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Though the Leigh Street Baptist Church no longer has its commanding
view of Richmond, its handsome classical facade still dominates the corner
of Leigh and Twenty-Fifth Streets. The Greek Revival structure, designed
-1 by Samuel Sloan of Philadelphia, has a Grecian Doric, pedimented portico with
six fluted columns and a full entablature which continues around the side of
the church. The porch and its approaching stairs were originally of wood.
The present granite porch of the 1880's is reached by a pair of granite
stairs which turn at right angles to form a central mass up to the two en~
trances under the peortico. The intricately scrolled, cast-iron stair railinjg,
attributed to Asa Snyder, was added at the time the stairs were changed.

The three-storied, stuccoed church has six bays separated by pilasters on its
Leigh Street facade, and a one-story wing towards the rear. Attached to the
right side of the churech is a three-story, white stucco Sunday School addition
(1917). Similar to the church, it has a tall base and a three-bayed facade
with pilasters, a full entablature, and a balustrade. Beyond this is a
second annex (1930), a two-story, five-bay, white stucco structure with a
pedimented gable end rootf. The rear of the church is plain brick with a
fourteen foot long addition (1911) which houses the organ.

The original interior of the church was simple almost to the point
of being bare. A photograph taken in 1889 shows a central aisle with carved
pews of dark-stained wood curving off to each side. The end wall has no dec-
oration, except for a painted floral border at the top and at a level just
above the backs of the pews. A small, panelled choir is formed by a square,
curtained opening in the end wall. A panelled-front balcony supported by
then columns extends around the church. The organ was in the balcony at the
rear of the church.

In 1911, the gift of a new organ caused the interior of the church
to be rearranged. The choir was widened to fourteen feet and supported by
two, large, fluted columms in order to accomodate the organ. A portion of
the southern wall of the church was removed in 1917 so as to connect the
guditorium of the Sunday School wing to the church. In 1930, a complete
remedelling of the interior concluded its evolutionm. Today, there is still
the center aisle with the curved pews facing the organ. The side balconies
have been eliminated and replaced by a single curving one in the rear of the
1 church, Panelled wainscoting has been put around the bottom of the walls of
the church and the entrance foyer while an entablature of triglyphs and
dentils extends around the base of the panelled ceiling. The tall, straight
windows on the northern side of the church have rectangular panes coLored to
imitate alabaster. Three windows in the southern wall were eliminiated when
the Sunday School was built and the other two have been left open. The
auditorium of the wing faces the church and has a balcony at the back which
houses classrooms.

Though the interior of Leigh Street Baptist is very much ti:ansformed

——~| the exterior retains the simple directness which characterized it in: the
nineteenth century.
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‘the junction of Church and Union Hills and Shed Town, Leigh Street attracte

|_practiced primarily in the South, building many hospitels, asylums,. and ]

In the middle of the nineteenth century, a Baptist missionary
named Reuben Ford came to Church Hill to do religious work among the
residents and to establish a Baptist Church if his labors seemed to justi-
fy it. His efforts proved fruitful, and on Sunday, December 25, 1853, thd
first service of Leigh Street Baptist Church was held in the newly completd
basement of the church. On July 30, 1854, the church was officially
constituted, and Reuben Ford was chosen pastor. The building, designed
by Samuel Sloan of Philadelphia, was dedicated in May of 1857. From that| -
point, the church began its series of good works in the community which
earned it the name of '"The Church of the Helping Hand."”

Leigh Street Baptist was the fourth Baptist Church to be formed in
Richmond, and under its auspices, seven others were founded, including the
First African Baptist Church, started in 1858, Strategically locatred at

a large number of people who sometimes found themselves cut off from
Baptist services on the west side of town by the swollen waters of Shockoe
Creek. The church has always had a strong congregation and distinguished
pastors, among them, Reuben Ford, John Pollard (also a faculty member at
Richmond College and father of John Garland Pollard, later Governor of
Virginia), M. Ashby Jones, and J. J. Wicker.

During the 1870's, a one-story wing was added to the church on the
Leigh Street side to house the primary and nursery departments of the
Sunday School. Between 1880 and 1885, the wooden porch and steps on the
front entrance of the church were removed and replaced by a stone porch
and steps with ornamental iron-work, believed to have been the work of Asa
Snyder. Dark-stained wooden pews, arranged in a semi-circular fashion,
were installed about 1889. In 1911, a demand for space required the
addition of a Sunday School wing on the southern exposure of the church,
and a large organ was placed behind the pulpit platform. The educational
capacity of the church was enlarged in 1930 by an annex to the Sunday
School wing. At the same time, the outside of the church was repaired,
the Sunday School was redecorated, and the interior of the main church was
"made over' from floor to ceiling.

Samuel Sloan (1815-1884) was a well-known Philadelphia architect
whose work included such monuments as the Pennsylvania State Building for
the 1876 Exposition in Philadelphia, the Masonic Temple and Tradesman
National Bank in the same c¢ity, the Fulton Opera House, and the Connecticuy
State Hospital, He was instrumental in the formation of the Philadelphia-
chapter of the American Institute of Architects and was later made a
Fellow of that organization. During the last ten years of his life, he
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residences. In addition to the Leigh Street Baptist Church, Sloan designed
the Governor's Mansion (1883-1891) in Raleigh, North Carolina, the city in
which he settled and eventually died.

Leigh Street Baptist Church is the oldestwhite Baptist Church
in the city to contlnuously occupy..the. same building. The church 1s well-""
known to the community as a strong and charitable organization with many
members of the congregation being the descendants of its founding fathers.
Though remodelled on the inside, the exterior of Sloan's building has survived
in its original form to represenf .the Splrlt of archltectural excellence which
characterlzed antebellum Rlchmond T —
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