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Class One 
 

The Founding, Activities, and Summary of 
the Original A. A. “Christian Fellowship” Program 

(Founded on June 10, 1935, in Akron, Ohio) 
 

Part One 
 

How the First Three A.A. Members Got Sober and Were Cured 
 

A.A. Number One (Bill W.) 
 

 Learned as a child that his paternal grandfather, William C. (“Willie”) Wilson, was cured 
of alcoholism by a conversion in Vermont. 

 
 Received a Christian upbringing and training in the Congregational Churches at East 

Dorset, Vermont, and at Manchester, Vermont. Studied the Bible and took a four-year 
Bible course at Burr and Burton Academy where he attended daily chapel and weekly 
church services and became YMCA president. 

 
 Years later was told on his third visit to Towns Hospital by his psychiatrist, Dr. William 

D. Silkworth, that Jesus Christ, the Great Physician, could cure him of his alcoholism. 
 

 Was visited by his friend Ebby Thacher, who told Bill that he (Ebby) had “got religion”, 
had gone to the altar at Calvary Rescue Mission, and had made a decision for Christ. 

 
 Was told by Ebby that God had done for him what he could not do for himself. 

 
 Concluded that Ebby had been healed and reborn at Calvary Rescue Mission. 

 
 Visited Calvary Church, heard Ebby give testimony, decided that he needed the help 

Ebby had received, and that maybe Calvary Rescue Mission could help him also. 
 

 Went to the altar at Calvary Rescue Mission and made his own decision for Jesus Christ. 
 

 Wrote that he had been born again and had found religion. 
 

 Concluded that, in his dire straits, he then and there needed the help of the Great 
Physician that Dr. Silkworth had recommended to Bill for help. 

 
 Proceeded (despairing, depressed, and drunk) to Towns Hospital for the fourth and last 

time. 
 



 Concluded he would call on the Great Physician; cried out to God for help; and had his 
famous “white light” experience in which he sensed the presence of “the God of the 
Scriptures.” 

 
 Consulted with Dr. Silkworth; read the book, The Varieties of Religious Experience, by 

William James; and believed he had had a valid religious experience and had been cured. 
 

 Never again doubted the existence of God. Never drank again. And said the Lord had 
cured him of his terrible disease. 

 
A.A. Number Two (Dr. Bob) 
 

 Received a Congregational Christian upbringing by his family, his church, his Sunday 
school, the Christian Endeavor Society, and the St. Johnsbury Academy in St. Johnsbury, 
Vermont. 

 
 After many intervening years of uncontrollable drinking, finally conceded at a meeting of 

a Christian group at the home of T. Henry Williams in Akron that he had a drinking 
problem and wanted to quit. 

 
 Knelt with group members at the home of T. Henry Williams and prayed for his 

deliverance. 
 

 Continued to drink but was miraculously put in touch with Bill W. in May of 1935. 
 

 Was persuaded by Bill’s story that the Lord had cured Bill, and that helping other 
alcoholics was a resource he (Dr. Bob) had never seized upon to maintain sobriety. 

 
 Had one last binge and decided to quit for good in June of 1935. 

 
 Concluded and announced that he and Bill W. had found a cure for alcoholism, and then 

sought, with Bill W., to help other alcoholics get sober by the same spiritual means. 
 

 Never drank again, and later wrote: “Your Heavenly Father will never let you down!” 
 

 The founding of A.A. in June 1935 was, by common agreement, fixed as being when Dr. 
Bob had his last drink on what may have been June 10, 1935—both of the founders then 
having attained what was proven to be permanent sobriety. 

 
A.A. Number Three (Bill D. of Akron) 
 

 In 1935, was already a Christian, a deacon of his church, and a Sunday school teacher. 
 

 Had nonetheless been hospitalized many times as a “seemingly-hopeless,” “medically-
incurable” drunk. 

 



 Was in Akron City Hospital when Dr. Bob phoned the hospital, said he and Bill W. had 
found a cure for alcoholism, needed to work with another drunk, and arranged to tell Bill 
D. their stories. 

 
 Was told by Dr. Bob and Bill W. that he could turn to God for healing and should then 

help others. 
 

 Did turn to God for help when Bob and Bill had left, found release, and was cured 
 

 Confirmed his cure by endorsing Bill W.’s statement that Bill W. (and he) had been cured 
by the Lord, and declaring that Bill W.’s statement (found in the current edition of the Big 
Book on page 191) was the “golden text of A.A.” for him and for others. 

 
 Became the third AA and caused Bill W. to declare that the first A.A. Group was founded 

the day Bill D. left the hospital a free man, never to drink again—July 4, 1935. 
 

