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1.  Name of Property 

historic name   Westminster Presbyterian Church 

other names/site number         Messiah Baptist Church 

name of related multiple property listing  N/A 

  Location 

street & number  76 Warburton Avenue     not for publication 

city or town  Yonkers   vicinity 

state  NY code NY county Westchester code 119 zip code  10701 

3. State/Federal Agency Certification  
 

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended,  
I hereby certify that this    X    nomination     _ request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards 
for registering properties in the National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional 
requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60.  
In my opinion, the property    X_  meets     _  does not meet the National Register Criteria.  I recommend that this 
property be considered significant at the following level(s) of significance: 
       national                  statewide            X  local  
 

   
Signature of certifying official/Title                                                   Date 

   
State or Federal agency/bureau or Tribal Government 

In my opinion, the property        meets        does not meet the National Register criteria.   

   
Signature of commenting official                                                                         Date 
 

   
Title                                                                                                  State or Federal agency/bureau or Tribal Government 
 
4.  National Park Service Certification  
I hereby certify that this property is:   
 
       entered in the National Register                                                                 determined eligible for the National Register             
           
       determined not eligible for the National Register                                        removed from the National Register  
    
       other (explain:)                                   _________________                                                               
                                                                                                                      

   
  Signature of the Keeper                                                                                                         Date of Action  
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5.  Classification  
 
Ownership of Property 
(Check as many boxes as apply.) 

Category of Property 
(Check only one box.) 

Number of Resources within Property 
(Do not include previously listed resources in the count.) 
 

    Contributing Noncontributing  

X private X building(s) 1  buildings 
 public - Local  district   sites 
 public - State  site   structures 
 public - Federal  structure   objects 
   object 1 0 Total 

 
 
 
 
 
Name of related multiple property listing 
(Enter "N/A" if property is not part of a multiple property listing)            

Number of contributing resources previously 
listed in the National Register 
 

N/A  N/A 
                                             
6. Function or Use                                                                      

Historic Functions 
(Enter categories from instructions.)  

Current Functions 
(Enter categories from instructions.) 

RELIGION / Religious Facility  RELIGION / Religious Facility 

RELIGION / Church School   

   

   

   

   

   
 
   
7. Description 

Architectural Classification 
(Enter categories from instructions.) 

 Materials  
(Enter categories from instructions.) 

LATE VICTORIAN / Gothic  foundation: Stone 

  walls: Brick 

    

  roof:  

  other:  
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Narrative Description 
(Describe the historic and current physical appearance of the property.  Explain contributing and noncontributing resources if necessary. Begin with a 
summary paragraph that briefly describes the general characteristics of the property, such as its location, setting, size, and significant features.)   
 
Summary Paragraph 
 
The former Westminster Presbyterian Church, now Messiah Baptist Church, located at 76 Warburton Avenue 
in the city of Yonkers, Westchester County, New York stands on the east side of Warburton Avenue mid-block 
between Wells Avenue and Quincy Place in the Getty Square neighborhood. Yonkers, the third-largest city in 
New York State situated just north of the city limits of New York City, sprung up as a village in the seventeenth 
century near the Saw Mill River’s confluence with the Hudson as a seat for the colonial patroonship of 
Philipsburg Manor. The Getty Square neighborhood comprises the historic downtown and central business 
district of Yonkers, which grew into a regional industrial center during the nineteenth century. To the north of 
the church lies a series of vacant lots extending to Quincy Place. To its immediate south is a row of multistory 
commercial buildings that extends to the corner of Wells Avenue, and beyond, to Getty Square, the central 
business district of Yonkers. The entire west side of the block is occupied by a two-story section of the 
Kawasaki subway car assembly plant. The rear of the church abuts a stone retaining wall, on top of which 
stands a four-story apartment building that on its opposite end faces North Broadway.  
 
This nomination includes the entire historic lot upon which the church was built. The church is set back from 
the street behind a small lawn, which is perched above sidewalk grade by a historic rusticated ashlar retaining 
wall. Two short stone stairways are punched through the front retaining wall. They lead to two respective 
walkways that access the two entrances on either end of the church’s front elevation. The property also 
includes narrow walkways lining the north and south sides of the church for access to the rear Sunday school, 
which rise in elevation toward the east as the lot slopes upward. Behind the church to the east is a high stone 
retaining wall, which is separated from the rear wall of the Sunday school by an additional narrow walkway. 
The building retains a high degree of integrity on both its exterior and interior. 
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Narrative Description  
 
Exterior 
Westminster Presbyterian Church is composed of two attached sections: a two-story main sanctuary and a 
two-story Sunday school wing to the rear. The two-story main sanctuary section is clad in dark grey schist 
random ashlar masonry and has a cruciform, cross-gabled roof configuration. The southwest corner of the 
sanctuary façade has a four-story bell tower, which houses the church’s main entrance at its base; the 
northwest corner has a lower one-and-one-half-story bay, three levels of hipped roofs, and a front-gabled 
secondary entrance bay. The gable crossing of the sanctuary roof is topped by an octagonal flèche. The two-
story Sunday school / lecture room wing is largely clad in brick. The westernmost bays on each elevation are 
clad in the same stone as the sanctuary. The rear wing matches the full width of the sanctuary. This rear wing 
is topped by a north-south-oriented gable-on-hip roof with chamfered corners. 
 
Façade (West Elevation) 
Westminster Presbyterian Church is a two-story, three-bay cross-gabled building clad in a striated, rock-faced, 
dark grey schist with smoothly finished stone trim. The central bay is a large front gable; it is flanked to the 
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south by a four-story tower and to the north by a one-story entrance bay. Each of the three façade bays is 
bookended by stepped buttresses. The buttresses that flank the main entrance, located at the base of the bell 
tower, continue up the tower facade in a series of setbacks aligned to each story; these buttresses terminate at 
the base of the belfry on the top story. The center bay is dominated by a tall stained-glass, pointed-arch 
window beneath a commanding high-pitched gable. Centered within the gable, directly above the pointed-arch 
window, is a small pointed-arch louver window. The center gable’s corners sit upon gable springers. Below the 
gable springers, a smooth stone beltcourse extends toward the center window, where it becomes the impost 
for the arch and outlines the arch. 
 
The main entrance to the church is located in the first story of the bell tower. The entrance is inset within a 
front-gabled entrance bay that projects slightly from the tower. The entrance bay features a gothic arched 
opening within a front-gabled structure; the gable is set upon gable springers. Its portal contains chamfered 
abutments with stepped buttresses facing outward toward the street. The entry portal features a double-glazed 
panel and metal-frame door, topped by a pointed arch transom light. This transom light, which is stained glass, 
is configured into a simple tracery form with a pair of squat pointed-arch lights topped by a small rose window. 
The two stories of the tower above the porch gable each have a single, small, wide, pointed-arch window. The 
belfry at the top story of the bell tower features tall, pointed-arch, louver windows on each of its four elevations. 
Each of these openings is filled with wooden bar tracery at its top, with horizontal louver boards in the center. 
Each corner of the tower is topped by a merlon, with the wide crenels between them capped by simple flat 
parapets. 
 
The north bay houses a front-gabled entrance bay identical in configuration to the south bay portal, though 
without a tower. On the north side of this bay is a single-story, hip-roofed, chamfered-corner protrusion, with 
one leaded casement window within its chamfer. A small gabled corner section rises behind this and connects 
to a portion of the building under the main cross-gabled roof. The section, which is deeply inset from the 
entrance bay, has a small, wide, pointed-arch window. 
 
North Elevation 
The north elevation of the church’s exterior, which is nine bays wide, can be roughly divided into three sections 
(from west to east): three bays with a variety of rooflines, a large front gable, and the rear wing with shed, 
hipped, and gabled roofs over the Sunday school. Three complex bays compose the west end of the north 
elevation; they feature the side elevation of the projecting secondary entrance and two stepped rooflines. The 
windows in this section are connected by a lighter-gray stone sill course. The third (easternmost) bay meets 
the end buttress of the center bay beneath a lower-hipped roof. Set within this bay are two levels of offset 
narrow rectangular windows. The second bay from the street features the aforementioned chamfered corner 
with a one-over-one leaded casement window within the chamfer, beneath a hipped roof that is lower than the 
roof of the third bay. The first bay, closest to Warburton Avenue, contains a single one-over-one leaded 
stained-glass window and wraps around to the facade by way of the street-facing buttress that marks the 
beginning of the northern entry porch. The roof of this bay is the north slope of the entry porch’s gable. The 
front gable’s parapet terminates on its north side with a gablet.  
 
