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Chapel Car Herald of Hope, sided at Wallace, West Virginia, with members of the newly 
organized church started by Reverend and Mrs. William F. Newton in April of 1915. 

[American Baptist Historical Society, Mercer University, Atlanta] 
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CHAPTER 10 

Herald of Hope, Roll On, Roll On . .  .  
Through Mining Camps and River Towns 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
arly in 1910 Herald of Hope came to Shawneetown, the oldest town in 
Illinois, where the early Baptist missionary John Mason Peck and his 
family were stormbound seventy years before. There Peck was threat-
ened by ruffians and told that “the Bible would never cross the Mis-
sissippi.” Missionary Walter J. Sparks tells the story of what happened 

to Herald of Hope at Shawneetown. 

  

“This was a right smart town oncet,” Old Man Winters said as he sat smok-
ing on his porch. “But it’s a flood town now and many of the folks is done gone. 
When the levee broke through last in 1898 and drowned twenty-eight of ‘em, 
they moved away, and ain’t come back yit. . .” 

A few old residents who can remember its better days sit dreaming of the 
past. They show with pride the place where McClellan found inspiration for his 
future greatness, the office where ‘Bob’ Ingersoll began to study law, and the 
little house behind the levee where John A. Logan courted pretty Molly Cun-
ningham. But the greatest relic of its faded glory is the place where Lafayette 
landed and was escorted  ‘on a white sheet’ stretched from the boat to the little 
brick hotel. 

They do not know that at this self-same spot another hero landed; but it 
was here that John Mason Peck marched over the muddy levee to begin his 

E 

Chapel Car Herald of Hope’s ministry touched the lives of townsfolk in 
historic Shawneetown, Illinois; hostile Grindstone City, Michigan; wild 
Grape Creek, Illinois, rail center Clinton, Iowa; rivertown New Boston, 
Ohio; and mining camps along the West Virginia Kanawha River valley. 
[ABHS, MUA]    



This Train Is Bound for Glory: Herald of Hope 

3 

great work for God in the Middle West. As ‘old Man Winters’ says, “All them 
times are done gone.” 

Into this district the chapel car comes . . .The meetings open with such a 
medley as only the chapel car can get together—river-men, fishermen, pearl 
hunters, factory hands, 
loafers, “those who work 
every day, those who work 
oncet a week and those 
who never work at all. 
There are the moral, the 
immoral and the simply 
unmoral. In they come till 
the car is packed and the 
lights burn dim . . .” 

“When were you in 
church before?”  I ask 
them.   

One man say he went 
to church “to a funeral, 
fourteen years ago.” An-
other that he was at church 
“oncet” when he was a boy, 
“over to Cave-in-Rock.”  
Most of them will say they 
have not gone to church 
since they lived in this town, but used to go sometimes “away back.”  They are 
a motley crowd, faces so lined and seamed by care and weariness and sin will 
reflect something of the peace which passes understanding. Among these poor 
souls are gems which at the touch of God are destined to become more beauti-
ful than the pearls grappled from the depths of their own muddy river. 

“Can we sing a song or two we used to sing ‘way back in old Kentucky?”  So 
with many queer little turns and quavers, the swaying of bodies and nodding of 
heads, there swells forth, 

“O Father, won’t you meet me, O Father, won’t you meet me, 
O Father, won’t you meet me, On Canaan’s happy shore?” 
Here comes Johnnie Gifford, roughened and hardened by years of river life. 

“Yes,” he says, “I want to be a Christian, though I never thought much on’t till 
tonight. It means such a change in the habits of yer life that a feller kind 
o’hesitates. Why, I ain’t been to church since my brother was shot.” 

“Your brother shot in church?” 
“Yes, but he waren’t in the shootin’ gang. It was this-away. We lived back in 

the hills acrost the river.  The preacher was new and got sassy about the wrong-
doin’s. The boys ‘lowed they’d tar an’ feather him. The next night they went to 
church and kotched hold o’him to pull him off the platform, but he was a 
fighter and before they knowed it five of ‘em was down on the floor. Then they-
all shot out the lights, so there should be nary witness, and started in at the 
preacher. We-all crawled under the seats, but my brother got hit and was 
hurted bad.” 

“Did the preacher get hit?” 
“Well, I should say! They-all piked seventeen holes inter him.” 
“No, he didn’t die, but I heared he didn’t preach no more. He just got dis-

couraged and done quit.” 
“Yes I want to be a Christian. I’m goin’ to be, but a feller has to get used to 

the idee.”  
Here are two women coming out. They are notorious characters but they 

This picture of the west side of Main Street in 
Shawneetown shows the damage from the 1913 

flood waters. This flood occurred after Chapel Car 
Herald of Hope had left Illinois. [Gallatin Co., Illi-
nois, Folklore, Genealogy and History Web Site] 
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rose for prayer tonight. The missionary stops them at the door, but they look 
defiant and desperate. “We rose for prayer because God knows we need it,” and 
they step outside on the platform. 

 “O Mothers, won’t you meet me,” rings out from the car. 
The women stop as though touched by an electric current; their eyes dilate, 

their faces twitch, and out there in the dark they join with the people inside in 
the old mountain song. The strong voices ring out over the dark waters of the 
river, bringing to two hearts memories of a better past. Then, the song ended, 
they look at each other and walk away, the younger sobbing and wringing her 
hands. . . 

When mistletoe on the old oak on the levee begins to hide ‘neath the new-
born leaves of spring, the first baptismal service is held at the old Ferry where 
John M. Peck landed some seventy years ago.

1
 

Dove Descends on Dedication 
Eleven years before Herald of Hope’s visit to Shawneetown, a remarkable in-

cident occurred during the chapel car’s May 27, 1900, Detroit, Michigan, dedica-
tion. While Dr. Wayland Hoyt was offering the prayer of dedication, a dove was 
seen flying toward the car. As it reached a point directly over where Dr. Hoyt 
stood upon the platform, the dove made several circles in its flight. The few who 
saw it said it was a most thrilling sight.”2 

Called the Young Men’s Car,” this sixth and last Baptist wooden car was a 
project of the young men of the Woodward Avenue Church. They had made a 
contribution of the first thousand dollars in the form of fifteen hundred five 
dollar shares a year earlier. In the week before the dedication, shares were fran-
tically being sold for the cost of the car, since some gentlemen who had pledged 
did not honor their agreements. But on the day of dedication, Herald of Hope 
was free of debt with almost every state and territory represented in giving.  

Echoing the words of its dedication hymn, Herald of Hope was ready to “roll 
on, roll on, glad messages of light to bear.” Like its five sister cars, this dazzling 
new Barney & Smith church on wheels, longer by 10 feet than Evangel built nine 
years earlier, was still a novelty, and people who would not normally go to a 
church would flock to it.  

Dr. Robert Seymour, Missionary and Bible Secretary, wrote to thank the Sun-
day School of the Emmanuel Baptist Church of Brooklyn, New York, one of hun-
dreds that donated to the building of the car. “These wheels are like the wheels 
Ezekiel saw in the vision. The living spirits moving within the wheels, and the 
money the schools contribute, keep the wheels in motion.3   

The car would first begin its travels in Michigan, and the Michigan Baptist 
Convention superintendent of missions was to be consulted as to where the car 

                                                
1 Missions, May 1911 (American Baptist Home, Foreign, Women’s Mission Societies, Philadel-

phia, Pa.), 302-306. 

2   The Colporter (July, 1900): 3.  

3 Letter from Dr. Robert Seymour to Kate L. Garmond, Brooklyn, New York, May 18, 1900. 
Seymour files, ABHS, MUA.  
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could best do its threefold mission: in places wholly destitute of religious privi-
leges, aiding struggling interests, and among railroad men at rail centers.  

To provide the finishing touches, the ladies of the Detroit Woodward Ave-
nue Church furnished the car with linens, bedding, dishes. and other household 
items, and the men of First Baptist Church of Galveston, Texas, purchased a 
handsome brass lectern. On the rear platform of the car, providing a whimsical 
touch, was a shiny new bicycle—a “Rambler,” for use in chapel-car work. “Herald 
of Hope” was printed on the frame of the wheel in gold, matching the gilded 
name on the car’s side.   

Hard Hearts Discourage Young Reverend and Mrs. Rosecrans 
Grindstone City was the first stop for the new car after its dedication. In the 

summer of 1900, on the Pere Marquette line, the first railroad built into Grind-
stone City from Port Austin in 1892, Herald of Hope came into town and was 
put on a siding near the depot. At the tip of the thumb of Michigan, facing Lake 
Huron, Grindstone City was one of the most extensive grindstone quarries in the 
United States, a boomtown since being purchased by the Cleveland Stone Com-
pany in 1888. Grindstones were used for polishing or sharpening tools and were 
in great demand until Carborundum took their place after World War I.    

In 1887 Robert Wallace, who also built the first boarding house in town, 
built the first gristmill and elevator of grindstone rock. Grindstone City was not 
without amenities. Town histo-
rian Mabel Cook collected busi-
ness cards which advertised the 
Grindstone City Hotel, bragging 
on a new house and everything 
first class; a Hardware store 
with mowers and farm imple-
ments; and W. J. Herrington, 
Physician and surgeon, who an-
swered calls promptly at all 
hours. Attorney D. E. Spencer 
was principal of the high 
school, organized in 1865 — a 
frame building forty-five by 

fifty feet and one story high, 
one large room with two cloak 
rooms, two rows of seats on 
each side of a cord-wood stove. 
A post office validated the 
town, along with several stores 
and saloons.4 

                                                
4 Mabel Cook, updated by May Whalen, History of Grindstone City, (Self Published, 1977), 

Author’s Collection, 8-19. 

 

The Presbyterians and Methodists were not 
happy to see the fancy Baptist rail car come into 
Grindstone City, and so the reception was quite 
cool if not hostile.                                       

[Norman Thomas Taylor Collection] 
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At this town people did not flock to the chapel car at first. The town was not 
churchless. In 1871, the Presbyterian Church was organized, and sometime in 
the 1890s, the Methodist church was built. Reports were that the Presbyterians 
and Methodists were not happy to see the fancy Baptist rail car come into town 
and so the reception was quite cool if not hostile. 

Fledgling missionaries Charles Rosecrans and wife, native Nebraskans and 
recent graduates of the Gordon Training School in Boston, surveyed Grindstone 
with quite some trepidation.  What they found was a town of 450 inhabitants, 
“almost as hard as the stony products of the quarries there; nevertheless,” 
Rosecrans reports, “we found that the hammer of the word of God was able to 
break the hearts of stone there as elsewhere.”  

 

A lawless, scoffing spirit controls among them, especially with regard to re-
ligious matters . . . . As an illustration of the disregard for education, it is a fact 
that no young man has ever graduated from the school here; not at high school 
either. At a recent graduation only one, a girl, was graduated. The youth have 
been known to make disturbances at revival meetings but their behavior in our 
services has been admirable, . . . yet not one person made a public desire to ac-
cept the Saviour. Many of the churchgoing people of the place have from the 
start bitterly opposed meetings . . . some of the Presbyterians are fighting us, 
and even encouraged their children to do so.

