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H arrison  M ayes in  h is  w o rk sh o p . T h ese  are som e o f  th e  sign s he
P H O T O S  B Y  B A R N E Y  C O W H E R D

is w o rk in g  on  to  d is tr ib u te  ab ou t. N o te  that n o t a ll  o f  th e  sign s are in  E n g lish .

The Man Behind the Signs
H arrison M ayes o f  M iddlesboro  
has sp en t h is l ife  in  p lan tin g  
relig io u s w ords a lo n g  highw ays

B y D E A N  C A D L E

C lyd e  M ayes, 11, o n e  o f th e  M ayes' fo u r  ch ild r e n ,  
stan d s b es id e  a sign  set in  fron t o f  th e ir  h om e.

A  FEW  y ea rs  ago, a m an  dem olished  h is c a r  an d  
in ju re d  h im se lf w h en  he d ro v e  o ver an  em ­
b an k m en t. He h ad  b een  try in g  to  d riv e  an d  at 

th e  sam e tim e  rea d  a sign above a n  u n d e rp ass  in th e  
V irg in ia  m o un ta ins. T h e  sign  read :

P R E P A R E  TO  M EET GO D.”
T h e  sign, a n d  h u n d red s  like  it a ll o ver th e  U n ited  

S ta tes, w as th e  w ork  of a sm all, sa n d y -h a ire d , coal 
m in e r n am ed  H arriso n  M ayes, of M iddlesboro , Ky. 
F o r 30 y ea rs  now , M ayes has  b een  ca rry in g  on w h a t 
he considers h is  ev angelistic  w ork . T he  5 0 -y ear-o ld  
coal m i n e r  h as becom e a  f a m i l i a r  fig u re  in  th e  tow ns 
an d  hollow s of th e  C u m b erlan d  M ountains. B u t th a t  
reg io n  is on ly  h is  w orkshop , so to  speak . T he  re su lts  
of h is  w o rk  m ay  be found  in  th e  m ost o bscure  co rn e r 
of th e  w orld . S tre tc h ed  o v e rh ead  across a ju n g le  p a th  
in  th e  in te r io r  of A frica , fo r in stance, one m ay  com e 
upon an  o il-c lo th  sign  in  n a tiv e  d ialec t read in g , “Je su s  
Is C om ing.” O r a beachcom ber on th e  coast of B orneo 
m ay  fin d  w ashed  ash o re  a h a lf -p in t  w h isk y  b o ttle  w ith  
a c a rd  in sid e  te llin g  h im  also  th a t  Je su s  is com ing and  
th a t  he shou ld  th e re fo re  p rep a re  to  m eet God.

M ayes began  h is evan g elism  w h en  he w as 20. F ive 
y ea rs  e a rl ie r  he s ta r te d  w ork in g  as a coal d igger a t

F o rk  R idge, Tenn.. loca ted  in  one of th e  sev era l hollow s 
th a t  lea d  sp o k e-lik e  in to  th e  h ills  o u t of M iddlesboro. 
T he  son of devou t paren ts , he  w as e a rly  fasc in ated  by 
th e  idea of becom ing a m issionary . H ow ever, he  had  
h ad  p rac tica lly  no fo rm al education , an d  w as needed  
a t hom e to  he lp  su p p o rt a large  fam ily . He rea lized  he 
w ould  h av e  to  f in d  som e less ex actin g  m eans of tea c h ­
ing th e  B ible to  n o nrelig ious people. H is an sw er cam e 
one d ay  w h en  he rea d  in  a  c h u rch  m agazine th a t 
m illions of people do not go to  c h u rc h  o r read  the  
Bible. H e decided  th en  th a t  he  w ould  tak e  relig ious 
rem in d ers  to  those  peop le  by  m eans of “serm ons” of 
h is ow n. He b ough t a b ucke t of red  p a in t an d  began 
le tte rin g  h is pleas an d  adm o n itio n s  n e a r  m ine e n ­
tran ces. on  th e  faces of m o u n ta in  c liffs  an d  beside foo t­
p a th s  th a t  crossed  th e  m oun ta ins. Soon he changed  to 
c a rd b o a rd  and  to  wooden p lanks, an d  a few  y ears  la te r  
began  m ak ing  w ooden crosses w hich  he posted  along 
h ig h w ay s in  K en tu ck y , T ennessee an d  V irg in ia

