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DESCRIBETHE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

~ o u n t  Salem Methodist Episcopal Church (now PIount Salem United ~ e t h o d i s t )  
is located at 138 East Fourth Street  in the c i t y  of New Castle, New cas t le  
County, Delaware. Mount Salem faces south-east onto Fourth Street.  The church 
is s e t  back approximately ten f ee t  from Fourth Street  and sits one tenth of 
a mile fm the corner of Fourth and Chestnut Streets. It is bounded to-within 
four f e e t  of its south-west side by nineteenth and twentieth century rowhouses, 
s e t  s l ightly closer t o  the s t reet .  The church cemetery extends around the 
north-west and north-east s ides of the church. An empty l o t ,  six more row- 
houses, and two twentieth century brick houses f i l l  in the r e s t  of the s t reet -  
ecape t o  Chestnut Street.  Constructed i n  1878, probably by the congregation, 
Mount Salem Methodist Episcopal Church is a f ine  example of very vernacular 
gothic ecclesiast ical  architecture. 

Mount Salem is a small building, 30 f ee t  by 44 feet .  There are three 
bays across the f ront  and sides. The plan of the  building is a simple rec- 
tangle with a smaller rectangular addition made t o  the rear of the church 
at some time after the original  construction. This extension ju t s  out about 
eight  f ee t  from the rear of the building and four f ee t  from the south-west 
side. The church is constructed of red brick in stretcher bond with brick 
foundation l a id  in the sarne pattern. The rear  addition is covered by green 
asphalt shingles. 

Three brick steps lead up t o  the main entrance, centrally located double 
doors of wood w i t h  s i x  molded, recessed panels, two small square panels above 
four larger rectangular ones. The doors were instal led in  1983 in. .  the 
original pointed archway. The arch over the door is brick, composed of 
stretchers. The arch keystone is a square stone with a carved fleur-de-lis. 
There is another entrance on the south-east facade of the  rea r  extension. 
This is a t ingle wooden door in a wooden frame with a one pane transom. 

To the sides of the m a i n  entrance an? two large, stained glass, pointed 
arch windows. The windars.are inse t  in to  recessed panels which echo the i r  
shape. The arches are composed of stretcher bricks like the arch above the 
main doow. Three s i m i l a r  windows l i ne  both sides of the church, as well. 
The recessed p e l s  on the sides, however, are rectangular-shaped. 

Above the main entrance is a t h M  stained glass, pointed arch window, 
smaller and not inset. Above t h i s  window is a rectangular t ab le t  on which 
is carved,"Mount Salem Methodist Episcopal Church Built  1878." There is 
also  a small stained glass, pointed arch window on the north-east side of 
the rear  extension. 

See Continuation Sheets. 
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The large stained g lass  windows are composed of two s m a l l  square panes 
sandwiched between four long rectsngular panes. The two smaller windows are 
composed of only the four long rectangular panes. A l l  windows, except the  
window on the rear extension, axe composed of a mixture of pink, green, yellow, 
and l i gh t  blue colored panes. The extension window has white panes speckled 
with blue flecks. According t o  members of the church, some panes are original  
while some have been replaced. 

The building has a gable roof, with gable facade, made of asphalt shingles. 
Wooden v e r g e b o d s  c w e d  in a quatrefoil  pattern appear on the facade only. 
The rear extension has a shed roof. 

A smdl be l l  cupola straddles the gable ridge toward the facade. The 
cupola is of wooden construction, about two f e e t  high. It is basically a 
square frame capped by a low pyramidal roof. The be l l  i t s e l f  is only f i f t y  
years old, according t o  congregation members. A s m a l l ,  single, brick chimney 
sits on the north-east s ide  interior .  It is also  capped by a low pyramidal 
roof. 

Tlie in te r io r  of the church consists basically of one room, the chapel. 
A small room was created by the rear extension, used as an office and a choir 
entrance. There is a lso  a foyer a t  the church entrance where are located two 
stairwells. The staimall on the l e f t  r i s e s  t o  the balcony while the ona on 
the r igh t  descends t o  the basement. 

A balcony stretches across the rear of the  chapal, above the front  foyer. 
The w a l l s  a d  cei l ing of the chapel are plaster,  pdnted, and otherwise un- 
decorated. The cei l ing is f l a t .  The basement beneath the church was dug out 
in 1933 f o r  use as a youth center. According t o  church members, some original  
church furniture remains hicluding carved wooden clergy stalls. The sea t s  
and lower backs of these two chairs are  of padded leather. The arms, legs, 
and upper backs are ra ther  ornately carved wood. S p i r a l  columns form a 
pointed arch back f i l l e d  in with leaf-like forms. These two pieces have 
recently been refinished with a wood stain.  

