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Bethel Baptist Church stands in Fairview, a tiny community just north of the Kentucky-lemessee border, 
Ths church is dominated both physically and spiritually by the 351-foot-high Jefferson Davis 
Monument. It was in a log house on the present site of the church that Jefferson 
Davis was born in 1808. This property is a short distance to the east of the point 
at which the old road meets what is now called the Jefferson Davis National Highway, 
the main east-west route in south central Kentucky.

Fairview itself, which straddles the present Christian and Todd County lines, consists 
of a number of modest 19th-century houses strung out along the north side of the main 
road, with the Jefferson Davis State Park and Monument on the south side between 
Route 115 and the Bethel Church. The atmosphere of the area, except for the towering 
monument and the impressive church building, must be very much what it was a century 
ago, and even earlier.

In the 1880s, when the old Bethel Baptist Church became inadequate, the church officials 
decided to secure the Samuel C. Davis homesite upon which to erect a new church. The 
original church, built in 1885-86 on the site of Jefferson Davis 1 birth, was seated with 
reclining opera chairs, a pastor's study, baptistery, dressing rooms and all modern 
improvements. On August 23, 1900, the 1886 building burned after being hit by lightning. 
A new structure similar to the earlier one was rebuilt and dedicated on June 16, 1901. 
The present building contains the marble tablet formerly in the old church commemorating 
Davis' gift of the land.

The high Victorian Gothic Revival design of the 1886 church and its present replacement 
is interesting in its own right, particularly in the decorative treatment of brickwork. 
Although dwarfed by the Davis monument nearby, it is a highly impressive structure, 
particularly in its modest context.

The body of the church is a five-bayed auditorium with a very steep roof and flat 
buttresses along the sides. In front of the main gable is the three-part facade consisting 
of a spired tower to the left (east), a gabled vestibule in the center above which the 
recessed main gable is visible, arid a four-gabled tower without spire on the right (west). 
There are double doors with colored glass in .the pointed arch above in the base 
of both towers. A large window of similar shape is the main feature of the vestibule 
wall. There are rectangular, mullioned windows in the second story of the towers. 
The spire is octagonal and retains its polychrome tile figurations of lozenges. Linking 
the spire to its rectangular base are small ridgelines dying into the angle sides and 
small ventilator dormers over the main faces of the base. The four gables of the west 
tower dip down low at the corners and combine with the spires and double central gables, 
enlivened by finials,to create a vivid and plastic skyline, characteristic of the High 
Victorian Gothic mode.
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Bethel Baptist Church, located in the small town of Fairview, Todd County, near 
the Kentucky-Tennessee border, is an interesting late example of a brick version 
of high Victorian Gothic Revival architecture. The church, originally constructed 
in 1886 and rebuilt in 1901 after a devastating fire, is located on the birthplace site 
of Jefferson Davis, President of the Confederate States of America (1861-1865).

The Bethel Baptist Church stands out in sharp contrast to the unpretentious 
19th century residences in the vicinity. Leading to this distinction are its high 
Victorian Gothic-Revival qualities that include; the complexity of its roof line, 
the use of various materials, heavy details, and a sense of solidity.

The roof line's plasticity is a result of the combination of an octagonal spire 
with ventilator dormers at its base, double central gables, and a four-gabled 
tower. Animating these elements are finials at the apex of each. Materials 
employed include brick, stone, wood, colored bands of slate on the spire, and 
stained glass. The brickwork, which incorporates common bond, corbels, basket 
weave, rowlocks, and rows of stretchers and headers, presents an interesting 
variety itself and brings about a surface complexity also typical of this particular 
architectural style. The stained glass was produced by the Blum Ornamental Glass 
Company of Louisville a noted firm responsible for numerous outstanding structures 
in the South and mid-West. Those windows of the Bethel Baptist Church were 
contributed by the citizens of Fairview as well as by individuals from surrounding 
communities.

Through the use of buttresses and varying brickwork (especially to frame the 
openings and define the corners), the arrangement,of the sections on the north or 
main facade is such that each section possesses a certain individuality; yet the 
effective use of scale is successful in uniting them as a whole. This 1901 structure 
remains relatively unchanged since its erection the only major alteration being 
the recent addition of a wing at the rear which does not harm the building's 
essential architectural integrity.
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The surfaces share this same kind of nervous elaboration, with corner buttresses, 
bands of basketwork brick, a corbelled cornice, continuous rows of headers 
and stretchers defining and connecting the openings, and other brick features, 
all dotted with inset stone trim. The foundations are of stone.
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The original Bethel Baptist Church, founded in 1816, was located several miles west 
of Fairview. About ten years later the congregation joined the Bethel Association 
of Baptists. In the 1820s many Baptist congregations were split over the reformation 
movement introduced by Alexander Campbell, a former Presbyterian minister. 
Campbell called for a return to a more primitive Christianity, eliminating societies 
and groups within the congregation which he thought would ultimately result in uniting 
all Christendom. The reform movement within the Baptist Church resulted in the 
establishment of the Disciples of Christ or the Christian Church. The Bethel 
Baptists rejected the reformation movement and agreed not to commune with Reformers 
or to allow them to preach at their meetings (Williams, p. 280).

In the 1880s, when the original Bethel Baptist Church, located some miles west of 
Fairview on the road to Pembroke became inadequate, the church officials decided 
to secure the Samuel C. Davis homesite upon which to erect a new church. (Samuel 
Davis, the father of Jefferson Davis, settled on the present site of the church and 
built a log house in 1793. In 1808 Jefferson Davis, who was to become the only 
President of the Confederacy, was born in the house. Samuel Davis sold the property 
in 1811.) After the approval of Jefferson Davis was gained, M. H. Clark of 
Clarksville, Tennessee, proposed to buy the three acres of land which embraced 
the old Davis house. Ten citizens of Fairview agreed to purchase nine acres and 
to deed the tract of land to Jefferson Davis. When in 1885 the church building was 
dedicated, Jefferson Davis presented the deed to the church as a gift. At the same 
time he presented an engraved communion chalice and plate. (According to Meacham's 
History (p. 253), "The log house in which Mr. Davis was born, and which was 
constructed from timbers cut in the neighboring forest, was purchased in 1897 by the 
Reverend J. W. Bingham and associates, and removed to the Nashville Centennial 
Exposition, where it was placed on display. It is now said to be in Richmond, 
Virginia.")

In August 1900, the 1886 church structure burned after being hit by lightening. A 
new structure similar to the earlier one was rebuilt and dedicated in 1901 and remains 
in use today.
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