5
  

 

On July 13, 1900, American Baptist Publication Society General Secretary 
Robert Seymour wrote Boston Smith, “I didn’t get a Hallelujah letter from Rose-
crans, only a doleful one. Wish I could get a good letter from him I could print.” 6 

After several weeks of meetings and visitations, the young workers began to see 
encouraging results, and Rosecrans cheerily reported, “We even broke up a 
dance because all the young women were at the chapel car. There were not 
young ladies enough present to carry on the dance.”7  

Mrs. Rosecrans organized a mission band of twenty young women, many of 
whom were those markedly absent from the town dance several weeks earlier. 
The young swains of the town shunned not only the appeals of a good education 
but also those of the missionaries and their preacher-helper, the Reverend E. S. 
Wilson. 

One piece de resistance for the young missionary was related with obvious 
glee although not much Christian charity. “We made trouble for the saloon 
keeper too. That’s one thing we plan to do, God helping us, wherever we go. This 
fellow was on his infernal business without a license, violating the laws of both 
God and man. We made such warfare on him that he got frightened and took 
out a license; we felt sorry to hear that, for we were planning to send him to 

                                                
5 The Colporter (October, 1900): 7.  

6 Dr. Robert Seymour letter to Boston Smith, July 23, 1900, Seymour files, ABHS, MUA. 

7 The Colporter (October, 1900):  7.  
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prison, if possible. He was heard to lay all his troubles on those Baptists in the 
chapel car.” 8  

 One day Rev. Rosecrans overheard two men talking in town.  “I understand 
they talk of building a church,” said one, who had visited the chapel car.  

“Humph!” responded the other. “Where’d they get the money?” 

“Where did they get the money to build that car?” was the reply, to which 
there was no answer. 9  

Plans for a church building were underway. The Grindstone Company of-
fered stone for the foundation of the new church free of charge. Rosecrans re-
ported that deacon-elect Wallace, one of the town’s prosperous businessmen 
donated a “splendid lot,” and that four hundred dollars could be raised on the 
field, and he was raising some money with chalk-talk lectures. Pastor Howell of 
the nearby Port Austin Church was called to minister to the new fellowship, and 
Herald of Hope and crew left Grindstone perhaps not quite so hard-hearted. 

September found the chapel car on the Pere Marquette line, sidetracked in 
Melvin, where harvesting kept many from coming to the car. Meetings were well 
attended, although Reverend and Mrs. Rosecrans again seemed easily discour-
aged by the work. Then Reverend Rosecrans developed throat problems and 
called in Brother Van Dorn of the Baptist church at Holly to help. Van Dorn had 
his own hands full, as Holly was the first railroad junction in the state and a ma-
jor industrial center in the late 1800s. The south end off Saginaw Street down-
town was known as Battle Alley due to the bloody fights that took place along 
the taverns and brothels. With Van Dorn’s help, a baptistery was built in the 
church at Melvin, and membership doubled.10   

Just two months later, the chapel car witness of the Rosecranses ended, and 
officials reported that Mr. and Mrs. Rosecrans were compelled to give up their 
work on account of Mr. Rosecrans’ illness.  The Reverend E. S. Wilson, formerly 
District Missionary in the Bay District who had been helping Reverend and Mrs. 
Rosecrans, took charge of the car.  

Unlike the rather naive young couple, Wilson knew that turn-of-the-century 
Michigan was a state of great extremes. From Detroit with a population of over   
285,000,  where Henry Ford was creating his motor company, to rowdy mine 
operations, to bucolic fishing villages and dairy farms, and to little hamlets like 
Farmington just outside Detroit, where the chapel car stopped, culture was as 
varied as the crops grown in Michigan’s fields and orchards. 

As in the rest of the country, enthusiasm for railroads reached a higher 
point in Michigan during the quarter-century following the Civil War than ever 
before or since. Every town and hamlet sought a railroad, for it was universally 
believed that without one, a community had little hope for growth. Towns that 
had grown to considerable size in pioneer days withered and died when the rail-
road bypassed them.  

                                                
8 Ibid. 

9 Ibid. 
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Herald of Hope arrived at Brown City mid-November of 1901 with the intent 
of encouraging the little congregation, organized in 1897 and now meeting in a 
storefront building.  When Scotsman William Brown heard the railroad was go-
ing to come through his farm, and so he platted 275 lots for a town, which then 
took his name. The Port Huron and Northwestern Railroad, a narrow gauge, be-
gan operation December of 1880, and in 1889 the Flint and Pere Marquette Rail-
road also entered the town proper.  

With the trains came people, salesmen, merchants and a connection with the 
outside world. By 1900 the town had eight churches, a Bucket Brigade Fire De-
partment, a local newspaper, a horse track, and a very active Blue Lodge of Free 
and Accepted Masons. Fifty candle-power electric street lights had replaced the 
old gas lights and electricity was available for 200 houses and businesses.    

The Brown City Banner described the chapel car as “really a portable palace, 
beautifully finished off on both inside and out . . . . Rev. Wilson is one of the 
leading young pulpit orators of the state and though young in years he is expe-
rienced in evangelical work and has already begun a grand work in Brown City.  
Though the weather has been inclement, the car, which will comfortably seat 
over 100 people, has been full and there have been three conversions on 
Wednesday evening and many more are under conviction. All Christian people 
of whatever denomination are cordially invited, as well as all people of the 
world. Services every evening at 7:30 p. m.”10      

Michigan Baptists officials were very concerned about the decreasing num-
bers of country churches and the import that would bear on social conditions in 
the larger cities. “The tide is still, and is likely to continue to be, from the coun-
try to the city. The city church is maintained largely at the expense of the coun-
try church. Again the young life coming to the city is likely, if unsaved, to be 
swept by the strong currents there sweeping worldward beyond; for their own 
sake, they should be reached by the Gospel before they leave their country 
home.”11  

 Like Rosecrans before him, Charles Wilson was not feeling well. It was not 
just the difficulties of chapel car work that caused him to resign, but the August 
heat and his health. Chapel car life was taking its toll on Herald of Hope. In No-
vember Rev. W. W. Dewey and wife, well known throughout Michigan, were ap-
pointed to have charge of the car. Seymour wrote Uncle Boston optimistically 
that he had seen Dewey at the Michigan State Convention and was delighted 
with him. “He will make a go of it I am sure.”   

From Cement City, Dewey sent glowing reports, and in January 1902 the 
chapel car came to a hamlet south of Jackson—Clark Lake, where a church had 
been organized in 1868.  The Clark Lake Church felt the first effects of indus-
trial progress at a meeting of the board of trustees in 1895. Right-of-way men 

                                                
10 Boston Smith Papers [hence BSP], Brown City Banner article, date cut off clipping, ABHS, 

MUA. 

11 Sixty-sixth Annual Meeting Report, Michigan Baptist Convention, May 1901, 34. 
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for the Cincinnati Northern Railroad were present to seek the right to lay their 
tracks closely adjacent to the church. There was much bartering on price for the 
right-of-way, and through the effort of an attorney hired by the church, a price 
finally was agreed upon. The tracks were laid and service began. From then on, 
the thundering din of passing trains frequently interrupted the quiet meditation 
or morning sermon.  

Herald of Hope was placed on the sidetrack just south of the Clark Lake de-
pot. The Deweys endeared themselves to the community and left a lasting im-
pression on the youth and their elders. Ironically, a spark from a passing rail-
road train was later to cause a fire that destroyed the church.   

In spite of his personal success, Dewey seemed to be having some difficul-
ties handling the logistics of chapel car work, and he received a rather curt re-
sponse to a letter from Seymour on January 31, 1902. “You ask as to what you 
should do about transportation. Now we have chosen you because we think you 
have good judgment, and we are going to let you exercise that as to what to 
do.”12   

In the next few weeks, it was not just transportation Dewey became disgrun-
tled about. His book order was messed up. The car needed work. He and his 
wife did not like the kitchen range, in fact the whole tiny galley kitchen was not 
to their liking. Seymour responds more than curtly to their complaints, “If you 
ordered one book and they sent you two, send one back . . . . If the car needs re-
painting of course it must be painted . . . . About a new kitchen, I do not know. 
We have never had any complaint about the kitchen ranges. They have been first 
class in every respect . . . .You say this is no use. Now we cannot allow gasoline 
stoves. It would violate the insurance. You will have to work out that problem 
the best you can.”13   

June 1, 1902, the Deweys accepted a call to a Chicago church. Chapel car life 
was not for everyone.  

McDonald Brings Stability and Success 
Seymour and Chapel Car Manager Uncle Boston Smith were beginning to 

wonder if they would ever find the right missionaries for Herald of Hope. The 
Reverend A. P. McDonald, formerly northern district missionary, came to the 
chapel car June 1, 1902, and he seemed to be the answer to their prayers. Bos-
ton Smith describes how McDonald soon discovered the dangers and victories of 
his new vocation.   

Herald of Hope was sidetracked in the center of a northern Michigan village. 
It was Saturday night. There was a free dance in a nearby hall, under the aus-
pices of a saloon. A large crowd was in attendance. About 1 a. m. Mr. McDonald 
heard a crash. A drunken rowdy had thrown another down the stairs. This was 

                                                
12 Letter from Dr. Robert Seymour to W. W. Dewey, January 31, 1902, Seymour ledger, ABHS, 

MUA. 

13 Ibid. 

 



This Train Is Bound for Glory: Herald of Hope 

10 

the signal for a free-for-all fight that lasted until morning. However, at 10 a.m. 
the Car was filled with people for Sunday service. The Missionary informed 
them of the occurrences of the night.  

Under his leadership the congregation induced the Common Council to 
close the saloons at 10 p.m. every weekday and to keep them closed every Sun-
day. Moreover special police were appointed to keep order. After which the work 
of the Car proceeded successfully, remaining several weeks.  McDonald reported 
that the town organized a Baptist church with a good meeting house located but 
a few rods from where the midnight brawl took place.”14 

One of the nation’s leading lumber producers at the turn of the century, 
Michigan had many mill towns, and McDonald related their experiences as the 
car visited several of them. The car rolled into one mill town of three thousand 
people, where Baptists were but little known. One of the first converts was a 
young man of unusual ability. When Mr. McDonald explained to him New Tes-
tament teaching, he requested baptism. In the absence of a baptistry, one was 
made in the ground by the side of the car. Men in a nearby saw mill helped fill 
the makeshift baptistry by means of a hose nearly eighty rods long, the water 
being forced through by a steam pump.   

In one mill town of five hundred inhabitants, the people would not enter the 
car, so McDonald sent to the Publication Society for one hundred Bibles. Upon 
their arrival, he took a Bible and going from house to house and from mill to 
mill announced that every boy or girl under eighteen years of age who came to 
the car the next morning at ten o’clock would receive a present of a Bible. Before 
the appointed hour, seventy-five children were in the car. After a lively meeting, 
each child carried away a Bible. That night parents came to the car and within 
three days the car could not accommodate the crowd.   

