Plymouth code_Q23_ zip code Q22SQ.

7i Statft/Fprisral Aqftncy Certiflrafinn

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1986, as amended, | hereby certify that this H*nomination
» request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for registering properties in the National Register of
Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60. In my opinion, the property
"meets » does not meet the National Register Criteria. | recommend that this property be considered significant

* nationally « statewide H"locally. (¢ See continuation sheet for additional comments.)

Signature of certifying official/Title Brona Simon, Executive Director Date
Massachusetts Historical Commission, State Historic Preservation Officer

State or Federal agency and bureau

In my opinion, the property » meets « does not meet the National Register criteria. (+ See continuation sheet for additional Comments.)

Signature of certifying official/Title Date

State or Federal agency and bureau

4. National Park Service Certification
| her/by certify that this property is: SignatJre of the Keeper Date of Action
entered in the National Register
» See continuation sheet.
» determined eligible for the
National Register
* See continuation sheet.
» determined not eligible for the
National Register
» removed from the
National Register
« other (explain):



Name of Property Bethel A.M.E. Church and Parsonage County and state Plymouth, Massachusetts

5. Classification

Ownership of Property Number of Resources within Property
(Check as many boxes as apply) (Check only one box) (Do not include previously listed resources in the count.)
A.private X.building(s) Contributing Noncontributing
_ public-local _ district -
_ public-State _ site 2 3 -building
_ public-Federal _ structure sites
_ object
structures
objects
Q. Total
Name of related multiple property listing Number of contributing resources previously listed

(Enter "N/A" if property is not part of a multiple property listing.) in the National Register

N/A

6. Function or Use

Historic Functions Current Functions

(Enter categories from instructions) (Enter categories from instructions)
RFI IGION- ReliginiiR facility RFI IGION Religious facility
RELIGION: Church related residence RELIGION: Church related residence

7. Description

Architectural Classification Materials

(Enter categories from instructions) (Enter categories from instructions)
MID-19" CENTIJRY/GRFFK RFVIVAI /ITALIANATF foundation STONF RRICK
NO STYI F walls WOOn CIl APROARN

roof ASPHALT SHINGI FS

other.

Narrative Description
(Describe the historic and current condition of the property on one or more continuation sheets.)
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DESCRIPTION

The Bethd African Methodist Episcopd (AME) Church located a6 Sever Street in Plymouith,
Massechusdttsisa small, 1 '/2-gory, wood frame, transitional Gresk Revival and Itdianate-style
building. Congtructed ca 1 840, the building was originaly used for severd purposes and wes
converted to achurch in 1870. The church hes athree-bay by three-bay rectangular block plan
measuring approximately 32' x 45'. The church faces east and hes afront-gable roof. Sited
directly to the rear (west) of the church, isa 1 Y2 story, wood frame, vernacular parsonege
dwelling that was completed in 1895. Clad in clapboard, the parsonage hes arectangular three-
bey by one-bay block plan with a Sde-gable roof. The main entrance is centered on the esst
(front) elevation. The buildings are infair to good condition and adthough they have experienced
afew changes dncetheir congruction, the style, form, and many architectural festures remain
preserved.

The Bethd AME Church islocated in adenseresidentid neighborhood of modest 19" and early
20"-century houses, st on an devated dopeto the west of Plymouth's centrd business district
and Main Street (Plymouth Village NRHD, 1982, dsoa LHD). The church and parsonege ae
sted on the uphill (west) Sde of adead end residential street and occupy less than one acre of
land that is modestly landscgped with grassand shrubs (photo # 1). The smal lawvn fronting the
church is bordered by aconcrete block retaining wall dong with concrete gairsand a wakway
leading to the main entrance. On the south property edge, a concrete paved driveway leeds to the
rear of the church and parsonage. Behind the parsonage a the reer of the lot isa small, fenced
lavn with afew trees.

