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California Creek Missionary Baptist Church is a classic "roadside church," sited 
alongside US 23 four miles north of Mars Hill, N. C. US 23 is a two-lane highway 
still serving as the major route north from Asheville, through mountainous Madison 
County, N. C., into Tennessee. Constructed in 1917, the white frame church was 
moved "several feet" east in 1937 when the highway was created along an old roadway 
that clung to the bank of Cal ifornia Creek. Aptly named Wooded Mountain rises steeply 
behind the church to a height of 3,200 feet. 

The original church structure is Gothic in its basic form with Colonial Revival details. 
It is cruciform in plan with paired principal entrances in corner towers at the west 
end of the nave, facing the highway. The building stands out from its surviving 
contemporary rural mountain chapels both by this articulated Gothic massing and by 
eleven fan-lighted doors and windows placed symmetrically on its three unaltered 
elevations. In 1954 a two-story brick Sunday school wing was added across the rear, A 

or chancel, end of the bui lding extending it three bays to the east. Although functionally 
conceived, with no consideration for how it blended.with or abutted the original 
architecture, the addition does recede somewhat perceptually due to the abrupt 
change of materials, its position on the hindside, its simple form, and its darkly 
painted industrial type metal windows. This addition has been converted into an 
apartment by the property"s present owner. 

The original church building rests on a mortared fieldstone, or fieldstone-faced, 
foundation which recedes into the sloping site at the transept but rises to a height 
of three feet at the west end where it is continuous with the building's entrance 
stairways at the bases of the two towers. These stairs are bounded by solid fieldstone 
rails capped with concrete slabs. 

The bui lding's roof ,takes a complex form built up out of simple par~s: the nave and 
transept are surmounted by intersecting gable roofs, the ridge of the nave rising 
slightly higher than that of the wings, which end in jerkin heads; a small shed 
roof, or pent roof, abuts the west gable face covering a central fan-l ighted bay between 
the corner towers. A simple gable roof covers the Sunday school addition. Its ridge 
is about eighteen inches higher than the major ridge of the nave which it abuts at the 
intersection of the transverse ridge. The original roof at the chancel end was simply 
overbuilt by the higher gabled addition and survives intact in its attic. The original 
roof is covered in grey ~late, the addition in white as~halt shingles. 

The bui Iding gains picturesque interest from the asymmetrical arrangement of its 
corner towers. Both are square in section and rise through a cornice at eave height 
and upward through round-arched belfry vents with no diminution in dimension., The 
north tower, however, ends just above the arched vent with a second stage cornice 
surmounted by a splayed pyramidal cap, while the south tower extends upward through a 
row of three smaller rectangular vents to its second stage cornice, pedimented gables 
on all four faces, and an octagonal spire. A round vent with six-point star (or flower) 
cut-out is centered in each tower gable and another such vent is also centered high in 
the gable face between the towers. 
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The church owes much of its architectural character to round arch fanl ights which 
crown every door and window. Major windows composed of side-by-side double-hung 
six-over-six sash surmounted by a single large fanlight are set in pairs in the end 
of each transept, singly on either elevation of the nave, and another, singly at the 
west and between the towers. A hal large six-over-six window and fanl ight is 
centered in the outside face of each tower. Double-leaf dQors--each leaf of six horizon
tal panels--provide entrances at the bases of the towers, each doorway also surmounted 
by a fanlight. Overgrown evergreen shrubs practically obscured the entrances until 
recently when they were thinned by the current owner. 

The bases of the towers function as small vestibules within the outer walls of 
the church. from them entrance to the sanctuary is gained through single, five
panel doors. 

The interior of the church is completely sheathed, walls and ceil ing, with narrow, 
beaded match board. The flooring is medium-width pine running parallel to the major 
axis. None of these surfaces has ever been painted. Well 1 it by natural light from 
the large windows and fanl ights, the building's interior is bathed in warm, golden 
hues from these varnished natural woods. 

