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Though remote from the centers of national power and influence, the citizens of Walnut Ridge 
realized that 1917 promised to be a year of drama and danger. The Great War continued to rage in 
Europe, devouring millions of lives. The United States had managed to avoid direct involvement in the 
struggle for nearly three years. And President Wilson had campaigned in 1916 on a promise to keep the
nation out of the war. But the events of early 1917 diminished hopes that America could remain at 
peace. On April 6, 1917, Wilson asked Congress for a declaration of war against Germany. Soon young
men from Walnut Ridge were enlisting or being conscripted into military service. Mothers and fathers, 
wives, and sweethearts watched quietly — hearts and minds mingling hope and apprehension — as 
trains crawled away from the depot carrying loved ones into the uncertainty of wartime military 
service. First Baptist families were among those who sent sons to the Great War. During the long 
months of 1917-1918 the membership of the church would often pray for peace and the safe return of 
the community’s service men.

In November, 1918 the war ended and a general spirit of celebration swept across the nation. 
Some citizens of Walnut Ridge expressed their excitement and relief in exotic outbursts. One of the 
town’s more prominent ladies roared about in an open car, firing a pistol into the air in a rather 
dangerous victory celebration. Most citizens were more restrained. At First Baptist, Rev. H. E. 
Kirkpatrick led the congregation in solemn, though fervent, expressions of gratitude to God for the 
return of peace. Kirkpatrick had followed Elliott as pastor in November, 1917. He came to Walnut 
Ridge from a pastorate in Hot Springs. The church had been sorry to see Elliott depart. He and his wife 
had served effectively in Walnut Ridge and both were well loved. But in Kirkpatrick the membership 
had a leader fully as capable as Charles Elliott. The new pastor was young, somewhat inexperienced, 
but his warmth, his love for the Gospel, and his potential for leadership were obvious. He and
his young wife, only recently a Methodist, and their two small children were adopted by the church. 
Undoubtedly, Kirkpatrick benefited from the assistance and advice of two veteran deacons, W. A. 
“uncle” Henry and Dr. H. R. McCarroll. These two men, mature in the faith and experienced in church 
affairs, were valuable friends to the pastor. Within the space of a few months, Kirkpatrick confirmed 
fully the affection and respect of the congregation, so much so that he was able to challenge a long 
established church tradition. He issued his challenge publicly on a Sunday morning. Stepping to the 
pulpit, Kirkpatrick, more solemn than usual, read as his text the dramatic story of Christ cleansing the 
temple — turning over the tables of the money changers, driving the selfish, mercenary men out of 
God’s house. Closing his Bible, Kirkpatrick surveyed the attentive congregation. With calm, deliberate 
words he informed the congregation that the Master’s displeasure with the money-changers in the 
temple fell equally upon the First Baptist Church of Walnut Ridge. The congregation was stunned, 
motionless. Sunday school teachers, deacons, choir members, everyone stared at the pastor. Some 
leaned forward a bit, tilted their heads to catch every word. Kirkpatrick continued. For too long, he 
said, the church had been supported financially by the ladies of the church. Too many of the men had 
failed in their responsibility to give. 

Especially distressing to the pastor was the practice — the tradition —of selling to support the 
church. It was true. For twenty years much of the church’s financial support had derived from cake, ice 
cream, and hot lunch sales. The Ladies Aid Society, and then the W.M.U., had raised the greater part of 
the annual budget through such “merchandising”. Elliott had tried indirectly to stop the practice by 
introducing an “envelope” system of giving. Kirkpatrick had decided on a more direct approach to the 
matter. He told the congregation that the Bible required giving to sustain God’s work, and the men, 
those who earned the salaries and wages, should tithe from their earnings. The W.M.U. , he asserted, 
should devote itself even more fully to mission study and prayer. Kirkpatrick’s forceful challenge to an 
accepted church tradition was not without risks. There was always the possibility of alienating many 
members and, then too, the church’s financial stability might be undermined by the pastor’s proposal. 
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But Kirkpatrick felt strongly about the matter and was willing to run the risks. To his relief and 
satisfaction the congregation responded as he had hoped. The ladies readily agreed to stop their fund 
raising and the men pledged themselves to give. To be sure there was no great increase in the church’s 
available funds, but no significant decline resulted from Kirkpatrick’s sermon either. And far from 
alienating members from the pastor, Kirkpatrick’s challenge strengthened his relationship with the 
fellowship. Members understood that they had a young pastor devoted to following God’s way and that
realization enhanced their respect for him.

