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Bunk Foset The Great Fire

INTRODUCTION

Culture is the overflow of human imagination - Greek Proverb
Art throughout history has at least
been, in the minds of its creators, utilitarian. To
our ancient ancestors’ art was considered a
matter of life or death. The Hopi Indians
believed that if they did not perform the Sun
Ritual dance, the sun would literally not rise in
the morning. Whereas the Greeks believed
their temperamental gods could be swayed by
the creation of temples or a particularly fine
statue.
The artists represented here are not
supported by such a culture nor does their
culture supply a recognizable set of symbolic
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forms for the artist to use for their
expression.
Their attempts to make into form
what was urgently inside of them made
them into outcasts. Why did they make their
work? Who did they make their work for?
My work at The Alabama Department of
Folklore and Culture has not been to try to
answer these thorny questions but rather
preserve and present the works of these men
and women who I believe want nothing
more than to reach out and be understood.

Introduction to Cholula and the Face of God Church
We in the south are a practical people when we speak of

culture we mean work, family, and God. Traditionally our
culture has only allowed in our religious lives, flights of the
imagination. But by the very definition of fundamentalism,
namely a literal translation of the Bible, those teachings have
become cold and devitalized, but by blocking this flow, it often
surfaces elsewhere often with tragic results.
The four stories I present here occurred at a time very
different from our own. At the beginning of the last century,
people such as Freud, Jung, Madame Blavatsky, Einstein and
the Surrealists all vied to define an increasingly uncertain sense
of our place in the world. In short, there was a belief that the
contradictions of science and religion could be reconciled. Jung's
fascination with Cholula is well known, but Cholula's tragic fate
convinced Jung and others that religion and science were
pursuits best left separate. It was a time when reason was
thought to have the power to free people of their superstitious
nature, but it soon became apparent reason could be used as a
tool to justify just about anything. Cholula saw men's lives and
increasingly the men themselves in symbolic form with himself
as puppeteer setting them on various trajectories. The three men
Lowery, Beachwood, Foset, found themselves expelled from the
church on trajectories not of their choosing yet each faced their
fate bravely. In viewing the work contained in this volume, it is
important to remember the artwork that ensued must be
considered part of Cholula’s trajectory as well.
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Forward
I trace my interest in the power of
art to my Uncle, Max Edwards. He was a
man very familiar to me, but as I grew
older, I realized I did not know him very
well. He was stationed in Germany at the
end of World War II. There were still
pockets of resistance and booby traps were
a real danger. He never talked about these
experiences except perhaps to his fellow
Veterans at the VFW, which I visited after
he died. In all, they were a silent bunch.
There were family stories such as how the
Germans set wires across the road at neck
height for the allies Jeeps. Were they true,
I never felt comfortable asking.
My Aunt gave me his drawings
after he died. She said they kept his bad
memories away. Apparently, he never
talked about the war to her either, but she
recognized his black moods as the
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surfacing of these memories. His
drawings, of which there are only a few
remaining, depict a particular scene,
that of a ruin or the remains of a city. I
have shown the drawings to the Vets,
and they say it could be anywhere. The
undercurrent
during
my
brief
conversations with the Vets seemed to
be why I was prying into such personal
business, but am I? Why did he leave
these messages, and for who they were
intended is unclear. The question of who
artists are making their artwork for and
what do they wish regarding their
privacy and what do they wish for
regarding the fate of their work, are
questions that both inspire me and
frustrate me in the work that I have set
out to accomplish.
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CHOLULA
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Cholula
Much has been written about the
notorious Reverend Cholula making him a
virtual celebrity. Though his story is well
known the role of his artwork in that story
remains largely forgotten. Art was always a part
of Cholula's life. Early on he said it helped him
forget his problems. Later, he used his work to
bring out latent, half-glimpsed ideas and in the
end Cholula claimed he was channeling divine
forces. Nevertheless, the subject of his art
remained the same, specifically, the work of
Dante. The reason for Cholula’s fixation on
Dante lies in Cholula's philosophy. Though
Cholula’s outlook became more extreme it
remained firmly rooted in Dante’s symbolic
world.
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There is the early Cholula and the late.
The early is the evangelical who left medical
school and a promising future for his faith. The
late is the charismatic sadistic preacher he is
remembered as today. Although he made
images all his life, overtime the story of why
and how grows increasingly grandiose. I will
address the late Cholula soon enough, but it is
important not to lose sight of the beginning.
There are no records of Cholula's early
years. It is rumored his real name was Morgan
Williams and that he was born somewhere
around 1900.
At around age 16, Morgan's
father died in WW1 and in her grief, his mother
took her own life; leaving the young Morgan on
his own. It was said he took the name Cholula
from a bottle of hot sauce in a diner and moved
on to his new life. Such events were not
uncommon in the 1920s, and the fact that there
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are no records of Cholula's early life was not
unusual in that part of the country where
midwives, not doctors delivered babies. The
first reliable records of the man known as
Morgan Cholula are from his enrollment at the
Yale School of Medicine in 1926. The decade of
1915 to 1925, when he would have been
approximately age 15 to 25, remains a mystery.
The Great Depression hit Sand
Mountain Alabama hard. Since many farm
families lived on the brink of starvation and
bankruptcy during the good years the depression
forced them to focus on long-term survival.
Farmers ate less meat and more beans and corn
and wore clothes made of burlap and fertilizer
sacks. Unable to make a living on cotton, some
farmers left to find work in the cities. Others
fell deeper into debt. That Cholula built a
healthy, growing Christian community that was
by all accounts was an idyllic place situated in a
lawless county, is undoubtedly a testament to
his tenacity.
What changed for Cholula? I believe the
seeds of his downfall came not from him, but
from his followers. These devotees wanted not
just to live in a Christian community but be
God's chosen ones. Cholula was a learned man
and understanding this need his followers had
for four self-importance often came across as
quite cynical. Somewhere along the way either
he started to embrace his follower's adulation or
his feelings about them became much darker.
Cholula's relationship with his followers is
essential in understanding his narrative,
authenticity, and grandiosity. Did he believe in
his divinity or not? One thing is certain, the
more he embraced his role as a Messiah, the
more the people loved him, and the larger his
flock grew.

