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DESCRIBE THE PRESEN—'I—'—}-\ND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The AME Society building at 119 North Tenth Street is a 21 story brick and stucco structure
with a gable roof built in 1837. Located at the corner of the south and west elevations is
a 3 story brick tower with a pyramidat roof, topped with a finial. The structure today is 4
bays by 2 bays. In c. 1867-69, the building was rebuilt and was later remodeled in 1889. Records
show that the brick front facade was added at the time of the 1889 remodeling.

Windows in the original section are 6 over 6, double hung sash with tone sills, Windows
on the 2nd story are elongated, with 5 lights, and a rounded arch. These windows contain
early 19th century stained glass. Windows in the 1889 additions are similar in style. First
story windows are 2 over 2, double hung sash with heavy stone lintels and sills. The main
door is located in the tower section of the 1st story. This double panelled door has a stained
glass fanlight with the words, Bethel AME Church. A cornerstone to the right of the door
reas Remodeled 1898. Located between the 1st and 2nd story windows is a sectien of decorative
brickwork in a checkerboard pattern. Above this pattern is a double set of windows with
a circular inset under a common radiating brick arch. The five light, round arched window
over the door has an identical arch.

The pediment and tower are separated from the second story by wide cornice. Located
in the gable end is a palladian window. Sets of paired, louvered windows are located in the
tower,

The interior of the church was plain in style and design. Beyond the stairwell located
in the remodeled section of the interior was only one large recom on both the first and second
floors. A raised dias surrounded by a wooden railing served to separate the sancturay from
the congregatlon
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BUILDER/ARCHITECT Samuel Murray, George Dillen,

SPECIFIC DATES 1837, 1867-69, 1889. Jacob Ross, Isqqc Parker

———

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
The Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church is the only black church in Berks County
built with the private resources of its congregation. A total of only three black churches
are known, from this county, the other two have been demolished.

The building was erected with the resources of a small group of people belonging to
the African Methodist Episcopal Church founded by Richard Allen of Philadelphia in 1791,
Four local men were largely responsible for its construction: Samuel Murray, George Dillan,
Jacob Ross, and Isaac Parker. Sam Murray can rightly be called the founding father. Murray,
a free black man and shoemaker by trade, owned 13 other properties, used his properties
and collateral to finance the construction of the church, received a licence to preach, and
became the first local pastor.

The first itinerant ministers sent to serve the Reading congregation from 1835 to 1845,

i . by the Philadelphia Annual Conference, were very close associates of Richard Allen, the

founder of the Mother Church.

The development of the black church in Pennsylvania was a slow and scattered process,
with the concentration of ef fort on the cities such as Philadelphia and Pittsburgh. The rural
areas had small black populations until after the Civil War. The development of a black church
using the sole resources of its congregation in 1837 in Reading was a significant pioneering
effort of the AME movement in Pennsylvania. Blacks were employed in the iron fabricating
establishments of Berks County and a few were held as slaves long before the 19th century.
The Act of 1780 required all owners of slaves to list their naldings in the office of the Court

- 8f Quarter Sessions. Among early slave holders, Jonas Selly owned slaves as early as 1766.

The polulation of Reading in 1840 was 8,410 by 1847 the population had jumped to 13,044.
There was an extreme housing sfiortage during this period of growth. For the 2, 398 families
recorded there were only 2, 138 homes. Although some blacks swned land before 1800, the
census of 1860 reports only 497 blacks.

Finally, it ought to be noted that the resources of Bethel AME Church were occasionally
used to harbor fugitive slaves. Indeed, Jacob Ross, one of the founders, was a run-away slave
from Virginia. The Church records have been maintaine:. and preserved. These records wil.
be microfilmed and placed in the church building as a source for further research and study
of Black History. Further use of the building will be to use it as a cultural center for the
arts with emphasis on ‘he black contribution. The building will also serve as a museum dis-

. playing artifacts from not only the antebellum period, but comtemporary as well.

In addition, the building will serve as a referral center focussing its attention on the needs

of people residing in center city. It will also be the home of cultural, lectures pertaining to the
history, religious and social concerns of black people.
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The historical distinction of this building is_that it is the only
church in Berks County built with the private resources of the black
people during the antebellum pericd. From its beginning, Bethel,
has continued to service the Black community of Reading. As noted

. in section #8, many of the members began as laborers in the iron

manufacturing industries of Reading, later expanding to other
industries and socia-economic levels. The proposed use of the
building as a referral and social center will continue its use

- by the black community as a focal point in their 1lives.



BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION

Half lot of ground situvated on the East slde of North Tenth Street beginning
at the Northwest cornér of lot marked in the general plan of the town with
number 485 thence northwardly thirty feet along the Festern line of said
tenth street, thence Eastwardly through the middle of lot marked in the
general plan of the town with No, 484 two hundred and thifty feet to a
tventy feet alley, thence along same Southwardly thirty feet to the

North Esst corner of said lot No. 485, thence along same Westwardly two
hundred and thirty feet to the place of beginning., It belng the Southern-
most half of said lot marked as aforesaid No. 484 and being also part of the

game business of Henry Auge the Elder.
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