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At Bunkie, Louisiana, Father Alvah W. Doran was the chaplain, and interest in the mission 
grew so much that it was soon impossible to accommodate all who came in the car.  Doran 
reported that 24 children were given instruction and received communion. (LUCA)      
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CHAPTER 14 
St. Paul ,  The Great Steel Ark, Built to Go 

South, Ends North 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

eter Kuntz did not attend the dedication of his first Extension Society 
chapel car St. Peter. It was not because he did not care. It was probably 
because he cared too much. He did not want to be pointed out as the 
donor. According to those who knew him well, he did what he did, not 

for the glory of men but for the glory of God. When St. Peter had been working 
some months, Kuntz dropped into the Chicago Extension office. “How is the St. 
Peter doing?” he asked Father Kelley. 

“Splendidly,” Kelley replied. “Do you want me to show you some of the 
Chaplain’s reports?”  

“Never mind,” Kuntz said, as he started for the door. ‘I’ll build you another.” And he did. 
Peter Kuntz paid thirty-five thousand dollars for the construction St. Paul, his second 

P 

One of the Chapel Car St. Paul’s priests prepares to 
serve communion at a small town along the car’s 
route from Louisiana to Montana.  This beautiful steel 
chapel car’s mission was abbreviated as a result of 
World War II’s railroad restrictions and the mistaken 
assignment of the car that sent it to the frigid regions 
of Montana. Car builder Peter Kuntz had ordered that 
St. Paul was not to be sent “North” as it was built only 
for warm climates. (LUCA)      
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chapel car gift to the Extension Society. He was adamant that St. Paul was never to go 
North. 1 

In June 1914 Barney & Smith Car Company delivered to Father Emmanuel B. 
Ledvina the proposed plan for the new car. Certain ecclesiastical sections were 
to be fashioned by a professional designer of in-
terior gothic decorations.  

St. Paul’s floor plan was an improvement 
over St. Peter. The kitchen ran the full end of the 
car, and the refrigerator was inside the kitchen 
instead of out on the platform, a much better 
arrangement for the cooks and porters. There 
would be no dragging of oils or anything else 
through the car, as all cabinets for oils and for 
the lighting system would be accessible from the 
platform. In both the toilet room, as well as in 
the kitchen there were provisions made for fill-
ing the tanks for water supply, both by hand and 
by force. Proper consideration was taken for the 
water service, inasmuch as the car was, most of 
the time, in places where water work facilities 
were not readily available. 

The study 
would be the 
same as St. Peter’s—a lower and upper berth on 
one side—but a folding table would be used in 
the compact study providing more flexibility. 
Pigeon holes in the desk would be arranged 
like drawers, and the shelves made much 
heavier in order to receive heftier volumes. 
Instead of two berths in the rear of the 
chapel, there would be one. Attending priests 
had requested that the confessional be made 
in the folding style so the prie dieu could be 
attached and folded.  

As for the much vilified Baker heater. 
Coleman officials thought they could improve 
on it, if installed. It was their opinion that the 

Baker system troubles resulted from the fact that people tampered with the tanks 
by tying to fill them by hand, where they 
must necessarily be filled by pressure, so 
as to force the water into every part of 
the pipe and prevent air pockets. Such air 

                                                
1 Story of Extension (Chicago: Extension Press, 1922), 92-93. 

 

In contrast to the beauty of the 
chapel and study, the cooks and 
porters on St. Paul had to cope 
with a rather primitive stove and 
oven arrangement. (Norman 
Thomas Taylor Collection)  

The Barney & Smith Hungarian workers, 
mostly Catholic, probably experienced an 
emotional attachment as they worked on 
the gothic touches and altar designs on St. 
Paul. (Norman Thomas Taylor Collection) 
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pockets were almost always the cause of defective service.2   

Peter Kuntz would heed none of the advice concerning the Baker heater. He 
would have none of the Baker heater. Ledvina, obviously frustrated, wrote in 
July, “The old gentleman has put his foot down on that positively. That Car is 
going to be built for the South, and the South only! Mr. Kuntz would not hear to 
putting in any electric wires . . . He had even decided to omit the Baker Heating 
system all together and to run no steam pipes through the car, but under the car 
. . . I think however he will be agreeable to the suggestion to put in some kind of 
a heating system anyway.” 3  

The contract between the Catholic Extension 
Society and Peter Kuntz for the transfer of posses-
sion of St. Paul, which was in its final stage of con-
struction at the Barney & Smith Car Company, was 
signed December 17, 1914, with the same stipula-
tions as for St. Peter—that if the Society determined 
not to use the car for its intended missionary pur-
poses, it would be returned to the original owners, 
and that all priests celebrating Mass in the car, and 
that the donor and his family, both living and dead, 
should have a memento on one day during the week 
that the car was in missionary operation, and that 
the stipend be taken from the offerings given on 
board the car. 4   

With all the improvements and carefully de-
signed Gothic touches, St. Paul headed “South” to 
New Orleans on January 12 on the Louisville and 
Nashville Railroad. Information about the car and its 
arrival at certain points—Louisville, Owensboro, 
Henderson, Evansville, Nashville, Birmingham, 
Montgomery, Pensacola, Mobile, Biloxi, Bay St. Louis, 
Pass Christian (as a tribute to Bishop Gunn), and fi-
nally New Orleans—had been forwarded and it was 
hoped crowds, including school children, would be 
at stations to greet the car.5  

Kuntz begrudgingly relented, and the car did 

                                                
2 Correspondence to George C. Hennessey from Rev. E. B. Ledvina, Vice President and General 

Secretary of the Catholic Extension Society, June 10, 1914, LUCA. 

3 Correspondence to George C. Hennessey from Rev. E. B. Ledvina, Vice President and General 
Secretary of the Catholic Extension Society, July 6, 1914, LUCA. 

