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The First Baptist, Church. in Ionia has the distinction of being
the first Protestant organization in this section of our state. On
M.ay 28'", 1833"" a group of sixty-three peo:ple came here from Herkim.er
County" New York. They settled on land purchased from the governme-nt,
the previous year by Samuel Dexter. This was a wilderness where the
Iadi.ans helk UiIlkisputed po,ssession. These, were. a Gad loving people
as was evid enc ed by the st eps taken soon aft er their arrival to, form.
a religiolus organization.

Tania was then called NashingtQfi Center" a name, given to the
settlemBnt by the honQrable Samuel Dexter, its founder. On June 24,
1834", a meeting was held in the home o,f Mr•. Erastus Yearn.ans. Elder
Loomis" an agent for the Americ:an Home.Missioruary ,society" and Elder
Slater" a missio~nary at Thomas Station, in what is now Grand Rapids"
were· present. fh.e home of Mr. Yeomans was loc'ated o;n Nest, Main. st.
in the general area of what is now Yeamans 3treet.

At this meeting six persons, Sam.uel Dexter and his wife Anna,_
along with Erastus Yeomans and his wife, Pho~ha and Alfred Carnell
and his wife Nancy" uni ted in a conference. On. August" 23rd of the
same year, ~lder Loomis again visited here with calah Eldred" a member
af the church in Cornstalk" in Kalamazoo County. After a sermon and
discussion, it was voted that this conference should ask recognitio~
as a church. It was at this time that th~ permanent organization
was effected,,. the '".:harter Members being the six who uni ted in the,

conference.
Since this was two years before Michigan had attained statehood

it was at a time when wild animals were yet plentiful along Grand
River" and Indians d.welled in great numbers. A trip, to Detroit, by
oxteam.,. required a mere fourteen days from Ionia.. It w.as in 18,33
that Andrew Jackson made the first Presidential trip ever made on a
railroad and during this year our ~hurch had its origin. 0ince then
our Churc:h has been in continuous active existence. It, w,as at this
meeting that Benjamin 13. Barber was received by letter and Dr. Nilliam
H. Lincoln was our first candidate for baptism. Dr•. Lincoln was the
first physician to practice in Ionia, as well as its firs~ school-



te;ac'her.. He also built ~md occupied the first frame house in lo,nia.
The following day, on August 24th, a service was conducted with

Zlder Loomis preaching, and during an intermission the congregation
proceeded to the Grand aiver where the s~lemn rite of baptism was
administered", After Dr. Linc'oln was chosen as the first Church Cle.rk.
Church records show the relatives and descendants of the charter
members followed in rapid succession in Church membership.

One of the articles of Faith drawn up by the new organization
was th "It "The government of the (;h!1rch b·e vested in the hands of the
mal e member s ;'

Our Church is indebt.ed t.O)this salILe Samuel Dext-er for the land
upo/n which. the preBent: building stands. It, was ocriginally a plot.
eight rods square,. at the c:orner of_ rwlain and N'oJrvell Streets.. Th.e
deed' o'f the pro1perty is still in existence: and bears the_ signature8.\
olf Mr•. and Mrs. Dexter. I'lL is interesting to note .. that Samuel Dexter
was a direc:t, descendant o-f ROlger Williams,,, founder of. the First,
Baptist Church of Af,lerica~ at Provid'enc:e,,.. rthode. Island:.

M,eetings of o,ur early Church were held in the homes of Mr",
Erast.us· ]'eo)m.ans.and others.. They were, later held at. the. scho.olhouser-
which w.as im existence at that time on West Jlttain Street. Ba.ptisrJiLwas;
so'lemnized in the. waters of Grand River. In. Fe.hruary., 1831,. Candace.
Dexter" mother of Samuel Dexter". was rec.eived as a member.. Sha
w,as seventy-threB, the oldest, of the original group from New York.•

F'or nearly three years the, Church had no. pasto:r" but. under the:;
guideance of Mr", Alfred COlrnell it flo-urished. In late, 1.8;37" 3everend
A•.C. Sang,ster was engaged as the: first, pastor at a salary of $3:00)per
year.. H'e-remained faT two, ye.ars •.

