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CAMP-MEETING REVIVALISM AND THE IDEA 

OF WESTERN COMMUNITY: THREE 

GENERATIONS OF OHIO VALLEY WRITERS 

ROBERT BRAY 
llIinois Wesleyan University 

1. The Archetypal Camp- Meeting 

But far from esteeming the Kentucky Revival a day of small things, we 

believe it was nothing less than an introduction to that work offinal redemp� 

lion. which God has promised, in the latter days.' 

-Richard McNemar, The Kentucky Revival 

T
HERE a re two p rofoundly opposed views of the camp­
meeting between which history must fin d  habitable 

ground . The first insists t hat the camp-meetings which seemed 
to s pring up spontaneously across the Ohio Valley after 1800 

were genuinely religious phenomena, the institutional center of 
a '"bles sed revival of religion" with strong apocalyptic over­
tones.2 The second is a vigorous counter-tradition of s ke p­
ticism which argues that the cam p-meeting was both false 
to religion and composed of the all-too-human stuff of social 
history-"the demonic delusions of an ignorant people," in the 
words of John B .  Boles.3 Both views arose with the institution 
itself; both have persisted unreconciled into our own time. 
G iven such an early and nearly absolute split into "sacred vs. 
profane" interpretations, it is  not surprising that contempora ry 
accounts are often zealously polemical .  But what does give us 
p ause is the scarcity-over a period of a century-and-a-half­
of interpretations that attempt to see the camp-meeting whole: 
as a fusion of the sacred and the" p rofane to form a vision of 
American community. 

'�Some people thought the world was coming to an end," 
257 
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wrote James B .  Fin ley, who was on the ground at Cane Rid ge 
i n  180 I, while others d eclared "that some dreadful calamity 
was coming u pon the country as a jud gment of God on the 
nation. "4 Rude a nd excitable as its evangelism might have 
been, the Kentucky Revival was , according to the ��party of the 
faithful," a crucial work of redemption that would lead to the 
fulfillment of A merican Chri stianity. As the movement gained 
force and spread, cam p-meeting sponsors i nvested their charge 
w ith more a nd more moral urgency: for they were now (or so 
they believed) under the pressure of millen nial time a nd, 
d espite hundred s and even thousands of rebirths, reckoned 
that the West was still largely unregenerate. Hence the cam p­
meeting's focus on indi vidual conversion, for which purpose it 
was h ighly effective. Peter Cartwright, one of t he camp­
meeting's staunchest advocates (and a revival preacher of 
legend ary status), liked to remind his church that in the tented 
grove "the word of God has reached the hearts of thousand s 
that otherwise, in all proba bility, never would have been 
reached b y  the ordinary mea n s  of grace."5 

From this narrowly i nstitutional perspective, as Dickson 
Bruce has observed, "the only reason for holding cam p­
meetings was to convert new church mem bers," which is just 
what the Methodists did in the West with such astonishing 
success. Yet, beyond the boasting about huge crowds and the 
careful tallying of the n umbers of convicted, the emphasis at a 
camp-meeting was on the individual psychodrama of 
conversion-making the spiritually private socially public, in a 
perfect merging of self with com m u nity. According to Bruce 
the camp-meeting was consciously structured to be a collective 
model of the typical i ndividual conversion, based on the 
conversion stories of the '�saints": " Because there was a proper 
form for conversion, those experiences which were the goal of 
the cam p-meeting had to be effected i n  that form . The 
preachers did not want something-any thing-to happen to 
the convert. R ather, they wanted a particular kind of 
interaction to occur between the individual and the divine." 
The Hsaints," whose conversion narratives served as patterns 
(Cartwright a nd Finley are two of the most important), were 
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first of all frontier individ u alists , a nd one of Bruce's points is 
that the Kentucky Revival ,and its successors could not h ave 
flouri shed in any other form: the myth of individualism made 
any other structures i m p racticable.6 

Al most p a radoxically, however, the millennial  idea of 
com m unity is also deeply embed ded in the form of the cam p­
meeting. The work of "final red emption" Richard McNemar 
witnessed d u ring the Kentucky Revival was, he had no doubt, a 
preparation for the New Jerusalem; and there is reason to 
believe t hat McNemar and others had i n  mind the establi sh­
me nt of an actual chiliastic community in the western 
wilde rness, a place that would be the fulfillment of God's 
promise in both sacred and secular h istory, if not the final 
proof that these were-in America-the same thing.7 For 
McNemar m illennial  fulfillment was wholly tran scende ntal, 
eschatological in the visionary manner of Revelation. Yet this 
was not the mainstream of western revivalism. As Sandra S izer 
has pointed out, the langu age and experience of individ ual 
conversion had a social application that the managers of cam p­
meetings were bound to exploit: "It is clear from the available 
literature that praye r, testimony, and exhortation were 
em ployed to creat a community of i nten se feeling, in wh ich 
i ndivid uals  u nderwent similar experiences (centering on con­
version) a n d  would the nceforth unite with others in matters of 
moral d ecision a n d  social behavior. "8 Whether the '"latter 
d ays" were likewise the "last days" became less i mportant as the 
years piled up w ithout bri nging the millen n ium, a n d  as camp­
meetings beca me more thoroughly insti tutionalized. The goal 
of the "comm u n ity of feeli ng" gradually beca me that of putting 
the millenium i nto American time a nd place-actualizing it, 
that i s, in the ante-bellum West. And since one of the necessary 
consequences of a Hcommunity of feeling" is the disap pearance 
of social boun d ar ies , camp-meeti ngs were also in stru ments for 
the realization of A merican d emocracy. The myth of 
i ndivid ualism, the community of feeling, the doctrine of free 
grace: these were all central camp-meeting e nactments, a nd all 
of them helped make d emocracy millen nia!. 

Even when they lacked a ny compelling vision of the mille n-
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nium, camp-meeting proponents were firm in t heir belief in its 
moral and social worth .  Camp-meetings were healthy and 
progressive, even if they d id not immediately bring about the 
Kingdom. But the critics of the institution give us a rad ically 
d ifferent picture. Through their accounts we see a Hogarthian 
burlesque of self-delusion instead of a n  apocalyptic night of the 
Holy Spirit: preachers who are mere ignorant ranters inciting 
hysteria among a lamentably susceptible crowd; a dark car­
nival of demon rum, sexual promiscuity, a nd all man ner of 
religious imposters sharing the ground wit h the truly devout 
and all but i ndistinguishable from t hem in t he chaos; finally, 
the entire panorama garishly back-l it by the monstrous fires of 
the nighttime services-when emotions ra n highest a nd t hings 
were most likely to get out of hand. 

Either the ske ptics or the faithful might call such a scene 
"'appalling," but they would mean something very different. 
James B. Finley found the spectacle at Cane Ridge "awful 
beyond d escription . . . . A vast crowd, supposed by some to 
have amounted to twenty-five thousand, was collected 
together. The noise was like the roar of Niagara. The vast sea of 
human beings seemed to be agitated as if by a storm . .. .  Some 
of t he people were singing, others praying, some crying for 
mercy i n  the most piteous accents, while others were s houting 
most vociferously." Yet for Fi nley the "sublimely inde­
scrib a ble" led directly to his conversion a n d  a re-made life.9 

By contrast here is a passage from t he rather more familiar 
account of a nighttime meeting in the summer of 1829: "But 
how am I to descri be t he sounds that proceeded from t his 
strange mass of human beings? I know no word s which can 
con vey an idea of it . Hysterical sobbings, convulsive groan s, 
shrieks and screams the most a p palling, burst forth on all sides. 
I felt sick with horror. "10 To Frances Trollope the "'inde­
scribable" brings on only revulsion a n d  d isgust: camp­
meet i ngs a re a visceral horror that degrades both participants 
and observers . But it is clear that both Finley and M rs. Trollope 
are witnessing essentially t he same '"event." The "strange mass 
of human bei ngs" is enacting something extraord inary in their 
individual a nd communal lives. I nterpretation alo�e make the 
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cam p-meeting a joyous shout of salvation or a religious s ham 
and social outrage. The passionate, partisan responses of the 
witnesses attest to the historical i mportance of the cam p­
meeting, but t hey do not solve the problem of its nature .  The 
marvelou s  h u man com plexity of cam p-meetings suggests that 
t hey were "social microcosms," yet the principles of their u nity 
have remained elusive. 

