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4 JAMES EDGAR DAVIS OF MEXICO }•

vX OU leave Willie alone,” exclaimed Edgar. 
“Can’t you see you’ve already got him crying?”

“You make me, if you think you’re big enough,” said 
the neighborhood bully, turning on Edgar.

Edgar Davis was not as large as the other boy, but 
what he lacked in size he made up in determination. 
The bully learned before long to leave the younger chil­
dren of the neighborhood alone—at least when Edgar 
was around.

Edgar was one of four brothers who lived on a farm 
near Lexington, Missouri, in the 1880’s. Their father, 
John Davis, was a deacon in the little Baptist church 
a few miles away. When a minister came to the, com­
munity one day, pitched a big tent near the Davis house, 
and announced that there would be preaching every 
night, John Davis took his family to the services.

The preacher worked hard, but he went away think­
ing the revival had been a failure. Only three boys 
about twelve years of age had been converted. They 
were Edgar Davis and two of his cousins. A few years 
later when those same three boys, then in their teens, 
felt that God wanted them to preach the gospel, the 
Greenton Baptist Church decided that the revival un-
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6 James Edgar Davis

der the tent had been a big success after all, and it 
licensed all three of them to preach.

The four Davis brothers often got into mischief and 
had to be punished. One of them said years later: “The 
rest of us were pretty good at making up excuses, but 
Edgar couldn’t tell a lie. He always took his medicine.”

One day Mr. Davis called his four sons together for 
a little talk. “Boys,” he began, “you have been good 
sons, and I want you to remain that way. Now I can’t 
keep you from doing things that are wrong when I am 
not around, if you want to do them; but I am going to 
make a proposition to help you do the things I think 
you really want to do. I am setting aside a sum of 
money to be given to each boy who, upon his twenty- 
first birthday, can honestly say ‘I have never used God’s 
name in vain, nor tasted alcoholic beverages, nor used 
tobacco in any form.’ ”

Only one of the boys was able to claim the reward 
when he reached twenty-one. That boy was Edgar.

Young Adventurer

Just as Edgar Davis celebrated his twenty-first birth­
day, the newspapers announced the opening of the 
Cherokee Strip in Oklahoma Territory for settlement. 
According to the rules set by the Government, those 
wishing land would have to be at the boundary line at 
a given hour. When the signal was given, they were 
to race into the new land and drive down a stake with 
a flag on it. The flag was to carry the name of the one 
who claimed that piece of land. That was called “stak­
ing a claim.” Those who had horses or carriages could 
race across the prairies and find a farm site, but the
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others had to ride in on a train and claim lots in town 
sites that had been marked off by surveyors just before 
the opening of the land for settlement.

Edgar rode in on the train, jumped off at the town site 
which was to be the county seat, and drove his stake 
into the ground. Then he camped there waiting for a 
land recorder to come along and make his claim to the 
lots legal.

By and by the recorder came. Imagine how Edgar 
felt when the man told him, “Fellow, you’ve had bad 
luck; you drove your stake down in an alley.”

College Days

It was a discouraged young man who went back home 
to report his failure. But God was in that failure. He 
wanted Edgar Davis to get a better education. So Edgar 
made plans to go to college. He married a girl named 
Mary Gamble, and they went to William Jewell College. 
In his school books he wrote: “J. E. Davis—Perseveran- 
tia omnia vincit.” Those Latin words mean, “Persever­
ance conquers all.” It’s another way of saying, “Try, 
try again.” He went to classes during the week and 
preached on Sundays wherever he had a chance. He 
graduated from college with honors in 1899.

Some of J. E. Davis’ college schoolmates had volun­
teered to be foreign missionaries. Among them were 
John Lowe, who was later a missionary in China for 
forty-two years, and John Cheavens, one of the first 
missionaries to Mexico.

One day John Lowe stopped his friend on the campus 
and said: “Davis, I’ve got a feeling that you ought to 
join the Volunteer Band and study about missions with
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us. God may call you to go as a missionary. Even if he 
doesn’t, every pastor ought to know about missions.”

