HISTORY OF THE SECOND FREE WILL BAPTIST CHURCH
OF PROVIDENCE, RHODE ISLAND

In 1819 The African Union Meeting House and School
House Society was formed for the purpose of providing
a worship and training site for Negros. And it was from
&
this Society that all the present Negro Churches in the
·l,~67 .-state)had their beginning.
It was in 1830 that twenty, six men and five women withdrew and organized th .emselves as the Abyssian Baptist Church. However, during this period Baptist Churches consented to slavery
and there was within this group those who did not agree
with this thinking. As a result seven men and two women , with their leader, Rev. John Lewis, drew apart in
1832 • Three years later, in 1835, this group was admittto the Rhode Island Free Will Baptist Quarterly Meeting,
which had incorporated
in 1826, with Burriville, Smithfield and Pawtucket Churches as members. Rev. Lewis
continued as pastor of the church until 1835.
This group was dedicated to the abolition of slavery.
And to this group in Rhode Island the term "Free Will"
meant the abolition of slavery. However, Nationally,
this term has an entirely different meaning, it is used
to show a less rigid conformity to the method of conduct
and worship as required by other Baptist Churches.
This
is accepted as the meaning until today.
This newly formed group met, first, in homes and flS the
membership grew they met in a hall but soon decided to
have a building of their own. Through their Treasurer,
Cato Northup, land was purchased at the corner of Angle
and Pond Streets for $225. 00 and a deed wa _s recorded in
1841, under the name of The Second Free Will Baptist
Church. During this period from 1835 until 1846 the

church was without a pastor. In 1842 a charter
ed to the Church by the Rhode Island Assembly.

was grant-

It is felt that this is a very good one to offer an answer
to the often asked questionWhere was the First Free Will
Baptist Church?- This was a white church and was located
on Plainfield Street, Providence,
Rhode Island.
During a period from 1842 until 1870 the church was pastorit remained at the Angle and Pond
ed by seveml persons,
Streets location all of this time. It was served by the
following: Edward Scott took over in 1846 and remained until 1860. At which time J. B. Smith became pastor and continued until 1864. William Crook, a white minister,
led
them from 1865 until 1869. J. F. Champlain became pastor
in 1869 and stayed until 1871 and it was during his stay
that the church moved down to Franklin and Pond and later
to Fenner Street, where it was destroyed by fire.
After the fire worship again was held in a hall on Union
Street until September 28, 1871 when the Corner-stone
was
laid for their building at Angle and Pond Streets and the
dedication was held September 29, 1872. During this period
the pastor, until 1873, was J. W. Dungee. It was during
his pastorate that a fair was held raising $1,200.00,
men in
$600. 00 of which canne .Jrom a dinner for business
Howard Hall • Rev. Dungee had been a slave in Virginia,
who escaped to Canada until after emancipation
was declared. At this time he returned to Virginia and gained an
education and became a Minister.
The Church remained in this location until 1948. While
here it adopted the tti:tle "Pond Street Baptist Church" by
which it became better known than by its chartered name.
It enjoyed a very good life during this period and at one
time its membership grew to more than three hundred. The
following were pastors: C.J. Carter, 1874 to 1875; J.C.
Plummer, 1876 to 1877; J. D. Verney, 1878 to 1885;.

B. N. Kirk, 1885 to 1889; H.H. Harris was pastor for less
than a year during the year 1889; he was followed in 1889
by A. W. Adams until 1893; Wm.H.Jencks,
1894 to 1895;
W. T. Hall, Supply, 1895 to 18.96; then Zachariah Harrison
1897 to 1923, a period of twenty-six
years holding the record for the longest period of service. It was during his
stay that shares were sold and a grocery store was started
on Broad Street, but duato the strong competiti~n had to
close. Harrison was followed by L. G. Nichols,
1923 to
1927; F.Lee, 1928 to 1931; then there was an unfilled period until R. L. McKinney, 1934 to 1936. He left to become
a teacher at Storer College at Harpers Ferry, West Virginia.
Later he went to teach at Virginia State College. While he
was on a four months leave the church was supplied by
J. Raymond Henderson, who was exceptionally
popular and
raised a considerable
amount of money for the church.
When he left it was to accept a position in the South. From
that he went to Los Angeles, . California,
where he pastored a large Church, adding a large Recreational
Center to
the premises.
In 1937, Walter L. Wynn came to the church as supply minister, in which capacity he served until June 3, 1939,
when he was ordained and became pastor of the church.
Prov. Evening Bulletin 6/3/3 9) • He remained with the church
until 1944 when he left to do missionary work. He became
President of a school among the Ovimbudus in Gelangue,
Angola, West Africa and served as minister of one of the
largest congregations
in the world for the Congregational
Church.
The next minister to serve the church we:s Samuel DeWitt
Proctor, who took charge in 1945. He proved to be one of
the best Jiked pastors for many years and exerted much control over the members. It was during his pastorate that the
church moved from its long stay on Pond Street to a new location at the corner of Stewart and Pond Streets.
A church
building, which had been the property of the Steward Street