4 Contract between Peter Kuntz and the Catholic Church Extension Society, December 17, 
1914, LUCA. 

5  Correspondence from E.B. Ledvina to Alvah W. Doran, December 31, 1914, LUCA. 

 

Beginning life as a poor 
man, German-born Peter 
Kuntz Sr. amassed a for-
tune in the timber and 
lumber business. He was 
known, particularly in Day-
ton, Ohio, where his com-
pany was located, for his 
philanthropy and as a re-
spected businessman. 
(From Kuntz family history 
website) 
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have portable oil stoves and steam pipes that could be connected with outside 
steam connections on storage tracks.  

Visitors to the chapel car along the way had been reading disturbing news: 
the British and French fleets in the Dardanelles were being bombarded; the Brit-
ish had decided to make contraband all food destined for Germany in retaliation 
against the German declaration that British waters were to be regarded as a war 
zone, and German troops had crossed over the East Prussian border. Catholics 
were also concerned about the news that half a million ransom was being de-
manded for the release of all the native Roman Catholic clergy in Mexico City, 
where conditions were dire with little flour, bread, or water in the city as fight-
ing continued.6 

Local news was also disturbing to the chaplains heading south. Nightriders 
were active along the border of Kentucky and Tennessee, although most of the 
trouble focused on blacks; the priests knew that hatred was also being spread 
about “Papists.”  

At Atlanta, the car was parked at the terminal station and drew a good 
crowd on Sunday, February 21. But most of the railroaders of a religious bent 
were at the “Railroad Night” revival of Dr. J. Wilbur Chapman on Monday night. 
Chapman, a famous Presbyterian evangelist, began preaching with the legendary 
D. L. Moody in 1893, as well as leading many evangelistic events of his own. Billy 
Sunday was among Chapman’s disciples. 

The sermon was one of the strongest preached by Dr. Chapman, and there 
were tears in the eyes of hundreds of his hearers. According to the Atlanta Con-
stitution, “Big strong engine men, who are wont to face all sorts of danger and 
‘tight’ places in their daily work along the tracks, bowed their heads in silent 
prayer and sobbed.” He pleaded especially with the railroad men, which he de-
clared to be the one class, above all others, that needed to make peace with God 
so that they may be properly guided in their car of the lives of thousands of 
passengers who each day entrust themselves to the engineers.7 

St. Paul left Atlanta on Wednesday headed for Birmingham and its display at 
the Louisville and Nashville Railroad Station, and then it would go on to 
Montgomery. The Chapman revival blazed on in Atlanta. 

New Orleans Celebrates the Dedication of St. Paul 
The day of the dedication came in New Orleans—Sunday, March 14, 1915. 

Chapel Car St. Paul was placed on the siding at the foot of Canal Street, the 
city’s main thoroughfare, close to the Mississippi River and near the L & N Sta-
tion. A special platform decked with bunting was constructed in front of the 
chapel on wheels. Archbishop James H. Blenk, though ill, was determined to par-
ticipate in the ceremonies, so he had Mr. Fabacher, K.S.G., take him to Cardinal 

                                                
6 Nashville Banner, February 20, 1915, 1. 

7 Atlanta Constitution, February 23, 1915, 7. 
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James Gibbon’s home where a procession of automobiles bearing the Cardinal 
and the visiting prelates was formed.  

The cavalcade moved down Canal Street and near the chapel car it was met 
by Knights of Columbus units, uniformed ranks of the Holy Name Society, Cadet 
Corps of various schools, and bands and drum corps. The cardinal—a striking 
figure in his scarlet robe, the archbishops and bishops, Mayor Behrman, Chief 
Justice O’Neill, the chief of police, and the heads of religious orders in the city, 
all took their places on the large platform under a sunny sky. Facing them was a 
throng estimated by the [New Orleans] Morning Star, at ten thousand.  

Bishop John E. Gunn, S. M. of Natchez, Mississippi, delivered a masterly ad-
dress, according to the Morning Star, stressing the need for educating others 
about the true nature of the Catholic Church.   

Seeds of bigotry are sown; prejudice is rooted; a fear of the Church is en-
gendered, and when the bigot and fanatic canvass the country voters to penal-
ize Catholic consciences, to inspect convents, to hamper even the saying of 
Mass, we are sadly familiar with the results obtained as evidenced by the legis-
lative acts of some of our nearby States. I attribute much of the violence of re-
cent and present anti-Catholic intolerance, first to plain ignorance, and sec-
ondly to manufactured ignorance, and both kinds flourish only where the 
Catholic Church has never had a hearing.  

Our commission is to carry the Gospel message outside Judea and Samaria, 
even to the uttermost bounds of the earth. I am pleading to carry it at least to 
the neglected, deserted spots of our own American Continent. If it is true that 
an honest peasantry is a nation’s pride, and when once destroyed can never be 
supplied, it is equally true that if we let the taint of bigotry and intolerance take 
root in our country it will never be eradicated.

8
 

 

At the close, the bishop voiced gratitude for the munificence of the donor of 
the car and lauded his spirit, which he said should be an inspiration to them on 
behalf of mission work.  

                                                
 

 

 

8  The New Orleans Morning Star, March 20, 1915, 1. 

 

St. Paul would spend from 1915 to 1918 traveling the rails of Louisiana and devoting its 
work to the mixture of people located there—Black, French Creoles, Irish, German, lum-
berjacks, shrimpers, cotton farmers, and of course, rail workers, as well as serving in 
Texas, North Carolina, Oklahoma, and Montana. [Catholic Church Extension Society] 
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The story is told that during Bishop Gunn’s address, Father Kelley found 
Peter Kuntz, the donor of the car so mentioned, all alone in one of the pews of 
St. Paul, tears streaming down his cheeks. He had declined to appear on the 
platform and desired that his name not be used.    

.  

 

St. Paul’s First Mission Begins at Bunkie, Louisiana 
Roger Baudier, Sr., perhaps the South’s most 

prolific Catholic historian, traced the journeys of 
Chapel Car St. Paul in his work “The Chapel Cars of 
The Catholic Church Extension Society in the Louisi-
ana Dioceses.” Through the courtesy of the Arch-
diocese of New Orleans and their publication Cross, 
Crozier and Crucible: A Volume Celebrating the Bi-
centennial of a Catholic Diocese in Louisiana, and the journals of the chaplains, 
many facts are known about that period of St. Paul’s ministry. 