Conclusion 
 

Each of the first three AAs was or had become a Christian by the time they made the decision to 
stay sober permanently. Each turned to God, was cured, never drank again, and immediately 
began helping others. 
 
A.A. itself was founded, and the first A.A. group was founded, at a time when there were no 
Twelve Steps. There were no Twelve Traditions. There was no basic text or Big Book. There 
were no drunkalogs. And there were no meetings as we know them today. The men had and 
studied the Bible, and they sought God’s help and received it. That was the power of God in 
earliest A.A. 
 



Part Two 
 

The 14 Practices the Early Akron AAs Used to Achieve Astonishing Successes 
 

1. Qualifying every newcomer:  Must want permanent sobriety; will go to any length to get 
well. 

 
2. Hospitalization a must: five-to-seven days; medications; Bible in the room; visits by Dr. 

Bob and other sober AAs; confirming the patient’s belief in God and acceptance of Jesus 
Christ as Lord and Savior. 

 
3. Discharge from the hospital; given a Bible; told to go out and help others/ 

 
4. Housing by old-timers in their homes: Food, shelter, Christian fellowship, teaching, 

counsel, love, and service. 
 

5. Anne S.’s morning “Quiet Time”: Prayer, Bible, discussion, sharing from Anne’s personal 
journal. 

 
6. Daily use of Christian devotionals: e.g., The Runner’s Bible, The Upper Room, Victorious 

Living. 
 

7. Reading Christian literature circulated by Dr. Bob, Anne, and at meetings: e.g., The 
Greatest Thing in the World; The Soul’s Sincere Desire; The Christ of the Mount; Love: 
The Law of Life. 

 
8. Learning from Anne Smith’s personal journal. (See Dick B., Anne Smith’s Journal 1933-

1939.) 
 

9. Regular weekly “clandestine” Oxford Group meeting: Prayer, Bible, guidance, 
discussion, “real surrenders,” arranging hospital visits, the Lord’s Prayer, and socializing. 

 
10. Intense study of the Bible, especially the Book of James, Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, 

and 1 Corinthians 13, with daily fellowship meetings in the Akron homes. 
 

11. The required “real surrender” with elders: (1) Confess Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior; 
(2) Ask, in Jesus’ name that alcohol be taken out of his life; and (3) Ask for removal of 
sinful conduct and for guidance in living according to Christian principles. 

 
12. Visits with newcomers in the hospital by the pioneers, and daily by Dr. Bob. 

 
13. Regular social and religious comradeship--much like daily Christians’ fellowship in Acts. 

 
14. Regular visits and phone calls with other believers and families in homes--using address 

books with street addresses and phone numbers, keeping rosters, sometimes listing 
drinking duration, relapses, sobriety dates. 



Part Three 
 

The Actual, Seven-Point, Original Akron A.A. “Christian Fellowship” Program 
Summarized by Frank Amos for Rockefeller 

 
 An alcoholic must realize that he is an alcoholic, incurable from a medical viewpoint, and 

that he must never drink anything with alcohol in it.  
 

 He must surrender himself absolutely to God, realizing that in himself there is no hope. 
 

 Not only must he want to stop drinking permanently, he must remove from his life other 
sins such as hatred, adultery, and others which frequently accompany alcoholism. Unless 
he will do this absolutely, Smith and his associates refuse to work with him.  

 
 He must have devotions every morning–a “quiet time” of prayer and some reading from 

the Bible and other religious literature. Unless this is faithfully followed, there is grave 
danger of backsliding.  

 
 He must be willing to help other alcoholics get straightened out. This throws up a 

protective barrier and strengthens his own willpower and convictions.  
 

 It is important, but not vital, that he meet frequently with other reformed alcoholics and 
form both a social and a religious comradeship.  

 
 Important, but not vital, that he attend some religious service at least once weekly.  

 
[DR. BOB and the Good Oldtimers (New York, N.Y.: Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, 
Inc, 1980), 131.] 
 

Synopsis 
 

Abstinence: Must realize he is a “medically-incurable” alcoholic and must never drink alcohol 
 
Absolute surrender to God: Must realize that in himself there is no hope 
 
Removal of sinful conduct: Such as hatred, adultery, and other sins accompanying alcoholism 
 
Required morning Quiet Time: Prayer, reading from the Bible and other religious literature 
 
Helping other alcoholics to get straightened out 
 
(Recommended) Frequent meetings with winners; social and religious comradeship 
 
(Recommended) Attend some religious service at least once weekly 



Class Two 
 

Christian Organizations and People That Shaped the Recovery Ideas of the 
Original A.A. Program Before It Began 

 
Part One 

 
Seven Pre-A.A. Organizations and People That Fed to Alcoholics Anonymous 

the Necessity for Salvation and the Word of God 
 

1. Evangelists and Revivalists (beginning about 1846): Their ideas were probably heard by 
the families of A.A. founders, and by the A.A. founders themselves. The first of these 
evangelists and revivalists may have been John B. Gough—“an apostle of 
Temperance”—and included Dwight L. Moody, Ira Sankey, Allen Folger, and YMCA lay 
workers. 

