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Abstract
Ancestors in the Laying-By Time:
Revival of the Living and the Dead at Shingleroof Camp Meeting
By Donna Susan Mote
Shingleroof Camp Meeting in Henry County, Georgia, founded in the 1820s, endures in the early
twenty-first century as a distinctive and distinguishable religious culture in which ancestors play
prominent roles. This multimedia ethnography and cultural history explores the relationships
between the living and the dead at Shingleroof, analyzing the camp meeting as a cult of ancestor
veneration and embodied collective remembering while maintaining a focus on the interplay of
bodies and memory, practices and place.
From the starting point of an explicit ancestor-venerating religious culture, Obon, the Japanese
Buddhist festival of the dead, as observed in rural northern Hiroshima, as comparand, the
dissertation identifies Shingleroof as a religious culture in which ancestor veneration, while more
implicit, is constitutive of the camp meeting’s particular ethos. Reasons for the lack of attention
to ancestors in the study of North American religions generally are surveyed as well as reasons
behind the obscurity of camp meetings in US culture today despite the many and diverse cultural
forms that descend from them. A history of the camp meeting form argues against the dominant
narrative, locating the Southeast as its birth region, and a history of the camp meeting movement,
roughly 1800-1840, examines the key role of ecumenism and other characteristics of the early
meetings. A narrative history of Shingleroof reveals it as an exemplar of the meetings founded
during the movement with a distinctive story of its own. Shingleroof’s religious places and
practices are analyzed separately in writing and together through a series of nine observational
films.
This project is the first monograph-length study of a single camp meeting that provides analysis
of practices and places in addition to an examination of history, the first camp meeting insider
ethnography, and the first study of one camp meeting as a particular and peculiar religious culture
in its own right. In addition, it is the first Emory doctoral dissertation in the Graduate Division of
Religion to include original ethnographic film and other original media as part of the analysis and
one of the two first Emory doctoral dissertations in any area to do so.
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Preview
Sounds and Images from Shingleroof Camp Meeting
Running time: 25:53
The preview may be viewed at the following link:1
http://vimeo.com/dsmote/dissertationpreview.

Figure 0.1. Shingleroof Tabernacle, built 1911, in 2010 (photo by D. S. Mote).

This dissertation preview juxtaposes contemporary and historic photos and other digitized
images relating to Shingleroof Camp Meeting and Campground in Henry County, Georgia. No
captions or explanations are provided other than those that may appear on the images themselves.
The images are layered over a soundtrack of music recorded before and during camp meeting

1

If you are accessing this portion of this dissertation more than two years after it was submitted in April
2012, the staff of the Emory Electronic Theses and Dissertations (ETD) repository
(www.etd.library.emory.edu) may have created an interface on or links from the ETD web site that provide
another means of accessing the films that are part of this project. If this means is in place, the Vimeo links
to this and other films embedded in the PDF version of this dissertation may no longer be valid. In that
event, please check the ETD site for further details.
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services in the Shingleroof tabernacle. The preview is intended to introduce Shingleroof places,
practices, and participants visually and aurally. Questions and confusions that may arise in the
midst of viewing set the stage for the body of the dissertation, the topics covered in it, and the
kinds of analysis that will be brought to bear on the religious culture of Shingleroof.
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Chapter 1
Shingleroof Camp Meeting as a Religious Culture of the Living and the Dead
On Friday evening, October 19, 2007, Bill Cook, Jr.’s children could not reach him by
phone. It was not unusual for Mr. Cook to work until dusk, but it was odd for this eighty-twoyear-old widower farmer not to be back home soon after dark. A systematic search was begun of
the various barn lots, fields, and cow pastures where he might have been working. Around 9:00
p.m., the gorgeous fall day long since gone, two of his farming mentees, ages forty-two and
twenty, found Mr. Cook in a remote pasture, pinned between the front tire of his tractor and a
tree. He was dead.
News of the death of this beloved community elder quickly spread Friday evening and
Saturday morning around the Salem community in Henry County, Georgia. The family received
visitors at Haisten Funeral Home in McDonough on Sunday evening. Stories of Mr. Cook’s
legendary neighborliness and kindly example were on the lips of many who filled the halls and
the stateroom where his body was laid out. A cadre of old-time farmers, some even older than Mr.
Cook, greeted each other with remarkably firm handshakes and equally remarkable glistening
eyes.
A fifth-generation Henry Countian, Mr. Cook, like many men his age in the county, never
spent more than a few days each year away from home. His only extended time away was the
period of his military service in World War II. Mr. Cook himself never joined any church, though
he was raised in a church-going Southern Baptist family, married to a member of Salem Baptist
Church, and had brothers, sisters, and children who were members of various local congregations.
His primary religious affiliation was with Shingleroof Camp Meeting. Thus, it seemed fitting
indeed that Mr. Cook’s funeral service was held on Monday afternoon, October 22, 2007 under
the tabernacle at Shingleroof Campground.
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Figure 1.1. Shingleroof Tabernacle, built 1911 (photo by D. S. Mote).

Shingleroof Campground, founded in the 1820s, is laid out in a square. Forty-one familyowned tents (read: rough board cabins) surround the open-air, two-tiered tabernacle in the center
of the grounds. On the afternoon of Mr. Cook’s funeral, the light rain of that morning still dripped
from the numerous oak trees. Against the gray of the overcast sky, mourners of various ages and
physical agilities made their way across the grounds into the structure. I stood in the middle of the
tabernacle and watched the company assemble. Many of us had been at the funeral home the
evening before. Many of us grew up within a ten-mile radius of the campground, and many still
live nearby. Many of us, like Mr. Cook, are lifelong attenders of Shingleroof Camp Meeting.
People came from all four directions, most of them parking their cars behind their families’
respective tents as they do for the duration of the camp meeting week each July.
This was the fourth known funeral to have been held in the Shingleroof tabernacle and
the first in the twenty-first century.2 The associate pastor of Mr. Cook’s daughter’s Presbyterian

2

The three previous funerals held under Shingleroof’s tabernacle were those of John Selfridge,
Confederate soldier, on September 21, 1863, officiated by Dr. Francis Epes Manson (original Shingleroof
trustee) (Rainer 1971, 37), Mary Dailey (1815-1876) (Turner 1930), and Dorothy Bryans Elliott Paul
(1919-1999) on July 25, 1999, officiated by Donna S. Mote. Just before this dissertation was defended, the
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church delivered the eulogy. Though she was herself a newcomer to the county and the
campground, the imprint of Shingleroof upon Mr. Cook’s life and the lives of his children,
grandchildren, great-grandchildren, and numerous friends and relatives came through in her
words, underscored by the fact that we were memorializing him in the most explicitly religious
space on the campground itself.
The service concluded and the light rain begun again, we walked out of the tabernacle,
dispersed to the four directions, got into our cars, and drove the mile or so from Shingleroof
Campground to Salem Baptist Church. William Raleigh Cook, Jr. (1925-2007) was interred next
to his wife, Margie Elliott Cook (1928-1980), in Salem’s cemetery. A participant in the religious
culture of Shingleroof Camp Meeting since before he was born, he had now become one of
Shingleroof’s living dead. In life, Mr. Cook was a model of deep camp meeting participation. In
death, he crossed over to the status of camp meeting exemplar and forebear.
Research Problem and Questions
Though he has passed on from this life, Mr. Cook is far from gone. His legacy is rich, and
his memory, that is, others’ memories of him, is living and active. His name and his reputation
are remembered and recalled. His best qualities are intentionally emulated. Stories in which he
played both leading and secondary roles are regularly told. He is present in the memories, actions,
and speech not only of his children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren but also of many
other participants in Shingleroof Camp Meeting. This living presence is identifiable in various
ways and at various times throughout the year, but it is particularly salient during the annual
camp meeting week and at the campground. Four and a half years since his death, people at
Shingleroof continue to be in relationship with him. He has passed on, but he has not passed
away.

funeral of Mr. Cook’s son-in-law, Doug Coker, Sr. (1944-2012), was held in the tabernacle on March 25,
2012, officiated by the Reverend Rachael Knoll, Mr. Cook’s eulogist, and the Reverend James Miller.
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The living presence of Mr. Cook is one such presence among many hundreds at
Shingleroof. Each July the four living generations of extended families and friends who gather to
spend a week together at Shingleroof Campground are aware of these living dead in ways both
powerful and palpable. Their presence is undeniable in the Shingleroof culture, and there are few,
if any, participants who would wish to deny them places in memory or in fact. On the contrary, in
ways large and small, in acts both public and private, those who remain memorialize those who
have passed on.
What are the relationships between the living and the dead at Shingleroof Camp
Meeting? What is necessary in order to get some analytical purchase on them? How can one go
about exploring them? These three questions form the core of this project. The first question
informs and undergirds this dissertation as a whole. It is the primary research question operative
throughout. The second question has to do with categories and terms that are both operative and
provisional and that, if defined with adequate specificity for the purposes of the project, make
clear what I am attempting to elaborate, what is crucial, and what is of less concern in this work.
The third question has to do with the scholarly and personal trajectory by which I came to this
project and also with approaches and methods, the modes and means by which I will approach the
primary research question. The dissertation as a whole comprises my answers to the first
question. The remainder of this chapter provides answers to the second and third questions, and,
moreover, indicates the shapes and the content of subsequent chapters and the significance of the
project for the fields from which it draws and to which it is intended to contribute.
Background and Context
My theorizing of the relationships between the living and the dead at Shingleroof and the
conceptualizing of the camp meeting culture as one of devotion to old ways and old days and
veneration of those who have passed on began over two and a half decades ago. The starting point
for this work at a personal level were my attempts to convey to friends and acquaintances, both
old and new, both from Georgia and elsewhere, who did not grow up attending camp meeting the
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heart of what Shingleroof is and means for people who have been part of it from an early age. Is
camp meeting only an annual religious revival? Is it just a weeklong family reunion? Why are so
many stories of so many people interconnected at Shingleroof? Why do those who are dead still
seem so present? These are the kinds of questions I began mulling over and attempting to answer
for myself in ways that might make sense both to my non-camp meeting friends and to me.
My scholarly work on theorizing Shingleroof and conceptualizing camp meeting more
expansively coincided with my personal work in 1998 about seven months after I moved to
Japan. From that time on, the religious culture of Obon, the Japanese Buddhist festival of the
dead, as observed in the small city of Miyoshi in rural northern Hiroshima prefecture has been a
comparand for me in approaching Shingleroof as a manifestation of communal recollection and
ancestor veneration. The felt resonances between the Shingleroof culture and the Miyoshi Obon
religious culture I experienced as a participant observer in both cultures over a period of years are
the genesis of my dissertation project.
I felt increasingly at home in Japan during the course of my sojourn of more than five
years there as I continually encountered customs, folkways, and sayings that seemed strangely
familiar. Miyoshi was my home for four years, and I was repeatedly struck by cultural and
religious similarities between that area of rural Hiroshima and the piedmont area of Georgia.
There were clear and established modes of showing respect to elders and forebears. The calendar
called for regular visits to family graves. Many people arranged their vacations around visits to
their ancestral homeplaces. There were comfortable, comforting, and common modes of offering
hospitality. People were not quite as harried and hurried as they seemed in larger cities. In all of
these I experienced a continuity of living traditions that resonated with those of the region in
which I was brought up and that stood apart from the blurred pace of postmodern life in the
metropolises.
In July of my first year in Miyoshi as the rainy season abated people began to talk about
the upcoming Obon holiday. Clearly this was an important time regionally as the Hiroshima City-
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based English language school by which I was employed gave teachers, office staff, and students
across the prefecture an entire week off in August for it. Students, co-workers, and friends, both
Japanese and foreign, asked me what I would do during that weeklong holiday. My reply was, “I
will go back to Georgia for camp meeting.” I was one of few US citizens and the only native-born
southerner on staff at my school at the time. Nobody I knew in Japan had ever heard of camp
meeting. Other native-English-speaker teachers from the US, the UK, Australia, Canada, New
Zealand, and South Africa surmised that camp meeting was just some kind of family vacation.
My Japanese friends and students, however, listened to my descriptions with different ears. They
said things like, “Ah, it is a kind of Obon” and proceeded to tell me about their annual August
observances.
“You do what, when?” I asked, and they told me in more detail. As I listened to people
talk about their Obon practices—going home; staying under one roof with members of multiple
generations; invoking the spirits of the ancestors; storytelling; playing traditional games;
preparing and enjoying traditional foods; gathering at local temples for the bon dancing; paying
respects to ancestors at cemeteries and at home; and observing the long-lived customs of
extended family groups and of the larger community—I heard the stuff of camp meeting. In
subsequent years as I participated in Obon practices I felt the stuff of camp meeting. To see my
friends and neighbors fully immersed in Obon’s rhythms and ways for the three days of the
festival, to observe the explicit connections to the past and to ancestors, to feel the network of
obligations that is the warp and woof of daily life in Hiroshima pulse with another layer of
specific Obon obligations was to feel a shift in the communal horizon in Miyoshi that was of a
piece with the shift that occurs as camp meeting is enacted each year at Shingleroof.
During my years of participating annually in both camp meeting and Obon I came to see
camp meeting at Shingleroof more clearly as a religious culture in which the memorializing and
communal remembering of the dead played a key role even as I saw how Obon constituted a
revival or re-enactment of certain Japanese cultural practices. I had a stronger sense of how I
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might go about answering some of those earlier questions I had been puzzling over concerning
how to relate Shingleroof’s crucial role in the lives of participants. I thought I would get an even
better handle on them by pursuing fuller ethnographic study of Obon in Hiroshima.
Because I wanted to understand more deeply how this explicitly ancestor-venerating
culture of Obon manifests in extended families, I devised two summers of fieldwork with Koji
and Misaho Mimachi, their daughters Kanae and Kyoko, and Misaho’s extended family, the
Yoshisadas. The members of this three-generation family are all True Pure Land (Jodo Shin Shu)
Buddhists, and some, by their own admission, are more devout than others. Moreover, Jodo Shin
Shu is the numerical majority Buddhist expression in Miyoshi and most of the rest of Hiroshima
prefecture. My Obon project developed as a work of visual anthropology in the mode of
observational cinema, the result of which is my film A Miyoshi Obon (2007, 46 minutes). The
film features Koji as he, aided by and in the company of his wife and daughters and all the other
members of this extended clan, marks in August 2006 the Hatsubon, or first Obon, since his
father’s death in December 2005. As it happens, this type of Obon study is something of a rarity,
not only because it is in an observational film mode but also because it is focused on a local
instantiation of particular Obon practices.
In the last several decades Obon has been understudied and under-theorized, both in the
scholarly literatures in Japan and outside it as well. When Obon has been studied, it has been
examined primarily by two groups of scholars, Buddhologists and anthropologists. The former
have argued with one another about how Buddhist Obon is or is not. The latter have argued with
one another about how Japanese Obon is or is not. There are no full-blown studies of Obon in the
literature in English, but overviews of annual religious and family observances in Japan include
cursory summaries of Obon practices. These summaries are quite dissatisfying and at least
somewhat inaccurate on the whole, usually extrapolating local customs from one urban context
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and projecting them onto the entire country.3 In reality, Obon practices vary widely both in urban
and rural contexts and in coastal and inland locales not to mention differences between the wide
variety of Japanese Buddhisms and the customs of particular extended families. In sum, since
World War II, almost no one has studied a local iteration of Obon practices, that is, very rarely
has anyone done what I was most keen to do in my Obon study by examining particular local
practices of particular people in ethnographic depth.
A Miyoshi Obon privileges the integrity of Obon practices in their situated contexts, that
is, how people do what they do and where and when and with whom, as well as what they do.
Moreover, the film privileges the roles of lay people over those of identified ritual experts in the
carrying out of religious practices. Additionally, the film brings the voices and bodily experiences
of children into the ethnography and highlights the reading and use of texts as an embodied
religious practice.4
As Anna Grimshaw along with Amanda Ravetz (Grimshaw and Ravetz 2009) has made
the case, films, particularly those in the observational mode, can offer a series of suggestions
rather than a more conventional academic argument. A Miyoshi Obon suggests that the laborintensive and time-intensive preparations for the three-day interval of Obon as well as the family
gatherings and intergenerational practices performed during the festival are as much religious
practices as the explicit veneration rites of Obon. The film depicts a local, moral, interpersonal
world in contemporary Japan and reveals how rural western Japan is modern, modernizing, and
resistant to certain types of change all at once. A Miyoshi Obon pays new attention to the undertheorized and understudied phenomenon of Obon in the early twenty-first century. It invites
viewers to consider the sensuous aspects of the festival as exemplary of what Colette Piault

3

These tendencies to summarize broadly are showcased in Ensho Ashikaga (Ashikaga 1950, 1951),
Barbara B. Smith (Smith 1962), Fanny Hagin Mayer (Mayer 1989), Yasuaki Nara (Nara 1995), and
Dickson Kazuo Yagi (Yagi 1995). Ashikaga, for example, does deal with wider varieties of practice
depending on Buddhist school and locale, but this is still a brief overview.
4
This approach is the same one I bring to bear in Chapter 6 of this dissertation, and my privileging
concerns in that chapter are of a piece with these.
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(Piault 1999) has termed “the anthropology of living reality.” The film may be viewed in its
entirety at http://vimeo.com/dsmote/a-miyoshi-obon.5
This ethnographic study of Obon in Miyoshi has profoundly influenced the ways in
which I have approached and continue to approach the study of Shingleroof camp meeting.
Indeed, the findings of my study of Miyoshi Obon directly inform the articulation of my

Figure 1.2. A DVD copy of A Miyoshi Obon placed upon the Mimachi family altar (butsudan) by
Misaho and Koji after they first screened the film because “the film really is a present for
Grandpa” (Koji’s late father whose Hatsubon is depicted in the film) (photo by D. S. Mote).

arguments concerning the relationships between the living and the dead at Shingleroof. The focus
of my dissertation is the Shingleroof religious culture, yet my project is a comparative one: my
understandings of the living dead in the local context of Shingleroof are shaped by my
understandings of ancestor veneration in the local context of Obon in Miyoshi.
5

In the event this link is broken, please visit my personal web site (www.dsmote.net) for details on how to
view the film. Alternatively, there may in future be a direct link to it from the Emory Electronic Theses and
Dissertations web site (www.etd.library.emory.edu).
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Of course there are celebrations and observances the world over where the dead are
memorialized. Similarly, we would be hard pressed to find a culture that does not have at least
one annual ritual of homegoing. Obon is certainly not the only explicit ancestor-venerating
religious culture in another broader religious tradition, i.e., Japanese Buddhisms in the case of
Obon, to which I could compare Shingleroof Camp Meeting. It is, however, a particularly apt
one. Juxtaposing Obon in its Miyoshi iteration and camp meeting in its Shingleroof iteration
holds together three key things: revival, ancestors, and the laying-by time.
Obon is explicitly about honoring the dead—ancestors, kinfolk, forebears in life and
faith. The operating assumption among (at least nominal) True Pure Land Buddhists in rural
Hiroshima is that one’s ancestors are always present. Obon is about cleaning and visiting their
graves, calling their names, telling their stories, dancing their dances, and singing their songs.
During the three days of Obon, descendants invite and invoke the presence of their ancestors
among them, asking them to be present in ways even more palpable than other days. Much as,
technically speaking, Protestant revivalism is about renewing those already committed to a
particular faith system, Obon revives awareness of a particular set of connections and obligations.
In a sense, Obon is a revival of a particular set of obligations of filial piety now fully instantiated
in Japanese Buddhisms.
Camp meeting is explicitly about revival—revival of believers, of faith. It has over the
decades come to be a revival of family as well. Indeed today it is seen by many to be roughly
equal parts religious revival and family reunion. The operating assumption among (at least
nominal) evangelical Protestant camp meeting participants in Georgia tends to be that people
need a time apart from their regular lives to be revived. Camp meeting is about resting, relaxing,
renewing relationships, about being revived body and soul. In the midst of this revival old days
and old ways and the memories of those who lived in them and by them are also revived,
invoked, praised, and venerated. The modes of this veneration are not dissimilar to those
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employed throughout the year, as indicated in the case of Mr. Cook, but they are particularly
salient within the camp meeting interval and at the campground.
Both these celebrations, that is, both the annual enactments of Obon and camp meeting,
are comprised of constellations of rites in which those who attend honor the dead by gathering
with the living. In both these annual gatherings the past is being invoked, re-enacted, and remembered communally. Paul Connerton terms observances such as these commemorative
ceremonies, and he writes at some length about the nature of such ceremonies. All acts of
repetition, Connerton holds, imply some connection to the past. Where commemorative
ceremonies are distinctive from other forms of repetition is in their explicit claims to such
continuity (Connerton 1989, 45). In both camp meeting and Obon, these explicit re-memberings
of ancestors, those who came before, traditionally take place in the late summer. Ancestors in
both cases emerge in the heat and humidity of the laying-by time.
The laying-by time is historically the only interval between planting and harvest when
farmers could afford to take time off from active farming. It occurs late in the growing season for
each crop. When all that can be done to ensure a good crop has been done, that crop is considered
to be laid-by. Between that point and the harvest, in the remaining weeks of growth for a
particular crop, farmers were presented with the only slack time in warm weather when they
could ease off on their labors during the otherwise demanding growing season. The following
piece entitled “When The Crop Is Laid By” gives expression to the relief felt by turn of the
twentieth century farmers in the Shingleroof vicinity in the laying-by time.
While wealth and society are flocking to the mountains and the sea and the
various resorts in quest of recreation, health, and pleasure, the farmer is drinking
the draughts of a pleasure far more sweet and lasting in its simplicity. The giddy
whirl of those who throng the places of wealth and fashion, where ceaseless
excitement intoxicates the brain and tends to strain the senses of pleasure beyond
the normal, can never rival the genuine joy, the sweet contentment and homely
happiness that comes to the faithful farmer who has toiled through the winter’s
blast, the springtime’s sun and rain and summer’s scorching heat when the “crop
is laid by.” While the balance of toiling humanity, without rest or recreation,
must continue to fight the battle for bread, the farmer rests from his labors and
looks out upon his broad fields, the fruit of his industry waving and ripening in
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the sun, and dreams of the harvest days whose gathering in winds up the cycle of
the year. The fruit hangs ripening on the laden trees; grapes cluster temptingly on
the vines; watermelons are lying in the fields, and all nature seems to have taken
on a spirit of the rest and fullness of the season. We may live to grow old in
years, travel the world over and live in every phase of life, but the time will never
come that will be so complete with the fullness of unruffled joy as that
experienced by the plain country folks when the labor and toil are over and the
“crops laid by” (Henry County Weekly, August 30, 1901).
Categories and Terms
As the description of the personal and scholarly trajectory that led to this project
discloses, the categories of ancestors and ancestor veneration are crucial in this dissertation. Who
exactly is an ancestor at Shingleroof? In common usage in English, and in the US generally
speaking, an ancestor is someone two generations or more removed from an individual and from
whom that person is biologically, genetically, directly descended. Additionally, this is the general
usage of the term ancestor within what has been called “the genealogical method” in
anthropology (Ingold 2000, 135). By this definition, each individual has four immediate ancestors
among their biological grandparents, and this number doubles with each generation further
removed: eight great-grandparents, sixteen great-great grandparents, thirty-two great-great-greatgrandparents, and so on, for every human being. By this common definition, at his death Mr.
Cook was already the ancestor of his own grandchildren and great-grandchildren. If and when
these lineal descendants have children of their own, he will be the ancestor of all of them as well.
If, however, none of Mr. Cook’s great-grandchildren have biological children, by this common
definition, his descendants will end with them. He will be ancestor to those two generations of his
descendants after his own children and no more.
The common definition of the term ancestor may be entirely suitable for persons
searching out historical records, seeking to discover when some generationally far-removed
individual from whom they descend was born, immigrated to North America, was married, died,
and so on. Making successful searches for this kind of ancestor is how people grow their “family
tree.” Additionally, this definition may be useful for anthropologists and other researchers
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interested only in tallying up numbers of agnatic descendants of common biological ancestors and
exploring collateral kin networks solely in terms of similarities and differences among persons
with similar DNA. Clearly, persons two generations or more removed from an individual and
from whom that individual biologically descends are that person’s ancestors. Are those, however,
the person’s only ancestors? Mr. Cook is and is becoming a Shingleroof ancestor. How is that
different from the understanding of ancestor described here thus far? To answer this question and
describe the category of ancestors as I intend to use it in this project it is necessary to move away
from the common definitions of ancestor in both general usage and the usual anthropological
usage. A different model of ancestry and relationship is required.
Family trees tell us about biological and genetic relatedness, but they tell us next to
nothing about the kinds of relationships between the persons so related. They tell us how one
individual is connected to another in terms of heredity, but they leave out much of the
information that is critical to understanding the kinds of ancestors that populate the religious
culture of Shingleroof Camp Meeting. To quote Tim Ingold quoting Gilles Deleuze and Félix
Guattari in a moment of exasperation, “We’re tired of trees. They’ve made us suffer too much”
(Gilles and Guattari 1988, 15 quoted in Ingold 2000, 140). To make sense of ancestors of and at
Shingleroof, the figure of the tree offered by the genealogical method and model that dominate
both anthropology and the work of family researchers is too dendritic and linear. Deleuze and
Guattari offer an alternative figure to the tree: the rhizome. Whereas a tree branches out and up
above ground and each branch only connects to the next at one intersection or branching off, a
rhizome branches out horizontally underground in a dense and tangled cluster of interconnections
and threads or filaments. Any point can be connected to any other. A rhizome puts out lateral
shoots and roots at apparently random intervals that help it continue to grow.6

6

Ingold notes that the first usage of the rhizome in this metaphorical way may well be Gregory Bateson’s
in Naven (Bateson 1958). Further, he suggests that the fungal mycelium may be a better image than the
rhizome because of the possibility of understanding it as a paradigmatic life form. He uses the rhizome
metaphor in his own development of a relational model over against the genealogical model so that he may
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Developing a “relational model,” over against the familiar “genealogical model” of
anthropology, that draws from and builds upon the metaphor of a rhizome, Ingold gives numerous
theoretical and analytical handles for understanding not only the term ancestor but also the term
generation in ways quite fruitful for this project.7 In the more traditional genealogical model,
ancestors who are either human predecessors not directly in a person’s lineage of biological
descent or ancestors of a non-human kind (creator beings, for example) have been dealt with
through the category of “fictive kinship,” as though “real” kinship is only genetic (Ingold 2000,
141). In this relational model, by contrast, kinship is created through relationship, not merely via
biological relatedness.
Those who “by their presence, their activities and the nurturance they provide” establish
the conditions necessary “for their children’s growth and development” are properly understood
as parents in this model (Ingold 2000, 141). This notion of kinship between parents and children
is easily extended to predecessors and successors of various kinds besides genetic ones. What
comes down to successors is not just DNA but also shared understandings and common practices.
Ingold posits the notion, common to numbers of hunter and gatherer societies but present also, he
insists, in the lived experience of pastoral and agricultural societies, that ancestors live on in acts
of remembrance, not in genetic endowments (Ingold 2000, 133, 140-41).8 Moreover, in this
model, ancestors, who are sometimes understood as objects of memory, cannot pre-exist acts in
which and practices by which they are remembered (Ingold 2000, 148). To apply this to the
Shingleroof case, all those remembered as Mr. Cook and the hundreds of other living presences
of the dead are remembered are the ancestors of all who remember them, whether those who

be in conversation with Deleuze and Guattari. While their aim is to “liberate our thinking from the
constraints of linear and hierarchical reasoning,” his aim, Ingold states, is to return our thinking “to the
contexts of lived experience” (Ingold 2000, 426).
7
His elaborations of the terms substance and land with respect to these of ancestor and generation are
discussed in Chapters 5 and 7.
8
Additionally, Ingold notes four categories of ancestors in this model: ordinary human beings in the past,
spirit inhabitants of the landscape, mythic other-than-human characters, and original creator beings (Ingold
2000, 140-42).
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remember by narrative and practice are their lineal, biological descendants or not. Ancestors
emerge through narratives which are elicited by practices, and ancestors are present in a particular
way when their practices are carried out down through the generations of their successors. With
this broader and more nuanced understanding of who ancestors are and how they are constituted
by practices and in relationships, we can think about the term generation expansively as well.
In the genealogical model dominant in much anthropological work, the only real option
for understanding generation is as a group of people occupying steps of equal distance of remove
from a common ancestor. Culturally, in common usage, we also understand generation as a group
of people, regardless of biological connection, born about the same time. My generation is
comprised of my age peers, in this understanding. Ingold, however, wants to press for generation
as an ongoing life process in which life does not start or stop. “Particular persons may come and
go, but the life process continues. All of existence is suspended in this process” (Ingold 2000,
143). In this view, a person is not (only) a generated entity carrying particular DNA. Rather, a
person is a site where the process of generation is going on. While the genealogical model is
stuck on procreation, the relational model is about progeneration, “the continual unfolding of an
entire field of relationships within which different beings emerge with their particular forms,
capacities and dispositions” (Ingold 2000, 142). Each life, whether involved in procreation—in
biological begetting—or not, “as it unfolds, contributes at once to the progeneration of the future
and to the regeneration of the past” (Ingold 2000, 143). Each person, then, both inherits and
begets modes of life and culture and lives in the present between the future and the past, both of
which are also living.
For the purposes of this project, I will deploy the terms ancestor and generation in the
ways delineated by Ingold’s relational model and those indicated by the traditional genealogical
model. Many Shingleroof people are particularly focused on their direct, lineal ancestors and on
connections with others in their particular generation of age peers, previous ones, and subsequent
ones. At the same time, those same individuals understand all or at least a very great many
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Shingleroof predecessors as ancestors in the ways Ingold elaborates, as common ancestors of the
contemporary participants in this camp meeting religious culture. Moreover, these people take an
active part in the generation of Shingleroof understood progeneratively as they work to ensure the
continuity of the camp meeting in the future by actively remembering and memorializing
connections to the past.
Viewed in the dual light of the understandings of both these models, the genealogical and
the relational, we can understand anew that everybody has ancestors. Moreover, everybody has
numerous ancestors of various kinds. Some ancestors are biological; some are relational; some
are both. Some are created through legal adoption; some are created through various forms of
mentorship and nurture. Not everyone can know about their genetic ancestors because of various
circumstances, dislocations, and losses. Everyone, however, can identify and create, as it were,
through various kinds of relationship and practice non-biological ancestors. Accordingly, some
ancestors are religious, spiritual, and cultural; others are intellectual, political, and ideological.
From the point of view of all these possible kinds of ancestors and given the millennia of human
history, each person has myriad ancestors, that is, countless numbers of them.
People’s relationships with their ancestors differ. Not everyone knows who their various
biological ancestors were and are, and not everyone cares. Not everyone is concerned with
connecting to ancestors of other kinds through identification and relationship. Some people,
however, are profoundly invested in at least certain of their ancestors, whether biological,
relational, or both, and are keen to learn more about who those figures were and are and to
explore and nurture their connections to them. Some ancestors assume prominence and make
claims profoundly experienced by some descendants, and, by virtue of this prominence and these
claims, maintain relationships with the living long after they are dead. Similarly, those living
descendants, motivated by varying measures of reverence, affection, remembrance, and
obligation maintain relationships with and cultivate ties to those ancestors.
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Shingleroof Camp Meeting people, by and large, are people who know they have
ancestors in the understandings of both the genealogical and relational models. They know stories
about these ancestors and treasure inherited possessions that belonged to them. Pictures of these
ancestors often adorn their walls. Parents and other living forebears have mediated memories of
these ancestors to them. Thus, they feel connected to those who have gone before, even if they
never met them in person. As seventh-generation Shingleroof participant Nancy Lee Paul Miller
(b. 1951) puts it, “Those we never met we feel we know.”
Shingleroof people tend to stand taller and breathe deeper when encountering Walt
Whitman’s line from Song of Myself, “I am large, I contain multitudes” (Whitman 1992 [1892],
68). In a native Georgian turn of phrase, these ancestor-aware folks are “people who have
people.” Many Shingleroof participants are active and devout participants in other kin-religious
gatherings that are a part of what Gwen Kennedy Neville (Neville 1987, 2003) has termed “the
folk liturgy of the South” (in which mothers are often the liturgists): they gather with other
descendants at family reunions; they tell stories about these living dead and recite the generations
that descend from them; they attend homecomings at churches their ancestors helped to found;
they visit the cemeteries where the bodies of their forebears are interred; they clean and mark
ancestral graves.
The reality of ancestors seems obvious and the category of ancestors has been recognized
as an important one in many if not most of the world’s religious traditions since their beginnings.
Indeed, as religion scholar Steven Friesen has it, “The dead are a lively issue in all religions”
(Friesen 2001, xxiii). From this perspective, Shingleroof people appear to fit the norm along with
participants in other religious cultures the world over. Yet the existence and roles of ancestors
have been much more implicit, if not outright denied, in numerous North American contexts. This
being the case, the focus on ancestors at Shingleroof, while real and present and arguably
increasing over the past century, has not previously been examined in the ways I am bringing to
bear upon it in this dissertation.
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Eminent historian of religion Charles H. Long has argued that the ancestors are
conspicuous by their absence in the study of US religions and the cultural life of the United
States.9 Long has identified some of the difficulties in identifying and relating to ancestors in
modernity and ancestors of modernity. In the modern era in the western hemisphere we tend to
think of ourselves as individuals in charge of our own destinies, unshackled by the histories of
our forebears. In large part, this comes from our Enlightenment heritage. In the US, particularly
and ironically, this is inherent in our Jeffersonian heritage, bequeathed to us by Thomas Jefferson
and others who not only fought a literal war against ancestors in the American Revolution but
also fought against notions of inheritance itself and of a cult of ancestors. They worked to
establish a republic in which the dead have no power or influence over the living. Moreover,
Long asserts, these founders of the American republic would despair of being venerated as
“Founding Fathers” (Long 2001, 125-131). The problem is named as early as 1835 with the
publication of Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America in which, in Long’s phrasing,
in the midst of his querulous admiration and wonder about the new
democracy in North America, he constantly reflected upon the long-term
viability of a people or a culture that had no ancestors, who had nothing old,
who had no memories, who could evoke no supernatural meanings in their
habitation of the land” (Long 2001, 128).
We tend to think as modern people in a post-industrial milieu that we do not have ancestors as
more “primitive” and “superstitious” peoples did and do. We need not worry about appeasing
possibly vengeful forebears in the great beyond or participating in any rites of remembering them,
for they have no hold on us. Or so we think.

9

I wish to acknowledge here, in a footnote, a ritual by which Bruce Lincoln (Lincoln 1977) concluded
western scholars invoke their (intellectual) ancestors, that my project is not only about practices of ancestor
veneration but is itself a constellation of acts of ancestor veneration. These acts pay tribute not only to my
biological, spiritual, religious, and cultural ancestors in the religious culture of Shingleroof but also to my
intellectual forebears in the religious culture of western academia. As one example, Charles Long is one of
my doctor great-grandparents in the line that descends from him to Catherine Albanese to Gary Laderman
to me.
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Present even if unacknowledged, powerful even if neglected, our many ancestors pulse in
a variety of modes and at numerous levels of our conscious and unconscious lives. As Steven
Friesen has written,
We are all descendants. We all have many ancestors who make powerful claims
on our lives. Ancestry is a fundamental fact of life and should be a fundamental
category in religious studies (Friesen 2001, xx).
As much as the world has changed for all inhabitants of the planet in the many dislocations and
ruptures of history and culture wrought by wars, chattel slavery, and forced and chosen
migrations, Charles Long is convinced that we still yearn for ancestors and that “the space for the
ancestor in the human mode of being still remains” (Long 2001, 130).
We may still long for ancestors in the western hemisphere, but another of our problems
with ancestors in modernity is the tendency of people in industrialized nations “to denigrate local
ancestors and to replace them with others” (Friesen 2001, xviii), such as national ones like the
“Founding Fathers.” Shingleroof people, generally speaking, defy the norm on this score.
Moreover, western academia prizes a number of intellectual ancestors who actually denigrate the
category of ancestors themselves, leading to predictable results when the topic of ancestors is
raised.
The heirs of Marx declare the veneration of ancestors to be a false consciousness
that prevents us from addressing the real economic basis of our oppression; the
offspring of Freud diagnose it as a neurosis based on the conflict of unconscious
desires; the lineage of Durkheim defines it as an instrument of social control and
cohesion; and so on (Friesen 2001, xviii).
Despite this impoverished and somewhat crippled ethos in academe, ancestors need descendants
even as descendants need ancestors, whether or not they know it. Ancestors tend to find their
descendants, to crop up in their lives in various ways, as much as descendants discover their
ancestors. Forebears both produce and locate successors. Heirs both seek and receive various
kinds of inheritances. In genealogies of religions, intellectual lineages, cultural lines of descent,
and other modes of heritage transmission, the more we learn about our ancestors the more clues
we get about how to proceed. In proceeding, we notice more and more family resemblances and
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interconnections. Regardless of what types of ancestors, forebears, or predecessors are under
discussion or investigation, as the Dixie Chicks have put it, “Who do we become without
knowing where we started from?” (“Silent House,” Taking the Long Way [2006]). Indeed, the
people who well know where they come from, from whom and what they are descended in a
variety of ways, are the people who can most fruitfully discern where it is that they might go. The
fact that the process is rewarding and profitable in numerous ways does not mean that it is easy,
however. Charles Long speaks to this problem in plain language:
If you don’t go home the hard way, then the place you get to will not really be
home. It’s in that sense that I am looking in a critical way at modernity and trying
to move away from the temptation to think that there is an easy way of dealing
with ancestors. My ancestors lived very ambiguous, mixed up, strange, almost
unrecorded histories. I know about it and it’s in my culture and in my bones.
That’s the only resource I have for doing anything. I can’t act as if that doesn’t
exist, but I find that it’s a great temptation for people who have been colonized or
oppressed during the modern period to think that there is an easy way out. I don’t
think there is. It’s an extremely difficult problem. But at the same time, it’s the
only way out for them, and possibly for everyone else on the planet as well (Long
2001, 134).10
With respect to the contemporary context of the United States broadly speaking, the
cultural and numerical dominance of various Protestantisms, historically and currently, and
modes of thinking and believing associated with them needs to be acknowledged vis-à-vis
ancestors. Jesus taught that his followers must be born of water, that is, biologically, and born of
the spirit. A great many Protestants in the US and elsewhere, however, fearful of perceived
excesses concerning Roman Catholic veneration of saints, have so focused in their religious lives
upon this individualized “birth from above” they have crowded out both biological and religious
ancestors. In so doing, they have impoverished their own doctrine of the communion of the saints.
Even among various ethnic-oriented Roman Catholicisms where veneration of the saints is
common practice, the faithful tend to venerate the official saints canonized by the institutional
church to the neglect of their own ancestors of other kinds, including biological ones. No wonder
10

Long would likely agree with nineteenth-century Cuban poet José Martí: “Nobody is anything on their
own/ whatever we are is put into us by our people.” This is my translation of Martí’s lines: “Nada es el
hombre en sí, y lo que es, lo pone en él su pueblo.”
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scholars of US religions have by their neglect of serious studies of ancestors implicitly declared
the category null and void. When encountering a case like Shingleroof, however, they may begin
to reassess the categories of both ancestors and ancestor veneration.
While Charles Long, Steven Friesen, and some other historians of religion have taken
pains in recent years to deal with ancestors and ancestor veneration in modes both scholarly and
personal, church historians, southern historians, and scholars of US religions have by and large
neglected both these categories in approaches to evangelical Protestantisms in the South and US
religions generally. Meanwhile, other cultural sources in the last two decades have devoted more
attention to these categories. Noting the common Latin roots in humando of both “human” and
“burying,” philosopher and self-described cultural critic Cornel West situates the living dead as
the core of the humanities and the human experience. Jeff Sharlet describes West’s position this
way:
To be a scholar of the humanities—to be human—is to begin with the dead, to
see that our futures are linked to our pasts, to acknowledge, deep in our bones,
the truth of our own dying selves, “from womb to tomb,” West says.
The bewildering pace and number of technological advances in recent decades and the antiancestor Jeffersonian worldview of the broader US culture notwithstanding, our mortal limits still
meet and mix with sacred and eternal boundaries. In the words of the anonymous tenth-century
writer that begin the funeral service in the Book of Common Prayer, “In the midst of life we are
in death.” Even as we are living we are on our way to becoming ancestors.
Popular literature also acknowledges our frequent cultural traffic with ancestors of
various kinds. Novelist James Lee Burke’s brainchild Louisiana Detective Dave Robicheaux
makes the point exquisitely in the opening scenes of the film In the Electric Mist (2009), adapted
from Burke’s novel In the Electric Mist with Confederate Dead (Burke 1993):
In the ancient world people placed heavy stones on the graves of their dead so
their souls would not wander and afflict the living. I always thought this was
simply the practice of superstitious and primitive people. But I was about to learn
that the dead can hover on the edge of our vision with the density and luminosity
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of mist, and their claim on the earth can be as legitimate and tenacious as our
own.
In their humorous and decidedly on point volume Being Dead Is No Excuse: The Official
Southern Ladies Guide To Hosting the Perfect Funeral (Metcalfe and Hays 2005), Gayden
Metcalfe and Charlotte Hays come right to point of how things are in the Mississippi Delta on
page three:
While we always plan to have a good time at the [funeral] reception, we revere
the dead. Ancestor worship is as valid a form of religion as the Baptist,
Methodist, Presbyterian, or Episcopal denominations in the Mississippi Delta.11
What does it mean when self-identified Protestant Christians such as Metcalfe and Hays
mince no words about the importance of “ancestor worship” in their lives and their local
communities and describe it as a valid “form of religion” in its own right? Are they Christians
with false consciousness? Is their true religion ancestor veneration rather than Christianity? Are
they polytheists rather than monotheists? These queries suggest the need to define some other
terms for the purposes of this project.
Metcalfe and Hays use the term ancestor worship to describe what they take to be a
distinct religious form. In this dissertation, however, I will use the term ancestor veneration
rather than ancestor worship. The reasons for this are not merely semantic ones. The vast
majority of participants at Shingleroof Camp Meeting identify as evangelical Protestants of one
stripe or another. They are monotheists. They possess a widespread collective understanding that

11

Charles H. Long, a graduate of the University of Chicago, was born in Little Rock, Arkansas. Cornel
West, who teaches at Princeton, was born in Tulsa, Oklahoma and from age five grew up in Sacramento,
California. James Lee Burke was born in Houston, Texas, spent most of his childhood on the TexasLouisiana Gulf Coast, and much of his adult life in Iberia, Louisiana. Gayden Metcalfe is a lifelong
Southerner who resides in Greenville, Mississippi. Charlotte Hays is a Mississippi Delta native who lives in
Washington, DC. These five native southerners are not the only people in the US in recent years to affirm
the power and importance of ancestors and the dead, but their common southern roots may be evidence of a
propensity to deal with ancestors among the creole of cultures that comprise the American South, a
propensity southerners carry with them to other regions. If Ingold is right, the agricultural tint of most
southern cultures may make natives of the region more inclined to acknowledge ancestors in the midst of
their lived experience.
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the triune Christian God as they variously understand the Godhead and the Trinity is their proper
focus of worship.
This is not to say that all Shingleroof participants espouse the same theology with respect
to the three persons of the Trinity. It is also not to say that Shingleroof people are only religious
about Christianity. It is, rather, to say that these (mostly) evangelical Protestant Christians
recognize a marked difference between worshiping someone or something and revering someone
or something. To revere someone or something is to recall and remember, to memorialize and
commemorate. Ancestors may be sacred, but worship is reserved for God alone. Ancestors, while
clearly different from the living, are not deified or understood to be deities in the ways that Jesus
Christ, for example, is understood to be a deity. That is, while ancestors may have reached their
apotheosis in terms of reaching the climax of their status vis-à-vis the living, they have not
become divine. If ancestors were considered divine, Shingleroof people would reckon themselves
polytheists rather than monotheists. Therefore, to respect the professed beliefs of many
Shingleroof participants, I opt to use the term ancestor veneration, a term they accept,12 rather
than ancestor worship, a category that is neither indigenous nor acceptable to these respondents.
Shingleroof people tend to agree with further sentiments expressed by Metcalfe and Hays
(Metcalfe and Hays 2005, 4):
We’re people with a strong sense of community, and being dead is no
impediment to belonging to it. We won’t forget you just because you’ve up and
died. We may even like you better and visit you more often.
The category of ancestor veneration, a strange category indeed in some of the stricter
iterations of evangelical Protestantism, is useful to a study of Shingleroof because it allows
embedded and more implicit forms of religious culture and practice to be identified. Utilizing
ancestor veneration as an analytical category allows, for example, new understandings of familiar
12

No Shingleroof participants of whom I am aware used the term ancestor veneration with reference to
Shingleroof prior to my beginning this project. While working on the project and using the term myself to
categorize particular Shingleroof practices, none of my Shingleroof respondents has ever rejected the term.
On the contrary, a number of them have nodded approvingly and agreed, “Yes, we are showing our love
and respect for those who came before us.”
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concepts such as the communion of saints (extended in most iterations of Protestantism and
Roman Catholicism to include all believers living and dead) and new readings of familiar New
Testament texts such as Hebrews 12:1 and its reference to “a great cloud of witnesses,” the
forebears in life and faith who have passed beyond this life through death to a new mode of life.
The metaphor of the rhizome with its innumerable shoots, roots, threads, and filaments
fits with more expansive understandings of the doctrine of the communion of saints and the
“great cloud of witnesses,” indicating all manner of kinds of Shingleroof ancestors—spiritual,
biological, religious, and cultural, at a minimum—connected and interconnected in a great many
possible ways. The ties are numerous and sometimes too many to count, and the response of most
Shingleroof folks to this dense and fibrous rhizome of relationships is, “Blessed be the tie(s) that
bind(s).”13
In this dissertation, Shingleroof is understood as a cult of ancestor veneration because this
designation captures more explicitly how acts of memorializing the dead during camp meeting,
many of them rather implicit, can be seen as having connections with many other religious
practices and religious cultures outside Protestant Christianity. A key example is the annual
memorial service. Beginning some twenty-five years ago, the custom of naming in public
worship the Shingleroof people who have died since the previous camp meeting was instituted.14

13

To look again toward Obon and the True Pure Land (Jodo Shin Shu) context in which I have studied it in
rural Hiroshima, notions of the rhizome and the multiplicity of ancestors obtain. In a house in which a True
Pure Land family’s butsudan (family altar) is located, the beings honored by, in, at, and on the altar are
known collectively as hotoke-sama. These are all the ancestors, known and unknown, and all the Buddhas
and bodhisattvas, known and unknown. Direct connections via lines of biological descent need not be
known for a profound sense of connection to be felt and obligations regarding relationships to be carried
out. Moreover, in the True Pure Land tradition as in others in Japan, among the more devout replies to the
question, “o genki desu ka?” (“Are you well?”) is the phrase “o kage-sama de.” This is used in
conversation fairly often with the understood meaning “Yes, thanks to your solicitude.” A more literal
understanding of the phrase can be translated along these lines: “Yes, thanks to the kindness of all the
benefactors (living and dead) who cast a gracious shadow upon me.” The “great cloud of witnesses” if
thought of as a shadow-casting entity would surely also be understood as a benevolent shade-maker rather
than a pall-caster.
14
This practice began during the tenure of the Reverend Dr. Robert W. Brown as host pastor at
Shingleroof in the years 1984-1987 and was further developed during the tenures of the Reverend Dr. C. R.
Hill, 1988-2001, and the Reverend Dana Everhart, 2006-2009. For some twenty-five consecutive years the
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Some years this list of the recently deceased may include fewer than nine or ten names, and in
other years as many as twenty persons have been named. This list of the dead is balanced by the
list of those born to camp meeting families since the last camp meeting, usually as many or more
in number as those who have died, who are formally welcomed into the Shingleroof clan later in
the same service. Many of the individuals who have died are memorialized as Shingleroof
participants at their wakes and funerals. Moreover, at many of their funerals, Shingleroof itself is
memorialized. During camp meeting, the entire assembled Shingleroof community joins in an
annual act of memorializing these dead.15
At the Wednesday evening service each year during camp meeting at Shingleroof, the
names of all those who have died since the last camp meeting are read aloud. As each name is
called, living persons who were close kin or otherwise closely connected to the deceased stand for
a moment of silence in that person’s memory. This explicit rite of memorializing is strikingly
similar to the “naming of the saints” that takes place in numerous iterations of Christianity on All
Saints Day, November 1 and All Souls Day, November 2. In the religious culture of Scottish
Highland Games and other Scottish heritage-inflected practices, for example, it is nearly identical
with the memorial rite known as “the flowers of the forest.” Moreover, this particular
memorializing of the dead in the first camp meeting since their deaths bears a remarkable
resemblance to the marking of the Hatsubon, or first Obon, since a person’s death in most
iterations of Japanese Buddhism, especially as seen in rural Hiroshima and explored in my work
there.
Are Shingleroof Camp Meeting participants then, along with Metcalfe and Hays, selfdescribed participants in the “valid form of religion” they call “ancestor worship,” actually
host pastors have tasked the author with collecting the names and family and tent identifications of those
who have been born to and died from Shingleroof families since the previous camp meeting.
15
The beginning of an explicit rite of memorializing the recent dead for the gathered camp meeting
community points to a sense among participants and their official religious authority for the week of camp
meeting (i.e., the host pastor) of Shingleroof as a distinct religious culture. Moreover, it points in the
direction of understanding the roles of ancestors as increasingly important as the history of the camp
meeting lengthens.
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polytheists who prefer to operate “on the down low”? Are they, whether they care to admit it or
not, adherents of multiple religions? I argue that they are neither polytheists nor official members
or adherents of multiple religions. They are, however, participants in multiple religious cultures.
They are religious in multiple ways, and they have numerous religious practices, some of which
are common to evangelical Protestantisms broadly speaking, and some which are specific to
Shingleroof. These distinctions call for a more careful lining out.
Shingleroof respondents for this project, given their faith commitments to a monotheistic
tradition, cannot properly said to be participants in multiple religions. They are monotheists; they
worship only one entity or deity. Shingleroof people do traffic in other modes of the sacred
besides the explicit worship and practices of evangelical Protestant Christianities, however. As
Gary Laderman elucidates, the category of
[t]he sacred participates in common forms of expression and shared social
experiences tied to myths and symbols, rituals and ceremonies, power and order.
What is considered sacred becomes a vital source of empowerment and ultimate
investments, and is connected to human inspirations and desires, meaningful
actions and attitudes, and social identities and community affiliations. The sacred
explains what cannot be explained, it accounts for the incomprehensible, and it
communicates the inexpressible (Laderman 2009, xiv).
I will deploy the terms sacred and the sacred in this project in ways consonant with those
Laderman elaborates, and I will use the term religious as a synonym for them. In that vein, for the
purposes of this project, a practice is understood to be religious if it does religious work. The
ways Shingleroof people revere ancestors, for example, can be understood as religious practices.
In this view, moreover, the labor- and time-intensive preparations required for camp meeting each
year, that week of the year when ancestors and the recently deceased are remembered, venerated,
and conjured up in the most powerful ways, can be understood as religious practices just as much
as the more and less explicit veneration rites that take place during camp meeting. The various
annual tasks of camp meeting from preparations to ensuring the continuity of various traditions—
including the continuation of camp meeting itself, Shingleroof’s ongoing generation—and from
felt obligations to both the living and the dead to other acts inspired by a profound sense of filial
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piety are all understood as religious practices in the particular and peculiar religious culture and
economy that is Shingleroof.
Just as a practice here is considered religious if it does religious work, individual human
actors are considered religious if they are involved in such practices, regardless of whether those
actors would consider particular practices explicitly religious in a formal or substantive way.
Most religious practices are carried out by people, both individuals who identify with particular
religious traditions and those who do not, in contexts outside explicitly religious environments
and institutions. To say the same thing slightly differently, the majority of religious practices and
expressions are functionally religious if not substantively and explicitly religious. As a result, it is
difficult if not impossible to find people either who have no religious practices, whose practices
are not at least implicitly religious, or who do not participate in one or more religious cultures.
Religious practices are the communal (though not always collectively performed)
activities of people who are participants in distinctive and distinguishable religious cultures.
Shingleroof Camp Meeting is one such religious culture and as such manifests at least four
characteristics that I judge to be common to religious cultures. First, people participate in multiple
religious cultures at the same time: many Shingleroof folks are devoted to their local
congregations and to various other explicitly and implicitly religious causes and concerns as well
as Shingleroof. Second, non-institutional religious affiliations are key: for all the devotion that
many Shingleroof participants demonstrate with respect to institutional religious expressions,
their connections to Shingleroof transcend these at various times in various ways. Third, internal
pluralism is a hallmark: not all Shingleroof participants are evangelical Protestants and not all
Shingleroof participants identify as Christians; among both Christians and non-Christians there is
a diversity of theological and political opinion and personal religious practices. Fourth, religious
cultures exist and are manifest in various ways year round: though Shingleroof culture is most
obvious and strongest during the annual camp meeting week, its influences and practices are seen,
heard, felt, carried out, and experienced throughout the year.
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With respect to this understanding of religious cultures, moreover, Shingleroof occupies
an interesting position. Like most of the other thirty to forty extant camp meetings in Georgia,
while having formal connections to one or more local congregations and a current and historical
connection to a particular denomination, namely Methodism, Shingleroof constitutes a religious
culture that is both inside and outside the institutional church. This position, inside and outside at
the same time, allows for new angles of critique, revealing, for example, the religious practices of
church members outside their local churches, the religious practices of Christians outside
formalized religious institutions, and the religious practices of people who do not identify as
Christians inside explicitly Christian religious cultures.
One way to think further about the terms and concerns of this study is to clarify more
precisely what they are over against what they are not. I am interested in my project on this
particular camp meeting to key in on dimensions of the Shingleroof religious culture that would
be overlooked in most of the usual approaches to church history. In that regard, while I am
studying a nominally evangelical Protestant religious culture, I am doing cultural history more
than church history per se although a number of the ends of church history may be served by this
research. In addition, I am concerned in this project to analyze dimensions of Christian practices
and kin-religious practices that might escape the notice of anthropologists who are newcomers to
or not thoroughly conversant with some of the variety of evangelical Protestantisms and other
Christian expressions in the Southeastern US both historically and contemporarily. I am doing
anthropology, but anthropology with a well tuned southern, Georgian, and Christian ear.16
I am in this dissertation focused more on practices than on the meanings of them, holding
that very often the meaning of a practice is in fact the doing of it. While there are definitely
dimensions of practice and language I will address with an explicitly interpretive bent, drawing
upon anthropology, history, comparative religions, and religious studies, the aims and approaches
16

