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A Significant Place

The 1822 brick Old School Baptist meeting house,
together with its extensive graveyard, on West Broad
Street in Hopewell Borough, is without question one of
the most historic sites in Hopewell Valley. Its historic
significance has been highlighted in the Hopewell
Cultural Resource Survey of 1984-5 (Inventory
1105-28-54) and in Hopewell: A Historical Geography
(Hunter and Porter 1990: 198-199). As part of the
proposed Hopewell Borough Historic District, it was
determined to be eligible for the National Register of
Historic Places in 1997.

The formation of a Baptist congregation in the northern
part of the Township in 1715 was an important
moment in the settlement of Hopewell. The erection
of a square stone meeting house on the north side

of the Indian Trail which would later become Broad
Street in 1747 was instrumental in the growth of the
nucleated place first called Hopewell Meeting House,
then Columbia, and finally Hopewell Borough.

The lot was formally acquired by the congregation in
1769, when it was described as about 3 acres in size
(David Blackwell Ms. 2016-18, Hopewell Museum).

This article is chiefly focused on the landscape
history of the Old School Baptist meeting house and
its graveyard. The fascinating religious and social
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history of the Old School Baptists is a topic
deserving much fuller treatment of its
own. A scholarly and entertaining account
of this history can be found in Jack Davis’
article in this newsletter (Davis 2016).
There are also short published histories
(Purington 1882, Anonymous 1915) and
other accounts (Ege 1908, Lewis 1973).

To summarize this history, during the
early 1800’s major divisions arose within
the Baptist denomination concerning

the theological legitimacy of educational
and missional activities. The Hopewell
congregation took an increasingly
conservative and strictly Calvinist
“Particular Atonement” stance which
rejected such institutions (even though
they themselves had previously created
the Hopewell Academy in 1748 and built
a schoolhouse adjacent to the meeting
house in the late 1790’s). In 1835 the
Hopewell church withdrew from the
Central New Jersey Baptist Association,
and in the following year joined the
conservative Delaware River Baptist
Association. It was mostly after this

time that the name “Old School Baptist”
came to be used (Davis 2016).

The church remained an important
institution in Hopewell into the late 1800’s,
despite the establishment of the rival, more
outward-looking, Calvary Baptist Church in 1872,
and the creation of Presbyterian, Methodist and
African-American Baptist churches before 1900.
During the 20th century membership aged and
declined. Services were suspended in 1973, and

the congregation formally ceased to exist in the
mid 1970’s. The building is the responsibility of the
Trustees of the Baptist Congregation in Hopewell.

In Search of the 1747 Meeting House
and Cemetery Lot (Figures 1 and 2)

It is generally and reasonably assumed that the
present 1822 brick church was built on the same site
as the square stone 1747 structure. The cost of this
new building was “Not to Exceed $1800” (Trustees
Book page 42 July 31st 1822), It was being tiled in
January 1824 (Trustees Book page 43). The 1822
building is extremely close to being square in plan:
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Figure I: Suggested historic development of Old School Baptist property.

the north-south dimension being just 1.1 times that
of the east-west dimension. It is therefore possible
that it does sit directly on the foundation of its
1747 predecessor.

The church lies in the far southwest quadrant of the
present-day four and a half acre cemetery, and this
location provides the primary clue to the location of
the original % acre lot (Figure 1). This lot could have
been any shape, but for research purposes I made
the assumption that it would have been a square
about 180 feet on each side, and that the present
church is located within it.

Examination of the Hopewell Borough Tax map
shows that the western boundary of the Old School
Baptist lot (Block 14, Lot 13) runs north for 170

feet from its southwestern corner on West Broad
Street. At this northern point the lot boundary turns

(continued on page 999)
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abruptly 90 degrees to run east for just 25 feet
before once again heading off just east of north.
What is the reason for this “kink”? The answer lies
in the presence of a shallow but quite distinct linear
depression which continues this eastern line for
about 180 feet. All of the pre-1800 gravestones in
the cemetery lie south of this depression. These two
alignments, I contend, define the west and northern
boundaries of the original lot.

So what of the eastern and southern boundaries?
Looking south from the eastern end of the
depression, which defines the northern boundary,

- it is apparent that the older stones of red sandstone
all lie to the west of a linear space running south

to Broad Street. This data is taken as evidence for
the location of the eastern boundary of the 1747
cemetery lot. The southern boundary would then
correspond to the present fence line along Broad Street.

No information has been found on how, or if, this
lot was originally physically defined. However, on
August 18, 1792 the church Minute Book 1 (in the
Hopewell Museum collections) records a decision
to build a stone wall around the cemetery. Part of
this wall “in front of the meeting house” remained
unfinished a year later (Minute Book 1, May 18,
1793). A conjectural view of the wall is shown on a
painting of 1869 by Bordentown artist John Collins
in the Hopewell Museum. This is the only known
image of the wall. This painting also shows an
otherwise undocumented row of carriage houses
fronting on Broad Street east of the cemetery.

