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Clayton Ball was born in 1901 in Millbrook, New York, USA. Father: worked as a painting 
contractor. Siblings: Ten brothers and sisters. 
 
Clayton Ball’s parents were members of the Salvation Army, but they were not very religious and the 
Ball children attended a Methodist Sunday school. Clayton’s father built a theatre in Millbrook, and in 
1914, he allowed the International Bible Students Association (IBSA) to put on a presentation called 
the “Photo-Drama of Creation” at his theatre. This Bible-based program consisted of slides and 
motion pictures synchronised with a Bible-based commentary on phonograph records, and it proved 
to be so popular that it had to be put on twice. The Ball family had a subscription to Zion’s 
Watchtower magazine, and up until 1919 they received each newly published IBSA publication, 
although they didn’t actually read the literature at the time. In 1928, the Ball family were living in 
Detroit where the IBSA were holding a convention. Clayton was able to spend time with some of the 
convention delegates who were staying at the home of a friend. Around 1932, a neighbour shared with 
Clayton and his wife, Joey, what she had read in Volume 2 of the book Vindication. She said that the 
banks were going to close and that dictators would gain power. When the Great Depression began 
months later and banks did close, Clayton and Joey remembered what their neighbour had said, and 
they decided that they should get out the IBSA literature they had stored away and read them 
thoroughly along with the Bible. 
 
In September 1933, Clayton and Joey were baptised as Jehovah’s Witnesses. In their door-to-door 
ministry, they would hand a testimony card to the householder to be read while at the door, and then 
offer to leave them a book to read later. They also enjoyed listening to lectures by J.F. Rutherford, the 
Watch Tower Society’s president, on the radio each week. 
 
In 1936, Clayton and Joey attended a convention of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Newark, New Jersey. 
Because there were local laws prohibiting the Witnesses’ Bible education work, the mayor had many 
Witnesses arrested and put into prison, including the Balls who spent 30 days in a Hoboken prison. 
Jehovah’s Witnesses preached about God’s Kingdom; so, as a result of this preaching, they were 
accused of being Communists planning to overthrow the government. Once, Clayton’s daughter 
Joanie was arrested for violating a street trade ordinance while she and a friend were offering 
literature on a street corner. After the trial where Joanie was represented by Hayden Covington, the 
judge ruled the ordinance as illegal, but arrests of Jehovah’s Witnesses continued. Religious 
organisations felt that their church members were beginning to question whether their beliefs were 
based on the Bible as a result of the Witnesses’ preaching. 
 
Clayton recalled an occasion when the Witnesses were on their way to Howell, Michigan, to an open-
air meeting but had to return home on account of the heavy rain. He later found out that members of 
the American Legion who felt that the Witnesses were Communists had planned to attack the 
Witnesses’ meeting and tar and feather them. Another time, the Witnesses had a permit to hold a 
meeting at Clark Park, Detroit, where Clayton had arranged for police protection. When the police left 
at the end of the lecture, a mob of over a thousand led by two Catholic priests chased the vehicle 
transporting the meeting equipment. Clayton and another Witness ran along with the mob, and if any 
of the mob got too close to the vehicle, they deliberately tripped them. The vehicle got away safely. In 
May 1940 in Texas, Witnesses distributing literature and playing recorded talks on a phonograph were 
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threatened by a crowd and had to be escorted out of town by police after their literature was falsely 
described as being anti-government and embellished with swastikas. The crowd later burned the 
literature that they had earlier obtained from the Witnesses. 
 
Witness children attending school were expelled for not participating in singing the national anthem 
or pledging allegiance to the flag. While respecting the flag of the United States, Witness children 
would pledge their allegiance only to God. The Supreme Court ruled in Minersville School District v. 
Gobitas (1940) that schools could expel Witness children for not participating in the national anthem 
and pledge of allegiance, so Kingdom Schools were set up by Jehovah’s Witnesses around the country 
to educate Witness children who had been expelled. The Supreme Court decision was later overruled, 
and Clayton felt a contributing factor in this might have been the fact that one of the Supreme Court 
judges had learned much about Jehovah’s Witnesses from a Witness artist commissioned to paint his 
portrait. After the Supreme Court overturned the ordinances prohibiting Jehovah’s Witnesses from 
preaching, the American Civil Rights organisation commented that the Witnesses had done more for 
the civil rights of people than other organisations had. 
 
During this time, Jehovah’s Witnesses were aware that Witnesses in Europe were being persecuted 
and put into concentration camps by the Nazis for not doing the “Heil Hitler” salute. Unlike the Jews, 
the Witnesses could have been released by signing a document of renunciation of their faith, but as a 
whole they did not. 
 
In Canada, literature of Jehovah’s Witnesses was banned during the war years, especially under 
pressure from the Catholic church in Canada, particularly in the province of Quebec. Because of this, 
Clayton obtained 100,000 copies of the booklet, End of Axis Powers, and hid them under luggage in 
his car and smuggled them into Canada for the Witnesses there. In Detroit, Catholic priest Charles 
Coughlin, who was a Nazi sympathizer, opposed Jehovah’s Witnesses. People were angry that 
Jehovah’s Witnesses would not support the war effort; they felt that if a person would not fight for the 
country, they should be considered an enemy. Clayton knew of 195 young Witness men sentenced to 
five years in prison and fined $10,000 for their conscientious objection to enlisting in the military. 
Nationalistic sentiment in North America was similar to the situation in Germany, which resulted in 
the persecution of German Jehovah’s Witnesses who were also accused of being Communists. 
 
In the United States, Jehovah’s Witnesses started going door-to-door using portable phonograph 
players. They would play a phonograph-record talk for the householder to listen to, and eventually, a 
vertical phonograph was developed to make this easier to do. Essential items, like gasoline, were 
rationed during the war, but Clayton was able to transport literature and equipment in his truck 
because he had obtained a permit from the Office of Defense Transportation to purchase gasoline. 
Clayton was well known for his Witness activity and visits to Witnesses who had been arrested. He 
was even mistaken for being an attorney for the Witnesses by a local judge who released several 
Witnesses into Clayton’s custody. 
 
Clayton’s experiences impressed on him the fact that world situations can change very quickly at any 
time as they did during the war years, both in U.S.A. and in Europe. He was confident that Jehovah’s 
Witnesses would nonetheless continue to be active in their worship and preaching work worldwide 
because branch offices of Jehovah’s Witnesses have been established in countries around the world. 
Clayton is eagerly looking forward to the time when God’s Kingdom under Jesus Christ will bring 
peaceful conditions to all the earth. 
 

http://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection

This summary was produced in partnership with The World Headquarters of Jehovah’s Witnesses. It is not a primary source



Keywords 
Coughlin, Charles 
Covington, Hayden 
Declaration of renunciation of faith 
Jehovah’s Witnesses—conscientious objector  
Jehovah’s Witnesses—literature 
Jehovah’s Witnesses—"Photo-Drama of Creation” 
Jehovah’s Witnesses—phonograph 
Rutherford, Joseph F. 
 
 

http://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection

This summary was produced in partnership with The World Headquarters of Jehovah’s Witnesses. It is not a primary source