 
2. The Young Men’s Christian Association (beginning about 1851 when the first YMCA 

was established in America). YMCA lay workers later organized interdenominational 
Gospel and conversion meetings throughout Vermont when Dr. Bob and his parents, and 
Bill W. and his parents, were living in St. Johnsbury and in East Dorset, Vermont, 
respectively.  

 
3. Gospel Rescue Missions (1872 when Jerry McAuley founded what became the McAuley 

Water Street Mission). Alcoholics, homeless, and despairing souls were offered “soup, 
soap, and salvation,” and went to the altar (as Bill W. did), accepted Jesus Christ, and 
changed their lives. 

 
4. The Salvation Army (founded by William Booth in 1865, later renamed “the Salvation 

Army,” and brought to America in 1879/1880). Its workers would go into the slums and 
offer alcoholics, derelicts, and criminals: (1) Salvation; (2) the Word of God; and (3) the 
opportunity to join “God’s Army” and help others. 

 
5. The Young People’s Society of Christian Endeavor (1881, formed by Rev. Francis 

Clark in Portland, Maine, at Williston Congregational Church). Intended to bring young 
people back to the church fold. Dr. Bob became active at his church. Each group’s 
program paralleled practices adopted in the Original Akron Christian Fellowship: (1) 
Conversions to Jesus Christ; (2) Prayer meetings; (3) Bible study meetings; (4) 
Discussion of religious literature; (5) Quiet Hour; and (6) The motto of “love and 
service” (later adopted by Dr. Bob) 

 
6. The Oxford Group and Dr. Frank N. D. Buchman (About 1919, a small gathering 

called itself  “A First Century Christian Fellowship”; later, the “Oxford Group”; and later 
still, “Moral Re-Armament”). Members consisted of unorganized fellowships of “team” 
workers who did personal work to change lives by 28 principles that much influenced the 
life-changing ideas Bill W. codified in the Big Book and 12 Steps. 



 
7. The Rev. Dr. Samuel M. Shoemaker, Jr. (Though associated with Frank Buchman since 

1919, Shoemaker became rector of Calvary Episcopal Church in New York in 1925, and 
met Bill W. around late 1934). Like the Oxford Group, Shoemaker had little influence on 
the Akron program except through his books. But he was an ardent “life-changer,” “Bible 
Christian,” and an active proponent of Oxford Group ideas (until 1941.) Bill W. became 
Shoemaker’s friend; said most of his Big Book materials came directly from the 
teachings of Shoemaker; and called Shoemaker a “cofounder” of A.A. Bill actually had 
asked Shoemaker to write the 12 Steps; did have Shoemaker write in A.A. literature; had 
Shoemaker speak at two A.A. International Conventions; and became Shoemaker’s life-
long friend and pupil. 

 
 
 



Part Two 
 

The Extensive Bible and Christian Training Received by A.A. Number One (Bill W.) as a 
Youngster in East Dorset and Manchester, Vermont 

 
The Conversion and Cure of Alcoholism experienced by Bill W.’s paternal grandfather, William 
C. (“Willie”) Wilson, at the top of Mount Aeolus, adjacent to the East Dorset Congregational 
Church 
 
The little East Dorset Congregational Church was located between the homes of the Wilson 
family (at what is today known as “the Wilson House”) and the Griffith family (at what is now 
known as “the Griffith House.”) 
 
Church records showed the Wilson family helped found the church, contributed to its support, 
owned Pew 15, and attended church and Sunday school there. 
 
Bill’s paternal grandparents (the Wilsons) and his parents (Gilman and Emily) both attended the 
church and were married in it. 
 
Bill’s maternal grandparents (the Griffiths) and Bill’s mother Emily not only attended the church, 
but also regarded it as their family church, and later enrolled Bill in its Sunday school. 
 
Our investigation of the East Dorset Congregational Church’s records uncovered that church’s 
Confession, Creed, and its teaching as to the necessity for salvation and study of the Word of 
God at the time Bill W.’s and his family attended that church. 
 
Bill received Congregational Christian training from his maternal grandfather (Fayette Griffith) 
and from his parents, Gilman and Emily Wilson. Bill studied the Bible with his maternal 
grandfather Fayette Griffith and with Bill’s friend Mark Whalon. 
 
Bill W. specifically recounted temperance, conversion, and revival meetings he attended, and 
also recalled sermons he had heard. 
 