The experience of going from the
prestigious Yale School of Medicine to
depression-era Alabama must have been a
bewildering experience for him. He often
described himself as Dante’s Virgil viewing the
wretched. With a combination of health care,
organization of labor and a "born again"
approach, he was able to accomplish much in a
few short years, and the Church's community
became the virtual hub of Sand Mountain.
With the help of former deputy Bunk Foset,
Cholula gained the support of law enforcement
and politicians, not just on a regional level but
a national level as well. Making it a golden age
for the Face of God Church.
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The world changed as the economy
began to grow again. People started to learn
more about the world; even the government
stepped up with Roosevelt's New Deal. In
short, the need for the paternal role the Face of
God Church played in society was diminishing
every year. The size of the congregation
eventually shrunk from three communities
comprising 1100 souls to one community of
300 to 400. Essentially once the larger society
began to provide for the people’s needs, the
Face of God Church lost its purpose and was
largely left on its own.
There is no reliable reported history of
the church from this period. There is no record
of Cholula making his book or the drawings
contained therein and no record of his
application of the book’s principles to the
community. When the Church resurfaced again,
all these things were a reality, and Cholula was
the frightening, intimidating, publicity-seeking
figure that the world identifies him as today.
Cholula's confidence became absolute at this

time. He claimed he traveled through Hell,
given a tour by his late father; a present
occupant. I will now recount one incident that
I believe illustrates the omnipotent power that
his confidence gave him and the effect it had
on those around him.
About six months before the fire, a
group of concerned relatives enlisted the aid
of Walter Numby, a pugnacious journalist
from the New York Times, to confront Cholula
and find out if any of the alarming rumors
such as children being blinded, unnecessary
surgeries and other abuses coming out of the
church were true. I've spoken to the nowretired Mr. Numby, and he remembers the
incident well. Here is Mr. Numby recounting
to me the meeting he had with Cholula.

