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First Missionary Baptist Church, completed in 1908, is a well-preserved brick Gothic Revival 

style sanctuary on a level grassed lot facing Cypress Street in New Bern. The church faces north 

to Greenwood Cemetery, an historic African American cemetery established by 1872. To the 

sides and rear are frame and brick single family dwellings dating from the 1920s to the 1960s. 

The church has been closed during the past year while the congregation raises funds for 

restoration. 

The rectangular front-gabled nave is three bays wide and five bays deep, with a two-stage 

entrance tower on the east side. To the rear extends a small gabled chancel flanked by the choir 

room and minister's study, surmounted by low hip roofs. The church rests on a raised basement, 

with brick walls laid in one-to-five bond (now covered with paint). The main entrance, in the 

tower, is reached by a set of more recent brick stairs. A double replacement door, surmounted by 

a pointed arch transom of colored glass, leads into a vestibule. Beside the door is a marble 

cornerstone inscribed: 

FIRST BAPTIST CHURCH 

A.D. 1906 
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Brick buttresses with concrete caps accent the corners and separate the bays of the building. The 

first stage of the tower is illuminated by tall narrow rectangular wooden windows, with smaller 

rectangular ventilator openings in the upper stage. These openings now contain louvered metal 

vents. The tower terminates in a crenellated parapet accented with stuccoed panels. The gabled 

roof of the nave is covered with standing seam metal, concealed at the front and rear by a brick 

parapet wall with a stepped brick cornice. Side eaves are also finished with a stepped brick 

corruce. 

The front gable of the nave is pierced by three large pointed arch windows, the central window 

taller and wider than the flanking ones. Each bay of the side elevation contains a single pointed 

arch window. These windows have small square colored glass panes, not currently visible on the 

exterior because they are covered with plywood. The basement is lit by rectangular, three-over­

three wooden sash windows with clear glass. The front gable contains a set of three small arched 

wooden ventilators. All windows have concrete sills and wide stuccoed labels. The rear hipped 

extensions have rectangular sash windows and a door in each outside wall, reached by brick steps 

of more recent construction. The rear wall of the entrance tower has a basement entrance, 

sheltered by a hipped-roof porch with plain posts, constructed about 1950. 

The interior of the nave is finished with original hardwood floors, beadboard wainscot, plaster 

walls, and a vaulted plaster ceiling. The doors and windows have molded surrounds with corner 

blocks with circular medallions. A semicircular arc~ finished with Doric pilasters and a flat­

paneled arch soffit, opens to the baptistry, located in the chancel. Centered in the rear wall is an 
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arched window. The baptismal pool is set beneath the floor, concealed by a lid when not needed. 

Originally, a platform extended across the entire front of the church, with the choir seating on the 

left side and the deacons and deaconnesses (church mothers) seating on the right side. In 1977, 

when the hand-pump pipe organ was replaced with the present electric organ, Georgian Revival 

style cabinets were built flanking the baptistry to enclose the organ pipes, and the platform was 

made smaller, extending only in front of the baptistry. Original doors lead into the pastor's study 

to the right of the baptistry and to the choir room to the left of the baptistry. All pews, 

replacements of the original pews, have been removed and are in storage. 

In the northeast comer of the sanctuary, an open stair descends to the basement. The stair has 

turned newels, a molded handrail and turned balusters. The basement was updated in the 1960s 

when a church day care center was opened, and has a linoleum floor, plywood panelling on the 

walls, and supports enclosed with wooden boxing. The ceiling joists are now exposed. Original 

wooden partitions divide the space into several rooms. 
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First Missionary Baptist Church is believed to be the second oldest African American Baptist 

congregation in New Bern. Established in 1869 as Cedar Grove Baptist Church, the church 

changed its name to First Missionary Baptist Church in 1906 when it built the current Gothic 

Revival style brick sanctuary on Cypress Street. During the first decade of the twentieth century, 

under the leadership of dynamic Rev. A.L. E. Weeks, the church operated a large school, the New 

Bern Industrial and Collegiate Institute, next door (now demolished). As the architecturally 

significant sanctuary of a historic black congregation, the First Missionary Baptist Church building 

is 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 

According to church tradition, the congregation was founded in 1869 as the Cedar Grove Baptist 

Church. Its first pastor was Rev. Henry Johnson; the sanctuary was a small white frame building 

located in the southeast section of Greenwood Cemetery. 1 This early history is not corroborated 

through documents, as no early records of the church have survived. 