After the dedication, the first stop for St. Paul would be Bunkie, a growing 
town on the Texas and Pacific Railroad in Central Louisiana in a section called 
Avoyelles. Populated mainly with descendents of the Acadian exiles, it was a 
network of meandering bayous and swampy areas caused by frequent floods 
and roads of sticky clay spotted by quagmires. Father Alvah W. Doran was the 
chaplain and interest in the mission grew so much that it was soon impossible 
to accommodate all who came in the car. And so the meetings were moved to 
the local chapel.  

By means of the question box, Doran tried to dissipate false notions about 
the Catholic Church. Two hundred Catholics took Communion, twenty-four 
children were given instruction and made their First Communion, and two con-
verts were received into the church. Many Italians received the sacraments, be-
ing able to make their confessions in their own tongue, as Doran knew the lan-
guage. 

The chapel car congregation was made up of Italians, Irish, Mexicans, 
French, Creole and Blacks at Cheneyville, but Doran reported, “The Italians pre-
ponderate and it is only fair to say that along this line of railroad they are the 
finest of their race the Chapel Cars have found, zealous, affectionate, industri-
ous and ‘practical.’ They pushed forward the building of the church, have fenced 
it in and laid out a garden with their own hands. Socialism and secret societies 

The Extension Society gave 
the Vatican Museum in 
Rome this model of St. 
Paul, and it is still there on 
display. (CCES)  

s 
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have not touched them. They claimed the missionary as their own because he 
spoke a little of their mother tongue. They are mostly from Palermo.” 9  

At Secompte, Doran was becoming used to the indifference of Catholic and 
non-Catholic alike, and “the last night rush” of visitors. At Boyce, a rail division 
point on the Red River, Mr. Smith Texada and Mrs. Annie Ryan became converts 
and “were as good Catholics as the rest of us,” before St. Paul left town. 

Father Doran commented that floods and poor crops had the French Catho-
lics located in Aloha held in poverty and ignorance. Even though mainly Catholic 
in name only, two hundred came out for the evening lecture and three men 
agreed to abandon forbidden secret societies. Two “Justice of the Peace” mar-
riages were validated and another repaired.   

At Powhatan, on the Louisiana River and Navigation Company Railroad, the 
local priest, N. Gudermanns, who was more used to the hardships of missionary 
work in the South, enjoyed the chapel car luxuries.  

 

I lost no time in adapting myself to my new surroundings. How easy it is to 
fit oneself into luxuries! I was rather timid at first. How was I, who now had a 
study, a private room, a dining-room, kitchen and so forth, to act, but like a 
king in his royal car? I thought it well to pretend not to have any surprise at my 
new surroundings, and acted as if it was natural to me to be so well fixed. My! I 
thought, I will have a fine time on my vacation! 

And just then the work began. The first sermon of my “vacation series” 
was preached to a “crowded house,” with a considerable overflow on all kinds 
of benches and chairs on the outside. The Car had been placed close to several 
stores, the roofs and windows of which were galleries filled with well-disposed 
and serious people who listened attentively. That night it was hot, 102 degrees 
in the car, and so I did not preach on hell; if I had, I am sure I would have dis-
persed the crowd. For the next four days I said Mass and preached twice a day. 
I had the pleasure of baptizing one grown person. My vacation was becoming 
more strenuous; in fact, I had lost sight of the element of rest, which, theory 
says, plays an important role in vacations.

10
  

 

He had seen many outrageous sights in his ministry, but Chaplain Owen A. 
McGrath was “somewhat shocked” when he discovered in Winnfield in late Oc-
tober that the Baptists in town, who had absolute control, had a large open pa-
vilion on the main street where not only men, but also women preached.  

Town Receptions Sometimes Threatening 
Already St. Paul was experiencing problems. Although the Dallas Diocese 

wanted the car; because of its lack of heating facilities, it was feared it could not 
take the cold sometimes experienced in Dallas. More of a problem was the diffi-
culty getting free transportation. The Rock Island had refused any concessions, 

                                                
9 Report of Alvah Doran, Secompte, Louisiana, April 11, 1915. 

10 Report of Alvah Doran, Boyce, Louisiana, April 17, 1915. 
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saying that it had gone into the hands of a receiver and could not afford to 
make any concessions. Father Ledvina at Extension Offices in Chicago re-
sponded to that with, “Poor excuse!”   

Jena, Louisiana, was notorious through the state as a murder town, and Fa-
ther McGrath found it deserved its name. Killings had been very numerous and 
convictions unknown. The week before he arrived the town marshal shot and 
killed the ex-marshal, and the day he left one man cut another’s throat with a 
pocket knife. According to McGrath, the people generally were merciless and un-
forgiving, revengeful and untouched by any refinement of Christianity. He real-
ized from the start that he was unwelcome, for he could get but a few people to 
accept his hand bills. The Masons were in control, and McGrath felt the town re-
flected their influence. Trouble was outside the windows of the chapel car the 
last three nights, as men taunted the visitors to the car and waited outside. One 
Catholic woman told McGrath that she was afraid they would shoot in through 
the windows. But they were able to leave town unharmed.11    

At Goodpine, between Trout and Talltimber, the reception was kinder, even 
with the strong influence of the Baptists and Methodists, and the car was filled 
every night. McGrath reported that the black people were eager to come, and the 
white people told them to stay away, which they did; however, several ventured 
to come and stand outside the windows. St. Paul closed out the year at Ruston, 
a city of five thousand, where although five hundred handbills were distributed, 
only a few came to the car.  

The second year of service for St. Paul began with the car sided on the 
Vicksburg, Shreveport and Pacific Railroad (V.S. & P) tracks at Shreveport in care 
of the porter Wendell Walker. The effort was being made to find a shop where 
the car could be painted and varnished. Originally it was planned to take the car 
to the Texas and Pacific shops at Marshall, Texas, but that became impossible 
when those shops were destroyed in a storm. The next approach was to try the 
one of the shops of the Queen and Crescent,  but the car finally ended up at the 
Southern Pacific shops at Houston. At the shops St. Paul, just a year old, in addi-
tion to being painted and revarnished, had every window and door removed and 
adjusted. One of the platforms was also pushed out of shape, indicating that the 
car had been in some kind of wreck.    