In the 1902 minutes of the 
Michigan Baptist Convention, the 
work of Herald of Hope was praised, 
but concern was voiced as to how 
this good work would be sustained. 
“These churches [started by Herald 
of Hope] must be cared for. They 
need pastors, and that means addi-
tional appropriations. They also need 
meeting houses, and hence need ap-
propriations from a Church Edifice 
Fund. But your Board has no such 
fund. The creation of such a fund is 
imperative.”  

At that same meeting, a plea was 
made for chapel car work in the Up-
per Peninsula and the progress of the 

                                                
14M. E. D. Trowbridge, History of Baptists in Michigan (Michigan Baptist Convention, 1909), 

173.  

Since opening its doors in 1891, this ele-
gant historic theater hosted everything 
from plays, concerts, gala balls, social 

functions, and the little Baptist congrega-
tion organized in 1894 and visited by  

Herald of Hope in 1907. 
[www.michigan.org/Things-to-Do/]  
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work of other denominations was reported. In the report was a mention of the 
second Episcopal Chapel Car of Upper Michigan.   

The chapel car continued to start and support congregations hoping that 
pastors would be found to continue the work. In Evart, Michigan, on the 
Muskegon River and the Pere Marquette Railroad in January 1907, McDonald 
and his helper, Edward L. Killam, came to help the little church that had been 
organized at Beeman’s Opera House in 1884. McDonald wrote, “When our beau-
tiful car was sidetracked in the very heart of town, and the glad message pro-
claimed in the very business center of the town, it was a new thing, and the 
people began to flock to the car to hear the gospel preached and sung.”15 

Many members of the Evart church were still suffering from a tragedy that 
occurred on January 11, 1904, when the boiler at Marsh and Kennan’s saw mill 
exploded and seven men lost their lives and many were injured. But the town 
was growing and Saturdays were great trading days. A citizen counted 139 
farmers’ vehicles on Main Street one Saturday and increasing numbers of freight 
cars were dispatched at the station, full of potatoes, and the Knights and Lady 
Maccabbees had recently built their new hall.    

The town saloons were not so busy. In Michigan and across the United 
States, the work of the Anti-Saloon League was making its mark. Two stanzas 
from “The Evart Saloon Keeper’s Soliloquy” tell how effective the work of the 
Temperance Lodge was in Evart, even before the chapel car came. 

 

“Business is getting awful dull, 
I haven’t got a cent, 
And here’s last month’s grocery bill – 
No cash to pay my rent. 
I haven’t sold a drink to-day. 
One chap bought a cigar, 
If things don’t brighten up next week 
I’ll have to close my bar.

16   
 

McDonald, who served faithfully, later added, “As we eat and sleep on the 
car, we have some experiences which are not so pleasant; for instance, when we 
are thrown out of bed by coming in contact with a live engine. However, we re-
joice in the work, and praise God for his goodness and protection.”17   

By the close of 1907, as Herald of Hope prepared to leave the state, several 
of the churches visited were no longer active as a result of the lack of a building, 
a pastor, or support. Michigan Baptists took a hard look at what was happening 
to their churches, and a Committee on Decadent Churches included this com-
parison of denominational work in their report. 

 

                                                
15 “Fresh from the Firing Line,” tract, ABPS, 15.  

16 “A History of Evart, Michigan,”Port Huron Public Library, Port Huron, Michigan, 73-76. 

17 Ibid, 16. 
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The Baptists, Presbyterians and Methodists were on the field in 1836; all 
few in numbers but of about equal strength. The future was before them, and 
each denomination had an equal chance in the same field and in the same envi-
ronment. The Congregationalists do not appear until 1846. Two years ago, after 
seventy years of history, these denomination numbers follow: Congregational-
ists, 336 churches, 32,403 members; Presbyterians, 263 churches, 34,507 mem-
bers; Baptists, 453 churches, 45,709 members; and Methodists, 1135 churches 
and 110,393 members.

18
  

 

After much discussion, the conclusion was “the proper explanation of this 
disparity is to be found, not in doctrine or contributions, but in the fact that, 
unlike ourselves, they [the Methodists] are able to keep all their churches, large 
and small, nearby and remote, supplied with pastors all the time.”  Michigan 
Baptists were not alone. The same problem of keeping churches open was facing 
Baptists and other denominations nationwide. 

Reverend and Mrs. Sparks Come for the Long Haul in Illinois, Iowa, Ohio 
The day after Christmas in 1907, Herald of Hope arrived in Illinois, with the 

Reverend Walter J. and Katherine Sparks aboard. Sparks was known preemi-
nently as a church builder, and his wife was an outstanding children’s worker. 
From the last week in December to February 17, 1908, the Sparks worked in 
Streator, a very important clay-producing area along the Vermilion River. Coal 
mining began there in 1872, and the importance of the enterprise was reflected 
in the fact that the city soon changed its name from Unionville to Streator in 
honor of the coal company’s president.  One of the main goals at Streator was to 
establish a chapel at Mine No. 3, a point three miles outside of town in Living-
ston County, which would be a mission of the Streator Church.  

But the work at Streator was not very successful. It was hoped that a mis-
sion might be organized and a chapel built, but the weather was cold and the 
missionaries had to learn by experience how to care for and heat the car, plus 
other maintenance problems. Transportation and even sidetrack room was very 
difficult to secure. After forty-three days though, thirty-two persons made a 
profession of faith, resulting in sixteen baptisms.  

After a short stay at Tonica, the car went on to Oglesby in LaSalle County, a 
town of about 4,000 people, 2,000 of them English speaking. As there was not 
even one Baptist family in the city and not a church nearby to give support, the 
car was there for six months, resulting in a church organized and a building 
fund started.   

 In May 1909, Walter Sparks challenged Illinois Baptists, “On almost every 
line of railroad in Illinois, new towns are springing up and becoming cities in a 
day. They need churches. With the chapel car to get there as soon as the saloon, 
what an opportunity for Baptists! With a little help from the funds of the State 
Convention to take care of the work after the church is organized and the house 

                                                
18 Seventy-third Annual Meeting, Michigan Baptist Convention, 1908, 27-28. 
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erected, we can take these cities for God. Are there funds sufficient to make it 
possible?”19   

Delegates to the Illinois Baptist State Convention held October 18-20, 1909, 
at Galesburg, were just a few blocks away from the tiny Third Street childhood 
home of poet and storyteller Carl Sandburg. Sandburg’s Swedish father worked 
as a blacksmith’s helper at the Chicago, Burlington & Quincy shops, and Herald 
of Hope was sided near the depot where Carl loved to hang out as a boy. 

Sandburg wrote in his autobiography, Always the Young Strangers, that 
when he was a youngster in the mid-1880s, he could remember attending revival 
services at the Galesburg Baptist Church where the Reverend W. H. Geistweit, a 
Baptist of national renown who wrote the hymn for Chapel Car Evangel, would 
hold forth on the evils of drink. The Baptist pastor would mention in his pulpit 
information of when certain saloons—like the White Elephant or Danny 
Flynn’s—were open after hours or on Sunday. Reporters would attend the serv-
ices to hear the tips, the newspapers would print them, and the police would 
swing into action or sometimes just forget them. Because of Geistweit’s eagle 
eye, saloons became careful about the word “saloon.” Instead they called their 
businesses “Sample Rooms.”  

When Geistweit left Galesburg to preach in other, larger cities, like Minnea-
polis and Dayton— and more prominent churches, there must have been rejoic-
ing in the “sample rooms” of the town. 

Sandburg’s heroes were not crusading preachers like Geistweit. They were 
railroad men. Like the chapel car missionaries, Sandburg learned that railroad-
ers were a very special breed of people with a very special kind of profession.  

“No two trips alike,” Sandburg wrote. “Some trips would ‘scare the living 
daylights’ out of any but a good railroad man. They have to make quick deci-
sions. They expect the unexpected. They have the gift of humor—they kid each 
other and have their own slang. Their standard answer to those who asked, 
‘Why did they put this depot so far from town’ was ‘They wanted it next to the 
railroad.’”20   

H. T. Cunningham, a Centralia layman, spoke to Illinois Baptists about his 
personal view of railroad men. “There are all kinds of men on the railroad. The 
characteristic attitude is indifference. As a class they have great insight. They 
are good judges of human nature. There must be no sham. They see through it 
at once. I believe that men are called to work on the railroad as well as called to 
the ministry. I cannot tell how to reach them. We must not depend too much on 
church buildings.”21    

                                                
19Illinois Baptist Bulletin, Vol. 1, No. 1, May 1909, 6. 

20Carl Sandburg, Always the Young Strangers, (Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., New York, NY, 
1952), 306-307. 

21 Sixty-Third Annual Session of Illinois Baptist State Convention, 1907, 48. 
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A railroad church-on-wheels like Herald of Hope seemed to be the perfect an-
swer for these railroad men, and Carl Sandburg would have loved it.  

At the same 1909 Baptist State Convention, attention was not on the smaller 
towns like Galesburg but on the big city of Chicago. Delegates passed several 
resolutions.  

 

Whereas, There is now in the city of Chicago a great moral awakening 
resulting in the curbing of the forces of evil and arousing the good people to 
the many dangers that threaten them in the spreading social vice, the open 
lawless Sunday saloons, the public promiscuous dance halls and their resultant 
crime and sin, and the unspeakable white slave traffic with its kindred evils;  

and Whereas, The appalling spread of cheap show houses, lurid pictures to 
the daily papers, and other vicious attractions, have drawn many of our young 
people into paths of sin and shame;  

Resolved, That we urge upon the Attorney General of our state immediate, 
full and insistent co-operation with the lawful authorities of Cook County and 
the city of Chicago, consistent with his constitutional powers to the end that in 
the gigantic task of making our great city law respecting and law abiding, Illi-
nois shall have done her full share. 

22
  

 
Another resolution was passed at the gathering to thank the Illinois Central, 

the North Western, the Wabash, the Eastern Illinois, Milwaukee and St. Paul rail-
roads, for their very friendly and practical demonstration of sympathy and in-
terest in the support of the chapel car work.  

 Wherever the railroads went, new towns were established along the lines. 
The need for churches in those growing towns was still great in Illinois after the 

turn of the century. While in many areas 
in Illinois, the absence of a church would 
not be a matter of great concern, but 
this was not the case in Champaign-
Urbana, home of the University of Illi-
nois and a Big Four Shop. In the summer 
of 1909 the missionary committee of the 
First Baptist church of Urbana drove 
over a part of Urbana lying north of the 
Big Four railroad to see the needs of that 

field. They found no church or Sunday 
school north of the track. More than 
1000 people were living in the northwest 
part of Urbana, many of them children. 
Many residents worked for the Big Four 
Railroad. The committee was unanimous 
that something needed to be done.   

                                                
22Sixty-Sixth Annual Session Illinois Baptist State Convention, 1910, 71. 

 

Herald of Hope stayed in Urbana for 
ten weeks, and Reverend Sparks’ min-

istry inspired the crowds, made up 
mainly of railroad families.                           
[Norman Taylor Collection] 
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In October a Reverend Meigs was in attendance at the convention at 
Galesburg. He telegraphed F. C. Hubbard that the chapel car, Reverend Sparks 
and wife in charge, would be in Champaign the next Saturday and to make ar-
rangements to sidetrack in Urbana. So Herald of Hope came to these cities, split 
by the controversial site of the Illinois Central Railroad depot, surrounding the 
newest state university in the Old Northwest. Since its inception, the university 
had connected both cities, both physically and economically.   

