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IRIS BELL HIGHTOWER
Based on interview by Marcia Crossman, compiled by Virginia White

Iris Bell Hightower was born in Clarion,
Iowa, on August 31, 1932, to Burdette and
Lois Bell, who were farmers. Her Bell ancestors had come from Belfast, Ireland, in the
seventeenth century.
Iris first felt that God was calling her to the
ministry by her senior year in high school because of her personal reaction
after reading in the scripture,
“Whom shall I send?”
The
North
Iowa
WSCS
(Woman’s Society of Christian
Service) provided Iris a scholarship to National College in Kansas City, Missouri, where she received her Bachelor’s degree in
Christian Education and Social
work.
Iris applied to be a US-2 in a Methodist
missionary program in which a single young
person could commit two years in the home
field.
After she had taken spiritually probing
written and physical examinations, Iris also
passed a “rigorous” psychiatric evaluation at
the Psychiatric Ward of Kansas City University. Iris remembers having to explain her reason for being at this ward to the taxi cab driver, who was leery about picking her up there.
She next passed the Kansas City area
Board of Missions and was sent to Batesville,
Arkansas.
Rev. and Mrs. Ed Kaetzell met Iris at the
train station and took her to Batesville’s First
Methodist Church. She exclaimed that “she
met some beautiful people there!” Dr. Ira A.
Brumley, noted Christian educator; Mildred

Osment; Rev. and Mrs. Elmus G. Brown; and
Rev. J. Albert Gatlin, a district superintendent, were among those present. Iris remembers stabilizing her first-time fears by thinking these words from the Bible: “Be not
afraid, for I am with you….”
The Town and Country Commission had
been created in 1941 to help
church workers be more effective and to better solve rural
problems
by coordinating
church and civic agencies for
solutions.
This
advisory
group, which included some of
these individuals that Iris initially met in Batesville, proved
to be beneficial for her work.
Also, the North Arkansas WSCS (Woman’s
Society of Christian Service) became not only
her guidance but also her friend. “Whatever I
needed, they were there. They provided for
everything, including filmstrips and other
equipment. They paid for my car which was a
blue ‘55 Chevrolet with bench seats.”
Iris was assigned to the Eastern Arkansas
Spring River Group Ministry of eleven churches with headquarters in Imboden.
The Imboden minister, Rev. Robert Simpson, took Iris to meet Mr. and Mrs. Louis Kaiser, who had a small furnished apartment upstairs in their home for Iris, who was very
pleased with it. It was there that Iris had her
first squirrel soup after she reported to the
Kaisers that she had heard noises in the attic
on a previous night.

(Continued on page 3)

THE REVEREND FRED DAY TO ADDRESS ANNUAL LUNCHEON
The Reverend Fred Day, Senior Pastor of the Historic St. George's United
Methodist Church in Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania, established 1769, will be
this year's speaker at the Annual Luncheon of the Historic Society of the Arkansas Conference, Thursday, May 1,
2014.

Rev. Day will also tour the Archives
and History room at Hendrix College
on Wednesday morning and the Arkansas Conference Museum in Little Rock
that afternoon. He will then offer comments and direction for improving our
ministry at both these locations to the
officers of these two groups.
For the Archives and, most particularly, for
the Museum, which is a work in progress for
gathering our Arkansas church's history, we
are very pleased and fortunate to have Rev.
Fred Day as our consultant and speaker. He is
highly respected in his home conference for
the work he is doing at St. George's Church, as
well as his service as a professor on the adjunct faculty of Princeton Seminary.

At ten o'clock, Thursday morning, Rev. Day
will address the combined boards of the Historic Society, the Commission on Archives and
History, and the Arkansas Conference Museum in the Chapel. He will bring the principal
address at the luncheon meeting at twelve
noon in the gym. Both of these programs will
be held in the First United Methodist Church
of Little Rock.

MUSEUM NEWS
AND VIEWS
With Black history month coming up in
February, the museum is proud to celebrate
that heritage by exhibiting African-American
artifacts.

board chairman,
or 501-351-4493.

at

dcnolley@comcast.net

UMMAC is also an excellent historical resource in Methodism for Confirmation classes; the museum highly recommends a tour as
part of your confirmation instruction.