Edgar promised to go to the Volunteer Band meetings, 
and soon he began to read all the books he could get 
about missions. Thinking about the books read by 
the Volunteer Band, Mr. Davis said in later years: “I 
well remember a book by Harlan Beach, Dawn on the 
Hills of T’ang. It awakened in me a longing for the 
salvation of the heathen. I felt God’s hand drawing 
me toward mission work. And to this day I have been 
in his hands and power.”

“Here Am I; Send Me”
After his graduation from William Jewell College, 

when he became pastor of the First Baptist Church in 
Moberly, Missouri, Mr. Davis wanted to publish a 
church paper. The question was how. He bought a 
little printing press and some hand type, and placed 
them in the basement of the parsonage. Then he went 
to the town’s printing shop to learn how to set type and 
run a press. Before long he was printing a four-page 
weekly paper called the Baptist Messenger. That little 
printing press was going to become important in God’s 
big kingdom.

In the year 1904 the church at Moberly offered to 
send the young pastor to the meeting of the Southern 
Baptist Convention in Nashville, Tennessee. The pas­
tor prepared for the trip eagerly, but little did he think 
that that meeting was to change his whole life. Dr. R. J. 
Willingham, corresponding secretary of the Foreign 
Mission Board, asked for men and women to go into 
all. the world to carry the gospel story to the lost mul­
titudes.
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J. Edgar Davis seemed to hear a voice saying to him: 
“God wills it! God wills it!”

At the close of his talk, Dr. Willingham asked how 
many felt that God wanted them for foreign mission 
work and would offer themselves as missionaries. About 
forty young men and women stood, saying in their 
hearts, “Here am I; send me.” Among them was Edgar 
Davis.

Many times before that, Davis had thought about 
what country he would like to work in if he were a 
missionary. He thought China was the one. But Dr. 
Willingham told him missionaries could not be sent to 
China at that time. They decided that Mr. Davis should 
write Dr. Willingham after he and Mrs. Davis had 
thought and prayed about it more.

As he rode homeward on the train, thinking of the 
step he had taken in Nashville, an old college friend sat 
down beside him in the coach. He was John S. 
Cheavens, who was at home for a furlough after his 
first terni as a missionary in Mexico.

“Davis,” he began, “have you ever thought about 
Mexico as a field of labor?”

“No, John, I have not,” replied Mr. Davis.
John Cheavens spent the next hour telling his friend 

how much Mexico needed more mission workers. Then 
they talked about Davis’ work in the pastorate. When 
Davis mentioned the church paper and the printing 
press, Missionary Cheavens exclaimed:

“Davis, we need a man like you in Mexico! You have 
no idea how much good you could do with your print­
ing press by spreading the gospel in the Spanish lan­
guage.”
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The idea of using his printing press in Mexico to 
spread the gospel began to grip the heart of the young 
pastor from Moberly. When he reached home, his wife 
asked what happened at the Convention.

“Mary,” he began, “some things that affect my life 
and yours happened at that meeting. Let me tell you 
about it.”

When he had finished telling Mary about the Conven­
tion and the talk with his friend on the train, she said, 
“Well, Edgar, let’s pray about it.”

They did pray, many times, and God spoke clearly to 
their hearts. They knew God wanted them to serve 
him in Mexico. And if the Lord willed it, Mr. Davis 
wanted to be a printer for God.

Rev. and Mrs. J. E. Davis were called to Richmond, 
Virginia, to appear before the Foreign Mission Board. 
And on July 5, 1904, they received their appointment 
as God’s ambassaddrs to Mexico.

Journey to a Strange Land

The next few weeks were busy ones in the Davis 
household. Mrs. Davis packed their things and planned 
for the care of their three small children on a long jour­
ney of 2,500 miles to a strange land. Mr. Davis packed 
his books and sold his little printing press. To the $45.00 
which he received for his press, the Moberly Baptist 
Church added $100.00 for the purpose of buying another 
printing press in Mexico.

