Catholic Worker Thought and Action:
The First St. Louis Catholic Worker
By Jenny Truax

Do you remember when your life changed, or when your path was altered because you were in the right place at the right time with a soft heart and an open mind? We speak to hundreds of people, students, guests, volunteers, confirmations classes and neighbors who come through the Karen House doors. And we are reminded by these people day after day, that the smallest chance encounter can change our lives. We know it, too, because it has happened to each of us as well. When we keep a soft heart -- one that is open to God’s call to us, to relationship, and to new habits of being – our lives can be transformed in wonderful and unexpected ways. The story of St. Louis’ first Catholic Worker (CW) provides an inspiring example of this phenomenon. 
Soon after graduating, Cyril Echele, along with 800 others, attended a lecture by Dorothy Day at Saint Louis University (SLU). Dorothy encouraged the SLU community to begin a house of hospitality, soup-line or discussion group. SLU student Bolen Carter enthusiastically covered the talk on the front page of the UNews, and following this talk, Cyril contacted the St. Louis subscribers of the New York CW paper, inviting them to form a group. Six or seven people showed up, including Bolen, and in July 1935 the first St. Louis Catholic Worker was quietly born. The group met regularly for discussion, dubbing themselves the “Campion Propaganda Committee”. Member Don Gallagher described Campions as “discussion groups formed under the inspirations of the Catholic Worker”.
Later, in the spring of 1936, the New York CW began its first farm and Cyril Echele spent several weeks there. He returned early after becoming embroiled in one of the farm’s many altercations (Lack of farming experience, urban backgrounds, and difficulties with decision making were just a few of the difficulties faced by early CW farmers.)  Coincidentally at this time, the St. Louis CW received a donation of 250 acres in the Ozarks, which they dubbed “CW Farming Community No. 2”. With some background in farming, and a few weeks at the New York Farm under his belt, Cyril was the most experienced, so he moved there to begin the experiment. As it turned out, the soil was not very rich, and a devastating drought struck the Midwest that summer. Cyril remembered the experience as a “glorious failure,” where he “almost starved to death and even my chickens died!” In a September letter to Dorothy Day, they declared the “CW Embryonic Agronomic University ‘closed’ for the season”. Happily, the difficulty of this experiment didn’t prevent other elements of the St. Louis CW from flourishing. 
In the fall of 1936, the group finally acquired their own space, with help from Fr. Martin Hellreigel, who was later remembered as the “heart and soul of the St. Louis Catholic Worker”. They started a bookstore, The Campion Book Shop (located across from current VA Hospital on North Grand Blvd.) which competed in a friendly way with a nearby Communist bookshop. The Workers began a soup-line, distributing day-old bread and donated coffee, and held weekly discussions on personalism, liturgy, and unemployment. Sill in the midst of the Depression, labor and unemployment provided a pressing backdrop to their discussions. 
In the winter, the CW began publishing a newsletter entitled Catholic Alliance; Bolen Carter was a major contributor. A loose affiliation of folks with a shared vision and passion, these early Catholic Workers were remembered as a "starry-eyed group full of enthusiasm" by Echele. The CW never received any official Archdiocesan support, but like many other houses, it was enthusiastically supported by individual priests and Bishops.
These Catholic Workers were especially interested in translating spiritual life into social action. In 1937, they supported the sit-down strike at Emerson Electric, visiting strikers, and holding discussions on the Catholic Social Teachings on labor. The group worked on race issues, advocating for the desegregation of St. Louis University, and providing doctrine classes for the people of the "colored" Catholic parish, St. Elizabeth. The Workers would often travel together to different St. Louis parishes, looking for “good” liturgy, (To put this into perspective, Ann and Bolen Carter noted that this meant “…If the priest would turn around to say ‘Dominus Vobiscum’ and we could get the people to say ‘Et cum spiritu tuo’, that was real participation!”)
In the winter, Herb Welsh from the New York CW moved to St. Louis, providing the support for the group to start doing hospitality. They opened to a three-story house on Pine Street in 1938 across from SLU’s College Church, naming it “St. Louis Hospice”. Although only one or two members actually lived in these houses, the group was at its most active during this time, doing hospitality for 20 men, feeding 150 people in the soup-line, and holding weekly discussions. In late 1940, the CW moved again, to a duplex at 312 South Duchouquette Street, a poorer neighborhood in Soulard near the Mississippi River, where the number of people fed and being housed increased even more.  
The CW movement was impacted dramatically by World War II, in fact, it barely survived. Between 1941 and 1945, subscriptions to the New York CW paper fell from 190,000 to 50,000, and the number of houses dropped from 32 to 10. St. Louis was among the houses that closed. While Workers in St. Louis did feel lukewarm towards the pacifism of Dorothy Day and the New York house, this wasn’t the primary factor for the house’s closing. People in the St. Louis house were moving on - getting married, being drafted, finding new jobs in the booming war-time economy, and gaining new responsibilities in young families. In 1942, with not enough people to run the house, the CW closed its doors and ended the first chapter of the continuing story that is the St. Louis CW.
Rather than a simplistic story of success or failure, the history of the Catholic Worker movement is more of a story of experiments building on one another, of stumbles and fits, of alternately broken and open hearts, of transformation. “If I hadn’t found the Catholic Worker, it’s hard telling what I would have done,” Cyril Echele said years later. Evelyn Gilsinn remembers that “Once I heard Dorothy speak, I could never feel the same way about self-indulgence again.”  Another founder said that “I don’t think there’s been a stronger influence in our lives.” 
After the St. Louis CW’s official closing, so many of these original Workers continued to seek a soft heart, leading incredible lives of service and justice. Several people continued to meet after the house closed; the St. Louis Logos Study Group began meeting in 1943, and continued to discuss social justice and faith for over 40 years. Ann and Bolen Carter, true inspirations who did work for years in East St. Louis, helped in the formation of Karen House, and continued to support the house until their deaths with visits, advice, donations and prayers.  
When we have a soft heart, we never know when the smallest encounter – with someone on the street, a great speaker like Dorothy Day, or a friend of many years –might open up new paths and possibilities for us. These early Catholic Workers inspire us today, much in the same way that they themselves described being inspired by Dorothy Day back in 1935:  “It is often said that great people open visions for us - show us the way, not to imitate them, but to become ourselves more fully. Dorothy was a visionary for us, but a practical, hardheaded one who acted on what she believed and helped us all to change our lives, to care about others to take risks.” 
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