In Xugust, 1840, ~1.r•. H~D.-Buttolph preached in the schoolhoJuse,
where. the Church met, and it was vo·ted to' ask his home church in Tray,,-
in Oakland COlunty, to' ordain him so' that he might become; pastoJr of the
Ionia Church. He arrived in October of that year and continued his
pas.torat:e- until 1845., What. the salary of the. pastor at that time
might: have been is not recorded,. but on August 2.,18:4.5" it was.;
vo;ted to. tax each male memher l2t¢ and each o,fthe female, mem.bers 6.¢
per montn_ for the support of the Go-s,pel. A committee waa appointed
to; c01llec:t the same. During the pastorate of ~~eve.rend Buttolph.~ tha



church was represented at. the Shiawasse Associatio11l,.
in' Perry" Michigan. Letters and repoTts were read.
Grand R:ilver Association came into being!"

Abon.lt th±s time Mr. John VanVleck reported that. resident.s in tha
vicinity of North Plains were wanting religious servic:ea and he~asked
far a lic:ense to) preach. This was granted SeptembJer l~ 184.3. On
June 1,. 1845,. he was ordained to the mini stry and became the~ organize.r
and the first. pastor of the Palo Church:. R.everend VanVleck was the,
great-uncle to Mr. Leo VanVleck,. now deceased.

Revere;nd Alfr ed Cornell" son. of the~ charter member Cornell
becams pastor here in 184~, and remained for seventesn years~ It was
during- his pasto;rat:e that o'ur first Baptist Church building; was erec't,ed .•.
It~ was probably in the, summer of 1846 and was erected just east. of_
where the present building stands. It, was the DefandoTL pro'I>erty where
the county bUilding now stands.

In Octo'ber 1864" it was' decided to. rent the pews in the. new
building, the income of whic:h was to he applied to: the finishing OL'
the, int.erior. Rentals ranged from $1.00 to $,.00 per year. Each.
person who' had t.aken a pew was to give theJ.r note, payable in grai.n
or its equivalent. It. was also votsd at this time to raise money by
a commit tee who:se duty it. was to "Search the. Tax Ralls" and lexy a
tax upon. each member residing near enough to enjoy the privel.eges o.f:
church meetings, according to the amount of property assessed to each
one said tax raIl.

at: it.s meating.
Ihe_ nex~ year the

Covenant. meetings were he.ld on the Saturday aft-ernoons: preceding
the first meeting, of each month. The. clerk kept. a record af all
absentees from Churc:h services and at each Covenant meeting t.he. clerk
informed those present of all absentees and they were required to
"render satisfactory excuse a·r be; admonished for neglect of religious
ttuty~' Theechurch was to investigate all absentees after a second
offence.

Reverend E•.Hl. MaTrison, a graduat.e of Cod.gat·e University" eam.a
to' our church. as its pastor in 1863,. remaining for two years at a
salary of $600 per annum. In 1865,. Reverend Alfred Corne:ll ret.urne.d
for an additional two years" making nineteen years that he served our
Shurch.

Reverend Levi Parmely filled the pulpit for us from 1868 until



1812. Early in his pastorate" on June 22, 1868" it was voted to construct
a new edifice as the old frame building was found to be inadequate,
for the work of the ehl.lrch., It was badly in n.eed of repairs" and

the membership had increased.
Mr._ Orry Waterbury Sr •." father of Miss Della Na,t.erbury and the,

grandfather of our own Stanley POIwell", wa,s requested to submit an
estimat e, at no less than $10,,000;.. Afthe consid erab Ie di scussi on and
numerous meetings of the Bhurch membership, it was voted to commission
Hr. Wat.erbury to build the new Chlurch.. Jt was like the present structure,
except for a small tower on the sOjutheast corner and the entrance"
which was added later. the old frame bUilding which had served the
Ghurch congregation as a meeting place since 1845, was moved to a lot
at the corner of NeBt Main 3treet" and Jackson Street", and sUhE.aquently
put t(Q) use as a workshop by Mr. Wat:erbury. It, was· later destroyed by

fira.. Re'Yerend Parm.sly preached the dedication sermon on January 11".
187/2.

