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AREA FORM NO. 

Town 
Swansea, Mass. MRA 
SWANSEA 

Address Bapt is t Street 

His tor ic Name F i r s t Baptist Church and 

Society/Firs t Baptist Canetery 

Use: Present 
Church services and 
a c t i v i t i e s 

Original Church services 

DESCRIPTIC«̂  
1731 (cemetery);  

Date 184^1849 (rhnrnh^ 

Source 

Style 

Thatcher, Hist. Sketch 
300th Anniversary Yearbook 

Greek Revival 

Architect unknown 

Exterior Wall PabricWooden clapboard 

Outbuildings None 

Major Alterations (with dates) 

Addit ion - educational wine 1963 

Condi ticKi good (church); 

f a i r (cemetery) 

Moved No Date 

Acreage approximately one acre ( t o t a l ) .  

Setting Now at the apex of a busy i n t e r ­ 

section, t h i s church is not easilv noticed 

because of i t s poor access on a now access 
street. Located i n front across the street 
i s the o r i g i n a l cemeterv. 

Recorded by K. Valente/V. Frost 

H. Pierce '78/ K. Broomer 
O r g a n i z a t i o n c;,. .a„c;op P i g r n - n V p l r . n w i j g g i o r -

A n r i l 1986 / October 1989 
Date 



NATIONAL REGISTER CRITERIA STATEMENT (i f applicable) 

The F i r s t Baptist Church possesses i n t e g r i t y of location, design, materials, workmanship and 
feeling. I t i s s i g n i f i c a n t under c r i t e r i o n A i n i t s association with the F i r s t Baptist Church 
i n Massachusetts (1664) and the fourth i n America. I t represents an i n t a c t example of a Greek . 
Revival church evocative of the size and means of a r u r a l congregation i n the ir.id-19th century, 
therefore meeting c r i t e r i o n C. The property also meets C r i t e r i a Considerations A and D, by 
v i r t u e of the church, an a r c h i t e c t u r a l l y d i s t i n c t i v e r e l i g i o u s property i n Swansea, and the 
cemetery, the only extant evidence of the Baptist Church's relocation to present-day Swansea 
in the early 18th century. 

ARCEnECTORAIi SIGNIFICANCE Describe important architectural features and evaluate i n terms of 
other buildings within the oonnnunity. ; 

Hie F i r s t Baptist Church of Swansea, Massachusetts i s a rectangular, 3 x 2 bay Greek Revival 
frame structure measuring 36'6" x 44'6". One t a l l story i n height on a f u l l basement, the 
structure has a gable roof terminating at the northeast end i n a f u l l pediment. The roof, now 
covered with modern asphalt shingles, i s surmounted by a square b e l l tower with low hipped roof 
centered above the entrance. A large, two-story educational wing has been added to the rear 
section of the southeast side wall (1968) sensitively designed so as not to intrude. 

The square b e l l tower has a f u l l cornice at a l l four sides, consisting of a cyma-recta crown 
mold on a quirked ovolo over a f l a t fascia. The upper part of the wall surfaces i s enriched 
with a f l a t architrave panel that rests on the paneled corner pilasters with oversized p l i n t h 
blocks. Each wall has a battered (trapezoid) louvered opening, framed with an ancon architrave 
with molded cap and lug s i l l . The walls are sheathed with clapboard, 4" exposure. The b e l l 
tower rests on a low, square base, now covered with l a t e r horizontal sheathing. 
HISTffillCAL SIOJIFICANCE Explain the role owners played in loccil or state history and how the 
building relates to the development of the community. 

This simple New England Church building was dedicated i n 1849. However, i t houses the F i r s t 
Baptist Church i n Massachusetts and the fourth i n America, founded i n 1664 by the Reverend John 
Myles exiled from Swansea Wales. To him and others i n 1667, the Court at Plymouth granted a l l 
the land between the Providence and Taunton Rivers from Rehoboth and Taunton south to Narragansetl 
Bay to form, a new town which they called Swansea. The s i t e of the f i r s t Church building was i n 
the present town of Barrington, R.I. After i t s destruction i n King P h i l l i p ' s War, another was 
b u i l t and moved to North Swansea i n 1700. This was replaced by another i n 1717, said to be the 
oldest Baptist House i n America and used u n t i l the present one was constructed. 

B.ptist churches had been kept out of every New England colony except Rhode Island. An attempt 
was made and defeated to form one i n 1639 i n Weymouth. The hi s t o r y of t h i s church relates to 
the religious and secular interests of Massachusetts and Rhode Island for more than two and a 
half centuries. I t i s connected to the important l i b e r a l and free thinking i n the colonies. 
Several of the present contiguous towns, including Warren and Barrington i n Rhode Island and 
Somerset i n Massachusetts formed a part of Swansea. John Myles and Captain Thomas W i l l e t , 
who la t e r became the f i r s t English mayor of New York on itscessationfrom the Dutch, were among 
the most active i n the organization. 