Presently, these new gifts of photographs
are being highlighted in one of our galleries in
the museum. As artifact gifts come in, we
hope to expand that exhibition. If you or your
congregation would like to donate anything,
such as photographs; church furniture (a pew,
altar, etc.), or other items from your congregation or a former congregation, please contact:

Guided tours are available for all ages
(3th grade through Senior citizen). To book a
guided tour phone the Arkansas Conference at
501-324-8018, or toll free 1-877-646-1816.
The museum is centrally located in Little
Rock’s historic First United Methodist Church.
on 723 Center St.

Linda Baker, curator, at sorryvasari@att.net
or 501-372-4685; or Rev. Don Nolley, museum

1952 Wesley Chapel Communion Stewards

1957 Leadership Conference Philander Smith
2

nothing remains of this community except the
nearby Bethel Cemetery. Denton was located
about six miles west of Powhatan (Lawrence
County) on State Highway 117.
At Eli Lindsay in Jesup, the region where
Eli Lindsay set up the first Methodist circuit in
Arkansas in 1815, most of the women’s group
were older ladies who accepted Iris and
worked with her.
During her time at
Black Rock, Iris encouraged them to attend district meetings
and instructed many of
the women how to
teach.
Because Powhatan
was a one room
church, Iris had them
move the benches
(pews) into each corner for Vacation Bible
School, creating several classes with different teachers. This increased the attendance
of area children.
Also, at Lynn, Iris
taught the women how
to work with children
and also encouraged
them to organize a Women’s Society of Christian Service.
Ravenden and Ravenden Springs were
“very similar” churches, where Iris primarily
played the piano.
The Encyclopedia of Arkansas History and
Culture on the internet has the following informative stories.
The first church building in Ravenden was
constructed in 1905 by the Church of Christ.
The Methodists built a church in 1951, fol-

(Continued from page 1)
When she came back later that day from
one of her church visits, Iris found out that it
was that squirrel that had been noisy.
Each of these eleven communities had special situations with various needs. Iris stated
that all the ministers at Imboden were excellent, so that her main job there was to work
with the Sunday school
and Vacation Bible
School teachers. Iris
also helped Rev. Jim
Beal with his church’s
newspaper and often
babysat Mauzel and
Jim Beal’s children.
Iris’s sense of humor soon becomes obvious through the stories she recalls. For
example, the ladies of
Imboden were enjoying
a WSCS meeting at a
member’s
country
home.
Suddenly, a
skunk walked into the
room. They all began
to scream, squeal, and
some even climbed up
on chairs, The hostess came in and calmly
reassured all that the skunk was safe—it had
been deodorized. Her children had accidently
let in into the house.
Iris described Smithville as a “sweet
church” that had energetic workers who did
everything that she suggested.
The church at Denton was a small frame
building with a pot-bellied stove. Iris was
amused when she saw one of the elderly
women spitting chewing tobacco in the open
door of that stove during a sermon. Today,
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One of the local superstitions became real
to Iris one day when she picked up a woman
from Ravenden to take her some distance to a
WSCS meeting at Middlebrook. When a black
cat ran in front of the car, the woman immediately jumped on her knees, turned to the back,
and screamed, “We’ve got to go back! We’ve
got to go back!” Iris was puzzled, but she replied, “I’m sorry, but we need to go on to Middlebrook. The meeting will be starting soon.”
The woman suddenly became quiet. She
made her fingers into a cross and pointed
them at Iris. During the meeting and on the
way back home, she continued to sit with her
fingers in the form of a cross directed toward
Iris. It was then that Iris learned that to get rid
of the “curse” created by the black cat, you
had to go back, draw a circle, and spit on it!

(Continued from page 3)
lowed by the Baptists in 1958. There is currently a twelve-foot statue of a black raven at
Ravenden.
The town of Ravenden Springs was established in 1880 as the result of a recurring
dream of a Methodist minister, the Reverend
William Bailey, who had suffered from a stomach ailment for many years. One night, he reportedly dreamed that there was a spring near
the bottom of the rock walls of Hall’s Creek
Canyon on which the Baileys had lived for
many decades. He dreamed that he climbed
down the canyon, found the spring, drank
from it, and was cured of his stomach problem. He dreamed the same dream for three
successive nights. He then climbed down the
canyon and repeated his actions from the
dream. He continued drinking from
the spring and soon was cured of his
stomach ailment. Hence the nickname “The Dream Town” was soon
applied to the community that grew
up around the spring.
Friendship was way back in the
woods, in the vicinity of Imboden.
Some of the conference women came
to see what Iris was doing, so she
took them out to Friendship. Mildred
Osment commented, “Iris, only you
and God know where Friendship is!”
Iris organized a Saturday Night
Youth Group there that quickly became popular with the children. She
also initiated some money-making
projects, so that Friendship was able
to replace its dilapidated church building.
Maynard was an old community settled by
the French on the Southwest Trail. Iris was
able to also help this church, which included
descendants of those early settlers.
Because Iris came from Iowa, she encountered different idioms and phrases that many
individuals of rural Northeast Arkansas used
in the 1950s. Rev. Simpson interpreted some
of them for Iris. For example, “a foot” was to
walk; “to carry,” to take some one in a car;
and “put it in a poke,” put it in a paper sack.
Mauzel Beal told Iris that she heard her say
“you guys” to some ladies at Smithville.
Also, many Arkansans pronounced her native state, I-o-way.

