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The founding and early years of Edward Road Baptist Church 
 
 

In 1872, a chapel was purchased on Balsall Heath Road. By the following 

year it had forty-three members and was known as Balsall Heath Baptist 

Church.  The church soon recruited a ‘Bible woman’ who worked among 

the poor in the area, and the work of the church soon began to prosper, 

necessitating the extension of the church’s premises.1 Then, as the church 

continued to grow, the decision was taken to build new premises on 

Edward Road, but still in the Balsall Heath area. The church moved to 

Edward Road in 1900, and adopted the name Edward Road Baptist 

Church.  When the church began, the people in the community have been 

described in this way: 

 

…The sort of people the early pastors of the chapel were trying to 

make followers of Jesus Christ would have been working in light 

industries centred in small factories dispersed among poor working 

 
1 Arthur S. Langley, Birmingham Baptists: Past and Present, (London: The Kingsgate Press, 1939), 

98. 
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class houses. Nails, wire, and pram wheels were all made in Balsall 

Heath, as were furniture, paint, and food and drink products.2 

 

The church continued to grow through the First World War, but by the 

1930s, there was ‘a slow exodus to the new suburbs, that were springing 

up around the city’ and this ‘was felt by the church, several of its members 

moving away...’ The church also found itself having to clear debts it had 

accrued installing electric lighting, acquiring a manse, and an organ.3  

 

The Second World War also brought with it extensive damage to the 

church building and the church manse which had to be repaired. More 

people left the area after the war,4  and this marked a difficult period for 

the church. In 1949, the church appointed Deaconess Sister Mabel 

Carnall to be their pastor (but she had to resign within two years due to 

family circumstances). In 1951, the first women deacons were appointed 

(Miss B. Boyce and Miss B. Freeman). In the early 1950s, the church also 

considered merging with one of the local Baptist churches, Selly Park 

Baptist Church, but did not pursue the idea at that point.5  

 

 

First Black church members and leaders 

 

By 1955, the church had only 29 members, as local people continued to 

leave the area for the suburbs. Whilst local people were leaving the area 

immigrant communities were moving into the area, from ‘the West Indies, 

 
2 Edward Road Baptist Church 1872-1972 Centenary Souvenir, 2. 
3 Edward Road Baptist Church 1872-1972 Centenary Souvenir, 9. 
4 Edward Road Baptist Church 1872-1972 Centenary Souvenir, 14–16. 
5 Edward Road Baptist Church 1872-1972 Centenary Souvenir, 17. 
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Asia, North Africa and Ireland’. Accordingly, the church went on to 

welcome its first ‘West Indian’6 people in 1955.7  

 

The church’s deacons’ meeting minutes 17 November 1955 refer to ‘Mrs 

Graham and Mr Whittle, Jamaicans who had been attending our church 

for about 6 weeks’. The deacons’ meeting minutes 30 December 1955 

then refer to plans for Mrs Graham, Mrs Porter and Mr Whittle (from 

Jamaica) to be admitted into church membership, on Sunday, 1 Jan 1956. 

The deacons’ meeting minutes 23 Feb 1956 confirm that Mr Graham was 

also admitted into membership in January 1956. 

 

It seems that these early members did not remain at the church for a long 

period of time, as deacons’ meeting minutes 7 March 1958 refer to Mrs 

Porter, Mr Whittle amongst others being transferred to the absent 

members roll. The reasons for their non-attendance are unknown. 

However, the available accounts of Black people that started attending the 

church in the 1960s, suggest they may have been well received by the 

church.  

 

Mavis Richards looking back on her time at Edward Road in 1992 stated: 

 

When I first came there were only small numbers attending but 

people were very sociable and spoke to each other in a most friendly 

way. Snow and rain did not deter people from attending Church and 

numbers soon began to build up as Edward Road reputation spread. 

One important factor was the friendly treatment of the black 

community who were experiencing discrimination in this Country 

 
6 At the time ‘West Indian’ was the term commonly used to describe people from the Caribbean. 
7 Edward Road Baptist Church 1872-1972 Centenary Souvenir, 17. 
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from other quarters. I remember the arrival of a Pastor from Jamaica 

who used Edward Rd. as his base whilst in England. In a lecture he 

spoke of the situation which existed between black and white people 

and he urged everyone to come together. He pointed out that since 

we shared the same Service it would be a good idea if we could 

share living together as one in the community. From then on things 

started to improve.8  

 

It is most likely that Mavis’ reference to a Jamaican minister coming to the 

church was a reference to Revd Gayle’s visit in 1964. This is because the 

deacons’ meeting minutes 13 February 1964 refer to a letter being 

received from a Sister Bessie Sellwood regarding a coming visit of 

Jamaican minister, Revd Gayle. These minutes then record: ‘It was 

decided that we ask him to take a service and to undertake some 

visitation’. 