Pastor from 1873 until 1874 was Jonathan Raw.1ey" and he., w,as f:bllowed

by Reverend E•.O•. Taylo,r '" whoTw,as wi th us fo)r two,. years •.
Another gr ad ua t e from C'olgat e uni VerSll.Y, J:le.varend John. Do·nnely"

cam.e to ourC?hurch in 1877' and remained for five years. He, prec:aedied
the Reverend D. VanAlstyne" whose pastorate began in 1882 and lasted
for four years.,

He:verend T .S. Mc:Gall became the pastor in 1886, and remained for
two years.. He was followed by Recverend J .J. Phelps in 1889" who
stayed for Dour years also., In 1893" Reverend F.O. Dicke.y se,rved at
the lecturn, leaVing after three years of service.

Apipe organ was installed in 1892, and in June 1895, it was voted
to hire an organ pumper at a salary of 50¢ a Sunday.

Re:verend.c;.M~. Jeffers was the pastor from 1896 until 1899" and
in 1900 Reverend D.L. Martin occupied the pulpi t •.

Beginning in 1905, Reverend K•.E. B,ranch entered a pastorate he:re:~
which w.'as to: c:ontinue: for $.eventee,n yearsi. During: this time. many,

alterations were madec' to the structure o,f our Churc:h", The b-alcony
W,3S installed in the· audl torium. in 190:6.;' there,; were some improvements
made in the basement at the, same time., In 1913, hardwood floors were.
laid in the auditorii,Uffi,.. In Septemb er o;f. 19,17,,; new stained gl.ass
winduws were placed, a gift o,f the .bmma Arnold estate.. fhe" windows



grace our auditoriu~ and foyer yet today~
January 1919 brought partial destruction to the Church foyer

and considerable water damage to the auditorium. The 30ard of frustees
with John C. Beattie as the chairman, had all damages repaired and the
building put into better condi tion than before the fire,,, with the money
received from the insurance. benefits. Tha painted murals on each
side of the organ were given by the construction firm who repaired
the. damaged por ti.0JOrsof tha Churc:hl. During the interim, Church services
w.ere held in th e COllll.rthouse•.

In 19:19,.te'o'" a motor was purchased for t.he. pipe o-rga.tli.. Reverend
Branch left us and on Marc:hr.y,. 1948" he passed aw:ay at. t.he Masonic
Home.in Alma•.

R.everend W•.T·•. WadehC1use assumed his plac;e in the pulpi.t. on. August
6" 1922.. Ayaar later, in 19'2),,, the Brotherhood. ROOIIl! was added" 83

moder!i'llki tchen inst aIled" the_ basement remodelled and the parsonage:: o.n
East. Main. Stre et was purchased. The: past.ora te OJf Reverend Wadehousa
was a h.appy one,. but due to illn.ess it. was severed in two. years. HiS\.:
res:fgnation was regretfully accept.ed by the enure-h. Re;n.;aren:.dand Mrs.
Woldeho-useceleb,ra t ed t.heir gold en anniversary on: No~vember 16, 1931" at
their horne in Carrurua,. and three months latar, on Fehru.ary 18" 1938, the
Ra~erend Nodehause passed away.

J.1everend Alfred Trenary was O,ur pastor four years,. haVing come~
here in 1924. During this period it became necessary to put a new
roof on the Church building. Several donations were accepted towards
th~, and later a mortgage was placed on the parsonage to pay for the
balance of indebtedness.

SuC'cessor to Reverend Trenary was Reverend li'.J. Fitch,. another
(jQJlgate graduate who came to us in March of 1929.. It, w·as while. he was
pastor that we celebrated the one hundredth anniversary of our Church,
i.n June of 1934., This was a most outstanding eVlent in the. annals of
our !';hurch. l"Qur different observances were included in the Centenni al
occasion •. A banquet on June 29th, Historical Night on June 22nd, an
appr01pr bate se.rvi.c e in: the mo·rning; and another in the mrening on
CeniLennial Sunday". June. 26,th.,

Our Church was incorpo·rate.d on Oct.ober 5,.. 1936,.. and OIllMarch 1"
1936, Rave.rend Pi thOl ac.::c:epted a c:a11 to another church. ReJl'.erend
Ch,arles MOTse supplied tha pulpit. fair the next t.hree. monthS.,; adding
seyeral by baptism to the:. membership roster



