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A Pilgrimage of Joy

Introduction

W. Carl Ketcherside was at last persuaded to put into serial form the story of his life, which he
chose to call “A Pilgrimage of Joy.” The title itself speaks well to the life of this unusual man,
for his earthly sojourn was indeed that of a pilgrim, which to him meant that his life was a plan
of God and that his destiny was to fulfill the purpose God had for him in this world. He was a
man who was “on his way” to something higher. He was a sojourner in a world that was not his
home, but as he passed this way he was joyfully involved in making his own contribution to what
he called “this interesting world.”

His life was a pilgrimage of joy largely because he made it so by his winsome sense of humor,
his contagious enthusiasm, and his undying optimism. If these ingredients — humor, enthusiasm,
optimism — do not always make for a joyful pilgrimage in this world, they certainly did in the life
of Carl Ketcherside. He was an “up” person who never saw a “down” day. He was a delight to
be around, and he had a knack for making people feel good about themselves when in his
presence.

Before he brought his monthly journal, Mission Messenger, to a close in December, 1975, after
37 years of publication, we agreed that he would begin immediately to write regularly for my
publication, Restoration Review. He announced to his readers that while his paper would no
longer be published, they could keep in touch with him through my paper. Many of his readers
who were not already taking Restoration Review became subscribers. From 1976 until his death
in 1989 he wrote regularly for my paper, his last articles being published posthumously. | think
some of his best writing was done in these years in the pages of Restoration Review, perhaps
because he was free of the ordeal of having to edit his own paper. And in my paper he knew he
was free to say whatever was in his heart and mind, with no strings attached.

| urged him to begin writing his autobiography in serial form on a monthly basis, and to continue
as long as seemed appropriate. He wrote for four years (40 installments), supposing that would
be sufficient. | encouraged him to continue until he finally wrote for six years, concluding his
60th installment, “Last Time Around,” in December, 1981, which chronologically brought his
life story up to the time he closed down Mission Messenger. If the series appears a bit
disconnected in places, which it may, it should be remembered that it was first published in serial
form and without defined parameters.

What is important is that Carl has told his own story in his own way. He was encouraged to
make it a kind of intellectual autobiography, reflective of the changes in his thinking through the
years. The reader will see that he does share the drama of some of the changes that turned his
life in a different direction, from that of a “wing commander” of a narrow sect, a term he
frequently used to describe his old life as a sectarian, to that of an envoy of peace, unity, and
fellowship through forbearing love. This is especially evident when he describes his own life as
a polemicist and how he changed his mind about debating his own brothers in Christ, and when
he tells how, after 25 years in the ministry and baptizing thousands, he at last on a wintry night in
a little chapel in Belfast, Ireland invited Jesus into his heart, renouncing forever his sectarianism.
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It was understood that Carl eventually would write a prologue to his autobiography, bringing the
events of his life, along with some of his most recent thinking, up to date. But he never got
around to writing that final word to his “Pilgrimage of Joy,” which would have been reflections
on his life during those last years. It turned out to be more than 14 years from the time he ended
his narrative with the demise of his journal to the time of his death.

One purpose of this introduction, therefore, is to fill that 14-year gap with a summary of what he
did during those years and in what ways his ministry developed. It will of course have to be
brief, for Carl’s life, along with his wife Nell’s, was as busy as ever once he closed down their
journal. As Carl put it, he was as busy as ever but the pace was different. He continued to write
extensively for several journals. Within a month of closing down his own paper he had several
essays for Mission, Integrity, and Christian Standard, as well as for Restoration Review. He was
especially pleased to do a series on the American Bicentennial for the Standard.

Up until the last few years of his life he had traveled and lectured among the colleges and
churches as much as ever, and he made several significant journeys abroad. But the most
important change in his life in the post-Mission Messenger years was the founding of
Cornerstone in 1983, an inner-city mission in St. Louis, which appears to have captured his heart
and mind more than any task he had ever set his hand to. It soon dominated his and Nell’s life,
and they would have it no other way. If Carl’s view of ministry changed in those last years, |
think it would be that he came to see a greater need for work among the poor and needy than
among the established churches. He turned down invitations to hold seminars and give lectures
in order to join Nell and others in passing out blankets, food, and clothing at the Cornerstone.
He taught as many classes, but now it was mostly in the inner city and at Oak Hill Chapel, his
home congregation.

He may have become sort of “burned out” on visiting so many churches for so many years. In
the innards of his beloved St. Louis he was among the rank and file, and that is what he
preferred. But he was no less active. He was always revving it up, always on the go, always
doing something, up to the day he died. In those last days, when he was giving so much of
himself, a friend who was concerned about his apparent fatigue threatened to call his doctor.
“You leave that doctor alone,” he insisted, as he proceeded to the Cornerstone. He died the way
he would have preferred, with his boots on, with his heart on the present and his eye on the
future. After one more busy day, he committed his soul to God’s safekeeping, got in bed, went
to sleep and woke up in heaven. A neat way to do it if one can manage it!

If there is a diary on that last decade and a half of his life it would be in the many letters he wrote
to people all over the world. He was an inveterate letter writer, many of the letters being written
in longhand, which reflected his gifted penmanship, which won him prizes in his youth. His
handwriting did not change with the years. His hand was as steady and eloquent at 81 as it was
37 years earlier when we first began to correspond. Many people have mentioned to me through
the years two things that impressed them about corresponding with Carl: that he would bother to
write to them, and that he had such a beautiful hand. He delighted in writing love notes,
especially to those who were critical of him, and it was common for him to write words of
commendation to the author of an article or a book he had read.
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We corresponded regularly for almost four decades. Realizing that his letters would one day
have historic value, | carefully preserved them, hundreds of them. Carl’s letters are a mirror of
the real person that he was, occasionally prideful but always showing his strength. Here are a
few lines from some of them, all taken from the last 14 years of his life:

Anticipating what he might write in his autobiography about his association with the Daniel
Sommer family, who played a significant role in our history, he wrote in 1976:

| suspect that in dealing with the Sommer family | shall let loose some news not previously
known. It is certain that I will show the influence of editors in perpetuating division.

Reuel Lemmons, longtime editor of the Firm Foundation, was often critical of Carl’s more open
views of unity and fellowship. He editorialized Carl as “Blind in One Eye” and would not allow
him space to reply. They pilloried each other in their papers. But Carl was never vindictive nor
did he hold grudges, as this note early in 1989 would indicate:

| am saddened by the passing of Reuel. Now our disagreements of the past seem as a dead leaf
blown by the wind. | am especially sorry for his good wife who has been a chronic invalid for
years. | earnestly pray that the brethren will help and sustain her.

Sometimes he was philosophical, as in this note on the occasion of the release of the hostages in
Iran on the eve of President Reagan’s inauguration:

To be free, as the hostages said, is the greatest blessing in the world, and | am sure that
the hostages to systems feel the same way. What a great thing God is doing for us in
these days!

And he was sometimes introspective, as in this reflection in 1981:

It is kind of frightening to think that all of us are leaving our imprint upon the record. It
should make all of us a little more careful when we realize that years after we slumber in
the earth men will borrow what we have said and use it to His eternal glory or to His
detriment. It makes us all feel much more humble as we are called upon to touch the
sordid lives into which people have become trapped and snared and to which they are
held hostage.

This paragraph on part of his itinerary for 1980 is typical of the three attributes already referred
to: his humor, enthusiasm, and optimism:

I leave for Palisade, Colorado next Wednesday and will be in all kinds of gatherings
there. It is a great opportunity to really go all out in the work in that section. Then the
next week |1 am going to Portland, Oregon for a couple of meetings. It is evident on
almost every side that God is at work through His Spirit bringing about better days. | am
thrilled with what | am looking at all over America and Canada. Would Alexander
Campbell have loved these days!

If Carl was an inveterate correspondent, he was also a consummate reader. He was usually
reading several books at one time, as indicated in this 1981 paragraph:
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I am currently reading three books. This is a regular practice of mine. Two of them are ‘Karl
Marx: A Christian Assessment of His Life and Thought’ and ‘C.S. Lewis: Mere Christianity.” |
find both of them highly fascinating. The erudition of the latter is extremely impressive. The
third book seems also to be vastly interesting since it contains a kind of panoramic survey of a
land in which | grew up. The book is ‘Pioneer Women: Voices from the Kansas Frontier’ by
Joanna L. Stratton. The introduction is by Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. It is fascinating. It gives
you a new impression of the strength and courage of women. Not that | needed that, because |
have always believed in it.

Concerning a stay in the hospital he wrote in 1986:

I spent a week in the hospital with a surgery for prostatitis. But | refused to be kept in
bed too long, and through his marvelous grace led my roommate back to Jesus and visited
all 21 rooms in Section 1100. | met all kinds of people from all over and we had some
thrilling talks about Jesus. You can talk to people in the hospital easier than anywhere
else. We are having a great time as we grow older.

He had a way with words, even in his letters. This comment on the Flew-Warren debate, which
was held in my home town and billed as “the debate of the century,” is vintage Carl Ketcherside:

Your article on the debate was terrific. That was a first-class fiasco and a goldbrick if
ever there was one. | think those who promoted it thought that it would place ‘the Lord’s
Church’ in the forefront of defense of truth in the evangelical scholastic world and most
of them did not even know the debate of the century was being held. It was like inviting
the whole world to a gigantic fireworks explosion and then having the firecrackers fizzle
and the Roman candles backfire. No wonder people are confused. What with one
affirming there is a God and acting as if there was, it is enough to blow your mind and
put you in orbit.