To the extent that my role as anthropologist is informed and shaped by my status as native Georgian,
seventh-generation Henry Countian, and participant in the Shingleroof religious culture since before I was
born, this project can be understood as a work of native anthropology.
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of this project are descriptive rather than normative or constructive. Moreover, while this work
does offer analysis and some critique from within the explicitly Christian Shingleroof religious
tradition, it is not a theological endeavor. In this project, I privilege bodies, actions, practices,
places, the visual, the oral, the aural, and calendrical rather than linear time.
This project is not a work of social psychology, but it does connect in certain ways with
notions of defeated nations taken up by that discipline. These connections are encapsulated in an
implicit, underlying question: what do we do with Confederate dead? The Confederate dead who
are ancestors of Shingleroof participants are inescapable at the campground and in the camp
meeting culture. In life, they mustered at Shingleroof before they went away to fight in the
South’s lost cause. After the war, they held annual reunions on the campground. In death, their
presence persists. The funeral of one of them, John Selfridge, was held under the tabernacle on
September 21, 1863. On the south side of the tabernacle, a plaque installed by the Henry County
Chapter of the United Daughters of the Confederacy memorializes the campground as a
mustering area and the sacrifice of those Confederate dead.
While many would doubtless just as soon forget the complicated, conflicted, and
constricting presence of the first modern war in the histories of the region and the campground, it
cannot successfully be buried. It rises with religious persistence because of the need to deal with
ancestors and because of the sacred notions surrounding war in the United States. Gary
Laderman’s rhetorical questions on the topic make the point precisely:
Can the violence of modern war be sacred? Is it ever anything but religious when
the lives of so many are at stake? (Laderman 2009, 124).
The War Between the States, the Civil War, the War of Northern Aggression, the War of the
Rebellion, “the recent unpleasantness,” this distinctively American conflict whose names are
legion, remains a live issue and a present concern, both for those interested in remembering it in
particular ways and those trying to repress it and all it represents for them. In both cases, the
sacred remains of boys in gray, their obscured motives, and their largely unexamined legacies
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occupy ancestral space at Shingleroof. My purpose in raising the issues around Confederate dead
is not to vilify, justify, or deny the mixed motives that attended that war as all wars. It is rather to
highlight that ancestors are complicated, that the past is alive and is both gift and burden, both
inheritance and debt. Bernard A. Weisberger expresses my stance on this point:
Perhaps we are now at the age of maturity, when we can look at our forefathers
neither in awe nor in anger, as children do, but with understanding and
forgiveness (Weisberger 1958, ix).
Approach and Methods
The foregoing discussion of categories and terms offers a number of answers important
for this project in response to the question of how to get analytical purchase on the relationships
between the living and the dead at Shingleroof Camp Meeting. The relationships between the
living and the dead at Shingleroof are powerful and palpable, complicated and resonant, thick and
diffuse. They saturate the liquid air of high Georgia summer at the campground. Shingleroof
people speak gratefully and comfortably about their camp meeting tradition as a mode of
transcendence, as a clear sign of being connected to something bigger than they are individually,
as a means of bringing the past and the future together in the present. The living speak easily
about the dead. They offer spontaneous testimonies regarding the emotional closeness they feel to
people long deceased, the sense of being watched over by the living dead most especially at the
campground during the week of camp meeting as they sit on forebears’ porches, cook by their
recipes, and sing their songs. The older Shingleroof Camp Meeting becomes and the more
ancestors accrued by its participants and generated by the camp meeting itself, the more sacred
power it seems to hold for those invested in it.
Annual camp meetings at Shingleroof continue as a nineteenth-century-founded week of
evangelical Protestant worship in the twenty-first century not only because its progenitors were
Christians but also because its progenitors were there on that same campground. Practices and
place in this case are intimately, indissolubly intertwined. Shingleroof Camp Meeting continues
also as a vibrant re-enacting and annual reclaiming of numerous foodways, timeways,
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speechways, and other kin-religious practices that are not explicitly Christian. Old ways and old
days are revived, and certain nineteenth-century conditions of hardship are intentionally
recreated, giving new and continued meaning to the camp meeting form as a key mode of US
revivalism. The dead are revived as much as the living. The bodies of living participants and their
collective memory practices are conjoined. The heat and humidity that produce a familiar bodily
discomfort during camp meeting seem to perform a mnemonic function, making bodies young
and old and their capacities for the work of memory more receptive and pliable.
How can one go about exploring these numerous and vital connections between the living
and the dead in the rhizome of relationships that is Shingleroof and the sacred investments of
time, labor, and devotion these relationships require? My answers here fall into the areas of
approach and methods. Critical in my approach are an acknowledgment of the position I occupy
and an acknowledgment of various kinds of limitations vis-à-vis the project. I go about these
explorations from the particular position of an insider-scholar deeply connected personally and
ancestrally to this camp meeting religious culture and peculiarly invested in its history and future.
My own family has been in Henry County for nine generations now, since 1825, and involved in
camp meetings at Shingleroof since its early years.
Another crucial component of my approach is to acknowledge limits, and these include
the limits of my position as insider scholar-researcher, my personal limits, the limits of my
respondents and other sources, the limits of categories, and the limits of my project. The limits of
my insider position include possible blind spots I may have regarding dimensions of the camp
meeting culture and a deep concern to represent fairly this religious culture to which I have deep
and multiple connections. My insider’s limits have proven connected to the difficulty of ceasing
data collection, in part for fear of leaving something out, and finishing the dissertation. My
personal limits regarding time and energy have come into play throughout the years of this study.
I have been called upon to live out what Laurie L. Patton has called “the practical implications of
my commitment to ancestors” (E-mail from Laurie L. Patton, May 31, 2011) in caring for my
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own elderly parents who are among those living elders closest to the threshold that separates “the
living living from the living dead” (Ferea 2001, 3). My father died during the course of my
doctoral program, and my mother lost her vision. This caregiving has been both time- and laborintensive, both joyful obligation and formidably hard work: a religious practice in multiple
senses.
I take seriously the limits of my respondents and other sources. The former are mortal
and fallible. My ethnographic subjects for this dissertation are in almost every case part of the
great clan of Shingleroof that brought me up. I have helped to bury many Shingleroof forebears
since I began this project, and I feel the compounded loss of their bodily presence even as I am
aware of their ongoing guidance and aid.17 Every funeral and wake for every Shingleroof person
has been another coalescing of my project and my life and another episode of fieldwork. More
than three-dozen Shingleroof elders have died since I began this project, all of them duly
memorialized at the annual Wednesday evening service at the campground. As Frank Owsley
wrote of the frustrations in writing the histories of the plain folk of the South, on numerous
occasions I have been confident “from [my] own observations and experiences that [I] know
whereof I speak, only to discover that [many of my] star witnesses have disappeared from the
court” (Owsley 1949, 6).
Additionally, there are limits to other sources, including oral and written ones, material
artifacts, photographs, and film footage. They are not mortal, but they are fallible. They have the
usual typographical errors, unvarnished and surreptitious biases, and restrictions of perspective
owing to framing decisions. Consequently, they require careful sifting and appraising. The flip
side of all these sources’ limits showcases some of their particular strengths vis-à-vis this project.
They are numerous and polyvalent, thickly textured and resonant, peculiar and particular. They

17

As these recent dead move through the next phase of the journey toward becoming ancestors, this line
from circuit rider Isaac W. Boring’s journal entry on the day before he first preached at Shingleroof
obtains: “May the Lord prepare them for an exchange of worlds” (Journal of Isaac W. Boring, September
14, 1832).
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allow me to build from the ground up, substituting the usual locution “in theory and practice”
with its usually distant cousin, “in practice and therefore in theory,” in my approach to this
project from various disciplines and methods.
The limits of categories also impinge upon this study as all others. Keeping categories
provisional is one thing. Deploying underutilized yet fruitful categories in certain domains of
study is another. Beyond both of these is a sense of just how elastic a category can be made
before it loses it usefulness and analytic value. Lastly, there are limits to my project taken as a
whole. Some of these are indicated in the discussion of categories and terms above, in
descriptions of what the dissertation is and is not as a scholarly work and of what is intentionally
privileged in it. I cannot possibly cover every facet of Shingleroof, so I have limited the project to
the specific areas of its chapters, which are detailed below.
I pursue these explorations of the connecting cultural tissue between the Shingleroof
living and dead via specific methods and lenses drawn from multiple disciplines. The main
disciplines and fields from which I draw are religious studies, cultural history and history of
religions, cultural anthropology and visual anthropology, and comparative religions. From
religious studies I draw the lenses that allow me to see implicit and diffuse forms and practices as
religious as the earlier definitions of “(the) sacred” and “religious” illustrate. Utilized throughout
the project, these lenses are foundational to this chapter, Chapter 5 on Shingleroof places, and
Chapters 6 and 7 on camp meeting practices. Also from religious studies I bring an approach that
is, as mentioned above, analytical and descriptive rather than constructive and normative.
From history I draw the tools and notions of cultural history, interested in recovering the
stories of certain white plain folk forebears in the piedmont region of Georgia. I have utilized a
variety of written, oral, and material sources to braid various narrative threads. These cultural
history approaches most directly inform Chapter 2’s analysis of prior camp meeting studies,
Chapter 3 on the history of the camp meeting movement, and Chapter 4 on the history of
Shingleroof Camp Meeting. History of religions provides me with tools to examine the
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development of certain religious traditions and of traditions within traditions, maintaining a focus
on historicizing events and practices even as I analyze various dimensions of them.
From cultural anthropology I draw the tools and methods of ethnography, yoking their
convergences with those of cultural history and pressing to make what is unfamiliar in and at
Shingleroof to outsiders familiar and what is familiar in and at Shingleroof to insiders unfamiliar.
Invaluable in this regard are years of deep participant observation and scores of conversations
with elders, age peers, and youngsters. Additionally, deploying the modes and methods of visual
anthropology, I have developed in the project a performative anthropology of sound-images,
creating knowledge and analysis via ethnographic film and observational approaches to it. In both
the verbal and visual ethnographic chapters of the project, my goal is to render the local, moral,
interpersonal world of this camp meeting religious culture in context and with nuance and depth.
These approaches and tools of anthropology inform the entire project, but they are indispensable
to Chapters 5, 6, and 7 which explore Shingleroof places and practices.
From comparative religions I draw a critical sense of both the importance of categories
and the need to keep them always provisional. Moreover, from comparative religions I bring a
capacity for detecting fruitful comparisons and putting new comparands in harness together as
well as an aptitude for recognizing internal pluralism within particular traditions, institutions, and
cultures. My work in both North American and East Asian religions and most specifically in
evangelical Protestantisms in the US South and True Pure Land Buddhism in western Japan
illuminates their common categories and contributes much to the particular shape of this
dissertation.
Organization of the Dissertation
This chapter is preceded by a Preview that features two hundred eighty historic and
contemporary images of Shingleroof Camp Meeting and a sound track drawn from music
performed during Shingleroof services. The body of the dissertation comprises seven total
chapters, including this one, Chapter 1, which presents the project’s research problem and
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questions, background and context, approach and methods, organization, and anticipated
significance.
Chapter 2 examines a number of reasons why camp meetings and their themes, which
have been a real and vital presence in American literature and popular culture since their
emergence over two hundred years ago, are not better known today. These reasons fall into two
main categories, those having to do with popular culture more generally and those having to do
with scholars and scholarship. The reasons in the first category reveal that the camp meeting, a
descendant of earlier religious forms from multiple traditions, became the ancestor of numerous
later religious and cultural forms in the US. A survey of the reasons in the latter category (the
dominance of the “frontier thesis” in scholarly work, popular and scholarly misconceptions of
camp meetings, competing theories of camp meeting origins, and the nature and scope of the
scholarship on camp meetings up to the present time) provides an overview of the historiography
and (the very limited) anthropology of camp meetings and serves as the project’s primary
literature review.
Having cleared the ground in Chapter 2 for a different version of the story of camp
meeting origins through an examination of camp meeting scholarship, Chapter 3 provides a birth
narrative of the camp meeting itself, documenting it as an American religious form that emerged
in the Southeast. In addition, the chapter offers a narrative history of the camp meeting
movement, tracing its beginnings in the midst of the Great Revival, linking it to the work of the
Great Revivalists and subsequent circuit riders that turned the phenomenon of camp meeting into
a revival method, and presenting a cultural portrait of the majority of the early camp meeting
participants. I also explore in Chapter 3 notable features of the camp meetings that were
constitutive of the movement, focusing on ecumenism, various forms of enthusiastic worship and
their consequences, worship and music more generally, and campground arrangements and life.
Chapter 4 provides a narrative history of Shingleroof Camp Meeting from its origins in
the 1820s through its continuing vitality in the present. Building on the history of the camp

38
meeting movement in Chapter 3, this chapter reveals Shingleroof to be an exemplar of the camp
meeting movement. In the course of Chapter 4 I highlight Shingleroof’s plain folk beginners, its
beginnings in the early days of Henry County, and its early architecture. Further, the continuities
Shingleroof shares with other camp meetings founded during the camp meeting movement and its
own remarkable continuity are examined. By taking a longer view of the camp meeting’s past the
chapter locates the beginning of a cult of ancestor veneration at Shingleroof by the late nineteenth
century. The chapter concludes with an analysis of three Shingleroof discontinuities, namely, the
first and second discontinuations of camp meetings and the great fire of 1937.
The concern of Chapter 5 is an exploration of the religious places of Shingleroof. In it
place is defined as a meaningful location in three particular modes, and place and religious place
are both theorized vis-à-vis Shingleroof. The chapter analyzes the campground as a whole as a
religious place, tracing its rise as both a place and a religious place for camp meeting participants.
After that, particular religious places of Shingleroof are examined, namely, the tabernacle, tents,
porches, and the big spring, and they are assessed as the primary sites for important camp meeting
practices. Finally, the religious place of Shingleroof as a memory site is probed with a focus on
the campground’s rise as a collective homeplace for camp meeting participants.
Chapter 6 is a performative anthropology of Shingleroof places and practices presented
in a series of ethnographic films. Two of the pieces are soundscapes, and the other seven are
observational films. Together the series constitutes visual and aural analysis of a number of
dimensions of Shingleroof life and experience. Exploring the possibilities of visual media rather
than following the conventions of written anthropology, the chapter develops new forms of
Shingleroof knowledge that are valid upon their own terms and examines areas of camp meeting
social experience topographically, temporally, corporeally, and personally in ways that written
anthropology cannot. The places and practices covered by the chapter range from visiting the big
spring to the hanging of a new rope swing, from playing softball to preparing biscuits for
breakfast, from making tee shirts to taking photos to recording data, from the sounds of life on the
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porch to the sounds of worship under the tabernacle. A brief written description of each film is
provided along with information about how to link to it for viewing.
Following from Chapter 6’s visual and aural ethnography of Shingleroof places and
practices, Chapter 7 uses a variety of data, including extensive participant observation, life
history interviews, material artifacts, inscriptions, and stories, to examine in writing some of the
most highly valued contemporary Shingleroof practices for participants. The connections between
these crucial practices of the present to the key practices of the past are explored, and the
categories of asceticism and anamnesis are brought to bear upon them. Shingleroof is further
revealed by particular practices as a cult of ancestor veneration, an annual re-enactment of certain
plain folkways, and a culture of embodied communal remembering. The areas of practice detailed
center around the particular places analyzed in Chapters 5 and 6 and include modes of worship,
modes of play, soul foodways, and the arts of porch life. Finally, the chapter concludes with a reexamination of these practices as modes of ancestor veneration vis-à-vis more explicit paths to
ancestor creation in a number of other religious traditions and a summation of the rise of ancestor
veneration in the Shingleroof Camp Meeting religious culture in its American context.
Significance of the Project
This project is the first monograph-length study of a single camp meeting that provides
analysis of practices in addition to an examination of history, the first camp meeting insider
ethnography, and the first study of one camp meeting as a particular and peculiar religious culture
in its own right. In addition, it is the first Emory doctoral dissertation in the Graduate Division of
Religion to include original ethnographic film and other original media as part of the analysis and
one of the two first Emory doctoral dissertations in any area to do so. With respect to these
various firsts, this dissertation attains a number of worthy and at least somewhat innovative goals.
When interconnections between a scholar’s life and work are explicitly named, as they
are here, new energy and new obligations, both to respondents, to self, and to academe, emerge.
The project demonstrates that ethnography, both inside and outside anthropology, benefits from
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integration with sound history that takes the concerns of respondents seriously. Ethnography of
religious subjects benefits greatly from taking those subjects, their religion, and their investments
in it seriously. Among the strengths of insider scholarship as presented here is a deep-seated and
thoroughgoing appreciation of those kinds of longstanding concerns and investments within a
particular religious culture, of what is at stake for participants in vital and visceral ways. Pushing
this a bit further, the dissertation reveals the value added to scholarship when a researcher’s high
levels of cultural and religious literacy regarding the community under study are married to both
historically valid and venerable scholarly approaches and more newly emergent ones in
innovative combinations.
Moving beyond interdisciplinarity, the dissertation is transdisciplinary, intentionally
transgressing against some of the usual ways of combining the tools and concerns of history and
anthropology and some of the more common approaches to religion and culture, particularly
those that deal with religion only substantively and explicitly. The work is disciplined by various
disciplines but not inordinately constrained by any of them. It showcases the scholarly gains
possible in identifying, defining, and analyzing particular (American) religious cultures that fall
between the cracks of church history, sociology of religion, and even anthropology of religion.
Additionally, the project demonstrates visually and aurally that some dimensions of human
experience can best be analyzed in scholarly modes other than conventional western academic
prose. In the tradition of “show, don’t tell,” the dissertation invites readers to become viewers and
listeners as well. At the same time, its written components have been composed with the
intension of being comprehensible to readers “outside the guild(s)” of religion and religious
studies, anthropology, history, and academia generally.
In its use of the analytical categories of ancestors and ancestor veneration, the project
contributes to an understanding of the need for ancestors to be treated in the study of US
religions. I hope other scholars working in and among various disciplines will join me in taking
up my doctor great-grandfather Charles Long’s implicit challenge to locate, venerate, and

41
elaborate all kinds of ancestors in US and North American contexts. In its use of the religious
culture of Obon, the Japanese Buddhist festival of the dead, in rural Hiroshima, as a suitable
comparand, the study makes a contribution to the comparative study of religions. There are
categories “with legs,” with reach across cultures and traditions, which offer expansive and
revelatory means for forgotten and fossilized forms of religion to be reinvigorated in a
conversation between religious cultures that illuminates each of them differently and anew in
(the) light of the other.
In its use of a variety of visual elements, including an original ethnographic film, the
dissertation contributes to developing approaches in visual anthropology and makes an
intervention in visual scholarship in the anthropology of religion and in religious studies and the
humanities more broadly. Digital scholarship and the digital humanities are not a fad: they are
here to stay. Projects born digital today are the descendants of all those that came into the world
by other means in other modes before them and the forebears of types of digital, visual, aural,
experimental, and possibly kinetic scholarship that we cannot even imagine from this vantage
point so close to the beginning of the twenty-first century. This dissertation, born digital, is
reckoned by a number of evaluators as something “new” in 2012. I suspect—and hope—that it
will be the first of many Emory doctoral dissertations to come that will make it look antiquated
by comparison. I wish for my dissertation, like the camp meeting, like myself, to be indeed both
successor and predecessor, both descendant and ancestor.
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Chapter 2
Descendant and Ancestor: The Camp Meeting in US Culture and Scholarship
From Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn where Huck, Jim, the duke, and the
king work the Pokeville camp-meeting18 to Bruce Hornsby, Christian McBride, and Jack
Dejohnette’s 2007 jazz album entitled Camp Meeting,19 camp meetings and their themes have
been a presence in American literature and popular culture since their emergence over two
hundred years ago. Yet the origins of camp meetings and their continuing vitality are largely
unknown to contemporary people in the US, both the tiny numerical minority who are camp
meeting participants in the early twenty-first century and the great majority who have never heard
of camp meetings, much less participated in them. This is the case for a number of reasons, some
having to do with changes and developments in US culture broadly speaking and some having to
do with scholars and scholarship.

Figure 2.1. (left) The cover of Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (image courtesy of
Picadilly Publishing). Figure 2.2. (right) The album cover of Bruce Hornsby, Christian McBride,
and Jack Dejohnette’s Camp Meeting (image courtesy of Sony Music Entertainment; used with
permission).
18

Mark Twain, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (London: Chatto & Windus, Picadilly, 1884), 195-200.
Bruce Hornsby, Christian McBride, and Jack Dejohnette, Camp Meeting, Legacy Recordings, Sony
Music Entertainment (2007).
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Why does the relatively unknown story of camp meetings, their origins, and their
continued existence matter in the twenty-first century? Moreover, what do the reasons for this
obscurity matter in a project concerned with the history and contemporary practices of one
particular camp meeting? In some sense, the entire chapter is the answer to these questions. In
brief, camp meetings and their origins matter because the camp meeting is the ancestor of so
many recognizable contemporary and historical US religious cultures and cultural forms. Further,
the camp meeting itself with its recognizable form and features is the descendant of a number of
earlier religious practices from a variety of traditions that sedimented in new ways in it. In
addition, the reason that both the origins and the continuing vitality of camp meetings matter to
this particular project is that an examination of them clears the ground for an alternative
genealogy, both of the rise of the camp meeting as an American religious form and of the camp
meeting movement, that is significantly different from the dominant histories offered since the
early twentieth century. Examining these cultural and scholarly reasons obscuring the stories of
how camp meetings came to be and to continue both reveals new sources for an alternative
history and allows a reappraisal and re-reading of many of the commonly used sources in the
prevailing approaches to camp meetings.
Changes in US Culture That Have Obscured Camp Meetings
In illuminating why camp meetings, their origins, and their continuing vitality are not
better known in the United States today two reasons that have to do with shifts, convergences,
and developments in US culture more broadly need attention. These are, namely, the diffusion of
the camp meeting movement into other forms of culture and the absence of formal camp meeting
networks both historically and contemporarily. The potency and popularity of camp meetings in
the nineteenth century have now become diffuse and widespread among the many religious and
cultural institutions and forms they inspired, from the Chautauqua to the denominational
conference center to the summer sleep away camp. As Cindy S. Aron (Aron 1999) and Janet
Mace Valenza (Valenza 2000) have documented, camp meetings constitute the first “vacations”
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for Americans of modest means living in rural areas in the nineteenth century, that is to say, camp
meetings were the closest thing to a vacation the majority of US citizens knew in the nineteenth
century. Some wealthy social elites of greater means could afford the time and expense involved
in frequenting famous mineral springs circuits and seaside destinations, the various “watering
places” as they were known, beginning in the late eighteenth century. Farmers and townspeople
in most areas of the country, however, had no experience of traveling for what could be
considered leisure-related and possibly health- or spiritually-related purposes until camp meetings
emerged in force in the early decades of the nineteenth century (Aron 1999, 15-18).
Lay people, camp meeting participants and non-participants alike, are not to be faulted if
the broader, deeper, and continuing history of camp meetings is unknown to them. Indeed, for all
the camp meeting-inaugurated and -derived nuances and characteristics of US revivalism and of
American religious cultures more broadly construed, the story of how camp meetings arose,
declined, and have continued has remained largely obscured behind the cloud of cultural forms
that trailed in their wake. In sum, the numerous descendants of the camp meeting have eclipsed
their progenitor in the consciousness of current US culture. People actively involved in one or
more of the wide variety of forms that proliferated from the camp meeting have generally never
even heard of the common ancestor from which these descend.
When the topic of camp meetings comes up in conversation, contemporary camp meeting
participants can speak to their own experience and very often can relate some of the history of the
meeting of which they themselves are a part, even as they are unaware both of the broader camp
meeting movement’s extent and influence upon the national culture and upon the phenomenon of
American revivalism. People who have never participated in camp meetings are likely to inquire
if these gatherings are the same as those at church youth camps or conference centers. In fact, as
Gwen Kennedy Neville (Neville 1987, 2003), Kenneth O. Brown (Brown 1997), Cindy S. Aron
(Aron 1999), and others have documented, camp meetings are the forerunners of these later
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institutions and other subsequent instantiations of American revivalism such as urban tent
revivals, gospel crusades, and seasonal revivals held in local churches.
A second reason that camp meetings are not better known today that pertains to US
culture more broadly has to do with the absence of any formal camp meeting networks or official
linkages. Whether viewed historically or contemporarily, with the possible exception of the
Holiness movement’s National Camp Meeting Association, camp meetings nationwide have
neither been networked in any formal way nor coordinated by any regional, national, or
denominational body. As a result, the vitality of the several hundred camp meetings still extant in
the US is largely unknown by contemporary people, including those who participate in a
particular camp meeting. Indeed, camp meeting participants are often surprised to learn that
thousands of other people also participate in hundreds of other camp meetings annually from
Georgia to New Mexico, from Massachusetts to Kentucky, and beyond. The once far-reaching
camp meeting movement persists in the numerous continuing camp meetings, each of which is a
local and peculiar instantiation of religious culture. It is arguable that, collectively speaking, all
camp meetings share or have shared a fair number of characteristics or traits. Yet in a milieu in
which there are no formal connections between camp meetings, participants at the various
respective meetings can easily imagine that theirs may be practically the only one remaining.
The National Camp Meeting Association for the Promotion of Holiness, formed in 1867
by leaders of the Holiness movement in the US to employ camp meetings as a vehicle for
propagating Holiness doctrine (Brown 2000a, 45), is the only historic case of an intentional and
formal networking of camp meetings. By the time the association was formed in the post-Civil
War era the phenomenon of camp meeting was long and well established on the American scene.
The movement’s leaders capitalized on the history of camp meetings and their early nineteenthcentury popularity by starting multiple new meetings in various parts of the country that would
both reflect and employ older camp meeting traditions and begin new ones in a well organized
effort to build enthusiasm for and increased adherence to principles of Holiness doctrine.
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Given the Holiness movement’s connections to the broader Wesleyan tradition, its
leaders were familiar with Methodism’s camp meeting heritage and modes. Moreover, the
movement’s leaders had in mind to create different kinds of camp meetings than those that had
been going on for decades. In many cases they held one-time-only meetings at established
campgrounds or in other venues, spreading the word of Holiness teachings in a particular location
over a period of days. In other cases, Holiness movement leaders in a particular place undertook
the establishment of permanent campgrounds and camp meetings that would serve as year-round
not just seasonal worship retreats. The camp meeting conducted by the Ocean Grove Camp
Meeting Association, founded in 1869, in Ocean Grove, New Jersey is a prime example of a
National Camp Meeting Association-connected meeting (Balmer 1987, 195). The Indian Springs
Holiness Camp Meeting, founded 1890 near the village of Indian Springs, Georgia and the selfproclaimed “greatest camp meeting in the South,” is one of the camp meetings begun by local and
state leaders in Georgia affiliated with the National Camp Meeting Association. The history of
the Indian Springs meeting became entwined with that of Shingleroof in the late nineteenth
century in ways that are detailed in Chapter 4.
Ways in Which Scholars and Scholarship Have Obscured Camp Meetings
With respect to ways in which scholars, scholarship, and prevailing scholarly approaches
have contributed to the relative dearth of information and awareness concerning camp meetings,
their origins, and their continuation in the US today, I will address four reasons. These are,
namely, the dominance of the “frontier thesis” in scholarly work, popular and scholarly
misconceptions of camp meetings, competing theories of camp meeting origins, and the nature
and scope of the vast majority of scholarship on camp meetings up to the present time.
Certain trends in scholarly approaches to US history that dominated the first half of the
twentieth century have inadvertently kept dimensions both of camp meeting origins and of their
early and continuing diversity out of popular circulation and contributed to the contemporary
absence of camp meeting awareness. Foremost among these trends, with respect to camp
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meetings, is the frontier thesis, which has greatly influenced approaches to US religious history as
well as work in other disciplines and has had particular bearing on scholarly assessments of
revivalism and camp meetings.
In 1893 historian Frederick Jackson Turner delivered a famous and incredibly influential
address to the American Historical Association at the World’s Fair in Chicago entitled “The
Significance of the Frontier in American History.” The address was published the next year,
delivered before other audiences (Turner 1894, 199), and disseminated widely in its printed form.
Indeed, it is the single most uniquely renowned and celebrated piece of writing by an American
historian (Ridge 1993, 143). As his biographer and other commentators have noted, Turner
himself had little interest in or use for religion and was in fact antagonistic toward organized
religion for its perceived over-emphasis on the supernatural and lack of attention to right action.
Though his language about “the frontier” was sometimes vague, Turner held that the
frontier favored individualism and practical action, characteristics he did not identify in organized
religion (Billington 1973, 51, 67, 424-425; Boles 1993, 205-6). “While the frontier affected
religion, religion had little affect on the frontier,” is the way John B. Boles summarizes Turner’s
analysis of the relationship between the frontier and religion (Boles 1993, 206). Nevertheless,
Turner’s thesis that “the frontier,” by which he almost always meant the western one, undid and
remade all manner of cultural institutions and conventions, including religious ones, that were
brought to it from the established cities east of the Alleghenies in the US and from Europe packed
a powerful rhetorical and analytic punch. The “frontier thesis” influenced scholarship on the
United States in a variety of disciplines, from history to geography and other social sciences to
religion, in ways both obvious and subtle. Turner’s thesis was the dominant interpretive motif in
the history of American Christianity for four full decades.
The frontier thesis greatly influenced two scholarly works produced by a pair of
University of Chicago Divinity School professors in the early twentieth century, namely Peter G.
Mode’s The Frontier Spirit in American Christianity (Mode 1923) and William Warren Sweet’s
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The Story of Religion in America (Sweet 1930). Sweet more than any other interpreter of
American religion relied upon and popularized a certain understanding of “the frontier” in this
widely used textbook and other of his works on revivalism. Mode and Sweet agreed, more or less,
on a kind of religious Darwinism in which the churches and denominations that could best adapt
to the frontier’s conditions were destined to become the most populous and influential in the
American context.
The “frontier” as an interpretive and explanatory theme, if not scholarly device, held
sway in surveys of American religion through the middle of the twentieth century. With the
publication of Winthrop S. Hudson’s Religion in America (Hudson 1965) and Sidney Ahlstrom’s
A Religious History of the American People (Ahlstrom 1972; 2004), the dominance of frontier
interpretations in survey texts began to be challenged. Utilizing new discoveries by historians of
particular eras and places, Winthrop’s and Ahlstrom’s treatments refuted the unthinking, reflexive
application of the frontier thesis to explain American religion that had characterized textbooks
since Turner put forward his famous thesis. Ahlstrom’s book in particular took pains to minimize
the impact of the frontier upon the development of Christian and other religious expressions in
US contexts.
Hudson and Ahlstrom produced two of the most widely used surveys of American
religious history ever, and both these volumes belied the cracks and weak points in the frontier
thesis. Few if any contemporary survey or other textbook authors would argue for the frontier
thesis. Nevertheless, contemporary textbooks continue, perhaps inadvertently, to give the frontier
thesis more credit than it may be due and than they intend in their treatments, usually very brief,
of the camp meeting movement. These works almost always situate camp meetings as important
religious expressions of the first half of the nineteenth century and at the same time describe their
beginnings on the Kentucky “frontier,” without defining the term “frontier” (a la Turner) or
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examining the actual Kentucky context.20 Moreover, by failing to mention that camp meetings
continued past the period of their heyday, 1800-1840, recent textbooks and surveys still showcase
the Turnerian thesis, however unintentionally, by implying that camp meetings died out with the
passing of “the frontier.”21
With the rise to prominence of Turner’s frontier thesis in religious history as well as other
disciplines, early twentieth-century scholars of revivalism and camp meetings were bound to rely
on it as well. Published in 1916, ahead of Mode’s and Sweet’s more general works on American
religious history and before Sweet’s arrival at Chicago, Catharine Caroline Cleveland's The Great
Revival in the West, 1797-1805, promulgated much the same account of the frontier’s uniqueness
and power as would Mode and Sweet, following Turner, in the next two decades (Boles 1993,
210).22
By the middle of the twentieth century some scholars were beginning to employ
approaches that contested the frontier thesis. Indeed, works such as these led Winthrop (Winthrop
1965) and Ahlstrom (Ahlstrom 1972) to reconsider the frontier thesis in their survey texts. In
1950 Whitney R. Cross published The Burned-Over District: The Social and Intellectual History
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The work of Ellen Eslinger in Citizens of Zion (Eslinger 1999) leaves little room for the central
Kentucky area from 1800 onward to be described as “the frontier.”
21
Themes in Religion and American Culture (Goff and Harvey 2004), a thematic reader for students of
American religion edited by Phillip Goff and Paul Harvey, is a good example. In the “Revolutionary and
Early Republican America” section (DeRogatis 2004, 208-10) of Chapter 7, “Gender,” Amy DeRogatis
describes the early camp meetings as social contexts in which the prevailing gender roles of men and
women were reversed to some degree, at least for the length of the meetings. She describes the meetings in
“the frontier regions of Kentucky” (DeRogatis 2004, 209) and notes other revival spaces of gender-role
reversal in urban contexts as well as in “frontier camp meetings” (DeRogatis 2004, 210). Another example,
albeit a work of national rather than specifically religious US history, is Cindy S. Aron’s Working at Play:
A History of Vacations in the United States (Aron 2000) in which her very helpful location of camp
meetings as the first “vacations” of the middle and lower agrarian classes simultaneously cites the frontierthesis assessments of William Sweet, Charles A. Johnson, and Dickson D. Bruce chapter and verse.
22
This work was a published version of Cleveland’s 1915 doctoral dissertation at the University of
Chicago (Cleveland 1916, vi; Alumni Council, University of Chicago 1920, 68), and her deployment of the
frontier thesis in a manner quite similar to that of Professors Mode and Sweet is further indication of the
potency of the frontier thesis with respect to understanding American religion at Chicago and that
institution’s role in the widespread adoption of it in scholarly circles. Chicago was located geographically
in the Old Northwest, and religion in the west was a concern for students and faculty at the university there
as the history of the frontier was for Turner who grew up in Wisconsin in an era when it provided a
microcosm of actual frontier conditions (Ridge 1993, 134-35).
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of Enthusiastic Religion in Western New York, 1800-1850, a work which capably demonstrated
that “frontier” religion characterized by emotionalism and demonstrative worship continued in
New York state long after its frontier period had passed. In 1957 Timothy L. Smith upended the
frontier thesis even more, arguing in his Revivalism and Social Reform: American Protestantism
on the Eve of the Civil War that the cities of the East were vital centers of American revivalism as
much or more as the rural areas of Kentucky in the antebellum period. Studies of urban
revivalism, such as Paul E. Johnson’s A Shopkeeper’s Millennium: Society and Revivals in
Rochester, New York, 1815-1836 (Johnson 1978) and Terry D. Bilhartz’s Urban Religion and the
Second Great Awakening: Church and Society in Early National Baltimore (Bilhartz 1986), have
also devalued the importance, much less the uniqueness, of the frontier in the story of American
revivalism.
A pivotal work in the study of camp meetings was John B. Boles’ The Great Revival, 17871805: The Origins of the Southern Evangelical Mind (Boles 1972). While challenging the frontier
thesis in important ways, such as attempting to privilege and analyze the mental world of Great
Revival evangelists more than “frontier” conditions and their effects upon these preachers, Boles,
by his own admission, “still described the camp meeting as a religious adaptation to frontier
needs, though I did describe how it spread back across the entire South and soon became a
peculiarly Methodist institution” (Boles 1993, 213).
Although numerous fine monographs disputing the frontier’s salience and prominence
appeared beginning in 1950, other best-selling works of religious scholarship in the second half
of the twentieth century relied as heavily on the frontier thesis as had Cleveland, Mode, and
Sweet. Despite the numbers of studies on US revivalism in the second half of the twentieth
century that contested and complicated the frontier thesis, other works of the same period were
shot through with implicit and explicit affirmations of it. One of the most powerful examples of
this trend is Charles A. Johnson's The Frontier Camp Meeting: Religion's Harvest Time (Johnson
1955). Johnson’s appropriation of the frontier thesis is virtually indistinguishable from Sweet’s,
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and it presents a narrative in which “the frontier camp meeting” emerges as a quintessentially
American religious and cultural innovation in a manner that seems inescapable because of the
conditions of life on “the frontier.” Another example of the full embrace of the frontier thesis is
Bernard A. Weisberger's They Gathered at the River: The Story of the Great Revivalists and
Their Impact on Religion in America (Weisberger 1958) in which Weisberger references “certain
communities of the half-tamed forest” (Weisberger 1958, 20) as the people to whom the
evangelists of the Great Revival preached. Weisberger relies heavily on Johnson’s appraisals both
of camp meeting origins and frontier conditions in a reflexive use of the frontier thesis. To his
credit, however, Weisberger makes an important contribution in reappraising the perceived
decline in religion in the US at the turn of the nineteenth century as the perception of members of
the clergy of the establishment Presbyterians and Congregationalists whose denominations were
suffering losses even as Unitarians were gaining ground in the East and Methodists and Baptists
were growing by leaps and bounds in the West. As he notes, what is perceived depends upon the
ones doing the perceiving.
In 1974 Dickson D. Bruce published And They All Sang Hallelujah! Plain-Folk CampMeeting Religion, 1800-1845, adapted from his doctoral dissertation. This work also fits squarely
into the dominant narrative of the frontier’s power. Moreover, by focusing almost exclusively on
the upbeat choruses of popular camp meeting hymns rather than on the verses, which often
highlight the travails of this life, Bruce presents a view of early camp meeting participants as
rather simplistic religious actors and adherents focused on eternal rewards and in denial about the
realities of their own lives. Bruce does, however, draw attention to the lives and religious cultures
of the plain folk of the South first analyzed and so designated by Frank Owsley (Owsley 1949).
Certain plain folk groups and their descendants comprise nearly all of Shingleroof’s participants
past and present, and I examine the demographics of these groups in some detail in Chapter 4.
The evidence and conclusions of Cross (Cross 1950), Smith (Smith 1957), Boles (Boles
1972), Paul Johnson (Johnson 1978), and Bilhartz (Bilhartz 1986) notwithstanding, the frontier
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thesis remained powerful in works on revivalism and particularly in studies of camp meetings
through the 1970s and beyond. Because of the dearth of studies on particular camp meetings
besides the most famous (or most infamous) one at Cane Ridge, Kentucky in 1801, these more
general, frontier thesis-reliant works have had a great impact on forming the popular notions of
camp meetings that often constitute the take-away points for students of American religions.
In the 1980s and 1990s a number of important new historical works on camp meetings
and revivalism pushed into deep waters far from the frontier thesis shore. These include Leigh
Eric Schmidt’s Holy Fairs: Scotland and the Making of American Revivalism (Schmidt 1989),
Paul K. Conkin’s Cane Ridge: America’s Pentecost (Conkin 1990), Russell E. Richey’s Early
American Methodism (Richey 1991), Kenneth O. Brown’s Holy Ground: A Study of the American
Camp Meeting (Brown 1992) and Holy Ground, Too: The Camp Meeting Family Tree (Brown
1997), and Ellen Eslinger’s Citizens of Zion (Eslinger 1999). Ellen Weiss’s City in the Woods:
The Life and Design of an American Camp Meeting on Martha's Vineyard (Weiss 1987) does not
refute the frontier thesis directly. Its focus on architecture is invaluable, however, and its
conclusions differ markedly from those of many works that deploy the frontier thesis.
Collectively, these works not only provide scholarship that disputes the critical role of the frontier
in the development of camp meetings and US revivalism but they also offer different
understandings of the frontier and alternate theories of camp meeting origins. The critical claims
and advancements of these histories are detailed in the discussions of camp meeting origins below
and in Chapter 3.
A number of popular and scholarly misconceptions about camp meetings underpin a
second reason having to do with scholars and scholarship that explains why camp meetings, their
origins, and their contemporary presence are little known today. The late camp meeting and
Holiness movement scholar Kenneth O. Brown (Brown 1990, 252) offered the following list of
eight of what he deemed the more prominent fallacies about the camp meeting:
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1) The camp meeting was first developed by the Presbyterians.
2) The very first camp meeting, or the first “planned” camp meeting, was
held at Cane Ridge, Kentucky, in 1800 or 1801.
3) The first camp meeting was held in either 1799 or 1800.
4) The first camp meetings always moved about from place to place and
had no sense of permanency.
5) The camp meeting reached its zenith sometime in the middle, or
sometime at the end[,] of the nineteenth century.
6) The camp meeting as we know it is dying out.
7) The camp meeting movement was replaced by the Chautauqua
movement.
8) The camp meeting movement has been entirely a Methodist institution.
Some of these misconceptions may well stem from slippage between ill-defined terms.
For example, a number of scholars, including those who disavow the frontier thesis, still use the
term frontier without defining it for their particular purposes. One common place of slippage is
between “frontier” and “rural area.” As the work of Ellen Eslinger (Eslinger 1999) elucidates
with great precision and detail, the area around the Cane Ridge Meeting House in 1801 was a
rural area, but it was not a frontier by the common measures of civilization. There were local and
state governments, roads, banks, churches, stores, other businesses, a variety of professional
practitioners of various trades, and the beginnings of other cultural institutions in Bourbon
County, Kentucky at that time. Ten years earlier, in the absence of many of these institutions and
features, the same area would have been more properly characterized as a frontier.
Another point of slippage is between the terms frontier and primitive with neither of them
adequately defined, often in cases where it seems “rural” is actually intended. A similar slippage
area is between “primitive” and “early” to describe some of the oldest camp meetings, including
those still extant and re-enactments and re-creations of early ones. These slippages occur in
accounts by both scholars and lay people.23
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See, for example, Claudia M. Deviney (Deviney 2002) for an admixture of “primitive” and “frontier” by
both of which is usually meant “early.” See also the web site for the Primitive Camp Meeting and
Rendezvous at Red River Meeting House in Logan County, KY at http://www.rrmh.org/pcm.htm (accessed
June 28, 2011) and the web site of Felder’s Camp Meeting in Summitt, MS at
http://felderscampmeeting.com/ (accessed June 28, 2011).
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Without putting too fine a point on it, it is fair to say that some slippages no doubt arise
because of interrelated life and work issues. Scholars and lay camp meeting enthusiasts, like other
people, are products of their total environments. Many scholars are persons who were born,
brought up, and educated in large cities or metropolitan areas. When they write about that
“foreign country” called “the past,” as L. P. Hartley put it, they sometimes engage in inadvertent
anachronism, turning rural areas into “frontiers” without regard to their actual cultural and
institutional contexts. Moreover, many scholars, particularly early ones who worked on US
history and revivalism (Turner, Cleveland, Mode, and Sweet) have been mid-westerners who
often dealt with “the frontier” as the western and trans-Allegheny one, ignoring frontier
conditions (if assessed by the measures Eslinger employs) in non-western areas of the US. In
addition, persons with strong interest in camp meetings, whether scholars or lay people, are often
keen to emphasize the early development, continuity, and connection to particular places that
characterize camp meetings in the US today against a backdrop of twenty-first century mobility
and rapid change. Words such as “primitive” and “frontier” conjure up notions of things and
times old and different, even when the terms themselves prove quite inaccurate.
One or more of these misconceptions and slippages very often appear in frontier-thesisconnected assessments of camp meetings or may be inferred from them. In addition, these
misconceptions often emerge inadvertently in brief assessments of the camp meeting movement
from a variety of scholarly points of view when complicating and complicated facts and factors
are rounded off or smoothed over for the sake of brevity and presumed clarity. Brown (Brown
1990) very quickly dispatches each of the eight fallacious claims or misconceptions he lists with
evidence to the contrary in every case. As he makes plain, the problem is not that no evidence
exists to refute such absolute claims but rather that taking other evidence into account requires a
rethinking and reappraisal of the origins, roles, and continuing influence of camp meetings that
belies such neat and tidy summings-up.
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Attempting to account for a greater number of contributing influences to the rise of camp
meetings, multiple camp meeting predecessors, and camp meeting variety on the ground both
historically and contemporarily is a formidable task indeed. A full-blown portrait of camp
meeting diversity is beyond the scope of this project. However, a brief review of competing
theories of camp meeting origins allows camp meetings to be viewed as a peculiarly seasoned and
seasonal stew of imported and homegrown ingredients, methods, and flavors cooked up in an
American cauldron.
Competing theories of camp meeting, a third reason connected to scholars and
scholarship explaining why camp meetings are not better known today, underscore the
importance of defining terms. For contributing to the competition among theories of origins are
competing definitions of exactly what constitutes a camp meeting as opposed to a protracted
meeting, quarterly meeting, sacramental season, associational meeting, revival, or other type of
large religious gathering held outdoors for more than one day. Thus, the problem of tracing camp
meeting origins centers largely on the issue of how one defines a camp meeting and, in some
instances, given the long tentacles of the frontier thesis in the popular imagination, how one
understands a frontier.
For some scholars, including Charles A. Johnson (Johnson 1955), only planned and prearranged camp meetings where all participants, both male and female, tent out for the duration of
the meeting count as proper camp meetings. For other critics, only meetings held at campgrounds
physically separate from established churches deserve the appellation of camp meeting. Most
historians and others working on camp meetings today would agree that a camp meeting is a
Christian religious revival and important social and familial occasion, usually of a nominally
evangelical Protestant stripe, comprised of multiple public worship services per day, lasting from
four to ten days, at which (at least a sizeable proportion of) participants eat and sleep on the
grounds. This is the definition of camp meetings that is operative in this chapter and the
subsequent ones of this project. It is capacious enough that sources on early camp meetings left
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out by other studies’ definitions can come in, and sources utilized in earlier studies can be
reexamined and reappraised. Using new sources and re-reading old ones allows for a different
story about the birth of the camp meeting and the rise of the camp meeting movement.
Scholars are of divided opinions as to the origins of camp meetings, as they are
concerning most things. While proponents of the frontier thesis tended to identify the camp
meeting as a uniquely American phenomenon that burst forth on the (Kentucky) “frontier” around
1800, other scholars cite a variety of camp meeting predecessors or ancestors, sometimes in
combination, as giving rise to the camp meeting in its recognizable form(s). Having already
examined the frontier thesis to some degree in tracing the legacy of Frederick Jackson Turner’s
work through the historiography of revivalism and camp meetings in the US, I now turn to three
other theories of camp meeting origins, each of which identifies a different and important stream
of camp meeting predecessors and certain notions and distinctions that accompany them. These
are, for ease of reference here, the associational meeting thesis, the quarterly conference thesis,
and the sacramental season thesis.
These three alternative explanations of camp meeting origins allow for camp meetings to
be understood as particular American religious and social forms that developed from earlier and
older forms and practices. Unless one is intent on declaring one of these theories the single
correct one, it is entirely possible to view them as contributing streams or flows of religious
cultures that find their confluence in the distinctive form(s) of the camp meeting. In addition,
these three theories of origin draw on Baptist, Methodist, and Presbyterian forms and practices,
respectively, gesturing toward the ecumenical spirit of the vast majority of camp meetings from
their beginnings down to the present day and indexing the three most numerically dominant
Christian denominations in the historical areas of greatest camp meeting strength.24
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John B. Boles (Boles 1972) has provided a trenchant analysis of the strong correlation between the areas
of greatest historical and contemporary camp meeting strength and the settlement patterns of “Scots-Irish”
immigrants in those areas. His map of these areas of greatest camp meeting strength is reproduced in
Chapter 3 as Figure 3.2.
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The associational meeting thesis, which, it must be said, has not yet been articulated in a
thorough manner by any historians, poses Baptist associational meetings during the colonial era
and in the days of the early republic, especially in Virginia and North Carolina, as antecedent
gatherings of camp meetings (Boles 1993, 215). These meetings almost always lasted a minimum
of two days and drew participants, both clergy and lay, from the various churches of a given
association. Held either at a particular host church that was a member congregation of the
association or, on occasion, on land nearby belonging to a church member, the associational
meetings of the nineteenth century were comprised of business and budget sessions, worship
services, and occasions for fellowship and socializing. In sparsely populated areas, persons who
attended meetings at a distance from their homes camped in or near their wagons on site. These
multi-day, usually two-day, associational meetings among Baptists continue in the twenty-first
century with most attendees commuting each day to the meetings and returning home each
evening.
Separate Baptists in Virginia held outdoor services as early as 1769 during sacramental
meetings conducted by evangelists James Read and Samuel Harriss at which they had men camp
on the grounds (while women had to leave the grounds by a certain time) (Brown 1997, 26;
Johnson 1955, 27). While these meetings were not associational meetings per se, they
demonstrate that the outdoor worship precedent was set among these Baptists in colonial times. In
addition, Baptist evangelist John Waller may have called the meetings he held “camp meetings”
and drawn up special rules for their conduct. Women were not allowed to sleep on the grounds at
these meetings either, and those attending did not bring supplies and foodstuffs with them but
rather depended on the local population for their food (Brown 1997, 26; Johnson 1955, 27-28;
Cleveland 1916, 52-53). Being hosted and fed by local people is of a piece with the associational
meeting pattern. One can easily see, though, that extending these gatherings for a few more days’
duration, having all or most participants camp on site and bring their own provisions would very

58
quickly advance an associational meeting to something quite like, or exactly like, a camp
meeting.
The second of these theories of camp meeting origin, the quarterly conference thesis,
identifies Methodist quarterly conferences, or quarterly meetings, often held outdoors because of
the size of the congregation and conducted over a period of at least two days, as the gatherings
that most directly presaged the (Methodist) camp meetings that proliferated in the nineteenth
century. Scholar of Methodism Russell E. Richey (Richey 1985; 1991) describes the development
of the camp meeting from the quarterly meeting, noting that a certain rhetoric was intertwined
with a sense of re-enactment and ritual as this development unfolded. In the distinct vernacular of
early American Methodism that Richey articulates (Richey 1991, xvi-xix, 82-97), “conferences,”
as in quarterly and annual conferences, held together love feasts (borrowed by John Wesley from
the Moravians) and their accompanying testimony meetings, communion, public preaching, and
business sessions. While only formal members of Methodist classes, societies, or churches could
vote in business sessions or participate in communion, everyone in the community where the
conference was held was invited and encouraged to participate in the love feasts and attend the
preaching services. This arrangement meant both that Methodists accomplished their business in
the midst of services of worship and that non-Methodists could catch a glimpse of the alternative
egalitarian social order offered by early US Methodism. Administration and revival were
conjoined.
The camp meeting, Richey contends, was for Methodists a ritual drama and staging of
their own history for themselves and for the world (Richey 1985, 203). Moreover, as Methodists
took up the camp meeting with enthusiasm as their circuit-riding preachers introduced it in
greater and greater numbers of their preaching points, the quarterly conferences became
increasingly administrative in their aims and session content. The various worship services that
were previously part of conferences were carved off from them but continued in camp meetings.
In Richey’s language, “the camp meeting, as self-image, as a reflection, as an intricate and highly
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stylized recapitulation of the American Methodist experience, allowed Methodism to change
while seeming to remain the same” (Richey 1985, 199). The growing levels of denominational
bureaucracy and institutions were governed and ordered by the quarterly and annual conferences,
and the revivalistic worship that had previously characterized the conferences was continued in
the camp meetings. While things changed greatly in the conferences as the years progressed,
things changed at a much slower pace in the camp meetings, which had distinct worship forms,
hymnody, architecture, and revivalistic aims.
Methodist Bishop Francis Asbury was a great camp meeting enthusiast who promoted the
widespread use of the meetings in rural areas and in established urban strongholds of Methodism
such as Baltimore precisely because of their power in reminding Methodists and non-Methodists
of who the Methodists were through this mode of re-enactment (Richey 1991, 23-24).25 Often in
rural areas Asbury encouraged the model of developing a Methodist church, campground, and
cemetery on the same property as a means of tethering together the full cycles of life and death
along with regular worship throughout the year and the summertime revival found in the camp
meeting. Sometimes the campground and camp meeting came first, and sometimes the church
and cemetery came first. The working plan of the early nineteenth century, however, was to have
all three entities present.26 Asbury and other Methodist circuit riders grew the Methodist
movement by ministering to farmers in rural areas who were neglected by city churches and
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What Richey terms a re-enactment of Methodist experience in the adoption and widespread use of the
camp meeting prefigures the re-enactment of old ways and old days and the recreation of certain
nineteenth-century conditions of hardship by camp meeting participants of a variety of denominations and
backgrounds at Shingleroof, a phenomenon which is treated at length in Chapter 7.
26
Extant examples of this model of church, cemetery and campground are found throughout Georgia,
North Carolina, and South Carolina in such places as Salem United Methodist Church and Salem Camp
Meeting in Newton County, Georgia; Zion United Methodist Church and Campground in Spalding County,
Georgia; and Cattle Creek, Indian Field, and Cypress United Methodist Churches and Campgrounds, all
three of which are in lower Dorchester County, South Carolina. Asbury visited each of these three South
Carolina camp meetings in turn for many years on his way to Charleston for annual conference (Stan
Woodward, Hallowed Ground: Primitive Campmeetings of the South Carolina Low Country, [2007]).
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ministers. With their quarterly conference precedent in place, the Methodists were just waiting for
the idea of a camp meeting to take shape and ready, willing, and able to put it to use.
The third of these three theories of camp meeting origin, the sacramental season thesis,
locates camp meeting predecessors in outdoor Presbyterian sacramental seasons observed in the
borders of Britain from as early as the end of the sixteenth century and their later instantiations in
colonial America. Historian of American religion Leigh Eric Schmidt aptly makes the case that
the Great Revival of 1800-1805 and the camp meeting movement of 1800-1840 were later
developments, conflations, and alterations of forms of popular religion known in Scotland since
at least the 1620s. In his brilliant study entitled Holy Fairs: Scotland and the Making of American
Revivalism (Schmidt 2nd edition, 2001), Schmidt lines out in great detail the rise of sacramental
seasons in the borders of Britain in the seventeenth century. In addition, he traces their growing
popularity over the decades in Scotland among Reformed Presbyterians, demonstrating that
Protestants can be as deeply invested in rituals of various kinds as most other religious actors and
believers.
Communicants waited hours for their turn to be seated at the tables to receive the
sacrament at these outdoor, usually four-day, gatherings characterized by emotional preaching
and powerful somatic responses among the faithful. The only time during the year at which these
Presbyterians received the Lord’s supper in a particular parish, these gatherings drew massive
crowds of thousands and were characterized by a spirit of great festivity, combining the
sacrament with sermons, other services, and sociability (Schmidt 2001, 185). As the Scottish
Enlightenment made inroads into popular culture and ecclesiastical reforms in the eighteenth
century, these “holy fairs” began to fall out of favor. Robert Burns’ 1785 popular satiric poem
The Holy Fair (Burns 1786) and the anonymous 1766 Letter from a Blacksmith to the Ministers
and Elders of the Church of Scotland contributed to this decline. Although they would continue in
some places for several more decades, by the turn of the nineteenth century the sacramental
seasons of Scotland had diminished considerably in popularity and number (Schmidt 2001, 170).
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Over the same decades of their decline in Scotland, the Presbyterian sacramental seasons
gained great popularity in colonial America and the new republic, despite vigorous efforts to
reform them on American soil (Schmidt 2001, 187). The great meeting at the Cane Ridge
Meeting House in Bourbon County, Kentucky held August 6-12, 1801 was a Presbyterian
sacramental season (Conkin 1990, 3). While it became a particularly famous sacramental season
and has often been characterized, intentionally or inadvertently, as the first camp meeting by
numerous scholars, it was at its most basic level a planned outdoor Presbyterian meeting for
communion.
Wave after wave of so-called “Scots-Irish” immigrants had made their way into colonial
America in the first decades of the eighteenth century, many of them through the open port of
Philadelphia. By the turn of the nineteenth century, the numbers of these immigrants from the
borders of north Britain and northern Ireland who had moved from further east to Kentucky had
soared (Fischer 1989, 605-18, 633-39). These mostly Presbyterian settlers in Kentucky continued
the custom of festive annual communion they had brought with them from the borders of Britain
to the American continent, gathering to fast for a day (typically Friday) in preparation for
communion on Sunday and holding numerous other services of singing and preaching on what
were called “thanksgiving days” on Saturday and Monday. This four-day pattern of meeting took
little altering to become a camp meeting.
Taking together associational meetings, quarterly conferences, and sacramental seasons
and the outdoor, multi-day gatherings they both required and inspired, a portrait of multiple
tributaries for the new form of the camp meeting emerges. The camp meeting like most other
cultural and religious forms has multiple ancestors. Having no need to designate one of these
tributaries as more important or foundational to the emergence of camp meetings than the others,
each of them can be recognized as a camp meeting predecessor in its own right. Indeed, there is
much to be gained from an approach that draws on all three of these flows of religious cultures
and camp meeting antecedents. Perhaps most important among these potential gains is the
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inherent ecumenical framework it provides. The characteristic historic and contemporary
ecumenism of camp meetings generally and Shingleroof specifically is further discussed in both
Chapters 3 and 4.
Until now historians focused on camp meeting origins have produced almost all the
scholarship on camp meetings. With very few exceptions, historians of various sub-fields have
produced the entire scholarly corpus that focuses upon or even considers camp meetings in any
significant way. This focus on origins combined with the dominance of historians in the work on
camp meetings is a fourth reason connected to scholarship that has kept camp meetings obscure.
Among these historians of revivalism, church history, southern history, and antebellum history,
there is a general agreement that camp meetings had their heyday from 1800-1840. However,
because the majority of these historians’ analyses have been focused on camp meeting origins and
early days, there is scarcely any mention of the camp meetings that continued throughout the
nineteenth century and beyond, much less of those that continue in the twenty-first century.
Certainly there is no thick description or other analysis of camp meetings beyond the middle of
the nineteenth century. Three exceptions in the midst of the numerous historical works that pay
attention only to camp meeting origins are Ellen Weiss’s City in the Woods: The Life and Design
of an American Camp Meeting on Martha's Vineyard (Weiss 1987), Kenneth O. Brown’s Indian
Springs Holiness Camp Meeting: A History of "The Greatest Camp Meeting in the South"
(Brown 2000a), and his A History of Camp Sychar: Well of Water, Ever Flowing (Brown 2000b).
These works trace the origins and continuing stories of this Wesleyan camp meeting on Martha’s
Vineyard and these two non-denominational Holiness camp meetings, respectively.
While much has been gained for the study of US religion generally and the study of
revivalism specifically by these numerous scholarly histories of camp meeting origins, less has
been gained by them for the study of camp meetings as critically important American religious
forms and significant, vital, continuing American religious cultures. I certainly appreciate and
will rely upon the work of many of these historians, who are in fact my intellectual forebears and
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ancestors, as I move forward, but in many cases I will be pushing against their conclusions and
writing against their narratives. Indeed, in some respects, the either overly wide net cast by these
works, such as Charles A. Johnson’s The Frontier Camp Meeting: Religion’s Harvest Time
(Johnson 1955), or the extremely close focus of them, such as Leigh Eric Schmidt’s Holy Fairs:
Scotland and the Making of American Revivalism (Schmidt 2001), have obscured some of the
points this study is most concerned to make regarding the continuing vitality of camp meetings in
the US today and their peculiar economies of bodies and pleasures. In a sense, this obscurity is
good news for me and for my project because it offers some clear openings through which to
make a different kind of contribution to the studies of camp meetings.
By and large, contemporary work on extant camp meetings is done by lay people such as
journalists and magazine writers, many of whom have neither much awareness of scholarly work
on camp meeting origins nor much of a sense of the extent of the camp meeting movement in the
US. Local and regional newspapers continue to run feature articles about different camp meetings
each summer and occasionally a national magazine such as Smithsonian will highlight them
(“Family and Faith Fire the Spirit of Camp Meetings,” August 1996). Documentary filmmaker
Stan Woodward, whose work focuses on southern cultures and folk histories, became captivated
by a group of five historic camp meetings in South Carolina and produced a film series about
them entitled Hallowed Ground: Primitive Campmeetings of the South Carolina Low Country
(2007). Woodward includes interviews with church historians and scholars of Methodism,
including Russell E. Richey, at the campgrounds under study in his films. The recorded
reflections of these scholars on contemporary camp meetings as living traditions comprise
virtually the only documentation of historians dealing with early camp meetings in their present
and continuing contexts.
There has been some limited work on camp meetings by scholars in disciplines other than
history. Some folklorists have examined certain camp meeting-derived speechways, and a few
musicologists have analyzed the origins and uses of camp meeting music. George Pullen Johnson,
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for example, collected, edited and illustrated some nine hundred tunes of unpublished spiritual
folksongs and previously published old camp meeting songs in three volumes entitled Spiritual
Folk-Songs of Early America (Jackson 1937), Down-East Spirituals and Others (Jackson 1943),
and Another Sheaf of White Spirituals (Jackson 1952) (Johnson 1953, 282). Pullen’s other
compilations include White Spirituals of the Southern Uplands: The Story of the Fasola Folk,
their Songs, Singings, and "Buckwheat Notes" (Jackson 1933) and White and Negro Spirituals:
Their Life Span and Kinship, Tracing 200 Years of Untrammeled Song Making and Singing
Among Our Country Folk, with 116 Songs as Sung by Both Races (Jackson 1944). David H.
Stanley (Stanley 1982) studied the gospel-singing conventions of South Georgia, tracing the roots
of many of the current gospel songs in use to the older camp meeting hymns and delineating their
common lineage from eighteenth-century hymnody. Yet even these studies rarely connect to
ongoing usage of these words, locutions, and songs in contemporary camp meeting contexts.
Aside from these historians, folklorists, and musicologists, practically no social scientists
investigated camp meetings until anthropologist Gwen Kennedy Neville (Neville 1989; 2003)
argued for extant camp meetings as key components of what she describes as “the folk liturgy of
the South.” In the early 2000s anthropologist Bradd Shore analyzed one particular Georgia camp
meeting, Salem Camp Meeting in Newton County, as a “theater of family memory” (Shore and
Kendall-Taylor 2002) and a “family revival” (Shore 2003b). With the exceptions of Neville and
Shore and the histories of three individual camp meetings by Kenneth O. Brown (Brown 2000a,
Brown 2000b) and Ellen Weiss (Weiss 1987), there has been essentially no monograph-length
scholarly work on the vitality of particular extant camp meetings in the twenty-first century.
Neville’s Kinship and Pilgrimage: Rituals of Reunion in American Protestant Culture
(Neville 1987) and her subsequent update of that work in a 2003 working paper (of the same title)
for the Emory Center for Myth and Ritual in American Life (MARIAL) (Neville 2003) theorize
camp meetings as one of several “kin-religious” outdoor gatherings that typify what she terms the
“folk liturgy” of southern family life. Her focus is most particularly on white Presbyterians of

