"Deep
Graditude
For Our Heritage"
This is the story of that incredible march
of Christian missionary evangelists across the
New World. It tells how the Wesleyan revival
spread like a prairie fire across the Eastern
mountains, into the mid-west and within ten
years after the death of John Wesley had leaped
across the mighty Mississippi River.
It is only part of our story, of course. But the
powerful influence of the Methodist circuit
rider, the Methodist evangelist, and the Methodist pastor, changed the frontier.
This part of the dramatic conquest of the
continent by Christian evangelists is the history of Methodism in a true land of opportunity, the State of Arkansas.
The story has never been written before
with the comprehension, the full attention to
detail, the understanding of the far-reaching
results of events and movements within the
church and the clarity of an excellent authorship.
United Methodists in Arkansas are proud
of the people who have brought our church
to this hour of destiny. When we consider the
past, we are filled with deep gratitude for our
heritage. We are proud to present to the world
this story of Christian heroism, missionary zeal,
and moral struggle to match the gospel of
Jesus Christ against the problems of their day
and ours.-BISHOP EUGENE M. FRANK
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About This Sooh
"THERE IS A COLOSSAL ARROGANCE about sitting down and coldbloodedly
assessing at 150 words the lifetime labors of some bygone saint who knew
incredible hardships in taking the Gospel to desolate places--and even more
about excluding some one of his colleagues altogether." So writes Dr. J. D.
Douglas, editor of The International Dictionary of the Christian Church.
As author of this volume on the "bygone [and not so by-gone] saints" of
Arkansas Methodism, I have the same feeling as Dr. Douglas, for the limits
of space make it impossible to do justice to many fine persons who have
labored long and faithfully in Methodist circles.
The story told here seeks to portray the movement called Methodism in
the state. It tells what the conferences have done, though it is not a tracing
primarily of conference history. It tells the story of many persons, though
it is not primarily a series of biographies. Rather it seeks to focus on the
larger movements of the era and to show how Methodists have dealt with
them.
Many persons have contributed greatly to this project. Among the most
helpful have been members of the Joint Committee for the History of
Arkansas Methodism, under whose auspices the work has been done. Their
names are at the front of the book. They have been unfailingly cooperative
and supportive. Several of them have been readers of the manuscript as it developed and they have made valuable corrections in fact or in interpretation
that are deeply appreciated. Special thanks are due Dr. Ray Hozendorf since,
as chairman, he was the one to whom the writer turned with many problems
and questions.
Special help in evaluating the manuscript, in addition to that of the committee, has come from Dr. John L. Ferguson, State Historian and Executive
Secretary of the Arkansas History Commission, and from my brother, Dodd
Vernon, a professional writer and a devoted churchman. They are not, of
course, responsible for any errors or weaknesses that remain.
In the research for appropriate materials, the staff members at the 0. C.
Bailey Library at Hendrix College have been unusually helpful. Miss Frances
Nix, Mrs. James S. Upton, and Mrs. JoAnn McMillen have never failed to
"go the second mile" in meeting my need for help. Mr. Russell P. Baker at
the Arkansas History Commission Library, Miss Rosalyn Lewis and her
associates at the library of The United Methodist Publishing House in
Nashville, Tennessee, and the Rev. John S. Workman, editor of the Arkamas Methodist, have all rendered valuable service
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Several persons have provided pictures, and special photographic help has
been provided by Mr. Paul Faris at Conway and Mr. Bracey Holt of The
United Methodist Publishing House in Nashville. We are also indebted to
the late Stanley T. Baugh for the pictures he took in his lifetime, some of
which are used in this book. We think he would be pleased at this use.
Bishops Eugene M. Frank, William C. Martin, and Aubrey G. Walton
have been supportive at all times and have provided helpful counsel. Dean
Francis Christie and Vice President James E. Major at Hendrix College have
demonstrated how fully the college is an arm of Arkansas Methodism through
their many examples of assistance. Dean Christie and Victor Hill, registrar, of
Hendrix provided data on the conference boundaries on the maps carried
in the book. Robert Hasley while a student at Hendrix College did a tremendous amount of work on the list of preachers who have served in Arkansas,
found here in Appendix C. (Walter N. Vernon, IV of Kansas City also
spent many hours on this list.) Others in the state, too numerous to mention,
have given assistance. But one more must be mentioned : Mr. W. A. Lanier
of Conway who provided a "home away from home" and sincere friendship
during a month's work at the Hendrix Library.
In many phases of this task-travel, research, planning, analyzing, agonizing!-my wife Ruth has shared and is due much credit for what has been
produced. She has proved to be a p;ood "testing board" for some of the ideassound and unsound-that have been considered. Sylvia Marlow and Oma
Vaughn are due thanks for their work in typing and otherwise perfecting the
manuscript. We are fortunate to have the skilled assistance of Miss Selene
McCall in selecting and placing pictures in the volume. Printers and other
technicians at the United Methodist Publishing House have contributed
much through the format and appearance of this book-helping the author
to say what he wanted to say.
A special effort has been made in the book to include some reference to
the work of all Methodist or Wesleyan groups in the state. This has proved
to be only partially possible, chiefly due to the scarcity or the inaccessibility
of data. This remains one of the unfinished tasks of Arkansas Methodismespecially of the work of the Methodist Episcopal Church and of the various
Black Methodist groups.
All references to Methodist work from 1844 to 1939 will be to that of
the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, unless it is otherwise identified as
one of the other branches-since Southern Methodism was the predominant
Methodist influence in the state before union in 1939 between the Southern
and Northern and Methodist Protestant branches.
"To tell a story is to select, abstract, arrange, and interpret," observes
Professor John B. Cobb of Claremont School of Theology. Each writer will
do this selecting and arranging and interpreting from his particular angle.
I have tried to be appreciative and objective at the same time. Chiefly I have
tried to reflect what Arkansas Methodists have been like, what they did.
what their impact has been and may yet be, and, to some extent, why they
did what they did, in their effort to serve God as followers of Jesus Christ.
WALTER N. VERNON
Nashville, Tennessee