In those latter years he was always reporting on his ministry at Cornerstone, which became his
first love:

Nell and I (well, myself at least) are having a “ball’ at the Cornerstone. I’m getting ready
to teach a Bible Study on Monday mornings. We were there yesterday and helped some
of the most sorrowful looking people | have ever seen. Worst are the abused wives. |
had experience in a drunken husband stabbing his wife and the children were back home
the next day. It goes on continuously! We gave away more Bibles last week than at any
time since we turned the place from selling spirits to giving away the Spirit. The river of
life is flowing as He said that it would.

He was always writing about Nell. Not only did he tell her every day how much he loved her,
but he often told Ouida and me how much he loved her. We were kept posted on her several
serious illnesses through the years, and rejoiced that in 1988 she appeared much improved. Then
in August of that year she went home to be with the Lord. A few days later Carl wrote to us
about the end:

Nell left us very suddenly. She died almost immediately of a massive heart attack. | arose and
opened the bathroom door, not having heard a sound from her. She was lying doubled up with
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her head between the stool and the tub. I tried to get her to say something but she was gone. She
detested formality so much that at her large funeral services at two places — here and at Flat
River, | spoke briefly to the crowd, introduced Sue (Mrs. Sue Burton, their daughter) who read
the poem enclosed, the four grandchildren sang her favorite song. | asked for those who wanted
to pay tribute to her to raise their hands and speak, and we followed with a few words from a
brother. 1 went back to work teaching the next morning. It was hard.

Yes, it was hard. After 60 years of having Nell at his side it was a bit too much for Carl to go it
alone. He himself now had less than a year to live. In a letter postmarked the day he died, May
24,1989, which is probably the last letter he ever wrote, he summarized the agony of the lonely
months that had passed: “lI am disappointed in myself. | thought that | had the power to
overcome grief or anything else which was my lot. | found that | simply do not have.” In the
same letter he wrote of his engagement to Fran Woodside, a widow in his home church, a former
Roman Catholic whom he had baptized into Christ. She had been a friend to both Carl and Nell
for several years.

He explained his need to marry to the folk at Oak Hill Chapel: “The loneliness finally got to me.
| asked Fran to marry.” He said he did not want to live with his children nor in a nursing home.
He and Fran would take care of each other and serve God together. They even planned a
Hawaiian honeymoon. But it was not to be, for the end came for Carl several months before the
proposed marriage. But again this is vintage Carl Ketcherside, who even at 81 was living on the
growing edge, excited by the present and awed by the future.

At our last visit together in Hartford, Illinois, only a few weeks before his death, he was pleased
that | was not among those who were critical of his plans to marry. He knew that | understood
that a man can be devoted to a woman for 60 years, and then, once she is gone, marry another
without in anyway reflecting upon the first marriage. On that occasion he extolled the virtues of
his late wife and reconfirmed his love and appreciation for her, and then said as he gestured
helplessly, “But she isn’t here anymore.” It was a touching testimony to the beauty and
importance of marital companionship. Since Carl’s death | have kept in touch with Fran and find
her to be a brave woman who has frequently been smitten by life’s vicissitudes, one who has
learned to yield to the power of God’s healing.

The most significant single event in Carl’s life during those last years was his attendance in 1983
at the International Convention of Itinerant Evangelists in Amsterdam, Holland. His enthusiasm
for this conference is indicative of the changes that God had wrought in his life through the
years, and is reflective of the contribution he was able to make to his own people. If the
experience back in 1951 in the little church in Belfast had liberated him from sectarianism, the
world evangelism conference in Amsterdam in 1983 confirmed his commitment to the church
catholic. It was a rare ecumenical experience for a man who had been years preparing himself to
appreciate it. In four installments in the 1984 Restoration Review he tells about the conference
and what it meant to him. His evaluation is a commentary on his own pilgrimage of one blighted
by the factional spirit to one enlightened by an ecumenical outlook. It is his own testimonial that
it is only the love of Christ that can break down partisan walls and make believers one in heart
and soul.
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There were evangelists present from 174 countries, representing virtually every Christian
community in the world. Many from the Third World were so poor, being ministers who
supported themselves by some trade, that they were provided a change of clothing during the
convention. Carl tells of talking with evangelists, sometimes by translation, from Namibia,
Zambia, South Africa, India, Sri Lanka, and several South American countries, to name a few,
and he was in seminars with some of the great evangelists of the world. He listened to men who
were experienced in witnessing for Christ to Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, atheists and
communists. He heard Michael Green of Oxford, an Anglican, at one session and the
Metropolitan of the Russian Orthodox Church at another. He sat with Baptists from Yugoslavia
and with ministers from the Armenian Orthodox Church.

For ten days he was with leaders from denominations that he had not even heard of before. It
was at a gathering of the church universal, the first of its kind in history, and he was impressed
that it had but a single theme, Jesus Christ and him crucified. They were there to encourage each
other and to learn better how to witness for Jesus Christ in today’s world. Carl was an
enthusiastic participant, describing it as “a mind-blowing experience.” The great truth that he
had shared with so many for so long proved true for him in Amsterdam in a special way, that
“Wherever God has a child I have a brother or sister.”

He tells how one morning as he was walking to one of the sessions he was approached by two
men on the street, Arabs, who were curious about the conference, and, seeing Carl’s
identification badge, asked him what it was about. Carl missed the session so as to spend an
hour with the men. He told them that the meetings were not about a what but about a who. He
told them that Jesus Christ was the only answer for our ripped-off world. What Carl told those
Arabs is a fitting description of what had happened in his own life, and it points up the message
that he gave to his own generation. He moved from all the “whats” of sectarian opinionizing to
the “Who” of the Christian gospel. When we first met he was majoring in the “whats.” When he
died he had given the best half of his life in majoring in the “Who.” And what a difference that
made, not only in his own life, but in the multitudes that his ministry touched!

Home from Amsterdam, he was asked by his critics what such a conference could possibly
accomplish. His answer, as | see it, is a suitable commentary on the significance of the life and
ministry of Carl Ketcherside:

I think we must face the fact that, like the generation contemporary with Jesus, many of
us are blind and cannot see afar off. Long life and continuous drudgery in one of the
more legalistic sects of this day have blurred our vision and dimmed our sight until ‘we
see men like trees walking.” We need ‘the second touch.” Surgery for the spiritual
cataracts which cause a milky film across our minds would help. Because of my past
orientation | also went with no little skepticism. It was all blown away after my arrival.

In Amsterdam he saw demonstrated on a large scale the liberating truth that had long under-
girded his plea for unity, that we can love and accept people, and enjoy the fellowship of the
Spirit with them, without approving of everything they believe or practice. At that great
conference he found confirmation for what he had long taught others, that we are to make
nothing a test of fellowship that God has not made a condition for going to heaven. The only
unity that is ever possible is unity in diversity.
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Carl Ketcherside admitted that his vision was once blurred by sectarian bias. He once saw men
like trees walking. But he received the second touch from the One who kept on changing his life
and clearing his vision. And that second touch led him on his pilgrimage of joy.

—Leroy Garrett
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1. Early Years

IN THE BEGINNING

I was born early in the morning of May 10, 1908, in a little two-room miner’s cabin in a poverty-
stricken village called Cantwell, nestled in the eastern foothills of the Missouri Ozarks. My
advent was at a very inauspicious time during the presidential tenure of Theodore Roosevelt, for
I made my debut on the heels of the great financial panic of 1907, a matter to which | gave little
thought at the time. My father was William Ketcherside and he had married Anna Marguerite
Hansen some eighteen months before | entered the scene as “a howling success.” There were
five other children to follow to compose a family circle of three boys and three girls. All of us
are still alive as | write these words.

All of the Ketchersides (or Ketchersids, for some dropped the final “e” about the year 1800) are
descended from one progenitor, Thomas Ketcherside, who came over from Scotland shortly
before the time of the American Revolution. His family settled in Virginia and North Carolina.
Our branch of the clan emigrated to Missouri after it became United States territory as part of the
Louisiana Purchase, and took up land in the then wild country called the “Black River region.”
The third highest peak of the Missouri Ozarks appears on our state map as Ketcherside
Mountain.

Like a lot of pioneers, the men were hard and tough. They prided themselves on the amount of
raw whiskey, called rot-gut, which they could gulp down and upon their ability to settle brawls
with their fists in bare-knuckle fighting. My great grandfather deserted his family and “shacked
up” with a Cherokee Indian woman who had been abandoned when her family died on the
frightful “Trail of Tears” march in which many thousands perished while crossing Illinois and
Missouri enroute to the Oklahoma Territory.

My great-grandmother was, so | am told, a gentle Scotswoman who still retained the dialect of
“Auld Scotia.” She kept the family together, and although none of them ever went to school, or
learned to read or write, she invested them with a degree of integrity and a reasonable sense of
respect. My own grandfather, Woodson Ketcherside, even as a lad, demonstrated qualities
which later endeared him to all who knew him. When he first saw my grandmother, Lavina
Moses, she was a mere girl, working barefoot in a rocky hill field and wielding a heavy hoe.