65
Scots-Irish descent. Neville stresses that such annual events, almost always held in the summer,
must be understood in the context of the whole year and its cycles as they involve both more
nuclear and more extended family configurations and the tensions between them.
Neville construes these “folk liturgy” gatherings, which include cemetery decoration
days, one-day family reunions and church homecomings focused on a commensal meal, as well
as weeklong camp meetings, as Protestant rituals of pilgrimage. In all of these gatherings
individuals who have moved away from their descent groups make annual pilgrimages of return
to their homeplaces of origin and then go back to their more dispersed locales for the rest of the
year. In such rituals, the Protestant imperatives to strike out on one’s own and to be loyal to one’s
family are, however briefly, reconciled in the act of homegoing. This, Neville contends, is a
Protestant inversion of the historic Catholic model of pilgrimage in which an individual leaves
home alone on a journey to a sacred place and then returns home to the kin group. In Neville’s
construal, home is the sacred place to which the Protestant pilgrim journeys.
These rituals of gathering and dispersal are central to much white Protestant culture in the
South in Neville’s estimation, blending kin practices with practices of co-religionists in such a
way as to construct and perform the inter-generational, often matrilineal, southern family as
sacred. Following Neville I view Shingleroof not only as an exemplar of family religion but also
as an instantiation of filial piety on US soil, that is, family as religion.
Drawing on her research with a variety of kin-religious groups in the South, with a
particular emphasis on North Carolina and Texas, Neville makes numerous connections to ways
in which ancestors are memorialized and honored by these rituals of reunion. She goes so far as to
say that the “ancestors form a community of the dead to merge with the community of the living
in a long line of kin and co-believers” (Neville 2003, 6), laying the groundwork for a fuller study
of the ways in which these reunion rituals generally and camp meetings in particular may be
understood as manifestations of ancestor veneration. While Neville herself does not examine
these manifestations as such, she has cleared the way for me to do so in this project.
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Similar themes of family ritual have been taken up by Bradd Shore in his work on Salem
Camp Meeting in Newton County, Georgia, founded 1828. Drawing on extensive loosely
structured interviews and participant observation at Salem over several camp meetings in the first
decade of the twenty-first century, Shore’s research focuses particularly on how Salem Camp
Meeting provides very reliable ritual structures for participants as they gather each year. He notes
how participants move in and out of specified private, semi-private, and public zones of the
campground through the course of each day of the meeting and over the course of the camp
meeting week as a whole. Noting that there are few places in the contemporary US milieu where
conditions of life remain more or less constant over the life course as they do at some of the
surviving nineteenth-century camp meetings in the Southeast, Shore theorizes that the constancy
of backdrop and activities in a particular place at a particular time each year allow for a
phenomenon he terms “identity updating” (Shore 2006) by which participants understand
themselves anew as they pass through the various stages of life from children to elders punctuated
and marked by annual returns to the campground. He has examined Salem Camp Meeting in
working papers (Shore and Kendall-Taylor 2002, Shore 2003a, Shore 2006) and a documentary
film entitled Family Revival: Salem Camp Meeting (Shore 2003b), all of which elaborate these
themes of memory, ritual, and identity.
Shore’s research, along with Neville’s, has sharpened the focus on camp meetings
specifically as sites of remembering. Moreover, the work of Neville and Shore demonstrates that
contemporary camp meetings co-mingle the lives and practices of kin and co-believers or coreligionists such that family reunion and revival meeting are woven together. Indeed, camp
meetings today are revivals of family and reunions of religious practitioners. Yet, beyond the
explicitly religious dimensions in the context of evangelical Protestantism, there are deeper
religious and sacred aspects to camp meeting. Beyond the typical four living generations gathered
at most contemporary camp meetings there are generations of the dead, the ancestors of those
present, who are summoned, revered, and revived each year in the peculiar religious culture of
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each camp meeting. Following Neville, I will analyze the folk liturgy that is Shingleroof.
Following Shore, I will depict the theater of family memory that is Shingleroof and the ways not
only living family members but also their dead members are revived at camp meeting.
The definition of camp meetings offered in this chapter and the analysis of the cultural
and scholarly reasons why camp meetings are not better known today in it clear the way for a
different approach to camp meetings in this study, an approach that narrates an alternate history
of camp meeting origins and the camp meeting movement, situates Shingleroof Camp Meeting’s
particular and peculiar history and culture within it, and analyzes the connections of
contemporary Shingleroof practices and places with those practices, places, and people—those
ancestors—who came before. To those ends, in subsequent chapters I put historical and
ethnographic approaches in scholarly harness together, joining an examination of Shingleroof’s
past with an analysis of its present and exploring connections between the living and the dead.
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Chapter 3
A Distinctive American Religious Form: The Birth and Rise of the Camp Meeting
The main concern of this project is an examination of ways in which contemporary
practices and contexts at Shingleroof Camp Meeting connect the past and the present, the living
and dead. The primary modes and methods employed in this examination are ethnographic.
However, ethnography has more power and can shed more light upon contemporary realities
when it is in conversation with sound history. Indeed, many would argue that the methods of
cultural history and ethnography are largely one in the same. In the midst of a project focused
upon place and practices, bodies and memory, and the interplay among those, this chapter on the
first known camp meetings and the rise of the camp meeting movement and the next chapter on
the history of Shingleroof Camp Meeting are in order so as to make explicit the conversation
between history and ethnography implicit in the project and to allow a deeper understanding of
the present through a longer view of the past. In addition, I aim in this chapter and the next one to
offer a counter-description vis-à-vis prevailing approaches in two directions. The first direction
has to do with historical approaches to camp meetings, and the second has to do with
ethnographic approaches to them.
As laid out in the previous chapter, almost all the scholarly work on camp meetings has
been done by historians of various sub-fields and has been focused on camp meetings or camp
meeting antecedents in either overly general or overly focused sorts of ways, to the obscurity of
either particularities on the one hand or commonalities on the other. Those works have often
followed a theory of origin derived from the frontier thesis, sometimes overtly and sometimes
inadvertently.27 The frontier thesis, however, is a theory that, as I have suggested in the previous
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Key historical studies that followed the frontier thesis explicitly include Charles A. Johnson’s muchrelied upon and long-considered-definitive study The Frontier Camp Meeting: Religion’s Harvest Time
(Johnson 1955), Bernard A. Weisberger’s They Gathered at the River: The Story of the Great Revivalists
and Their Impact Upon Religion in America (Weisberger 1958), and Dickson D. Bruce’s And They All
Sang Hallelujah: Plain-Folk Camp-Meeting Religion, 1800-1845 (Bruce 1974). A key work that followed
the frontier thesis inadvertently, by his own admission, referenced in the previous chapter, is John B. Boles’
now classic The Great Revival, 1787-1805: The Origins of the Southern Evangelical Mind (Boles 1972).
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chapter, no longer bears up under close scrutiny with respect to camp meetings. That being said,
the classic frontier thesis-reliant works made valuable contributions and are among my
conversation partners in this study. In point of fact, in my study of Shingleroof as an ancestorvenerating religious culture, I am honor bound to properly cite, gratefully acknowledge, and give
due respect to these scholarly ancestors, especially in cases where I disagree with them. My work
would be impossible without theirs to build upon, respond to, challenge, and augment.
A number of scholarly histories published in the 1980s and 1990s utilized theories of
origin other than the frontier thesis, upended the frontier thesis, seriously questioned the frontier
thesis, or some combination of these.28 All of these works serve as important interlocutors for this
chapter, especially in terms of their sources, and the next one, especially in terms of their
approaches. With their help, I will write against the frontier thesis in this chapter and de-center
some of its claims, such as the primacy of the meeting at the Cane Ridge Meeting House in
Bourbon County, Kentucky in August 1801. Despite the value and import of these works, the
frontier thesis, because of its far reach, continues to dominate the popular knowledge of camp
meetings that does exist.
At the same time there are camp meeting-related studies that both affirm and refute the
frontier thesis, there are almost no substantial histories focused on a single camp meeting by
either lay historians or scholars. Lay historians have often chronicled their particular camp
meetings in short unpublished works. Many of these lay works provide no historical context as to
camp meetings more generally, and many others offer cursory summaries of the history of camp
meetings that follow the inaccurate but dominant narrative, usually centered upon the frontier
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Leigh Eric Schmidt’s Holy Fairs: Scotland and the Making of American Revivalism (Schmidt 1989,
2001), Paul K. Conkin’s Cane Ridge: America’s Pentecost (Conkin 1990), Russell E. Richey’s Early
American Methodism (Richey 1991), Kenneth O. Brown’s Holy Ground: A Study of the American Camp
Meeting (Brown 1992) and Holy Ground, Too: The Camp Meeting Family Tree (Brown 1997), and Ellen
Eslinger’s Citizens of Zion (Eslinger 1999) all challenge the frontier thesis in critically important ways.
Sidney E. Ahlstrom’s A Religious History of the American People (Ahlstrom 1972; 2004) also rejects the
frontier thesis.
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thesis, initiated and perpetuated by scholars.29 In the next chapter, as I narrate Shingleroof’s
particular history, I do so against the grain of most shorter histories focused on a single camp
meeting, aided especially by Ellen Weiss and Kenneth O. Brown, as I present a history of
Shingleroof that follows from the alternative genealogy of camp meeting origins and the camp
meeting movement in this chapter.
In the other direction, regarding the second prevailing approach in camp meeting
scholarship that I aim to counter, the few ethnographic studies of camp meetings have been, like
most histories by lay historians, relatively brief and have provided very little historical context as
to the camp meetings they have analyzed. While some of these have been focused on particular
camp meetings, such as Bradd Shore’s work on Salem Camp Meeting in Newton County,
Georgia (Shore and Kendall-Taylor 2002, Shore 2003a, Shore 2003b, Shore 2006), and others
have been focused on camp meetings more generally (Neville 1987, Neville 2003), none of them
has done much in the way of situating those camp meetings in terms of their own particular
histories, much less within the broader history of the camp meeting movement or the regional
history and culture in which a particular camp meeting is embedded. With respect to those
treatments, I will provide in this chapter and the next a more nuanced historical context through
which to understand Shingleroof’s particular contemporary religious culture.
It is arguable that Shingleroof’s particular and peculiar religious culture is specific to it
alone, as the unique religious cultures of all other extant US camp meetings are specific to them.

29

Ellen Weiss’s City in the Woods: The Life and Design of an American Camp Meeting on Martha's
Vineyard (Weiss 1987) and Kenneth O. Brown’s Indian Springs Holiness Camp Meeting: A History of
"The Greatest Camp Meeting in the South" (Brown 2000a) and A History of Camp Sychar: Well of Water,
Ever Flowing (Brown 2000b) are the scholarly exceptions here. Weiss (Weiss 1987) does not dispute the
frontier thesis of camp meeting origins, but she does draw different conclusions from most all other frontier
thesis-reliant works. Until the appearance of these scholarly histories by Weiss and Brown, Wesleyan
Grove Camp Meeting on Martha’s Vineyard was the only camp meeting to have a substantial history of it
written by anyone, scholar or lay person, of any era. Hebron Vincent who attended the first camp meeting
at Wesleyan Grove in 1835 and was the secretary of the meeting for two decades wrote a two-volume
history of that camp meeting published in 1858 (Vincent 1858) and additional papers about the meeting’s
early years (Weiss 1987, 22). Weiss’s work benefits greatly from Vincent’s.
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It is equally arguable that, for all their local and unique flavors, the camp meetings founded in the
midst of the camp meeting movement bear striking family resemblances to one another and have
similar stories of origin, particularly those in the Southeast that continue today. What are the
notable common characteristics of the camp meetings founded during the years of the movement?
How do these characteristics track with the Shingleroof case? Are there any significant
divergences at Shingleroof from these common features? In this chapter I address the first of
these three questions. In the following chapter I take up the second and third questions.
Right off the bat a similarity shared by Shingleroof and other camp meetings founded
during the camp meeting movement is a dearth of written records about them, both their
particular stories of origin and descriptions of the meetings held during their earliest years. For all
their organization and their methodical approaches, the Methodists never formed a board or
bureau to keep records of the hundreds of camp meetings taking place annually in their various
circuits in the first half of the nineteenth century and beyond. As crucial as the camp meetings
were for Methodist growth, they were never an “official” practice of the Methodist Episcopal
Church (Johnson 1955, 6, 81) or, from 1844-1939, the Methodist Episcopal Church, South. The
numerous editions of the Methodist Discipline contain no official rules governing camp meetings,
and the circuit riders never answered any formal questions about them at the quarterly or annual
conferences (Johnson 1955, 81), even though Bishop Francis Asbury and Bishop William
McKendree were both enthusiastic proponents of the meetings. That being the case, I have looked
at a wide variety of the written records that do exist for discernable common features. These
sources include numerous and often brief reports made first-hand by attendees of the early camp
meetings of the movement, most of them in the West, attendees both sympathetic and critical,
both devoutly religious and skeptical, both clergy and lay.30
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These first-hand and some second-hand sources have been assembled and organized by scholars who
have labored on previous studies of camp meetings, the Great Revival, and revivalism more generally. I am
indebted to these previous studies for the bibliographies they provide and rely on and re-appropriate many
of these reports as sources in the course of this chapter.
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I am able to increase the number and kinds of source materials to be considered and to
offer some reassessments, realignments, re-readings, reconsiderations, and readjustments with
respect to primary and secondary sources often used in earlier studies by deploying a more
capacious definition of camp meetings in this dissertation than many earlier studies have used.
Again, for the purposes of this project, a camp meeting is understood to be a Christian religious
revival and important social and familial occasion, usually of a nominally evangelical Protestant
stripe, comprised of multiple public worship services per day, lasting from four to ten days, at
which (at least a sizeable proportion of) participants eat and sleep on the grounds.
This definition allows me to hone in on the common characteristics of the camp meetings
founded during height of the camp meeting movement, roughly 1800-1840, and get more analytic
purchase on the phenomenon of camp meetings by making explicit exactly what I mean when I
use the term camp meeting. Some of the most important camp meeting studies, most notably
Charles A. Johnson’s The Frontier Camp Meeting (Johnson 1955), contain implied but not quite
explicit definitions. In the case of Johnson, we can infer that “unplanned” camp meetings and
meetings where not everyone stayed on the grounds for the duration of the meetings do not count
as camp meetings.31 In my operative definition, however, those meetings that Johnson’s leaves
out come back into consideration.
With an eye toward providing greater breadth and depth of context for understanding and
analyzing the distinctive and distinguishable religious culture of Shingleroof Camp Meeting
through an examination of the camp meeting movement, then, I will execute two main moves in
this chapter. First, having cleared the way for a different version of the story of camp meeting
31

Johnson references some of the meetings that I, following Kenneth O. Brown, consider camp meetings
but does not allow them as camp meeting examples in his work. His starting point is Cane Ridge. Lest it
seem that I am being unnecessarily hard on Charles A. Johnson and especially his 1955 work, I hasten to
say that the primary and secondary sources amassed and used by Johnson in particular have been
invaluable to this study. In that regard, he is one of the most direct ancestors of this project in scholarly
terms. While I, enjoying and reaping the benefits of numerous other studies and their findings that came
after Johnson’s, disagree with some of his implied definitions and some of his conclusions, in many ways
my study would be impossible without Johnson’s work in particular.
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origins in Chapter 2, I will present a birth narrative of the camp meeting itself, documenting it as
an American religious form that emerged in the Southeast. Second, I will construct a narrative of
the camp meeting movement in the United States in the years 1800-1840.
In making those two moves, this chapter finds its form in three sequential parts. Part one
is the first move, the story of the earliest known camp meetings, or, a story of camp meeting
origins. It begins in 1786 and continues through 1800 and the start of the Great Revival in
Kentucky and Tennessee. The second and third parts of the chapter comprise the second move.
Part two is the story of the simultaneous beginnings of the camp meeting movement and the Great
Revival and their coincidental events in the years 1800-1805, which are generally considered the
life span of the Great Revival. Part three picks up the story of the camp meeting movement after
the Great Revival had died down, spanning the years 1805-1840. Rather than attempting the
worthwhile but impossible task of covering the movement in its entirety, I maintain focus on my
first question: what are the notable common characteristics of the camp meetings founded during
the years of the movement? In answer, probing and reconsidering the available primary and
secondary sources, many of them used by Charles A. Johnson and others to slightly or quite
different ends, I identify four main categories of notable and characteristic features that I wish to
elaborate. These are ecumenism, various forms of enthusiastic worship and their consequences,
worship and music more generally, and campground arrangements and life.
The Earliest Known Camp Meetings, 1786-1800
The dominant but, from the point of view of this project, somewhat flawed birth narrative
of the camp meeting movement in the US typically begins with the Cane Ridge meeting of
August 1801 in Bourbon County, Kentucky or with the Red River, Muddy River, and Gasper
River meetings of June and July 1800 in Logan County, Kentucky. In this narrative, the
Presbyterian minister James McGready is often credited as the originator of camp meetings, and
the Presbyterian minister Barton W. Stone, who went on to found the Christian Church (Disciples
of Christ) in the years after Cane Ridge, is also given a prominent role. It is true that after Cane
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Ridge the Great Revival gained new and unprecedented momentum and spread back across the
Southeast from the West, bringing a proliferation of new camp meetings with it. It is likewise true
that the most famous evangelists of the Great Revival, including Peter Cartwright, James
McGready, Barton W. Stone, William McGee, John McGee, Bishop Francis Asbury, James B.
Finley, Bishop William McKendree, and a host of others, played key roles in building the Great
Revival’s momentum.
The claims, near-claims, and implied and explicit definitions of Charles A. Johnson and
others notwithstanding, Cane Ridge was not the first camp meeting, although the huge meeting
there in 1801 gave the phenomenon of camp meeting a great deal of publicity—and notoriety—
on the early national stage.32 Similarly, the Great Revival did not birth the camp meeting, for
camp meetings were already being conducted annually in Georgia, North Carolina, and South
Carolina and to a lesser extent in Virginia. Rather, the effective and increasingly popular camp
meetings served as accelerant poured on the fires of the Great Revival.
To begin at the beginning of the camp meeting movement, one must go back a number of
years before Cane Ridge and before there was an identifiable movement to the outdoor meetings
taking place in Georgia, North and South Carolina, and Virginia. By starting earlier, one
encounters not only camp meetings that were taking place annually prior to 1801 but also the
Methodist minister John McGee, his Methodist colleague Daniel Asbury, and his Presbyterian
minister brother William in the years before the McGee brothers began traveling and preaching
with James McGready. Moreover, this earlier starting point for a history of camp meetings in the
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Charles A. Johnson (1955, 27-32) freely admits that “many camp meetings may have taken place in the
back country prior to the Second Great Awakening. The significant point is that they did not achieve
universal popularity or standard form until after 1799” (Johnson 1955, 32). In point of fact, camp meetings
never achieved universal popularity, and Johnson, even while stating that Cane Ridge was not the very first
camp meeting holds it up as an implicit prototype of regularized form when it was in fact quite tumultuous
and free-form. Moreover, after stating that many camp meetings may have predated the Great Revival and
Second Great Awakening and mentioning a number of similar outdoor meeting precedents, Johnson then
declares, “In the year 1800 the camp meeting sprang into being, was almost instantly universalized along
the southwestern frontier, and almost as rapidly standardized into a pattern” (Johnson 1955, 40). He also
refers to the camp meeting’s “Kentucky birthplace” (Johnson 1955, 99).
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US allows for developing a fuller and richer context for understanding the emergence of the camp
meeting movement and the rise of the camp meeting itself as an important American religious
form.
There are at least eleven camp meetings that predate the Cane Ridge meeting of 1801,
and seven of them are still active at this writing. The late camp meeting and Holiness movement
historian Kenneth O. Brown researched the strong oral traditions and written documentation of
these eleven (Brown 1997, 28-32).33 The three oldest camp meeting claimants are Cattle Creek
Camp Meeting near Branchville, South Carolina, the brush arbor in Greene County, Georgia, and
McWhorter’s Camp Meeting near Mineral Springs, North Carolina. Based on these traditions,
Cattle Creek and Greene County may well date from 1786, and McWhorter’s may well date from
1787. Liberty Chapel, the cradle of Methodism for that region of Middle Georgia, grew out of the
brush arbor meetings in Greene County, which are no longer held. Cattle Creek and
McWhorter’s, now called Pleasant Grove, are both still extant camp meetings.
In addition to the three viable claimants for the title of oldest camp meeting, Effingham
County Camp Meeting near Springfield, Georgia and Zion Camp Meeting in Mecklenburg
County, Virginia both claim to date from 1790. Beyond these two extant meetings, there are at
least five and possibly seven other camp meetings that date from the last decade of the eighteenth
century. Rock Springs Camp Meeting near Denver, North Carolina has operated annually since
1794 at various sites. Its tradition dates from meetings held four consecutive years beginning in
1794 at Grassy Branch Methodist Church in the Lincoln Circuit of North Carolina and called a
“camp meeting” by its six minister organizers who included the Methodist preachers Daniel
Asbury (no documented relation to Bishop Francis Asbury) and John McGee. The encampment
grew quickly and required a better water supply. From at least 1815 through 1828 it met at a site
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Except where otherwise noted, the information here regarding these earliest meetings draws upon
Brown’s documented work.
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near the town of Denver called Robey’s Campground. Since 1829 it has met at the current Rock
Springs Campground.
The meetings that originated at Grassy Branch are notable because they constitute the
first documented case of meeting organizers planning for all participants in the revival to “tent
out” on the grounds for the duration of the meeting. This move brought an important and
permanent change to this type of outdoor revival. Outdoor services themselves, including the use
of preaching “stands” and “tents” had been in use since as early as 1742 in the Carolinas in places
where there were no church buildings (Foote 1965, 440). Planning for all participants to “tent
out” on the grounds, motivated at least in part by the knowledge that the Grassy Branch church
building was too small to accommodate the anticipated crowds, was something new. Some claim
that camping out for (non-camp meeting) services by some participants had been going in that
location on since 1789. This claim cannot be fully substantiated. However, beginning in 1794, the
design of the meeting included that all participants, male and female, would “tent out,” and this
marks an important shift in the earliest camp meetings, one which presages a critical feature of
the camp meeting movement to come.
Strong evidence suggests that enslaved persons attended and participated in the Grassy
Branch camp meetings in 1794 and the succeeding years, but in separate services and separate
spaces from whites. Eventually these black Christians founded their own camp meeting, which
had to change sites a number of times before receiving its permanent location and name, Tucker’s
Grove Camp Meeting, in 1879. This extant meeting can rightfully claim 1794 as its date of origin
along with Rock Springs Camp Meeting since they both originated in the first meetings at Grassy
Branch.34
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Other extant African-American camp meetings include Shady Grove Camp Meeting, founded 1870, and
St. Paul Camp Meeting, founded 1886, both in Dorchester County, South Carolina. Contemporary
participants at Shady Grove refer to the “bush harbors” that preceded the church building and campground
there. Participants at St. Paul note that a “bush hou[se]” preceded their campground’s tabernacle (Stan
Woodward, Hallowed Ground: Primitive Campmeetings of the South Carolina Low Country [2007]).
These terms, which seem to be variations of “brush arbor” or possibly conflations of “brush arbor” and
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Daniel Asbury appears to have been active in other of the earliest camp meetings besides
Grassy Branch (now Rock Springs) in the same area of North Carolina. The record is unclear as
to whether a camp meeting, organized by him among others, was held at Bethel Methodist
Church in 1795. There is, however, documentation that Asbury and others conducted the Great
Union Camp Meeting at Shepherd’s Cross Roads in the Union Methodist Circuit of Iredell
County, North Carolina in 1796 at which some five hundred conversions were reported.
While the Bethel meeting in North Carolina may not even have taken place and the Great
Union Camp Meeting in that state appears to have been a one-time revival, two other extant
South Carolina camp meetings are definitely on the list, along with Cattle Creek, founded 1786,
of continuing camp meetings that began before the turn of the nineteenth century. Cypress Camp
Meeting near Ridgeville, South Carolina, is said to date from 1794. Indian Field Camp Meeting
near St. George, South Carolina dates from about 1795 and is the only extant camp meeting
whose encampment layout is twelve-sided, an intentional patterning based on interpretations of
the biblical descriptions of the harvest festivals of the ancient Israelites.
Besides the meetings detailed above, there are two other possible instances of camp
meetings that predate Cane Ridge and the other Kentucky camp meetings of 1800 and 1801. In
1796, evidence suggests, John Page conducted the first of the many hundreds of camp meetings
in Tennessee in the parish of the Greene Methodist Circuit, having got the idea from Methodist
preacher John McGee. White Oak Camp Meeting in Appling, Georgia dates from 1823 in its
present and continuing form; there is, however, a record of services there as early as 1792, and
the camp meeting in Appling may have begun as early as that date.

“hush harbor,” crop up in various non-camp meeting contexts along with the term “brush arbor.” Two
current examples are the 2006 southern gospel album entitled “Bush Harbor Revival” by the AfricanAmerican group Minister Win Thompkins and the Stompers (NLR, Inc. record label) and the
bluegrass/gospel band called “Brush Arbor,” comprised of white Californians whose roots are in
Tennessee, which has been recording and performing since 1971. In another case of contemporary usage, a
quarter-mile south of Shingleroof Campground on Georgia Highway 155 is a housing development called
Brush Arbor.
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These early camp meeting cases amply demonstrate at least two important points. First, it
is not possible, barring the appearance of fuller evidence, to determine the very earliest camp
meeting. Rather, there are multiple camp meeting birthplaces dating from the 1780s. Second, it is
the Southeast region, and most specifically the states of North Carolina, South Carolina, and
Georgia, that is the original birth region of the American camp meeting. Revivalists who had
been part of some of the earliest meetings in South Carolina, Georgia, North Carolina, and
Virginia exported the camp meeting phenomenon to Kentucky and Tennessee. The camp meeting
then exploded into the national consciousness after the much-publicized meeting at Cane Ridge in
1801, gained momentum as a movement, and swept back across the Southeast from the West
along with the Great Revival, growing in both numbers of meetings and participants for the
remainder of the first half of the nineteenth century.
The Great Revival and the Early Years of the Camp Meeting Movement, 1800-1805
Although the camp meeting did not begin with the Great Revival, the camp meeting
movement did. The spread of the Great Revival and the rise of the camp meeting movement are
interdependent. It matters little whether one would have happened without the other, in the end,
for they were involved in what the Buddhist traditions would call a case of “dependent arising.”35
In sum, they needed each other, they were well suited to each other, and they gave one another
mutual aid.
The camp meeting movement boomed for fully another thirty-five years after the fires of
the Great Revival burned low. Nevertheless, these coincidental phenomena, both of which had
great impact on the development of evangelical Protestantisms in the South and elsewhere in the
US, arose simultaneously at their respective starts. Thus, it is impossible to tell the story of the
rise of the camp meeting movement and its originators without giving due attention to the

35

As a general rule, most Buddhist traditions would affirm that phenomena that are dependent upon one
another for their arising are similarly dependent at their demise or “dependent cessation.” In this case,
however, the phenomenon of the camp meeting movement outlived that of the Great Revival by some three
and a half decades.
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beginnings of the Great Revival and those who inaugurated it. Indeed, the founders of the one are
in several cases also the founders of the other.
Scholars have given attention to the lives, work, preaching, and mental worlds of some of
the leading early camp meeting evangelists (Weisberger 1958, Boles 1972). While James
McGready, a Presbyterian preacher, has often been given credit as the originator of the camp
meeting, it appears he never claimed that title himself (Brown 1997, 33). Indeed, equal credit, if
not more, with regard to the use of camp meetings in the Great Revival and the beginning of the
camp meeting movement in the US belongs to John McGee, a Methodist preacher who, it seems,
also never claimed such credit for himself (Johnson 1955, 31; Brown 1997, 34). The stories of
James McGready and John McGee are intertwined, and the oft-neglected role of John McGee
deserves more attention.
James McGready was a lifelong Presbyterian, born to a large, poor “Scots-Irish” family
in western Pennsylvania around 1760. His family migrated to Guilford County, North Carolina in
1778. The devout James returned to Pennsylvania for theological training about 1784 and was
tutored privately by Princeton graduates and at the “log college” operated by John McMillan,
which subsequently sent streams of Presbyterian ministers to the West (Johnson 1955, 32; Boles
1972, 36-42).36 Although he never renounced Calvinist doctrines, McGready was focused on
converting as many people as possible to join the elect. He was first and foremost a Presbyterian
revivalist and developed a reputation as a remarkably powerful preacher whose sermons
provoked strong emotional responses from congregations (Johnson 1955, 32-33; Boles 1972, 3943, 47).37

36

McMillan was one of the New Side Presbyterians who believed that a vigorous conversion experience
was necessary. McGready himself had such an experience in 1786, was licensed to preach in 1788, and
later that year returned to North Carolina, passing through Virginia where an interdenominational revival
that made a strong impact upon him was underway (Johnson 1955, 32; Boles 1972, 36-42).
37
He led a revival in North Carolina that climaxed in 1791, one of the great successes of which was the
large number of young men who decided to enter the Presbyterian ministry. Five of these who were
mentored by McGready in North Carolina later migrated to Kentucky, as he did in 1796, or spent
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Raised a Presbyterian in a family of considerable means in Orange County, North
Carolina, John McGee converted to Methodism, much to his mother’s chagrin, in the 1780s in
Maryland. Soon after becoming a Methodist McGee was appointed as a circuit rider in the
Yadkin Circuit of North Carolina from 1789 to 179338 along with Daniel Asbury with whom
McGee and four other ministers convened the first camp meeting at Grassy Branch in 1794
(Brown 1997, 34-38).
As Kenneth O. Brown (Brown 1997, 38-42) lines out with considerable nuance and care,
there are two main historical traditions regarding the outbreak of the Great Revival in Kentucky
and Tennessee and the role of the camp meeting in initiating it. One tradition credits James
McGready and a few other Presbyterians with setting off the revival with the occasional help of
visiting preachers, including John and William McGee. The second tradition claims that John
McGee, with help from his brother William, set in motion the events that led to the outbreak of
the Great Revival and accords a secondary role to McGready and other ministers. Because of
discrepancies among the first-hand and second-hand contemporary descriptions of events in the
summer of 1800, a number of scholars have used only the material in which McGready’s role is
prominent and have made little effort to reconcile the accounts. As a result, as many other
treatments have followed the lead of works in which McGready is credited with starting the Great
Revival (and sometimes the form of the camp meeting itself), the role of John McGee has often
been all but eclipsed.39

significant time there: Barton W. Stone, William McGee, William Hodge, John Rankin, and Samuel
McAdow (Johnson 1955, 32-33; Boles 1972, 39-43, 47).
38
John McGee was ordained an elder in 1792, was married around that same time, and “located,” that is,
continued his ministry but ceased riding a circuit, in 1793. In 1798 he and his family moved to what is now
Smith County, Tennessee and purchased extensive land holdings there near those of his brother William, a
Presbyterian minister mentored by McGready, who had moved to Tennessee two years earlier (Brown
1997, 36-37).
39
In John B. Boles’ The South Through Time (Boles 1995), James McGready is described as “the pivotal
individual” in the story of the Great Revival (Boles 1995, 157) while William McGee is not mentioned by
name but instead referred to as “an extremely emotional Methodist preacher” (Boles 1995, 158). Boles’
privileging of McGready’s role over McGee’s is consistent with his account in The Great Revival (Boles
1972) although McGee’s name and some of his particular contributions are detailed there. Charles A.
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Following Brown (Brown 1997, 38-42), with adequate attention to the particular
theological points of view of the available sources, which include hand-written letters of
McGready and McGee, an article by McGready, and three other first- and second-accounts of the
meetings of 1800, these two traditions can be re-braided to highlight the particular roles of James
McGready and John McGee, bearing in mind that “McGee cannot accurately be explained from
James McGready’s Presbyterian standpoint, and vice versa” (Brown 1997, 39). Taking the two
traditions together as Brown has done yields a narrative in which the roles of McGready and John
McGee are both duly acknowledged.
In 1800 John and William McGee embarked upon a preaching tour from their Tennessee
homes that would take them as far north as Ohio. They set up a loosely organized itinerary of
two-day preaching stints in various places, and the first one was the Red River Meeting House in
Logan County, Kentucky in McGready’s parish. McGready, for his part, announced the meeting
at Red River as a Presbyterian sacramental occasion in the parish where he had been laboring for
three years, hoping for revival, and was beginning to see results. When the McGees arrived, the
meeting was already underway under the leadership of McGready and two other Presbyterian
ministers trained by McGready, John Rankin and William Hodge, with a crowd of some five
hundred persons in attendance. Because William McGee had known and been trained by his
fellow Presbyterian McGready in North Carolina, both McGee brothers were invited to preach.
While all five of these ministers preached in the services, the revival “broke wide open” under the
preaching of the Methodist John McGee, attended by shouting and falling to the floor on the part
of a number of people inside the Red River Meeting House. John McGee was familiar with such
physical responses from Methodist congregations and assured the Presbyterians, who had
witnessed some dramatic responses previously but nothing on this order, that this was a sign of
Johnson (Johnson 1955) established this precedent by mentioning then dismissing John McGee and
declaring, “The story of the seed time of the camp meeting is inextricably connected with one man…James
McGready—and with the religious quickening he in so large a measure created, the Great Revival in the
West” (Johnson 1955, 32). Additionally, Johnson refers to James McGready as “founder of the camp
meeting” (Johnson 1955, 77).
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revival such as he had witnessed at meetings (including camp meetings) in North Carolina
(Brown 1997, 38-40).

Figure 3.1. Sacramental Scene in a Western Forest. Lithograph by P.S. Duval, ca. 1801, from
Joseph Smith, Old Redstone. Copyprint. Philadelphia: 1854. General Collections, Library of
Congress.

News of this outbreak of revival spread across Logan County and the countryside on the
Kentucky and Tennessee border. The series of religious meetings and responses that would come
to be called the Great Revival was underway. The McGee brothers continued preaching on their
tour that summer at Methodist quarterly meetings and weekend evangelistic services in Tennessee
and Kentucky, and McGready and his Presbyterian colleagues continued holding sacramental
occasions in different places. John McGee later referred to the successful meeting that summer at
the Muddy River Meeting House near Russellville, Kentucky as a camp meeting. Both at Muddy
River with the McGees and at Gasper River where McGready presided over a sacramental
occasion, the people brought provisions to camp out on the grounds, having been encouraged to
do so ahead of time (Brown 1997, 40).
Brown argues (Brown 1997, 41) that John McGee, the only one of the ministers familiar
with the earlier camp meetings in North Carolina and the organizer of at least one (Grassy
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Branch), must have suggested to McGready and the others that the people be told to camp out for
the duration of the meetings in order to keep fanning the flames of the revival. Regardless of
whose idea camping out at the meetings may have been, it was no accident that Muddy River and
Gasper River resembled the North Carolina camp meetings and that the same methods of wordof-mouth advertising and the injunction to bring provisions and camp out were employed prior to
the meeting at Cane Ridge the following year. In addition, it was no accident that these
Presbyterian and Methodist ministers continued collaborating as the Great Revival spread in the
Cumberland region of Kentucky and Tennessee.40
James McGready, John McGee, and numbers of others of the Great Revivalists deserve
credit as inaugurators of both the Great Revival and the camp meeting movement. The founders
of the great majority of camp meetings during the Great Revival and afterward, however, were
Methodist circuit riders whose lives have not been much celebrated and whose names are
generally long forgotten. With the exception of those who published books or kept diaries that
have been preserved, we know very little of the lives of those camp meeting inaugurators.
Because even fewer lay people were published authors or regular journal keepers whose writings
have survived, we know even less about them. Who were the early camp meeting participants?
The demographics of the southern backcountry before and after the Great Revival provide an
insightful ethnographic overview of the vast majority of these participants.
David Hackett Fischer (Fischer 1989) considers the southern backcountry of the US to be
the vast area running eight hundred miles south from Pennsylvania to Georgia and several
hundred miles west from the Piedmont plateau to the banks of the Mississippi (Fischer 1989, 635,
638). Fully ninety percent of the settlers in this backcountry in the late eighteenth and early
40

As Ahlstrom notes, the doctrinal formulations of Baptists, Methodists, and Presbyterians in the
backwoods or backcountry at that stage were not dissimilar. They were all Reformed understandings,
including those that could be considered Arminian, and were mostly Calvinistic. During the Great Revival,
from 1800-1805, and for a while afterwards the focus of revivalists of all three denominations was the
heartfelt and emotional conversion of as many people as possible. After the Great Revival the revivalists
themselves began exaggerating the differences between them in the competitive environment for church
members that ensued particularly in rural areas of the West and Southeast (Ahlstrom 2004, 442).
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nineteenth centuries were English, Irish, or Scottish, and a numerical majority of them came from
the border regions of Britain between England and Scotland and from the northern counties of
Ireland (Fischer 1989, 635). The backcountry was a dangerous borderland just as the violent
border regions of north Britain had been for centuries (Fischer 1989, 639).
From 1717 until the outbreak of the American revolution in 1775, more than a quartermillion people altogether emigrated from Britain to what would become the United States, and a
huge percentage of them came from the north of Ireland, the lowlands of Scotland, and the
northern counties of England (Fischer 1989, 606).41 Despite the fact that these thousands and
thousands of Britons ostensibly came from three different countries, Scotland, England, and
Ireland, they shared a common borderer culture a thousand years in the making that transcended
differences in nationality. The border between England and Scotland moved often in those
centuries even as most people stayed put. During the pacification of the borders of Scotland and
England, many of these border people, like their forebears, were forcibly exiled to Ireland as part
of the Ulster plantation (Fischer 1989, 629-30). In the southern highlands of the US they exerted a
cultural hegemony even stronger than their great numbers (Fischer 1989, 635). They are the
41

Two-thirds of this quarter-million people arrived between 1765 and 1775 and as many as one-third of
these may have arrived from 1772-1775 (Fischer 1989, 606, 608). This is the fourth of four periods of
British emigration analyzed by David Hackett Fischer (Fischer 1989). The vast majority of these people
migrated in family groups with a fairly even balance between men and women and with large numbers of
all age cohorts, except the elderly (Fischer 1989, 610). Whereas previous periods of emigration from
Britain to the colonies had been motivated largely by religious motives, this series of waves of immigration
was largely fueled by materialist motives, namely, a better life without famine, hunger, high rents, low
wages, heavy taxes, and short leases (Fischer 1989, 611). Only one to two percent of these borderers were
gentry; a larger minority group were independent small farmers or yeomen (known in some quarters as the
“statesman” class); and a large majority who came from classes below these two, including tenant farmers
and farm laborers, semiskilled craftsmen, and small-scale traders. A minority came in bondage as
indentured servants, and another small minority were unskilled laborers. Overall, these immigrants came
from more humble backgrounds than many of those in previous periods of British immigration, but the very
poorest people in the borders of north Britain could not afford the passage over (Fischer 1989, 613-14), a
passage that became increasingly expensive and dangerous in the eighteenth century (Fischer 1989, 612).
Upon arriving, primarily through the free ports of Philadelphia and Newcastle, Maine (Fischer 1989, 633),
these borderers of all classes were met with various kinds of intolerance and prejudice from other ethnic
groups (Fischer 1989, 605-6, 612, 615), especially the establishment Quakers who did their best to get them
out of the city and into the west of Pennsylvania where they might serve as a buffer against the Indians
(Fischer 1989, 633). Many of these borderers migrated fairly quickly from western Pennsylvania south and
west into the mountains of Maryland, Virginia, and the Carolinas (Fischer 1989, 633-34).
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people who have been called Scotch-Irish, Scots-Irish, Ulster Irish, Northern Irish, Anglo-Irish,
and Saxon-Scotch. None of these labels is suitable or accurate to describe the people who
participated in these waves of eighteenth-century immigration as a whole (Fischer 1989, 618). I
will follow Fischer (1989, 621) and refer to them as border immigrants from north Britain, and I
will refer to their descendants as borderer descendants.

Figure 3.2. “Areas of Camp Meeting Strength.” Map from the flyleaf of The Great Revival, 17871805: The Origins of the Southern Evangelical Mind by John B. Boles. Lexington, KY: The
University Press of Kentucky, 1972.

These border immigrants were a mixed people ethnically and religiously. Some historians
have classified them as Celts, and some of them were of Celtic descent. However, in the border
regions of Britain the ancestry of the inhabitants became profoundly mixed in varying proportions
including Celtic, Roman, German, English, Scandinavian, Irish, and Scottish (Fischer 1989, 62021). Their religious beliefs and practices were also mixed as these immigrants included English
border folk who were mostly Anglican with some members of small Protestant groups in the
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medley, including Methodists and Baptists. Scottish borderers and northern Irish people were
primarily Presbyterians with a few Roman Catholics added into the amalgam. Many of these
Presbyterians called themselves People of the New Light before they emigrated. They carried
their customs of field meetings and prayer societies with them to the backcountry of the southern
US, and the New Light Protestants in Ireland took their field meeting custom along as well. Some
from Scotland were part of the Reformed Presbyterian Church, which was a reorganized militant
sect known as the Cameronians (Fischer 1989, 615-18).
By the time many of these immigrants made their way as far as Kentucky, Tennessee, the
Carolinas, and Georgia after the American Revolution, those who professed Christianity had, for
the most part, very similar Reformed understandings and approaches to theology.42 These were
not the only people who took part in the Great Revival and the early camp meeting movement,
but they were by far the numerical majority who participated in these phenomena and witnesses
to the notable features of the camp meeting movement.
In the first US census in 1790, border family names appear in every state, but the heaviest
concentration of them appears in southwestern Pennsylvania, western Maryland and Virginia,
North and South Carolina, Georgia, Kentucky, and Tennessee. More than half the population in
these states and state regions came from Scotland, Ireland, and northern England (Fischer 1989,
634). John B. Boles has capably demonstrated that the areas of greatest camp meeting strength
coincided historically with the areas of greatest settlement by these border immigrants from north
Britain, whom he calls the “Scotch-Irish” (Boles 1972, 1-2).
Baptist, Methodist, and Presbyterian clergy and lay people, at least one former
Episcopalian family that had converted to Methodism, and perhaps representatives of other
denominations as well were involved in some of the earliest camp meetings documented by
Brown in the Southeast (Brown 1997, 29), just as Methodists, Baptists, and Presbyterians had
worked together in the revivals in Virginia in 1785-1788 (Boles 1995, 156) and North Carolina
42

See footnote 40 and Ahlstrom 2004, 442.
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(Johnson 1955, 30) that preceded the Great Revival. As described above, a similar ecumenical
presence and effort were notable at the first camp meetings in Kentucky and Tennessee at the turn
of the nineteenth century (Johnson 1955, 52, 62; Richey 1991, 23). According to Presbyterian
preacher Richard McNemar (who ultimately became a Shaker himself), at the Kentucky camp
meetings during the Great Revival members of the United Society of Believers in Christ’s Second
Appearing, better known as the Shakers, were in attendance on occasion proclaiming their
millennialist message in the midst of the crowds,43 and confirmed Deists were among those
converted at the meetings (McNemar 1846, 25, 79-82).
At Red River, Gasper River, and Cane Ridge, all of which were technically Presbyterian
sacramental seasons at their core, and numerous other combined sacramental meetings and camp
meetings during the years of the Great Revival and the early years of the camp meeting
movement, people of all denominations and no denominations were both welcome and in
attendance. Richard McNemar, a proponent of camp meetings, held that some of the most strident
testimonies against the meetings, by lay people also but especially by his fellow clergy, were the
primary means for summoning people hostile to religion to attend the meetings to mock,
persecute, and oppose them, even if increasing attendance was not the critics’ intent (McNemar
1846, 28).
Contemporary reports from other preachers and lay people who were, like McNemar,
supportive of the meetings indicate that the number of people who attended to observe, gawk, and
rail against the kind of religious convictions, approaches, and enthusiasms on display at the early
Kentucky camp meetings far exceeded those in attendance who were already professing
Christians or who were serious about established religion (Johnson 1955, 53, 62; Boles 1995,
155-56; Ahlstrom 2004, 435). Indeed, Methodist historian and preacher Nathan Bangs, a strong

43

The tolerance for Christian diversity in the areas of Kentucky where the camp meeting of the Great
Revival there took place may well have led the Shakers to establish their communities at Pleasant Hill in
Mercer County, not far from Bourbon County (site of the Cane Ridge meeting of 1801) in 1805 and at
South Union in Logan County (site of the Muddy River and Gasper River meetings of 1800) in 1807.
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proponent of camp meetings, complained of the lack of morals and disorderly behavior of some
attendee spectators (Bangs 1839, 2: 113).
In the overlapping years of the Great Revival and the camp meeting movement from
1800-1805, those in attendance, then, were of a variety of religious affiliations and no affiliation
and displayed differing dispositions toward and opinions of the camp meeting phenomenon.
Scoffers, however, were not immune to the revival’s power and often came under conversion in
the revivals in which then Presbyterian Richard McNemar participated (McNemar 1846, 28).
Moreover, early participants, whether already devout or avowedly hostile, often were swept away
in the enthusiastic and somatic expressions that characterized the camp meetings of the Great
Revival and succeeding years in the early nineteenth century.
The histories of a number of southeastern evangelical Protestant religious cultures reveal
traditions of enthusiastic worship both during camp meetings and on other worship occasions.
Although antiphonal (call and response) preaching, stomping, shouting, and other manifestations
of ecstatic worship, such as fainting and falling when “slain by the Spirit,” have long associations
with African-American religious cultures of a variety of denominations and denominational
influences since at least early national times, these modes of enthusiasm were historically
common among white worshipers in the evangelical (read: non-Anglican) traditions as well.
Much of this warm-hearted religious expression has been found among white and black
Methodists, but it should be noted that strains of it emanated from Baptists and others as well,
including the stereotypically more staid Presbyterians (Johnson 1955, 54-55).
Before the first documented camp meeting held at Grassy Branch Methodist Church in
Lincoln County, North Carolina in 1794, the congregation, comprised of about twelve white
families that had relocated from Virginia and who had no regular pastor prior to 1789, was known
for their loud and hearty singing and shouting, which sometimes elicited panic from their more
reserved Protestant neighbors of German descent (Brown 1997, 30). Yet this account and others
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of enthusiastic worship among Methodists at the tail end of the eighteenth century in the
Southeast are tame by comparison to what would occur in the West as the century turned.
Members of the nineteenth-century popular press, eyewitnesses on the scene of various
meetings, and later scholars have written much about these physical phenomena, which were
among the greatest attention-grabbing characteristics of the early camp meetings in the West.
Indeed, had they not been such a widely reported part of the Cane Ridge meeting of 1801, one is
tempted to conclude that meeting would not have garnered so much attention at the time or since
then. Although one of the aims of this chapter and, to a lesser extent, this project is to reappraise
Cane Ridge and realign its place in the larger story of the camp meeting movement, it must be
said that at least two other factors besides the physical exercises signal the importance of the
Cane Ridge meeting. These are, namely, the size of the crowds and the denominational
developments that occurred largely because of this particular meeting and the divisions that
ensued following it.
The oft-cited estimate is that the crowds at Cane Ridge from August 6-12, 1801
numbered between ten thousand and twenty-five thousand people at a time when the population
of nearby Lexington, the largest settlement in Kentucky, was only two thousand (Johnson 1955,
63; Ahlstrom 2004, 433). Indeed, the sheer numbers present at Cane Ridge signaled it as a
remarkable happening and spectacle and beg the question of where all these people came from to
attend a meeting in such a sparsely populated region.44 While Cane Ridge appears to have been
the largest of all the early Western meetings, period accounts of other meetings held in Kentucky
and Tennessee in 1800 and 1801, such as those chronicled by Presbyterian preacher Richard
McNemar, consistently report crowds numbering from three thousand to twenty thousand
persons, depending on the population density of the surrounding area (McNemar 1846, 24-7;
Johnson 1955, 51). In addition to the dramatic displays of religious enthusiasm and the meeting’s

44

Charles A. Johnson (Johnson 1955, 63) notes that many eager participants at Cane Ridge boasted that
“many had come from Ohio,” probably from the Miami River Valley.
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size, Cane Ridge also precipitated the rise of two new denominations, the Christian Church
(Disciples of Christ) and the Cumberland Presbyterian Church. Both of these new groups came
out of schisms within Presbyterianism over revivalism, education, and theology (Ahlstrom 2004,
444-52).

Figure 3.3. Commonwealth of Kentucky Historical Marker at the site of the Cane Ridge Meeting
House (photo by D. S. Mote).

Because of the size of the meeting, these historic denominational formation results, and
the exceptional bodily agitations then, Cane Ridge is important. Beyond these three factors,
Ahlstrom contends that the most important consequence of Cane Ridge is that it stands as “an
unforgettable revival of revivalism,” both symbol of and impetus for “the century-long process by
which the greater part of American evangelical Protestantism became ‘revivalized’” (Ahlstrom
2004, 435). Paul Conkin argues that Cane Ridge remains “the most important religious gathering
in American history” because of what it symbolized and what resulted from it (Conkin 1990, 3).
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Figure 3.4. Lorenzo Dow and the Jerking Exercise. Engraving by Lossing-Barrett, from
Samuel G. Goodrich, Recollections of a Lifetime. Copyprint. New York: 1856. General
Collections, Library of Congress.

