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7. Physic:J.i Description 

Rue Chapel A.NI.E. Church stands in a residential neighborhood north of Queen Stree!: in New 

Bern, at the northwest comer of Oak and Hamilton streets~ surrounded to the rear and sides by 

Craven Terrace, a public housing project. Across the street are one and two-story frame houses 

from the 1920s to 1940s era. 

The Gothic Revival style bricl( church, with gabied nave flanked by comer e!1trance towers. has a 

marble cornerstone in the right facade with this inscription: 

RUE CHAPEL A.:.YLE. 

CHlTRCH 

BLllT 1873 

REB1:JILT 1941 

JOSEPH F. LE\vlS 

WILLIE BECTON 

BlllDERS 

T. R. FISr-.::ER.. SEC. 

S. NL RmDICK PA.S10R 

The bric:.:: 'Juilding is se;: on a raised oasemem and capped by 3. gabied rooI~ -::overed \v1th standing 

seam me~J.1. The ;TIain facade. six bays wide. faces east. It -::omains a cemrai front-~3.bied 

sec·jon ~l:lnked by cerner to\vers: ~he south to,\ver ~',vo bays '.vide. the nonh :c\ver one Jay wide. 
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EJ.ch tower com:ains a double door surmounted by a pointed arched transom with colored glass. 

The doors, eJ.cn side having five horizontal flat panels. appear original. Sets of concrete steps 

with iron railings lead up to the entrances. The upper stage of the towers features bric:< pilasters, 

with inset wall surfaces, and terminate in a squared-off roof cornice and flat roof The towers 

have rectangular wooden one-over-one sash windo'ws in the first stage and pointed arch sash 

windows in the upper stage. 

The central sec:ion contains a double row of triple windo\vs: one ro\v of rectangular windows 

surmounted by a ro\v of arched windo\vs. All \vindo\v opemngs are created from double rowioclc 

arches; triple ro\vlock arches form the front to\ver entrances. vVindow glass is colored opaque 

blue, with a border of small multi-colored panes. These sash, similar to the original sash, are 

1984 replacemerlts. 

Side elevations, eight bays deep, are eJ.ch articulated by a three-bay wide cross-gable set in the 

cerlter and by shallow brid~ buttresses. These elevations are lit by pointed arch wooderl one-,Jver

one sash windows. Small four-pane cJ.sements illuminare the basemerlt~ which is set apart from 

the upper levels by a string course of verricaI brici(s. \Valls are laid in one-to-five bond bnc:\: 

reused from the earlier sanc:uary, thus giving the building an older appearance than its 1941 

completion dare. An additional sanc:uary door is located ~n the seuth elevation. \vith bnc;\: SIe;;s 

and an iron raiiing: an auxiliar:1 baseme!1t e!1trance is set :n the re3.r \vai! of the souIh TO\Ver. 

prolec:ed by a Hm-roofed metal shelter. 
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The interior of the sanctuary features a wide nave finished with wood flooring, plaster walls, 

beaded wainscotting, and a vaulted plaster ceiling. The chancel, a raised platfonn, is separated 

from the main sanctuary by a curved railing with turned balusters. The lectern, an ornate wooden 

piece of furniture with pointed arched panels and heavy brackets, probably dates to the early 

twentieth century. The three high-backed wooden clergy chairs were donated by the Gaskins 

Hotel through the efforts of trustee and builder Joseph F. Lewis. One original wooden pew, of 

traditional design, remains in the choir loft in the rear of the chancel. The rest of the pews are 

recent replacements. Flanking the chancel are small rooms: the pastor's study to the north, the 

choir room to the south. In the south entrance vestibule, a set of stairs leads down to the 

basement, with painted brick walls, unfinished floor joists in the ceiling, and a concrete floor. The 

area is partitioned into Sunday School classrooms and finished with up-to-date surface materials. 

Set a few feet to the rear of the church is the parsonage, a one-story, front-gable brick house of 

Craftsman style. This apparently dates from the 1920s, and was used as the parsonage for the 

second church, completed in 1925. About 1940, when the second church was demolished and 

rebuilt nearby, the New Bern Housing Authority brick veneered the frame building, and may have 

used it temporarily as an office during construction of the Craven Terrace housing project. This 

functioned as the parsonage until about 1980. 1 It is presently used as a church office. 