Despite the differences, Iris found
her charges “a blessing” and was
accepted by most of those people
for “who she was.”
At the end of two years, Iris applied for and was chosen to be a
deaconess.
When Iris went to Buck Hill Falls,
Pennsylvania, to be commissioned
as a deaconess, the WSCS gave her
a new tailored wool suit and a coat
to take.
Bishop Paul Martin consecrated
Iris for Home Mission Work at the
1957 North Arkansas Conference in
Rogers. (Pictured here.)
She soon began working with Bill
Hightower who was a fulltime minister. Bill began to tease Iris about being single so one
day she said, “Do you have a friend in mind?”
He said, “No, but I have a brother, Bedelle.”
Later, Iris was at a meeting at the Ft. Smith
First Methodist Church. It was there that Bill
introduced Iris to his brother, Bedelle, who
was in the middle of a baseball tournament. At
that time, she was working in the Batesville
area, and he lived in Fort Smith, so every Sunday he would write her a letter, and she would
write back.
On Easter 1960, Bedelle came to visit Iris.
They went to church in Cave City and then to
the park, where they decided to get married.
During that conversation, Bedelle became
briefly reluctant when Iris told him that August
4

Village in 2004. Bedelle passed away on September 10, 2011.
“By following the model of Jesus Christ, I
have received so much more from those I
worked with than what I ever will be able to
give,” Iris says. She has received numerous
honors and has always felt blessed by her association with the Methodist conference; the
WSCS; her ministers; missionaries, such as
Edith Martin and Helen Wilson; and fellow
Christians.
Mary Chaffin, the deaconess that covered
Western Arkansas during Iris’s tenure, was
considered another blessing. Iris noted that
the two differed in appearance. Mary was
about six feet tall and weighed 300 pounds;
Iris was 4 feet 10 inches and weighed 110
pounds. Iris mentioned that Mary preached
regularly along with her other duties and later
received her doctor’s degree. “Mary should
have become a minister.” Both drove about a
hundred miles a week in their regions.
Friends and former colleagues have a
pleasant smile at the mention of Iris’s name.
Dr. Victor Green, a retired minister, and his
wife, Mary, expressed warm feelings about
her. Victor declared that Iris’s words and
deeds are like a casual sermon. Marcia
Crossman, Archivist at Arkansas Conference
United Methodist Church, experienced true
joy when she interviewed Iris recently.

(Continued from page 4)
would be a good time because that was when
she would be through with her job in
Batesville. He exclaimed, "That's the middle
of baseball season!” They were married that
August in Woodstock, Iowa, and moved to
Ft. Smith.
They soon had two sons, Roger Lee and
Darrell Dean, who were 10-1/2 month apart.
Iris found herself devoting much more time to
her family during their childhood.
Iris was always busy doing the Lord's work
in various ways. She had a large part in organizing Interfaith Preschool. She did a lot of
Christian education work in the district, sang
in choirs, and led music for special services.
The wide range of Iris’s assistance included Methodist American Indian coordinator for
the Fort Smith district.
Later, Iris Hightower took Rowdy, her
Schnauzer, to nursing homes. She obtained
certification for him via Therapy Dogs International (TDI), and volunteered through Project
Compassion, beginning in 2003.
Iris’s Rowdy was honored with a party and
received a plaque in 2006 from Mayor Ray
Baker for reaching 150 hours of volunteer service as a pet therapy dog. Gov. Mike Beebe
sent a letter in 2012, praising Rowdy for
Fountain of Youth Adult Day Care Center service.
Iris and Bedelle had a wonderful marriage
of 51 years. They had moved to Methodist