Rendering a judgment on the ultimate meaning of Cane Ridge is beyond the scope and
purpose of this project. The main utility of Cane Ridge here is the way in which it has been held
up and cited as both an exceptional and unrepeated event in US history and, simultaneously and
contradictorily, as not only the implied or explicitly identified first camp meeting in many works
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but as representative of all camp meetings.45 Having already demonstrated that Cane Ridge was
not the first camp meeting and leaving aside estimations of its overall import to others, we come
to the second way in which it is useful to this project, that is, the ways in which the physical
phenomena on display there and reactions to these influenced the nascent camp meeting
movement.
The manifestations of enthusiastic and emotional religion at Cane Ridge and other
meetings, the so-called “bodily agitations or exercises,” came upon revival participants
involuntarily. They comprised “a diversity of seizures” (Conkin 1990, 3) that affected and
afflicted many people in attendance. Barton W. Stone, key leader of the Cane Ridge meeting and
pastor of the Presbyterian congregation of the Cane Ridge Meeting House in whose immediate
surroundings it was held, enumerated these exercises in a chapter of his memoir. They took a
number of forms, including the falling exercise (falling down), the jerking exercise (also known
as “the jerks,” convulsions sometimes affecting just the head and sometimes the entire body), the
barking exercise (the grunts or barks made by a person affected with “the jerks”), the laughing
exercise (also known as holy laughter, known to strike persons in the vicinity of the laugher with
great solemnity), the dancing exercise (which usually began with the jerks and was sometimes
fast and sometimes slow), the running exercise (which was primarily an attempt to avoid being
overtaken by one of these phenomena and often resulted in falling down), and the singing
exercise (in which the sound seemed to come from a person’s chest rather than their mouth or
nose). Stone notes that all persons in attendance, including religious scoffers as well as the
devout, were susceptible to all the other exercises, corroborating the witness of then fellow
Presbyterian Richard McNemar cited above that scoffers were often overtaken by the enthusiasms

45

The notion that Cane Ridge, a one-time event, can stand in as representative or prototype for all camp
meetings taken together is particularly noisome, not to mention ahistorical, in light of the several hundred
camp meetings, many founded in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, extant in the US at this writing.
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of the exercises and converted. The laughing exercise, Stone reports, however, was confined to
those who already professed the revival religion (Stone 1910, 159-162).46
These exercises were more or less prominent features of many camp meetings in the
Cumberland region of Tennessee and Kentucky in the first decade of the nineteenth century.
Though less publicized at the time, they were also on display at the Red River, Muddy River,
Gasper River, and other meetings in 1800 and 1801. These phenomena spread with the Great
Revival and the proliferation of camp meetings to other locales in the West and South (Johnson
1955, 56-62; Boles 1972, 92; Ahlstrom 2004, 434-35).
Many contemporary clergy and other commentators objected to the physical exercises as
excessive and undignified goings-on that made a mockery of other more sober religious
expressions and caused scoffers to think less of religion in general. Even clergy who were camp
meeting advocates cautioned that these displays of “acrobatic Christianity” (Johnson 1955, 56),
while understandable in the free-form services of the early camp meetings of the new movement,
gave untoward impressions to non-participants. Many of the contemporary accounts of the revival
and its camp meetings, especially by preachers who opposed them, offered intentionally
exaggerated portraits of the worship practices and the alleged great amounts of immoral behavior,
including excessive drinking, gambling, and fornication, to be found on the grounds as a means of
dissuading “decent” people from attending.47 These appear to have had little effect on the
intended audiences (Johnson 1955, 4-5). Indeed, as the testimony of Richard McNemar above
46

For all the reports of these dramatic, somatic phenomena, no serious injuries were reported. Barton W.
Stone comments on the absence of injuries in his descriptions of the exercises, especially “the jerks” which
was the most violent exercise: “Though so awful to behold, I do not remember that any one of the
thousands I have seen ever sustained an injury in body. This was as strange as the exercise [the jerks]
itself” (Stone 1910, 160).
47
It seems to be from such reports that the phrase “more souls were conceived than saved” and the similar
“more souls were made than saved at camp meeting” derive, perhaps owing to later summings-up of these
reports combined with new ones. Johnson (Johnson 1955, 281-82) suggests that Herbert Asbury’s “The
Palmy Days of Methodism” (American Mercury IX [1926], 435-44) may be the source: “Then as now
camp meetings were followed by a great increase in the number of illegitimate births” (Asbury 1926, 442).
Similarly, Johnson notes a statement by James G. Leyburn in Frontier Folkways (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1935) paraphrasing Asbury: “It has been suggested that at the camp meeting more souls
were begotten than saved” (Leyburn 1935, 197).
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indicates, these unfavorable portraits and castigations seemed to have inspired people
disinterested in or opposed to religion in general to attend. One Methodist minister observed that
Presbyterian evangelists, who were not accustomed to so much noise and exuberance, “went into
great excess, and downright wildness” when they yielded to their emotions while preaching or
participating in services (Johnson 1955, 53-55).
Ecstatic, somatic, enthusiastic, acrobatic, bodily agitated worship did not cease at camp
meetings after 1805, but it did decrease. Moreover, as the Great Revival died down, the camp
meetings proliferated. After 1805, however, there were numerous denominational changes that
transpired in the West and South, the regions most affected by the Great Revival. In addition,
there was a profound alteration in terms of who was beginning and leading the majority of new
camp meetings in the years after the Great Revival as the camp meeting movement’s heyday
continued from 1805-1840.
The Camp Meeting Movement After the Great Revival, 1805-1840
The repercussions and consequences of the embrace of enthusiastic worship and
revivalist camp meeting approaches were varied for Presbyterians, Baptists, and Methodists in the
US backcountry particularly. For Presbyterians who did not shy away from somatic responses and
revival enthusiasm, especially, there were significant negative repercussions. Cane Ridge
Meeting House pastor Barton W. Stone and other New Light leaders, including Richard
McNemar, formed the Springfield Presbytery in 1803 to avoid heresy trials following the meeting
at Cane Ridge adjacent to Stone’s church. By 1804 these Stonites, as they called themselves,
realized that they were no longer Presbyterians, dissolved the presbytery they had formed, and
began calling themselves “Christians.”48 By 1806 the Presbyterians in the Cumberland
Presbytery, who favored the emotional and demonstrative approaches of the Great Revival and
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In 1832 they would join with the Campbellites (also known as “Disciples”) to form the Christian Church
(Disciples of Christ). At that merger Stone and one other founder of the original six remained; two of the
other four founders, including Richard McNemar, became Shakers, and two returned to the more orthodox
Presbyterians (Ahlstrom 2004, 447-52).
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the emerging camp meeting movement, were kicked out of the newly formed Synod of
Kentucky.49 Although Presbyterianism, carried with border immigrants from Britain, had been in
those areas of Kentucky and Tennessee longer than any other Protestant tradition, mainstream
Presbyterianism there entered a precipitous decline from which it never recovered after the Great
Revival, partly because of its comparatively stringent requirements for the clergy (Ahlstrom
2004, 444-45).

Figure 3.5. Camp Meeting of the Methodists in N. America. Methodist Camp Meeting, March 1,
1819. Engraving. Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress.

The results of the Great Revival and its camp meetings were much more positive for the
Baptists than for the Presbyterians, although some schismatic activity happened among Baptists
49

In addition to their revivalism, the reasons for their exclusion included their waiving of the traditional
educational requirements for the ministry as they tried to provide enough clergy in the rural regions and
their theological movement away from the standards of the Westminster Confession. By 1813 they had set
in motion the Cumberland Presbyterian Church. Most of the Cumberlands rejoined the mainstream
Presbyterians in 1906, but the Cumberland Presbyterian Church remains a vibrant religious culture on its
own (Ahlstrom 2004, 444-45).
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of the period as well. In the first few decades of the nineteenth century the growth among Baptists
in the West accelerated at a remarkable rate, and the positive effects of the revival reinvigorated
older Baptist congregations in the East and South. Like the Methodists, the Baptists before the
Great Revival had been a minority religious group. With the (First) Great Awakening of the
eighteenth century this began to change, and there was significant growth among the Baptists in
various areas of the backcountry, particularly in Virginia. In large measure a result of the Great
Revival, Baptists in Kentucky increased from 5,110 members in one hundred six churches in the
combined association of Separate and Regular Baptists in 1800 to 10,380 members in 1803. By
1830, out of a total of 564,000 people in Kentucky, 31,689 of them were Baptists in four hundred
ninety-one local churches. Since the Great Revival, the Baptists, in their various and not
infrequently fractious forms (General and Separate, Missionary and Primitive, Regular and
United, and so on, and later Southern, National, Progressive National, American, Independent,
Cooperative, and Alliance among others), have been a prominent and dominant presence on the
overall American religious landscape, particularly across the South (Ahlstrom 2004, 441-42).
There are some other important similarities and differences that should be noted among
the dominant denominational groups in the wake of the Great Revival. As mentioned earlier,
Methodists, Baptists, and Presbyterians of the period, both the more and the less revivalistic,
shared a similar Reformed theology, usually Calvinistic, sometimes Arminian. Ahlstrom argues
against the notion that there was some “religion of democracy” or a “frontier faith” that hastened
the growth of these groups during and after the Great Revival. It was not a theology altered to
“frontier” conditions that won so many new adherents but rather the focus of revivalists of all
denominations on experiencing personal salvation and the consequent minimizing of any actual
doctrinal differences, differences which would be amplified in subsequent decades in a
competition for members (Ahlstrom 2004, 438, 442).
Methodists and Baptists shared two other important similarities at this time besides their
movement from minority status. First, neither Methodists nor Baptists had particular educational
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requirements for their clergy, so they were not hampered as the equally zealous orthodox
Presbyterians were in providing enough clergy in new areas of settlement or in older areas where
the revival had kindled renewed interest. Second, both these denominations grew exponentially in
this period and after because they drew from the common people in rural areas and small towns—
the most numerous population groups in the country and the overwhelming majority in the
backcountry—with simple and powerful preaching (Ahlstrom 2004, 443).
In addition, there are two key differences between the Methodists and Baptists of the first
few decades of the nineteenth century. First, unlike the Methodists, who employed circuit riders
dependent on the denomination for their meager income, Baptist clergy, especially in the rural
areas, were almost always self-supporting farmer-preachers who could move into new areas of
settlement along with their congregants. In a number of cases entire congregations moved to new
areas of settlement along with their pastors. Moreover, the associational pattern of Baptist polity
and local church autonomy allowed Baptist clergy more freedom in developing new
congregations than their Methodist counterparts (Ahlstrom 2004, 443). Second, the Baptists by
and large, like most of the Presbyterians, backed off the use of camp meetings because of the
perceived excesses of religious enthusiasm and moral vice that accompanied them, not to mention
the schisms that seemed to follow close behind them.50 The Methodists, for their part, took up the
camp meeting to such an extent that it became synonymous with revival among them, and they
used camp meetings to great effect in evangelizing an increasingly mobile American population
(Ahlstrom 2004, 437).
No other group saw as much growth in the wake of the Great Revival as the Methodists.
They grew from 2,622 white and one hundred seventy-nine black members nationwide in 1801 to
29,093 white and 1,648 black members in 1812. By 1830 they had a total membership of more
50

Over time the local church-based revival or “protracted meeting” would come to characterize Baptist life
more than the camp meeting, particularly in the South. Later descendants of the camp meeting, including
youth camps and conference centers, became prominent in Baptist life. Baptist families and individuals of
varying theologies and locations, however, have continued to attend camp meetings, and occasionally to
organize them, over the more than two centuries since Cane Ridge.
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than 175,000, including more than fifteen thousand black and almost two thousand Native
American members (Ahlstrom 2004, 436-37). This growth was not solely because of the effective
deployment of camp meetings, but the importance of the camp meeting movement to the rise of
Methodism is difficult to overstate.
Unafraid of the emotional enthusiasms of the camp meetings and undeterred by
schismatic and other concerns that plagued both the Presbyterians and the Baptists, the
Methodists molded the camp meeting into a method and turned it into a movement. The
Methodists’ camp meetings were numerous, attended by huge crowds, successfully harnessed to
quarterly meetings and annual conferences at the urging of Bishop Francis Asbury, convened by
circuit-riding ministers in their respective circuits all over the country, and organized and
systematized with respect to order and duration (Richey 1991, 23; Ahlstrom 2004, 437).
In sum, Methodism and the camp meeting were made for each other, and, indeed, each
helped to co-create the other in the American context. As John B. Boles (Boles 1972) has
demonstrated, the Great Revival of 1800-1805 was the first revival to engulf the entire South, a
region that was for the most part untouched by the (First) Great Awakening of the eighteenth
century. Boles has also documented the reach of the revival into the Southeast and the role of the
camp meeting in furthering it (Boles 1972, 70-89). Although the Great Revival was considered
over around 1805, the camp meeting movement was just beginning, and it traveled not only
across the West and South in the backcountry but also to the various other regions and periods of
revival together known as the Second Great Awakening.
The camp meeting went all over in the first half of the nineteenth century, north and west
into Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois, and north and east into Pennsylvania, New York, and New
England (Weiss 1987, 20-23; Ahlstrom 2004, 437). In addition, the camp meeting movement
took the more regularized form of the camp meeting back to its birth region in the Southeast in
wave upon wave of new meetings established in the growing Methodist circuits in the new areas
of settlement in the piedmont areas of Georgia, North Carolina, and South Carolina.
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Figure 3.6. The Circuit Preacher. Engraving of a drawing by A. R. Waud, from Harper's Weekly,
October 12, 1867. Copyprint. Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress.

While the “diversity of seizures” associated with the camp meetings during the Great
Revival abated somewhat as the revival died down, they persisted in considerable strength. Less
dramatic, perhaps because the camp meetings themselves had become more structured and
ordered, and somewhat less frequent, emotional and bodily responses remained notable aspects of
camp meeting religion throughout the heyday of the camp meeting movement, 1800-1840, and
afterward.
In 1841 at Wesleyan Grove, the famous camp meeting begun on Martha’s Vineyard in
Massachusetts in 1835, participant and local historian Hebron Vincent described a session of the
meeting in which worshipers who were not easily excited lay on the ground for hours, unable
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either to move or speak. At another session of that encampment, Vincent recorded a similar time
of being in the midst of “the slain of the Lord [who] lay upon every side” (Weiss 1987, 26).
Some fifty years after Cane Ridge and a decade after the heyday of the camp meeting
movement had passed, Fredrika Bremer, a literary light of Sweden who traveled alone in the US
from 1849-1851, found herself on the whole enchanted by her overnight visit in 1850 to an
unnamed campground some eighteen miles from Charleston, South Carolina (Bremer 1853, 1:
306-17). She witnessed some three thousand to four thousand people gathered under a tabernacle
there by torchlight for an evening service, estimating that black slaves and servants comprised
three-fourths of those present.
During much of the evening service there was thunder and lightning outside the
tabernacle and clapping, shouting, “holy laughter” (presumably similar to the laughing exercise
described by Stone), call and response between preacher and congregation, and some stomping,
all of these carried out by both black and white participants who kept to their racially segregated
seating assignments. Bremer observed one young white woman whom she described as “in a
trance” and heard varying volumes of moans that communicated both joy and woe. The white
Methodist minister in charge of the camp meeting had verbally discouraged going into
convulsions because these fits disturbed the worship experience of others. Nevertheless, there
were many black members of the congregation and some white ones who were on the verge of
convulsing throughout the evening service (Bremer 1853, 1: 306-17). More than once Bremer
saw the minister raise his hand to discourage them from going into what Barton Stone called “the
jerks.”
Although there were surely variations of schedule and approach specific to certain
localities, reports of very early nineteenth-century camp meetings, most compiled by pastors and
evangelists, such as William H. Milburn and Peter Cartwright, who chronicled their years of
preaching at the meetings in autobiographies, indicate that services began early in the morning
and continued until late at night. There were breaks between services but very little leisure time
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during the meeting. When people were not at public worship, they were usually involved in
private prayer groups and devotions. Meal times, however, were enjoyable and sociable, if brief,
intervals (Cartwright 1857; Milburn 1859; Johnson 1955, 125, 128-29).

Figure 3.7. Camp Meeting, ca. 1829. From the collections of the American Antiquarian Society.

As the camp meeting movement continued after the Great Revival, more common,
recognizable traits among camp meetings began to develop. Multiple preachers declaimed over
the course of most meetings, often preaching multiple times each per day. As the movement
became regularized there were only one or possibly two preaching stands at an encampment
rather than the multiple tree stump pulpits and preaching stands, simultaneous multiple prayer
rings, and sometimes cacophonous singing of multiple hymns at once that had characterized the
tumultuous first camp meetings of the Great Revival, including Cane Ridge.
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In the 1820s there was a fairly widespread pattern of four to five services per day
(Gorham 1854, 119-58; Johnson 1955, 64, 89-92, 125, 139-40). In the same decade, as Ahlstrom
avers, the evangelists began to accentuate the differences between denominations and their
doctrines in a competition for converts (Ahlstrom 2004, 442). In those days, Kentucky evangelist
Peter Cartwright struggled with not only the differing opinions and doctrines sometimes
expounded by preachers of the same denominations, much less different ones, but also with
preachers of no denomination who asked to be allowed to preach original doctrines. In 1822 a
preacher asked Cartwright to allow him on the stand to preach on his understanding of holiness
by which Christians could altogether avoid death, becoming so holy as to become immortal in
body and soul. Cartwright denied his request (Cartwright 1857, 228-29). The camp meetings,
even when explicitly affiliated with a particular denomination, continued to be ecumenical and
continued to draw religious adherents from multiple denominations and those who claimed no
denomination at all.
Methodist historian Nathan Bangs (Bangs 1839) records that in the 1830s there were
commonly three daily services at Methodist camp meetings at 10:00 a.m. (or 11:00 a.m.), 3:00
p.m., and 7:00 p.m., announced by a trumpet or horn. Following Bishop Asbury’s injunction both
to utilize and organize the camp meetings, a number of common Methodist protocols developed,
as chronicled by Bangs. All services were to be attended by every person on the grounds except
one individual per tent allowed to remain behind to take care of things inside the tents, and there
was to be no walking about, talking, or smoking during services. Participants were to rise by 5:00
a.m. or earlier and to spend the time between the services in prayer, singing, and exhortation. The
11:00 a.m. (or 10:00 a.m.) service was considered the principal one of the day; the afternoon
service was the most informal one; and the evening service often had no set worship pattern.
Indeed when the formal evening worship concluded the altar service might continue well into the
night for the “mourners” that had come down to the altar looking for relief from their spiritual
anxieties. Persons who had not provided themselves a tent in which to spend the night had to
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leave the grounds by 11:00 p.m. and not return until the following morning. Usually two
appointed watchmen patrolled the grounds and tents overnight to make sure this last rule was
enforced (Bangs 1839, 2: 266-68; Johnson 1955, 125, 139-42).
Camp meeting worship from the early years of the camp meeting movement included
congregational hymn singing in addition to numerous and lengthy sermons and intense periods of
corporate prayer and exhortation. Many of the hymns and traditions associated with what is now
known as sacred harp and shaped-note singing have long connections with and sometimes roots
in the early camp meetings. The work of influential musicologist George Pullen Jackson (Jackson
1933; 1937; 1943; 1944; 1952), who popularized the term “white spirituals” to describe shapednote or “fasola” songs and singing, demonstrates the interconnections and common roots among
more standard American hymnody, the camp meeting songs or white spirituals, and the genre of
black spirituals.
Many of the lyrics of early camp meeting songs were part of an oral tradition that has
been largely lost. There were, however, a sizeable number of camp meeting hymnals and song
collections published in the first half of the nineteenth century that captured a fair number of
camp meeting hymns. At the camp meetings themselves there was often a shortage of hymnals on
hand. Moreover, many of the participants in the early meetings were illiterate. In this context, the
practice of “lining the hymn” (or “lining out the hymn”) developed in which a preacher would
read two lines of a hymn followed by the singing of them by the congregation. This would
continue until all the verses had been covered, and it aided people in memorizing the songs. In an
extension of the practice of John and Charles Wesley of setting Christian lyrics to familiar pub
tunes, many early camp meeting songs employed popular tunes of the time (Johnson 1955, 19396).
A number of tunes that still appear in contemporary Protestant hymnals, including
Methodist ones, likely came out of camp meetings. Johnson (Johnson 1955, 196-207) and Bruce
(Bruce 1974, 96-122), largely following George Pullen Jackson, have analyzed various types of
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camp meeting songs and hymns, noting that they ranged from religious ballads that narrated
biblical stories to “mourners’ songs” used in the altar services to “farewell songs” used as the
meetings concluded and participants took their leave from one another. Johnson (Johnson 1955,
207) has persuasively argued that American folk music includes the camp meeting hymns and
demonstrated that the camp meeting produced a new brand of song known as the “revival
spiritual” that took a number of forms. Characteristic of these several forms was textual
simplicity in which verses were shortened, choruses or refrains added, and enthusiastic
expressions, such as “oh,” “yes,” and “hallelujah,” woven in (Johnson 1955, 201).51 Additionally,
many hymns contained martial or military imagery and allusions, which Fischer (Fischer 1989,
615-18) attributes to the “militant Christianity” brought over by the border immigrants from north
Britain.52
Charles A. Johnson (Johnson 1955, 208-09) argues that the camp meeting in the early
nineteenth century was “a vital socioreligious institution” in the backcountry and that “’going to
camp meeting’ was a high point in the social routine” of white farmers and their families. Given
the rural settings in which the antebellum camp meetings took place and the relative scarcity of
social occasions of multiple days’ duration, this was no doubt the case. Despite the extremely
organized and fairly rigorous schedule of public and private worship and the numerous rules in
51

One of the most famous of these is “On Jordan’s Stormy Banks.” The original lyrics of this hymn were
penned by the English Baptist minister Samuel Stennett in 1787. It is still sung in camp meetings and
churches today to the 1895 tune PROMISED LAND attributed to Rigdon M. McIntosh. An older tune in a
minor key attributed to Miss M. Durham is paired with Stennett’s lyrics in William Walker’s 1835 shapednote hymnal A Southern Harmony and Musical Companion (New York: Hastings House Publishers), the
most popular nineteenth-century hymnal, which is still in use today. The popular farewell song, “God Be
With You Till We Meet Again,” words by J. E. Rankin, tune by W. G. Tomer, is still sung annually to
close the last service of the camp meeting week at Shingleroof.
52
The atmosphere and sounds of camp meetings, both early and more recent ones, have influenced
composers down through the years. Examples include Bruce Hornsby, Christian McBride, and Jack
Dejohnette’s jazz album Camp Meeting (2007), mentioned in Chapter 2, and Charles Ives’ Symphony No. 3
The Camp Meeting (1904). The more lively social aspects of camp meeting life gave inspiration to the
popular turn of the twentieth century tune “At a Georgia Camp Meeting,” called “a characteristic march
which can be used effectively as a two-step or polka” by its composer, Kerry Mills, who published it in
1897 (Chinook Library Catalog http://libraries.colorado.edu/record=3368217, accessed December 12,
2011).
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use regulating participants’ behavior during worship and non-worship times, attenders of
meetings held as the camp meeting movement progressed managed to have a good time.
As the camp meeting movement continued, annual encampments at particular
campgrounds in various parts of the country provided similar enjoyments. Children played, young
people courted, older people visited, many people imbibed whiskey and beer, and everybody ate
well, perhaps better than any other time of year. There were nearly always fresh meat and
vegetables on hand, and women began to prepare and can jams, jellies, preserves, and relishes
especially for camp meeting. The necessary planning and the preparation of special foods
heightened the sense of camp meeting as a much anticipated annual “season of refreshment.”
Some people, especially young single men, developed a bad reputation as they “sponged” off
other campers who had brought adequate provisions for the meeting. Meanwhile, vendors of food
and whiskey often set up shop, the former on the grounds and the latter as nearby as possible
(Johnson 1955, 128-29, 209-28).
Over time the leadership at a number of encampments began to plan more specifically for
meals to be made available for paying visitors and non-tenters and for “public tents” to be
provided for individuals and families wishing to stay on the grounds who, for whatever reason,
did not have their own tents. This marked a change from the earliest years of the movement when
the trend had been in many encampments for meals to be taken in larger communal and family
groups and for campers always to provide their own tents and provisions for the duration of the
meetings (Johnson 1955, 217).
All the attractions of camp meeting other than explicitly religious ones continued to
worry camp meeting proponents, some of whom advised plain table fare so women would spend
less time cooking and more time at services and so everyone would focus less on the pleasures of
eating. These attractions also worried camp meeting naysayers and figured largely in their
criticisms, as exaggerated claims of excessive drinking, gambling, and sex had colored critical
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accounts of the first camp meetings of the movement. Not to be left out, politicians often attended
camp meetings and politicked openly among the tenters and worshipers (Johnson 1955, 209-28).
While these attractions were numerous and enticing, two particular dangers faced by
participants of the movement-era camp meetings should also be noted, namely the threats of fire
and contagious disease. Staying in such close proximity to one another in tents of combustible
materials and with the active and necessary use of lanterns, candle stands, torches, fire altars or
fire stands that illuminated wide areas of the grounds, and cooking fires, unintended fires were
almost always just a moment away. The night watchmen kept a keen eye peeled on guard against
them. Because of this present danger, some of the strictest rules at many camp meetings
concerned fire prevention. It was much more difficult to prevent the spread of sickness, however,
in such close quarters. Nevertheless, although there are reports of sickness, there are no recorded
reports of deaths at movement-era meetings owing to any cause (Johnson 1955, 218-20).
Just as great numbers of people attended Cane Ridge and other early meetings out of a
sense of curiosity or an interest in spectacle, many scoffers and people indifferent to religion and
revivals continued to attend the meetings as social happenings in the rural areas as the movement
progressed. Pranks and practical jokes were played frequently; some were played on preachers by
scoffers and some by preachers on scoffers. At many meetings the whiskey vendors operating
illicitly on or near the grounds drew most but not all their customers from the rowdier observers
who came to heckle the preachers. From 1830-1860, there was a notable use of the camp meeting
pulpit as a platform to preach temperance (Johnson 1955, 124, 128-29, 209-28).
As the camp meeting movement developed, the protocols for campground arrangements
and their preparations took a few distinct forms that tended to be consistent within the respective
regions where they were practiced. In some areas of the West, New York state and the Northeast,
the dominant pattern was to clear an area, build a covered preaching stand, fell trees and flatten
the tops of logs to turn them into backless, rough-hewn pews for the congregation, and pitch
canvas tents of varying specified sizes around the worship area in which preachers and
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participants would cook, eat, and sleep. Usually there was no covering above the area of
communal worship in these regions other than the “architecture” of the trees above (Gorham
1854, 119-58; Weiss 1987, 13).53
The preferred layouts for encampments were in a circle, an open horseshoe, or an
“oblong square,” that is, a rectangle, with the circle being most popular.54 Fires for illumination
were sometimes built inside the ring or rows of tents on raised wooden platforms covered with
earth called fire altars or fire stands; fires for cooking were generally behind the tents as were
designated areas for livestock, wagons, and outhouses or latrines. Common requirements for
suitable campgrounds in all regions were adequate drinking water, dry ground, shade, pasturage
for livestock, and timber for tent poles (or tents) and firewood. Patterned on the Methodist
quarterly meetings, four-day camp meetings became common in most regions, beginning on
Friday afternoons and continuing till midday on Monday, but there were fairly common six-day
meetings as well. “Four days’ meeting” and “protracted meeting” became synonymous terms
with the “camp meeting” as the nineteenth century went on (Lee 1810, 360; Bangs 1839, 2: 13132, 266; Gorham 1854, 119-58; Johnson 1955, 41-49, 89; Richey 1991, 21-32; Weiss 1987, 13).
The participation of enslaved people, whether forced or chosen, varied by decade and
region. In some cases separate services were held for black and white participants in separate
spaces, as at Grassy Branch in North Carolina from 1794. In other cases, people of all races
gathered in a single meeting, such as the one near Charleston described by Fredrika Bremer
(Bremer 1853). Benjamin Henry Latrobe, the first professionally trained architect in the US,
made a visit to a camp meeting a few miles from Georgetown in Virginia on August 6, 1809
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Period sketches of antebellum camp meetings using canvas tents are often said to resemble Civil War
encampments, which were their successors. The folk song “Tenting Tonight on the Old Campground,”
however, dates to the Civil War and describes everyone’s yearning to go home from a setting that
resembles a camp meeting but is far from it.
54
The 1809 encampment in Virginia laid out in the shape of a capital “D” sketched by Benjamin Henry
Latrobe (Hamlin 1955, 319-23) and the twelve-sided Indian Field Campground in South Carolina
(Woodward, Hallowed Ground: Primitive Camp Meetings of the South Carolina Low Country [2007])
testify to the existence of other patterns.

108
along with his wife and son. His description of the evening service seems to indicate that while
men and women were seated separately on either side of the main aisle before the preachers’
stand, persons of the same gender of all races sat together. Two sketches Latrobe made of the
layout of the camp meeting indicate that it was laid out in the shape of a “D,” with a row of some
thirty “Negro tents” pitched behind the preachers’ stand in a straight line and two concentric
semi-circular rows of white tents around the rough-hewn seats (Hamlin 1955, 319-23).

Figure 3.8. Plan of the Camp, August 8, 1809. Journal of Benjamin Latrobe, August 23, 1806August 8, 1809. Sketch by Benjamin Henry Latrobe, first professionally trained architect in the
US. Latrobe Papers, Manuscript Department, Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore.

Fredrika Bremer’s account of the 1850 meeting near Charleston depicts mixed seating of
the genders under the tabernacle but segregation on the left and right sides by race (Bremer 1853,
1: 307). In other Methodist camp meetings that took place between Latrobe’s 1809 and Bremer’s
1850 experiences, there were both black and white preachers and exhorters who preached to
black congregations during camp meeting services. In some cases black participants gathered
behind the preachers’ stand for separate services (Johnson 1955, 113-18).

109

Figure 3.9. A Negro Camp-Meeting in the South. Wood Engraving by Sol Ettinge, Jr. 1872. LCUSZ62-63867. Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress.

The Methodist historian and circuit rider Jesse Lee mentioned camp meetings often in his
1810 “short history” of the Methodists in the United States, which ran to nearly four hundred
pages, and included a final chapter describing them in detail. Camp Meeting Manual: A Practical
Guide to the Camp Ground; in Two Parts (Gorham 1854) by Methodist pastor B.W. Gorham,
who preached in northern Pennsylvania, New York, and New England, delineates the specific and
orderly steps for clearing and arranging the layout of a campground, making canvas tents, and
numerous other camp meeting topics in great detail. Gorham’s manual is intended as a normative
guide to best practices in the wide geographical area covered in his ministry. These published
works along with others, such as A. P. Mead’s Manna in the Wilderness; or, The Grove and Its
Altar, Offerings, and Thrilling Incidents (Mead 1860), demonstrate the pervasiveness and
strength of the camp meeting movement and method among the Methodists by the middle of the
nineteenth century.
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In his famous 1854 manual, the Reverend Gorham frowned upon the use of what were
called “board tents,” calling that “a dignified title” for what he considered “shanties on the Camp
[sic] ground” to be found at many campgrounds in the South and parts of the East. He held their
appearance was “calculated to excite a class of low and ludicrous ideas,” noting they were “dark
and unpleasant within,” “unsightly without,” more expensive than the canvas tents he
recommended, and not as rainproof as cloth tents (Gorham 1854, 137). In addition, while he
advocated adequate shade be provided for the congregation in the heat of the day from
surrounding trees (Gorham 1854, 122), he did not sanction the building of permanent worship
structures.
The Reverend Gorham’s objections notwithstanding, these rough board tents were
hallmarks of most camp meetings in the South and some in the West and Ohio Valley from some
of their earliest days. Particularly among the southern meetings begun during the heyday of the
camp meeting movement, roughly 1800-1840, participants first camped out near, in, and under
their wagons and met for worship under brush arbors. Relatively quickly, however, attendees of
the southern camp meetings built rustic tents of wood to “tent” in during the meeting and
constructed permanent gathering places for communal worship known in most places as
tabernacles (Weiss 1987, 13) and in some places as sheds (Brown 1997, 10).55 By the end of the
1830s in the Ohio Valley and across the Southeast, these board tents were evidently in
widespread use (Weiss 1987, 13). As Ellen Weiss (Weiss 1987, 14-15) has demonstrated, the
development and use of tents and tabernacles constitute two important and enduring forms of
American vernacular architecture, and they are given more attention in Chapter 4 on
Shingleroof’s history and Chapter 5 on Shingleroof’s places.

55

Tabernacles were not built in the earliest years of all southern campgrounds, by any means. At Georgia
campgrounds, “Pine Mountain Campground in Pike County constructed a brush arbor as late as 1945, and
there was one remaining in Heard County as recently as the 1950s. Today [2002] there is a reconstructed
brush arbor at Lawrenceville Camp Ground in Gwinnett County” (Deviney 2002, 105).
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In The Frontier Camp Meeting (Johnson 1955), his oft cited and much relied upon study
of the camp meeting in the trans-Allegheny West from 1800-1840, Charles A. Johnson refers to
the Cane Ridge area of Bourbon County, Kentucky as a “frontier” at the time of the great meeting
there in 1801. Johnson’s implied working definition is that a “frontier” is an area of new
settlement. If we accept this definition, then a decade prior to the famous camp meeting Cane
Ridge could have been properly called a frontier region in the West. By 1801, however, it was no
longer a frontier region if measured by any of the common frontier indicators, which include a
lack of infrastructure, commerce, and social and religious institutions (Eslinger 1999).
Twenty years after Cane Ridge, applying the same kinds of indicators, there were a
number of quite new areas of settlement on the eastern side of the Alleghenies in the southern
backcountry where the camp meeting could still make further powerful inroads. These areas
included the piedmont areas of North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia, which were seeing
growth in numbers of white settlers and Methodist circuit riders. Henry County, Georgia, created
in 1821 and soon to become the location of Shingleroof Camp Meeting, was one of those new
areas of settlement.
Johnson argued that by 1840 the camp meeting’s “reason for being” in the transAllegheny West
rapidly disappeared as border areas became settled communities, as an expanding
transportation network drew them closer together, as towns and church buildings
multiplied, and as social life grew more varied and more refined (Johnson 1955,
242).
He effectively declares not only the camp meeting movement but also the camp meeting itself as
ending in 1840. Contra Johnson, the camp meeting did not end in 1840, neither in the transAllegheny West nor elsewhere. Moreover, in the numerous US regions where it flourished, the
camp meeting’s “reason for being” did not end. Rather, it changed. In the words of B. W.
Gorham, critic of board tents and tabernacles but advocate for the continuance of camp meetings
because of their distinctive powers and benefits,
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The truth is, human life needs to be dotted over with occasions of stirring
interest. The journey asks its milestones, or rather, if you please, its watering
places along the way. Our nature requires the recurrence now and then of some
event of special interest; something that shall peer up from the dead level of
existence—an object for hope to rest upon in the future—an oasis in the desert of
the remembered past (Gorham 1854, 31-32).
These social and existential needs persist even after areas are long settled. The notions of camp
meetings as “watering places” and as “[oases] in the desert of the remembered past” still resonate.
Even as social life grows, in Johnson’s words, “more varied and more refined,” it may well be
that social mechanisms such as the distinctive American religious form of the camp meeting—
less refined, less modern, and intentionally old school—are among the most effective ones for
keeping collective memory alive and ancestors in mind.
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Chapter 4
A Great Cloud of Witnesses: The Generations of Shingleroof
A religious culture as storied and complicated as Shingleroof Camp Meeting has many
possible histories. This chapter is not intended as an exhaustive or complete history of
Shingleroof Camp Meeting. It is, rather, a history of Shingleroof that builds on the long view of
camp meeting origins and the camp meeting movement recounted in the last chapter, revealing
this particular camp meeting as an exemplar of movement-era-founded meetings. Because it is an
insider history, it is heavy with the kind of detail an insider is privy to. Because it is a scholarly
history, it is laden with great amounts of documentation and great numbers of citations. Its insider
and scholarly dimensions notwithstanding, this chapter is also a narrative history, a larger story
comprised of many smaller stories, which I will now commence to tell.
Shingleroof did not begin in a vacuum, nor was the idea to begin it the unique brainchild
of new settlers in the newly formed Henry County, Georgia. Rather, Shingleroof was begun in the
midst of a great deal of social and demographic change in the piedmont area of Georgia in the
1820s and was one of a great many camp meetings begun in the state in the decades of the camp
meeting movement, roughly 1800-1840. It is one of twenty camp meetings in Georgia founded
before 1840 that continue today (Brown 1997, 54),56 and it is the only one of as many as nine
nineteenth-century camp meetings in Henry County that survives. Shingleroof is a fine example
of a nineteenth-century-founded religious culture with palpable vitality in the twenty-first
century, a living tradition that, nearly two hundred years on, successfully balances the twin
challenges of continuity and change.
In keeping with that first commonality of camp meetings founded during the camp
meeting movement, that is, a scarcity of written records about them, no direct reports of
56

Kenneth O. Brown has written, “It could be said that Georgia Methodists have been familiar with camp
meeting from the beginning. Two of the claimants for the title ‘First Camp Meeting’ are located in Georgia,
and more early [emphasis in original] campgrounds have survived in this state than anywhere else in the
nation. Of the eighty surviving camp meetings founded before 1860, twenty-four are located in Georgia,
and twenty of those had been founded before 1840 (Brown 1997, 54).
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Shingleroof appear in any Methodist quarterly or annual meeting records. Moreover, despite the
numerous references to campgrounds as “consecrated ground” and “sacred precincts” and the
Methodist penchant for consecrating all kinds of structures, no records of a dedication service for
a campground or tabernacle have come down (Weiss 1987, 10-11). Numbers of conversions were
often tallied up locally and passed along to local ministers so they could follow up with the
converts (Johnson 1955, 143), but only the briefest formulaic reports of camp meetings appeared
in most regions in Methodist periodicals in the 1830s and 1840s (Johnson 1955, 95).
Given the non-existence of official written records, other sources become critically
important in an effort to provide a narrative history of Shingleroof Camp Meeting that begins at
its beginning. References to Shingleroof that appear in obituaries, mentions of the camp meeting
in the denominational, local, and Atlanta newspapers, and occasional features and mentions in
regional newspapers provide important clues and indicators. The work of local historians and
period diarists fills in quite a few gaps.57 Material artifacts have a role. Moreover, in this context,
oral history emerges as an appropriate mode. Shingleroof’s oral tradition is strong in some areas,
less so in others. On the numerous points where written documentation is sketchy, the attested
memories of Shingleroof elders and younger persons to whom they have entrusted the older oral
tradition indicate the shape of the narrative. These respondents are “living human documents,”58
and they, like written documents, are more or less reliable, depending upon the case.59 Tacking
back and forth between these written and oral sources of a variety of forms yields one version of
Shingleroof’s larger story, quilted from many parts, that begins with the camp meeting’s
57

With respect to local history, I am obliged to my local historian and Shingleroof ancestors Margaret
Helen Dailey Turner (1842-1904), Henrietta Lambdin Turner (1893-1976), Vessie Thrasher Rainer (18981987), and Mary Rowan Daniel (1918-2003), my Shingleroof elder and contemporary Evelyn Cook Burnett
(1918-2012) who died two days before this dissertation was defended, and my Shingleroof contemporaries
and age peers Gene Morris, Jr. (b. 1960) and Paul Scott Rowan (b. 1957).
58
The phrase “living human documents” was coined by Anton T. Boisen, father of clinical pastoral
education.
59
This project would have been impossible without a number of oral history respondents. To Faye
Fargason Smith Brannan Krauss (1912-2011) in particular and Marcella Bryans Elliott Mote (b. 1924) most
of all, I owe debts that I can only repay by venerating them properly in life and death, paying it forward to
the next generations.
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beginners.
Shingleroof’s Beginners
Henry County was created by an act of the Georgia General Assembly on May 15, 1821,
along with Dooley, Houston, Monroe, and Fayette counties, from the land acquired from the
Creek Nation by the state of Georgia in the First Treaty of Indian Springs, signed January 8,
1821.60 Prior to this date there were no legal white settlers or residents in the area that would
become Henry County. Although the fourth Georgia land lottery for lots in Henry and the four
other counties created in 1821 was held November 7 through December 12 that year, few if any
land lottery recipients were well settled before sometime in 1822.61
The interval between winning land lots and coming into the county is largely explained
by the lack of infrastructure. Settlers trickled more than flowed into the newly created and named
but roadless county, a large expanse of territory originally seventy miles square (Rainer 1971, 910).62 Many entered Henry County via the ferry over the Ocmulgee River operated by Tandy W.
Key (Rainer 1971, 23) and were then assisted by earlier arrivals such as Andrew M. Brown who

60

All five of these counties were much larger than their current configurations at the start. Before the end
of 1821, part of Walton County had been given to Henry and another part of Henry to Walton. The original
Henry County was eventually reconfigured so that parts of it were carved off in the formation or
reconfiguration of Fayette County (1821), Newton County (1821), DeKalb County (1822, 1872), Butts
County (1825,1849-50, 1853-54, 1860, 1869, 1870, and 1875), Pike County (1842, 1845), Spalding County
(1851-52), Clayton County (1858), and Rockdale County (1870) (Rainer 1971, 1-4, 10; White 1855, 495).
61
The grant fee for the fourth Georgia land lottery was $19.00 per land lot, and each lot was 202.5 acres.
There were nine categories of persons entitled to draw for lots in the lottery: bachelors, married men, two
categories of widows (distinguishing those whose husbands had died in the recent wars and those whose
had not), four categories of orphans (those who had lost their fathers, those who had lost both parents, and
smaller and larger groups of orphaned siblings), and children of convicts. Some categories were eligible for
one lottery draw, others for two draws. Except for orphans who had lost both parents, a minimum of three
years’ residency in Georgia was required to enter the lottery. Four categories of persons were excluded
from participating in the fourth land lottery: lot recipients in any previous land lottery, citizens (i.e. male
citizens) of Georgia who volunteered or were drafted during the War of 1812 or Indian War and failed to
serve or find a substitute, any convicts in the penitentiary, and any tax defaulters or absconders for debt
(“1821 Land Lotteries in Georgia,”
http://www.sos.ga.gov/archives/what_do_we_have/land_lottery/land_lottery_1821.htm).
62
Originally, Henry County was about 70 miles square and comprised eighteen land districts. It is now
about twenty-seven miles in length and fifteen miles in width and retains only one of its original districts
intact, the seventh (where Shingleroof is located), along with portions of some of the others.
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located land lots, blazed trails to them prior to the arrivals of their recipients, and convened
wagon trains of those individuals and families to their new land (Rainer 1971, 24).

Figure 4.1. Sketch by George I. Parrish, Jr., circa 1832, New Georgia Encyclopedia (image
courtesy of Cindy Parrish, Maryville, Tennessee),
http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/nge/Article.jsp?id=h-3299
This sketch depicts one of the two Georgia land lotteries held in 1832, the last two of the eight
held by the state. The setup for the other lotteries was much the same as depicted here.

The white settlers who received land lots and began moving into the newly formed Henry
County in the early 1820s were a fairly homogenous group on the surface. As with virtually all
groups comprised of more than a handful of members, however, the first families among the land
lottery winners manifested significant internal pluralism among their numbers. Per the prescribed
categories of the fourth land lottery (see footnote 61 above) they included a variety of types of
families: single men, widows, orphans, and two-parent families with children.63 In terms of their
religious and denominational identifications and affiliations, these settlers were Baptists,
Methodists, and Presbyterians of varying stripes, at a minimum, as the early records of the county
and the city of McDonough demonstrate (Rainer 1971, 31). With respect to their ethnic and
63

Given that members of different generations in the same family could be eligible for land lots, three
generations (or more) of a number of extended families migrated to the county together, as deeds from the
fourth land lottery demonstrate (Lucas 1986). As deed records in Henry County indicate, some lottery
winners sold their lots to others, some of whom acquired rather large land holdings and engaged in land
speculation. Among the speculators was William Hardin, the county official who also was the owner of the
campground property sold to the original Shingleroof trustees.
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cultural identities, it is safe to say that the majority of these settlers were borderer descendants,
progeny of that very mixed people who came from northern England, the lowlands of Scotland,
and northern Ireland who had no doubt become even more mixed on the American continent after
their pre-Revolution immigration. The surnames of land lot recipients demonstrate that the
descendants of the borderers of north Britain whose great migration in the eighteenth century
populated the southern backcountry were heavily represented in this new borderland at the edge
of the remaining Indian territory of Georgia (Lucas 1986).64 I will designate this amalgamation of
white, Protestant, agrarian, borderer descendants in early Henry County as a distinct group of
plain folk in this new area of settlement in the Georgia piedmont.
The term plain folk has been used with reference to camp meeting participants before,
primarily by Dickson D. Bruce, Jr. (Bruce 1974). Bruce uses the term “plain-folk” [sic] to
indicate “the great mass of ante-bellum Southern farmers and townspeople who were neither rich
nor starving” (Bruce 1974, 4). While this usage at least recognizes the plain folk as a category
with some complexity and internal pluralism, I wish to deploy this term in a manner that
complicates and extends its reach a bit further.65
In his 1949 book Plain Folk of the Old South, Frank L. Owsley introduced the term plain
folk, arguing for a reconsideration of the antebellum South as a society not completely dominated
by the elite white planter class and not solely divided into the categories of enslaved blacks, rich
white planters, and poor whites.66 Owsley’s technical definition of the term included all nonslaveholding whites as well some slaveholding whites and all free blacks in the antebellum
period, indicating significant internal pluralism with respect to “plain folk” constituencies. His
64

Every single new settler was not necessarily part of this group. However, the critical mass and social
dominance of this group shaped the developing local culture of Henry County with much the same kind of
hegemonic presence it had enjoyed in other areas of new settlement all over the southern backcountry.
65
Bruce contextualizes somewhat the life circumstances of these subsistence farmers and townspeople,
demonstrating that they are the forgotten people of the Old South (“the invisible Old South” according to
Shirley Abbott [Abbott 1983, 29]) even though they comprised the greatest number of antebellum
southerners (Bruce 1974, 4-5).
66
Although Owsley’s portrait of plain folk was confined to rural people and was a slightly romanticized
view, it did complicate the common understanding at the time of the types of antebellum southerners.
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own primary usage of the term, however, has led subsequent historians to deploy “plain folk”
more or less as a synonym for non-slaveholding whites, making the term somewhat “slippery and
ill-defined” (Hyde 1997, x) and turning it into more of a stereotype than an analytical category.67
In his introduction to Plain Folk of the South Revisited (Boles 1997), John B. Boles calls
for new definitions of the term “plain folk” that are both expansive and precise and for moving
past the old argument that the histories of the plain folk are well nigh impossible to write because
of the scarcity of written records they created. A single, categorical definition of the plain folk,
whose stories are numerous, variegated, and thus generally overlooked, will not stand. Rather
than “a general metatheory to explain everything (and often thereby, nothing) about the South,”
more explorations of plain folk lives in particular contexts are called for (Hyde 1997, ix-xix).
In that spirit, I am reclaiming the plain folk as a category of analysis for the Shingleroof
case. All of Shingleroof’s beginners, based on the available evidence, and the majority of its
contemporary participants can rightfully be considered plain folk. It is true that some current
Shingleroof participants have achieved levels of affluence that put them beyond what even fairly
elastic understandings of “non-elite” would allow. As a result, not all of Shingleroof’s
participants in the twenty-first century can properly be designated plain folk. Even these
participants are, nevertheless, descendants of these plain folk camp meeting founders. They join
other contemporary participants who can rightfully be called plain folk in venerating their
common plain folk ancestors and forebears in the Shingleroof religious culture through the annual
recreation of certain nineteenth-century conditions of hardship and re-enactment of certain plain
folkways.
Shingleroof’s founders were not elites. They were subsistence farmers and circuit riders,
non-commissioned veterans of the Revolutionary War, the War of 1812, and the Indian War, and
67

John B. Boles argues that the term has suffered interpretive polarization. On the one hand, the plain folk
have been romanticized as salt-of-the-earth people living peacefully in a cashless society. On the other
hand, they have been demonized as “the surviving remnants of the ancient Celtic tribes of Europe, and as
such, hopelessly lazy but happy, content to drink, fight, fornicate, curse, hunt, or anything else rather than
till the soil” (Hyde 1997, x).
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the widows and orphans of soldiers who served or were slain in those conflicts. They were land
lottery winners, eligible for those very land lots of two hundred two and one-half acres each by
virtue of their own or their next of kin’s military service, because they did not have significant
land holdings elsewhere and had not been winners in any of the previous land lotteries in
Georgia, or both (see footnote 61). Some of them were slaveholders.68 They had much in
common with many of the camp meeting participants described in the preceding chapter and
largely shared the same mixed ethnic and transplanted border cultural heritage as those numerical
majority participants in the camp meeting movement. As they moved into this new borderland in
Georgia, they were marginal people in a literal sense, and they have largely remained on the edge
of US and southern history. They take center stage here, however, in the story of the camp
meeting nearest McDonough, Georgia that they began in the 1820s, a religious culture that has
come down through as many as ten generations of their descendants and counting.
Shingleroof’s Beginnings and Early Architecture
In 1823, the same year that the county seat of McDonough was incorporated as a town
(Rainer 1971, 17), Methodist circuit riders were first appointed to Henry County. The Yellow
River Circuit (then called Yellow River Mission) of the Athens (Georgia) District of the South
Carolina Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church first appears in the South Carolina
Conference records in that year (Smith 1877, 218). The original Yellow River Mission was
comprised of what are now the counties of Walton, Henry, Newton, Rockdale, Fayette, and
Clayton and had three hundred fifty members, both black and white (Smith 1877, 223). Although
68

Henry County from its creation through emancipation had a much smaller percentage of its population
comprised of enslaved persons than many other Georgia counties because it had few large plantations. A
“Georgia Slave Map” published in Harper’s Weekly, December 14, 1861 indicates that 33% of Henry
County’s population in 1860 was comprised of slaves. The highest percentages of enslaved inhabitants
were in the tidewater counties (“Slave Map of Georgia,” accessed December 20, 2011,
http://www.sonofthesouth.net/leefoundation/civil-war/georgia-slave-map.htm,). The 1860 US census for
Henry County indicates there were a total of 564 slaveholders in the county out of a total population, slave
and free, of 10,702 (“Henry County Historic Population Profile,” accessed December 31, 2011,
http://georgiainfo.galileo.usg.edu/countypop/henrypop.htm). Together these 564 held a total of 4,063 to
5,023 enslaved persons when the total slave population of Georgia numbered 462,198. Of these 564
slaveholders, 127, or 22.5%, owned one slave.
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the number of Georgia Methodists had declined by more than five hundred between 1812 and
1822, camp meetings and quarterly meetings were still great occasions, especially in the rural
areas (Smith 1877, 215-16).
The first preacher appointed to the new Yellow River Mission was circuit rider Andrew
Hammill who rode it from 1823-1826. The first Methodist church in McDonough was organized
during his tenure, and the preacher or pastor appointed to this congregation, now McDonough
First United Methodist Church, has served as the host pastor of Shingleroof since the very
beginning. James Bellah replaced Hammill, served from 1827 until his death in 1831, and was
succeeded by his brother, Morgan Bellah (Smith 1877, 220, 232, 286).69 Methodism, however,
entered the county with the new white settlers at least a year ahead of the circuit riders, according
to local history.70
It is improbable that any meetings at Shingleroof predated the arrival of Methodist clergy,
however occasional their visits, in the new county of Henry. Though the annual conference
minutes of the Methodist Episcopal Church (and, later, the Methodist Episcopal Church, South)
never record camp meeting encampments, attendance, or results, it seems very likely that James
Bellah, who rode the Yellow River Mission’s circuit from 1827-1831 and would have been the
pastor or preacher for the McDonough Methodist congregation, was the circuit rider, or at least
one of them,71 who organized the first camp meetings at Shingleroof beginning in 1827.

69

The arduous schedule of the new mission quickly took a toll on Hammill’s health. James Bellah had
twenty-eight appointments on the circuit at various preaching and ministry points. By riding every day, he
could fill them in one month. This relentless pace of work brought about his death in 1831. Morgan Bellah
continued in the Methodist ministry for more than forty years in the Yellow River Circuit and elsewhere
(Smith 1877, 220, 232, 286).
70
Wade Hampton Turner, who was one of Shingleroof’s original trustees and namesake of what is today
Turner United Methodist Church, came to Henry County in January 1822. His brother Allen regularly came
over the Ocmulgee River to Wade’s log cabin in the eastern part of the new county and preached at his
house (“McDonough First United Methodist Church History,” accessed November 10, 2011,
http://www.mcdfirst.org/churchhistory.html).
71
The Henry County Weekly (hereafter HCW) of May 19, 1893 names Allen Turner, the itinerant
Methodist preacher credited with being among the first persons to bring Methodism into Henry County, as
one of Shingleroof’s early preachers. There are no other records either to corroborate that Turner preached
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Figure 4.2. Map of Methodist circuit appointments from the 1820s for North Carolina, South
Carolina, and Georgia. The Yellow River Mission of the Athens Circuit of the South Carolina
Conference is the designated “09” area (map of circuit appointments modified and digitized and
provided courtesy of Paul Scott Rowan).

The legal history of Shingleroof Campground and the cultural history of Shingleroof
Camp Meeting are not one in the same. The legal history of Shingleroof Campground begins on
October 12, 1831, the day on which William Hardin deeded “the west half of lot number fiftynine in the seventh District of said County of Henry and being the place where the present
campground is now situated containing one hundred one and a fourth acres more or less” to nine
“trustees of the Methodist Episcopal Church” who were also “trustees appointed by the Methodist
Campmetting [sic] ground of the said Episcopal Church for said county”72 for the price of
$280.00. This deed was recorded in Henry County, Georgia on February 15, 1833.73

at Shingleroof at any point or determine with certainty that James Bellah helped to organize the first camp
meetings at Shingleroof.
72
The nine original trustees as listed in the deed were Wade H. Turner, William H. White, William M.
Crawford, Henry C. Merrett, Francis E. Manson, Rodrick Harper, Samuel C. Dailey, James Patillo, and
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Figure 4.3. The original Shingleroof deed from the Historical Land Record Archive; Deed Book
#8, Page A., Henry County Superior Courthouse, McDonough, Georgia (digitized image courtesy
of Paul Scott Rowan).

The beginnings of Shingleroof Camp Meeting and the origins of its distinctive religious
culture predate 1831 as the deed itself discloses when it refers to the “one hundred one and a
fourth acres more or less” as “being the place where the present campground is now situated.”

