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In writing a brief history of First Presbyterian in 1927, 
Mr. Charles B. Verner noted the following:

“When the church was complete there was a debt of about 
$60,000 secured by a mortgage, bearing 8% interest. Mrs. Spence 
again came to the rescue by giving $27,500 on the condition that 
the church give a similar amount, and that she be paid $250 per 
month as long as she lived as an income from, or interest on, 
$60,000 of what she had given. These sums made an aggregate 
of $91,820.00 and the interest collected thereon before they were 
used made her whole contribution about $100,000.00.”

“In making this record it would be incomplete if a just tribute 
was not paid to Major James Spence, whose business acumen, 
strict frugality and clear vision made possible the accumulation of 
the means with which to carry out God’s program by his saintly 
widow.”

“Mention has been made of Mrs. Spence’s magnificent donations 
and it is proper that a permanent record thereof should be made, 
but this should not cause us to forget the smaller gifts. There were 
some hundreds of contributions made by our members when 
the giving hurt, when it caused sacrifice and deprivation, and a 
permanent record should be made of every gift from the smallest 
to the largest for it is the combination of them all that gave us the 
strength to build and maintain this wonderful tribute to our faith in 
the work of our Lord and Master.”

Church Organization 1922
Building Committee: 

Charles W. Weatherford, Chairman, Charles B. Verner, Dr. 
George H. Denny, Eugene B. Nuzum, James S. Free, and Frank J. 
Stevens.

The Session: 
Dr. Charles M. Boyd, Moderator, Eugene B. Nuzum, Clerk, 
Luther H. Maxwell, John J. Neilson, Adrian S. Van de Graaff, 
Charles B. Verner, George H. Denny, William E. Bingham, and 
George B. Davidson.

Deacons: 
Charles W. Weatherford, Chairman, Samuel H. Sprott, Treasurer, 
Walter C. Harris, Abner W. Patton, Arthur E. Perkins, Nuel B. 
Garrett, James S. Free, Frank J. Stevens, William B. Oliver, 
Frank A. DeVere, John A. Savage, William McGiffert, and 
Washington Moody.

Sabbath School: 
Ray R. Montgomery, Superintendent.

South Side Mission: 
William F. Osborn

West End School: Arthur E. Perkins, Superintendent.
The Woman’s Auxiliary: 

Josephine Alston Maxwell, President; Leona Burks Kirk, Vice-
President; Luberta Wilkinson Scott, Secretary; Ella Lee Boyd, 
Treasurer.

The Choir: 
Irving G. Dugins, Director; Lucille DeVere Maxwell, Organist

The Christian Endeavor Society: 
Kenneth Harper, President

University Pastor: 
William B. Patterson

Church Secretary: 
Lucy Bickley Weatherford

Missionaries in China: 
Rev. James R. Graham and his wife Sophie Peck Graham

Sources: 
The Tuscaloosa News, 1918 – 1922; 
History of First Presbyterian, 1970; 
Brief History of First Presbyterian by Charles B. Verner, 1927.

Brochure designed by Suzanne Cornett and written by 
Becky G. Compton.

Today we celebrate the 100th Anniversary of the Sanctuary of First 
Presbyterian Church, Tuscaloosa! As it was for the Bicentennial 
Celebration of the founding of our church, today’s recognition is a 
celebration of God’s faithfulness. Thinking of all the momentous 
occasions this building has hosted is truly awe-inspiring. The 
baptisms, weddings, funerals, confirmations, Bible presentations, 
roses for new births, sermons, songs, communion, not to mention 
the blessed fellowship shared by believers are just some of the ways 
Presbyterians have experienced God’s powerful presence in this 
place. For all these moments and so many more, we give our thanks 
to God for this special place.  

May the Lord continue to bless the moments that are experienced in 
this Sanctuary well into its next century!

Photo Info & Sources (beginning with the front page): 
• Sanctuary interior, Armstrong’s Linoleum Ad, May 1923
• Wedding of Ruth Patton and Conrad Smitherman, January 15, 1948; 

courtesy of Ann Smitherman Brenizer
• 1830 Church Exterior
• Wurlitzer Organ (Opus 517) detail from Patton-Smitherman                                 

wedding photo January 15, 1948
• UA Students Vespers Service, circa 1941
• New Sanctuary 1937; courtesy of Becky G. Compton

“I was glad when they said unto me, 
‘Let us go to the house of the Lord!’” 

- Psalm 122:1   



In October of 1913, a 
congregational meeting was 
held to consider the need 
of a new church building. 
When the original building 
had been constructed in 1830 
the members numbered 100, 
but by 1913, the number had 
more than doubled taxing the 
building to capacity. But with 
the outbreak of World War 
I in July 1914, thoughts of 
construction were put aside. 

“In 1917 Dr. William E. Bingham, Sunday School Superintendent, 
reported a total enrollment of 459 and noted the need of an adequate 
building to do effectively the growing work of the church school. 
The church, he reported, was looking forward to the time when the 
financial conditions of the country would warrant the erection of a 
new church and Sunday school rooms.”

By 1918, the total church membership stood at 674. On December 
15th, one month after the end of the war, the congregation voted 
unanimously to build a new sanctuary and to proceed with the 
work of gathering funds. The following were named to the fund-
raising committee: William E. Bingham, Charles B. Verner, George 
H. Denny, Luther H. Maxwell, Jessie M. Rogers, John J. Neilson, 
David L. Smith, Eugene B. Nuzum, George J. Alston, Jr., James S. 
Free, and Charles W. Weatherford. 

