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Maj. Gen. Henry A. Wise 
Gov. of Virginia 1855-1860 

Wise’s Legion 1861-64 

 
John Richard Newton Bell 

1846-1928 

Grand Chaplin – 2nd Honorary Grand Master of Oregon 

J.R.N. Bell was born on January 25, 1846 in Newbern, Pulaski, Virginia. He was the son of Crocket Bell and 

Elizabeth Wonacott.1 His parents brought him to Wytheville when he was two years old. Here he grew and 

attended school, until at the age of 15 he joined the Wytheville Grays and mustered into the Confederate 

Army on March 15, 1861. This was about a month before the first shoots were fired 

at Fort Sumpter. They became part of the 59th Virginia Volunteer Infantry in August 

of 1861. Later known as the 2nd Regiment or Wise’s Legion, it was raised in Virginia’s 

western counties and fought mostly with the Army of Northern Virginia and in the 

Carolinas. Part of this unit was captured at Roanoke Island in February 1862. Four of 

the companies were not captured and reorganized into the 26th Virginia Infantry 

Battalion. As the 26th Battalion, Virginia Volunteer Infantry, it was attached to the 

Department of Richmond, assigned to Wise's 

Brigade, and saw action during the Seven Days' 

Battles in June of 1862. The men came primarily 

from the counties of Kanawha, Greenbrier, Mercer, Monroe, and Pulaski. 

He served under the name R.N. Bell as a private in Company I, 26th Virginia 

Infantry (Edgar’s) Battalion. Later the regiment was transferred to the 

Department of South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida, and participated in 

various conflicts around Charleston. The Battalion returned to Virginia in 

the spring of 1864. Union General Grant had been pounding the 

Confederate lines during the Wilderness Campaign in an unrelenting series of battles. The 26th Virginia was 
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Lt. Gen. Jubal Early 

part of the Brigade of Gen. John Echols, in the Division of Maj. Gen. John C. 

Breckenridge, former Vice President of the United States, and arrived in time for the 

battle of Cold Harbor May 31 to June 12, 1864. After Grant’s terrible losses at Cold 

Harbor he made a play for the rail junction at Petersburg. Both sides dug in. The 26th 

was on the line when the Union mined under no man’s land and blow up the 

Confederate trenches. The initial win turned into a slaughter after Union troops got 

trapped in the Crater under fire from the Confederate forces. After Petersburg 

Echols’ Brigade and the 26th Virginia was transferred to Lt. Gen. Jubal Early’s Army 

in the Shenandoah Valley. Bell later recounted, “During my four years and one 

month of service, I was in 32 battles…I was slightly wounded twice.” At the Battle of 

Cedar Creek Bell was captured by members of the 1st New York Dragoons under the 

command of Brig. Gen. Thomas Jones Thorp. Many years later the two met in Corvallis and realized their 

past connection. “Though both were proud of their service, and strong sentiment still existed about the 

conflict,”2 they formed a strong friendship and in 1915 Dr. Bell gave the service at the funeral of Gen. Thorp.  

 
Battle of Cedar Creek October 19, 1864 

“The little college he attended at Wytheville was founded by the Masons and was first known as the Masonic 

Academy; Later the Lutherans took charge, and renamed it Wytheville college. The boys marched away to 

war in ‘61 as dismounted cavalry, and it was not until years afterwards that private Bell was graduated… The 

19-year-old veteran of a four years’ war returned to college, but lack of funds soon ushered him out of it. He 

went down to Giles County and began teaching in the Oakwood Institute. Another teacher in the school was 

Margaret S. Kirk. When the young man from Wytheville first saw the fair instructor he thought she was the 

prettiest girl he had ever seen, and he told her so, “by Hickory.”3 He married Margaret Kirk in November of 

1868. 

“They returned to the tiny Virginia city where the groom spent his boyhood. Here the bride taught school, 

giving her salary to the party of the second part to complete his college course. But before Miss Kirk changed 

her name, the suiter decided to study for the ministry. He began his studies June 5, 1867”, and graduated with 

 
2 Dr, J.R.N. Bell (1846-128) & Gen. Thomas Jones Thorp (1837-1915). 
3 Corvallis Gazette Times Mon. June 4, 1928 
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a degree in Theology from the Wytheville College in Virginia in 1870. “In 1870 the Bells moved to Faulkner 

County, Arkansas, a county named in honor of the chap who wouldn’t build a roof on his house, when it 

rained, he couldn’t work and when it didn’t rain the house didn’t need it.” 