Baptist Church and had by this body been turned over
to tht:- Rh_ode Island Baptist Convention was deeded by
the Convention to the Second Free Will Baptist Church.
Possession
of this property was very successful
existence,. in their new location,
under the leadership of
Dr. Proctor, until he left in 1949 to join the faculty of
Virginia Union University,
Richmond, Va. Dr. Proctor began his new post as professor of Philosphy; in 1950 he
became Dean of the School of Theology; moving up to Vice
President in 1953 and in 1955 he became President.
In
this position he remained until 1960 when he became President of A. & T. College, Greensboro,
N.C. In 1962 he
directed the Peace Corps program in Nigeria and in 1963
he headed the office of Peace Corps Volunteers. In August 1964 he was named General Director of Interpretation
of the National Council of Churches,
the post he presently
holds.

When Dr. Proctor vacated the pastorate the r e was a s hort
period of incteEision regarding the selection of his repla ce ment. Could they get the person they most wanted? He
Fiimally all
was a minister, but of another denomination.
blocks were cleared by mutual agreement and in 19 5 0, J.
Evans Crawford professed the baptist faith, was baptized
and became pastor of the church
He remained until lliffi4,
leaving to accept a position with the American Baptist
Convention in Chicago, Ill. Later he went to Washington,
D. C. to become a teacher in the School of Theology of
Howard University,
moving up to become Dean of that
Scho ol in 19 64.
"3

During the following year the c hurch wa s serviced by a
supply minister, S. Bransford, a studen t attending school
at Boston, Mass. He was well liked by the members who
_desired him to accept the vacancy but because of other
. intentions he could not, at the time, accept. As he remained with the people and got to know them better, he

then wanted to be considered as a candidate
but by that time another had been selected.
to serve until the arrival of the new pastor.

for the post
He continued

It was in 1955 that Virgil A. Wood took over the spiritual
leadership,which
continued until 1958. Very little change
of importance,
took place during his stay. When he left
it was to take a charge in a small town in Virginia, where
he not only served the Church but also taught in the local
school. He is presently pastor at "The Center",
Blue Hill
Christian Leadership Conferrence,
with headquarters
in
Roxbury.
For the year the Church was without a spiritual leader and
suffered a loss of members and entered a general area of
decline.
Maybe it would be more correct to say at this
time, the decline started more than a year before but only
became pronounced at this time. So concerned were the officers and members over this condition that they (f?Xerted undue efforts toward securing early leadership,
thinking that
this would be the solution to the problem. They soon discovered that proper replacement
was not an easy task
since they didn't feel they could offer outstanding
salary
with such a small membership and most good leaders were
looking for large pay. After much seeking and careful
screening,
Bernard Holliday was called in 19 5 9. The first
two years of his pastorate were very normal ones.
After those first two years it became evident to both Rev.
Holliday and the church business
leadership
that the Church
was being plunged into what might prove to be the most
controversal
period of its existence.
Because at this point
it was learned that the Church was slated for redevelopment.
By many this wa .s thought to be just so much more talk of
the same nature as that which they had so often heard before.
By others it was thought to be very correct, this was later
proven to be the condition.
The first matter to attract attention was securing a price for the structure which the city