On the way to Mexico the new missionaries planned 
to stop a little while in Waldron, Arkansas, where the 
parents of Mr. Davis lived. Mrs. Davis became very ill 
with typhoid, and they had to stay in Waldron for more
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than two months. While they were there, Mr. Davis 
led the church in a revival that was one of the best 
ever held in the community. An offering was taken and 
given to the missionaries to add to the printing press 
fund. Some of their friends sent them small sums, too. 

t When the Davises were ready to go on to Mexico in
November, they had $465.00. Mr. Davis changed the 
money into gold and carried it with him sewed in his 
clothes all the way to Mexico.

On a day in December, 1904, the family rode the train 
into the little mountain city of Toluca. The three chil­
dren—Inez, Irene, and Frank—gazed in wonder at the 
brown-skinned, black-haired men who jogged along the 
cobblestone streets with heavy loads on their backs or 
on their heads. They laughed gleefully at the little 
burros clattering down the street, “clickety-clack, 
clickety-clack,” with loads of stove wood on their backs. 
They just couldn’t believe their eyes when they saw 
delivery boys ride down the street on bicycles with big 
flat baskets of bread balanced on their heads. They 
wanted to buy the homemade cactus candy sold under 
the awnings or umbrellas of the sidewalk markets that 
dotted the streets. But their mother wanted to put their 
house in order, and their father was anxious to go to 

^/ Mexico City to buy a printing press, some type, and 
| a gasoline engine to run the press.

Printing Press in the Kitchen

One day Mr. Davis came home from the capital city 
with the news that the press had been bought and would 
be delivered soon.

“Mary,” he said to his wife, “for the present at least,
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we must use one room of our home for a printing shop. 
Which room can we best spare?”

Mary thought for a while. The print shop should be 
in an outside room where it would be light enough and 
where people could enter it without disturbing the rest 
of the household.

“Edgar,” she said finally, “we can use the kitchen. 
I will arrange another room for cooking.

And so it was that our first Baptist printing office in 
Mexico began in a kitchen. Mexican stoves were built 
of brick, about waist high, with a flat steel top. That 
made an ideal place to form the type into pages; and 
the press was placed in front of the stove. That was the 
beginning of the Baptist Spanish Publishing House.

The joy of beginning a new mission project was soon 
marred. One day little Inez, nine, the oldest of the chil­
dren, began to feel ill.

“Mother, I hurt,” she cried.
“Where do you hurt, Inez?” asked her mother.
“Here,” she whimpered, placing her hands upon her 

side. Because there was neither the medical equipment 
nor the surgical skill necessary to save her life, she died. 
Sorrowfully Mr. and Mrs. Davis, leading little Irene 
and carrying Baby Frank, went with the body of little 
Inez to the rock-walled cemetery on a gentle slope just 
outside the city. Then slowly they turned homeward, 
knowing that she had gone to the Heavenly Father’s 
house.

A New Publishing House

The Davises spent most of their time studying the 
language, but they also found time to print some leaflets
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about the Saviour. Near the end of the first year they 
decided to move to Leon, a city 260 miles north of 
Mexico City, and take the printing shop with them.

They'found in the business section of Leon a building 
large enough for both a printing office and a chapel for 
preaching services. Mr. Davis began to look for a man 
who could help him learn Spanish and also work in the 
printing shop. He found a man named Joshua Valdez 
to help him. After a while they decided to translate 
and print a book. Years later Dr. Davis said: “The 
translation was hard work, for my assistant did not know 
much English, and my Spanish was not good enough 
for that kind of work. But between the two of us we 
finally completed the book. We set the type by hand, 
and I had the honor of forming the pages and running 
the press.” The work was slow because only four 
small pages at a time could be printed on the little press, 
but the book was completed on April 15,1907.