While Father Ledvina was in Texas caring for the work done on Chapel Car 
St. Paul and motor Chapel Car St. Peter, a shocking crime occurred in Chicago. 
Someone with anarchistic tendencies, who had enough dynamite to “blow up 
Chicago” in his apartment, poisoned the soup served at the banquet for  the new 
archbishop of Chicago, the Most Reverend George William Mundelein, February 
10, 1916, at the University Club.  

Many of the priests at the banquet who partook of the soup were ill, includ-
ing Monsignor Kelley, the Extension Society’s president, and Father O’Brien, vice 
president. Mundelein, the new archbishop did not partake of the soup. In a letter 
informing Ledvina of the event, Extension Society clerk G. M. Johnson con-
                                                

11 Report of Owen A. McGrath, Jena, Louisiana, November 1, 1915, LUCA. 
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cluded, “It is almost unbelievable that there are men in this world with such 
perverted minds; and when the consequences are considered, had his plot been 
successful, it makes one cold with apprehension.”    

Wendell Walker, the black porter who had been caring for St. Paul while it 
was out of service and a favorite of the chaplains, resigned. He was replaced 
with Michael Cousins, a red-haired Irish seminary student who decided that he 
was not fitted for the priesthood but would like a lay position in the church. 
Like George Hennessey, long-time chapel car superintendent serving on St. Peter, 
Cousins could sing and play the organ and quickly became a valued part of the 
chapel car program.  

For the next year, the car crisscrossed the state, visiting towns like Rochelle, 
on the Iron Mountain Railroad, where the visitors found the Stations of Cross 
arranged between the windows in the chapel area, a great attraction, apparently 
new to them; and to Eros on the Tremont & Gulf Railroad, and to the old town of 
Bastrop on the V. S. & P Railroad, and Monroe, Shreveport, and small interior 
sawmill towns where there were very few Catholics and no churches. 

In 1916 the Redemptorist Fa-
thers from New Orleans took charge 
of the car. At Turkey Creek in April, 
Father E. L. Mattingly borrowed a 
horse and rode many miles through 
the piney woods and across the prai-
ries looking up scattered Catholics. 
He soon became lost. A Protestant 
man volunteered to be his guide 
back to the chapel car and became 
an enthusiastic worker during the 
mission, which was quite successful. 

Chaplains Find God-forsaken Places, 
Transportation Problems 

Father Mattingly described Oak-
dale as the most God-forsaken place 
he had ever seen, and where Satan —
when he reached this place on his 
route—turned back and said the rest 
of the world was safe, was a haven of 
Presbyterians, Baptists, and Hard-Shelled Baptists. They made the situation very 
difficult. They blocked a move to larger accommodations and forbade their 
members to come to the meetings. Even when the chaplain went out to witness 
to some Choctaw Indians, a Baptist minister was there—waiting to refute his 
message.12  

Father John Diederich, C.SS.R. was on the car in late 1916 and early 1917, 
and his routine in towns like Egan, Lacassine, and the parishes of Jefferson 

                                                
12 Report of E. L. Mattingly, Oakdale, Louisiana, May 15, 1916, LUCA. 

The “Stations of the Cross,” placed be-
tween the stained glass window panels of 
St. Paul, provided a familiar, comforting 
touch for many Catholic along the way. 
(Norman Thomas Taylor Collection) 
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Davis, and Acadia, included 7 a.m. Mass, catechism for the children at 4 p.m. 
and a lecture mainly for non-Catholics at night. 

Although other Louisiana railroads handled its transportation differently, in 
October 1916 the Southern Pacific refused to handle St. Paul free anymore. An 
upset Ledvina wrote, “Seems that this part of the S.P. is in hands of bigots. 
Seems strange anyway, after they handled the Car free down here before.”13 

In spite of the injunction, the car traveled to DeRidder in October to begin 
its autumn itinerary. The Hudson River Lumber Company had one of their larg-
est mills at DeRidder and the Vizard Company turpentine stills were also lo-
cated there. The Catholic children who came to the car were “woefully ignorant 
of everything pertaining to religion. We found boys and girls from eight to four-
teen years of age who did not know a prayer—did not even know how to make 
the sign of the cross, and the non-Catholics in town had never seen a priest, 
their knowledge of the Catholic faith mainly from the vile sheets as “The Men-
ace” and “Tom Watson” magazines.” 14 

When the car prepared to leave, the children, who had been instructed and 
received Holy Communion, came bearing gifts of fruit, flowers, cakes and little 
presents as tokens of their gratitude. Their parents had tears of joy. 

At Sulphur in December 1916, the problem was arranging services so that 
the men who worked in the Sulphur mines could attend. Once the shaft was 
sunk and the mine began operation, they had to work day and night and never 
stop until the mine was exhausted. Then a dance held by the Woodmen of the 
World kept those who should have been at the car for Mass, and when the priest 
found out what had taken place at the dance, he preached a sermon where he 
could not find language strong enough to denounce those who had been at the 
event. The high point of the mission was when the mine superintendent invited 
Father Mattingly to visit the mines and speak to the men.   

Right before Christmas, Father James H. Dreis, C.SS.R. replaced Father 
Girven as chaplain, and the car was moved to Melville where a priest from Le-
beau offered Mass once each month for twelve Catholic families. Father Dreis 
decided to postpone opening the mission until after Christmas because of the 
family gathering and other holiday events, but the day after the car’s arrival, a 
circus set up quarters near the chapel car and remained for the holidays.  