The congregation’s respect and affection for Kirkpatrick was further enhanced by his service to 
the community and membership during the influenza epidemic which began in 1918. Before it ran its 
course the epidemic claimed millions of lives. By mid-October of 1918 all of the state’s schools were 
closed in an effort to contain the disease. In Walnut Ridge, as in towns across the nation, so many were 
sick that pallbearers for the dead could scarcely be found. Kirkpatrick visited tirelessly, praying, 
encouraging, comforting. He seemed unconcerned for his own welfare. Deaths were few among the 
Walnut Ridge congregation, but every family knew the anxiety and suffering associated with the 
epidemic. In a sense the terrible threat posed by the epidemic drew the church fellowship closer 
together.

The years immediately following the epidemic seemed alive with a new warmth. On Sunday 
nights members might linger for an hour to visit with friends. But the closeness of the fellowship did 
not make the church reluctant to reach out to others, and there was nothing exclusive about the church. 
Kirkpatrick and the congregation looked for ways to enlist new members. In 1919 the church decided 
to advertise on the town’s streetcar. Since the l890’s the community had been served by a single track 
streetcar line. At first a horse drawn service, the system was subsequently electrified. Each day the 
streetcar crawled along Main Street. A ride cost ten cents in 1919. Virtually everyone rode the streetcar 
at least occasionally. So a church advertisement on the streetcar was certain to be seen by a majority of 
the town’s residents. And the church was determined to reach out into the community in other ways. 

Kirkpatrick believed that missions organizations comprised one of the church’s most effective 
tools for evangelism and enlistment. He especially wanted to see the implementation of a Royal 
Ambassadors program. An enthusiastic leader was imperative if the organization was to succeed. 
Kirkpatrick decided to ask Mrs. Martha Downen to direct the program. Mrs. Downen had moved to 
Walnut Ridge in 1915 with her husband, Dr. Len Downen. In 1918, Martha made her profession of 
faith and joined First Baptist. She rapidly matured as a Christian and, like her husband, Martha became 
a leader among the young couples in the church. The Downens were gracious and warmhearted. Both 
liked to laugh and enjoyed company. There was nothing dour or oppressive in the lively Christian faith 
of Len or Martha Downen.

Since shortly after her conversion, Martha had worked with the church’s children. She 
especially liked the Sunbeams and felt comfortable with the small children. She seemed to be in her 
proper place. But Kirkpatrick had other plans for the petite, energetic Sunbeam worker. She was 
astonished at his request that she assume leadership of the R. A. program. She blurted out, “I don’t even
like boys.” Kirkpatrick persisted and a remarkable era began in the life of the church.

Martha visited constantly; she stopped boys on the streets, spoke with mothers and fathers in the
shops, banks, post office. The first meeting was traumatic. She confronted a room full of boys, most 
bigger than she; in their knickers, with tosseled hair, some with considerable mischief in their eyes. 
Many of the boys were unknown to her, for many had never been to church. She had no literature, no 
experience, but she had faith, and courage, and creativity. For the first few months, the boys studied 
Bible heroes. Everyone loves a good story, Martha knew that, and the boys were attentive to her 
dramatic retelling of the stories of Abraham, Moses, David, and many others. Dozens of boys began to 
attend the weekly meetings. And at last she had material from the Southern Baptist Convention. The 
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focus shifted to mission studies. Always she taught with enthusiasm. After their mission lessons, the 
boys played baseball or football near the church under Mrs. Downen’s encouraging supervision. She 
made it a point to get to know the boys, their likes and dislikes. She became a friend. The Walnut Ridge
R. A. program grew to be the largest in the state and for several years set the state record for completed 
mission studies. Many of the R. A. boys would become active church and community leaders. By any 
standard, Martha Downen’s effort was a success.