1 Interview with Adelaide Fenner. long-time church member. New Bern. November 3. 1996: information supplied 
by Doris Johnson. January 21. 1997. 
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Rue Chapel is believed to be one of the two earliest African Methodist Episcopal churches 

established in North Carolina, the other being the St. Luke's A.lYlE. church in Wilmington. New 

England Aj\J.E. missionary George Rue, said to be a native New Bernian, established this 

congregation in 1865. The first sanctuary, apparently built by the Freedmen's Bureau, may have 

doubled as a black school house, but was destroyed during the Great Fire of 1922. The second 

building, completed in 1924, was dismantled by the congregation following its condemnation by 

the town housing authority in 1939. The present Gothic Revival style brick church was rebuilt 

out of the earlier church materials in 1941 by church members Joseph Lewis and Willie Becton. It 

is an eloquent monument to the spiritual faith of New Bern's second oldest African American 

congregation. As the architecturally significant complex of a historic black congregation, Rue 

Chapel A.M.E. Church building and 1920s parsonage are eligible for the National Register of 

Historic Places under Criterion C (architecture) and A (religion and ethnic heritage-black), as 

discussed in the Multiple Property Documentation Form, "Historic African American Churches in 

Craven County: 1864-1947." 

Historical Background 

Because Rue Chapel's pre-1922 records burned, issues of the A.M.E. church ne\vspaper, The 

Christian Recorder bear the burden of documentary proof of the establishment of the 

congregation. Early histories of the A..Nf.E. Church name George Alexander Rue as one of the 
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pioneering missionaries of the denomination in the South after the Civil War? Rue appears 

frequently in the weekly issues of the newspaper during the Civil War: his whereabouts mentioned 

by third parties and directly in letters from him. The weekly column titled "Washington 

Correspondence" of early August 1862 made mention that "Rev. George A. Rue passed through 

the city on his way to Newbern, N.C. He preached in Israel church, and stated his mission, and 

the people voluntarily, without being asked, came up and put $18 in his hands." [New Bern was 

generally written as "Newbern" or "New Berne" in the nineteenth century.] In early October Rue 

described in a letter to the Recorder his perilous adventures attempting to reach New Bern. In 

July he had taught and preached to refugees in a contraband camp on the James River in Virginia, 

but Confederate shelling of the camp and his own sickness from a fever forced him back to 

Baltimore. There he tried in vain to get a pass from military authorities to go to North Carolina. 

New Bern had been under Federal occupation since march 1862 but apparently was not yet 

deemed safe for outsiders. Finally he returned to his home base of Newport, Rhode Island. Rue 

must have remained in the North during the next two years of the war, since the bishop, making 

his annual appointments in July 1864, placed Rue on the Boston circuit for the year. 

At the end of his appointment, in July 1865, Rue wrote a goodbye letter to readers of the 

Recorder. He said that he was leaving New England after nvelve years to go "from a well

cultivated field to an almost barren plain." He thanked his New England friends for their 

kindnesses, and for two going-a'way gifts--a portrait of himself and a silver cup. Just two months 

:! John T. Jenifer. Centennial Retrospecr History of the .{frican jIerhodist Episcopal C;lurch (Nashville: Sunday 
School Union Print. c. 1916), 5~; L. L. Berry, A Cemury ofJfissions of the African .\Ierhodist Episcopal Church 
18-10-19-10 (New York: Gutenberg Printing Co., Inc .. 1942), 6j. 
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later, in the issue of September 9, 1865, we discover the identity of Rue's "barren plain." He 

wrote from New Bern to inform readers as follows: 

Bethel Church is now and has been for the last four weeks, highly favored with the 

presence of the King of kings and Lord oflords .... A great many persons have been added 

to the Church since her re-organization, and many more expect soon to become members. 

