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1. NAME OF PROPERTY o Ty
i
é

Historic Name: Union Bethel A.M.E. Church

e on,

Other Name/Site Number:

I

2. LOCATION

Street & Number 2321 Thalia Not for publication: NA
City/Town New Orleans Vicinity: NA

State: Louisiana Code: LA County: Orleans Code: 071 Zip Code: 70113

|
3. STATE/FEDERAL AGENCY CERTIFICATION

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, I hereby
certify that this _X 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 _X meets ___ does not
meet the National Register Criteria.

Certifying official has considered the significance of this property in relation to other properties:
Nationally: _ Statewide: ___ Locally:_ X

d MXV X/@‘/cﬁ 7

Signature ‘t%f/oc//e{tlfymg Official/Title Jonathan Fricker Date
Deputy S Dept of Culture, Recreation and Tourism

State or Federal Agency and Bureau

In my opinion, the property meets does not meet the National Register criteria.

Signature of Commenting or Other Official/Title Date

State or Federal Agency and Bureau
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4. NATIONAL PARK SERVICE CERTIFICATION

I hereby certify that this property is:

_‘/ Entered in the National Register

Determined eligible for the National Register
Determined not eligible for the National Register
Removed from the National Register

___ Other\Yexplain): ,

el T Viee— /et ]
Signature of Keeper Date of Action
]

5. CLASSIFICATION

Ownership of Property Category of Property
Private: X Building(s): _X
Public-Local: District: _
Public-State: __ Site: _
Public-Federal:___ Structure:
Object:
Number of Resources within Property

Contributing Non contributing

1 ___buildings

- ____sites

. ___ structures

_ ____objects

1 _ 0 Total

Number of Contributing Resources Previously Listed in the National Register: 0

Name of Related Multiple Property Listing: NA
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6. FUNCTION OR USE

Historic: Religion Sub: religious facility
Social meeting hall
Education school
Health care clinic

Current: vacant Sub:

|

7. DESCRIPTION

Architectural Classification: Gothic Revival
Materials;

Foundation: concrete

Walls: stucco (over brick)
Roof: other: tar and gravel
Other:

Describe Present and Historic Physical Appearance.

Union Bethel A.M.E. Church occupies a large, three story masonry building at the corner of Thalia
and Liberty streets on the northern edge of a New Orleans neighborhood called Central City. When
completed in 1921, the church was surrounded by shotgun housing, much of which has been demolished for
subsidized low-income housing. Immediately adjacent on one side is a 1960s housing project abandoned
after Hurricane Katrina (August 29, 2005). On the other side is a just completed development of low-density
traditional style subsidized housing. In front of the church, across Liberty, is a 1960s/70s high-rise elderly
housing facility. The church was damaged by Hurricane Katrina and is now vacant awaiting restoration.
Despite the damage (mainly at the rear) and a few earlier alterations, the church easily retains the bulk of its
1921 appearance. It is being nominated for local historical importance, and there is no question that someone
from the historic period would recognize the building today.

The three story stucco over masonry building has an imposing facade some three-quarters as broad as
the length of the side elevations. Its Gothic Revival styling is fairly intense. Emile Weil of New Orleans
was the architect. The overall composition is that of a rusticated first story base (given over to offices and
meeting rooms) with a two story auditorium above finished in smooth plaster. Historically access to the
worship space was via staircases located in each corner of the building. (The present double door access at
the center of the first floor dates from the 1960s.)

The facade is anchored by a weighty-looking and heavily worked corner tower that juts considerably
above the main roof plain. The facade culminates at the center in a gabled parapet. The other corner of the
facade is treated in a manner similar to the tower, but not as heavily worked (and not forming a tower). The
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tower is emphasized by a series of superimposed buttress-like elements with pointed tops at the second story,
and to a lesser extent, wide pilasters with corbelled tops at the third story. Between the pilasters are louvered
vents. The composition is crowned by crenelation and a faceted spire topped by a cross. At the center of the
facade, below the gabled parapet, is a huge heavily molded pointed arch rising two stories. While the
opening and its surround are original, the stained glass Gothic Revival window within dates from repair work
subsequent to an August 1962 fire in the upper reaches of the church. Originally the space had a notable
amount of wooden detailing and a series of narrow lancet windows.

