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toy that he gave Orville. On one occasion he came back to Cedar
Rapids bringing Orville a toy helicopter, powered with rubber
b2nds. It was the product of a Frenchman named Alphonse Penaud,
\vho had invented a number of similar flying toys before his death.
The mother was fearful that the small tin propeller might strike
someone in the eye and prohibited use of the toy. Orville proceeded
to make the toy safer and better by putting a wooden propeller
on it.

The four years in Cedar Rapids were difficult ones for Bishop
Wright. He was required to travel a great deal, for the territory
under his assignment was vast. The church was moving toward an
ultimate showdown on the secrecy question. The liberal forces
were increasing in strength. Bishop Wright, a strong supporter for
the constitution of 1841 and anti-secrecy measures, served as the
spokesman for the conservatives.

Defending unpoplar causes does not make friends for one until
the cause becomes popular. Anti-secrecy had been so popular in the
church during the mid-nineteenth century; however, with the
growth of secret societies during the later part of the century in
America, anti-secrecy was becoming a less popular cause in the
United Brethren Church. Milton Wright defended the truth as he
understood it, even though he stood with a minority. When the
General Conference of 1881 met in Lisbon, Iowa, in May, Bishop
Wright was one of the casualties. His defeat was neither a reflection
upon ability nor acceptability as a church leader. It cannot be
understood apart from the controversial period through which the
church was passing. The surprising thing was that he received fifty­
eight votes out of one hundred twenty-six cast. Three futile efforts
were made in the General Conference by conservatives to increase
the rigidity of the church laws on secret societies. In each instance
the liberals offered 2.mendrrlents and the resolutions were tabled
for the duration of the sessions.

Bishop Wright did not allow himself to be crushed by this defeat.
He gathered his family and moved to Richmond, Indiana, \vhere he
reentered the active service of his annual conference and \vas
elected four successive times as a presiding elder. Then on February
24, 1882, Milton Wright placed in to the mail the first issues of a
n10nthly magazine, the Richmond Star, which he initiated. It ,vas
not meant to compete with the Religious Telescope, but to give in­
formation and argument against the dangers of secretism, which the
ofHcial organ of the church could not properly do. The liberal
forces were issuing The Monthly Itine'rant from I-Iarrisburg, Penn­
sylvania, and Milton Wright decided to inaugurate a periodical
which would be "a reform monthly ... to present ... the best
thoughts of some of the ablest writers of the church on secrecy....
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It \vill seek to pr01110te purity, unity, law, and harmony with con­
stituted authority." In taste and appearance it was considered a fine
paper. It \vas self-supporting during the three years it appeared. In
1885, following his reelection to the episcopacy, Wright allowed it
to nlerge with the United Brethren in Christ, another conservative
independent paper, to become The Christian Conservator. A note in
his journal for Thursday, June 29, 1882, stated that 2,000 copies of
the Rich1nond Star had been printed for the July number.

In Wright's diary of 1882 several scientific items appear that give
some indication of an interest in astronomy which had never before
been noted by the church historians. Monday, October 16, 1882: "I
got up at 4: 00 A.M. to see comet (seen for two weeks)-good sized
nucleus-train dense brilliant and broad, about 35° in length."
Wednesday, December 6, 1882: "Saw Venus in her transit, a sight
11.0t to be repeated till the year A.D. 2004. The planet looked like a
small black round spot." Perhaps the father's own interests at this
point were not too far removed from the direction in which his sons
\vere eventually to move.

Soon after his reelection as presiding elder in the SUl11.J.ner of
1884, Wright moved his family back to Dayton. He continued to
serve his district from this location, at times in the face of disap­
proval from one or more circuits of the district. His wife's health
had grown progressively worse and she was suffering more frequent
lung hemorrages. By this time she was approaching an invalid
condition. Perhaps JVlilton Wright was considering the possibility
of locating ror a period of time. It thus came as a great surprise to
him when the General Conference in May 1885, at Fostoria, Ohio,
elected hinl as the fifth bishop. This 111.eant that his assignment was
to the Pacific Coast. He could not see how it was possible for him
to accept with his wife's physical condition. However, if this was the
call of the church, he was not one to shirk his duty. He finally
decided to continue the family residence in Dayton, Ohio, while he
would spend six months of each year on the coast. The remainder
of the time he would keep in touch with his area through corre­
spondence from Dayton. He did a very constructive job in a difficult
portion of the church during these four years.