In a word, the Church has set up her banner, and is marching on in triumph. The church is 

beautifully situated on a hill and the people from the valleys flow into it. The Sabbath 

School is very large, and is in a prosperous condition, having for its superintendent our 

worthy and competent Bro. W. H. Hunter, chaplain of the colored troops now stationed at 

Newbern. 3 

The congregation called "Bethel Church" was thus founded in July 1865 immediately upon Rue's 

arrival in New Bern. The war had ended in Nlay of this year. The original A.M.E. church in 

Philadelphia was called "Bethel," as were many of the other early churches of the denomination. 4 

The name "Rue Chapel" must have been given after Rue's death, the date of which is unknown. 

Rue's description of the site of the church as a hilltop was a figurative reference to its spiritual 

significance. The other major source of the early history of the church, a 1941 history written by 

T. R. Fisher, builder and trustee of the church, states that Rue's funeral took place at Rue Chapel 

and that he was buried in Greenwood Cemetery, New Bern. Rue probably moved on to other 

3 The Christian Recorder, Aug. 9. 1862. Oct. +. 1862. July 9. 1864. July L 1865. Sept 9, 1865. 

-1 The Bicentennial Book of Discipline. Nashville. Tennessee: The African Methodist Episcopal Church. 198+), 19. 
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locations to spread the A.1tf.E. gospel a few years after founding Rue Chapel. However local 

traditon holds that he was a New Bern native, thus he must have returned home before his death. 

The 1941 history adds many specifics to the contemporary documentary evidence of the founding 

of Rue Chapel found in the Recorder and appears to be credible in most details. The following 

statements appear in the history. Rue was a native of New Bern and a free black who preached 

at Andrew Chapel, a black lYIethodist congregation in New Bern during the antebellum period. 

Rue was the son of Hannah Neal. Rue fled to the north before the Civil War broke out in order to 

avoid being impounded to work for the Confederacy. While in the north, he was converted to the 

A.lYLE. Church and commissioned as a missionary to return to his home town. He wrote his 

brother-in-law, Rev. Joseph Green, to "save" Andrew Chapel for him but before he returned in 

1865, Rev. James Walker Hood had brought the church into the African Methodist Episcopal 

Zion connection. Rue took charge of the Christian Church building which stood on the site of 

present-day St. Cyprian's Episcopal Church and converted it to an A.lYLE. Church, and members 

worshipped there until 1872. Early members were Rev. Foy, Rev. George B. Willis, Abram 

Starkey, Alfred Reed, and Aron Bell. 5 

The Recorder and the 1941 history conflict in only one instance. Fisher states that Rue went 

North to avoid the war, but Rue himself stated that he served in New England from 1853 to 1865, 

thus he had left the South long before the War broke out. NIinutes of the annual conferences of 

5T. R. Fisher. "Brief History of the Founding of Rue Chapel A.NLE. Church. 1865."' copy in file. 
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the New England District of the A.M.E. Church document Rue's prominent role as a preacher 

during this period. He pastored churches in Providence and Newport, Rhode Island and Norwich, 

Connecticut. At the 1862 conference a "North Carolina and Virginia Mission" was established 

and Rue was appointed to this mission. 6 

One aspect of Rue' s "mission" became a four-year quest to reach New Bern during the Civil 

War, apparently to claim Andrew Chapel for the A.M.E. Church. However, James Walker Hood 

arrived one and one-half years ahead of Rue, and brought most of the congregation into the 

African lVIethodist Episcopal Zion connection. When Rue arrived in 1865 he must have attracted 

some of the congregation into the A.lVI.E. fold. According to Fisher's history, Rue had powerful 

allies in the community. Gracy Green, a free black born in 1828, who was married to Joseph 

Green by 1860, is said to have been Rue's sister: Gracy apparently operated a private school. 

Joseph Green was a minister, a trustee of Andrew Chapel, and a delegate to the black convention 

in Raleigh in 1865. 7 

Another documented facet of Rue's New Bern activities is his attendance as one offour 

representatives from New Bern at the freedmen)s convention in Raleigh in late 1865. Rue was one 

of several convention members chosen to draft a declaration summarizing the results of the 

6 Jiinu[es of the New England .-l.nnual Conference o/rhe Ajrican JIethodist Episcopal Church in America. Bethel 
Church. New Bedford.1tfassachusetts. 1962. (New Bedford: Evening Standard Steam Printing House, 1862), 9. 

