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1. NAME OF PROPERTY 

HISTORIC NAME: Christ Episcopal Church 
OTHER NAME/SITE NUMBER: Christ Church 

2. LOCATION 

STREET & NUMBER: 

CITY OR TOWN: 

STATE: Texas 

206 Cypress Street 
Matagorda 
CODE: TX 

VICINITY: N/A 

COUNTY: Matagorda 
NOT FOR PUBLICATION: N/A 
CODE: 321 ZIPCODE: 77457 

3. S T A T E / F E D E R A L A G E N C Y CERTIFICATION 

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended, I hereby certify that this 0 nomination • request for 
detemiination 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 0 meets • does not meet the National Register 
criteria. I recommend that this property be considered significant • nationally • statewide 0 locally. ( • See continuation sheet for additional 
comments.) 

State Historic Preservation Officer 
Signature of certifying official / Title 

Texas Historical Commission 

Date 

State or Federal agency and bureau 

In my opinion, the property • meets • does not meet the National Register criteria. ( • See continuation sheet for additional comments.) 

Signature of commenting or other official Date 

State or Federal agency and bureau 

4. NATIONAL PARK S E R V I C E CERTIFICATION 

I hereby ca^ify that the property is: 

[entered in the National Register 
• See continuation sheet. 

• determined eligible for the 
National Register 
• See continuation sheet. 

• determined not eligible for the 
National Register. 

• removed from the National Register 
• See continuation sheet. 

• other, explain 
• See continuation sheet. 
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5. CLASSIFICATION 

OWNERSHIP OF PROPERTY: Private 

CATEGORY OF PROPERTY: Building 

NUMBER OF RESOURCES WITHIN PROPERTY: CONTRIBUTING 

1 
0 

0 

0 

NONCONTRIBUTING 

0 
0 
0 
0 

BUILDINGS 
SITES 
STRUCTURES  
OBJECTS 

1 0 TOTAL 

NUMBER OF CONTRIBUTING RESOURCES PREVIOUSLY LISTED IN THE NATIONAL REGISTER: 0 

NAME OF RELATED MULTIPLE PROPERTY LISTING: N /A 

6. FUNCTION OR USE 

HISTORIC FUNCTIONS: RELIGIOUS / Religious facility = church 

CURRENT FUNCTIONS: RELIGIOUS / Religious facility = church 

7. DESCRIPTION 

ARCHITECTURAL CLASSIFICATION: LATE VICTORIAN: Gothic Revival; Classical Revival 

IVlATERIALS: FOUNDATION 
WALLS 
ROOF 
OTHER 

NARRATIVE DESCRIPTION 

CONCRETE: concrete block 
WOOD: clapboard 
ASPHALT 
GLASS: stained glass 

[see continuation sheets 7-5 through 7-8) 
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NARRATIVE DESCRIPTION 

Christ Episcopal Church, at the northwest comer of Cypress and Lewis streets in the small hamlet of Matagorda, 
Matagorda County, is an excellent example of a 19* century vernacular frame church associated with early Texas 
settlement along the Gulf Coast. While the congregation dates to 1839, making it the oldest Episcopal congregation in 
Texas, the building is most noteworthy for its architecture and is nominated to the National Register under Criterion C, as 
an excellent example of a once-common, but increasingly rare, early church form. The Victorian era frame building with 
its steeply pitched roof, bell tower, and lancet windows, vividly represents the type of church architecture that early 
settlers adopted as appropriate for a house of Christian worship. Parts of the building may date to the 1841 church, while 
other components date to the 1860 and 1878 rebuilding efforts, but photographs and contemporaneous accounts confirm 
that the church can be accurately traced to 1886, when it was rebuilt after a hurricane. Since then, the rear wall has been 
replaced in-kind and the front doorway enlarged. A parish hall connects to the rear comer of the church's south facade. 
These are the only known alterations since the 1886 building campaign. 

Setting 

Matagorda County is located on the Gulf of Mexico in southeast Texas, approximately 50 miles southwest of Houston. 
The county is 1,612 square miles in size, and is comprised of flat coastal prairie. A narrow barrier island known as 
Matagorda Peninsula is located a short distance off the coastline of the county. The peninsula creates Matagorda Bay, 
which is divided into two distinct portions by the Colorado River channel: East Matagorda Bay, and Matagorda Bay 
proper, which is larger and extends north into an inland bay called Tres Palacios Bay. The town of Matagorda sits at the 
northeast comer of the confluence of the Colorado River Channel and the Gulf Intracoastal Waterway, a navigation canal. 
The town overlooks Matagorda Bay, East Matagorda Bay, and the Matagorda Peninsula, and is approximately 7 miles 
from the Gulf of Mexico. The town is laid out in a grid pattern, with streets oriented northwest-southeast and northeast-
southwest that roughly parallel the coastline. Christ Episcopal Church is located in the center of Matagorda at 206 
Cypress Avenue, near the comer of Lewis Street. The church complex occupies the west half of the block. Despite its 
location within the town plan, Christ Church rests in a semi-mral, almost pastoral, setting with nearby lots overgrown with 
grass, vines, and trees.. Streets are only partially paved and fade off to the grassy shoulders. The Colorado River empties 
into the Gulf of Mexico mere blocks away. 

Exterior 

Christ Episcopal Church appears much like it has since a major hurricane in the Gulf tore it from its foundation in 1886. 
hi fact, according to contemporaneous accounts, the rebuilt 1886 church looked very much like both the 1878 and 1860 
restorations. It shares the same footprint, size, design, and decorative features as the earlier storm-damaged churches and 
retains many interior artifacts of the original 1841 church. The earliest known photograph of the church dates to ca. 1915 
and depicts the building's 1886 appearance. Reportedly, storms in 1909 and 1915 did little or no damage to the church. 
The historic photograph shows that the only major exterior alterations since 1886 have been the enlargement of the entry 
door and window and the addition of a Parish Hall, which connects to the rear comer of the church's south fa9ade. 