Prologut

A Ntw Nation-A Ntw Churth
IT WAS THE SUMMER OF 1776. George Washington had been appointed Commander-in-Chief of the continental armies a year before;
Paul Revere had made his famous ride to Lexington a year earlier. The
Battle of Bunker Hill had been fought. Revolt against Britain was well
under way.
On July 4, 1776, the Congress adopted the "Unanimous Declaration"
that:

. .. all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with
certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit
of Happiness .. .. With a firm reliance on the Protection of Divine Providence,
we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes, and our sacred
Honor.

Thus was set forth the philosophical basis for the new United States
of America. It was much more than a military revolt; John Adams put
it well:
What do we mean by the American Revolution? Do we mean the American
war? The Revolution was effected before the war commenced. The Revolution was in the minds and hearts of the people; a change in their religious
sentiments of their duties and obligations. . . . This radical change in the
principles, opinions, sentiments, and affections of the people was the real
American Revolution.1

A New Religious Force

As the new nation was coming into being, a new religious forcethe Methodists-was also emerging in the life of the nation. The first
Methodist societies were organized a decade or more before the Revolution. One group was established in New York by the fall of 1776, and
later became the John Street Church. Robert Strawbridge organized a
society on Sam's Creek, Frederick County, Maryland, by about the same
date, possibly earlier. A Methodist meeting house was deeded to the
Methodists in Loudon County, Virginia, in 1766.
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English Methodist preachers were almost universally suspected of
loyalty to England, and several of them were mobbed or otherwise persecuted. Eventually they all returned to England, except Francis Asbury,
Robert Williams, and John King. The two latter men located, and
ceased serving as circuit riders. One Methodist historian, the Rev. W. H.
Daniels, has said that if any modern Methodist is moved to mourn when
faced with the charge that so few of the fathers of his church had
epaulets on their shoulders, he can comfort himself with the recollection that so few of them had blood on their hands! These early preachers were reluctant to become involved in military activities chiefly because as men of God they rejected violence in human affairs. 2
Concerning Asbury's attitude on the war, Matthew Simpson has told
us:
Mr. Asbury was a firm friend of American independence but deemed it imprudent to make any public declarations. . . . He was regarded with great suspicion by the officers of the army until a letter which he had written to one of
his colleagues, in which he defended the course of the United States, fell by
some means into their hands.'

Abel Stevens also pointed out that:
. . The new church was to be the first religious body of the country which
should recognize, in its organic law, by a solemn declaration of its Articles
of Religion, the new Republic; (among) the first to pay homage, in the per·
son of its chief representatives, its first bishops, to the supreme Magistry!

Methodists Call on President Washington

This latter reference was to an action taken in May, 1789, by the
New York Conference, requesting Bishops Thomas Coke and Francis
Asbury to call on newly-inaugurated President George Washington and
assure him of the loyalty of Methodist people to the new government.
The statement they presented to him referred to "the glorious revolution" and to "the most excellent constitution of these states, which is at
present the admiration of the world. . .." 5
Methodists were formally organized as a church in America at the
"Christmas Conference" which opened in Baltimore on December 24,
1784. The American Methodists were not fully "on their own" until
the death of Wesley in 1791, and the creation of the first Methodist
General Conference in 1792.
Thus Americans and American Methodists began at about the same
time to walk unsteadily in their newly-found freedom from English
guidance. American Methodists, still claiming their heritage from John
Wesley, at the same time were determined to fashion their own structures, to create their own patterns of worship and polity, and to choose
their own leaders.

