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· Country church lucky to have such a devoted friend
is not an easy undertaking. Since she never
learned to drive - and sees no reason to
start now - she must hike down the mounLUCK, NC
tain (and back up) on a steep rocky road
he Ball~tty Baptist Church
where the air is thin and breathing is seristan s etween two hellish
ous work.
curves on the road out of Luck.
Since she grew up walking, Lura Fish
The church has a belfry, a steeple
takes it in stride. The daughter of a tenant
and a little yard where flatland
farmer who sired 19 children in two
drivers can pull off, relax their death grips
marriages, she walked to school, to church
on the wheel and say thank you for safely
and to Pink Plemmons General Store. The
comin' 'round the mountain on N.C. 209.
lantern she carried to light the way on dark
Although the church out of Luck has
evenings still hangs on her front porch, just
been closed for 10 years, you'd never know
in case. Besides the lantern, there's a
it by appearances. Outside, the grass is
vacated hornet's nest, a network of strings
always cut, the bushes are trimmed, the
and clothespins and at least three rocking
roadside is litter-free and, at night, a yard
light makes it seem as if the plain, white
chairs.
Actually, it was partly because of the
church house glows in the dark.
walking days that the Ball City Baptist
This is picture postcard stuff, and
Church was established in the early 1900s.
tourists, many of them Floridians fleeing
Although the parent church, Lusk Chapel
the summer heat, aim and shoot and oooh
andahhh.
Tourists frequently stop to photograph Ball City Baptist Church, located in Luck. Baptist Church (1889), is only a few
minutes away by car, it was too far for
The church door is locked. But inside,
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many members to walk in the days before
the rows of benches are carefully lined up,
ever the spirit moved again to this narrow
as far as I can tell, nobody has ever written cars were common. Consequently, a
paper flowers bloom behind the pulpit, the
the story of the Ball City Baptist Church spot in the road between Waynesville and
floor is swept, and the cobwebs are wiped
mission or "arm" of Lusk Chapel was set
Hot Springs.
the underdog of churches - and the peoup in the shadow of two mountains, the Litaway.
ple who refuse to let it crumble into obscu- tle Ball and the Big Ball. Nobody seems to
There are more famous churches along
All this is largely the work of an indepenrity.
the route. Best-known is the tiny prayer
dent 74-year-old mountain woman, Lura
know why they added "city" to get Ball City
What they do is keep it looking like a
unless it was a delusion of grandeur.
Fish. Her late husband was the last deacon chapel at Trust, just a few miles away. It is
the work of Bill and Beverly Barutio, who
country church where resurrection is
in charge of this once-thriving church
Certainly, there was never a city here,
always a possibility.
moved to the mountains after her cancer
nor were early-day mountain churches big
whose older members died out and whose
was diagnosed and decided that St. Jude
Fish's wife always had helped him keep
younger members moved away in search
stuff. In 1927, for example, Lusk Chapel
was stronger medicine than the usual
up the church after it closed - he mowed,
of greener pastures and public work.
recorded its total collection: one bushel of
treatments, which made her sick. That was etc., she swept, etc. - and when he died,
Although Loyd Fish, the deacon, has
meal, two bushels of corn, six gallons of
more than 10 years ago, and, as a way of
she took over the work and enlisted the
been dead for almost four years, his name
shelled corn, 400 plants and $5.30 in cash.
thanking the patron saint of hopeless caus- help of kinfolk who still live in the
After voting the minister an annual salary
is still on the mailbox next to the highway,
es, Beverly Barutio, who is alive and well,
neighborhood. Lately, her son, James, a
and his vision of the future of the Ball City
of $100, church members were asked to
had the chapel built for all comers who find railroader, has been doing the mowing. She finance his pay by giving 25 cents a week
church is as clear as the mountain air. It
their way here.
handles the rest.
per person.
was Fish's hope that the church would
Not surprisingly, the story of the chapel
Even for a woman who has survived open
reopen someday. Thus, he felt that the
Melburn Miller, 74, whose father donated
that faith built has been told again and
heart surgery, the Great Depression and
the site for the Ball City Baptist Church,
grounds and building ought to be kept up
again by bush-beating feature writers. But, almost 75 years of hard mountain living, it . points out that it was fairly successful in
so they would be ready for business whenBY BILL THOMAS
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the first half of the century. A record book
that Miller found recently in his father's
trunk lists the names of 94 members in
1911. What the church gave them was that
old-time religion.
As Miller remembers it, the icy waters of
the stream coming off the mountain were
dammed up for the baptizing ceremony.
And it was into these waters that Miller,
who remembers eating groundhog during
hard times, went for salvation.
Lura Fish didn't start going to the church
until shortly before her marriage in 1942.
Fish was already a member there, and for
one reason or another they succeeded in
putting together a bond that stuck.
The year Fish died, they had been married a half century. Fish had decorated his
yard with oddities - a horse's skull wearing a hat, a tin windmill made by World
War I POWs- and his widow has kept the
keepsakes in their place.
A quiet, private woman, Lura Fish does
not like to take credit for maintaining the
church. Nor does she like to speculate
about its future.
"It's not my church, it's the people's,"
she says. "So what happens to it is not up
to me. It's a community thing. If I didn't
have the grass mowed, somebody else
would do it. People here would not let this
church grow up in weeds."
The church is about due for a paint job,
and James Fish, who lives in a mobile
home across the road, has begun to
consider ways and means. "Maybe we'll
get a few people around here to kick in
enough money to hire a professional
painter," he said. "One way or another, we
can probably get it done."
Wouldn't that be something: Painting a
deserted country church with faith, hope
and charity.
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74-year-old woman keeps old church in the N.C. mountains spic and span