wanted , so that it could be removed in order to make way
for other purposes. In order to obtain the very best results
in all areas pertaining to this project, a carefully selected ·committee,
known as the redevelopment
committee was
named. After long and repeated deliberations
with the City
of Providence an agreeable settlement was reached. Here
the Church was faced with the decision to attempt to rebuild alone or to merge with another church or to consider
a merger-rebuild
project. Each of these were considered
and discussed
with other churches and it decided that
"Pond Street" would rebuild alone. It was at this point that
the Rhode Island Baptist Convention :entereq the picture ad ...
It
vising that rebuilding alone should not be attempted.
should be noted here that proceeds derived from the sale of
the property was banked in a joint account with the Church
and the Convention.
The reason for this had not been,
clearly defined but when the Convention continued to insist
that it be allowed to dictate policy in this matter it was realof this condition had to be
ized that a dear understanding
obtained.
The Church and understood that the Steward
Street Church had been deeded to it with the proviso that it
be held and kept in good order for twenty years after which
time the Church would become owner in fee simple. The
twenty year ..,;>ettarlhai:bhctb.Jexp]bred but a power greater tiao.m.
either party .·had intervened and thus invalidated -any agreement which had been reached.
But this situation had been
discussed
with the Convention
and it had been understood
that it would have had no _bearing on the transfer of title.
So it was realized that there must lh.e some greater claim
that prompted ·the Convention
to take the stand it assumed.
The deed was studied and it was found to contain a reverter
clause which continued ownership in the Convention despite
any ·condition which might be or which might come into existance.
Since the Convention was the owner of the property
should also be theirs.
But the Church had invested a great
amount of money into this property and had thus created a
great equity in the building,
in fact a greater equity than
that held by the Convention.
Vvhen this was realized by both
-
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sides of the contention an agreement was soon reached
whereby the proceeds were released to the Church to be
used in their building project.
By the time this

had been agreed upon the Church had again reached a point of indecision but this time it over
the cost of the tebitlldgig • In the thick of the despute,
when it appeared that the Pastor was . not about to get
things as he desired, he offered his resignation
which
was accepted.
So on January 12, 1964 Rev. Holliday terminated his tour of duty. When he resigned
he did not have
other employment secured and it was several months before he had been successful
in this endeavor. He is presently a Member of the Staff of the Protestant ·Council of
the City of New York. Executive Secretary in the Manhattan Division.
After Rev. Holliday left it was decided to reevaluate
their
position arid the results was the same as it had been from
the beginning.
And by this time t1l i ;P.r0v'.itlenoe relocation
agency was exerting pressure for the Church to vacate the
property • Arrangements for a spot in which to worship
while the new building was under construction
was the
first item of business
so the proper officers of the Church
appealed to Cranston Street- Roger Williams Baptist
Church for the prtwilege of sharing their edifice and the
request was granted. Arrangements were made and the first
worship service was held in this new location on March 15,
1964. From the first of February examination of canidates
had been under way and being continued when the Church
began its worship in the new location.
On March 14, 1964, the Church vacated the property at
Steward and Pond Streets,
moving its personal property
into storage that day and on March 16, 1964 final settlement was concluded with The Providence Relocation
Agency. Approval of construction
plans, by the City, Consumed some time and as a result the contract for erection

of the new building was delayed in being executed.
However , on May 29,1964, a contract was executed for the
erection of a building to be located on Chester Avenue,
Providence,R.I.,
betweenThe Second Free Will Baptist
Church and the Kenric Building Company. In July the
Qr.QllJitl Breaking Service was held with Rev. Carl C. Banks
as main speaker , thus opening the way for construction.
Earlier in July it had decided that Rev. Banks was to become
the new Pastor of the Church and it was for this reason that
he was selected as speaker .at this service.
On August 9,
1964 he officially began his new duties.
Once the building was under construction
the progress
moved speedly along. Now, March 14, 1965, exactly one .
year from the day that the former church building was vacated and one hundred thirty~five years from its formation,
a corner--$!one is being laid in the new building at seventyfive Chester Avenue , Providence, Rhode Island. Two weeks
from this date, on March 2 8 , 19 6 5 , this building will be
dedicated,
with Dr. Samuel DeWitt Proctor as the guest
speaker ·. On April 11, 1965, Rev. Carl C. Banks will be
installed
as Pastor of this Church. These Relocation.~
will be brought to an end with a banquet to be held May 1,
1965.
As can be noted from the records of success which many of
the former Pastors of this Church have enjoyed, the Church
has served well as a stepping stone to greater things for
most of them. It is here hoped that this distinction
may be
continued and it is also hoped that the Church may be
equally successful
in its advancements.
In other words,
may the future be kind, both to this Church and to those who
serve it, because both face a grave fight at this time. As
should be remembered,
this Church was founded, One
hundred thirty-five
years ago, dedicated to a fight for freedom. Today, this new Church, is dedicated to the same
purpose.
The results to be acquired may not be exactly the