Iris often closes her letters and notes with the
following: God loves you and I love you.
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Arkansas Conference Ministries
United Methodist Historical Society of Arkansas
800 Daisy Bates Drive
Little Rock, Arkansas 72202-3770

Centennial History of Methodism in
Arkansas by James Anderson, printed

UM HISTORICAL SOCIETY
SPONSORS NEW CD

by L. B. White Printing Co. of Benton, Arkansas, 1935. Rev. James A. Anderson, D.D.
(Hendrix), L.L.D. (University of Arkansas) was
educated at Vanderbilt University and began his
ministry in Arkansas in 1879. He was a pastor
for nineteen years, editor of the Arkansas Methodist nine years, and
for twenty-seven years a presiding elder, serving the Fayetteville,
Clarksville, Fort Smith, Booneville, Conway, Helena, Jonesboro, and
Paragould Districts. By special and formal request of the Little Rock
and North Arkansas Conferences, Anderson wrote this history of Arkansas Methodism as a part of the celebration of the one hundredth
anniversary of the founding of the Arkansas Conference in 1836.

4 History Books - All on One CD released April of 2013
• History of Methodism in Arkansas
by Horace Jewell
• Centennial History of Methodism in Arkansas
by James Anderson
• Methodism in Arkansas, 1816-1976
by Walter N. Vernon
• The History of the Negro in Methodism in Arkansas

SURVEY

by W. D. Lester



Does your church have a historian?

Each book is a separate file and in searchable PDF format,
easily opened by most computers.



Does your church have a history room?



Does your church have a written history?

Proceeds go to support the Historical Society's Museum. The

Please send your answers with details to

cost is $10 plus shipping. To place an order contact the Arkan-

arkmethodist@hendrix.edu

sas Conference Archives:

arkmethodist@hendrix.edu
Editor: Virginia White

Contacts: Marcia Crossman and Carole Teague
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News From the
Winfred D. Polk Arkansas Conference Archives

Bailey Library • Hendrix College • 1600 Washington Ave. • Conway, Arkansas 72032

THANK YOU TO OUR
RECENT GENEROUS DONORS:

A SPECIAL THANK YOU TO:

Peggy Polk and the Winfred D. Polk Charitable Trust
of the United Methodist Foundation for a new piece of
equipment that will allow the archivists to scan the old
Arkansas United Methodist newspapers that begin
around 1886. The book scanner is expected to arrive
by the middle of November.

Biff Averitt
Earl Carter
Ron and Hazel Clark
Bob Crossman
Martha Faulkner
David Hawkins
Iris Hightower
Tom Love
Bill Martin
Herschel and Mardell McClurkin
Jim Argue for Vernon Paysinger
Peggy Polk and United Methodist Foundation
Nancy Rainwater
Russell Riggs
Ronald Roberts
Betty Embrey Robertson
Anne Crofoot Queen
Bob Scott and Beth Scott Turner
Paul Strang
David Stokes
Carness Vaughn
Fred Wayland
Liz Workman

What is the difference between this scanner and a
typical office or home scanner?
This scanner will allow the archivists to scan two
pages of newspaper as fast as the pages can be
turned. It’s scan area is almost 2x3 feet. The new
scanner will create searchable PDF’s for the new
archives website.
There will be more to share about this in the next
issue of the Occasional Papers.

CHECK OUT THE NEW
ARCHIVES WEBSITE:

ArkansasUMCArchives.com

This site will always be a work in progress.
The Website includes four

Arkansas United Methodist Histories
downloadable on the site.

ITEMS GIVEN:
Very old to very new Journals from all
Conferences related to the Arkansas Conference,

NEEDED AT THE ARCHIVES:

Rare books, rare Arkansas Methodist histories,

		

Hymnals, Disciplines, church plates,
Information related to Arkansas missionaries,

2 copies of Horace Jewell’s
“History of Methodism in Arkansas” 1892

Archives Information:

Email: arkmethodist@hendrix.edu
Location: Bailey Library, Hendrix College
Open: Thursdays 9:30 to 4:30 pm
and by appointment.

Wesley’s Works, printed in England 1700’s,
Custom made copy stand with lights to use with
the Apple Ipad camera
Photographs of all bishops of all conferences
which became the Arkansas Conference

Archivists:
Carole Teague: carole.teague77@gmail.com
Marcia Crossman: mcrossman@conwaycorp.net
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