From 1875 to the present, Cedar Grove's history is clearly documented. First documention of the 

church's existence appears in the first published history of black Baptists in North Carolina. 

1 Bessie Davenport Williams, Bessie Jordan Cherry (Newkirk), et. al, "History of First Missionary Baptist Church," 
1990. (Copy in file). 
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Cedar Grove Baptist Church served as the site of the first session of the New Bern Eastern 

Missionary Baptist Association in 1875. This association, which included churches in Craven, 

Jones, Pamlico, Beaufort and Hyde counties, grew out of the Old Eastern :Nfissionary Baptist 

Association established in James City, a freedmen's settlement on the Trent River, in 1865. 2 

Cedar Grove church leaders evidently played a primary role in the organization of this new 

regional association of Baptist churches. 

According to church tradition, Rev. Johnson served the church until 1881, succeeded by Rev. 

Christmas who served until 1885, Rev. Smyer until 1893, and Rev. Slade until 1897.3 Under 

Rev. Slade's ministry, the church finally gained title to its sanctuary and parsonage. On January 

3, 1895 the City of New Bern sold the church trustees for fifty dollars the tiny lot at the comer of 

Greenwood Cemetery, only 35 feet wide and 45 feet deep. The church sanctuary, described as 

fronting on Cypress Street, and the parsonage to the rear are points of reference for the boundary 

description. The city expressed its "wishes to promote the cause of the Christian religion" and 

gave permission to erect suitable buildings for church and school purposes. The church trustees 

at this time were J F. Hamm, Mitchell Bryant, Albert Fields, Nelson Smith, Joseph Etheridge, 

Willie Gibbs, and Joseph Jackson. 4 This belated deed, apparently executed after the church had 

been on the site for twenty-five years, probably legalized an infonnallease agreement whereby the 

church used city property. 

: J. A. Whitted, A History of the Negro Baptists of North Carolina ( Raleigh: Edwards & Broughton Printing Co., 
1908), 83. 

3 "History of First Missionary Baptist Church," 1990. 

4 Craven County Deed Book 15, 333. 
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In 1898 Rev. Alfred Leonard Edward Weeks became pastor. His tenure, lasting until 1912, 

encompassed the church's period of greatest crisis and triumph. When Rev. Weeks arrived in 

New Bern, he found the educational opportunities for blacks to be lacking. He obtained a lot 

across from the church, at the comer of Cypress and West streets and built the New Bern 

Industrial Collegiate Institute, a two-story forty-five by sixty-five foot frame building with four 

classrooms on the first floor and an assembly room on the second floor, in 1902. 5 The 

elementary school, which became known as Weeks School, had an enrollment of three hundred 

students. 6 In contrast to most of the schools established by Baptists for African Americans 

during the period, this school was the product of individuals rather than the denomination. 

Funding came from the Home Mission Society and the white and African American people of 

New Bern. Black real estate developer and political leader Isaac Smith made the largest 

individual donation. 7 

In March 1905 fire destroyed the church building. Rev. Weeks used his connections to raise 

money for a lot and new building not only from New Bern citizens, but even travelled North to 

solicit aid. 8 Isaac Smith and the Citizens Bank of New Bern conveyed a 1 ~O-foot square lot 

5 Alan D. Watson,.A History a/New Bern and Craven County (New Bern: Tryon Palace Commission, 1987),573; 
interview with Dorothy Bryan, New Bern, November 14, 1996. 

6 Watson,.A History a/New Bern and Craven County, 600. 

7 Whitted,.A History a/the Negro Baptists a/North Carolina, 180-182. 

8 "History of First Missionary Baptist Church." 
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facing the cemetery, just east of the school and across the street from the original church lot, to J. 

F. Hamm and others, trustees for the Industrial Collegiate Institute of New Bern in 1906.9 

These trustees, in tum, deeded it to the trustees of Cedar Grove Baptist Church: J. M. B. 

Wooten, Decatur Jones, Henry H. White, George Ireland, Nelson Smith, A. Fields and Joseph 

Ethridge. At this time the church changed its name to the First Baptist Church, and the trustees 

deeded the lot to the First Baptist Church of New Bern, Col. (Colored) in order to legalize the 

name change .10 Immediately, the trustees mortgaged the lot to the American Baptist Home 

lVfission Society in order to raise money to "erect or possess a House of Worship. " 11 

Work on the new church began shortly afterward, with the cornerstone laid in the same year, 

1906. The new brick building had the first, and only baptismal pool in town for some time. 12 

Other Baptist congregations held baptisms in First Baptist's baptistry. The entrance tower had a 

steep pointed spire which disappeared sometime after 1923. 13 

The 1908 history of Negro Baptists in North Carolina praised Rev. Weeks's work as "the wonder 

of North Carolina," and lamented the opposition of many of the older Baptist ministers to this 

9 Craven County Deed Book 159, 563. 

10 Craven County Deed Book 160, 475. 

11 Craven County Deed Book 158, 575 and 58l. 

I:: "History of the First .Missionary Baptist Church." 