ITH IN  a  few  y ears, h is  w o rk  w as b eg inn ing  to  a t ­
tra c t  a tten tio n . M ayes began  rece iv in g  sm all am ounts 
of m oney fro m  neig h b o rs  an d  th ro u g h  th e  m ail. T he 
m in ing  com pany gave h im  a p a rtia lly  destro y ed  tw o- 
room  house to  use as a w orkshop. T he  com pany  also 
ag reed  to  le t him  m ark  th e  ca rs  he loaded  w ith  an  
e x tra  n u m b er  o th er th a n  h is own. T hese n u m b ers  
a re  used  to  check  each  m in e r’s loadings. M ayes uses 
th e  second n um ber, th e  one he calls  h is “serm on n u m ­
b e r,” w h en  he w orks on  S a tu rd a y s  an d  holidays, and  
uses th e  proceeds to  pay  for h is signs. O ccasionally  his 
frien d s  w ill let h im  p u t h is  “serm on  n u m b er” on ca rs  
th ey  loaded. C o n tin u ed  on  fo llo w in g  p a g e»

S
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Maves* h om e is b u ilt  in  th e  sh ap e o f  a cross, and carries th e  m essage on  to p . “Jesu s Saves,** for th e  
b e n e fit  o f  p eo p le  in a irp lan es. Crosses a lso  d eco ra te  th e  h ou se , as can be seen  in p h o to  b e low .

W hisky bottles are used  
to spread the word, too

In  th e  las t 10 years  M ayes has tak en  tw o trip s  to  
Texas, by  d iffe ren t routes. Each tim e he loaded  a  tru c k  
w ith  crosses and  w as accom panied  by  a  group of 
neighbors. T hey  a ssisted  h im  in  posting th e  crosses.

These relig ious signs, p a in ted  in  red  on w hite  crosses 
or on b a rn s  an d  o th er build ings, m ay  be seen in  a ll 
48 sta tes. M ayes says he has posted  m ore th an  2,000 in  
25 sta te s  him self. In  th e  o th er s ta te s  th ey  have been 
posted  by  m in iste rs  to  w hom  M ayes has sh ipped them , 
and  by  trav e lin g  friends.

D uring  th e  w a r M ayes’ coal-d igging  w age increased  
su ffic ien tly  to  a llow  him  to begin  m ak ing  concrete  
crosses on w hich  h is m essages a re  engraved . Each 
cross is m ore th an  10 fee t high, w eighs abou t 1,800 
pounds, and  costs $15. H e has e rec ted  80 along th e  
h ighw ays and  six  m o un ta in  s ta tes and  p lans to rep lace  
some of h is w ooden crosses in  o th er s ta tes  as fas t as 
h is finances w ill p erm it.

M ayes also sp read s  th e  w ord  v ia  w hisky  bottles. 
The s to ry  is to ld  abou t a househo lder in M iddlesboro 
w ho saw  M ayes pick ing  up  w hisky  bo ttles he had  
th ro w n  aw ay. W hen he asked  w hy, M ayes rep lied :

“You tak e  ou t th e  sp irits , b ro th er, a n d  I p u t in  th e  
W ord.”