A
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These leaders included, as we noted above, their newly-elected (in
1784) general superintendent (soon to be called a bishop) Francis
Asbury, and Thomas Coke, ordained by Wesley and sent by him to
America. Asbury, the tireless circuit rider-bishop, soon became the accepted father of early American Methodism, and largely shaped the new
church as it was emerging from infancy.
Bishop Asbury's labors are almost unparalleled in Methodist history.
Again we turn to Abel Stevens for a description of his impact on the
country:
And now [after the Revolution] began those incredible tours over the continent, averaging two a year, for the remainder of his life (to 1816), which
. . . present perhaps the most extraordinary example of ministerial labor in
the history of the Church. . . .
... The reader is bewildered with the rapidity of his movements; but through
them all the tireless, the invincible, the gigantic apostle appears, planning
grandly and as grandly executing his plans; raising up hosts of preachers;
forming new churches, new circuits, and new conferences; extending his denomination, north, south, east, west, till it becomes, before his death, coextensive with the nation, and foremost, in energy and success, of all American religious communions." •

This extending of Methodism north, south, west, and east followed
the course of empire in the expanding United States, eventually reaching
the Mississippi River and pushing beyond-into that part of the Missouri territory now known as the Commonwealth of Arkansas.

The early arrivals ;, Arkamas before 1850 were 11ot greatly different from
these pictured m Harper's Weekly m 187 4.

---

-

----------------------------------------------------

Stttlon I. Tht Churth on tht Frontitr

I

"Stnd Prtathtrs
Afttr Thtst Ptoplt"

BISHOP FRANCIS ASBURY had reached Tennessee on October 14, 1803,
on a trip that began in New England and brought him on horseback
across New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, West Virginia, Ohio, and
Kentucky. He commented on the sights and hardships of his trip:
What a road have we passed! Certainly the worst on the whole continent,
even in the best weather; yet, bad as it was, there were four or five hundred
crossing the rude hills whilst we were: I was powerfully struck with the consideration, that there were at least as many thousand emigrants annually from
east to west: We must take care to send preachers after these people.'

These were the people who were beginning to move into western Tennessee and the areas that are now northern Alabama, Mississippi, Missouri, and even Louisiana and Arkansas.
Bishop Asbury did his share of sending preachers after these westward-moving people. John Clark preached in Missouri in the late summer of 1789; Tobias Gibson and Moses Floyd were sent to Natchez in
1801; Benjamin Young went to Illinois in 1803. By 1805 five preachers
were appointed to the Mississippi District; Clark and John Walker
formed a Methodist class in Missouri in 1806, and by 1810 there were
ten preachers in Mississippi and five in Missouri.
One of these families moving west in 1809 was that of William
Stevenson, a local preacher who was nurtured in a remarkably strong
Methodist area in Smith County, Tennessee, for nearly ten years. There
he had served as a class leader and as assistant circuit preacher. He heard
Peter Cartwright, Jesse Walker, William McKendree, and Bishops
Whatcoat and Asbury preach. When he reached his new home in
Belleview, Missouri, he continued actively in preaching and helping organize new Methodist congregations. He attended the camp meetings
and went with the presiding elder on his quarterly round of meetings.
He reported in his autobiography that on these travels he went "through
rains, snows, high waters, swamps, and canebreaks." This description fit
the topography of northeastern Arkansas.2
11
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So active was Stevenson that his presiding elder, Jesse Walker, urged
him to be ordained a local deacon; he had already been elected to the
office back in Tennessee. He consented and was ordained in 1813 by
Bishops McKendree and Asbury when the conference met at Rees's
Chapel near Franklin, Tennessee.
First Methodist Preaching in Arkansas?

Following ordination as a local deacon, Stevenson increased his
church activities, preaching more and more and helping establish small
congregations among nearby settlers. Some of this travel took him
into northeastern Arkansas, only 125 miles south of Belleview. Evidently this was the first preaching in Arkansas under the guidance of a
presiding elder or bishop. Some unknown local preacher, of whom
we have no record, may have preached earlier. One widely-repeated
theory is that of Dr. Horace Jewell in his History of Methodism in Arkansas, who ventured to suggest that William Patterson might have
preached the first Methodist sermon in Arkansas as a local preacher
about 1800-1804. William Patterson had moved to a settlement called
Little Prairie on the bank of the Mississippi River near present-day
Helena. Dr. Jewell concluded that this William Patterson was the same
person as a William Pattison who joined the Western Conference in
1803.
For three reasons, the conclusion is herewith advanced that William
Patterson of Arkansas was not the William Pattison who joined the
conference: (1) The names are not spelled the same, ( 2) the William
Pattison who joined the conference came from Miami Circuit, Ohio,3
and not from Arkansas, and ( 3) William Patterson of Arkansas died
on February 7, 1809,4 whereas William Pattison continued preaching
until he located in 1813. It seems to be true that William Patterson
of Helena was a Methodist and a local preacher, but we have no data
to substantiate this tradition that he joined a conference.
It is also possible that Lorenzo Dow could have preached in southeast Arkansas when he visited Greenville, Mississippi, in November or
December, 1804, since he wrote regarding that period of time: "I
crossed the Mississippi into Louisiana [and this included Arkansas at
the time] and visited several settlements, holding religious meetings." 5
But again, we have no certain evidence.
A Trip Across Arkansas