On December 29th, Mr. Charles B. Verner, the representative of Mrs. 
Anna Price Spence, told the members that she would give $25,000 to 
the church on condition that the congregation raise an equal amount 
in a reasonable time. The gift was accepted and it was decided 
that the Sunday school building should be known as “The Spence 
Memorial” in honor of Mrs. Spence and her late husband James. 
On the first Sunday in January 1919, 60 men visited every member 
to secure their subscriptions to be paid in monthly installments 
during that year. By February 1919, the architect Reuben H. Hunt of 
Chattanooga had been selected. Mr. Hunt was one of the foremost 
architects in the Southeast and well known for his church designs as 
well as major public building projects. 

Throughout 1919 the building was designed but the high cost 
of materials made it impossible to proceed. On September 12, 
1920 Mrs. Spence offered to give an additional $35,000 if the 
congregation would raise a similar amount so that the project could 
begin at once. At this time it was determined that Mrs. Spence, along 
with other church members, favored a Gothic exterior design rather 
than the Greek design that had been put forth and the congregation 
unanimously agreed to the design change.

On September 23, 1920 the Lecture Room was razed. It was a 
small brick building, 25 ft. wide x 30 ft. long, that stood between 
the church and the manse. Built around 1839, it was a Tuscaloosa 
landmark that had served as the meeting place for the Session, 
prayer services, Primary Sunday school, the Women’s Auxiliary as 
well as the W.C.T.U. A Sunday school for black children was also 
held there.

Bids were opened on March 16, 1921 and Smallman-Brice 
Construction Co. of Birmingham was awarded the contract. Mr. 
James A. Taylor of Taylor General Construction in Northport 
received the contract to tear down the old building and dig out the 
basement. He said “the roof  timbers were 6” by 8” and the framing 
was put together by mortising and driving pins through auger holes 
to hold the timbers together.” It was also discovered that the brick 
was made in Philadelphia.

The last worship service in the old church was held on April 10, 
1921 and all Sunday worship services were then conducted in the 
Belvedere Theater at 607 Greensboro Ave. The women held their 
Sunday school in the manse while the men met in the theater. The 
pews were removed and stored and the Henry Pilcher’s Sons organ, 
purchased in 1897, was sold to the AME Zion Church. By May 15, 
excavation was complete and the foundation was being laid. During 
May and June the iron trusses for the roof arrived as well as the 
steel beams that would support the superstructure. On June 22, the 
cornerstone was laid with several hundred people in attendance at 
the ceremony. By this time the cost had risen to $150,000.00. On 
November 20, Mrs. Spence proposed to give $4,320 (20%) toward 
the purchase of a new organ provided it was acquired and put into 
the church at the time the church was completed. The members 
agreed unanimously to this proposal. The organ purchased was a 
Hope-Jones Wurlitzer (Opus 517) which arrived on March 7, 1922.

Work steadily continued for the next nine months and then the long-
awaited day arrived. 

On Sunday, April 23, 1922 the church had its opening services 
attended by an overflowing crowd. Members from First Methodist 
joined us in the morning and members from First Baptist attended 
the evening worship. Dr. Albert B. Curry, Moderator of the General 
Assembly and Pastor of Second Presbyterian in Memphis, delivered 
the sermons. Mr. Herbert A. Houze, guest organist, and Lucille 
DeVere Maxwell, our organist, were seated at the instrument. Our 
choir, directed by Mr. Irving Dugins, led the worshipers in song. 
The bronze church bell, cast in 1843 and silent for such a long time, 
was rung by Dr. Irvin Little, whose family had been a part of the 
congregation for many, many years. The Tuscaloosa News stated, 
“From the standpoint of civic pride and religious interest, it was a 
notable day in the history of Tuscaloosa.”

Expressions of appreciation were directed to Rev. Charles M. Boyd, 
Mrs. Anna Price Spence, Mr. Charles W. Weatherford, chair of the 
Building Committee, Mr. Charles B. Verner, chair of the Financial 
Committee as well as Mr. Reuben H. Hunt, architect, and Smallman-
Brice Construction.

Here is a brief description 
of the building. The choir 
was seated on the chancel 
behind the pulpit which was 
placed in the center. Several 
feet in front of the pulpit sat 
the organ console. Above 
the chancel was a screen 
which hid the pipes. The 
sanctuary was entered from the front and two sides through spacious 
vestibules. On the main floor with the sanctuary were the Sunday 
school assembly, the Christian Endeavor Society and the Women’s 
Parlor, which opened into the auditorium. The seating capacity of 
all these areas and the balcony was approximately 1,200. In the 
basement were located the Primary and Beginner Departments, 
banquet room, large social room with a seating capacity of 800, 
kitchen, serving and storage areas and the heating plant. The Junior, 
Intermediate and Senior departments, choir rooms, staff offices, and 
supply rooms were located on the second floor.

On Monday, April 24, Mr. Houze played the inaugural recital on the 
new organ. The varied program included the “Toccata and Fugue in 
D Minor” by Bach as well as the “William Tell Overture” by Rossini. 
Preceding the recital, from 4 to 6 pm, the Women’s Auxiliary hosted 
a general reception for all the people of Tuscaloosa and the entire 
building was open for tours.

On Tuesday evening, April 25, the choir led the congregation in a 
great hour of worship.

Building the New Church
1918 - 1922