Having suffered few and minor al terat ions,  the exterior of the church 
re ta ins  its integrity. A few al terat ions have been made t o  the in ter ior ,  
according t o  the c o w a t i o n ,  such as re-arranging the choir stalls and 
purchasing new pews. A wood stove w a s  removed from the north-east s ide of 
of the chapel and modern heating instal led e a r l i e r  in  the twentieth century. 
For the most part, however, the chapel also remains intact. 
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Graves are scattered around the north-west and north-east sides of the 
church as well as a few graves in the f ront  yard. Many of the stones are 
l igh t ly  carved and have become i l l eg ib le  over time. Some are simply rough 
markers and were never inscribed. No records have been kept of burials and 
so it is impossible t o  note when they began taking place. The oldest 
legible gravestone bezcs the date 1874 and marks the grave of Henry Lilly, 
one of the firat pastors of Mount Salem. Older and newer gravesites are 
inter-led. The cemetery is sti l l  used today, as is the church i t s e l f ,  
by the present Hount Salem congregation. 
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Mount Salem Methodist Episcopal Church qual i f ies  f o r  inclusion on the 
National Register under cri terion "C," architechturdl significance. Mount 
Salem is a f ine  example of very simplified gothic ecclesiast ical  architecture, 
a very vernacular interpretation of A.W. Pugin's "true principles of 
Christian architecture." The formally untutored black congregation who 
bu i l t  the church in 1878, no doubt unfamiliar with Pugin, John Ruskin, o r  
the writings of other proponents of the gothic s tgle ,  simply associated t h i s  
s ty le  with the way a churchsbuld l&. Unfamiliar though they were with 
the scholastic principles of the gothic s tyle ,  the Mount Salem congregation 
nonetheless constructed a church which conforms t o  them. 

The Mount Salem congregation would have derived the i r  ideas of the gothic 
s ty le  from other area interpretations of It. Gothic became popular in  America 
in the.mid-nineteenth century. New Castle, baing a port ci ty,  would have been 
exposed t o  the fashions of Wilmington, Philadelphia, and Hew York. The gothic 
s ty le  in America took on very academic forms. The psychology which had 
originally created gothic belonged t o  Medieval Europs, but the nineteenth 
century h r i c a n s  who accepted the  s ty l e  used it f o r  different  reasons. 
They used the ancient motifs in an effort  to r e c a l l  a period which appeared 
to them more moral than t h e l r  own. Mount Salem is therefore, a very interesting 
example of the values. symbolism, and complex architectural  principles of the 
gothic s tyle  as they had f i l t e red  down from the great  builders of the Middle 
Ages t o  European scholars and American arbi ters  of taste and morality i n  the 
nineteenth century t o  a simple congregation of black men i n  a small town in  
Delaware. 

Many American gothic buildings were simple i n  comparison to European 
gothic structures due, i n  part, t o  what Pugin called the "necessities of the 
American Wilderness." Mount Salem is simpler than most due to the  resources, 
education, s k i l l ,  and finances, available to the  congregation. Both the 
construction and ornamentation of Mount Salem are quite basic, yet  the arch- 
i tecture does include many of the scholars' most important characteristics. 
To Pugin, Ruskin, and others, the brick arches, pointed windows, gabled 
roof, and the solid brick construction would each have been intel lectually 
pleasing, representing abstract references t o  theaesurrection, the Trinity, 
Christian p l r i ty ,  and other-worldly symbolism. To the  congregation who bu i l t  
Mount Salem, however, these characteristics signified only a church, 
gathering place fo r  the believers, a house of peace. Mount Salem Methodist 

See Continuation Sheets. 
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Episcopal Church is the architectural  synthesis of centuries of European art, 
faith, and scholarship, contemporary American tas te  and morality, and the 
f a i t h  and experience of blacks in nineteenth century New Castle. 

The present building is actually the second structure occupied by the 
Mount Salem congregation. According t o  members of the church, the congregation 
began i n  1854 when t h i r t y  blacks, slaves and freemen, l e f t  New Castle Methodist 
Episcopal Church (now New Castle United Methodist) t o  form the i r  own church. 
The separation w a s  on fr iendly terms. Whites, frustrated by the vocal nature 
of the blacks' worship, and the blacks, frustrated by the i r  exclusion from 
communion, mutually agreed upon this move. A white member of New Castle 
Methodist then b u i l t  f o r  the Mount Salem their first church in 1856 or  1857, 
a small white frame building , where the  p s e n t  building now stands. 