The large gable, which is similar in massing to the central bay of the façade, is the dominant feature of the 
elevation. It has a high-pitched gable framing and a central pointed-arch stained-glass window. The eastern 
end of the central gable is occluded by a shallow projection that continues to the rear of the church building. 
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This point marks the end of the sanctuary and the beginning of the Sunday school / lecture room, with its 
surrounding side rooms. The lecture room section is only fully clad in schist to its first bay (the fifth bay from the 
street); the remaining four bays are common-bond brick with schist trim. Within the sixth bay, a one-story, flat-
roofed bay protrudes from the north elevation; it contains a side entrance topped by a non-historic shed-roofed 
entry covering supported on its north end by a wooden bracket. The side of this bay that faces the street and 
contains the side entrance is clad in schist, which wraps one stone deep on the north elevation of the 
protruding bay. The entry covering meets the north wall with a street-facing gable springer, which is joined by a 
symmetrical skew corbel at the rear of the protruding bay. The wall between the sixth and seventh bays is 
angled outward to accommodate the lecture room’s increased width. The seventh bay, behind the protruding 
side entrance bay, is dominated by a first-story pointed-arch window. All of the rectangular windows on the 
lecture room’s north elevation have double-hung configurations, except for second-story wooden casements in 
the fifth, sixth, and eighth bays and the window on the projecting sixth bay. Each window also features stone 
lintels and sills. The roof of the lecture room is hipped, rising with a chamfered corner at the wall between the 
sixth and seventh bays, with a tiny north-facing louvered gable at its peak. 
 
South Elevation 
The configuration of the south elevation is nearly identical to that of the north elevation but is more difficult to 
see due to its proximity to nearby commercial buildings. The most obvious difference between the elevations is 
the bell tower at the western end. This front bay is flanked by a chamfered second bay, as is apparent in the 
north elevation, but where this bay rises one story on the north, it rises two stories on the south as a corner 
tower to the bell tower. The corner tower has a first-story leaded casement window on its chamfer and a 
second-story leaded casement window on its south side. A basement-access stair is located beside the fourth 
(central gable) bay. The brickwork beginning at the sixth bay is parged in a layer of stucco, which has eroded 
in many locations. The only remaining wood casement windows on the south elevation of the fellowship hall 
are located on the second story of the fifth and sixth bays and the first story of the ninth bay; its pointed arch 
window in the seventh bay contains a steel casement, and the remaining windows are one-over-one sliding 
sash. Like on the north elevation, the fenestration on the rearmost three bays is irregularly spaced. 
 
Roof 
The roof of the Sanctuary is clad in slate shingles with copper and lead flashing. The church’s gable crossing 
above the Sanctuary is topped by an octagonal flèche, with wooden louvered Gothic arch windows on each of 
its eight sides. The flèche’s high-pitched octagonal tower roof is clad in slate shingles with copper flashing 
matching the rest of the sanctuary’s roof. The flèche is capped by a copper pinnacle. The rear wing of the 
church features asphalt shingle roofing, with soffits clad in non-historic aluminum. 
 
Interior 
Moving from front to rear (west to east), the first floor of the church is divided into two narthexes, the sanctuary, 
the baptistery, a transverse corridor, the kitchen and restrooms, and the lecture room surrounded on three 
sides by classrooms and a pastor’s office. The second floor is comprised of the sanctuary mezzanine, followed 
by a transverse corridor beyond the chancel, the main pastor’s office and music room, and a series of second-
floor classrooms overlooking the lecture room. 
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Sanctuary 
Each of the front entrances to the church leads into a small corner narthex. From each narthex, double-wide, 
pointed-arch doors with stained-glass transoms lead into the main sanctuary of the church. To the side of 
these doors, stairways accessing the north and south ends of the mezzanine rise from the north and south 
sides of each narthex, with each stairway turning its respective corner at a landing. 
 
The sanctuary is cruciform in plan, with a nave and transepts of equal dimensions, and a trapezoidal-plan choir 
with raking north and south walls. It has an auditorium sanctuary plan with curved seating set on a gentle 
slope. The walls have beadboard wainscoting. 
 
The west end wall of the nave and the north and south end walls of the transept each contain a single 
monumental Gothic stained-glass window with simple wood tracery. The east end wall of the chancel contains 
a Gothic arch of matching proportions to these stained-glass windows; it contains a monumental organ atop a 
bracketed sill rather than a window. The sill below the organ pipes is composed of a shelf that rests upon 
wooden brackets. Directly in front of the organ is a raised, stepped choir section, separated from the pulpit in 
front of it by a low, solid wood screen. The wood lectern, which stands centered in front of the choir, is 
elaborately carved with Gothic tracery and blind arches, supported on the corners by decorative pilasters. The 
chancel is elevated from the main sanctuary by four steps. 
 
North of the chancel, below the overhang of the mezzanine, is a baptistry, which is visible from the sanctuary 
by an arched mosaic tile opening. A pair of pointed-arch doors flank the choir on the rear wall of the chancel; 
these lead to the second story of the rear lecture room wing. A pair of low-pointed-arch doors on either side of 
the bema, meanwhile, lead to a transverse hallway that separates the sanctuary from the rear lecture room 
wing to the east. 
 
An arced second-floor mezzanine, with curved gallery seating, spans the nave, transepts, and sides of the 
choir. The walls of the mezzanine have beadboard wainscoting. The balcony is faced with wood panels and is 
supported by eight slender cast-iron colonettes.  
 
The crossing between the transepts and nave is supported by four slender reeded columns. These columns 
have two levels. They have Doric capitals which intersect with the base of the balcony. The columns continue 
upward through the edge of the balcony and end with octagonal capitals, which sit beneath abaci decorated 
with incised detail. From these abaci rise four-sided vaulted structures, behind each of which spans a ribbed 
vault supported on the opposite ends by corbels. The vaults are composed of corrugated cast-iron sheets. 
 
The ceiling of the sanctuary is composed of a crossing of ribbed, pointed-arch barrel vaults. This vaulting is 
configured into two levels, which are separated by bead moldings. The lower vaulting within the nave and 
transepts rests upon bracketed cornices or springs from the walls. Both levels of vaulting are sheathed in the 
same corrugated, concave-arced cast-iron sheets. The center of the ceiling features an octagonal carved detail 
where the vaulting meets. The nave, transepts, and choir ceilings each have an electric chandelier suspended 
from their center cross-ribbing. 
 
Sunday School / Lecture Room 
The Sunday school / lecture room is a two-story room occupying the center of the rear wing of the church. It is 
surrounded on its north, west, and south sides by a second-floor mezzanine, which is supported by a series of 
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cast-iron Doric colonettes and wooden brackets and struts. The mezzanine is rimmed by an ironwork 
balustrade, the base of which is curved in a cavetto molding. The east end of the lecture room is the site of a 
stage; the rear wall of the stage is trapezoidal. The southern angled corner of the rear stage wall is exposed 
brick; two levels of window openings infilled with brick are visible. The lecture room has a non-historic acoustic 
tile drop ceiling, which is missing tiles in enough locations to reveal an earlier wainscoted, cross-beamed 
vaulted ceiling. The pastor’s study is located off of the lecture room to the north, and the kitchen is located 
south of the lecture room, off of the transverse hallway. 
 
Music Room and Offices 
On the west side of the transverse hallway separating the sanctuary from the lecture room, a pair of stairways 
rise to the second floor’s transverse hallway. The pair of doors leading from either side of the sanctuary’s bema 
open onto a half-story landing within these stairways, between their first- and second-floor landings. The 
staircases are set at a forty-five-degree angle from the hallways, such that they are flush with the raking side 
walls of the choir between the first floor and half-story landings, and subsequently turn at right angles up 
toward the second floor. 
 
