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In September, 1930, B. F. Langley accepted the call to the Walnut Ridge church. He found a fellowship 
deeply concerned about its indebtedness. With the deacons’ approval, Langley recommended a debt payment 
plan which called for twenty members to pledge twenty dollars a year, forty members to pledge ten dollars a 
year, and forty to make a yearly pledge of five dollars. Everyone else was asked to contribute fifty cents a month.
The plan was to remain in effect until the indebtedness was eliminated. The church approved the plan and 
pledges were made. But the implementation of the payment scheme did not solve the fundamental problem. 
Money was increasingly scarce in the community. As the months passed the debt payment plan broke down 
completely. The general financial condition of the church deteriorated. Reluctantly the church decided to reduce 
missions giving. And the pastor’s salary was cut, ten percent, then twenty five percent, then in half. It was all 
distressing to the men and women of the church. But most distressing was the indebtedness. Special 
“canvassers” were appointed to contact members about their delinquent pledges and the church voted to use the 
post office as a depository for collected funds. The local banks had closed with one exception and the members
doubted the stability of the one remaining “solvent” bank.

In ]une, 1931, E. A. Fitzgerald, church financial secretary and member of long standing, resigned his 
position in frustration over the church’s financial debility. He had served as church clerk, Sunday school teacher, 
deacon, and a member of the building committee which had proposed the parsonage. He had a keen sense of 
responsibility for the affairs of his church and he offered his resignation in the hope that someone might manage 
more effectively the church’s dwindling resources. The church rejected F itzgerald’s resignation fully realizing 
that the church’s problem was not the fault of Fitzgerald or any other individual.

In 1932 the church could only contribute slightly over eighty-four dollars to the Cooperative Program. 
Only four years earlier the church  had given 1700 dollars. The pastor’s salary fell into arrears as well. He 
supplemented his erratic and declining salary by planting a garden behind the new parsonage. Members also 
helped with produce from their gardens.

Money which came to the church was parceled out among the church’s several creditors and to meet the 
most basic expenses. In 1932, J. T. Alexander, a newcomer to the church — he had joined in 1931 —assumed 
the position of church treasurer. Alexander was from one of the town’s leading families and he was widely 
known and respected. But his tenure as treasurer ended in sadness and anger. A question arose in 1935 
concerning Alexander’s management of church funds. Some members complained that their designated gifts had
not reached the appropriate causes. Other members accused Alexander of failing to distribute available funds 
evenly. These allegations culminated in an stormy business meeting where Alexander was confronted by a 
number of disgruntled members. Alexander, his wife, and two sons withdrew from the church. In a special 
“called” business meeting on a cold Sunday morning in February, 1935, the church voted letters of dismissal to 
the Alexanders. The church then elected E. L. Moore as the treasurer. It was all sad and unseemly, a situation 
which grew out of frustrations and confusion associated with the church’s financial trials. Many members well 
understood that it was an hour of crisis for their church — not merely a financial crisis, but a crisis of the spirit 
as well. The motion was made and carried at the Sunday morning meeting that the church invite Rev. Calvin 
Walker of Little Rock to lead the church in a revival effort in March. In the stress and confusion of the moment, 
enough foresight remained to seek spiritual renewal.

Walker proved an ideal choice. He was a veteran pastor of the Second Baptist Church of Little Rock. 
Respected throughout the state and across the Southern Baptist Convention, Walker had baptized more than four 
thousand converts during his tenure in Little Rock. He had an evangelist’s way with words and a pastor’s heart. 
The Walnut Ridge congregation needed such a man during the trying days of 1935. The Walker meeting was 
brief by the standard of the era, only seven days.  But as H. E. Chambers, the church clerk reported, “the services
were well attended” and on Sunday, the church enjoyed a “most spiritual occasion”. Six members were added to 
the church at the Sunday service. The healing process began. 