Interior architectural detailing is simple and harmonious with the main features of 
the bui ldin0. Dropped beams articulate the intersection of the nave and transept 
at ceil ing height creating a large central coffer beneath which is positioned the dais 
and, in days past, the pulpit. Large, quarter-circle brackets support the ends of the 
dropped beams rhyming the round arch fanl ights. Both brackets and beams are sheathed 
in the same match board as the walls and ceiling. The sheathing on the beams, however, 
runs vertically and is continuous with a band of vertical match board that circumscribes 
the interior uppermost on the walls creating a simple frieze and cornice effect. 

A broad, paneled pulpit occupied the forward edge of the dais until recently when it was 
removed by the congregation which has relocated to a newer structure. To the rear of 
the dais, narrowly recessed in the chancel wing behind a small, vertical board rail 
and raised upon another platform, is the choi~ Centered behind the choir and open to 
the sanctuary only through a square window, is the baptistry. The baptistry is entered 
through a passage between the chancel and Sunday school addition and is contemporary 
with that newer portion of the building. 

The pulpit and most of the original church pews were removed by the congregation. 
Ten pews do remain, however, and these are beautifully crafted, their end boards 
articulated in a sleigh-like design, tme armrest continuous with the backrest and 
closing on either end with a scrol 1 and small bul l's eye ornament. 

Besides the alterations made to the choir and baptistry during construction of the 
brick wing in 1954, the only change to the interior of the church has been the addition 
of four hanging flourescent light fixtures. The present owners have installed 
furnishings for use of the building as a roadside restaurant. 



__ communications 
_Invention 

George Corn 

Cal ifornia Creek Missionary Baptist Church is a classic white frame roadside church 
which stands apart from its surviving contemporary rural mduntain chapels in size and 
architectural flair. The church was conceived and built by "architect and master 
builder" George Corn on a Gothic cruciform plan with asymmet-rical bell towers and 
detailed in the Colonial Revival style popular in 1917 when it was completed. Its 
local significance is heightened by the fact that so many of the descendants of the 
original settlers in this part of Madison County, and who founded the church, are 
still residents on the surrounding land ~nd ~embe~s of the congregation, although 
the congregation moved on to a newer building in 1976. The church was organized in 
a traditional log building, also used as a school 1 <moved to a second postbellum 
s t rue t u reo f 1 a rg e r s i z e but no g re ate r arc hit e c t u r a 1 so ph i s t i ca t i on, and the n tot his 
building in 1917. The structure was enlarged with the addition of a two-story brick 
Sunday school annex in 1954 but otherwise is relatively unchanged and lovingly preserved. 
It was sold by the congregation to its present owners in the late 1970s and is now 
being sympathetically reused as a private residence and roadside restaurant. 

CRITERIA ASSESSMENT: 

A. Associated with the growing sophistication of the rural mountain population of 
western North Carolina following the coming of the railroad in the late nineteenth 
century. 

C. Represents an unusually large and architecturally distinctive version of the 
ubiquitous rural mountain chapel. 
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The distinctively named California Creek Baptist Church gets its name from the creek 
that flows near the church. This creek got its name about 1850 when Berry Holcombe and 
his family moved from nearby Sprinkles Creek to a new home. California gold fever was 
then rampant throughout the county; and, when Mr. Holcombe was asked by local wags where 
he was going, he replied that he was going to California, and thus the creek on which 
he settled received that name. l The area about California Creek was settled by Berry 
Holcombe, Joseph Holcombe, W. B. Murray, John Hamlin, and Charley McPeters. 2 After 
homes were built, they began to think of a church. 

During the first years of settlement, families worshiped at Upper Laural Baptist 
Church across Walnut Mountain, and some went to Little Ivy Baptist Church, below the 
settlement. 3 When services were held at California Creek, it was in one of the local 
homes. The earliest church record extant is dated April, 1869, and states that the 
Reverend J. W. Anderson delivered a sermon. What is most interesting about it is that 
reference is made to the minutes of previous meetings. Though the records no longer 
exist for these earlier meetings, we know that the congregation is actually older than 
1869. 4 The early religious assemblies were an offshoot of the church at Upper Laurel, 
or more quaintly put in the church history: "an Arm of the Church at Upper Laurel."S 
Church minutes for May, 1869 state "Church agreed to petition the Mother Church, Upper 
Laurel, for a joint letter of dismission to constitute a church." W. B. Murray was ap
pointed to take the petition to the Mother Church. Petitions were also drafted to ask 
for dismission of local members of both Flag Pond Church and Little Ivy Church, who 
wanted to join the new congregation. Members from the Big Ivy BaEtist Church also joined. 
The Reverend J. W. Anderson was reelected minister in June, 1869. 