On the east wall of the southern end of this second-story hallway is the entrance to the music room. Just 
beyond this door, a short series of steps leads up to the music room’s elevated floor. The steps are separated 
from the areas to their side by wooden balustrades, terminating in a pair of newel posts. The music room’s 
ceiling appears identical to the original vaulted ceiling of the lecture room, which is adjacent to its south. Like 
the ceiling of the lecture room, the music room’s ceiling is constructed of wainscoted wood panels braced by 
beveled wooden beams. These beams radiate outward toward the south from a bracing boss near the center-
north end of the ceiling. Four, one-over-one wood-sash windows punctuate the room’s south wall near floor 
level. The room is semi-octagonal in shape, with chamfered corners on the southeast and southwest. 
 
A pastor’s office flanks the north side of the lecture room’s second story. Its design is nearly symmetrical to 
that of the music room, but with only two windows on its north wall compared to the music room’s four. Like the 
music room, the pastor’s office has an elevated floor level accessed by stairs and a vaulted wainscoted ceiling 
with radiating chamfered beams. Other second-floor spaces surrounding the lecture room include two small 
offices east of the pastor’s office. 
 
Basement 
The church contains two disconnected basements: one directly below the sanctuary, and one below the lecture 
room wing. Each of these basements has a boiler. The sanctuary’s basement is accessible by a small door in 
the southwest corner of the sanctuary. The stairway down leads to a series of small former classrooms and a 
former supplemental kitchen. Beyond these rooms is an unfinished section with an earthen floor and eroded 
earthen walls with rubble fill. The sanctuary floor is supported by a network of brick piers. 
 
The eastern basement is entirely unfinished, with rough concrete floors and parged rubble foundation walls. Its 
western foundation wall is constructed of a combination of rubble schist masonry and brick infill. The wing 
above is supported by a network of brick piers. The western end is the location of the organ’s motor. 



United States Department of the Interior  
 National Park Service / National Register of Historic Places Registration Form  
NPS Form 10-900     OMB No. 1024-0018     (Expires 5/31/2012) 
 
Westminster Presbyterian Church DRAFT  Westchester County, NY 
Name of Property                   County and State 
 

8 
 

8. Statement of Significance 
Applicable National Register Criteria  
(Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the criteria qualifying the property 
for National Register listing.) 
 

X A Property is associated with events that have made a 
significant contribution to the broad patterns of our 
history.  

 B Property is associated with the lives of persons 
significant in our past. 
  

   

X C Property embodies the distinctive characteristics  
of a type, period, or method of construction or 
represents the work of a master, or possesses high 
artistic values, or represents a significant 
and distinguishable entity whose components lack 
individual distinction.  

   

 D Property has yielded, or is likely to yield, information 
important in prehistory or history.  

   

 
 
 
Criteria Considerations  
(Mark "x" in all the boxes that apply.) 
 
Property is: 
 

A 
 

 
Owned by a religious institution or used for religious 
purposes. X 

 
 

B 
 
removed from its original location. 

 
 

C 
 
a birthplace or grave. 

 
 

D 
 
a cemetery. 

 
 

E 
 
a reconstructed building, object, or structure. 

 
 

F 
 
a commemorative property. 

X 
 

G 
 
less than 50 years old or achieving significance 

  within the past 50 years. 

Areas of Significance  
(Enter categories from instructions.) 
Architecture 

Ethnic Heritage: Black 

Social History: Civil Rights 

 

 

 
 
Period of Significance  

1880-1990 

 

 
Significant Dates 

1880-1881, 1886, 1965, 1988-90 

 

 
 
Significant Person  
(Complete only if Criterion B is marked above.) 
 

 

Cultural Affiliation 

 

 

 

Architect/Builder 

Valk, Lawrence B. 

 

 

 
Period of Significance (justification) 
The period of significance for Westminster Presbyterian Church extends from 1880, when construction began on the 
building, includes its sale to the Messiah Baptist Church in 1965, and ends in 1990 to reflect that congregation’s 
involvement and activism during a prominent desegregation battle in Yonkers. Rev. Darryl George led several significant 
marches between 1988 and 1990 to protest against the city’s continued resistance to improving its housing practices. 
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Criteria Considerations (explanation, if necessary) 
 
Westminster Presbyterian Church (Messiah Baptist Church) meets the requirements for two Criterion 
Considerations: Criterion Consideration A (owned by a religious institution) and Criterion Consideration G 
(significance within the past fifty years). 
 
While Westminster Presbyterian Church is owned by a religious institution, it meets Criterion Consideration A 
for being primarily significant as an example of a Gothic Revival Protestant auditorium church and for its 
association with African American history in Yonkers.  
 
The period of significance for the church extends to 1990 to reflect the exceptional significance of the actions 
of the congregation and its leadership during the civil rights movement in Yonkers. During the late 1980s and 
early 1990s, Messiah Baptist Church was an unfailing center for civil rights activism in favor of the city’s 
desegregation. The church, which had long been engaged in civil rights activism in the city, used its venerable 
position as the oldest African American congregation in Yonkers and one of the city’s leading Black institutions 
to play a central role in the fight to desegregate the city’s public housing. Under the leadership of Rev. Darryl 
George, the church was directly involved in numerous marches and protests, including the largest civil rights 
protests in the city’s history. These efforts organized a national coalition of civil rights activists into pressuring 
the city government into compliance with federally court-ordered housing integration. While the lawsuit and 
battle extended over decades, the church helped catalyze renewed attention to the issues of public housing, 
housing segregation, and the continued need for civil rights activism during the late twentieth century. 
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Statement of Significance Summary Paragraph  
(Provide a summary paragraph that includes level of significance and applicable criteria.)  
 
Westminster Presbyterian Church, now Messiah Baptist Church, is locally significant under Criterion C in the 
area of architecture as a robust example of a late-nineteenth-century Gothic Revival Protestant auditorium 
church. Designed by New York City-based church architect Lawrence B. Valk in 1880, the Westminster 
Presbyterian Church was rebuilt just five years after its 1881 opening following a devastating fire. The rebuilt 
church largely abided by Valk’s original design, while also adding a curving sanctuary mezzanine, a 
monumental organ behind the pulpit, and a replacement cast-iron roof construction. Along with its auditorium-
style sanctuary format, with a sloping floor and mezzanine level, Valk’s design for Westminster Presbyterian 
Church included a rear Sunday school wing centered upon a lecture hall, using an Akron Plan format with two 
enveloping levels of classrooms. This was rebuilt according to his plans following the 1886 fire. After it was 
developed in the 1860s and adopted in 1872 as part of the Uniform Lesson Plan for Protestant Sunday 
Schools, the Akron Plan was popularly used by churches nationwide to create flexible space to host large 
lectures and small groups. 
 
Westminster Presbyterian Church is also locally significant under Criterion A in the areas of Ethnic Heritage: 
Black and Social History: Civil Rights for its association with the Messiah Baptist congregation since 1965. 
Messiah Baptist Church, the oldest Black church congregation in Westchester County, has played a central 
role in both the Yonkers and Westchester County Black community since the late nineteenth century. Officially 
organized in 1875, Messiah Baptist Church moved into its original church building at 9 Ashburton Place 
(extant) in 1888, and soon became the largest Black congregation in Yonkers. Upon Westminster Presbyterian 
Church’s sale of its church on Warburton Avenue in 1964, Messiah Baptist purchased the larger church about 
two blocks south of its longtime 1888 location. From its new location at 76 Warburton Avenue, Messiah Baptist 
Church became a focal point for the civil rights movement in Yonkers and Westchester County. On May 28, 
1965, the Negro American Labor Council organized a rally at the church featuring speeches by Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr., A. Phillip Randolph of the Negro American Labor Council, and James Farmer of the Congress 
of Racial Equality. The civil rights movement was a prolonged struggle in Yonkers, extending for another 
quarter century past 1965 as the city continued to notoriously flaunt federal desegregation policy as late as the 
1990s. Between 1988 and 1990, under the leadership of the Rev. Darryl George, Messiah Baptist Church was 
a primary base for initiating and organizing the high-profile desegregation movement in Yonkers. 
 