The interior configuration is reflected on the principal side elevation. The seating is configured in a
curving fashion along this long side (perpendicular to the fagade) capped by a sweeping curved balcony. The
balcony attachment on the exterior is seen in the expanse of wall between bands of windows. The bands
feature pointed arch windows with wooden surrounds within squared off openings. The principal side
elevation is also ornamented with buttress-like elements. It culminates at the rear in a strongly articulated
gabled mass pierced by a large pointed arch opening at the third story level. The arch is emphasized with
multiple layers of molding. Within the opening is a wooden treatment with three slender lancet arch
windows. The ground level entrance at this corner is marked by a gabled treatment to echo that above. The
strongly styled door treatment is identical to that found originally on the front corners. (One of the latter has
been removed.) The Tudor arch form is re-enforced with a heavy molded cast concrete surround which ends
at each side in an element resembling a ceiling boss. Pointed arch windows pierce the top of the double
wooden doors. The space above, within the Tudor arch, is heavily molded and pierced by windows that are
mainly of the pointed arch variety.

The secondary side elevation, where the altar is located, is mainly devoid of ornamentation. The rear
elevation features a round window near the gable peak with a band of pointed arch windows below. (The
latter were badly damaged in Hurricane Katrina, as explained below.)

Immediately to the rear of the church (about 2 or 3 feet away), and connected by a hyphen, is the
Four Freedoms Building, constructed for enhanced church ministries (see Part 8) in 1944. The two story
stuccoed building is clearly of a later vintage but is compatible with the church. The upper story of the
facade features square head windows with multiple panes of glass. A treatment similar to a hood mold caps
the windows. The entrance to the building is within an arched opening, surmounted by a molding resembling
a hood mold. Built with a flat roof, the Four Freedoms Building later acquired a gable roof configuration
which provided a half story for storage. The half story was completely removed by Hurricane Katrina,
leaving the building covered by the old flat roof. Nonetheless, there is notable interior damage due to
Katrina (presumably flood waters). (The church is committed to a full restoration of both the Four Freedoms
Building and the sanctuary.)

The sanctuary’s worship space can accommodate roughly 1500 people. As noted above, the pews are
configured in a curving fashion. The balcony begins on the fagade (in front of the great arched opening),
sweeps down the long side elevation, and continues in front of the windows on the rear elevation. It is
supported by thick pillars adorned on each side with a foiled arch. This foiled arch treatment is repeated (in
the manner of an arcade) below the metal railing of the balcony. The altar railing is composed of delicate
lancet arches formed of metal. Gothic Revival details extend even to the corner staircases. The newel posts
are treated with various foil designs.

Alterations since construction:
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1. Hurricane Katrina related: When the gable roof blew off the Four Freedoms Building, it fell into and
knocked out a large window opening on the rear of the church. This is presently covered by plywood.
Some of the windows at the second floor level were damaged and are covered with plywood. As noted
previously, there is notable interior damage to the Four Freedoms Building.

2. Fire related: As noted previously, a fire in 1962 destroyed the roof of the sanctuary. The present
interior ceiling treatment (wooden trusses stretching across a pitched roof) dates from after the fire. And,
as noted above, the great arched opening on the fagade was filled in with a new window treatment
(although in the Gothic Revival style).

3. A historic photo survives to document the original appearance of the altar. Originally it was located
within a large elliptical arch; now the opening is smaller and squared off. A set of arched windows has
been removed. (A large cross is now in this location.)

4. Changes to egress: One Gothic Revival entrance has been removed from the facade. (An entrance was
originally located at each corner of the facade.) Large double doors have been cut into the middle of the
facade and stairs have been added to access the worship space from this area.