, 1860 Census. Craven County. household of Thomas and Hannah Neale: Fisher's 1941 history; James Walker 
Hood. One Hundred Years of the .-l..'\fE. Zion Church.tNew York City: A.M.E. Zion Book Center. 1895), 29.2. 
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convention to President Andre'N Johnson. 3 Rue's fiery political rhetoric appears in his leIters to 

the Recorder, where he championed black suffrage and denounced the rebels as devils and 

traitors. 9 Rue had almost certainly moved on to establish other A.:NLE. churches by 1370, because 

he is not listed as a resident in Ne\v Bern in that census. 

Fishe{ s subsequent history of Rue Chapel is equally full of credible specifics, including his 

account of property acquisitions, which is bac!(ed up by actual deeds. Fisher gives the following 

history of the church during the Reconstruction period. The second pastor (and the first local 

pastor) was Rev George B. \Villis, a prominent local black politician. serving as a state 

representative to the North Carolina House from 1870-1372. 10 During this period the authorities 

of the \vhite congregations who had been in charge of black congregations before Emancipation 

fought with the ne'Nly independent black churches over title to church property. In order to avoid 

such a battle over their building, in 1872 Willis purchased a lot at the nonheast corner of Cypress 

Street and Braggs AJley (apparently novv known as Howard StreeI) and gave it to the trustees o{ 

the A .. w-I.E. Church of~e\v Bern: Lewis Williams, Samuel Lewis. Alfred Reed, vVilliam R. 

Gardner, James P. Jones, Peter H. Hicks and Paul Williams for the purpose of building a 

.,. 11 
sanc~uary. \-Villis is said to have bought the lot from Dr. R. S. Primrose. 12 

3 Al;m D. \Vatson. --1 Hisrory of.Vew Bern and Craven Coumy (Ne'.v Bern: Tryon Pa.iac~ Commission. 1987), '+:9. 
9 The Christian Recorder. Sept 9. 1865. 

10 Thomas H;mchert::rnd:'v1. Ruth Lttle. "The Historic ArchitecW'e of Long \vn:lrf :lnd Greater Dlllf:.11eld" ,Cry of 
Ne'.v 8ern Historic Preser\';:nion CJmmission. 199-1.) 9. 

11 Cr:l\'en County' Deed Book i3. :3 L3-3 1'+. 

I: Fisher. ·'Brief Ristor;" 
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The new sanctuary was completed in 1873. No image of this sanctuary has survived, but Fisher 

called it a "stately edifice." George \Villis arranged for the Freedmen's Bureau to use the church 

for some years as a school house, perhaps in exchange for assistance in its construction. Willis 

organized the first Sunday School, served as its first superintendent, and led the choir. 13 

In 1875 the church trustees bought from Sarah S. Primrose for $80 a lot at the comer of 

Jacksmith Road and Coats Street on which to build a parsonage. It is not known whether one 

was ever built. Neither of these streets exists today, but Coats Street extended north of North cool 

Avenue near the railroad tracks, to the north of Cedar Grove Cemetery near the location of the 

Rue Chapel sanctuary built in 1873. 14 

The name of the church continued to be Bethel A.1,fE. Church~ the name given by Rev. George 

Rue. throughout the remainder of the nineteenth century. Rue had certainly left the church by 

1872, when the Rev. John R. Brown was pastor. Brown served through 1878, at least. By 1884 

the Rev. G. W. Offiey was pastor. By 1896 the Rev. Ed Chambers was pastor. In his list of 

pastors at Rue Chapel, T. R. Fisher mentions Rev. Offiey, and a Rev. Chambers, noting that most 

orRev. Rue's successors were from Baltimore. 15 

13 Fisher. ·'Brie{History." 

: ~ The 1913 Sanborn Insuranc;;: :Vbp shmvs CJars Sueer c.'":1e!'.d.ing norrh of?;imrose Sueer. 

