





and municipal nurses, county health and court offi-
cials, child welfare executives, company welfare execu-
tives, etc, etc.”™8

Among these diverse community and government
groups, Bell strived to remain friendly but neutral.
Although a disciple of the social gospel, he never en-
gaged himself in actions or statements that might have
been interpreted as sympathetic to a movement then
latent on the ranges to organize workers into unions.
He was suspicious of Industrial Workers of the World
(IWW) radicalism and skeptical of immigrant social-
ism. He was, undoubtedly. sympathetic with the griev-
ances and plight of workers and their families during
the great strike of 1816, but probably never supported
the union’s battle in that contest. “[W]e tried all the
way through to maintain friendly relationships but not
subservient relationship to either organized labor or to
the company,” Bell recalled. In a later interview he
emphasized that it was unwise to seem to be identified
with the mining companies: “1 never once cooled my
heels in the waiting room of a mining superintendent.”
He remembered “hearing Elizabeth Gurley Flynn
(during the 1916 Mesabi strike], a woman who really
had charisma. 1 also recall Bill Haywood because he
had the brains. That period was a rather rough time

*® Bell. "Memo for Eastman,” September 15, 1920.

* Bell jnterview, 1968, p. 24: interview of Bell by Arnold
R. Alanen, November 27, 1982, excerpts published in Range
History. 8:2-5 (Spring. 1983). T have also drawn some con-
clusions from Linda Schloff. “In Service on the Range.” stu-
dent paper, 1983, copv in author’s possession.

** Eastman. “A New Sky Pilot on an Old Trail,” in The
Outlook. 147:496. 497, 512 (December 21. 1927).

A 1928 Christmas card from the Range Parish staff
Qhrigtmag

Greetings
1928

Ohe RangeParigh

[T WY NSTRI TN

G £ Vo
Ty Mo,

for me since 1 was caught between different groups.
Even though the workers had medical services and
such good public schools. I knew of conflicts that
existed between the companies and the miners.” Like
many progressives of his generation, Bell identified
with the social and spiritual needs of immigrant
workers. but remained aloof from their struggles to
organize.?

The social distance that existed between Bell and
the immigrant families with whom he worked per-
sisted throughout his ministry despite efforts to bridge
that chasm of nationality, circumstance. culture, and
class. These diflerences flared up in 1927 following
publication of an article on Bell's ministrv written by
Fred Eastman. 2 staff publicist for the Board of Home
Missions. The story opened with comments on the
“mélée of racial, political, and industrial conflicts” that
marked iron range society. “Into that mélée,” a young
missionary — William J. Bell —threw himself. deter-
mined to bring some sort of order out of the spiritual
chaos.” The account that followed contained points
of view certain to provoke immigrant citizens on the
range to take offense. One anecdote, in particular, told
of a Finnish worker, driven to irreligion by the state
church back home, who declared to Bell that hearty
food was his “God.” Pointing to a roast ol beef on the
stove, rubbing “a great hand over his bellv,” and
laughing ““a loud guffaw,” he declared “That my God.™
Sections of the article could clearly be taken as patron-
izing and denigrating of immigrant culture. Eastman
declared that Bell had found “loneliness — the loneli-
ness of strange people in a strange land. . He
found ignorance — ignorance of the heart and the spirit
as well as of customs and language. . .  He found
fear — fear of unemployment, of poverty. of hun-
ger. . . . He found hatred —an ignorant hatred
stimulated by the . W.W. and other radical organiza-
tions.” The author closed on a note not cheerfully re-
ceived by immigrants proud of their heritage: Bell's
“passion for brotherhood furnishes the fire that makes
the melting-pot melt.™°

Publication of the article, whose larguage and tone
reflected more of Eastman's convictions than it did of
Bell's experience. created something of a stir on the
ranges. A letter to the editor of the Duluth Herald from
a reader who identified himself as “A Ranger” com-
plained that “a person gets the opinion that this region
is uncivilized and heathen, and especially that among
the foreigners there is very little religious work carried
on.” The anonymous writer then proceeded to praise
the work of churches, schools. and Sunday schools, and
to assert: "The trouble seems to be that some people,
who come here to enlighten and educate the range
folks, are troubled with the superiority complex.