"There was certainly no such t hing as an archetypal cam p­
meeting," says Dickson B ruce," and w hen archetype means 
prototype he is  probably correct, since, from t heir beginnings 
in backwood s  North Carolina and Kentucky, camp-meetings 
have varied markedly in matters of format: size, shape, 
ame nities, d uration. But in a more important sense of 
archetype-a structural or narrative mod el that becomes 
normative in a culture-B ruce is mistaken .  Taken together, the 
documentary record s indicate that an archetype did exist: born 
fully-formed in Bourbon County, Kentucky; e nacted during 
the days of August 6th throu gh 11 th, 1801: the great cam p­
meeting at Can e  Ridge. 12 According to John B. Boles (whose 
The Great Revival, 1787-1805 is the most probing recent 
interpretation of the first cam p-meetings): "This  Can e  Ridge 
camp-meeting, the truly Brobdingnagian m eeting of the entire 
southern revival, immediately gained such fame and symbolic 
stature that it merits close description. Larger that any of the 
rest, far the best publicized, it became k nown all alon g  the 
eastern seaboard. For countless praying congregations in the 
South, news of Cane Ridge was just t he spark needed to ignite 
futu re revivals.  This meeting was also the scene of t he most 
bizarre of those physical manifestations of conviction w hich 
for many even today characterize the G reat Revival of the 
South.  "13 

Cane R i d ge defined once and for all the religious 
phenomenology of the camp-meeting-its shocking psy­
chological and emotional excesses as well as its superb 
efficacy in the matter of conversion. B ut more than this Cane 
Rid ge also provided the social structure and the democratic 
meaning of the camp-meeting: people came freely together 
whe re salvation was free, and the transactions were productive 
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of equality and com m unity. "The unprecedented size of the 
meeting," says Boles, "simply relegated Calvinistic talk of 
p articular election to the background; the im mediate 
effectiveness of the revival spectacle p u s hed emphasis on 
personal volition to the forefront. "14 And one might a d d  that 
b anished along with Calvinism were traditional notions of 
theocratic and d enominational authority. 

A successful camp-meeting p reacher like Peter Cartwright, 
though he remained all his life an orthodox Methodist and was 
m uch affected by radical millennarianism, nevertheless p ro­
jected a mythic version of his own individuality by treating 
conversion as a means to spiritual and social l iberation. 
Ca rtwright made a career out of reenactments of Cane Ridge, 
and there is an am using but telling anecdote from his 
Autobiography that illustrates his idea of t he "democratic 
God." It seems that while p reaching in Nashville in 18 19, one of 
CartwrighCs services was unsettled by t he a p pearance of 
Andre w  Jackson, who came in late and, not finding a seat, 
leaned against a post: \�Just then I felt some one pull my coat in 
the stand, and turning my head, my fastidious preacher, 
whispering a little loud, said: 'General Jackson has come in; 
General Jackson has come in. '  I felt a flash of indignation run 
all over me like an electric shock, and facing about to m y  
congregation, and purposely s peaking o u t  audibly, I said, 
'Who is General Jackson? If he d on't get his soul converted, 
God will d a mn h i m  as quick as he would a G uinea negro!'''15 
This gem of a vignette-an inera dicable p art of the Cartwright 
folklore-is usually cited as evidence of his fire-and-brimstone 
tem perament and his personal courage. Yet the story has more 
democratic than religious significance. Here are two of the 
West's larger-than-life ind ividuals, both on their way to 
becoming legends and national figures . Jackson, of course, was 
a head in the race. He would one d ay be p resident, and as 
pres ident he would be both symbol and reality of the 
unvarnished, untrammeled western democrat. B ut in Nashville 
in 1 8  1 9  Peter Cartw right challenged Jackson (and the 
congregation) with a doctrine of absolute equality which he 
believed was God 's plan for America. 
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It is t his harmony of religion and democracy, focused and 
a m pl ified through t he Hco m munity of feeling," that info rms 
m uch of the ficti o n  in which the cam p-meeting is a serious 
subject. This essay examines works by three generations of 
Ohio Valley writers (Ed wa rd Egglesto n's The Circuit Rider, 
1874, and The Graysons, 1887; Fra ncis Grierson's The Valley 
of Shadows, 1909; and Harold Sinclair's American Years, 

1938) i n  light of the "myth of Cane Ridge." It is not, however, a 
study of sources a nd a nalogues but a broad interpretation 
intended to show that there was literatu re about the 19th 
century camp-meeting that treated revival religion a n d  its 
concomitant sense of social community as equally i m po rtant 
and as inseparable . Even when critical, such literature saw the 
camp-meet i ng whole. "Among all the weapons forged by the 
West i n  its struggle against lawlessness and imm o rality," writes 
Charles A. Joh nso n, "few were m ore successful that the 
frontier camp-meeting. "16 This is a modern j udgment that the 
Ohio Valley writers reached first, perhaps because the n ature 
of narrative fiction is to interpret through dramatization. A 
novelist like Edward Egglesto n, though he often had the itch to 
comment auth orially, dramatized the archetype of Cane 
Ridge. He was thus able to intuit the camp-meeting's Hco m­
munity of feeling" while avoiding ide o logical superi m p ositio ns 
that would treat reli gion as an aspect of some larger 4'reality" 
rather that as the o rganizing and u nifying energy it was in 
western community life. Scholars h ave rarely been a ble to d o  as 
m uch. Only in the recent work of John B. B oles, Dickson 
Bruce, a nd Sandra S. S izer do we see the kind of h olistic char­
acterizations of revivalism and camp-meetings that the writers 
d rew alm ost instinctively. Bruce warns that '"an exclusively 
social view falls short . . . in its failu re to take t he explicitly 
religious content of the cam p-meeting seriously."I? And S izer 
a rgues that �'we are h ere dealing with a crucial questio n  in the 
analysis of rel i gious ideology, which so often seems to be 
merely a reflection of some other kind of id eology o r  of so me 
social situation. The proble m appears often because scholars 
treat religio n  as composed of belief systems-systems which 
t he sch olars have constructed-rather than as it a p pears in the 
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forms which are its vehicles. "18 

T hrough the re-enactment in the forms which are its 
vehicles, Eggleston and his successors dramatized the '"com­
m unity of feeling" at camp-meeting revivals that gave unity to 
the lives of the folk .  In the words of one of Francis Grierson's 
characters (who could easily be speaking for all), "sin in politics 
air e ki l  te sin in religion-thar a in't no dividin' line. "19 The 
" s  in" in q uesti on is slavery; t he salvati 0 n is ind i vid ual regener­
ation, participation in the "community of feeling, "  and com­
mitment to the democratic ideal  of social justice which 
recognizes other individ uality without qualification-even 
that of blacks and poor whites. All this was possible at the 
literary cam p-meet ing. 

II. Heroic and Democratic Methodism 

For Ed ward Eggleston ( 1 837-1902), who was first a 
Met hodist minister, last a social h istorian, and in between the 
most accomplished of the 19th-century Ohio Valley regional 
novelists, "Methodism was to the West a ll that P uritanism was 
to New England."2o Now this is a bold assertion, but what 
exactly does i t  mean? Perhaps Eggleston is saying nothing 
more than that the Methodists, having gotten to the West first, 
s imply grew u p  with t he country, as the P u ritans had in New 
England, build ing churches and towns, esta blishing custom 
and belief, and in short making a regional way of life t hat might 
one day be ta ken as a national type. This m uch would be 
consistent with Eggleston's beliefs about American social 
history. But there is a further implication. Puritanism had 
provided not only a lasting pattern for American com munity 
(the social and material aspects of which were often transplanted 
into the New England-dominated parts of t he Old Northwest) 
but its prophetic authority as wel l .  The famous "Errand into 
the Wilderness" was u ltimately to be the realization of the New 
Jerusalem. As noted by Sacvan Bercovitch, �'the Puritans' 
concep t  of errand entailed a fusion of secular and sacred 
history. The p urpose of their jeremiads was to d irect an 
i mperiled people of God toward the fu lfillment of their destiny, 
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to guide t hem ind ividually toward salvation, a n d  c ollectively 
toward t he American city of G od .  "21 Th is version of the 
A merican millennium is recognizably that of the Kentucky 
Revival and Cane Ridge; but  is it a part of Eggelston's thinking 
in the 1870's? 

