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Constructed about 1872, the present rectangular African Zion Baptist 
Church is essentially unchanged in outline from the original. Other than 
minor repairs and replacement of deteriorated wooden elements, the exterior 
has been enlarged only once, a small addition, in a style similar to the main 
unit, being made in 1940 for storage and sanitary facilities. Asphalt 
shingles provided better roofing for the structure and its crowning bell 
tower in 1951. The interior also underwent a refurbishing about 1940, walls 
(above wainscoting) and ceiling being covered with a composition fiberboard. 
Carpeting was placed on the floor in 1972.

African Zion Baptist Church is a frame structure built atop a stone 
foundation. Underpinned, the unit has no basement, but a crawl space, such 
as was provided in many Kanawha Valley buildings of the time, is located 
under the entirety. The gable-roofed sanctuary is topped on its front (west) 
elevation by a wooden bell tower. Entrance steps are now of cement, having 
replaced the old wooden risers about 1963. The hood over the central doors 
is wood framed and covered with asphalt shingles.

The weatherboard exterior is simply designed and painted white, as is 
all trim. Broken in front by a double-door entranceway and symmetrically 
placed windows on either side, the church has two windows on all elevations. 
These are high, double-hung wooden sash capped by a gently curving arch. 
The four upper panes in each window are clear while the lower four are 
translucent.

Interior walls (above the wainscoting) and ceiling are tongue-and-groove 
beaded matched pine sheeting covered by fiberboard. Wainscoting is a 
similar tongue-and-groove beaded sheeting. What is believed to be the 
original floor of hard pine has been covered by carpeting since 1972. All 
in all, the plain and simple lines of African Zion Baptist Church have 
remained intact since 1872, giving the structure the character associated 
with age and place.
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TATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

African Zion Baptist Church deserves special recognition as the mother 
church of Negro Baptists in West Virginia as well as the progenitor of 
associations dedicated to the furtherance of the religious education of this 
group even to this day. Among its noted members have been Booker T. Wash 
ington and "Father" Lewis Rice, founder of the church and a leader of the 
early black community in the Kanawha Valley of West Virginia.

An area known as the Kanawha Salines, located along the Kanawha River 
a few miles east of present Charleston, West Virginia, had flourished from 
shortly after the beginning until near the middle of the nineteenth century 
and again during the civil strife of the 1860s as a prime area for the 
production of salt, especially for the supply of large quantities needed by 
the meat-packing industry in Cincinnati. Slaves, often hired out to pro 
ducers and shippers by masters in Virginia, came to be a common element in 
the processing of salt, and after the Civil War it was logical that many 
would settle there under a new economic and social order in a new and contro4 
versial state. The black community naturally institutionalized at an early 
date into religious groups, and by 1865 the African Zion Baptist Church at 
Tinkersville (just east of Maiden) was recognized as the main organization 
completely owned arid controlled by Negroes.

For a short time meetings of the church, formally organized in February 
1863, were held in the home of Reverend Lewis Rice, a prime mover in the 
efforts to form means of secular and religious education for his people. 
The first structure used exclusively as a house for the body's instruction 
was built in November 1865, with the aid of General Lewis Ruffner, a local 
salt entrepreneur. By 1872 increasing economic demands for coal production 
(which had far surpassed the old salt manufacturing components as the 
leading industry of the area) required the church to move to its present 
location at Maiden where it erected a sanctuary which stands much the same 
today.

The African Zion Baptist Church is the mother church of the Negro 
Baptists of West Virginia. The Kanawha Valley's economy expanded greatly 
prior to the setbacks of the 1873 panic, and growing coal production offered 
employment to many black settlers. Up and down the river "arms" of African 
Zion were organized until the churches joined the Mt. Olivet Baptist 
Association in 1874 as individual units. This body still functions, and 
the mother church, a charter member, still belongs. Such a society provided 
the first entirely West Virginia grouping of Negro Baptists, for the churches| 
formerly belonged to the Providence Association of Ohio. Statewide organi 
zation was eventually begun in 1878 with the formation of the West Virginia 
Baptist State Convention, and the African Zion Baptist Church was again a
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8. SIGNIFICANCE (Continued)

charter member through efforts of the Mt. Olivet Baptist group.
Among the freed slaves who migrated to the salines from Virginia after 

the Civil War were Booker T. Washington and his mother, brother and sister. 
Booker 1 s stepfather was already working in a salt-packing house when the 
family arrived, and his sons soon joined him in daily labor. From about the 
time he was nine (1865) until he reached sixteen and left for Hampton Insti 
tute (1872), Washington and his relatives were part of the African Zion 
congregation and governing body. After his return to Maiden in 1875, Booker 
remained associated with the black community as an educator, church clerk and 
Sunday School leader. His ties with the African Zion Baptist Church not only 
continued strong while he remained in the area (he even served as clerk of the 
Mt. Olivet Baptist Association from about 1877 to 1879), but his return visits 
after he left found him in close contact with many of its members.

As a pioneer in its efforts, the African Zion Baptist Church holds a 
special place as leader in the expansion of both religious and secular 
upgrading of the community. Its part in the evolution of the Negroes of the 
Kanawha Valley from slaves to freedmen is well documented, and its products, 
such as Booker T. Washington, have continued to do credit to the organization.
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