The other missionaries saw whaf fine work Mr. Davis 
was doing and decided to ask him to print the Spanish 
Sunday school literature and to begin a Baptist weekly 
newspaper. That was a big task for the new missionary­
printer and for the little press. But Mr. Davis said 
he would try, and when he tried anything he expected 
to do it. There were two Sunday school papers at that 
time: Nuestros Ninos (Our Children), a weekly story 
paper with the Sunday school lesson for children, and 
El Expositor Biblico (the Bible Expositor) for the rest 
of the Sunday school. The weekly newspaper was 
named El Atalaya Bautista (the Baptist Watchman), 
and the first copies were printed January 2, 1908.
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An Interruption

Just when the Spanish papers were gaining in circu­
lation, the editor had an attack of acute appendicitis. 
At that time there were very few hospitals in Mexico, 
and not many doctors would attempt a major operation. 
Mr. Davis was kept in ice packs until the pain eased, S
and then when he was able to travel, he went all the 
way to St. Louis, Missouri, for the operation.

Dr. W. H. Mayfield, the surgeon, knew that the appen- |
dix had burst and that the operation would be very 
serious. He told Mr. Davis that he might not live.

“Dr. Mayfield,” Mr. Davis replied, “I did not come 
here to die; I came to get well.”

Two days after Mr. Davis went to St. Louis, a Mexican 
evangelist heard of the missionary’s illness and called 
upon all the Baptists of Mexico to pray for their friend’s 
recovery. So while Dr. Mayfield operated, God was 
busy answering the prayers of a host of his children in 
Mexico.

The operation was a success, and in a few days Mr. 
Davis was sitting in bed writing articles for his Spanish 
Baptist paper.

Conversion of a Priest

When Missionary Davis returned to the publishing i
house in Leon, he received a letter from a friend telling '
him of a priest who wanted to leave the Catholic Church. "I
Mr. Davis went to Mexico City to meet the man and 
brought him to his home in Leon. The priest was well 
educated and read the books in the Davis library one 
after another. He began to go with the missionary on 
preaching trips, and soon asked if he could be baptized.
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The church approved him as a candidate for baptism, 
and one day the people of the church met on the bank 
of a beautiful mountain stream for the baptism. After 
Bible reading and prayer, Mr. Davis and the priest went 
down into the water. Then the congregation sang “O 
HaPPy Day,” and as the chorus faded away, the minister 
raised his hand, spoke the words of the baptismal cere­
mony, and buried Felix Buldain with Christ in baptism.

Mr. Buldain worked for two years with Missionary 
Davis as an editorial writer. Later, after working awhile 
in Mexico as a pastor and evangelist, he moved to Waco, 
Texas, and became a teacher in Baylor University.

Revolution

About 1913 the people of Mexico were divided politic­
ally, and open revolution broke out. The next three 
years were dangerous for missionaries in Mexico.

Mrs. Davis and the children went to live in Mexico 
City, the capital of Mexico. Mr. Davis stayed with his 
work in the Baptist Publishing House at Leon. It be­
came harder to get paper and other supplies for the 
printing shop, and Mr. Davis had to make trips to the 
capital. While there he could also visit with his family.

On April 21, 1914, some American Marines landed 
at Vera Cruz, on the coast of Mexico. The Mexican 
revolutionists did not like that. News of the Marines 
was quickly flashed across the country. But Mr. Davis 
and some other Americans who planned to go to Mexico 
City on the train that night did not know about the 
landing in Vera Cruz.

About midnight the train arrived in Leon, and the 
Americans were getting on a car when they heard a
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sharp command: “Halt! All gringos [foreigners] get 
off!” The army major backed his command with a gun.

With hands up, the Americans left the car. On the 
platform they were searched for guns and allowed to 
return to the city but not to get back on the train. The 
group of Americans spent the night in the house of the 
manager of the light plant because they didn’t dare to 
be seen on the streets.