Arrangements were made to place the chapel car at Romine Street, and 
meetings opened in the chapel car, Sunday, October 24, 1909. From the first, the 
mission was successful, and the Sunday school of the Herald of Hope Baptist 
Church, later changed to Pennsylvania Avenue Baptist Church of Urbana, was 
organized. 

Sparks was working among the Big Four car shop people at Urbana, holding 
noon meetings in the shops, and officials seemed quite pleased with the meet-
ings. One day in November 1909, Sparks offered to give a copy of John’s Gospel 
to each rail worker who would read it. The entire supply of fifty was taken quite 
eagerly. The car remained in the Urbana area for ten weeks because of the suc-
cess of the work.  

The Wildest Town in the West, Grape Creek, Illinois 
From the civilized “seat of learning” area of Champaign-Urbana to Grape 

Creek was a rail trip in a Herald of Hope time machine. When the Sparks came to 
Grape Creek, Illinois, in 1909, it was the Grindstone City of Illinois, and it was 
once called the busiest and roughest mining town in the Middle West.  

 

“Where are you go-
ing next?” inquired two 
burly policemen as they 
watched the coal bun-
kers under the car be-
ing filled, preparatory 
to a move for Herald of 
Hope.   

“To Grape Creek,’ 
brought a great laugh 
from the policemen and 
the advice, ‘Then you’d 
better take half a dozen 
of our men with you.”  

The idea of the 
Chapel Car going to 
Grape Creek appealed 
to everyone’s sense of 
humor. Even the con-
ductors were shaken 
out of their gravity.  
“What you got there, 

Billy?” called out one, as the train pulled from the platform and our conductor 
shouted, with a grin, “A carload of preachers for Grape Creek.” This brought a 
chorus of laughter from the platform. 

Herald of Hope arrives at the Grape Creek, Illinois, 
depot not knowing whether the wild tales told about 
this mining town are true. [ABHS, MUA] 
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But we found that Grape Creek was living largely on its past reputation . . . 
gained when it was the roughest mining camp in the Middle West, and the wild 
orgies of its bad men made people fear even to pass through on the train. Busi-
ness had decreased, the roughest of the element had moved on, and empty 
“company houses” falling to ruins gave the town a desolate look. Saloons flour-
ished on every corner and were sprinkled in between, but though Grape Creek 
was fifty years old, it had never had a church.  

For some years the good agent of the C & E I Railroad, his wife and his fa-
ther’s family, had been the only influences for righteousness in the whole 
place, and they found it hard to leaven such a lump. But a few months previ-
ous, a section man had been converted, and gathering up a few others he orga-
nized a Baptist church. The deacon met us with a shovel. He had been shovel-
ing out the slack that covered up the sidetrack. People lounged on the platform 
and stared, wondering what had “come to town.” 

At the meeting that night some forty men crowded the back seats or stood 
around the door. Others who could not get in listened outside. Most of them 
had been drinking and occasionally there would be an exodus of half a dozen 
who would presently come in again. “Where did they go,” I asked.  

“To get a drink,” said the deacon; “when the sermon begins I’ll stop ‘em.” 
The only interruption to the sermon was a dialogue between the deacon 

sleep. If you can’t keep awake, git out.” 
“What’s yer jumpin’ onto me fer? I ain’t the only one that’s sleepin’!” 
“Well, yer the only one snorin’. You kin sleep but you can’t snore.” 
Sunday afternoon there were over one hundred men present, among them 

only five professing Christians. Some confessed they had not been inside of a 
church for thirty years. A few had never been at religious service within their 
recollection. That day a poor man stood outside the car . . .too outcast to sit 
among the men. A saloon keeper told me that he was “nothing but a haunt” [a 
saloon loafer]. He sat on the slack beside the car and listened to the sermon, a 
prodigal in a far country, living in shame.  

The following Tuesday evening the sermon was on “The Tragedy of Sin.” 
When the invitation was given for men to turn from the sinful life, the door 
opened and as the people sang, “I’ve wandered far from God, now I’m coming 
home,” that miserable “Haunt” made his way to the platform.  He stretched out 
one hand and, wiping away his tears with the other, sobbed out, “You hit me 
hard tonight and so you did on Sunday. Every word of those sermons was for 
me. I heard it all outside.” 

“And what do you want?” I asked. 
“I want God! I want God!”

23  
 

Many miners were eager to give to build a church in Grape Creek, but they 
had little money for there was no work. After some weeks of weary tramping, 
the Sparks had the money raised, money enough to put up a suitable building 
on lots that had been donated by the mining company. The building would pro-
vide a basement with reading room and gymnasium for the many young men 
who had no place but the saloon for recreation after their hard day’s work. The 
contract was let at thirty-one hundred dollars. 

Meanwhile, the work of the chapel car and missionaries was not going un-
heralded. “Herald of Hope, in charge of Rev. W. J. Sparks and wife, is now in Illi-
                                                

23 “Grape Creek, An Illinois Town,” tract, (ABPS), ABHS, MUA. 
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nois in cooperation with the Illinois State Convention. The car has only been in 
one other state since it was built. It is the most complete car in construction, 
and the present missionaries have proved most excellent workers. When mileage 
has been paid the State Convention has paid it.”  

A Return Visit to Shawneetown and Grape Creek 
January of 1910 found Herald of Hope at Shawneetown, where it would stay 

many weeks. (Sparks’ inspiring story of what happened at Shawneetown intro-
duced this chapter). Shawneetown was a railroad terminal of the Springfield 
branch of the Baltimore and Ohio railroad, but it also had a branch of the Louis-
ville and Nashville road. With that north and south rail system, it was inevitable 
that the picturesque town along the riverbanks and bold rugged bluffs, blessed 
with magnolia and mistletoe, poplar and oak, cypress and vine, should prosper 
by its location as a river shipping point. Mills, foundries, machine shops, good 
schools, newspapers, churches and banks were all part of the early success of 
the town,  as well as the allure of riverboat travel.  

Shawneetown had suffered greatly as a result of the ravages of Ohio River 
floods—1883, when only twenty-eight out of 600 homes survived; 1898—with a 
loss of twenty-five lives; then 1913, when government boats blasted the levee 
banks to give additional protection to the historic city on the Ohio banks. The 
oldest church in Shawneetown, the First Methodist, had been built in 1842, 
stood through repeated floodings, finally fell, and was rebuilt in the new town.  

What was the fate of the first Baptist church in Shawneetown, the town the 
Spark’s tried so hard to win and the church they tried so hard to build? After 
the Flood of 1912, there was no record of a Baptist church in the new Shawnee-
town, which had been moved to higher ground.  

In 1996 no churches could be found 
in Old Shawneetown. The only buildings 
left in the deserted original townsite 
were the towering, majestic First State 
Bank of Illinois, a few old homes, the 
historic law office of Robert Ingersoll, a 
small cafe, and four vacated saloons—
beer-brand signs still dangling.  

The site of the railroad depot where 
Herald of Hope was sided in 1911 was 
no longer evident. But the Mighty Ohio 
River was still there, flush with the join-
ing of the Wabash, where missionary 
Walter Sparks immersed those few 
“found souls,” and where pioneer Baptist 
missionary John Mason Peck began his 

journey in 1841 to carry the gospel westward across the broad Mississippi.  

The next work of the chapel car was at Highland, east of Vandalia. This is a 
town of about four thousand people and almost no English spoken in the place, 
“We desired to make a test of the field, and especially as we had a few French 
Baptists living there.” But it was impossible to establish a Baptist Church there 

The historic Bank of Illinois built in 
1839-1841 when Shawneetown was 
the state capitol. [Norman Thomas 
Taylor collection] 
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at this time. There was much opposition from a local church. A man requested 
Brother Sparks to visit his father who was sick. This he did and shortly after-
wards the following unsigned notice appeared in the local paper. “NOTICE: Visit-
ing evangelists are requested to remain away from homes of sick members of 
my congregation. Up to the present time I am in no need of outside assistance.” 
It was thought best not to keep the car longer on that field.  

Back at Grape Creek, in July of 1911, a splendid brick building was dedi-
cated, the only church in a community that supported a busy mill and brick 
plant, a large company store, and eight wide open saloons, once as many as 
nineteen. But come 1913 Grape Creek was pastorless and struggling. On July 2, 
1961, over fifty years later, a report was filed in the office of the Illinois Baptist 
State Convention. The “splendid building” that the faithful in Grape Creek had 
prayed and worked so hard for was now a “brick building that is falling to 
pieces.” The church and members had come on hard times, dissent between 
pastors, although seventy-five were present for evening service and excellent 
singing was enjoyed. Not too long after, the Grape Creek Baptist Church was 
dropped from Illinois Baptist Convention work. But Grape Creek Baptist Church 
was not dead. 

 

t was late on a 1997 January afternoon when we approached the commu-
nity of Grape Creek. We had been given directions and a map in South 
Danville, although the gentleman at the appliance store looked a bit sur-

prised that strangers would be wanting to go to Grape Creek.  
“Yep, there is a church over there,” he said in response to our question. “Just 

one.” 
The road curved down among hills that once housed mine shafts and tun-

nels, past mobile homes and houses and horses in a field.  After we dropped into 
a valley, we could see the old C & EI [Chicago & Eastern Illinois] rail right-of-way, 
sometimes on our left and then switching to our right. At the T road a tavern 
stood, lights visible in the increasing dusk, encircled by cars.  

We followed the winding road and rippling Grape Creek, named after the 
bountiful clusters that used to grow on its banks, and then we saw the steeple 
and the church on the hill. Probably not, we thought, the building is too new. 

 We pulled up behind a car parked in front of the church, and got out, my 
husband pointing to a second cornerstone. It read, “Built in 1909,” and we 
smiled. The church door was unlocked, and encouraged, we ventured in and 
found Pastor Jim Whittenburg in his office working late. He was not surprised 
when we talked about a chapel car—he knew from whence the church had 
come. 

“Yes, Grape Creek did have a rough reputation, and people around here 
have not forgotten it.” The pastor laughed a little remembering, “Not too long 
ago one of our local youth group boys who works in Danville met up with some 
rough characters who had plans to see how tough he was. When they found out 
where he was from, one said, “Hey, we won’t mess with you. We’ve heard about 
Grape Creek.” 

The legend may stand, but the five coal mines, Kyger’s Mill, the old brick 
plant, the company store on which ground the new church now sits, the original 
church, the nineteen saloons and three thousand people have disappeared from 
Grape Creek.42   

Up on the hill, Grape Creek Baptist Church is still there. Oh yes, and one sa-
loon. The odds are definitely better now.  

