
 
A Brief Presentation of the 

Early Years of the Bahá’í Faith 
in St. Louis 
1895-1945 

 
The first volume on the history of the Faith in St. Louis is the period of 
1895-1945. This was a period of slow fermentation as this nascent 
Faith whose members despite its small numerical size of less than 10 
at any given time left a lasting legacy of sacrifice and devotion for the 
posterity.  

 

• This project feels like being an archeologist, digging out history  
• Collaborations and the research of others was very helpful 
• Internet and its search engine is amazing  
• This research moved us from ‘no history’ to ‘a chapter’ and then 

to ‘a volume’.  
• The hope that it may inspires the friends, and bring joy to their 

hearts.  
 



 
The first reference to the Faith 
in Missouri was on 4 April 1846 

in the city of Fayette, near 
Columbia, MO. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 



Josephine Hilty Kimmel, 
the First Bahá’í living in 

St. Louis: 1895-1902 
The Bahá’í Faith had its beginning in North American in 
the year 1894 in Chicago. During the first year, there 
were only five Bahá’ís in North America, all of whom 
lived in Chicago. Josephine Hilty Kimmel, originally from 
Enterprise, Kansas, who lived in St. Louis during this 
period, received the Bahá’í teaching while visiting 
Chicago as a music teacher. She joined the Faith in 1895 
while living in St. Louis. She was one of the very early 
Bahá’ís who lived outside of Chicago when she accepted 
the Faith, perhaps the first one.  Josephine lived in St. 
Louis till 1902. No Bahá’í activity is known during this 
period in St. Louis.   



 



 

 

 

 

 



The First St. Louis-born Bahá’í 
1896 

 
The first St. Louis-born individual who became 

a Bahá’í was Maude I. Lamson. In 1896, She 
was then living in Chicago with her mother. 

Her mother Decilbella Fortune (Sedgwick) also 
joined the Faith in this year. Decilbella was 

born in England. She and her husband moved 
to the United States as emigrants in mid 

1800s.    

In Chicago, Maude served as the secretary to 
the community and corresponding with other 

communities.  

 

 

 



 

A new Bahá’í from St. Claire, 
near St. Louis 

1898 
To the list of the Bahá’ís from St. Louis area who 
joined the Faith while lived outside of St. Louis 
when joined the Faith, the memorable figure of 

Phoebe Hearst from St. Claire, Missouri, also needs 
to be added. She embraced the Faith through Lua 

and Edward Getsinger while living in San Francisco, 
California in 1898. 

 

 

http://bancroft.berkeley.edu/Exhibits/anthro/pics/large/hearst_phoebe.jpg


 

 

Phoebe Hearst was a schoolteacher in St. Claire 
before she was married.  

 

 

 

 

The small one-room school that Phoebe taught as 
a teacher in St. Claire. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The Spiritual Mother of the 
first St. Louis Bahá’í 

community 
1899 

The next St. Louis-born individual who became Bahá’í 
was Mabel Simon, later Mabel Rice-Wray Ives when she 
was living in east coast in 1899. She encountered the 
Faith in Baltimore. She became instrumental for the 
Rice-Wray family to join the Faith.  

 

 
Mabel Simon Rice-Wray Ives (1878-1943) 

 



The First Bahá’í group in St. Louis 

1905-1915 
 

Maude Lamson, Phoebe Hearst and Mabel Rice-Wray Ives did not live 
in St. Louis as Bahá’ís.  

The first person from St. Louis who became a Bahá’í while living in St. 
Louis was Ella Rice-Wray, the sister-in-law of Mabel.  

Ella joined the Faith in 1905 when she was visiting her brother, 
Theron, and his wife, Mabel in east coast. Ella’s mother, Ella Agnes, 
became a Bahá’í in 1906.  Mrs. E.A. Rice-Wray then taught the Faith to 
a few members of Campbell family in 1908 including Mrs. Abbie 
Campbell, her daughter, Mrs. Barlett, and a few other members of 
Campbell family.  Soon a few others joined the Faith and a small 
Bahá’í community was formed.   

Teaching and activities were happening in the period of 1906-1914 in 
St. Louis community. 