During this quadrennium Wilbur, following a long illness, decided
that he did not wish to finish high school. His parents talked it over
with him and concluded that he needed to make up his own mind.
Mrs. Wright expressed the opinion that a diploma was optional, and
that educational achievement was the important thing. The parents
never insisted upon formal education for the children, but they
encouraged it. They were firm, however, that in their experiments
the boys must finance these out of their own earnings.

Wilbur and Orville first became newspaper publishers. They
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issued a four-page paper called the Wcst Side News) which sold for
eighty cents a year and ran editorials crusading against the lack of
shoe and clothing stores on the west side of Dayton. Froln this
venture they opened a bicycle repair shop. Using ideas learned
froln one source or another, they began to apply these in the bicycle
shop. Before long they Inade for themselves an improved bicycle
kno,vn as the Van Cleve, which had lower handle bars that caused
the rider to bend do,,,n and offer less wind resistance. Orville rode
this improved Inachine in a race and won. When the orders came
in for this lnodel, they began to produce ne,,, bicycles as well as
repair old ones. But their desire to tinker with aeronautics caused
them to read everything they could get their hands on in this field
of research. Starting with the work of Otto Lilienthal, the father
of gliding, they discovered that his tables of air pressures on curved
surfaces were inaccurate. Not only did they work out new and
accurate tables, but in the process developed the first ,vind tunnel
to help exalnine their theories. They then proceeded to '''ork out
the first control system, the basic principles of which are still useful
in modern aeronautics.

The children all pitched in during this period of family stress to
help one another. I{atherine lightened the load of the mother
whose health continued to grow '''orse. The boys supported their
father by building a printing press and issuing pamphlets in the
church dispute.

The General Conference that met in York, Pennsylvania, in May
1889, brought the United Brethren in Christ to the InOlnent of
decision. The liberal preponderance during the quadrennium had
worked through a Church Comlnission, established by the 1885
General Conference, to prepare revisions of the Constitution. TIlls
Comlnission tried to stay vvithin a careful interpretation of the
Discipline) ,vhich unfortunately ,vas quite vague on ho,v to proceed
with revisions. The voting that took place across the church prior
to the 1889 General Conference indicated a ,vide acceptance of the
revisions. It resulted as follo\vs: For the alnended Confession of
Faith 51,070, against 3,310; for the alnended Constitution 50,685,
agair:st 3,659; for the section on secret societies 46,994, against 7,289.
The opponents felt, ho,vever, that the entire procedure had been
illegal, and they ,vere ready to fight the decisions on the floor of
the General Conference.

Soon after arriving at the seat of the Conference, Bishop "Tright
and other conservatives gathered on several occasions as a Council
of Conservative Delegates at 33 South Ne,vberry Street. They laid
their plans, ,vhich included ,valking out of the General Conference
jf this becalne necessary.

The ch8irInan of the Bo;:n-d of Bishops re8d the report of the
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Church Conunission to the General Conference. I-Ie then lTIoved that
it be approved, and the revisions beCLl111e the law of the church.
After a long discussion involving several days, the General Confer­
ence approved the report by 8 vote of 110 to 20. The proc18mation
of the bishops \vas lnade on Monday, May 13, 1889, placing the
church under the revised Constitut.ion and revised Confession of
Faith. The lninority stood by their agreelTIent and walked out. 'They
had previously reserved the Park Opera I-louse in York, and they
lnoved there on Monday to hold vlhat they considered the con­
tinuation of the Church of the United Brethren in Christ.

In the years that followed, court cases were held in many states,
sonle of which went to State Suprelne Courts. In every instance,
\vith the exception of the state of IVlichigan, \vhich granted lnore
Llutononly to congregations at that tilne, the liberals \vere declared
the true church. The Radicals, as they becalne known, adopted the
nalTIe "Church of the United Brethren in Christ (Old Constitu­
tion) ," and have continued in church life to this day.

Milton Wright was unanin10usly elected bishop by the dissident
group, along \vith several other persons. He was also chosen to be
the publishing agent for the Radicals. Shortly thereafter, upon his
return to Dayton, he took charge of publishing The ChTistian Con­
seTvatO'f, which was accepted by that church as its official paper.

The boys helped their father issue the paper, for as bishop and
spokesman of the Radicals, he was lilnted in the amount of tin1e
spent at hOlne. The sons soon discovered how much tilne was re­
quired of theIn, especially in' folding newspapers for mailing.
Putt.ing their heads together, within three weeks they had invented
a folding 111achine which did the san1e \\Tork in two hours that
Wilbur had taken tvvo days to perform.