W ith two important differences, the a nswer is yes. In his 
novels nature in the positive romantic sense is decisive in t he 
d rama of conversion a n d  the place of millen nia} community; 
a nd in the West the millennium will be democratic (rather than 
theocratic), founded o n  the individual (rather than the 
corporation), and freely available t o  all (rat her than o nly to the 
elect). In the preface to The Circuit Rider Egglesto n  paid 
tribute to what he called the "heroic  age" of Meth odism on the 
Old Northwestern frontier: �4mo re than a ny o ne else, the early 
circuit preachers brought o rder out of chaos. In n o  other class 
was the real heroic element so finely displayed .  "22 Though 
encumbered with a comic plot and sentimental-melod ramatic 
machinery, The Circuit Rider is a credi ble d ramatizatio n  of 
heroic Methodism. And it is rich in religious materials d rawn 
from history, folklore, and Eggleston's own experiences as a 
c hild in s outhern I ndian a  a nd later as a Methodist circuit rider 
himself. 

The novel is set in southern Ohio in the embryonic  and 
socially very doubtful settlement of "Hissawachee B ottom." 
The year is 1809, about t he time that Meth odism was taking 
h old in the region and n ot l o ng after t he Kentucky Revival had 
spread n orthward across t he Ohio River into the Mia mi 
Valley. A t  times, speaking in the d istancing voice of the social 
historian, Eggleston attempts to explai n  t he G reat Revival in 
terms of the western character: 

It is hard for us to understand the elements that produced such incredible 
excitements as resulted from the early Methodist preaching. How at a camp­
meeting, for instance, five hundred people, indifferent enough to everything 
of the sort one hour before, should be seized during a sermon with terror­
should cry aloud to God for mercy, some of them falling in trances and 
cataleptic unconsciousness; and how, out of all this excitement, there should 
come forth. in very many cases, the fruit of transformed lives seems to us a 
punle beyond solution. But the early Westerners were as inflammable as 
tow; they did not deliberate, they were swept into most of their decisions by 



266 THE OLD NORTHWEST 

contagious excitements .... The Day of J udgment, the doom of the wicked. 
and the blessedness of the righteous were as real and substantial in their 
conception as any facts of life.23 

Passages like t his one have the effect of putting Eggleston 
knowi ngly above his  materials-the u nd eliberative westerners. 
But the d ramatizations of the camp-meetings in The Circuit 

Rider reveal a d eeper identificati o n  with the western com­
m u n ity of feeling. 

Egglesto n  remembered two modes of evangelism from the 
early camp-meetings, t he terrib le and benign, a nd he 
acco rd ingly devised two kinds of camp-meeting Hgenre 
scenes," the aesthetics of whic h corresponded to the roma ntic 
div ision of the landscape into the beautiful a n d  the su blime. 
For the c o nversion of his heroine, a central incident in  The 

Circuit Rider, Egglesto n  sets a scene of pasto ral l oveliness: ��N 0 

religious meeting is ever so d elightful as a meeting held i n  the 
forest; n o  fo rest is so sat isfying as a forest of b eech; the wide­
spreading bo ughs-droo ping w he n  they start from the trunk, 
but well sustai ned at  the last-stretch out with a steady h ori­
zontalness, the last year's leaves form a carpet like a cushio n, 
while t he d e nse foliage shuts out t he sun." T he la nguage of the 
d escription-'"delightful," '"satisfying," Hwell sustained," 
"steady h orizontalness"-prefigures the beauty of the religious 
experience awaiting young Patty Lumsde n  at the camp­
m eeting. To this point in the n ovel she has been d rawn as a 
prou d  c hild of privilege, scornful of the rude M ethodists a n d  
safely h idden behind t h e  social garment of t h e  family's Old 
Virginia Episco palianism. But n ow the preacher, a crude b ut 
sympathetic man named Russel Bigelow, wins her  to Christ 
with an "indescribable" serm o n  o n  the text HSeeking a bride for 
his master ." As Patty becomes more a nd more p owerfully 
convicted, she begins stripp i ng off all her "artificials"-jewelry 
and other perso nal decoratio ns-to the i ncreasing interest of 
the congregation, fo r whom this was the "greatest of t riu mphs, 
t h is public co nve rsio n  of Captain Lumsden's d aughter:" 

They showed their joy in many pious ejaculations. Patty did not seek 
concealment. She scroned to creep into the kingdom of heaven. It seemed to 
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her that she owed this pUblicity. For a moment all eyes were turned away 
from the orator. He pa used in his discourse until Patty had removed the 
emblems of her p ride and antagonism. Then, turning with tearful eyes to the 
audience, the preacher, with simple-hearted sincerity and inconceivable 
effect, burst out with, "Hallelujah! I have found a bride for my master!"24 

The key sente nce here is "It seemed to her that she owed this 
publicity." Eggleston is making a complex p oi nt: Patty's 
conversion is not religious alone but simultane ously demo­

cratic. The Rev. Mr. Bigelow, who is after all an itinerant a nd 
therefore an occasional visitor t o  Hissawachee Bottom, may 
h ave gained a new member of the Methodist church through 
his preaching, but of equal importance to the n ovel is Patty's 
joining the community i n  a gen ui ne way. Espousal of Christ, 

Eggleston is im plying, entails a form of social levelling­
necessary in the West (as in America) if democratic community 
is to realize d .  Yet P atty's social transformation is ach ieved n ot 
through humiliation but spiritual exaltation. The Metho dists 
triumphed in the Ohio Valley with t he d octr i ne of free 
salvatio n  and t he institutions of the circuit a n d  the camp­
meeting to insure that it was offered t o  all. B ut it took a 
socially-minded novelist like Eggleston t o  see that, almost 
incidentally, the Metho dists were also spreading democracy.2s 

The natural beauty of the d aylight camp-meeting service a nd 
the quiet dignity of Patty Lumsden's co nversion are conso nant  
with the artistic ends of The Circuit Rider, which, besides being 

a tribute to frontier Meth odism, is a sentimental l ove-story 
abou t  two pe ople who grow worthy of o ne another through 
religion.  Moreover, the n ovel tells us something about 
Eggleston's early optimism-Uearly" both i n  terms of the 
period he is writing about and the stage in his own career. In the 
1870's he is comfortable with golden n ostalgia, and his books 
are full of Dickensian sentiment a nd burlesque made native by 
d aubs of homely l ocal color. T his tone p redominates right 
through Roxy (1878), which is also a n ovel about religio n  a nd 
revivalism and is Eggleston's finest work. But by 1887 and the 
publ ication of The Graysons he was revealing (intentionally or 
not) a darker social truth. The work may be read as authorial 
d ou bt about whether society i n  the American West really 
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te nded toward democracy a n d  civilizatio n .  The proble m  of evil 
has shifted p ositio n  from the hum a n  heart to t he heart of 
society, but by the late 1880's Egglesto n  is no longer a believer 
in straightforward solutions. 

The Graysons, while not a religious novel in t he sense o f  The 

Circuit Rider, c ontains o ne of Eggleston's most effective camp­
meeti ng scenes. Subtitled "A Story of A braham Lincoln," the 
pl o t  tu rns on a n  adaptation of a well-known piece of Lincoln­
iana, the so-called" Alma nac Trial" of 1857, where Lincol n  
successfully defended a ma n named Duff Armstro ng aga inst 
charges of murder, brought after an assa ult at the Virgin's 
G rove Camp- Meeti ng in August of that year ( Egglesto n  
changes the name o f  the place t o  Timber Creek}.26 In a manner 
almost incidental to the story, Eggleston explores the 
sym b olic contrast between " day a n d  night" at the cam p­
meeting. He o pe ns the T i m ber Creek narrative w ith a picture of 
western religio n  at its most co nvivial: 

In the early day of August there came a time of comparative leisure. The 
summer harvests were over, and the fields of tall corn had been "laid by" after 
the last plowing. Then ltlinois had a breathing spell. ... and in this time of 
relaxation came the season of Baptist Associations and Methodist Camp­
meetings and two-days' Basket Meetings-jolly religious picnics, where you 
could attend to your soul's salvation and eat "roas'in' ears"with old friends in 
the thronged recesses of the forests, among a people who were perhaps as 
gregarious as any the world has ever produced.27 

Here is t he fulfilled pasto ral d ream of the A merican Garde n-a 
sce ne so mythicized that a self-proclaimed social historian 
(writing, it is true, from alpine Switzerland) ca n speak u nblink­
ingly of forests in central Illin ois, and so idyllic that salvati o n  is 
rightly incidental to hobnobbing and picnicking. The Timber 
Creek camp-meeting a p pears t o  be e ntirely a time of "socia­
bility in the tented grove." On the narrative surface, at least, the 
spiritual  welfare of the community is taken for granted. 