The Rice-Wray and Campbell families both had the honor of receiving 
Tablets from ‘Abdu’l-Bahá in 1906 and 1908, respectively, in response 
to their supplication, and at later times in 1911 in response to their 
questions.  This active Bahá’í group existed in St. Louis until both Rice-
Wray and Campbell families left St. Louis for Detroit and California, 
respectively, sometimes before 1915.  

 

 

 



T. Chase to Mirza Munir Zayn,  Chicago,   31 Oct. 1908 
 
Chase was in St. Louis "three weeks ago" “where, until 
recently, there has not been a believer."  Meetings in St. Louis 
were held.  "Mrs. Rice-Wray and her daughter, Ella Rice-Wray, 
the first St. Louis believers, were there.  All of these [three 
others too] have been members of the Theosophical Society 
and are coming up to a conception of realities rather than 
imagination."  There are four new believers in St Louis: Mrs. 
Abbie B. Campbell; her daughter, Mrs. Bartlett; Mr. Bartlett; 
and Mrs. Campbell's father.  (notes taken by Dr. Stockman) 
 
About her own declaration of Faith, Ellah wrote: 

“When the Bahá’í Message reached me, I had the belief – based on 
Ancient Teachings – that: The assertion of a truth becomes a truth 
according to the Reality of the Truth and the strength and persistence 
of the asserter. I was using – Jesus is the Christ the Son of the Living 
God – having again united with the Christian Church after many years 
away from conventional religion, though never away from God, so I 
asked: ‘What is the Word?’ and was given ‘Allaho Abha.’ Briefly – I 
learned that Word and used it and it brought me into the New 
Revelation and daily increases both my strength and my glory in God 
and all His Manifestations.” (Bahá’í Historical Record, US Bahá’í Archives- 
from the unpublished paper on the Life of Mabel Rice-Wray Ives)  

 

 



The first devotional meeting in St. Louis  
Through Mr. Chase to E. A. Rice-Wray. 

He is God! 

O thou who art guided by the Light of Guidance! 

Thy letter was received.  Its contents were of the utmost beauty and its 
significance far reaching.  It contained the glad tidings of the steadfastness and 
firmness of the believers of St. Louis.  This news created the utmost happiness 
that, Praise be to God! The Call of the Kingdom is raised in that country and that 
the friends and the maid-servants of the Merciful have arisen to serve with the 
greatest efforts so that they may educate the souls of humanity, awaken those 
who are heedless and make intelligent those who are ignorant.  

Convey on My behalf the utmost love and kindness to Mrs. Campbell, Mrs. 
Barlett and Prof. Greenwood and say:                                                                                 
“When a firm and steadfast soul arises in the service of the Kingdom, the Lights 
of Holiness shall shine, the Breath of the Holy Spirit shall display an effect. 
Therefore rest ye assured that ye are confirmed and assisted.” 

Console and show great love on My behalf to the maid-servant of God, thy 
daughter, Ella Rice-Wray, and say:                                                                              
“The meeting of worship that thou didst establish will undoubtedly bring 
important results.  It will become the cause of promotion of the Cause of God 
and the motive of firmness and steadfastness, unity and concord.” 

Convey the most wonderful Abha greeting to Theron C. Rice-Wray and say:    
“Do not be discouraged and lose spirit in teaching the Cause of God.  If thou 
didst not become assisted in guiding some soul in New York, God willing thou 
shalt become assisted in other cities.” 

O thou maid-servant, Mrs. Rice-Wray, all members of the Holy Household, the 
Blessed Leaves, send to you the wonderful Abha greeting. 

Upon thee be Baha el Abha!  

(Translated June 9, 1911, by Mirza Ahmad Sohrab, Washington, D.C.) 

 



(Signed) Abdu’l Baha Abbas. 

 

To Ella Rice-Wray. (Upon her be Baha’u’llah El Abha) 

He is God! 

O thou, my heavenly daughter! 

Thy letter has been received. Its contents showed that thou art a true believer 
and assured and firm in the Covenant and Testament. 

Anyone, turning his face to the Kingdom of Abha today, will find that 
confirmation shall surround him from all directions; and that the doors of 
Heaven shall be opened by the showers of the rain of mercy.  He will grow up 
like a new shoot and shine forth like a star from the firmament of eternal honor. 