In the fall of 1814 Stevenson's brother, James, from Clark County,
Arkansas, visited Stevenson in Belleview. This visit resulted in a trip
back to Clark County by both William and James. William told in
his autobiography how it happened:

"SEND PREACHERS AFTER THESE PEOPLE"
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In the fall of the year 1813 [actually 1814] • ... my brother, James Stevenson, who then lived on the Ouachita River, now state of Arkansas, Clarke
County, visited me . . . and seeing the great advantage of a preached gospel
among the people, he lamented the condition of the wilderness settlements of
the Ouachita, Red River, and Fort Caddo where he lived, and also the settlements of White River and many other settlements on the smaller streams of
the West. . . . I felt a great desire for the salvation of these destitute people,
and was pressed by my brother to go home with him, see the people, and
preach to them .... I agreed to accompany him.

Stevenson then told about the actual journey:
We prepared for the journey, it being about four hundred miles, mostly wilderness except on the rivers and rich lands where we found settlements of industrious people, but among them many hunters. . . . We found them friendly
and humane. Prayer in families and the gospel preached was a new thing.
At length we arrived in the settlement where my brother lived.

He described the condition of the country at that time:
The people had made a great many small settlements all through the country
from five to twenty miles apart. No wagon roads yet laid out, as they had generally
moved on pack horses; nothing but horse paths . ... No ferry boars except on
one or two rivers. We had to cross by canoes or rafts or on horseback. . . .
They pressed me hard to come, or get some preachers from the Illinois [District of the Tennessee] Conference to come and preach to them. I said .. . if
I could not get a preacher sent to them, I would return next fall and stay
as long as possible with them.

Arkansas as Stevenson Found It

When Stevenson described Arkansas as a wilderness and the people
as "destitute" (though "industrious, . . . friendly and humane"), he was
making a realistic appraisaL Scattered groups of Indians were still
to be found over the state, as well as increasing clusters of hunters,
trappers, and farmers who were settling along the streams.
Exploration of Arkansas by Europeans came as early as 1541 when
Hernando de Soto, and his expedition, visited eastern Arkansas, starting
near what is now Helena. 7 Even then they complained about the
swamps! Horace Jewell says the early Methodist preachers were called
"swamp angels." The de Soto expedition went northwest, probably to
an area now identified as North Little Rock, and on to Hot Springs,
Benton, and Calion, near El Dorado. It left the state by way of Louisiana.
More than a hundred years later, in 1673, Jacques Marquette, a
Roman Catholic priest, and Louis Joliet, a fur trader, came from Canada
down the Mississippi River, stopping briefly near present-day Helena and
at the Quapaw village of Arkansas near the mouth of the Arkansas
River. Then in the spring of 1682 La Salle reached the same or a similar
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Quapaw town and claimed the Mississippi River Valley for Prance,
naming it "louisiana" in honor of King louis XIV.
One of l.a Salle's men, Henry de Tonry, was given a tract of land
on the lower Arkansas River by l.a Salle, and he established a trading
post on it in 1686, thus founding the "Post of Arkansas" or "Arkansas
Post." In 1819-21 the Arkansas Territorial Legislarure met here (with
William Stevenson a member and first speaker of the Lower House).
De Tonry gave land to the Jesuits for a church and in 1727-29 a priest
was stationed there. In 1731 the area known as Louisiana Territory
beoune a French colony. In 1762 France ceded her holdings west of the
Mississippi to Spain.
Mrs. Mary E. Dickson beard William Stevens01• preach in the fall
of 1814 111hen he made his first
trip across Arkansas. She later
helped organize the first Methodist
Church in Clark. County, at or
.ear Arkadelphia.

Rufm Milton Lindsey, son of
Eli, was himself for a time a
Methodist preacher in A rka•sas.

The earliest documentary evidence so far discovered of the
presence of Methodists in Arkansas is this marriage certificate signed by William Stevenson, recorded in the Hempstead County Court House at Hope.