M n  A H A L F -P IN T  w hisky  bottle, M ayes p laces a sm all 
card , on each  side of w hich  is a  red  cross b earin g  one 
of h is fav o rite  serm ons: “Jesu s  Is Com ing Soon; G et 
R eady,” and  “P re p a re  to M eet God.” T he tw o m essages 
a re  p rin te d  in  n ine languages o th er th an  E nglish— 
G erm an, Ita lian , F rench , Spanish , G reek , Chinese, 
Jap an ese . A ssyrian  and  Y iddish. O n each side of th e  
card  is h is nam e an d  address, a n u m b er he has  a s ­
signed th e  card , th e  m onth  an d  p lace w h ere  th e  bo ttle  
is th ro w n  in  th e  w ater, and  th is  note: “J u s t  to  see 
w h ere  th is  bo ttle  w ill go, I w ou ld  like  to  h av e  each  
one w ho finds an d  read s  it to  th ro w  it back  in to  th e  
w a te r  and  w rite  m e a postal ca rd  sta tin g  w h en  an d  
w h ere  you found an d  rea d  th is  m essage.”

These corked  b o ttles h av e  been  th ro w n  in to  th e  
A tlan tic, th e  Pacific, th e  G rea t L akes an d  in to  every

M ayes ca lls  h is h o m e th e  “ A ir Castle.** T h e  in it ia ls  P .A .E . 
h e ca lls  h is sacred nam e, w h ich  h e  refuses to  m ake p u b lic .

6 THE C O UR IER -JO U RN AL M A G A Z IN E

M ayes is n ow  m ak in g  con crete  crosses 12 to  15 feet h ig h , w e ig h in g  1.800 p ou n d s ea ch , 
w h ich  h e  h o p es to  post in  ev ery  state in  th e  u n ion . H ere h e pours th e  co n crete  in  a form .
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H igh  on  a m o u n ta in sid e  o v er lo o k in g  M id d lesb oro  is a 140-foot h ig h  sign  illum inate*] w ith  e lec tr ic  lig h ts . M ayes pays for th e e lec tr ic  h ill  h im self.

M ayes denies being a religious crank; all he is doing is advertising religion, he says

I  THE CO UR IER  JO U R N A L  M A G A Z IN E

T h ere  is a m useu m  in  th e  liv in g  room  o f  th e M ayes h om e co n ta in in g  ex h ib its  o f  w h at is  good  and w h at  
is e v il . T h is  is part o f  th e  e v il  goods— d ice, card s, liq u o r , a slot m a ch in e , tob acco  and such.

looks in to  th e  h ea rt, not on th e  outside, of m an. His 
coal-m ine he lm et has th e  legend “P re p a re  to M eet 
G od” on one side, an d  “Jesu s  Is Com ing Soon” on th e  
o ther.

M  HERE is m uch sym bolism  abou t h is  house. T he 
gateposts and  th e  co rn e r posts—th ere  a re  12 of them  
on th e  b a rb e d -w ire  fence su rro u n d in g  th e  house— each 
b ea rs  th e  n am e of one p a tr ia rc h  (a  son of Jaco b ) and  
of one apostle. A ll these  posts a re  of concrete  except 
th e  one b ea rin g  Ju d a s ’ nam e. T h a t is only  a  rough 
wooden post, an d  to  p u t him  fu r th e r  in h is p lace, 
M ayes has d riv en  horseshoe na ils  in to  it.

The o th er fence posts a re  wood, in  th e  form  of 
crosses, each b ea rin g  some relig ious o r m ora l ad m o n i­
tion.

T he knob of th e  f ro n t door is covered w ith  a 
h e a rt-sh ap ed  box bearing  the  inscrip tion , “Notice, Open 
to  God Y our H ea rt an d  Say . . .” and  w hen one opens 
the  h inged  cover, inside is th e  knob p lus th e  res t of the  
inscrip tion  “ . . . Je su s  Save Me.”

The M ayeses have  m ailed  th e ir  bo ttle -co n tain ed  
m essages all over th e  w orld, b u t so far, th ey  said, th ey  
have  not been  ab le  to b reak  th ro u g h  th e  I ro n  C urtain . 
“I guess w e w ill h av e  to  float them  in,” M ayes r e ­
m arked . T hey m ailed  fo u r to  th e  postm aste r a t I s ta n ­
bul. ask ing  h im  to  th ro w  th em  in to  th e  Bosphorus, 
fo rge tting  th a t  th e  c u rre n t th e re  ru n s  aw ay  from  
R ussian  te rr ito ry , and  not to w ard  it. H ow ever, th e  
package w as re tu rn ed , p robab ly  because the  Istan b u l 
p ostm aste r could  not read  th e  T u rk ish  on th e  c a rd  
w hich  th ey  h ad  inscribed  w ith  th e  h e lp  of language 
ex p e rts  a t n ea rb y  L incoln M em orial U niversity . M rs. 
M ayes now  is p lan n in g  to  m ail som e to  V ienna in  the  
hopes th e  bo ttles  w ill be th ro w n  in to  the  D anube, w hich  
w ill c a rry  them  to w ard  R ussian te rr ito ry .