Figure 3

A Historic Space: Buildings, Monuments
and Graves (Figure 2)

Unsurprisingly, this lot contains many features of
historical importance.

In addition to the church and its predecessor, there
was one and possibly even two other buildings on
this lot. The first was a schoolhouse, 15 by 20 feet

in plan, built in the southeast corner of the cemetery
in about 1795 (Ege 1908. Richard Porter, personal
communication). It was still standing in 1849
(Figure 3: Otley and Keily 1849) but may have been
taken down around 1855. It was gone by 1860. This
demolition was perhaps in response to Old School
Baptist policies at that time. Although Pastor James
Ewing had been contracted to “teach a school at the
Baptist Meeting house in Hopewell” in 1805 (Minute
Book1), attitudes had changed by mid-century. The
site is now occupied, perhaps symbolically, by the
monument of Elder Philander Hartwell (died 1878).
James Ewing's grave-marker lies just to the north.

The second structure was a house possibly built
immediately west of the church for James Ewing
about 1800 (David Blackwell MS dated 2016-18
Hopewell Museum). This is not shown on the 1849
Otley and Keily map and had presumably been
taken down by that date.

The 1865 John Hart memorial is itself of
considerable symbolic significance. It is believed
to be one of the first memorials erected to a Signer.
As such it may reflect a wish by the Old School
Baptists to claim strong links to the origins of the
country and to its founders. Ten years later

Figure 3: The Baptist Church ("B CH") and Schoolhouse (*SH’) on Olley &

Keily 1849.

the claim was reinforced by the burial of
Hart's Presbyterian remains among the
Baptists he had helped over 100 years earlier.

Important historical information is probably
contained in the distribution and dates of
gravestones within the lot. The majority of
the early memorials and markers, chiefly

of sandstone, lie east and northeast of the
meeting house. The easternmost north-south
line of these markers lies 150 feet east of the
western property line. A badly damaged
marker dated 1788 is located about 30 feet
south of the probable northern boundary, and
a memorial to Revolutionary War soldiers
lies to the south of this. The original building

(continued on page 1000)
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the cemetery. The absence of stones
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Figure 2: Historic fealures in the Southwest corner.

contained at least one burial, that of Isaac Eaton,
the pastor from 1748 to 1772.

“Invisible” People

Also of great potential importance are two areas
devoid of gravestones (Figure 2). These lie in the
extreme southwest and northwest corners of

BRICK SIDEWALK

Rapidly developing technologies,
including ground-penetrating radar
(GPR) provide an effective and
non-intrusive means of identifying
otherwise unmarked graves. By
“seeing” into the ground GPR

can distinguish differences in soil
texture and character and has proved to be very
effective at mapping the locations of grave shafts.
A GPR survey of these areas could be expected to
establish if there are burials in these areas. This
technology cannot establish the ethnicity of the
dead, but it would certainly provide significant
support for the hypothesis.

GRASS

(continued on page 1001)
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Expansion After 1873 (Figures 1 and 4) side by a row of stables or carriage houses (Fowler
1887) about 300 feet long. After 1890 (1890-HwBoro-
By 1875 the cemetery had been greatly expanded > A
: : list Scarlett-HR jpg (2328x3365) (hopewell-history.org))
i e SO s L e but before 1912 (1912-HwBoro-Sanborn-LoC.pdf

accompanying a collection of 14 slides in the
Hopewell Museum collections states that the
surrounding cast iron fence (which remains a
dominant feature along the Broad Street frontage)
was erected in 1873. The cemetery now covered
almost 2.5 acres and was flanked on its northern

(hopewell-history.org) the cemetery was extended
yet again to reach its current size of 4.4 acres.

The long row of stabling, extant in 1890, had by
the latter date been replaced by a row of three
“team sheds” in the northwest corner of the
expanded cemetery.

Figure 4
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Figure 4: The Old School Baptist Church & Cemetery 1875. The 1873 cast-iron fence surrounds the enlarged cemetery. The log row of stables/

carriage houses lies just beyond the northern fenceline. Everts & Stewart 18735.
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A Note on Sources at the Hopewell Museum
The Hopewell Museum holds archives and other materials from the Old School Baptist Church. These archives include: 1. Primary records (e.g. minute and trustee

books, lists of baptisms and weddings, grave inscriptions), some on microfilm; 2. Printed pamphlets; 3. Historic Ehotographs and postcards. These include several
views of the meeting house from Broad Street, none earlier than 1873; 4. Manuscript notes and other materials, chiefly by the late David Blackwell and the late

Beverly Weidl.
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