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THE GOSPEL WAGON OF FATHER BONIFACE
SPANKE, O.S.B.

Jerome Kodell, O.S.B.

In 2003, in connection with a change of format for Subiaco
Abbey’s newsletter, The Abbey Message, I was researching for an
article on the history of our monastery’s publications. The Abbey
archivist, Brother Vincent Klein, pointed me to a German-language
in-house newsletter which had been published from 1906 to 1919,

under the title Mercurius Sublacensis (Subiaco Mercury) until 1913,
and then as Der Klausner von Subiako (The Subiaco Hermit). It had
been conceived as a vehicle of communication within a community
spread in those days in Arkansas, Missouri, and Texas. The newsletter
was attractively printed in an old German typeface and produced in

monthly fascicles of eight to twelve pages.1
I began translating sections of it as a pastime and to get a sense of

earlier days in our community. I found fascinating information and an
inside slant on various personalities through the banter and nicknames
revealed in the monthly fascicles. I eventually discovered that the
newsletter was one of the many brainchildren of Father Boniface
Spanke, who was its anonymous first editor. In the summer fascicles

of 1913 I ran into a narrative about Father Boniface and his Gospel
Wagon, which added delightful information and perspectives on an

event already long famous in Subiaco lore.

The centennial history of Subiaco Abbey, A Place Called Subiaco

(1878-1978) by Fr. Hugh Assenmacher, contains a chapter about
Father Boniface Spanke (1873-1942), “The Happy Warrior in the
Lor ” (244-55), who is described as “the most colorful as well as the
most controversial monk ever to live at Subiaco."2 A main feature of
the chapter is the story of Father Boniface’s missionary evangelization
trip in 1913-14, in a “Gospel Wagon” pulled by horses to counter anti
Catholicism in rural Arkansas. The missionary effort was successful
in many ways. but a public debate which diverted Father Boniface
from his main purpose aroused so much controversy that the whole

enterprise had to be cancelled in March, 1914, by Little Rock Bishop
John B. Morris, who had been an early supporter of the project.

' The first surprise was the quality of the publication at a time when the Abbey did not (and
would not for years) publish any kind of public newsletter. Mercurius and Der Klausner were
apparently printed on the treadle press that had been used for the first time in 1904 for the death
notice of Subiaco Abbey founder Fr. Wolfgang Schlumpf.
’
(Little Rock: Rose 1977) 244-55, esp. 244.
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I discovered a contemporary account of the Gospel Wagon saga
with a perspective from within the community in issues ofDer K lausner
from June, 1913 to February, 1914. The editor of the newsletter at that
time, anonymous like all the others, revealed enough of himself to be
identified as Father George Binkert. O.S.B.. a capitular of Einsiedeln
Abbey (and a pal of Father Boniface). who served at Subiaco Abbey
from I904 until he returned to Switzerland in 1934.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

From the time of the foundation of Subiaco Abbey in 1878 until
about 1910, Arkansas did not experience the militant anti-Catholicism
associated with the American Protective Association in the upper
Midwest during that period. The author of the sesquicentennial history
of the Catholic Church in Arkansas maintains that this was typical of
the Democratic South, where there was more tolerance of Catholic
and Jewish immigrants, but where also the A.P.A. was viewed as a
political tool of the Republicans.3 There had been earlier anti-Catholic
sentiment fomented by the Know-Nothing Party in the middle of the
nineteenth century. The tenor of that hostility can be gauged by a letter
in the Arkansas Gazette during that period, which attacked first Little
Rock Bishop Andrew Byme (1843-62) as “subservient to a Foreign
Prince.” and challenged, “Who could trust a man who signs his name
with a dagger!"4
In November. 1911, a magazine called The Menace began to be

published in the Missouri Ozarks. It presented the Roman Catholic
Church as “the deadliest menace to American liberties and civilization,”
and spread lurid stories of the “immoral whore of Babylon" at work
in rectories and convents. The Menace soon began to be distributed

in Arkansas.5 By the end of 1912 a bill had been introduced in the
Arkansas Senate by which religious houses involved in education
of the young would be subjected to periodic surprise inspections by
the local sheriff. This bill failed; but on March 1, 1913, a similar bill
passed in the Arkansas House by a vote of 50 to 18. It was at this
point that Father Boniface Spanke got permission from Bishop John

’ James M. Woods. Mission and Memory: A History of the Calholic Church in Arkansas
(Little Rock: August House I993) 171.
‘ Woods, 61.
5Woods. 172.
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B. Morris and Abbot Ignatius Conrad to begin planning an itinerant
preaching campaign to explain and defend the Catholic Church.6

FATHER BONIFACE SPANKE

The best introduction to the colorful Father Boniface is the chapter
devoted to him in Subiaco Abbey’s centennial history referred to above.
He was forty at the time of the events described below and had been a
monk for twenty years. Anton Spanke was born in Schonholthausen,

Westphalia, Germany, on May 18. 1873, and came with his family
to the German Catholic community in Hartman, Arkansas, in 1881.
He entered Subiaco Academy in its opening year, 1887, and became

the first alumnus to join the monastery, professing his vows as Frater
Boniface in 1893 and being ordained a priest in 1897. He became

pastor of Sacred Heart Church in Charleston, Arkansas, in 1900 and
then was recalled to the Abbey to be rector of the school in the fall
of 1906. After two years he was again in parish work as an associate
or substitute in Arkansas and Missouri, and in the fall of 1912 was
assigned to St. Scholastica Church in Shoal Creek, Arkansas, twelve
miles from Subiaco, also serving the community of Benedictine Sisters
there.7 It was while at Shoal Creek that Father Boniface conceived the
idea of the Gospel Wagon.
Father Boniface Spanke had 28 years of life and many escapades

still ahead of him after his Gospel Wagon career came to an end. He
died in 1942 at age sixty-nine as the result of a fall down stairs as
he was leaving Subiaco Academy’s science lab where he had been

working on an experiment at night, inquisitive to the end.

THE GOSPEL WAGON ADVENTURE

Father Boniface’s plan was to travel in a mule- or horse-drawn
covered wagon, equipped to serve as a chapel in the daytime and a

bedroom at night. He would travel to a rural community, stopping for
one to several days to offer Mass in the morning, visit people during
the day, and in the evening conduct a program (in an available public

6Der Klausner von Subiako. February, 1913, p. 12. The editor comments: “It seems we

are experiencing the birthpangs of a kind of Kulturkampf in Arkansas" (alluding to the “Culture
Conflict" between State and Church in Germany under Bismarck in the 1870s). In 1915. the

Arkansas Convent Act (also known as the Posey Act from the name of its sponsor) became law.
The lighthearted response of the monks and the embarrassment of local officials assigned to
inspect the Abbey is chronicled in Der Klausner at that later time.
7In 1925 St. Scholastica Monastery moved to Fort Smith, Arkansas.
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building if possible) presenting Catholic teaching and answering
questions. He had ordered colored slides illustrating Gospel stories
and Church teachings, and had a portable phonograph for music.
He began on Sunday, September 7, 1913, and traveled east

from Subiaco to communities along the Arkansas River. Subiaco is
located in Logan County, Arkansas, 50 miles east of Fort Smith (on
the Oklahoma border) and about five miles south of the Arkansas
River. Fr. Boniface’s missionary journey would carry him in a series
of stops as far east as Conway, which is 80 miles from Subiaco. Ten
missions were given: on the south side of the River at Peedee public
school at Shoal Creek (where the experience was so positive that the