J'une 1,. 1936" Rever end ~e.oTge NOiO':t~ockbe,c;am,aour pa stor. He.
w,as here fryr nine years', and while ha was our spiiritual leader there:
were m,ore accomplishments. An outside bulletin board was prese.nt~ed
by, the Do:rcas So'c-fety and dedicated OJ'll March 1, 19'34.. RedecolJ'ati ng.
took plac'e in the audItorium, and the floors were re,finished. A new
ceiling was applied and the. pipe o:rgan was completely o~verhauled •.
The final payment, was made on. the. morgage and at: the Adj,ourned Annual
meeting; a hist:eJ1rical ac:co!unt of the mOlttgage. was rendered by Mr. Har:biert
Powell. There was a service of thanksgiving after which Mrs Flora
Fre;eman was given the hono,r of burning the mortgage •.

The, above mentioned improvements involved an ammount apprOXimately
$)60D~, and when finished, were paid for ent.irely, by members and friends
o,f the, Church. Much of the credit for the success o.f th.e, project
ac?crues to Mrs;. Margaret Darling;" Chairman of the Financ ..e Co,mmitt.e:e,.
whase tireless efforts ensured the c;ompletiorn of the plan. At this
time also the elec·tric: Cr€)'SSover t.he~organ, the offering plateE and
settees as well as other gifts were mada,. m.any of them, in memo:ry of
deceased members.

During the, alterations services were conduct.ed in the aasem.ent. of
th e Church.

Reverend Wo,o'lcolc:kpassed away on SeptBmber 9,1951 at Gregory,
Mic·higaru., Mrs 'No.olC'OlCkhas since returned to Ionia, making it her
home•.

Reverend w •. L•. Cruthers led the Church from August~ 1945 until
O~:!tb'0 ar 1947. I 11l th eset w0 yea r s r epair s werem adeat the.. par son ag e ,.
including, a completely remodelled bathroom with all new fixtures and
floor coverings.

Dr. J •. Lee Lewis filled the pulpit from October 1947 to August.
1950. On J·u.ne 24,1949, the Churc:h celebrat.ed the 1l5th year of its
exestence.. A banquet and program on Juna 24th marked the occasion
and the following ,,,,unday, lJr •. R•.T. Andem.was guestJ speaker •.

This brings us t.o the pastorate of W.W. Pixley, who came to be tha
pastor in Oc;t.ober, 1:::60.. During; the ..years heJ occupied the. pulpit, two
mode.rn r estJ rOJoms" a Sunday S'c:h~al class rO.OlIIhand a newly remod eled
kitchen w:e.re given to} the, Church by Mr•. and Mrs•. H!tr8llliDarling as a
"IIi ving m.emorial"



An-inc:imeJ'atar and, tw'o new gas rang:e's were; givel'll by the.: CCW
c:lass and in 195,3" gas heEt was installed in the, Church.

The Communion Table from which is served tha sacred Communion to
o,ur congreg'ation" was presented by the family; of Franc,iS! Whlitesidas", in...
hts memory. Tha cross and electrr~Jcandle, sticks which add, so m.uc,hto
the digni ty of the services were" plac;ed by the sister and many friends
(Off.' Nina Underwood who was a member o,f our choir for sar,many years. New
c:ushions for the pew.s:were selected and put o,n" new tables for eht, dining
rO)Ol!Iliand dividing screens far the.ovarious Sunday Schloob classes were:,
pufchased in 1956.

A thaughtful gif·t· in the nature o,f the ped estal and a guest::
register to accupy it were provided by Mr~ and Mrs. Ernest Nhle:aLar.

Ia 1.95-6,..on Dec:ember 1st" ae.verend Alfred M,iller cama to our Church
as its pasto,r t. Reverend Pixley haVing: acce.pted a call to another Church.
in 195;6.

1m 1957 an aUi.tamatic; oil furnace.,. which was later conv..e.rt--edto gas
lqre-st". was installed in the parsonage:. It: was decided t.o c;hange hym.na~s
:iLl'.[. 1958,. and they wer e purchased and put~ into use.

During the summer and fall of 1958" wal±s and ceiling of tha
aud-ito)rLum,,, fo:yer,.. hall and entrance. weTe pai.nted.. The.,floors wera
Viarnishe'd,. new carpeting' was laid in the foyer r church, pu:.lpi t" dias,,,
and the choir loft.. Ne"wcOJmmerc.ial linoleum was appli-ed in the, hall and
errtrywiay stairs.