Christ Church is a 1 -story front-gabled building that occupies a grassy lot on a quiet street in Matagorda. It addresses 
Cypress Street, one of the original streets in the town plat. Its major fa9ade faces west-southwest, but will be considered 
the west fa9ade for the purposes of this description. The church has a rectangular footprint and measures 31 feet, 4 inches 
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across by 58 feet, 4 inches long. It is a post-and-beam building clad in white-painted horizontal weatherboard siding with 
flat comerboards and rakes. The foundation consists of recently rebuilt short concrete piers, and the roof is composition 
shingle. A short bell tower on the west elevation extends from the ridgeline of the gabled roof. The building's simplicity 
of form and modest ornamentation lends it the austerity common to 19th-century vemacular Gothic Revival churches. 

The primary (westem) elevation has an ABA composhion, with a central entry door flanked by two arched windows. The 
windows, which were salvaged from the 1860 storm, are tall, narrow, double-hung wood sash with stained glass. The 
upper sash has a round-arched top. Each sash consists of two rectangular, clear frosted glass panes with a border of 
smaller rectangular panes in gold and burgundy. Around each window is flat wood molding. The front entry is comprised 
of a pair of 6-panel doors accessed by four concrete steps with simple metal railings. A half-circle transom window of 
stained glass, featuring a crown and cross framed in a red quatrefoil and placed against a blue background, surmounts the 
entry. The exterior of the window is covered by protective Plexiglas. The door casing has subtle classical details—the 
head casing has small dentils, and the side casings are fluted. The double doors, concrete stairs, and stained glass window 
were installed in 1987. The previous entry door was narrower, also capped by a rounded transom, and was screened. 

The upper portion of the west fa9ade consists of the gabled roof and pediment and the bell tower. The pediment has an 
arched panel in its center that was once a small arched window, and a comice retum with a simple, concave-angled fascia. 
The bell tower is set back slightly from the front edge of gabled roof. It is square, with a pyramidal roof clad in 
composition shingles. Attached to the apex of the roof is a plain, unomamented metal cross. Each of the four sides of the 
tower has a rectangular louvered vent. A stringcourse located just below the vent openings circumscribes the tower. 

The north fa9ade of the church, which faces Lewis Street, has three regularly-spaced, round-headed paired lancet 
windows. Each window is a round-arched opening with two lancet windows set into it; each lancet window is a wood 
double-hung window similar to those found on the front fa9ade, with clear frosted glass panes surrounded by small 
rectangular burgundy and gold panes. The top sash of each lancet window is lancet-arched. Between each pair of lancets 
is a small fan-shaped burgundy-and-gold window that fits below the round arch of the larger window opening. Each of 
the three window openings is covered by protective Plexiglas with flat trim pieces. In the rear, northeast comer of the 
north fa9ade is a non-historic doorway consisting of a single door with flat wood trim, and five concrete steps without 
railings. The eave is boxed with comice retums, and has a simple fascia with a slight concave angle. 

The minor (east) elevation, partially rebuilt in 1942, contains one centrally placed Gothic-arched window. The window, 
although slightly shorter than the windows on the side elevation, is the widest one in the church. It consists of a Gothic-
arched window opening with tracery that creates three fixed-pane lancet lights at the base and three diamond-like lights at 
the top. Each individual light within the composition has a central section of clear frosted glass and a border of burgundy 
and gold. Like the other windows in the church, this lancet window is covered with protective Plexiglas and is trimmed 
with flat moldings. The rear elevation has a comice retum identical to the front elevation, but there is no window opening 
or panel in the pediment of the rear elevation. 

The south elevation is identical to the north, with three round-headed paired lancet windows. However, at the rear comer 
of the south elevation is an addition—Layton Memorial Hall—a low, horizontal building built in 1965. The addition is 
perpendicular to the church and has a flat roof that intersects the church's south facade approximately midway between 
foundation and comice levels. The Memorial Hall addition is simply built up against the church; the historic wood siding 
of the south elevation was not removed at the location of the addition. The front of the addition, which faces Cypress 
Street to the west, is clad in white weatherboard siding to match the church. It has several narrow vertical windows with 
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burgundy and gold glass that evoke the historic windows in the church. The entry door is centrally placed. To the south 
of it is a large window with an indoor/outdoor altar that serves both the interior of the Memorial Hall and the garden 
located in front of the hall. 

The minor (east) side of the Layton Memorial Hall is clad in buff-colored brick and has two additions: Parish Hall, built in 
1984, and a later addition built in 1999. Neither of these additions is connected to the church. The Parish Hall is parallel 
to Memorial Hall and is connected to its long rear elevation so that, from the rear. Memorial Hall is only visible in the 
short section immediately adjacent to the church, and from the front of the church, Parish Hall is not visible at all. Parish 
Hall is a side-gabled building, built of buff-colored brick with 6/6 aluminum sash windows with brick sills. The roof has 
composition shingles and a hardboard pediment and comice. The more recent addition, built in 1999, functions as an 
extension to Parish Hall. It is virtually identical to Parish Hall, but has 2/2 metal sash windows. The 1999 addition is 
connected to the ends of Memorial and Parish Halls and is oriented parallel to the church. This creates a U-shaped 
arrangement, with the church and the most recent addition both perpendicular to Cypress Street and Memorial Hall 
closing the rear of the U. In the center courtyard created by these buildings is the Caleb Ives Memory Garden and Lawn, 
installed in 2002, which has trees, flowering bushes, a wrought iron fence, pathways, and small statues. On the southeast 
comer of the 1999 addition is a gabled porte-cochere and small parking area. 

Interior 

The interior of the church is a large vaulted space with a smaller arched space set into the end wall at the chancel. On one 
side of the chancel is the sacristy, and on the other side is a storage area and passageway to the Memorial Hall addifion. 
The vault over the nave is a shallow barrel vault, or surmounted vault. It is supported by two rows of thin, square wood 
columns. The chancel's smaller vauh is a similar surmounted vault, proportioned to fit the smaller space of the chancel. 
The large, Gothic-arched window with three inset lancets is set into the center of the chancel's rear wall. The church's 
walls and vaulted ceiling are both covered in thin boards, nailed flush to one another and painted white. The window sills, 
trim, and tracery are wood. The pews are box- or stall-style and are arranged in seven rows with two aisles. The center 
section created by the aisles has two pew stalls per row, whereas the side sections each have one stall per row. A seating 
chart dating from 1857 to 1860 shows that the earlier church was similarly arranged. 