Gospel Wagon remained a week); Elizabeth Hall school; Delaware
school; Bethel school near Dardanelle; and then north of the River
at Sunny Point school and Sunny Point hall near Russellville; Austin
school near Atkins; a public grade school auditorium at Morrilton;
Solgahachia school north of Morrilton; and the Conway courthouse
toward the end of November.
The Morrilton mission, from November 13 to 16. drew the largest

attendance and aroused the ire of an anti-Catholic group in that city.
They arranged for a series of addresses in Morrilton by the professional
anti-Catholic lecturer, Rev. Otis L. Spurgeon of Iowa.8 Father Boniface
heard of this when he was in Conway and cut his mission short there
in order to return to Morrilton. He attended Rev. Spurgeon’s Friday
and Saturday night lectures on “The Catholic Church as the Beast of
the Apocalypse" and “The Immorality of the Catholic Priesthood.”
During the latter lecture. Rev. Spurgeon challenged anyone to disprove
his assertion that "The Catholic priesthood is a lecherous bunch of
white slavers.” Father Boniface stood up in the audience, accepting
the challenge and promising to deposit $500 in a local bank which
would be given to Rev. Spurgeon if he could prove this charge to a
jury. Rev. Spurgeon agreed to a debate, which unfolded in Morrilton
about six weeks later, between January 13 and 22, 1914.
The debate was followed closely in the state press and also

received national coverage. The Arkansas Gazette of Little Rock
estimated an opening-night crowd of 3,000.9 A “jury” deliberated after
the final debate on January 22, and on the morning of January 23 it
" Rev. Otis L. Spurgeon (1880-?) was an Iowa Baptist minister who traveled widely in the

Midwest preaching against the Catholic Church. He is not to be confused with Rev. Charles H.
Spurgeon (1934-92). a British Reformed Baptist pastor in London whose published sermons
are still influential. See Michael bensing, O.S.B.. “Father Boniface vs. Spurgeon in the Great
Debate,“ in The Abbey Message (Subiaco Abbey newsletter. Feb. 1957) 6-7.
“Issue of January 14. I914.
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was quietly announced that the “trial” had resulted in a hung jury: nine
men favoring Spurgeon and three Father Boniface. But the acrimony
and adverse publicity aroused by the debate caused Bishop John B.
Morris to require Father Boniface to halt the missionary campaign.
What follows is the running account in Der Klausner of the Gospel

Wagon mission and the Great Debate which brought it to an end. The
editorial voice is that of Father George Binkert, O.S.B.

Der Klausner, June, 1913, pages 34-36

Now we come to the real scoop of the season, the appearance at
Subiaco of the phenomenon described by the Paris Express [county
weekly newspaper] as the “Chapel Wagon” or “Caravan Road

Wagon.” The Chapel- or Gospel-Wagon'" is an original invention
of Father Boniface, which he thought up during his leisure hours at
St. Scholastica Convent in Shoal Creek. “In America,” he says, “we
already have chapel—cars on trains and chapels for automobile travel
on the highways. But the train chapels can travel only where there
are rails. and the chapels for car travelers are built only on good state
highways. So I am building a Chapel-Wagon for my missionary travel
over the back-roads of the state of Arkansas.”
Quite a bit of research went into the project, and eventually a

sketch of the Gospel Wagon with a detailed description of the proposal
was sent to the Bishop of Little Rock and t0 the Church Extension
Society" in Chicago, both of whom greeted the idea positively. Fr.
Boniface committed himself to building the wagon with the help
of Father Anton and Frater Hugo. He has in a short time in the heat
of summer made the wagon ready for travel. even if not absolutely
complete.
And what does the wagon look like? The wagon is built on the

frame of a strong rolling carriage, a gift from Mr. Conrad Elsken,‘2
and consists of a bus-like housing 20 feet long, 6 feet wide, and 7
feet high, sturdin built of wood covered with sheet metal. The sheet

'0It took a while for the title “Gospel Wagon" to become the favored term for Fr. Boniface 's
invention. Judging from its frequency in this chronicle. “Chapel Wagon" was the title most used

in the monastery at the time. Fr. Boniface uses both names. But several other names also appear
in Der Klausner’s report: Caravan Road Wagon. Wagon Chapel. Wonderwagon. Missionwagon,
Church on Wagon Wheels.
" The Church Extension Society is an evangelizing initiative begun by Father Francis

Clement Kelley of Detroit (later Bishop of Oklahoma City. 1924-48) in l905 and made a
canonical institution by the Holy See in l9 l0: cf. Wikipedia.
'2 Local leader among the German Catholic immigrants.

J‘EROME’KODEEL, O.S.B.
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metal is a gift of a Mr. Langenbach, Director of Berger Manufacturing
Company in St. Louis, who promised it while on a visit to Subiaco, in
addition to his donation of $100. There are five windows on each side
which allow quite a bit of daylight to illuminate the interior, which is
divided into two rooms of unequal size. A small door permits access in
the front on the right side to the anteroom which has a kitchen on the

left and a toilet on the right The main room serves several functions: a

chapel with an altar, a living room, a dining room. and a bedroom. The
movable altar stands against the forward wall and there are benches

along the side walls with seats for 12 to 15 persons. When Mass is
over. the altar is moved to the back wall and the room becomes a
dining and living area during the day. When a night’s preaching work
is finished, the tables and chairs disappear and two field cots swing
down from the walls, one for Fr. Boniface and one for the driver.
Provisions have been made for water and lighting. The wagon

has a water tank underneath. which provides water to the kitchen

and the bathroom by a mechanical system. The tank rests on a slide;
when it moves backward a vacuum is created. putting the water under

pressure. Light is produced by the use of acetylene gas. The wagon
also has a large phonograph and a slide projector, both gifts from
Mr. Jerome Morrison of Memphis, who was won to the project at the
recent meeting of alumni. Finally there are 40 to 50 camp stools and a
22 x 42 foot tarpaulin.
When the wagon finds a place to stop after the day’s journey,

the driver goes into the neighborhood to announce the arrival of the
Gospel Wagon. and especially to draw attention to the conference on

Sunday evening. The lineup of activities is as follows: conference.
music with phonograph, slide show of the life of Jesus, the Catholic
Church, or some other subject for the sake of instruction. On Monday
the process is repeated. There is no lack of volunteer drivers, but so far
Fr. Boniface is still in need of the two mules to pull the wagon.
In this way our faith-filled confrere intends to travel the entire

state, like a second Boniface, but this time apostle not of Germany but
of Arkansas (unless, as some of his dear confreres warn, the wagon
falls apart first).

July, 1913, p. 42

On Julyl9 the Gospel Wagon was driven onto the official weigh
bridge in Subiaco. It weighed 2900 pounds without the furnishings. We

262
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all accompanied the maiden voyage from the halls of the Abbey with
appropriate flag-waving. On June 25 Fr. Boniface went to Little Rock
to bring the latest information on the Gospel Wagon to the Bishop and
returned with the Bishop’s approval.

August, 1913, pp. 49, 55-56

On August 3 Fr. Boniface went on a horse-buying trip to Fort
Smith. He got a good bargain: two horses weighing 2100 pounds, 7

and 9 years old, for $250. His membership in the Knights of Columbus
came in handy. The horse’s owner, also a KC, in order to help the
Gospel-Wagon mission sold the horses without taking one cent profit.
Fortune follows the man of God.
Because I, the Klausner editor, was ministering in Morrison Bluff

on Sunday. August 10, I was not able to experience the grand event
with my own eyes and cars, so I have had to depend on the reporters
for the Southern Guardian [Little Rock diocesan weekly newspaper]
and the Southwest American [Fort Smith daily newspaper], who have
initiated the reports which are making a triumphant march through
America. For not only in Arkansas has the news of the exploits of the
Great Man made its way, but also in the North (Milwaukee) and in the
Far East (Memphis) and elsewhere. Even on the wave-washed shores
of the state of Oregon is the news of Fr. Boniface and his Gospel
Wagon being reported.