B ut to the good rural feeling of the day, the night-meeting 
presents a stark a n d  u nexpected contrast: 

Within the oval of tents at the camp-meeting two great platforms were 
raised on posts six or eight feet high and covered with earth; on these were 
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built blazing bonfires, illuminating all the space inclosed by the tents and 
occupied by the enthusiastic assembly, which, as one great chorus, made the 
wide forest vocal with a tide of joyous or pathetic song. But there were two 
poles to the magnetism of the camp-meeting. In the region of outer blackness, 
quite beyond the reach of an illumination from platform bonfires or pulpit 
eloquence, there were also assemblies of those who were attracted by the 
excitement, but to whom the religious influences were a centrifugal force. 
Here jollity and all conceivable deviltry rejoiced also in a meet 
companionship.2K 

A nd ,  again, three pages later: 

The preaching was vigorous and stirring, and the exhorter, who came after 
thc preacher, told many pathetic stories, which deeply moved a people always 
eager to be excited. The weird scene no doubt contributed by its spectacular 
effect to increase the emotion. The bonfires on the platforms illuminated the 
circle of white tents, which stood out against the wall of deep blackness in the 
forest behind; the light mountcd a hundred feet and more through the thick 
branches of lofty beech and maple trees, and was reflected from the under 
side of leaves quivering in the breeze. The boughs and foliage, illumniated 
from below, had an unreal and unworldly aspect. No imagery of the preacher 
could make the threatened outer darkness of the lost so weird to the 
imagination as this scene, in which the company of simple-minded people 
f ou nd themselves in the presence of a savage Natu reo and in the sphere of light 
bounded on every hand by a blackness as of darkness primeval. 

The oddest aspect of this striking scene is ap parent o nly to a 
reader of the entire novel: it is irrelevant to t he actio n. N o ne of 
t he characters' s ouls is saved, n or is anyone deeply affected by 
the preaching, despite Egglesto n's rather unconvincing 
gestures ("p athetic song," "many pathetic stories") t o  the 
co ntrary. Tom Grayson, the protagonist, is so preoccupied 
with thoughts about a girl who is j ilting him (ordinarily the best 
critical mass i n  Eggleston for a conversion) that he actually 
walks out on the exhorter well before the services end. Grayson 
isn't merely unconvicted; he's uninterested in what the cam p­
meeting h as to offer. A nd, given the narrative inat tention, the 
reader isn't much interested either. The quoted passages make 
a good genre-scene. But Eggleston's Timber Creek camp­
meeting ties itself to the actio n  o nly by providin g  an 
o p portunity for murder, which i n  a ny case occurs off-stage a nd 
lacks even a rhetorical connection with the sym bolic and meta-
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phorical meaning of the Hblackness of darkness." In fact it is 
the symbolism itself that stands out from the conventional 
pages of the novel. Eggleston may have been saying more than 
he knew. Throughout the description the imagery of alien 
darkness accumulates ("outer blackness, "�'weird scene, ""deep 
blackness," "threatened outer darkness") until it culminates in 
such phrases as "the presence of a savage Nature" and "the 
blackness as of darkness primeval." Even the "sphere of light" 
at the center of the meeting, which should be sanctified, is 
utterly surrounded by the "outer darkness" and reveals an 
"unreal and unworldly aspect." That such a "blackness of 
darkness" characterization might have come to Eggleston 
through Hawthorne (particularly through stories like "Young 
Goodman Brown") makes it no less surprising. The "simple­
minded people" at the camp-meeting-by the way an 
imputation that would have been unthinkable in The Circuit 

Rider-are evidently lost in a "savage Nature," cut off from 
what was a few hours before their amenable world. It is true 
that the notion of a "blackness as of darkness primeval" was a 
popular and effective nighttime theme at camp-meetings.29 Yet 
Eggleston dramatizes no masses of people falling affrighted to 
the ground, no sea of penitents in conviction who would soon 
be harvested souls. 

There is something blank, absolute and metaphysical about 
this darkness, which is all the more puzzling for not fitting into 
the novel's action nor being Eggleston's usual way of treating 
the western revival. In one respect only is the Timber Creek 
meeting familiar Eggleston: it is still a "social microcosm "-the 
one frontier (or, by 1857, rural) institution that was inclusive, 
its "two poles of magnetism" bringing to the same place, if not 
genuinely together, the disparate classes of the novel's two 
towns, the despised poor whites of "Broad Run" and the 
respected burghers of "Moscow." Following the program of 
The Circuit Rider, we might expect that the revival at Timber 
Creek would bring on the desired "community of feeling," a 
millennial love-feast heralding a new and classless life in the 
Illinois Garden. But not in The Graysons: by 1887 Eggleston 
was apparently unwilling to play out this particular ritual 
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drama. Religion alone cannot redeem American democracy. 
What has made the difference? Certainly not the place of the 

revival. Timper Creek is generically the same delightful forest 
of beech under whose beneficent canopy Patty Lumsden was 
won to Methodism and democracy. And Eggleston's genre 
materials for the camp-meeting are narratively smooth from 
frequent working. What is different is the night: the night that 
has fallen at Timber Creek is far darker and more hopelessly 
impenetrable than anything else in Eggleston's work, where the 
sublime-when used at all-is always vanquished by the 
beautiful. To comprehend the symbolic power of the Timber 
Creek darkness is to relinquish not only the myth of western 
community but the plot of the novel as well. Since The 
Graysons ends well-the clever Mr. Lincoln saves Tom from 
hanging and the right girl is on the way to saving him from 
himself-we must assume that its author did not fully realize 
what he was doing, though he did it with great unconscious 
destructive force. 

In the years between The Circuit Rider and The Graysons, 
Eggleston, like his contemporary Mark Twain, moved 
culturally afield from his sources, doubtlessly making the 
recreative acts of memory all the harder. But for mythologizing 
a good memory is not necessary. All that is required is the 
desire to see one's culture whole and the artistic ability to 
manipulate its symbols towards a synthesis. The first of these 
was one of Eggleston's special strengths. The second, however, 
he could never manage, lacking the skill of structuring symbols 
into his fiction. The Timber Creek camp-meeting reads like an 
unconscious irruption into the narrative of what another 
Edward Eggleston wanted to talk about: the unredeemed evil 
in America. 

Ill. HBehold ... the Garden of the Lord" 

'''It's a pity Pete Cartwright's too feeble to be here,'" remarks 
one of the Illinois folk at the 1858 camp-meeting in Francis 
Grierson's The Valley of Shadows. �Hfer if he wus he'd put 'em 
into hot water quicker'n lightnin'. A lot 0' them folks don't 
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want preachin' half so much er brimstone.'" Cartwright, like 
Lincoln, is a legendary presence in this strange book, which 
Grierson called Hnot a novel, but the recollections ... of my 
early life in Illinois. "30 Yet only in the loosest sense of the word 
can The Valley of Shadows be termed "recollections." It is 
actually a series of fictionalized sketches, somewhat the work 
of memory, to be sure, but full of imagination and literary in­
vention as well. The first twelve chapters of The Valley of 

Shadows all treat rural life in the area around Springfield. 
These pieces have a continuity not found in the second half of 
the book, and, taken together, they give The Valley of Shadows 

the greatest part of its artistic power. 
The unity of these HSangamon Sketches" is based on 

symbolism, and the theme is the redemption of the Illinois 
Garden. This "second Garden of Eden," as Grierson calls the 
place, may be located in central Illinois, but it stands for 
millennial America at the threshold. The community of the 
Garden is torn with dissention over the issue of slavery and is 
therefore under an apocalyptic threat of destruction. The 
drama opens in early spring with a fiery abolitionist sermon by 
the local Methodist preacher, intensifies over the spring and 
summer with the activities of the Underground Railroad, and 
reaches its climax in the great autumnal camp-meeting. 