5. An elevator shaft has been added on the secondary side elevation, near the front.

Assessment of Integrity:

The sanctuary easily retains sufficient integrity on the exterior and interior to be recognizable to
someone from the historic period, and the attached Four Freedoms Building retains its exterior appearance.
As noted earlier, the church is committed to a complete restoration of both buildings. (The delay has been
caused largely by an insurance settlement.)
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8. STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Applicable National

Register Criteria: A X B C_D_

Criteria Considerations '

(Exceptions): AX B_C_D_E _F_GX
Areas of Significance: social history

Period(s) of Significance: 1921 - 1961

Significant Dates: NA
Significant Person(s): NA
Cultural Affiliation: NA

Architect/Builder: Emile Weil, architect
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State Significance of Property, and Justify Criteria, Criteria Considerations, and Areas and Periods of
Significance Noted Above.

Union Bethel A.M.E. Church is locally significant in the area of social history as an important venue
for African-American events in segregated New Orleans. And during the modern Civil Rights Movement,
the church, because of its size, was an important venue for large mass meetings. Finally, the church is
significant for the role it played in providing social services to African-Americans. The period of
significance of 1921 through 1961 was chosen to encompass all of the foregoing significant roles.

Important venue for African-American events:

When nominating the Booker T. Washington School auditorium (1942) to the National Register, the
staff of the LA SHPO observed that the facility was the African-American municipal auditorium of its day.
Union Bethel served in a similar capacity, largely prior to the construction of such “competitors” as the
Booker T. Washington auditorium and the International Longshoremen Association (ILA) hall (c.1960).
Long-time church members interviewed for this nomination noted that the school auditorium could handle
even larger crowds than Union Bethel, and the ILA hall had the advantage of non-fixed seating. Hence it
was more multi-purpose than Union Bethel.

Union Bethel was made available for all manner of non-religious events, from conferences to
entertainment. An example of the former is the national conference of PORTIA, the Protective Order of
Railroad Trainmen, which met in the church in late 1921. Entertainers who appeared there (as recalled by
those interviewed for this nomination) include Marian Anderson, Paul Robeson, Roland Hayes, Clara Ward,
and a group called Wings over Jordan.

Civil Rights Movement:

The roughly 1,500 seating capacity of the Union Bethel auditorium was particularly important during
the modern Civil Rights Movement. Additionally, the church was easily accessible from most points in the
city and was reasonably close to the Central Business District, where various boycotts and marches were
held. Church members interviewed for this nomination had first-hand knowledge of the various marches that
started at the church. Participants generally came to the church to receive instruction and inspiration and to
pick up their signs. The target of the march was typically Canal Street, the city’s principal shopping street.

A partial review of the city’s African-American newspaper, The Louisiana Weekly, during the civil
rights years found three notable mass meetings held at Union Bethel. Paraphrasing one interviewee, if it was
something really big [in size], it was at Union Bethel. The first known example occurred in March 1956. A
reporter from The Louisiana Weekly, anticipating the event, wrote: “Orleanians are expected to tax the
seating capacity at Union Bethel AME Church, 2321 Thalia, to attend a mass demonstration sponsored by the
New Orleans Interdenominational Ministerial Alliance Sunday in observance of a ‘Day of Prayer’ and
financial offering and reporting for the bus boycotting citizens of Montgomery, Ala.”

Historian Adam Fairclough wrote of the event in Race and Democracy: The Civil Rights Struggle in
Louisiana. The principal speaker was the acknowledged head of the movement in New Orleans, the
Reverend A. L. Davis, pastor of New Zion Baptist Church. In March 1956, observed Fairclough, “Davis
began preaching a more militant sermon. Presiding over a mass meeting of 2,500 people at Union Bethel
AME Church, he declared his opposition to segregation in no uncertain terms. ‘I am issuing a call to
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100,000 Negroes in this vicinity to rise up and let Perez [an arch segregationist in adjacent Plaquemines
Parish] and his followers realize that the time is out for segregation and for all that this evil monster stands
for.” ?