Ne.w·chairs we.re plac:erl into the. c:hoir loft.1IDy the Cri.sp:L.n:l?amily
in honor of Mis:s Ethel Crispin" Church olrganis.t, for fifty-s.ix years.
New,chairs and desk grace.d the fo)yer" both given by the sons of Mrs;•.
Ressie Craft~ and Mrs'. Mary Fate: in, their memory. New:heavy oak doors
also: purchased from, a memorial bequest, were fuung and the old c.a,rp,eti.ng;
was laid in the balcony.. The pew cusi ons were, also: recovered.

Re-dedication services were held on Sunday, Novern.be,r2,.195.8, with
Dr•.. R•.W•. Waigen as the pril'l1cipal speaker. Dr. Wai,gen was the Mi.ssiona:ry
Fi eld Counselor of th e MichigarL Bapt ist Co,nventi on.

On Sunday June:. 29, 1959, we observ.ed the l25th anni versary of our
existence as a Church.. Dr•. Arthur Farrell spoke at the morning services
and in the afternoon, Reverend Ralph Karney was the speaker. In tha
afternoon our own Stanlay Pow'e.ll presided.. Special musi.c was provided
at both services by the choir.

rteverend Pix,ley, extended the greetings in behalf of former pastors •.
Miss Della Waterbury and Mrs Clara yaamans were singularly honored in



that they were mJ!r two oldest living, members. Miss Waterbury was ninety
five and had been a member for seven tor eight years" twenty of which had
been spent as our Church clerk. Mr~. Yeomans was ninety seven and had
also been a member fOT seventy eight. years.. A bJrief four months lat:er
on Oct,ober 2nd" Mi,ss Waterbury passed away and was followed in de,ath
by IVlrs •. leo)mans a sc ant. two months later, on DeC'ember 4th •.

On the. evening a,f ..ie,ptember 21" 1959, during an elec:trical storm,
the church steeple was struck by lightening, causing a large h~la on
the north side. One, Sunday 3chooL ra'Q.lIlunder the tower was damaged by
water, but fortunately the remainder of the bUilding was left intact.
When it was repai red ,. metal stri ps were appli ed and the ste:eple was
grounded in such a manner that a recurrence of the same nature has bJeea
highly minimized.

rteverend Miller's resignation became effective o:n ~aptember 7" 19,60
and he was replaced hy neverend John rennyson who assumed his duties on,
January 1" 1961.. On M8rch 26th of the same year Reverend Tennyson
oaptised' thirty three" the largest· numb,er t.O! rec:..eive this, saC'rem.ent in
the history of our Church on a single date. During his first, yaar ,..too,
in Lansing; on OCctober 14th, there were seven of o'ur members wh,a had
belo:nged to the rH,c'higan Baptist COlllvention for fifty years or more,.
who were honored at the 125th Michigqn Japtist Convention.

A cement and tile floor was laid in the north room of the basement.
and Fellowshi p hall.. Masoni t e panelling' were appli ed to, the walls and
a new flush type ceiling fixtures installed. Much of this work was
done by the men of the Church tSummer of 1962).

Memorial beauests left to the Chnrch by Mrs. Florence Patterson
and 1rs •. Hazel Haag were invested in folding chairs for the iellowship
Hall.. ~ new pulpit was given in memory of Carolyn 3igns by her parents,
i"Jr. ,md !Vlrs. Harold ::>igns" and later on (.IJey added a pulpi,tJ light:. \two:
chairs to match the pulpit were presented by the CCWc:lass ta honor
Miss Ethel Srispin, their faithful leader for so many years. Another
chair was donated by Mr. and Mrs. Joseph Harp. Collection plates to
m.atch the Cross and electtric candle sticks were added to the pulpit.
area by Nrs.• Ferne Johnson in memory of her husband" Purl. Another
gift by Mr. and Mrs. Ernest. Wheeler was a loud speaker.

Reverend Tennyson left us on December 1,. 1965 and on May,1" 1966
our present minister, ~everend Lowell Youngs, arrived to take, over the
spiritual responsibilities of the church.