In giving to his camp-meeting a powerful and coherent 
symbolism, Grierson transcends Eggleston's social history and 
his genre-painting. Grierson's gathering is huge: as at Cane 
Ridge there are more than twenty-thousand on the ground and 
the spiritual struggles last for many d ays.3J The people are 
moved to leave their farms and villages deserted; they come 
from half-a-dozen neighboring counties and cannot precisely 
say what their motivation is, though all sense that politics and 
religion are being fused by the abolitionist controversy. 
'HSummow, right er wrong, the people hev an idee that this 
here meetin' ain't so much fer religion ez it air fer politics, '" 
remarks one of the participants, and we are reminded of the 
words quoted earlier, from the prophetic mouth of Elihu Gest, 
Grierson's moral spokesman: 4HSin in politics air ekil to sin in 
religion-thar ain't no dividin' line. '" 
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Elihu Gest is a curious figure, one of the most original 
creations in American regional l iterature. Neither an ordained 
preacher nor apparently any part of the institutionalized 
church, he is nonetheless universally recognized on the prairie 
as the H Load-BearerH-he who takes up the people's burdens 
and carries the extra weight so that there may be community 
amo ng the settlers. We see that Gest is a farmer, but his long­
suffering wife (who can't quite cope with the mystical 
p romptings that take him from the fields for d ays and weeks at 
a time) lets us know that he is an indifferent one at best. We 
hear no talk at the Gest homestead abo ut ownership of the land 
or the rights of property. Grierson's Illinois community even 
lacks a name, and except for o ne brief scene at the post office 
there is no mention of a town. A community without such 
institutions is a community in a state of nature. Autho rity 
derives from the inner light of individuals and is expressed 
spo ntaneously and intuitively through acts of cooperation. At 
the camp-meeting Elihu Gest, as his community's "' Load­
Bearer, " clearly has this kind of a utho rity. And Grierson 
makes the point that Peter CartwrighCs absence will not prove 
a problem. 

The meeting itself, as so often happened , starts slowly. After 
the first d ay's fruitless exhortations, Gest remarks that �"the 
people air all right, but they must be tetched. ' '' Throughout the 
second day, and the third, the spark is likewise wanting, and by 
Sunday evening the camp-meeting's official spo nsors are 
beginning to despair. At this p oint the "Load-Bearer, " who has 
been apart from the meeting in solitary prayer, assumes 
command, literally aided by the heavens: 

A storm was approaching . . . .  A few minutes more and a squall descended 
over the cam p and a vivid blast sent a thrill through the assembly. The crash 
was followed by a hurricane of shifting light that swept down closer and 
closer over the camp. The lightning seemed to spring from the ground, the 
air, the woods. the camp itself. .. . J ust before the hurricane passed away a 
dazzling bolt struck the big elm beside the platform. It fell in a blue-white zig­
zag, and to many of the more su perstitious it resembled nothing so much as a 
fiery serpent pou red from a vial of wrath overhead , for it split the elm in  
two.)2 
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The lightning his cue, the cloven elm his portent, the HLoad­
Beare r" ascends the preachers' platform:  

A p ict ure o f  peculiar fasci nat i o n  was n o w  presented t o  t h e  wonderi ng a nd 
half-dazed people. A rrayed behind the Load- Bea rer, in a jagged semi-circle 
t hat  stretched fro m  one end of the platform to the ot her, sat all the preac hers 
a nd exhorters. W itnesses who had o nce mourned as penitents before the altar  
now ma rsh a l led to make ot hers mourn,  as fixed and motio nless as statues 
hewn from syenite� for there was a bout them s o mething of the mie n of 
Egyptian bas-rel iefs seated at  the d oor separating l ife a nd death.  S o me were 
bearded a n d  grim l y  e ntrenched beh i nd a ha iry mask;  others ,  in their long, 
p oi nted goatees,  shar pened the pictu re; while others aga i n, clea n-shaven and 
peeri ng st raight before them,  prese nted a death - l ike pal lor, a t  o nce fra i l  and 
frightful .  33 

I n  the center of this "picture of peculiar fascination" stands  
El ihu Gest, weari ng the a uthoritative mantle of the judge: 
Hyou are being weighed in the bala nce ! Tophet i s  yawn i ng for 
the u nregenerate ! "  Was this then to be the time? 

A sensat ion as if the ground had begu n to move a n d  Ooat spread t hrough the 
multitude; and when, a l i ttle later, h e  cried : " Y o u 're hangi n '  to t he hinges of 
time by a hair ! " all doubts vanished. H eads began to d roop, bodies swayed 
side to side . . . peo ple fel l  to t he ground, while stiOed groan s  a nd 
lamentat i o ns issued from hund reds of throats at o nce . . . .  The cam p  
resem bled a coast strewn with the dead and dying after a great wreck, a nd a 
murmuri ng tumult  alternately rose and fel l  l ike that from a moaning wi nd 
and a surgi ng sea . 

The night of nights had come! It seemed as if hund reds were in the throes of 
death and would never r ise, so that a mingling of p i ty a nd d read fi l led t hose 
who had l o ng si nce p rofessed rel igion; for t he stra n ge union of material a nd 
spiritual forces . . .  the fa ll ing a way of a l l  world ly p rops . . .  rendered . . .  even 
the helpers and exhorters s peechless.34 

Eve n  out of context this is a compelling vision of j udgment, 
the appropriate climax to perhaps the best cam p-meeting scene 
i n  American liter ature . Though not after all the "night of 
nights, " it is close . These has bee n a communal catharsis of evil, 
a purgation of " pity a nd dread" ( Grierson chooses Ari stotle's 
terms for the fi nal cause of tragedy) so profound that even 
those who "had long since p rofessed rel igion" were stricken 
ane w. This is  Grierson 's p aradox for I l l i nois and the nation. 
Many intermed iate a pocalypses will occur on the way to the 
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final one, with the ritual drama j ust co ncluded neithe r first n o r  
l ast: foreshadowings of the m i l le n nium i n  historical time .  As 
Eli h u  Gest  p uts it ,  i n  the final w o rds of  the camp-meeting 
chapter, 'H Let 'em mourn ,  let 'em mourn; jedgment a i n 't fa r 
off. "'35 

Yet t he peo ple do not go from the cam p-meeting unchanged.  
They have been Htetched. " They h ave see n  G od's judgment on 
slavery a nd a re now ready to accept the abolitionists ' p rophecy 
about t he co ming " terrible swift sword. " The landscape " ro u nd 
about Springfield" is also altered: the dark shado w is lifting 
from t he valley. The U nderground Rail road will soon close its 
stations, a nd in the meanti me the dreaded slave-catchers wil l  
get no more collaboration from the fo rmerly lukewarm, w hose 
hearts have been fired by the eve nts of t he camp-meeting. Men 
and w o men are o nce again at home i n  the Illinois  Garden ­
tem p o rarily, u ntil the next cri sis. A nd t h is drama of 
redemptio n  is the religious  and s ocial reason for G rierson 's 
"little apocalypse . "  

IV. Pete r Cartwright's I J I in ois Tabernacle 

To the extent  that 1 9th-century Ame rican mi llennial i sm 
involved a transformatio n of the landscape, and therefore 
beca me tied to an ide ology of progress, it was vex i ng to realists 
like Eggleston ,  who could glance out his wi ndow in New York 
and see that each new day was decidedly n ot br inging about the 
earthly paradise. T he natural  wilderness of a century befo re 
might have bee n  capable of supporting a chi liastic com munity , 
but the industrial city of 1 900 was a nother matter. Francis 
G rierson, h o wever, was physically a nd imaginatively removed 
fro m  America w hen he wrote The Valley oj Shadows. H e  
regretted the "institutional izatio n o f  everythi ng," h e  despised 
literary realism , a nd he tu rned his back on the 20th century, 
which meant turn i ng towa rd the nostalgic past of his ten years 
in I l l inois. Thus, as a work of ideal izing romanticism, The 
Valley oj Shadows was anachronistic even before it appeared. 
But as an evocatio n  of the I l l in o is Garden t he b o ok has never 
been surpassed. 



276 T H E  OLD N O RT H WEST 

Its  haunting mythic quality may explain why The Valley of 
Shadows has c ontinued to ap peal to students of American 
c ulture and to other writers, Harold Sinclair among them. 
Sinclair began his career in the 1 930's and was aware of the 
reinvention of social realism during the years of the Great 
Dep ression. In his own novels he tended to be unsentimental 
about Hactual America. " Yet this did not prevent him from 
appropriating (almost without change) Grierson's camp­
meeting chapter for use in A merican Years ( 1 93 8) . 36 Though 
seldom read today, A merican Years was notable in its time as 
an experiment in historical fiction. Containing plenty of stories 
but having no story-line, the novel chronicles the pioneering 
years of �'Everton, Dane County, Illinois" (Sinclair's fictional 
name for Blo omington, in M c Lean County) from its founding 
to the eve of the Civil War. If A merican Years has a protagonist 
at all, it is the town of Everton in its struggle to become a 
community. 

