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NOCATEE BAPTIST CHURCH 
(First Baptist Church of Nocatee) 

 
HABS No. FL-580 

 
Location:   4610 SW Highway 17, Nocatee, DeSoto County, Florida 
  (east side of Highway 17, between Cowart Street and Shores Avenue) 
 
Significance:   The sanctuary/bell tower of the Nocatee Baptist Church, currently known as the 

First Baptist Church of Nocatee, was constructed circa 1915. It is eligible for 
listing in the National Register of Historic Places at the local level under Criterion 
C in the areas of Architecture and Community Planning and Development. 
Because it is owned by a religious institution, Criteria Consideration A applies. 
This red brick Masonry Vernacular style structure, which features pointed Gothic 
arched windows with Queen Anne leaded colored glass and decorative brickwork, 
is locally significant as one of the few extant resources dating around the Florida 
Land Boom1 in the rural community of Nocatee. The building remains in good 
condition, and maintains its architectural integrity, despite later additions 
constructed to the rear of the sanctuary.   

 
Description: The Nocatee Baptist Church is located approximately thirty feet from the east side 

of Highway 17, between Cowart Street and Shores Avenue, in a largely 
residential area on the major thoroughfare for the town. The main façade of the 
church (Photo No. 1) is oriented west-northwest, but for simplicity, the orientation 
for the main façade will be west in the report. The church sits on approximately 
7.58 acres of land, most of which was purchased after the structure was built. 
Much of the property is characterized by a mixture of grass and sandy areas with 
mature shade trees scattered across the lot. A canal is located on the rear of the 
property and is between 180 feet and 350 feet from the right-of-way of Highway 
17 (Photo Nos. 2, 3, 4). 

 
The property is accessed from Highway 17 by two dirt and loose gravel 
driveways, one to the north and the other to the south of the structure; both lead to 
gravel and grass parking lots. A concrete sidewalk extends from the main 
entrance, but terminates short of Highway 17. Aside from the church structure, 
there are two ancillary buildings located on the property, both of which are 
considered noncontributing. One is a classroom building to the east of the 
sanctuary, which was constructed of red brick circa 1949. This structure stands 
roughly 2’ from the sanctuary, although its roof extends to abut the sanctuary, 
creating a covered walkway between the two buildings (Photo No. 6). In 1956, a 

                                                      
1 The Florida Land Boom was a period of time in the 1920s when large numbers of Americans traveled to the state, 
and invested large sums of money into real estate. During this time, many of Florida’s most popular cities and towns 
saw widespread development. The Boom ended around 1925-1926 when the real estate market in Florida collapsed 
due to extremely high land prices, an unusually cold winter in 1925, and a massive hurricane in 1926.  
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kitchen/recreation hall was constructed directly onto the east of the classroom 
addition, and in 1971, classroom wings were built onto the north and south of the 
kitchen/recreation hall (Photo Nos. 6, 7, 8). These were constructed of red brick 
and concrete block, and are connected by exterior covered walkways. 
Additionally, a Pastorium was built near the north end of the church property in 
1961; it is a one-story structure constructed with concrete block (Photo No. 2).  

 
The Nocatee Baptist Church sanctuary is a one-story Masonry Vernacular style 
structure with a Greek cross plan (Photo Nos. 5, 6, 8, 9). Its brick walls are 
supported by brick foundation walls and piers. The structure’s cross gable roof is 
faced with 5-V crimp metal sheeting; the gables ends are clad with asbestos 
shingle. Each gable features a triple-wood louvered gable vent comprised of a 
pointed arch vent flanked by two smaller square vents; the vent on the main 
façade (west elevation) sits above a ribbon of three, fixed Queen Anne leaded 
glass windows (Photo No. 1). The main façade of the sanctuary features a triple-
lancet window, comprised of a larger central window flanked by one smaller 
window to each side (Photo Nos. 1, 12, 18). The remainder of the sanctuary 
maintains its original, single lancets with nine-over-nine-light double-hung sash 
windows (Photo No. 13). The window panes are of Queen Anne leaded colored 
glass with simple tracery in the pointed arch. The west and north elevations each 
contain a single flush wood swing door with a pointed arch transom light (Photo 
No. 13). All of the building’s windows and doors have masonry surrounds, and 
there is a continuous brick sill that extends across each elevation, approximately 
5’ above the ground.  
 