Thou hast written about thy intention of getting married.  Marry thou a wise, 
perfect, learned, experienced and faithful person; so that thy time may pass in 
joy and happiness from beginning up to the end.  My hope is that thou mayest 
be assisted in all thy affairs. 

Convey my utmost kindness to thy respected mother.  I beg of God she will be 
assisted to render a good service to the Cause of Baha’u’llah; so that it may 
make her face to shine brilliantly in both worlds. 

The Holy Leaves are much obliged for your greeting. They send most wonderful 
Abha greetings.  

Upon thee be Baha el Abha. 

(Signed) E. E. (Abdu’l Baha).  

 

Ella Rice-Wray did not married, or she could not find a husband based on 
‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s specifications!  She however served the Faith constantly. She was 
a teacher and a pioneer for the Faith. The following is an article from her last 
pioneering post in Indiana in 1968: 



 

https://www.newspapers.com/image/?spot=3706912#spot=3706912


 

According to the memorial section of the Baha’i News, Miss Ella Rice-Wray passed 
away in Terre Haute, Indiana on 15th December 1970, at her pioneering post.  

https://www.newspapers.com/image/?spot=3706912#spot=3706912


St. Louis Post-Dispatch articles 

1899-1911                                                                                            
(Provided by Mr. Duane Herrmann) 

This was also a period of newspaper coverage, particularly the St 
Louis Post-Dispatch, of the events related to the Baha’i Faith in the 
United States, although there was no coverage of the local activities.  
The list of the articles from 1899 to 1911 are given in this work.  

 

May 21st, 1899 article - “Mystic Order Found in Persia” from New York 

September 17th, 1899 article - “Converts to an Oriental Religion” from 
Cincinnati  

November 26th, 1899 article - “Claim They Seek the Truth” from 
Kenosha 

August 19th, 1900 article - “2000 American Believe Christ Has 
Returned” 

 October 21st, 1900 article - “Kenosha misses Abdel Karim” 

December 16th, 1900 article – “Babist Faith” 

December 1st, 1902 article – “American Babists Split in Twain” 

November 1st, 1908 article – “Women to Build Great Temple with Own 
Hands”  

January 1st, 1911 article – “American Is A High Priestess” 

 

 



A successful teaching campaign 

1916 

 
In response to a successful teaching campaign in 1916 by travel 
teachers, the following quote from ‘Abdul-Bahá shared fulfilling His 
promise.  

(To a believer in St. Louis, ‘Abdul-Bahá wrote a few years ago: “Thy 
letter was received. Thou hast written that in these days the 
establishment of the meeting has become impossible in that city.  Be 
thou not unhappy.  A day shall come when innumerable meetings in 
the utmost grandeur shall be established in that city.  The Cause of 
God shall be raised and the breath of the Holy Spirit shall impart 
eternal life.  Be Thou not sad.  This indifference is temporary.  Ere long 
the fires of the love of God shall raise a flame in that city and the 
splendors of the sun of truth shall cast intense rays and the melody of 
the Kingdom shall be heard.”)                                                                     
[Star of the West vol. 7, no. 16]     

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

St. Louis Bahá’í Assembly 

 
Reference to a ‘Baha’i Assembly’ in St. Louis was made for the first time in an 
article by Thornton Chase in 1915, and the St. Louis Assembly is mentioned in the 
Annual Convention for the first time in 1917 as a recognized Assembly of the 
Baha’is. The ‘Baha’i Assembly’ could imply an organized Baha’i community rather 
than a Local Spiritual Assembly as we know it at present time.  

The next group of Baha’is in St. Louis of about six members appeared around 
1918. More active amongst them were Mrs. Caroline M. Barbee and Miss 
Margareta A. Lafferty. These friends together developed a higher level of 
organization by being recognized as a Baha’i assembly by the Temple Unity 
Convention, the National organization of the Faith, and having delegates in the 
National convention.  