"I met Cholula at a local diner. I
expected him to make a grand entrance, but he
was just sitting there, a little better dressed
than the average customer, but not by much.
He apparently knew what I looked like and socalled me over. We made small talk, how was
my trip? What did I think of the country? He
really seemed quite charming. We ordered
eggs, and Cholula laughingly insisted I order a
biscuit and grits as well. The plates arrived
and without a word everyone, maybe 25 or 30
people including the kitchen staff got up and
left. It was only then that I noticed all the
shades were closed. Suddenly he didn't seem
so charming. He picked up my coffee cup. It
was a regular paper cup, about 8 inches tall.
With his fingernail, which I now noticed was
unusually long, he used the dregs of his coffee,
to paint, I don't know what, a serpent-like
creature. Next, he handed the cup back to me
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and said, I can still hear his voice, "you seem
nervous, you can leave, or you can stay, and I
will answer all of your questions." Let me be
clear there was no physical threat, but every
fiber of my being told me I didn't want anything
to do with this man. I left. I told my editors that
Cholula was uncooperative and that I saw no
point in continuing the story, but at the time I
just wanted to get out. Maybe if I had stayed.
After all, I was an important, big city reporter
and he was just some hick. I'm ashamed
whenever I think about it, and I often do. I would
do it again; I'd leave. I would do it in a heartbeat.
Take a look at the cup; sometimes I think I
understand it sometimes I don't but at the time,
well.”
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“It's not as rare as you might think to find a
literate man in the south. What is truly rare,
unheard of really, is to find a man who takes
another man's opinion of what he has just
read, over his own."
Foset speaking about his time with
Cholula.
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Cholula's stated aim was to improve
mankind, specifically his congregation or "his
flock" as Lowry, his head of the church's
family life, called them. He found many of his
followers' sins unremarkable, usually merely
due to ignorance and impulsiveness, yet when
they were remedied, and the person was given
some responsibility, they went on to develop
new sins. What struck Cholula was the man
who once beat his wife now had become a
thief or a hoarder. Was the man following a
pattern? Was there a hidden yet predictable
development of his or her sins?
As time wore on Cholula rejected the
familiar "hate the sin, love the sinner." He
believed the hatred of one's self propelled man
to change. The self and the sin were tied
together in such a way that the sin defined the
person. The implications of these beliefs, no
one could imagine.

Cholula concluded that the progression
of the individual being released from their sins
followed a pattern or hierarchy of sins.
Individuals released from simple sins, such as
gluttony showed little increase in their
connection to god, yet the person who was
freed from a much greater sin such as abusing
his children, showed real remorse and a much
more significant connection to the divine, a
sort of prodigal son effect. Without irony,
Cholula believed himself to have come to the
end of that hierarchy. He alone occupied the
34th or lowest circle of his map of the
progression of sins. possessing only one sin,
pride. The opposite was a man named Bunk
Foset, a brutish drunk willing to lie for a free
meal; these being mundane or "high" sins. The
question was how to get Foset to the place
where Cholula was in his submission and
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relationship with God. What Cholula the
rational man needed was a map, or as he came
to call it, a road map of the soul.
Cholula’s roadmap was inspired, by
Dante's structural system of Hell. That
roadmap consisted of an upside-down cone of
circles, 34 in total. Cholula was a learned
man, and contrary to popular belief didn't
want to impose a medieval philosophy upon
his flock. Nevertheless, he found Dante’s
archetypal imagery attractive and of the sort
his flock would relate to. He presented his
concept of moving through sins as a method
of spiritual development. He presented his
ideas as a third book of the Bible, with his
own illustrations. Cholula hand-printed his
etchings and produced a few copies of this
bible with an antique letterpress. How many
were produced is not known, presumably not
many due to the laboriousness of his
technique. As of this date, we have none. But
we do have the etchings as well as dozens of
the sketches he made. Unlike most
illustrations of Dante's Inferno, there is no
witness, no Virgil, the viewer is meant to view
the scene themselves. There is an emphasis on
architecture which we know stands for
structure and order in Cholula's theology.
Cholula thought the illustrations could be
instructive in themselves and he encouraged
the advanced members of the church or "the
descended" to make their own. He considered
his illustrating Dante a meditation and thus the
project was open-ended, never to be finished.
It was around this time, about two
years before the fire, that the Church went
dark and withdrew into itself. Cholula grew
increasingly paranoid. He started nearly
nightly emergency drills and fortifying the