The period of significance for Westminster Presbyterian Church extends from 1880, when construction began 
on the building, includes its sale to the Messiah Baptist Church in 1965, and ends in 1990 to reflect that 
congregation’s involvement and activism during a prominent desegregation battle in Yonkers. Rev. Darryl 
George led several significant marches between 1988 and 1990 to protest against the city’s continued 
resistance to improving its housing practices. Westminster Presbyterian Church (Messiah Baptist Church) 
meets the requirements for two Criterion Considerations: Criterion Consideration A (owned by a religious 
institution) and Criterion Consideration G (significance within the past fifty years); please see page 9 for a 
detailed discussion of both criterion considerations. 
 
_ 
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_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Narrative Statement of Significance  
 
Westminster Presbyterian Church 
Yonkers was established during the seventeenth century as a small village around the confluence of the Saw 
Mill and Hudson Rivers. The community grew rapidly after 1848 with the coming of the Hudson River Railroad, 
which connected Yonkers to New York City. Between the 1850s and 1870s, a succession of new industries 
and factories concentrated around the lower Saw Mill River and the historic village center, Getty Square. 
Perhaps most prominent among the city’s factories was the Otis Elevator Company, first built in 1854, which 
would grow to occupy much of the area between Warburton Avenue and the Hudson River Railroad, directly 
across the street from the site of Westminster Presbyterian Church. Other major Yonkers industrial institutions 
established in these years include the Alexander Smith and Sons Carpet Company, the Habirshaw Cable and 
Wire Division of Phelps Dodge Copper Products Corporation, and by the 1890s, the National Sugar Refining 
Company.1 
 
The Presbyterian denomination in Yonkers can trace its beginnings to the Reformed Dutch tradition in the 
town. The Reformed Dutch and Presbyterian churches share a Calvinist liturgical tradition, and in Yonkers, the 
first Presbyterian minister was previously a minister for the Reformed Dutch Church. Yonkers’s earliest 
Presbyterian congregation was appropriately called First Presbyterian Church. Its house of worship was built in 
1853 at the corner of North Broadway and Quincy Place (not extant), on the same city block where 
Westminster Presbyterian Church would be built almost thirty years later.2 The Westminster Presbyterian 
Church congregation traces its earliest history to the Union Mission Sabbath School (later First Mission 
Sabbath School), organized in 1855 as a nominally cross-denominational Protestant Sunday school in 
Yonkers. The school, which for a time met in the Getty Lyceum at Getty Square, apparently found appeal 
among “‘a considerable number of the laboring classes in Yonkers [who] statedly absented themselves from 
the ordinances of religion.’”3 Seeking to bring this secular working-class audience further into the fold of 
Protestant Christianity, the leaders of the Sabbath School (who hailed from First Presbyterian Church) resolved 
in 1858 to establish a new Presbyterian church in Yonkers focused on outreach to the city’s religiously 
underserved populations. On February 3, 1858, this new church was officially founded under the name 
Westminster Presbyterian Church, after the 1643 Westminster Standards that constitute the guiding doctrine of 
Presbyterianism.4 
 
Westminster Presbyterian’s first dedicated building, a simple brick “Lecture Room” on the west side of 
Warburton Avenue, was built in 1859; this land was later subsumed by the Otis Elevator Factory.5 The young 
Westminster Presbyterian Church retained its missionary cause through the 1860s and 1870s, with outreach 
campaigns toward the German, Black, and Italian communities in Yonkers.6 By the late 1870s, both the 

 
1 William Frank Ledyard, The Pillars of Yonkers (New York: Stratford House, 1951), 175-81. 
2 Catherine Ruth Smith, These Years of Trance: The History of Westminster Presbyterian Church, Yonkers, New York (Brooklyn: Theo Gaus’ Sons, 

1966), 23. 
3 Smith, These Years of Grace, 30. 
4 Smith, These Years of Grace, 34-35. 
5 Smith, These Years of Grace, 63. 
6 Smith, These Years of Grace, 65, 82-83. 
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congregation and Sunday school had grown substantially. With the 1859 church increasingly inadequate, 
Westminster Presbyterian established a Building Committee in 1878 to begin the effort of planning a new 
home. The Building Committee elected to sell the church’s small lot on the west side of Warburton Avenue in 
favor of acquiring a larger plot on the same block across the street. To design the new church building, the 
Building Committee hired Manhattan-based architect Lawrence B. Valk. It was Valk who suggested the rear 
Sunday school configuration for the church (“I beg you to consider the plan presented of having the Sunday 
school in rear of church as far preferable to a basement and costing less”)—and who also recommended a 
design that would focus its embellishment on the sanctuary (“as to the Exterior we have it far more 
picturesque, but of course it must be plain, for I want all the beauty inside, in high ceiling, in decoration, in 
comfortable pews, etc”).7 The building committee determined that the new church should be built of stone 
rather than brick. Valk selected a dark grey stone, worked by mason George Frazier, for the façade. The plan 
for the sanctuary was an auditorium configuration with curving, tiered seating upon a sloping main floor and a 
bowed second-floor gallery would be able to seat six hundred between its two levels. The church’s corner 
tower would be topped by a 145-foot spire.8 
 
For the plan of the Sunday school to the rear of the building, Valk embraced an architectural scheme that 
found broad popularity in American Protestant churches in the late nineteenth century: the Akron Plan. Named 
for its early adoption in the First Methodist Episcopal Church of Akron, Ohio, Akron Plan churches include a 
specially designed Sunday school wing that is focused upon a lecture room; the lecture room is lined by 
classroom bays furnished with retractable front walls. During large lectures or events, the retractable 
classroom walls could be opened up to the lecture room. The Akron Plan had a dual purpose for many of the 
Protestant Churches that adopted it. In addition to creating a specialized space for the religious education of 
the children of congregants, it also provided new opportunities to educate and proselytize the poor youth in the 
urban communities in which Akron Plan Sunday schools were often built. The Akron Plan was a means of 
bringing the Sunday school into the church building itself, echoing the intent of many churches to provide 
schools to provide the Christian education necessary to bring unconverted urban youth into their 
congregations.9 This Sunday school plan was well-suited to Westminster Presbyterian Church in the 1870s, 
whose own history reflected the widespread movement of Protestant Sunday schools into church buildings in 
the nineteenth century. Westminster Presbyterian’s new attached Sunday school addressed the congregation’s 
mounting need for adequate school facilities for not only its growing number of children but also for its founding 
evangelical mission in downtown Yonkers. Lining the church’s lecture room with two levels of retractably walled 
classrooms, Valk faithfully replicated the Akron Plan Sunday school model in the new Westminster 
Presbyterian Church. 
 
For the church’s sanctuary, Valk used a plan that became highly associated with the American evangelical 
movement in the late nineteenth century: the auditorium. Frequently combined with Akron-plan Sunday 
schools, auditorium church sanctuaries freely drew from the secular architecture of theaters to create religious 
spaces better suited to large evangelical church services than the traditional nave and side aisle church plan. 
By the late nineteenth century, the maturing evangelical Christianity of American denominations like 

 
7 Smith, These Years of Grance, 91-92. 
8 Smith, These Days of Grace, 96. 
9 Jeanne Halgren Kilde, When Church Became Theatre: The Transformation of Evangelical Architecture and Worship in Nineteenth-Century America 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 170-196. 
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Methodists, Baptists, and Congregationalists emphasized increasingly theatrical services, centered upon 
dramatic sermons and passionate music. Moreover, these denominations facilitated settings of worship that 
encouraged both audience participation in services and equal access to services regardless of social status—
even despite the often rapidly growing congregations. The architectural response to these requirements 
presented a radical departure from traditional Protestant church architecture: straight rows of pews stretching 
down a long nave were replaced with curving pews wrapping around a sloped theater floor, the altar became a 
stage complete with space for a choir, and a balcony level, often curved as well, was added to bring additional 
seating within proximity to the pulpit. These design interventions would improve both the visibility of the stage 
and the church’s natural acoustics for all sections of the audience.10 
 