Less than t\VO 1110nths after the close of the 1889 General Confer­
ence, Milton \iVright wrote the follo\ving lines in his journal:
"Thursday, July 4, 1889-about 4 a.n1. I found Susan sinking, and
about five awakened the fan1ily. She revived about 7: 00 sOlne\vhat,
but afterward continued to sink till 12: 20 afternoon \vhen she ex­
pired, and thus went out the light of lny hon1e." Burial \vas in
\Voodland Celnelery, Dayton, on S8turday, July 6.

After the court cases had been decided and the Radicals sa\v t.hat
they could not expect favorable legal considerations, the Old Con­
stitution Church began to quiet down. It proceeded to replace sonle
of the leaders vvho had"brought it into f01'ln and nurtured it through
the difficulties that follo\ved. Milton Wright was one \vho faced
serious opposition to his leadership. In 1902 several leaders of the
White River Conference (Old Constitution) tried to pronl0te a
InOVelTIent \vhich \vould invalidate his episcopal leadership. For a
tilne the young church \\Tas faced with a serious rift, as conferences
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lined up for or against the rebellious group. Many unkind remarks
,vere expressed on both sides before the insurrection ,vas over­
thro,vn. In the 1905 General Conference of the Old Constitution
Church, \iVright voluntarily withdrew his name from further con­
sideration. At the age of seventy-seven he had had enough.

His sons, Orville and vVilbur, had become internationally famous
by that time, and the \vorld eventually beat a path to their doorstep.
They never married. Wilbur died on May 30, 1912, at the age of
forty-five, while Orville continued to make a home for his father
until Milton Wright died April 3, 1917, at eighty-eight years of age
and was buried beside his wife. Oriville's death occurred January
30, 1948, in his seventy-seventh year.

There is a tradition that many years before the sons had mas­
tered the art of flying, the father was said to have commented:
"If God had wanted man to fly, he would have given him wings."
Nowhere in his journals have I ever found any hint that l\1ilton
\iVright felt his sons were fighting against the laws of God or being
foolish in their endeavors. The encouragement given the sons by
the father in their various experiments belies this idea. Turn with
me to the father's diary for 1903 and catch the thrilling account as
recorded during those days leading up to December 17, 1903. Can
you not sense a father's pride?

Wednesday, December 9: Orville started at nine o'clock "\vith his ne\v
propeller shaft for Kitty Hav:.rk, North Carolina. This ne\v propeller
or shaft was made of spring steel and \vas some longer than the forIner
ones. [The original propeller taken to I(itty I-Ia\vk by the boys had
broken. A second one Inailed to them from Dayton had also broken.
Then Orville returned to Dayton and fabricated a larger and more
acceptable one. It was this third one to which the father referred.]

Monday, December 14: I spent the day largely in getting type\vriter
copies of the description of the Wright flyer and copies of a sketch of
the inventors.

Tuesday, December 15: About 4: 00 came the telegram-"Misjudgement
at start reduced flight to one hundred and t\velve [feet]-po\ver and
control ample-rudder only injured-success assured-keep quiet.
Wilbur \Vright."

Thursday, Decernber 17: In the afternoon about 5: 30 \ve received the
followjng telegraln from Orville, dated Kitty Ha\vk, North Carolina,
December 17. "Bishop IV1. Vlright. Success four flights Thursday n10rn­
ing all against twenty-one Inile \vind started from level \vith engine
power alone-average speed through the air thirty-one l11iles-Iongest
57 seconds. Home Christmas. Orville Wright."



BISHOP J\1ILTONWHIGHT: A J\1AN OF CONVICTION 45

'J'he years of l'etirclncnt "vere lived in the g]ovl of his sons' adula­
t inn. 'l'hc father kept a faithful account of the visitors who came to
thl' hOIne, 111any froln Clbroad. Correspondence between father and
sons has been preserved in the Library of Congress and indicate
the ties thnt bound theln together in great love and affection.

'Typical of the advice that Milton gave his children is a quotation
£roln a letter that he \vrote his daughter Kate from St. Paul,
IVlinnesota, May 30, 1888: "... I aln especially anxious that you
cultivate modest and feminine manners and control your temper;
for tenlper is a hard Inaster." No one could ever claim that Bishop
vVright lost his temper, even in thick of debate and accusations.
I-Ie \vas kno\vn as a strong and trusted leader. All who knew hiln
recognized a n1an of deep convictions who had little sympathy for
those \vhom he regarded as willing to sacrifice principles for ex­
pediency.