James Coker. Numerous contemporary Shingleroof participants are the descendants of one or more of these
original trustees.
73
The original deed is on file at the Henry County Superior Courthouse, McDonough, Georgia, Historical
Land Record Archive; Deed Book #8, Page A.
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Using the deed itself as a guide since no other official records of origin have ever been
discovered, the date of Shingleroof’s founding has long been regarded as 1830 or earlier.74
Although no other legal or official church documents record camp meetings at
Shingleroof prior to 1830 or 1831, a story in the Henry County Weekly of August 21, 1908 states
that “from the best information the Weekly can secure,” it was thought that Shingleroof in that
year had “been established fully 80 years.” This best estimate would place the first meeting in at
least 1828, giving credence to two other important pieces of evidence that indicate camp meetings
were held at the same campground by at least 1827.
The earliest date of camp meetings at Shingleroof is found in an 1889 tribute celebrating
the life and work of Methodist circuit rider Elias Wells Story (1807-1888) published in the
minutes of the Alabama Conference of the collected Minutes of the Annual Conferences of the
Methodist Episcopal Church, South, for the Year 1889 (112). The piece records significant events
in Story’s life and states clearly that, “On September 27, 1827, Elias was converted at
McDonough Camp-ground, in Henry County.” “McDonough Camp-ground, in Henry County” is
surely none other than Shingleroof although this 1889 reference to appears to be anachronistic,
for by that time Shingleroof had been adopted as the name for “McDonough Camp-ground.”75
A second important piece of documentation concerning the earliest camp meetings at
Shingleroof is found in the obituary of one of the nine original Shingleroof trustees, Francis Epes
74

The following reasoning has been used: since 1) the deed was made in October 1831, 2) the deed itself
indicates that the property was already the location of the campground, and 3) camp meeting always took
place in the laying-by time of late summer or early fall, it is safe to say that at least one camp meeting had
been held at the campground now known as Shingleroof by the time the deed was written in October 1831.
Pushing this a bit, the oral tradition from the second half of the twentieth century has generally held that if
the first camp meeting had only been held in the laying-by time of 1831, it is unlikely both that the trustees
would have purchased the land only a month or so later and that there would have been a common
understanding of the location of the campground as reflected in the wording of the deed. The fact that the
oral tradition has changed on this point is reflected in the facts that the centennial celebration of
Shingleroof was held in 1931 while the sesquicentennial celebration was observed in 1980.
75
Margaret Helen Dailey Turner’s journal of 1859-1866 includes yearly details and summaries for the
camp meetings held during those years (1859-1863), all of which she attended, at “McDonough
Campground.” An article in the HCW, August 22, 1879 indicates that “McDonough Camp Meeting” would
be held at “Shingleroof Camp Ground,” revealing the late nineteenth-century slippage back and forth
between McDonough and Shingleroof and the distinction between the meeting and the grounds.
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Manson (1800-1874) who had a long and distinguished ministerial career in Georgia Methodism
(Holcomb 1993, 214; Lawrence 1995, 118). According to his obituary in The Southern Christian
Advocate (September 9, 1874), Manson
was powerfully convicted of sin at a camp-meeting near McDonough, Ga., in
1829, and about its close, received the most satisfying assurance of pardon and
acceptance.
The “camp-meeting near McDonough” that was the site of Manson’s conversion in 1829 is
undoubtedly Shingleroof. Based on the obituary of Manson and the tribute to Story it is
reasonable to conclude that camp meetings were held at Shingleroof by 1827. It is not possible
based on the available evidence to document meetings there prior to that date. A few other written
records, however, document meetings in the earliest years.
In 1832, the year after the original trustees purchased the original campground property
from William Hardin, Methodist circuit rider Isaac W. Boring (1805-1850) participated in the
“McDonough Camp Meeting” from Saturday, September 15 through Wednesday, September 19,
according to his journal.76 The Reverend Boring notes that “the congregation was very large” and
that, in addition to preaching on Sunday morning and Monday and Tuesday afternoons, he helped
in administering the sacrament of communion on Sunday evening.77
The Georgia Methodist paper noted meetings at Shingleroof in the 1830s. A successful
camp meeting, extended by one day because of the good work there, was held “in Henry County
on the Yellow River Circuit” (The Christian Advocate, October 8, 1833) in 1833. The following
76

The journals of the Reverend Isaac W. Boring for the years 1828-1849 comprise six notebooks that were
typeset as 314 single-spaced pages by his great-grandson Alan D. Boring II in 1987-1988, a photocopy of
which is in the author’s possession. The original journals remain in the possession of Isaac W. Boring’s
descendants and have never been published.
77
Isaac W. Boring participated in and preached at camp meetings in McDonough (Shingleroof), Pike
County, Upson County, Meriwether County, LaGrange, and Columbus, among others. Every camp meeting
he describes includes the observance of communion on Sunday evening, with the exception of one when it
was observed on Tuesday evening. This practice of communion at camp meetings in the piedmont region of
Georgia demonstrates, at least in this area, the conflation, or replacement, of the worship and devotional
aspects of quarterly meetings with those of camp meetings. Church business was not conducted at camp
meetings, but baptisms and communion were, per Boring’s journals, and members, both black and white,
were received into the membership of the Methodist Episcopal Church.
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year “regular meeting took place in Henry County, McDonough Circuit, from the 28th of August
to the 5th of September” (The Christian Advocate, December 12, 1834).
In an article for The Macon Telegraph and News (“Camp Meetings Survive in Georgia,”
August 17, 1930),78 lifelong Shingleroof participant Henrietta Lambdin Turner (1893-1976)
records a story told to her by Ophelia Fargason Green (1854-1941) of Green’s mother, Margaret
Turner (1835-1914), being carried to Shingleroof “as an infant in arms in 1835.” Acclaimed as
the prettiest baby at camp meeting, Margaret also stayed on at the campground for another five
weeks after camp meeting with her family while her father recovered from typhoid fever.
Annual camp meetings continued through the 1840s and 1850s and into the 1860s. The
journal of Margaret Helen Dailey Turner 79 states that she “attended Camp Meeting, and on the
night of the 11th of September 1853” was converted and joined the church. The meeting on
McDonough Circuit in 1858 “had few, but zealous laborers,” yet there were “good results” that
“all the churches more or less have shared” (The Southern Christian Advocate, October 7,
1858).80 Annual meetings continued through 1863 even though the nation, or the nations, as some
would have it, had been engulfed in war since April 12, 1861.
There were no camp meetings at Shingleroof in the years 1864-1872. This nine-year
period and a second nine-year discontinuation of annual camp meetings in the years 1893-1901
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This article by Henrietta Lambdin Turner, hereafter cited as Turner (1930), is a key written linchpin of
Shingleroof history. Turner was a lifelong Shingleroof participant with a strong knowledge of the oral
tradition up to that time, and this article is invaluable as a bridge between the Shingleroof centuries. The
same piece with very few modifications was published the following year (HCW, August 28, 1931). Turner
wrote and read a history of Shingleroof very similar to this article at the campground on August 27, 1931
during the centennial celebration (Rainer 1971, 36). The 1930 article was reprinted as a feature in the
Henry County Weekly-Advertiser on November 5, 1943. The Atlanta Constitution carried a similar piece by
Turner on August 15, 1944.
79
The journal of Margaret Helen Dailey Turner (1842-1904) for the years 1859-1866 indicates that a fiveday mid-September camp meeting was the norm in the late 1850s and early 1860s. Dailey’s journal, which
was in the possession of her granddaughter Eugenia Turner Price, was typeset in February 1981 by Martha
Virginia Rodgers Fall. Excerpts of the journal that are used and referenced here come from a photocopy of
the typeset version of that unpublished manuscript that is in the author’s possession.
80
The Southern Christian Advocate was the newspaper of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, the
successor of The Christian Advocate for Southern Methodist churches after the denomination split North
and South in 1844 over issues related to slavery. The denominations created by this sectional split reunited
in 1939.
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are discussed below. With the exception of these two periods totaling eighteen years between
them, there is every indication from reports in the local, regional, Atlanta, and denominational
papers and the oral tradition that annual camp meetings were held at Shingleroof all the other
years except these eighteen from 1827 to the present day.
There were as many as nine different camp meetings and campgrounds in Henry County
in the nineteenth century. Of these documented and recollected camp meetings, Shingleroof, Old
Concord, Mount Bethel, New Hope, and Rowan were Methodist; Sardis, Sharon, and Kings Hill
were Baptist; and Timberridge was Presbyterian (The Southern Christian Advocate, July 7, 1843;
Turner 1930; Rainer 1971, 38; Brown 1997, 253; Morris 2000, 16). Out of these nine camp
meetings in the county, Shingleroof is the only one that survives in the twenty-first century, and,
moreover, appears to be the only one that survived past the nineteenth century. Its survival
depends at least in part upon the early implementation of the two important forms of American
vernacular architecture strongly associated with camp meetings in the Southeast, namely,
tabernacles and tents (Weiss 1987, 14-15).
Henrietta Lambdin Turner states that Shingleroof’s name derives from the use of wooden
shingles on the roofs of both the tabernacle and the tents. It is unclear, however, when the name
“Shingleroof,” rather than “McDonough,” began to be used consistently to refer to the
campground.81 At Shingleroof, Turner writes, “the tabernacle or stand was changed from a brush
arbor to a durable frame structure covered with shingles before any other camp ground in the
county was so dignified” (Turner 1930).82 In fact, no evidence, whether written, artistic,

81

It seems possible that the name change occurred around the time annual camp meetings were resumed
after the period of discontinuation from 1893-1901. The HCW of August 22, 1879 states, “By reference to
the columns of The Christian Advocate, published at Macon, McDonough Camp Meeting, which is soon to
open at Shingleroof Camp Ground, will begin on Thursday night, the 28th instant, instead of the following
Friday, as first arranged.” This may have been the year when camp meeting at Shingleroof was moved from
September to late August.
82
A shingled tabernacle roof is by no means unique to Shingleroof. Weiss (Weiss 1987, 15) holds that
shingled roofs were often to be found on permanent tabernacles, many of which were later covered over
with tin. Lawrence (Lawrence 1990, 2) notes the common recollection of camp meeting participants in
Georgia of “tin or shingle-roofed pavilion[s], open on all sides and called an arbor or tabernacle….” When
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Figure 4.4. Pen and ink drawing of the 1911 Shingleroof tabernacle by J. J. Stancliff, ca. 1980
(image courtesy of Becky Crumbley Stonecypher).

photographic, or otherwise remains to suggest that any other of the campgrounds in Henry
County ever had “durable frame structures.” The first tabernacle at Shingleroof was erected quite
early in the camp meeting’s history, as early as 1835 and possibly as early as 1829.83 This
tabernacle, also called the stand, the arbor, and the shingle-roofed stand through the years,
replaced the tradition of annually constructed brush arbors (Turner 1930).
This first tabernacle served the campground through camp meeting of 1909. The plan to
tear down the old tabernacle and replace it with a larger one in time for that year’s camp meeting
the first Shingleroof tabernacle was reroofed in 1880, it required 27,000 shingles that were rived from
timber cut on site (“Camp-Meeting Notes,” HCW, September 3, 1880).
83
In reporting the plan to build a new tabernacle, the HCW of June 24, 1910 states that the old tabernacle
or “stand” at Shingleroof, thought to be “probably the most aged structure” in the county, “has been the
assembling place for worship for nigh onto 75 years….” This would indicate that the first tabernacle was
built around 1835. The Atlanta Journal, June 15, 1911, reporting on the building of the new tabernacle,
states, “The old tabernacle that was torn down had been erected for 82 years….” This indicates an 1829
construction date for the first tabernacle.
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was announced in June 1910 (“Old Things Passing Away – ‘The Stand’ at Shingleroof Camp
Ground to be Torn Down,” HCW, June 24, 1910). The following June it was not yet finished but
was nearing completion (“Erecting New Tabernacle,” The Atlanta Constitution, June 15, 1911).
The tabernacle erected in 1911 is the one still in use at Shingleroof.84 As was the custom at
campgrounds with tabernacles, in Georgia and across the Southeast (Deviney 2002, 107), it was
aligned on a north-south axis with the pulpit on the north side in order to keep the sun out of the
eyes of the members of the congregation who gathered under it for services throughout the day.
The tabernacle is arguably the single most important place and structure at Shingleroof, and its
iconic presence dominates the campground landscape. It is further explored in the following
chapter on the places of Shingleroof.
Tents, the second form of American vernacular architecture associated with southeastern
and some Ohio Valley camp meetings (Weiss 1987, 14), were in use at Shingleroof by the middle
of the nineteenth century if not before (Tuner 1930). A Shingleroof-specific custom, which may
have been practiced at other campgrounds, was for the campground trustees to provide shingles
for the roofs of new tents.85 A number of Shingleroof tents dating from the nineteenth century
were lost to fire, three in 1927 and between twenty and thirty in 1937 (The Atlanta Constitution,
September 23, 1937). After those fires, some families rebuilt in other locations while others built
new tents on their old tent lots.86 Of the forty-one family-owned tents at Shingleroof in 2012,
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One of the carpenters on the 1911 tabernacle was the author’s great-grandfather, Silas Greenberry
Bryans, a tentholder on the north side of the campground at that time.
85
This practice dates from at least 1873 when the campground was revitalized and at least fifteen new tents
were built with lumber and shingles cut and rived from trees on the campground property and provided free
to tentholders by the trustees (Turner 1930). Until at least 1944, according to Marcella Bryans Elliott Mote
(b. 1924) who had a tent built in that year, the trustees continued to provide roofing materials for new tents.
By then the roofing material provided was tin rather than wooden shingles.
86
The Fargason family, who initially camped in their wagon on the northeast corner of the campground on
tent lot number 10, built a tent there by the middle of the nineteenth century. The Fargasons’ daughter,
Olla, and her husband Simeon Smith inherited this tent, which was one of three destroyed in the 1927 fire.
The Smiths rebuilt in the same spot before the next camp meeting (Interview with Faye Fargason Smith
Brannan Krauss, at Shingleroof, July 19, 2005). The Smiths’ daughter Faye (1912-2011) tented on that spot
in both the first and second tents for ninety-nine consecutive camp meetings, a Shingleroof record of
longevity and stability. Her great-grandchildren are the sixth generation to tent there.
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there is only one remaining that was built in the nineteenth century.87 Seven others still extant
were built before 1930. These rough board tents, despised as unsightly and unpleasant “shanties
on the campground” by the Reverend Gorham in his 1854 manual (Gorham 1854, 137), are the
collective and beloved campground homeplaces of extended families. They are given due
consideration in subsequent chapters.
The mere fact that a camp meeting begun by 1827 is extant in 2012 is noteworthy. In
addition to the simple fact that Shingleroof remains, however, there are a number of other
significant continuities within its own history which are of a piece with the notable features of the
camp meeting movement discussed in Chapter 3.

Figure 4.5. Brush arbor porch of Tent 2, which was built around 1904, as seen in the 1920s
(photo courtesy of Gene Crumbley).
87

The oldest extant tent at Shingleroof at this writing is the old preachers’ tent built in 1881 by the
campground trustees to house the camp meeting ministers each year (HCW, September 3, 1880, August 26,
1881). Though now roofed with tin, the old-style roof shingles can still be seen from inside this oldest tent
and four others that date from 1904-1917. Located on the southwest corner of the square of Shingleroof
tents, this structure was one of only three on the south side of the campground until 1944. Its owners have
included the Shingleroof trustees, Emerson and Faye Elliott, and Judy Cook Coker. In 2012 its owners are
Alan and Christa Cook.
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Shingleroof’s Remarkable Continuity
Recognizable similarities that Shingleroof shares with other movement-era meetings
include mode of founding, ecumenism, land use and siting, attractions, social importance for rural
people, development of public accommodations, rules and customs, modes and means of worship,
and time of year. In fact, there are virtually no examples in Shingleroof history that even remotely
resemble divergences or discontinuities from these notable characteristics of meetings begun
during the camp meeting movement.88 I will touch on each of these areas of commonality with

Figure 4.6. The old preachers’ tent built in 1881, the oldest extant tent at Shingleroof (photo by
D. S. Mote).

88

One difference that might possibly be construed as a divergence from movement era meetings is the
custom of the trustees providing roofing materials for new tents. The only other possible divergence is the
layout of the campground, which is in a square rather than in one of the more common patterns of circle,
rectangle, or horseshoe. It is possible that the square has not always been Shingleroof’s layout, for both the
oral tradition and the written records are silent on the design of the campground before 1873. When
meetings resumed in 1873 after the nine-year hiatus spurred by war, at least fifteen tents were built, some
on all four sides of the campground (Turner 1930), indicating the square pattern.
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other meetings and elaborate some of the particular points of continuity at Shingleroof in greater
context.
Like the majority of encampments begun during the years of the camp meeting
movement’s heyday, Shingleroof was almost certainly founded by a Methodist circuit rider, most
likely the Reverend James Bellah as cited above. The ecumenism that characterized the earliest
camp meetings and the meetings of the subsequent movement has been part and parcel of
Shingleroof since its beginnings in the 1820s. Although Methodist-founded and bearing a
distinctive Methodist imprint, Shingleroof’s history and culture have been interdenominational in
spirit and practice from the earliest days down to the present. As the county and the surrounding
region became more religiously diverse, so too did Shingleroof’s participants. In 1930 a census
indicated seven Protestant Christian denominations were represented (HCW, August 28, 1931). In
1980 at least ten total Christian denominations were represented, including members of nine
Protestant groups plus Roman Catholics (The Henry Herald, August 27, 1980).89 In the early
twenty-first century, members of these same ten Christian denominations and at least one Jew and
one Buddhist attend annually.90
Shingleroof’s history attests to a number of other continuities with other movement-era
camp meetings, including that the first meetings appear to have occurred on land borrowed from
William Hardin that was purchased from him in 1831. The early formation of a board of trustees
that made the purchase of the campground property as a collective entity is another similarity
89

The method of data collection for the 1930 census is unknown. The data for the 1980 census were
collected through self-reporting by persons signing a book of attendance that was placed in the lobby of the
Shingleroof hotel. The self-reported numbers by denominations in 1980 were as follows: one Primitive
Baptist, one Lutheran, one Pentecostal, three Roman Catholics, five Christians (unclear if this means the
Christian Church [Disciples of Christ], non-denominational Christians, or something else), six Assembly of
God members, eleven Episcopalians, 142 Presbyterians (both PC USA and PCA most likely), 200 Baptists
(mostly SBC, possibly some ABC members), 229 Methodists (the majority, if not all, of whom were
United Methodists). There may have been many more tenters than these figures indicate, and there were
definitely a great many more persons than this in attendance during the 1980 camp meeting, particularly, as
usual, on camp meeting Sunday.
90
Some of this religious diversification stems from intermarriage and partnering of Shingleroof
participants with members of other groups who then attend camp meeting with their spouses and partners,
and some is the result of conversions by Shingleroof people to other traditions.
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with movement-era meetings. In addition, Shingleroof had all the usual requirements for a site,
including the presence of one large and numerous smaller springs on the northeast corner of the
campground property. These springs, especially the so-called big and little springs, provided
plenteous water for all in attendance, both humans and livestock, from Shingleroof’s earliest days
until 1984 when county water service was extended to the campground. The layered and
multivalent significance of the big spring particularly and the little spring is analyzed in the next
chapter.
All the usual attractions not of explicitly religious or Christian types that were common to
the movement era-founded meetings were apparently on offer at Shingleroof from the earliest
days as well.91 These camp meeting pleasures remain among the Shingleroof practices identified
by contemporary participants not only as the most enjoyable ones but also as some of the most
important ones. These salient practices are treated in greater detail in Chapters 6 and 7.
The understanding of camp meeting as the social high point of the year for farming
families in rural areas, put forth by Johnson (Johnson 1955) in describing early nineteenthcentury conditions, has held true at Shingleroof throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
and beyond. Indeed, the camp meeting week is still experienced by many Shingleroof families as
the high holy days of the year, a week different from all other weeks commemorated in particular
ways. Not infrequently, camp meeting is referred to as “a foretaste of heaven.” Moreover, the
soul food delicacies so enjoyed by Shingleroof participants even now are praised with regularity
as prelude to the great Messianic banquet anticipated in the afterlife. This co-mingling of spiritual
joys and bodily pleasures prominent throughout Shingleroof’s history is revealed in Chapter 6
and further analyzed in Chapter 7.
91

The oral tradition and various collected written reminiscences, such as those preserved in “Shingleroof
Campground Sesquicentennial 1830-1980: Historical Memories” (1980), compiled by Mary Rowan Daniel
(1918-2003), testify that the joys of camp meeting at Shingleroof to be found in socializing, courting,
reminiscing, telling stories, eating plenty of traditional foods, and going to the spring date from before the
turn of the twentieth century and have continued since then.
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To provide a means for all interested parties to enjoy camp meeting with greater
convenience, public accommodations were made at Shingleroof by the late nineteenth century,
but no records have yet been discovered that document their presence earlier than that. This is yet
another point of continuity at Shingleroof with other movement-era-founded camp meetings. In
1881 there was a drug store on the grounds for the duration of the meeting run by a Dr. Nolan for
the “relief of the afflicted, and his potions were eagerly sought after by certain imprudent
gastronomists” (HCW, August 26, 1881). In 1882 (at a minimum) Humphrey Tomlinson operated
a hack line that conveyed passengers between McDonough and Shingleroof, a distance of a little
under three miles (Rainer 1971, 37).

Figure 4.7. The importance of
camp meeting in the social
lives of nineteenth-century
plain folk of Henry County is
reflected in this advertisement
that appeared in the Henry
County Weekly, August 26,
1881 (digitized image courtesy
of Paul Scott Rowan).
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A public tent or hotel, which also sold treats and sometimes supplies, was a presence at
Shingleroof for over one hundred years beginning in the late nineteenth century. More than a
dozen managers had charge of the hotel, which was operated in three successive structures
through camp meeting of 1993.92 The first hotel was under the care Samuel Dailey from 18791888 (Rainer 1971, 37). Mamie Steele Cook and William R. Cook, Sr.,93 ran the second hotel,
built in 1902, almost every year from 1917-1939 (“Our Years at Shingleroof” compiled by
Evelyn Cook Burnett). Frank Fargason built the third hotel in 1944, and the 1902 structure was
Figure 4.8. Façade of the second
hotel at Shingleroof, on the east
line of tents on the southeast
corner facing west (pen and ink
sketch by J. J. Stancliff, 1980;
image courtesy of Evelyn Cook
Burnett). Newspaper records
indicate it was built in 1902.
Razed in the late 1940s, it
accommodated guests through
camp meeting 1943.

razed in the latter 1940s. Essie Crumbley (1896-1979), the Union United Methodist Church, Dot
Martin, and others ran the third hotel through camp meeting of 1993. The 1944 hotel was
demolished in 1994 and replaced with a handicapped-accessible, centrally heated and cooled
dining hall, there no longer being a need for a “public tent” to accommodate attendees

92

All three hotels were situated on the southeast corner of the campground. The first was on the south side
of the square, the second on the east side, and the third on the south side.
93
These are the parents of William Raleigh Cook, Jr. whose death and funeral are recounted in Chapter 1.
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overnight.94 Another accommodation alternative emerged in the 1990s with the development of
an RV campground with electrical and water hookups on the south side of the campground
property across the road from the main campground square.

Figure 4.9. The third hotel soon after it was built by Frank Fargason in 1944 (image courtesy of
Mary Jo Crumbley Hundley).

A bailiff on the grounds at Shingleroof throughout camp meeting in the early twentieth
century performed much the same functions as the two watchmen appointed to patrol overnight at
many of the early camp meetings of the movement. In her family’s collective reminiscences,
“Our Years at Shingleroof,” Evelyn Cook Burnett (1918-2012) noted that throughout the Great
Depression years the McDonough policeman Felix Morris (1870-1951) served as bailiff and
“kept things pretty much under control day and night. He was the back-up help to the parents who

94

In the second half of the twentieth century, the ease for local people of traveling back and forth to the
campground each day by automobile decreased occupancy rates at the hotel as did the opening of
commercial hotels in the area that could accommodate out of town participants who did not have their own
tents.
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were the self-appointed keepers of discipline.” In a 1980 interview, Sarah White Morris (19031993) indicated to me that Shingleroof had grown tamer through the years, stating, “Today’s
youngsters are not as rowdy as those before them since they used to need a bailiff on the grounds
all the time” (The Henry Herald, August 27, 1980).95
Although discouraged from the pulpit by preachers and on front porches by lay
temperance advocates and teetotalers, alcohol still figured into some people’s camp meeting fun
in an overt but illicit way into the early twentieth century. Faye Fargason Smith Brannan Krauss
(1912-2011) recalled an exciting camp meeting afternoon when she was about six years old on
which three young men who had “got a little too much tea to drink”96 came speeding along in an
automobile “with the cops after them.” They stopped the car on the road just behind her
grandmother’s tent where the young Faye was sitting on the back porch. She recounted that one
of them “jumped out of the car and hid the bottle over there under the corner of [her] Aunt’s
Della’s tent [next door]” (Interview with Faye Fargason Smith Brannan Krauss at Shingleroof,
July 19, 2005). This incident is consistent with the prominent, if unwelcome, role played by
beverage alcohol at the earliest camp meetings of the movement and leads to the subject of camp
meeting rules, long in place at Shingleroof as was common to meetings of the movement era.
The unwritten rules of Shingleroof behavior in the early twenty-first century are of a
piece with those remembered by living and very recently deceased elders from at least the early
twentieth century. One rule forbids the consumption of alcohol on the grounds during camp
meeting.97 Other commonly observed conventions prescribe that porch lights and tabernacle

95

Although there is no longer a bailiff on the grounds, the Henry County police patrol the grounds during
camp meetings in the early twenty-first century as they have since the post of campground bailiff was
abolished.
96
“Too much tea” is a local euphemism for overindulgence in alcoholic beverages.
97
Basically, there is a common understanding that Shingleroof is “dry.” That does not mean there is no
drinking, but if any drinking does go on it is done quietly and surreptitiously.
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lights be turned off by 11:00 p.m. and that no leisure activities should go on outside the
tabernacle during worship services.98
Shingleroof’s four services a day at 8:00 a.m., 11:00 a.m., 3:00 p.m., and 8:00 p.m., as
recalled by “Miss” Faye from the 1910s (Interview with Faye Fargason Smith Brannan Krauss, at
Shingleroof, July 19, 2005) were in place at least by the late 1850s as the journal of Margaret
Helen Dailey Turner for the years 1859-1866 indicates. This frequency of services and other
dimensions of modes of worship also connect this particular camp meeting to others founded
during the camp meeting movement. The number of daily services was reduced from four to three
at some point in the years soon after World War II, and these were conducted at 11:00 a.m., 3:00
p.m., and 8:00 p.m.99 In 1954 there were still three services each day (The Atlanta Constitution,
August 24, 1954). By the mid-1960s, there were two services daily at 11:00 a.m. and 8:00 p.m.
except on Sunday of camp meeting when there was also the traditional 3:00 p.m. service. By
sometime in the 1980s, this 3:00 p.m. service on Sunday was also discontinued.
Attending three services each day, much less four, put particular demands on Shingleroof
women. Like their counterparts in other early founded camp meetings of the movement,
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Until the last ten to fifteen years, another unwritten rule fairly strictly enforced was that persons who did
not attend a particular service would stay inside their tents so as not to be visible to those in the tabernacle.
Moreover, in most tents today children and young people are required by their elders to attend at least one
of the two services held each day. This service attendance policy is nothing new. In the 1910s Faye
Fargason Smith Brannan Krauss’s (1912-2011) mother required her daughter to attend at least three of the
four daily services. “I wasn’t required to go to all the services,” “Miss” Faye recalled, “but if I didn’t go, I
had to go to bed and take a nap” (Interview with Faye Fargason Smith Brannan Krauss, at Shingleroof, July
19, 2005). Hear more from “Miss” Faye at http://vimeo.com/dsmote/conversations-with-miss-faye.
99
In the more agrarian pre-war era Shingleroof congregations were evenly mixed gender-wise or had male
majority attendance when women’s cooking and child care labors kept them away. Changes at Shingleroof
after World War II mirrored those in the county more generally. With increased governmental regulation of
agriculture fewer families farmed fulltime. Moreover, the dearth of non-farming jobs in the county led to
increasing numbers of Henry County workers who commuted daily to Atlanta. Whereas in the pre-war era
farming families came en masse to Shingleroof for the closest thing they had to a summer vacation during
the camp meeting week, many of the commuter-era workers, most of whom were male, went to work every
week day during camp meeting even if they attended evening services and slept on the grounds at night.
Congregations for daytime services grew smaller, leading to the discontinuation of the 3:00 p.m. service.
Women and children were on the grounds day and night. The campground became an increasingly more
female-gendered place. With so many men away at work, more kinds of duties and responsibilities fell to
women and contributed to their increasing prominence in camp meeting life. The rise of the Shingleroof
matriarchy dovetails with the rise of the commuter era.
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Shingleroof cooks had developed a well-deserved reputation for excellent food served up in
copious quantities. To live up to this reputation, however, many matriarchs and chief cooks
required help. From this need the tradition of hiring a cook for the week of camp meeting
developed. Without exception, so far as I have been able to document, these hired cooks were
African-American. No doubt prior to emancipation slaveholding families conscripted an enslaved
woman or man for this duty. From the mid-1860s on, however, Shingleroof families paid cash to
these cooks or reduced the rents of cooks who were also their tenant farmers.
Typically, into the 1940s and 1950s, even women and families that did not employ hired
domestic help during the other fifty-one weeks of the year had a cook during camp meeting. Until
1944 when running water was made available, most families also had a “water toter” each year,
that is, someone to carry water from the big and little springs of Shingleroof to the tents.
Oftentimes the water toter for a tent was the child, usually male, of the family’s employed
cook.100 In numerous other cases, the children of the tent were the appointed water bearers.
Over time a number of other factors besides numbers of services per day and the need for
domestic help in order for women to be able to attend them impinged on Shingleroof worship and
its modes. From Reconstruction through the beginning of the Great Depression, in the years
1870-1930, the so-called “campaign for respectability” made inroads at Shingleroof. As historian
of American religion Paul Harvey documents, black and white evangelical Protestant leaders
during this period made a concerted effort to “root out southern folk religious practices from their
churches” and to school both black and white plain folk believers, predominantly small farmers
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For a number of years in the twentieth century these African-American domestic workers would lead
worship during one service of the camp meeting week, a service remembered by some as “the old spiritual
service,” a time when black spirituals mingled at Shingleroof with the more common white spirituals in a
pronounced and much anticipated way. Another much anticipated inter-racial time of worship in the early
twentieth century was the attendance by white Shingleroof tenters at the Thursday evening service of the
annual revival at Springfield Missionary Baptist Church, an African-American congregation whose house
of worship sits diagonally across from the campground property at the intersection of Campground Road
and Georgia Highway 155, the night before camp meeting began (Dorothy Bryans Elliott Paul [19191999], “Shingleroof Campground Sesquicentennial 1830-1980;” Evelyn Cook Burnett (1918-2012), “Our
Years at Shingleroof”).
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and sharecroppers with limited educations, in ways of “intelligent worship” that would inculcate
certain values and practices of bourgeois religiosity (Harvey 1997, 302-17).

Figure 4.10. Hymn 35, “Dwelling in Beulah Land” in Spiritual Life Songs, published by Cokesbury,
Shingleroof’s hymnal since the 1920s (image courtesy of Abingdon Press/Cokesbury/The United
Methodist Publishing House). This is the number-one requested hymn at Shingleroof in the early
twenty-first century, most often requested by people under twenty years of age.

Although these black and white plain folk evangelicals adopted some of the trappings of
“respectable” religion, they also maintained “the more emotive and physically tactile
expressions” long associated with camp meetings and African-derived worship practices (Harvey
1997, 302). A manifestation of the success of the campaign for respectability at Shingleroof was
the adoption of a hymnal for use during camp meeting services fairly early in the twentieth
century. For as long as anyone living can remember, Shingleroof’s songbook has been Spiritual
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Life Songs published by Cokesbury, the Methodist publishing house, since the 1920s and last
printed in 1993.
With hymnbooks in one hand and funeral home fans in the other, Shingleroof worshipers
have maintained an awareness of openness under the trees as extolled by the Reverend Gorham in
his 1854 Camp Meeting Manual across the camp meeting decades. Gathered in Shingleroof’s
two-tiered, open-sided tabernacle, today as in years gone by they understand themselves to be in
“a church without walls” where the usual barriers and demarcations of churchly life in their
respective denominations and congregations are not quite so taut.
Two other points of Shingleroof continuity connect directly to worship modes and forms.
The first is the use of a horn to summon people to worship, a practice with deep roots in
movement era-founded camp meetings (Woodward, Hallowed Ground: Primitive Campmeetings
of the South Carolina Low Country, 2007). The Shingleroof horn was made in 1875 by tentholder
H. M. C. Turner (1844-1908) and has been in use for more than one hundred thirty-five years.101
The longevity of Shingleroof pianists provides a second micro-study in continuity connected to
worship at the campground. Since 1930 only two women have been the camp meeting pianists at
Shingleroof. Mary Ammons Callaway (1901-1991) began serving as pianist before 1920 while
she was still in her teens (Frances Callaway Smith, “Shingleroof Campground Sesquicentennial
1830-1980”). She retired in 1972 after playing for more than fifty camp meetings and was
succeeded by the teenaged Melissa Phillips Hensel who is scheduled to play for her fortieth
consecutive camp meeting in 2012.

101

This custom of summoning worshipers to services by the blowing of a horn is intentionally reminiscent
of the blowing of a shofar in the Jewish traditions. Shingleroof’s horn blowers have included horn maker
H. M. C. Turner (1844-1908), W. S. Fargason (1822-1896), Charles Campbell Fargason (1872-1959) (son
of W. S.), and Minnie Fargason Wilson (1866-1963) (sister of C. C.) who held the post until age ninetyfour (Turner 1930; Betty Carrollton, The Atlanta Constitution, August 31, 1962). Approximately fifteen
minutes before the start of each Shingleroof service, a member of the Fargason family or someone
entrusted by them with the task blows one long note on the 1875 vintage instrument. Pranks were common
at Shingleroof from early on, as at other movement-era camp meetings. A notable one was the soaping of
this horn that resulted in the blowing “of a strong blast of soap all over the astonished brethren” by a
preacher who took up the horn to summon worshipers to service (HCW, August 17, 1880).

141

Figure 4.11. Minnie Fargason
(Mrs. M. W.) Wilson, who retired
as Shingleroof
hornblower at age ninety-four
(photo by Ed Wells for
The Atlanta Constitution,
August 31, 1962;
news clipping courtesy of Nancy
Lee Paul Miller).

Much of the technological change that has transpired at Shingleroof has occurred first to
improve worship conditions. In a number of cases, after a technological advancement improved
the situation for worshipers under the tabernacle, it was then extended, where applicable and
available, to life in the tents. The advent of electricity is the prime example here. Until the third
decade of the twentieth century, lighting at Shingleroof was provided exclusively by pine torches
attached to trees and kerosene lamps used in the tabernacle and tents. By 1929 (Turner 1930)
there was a Delco generator system in place to provide lighting to the tabernacle.102 In 1944 the
Rural Electrification Administration extended electric service to the part of the county in which
the campground is situated, making the Delco system obsolete, bringing electric lighting to the
tents and hotel for the first time, and soon an amplified public address system to the tabernacle.
With electricity on the grounds to power a pump, water lines from the big spring on the northeast
corner were laid around the campground square in 1944. Shingleroof tents and the hotel had
102

Numbers of Shingleroof elders recall this lighting system from their childhoods and the work of Roy
Turner in cranking the generator by hand each afternoon (written examples include Dorothy Bryans Elliott
Paul [1919-1999] in “Shingleroof Campground Sesquicentennial 1830-1980;” Evelyn Cook Burnett [19182012], “Our Years at Shingleroof”).
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running water for the first time. No tents had flushing indoor toilets, however, until well into the
1950s, necessitating the continued use of outhouses until then.

Figure 4.12. Melissa Phillips Hensel, one of Shingleroof’s only two pianists since 1930, will play
her fortieth consecutive camp meeting in 2012 (photo by D. S. Mote).

Shingleroof’s encampments from its beginning, like those of other movement-era
founded camp meetings, were held in the laying-by time of late summer to early autumn, the only
time in the warm weather between planting and harvest during which farming families could be
away from the crops and take time off. The date for beginning camp meeting, however, has
fluctuated significantly across the years. The journal of circuit rider Isaac W. Boring indicates the
1832 camp meeting at Shingleroof ran for five days from Saturday, September 15 through
Wednesday, September 19. In the 1860s, as Margaret Helen Dailey Turner’s journal attests, a
five-day meeting beginning on or around September 15 with four worship services per day was
the norm. Henrietta Lambdin Turner (Turner 1930) states that when camp meetings resumed in
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1873 after the discontinuation of meetings from 1864-1872, the length of the meeting was
extended to one week. Nevertheless, there continued to be variation both in the time at which
camp meeting was held and the length of the meeting.
Beginning by at least 1904, newspaper reports indicate that Shingleroof consistently
began on the Friday before the fourth Sunday in August and continued through the following
Thursday.103 By the early 1920s if not before, camp meeting at Shingleroof was shifted to a start
on the Friday before the third Sunday in August with an ending on the following Thursday. In
1987 the start of camp meeting was moved up to the Friday before the second Sunday in August
(Letter to Tentholders from Mary Rowan Daniel, February 1984; Letter to Tentholders from
Tentholders’ Committee, April 7, 1987). This change was made to accommodate an earlier start
of the school year in the county. Subsequent changes in the starting date of the school year led to
further changes and innovations at Shingleroof.
In the early 2000s, Henry County Schools, the local public school system, adopted what
is known as a balanced schedule that calls for an eight-week rather than the traditional twelveweek summer vacation. The twelve-week summer break was one of the last vestiges of the
influence of agrarian cycles upon the regulation of the school year, and its demise created a
problem for many camp meeting people and a feeling of crisis for some. Members of the oldest
living generation advised that since the change in the school year appeared to be permanent, the
answer was to move camp meeting up earlier in the summer so that the children could attend. The
presence of children was more important than the date of camp meeting, they reasoned, because if
the next generation is not brought up in it, camp meeting will die.
As has often been the case at Shingleroof, the wisdom of the elders prevailed. From
2000-2002 the week of camp meeting was moved earlier in the summer, into the month of July,
103

Reports in the HCW on August 23, 1904, August 25, 1905, August 24, 1906, July 19, 1907, August 21,
1908, July 23, 1909, September 2, 1910, August 25, 1911, August 22, 1913 all indicate a Friday before the
fourth Sunday in August start with a conclusion on the following Thursday. Living elders attest that in the
1920s and 1930s a weeklong interval beginning the Friday before the third Sunday in August was observed
and its formula learned by heart early in their lives.
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so as not to conflict with the earlier start of school. Then, at the suggestion of the trustees and
with the consensus of the tentholders, camp meeting was moved to a new, regular July date,
starting the Friday before the third Sunday in July and concluding the following Thursday for the
encampments of 2003-2011. In 2012 Shingleroof will begin on July 20, the Friday before the
fourth Sunday in July, and run through the following Thursday (E-mail to Tentholders from
Trustee Tim Wilson, January 11, 2012).104
Shingleroof elders in the twenty-first century, as evidenced in this decision to move camp
meeting to accommodate the needs of and for children, mirror the position of elders in the hunter
and gatherer societies described in Tim Ingold’s relational model of ancestry, generation,
substance, memory, and land. They are more concerned that important processes should continue
than that those processes should be “precise replicas of past performance” (Ingold 2000, 147). Of
the pervasive view in such societies of the way change and continuity in a sense co-create each
other Ingold writes,
Just because people are doing things differently now, compared with the way
they did them at some time in the past, does not mean that there has been a
rupture of tradition or a failure of memory (Ingold 2000, 147).
On the contrary, what would bring about a real break in continuity at Shingleroof, in terms of this
relational model, with respect to changing the week of camp meeting or altering other
conventions and practices would be if participants were forced to repeat or replicate a pattern
without the capacity to adapt to changing circumstances (Ingold 2000, 147-48).105
While no doubt everyone sees the wisdom in ensuring that children can participate, some
people still protest that July is too early for camp meeting because it is prior to laying-by time.
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This date change is to accommodate the United Methodist Southeast Jurisdictional Conference
scheduled for the week of July 16, which would conflict with a Friday before the third Sunday start (E-mail
to Tentholders from Trustee Tim Wilson, January 11, 2012). A return to the Friday before the third Sunday
in July start is anticipated for 2013.
105
Changes made to ensure the survival and continuity of the camp meeting religious culture are one thing.
Making changes just to “keep up with the times” are resisted, and much in the Shingleroof culture
countervails attempts to affect these kinds of change. Changes perceived as unnecessary and unnecessarily
major are resisted. This tendency is discussed further in Chapter 5.
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Nineteenth-century sources indicate, however, that laying-by begins in July and runs through
September, depending on the crops.106 The leadership of the elders in the decision to move camp
meeting into July permanently, which some people regarded as the altering of an “ancient
formula,” is notable as is the relative flexibility and pliability of this religious culture as it
continues to balance continuity and change nearly two hundred years into its history.
Shingleroof Discontinuities
Shingleroof’s continuity as a living tradition is indeed remarkable, and the numerous
characteristics it shares with other meetings founded during the camp meeting movement reveal it
to be an exemplar of the movement. Yet that continuity is not completely devoid of divergences
and ruptures. I turn now to examine three cases of discontinuity at Shingleroof: the first and
second discontinuations of annual meetings at Shingleroof from 1864-1872 and from 1893-1901,
respectively, and the fire of 1937.
Shingleroof’s only two known periods of discontinuation are often referred to in the oral
tradition as “the first abandonment” and “the second abandonment.” The use of the term
“abandonment,” which has theological if not apocalyptic connotations for some, can be traced to
an 1892 article in the local paper expressing concern over the need to increase income and make
improvements at the campground.107 This piece also provides some of the earliest written
testimony concerning the importance of continuing Shingleroof as a mode of venerating those
who came before. The article admonishes,
Many are the happy days spent by our forefathers within its sacred precincts, and
loath should posterity be to abandon it while hope is held out for a repetition of
the same beneficent scenes and incidents (HCW, August 19, 1892).
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The HCW of July 2, 1880 includes a note from the town of Stockbridge, farther north in the county,
which states, “Our farmers will finish ‘Laying By’ in a few days.”
107
The next earliest use is in an 1894 article favoring a resumption of camp meetings and connecting
abandoning camp meeting with shame: “There has been considerable talk during the past week or two of
reviving camp meeting at Shingleroof this year. Quite a number are anxious for it and have signified their
willingness to tent. Just now the outlook is encouraging. By all means, let’s have it. It is a shame upon
Henry County for old Shingleroof to ever be abandoned to decay” (HCW, July 27, 1894).
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A similar if not stronger tone concerning ancestors and obligations was struck in an article the
preceding week commenting on attendance at the just concluded 1892 camp meeting. Thirteen or
fourteen tents were full, but nearly half stood unoccupied.
[T]he old “fathers in Israel” have crossed over the dark, rolling, billowy Jordan,
and are now reveling in the marvelous light of God’s smiling countenance in
their home beyond the stars, and their children are allowing themselves to drift
away from the customs of their forefathers. Friend, live a life that will compare
with those of which we have spoken and [the] world will bless you. Go out next
year and fill the old fathers’ tent (HCW, August 12, 1892).
Camp meeting advocates at Shingleroof by the last decade of the nineteenth century clearly
expected descendants to continue camp meeting customs handed down to them.
Whether called abandonments or discontinuations,108 these two periods of nine years each
constitute two ruptures in the otherwise continuous yearly observance of camp meeting at
Shingleroof from 1827 to the present. The antebellum and wartime journal of Margaret Helen
Dailey Turner for 1859-1866, Turner (Turner 1930), Rainer (Rainer 1971), Daniel (Daniel 1980),
Morris (Morris 1999; 2000), and some of the writers in Daniel’s 1980 volume all indicate that the
first abandonment was the result of the effects of war on the residents of the area, including
regular attenders of Shingleroof. As Turner (Turner 1930) states, “It was not until 1873 that
conditions authorized reorganization.” Given the level of devastation in Henry County after
General William Tecumseh Sherman’s “infamously devastating march through Georgia” (Boles
1995, 331), the March to the Sea, in November and December 1864, this is not surprising. This
exercise in the “warfare of obliteration” (Boles 1995, 331) cut a sixty-mile wide swath across
towns and farmlands over the two hundred eighty-five miles from Atlanta to Savannah. In the
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Turner (Turner 1930) states, “During the strenuous war year, 1863, the camp meeting was abandoned.”
Later in the same piece she writes, “In 1893 it was again found expedient to abandon the meeting.” Mary
Rowan Daniel (1918-2003) and David J. Fargason use the term “discontinued” while, in the same volume,
sisters Elon Harper Crumbley (b. 1916), Mussette Harper Coan (1915-1996), and Minnie Harper Stanton
(1918-1996) use the term “abandoned” (“Shingleroof Campground Sesquicentennial 1830-1980: Historical
Memories,” 1980). Gene Morris, Jr. (Morris 2000, 57) uses the phrase “years of abandonment” to describe
the second discontinuation, reflecting the use of the term “abandonment” in the oral tradition at the turn of
the twenty-first century.
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aftermath of this devastating campaign against a civilian population, the most destructive one of
the entire war, the citizens of Georgia and Henry County were demoralized, embittered, and in
deep want (Boles 1995, 331-32). By 1873, however, the people of Shingleroof were enough back
on their feet that they resumed camp meeting.
While all available sources agree that war was the cause of the first abandonment at
Shingleroof from 1863-1871, the reasons for the second abandonment from 1893-1901 have
caused puzzlement for a hundred years. No one living knows exactly why, in Henrietta Lambdin
Turner’s words, “In 1893 it was again found expedient to abandon the meeting” (Turner 1930).
Given the dearth of both written and oral sources, the discontinuation of 1893-1901 cannot be
explained definitively. There are in the few written records, however, some clues about the ways
in which a new camp meeting near the famous watering place of Indian Springs, the rise of
railroads and improvements in transportation infrastructure, and the reach of the Holiness
movement in Georgia contributed to Shingleroof’s second abandonment.
Used by the Creek Nation for generations to heal their sick, the numerous sulphur and
other mineral springs in the area known as Indian Springs, some thirty miles from Shingleroof in
neighboring Butts County, spawned a health resort and village by 1821 or 1822 (McMichael
1978, 3-10).109 As with other watering places, as they were known, only the affluent could travel
to drink and soak in the healing waters of these first resorts, which developed initially as locations
for seeking healthful cures for various ailments (Aron 1999; Valenza 2000).
As transportation infrastructure improved, folks of fewer means were also able to “take
the waters” as drinking from and soaking in mineral springs were known (Valenza 2000). With
the growing crowds came a growing number of amusements, including casinos and dance halls,
in addition to the healthful benefits of the mineral springs. By the 1840s at Indian Springs
gambling and drinking were “brazenly and openly flaunted in the face of law” (McMichael 1978,
109

In his 1829 Gazetteer of Georgia, Adiel Sherwood referred to Indian Springs as “at present the most
fashionable watering place in the State,” noting that six hundred to eight hundred people regularly
frequented the springs at one time (Sherwood 1829, 136).
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180). Rebuilt after much of the village was burned in 1864 during Sherman’s March to the Sea,
this fashionable watering place, dubbed “the Saratoga of the South,” continued to grow in
popularity (McMichael 1978, 181-82).

Figure 4.13. Tickets and postcard from the Flovilla and Indian Springs Railroad, the shortest line
ever laid in the US at a distance of 2.6 miles, which operated under two different names from
1887-1918 and was known locally as The Dummy
(image courtesy of http://www.thegagenweb.com/gamonroe/ShortestRR.htm).

In the 1880s Indian Springs was still a hopping place, a regional and statewide if not still
national center for all manner of attractions and amusements. In 1882, the East Tennessee,
Virginia and Georgia Railroad was laid through the central portion of Henry County and down
into Butts County, making transportation in this region of the piedmont much easier and lessening
the isolation of the rural areas (McMichael 1978, 170; Morris 2000, 55). The Indian Springs and
Flovilla Railroad, connecting the village of Flovilla on the East Tennessee, Virginia and Georgia
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Railroad main line to the village of Indian Springs110 was completed in time to take passengers to
the first camp meeting at Indian Springs Holiness Campground in 1890.
This new camp meeting a mile from the village of Indian Springs was begun by Georgia
proponents of the Holiness movement intent on creating a safe place to teach and propagate
Holiness doctrine (Brown 2000a, 51-53). The site was chosen for its central location in the state,
its proximity to the main railroad, a stop on the Flovilla and Indian Springs Railroad nearly at the
campground entrance,111 and the thousands of people who annually visited the village of Indian
Springs (Brown 2000a, 55-57).112 While most of the camp meetings connected with the National
Camp Meeting Association for the Promotion of Holiness, founded 1867, were one-time affairs,
the founders of the Indian Springs Holiness Camp Meeting envisioned a year round gathering
place for Holiness advocates.
Briefly stated, the Holiness movement was comprised of “Methodists and others devoted
to the doctrine of entire sanctification—the belief that a ‘second blessing’ of the Holy Spirit
rendered the believer free from sin” (Balmer 1987, 194). The National Camp Meeting
Association and the Holiness movement had supporters in Georgia, most of them Methodists, by
the 1870s if not earlier (Brown 2000a, 48). The majority of ministers in the North Georgia
Annual Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South either professed experiences of
“entire sanctification” as proclaimed in Holiness tenets or expressed strong interest in the
subject—often in the form of strong objections to it. By 1885 the doctrine of Holiness was the
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Chartered in 1881, the Flovilla and Indian Springs Railroad (1881-1897), later called the Indian Springs
& Flovilla Railroad (1897-1918), and known locally as The Dummy, was built in 1889-1890 and was the
shortest line ever laid in the US at a distance of 2.6 miles (Flovilla and Indian Springs Railroad,
http://www.railga.com/flovilla.html, Indian Springs and Flovilla Railroad,
http://www.railga.com/indian.html).
111
The Indian Springs and Flovilla Railroad had agreed to haul all the construction materials for the
campground from the main railroad line at Flovilla to the site free of charge (Middle Georgia Argus,
January 13, 1890).
112
Given the documented revelry if not debauchery that characterized the resort of Indian Springs in those
days, one is tempted to conjecture that the perceived decadence of the resort and the need for its rowdier
frequenters to experience sanctification also may have figured into these Holiness advocates’ choice of a
site for their campground.
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state’s most controversial religious topic (Brown 2000a, 41-43, 47-49), and a number of Holiness
movement proponents were demoted from more prestigious ministry positions to quite junior
ones in the conference.113 One of the prominent Georgia Methodist pastors and Holiness
advocates censured most severely with demotions was William A. Dodge, one of the four
founders of the Indian Springs camp meeting (Brown 2000a, 51-52). In 1893 he brought the
Holiness message to McDonough and Henry County and seems to have brought deleterious, if
inadvertent, effects to Shingleroof as well that coincide with the beginning of the second
abandonment.
After camp meetings at Shingleroof were resumed in 1872 after a nine-year hiatus, they
continued each year in fine form with large crowds, famous and not so famous preachers, large
amounts of good food, and overall enjoyable experiences.114 The year 1891, however, marks a
turning point. The Flovilla and Indian Springs Railroad had been upgraded to “first class
condition” in anticipation of the crowds expected for the second annual “big camp meeting at
Indian Springs” (HCW, July 26, 1891). Moreover, after camp meeting at Shingleroof in 1891, the
Henry County Weekly’s report (August 7, 1891) indicated unspecified difficulties, bad weather
that adversely affected attendance, and the state of disrepair of some tents, hinting at the
beginning of a period of neglect. In 1892 camp meeting at Shingleroof was held as usual and had
some good results, but nearly half the tents stood empty and the crowds were “hardly as large as
usual,” provoking the reproof in the local paper quoted earlier regarding the failure of growing
numbers of descendants to keep the inherited camp meeting customs (HCW, August 12, 1892).
One week later the county weekly praised a plan devised by the Shingleroof trustees to address
113

After 1885 the Holiness movement began to lose ground in Georgia as its opponents in the Methodist
Episcopal Church, South, who considered the more frequent visits of northern Holiness revivalists a
surreptitious move to take over the southern denomination, moved to squelch it in various ways, including
demoting Holiness advocates from prominent appointments to entry-level ones (Brown 2000a, 51-53).
114
Famous preachers who declaimed at Shingleroof in the 1870s and 1880s included Georgia Governor
Alfred H. Colquitt in 1879, Methodist Bishop Atticus G. Haygood in 1880, and Methodist evangelist Sam
Jones in 1881 (Macon Telegraph and Messenger, September 2, 1879, page 4; Daily Atlanta Constitution,
September 4, 1879; HCW, September 5, 1879, October 3, 1879, August 6, 1880, August 27, 1880,
September 3, 1880, August 26, 1881).
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financial and other concerns at the campground by leasing some of the campground land to be
farmed and using the farm proceeds for the upkeep of the campground,115 opining that with “more
attractive campus surroundings” made possible by this income that “old Shingleroof ought to
regain all it has lost” (HCW, August 19, 1892). What had been lost was not enumerated, however.
In May 1893 an article lamenting “the action of those competent to decide”116 by which it
had “been determined that no camp meeting will this year be held” at Shingleroof appeared in the
local paper (HCW, May 19, 1893). The alleged reason for this decision was “an inefficiency of
tents in proper condition to accommodate the usual quota of visitors” and concerns that too many
obligations of hospitality would fall on those with tents in good repair. The anonymous author of
the May 14 piece seems to have written in a fit of pique. As a result, it is difficult to parse
whether he or she fully accepted the state of disrepair of many tents as the actual reason there
would be no camp meeting in 1893. After predicting that to suspend Shingleroof for even one
year could “be considered the beginning of the end” of the camp meeting, the author goes on to
state,
From this one lapse, judging the future by the past, we may reasonably infer that
old Shingleroof has seen the last camp meeting service that, in all probability,
will ever be held within its sacred precincts.
However, toward the end of the piece, the author admonishes the Methodists of Henry County to
loosen their purse strings and not to allow the need for some energy, labor, and “a few paltry
dollars” to bring about the end of Shingleroof, “the pride and stronghold of Methodism in Henry
County.” This appeal for money and labor seems to give credence to the state of disrepair as the
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This plan, which had been suggested a number of times before, was not actualized until the turn of the
twentieth century. By 1923, if not before, the trustees’ plan had been actualized (The Atlanta Constitution,
August 24, 1923). The two-horse farm, operated until about 1958, was sometimes let out to tenant farmers
for standing rent (a cash amount) and sometimes for a portion of the crop (sharecropping), realizing as
much as $1,600.00 for the campground in good years (Turner 1930).
116
Based on the practices documented by other local newspaper coverage around the same time, “those
competent to decide” would have included the host pastor (pastor of the Methodist church in McDonough)
and the presiding elder of the district and may or may not have included the Shingleroof trustees.
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reason for cancelling the 1893 camp meeting.117
With the 1893 camp meeting cancelled, another religious meeting drew press coverage
and interest. That summer the county paper reported on a tent meeting to be held in the town of
McDonough in July in conjunction with the quarterly meeting of the South Atlanta District of the
North Georgia Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South (HCW, June 9, 1893, July
21, 1893, July 28, 1893).118 McDonough Methodist pastor W. W. (William Washington)
Brinsfield, organizer of the meeting, preached on Sunday morning and evening and on Monday
evening. In lieu of the evangelist announced before the meeting, however, the Reverend W. A.
Dodge, leading Holiness movement proponent and founder of the Indian Springs Holiness Camp
Meeting, preached on Tuesday morning and evening and Wednesday morning and evening.
When Presiding Elder Thomas Pierce, other preachers, and lay delegates began arriving
Wednesday evening for the district conference to be convened on Thursday morning, July 27, the
paper reported, “the exercises had assumed the appearance of an old fashion camp meeting”
(HCW, July 28, 1893).
It is an argument from silence that W. A. Dodge was particularly persuasive or effective
in McDonough in July of 1893 when he preached under the big canvas tent and that he played a
prominent role in Shingleroof’s second abandonment. However, the following facts can be
established: there was a firm decision not to hold a camp meeting at Shingleroof in 1893 made by
May of that year; Dodge, one of the premier Holiness proponents in Georgia, preached in
McDonough in the tent meeting organized by McDonough pastor Brinsfield in July; no regular
camp meetings were held at Shingleroof again until 1902.
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There were no particular local events named relative to difficulties, financial, agricultural, or otherwise,
in May 1893. There was on May 5, 1893 a panic on Wall Street over the failure of a group of rope
manufacturers. This led to a deep depression of the markets for four years (Georgia History Timeline,
Chronology 1893, http://ourgeorgiahistory.com/year/1893). It is possible that this national economic
depression was part of the reason tentholders and others were unable or unwilling to spend the perceived
needed money on upgrading and repairing tents.
118
A published list of sixty-eight delegates to the district quarterly meeting and the homes in which they
would be hosted includes the name W. A. (William A.) Dodge (“Tent Meeting,” HCW, July 21, 1893).
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Did the Holiness movement make great inroads in Henry County in 1893? Were Holiness
tenets widely embraced by the populace? The scarcity of records makes it impossible to know if
the simultaneous decline of Shingleroof and rise of Indian Springs at the turn of the twentieth
century were predicated more upon theology or convenience or simply coincidence. The tenets of
Holiness doctrine may have been no more appealing than the new campground at Indian Springs
and the relative ease of travel there by rail. With the yearly succession of camp meetings at
Shingleroof discontinued,119 Shingleroof Campground in a state of disrepair, and the easy access
to the Indian Springs Holiness Camp Meeting provided by the new railroads, the appeal of the
newly constructed campground at Indian Springs may have been stronger for numbers of Henry
County residents than an interest in “total sanctification.” Had the Indian Springs Holiness Camp
Meeting been started when Shingleroof’s tents were in good repair or the railroad spur line to
Indian Springs been built at a different time, annual camp meetings at Shingleroof might have
resumed sooner. These interconnected factors related to improved transportation, dilapidation at
Shingleroof, new facilities at Indian Springs, and implicit support for the Holiness movement in
Henry County beginning with W. A. Dodge’s tent meeting preaching provide more context for
understanding Shingleroof’s second abandonment but still do not explain it with certainty.
There was clearly interest on the part of some to resume camp meeting in 1894,120
but there are no reports of a regular weeklong camp meeting taking place that year or subsequent
years until 1902.121 In 1901 a serious attempt was made to revive Shingleroof. The county paper

119

Tent meeting organizer W. W. Brinsfield was only the McDonough pastor for one year. The absence of
ongoing camp meetings may well have been taken as the norm during the tenures of his successors John A.
Thurman (1894-1896) and F. S. Hudson (1897-1900). No records indicate that either of these pastors
attempted to convene camp meetings at Shingleroof.
120
In July 1894 Sam Dailey, manager of the Shingleroof “public tent” from 1879-1888, was tenting at the
campground for one to two weeks even in the absence of camp meeting. The county paper later that month
noted the “considerable talk during the past week or two of reviving camp meeting at Shingleroof this year”
going on to lament the shame of ever having abandoned the meeting (HCW, July 13, 1894, July 27, 1894).
121
From 1893-1901, although not used for camp meetings, the campground itself was not entirely disused.
The annual countywide Sunday School celebrations and singing competitions, Confederate soldiers’
reunions, and family reunions took place in those years (Interview information shared by Evelyn Cook
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(HCW, July 19, 1901) announced a community work day at Shingleroof to be held July 24, stated
that new seats were being installed in the tabernacle and the campground repaired, and announced
a ten-day meeting to begin August 17, the Saturday before the third Sunday. On August 2, 1901
the paper announced plans to build a new hotel immediately and noted some of the scheduled
singers and ministers for the 1901 encampment. It appears that some kind of not-quite-campmeeting gathering or gatherings took place at Shingleroof in 1901,122 but, the cleanup, new seats,
and pre-announced worship leaders notwithstanding, there is no report of the anticipated 1901
camp meeting actually taking place.
The following year, in 1902, after a nine-year discontinuation since 1893, a proper
weeklong camp meeting was once more convened at Shingleroof.123 The local paper (HCW,
August 29, 1902) concluded “old Shingleroof camp meeting will now doubtless occur every year
as heretofore, which will bring delight to the numerous friends of the dear old spot.”124 By 1903
things at Shingleroof appeared to be running smoothly and in the regular annual cycle once more.
The county paper judged that year’s encampment to be “a turning point in the history of beloved
old Shingleroof,” noting that “its friends and supporters trust to see it so thoroughly rehabilitated
as to not only attain all its past glory, but go forward to even higher good” (HCW, August 21,
1903).
Burnett, HCW, July 13, 1894, July 20, 1894, and numerous other reports of these annual gatherings in the
county paper).
122
The HCW (August 30, 1901) reported on a group of young people camping at Shingleroof and a letter
by one of them (September 6, 1901) indicated they enjoyed “music, elocution, games, and pleasant
conversation.” No services are mentioned. The wedding announcement of Ed Grant and Ophelia Allen of
Stockbridge (HCW, August 30, 1901) on Sunday, August 25, 1901, states that the couple ran away to get
married while their parents thought they had gone to attend services at Shingleroof and also indicates that
the couple did visit Shingleroof to greet friends after the wedding, possibly the young campers already
mentioned. Nowhere, however, do the 1901 issues of the HCW report on an actual, regular camp meeting
that year at Shingleroof.
123
Camp meeting was announced in the HCW issues of August 15 and August 22, 1902. The August 22
issue also announced that the public tent would be run by Messrs. McCord and Boyd who also ran the
public tent at Salem Camp Meeting in nearby Newton County that year, and the August 1 issue indicated
that four new tents had been built at the campground and were available for sale or rent.
124
The Reverend J. L. Moon, in the second of two laying-by seasons he spent as pastor in McDonough,
was given much credit for the success of the meeting, and R. H. Fargason, M. D. Rountree and J. F. M.
Fields, the “campground committee,” were praised for “faithful and energetic management” (HCW, August
21, 1903).
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Regular annual encampments have continued at Shingleroof each year since the
restoration of 1902.125 Neither regional nor national periods of difficulty nor subsequent wars and
military conflicts have interfered with the annual gathering at the campground in the laying-by
time. In 1920 the single worst year in county agricultural history followed the single best
agricultural year ever in 1919, and the boll weevil infestation devastated the cotton crops and the
livelihoods of Henry County farmers and almost everyone else in the county’s cotton-dominated
economy (Morris 2000, 99). Nevertheless, the plain folk went to Shingleroof undeterred
throughout the Boll Weevil Depression of 1920-1929126 and the Great Depression of 19291939.127
Before the Great Depression was over, the great fire of 1937, the third of the three
Shingleroof discontinuities that I will treat, came to pass. Although I am placing this fire in the
category of discontinuities for the ways in which it broke up and altered the landscape and mood
of Shingleroof for a number of years, this particular discontinuity showcases Shingleroof’s
resilience from a slightly different angle. Even the devastation of the campground itself did not
interrupt the annual camp meeting.
No one knows how the fire of 1937 at the campground started. Arson has never been
suggested, and the most common and widely accepted theory in the oral tradition is that, in the
midst of the Great Depression, homeless folks taking shelter in the tents of Shingleroof
125

In 1905 another eight new tents were built, bringing the total number of tents to more than twenty
(HCW, August 25, 1905). In 1906 there were twenty-eight tents occupied by seventy-six families, loads of
day visitors, large congregations at services, and “with an attendance of perhaps the largest at the dear old
spot in a number of years.” The HCW enthused, “Indeed a new spirit has been infused into old Shingleroof
camp meeting, and its hundreds of friends everywhere are rejoiced at the renewed prospects before it”
(HCW, August 31, 1906).
126
In 1919 Henry County farmers planted over 63,000 acres of cotton, the equivalent of more than fiftyeight percent of the improved farmland in the county (Morris 2000, 99). The HCW of October 31, 1919
announced the price of cotton as an unheard of forty-one cents per pound. The cotton boll weevil entered
the US from Mexico in 1892 and moved eastward across the South, first reaching Henry County in 1916
but largely unnoticed with the price of cotton so high during World War I (Morris 2000, 99-100).
127
In 1922 a new attendance record was set with one hundred four families tenting on the grounds, and in
1923 more new tents were built (The Atlanta Constitution, August 22, 1923). In 1930, the first camp
meeting during the Great Depression, Shingleroof’s plain folk, already broke for a decade, turned out some
four thousand strong to hear Bishop Warren A. Candler preach at the 11:00 a.m. service on camp meeting
Sunday, and hundreds of them tented throughout the week (The Atlanta Constitution, August 19, 1930).
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accidentally started the fire.128 On the night of September 22, 1937, about a month after that
year’s camp meeting had concluded, a huge fire destroyed between twenty and thirty tents on the
north and west sides of the campground, fully two-thirds of the tents at Shingleroof (Atlanta
Constitution, September 23, 1937).129

Figure 4.14. Tents on the north side of Shingleroof Campground in the early 1930s with wooden
shingled roofs and slats between tents to keep livestock out and children in. These were among
the twenty-six tents destroyed in the great fire of 1937 (photo courtesy Sam McCollough).
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In those days, tents were not locked, so anyone who wanted to take shelter could do so, albeit without
permission. Most likely a stray spark from a fire lit for cooking or warmth or a carelessly tossed match or
cigarette butt ignited the conflagration.
129
The Atlanta Constitution of September 23, 1937 reported that two hours after the fire was discovered
the wind veered, sparing the tabernacle and hotel. The report concludes, “The flames spread through them
[the tents] rapidly, despite the efforts of volunteer fire fighters who fought with brush in the absence of an
adequate water supply.” A list of destroyed tents reconstructed from numerous tent histories and oral
sources indicates twenty-six tents were lost to fire in 1937.
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The loss of these tents altered the look of the campground’s terrain for a number of years.
Some tents were built back fairly quickly. Others were not replaced until years after the cashstrapped days of the Great Depression were long past. Generally speaking, the Shingleroof oral
tradition is fairly reliable with respect to the dates of singular, specific events. The fire of 1937 is
a noticeable exception to that reliability. Although the great fire swept across the campground on
September 22, 1937, most elders remember it as the fire of 1938. So prevalent is that collective
remembered date that reading about the fire in a 1937 issue of the Atlanta Constitution comes as a
bit of a shock. It seems in this case that what is remembered is the year of the collective trauma of
seeing the devastated campground in the absence of those twenty to thirty tents during camp
meeting of 1938.