A person who cannot boost the place he lives in should
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move, as every knock is just as much against him as
against the community.™

There mav have been other such aggrieved letters,
although a search of iron range newspapers uncovered
none. Whatever the case, Eastman, probably on the
urging of Bell, responded in a letter of his own to the
Herald. His article had been “misinterpreted,” East-
man began. and “as a result some good people have
been writing letters to the papers. accusing Mr. Bell of
an unsympathetic attitude toward the communities of
the range. and toward the Finnish people.”™ Accepting
full personal responsjbility for everything in his article,
Eastman went on to deny that either he or Bell had
anything but admiration for the “marvelous accom-
plishments in educational and civic betterment”™ made
by the citizens of the Mesabi. “Mr. Bell has simply
helped. and he never claimed to do more. If he did not
admire and respect them, he would hardly have chosen
to live and work among them as a minister for the last
fourteen years.

WHATEVER THE FUROR created by this incident,
Bell continued to be active in community and school
affairs, and it is difficult to judge how deeply felt or
widely shared were the sentiments expressed by “A
Ranger.” Other factors weighed more heavily in Bell’s
decision to leave the Range Parish and take up new
opportunities for a wider. though still regional. mis-
sion. Bell’s brand of activist, assertive Christianity was
often more than many conservative. fundamentalist
leaders in the Duluth Presbvtery cared to countenance.
Theyv hoped to proselvtize the unchurched and make
them regular parish members: the Range Parish was
content to bear witness. It was also the case that as
small cities replaced the mining locations, there was
less need for the outreach mission of the Range Parish.
When the depression depleted everyone's resources,
Bell left for another mission field. After 18 years’ ser-
vice he felt that it was time to move on, and in 1932
he relocated in Minneapolis to direct field work in Min-
nesota. North and South Dakota, and Wisconsin for
the Board of Christian Education of the Presbyterian
Church, a position he held from that time until 1947,
In 1933 Bell had received an honorarv Doctor of Divin-
ity degree from Macalester College.

His vears on the iron ranges had qualified Bell as a
Christian education specialist; as such he was no longer
affiliated with his old friend Shriver and the Board of
Home Missjons. Instead, Bell was “on call” for anyone
in his region who wanted expert advice on organizing
or running vacation Bible schools, church schools, cur-
riculum development, teacher education, and the like.
One ol his favorite projects during this tenure was
Northland Recreation Lab, a nonecclesiastical leader-
ship training camp held in the summer.”

250 Minnesota History

An important, although by no means commanding,
part of his responsibilities in his new position was the
planning and promotion of missionary work among the
Dakota Indians. “"Mv work was not with Indians,” Bell
later recalled. "That was marginal. My work was with
our on-going churches.™* Yet his accounts of summer
conferences for the Indian tribes held between 1932
and 1937, which he helped to plan and in which he was
an active participant. show a continuation of the
humanitarian concerns that marked his career with the
Range Parish.

His concern for youth persisted as the central theme
of his mission. Bell reported his surprise at the Sisseton
Reservation conference of 1932 that approximately 750
Indians were congregated in some 200 tents but only
one real tepee. Struck by the lack of provision for sani-
tation. by evidence of desperate poverty among the
delegates, and by the convention’s failure to reach
Indian youth, he also recorded being impressed by the
informal services at dawn and sunset: “One of Custers
old scouts cared for flag raising,” and all the verses of
“America” were sung — in Dakota. Bell maintained his
respect for Indian culture despite all attempts to train
them as Christians.”®

Of the 1933 conference he set down his disappoint-
ment: “"We do not have a younger generation of Indiap
leadership growing up into the Christian ministry. The
older men are fading out of the picture very rapidly,
and at best they cannot hold the vounger generation of
Indians.”™ Probably because of his expressed concern,
the conference in August, 1934, near Poplar, Montana,
initiated special morning programs for youth, which
he conducted along with two other churchmen. Those
sessions paralleled the activities he had led for immi-
grant youth on the ranges — gospel lessons, hymns and
songs, and then discussions which centered on “boy and
girl problems. the drink problem, poverty and releif
[sic]. high school and college education.™ In the after-
noons, despite environmental conditions that he re-

*' Duluth Herald, January 11, 1928, p. 15.

* Duluth Herald. January 20. 1928, p. 19. A search of the
Virginia Enterprise. the Hibbing Daily Tribune. the Chis-
holm Tribune Herald, the Eveleth Clarion. and the Aurora
News from mid-December. 1927, through January, 1928,
turned up no other letters of complaint. although Eastman,
in his rebattal. cites “letters.” Bell's son. James. recalls the
family's excitement and concern provaked by Eastman’s arti-
cle: he remembers heing chased on the plavgound by fellow
students presumablv incited bv family and community
TUmors.

2 Interview of James Bell by the editors, Aprif 12. 1985,
notes in their possession.

* Bell interview. 1968. p. 29.