A number of items in the present church were salvaged from the original 1841 building. These include the altar, 
communion rail, cathedra, lectem, acolyte bench, and pews, as well as parts of the columns, flooring, and other lumber. 
At the east end of the church is the chancel, a raised platform one step above floor level. At the front comers of this 
platform are the lectem and pulpit. As is traditional, the lectem is located on the right side as viewed by the congregation, 
and the pulpit is on the left. Behind these, the floor steps up again at the communion rail, which has a space in front of it 
for kneeling. The communion rail is approximately at the point where the smaller vaulted space is inset into the east wall. 
Behind the communion rail is the altar, framed by the smaller vault and directly in front of the large lancet window. To 
the south side of the altar are the sedilia, for use by celebrants during services, and to the north of the altar is a cathedra, or 
bishop's seat. 

The altar, communion rail, cathedra, lectem, and acolyte bench, all salvaged from the original church, share common 
design characteristics. All are constmcted of carved wood, and all feature Gothic detailing, with carved panels or tracery 
in the form of lancet arches, quatrefoils, and finials. The pew stalls, also taken from the original church, do not have 
Gothic decorative elements; they are unadomed, save for a single rectangular panel in the end wall of each stall. Each 
stall has a cushioned kneeler and a wooden rack to hold hymnals and prayer books. 
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Summary 

Christ Episcopal Church is an excellent example of a 19th-century vemacular frame church with modest Classical and 
Gothic Revival influences. The original church was completed on a nearby site in 1841, but a storm destroyed much of 
the building in 1854. By 1860, a new church, similar in design and materials to the original, was built on the present site, 
about 400 yards west of the original church. Major storms in 1875 and 1886 nearly destroyed the building again, but each 
time parishioners rebuilt the church, largely with salvaged materials. The storm of 1886 was the last in which the church 
sustained significant damage. Numerous primary sources agree that all reconstmction efforts replicated the 1860 church 
in footprint, design, constmction materials, fenestration pattem, and bell tower. Despite subsequent storms, including 
Hurricane Carla in 1961, photographs and physical inspection confirm that Christ Episcopal Church retains its 1886 
appearance to a remarkable degree. 

Changes since the 1886 reconstmction include the addition of the 1965 Layton Memorial Hall via a small "hyphen" at its 
rear south comer. The connector is set back from the street and does not detract significantly from the 19* century 
church. The 1984 and 1999 Parish Hall addifions are not cormected to Christ Church and are visually associated with the 
Parish Hall. Despite the small attachment to the Parish Hall, the historic Christ Church building reads as a stand-alone 
stmcture that is clearly separate from the newer constmction. Other than a widened door opening completed in 1987, 
Christ Episcopal Church retains a remarkable amount of its 1886 (and eariier) fabric. With its high-pitched roof, bell 
tower, and stained glass windows, it clearly expresses the original design intent of the parish to build a simple sanctuary 
for worship and Christian fellowship. Christ Episcopal Church is widely recognized as the oldest Episcopal church in 
Texas. 

Christ Church may be the only surviving church of its type in Matagorda County and is certainly one of the best preserved 
19* century frame churches in the coastal region. Inspired by popular Classical and Gothic Revival styles, it is an 
outstanding model of 19* century vemacular church architecture in Texas. Christ Church maintains excellent integrity of 
location, setting, workmanship, materials, design, feeling, and associafion since its 1886 reconstmction. 
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8. STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

APPLICABLE NATIONAL REGISTER CRITERIA 

A PROPERTY IS ASSOCIATED WITH EVENTS THAT HAVE MADE A SIGNIFICANT CONTRIBUTION TO THE BROAD 

PATTERNS OF OUR HISTORY. 

B PROPERTY IS ASSOCIATED WITH THE LIVES OF PERSONS SIGNIFICANT IN OUR PAST. 

X C PROPERTY EMBODIES THE DISTINCTIVE CHARACTERISTICS OF A TYPE, PERIOD, OR METHOD OF CONSTRUCTION 

OR REPRESENTS THE WORK OF A MASTER, OR POSSESSES HIGH ARTISTIC VALUES, OR REPRESENTS A 

SIGNIFICANT AND DISTINGUISHABLE ENTITY WHOSE COMPONENTS LACK INDIVIDUAL DISTINCTION. 

D PROPERTY HAS YIELDED, OR IS LIKELY TO YIELD INFORMATION IMPORTANT IN PREHISTORY OR HISTORY. 

CRITERIA CONSIDERATIONS: A: Religious Property 

AREAS OF SIGNIFICANCE: Architecture 

PERIOD OF SIGNIFICANCE: 1886 

SIGNIFICANT DATES: 1886 

SIGNIFICANT PERSON: N/A 

CULTURAL AFFILIATION: N/A 

ARCHITECT/BUILDER: unknown 

NARRATIVE STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE (see confinuation sheets 8-9 through 8-17) 

9. MAJOR BIBLIOGRAPHIC REFERENCES 

BIBLIOGRAPHY (see continuation sheet 9-18). 