All kinds of reports poured into Leon that night. 
Some said the Mexican Army had crossed the Border 
into the United States, that they had captured St. Louis 
and were marching on Washington. In the streets of the 
city people were shouting, “Death to the gringos!” One 
of the daily papers of Mexico City reported that Mis­
sionary J. E. Davis, of Leon, had been killed. Luckily 
none of his family saw the newspaper, for they would 
not have known that the report was not true.

In a few days the trouble died down, but the anti- 
American feeling was still high. Mr. Davis got on a 
train going to Mexico City, and on the train he made 
friends with a kind German. They had to wait for an­
other train at a junction, and the two men went to a 
hotel to rest. Police heard that there was an American 
in town and came to the hotel to get Mr. Davis. The 
hotel keeper said he had only two foreign guests, and 
he didn’t think they were Americans. The police 
wanted to see them, but the hotel keeper told them they 
were asleep.

The conductor on the train they were to take had 
boasted that no American could ride on his train. But 
the German came for Mr. Davis when the train was 
arriving, and he went straight to a Pullman car without
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meeting the conductor. The porter, with whom Mr. 
Davis had been friendly on other trips, let him have a 
berth. When he finally left his berth in the Pullman 
car, he was near Mexico City, and it was too late for 
the conductor to do anything about it.

War in Leon

Mr. Davis decided to remain in Mexico City, and 
write the Sunday school lessons there, and send tliem 
back to Leon to be printed. He could not be content, 
however, to be away from the printing plant for very 
long. In two months he returned to Leon.

The rebel leader, Pancho Villa, was in Leon, and bat­
tles raged in and around the city. The Baptist minister 
and some of his church members went to the hospitals 
and offered to help but were told they were not needed 
because they were Protestantes (Protestants).

General Villa called upon Mr. Davis from time to time 
to print posters and other jobs for him, and always paid 
cash—with worthless printed money. Later, when the 
other side was in command of the city, the Baptist Pub­
lishing House had to print for them.

One day the military governor called Mr. Davis and 
said, “Mr. Davis, you have a shipment of paper here, 
and we need it.”

With paper so hard to get, what was Mr. Davis to do? 
Wisely he replied, “We will gladly let you have half 
of our allotment, and-we will order some more today.”

The governor was pleased and had Mr. Davis print 
his half of the paper for him. There was enough left to 
print the Sunday school quarterlies.
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Sometimes there were battles in the streets, even in 
front of the publishing house. Mr. Davis and his work­
ers would have to go up on the roof and lie flat to escape 
the whizzing bullets. Once he saw a man shot down in 
front of his door. But because of the shooting he could 
do nothing about it until after the firing had ceased, and 
then the poor man was dead. He was a rancher who 
had come to town to buy medicine.

Through it all Mr. Davis continued to preach the gos­
pel in the chapel near the publishing house. Many of 
the soldiers went to the services. One day he printed 
some big posters announcing services and tacked them 
up in public places. The police tore them down, and 
he was told to appear before the military mayor. He 
prayed, then put a New Testament and another little 
book called The Laws of Reform in his pocket and went 
to face the mayor.

“Mr. Davis,” the judge asked, “why did you put up 
those religious announcements throughout the city? 
Did you not know it was against the law?”

“Certainly I did not, or I would *not have done it,” 
the missionary replied. “I have here a copy of the 
Reform Law, and I ask you to show me where I have 
broken a law in it.”

The judge could not show him such a law, for there 
was none. Taking advantage of the situation, the mis­
sionary began to tell the large group in the courtroom 
about his mission in Leon as a minister of Christ, and 
then preached a gospel sermon. When he had finished, 
he shook hands with the judge, offered him the New 
Testament, and went joyfully on his way—grateful that 
he had had the chance to tell about the Saviour.
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For several months no trains ran between Leon and 
Mexico City. During all that time Mr. Davis had only 
one letter from his family. That letter was brought by 
a pool’ man who, with his burro loaded with wares, came 
north as a peddler.