We open our coverage with the report of Fr. Prior Augustine
Stocker in the Southern Guardian (no. 13 of August 16):

The blessing of the Gospel Wagon took place this morning in the
city park of Subiaco. At 10:00 A.M. the first special train arrived from
Charleston and Paris with three full cars. Already present was a large
crowd from Scranton, Morrison Bluff, and Prairie View. [Klausner
editor: Was it possible that either Fr. George at Morrison Bluff or Fr.
Jerome at his two mission stations had to conduct a high Mass solo and
preach before empty pews?] Three brass bands performed. [Klausner
editor: Those from Bluff were in brand spanking new uniforms] At
11:00 the special train from Fort Smith arrived and swelled the crowd

in the area which had been filled with wagons since 9:00. Young and
old, man and wife, Catholic and Protestant—all listened to the music
with growing anticipation in the direction of the main attraction, the

JEROME KODELE. 0.5113.
' ' ’
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Gospel Wagon. l was convinced. looking out from the platform of the
Wagon-chapel, that there were more than a thousand people in the

gathering. [Klausner editor: This was modest: the Fort Smith reporter
estimated 2500].
Fr. Prior Augustine continued: “Fr. Boniface opened the program

with a brief orientation about his plans. He referred to the Israelites in
the desert, who when they first saw the manna from heaven cried out:

‘ManhuI—What is this!’ ‘In the same way.’ he said, ‘were all of you
struck when you saw this wagon: ‘Manhu! What is this? What is it for?’
Then he explained to the crowd his intentions for the unique wagon
and the two horses. ‘What happened to Noah when he built the ark

has happened to me. When he built the ark, several of the bystanders
made fun of him, and l have lacked no critics who made a joke of this
wagon.’ He said he did not want the jokesters to be drowned in a flood,

but he was convinced that the success of the wagon would bring them
to silence. I have to admit that my own original skepticism has almost
disappeared. now that l have seen the completed wagon and have had

the opportunity to admire the overall arrangement. The most difficult
problem remaining will be dealing with the uncertainties of weather
and difficult terrain.”

September, I913, pp. 59-64

Fr. Prior Augustine continued:
After Fr. Boniface’s speech, I blessed the wagon as the delegate of

Bishop Morris and celebrated a High Mass. The altar was placed on
the back end of the wagon so that the large crowd would be able to see
the priest. On a raised area next to the wagon the Paris Church choir
led the liturgical music in a way that did them great credit.

It was a revelation to me that the mysteries of our holy religion
could be celebrated so beautifully in a “Church on wagon wheels.”
During the Mass a collection was taken up (because there would be
none from Fr. Boniface’s missionary work) and produced $50.00 for
his mission. [Klausner editor: That wasn’t the end of the collection,

because the Knights of Columbus have solicited their membership for
help.]
The Chapel-Wagon remained open for tours during the afternoon,

and Fr. Boniface demonstrated the machinery and answered questions
for an unbroken procession of visitors. The experience was a great
boost to the missionary and warmed his heart.
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Then the little church on wagon wheels made its way to the Abbey
on the hill. The doors of the monastery were open, and for two or
three hours visitors streamed through the buildings and grounds. I
should clarify that the opening up of the Abbey required no special
permission from the Church. Even so it was a special opportunity that

many had never had before.

A few things are still needed to make the Chapel-Wagon complete;
but in a short time our missionary will be able to begin his rounds.
That he has plenty of support is shown by today’s event. May it even

grow stronger as he goes to the corners of our state.”

We now turn our attention to the report of the event by a

freethinking American, Editor Decker in the Southwest American of
August 11, 1913:

In the presence of a crowd of about 2500 who had gathered in the
shade of the city park at Subiaco. Dr. Stocker. Prior of New Subiaco
Abbey, blessed a brand new Chapel-Wagon. This wagon is in the form
of a traveling church, to be used for bringing Catholic worship to every
corner of Arkansas. Fr. Boniface, the spirited creator of this apparatus,
is a native Arkansan [Klausner editor: Yes, but born in Germany! And
he doesn’t mention also that because of working in the summer sun Fr.
Boniface has become a brown son of the red earth.] Fr. Boniface (the
paper continues) is a man of stocky build and strong purpose. He is a
man of magnetic personality who combines a striking exterior with an
inner current of humor, and is a born leader and organizer. His plan is

to travel from village to village preaching the gospel and offering the

Catholic Mass.
A ten-car train brought a group of Knights of Columbus from Fort

Smith; a second train gathered four more wagon loads of passengers
at the switching stations. Three brass bands escorted the crowd into

the city park. After the crowd had inspected the wagon, Fr. Boniface

appeared in his monastic habit on the rear platform of the wagon and
proceeded to speak in a commanding voice about the construction

and purpose of the wagon: a church, small enough for two or three
and large enough for the whole world. “In this wagon,’ he said, ‘I
will make a missionary trip through all of Arkansas. Billy Sunday (a
Baptist missionary)13 takes along a choir of 200 singers; I will take

only a phonograph and a slide projector. I began this work without

“W. A. “Billy” Sunday (1862-1935) was themost influential Protestant American evangelist
during the first two decades of the twentieth century: cf. Wikipedia.
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one cent in my pocket, and I will start my journey without having to
take up a collection. The Knights of Columbus of Fort Smith have
generously underwritten my trip.’ [Klausner editor: We must add that
the KC of Little Rock, with whom Fr. Boniface first talked about the
project, have solicited funds from KC councils all over the state.] This
has provided most of his religious equipment — chalice, paten, linens,
three vestments, missals, cruets and credence table, altar with cross

and candles, etc.. a gift worth $110.
Even more was the rnissionary’s heart warmed by a handwritten

promise of $250 for the horses by Bishop John B. Morris. The Church
Extension Society of Chicago underwrote the kitchen equipment: oil
cooking stove, coffee kettle, two soup bowls. two coffee cups, two
sets of silverware, a frying pan; all of aluminum except for the frying
pan. Besides these generous gifts he received help from other sources:
the wholesale distributor Reynold Davis and Co., for example, sent
canned meat and vegetables. [Klausner editor: At the last minute Fr.
Boniface shared the news that the Church Extension Society had paid
his debts, so that now he could start his mission without owing one

cent]
The photographer Redner from Ft. Smith took a panoramic photo

of the wagon with the people and Abbey in the background. [Klausner
editor: This excellent photo is four feet long. The smaller ones are
also fine: the Wagon-Chapel with the missionary and the two horses,

the interior of the wagon as chapel. as living room, as dining room.
Some of these pictures found their way to the Kansas City Star and the
Memphis Commercial Appeal]. '4

After Mass the crowd was happy to partake of the food they had
brought. The Arkansas Central had thought well to provide ice water.

[Klausner editor: The pious state laws forbid selling anything else to
drink on Sunday]'5
The Catholic Citizen of Milwaukee published an article with the

bold title “A Church on Wheels: to Combat Bigotry,” an extract from
a longer article in the Southern Guardian by the Editor, Mr. Spalding,
after an interview with Fr. Boniface. It begins:
“Filled with the true spirit of a missionary, hoping to strengthen

Catholics and their institutions, and to bring back erring sheep to the
"‘ The only pictures of the Gospel Wagon known to exist are in these newspapers.
'5 Der Klausner had made an impassioned comment on this issue a few months before:

“After the people rejected prohibition last September. the ‘representatives' —rather VoIkXZertretc-r

