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THE CAMP MEETING IN THE EARLY LIFE AND
LITERATURE, OF THE MID-WEST

" By ROBERl'l‘ L. SHURTER

American historians have long -recognized the importance of fron;_
tier conditions in shaping the lives and characters of the early set
tlers. 'Those of us who are interested in. the history of Americay
literature have heen more slow to acknowledge the influence that
these conditions have had on frontier Literature. Yet Wwe are coming
to realize more and more the necessity for studying our early frop.
tier literature against the social, econotnic, and religious life of that
period; for literature, especially in times of storm and stress, is an
outgrowth of life and cannot be divorced from it. With these facts -
in mind, it may well be of value to examine some such peculiarly
frontier institution as the camp meeting in order to present its
history as far as possible in the words of contemporary writers, in
order to see how large a part it played in our early literature, and |
in order to see what was the general aititude of the time toward it.

.Professor Ralph I.. Rusk has already noted that “nothing was -
more characteristic of the religious activity of the pioneer commun-
ity than the camp meetings” ! Certainly there can be little doubt
that this type of religious worship bulked large in the lives and
thoughts of mid-western pioneers, catering as it did, according to
James Truslow Adams, “both to the settlers’ desire for company and .
to his need for expression in emotional life”2 The camp meeting
was an important event in the life of the early settler in Tennessee,
Ohio, or Kentucky; sensational in a crude emotional way, it left a
lasting impression on all those who participated in this type of reli-
gious worship. Thus it is only natural that the camp meeting is to
be found playing a major part in the early literature of the region
centering around the Ohio Valley. Indeed, the earliest literary his- -
torian of that region has noted that “vivid descriptions of the camp
meeting and its impressive scenes are to be found in the writings
of the early Western historians, poets, and novelists. The pioneer

iR, L. Rnsk,—The Literature of the Middle Western Frontier (New York,
1925y, 1, 46, ‘
27, T. Adams,_ The Epic of America {Boston, 1931), 127.
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Somewhere between 1800 and 1807, in the upper part of
Kentucky, at a memorable place called ‘Cane Ridge’, where
was appointed a sacramental meeting by some of the Pres-
byterian ministers. At which meeting, seemingly unexpect-
ed by ministers or people, the mighty power of God was
displayed in a very extraordipary manner; mamny Were maov-
ed to tears and bitter and loud crying for mercy. The
meeting was protracted for weeks. Ministers of almost all
denominations flocked in from far and near. The meeting
was kept up by night and day. Thousands heard of thel
mighty work, and came on foot, on hotseback, in carri-
ages and wagons. Tt was supposed that there were in at-
tendance at times during the meeting from twelve to twen-
ty-five thousand people. Tlundreds fefl prostrate under the
mighty power of God, as men slain in battle. . . It was sup-

posed by eye and ear witnesses that between one and two
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thousand souls were happily and powerfully converted to
God during the meeting. It was not unusual for one, two,
three, and four to seven preachers to be addressing the
listening thousands at the same time from the different
stands erected for the purpose. . . It was said, by truthfuyl
witnesses, that at times more than one thousand persons
broke out into loud shouting all at once, and that the
shouts could be heard for miles around.

Scenes like this, which were re-enacted hundreds of times in the '
years following, were nothing if not impressive, and the poets,
short story writers, novelists, and biographers of the time made -
full use of them, sometimes for descriptive material, sometimes a5 5
background for their stories.

Almost all of the early writers speak of the awesome and up-
forgettable beauty of the camp meeting at night. Characteristic
is Micah Flint’'s poem ‘“T'he Camp Meeting”® in which he describes
a night scene at a camp meeting in the Tennessee mountains, re. -
membered possibly from the days of his youth:

At length the hour of evening worship came;
And on their rustic seats, fresh-cleft, and hewn
From the huge poplars, and in many a range
Of circling rows dispos’d, in quiet sat

The expectant multitude. O, "twas a scene!

The silent thousands that were listening there,
Midst the gray columns of that ancient wood,
Its dark green roof, the rows of whitening tents,
That circled in the distance, and the clear

And sparkling waters of the mountain stream,
In torch-light gleaming, as it danc’d along; _
And more than all, the rustling leaves that caught
On their moist surfaces the light, and wav’'d

On every bough, now in their native green,
And now in burnished gold.

A similar scene is used by Judge James Hall, the foremost writer
of short stories in the middle west at this period, as the setting
for his tale, “The Backwoodsman’:?

But nothing could exceed the solemn and beautiful effect
of the meeting at night. The huts were all illuminated, and

6 To be folmd_ in The Poets and Poetry of the West, by W. T. Coggle-
shall (Columbus, 1860}, 59.
7 James Hall, Legends of the West {(FPhiladelphia, 1832), 11.
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jant light of the camp.
_nfortunately, some of the manifestations of the camp meetings
re less beautiful. Almost all the witnesses speak of the tumulta-

praying, shouting, shrieking, groaning, and the loud singing,
ich formed the chief part of the atmosphere of these meetings.