This separation w a s  not uncommon in the 1850's. Although Delaware did 
not official ly abolish slavery un t i l  a f t e r  the C i v i l  War, the ins t i tu t ion 
w a s  dying a natural death by the 1 8 4 0 ' ~ ~  especially i n  New Castle County. 
Many black churches w e r e  founded at t h i s  time. B lacks  l e f t  other white churches 
fo r  the same reasons the Mount Salem congregation had l e f t  New Castle Methodist. 
Blacks mere usually denied church offices,  consigned t o  the balconies, and 
excluded from communion. 

Mount Salem is almost unlque compared t o  other black churches founded 
at th i s  time, however. Throughout the 1850's and 1 @ 6 O 1 s ,  two black men, 
Peter Spencer and Richard Allen, a former slave from Dover, led an exodus of 
blacks not jus t  from white ct~urches but from the white ecclesiast ical  organ- 
izations, the Methodist Conferences, as well. Blacks left the white conferences 
fo r  the same reasons they l e f t  the individual churches; blacks were never 
accorded f u l l  priveleges of membership at  conferences, never given po l i t i ca l  
authority, and w e r e ,  f o r  the'most part, ignored altogether. Thus blacks 
created thei r  own organizations and began attending t h e i r  own conferences. 

Blacks kept basically the same l i turgy and dogma as t ha t  i n  the white 
churches, but this separate network affonied them the dignity, independence, 
and control over t h e i r  own sp i r i tua l  l i ve s  not found within the w h i t e  
organization. Thus Methodism i n  Delaware, prior  t o  1850 s p l i t  in to  the 
Methodist Episcopals and the Methodist Protestants, w a s  now s p l i t  even further 
into the African Methodist Episcopals, the United African Methodist Episcopals, 
and the African United Methodist Protestants, as well. 
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Mount Salem, however, made the unusual decision not t o  join t h i s  movement. 
Rather than joining the African Methodist Episcopals, the congregation 
continued t o  send representatives t o  the white Methodist Episcopal conference, 
even though these representatives remained unrecognieed and prierless un t i l  
t h i s  century. The history of Mount Salem, although an unusual one, is there- 
fore unrecorded by chroniclers of both black and white church histories. 
Few records were ever kept of black churches within the white conferences 
and historians of the black conferences would not have written about a 
black church which w a s  not a part of the movement. The congregation themselves 
never kgpt many records of church transactions either: they had neither the 
time, resources.nor the skills t o  appoint a full-time church secretary o r  
historian. The present congregation still r e l i e s  mainly on o r a l  tradition. 

Mount Salem began when the first tor ,  Henry Lilly, w a s  deeded some 
land on Vine Street (now Fourth Street  P" by Henry Williamson, also a black man, 
in 1854. The first building, a frame church costing $500 sufficed for  the 
first twenty years. During t h i s  time, the church became incorporated by the 
State of Delaware i n  1869 and the congregation elected the i r  first Board of 
Trustees. 

In 1878, the present building was erected on the same poper ty  a t  a cost 
of $2000. Many of the workmen were members of the congregation. Another 
member of New Castle Methodist Episcopal donated bricks from the brickyard 

. at a gasworks then located on Pearl Street. Today th i s  property houses a 
sailing club. The congregation f r o m  Mount Salem carried these bricks from 
th i s  property across town t o  t he i r  l o t  on Vine Street. The new building w a s  
completed and dedicated on December 15, 1878. Mount Salem Methodist Episcopal 
became Mount Salem United Methodist i n  1939 when-the Methodist Episcopals and 
Methodist Protestants reunited. Many of the black churches rejoined the 
whites Bnd Voent Salem i n  1965. 

Mount Salem acquired more land fo r  the cemetery i n  1879 and again i n  1896. 
Some gravestones had t o  be moved when the first frame.church was replaced 
by the present brick building in 1878. Henry Lilly's w a s  one of those 
moved forward slightly. Other stones were more dramatically relocated 
during attempts t o  f i l l  i n  mars* cemetery ground. During one such effor t ,  
stones were mixed-up, and since no records were kept, permanently dislocated. 
The gravestone of Noah Townsend w a s  one such stone. The cemetery, as well 
as the church, are still used by the present congregation of Mount Salem. 
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The Mount Salem congregation of 1878 constructed a gothic church which 
conforms t o  academic principles of which they were unaware. The architectural 
characteristics of the building are simple i n  comparison to most gothic 
structures due t o  the needs and resourcesof the church builders but they 
otherwise conform t o  stated principles. As an architectural expression of 
the legacy l e f t  by one age t o  another, as an interpretation of that  legacy, 
and as an expression of the values, needs, and experiences from which tha t  
interpretation was made, Mount Sdem Methodist Church stands as a monument 
t o  the synthesis between the ideologies which created and revived the gothic 
s ty l e  with the r ea l i t y  of the blacks' experience in  nineteenth century New 
Castle. 
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