During the summer, the church enjoyed a visit from the Rostoffs, father and son evangelists who were 
converted Jews. Large crowds gathered for services. Visitors and members were impressed especially by the 
Rostoffs’ presentation of the ritual “Feast of the Passover.” For their week long effort the Rostoffs received an 
offering of seventy five dollars, a substantial sum during the Depression years. The Walker and Rostoff meetings
inspired the church and helped to restore a sense of enthusiasm and progress, but the real strength of the church 
during the dark days of the 1930s was the solid band of devout men and women who labored week in and week 
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out in the church’s programs and ministries. These faithful ones did not give way to despair though they were 
often discouraged. They continued to pray and work and sustained the life of their church. Not all of these 
individuals held prominent offices, some served in less obvious ways, visiting the sick, sharing food and clothing
with those in greater need, encouraging a neighbor in despair, or sharing the Gospel. Such acts, usually unseen, 
also sustained the life of the church.

In January, 1936 Langley submitted his resignation. He had served for five difficult years. He had served
faithfully despite the diminution of salary and lapses in payment of his salary altogether. When he departed the 
church was still behind in its obligation to the pastor. The church voted to conduct a special fund raising 
campaign — led by the W.M.U. — to secure Langley’s back pay. With Langley’s departure the church faced a 
crucial decision. Some members doubted the church’s ability to secure another pastor given the church’s 
continued financial debility. A few recommended that the church defer calling another minister until the church’s
finances stabilized. Debate on the issue was intense. For some members the failure to seek a new pastor seemed 
tantamount to admitting the church was dying. Others appealed for more faith and a recommitment to sacrificial 
stewardship. Those who wished to seek a pastor prevailed, silencing their opponents. The vote to seek a new 
pastor was unanimous. The pulpit committee was formed consisting of E. H. Tharp, W. W. Miller, and Mrs. H. 
R. McCarroll. The church instructed the committee to make no financial commitments to any prospective pastor. 
This instruction to the committee was an attempt to reassure those who had opposed calling a minister that the 
church would be careful to avoid casual commitments which might lead to greater financial hardship for the 
church.

On Wednesday evening, March 4, 1936, the Intermediate G.A.s presented a missions program to the 
church. At the conclusion of the program the pulpit committee recommended that the church call I. H. Fitzgerald
of Boone, Tennessee, as pastor. The pulpit committee recommended a salary of ninety dollars a month and the 
use of the parsonage. The committee specifically recommended that the pastor be informed that he was to 
assume full responsibility for his utility bills. These recommendations met with the church’s approval and Cecil 
Guthrie, the church clerk, was instructed to contact Fitzgerald. In April the new pastor assumed his 
responsibilities in Walnut Ridge.

Shortly after his arrival, Fitzgerald met with the deacon board. Six men attended the meeting. They 
represented a cross-section of the church’s membership. Dr. H. R. McCarr0ll, the chairman, had been a member 
since 1894. E. H. Tharp was also a veteran churchman. Frank Miller had only joined the church in 1934. Other 
relative newcomers were Frank Massey, and H. N. Chambers. The deacons candidly described the church’s 
problems, but expressed a willingness to work and a confidence that the problems were surmountable. The 
deacons encouraged the pastor to lead the church in a revival as soon as possible. And pastor and deacons agreed
that a Sunday school enlargement campaign was in order. For a few years the Sunday school had been stagnant, 
despite the efforts of dedicated superintendents and teachers. Pastor and deacons hoped that a special campaign 
would revive the Sunday school — traditionally one of the church’s most progressive programs. The pastor was 
encouraged to confer with Edgar Williamson, pastor of the First Baptist Church in Paragould, a minister with a
reputation for Sunday school promotional work. The meeting, which began with a recitation of troubles, ended 
with expressions of optimism. 
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This photograph was made in 1936 at the home of Mrs. Dora McCullough in Alicia. The
occasion was a Sunday school swimming party.  Left to right: Tomazine Burst, Marjorie

Mayfield, Rachel Rainey, Martha Henry, and Veloine Perkins.

The optimism proved to be justified. Fitzgerald led the church in a revival meeting in ]une. His messages
awakened many in the congregation to their need for spiritual renewal. Particularly moving was the profession of
faith by one community member who had long been the subject of concern and prayer in the First Church. The 
new Christian gave an emotional testimony to the power and grace of God. His wife, a faithful believer for many
years, also came forward in testimony of her gratitude to God and love for her husband. The church could not 
fail to be inspired and encouraged.