I 
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Smallpox or diphtheria, according to conflicting reports, broke out at 
Panama in Bond County, a coal mining town where there was no church and no 
meeting house in a community of 1,200 people, and prevented Reverend and 
Mrs. Sparks from continuing the meetings. It was during July and August, and 
the chapel car was unbearably hot, so it seemed to be a good time to take the 
car in for repairs  before it left Illinois on its way to Ohio, skipping over Indiana, 
which had made no requests for the use of the rail chapel cars but instead had 
in service several colporter wagons.  

Herald of Hope Comes to Ohio’s Country Churches 
After being put in good order in the shops of the Barney & Smith Car Com-

pany in Dayton, Ohio, Herald of Hope was rededicated in Dayton on November 
28, 1911. Guy C. Lamson and Samuel G. Neil, from Philadelphia, who now had 
responsibilities for chapel car work, led the service. Also present was the 
Reverend William F. Newton, an auto colporter in Connecticut. Newton had little 
knowledge that he would spend the last fifteen years of his life serving on Her-
ald of Hope. Neil describes the rededication ceremony. 

 

A visitor chancing to be around the Union Railway Station in Dayton, Ohio 
on Saturday afternoon, November 28th [1911] might well have been puzzled by 
the sight that met his eyes. The redecorated chapel car Herald of Hope was on a 
siding adjoining the station and looked bright and beautiful in its new coat of 
paint and varnish. It was a splendid advertisement of the missionary work of 
the Publication Society, as it seemed to say to all who passed by, “There is noth-
ing too good, or swift, or modern, or convenient for the use of Christ in the 
winning of America’s unsaved millions.”  

Here was an attractive crowd of Dayton’s best-known Baptists, young and 
old, all keenly interested . . . By three o’clock we settled down to the business of 
the afternoon. Amid the blowing of steam, the clang of bells and the shrieking 
of whistles . . . . 

24    

  
Ohio with its population of 4,448,677 ranked fourth in numerical strength 

among the states and had several growing centers of industrial power—
Cleveland, then Cincinnati, Columbus, Toledo, Dayton, and Springfield. Explod-
ing populations in these large cities posed many problems for Ohio’s little coun-
try churches. In 1910 of 475 white Baptist churches in the state, about 250 were 
rural and about 150 were pastorless.  

According to Richard H. Clossman, in his study of Ohio Baptists, there was 
an admission that the influence of the city had been very detrimental to the ru-
ral churches. One rural church committee report observed, “. . .the city popula-
tion is rapidly overtaking the rural population. The city is a sort of dead sea into 
which the fresh waters of the Jordan flow and stagnate . . .”  

                                                
24 Report of the American Baptist Publication Society to the Northern Baptist Convention, 

1911. 
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There was not even a country church in sight when Herald of Hope found it-
self lost in the darkness, seeing only the ghostly outline of trees, when it was 
sidetracked one Saturday night in 1911 near a small Ohio town. It was not 
where the car was supposed to be. After hunting up the little depot to wire the 
news ahead of their delay, the weary missionaries went to bed frustrated, won-
dering what would evolve from this hitch in their plans. 

 

Morning came, and we had just planned an expedition down the track 
when we heard shots. Two young men carrying rifles came out of the woods 
and stood staring at the car in amazement. We invited them in. Our new-found 
friends thought Herald of Hope was a fine car and said there were some houses 
down the track. Two young sportsmen became two earnest chapel-car workers 
armed with literature and intent on bringing others back to hear the gospel. 
Not long afterward, faces peered shyly through the door and children filled the 
chapel car. As they ran home with cards, papers and the “Gospel of John” 
clasped tightly in eager hands, we felt there was little doubt about seeing their 
parents at the evening service. 

Walter looked into faces filled with interest and curiosity and gave a simple 
gospel message. “My friends, I see but few in the car tonight who were born in 
America. Now, we want to get acquainted, and it will help us to know the coun-
try from which each of you came. As you tell me where you were born, I will 
write it on this blackboard. How many from Germany? I see five hands. Some 
came from Poland, I know. Yes, three born in Poland. In Ireland? Two in Ireland. 
In North Italy? and quite a number were born in South Italy. How many?”  

At this point the section foreman became so excited that he roared out in 
Italian, “All you from south Italy hold up your hands!” When those who were 
born in America were asked to respond, the children swelled the number con-
siderably, then he went over it all from the board and presented the message 
that whatever our earthly birthplace, we must be born again.

25
 

 
Brewster, a village of about seven hundred and growing, was the location of 

the new shops of the Wheeling and Lake Erie Railway Company. About a million 
and a half had been invested in the new facility, making that point the terminal 
between Cleveland and Toledo on the north, and Zanesville and Pittsburg on the 
south. The road belonged to the Wabash Company and offered the shortest 
route by eight hours between Chicago and New York. No church or Sunday 
school was in the town until Herald of Hope came in November of 1911. 

Reverend and Mrs. Sparks found children running the streets with no appar-
ent moral or religious influence about them. The saloons and pool rooms were 
open to them night and day, Sundays included. “Young men had no place but 
these places of evil to spend a social hour. Young girls and women were sub-
jected to these conditions of low morals. To sum up the conditions, it was a 
place of absolute religious and moral destitution.” Businessmen testified to the 
change that came over the town since the car went there and the church was or-
ganized and religious services were begun. 

                                                
25 Katherine Sparks, “God’s Plan and Ours,” tract, [ABPS), ABHS, MUA]. 
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From Brewster the chapel car went to the Hildreth Church in Columbus, 
where it was sided at Twentieth Street, near the viaduct for the month of April. 
Meetings were well attended, including the children’s meetings and the special 
sessions at 6:30 p.m. for newsboys. “A number of the boys have taken the 
pledge to abstain from the use of cigarettes.” Nearly one hundred were reported 
to be converted during the meetings.  

In November 1912, Rev. Sparks brought Herald of Hope to the struggling 
Ohio congregation at New Boston, outside Portsmouth, on the banks of the Ohio 
River. The Portsmouth Daily Times reported on Friday, November 22, 1912, “The 
Baptist Chapel car, located on the Chillicothe Pike, near the cement plant, is 
crowded every night with men and women who are deeply interested in the 
evangelistic services being conducted by Mr. and Mrs. Sparks . . . who expect to 
remain in New Boston to help with the completion of the new church for ‘maybe 
two months.’” 

Also published in the Times of that day was a report that “salaries of the 
clerks in the Norfolk & Western offices are to be increased six percent from their 
$155 a month wage,” at least fifty dollars more than the chapel car missionaries 
made, and that “a movement of West End grocers plan to keep their stores 
closed all day Sunday.” Not only were stores to be closed on the Sabbath, but in 
the December 26 issue, local ministers were also threatening “to oppose Sunday 
Picture Shows.” 

Two days before Christmas, when good crowds were still filling Herald of 
Hope, the Norfolk and Western Railroad, which had just raised clerk’s salaries, 
placed an order for sixty-five new steel coaches, to be placed in the passenger 

The 1913 floodwaters that poured over the concrete floodwall and over the earthwork 
embankments from the Scioto River covered the streets of Portsmouth for more than a 
week. During that time Herald of Hope was in New Boston, just outside Portsmouth, 
where the waters of the Ohio River rushed into the town. [Portsmouth Public Library 
website]   
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service immediately upon their arrival. The Times reported, “Eventually it is said 
that all wood coaches will be abandoned by this railroad. There is only one 
complaint made about the steel cars, and that it is almost impossible to keep 
them warm in extreme cold weather. But this is soon forgotten when it is fig-
ured how much safer these cars are than the old style, which in a serious wreck 
are reduced to kindling wood.”  

Herald of Hope was the sign of those times, as it would be the last wooden 
Baptist chapel car to be built. 

 In January 1913, according to Times accounts, Sparks was making himself a 
favorite of the local Rail “Y,” whose members were expected to donate to a wed-
ding gift fund for Helen M. Gould. The daughter of the infamous rail tycoon Jay 
Gould, Miss Gould, of a much more redeeming nature, established many Then 
the floods came, and the rains began, and people’s thoughts were concerned 
with other things than weddings. Page one news was that at 3 o’clock on Janu-
ary 11, the Ohio River at Portsmouth was 52.2 feet and rising steadily at the rate 
of two inches an hour. Although the flooding subsided, that lead story was a 
portent of things to come months later—not on the cresting Ohio but on the 
roiling rivers called the Miami and the Mad.26 

The governor of Ohio from 1909 to 1912 had been Judson Harmon, a Bap-
tist known as an honest man.  His father, a noted pastor of the Walnut Street 
Baptist Church in Cincinnati for many years, named him after Adoniram Judson, 
the great missionary to Burma. But in the spring of 1913, it was Governor James 
M. Cox who placed the City of Dayton under Martial Law and who faced the in-
surmountable task of dealing with the Flood of 1913. 

In the path of the flood sat the Barney & Smith Car Company, which, unlike 
the Norfolk and Western Railroad, waited too long to switch to steel passenger 
cars. The choice oak and mahogany from the production of Barney & Smith’s 
carefully crafted private wooden cars—like the Herald of Hope—floated, along 
with their future, down the river toward New Orleans.  

During all this time of flooding, Herald of Hope was still at New Boston. The 
congregation was so pleased with the work that they proposed making the big 
front window of the new church a memorial to the chapel car. An additional bo-
nus, a local business man, Mr. Peebles of the brick plant, donated 30,000 bricks, 
enough for the inside of the Sunday school structure.  

Westward Across the Mississippi to Iowa 
The problem of transportation had become increasingly serious now for all 

six of the Baptist chapel cars. In former years, the railroad companies had been 
glad to transport the cars without charge. Legislation against all free service 
made it impossible for most companies to continue. Now chapel cars had to pay 
for transportation quite generally, and as a result, the operative expense has 

                                                
26The Portsmouth Daily Times, issues as indicated in text, microfilm viewed at the Ports-

mouth, Ohio, Public Library, March 17, 1996. 
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considerably increased. Herald still had work to do and its missionaries hoped 
the Iowa railroads would be kind.  

Herald of Hope moved to Iowa where Glad Tidings had visited the in 1900 
and 1901, and began its work at Dubuque in the fall of 1913. At Carroll, which 
was laid out by the town lot department of the Chicago & North Western Rail-
road in August 1867, the congregation was encouraged. 

At Manly, after weeks of hard, sacrificial labor by the chapel car workers, a 
new church was started in a community that was growing rapidly. During the 
summer of 1912 construction work was started on the new Rock Island Termi-
nal and many trainmen, shop workers and other maintenance men from other 
points moved into Manly, and by early summer of 1913 the new terminal was in 
full operation. It was considered one of the most modern railroad shops in the 
United States at this time.  

Before Herald of Hope would leave Iowa in 1914, it scheduled a stop at 
Clinton, on the west bank of the Mississippi. Three of the largest railway sys-
tems passed through Clinton: the Chicago, Milwaukee and St. Paul; the Chicago 
Burlington and Quincy; and the Chicago, Rock Island and Pacific, in addition to 
the Chicago and North Western, which built and maintained extensive shops and 
yards in the city.  This made the stop even more attractive for the Sparks, be-
cause of their desire to work with the railroad men as well as support the 
Clinton Baptist Church.  