compound in increasingly military fashion. He
set up loudspeakers around the camp preaching
his strange theology for days on end. It soon
became impossible for the authorities to ignore
and so with the aid of insiders, namely his third
in command, Buddy Lowery, a raid was
scheduled for July 3, 1937.
The raid took place in the early morning,
but by the time police got to the camp, it was
too late. Cholula had been tipped off to the raid
by his contacts in the police and ordered the
camp, and apparently, everyone in it set ablaze.
Nothing remained after the fire, but a picture of
what the church had become was to be found in
the mines. To call Alquea Caverns a mine is
misleading. It was a natural cave system that in
its long history, was used by the Indians and by
soldiers for storing supplies during the Civil
War in which over one hundred steps were
carved into the shaft meaning down to an
underground lake. It was a remarkable natural
wonder that had a brief life as a tourist site until
the rigor of the dissent and accent proved
prohibitive.
The last person to escape the church fled
16 months before the fire. He spoke of an
increasingly agitated Cholula. Cholula was
becoming deeply frustrated by his failing
theories of spiritual development and took
increasingly desperate measures to salvage
them. He spoke of Cholula trying to weigh the
soul, of Cholula's belief in finding the soul's
location in the Pineal gland, and of his attempts
through surgery to remove or free the soul.
Cholula was trying to create a new race of man
without sin. He was trying to rebirth the soul by
erasing memories altogether and attempting to
change the personality of the individual. It may
seem unbelievable that Cholula was allowed by
the authorities to continue, but it has to be
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remembered that Cholula was supported by
the police, regional and even national
government officials who aiming not to seem
anti-church, bargained he would straighten
out or at least disappear. Cholula did
disappear on a sweltering July day, taking
over 400 of his followers with him.

Some of the events I now lay out are
conjecture, but the basic facts are clear.
Cholula had a second site at Alquea Caverns.
How extensive will never be known, but the
fortifications in the entryway were
impressive. Cholula led his followers, down
the steps into the Alquea Caves and two
guards dynamited the shaft, sealing them in
forever or if you prefer sealing the outside
world out. The entryway suffered massive
damage, and both guards were killed. Those
guards had been blinded, apparently in
preparation for a life spent in the dark. The
blast occurred several hours after the fire so
Cholula and his flock could watch as their
former life disappeared. It was not until days
later when no bodies were found in the
charred remains of the compound that
searchers thought to look at the cave. There
is no proof that Cholula is dead but
Beechwood believes he entered the cave and
he and his followers still live on in the dark,
eating the albino fish from the underground
lake and mushrooms they cultivate in great
numbers, and really where would such a man
go? The cave was permanently sealed off in
the 1940s, but its location is well known, and
the superstitious still claim they can hear the
rumblings of Cholula and his followers from
under the earth.
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I have written 34 pages here, a
number of great significances in Cholula’s
theology. There were 34 circles in Cholula’s
architectural framework of hell and the 34th
circle was the lowest of those circles with
Cholula being its lone occupant. A
coincidence, maybe or was Cholula's story
still working on my unconscious. Even me
noticing this speaks volumes about the time
I’ve spent thinking about this man and his
artwork. It's not a feeling of God or even the
occult he inspires in me, but rather a cold
feeling that the universe is broader and
subtler than we like to believe and that
somehow Cholula tapped into that expanse.

Note on the captions
Interpreting Cholula is often a matter of
speculation. Cholula released the illustrations
for his Bible but reserved the accompanying
text for the initiated. There are notes from
former members of Cholula's congregation,
some insightful, some clearly fraudulent.
There are also Cholula's own titles to the
images and how they fit or don't correspond
to Dante's Cantos. Through these sources I
have glimpsed an impression of the image's
meaning, nevertheless, I have by necessity
been forced to do as Cholula suggested. Live
with the images till their meanings suggest
themselves.The images shown are digital
prints of the original etchings.The size of his
etchings never varied; all the prints are 10 x
10".

1 The Dark Woods
The dark woods is portrayed as vast space. Man's place in the starry void is small and
uncertain
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2 The Entrance into Hell
Death looms over the entrance to hell, an aged ruin where the city burns with a fire
that illuminates the whole scene.
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3 The River Styx
An uncountable crowd swarms upon the riverbank. The wall in the distance is lined
with towers of fire. Unable to retreat the crowd pushes forward.
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4 Limbo
A ruined vastness filled with cities and fortifications. A lifeless stasis pervades the
whole vista.
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5 The Lustful
A windswept woman blows endlessly through space. She is pushed and pulled so
that all control is lost.
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6 Cerberus or the Gluttonous
Cerberus rages madly about, insane with hunger, he can find no satisfaction.
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7 Plutus
Plutus sits upon a pile of gold. Having no use for his treasure, he lives only to possess
what others do not.