mes Flint describes the camp meeting as heing “like a menagerie
wild beasts”® From other accounts of these carly writers, it
ertain that the people were worked up to an emotional frenzy
‘ch Jed them to exhibit pathological symptoms. Almost in-
edible are some of these accounts; Tlint, for example, in speaking
the noise and confusion of a camp meeting, says,”

paces, 1 discovered that the turmoil

On advancing a few
was chiefly confined within a small enclosure of about
thirty feet square, in front of the orator, and that the

ground occupied by the congregation was laid with felled
trees for seats. A rail fence divided it into two parts,
one for females and the other for males. . . The enclo-
sure already mentioned was for the reception of those who!
undergo religious awakenings, and was filled by both sexes,
who were exercising violently. Shouting, screaming, clap-
ping of hands, leaping, jerking, falling, and swooning. The
preacher could not be heard, great as his exertions were.
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raising his voice in a most affecting manner, cried out,
“On the last day of the feast, Jesus stood and cried, ‘T
any man thirst, let him come unto me and drink’”. He
attracted the main body of the congregation, and, with
streaming eyes, he warned the sinners of their danger, de-
nouncing their doom, if they perservered in sin, and strong-
ly expressed his love for the salvation of their souls, and
the desire that they would turn to God and live. By this
time the press was so great that he was taken up by two
men and held above the crowd. He spoke for near an
hour in that convincing eloquence that could be inspired
only from heaven, and when exhausted, and language
failed to describe the feelings of his soul, he raised his
handkerchief, and dropping it, eried, “Thus, O Sinner, will
you drop into hell unless you forsake your sins and turn
to God”. At this moment the power of God fell wupon
the assembly, and sinners fell as men slin in mighty
battle, and the cries for mercy seemed as though they
would rend the heavens, and the work spread in a man-
ner which human lanstage cannot describe.

Strangest and most unique of all the phenomena attendant o
camp meetings were ‘“‘the jerks”"—a strange physical reactio
caused by lack of control over the muscles of the body because of
too intense emotional excitement. Lorenzo Dow  describes the
“jerks” as he first witnessed them in Tennessee:

Here I saw ‘the jerks’ and some danced; a strange ex-
ercise indeed; however, it is involuntary, yet requires the
consent of the will; i. e, the people are taking to jerking
irresistibly, and if they try to resist it, it worries them
much, yet it is attended by no bodily pain, and those who
are exercised to dance, which in the pious seems an anti-
dote to the jerks; if they resist, it brings deadness and bar-
renness over the mind; but when they yield to it, they feel
happy, although it is a great cross, . . Their eyes when
dancing seemed to be fixed upwards as if upon an invis-
ible object and they lost to all below.

Arnother ohserver tells us of'?

11 For a psychological explanation of “the Jerks”, see C. C. Cleveland, The:
Great Revival wn the West {Chicago, 1916). :
12 L, Dow, The History of ¢ Cosmopolite or Lovenze Dow's Journal (Fourtl
edition, Washmgton' Ohio, 1848), 215, :
18 The Auntobiography of Rew, James B. Finley, 365.
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joints. He would laugh immoderately, stand and halloo at
the top of his voice, finally leap from the pulpit and run
to the woods, screaming like a crazy man. When the exer-
cise was over, he would return to the Church as rational
and calm as ever.

The accounts which I have quoted are typical of almost all of the
early literature dealing with camp meetings. Hundreds of similg;
descriptions may be found in the stories, poems, and biographies gf
the writers of Tennessee, Ohio, and Kentucky in the first quarter
of the nineteenth century, This abundance of literature dealing
with the camp meeting is explained, as I have suggested and as th,
descriptions themselves show, by the awesome beauty and the sensa
tional nature of the events of these revivals, :

The attitude of the writers toward the camp meeting is less easy
to explain, for almost without exception, every writer who mention
the camp meeting praises it. This is partly explained, of course, by
the fact that many of the writers were clergymen and approved o
the camp meeting as a practical means of worship. Yet, rather curi
ous it is that none of the writers were willing to admit that th
camp meeting had only temporary results at best; that those “con
verted” remained so only a short time; and that in many cases vice
sexual immorality, and emotional hysteria were to be found a
these meetings. '

The formula of defence offered for the camp meeting is practi

cally the same in all instances. The fact that the Bible contain
accounts of meetings at which Christ preached in the open air, i

always mentioned; the camp meeting is the survival of these early

meetings. ‘Typical of this type of argument for the camp meetin
is the following %

Look at the example of our blessed Saviour. He might
have preached every Sabbath in the Jewish synagogue, if he
had chosen; but he did not, . . . At times we find him in
the wilderness, or in the grove; surrounded by many thou-
sands, who had nothing better to sit on than the green
grass, Nor did these crowds come out in the morning
from their homes, and return the same evening; but they
continned together day after day, to hear the Saviout’s
words,

Then it was always pointed out, as in the following account, th
God’s temples were in the forest and the fields; consequently, thos

m}:er, The Western Sketchbook {(Boston, 1850), 361,
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-e the places where man could best worship:™®

They could feel, if they did not see it artistically, that
they were in the house of Cod and at the gate of Heaven.
No Michael Angelo had planned the temple where they
knelt, and none of the great masters had adorned it with
the glories of their art. But God himself had builded it,
and His hand had spread the tints that glowed upon it
and all around it. In the simplicity of their hearts, they
entered it as their Father’s house.

Eggzzi.:{);u;i ddzah?lg- nally, th(? early writer was cerfain o point out the fact th.at the
auty and the sznt £ : meeting converted many profligates and sinners. This }ast
s ought runs through all of the literature about the camp meeting.

Sinners came to the meetings to ridicule and to scoff, but they fell

der the hand of God, and, as Micah Flint says,'

The proud ones, looking down in scorft

From fancied intellectual heights, whose hearts

The world had scarr’d; e'en these, unconscious, caught

Ih' infectious weakness, like the rest, and though

They only “came to mock, remain’d to pray’.

p meeting and the rather uncritical
As an unustual feature of frontier

fe, it reveals frontier ideas, customs and character in a vivid man-

er: and since the frontier has played so large a part in shaping

American institations and temperament, we cannot ignore that phase

f it revealed by the literature dealing with camp meetings.
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