The Louisiana Weekly gave extensive front-page coverage to the meeting. The culmination of a day
of activity that began in morning church services across the city, the afternoon mass meeting raised some
$3,000 for the Montgomery bus boycott. According to the newspaper, it took over an hour to collect the
money because the crowd was so large (“many lined in the street because of the lack of standing room . .
.”).  The $3,000 total, noted the reporter, was an incomplete one. “During the meeting Sunday, newsmen
observed many persons unable to gain admittance into the jammed church sending contributions in relays
from the sidewalk, . . . ”

A year later, in March 1957, a mass meeting at Union Bethel addressed the “bus situation” in New
Orleans. (The Louisiana Weekly identified it as the second mass meeting on the subject, but there is no
mention in the paper of the first.) “More than 2,000 freedom seeking Negroes,” reported the Weekly, were
present at the meeting sponsored by the Inter-Denominational Ministerial Alliance. Organization president
and founder, Rev. A. L. Davis, Jr., used the occasion to announce a “SEVEN POINT PROGRAM OF
NON-VIOLENT ACTION.” Davis premiered a pamphlet outlining the seven points titled “A New Use for
Old Wood,” referring to the iconic wooden screens used to divide the races on buses. The pamphlet depicted
two screens nailed in the form of a cross.

In December 1961, Union Bethel hosted its most famous speaker, the Reverend Martin Luther King,
Jr. King had been scheduled to speak at the city’s Municipal Auditorium, as the keynote to an event
sponsored by the Consumers League of Greater New Orleans. But the city rescinded permission the day of
the event, once they learned that King was the speaker. The matter went through the courts during the day,
with the courts siding with the city some two-and-a-half hours before the program was set to begin.
According to church member Johnnie A. Clark, Union Bethel pastor Lutrelle G. Long stepped forward and
offered the use of his church. The evening began at the Municipal Auditorium, where “hundreds” gathered
and marched through the business district to Union Bethel.

King, from the church’s pulpit, issued a call for a new “emancipation proclamation.” The president,
he said, should issue an executive order “declaring all segregation unconstitutional on the basis of the 14
Amendment. . . . Abraham Lincoln merely freed the Negroes from the bondage of physical slavery.
Segregation is slavery covered up with the nicety of complexities.”

Other civil rights churches and venues in New Orleans:

As was true in most other places, the Baptist church supplied much of the leadership for the civil
rights movement in New Orleans. The acknowledged leader of the movement in the city was A. L. Davis,
Jr, pastor of New Zion Baptist Church. His church survives to represent his leadership, and it was also an
important location for various meetings (including a founding meeting of the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference) and training for non-violent protests.

In terms of the civil rights movement, all other churches and halls are in the “second tier” (after New
Zion). Because non-violent protest activities were typically targeted to certain sections of the city, various
churches were used for so-called “mass meetings.” (A church, or other venue, in the neighborhood of the
proposed action would be chosen for convenience.) As noted previously, the hall of the International
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Longshoremen Association (ILA) was sometimes used. (This building, dating from circa 1960, survives.)
The niche held by Union Bethel, and the ILA hall, was their use for really large meetings.

Exceptional Importance:

The National Register requires that properties be of “exceptional importance” if their significance
occurred less than 50 years ago. Part of the significance for Union Bethel dates from 1956-61, the timeframe
it was known to have been a venue for Civil Rights Movement events. Some of the modern Civil Rights
Movement is now fifty years old and some is not - likewise for the civil rights history of Union Bethel. It
would be arbitrary to define some of the civil rights movement (and Union Bethel’s association with it) as
historic and some not. Where would you draw the line? It all helps tell the same story. (Per National
Register Bulletin 22, “Guidelines for Evaluating and Nominating Properties That Have Achieved Significance
Within the Last Fifty Years,” the 50 year threshold was not designed “to be mechanically applied on a year
by year basis. Generally, our understanding of history does not advance a year at a time, but rather in
periods of time which can logically be examined together.”)

Perhaps the best argument for “exceptional importance” rests on the historical force in which Union
Bethel played a role: the modern Civil Rights movement. No one would dispute that this extraordinary
movement is of “exceptional importance” in American history. African-Americans, aided by the courts and
pivotal legislation, re-gained the fundamental rights secured some one hundred years ago during
Reconstruction. Surely, the Civil Rights movement and the Cold War are the two most important historical
phenomena of the second half of the twentieth century. As an important venue for large civil rights
meetings, Union Bethel, at the local level, meets the “exceptional importance” litmus test.