It was Christmas time and Vinton was the last stop on the Southern Pacific. 
The St. Paul crew determined to have a crib for the Infant Jesus. Most of the 
children had never seen a crib and waited excitedly. Michael Cousins built the 
crib, and a set of figures was rushed from Finney and Company of New Orleans 
for $15, donated by the ladies of the parish. On Christmas morning, Mattingly 
sang a High Mass and then a Low Mass around the crib of the infant Jesus.15  

                                                
13 Letter from E. B. Ledvina to George C. Hennessey, October 5, 1916, LUCA. 

14 Report of E. C. Mattingly, DeRidder, Louisiana, October 16, 1916, LUCA. 

15  Report of E. L. Mattingly, Vinton, Louisiana, December 27, 1916, LUCA. 

 



This Train Is Bound for Glory, Chapter 14, Chapel Car St. Paul  

12 

The year 1917 started at Lake Arthur where Father Diederich took over the 
work and the people were most receptive, but at Hayes down the line, the peo-
ple, mostly French, were very poor and illiterate, and although Catholic, many 
had never learned any prayers and had never gone to confession. Before St. Paul 
left, over 134 had taken communion and eight marriages were revalidated. In 
country districts there were many couples whose marriages were never blessed 
by the Church. One reason was a lack of priests, another the inconvenience and 
hardship connected with calling on a priest, if he was miles away and there was 
no transportation, or in this situation, a swamp in the way.  

It was on April 20, 1917, when St. Paul was working in the area north of Ba-
ton Rouge, that Archbishop Blenk, the great friend of the chapel car work in 
Louisiana, died at New Orleans. Father Jeanmard, Chancellor, had been desig-
nated to take over the duties of administrator and decisions about the chapel 
car, with the continued assistance of Father Gassler, one of the vicars general.  

The fall mission of 1917 included towns along the Gulf Coast lines from 
Palmetto in St. Landry Parish, through Pointe Cupee Parish, and down to Port 
Allen in West Baton Rouge Parish. At Krotz Springs in October, a sawmill town 
east of Opelousas, there were ten Catholic families out of a population of sev-
enty-five. Father Bernard Kalvelage, C.SS.R. in charge reported, “There was a lit-
tle prejudice among those who had been baptized Catholic. Of these, two re-
turned to the Church and had their marriages revalidated. The Methodist minis-
ter is in the habit of visiting Krotz Springs once a month and most of the people 
flock to hear him. Hence the loss of Faith among the Catholics.”  

The reception at Erwinville, west of Baton Rouge with a population of eighty 
white and fifteen Negro families, nearly all Catholic, was warm. Throughout the 
mission the car was filled, with people overflowing the chapel into the library 
room and on the ground outside. The good will of the people at Erwinville was 
also shown by their calls with food for the priest and his helpers.  

At Oscar Crossing, most of the people were Italians, and so the chaplain on 
board called on a nearby Italian priest to help them. The car moved down the 
Texas and Pacific Railroad to Morrows, Louisiana, where it stayed nine days. 
“Father Girven and the staff were amazed upon arriving at Morrows to behold a 
great array of autos, buggies and saddle horses, but they were soon informed by 
natives that the large gathering was not for the chapel car. They pointed out 
three saloons, two for whites and one for Negroes. The number of people was 
explained by the fact that surrounding towns were “dry,” so folks made the trek 
to this town to satisfy their thirst.  

It was at Melville that a woman who had been a Methodist from birth came 
for instruction. She was convinced of the Catholic Church as the true Church 
and asked for admission. Wednesday at 3 p.m. was set as the time for condi-
tional baptism. At 2 p.m., word was sent to the chaplain that the convert’s 
mother, a Methodist, had swallowed poison when she heard of her daughter’s 
action. The convert did not come again to the car.  

At the farming town of Fordoche where about ten Catholic families lived, it 
snowed! Although many children who did not even know how to make the Sign 
of the Cross, had come for instruction, the thermometer dropped to four de-
grees and very few attended the closing exercises.   
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In January 1918, St. Paul continued along the Texas & Pacific line to Addis, a 
rail center, where the two hundred Catholics in town eagerly awaited the car and 
longed for a chapel of their own. As a result of the chapel car’s visit, a lot was 
donated and money raised to begin building. 

Torras, a plantation site near the junction of the Red and Mississippi rivers, 
was not such a good experience. The postmaster had not received the advance 
handbills, so the arrival of the chapel car was quite a surprise. Only four adults 
appeared on the first night.  

Lettsworth’s attendance was also small. The town was predominantly 
Presbyterian and not one of them came near the car, according to the Chaplain 
Dreis, not even to inspect it. But at the last stop on the line, Chamberlin, crowds 
came to the car and a Methodist judge was baptized and received his First 
Communion and invited the crew of St. Paul to his birthday celebration at his 
home. 

Father Prats Delivers St. Paul from Storage 
Due to war restrictions, and the refusal of Louisiana railroad to permit free 

transportation for the chapel car, St. Paul was stored away in a railroad yard at 
New Orleans. Any plan for putting the car back into operation was postponed 
because of the influenza epidemic in the winter of 1918 and 1919 that took the 
life of the black cook serving the car. Cousins, who had been exempted from the 
draft and was now married, had also suffered from the flu, but he patiently 
waited for the time when the chapel car could be put back into service.  

Peter Kuntz, the eccentric, yet unassuming, devout builder of Catholic 
Church Extension Society’s great steel Chapel Cars St. Peter and St. Paul died in 
March of 1918 during the great flu epidemic, but according to Kuntz family re-
cords, it was not definite that was the cause of death. 

Father Ledvina, concerned at not using St. Paul, wrote, “We naturally feel in 
honor bound to keep the chapel cars operating, since the donors gave them in 
good faith.” Ledvina had recently received reminders from the Kuntz family of 
the original assurance that the cars would be used for the purpose for which 
they were built. In the spring of 1919, the Kuntz family had even decided to sell 
St. Peter and St. Paul and give the money to Extension for other mission uses, 
but because of the leniency of the railroads in the Northwest in permitting St. 
Peter to continue movement, the sale of the cars was put on hold, and St. Paul 
was put in storage in New Orleans. 

