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CHAPTER FIVE 

Chapel Car Emmanuel, one of thirteen American chapel cars that followed the 
transcontinental railroad lines westward, brought the gospel and the sacra-

ments to thousands of new towns along the tracks from 1890 to 1946. Photo: 
American Baptist Historical Society, Mercer University, Atlanta 
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CHAPTER 5 

Uncle Boston’s Dream :  Bright Evangel 
 

 

 

t must have been quite a scene the morning of May 23, 1891, as the 
delegates of the American Baptist Publication Society marched in a body 
one thousand strong to the imposing Grand Central Depot in Cincinnati 
for the dedication of Evangel. After everyone in the concourse sang 
hymns and stood with bowed head for prayer, Wayland Hoyt, who 

turned Boston Smith’s dream of a Baptist chapel car into a reality, delivered the 
address. Dr. Hoyt stepped to the platform, and began by asking, “Why should 
not the Lord Jesus Christ have the best things? Why should his missionaries 
upon earth go to conventions in a stagecoach, when they own a magnificent pal-

ace car?”1! 

                                                
1
 Church and Parsonage on Wheels,” Boston W. Smith Personal Papers (ABHS, Philadelphia, 

PA., 21-22. [Hence: BSP] 

 

 I 
Boston W. Smith, Chapel Car Manager and Sunday school missionary [with beard] stands 
with a group on the platform on Chapel Car Evangel at its dedication in 1891. [American 
Baptist Historical Society, MUA] 
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At this point, the blowing off of steam and ringing of bells of a locomotive 
that had backed into the station interrupted the speaker. Somehow the bells and 
“pops” of locomotives and the low “whiss-ss” of the air brakes seemed singu-
larly appropriate. The doctor proved himself equal to the occasion, however, by 
shouting, “It‘s hard work to talk against a locomotive but Divine Providence may 
so strengthen my voice that I can.” The noise immediately ceased, providen-
tially, many thought. Hoyt told the crowd what he saw from the train windows 
on the trip through Minnesota with his brother, railroad official Colgate Hoyt in 
1889—towns with many saloons but no churches, and how he urged his brother 
and other railroad officials to do something about it.  

Hoyt boasted that Evangel had been made so strong it could be butted 
against any freight train without damage, which was not the case. He announced 
the written assurance of leading railroad magnates all over the West and North-
west that the Evangel “shall be carried by their great system of lines absolutely 
free, everywhere.” This was greeted with tremendous applause. In closing, Dr. 
Hoyt told the delegates, “It’s initial trip is to be from Chicago to the Pacific 
coast, making indefinite stops at three points in each state, through which the 
route lies, one to be a railroad division terminus, another where there is a small 

Baptist church, and the third at some village without a Baptist church.”2!   

One observer wrote that Uncle Boston next made the speech of his life in 
telling how he proposed to use this church on wheels. “Dr. Chase prayed; God 
heard him, but the audience didn’t; and then we sang that beautiful and appro-
priate hymn of Brother Geistweit’s [“Roll On, Bright Evangel”], in which brake-
men and firemen and a fat old engineer lustily joined. It was a scene never to be 
forgotten. My blood tingles as I write about it. God bless Uncle Boston and 
chapel car Evangel.  God bless the people to whom he goes, especially that vast 

army of public servants whom we call ‘Railroad men.’”!  

Miss Mary G. Burdette of the Woman’s Baptist Home Mission Society would 
later recall another scene at the dedication. When she and a Mrs. Kennedy 
reached the chapel car, one of the officials stood on the rear platform.  

“To him we said, ‘Will you help us on the car?’”  

“Yes,” he said, ”this time, but it your last chance. Women will never travel on 
the chapel car.” 

 “Oh, Doctor,” we replied, “you cannot run the chapel car without the 

women.”!  

Miss Burdette was right. The wives of the missionaries played an irreplace-
able role in the work of the chapel cars. For the men who worked along the 
tracks, the sight of a missionary wife, singing a tender hymn, playing the organ, 
or telling a Bible story would be a sweet reminder of home and times past. The 
wives’ influence on the women and children of the settlements would prove to 
be a promise of better times to come. 

                                                
2
 “Church and Parsonage on Wheels,” Boston W. Smith Personal Papers (ABHS, Philadelphia, 

PA., 21-22. [ABHS, Mercer University, Atlanta]  
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Boston Smith proudly described Evangel, which measured 10 feet by 60 

feet.! In one end were the living apartments . . . a writing desk and book shelves 
to the top of the car, a large wardrobe and locker. In one section an upper and 
lower berth. A little kitchen was completely equipped with an Adams and 
Westlake stove. There was a copper-lined sink connected with a tank overhead, a 
sideboard, and china closet. As Boston Smith exclaimed, “Everything complete 

as it could be.”3 

  The chapel portion of the car was equally compact. A small coat closet was 
just inside and to the right of the boarding door, and a deacon’s bench, which 
also served as an extra bed, was at the altar end. Col. J. J. Estey of Vermont had 
given one of his pump organs, and Mrs. Lucy Littlefield of New York donated a 
magnificent brass lectern. At the back of each pew were hymnal racks, and un-
der each pew were storage boxes for Bibles and tracts. Hanging from the center 
of the domed ceiling were brass chandeliers, and above the windows were 
smaller panes of stained glass. As Boston said, “To the last detail, it was a 

church on wheels.”! 

 The New York Daily Advocate reported Boston’s concept of the seat ar-
rangement. “The aisle does not run down the center of the car, but is a little to 
one side, and there are two seats to one side and three on the other. This puz-
zled me for a time, but I finally thought that the builders were economizing 
space, and had concluded it was much better to divide five seats with three on 
one side and two on the other than it was to have two and a half seats on each 

side.”!  

A Baker heater stood in a small closet inside the rear entrance to the car. 
This hot air system, intended to be the major source of heat, proved to be in-
adequate and the topic of much grief in years to come. 

Beginning the Journey 
Following the dedication, the car arrived in St. Paul May 30 in good condi-

tion. Area Baptist women furnished Evangel with linens, silverware and dishes, 
aisle matting, and fine Smyrna rugs in the office and on the platform. The young 
people’s societies committed to placing wire screens over the windows, which 
Smith said was a most necessary thing in mosquito country.  This required the 

car to go back to the Northern Pacific shops for about ten days.!  

Not surprisingly, the matter of a baptistry for the car was brought up. 
Baptism by immersion was a cardinal tenet of Baptist doctrine, one that most 
set it apart from other Protestant denominations. The Reverend W. H. Geistweit 
suggested a rubber baptistry; one that could be put up in a box frame and put 

away when not in use.! Dr. William C. Bitting, pastor of Mt. Morris Baptist Church 
in New York, also thought it would be a good idea to provide the car with a bap-
tistry. He suggested a good portable one—a rubber one that could be brought 

out when the occasion demanded—could be had cheaply.”! No practical solution 

                                                
3
 BSP, Scrapbook “Merry Christmas” (ABHS, MUA) 
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seemed to be found, and Evangel and most of the Baptist cars remained bap-

tistry-less.!4 5  

That lack did not stop the missionaries from baptizing—in every pond, 
creek, river, and ocean along the way, as well as being creative with makeshift 
arrangements from rain barrels to holes in the ground to horse troughs. In one 
western town, the section boss of the railroad dug a trough and brought down 

an irrigating stream for the missionaries’ use.! At times hand cars were used to 
transport baptismal candidates to the nearest body of water, and stories were 
told of icy rails that overturned carloads of candidates who suffered frostbite en 

route to be baptized.!  

After a visit by Boston Smith with William S. Mellen, the general manager of 
the Northern Pacific system at Minneapolis, Smith was provided with a letter to 
superintendents and conductors that issued free movement of the chapel car 
along railroad lines. “You will pass Mr. Boston W. Smith and one attendant, with 
chapel car Evangel over our lines. You will arrange to take the car on any train 
he desires; you will sidetrack it wherever he wishes. Make it as pleasant for Mr. 

Smith as you can. Signed: Wm. S. Mellen, General Manager.”6!  

Evangel’s free and unlimited passage was a generous gift. In the late 1890s 
the rate for hauling cars was around 54 cents per mile. Without free passage, 

Evangel’s initial trip could have cost $1,080.! Free passage continued to be 
granted to the chapel cars during the early years of their existence and greatly 
reduced the cost of their operation. Without the free, and later reduced, trans-
portation fees, the chapel car program could not have succeeded.  

Not having yet secured an assistant for the car, Boston Smith, a father of 
five, took his twelve-year-old daughter along as organist. On the Wisconsin Cen-
tral line between Chicago and Minneapolis, they experienced a pleasant incident 
en route. After supper in the dining car, Boston invited passengers and trainmen 
to a service in Evangel. One of the Pullman porters presided at the Estey Organ. 
Familiar pieces in Select Gems hymnal, with which the car was furnished, were 
sung. A second porter whispered, “He was a Baptist too,” and cordially grasped 
Smith’s hand as he said, “Well I am mighty glad the Baptists have got such a car 

on the road; we railroaders can go to meeting once in awhile now.’”!   

The first question asked by the Northern Pacific officials before Evangel 
started on her maiden journey west was “Is your car equipped with paper 
wheels having steel tires?”  

                                                
4
 BSP, Scrapbook “Kind Words,” New York Daily Advocate clipping 9ABHS, MUA). 

5
 At least one Baptist chapel car had a baptistry installed—Good Will, but upon on examina-

tion of the car when it was discovered in 1998 in Boyes Springs, California, no marks could be 
found that indicated where the baptistry had been physically installed. The thought is that the 
baptistry was one like the ones suggested for Evangel, a rubber folding arrangement that col-
lapsed in the area under the platform.  

6
 Boston W. Smith, The Story of Our Chapel Cars (Philadelphia: American Baptist Publication 

Society, nd), 6.  
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“It was a conundrum I could not answer,” Boston reported, “being new in 
the railroad business.”  