[tramplers of the people] than Vulksvertreterl representatives of the people] —passed the opposite
of what the people wanted. Beautiful representation! Glorious Arkansas democracyl“: Feb.,
1913. p. 12.
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true fold, Fr. Boniface, O.S.B, of Subiaco, Arkansas, has unfolded a
realistic plan to accomplish these objectives. After Sunday, August
10, he left Subiaco on his journey through the state in his unique and
soon to be famous Wagon-Chapel.” Then the Milwaukee paper, under
headings of “Wagon-Chapel,” “Slideshow and Music," and “Program,”
gives more particular descriptions of the “Wonderwagon.”
[Klausner editor: We break in here to say that the departure was

delayed some three weeks, mainly waiting for the slides ordered from
Paris, France. Fr. Boniface’s principle was that he wasn’t going to begin
the missionary journey until he could bring the people everything he
had promised. We at the Abbey had the benefit of this delay in getting
to see the excellent photographs and hear the wonderful music on the

phonograph. From time to time he took us on rides in the country so
that the horses could become accustomed to the wagon. This they did
very well.]
Under the title “The Hands of the Monks in the Ozarks,” the

Kansas City Star of August 24 published a long romantic article about
the founding of Subiaco and its work, describing the Gospel Wagon of
Fr. Boniface as “a dream within a dream.” The three illustrations show
the north wing of the Abbey with the park, the interior of the Chapel
Wagon as a chapel with an altar, and the exterior of the wagon with the
horses and Fr. Boniface. The text is as follows:
Nestled in a charming valley in west central Arkansas along

the west end of Mount Magazine—the highest point between the
Alleghenies and the Rockies—lies Subiaco Abbey as a memorable
example of self-sacrifice for a higher goal; a remarkable castle-like
building constructed from the stone and wood of the surrounding hills
by the tireless hands of a small group of Swiss monks.
In the early years, following the end of the Civil War, a German

speaking Catholic priest of strong constitution with an intention to
make a loving sacrifice'6— just the fabric of which pioneers are made—
arrived in the wilderness of the southern mountains of Arkansas in
Logan County. He dreamed dreams of the future, when a colony of
likeminded believers would found a Catholic center for the Southwest
and spread into the hills and valleys. He scraped together a handful
of dedicated monks and animated them with his vision. They built a
small monastery and created a religious center at the foot of the hill.
Here they laid a broad and deep foundation for a Catholic Abbey, a
college and a church.

"‘ Father Wolfgang Schlumpf. O.S.B.. founder of Subiaco Abbey.
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The wonder of this institution is that a large, 4-story building of
solid sandstone, with an inner court of 200 square feet and over 1000
feet in circumference, was not only dreamed and built, but that every

phase of the architecture and construction was the work of the hands
and the heads of this small, faith-filled band of monks. Every stone
was dug out of a nearby quarry; every beam, every piece of carving
inside was prepared by the artistic hands of these men.
And these monks not only constructed this Abbey, they also created

beautiful parks, the likes of which are not found in the Southwest. The
largest barns in the state shelter the cattle and provide storage for the
harvest of the surrounding farm. A vineyard on a sunny slope last year
produced 1500 gallons of wine for the large barrels. On the spreading
valley graze large herds of milk cows, pigs, and horses.
Presently Dr. Stocker, Father Prior of Subiaco Abbey, is the head

of this monastery in the Southwest and of a college, in which about
200 students are registered for the school year 1914. [Klausner editor:
In much of this he is really stretching it]. In the magnificent buildings
are the finest dormitories, classrooms and study halls in the state. The
faculty offers a full curriculum from preparatory courses to classical
studies.

It was a dream within a dream. First, a dream realized in the
beautiful building constructed from stone and other material. Then a
dream of a great center from which servants of Mother Church could
reach out in ministry. From this second dream arose this year this
unique wagon, in which Fr. Boniface intends to bring the Church into
all the corners of Arkansas. The mission of this wagon lies in this,
that he may travel over hill and valley, stopping by each village, to
minister to the believers and thus to fulfill the holy work of the divine
Master. [Klausner editor: So spoke the Kansas City Star which, it is
worth noting, is not a Catholic paper.]
And the simple outcome of the whole history is this: Fr. Boniface

has become famous all over the Union and in doing so has brought
Subiaco closer to the American scene. May his holy work be blessed
and through the power of God’s grace, under the protection of his
guardian angel, be a source of blessing for thousands! God be with
you, faith-filled warrior for God!
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October, 1913, pp. 71-72

MISSION JOURNEYS OF THE GOSPEL WAGON

Under this title we plan to keep track, week by week, of the travels
of Fr. Boniface and his Gospel Wagon, through the articles which
he wrote for the Southern Guardian, though I will have to edit and
abbreviate them for space here.

I . Mission in Shoal Creek (Southern Guardian. Sept. 27)

The journey to Shoal Creek went well in spite of having to traverse
sixteen hills to get there. As always Fr. Boniface had foreseen every
eventuality, and had engaged the help of Mr. B. Geels of Morrison
Bluff, who was glad to offer the services of his team of horses.
However, the extra help wasn’t needed; the ‘Mission-horses’ seemed
to take energy from their important task. There was no possibility of
thinking of a further trip from Shoal Creek to Blaine because, first of
all, not only the wagon but the good missionary broke down. Secondly,
a steady rain set in for the whole week. So the plan fell apart in those
dismal hours in the very place, Shoal Creek, where the missionary
had earlier concocted the idea of the Gospel Wagon. The necessary
permission to use the public (but not very public) Peedee school house

was quickly obtained by Mr. G. Anhalt from the district School Board
in a short time, and on the evening of Sept. 15 we loaded ourselves
on a small wagon with sack and pack and went to the school house

[Klausner editor: Since by chance I was waiting in St. Scholastica, I
went along].
In spite of the fact that it had rained all day and we had no expectation

of a large gathering, over 100 persons of both sexes and various ages
showed up; in fact, there was no shortage of small children. On the
previous day, Sunday, I had announced at Mass the beginning of the
presentations, giving a brief indication of what the topics would be,
and asking the congregation to invite all the Americans.'7 This the
Shoal Creekers had willingly done. Fr. Boniface later commented:
‘This large gathering exceeded my fondest hopes. We cranked up our
acetylene apparatus, and the flame lit up the room. The music program
lasted 45 minutes and held the attention of all. Then I spoke for 1 Vi

'7The German-speaking immigrants consistently referred to the non-Catholics who were

already in this country when they themselves arrived as “the Americans (Die Amerikaner).“

JEROME KobELL. 63.13.
'
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hours on the following questions: What do Catholics believe about
the forgiveness of sins and why do we believe it? I took the answers
out of a Protestant Bible lesson [Klausner editor: When he said this.
he lifted the Bible up for all to see]. I have never spoken to a better
audience. After the conference I used my magic lantern and a screen
for 30 illustrations from the catechism. Then I saw in the eyes of an
old American the beginning of tears, which increased with the music
of my mouth organ. I concluded the evening after three hours by
playing the recording of a quartet singing ‘God be with you ‘til we
meet again.’
On the next evening the school house was packed. The conference

concerned the double question: “What do Catholics believe about the

Lord's Supper and why?’ Afterward we covered 25 more catechism
questions. After the talk an old man said to his Catholic friend: ‘I
would really like to visit and talk with this priest. There is much to
think about in what he says.’ So far the man hasn’t come forward; but

who knows, perhaps a seed has fallen on good ground that will grow
and eventually become a flower in God’s garden.

November, 1913, pp. 76-82

For the third conference so many people had gathered that the men
gave up 2/3 of the seats to the fair sex and stood around the walls, in
the corridors, and outside. The conference theme was ‘The Veneration
of Saints.’ Naturally I did not miss the opportunity at this conference
to issue a challenge. Mr. Roll of Huntington, Indiana, had put at my
disposal $1000 as a prize for anyone who could prove scandalous
accusations against the Catholic Church. Mr. John Willems, our
Representative in the State Senate, had offered $50 to anyone who
could prove immorality and white slavery in our religious institutions.