This group was also part of about 1,500 Baha’is in North America who sent 
supplication to Abdu’l-Bahá in 1919, at the end of the World War I. This Baha’i 
assembly in St Louis did exist until 1925-1926. They were included in a message of 
the Guardian of the Faith, Shoghi Effendi, in 1924, addressed to the small 
communities throughout the North America. Mrs. Barbee was the secretary of the 
St. Louis Baha’i Assembly as well as the delegate to the Temple Unity 
Conventions, and Miss Margareta Lafferty served as a member of the Regional 
Teaching Committee of the Central States in 1920.   

How this group of individuals joined the Baha’i Faith and what was the dynamics 
within this small community needs more research. Whether this group of Baha’is 
from 1917-1926 were connected to the earlier Baha’is in St. Louis from 1905-1915 
is yet to be determined. 

It is possible that the teaching campaign in 1916, particularly the visit of Mr. 
William H. Randel to St. Louis which attracted many in several gatherings was 
instrumental in creating a new Baha’i group. The travel teaching effort would 
continue to the future.  

 



Mrs. Caroline Barbee was the first secretary of the Baha’i Assembly in 
St. Louis.  Perhaps the future secretaries of the Spiritual Assemblies in 
Missouri and other places may be inspired by the words of Abdu’l-Bahá 
addressed to Mrs. Barbee.  
 

In a Tablet to Juliet Thompson, Abdul-Baha conveyed greeting to Mrs. Barbee of 
St. Louis: 

“…Convey my respectful greeting to Mrs. Barbee of St. Louis and say: "I hope 
that in this nether world thou shalt attain unto a heavenly light, thou wilt free 
the souls from the gloom of nature, which is the animal world, and cause them 
to reach the lofty stations in the human world. Today all the people of the 
world, except a small number of souls, are immersed in the world of nature. 
That is why thou dost witness jealousy, greed, struggle for existence, deception, 
hypocrisy, tyranny, oppression, dispute, strife, bloodshed, loot and pillage, all of 
which emanate from the world of nature. But few are those who have been 
freed from this darkness, who have ascended from the world of nature to the 
world of man, who have followed the divine teachings, have served the world of 
humanity, who are resplendent, merciful, like unto a rose-garden and illumined. 
Strive as much as possible in order to become God-like, Lordly, illumined and 
merciful, that thou mayest be freed from every bond and become attached at 
heart to the Kingdom of the incomparable Lord. This is Bahai bounty and this is 
heavenly light…."        (Star of the West vol.10 no.6, 1919) 

 

In the directory of the ‘Baha’i Year Book ,1925-1926’, in the section of the Local 
Baha’i Assemblies in the United States and Canada, for the Missouri State, St. 
Louis has been listed amongst 44 other Assemblies in North America. (Baha’i Year 
Book, 1925-1926, p.102) 
 

 

 



Supplication to ‘Abdul-Bahá – 1918 
After the end of the World War I, a supplication was drafted in 
Fall of 1918 and was sent by more than 1000 Baha’is (by one 
estimation about 1,500 individual Baha’is) from North America 
to Abdul-Bahá in January 1919.   
 
Amongst them, there were six Baha’is listed from St. Louis. The 
members of the former Baha’i group in St. Louis of 1905-1915 
had moved away and these are the only known Baha’is lived in 
St. Louis at this time who sent supplication to Abdu’l-Bahá. 
Their names were as follows:   
 
Emily Gray Fleming 
Margareta A. Lafferty  
Caroline M. Barbee 
Eliza A. Glover 
Cora Lydia Fly-Jones 
Lida Glover Cottle 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



The Passing of Abdu’l-Bahá 

1921 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Formative Age of the Baha’i Faith begins 