At the northwest corner of the sanctuary is a two-story bell tower with a square 
plan, which contains the main entry for the structure (Photo Nos. 1, 5, 10). The 
lower part of the tower is constructed of brick and features a double flush wood 
swing door with a rounded-arch transom light, on both the west and north sides; 
these serve as the main entrances to the sanctuary (Photo No. 11). Above the 
doors on the west and north sides is decorative brickwork. The bell housing at the 
top of the tower is constructed of wood and clad with diamond-shaped shingles; 
each side contains one rounded-arch opening. The tower is topped by a pyramidal 
roof with flared eaves and faced with composition shingles. 
 
The interior of the church measures approximately 2,400 square feet and is a large 
open space divided into three sections, the nave (center aisle), transepts (lateral 
wings which cross the aisle at right angles), and the altar. Rows of pews are 
located in both the nave and transepts with carpeted aisles intersecting the spaces 
(Photo Nos. 14, 15, 16). The altar is located along the east elevation and has a 
centered pulpit with doors to the north and south (Photo No. 17). Both doors open 
to a storage area behind the altar; the south door also leads to a stairwell up to a 
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second floor level, which retains its original metal ceiling panels (Photo No. 20). 
From the second floor level, steps lead down to the baptismal font, located behind 
the altar (Photo No. 19). The font features a painted mural on the north, east, and 
south walls, and a window on the west wall for visual access between the font and 
the sanctuary.  

 
History:  The congregation of Nocatee Baptist Church first organized ca. 1890, holding 

monthly services at a local school building. Circa 1893, the congregation 
constructed a rectangular wood frame structure about 0.75 miles northeast of the 
current building. They continued to hold monthly services until 1894, when the 
members voted to meet twice a month. By 1904, the wood church required 
numerous repairs, which prompted the congregation to start saving money for a 
new building.2  

 
  In 1915 construction began on the present Masonry Vernacular style church on a 

“one hundred and thirty-five feet square” parcel of land donated by B.F. Welles, 
brother to local lumber magnate W.G. Welles.3 In order to minimize cost, 
construction materials for the building were shipped via the railroad and 
transported by wagon across U.S. 17 to its west. By 1917, the interior of the 
church was furnished with new pews, and the following year, carbide lights were 
installed. Electric lights were later added when the Nocatee Crate Company 
provided electricity for the town in the early 1920s. The church’s first Pastorium 
was also constructed on the property in 1920. Circa 1927, the pulpit was moved 
from its original location at the west side of the church to the east side, and a 
balcony was built along the west wall. Later, a piano was purchased to 
supplement the organ.4   

  
  The 1930s were a difficult time for the church due to external financial and social 

changes affecting much of the country. The issues surrounding the Ku Klux Klan 
caused a rift in the Nocatee Baptist Church congregation, which resulted in half of 
the congregation leaving with the pastor and founding the Second Baptist Church 
of Nocatee. In addition, the financial strain resulting from the end of the Florida 
Land Boom and the Great Depression, in combination with the lack of leadership 
from the remaining members of the congregation, resulted in the disbanding of 

                                                      
2 In 1916, the old wood church was sold, and within three years it was destroyed by fire. “Welcome, friend,” insert 
from Nocatee Baptist Church Bulletin, 13 September 1987, reprinted in Melissa Wiedenfeld, Nocatee Baptist 
Church, September 1988, on file at the Florida Master Site File, Florida Division of Historical Resources; Luke 
Wilson, “Turning Back the Pages of Time-Nocatee Baptist’s Relives its Past,” article reprinted in Wiedenfeld, 
Nocatee Baptist Church, September 1988, on file at the Florida Master Site File, Florida Division of Historical 
Resources. 
3 Deed Book 182, Page 165, on file, DeSoto County Clerk of Courts, Arcadia, Florida. 
4 Wilson, “Pages of Time.” 
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the Nocatee Baptist Church (now the First Baptist Church of Nocatee). Many of 
its members joined the Second Baptist Church. Eventually, the congregation 
returned to the original church.5 

