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In October, 1901 the Arkansas Baptist State Convention held its annual meeting at Paragould. 
The Walnut Ridge congregation was glad to have the annual meeting convene in a neighboring 
community. A full delegation of messengers from Walnut Ridge attended the Paragould meeting. 
During the opening session, the Walnut Ridge pastor was given a prominent committee assignment. All
seemed in order for a successful convocation. But the polite and business-like proceedings of the 
opening session soon gave way to bitterness, anger, and recrimination. The meeting devolved into an 
ugly brawl. Accusations, counter-accusations, partisan resolutions came in rapid succession. Tempers 
snapped, friendships died within the walls of the Paragould sanctuary. Governor Eagle tried to calm the
rival factions, but his appeals were unheeded, which is not surprising since much of the controversy 
involved him personally.

The conflict, which had smoldered for a decade, was a complicated tangle of religious, cultural, 
and political ideas and traditions, intensified by the actions of several ambitious — and in some cases 
ruthless men. In simple terms, two factions had emerged in the Arkansas Baptist State Convention. One
faction was comprised largely of pastors and members of smaller rural churches who manifested a 
suspicion of the increasingly centralized structure of the state convention and the Southern Baptist 
Convention. This faction also questioned the appropriateness of cooperative missions and the very 
visible role of women within the missionary movement. Behind these issues lurked the specter of ]eff 
Davis, a rising power in the state Democratic Party and a prominent Baptist. Davis disdained Eagle and
the old Democratic leadership of the state and he welcomed the opportunity to discredit Eagle as 
president of the Arkansas Baptist State Convention. It was a tragic drama — a poisonous blend of 
politics, personalities, and religion. The result was a split in the state convention; the old convention 
and a new, rival organization designated the General Convention of Arkansas Baptists. It became the 
responsibility of each Baptist church in Arkansas to choose between the rival conventions, or, of 
course, a church might choose a non-aligned status. The Walnut Ridge congregation, despite the 
popularity of Davis with many church members, determined to stay with the old convention, the 
organization which had, in fact, given life to the church. Numerous other fellowships within the Spring 
River Association, however, decided to align with the General Convention and the annual associational 
meetings became battlegrounds as each faction attempted to pull the entire association into its 
convention structure. Slowly, the leadership of the association passed into the hands of the supporters 
of the General Convention, but Walnut Ridge and a core of state convention churches remained firm in 
the conviction that cooperative missions were entirely biblical and wonderfully effective in spreading 
the Gospel. There were inducements for Walnut Ridge members to leave the state convention, notably 
the example of older churches within the association and the pressure from certain associational 
leaders. But such external pressure had a counter-balance within the Walnut Ridge fellowship.

In ]une, 1908, the ladies of the Walnut Ridge church, meeting in the home of Mrs. ]essie 
McCarroll, renamed the Ladies Aid Society the Woman’s Missionary Society (subsequently the 
Woman’s Missionary Union). It was not a perfunctory change. The ladies were giving unmistakable 
notice of their commitment to cooperative missions. Mrs. W. A. Smith was elected as the first president
of the Walnut Ridge W.M.U. A frequent messenger to the Spring River Association’s annual meetings, 
Mrs. Smith had seen for herself the intensity of the anti-cooperation forces within the association. She 
had been unmoved by the arguments against cooperative missions. She was an ideal choice as the 
W.M.U.’s first president. Over the years any faltering of the church’s commitment to cooperative 
missions would have to overcome adamant opposition from the W.M.U. Probably, there was little 
chance that the Walnut Ridge church could have been lured out of the state convention. As a “town” 
church, the membership’s cultural affinity was with the churches of the state convention rather than 
with the rural churches that provided the base of support for the General Convention. And again, the 
Walnut Ridge church was a product of cooperative missions, its early pastors were proponents of the 
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Arkansas Baptist State Convention and the Southern Baptist Convention. The church’s heritage, 
cultural environment, internal influences, and basic theology made withdrawal from the state 
convention unlikely. 