I had received an invitation from all the convents to admit a search, as

long as it was conducted in the presence of the Sheriff of the particular
county.
What surprised the listeners was that the information and

entertainment was offered freely. “Think about it
,

all this for free,’
one of my companions heard one listener say to another. May God
encourage the Catholic Church of the Diocese to take the bit in its
mouth for mission work.
The fifth evening (Friday) was also well attended. The theme

was Purgatory, and the slide program was of scenes from the New
Testament.
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On Saturday, in spite of the cold night, the crowd pushed all the
way up the platform on which I was standing. There were babies by the
dozen, all wrapped up and mostly sleeping the sleep of the innocent.
On the previous night I had invited local choirs to sing some songs for
us. The conference theme was the position of the Catholic Church on
the Bible. It was the most successful night of the whole week.
On Sunday (Sept. 21) three hours were spent announcing the

conference to give an opportunity to those who lived at a distance.
Even before we from the Abbey started up the road to the school house,
we heard the choir, which I had invited the night before to entertain the
crowd. The music program lasted over an hour, the singers making use
of my phonograph for accompaniment. My conference dealt with the
rumors going around about the Catholic Church and the unjustifiable
attack in the recent legislative session, an attempt to pass a law which
is contrary to the US Constitution.[8 I projected all the pictures I had
on the linen screen. At 6:30, as we sang. ‘God be with you ‘til we meet
again,“ the first mission came to an end.
I take it as a positive outcome that we were not bothered by the

young rascals that the neighbors warned us about. People warned us
about rotten eggs, etc., but the prophecy wasn’t fulfilled.l9 We hope
that God, who gives growth to the seed planted in the ground, will
take care of the spiritual seeds that were planted in the Peedee school
at Shoal Creek.

Report in the Southern Guardian, Oct. 4

On Sept. 23, the missionary with his faithful Peter left
hospitable St. Scholastica, where his spiritual ministry made such an

overwhelmingly positive impression. This journey, he said ‘was my
first step into the deep sea of missionary life; it was forbidding, like
going to the gallows.’ (Klausner editor: Fr. Boniface has something of
the ‘gallows-bird’ in him). He soon felt at home in his rolling house.
With the help of Abbey worker Franz Matthaus and crew, the heavy
wagon was extricated from the mudhole it had fallen into at Subiaco.
The horses, which during the two weeks of doing nothing seemed to
have become demoralized, had been called on to help Mr. O. Otten’s
"‘A reference to the bill described on page 2 above.
"' "Fr. Boniface had been warned that some rascals were going to pelt him with rotten eggs.

Nothing of the kind happened. First of all the Americans are not that anti-Catholic, and secondly.
eggs are too expensive. Farmers don’t let the eggs get rotten": Arkansas Echo, Oct. 9, 1913. p. 8

[Arkansas Echo was a German-language Catholic newspaper, the official organ of the Arkansas
Catholic Union from 1892 to 1932].

J—EROME KODELL, O.S.B.
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mule with a wagonload of lumber, and that gave them a chance to
learn again how to pull a Gospel Wagon. After this, we went without
further delay to Blaine. Our headquarters was the Elizabeth Hall
cemetery. ‘I am writing the chronicle of my journey in the shade of the
wagon,’ said Fr. Boniface. ‘with my feet next to a grave. This makes
for a creepy feeling, but I hope nothing goes awry.‘ The neighbors
were very kind. One Peedee inhabitant offered to make Fr. Boniface
an honorary citizen, since he was unknown there.

This night was the first time to cook a meal on the untested
oil stove. With great craft and ingenuity, bivouac life had a good
beginning. Before long the smell of canned bratwurst filled the air,
and body and soul revived in the interior of the comfortable wagon
home. Fr. Boniface and his faithful companion slept between sheets
on their comfortable beds. The hanging of a red cloth created a two
room sleep area. The dormitory was so agreeable that the sleepers
were not awakened until the sun shone in at 8:00 AM.
As if by magic the bedroom soon became a chapel and Fr. Boniface

celebrated the Holy Mass—the first to be offered in this neighborhood.
He writes: ‘I felt a little bit like Columbus, when he planted the Spanish
flag on this continent to indicate that he was taking possession of it in
the name of the king and queen. It was as if we were taking possession
of this little portion of the earth in the name of the King of heaven and
earth. Breakfast was served at 10:00, dinner at 4:00, and supper after

the evening conference.

On the following morning a man sought out the missionary. He
said: “Father Boniface, I am amazed at your initiative and I only wish
more priests were engaged in projects like this. There is no doubt

that the attacks will continue in the Legislature next year, but with
even more animosity. Only if more Catholic priests do the work of
clarification, as you are doing, to combat the false teachings spread

by the pinhead preachers, can we hope that such unconstitutional laws

as proposed will fail to pass in our state. I was born and raised in the
shadow of this convent (St. Scholastica), and my sisters went to school
there, only coming home a few times a year, and in all that time there
were no reports of anything wrong. But the trouble with our people is
that they have let themselves be fooled by the falsehoods.‘

Another man. who had long desired to learn the Catholic faith and
had often attended Mass at St. Scholastica for that reason, said he had
not profited from those experiences because everything had been in

German.
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The theme of the conferences stayed basically the same as before.
The missionary was curious to know what was going on behind the
faces of some of the hearers, for example, what a Baptist preacher
believed about the forgiveness of sins.
‘I know,’ said Fr. Boniface, ‘that a preacher believes he can baptize,

and that according to the words of St. Peter in the Acts of the Apostles
baptism is for the forgiveness of sins. That preacher believes that with
the pouring of a few drops of water he can forgive sins, so he has to
concede that God has really given that power to men.’ A man had a
pencil and paper for notes, but when he heard this he was so struck he
forgot to take notes.

On the following evening, the mission program had to be cancelled
because of heavy rain. The next morning three Americans came
peacefully for the Mass. After breakfast one of the visitors asked,

‘Why haven’t you fellows got any women with you?’ [Klausner
editor: Often the missionaries make a pitiable figure washing plates

and cups] Another man was quite impressed with the wagon and said:
‘At the moment I can’t afford one, but I said yesterday to my wife that
after we get the cotton picked, as soon as we can I would like to build
a house like this.’ [Klausner editor: The dear reader can see that even
the wagon itself is teaching]
We were hoping for a full house that evening, but the weather was

so bad we couldn’t think of having the program. But 14 persons had
traveled the more than three miles anyway to hear the missionary, so

he put on the whole program for them, music, conference, and slide
show.

On Sunday there were visitors from morning till night. The
school house was packed for the conferences, which we closed as
usual with the hymn, God be with you ‘til we meet again. I must say I
am beginning to love these people. May God give his blessing to this
work.” With these words the mission at Blaine came to an end.

[Klausner editor: Concerning the next mission stop in Delaware
1 am unfortunately unable to say anything, because the newspaper

containing the report came to me spoiled and unreadable. And so we

go on to Bethel.]

JERGMEkooEEL. O.S.B.
' ' '
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Bethel School House, Yell County

(Southern Guardian, Oct. 18)

As from Blaine to Delaware, so from Delaware to Bethel, driver
Franz Pazdera was able to guide the heavy Chapel Wagon on what

in Arkansas passed for a road. After many difficulties, sinking and

getting stuck, during which Fr. Boniface in his whole stately length
made acquaintance with some mudholes, we reached the new mission

field on the evening of October 6. It was a wonderful trip, he later
remarked, ‘in which all the worst bumps and swamps were winnowed

together.’
On an exploratory visit to Dardanelle the missionary met with

several Bohemians, who could understand him no better than he could
understand them. What was denied to the tongue was made up for by
gestures. For most of the people at Bethel, Fr. Boniface was the first
Catholic priest they had ever seen, and great was their surprise when

they comprehended who he was. A large number of the Bohemians
were fallen-away Catholics. some of whom no longer even believed
in God. The zealous missionary commented: ‘This people was more
of a shock to me than the graves at Blaine, and I thought I ought to
put my own life in the grave ifI couldn’t drive out unbelief from these
poor folk.”