  
  As the needs of the congregation changed and technologies improved, the church 

continued to undergo alterations. In 1949, the church constructed classrooms and 
an auditorium to the east of the sanctuary. Soon afterwards, the baptismal font 
was built behind the altar. During the 1950s, gas heating was installed and a choir 
loft was added. In addition, a “Junior department,”6 kitchen, and recreation hall 
were added to the east of the auditorium. The present Pastorium was constructed 
in 1961 to the north of the sanctuary. In 1966, the church went through alterations 
that included removing the balcony, dropping the ceiling, installing ceiling tiles, 
and adding wood paneling in the altar area.7 

 
  The early-to-mid-1970s brought more changes to the church and property. In 

1971, additional Sunday School classrooms were constructed, the fellowship hall 
was remodeled, and air conditioning was installed. In 1974, the congregation 
purchased new pews for the sanctuary. By the early 1980s, the Church had 
acquired 6.186 acres of land to the northeast, east, and southeast of the original 
parcel. This land included a small canal, which is still extant. In 2000 and 2001, 
the Church purchased an additional 0.976 acres of land, all located to the 
southwest of the building.8  

  
  Much of the building remains as it was when the alterations were made in the 

1970s with the exception of some more minor work done in the 1980s. A south 
wing of Sunday School rooms were added in 1983 and in 1986 the ancillary 
buildings were remodeled with new bathrooms, an interior upgrade for the 
Pastorium, and the reroofing and installation of brick veneer on the North wing. 
Today, all of the buildings remain on the property and services are held 
regularly.9  

 
Sources:  Deed Book 182, Page 165, on file, DeSoto County Clerk of Courts, Arcadia, 

Florida. 
                                                      
5 “Welcome, friend”; Wilson, “Pages of Time.” 
6 A “Junior department” in a church typically serves young children of ages ranging from two to ten years. The 
department offers a variety of services geared towards those ages, including but not limited to education classes, 
nursery school, vacation bible school, and separate Sunday services during the regular service. 
7 “Welcome, friend”; Wilson, “Pages of Time.” 

8 Deed Book 453, Page 1004, on file, DeSoto County Clerk of Courts, Arcadia, Florida; Deed Book 480, Page 606, 
on file, DeSoto County Clerk of Courts, Arcadia, Florida; Melissa Wiedenfeld, National Register of Historic Places 
Registration Form, Nocatee Baptist Church, September 1988, on file at the Florida Master Site File, Florida 
Division of Historical Resources. 
9 “Welcome, friend”. 
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Project  
Information: The documentation of the Nocatee Baptist Church (First Baptist Church of 

Nocatee) was conducted in 2012 for District One of the Florida Department of 
Transportation by Archaeological Consultants, Inc., under contract to Bowyer-
Singleton Associates, and in accordance with the Memorandum of Agreement 
among the United States Department of Transportation Federal Highway 
Administration, Florida Department of Transportation, and the Florida State 
Historic Preservation Officer, Regarding U.S. 17 from County Road (C.R.) 675 to 
Heard Street, DeSoto County, Florida, dated October 2011. As specified in the 
Memorandum of Agreement, the documentation effort followed HABS Level III 
Standards. The field team consisted of architectural historian, Patricia Slovinac 
(ACI), and independent photographer, Penny Rogo Bailes. The written narrative 
was prepared by Ms. Slovinac and Meg Richardson; it was edited by Rebecca 
Spain Schwarz, Atkins, and Mark Schulz, Florida Department of Transportation, 
District One. The photographs and negatives were processed by Zebra Color, Inc., 
an independent photography/processing studio.    