As an orphan, she had been indentured to a man for whom she was required by law to work for
her “board and keep” until she became eighteen. The lot of such “bound children” in the days
before orphan homes was often a difficult one. Taking compassion upon her when she was
fifteen, my grandfather-to-be paid off the sum assessed for the final three years and obtained her
release. He bought her a pair of shoes and a simple dress and they were married when he was
seventeen and she was still but fifteen. | think their union was one of the happiest and most
contented | have ever seen. With the opening of the deep-shaft lead mines near Bonne Terre,
they moved to a rugged hill farm some three miles from that struggling town, built a log cabin
and began to rear their growing family in a kind of wilderness setting where hardship was a way
of life and the wolf of hunger was seldom far from the rude door swung on leather hinges.



A Pilgrimage of Joy

There was but little chance for an education and the Coonville school, a couple of miles distant,
was in session only sporadically as a wandering teacher came through and arranged to teach a
few weeks for a meager pittance while “boarding around” a week at a time in the homes of the
scholars in the area. Since the chief aim of the community rowdies was to “run the teacher off”
and they felt a sense of abject failure if one remained more than six weeks, opportunities for
intellectual development were decidedly limited. The rustic homes were utterly devoid of
reading materials. There were no newspapers, magazines or books. Only an occasional Bible
was to be found and it was regarded with superstitious awe, as containing a passage which would
instantaneously stop nosebleed when read by someone who knew its location in the sacred text.

There were no churches and no regular meetings for religious devotion or instruction. Only
when an itinerant Methodist or Baptist preacher rode in along one of the trails and announced
“preaching in the schoolhouse” did the folk gather to be exhorted to flee from the wrath to come.
A boy was sent on a mule to inform the dwellers in remote cabins about the great event and all
came, more for the diversion than for the spiritual uplift. The preachers were hardy, with faces
deeply tanned and hands that were calloused. They worked in the fields or in the timber side by
side with those who “put them up for the night” and prided themselves that they could lay out a
row in the field or hew a beam as straight as “the best of them.” They were also fearless and had
no qualm about stepping off the platform to walk back and grab a disturbing ruffian by “the nape
of the neck and the seat of his breeches” and throw him unceremoniously into the schoolyard.
Then dusting off their hands they would invite anyone else who wanted “some of the same” to
step forward and request it before they resumed preaching.

As a little lad | used to listen spellbound as my grandfather, who was a master story teller,
recounted incidents related to school and church in the backwoods. Always reverential, while
being as courageous as a wildcat, he told about the times he had pitched in to help the preacher,
and with the aid of a stick of stove wood or a window-prop had converted a lot of toughs from an
upright to a prone position. He liked best to tell of a Methodist preacher who was very small in
stature and who rode his jaded horse into the community after the last three meetings had been
“busted up” by a gang of roughnecks.

The wiser heads tried to dissuade the short, thin man from announcing a meeting but “he allowed
as how he could handle it with the help of the Lord.” The schoolhouse was crowded to capacity
the first night with the better element in fear and trembling, while the boorish louts were
scuffling with and pawing at each other in the back. The little preacher stepped behind the
teacher’s desk and called for silence in order to begin a song to the praise of God. The noise in
the rear became louder and more raucous. Nervous tension filled the air.

The preacher calmly said, “We will adjourn to the schoolyard. Follow me, please!” As he
walked down the aisle, he was followed by the wondering audience, some of whom whispered
that he was scared out and giving up. Without saying another word, when he reached the
schoolyard, the preacher stooped down and picked up three walnuts from under a tree, and then
yanked a six-shooter out of his hip pocket. One by one he threw the walnuts in the air and
without a miss shot them to bits. Then he picked up three more and threw them high into the air
at once and cracked all three. The fragments of the walnut shells rained down on the heads of
the gaping crowd.
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Taking six bullets out of his side pocket the preacher again loaded his gun. His fingers did not
tremble. He looked up and said, “We will return to the house. Follow me, please!” The awe-
stricken rustics all trooped in behind him. It was still as a morgue when the preacher took his
place again. Not a sound disturbed the deathly quiet. Laying his trusty six-shooter on top of the
Bible he announced, “I propose to discourse with you tonight about the Prince of peace and | will
tolerate no interruption.” There was no interruption to tolerate. If someone shuffled his feet the
preacher merely glanced at the gun and the shuffling stopped. The meeting lasted three weeks
and “the mourners” were all over the place when “the altar call” was made.

In this kind of rural environment my father finished the third McGuffey Reader and mastered the
first part of Ray’s Practical Arithmetic. It had to be done “in hitches” as someone later explained
it. While still a child he contracted smallpox during an epidemic, and due to lack of proper care,
since there were no doctors to summon for advice, one of his eyes was permanently impaired and
the muscle in one leg shriveled away and left that limb shorter than the other. This did not
interfere with his hunting or “frolicking” as the old-timers referred to almost any activity except
hard work. He became a crack-shot with a gun and regularly carried off every prize from the
shooting-matches. He also became a fiddle-player of note and this made him extremely popular
at the hoe-downs which generally continued all night or until someone got “likkered up” and
started a “knock-down-and-drag-out.”

He got a job underground when he was not yet sixteen years old and this meant working ten
hours per day, six days per week, for eleven cents an hour. Every day, at a time depending upon
which shift he worked, he went to the changing-room where he took off his street-clothes, hung
them up on hooks, and then put on his wet, dirty, slimy miner’s garb. He went to the large can of
carbide, filled his lamp, hooked it on the front of his cap, stepped on the cage and made his
descent into the bowels of the earth.

Perhaps because he was so young, and felt the need to prove himself among the older hard-bitten
miners, he developed a vocabulary of profanity which would have shocked people in almost any
other part of the world. When | was grown and returned to “the Lead Belt” as the area came to
be called, grizzled old-timers would search me out and say, “l knowed your Pap when he first
went to work underground. He could out-cuss a mule skinner.” They said it with a note of envy
such as one uses when he speaks of another who has achieved a degree of proficiency in a
coveted art which the speaker has not been able to reach.

The young William Ketcherside, if one may judge by the posed photographs taken by wandering
photographers, was a rather handsome swaggering young specimen of manhood. When he was
“on top” he smoked a pipe filled with Bull Durham, always allowing the string of the tobacco
sack to hang from his shirt-pocket in the latest style. When he was underground he could not
smoke because of the danger from powder and dynamite, so he took up chewing Brown Mule,
and practiced spitting through his front teeth. He was a foul-mouthed and obscene product of a
place and a time where you had to be as tough as a hickory sapling to survive.

When the Spirit of God got through to him and transformed him it was one of the most thorough

and traumatic changes | have ever known. It is also one of the first things | remember and, of
course, it affected my whole future on earth. | must tell you about it, but before I do | want to

- 10 -
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tell you about my mother, whose parents came to this land as immigrants from the “Old World”
as Europe was then designated.

MOTHER AND HER DANISH KIN

My mother’s grandfather was Lars Hansen. He was born of peasant stock in Denmark on
February 28, 1829, the year that Hans Christian Andersen gained recognition for his first stage
play after he came to Copenhagen from a boyhood of poverty and persecution at Odense. We
never knew the original family names of the women our ancestor married in Denmark. Our only
existing records show that the first was Mary and she bore him four children — Lars Peter,
Christina, John and Nelson. The first became my own maternal grandfather and after he began
to grow up, his father became known as “Old Lars” to distinguish him from his son.

After the death of Mary, “Old Lars” married a woman whose name was Karen, and who was
eleven years younger than himself. They had a little girl and boy, and it was while the latter was
still quite young the lure of this New World became too great for them to resist. The stories of
emigrants who found breathing space and living room among the hills and on the wide expanses
of prairie and plain sounded a clarion call in a world which had been bled white by the
Napoleonic Wars. The Hansens saved what they could and sold what they had and purchased
steerage tickets for the family.

My grandmother often told me of the hardships encountered on the six-weeks trip. All food had
to be brought along and in their case it consisted mostly of hard-tack rye bread and cheese. The
latter became so moldy it had to be scraped before it could be eaten. All became ill and were so
sick and nauseated they could hardly minister to one another for weakness. The little boy died
and had to be buried at sea. The emaciated little body was sewn up in sailcloth by a sail-mender.
At dusk the little knot of emigrants ascended to the deck where the master of the ship read the
Lutheran burial service, at the close of which the weighted body was gently eased overboard and
sank from sight in the rolling waves.

On the long journey the Hansens became friends of another emigrating family bearing the name
of Mabuce, and learning that they were coming to a place called Missouri, they resolved to stick
with them. They eventually settled near Bessville, halfway between Marble Hill and Marquand,
a land of rolling hills and spring-fed streams. Three more children, all girls, were borne by
Karen, who died on November 14, 1877, still only thirty-seven years of age. “Old Lars” lived on
for eleven more years, before he passed away on his fifty-ninth birthday. He was regarded as an
aged patriarch in those days when the life-span was much shorter than it is now.