Under Spanish rule the "District of Arkansas" was supervised by a
lieutenant governor at St. Louis, but Arkansas Post remained the
center of local administration. In 1768 the Post had 138 inhabitants,
including 30 Negroes and mulattoes and a few Indians. Americans east
of the Mississippi were increasingly tempted to cross the great river
and settle in the rich lands of Arkansas but in the main were restricted
by the Spanish. A census in 1785 showed 196 white and Negro persons,
and a generous estimate sets the number at about 600 by 1803.
In 1803 the United States purchased the Louisiana Territory from
France, and the migration from the eastern states was accelerated. In
1812 Arkansas became a part of Missouri Territory, and the next year
the District of Arkansas became Arkansas County, which included
most of the present state. In 1810 the census showed 1,062 persons in
the Arkansas area; by 1819 this had jumped to 14,000, and there were
five counties.
Stevenson thus started to plant Me~hodist outposts in Arkansas
just as the big expansion of white settlers began. This meant that there
were no organized towns (though perhaps a few villages), no hostels
or hotels, no schools, no road system, no postal system, no transportation facilities except the waterways and Indian trails. It also meant that
he began his work from scratch; no pastors, no congregations, no church
buildings, and no districts.
Lack of travel facilities was one of the most serious handicaps .for
a circuit rider such as Stevenson, whose whole plan of operation was
based on going from place to place to preach to small groups of
settlers. And eastern and southern Arkansas was plagued in those early
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years-and for many years later-with swamps and lowlands that made
travel difficult and dangerous. The Mississippi River would overflow
into its wide delta and make a stream forty miles wide-all the way
from the Chickasaw Bluffs (now Memphis) to Crowley's Ridge. There
were many rivers in the state subject to overflow-the Arkansas, White,
Washita, St. Francis, Cache, Red, Fourche LaFave, Little Missouri, and
Saline. These waterways, along with the multitude of lakes and bayous,
provided one of the easiest ways to travel in those early times. However, travel on land, usually by horseback, was the standard method
for most circuit riders, since boat travel went in only specified directions
and to certain places.
Much of the river lands of the east, southwest, and northeast, however, made good farm land and eventually brought many Negro slaves
to help raise the increasingly profitable cotton crops. A letter writer
in the Arkansas Gazette (February 4, 1823) said, "The red river bottoms ... are as rich as human avarice can desire."
In the Northwest, on the other hand, the Ozark and the Ouachita
mountain areas have specialized in fruit growing and lumbering, with
great emphasis more recently on fishing, boating, and other recreational
activities. "The typical Arkansawyer" of this area in early years, according to John Gould Fletcher,
was ... likely to be a frontier settler in coonskin cap, blanket cape, and buckskin trousers. . . . Not alone a mountaineer, but still more, a frontiersman
facing the semi-civilized Indian Territory. . . . The mountain region and the
plantation region of this state might well belong to two different continents,
to two different worlds."
·

Spring River Circuit

While Stevenson was on his second trip across Arkansas, the Tennessee Conference met at Bethlehem Meeting House near Lebanon,
Tennessee, October 20-29, 1815. There it was reported (presumably by
Stevenson's current presiding elder, Samuel H. Thompson) that a Spring
River Circuit had been created in Northeast Arkansas. It had a membership of eighty-eight whites and four "colored persons," as they were
then described. So far as we can now determine, the members of the
Spring River Circuit were likely those William Stevenson had recruited
on some earlier preaching trip with Jesse Walker or Samuel Thompson,
for Dr. D. R. M'Anally of Missouri wrote in 1881 that "Spring River
[Circuit] had been formed by the indefatigable labors t>f William
Stevenson." 9 This circuit was in northeastern Arkansas, centered in
present-day Lawrence County. Stevenson may have been assisted in organizing the circuit by the Rev. Henry Stephenson10 and the Rev. Eli
Lindsey, both local preachers there.

"SEND PREACHERS AFTER THESE PEOPLE"

17

At conference Samuel Thompson was thus faced with the need for a
preacher to serve the Spring River Circuit, but there was none available
he could appoint. When the appointments were listed, the circuit was
shown as a preaching place, but the assignment of a preacher was left
to Mr. Thompson to see if he could locate one upon returning West.
This was not an uncommon practice by Methodist conferences, especially in the earlier years.
Thompson had asked William Stevenson (who could not attend the
conference) if he would allow his name to be presented for conference
membership, thus making him available for an appointment. Stevenson
had agreed, and the conference voted him into membership. However,
Thompson evidently felt that he needed Stevenson as pastor at Belleview, for that is where he was appointed. At the very time the conference was meeting, we noted above, Stevenson was deep in Arkansas,
perhaps at his brother's home in Clark County, or beyond there at
Mound Prairie, or even preaching at Pecan Point on the south side of
Red River in Texas, according to his autobiography.
On this second trip into Arkansas, Stevenson reported:
We had a pleasant journey to the new circuit which I intended to form and
travel, beginning on the south side of the Current River about one hundred
miles from my family in Belleview . ... We commenced where we could get
a few people to preach to, exhort, and pray with.