The California Baptist Church was formally organized at the home of Charley McPeters 
in June, 1869, according to existing Minutes, which record that on Saturday, July 17, 
1869 the congregation met, heard a sermon, and then was fully constituted a church by 
the Mother Church at Upper Laurel. John Hamlin was elected first deacon, and the con
gregation associated with the French Broad Baptist Association, and remains so until 
this day.7 

In August, 1869 a committee was formed to get title to land on which to build a 
building, but by 1871 the church site was still not determined. 8 The first sancturay, 
used until 1876, was a log house which also served as a school. 9 Its location was near 
the fork of a creek about half a mile from the present sanctuary.lO Early ministers in 11 
addition to the Reverend Mr. Anderson, were J. W. Hooker, Jesse Whitt, and W. T. Bradley. 

;.. 
Since the French Broad Baptist Association was to meet at California Baptist Church 

in 1876, the congregation worked quickly to erect a new building suitable to the occasion. 
Under the leadership of the Reverend Mr. Bradley, and on a tract donated by O. B. Holcombe, 
the new building rose. This is the present church site. Everything but the floor was 
finished in time for the association meeting in 1876. A rough floor was la~d for the 
occasion, and soon replaced by the one originally planned. 

Between 1876 and 1886 the membership grew. The Reverend W. A. Robinson came to 
the church in 1877, and in 1878 W. T. Bradley returned and served off and on until 13 
1920, giving him the longest ministerial service to the congregation in its history. 

By 1916 a new building was needed and plans were laid to build on the same site. 
The Reverend W. L. Edwards led the congregation in this effort. On Christmas Day, 1916 
the old building was torn down. 14 The present building was erected during 1917 with 
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George Corn as both architect and master builder.
15 

One could assume that the 
building materials were locally obtained as they had been for the 1876 structure and 
would be for further additions in the early 1950s. The structure was completed by August, 
1917 when the French Broad Association again met at California Baptist Church. 16 

Members were baptized in the nearby California Creek and the church's name was 
lengthened to iy,lude recognition of the creek, and is today the California Creek 
Baptist Church. , 

In 1937 a new state and federal highway was built through the property and the 
North Carolina State Highway Commission had the church building moved back several feet 
from rye original site. A new roof was installed, and the structure painted at that 
time. In 1936, a lighting plant had been instal1ed,19 which shows the progressive 
nature of the members. Lights such as the ones installed were a new innovation in the 
mountains during this period. 

On July 31, 1938 a first Homecoming Day was held at the church, and the first his
tory of the congregation was written by Flossie Murray Phoenix, the church historian. 20 

By 1945 membership stood at 321. 21 The congregation was growing fast, and a Sunday school 
building was badly needed. In October, 1952 timber was cut on church property to begin a 
church annex, and by the next year'the work was nearing completion. 22 The Reverend 
William Abel became minister in early 1953. He was a skilled carpenter, painter, block 
and brick layer, and it was he who directed the construction work, doing much of it him
self. Many church members assisted when they could spare time from their crops and jobs. 
By August, 1954 the work was completed. 23 

In 1956 three acres of land was purchased to form a church cemetery and for future 
expansion of the physical plant if needed. 24 However, a general report to the French 
Broad Baptist Association about 1962 stated: "There is a decline in resident membership 
and an increase of non-resident members in practically all the church. Because of eco
nomical necessity, there is a movement from rural areas to centers of industry."25 These 
conditions have affected many rural congregations, including California Creek Baptist 
Church. Still, the mid-1960s found the church with its largest budget ever. 

Through the years the church has remained a staunch supporter of the French Broad 
Baptist Association, who have met at the church on several occasions of historical 
importance to the California Creek congregation. In August, 1966, the Reverend W. Robert 
Holt of the California Creek Church was elected modera~or of the French Broad Association, 
almost a century after the congregation was estab1ished. 26 It is a recognition which the 
congregation points to with pride. 
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FOOTNOTES 
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