He continued: The little band of listeners was very attentive, and
my presentation of the Sacrament of Penance provoked a hot debate,
in which 1 proved that the Catholics had the Bible on their side. An
old man got red in the face and said if such a doctrine were permitted
to be preached we all would go to hell. On Thursday he came back,

carrying copies of a new anti-Catholic paper, The Red Light, printed
in Carolina. He wanted to be permitted to read this smear sheet to

the group, but I declined. Instead I spoke about the real presence of
Christ in the Eucharist. After I had cited the biblical texts supporting
this doctrine, I underlined that the Protestant Bible itself forced me to
believe in the real presence. To the surprise of all, a voice cried out.
‘Well, I believe it

,

too,’ and it was no one else but the old man who had

come to dispute with me.

On Friday, October 10, the weather was too bad for a meeting.
When a neighbor came to inspect the wagon, I gave him copies of two
issues of the Southern Guardian, and he returned home, eager to have

a look at a Catholic newspaper.
On Saturday morning we set out on the road to Dardanelle together

with a young man whom I had noticed that night in the schoolhouse.
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He expressed his regret that we were going to be leaving already next

week. His whole family is Methodist, but last Thursday he had told
them all that he is more Catholic than anything else. The explanation
of the Catholic faith had surprised him and he said ‘I feel the same
way as that old Cursey.’20 The young man told how Mr. Cursey had
boasted to his wife that he was going to challenge the Catholic priest
to a debate. ‘I came ready to fight, and how surprised I was to hear
what the preacher said.’ On the way home the young man asked Mr.
Cursey what had made such an impression on him. ‘I couldn’t equal
the priest in proving from the Bible what he was teaching.“ The young
man concluded: ‘That’s what I think. too; I don’t see how anyone
could make it clearer.’

As timely as the mission was, and in spite of the success,
missionaries have to keep body and soul together, so Fr. Boniface and
his assistant went to Dardanelle for supplies. But alas, in Peter’s purse
there were only a nickel and two coppers, that is, seven cents in all.

But when the need is greatest, the help of God is nearest. With sinking
hearts they stopped by the post office. Pulling the rest of his courage
together (Klausner editor: Fr. Boniface’s coat-of-arms is: “Gold and
silver I have none, but brass in abundance"), he asked if there was
any mail for him. Look! Shining up at him was a letter with the return
address in violet print: “Bishop’s House.” With what he admits was
unseemly haste he ripped open the letter and read with feverish eyes:

‘Dear Father Boniface: I enclose a check for $ 100 to be used for your
expenses as far as it will go. Yours sincerely in Christ, J.B. Morris.
Bishop of Little Rock.’ So must have been the emotion of Columbus
when, in the last instant before the mutinous crew was ready to throw

him overboard, the thunderous cry rang through the ship. ‘Land,
land!’

December, 1913, pp. 86 — 90

We had hardly started off when Mr. Cursey presented himself
again, wishing he could read the Bible with Fr. Boniface and hear his

interpretation. ‘1 can‘t understand,’ said this sincere enquirer, ‘how you

priests can claim the power to forgive sins, when I read in the Bible
that there is only one mediator between God and the people, Christ.
Your teaching seems to contradict this." ‘Mr. Cursey, answered Fr.
Boniface,’ we Catholics also believe that Christ is the only mediator;

2“One of the enquirers mentioned earlier.
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but we further believe that according to the Bible Christ gathered
disciples and authorized them to act in his name. You cannot deny that
Christ wanted his apostles to use this power according to John 20:23:
‘If you forgive men’s sins, they are forgiven them.’ If Catholic priests
don't have this power, name someone who has better title to it

. This
power must exist somewhere in the Church Christ founded, which he
said would last forever.’ ‘Well, I would like to be able to talk with you
about this at length tomorrow,’ he said [Klausner editor: This sounds
like the philosophers’ remark to St. Paul at the Areopagus.2‘], “but
at least I can say that I never saw a man like you before.’ ‘How do
you mean?’ asked Fr. Boniface, ‘Do you consider me better?’ ‘No, sir:
worse.’ Saying this, he departed with a strong friendly handshake.
At the 10:00 AM Mass on Sunday there were several Catholics

and many Americans, including Mr. Herbert Meyers, whom we had
already known as a great friend at Delaware. Another conversation

with Mr. Cursey showed that he was a thinking man and well read in
Scripture. He said: ‘During recent years I have heard some hard words
about the Catholics. but now I think they were false. It is a shame that

your Church has been so persecuted, but the Scripture says: “Those
who want to live a faultless life must expect persecution.”’22
The schoolhouse was full for the evening conference, so much

so that a good number of the men had to stand around the walls.
Fr. Boniface had a lot of material and plenty to silence any hostile
murmuring, so that the meeting lasted over three hours.

We note here with gratitude the work of good Peter, whom Fr.
Boniface had assigned to keep track of all the anecdotes. questions,
and interviews. We at the newspaper have been very happy to benefit

from his industry.
There was yet another meeting with old Cursey. who expressed

his gratitude and that of the people by saying to Fr. Boniface, ‘Friend,

I don’t own much, but I have a soft heart for you, and if you see
anything on my farm which would be of help to you. you are welcome
to it. There is my sweet potato patch: help yourself.‘
We close the book on these four mission stations with a comment

from the brave missionary: “These few weeks of mission work remind
me of the words of Scripture: “The harvest is ripe.”23 I would like to
stay here longer and gather the grain into the barns of the Church. It is

my conviction that in a short time a Catholic community of at least six

2‘Acts 17:32.
2: 2 Timothy 3:12.
2‘ Revelation 14:15.
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families could be founded. And what I say for Bethel could be said of
all the places I have visited.’

Sunny Point, Pope County

(Southern Guardian, Oct. 25)

The zealous missionary felt that he had convinced the people in
Bethel that ‘Catholic priests have no horns,’ and he moved on with
the help of the Bohemian Dan Novy to Sunny Point in Pope County.
Here awaited him a sharp encounter with the intransigent schoolhouse
director, who because the school had been used before by a priest for
Confession wanted nothing to do with another Catholic priest. In vain
did Fr. Boniface try to convince him how unconstitutional it was to
deny the use of a public building to a recognized religious group, and
that it wouldn’t be used for Catholic worship, but for Catholic self
defense, called for by the slanderous lies about Catholics. ‘The smear
campaign is carried out everywhere, saying that Catholics haven’t
dared to defend themselves because they couldn’t; and I am only
asking that you let Catholics exercise their constitutional rights as any
criminal might, for self-defense against slander. You want to deny me
the use of the schoolhouse so that I will leave, but you don’t realize
that your action is going to require me to stay here a week longer.’ And
so it went.

An Irish Catholic, Mr. Gillespie, offered Fr. Boniface the use of
his hall, and the next morning Fr. Boniface posted on the side of the
Gospel Wagon a large placard, which from a distance looked like the
menu on a lunch wagon. It read as follows: ‘Since the officials of
Sunny Point have forbidden me the use of the schoolhouse because
I am a Catholic priest and considered therefore officially disloyal
and unable to use a public building, I have decided to present my
conferences for a second week in Mr. Gillespie’s hall. Everyone is
invited. Fr. Boniface, O.S.B.’
During this exchange with the closed-minded director. Mr.

Gillespie stood by Fr. Boniface and got hot under the collar himself:
“Now, wait a minute, you rascal,’ said the valiant Irishman, ‘when you
exclude our priest from this schoolhouse you have started something
new in this region. I have never made any objection to the religious
use of this house, but if you are now discriminating among religions,
that is something else. I have put more into this schoolhouse than any
of you and I have paid my taxes here for twenty years. And now, when

JEROME’KODELL, 0st?
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I ask for the use of it for the first time in years...’. Fr. Boniface cut
him off. ‘Now, let’s not expend so much energy on this trifle. The
gentlemen have said I have to go, and I am at peace.’
But he did not mean to leave until the next night. When it became

dark, right before he was to begin the lesson, Fr. Boniface heard
someone call from the darkness behind the schoolhouse. When he

went out to check, the three local officials gathered there told him,
‘We came to tell you that we want you to give up the schoolhouse.’

