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f { on Nassau Street, in Williamsburg,
Vuyml.i se lVl'd as lhe home for one of the oldest continuous
congregations in the United States. The ariginal structure, built around
1818, was destroyed in the 1830s when the African Baptist Church (as
it was called then) had as many as 600 members. A new brick building
(photographed in 1901, above) was dedicated in 1856
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FIRST BAPTIST'S
LONG HISTORY

S MEMBERS of the First Baptist Church re
gé m! the ongoing excavation and hoped-for res
toration of its early 19th-century mcctmghousc
as "a symbol of healing.” said Connie Matthews
Harshaw, who heads the foundation that works to
preserve the church's history. The brick building
built in the 1850s not only served as the congre
gation’s home for a century but also played anim-
portant role in American history. In the Civil War,
Confederate forces commandeered the church to
serve as a hospital but were forced to abandon it as
they retreated during the Battle of Williamsburg in
May 1862, In 1863, after President Abraham Lincoln
announced the Emancipation Proclamation that
freed enslaved people in rebel states, a school to
teach newly free Black Americans opened in the
church building. "This isn't just about a little church
in Williamsburg," said Harshaw. “It’s about a na
tional treasure”
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