Young Lars Peter had gone to school in Denmark and in the new knowledge conveyed in the
village school. He readily learned English but never lapsed in his usage of the tongue he first
knew. All of his life he subscribed for newspapers published in Denmark and though they
arrived months after they were printed he devoured their contents greedily. He became an adept
penman and his letters were models of Spencerian neatness.

When he married Sophia Christensen he found himself with a companion of “the old school.”
She thought it was a sin to teach children to speak English. She wanted life to be exactly as it
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was in the towns and villages of Germany and Denmark. To be a Dane in those days was to be a
Lutheran, and as the Hansen children were born and grew old enough they were sent to the
parochial school where all recitations were in German and the catechism was the most important
class of all. On Sunday the ritual was conducted in German by stern pastors who tolerated no
questioning of their authority. The colony in which my mother grew up was a little island in an
alien sea of humanity. It was a culture transplanted and imposed upon another culture.

At the age of twelve Anna and her sisters were in the field following the plow in the spring, and
in the harvest they were shocking wheat. In the fall and winter the girls hired out in the homes of
the wealthy where they were sometimes treated as drudges, arising before daybreak and working
until long after darkness fell. The pay was two dollars per week and board. The two dollar wage
was dutifully turned over to the parents at the end of every seven days.

One of the older girls, Hulda, met and married a man who worked in the mines and they
established a modest home in a “company house” in Cantwell. It was while Anna was visiting
for a few days in the home of this sister that William Ketcherside first saw her, a lovely, rosy-
cheeked German Fraulein who spoke a delightful dialect which she never completely lost during
her lifetime. He courted her with the same zest with which he went at everything else and she
agreed to marry him only upon condition that he got the full consent of her father.

That was not easy. A good deal of correspondence must have ensued for the general attitude of
people in the German colony was simply stated, “I’d rather follow a girl of mine to her grave
than to see her married to a man who is not a Lutheran.” The idea of allowing Anna to marry a
young agnostic must have produced a great deal of furor, but finally the parents had to give in.
Many years later | read the final letter of consent written by my grandfather to the man who was
destined to beget me and give me life. It was couched in formal verbiage and was dignified, and
almost stately.

It required that the young man who wanted to marry Anna respect her Lutheran faith and never
ask her to forsake it or exchange it for something else. It bound him by a solemn covenant to
have all the children properly christened by an ordained Lutheran minister, duly instructed in the
catechism and confirmed in the Missouri Synod Lutheran Church “as God has instructed in his
holy word.”

It was probably no great issue with the ardent swain. He knew very little about God, less about
the Bible and nothing at all about the Missouri Synod Church. Eighteen months after the
wedding when | was born, he made no objection to my being christened. Later my mother told
me about it. One of my aunts made my long white christening dress and my mother carried me
in her arms almost three miles on a hot day to the Lutheran Church where | was christened by the
Reverend Mr. Peterson. The christening certificate is now quite yellow with age. More than
fifty years later | went to visit a Lutheran clergyman in a little Arkansas village only to find out
that he was the assistant who helped out in the service. It probably took two of them to hold me
still and keep me quiet.

| was born in our humble home. There was no hospital anywhere near the area and even if there
had been no woman would have gone to it to deliver a child. Many years after the event my
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grandmother told me about my arrival. When my mother began to feel the pains signifying that
her time had come, my father went to get my grandmother who had herself delivered several
hundred babes in cabins in the woods. Every woman felt safe if “Aunt Viney” was present
during the ordeal. An uncle was dispatched to get Dr. McClellan who was delayed somewhat
because his horse had unhooked the stable door and headed for the pasture. Fortunately, with my
usual good spirit of cooperation | postponed the happening until the principals were present and
we got the signal, “All systems go!”

My mother had prepared a homemade cradle out of an I.LE. DuPont de Nemours powder box
which my father had carried home from the mine, and she told me later that | was the loveliest
child she had ever seen. She also told the other five the same thing in turn. Nine months after |
was born she learned she was again pregnant, and when her second son was born she named him
Larsen Rudolph in true Danish fashion as she had named me William Carl in honor of my father
and the crown prince of Germany.

Ours must have been a typical home in a mining community. My parents loved each other
although | have a faint recollection of my mother weeping as she rocked one of us, because of
some misunderstanding which had caused my father to “fly off the handle “ and use profanity.
Sometimes she shed tears because of her yearning for a sight of the faces of those whom she
loved in the community where she was reared, and especially because she was homesick for her
father and mother. | wonder now if she missed regular attendance at the Lutheran Church, and if
there was a pang in her generous heart because she saw us growing up with no catechetical
instruction.

Christmastime must have been especially depressing to her. It was a great season in the German
community. For days before there was baking and preparation of all kinds. The house was filled
with the pungent odor of spices. There was always a huge tree cut down in the forest and hauled
home to be erected in a corner of the living room close to the fireplace. It was strung with
popcorn and cranberries for there were no commercial hangings. Christmas brought good
feelings and mellowness, helped no little by frequently imbibing homemade wine and brandy
brought up from the cellar.

Compared to all this Christmas in a mining village was a drab affair. The decorations consisted
of drawings by the children on ruled tablet paper. There was hardly room for a tree but we
managed a little one. It was not easy for our parents to select something for us because the
company store did not feature a variety. Each child received an orange and a peppermint candy
cane. To make it really Christmas there was a little book or a ten cent toy, a jJumping-jack or a
set of blocks.

The thing that really topped it off was the box that came from down on the farm of our
grandfather. It always contained a dressed goose. No one in the German community ate turkey
for Christmas. There was smoked sausage, stuffed and prepared by grandfather himself, for he
was a sausage maker of wide reputation. When the box was delivered from the railway station
we could hardly wait to open it and see the things which had been selected from the farm and
included. Our mother laughed and cried in turn as she took the things out and laid them on the
oilcloth-covered table.
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Perhaps | recall her times of melancholy more than her moments of joy. There must not have
been too much time to devote to the luxury of feeling sorry for herself. There was washing to do
on Monday while she bent over the grooved board in the big tub, a board well-rubbed with
pungent homemade soap. There was ironing to do on Tuesday with the flatirons heating on the
cook stove out in the smokehouse. There was always sewing and mending. The garden had to
be tended and fruit and vegetables had to be canned in Mason jars, or sometimes dried in the sun.
I can recall mother’s frequent repetition of the old homely proverb, “Man works from sun to sun,
but woman’s work is never done.” Yet she always found time to show her love for us and when
we were hurt we could go to her with full confidence that she would stop whatever she was
doing and gather us into her arms.

“KETCHERSIDE TOWN”

It is difficult to describe a mining town in the early part of the twentieth century to those who
live in our present urbanized culture. The village in which | was born, Cantwell, was one of a
string of towns on the surface of the earth loosely following the vein of lead hundreds of feet
below. There were no city limit markers for there were no city limits. Cantwell, Desloge, Flat
River, Elvins, Esther, Rivermines, and others were flung down in a heap as if some giant hand
had deposited them with no attempt to gather them into orderly units. Six miles from Cantwell,
in the other direction than the towns mentioned, lay Bonne Terre, which means “good earth,” so
called by the French because of the richness of the ore deposits.

Most of the villages were not incorporated. There was no city government and “every man did
that which was right in his own sight.” Families tended to huddle together in the same village
and Cantwell was sometimes called “Ketcherside town” because some dozen or more frame
shacks were occupied by members of our clan. The land was known as “company ground”
because it was owned by the mining interests out of New York. There was a row of company
houses, all built exactly alike, and anyone who rented them had the five dollars per month
extracted from his check on payday.

One could build his own house by leasing a piece of ground from the company for ninety-nine
years, with a carefully spelled out notation in the lease that the right to all minerals below the
surface belonged to the company. The company also retained the right to set up a diamond drill
anywhere for the purpose of prospecting for ore. A diamond drill had a bit which was set with
diamonds and which, by rotating, could cut through the hardest rock, sending a one-inch core to
the surface which could be analyzed in the laboratory to determine the direction in which the
underground tunnel for taking out the ore should be directed. When a drill was set up it operated
night and day and nearby residents did not sleep soundly until they became adjusted to the
jarring noise.

There was a company store in our village where all the miners traded “on time” as credit was
designated. Each family had its own account book, and when the storekeeper assembled your
purchases on the counter he entered the amounts on a ticket in your book to keep in the spring
clip which hung on the wall by the comb case above the wash pan. Everyone used the same
towel and comb, and no one used a toothbrush.
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On payday the miners lined up at the store to cash their checks and make a payment on the
grocery bill. When such a payment was made each miner received a little striped sack of candy
called “a treat.” It was rumored that if you paid in full you received a double portion, but I
cannot testify as to the truthfulness of the rumor because we never paid in full. The company
store created a way of life for many people and made of them economic slaves as long as they
existed. The idea that you could “buy now and pay later” was dangerous for families like ours
which were always on the brink of poverty. The first thing I did when my father was killed was
to take the meager amount of insurance remaining and pay off his obligations. It may have been
the first time my mother was completely free from debt.

One of my earliest recollections of my boyhood is that of the saloons and the vice associated
with them. The saloons were tough joints. They bore such exotic names as “The Blue Goose”
and “Klondike” although the one which stood in full sight of our house was called “The Star.”
Every payday was characterized by a drunken brawl. Frequently the men staggered outside and
we saw them crack the skulls of one another with beer or whiskey bottles, the foaming contents
mingling with blood and gore flowing from gaping lacerations.