* Bell. "Memo on the Dakota Indian Conference. Sisseton
Reservation. S. Dak..” August 17-21, 1932.
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corded, first in his diary and then in his report, as
marred by "WIND., COLD. DUST," he led the youths
in games of kittenball, baseball, volley ball, croquet.
and horseshoes.*

The 1935 gathering in Nebraska was devastated by

heavy winds and rainstorms, and there was but “scat-
tering attendance” of young folks: but Bell's heart was
lifted at the 1936 meeting on the Rosebud Reservation
in South Dakota by the “rapturous” singing of hymns,
and by the “fine dignity™ that elevated tribal ceremo-
nials. “Communion wine may be pop with artificial
grape color and flavor and served in china cups — but
the dignitv of the ceremonial is absolutely perfect.
No group [ visit offers such quiet friendliness,” he con-
cluded. “Tt more than compensates for the long and
dusty trip. the complete lack of camp sanitation, and
the inevitable discomforts of a tent dweller on the
drought-burned prairie.” Still, he was disturbed by the
apparent inability of the tribes and the missions to
train up new leaders. “But those voung people — we
MUST capture and train them for leadership of their
own people.”™’

The following vear, Bell joined the planning of a
special Young People’s Assembly held in Santee. Ne-
braska, from June 4 to June 11. Some 50 voung Dakota

¥ Bell. “Memo on Indian Conference, Little Eagle,
S.D.." August 23-27. 1933: 1934 Annual Meeting of the
Sioux Indian Churches at Poplar, Mont., August. 1934." Tt
is difficult to imagine Dakota Indian vouth playing crocuet
on the dusty, windswept high plains. but that is what his
report recnrds.

*” Bell, “Dakotah Mission Meeting, 1935 “Memo on
1930 Dakotah Indian Mission Meeting.”

*¢ Bell, “Report on 1937 Young People’s Assembly.”

** Bell, Diaries, 1931, 1932, 1934-46, These diaries record
his travels and appointments and provide a routine itinerary
of his activities.

' Alanen, in Range History. 8:4 (Spring. 1983): Bell lo
the author, March 7. 1985, in author’s possession,

Indjans attended. and again Bell led discussions on
“Youth Problems.” His hope, not to be realized. was to
identifv “one hand picked vouth each vear entering col-
lege in preparation for our Presbyterian ministry.”??

THESE FRUSTRATIONS, after vears of such joyous
success on the ranges, must have saddened Bell. But his
other field work in these vears more than kept him
busy. constantly on the road, and happy. although one
can almost hear a sigh of relief when he could record
in his terse diary entries, "ALL DAY IN THE
OFFICE.™*

In 1947. after 15 vears as field director in the Upper
Midwest. Bell accepted an invitation from Paul John-
ston, whom he knew only through correspondence. to
work as co-pastor and director of vouth work at the
Immanuel Presbyvterian Church. Los Angeles. The
partnership went well until Johnston was forced to
withdraw owing to illness, leaving Bell to get along as
best he could with a new and vounger pastor. The best
was not good enough, and Bell soon accepted a call to
be an assistant pastor at a church in Eagle Rock. a
suburb of Los Angeles. During his time in California
(1947-67), he taught Christian education as a visiting
professor at the San Francisco Seminary in San An-
selmo. and served interim pastorates in Glendale and
Los Gatos. It was during these years that Helen Bell
gradually fell victim to Alzheimer’s disease. a debilitat-
ing illness that led to her confinement in a nursing
home and to her death in 1976. In 1967, at the age of
79. Bell retired back to Minnesota.

The word “retired” doesn't quite fit. In recent
summers. he has been a visiting teacher at Presbvterian
retreats. In 1984, then 96, he participated in a cele-
bration of the 50th year of the Northland Recreation
Lab. the program he helped to establish. He also at-
tended as honored guest the dedication of the William
J. Bell Building in the Range Mental Health Center.
Virginia, and gave the keynote address on health care
for senior citizens in Eveleth. The following vear Bell
reported that he “continue[d] in tolerable health and
activities” and enjoved attending St. Paul Chamber
Orchestra concerts for which he held season tickets. His
current schedule reiterates his philosophy of life, ex-
pressed in a 1982 interview. When questioned “How do
you pass your time at present?” he rattled off a number
of engagements and concluded with the rhetorical
question: “Why should T sit around here and play
Bingo all day?™®

THE PICTURES on p. 243, 247, 248, and 25] are used by
conrtesy of James H. Bell, St. Paul: thase on 1. 244 and 249
are from the Bell Papers. MHS. and that on . 249 is in the
audio-visual library.
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