In 1871 the Virginian was given his first pastorate. He was then a member of The Methodist Episcopal 

Church South, Arkansas. Days in Arkansas always were a great deal different from the calm, sweet hours Mr. 

and Mrs. Bell had known “down in old Virginia.” But it was in the Razorback state that he joined the Ancient 

Free and Accepted Masons and it was during February, 1872, that he received the sublime degree of Master 

Mason at the Lodge at Clinton.”4 He was in Arkansas for about three years, before going to Oregon early in 

1874. 

“In March, 1874, the lone private of the army of Virginia arrived at Ashland, Oregon. All the money he had 
in the world was one round, Silver Dollar. He did not say a word about being a minister, but set to work to 
earn some grocery money for himself and pin money for his wife. The first work was cleaning a ditch; then he 
got a job cutting cordwood and later toiled in the harvest fields. He didn’t stay quiet about being a Minister 
for long, and it became painfully clear wood cutting wasn’t his thing when it was reported in May of 1874 that 
“on Thursday last Rev. Mr. Bell of the Arkansas Conference, while cutting some firewood as Ashland, cut a 

sever gash in his foot, nearly severing it.”5 That fall he 
attended the campmeeting at Rickreal was ordained pastor 
and given charge of the Methodist Church, South, at 
Ashland. In November of 1874 the Hon. William Rice 
Dunbar, Grand Worthy Chief Templer of Oregon 
appointed him as State Deputy for Josephine County. Thus 
showing Rev. Bells association with the anti-alcohol 
temperance organization the International Order of the 
Good Templers.6 The newspapers also tell us of his work in 
the Ashland area in 1877:  

“At Ashland we also met Rev. Mr. Bell, a Southern 

Methodist Preacher whose circuit extends about as widely 

as did that of Lorenzo Dow. He preaches at Jacksonville, 

Ashland, (17 miles away,) Kirbyville, Josephine county, 

(70 miles away,) at Linkville, Lake county (110 miles 

away,) and at many intermediate points besides. Indeed, it 

is probable that Bro. Bell Scatters the Gospel over a 

radius of at least five hundred miles, and is said to keep 

his appointments to a dot. But we suppose he must be 

paid at least one hundred and ninety-five dollars a year 

for his services, and is therefore happy! Methodist 

preachers can usually afford to perform a great deal of 

work they get so well paid! 

We forgot to say that at Jacksonville the Masonic Fraternity have the finest Hall in the State, except the 

one in the Portland Masonic Temple, it is thoroughly ventilated, amply proportioned and elegantly 

furnished with all modern comforts. The building in which the Hall is located cost about $11,000, is 

owned by the Fraternity, and is the pride of Jacksonville.” 

“He lived in the beautiful southern Oregon city for 3 1/2 years, when he was made presiding Elder and moved 

to Roseburg, where he was also the regular minister of the Douglas County capital’s congregation. During 

this time he often preached in the City of Once Upon A Time. “Jacksonville was sure a gay little place in 

 
4 Corvallis Gazette Times Mon. June 4, 1928 
5 The Albany Register, Sat. May 16, 1874 
6 Portland Morning Oregonian Sat. Nov. 28, 1874. 
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those days,” said the doctor recently, “a mighty gay little place. I used to like to go down there, though, and 

want to see the town again. Be sure and get in that I often preached in Jacksonville.”7 Under his guidance the 

church in Roseburg completed $900 of improvements by the Spring of 1878. 

“Four years of presiding eldership ended when he was given in charge of the church in Corvallis.” He was 

pastor at Corvallis when the chapel of the old college was utilized for church purposes.8 In Corvallis, he 

served as Pastor and Trustee of Corvallis College, a privately endowed institution supported by Methodist 

Church South.  “He was here until 1884, When the Reverend Dr. Bell, a regular pastor of the M.E. Church 

South, was asked to care for three Presbyterian churches - Myrtle Creek, Wilbur and Oakland. In 1885 he was 

made a regular preacher of the Presbyterian denomination, but was at first placed on the W.C. list; this meant 

that he was a preacher “without charge.” But he used to tell his friends that it means a preacher “without 

conscience.” 

In Roseburg during the latter part of 1885 John Richard Newton Bell established the Roseburg Review, and 

the Compendium, now the Oregon Teachers' Journal, and took deep interest in the public schools and served 

as regent of the Oregon State Agricultural college when it was transferred to the state. Sometime later he 

purchased the Westside Enterprise, and Independence newspapers, then bought the Monmouth Democrat, 

which was consolidated with the West Side. For a while Dr. Bell conducted all three papers, and also 

preached every Sunday and married scores of couples in order not to forget how to say the words of the 

ceremony.  