PREVIOUS DOCUMENTATION ON FILE (NPS) : N /A 
_ preliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67) has been requested. 
_ previously listed in the National Register 
_ previously determined eligible by the National Register 
_ designated a National Historic Landmark 
_ recorded by Historic American Buildings Survey # 
_ recorded by Historic American Engineering Record # 

PRIMARY LOCATION O F ADDITIONAL DATA: 

X State historic preservation office (Texas Historical Commission) 
_ Other state agency 
_ Federal agency 
_ Local government 
_ University 
X Other ~ Specify Repository: Matagorda County Museum, Bay City, Texas 
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Statement of Significance 

The 1886 Christ Episcopal Church, in Matagorda, Texas, is an exceptional example of a 19th-century vemacular frame 
church with Classical and Gothic Revival influences. Founded in 1839, Christ Church parish was one of the first 
Protestant churches in the Republic of Texas, and served as the Mother Church of the Episcopal Diocese in Texas. In 
1841, congregants completed a small frame church near the mouth of the Colorado River, only to see it destroyed in the 
storm of 1854. The congregation completed a new church on a more sheltered site in 1860, but it, too, was severely 
damaged in the great Indianola storm of 1875, and again in the storm of 1886. Although parishioners salvaged a 
significant amount of material from the previous churches, and reportedly rebuilt each church to match the earlier ones, 
the current building dates to the 1886 reconstmction. Since then, it has survived numerous hurricanes, including major 
storms in 1909, 1915, 1934, 1942, 1945, and 1961. Christ Church is particularly significant as an outstanding example of 
pioneer church architecture in Texas from the 19* and early 20* centuries. Many early Protestant congregations almost 
universally followed the model adopted by Matagorda's Episcopalians: a simple, rectangular frame sanctuary with a 
steeply pitched roof and bell tower, sometimes with arched and lancet windows in the Gothic tradition. This basic church 
form and design was pervasive throughout the Texas landscape in the 19* and early 20th centuries, and despite their once 
ubiquitous presence, such small churches are fast disappearing as their congregations dwindle and abandon the buildings, 
or as they grow and replace them with more elaborate sanctuaries. Christ Episcopal Church, however, has survived for 
over 125 years with a congregation dedicated to its preservation and continued presence at the mouth of the Colorado 
River. The property is nominated to the National Register at the local level of significance under Criterion C, in the area 
of Architecture, as an excellent example of vemacular church constmction inspired by popular Classical Revival and 
Gothic Revival styles. Because it is nominated for its architectural significance, Christ Church meets Criterion 
Consideration A for Religious Properties. 

Settlement of the Town of Matagorda, Texas 

Stephen E. Austin received permission from the Mexican govemment to establish the town of Matagorda on the banks of 
the Colorado River in 1827, prompted by some of his colonists who wished to share interest in a townsite at that location. 
Four quarters were shared by three partners, Elias R. Wightman, Hosea H. League, and James E. B. Austin, who each held 
a quarter share, and Thomas M. Duke and William Selkirk, who together shared the last quarter interest.' The strategic 
decision to build the town at the mouth of the Colorado River on the Gulf of Mexico was made primarily to protect 
incoming settlers to the new colony. Austin ordered a small fort to be built and occupied by handfiil of soldiers and sent 
emissaries back to the United States to promote the new townsite to prospective settlers.̂  The schooner Little Zoe arrived 
in January 1829 with about 60 passengers, and within a few weeks, settlers erected log houses and, later that winter, built 
a log schoolhouse and a dwelling for the school teacher, Josiah Wilbarger.'̂  In August 1829, the community elected town 
officers H.H. League, President; Ira Lagram, Secretary; Seth Ingram, Treasurer; and Elias R. Wightman, Surveyor.'' 

' Diana J. Kleiner, "Matagorda, Texas," in The Handbook of Texas Online at; <http://www.tsha.utexas.edu/handbook/ 
online/articles/MM/hlm35.html>, accessed September 2007. 
^ Mary Belle Ingram, "Part I : The County," in Historic Matagorda County, Volume 1, compiled by the Matagorda County Historical 
Conimission (Houston, Texas: D. Armstrong Co., Inc. 1986), 32. 
' Ibid. 
' Ibid., 33 
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Matagorda was incorporated in 1830, and by 1832 the town boasted a population of over 1,400 with another 250 settlers 
living beyond the town limits. The town had several things in its favor: it was the closest Texas port city to New Orleans; 
it served as entry point for immigrants to Texas; and by 1834, it was the third largest town in Texas, after San Felipe and 
Columbus. Businesses included two salt factories and shipping operations. Observing the town's port activities for the 
Mexican govemment, Colonel Juan Nepomuceno Almonte predicted that Matagorda's customhouse would rise in 
importance.̂  By 1834, the town was of sufficient size and stability to warrant an auction of town lots. Two days before 
the open sale of lots, city fathers met to approve the donation of lots to individuals for their service or sacrifice on behalf 
of the colony, most particularly for their efforts to drive out the indigenous Karankawa people. On April 4, an auction 
was held in which town lots were sold for $30 apiece; the sale netted just over $1,500. To encourage settlers to build 
permanent dwellings, the town proprietors agreed to give lots to each person who constmcted a "substantial house of 
timber" or of brick with standard doors and windows, plank floors instead of dirt, and at least one chimney; the task was 
to be completed within six months of the decree dated March 29, 1834.* 

Domestic activities in Austin's colonies were soon eclipsed by the events of the Texas Revolution. The vice-president of 
Mexico had sent Colonel Almonte to Texas to assess the colonists' will to break away from that country; skirmishes had 
already taken place between Mexican soldiers and Texians in Nacogdoches and the coastal town of Velasco. Ln 
Matagorda, as in other colonial towns, volunteer milidas formed to defend their people in case of an invasion. In addition, 
members of the Matagorda and Bay Prairie Company pledged to support the town of Goliad, which was then under siege. 
The men marched to Goliad and reclaimed the fort; Matagorda men participated in various battles to wrest Texas from 
Mexico, as well. Like many other Texas settlements, the citizens of Matagorda were forced to flee their homes in advance 
of Mexican soldiers in what has become famous as "the Runaway Scrape."̂  

In 1836, following the War for Texas Independence, Matagorda was one of 23 counties carved out of the new republic. 
The town of Matagorda was chosen as the seat of the new county seat due to its size and importance as a port.̂  By 1838, 
when the first Episcopalian missionaries arrived in town, Matagorda had 30 buildings and roughly 300 residents.̂  The 
town's prospects looked good: it was growing rapidly, and its location on the bay was viewed as an attraction for 
continued growth with the possibility of becoming a major port for Texas.Texas Navy Commodore Edwin Ward 
Moore surveyed the entire Gulf Coast in 1841 and observed that Matagorda "was capable of harboring a thousand ships in 
its anchorage."'' There was even a movement to select Matagorda as the capital of the new Republic.'̂  Matagorda's 
growth, however, was hampered by a shallow harbor and a log raft obstmcting river navigation on the Colorado. As a 
result, the town did not grow to the same extent as Galveston and Houston.''' 