He hastily sent a telegram to the Barney & Smith Car Company, and learned 
that the car had ordinary cast iron wheels. The Northern Pacific Railroad had 
adopted a rule requiring that all special cars be equipped with paper wheels 
[laminated] to guard against accident.  

“What was to be done? It did puzzle me for a little while,” Smith said. Out of 
deference to the “illustrious donors” of the car, one of whom was a former vice-
president of the Publication Society, and another the richest man in America, 
the company consented to carry the Evangel as far west as Livingston, Montana, 

until October 15. Then the wheels had to be changed.!  

What Would Evangel Find Along the Way 
When all the mechanical problems were solved, what would Evangel find on 

the first trip west beside churchless towns? According to an 1882 promotional 
booklet put out by the Northern Pacific Railroad, the route from Minneapolis to 
the coast was a virtual paradise. 

 

Large quantities of pine lumber are manufactured at various points on the 
line and furnished to settlers at reasonable prince. These lumbering interests 
give employment of thousands of men, especially during the winter. Many of 
the settlers on the prairies find occupation for themselves and their teams, at 
the season of the year when they are not employed on their farms, in logging, 
and in getting out wood and ties for the railroad company in these timbered 
regions. . . Vast areas of rich land still lie vacant and subject to free homestead 
entry. Natural pastures of the best grasses furnish unlimited grazing for flocks 
and herds. Inexhaustible coal fields are ready for the pick and shovel. . . 

Aside from its great capacity for agriculture and grazing, this country pos-
sessed extensive deposits of gold, silver, coal, iron, and other minerals. Timber, 
adapted to all the uses of life, and especially valuable for ship building, exists 
in immense quantities. Fish, of finest quality and in enormous quantity fill 
Puget Sound.  Too much cannot be written to describe the unbounded natural 
resources which lie ready for development and which will amply remunerate all 
who go on to either Washington or Oregon, and, with industrious application, 
endeavor to convert them into actual wealth. The Northern Pacific Railroad has 
millions of acres of land west of the Missouri River, offered chiefly at from 

$2.60 to 44 cents per acre.
7
!    

 

People believed what the attractive booklets and posters distributed by the 
railroads said, and they came by the thousands. The home mission society re-
ported that during a period from 1882 to 1891 over five million people passed 

through Ellis Island.! Many sought their fortunes along the routes of the North-
ern Pacific Railroad, but what they found for the most part was not what the 
promotional material described.  

                                                
7
 A Northern Pacific Railroad Promotional Brochure, dated July 1, 1882, found in BSP  

159.  
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Evangel had a publicity campaign that seemed to work well on that first trip 
and that served as a prototype for the following chapel cars. Publicity was pat-
terned after that of traveling circuses and theater cars that visited many of the 
same rail towns. In several cases, the chapel cars, circus cars, and theater cars 
vied for crowds.  

The chapel car was attached to the rear of a west-bound passenger train. As 
the train tarried for orders, each person at the station was handed a circular 
that advertised the coming of the car, inside of which was placed a bit of Chris-
tian literature. Along the route, the chapel car workers threw Sunday school pa-
pers to the excited little boys and girls who came to watch the train go by. In 
this way the gospel was carried into thousands of homes along a thousand miles 
of the Northern Pacific line through Minnesota, North Dakota and Montana.  

Flyers were also posted on every store and saloon in town, as well as around 
the rail depot. Thousands of circulars were printed containing a picture of the 
chapel car, the names of those who made it possible, and a brief outline of what 
the missionaries hoped to accomplish. The final words on that original circular 
were these: Would the car be of service in your town or neighborhood? If so, 
please write to Evangel, Minneapolis, Minnesota.  

Within a month, Boston received enough invitations to book the car for two 
years. He reported that the car averaged two meetings every day and from five 
to seven services each Sunday and stayed at each stop for one to three days. For 
every place they stopped there were a dozen more where it could not stop.   

Boston Smith’s  Maiden Voyage West 
Brainerd, Minnesota, was the first stop on the maiden voyage west. The car 

arrived Saturday and remained until Monday. On Sunday six meetings were held, 
every one crowded to overflowing. Most people who attended had not been in-
side a church for many years. Across the state line into North Dakota was Fargo, 
the great wheat-buying center of the Dakota Territory. Evangel stopped for three 
successful meetings with the Fargo church, organized in 1881—the first Baptist 

church established in North Dakota.!The territory had entered the Union in 
1889, just two years before. 

Many of the settlers in this area worked on Bonanza farms built by the 
Northern Pacific Railroad, operating as many as a hundred thousand acres in the 
valleys of the James and Red rivers. “You are in a sea of wheat,” one visitor to a 

Bonanza farm wrote, “the railroad train rolls through an ocean of grain.”! Hun-
dreds of horses and dozens of mammoth steam-powered machines, seeders, 
harvesters, and threshers were required to operate these massive operations. 
The few faithful at Fargo urged that the car return for work in several towns 
where they felt Baptist churches should be organized.  

At Jamestown, in the valley between the waters of the Cheyenne and the 
Missouri, where the earth not too many years hence had shaken with the tread 
of millions of buffalo, two crowded meetings were held. Many came to the two 
services held next at Bismarck, the new state capitol, and then Evangel crossed 
the Missouri River to Mandan on the new railroad bridge. This boom town was 
thoroughly stirred by the visit of the chapel car, and businessmen of the town, 
mostly non-churchgoers, Boston reported, saw the stabilizing value of the car’s 
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presence and hoped the car would come back. At Miles City, Montana, Evangel 
visited the first completed Baptist house of worship between Fargo and Wash-

ington Territory, built in 1882.!  

Because there was not yet a Baptist church in Billings, crowds welcomed the 
car. Although the census of 1890 officially marked the closing of the frontier, 
there was no lack of excitement in town. Smith related, “We conducted several 
meetings in the car to which came a number of Montana cowboys. A murder, a 
lynching, and the killing of two Indians were among the happenings of the town 
about the time of our arrival at this place where the gospel is surely needed. The 
meetings attracted many of these poor sinners who never had attended a relig-
ious service, and the songs were especially pleasing to those who came into 

meetings. Two Indians were killed here the morning we left.”8 

Livingston, Montana, where the car had to turn around because of the 
Northern Pacific ruling on paper tires, had good results, especially at the meet-
ings with the men at the large Northern Pacific shops. Even those who had little 
interest in religion could not resist a look inside this beautiful railroad car built 
to be a church on rails. Among the curious were those railroaders who had not 
entered a church or heard a preacher since their boyhood back East or in the old 
country. Even if they had the interest, they were embarrassed to attend one of 
the churches in town, but they seemed at home in a railroad car.   

On the return trip, Uncle Boston held services in other towns, like Lisbon, 
North Dakota, where the car remained three days to encourage a church orga-

nized in the office of a Judge Rhymer in 1882,! and Steele, where there was no 
meeting house and the residents heartily appreciated the coming of a church on 
wheels. Every meeting along the route was packed.  

Boston distributed much literature and gave away several Bibles. One Ger-
man boy ran home to tell his mother, out of breath, that she could get a Bible in 
their language at the church car. He ran back, bareheaded through the cold 
wind, barely able to gasp his request for a Bible. On receiving the Bible, he 
clasped it to his breast and sped away to his waiting mother. Boston related, “It 

was a most touching sight.”!  

The car returned to Minneapolis early in September, when it was taken to 
the shops to have the paper wheel project completed. Boston did not think it 
seemed right to ask the donors to assume further expense. Originally Pullman 
said it would cost about five hundred dollars to change from cast iron to paper 
wheels but then made a generous offer to equip the Evangel with steel-tired pa-
per wheels for four hundred dollars.  

“It occurred to me that it would be a nice thing to get eight Baptist Sunday-
schools, East and West, to ‘take a wheel’ apiece. That would be fifty dollars a 

wheel. Could I find the schools?”9!  

                                                
8
  “Report of Chapel Car Service,” Scrapbook “Merry Christmas,” BSP, ABHS, Mercer, Atlanta.  

9
 “The Story of the Wheels,” Scrapbook “Merry Christmas,” BSP, ABHS, Mercer, Atlanta. 
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From wealthy Sunday schools in New York state to rural Sunday schools in 
Minnesota, Uncle Boston got the money for his wheels from his “nieces and 
nephews”—children he had reached through his Sunday school publications, 
children who had no idea what train paper wheels were.  

Boston, with Evangel, proud as a father with a child wearing new shoes, 
started west again with the prescribed paper wheels. Uncle Boston published a 
letter to his little “nieces and nephews” about the trip. He recorded that in the 
evening services all passengers were invited from the emigrant and tourist cars 
to the Pullman travelers. “All classes came, the tired mother who left her baby 
with a kind woman in the tourist sleeper, the man on his way to look after his 
mining interests, the commercial traveler, the gambler, train attendants, con-
ductor, brakeman, and a few Christians.”  

The paper wheels added much to the pleasure and safety of riding on the 
Evangel, according to Boston. “They made so little noise that while in motion the 
voice of the speaker can be heard to the farthest seat in the Chapel.” 

Not only was he pleased with the paper wheels, but Smith’s ride over the 
mountains was also an inspiration. “The grand scenery was looked upon during 
a perfect day, when the sky was that beautiful blue that makes a faultless back-
ground for the snow covered mountains. As the Chapel Car was at the rear of 

the train, our outlook was simply magnificent.”!  

Wheelers Take Charge in Oregon 
In early December 1891, Evangel and Smith arrived in Portland to meet the 

Reverend and Mrs. E. G. Wheeler, The first appointed chapel car missionaries. 
Smith turned Evangel over to the Wheelers on December 6 and the local paper 
recorded the event. Imagine Wheeler’s excitement when he viewed that brightly 
varnished, Tuscan Red car on a siding in the Northern Pacific yards at Front and 
Glisan Street. The words brushed in gold—at the top “Chapel Car,” and below 
the windows, “Evangel,” gleamed in the sun. It was a railroad car fit for a 

prince—The Prince of Peace.  