Eli Lindsey First Appointed Preacher

Stevenson spent about six months on this trip, from about September
1, 1815, to about March 1, 1816. It is likely that as soon as he returned, Mr. Thompson asked his counsel about the supply preacher
needed for Spring River. It is probable that he recommended Eli Lindsey
as a promising young preacher. At any rate, tradition says that Lindsey
was appointed, and he served the remainder of the twelve months.U One
of the circuit churches was on Flat Creek (and probably called that),
and its first members included Wayland, Rainwater, Stuart, Raney, Taylor, Findley, and Fortenberry families who had reached the area by
1815. Nevil Wayland's son, Jonathan, became a local preacher, as did
Hugh Rainwater; Jonathan joined the Arkansas Conference in 1843.
Wayland descendants are still influential m Arkansas and American
Methodism. 1 2
Eli (or Elijah, as the family Bible has it) Lindsey was born about
1797 in Rutherford County, North Carolina. The family moved to
Kentucky in 1804 and to Lawrence County (now Randolph County),
Arkansas, before 1820. His main vocation seems to have been as a
farmer and a magistrate, for he served in that role in Lawrence County
and after 1827 in Pulaski County. 18
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Early Arkansas Methodists were familiar with this story of Lindsey's
activities long after his one year as supply preacher at Spring River :
Eli Lindsey began preaching on Strawberry . . . and his circuit ran from
Little Red River north to what is now Missouri. He was a Methodist, and had
his own methods. Colonel Magness states that the visits of Eli to Oil Trough
Bottom were irregular; that he attended all the house raisings, log rollings,
quiltings, marriages, and frolics. He would encourage the young people to dance
and after they were through would preach to them. . . . In 1816 he visited
the spot where Batesville now stands and found a man named Reed in possession of a new house he had just finished for a store. Lindsey asked the
privilege to christen it, which was granted. He sent out to Miller's Creek, to
Lafferty's Creek, to Greenbrier, and all around, and notified the folks to come
out. They came with their guns, and a fine old crowd it was. Colonel Miller
and his boys, Colonel Peel and sons, the widow Lafferty and sons, Major Robert Magness and his army of boys, the Craigs, Ruddells, Trammels, Beans,
Gillets . . . were all there with their guns stacked around the walls. Old Eli
began his sermon and in a short time the dogs started a bear. Old Eli said:
"The service is adjourned in order that the men may kill that bear." They
rolled out with alacrity, mounted their horses, pursued Bruin and killed him.
Then they went back to the new house where Eli "thanked God for men who
knew how to shoot and women who knew how to pray," and finished his sermon."

At the end of the conference year (November 8, 1816) Eli Lindsey
could report a small increase in membership: two new white members
and one new colored member. We have no record that he served as
appointed pastor after this year. But he evidently kept his local preacher's license, for we know that he performed occasional marriage ceremonies.15 He owned land and farmed to some extent. He owned a few
slaves in 1822-23. In 1824 he was commissioned as adjutant of
Arkansas Militia in Lawrence County. He died on May 2, 1834, on
Fourche LeFave in Conway County and is probably buried in the
"Old Tull" Cemetery near Tull, Grant County. His son Rufus M. Lindsey was a Methodist preacher for some years before the Civil War.
William Stevenson Moves to Arkansas

On September 23, 1816, ·the Missouri Conference was organized,
being separated from the Tennessee Conference, and authorized by the
General Conference to include western Indiana, all of Illinois, all of
Missouri, and all of Arkansas north of the Arkansas River but with
no firm western boundary. Philip Davis replaced Eli Lindsey as preacher
at Spring River, and William Stevenson was sent to a new appointment
called Hot Springs--evidently consisting of the small congregations (or
societies, as they were often called) that he had organized in the
southern part of the state. He soon made plans to move to the new country he was to serve and to settle at Mound Prairie in Hempstead County.

Marker to Henry's Chapel (near Washington, Arkansas) being
dedicated October 10, 1961 by (left to right) Clem Baker, W.
D. Golden, Harold Sadler, Vera Henry Webb (great granddaughter of John Henry, one of the early Methodist preachers
in Hempstead County), Robert B. Moore, Sr., and Stanley T.
Baugh.

By sending Stevenson south of the Arkansas River, the conference was
going beyond its territory; but since there was no other preacher anywhere near, this was not considered a serious matter.
When Stevenson moved from Missouri to Mound Prairie (probably
early in 1817) he was accompanied or followed by a large number of
fellow-Methodists from Belleview. The Rev. Salmon Giddings had organized a Presbyterian church in Belleview in 1816; in January, 1818,
he wrote to Abel Flint: ". .. When I formed the church there, there
was a large Methodist society in the settlement. More than half of them
have removed on to Red River about 160 miles south." 1 6
This colony of emigrants took a month for their journey. Andrew
Hunter, who later served in Mound Prairie as pastor to many of these
persons, tells this about the trip of the group from Belleview:
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This company formed a long train of wagons .... [They} entered Arkansas
and crossed White River some ten miles below Batesville. . . . When they
reached the Arkansas River at Little Rock they found a number of men at work
on a ferry boat. They had to wait three or four days. They went down the
River seven miles to a Horse Mill and supplied themselves with Meal for the
rest of the journey. . . . The boat being ready they crossed over to the South
side, the Road committee going on to open the way; of course, it was anything but a good road. They crossed the Saline where the present military road
crosses . .. . They crossed the Washita, Caddo, and Little Missouri and reached
their destination at the end of a month travel.' 7