Fr. Boniface reiterated the unconstitutionality of their action, and then
said, ‘I could give you some credit if you came in daylight, but such
people as you love the darkness and this is your hour.’24

In less than half an hour the move had been made to Mr. Gillespie’s
hall, and Fr. Boniface opened his program with a reading of John 16:1
3: “I have told you this so your faith will not be shaken. Not only will
they throw you out of synagogues. A time is coming when whoever
kills you will think they are serving God. All this they will they do to
you, because they know neither the Father nor me.” He applied these

sentences to the present situation in ringing words: ‘We drove England
from our coasts; we overcame the wild Indians; we have driven the
Mexicans out of Texas, and taken Cuba and the Philippines from Spain:
but nothing in our history compares with the monstrosity committed
by the three officials of Sunny Point, who this evening drove a citizen
out of a public building, simply because he is a Catholic priest.’
He continued in Mr. Gillespie’s hall for the next few evenings

with good success. Meanwhile he received an invitation from Mr. Hoy
to use the theater in neighboring Russellville for an assembly, which
he did with good results.

Austin Schoolhouse, Pope County

(Southern Guardian, Nov. 8)

Oct. 29: The new mission station lay two miles east of Atkins. In
Atkins Fr. Boniface stayed with the pastor, Father Triimper, where for
the first time in two months he was able to sleep in a regular bed. But
he said it didn’t make much difference to him, since by now he had

become accustomed to his wagon home. The Catholics of the town and
surroundings were very helpful. They had already obtained permission
for him to use the schoolhouse and a wann stove awaited him. Mr.
Ehemann took good care of the horses. The Protestants seemed as

2‘ John 3: 19; Luke 22:53.
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interested as the Catholics in the missionary work. Since Atkins was a
place where the smear publication The Menace was widely circulated,
Fr. Boniface made it a point to comment on the slanders contained in
a recent issue. His commentary aroused great interest. Shortly before
the beginning of the meeting on Saturday evening. he made a scouting
trip to Morrilton—a round trip in a rattling buggy on terrible roads —

and on his return found that because Fr. Triimper was ill he himself
would be celebrant and preacher at the 10:00 AM Sunday Mass. At
3:30 PM that day he gave a talk at the theater in Atkins to a large
crowd, and again at 7:30. All in all a good day’s work. The following
week our dauntless missionary returned to Sunny Point.

January, I 914, pp. [0-12

During the mission in Sunny Point, Fr. Boniface visited a German
invalid, who lived in a remote area and for years had not practiced
his faith. He was persuaded to receive the sacrament of Penance, and
after a few days, Communion.

Sunday afternoon the missionary made more rounds and spent the

night in Atkins under the friendly roof of Mr. P. Arts. who gave him
$35 to add to the New Testament lantem-slides he already had and
to put together some Old Testament scenes. With this he would soon
have 300 pictures.
The next morning he traveled 13 miles to Morrilton, which after

much trouble he reached by the light of the moon. The wagon was
kept in the stable of Father Haas, C.S.Sp. On Tuesday Fr. Boniface
went to see the city auditorium and was delighted to find that it held
500 people. His lantern slides could be set up 60 feet from the screen
to project an image 15 feet high. Many people came the next few days
and by the final session on Saturday the auditorium was full.
On Monday he went north into the mountains and made his first

stop in the village of Solgohacia. He parked the wagon between the
school and a cotton gin. After supper Fr. Boniface went into a store and
was soon in conversation. Some took him for the hookworm specialist
who was giving presentations in the area at the time. He held his
sessions in the schoolhouse. On Wednesday a check for $25 arrived
from the Knights of Columbus in Fort Smith. On Friday evening Fr.
Boniface spoke about purgatory. A Protestant minister in the audience
took a lot of notes, but seemed doubtful. Suddenly he put his notebook
in his pocket and nodded approval. At the Sunday evening session
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Catholic newspapers were distributed. As Fr. Boniface and his helper
were packing up the seats they noticed that some local rascal had

loosened the screws on one of the wheels. Luckily they corrected the
problem without incident.

On Monday they took off again very early to go the 30 miles to
Conway in Faulkner County. The so-called roads were terrible and
gave the men and animals much trouble. It was night before they had

gone halfway. The next day Fr. Boniface had to use a shovel several

times to make the way passable. They finally reached Conway at 6:00
PM. Fr. Boniface gave the opening lecture in the courthouse and then
went to the rectory of Father Zell, C.S.Sp. The trip had so overworked
poor Peter that he had become sick. Fr. Boniface had no time to think
about being sick. The next morning he found out that several people
had protested the use of the courthouse. But Judge J .W. Holt clarified
in the local newspaper, The Log Cabin, that freedom of religion was a
fundamental principle of our government, and he saw no reason why
the members of one denomination should be treated differently from
members of another.
On Friday Fr. Boniface received news that Rev. Otis L. Spurgeon,25

a well known Baptist preacher from Des Moines, Iowa, was speaking
in Morrilton on the following points: the immorality of priests, the
Catholic danger in America, and the Church, beast of the Apocalypse.
The missionary was eager for head-on combat. The next morning he
went back to Morrilton. where he learned that the preceding night
Spurgeon had given a fiery talk against the priesthood which was so
offensive that some of the 50 listeners had left the hall. His unexpected
arrival put not only Spurgeon but other Baptist preachers in Morrilton
in great consternation. That evening Fr. Boniface was among the

listeners in the audience. Again Spurgeon poured poison and gall
on the priesthood, and said that the clergy were nothing more than

immoral pimps and slaves of lust. Fr. Boniface took up this challenge
and professed himself ready to show that the charge was untrue. The
upshot was that the two of them agreed to an open debate in Morrilton
during the second week of January. Twelve Protestants from around
the state would act as a jury to judge the debate.
Sunday afternoon Rev. Spurgeon spoke again on the theme of

“The Catholic Church is the Beast of the Apocalypse.” Fr. Boniface
couldn’t get a word in, so he announced that on the following Tuesday
he would speak. He was laying a snare for Spurgeon. Fr. Boniface

1’ See page 260 above.
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gathered a large crowd. He gave evidence that the Church was not the

beast of the Apocalypse and that most Protestants had given up on that
idea. Rather, he gave his own argument that Spurgeon himself was the
beast of the Apocalypse.
On Thursday the missionary traveled back to Conway, where he

had begun the new year. With great difficulty he managed to take the
heavy wagon the 30 miles on to Little Rock, where he took refuge in
the Bishop’s orphanage.