The Roseburg Review was sold in 1890, editor Bell moved to Independence in 1891 and a little later disposed 
of the West Side. While Presbyterian pastor in Independence he lost his son Homer for whom the Pythian 
brethren of that placed named Homer Lodge. The newspaper reported the tragedy which occurred at Battle 
Creek on August 18, 1893: 

Death of Homer Bell 
“Saturday afternoon Homer Bell, son of Rev. J. R. N. Bell, was hunting in the country near Independence in company 
with a friend. They were in a cart and it seems as they were passing through a gate a shot gun slipped through the slatted 
bottom of the vehicle and was discharged, giving Homer the entire charge in the side. A threshing crew was close at 

hand who conveyed the young man to a neighboring farm house… (Dr’s. Lee and Babbette were called but they could 
do nothing for the relief of the boy and he died about 10 o'clock.9). He was a printer by trade and about 18 years of age. 
The news of the accident was received with great sorrow at Independence as he was a very popular young man and 
admired by all who knew him. Friends of the family in this city were also much grieved on learning of the sad accident. 

The remains were taken to Roseburg where other members of the family are buried.”10 

 “At the time he was associated with E. B. McElroy, state school superintendent, in conducting teachers' 

institutes throughout the state. Later he declined the nomination for the office of state school superintendent 

and served as clerk of the Oregon railway commission at Salem, under Governor Pennoyer.11 

“But I preached every Sunday just the same,” declared the doctor. “I made it a rule never to travel on 

Sundays if I could help it, and I just talked from the pulpit of whatever town I happen to be in. While I was 

running my paper at Independence, I was always the regular pastor at McCoy and Xena.” 

 
7 Corvallis Gazette Times Mon. June 4, 1928 
8 Corvallis Gazette Wed. June 6, 1928 
9 Salem Statesman Journal Sat. Aug. 19, 1893 
10 Corvallis Gazette Times Fri. Aug. 25, 1893 
11 Corvallis Gazette Wed. June 6, 1928 
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Baker City Presbyterians called Dr. Bell to Eastern Oregon in 

September, 1893, and he was in charge of their church for 14 years, 

with the exception of 20 months, when he preached at Hollister, 

California, having gone south on account of Mrs. Bell’s health. In 

Baker City he was also a member of the School Board. After a 

decade and four years at Baker City, he was called to Corvallis, 

where he had been stationed long before as pastor of a church of a 

different denomination.  

He built up the Baker church from a small congregation to one of 

the most, influential in the state of Oregon. Upon his departure 

from the eastern Oregon field many tokens of love and esteem for 

Doctor Bell expressed the fine deep devotion to him. From one of 

these on the wall of his study is the following: 

"Presented to Rev. J. R. N. Bell, January 9, 1907, by the members of 

the Presbyterian church and the citizens of Baker, Ore., and the 

fraternal orders whose emblems appear below, with whom he has 

faithfully labored for the past 14 years as pastor, citizen and brother. 

"Oh, friend with whom our feet have trod 

The quiet isles of prayer, 

Glad witness to your zeal for God 

And love of man we bear."12 

“The Reverend Dr. Bell was perhaps the best-known preacher in Oregon. His regular pastorates have 

extended north, east south and west, and he has talked from hundreds of puppets in towns where he was only 

visiting. He has married so many couples that he was in demand as a knot-tier by their children and 

grandchildren, and never a week past but he was called upon to say words of comfort and cheer over a mute 

form that was once a friend.” “In a thumb worn notebook, the doctor has placed the names of all the folks 

he has married, the amounts of the fees paid him by lucky and unlucky bridegrooms, and, in recent years, the 

dates of the weddings. His long, busy seasons in Oregon had almost robbed him of his southern speech, but 

when he said “about” his Virginia ancestry shows; you can always tell a Virginian by the way he says “about.“ 

Dr. Bell declared he had married about 1000 couples, and is glad of it.” 13 

He declared that he was the official mascot of Oregon Agricultural College. After the first “Civil War” game 

between Oregon Agricultural College and its rival the University of Oregon, Bell marched to the Mary’s River 

and tried to throw his (Beaver) top hat across the river. He never made it. This became tradition after a Civil 

War victory. He marched to the river and threw his hat. By the 1920’s thousands of football fans made the 

victory walk with him. Fundraisers were held to pay for his hats. In honor of his enthusiastic support for 

Oregon State Bell Field was named in his honor on Armistice Day 1921.     