There were always prostitutes hanging around outside the saloon although no one called them
that. The men called them “chippies” while the women called them “painted hussies.” | used to
look through a crack in the fence and watch them take half-soused men into the woods and while
| did not know what it was all about | was aware, from what the adults said about them, that it
was not “nice.”

I remember two occasions which caused those who were referred to as “decent women” to
rejoice. One occurred when a little tiny woman got fed up with the “goings-on” and took an axe-
handle and laid in wait for the woman who had solicited her husband. Although the chippy was
about twice her size and hard as nails, she “worked her over and beat the tar out of her” as |
learned by lying on the floor with my ear glued to the crack under the door. This source of
information almost proved my undoing, for one day when the gossip was not especially
interesting | fell asleep, and someone threw the door open and flattened me against the wall.

The other time of gladness occurred early on a Christmas morning when the village was
awakened with the yell of “Fire!” The Star saloon was aflame. A goodly number of neighbors
gathered in front of our gate to watch the welcome sight. Bottles burst like machine-gun fire and
bottle caps whined through the air like bullets. The women alternately cried and laughed for joy,
hugging one another and saying it was a divine judgment and the greatest gift God could have
given on Christmas. The saloon was never rebuilt and the chippies all left except for the two
who continued to receive customers after dark at the third house up the street from us, the one
next to the chat dump, as the massive tailing-pile composed of crushed rock from underground
was called.

Life was not unpleasant for us although we were under stern instructions never to step a foot
outside the yard without permission. Every yard had a wire fence around it because the area
surrounding the village was “open range.” This meant that anyone could turn his cows and hogs
out to roam at will. Animals were not fenced in, but fenced out. Each family had its own
earmark, which meant that all of its animals had pieces cut out of their ears for identification.
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One man might say to another, “If you see a sow with a bit on the front side of the right ear and a
swallow-fork in the left, please tell me, as it is my hog, and | want to put her up.”

Sometimes in the middle of the night a family of razorback hogs would put their snouts under the
fence and pry up the wire and creep in under it. They would literally clean out a garden before
daybreak. Most of the houses were built up off the ground and set on rock pillars at the corners.
This was to avoid damp rot and termites, but it also provided a shady place for the dogs to lie and
scratch fleas. One morning our neighbor arose to see that her garden had been devastated during
the night. As she looked out of the kitchen window she saw the north end of a southbound lanky
sow protruding from under her house. She carefully heated a dishpan of water to the boiling
point and poured it on the rear half of the razorback but was wholly unprepared for the
cataclysmic result. As the sow departed for fairer regions she knocked the back porch off the
house and took with her the underpinning from one corner, leaving the bedroom aslant and the
furniture slowly slipping down toward the outside wall. Life in the village was not always drab
and unexciting.

Although we could not go outside our yard we could always play with the children on either side
“through the fence.” There were two girls on one side and a boy and girl on the other. Their
mothers “took in washing” and worked hard over the scrub-board every day. We were never
allowed to mention their fathers because both men were in “the state pen.” One was doing time
for murder and the other for stealing stuff from the lead company. This last was not regarded as
a crime by anyone except the lead company.

Every day we made mud pies and other articles and played store. We cut “money” out of the
pages of a Sears-Roebuck catalog hanging in the toilet, and used bottle-caps for “change.” The
situation was complicated due to the fact that everyone wanted to be the storekeeper and take in
the cash. We settled the question by putting a counter on each side of the fence and the
storekeepers sold to each other. As my little sisters began to grow up they always wanted to play
house, and wanted their brothers to be the papas and come home with their dinner buckets and
kiss the dolls like our father kissed us. It was years later that | realized the neighbor children
never wanted to play house. They had no father to come home and kiss them.

As | think back upon my childhood I recall one woman who said to my mother, “All children are
different, but Carl’s differenter than any youngun’ I’ve ever seed.” That was because of my utter
fascination with printed words. It became an obsession with me. | carried the mail order catalog
around with me and every time someone came who could read, and there were not that many of
them, I’d thrust the catalog into their hands, point to a description of an article and ask, “What
does that say?” In my innocence, bred of ignorance, | sometimes pointed to something
embarrassing, and they would quickly flip the pages over to the farm machinery. | soon learned
which pages were off limits although I did not then know why they were.

| had to do the buying at the company store by the time | was five because my mother could not
read English. When | bought something, if there was no other customer in the store, 1’d ask Mr.
Watson to read the labels on the cans and boxes. He not only did so but taught me to read on
Clabber Girl baking powder cans, Arm and Hammer bicarbonate of soda boxes, and Old Dutch
Cleanser and Bon Ami containers. He saved reading material which was undeliverable in the
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little post office, and apparently told others about me because they brought their Horatio Alger
books to pass along to me. If there were too many to carry home with the groceries 1’d leave the
groceries at the store and take the books home first. |1 knew my mother would make me go back
after the groceries but might not let me go back for the books.

One of the proudest days of my life was the one on which | started to school in the little two-
room village educational plant. The folk had managed to save and secure my first pair of new
store-bought knickerbockers, as knee-length pants were called. My blouse, as boys’ shirts with a
puckering string at the waist were then called, was home-made. So was my underwear which
bore the bold label across the seat, “Gold Medal Flour — Eventually, Why Not Now?”” | took my
lunchbox in one hand, and my slate and Elson-Runkel first reader in the other and marched off
bravely. | stopped at the corner and looked back. Mother was standing in the door. The early
morning September sunshine bathed her presence. She was drying her tears with her apron. She
knew life would never be the same. And she was right!

UNCLE L.E. AND THE SAND-HILLERS

The great change in our lives, one which was destined eventually to affect almost the entire
Ketcherside clan, actually began with one man. My father’s brother, Lewis, always called by his
initials L.E., was very close to him. He was less than two years younger, and in their boyhood
days they had been inseparable. My uncle was married the year that | was born. Even before he
was married he had begun to sense a yearning deep inside himself for some relationship with the
power to provide hope and assurance by enabling him to overcome tendencies and temptations
which troubled his sensitive soul. The new responsibility as a very young husband drove him to
talk to my father about his feelings. My father laughed in his face and made crude jokes about it.

The Baptist Church was the only one in our village. In the period between revivals it was always
in the doldrums, but twice per year, in the spring and autumn, a fire-eating preacher was
imported and all of the members were infused with new life and got on a spiritual high.
Backsliders wept over their lapses. Alcoholics vowed to renounce liquor. Sinners were exhorted
to flee from the wrath to come. The night L.E. went to the tent which had been erected on a lot
adjacent to “the church,” the preacher happened to be a rough-looking specimen from the
backwoods, who chewed tobacco and murdered the King’s English. But he knew the Bible!

As he reeled off verse after verse from memory, L.E. was fascinated, and then captivated by the
fact that God had spoken, and that we had access to His words, written down in plain English so
every man could read them for himself. It was the first time in his life he had ever known what
the Bible really was. That night, sitting in an audience of perspiring villagers, under a hot
canvas, he resolved that, if God spared him, he would learn the divine will for his life.

He did not sleep that night, but lay awake thinking, meditating and praying. The next day
underground he went about his tasks mechanically, and as soon as the whistle blew he ascended
on the cage, and left the changing-room to go straight to the home where the revivalist was
staying. Years afterward, when we worked together very closely, he told me all about it more
than once, and always with the smile for which he was noted. He told the preacher he had
already prayed all night and day. The preacher asked him what he felt and he said that he felt
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like he wanted to do what Jesus said and do it at once. After about an hour, the backwoods
evangelist said it wasn’t much of an experience, as experiences generally went, but he reckoned
it would have to do. That night the Baptists voted to accept his experience and qualify him for
baptism. The community was dumbfounded. To convert a Ketcherside was like the bringing of
Saul of Tarsus to bay. And at the end of the revival the converts were all baptized in the
swimming-hole in the small river. L.E. went straight home, changed into dry clothing and
started in on the Bible.

Two weeks later he announced to the local Baptist preacher that he wanted to preach the gospel
he had obeyed. At a district meeting of Baptist preachers it was agreed that he was an unlikely
candidate, but there was no way of discouraging him short of shooting him. It was decided that,
since he was too poor to go away to college, and did not have the entrance requirements anyway,
not having finished the fifth-reader, he should study for a year at home, at the end of which time
he would stand for examination before three ordained Baptist ministers, and if he met their
approbation he would be licensed as a supply preacher for the unstaffed rural churches.

During that year L.E. became a real problem to all of his friends and relatives. Some of his
former cronies were convinced that he was “touched in the head.” He gave up going to shooting-
matches, which gave the other contestants a chance to win. He wouldn’t play cards. He quit
drinking beer. My father said he was making “a damned nuisance” out of himself and if he
didn’t quit spouting the Bible at everyone he met he would lose the only worthwhile friends he
ever had and end up with no one to talk to but a bunch of sickly, white-livered Christians. My
father considered this a fate to which death should be readily preferred.