However, the meetings at Clinton did not quite turn out as the missionary 
workers and the Baptist church folk of Clinton would have wished. In fact, one 
church historian wrote the visit was badly mismanaged. 

 

 . . .the Denomination sent a Chapel Car to Clinton, which was rather a mis-
take, for there was no place to locate it anywhere near our church. It was lo-
cated on the corner of Railroad and Harrison Streets, a block from Chancy 
Chapel.  

The minister and his wife in charge of the car were faithful hard workers, 
but the people of our church [First Baptist Church of Clinton] were asked not to 
attend the meetings because of lack of room, and the services at Chancy Chapel 
were discontinued during the time the car was in Clinton. Although some pro-
fessed conversion, we received very few, if any, additions, and the services at 
the Sunday School in the Chapel, when resumed, never reached their former 
proportions.

27
 

 
Herald of Hope left Iowa in August 1914, and the Iowa Baptist Convention 

recorded that they had been promised another car after the expiration of an-
other year. That was not to be. As far as records tell, a chapel car did not return 
to Iowa after 1914, although an Iowa Baptist layman left money in his will for a 
chapel car to be built specifically for use for Iowa. Iowa’s need was great but 
there were too few chapel cars for the demand. 

                                                
27 “History of the First Baptist Church of Clinton.” Files of Pastor Stephen L. Petro, Clinton, 

Iowa.  
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After leaving Clinton, the chapel car crossed the railroad bridge over the 
Mississippi to head southeast to Dayton, Ohio, and the Barney & Smith Car 
Shops for refitting. Across the great Ohio and then down the ancient Kanawha 
River, West Virginia called.  

Newtons Witness Along the Kanawha and Through the Hills 
Refitted in a new coat of paint and varnish and carrying new missionaries, 

Herald of Hope came to the valley and hills of West Virginia in early 1915. In 
those same lovely yet stormy hills the chapel car would be retired from service 
about seventeen years later.  

Roscoe Keeney, a West Virginia Baptist historian, writes that Herald of Hope 
was an answer to prayer for West Virginia needs. “Isolated from one another by 
mountains, winter snows and heavy rains, West Virginians wanted help. The 
minutes of the 1904 Kanawha Valley Association report a request for a colporter 
missionary to work among unreached people in their area and in the Hopewell 
Association areas. The chapel car, which came a few years later, was a perfect 
response.”28 

The Reverend and Mrs. William F. Newton were transferred for a six-month 
assignment to Herald of Hope in West Virginia beginning in January 1915. A na-
tive of Rhode Island, Newton had worked in the Indian Missions of the West and 
as an auto colporter in Connecticut before coming to West Virginia. Newton be-
gan his chapel car work at Point Pleasant, and then went to Henderson where a 
score or more accepted Christ.  

At St. Mary’s, Newton started a preaching tradition of witnessing in the pool 
halls of the towns. “The first evening we went into one place every cue was laid 
down and the balls put in the rack. The men sat and stood around the walls. 
They remained as quiet and listened as attentively as any congregation I have 
ever seen. Indeed, much better than the average conduct of some churches. This 
was repeated on several occasions. When we were absent for a few evenings, we 
were asked why we had not been back. When we said we did not like to abuse 
the privilege, we were told to come often, for we were welcome.”29 

The men employed by the B & O showed great courtesy to the Newtons. 
They also gave Herald of Hope the best place on the siding. Even the mayor gave 
his support to the work. 

On they went to Wheeling, where “God moved upon hard hearts,” even 
though Billy Sunday had just been there in 1912; and to Cameron, to give sup-
port to a young church organized in 1913. The car came to Wallace, an oil town 
on the Short Line Railroad, on April 8, 1915. After securing the poolroom, New-
ton organized a Sunday school with forty-five members. Herald of Hope left 
Wallace Monday, May 17, for Lumberport, in the shadow of the huge Harrison 
Power Company, and then to Clarksburg. 
                                                

28 Roscoe Keeney, ”Chapel Car Ministry in the Mountains and Mining Camps,” American Bap-
tist Quarterly, Vol. X, March 1991, 37. 

29 Baptist Bulletin, 1915, also Missions, 520.  
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 It was “seed-sowing time” at Industrial, and Wilsonburg where the “church 
was blessed,” and Haywood, and Burnsville where “many boys in Sunday School 
accepted Christ.”  

The Baptist Banner of November 11, 1915, reported that in the summer of 
1915 the weather was too hot to hold services in the car, so the Newtons were 
given vacation time. As was their custom, they spent their vacation at North-
field, attending the great conference by Dwight L. Moody. They did not plan to 
return to Herald of Hope, as Reverend Sparks was to assume management of the 
car after their stay in Illinois. The decision was made to send Reverend Sparks 
elsewhere, and the Newtons returned from Northfield to work on Herald of 
Hope.   

The Banner explains, “It is the policy of the Publication Society, with all their 
cars to place them under the direction of the State Mission Boards. In pursuance 
with this custom, our State Board appointed Rev. B. F. Caudill, Dr. D. B. Purinton 
and Rev. A. B. Withers to arrange for the car. Although it has not yet been 
definitely decided by the committee, it is thought that the car will operate in 
southern West Virginia during the coming year in the great coal fields that are 
opening up so rapidly.” 

From 1915 to 1918, Her-
ald of Hope visited the central 
West Virginia towns of Gass- 
away and Hurricane, Clay, 
Pisgah Mines, and the Ka-
nawha Valley communities of 
Smithers (Cannelton), Gauley 
Bridge, Boomer, Cedar Grove 
and Belle, as well as Ronda, 
about two miles up Cabin 
Creek, an area they would 

come to know well.  

The Cabin Creek area suffered from a ravaging flood August 9, 1916. Flood 
waters reached Cane Fork and Eskdale and other valley communities, and finally 
flooded the whole valley-hill to hill. These conditions only worsened the ten-
sions caused by mine union troubles, making it more difficult to achieve success 
along the Cabin Creek line. 

Coal miners in the Cabin Creek area 
and company-owned miners’ homes.  
Reverend Newton would bring the 
chapel car down the Cabin Creek line 
to witness to the miners and their 
families.  

wvgenweb.org/wvcoal/cannelton.html  
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The Newtons and Herald of Hope came to Gassaway February 24, 1916. The 
Valley Hotel next to the track was a busy place. Mrs. Clara Thorne, organist at 
the Gassaway church for fifty years, whose father owned the hotel, remembers 
that the rail yards were the center of town activity. Many came to see the car 
and attend the meetings. Gassaway was named for Senator Henry Gassaway 
Davis, who in 1906 purchased the Charleston, Clendenin & Sutton Railroad, 
which he renamed Coal and Coke Railroad.   

In 1917, a year after Herald of Hope’s visit to Gassaway, the C & C was pur-
chased by the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad.  The chapel car would travel many 
miles on the old Coal and Coke along the Kanawha Valley.  

Newton organized the Hope Baptist Church at Frametown March 17. Newton 
noted, “This new church has in it good material and starts with a good prospect 
of permanency. It is located at a common center where the people come to 
transact business.   

In Otter, Newton “was reminded of St. Paul on his missionary journeys 
where there was no kindly spirit, but before we left they could not do enough 
for us personally and wanted us to stay longer.”  

Clendenin was still experiencing boom town status, which started with the 
discovery of oil and gas deposits in 1900 and continued with the building of the 
Elk Refining Company in 1911 and the Cobb Compressor Plant, once the world’s 
largest, about 1917, the Sunday school was revived and grew in number.  

On May 8, 1917, Herald of Hope was placed at Dunbar and ended its work 
there Sunday evening, June 11. Rev. Newton was impressed with Dunbar. “Dun-
bar is an important industrial community and promises to play a large part in 

Railroad workers gather around Chapel Car Herald of Hope sided in a West Virginia 
shop. Company officials were glad to have the chapel car in their shops as the pres-
ence improved the moral climate of the employees. [ABHS, MUA] 
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the business of the Kanawha Valley. Already a population of a thousand or more 
are there and housed in exceptionally good class homes. But Baptists have been 
scarce there. More than once the Charleston pastors looked at the situation and 
sought for an opening for the establishment of a Baptist enterprise there.” 

In June the Newtons held meetings at Malden and Dana [now Port Amherst], 
some six miles above Charleston. Because of hot weather, the Newtons held 
many open air services near the Kanawha and Michigan Railroad station, where 
large numbers of men would meet from night to night. The work was mainly 
with railroad men at Dana, at the mouth of Campbell’s Creek.  

Newton was disappointed that he did not make it to Putney. “It was hoped 
that the car could come to Putney, at the head of Campbell’s Creek, but the rail-
road (Kanawha & Michigan) had such short curves the car should not make 
them.” The only way to get to Putney was by train, without the too-wide-sided 
Herald of Hope.  

At the Dickinson Coal and Coke Railroad shops in the late summer of 1916, 
a large number accepted Christ. At the closing service, there were not seats for 
the great crowd. Two young (railroad) men were so eager to follow their Lord 
that “the night before I left the place they went from the shop in their working 
clothes and were baptized and returned to finish the day’s work. That night I 
gave them the right hand of fellowship, and organized a B.Y.P.U. Morris, their 
pastor, will baptize the other candidates in August, providing the river is suit-
able.” 

The Quincy area, perched above the Kanawha River, was a coal mining and 
railroad center as early as the 1880s. Stan Cohen, author of Kanawha County 
Images: A Bicentennial History, 1788-1988, writes that the Kanawha and Michigan 
Railroad Company, which evolved from the Kanawha and Ohio Railroad Com-
pany and operated independently in 1922, started mining up Quincy Hollow 
about 1890.   

At Quincy, once home of the large K & M yards, then N.Y.C. and now the 
Conrail Car Shop and yards, the chapel car found a home and was the site for 
services, resulting in the reorganization of the Naomi Baptist Church, Mr. J. G. 
Dickinson and son gave the lot and agreed to level the site and build a road to 
the new church for $100. The lumber was bought at Chelyan, across the river, 
and a boat was loaded with the wood, hauled across the river by small boats, 
through the locks and down to the landing. On Thanksgiving Day a cornerstone 
was laid by the Knights of Pythias.  

The cornerstone of the Judson Baptist Church of Belle, like many churches 
in West Virginia, is marked with the Masonic symbol, and it shows the dates 
1921 and 1936. During World War I the government started construction of a 
mustard gas plant, which metamorphosed into the huge Dupont Belle Chemical 
Plant,” and many church members worked for Dupont.  

At Boomer, near the Elkem Metals Chemical Plant, Newton worked at car-
pentering, closing in the basement of the mission house and doing other things 
to make Miss Barber, the missionary he had baptized, comfortable during cold 
weather.   Newton also boarded in the basement to the little church built by the 
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Reverend Antonio Gigliotti for Hungarian and Italian workers, who had been 
brought over to work in the mines. 

 At Clay meetings were held among the faithful miners. “One sister was so 
determined to serve Christ that she stepped out of the seat over a man with a 
wooden leg that was held up against her like a fence. He proved to be her hus-
band. God can help people over any kind of obstacles.”   