' Ibid., 32. 
" Ibid., 32. 
' Ibid., 37. 
* Diana J. Kleiner, "Matagorda County," in The Handbook of Texas Online at: 
<http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/MM/hcm5.html>, accessed September 2007. 

"Pilgrimage to Matagorda," Episcopal Church vertical files. Center for American History, University of Texas at Austin. 
'° Lawrence L. Brown, The Episcopal Church in Texas, 1838-1874: From Its Foundation to the Division of the Diocese (Austin, 
Texas: The Church Historic Society, 1963), 9. 
'' Carol Sue Gibbs, "Matagorda," in Historic Matagorda County, Volume 7, compiled by the Matagorda County Historical 
Commission (Houston, Texas: D. Armstrong Co., Inc. 1986), 353. 
" Ibid., 354. 
" Brown, 33. 
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Nevertheless, Matagorda continued to grow at a modest rate, and the town fostered many institutions during the period of 
the Republic. Fratemal organizations such as the Odd Fellows and Masons took root and established lodges. Children 
were educated in private academies during this period. Outlying plantation owners either moved into town or kept a 
secondary residence in Matagorda in order to school their children. Although public schools existed in the 1850s, they 
were not widely attended until after the Civil War. People obtained their news from a variety of newspapers starting with 
the Matagorda Bulletin in 1837. By 1840, mail was delivered by boat from New Orleans, and then via mail routes to 
nearby towns and as far away as San Antonio.''' 

Although a Sunday school had been formed earlier, and services may have been held in private homes, the town's first 
official church was the Matagorda Methodist Church, organized January 6, 1839—just weeks before Christ Episcopal 
Church was organized on January 27, 1839. The Episcopal Church in the United States sent the Reverend Caleb S. Ives 
to Matagorda as a foreign missionary.'̂  The organization of these two churches more than ten years after Matagorda was 
founded, is attributed to the Mexican law that colonists convert to the Catholic faith. The Roman Catholic Church was the 
church of state under the Mexican govemment, and other religions and Christian denominations were forbidden. The 
area's early settlers chafed at this provision of their settlement; most of the colonists who emigrated from the United 
States professed a Protestant faith, as many hailed from Alabama and Georgia where there were strong Methodist and 
Episcopal sentiments. When the ban on Protestant churches was lifted under the Texas Republic, Protestants were free to 
organize their own churches, including Methodist and Episcopalian denominations.'̂  

The Episcopal Church in Texas 

Not only were Protestant churches prohibited under Mexican law, the Episcopal Church maintained a policy against 
sending missions to places where Catholicism was mandated as the state church, as it was in pre-republic Texas.'̂  
Perhaps seeing an opportunity, two Episcopalians came to Texas during the Revolution: the Reverend Richard Salmon, 
who failed at his colonization effort and was not recognized as a member of the clergy; and Chester Newell, who taught 
school at Velasco.'̂  

In 1837, following the establishment of the Republic of Texas, residents of Matagorda tried to secure a charter from 
Congress to incorporate an Episcopal parish to be called Christ Church, but the first application was denied.'̂  One year 
later, under the direction of the Reverend Leonidas Polk, Missionary Bishop of the Southwest, the Missionary Society of 
the Episcopal Church in the United States sent the Reverend Caleb S. Ives to Texas, where he was to minister to the towns 
of Matagorda and Houston. Coming from Alabama, Ives arrived in Matagorda on December 12, 1838, and immediately 
tumed his attention to establishing a parish and school. He held Holy Communion on Christmas Day, 1838, and oversaw 
the organization of Christ Church Parish on January 27, 1839.'̂ ° 

Gibbs, 355. 
Brown, 33. Ives reportedly performed Holy Eucharist on Christmas, 1838. 
Arda Talbot Raht, untitled article in Tribune (1936), Archives, Matagorda County Museum. 
Brown, 1. 

'̂  Brown, "Protestant Episcopal Church," in The Handbook of Texas Online at: <http://www.tsha.utexas.edu/handbook/online/ 
articles/PP/iepl.html>, accessed September 2007. 
" Brown, The Episcopal Church in Texas, 5. 

Brown, "Protestant Episcopal Church." 
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For its role as the first established Episcopal Church in Texas, and as a dissemination point for founding other churches, 
Christ Episcopal Church is known as the Mother Church of the Diocese of Texas. In the Spirit of Missions, Ives stated, " I 
believe this is the first and only Church yet organized in the Republic." '̂ Two visiting Presbyterian ministers previously 
had conducted a total of only six services. ^ The congregation in Matagorda predates Houston's early church by a few 
months. The Reverend R.M. Chapman was the missionary that served Galveston and Houston, the new capital of the 
Republic. He had arrived in Texas one month before Ives, and discovered that the two-year old town of Houston, then the 
Republic's capital, was without a church. Chapman began conducting services, but a congregation was not organized in 
Houston until April 1, 1839.̂ ' Thus, all sources agree that Christ Church is the oldest Episcopal congregation in Texas, 
and it is frequently spoken of as the either the first, or one of the first, permanent Protestant congregations in the state. 24 

The first Sunday services were held immediately after the church was organized in January 27, 1839. Reverend Ives gave 
communion to thirteen members."̂  The first services were held in the Masonic Hall, and most members of the community 
attended the church, as the congregation welcomed other people of other denominations. Ives indicated the initial success 
of the church in Matagorda in a letter written to the Foreign Committee of the Board of Missions on May 6, 1839. In it, 
he declared that services were well attended, and that the Sunday school had five teachers and thirty-one pupils.̂ * Also in 
1839, Ives and his wife Katherine Duncan Morison Ives founded the Matagorda Academy which operated for 11 years as 
a private school. ' 