The preceding discussion of the Walnut Ridge church’s loyalty to the state convention and the 
idea of cooperative missions should not be construed to mean that the church lavished large gifts upon 
the state convention or cooperative missions. For most of the church’s first generation, mission giving 
would be haphazard. The amount contributed to cooperative missions, when compared with the total 
church budget, was often very small indeed. But the pattern was not uncommon" among state 
convention churches. The concept of cooperative missions was still relatively new to most Baptist 
churches within the state. Few churches, Walnut Ridge included, had a systematic budgetary structure 
or a systematic stewardship program. It should also be understood that when the Walnut Ridge church 
gave to “ministerial education” or to Ouachita, or the state convention’s orphanage, as was often the 
case, the church was actually giving to cooperative missions. To gain an accurate appreciation of the 
church’s cooperative giving, the five dollar annual gift to state and foreign missions, must be placed 
alongside a twenty dollar gift to Ouachita, a ten dollar gift to ministerial education, and five dollars to 
the orphanage. For its size and age — and considering the time — Walnut Ridge was a church 
profoundly committed to cooperative missions.

The wranglings and tensions within the association did not dominate the thoughts or actions of 
the members of the Walnut Ridge church. The routine of church life went on steadily. Pastor, Sunday 
school teachers, deacons, musicians offered consistent service to the church and community, keeping 
the large, external struggles in perspective. The community was changing, growing. Pastor and 
members had much to occupy their time and energy. There was little time to dwell on denominational 
troubles.

In the opening decades of the new century, Walnut Ridge experienced significant economic and 
cultural development. The frontier character of the town began to recede as businesses, schools, and 
churches multiplied. The community’s economic growth was especially dramatic. In 1903, the Pheonix 
Cotton Gin Company of Memphis purchased two blocks in Walnut Ridge for the erection of a two-
story cotton seed oil mill. News of the mill prompted one observer to exclaim, “Walnut Ridge will 
(now) float on the top wave of prosperity.” Such an exclamation was an overstatement to be sure, but 
still the town seemed on the verge of considerable economic expansion. Several banks opened just after
the turn of the century providing much needed capital for business expansion. Even more exciting and 
promising than the banks and the Phoenix Mill, was the establishment in Hoxie, in 1901, of the Iron 
Mountain (later the Missouri and Pacific) Railroad roundhouse and repair shops.

The population grew steadily as the community’s economic base expanded. The sights and 
sounds of building were commonplace. Tons of brick and iron, boxcar loads, arrived in the town almost
daily. Horse and mule teams strained to pull the creaking, groaning wagon loads of lumber required for 
new construction in the town. Among the more impressive structures in this era of construction were 
the large, turrented courthouse, the gabled, two-story school house — impressive enough for Saint 
Louis ~ and the red brick depot. The Walnut Ridge church grew apace with the community. 

The Sunday school enrolled more than 100 pupils in 1906 and by 1908 the church’s 
membership had reached 116. Such growth resulted in the construction of a new, larger, and more 
modern meeting house. The church entered its building program with confidence. Rutha Rhea, shortly 
before her death in 1903, had given her home and three building lots to the church. The full importance
of this legacy became apparent in 1908 when the church’s frame structure burned. Construction of the 
new meeting house was suddenly an absolute and immediate necessity. Plans were finalized swiftly. 
The sale of the Rhea property, and the insurance settlement on the old building provided the ready 
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This photograph of Main Street was taken around 1910.

This photograph was made in 1908. The Walnut Ridge-Hoxie trolley
is in the center of the picture. 
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supply of cash and a large part of the 6000 dollars required to construct the new, “gothic”, brick 
structure. These were exciting, challenging days. While construction on the church house went forward 
the congregation, led by pastor ]oseph Connell, and then by L. W. Russell, met in the county 
courthouse. In 1910 the church occupied its new home. A writer for the Arkansas Gazette was 
impressed by the Baptist meeting house, both because of its appearance and cost. When the 
congregation entered the new building the interior was still incomplete, but even so, the structure 
provided a sense of warmth and stability. The building lacked ornate or ostentatious detail, but it 
encouraged a mood of personal reflection and corporate worship. 

Russell left the church in 1911 and was succeeded by A. J. Ashburn who was followed in May 
1914 by Charles ]. Elliott. Energetic, aggressive, Elliott challenged the church as no pastor had before. 
He stressed stewardship and tithing, reminding the congregation that ten  percent tithing was a good 
starting point in giving and that great things might be accomplished if the Walnut Ridge church united 
in sacrificial giving. Elliott especially stressed the necessity of greater giving to missions. The 
treasurer’s report for 1914 revealed that nearly ten percent of the church’s 1720 dollar budget went to 
missions programs. Elliott could not fail to be pleased with this higher level of cooperative giving. 