13 This is visible in the 1923 \Vooten-;\tfoulton photo of "Tent City," in possession of Dorothy Bryan. New Bern. 
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young, bold leader. 14 During his service, First Missionary Baptist Church was brought into the 

vanguard of efforts to improve opportunities for the race in the state. Race leader Booker T. 

Washington lectured at the church in the spring of 1907. 15 The Weeks School prospered, but in 

1909 Weeks angered the black community of New Bern when he wrote, in a fund-raising effort, 

some uncomplimentary remarks about eastern North Carolina blacks which got back to them. 

Weeks left New Bern in 1912 and the school closed at this time. 16 

Although the Great Fire of 1922 burned right up to the church, the brick building was not harmed. 

Fire victims were sheltered in the basement. The building is shown clearly in the background of a 

1923 photograph of the "Tent City" erected behind the church to house the victims of the Great 

Fire. 17 The gabled, weatherboarded school building is also visible in this photo. In later years the 

school building became an apartment building and then was demolished. A third building in the 

church complex visible in this photo is the two-story frame parsonage, built between the church 

and the school in 1920. One of the carpenters was William Edward Hawkins (father of Dorothy 

Bryan). 18 

14 Whitted. A History of the Negro Baptists of North Carolina" 180-182. 

15" 1 OOth Anniversary Bulletin, First Missionary Baptist Church," copy in file. 

16" 100th Anniversary Bulletin, First Missionary Baptist Church," copy in file: interview with Dorothy Bryan. 

17 Photograph by Wooten-lYfoulton, New Bern, in possession of Dorothy Bryan. New Bern. 

18 Interview with Dorothy Bryan. 
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Rev. John L. Jordan (father of Bessie Jordan Cherry) served the church from 1916 to 1926, 

during which time the mortgage debt was paid off. 19 In the 1910s and 1920s the First Baptist 

Church choir became well known throughout the area. The choir was led by the Cooke family of 

musicians from 1916. to 1922, and later by outstanding musicians, Dan Reynolds and his mother 

Julianne Reynolds. The choir even had a violinist, unusual for that day.20 

In the 1960s church member Johnny Floyd started the first day care center in New Bern in the basement 

of First NIissionary Baptist Church. Both black and white children attended the center. Bessie Davenport 

Williams served as the tIrst director; Constance Evans Bronner was one of the first teachers: and member 

Frances Hatch Jones taught at the center for fifteen years. 21 Other ne\v initiatives during the period \vere 

the founding of a Vacation Bible School, purchase of a new organ, and beautification of the church 

interior. Church activities during the 1980s included the organization of a church Cub Scout Troop and 

the securement of a church van for handicapped members?2 In the early 1980s the General Baptist State 

Convention officially changed the names of all member churches to incorporate the word "1tfissionary." 

Thus~ the First Baptist Church became the First Missionary Baptist Church. In 1995 it was discovered 

that a major restoration of the building was needed. The congregation decided to close the building and to 

\vorship temporarily in another space while restoration funds are being raised. The church seeks listing in 

the National Register of Historic Places as a preservation planning tool and to assist in fund-raising. 

19 "History of the First .vlissionary Baptist Church." 

:0 Tmerview ",.ith Dorothy Bryan: lOOth Anniversary bulletin .. 

:1 Imerview with Frances Hatch Jones. New Bern. November 15. 1996. 

::" 100th Anniversary Bulletin." 
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10. Verbal Boundary Description 

The parcel, a rectangle 110 feet by 100 feet, is shown in the accompanying Craven County tax 

map: Parcel 8-6-347. 

Boundary Justification 

This parcel constitutes the entire property historically associated with First Mssionary Baptist 

Church sanctuary. 
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Photographs: 

The following information pertains to all photographs: 

Photographer: M. Ruth Little 

Date: November 1996 

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

A. Overall view from northeast 

B. View of entrance tower from northeast 

C. Rear view from southeast 

D. Documentary view of interior, ca. 1980 
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