St. Paul would have continued to “sleep in its wraps, tucked away on that 
siding,” in 1920, if it were not for the young Father Vincent Prats, who had just 
received his credentials as pastor of the newly created parish of St. Leo the 
Great . . . but all he had in his immense, new parish were “a few houses here and 
there,” and the huge Mylam-Morgan Mill.  

The young priest suddenly remembered the St. Paul, now peacefully sleep-
ing, but “suddenly to be awakened by a Macedonian call,” and he rushed to the 
streetcar line that would take him to Archbishop John Shaw’s residence. He was 
so excited, he hummed the “Te Deum,” but he soon sobered down, forgot the 
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“Laudate Pueri Dominum,” and switched to the “Miserere,” as he realized his 
project was not yet won.  

Roger Baudier, the official chronicler of the Archdiocese of New Orleans, de-
scribes the scene. “Archbishop Shaw placidly raised incredulous eyebrows while 
he rocked at the usual measure of 12 times per minute, in his comfortable epis-
copal rocking chair, as Father Prats knelt and kissed the episcopal ring while 
blurting out: “Your Grace, I have a church for next Sunday—that is, if you say 
so. All I have to do is to roll it in place.”16 

  After anxious moments getting permission to use a siding at the Mill for 
the Chapel Car, on Sunday, February 13, 1920, Father Prats offered the Holy Sac-
rifice of the Mass for the first time in the new parish of St. Leo the Great, and 
that great event took place in the St. Paul, on a side track next to the Mylam-
Morgan Grain and Feed Mill, a short distance off Gentilly Road. The car was 
jammed to capacity and many more people stood outside.  

Prats occupied the living quarters of the car, and he discovered, like the 
other missionaries who would serve on St. Paul, that during the summer, the car 
was an oven from the metal construction being exposed to the pitiless rays of 
the sun, and that in winter it was an icebox, from lack of heating facilities, due 
to Peter Kuntz’s conditions. But devoted Father Prats stayed on with his chapel 
car for nine months while funds were raised and a frame church built. 

It was finally determined that St. Paul could not be placed back in service in 
Louisiana, and the Extension Society decided to use the car for promotion pur-
poses in an exhibition tour of the East. At the end of the Louisiana mission, 
Father Kriger, chaplain on St. Paul wrote:  

 

While in most localities, the chapel car and the missionary Fathers were re-
ceived joyously and enthusiastically, and shown every mark of esteem and 
courtesy by the townspeople, non-Catholics as well as Catholic, in some 
instances the priest had to contend against the most aggressive bigotry. The 
car and the missionary were cursed outright; the services were disturbed and 
food had to be ordered from places as distant as 30 miles, because the fanatics 
refused to sell to the hated priest and his car . . . sometimes, bigotry was so rife 
and so wild, that the protection of parish officials had to be sought. Examples 
of this kind may make interesting reading, but they proved rather uncomfort-
able for those who had to submit to them.

17
 

 

Father Kriger stressed that those situations were the exception rather than 
the rule. In most places non-Catholics who came to hear the discourses through 
curiosity, became attentive listeners and even it they were not converted, they 
went away less prejudiced against their Catholic fellow-citizens; and thus the 
spirit of bigotry and intolerance was greatly allayed.  

                                                
16 Roger Baudier, Sr., Journey of St. Paul, Cross, Crozier and Crucible: A Volume Celebrating the 

Bicntennial of a Catholic Diocese in Louisiana, edited by Glenn R. Conrad (Archdiocese of New Orleans, 
in cooperation with the Center for Louisiana Studies), 237.x 

17 Baudier 
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 During 1922 St Paul covered the East from Chicago to New York on the Erie 
Railroad, from New York down to Washington on the Philadelphia and Reading 
and Baltimore and Ohio, and then back from Washington up towards Harrisburg 
on the Pennsylvania, and then on the Pennsylvania and Harrisburg to Altoona.  

When St. Paul traveled to Pittsburgh and parked in the Pennsylvania Freight 
Yards on Penn Avenue near Eleventh Street in May of 1923, it was not in the 
best shape. Ladies from St. Patrick’s Church visited the car and were dismayed 
at its grim and dust. Feeling that it should be as spotless as their own church, 
they asked and received permission to clean the car, and, according to the Pitts-
burgh Catholic paper, after their labor of love, it surpassed in appearance even 
the private car of President Rea of the Pennsylvania System.18  

St. Paul moved “South” again in 1923 to work in North Carolina. At an early 
stop, the priest, about four o’clock in the afternoon of December 3, saw children 
leaving the local school. They saw Number 62 start from the depot, and then 
stop, and later back down to the switch.  

This was unusual. The old passenger train, made up of baggage car and 
one coach, had been familiar to them from infancy. It had passed out of the 
town at this time every day in the year without stopping or backing down on 
the switch. Today it left an elegant car on the siding, proudly puffed back to 
the main track, and went on to the terminal in New Bern. Filled with curiosity, 
the scholars hurried to the car. They read the words audibly, “Chapel Car St. 
Paul.” Seeing me, their astonishment increased. Before I had finished my invita-
tion to come into the Car, two-dozen breathless boys and girls rushed up the 
steps and into the Church on Wheels, unable to suppress or conceal their emo-
tions. 

Fire and Klan Threats Endanger Chapel Car 
Sometime during the winter of 1924, 

the kitchen of St. Paul was damaged by 
fire that resulted from the explosion of a 
gasoline tank. The man who had been 
acting as cook and filling several other 
positions on board sustained painful 
burns. It took several months for the car 
to be put back in service after repairs 
were made.   

At Maysville, Chaplain Alexis Cun-
neen, C. P. was curious. Where were the 
people? From the platform of the car he no-
ticed the location of the garage, store, hotel, 
post office and a few dwellings. To the west 
he saw trees—nothing but trees, pines, tall, 
fresh, verdant pines. Just then their tops 
were being lighted by the golden rays of the setting sun, like candles burning on 

                                                
18 “Who Said “Smoky Pittsburgh?” Chapel Car is Cleaned Here,” Pittsburgh Catholic, June 1923.  