With the enthusiastic encouragement of the pastor and his wife, the church’s W.M.U. took on a 
new, more active role in church life. Mrs. Elliott began a Girls’ Auxiliary program. The organization 
flourished. The first president of the C.A.s was Delia Hall. Leta Kirkpatrick served as vice president. 
During the summer months the members gathered each Monday afternoon for Bible study — one 
meeting each month focused exclusively upon the cooperative missions efforts of the Southern Baptist 
Convention. During the winter months, the girls met twice a month. The girls and young ladies also 
sponsored “Tacky Parties” and bazaars to raise money for missions and the orphans’ home. In such 
activities the G.A.s followed the example of the W.M.U. Which frequently hosted bazaars and “court 
house dinners” to fund missions and other church causes. During 1914-1915 the W.M.U. Gave 259 
dollars for church pews, contributed 110 dollars toward the pastor’s salary, ten dollars to Ouachita 
College, four dollars to the orphans’ home, and eight dollars and fifty cents for home and foreign 
missions. The ladies also provided eighty meals for the sick and poor of the community. The intelligent 
and gracious Mrs. Elliott enlivened and inspired the W.M.U. She served a catalyst for broader, 
intensified service on the part of the organization. Others, Mrs. ]esse McCarroll, Mrs. W. A. Henry, 
Mrs. W. Story matched the enthusiasm and commitment of the pastor’s wife.

The Bible teaching program of the church also benefited from the innovative leadership of the 
Elliotts. Upon assuming the pastorate, Elliott introduced the concept of a tightly organized, “graded” 
Sunday school program. The idea of grouping Sunday school pupils by age was nothing new among 
Baptists in the South. But the “graded” Sunday school program, officially adopted by the Southern 
Baptist Convention in 1908, provided clearer, narrower age categories and significantly emphasized 
adult Bible study. The graded program also implied use of specifically designed literature and a teacher 
training program within the local church. With Elliott and Sunday school superintendent G. E. Henry’s 
guidance the Walnut Ridge congregation willingly embraced the graded program. New teachers were 
recruited and literature was purchased, at first by special offerings collected during the Sunday school 
hour. The church’s Sunday school expanded rapidly. By 1915, more than 115 pupils were enrolled in 
the Sunday school. Enthusiasm for the Sunday school program derived, at least in part, from regular 
Sunday school rallies and contests between classes, practices begun before Elliott’s arrival. In 
November 1914, despite a cold rain storm, 116 gathered for a rally. Awards for attendance were 
distributed, new teachers were introduced, there were hymns and good food. Pastor and people were 
buoyant. The cheerful, youthful singing drowned out the sound of the icy rain pelting the windows.

In his efforts to improve the church’s Sunday school Elliott had been assisted by several veteran
Sunday school leaders and supporters, like W. A. McCarroll, ]ames Gooch, and Mrs. Russell Rainey, all
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Charles Elliott was pastor from 1914 to 1917. More than any other pastor he helped to
bring structure and organization to the Walnut Ridge Church. He was also instrumental

in founding the Black River Baptist Association.

Sunday School Superintendent G. E. Henry out for an afternoon drive with his wife, Mrs.
Bessie Henry, Sunday school teacher and active member of the W.M. U. Their daughter,

Elizabeth, is the child in the photograph. Mrs. Lorraine Rainey, an active church
member, is also in the picture. The man seated on the running board was Mr. H enry’s

employer.
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of whom had long labored to build the church’s Bible teaching program. These leaders, and others, had 
supported the pastor’s innovations eagerly; indeed they had been considering a “graded” program for 
several years prior to Elliott’s arrival. As with Mrs. Elliott and the W.M.U., the pastor served as a 
catalyst for ideas and energies already alive in the church, but needing focus and structure. 

Probably the church had been considering a Baptist Young People’s Union for some time before
Elliott’s pastorate. The state convention had begun BYPU work as early as 1892. Elliott determined 
that the church would join the movement. On ]uly 2, 1914, the Walnut Ridge BYPU held its first 
meeting. Throughout the remainder of the year, the union averaged twenty-three pupils who were 
instructed in practical church work and missions. The members of the union collected their own 
offerings to pay for literature and contributed three dollars to Ouachita and five dollars to the orphans’ 
home. The union regularly provided flowers for the worship service and the community’s sick.
Quarterly BYPU socials provided an opportunity for fun, courtship, and the recruiting of new 
members. Spencer Norvelle served as the organization’s first president and Van Cutsinger acted as 
secretary. 