Wheeler extolled the rail 
evangelism venture at that 
year’s spring gathering of the 
publication society. “If nothing 
is better than God, nothing is 
too good for God. Why should 
we crawl like snails when we 

might better take the rails?”!  

The exhilarated mission-
ary, who as a colporteur had 
experienced the hardships of 
witnessing in the outposts of 
the Northwest on foot and 
horse and buggy, could not 
praise the railroad officials 
enough for their cooperation. 
He announced that everywhere 

Immigrant families gather by Evangel in one of the 
Oregon towns visited by the Wheelers. [ABHS, 

Mercer University, Atlanta] 
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the car had gone the word from the highest officer down to the lowest had been, 

“It will give us pleasure to do anything we can for the chapel car.”! He thanked 
the Northern Pacific, Southern Pacific, Union Pacific Railroad, Oregon Pacific, 
and Great Northern lines, Wells Fargo Express, and the postal telegraph compa-
nies for valuable favors to the car. 

 “Among the railway fraternity we have our strongest friends. Many railway 
men are praising God tonight for what the chapel car has done for them. Section 
men, conductors, brakemen, telegraph men, shop hands and others have been 

touched by the power of God’s love.”!    

On December 9, Evangel started its mission. It went south on the Oregon 
Pacific section of the Southern Pacific, first stopping at Oregon City, the oldest 
incorporated town west of the Rockies. Crowds from the large Baptist church in 
town, as well as other citizens, came to see the gospel car sided near the depot.  

At Woodburn, down the line, where there was no Baptist church, but they 
held services; and at Salem, they organized the first Sunday school started in 
the car, calling it the Evangel Baptist Sunday School at Yew Park. After the 
chapel car made a short stop at Albany, the Wheelers traveled on to Harrisburg 
where two hundred ecstatic children greeted Mrs. Wheeler at the depot. They 
organized a church at Harrisburg December 22 during a terrible storm.  

People showed numerous acts of kindness to the Wheelers all along the line. 
Portland Baptists had stocked the car with provisions. Oregon City urged “a lit-
tle more,” as did Salem and Albany. At Harrisburg, they assured Brother Wheeler 
that he had no need to buy anything there. 

As Evangel approached 
Cottage Grove, the Wheelers 
noticed that the train sta-
tion sported two names. In-
scribed in large letters was 
“Cottage Grove.” “Lemati,” 
meaning “peaceful valley,” 
appeared in smaller letters 
below.  

The community split had 
occurred around 1887—over 
town sites, roads, and the 
location of the post office—
between those who lived east 
of the bridge and those who 
lived west of the bridge. 

When the Chapel Car  
pulled into the duel-identity 
community, a gold mining 
boom had resulted in the 

town swelling from eight hundred people to more than three thousand. Building 
also boomed: hotels, opera house, drug store, butcher shops, and saloons—
many saloons. The Bohemia Saloon, the Helena Saloon, and many others sprang 

The Sutherland family in front of their store, probably 
in London, south of Cottage Grove, 1898. [Courtesy of 

Lane County Museum.] 
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up on both sides of the bridge. Miners and town rowdies whooped it up in the 
saloons in one town, and then they dashed across the bridge to evade the town 
marshal. According to town history, the tinhorn gamblers, the get rich schemes, 

and the ladies of the night followed close on the heels of the miners.!The 
Wheelers’ visit encouraged the nineteen Baptists in town, who had organized a 

church but did not yet have a building. 10 

As was true at Harrisburg, Merlin and Corvallis, children were especially at-
tracted to the chapel car. At one stopping-place the Wheelers were met by a 
delegation of schoolboys, who reported to the other students the car’s arrival. 
At four o’clock, looking down the street, Evangel’s missionaries beheld more 
than one hundred children marching to the car with a teacher heading each di-
vision. Mrs. Wheeler remembered that in another town the car rolled into the 
station and the children greeted them with cheers. The crowd was so great, the 
Wheelers held two services to accommodate the immediate throng. The Wheel-
ers varied methods of conducting the children’s meetings according to the ages 
—using blackboards, charts, objects, and Bible stories.  

Although children’s work took much of the Wheeler’s time, they were always 
amazed at the variety of adults who came to the car. “Gamblers, saloon men, 
and wicked women have been saved by the power of God. The Bibles, books, 
tracts and papers have been of great service and greatly appreciated. One man 
came twenty miles to meet the ‘Baptist Publishing Car’ for a supply, and a whis-

key drummer brought a nice Bible to take home.”11!  

As Goes the Railroad, So Go the Towns 
As the chapel car traveled out to the tip of one of the islands that string out 

toward Canadian waters north of Puget Sound, the Wheelers found the fishing 
port of Anacortes. They came in on the Seattle and Northern Railroad and gath-
ered a small but dedicated congregation. Wheeler reported that it was not easy 
to raise money and support for churches in this Skagit River area. The area had 
experienced its boom years in 1889-90, when town leaders hoped that the main 
line of the Northern Pacific would come through the town.  

Excitement ran high then and many businesses opened, with real estate of-
fices the most numerous, closely followed by saloons. The Skagit County His-
torical Society recorded that some churches began in the midst of the boom, 
finding what housing they could. Their spiritual impact though made them, like 
the San Juan Islands the citizens overlooked, “tiny islands in a sea of material-

ism,” and their influence, as the Wheelers discovered, was minimal.!   

When the Northern Pacific main line did not come, the tide turned against 
the churches in town. In the summer of 1890, Anacortes Presbyterians bought 
the canvas top from a beer hall in order to have a roof over their heads, and 

with just a frame front, opened for services.!   

                                                
10

  The Writers Discussion Group, Cottage Grove, Golden was the Past: 1850-1970 (Cottage 

Grove: Sentinel Print Shop, 1970), Cottage Grove Library, 20-24.  

11
 Anniversary of the American Baptist Publication Society, 1892, 38.  
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The discouraged Baptist group disbanded after the Wheelers left, except for 
four hardy women who ten years later organized a ladies aid. Mmes. Trafton, 
Bushey, Amsbury and Marshall cooked and quilted to raise money for a church. 
They advertised in local papers that they would take in plain sewing and would 
pay the editor by sewing for him. With their growing profits, they erected a one-

room building and held services November 21, 1907.!The building those ladies 
worked so hard to build was the origin of the First Baptist Church of Anacortes, 
a beautiful structure overlooking Juan de Fuca Strait. Seeds sown by the 

Wheeler’s witness finally had their harvest.12 

East on the mainland from Anacortes, at the junction of three railroads, 
Woolley had just been platted in June 1890. Like Cottage Grove, the town had a 
rival in nearby Sedro. Because of its position on the railroad, Woolley soon out-
grew its nonrail neighbor. Around two thousand men were employed in and 
around town by the Bennett coal mines, six miles northeast of town. Evangel 
came into town to hold services for the miners and their families, and in Febru-
ary 1892, a church was organized.  

Rockefeller,  Friends, and the Everett  Story 
While Evangel was at Woolley, investors, including Wisconsin speculator 

Henry Hewitt, and New York Baptists Charles L. Colby and Colgate Hoyt, hoped 
that Jim Hill, would bring his Great Northern main line over the Cascades, down 
the valley of the Skykomish, to the sea. There they hoped a great city called 
Everett would rise on the peninsula above Port Gardner Bay.  

Colby and Hoyt, both former directors of the Northern Pacific Railroad, and 
members of the syndicate that had given the funds to build Evangel, had in-
vested a goodly sum of their fortunes in forming the Everett Land Company. 
Their fame and fortune would be assured if they could just persuade their 
friend and fellow Baptist John D. Rockefeller to apply his wisdom and wealth, 
mainly his wealth, into boosting the future of Everett.  

According to Norman H. Clark, who wrote Mill Town, the story of Everett, 
the town was not much to boost in the spring of 1892. 

 

They had perhaps eight hundred houses on the fringes of what they called 
their city, but hundreds of men and women were sleeping in tents and even 
cruder shelters. A few slept in coffins which others had carried to the peninsula 
on the rumor that at Everett one could sell anything. During every hour of day-
light men labored to erect a huge shipyard and, beside it, a factory for the 
manufacture of steel barges. Others worked far into the night on the construc-
tion of a nail factory, a smelter, and a paper mill. Still others pounded spikes to 
steady the rail line they had hastily laid to connect their city with Tacoma and 
Seattle. Five hundred men were clearing land in an area defined as the city.  

Yet, these people had no church, no graveyard, no jail. And no one could 
buy or rent any of the cleared land, for the men who with providential wisdom 
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had laid out the city were withholding its substance for an indefinite and highly 

speculative season. 
13

     

 

  A few weeks later the Everett Herald reported that Wall Street millionaires, 
including Colby and Hoyt, had already invested $1,501,000 in manufacturing 

plants, and a contract had been let to grade ten miles of streets.!  

Chapel Car Evangel came into Everett on the Northern Pacific line after or-
ganizing a church at Snohomish. The car made history as the first church to 
hold services on the bay side of Everett on April 11, before the saloons were 
running. “We were in ‘on the ground floor’ as real estate men would say,” Rever-
end Wheeler glowingly reported. That first night Wheeler baptized a young man 
from Philadelphia in the bay near the car. Wheeler rejoiced, “It was a beautiful 

sight! It was the first baptism as far as we know, in that country.”14!  

The Everett Times of April 20 reported, “Easter services were very appropri-
ately observed in the chapel car ‘Evangel’ last Sunday morning. Wheeler and his 
wife conducted four other meetings during the day, but the men’s meeting at 4 
o’clock was one of the most impressive of all, and several accepted Christ. At 3 

o’clock a church was organized in the car.”!  