This particular religious group was the reorganization of an exiled church driven from Swansea, 
Wales where John Myles began his ministry i n 1645. "The Act of Uniformity", which was meant to 

BIBLIOaiAPHY and/or REFERENCES 

F a l l River Registry of Deeds, Book 359, pp. 458-459. 
Wright, 0.0., History of Swansea 1667-1917, Swansea, MA, 1917, pp. 101-107. 
Architectural Significance prepared by Russel Wright of Warren, R.I. i n or around 1985. 
Thatcher, Rev. J. J. H i s t o r i c a l Sketch of the F i r s t Baptist Church, Swansea, 1663-1863. 

Fall River: ;*n. S. Robertson, 1863. 



IN-VENTORY FORM CONTINUATION SHEET 

MASSACJiUSETTS HISTORICAL COvMISSION 
Office of the Secretary, Boston 

Cormmity: 

SWANSEA, MA. 

Form No: 

7 

Property Naine- . „ . ^ ^ , 
^ ^ F x r s t B a p t i s t Church ari 

Soc ie ty 
Indicate each item on inventory foim which is being continued below. 
Architectural Significance (continued) 

The main roof has a f u l l entablature consisting of a cornice of a quirked ovolo crown mold 
on f l a t f r i e z e with a Grecian echinus bed mold, over a wide architrave with f l a t f i l l e t at 
the upper edge and a quirked ovolo separating the panel into two horizontal fascias. The 
cornice section of the entablature, but not the architrave returns across the northeast 
end wall to create the f u l l pediment. The raking cornice at both end walls consists of a 
Grecian echinus crown on a quirked ovolo and f l a t f r i e z e , with a second echinus repeated 
as the bed mold, resting on a f i l l e t and f l a t f r i e z e panel. The exterior corners of the 
structure are defined by f u l l height pilasters (two recessed panels at each face) with 
deeply undercut quirked ovolo capitals and t r i p l e fascia necking. The entire structure i s 
surrounded with a f l a t s i l l board. 

The pedimented northeast end wall i s separated in t o three bays by the addition of two 
pilas t e r s t r i p s , with paired 12/12 double hung sash flanking the central entrance. The 
windows have a continuous molded cap, echinus ovolo, f l a t casings and lug s i l l s . The 
double entrance door i s l a t e r , but the so l i d transom may be o r i g i n a l , with paired recessed 
panels trimmed with flattened ogee s t i c k i n g . The doors are surrounded by the same casings 
and cap used at the paired windows, and are served by a short run of l a t e r flagstone steps, 
with l a t e r wrought i r o n r a i l i n g s . The pedimented gable i s b l i n d . A l l of the exterior walls 
are sheathed with clapboards, 4" exposure. 

The southwest and northwest side elevations repeat the paired window u n i t s , with two at 
each wa l l . The rear end wall has a 6/6 double hung window i n the gable area (which i s not 
pedimented). The window i s p a r t i a l l y obscurred by a l a t e r b r i c k exterior chimney. The 
remainder of this wall i s b l i n d . 

The entire structure s i t s on a high bri c k foundation, stuccoed and scored to simulate ashlar. 
The southeast wall has three 6/6 double hung windows, the rear wall two, while the northwest 
basement wall has two three l i g h t t i l t i n g casements. 

The i n t e r i o r of the auditorium plan church has a f u l l width vestibule opening d i r e c t l y to 
the exterior, with three doors serving the nave and chancel. A f u l l width choir l o f t over 
the vestibule i s supported by the cross p a r t i t i o n that separates the two areas of the f i r s t 
f l o o r — t h i s wall and the choir l o f t may not be o r i g i n a l , and appear to be of la t e 19th 
century construction. 

The vestibule has plastered walls and c e i l i n g , with the c e i l i n g p a r t i a l l y obscurring the 
sol i d transom with i t s ogee trimmed panels. The l a t e r doors are cased with ogee on echinus 
architraves, the architrave d e t a i l s repeated on the side walls (to the choir l o f t i n the 
southeast w a l l , to a closet i n the northwest wall) and at the three communicating doors i n 
the cross p a r t i t i o n leading to the nave. A l l i n t e r i o r doors are of a four v e r t i c a l recessed 
panel design with ogee on echinus s t i c k i n g , and are hung on two part i r o n butts, with brown 
porcelain knob mortise locks. The paired windows flanking the entrance are cased with f l a t 
architraves, and a molded cap v i s i b l e i n the choir l o f t . A wood base mold has an ogee on 
echinus cap. The f l o o r i s v i n y l asbestos t i l e (1956). 