1921 
The message of January 1923 from Shoghi Effendi, the Guardian of the Cause of 
God: 
 
The beloved of the Lord and the handmaids of the Merciful in Asbury Park, N.J. ; 
Augusta, Ga. ; Beverly-   Salem, Mass. ; Bisbee, Ariz. ; Buffalo, N.Y. ; Eliot, Maine; 
Cambridge Springs, Penn. ; Fernandina, Fla.; Fruitport, Mich. ; Grand Rapids, 
Mich. ; Geyserville, Cal. ; Grand Haven, Mich. ; Haverhill, Mass. ; Ithaca, N.Y. ; 
Johnstown, N.Y.  ; Miami, Fla. ; Milwaukee, Wis. ; New Haven, Conn. ; Omaha, 
Neb. ; Okanagan, Wash. ; Peoria, Ill. ; San Diego, Cal. ; Santa Barbara, Cal. ; 
Santa Paula, Cal. ; Santa Rosa, Cal. ; Springfield, Ill. ; St.  John, N.B. ; St. Louis, 
MO. ; St Paul, Minn. ; Trenton, N.J.;  Worcester, Mass.    
                                                                        
Care of the members of the National Spiritual Assembly.                                                                             
Dearest Fellow-workers in the Vineyard of God: 
     Though your number in each of these cities be small and limited, yet by virtue 
of that Celestial Potency bequeathed to every one of you by our departed 
Master, you are assured that ere long your small company shall expand and 
wield such power and influence as no earthly power can ever hope for or attain.  
Who can doubt that he is ever watching from his Station on High over his 
scattered fold and is guiding and strengthening his faithful lovers who toil and 
labour for the fulfillment of his Word and the realization of his Purpose for 
mankind? …… 

 

 

 

 

 



 

In 1931, there is a letter on behalf of Shoghi Effendi, the 
Guardian of the Faith, to the Spiritual Assembly of St. Louis:  

“Shoghi Effendi hoped that you will exert all your efforts first 
in deepening your own knowledge of the teachings and then 
to strive to attract other people. You should form study 
classes and read the important books that have been 
published especially the Iqán which contains the basic tenets 
of the Faith. The one who ponders over that book and grasps 
its full significance will obtain a clear insight into the old 
scriptures and appreciate the true mission of the Báb and 
Bahá'u'lláh.  

(From a letter dated 27 March 1931 written on behalf of Shoghi 
Effendi to the Local Spiritual Assembly of the Bahá'ís of St. 
Louis, Missouri, USA)    
http://bahailibrary.com/compilation_importance_deepening 
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The Establishment of the St. Louis Baha’i Community 
and the Expansion of the Faith throughout Missouri 

1930-1945 

 

The Baha’is who lived in St. Louis City in 1930s according to 
directory of the Baha’i World were as following: (in parenthesis 
the year of the Baha’i World volume is mentioned).   There are 
the names of six Bahá’is mentioned for 1930s.      

Louis M. Hudson ,  2831 Park Ave  (1934) ;                                                                                                       
William C. Hudson, 2013 DeKalb St. (1934,1938);                                                                                            
Mary Wall, 4647 Margaretta St.  (1934);                                                                                                                                                  
Frank Zykan, 1517A Picker St.  (1934,1938) ;                                                                                                           
Madame Aurelia Bethlen,  4349 Olive St.  (1938), from more 
sources as early as 1931.                                                                                                     
Miss Nayan F. Hartfield, 4221 West Pine Blvd.  (1939) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The First Baha’i Pioneer to St. Louis- 1939                                                                                      
Miss Nayan F. Hartfield - and her spirit of pioneering. 

Miss Nayan F. Hartfield lived in South Bend, Indiana during the mid 
1930s. She was serving as the corresponding secretary of the South 
Bend Local Spiritual Assembly (1934-1937).  

 In the Bahá’i News, it has been mentioned that ‘Miss Nayan Hartfield 
has been working in Greenwood, Mississippi with an isolated believer, 
Mrs. Bivins’. This suggests that she pioneered there.  Shortly after this, 
she moved to St. Louis in summer of 1939 as a homefront pioneer.   
[Bahá’i News – 1939 issues] 

The Bahá’i News, Feb. 1940 reports: ‘Difficult business conditions have 
been the lot of Miss Nayan Hartfield in St. Louis, MO: “I will not be 
discouraged, however, and will continue in obedience to prayers”, she 
is quoted in the Baha’i News.  Miss Opal Howell of Kansas City has 
spent a weekend in St. Louis, and several inquiries (seekers) are 
studying the literature. The hardihood of our pioneers is reflected in 
these Words from Bahá’u’llah, sent to us by Miss Hartfield:  “It 
behooveth thee to consecrate thyself to the Will of God. Do thou 
beseech God to enable thee to remain steadfast in this path, and to aid 
thee to guide the peoples of the world to Him Who is the manifest and 
sovereign Ruler…” [Bahá’i News, Feb. 1940] 