The town managers gave five lots on the corner of Wall and Rockefeller 
streets overlooking the sound on the west and the river on the east. A magnifi-
cent building was promised, reported to come from Charles Colby and to be 
turned over to the church free as soon as the church could pay its pastor a sal-
ary of fifteen hundred dollars a year. Starting with twenty members, the church 
called the Reverend D. J. Pierce as pastor, to be paid as the agreement required.  

It was rumored that J. D. Rockefeller, “more than usually concerned about 

the moral environment in which he had invested,”! had sent the Baptist chapel 
car to be a good influence in the town. This was not the case, for Rockefeller no 
longer had any interest in the chapel cars. It was more likely that Hoyt or Colby 
was the motivator behind the chapel car’s arrival.  

When the panic of 1893 struck, the assets of most Americans and American 
cities faded, and the infant city of Everett was no different. Clark writes that 
Rockefeller sent Frederick Gates to discredit and remove Colby and Hoyt, and 
clear out Rockefeller’s Everett interests, leaving the town floundering. Rockefel-
ler would later explain that his investments in the Everett Land Company were 

“unfortunate.” 15 

It is true that Colgate Hoyt and Charles Colby had involved Rockefeller in 
bad investments in the past, including an iron and steel company in West Supe-
rior, Wisconsin, and about a score of very large investments east and west—
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some even outside the United States. The aggregate sum involved several mil-
lions. The blind trust Rockefeller had in these men staggered Gates, although he 
knew the ties that held the three together. 

“Ties That Bind” Broken 
Absorbed in the management of the enormous Standard Oil empire, 

Rockefeller by 1890 had found his fortune surpassing his wildest dreams, and 
his annual income approaching ten million dollars. When Colby and Hoyt, 
friends experienced in business, told him they were satisfied that a enterprise 
was safe and profitable, he reasoned that since they were less able to stand a 
loss then he, their investigation would be thorough and their supervision care-

ful.44! In the Everett case, such was not the case. 

The town of Everett was named after Everett Colby, son of Charles Colby, 
and Gardner Bay was named after his grandfather. In an interview with Allan 

Nevins, Everett Colby confirmed that not the 
slightest question of the good intentions or 
complete integrity of Colgate Hoyt and Charles 
Colby ever arose during the Everett experience. 
For mistakes of judgment, many of them natu-
ral in a boom period, they themselves paid 

heavily.! Their losses were not due to dishon-
esty, but to false optimism and bad judgment. 
John D. Rockefeller, Jr. said of the debacle, 
“Little by little, Father found himself carrying 
the load for all of them; the others getting out. 
Eventually he owned as much as 80 per cent of 
most of them. They were boom affairs, and like 

most boom affairs, they never panned out.”16 

Everett Colby can remember a bit of advice 
Rockefeller gave him about lending money—
which would certainly prove prophetic as to 
relationships between Rockefeller and Everett’s 
father Charles Colby. Rockefeller said to the 

young man as they were riding around the Rockefeller grounds one day, “I have 
lent and given people money, and then seen them cross the street so that they 
would not have to speak to me!”  

And then he admonished his son [John Jr.], who sat near him: “John, never 

lend money to your friends; it will spoil your friendships.”17 

Eventually Jim Hill and the Great Northern Railroad and Frederick Weyer-
hauser gave the struggling town of Everett the financial foundation to survive. 
As for the men who had forged such close ties through their fellowship as Bap-
tists of wealth and position, and even put the first Baptist chapel car in service, 
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their lives would never be the same. Colby would soon die of a heart attack, and 
Colgate Hoyt would seemingly seek a lower public and denominational profile. 
The atmosphere of the trustees’ meeting of the Fifth Avenue Baptist Church, of 
which all three men were members, was no doubt less cordial. The ties that bind 
are not always blessed, contrary to the words of the old hymn.  

Nevertheless, the First Baptist Church of Everett, started by Evangel before 
the town was a town, would survive its dark days and continue its witness. 

 

he only church that stands now at the corner of Wall and Rockefeller 
Streets is a grand old Presbyterian church. It overlooks the view once 
held by the First Baptist Church of Everett, started by the Chapel Car 
Evangel. Down the street, at the corner of Colby and Pacific is the pre-

sent First Baptist Church of Everett. A huge banner over the front entrance of 
the sprawling low, masonry building reads, “Welcome, Navy.” 

 Inside crowds of young families, senior citizens, and navy personnel in civil-
ian dress find seats for the first worship service of the morning. It is a contempo-
rary one, rich with children’s voices, praise choruses accompanied by key-
boarded chords and words flashed on television screens. Babies are dedicated, 
prayers are shared, and a senior pastor earnestly talks about the importance of 
finding quiet time alone with God. The invitation is given.  

Visitors leaving the service are asked to sign a guest register propped on an 
ornate brass stand in the foyer. Many in that large congregation may not be 
aware of its place in history. It is the lectern from Chapel Car Evangel that once 
held the Bible from which the Word of God was preached to thousands along the 
tracks west. Where the gospel was preached in Everett even before it became a 
city.  

Perhaps the lesson learned in Everett is that in spite of the rise and fall of 
men and their fortunes, God’s Word still stands in the city on the hill by Puget 
Sound.         

Evangel Attracting Large Crowds,  Grumblings 
 Evangel was proving to be a great success, and crowds everywhere flocked 

to see it. During the 1892 annual meeting of the publication society in Philadel-
phia in late May, a newspaper said, “It is expected that large crowds will be at-
tracted to the Pennsylvania railroad yard during the Evangel’s stay, and to guard 
against the crush, it has been decided to admit no one without card of admis-
sion, which may be obtained at 1420 Chestnut Street. Next week the car will 
start on a second trip through Minnesota.” 

Another Philadelphia newspaper reported, “A train from Pittsburg yesterday 
dropped a queer looking car at Powelton Avenue station, which was run down to 
the big shed beneath which the Pullman cars are kept. It was wine-colored, like 
an ordinary Pennsylvania parlor car, and in gilt letters at the top was painted the 
words ‘Chapel Car,’ while on the sides was the name ‘Evangel.’ It was the famous 
Baptist chapel car ‘Evangel,’ which for a year past, under the guidance of Boston 
W. Smith, the famous Evangelist, has carried religion unto small railroad towns 

where the word of God in public worship is seldom heard.”18!   
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It did not take long before grumblings heard from an opposition movement 
led by officials of the American Baptist Home Mission Society. Since 1832 the 
home mission society had sent dedicated missionaries through the country. 
Now it seemed to be having difficulty in dealing with competition for funds and 
attention, especially competition in the form of such a unique, glamorous mode 
as rail churches. Home missionary society leaders contended that the rail chapel 
cars were trendy, impractical, and too expensive for mission work.  

As curious crowds waited in line to go through the car at the Pennsylvania 
rail yard, Mrs. Wheeler described the first year on Evangel at the annual meet-
ing. Then her husband pleaded with the delegates. 

 Can we afford to drop the chapel car work when just upon the threshold 
of greater success? Shall we not increase the service with another car for the 
Pacific coast that today offers a most promising field for just such unique mis-
sionary endeavor? Hundreds of places inviting the car in California, Oregon, 
Washington, Idaho, and Nevada, are as much in need as the forty places visited. 
Just before leaving I received information that the Southern Pacific Railroad 

would gladly furnish transportation for this car into California.!  

 

Wheeler announced gifts from donors for a second car, and then Dr. C. C. 
Bitting, missionary secretary for the publication society, called for offerings to-
ward construction of a second car. In response, $3,071 was collected, almost 
half of the amount that would pay for the car.  

After the meeting, the Wheelers and Evangel returned to the West Coast and 
Hanford, in the San Joaquin Valley of California. By 1890 Hanford was one of 
the most flourishing towns south of Stockton. Passing through fields and vine-
yards, Evangel came to town rebuilding and reorganizing after two devastating 
fires in 1887 and 1891. Wheeler had many things on his mind as he came to 
Hanford. He knew there were those who wanted the chapel car work to be 
stopped. But before leaving Hanford, in spite of his discouragement, he had es-
tablished another church. 

Wheelers Leave,  Evangel  Goes East 
The Wheelers, without Evangel, had gone east to promote a second chapel 

car, and Evangel went east too—to Minnesota, with the young and less experi-
enced Reverend J. Malcolm Sawers as the missionary. On October 9, in the chilly 
waters of the Mississippi River, Sawers baptized new converts of the First Bap-
tist Church of Little Falls, which he organized August 18. On November 13, Saw-

ers immersed more people in the even chillier waters.! That once discussed bap-

tistry for the car would have been most appreciated.  

Many immigrants who had settled in the lands west of the Mississippi were 
attracted to the chapel car. In 1893 a Mr. Johnson, commissioned by the publica-
tion society to minister to Danes and Norwegians in their own tongue, joined 
Sawers. They distributed Bibles, New Testaments, and tracts written in six lan-
guages — French, German, Swedish, Norwegian, Danish, and English.  
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The haste to build rail settlements was evident to the chapel car workers by 
the number of sorry little hamlets they passed on their journey, as was the re-

sulting scarcity of churches. 
In one Wisconsin village in 
1894, there had been no 
preaching before Chapel Car 
Evangel came. It had four 
saloons, but not an avowed 
Christian. In this place two 
girls died in the autumn, and 
the six little girls who re-
peated the Lord’s Prayer at 
the grave provided the only 

religious service to be had.! 

At Greenwood, the chapel 
car barely escaped a forest 
fire that wind-swept through 
the town, and at nearby 
Barker, a town of 150 with 
no religious services, crowds 

filled the car.19  

At Wheeler, Wisconsin, with only eight houses and a saloon, many people 
came to the car and were saved. They pleaded for Sawers not to leave. Sawers, a 
single man, had good help on the car from Wisconsin state missionary Edmunds 

and pastors Sprague and Pattingill.! In the spring of 1894, Sawers reported, “We 
have just closed a seventeen day successful campaign in one of the very worst 
communities in the northwest. We were sidetracked over the very spot where a 

man was murdered three weeks ago.”!  