While in Little Rock on the trip from Belleview, John Henry
preached to a gathering of people, according to Dr. James A. Anderson18 who labels this the first Protestant preaching in that city. The Rev.
Jacob Custer, who served later as Henry's presiding elder, wrote that
Henry moved to Arkansas in the fall of 1818. 19 We know from
Hunter's account that Henry was in Little Rock for several days, and
the likelihood is great that he preached there, but there is no documentation.
Stevenson was responsible for all Methodist work south of the
Arkansas River--even though technically the river was the southern
boundary of the Missouri Conference. Mrs. Stevenson is due much credit
for managing the household and the farm; she and the children were
able to make a living for the family, freeing Stevenson to ride and
preach most of the time.
In the fall of 1817 the conference met at Bethel Meeting House,
near Edwardsville, Illinois. Alexander McAllister was sent to Spring
River Circuit; and Stevenson was reassigned to the Hot Springs Circuit,
with John Harris as his assistant. All three preachers labored under difficulties: Protestants were in the minority; and many emigrants who
entered Arkansas were unsure whether they would stay one year, ten
years, or a lifetime. Consequently, it was hard to develop permanent
churches. But at the end of twelve months the preachers reported 447
white members and 35 colored.
The preaching circuits widened, and the number of preaching places
was expanded in spite of frontier conditions. In 1818 William Harrison
Bailey moved with his family from Nelson County, Kentucky, to the
area where Helena now stands, settling among a colony of Kentuckians
already there. Bailey began holding prayer meetings for his neighbors
and soon organized a Methodist society among them. 20
Since Stevenson had persuaded the group of friends from Belleview
(most of them Methodists) to move with him to Mound Prairie, the
area soon became a highly desirable one for settlement. In 1820 the
Mound Prairie country was called "the most densely populated part of
the Territory." 21 Hempstead County in 1821 had 2,248 people, onethird of whom were there in 1817 and 1818; "they settled on Mound
Prairie and spread like a great setting hen clear to Red River." 22
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Mound Prairie, Gateway to Texas Preaching

In a short time the Mound Prairie area became a widely-recognized
Methodist center. The friends of Stevenson who came from Missouri
with him were the nucleus of this group. Among these, as nearly as
can be ascertained, were Joseph Reed, Thomas Reed, Salmon Ruggles,
Martin Ruggles, Philip Ruggles, John Johnson, Radford Ellis, William
Craig, John Henry, William Ashbrook, Lemuel Wakely, 0. T. Speaks,
and possibly Alexander and Jacob Shook. The meeting house at Mound
Prairie, called Mount Moriah, has been referred to as "the first Methodist
church [building} in Arkansas." 23
Within a year the site of the church was abandoned and a new building erected nearby and renamed as Henry's Chapel in honor of the Rev.
John Henry, the pioneer who was greatly respected for his long service
to Arkansas Methodism.
The Mound Prairie area served for some years (roughly 1820-25) as
the center of Arkansas Methodism. This was partly because Mr. Stevenson was presiding elder (or chief administrator) of all Methodist work
in Arkansas for most of this time. It was his task to interest men in the
ministry, enlist them in it, guide their training, and assign them to
their circuits.
Many men came to the Mound Prairie area who were interested in
entering the Methodist ministry. Among the ministers-part-time or
full-time-who came or who were recruited there by 1835 were John
Henry, Joseph Reed, Salmon Ruggles, John Harris, Benjamin Clark,
Gilbert Clark, James Alexander, Gilbert Alexander, Reece Alexander,
Thomas Tennant, John Henry, Jr., Lemuel Wakely, John Props, Louis
Props, Benjamin Bland, Daniel Shook, Nathan Shook, Rich Shook,
Jacob Shook, Henry Stephenson, John B. Denton, Washington Orr,
Green Orr, and Rucker Tanner. Some were local preachers and did
not serve long, if ever, as regular itinerants subject to ongoing appointments. But all were a part of the ministerial force available to Stevenson as he planned the spread of Methodism. Several of these became
prominent and influential in Arkansas and/or Texas Methodism in
later years.
Another element in the growth of Methodism in Hempstead County
was the fact that the area was the gateway for some years to Texas,
especially to the northeast and north central parts. The Rev. John
Scripps, who replaced Stevenson as presiding elder for one year ( 182122), referred to "the migratory spirit of the people in southwest
Arkansas among whom the Texas mania was then raging." 24 James
Bryan wrote from Hazel Run, Missouri, to J. E. B. Austin, Stephen's
brother, in 1822: "I have no doubt that the emigrants are arriveing
daily as it appears to be the General rage in every quarter to Move to
Texas." 25 And Clark Ward wrote that in 1824 in Hempstead County
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movers were passing nearly every day going west." 26 Among the
famous men who passed through the area on their way to Texas were
James Bowie and Stephen F. Austin. Austin was a friend of Stevenson's
from their Missouri days and was in Stevenson's home at Mound Prairie
several times in the summer and fall of 1819 and the spring of 1820.
Methodism Spreads in Arkansas