Lawrence B. Valk was a prolific architect of Protestant churches nationally. Due to his office’s location in New 
York, his designs are concentrated in the New York state and the Mid-Atlantic region. Commissions by Valk 
include the Church of the Disciples in Manhattan (1872); First Presbyterian Church in Canton, New York (1876, 
NR listed 1974); Ossining Methodist Church in Ossining, New York (1877, NR listed 1983); Second 
Presbyterian Church in Paterson, New Jersey (1877); Sixth Avenue Baptist Church in Brooklyn (1880); Central 
Christian Church in Jonesborough, Tennessee (1881); North Baptist Church in Manhattan (1882); 
Congregational Church in Groton, New York (1883, NR listed 1974); First Presbyterian Church in Flint, 
Michigan (1885); Christ Church Cathedral in New Orleans (1887, NR listed 1989); First Presbyterian Church in 
Hastings, Nebraska (1888); St. Paul’s Evangelical Lutheran Church in Red Hook, New York (1890, NR listed 
1997); the Parish House of the New Utrecht Dutch Reformed Church in Brooklyn (1892, NR listed 1980); 
Congregational Church of Patchogue, New York (1893, NR listed 1991); St. Paul’s Episcopal Church in 
Watertown New York; Congregational Church in Germantown, Pennsylvania; Episcopal Church in Baltimore; 
Park Avenue Methodist Episcopal Church in Philadelphia; and First Presbyterian Church of Eckert, Colorado 
(1915, NR listed 2005).11 Of these designs, the First Presbyterian Church in Canton (1876), Ossining 
Methodist Church (1877), Sixth Avenue Baptist Church (1880s), and Groton Congregational Church (1883) 
bear a strong resemblance to Westminster Presbyterian Church. Each of these designs features similar 
monumental Gothic windows framed by smooth stone belt courses. Many of Valk’s churches implement 
auditorium plans that prioritize unbroken sight lines between the audience and pulpit and follow similar 
architectural strategies to accomplish this task. The cruciform sanctuary plan favored by Valk, for example, 
required four columnar piers in each corner to support the roof; the architect minimized the visibility of the piers 
by constructing them of cast iron, which allowed for far more slender columns than conventional masonry.12 
 
In selecting a Gothic Revival idiom for Westminster Presbyterian Church, Lawrence Valk followed a well-
established tradition in American Protestant church architecture dating to the mid-nineteenth century. However, 
as exemplified by Valk’s own body of work in church design, Gothic Revival was far from being the default style 
for Protestant churches in the second half of the nineteenth century; other styles such as Rundbogendstil (the 
German “round-arch style”) and Romanesque Revival found widespread appeal in this time as well. Despite 
the historical association of the Gothic and Romanesque styles with pre-Reformation Catholicism, nineteenth-

 
10 Kilde, When Church Became Theatre, 112-140. 
11 Mark Wolfe, “First Presbyterian Church of Eckert,” National Register of Historic Places Registration Form (Denver: Office of Archaeology and Historic 

Preservation, Colorado Historical Society, November 21, 2005), 7-8. 
12 A good example of this scheme can be found in Patchogue, New York’s Congregational Church of 1892-93. By the late 1880s and 1890s, Valk’s use 

of High Victorian Gothic was subsumed by an embrace of Romanesque Revival; despite the superficial stylistic shift, this 1890s design uses a nearly 
identical auditorium format to Westminster Presbyterian Church of twelve years prior. 
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century Protestant and evangelical movements including Presbyterians readily embraced both as styles that 
read as generically Christian.13 In the post-Civil War period, Gothic Revival evolved to incorporate the 
fashionable influence of English architect John Ruskin, with a free appropriation of the polychrome, multi-
textural elements of Venetian Gothic.14 On the exterior of Westminster Presbyterian Church, Valk’s embrace of 
this eclectic late phase of Gothic Revival, frequently referred to as “High Victorian Gothic,” was conservative. It 
was limited to features like the subtle textural contrast between rusticated ashlar masonry and smooth stone 
belt courses, and the variegated shapes of the slate shingles on the roof. The interior auditorium sanctuary, 
meanwhile, is where Valk opted for a more opulent expression of High Victorian Gothic influences through the 
use of magnificent stained-glass windows, fanciful wood carving on the column capitals, ceiling vent, and 
chancel, and the elaborate system of vaulted ceilings. 
 
The finished church opened for services in the summer of 1881 and was dedicated on October 23, 1882.15 
Less than four years later, on February 28, 1886, while the church sexton was away getting a haircut, a fire 
that began in a basement furnace destroyed nearly all but the church’s masonry walls. Providentially, there 
were no casualties and the church was insured. While the building was being reconstructed, Westminster 
Presbyterian temporarily met in the First Presbyterian Church. First Presbyterian also allowed Westminster 
Presbyterian to store its recovered church furnishings in its basement.16 The rebuilt church included a fully iron 
corrugated ceiling over the sanctuary, presumably to offer greater fireproofing. The exterior masonry also 
seems to have been rebuilt, though the extent of such rebuilding is unclear. The design for the sanctuary’s 
replacement mezzanine level introduced a new curved shape, and the rebuilt sanctuary had a capacity of one- 
to two hundred more people than the previous iteration. As a centerpiece for the new sanctuary, the church’s 
trustees commissioned a monumental organ built by George Jardine and Son of Manhattan; its pipes would 
serve as the backdrop to the pulpit. The sanctuary’s three monumental Gothic-style pointed-arch windows 
would also receive new stained glass, manufactured by Dr. Otto F. Faulk of Houston Street in Manhattan. 
Many of these furnishings were paid for directly by the brothers Charles R. Otis and Norton P. Otis of the Otis 
Elevator Company, both of whom served on the church’s Building Committee.17 
 
Though an architect is not specifically listed in association with the 1886 rebuilding of Westminster 
Presbyterian Church, the strong resemblance of the rebuilt church to other late 1870s and early 1880s Valk 
designs suggests that the rebuilding effectively replicated the original church’s design. Ossining Methodist 
Church (1877), for example, even includes a matching ceiling configuration to Westminster Presbyterian, 
suggesting that the current ceiling likely replicates Valk’s original ceiling. 
 
Disaster struck the church again in 1902, this time in the form of a landslide. The New York Tribune reported 
that “the carpet, furniture and fittings of the lecture room are ruined. The main body of the church was also 
badly damaged. The trustees say the loss will not be less than $4,000, and may reach $6,000.”18 In the 
process of rebuilding, the lecture room’s configuration was modified from being oriented to the west to being 

 
13 Kilde, When Church Became Theatre, 57-59. 
14 Leland M. Roth. and Amanda C. Roth Clark, American Architecture: A History, second edition (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2016), 230-234. 
15 Smith, These Years of Grace, 95-96. 
16 Smith, These Years of Grace, 103-105. 
17 Smith, These Years of Grace, 110-14. 
18 “Church Damaged by Cave In,” New York Tribune, July 30, 1902. 
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oriented toward the east, as it exists today; in the process, the room was also extended to the east, eliminating 
the classrooms that formerly backed the lecture hall. The following month, the church’s trustees also elected to 
have the church’s steeple removed, in fear that it too could collapse. Though the spire atop the steeple would 
be removed that year, the steeple itself would remain until 1932. The lecture room retained its Akron-plan 
sliding doors and sash windows between it and the surrounding classrooms until 1958 when these were 
replaced by solid walls and conventional doors.19 
 
The size of Westminster Presbyterian’s congregation shrunk precipitously in the mid-twentieth century. After 
the death of Westminster’s longtime pastor, the Rev. Walter Graig, in 1962, First Presbyterian Church 
suggested that the waning congregations merge. As church historian Catherine Ruth Smith explained in 1966, 
“It had been noted that Westminster is a downtown Church, with the serious problems of parking, and of a 
congregation which is steadily moving farther out into the suburban areas. Even more serious is the matter of 
our dwindling youth population and our shrinking Sunday School.”20 Though Westminster’s congregants voted 
down a merger in 1962, the pace of the decrease in the size of the congregation only accelerated. Westminster 
lost over one hundred congregants in 1963 alone. Discussions with First Presbyterian Church resumed that 
year, and on April 29, 1964, the congregations came to the joint decision to move forward with their merger, 
which they scheduled for September 1.21 On September 15, the Yonkers Herald Statesman announced the 
sale of the Westminster Presbyterian Church’s former building to Messiah Baptist Church.22 
 
Messiah Baptist Church 
On July 29, 1876, the Yonkers Gazette announced the official organization of Messiah Baptist Church. The 
congregation had its origins in a succession of prayer groups that first met in July 1872 in the house of Mrs. 
Henry Peel on Ritter’s Lane, just off of Ashburton Avenue eight blocks east of Warburton Avenue.23 Before 
July 1876 the congregation called itself Immanuel Baptist Church. Agnes E. Kirkwood, writing in 1889, notes 
that “some of the early members assert that it was organized in the spring of 1875.”24 The 1875 founding date 
is also repeated by the cornerstone inscription of the original Messiah Baptist Church building, still extant at 10 
Ashburton Place. 
 