During his four years as a “scholar” (i.e., student) at Burr and Burton Seminary at Manchester, 
Vermont, Bill attended the required daily chapel, weekly Congregational church services, and 
four-year Bible study course. 
 
Our June 2008 visit to Burr and Burton Academy—during which we talked with the Academy’s 
archivist, Frederica Templeton; reviewed the book she wrote about the Academy, titled The 
Castle in the Pasture: Portrait of Burr and Burton Academy (2005); and reviewed the Academy’s 
relevant archival material with her—brought to light Bill’s participation in the school’s YMCA, 
his position as YMCA president, the position of his girl friend (Bertha Bamford) as president of 
the YWCA, the attendance of the two at daily chapel and at church, and activities of the YMCA-
YWCA groups themselves. 
 



Part Three 
 

Dr. Bob’s Excellent Training in the Bible as a Youngster in St. Johnsbury, Vermont, and  
the Town’s Christian Impact upon His Family and Him 

 
The “Great Awakening” of 1875 in St. Johnsbury, and how it changed, converted, and influenced 
the people and the entire community of St. Johnsbury, Vermont. 
 
The Christian training Bob received from his parents—Judge Walter P. Smith and Susan H. 
Smith. 
 
The participation of the entire Smith family in the North Congregational Church; its worship 
services; its Sunday school; its prayer meetings; its Sunday evening services and meetings; its 
leadership and events—all involving, in one way or another, Judge and Mrs. Smith, Dr. Bob, his 
grandmother, and his foster sister Amanda Northrop. 
 
St. Johnsbury Academy, founded and led by officers and trustees who were staunch 
Congregational Church members; and who required daily chapel, weekly church attendance, 
weekly Bible study, and Christian courses as part of the curriculum.  
 
The Young People’s Society of Christian Endeavor of North Congregational Church 
 
The influence of the YMCA on the “Great Awakening” of 1875 in St. Johnsbury, on Judge Smith 
who was YMCA president in St. Johnsbury, and on activities at North Congregational Church, its 
building, and St. Johnsbury Academy 
 
The powerful stature and service of the Fairbanks family members in the community; in the 
Town of St. Johnsbury and in state government; in Vermont Congregational churches, both state 
and local; in the local schools; in the Young Men’s Christian Association; as captains of industry; 
in St. Johnsbury Academy; and relative to the Smith family members themselves. 

 



Class Three 
 

The Manner in Which the Alcoholics Anonymous Society Came 
about, Beginning about 1931 

 
Part One 

 
The Relevant Events in the Life of Bill W.,  

Including His Early Friendship with Ebby Thacher at Burr and Burton Academy 
during Bill’s High School Days in Vermont 

 
Bill’s frequent hospitalizations at Towns Hospital for alcoholism; and the advice of his doctor, 
William D. Silkworth, on Bill’s third visit that the Great Physician could cure Bill of his rapidly 
progressing alcoholism. 
 
The visit of Bill’s friend Ebby Thacher shortly thereafter: (1) Informing Bill of Ebby’s decision 
for Christ at Calvary Rescue Mission. (2) Bill’s perceiving Ebby’s obvious sobriety and rebirth. 
(3) Ebby’s informing Bill that Dr. Carl Jung had told Ebby’s mentor Rowland Hazard that 
Rowland could possibly be cured of alcoholism by conversion. (4) Rowland’s joining the Oxford 
Group hoping to achieve a conversion cure. (5) Rowland’s passing along to Ebby the Christian 
life-changing principles and practices of the Oxford Group. (6) The lodging of Ebby at Calvary 
Rescue Mission where Ebby was converted to Jesus Christ. 
 
Bill’s follow-up visit to Calvary Episcopal Church itself where Ebby gave his testimony from the 
pulpit and Bill decided he needed the help Ebby had received and could get it at the Mission. 
 
Bill’s ensuing trip to Calvary Rescue Mission seeking to receive at the altar the same conversion 
that Ebby had received. 
 
Bill’s decision for Jesus Christ at the Calvary Rescue Mission altar. 
 
Bill’s immediate statements that he (like Ebby) had “found religion;” that for sure he had been 
“born again;” and that God had done for Ebby what Ebby could not do for himself 
 
Bill’s wandering drunk, despondent, and deeply depressed toward Towns Hospital, and 
concluding that maybe the “Great Physician” could help him. 
 
Bill’s fourth and final trip to Towns Hospital trip for help: (1) His cry to God for help; (2) His 
immediate “white light” spiritual experience; (3) His declared conviction that he had been in the 
presence of “the God of the Scriptures”; (4) His asking Dr. Silkworth if he had been insane, and 
Silkworth’s assurance that he had not; (5) Bill’s reading of The Varieties of Religious Experience 
by William James which discussed instances of alcoholism’s being cured by conversion 
experiences; and (6) Bill’s conclusion he had actually had such an experience.  
 