Elliott was pleased with the development of new teaching ministries and mission organizations, 
but he made it clear that programs and larger numbers were not ends in themselves. The goal was ever 
to be the conversion of the lost. It was especially gratifying to Elliott that thirty-six young people made 
professions of faith during 1914 and 1915. He traced the conversions to the expanded and more 
effective Bible teaching program. Certainly the general attitude of the church toward the young was 
also a factor which contributed to the numerous conversions during Elliott’s pastorate. It was obvious 
to everyone that the pastor and church cared for the youth of the town and young people were attracted 
to such a caring environment. To be sure there were other attractions and distractions for the young, not
all equally positive in their influence. A “movie house” opened in Walnut Ridge in 1915, social clubs 
were abundant, jazz bands out of Memphis and Saint Louis routinely visited the community, athletic 
teams played winter and summer. Many in the community were casual in their use of alcohol. As 
always, young people had choices to make. The church tried to provide instruction and encouragement,
while also providing activities and programs to attract energetic youths.

Clearly Charles Elliott was a devoted pastor, keenly interested in every phase of the life of his 
church. Moreover, Elliott became an active leader within the new Black River Association, an 
association largely created at the instigation of Elliott and a few other prominent members of the 
Walnut Ridge church. For two decades the Spring River Association had been drifting into the camp of 
that faction which resisted cooperative mission efforts. The W.M.U. was suspect in the eyes of the anti-
cooperationists. And many ministers of an anti- cooperation persuasion also discounted the value of 
Baptist educational endeavors. Elliott was a passionate friend of cooperative missions and Baptist 
education. He found the Spring River Association extremely uncongenial and consequently he, and 
several other pastors from Northeastern Arkansas, with a large contingent of messengers, assembled in 
the Hoxie Baptist Church in November, 1914 and established the Black River Baptist Association. The 
assembled pastors and messengers pledged themselves to work in cooperation with one another, the 
Arkansas Baptist State Convention, and the Southern Baptist Convention. Elliott delivered the first 
“associational sermon” and E. H. Tharp of the Walnut Ridge church was elected treasurer of the 
association. R. M. Inlow, General Secretary of the Arkansas Baptist State Convention addressed the 
messengers of the new association challenging them to do all in their power to spread the Gospel in 
their communities and around the world.

In 1916, the Black River Association met with the Walnut Ridge church. W. A. Henry, a leading 
member of the church, addressed the association and reasserted the rationale for the creation of the 
association. He stated that cooperation provided the surest, most efficient means of evangelization. 
Henry chastised those who opposed “boards” (cooperation) as “slothful”. Mrs. ]. G. ]ackson, Secretary
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This is probably the earliest photograph of the red brick sanctuary. The picture was 
made around 1916 when the building was less than ten years old.

 for Women’s Work in the state convention also attended the 1916 meeting as did J. S. Rogers, the 
General Secretary. Miss Eula Roberts, State Sunbeam Leader made a plea for the creation of children’s 
mission groups in the churches of the Black River Association. A Sunbeam Band was soon established 
in the Walnut Ridge Church. 

Elliott was elected moderator of the 1917 session of the association. Most of the leaders of the 
Arkansas Baptist State Convention were again in attendance and E. P. Minton registered as a “visitor”. 
Minton had been a friend of the Walnut Ridge church for nearly three decades. He had served the 
church twice as its pastor. He could well remember when the Walnut Ridge congregation numbered a 
dozen souls and met in a borrowed building. He had labored hard to give the church a solid biblical 
foundation. His close friend, Martin Bell, had served as the church’s first pastor. The old preacher 
surely felt deep gratitude and gratification as the Walnut Ridge messengers presented their annual 
report to the association. The church numbered 163 members, the Sunday school enrolled 137 pupils, 
and church property was valued at 17,000 dollars. The Walnut Ridge congregation, which had been 
unable to pay any salary during Minton’s first pastorate, was now able to provide an annual salary of 
630 dollars. Gifts to missions and charity totaled nearly 500 dollars. The W.M.U., G.A.s, and Sunbeams
involved most of the church’s ladies and children in active mission study and promotion. The years had
certainly been full and productive for the Walnut Ridge fellowship. Challenges had been met and 
overcome, new opportunities seized and the Kingdom advanced.
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