 

Linnet Messam looking back on her time at Edward Road in 1992 stated: 

 

Many years ago I became a Christian and a member of the Baptist 

family in Jamaica, the place of my birth. When I came to England in 

1955, I believed that there would be no problems in becoming a 

Member of an English Baptist Church, but I was wrong, so I 

refrained from going to Church. A few years later I visited Edward 

Road Church, by chance; there I was welcomed, encouraged and 

visited by the late Pastor John Morgan, who was a wonderful man 

 
8 ‘Greetings to the Church’ recorded in 1992.  Mavis Richards is believed to have started attending the 

church from at least the 1960s. This is because deacons’ meeting minutes 30 April 1964 refer to a 
Mrs Richards (Jamaican) requesting baptism and church membership, which was granted subject to 
ratification by the church. Mavis Richards as a church member appears in the church roll in the 
corresponding year.  

 



 5 

of God. In 1968 I became a regular visitor of the Church. At that time 

my daughter Jackie was three years of age, so I took her along with 

me to the Sunday School. It was through the prayers and 

encouragement of Pastor Morgan that I was helped to become a 

member of Edward Road in 1972, and I have no regrets, thank the 

Lord.9 

 

The church went on to elect a Black man, Mr Nathaniel Grant to be a 

deacon in 1971,10 and he was re-elected to this role for a further term in 

1974.11 His time in the role was short-lived as the church members’ 

meeting minutes 10 Oct 1975 record: ‘Our former Deacon, Mr Nathaniel 

Grant asked for a transfer to his church in Jamaica. This was granted’.  

 

The next significant role for a Black person at the church is recalled as 

Mrs Linnet Messam’s appointment as a joint mission secretary. She was 

a nurse by profession. Linnet’s mission secretary role involved her 

receiving and sharing correspondence from overseas mission workers 

with the church, as well as helping to coordinate their home visits when 

they were on leave back in England.12 Church members’ meeting minutes 

dated 9 March 1979 confirm Linnet’s appointment as joint mission 

secretary with Mrs Hooper, and Linnet also operating as a representative 

of the church (alongside Mr Wales), for local ecumenical meetings.  

 

It was not until the 1980s that other Black deacons were elected. Mr Cecil 

Davis is listed in church members’ meeting minutes 1 March 1985 as one 

 
9 Greetings to the Church’ recorded in 1992.   
10 Church members’ meeting minutes 25 March 1971. 
11 Church members’ meeting minutes 22 March 1974. 
12 ‘Birmingham Baptist Churches Exploring their Black History Project’ oral history interview with 
Thelma Balfour, 12 February 2026, conducted by Gale Richards and Leoner Gardner-Howard. 
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of the newly elected deacons, Mrs Linnet Messam is noted as a deacon 

in the 21 March 1986 minutes, and Mr Lebert (Bert) Balfour is listed as a 

deacon in the 8 May 1987 minutes. 

 

The election of these Black church members as deacons in the mid-

1980s, came at a time when the number of church members had been 

growing, and stood at more than seventy. Then, a significant 

disagreement occurred in the life of the church. It seems that two church 

members had travelled to California to explore an ‘extreme charismatic 

form of worship’ described as ‘Wimberism’. When they returned home, 

they enthusiastically shared their discovery with the church. The majority 

of the church members did not share their enthusiasm. Unfortunately, this 

caused a rift amongst church members. The church members’ meeting 

minutes 20 March 1987 record that 18 members had resigned their 

membership and left the church, including two deacons, but the remaining 

church members had affirmed their confidence in Pastor John Mallard. 

The disagreement was no doubt painful for the pastor and the church 

members. However, on reflection it was later stated that the departures 

provided an opportunity for ‘all the remaining members working together 

in great harmony and also many Black members having a chance to use 

their many gifts of leadership in the Lord’s work in the Church’.13 

  

Edward Road Baptist Church continues to serve Black and other 

migrant and immigrant communities 

 

Whilst many of the Black church members of the church had arrived in 

Britain as Commonwealth citizens with an automatic right to a British 

 
13 Edward Road Baptist Church 1972–1999, 9. 
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passport, the British Nationality Act 1981 (which came into force in 1983) 

sought to restrict this right. It is therefore significant that the church 

members’ meeting minutes 10 Sept 1982 record a decision taken to have 

a discussion on 22 October about the Act with an appropriate speaker. It 

was also decided that this discussion would be opened up to local 

churches and the wider community. It would have been important that 

Black immigrant communities and their descendants understood what this 

potentially meant for their British citizen status, and so it would have been 

hugely significant that the church was hosting this meeting at that time. 

 

The church was also involved in wider community events, such as the 

Balsall Heath Carnival that helped ensure Black and other migrant and 

immigrant communities and their descendants felt a sense of belonging. 

The carnival has been described as ‘the beating heart of our community 

– a glorious celebration of diversity, creativity, working together to 

celebrate our community’.14 The Church members’ meeting minutes 24 

Jan 1986 record Cecil Davis (by then a deacon) playing a leading role in 

planning for the church to participate in the Balsall Heath Carnival, by 

ensuring the church had a float and a stall.   