Bill’s loss of previous doubts about the existence of God. 



 
Bill’s complete cure of his alcoholism, never drinking again. 
 
The immediate, frequent, and regular attendance by Bill and his wife Lois at Oxford Group 
meetings at Calvary House and Calvary Church, particularly those meetings led by Rev. Sam 
Shoemaker. 
 
Bill’s immediate and enthusiastic decision to begin witnessing, right after his release from Towns 
Hospital. 
  
His energetic efforts at Towns Hospital, at Calvary Rescue Mission, in the Bowery, at flea bag 
hotels, in the streets, in hospitals, and at Oxford Group meetings, witnessing with a Bible under 
his arm and declaring to drunks that they needed to give their lives to God. 

 
Bill’s participation in processionals from Calvary Church to Madison Square, led by Rev. 
Shoemaker in full vestment, with members carrying a sign that proclaimed, “Jesus Christ 
changes lives.” 
 
Bill’s joining the Calvary people at Madison Square, climbing on a soap box and giving 
testimony. 
 
Bill seems then and there to have formulated the story and plan that he later published in the Big 
Book: “The Lord has been so wonderful to me, curing me of this terrible disease, that I just want 
to keep talking about it and telling people.” [Alcoholics Anonymous, 4th ed., 191] 
 
But Bill’s frenzied witnessing, carrying of the Bible, participating in processionals, and even 
bringing drunks to his home, produced absolutely no “converts” (as Dr. Bob put it). None! And 
he got nobody sober during the six months following his release from the hospital. 
 
 



Part Two 
 

The Relevant Events in the Life of Dr. Bob S., 
Beginning with the Early  1930’s in Akron, Ohio 

 
The conversion and healing of Russell Firestone’s alcoholism in 1931 during a train trip from 
Akron to Denver, in which Rev. Samuel Shoemaker led Russell to Jesus Christ, and Russell was 
miraculously healed of alcoholism. 
 
The ensuing Oxford Group meetings and testimonials on a town-wide level in Akron in 1933, in 
which Russell and many others testified as to their deliverance. 
 
The attendance at these affairs of Henrietta Seiberling, Anne Smith, and two other ladies. 
 
The response by Dr. Bob after he had heard of the testimonials: (1) He began three years of 
spiritual renewal efforts, reading the Bible three times, joining a tiny Oxford Group, reading all 
kinds of literature, and resuming church attendance—with no effective attempt to quit drinking. 
 
The prayers for deliverance on the carpet at the home of T. Henry Williams led by Henrietta 
Seiberling, in which Dr. Bob joined the little alcoholic squad in prayers to help him overcome his 
drinking, but which did not prompt him to quit. 
 
The subsequent, almost-immediate, and seemingly-miraculous appearance in Akron by the total 
stranger, Bill W., inquiring as to Oxford Group people in Akron who could help him find a drunk 
to whom he could tell his own success story. 
 
Bill’s persistent and successful effort in reaching Oxford Group member Henrietta Seiberling, 
who understood Bill’s need to witness, who proclaimed to Bill that he was “manna from 
heaven,” who believed his visit was the answer to the group’s prayers, and who said that she had 
just the man (Dr. Bob) with whom Bill should meet. 

 
 
 

 



Part Three 
 

The Meeting of Bill W. and Dr. Bob,  
Arranged at the Home of Henrietta Seiberling—a Meeting Lasting Six Hours 

 
A reluctant Dr. Bob had intended to stay for only 15 minutes. But he and Bill hit it off. Bill 
thought he had delivered a wonderful testimonial. But that is not what grabbed Dr. Bob’s 
attention. Bob said Bill “talked his language.” Bill had honestly told Bob all of the drinking 
disasters that alcoholics quickly recognize. 
 
Bob said that Bill had grasped the necessity for “service”—helping other alcoholics. And this, 
said Dr. Bob, was something he himself had never tried. Oddly, the very motto of the Christian 
Endeavor Society in which he had been so active was “love and service.” And that concept 
appears to have rung a long-forgotten bell with Dr. Bob. 
 
Bob went on one final binge and was nursed back by Bill. At that time, Bob decided to take on 
the recovery challenge for good. He took his last drink. The date was said to be June 10, 1935. 
 
And that date has become the agreed founding date of Alcoholics Anonymous. 
 
Bill remained in Akron and shortly moved into the home of Dr. Bob and Anne Smith—staying 
the entire summer of 1935. 
 