Figure 4.15. A tornado on December 24, 1964 and another in late December 2005, which caused
the damage pictured here to the roof of Tent 1 on the east side of the campground, made their
marks on the campground. The plain folk of Shingleroof always build again (photo courtesy of
Mary Jo Crumbley Hundley).
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Figure 4.16. The advent of the automobile made getting to and from the campground easier but
did not reduce the crowded parking conditions at Shingleroof that date from horses and wagons
in the nineteenth century and continue in the age of SUV’s in the twenty-first (image courtesy of
Mary Jo Crumbley Hundley).

Figure 4.17. Some of the great cloud of Shingleroof witnesses gathered during
camp meeting 1978 (photo courtesy of Ray Russell).

159
By 1945 the Shingleroof campus was comprised of nineteen family-owned tents, three
church-owned tents, the 1881 preachers’ tent, the 1911 tabernacle, and the 1944 hotel. In 2012
there are forty-one family-owned tents, two church-owned tents, a preachers’ tent, the 1911
tabernacle, the 1994 dining hall, an open pavilion behind the dining hall, freestanding public
restrooms, a caretaker’s house, and ten developed RV camping sites.
Given such a record of continuity and resilience in the face of two abandonments, a great
fire, and all the wars in which the US has been involved in the nineteenth, twentieth, and twentyfirst centuries, combined with the flexibility to adjust the time of camp meeting to allow full
participation of the living generations, it seems there are few possible external or internal threats
that might ever again put an end to annual gatherings for camp meeting at Shingleroof.
In the second decade of the twenty-first century, the camp meeting has continued across
part or all of twenty-one decades, from 1827 through 2012, and continues, sometimes gracefully,
sometimes more haltingly, to successfully balance the twin challenges of continuity and change.
Shingleroof is an exemplar of the camp meeting movement, and its remarkable continuity even in
the face of ruptures and divergences marks it as a vital religious culture in the twenty-first
century.
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Figure 4.18. Shingleroof’s layout and tentholders in 1945 (map image courtesy of Paul Scott
Rowan).
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Chapter 5
One Hundred Acres with a Past: The Places of Shingleroof
Shingleroof Camp Meeting, while an exemplar of the meetings founded in the heyday of
the camp meeting movement, is a distinctive religious culture with a peculiar history connected to
a particular place, namely, Shingleroof Campground in Henry County, Georgia. The campground
and the camp meeting are indissolubly intertwined in speech, in memory, and in the experiential
and practical linkage between the place of the campground and the practices of camp meeting. In
addition, the annual gathering at the campground to perform these practices in this particular
place is the enacting of camp meeting as a mode of ancestor veneration. It is the primary
manifestation of a religious culture of devotion centered on old days and old ways, a cult of
embodied collective remembering. These connections between place and practices, this mode of
ancestor veneration, and these rites of communal recollection are the concerns of this chapter and
the following two. In this chapter I address Shingleroof as place. In Chapter 6 I analyze some of
Shingleroof’s places and practices visually and aurally. In Chapter 7 I analyze various
Shingleroof practices in writing.
The nineteenth and early twentieth century reports of Shingleroof in the Henry County
Weekly are filled with references to Shingleroof’s “sacred precincts,” Shingleroof as “holy
ground,” and the campground as a “dear old spot” and a “hallowed spot,” phrases redolent with
meaning and esteem.130 Contemporary Shingleroof participants often refer to the campground as a
“sacred place,” “holy ground,” or “ancestral grounds,” words that connote connection and
reverence. A lifelong Shingleroof participant and United Methodist minister declared in a sermon
under the tabernacle in 2010, “The saints join us in naming this place holy.”131 Some participants
refer to the square of tents surrounding the tabernacle as “the magic square;” others call it “the

130

The annual feature articles on Shingleroof that still appear in the local papers in the early twenty-first
century still use words like “sacred” and “holy” to characterize the campground as well as applying terms
such as “faithful” and “devoted” to camp meeting participants and “historic” and “old-fashioned” to
describe camp meeting.
131
The Reverend William R. “Billy” Lewis, Jr. (b. 1959) delivered this sermon on July 20, 2010.

162
sacred square.” One of my age peers carried a vial of “holy dirt” from Shingleroof with her
around the world, an outward and visible sign of powerful and personal ties to the campground
and all it represents.132
It seems clear from the language they have used to describe the campground since the
nineteenth century that Shingleroof people past and present not only hold the campground in high
regard but that they also have sacred investments in it and meaningful connections to it. What
exactly do people mean when they use words like “sacred,” “holy,” “hallowed,” “dear,” “magic,”
and “ancestral” to describe the campground? How can we think about the campground as a place
in a way that accounts for these sacred investments and connections? How can we think about
Shingleroof as a religious place as well as a religious culture? Moreover, how might we
understand Shingleroof as a religious culture that has multiple religious places? What are the
religious places of Shingleroof? These questions and issues of place related to them are the focus
of this chapter.
What people mean exactly in using this explicitly religious language to describe the
campground no doubt varies from person to person. The consistency of the usage itself, however,
indicates commonly held understandings that for participants the campground is important,
enduring, set apart, revered, powerful, and, in a word, religious. In addition to the fact that their
language indicates important and powerful attachments to the campground, it seems equally clear
that people in this century and the two previous ones are not only talking about the actual
campground acreage or property when they invoke Shingleroof. They are also evoking personal
and collective memories about camp meeting and its practices. Using sacred and religious
language to reference not only the property on which the campground is sited but also the camp
meeting practices that are carried out at that site and upon that land makes complete sense within
the Shingleroof religious culture. This kind of language is not surprising among Shingleroof’s
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Melinda Jean Lewis Clifford (1964-1994) collected Shingleroof soil from just in front of her family’s
tent to take with her on overseas deployments and out of state assignments with the US Army.
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agrarian plain folk founders and early sustainers, farming and farm-reliant people deeply
connected to particular pieces of land upon and in interdependence with which they dwelt and
practiced their livelihoods. Nor is it surprising to find such language on the lips of their
descendants and Shingleroof successors, most of whom do not farm and many of whom no longer
live in Henry County but who nonetheless participate in and perpetuate numerous camp meeting
customs in this religious culture of devotion to agrarian plain folkways.
While not surprising, this religious language used to describe Shingleroof is deeply
revealing. It exposes in commonly used and widely understood phrasings a deep-seated
awareness among Shingleroof participants of various eras that what happens during camp
meeting is vitally and crucially connected to the campground, just as farming is vitally and
crucially connected to the fields and pastures where crops are cultivated and animals raised.
While the exact and specific meanings people derive and intend from these explicitly religious
phrasings surely are various, the upshot for the community is this: in the Shingleroof case,
practices and place cohere during camp meeting and coexist in memory. Shingleroof Camp
Meeting is unimaginable in any other location than Shingleroof Campground. This campground
is where this camp meeting happens, where many previous camp meetings were held and are
recalled, where many plain folkways are resurrected, where many ancestors and successors
likewise are regenerated. Similarly, although Shingleroof Campground is the site today for many
reunions at times of the year besides the camp meeting week, as it has played host to reunions of
families and comrades and civic gatherings for more than a century and a half, the attraction of
Shingleroof Campground as a venue stems from the enduring pull of Shingleroof Camp Meeting.
Shingleroof is a powerful place.
Defining Place
Place is one of those words that we speakers of English use in a variety of
circumstances. As geographer Tim Cresswell writes, “Place is a word that seems to speak for
itself” (Cresswell 2004, 1). The reality of immediate, “common-sense” understandings of the
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word place presents a challenge for analyzing and developing some of its deeper dimensions. To
say the same thing another way, because we so readily understand what is meant by place on the
surface, we sometimes have difficulty conceptualizing it more fully. If we take our cue from
Cresswell and other humanistic geographers, we see that what is meant by “place is not just a
thing in the world but a way of understanding the world” (Cresswell 2004, 11).
Regarding my second question above, we can we think about the campground as a place
in a way that accounts for the sacred investments and connections participants have in it and to it
by elaborating the primary ways Shingleroof functions as place in the lives of participants. I
understand the ways camp meeting people talk about the power and importance of Shingleroof as
a genre of testimony, a familiar category in most evangelical Protestant circles.133 I have drawn
upon these testimonies to the power and importance of Shingleroof, extensive participant
observation at locations all over the campground, and my own bodily experiences to delineate
three primary ways that Shingleroof functions as place. There may be more than these three ways
operative in the lives of some participants, but I take up only these three in this chapter. First, I
consider the campground as a whole, that is, the property itself, its topography, and its
development both materially and emotionally, as place and as religious place. Second, I analyze
the campground as a place of places, examining some of the particular religious places of
Shingleroof by focusing on the tabernacle, the tents, the porches, and the big spring. Third, I
explore the place of Shingleroof as a memory site, both the physical place at which a cult of
memory is enacted and the religious and emotional imaginary that enactment creates.
Because place is both a common-sense term and a way of understanding the world and
because I use it in both senses, it needs to be defined for the purposes of this project. I intend
place to be understood both in a straightforward, everyday kind of way and in some very
133

This is a related but separate genre of testimony I identify in the spontaneous narratives of feelings of
emotional closeness to the living dead offered by many people in the course of the camp meeting week.
Testimonies in the evangelical Protestant traditions, like other speech genres in other traditions and cultural
forms, tend to have recognizable forms upon which individual or particular details are placed or hung.
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particular theoretical or conceptual ways. These two ways help to account for the understandings
of place operative for Shingleroof people. When participants speak of the place of Shingleroof
they do tend to use religious language. They also tend to be rather succinct, a remarkable trait for
people in a religious culture famous for long stories and tall tales of both the living and the dead.
The ways or modes in which participants occupy and inhabit Shingleroof places speaks volumes,
however, and these modes may be illuminated at least in part by some more theoretical
approaches to the term place.
I have numbers of interlocutors in these theoretical usages and conversations around
them, and the work of a number of them obtains in my analysis of Shingleroof as place.
Increasingly over the past twenty-five to thirty years, place has been taken up as a crucial and
critical category by numbers of scholars. Since the late 1980s the concepts of space, place, and
landscape have been explored in new and fruitful ways not only by geographers but also by
anthropologists in particular as well as scholars across the social sciences and the humanities,
including religious studies (Smith 1987, Lefebvre 1991, Tilley 1994, Hirsch and O’Hanlon 1995,
Basso 1996, Feld and Basso 1996, Ingold 2000, Low and Zúñiga 2003, Hillier and Rooksby
2005, Tweed 2006). These approaches have many commonalities, yet they manifest some
noteworthy differences.
For the majority of geographers, including cultural and humanistic ones, space, place, and
landscape mean three distinct things. Space as a term for most geographers is more abstract than
place. It has more to do with area and volume (Cresswell 2004, 8). The space of Shingleroof
Campground occupies one hundred acres, but participants are talking about something besides the
size and acreage of the campground when they attribute various qualities to it. Thus, space in a
purely geographical sense is not really what I am trying to get purchase on in this chapter.
Landscape is “an intensely visual idea” (Cresswell 2004, 10), and it has a particular
etymology and usage for geographers. The term landscape originates from Renaissance Venice
and Flanders as a technical term used by painters (Hirsch 1995, 2). It has to do with foreground
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and background and, technically speaking, is something looked upon or looked at rather than
inhabited. A landscape may be occupied by life forms but most often is devoid of them. There are
important visual dimensions of the place and places of Shingleroof, to be sure. It could even be
said that the campground viewed from various vantage points near and on it is a kind of
landscape.134 Participants do not only look upon the campground, however; they walk and run
and sit all over it, occupying and inhabiting it in various ways. For these geography-oriented
reasons, landscape is not my term of choice for exploring the site of Shingleroof either. Usages of
space, place, and landscape in other disciplines underscore my choice of place over either space
or landscape for the purposes of this chapter.
While most geographers intend very particular things by the terms place, space, and
landscape, scholars in other disciplines often use them almost interchangeably. Moreover, they
often intend very different ideas or concepts when using the very same terms used by
geographers. Sometimes place, space, and landscape are intentionally deployed as a trio of
related and somewhat conflated yet different terms. As anthropologist Eric Hirsch has it, for
example, landscape is “between place and space” (Hirsch 1995, 1-30). The work of philosopher
and sociologist Henri Lefebvre (Lefebvre 1991) in particular on the production of social space
has opened up new understandings of space that are very close to understandings of place in
various subfields of geography. Michel de Certeau defines space as “practiced place” (de Certeau
1984, 117). Phenomenologists such as Maurice Merleau-Ponty (Merleau-Ponty 1962) have
amplified certain nuances of spaces and places and bodies in them with remarkable philosophical
acumen. All of these conceptions and definitions, those of geographers and of other scholars, for
these terms place, space, and landscape are contested, sometimes hotly so. Rather than attempt a
134

Driving past the grounds during non-camp meeting weeks of the year is probably the best example of
when Shingleroof participants view the campground as a landscape. It could also be argued that nonparticipants driving by during the camp meeting week view the campground and camp meeting participants
as both a geographical and social landscape, one which they observe but with which they do not come into
contact. Another clear case of Shingleroof as landscape was after the 1937 fire when tenters looked upon
the devastation. Jeanette Stanton Gardner (1922-2011), among others, recalled the shock experienced in
looking at the campground the day after the fire.
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lengthy and detailed explanation of all the ways Shingleroof might be understood as space or as
landscape as well as place, I opt to make place my term of choice and use it in some particular
ways.

Figure 5.1. The lay of the campground land viewed from the porch of Tent 35 on the south side
row of tents on a rainy camp meeting afternoon in 2010 (photo by D. S. Mote).

Political geographer John Agnew (Agnew 1987) has offered a clear, concise definition of
place as “a meaningful location,” and he elaborates that phrase in three simultaneous modes, as
location, locale, and sense of place. This way of approaching place in three dimensions that
overlap and interconnect informs my approach to the place and places of Shingleroof. Tim
Cresswell lines out the components of Agnew’s definition in easily digestible parts. In terms of
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location, Agnew means that places are located somewhere not just anywhere.135 A place is a site
that can be represented and located on a map. With respect to locale, Agnew intends “the material
setting for social relations” (Cresswell 2004, 7). This is the shape of a place. A place has a
material, visual form. It is formed by human interactions and is the stage or ground upon which
those actions occur. Locale includes the materiality of place, locations filled with material objects
and physical forms.136 In using the phrase “sense of place,” Agnew is talking about human
attachments to places. These are subjective and emotional. Different people may have very
different feelings about or connections to the same places.
Agnew’s definition is intended to include all places, and he indicates that all places are
places in all three aspects or with all three parts. There may be exceptions in the world that do not
conform to this definition. For the purposes of this project, however, when I use the term place
with respect to Shingleroof I intend Agnew’s definition of a meaningful location that is sited,
material, visual, and to which and about which Shingleroof people have subjective, emotional
connections. Agnew’s definition distinguishes place from both space and landscape. Moreover,
this understanding of place both as something straightforward and obvious and something with
shape, substance, nuance, and depth rings true in the Shingleroof case.
Theorizing Place and Religious Place
Applying this definition of place in three senses to Shingleroof, we can identify the
campground as a whole as a place. In addition, we can identify various meaningful locations, or
places, within the precincts of the campground, and we can identify the subjective and personal
ties participants feel to the campground as the site of both camp meeting and its practices and of
powerful memories. This gives a means and a mode for thinking about Shingleroof as place in
ways that can account for the sacred investments participants have in it and the emotional
135

That does not necessarily mean they are stationary. A ship or an automobile or a train, whether
stationary or on the move can be understood as a place, especially for people spending a long time in one of
them.
136
As Cresswell observes, even imaginary places, whether in our own minds or in movies, novels, video
games, and so on, are populated by both things and life forms as a rule.
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connections they have to it. At least three important place questions raised at the beginning of this
chapter remain to be addressed. How can we think about Shingleroof as a religious place as well
as a religious culture? Moreover, how might we understand Shingleroof as a religious culture that
has multiple religious places? Finally, what are the religious places of Shingleroof?
An easy and common-sense answer to the first of these three remaining questions is that
Shingleroof Campground is a religious place because it has long and deep associations from its
beginning with the Methodist denomination now known as the United Methodist Church, that is,
Shingleroof is religious because it is tied explicitly to formalized and substantive religious
expressions and institutions. An answer with more shape, substance, nuance, and depth takes a bit
more elaboration. Cultures, including religious cultures, are not static. As we have seen, even in a
religious culture with remarkable continuity such as Shingleroof, change is always in evidence at
one or more levels, even if it is change of a less dramatic and consequently less perceptible
nature. Russell Richey’s argument, discussed in Chapter 2, that the rise of camp meetings allowed
the religious culture of Methodism to change while appearing to stay the same obtains here
(Richey 1991, 24). In point of fact, Methodism became increasingly bureaucratic over time, but
the channeling of business and bureaucratic functions into the quarterly and annual conferences
allowed the camp meetings to continue as manifestations of the warm and emotive evangelical
worship that had come to be hallmarks of Methodism in the US from its earliest days. Camp
meetings were in fact also changing over time, but in ways that were much slower and more
deliberate. In religious cultures as in all cultures people are constantly shaping and being shaped
by the culture. Agnew’s notion of place as a meaningful location that includes locale, the material
setting for social life that gives a place its shape through the shaping power of human
relationships and activities, underscores this.
An easy and common-sense answer to the second of these three remaining questions,
regarding how we might understand Shingleroof as a religious culture with multiple religious
places, is that the nature of cultures is to have multiple sites. By the same token, surely a religious
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culture has multiple religious places. Once again, an answer with more shape, substance, nuance,
and depth involves a bit more lining out. Just as in this dissertation religious practices are
understood in ways both peculiar and expansive, both substantive and functional, both explicit
and implicit, religious places are understood in those ways as well. The tabernacle, which is the
most explicitly religious structure and space on the campground, is certainly a religious place. Yet
so too is the big spring on the northeast corner of the grounds a religious place. Visits to the big
spring, as revealed in Chapter 6 and discussed further in Chapter 7, carry the valences of
pilgrimage, and people reference the spring’s flow as “campground holy water.” If a religious
practice, defined as such in any of the ways already mentioned, is carried out in a particular place,
that place is considered a religious place in this project. Some may chafe against this assertion
even for the purposes of this dissertation, claiming that if that is the case then nearly any place
anywhere can be religious. This may well be true, and I do not find it problematic.
Things need not be religious always and to everyone in order to be religious at least
sometimes to someone. A place such as the tabernacle, explicitly religious and clearly identified
with both Methodist and broader Christian worship, may be fairly easily identified as a religious
place or site in the past, present, and future by persons of any or no particular affiliation with
formal or institutional religion as well as by Christians of varying types. The big spring may be
less obviously a religious place because it is not explicitly religious or identified as, say, a place
of worship. However, upon witnessing a mother ritually dipping the toes of her baby in the spring
during his first camp meeting and hearing relatives pronounce him “christened into camp
meeting” it would be difficult not to understand the spring as a religious place, the ritual as a
religious practice, and the pronouncement as a religious utterance—at least for those people in
that place at that time.
The explicitly Christian and Methodist religious practices carried out in the religious
place of the tabernacle are not diminished by the religious practices of initiation carried out at the
religious place of the big spring. On the contrary, both kinds of practices and both kinds of places
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mutually reinforce one another in the Shingleroof religious culture. It may well be the case that in
the early days of “McDonough Camp Meeting” people did not have the kinds of sacred
investments in the big spring that contemporary participants at Shingleroof have. In fact, that is
almost assuredly the case. This possibility points to the reality that places take religious shape
over time in many cases. If a location becomes a place through meaningful connection as
Agnew’s brief definition suggests, in the terms of this project, a place can become a religious
place even after that. In examining the place and places of Shingleroof in terms of the
campground as a whole, the tabernacle, tents, porches, and big spring as places, and Shingleroof
as a memory site I treat them all as religious places of this particular religious culture. As the
examples of the tabernacle and the big spring here indicate, this involves both looking at religious
places differently and looking at different places as religious.
Theories of place versus space, specifically, whether place or space comes first, are
longstanding, widely varied, and frequently fairly contentious. While Immanuel Kant, for
example, writing in the eighteenth century affirmed that space exists a priori of place (Kant 1950
[1787]), phenomenologist Edward S. Casey, writing at the end of the twentieth century, argues
the other way around. He insists that, in the process of human perception, place, something
concrete and tied to experience, comes first. After that, people may conceptualize the abstraction
of space. Between the ancients of Western thought and the people called postmodern, Casey
notes, “there was a period of preoccupation with space—as well as with time, conceived of as
space’s cosmic partner” (Casey 1996, 16). Kant is representative of those preoccupied with space
although there were exceptions such as Martin Heidegger and Gaston Bachelard in the modern
era who agreed with the ancients. Now many theorists have moved, along with Casey, back to the
position held by Archytas and Aristotle (and Heidegger and Bachelard) and what Casey calls the
Archytian Axiom: “Place is the first of all things” (Casey 1996, 16).137
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Even for those who affirm the priority of place today, including numbers of anthropologists, Casey
demonstrates that what they find ethnographically is fairly often contradicted by how they theorize from
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Theories of place, specifically theories of how places become places, how they become
meaningful locations, are also quite contested and widely divergent. Although most classical
thinkers of the West held that place preceded space, their understandings of how place operated
upon humans differed from those now advocated by many humanistic geographers. The classical
position may be summed up as “places make people” or as “people are placed” (Smith 1987, 2446; Jackson 1980, 77-88). This position, broadly stated, locates place-making power in locations
themselves, in topoi.
In contrast, the position of most humanistic geographers may be summarized as “people
make places” or “people give places meaning.” In the words of one of the most famous and most
quoted humanistic geographers, Yi-Fu Tuan, “When space has become thoroughly familiar to us,
it has become place” (Tuan 1977, 73). In the classical notion, when one encountered a place as
opposed to a mere location, one knew it because it asserted its power as place. In the humanistic
geographical notion, when one encounters a place it is an encounter that that individual has in
some measure created by becoming thoroughly familiar with a location, investing meaning in it
and deriving meaning from it.
Mircea Eliade’s notion of “the Center” (Eliade 1987 [1959], 36-65) as a sacred place
created as a result of a hierophany, a breakthrough of the sacred into the profane world of
ordinary existence, is of a piece with the classical position. Jonathan Z. Smith (Smith 1987, 10)
understands Eliade’s association of sacred place with hierophany as one of two quite different
ways of conceiving place in the study of religion. The second way, according to J. Z. Smith, is to
connect place with anthropology, and this falls in line in a particular way with the position of
many humanistic geographers. Whereas Eliade’s approach, rooted in his universal and nearly
universally applied notions of “the Center” and the axis mundi, homologizes various components
and establishes place by its connection with cosmogony, Smith’s alternative approach establishes

their findings, their language inadvertently echoing Kant when they intend to agree with Archytas (Casey
1996, 13-52).
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place through “memorial, transformation, and objectification” (Smith 1987, 10-12). Sacred place
(or sacred space, both are used fairly interchangeably by Smith) is the construction of humans in
Smith’s theory: people create sacred place, as they create all places, by familiarizing themselves
with particular spaces. Successors may inherit these sacred or religious places of their ancestors
and make them their own places as well.
For the purposes of this project, I will stipulate that in the Shingleroof case it appears that
place precedes space for contemporary camp meeting participants vis-à-vis the campground.138
Thus, I will throw in my lot on the priority of place over space question with Archytas, Aristotle,
Heidegger, Bachelard, Casey, and many other phenomenologists. On the age-old question of
whether humans make or are made by place, Shingleroof, as a religious culture some two hundred
years old tied very intentionally and peculiarly to the campground, exhibits dimensions of both
the classical and humanistic positions. People brought up in the Shingleroof culture are placed at
the campground by their parents and extended families from early on.139 Indeed, many
participants attend their first camp meeting in utero. In some sense, they have little chance of
escaping the power of the place. At the same time, each Shingleroof person develops a personal
relationship with the campground. It becomes place to them personally, one of their personal
places as well as an ancestral place.140 From the age of four or five most children of the camp
meeting can orient themselves effectively at the campground within the acreage bounded by the
square of tents at a minimum. By the time they are young adults, many participants speak of the
138

For Shingleroof’s founders and very first participants, in this view, the property of Shingleroof became
a place for them as they became familiar with it.
139
Certainly much the same phenomenon occurs for all children with regard to many places. As infants
they have no choice but to be where they are placed by their caregivers.
140
Not everyone loves the place of Shingleroof. While there are many devoted adherents who cannot be
kept away from the campground and camp meeting, there are probably equally many in each Shingleroof
generation for whom camp meeting “does not take” in the same deep ways. For example, some people
brought up in camp meeting who do not identify as Christians as adults dislike the place for its explicitly
Christian connections. Meanwhile, others outside Christianity identify Shingleroof as distinct from the
institutional church and the campground as a different kind of place. As another example, some people
brought up in camp meeting, including those who do and do not identify as Christians, identify the
campground as a place of physical discomfort and unnecessary hardship that they choose not to visit as
adults.
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campground as a place that is theirs because of their own connections to it as well as the place of
the generations of connections that precede them.
No doubt there are a number of excellent theories of social space that would quite
adequately speak to this situation of classical and humanistic both-and hybridity. Equally likely, a
number of theories of place would contribute to a fuller understanding. Rather than enumerate
and evaluate the excellent points and nuances to be found in either place theories or theories of
social space, however, I will take a different tack.
To discuss the Shingleroof case I am less interested in a theory of place that explains
everything than in a theme or approach that illuminates particulars of Shingleroof places in a way
that makes sense in and makes sense of this camp meeting religious culture. Of all the elegant and
compelling theories of space and place, I have found the “relational model” put forth by
anthropologist Tim Ingold (Ingold 2000, 132-151) to be particularly compelling. This same
approach by which Ingold has set aside the “genealogical model” of identifying ancestors and
more or less done away with the family tree as a way of understanding family relationships has
much to commend it in terms of thinking about the place and places of Shingleroof. In Ingold’s
relational model, each person is a center of “progenerative activity variously positioned within an
all-encompassing field of relationships” [emphasis in original] (Ingold 2000, 144). Each person is
a place or a site of generation. As Ingold’s definitions of the terms ancestor and generation
opened new angles of approach for this project’s concern with ancestors overall, so his relational
model’s definitions of the terms substance and land illuminate an analysis of Shingleroof places.
Places are constituted by the comings and goings of people who are themselves living
sites or places of cultural production and generation in Ingold’s relational model (Ingold 2000,
144-45). Thus, at Shingleroof during camp meeting the campground is populated not only by the
usual enduring and emplaced structures that mark its places (tabernacle, tents, porches, spring
shelter, and so on) but also by hundreds of highly mobile, living places instantiated in the bodies
of those who gather there. Ingold invokes the metaphor of a trail or path as an image for each life,
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and it is here that his relational definition of the term substance impinges particularly on the
movements of those living place-bodies or body-places at the campground. Each person leaves a
trail, both in their wider and total life and at the campground. The substance of a person, as
Ingold has it, is not whatever genetic code and attendant attributes with which they enter the
world at birth. Rather, the substance of each person is found in the kind of path they leave behind.
“Every trail, however erratic and circuitous, is a kind of life-line, a trajectory of growth” (Ingold
2000, 144). Walking and thereby making a trail is part of the process of formation for individuals,
part of how they learn and learn to remember.141 Walking particular paths on the campground is
part of the common heritage and common formation of camp meeting participants at Shingleroof.
A story from 1962 makes the point well:
The original charm of Shingle Roof Camp [sic] is as lasting as the clear water of
the spring, which is still the favorite spot of “courting couples.” “Likely as not,”
a camper observed, nodding toward a pair of teenagers trudging hand-in-hand
toward the spring, “their folks’ footprints helped form that path” (Article by
Betty Carrolton in The Atlanta Constitution, August 31, 1962).
Countless numbers of overlapping and interconnecting paths have been walked by tens of
thousands of individuals inside and outside the sacred square of Shingleroof over the past one
hundred eighty-four years.142 Indeed, as Ingold avers, returning to the image he used to
conceptualize kinship created through relationship, all those paths and trails result in “a dense
mass of intersecting pathways, resembling nothing so much as a rhizome” (Ingold 2000, 144).
Further, Ingold offers the image of a camp, “a place upon which the trails of many people
temporarily converge,” as a way of understanding the feeding and being fed that characterize the
exchange of human substance (Ingold 2000, 145). Truly, the idea of feeding and being fed (in
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Ingold’s work here dovetails in an interesting way with Paul Connerton’s geological metaphor of
memory as sedimentation in the body (Connerton 1989, 104), of how what is remembered becomes a very
part of one’s body through various practices of recollecting.
142
Extending this notion of substance a bit further allows for an understanding of how the substance of
many individuals does in fact create culture in an ongoing process. In a religious culture such as
Shingleroof this takes us right to the door, if not across the threshold, of theologian Paul Tillich’s famous
formulation that “religion is the substance of culture and culture the form of religion (Tillich 1959, 42).
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various ways) during the temporary convergence of many people’s trails is quite an apt way to
think about the substance of camp meeting as well as that of its numerous participants.
Ingold’s definitions keep making Shingleroof sense as he defines land. In his relational
model a sense of interdependence between people, place, and ground or land is both inescapable
and desirable:
To exist…is already to be positioned in a certain environment and committed to
the relationships this entails. Reality, then, is relational through and through. The
relational field is no abstraction but the very ground from which things grow, and
take on the forms they do. Another word for this ground is land (Ingold 2000,
149).
To inhabit the land, he argues, “is to draw to it a particular focus, and in so doing to constitute
[emphasis in original] a place” (Ingold 2000, 149). In the relational model, every place, including
every body, is (at least potentially) a center of nurture and location of growth. As a result, the
nurture of humans and the developing of places on the land are part of the same process.
Moreover, there is no hard and fast separation of land and humans as inanimate and animate.
Rather, the land is something that humans care for and look after. In this chapter’s analysis of
place I intend the kinds of nuance and dimension that Ingold’s definitions of substance and land
offer vis-à-vis place. I also intend the more common understandings of land as real estate, as an
area with a particular topography, and as soil and dirt.
With Tim Ingold as conversation partner along with Paul Connerton, a few other
scholars, and many Shingleroof folks living and dead, I now take up the final question posed at
the beginning of this chapter. What are the religious places of Shingleroof?
The Religious Place of the Campground
In 1831 Alexis de Toqueville visited the United States and began to puzzle over the
problems that were surely unavoidable in this new country without ancestors. In the same year,
the original trustees of Shingleroof purchased the campground property of “one hundred one and
a quarter acres, more or less,” “the west half of lot number fifty-nine in the seventh District” of
Henry County from William Hardin. Hardin, the land-speculating county official, had purchased
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lot fifty-nine from land lot recipient (read: lottery winner) Kedar Farmer. Kedar Farmer had
received it from the State of Georgia in the fourth Georgia land lottery of 1821. The State of
Georgia had acquired it, however rightly or wrongly, from the Creek Nation through the First
Treaty of Indian Springs in 1821. The Creek Nation is as far back as we can go in the chain of
custody, or lineage of ownership, of the property that came to be called Shingleroof Campground.
As Shingleroof Camp Meeting was not begun in a vacuum, neither was the place where it
was located chosen at random. Availability for purchase, accessibility, a good site, and adequate
material resources are the key reasons Shingleroof’s beginners settled on a choice of this location
to begin a camp meeting. Presumably, William Hardin was willing to allow his property to be
used for camp meetings from 1827 or before until it was purchased just a month or so after camp
meeting of 1831.143 The west half of land lot fifty-nine in the seventh district had plenty of good,
sweet water in the form of the big spring, the little spring, and the numerous surrounding other
small springs on its northeast corner. The property was also near a long established trail used by
the Creeks, roughly the same route as Georgia Highway 155 today, that provided better access to
this property than was enjoyed by many other locations in the mostly roadless county.
The beginnings of the campground as both a place and a religious place, a meaningful
religious location, are indicated in the deed to the original campground property itself. Camp
meetings, as documented in Chapter 4, were held on this property by at least 1827. The 1831 deed
references the property as “being the place where the present campground is now situated.” Four
years in, participants, including the original trustees, identified the campground as a place. They
were aware of its site, clear on where it was situated, and had already begun developing both its
locale and a sense of it as place.
The trustees from the beginning, then, were trustees of a place, of a piece of property to
which they already had meaningful connections. The deed refers to these nine men as “trustees of
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No records have been discovered indicating whether he loaned or rented the property to the camp
meeting before the sale. Most likely the land use agreement was not a written one.
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the Methodist Episcopal Church.” It also calls them “trustees appointed by the Methodist
Campmetting [sic] ground of the said Episcopal Church for said county.” Doubtless this means
they were appointed or elected by the early camp meeting participants to serve as their
representatives, but the literal phrasing of the deed also carries the sense of them being appointed
by the ground of camp meeting itself as though tasked by the place itself to oversee its care.
At the time the trustees were securing the property, purchasing it from William Hardin
for $280.00 so that it could continue to be the site where camp meetings were held, it is likely
they understood themselves to be doing a good thing for themselves, their fellow Methodists,
fellow Christians, and fellow citizens of the new county of Henry. It is unlikely, however, that
they, not to mention de Toqueville, could have predicted that what they secured would last so
well or so long, for ten generations and counting. Indeed, if Charles Long (Long 2001) is right
about the level of anti-ancestor sentiment among eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Americans
of Jeffersonian bent, while the earliest Shingleroof participants may have intended for the camp
meeting to endure, they may have had no intention or desire that they themselves would come to
be venerated as its founders. The possible absence of that intention or desire has not precluded
their veneration, however. Because their names are known and recorded on the deed, the original
trustees stand in for all the original and early participants, known and unknown, the cultural and
religious ancestors, as well as the biological ones in many cases, of current Shingleroof tenters
and the camp meeting as a whole.
Shingleroof’s longevity of nearly two hundred years in one place is something of an
exception. The other eight known camp meetings in Henry County faded away before the
nineteenth century ended, as did hundreds upon hundreds of other camp meetings all over the
country. This camp meeting itself and many of its founders’ patterns of long-term settlement both
go against the grain of overall American mobility and of many of the founders’ and early
participants’ own mobility on the American continent until that point. These plain folk borderer
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descendants, like their border immigrant forebears, had, for the most part, been on the move
every few years since immigrating in the eighteenth century. A common pattern among them was

Figure 5.2. Henry County District 7 original surveyor’s plat of September 27, 1821,
District Plats of Survey, Surveyor General, RG 3-3-24, Georgia Archives.
Full resolution image at http://cdm.sos.state.ga.us/cdm4/district_plats/dmf239.jpg.
(http://cdm.sos.state.ga.us/cdm4/item_viewer.php?CISOROOT=/dmf&CISOPTR=236&CISOBOX
=1&REC=1)
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Figure 5.3. Modified Henry County District 7 original surveyor’s plat of September 27, 1821, with
Land Lot 59, the west half of which was Shingleroof’s original property, outlined.
District Plats of Survey, Surveyor General, RG 3-3-24, Georgia Archives.
Full resolution image at http://cdm.sos.state.ga.us/cdm4/district_plats/dmf239.jpg.
(http://cdm.sos.state.ga.us/cdm4/item_viewer.php?CISOROOT=/dmf&CISOPTR=236&CISOBOX
=1&REC=1) (modified image courtesy of Paul Scott Rowan).
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Figure 5.4. Digitized copy of the 1821 land lottery deed of land lot 59, seventh district, Henry
County from the state of Georgia to Kedar Farmer (image courtesy of Paul Scott Rowan).
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an entry at Philadelphia followed by moves in fairly quick succession to western Pennsylvania
and on to Maryland or Virginia, then westward to Kentucky or Tennessee or southward to the
Carolinas and Georgia (Fischer 1989, 633-34). Indeed, when the War Between the States began,
the almost forty years that land-lottery lucky settlers of the 1820s had spent in Henry County was,
in numerous cases, the longest period they or their immediate biological ancestors had spent
anywhere since emigrating from the borders of north Britain.
Yet, although it may be exceptional, it is no accident that Shingleroof has long endured.
Although some early white settlers of Henry County kept moving westward prior to the Civil
War, and greater numbers of them went on to Texas and beyond in the postbellum period through
the end of the nineteenth century,144 a great many of them stayed put. Their legacies grew, their
farms were cultivated, and their descendants multiplied. The importance of Shingleroof as a place
and of their respective Henry County homeplaces increased as well. As anthropologists Jack
Goody (Goody 1962) and Tim Ingold (Ingold 2000), among others, have documented, land and
inheritance are bound together in many if not most cultures; place and legacy are profoundly
connected. Ancestors are never far away from “ancestral grounds,” the phrase of choice among
some contemporary participants for describing the campground.145
The campground property today is literally one hundred acres, about half of which is
developed. The recognizable square of tents surrounding the tabernacle, the RV campsites, and
the area around the big spring are the most developed areas. The ground of the square slopes
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Many of those who migrated westward, like many of those who have moved from Henry County in
subsequent decades, maintained ties with relatives in Georgia and with camp meeting. In the Southwest,
many of the camp meetings that continue today were founded by these borderer descendants who kept
moving west after moving south (Valenza 2000, 61-63). Western camp meetings continue today in Texas,
Colorado, New Mexico, and California, among other states.
145
In one of the most dramatic elisions of ancestors in life and art with respect to the sacred place of the
campground, Mary Rowan Daniel (1919-2003) wrote in her introduction to “Shingleroof Campground
Sesquicentennial 1830-1980: Historical Memories,” “Baptist [sic] and Presbyterians along with Methodist
[sic] and other Christians consider Shingleroof Campground ‘holy ground.’ Christine Brannan Hunt (19342009) put it this way, “As Scarlett O’Hara said in Margaret Mitchell’s ‘Gone With the Wind,’ I draw my
strength from the soil of Tara, so I draw my spiritual strength from the holy ground of Shingleroof
Campground” (Daniel 1980, 3).
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Figure 5.5. Detail of Henry County District 7 original surveyor’s plat of September 27, 1821,
showing Shingleroof’s original property, the west half of Land Lot 59, in the center of nine lots.
District Plats of Survey, Surveyor General, RG 3-3-24, Georgia Archives.
Full resolution image at http://cdm.sos.state.ga.us/cdm4/district_plats/dmf239.jpg.
(http://cdm.sos.state.ga.us/cdm4/item_viewer.php?CISOROOT=/dmf&CISOPTR=236&CISOBOX
=1&REC=1) (image courtesy of Paul Scott Rowan).

downward from the west to the east of the property. Terraces created (or re-created) in the 1970s
curtail soil erosion and big washes after rains. There are footbridges here and there over the
ditches created by the terraces, a concrete basketball half court, and two handicapped-accessible
concrete paths to the tabernacle, one from near the northwest corner and another from the
southeast one. Developed in a different way are a one and a half mile-long unpaved walking trail,
cleared in 2000, that encircles all of these areas146 and the cleared and leveled tent lots that have
been laid out in the woods across the road from the main square, some adjacent to the RV
campsites on the south and some extending part way behind the tents on the west.
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In 2006 an effort was begun by the trustees to mark this trail with kiosks and benches at various points
and rechristen it as “The Ten Commandments Trail.”
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In 1988 local property owner and developer Adair Dickerson, Sr. approached the trustees
about the sale of an easement to allow him needed access to his proposed subdivision from
Georgia Highway 155, which runs along the eastern perimeter of the campground property.
Recognizing this as an opportunity to create a green zone buffer for the campground, the trustees
and the members of the tentholders’ association committee, with the blessing of the tentholders
association,147 engaged legal expertise to craft an exchange of a tract of “twenty-seven and a half
acres more or less” of the original campground property along Georgia Highway 155 to developer
Dickerson in exchange for “twenty-six acres more or less” to the west of the original campground
property with frontage on Campground Road (Superior Court of Henry County petition, notice,
and order dated February 15, 1989 re: case number 89-CV-0240, legal correspondence from
Wade M. Crumbley, Esquire to Marcella Mote, dated February 24, 1989). By this action, the
campground gained a buffer on its western border (part of original land lot sixty, adjacent to the
campground’s half of lot fifty-nine) between it and the new subdivision, and developer Dickerson
gained the desired ingress and egress to his development via the acreage that was the site of the
campground’s two-horse tenant farm until about 1958.
In this legal transaction completed in early 1989 between the trustees and tentholders and
Mr. Dickerson, the total size of the campground property was reduced by one and one-half acres
to a literal one hundred acres. All of this campground acreage is properly considered a place in
that it possesses as a whole a known location, locale, and sense of place. The area inside the
walking trail has a stronger pull of place for most participants. The area inside the county roads
that circumscribe the square and just across the road on the northeast corner at the big spring,
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The tentholders’ association is a loosely structured body of Shingleroof participants who own and
steward the family tents at Shingleroof and who, in cooperation with the trustees, ensure the continuation of
the camp meeting through financial support and in-kind donations of labor and supplies. From at least the
early 1940s through 2008 they met annually during camp meeting at a meeting convened by the trustees. In
2009 and 2010 the trustees convened tentholders meetings on the July campground-wide workday before
camp meeting. In 2011, no meeting being convened by the trustees, the tentholders convened themselves
during camp meeting.
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however, is most particularly the place of “holy ground” that Shingleroof people have in mind
when they reference “the campground.”148

Figure 5.6. Exhibit 1 of “Petition by Board of Trustees for Leave to Convey Trust Property” filed in
the Superior Court of Henry County, State of Georgia by Wade M. Crumbley, Counsel for
Petitioners (i.e., the Shingleroof Campground Trustees) February 15, 1989
(image scanned by the author from hard copy provided courtesy of Marcella Bryans Elliott Mote).
Tract A in Figure 5.6 is the twenty-six acres acquired by Shingleroof in the land swap with Adair
Dickerson, Sr. in 1989; Tract B is the twenty-seven and a half acres of the original Shingleroof
property, the former site of the two-horse farm overseen by the campground trustees, given in
exchange to Mr. Dickerson. The east side of Tract B is adjacent to Georgia Highway 155.
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The use of the term campground prevails among Shingleroof participants to describe the one hundredacre property and most specifically the area bounded by the hiking trail and the even smaller area bounded
by the county roads that circumscribe the tent square. Whereas many camp meeting descendants such as
denominationally affiliated (youth) camps both have the word “camp” in their names (e.g., in Georgia, the
Episcopalian Camp Mikell, the Presbyterian Camp Calvin, the Methodist Camp Glisson, to name a few)
and have not only their annual summer sessions but also their properties referred to as “camps” (e.g., “See
you at (the) camp.”), Shingleroof is consistently called a “campground,” (e.g., “See you at the
campground.”) and its annual weeklong session is called “camp meeting” (e.g., “See you at camp
meeting.”). There are some camp meetings that go by “camp” names, (e.g., Camp Sychar in Mount Vernon,
Ohio), but the vast majority of camp meeting locations in the US are referred to as campgrounds.
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The semi-developed tent lots outside the square, both those adjacent to the RV campsites
on the original campground property and those behind some of the tents on the west side on the
parcel acquired in 1989, lie vacant. People are reluctant to build outside the square of tents, “the
magic square.” Indeed, most participants are reluctant, during camp meeting, to leave the square
unless they are among those who do not spend the night on the grounds, cannot go without air
conditioning for the entire camp meeting week, or both.149 Efforts to encourage activities outside
the square have famously fallen flat. The most telling example of these is the failed softball field.
In the late 1970s, the trustees had an area across the road from the southeast corner of the
campground square cleared and leveled. They presented this area to the tentholders and
participants of all ages who play softball during camp meeting as a new softball field to be used
in lieu of playing softball inside the square. The clearing of this alternate field did not happen out
of the blue. Inside-the-square softball games traditionally locate home plate in front of the tents
on the west side of the square. This layout puts the tabernacle squarely in left field. The ground
rules in use at that time awarded a batter a double for a hit that went into the tabernacle or for a
hit that landed on the first deck of the tabernacle roof, a triple for a hit that landed on the higher
deck of the tabernacle roof, and a homerun for a hit that went over the tabernacle. In this
situation, batters tried to pull their hits to left field as often as possible to get easy extra bases, to
the detriment of the tabernacle’s asphalt-shingled roof.
Out of respect for the trustees and understanding of their concerns about the tabernacle
roof, the usual three generations of participants agreed to give the new field a try. Exactly one
game was played on that field. Inside the square, people watch and cheer the softball players
149

People do go for walks in the woods on the trail and off it, walk and jog for exercise on the paved
county roads that run just outside the tent square, and make visits to the big spring just off the northeast
corner of the square. The RV campsites are usually all occupied, and they are outside the square. The youth
group of Timberridge Presbyterian Church has camped in tents (the contemporary synthetic-fabric kind, not
the camp meeting-cabin kind) during camp meeting on some of the unused tent lots next to the RV
camping area for the last few years. On camp meeting weekday afternoons, some of the children’s activities
take place in a pavilion behind the dining hall, which is technically outside the square. With these
exceptions, however, nearly everything happens inside the square.
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while drinking tea and visiting on their porches. Off the square, there were no spectators to speak
of, and there was much less energy and enthusiasm among the players for the game as a result. In
sum, the players liked being on display, being spectated, feeling connected to and showing off for
people on the porches, and being inside the energy of the magic square.

Figure 5.7. An aerial view of the “sacred square” when no one is there (image courtesy of
GoogleEarth, copyright Google and Europa Technologies 2010 from US Census Bureau data).

This softball situation was resolved when the trustees agreed that games could be held
inside the square if the ground rules were changed. Players agreed to the changes: hits that land
on the roof of the tabernacle on either tier are automatic outs. Hits that go inside are still doubles,
and those that go over the tabernacle are still homers. For nearly thirty-five years now these
“new” ground rules have obtained. Still today older players teach the youngest ones not only the
current ground rules but also the ones that “used to be” as well as the reason for the change. Many
of the trustees who offered the new field as a gift and who then agreed to the revised ground rules
in the late 1970s have since died and become Shingleroof ancestors. In quite a practical way,
every game played according to those rules honors their memories and their stewardship.
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As the softball saga illustrates, people not only like being inside the boundaries of the
square, they also generally like being seen inside the square. Even in cases where people do not
like being seen, it is unavoidable. Everyone is on display to everyone else. Softball players can
see those on their porches and vice versa. Children waiting in line for a ride on the rope swing
watch other children waiting, those doing the swinging, and those on the swing even as all of
them are watched by one another and people all around the campground. People on their porches
can observe who is visiting whom on other porches and, like the prodigal’s father, see visitors
coming from some distance away. People attending worship services in the tabernacle can
observe both those at service with them and those on tent porches and vice versa.
The layout of the tents with their front porches facing the inside of the square combined
with the open-sided tabernacle facilitates a strong sense of the visual, of seeing and being seen
throughout the day and, thanks to security lights around the grounds, also at night in many places
(though there are dark spots in which to hide or find privacy). This experience of seeing and
being seen contributes to a Shingleroof ethos that is strongly linked with the shape of the
campground. It is part of how Shingleroof is distinguished from other extant camp meetings,
many of which have rectangular and horseshoe shapes. As lifelong participant Patricia Stancliff
Love (b. 1959) expresses it, “When we visit other campgrounds, we feel the difference. They’re
not ours. They’re not the same” (Conversation with Patricia Stancliff Love, at Shingleroof, July
22, 2010).
Although certainly quite different from what Michel Foucault (Foucault 1977) had in
mind in his analysis of prison design, the design of the campground square functions as a sort of
kinder, gentler panopticon. It is square, not round, and it is not a building per se. In addition, it is
much more communal than the prison panopticon discussed by Foucault, for there are many
guards and watchers at Shingleroof, and one is hard pressed to have a moment alone during camp
meeting. Moreover, whereas in a panopticon the inmates do not know whether they are being
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observed or not, people inside the magic square are generally aware that they are being seen
pretty much all the time.150
The campground panopticon has enjoyable dimensions, such as the pleasure of having
one’s softball prowess applauded by porch sitters. It also has some of the disciplining surveillance
dimensions of Foucault’s prison panopticon. “Stay inside the tents,” the interior of the square, is
an oft-heard injunction by parents to children. “Stay where we can see you” is its operative
meaning.151 For people of all ages, but especially children and young people, the impact upon
behavior of being “on stage” when inside the square is noticeable. This high visuality is perhaps
the campground’s strongest cultural vise: it forms Shingleroof people powerfully and from an
early age in terms of behavior and decorum in public areas of the campground. These surveillance
and disciplining functions facilitated by the design of the tent square are mitigated by the overall
affability of all participants toward all others. Further, the tent square facilitates visiting tent to
tent. It is easy to assess who is in and willing to receive visitors by having a look at a tent’s porch.
If there are people on the porch, visitors are both welcome and expected.
In the village-like communal setting inside the campground square, many people see the
same things happen at the same time, bolstering the power of communal remembering and
recollection as the number of witnesses to many events is considerable. In traditional sorts of
village life there are few gaps between individual and social memories. Details about almost
150

Visits to the big spring can also be observed by others as participants trek across the campground, leave
the magic square of tents, and cross the county road on the northeast corner of the square to reach the
spring. In some sense, going to the spring is going “off stage.” Yet, the popularity of visiting the spring for
people of all ages means that one is almost always being observed by others at the spring, too, albeit by
fewer observers than when one is on the square of the campground.
151
Not only a child’s parents, grandparents, aunts, and uncles can see him or her but also all his or her
cousins and age peers as well as all the more distant relatives and campground-connected young people and
adults. Most of these individuals, from young teenagers on up, do not hesitate to assist children of any age
who need help, to reprove any who are misbehaving (i.e., going against commonly observed camp meeting
customs or protocols), or to intercede directly to prevent anyone from getting hurt. Many parents and other
adults frequently remark that the safe space within the place of the campground square gives young
children the greatest freedom to roam and play that they know in their contemporary milieu: there is almost
nowhere else in their lives where they are not only allowed but also encouraged to wander and explore
mostly on their own.
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everyone and their activities are known to almost everyone else, enabling individuals and groups
to remember the same people and events and to remember them similarly (Connerton 1989, 17).
Few, if any, participants in the religious culture of Shingleroof Camp Meeting now live in a
traditional village context although significant numbers of elders lived in rather village-like
contexts in childhood. For the week of camp meeting, however, Shingleroof participants of all
ages experience something of a return to village life and some dimensions of the gapless
communal knowledge Connerton describes.

Figure 5.8. Aerial view of Shingleroof’s one hundred acres (image courtesy of GoogleEarth,
copyright Google and Europa Technologies 2010 from US Census Bureau data). After the land
swap of 1989 the Dickerson property to the south and west was developed as a subdivision.
Shingleroof maintains a green buffer on all four sides of the developed campground.