The Thomas’ Years in the South 
After two years working in Minnesota and Wisconsin, the publication society 

accepted an offer in July 1894 for Evangel to work in Arkansas, with the Rever-
end and Mrs. John S. Thomas as missionaries. Evangel would leave the cold 
North to witness in the warm South, but the situation in the South for Baptists 
had not always been warm. A division had occurred between the Baptists of the 
North and the South in 1845, mainly over questions of slavery and resulting 
missionary operations, and the Southern Baptist Convention was organized at 

Augusta, Georgia, May 8 of that year.! However, the next few years would find 
the publication society still contributing toward the mission needs of several of 
the Southern states, including Arkansas.  

Arkansas began to reconstruct its economy, and efforts were made to at-
tract settlers after the difficult years following the Civil War. Italians were the 
most numerous of the immigrants, joined by Hungarians, Slovenians and Ger-
mans, and the towns along the tracks were growing in number. J. M. Loughbor-

                                                
19

 The Wisconsin Baptists, January 1901, 4s, American Baptist Convention of Wisconsin files, 

52. 

At Wheeler, Wisconsin, children, who had never 

heard Bible stories or hymns, filled the chapel car. 

[United Methodist Church archives, Wheeler,  

Wisconsin]. 



This Train Is Bound For Glory, Evangel 

18 

ough, commissioner of the Iron Mountain and Southern Railroad, and T. B. Mills, 
a Little Rock real estate man, promoted life in Arkansas nationwide with their 

paper, “The New Arkansas Traveler.”! Rail lines, like the Pittsburg and Gulf in 
the East and the Choctaw in the West, crawled across the red hills and pine for-
ests, carrying settlers who founded towns.  

Evangel did not reach Arkansas until October, and with good cause. In May 
1894, Pullman workers in Chicago went on strike to protest cuts in wages and 
excessive rents for housing owned by Pullman. June found Eugene Debs, the 
fiery president of the American Railroad Union, calling all rail workers to strike 
out of solidarity, and most United States railroads were affected by the action. 
Debs’ A.R.U. members and other railroad workers vowed they would not move 
any train that carried a Pullman car. A hundred thousand railroad men walked 
off their jobs and trains stopped moving, including Evangel. The strike did not 
end until August, and Evangel did not begin work until October.   

Since Mrs. Thomas had to be away from the chapel car to tend their family 
of five, Thomas, who had pastored in Tennessee and Arkansas, was joined at 
times by Arkansas pastors the Reverend J. G. Doyle and Brother W. P. Kime. 
Thomas wrote, ”We are working among the whites and Negroes with great suc-
cess and entirely without friction. The Negroes are nearly all Baptists here, and 

are getting on well in their work.”20!  

Not all was so successful. “We made some disgusting failures .  .  . so far as 
human observations could grasp results,” Thomas and Doyle reported.  In spite 
of “some disgusting failures,” Arkansas Baptists were pleased with the work of 
Evangel.  

Health and Hard Times Hit Thomas 
Chapel car life took its toll on Thomas’s health. During August 1895 he had 

been working in Northeastern Arkansas among the swamps where he was taken 
down with fever, not before he had succeeded in resuscitating two nearly dead 

churches and organizing a church at Earle on the “Cotton Belt Route.”!  

In December Thomas, ill again, reported from his home in Searcy, Arkansas:  

 
When the St. Louis, Iron Mountain and Southern Railroad was being con-

structed, capitalists regarded it as a good investment because it was the great 
trunk line out of St. Louis to all points in the South and West. Many saw pecu-
niary interest in it simply as a business transaction. But God saw more, and in 
the fullness of time put men at the head ready to advance his cause on a grand 
scale.  

Look on your map and see the great Missouri Pacific system stretching to 
the South and West, and then think of Col. W. B. Doddridge, general manager at 
the head of affairs, speaking the word that sends our Chapel Cars in every di-
rection carrying the word of life. The Iron Mountain Railroad has the men and 
money to do things on a large scale. An order was sent to all inspectors to fur-
nish “Evangel” supplies without charge. When we keep up with the program 
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God makes for us to work by, the cause goes well. Shall we not push on?
21

  

 

Hard times came to Arkansas in the form of smallpox. In the winter and 
spring of 1896, the quarantine regulations were so rigid that men stood at the 
railroad stations and on the roads leading into towns armed with guns and pis-
tols. On no account was any one allowed to enter. Business was paralyzed and 
travel was almost suspended. Yet in the midst of this terrible scourge, the 
chapel car pushed on.  

It became necessary during the quarantine to move the car in order to hold 
a meeting in the town of Palestine. Doyle reported, “What could we do? No one 
was allowed to enter the town and the trains were not even allowed to stop. 
Imagine our joy when, the day before the meetings was to commence, we re-
ceived a telegram stating that the town council had held a meeting and that the 
quarantine, so far as it related to Chapel car ‘Evangel,’ was raised. We were 
pulled into the town the next day, held the meeting, the Lord blessed the 

work.”22!  

In 1897, the publication society announced, “This year the Evangel has con-
tinued in Arkansas, winning the good will of the people.” Not everyone who 
came to the car had good will. At one out-of-the-way point, Bradford, several 
wild-eyed chaps made a disturbance. The missionary remonstrated with them, 
but to no avail. Finally, he seized the heavy stick used in opening the ventilators 
at the top of the car and told them if they did not quiet down, he would use it 

on their heads.!  

When it was reported that Evangel was to leave Arkansas, Thomas was over-
whelmed with letters saying: “Stay, stay! Do not leave Arkansas, we need you 
here.”  

For Evangel, the next state stop before the turn of the century was Louisi-
ana, a strong Catholic area. In 1897 Boston Smith described Louisiana as a diffi-
cult field, and said workers found opposition from priests. “Nevertheless, the 
car is filled night after night, many of whom, disgusted with Catholicism, are 
receiving the truth. The brethren of the churches in Louisiana have given the car 

hearty support and commendation.”!  

At Donaldsonville, the missionaries started a chapel. At Woodworth, a mill 
town, they had good meetings. The last week they were there, both the saw and 
planing mills ran two hours overtime at night, greatly impeding attendance at 
the meetings, but they completed the meeting-house that had stood so long un-
finished.  

Evangel held one of its most profitable meetings at Olla, Louisiana, a saw-
mill town along the Natchez Trace, near the Castor Springs resort area In Febru-
ary of 1891, the Houston Central, Arkansas, and Northern Railroad came to 
what was then northwest Catahoula Parish with plans for buying a 200-foot 
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wide right-of-way over which it would construct a railroad. When this was com-
plete, Dr. Frank Mills, with the assistance of Mr. J.D. Adams set aside 40 acres of 
land for a town-site. This transaction was recorded on February 9, 1891. The 
railroad was complete in 1893, and trains began moving on its tracks.  

With its depot, Olla became a supply point complete with a money order 
post office and telegraph station. The improvements in transportation and 
communication brought about by the construction of the railroad in allowed the 
population to grow and flourish. Due to the rise in number of permanent resi-
dents, Olla was incorporated in 1899, and the 1900 Census showed a total of 
just under 200 persons.    

After good meetings, Thomas baptized several people in the Castor River in 
the presence of about a hundred onlookers. One of the leading merchants of 
Olla, an educated man, commented that it was the first baptismal service he had 
ever seen. Thomas raised money for a church, ordered literature, and launched 

a Sunday school. !  

Thomas reported that a little wreck at Forest Hill in 1899 put the car in bad 
shape for handling. Because Christmas was near, he thought it best to run in 
where he could get the repairs ordered by Boston Smith. Thomas reported, “The 
car is in great favor with the men on the Missouri Pacific system and Texas and 
Pacific, and they extend every courtesy. They run their engines along side of the 
car to give us coal and water when occasion requires. I have conceived the idea 
of putting a Bible on every engine. The engineer, fireman, and head brakeman 
have many opportunities to read, especially on the switch engines.” 

The Southern Baptist partnership turned sour in 1900 with opposition from 
some leaders who resented the presence of American Baptist Publication Society 
workers and materials. In addition to this predicament, Thomas was continually 
beset with physical and family concerns. In spite of many conciliatory letters 
from Dr. Robert Seymour, the secretary of the publication society, the car was 
withdrawn from the South in the fall 1901. 

Indian Territory Beckons  

Evangel was transferred to friendlier Indian Territory in 1901. The land of 
the Five Tribes had not yet joined with the Oklahoma Territory to become a 
state. About sixty-five years earlier, Baptist missionary Isaac McCoy had come to 
Indian Territory and established the first Baptist church on the north side of the 
Arkansas River. Soon more Baptist and Methodist missionaries came to compete 
with the Congregationalists and Presbyterians, who had long held the Indian 
field.  

On rails of steel instead of in wooden keel boats, the workers of Chapel Car 
Evangel traveled on The Choctaw Route, a new line running west from Little 
Rock, Arkansas, to Oklahoma. From the oldest town in Indian Territory, Fort 
Gibson—location of Fort Gibson National Cemetery and located roughly at the 
end of the Cherokees' Trail of Tears at Tahlequah. It is the oldest town in Okla-
homa, established in 1824. Missionary W. S. Wiley, wrote in May 1902, “Evangel, 
Reverend J. S. Thomas in charge, has been holding meetings here for five days, 
and as the congregations exceeded the accommodations of the chapel car, the 
Presbyterians have offered the use of their church. There is no Baptist church in 
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Fort Gibson, but a number of Baptist families have been found and a church will 
soon be organized. Indian Territory hails the coming of Evangel and its efficient 

manager with delight.”23!  