Bethd AME Church

The Bethd AME Church rests on a sone foundation covered with a skim coat of concrete. The
building's timber frame is clad with clgpboard and painted white. The gable roof is sheethed with
agphdt shingles. Prominent stylistic featuresinclude Doric corner boards, awide cornice, raking
eaves and end returns, as well as paired brackets inthe eaves and a the tops of the corner
pilagters, and single brackets above the feBade windows (photo #1). The primary entranceis
centered on the eadt faBade and cong s of replacement wood panded double doors with a six-
light glazed transom sgt inasimple wood surround. The entrance is sheltered by a gable-roof,
wood porch supported on Doric columns with heavy carved brackets. A wood cross hangs above
the porch inthe gable peek. A basament door, added in the mid-20" century, is st inthe eest

(continued)
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faBade foundation to the north of the main entrance porch and connects to adoped red brick
paved walkway that leedsto the sdewak. The rear entrance located in the southern bay onthe
west elevation hes areplacement door with a 99 upper glass pand over arectangular pand, ad
an exterior duminum storm door. A short universal accessramp of wood with wood handrails
leedsto the rear entrance.

Fenegtration congigts of paired 4/1 double-hung wood seeh windows on the faBade flanking the
main entrance, and individual &6 double-hung wood seeh windows on the remaining elevations.
The feBade and south sde eevation windows are s2t benesth a shallow hood supported by carved
brackets, while the windows on the north sde and reer have plain board surrounds. Wood shutters
ae hung on the outer sde of the front eevation windows. All window openings have bean fitted
with exterior duminum storm windows. Two rectangular board-and-batten doors on the upper
dory levd in the reer (west) elevation leed to the attic area

The Church'sfirst floor interior sanctuary floor plan condgts of 1,440 g ft of open area The
sanctuary retains much of itsorigina building enveope fabric andfini shes,dthough mogt of the
furnishings have been updated in the late 20" century. The origina plagter walls have plain crown
moldings and origina horizontal wide board wainscoting thet is painted white. The origina
plagter ceiling remains above dropped acoudticd tile. Recent roof lesks have stained ceiling tiles
in the northwest section of the sanctuary. A smplewood trim surrounds the windows and doors.
A wood floor (condition unknown) is covered with linoleum tile installed prior to 1975.

The pulpit and chancd areg, inddled in the late 20™ century, is located a the west end opposte
the main entrance. The pulpit Sts on araised platform that isendosed by a4' tall wood railing,
with plain bauders and taller corner pogswith bal finia tops, (photo #2) Chairs for the ministry
ae |located behind the pulpit and to the north sde are the choir pews, the organ, and alectern. The
double rows of congregation pews in the sanctuary were obtained from ancther area church;
however, the dark-stained wood chairs placed dong the walls of the room are original to the
founding of the church. Modern hanging glass bowlfixturesplaced three across in two rows
provide lighting.

By 1912, the property gppears on amgp as the Methodist Episcopa Church with a resdentid

building (the parsonage) and asmdl outbuilding to the rear. The outbuilding was removed by

1927 (Sanborn 1912, 1919, 1927). In 1915-16 the foundation of the church was dameged during

aflood and the church was raised and st on anew sone and concrete foundation. The sonewall

bordering the front lawn, and the cament wak from the sdewalk to the church were added ca

1919. In 1928, dectric lights were ingaled in the buildings (Sms 1938:12, Olauson etal. 1998).
(continued)
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Other interior aterations occurred during the end of the 20™ century to modernize mechanicdl
sysems updatethe sanctuary, and provide community socid gpace Theseincluded the
ingalation of centra air conditioning and heating, and updating the electrical sysem. The
church's besament level was excavated in 1980 to provide afellowship hal for the congregation.
The besameant is accessad by adogleg Sarcase a the southeest corner of the sanctuary. The
besament wallsare painted concrete block with four structural concrete block pogts placed two on
each dde of theroom and atached to the structurd celling beams that run eest and west. The
kitchen area is located dong the south sde and two bathrooms are a the wet end. The roomis
illuminated with badic light fixtures placed drategicaly throughout the room. The floor is
concrete covered with linoleum tiles. The mechanica room and the exterior door leading to the
drest ae a the eest end on this level.

Parsonage

The Bethd AME Church Parsonage isaplain, vernacular, 1/2-gory, sSde-gable, late 19* century
building with asmal sde el on the north devation (later addition). The building sts directly
behind and gpproximately 20" from the church with apaved and grass area between thetwo
buildings, (photo #3) The parsonege's main block sits on a low brick foundation, and the ll rests
on aconcrete block foundation. The building'stimber frameis covered with dapboard and
painted whitewith green trim a the narrow corner boards, eaves and cornice. The sde-gabled
roof is sheathed in agphdt, and ared brick chimney is centered on the ridge of the roof A
skylight is centered on the west devation, abovethe interior Sairs.