By 1816 the western movement of Methodists was such that it was
advisable, as noted previously, to create a new conference, called
Missouri. In the fall of 1818 the four Arkansas appointments were
placed in one district, called Black River, and William Stevenson was
appointed presiding elder. These appointments were all circuits and
thus had many preaching places on them. Names of these circuits were
Spring River, Hot Springs, Mound Prairie and Pecan Point, and Arkansas. Stevenson served as presiding elder most of the time until the fall
of 1825. He and the other leaders chose and assigned the preachers
(in cooperation with the bishop, of course) in such a way that the
Methodist societies spread and grew. Spring River, centered in Lawrence
County, continued to thrive and had 125 members by 1820. Hot Springs
Circuit, centered in what was then Clark County, had 139 members in
the same year. Arkansas was the name of a circuit whose congregations
were located chiefly along the Arkansas River, centered in Little Rock;
it had fifty-five members in 1820. Mound Prairie and Pecan Point
together had 217 members in that year.
By 1818 Pecan Point had become a strong enough Methodist area to
be named the center of Pecan Point Circuit. Pecan Point was the name
This marker to Eli Lindsey's home and the church named for
him are near Jesup in western Lawrence County.
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of an area rather than a single village. The circuit included preaching
places in "all the settlements on each side of Red River, above the
mouth of Little River .. . up Red River to the mouth of Kiamitia." 27
By 1822 this circuit had 60 members, and by 1824 there were 103.
The important role played by women in establishing these early
churches is illustrated by the fact that Mrs. Mary Dickson was instrumental in starting the first Methodist church in Clark County. 28 William Stevenson had met her on his first trip to Arkansas in 1814 when
he preached on Fourche Caddo. He called her, in his autobiography,
"an old mother in Israel . .. late from the states. She appeared delighted
to hear that God was mindful of the country in sending the gospel to
them." Jewell identifies her as the mother of Mrs. John Hemphill; the
family settled near Arkadelphia about 1811.
Why Did They Sacrifice To Witness?

Some persons in our day may well ask why these early Methodistspreachers and laymen-sacrificed their comfort, their welfare, their
very lives to help establish the Christian faith in Arkansas. It was a
simple matter to them: There was a God of the Universe who willed
that mankind should seek to be righteous, just, brotherly, and devoted
to the ideals of God's Kingdom. Mankind was terribly lacking in these
qualities. The gospel of Jesus Christ could help persons to begin to
practice this better way of life through Christ. Therefore they must
proclaim and live this Christian life that offered hope for persons, individually and socially.
Bishop Asbury in 1797 had written :
"I am of opinion it is as hard, or harder, for the people of the west to gain
religion as any other. When I consider where they came from, where they are,
and how they are, and how they are called to go farther, their living unsettled
... and when I reflect that not one in a hundred came here to get religion
but rather to get plenty of good land, I think, it will be well if some or many
do not eventually lose their souls." 2 "

Even in those early days sin was seen as social as well as personal.
The Arkansas Gazette reported on November 27, 1819:
A Methodist preacher, in an address to his brethren, calls them to take the
field, with all their artillery, against the arch enemy of mankind-"Satan, (adds
he,) must be beaten out of all his strongholds, viz. play houses, gin-shops,
gambling-house, smoking clubs, etc. where his agents and crimps are to be found
night and day."

Asbury testified to his own motivation in his terrific toils by saying,
"Sure I am that nothing short of immortal souls, and my sense of duty,
could be inducement enough for me to visit the West so often: 0 the
roads, the hills, the rocks, the rivers, the want of water.... " 30
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And William Stevenson in his autobiography testified that what took
him into Arkansas to preach was the plea of his brother, James, in
telling about the need of Arkansas for religion:
"While conversing with him, I saw, as he described it, a vast region sitting in
darkness and the shadow of death, scattered like sheep on the mountains,
having no shepherd to guide their feet into the way: none to say, Behold the
Lamb of God, that taketh away the sin of the world. I felt a great desire for
the salvation of these destitute people. . . . "

By around 1820 Methodists had a toe hold in Arkansas. As the one
denomination with an organized itinerant system in the state, it was
regularly sending its preachers into small segments of the new mission
field, as it was considered. At the meeting of the Missouri Conference
in the fall of 1820, the Black River District (which embodied all the
Methodist circuits in Arkansas) reported 511 white and 25 colored
members. Asbury had, in fact, succeeded in "sending preachers after
these people" who were migrating west.