And the Sunday school was growing. Williamson of the Paragould church had suggested a contest to see
which church could enroll the most new members in a month’s time. The local newspapers carried news of the 
contest. Both fellowships benefited from the publicity generated by the healthy rivalry. The Walnut Ridge 
Sunday school grew from 137 to 171 members during May of 1936. The church soon made plans for a second 
enrollment campaign under the supervision of A. C. Rudloff of Piggott. Rudloff worked with the Walnut Ridge 
congregation for two weeks, visiting, training new teachers, evaluating the use of Sunday school space. He 
recommended several changes in the Walnut Ridge program. The church, eager to build on the momentum of 
recent months, endorsed Rudloff’s recommendations. There was no hint of opposition. The members of the 
Older Men’s Bible Class reflected the general spirit of cooperation when they volunteered to relinquish their 
“traditional” meeting place to make more room for “Primary” children. For his two week’s labor, Rudloff 
received thirty- five dollars. All agreed the money was well spent.

The church’s leadership also determined to promote the Baptist Training Union Program by hosting the 
district B.T.U. conference during 1937. These positive plans for the church’s training program and Bible 
teaching ministry evidenced the stirring of a more confident spirit within the First Church. No one imagined that 
the trials of the Depression were past, but increasingly the membership determined to get on with the life and 
work of the church. The same determination marked Baptist life in Arkansas generally. 

The Depression had taken a heavy toll on the programs and institutions sustained by the Arkansas 
Baptist State Convention. A number of agencies and institutions succumbed. Matters were made Worse because 
of the indebtedness the state convention had carried into the Depression years. In fact, a few prominent leaders 
within the state had recommended defaulting on the convention’s debts, or paying only a very small portion of 
the indebtedness. Ben Bridges, Executive Secretary of the state convention during the 1930s, rejected such 
defeatism flatly. He contended that defaulting would embarrass the convention for generations. Such a scheme, 
Bridges argued, was scarcely Christian. Faith, sacrifice, honor, were Bridges’ watchwords as he toured the state 
pleading with Baptists to redeem the indebtedness. He found a receptive audience in Walnut Ridge. Bridges was 
certainly no stranger to the church. He had served as pastor of Paragould First Baptist during the decade of the 
Twenties. During those years he had often visited in the Walnut Ridge church as a revival speaker, associational 
“visitor”, or to participate in ministerial or deacon ordination services. The men and women of the Walnut Ridge 
church, with Baptists across the state, rallied to their former neighbor’s call. In a practical sense it would have 
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been easy to ignore the plight of the state convention and to justify such an attitude by claiming that the church 
must first look to its own problems. But practicality had its counterbalance in the church’s long association with 
the state convention. The First Baptist Church of Walnut Ridge had been founded as a mission of the state 
convention.

During its earliest years the church had been sustained by state convention money — some of the 
members in 1936 could still remember that crucial assistance from the state convention. T o these, turning a deaf 
ear to Bridges’ appeal was simply unthinkable. And so the Walnut Ridge fellowship stretched its meager 
resources to contribute to the state convention redemption plan. The success of the redemption plan won the
admiration of observers throughout the nation.

Anxious to do their part in large causes and campaigns, the members of First Church did not forget 
immediate needs close at hand. On December 2, 1936 the church voted to sponsor a “white Christmas”. The 
term described a special offering for the poor of the community. A committee solicited food and money. Most 
members had limited resources, but the contributions to the offering were sufficient to assist many in the 
community.