The fenestration condgs of single, 11 vinyl replacement double-hung sseh windows. All
windows are surrounded by a smple wood trim and fitted with exterior duminum storm
windows. The primary entrance (eest elevation) leading into the building condsts of aplain door
with two small wood gepsand an agphdt shingled, bracketed hood. The door hes a 99 upper
glass pand over arectangular pand and isoutfitted with an exterior duminum storm door. The
sscondary entrance in the ell section hes asmple three-pand  duminum door with smple wood
surrounds,

The parsonagée's interior plan condgts of two primary rooms on eech level. On the first floor an
entry vestibule and a centered straight-run gaircase divide the living room (south) and kitchen
(north). A bathroom-utility areais located off the kitchen in the north ell. On the upper floor,

(continued)
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two bedrooms are located to ether Sde of the amdl dair landing. The north is currently used as
an office. Thewallsand celling inthe living room are plagter with plain crown moldings. The
door and window casings have bulls-eye corner blocks with smple wood surrounds, and the
windows are encased in plain wood trim. In the remaining aress, the wallsand ceilings are
plagter. The room used asan office hes adropped acoudticd ceiling and the stairway walls
leading to the upper gory are plywood panded. Flan lightfixturesaffixed to the ceilings provide
lighting for al rooms. The interior dterations include the construction of the ell to accommodete
a bathroom and washroom/utility areg, ong with the upgrade of the heeting and electrica
sysgems These modifications and the ingtallation of the replacement windows are the changes
mede in the parsonage to bring its function into the 20* century.

In the approximately 167 years Snce its congtruction and in 136 years of continuous religious
srvice, the Bethd AME Church and its parsonage experienced minor modificationsthat enabled
the smdll campusto meet the growing nesdsof the congregation. These changes have preserved
the buildings' relationship to one another, aswell as their distinctive smple wood forms and
modest architectural detailing.

Archaeological Description

While no ancient Native American Stes are recorded on the church property, it is possble that
dtesae present. Eighteen ancient Sites are recorded in the generd area (within one mile).
Environmentad characterigtics of the church property represent locational criteria(soil drainage,
dope, proximity to wetlands) that are favorable for the presence of Native dtes. Sail types in the
area surrounding the church are listed asurban land and unclassified; however, itislikely that
undisturbed soils were originally excessively drained coarse sands typical of the pitted and
dissected outwash plain characterigtic of the area Both the church and parsonage occupy leve to
moderate topography on an eevated dope that overlooks two smdl ponds and atributary sreem
of Town Brook lessthan 1,000 southwest of the nominated property. A small man-mede
reservoir is located less than 1,000 northwest of the church.  In generd, however, the potentia
for locating significant ancient Native American cultural resources on the church property is low.
Congruction of the church, parsonage, and an outbuilding on the small 1ot (0.113 acres) would
have destroyed any ancient resourcesthat might have been located on the property.

A moderate to high potentia exists for locating significant historic archaeologica resources on
the nominated property. Structural evidence may survive from sables, barns, and/or outbuildings

(continued)
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that were located on the property after ca 1840. At leest one outbuilding was removed from the
property by 1927. Archaeological evidence of occupationd rdated featuresmay dso exist onthe
property. Construction featuressuch as builder's trenches may exist around the foundation from
origina construction of the church inca 1840, rebuilding of the foundation in 1915-1916, and
building of the gonewall infront of the church inca 1919. Evidence of trenches or buried
utilities may exist in the vicinity of the church and parsonage beginning inthe early 20" century.

(end)



Name of Property Bethel A.M.E Church and Parsonage

B. Statement nf Significance

Applicable National Register Criteria
(Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the criteria qualifying tlie property
for National Register listing )

A A Property is associated with events that have made
a significant contribution to the broad patterns of
our history

B Property is associated with the lives of persons
significant in our past.

X C Property embodies the distinctive characteristics
of a type, period, or method of construction or
represents the work of a master, or possesses
high artistic values, or represents a significant and
distinguishable entity whose components lack
individual distinction.

D Property has yielded, or is likely to yield,
information important in prehistory or history.

Criteria Considerations
(Mark "x" in all the boxes that apply.)

Property is:

JL A owned by religious institution or used for
religious purposes.

_ B removed from its original location.

