
The Nashville Bahá’í Community

A Legacy of Unity

Community members circa 1961



Louis Gregory, as with so many Bahá’í communities in 
the southern states, was the “drop of water” which fell in 
Nashville and led to the beginnings of that community 
and eventual formation of the first Spiritual Assembly of 
Nashville. 

As an alumnus of Fisk 
University, located in 
Nashville, and having 
maintained contacts 
there, Gregory made 
numerous trips to 
Nashville in the early 
20th Century to share 
the Bahá’í teachings.



In 1915 Louis Gregory met George 
Henderson who was an educator in 
Nashville.

Mr. Henderson became the first 
Bahá’í in Nashville, but soon after 
his declaration he moved to 
Memphis, TN and not only founded 
the Bahá’í community there but 
established the Henderson Business 
College, which ‘Abdu’l-Bahá referred 
to as a “Bahá’í college.”

George Henderson
First Bahá’í in Nashville



Between 1915 and the early 1930s, there is little recorded 
information about Bahá’ís in Nashville, although Mr. 
Gregory continued to make regular trips there. We know 
that the philosopher Alain Locke spent a couple of years 
in Nashville during the 1920s but it is not known 
whether he was interacting with any Bahá’ís there.

On June 3, 1922, a notice in Nashville’s daily 
newspaper announced that Albert Vail would be 
giving a series of lectures on the Faith. Vail was a 
former Unitarian minister who had met ‘Abdu’l-
Bahá when He was in the United States and, by 
1918, had left the church completely and was 
dedicated to traveling about the country teaching 
the Faith. The headline of the notice read “Bahai 
Movement to Be Subject of Lectures.”



Mrs. Maude Barnes opened her home to Mr. 
Gregory in the early 1930s and it was in that 
home that the first glimmerings of a new 
religious community appeared.

It would be 20 years before a Bahá’í community truly came together

1208 Hawkins Street, where 
those early firesides were held, 
still stands today.



Meanwhile, in another part of Nashville, a group of Southern 
white ladies were also meeting together to learn more about 
the Bahá’ís Faith. Georgie Wiles and her niece had traveled to 
Green Acre where she heard Louis Gregory speak. She was 
changed and came back to Nashville prepared to share what 
she had learned with others.

Georgie Wiles



Mrs. Georgie B. Wiles - Chmn. Mrs. A. N. Johnson, Librarian

Mrs. Katie Daniels, V-Chmn. Mrs. Thelma Allison

Mrs. Elva Peebles, Secy. Mrs. Ella Jo Brown Hardison

Miss Carrie Goodwin, Treas. Mrs. Maude Barnes

Mrs. Elizabeth F. Walker

First Local Spiritual Assembly of the Bahá’ís of Nashville 
Elected April 21, 1935

Remarkable for the time period and place, 
the first Assembly was all women, both Black and White.

Georgie
Wiles
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Walker



Annie Cooksie
Nettie Jo LaPrade

A few other members of the 1935 Bahá’í community

Albert James was the first Bahá’í youth and for a while the 
only man. Too young to be elected to the Spiritual Assembly 
this led to the first Assembly being all women.



Winston Evans
Nellie Roche

Both Winston Evans and Nellie Roche encountered the Faith 
in 1937 when the National Spiritual Assembly came to 

Nashville for a series of meetings. They both would figure 
prominently in the development of the Nashville community



Nellie Roche was the great-great-granddaughter of General James 
Robertson, the co-founder of the city of Nashville. She was a woman 
ahead of her time, living independently, a respected educator and 
leading businesswoman in Nashville.

Nellie never married, but in one of those 
mystical  twists of fate, she would be 
reconnected with a one-time fiancé through 
her connection with the Bahá’í Faith.



George Townshend

While still an Anglican minister he wrote “The Promise of All the 
Ages” and “The Heart of the Gospel” and was among the first 
contingent of believers appointed as Hands of the Cause of God 
by the Guardian.

The Hand of the CauseHis early years as an
Anglican minister



Winston Evans and the “Vanderbilt Boys”

Thom Thompson

William Hatcher



First Incorporated Local Spiritual Assembly – 1954
This photo hangs on a wall in Bahji, where Shoghi Effendi 
would hang the photos of incorporated local Assemblies



Other notable Nashville Bahá’ís

Robert Hayden

Sarah Pereira

Magdalene Carney



Visit from Hand of the Cause of God Taraz’u’llah Samandari – circa 1966



First Nashville Bahá’í Center - 1804 Grand Avenue

Acquired in 1957



First “legal” Bahá’í Wedding
Circa 1957



Interracial Service Committee 
meeting in Nashville 1961



Visit from Hand of the Cause of God Enoch Olinga - 1971



Clifton Avenue - the second Bahá'í Center, circa 1984



The Bell Road Center


