'We've arrived'
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A 1956 telegram heralds dawning of missionary work in Chile 

By Jason Swensen
Church News staff writer 
    SOUTH JORDAN, Utah — In late June of 1956, a telegram arrived in the office of the Argentine Mission. The missive was sent by Elder Verle M. Allred in Santiago, Chile, and included the words many had been waiting to hear: Llegamos bien — "We've arrived safely."
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Verle M. Allred, at left, stands with Billie F. Fotheringham at Chile mission reunion fireside.
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   That simple dispatch was layered in meaning. Initially, it announced the anticipated arrival of Elder Allred and his junior companion, Elder Joseph C. Bentley, at their new mission assignment in the Chilean capital. But history would also recognize in that telegram the formal beginnings of the Church in a South American nation where some 539,000 members now call home.

   A half century has passed since Elder Allred and Elder Bentley were assigned to be the first missionaries to walk Santiago's streets, teaching Chileans the gospel and inviting them to be baptized. Thousands more missionaries would follow. Today there are nine missions operating in Chile.

   Folks from that first generation of missionaries in Chile gathered Aug. 19 at the South Jordan Utah Stake Center to celebrate the 50th anniversary of missionary work in Chile. Many who planted the gospel's first seeds in Chile decades ago participated in the reunion — including Elder Allred and Elder Bentley.

   Elder Allred was serving in Argentina when he learned he and Elder Bentley would open Chile for missionary work. News of the transfer both humbled and intrigued the young elder. "I didn't know whether to laugh or cry."

   At the reunion, Elder Allred recalled the adventuresome flight from Argentina to Chile through the Andes. The companionship was met at the airport in Santiago by a smiling young man named Billie F. Fotheringham. A former missionary to Argentina, Brother Fotheringham had been instrumental in bringing LDS missionaries to Chile. He and his Argentine wife, Yolanda, had arrived in Santiago four years earlier after accepting a local position with Eastman Kodak. Thanks largely to the Fotheringham's ongoing communications with Church leaders, the path was paved for missionary work to begin. Brother Fotheringham was also instrumental in securing government recognition of the Church in Chile and in purchasing the Church's first property there.
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1981 photo shows President Spencer W. Kimball meeting Ricardo S. Garcia, and his wife, Perla Garcia.
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   "What a blessing it was to participate in the beginnings (of the Church) in Chile," said the still spry Brother Fotheringham at the Aug. 19 reunion.

   Just days after Elder Allred and Elder Bentley's arrival in Chile, Elder Henry D. Moyle of the Quorum of the Twelve traveled to Santiago to organize the nation's first branch at a July 5 meeting held in the Fotheringham home. Brother Fotheringham was called as branch president. Among those who attended that tiny gathering was Amy Y. Valentine, wife of Argentine Mission President Lee B. Valentine. During her comments at the reunion, Sister Valentine said Elder Moyle promised during his Santiago visit that Chile would one day have hundreds of thousands of members. "I have enjoyed seeing the fulfillment of Elder Moyle's prophetic words about Chile," she said.

   Elder Bentley remembered the Chilean people being immediately open to their message. During those initial days in Santiago, he and Elder Allred were invited inside many of the homes they visited. Counted among their contacts was Ricardo S. Garcia, a humble man who would become Chile's first convert baptism.

   "Brother Garcia and his family....became great leaders of the Church in Chile," Elder Bentley said.

   Also participating in the 50-year reunion was Lorin N. Pace, an American attorney who replaced President Valentine in the Argentine Mission, along with Opal M. Atwood Clarke and Hope Kohler Mortensen — the first sister missionaries assigned to Chile.

   "I saw the morning break in Chile," said President Pace. "Chile was ready. The preparation in the hearts of the people of Chile was ready."

   Some 200 people attended the reunion. Many brought scrapbooks, photos and other cherished mementos from those early days of missionary work in Chile. A cultural program featuring Chilean dancers concluded the daylong reunion activities. 
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Chilean women don costumes to perform Andean folk dance at the Aug. 19 reunion commemorating 50 years of missionary work in Chile.
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Waiting in cold rain up to three hours, 6,000 members attend temple groundbreaking in 1981.
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