Labor of Love
By Bill Thomas
SCRIPPS HOWARD NEWS SERVICE

L

UCK, N.C. - The Ball City
Baptist Church stands between two hellish curves
on the road out of Luck. The
church has a belfry, a steeple and a
little yard where flatland drivers can
pull off, relax their death grips on
the wheel and say thank you for safely
comin' 'round the mountain on
Highway 209.
Although the church out of Luck
has been closed for 10 years, you
would never know it by appearances.
Outside, the grass is always cut,
the bushes are trinuned, the roadside is

litter-free and, at night, a yard light
makes it seem as if the plain, white
church house glows in the dark.
This is picture-postcard stuff, and
tourists, many of them Floridians fleeing the summer heat, aim and shoot
and oooh and ahhh.
The church door is locked. But inside the rows of benches are carefully
lined up, paper flowers bloom behind the pulpit, the floor is swept, the
cobwebs are wiped away and, down
in the basement, a meal laced with indigestion is set out for the church
mice.
All this is largely the work of an
independent 7 4-year-old mountain
woman, Lura Fish. Her late husband
was the last deacon in charge of this

once-thriving church whose older
members died out and whose younger
members moved away in search of
greener pastures and public work.
Although Loyd Fish, the deacon,
has been dead for almost four years,
his name is still on the mailbox next
to the highway, and his vision of the
future of the Ball City church is as
clear as the mountain air. It was Fish's
hope that the church would reopen
someday. Thus, he felt that the
grounds and building ought to be
kept up so they would be ready for
business whenever the spirit moved
again to this narrow spot in the road
between Waynesville and Hot
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STANDING TALL: The Ball City Baptist Church is closed but well-kept.

MRS. FISH
Continued From Page Dl
Springs. There are more famous
churches along the route. Bestknown is the tiny prayer chapel at
Trust, just a few miles away. It is
the work of Bill and Beverly Barutio, who moved to the mountains
after her cancer was diagnosed and
decided that St. Jude was stronger
medicine than the usual treatments, which made her sick. That
was more than 10 years ago, and,
as a way of thanking the patron
saint of hopeless causes, Barutio,
who is alive and well, had the chapel built for all comers who find their
way here.
Not surprisingly, the story of the
chapel that faith built has been told
again and again by bush-beating
feature writers. But, as far as I can
tell, nobody has ever written up the
story of the Ball City Baptist
Church - the underdog of
churches - and the people who
refuse to let it crumble into obscurity.
What they do is keep it looking
like a country church where resurrection is always a possibility.
Fish's wife had always helped
him keep up the church after it
closed - he mowed, etc., she
swept, etc. - and when he died she
took over the work and enlisted the
help of kinfolk who still live in the
neighborhood. Lately, her son,
.James, a railroader, has been doing
the mowing. She handles the rest.
Even for a woman who has survived open heart surgery, the Great
Depression and almost 75 years of
hard mountain living, it is not an

easy undertaking. Since she never
learned to drive - and sees no
reason to start now - she must
hike down the mountain (and back
up) on a steep rocky road where the
air is thin and breathing is hard.
Since she grew up walking, Fish
takes it in stride. The daughter of a
tenant farmer who sired 19 children in two marriages, she walked
to school, to church and to Pink
Plemmons General Store. The lantern she carried to light the way on
dark evenings still hangs on her
front porch, just in case. Besides
the lantern, there's a vacated hornet's nest, a network of strings and
clothespins and at least three rocking chairs.
Actually, it was partly because of
the walking days that the Ball City
Baptist Church was established in
the early 1900s. Although the parent church, Lusk Chapel Baptist
Church (1889), is only a few minutes away by car, it was too far for
many members to walk in the days
before cars were common. Consequently, a mission or "arm" of
Lusk Chapel was set up in the shadow of two mountains, the Little Ball
and the Big Ball. Nobody seems to
know why they added "city" to get
Ball City unless it was a delusion of
grandeur.
Certainly, there was never a city
here, nor were early day mountain
churches big stuff. In 1927, for example, Lusk Chapel recorded its
total collection: 1 bushel of meal, 2
bushels of corn, 6 gallons of shelled
corn, 400 plants and $5.30 in cash.
After voting the minister an annual
salary of $100, church members
were asked to finance his pay by
giving 25 cents a week per person.
Melburn Miller, 74, whose father >

donated the site for the Ball City
Baptist Church, points out that it
was fairly successful in the first half
of the century. A record book that
Miller found recently in his father's
trunk lists the names of 94 members in 1911. What the church gave
them was that old-time religion.
As Miller remembers it, the icy
waters of the stream coming off the
mountain were dammed up for the
baptizing ceremony. And it was into
these waters that Miller, who remembers eating groundhog during
hard times, went for salvation.
Fish didn't start going to the
church until shortly before her
marriage in 1942. Fish was already
a member there, and for one reason
or another they succeeded in putting together a bond that stuck.
The year Fish died, they had been
married a half century. Fish had
decorated his yard with oddities a horse's skull wearing a hat, a tin
windmill made by World War I
POWs - and his widow has kept
the keepsakes in their place.
A quiet, private woman, Lura
Fish does not like to take credit for
maintaining the church.
"It's not my church, it's the people's," she said. "So what happens
to it is not up to me. It's a community thing. If I didn't have the grass
mowed, somebody else would do it.
People here would not let this
church grow up in weeds."
The church is about due for a
paint job, and James Fish, who lives
in a mobile home across the road,
has begun to consider ways and
means. "Maybe we'll get a few people around here to kick in enough
money to hire a professional painter," he said. "One way or another,
we can probably get it done."
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