The Influence of the Mother Church in Texas 

The role of Christ Church cannot be overstated in the overall development of the Episcopal Church in Texas. The Diocese 
of Texas was the first mission field of the Episcopal Church in the United States, making its initial foray into the Republic 
of Texas in 1838. From 1838 to 1845, when Texas became part of the United States, the Episcopal Church operated as a 
foreign missionary district to the Republic. Christ Church, founded in Matagorda in 1839, was the first established 
Episcopal Church in the Republic, and thus the eventual state of Texas. Reverend Ives influenced the spread of the 
denomination up the Colorado River, where descendant churches materialized in Bastrop and Austin, capital of the 
Republic, and eventually throughout the state."* 

It was at Christ Church in Matagorda that the Diocese of Texas officially organized on New Year's Day, 1849. At that 
meeting, six churches banded together to apply to the General Convention of 1850 for admission of the diocese into the 
Protestant Episcopal Church. Today, the Diocese of Texas is one of 110 domestic dioceses of the Episcopal Church in the 
United States and is part of the worldwide Anglican Communion. As Texas grew, the diocese split according to regions. 
The original Diocese of Texas is one of six Texas dioceses with 156 churches and more than 85,000 members. All 
Episcopal churches in Texas trace their lineage to Christ Episcopal Church. 

'̂ Quoted in Brown, The Episcopal Church in Texas, 9. 
"Pilgrimage to Matagorda," Episcopal Church vertical files. Center for American History, University of Texas at Austin. 
Brown, 8-10. 

*̂ Miscellaneous articles. Archives, Matagorda County Museum. 
" Sue Bamett, untitled article (1936), Archives, Matagorda County Museum. 

Brown, 13. 
27 

*̂ Brown, 15. 
Christ Church Outline," Christ Episcopal Church records. 
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Origins of the Present Church Building 

A frame church was erected on a nearby lot in 1841, but the Hurricane of 1854 destroyed much of that building. The 
congregation built a new church that was occupied by 1860, about 400 yards to the west. Successive hurricanes in 1875 
and 1886 did considerable damage to the building, but each time, the church was rebuih to its original appearance: a one-
story frame building with a bell tower and lancet windows. All sources agree that the rebuilt churches replicated the 1860 
building in size, plan, design, materials, fenestration, and roof form and pitch. In each case, builders salvaged as much 
material from the previous church as possible. Accounts disagree on the amount of replication that took place. The 
church lost its roof in the storm of 1875 but reports vary on the amount of damage sustained in the 1886 hurricane (Bay 
City Tribune, 2011: 5). Early 20* century photographs of the church clearly show the 1886 design, which varies little 
from its current appearance. Storms in 1909 and 1915 did little damage to the church. "Before" and "After" photographs 
show that the church survived major storms in 1934, 1942 and 1945 with little or no alteration. Even Hurricane Carla in 
1961 did only "slight" damage, according to first-hand accounts. 

Although church records confirm that materials were salvaged after each storm, the exact appearance and amount of 
original building fabric is unknown. Because of this, Christ Church is dated to 1886, the year the church was rebuilt for 
the last time and to which its current appearance can be accurately traced. Today, the church retains its 1886 appearance 
to a remarkable degree. Its size, form, massing, design, materials, fenestration and interior layout are virtually the same as 
they were in 1886, and are likely very similar to the 1860 building. In fact, numerous artifacts of the original 1841 church 
survive to the present, including the pews, font, communion rail, ahar, altar cross, pillars, timbers, and much of the 
flooring and siding. The original communion silver was salvaged from a storm and a bell inscribed with the year "1853" 
still hangs in the bell tower from the 1860 construction. Historic photographs of the church show that the only major 
exterior alterations since c. 1915 are the enlargement of the entry door and window, and the addition of a Parish Hall, 
which connects to the rear comer of the church's south fa9ade. Part of the rear wall of the church was replaced after the 
1942 hurricane. No photographs exist to document any changes in appearance, but first-hand accounts concur that it was 
replaced in-kind. 

The First Christ Episcopal Church Building, 1841 

The original church lot was donated by Abner Lee Clements and Albert Clinton Horton, who would later become the first 
lieutenant govemor of Texas, on May 1, 1839.̂ ' The site was located two blocks east and one block south of the church's 
current location.'"' Church members raised $3,000, which was not enough for a permanent church. The cost of lumber 
and labor was high in the new Republic, and its currency was severely undervalued."" Parishioners urged Reverend Ives 
to embark on a speaking tour to raise funds for a church building. They felt sure their brethren in the United States would 
be eager to help them build a sanctuary. Ives left for the United States on May 8, 1839, and commenced preaching in 
towns along the east coast. He spoke to other Episcopal congregations throughout the summer and fall of 1839 and 
eventually raised enough money to order a pre-cut building kit from a firm in Philadelphia. The $3,000 kit was shipped to 
Matagorda by way of New York. Rev. Ives retumed to Matagorda by mid-January, 1840."*' The building kit took much 
longer, arriving in Matagorda by July. Even then, however, the congregation lacked funds for its constmction, and the 

" Ibid., 13. 
30 The legal description for this property is "Matagorda Front, Lot 5, Block 12, Tier 1" 
" Ibid., 13. 
" Ibid., 15. 
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building materials were left exposed on the lot.'*'' Rev. Ives rose to the challenge once more and managed to secure 
additional donations to raise the building. It was completed and ready for services by Easter Sunday, April 11, 1841 
The Reverend Leonidas Polk consecrated the building on his next visit to Texas on Febmary 25, 1844. During his visit. 
Polk was impressed by the church, and in particular, by Reverend Ives, who taught his students catechism before 
confirming them, and taught and confirmed both whites and African Americans.̂ ^ 

The first church building followed a cmciform plan and was built of cypress wood; little else is known about its 
appearance.''̂  Members of the congregation paid rent for a pew stall, which at the time featured doors. The less 
expensive seats were in the front of the church to encourage people to sit closer during services." An average of about 60 
parishioners attended services in 1841 .''̂  Although the church achieved success within the community, Matagorda's 
growth slowed due to the log raft obstmcting the river and the shallow harbor. This translated to a small congregation at 
Christ Church, and the need to continue to receive stipends from the Domestic and Foreign Missionary Society in order to 
maintain church operations.̂ ' Improvements continued, however, and in late 1847 Ives went to Mobile, Alabama, and 
New Orleans and successfully solicited funds for plastering the interior of the church.'"' In 1848 Reverend Ives's health 
began to decline. In the summer of 1849, Ives left Matagorda for the cooler summers of his native Vermont, where he 
died in late July."" 