Sinclair was b oth a good j ournalist and a deft satirist, and 
one of the aims of A merican Years seems to be to de­
mythologize the romance of pioneering and free modern 
Americans from slavish filiopietism. Yet in his camp-meeting 
narrative ridicule is absent and the tone is serious and for the 
most part admiring. This may have been due to the influence of 
his p rinciple sources: Grierson's The Valley of Shadows and 
Cartwright's A utobiography.37 

The "Willow Bend" camp-meeting occurs in the autumn of 
1 83 5 ,  with Peter Cartwright on hand as the star preacher. 
Besides structuring the meeting after Grierson, Sinclair follows 
him in many details: the meeting is socially inclusive, replete 
with whisky-sellers and bands of rowdies; and, again, it begins 
without spirit: " With Peter Cartwright himself here they ho ped 
to do better 'n this. This is Sunday too . . . .  This ought to be a 
good day. " After vanquishing the rowdies and bursting the 
kegs, and having put their social house in order, the Willow 
Bend organizers are ready to attend to soul-saving. Once mo re, 
the right time turns out to be the Sunday evening service: 

The night was hot a nd stickY, as had been t he day_ There were no stars, a nd 
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heat  l igh t n i ng played about  on the horizon. The cand les fl ickered fi tfully,  as 
though gasping for air to burn p roperly. A feeling of o m i n o us u n rest h u ng 
over the  w h o le assemblage . . . .  

I n a few minutes the preachers filed i n  and took t heir places o n  the p lat­
form .  Almost in the same i nstant there was a sudd e n  st ir  at the opposite end 
of the build i ng. S o meth i ng was happeni ng. The close-packed crowd m u r­
m u red l ike a restless sea. 

The storm st ruck with a l m ost h u rrica ne force. Rain fel l  i n  b l ind ing masses, 
and a few roof slabs were carried a way on the furious wind.  Then,  l ike the  
h a m mer of G od .  the jagged chain of l igh t n i n g  struck a s talwart e l m  sta n d i n g  
a bare h u nd red feet fro m t h e  hudd led t h rong. L i k e  a fla m i n g  sword i t  clove 
the huge trunk t o  the very grass,  a nd even as the t hu nder rol led behi nd t he 
l igh tning bolt.  they saw the tru n k  part,  hesitate momentarily, then fal l  faster 
and faster toward the ground,  e nd i n g  at last in two mighty crashes . . . .  

And with the  next blue flash Ca rtwright was on h i s feet. hands  u p raised , 
his  face aglow with  holy zea l .  The faces of the o t her preachers s t ood out  
momenta rily l i ke ca rved stone. 

"The gates of hel l  stand aja r  for the unwary ! "  . 
H is voice rol led like t hat of some supe r-M oses, a nd the crowd was st i l led . 

Then again:  
" Y o u  are bei n g  weighed in the balance!  Thy God i s  a just God,  but an 

ave ngi ng o ne! Co me, ye sorry s inners ! "  
" Amen ! Amen!  A men ! "·'x 

The similarities between the two camp-meeting narratives 
are so obvious as to amount to deliberate borrowi ng on 
Sinclair's part. A n d  eve n  the minor d ifferences in the accounts 
point u p  the superior mythic authority of G rierson 's version. 
A merican Years adapts the detail  of having one of th e main 
rowdies d rown h is body in the nearby rive r after d rowning his 
soul i n  whis ky. But S i nclair makes the scene melod ra matic by 
staging a funeral p rocession through the congregation. W hile 
the faithful at Willow Bend regard the death of Zack Carpenter 
as a provide ntial sign, t hey read it stra ightforwardly: God will  
punish those who moc k his institution. G rierson, on the other 
hand , d ra matizes t wo deaths, one sacred and one profane . I n  
addition to the rowdy Wagner boy w ho d rowned , there was 
Alek Jord a n, killed by the same bolt of lightning t hat rent the 
old elm . Alek was the son of the most d evout woman i n  t he 
com munity, a nd his death , a ccepted by the mother "in a s p irit 
of faith a nd resignation, " points up both the i nscruta bility of 
p rovid ence and the symbolic com p l icity of all members of a 
d emocratic community i n  its  evil. 39 
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No such evil is impending in A merican Years. In 1 835 
slavery is not yet a polarizing issue, and Sinclair is  i n  any event 
more interested in the human comedy than in the tragic and 
final cho rds sounded by G rierson. Those who come to Willow 
Bend from m iles around come to hear and see the great Peter 
Cartwright; by his reputation they expect an impressive show. 
And that's what they get. I n  an interesting embellishment on 
Grierson, there are two lovers at the camp-meeting, "almost at 
Cartwright's feet, "  lying '"clasped in each other's arms, their 
faces white with ecstasy."  The ambiguity surrou nding this sort 
o f  "ecstasy" was always troubling to defenders of the camp­
meeting, and sexual passio n  is either sublimated ( Eggleston) o r  
entirely absent (Grierson) in the earlier and m ore decorous 
narratives. But Sinclair is as interested in conceived souls as he 
is i n  salvatio n :  Peter Cartwright gets credit fo r inciting the 
couple into making somethi ng out of the Willow Bend camp­
meeting. " It was the night of nights, " he says, �'and Cartwright 
k new it . " 

Yet what did Peter Cartwright know? Sinclair never 
bu rlesques or otherwise makes fu n o f  the preacher or his 
meetin g, but ironies appear alm ost in spite of the narrative's 
surface admiration. Cartwright is a powerful preacher-far the 
best in the area, we are told-and this "night of nights" might 
have been his finest performance. It is also clearly the �'night of 
nights" for the lovers, though in a spiritually d oubtful way. But 
it is not the "night of nights" in an apocalyptic sense. We are left 
wondering whether the revival at Willow Bend made any moral 
mark o n  the community of Everton. Religion i n  Illinois was, 
from Sinclai r's progressive stance in the 1 930's, much like other 
social activities: a process of institutio n-building to transform 
the open land. He can view progress iro nically, even critically 
at times, but he cannot deny its reality. H ence the social 
imp ortance of the Willow Bend Tabernacle is in its size: 
" W here more worshipers could assemble, there too would be 
more of the best preachers. Mo re, for that matter, of 
everything which went to make up the social life of the 
comm unity_ A nd so the Willow Bend camp-ground was fast 
beco ming an esta b lis hed insti tut i on. "40 S incla ir is having s a me 
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fun with the American �'bigger is better" attitude (and sounding 
more like 1 93 8  than 1 8 35 in the process),  but there is a deeper 
irony hiding in the word "tabernacle" itself. The original 
Tabernacle carried the Hebrew Ark of the Covenant into the 
desert, serving as a portable sanctuary during the long 
wandering on the way to the promised land. In this sense the 
Tabernacle became an appropriate symbol for the western 
camp-meeting, with the revivalists bringing their " new 
covenant" into the American wilderness, reenacting the mythic 
pattern both of the a ncient Hebrews a nd the 1 7th century 
Puritans. U sed as a verb, however, ·�tabernacle" mean s  to dwell 
in a place temporarily. The leaders of the Great Revival were 
looki ng for the place of grace-nothing temporary about it. 
Sharing Sinclair's hindsight, we can safely agree with him that 
this was the delusion of a single historical moment. Sinclair, 
after all, had more of America to look back upo n than 
Eggleston or Grierson. By 1 93 8  the myth to be debunked was 
the material American dream. Willow Bend's boosters were 
making of it  Han establ ished institution"; from a crudely-car­
pentered wooden shed in the grove it would become as solid 
perhaps as that other latter-day monument, the M ormon 
Tabernacle. Or, given the ca price of � 'p rogress," perhaps it 
wouldn't. But in either case the millennialism behind Willow 
Bend's founding was no longer a serious theme in fictio n. 

