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Bethlehem Baptist Church, located within the city limits of Barnwell, South 
Carolina* is believed to have been designed and constructed by members of the con 
gregation circa 1898 to 1899. It is thought that some of the building materials 
used came from an earlier church which previously occupied the site. An eclectic 
structure which is a vernacular example of the Victorian ecclesiastical architecture 
of the 1880s and 1890s, Bethlehem Baptist Church features both Queen Anne elements 
and Gothic detail.

Exterior; A modified T with projecting chancel, the church is set on raised 
brick piers which have been infilled with cement blocks to create a solid foundation. 
Brickwork is American Common Bond. The frame structure is faced with clapboard 
siding and features a steep cross gabled roof. Each gable end contains a vent and 
is framed by a deep boxed cornice with return; the cornice also extends around the 
remainder of the roof line. The present roof has been covered with tin; the original 
shingle roof is intact beneath. 6/6 Gothic center pointed windows are featured on 
all facades.

The front facade is characterized by a central projecting gable end wall with 
chamfered corners, flanked by a square tower at both right and left. Windows in the 
middle section are arranged in two bays on the gable end wall and in one bay on each 
chamfered corner. The left tower is one story and features a steep, flaring hipped 
roof. The right tower consists of a vented and pedimented attic story with French 
Empire block above and is capped by a vented octagonal cupola. The cupola originally 
featured a steep, tent^roofed spire; however, it was removed during the 1940s, and 
the present roof was subsequently installed. The first story of each tower has narrow 
double doors with Gothic center pointed transom on the front-facing elevation and a 
window on the side-facing elevation. The central projecting gable end wall of each 
side facade is divided into three bays and each rear-facing elevation contains a 
single bay. The rear facade consists of a projecting gable end wall arranged in 
three bays, with a single bay featured in each side-facing elevation. A large 6/6 
Gothic center pointed window dominates the middle bay of the rear facade. Bathrooms 
have been added at the juncture of the side and rear facades; they are located at 
ground level and are constructed of cement blocks.

The church is distinguished by several elements reflective of the Queen Anne style. 
These include the asymmetrical massing of the towers and the complex massing within 
the right tower itself; the steep, multi-gabled roof; the chamfered corners of the 
front facade gable end wall; and the use of small-scale classical detail. Gothic 
detail is evidenced by the 6/6 center pointed windows.

Interior: Symmetrical in plan, the church is exemplary of the auditorium form 
which was derived during the 1880s and 1890s to meet the needs of American Protestant 
worship. It is comprised of wide, short nave and transept and projecting chancel. 
The chancel features a raised platform which extends forward into the crossing and 
beneath which is located the baptismal. Two small square rooms created by the interior 
of the towers serve as vestibules, each providing access to both the nave and transept. 
An additional pair of small square rooms flank the chancel and serve as a vestry for 
the choir and as the pastor's study.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Bethlehem Baptist Church, located in Barnwell, South Carolina, is a vernacular inter 
pretation of the Victorian ecclesiastical architecture of the last two decades of the 
nineteenth century. The eclectic structure also features both Queen Anne elements and 
Gothic detail. Exemplary of the widespread growth of independent black churches which 
occurred in the South during the post-Civil War era, Bethlehem Baptist Church has played 
an important part in the religious and educational life of the black community of Barnwell

The congregation of Bethlehem Baptist Church was created circa 1868 as an offshoot 
of the Barnwell Baptist Church. At that time, the Barnwell Baptist Church was an 1829 
structure located on the site of the present Bethlehem Baptist Church. Originally, the 
Barnwell Baptist Church had both black and white members. Both free blacks and slaves 
played a role in the congregation as early as 1830. Black church members were given per 
mission to preach, and by 1833, the church had established a separate conference for them, 
Circa 1850, the Barnwell Baptist Church constructed a new church building at a different 
site. At that time, black members of the congregation requested that they be allowed to 
use the old church to hold meetings and worship. The congregation permitted this use but 
retained control of the structure itself. An overwhelming majority of the black church 
members chose to use the old church and circa 1867 to 1868, the black members of the con 
gregation petitioned for letters of dismissal from the Barnwell Baptist Church in order 
to organize an independent congregation. By 1868, the congregation of Bethlehem Baptist 
Church had been formed. The old church building was subsequently sold to the new black 
congregation, although they did not receive title to the land until 1876. Following the 
cave-in of the floor circa 1898, the original church building was demolished, as repairs 
could not be made to the 1829 structure. It is believed that the present church was sub 
sequently constructed by members of the congregation using materials from the old church 
building.

Promoting the education of blacks was an early concern of the Bethlehem Baptist 
Church. According to church tradition, the congregation led in organizing the Bethlehem 
Association, the first black Baptist educational association in the vicinity. This 
association continues to provide funds for Baptist colleges and to give college scholar 
ships. Tradition also indicates that in conjunction with the other black Baptist educa 
tional associations in the area, the Bethlehem Association, under the auspices of Bethle 
hem Baptist Church, assisted both in founding Morris College (located in Sumter, South 
Carolina] and in establishing a black high school in Barnwell.

Architecture: Bethlehem Baptist Church is an eclectic example of the vernacular 
Victorian ecclesiastical architecture of the 1880s and 1890s. Erected circa 1898 to 
1899 by members of the congregation, the church features Queen Anne elements and Gothic
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The interior contains the original wood flooring, wide panelled baseboards, vertical 
tongue and groove wainscoting and chair rail, with plaster walls above. Narrow tongue 
and groove boards are featured on the deep coved ceiling. A semi-elliptical arch edged 
with wood and flanked by engaged panelled pilasters frames the chancel. The original 
balustrade with turned balusters and newel posts remains. Pews are also original and 
are believed to have been made by members of the congregation.

Surroundings: Bethlehem Baptist Church is located in a residential/commercial 
setting. Situated on a corner lot, the church is flanked by streets to the front and 
right. The church rectory, a building of early construction which has been brick 
veneered but is not considered architecturally significant, is included within the 
nominated acreage and flanks the church to the left. A vacant, wooded lot adjoins the 
church to the rear. No other structures are located on the site.
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detail. Architectural features of note include the steep, cross gabled roof with boxed 
cornice and return; the asymmetrical massing of the towers; the 6/6 Gothic center 
pointed windows; the auditorium plan; and the tongue and grooved deep coved ceiling 
of the interior. The church, which presently serves a congregation of 125, has been in 
continuous use since its construction and has been conscientiously maintained.
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right of way of Gilmore Street, the point of origin.
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