In the Fall of 1921 the Black River Baptist Association held its fifth annual meeting in Walnut 
Ridge. The Walnut Ridge congregation determined to make the associational meeting a memorable 
one. The church’s young people provided special music. Miss Ruby McCarroll performed a piano solo. 
The Sunbeam choir especially charmed the assembled messengers. The ladies of the church provided 
several “sumptuous” meals for the large crowd of guests. A “hospitality committee” had been working 
for weeks to mobilize effectively the church’s women. The preparation of so much food was an arduous
task, but at least the weather was cool making long hours of kitchen work more tolerable. All 
progressed smoothly.

Kirkpatrick was, for the third time, chosen as moderator. The host church reported to the 
association a membership of over 300, with 312 enrolled in Sunday school. The report indicated that, in
1920, forty new members were added to the church, twenty-eight on profession of faith. Such a report 
could not fail to impress and inspire the other messengers gathered in Walnut Ridge. Moreover, the 
Walnut Ridge messengers reported 1189 dollars raised in 1920 for the Southern Baptist Convention’s 
“75 Million Campaign”.

Begun in 1919, the “75 Million Campaign” was the most ambitious cooperative missionary 
endeavor in the history of the Southern Baptist Convention. The Walnut Ridge congregation readily 
accepted the challenge to participate in this forerunner of the Cooperative Program. Indeed, two Walnut
Ridge members, H. W. Townsend and Mrs. H. R. McCarroll served on the Black River Association’s 
three member “75 Million Campaign” committee. The church’s W.M.U., inspired by several recent 
visits from Dixie ]ackson, the state W.M.U. leader, kept the “'75 Million Campaign” ever before the 
congregation.

Times were generally good in Walnut Ridge. Cotton prices had soared early in 1920 and the 
town’s merchants and banks were prospering as never before. The church’s budget and missions giving 
reflected the economic tenor of the times. The same tendency was true across the Southern Baptist 
Convention.

Late in 1920 the cotton market collapsed and sent a shock wave  through the southern economy.
The market rebounded in 1921, but some shrewd observers warned that a dangerous pattern of boom 
and bust was beginning, a pattern which might spell disaster. Most southerners, however, were too busy
to give the economic horizon more than a passing glance. The men and women of the Walnut Ridge 
church were typically unsuspecting that forces were gathering which would stagger and disrupt their 
nation, region, their community, and their church.
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This picture of the Berean Sunday school class was taken on March 6, 1921. From left to
right in the front row: A. Legate, the class president; Bob Surridge, first president of the
class and future mayor of Walnut Ridge; Mrs. W. E. Kirkpatrick, teacher of the class and

wife of the pastor; Marcus Teenor, holding the left side of the banner; Dr. Relton
McCarrol, Orville Cutsinger, Clifton Kirkpatrick, holding the right side of the banner;
Roland Smith, Paul Kirkpatrick, G. E. Henry, Roy Cutsinger, Dr. Len Downen; among

those in the three back rows are: ]immy Buster, Everett Webb, Ray Bickers, Pete McLeod,
Red Spence, Clarence Jung, Toots Elkins, Happy Matthews, ]ohn Carter, O. E. Redwine,
L. King, B. Bloomeyer, H. Butler, Elmer Pope, W. Lee, C. Thorn, E. Briggs, E. Hall, R.

Morgan, Eugene Sells, L. Smith, and Cicero McCullough.
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