Change at the campground is constant, if often imperceptible. The Shingleroof culture
functions as a sieve or screen between the camp meeting and rapid change, facilitating a
perception of constancy, that is, of the absence of change. Just as some fruit pulp gets through a
sieve when making jam and some flies get through a screen door, change occurs, but the camp
meeting religious culture’s resistance to dramatic, sudden shifts and alterations slows change
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down. New technologies are often resisted.152 Usually only after such innovations as electric
refrigerators, electric stoves, and microwave ovens were adopted by participants in their own
year-round homes and had been used for some time were these appliances then introduced in their
tents at the campground.153
This perceived constancy works powerfully upon participants in the kind of “identity
updating” Bradd Shore (Shore 2006) describes. As Shore has observed, there are few sites in the
early twenty-first century US that endure with the overall sense of stability and relative sameness
of backdrop as extant campgrounds. In an annual return to a constant-seeming place, an
individual recognizes changes in his or her roles over the life course and updates identities
accordingly. More than once in public prayers in the tabernacle lifelong Shingleroof participant
and United Methodist minister William R. “Billy” Lewis, Jr. (b. 1959) has put it this way, “We
look across these grounds and see the children we were and the elders we will become.” Myung
Un Kim Elliott (b. 1942), who has attended Shingleroof since 1972 after marrying into it,
expresses similar sentiments: “You can sit on the porch and watch the cycle of life in motion,
turning, going by” (Conversation with Myung Un Kim Elliott, July 12, 2011).
This phenomenon is a profoundly grounding experience for adults in mid-life and is
among the things they cite most frequently as contributing to a sense of transcendence at
Shingleroof, an existential and theological awareness of being a part of something much greater,
bigger, and older than they are alone. Camp meeting, they know, is something that predates them,
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A powerful manifestation of this occurred at a tentholders’ meeting on April 19, 2008. Trustee Randy
Daniel proposed that Shingleroof should catch up with the times and replace Spiritual Life Songs with an
LCD projector and screen upon which the lyrics of contemporary praise songs would be projected during
worship services in the tabernacle. Members of the four living generations present responded in a single
voice with a resounding no, a number of individuals indicating strongly that camp meeting is not about
keeping up with the times but about remembering the old times. Said one twenty-something mother of a
young daughter, “If we do everything the same at camp meeting as we do all the other weeks of the year,
we don’t need to come to camp meeting.”
153
Quite often, old home appliances are brought to the campground after appliance upgrades have been
made at home. Moreover, old things generally, from linens to beds to pots and pans, are used at the
campground.
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will outlive them, and helps them know not only where they come from but also who they are as
they move through the changes and chances of life. The very place of the campground tells them
so. It is a religious place that provides order and structure, continuity and discipline, personal and
group formation, identity development and maintenance, connection and interaction. It is the very
ground of Shingleroof nurture and culture, the land cared for and stewarded by ancestors and their
successors, a meaningful location whose soil is viewed as sacred. It is the place that holds and
holds together all the other Shingleroof places.
The Religious Places of Shingleroof: Tabernacle, Tents, Porches, and the Big Spring
Tabernacle
The tabernacle, that manifestation of vernacular architecture at the center of the religious
place that is the campground, is the most explicitly religious structure and space on the grounds.
It is religious of course because it is the historic site of Methodist and Christian worship. It is also
religious in numbers of other ways, having layered dimensions as a sacred place to Shingleroof
participants and others in the area.
The 1911 Shingleroof tabernacle is one of the classic southeastern tabernacles described
by Ellen Weiss. Contemporary participants, including those in the building trades, marvel at the
structure’s design and cherish its simple, practical, unadorned style. It is “constructed of handhewn squared timbers, pegged [and] motise-and-tenoned, with angle braces and exposed trusses”
(Weiss 1987, 15). It is double-tiered, and the space between the tiers provides clerestory lighting
and ventilation. It has a hipped roof on both tiers. It is open on all four sides,154 “a church without
walls” as it is often called, an architectural manifestation for many of an ending to divisions
among and within Christian denominations devoutly to be wished. The tabernacle’s very design is
viewed as sacred.
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The only enclosed section, in which the electrical panel is housed, is a portion of the north side directly
behind the pulpit and choir loft.
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Like other tabernacles across the Southeast, Shingleroof’s, as mentioned in Chapter 4, is
aligned on a north-south axis to prevent the congregation from having to squint against the sun
during daytime services. Inside, its floor slopes from back to front (and slightly from west to east,
following the contours of the campground) to facilitate a view of the pulpit from all seats. The
main congregational seating area is divided into three sections, the middle one twice as wide as
the ones on either side. An “amen corner,” a small section of several pews perpendicular to the
pulpit platform that is a vestige of the historic “mourners’ bench” or “anxious seat,” is on either
side of the platform. Across the front of the platform is a simple altar rail that is open at every
service for private prayer in the Methodist tradition. The tabernacle’s interior layout has explicitly
religious dimensions, to be sure, but the comforting familiarity and constancy of those is also
identified by participants as near and dear to their hearts, that is, as sacred.
The poured concrete floor dates from about 1969; it replaced a dirt floor covered in
sawdust.155 Besides the flooring change and the removal of the Delco generator after 1944, some
other things have changed inside the tabernacle since World War II. The pulpit platform and choir
loft, constructed 1979, are built of unvarnished lumber and enclosed in unvarnished spindles. The
pulpit itself is varnished but very plain in design and much smaller than conventional evangelical
Protestant pulpits in both width and depth. In 1977 the wide assortment of different kinds of pews
donated from various sources that provided the congregational seating was replaced with a new
set of pews identical to one another.156 A new sound system was added in the 1980s, and pads for
the pews were purchased in the early 2000s. In 2011, for its one-hundredth birthday, the
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It is a misnomer that the sawdust-covered floors of camp meeting tabernacles gave rise to the phrase
“walk the sawdust trail,” a metaphor for coming down to the altar. The phrase derives from the tent
revivals, most of them urban, which are among the camp meeting’s many descendants.
156
The program for the dedication service of the new pews in 1977 stated, “These pews have been placed
in the Arbor for the benefit of the many who shall come this way to worship. They are dedicated to the
glory of God and in memory and in honor of those we love, cherish and respect.” Donated by the families
of Shingleroof and adorned with memorial plaques bearing the names of many camp meeting ancestors,
these pews are yet another dimension of the Shingleroof culture’s propensity toward veneration of and
devotion to those who have come before.
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tabernacle got a new roof. The new asphalt shingles, a tawny brown, remind living elders a little
of the wood shingles of old. All these changes were made deliberately and carefully in
accordance with the resistance to certain types of change that can be identified as a religious
value in the Shingleroof culture.

Figure 5.9. Detail of Shingleroof tabernacle ceiling and beams (photo courtesy of
Diana Lynn Farmer).
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The tabernacle’s design draws the eye upward when one is seated inside it. It is lit by
bare electric bulbs, changed in recent years to the compact fluorescent variety, many of them
yellow ones as were the standard bulbs of old. It is cooled somewhat by the ventilation built into
its design and by ceiling fans, installed in the 1990s, hung from the lower cross beams. Additional
cooling is provided by the prodigious waving of cardboard fans, bearing the logos of local funeral
homes and a few other businesses, on the part of many members of the congregation during each
service.
The Shingleroof tabernacle seats some seven hundred people, a fairly good-sized crowd
of witnesses at the least. Individuals and families have their preferred and habitual seats under it.
Numbers of people prefer to sit outside on lawn chairs for evening services and the Sunday
morning service, partly because of crowd size and partly owing to a perception that it is cooler
under the sky than under the arbor. Just as they gather from the four directions to reach the
campground, people come to and into the tabernacle from the four directions of the campground
for each camp meeting service as they did for Mr. Cook’s funeral service. The interior of the
tabernacle is a remarkably pleasant place of respite from heat and rain, sun and storms. Every tent
has a different view of it, and, from some point inside it, there is a view of every tent. Moreover,
just as people in the tabernacle are visible to those outside and vice versa, so people inside the
tabernacle are visible to one another.
Anna Vemer Andrzejewski (Andrzejewski 2000) has explored the various gazes of
hierarchy she identified in certain Methodist and Holiness camp meetings laid out in U-shaped
patterns in Pennsylvania from 1850-1925. She argues that these various kinds of gazes, all
explicitly religious, maintained boundaries between persons considered to be in various states of
salvation in spaces all over these campgrounds and especially in their tabernacles.157 Conversely,
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Andrzejewski (2000) has written about the gazes facilitated by these campgrounds, their open-sided
tabernacles, and their rules about keeping tent doors open. She maintains that all these gazes were
hierarchical in various religious ways between ministers and worshipers, worshipers with one another,
worshipers and spectators who did not join in worship encoding levels of perceived salvation, holiness, and
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Figures 5.10. (above) and 5.11 (below). The tabernacle likeness on Christmas ornament
above and UDC chapter pin below (photos by D. S. Mote).

sanctification. Those who were in higher-level positions in terms of their own religiosity were understood
as being in positions to judge or assess those lower than they in the religious hierarchy.
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both historically and today there is a decidedly egalitarian ethos under the arbor at Shingleroof.
Ordained ministers who come to preach and lead music are certainly accorded respect in their
official roles, but they are not placed on pedestals, even though they declaim and direct from the
platform elevated about two feet off the floor.158
The tabernacle stands in for Shingleroof as a whole as the original trustees stand in for all
of Shingleroof’s founders and early participants. An artist’s rendering of the 1911 structure in its
wooden shingle days adorns the current Shingleroof signage. The tabernacle’s iconic image is
often found on items purporting to represent key places past and present in Henry County. The
tabernacle’s likeness has been used on everything from commemorative plates to couch throws to
Christmas ornaments. Because of Shingleroof’s role as a mustering area and reunion site for
Confederate soldiers, the tabernacle was chosen by the members of the Henry County chapter of
the United Daughters of the Confederacy in 2009 as the image for their chapter pin. The
tabernacle has also been featured in numbers of artworks depicting Henry County places.159
Under and around the tabernacle people are aware of the history and continuity of the
structure and ways in which it represents the history and continuity of the Shingleroof culture.
Not infrequently in public prayers offered under the tabernacle’s shelter references are made to
“those who came before” and “the great cloud of witnesses,” snapping the collective attention of
the congregation back to ancestors like the invitation to take a deep breath draws attention back to
the process of respiration. People describe having a sense of many saints living and dead gathered
under that “two-tiered roof that points toward heaven.” Around and inside the oldest commonly
shared piece of material culture at the campground, the sacred and iconic tabernacle, Shingleroof
people are placed, in place, and profoundly and religiously aware of place.
158

This is not to say that there have never been hierarchical gazes or judgment, spiritual or otherwise, of
some Shingleroof people by clergy and vice versa or of participants by one another.
159
Among the more familiar of those is a view of its east side rendered by the late Del Buttrill in 1985
available for sale on the grounds each year with all proceeds of sales going to the campground.
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Figure 5.12. The congregation listens to a sermon during an evening service in 2011 (photo
courtesy of Diana Lynn Farmer).

Figure 5.13. The tabernacle stands squarely in the middle of the current Shingleroof signage as it
stands in the middle of the campground itself (photo by D. S. Mote).
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Tents
There is no question that Shingleroof people love their tents with what can be fairly
described as religious devotion. These tents are modern to a point, but, as a group, they are
intentionally, insistently, unapologetically, and desirably rustic in a variety of ways. Some visitors
to Shingleroof are often surprised to find these “shacks” and “hovels,” as outsiders sometimes
describe them, to be such beloved places.160 Other visitors find themselves altogether enchanted,
not unlike Fredrika Bremer of Sweden on her 1850 visit to a camp meeting near Charleston, by
the strange assemblage of cabins with their eccentric yet similar charms and features. Quizzical,
first-time visitors often apologize for their rudeness and ask if they may have a look inside one or
more tents. Shingleroof tents have been mistaken for horse barns and determined to be belowpoverty-line housing by passers-by unfamiliar with camp meeting ways. Nevertheless, these
“shanties on the Camp ground” as B. W. Gorham derided them in 1854 (Gorham 1854, 137) have
a dusty allure that die-hard Shingleroof people cannot resist—and do not want to.
The forty-one family tents, two church tents, and current preachers’ tent that surround the
tabernacle in the magic, sacred square are an interesting bunch of architectural cases.161 These last
three are all cinder-block structures. The oldest extant tent, as already mentioned, was built in
1881, and the most recently constructed one dates from the late 1990s. The forty-one family tents
display a number of exterior colors and styles and are in a variety of states of disrepair. Some
tents have poured concrete floors like the tabernacle. Some have floors of wooden boards with
cracks between the planks. Some have linoleum-covered flooring. The majority of them still have
dirt floors covered in sawdust or wood shavings in the old Shingleroof style. Most of the extant
tents have tin roofs; a few are roofed with asphalt shingles. Seven of the forty-one family tents are
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William T. Elder, III (1956-2004) upon his first visit to Shingleroof at age six, during the years his
family lived in Italy in Navy housing, stood wide-eyed and silent while inside Tent 36, taking in the open
windows, rough walls, dirt floor, and sawdust strewn everywhere. Safely in the car and driving away from
the campground, young Bill confided, “Mama, that place looks like where Jesus was born.”
161
All of them are featured in the first part of the sound and image Preview that precedes the body of this
dissertation.
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winterized. Six of those seven and the preachers’ tent are air-conditioned.162 Air conditioning in
tents is viewed as a moral issue by a majority of tentholders: it has no place in them.163 Some
tents have screened windows; some have windows open to the elements with curtains for a
modicum of privacy; the winterized ones have proper glass windows. All the family and church
tents have indoor plumbing. There are, however, far fewer toilets and showers per structure than
in most contemporary US homes.164 In fact, one toilet and one shower per tent is the arrangement
in all but one or two.
Shingleroof tents collectively are low to the ground and hug the earth by design. Both the
church-owned tents and the preachers’ tent have two or three steps up to their front porches, but
there are only five family-owned tents out of forty-one that have any steps one must go up or
down in order to go onto the porch from the inside of the campground square. In this sense, for
the able-bodied inside the square, the tents on the whole are extremely accessible. Even those
tents with concrete, board, or linoleum flooring inside are not raised high, making crawl spaces
virtually unknown on the campground.
In the majority of the family-owned tents, one encounters the most terrestrial of
domiciles. When the bodies of participants, those highly mobile body-places or place-bodies, are
ensconced inside dirt-floored tents, the very design of the tents themselves makes camp meeting a
grounding experience in literal as well as metaphorical terms. Earthy, humble, and basic,
intentionally rustic yet remarkably durable, Shingleroof tents are architectural parables of the
“earthly tents” mentioned in 2 Corinthians 5:1 with respect to the human body and its inherent
mortality: they are lasting, but not eternal. They are structural testimonies to mortal limits. While
162

Air conditioning was installed in four of these six for reasons connected to the health of particular
tenters.
163
The absence of air conditioning as part of a particular kind of asceticism practiced at Shingleroof is
discussed in Chapter 7.
164
In 2011, as an example, twenty people who were tenting shared a single toilet and shower in Tent 35.
This does not include those who belong to this tent who came for the day or the evening and did not spend
the night.
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sheltering Shingleroof people as they sleep and eat—as they are nurtured—tents hold participants
close to the earth from which they came and to which they will return, earth to earth, ashes to
ashes, dust to dust.

Figure 5.14. Side view of Tent 36, the Hightower-Gemes Tent, built ca. 1917. The unscreened
windows with wooden shutters propped open for the camp meeting week are typical of many
Shingleroof tents as are the wood shavings visible on the front porch which also cover the dirt
floor throughout the tent. The tin roof, the most common roofing material in the twenty-first
century, replaced the original roof of wooden shingles (photo by D. S. Mote).

B. W. Gorham, in his critique of “board tents” (Gorham 1854, 137), held their
appearance was “calculated to excite a class of low and ludicrous ideas.” He was right that they
are sometimes “unsightly without,” but his opinion that they are “dark and unpleasant within”
does not really hold up at Shingleroof. Dark, yes; hot, agreed; uncomfortable, often; but in many
ways they are not so unpleasant. Tents are the centers of cooking and eating, two of camp
meeting’s greatest arts and pleasures. They are the places where four living generations sleep and
live in closer quarters for a week than they do most any other time of the year. In the camp
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meeting context, which is arguably an instantiation of filial piety on US soil, to be in such close
proximity to family members for a week is to be in a religious setting. The tents, as the places of
this gathering of families, are thus religious places.
Tents are also the places in which tenters live in quite close proximity to their tent
neighbors for the week. Some tents are nearly close enough to allow a person reaching through a
tent window to shake hands with someone doing the same in the next tent. By and large, tenters
get to know their next-door tent neighbors on either side well and also those in their immediate
vicinity such that there are little neighborhoods within the campground. In addition, there are
siblings and other close relatives with tents on different sides of the campground. Their frequent
steps back and forth to visit one another, along with those of their children, grandchildren, and
great-grandchildren visiting back and forth with all their cousins, create many, many paths across
the campground, a trailing of human substance, a performance of the rhizome of Shingleroof
relationships.
The arrangement of the tents altogether lends a sense of community, and that combined
with the presence of neighborhoods among the tents creates strong bonds between age peers and
across generations. These relationships endure across the decades, are sometimes strained and
very occasionally ruptured, but, for the most part, persist over lifetimes and create the
phenomenon of beloved and cherished “camp meeting cousins.” These are persons to whom one
is biologically related, usually somewhat distantly, but whom one sees primarily or only at camp
meeting. They are also people who are not genetically related to one but who, in very important
ways, have become kinfolk through camp meeting relationships. Creating, generating more kin
through relationship is another manifestation of filial piety in a camp meeting mode, underscoring
that the tents where these relationships are nurtured are religious places.
Another manifestation of religious devotion connected with Shingleroof tents is the
perpetuation of the use of sawdust or wood shavings on their floors. From the advent of
permanent board tents at Shingleroof into the 1930s, wheat straw was used as a floor covering
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and also was used for bedding for participants. Most participants were farmers who grew small
patches of wheat and so had ready access to wheat straw. As the small-scale local cultivation of
wheat waned with the rise of commercial bakeries, the saw mill of nearby Miller’s Mill took up
the slack, supplying free sawdust to Shingleroof folks which living elders recall was hauled by
the wagonload to the campground. Miller’s Mill stands idle now, many of its buildings lost to fire
and decay. Sawdust has become a rarity. However, it has also become a sine qua non of camp
meeting experience. Hard pressed to find sawdust for sale, much less for free, increasing numbers
of tenters today pay what their forebears would consider princely sums to cover their tent floors
in wood shavings.

Figure 5.15. Some of the many signs adorning the forty-one family-owned and two church-owned
tents and porches at Shingleroof in 2010 (photo collage courtesy of Paul Scott Rowan).
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Ensuring that the pleasantly sour smell of fresh shavings continues to emanate from tent
and porch floors at Shingleroof and that their slightly rough texture can still be felt under bare
feet indicates a religious value around sawdust. Now that they have gone from a plentiful
byproduct of rural life to a borderline luxury item, the presence of sawdust and shavings
constitutes something of a twenty-first century show offering to ancestors. Even tents that now
have concrete, board, or linoleum floors inside often still have porch floors covered in sawdust or
wood shavings. The materiality of sawdust and shavings contribute to the textures, the locale, of
the campground, the tents, and the porches as places, for sure. Naturally adhesive, they stick to
skin, clothes, and shoes. They are hard to get rid of. They testify to the religious place where one
has been. A particular rite of initiation associated with these myriad tiny bits of wood is examined
in Chapter 7.
Porches
The most important place within the place that is a tent is arguably its front porch. Like
the camp meeting itself, porches have played historic roles in the Southeast in particular for more
than two centuries. US porches represent the “creolization” of many cultural and architectural
elements, that is, they are the descendants of architectural ancestors from West Africa, Europe,
and the Caribbean (Donlon 2001, 57-69). Described by southern writer Reynolds Price as “the
lost room” following the advent of widespread air conditioning across the region (Price 1992), the
porch is alive and well at Shingleroof.
Camp meeting people are deeply connected to their porches as meaningful locations. In
crucial ways connected to nurturing relationships and devotion to the memory of forebears, the
porch and porch life pulse as the beating heart of Shingleroof.165 Most Shingleroof tents have
back porches as well as front porches. Back porches are for storage, non-public chores, and very
often are immediately adjacent both to kitchens and to bathrooms. Occasionally they are also
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Viewed in a certain light, the open-air, open-walled tabernacle is the great common porch of
Shingleroof folks living and dead.
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pressed into service as sleeping quarters. For the most part, though, back porches are off-stage
and out of sight to everyone except the people of a particular tent.166
Front porches, in contrast, mark a graceful boundary between public and private life. If
you are on your own porch, you are at your own tent but not exactly in it. Similarly, if you are on
someone else’s front porch, you are at their tent but not quite in it.167 Shingleroof people
habitually, reflexively invite people onto their porches to stop and sit and visit a while. Front
porches are key places where “camp meeting cousins” are created, nurtured, and reunited year
after year. The front porch, then, is an active, powerful, liminal social space,168 and in the
Shingleroof culture, as a place of nurture, community-building, and kinship-creating, which is the
developing of both more ancestors and more descendants, it is a religious place. In addition, front
porches are the sites of other religious practices and rituals at Shingleroof, a number of which are
explored in Chapters 6 and 7.
Except for a few examples that have gabled porch roofs, the front porches of Shingleroof
are of the shed roof variety, an easy translation into a more permanent building form of the earlier
brush arbors constructed annually on the fronts of tents. Although the first permanent tabernacle
replaced an annually constructed congregational brush arbor at Shingleroof by as early as 1829,
brush arbor front porches were in use for another century. (Figure 4.5 depicts a Shingleroof brush
arbor porch in the 1920s).169
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They are the “back regions,” as Erving Goffman has it, to the companion performance-oriented “front
regions” of the front porches and the inside of the square (Goffman 1959, 107, 112).
167
Until just a few years ago when one of the tents was rebuilt, the shed-style front porches of four tents on
the east side of the square were connected, forming a continuous, community porch, (featured in a photo in
another camp meeting study: Weiss 1987, 15). This facilitated easy visiting back and forth and increased
the total shaded area.
168
Sue Bridwell Beckham (1988) and Jocelyn Hazelwood Donlon (2001) have both analyzed the porch as
liminal social space as well as a key cultural site in women’s cultures and southern cultures where various
identities are on display and in flux as the open architecture of the porch and its physical and social position
between public and private break down and remake many of the usual boundaries operative away from it.
169
The brush arbor has a long and storied history on the American continent, particularly in the South.
Used most often for religious purposes such as sheltering congregations at camp meetings, Baptist
associational meetings, Methodist quarterly conferences, and protracted meetings in a variety of
denominations, brush arbors were often constructed seasonally in warm weather to offer shade to humans
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Figure 5.16. First cousins, high school classmates, and lifelong friends Marcella Bryans Elliott
Mote (b. 1924), left, and Eleanor Lucile Hightower Gemes (b. 1923) on the front porch of Tent 36
(photo by D. S. Mote).
Marcella and Lucile tented together in their Bryans grandparents’ tent, a casualty of the fire of
1937, on the north side of the campground as children. Their mothers, aunts, and uncles
purchased Tent 36, built ca. 1917, on the south side of the campground for their grandmother,
Henrietta Eleanor (“Hettie”) Traynham Bryans, to replace the tent lost to fire. In 1944, Marcella
and her sister Dorothy (1919-1999) had a tent built next door to this one for their mother, Dovie
Lee Bryans Elliott (1894-1983). As adults, Marcella and Lucile have tented next door to one
another for over sixty years, and their children and grandchildren are next-tent neighbors of long
standing as well.

The front porch is the living room of a Shingleroof tent, or, perhaps better, is a tent’s
foyer, living room, den, and great room. As revealed in the story of the failed softball field
outside the Shingleroof square, porches also function as bleachers for spectators of various camp

and livestock in a variety of domestic arrangements. Moreover, they were used across the South by persons
of European, African, and Native American biological ancestry (Pezzoni 1997). The wisteria-covered
trellises and grape arbors that populate the Southeast today as permanent backyard and side yard structures
are the descendants of the brush arbor.
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meeting games. Moreover, they are reviewing stands as those on them greet and interact with
those passing by. In moments of quiet conversation, a porch often doubles as a confessional
booth. In tents where the number of tenters exceeds the amount of indoor seating, the porch also
does service as a dining room. Some tenters thus dine al fresco every meal. On camp meeting
Sunday, front porches are overflow-dining areas for nearly every tent.
Front porches are the places where people can sit, rock, and swing in place in profound
ways. They are the places where one hears the most testimonies as to the constant and abiding
presence of ancestors, the sense of remaining connected to those who have died. These
testimonies, religious utterances in the Shingleroof culture, mark porches, as places where these
are offered, as religious places for participants. Shingleroof ancestors, in the spread of their
benevolent cloud, linger near the porches, these places of shady respite from heat and shelter
from sun and storms, offering the protection of their great collective shadow.
The Big Spring
The reliable springs that helped make the Shingleroof property a good site supplied all
the campground’s water from the 1820s through camp meeting of 1983, after which county water
service was extended to the campground. Until 1944, as discussed in Chapter 4, when electricity
came to the campground, water had to be drawn from the springs by hand. From then on, since
water pumped from the big spring was available from faucets inside tents, there was technically
no need for anyone to go to any of the springs. However, in the course of those nearly one
hundred and twenty years that it was necessary to go the springs, the so-called “big” and “little”
springs had become meaningful locations. They had attained the status of Shingleroof places, and
people continued to visit them—religiously.
Somewhere along in the four decades between the advent of electricity in 1944 and the
coming of county water in 1984, the “little” spring was lost. It is still a place in memory for many
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living elders, but no one is exactly sure where it is.170 Faye Fargason Smith Brannan Krauss
(1912-2011) averred, “We’ve lost it [the little spring]. The big spring has just washed over it and
covered it.”171 Geologically speaking, the big spring has not “covered” the little spring. Culturally
speaking, it has. No one born after World War II can declare without reservation either that they
have visited the little spring or even that they know its location.
No doubt from the earliest years of the camp meeting the big spring was a Shingleroof
place.172 Chances are it had the status of religious place for at least some Shingleroof participants
in the pre-war era. In March 1987 the tentholders’ committee recommended to the trustees that
the old pump house over the big spring, disused since the switch to county water, be removed and
a new structure built over the spring (Letter to Shingleroof Tentholders and Friends from
Tentholders’ Committee, April 7, 1987). Later that year Bernard Collins Mote (1920-2010)
dismantled the pump house and cleared the site.
By the late 1980s, the big spring was fast becoming a religious place for many. By 1989,
it had taken on the dimensions of an explicitly religious place. In that year, Betty Henrietta Elliott
Davis (b. 1929) and Betty Moseley Luce (b. 1940) commissioned Paul Cates, Jr. (b. 1941) to
build two structures at the big spring.173 In fine Shingleroof fashion, these structures were
dedicated to the memory of numerous ancestors named on plaques inside them and in honor of
living elders. The structures Cates built resemble nothing so much as the Shingleroof tabernacle
on a smaller scale replete with cedar shakes (shingles) such as the ones that gave the campground
its name. The big spring itself was thereby memorialized via the construction of two small
170

Some think road improvements made by the county covered the little spring inadvertently. Some at
various times have been convinced that they have found the little spring. Elders attest they have lost some
of the landmarks in the woods by which they used to find the little spring.
171
“Miss” Faye set out in the company of Mary Rowan Daniel (1919-2003) and a few others in the 1980s,
determined to find the little spring. Briefly, they thought they had identified it, but, as things did not look
the same the following camp meeting, they lost it again (Interview with Faye Fargason Smith Brannan
Krauss, at Shingleroof, July 19, 2005).
172
In 1889, for example, Samuel Dailey made “some very great improvements at the spring by placing
several large stones around it” (HCW, July 9, 1889).
173
Davis paid for the approved new structure over the spring, and Luce paid for an almost identical
structure a few yards away suitable for picnics and other gatherings.
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Figure 5.17. The twin memorial “tabernacles” at the big spring of Shingleroof off the
northeast corner of the campground square, seen here after a rare snowfall in February
2010 (photo courtesy of Tonya Alexander).

Figure 5.18. The big spring and picnic pavilion “tabernacles” in early fall (photo by D.S. Mote).
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“tabernacles” that are themselves memorials to Shingleroof ancestors, clearly marking the big
spring in the camp meeting culture as a thoroughly religious place. The most important site of
material resources for the first one hundred and twenty years of the camp meeting was crowned
with the design of the most explicitly religious structure on the campground. Cates, Davis, and
Luce inaugurated the sacralization of the big spring in architecture. Hundreds of other people
continue its sacralization by the attention they devote to it. As it has for scores of years, the big
spring endures and deepens as a site of courting, play, refreshment, amusement, and religious
devotion.
The Religious Place of Shingleroof as a Memory Site
Shingleroof’s importance for participants as a memory place, a place held in memory and
where memories are actively recalled, has arguably grown over the past twenty-five years in
particular in the face of dramatic population, demographic, and social changes in the county.
From US Census-recorded populations of 17,619 in 1960, 23,724 in 1970, 36,309 in 1980, and
58,741 in 1990, the county’s growth exploded over the next two decades to 119,341 in the 2000
census and then increased by an astonishing 70.9 percent more to tally 203,922 in the most recent
census in 2010.174 For several years in the period between 1990 and the first years of the twentyfirst century, Henry County was the fastest-growing county in the country in terms of housing
starts. Such a drastic increase in population, such huge changes in demographics have altered the
culture and the landscape, used geographically, of the county profoundly.
Increasingly, and at a somewhat dizzying pace for longtime residents, Henry County has
been transformed from a gemeinschaft community to a gesellschaft local culture. People are still
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Additionally, the county’s population became much more diverse and education levels increased
somewhat. In 2000, 80.2 percent of the county’s residents were white. In 2010, 52.51 percent were white,
36.32 percent were black, 2.89 percent were Asian, 5.79 percent were Hispanic/Latino, and 2.9 percent
were recorded as “other.” In the same decade the percentage of the population holding bachelor’s degrees
increased from 19.6 to 23.5 percent from, and the number of residents without at least a high school
diploma decreased from 15.8 percent in 2000 to 10.7 percent in 2010 (US Census Bureau State and County
QuickFacts, http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/13/13151.html,
http://www.census.gov/population/cencounts/ga190090.txt, ).
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neighborly, but there are now far more neighbors than one can possibly become acquainted
with.175 Elders and other natives younger in years have adjusted somewhat to the changes, but
they are still not quite used to them. The same celerity of change is unsettling for far-flung
Shingleroof participants living elsewhere on their annual returns for camp meeting.
One of the most poignant changes for many longtime county residents is the loss of great
numbers of family farms and homeplaces. The early white settlers of the county who stayed put,
whose farms were cultivated, and whose descendants multiplied passed their property to their
heirs in typical fashion, and the same land often stayed in the same families. In the last years of
the twentieth century, however, as county governments and the local Chambers of Commerce
promoted Henry County and other counties on the south side as “the friendly side of Atlanta,”
more property developers came calling. More heirs began selling to these corporate entities. In
the process, scores of homeplaces and farms have disappeared from sight, covered over with
subdivisions that, along with their streets, sometimes bear unrecognizable, “uppity”-sounding
names and sometimes carry the names of the families on whose erstwhile land they lie. Henry
County’s once prolific fields have grown prodigious numbers of houses, hundreds of them for
every homeplace replaced—or erased—by housing and retail developments. The farms of the
plain folk, by and large, are no more. Yet the financial profits realized by many in the shifting
ownership of Henry County acreage in the last twenty-five years do not completely assuage the
felt sense of loss of forebears’ land and homesteads.176
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The number of local churches, moreover, has proliferated in the past thirty years, adding greater explicit
religious diversity to the area with many positive results including increased ecumenism in civic affairs. At
the same time, many that were small country churches in 1980 now have thousands of members, making
elders in particular feel that they are strangers in their own congregations. Over and over one hears their
common assessment in the halls of the local funeral homes and at Shingleroof, “I only see people I know at
funerals and camp meeting.”
176
Certainly homeplaces were lost to fire and decay at various times and farmland was sold out of the
ownership of long-established families before Henry County’s development boom began. Those changes,
although sharp losses for the families concerned to be sure, came at a slower pace in the years before 1990,
however, and were thus easier to digest and integrate into the lives and minds of longtime residents.
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Historian of religion Jonathan Z. Smith encourages a posture of suspicion to ward off
nostalgia of an overly sentimentalized sort when handling the term home place (Smith 1987,
30).177 The sense of loss felt by plain folk descendants who have lost their ancestral land is
generally not the sentimental nostalgia Smith warns of. Rather, it is closer to the original meaning
of nostalgia, a neurological condition that prevented a person from being able to find their way
home. If the location is lost, no longer accessible, no longer exactly remembered, if the house is
gone as well as the fields, is the place, the homeplace, lost? Are the ancestors and descendants
lost as well?
Drawing on the work of humanistic geographers, J. Z. Smith describes much of the
“value-laden, intimate, and meaningful experience of place” as deriving from reflection on the
concept of “home place” (Smith 1987, 28-29). “Home,” writes Smith, “is the place where
memories are ‘housed’” (Smith 1987, 29). That being the case, the demise of ancestral
homeplaces across Henry County has led to the “housing” of more memories at the evolving
“home place” of Shingleroof as members of multiple generations of families continue to gather at
the campground even as their families’ own homeplaces pass away.178 Here the loss of individual
family homeplaces is transformed into a reified sense of Shingleroof as “home place” for more
and more Shingleroof families, and the imposition of the psychic weight of these associations
upon Shingleroof shores up the experience of it as sacred place. The disappearance of plain folk
homes and farms has led to the rise of Shingleroof as a collective “home place” in the lives of
participants. The great-grandparents’ house may be gone, but their tent still stands at the
campground. Even those at a loss to find the place of their ancestors’ houses or farmlands can still
remember how to make their way to Shingleroof, and they do, year after year, to re-enact certain
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Smith notes that recent celebrations of “home place” in the geographical literature are quite likely, “at
least in part, reactions to the perceived contemporary phenomenon of urban rootlessness and anomie”
(Smith 1987, 30).
178
The frequency of usage of the campground as the site of family reunions held at times other than the
camp meeting week also bears witness to this.
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plain folkways in the great arc of commemorative ceremonies and religious practices that
constitute camp meeting in the religious places of the campground.
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Chapter 6
Memory Lives in Bodies: Aural and Visual Analysis of Shingleroof Places and Practices
A series of nine short ethnographic films comprise this chapter. Two of them are
soundscapes, and seven of them are in the mode of observational cinema.179 Each of the pieces
could stand on its own, but the series of nine allows for what I intend as a visually and aurally
interesting quilting of distinctive Shingleroof practices in their particular places. The
juxtaposition of these films in the sequence in which they are arranged reveals some of the ways
in which Shingleroof people, places, and practices and camp meeting sights and sounds overlap
and interconnect in the course of the camp meeting week.
I have five critical aims in this observational film chapter. First, this chapter depicts a
number of the kinds of intergenerational kin-religious practices that are the warp and woof of the
particular religious culture of Shingleroof. Second, I seek to illuminate ways in which bodies are
trained in particular Shingleroof practices. Third, in both the soundscapes and the observational
short films I intend to give a sense of the rhythms of camp meeting life. Fourth, this chapter
brings the bodily experiences and voices of a variety of Shingleroof participants, including
children, into the ethnography. Fifth, in this chapter I reveal some of the ways that I as insider
scholar-researcher am deeply implicated in the Shingleroof religious culture.
In this visual ethnographic chapter the interconnections of practices, place, bodies, and
memory at Shingleroof are showcased in different ways from the written chapters of the
dissertation. This chapter constitutes a sensuous ethnography (Stoller 1989, 1997) that presents
visual and aural data and analysis of the religious culture of Shingleroof in ways that written
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Observational cinema is a genre of documentary particularly associated with anthropological film
practice. It eschews many of the conventional and by now formulaic documentary devices (e.g., interviews,
voice-of-God narration, atmospheric mood music, talking-heads expert commentators). In place of these,
observational cinema seeks to follow the action rather than direct it, to substitute detail for drama, and to
allow subjects to speak for themselves—or not, as they choose—as they carry out their practices in their
particular situated contexts. The film roots of observational cinema are in Italian neorealism and the cinema
verite’ movement of the 1960s. The heart of the observational approach, as with all ethnographic
endeavors, is the intimacy of the relationships between filmmaker and subjects. See Grimshaw and Ravetz
2009 for a trenchant treatment of the genre and practice of observational cinema.
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analysis cannot. The goal is to depict the local, moral, interpersonal world of Shingleroof in some
of its situated contexts.
Taking up the three principles for a new image-based anthropology laid out by David
MacDougall (MacDougall 2006, 264-274), this visual chapter 1) exploits, in the best sense of that
word, the possibilities of visual media rather than following the conventions of written
anthropology; 2) develops new forms of Shingleroof knowledge which are valid upon their own
terms;180 and 3) explores areas of social experience which visual media can approach in ways that
written anthropology cannot, namely, the topographic, the temporal, the corporeal, and the
personal. As MacDougall has noted, this approach is much more a performative anthropology
than a translation of culture. It is, to quote Colette Piault again, an “anthropology of living
reality” (Piault 1989) revealed in sound-images.
The nine films are listed in order below with running times, brief descriptions, still
images, and links to Vimeo (www.vimeo.com/dsmote) where they may be viewed. In the event
that these links are broken, please check the details for this dissertation provided on the Emory
Electronic Theses and Dissertations repository web site (www.etd.library.emory.edu).181

180

This means, for example, that these films are not illustrations of written analysis. Rather, they are
constitutive of another form of analysis.
181
If you are accessing this portion of this dissertation more than two years after it was submitted in April
2012, the staff of the Emory Electronic Theses and Dissertations (ETD) repository
(www.edt.library.emory.edu) may have created an interface on or links from the ETD web site that provide
another means of accessing the films. If this means is in place, the Vimeo links to the films embedded in
the PDF version of this dissertation may no longer be valid. Alternatively, visit my personal web site
(www.dsmote.net) for updated details on how to access the films.
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Film 1: Porch Soundscape (11:28)

Figure 6.1. The front porch of Shingleroof Tent 35 (photo by D. S. Mote).

This soundscape presents various sounds heard over the course of a long camp meeting day on
the porch of Shingleroof Tent 35 layered over two still images of that porch.
This film may be viewed at the following link:
http://vimeo.com/dsmote/dissertation-visual-chapter-film-1-porch-soundscape.
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Film 2: A Trip to the Spring (14:07)

Figure 6.2. Jonathan Gary Uleman (b. 2009) is “christened into camp meeting” (photo by D. S.
Mote).

This film depicts a four-generation visit to the big spring of Shingleroof on the first morning of
camp meeting 2009.
This film was originally published in Practical Matters: A Transdisciplinary Multimedia Journal
of Religious Practices and Practical Theology in Issue 3 “Ethnography and Theology,” Spring
2010 and may be viewed online at http://www.practicalmattersjournal.org/issue/3/teachingmatters/a-trip-to-the-spring.
This film may also be viewed at the following link:
http://vimeo.com/dsmote/dissertation-visual-chapter-film-2-a-trip-to-the-spring.
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Film 3: Making Biscuits (6:04)

Figure 6.3. The shadow and the fingerprints of Marcella Bryans Elliott Mote (b. 1924) are all over
her biscuits (photo by D. S. Mote).

This piece is a meditative observation of the making of biscuits for a camp meeting breakfast in
2008 by a consummate biscuit maker.
This film may be viewed at the following link:
http://vimeo.com/dsmote/dissertation-visual-chapter-film-3-making-biscuits.
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Film 4: Softball (9:47)

Figure 6.4. One cousin pitches and another bats in this view from the ground (photo by D. S.
Mote).

This film reveals a typical multi-generation softball game on a camp meeting afternoon in 2007
with the iconic Shingleroof tabernacle standing as witness to the proceedings. It presents a view
from the ground and, in some sense, the view of the ground.
This film may be viewed at the following link:
http://vimeo.com/dsmote/dissertation-visual-chapter-film-4-softball.
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Film 5: Family Photo (8:44)

Figure 6.5. Danny Shaw takes up his annual position behind the tripod for the Tent 34 photo
immediately after camp meeting Sunday dinner (photo by D. S. Mote).

This unedited real-time sequence reveals the logistics involved in grouping four generations of
the descendants of Clint and Ida Lou Crumbley (Tent 34) for their annual family photo on the
Sunday afternoon of camp meeting 2008.
This film may be viewed at the following link:
http://vimeo.com/dsmote/dissertation-visual-chapter-film-5-family-photo.
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Film 6: Preserving Memories (10:03)

Figure 6.6. Jeanette Stanton Gardner (1922-2011)(right) and Beckie Stanton Folkes (b. 1959) on
the porch of Tent 17 (photo by D. S. Mote).

This brief study depicts the Stanton-Gardner clan’s inscribing memory practices, by which they
chronicle camp meeting details year to year on the walls of their tent and collect photos, and their
incorporating memory practices, by which they tell stories and recite genealogy in the heat inside
Tent 17.
This film may be viewed at the following link:
http://vimeo.com/dsmote/dissertation-visual-chapter-film-6-preserving-memories.
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Film 7: Tee Shirts (10:12)

Figure 6.7. Mason Anthony Nolen is surrounded by his grandmother’s body as well as her loving
care as he designs a tee shirt (photo by D. S. Mote).

This piece explores the slightly controlled chaos of the annual making of Shingleroof tee shirts by
children and their assisting adults on Monday afternoon of camp meeting 2008.
This film may be viewed at the following link:
http://vimeo.com/dsmote/dissertation-visual-chapter-film-7-tee-shirts.
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Film 8: New Swing (9:07)

Figure 6.8. Paul Scott Rowan (b. 1957) saves the day by tying the new rope for the new swing
(photo by D. S. Mote).

The community effort—and commentary(!)—involved in putting up a new rope swing for camp
meeting 2009.
This film may be viewed at the following link:
http://vimeo.com/dsmote/dissertation-visual-chapter-film-8-new-swing.
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Film 9: Tabernacle Soundscape (25:54)

Figure 6.9. The assembled congregation for Roll Call at the Wednesday evening service in 2010
(photo by D. S. Mote).

This soundscape renders aural samplings of the variety of music and worship that take place
under the Shingleroof tabernacle during the twice-daily public worship services of the annual
camp meeting week layered over a still image of the tabernacle.
This film may be viewed at the following link:
http://vimeo.com/dsmote/dissertation-visual-chapter-film-9-tabernacle-soundscape.
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Chapter 7
We Are the People Who Keep Camp Meeting: Shingleroof Practices as Ancestor Veneration
In Chapter 1 I defined religious practices, for the purposes of this dissertation, as
practices that do religious work, regardless of whether that work is explicitly or implicitly
religious, substantively or functionally religious, or some combination of these. Moreover, I
delineated religious practices as the communal (though not always collectively performed)
activities of people who are participants in distinctive and distinguishable religious cultures. I
have, over the chapters of the project, depicted and examined Shingleroof Camp Meeting as a
particular religious culture with strong roots in the camp meeting movement, a long and peculiar
history of its own, and an array of religious places and practices. Having argued that practices and
places are indissoluble in this camp meeting’s culture, I prised them apart to analyze places in
Chapter 5 in a historicizing discursive mode and then put places and practices back together in
their situated contexts in Chapter 6, analyzing them through observational film. In this last
chapter, I turn to written analysis once more to address Shingleroof religious practices as forms of
ancestor veneration.
It is fruitful and worth the effort, I contend, to have analyzed the places of Shingleroof in
all three senses of Agnew’s definition (location, locale, and sense of place) as the cultural
contexts in which camp meeting practices are performed, the stage(s) on which they are
habitually, ritually, communally, annually enacted, and now to examine the practices themselves
qua practices having depicted both their settings (in writing) and some of them in their settings
(in film). Though practices and places strongly cohere in the camp meeting religious culture,
considering practices on their own in this chapter opens the way for appraising dimensions of
them that, while tied to places, are more to do with bodies in those places. Some of these
practices are Shingleroof-specific, only happening at the campground. Others are practices also
carried out in other places, other contexts, some of them quite everyday ones, but which carry
special resonances and valences at the campground before and especially during camp meeting.
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As Chapters 5 and 6 have disclosed discursively, visually, and aurally, the religious
practices of the religious culture of Shingleroof take place in the particular religious places of the
campground. When it comes to the practices themselves, how can we analyze, explore, and
understand them in their camp meeting contexts both practically and religiously? To ask the same
thing slightly differently, what is the work accomplished by these practices, and how is it
religious? I argue in this chapter that the main work of Shingleroof practices can be understood as
re-enacting and remembering. This work is religious because it has to do with ancestors, a
religious category.182 Dimensions of this work are explicitly Christian and thus religious. Further,
this work is religious because it operates in the modes of asceticism and anamnesis.
The Work of Re-enactment and Remembering
As always, I am keen to find theoretical aid that allows me to make sense of Shingleroof
in ways that make sense at Shingleroof. Having heeded Steven Friesen’s injunction that ancestors
should be a fundamental category in religious studies as they are in human life and having
repeatedly asserted that ancestors are deeply implicated in Shingleroof’s present as well as its
past, I am of course deeply invested in connecting ancestors to the practices of camp meeting.
Beyond that, I am convinced that ancestors are constitutive of Shingleroof practices in
fundamental ways. How, though, are ancestors implicated in and constitutive of Shingleroof
practices? How do the religious practices of this particular camp meeting culture venerate and
generate ancestors and regenerate participants?
Returning to Tim Ingold’s relational understanding of ancestors as objects of memory,
discussed in Chapter 1, is one clear way to begin making these ancestral and practical
connections, that is, the connections between ancestors and practices. As Ingold makes the case,
ancestors, as objects of memory, do not, cannot, pre-exist the practices, the activities of memory,
by which they are recalled and remembered. It is through remembering, recalling forebears
182

It might, by now, go without saying that, in this dissertation, anything having to do with ancestors, a
fundamental category of human life and of religious studies, is considered religious one way or another. If,
however, that point needs to be underscored at this juncture, I am hereby restating it.
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through particular practices, that memory itself is created (Ingold 2000, 148). The annual
Wednesday evening memorial service, described in Chapter 1, in which the Shingleroof people
who have died since the previous camp meeting are named in public worship (Shingleroof’s
version of an explicit Hatsubon rite) is unquestionably a practice of recalling and remembering
the dead and thereby inaugurating the process by which those who have recently died take their
places as ancestors. It is an explicit rite of venerating (those who are becoming) ancestors, of
generating them through and in memory. It is the single most obvious and most explicitly
religious practice of veneration in the Shingleroof culture.
Clearly, in the rite of the annual Wednesday evening memorial service, ancestors are
deeply implicated. Given my propensity to search out practices, places, and other cultural forms,
that are implicitly and functionally religious as well as those that are explicitly and substantively
so, I argue that there are dozens of other camp meeting practices, both more and less explicit, that
venerate ancestors. Some of these practices are somehow about ancestors in that, as they are
being carried out, particular ancestors are named (the originator of a recipe named aloud while
cooking or eating the dish associated with her or the builder of a tent invoked while preparing that
tent for camp meeting, for example). Other of these practices are of and from ancestors, that is,
handed down from them. Particular forebears may or may not be named as these practices are
performed. What is crucial, what is at stake, in carrying out these practices is the collective sense
that these have been instituted in the Shingleroof past by people now dead and should be
continued in the present and the future because they have become part of what it means to keep
camp meeting at Shingleroof (maintaining the “new” softball ground rules negotiated with a
group of trustees in the late 1970s, most of whom are now dead, is one such example).
These latter types of practices, clearly handed down from the ancestors collectively but
not associated necessarily with any particular personalities, are often unmarked in formal ways at
Shingleroof because they are “just the way things are” at camp meeting. They are thoroughly
embedded camp meeting ways of life. In this chapter I am concerned to mark and lift up these
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deeply habituated practices in particular, for, although generally unmarked, each of them
constitutes a re-enactment of something that has gone before, something inaugurated in the past.
Continuing such practices is an honoring of camp meeting ancestors, known and unknown, who
inaugurated them. Each of these practices is a tie to ancestors who are generated and regenerated,
along with descendants, as these practices are annually enacted, that is, re-enacted.
In the terminology offered by Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (Lave and Wenger 1991)
and further elaborated by Wenger (Wenger 1998), Shingleroof Camp Meeting can be understood
not only as a distinctive and distinguishable religious culture but also as a distinct “community of
practice.” As Wenger elaborates this helpful designation,
Being alive as human beings means that we are constantly engaged in the pursuit
of enterprises of all kinds, from ensuring our physical survival to seeking the
most lofty pleasures. As we define these enterprises and engage in their pursuit
together, we interact with each other and with the world and we tune our
relations with each other and with the world accordingly. In other words, we
learn.
Over time, this collective learning results in practices that reflect both the pursuit
of our enterprises and the attendant social relations. These practices are thus the
property of a kind of community created over time by the sustained pursuit of a
shared enterprise. It makes sense, therefore, to call these kinds of communities
communities of practice [emphasis in original] (Wenger 1998, 45).
Through both these kinds of practices, those with direct links to named individuals and
groups and those associated with the collectivity of ancestors generally, the work of remembering
is done in the “community of practice(s)” that is Shingleroof. This designation underscores the
group or communal component of Shingleroof memory work, which, even when apparently
performed by an individual, is almost always connected to extended family, the entire camp
meeting community, or both. For example, everyone in a tent may eat and enjoy a traditional
family food and in the course of that eating and enjoyment do memory work around it, recalling
the recipe’s originator, other times when the dish has been carried off very well or very poorly,
and so on. Generally, though, a single individual has had primary responsibility for preparing the
dish and has therefore done some particularly individual memory work. The primary labor and
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memory work of the one facilitates the memory work of the many. In almost every case, memory
work at Shingleroof is communal, and it is bodily.
Commemorative Ceremonies
These various cases of re-enacting and remembering via Shingleroof practices, through
practices associated with particular ancestors, carried out by specific family groups, and those
associated with the great cloud of ancestral witnesses generally, carried out by virtually all camp
meeting participants, one way or another, can all be theorized as commemorative ceremonies.
As described by sociologist Paul Connerton, commemorative ceremonies make that
which has disappeared reappear through participatory social action (Connerton 1989, 69). Many
Shingleroof practices are of a piece with the practices of participants away from the campground
throughout the year. The basic activities of life, including cooking, eating, sleeping, bathing, and
so on are performed day in and day out. At Shingleroof, the round of daily activities re-enacts and
causes to reappear dimensions of the lives of plain folk ancestors that are far from most
participants’ experience during the rest of the year. Cooking at the campground involves using
more antiquated appliances in a significantly more rustic setting as a rule than what is found in
most participants’ homes and, moreover, often involves ancestral recipes. Sitting down to eat
three meals a day at the campground shoulder to shoulder at table with kinfolks and friends,
rather than eating alone or on the run as is common in busy lives away from the grounds, adds a
dimension of holiday feasting and family communion to almost every meal. Even sleeping at the
campground becomes a communal activity with more bodies slumbering in closer proximity to
one another than any other week of the year, underscoring the comparative luxury of having a
private bedroom of one’s own throughout the year and re-enacting the crowded conditions in
which many forebears lived the year round. Sharing a single shower and toilet with over a dozen
relatives for a week constitutes a return to simplicity in accommodation that reminds participants
of how their nineteenth-century ancestors lived all the time (with outhouses and without indoor
plumbing) in homeplaces around the county. All these thoroughly body-focused activities of
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human existence undertaken in such close communal quarters activate ancestors at primal levels
of remembrance, as conditions of their necessarily plainer, harsher lifestyles are re-enacted.
Repetition of any sort, Connerton holds, implies some sort of continuity with the past.
Where commemorative ceremonies are distinctive from other forms of repetition, as mentioned in
Chapter 1, is in their explicit claims to such continuity (Connerton 1989, 45). Connerton is
focused on the forms of commemorative ceremonies rather than any presumed deeper meanings
of them.183 Commemorative ceremonies, like other rites, are porous in Connerton’s model
(Connerton 1989, 45). That is to say, even though they are demarcated in time and space, such
rites have connections with and significance to non-ritual actions and thus to the life of a whole
community. Cooking, eating, sleeping, bathing and other activities often classed as non-ritual
ones in non-camp meeting life take on significance that functions religiously at the campground
in relation to the old ways and former life conditions of ancestors. With these basic practices
carrying these kinds of valences during camp meeting and these conditions forming the baseline
of most participants’ bodily experiences as tenters, the stage is set—and annually reset—to
commemorate ancestors in all manner of other ways throughout the week, remembering them by
re-enacting a variety of other practices they passed down.
There is in many modern western approaches to ritual a tendency to devalue or ignore the
pervasiveness and importance in many cultures of explicit re-enactments of previous actions
considered prototypical by participants (Connerton 1989, 53). Connerton makes a case for the
reality that certain things can only be expressed in ritual and that, in many cases, the meaning of
183

Connerton cites three types of arguments against the role he has staked out for commemorative
ceremonies in shaping communal memory, referring to these as the psychoanalytic, the sociological, and
the historical arguments against his proposal. The psychoanalytic argument holds that all such rites are only
symbolic representations of repressed aspects of communal life a la Freud; the representations are coded
and are really only exercises in denial. The sociological argument contends that rituals are quasi-textual
representations of the life of the group or society and thus a la Durkheim may be read as single collective
texts. The historical argument posits the notion that rites cannot be understood in terms of their internal
structure alone because, since they were invented at some point, they are susceptible to changes in meaning
(Connerton 1989, 48-51). The upshot of all three of these arguments against Connerton’s notion of
commemorative ceremonies as a mode of collective remembering is that they focus on the content and on
the presumed deeper meaning of ritual rather than on the form of ritual (Connerton 1989, 52).