19

8 The Signal Tower
A burst of fire erupts from the tower that borders the true entrance to hell. Its purpose
is to signal the pilgrims upon the Styx and is it a warning to the lost.
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9 The Harpy
Ghostly in appearance, the harpy reproaches those who have crossed the gate into
hell, too late, too late.
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10 The Firey Shade
Still filled with pride, the flaming shade tells his story. When all is lost what
difference could his words make.
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11 Dis
Huge flames shoot out of a smokestack in the city of Dis. What fuels such power?
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12 The Minotaur's Cave
The Minotaur's Cave is filled with the bones of the unfortunate. Although the
Minotaur's range is unbound it has no goals or purpose.
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13 The Suicides
Unable to bear the life given to them, the shades become trees, destined to spend
eternity reaching out to others just out of reach.
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14 The Burning dessert
The clouds burst forth with fire. The heat is unbearable.
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15 The Rain of fire
Those who would trespass God's law eternally suffer a parched existence upon the
fiery desert, cut off from God's life-giving waters.
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16 The Great Falls
The river Styx plunges dizzyingly over the cliff. Here marks a hell deeper and more
impenetrable than what has come before.
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17 Geryon
A sash marks the call to Geryon below. Who would have the hubris to call upon such
a beast?
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18 The Trenches
The orderly construction of hell is an illusion. The ambitious towers created by man
out of malice, eventually become a lifeless ruin.
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19 The Abusive Clergy
A field of people inverted in pits with their feet ablaze, they are forced to admit an
unwanted truth.
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20 The Fortune Teller
Enchanting those foolish enough to listen, the fortuneteller's head is turned backward
upon her body. Her predictions become self-fulfilling prophecy mistaking the nature of
cause and effect.
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21 The Corrupt
Winged demons survey their domain. Like hawks, they search for those who dare to
lift their heads from the hot tar ocean.
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22 The Corrupt
With their great hooked staffs, the demons fish the cheaters out of the tar. Ripping them
to shreds only to regrow their bodies and repeat the process again and again.
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23 The Hypocrites
Their numbers seem infinite. Forced to wear cloaks of lead the hypocrites move so
slowly their progress is negligible.
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24 The Thieves
Unified only by malice and savagery the thieves steal their humanity form from one
another.
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25 The Furnace

What is welded upon the forge cannot be undone
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26 The Evil Counselors
The evil counselors are wise and their arguments reasonable. Yet paradoxically
nothing good comes from their efforts. As they give their speeches they burn with
the fury of their rhetoric.
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27 The Warmonger
The city is ablaze. So much effort has gone into the creation creation of the city to be
lost so casually. Who profits from the results of warfare and can humanity survive
the hardships it creates?
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28 The Heretic
The disembodied head of the heretic explains what is true and false. His oratory
benefiting only himself, his disembodiment severs him from his fellow souls.
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29 The Narcissist

Although possessing a minor ailment compared to the misfortunes of his fellow
occupants of hell, the narcissist can think of nothing but his own discomfort.
Scratching and scratching turning a minor condition into a serious one.
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30 Myra
Myra stares unwaveringly into the distance. Lost in regret for her actions, yet too
proud to repent.
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31 The Giants
Imprisoned by chains that have long rusted into rock the Giants will never again to
dominate the earth. Their hubris and ambitions were so great, the earth itself has been
forced to restrain them.
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32 The Betrayers
Frozen in place by cold and calculated deeds, the betrayers human shape is
almost unrecognizable.
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33 The Deep tower
An aqueduct carries the remaining water of the river Styx into deeper into frozen
hell. Fires atop the tower are needed to keep the water from freezing all together
and stopping the flow.
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34 Satin
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34 Satan
Three-headed, the Lord of hell is frozen solid
up to his shoulders. He gnaws endlessly upon
the three who betrayed him. His hatred for
those three creates a fire that is all that keeps
Hell from freezing entirely. It is difficult not to
speculate that Cholula is symbolized here by
Satan and the three betrayers are Foset,
Beachwood, and Lowery.Cholula blamed his
three officers for the failure of the church and
its project of spiritual ascension and it is not
hard to speculate upon those qualities that
must have most frustrated Cholula about these
men. Namely Lowery's overly compassionate
self-sacrificing
sarcastic
pretentious

nature

nature,
and

nature.

Foset's

flippant,

Beachwood's

When

seen

aloof
through

Cholula's eyes, the flaws of these men must
have been seen as a form of cowardice. My
belief is that Cholula's philosophy degraded
into a form of solipsism,* where he saw the
church members as various components of
himself to be manipulated as he desired. The
three men who escaped from the church were
not being set free but being cast out from
Cholula and the congregation which he now
viewed as a single unified entity.In Cholula's
mind the three

men were a sickness not

deserving of the privilege of accompanying
Cholula into the mines.

*Solipsism is the position in Metaphysics and
Epistemology that the mind is the only thing
that can be known to exist and that knowledge
of anything outside the mind is unjustified.
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