In the face of disappointed millennial expectations what 
could the revivalists do? T hey simply defer the time of the �'last 
days" and continue their preparati o ns (as did the Shakers, the 
M illerites, etc.) ,  or they could make the p ositive assumption 
that the spiritual work of the millennium had begun with the 
Great Revival and continue it through the institutionalizati on 
of the moment. Yet the da nger of suc h  "postmillennialism" was 
that it lent itself "to a linear, p rogressive view of history. "4 1 Out 
of the disillusionment of dashed chiliastic dreams, the 
mainstream of American revivalism forged a new a nd 
thoroughly temporary identity linked to national manifest 
desti ny. Stronger, richer, larger churches were now needed to 
further the evangeli sm not only of the West, or of America , but 
of the entire world: mil lenn ialize the earth. S o  long as this 
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i nstitutionalizat i o n  was outer-d i rected, the t radit ional ideals of 
the western revival were se rved . But whatever the miss ionaries 
were d oing in China,  back home the trustees of the First  
M ethod ist Ch u rch were busy renting pews and a ir-cond iti o n­
ing to the sanctuary. The wh ole community no longe r  wa nted 
to come t ogether, and i t  was too hot fo r ca mp-meeti ngs 
a nyway. What was left of the G reat Revival  was fi rmly back i n  
A merican ti me.  

Eve n in 1 8 56,  when Peter Ca rtwright p ublished his  
A utobiography, the I ll i nois Tabernacle was col lapsing as  a 
m i llennial vision but  stand i ng sturd ier every d ay as an 
i nstitution.  Su perannuated a nd l iving on h i s  fa rm nea r 
Pleasa nt Plains, Cartwright loo ked back in d iscontent to t he 
mi l lennial  promise of the Ke ntucky Revival fifty years befo re .  
H I  a m  s o rry to s a y  that t h e  M et h od ist Episcopal Churc h  of late 
years, s i nce they have bec o me numerous and wealthy, have 
alm ost let ca mp-meeti ngs die  out . " 110, h o w  things have 
cha nged for the w o rse i n  t hi s ed uca ti a nal age of the wo rId ! " he 
lame nted . HI a wful ly fea r  for our beloved M ethodism." In his 
day,  the p reachers Hcould not . . .  c o njugate a ve rb o r  p a rse a 
sentence, and m u rdered the k ing's E nglish a l most every l ick.  
But there was a Divine uncti o n  a ttended the word p reached,  
a nd thousands  fel l  und er the mighty power of G o d ,  a n d  thus 
the M ethodist  E piscopal Church was planted fi rmly i n  this  
western wild erness, a nd many glo rious s igns have followed , 
a n d  wi ll  fol low,  t o  the end of t ime.  "42 

We hear in Cartwright's voice the p roper  p ride  of o ne of 
M et h od ism's " founding fathe rs" (and s o o n  to be one of its 
" saints"), but  also a mil lennia 1 echo d own the years fro m  Cane 
Ridge. He wa nted a return t o  cam p-meeti ngs, t o  itinerancy, to 
homespun d ress and p la i n  speaking.  These were not mere 
fo rms to h i m  but the essential s  of an evangelical religi o n  t hat 
was al igned wit h G od 's plan and al one would al low t he West to 
fulfill A me rica 's promise. M et h od ism was by 1 856 a lread y 
somethi ng very different.  A n d  Peter Cartwright is forced i nto 
the role  of a prop het without honor  utte ri ng i m p otent 
j e remiad s against his own c h  urch.  I t is sad and tel l ing t o  see this 
o nce bra shly confid ent man,  who had overmastered everything 



CA M P-M E ETI NG R EV I V A LI S M  28 1 

in his fifty yea rs on the ci rcuit, mustering near the end of his 
A utobiography a feeble plea for a return to w hat he must have 
known was gone forever. H e ncefort h  the camp-meeti ng's 
a pocalyptic p o wer a nd its millennial p rospects-··ma ny 
glorious signs" in the western wilderness-would belo ng to the 
imaginat ive w o rld of the novel ist, not to the p reacher o r  the 
church . 

N OTES 

l R ichard M cNema r, The Kentucky Revival ( N ew Y ork: Edward O. Jenk ins, 1 846). 
p.  3.  Originally p ublished i n  1 807. The Kentucky Revival remains one o f  the most 
i nteresting "m illennial ist "  acco u n ts of the ca m p-meet i ngs that culminated in Ca ne 
R id ge.  I n  1 805 M cNemar became the most i mportant "New Light" mi nister to convert 
to Sh a kerism ( Cha rles A .  J oh nson, The Frontier Camp-Meeting. Dallas: S outhern 
Met hodist U niversity Press. 1 955, p. 75). 

2"A pocalyptic" both in the sense of a d i re last judgment of ma n kind, a nd the closely 
related sense of t he onset o f  the mille n n i u m  and the crea tion of the c hiliad. or earthly 
paradise. 

3J ohn B. Boles, The Great Revival. 1 787-1805 ( Lexi ngton; the U niversity Press of 
Ken tucky, 1 972), p. 90. The p h rase, however, d oes not reflect the view of Boles's 
im porta nt study. which treats the Kentucky Revival and its ca m p-meetings as the 
beginnings of a "Southern Great Awakening" the evangelism of which set  the pattern 
for southern religious belief a nd practice that hus lasted until the present day. 

4James B. Finley, A utobiography (Cincinnati :  M e thodist Book Concern. 1 853), p. 
1 65. 

S Peter Cartwright ,  A utobiography ( Ci ncinnati: Cra ns t on and Curts. 1 856). p. 523. 

flDickson Bruce, And They All Sang Hallelujah: Plain-Folk Camp- Meeting 
R£>/igion, 1800-1845 ( Kn oxville: The U niversity of Tennessee Press. 1 974), pp. 6 1 .  69, 
33-35, 1 32- 1 33. Because of t heir long and im mensely popular evangelical careers. two 
of t he most influential "saints" were J a mes B. Finley and Peter Cartwright. whose 
conversion stories are told in cha pters 9 and 4 of t heir respective a u tobiogra p hies 
(cited above). A nd since Finley and Cartwright were i n  c ha rge of countless camp­
meetings between 1 802 and 1 850. speaking again and again on their individ ual  
conversion experiences, they probably contributed a s  much t o  this type of camp­
meeting structure as anyone. 

7For its i nterpretation of America n chil iasm. t he essay relies heavi ly o n  Sacvan 
Bercovitch's The A merican Jeremiad ( M ad ison: the U niversity of Wisconsin Press. 
1 978), a nd especially on his characterization of the thought of Jo nathan Edwards and 
the G reat Awakening ("The Typology of Ame rica 's M ission, "  Chapter 4). 

HSa ndra S .  S izer, Gospel Hymns and Social Religion ( Ph iladelphia: Tem p le 
U niversity Press. 1 978). p. 52. 

Y Fi nley, A utobiography, pp. 1 65- 1 67. 1 68- 1 74. and Chap ter 9. 

IOFrances Trollope. Domestic Manners of the A mericans (New Y o rk: R a ndom 
H ouse Vintage Books. 1 949). p. 1 72. Apologists for  the camp�meeting movement, 
along with many A merica n social historians, often d ismiss M rs. Trollope's na rrative as 
"biased ," which of course begs the question o f  whether her cha racteri za tion of the 
ca mp-meeting in quest ion as one o f  "atrocious wicked ness" is credible. There a re 
plenty of other sources that came to the same conclusion. a nd t hese make up the "party 
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of t h e  s k e p t  ies. " Thei r acco u nls u s  u a  I l y  s t  ress t h e  p ro blem of evi l i n h u m  a n na t u re a nd 
em phasize unruly behavior and e mo tional ex.cesses at the meetings they witnessed . 

I I Bruce, A nd They A II Sang Hallelujah, p. 80. 
r 2" Attendance est i ma tes of Ca ne Ridge ran ge from ten t o  t wenty-fi ve thousand, with 

most authorities p lacing the number somewhere between t he two figures. Eage r 
participa nts had boasted that 'many had come fro m Ohio '-probably from the Miami 
R ive r Valley. W hile every s hade of religious o pinion was represented , there were many 
visi tors whose religi o u s  con victions were neb u lous" (Johnson, The Frontier Camp­
Meeling. p .  63). I n  this l i mi ted sense, then. Ca ne Ridge was a " socia l  microcosm " of its 
region. 