 

"The End" referring to the end of 
Catholic influence in the US. 
Klansmen: Guardians of Liberty 1926 
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God’s western altar and the glories of that scene made him for the moment for-
get the indifference of the people. It was as if God had placed His benediction 
on the town.  

Not long after, the town awakened in its interest of the chapel car and a lot 
was given and plans made to build a church. One of the local leaders was 
warned that if they built a Catholic Church in town, the K.K.K. would burn it 
down. 

The K.K.K., so active in the South in the 1920s and spreading north, 
preached “One Hundred Percent Americanism” and demanded the purification 
of politics, called for strict morality and better enforcement of prohibition. Its 
official rhetoric focused on the threat of the Catholic Church. Its appeal was di-
rected exclusively at white Protestants. Some local groups took part in attacks 
on private houses and carried out other violent activities.19  

Just after arrangements had been made with the local agent for St. Paul to 
be moved to the next town, a letter was received by Father Cunneen. 

 

Dear Sir: 

We would be glad if you will notify the leaders of the Catholic Extension So-
ciety that they have been here long enough, and ask that they move on from 
Jones County. A word to the wise is sufficient. 

K.K.K. of Jones County 

The “Night Shirts.” 

                                                
19 From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia. 

At Plymouth, North Carolina, in 1927, Father Stephen Sweeney, threatened by the local 
K.K.K., relied on his faith in the presence of the “Blessed Sacrament” in Chapel Car St. 
Paul and was not harmed. (LUCA) 
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Cunneen said that it was regrettable that the letter from the “Kluckers” 
came late, because the “Night Shirts’ might have thought the car’s departure was 
hastened by the letter.    

While at Oriental, down the line from New Bern, Father J. U. Desmond was 
invited to lunch with a K.K.K. leader. As the old gentleman thawed out, Des-
mond asked him why the Klan was opposed to Catholics, and he said: “We are 
opposed to all anarchists!” 

Father Stephen Sweeney, C. P. had a most frightening experience at 
Plymouth, North Carolina, in the spring of 1927. 

 

We were told by a colored boy that all was arranged by the K. K.K.  to drive 
us out of town. But we were not the least afraid of this threat because similar 
ones had been made before. I received the following letter the day after enter-
ing the town, and about half an hour before the afternoon train left:  

 
 

The Catholic Coast Line Station, 
The Catholic Church on Wheels, 
Plymouth, N. C. 
 
Sir:  
This is to notify you that your presence in this city is not desired, and I 

would advise that you get the 3:55 train of this date to carry you away safely. A 
hint to the wise is sufficient.  

Plymouth Klan 140. 
 
I dismissed my man, Mr. Stephen McLaughlin, insisting upon him leaving 

the car until the threat of the Klan would die a natural death. I was all alone in 
the car, and in a neighborhood most hostile to the Church. There is not a 
Catholic in Plymouth. There was not as much as a person to whom I could ap-
peal if any violent measures were taken. But I had the Blessed Sacrament in the 
car, and my unfailing refuge would not allow any harm to come, unless it 
would be for a greater good, so I placed all my confidence in the Heart of the 
Prisoner of love. Nothing happened. Our friends of the Invisible Empire did not 
so much as burn a cross. But do not let it be supposed that the people of the 
South are much in sympathy with the K.K.K. I am told that they number now in 
North Carolina, 2,800 whereas a short time ago they numbered 32,000. Nothing 
can thrive upon hatred. 

20
 

 

 In May 1924 Chapel Car St. Paul, through the courtesy of Daniel Willard, 
President of the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad, was used to carry Cardinal Mun-
delein home to Chicago from New York, on his return from Rome. Mass was of-
fered on the car by Cardinal Mundelein, who had as his congregation nearly all 
the distinguished clergy of Chicago. 

                                                
20 “Three Months on the Chapel Car,” Extension, June 1927): 32. 
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Arriving in Chicago, St. Paul was turned over to the Right Reverend Thomas 
W. Drumm, D. D. for mission work in the Diocese of Des Moines, Iowa,  where it 
exhibited in Des Moines and visited Corydon, Allerton, Humeston, Davis City, 
Kellerton, Mt. Ayr, New Market, Clarenda, Sydney, Bedford, and Gravity.    

Drumm and his assistant, Father William Appleby, soon discovered that the 
Klan’s activities were not confined to the South when at Bedford, Iowa, he re-
ported, “The weather, rainy and unsettled, interfered greatly yet there was on 
average attendance of 80 or more about an average of 50 non-Catholics. This 
was considered very good due to the fact that Bedford is strongly entrenched 
with Protestantism, and the K.K.K.s are predominant in everything. No distur-
bance however and some of their leaders attended the lectures before the car 
traveled on to Gravity,”  and southwestern Iowa.21 

In the fall 1924, the chapel car was in Oklahoma, first at Elk Ci ty where the 
crowds flowed into a local theater. From Grandfield, they went to Carnegie for 
three weeks of services. Albert A. Ille, a nineteen-year-old in his first job, was 
supposed to stay with the chapel car at Carnegie and keep the batteries charged 
for the Kohler Plant Electric system while the priest, Father Huff, went to spend 
the Christmas holidays at Oklahoma City. Albert did not stay with the car, and 
he too, went to Oklahoma City. The weather got very cold. The batteries froze 
and broke, and Albert got fired from his first job.   

Confusion in Chicago Sends Wrong Cars to Wrong Places 
It took the Chicago World’s Fair to get St. 

Paul out of storage, where it was put after its 
western tour. More than a million and a half 
people had passed through the gates of the 
“Century of Progress” grounds before the 
formal opening. One of the sights they could 
see there was Chapel Car St. Paul, on display 
on a track between the Chinese Temple and 
“Soldiers Field” Memorial Stadium from June 
to November, for what might have been its 
last formal appearance.  