15 3ranson's .\-or;h Carolina 3Z1s:ness Oirec:or:es, 1369. 1372. l373. lS3~. 1396: Fishe:-... Ene!:-HistofY· .. · 
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A number of prominent African Americans in New Bern worshipped at Rue Chapel. One who 

was saved there was I. P. Hatch, a New Bern entrepreneur who is best known as a funeral 

director during the second quarter of the 20th century. In his memoirs, Hatch recalls failing to 

"get religion" at St. Peter's Church but being saved during a revival in Rue Chapel, apparently 

during the early 1900s. He became a life-long member of the church, serving as superintendent, 

teacher and trustee. 16 

The 1873 church burned during the Great Fire of 1922. Worship services took place in a tent in 

"Tent City," set up along George Street, until 1923 when the church trustees, J. B. Willis, E. W. 

Johnson, 1. B. Henderson, I. P. Hatch, Prince McDaniel, David Bell and Daniel Hewitt purchased 

a lot at the northwest comer of Elm and Oak Streets for $1,650. 17 Building proceeded slowly as 

the congregation raised construction money. Services were held in the church basement until its 

completion in 1925. The rectangular building facing Elm Street appears on the 1924 Sanborn 

lVlap, although it is inscribed "from plans-to be known as Rue Chapel A.lVI.E. Church Colored," 

indicating that the building had not yet been completed. 18 

When the New Bern Housing Authority planned Craven Terrace. a public housing project for 

African Americans, in 1939-1940, they condemned a portion of the land on which the church 

16 I. P. Hatch. A1L-futobiography of 1. P. Hatch (New Bern. n.p .. c. 1963), 12. 

17 Craven County Deed Book 255.5"+0. 

13 Sanborn Insurance l\!fap of New Bern. 192-1-, sheet 17. 
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stood .,,19 I. P. Hatch recalled that the congregation fought the city to keep their church, but they 

lost, and were forced to tear the building down. 20 Mr. Fisher states without malice, that "We 

went to work, took the church down, cleaned the brick and have put it up to where it is today." 

The congregation tore down the building, brick by brick, and rebuilt it about 114 feet to the north, 

facing Oak Street. Church trustees at this time were Willie Becton, T. R. Fisher, Joseph F. Lewis, 

Louis Ward, Lawrence Davis, and Harrison Batts. The Housing Authority brick-veneered a 

frame house which was in use as Rue Chapel's parsonage, and may have used it as an office 

during the construction of Craven Terrace. This house still stands behind the present Rue Chapel, 

and served as the parsonage until about 1980. 

As indicated by the cornerstone, the two primary builders were trustees Joseph Lewis, a bellhop 

at the Gaskins Hotel and a brickmason, and Willie Becton, a carpenter. Willie Becton built a 

number of houses in the Harlowe community of Craven County, and built a house for Joseph 

Lewis at 519 First Avenue, in the Rue Chapel neighborhood. Becton also built pews for the 

church, one of which has survived. 21 

In the past fifty years, Rue Chapel A.NI.E. Church has played a strong role in local affairs and 

greater church affairs. It has held annual conferences of the A.M.E. Church. district conferences, 

Sunday School conventions, and served as a meeting place for the Civil Rights movement. 

19T. R. Fisher History, 1941. 

:0 Hatch. Autobiography, 12. 

:1 rnterview with Doris Johnson. daughter of 'Willie Becton. New Bern. November 8. 1996. 
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However, in recent decades, membership has declined due to the migration of young black 

families away from the urban neighborhood where Rue Chapel is located, to the general decline in 

membership of the A.lIf.E. church, and certainly to the unfortunate proximity of the housing 

project. A small core of faithful members clings to the proud history of Rue Chapel A.M.E. 

Church, which was in the forefront of the declarations of independence made by black Christians 

after Emancipation. 
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Rue Chapel A.M.E. Church, Craven County, N.C. 

The parcel, a rectangle, is shown in the accompanying Craven County ta'{ map 8-7: being a part 

of Parcel 8-008-304, Craven Terrace Public Housing Project. 

Boundary Justification 

This parcel constitutes the entire property historically associated with Rue Chapel A.1VLE. Church 

sanctuary. 
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Photographs: 

The following in:formation pertains to all photographs: 

Photographer: iVt Ruth Little 

Date: November 1996 

Location of negatives: North Carolina State Historic Preservation Office. Raleigh 

A. Overall vie\\' from southeast 

B. View of rear and side elevations and parsonage from soutlnvest 

C. Interior of sanctuary 
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