At the end of the year L.E. put on the suit he had worn at his wedding, the only dress-up clothing
he owned, and met with the Baptist tribunal. They questioned him for three hours and it soon
became apparent that he knew far more about the Bible than did his questioners. For every query
his reply was “The Bible says.” When one of the preachers said about one quotation, “I don’t
remember ever seeing that in the Bible,” he picked up the man’s book from the table and read it
to him. At the end of the examination his questioners retired to a room for consultation. They
left L.E. sitting at the table awaiting their decision about his future course.

When they returned the spokesman said, “We cannot approve of you to do supply work or
recommend you to the churches. In fact, we are convinced you would kill every Baptist Church
in the district if you advanced the ideas you have set forth today. You are not a Baptist at all but
a Sand-hiller.” L.E. had never heard of a Sand-hiller, so he asked what one was. The reply was
unhesitating. “A Sand-hiller is a special brand of Campbellite, and the worst enemy the church
has, and you sound just like one.” The answer did not mean much to L.E. He did not know what
a Campbellite was either, but he left the place with a firm resolution to find out.

The following Tuesday he was assigned a new man to help carry the tripod and set up the drill
which rested on it, and with which holes were drilled in the face of the underground wall for
tamping in explosives. While they were eating lunch from their dinner-pails at noon, L.E. said to
the man, “Did you ever hear of a religious bunch called Sand-hillers?”” “I sure have,” answered
the man, “I’m one of them myself.” He then proceeded to tell him this was a nickname given to
them by the Baptists because they had originated down in the sand-hills about thirty miles south,
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and some of them had moved into the mining area to find work. He arranged for L.E. to meet a
merchant who was an elder of the Church of Christ, and the first evening they talked together
they continued their speech until midnight. L.E. walked the three miles to his home and arose
early to work all day in the mines.

He was hungry for the word, and began to attend the meetings in Flat River, a five-mile round
trip each time. There was no preacher but anyone of the men in the congregation could teach,
exhort and admonish. Sometimes as many as three would take turns speaking briefly. They
convinced L.E. that one could be just a Christian and a Christian only. He became convinced of
their plea to be simply the church mentioned in the scriptures. But when he expressed a desire to
be affiliated with the little group a lengthy interrogation ensued, led by some who insisted he
would have to be baptized again. He resisted on the basis that he had obeyed the Lord. Most of
the members were ready to accept him, but two or three became very belligerent, and to avoid
further friction he finally consented to be immersed. In later years he always said, “I was
baptized twice. The first time was to obey Jesus Christ, the second time to placate and appease
the Church of Christ.”

Almost single-handedly he changed the village of Cantwell. He visited every house in town,
including the one occupied by the saloon-keeper and his fashionable wife. He invited everyone
to gather in his front yard each evening to hear the Bible explained. It was somewhere to go and
relieve the tedium and the people came. Many of them carried hickory splint-bottom chairs on
which to sit. Others sat on the ground or leaned on the picket fence. With a kerosene lantern
hanging on the porch post and casting its sickly gleam upon the printed page, while moths and
other insects flitted about, L.E. read and expounded. He was one with his audience. Many of
them had known him from the time he was a lad. He went down into the mines with them
everyday. He had helped them all with any task that was too great for them. Now he shared
with them every night what he learned during the day.

When his shift underground was finished he took time to talk with men and women about their
souls before he slept. He baptized his brothers and their wives. He baptized his two sisters. The
day he baptized “Blind Emmy,” his cousin who had been born sightless, the whole community
walked down to the creek for the occasion. When the poor blind woman was brought up from
the water she raised her hands toward heaven and began to shout for joy. Caught up in the
emotional excitement of the moment they led her up the road toward the village, shouting as she
went. Some tried to quiet her, thinking she was “going out of her mind.” But it was as if she had
not heard them. Other women began to weep, and men began to cry out to God to have mercy
upon them. Years later, when I led “Blind Emmy” from door to door to sell “products” she told
me that she saw Jesus “as plain as day.” | wondered how one who had never seen the form of a
man and had never even seen her own face in a mirror, could see Jesus. But I didn’t say
anything or ask any questions. 1 am glad now I did not.

An electrifying current swept over the community with the exception of one home — ours! Being
a Lutheran, my mother could not attend the studies in the front-yard up the street. She would
like to have gone because she loved people and the socialization before and after the study would
have meant a lot to her. Women used such occasions to trade seeds for flowers that others
admired, or to tell what they were eating out of their gardens, and all of this would have meant
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much to mother. But it would also have caused her to “go back on her raising” and she couldn’t
do that.

When my father went and sat outside the circle of light across the dusty street, he returned home
aggravated and angry. He told my mother that his favorite brother had somehow allowed bats to
occupy his belfry and to observe it was a crying shame that an otherwise good man would permit
himself to be ruined by religion and waste time in which he could be doing something useful for
people, by standing on his front porch talking like an idiot.

Years later when we were all one in Christ, mother told me that she knew even then that L.E.
was having an effect on my father. He became too angry and fumed around too much.
Moreover, he poured a pipe full of tobacco out of the Bull Durham sack, lighted it, took one
draw on it, and then absent-mindedly knocked it out against the heel of his hand. That had never
happened before. My father became short-tempered and snapped at my mother when she spoke
to him. He had never done that before either. The Spirit was moving in for the kill!

THE DAY MY FATHER WAS BAPTIZED

It was early evening and the sun was only beginning to slant toward the west when my father
came out of our little house to sit down on the top step and smoke his pipe. My brother and | sat
down on the bottom step on opposite sides so each of us could lean against his legs. This was
almost a ritual. Miners who worked the day shift always ate an early supper and then sat out in
the front yard to relax and try to cool off before time to go to bed and get some rest as a
preparation for going underground the next morning. In the curious jargon of the miners, who
had their own word for everything, this was called “hog-eying” but | do not know why.

I only recall that my brother and | were always glad when our father came out to “hog-eye” and
it made us feel proud to sit down and lean against him. Miners did not tell people they loved
them, but our father did not need to do that. It would have seemed a little silly to say something
you already knew. While we were sitting there, not saying anything, but just glad to be together,
our uncle L.E. came by and stopped at the front gate. We all liked him a lot! He never became
angry and he knew how to treat folks. He even talked to us boys as if we were grown-up men.
That is why we felt kind of sad inside that he had “gone nuts over religion” and started “going to
church every time someone jerked the bell-rope” as our father said.

We knew he was on his way to another meeting in Flat River and that he would climb the huge
chat dump and cross the high railroad trestle which had been haunted ever since a miner slipped
from it one night and was killed when he landed on the rocks below. Some of our neighbors
heard his ghost shriek as it was falling again on dark nights. Uncle L.E. leaned on the gate and
talked a little about veins and stopes and levels and other underground stuff, and then said,
“Well, I’d better be shoving off. | dare you to come and go along with me.”

The two of us on the bottom step looked at each other and grinned. We knew what our father
would say even though we hated to see him cut our favorite uncle down. We couldn’t believe
what happened. Our father knocked his pipe out against the edge of the top step. He got up and
we thought maybe he was going to fight our uncle. But he said, “I never took a dare in my life,
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and by God, | don’t intend to take one now. Wait till I get my hat.” We watched the two of
them walk off together toward the chat dump and we were hurt and angry. We felt betrayed and
sold out. Tears came to my eyes. | hated religion which broke up good times that were quiet and
peaceful and which took a father away from his boys.

The next evening we were just playing around in the yard waiting for our father to come out and
“hog-eye” so we could sit beside him and lean against him. But he didn’t come out very soon
and when he did he had his hat on. We watched with foreboding as L.E. came again. We
walked to the gate with our father. He patted both of us on the head. We could feel the
roughness of his palm with the hard calluses from the pick and shovel. | watched until the two of
them climbed the chat dump where they were momentarily silhouetted against the evening sky
and then they disappeared from sight. | ran blubbering to the backyard. | jerked a bean-pole out
of the garden and began to savagely beat the rear wall of the summer-kitchen. The neighbor kids
were on their knees looking through the fence. One of them yelled, “Whatcha doin’?” | acted as
if 1 did not hear. | wanted to die.

It was about a week later, and we were sitting at the supper table when my father said to my
mother, “Annie, | am going to be baptized.” My mother did not become angry. She spoke softly
but firmly, “I knew you would be, but please do not ask me to go and see it. And don’t ever ask
me to change from what | grew up in. Never!” My father said, “I’ll take the boys to see it.”
Mother replied, “I can’t keep you from doing that, but don’t forget you signed your word to rear
them in the Lutheran Church, and please remember what you’ve said about this religion that L.E.
has talked you into.”

It was about a mile over to the company pond and when we got there on Sunday afternoon a
crowd of strange people had already gathered and were waiting. They stood around talking until
one of the men took out his watch, looked at it, and then held up his hand to get attention. He
began to speak about how my father had repented of his sins. | didn’t like that because | did not
know my father had any sins. The man continued that he had made the good confession and was
going to be buried in baptism. | didn’t like the word “buried” either, because when people were
buried you didn’t see them again. The crowd began to sing a song called “Happy Day” and my
father walked out into the water with a man. When they got to the right place they stopped, the
man raised his hand and said something and then buried my father out of sight. It was years later
| realized that | never again saw the father who was buried.