The nave i s the epitome of restrained Greek Revival church design, with a plaster c e i l i n g 
divided i n t o four f u l l width coffered recessed panels. The bays are defined by deep plaster 
cornices consisting of a cavetto crown molding on a f l a t fascia. This cornice i s repeated 
at the f u l l entablature that surrounds the i n t e r i o r of the one-room plan church, supplemented 
by a fr i e z e of a cyma-reversa on bead crovm and an undercut fascia, and a wide architrave 

Stap le to Inventory form at bottom 
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and Society 

Indicate each item on inventory foim wh.ic± is being continued below. 
Architectural Significance (continued) 

consisting of an echinus on echinus bed mold to the fr i e z e over a f l a t f i l l e t , and a quirked 
ogee on bead horizontal band that divides the architrave i n t o two parts, the lower section a 
stepped fascia. The i n t e r i o r corners of the church are provided with plat p i l a s t e r s t r i p s , 
with the entablature at the c e i l i n g swelling to serve as capitals. The rear wall of the 
sanctuary or chancel has two additional p i l a s t e r s , dividing i t into three bays. The 
secondary pilasters have round headed recessed v e r t i c a l panels and capitals that terminate 
at the lower edge of the c e i l i n g entablature consisting of a f i l l e t over a quirked cyma-recta 
with bead and a f l a t fascia. The necking at these two pi l a s t e r s has an undercut Grecian 
echinus over a smaller echinus and a f l a t fascia. The e n t i r e rear w a l l of the chancel has 
a 30" t a l l wood wainscot, with torus cap. 

Doors i n the cross p a r t i t i o n supporting the leading edge of the choir l o f t are cased with the 
same architrave as used at the vestibule side, but the inner edges are finished with a bead. 
The paired windows have ogee on bead caps and f l a t casings. The walls are plaster on l a t h , 
the f l o o r random width pine, painted. 

There are two banks of eight rows each of bos pews i n the nave, served by side and center 
aisles. The banks are divided by a p a r t i t i o n , creating a t o t a l of 32 individual pews, which 
are probably o r i g i n a l . The chancel or sanctuary has a raised central platform ( e a r l i e r 
used for the organ) with a paneled low wall at the front edge, flanked by two lower platforms 
for the choir. The ent i r e area i s set o f f from the nave wi t h l a t e r (1956) r a i l s with turned 
newels and balusters. 

The outer face of the wall of the choir l o f t i s divided i n t o f i v e horizontal panels, with 
goee and fascia moldings, and i s capped with a Grecian echinus r a i l . The i n t e r i o r of the 
l o f t i t s e l f i s undecorated except for the c e i l i n g entablauture and the upper sections of the 
corner p i l a s t e r s . There i s a trap door i n the c e i l i n g of the l o f t area serving the b e l l 
tower. The b e l l , inscribed, G. H. Holbrook, Medway, Mass., 1837, was donated to the church 
in A p r i l , 1896. Access to the choir l o f t i s provided by a ten r i s e r turning s t a i r i n the 
northeast corner of the vestibule. The s k i r t i s a simple beaded panel. A similar s t a i r to 
the c e l l a r chases this s t a i r at the f i r s t f l o o r . The c e l l a r has been refinished (mid 20th 
century) to serve as a meeting room. There i s nothing of ar c h i t e c t u r a l value. 

Staple to Inventory form at bott om 
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_ _ », First Baptist Church 
.Property Name: society 

Indicate each item on inventory form which is being continued below. 

Historical Siqnificance (cont'd) 

conform religions to the Church of England, was passed in 1562 and John Myles was ejected 
from his post. The f i r s t documentation of him in this country was in 1563 vhen the 
"First Baptist Church in Swansea" was organized. I t was constituted at Rehoboth, 
Bristol County, in the house of John Buttervorth and the constituent members vere John 
Myles, Pastor, James Brovn, Nicholas Tanner, Joseph Carpenter, John Buttervorth, Eldad 
Kingsley, and Benjamin Alby. This group vas advised to desist so that they vould not 
prejudice any other church. After this order Mr. Myles and his church relocated to 
Nev Meadov Neck south of Rehoboth, nov Barrington, Rhode Island. They appear to have 
erected a house for worship soon after their removal beyond the bounds of Rehoboth. 
This house appears to have been located about 2^ miles vest of the present church. 
In 1567 the Plymouth Court, being more tolerant than the Mass. Colony, granted to this 
church a grant of the town to be called Swansea. 

The interests and size of the congregation fluctuated through the 18th and early 
19th centuries. Worship continued i n the 1717 meetinghouse in North Swansea, a 
structure of oak timbers, 4 1 ^ by 33' wide, vhich remained unplastered v i t h beams . 
exposed on the interior u n t i l a remodelling i n 1802. This meetinghouse included 
three galleries. The present structure vas b u i l t under the direction of the 
Rev. J. J. Thatcher, pastor of the church from 1846 to 1854. There were 25 members 
of the church at the end of Thatcher's pastorate, increasing to 87 members by 1863. 

The old Baptist Cemetery (MHC #833), also included in the nomination, i s 
defined by a rubblestone wall and contains approximately 37 stones from the period 
between 1731 and 1819. The setting of both church and cemetery has been threatened ^ 
in recent years by development oriented toward the intersection of Routes 6 and 136 
to the southeast. 

S t a p l e t o I n v e n t o r y form at bottom 
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