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Firefighters battled a blaze at Friendship Baptist Church, 1313 Matthews, Monday night. "This was the 
heart of the Fourth Ward," said Lawrence Smith, a deacon and lifelong member of the church. 
 
A three-alarm fire apparently started by lightning destroyed a historic church in the Fourth Ward late 
Monday.  
 
The fire at Friendship Baptist Church at 1313 Matthews could be seen for miles. 
 
The Houston Fire Department was alerted at 7:09 p.m. and firefighters arrived shortly thereafter. No 
firefighters were sent inside the church until the blaze was brought under control, Assistant Chief Jack 
Williams said. 
 
Williams said the blaze was tapped out at about 8:45 p.m., though the building was still smoldering after 10 
p.m. 
 
"When they got there, it was engulfed in flames," Williams said. "It looks like it's going to be weather 
related." 
 
Investigators believe a bolt of lightning ignited the fire in the rear of the church. 
 
The church is just blocks from the charred remains of Bethel Baptist Church, which burned down in 
January 2005. 
 
The Rev. F.N. Williams II said he was in the church about 7 p.m. with four other people when they heard 
what sounded like a lightning strike, followed by a loud pop, and then the lights and the phone went out. 
Williams, the church's pastor for 26 years, went outside to investigate and saw some bricks on the building 
had crumbled. 
 
He said he went back inside, dismissed the missionary meeting that had been taking place and closed up for 
the night. It wasn't until he checked the building a second time that Williams saw flames. 
 
The walls and roof of the church, which was established in 1903, collapsed. The current sanctuary was built 
in 1946, Williams said. A duplex next door that is owned by the church was also damaged, officials said. 
Williams said about 150 people are members of the church. The loss is incalculable, said Tracy Williams, 
the pastor's wife, as she assessed the damage late Monday. 
 



"It can't even be measured," she said. "There's nothing but history in this church. We just finished 
celebrating 103 years in September. This is a historical landmark." 
 
Tracy Williams said that people came from as far away as Humble, Kingwood, Missouri City and Spring 
for services. 
 
Lawrence Smith, a deacon and lifelong member, said the church is not only a loss to his congregation, but 
to the entire community. 
 
"This was the heart of the Fourth Ward," Smith said. "Everything is centered around this church." 
 
A court case against a homeless man charged with arson in the Bethel Baptist fire was dismissed. 
 
Chronicle reporter Robert Crowe contributed to this report. 
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