The Second Christ Church Building 

In June of 1854, the congregation became self-sufficient and finally was removed from the missionary rolls. Only a few 
months later, on September 18, a massive hurricane leveled the entire town of Matagorda, including the church. The 
rector at the time, the Reverend Stephen R. Wright, was faced with the task of soliciting funds to build a new church. 
Wright spent fifteen months on a fundraising tour and obtained $3,000, an amount the citizens of Matagorda then 
matched."*" James W. Granger deeded a new site for the church to the vestrymen and wardens of Christ Church on May 1, 
1855."' The new site was located one block north, or further from the bay, and two blocks to the west of the original 
church site.'*'' James Selkirk deeded an additional parcel of land immediately adjacent to Granger's site on April 10, 
1858."*̂  Reverend Wright died in 1857 and the Reverend C.H. Albert assumed the pulpit in 1858. That year, Albert had 
the unhappy duty to report to the General Convention of the Episcopal Church that the 1854 hurricane had taken a drastic 
toll on the population of Matagorda, including the church congregation."*̂  In order for Christ Church to survive, the 
Episcopal organization would need to fiand it as a missionary station. 

"Ibid., 18. 
Ibid., 21. 

"Ibid., 25. 
"Christ Church" typescript. Archives, Matagorda County Museum. 
Ross Cunningham, untitled article (2003), Archives, Matagorda County Museum. 
Ibid. 
Brown, 33. 

'° Ibid., 34 
Ibid., 42 
Ibid., 87-88 

"' Matagorda County Deed Records, I : 177-178. 
^ "Lots 5 and 6, Block 9, Tier 2 of the Matagorda Front" 
*̂  "Lots 5 and 6, Block 9, Tier 2 of the Matagorda Front," Matagorda County Deed Records, N: 557-58. 

Brown, 88 
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Despite this disaster, a new church was completed in 1860, likely in its current form, and in time to be consecrated by 
Bishop Gregg at the Convention in May of that year."*' A ledger chronicled supplies for the new church from March 1857 
to December 31, 1858. It showed that a substantial amount of new material, including lumber, was purchased for the 
reconstmction project.'* On the bright side, many of the original church ftimishings were salvaged and reused in the new 
building, including flooring planks, parts of the columns, most of the exterior siding, and the communion silver donated 
by a church in Chapel Hill, North Carolina in 1841. In addition, the original pews and most of the chancel fumiture, 
including the altar rails, sedilia, and altar cross were also salvaged from the wreckage."*̂  

The town of Matagorda and the Gulf region continued to decline in the 1860s, due to a number of calamities including the 
after effects of the 1854 hurricane, a yellow fever epidemic in 1862, and a Naval blockade during the Civil War. In the 
mid-1860s, however, Christ Church enjoyed a brief period of strength under the leadership of Rev. John Owen, an 
energetic and efficient clergyman who established daily services and weekly communion.̂ " As a result of successive 
crises, and despite Rev. Owen's efforts, the church building fell into disrepair during the 1870s. As the Rev. Edwin 
Wickens reported in 1873, "It is almost in mins. There is not one perfect window in the whole building; the tower is 
unsafe; and unless some speedy efforts are made to raise means to repair the building, the whole stmcture must fall."" 
His requests for help did not procure enough money for the work needed, but "slight repairs" had been accomplished by 
1874. The following year, however, all efforts were nullified when another major hurricane stmck. 

The hurricane of September 1875 permanently destroyed the nearby town of Indianola and caused great damage to 
buildings in Matagorda, including Christ Church. The church was once again rebuih using lumber and other materials 
salvaged from the 1860 building, which, in tum, had been rebuilt with some of the material from the original 1841 church. 
The reconstmction was complete by March 3, 1878. Christ Church was repeatedly damaged by hurricanes, including 
major storms in 1886, 1909, 1934, 1942, 1945, and the infamous Hurricane Carla, in 1961. Each time, however, the 
historic chancel fumiture, communion silver, pews, and some quantity of lumber were salvaged for the next 
reconstmction effort. In some instances the church was blown off its foundation. The hurricane of 1942 damaged the rear 
wall, which had to be replaced.'̂  

Many accounts offer an 1860 constmcdon date to the existing church because considerable salvaged material was used in 
its later reconstmctions. Some information is contradictory. A 1936 church pamphlet states that the building was "blown 
down" on August 1886 and others confirm that it was "flattened" in that storm. On the other hand, George Deshotels, 
Senior Warden of Christ Church in 1988, wrote, "Our records... show no reference to the church being flatten [sic] in 
1886.. .Our records show that the church building is in its original 1854 [sic] condition inside and out, other than the back 
exterior wall replacement and other minor items (i.e. composition shingles, the removal of the chimney for the wood 
buming stove, carpet)."̂ ^ Deshotels's reference to the 1854 condition presumably means the 1860 condition, or the 
church as rebuilt after the 1854 hurricane. 

^^Ibid. 
Church ledger. Archives. Matagorda County Museum. 

"" "Christ Episcopal Church," Recorded Texas Historic Landmark (RTHL) file, Texas Historical Commission (THC), Austin. 
'"Brown, 195. 
' ' Quoted in Brown, 198. 
" Letter from George Deshotels, RTHL file, THC. 
" Letter from George Deshotels, RTHL file, THC. 



NPS Form 10-900-a (Reverend 01/2009) OMB No. 1024-0018 

United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 

National Register of Historic Places 
Continuation Sheet 

(Expires 5/31/2012) 

Section J_ Page 16 
Christ Episcopal Church 
Matagorda, Matagorda County, Texas 

The current church undoubtedly contains architectural fabric dating to its predecessors. Indeed, several accounts indicate 
that the windows date to the 1878 rebuilding effort and that the flooring may be original to the 1841 church. However, 
due to the extent of storm damage recorded by other sources, contradictory accounts of the building campaigns, and the 
lack of photographs or detailed descriptions of the reconstmction efforts, a later constmction date for this historic resource 
is warranted. Analysis of the known storm damage in the area, published and firsthand accounts of the damage, and early 
photographs of the exterior indicate 1886 as a likely constmction date for the present church. This date makes sense 
because the church underwent major reconstmction after the 1886 storm and for several decades afterward, the Matagorda 
region was spared by hurricanes. Early 20"̂  century photographs of the church confirm first-hand accounts that the 
present church dates to 1886 in appearance and exterior design and materials. 