It was this summer stay that marked the development of the A.A. Society. There were long 
discussions by the two men until the wee hours of each morning. They used Christian 
devotionals. Anne read to them from the Bible every single day and captured their particular 
interest in the Book of James—as well as Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, and Paul’s 1 Corinthians. 
 
Bill said that there was a much-needed “infusion of spiritual ideas” to the two men by Dr. Bob’s 
wife, Anne Smith, and by Henrietta Seiberling. And there is good reason for believing that Anne 
shared the contents of her personal journal with Bill and Bob because so many of the ideas 
wound up in Bill’s later Big Book writings. 
 
Bill left for New York at the end of the summer of 1935. He busied himself with job-seeking and 
Oxford Group meetings and team efforts. And Bill made clear in letters that the recovery work 
was proceeding successfully in Akron, largely through the work of Dr. Bob, his wife Anne, and 
Henrietta Seiberling. 
 



Class Four 
 

The A.A. Program Changes between 1935 and 1940 
 

Part One 
 

The Akron Program Successes between June 1935 and November 1937 
 

The Original Akron A.A. “Christian Fellowship” Program 
 

 Based on ideas from the Bible and on practices primarily paralleling Christian Endeavor. 
 

 Involved no Steps, no Traditions, no Big Book, no drunkalogs, no “meetings” (at least as 
we know meetings today). 

 
 Very different from the Oxford Group teams, house-parties, huge meetings, life-changing 

focus, and world-changing outreach. 
 

 Unlike the failed efforts in New York, Akron’s effort achieved astonishing successes 
among its “seemingly-hopeless,” “medically-incurable,” “last-gasp case,” “real” 
alcoholics who thoroughly followed the pioneer path. 

 
 When Bill and Bob “counted noses” in November of 1937, they thankfully noted that 

here were about 40 pioneers who had really tried; that there had been a 75% success rate 
among these, with 50% having maintained continuous sobriety, and another 25% 
maintaining sobriety after relapse and return to the program. 

 
 Records were kept, names and addresses were known, and Dr. Bob himself later wrote 

out in his own hand and on his own office stationary the sobriety statistics of winners. 
 
The Proposal by Bill for a Book That Would Enable the Program’s Dissemination 
 

 Approval of Bill’s plan by a slim margin in a vote taken in Akron. 
 

 Bill’s return to New York to raise money. 
 

 The Frank Amos investigation of the Akron program for John D. Rockefeller, Jr., in 
February 1938. 

 
 Dr. William D. Silkworth’s report that the participants had been “permanently cured.” 

 
 The agreement between Bob and Bill that Bob was to handle twelfth-step work and 

hospitalizations, and that Bill was to focus on the book and promotional efforts. 
 
 



Part Two 
 

The Change of Course Bill Began to Take 
 

Bill Began to Characterize the Program in Terms of Six Word-of-Mouth Ideas 
 
Bill asserted that the actual practice of his “six ideas” varied widely in the Society; and Bill 
conceded that there was disagreement between the East and the Midwest as to the elements 
themselves. 

 
Bill provided at least four differing characterizations of the six word-of-mouth ideas. In one he 
clearly talked of praying to God. In another, he said they prayed to whatever God they thought 
there was. In still another, he said they prayed to God as they understood Him. And some talked 
of six ideas, using Oxford Group language, even though the Oxford Group had no such steps or 
step approach—six, or at all. 

 
Records disclose that Bill consulted his friend Rev. Samuel M. Shoemaker, Jr., frequently for text 
ideas that would be Christian in nature and Oxford Group in approach. 

 
Ultimately, Bill said he adopted the teachings of Rev. Sam Shoemaker for most of Bill’s  Step 
ideas. He actually asked Shoemaker to write the Twelve Steps, but Shoemaker declined. Bill did 
submit manuscripts to Shoemaker and ultimately called him a “cofounder” of A.A. 
 
The Commercialization of the Program by Bill and His Business Partner, Hank P. 
 
Henry P. prepared an outline of the proposed Big Book—copies of which we still have. 

 
Bill W. and Henry P. formed (but did not actually incorporate) the Works Publishing Company. 

 
A prospectus was prepared and described the “cure for alcoholism.” 

 
Stock certificates were fabricated and attempts were made to sell them. 

 
But nothing significant came of this “public offering.” 