C a birthplace or grave.

D a cemetery.

E areconstructed building, object, or structure.
F acommemorative property.

G less than 50 years of age or achieved significance
within the past 50 years.

Narrative Statement of Significance

(Explain the significance of the property on one or more continuation sheets ;

9. Major Bibliographical References

County and state Plymouth, Massachusetts

Areas of Significance
(Enter categories from instructions)

ARCHITFCTURF
RFLIGION

FTHNIC HERITAGE: BLACK

SOCIAl HISTORY

Period of Significance
ca 1840- 1957

Significant Dates
1870-Church dedication

1895 - Parsonage construction

Significant Person
(Complete if Criterion B is marked above)

MA
Cultural Affiliation
N/A

Architect/Builder
N/A

(Cite the books, articles, and other sources used in preparing this form on one or more continuation sheets.)

Previous documentation on file (NPS):

_ preliminary determination of individual listing (36
CFR 67) has been requested

_ previously listed in the National Register

_ previously determined eligible by the National
Register

_ designated a National Historic Landmark

_ recorded by Historic American Buildings Survey
#

_ recorded by Historic American Engineering
Record #

Primary location of additional data:
K. State Historic Preservation Office

_ Other State agency
_ Federal agency

X Local government
_ University

_ Other

Name of repository:
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SIGNIFICANCE

The Bethe African Methodist Episcopd (AME) Church and Parsonage complex is historicaly
sgnificant for its long association with rdigious, civic, and socid life, and for its enduring
connection to the development of the African-American community of Plymouth, Massachusetts
Since its dedication as a church in 1870, it hes provided sanctuary for all people to worship with
dignity, sdf-respect, ard humanity, and church members have contributed to Plymouth
community. The smple frame structures, well preserved and carefully maintained, continue to
srve the African-American community in the same capacity today.  Architecturaly, the
buildings smple functional plans, dong with the transitional Greek Reviva/ltaianate-style of
the church and the vernacular style of the parsonage exemplify the characterigtics of mid- ad
late-19th-century vernacular desgn in Plymouth. For these reasons, the Plymouth Bethd AME
Church and Parsonage complex medts Criteria A and C of the National Regider of Historic
Haces ad is dgnificant a the loca level. The complex satifies Nationad Regiger
Congderation A for its religious assodaions with the African-Americancommunity. The
Plymouth Bethed AM E Church and Parsonage retain integrity of location, design, setting, most
materias, workmanship, feeling, association, and ethnic heritage. The period of sgnificance
extends from circa 1840, the condruction date of the building, to 1957, or 50 years before the
present.

African Methodist Episcopal Church

John and Charles Wedey first established Methodism as a reform movement within the Church
of England in the 1730s  In the United States, the mgor denominations in the Wedeyan
tradition al gem from the Methodist Episcopa Church, which was organized in Batimorein
1734. Each is governed by an eected governing body caled the Generd Conference that meds
every four yearsand has an episcopd form of governance with bishops who oversee gppointment
of dergy and other matters. Governing rules caled the Discipline are the basisfor all but one of
the churches (MUPJ 2006).

Three principal Methodist denominations arosein the history of Black Churches Two formed in
the 1790simmediately following the American Revolution. They emerged from the main branch

(continued)
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of the Methodist church, not as a result of doctrinal differences, but rather due to davery,
oppresson, and dehumanization of people of African descat. The first was the African
Methodist Episcopa (AME) Church, formed by Richard Allen, a former dave, and a group of
fellow worshippers of color, in 1794 in Philadephia (AME Church 2005). The Philaddphia
church is known as "Mother Bethel" meaning "house of the lord," and the term "Bethel” repesats
in the name of churches throughout the denomination, as in Plymouth. In 1816 a convention of
black Methodigts decided to unite their churches under the name of the AME Church. They thus
ganed control over the governance of their churches and placed themsdves beyond white
ecclesadticd jurisdiction. Attendants dected Richard Allen bishop of the new denomination, a
position he held until his deeth in 1831 (St. Paul AME Church 2005). Subssquently, the AME
church goreed to New York and northward to New England and Canada, and west to California.
Missonary work dso occurred in Haiti and Santo Domingo (Payne 1891). Today it hes
2,300,000 membersin the United States, as well as churches in the Caribbean, Africa, England,
and Caneda (MUPJ 2006).