 Six Baptist chapel cars were now on the road—Evangel, Emmanuel, Glad 

Tidings, Good Will, Messenger of Peace, and Herald of Hope. All the missionaries 
had a warm fellowship together at the Second Chapel Car Conference held in 
Kansas City September 27 to October 5, 1902; the first had been held in 1898. 
Thomas, who had nearly died of overwork and malaria a few months earlier, 
was recovered enough from his illness to lead several sessions, including “Se-
lecting Towns for Work” and “Heating and Lighting Chapel Cars.” It would have 
been enlightening to hear the dialogue in the latter, as this seemed to be the 
main mechanical problem all the chapel car missionaries faced. Complaints 
about the heating and lighting were increasing in monthly reports, with the 

Baker heater being the main culprit. !  

W. G. Brimson, Publication Society official and General Manager of the O. K. 
Quincy [Omaha, Kansas, Quincy] Route entertained the chapel car missionaries 
on his luxurious private car “Marialys,” which proved to be a memorable event. 
Brimson, with his many railroad connections—president and general manager of 
the Chicago & Eastern Illinois, Calumet & Blue Island, Chicago & South Eastern, 
Chicago & Kenosha, Joliet & Blue Island, and Milwaukee Bay View & Chicago rail-
roads—proved to be a valuable friend to the chapel car movement. 

 Large crowds gathered at the 1903 State Baptist Convention in Oklahoma 
City, including the crew of Evangel, which was parked on the Frisco track in 
South Town. Chapel Car manager Boston Smith spoke to the assembly, including 
delegates from the Indian Nations dressed in “every shade and variety from citi-
zen‘s clothes to many-colored blankets and moccasins.” 

 

The climax of the meeting was reached as “Left Hand,” chief of the Arapa-
hoes, was testifying to the power of Christ to save a wild Indian—a scalp-taking 
savage. Visiting Lake District Home Mission secretary, T. K. Tyson of Michigan, 
rushed to the platform, threw his arms around Chief Left Hand, and amidst 
tears of joy declared that forty years ago almost to the day, he was a United 
States soldier in battle at Sand Creek, Colorado, when their troops were in mor-
tal combat with the Arapahoes led by Chief Left Hand. They recognized each 
other, all the more remarkable from the fact they had not met from that day to 
this. The vast audience was soon in tears of joy singing “Praise God from Whom 

All Blessings Flow.”
24

 

 

Just across the state line from Fort Smith was the town of Spiro, the general 
end of the Choctaw Trail of Tears. Le Flore County passed to the Choctaw Na-
tion by the treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek in Mississippi in 1830, by which the 
Choctaws agreed to give up land in Mississippi for lands in Indian Territory. 
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Removal of the Choctaws began in 1831, and with it began the Trail of Tears. 
Choctaws knew well that they did not want to come west; however if they stayed 
in Mississippi, their government would be abolished and they would be under 
the white man’s law.  

Many died in flooded swamps in which they traveled waist deep in water, 
when snow and sleet of the worst blizzard in decades caught them in the midst 
of the Mississippi and Arkansas swamps. They froze to death; they died of ex-
posure, malaria, cholera, and smallpox. Twenty-five hundred perished on the 
journey and soon after arrival in Le Flore County near Spiro.  

Sixty years after the Trail of Tears for the Choctaws began, a small group 
chartered the First Baptist Church of Spiro in a store building near the Kansas 
City Southern Railroad depot. Around 1905, Chapel Car Evangel came into town 
and was placed on a KCS siding, and the Thomases helped to get the church 
building started.  

  

ne hundred years later, in the fall of 1996, Pastor “Big John” Flanagan 
of the First Baptist Church of Spiro was gracious to us visitors from In-
diana, even though he had a number of things to do piled on his desk.  

No, he had never heard of a church-on-rails called Evangel or that it had any-
thing to do with the history of the church, although it certainly sounded interest-
ing. But if anyone knew about it, it would be church member Geneva Overstreet, 
the pastor said with a wide grin. “She’s really something. She’s 93, but her mem-
ory’s better than mine.”  

And he was right. He placed the call and after ascertaining that Geneva was 
“feelin’ good today,” he asked, “I’ve got some visitors here who say the church 
was started by a church railroad car. Know anything about that?” That big smile 
flashed again across the preacher’ face. “You do? Well hang on just a minute. I 
want you to tell these folks just what you told me.” 

 The voice over the speaker telephone on the pastor’ desk was a bit un-
steady, but clear. “I can remember folks sayin‘ the church was started by a box 
car. It was parked down by the tracks and the people met in it. The missionaries 
on the car helped build the first church.” 

We told Mrs. Overstreet how much we appreciated her good memory and 
explained that the chapel car was not a boxcar but a beautiful church car, with 
stained glass, pews, organ, and living quarters. 

“I’d love to have seen it,” she said. “I guess the Lord keeps me around for 
some reasons. I do remember hearing about that old box car.”  

As we left Pastor Big John’s office, we saw a concrete edge shaped about 40 
by 80 feet outlined in the front yard grass of the present church—the foundation 
of the original church, laid almost a century ago. 

 Among the members of the present First Baptist Church of Spiro are still 
those of Choctaw blood.  
 

District missionary J. H. Franklin, reported in the fall of 1905, “One must 
visit the territories every few weeks if he would keep up with the development 
of the country. A little more than a year ago I made a trip over a new railroad in 

O 
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Indian Territory and found there was hardly a station on it of any considerable 

size. Now there are towns on this road with 2,0000 or 2,500 people each.”25 

Adamson, Indian Territory, with about 700 people, was so new that one-
third of the people lived in tents and the others in rough board houses. The 
missionaries began without anything, but at the end of eight days, they orga-
nized a church with fourteen members, and in one week, it grew to thirty-one 
souls. The Thomases left with the lumber on the ground for a new meeting- 

house. There was no other house of worship in the town.! 

On January 21, 1907, Thomas wrote that they were leaving Indian Territory. 
“We go from here to Denison, Texas, to work in the interest of the railroad men 
in the shops. We are to hold the meetings at 12 o’clock midnight, and at noon. 
That work is in cooperation with the Railroad Y.M.C.A. There are two thousand 
men there at work. Great cities are standing where a few board ‘shanties’ stood 

seven years ago. It takes work to evangelize those places.”26 

 In November 1907, Evangel crossed the Oklahoma state line and began 
work at Parsons, Kansas, with white settlers. The first missionary in Kansas was 
a Catholic priest, Juan de Padilla, who accompanied Coronado and then returned 
to live among the Wichitas in 1542. He died a martyr’s death at the hands of 
those whom he loved and befriended because they were jealous that he planned 
to preach the gospel to their foes. Much later, in 1824, Isaac McCoy came to 
Kansas to witness to the Indians, and other missionary societies established 
missions. Five denominations pioneered in work with the Five Tribes—Catholic, 

Presbyterian, Methodist, Friends, and Baptist.!  

September 1910 was a sad month for the chapel car movement and the In-
dians of Oklahoma and Kansas. The death of Boston Smith on September 10 was 
reported. The warm, funny, dynamic Uncle Boston, who was called “Na-chum” 
Boston by the Cheyennes, “Ad-dah” Boston by the Comanches, and “Ne-hush” 

Boston by the Wichitas78! was gone, lost also to thousands of his beloved nieces 
and nephews nationwide. Then on September 27, the death of Wayland Hoyt, 
who was responsible for the realization of the chapel-car concept, was an-
nounced.  

The Kill ians, Kansas, and Railroad Men 
Thomas, who had persevered for more than seventeen difficult years on 

Evangel resigned in 1910, and Reverend John C. Killian and his wife, of Trenton, 
New Jersey, came to Evangel. Before leaving the chapel car, Thomas asked the 
women of Kansas to help put the chapel car in “splendid order” for the new 
missionaries. “It would probably cost $100 to furnish carpets, bedding, linens, 

dishes, cooking utensils, and other needed equipment.”!  

The women of Kansas responded in good faith. In addition, John Killian 
soon received news that caused Mrs. Killian to rejoice. The First Baptist Church 
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of Kansas City, Missouri, had adopted the car, and in a few weeks a box was re-
ceived—silverware from Talbert Jewelry of Kingman, quilts from the ladies’ 
aides of Kingman, Cedar Valley, and Arkansas City; pillow cases and towels 
from the Priscilla Club of Tauy Church and the ladies of Cawker City, a com-
forter from Phillipsburg, all of which brightened the car and made life more 
comfortable, and $47 in cash, broken into gifts of $1, $3, and $5.  

One of the first churches the Killians visited was First 
Baptist of Wichita. While there, they took advantage of 
dealing with the temperamental lighting situation on 

Evangel. In doing so, they met W. C. Coleman.! Coleman, 
inventor of a special gasoline lamp, visited Evangel, saw 
the need, and offered to install one of his outfits without 
charge. Along with two men from the Coleman plant, 
Coleman personally completed the installation of the new 
lighting system. Killian reported that now the car was bril-
liantly lighted. A devout layman, Coleman would become 
president of the Northern Baptist Convention in the 1920s. 
His lamps would light all of the Baptist cars as well as the 
later Catholic cars.   

The Reverend and Mrs. Killian came to love the noon-
day meetings with the railroad men, and soon they met the 
midnight shift too. “We average about 30 men who bring 
their dinner. They eat, then sing several pieces. Mrs. K 
sings, then I speak. About 12:30 one night a caller came 
and said  ‘Please sir, we men who work at night have no 

chance to go [to the services], what could be done for us?’ And I said, ‘We will be 
delighted to have the same kind of service for you at 
midnight,’ so we have been holding services form 12:05 

to 12:50.”27!   

It was not beneath John Killian to make a little 
business deal on the side for the benefit of the work. 
Thomas Edison eventually gave one of his phonographs 
to all but the last of the chapel cars, and personally 
presented his gift to Evangel. Killian related, “When the 
phonograph was given to us by Mr. Edison, I thought its 
main work would be at children’s meetings, but it is in 
the men’s. We have only about twenty-five records, so 
when I land in a place, I go to one of the dealers and tell 
him about the meetings and suggest that if he will keep 
me supplied with the records I want to use, I will tell 
the men the titles of the records I am using. They are 

eager to help.”28  
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Reverend John Killian 
was not only a passion-
ate preacher, but also an 

effective manager in 
chapel car service.   