Dorothy Baker visited St. Louis in May of 1940 ‘where our pioneer, 
Nayan Hartfield, arranged a meeting from which a study class has 
resulted.’ [Bahá’i News, Oct. 1940 issue]  

 

 

 

 



The first Bahá’i Center in St. Louis city - 1945 
An interesting description of the establishment of the first Bahá’i Center 
(or Library) in the St. Louis City in June 1945 is described by Miss. Nayan 
Hartfield, secretary of the Spiritual Assembly. The story tells us the spirit 
of devotion, enthusiasm, a sense of collective cooperation between the 
believers in St. Louis. It also depicts the social challenges that existed in 
the society; in this case the presence of racism.   

The story according to the Bahá’i News is as follow:   

“Here is an informal play-by-play account of the creation of a Bahá’i 
Center. Miss Nayan Hartfield reports for St. Louis: “The Hall was engaged 
by other groups three nights during the second series (when Mrs. 
Moffett was scheduled to speak), and another room in the same building 
was not available, nor in any other where our colored friends would be 
welcome.  On Thursday, May 31, a tenant vacated Room 215 in the 
Studio Building.  Dr. Bohn and Mrs. Moffett did some fast thinking and 
rented the room.  It was vacated Friday, June 1, and decorated Saturday, 
June 2.  Dr. Bohn scoured the town for chairs and a Congoleum rug, 
finally securing 4 dozen chairs, wooden folding, and a 12 x 15 rug.  John 
Bohn waited in the room till after 5:30 Monday for the rug and chairs 
finally to be delivered.  Mrs. Fowler had shopped for curtains, and they 
were finished between six and seven that evening.  Mr. and Mrs. 
Anderson finished a walnut center stand and a wall tapestry; Mrs. Snyder 
loaned a large throw rug and brought flowers; pictures appeared on 
walls, and lo, by 8:00 pm Monday, June 4, all was in readiness and the 
first Bahá’i Library (ed. or Center)  in St. Louis was dedicated.” ‘ 

                                                                        [Bahá’i News, Dec. 1945 issue] 

 

 



Knights of Bahá’u’lláh related to St. Louis                                                                                
(from a search in bahaikipedia) 

Two of the Knights of Baha’u’llah were associated with St. Louis, one 
was born in St. Louis and the other lived there.  

Elizabeth Laws –  was born in St. Louis on 20th September, 1888. Both 
Mrs. Laws and her husband, Fredrick Laws, became Knights of 
Bahá’u’llah in October 1953, for opening Basutoland in Africa to the 
Faith during the Ten-Year Crusade.  She passed away in Washington 
State on 24th June, 1977.  

Roy Fernie -  although he was not from St. Louis; however, after he 
came from England and obtained his American citizenship, he moved to 
St. Louis and lived here several years. He heard of the Baha’i Faith after 
he left St. Louis and became a Baha’i. Soon he married Elena and both 
of them pioneered to Gilbert & Ellis Islands in Pacific in March 1954 and 
both became Knights of Baha’u’llah designated by the beloved 
Guardian.  Roy passed away in Hawaii 21st October, 1964.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



This handful of days on earth will slip away like 
shadows and be over. Strive then that God may shed 
His grace upon you, that you may leave a favorable 
remembrance in the hearts and on the lips of those to 
come.    ~ ‘Abdu’l-Bahá 

 

• If I could do this project, anybody else can do it for 
their cities and States. 

• How wonderful it would be that the history of the 
Faith be written for each State of the first 125 years 
of its formation (1895-2020). 

• In this spirit, the research history of the Faith in 
Missouri, St. Louis and its surrounding 
communities, of this 125 years consists of 4 
volumes and this presentation was on the first one.  

• Special thanks to Wilmette Institute 

 

[This document has only been prepared for the Wilmette Institute symposium, 
not edited and not published. May be used for personal use. Thank you, Behrad 
Majidi] 

 

 