The African Methodist Episcopa Zion (AMEZ) Church began in New York City in 1796, dso
due to the poor trestment of blacks inwhite churches. While the AMEZ Church was building its
own house of worship in 1820, Richard Allen sant representatives of the AME Church to dart a
church in New York. Thisaction did not pleesethe AMEZ church, and initiated tendon between
the two churches and a conflicted relationship about whether or not merge. The AMEZ Church
fully sgparated from the white Methodist Episcopd Church in 1821 (Moore 1884). Today the
AMEZ Church has 1,400,000 members in the United States and churches in the Caribbean,
Africa, and England (MUPJ 2006).

The Colored Methodist Episcopd Church in America (CME Church) was founded in 1870 in
Jeckson, Tennessee by former daves who left the Methodist Episcopa Church, South in the
aftermath of the Civil War. (Phillips 1925). This occurred as a phenomenon of the sdf-
Separation, or exodus of blacks from southern white churches between 1861 and 1871, during
and following the Civil War (Dvorak 1991). The CME Church now has 850,000 membersinthe
United States (MUPJ2006).

(continued)
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The AME, AMEZ, and CME Churches were not greetly different from the original Methodist
Church. Black church services, however, displayed cultura practices distinct to African-
Americans, they were more spirited, with spiritual hymns and spontaneous praying and shouting
that distinguished them from the more redraned white Methodist services (St. Paul AME
Church 2005). These"revivalism" practices did, however, have affinity with the camp meetings
that proliferated across the United States and helped make the Methodists thet largest Protestant
denomination in the country inthe nineteenth century (Weiss 1987:3).

The AME and AMEZ Churcheswere active in many of the movements of the early 19" century,
especidly the abolition of davery and racid equality efforts (Little 2000). In the South, the
ranks were bolstered by evangelization among black soldiers during the Civil War between 1861
and 1865, and especidly inthe yearsimmediatdly following the war (Dvorak 1991).

In the 19%th century, with little opportunity to participate in white society or influence
government a the date or even loca levels, groups of African-Americans throughout New
England banded together to form religious congregations. They looked to their local churches to
provide both spiritual guidance and act as community centers for all manners of religious,
political, and socid medtings (Clausen & al. 1998). Perhgps the earlies was in New Bedford
where the growth of the cohesive West End neighborhood fostered the development of African-
American religious and socid organizations. The first African-American church in New
Bedford, the African Christian Church, was founded in 1826. By 1843, Bethe AME Church hed
been organized inthe city.

The New England Conference of AME Churches was organized in New Bedford in 1852. In
1856 the New England district of the AME Church had 11 houses of worship, 8 pagtors, and 661
members (Payne 1891). A Bethd AME Church, established in Boston in 1833 a an unknown
location, was on Anderson Street by 1841; it moved from that second Ste to the Charles Stret
Medtinghouse (NR listed) in 1876, and becamethe Charles Street AME Church. Bethel AME
Church in Lynn (NR listed) was organized in 1857 and is the oldest edablished African
American church on the North Shore. The Springfield Bethel AME Church split fromthe S

(continued)
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John's Congregationd Church in 1865, a year earlier than the Plymouth church, and was
formally established in 1869. St. Paul's AME Church in Cambridge was founded in 1870.
Many of the church properties of the AME and AMEZ churches were acquired in a manner
smilar to Bethd AME Church in Plymouth, in that they were structures congructed for other
functionsthat were acquired and converted to serve as a place of worship.

During the 20th century, the AME Church continued its active role, leading in the Civil Rights
Movement and in responding to housing, welfare, and unionization neads of African-Americans
relocated to northern cities. AME padiors filed suits againg public school segregetion, which
culminated inthe Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas (1954), and adecison by the
Suprame Court of the United States that began the process of school desegregation. The AME
Church remains a vibrant and engaged community across the United States with schools and
universities, as well as being actively engaged in missonary work.

Today in Massachusdts, there ae fifteen AME Churches with active and flourishing
congregations. Among these, both the Charles Street AME Church, Boston, and the Bethd
AME Church, New Bedford, ae listed in the National Register of Historic Flaces. Neighboring
AME Churchesto Plymouth in the southeedt region are located in Fall River and New Bedford,
MA and in Newport and Providence, RI. Other AME churches are located in Cambridge, Lynn,
Lowell, Roxbury, and Springfield, Massachusdtts.