By 1886, with the assistance of the nearby and historically white Warburton Avenue Baptist Church, the 
Messiah Baptist congregation acquired a lot on the east side of Woodworth Avenue between Ashburton 
Avenue and Babcock Place. However, even after appealing to support from readers of the Yonkers Gazette, 
the congregation still lacked the funds to build a church on the site.25 Two years later, James B. Colgate, the 
prominent Baptist financier and a trustee of the Warburton Baptist congregation, finally came to the aid of the 
congregation by remodeling and donating the old Leighton Academy building on Ashburton Place for use by 
the Messiah Baptist congregation as its church. Under a somewhat complicated arrangement, however, the 

 
19 Smith, These Years of Grace, 211-214, 277. 
20 Smith, These Years of Grace, 530. 
21 Smith, These Years of Grace, 541, 550. 
22 “Trustees Approve Sale Of Westminster Church,” Herald Statesman, September 15, 1964, 6. 
23 “Sunday News and Notes,” Yonkers Gazette, July 29, 1876, 3; and Agnes E. Kirkwood, Church and Sunday School Work in Yonkers (New York: 

George L. Shearer, 1889), 473. 
24 Kirkwood, Church and Sunday School Work, 473-74. 
25 “Purchase of a Church Site,” Yonkers Statesman, November 30, 1886, 3; John Owen Oliver, “Messiah Baptist Church Had to Overcome Handicaps,” 

Yonkers Statesman, April 19, 1924, 1; Kirkwood, Church and Sunday School Work, 475. 
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church would be owned and kept in trust by the trustees of the more-established Warburton Avenue Church, 
who would lease the church to Messiah Baptist “‘for twenty years at $1 a year.’”26  
 
At the new church’s opening ceremony on June 3, 1888, James Colgate, with a level of racial condescension, 
described the church’s new mandate among the houses of worship of Yonkers: 

You are now situated at a central point, in the centre of the religious influence of the city of Yonkers. You have on 
the south of you the Presbyterian Church [i.e., Westminster Presbyterian Church], where is concentrated wealth 
and learning. To the north is St. Paul’s Church, with its very beautiful service and ritual. To the east is the 
Methodist Church, burning with zeal for Christ and Methodism. And near by is the Warburton Avenue Baptist 
Church, whose members love the Lord Jesus Christ. These surroundings ought to be an incentive to you to do 
better things. Every one of these churches will watch you. If you behave yourselves and follow the precepts of the 
Lord Jesus Christ, they will respect you. No one, however, will respect you unless you respect yourselves.27 

In his speech, Colgate also outlined the conditions of his donation to the congregation: that the church never 
mortgage its building or incur debts; that it never be rented out for “‘purposes unbecoming a church of Christ”; 
that the church be kept in good repair; and that “‘the money received from the insurance or sale must be used 
to build another Baptist church for the colored people.’”28 
 
In a 1924 Yonkers Statesman feature reflecting on the history of Messiah Baptist Church, journalist John Owen 
Oliver wrote that with Colgate’s donation of the church: 

Thus terminated the struggle for entity of the largest colored congregation in Yonkers. Since then it has had 
comparatively little serious trouble and the church has never been closed for lack of funds or for the want of a 
pastor. Year after year the attendance has grown in numbers and in accomplishment, until the present sound 
status and value of the society to the community is solidly established.29 

 
Through the 1930s and 1940s, as Messiah Baptist Church continued to hold the title of the largest Black 
congregation in Yonkers, the church became a center of Black advocacy in the city. In November 1938, for 
example, Messiah Baptist Church was the site for Westchester County’s Black religious, civic, and social 
leaders to confer about “an effort to establish a Community House in Yonkers for Negroes.”30 In April 1941, the 
Rev. Lawrence Kay of Messiah Baptist Church honored the leaders of the Black-owned Brown Bomber Baking 
Company as advocates for “the motivating spirit…to see that the race go ‘forward, onward and upward,’” and 
implored the congregation to buy products made by Black-owned businesses.31 In February 1943, Messiah 
Baptist Church participated in an interfaith, interracial religious service organized by the Yonkers Federation of 
Churches with First Presbyterian Church, Temple Emanu-El, St. John’s Church, and A.M.E. Zion Church. At 
the service, Messiah Baptist’s choir made a performance of “a program of Negro spirituals,” and the Rev. Kay 
gave an interactive sermon titled “For Social Justice.”32 

 
26 Oliver, “Messiah Baptist Church,” 1-2; and Kirkwood, Church and Sunday School Work, 477. 
27 Kirkwood, Church and Sunday School Work, 476-77. 
28 Kirkwood, Church and Sunday School Work, 477. 
29 Oliver, “Messiah Baptist Church,” 2. 
30 “Form Unit for Yonkers Site: Committee Maps Plans for Community Project at Church Meeting,” New York Amsterdam News, November 26, 1938. 
31 “Messiah Baptist Church, Yonkers, Endorses Brown Bomber Products,” New York Amsterdam News, April 26, 1941, 9. 
32 “Church Leaders To Take Part In Brotherhood Sunday Service,” Herald Statesman, February 13, 1943, 3. 
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By the 1960s, Messiah Baptist Church grew in prominence as a center for civil rights movement activism in 
Westchester County. On April 27, 1962, the newly founded Westchester County Chapter of the Negro 
American Labor Council (NALC) officially appointed its first officers in a ceremony held at Messiah Baptist 
Church. Signaling this period’s optimism for Yonkers race relations, white Yonkers Mayor John E. Flynn 
officiated the ceremony, telling “the audience of approximately 175 persons that his door is always open.”33 
The ceremony’s keynote speaker was the noted New York civil rights lawyer and activist Paul B. Zuber, who 
just the previous year made a name for himself by successfully leading the school desegregation movement in 
New Rochelle, the second-largest city in Westchester County after Yonkers.34 The NALC chapter itself was 
based in New Rochelle; the fact that it chose Messiah Baptist Church in Yonkers as the site for its officer 
ceremony points to the county-wide importance the church held in the Westchester civil rights movement.35 
 
On January 3, 1965, Messiah Baptist Church held a service dedicating its official new home at 76 Warburton 
Avenue, the former Westminster Presbyterian Church.36 Just over four months later on May 28, the new 
Messiah Baptist Church would host perhaps the highest-profile event of its history: “an ‘old fashioned rally’” 
hosted by the NALC featuring speeches by Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., NALC and Sleeping Car Porters 
Union President A. Philip Randolph, and Congress of Racial Equality Director James Farmer. Over 900 people 
were in attendance. In his speech, Dr. King “called for a renewal of the war on poverty and an end to U.S. 
escalation of war” and “spoke for 45 minutes on racial injustice, poverty, unemployment, and war, and ended 
his address by telling the mostly black crowd they were the ‘conscience of the labor movement.’”37 In July 
1965, Messiah Baptist Church received its eighth pastor, the Rev. Serenus T. Churn, who oversaw the 
redecoration of the sanctuary and the addition of the baptistry. By 1969, under the Rev. Churn’s pastorship, the 
church initiated a Head Start program and the Messiah Federal Credit Union.38 The establishment of the credit 
union is in line with a trend toward Black churches establishing credit unions during the mid-twentieth century 
with the aim of providing direct aid to members of the congregation and community, who often faced 
discriminatory practices in banking. The Rev. Churn continued his pastorship through the 1970s, during which 
the church continued hosting community-oriented programming including student scholarships, pageants, and 
a Black Political Planning Session for Yonkers in May 1974.39  
 