 

Another significant way in which the church was involved in the wider 

community was through an initiative that became known as the Jericho 

Project. The origins of this project can be traced, in part, to a drop-in centre 

at Edward Road Baptist Church from the 1970s, that was started by 

Pastor John Mallard.15 Then in 1984, the church decided to be one of 

 
14 ‘Balsall Heath Carnival in Changing Times – Balsall Heath Carnival Exhibition 1977-2016’ as part of 

the Balsall Heath Community Festival 3-13 July 2026 (see: 
https://www.secondsaturday.org.uk/exhibition/balsall-heath-carnival-in-changing-times-11am-4pm/). 
15 See: Christine Parkinson, The Desert Will Rejoice: and blossom as a rose (Hertford: Authors 

Online, 2004), 49.  

https://www.secondsaturday.org.uk/exhibition/balsall-heath-carnival-in-changing-times-11am-4pm/
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twelve inner city Baptist churches that formed the ‘Birmingham Baptist 

Inner City Project’. This Project operated between 1984 to 1993 and had 

a management committee with lay and ministerial representatives from 

the each of the churches (Bert Balfour and Pastor John Mallard 

represented Edward Road Baptist Church).16 The Birmingham Baptist 

Inner City Project 1989 booklet refers to agreed plans to build a new 

church centre ‘to provide training, counselling and accommodation for the 

young unemployed’ and ‘prostitutes’ in the Balsall Heath area.  These 

plans eventually led to the establishment of what is today known as the 

Jericho Foundation charity.17  

 

Today, the Balsall Heath area is predominantly an Asian, Arab, and Muslim 

area. Many of the older generation of ‘West Indians’ have died, and their 

descendants have moved out of the area.18 By 2025, the Edward Road 

Baptist Church congregation had diminished to the point that an 

agreement was made to merge with another local church, Selly Park 

Baptist Church.  

 

Faith at work in Edward Road Baptist Church’s Black History 

 

The opening words of the Edward Road Baptist Church 1872-1972 

centenary souvenir booklet, reflecting Matthew 28:19–20 offered this 

commission to the congregation: 

 

 
16 ‘Birmingham Baptist Inner-City Project annual report and accounts 1988-1989’. 
17 See: https://www.jericho.org.uk/voices-of-hope  
18 Census data 2021 for Balsall Heath East and Balsall Heath West confirm this: See: 
https://www.citypopulation.de/en/uk/westmidlands/wards/birmingham/E05011170__sparkbrook_and_b
alsall_he/ ; and 
https://www.citypopulation.de/en/uk/westmidlands/wards/birmingham/E05011122__balsall_heath_wes
t/ 

 

https://www.jericho.org.uk/voices-of-hope
https://www.citypopulation.de/en/uk/westmidlands/wards/birmingham/E05011170__sparkbrook_and_balsall_he/
https://www.citypopulation.de/en/uk/westmidlands/wards/birmingham/E05011170__sparkbrook_and_balsall_he/
https://www.citypopulation.de/en/uk/westmidlands/wards/birmingham/E05011122__balsall_heath_west/
https://www.citypopulation.de/en/uk/westmidlands/wards/birmingham/E05011122__balsall_heath_west/
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Go to Balsall Heath and win followers for Me; get them to promise 

Me, in baptism their whole service, teach them what that promise 

means; you can count on My presence forever.  

 

These words highlight the congregations’ strong focus on sharing their 

faith within the church’s locality. Correspondingly, whilst many other 

Baptist churches in Birmingham were sending some of their church 

members to serve overseas from the late nineteenth century, or early 

twentieth century, Edward Road Baptist Church did not send a member to 

serve overseas until 1975.19 It was perhaps this very strong focus on 

serving the local neighbourhood, that motivated the church to engage with 

Black people, who moved into the area from the 1950s onwards.  

 

While acknowledging the congregation’s stated desire to reach out to 

welcome all people to the church, it is notable that the church did not seem 

to recognise the need to create space for Black people – who were either 

already baptised Christians or open to becoming baptised Christians – to 

fully exercise their gifts as leaders in the church. With the exception of 

Nathaniel Grant serving as a deacon in the 1970s, it appears that no other 

Black people were called to serve in leadership roles. It was only when 

prominent white members left the church over the disagreement over 

charismatic worship that Black people were encouraged and called to 

serve in leadership roles.  

 

It is also notable that the white members who were chosen to undertake 

the influential leadership roles in the life of the church from the mid-1970s, 

served in professions such as a teacher at a school or university, or a 

 
19 That was Frank and Peggy Gouthwaite who worked with the Baptist Missionary Society, in Brazil. 

See: Edward Road Baptist Church 1972–1999, 4. 
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doctor, or social worker.20 By contrast, many of the Black church members 

would have been employed in what is often defined as ‘working-class’ jobs 

in factories or other businesses. These, of course were the main jobs 

available to them at the time.  

 

It may well be that it was ‘class barriers’ that prevented Black church 

members from using their gifts of leadership in the service of the church. 

There may have been other barriers too that related to different 

approaches to worship and spirituality. For, when Black church members 

finally occupied leadership roles in the 1980s, it is perhaps significant that 

the tradition of the annual Gospel concert – an event that valued African-

Caribbean spiritual heritage – was initiated by a Black church member, 

Mel Davis.  

 

 

September 2026 
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20 Edward Road Baptist Church 1972-1999, 5-7. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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