Bethed AME Church, Plymouth

Plymouth had arelatively small African-American population throughout the 18th century. In
1792, the town of Plymouth granted former pasturdland to four African-American veterans of the
Revolutionary War. These men - Cato Howe, Prince Goodwin, Plato Turner, and Quamany -
were all formerly endaved and were granted their freedom in 1778 after serving in the war.
They devedoped a smdl agricultural community on the land known as Parting Ways (NR listed
1978). Members of these families continued to live in this area until the early 20th century
(Degtz 1977:138-140). Plymouth's African-American populadon during the 19%' century
continued to be relatively small inrelation to the number of white resdents. In 1855, out of a

(continued)
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population of 6,846 persons, there were 138 blacks in Plymouth. The town's African-American
stlements were centered near Billington Sea and Little Pond about one mile west of the
Pymouth Village center. At that time, there was no established African-American church,
athough black resdents held revival camp meetings in Little Pond Grove. These medtings were
mog often led by pagtors from Boston (Anonymous 1972).

By 1866, many members of the Plymouth black community organized to form an AME Church.
Under the direction of Reverend William Johnson, the church purchased a smal house located to
the rear of the Plymouth Mills a 11 Billington Street from Mr. John B.S. Hadaway. The
building was converted into a chgpd and used from 1866 to 1870 as a place of worship for the
AME Church (Sms 1938:7). In 1867, a disurbance, which may have been tregpassng or
burglary, was reported a the church, and the Old Colony Memorial reported in defense of the
church, that the right of unmolested religious worship should a least be regpected on Pilgrim soil
(Anonymous 1972).

In July 1870, desiring a more subgtantid mestinghouse, the AME Church congregation sold the
Billington Street building to Pilgrim Mills for $112 and purchased the current, larger building &
6 Sever Street from Major Bates for $1,000 (Plymouth County Registry of Desds 1870a, 1870b).
The exact date of construction of the building hes not been determined, dthough visud ad
syligtic andyds datesthe building a the middie of the nineteenth century. It doesnot gopear on
the 1830 mgp (Bourne 1830) and was standing by 1858 when Plymouth tax records list Andrew
L. RusHl & owning a gymnasum and lot (Plymouth Tax Records 1858). In addition to
operding as a gymnasum under Charles FW. Leonhardt, a Prussan by birth, from 1856 to
1857, according to church records the building hed previoudy been usad as a hoe shop, ariding
academy, and aschool (Plymouth Bethd AME Church 2003).

When the AME Church purchased the lot of land on the southwesterly dde of Sever Strest, the
building was vecant, but was described as well suited to be adgpted as a church, "being
conveniently large, light and airy" (Anonymous 1972). The deads list the trustees of the
propaty as Edwad Giles, Chales B. Allen, Amos Goodwin, William H. Gray, Allen
Méllencourt, Aaron C. Joseph, and George Lyle. All but one (Gray) of these saven men ae

(continued)
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liged in the 1870 US Fedad Census  Many of these families were wel-established in
Plymouth by 1870, including the Lyle family, who owned property on Court Street, and W.
Gray, whose son owned property a Gray and Davis Stregts (Rev. Mesquitta 2006). The six
Plymouth resdents were between 30 and 50 years of age, and had been bom in Maryland or
North Carolina, except Aaron Josgph, who was born in Massachusetts The first minigter.
Reverend Joshua Hale, had aso been bom in Maryland and was 53 in 1870. (www.ancesiry.com
2006).

Reverend D.N. Mason, who was not a Plymouth resdent, dedicated the building as an AME
Church on August 5, 1870 (Sms 1938:8). The Old Colony Memoria of October 13, 1870
reported.

That branch of the church known a the AME which in some localities
thrives as hedlthily as any other, on Pilgrim soil hes experienced some
difficulty in attaining a hedthy and vigorous growth. The ressons ae
various and well known to our citizens, particularly to those who have
asdded in establishing and maintaining the little society. After many
sruggles, they now find themsalvesin possesson of a neat and attractive
church edifice dtuated on an eminence near RussHl Stregt, and on
Sunday ladt, the same wes dedicated to the worship of the living
God  The church is to be known as BETHEL, and isaned ad
commodious building. The interior is plainly furnished; the preacher's
desk isendosed by arailing, the platform and aides are carpeted, and the
body of the room filled with short settees. {Old Colony Memorial 1870,
quoted in Gomes 1966).