The primary facade looks essentially as it did in a ca. 1915 photograph of the church. (Figure 2) The following table 
shows the various building campaigns and hurricanes that affected the church, the damage inflicted, and the items 
salvaged after each storm: 

Year Event Result Salvage 
1841 First Christ Church Small, frame church building New constmction. All new timber. 
1854 Hurricane Building nearly destroyed Flooring, some siding, parts of columns, vestry organ, 

pews, altar rails, organ and communion service salvaged. 
18.̂ 5 New site chosen 
1860 Second Christ 

Church on new site 
Incorporated salvaged materials from 
1841 church; old floor carried to new 
site 

Much new lumber used but salvaged materials, especially 
flooring, saved from 1841 church. New bell dated 
"1853" installed. 

1875 Hurricane 
Indianola Disaster 

Severe damage; Church "wrecked"; 
roof blown off 

Much fabric salvaged, including windows. 

1878 Christ Church 
rebuilt 

All salvaged material Rebuilt to its 1860 appearance. Some first-hand accounts 
claim this is the current building. 

1886 Hurricane Varying accounts of damage. Some 
say "flattened" 

Raised upright and rebuilt to its 1860/1878 appearance 

1909 Hurricane Unknown Unknown* 
1934 Hurricane Storm damage Unknown* 
1942 Hurricane Building floated off its foundation, 

rear wall damaged 
Entire church set back on foundation and rear wall 
replaced 

1945 Hurricane 136 mph gusts; Church blown 
sideways and off its foundation 

Put back on foundation and repaired. 

1961 Hurricane Carla 160 mph winds; Building buckled 
sideways 

Church repaired and set upright; new levee installed 
before storm credited with saving it. 

"'LiUle is known about the extent or type of damage, if any, to the church. The church had to be reset on its foundation several times. 

Summary of Architectural Significance 

Christ Church is nominated to the National Register at the local level of significance under Criterion C, in the area of 
Architecture. It retains integrity of setting, location, workmanship, design, materials, feeling, and association to a high 
degree. Because it is nominated for its architecture, Christ Church meets Criterion Consideration A for Religious 
Properties. 
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Christ Episcopal Church is an exceptional local example of a late 19th-century vemacular frame church with Classical and 
Gothic Revival influences, and represents continuity of use and design from the constmction of the congregation's first 
church in 1841. Simplified classical forms in Christ Church include the front-pedimented roof with comice retums, plain 
entablature, and plain comer boards. Although parishioners salvaged a significant amount of material from the previous 
churches, and rebuiU each church to match the earlier ones, the current building can be accurately dated to 1886. Since 
then, it has survived numerous hurricanes. Photographs and first-hand accounts confirm that the church has changed very 
little since 1886. Christ Church is particularly significant as an outstanding example of pioneer church architecture in 
Texas from the 19"̂  century, taking the common form of a simple, rectangular frame sanctuary with a steeply pitched roof 
and bell tower, and arched and lancet windows in the Gothic tradition. Although most of these early churches were of 
frame constmction, adobe bricks or limestone blocks sufficed where timber was scarce. Still the plan type and roof pitch 
and form remained constant, with bell towers and stained glass providing small luxury. This church design was meant to 
inspire and enlighten congregants, with high-pitched roofs, vaulted ceilings and bell towers that encouraged the faithfial to 
look upward, towards heaven. Stained or decorative glass depicting biblical figures and events were intended to enlighten 
the faithfijl. This basic church form and design was pervasive throughout the West and instantly recognizable on the 
Texas landscape in the 19"' and early 20th centuries. 

Despite their once ubiquitous presence, small 19"̂  century churches are fast disappearing from Texas towns and mral 
communities as their congregations dwindle and abandon the buildings, or as they grow and replace them with more 
elaborate sanctuaries that reflect contemporary tastes. Christ Episcopal Church, however, has survived for over 125 years 
with a congregation dedicated to its preservation and continued presence at the mouth of the Colorado River. Of modest 
size and simple charm, Christ Church epitomizes the pioneer Christian church model in Texas. 
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Map 1. Location of Matagorda County 

Map 2. Location of town of Matagorda 
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Map 3. Matagorda Map showing location of Christ Episcopal Church 
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Map 4. Christ Church site plan 
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Lithograph depicting the early major buildings of Matagorda, ca. 1860. 
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Figure 2. Oldest known photograph of Christ Episcopal Church, June 1936. 

PILGRIMAGE TO J^ATAGORDA 
JUNE 16, 1936 

,. '--1 

CHRIST CHURCH 
MATAOORDA, TEXAS 

(ESTABLISHCD JAHUAR-Y T J , 1839) 

THE REV. PAUL E. ENGLE, RECTOR 

RT. REV. CLINTON S. QUIN, B.saop OF TEXAS 
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Figure 3. Seating chart for church pews, 1857-1860 
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Figure 4. West and north side elevations 
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Figure 5. hiterior, view east toward altar 
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Figure 6. Interior detail, pews 
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Figure 7. Interior detail, gold-and-burgundy stained glass lancet windows 
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PHOTO LOG 

Christ Episcopal Church 
Matagorda, Matagorda County, Texas 
Terri Meyers, photographer 
2007 
Negatives on file: with the Texas Historical Commission 

Photo 1 
West facade 

Camera facing east/northeast 

Photo 2 
West and south fa9ades 
Camera facing northeast 
Photo 3 
East and north fa9ades 
Camera facing south 

Photo 4 
South facade, detail 
Camera facing north/northwest 

Photo 5 
Christ Church and Parish Hall, west and south fa9ades 
Camera facing north/northeast 
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