“Strong for clean sports Rev. Mr. Bell probably has referred more boxing bouts, started more horse races and 

umpired more ball games than any other Oregon preacher.”14    

In Corvallis he preached until 1919, when he honorably retired as an active pastor of a regular charge. He was 

Pastor emeritus until his death. Dr. Bell originated the idea of transferring Corvallis College to the State as the 

 
12 Corvallis Gazette Wed. June 6, 1928 
13 Corvallis Gazette Times Mon. June 4, 1928 
14 The Klamath News Wed. June 6, 1928 
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State Agriculture College; he worked to overcome many obstacles in the State Legislature and made it 

happen.15     

Dr. J.R.N. Bell died at his home at 136 9th St. last night (June 3, 1928) at 10 o’clock, after a final sickness of 

several days. Dr. Bell had been housebound for over six years, appearing downtown only at stated intervals, 

and when the weather was warm. Funeral services will be held at the Presbyterian Church Wednesday 

afternoon at 2 o’clock, with Reverend A.B. MacLeod in charge. Corvallis Masonic Lodge number 14 will also 

assist, as well the Grand Lodge of Oregon. 

The body will lie in state in the Masonic Temple between 10 AM Wednesday and 1 PM friends may visit the 

temple between these hours, as the casket will not be opened at the church services. Interment will be in 

Crystal Lake cemetery with services conducted by the Corvallis Masonic Lodge at the grave. The Eastern Star 

Moose, Elks, Knights of Pythias, and G.A.R. will attend the services at the church. Funeral arrangements are 

in charge of the M.S. Bovee funeral home.16     

Funeral services for Dr. J. R. N. Bell occurred at 2 o'clock this afternoon, the Presbyterian church being filled 

with friends. For three hours this morning, from 10 to 1 p. m., large numbers filed, past his body, lying in 

state in the Masonic temple. This afternoon, at the services. Dr. J. B. Horner, his friend for 50 years, and who 

toured the Holy Land with him years ago, delivered a eulogy and history as follows: 

Rev. John Richard Newton Bell, A.M., D.D., was born of Scotch ancestry in (Newbern), Va., January 25, 

1846, and was married to Miss Margaret Kirk, of Giles county, in 1868. Of this union came nine children, five 

now living: Mrs. Solon Shedd of Stanford university; Mrs. Ora Hedengren of Toledo, Ore.; Mrs. Xenia 

Richardson and Mrs. S. E. Rogers of Portland, and Lloyd Bell of Corvallis… The saddest hour of his life was 

when he became conscious that the time had come when he must lay down his oars. He was promoted pastor 

emeritus thus establishing that office in this church (Corvallis). 

At "low twelve" June (3), when he took his departure from the Grand Lodge of earth for the Grand Lodge 

above, he was the oldest Masonic Grand Chaplain in the world, having served two years in the second half 

century of that high office. 

Thus ended a buoyant life devoted to 

the uplift of humanity—a service in 

which he won many friends. No 

congressman, no senator, no educator 

had more friends in the Pacific 

northwest than John Richard Newton 

Bell.17   

Rev. J. R. N. Bell, of Corvallis, has 

passed on after a wonderfully fine 

career. Rev. Mr. Bell was one of God's 

noblemen. He knew humanity and 

frailties thereof, hence he demanded of 

his followers that they try to be better 

 
15 78th Annual Communication Proceedings June 13, 1928 page 41-42 GM Robert S. Eakin, Eulogy by William Jasper 
Kerr PGM 
16 Corvallis Gazette Times Mon. June 4, 1928 
17 Corvallis Gazette Wed. June 6, 1928 
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but he never anticipated perfection. As a minister in Eastern Oregon towns in mining days Rev. Bell met 

every man and woman with a Christian greeting.   If they fell, he would help them up. He was never a 

crusader; he never was a minister who thought Laws could make humanity pure, but he was a great fellow to 

make appeal to the better self of man and plead for the fellow to go straight because it paid… His memory is 

revered by all who knew him. The world has been made better by his constant work.18 

 

Masonic History 

He was Raised a Master Mason on April 10, 1873 in Patterson Lodge #111 in Clinton, Arkansas. After 

coming to Oregon, he affiliated with Ashland Lodge No. 23 at the end of 1874 and was elected Senior 

Warden for 1875 and 1876. Phoenix Lodge No. 23 was Chartered in 1858, the Charter was surrendered in 

September of 1862. A new Charter was approved on June 17, 1875 and the Lodge was reborn as Ashland 

Lodge No. 23. This made Brother Bell a Charter Senior Warden of Ashland Lodge No. 23. He demitted from 