On Sunday July 11~ 1966, he was installed in an impressive ceremony
as minister of our Church.. The Chairman of the Mic:higan J3aptist
Co)nvention, Dr•. Aurther Farrell,. acted as installing chairman.
Ionia's Mayor, C. Anthony Halice~ extended the welcome on behal~ of
the city of Ionia.. Repre.sentc3tives of the Ionia ;4inisterial
Association were presentt, as well as pastors fro~ other citias and
town~ in' Mic·higan.

We ~annot cO)I1.clude this history without. mention of many who have.
rmeant so much in the; past histo,ry and life of our Chu.rc'h~ who' have.
gone. to) their reward.. Emma Arnold was a Church c:le.r~ and Sunday
sc'hool tea~her. She left a home to the .. ehurc:h which was then used
as a parsonage. This was later sold and under the... Trusteeship of
rte:);-erend Kenry Powell, th e. funds war e used, in 1914" for new windows
in. the Church and, theo bJalarrc~e.·placed in. the: Emma ArnQild Enldow.r.n:emt,
Fun'd'", am interest bearing securi ty.

Orry Waterhury Sr •." a member of the Board' of Trustees for many
years and c;ontrac:tor of our present Ch.urch building,. ~~e)[erend Renry
Powell" a retired minister of the. Gospel and bro.ther 0:[ Herbert,
POJwell" who! was gre,atly int erested in the we,lfara of the~ Church. ' He,
hedtd office.s of Deacon, and Trustee." and left to, the Church the.
Pow.ell Endowment and also the. Henry Powell Trus~ Fund~ At, his
request. the inc~ome from. tha endow~e,nt fund was to be used to ke,e.p
his name as a perpetual giver and contributor towards the curren~
e.xpens e oif. t h,e Chur ch •.

The...Hersey 's". CQ;rne~ls,.. Allurds,,, Crispins (Mr. Crispin" father
o·f_Ethel Crispiru, was a former Deacon), B)1oomers,(Ste~la and Ella)
Mjl..ssKata3 Benedict, Mrs •. W.C•. Ste,ere" :Vlrs;•. C.A. Ireland, tha Be.attie,s
("Mr. J ,C. Be;attie;" long a Chairmal1l of the Trustee Board)" Le.e, El~a".
and Jessie, Hutchins, (Milss Ella" in whOJsehonor the... Ella Hutchins
Ci.rc:le is named).. On. J'anuary 12, 1912" Miss Ella Hutchins was
requested to ac:t as custodian of rec'ords of the Church.. This offic;e.
she held until March 19-21 when she moved to, Ann Arbor and then
turned that responsibility o'ver to the writ,er. The; Markles,
(Mr•. Markle was a former Deac~on and father o)f Mrs., Edi th See-lecy),. Mr.
Claude Bro:ckway, fa;ther of Mrs •. LeO' Edwards, lang a member of the,
Trust.ee 301ard" for years as Chairman. Mrs~. Clara Scheuer, Mr. and Mrs..
E.W. Briggs, active in Sunday School work and Trustee Board" Lucy
A•. Cull" a devout. Churc;h and Sunday Sc:hool w0;rke.r" lo.ved by all,. and



for many years a member of the Church choir. Mrs.- Flora Freeman, teacher
of the "Fri~ndly 'Norkers" Class, r,1rs•. Cora Rinker" teacher of the ilIa
Hutchins Circle, and a.F. Whit esid es, a De,acon and .frustee and .sunday
Sc~ho01 work er •.

There are many others whose names we have not mentioned and who
deserve much credi t. ITe. would not choose to- omit one name.

During the 134 years our Chur~h has had 26 pastors" including
Reverend Lowell Young•. Six o,f these are still living: Re.verend F.J.
Fitch,. Reverend ~V..L•. Cruthers, Heverend 'N.W. Pixley, Reverend A.P.
Miller, Reverend John Tennyson, and our present pastor,. Reverend
Lowell Ya.,ungs0>-

Our Church stands as a memorial to the zeal and devotion of
those who sought to secure for themselves and their descendents the
right to worship God according to their own. convictions.iVa e.njoy a
modern bUiiliding in all of its beauty, free from debt because of the
many devoted members who have toiled and sacrificed during the many years
that have passed as weIl as the present. Ours is indeeda priceless
heri t age.