“Soon it will be only a memory,” Exten-
sion’s June issue pointed out, “but it will ever 
be a happy memory to those whom it has 
served, those whom it brought back or those 
whom it attracted to the Church.”22    

 Due to a mix up at the Pullman Shops in 
Chicago where St. Paul and St. Peter were in 
storage, the Most Rev. Edwin O’Hara, Bishop 
of Great Falls, procured St. Paul for use in his diocese in 1936. And St. Paul went 

                                                
21 Report of Cornelius Lalley, Gravity, Iowa, June 30, 1924, LUCA. 

22 Extension, June 1933. 
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“North,” much against the orders of the now deceased Peter Kuntz, in a move 
that was to be the beginning of its end.  

The car was stationed in Bear Creek, Montana, a mission of Red Lodge, for 
over a year and then moved to Gardiner, the entrance to Yellowstone Park, 
where it served the people as a parish church until 1954, when the new St. Wil-
liams Church was built.  

Scrubbed, and polished and proudly wearing a new coat of paint, all work 
donated by the Northern Pacific Railroad and done at their Livingston shops, St. 
Paul was moved to the entrance of East Glacier National Park for the 1960 win-
ter season. There it would be used as a chapel. It would again be moved by the 
Northern Pacific and Great Northern railroads to Summit for the summer sea-
son. After just a year or so, it was determined that the car was too small, too hot 
in the summer and too cold in the winter to fill the parish needs of that area.  

In 1967 St. Paul was sold at a token price to Montana State Senator Charles 
Bovey, after the Great Northern had been told by The Reverend Joseph A. 
Cusack, General Secretary of the Catholic Extension Society, Chicago, “to dispose 
of the Chapel Car in any way you see fit.” Senator Bovey wanted the car for his 
railroad museum and restored gold-rush town at Nevada City.   

The move from East Glacier to Nevada City was not without problems. The 
East Glacier to Alder leg was smooth. From Alder to Nevada City movement was 
slower and more involved. The car then rested on a short section of track in a 
very conspicuous place close to Highway #287 in Nevada City and was open to 
visitors during the summer months. 

According to Vincent T. J. Lenth, M. D. in his letter of April 3, 1970, to the 
Most Reverend John L. May, of the Catholic Church Extension Society, the cost of 
the move was eight hundred dollars, supposedly paid by Mr. Bovey.  

On September 29, 1985, in celebration of the 80th anniversary of the Catho-
lic Church Extension society, Mass was again said in St. Paul. Bradley Collins of 
Extension wrote of the occasion: “Mass at the old chapel car looked almost ex-
actly as it had 70 years ago. Local residents, dressed in frontier costumes, ar-
rived by horseback and wagons. A bright Montana sun gleamed through the 
car’s green-and-white stained glass windows as an overflow crowd filled its nar-
row pews . . . Extension President Father Edward J. Slattery offered Mass for Ex-
tension donors, past and present.”   

 

AUTHOR’S NOTE 

t was quite a shock when in 1994, I received a postcard from a friend va-
cationing in the West with a picture of a railroad car and the caption read-
ing that this was Chapel Car St. Paul of the Catholic Extension Society, the 

only chapel car in America.  

I shared my surprise with my husband; and as I knew it would be, his re-
sponse was “We have got to go see this car.” So in the spring of 1994, we set off 
to Nevada City, Montana, on our search for the story of America’s chapel cars. 

I 
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When arriving at the tiny museum, we spoke to the gentleman in charge and 
explained that we really wanted to know more about the car we saw on a nearby 
track section. We showed him pictures of the seven American Baptist Publica-
tion Society cars and the history of their work starting in 1891, and the picture 
of Chapel Car Grace beautifully preserved at the American Baptist Assembly, 
Green Lake, Wisconsin. To say the least, he was not happy to learn that there 
were other chapel cars beside the car in his possession. We did not know about 
the Catholic cars, and he did not know about the Baptist cars, and neither of us 
knew about the Episcopal chapel cars. 

Although we were sure that he was hoping that we would just go away with 
our Baptist chapel car news, he kindly gave us permission to go into the car.  

Again, to our surprise, this chapel car looked very much like Chapel Car 
Grace, and we would discover in our research that the two cars were in con-
struction at the Barney & Smith Car Company in Dayton, Ohio, at the same time; 
and that the beauty of St. Paul inspired the Baptists to depart from a more som-
ber design to the use of the graceful gothic touches.  

We spent two days with my husband taking pictures around, under, over, 
and in the chapel car. The original shock and surprise at finding St. Paul was 
soon replaced with a sense of wonderful discovery and admiration.  

We left Chapel Car St. Paul in Nevada City, Montana, with the resolve to seek 
out its history and sacred mission. 

 

 
 

 

Chapel Car St. Paul at 
Nevada City, Montana, 
May 1994. 

(Collection of Norman 
Thomas Taylor) 
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In late fall of 1996, Ford Bovey of Nevada City, Montana, and John Larkin, 
owner of the Escanaba-Lake Superior Railroad in Wells, Michigan, traded four 
Soo Line cars and a steam engine in Nevada City for a restored 1911 Baldwin 
steam locomotive and three railroad cars from Michigan. Included in that trade 
was Chapel Car St. Paul. 

When Peter Kuntz died, Father Kelley related that a friend was with him 
when he heard the news. He had heard of Kuntz, thought not favorably.  

 

I gently told him the story of the real Peter. “Impossible,” he said, “He had 
no heart.” Then I thought of something, an event that had happened at the 
dedication of the “St. Paul” in New Orleans. Alongside the car was a platform 
erected for the ceremonies. An Archbishop had just blessed the car, and a 
Bishop was preaching out there on the platform. Thousands of people were lis-
tening. I slipped into the car. Alone on a seat in a little room sat the old man to 
whom the Church owed that Car and another. He was hiding. When I looked 
through the door at him, I saw the tears dropping down from his eyes. They 
had fallen on his queer side-whiskers, and the sun made them glisten like dia-
monds. The tears were to me a revelation of the soul of Peter Kuntz. No heart? 
He was all heart.”

23
  

 

Somewhere in the great beyond, the voice of crusty Peter Kuntz can proba-
bly be grumbling to the real St. Peter and St. Paul —”I said that car was never to 
go north!” 

                                                
23 Kelley, Story of Extension, 94. 

 