Early in 1937 Fitzgerald resigned. He had served for less than a year, but had accomplished much during
that brief time. His resignation was prompted in part by the church’s decision to reduce his salary to twenty-five 
dollars a month for the coming year. Fitzgerald felt such a diminution was excessive. To ease the pastor’s 
frustration the church pledged to maintain the reduced salary even if that meant disregarding other obligations. 
Possibly, Fitzgerald had been hurt by payments to the state redemption campaign even as the church moved to 
reduce his remuneration. There were valid arguments on all sides of the issue. Some members surely found it 
difficult to understand the pastor’s position. Several in the church had lost homes, salaries, security in the 
Depression. Such individuals might agree that the pastor’s salary was small, but it was guaranteed if he would 
stay and at least he had the certainty of a roof over his family. The issue was charged with emotion. No entirely 
satisfactory solution emerged. And so the church, with obvious reluctance, accepted F itzgerald’s resignation and
formed a pulpit committee to begin the search for another pastor.

The pulpit committee visited numerous pastors during a search that spanned several months. At the 
conclusion of the search the committee recommended H. F. Vermillion as pastor. The vote to call Vermillion was 
not unanimous. Several members favored other candidates. Martha Downen stood in the business meeting and 
appealed for unity. She well understood that the church needed to welcome the new pastor with a unified spirit. 
The call was made unanimous. Mrs. Downen’s sensitive and simple appeal helped to set a positive tone for 
Vermillion’s arrival.  Vermillion’s call to the First Church was one of the most timely in the church’s history. The
fellowship needed a man of Vermillion’s depth and experience. Educated at Ouachita College, for a time
superintendent of the state convention’s “Mountain Schools”, former president of Mountain Home College, 
home missionary, pastor, one of the founders of the New Mexico Baptist Convention, Vermillion possessed 
diverse abilities. He had weathered many storms during his half century of service, known many triumphs. He 
brought stability and maturity to his new pastorate. Vermillion knew that the Walnut Ridge congregation had 
experienced difficult days. He knew of the church’s financial crisis, but he had resilient faith and confidence. 
Among his first actions as pastor Vermillion wrote a brief historical sketch of the church for publication in the 
state Baptist paper. In his sketch, Vermillion spoke candidly, almost bluntly, of the problems which had plagued 
the church since the late 1920s, but he asserted, with equal force, his belief that the church was now ready to 
move forward.

Financially, the late 1930s were marked by a slight improvement in the local economy. Church 
contributions increased. At last the church was able to address its indebtedness in a systematic way. Vermillion 
encouraged the church to return to an “envelope” method of giving — the practice had lapsed in the late 
Twenties. Early in his pastorate Vermillion ordered 100 packets of envelopes and he and various deacons visited 
church families distributing the envelopes. A sense of order returned to the church’s financial program. In 1939 
the debt on the parsonage was fully remitted.

Vermillion led the church to improve its teaching ministries by stressing the value of teacher training. In 
the Spring of 1938 he, Mr. and Mrs. Roy Fitzgerald, and Cecil Guthrie participated in a Baptist Training Union 
Workshop in Little Bock. Vermillion also invited Otto Whittington to conduct the church’s revival during the 
Summer of 1938. Whittington, pastor of the Immanuel Baptist Church in Little Rock, proved an effective 
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revivalist. The church gained forty-two members during the revival —- twenty-eight of these new members 
came upon their profession of faith. The Sunday school, Training Union, and missionary organizations all grew 
during the late Thirties. For the first time the church sponsored a Vacation Bible School in 1939. 

As the decade closed the men and Women of First Church could look back upon an era of severe testing. 
The new decade would hold its own unique and formidable challenges — to be sure there were trials ahead. But 
no decade between 1940 and 1990 would present so steady a cadence of trouble and disappointment as had the 
1930s. And yet, for all the pain and frustration of the Depression years, there had been numerous and bright 
victories. A core of determined believers, imbued with faith, never ceased in “pressing toward the mark”. The 
quiet power of these saints gave clear testimony of the grace of God and sustained the church’s ministries and 
vision through the Thirties.

This photograph of a W.M. U. circle meeting was made around 1940. Among those in the
photograph are: Rev. and Mrs. Vermillion, Mabel Bridges, Mrs. Cora Andrus, Martha Downing,

Florence Guthrie, Naomi Moore, Hannah Floyd, Mrs. Butler, Lola Mullen, and Lola Thomas.
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