World War I Sidelines Car in West Virginia 
During World War I, the government put a halt to movement of all private 

cars, Herald of Hope. Newton found himself in the Dunbar/Nitro area during 
this time. Newton would say of this period of his work, “The object of the 
Chapel Car is to go to the people but it has been reversed here and they come to 
us.”  

A local newspaper wrote, “Brother W. F. Newton, of the Chapel Car, Herald 
of Hope, is now at 
Lock Seven, and un-
usual interest is mani-
fested in the work. At 
the first meeting 
Brother Newton spoke 
to more than a thou-
sand men. Rev. New-
ton wrote back to 
headquarters, “People 
are moving into area 
by the thousands. The 
great powder plant 
being constructed at 
Crawford City, now 
called Nitro, is draw-
ing workmen from far 

and near. Our little church at Lock Seven is practically destroyed by the coming 
in of this great Government plant. The members of the church have nearly all 
moved away from the community.” 

The government first revealed it had purchased the land and buildings in 
and around the village of Lock Seven, now Nitro, and gave the word it planned 
to build a powder plant in that area in November of 1917. In 1918 Herald of 
Hope was located in the Nitro area, where the new ninety-five-million-dollar 
power plant was under construction (Monsanto) with a potential work force of 
thirty-five thousand people.75    

After the land at Nitro was purchased by the government, it was fenced, and 
armed guards were placed around the reservation. Membership loss and atten-
dance for the Lock Seven Baptist Church was immediate and disastrous, since 
access into and off the reservation made it difficult to attend services. Construc-
tion work commenced immediately, and most of the members of the Lock Seven 
Baptist Church had been forced to move to other neighborhoods. The Lock 
Seven Baptist Church held its property in fee simple, and although lying within 
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the boundary of land purchased for the plant site, the Church lots were not in-
cluded in the transfer of land.   

Herald of Hope’s ministry in the Nitro/Dunbar area was bittersweet for the 
Newtons. “The three years we have been here have been much of a revival spirit 
though it has been difficult to harvest the results because of unsettled condi-
tions. . . .” In July of 1921, The Baptist Banner reported that the chapel car was 
moved from Dunbar. Newton said of his wartime tenure there, “It was not pos-
sible to move from here to reach other points . . . but it has made no real differ-
ence, however, for thousands have come to us. It has been the greatest opportu-
nity of our lives. 

Ministering to miners was central to the chapel car’s West Virginia tenure, 
and the car could not have come at a more crucial time, with strikes and floods 
occurring up and down the creeks and hollows. Baptist leaders recognized this 
special mission and its requirement for a special minister. Sam Neil, D. D. 
Chapel Car Secretary, wrote in 1924,  

 

There are 1200 mining centers in West Virginia. Three hundred of these 
centers have no churches nearer than two miles. Our missionaries are finding a 
rich soil and plenteous harvest in the hearts and homes of the mining towns. 
Miners and Loggers need preaching that is simple, direct, picturesque and pas-
sionate. Straight from the shoulder. To meet the men face to face, and to speak 
to them in the bunkhouse or in the mess-hall, as opportunity offers, is no job 
for a lazy man or weakling. These men belong to one of the most radical 
groups in the entire United States. They have been rolling-stones, often with 
bad habits, earning freely and spending prodigally. Prohibition has been a great 
blessing. 
 

During a period of their service in the Nitro/Dunbar area, the Newtons and 
Herald of Hope ventured down the Cabin Creek area several times, probably 
permission granted for movement of the car by the friendly Coal and Coke Rail-
road management. Here they ran into some angry miners. Someone at Eskdale 
along Cabin Creek tried to dynamite the chapel car. This was understandable, 
since this was looked on as a time of great unrest and mine wars in the area 
when all outsiders were suspect.  

By 1912, the union had lost control of much of the Kanawha- New River 
Coalfield. That year, UMWA miners on Paint Creek in Kanawha County de-
manded wages equal to those of other area mines. The operators rejected the 
wage increase and miners walked off the job on April 18, beginning one of the 
most violent strikes in the nation's history.  

Miners along nearby Cabin Creek, having previously lost their union, joined 
the Paint Creek strikers and demanded the right to organize, recognition of 
their constitutional rights to free speech and assembly, an end to blacklisting 
union organizers, alternatives to company stores, an end to the practice of using 
mine guards, and other issues. 

When the strike began, operators brought in mine guards from the Baldwin-
Felts Detective Agency to evict miners and their families from company houses. 
The evicted miners set up tent colonies and lived in other makeshift housing. 
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The mine guards' primary responsibility was to break the strike by making the 
lives of the miners as uncomfortable as possible. 

As the intimidation by mine guards increased, national labor leaders, includ-
ing Mary Harris "Mother" Jones, began arriving on the scene. Jones, a native of 
Ireland, was already a major force in the American labor movement before first 
coming to West Virginia during the 1897 strikes.. 

Not only did the UMWA send speechmakers, it also contributed large 
amounts of weapons and ammunition. On September 2, Governor William E. 
Glasscock imposed martial law, dispatching 1,200 state militia to disarm both 
the miners and mine guards. Over the course of the strike, Glasscock sent in 
troops on three different occasions. 

Both sides committed violent acts, the most notorious of which occurred on 
the night of February 7, 1913. An armored train, nicknamed the "Bull Moose 
Special," led by coal operator Quin Morton and Kanawha County Sheriff Bonner 
Hill, rolled through a miners' tent colony at Holly Grove on Paint Creek. Mine 
guards opened fire from the train, killing striker Cesco Estep. After the incident, 
Morton supposedly wanted to "go back and give them another round." Hill and 
others talked him out of it. In retaliation, miners attacked a mine guard en-
campment at Mucklow, present Gallagher. In a battle that lasted several hours, 
at least sixteen people died, mostly mine guards. 

On April 14, Hatfield issued a series of terms for settlement of the strike, 
including a nine-hour work day (already in effect elsewhere in the state), the 
right to shop in stores other than those owned by the company, the right to 
elect union check weigh men, and the elimination of discrimination against un-
ion miners. On April 25, he ordered striking miners to accept his terms or face 
deportation from the state.  

Paint Creek miners accepted the contract while those on Cabin Creek re-
mained on strike. The settlement failed to answer the two primary grievances: 
the right to organize and the removal of mine guards. After additional violence 
on Cabin Creek, that strike was settled toward the end of July. The only gain 
was the removal of Baldwin- Felts detectives as mine guards from both Paint and 
Cabin creeks.30 

In one mining camp incident, Newton told how as they pulled into town with 
the car attached to the train, “the devil put up a great howl. Men stood in their 
store doors with clinched (sic) fist, telling us to go right on through. That after-
noon I went from store to store, bought a little here and there and invited my 
knockers to come to the meeting that night. Some came; others followed.” 

In Missions, the not-easily-intimidated Newton wrote that he took a walk up 
Cabin Creek about two miles and found a place as needy as anywhere. He 
stopped at a logging camp’s two sawmills, met the superintendent, and had 
supper with him, and as a result of Newton’s visit among the logging and coal 
camps, relations in the Cabin Creek area were improved. Partitions were re-
moved in one of the coal company houses, a stove was put in, seats installed. 
Newton went from house to house inviting people to church. “I made over 
                                                

30 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/West_Virginia_Mine_War_of_1912-1913. 
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twenty calls, got my organ and singing books, and we had the house filled,” he 
wrote. 

Definitely the chapel cars were classic studies of compactness and effi-
ciency. It was one thing to tour the cars and another to live in them. Fannie New-
ton, who lived in Herald of Hope from 1915 to 1935, could have written the 
book on chapel car living, as she. But life could not have been that unpleasant, 
as she insisted on living in the car for several years after her husband’s death, 
against the wishes of Baptist officials. According to those who visited the living 
quarters of the car, Mrs. Newton made them very homey. 

The Newtons had been down Cabin Creek before when times were tense. 
This trip to Ronda down Cabin Creek proved to be very profitable, even though 
tension was still running high after the United Mine Workers’ march of 1921, 
when federal troops, including air power, were called in to quiet the area. 

 

We left 3 a. m. the next morning (from Huntington) for Ronda, up Cabin 
Creek. We were soon side-tracked on as it is said “Hell’s half acre, and the 
Devil’s playground,” where the men and boys congregate to play cards, gamble 
and drink. At our first meeting the car was crowded, we organized a Sunday 
school with 67 the first Sunday. The following Friday night we organized a 
temporary church with 15 members. On Sunday I baptized 5, one an old lady 
seventy-two years old, who is testifying for Christ every night, and others are 
seeking. We are planning to build or remodel a building for future days.  

Anyone desiring to help on this mining town it will be greatly appreciated 
by this little band of Christian workers. Last Sunday 
was our third Sunday and the Sunday school had 89, 
so you can see we are in need of a building. Ronda is a 
busy town working when many coal towns are idle. 
These are great fields that will furnish men labor for 
100 years.

31 

 
Through the Kanawha & Michigan Railroad Com-

pany, they received a special rate and had free park-
ing which would have been $3.60 per day.  The Bap-
tist Banner reported that a church [called the Dry 
Branch Baptist Church] and Sunday school have been 
organized in Ronda, and a building had been pro-
vided. Through the generosity of John Q. Dickinson of 
Charleston and his coal company, the Ronda Church 
came into possession of property that had been 
used as a school house and later as a pool room. 
Several hundred dollars were spent on the building 
in remodeling and equipping it for a church. Newton 
reported, “The dedication was set for Sunday, April 
the 9th. The completion of the building has been 
much delayed by the financial situation in this coal 

                                                
31A. B. Withers, “Sunday School and Youth Work,” The Baptist Banner, Feb. 13, 1919, 12.  

This picture of W. F. 
Newton hangs in Newton 
Memorial Baptist Church, 
the church he left money 
to build. [Parchment Val-

ley, West Virginia His-
torical Society]. 
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field on Cabin Creek. Many have been without work.”32 

On September 15, 1922, Herald of Hope came to Quinwood, a new mining 
town near Rainelle, in the western part of Greenbrier County. Newton probably 
had little knowledge that this was to be the end of his life’s journey and the fi-
nal station for the car. Newton commented that the town was about twenty five 
hundred feet above sea level and would soon be a great town. 

The work at Quinwood went well. Families, most of them with miner fathers 
who worked for the Imperial Colliery Company [sometimes called the Imperial 
Smokeless Coal Company] came to the growing Sunday school. Lucille Pomeroy 
Fox became a favorite of Mrs. Newton, corresponding with her even after Rev. 
Newton died and Mrs. Newton returned to her home in Massachusetts. 

 

My dad, who worked for another company than the local Imperial Smoke-
less Coal Company, would tell me when I was very small (she was born in 1921) 
how he would tuck me under his arm and carry me across the snow to the 
chapel car. I remember it was Mrs. Newton who taught me how to keep myself 
neat and presentable as I grew older. She always stressed the importance of 
appearance.  

She taught my older sister, who was the first person baptized in the new 
church, how to play the piano, and she and Mr. J. Wade Bell, the owner of the 
coal company, bought a beautiful Baldwin piano for my sister and had it 
shipped from up north somewhere to our home.