[Norman Thomas Taylor 
Collection] 

Mrs. Killian, a 
skilled children’s 
teacher, added 

much to the music 
program of the 

chapel car.     
[Norman Thomas 
Taylor Collection] 
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Killian felt strongly about the railroad men. “One of the most beautiful 
sights is to see the men, coming to the car just as they are and as they listen 
and are convicted of sin to see the tears plow through the faces dirty with hon-

est toil.”29  

Throughout the work of the chapel cars, there was a spirit of cooperation 
with other denominations. That did not mean that occasional clashes did not 
occur, but when a chapel car came into town, other churches usually partici-
pated in the service. Such was the case in 1911 at Lyons, Kansas, where the car 
became so crowded that neither it nor the local Baptist church could ac-
commodate everyone. They moved to the Methodist church for Sunday night. 

The Presbyterians joined in and the congregation grew to seven hundred.! The 
work at Lyons also touched the communities of Frederick and Hoisington. The 
Pittsburg visit occurred only two years after the founding of the town, which at 

that time had a population of about a thousand but no religious services.!   

Rail Laws Force Kansas/ Oklahoma Hop-scotch 
Kansas railroad laws interfered with the success Evangel was having in the 

state. At the state convention in October 1911, it was explained that the car 
would have to travel between Oklahoma and Kansas because Kansas law for-

bade free transportation between two points in the state.!In 1912 Chapel Car 
Evangel hopped over to Oklahoma. At Haskell, Killian led the congregation in 
erecting a building on a site they already owned. “We can only imagine the furi-
ous pace at which the construction took place—services were held just a few 

weeks after stakes were driven.”!  

When Evangel reached Watonga in February or March of 1912, the Baptist 
church was apparently ready to disband, but in the midst of a terrible snow-
storm, the Killians held powerful revival services and baptized many, keeping 
the doors of the church open. At Ames, the work was equally successful. “We 
could use six cars in this state alone,” Killian would say. “It was heart-rending to 
hear, ‘Don’t leave us until we have a pastor; else we will go down.’”  

Hop scotching back to Kansas, Evangel was crowded in Dodge City, where 
the building of the First Baptist Church had been completed in 1879. The pastor 
then was Domine Collins, a “very democratic person, who mingled with gam-
blers and gunmen, and was beloved by the entire town.” The church needed 
money to pay off the building debt and decided that the women should have a 
box supper. A local businessman made a deal with the famous gunman Bat Mas-
terson to corral his gang to buy boxes as a favor to Pastor Collins. Masterson 
arrived that night followed by gamblers, gunmen, and cowboys who bought the 
boxes at a good price and stayed for the hymn sing. Collins was fortunate Mas-
terson favored him, for legend has it that Masterson had run many a preacher 

out of Dodge.!30  
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News in the spring of 1913 was that a new railroad was being planned from 
Dodge City’s depot on Wyatt Earp Boulevard southwest, creating towns along its 
line. Two of those towns that the Santa Fe Railroad (known during construction 
as the Dodge City & Cimarron Valley) created were Elkhart, in the southwest 
corner almost within sight of the Colorado Rockies, and Rolla, just a few miles 
north. Morton County history recorded that when the first train came through 
Rolla on March 15, 1913, an excited crowd gathered at the station. The people 
used a just-sided “passenger car” for a chapel and gave thanks for the coming of 

the railroad.!That “passenger car” was Evangel with the Killians on board.  

The deed from the Sante Fe Land Improvement Company for the town site 
of Elkhart was filed April 28, 1913, and on April 29, the first lots were sold and 
tents put up, and Elkhart was established. 

Ten days later, one hundred business lots plus several residential lots had 
been sold. Cash Wilson’s pool hall was one of the first buildings in town, along 
with Roberts Grocery, Ora Carey’s livery business, Mrs. Farmer’s Hotel and Res-
taurant, and the Star Lumber Company. Charlie Burkett opened the first barber 
shop in a tent and had the distinction of installing the first street light. He 
strung a wire from Roberts’ Grocery Store to his barber shop, hanging a gasoline 
lamp in the middle. It had to be filled and pumped, but it burned the entire 

night.!  

The farmers of Elkhart 
were worried about an inva-
sion of grasshoppers eight-
een miles long and five miles 
wide reported to be in north- 
eastern New Mexico moving 
northeast. They read in the 
Richfield News about a bait 
that would prevent the de-

struction of crops from the 
grasshoppers—prepared by 
mixing dry bran with Paris 
green, and then mixing into 
the mash cheap syrup and 

the finely chopped pulp and juice of an orange or lemon.! 

Elkhart’s citizens gathered every day to gossip about chances for rain, the 
grasshopper threat, and the recipe to prevent it, and to watch the first trains 
come into town. June 16 or 17, they received an extra thrill. On the rear end of 
the daily train was Evangel, with the Killian on the observation deck waving to 
the children along the tracks. On June 18, the Killians and State Missionary A. W. 
Idhe met with residents and formed the First Baptist Church of Elkhart. Dr. W. V. 
Tucker, co-owner of the Welch and Tucker Groceries and Feed Store, was a char-
ter member and gave the land on which the first frame building was erected at a 

cost of one thousand dollars.!   

In late June 1913, after helping to start the Elkhart church, Evangel pulled 
into the Rolla station again to help build a Baptist church. Killian reported for 
the Kansas Baptist newspaper in July, “Two things are true here: they all want a 

The main street of Elkhart, Kansas, as it was Reverend 
and Mrs. John Killian came into town of the first train. 

[Collection of Norman Thomas Taylor] 
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church and are eager for it. The people are poor in this world’s goods. They are 
worthy, and money put in here will bring good returns to the kingdom. These 

dark and windy nights they drive five or more miles to the car.”31  

Later in the summer, the train watchers on the Dodge City, Elkhart, and 
Rolla line would see another unusual rail car pull into the station, this one run 
by the Chicago, Rock Island & Pacific Railway. It was a silo demonstration train, 

sent to show the farmers how better to manage their crops.! Demonstration 
trains were frequently sided in town, spreading the gospel of good farming at 
the same time as the Publication Society chapel cars were spreading the gospel.  

Evangel was taken to the shops in Muskogee, Oklahoma, for a overhaul in 
the summer of 1913. “On coming back we found the car ‘a thing of beauty,’ 
shining outside and inside.” John Killian reported to the Publication Society, 
“The lettering on the side is new and a great improvement; for now you can read 
at the top, ‘American Baptist Publication Society,’ and the words ‘Chapel Car 
Evangel’ are also on each side. While the car stands on the siding, hundreds 
from passing trains and townspeople read our name and verses of Scripture. 
While this car is the oldest, it can now more fully represent our denomination 
and do us credit. Railroad men talk about its beauty and give it careful consid-

eration.”!  

 

Transportation, Turnovers Create Concerns 
In 1914 the chapel car secretary reported that the problem of transportation 

had become increasingly serious. Railroad companies that in former years had 
been glad to transport the cars free of charge were no longer able to do so, be-
cause of new legislation. Even though a new car was in the planning, “the writing 
was on the wall” for the chapel cars. Chapel automobiles were replacing worn-
out wagons in California, and three boats were added to the mission fleet in 

western Oregon and northern California.! In Utah, camp wagons were now in 
use. Nevertheless, the chapel cars were still in great demand.  
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While the society was trying to determine which mode was the most effi-
cient and economical for their work, the Evangel and five other rail sisters con-
tinued to serve well. At the annual meeting of 1915 in Los Angeles, the seventh 
and last car, Chapel Car Grace, was dedicated, and money was being set aside 

for another rail chapel car and a fund to support the work. 

After leading a series of meetings at Englewood, outside of Denver, the Kil-
lians went east to Limon, where they organized a church on August 12. They 
held successful services at Deer Trail and Bijon, stopped at Cokedale in Septem-
ber, and at Hastings, a coal camp with about nine hundred people in the south-
ern district.   

By January 1916, Evangel was with the Bethany church in Denver, Colorado. 
Many railroad men lived in the area and it seemed an ideal place for the car and 
its workers. Working in Colorado among a group of mining camps of about fif-
teen thousand people, the Killians witnessed to “the well educated and the illit-
erate; the faithful Christian and the hardened sinner; the hungry soul waiting 

for the right word, the callous and indifferent.”32!  

After six years on Evangel, the Killians left chapel car work for administra-
tive duties with the publication society. Honeymooners Arthur V. Allen and his 
wife replaced the Killians in the spring of 1916. Along with adjusting to married 
life (as well as life on a chapel car, which didn’t provide much privacy) Allen and 
his bride, the daughter of a former missionary to China, soon discovered that 
the coalfields of Colorado had a great need for pastors. Allen knew a lot about 
pastors: his father and all three of his brothers were pastors. 

 Evangel was moved to west Nebraska in 1917, with the Allens still on board. 
Along the Burlington line, they stopped at Merna where they hoped to join the 
church with Cliff. At Columbus, where the church had been closed for seven 
years and the property was in decay, a fellowship supper was given. In a month 
the church was reorganized, and renovated.  

After just one year of service, the Allens resigned in August 1917 to assume 

a pastorate, taking with them one of the few babies born on a chapel car.!In a 
letter written later, Allen said, “It was fascinating work and we would have con-
tinued except that the car with its limited water supply was not an ideal place to 

raise babies.”33!  