M any people in com m enting  on M ayes have  d is­
m issed his w o rk  b y  classify ing  it w ith  such  relig ious 
fana tic ism  of the  C u m b erlan d  M ountains as snake  
handling . I t  is tru e , he adm its, th a t  his w ork  m ay be 
re la ted  to th e  h y ste ria  of s tre e t-c o rn e r p reach ing  and  
tra v e lin g - te n t evangelism , b u t he says he  w ishes peo­
ple  w ou ldn’t  consider h im  a fanatic .

“ I’m  not a  c ra n k  a t a ll,” he says. “I t ’s ju s t  th a t  
I 'm  in te res ted  in  relig ion  an d  th a t I believe in a d v e r­
tising  it to  o th er people. I  do m y p reach ing  p re tty  
m uch like  som e people sell th e ir  goods. T h a t’s w h at 
you’ve got to  do to m ake people come a ro u n d  to  seeing 
th a t  relig ion  is a no rm al th ing , ju s t keep  te lling  them . 
A nd, b ro th e r, w hen  you come r ig h t dow n to  it. a m an  
needs relig ion  m ore th a n  he needs a pack  of c igare ttes 
o r  a  tu b e  of sh av in g  cream .”

ghoulish glee in  sp read in g  not a gospel o f peace and  
good will b u t a m essage su rch a rg ed  w ith  th e  sugges­
tio n  of v io lence a n d  d isas ter.”

V irg in ia  has  been  decided ly  m ore em phatic . T he 
sta te  has  a law  req u ir in g  th a t a ll signs along its h ig h ­
w ays—excep t those a d v e rtis in g  one’s p lace of business 
—be tagged w ith  a  license p late . C onsequen tly  tw o 
y ears  ago ro ad  o ffic ia ls  of th re e  coun ties p u lled  dow n 
39 crosses, h au led  th em  to  th e  s ta te  lin e  n e a r  C u m b er­
lan d  G ap, T enn. an d  sen t M ayes a b ill fo r $39. In  
o th er coun ties of th e  sta te , how ever, h is crosses a re  
still s tanding .

C o n trib u tio n s  to  M ayes’ w ork  have  been  sm all. He 
es tim ates  th a t he  has spen t close to  $50,000 th a t  “I  
h ave  dug  out of th a t  m ine up  th e re  on th e  m o u n ta in ­

side.” Also, he has recen tly  e rec ted  tw o  o th er r e ­
m inders of th e  c rucifix ion . On the  side of a m oun ta in  
overlooking  M iddlesboro  he has p laced  a 140-foot h igh 
cross of e lec tric  b u lbs th a t  a t n ig h t m ay be seen for 
sev era l m iles up  a hollow  th a t  is f illed  w ith  m ining  
cam ps, and  in  M iddlesboro he  h as  b u ilt  h im self a con­
c re te  b lock  hom e in th e  shape of a cross.

M ayes' house is b u ilt of concre te  blocks th a t he 
m ade him self. Each b lock has th e  form  of a cross 
su n k en  in to  it. M ayes calls  his house th e  A ir Castle, 
and  a t th e  peak  of th e  roof in  fro n t th e re  is a sign 
w ith  th e  in itia ls  “P .A .E .” These in itia ls, he says, m ake 
up h is "sacred ” nam e, w hich  w ill be revea led  only 
a fte r  h is  death .

H e seldom  ap p ears  d ressed  up, say ing  th a t  God
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