33
 

 

At the 1923 Hopewell Association, Newton, who had become known as “the 
chapel car man,” made one of his talks on “Door Step Evangelism” and sang his 
favorite song “Honey in the Rock.” The hymn was requested many times and be-
came his trademark. His full, rich voice would boom out F. A. Graves’ old hymn, 
“O my brother, do you know the Savior, Who is wondrous kind and true? He’s 
the Rock of your salvation; There’s Honey in the Rock for you.” Then the par-
ticularly appropriate last verse, “Then go out thro’ the streets and byways, 
Preach the word to the many or few; Say to ev’ry fallen brother, There’s Honey 
in the Rock for you.” 

 The Quinwood congregation grew, and the January 17, 1924, Baptist Ban-
ner, reported, “A church lot, finely located, will soon become the property of the 
First Baptist Church of Quinwood. It is fully expected that a splendid $8000 
church house will be erected during the spring and summer.” 

In Mrs. Fox’s cherished and worn Herald of Hope scrapbook there is an arti-
cle about Newton from the Beckley Post Herald of February 1, 1960. The writer 
reports that after he was born, his father enlisted in the Union army and never 
returned. When he was five, he was placed in an orphanage in Providence, Rhode 
Island, but was reunited with his mother for a short time. When he was twelve, 

                                                
32 The Baptist Banner, March 30, 1922, 11. 

33 Interview with Lucille Pomeroy Fox at Quinwood, West Virginia, Oct. 24, 1995.  
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his stepfather drove him from home, and as he left the house, his mother said, 
“Willie, be a good boy. Keep good company, and it will come out all right in the 
end.”  

He always said, “My mother’s prayers have followed me the whole world 
through.” As a young man, he felt the call to the ministry and worked his way as 
a barber through classes offered by Dwight L. Moody at Moody’s Northfield con-
ference grounds. Moody also bought him a barber chair to help his efforts.34 

One of Newton’s last communiqués to Dr. S. G. Neil on October 14, 1930, 
dealt with the bane of all chapel car missionaries – the heating system. 

 

Dear Bro. Neil, You remember a year ago I asked for a new heater for the 
Chapel Car, costing $180 and it was granted not to cost more than that in-
stalled. The heater was put in and you sent me One Hundred Dollars as a first 
payment. At last I have had the plumber to do the rest of the job and I am 
ready to pay the balance $80 for the finish. I shall be pleased to make this 
payment. We like the Arkola heater, it keeps such a good fire with the soft coal. 
My coal has cost me nothing all the time I have been here, and Mr. Bell wants 
me to stay on the field until I am 70 years. Then according to your ruling I am 
to give way to another brother. I have held special meetings this fall. I paid our 
premium on Church building insurance and the slack run, only one day of work 
several weeks has made our offering very small. We will do better later.

35
 

 
         On June 4, 1931, Newton passed away while on vacation. The Baptist 

Banner included in his obituary that he died at Baltimore, Maryland, following 
an operation performed the day before. The Banner also reported that all Quin-
wood business places were closed during the funeral. He was buried at Orange, 
Massachusetts, his wife’s hometown.  

Newton Memorial Baptist Church at Charmco was Newton’s memorial to 
himself. According to Reverend Homer C. Piercy, “Brother Newton had an insur-
ance policy that matured and, perhaps sensing his mortality, he used the money 
to have the church and parsonage erected.” This apparently preceded the orga-
nization of the church, since Newton told Piercy that he was going on vacation, 
“If I don’t get back, I want you to organize a Baptist church.” 

The events of the last years of Herald of Hope are somewhat difficult to fol-
low. But they seem to be shaped by Mrs. Newton’s resolve not to leave her 
chapel car home where she was comfortable and her church family where she 
was loved.   

Fanny Newton Refuses to Leave Herald of Hope Home 
In the 1932 report of the American Baptist Publication Society, it was an-

nounced that Chapel Car No. 6 after thirty-one years of constant service has 
been turned over to the Board of the West Virginia Baptist State Convention, to 

                                                
34 Shirley Donnelly, Beckley Post Herald, Feb. 1, 1960, “Yesterday and Today” column. 

35 Files of Samuel G. Neil, ABHS, MUA. 
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be taken off the tracks and placed on a solid foundation and used as a Baptist 
church and parsonage at MarFrance, West Virginia.  This seemed easier said and 
written than done.  

According to correspondence between Rev. S. G. Neil, Field Secretary for the 
ABPS, and West Virginia State Secretary A. S. Kelley, between June 17, 1931 and 
September 30, 1931, the problem with the disposal of Herald of Hope rested 
with Mrs. Newton’s reluctance to leave the car and the understandable reluc-
tance of Baptist leaders to force her to leave, especially when she was sur-
rounded by a community which had high regard for her. 

Kelley to Neil (9/10) says that he has decided Mar-
France is the best place for the car and he can get it moved 
without much expense. “I am somewhat embarrassed 
about Mrs. Newton’s desire to continue on the car until 
spring. In my judgment the car should be moved this fall.”  

Neil responds 9/14, “We will count the matter settled; 
Chapel Car “Herald of Hope” will go to MarFrance. The fi-
nal decision for the moving of the car is left in your hands. 

Dr. Neil asks Kelley to send $1 and “the names of the 
brethren” who will hold the title of the car for the West 
Virginia Convention. “When I receive this I will forward to 
you full title as owners of the car. Of   scourse, it is under-
stood that the car will only be used for church purposes 
and it is hoped that the greater part of the material of the 
car will be finally worked into a new church building at 
MarFrance.” 

Dr. Kelley responds 9/18, and sends the names of 
Rev. A. B. Withers of Parkersburg and Rev. J. L. Forren of 
Rainelle and “if you think it wise to use my name that will be satisfactory . . . I 
am not able to say just when the car will be moved. I cannot give it attention un-
til after our State Convention in October. I am enclosing $1.00 for title, etc. The 
only embarrassing element connected with the matter is Mrs. Newton. I have the 
notion that she will want to stay on the Car until spring and will perhaps want 
the Car to remain where it is. If you think it wise to yield to her request in that 
matter, I shall be glad to have you say so and we will follow your advice.” 

On 9/30, Dr. Neil sends the title and says, “I do not think it will be advis-
able to let Mrs. Newton stay on the car until the spring. I think you ought to take 
immediate steps to have the car moved to its permanent location. This will en-
able the work to be thoroughly launched in MarFrance before the real cold win-
ter weather sets in.   

Fanny Newton won out and continued to live in the chapel car at Quinwood 
until 1935, when she returned to her native state of Massachusetts. She re-
turned to Quinwood in November of 1952 for the 30th Anniversary of the 
church. At that time she was 86 years old. Mrs. Newton died March 12, 1959. 

During Mrs. Newton’s last days on the car, she gave away many of its fur-
nishings to people whom she loved and who had connections to Herald of 
Hope’s ministry. Among the items were two portable organs from the chapel car 

Mrs. Fannie Newton 
loved her Herald of 
Hope home and did 
not want to leave it. 
[Norman Taylor 
Collection] 
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given to the family of Reverend Gordon Withers. That family donated one organ 
to Parchment Valley, the home of the West Virginia Baptist Historical Society, 
and one to the American Baptist Historical Society, which also has a pew from 
Herald of Hope. A small model of a chapel car, silverware, and a Book of Mat-
thew used in the chapel car are all on display at Parchment Valley.  

 

 

In the newsletter of the West Virginia Baptist Historical Society of March 
1994, edited by Irene Brand, Rev. Earl Ted Wall, Pastor Emeritus, Winfield Baptist 
Church reminisced about his Herald of Hope experience:  

 

I think it was back in 1938 or ‘39 I was asked to come to MarFrance, a little 
community just out of Quinwood to conduct a revival service. I took with me a 
good friend, Wilson Mitchem, a good pianist and worker with young people. 
When we arrived, we learned the meetings were to be in a railroad car named 
Herald of Hope. I remember there was an pump organ. If you didn’t pump, you 
didn’t play. Although it was in the winter, Wilson would perspire as he pumped 
and played that organ. I didn’t have a very wide audience, but I surely had a 
long one.  

An abandoned coal tipple outside Quinwood, West Virginia in Greenbrier County was the 
final home of the old chapel car Herald of Hope. [Picture by Julian C. Cobb, ABHS, MUA]  
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End of the Line for Herald of Hope 
The fate of Herald of Hope was somewhat confirmed in a December 31, 

1947, letter from Julian C. Cobb, from Ronceverte, West Virginia, to Dr. Mark 
Rich, AMHS Chapel Car Secretary. “Enclosed is a photograph of ‘Herald of Hope’ 
taken October 19, 1947 . . . .The old car minus its wheels now, served as a shop 
and office for a coal tipple. The location is Quinwood, Greenbrier Co., about 40 
miles from the celebrated White Sulphur Springs.”  

 

ucille Pomeroy Fox, oldest living member of the Quinwood Baptist 
Church, looks down at the picture of Herald of Hope pasted in her 
scrapbook, the one with the smiling people gathered outside, taken more 

than seventy years ago. She pats the worn book with its yellowing paper memo-
ries.  “When Mrs. Newton moved back to her home east, Mr. Bell had the car 
moved to the coal company and used it as an office. I’m sure they tried to keep 
an eye on it, because Mr. Bell thought a lot of that car. One time someone got in 
and set fire to it. Then I think they used it for storage or something.”  

Mrs. Fox begins to turn the pages of the scrapbook again, her eyes bright 
with sweet memories. She doesn’t want to forget anything.  “Did I show you this 
letter Mrs. Newton sent me after she went back to Massachusetts?”  

There it was, the 60-year-old note signed “Mrs. Fanny Newton.”  
“I never will forget that car. You know I spent most of my early years there. 

Mrs. Newton taught me how to act and dress. Almost everything I learned about 
my faith, I learned there . . and I can remember all the books, and the lights 
from all the lamps . . . and the music . . . and  Mr. and Mrs. Newton.” 

The muddy valley that once housed the Imperial Smokeless Coal Company 
is barren of all but trees and brush in 1995. If one looks carefully from the 
Quinwood ridge above, the indentations where rail tracks once rested can still be 
seen because of rain water puddling. Across that valley, no more than a mile, 
high on the opposite ridge, is the town of MarFrance.  

A woman who lives along the Quinwood ridge related to the two of us in-
quisitive strangers, “Yes, I can remember that old chapel car down there by the 
coal tipple. It was used as an office or something I think. But it’s all gone now. 
Everything’s gone. The company had everything cleared away . . . can’t remem-
ber when. But I can remember seeing that old car. I can remember the older 
people telling me about it. But it’s all gone now.” She looks down in the valley, 
shaking her head, thoughtfully.  

Daylight is fading. You can see the lights from the homes in MarFrance 
through the trees on the hill and hear the bustle on the darkening streets of 
Quinwood. From the night shadows of the valley below, you can almost smell oil 
lamps and see their glow through art glass window trim. If you listen carefully, 
you can almost hear on the autumn breeze blowing—the sound of a hymn, vig-
orously, lovingly pumped out on an Estey organ. 

L 