Killian was called to come back to Evangel until a new missionary could be 
found, and to finish the work at Ord. The Killians were relieved of their duties in 
September 1917, when the Reverend & Mrs. W. M. Kennedy came to the car for a 
short time. Kennedy was a Nebraska state missionary. Superior, Wisconsin, was 
their first stop, where, in spite of the depressing newspaper headlines about 
war, the church was revived.  
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World War I  Brings Hardships, Shutdowns 
The United States declared war on November 17, 1917. “Emergency War 

Measures” published by the Northern Baptist Convention, stated, “The world 
war in which America is now called to play a part creates a national crisis and 
lays heavy responsibilities upon the people. It is a time for personal initiative, 
for universal cooperation, for willingness on the part of each to do his share. 
The deciding human factors in the war are the condition of the men at the front, 
the resources of the nation, an adequate food supply, a spirit of unity, and a 

sacrificial loyalty to democracy.” !Churches were encouraged to cultivate close 
relationships with army and navy chaplains, to the Y.M.C.A., which was minister-
ing to men in the camps; and to the American Bible Society, which made scrip-
tures available for every soldier and sailor. 

The government took over operation of the railways in December 1917 and 
did not relinquish control until March 1, 1920. The Reverend V. E. Clarke and his 
wife came to Nebraska in 1918 to work on Evangel during that difficult time. 

Vernie Clarke was a man of many talents but little formal schooling. Coming 
from a poor family of English, Dutch and Welch origin, he was converted at the 
age of seven as a result of reading the New Testament himself over a period of 
two years. Obviously bright, he tried to work and put himself through school to 
be a minister, but his health failed. Left only with the resources of the Los Ange-
les Public Library, Clarke spent many hours educating himself. In his leisure, he 
learned to play the harp skillfully.  

Clarke came to the Reverend George L. White, the missionary secretary for 
the western district, and asked for a chance to serve as a missionary. As a test, 
he was sent to Chloride, California, to build a church and establish work. After 
four months, he had shown his ability to preach and organize the affairs of a 
congregation. As a result Clarke was placed on Evangel for a term of service. 

One of the Clarke’s first stops was Lodi. A letter from Francis G. Gschwind 
of Callaway, Nebraska, explains, “Lodi was a very small rural community about 
seven miles southeast of the present town of Callaway and consisted only of a 
railroad station, grain elevator livestock loading pens, store, post office, church, 
school, and a home or two. It was located on the Union Pacific Railroad’s 
Kearney Branch, which then ran from Kearney to Stapleton, Nebraska, since cut 
back to Arnold, Nebraska. No trace of Lodi exists today. It has long since disap-

peared, like many of the other towns along the lines of the railroads.”!  

Complications of transportation and trackage privilege were most trying 
during 1918. Samuel Neil reported to chapel car workers, “These problems will 
continue while the war lasts, and we must face the possibility of having to with-
draw the cars altogether for a time. We hope, however, to avoid this.” 

On January 19, 1919, a new government regulation was enforced. That regu-
lation forbade free transportation for all private cars, including those for relig-
ious purposes. Even though lines were restored to private operation in 1920, 
free passage continued to be a major problem. Neil reported that owing to rail-
road conditions created by the war, it had been difficult to arrange for the 
movement of the cars, but it was hoped that now this handicap would be speed-
ily removed. If war was not bad enough, “The aggressive work of both [rail and 
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motor] cars and [boat] cruisers has been hindered by the influenza epidemic,” 
Neil told delegates to the society’s annual meeting.  

At Ord, the flu caught up with the ministry of the Clarkes, and they had to 
move on to other towns. At Dannebrog, a little girl named Norma, who had been 
adopted by a Christian couple when she was just ten days old, came to the 
chapel car for the after-school sessions. At the age of eighty-four, Norma Cargill, 
wrote to tell what a positive influence those times, and the lessons and Scrip-

tures learned, were on her life.! 

After extensive repairs to the increasingly vintage Evangel in 1920, Rever-
end V. E. Clarke left the chapel car, and new missionaries, Reverend and Mrs. B. 
H. Ward, came for a very short stay from their pastorate of the Riverside and 
Silver Creek churches, to work at Wellfleet and Stella, Nebraska.  

In October the Omaha Baptist Union believed the need had come for a Bap-
tist church to serve the northern part of the city. They held the first service in 
the chapel car on October 31, 1920, and then formed the Parkside Baptist 

Church.!At Loup City, one of the last places in Nebraska, Evangel served as a 

temporary church because the church had burned to the ground.!    

Reverend and Mrs. Frank Blanchard were now in residence, having been 
transferred from Glad Tidings in August 1921. First stop for the Blanchards on 
Evangel was at Rockville, Nebraska, a village of fewer than five hundred souls, 
where it seemed they were not wanted although there was no Protestant church 
in town. No one knew of their coming. The citizens had been kept in ignorance 
of their arrival, and some citizens had broadcasted the word that no ministers 
or churches were wanted. The Blanchards soon discovered that not a pastor, nor 
minister, nor missionary, nor evangelist had succeeded in organizing any relig-
ious work in the community, although many had attempted to do so.  

Blanchard visited every family in the town but failed to find a Baptist. He 
found some Lutherans and finally discovered a young Baptist three miles out in 
the country. This was their nucleus, and at the end of eight weeks they had or-
ganized a church with fourteen members, including some of the most promi-
nent residents of the village..  

 The effects of the war’s end devastated the American Baptist Publication 
society as well as the chapel car program. At the 1922 meeting at Indianapolis, 
Indiana, Neil spoke. The genial Scotsman was usually able to find the positive 
side of problems, but he was somber. “The riot of after-war reaction has not yet 
spent itself. The condition of the people socially, morally, religiously, is such as 
to alarm all who study it.” Neil warned that the situation for the society was se-

rious.!  

Wyoming, and the End of Evangel ’s  Line 
While the publication society struggled to make ends meet, Evangel found 

work in Wyoming. In September 1922, church lots were secured in Casper and a 
pastor located. The Blanchards erected a chapel at Evansville, three and a half 

miles from Casper, where the Texas Oil Company was building a refinery.!  
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At Lucerne, along the wild Wind River in the Owl Creek range of the Rockies, 
they helped to build a church. Before they could get used to Evangel, the 

Blanchards were transferred again on April 1, 1924, this time to Car 2, Em-
manuel.  

The quick turnover of chapel car workers was a result of the aging of the 
chapel car family, both equipment and workers, and resulting health problems, 
many related to the unique stresses of chapel car life. George White, chapel car 
secretary for the West, was constantly trying to arrange transportation over rail-
roads that were not interested in hauling the old wooden cars without steel un-
der frames. He spent days arranging repairs at rail shops that were too busy 
with their own work to be bothered. 

Attention at the publication society headquarters was being turned from the 
troublesome chapel cars with their increasing maintenance problems toward the 
auto chapel cars, which cost less, were easier to maintain, and could travel more 
easily across a country with improving roadways. Two new auto chapel cars, 
each costing less than ten thousand dollars, with living areas for missionaries 
and carrying tents, were assigned to California. Auto chapel car 1, the Crawford 
Memorial, was assigned to Mexican colonies around Los Angeles. Auto chapel 
car 2, the Ernest Leigh Tustin Memorial, considered to be state of the art in fur-
nishing and equipment, was assigned to northern California. 

Brought in on the Union Pacific Railroad in November 1924, Evangel came to 
Rawlins, Wyoming, its last station of service. Located near the freight depot, it 
was used for one year as a meeting place by the people who endeavored to es-
tablish a church in Rawlins. The Rawlins Reporter of June 16, 1925, said:  

 

Early last fall (1924) Reverend John D. Smith, General Colporter, came to 
Rawlins in the interest of the Baptist denomination and found a number of Bap-
tists who had not united with any of the Rawlins churches. In November the 
Chapel Car, Evangel, was sent here by Reverend Joe P. Jacobs, Superintendent 
of Missions for the Baptist churches of Wyoming, with a view to conducting re-
vival services, but the wife of Reverend Herbert Richmond, Missionary of the 
Chapel car, was not able to remain on the car and Mr. Richmond resigned be-
fore any meetings were held. 

On April first Reverend Smith returned and expected to conduct a series of 
meetings when a coal oil stove being filled with gasoline exploded and severely 
burned him and set fire to the car. Dr. Jacobs was present when the accident 
occurred and conducted services that night and the following night, and took 
Reverend Smith to his home in Douglas [Wyoming].  

Later Reverend Carl Fischer was sent here and finding a number of chil-
dren not in Sunday school, organized in the Chapel car a Baptist Sunday school. 
On Sunday, May 24th, he was joined by Reverend Carl C. Harwood, Missionary 
from Jackson’s Hole, and began revival services. Dr. Jacobs came from Casper 
last Saturday and on Sunday [June 7, 1925] organized the First Baptist Church.  

At the meeting in the car on Sunday night, Dr. Jacobs, on behalf of the 
Wyoming Baptist Convention, formally tendered to this newly organized church 
the use of the Chapel Car for one year as a permanent meeting place for the 
church, or until such time as the church can provide a more commodious build-
ing. This car is now the property of the Wyoming Baptist Convention, having 
been presented to the convention by the American Baptist Publication Society.  
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Now that Rawlins had a chapel car for a temporary church, what it needed 
was a church builder. In September 1929 the publication society sent the Rever-
end A. C. Blinzinger, who had a national reputation as the “chapel car church 
builder,” with Chapel Car Grace.  The cornerstone was laid April 6, 1930, a gift 
from Mr. Gray, president of the Union Pacific Railroad, a Baptist layman from 
Omaha.  

Evangel  Becomes Heart  of Rawlins Church 
To some, the inclusion of Evangel into the actual structure of the new 

church might have seemed a practical measure. When the first part of the build-
ing was constructed, the chapel car was turned 90 degrees and incorporated 
into the rear of the church sanc-
tuary.  

Years later Evangel became a 
part of the educational plant, its 
long row of windows facing the 
mountains to the west. When a 
new educational wing was added, 
Evangel found itself holding forth 
at the heart of the entire church, 
exactly where it was meant to be. 