Ashland Lodge in 1880 and joined Laurel Lodge No. 13 in 

Roseburg, where he was elected Junior Warden for 1881. He 

was a member of Laurel Lodge for several years and was 

elected Senior Warden in 1886 and Master of the Lodge for 

1887. He demitted from Laurel Lodge No. 13 in 1892 and 

affiliated with Baker Lodge No. 47 in about 1894, in Baker 

City, Oregon. He demitted from that Lodge in about 1904 

and affiliated with Corvallis Lodge No. 14 in 1904-05. He was 

said to be a member of all of the Masonic Bodies. He must 

have anticipated his move to Corvallis, as he changed his 

affiliation a couple years before he left Baker and firmly 

established himself in Corvallis. 

Scottish Rite 

He put in a petition to affiliate with the Portland Valley 

Scottish Rite on February 3, 1885 and was elected to the 14° 

Lodge of Perfection on March 3, 1885, 18° October 27, 1885 

and 30° on November 16, 1885. The 32º was then 

Communicated to him. He was dropped for non-payment of 

dues before 1896.  

York Rite 

The records necessary to fully uncover his Royal Arch 

affiliations was not available. He may have joined a Chapter 

of Royal Arch Masons in Arkansas or after he arrived in 

Ashland. What is known, is that he was a member before 

1877 when he was elected Excellent High Priest of Oregon 

Chapter No. 4 in Jacksonville. The Charter of that Chapter 

had been surrendered in 1865 and they had only begun 

meeting again on April 23, 1877 under a dispensation.  At that first meeting Brother Bell was elected to lead 

the Chapter. He remained a member through 1882, but by 1884 he was a member of Ferguson Chapter No. 5 

in Corvallis. He was still a member in 1898 and kept up his membership here until his death. Although he was 

 
18 The Klamath News Wed. June 6, 1928 
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never a member of Warren Lodge No. 10, his picture hangs in their Hall from when he was Past High Priest 

of the Chapter there.19 

 Oregon Commandery No. 1 was Chartered on Oct. 6, 1877, and Brother Bell was Knighted June 11, 1878. 

This was the only Commandery in the State until Eugene’s Ivanhoe Commandery was Chartered on August 

28, 1883. So, it appears that Rev. Bell had to travel from Ashland to Portland to receive the Commandery 

degrees. When the Grand Commandery of Oregon was organized April 13, 1887, he was listed as a member. 

He remained a member of Oregon Commandery No. 1 until 1904. When Baker Commandery No. 9 was 

Chartered on October 20, 1904 Dr. Bell was the Charter Prelate. He was most likely a Charter member of 

Bruce Commandery No. 17 in Corvallis which was Chartered September 26, 1912. He was found as a 

member from 1920 until his death in 1928.  

“In 1911 he visited Palestine, and with the assistance of Knight Charles Dunsmore, of Independence, Knight 

E. J. Home, of Baker, and Knight J. B. Horner, he constituted a Lodge of Ancient, Free and Accepted 

Masons on Mount Moriah in Jerusalem, by authority of the Masonic Grand Lodge of Oregon.”20 

He joined Al Kader Shrine in Portland while he was living in Baker City on June 13, 1888. He was 

undoubtedly a member of Eastern Star, but details of this were not found. He attended the Grand Lodge 

Communication in 1877, and sat as the Grand Chaplin pro tem for the opening of the session. By the end of 

session, he was appointed Grand Chaplin for 1877-78.  He was appointed to that station every year until his 

death in 1928, a period of 51 years. He spoke the prayers at the opening and closing of every Grand Lodge 

for more than half a century, as he was said to have never missed a Grand Communication during his terms 

in office. On June 17, 1921 at the 71st Annual Communication of the Grand Lodge of Oregon he was 

honored as Oregon’s second Honorary Past Grand Master by Grand Master William Jasper Kerr. He died the 

week before the 1928 Annual Communication and was said to have been the oldest Grand Chaplin in the 

world. He died at 11 PM on June 3, 1928 at his home on 136 South 9th street in Corvallis, and was buried at 

the Crystal Lake Cemetery in Corvallis, Benton, Oregon. The funeral service on June 6. 1928 was led by PGM 

William J. Kerr Acting Grand Master who also gave the eulogy. The Corvallis Lodge was opened at 1:30 PM 

for the funeral ceremony, after which the Masons as a body marched to the Presbyterian Church and then on 

to the cemetery. Seven active and ten acting Grand Lodge officers attended along with many Masons and 

members of the community.  
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