In 1988, Messiah Baptist Church was thrust to the forefront of the Yonkers desegregation movement, then 
approaching a high-water mark, with the support of its new pastor appointed in 1986, the Rev. Darryl George.40 
That year, Yonkers was the center of a major housing discrimination lawsuit alleging that through decades-long 
housing policy, the city had intentionally confined an overwhelming majority of its Black population to the 
historically much poorer West Side—the location of Messiah Baptist Church. The lawsuit, led by the United 

 
33 “Mayor Flynn, Zuber Address New Chapter,” New York Amsterdam News, May 19, 1962. 
34 Joan Cook, “Paul B. Zuber is Dead at 60; Fought Segregated School Systems,” New York Times, March 10, 1987, sec. Metropolitan News, B6; 

“Mayor Flynn, Zuber Address New Chapter.” 
35 “Mayor Flynn, Zuber Address New Chapter.” 
36 “Dedication Rite To Be Held Here,” Herald Statesman, January 2, 1965. 
37 Mary Hoar, “On This Day in Yonkers History…,” Yonkers Rising, May 24, 2019, 5. 
38 “Messiah Baptist Marks 95th Year Tomorrow,” Herald Statesman, January 11, 1969, 3. 
39 “Student Receives Honors,” New York Amsterdam News, July 4, 1970, 27; Mel Tapley, “What’s Happening in Westchester,” New York Amsterdam 

News, June 9, 1973, B7; Nancy Plunkett, “Nights Out in Westchester,” New York Amsterdam News, May 4, 1974, B2.  
40 “Yonkers New Pastor,” New York Amsterdam News, February 15, 1986. 
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States Justice Department and the Yonkers branch of the NAACP, began in 1980. In 1985, Federal District 
Judge Leonard B. Sand ruled that the City of Yonkers had purposefully committed civil rights violations against 
the city’s Black and Hispanic populations by reinforcing and maintaining longstanding patterns of housing and 
public-school segregation. Among the city’s most egregious offenses was its continual practice of constructing 
high-density low-income public housing within its West Side; to ameliorate this prejudicial practice, Sand 
required the Yonkers City Council to select sites on its whiter, wealthier East Side suitable for public housing. 
With an all-white City Council and immense political pressure from the East Side to reject the mandated 
housing, the City of Yonkers attempted to refuse compliance with the federal court order until 1991 when 
Judge Sand finally circumvented the City Council. 
 
In September 1988, the Rev. George planned and led a march from Messiah Baptist Church to the city’s 
predominantly white east side, where Yonkers city officials had long demurred on building public housing that 
would be accessible to the city’s Blacks. The march attracted clergy of color from across New York State.41 On 
September 12, the Rev. George invited Yonkers City Councilman Charles Cola to Sunday services at Messiah 
Baptist to commemorate what ended up being a fleeting city council agreement on the housing desegregation 
controversy. Eric Pace of the New York Times noted the contrast in sentiment between the services that day at 
Messiah Baptist Church and those at the more ambivalent St. John the Baptist Catholic Church: “The differing 
words and feelings at the two Gothic-style churches underscored the continuing divergence of views in 
Yonkers.”42 
 
In late 1989, the anti-housing movement succeeded in electing the City Council’s most vocally segregationist 
councilman, Henry Spallone, as mayor. In response to Spallone’s inauguration and the seemingly successful 
effort to prevent desegregation, Rev. George organized the largest civil rights march in Yonkers's history. 
Newspaper accounts are unclear about where the march started, but it likely began at Messiah Baptist Church. 
Held on January 27, 1990, the march was co-led by the Rev. Al Sharpton of the United African Movement, 
along with New Alliance Party chairperson Dr. Lenora Fulani, civil rights leader and attorney Alton Maddox, 
and local activist Stonewall Odom. In addition, “Moses Stewart, the father of Yusuf Hawkins, the young Black 
man who was brutally murdered in the Bensonhurst section of Brooklyn” in August 1989 was in attendance; 
this recent event was a terrible flashpoint in the history of New York race relations in the late twentieth 
century.43 Once the march reached a park on the east side, its leaders held a rally. Alluding to disagreements 
on appropriate action even within the Black community, the Rev. George declared to the marchers, “History is 
being carved out in Yonkers. All week the community leaders condemned us, telling us to stay home, yet we 
marched today because the masses are ready for a change in Yonkers.”44 Dr. Fulani announced that “It is 
outrageous that in the 1990s Black folks are marching because they can’t live in a particular area twenty years 
or more after Dr. King’s death.”45  
 
On October 27, Rev. George led another march in Yonkers, this time alongside the president of the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People’s Yonkers chapter, Bertran Wallace. Named the “March 

 
41 Will David, “Clergy Plan March from West to East,” Herald Statesman, August 31, 1988, 12. 
42 Eric Pace, “A Sunday of Prayer, Hope and Anger,” New York Times, September 12 1988, B2. 
43 “Sharpton, Leads March Against Yonkers Race Bias,” New York Amsterdam News, February 10, 1990, 10. 
44 “Sharpton Leads March,” 10. 
45 “Sharpton Leads March,” 10. 
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for the Human Rights of Yonkers,” it began with a rally at Messiah Baptist Church before participants marched 
to the east side. It also included the participation of Stonewall Odom and organizations including Odom’s Black 
Men Opposed to Drugs and Violence, the Coalition for the Future of West Yonkers, the Fair Housing Council of 
Yonkers, Local 1199 of the Health Care Employees Union, and the Yonkers chapter of the Westchester Black 
Women’s caucus.46 The lawsuit, United States v. City of Yonkers, was not formally resolved until 2007 when 
the settlement agreement was approved and the 200 units of public housing required by the court were 
completed.47 
 
In the early 1990s, Messiah Baptist Church’s political commitment to serving the western Yonkers African 
American community was also reflected in its reinvestment in its church on Warburton Avenue. The church 
renovations, which would be completed in October 1993, included “repainting, a new air-conditioning system, 
new carpet, repairs to the stained-glass windows, new chandeliers and new speakers. A middle aisle was even 
added so weddings could now be performed at the church.”48 At the church’s October 18th reopening, the Rev. 
George emphasized the metaphorical power of the church’s grassroots-funded renovation for its political 
mission: “When you are unbought and unbossed you are free. If four hundred in our community can embark on 
this first step, just image [sic] what we can do if we continue. We could transform the landscape of this 
community, but we have to do it inch by inch.”49 

 
46 Will David, “Human Rights March Set for Yonkers,” Herald Statesman, October 22, 1990, 3. 
47 Fernanda Santos, “After 27 Years, Yonkers Housing Desegregation Battle Ends Quietly in Manhattan Court,” New York Times, May 2, 2007; For a 

detailed summary of the case, please see: “Case: United States v. Yonkers,” Civil Rights Litigation Clearinghouse, 
https://clearinghouse.net/case/11075 

48 Eric L. Smith, “A Little Faith Helps Give Yonkers Church Face Lift,” Herald Statesman, October 18, 1993, 5. 
49 Smith, “A Little Faith,” 5. 



United States Department of the Interior  
 National Park Service / National Register of Historic Places Registration Form  
NPS Form 10-900     OMB No. 1024-0018     (Expires 5/31/2012) 
 
Westminster Presbyterian Church DRAFT  Westchester County, NY 
Name of Property                   County and State 
 

20 
 

 

9.  Major Bibliographical References  
Bibliography (Cite the books, articles, and other sources used in preparing this form.)      
 
Allison, Charles Elmer. The History of Yonkers. New York: Wilbur B. Ketcham, 1896. 
Belkin, Lisa. Show Me a Hero: A Tale of Murder, Suicide, Race, and Redemption. New York: Little, Brown and 

Company, 1999. 
“Case: United States v. Yonkers.” Civil Rights Litigation Clearinghouse. https://clearinghouse.net/case/11075 
Cook, Joan. “Paul B. Zuber is Dead at 60; Fought Segregated School Systems.” New York Times, March 10, 

1987, sec. Metropolitan News. 
David, Will. “Clergy Plan March from West to East.” Herald Statesman, August 31, 1988. 
———. “Human Rights March Set for Yonkers.” Herald Statesman, October 22, 1990. 
Herald Statesman. “Church Leaders To Take Part In Brotherhood Sunday Service,” February 13, 1943. 
———. “Dedication Rite To Be Held Here,” January 2, 1965. 
———. “Messiah Baptist Marks 95th Year Tomorrow,” January 11, 1969. 
———. “Trustees Approve Sale Of Westminster Church,” September 15, 1964. 
Hoar, Mary. “On This Day in Yonkers History…” Yonkers Rising, May 24, 2019. 
Kilde, Jeanne Halgren. When Church Became Theatre: The Transformation of Evangelical Architecture and 

Worship in Nineteenth-Century America. New York: Oxford University Press, 2002. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/0195143418.001.0001. 