During the sarvice, the new minigter, the Rev. Joshua Hale, urged those present to liquidate the
debt by bringing their gifts to the front of the church. Frequent benefit events were held to pay
off the mortgage, which was accomplished in 1877, as reported in the June 14, 1877 Old Colony
Memoria. During one of the years between 1871 and 1877, a specid fundraiser was held to get
money to heet the church during the subbsequent winter. Mr. G. G. Dyer of the Old Colony Bank
who was administering the AM E Church account st up a specid account to recaive donations
solicited from loca resdents sympathetic to the AME congregation.
(continued)
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The AME Church hes hed a leest 74 pagtors throughout its history who served for one or two
years and without sdary. The pagors were, and continue to be, part-time, and most lived
dsawhere From 1866 to 1834 in its two locafions, the Plymouth church's pagtors included
William Johnson, James Elsemore, Ebenezer Ruby, Danidl Francis, Joshua Hale, D.N. Mason,
EP. Greenwich, Isradl Derrick, Issec Emery, Jeemiah B. Hill, and Henry Buckner (Hurd
1884:181). Many of the pagtors, such as Reverend T.R. Geda, who sarved from 1833 to 1885,
were dso Elders of the Boston District. The parsonage was built in 1895 during the tenure of
Revarend Antrim Lee, who served from 1894 to 1901, longer than all but one other pador,
Reverend Melford Mesquittas Rev. Lee later filled in as pagtor in 1903, 1905, 1907, and 1909
1910 during periods when the church lacked a leeder. He does not gopear to have lived in
Plymouth. In the twentieth century, one pastor worked for Plymouth Cordege Company, ad
many were Boston University or Harvard University sudents (Rev. Mesquitta 2006). The
church records contain the complete list of pastors up to the present.

The number of black resdents in Plymouth remained congant during the late 19th century and
gradudly decressed in the early to mid20' century. In 1870, the year the church wes
dedicated, Plymouth had 109 "Colored", or gpproximatedy 1.7/, out of a tota of 6, 239
resdents. Approximately one-fifth had been born in southern dates, and may have been former
daves The population rose by 1900 to 140 "Black”, comprising 15 % of the total population of
9,641. In 1920, Plymouth's population of 13045 included 84 "Black", a decline to 0.6%, with
smilarfiguresfor 1930 (www.ancestrv.com 2006).

Throughout the 20th century, the church membership fluctuated from being quite active to very
low and dropped off towards the end of the 20™ century. At times the church cdosad for ayear or
two because of smdl atendance. The recorded history of the church in the 20" century is
limited primarily to four anniversary souvenir journals from the 1980sto 2003. The membas
were dmog exclusively homeowners in Plymouth with the exception of travelers and domedtic
work workers. Among the ssasond and trangent attendess were summer cottege owners from
Cambridge, and gueds of Mrs. Hayes, owner of the Kingston Inn and Twin Osks in Duxbury,
who catered to southern travelers (Rev. Mesquitta 2006).

Throughout its history the AME Church hes served the Plymouth community in many ways,

(continued)
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including by opening its doors during time of emergency. When the Mt. Flessant School burned
in 1904, the church served as a schoolhouse until the new school was completed in 1906 (Sms
1938:8). The church usad Leyden Hall on Main Stregt as a place to host entertanment and
refreshments (Sms 1938:9). The church hes been an integra member of the Plymouth Council
of Churches Hospital andjail visits by clergy and church members were common. Mrs. Gray,
in paticular, was active in the Council of Churches and in the Church Women United
organization. Concerts and musica exchanges were held a the AME Church for the Plymouth
community (Rev. Mesquitta 2006).