All of the Cantwell people who had gone to the pond walked back with us, and they all talked to
my father whose wet clothes clung to him as he walked. We turned in at our gate and my father
went in and changed into a dry outfit. When he came into our other room, he lifted the lid on the
cook stove and threw his pipe into the glowing embers. He threw his plug of chewing tobacco
and his sack of chewing tobacco and his sack of Bull Durham into the trash sack by the wood
box. One of his nephews dropped by and my father gave him his fiddle together with an extra
supply of resin for the bow. “I’ll not be needing it again,” he said. Two days later when he gave
away his treasured Marlin shotgun, my mother became convinced he had lost his mind.

On Monday evening my brother and | were out in the yard again. We did not know if our father
would come out or not. Our fears were relieved, for he came and sat down on the top step. We
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sat down on the lower one as usual. He did not have his pipe but he had a book which L.E. had
given him. “Boys,” he said, “this is a Bible and it is the word of God. God lives up in heaven
and he loves us, and because he does, he gave us this book to tell us how he wants us to live. |
don’t know much about it yet but I intend to learn what’s in it, and | want you to know also. I’m
going to read it out loud and that way we will all learn.”

We leaned against him and listened as he read. He took it slowly, like one treading unfamiliar
ground and that was good. After awhile he closed the book and said, “That’s enough for this
evening.” He began to ask us simple questions about what he had read and when we knew an
answer he patted us on the head and made us feel good. | knew then that my fears had been
premature. | still had my father and this was the best way to “hog-eye” in the world, with
someone you loved reading to you. | wished that our mother could share with us but she
couldn’t. She said she didn’t trust the Bible written in English, and she wished we could
understand it in German like Herr Luther had fixed it up. When she talked about other men she
called them “Mister” but she always spoke of her favorite hero as “Herr Luther.”

Almost every day L.E. stopped by and he and my father talked about the Bible and turned to it to
read things they had found in it. My brother was too young to care, but | lay on the grass
between them when they brought their chairs out under the cherry tree and listened to every
word. They were always explaining to one another what they thought something meant and you
could tell they loved it. 1 loved it too, although I didn’t know all it was saying. And every day
our father read to us. God came to mean about everything to us and nothing else really mattered.

L.E. and my father wanted to start a church in our village. They said it was too far for everyone
to walk to Flat River. They decided to start meeting in a grove of trees, and they made seats
which were just planks laid across two-by-fours. The two men went to every house and invited
everyone to come for the first Sunday. I had never really been to a church because my father had
promised before | was born that | would be raised in the Lutheran church. But now he said to
my mother, “I’d like to take the boys with me when Sunday rolls around.” We added our pleas
and mother said, “All right, go on. It isn’t really a church anyhow when a bunch of people meet
in the woods.”

It was hot and dry and dusty when Sunday morning came, but when we got to the grove it was
cool in the shade. The Ketchersides whom L.E. had baptized were all there. Some others he had
baptized were there also. The songbooks which had been loaned by Flat River were passed out
to the grown folks, but L.E. said, “Give the boys books also.” It made us feel big to have our
own books with the name Voices for Jesus on the front. A man had come from Flat River with
the books to lead the singing and when he had finished, my father read a chapter and then
prayed. L.E. gave a little talk, my father following by telling about a verse he had read and what
he thought God was saying in it.

An old man got up to “wait on the table” but he started to cry and couldn’t say anything, so L.E.
got up and said the tears were nothing to be ashamed of for the old man had been baptized when
he was a boy but had not seen the table of the Lord set for years. He called on my aunt to give
thanks and she prayed better than any of them. Later, my father told me it was because she was
in practice, that she had prayed every day for him for ten years. Before we finished we all got up
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and walked to the table and put money on the white cloth. My brother and | marched up with the
others and put the pennies on the table which our father had passed on to us. | looked longingly
at mine lying there by the dimes and the one quarter. | wished I could have kept it and gone with
it to the company store but there was no way | could do it.

After everyone had shaken hands and hugged one another and cried and laughed we all went
home with grandfather and grandmother. My father let us walk with them while he went home
to help our mother carry the baby. | heard one of the men say that my grandfather was in “hog
heaven” because so much company was going to his place. He loved company. While the
women were busy in the kitchen the men sat out on the front porch which was shaded by a
clematis vine filled with flowers. They talked about getting a place to meet before the rains set
in. L.E. was an excellent carpenter and he suggested buying an old saloon building, cutting it in
two, and moving it to a lot in the village and joining it together again. No one had ever seen this
done, but he was convincing. They agreed to borrow the hundred dollars for purchase of the
saloon. L.E. said that we would give those who came a different sort of drink than they had ever
been served across the bar.

LIFE IN OUR FIRST MEETINGHOUSE

It makes a difference when a congregation gets a meetinghouse of its own. There are some
things about it that are good, and there are others that are not. The plan to purchase the old
saloon building and move it to a new location worked like a charm. Even though it was before
the days of chain saws, the men cut it in two and then fitted it back together on the lot which was
a few hundred feet from the location of the Baptist building. To make it look more like a
“church building,” a bell-tower was erected on the front which never housed a bell. It was a
luxury which could not be afforded.

The very first meeting in the new location was noticeably different. It was more formal and
“churchy.” We had been meeting in the grove on good days, and in the little living-room in our
grandfather’s home on cold and rainy days. The grove was the best place. Sometimes while we
were singing grandfather’s favorite song, “My latest sun is sinking fast, my race is nearly run,”
you could look up at the fleecy white clouds and imagine that they were “the angel band” ready
to bear you away on their snowy wings to your immortal home. Occasionally, one of the dogs
would chase a squirrel right down among the benches and up a hickory tree behind the Lord’s
Table. There is only one other thing on earth that can equal a dog in enlivening an open air
meeting, and that is a three foot blacksnake.

Even on bad days it always was interesting. The children sat on the old rag carpet which “Aunt
Peggy” had made on a loom. If they got tired they could stretch out and take a nap and no one
cared. Aunt Peggy was a half-Cherokee Indian who had befriended our grandmother when she
was an orphan girl and later on came to live with my grandparents. The deep wrinkles in her
brown face bore mute testimony to a life of toil and privation. Aunt Peggy didn’t “go to church”
but when the church came to her on rainy days she did not budge from her splint-bottom chair in
front of the fireplace. She smoked a little clay pipe “during meeting” the same as at any other
time, and it was interesting to see her make a “V” out of her fingers and put them to her mouth
and spit. She never missed, and if a stray fly was unfortunate enough to walk into range along
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the hearth, she neatly picked him off with an amber jet, regardless of what the worshipers around
her were doing at the moment. | remember that during prayer we children always kept one eye
closed for God’s sake, and the other one open and focused on Aunt Peggy who seemed almost as
old and even more interesting to us than God at the time.

When we moved into the “church building” we children felt “boxed in”” and things might have
seemed very dry if it had not been for our grandfather who sometimes enlivened the scene
because he was so deadly serious about everything that pertained to God. He had been crippled
by a premature blast underground which had injured his spine when rocks rained down upon
him, and although he surprised the company doctors after they had predicted his death, he was
doomed to walk quite stooped and bent over the remainder of his life. The company gave him
token employment in the warehouse where one of his tasks was to reduce the rodent population.
On Wednesday he moved sacks of cattle feed and boxes of other commodities all day long and
killed whatever rats he could with a long stick.

The old man was dog-tired when he came to meeting and almost as soon as he sat down in the
corner of the front seat he fell into a deep sleep. It was while our uncle L.E. was on the platform
that grandfather suddenly jumped to his feet and began poking under the seats and flailing about
with his cane while shouting, “Get him! Get him! There he goes! Hit him! Hit him!” Uncle
L.E. called out to him but he did not hear. He was having a “rat-killing” good time in his sleep
and took a healthy swipe at our bare feet which we hastily drew up in the seat. After my father
had captured him and shaken him back to the world of reality and sat him down in his
accustomed place, the proceedings seemed quite dull by comparison and we watched him
anxiously, hoping he would fall asleep again. But he did not and the fun was over for that night.

Even when he was awake our grandfather often got things gloriously mixed up or said them
backwards. It was the idea of L.E. that the whole congregation should be taught the whole word,
and to achieve this objective he would read and explain a chapter while the audience followed
along with open Bibles. Of course our grandfather could not read, but he always listened intently
with his hand cupped behind his ear. Once when the subject matter was Judges 15, which
records how Samson slew a thousand Philistines with the jawbone of an ass, L.E. finished the
text and asked that the books be closed while he questioned the hearers. When he got to my
grandfather, he asked, “Pap, can you tell me how Samson slew the thousand men?” The old man
was happy that he knew the answer. “He hit ‘em over the ass with a jawbone, son, yes sir, that’s
the way he killed the whole passel of ‘em,” was the reply.

| could write all day and not exhaust the fascinating things that took place in this little gathering
of humble and sincere people, but I must not tarry that long. Even the lives of us children were
changed by the religious emphasis which now involved us seven days a week. We turned from
playing house or store to “playing church.” Each morning we saved the left-over biscuits which
were generally thrown over the fence to the pig, and these, together with a glass of water formed
the emblems of our memorial service. The grape arbor was our “church house” and the
congregation consisted of my younger brother and sister, two dolls (one of which was losing
sawdust from a gaping wound in the lower abdomen), and myself. Our pup came to the first
service, lying on the ground with his head between his paws, and seemingly enjoying it. But
after we baptized him in the galvanized tub under the rain spout he forsook the church and
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returned to the world. Our father told us not to feel badly about it because the Bible said,
“Without are dogs.”