Social Services:

Reverend Howard Thomas Primm assumed the pastorate of Union Bethel in 1941 with the dream of a
“church that would serve the community.” A feature article appearing in the Pittsburgh Courier magazine
section in July 1951, titled “Church 7 Days a Week,” demonstrates that the dream was realized. In the next
year Primm would leave Union Bethel to become a bishop.

During his ministry the two story Four Freedoms Building and an educational building were erected
to house expanded outreach of the church into the local African-American community. (The one story
educational building, located to the right of the sanctuary, does not survive.) Erected in 1944, the Four
Freedoms Building housed a weekly well baby clinic, a nursery (referred to as a “baby hotel” in one 1940s
publication) and a kindergarten. All of these facilities were available to the public at large, not just church
members. Named for its founder, the wife of the pastor, Edyth Primm, the well baby clinic in 1951 had one
doctor, two nurses, one clerk, and a student nurse from Dillard University. According to the Pittsburgh
Courier article, it served some 2,500 babies per year. Also in the Four Freedoms Building was the Sarah
Allen School, a kindergarten organized in 1942 by Mrs. Primm. Its enrollment in 1951 was 103. The
school had the following paid employees in that year: director, registrar, 3 teachers, a dietician, a domestic
worker, and a bus driver. “Childland,” the above referenced nursery in the Four Freedoms Building,
provided daycare for some 400 children. The Courier identified it as one of three African-American
nurseries operating in the city. (The other two were part of the Community Chest according to the article.)
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Community outreach activities in the no-longer-extant Primrose New Life Center included boy and
girl scout meetings, Teen Junction (a social venue for that age group), and a dining room where the public
could purchase meals at a small cost.

~ Educational significance is not being claimed for the kindergarten because the LA SHPO does not
have a sufficient context for evaluation at the present time. It seems clear, however, from the available
sources that the cumulative effect of the daycare and the well baby clinic (not to mention outreach programs
from the no- longer-extant Primrose New Life Center) makes Union Bethel an important provider of social
services within the city’s African-American community.

Historical Note:

Union Bethel was founded in 1862 when Reverend William Foster, of St. James AME Church,
withdrew from said church along with sixty members. In 1903 the church was incorporated under the name
Union Bethel AME Church. According to church history, the foundation of the present building was laid in
1910 and the basement (lower story) was erected in 1911. The LA SHPO suspects that this lower story was
totally engulfed in the present 1921 construction.

(s
9. MAJOR BIBLIOGRAPHICAL REFERENCES

Fairclough, Adam. Race and Democracy: The Civil Rights Struggle in Louisiana, 1915-1972. University of
Georgia Press, 1995.

Louisiana Weekly, various issues in late 1950s and early 1960s. Copies of pertinent articles in Louisiana
Division of Historic Preservation National Register file.

Polk, Alma A. “Church 7 Days a Week.” Pittsburgh Courier Magazine Section. July 14, 1951.
Historic photos, copies in Louisiana Division of Historic Preservation National Register file.

Interviews with long-time church members: Verna Allen, Johnnie A. Clark, Jr., Leonard Gauthier, David
Greenup, Lionel Stephens, and Althea W. Latimore.

Sanborn Insurance Company maps, 1940, 1951.

Previous documentation on file (NPS): NA

___ Preliminary Determination of Individual Listing (36 CFR 67) has been requested.
___ Previously Listed in the National Register. (partially)

___ Previously Determined Eligible by the National Register.

___ Designated a National Historic Landmark.
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Primary Location of Additional Data:

_X State Historic Preservation Office
___ Other State Agency

___ Federal Agency

__ Local Government

___University

___ Other (Specify Repository):

R
10. GEOGRAPHICAL DATA

Acreage of Property: approx. 1 acre

UTM References: Zone Easting Northing
15 781620 3315980

Verbal Boundary Description: See attached sketch map.

Boundary Justification: Boundaries follow property lines of the parcel of land historically associated with the
church and Four Freedoms Building.
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Name/Title: National Register staff, Louisiana Division of Historic Preservation
Address: P. O. Box 44247, Baton Rouge, LA 70804
Telephone:  225-342-8160
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PROPERTY OWNERS
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