But t here is another way i n  which Ca ne Ridge may be seen as archetypal :  in 
provid ing the tempora l  structure for many subsequent major camp-meeti ngs. 
Commencing on Thursday, A ugust 6. 1 80 I (this is J o hnson's date a nd the right one;  
Boles mi stakenly has the meeting begi n ning o n  Friday, August 8 .  but as can be seen 
from the year's ca lendar, Fri d a y  was the 7th), Ca ne Ridge conti nued its services 
t h rough Tuesday, A ugust I I . This six-day period became a standa rd throughout the 
Ohio Val ley (Jo hnson, p. 89), with the religious excitement typica lly start i ng sl owly, 
r ising to an ecstatic climax Sunday nigh t ,  a nd finally subsiding o n  M o nday a nd 
Tuesday. This is explicitly the pa ttern fo l l owed in two of the fictions discussed below, 
The Valley of Shadows a nd A merican Years. 

D Boles, Thf! Greal Rf!viva/. p. 64. 
14B oles, p. 66. 
ISCa rtwright, AUlobiography. p .  1 92. 
1 6Jo hnson, The Frontier Camp-Meeting. p. vi. 

1 1 Bruce, A nd They A ll Sang Hallelujah. p. 7. 

IMS ize r, Gospel Hymns and Social Religion. p. 1 29 .  
I Y Fra ncis G rierson, The Valley of Shadows ( Boston: H ou ghton M i m i n  Company, 

1 909), p. 69. 
2() Edward Eggleston, The Circuil Rider. Willia m Randel, ed . (New Haven: College 

and U n i vers ity P ress. 1 966), p. 1 33 .  
2 1  Bercovitch, The A merican Jeremiad. p .  9. 
22 Eggleston, The Circuit Rider, p. 23, 
HEgglesto n .  p. 94. 
24 Eggleslon, pp.  1 74. 1 76-1 77, 
2s"The Methodists preached a d oct rine of free grace and free salvation, a nd t hei r 

A rminia nism a l one has often been cited as a ca use of M ethodist successes on t he 
fro nt ier" ( B ruce. A nd They A ll Sang Hallelujah, p. 4 1 ) . 

21>The actual i ncidents a re d i scussed in John J .  Duff. A .  Lincoln: Prairie La wyer 
( New Y ork: R inehart a nd Compa ny, 1 960), pp. 350-359; and Carl Sand burg. 
A braham Lincoln: The Prairie Years (New Y ork: Blue R i bbon Books. 1 926). p p. 342-
345. 

27Edward Egglesto n ,  The Graysons: A Story of Abraham Lincoln (New York: t he 
Cen tury Company, 1 9 1 8), p. 1 1 2. 

2�Eggleston, The Graysons, pp. 1 1 2- 1 1 3. 
29To conte mporary eyewi tnesses, as t o  Eggleston and Francis G rierson. the 

appropriate mode for evoking night-scenes a t  a ca mp-meeti ng, with their 
intensifica tion o f  a pocalyptic fee l i ng, was the rhetoric of the romantic subl i me. Here is 
such an account of nighttime a t  Cane Ridge, set d own a n u m ber o f  years a fte rwa rd : 
"At night the whole scene was a wfully sublime.  The range of tents, t he fires, reflecti ng 
light a midst the branches of the towering trees; the ca nd les and la mps i l l u minati ng the 
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e ncampment; h u nd reds moving to and fro, with lights or torches, l i ke Gideon's a rmy:  
the p reaching, praying, s inging and sho uti ng, a U  h eard at once , rushing from d iffe rent 
parts of the grou nd, l ike the sound of many waters. was e n ough to swallow up a l l  the 
powe rs of contemplation. Sinners falli ng, a n d  t he s h rieks a nd cries for mercy 
awakened in the mind a lively apprehension of that scene, when the awfu l sound wi l l  be 
heard, 'a rise ye d ead a nd come to J udgment '" (Thco p h i l us Armin ius. "Account  of the 
R ise a nd Progress of the Work of God in the Western Country." Methodist Magazine, 
2. 1 8 1 9. p. 273: q u oted in Boles . The Great Revival. p. 67). See a lso n ote 32 below . 

. 1oFrancis Grierson, The Valley of Shadows, pp. 1 43 .  ix .  
1 1  G rierson, p.  1 3 8.  

J2Grierson, pp. 1 38 ,  148- 1 49. A mong many descriptions of the natural scene at  night 
ca mp-meetings. one of the linest is by Frederika Bremer in her Homes of the New 
World (New York: H a rper and Brothers, 1 853. 2 vols . ) .  S he renders a South Carol ina 
night service with sympathetic detail:  "\  . . . was astoni shed by a spectacle which I s hall 
never forget. The site was dark with the thunder-cloud, as well as with the natura l  
dark ness of night: b u t  t h e  r a i n  had ceased . excepting for a few heavy d rops. w h i c h  fell 
here and there, a nd the whole wood stood in flames. U pon eight fire-alta rs. or fire-hills, 
and they a re called-a sort of lofty table raised on posts. sta nding around the 
tabernacle- b u rned with a fl ickering brill ance of fla me . . .  whi le o n  every side in  the 
wood . . .  burned larger o r  smaller fires. before tents o r  i n  other p laces, a nd lit up the 
lofty fir-tree stems, which see med l i ke columns of a n  i mmense n alura l  temple 
consecrated to fire. The vast dome a bove was dark, and the air  was so sti ll that the 
Oa mes rose stra ight u pward. a nd cast a wild light, as of a strange dawn upon the fir-tree 
tops and the black c louds" ( I ,  p. 307). 

But sources for a violent storm d u ring a n  evening service a re much rarer. G rierson 
proba bly imagined this one o n  his own (or he may have actually experienced i t). but he 
could have read a n  early account of such a st orm in the Methodist Magazine for 
Se ptember of 1 822. At a camp-meeting nea r  Chil l icothe. Ohio. in May 1 809, the noted 
preacher J o h n  Sale was a d d ressing the congrega tion when a sudden storm blew u p: 
"The wind began to rise. and blew off tne top ofa large tree nea r the enca mpment. This 
ala rmed the wicked. The trees round a bout began to crack a nd fall until the se rmon 
was o ve r  . . . . A tremendous hurricane then e nsued!" (Theophilus Arm i n ius.  "S hort 
Sketches of Revivals o f  Religion Among the Methodists in the Western Cou ntry." 
Methodist Magazine, 5. pp. 35 1 -352. 

JJG rierson. The Valley of Shadows, pp. 1 49- 1 50 . 

. 14G rierson, pp.  1 50- 1 5  \ .  

.1� For a more d etailed inte rpretat ion of G rie rson's " little a p ocalypse" i n  The Valley 
of Shadows, see Robert Bray. Rediscoveries: Lilerature and Place in /IJinois 
(U rbuna. :  the U n iversity of l IIi nois Press, 1 9 82). p p .  35-47; and "The M ystical 
Landscape: Fra ncis Grierson's The Valley of Shadm .. 's. " The Old Northwest, 5 .  
( Wi nter. 1 979-80), p p .  367-385. 

J6  H a rold Sincla i r  never aCknowledged his debt to Grierson. so tha t the derivation of 
his ca m p-meeting narrative from that i n  The Valley of Shadows is inferred from 
textual si milu rities. 

�7Si nclair's use of Ca rtwright's A utobiography as a source may be inferred from the 
occasional re-telling of an i ncident from the latter in A merican Years, such as the 
e ncou nte r  b etween the " Ke n tucky Boy" a nd Genera l J ackson (d iscussed i n  the essay) . 

.lK H a ro ld Sinclair. A merican Years ( N e w  Y ork: the Litera ry Guild. 1 93 8). p p .  93. 94-

95. As menti oned i n  n ote 1 2  a b ove. the S u nday evening service was usually the most 
active o f  all those i n  a six-d ay meeting. Compa re Si nclai r's character's observation 
with this from The Val/e )' of Shadows: ''' I hev not iced more'n oncet haw S u nday k i n  be 
fa vou red by an outpou�i n" 0' the sperit; en if Sunday passes 't h o ut a shakin'  '0 d ry 
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bones. thar a i n 't muc h  hope left fer any protracted meetin . . . .  (p. 1 44) .  

wGricrson.  The Valley of Shadows. p. 1 52. 
4l)S incla i r. A merican Years. p. 90. 
4 l B olcs. The Great Revival. p. 1 06. 
4�Cartwright. A UlObioKraphy. pp. 523. 75. 8 1 ,  6. 
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