February, 1914, pp. 17-20

PRESS RELEASES ABOUT THE MORRILTON DEBATE

Editor’s Note: In the preceding issue we gave information from
our own point of view. Perhaps our readers would also like to know
the reaction of outside sources concerning the now-famous Boniface
Spurgeon debate. We don’t want to neglect introducing into this

Abbey chronicle information from sources closer to the action when
this can serve to round out our own more indirect information. That

Der Klausner wants to offer its readers the full truth goes without
saying. Here are three other reports from published sources:

1. In the Arkansas Echo [Feb. 5, 1914], Mr. G. Bellinghausenz“
had this to say: “The debate between the Dung Beetle Spurgeon27
and Father Boniface ended on Wednesday, Jan. 21. On Thursday
morning the result was given: the jury could not reach a unanimous
decision, but voted 9 for Spurgeon and 3 for Fr. Boniface. This was
more favorable than we had hoped since everything had been set up

against Fr. Boniface. There had been an effort to put a unanimous jury
together. But men of education could see that these important issues
could not be resolved so easily. Two thirds of the jury were ready
to believe whatever Spurgeon told them. One juryman had heard
enough the first night and resigned. He later announced he was going
to become a Catholic.
Up to now, all the Churches in Morrilton have lived together in

peace, and would have continued to do so if the loudmouth Spurgeon
had not come to town. Yes, now Morrilton has become famous, but it
is a sad fame. A local paper, The Headlight, has had a lot to do with
1"A Mon-ilton Catholic.
1’ Political correctness was not so much in vogue in 1914. The Arkansas Echo referred to

the Iowa preacher editorially as “Spurgeon the Mudslinger“: Jan. 22 and 29. pp. 4 and 7.
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it. In contrast, the Morrilton Democrat has behaved courteoust and
intelligently, whatever its own convictions might be. The editor has

treated the Catholics fairly, and this has earned him honor and respect.
There have been anti-Catholic preachers from the outside stirring up

people in the local Churches. Various pamphlets in the disgraced style
of the Menace were distributed for shock value on the evenings of the
debate.

All had been arranged by the Dung Beetle to have things go his
way and he certainly believed, as he said in his closing words, that he

had been the victor. But he had not counted on one thing, namely the

words of the Savior to the Church: “I will be with you all days, until
the end of the world?"

2. Another good man. F.W. Oberste, a true Westphalerz" and uncle

of Fr. Boniface, wrote in the same number of Arkansas Echo in a letter
dated Jan. 26, 1914:

It appears that the verdict of public opinion is that the Morrilton
debate and the attention given to it could have been avoided but for
the shameless provocation of Mr. Spurgeon. The surprising thing was
that educated people could give some credence to the nonsense he

was spreading. It is hard to believe that the educated members of his
Church could put up with such preaching.
It seemed to me that during this debate Beelzebub was not idle, but

ordered all the devils who were not otherwise occupied to Morrilton.
A book is being put together to describe all this devilishness for wider
circulation.30

The question is, what was accomplished in this debate? That part
of the listeners learned something is evident from the jury’s vote.
For the Catholics present it was an excellent instruction. One can
further gauge the result from the fact that Mr. Spurgeon, who has been

accustomed to speaking to full houses, was able to attract only 35
listeners at a lecture in Russellville two days after the debate.

1"Matthew 28:20.
2" A native of the state of Westphalia in Germany. where many Arkansas Catholic

immigrants originated. Mr. Oberste was the President of the Arkansas Catholic Union at the
time of these events.
“ Whether this book appeared is unknown. Mr. Oberste did send a more official report

to the Arkansas Echo a few weeks later. in which he noted that as a result of the pressures. Fr.
Boniface had lost 18 pounds during the 10 days of the debate: Arkansas Echo, Feb. 14, 1914,
p. 7.
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3. The report of the debate in the Ohio Waisenfreund of February 4
was peaceful and objective, and we quote from it at length:
On Thursday, January 22, the famous Protestant-Catholic debate

of Morrilton. Ark., came to an end. The Ohio Waisenfreund means no
dishonor to Protestants to call the debate Protestant vs. Catholic. We
want to tell our readers the true facts of the event.
AMethodist“ minister, O.L. Spurgeon, gave some provocative talks

againsttheCatholicChurch on behalfofTheMenace newspaper. Shortly
beforehand the Benedictine Father Boniface had also visited Morrilton
on a preaching tour with the purpose of answering many criticisms of
the Church. He went to one of Spurgeon’s talks unrecognized, and
at the end revealed his identity and asked to be allowed to refute the

errors. Spurgeon at first refused, but many of the listeners supported
the challenge of the Benedictine Father. A debate was then arranged,
with Spurgeon proposing the devilish slander: ‘Resolved, that the

Roman Catholic priesthood is a lecherous bunch of white slavers,’
which would be denied by Fr. Boniface. Fr. Boniface deposited $500
in the bank. Spurgeon $100. If Spurgeon would win. he could keep the
money deposited; if Fr. Boniface would win, Spurgeon would not have
to pay. Only if Spurgeon failed to show up would he lose his $100.
Fr. Boniface was convinced that the people of Morrilton. most of whom
were sincere Protestants, were interested in the truth. He felt he must
do what he could to silence the slanderous mouth of Dr. Spurgeon. The
“jury” consisted of 12 Protestants, of whom three were members of
the Catholic-baiting Knights of Luther. It turned out that some people
were not looking for truth from the debate in Morrilton but only for the
triumph of Protestantism over Catholicism. Some Protestant preachers
of the city made Dr. Spurgeon’s cause their own, using their services
to stir up their congregations. The jury easily got caught up in this
feeling.
We must tell our readers that Fr. Boniface responded to this

viciousness with calmness and composure. An impartial jury of non
Catholics would certainly have pronounced him the victor unanimously.
People in Morrilton have realized that Spurgeon made many false
claims but proved none. It was evident several days before the debate

that the jury would not be able to give Fr. Boniface a unanimous
victory. But it was surprising that among the twelve men only three

were found to have the moral courage to withstand the pressure of the
multitude. The jury had not been put under oath; so the nine members

3'Rev. Spurgeon’s denomination is uncertain: usually he is said to have been a Baptist, but
here he is described as a Methodist. and elsewhere as a Presbyterian.
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were not guilty of perjury in their decision, but their character was
exposed to the blue sky for all to see. Because the jury did not come
to a unanimous decision, neither Dr. Spurgeon nor Fr. Boniface was

able to collect the money.”

The moral of the story is: If your enemy is a Catholic-hater, you
had better not debate him without an impartial judge.32

AUTHOR’S CONCLUSION

So ends the recording of the Gospel Wagon saga in Der Klausner
with the February, 1914 issue. Fr. Boniface’s brave venture is never
mentioned again in the in-house newsletter. We may refer to A Place
Called Subiaco"3 for the wrap-up of the story. The adverse publicity
convinced Bishop Morris to call a halt to the missionary campaign.
“With a martyr’s resignation the missionary drove home in the Gospel
Wagon.”
The debate with Dr. Spurgeon was a fatal distraction for Father

Boniface’s missionary plans. He had been experiencing surprising
success in overcoming barriers and prejudices in presenting the

teaching of the Church and answering questions. His missionary
zeal and imagination fascinated and impressed everyone. As Father
Michael Lensing says in his 1957 article, “The debate brought to a
halt the apostolic expedition which could possibly have evolved

into a continuous missionary activity that would have done much to

strengthen and extend the Church in Arkansas.”34 It is arguable that

if Father Boniface had been able to continue. his development of
personal relationships across denominational boundaries throughout

the state would have been able to defuse much of the prejudice and

suspicion that hard debate could not. Father Boniface had been roused
to action originally because the circulation of lurid stories about
Catholic priests and religious was inciting the state legislature to pass
invasive and repressive laws affecting the Church. But his work was
cut short, and the repressive movement continued until the Posey Act

permitting surprise inspections of religious houses in Arkansas was
passed in 1915.35

’2 About three months after the Morrilton debate Rev. Otis L. Spurgeon was in Denver
giving a lecture “accusing the Catholic priesthood of immorality": Akron (Iowa) Regisler. April
9, 1914. Other than this, no further information was found about his later career.
’3 P. 251.
7“Op. cit., pp. 6-7 (See footnote 8).
3’ See page 2 above.
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The following issue of Der Klausner, for March, 1914, without
any reference to the excitement of the preceding months, begins with
a description of slide-lectures by Fr. Boniface on the Bible and the
catechism in Subiaco and then Morrison Bluff on March 1 and 2,
showing him taking advantage of the materials he had developed for
his missionary tour to evangelize closer to home. Then the report goes
on to something else. Nobody knows for sure what happened to the
Gospel Wagon.
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