 
 



Part Three 
 

Work Began on Big Book Contents in the Spring of 1938 and 
Continued Until April of 1939 When the First Edition Was Published 

 
Instead of merely reporting on the Akron program of 1938-1939, Bill drew on multiple 
sources for his Big Book content. They were: 
 

 Shoemaker’s teachings and writings; 
 Oxford Group life-changing program ideas; 
 Some “no cure” ideas authored by lay therapist Richard Peabody; 
 Ideas drawn from Carl Jung as told to Bill and Ebby by Rowland Hazard; 
 Ideas drawn from Professor William James as expressed in his book, The Varieties of 

Religious Experience, and Sam Shoemaker’s comments on them; 
 Bits of New Though language; 
 Numerous Bible words and phrases; 
 Quiet Time ideas; 
 Ideas of Dr. Silkworth; 
 Conversion concepts; 
 Experiences of individual drunks including Dr. Bob, himself, and those who wrote the 

personal stories; 
 Very probably a substantial body of the ideas Dr. Bob’s wife Anne Smith had laid out in 

her personal journal from 1933 to 1939; 
 Numerous manuscripts Dick B. found at Stepping Stones as well as those manuscripts 

Bill had written and reportedly discarded. 
 
Bill W.’s hand-written drafts were then dictated by him to his secretary, Ruth Hock, who typed 
up the content for the drafts and the book itself. 
 
Ruth told Hazelden Director of Historical Information Bill Pittman that original writings by Bill 
W. had contained a quantity of Christian and biblical materials that had been discarded along the 
way. 
 
Later in 1938, Bill W. began sending drafts of chapters to Dr. Bob for review; they were seen by 
a few in Akron and generally were well received by those who saw them. 
 
At some point, a draft manuscript of the book was sent to a professional editor, Tom Uzzell, who 
cut at least 400 pages from the manuscript. 
 
A “multilith edition”—also known by some as the “original manuscript”—was prepared, marked 
“loan copy,” and circulated to a large number of people, including Rev. Sam Shoemaker; but 
work on the manuscript continued. 
 



Part Four 
 

Battles over Big Book Content and Language 
 

As Ruth Hock revealed to historian Bill Pittman, Big Book manuscript materials had many 
Christian and Bible materials; but, she said, these were thrown out. 
 
Clearly, John Henry Fitzhugh Mayo, son of an Episcopal minister and one of Bill’s few  
early successful newcomers, wanted the Big Book to contain Christian materials. Fitz argued 
vigorously for retaining the materials, but his efforts did not succeed. 
 
Manuscript copies were being circulated while work was still continuing on the basic text and 
the personal stories. 
 
There exists a “loan copy” which has recently been purchased at auction by Ken R. of Alabama; 
and the opportunity to inspect and report on it is eagerly anticipated by many of us because of the 
innumerable manuscript changes that may reveal the battles and the successes. But the following 
facts are clear from the changes made public to date: 
 

 In what has been reported to be Hank P.’s handwriting, there is a substantial insertion of 
material stating, among other things, that Bill W. was told by his friend Ebby that  Bill 
could “choose his own” conception of God. 

 
 The original language of the Twelve Steps was changed in at least five significant ways: 

(1) The word “God” was replaced in the Second Step by the phrase “Power greater than 
ourselves.” (2) The word “God” had added to it the phrase “as we understood Him” in 
italics in the Third Step. (3) A similar alteration was made in the Eleventh Step by adding 
to the word “God” the phrase “as we understood Him” in italics. (4) The word “sins” in 
the “word of mouth program” was not included in the Fourth Step. (5) The phrase “on our 
knees” was removed from Seventh Step. 

 
 Bill W. later wrote a complete explanation of the battle over these changes between John 

Henry Fitzhugh M. (contending for the Christian material) and Bill’s partner Henry P. 
(contending that the book should not have religious overtones). 

 
 The changes, said Bill, represented a “compromise” designed to placate atheists and 

agnostics. 
 
Other arguments were raised by a few who reviewed manuscript copies. 
 

 A doctor said there was too much “God” in the manuscript. 
 

 The same doctor contended there was too much Oxford Group material. 
 

 Language with “musts” was softened as were references to “directions.” 
 



 Though there were many other hand-written alterations still to be examined and 
evaluated, it is significant that Bill consistently retained vital references to “the God of 
the Scriptures” as Bill had once called the Creator: (1) He retained precise use of the 
word “God” 277 times with a capital “G”; and referred to God with capitalized pronouns 
such as “He,” “Him,” “His,” and “Himself” another 107 times (2) Many of his other 
descriptions of God were biblical—using words like Creator, Maker, Father, Father of 
lights, Spirit, and Heavenly Father. (3) The oft-quoted abc’s were altered in phraseology. 
But they still asserted positively: 

 
(a) We were alcoholic and could not manage our own lives. 
(b) Probably no human power could have relieved us of our alcoholism. 
(c) God could and would if He were sought. 
 

 Though the New Thought phrase “higher power” appeared twice in the main text, both 
references were in contexts showing that Almighty God was the higher power to whom 
Bill was referring. 