Revarend Melford Mesquitta (bom 1911 in Jamaica), a resdent of Middleboro, MA, atended
Edwards Waters College in Jacksonville, Floridainthe 1940s, and sarved as pagior of Plymouth
- Bethd AME Church on three different occasons, first from 1952 to 1960. He then saved &
padtor of Bethd - New Bedford from 1968 to 1978, a0 serving smultaneoudy in Plymouth for
four yearsduring that period. He often hed difficulty finding paying work in Plymouth and was
one of the few padtorsto live inthe Parsonege for atime. He recdls that sanitary facilities were
outdde the church and that the parsonage lacked bathing amenities for many years. His
employment included working as atailor in town, and for a hospital in Boston (Rev. Mequitta
2006). Rev. Mesquitta returned to Plymouth in 1982 and sarved there until his retirement in
1992. Atthe age of 95, Rev. Mesquitta still atends and officiatesa services. The Fellowship
Hall inthe basament of the AME Church was built and dedicated in his honor in 1991 (Plymouth
Bethd AME Church 2003). The parsonage hes been usaed by various ministers over the years,
and was leesad to atenant a one point (Plymouth Bethed AME Church 2003). It currently serves
as the church office, and pastors occasiondly Say overnight.

Pymouth is unusud a mogt of the regiond Bethd AME churches are in large metropolitan
cities. AlthoughBethd AME Church, Plymouth is located in a smdl town, it continues to be an
integra part of the local and larger AME community. Bethd AME Church of Plymouth is part
of the New England Conference, Boston-Hartford District with officesin Springfield, MA. Like
the other smdl Bethd AME churches in the southern New England (Massachusets, Rhode
Idand, and Connecticut) region, the Plymouth Church hes never hes a large congregation.
However, & the nerex Bethd AME churches to Plymouth ae in Boston, Southesstern
Massachusetts and Rhode [dand, Plymouth hes served the local and regiona African American

(continued)
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population. The Bethed AME Church today continues to own and worship in the Sever Stret
location with a congregation of 60 with approximately 30 to 40 who atend savice evary
Sunday. The Bethd AME Church wecomed its first femae minister. Reverend Althea Jackson,
in 1994. The Reverend Babara J. Smmons currently presdes over the congregeation. The
congregation is committed to renovation and upkeep of the buildings.

Archaeological Significance

Historic archaeologica resources described above have the potential to document the early
history of the church structure and the socid, cultural, and economic characteristics of
Plymouth's African American community from the mid-19** through 20" centuries. Additional
documentary reseerch combined with archaeological survey and testing may help locate
evidence of al sructures and occupationa related features originally located on the nominated
property, their sequence of construction and associations. Mapping and detailed andyss of the
contents and associations of these Structures and feastures may help identify the origina
congruction date for the church structure and the activitiesthat occurred around the church and
pasonage. Detailed analysis of the contents of occupationd related features may aso contribute
vauable information relating to 19" and 20”* century life in Plymouth's African American
community and earlier church functions as agym, shoe shop, riding acedemy, and school. Any
information related to the African American community would be very important by contributing
information on the role that the AME Church played in the history of the African American
community in Plymouth.

(end)
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Verba Boundary Description:

The boundary of the nominated property Plat 17, Lot 75 conformsto the accompanying
Asessors Map.

Boundary Justification:

Rat 17, Lot 75 has been historically associated with this building snce the mid-nineteenth
century and with Bethdd AME Church's ownership of the property snce 1870.
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Photogrgpher: Diana C. Parcon
Date: August 2005

These photographs were taken with aNikon E5400 digital cameraa high resolution and printed
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2005 Photo Policy Expangon list of acogptable ink and pgper combinations for digital images

Resolution of original image capture: 300 dpi JPEG
Printer meke and mode: Epson R800

Church falBade (eest) and south eevations, looking northwest.
Church faBade (eest) and north devations, looking southwest
Church sanctuary interior, looking west

Parsonage falade (eet) and north devations, looking southwest
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Mr. J. Paul Loether

National Register of Historic Places
Depatment of the Interior

Nationa Pak Service

1201 Eye Street, NW 8* floor
Washington, DC 20005

Dear Mr. Loether:
Endosed plessefind the following nomination form:

Bethd AME Church and Parsonage, Plymouth (Plymouth), MA

The nomination hes bean voted eligible by the State Review Board and has bean Sgned by the
State Historic Preservation Officer. The ownersof the property inthe Certified Local
Government community of Plymouth were notified of pending State Review Board congderation
60 to 90 days before the meeting and were afforded the opportunity to comment.

Sincerdly,

Betsy Friegberg (]
National Regigter Director
Massachusetts Historical Commission
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Rev. Barbara J. Smmons, Bethd AME Church
Richard Quintal, Board of Sdectmen
Lee Hartman, Plymouth CLG Coordinator
Virginia Adams, PAL, Consultant
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