A Narrow Escape

On September 7,1915, it was said that the tracks were 
repaired to Mexico City and there would soon be train 
service. A train of boxcars did arrive, and for the re­
turn trip it was loaded with people. Mr. Davis and a 
Mexican friend decided to try to reach Mexico City on 
it. The train proved too heavy for the engine, and the 
half of it Mr. Davis was on was set off on a lonely moun­
tain sidetrack until another engine should come for 
them.

Crammed in a cattle car with so many other people, 
Mr. Davis became sick and got out of the car to get 
some fresh air. He had taken but a few steps in the 
blackness of the night when he fainted and fell across 
the rails. Years later, in telling the story, he said:

“I have no idea how long I lay there between the rails 
of the track. When I regained consciousness, I arose 
and staggered back to the car. When I climbed in, a 
burly old ranchman halted me, thrusting his pistol into 
my side. I explained. So he struck a match and, seeing 
who it was, apologized and added, ‘I do not know why 
I did not pull the trigger, for I thought you were a 
bandit.’ ”

When an engine came, they raced so fast down moun­
tain and across trestle, getting up speed to climb the 
next mountain that some cars were derailed. At last, 
after still more delays, they came to Mexico City.
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When Mr. Davis knocked at the house of his family, 
he had not eaten for two days. He was dirty, unshaved, 
and looked like a tramp. But it was ,a joyous reunion 
for the family.

Homeward Bound

Mr. Davis decided not to return to Leon again. The 
Sunday school literature was written and published in 
Mexico City. In June, 1916, when the Davises had been 
in Mexico twelve years, six of them years of revolution, 
the United States Government suggested that American 
citizens return home and offered to help them leave 
Mexico. As the literature for the fourth quarter was 
almost finished, the Davises decided to return to the 
States for a vacation. They traveled first in a train 
coach provided by the embassy, then boarded the battle­
ship Nebraska at Vera Cruz, transferred to a transport, 
and landed at Tampa, Florida.

During the furlough, which the Davises enjoyed with 
relatives and friends, the Expositor Biblico was edited 
and published by Dr. G. H. Lacy, a missionary living 
at El Paso, Texas, near the border of Mexico. When Mr. 
and Mrs. Davis went back to the work, they decided to 
live in El Paso and publish the literature there because 
in this United States city they could be more certain of 
getting paper, ink, and other printing materials. They 
could send the literature they printed directly across 
the border into Mexico.

They had to begin anew. A building was rented, ma­
chinery purchased, men employed, and soon the Baptist 
Publishing House was much larger than the one that 
had been left behind in Leon. Three times in twenty- 
five years it had to be moved to larger quarters. Today
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the Baptist Spanish Publishing House is located in a 
beautiful building in El Paso, not far from the Mexican 
border. It has the finest and latest equipment and a 
good staff of workers, and sends out large amounts of 
Spanish literature to all the mission fields in the world 
where Spanish is spoken,

Rest at Last

Mr. and Mrs.Davis both worked full time until they 
retired at the age of seventy. Even after retiring Mr. 
Davis, because of his love for the publication work, went 
to his office every day and worked all day, until the 
doctors ordered him away for a rest. God’s faithful 
printer was visiting friends and relatives in Missouri 
when the Lord called him to come to the heavenly home. 
J. E. Davis answered God’s call to heaven; but others 
still carry on the work that he began in a little kitchen 
in Mexico many years ago.

PRONUNCIATIONS

Buldain, Felix — bul-DIGHN, FAY-leeks
El Atalaya Bautista — el ah-tah-LAH-yah bough-TEES- 

tah
El Expositor Biblico — el ex-POH-see-tor BEE-blee-koh 
Leon — lay-OHN
Nuestros Ninos — NWAY-strohs NEEN-yohs 
Protestante — proh-tay-STAHN-tay
Toluca — toh-LOO-kah
Valdez — vahl-DAYS
Vera Cruz — VAY-rah croos
Villa, Pancho — VEE-yah, PAHN-choh