Our meetings were held every thirty minutes and began with snatches of songs sung from
imaginary books and led by my little brother. Sometimes he forgot the words and would have to
improvise but that did not matter. We made a joyful noise unto the Lord. | was the preacher and
| laid it on loud and heavy with such phrases as | could recall, and when | ran out of the
remembered phrases, pounding the box in front of me and exhorting the two dolls to repent and
be baptized. Regardless of their repentance, they were baptized several times daily, while we
stood around the tub and sang, “O happy day that fixed my choice.” The neighbor children next
door watched through the fence, feeling left out and not knowing what we were doing. With
their father in the “state pen” they had never seen a religious gathering.

The acquisition of “our own place of worship” as folks phrased it, made it possible for us to have
“protracted meetings,” and start seriously to separate the chaff from the grain in the village, so
that the chaff could be burned with unquenchable fire, while we stood by and watched from the
golden portals. The first “evangelist” | ever heard was Daniel Sommer. He was booked for a
meeting at Flat River and the brethren there “loaned him” to Cantwell to help our little group
“get started off on the right foot.” He was an imposing figure, sixty-five years old, and priding
himself upon his physical strength and endurance. He wore a knee-length double-breasted
alpaca clerical-style coat, and when he took his stand on the platform he thrust his right foot
forward and placed his hand in the front of his coat in a Napoleonic pose and his voice boomed
out with authority.

Although | was but a mere lad when | first heard him | can recall lying on the grass under the
shade of a tree and listening to him as he talked to men during the daytime. He felt he had saved
the church from complete apostasy by reading his composition “An Address and Declaration” at
Sand Creek, a rural congregation near Windsor, Illinois. In it he called for withdrawal from
those who endorsed and condoned the church holding festivals to raise money, select choirs to do
the singing, man-made societies for missionary work, and the one-man imported preacher-pastor
system. He could quote from memory his closing sentence, “If they do not turn away from such
abominations, we can not and will not regard them as brethren.”

The church had split before | came along and instrumental music had received the blame since it
was visible to the eye. Now, Brother Sommer was preparing to “arraign the new digressives” on
a hundred items. The “new digressives” were those who opposed instrumental music and
missionary societies but who were “aping the sects” by creating a salaried ministry, or hireling
pastor system. Brother Sommer envisioned the “so-called Christian colleges” as posing the
greatest threat to the simple faith. He referred to them as “preacher factories” and warned that
they would some day control the church through their alumni groups. One of his favorite words
was “arraign” and he seldom finished an article in opposition to someone without formally
“arraigning” him for a long list of items.

| suspect it gave us an ego trip to have someone come from as far away as Indiana to speak for

us. In a day when a lot of people had never even been to the county seat, Indiana seemed as far
away as the North Pole. When you added to it the fact that the speaker had been to college and
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was the author of several books as well as being an editor of a religious journal, it was enough to
make your head swim. Even the Baptists couldn’t top that so they stayed away from our
meetings as we did from theirs. They stayed away because they couldn’t stand the truth; we
stayed away because we couldn’t stand to hear error advocated.

The second preacher who came was William Grant Roberts. He had studied to be a debater and
had gained a reputation as a “bold challenger of the sects” and as being “rough on rats.”
Sectarians and rats were in the same category. In every public discourse, Brother Roberts
debated with an imaginary adversary, carrying both sides of the controversy. He never lost such
a discussion. Secure in the truth and standing firm on the rock he constantly rebuked
denominational pastors who were not present for “spewing out their flopdoodle gush” as he
referred to false doctrine.

He specialized in debating Mormons and Baptists, but took on anyone, sometimes having to
study up to see what some group believed after having signed a proposition. If anyone asked
him if he was hesitant about mixing with a formidable opponent, he assured them he would “tack
his hide on the barn door with the bloody side out.” His debate in Flat River with a Methodist
preacher by the name of Mothershead was characterized by such sharpness and sarcasm, that a
complete generation had to pass before the hostility was alleviated. We won the debate and lost
the world!

CRITICAL TIMES DURING WORLD WAR |

The little congregation made its greatest progress under the efforts of the men who constituted it.
No other argument for the power of the gospel was as strong as that of the lives of men who had
been completely transformed. Rude miners, listening to a man imported from afar to convert
them, had little hope of ever becoming like such a well-dressed professional who harangued
them nightly, but they could identify with those who daily descended into the shaft on the same
cage with them. So effective did L.E. become that when he was assigned a new partner on his
drill the rest of the miners said, “Well there goes another future member of the Campbellites.”
And they were more often correct than not.

L.E. and my father were not content to keep the gospel in our village. They thought it should be
sounded out and not sounded in. They lived for the study of the Word and wherever they could
band together a few saints in some backwoods schoolhouse they “set them to keeping house for
the Lord.” On Sunday one of them would go and instruct the people and I can recall that, as a
lad of less than seven years, | walked six miles with my father to a schoolhouse out in the timber,
and | walked back home again in the hot afternoon sun. | was so tired | fell asleep on the floor
just inside the front door and never knew who transferred me to the pallet on which we children
slept in the summertime.

It appeared that God was smiling upon the little group when catastrophe struck for us, and the
whole course of life was suddenly and rudely changed. We had moved out of the shack in which
| was born, into a four-room house closer to the company store. My father, in a moment of
reckless abandon, had made an offer of six hundred dollars for the house, and his bid was
accepted. My mother was unquestionably proud of it. She moved in, with the fond hope of
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sometime purchasing a Congoleum floor covering for our living-room, and by dint of saving and
hoarding nickels and dimes she was able to accumulate the six dollars required in a few months.
When the rug was unrolled, smelling new and fresh like linseed oil, we were not allowed to walk
across it, but had to step carefully around and walk on that portion of the floor which was not
covered.

My father had always been troubled with a cough. Sometimes at night he would have to get up
and sit in a chair, but no one thought much about it for all of the miners, with few exceptions,
coughed hard and long. But when my father could no longer get his rest, regardless of the shift
he worked, my mother persuaded him to go see Dr. McClellan. He was reluctant to do so,
thinking it was both foolish and an unnecessary expense. But he finally consented to go and
when he returned home we knew something was seriously wrong. Our mother went about her
work crying, and we could hear her talk to my father about “making a move.” Years later |
learned that our family physician had diagnosed “Miner’s consumption,” since no one used
“silicosis” in those days. My father was told that his only chance to survive was to get out of
mines and go to a colder climate.

It must have been a frightening experience since there were now six children and one of them a
babe in arms. Somehow they broke the news to us and it seemed incredible. My father had
written to the Apostolic Review, edited by Daniel Sommer, and had stated in its columns the need
to make a change. He expressed a desire to locate where there was a “loyal congregation” in
which he could assist by taking his turn in teaching and doing personal work. He received a
reply from Marshalltown, lowa and after several letters were exchanged it was decided we
should go there. The congregation offered to help my father find a job and a house in which to
live.

Only one who lived in a tightly-knit village at the beginning of the twentieth century can
understand the unforgettable shock created when a family was forced to leave for another area.
In our present mobile society it is absolutely impossible to portray.

For days before we left, relatives and friends gathered to help pack and weep, and generally get
in the way. The women clung to our mother and tears flowed freely as they wailed and
expressed the thought they would never meet again.

Mother took all six of us on the train to see her immediate family and our grandfather Hansen
met us at McBride’s Station with the big wagon drawn by a span of skittish mules. It was great
fun sitting on the old quilt placed over the bed of straw in the back and riding the six miles to the
farm. Our grandmother, who was very heavy, came waddling out of the house, speaking
German with such rapidity that even our mother could not keep up. She had cooked every
Danish and German recipe she had ever known and we ate to repletion. | drew the biscuit with
the fly in it. There were no screens for the doors and windows and I never recall eating at that
grandmother’s home without having a fly in one of the biscuits.

All the folk from the transplanted old world colony came to bid us farewell. My mother was

always one of their favorites. Grandfather, who was a great wine maker, freely handed around
samples of his handiwork and as the night wore on and tongues became more lubricated it
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sounded like a wedding celebration in a Bavarian bierstube. The next day we left, but as we
looked back we could see all the members of the family standing on the front porch and waving.

When we left the village of Cantwell it was as if someone had died. We went on the local train
to Saint Louis where we changed to the Wabash line at Union Station. | had never seen such a
throng as filled this great structure and how our parents managed to get six wide-eyed children
through the shoving mob | shall never know. As we passed through the great midway, a
newsboy was standing at the top of the stairs hawking his papers. | have never forgotten the
words he was yelling, “Saint Louis Globe-Democrat, telling of the allies’ great victory in
France!” The British troops under Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig had made a breakthrough.

| must spare you further details of the journey, vivid as they are to me. One of the leaders, S.M.
Brees, met us at the Marshalltown station in a huge Velie touring car and took us to the home of
another elder, Alexander Campbell Blake, with whose family we were to lodge until our
furniture arrived by train and could be unpacked. The people were all good to us, but we were
out of place, like strangers in a strange land. Even the polite formality seemed cold to us. We
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