 
 The idea from Ebby Thacher which had struck Bill so hard many years before—“God has 

done for me what I could not do for myself”—was not only retained in Bill’s story but 
popped up again in the “promises” made by the Big Book. 

 
 



Part Five 
 

The Closing Phases of the Altered Akron Program 
 

By Bill W.’s own statement, the three major sources of the Big Book program were Dr. William 
D. Silkworth, Professor William James, and mostly the teachings of Rev. Samuel M. Shoemaker, 
Jr. 
 
There is no mention of the Bible in the first 164 pages of Alcoholics Anonymous (which section 
is often erroneously called the “Basic Text”), though there are recognizable quotes from the 
Book of James, Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, and 1 Corinthians 13. 
 
There is no mention of the Akron Christian Fellowship program as such. 
 
There is a very clear opening to Bill’s “broad highway” which was intended to make A.A. 
available to people of all faiths, all religions, no faith, no religion, and no belief in God at all. 
 
Direct reference to conversion, to Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, to the biblical concepts of 
belief in God (Hebrews 11:6); salvation (Romans 10:9); and God’s Word as truth (John 17:17) 
are simply gone. 
 
Use of the phrase “higher power” later opened the door to what Rev. Samuel M. Shoemaker, Jr., 
was to call “absurd names for God”—some of which were a door knob, Gertrude, the Big 
Dipper, a light bulb, a group, a radiator, and “Somebody.” 
 
Christians, though large in number in the A.A. fellowship of today, have been left with the 
difficult questions: (1) Is today’s A.A. Christian—the answer being “no”; (2) Do you need to 
believe in God and accept Jesus Christ as Lord to belong to A.A. today—the answer being “no”; 
(3) Can you believe in anything or nothing at all, and still be a member of the A.A. fellowship 
today—the answer being “yes.” 
 
The most important question is the one that prompts this class: (1) Did God, His Son Jesus 
Christ, and the Bible play roles in the origins, founding, and early successes of Alcoholics 
Anonymous—the answer being a definite “yes.” (2) Are God, His Son Jesus Christ, and the 
Bible still available in recovery fellowships, including A.A. today for those who want God’s 
help—again the answer being a definite “yes.” (3) Are Christians in the recovery arena today 
alone—the answer is “certainly not.” (4) Can one be a believer in God, a professing Christian, a 
student of the Bible, a member of a Christian religious denomination, and yet belong to and 
participate in A.A. today—and the answer is a clear and positive “yes.” 
 
Are the negatives that circulate about (1) A.A.’s founders; (2) Seemingly aimless meetings; (3) 
A.A.’s shortcomings;(4) Its supposed spiritualism component; (5) the “danger” of keeping 
company with unbelievers; or (6) the persistent idolatrous chatter, a real deterrent to a Christian’s 
recovery in A.A. today? The answer to these points depends upon the credibility of, and attention 
given to, the fiery darts of the Adversary, the straw man arguments of naysayers, and prejudices 
of the uniformed. And certainly constitute a hindrance to an unwary babe in Christ or an 



uninformed teacher who hears the negatives and fails to check out the facts. More important, by 
far, is the need to explain to babes and mature folks in Christ that the answers are in the Bible—
not in the rantings of opponents or even the considered worldly “wisdom” of those who don’t 
seem to know or apply what they do know about what the power of God really offers. The key 
does not lie in debating the supposed shortcomings of A.A. The key lies in pointing to the fact 
that the negatives of the world, or any movement, or of any remark need to be countered by the 
reliance that early AAs had in the role of God, His Son Jesus Christ, and the Bible in victory 
among the hearts and lives of those suffering souls who are most vulnerable. Newcomers need to 
know and believe what God can do for them and did for the pioneers. They need to know their 
own rights and privileges as society members. But the approach that I grabbed for in dealing 
with the wiles of the devil can be found by Christians in this verse: 
 

1 John 4:4 (KJV): 
 Ye are of God, little children, and have overcome them: because greater is he that is in 
you, than he that is in the world. 
 

That Dr. Bob never changed his views or convictions is evident up to the date of his death. First,  
Dr. Bob commissioned the writing of four AA of Akron pamphlets which (though revised in 
form) are still available in A.A.’s own offices in Cleveland and Akron. And these make clear that 
the original program ideas are and were in favor. Second, in his last major address to AAs in 
1948, Bob was very specific about the Bible as the basic source of A.A. ideas and the essential  
importance to the pioneers of the Book of James, Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, and 1 
Corinthians13. Third in a joint appearance on the stage of the Shrine Auditorium with Bill 
Wilson in 1948 before 4,500 AAs and their families, the two men declared in each other’s 
presence that “Divine Aid” was a critical part of the program, and that AAs should cultivate the 
habit of prayer and study the Bible. 
 
 