Kirkwood, Agnes E. Church and Sunday School Work in Yonkers. New York: George L. Shearer, 1889. 
Ledyard, William Frank. The Pillars of Yonkers. New York: Stratford House, 1951. 
New York Amsterdam News. “Form Unit for Yonkers Site: Committee Maps Plans for Community Project at 

Church Meeting,” November 26, 1938. 
———. “Mayor Flynn, Zuber Address New Chapter,” May 19, 1962. 
———. “Messiah Baptist Church, Yonkers, Endorses Brown Bomber Products,” April 26, 1941. 
———. “Sharpton, Leads March Against Yonkers Race Bias,” February 10, 1990. 
New York Tribune. “Church Damaged by Cave In,” July 30, 1902. 
Oliver, John Owen. “Messiah Baptist Church Had to Overcome Handicaps.” Yonkers Statesman, April 19, 

1924. 
Pace, Eric. “A Sunday of Prayer, Hope and Anger.” New York Times, September 12, 1988, sec. Metropolitan. 
Roth, Leland M. and Amanda C. Roth Clark. American Architecture: A History. Second edition. Boulder, CO: 

Westview Press, 2016. 
Santos, Fernanda. “After 27 Years, Yonkers Housing Desegregation Battle Ends Quietly in Manhattan Court.” 

New York Times, May 2, 2007. 
Smith, Catherine Ruth. These Years of Grace: The History of Westminster Presbyterian Church, Yonkers, New 

York. Brooklyn: Theo. Gaus’ Sons, 1966. 
Smith, Eric L. "A Little Faith Helps Give Yonkers Church Face Lift." Herald Statesman, October 18, 1993. 

https://clearinghouse.net/case/11075


United States Department of the Interior  
 National Park Service / National Register of Historic Places Registration Form  
NPS Form 10-900     OMB No. 1024-0018     (Expires 5/31/2012) 
 
Westminster Presbyterian Church DRAFT  Westchester County, NY 
Name of Property                   County and State 
 

21 
 

Wolfe, Mark. “First Presbyterian Church of Eckert.” National Register of Historic Places Registration Form. 
Denver: Office of Archaeology and Historic Preservation, Colorado Historical Society, November 21, 
2005. 

Yonkers Gazette. “Sunday News and Notes,” July 29, 1876. 
Yonkers Herald. “Not Guilty: Richard Pollard’s Testimony Fails to Convict Parson Conway of Disorderly 

Conduct,” March 11, 1892. 
Yonkers Statesman. “Purchase of a Church Site,” November 30, 1886. 
 
Previous documentation on file (NPS): Primary location of additional data: 

 preliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67 has been  State Historic Preservation Office 
 requested)   Other State agency 
 previously listed in the National Register  Federal agency 
 previously determined eligible by the National Register  Local government 
 designated a National Historic Landmark  University 
 recorded by Historic American Buildings Survey   #____________  Other 

 recorded by Historic American Engineering Record # __________   Name of repository:     
 recorded by Historic American Landscape Survey # ___________    
 
 
Historic Resources Survey Number (if 
assigned):   
 



United States Department of the Interior  
 National Park Service / National Register of Historic Places Registration Form  
NPS Form 10-900     OMB No. 1024-0018     (Expires 5/31/2012) 
 
Westminster Presbyterian Church DRAFT  Westchester County, NY 
Name of Property                   County and State 
 

22 
 

10.  Geographical Data                                                               
 
Acreage of Property  0.25 
(Do not include previously listed resource acreage.) 
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(Place additional UTM references on a continuation sheet.) 
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Verbal Boundary Description (Describe the boundaries of the property.) 
 
The boundary is indicated by a heavy line on the enclosed map with scale.  
 
Boundary Justification (Explain why the boundaries were selected.) 
 
The boundary includes the parcel that has been historically associated with the Westminster Presbyterian Church (Messiah 
Baptist Church). 
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11. Form Prepared By  

name/title  Jesse Kling (edited by Jennifer Betsworth, NY SHPO) 

organization Columbia University  date  December 2022 

street & number   585 Hicks St, Apt. 4 telephone  914-589-8184 

city or town   Brooklyn state  NY zip code  11231 

e-mail Jlk2237@columbia.edu 

 
Additional Documentation 
Submit the following items with the completed form: 
 

• Maps:   A USGS map (7.5 or 15 minute series) indicating the property's location.    
       

A Sketch map for historic districts and properties having large acreage or numerous resources.  Key all 
photographs to this map. 

 
• Continuation Sheets 

 
• Additional items:  (Check with the SHPO or FPO for any additional items.) 

 
 
Photographs:  

Submit clear and descriptive photographs.  The size of each image must be 1600x1200 pixels at 300 ppi (pixels per inch) 
or larger.  Key all photographs to the sketch map. 
 
 
Name of Property:  Westminster Presbyterian Church 
  
City or Vicinity:  Yonkers 
 
County:  Westchester   State: NY 
 
Photographer: Jesse Kling 
 
Date Photographed: February 2 and May 19, 2022 
 
Description of Photograph(s) and number: 
 

NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0001 
Facade, looking east from Warburton Avenue. The church’s façade has been concealed by scaffolding since at least 
2018. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0002 
Exterior, looking northeast from Warburton Avenue. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0003 
Exterior overview within street context, looking southeast from Warburton Avenue. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0004 
Exterior, looking southeast from Warburton Avenue 
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NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0005 
Exterior, north side of northern entry porch, looking south. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0006 
Exterior, north elevation overview, looking south. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0007 
Exterior, connection between sanctuary and lecture room, looking southwest. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0008 
Lecture room, exterior, looking south. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0009 
Exterior, looking northwest toward the sanctuary. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0010 
Lecture room and music room, exterior, looking north. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0011 
Sanctuary, interior, looking east toward chancel. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0012 
Sanctuary, interior, looking west from chancel toward Warburton Avenue. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0013 
Sanctuary, interior, looking south toward southern transept window. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0014 
Sanctuary, interior, looking southwest toward ceiling over transept crossing. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0015 
Sanctuary, interior, looking upward toward cupola vent at transept crossing. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0016 
Sanctuary, interior, looking southwest from balcony. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0017 
Sanctuary, interior, looking northeast from balcony. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0018 
Sanctuary, interior, looking north over balcony. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0019 
Sanctuary, interior, looking east from balcony over auditorium floor. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0020 
Sanctuary, interior, looking northwest from balcony over auditorium floor. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0021 
Sanctuary, interior, looking northeast at pulpit. 
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NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0022 
Sanctuary, interior, looking east at chancel and organ pipe casing. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0023 
Baptistry, interior, looking southeast toward chancel. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0024 
Lecture room, interior, looking west. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0025 
Lecture room, interior, looking north from mezzanine toward classrooms. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0026 
Lecture room, interior, looking east toward stage. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0027 
Lecture room, interior, looking northeast at concealed historic vault ceiling. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0028 
Music room, interior, looking east at historic vault ceiling. 
 
NY_Westchester Co_Westminster Presbyterian Church_0029 
Façade looking east from Warburton Avenue, before the installation of scaffolding by 2018. 

 
 
Paperwork Reduction Act Statement:  This information is being collected for applications to the National Register of Historic Places to nominate 
properties for listing or determine eligibility for listing, to list properties, and to amend existing listings.  Response to this request is required to obtain a 
benefit in accordance with the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended (16 U.S.C.460 et seq.). 
 
Estimated Burden Statement:  Public reporting burden for this form is estimated to average 18 hours per response including time for reviewing 
instructions, gathering and maintaining data, and completing and reviewing the form.  Direct comments regarding this burden estimate or any aspect of 
this form to the Office of Planning and Performance Management. U.S. Dept. of the Interior, 1849 C. Street, NW, Washington, DC. 
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