231
the ritual is in fact the doing of the ritual.184 People remember via such rituals, such
commemorative ceremonies, through the habit-memory instantiated in their bodies in the
performing of the very rituals in question.185 Consider the difference in telling children that their
ancestors lived very differently in the pioneering days of Henry County than they themselves do
today and taking children to the campground to live for a week in conditions not dissimilar to
those in which their forebears lived. When children’s bodily experience of these conditions of life
is combined with active storytelling about particular ancestors, the power of Shingleroof as a
religious culture of ancestor veneration is revealed in new depth. Commemorative ceremonies,
including these of re-enactment of plain folk conditions of life at Shingleroof have, as Connerton
states a particular “performative power and effectiveness” (Connerton 1989, 59), amping up the
power of commemorative ceremonies as communal mnemonic systems.
Commemorative ceremonies possess and traffic in “a rhetoric of re-enactment” that has at
least three distinguishable modes, namely, calendrical, verbal, and gestural (Connerton 1989, 65).
The gestural mode includes bodily postures, gestures, and movements. The verbal mode is
expressed in the words of institution, as it were, the various enunciations and utterances offered
by officiants and participants in the course of a commemorative ceremony (Connerton 1989, 58).
The calendrical mode allows a distinction between “time built up of units that are quantitatively
equivalent and time composed of units that are qualitatively identical” (Connerton 1989, 66). This
184

Although Connerton does not deny that other (deeper or repressed) things may be going on sometimes
in the carrying out of a ritual or practice, his intent is to underscore the fact that not infrequently the form of
ritual takes priority over its content.
185
Because performing ritual involves utilizing and involving human bodies, ritual operates differently
upon people than does myth. Myth, for example, can be heard and known by people without those people
accepting the myth. Further, there may be many variations upon and reworkings of particular myths. Ritual,
in contrast, contains an inherent element of nonvariance, which is encoded into its very structure. Rituals,
Connerton holds, “specify a relationship that obtains between the performance of ritual and what it is that
the participants are performing” (Connerton 1989, 54, 57). As a result, ritual constitutes a formalized,
performative language whose elements include performative postures, gestures, and movements. In these
the body is given its appropriate poses and moves through prescribed actions. Whereas the meanings of
myths are often debated and the meanings of rituals are variously read by proponents of the psychoanalytic,
sociological, and historical arguments (see footnote 183), Connerton maintains, “The limited resources of
ritual posture, gesture and movement strip communication clean of many hermeneutic puzzles” (Connerton
1989, 59). For example, “to kneel in subordination is to display it through the visible, present substance of
one’s body” (Connerton 1989, 59).
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is of a piece with the cyclical nature of narrative memory in the case of oral history respondents
who are members of non-elite groups touched upon in Chapter 4. Further, the calendrical mode
produces particular mnemonic power in commemorative ceremonies that not only take place at
the same time each year (or each interval) but also are carried out in very much the same way
each iteration, producing in participants a powerful sense of continuity with the past via
continuity year to year.
All of these practices that I am designating ancestor-venerating ones utilize one or more
of the three forms of the rhetoric of re-enactment Connerton describes and can in that respect also
be construed as commemorative ceremonies. These ceremonies, these particular practices, by
which groups remember together, are, for Connerton, a distinct class of rituals or rites. Like other
rituals they are formalized, expressive, and deliberately stylized, allowing some variation but
within rather strict limits (Connerton 1989, 44). Applying the commemoration dimension,
literally, remembering together, to these Shingleroof practices is no great stretch. Are all of these
practices, however, particularly the more implicit ones, proper rituals or rites? The answer here,
as so often, depends on how one defines those terms. Ritual studies scholar Ronald L. Grimes
contends that rituals are multidimensional phenomena with a variety of possible components,
only a few of which need be present to constitute a ritual (Grimes 2006, 109).186 In Grimes’
expansive view of what counts in and as ritual, there is room to categorize the more implicit
ancestor-venerating practices of Shingleroof as rituals, not so much, for Grimes, because they are
tied to the places of the campground but because they are deeply embodied.
The great commemorative ceremony that is camp meeting week at Shingleroof and all
the smaller commemorative ceremonies held within its arc in the form of numerous camp meeting
practices instantiate the Shingleroof religious culture in the bodies of participants. Repeatedly,
throughout the chapters of this dissertation I have referenced the human subjects of the
186

These components include (at least) the following: actions, places, times, objects, groups, figures and
roles, qualities and quantities, language, sounds, and attitudes, beliefs, intentions, and emotions. Among
Grimes’ examples of figures and roles, ancestors are listed (Grimes 2006, 109).
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Shingleroof Camp Meeting religious culture in a variety of ways, as Shingleroof people,
Shingleroof folks, camp meeting people, tenters, and tentholders. Most frequently, I have referred
to them as participants, and this is for good reason: they are the people who participate in this
distinctive religious culture; they take part in it, shaping and being shaped by its places, and
performing the particular practices by which it is recognizable and distinguishable as a religious
culture. Moreover, in this participation, Shingleroof places and practices, speechways, timeways,
deathways, and foodways—Shingleroof culture—become part of them, sedimented, instantiated
in their bodies as corporeal camp meeting knowledge.
But how, exactly, is camp meeting knowledge taken into the body? How do such
commemorative ceremonies work? Connerton’s answer is that participants must be habituated to
the performances of the particular ceremonies in question. Such habituation will be found “in the
bodily substrate” of participants. This habituation begins in the living conditions in the tents, and
it extends to all manner of other practices that get Shingleroof into the bodies and bones of
participants of all ages. Commemorative ceremonies are commemorative only to the degree that
they are performative. Although performative memory is much more widespread than that which
is found in commemorative ceremonies (since it is part of habit-memory generally),187 wherever

187

The foundation of all three of Connerton’s modes of social memory is the role of habit-memory in
social and cultural remembering. Habit-memory, as Connerton has it, is one of three main types of memory
claims made and acknowledged by contemporary Western persons. The other two types are personal
memory claims (access to our own individual past of a type that we cannot have to the histories and
identities of other persons and things) and cognitive memory claims (including memorizations of facts,
verses, mathematical formulas, layouts of particular places, and so on). Habit-memory is our capacity to
produce certain performances, knowledge whose origin we often do not recall (Connerton 1989, 21-23).
Personal memory claims and cognitive memory claims have both been studied in detail, the first primarily
by psychoanalysts in the form of patient life histories and the second primarily by psychologists in
attempting to draw out universal mental faculties, but studied almost exclusively as they relate to
individuals (Connerton 1989, 25, 28). Habit-memories, however, have largely been ignored, related either
to individuals or groups, because many theorists and researchers have deemed them to be merely forms of
rule-following behavior, not forms of memory (Connerton 1989, 31). Connerton contends, in contrast, that
there is a gap between rules and their application and between codes and their execution (Connerton 1989,
34). Connerton’s work on social memory begins by rehabilitating habit-memory as an important form of
memory and moves to develop modes of communal recollecting from it. Foundational to his work is that of
sociologist and theorist Maurice Halbwachs (Halbwachs 1950), particularly three key contributions: First,
every recollection, no matter how personal it may be, exists in relationship with a whole ensemble of
notions, which many other people also possess. In such recollections are the warp and woof of the entire
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we find performative memory, it is bodily. Thus, Connerton holds that an almost entirely
neglected but absolutely essential aspect of social memory is bodily social memory (Connerton
1989, 71), an aspect he addresses as his other two modes of social memory, inscribing practices
and incorporating practices (Connerton 1989, 72). Both of these modes are present and active
forms of communal memory at Shingleroof. They overlap and interconnect with each other, and
each of them, as a kind of practice that takes various forms, appear in the performance of various
commemorative ceremonies.
Bodily Practices: Inscribing and Incorporating
Basically, inscribing practices are those that involve inscriptions onto cultural texts, and
these texts include, but are certainly not limited to, myths and monuments. Most often these
inscriptions are literally written, by hand or machine technology, and thus literally, and quite
often verbally, inscribed onto some physical material. Information captured and held in
computers and hard drives, hard-copy printed matter of all kinds, audio recordings, and
photographs is also the result of various kinds of inscribing practices, and what is captured is
understood to be a kind of inscription (Connerton 1989, 73). In some cases the material that is
inscribed could be the human body, as in the case of tattoos, which are more or less permanent, as
opposed to body painting, which is much more temporary.
Incorporating practices involve, as the term suggests, a taking into (and making part of)
the body certain things via particular practices (Connerton 1989, 72, 79). In a linguistic turn that

material and moral life of the cultures, including religious ones, of which we were and are a part. Second,
no collective memory can exist without some reference to a socially specific spatial framework. Because of
the relative stability of such frameworks, human beings have the illusion that the frameworks do not change
and have a sense of rediscovering the past in the present. Third, because of the necessity of such social
frameworks for all kinds of memory, the notion of individual memory as something absolutely separate
from social or collective memory is an abstraction nearly devoid of meaning (Connerton 1989, 36). Crucial
as it is for his work, Connerton finds three lacunae in Halbwachs’ model: 1) lack of recognition that images
of the past and recollected knowledge of the past are conveyed and sustained by (more or less) ritual
performances; 2) lack of an explicit sense of the communication system(s) within groups that facilitate
explicit transmissions of such recollected knowledge and memory; and 3) an inability to pinpoint the
characteristic acts of transfer of such recollected knowledge and memory (Connerton 1989, 37-38).
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demonstrates the frequent and prevalent privileging of inscribing practices over incorporating
practices, some scholars (and novelists) have referred to incorporating practices as those which
produce that which is “written on the body.” By this they tend to mean certain cultural postures
and gestures evident in bodies that can then be “read” on the body as cultural text.
Connerton specifies that inscribing and incorporating practices do at times intersect and
overlap and that there may in fact be no true examples of inscribing practices that do not include
some dimension of incorporation (Connerton 1989, 76-79).188 Yet these cases of intersection and
overlapping still reveal a bias toward and a privileging of inscribing over incorporating in modern
western thinking. Connerton asserts that when cultures write things down in phonetic alphabets
the performative, standardized utterances and rhythms that enlist a whole series of bodily motor
reflexes in the work of remembrance in oral cultures are no longer needed. Written texts need not
be memorized in the same way as oral ones; they may be allowed to lie around as artifacts, which
can be consulted as needed. Once written, their forms may be more economical. Additionally,
when face-to-face communication is no longer required for oral transmission, skepticism makes
its entrance, for systematic criticism of written texts may be carried out in ways impossible for
oral texts. Thus, Connerton avers, “the substance of communal memory is changed by the
transformation in the technology of preserved communication” (Connerton 1989, 76).
Indeed, eager as I am to document in text, photographs, audio recordings, and film
important parts of Shingleroof culture and history and forms of Shingleroof knowledge, I have
remained somewhat apprehensive throughout the course of this project, concerned that in these
very acts of preserving and recording, not to mention interpreting, my work will inadvertently
alter some forms of communal memory and practices of remembering through my various kinds

188

For example, writing has an irreducible bodily component (Connerton 1989, 76). Elaborating
Foucault’s notion of docile bodies (Foucault 1977, 152), Connerton observes that the practice of good
handwriting is conceived of as part of the training of such bodies (Connerton 1989, 77). The cinema, for
another example, also inscribes (onto film on the part of the filmmaker) and incorporates in particular ways
(images and sounds from the screen into the bodies of the viewers through vision and hearing),
demonstrating that many practices of inscription contain an element of incorporation (Connerton 1989, 78).
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of inscriptions. I find my anxiety mollified somewhat by Connerton’s assertions regarding
incorporating practices, continued below, and my own experience of them at Shingleroof.
Moreover, the artifacts my project constitutes as forms of inscription may not be as widely
consulted by Shingleroof folks as I might hope, my apprehension regarding possible changes
notwithstanding.
Though the substance of communal memory is sometimes, if not always, altered in
inscribing practices, in incorporating practices, by contrast, it remains essentially unchanged over
time and in the face of new technologies. For the substance of communal memory in
incorporating practices is the human body itself.189 Connerton is keen to address what he deems
the neglect of incorporating practices and so, their intersections acknowledged, draws a clear
distinction between inscribing and incorporating practices for the sake of argument to make some
important points about practices and bodies. “Inscribing practices have always formed the
privileged story, incorporating practices the neglected story, in the history of hermeneutics,”
Connerton holds (Connerton 1989, 100-01). The ground for this was laid by modern natural
science as it construed the body as one object among many others (Connerton 1989, 100-01). If
the body is only treated as an object among other objects, however, or only as the carrier of
linguistic meanings or of meanings that are structured like a language, it is only included in “an
etherealized form” (Connerton 1989, 104). To treat the body as an object among other objects, in
other words, is not to treat it as a body. Treating bodies as bodies is Connerton’s business in
delineating clearly what he means by incorporating practices.

189

Whereas theorists such as Michel Foucault (Foucault 1977) have emphasized the shaping of individual
bodies via technologies of social control, Connerton wants to lift up how what he calls techniques of the
body (such as gesture, following Marcel Mauss [Mauss 2006 (1935)]), proprieties of the body (table
manners, for example), and ceremonies of the body (ways in which individuals display their status) proceed
at two interlocking levels, namely, particularly strong development of individual self-control and
particularly strong development of social control (Connerton 1989, 79-83). “The body is the point of
linkage between these two levels” (Connerton 1989, 84).
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Incorporating practices, in Connerton’s framework, provide “a particularly effective
system of mnemonics” (Connerton 1989, 102). As I suggested in Chapter 1, the sweltering heat
and humidity of the laying-by time in the Georgia piedmont also seem to increase the pliability
and susceptibility of bodies of all ages for the work of remembering together. In the midst of
carrying out commemorative ceremonies and their bodily practices there is a kind of insurance
against the cumulative questioning and skepticism that generally accompany the discursive
practices around written texts and inscriptions. Though it is possible that participants may be
filled with questions while carrying out particular ceremonies, it is much less likely that they will
voice them in that it is a formidable feat indeed to carry out one’s bodily tasks in such ritual
practices and interrupt the very same practices with one’s questions about why they are being
carried out or what they mean.
Connerton maintains that groups have a collective knowing about “how well the past can
be kept in mind by a habitual memory sedimented in the body” and that they will therefore
“entrust to bodily automatisms the values and categories which they are most anxious to
conserve” (Connerton 1989, 102). The bodily training of many Shingleroof participants from
early ages shows evidence of this trust of bodily automatisms. In the firmly enforced customs of
many tents, younger persons (of all ages) reflexively stand as sign of respect for any elder coming
onto the porch of their tent. Similarly, in a blend of gestural and verbal modes, younger persons
(of all ages) answer their elders using polite forms of southern speech, answers prefaced by “yes,
ma’am” or “no, ma’am,” “yes, sir” or “no, sir.” Young people are also trained in various other
means of bodily showing respect for Shingleroof elders. In some tents, for good measure, young
people are instructed to hug and kiss or offer handshakes to every person they encounter on a
porch, theirs or anyone else’s, who is obviously a generation or more older than they are. (“Just
hug everybody with gray hair to be safe,” is the instruction in some tents.) “Go help ‘Miss’ Soand-So onto the porch/to her car/bring in her casserole,” are frequent imperatives issued by tenter
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adults to their younger kinfolk. In all of these examples, bodies are trained to habitually,
reflexively manifest respect for elders in speech and gesture.
The power of these practices is not that children and young people are commanded to
perform these acts. It is, rather, that almost invariably—though there are some elders who are less
pleasant than others—the elders who are shown respect and offered assistance in these ways
interact very warmly with these young people so trained, affirming them for their good manners,
thanking them for their help, commending them to their parents and grandparents in their hearing,
remarking on how they resemble forebears they never knew in this life. This instantiates in
participants’ bodies from childhood key values of the culture regarding elders and ancestors and
predisposes them to think and feel favorably about the elderly who inhabit the threshold between
elder and ancestor. Moreover, this training is among the practices passed down from one
generation of grownup children to the next.
Connerton articulates one further point with respect to incorporating versus inscribing
practices having to do with the need to think about the second meaning implied in the now rather
common statement that “the body is socially constituted.” The body is seen fairly readily in
contemporary academic circles as socially constructed as an object of knowledge or discourse.
This Connerton designates as the first meaning of the socially constituted body. The body is not
seen equally clearly, he argues, and I agree, to be socially constituted in the sense that “it is
culturally shaped in its actual practices and behavior.” Connerton concludes, “To argue for the
importance of performances, and in particular habitual performances, in conveying and sustaining
memory, is, among other things, to insist on that ambiguity” of what it means to be constituted
and to insist that actual shaping of actual bodies through practices, the second meaning of
“constituted,” not be neglected (Connerton 1989, 104). The bodily awareness commonplace at
Shingleroof because of the different furniture slept on and sat upon at the campground than at
home, combined with that produced by the hot and humid weather in which this community of
practice(s) gathers and the bodily training in respecting elders that lasts a lifetime, all point to this
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second meaning of the socially constituted body. The Shingleroof culture constitutes participants’
bodies—is constitutive of them—in a variety of ways. Bodies in community participate in
Shingleroof, and Shingleroof takes up residence in literal ways in those bodies. Camp meeting
makes camp meeting bodies.
Inscribing Practices of Shingleroof
Shingleroof has inscribing practices and incorporating practices, and various kinds of
both these modes of communal remembering are carried out each camp meeting. There are also
Shingleroof inscriptions, evidence of past ritual practices, cast in metal and quite durable as
artifacts. The inscribing practices of Shingleroof include both myths and monuments, both stories
and markers. The origin of Shingleroof’s name and of the institution of this particular camp
meeting are two key myths,190 and these are recorded on the state historical marker at the turnoff
to the campground on Georgia Highway 155, which was unveiled and duly dedicated the camp
meeting after it was erected in 1981. No ancestors are mentioned by name, but all Shingleroof
founders and early participants are memorialized in its text.
The marker on the south of the tabernacle that commemorates Confederate dead and the
campground’s role as their mustering area is another monument bearing inscriptions about
ancestors and a significant Shingleroof myth. These Confederate ancestors are referenced
collectively, as perhaps befits communal remembering in some sense. None of them is mentioned
by name, but Shingleroof insiders know that the flat rocks laid around the monument and
surrounded by border grass were brought from various ancestral homeplaces of those boys in gray
by their descendants, connecting those Henry County farms with this increasingly important
collective homeplace.
The construction of the 1994 dining hall that replaced the third hotel was paid for in large
measure by special gifts made by the living in memory of the dead. Memorial plaques adorn the
190

In my use of myth here I intend Laurie L. Patton’s “provisional and quite general” understanding of
myth as “the process by which a cultural form can be transcendentalized, thus guiding and regularizing
human behavior” (Patton 1994, 216).
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Figure 7.1. Georgia state historical marker at the entrance to Shingleroof from Georgia Highway
155 (photo by D. S. Mote).

walls of the dining rooms, metal plates on them inscribed with the names of dozens of
Shingleroof ancestors, the sizes of the plaques corresponding to the sizes of the memorial gifts.
The plaques of the two tabernacles at the spring that made it an explicitly religious place also bear
the names of ancestors inscribed in metal as described in Chapter 5. The current campground
signage also inscribes the Shingleroof name and pegs the date of establishment as 1830.
There are a variety of other Shingleroof inscriptions. The late Joe Stancliff (1927-2003)
created a number of pen and ink drawings of Shingleroof scenes, a number of which appear in
this dissertation. Various tee shirts through the years, almost invariably depicting the tabernacle,
have inscribed the name of the campground and the most commonly claimed founding date of
1830. During some camp meetings, and at some times in between, Gene Crumbley affixes labels
of his own creation to plastic bottles filled with water from the big spring. These inscriptions
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declare the bottles to contain “Shingle Roof Springs ‘holy water’” that is “from the natural
springs on the hallowed grounds” of “Shingle Roof United Methodist Campground, McDonough,
Georgia.” Gene Crumbley is also the originator of a directory, an inscribing, of Shingleroof
tentholders and tent occupants he first compiled in 1987 and updated a number of times over the
next twenty years. Beckie Stanton Folkes has compiled, printed, and bound her family’s “secret”
recipes, including many used during camp meeting and bits of their history, linked with various
Shingleroof forebears.

Figure 7.2. Shingleroof Campground: A Memorable Experience by Ken Modak, 1995. Postcard
version of signed artist’s print. This collage, commissioned by trustee Phillip Cook, depicts a
number of Shingleroof’s most important places and practices, from the big spring to the
tabernacle, from the 1944 hotel to the 1994 dining hall, along with tents and their porches,
volleyball, swinging, porch-sitting, and attending public worship. Also depicted are the UDC
memorial to Confederate soldiers and the Georgia state historical marker at the entrance to the
campground on Georgia Highway 155 (postcard image courtesy of Lynn Chick Gibson).

Numbers of the written works from which my project has benefited enormously may be
construed as Shingleroof inscriptions and memorials to ancestors. The journals of circuit rider
Isaac W. Boring for 1828-1850 and Margaret Helen Dailey Turner for 1859-1866 and many
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issues of the Henry County Weekly can be placed in this category for the ways in which they
record Shingleroof data and names of ancestors. Other key Shingleroof inscriptions are found in
the original property deed, Henrietta Lambdin Turner’s linchpin article between the Shingleroof
past and present, “Camp Meetings Survive in Georgia” (1930), Vessie Thrasher Rainer’s Henry
County Georgia: The Mother of Counties (1971), and Mary Rowan Daniel’s edited volume
“Shingleroof Campground Sesquicentennial 1830-1980: Historical Memories” (1980), many of
whose writers, including Daniel herself, are now Shingleroof ancestors. Also on this list of
ancestor-venerating inscriptions is Evelyn Cook Burnett’s compilation “Our Years at Shingleroof,
1917-1980” (1980), Gene Morris, Jr.’s Local Legacies Project for the Library of Congress
Bicentennial entitled “Shingleroof Campmeeting: Ten Generations of Worship in The Pioneer
Tradition in Henry County, Georgia” (1999), and his True Southerners: A Pictorial History of
Henry County, Georgia (2000). My own “Shingleroof Prayers: A Campmeeting Book of Hours”
(1995) openly venerates ancestors.
In particular, the huge amounts of data from a variety of sources, including county and
regional newspapers and photographs, collected and generously shared by Paul Scott Rowan
during the course of my project, along with original maps and tables created by him from these
data, are all Shingleroof inscriptions of an ancestor-venerating sort. Moreover, without them, my
project would be much the poorer. Bill Chick’s manuscript of a speech he gave at his church in an
effort to describe Shingleroof for the uninitiated references “ancestral grounds” and numerous
modes of communal remembering at the campground. Nancy Paul Miller’s project for a class at
the College of St. Francis documents practices from pea-shelling to hymn-singing as ancestorvenerating activities.
There are many annual instances of inscribing practices during camp meeting in addition
to these several more permanent inscriptions in the forms of monuments, textual materials, and
archival images. As revealed in Chapter 6, the Stanton-Gardner clan inscribes family and camp
meeting history on the walls of their tent year by year. Shingleroof children, as seen in Chapter 6,
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inscribe tee shirts annually with their own handprints, the name of the campground, and the year.
As recording technologies of various kinds have become more widespread, greater amounts of
Shingleroof cultural data have been captured with film cameras, digital still cameras of various
kinds, cell phones, video cameras, and so on. Among the annual inscribing practices is the taking
of multi-generation commemorative photographs as the descendants of Clint and Ida Lou
Crumbley, featured in Chapter 6, do every camp meeting Sunday after dinner. A number of the
photographs captured from the 1920s onward that appear in this dissertation from the preview
through the various chapters have been shared by a variety of camp meeting-connected people
whose names are cited in image captions and the preview text.

Figure 7.3. Evidence of the inscribing practice of taking multi-generational photos during camp
meeting, Dovie Lee Bryans Elliott (1894-1983) is surrounded by her children, grandchildren, and
great-grandchildren on the front porch of Tent 35 in 1978 (photo courtesy of Marcella Bryans
Elliott Mote).
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Incorporating Practices of Shingleroof
Shingleroof’s range of incorporating practices is wide. Before addressing the
incorporating practices that take place consistently during the camp meeting week, I want to
examine the practices of preparation for camp meeting as the ancestor-venerating religious
practices they are. Tentholders, as disclosed in Chapters 5 and 6, are held by their tents as much
as they hold their tents. Being held by one’s tent is a sacred thing; holding one’s tent is hard, hot,
sweaty work, which may also have sacred dimensions. Tent maintenance takes time, and it takes
labor. The fact that Shingleroof tents on the whole are rustic and non-winterized makes them
more difficult to maintain. Dust, pollen, and plant and animal debris await tenters each year when
they come to the campground to do the big cleaning and preparation of their tents for the
upcoming camp meeting.
In the words of Jeanette Stanton Gardner (1922-2011), “You have to love it to come and
do what we do even today.” On average, it takes either a hard half-day’s work by half a dozen or
more adult family members or numerous full days by fewer people to prepare one tent. This does
not include all the shopping for camp meeting groceries, supplies, and other preparations that
must be made prior to camp meeting. As is the case in Obon in Miyoshi, generally speaking these
labor- and time-intensive preparations are performed religiously and faithfully, though not always
entirely happily, by family members who live in somewhat close proximity to the campground.
Those who live farther away tend to even things out by paying larger shares of the financial costs
involved.
If a family’s members become too thin on the ground, however, they may opt to let go of
their tent. The issue of succession arises in family tentholding as it does in family business: who
is in charge now and who is in charge—and ultimately responsible for seeing that everything gets
done—next? This is especially the case if no one in the family lives within easy distance of the
campground. Succession generation to generation in tentholding requires time, labor, money,
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nearby and involved family members, and enough members of the next generation for whom
tentholding “takes,” for whom not tenting is difficult to conceive.191
Tentholding is not for the faint of heart. The fires of 1927 and 1937, the tornadoes of
1964 and 2005, and a number of break-ins during the offseason in recent years bear witness that
tentholding involves risks as well as responsibilities. In the preparation of the tents themselves,
the manual labor required, the devotion to them as structures connected with one’s extended
family and the campground, a concern with ancestors and continuity is revealed. Camp meeting
must be kept because it is a legacy that has been handed down. In order for it to be kept properly,
preparations must be made in plenty of time.192 Twenty-first century tentholders have it easy by
comparison to all those ancestral tenters prior to World War II.
The labor- and time-intensive preparations for camp meeting in the early twentieth
century, which were much the same as the arduous ones in the nineteenth, did nothing to diminish
the enthusiasm manifested by Shingleroof people of all ages. Writing in the sesquicentennial
reminiscences collected by Mary Rowan Daniel (1980), Myrtice Fields Hinton (1896-1981)
recalled,
I remember the thrill of moving, it must have taken us a week to move from
Mount Carmel community to Shingleroof. The first thing we had to do was build
a lot for the mule and cow. They cut down saplings and nailed them to trees. I
remember our first load was the cook stove, stove wood, stovepipes, the chicken
coop with grown roosters, the boys led the cow behind the wagon.
Remembering her family’s preparations for camp meeting during the years they ran the
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Many of the same families occupy the RV campsites each year, creating their own neighborhood within
the precincts of the campground. Presumably, their preparations for camp meeting are similar to those for
any trip in which they camp in those vehicles.
192
Almost every year, in the midst of camp meeting, a number of people who do not own their own tents
declare that they plan to build and have their own first-hand tenting experience the following year. In the
long year between camp meetings, however, much of that enthusiasm fades. Current tentholders are usually
quite pleased to think about adding new members to their number, but they know that while such build-atent declarations indicate an affection for Shingleroof, they do not necessarily mean that the person in
question will ever build a tent (or buy one, should an extant one come available). As Betty Henrietta Elliott
Davis (b. 1929) puts it, “During camp meeting, everybody’s gonna build a tent.”
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Shingleroof hotel, Evelyn Cook Burnett (1918-2012),193 in her family’s collective memoir “Our
Years at Shingleroof, 1917-1980,” recounted,
About two o’clock in the morning everyone arose, had breakfast and the loading
of wagons began. Furniture, mattresses, trunks, etc. were loaded on the two-horse
wagon and the big wooden ice box used for cold drinks in the store, wash pots
for hot water and cooking, coops of live chickens, cans of lard, cured hams,
bushels of sweet and Irish potatoes were loaded on the one-horse wagon. Small
children were allowed to go on the wagons to get them out of Mama’s way. The
cook stove cooled enough, after the early breakfast, to be handled by the time the
wagons returned for the second loads.
Elsie Elliott Glass Rowan (1925-2011) recorded in her contribution to “Shingleroof Campground
Sesquicentennial 1830-1980,”
I recall my first encampments with my paternal grandparents, Lovett and Elliott
Glass, who loaded their mule drawn wagon before daylight with stovewood,
chickens, country hams, bedding and other necessities for a week long stay. As
we headed into the eastern sunrise on the two-mile trek, it seemed like a pathway
to heaven to a small girl whose pleasant memories of the previous Campmeeting
were the highlight of her year (not even surpassed by Christmas).
The anticipation generated by the approach of camp meeting has been likened fairly often to that
surrounding Christmas celebrations. In “Our Years at Shingleroof” Evelyn Cook Burnett wrote of
the night before her family moved to Shingleroof, “It was like the excitement of Christmas Eve.”
Beginning in 2008, a campground-wide cleanup day was instituted. Several dozen
tentholders turn out each year to tackle various cleanup and maintenance chores. As the saying
goes, “Many hands make light work.” Other preparations that the community has shared in for
the last number of years include putting the pads, hymnals, and funeral home fans on the pews on
Thursday evening before camp meeting begins on Friday.
Once that Friday arrives, camp meeting officially commences with the sound of the horn
around 7:30 p.m. summoning folks to the evening service. In reality, many tenters have been on
the grounds for one or more nights already by that point, in preparation for and anticipation of the
high holy days of Shingleroof. Some practices with strong ties to ancestors and the Shingleroof
193

Evelyn Cook Burnett (1918-2012) is the older sister of William Raleigh Cook, Jr. (1925-2007) whose
death and Shingleroof funeral narrative is recounted in Chapter 1.
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past have already begun by the time the opening hymn of the first service is sung. All of these
practices are deeply embodied and, consequently, I will class them as incorporating practices, in
Connerton’s term, for they are the repeated, habituated practices that put Shingleroof “deeply into
bone,” in Ronald L. Grimes’ phrase (Grimes 2000). In discussing some of these key practices, I
will move through them grouped according to the Shingleroof places they are most clearly
associated with, starting with the campground as a whole and then moving to the tabernacle,
tents, porches, and the big spring.
Incorporating Practices of the Campground
The incorporating practices of Shingleroof remembering are spread across the
campground in the form of various amusements and games. Among these is the slightly
organized chaos of an annual water balloon battle on Wednesday afternoon involving persons of a
remarkable range of ages. Campground amusements include softball as discussed in Chapter 5
and depicted in Chapter 6. In recent years volleyball has possibly surpassed softball in popularity
as the number-one sport played within the bounds of the magic square. Certainly playing and
learning to play any sport forms one’s body in various ways, and it is the habit-memory
instantiated in the body through that learning and accrued over time that facilitates increasing
ease in performance. At Shingleroof many of those same acquisitions of habit-memory obtain in
the playing of softball and volleyball.
There are also particular camp meeting practices and customs that figure in and connect
to ancestors in the midst of these games. In volleyball, younger children often get do-overs on
serves. In softball, little kids’ outs do not count; often there is a single pitcher for both teams who
never bats, allowing others more at-bats. Sometimes these no-count outs and do-over conventions
are observed for the most senior players when they venture onto the field or court. Is keeping
these customs venerating those who came before? It most definitely is because these customs
have been the rule for decades, along with the “new” rules about automatic outs for hitting the
tabernacle. Continuing to observe long-established rules, especially when they have been handed
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down from people now deceased demonstrates a respect for whom and what have gone before.
Observance of these particular rules also nurtures relationships between older players and
younger ones, generating descendants of various kinds for older players among younger ones for
whom their elders will one day be ancestors. Moreover, keeping these rules that are designed to
include the youngest (and oldest) Shingleroof people regardless of ability is a key sign that
everyone has a role to play at camp meeting, that playing is prized above winning, that
participating and continuing to participate is the most important thing.
Citing the work of Marc Bloch (Bloch 1992 [1954]), Connerton relates that in many
ancient rural societies the youngest living generation was molded by the teachings of the oldest
living generation who were often responsible for their education and care while the (usually
middle) generation of parents, those who would be most likely to initiate change in the system,
were usually busy providing food and shelter for those older and younger (Connerton 1989, 39).
To some extent, this model prevails at Shingleroof as, in something of a throwback for the wider
youth-obsessed and age-denying US culture, the eldest participants are revered and acknowledged
in particular ways as custodians of the traditions of camp meeting.
The perceived constancy of camp meeting backdrop combined with the various
instantiations of collective memory also produce a parallel model slightly different from that at
Shingleroof. In this parallel model, all older generations and individuals mold the youngest living
generations and individuals such that it is not at all uncommon to hear a ten-year-old child say to
a five-year-old child, “I used to do that just like you are doing it (at camp meeting) when I was
your age.” The same statement is made by thirty year olds to fifteen year olds, by seventy-five
year olds to forty year olds, and so on. In this verbal mode of utterances, in addition to what they
see and how they see in the visuality of the magic square, with each successive camp meeting as
they grow up participants are aware, in Billy Lewis’ phrase, of “the children [they] used to be and
the elders [they] will become.”
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Other amusements inside the square include pitching horseshoes and a ring-toss game
played with large metal washers pitched into holes on portable platforms, which is locally known
as “holey-board.” A variation of this game uses fist-sized beanbags and slightly inclined
platforms. The familiar clank of washers and horseshoes along with the sounds of volleyballs
being set and slammed and softballs pinging off aluminum bats and popping into fielders’ gloves
is part of the Shingleroof soundscape over the course of nearly every camp meeting afternoon.
Participants’ ears are tuned to these sounds as their bodies generally are trained in these games,
the spectating of them, or both. Away from the campground the same sounds trigger camp
meeting memories that transport participants mentally and emotionally to Shingleroof.

Figure 7.4. A young crowd of tenters enjoys a volleyball game (photo courtesy of Diana Lynn
Farmer).

A number of swings can be found across the campground. Some are the standard
playground type, a seat suspended between two chains. One in particular has historically been of
a different variety, a rope swing with a board seat as depicted in Chapter 6. For all the
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commentary and mild drama involved in putting up that swing in 2009, there was a much greater
hue and cry when, on Friday afternoon before camp meeting officially began in 2011, one of the
trustees cut down the swing because the “new” tree to which the swing had been moved in 2009
was no longer considered sturdy and safe enough to bear the burden of the swing. It was the first
year in more than fifty years that there was no rope swing on the grounds.194 The disappointed
sadness regarding this absence was great and complained of bitterly. Part of the training of many
Shingleroof bodies for the past half century has included learning how to successfully swing
others and be swung on that swing (the seat has been the same for decades, the rope replaced as
needed). Feeling the pinch of the rope against the seat, the rope’s roughness against the hands,
breathing the dust invariably kicked up in the process of swinging, and ducking softballs that
cross the swing’s path are all bodily memories whose absence of renewal was felt by many in
2011.
Strolling the grounds to visit tent to tent is another practice instantiated in Shingleroof
bodies. There is a meandering kind of style to this strolling, unhurried in part because of the
lassitude brought on by the heat and humidity. Particular bodily automatisms are instantiated in
this practice, learned by visiting in groups whose members span generations. Many participants
describe how much the generations of one family resemble one another in the way they walk
across the grounds. Family resemblances of other kinds (facial features, body type, and so on)
often being strong among various kinfolk, to recognize a strong familiarity in someone’s walk or
profile, in a smile or in the twinkle of an eye, is sometimes to feel oneself in the presence of an
ancestor long dead, one known in life or perhaps only in photographs and stories.
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Although there is no recollection of a rope swing on the grounds before World War II, half a century of
swing history is notable in the not quite two hundred-year history of Shingleroof. Though ancestors from
the early twentieth century and farther back did not swing at the campground, Dovie Lee Bryans Elliott
(1894-1983) and her daughter Marcella Bryans Elliott Mote (b. 1924) both made memorable impressions
upon Shingleroof children (not to mention other adults) by enjoying occasional rides on the swing into their
seventies and eighties, respectively.
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On the weekday afternoons during camp meeting, Monday through Thursday, for some
twenty-five years there have been organized children’s activities. Most of these are held in the
outdoor pavilion behind the dining hall. Other crafts come and go year-to-year, but the Monday
afternoon tee shirt painting as depicted in Chapter 6 is the (literal) hands-down favorite.
Producing Shingleroof material artifacts admired by family members and worn all year, learning
to associate the coolness of the tee shirt paint with the hot, crowded, noisy pavilion, being
surrounded by the bodies of Shingleroof elders, and focusing on a common, doable task
instantiates sense memories in young camp meeting participants. When some elders invert the
practice and have their descendants put their handprints on a shirt the older person will wear,
another form of material evidence of continuity and connection across generations is created.
When all the shirts made by all the children of one tent are laid out to dry together, they appear as
a show offering to ancestors, signs that their descendants continue to multiply and to keep their
camp meeting customs and some of more recent origin as well.

Figure 7.5. A typical stroll after supper and before evening service (photo courtesy of Diana
Lynn Farmer).
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Incorporating Practices of the Tabernacle
From the sound of the horn Friday evening until the close of the last service the following
Thursday evening fourteen services are held in the tabernacle each camp meeting. The practice of
gathering for worship with people coming from the four directions has been described in Chapter
5 and in the description of Mr. Cook’s funeral in Chapter 1. As people take their preferred and
habitual seats, there is a distinctive Shingleroof practice of greeting and acknowledging one
another. In the last fifteen years or so, these greeting manners have included wishing one another
a “Happy Camp Meeting” before the first service, usually on first sight of one another, which
may happen hours before the service or not until afterwards. There are postures of worship (how
to sit, when to stand) to which participants become habituated from an early age. There is a
learned attentiveness to sermons delivered in the indoor-outdoor environment of the tabernacle
for those seated under it and in the area just around it. The bodily experience of walking forward
and kneeling at the altar in prayer at the close of a service, bowing the knee to the Almighty and
the ancestors in a single action, further instantiates Shingleroof into bodies in this time-honored
practice of Methodism. In some sense, every camp meeting service is a re-enactment of all those
that came before, in much the same way that communion is a re-enactment of all other
communions, which are a re-enactment of Jesus’ last supper with his disciples, which is a reenactment of the Passover seder, which is a re-enactment of the first Passover. As the communion
example demonstrates, changes are made over time, but the primary elements utilized in the
memory practice are largely the same across centuries.
A particularly salient incorporating practice associated with worship is singing the same
hymns from the same hymnbook in use since the 1920s. Spiritual Life Songs is the primary
collectively handled text of the Shingleroof religious culture. This does not mean the Bible is not
important. The Bible, in the camp meeting culture, is a text most often read aloud by preachers
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and listened to by the congregation in worship.195 The songbook, however, is readily accessible
on the pews, and much of its content is readily accessible in participants’ faculties of memory.

Figure 7.6. Nancy Lee Paul Miller (b. 1951), wearing a Shingleroof tee shirt covered in the
handprints of four of her seven grandsons, circulates some humid July air during a morning
service in 2010 (photo by D. S. Mote).

In the annual singing of these hymns in this place, most often standing while doing so, many
lyrics are learned by heart and many vocal parts (soprano, alto, tenor, bass) are committed to
memory. A practice among some lifelong participants is to see how many verses they can sing
from memory without ever looking at the book. In hymn singing the postural and verbal modes
coalesce. The cultural and material world away from the campground and, to some extent, on the
campground has altered tremendously since Shingleroof began in the 1820s. The bodily practice
of singing of these hymns, many composed in the nineteenth century specifically for camp
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Many participants carry their Bibles with them to the campground, and many read scripture in their
tents and on their porches. Most, however, do not carry their Bibles with them to services in the tabernacle.
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meeting use, connects participants living and dead across the centuries in a powerful
manifestation of continuity.

Figure 7.7. The congregation sings from Spiritual Life Songs, Shingleroof’s hymnbook since
the 1920s (photo courtesy of Diana Lynn Farmer).

The explicit veneration rite of the Wednesday evening memorial service at which those
who have died since the previous camp meeting are remembered and those born since the last
camp meeting are formally welcomed into the camp meeting culture has been examined already
in this chapter and the first one. Another annual service within a service is the Tuesday evening
ritual known as “roll call.” Instantiated as a Shingleroof practice for nearly a century, roll call
involves everyone in attendance in a bodily exercise. Before that exercise among the living
begins, however, the timeworn classic hymn “When the Roll Is Called Up Yonder” is sung,
whose chorus declares, “When the roll is called up yonder, I’ll be there.” Having affirmed the
collective intention expressed in first-person singular to join the great cloud of ancestral witnesses
in due course, the roll call of the earthbound commences.
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The host pastor invites those who are attending Shingleroof for the first time that year to
stand and be recognized. These rookies are applauded and welcomed by everyone. Then the
entire congregation joins them in standing. In something like the manner of an auctioneer, the
host pastor then begins taking lifetime attendance in five-year intervals. This is not one’s age; it is
the number of one’s camp meetings present. “If you’ve been coming to Shingleroof five years or
more, remain standing.” Several dozen children and some adults take their seats. “Ten years or
more, remain standing.” More children and more adults are seated. “Fifteen years or more, remain
standing.” This continues at five-year intervals up to eighty years. Typically, at twenty-five years
(“a quarter century”), fifty years (“half a century”), and seventy-five years (“three quarters of a
century devoted to Shingleroof”) those standing are applauded. From eighty years onward, the

Figure 7.8. Faye Fargason Smith Brannan Krauss (1912-2011) wins roll call honors in 2010 for
ninety-nine consecutive camp meetings of tenting (photo by D. S. Mote).
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roll call proceeds by single-year increments. The last people standing are almost always
Shingleroof matriarchs. In the years of this project, through camp meeting 2010 (her last one in
attendance), Faye Fargason Smith Brannan Krauss (1912-2011) was the roll call winner,196 with
Louise Tarpley Piper (b. 1913) close on her heels. From age eighty on up, faithful attenders are
particularly recognized and celebrated in life for their embodiment of camp meeting participation
and their role as keepers of the oral tradition.
The poignant official closing of the camp meeting week comes in the form of a choral
benediction sung by all at the end of the Thursday night service, as heard in Chapter 6. Joining
hands, singing by heart, scanning the crowd of fellow camp meeting folks, recalling who is bodily
absent since the last camp meeting, realizing some singing in that moment will cross the threshold
to becoming ancestors before this song is sung this time next year, the Shingleroof congregation
intones the first verse and chorus of one of the oldest camp meeting farewell songs, “God Be
With You Till We Meet Again.”
God be with you till we meet again; by his counsels guide, uphold you;
With his sheep securely fold you; God be with you till we meet again.
Till we meet, till we meet, till we meet at Jesus’ feet;
Till we meet, till we meet, God be with you till we meet again.
After many hugs and hearty expressions of mutual gratitude for another camp meeting well kept,
the cloud of living witnesses disperses with the intention of gathering again the next year.
Incorporating Practices of the Tents
The bodily impacts and shaping of sharing facilities and sleeping in close quarters during
camp meeting have been discussed already in this chapter. Thus, I will devote further attention to
incorporating practices around food in this section on practices connected to tents. In the tents of
Shingleroof, by and large, soul food197 cooking is alive and well and much enjoyed. Mentioned
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Missing only nine total camp meeting nights over ninety-nine camp meetings from 1912 through 2010,
“Miss” Faye spent two of her ninety-nine and a half years on earth at the campground attending
Shingleroof.
197
Despite more recent associations in broader US culture primarily, if not nearly exclusively, with
African-American traditional fare, the term soul food has been used to describe Shingleroof cuisine for
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early in this chapter, the use of ancestral recipes, genealogy by recipe as it is sometimes called,
reinforces both bodily and communal dimensions of the work of remembering at Shingleroof. It
is a way of connecting contemporary camp meetings with those that came before through a reenactment of cuisine that has demonstrated its ability to perdure across centuries. Some foods
now considered traditional in various tents are of course of much more recent origins, including
an array of popular casseroles and congealed salads. No doubt hot dogs, hamburgers, tacos, and
even pizza have their place on the campground as well as away from it. As Shingleroof’s
participants have become more culturally diverse through intermarriage and new friendships, the
equivalent Korean and Thai soul food dishes, among others, have become integrated into camp
meeting cuisine.
On the whole, however, slow-cooked vats of black-eyed peas, string beans, butterpeas,
and creamed corn, turnip greens by the pressure cooker full along with homegrown tomatoes,
fried okra, fried chicken, country ham, chicken and dumplings, fried fish, southern style macaroni
and cheese, homemade pimento cheese, deviled eggs, homemade biscuits and cornbread followed
by peach cobbler, pecan pie, burnt caramel and fresh coconut cakes, and homemade ice cream
still animate Shingleroof people’s food memories and annual eating in a big way.198 It should also
be noted that iced tea of a variety of strengths and degrees of sweetness is widely available and
prolifically imbibed. These cooking and feasting practices are squarely within the purview of the
tents although, as mentioned in Chapter 5, a lot of eating takes place on porches as well.

many decades. The presence of African-American cooks employed for the camp meeting week until the
early 1950s may have contributed to this usage. What those cooks prepared for the white plain folk of
Shingleroof families who employed them was nearly identical to what they prepared for their own families.
As in numerous other cases, groups of white plain folk and black plain folk shared many similar, often
commonly derived, cultural forms and practices, from foodways to other folkways, including conjure. For
numerous white plain folk descendants, soul food is not “ethnic dining;” it is comfort food like mama and
grandmama used to make it. The work of Sam Bowers Hilliard (Hilliard 1972) connects the common roots
of white and black soul food.
198
In some tents, the menu for camp meeting Sunday dinner is almost identical to that prepared at
Thanksgiving, including turkey and cornbread dressing, rice and gravy, cranberry sauce and an assortment
of vegetables and casseroles. Preparing and enjoying this particular fare at the campground signals in
cuisine that Shingleroof people regard camp meeting, and camp meeting Sunday in particular, as an
important family and religious holiday.
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Many of these cooking-oriented practices require considerable skill. Moreover, many of
these dishes require lengthy preparation times. Elaborating on Pierre Bourdieu’s work on
symbolic capital (Bourdieu 1977), Connerton asserts that objects of symbolic capital are locked
into the entire life histories and therefore into the memories of those who possess them.
For part of the point of what is possessed is precisely that it cannot be managed
by leading a life independently of the specific demands of what is possessed. And
part of the point of what is possessed is that it is not independent of the past
context in which it was acquired (Connerton 1989, 87).
What Connerton specifies as symbolic capital here includes “ancient competencies” learned
slowly and manifesting a concern for things that last. Such competencies, because they are timeintensive, require a ceremonial rather than economical occupation of one’s time (Connerton 1989,
87). Among the ancient competencies at Shingleroof we may identify in particular certain
foodways passed down through the generations. Learning to prepare these foods cannot be
learned overnight, and the foods cannot be prepared lickety-split: they are slow foods not fast
foods. The best camp meeting cooks possess considerable amounts of symbolic capital.

Figure 7.9. Soul food preparation and the arts of porch life overlap in this image as
Ellen Mote Hindman (b. 1951)(left) and Jane Clark Hammock (b. 1950) prepare
cucumbers for Korean-style cucumber salad on the porch of Tent 35.
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Incorporating Practices of the Porches
We now come to what may properly be called the arts of porch life. Porches are the
locations for learning and annually enacting and re-enacting a number of camp meeting’s most
cherished practices. Some porch practices are undertaken primarily when there is a felt need to
pass the time, usually owing to inclement weather’s precluding of other activities. At those times,
card games such as Spoons, Uno, and Hearts are popular pastimes and often involve members of
three and four generations, another manifestation of growing ancestors and descendants by
nurturing relationships between the old and the young. Intergenerational groups also shell peas,
string beans, and perform other communal food preparation tasks.
Some of these porch arts require ceremonial rather than economical uses of time. The
tradition of carving designs into lengths of green wood from chinaberry trees on the grounds is a
time-honored porch practice known as “making a chinaberry walking stick.” Its prevalence year
to year ebbs and flows, but observing a younger person approaching an older one to consult on
the execution of a particular design is a familiar porch scene. Over the Shingleroof decades
countless hundreds of these sticks have been carved. The chinaberry rebounds to provide an
ample supply year by year.
Porch sitting is another practice requiring a ceremonial use of time. Certainly camp
meeting itself strikes many in the over-extended and time-pressed broader US culture in which
Shingleroof is embedded as archaic, if not anachronistic. Sitting without the intention of doing
anything in particular, without watching a screen of some sort or manipulating a keyboard, has
become an endangered practice. At the campground, however, it is one of the most beloved and
most crucial of memory practices. It is easy to connect to the dead while sitting in their chairs.
While sitting on the porch and, admittedly, quite often drinking a cold beverage
(generally iced tea, lemonade, water, or a Coca-Cola product), if in the presence of one or more
elders, one is in a classroom. It is an informal, if hot, and relaxed classroom, but it is a place of
learning nonetheless. In the bodies and memories of living elders reside all manner of Shingleroof
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Figure 7.10. Porch sitting: a ceremonial use of time (photo courtesy of Diana Lynn Farmer).

knowledge. Faithful camp meeting participation holds out the promise of similar sagacious status,
of both body and memory, for adults in mid-life and younger people as well. Connerton holds that
“to study the social formation of memory is to study those acts of transfer that make remembering
in common possible” (Connerton 1989, 39). In that light, consider the porch a loading dock for
communal memory.
To ask a question of elders sitting on a porch is most often to launch a history lesson from
the oral tradition or a story about ancestors, one way or another. Some of these forebears are held
up as models to emulate; others are taken as cautionary tales. They are variously described as
fallible, hardworking, bad to drink, devout, hardscrabble, resourceful, no-account, enterprising,
Bible-reading, church-going, family-loving, kinfolk-oriented, smart as whips, ornery, sweet as
they could be, and so on. It does not take long for participants of all ages to recognize themselves
in these colorful accounts of earthy, mortal, yet still lively ancestors. This porch-placed “memory
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rehearsal” (Jing 1996) connects the dead to the oldest living to the middle-aged to the youngest
profoundly.

Figure 7.11. Three generations play Spoons, a favorite Shingleroof card game, on the front porch
of Tent 35 on a rainy camp meeting Sunday afternoon in 2010. While a young player receives
instruction on rules and strategy from his grandmother at the head of the table, two other porches
full of tenters at Tents 34A next door and Tent 34 two doors up can be seen above (photo by
D. S. Mote).
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Figure 7.12. Sawdust, lounge chairs, tall tales, belly laughs, and cold drinks, as seen here at
Tent 36, typify porch life at Shingleroof day and night (photo by D. S. Mote).

You really cannot—and should not try to—hurry a good porch story. The narrative arts of
Shingleroof tend to run a bit on the long side, and not just among the long of tooth. There are a
variety of camp meeting narrative traditions, including ghost stories told in the porch darkness not
long before bedtime, circuitous yarns involving various ancestors in the midst of which numbers
of rhetorical rabbits are chased, story-form jokes (often involving explicitly religious themes and
characters), and extended updates on the health and wellbeing of various relatives (which at times
sound remarkably like gossip, “bless their hearts”).
On and from the porch, important living genealogical research is conducted. One of the
key mechanisms for eliciting this data is among the most frequent and famous of Shingleroof
questions, “Who’s your mama?” The primary purpose of this query is to determine who a child is
by finding out their mother’s name, preferably her full (maiden) name. Depending on the age of
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the questioner, the question may have to be walked back a generation to “Who’s your
grandmama?” and, in some cases, to “Who’s your great-grandmama?” This mode of interrogation
works fairly well with children, say, twelve years old and upwards who can actually disclose their
mothers’ and matriarchs’ names. It is less successful with small children whose mothers all tend
to be named “Mama” and whose grandmothers are almost all named “Mimi” or “Granny” or the
like. If a child is successfully identified by this method, success is indicated by repeating to him
or her the names of his or her maternal forebears, having him or her respond, “Yes, ma’am” or
“Yes, sir,” and having the elder questioner declare, “Alright, I know who you are.” In the
Shingleroof culture, this kind of declaration rings remarkably true.
One last porch practice that should be mentioned is generally carried out without fanfare.
It is a longstanding rite of initiation into camp meeting, but it is very rarely marked by an
announcement beforehand or any inscribing practices (photos, videos, etc.) that record it. This
initiation is usually, but by no means always, performed by grandparents for their grandchildren.
It occurs during the child’s first camp meeting. The older person removes the child’s shoes, puts
the little feet down on sawdust or wood shavings, and sprinkles some in the tiny shoes. Then,
confidentially but confidently the adult will say, “There now, you’ve got sawdust in your shoes,
so you’ll always come back (to Shingleroof).” This is a powerful enactment of one of the most
enduring Shingleroof myths.
Incorporating Practices of the Spring
Shingleroof people no longer need to go to the spring to draw water, but they still need to
go to the spring. To visit the spring, to drink from it by hand, to wade in the small branch that
emanates from it, to cool off beside it is to encounter “water from another time,”199 time after
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This phrase by singer-songwriter John McCutcheon resonates with the polyvalent meanings of the
spring in the camp meeting culture. Though McCutcheon’s song is technically about how to keep an oldfashioned hand pump primed, his lyrics speak to the sense of old days and old ways that permeate
Shingleroof culture. The lyrics of the chorus are as follows: It don’t take much, but you gotta have
some/Old ways help the new ways come/Leave a little in the bucket for the next in line/They’re gonna need
a little water from another time (“Water from Another Time,” words and music by John McCutcheon,
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time, visit after visit as memories of it are sedimented into one’s body. The big spring has never
run dry, neither in times of drought nor in Shingleroof lore.
Visiting the spring is good for what ails you: its water is sweet and said to be healthful.
Indeed, a few participants visit the spring at least semi-regularly throughout the year to draw
gallons water for drinking at home. The water of the spring is a tonic that soothes frayed nerves,
and the sound of its flowing is calming. It is implicated in memory work in a variety of ways,
including its role as the imagined focal point for some elders who actively meditate or
concentrate on peaceful scenes in their non-camp meeting life as a means of lowering blood
pressure.

Figure 7.13. Ninth-generation tenter Jacob Thomas Uleman (b. 2008) drinks “water from another
time” in 2011 (photo by D. S. Mote).

copyright John McCutcheon).
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Children particularly love going to the spring, and it is for many of them a rite of passage
when their elders think they are old enough to visit it on their own. As depicted in Chapter 6, the
big spring is the site of another camp meeting rite of initiation in many families, that of having
one’s toes dipped in it during one’s first camp meeting. For many participants of all ages, going
to the spring during camp meeting is one of the generative, ritual events of attending Shingleroof.
The spring, too, is a site of storytelling and memory practices. To go to the spring and return to
one’s tent is a micro-pilgrimage paralleling the annual pilgrimage to Shingleroof and the return to
the place one identifies as primary home for the balance of the year. As Neville (Neville 1989,
2003) has argued, “Home is the sacred place to which the Protestant pilgrim returns.” Participants
may forget about the spring in the midst of their non-camp meeting lives, but, like the Shingleroof
culture it well represents, it flows and has influence every day and every night of every year,
whether they are conscious of it or not.
If the work of Shingleroof practices is largely re-enactment and remembering and
ancestors and their ways are the particular things being recalled and re-enacted, must that work be
done without deviation from the past in order to “count,” to be “authentic”? Returning again to
Ingold’s relational approach brings us back to his assertion applied in Chapter 4, that a change or
a difference does not necessarily equal a rupture from the past. Rather, as he has it, continuity and
change are not opposed but rather one in the same. The desire for overall continuity compels
change. As the decisions to move camp meeting earlier in the laying-by time multiple times so
that children could be present illustrate, ensuring camp meeting’s long-term future sometimes
means changing its contemporary forms and customs somewhat. The exact forms of ancient
practices do not figure into the equation as much as the intention of descendants to continue the
memory of forebears’ by continuing (versions of) their practices in the present.
Connerton holds that commemorative ceremonies, in addition to being a type of social or
collective action when carried out by groups, are cults enacted. As such, for Connerton, they
remind participants of past (or mythic) events and re-present those events. I will add to
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Connerton’s treatment, in a way I think Ingold would approve, that commemorative ceremonies
also re-present and recall the ancestors involved in those past events. In sum, commemorative
ceremonies play a part in ensuring that particular traditions will be kept going performatively
(Connerton 1989, 43).200
What exactly is being remembered in commemorative ceremonies? Connerton’s answer
is that the identity of a community is being remembered and recollected via a kind of master
narrative inherent in the form of the ceremony. This is, in effect, a “collective autobiography”
(Connerton 1989, 70). Yet, such a group autobiography through ritual is not, however, equivalent
to a journal or memoir. “More than a story told and reflected on,” Connerton reiterates, “it is a
cult enacted” (Connerton 1989, 70). Shingleroof, in this way, can be understood as the annual reenactment and remembering of certain plain folkways and certain plain folk and their
descendants, namely, all the Shingleroof ancestors, biological, legal, spiritual, religious, and
cultural. For one week each year, participants recreate certain ways of life that were practiced by
their nineteenth-century forebears. Those forebears in the newly formed Henry County had far,
far fewer choices and options than their twenty-first century descendants about what to eat, what
to wear, and where to find shelter, among other considerations. By re-enacting some of these
conditions and perpetuating numbers of memory practices, Shingleroof continues, generating
ancestors and regenerating descendants as a memory cult and a cult of ancestor veneration.
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“To enact a rite is always, in some sense, to assent to its meaning,” Connerton asserts (Connerton 1989,
44). This statement is at least somewhat problematic in that nowhere in the length of his essay does
Connerton deal with the notion that meanings, though both individually and communally held, are often
contested among members of the same groups. Thus, in the midst of his critically important work on
embodied practices of social memory there is an absence of explicit acknowledgement that individuals with
similar habit-memories with respect to certain commemorative ceremonies, which they faithfully enact,
may derive very different personal meanings from those ceremonies. However, that being said, we can
agree that whatever individuals hold the meaning(s), if any, of a particular commemorative ceremony to be,
they are giving (at least tacit) assent to that meaning (and/or redefining for themselves that meaning) by
participating in the ceremony.
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The Religious Modes of Asceticism and Anamnesis
I have argued that the entire camp meeting week may be viewed as one great
commemorative ceremony and all the particular practices of re-enactment and remembering at
Shingleroof are smaller practices held within its arc. By now, at least three ways that this reenactment and remembering are viewed to be religious in this project are clear. This work is
religious because it is done at a Methodist campground. It is also religious because it takes place
in an explicitly evangelical Protestant religious culture. It is also religious, as I have maintained
throughout, because it is work that has to do with ancestors, and the category of ancestors is
considered a religious category in this dissertation. There are two other religious dimensions
directly associated with this work of re-enactment and remembering that I wish to examine:
asceticism and anamnesis. Each of these terms has roots in other places as well, but each of them
has a long history in particular religious uses. It is in its long-established mode connected to
multiple traditions that I wish to deploy the term asceticism, and it is in conjunction with its long
history in Christian thought and practice that I will utilize the term anamnesis.
How does each of these terms figure into my analysis of Shingleroof and its practices? Is
Shingleroof populated by monastics or religious adepts of a sort I have not disclosed until now? Is
communion still practiced at Shingleroof but now secretly rather than openly as in the early days
as circuit rider Isaac Boring recorded? The answers to the second and third questions are no and
no. The answer to the first question is this: I submit that Shingleroof people are practicing a kind
of camp meeting asceticism without necessarily naming it as such. Moreover, I contend that the
camp meeting week of remembering affects a function of “unforgetting” implied in the term
anamnesis.
Asceticism
Each of the smaller commemorative ceremonies of Shingleroof is carried out in particular
ways, in the “habitual skilled remembering” through which Connerton says, “the past is, as it
were, sedimented in the body” (Connerton 1989, 72). This habitual skilled remembering
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resonates with Bourdieu’s notion of habitus (Bourdieu 1977), a system of dispositions, of
enduring, learned modes of perception, thought, and action. For Connerton, the power of this
habitual skilled remembering is derived “precisely because what is performed is something to
which the performers are habituated” so that “the cognitive content of what the group remembers
in common exercises such persuasive and persistent force” (Connerton 1989, 88).
The various smaller commemorative ceremonies of Shingleroof and the inscribing and
incorporating practices associated with them carry a resonance of naturalness and ease: this is the
way things are here; this is what we do here; this is how we do it; doing these things is what
makes camp meeting camp meeting. “The ease that is called natural,” Connerton says, “is
perceived as natural because of its spontaneous casualness of manner and its even flow of
performance” (Connerton 1989, 90).
Habituated to camp meeting and its practices, Shingleroof people express their
relationship to camp meeting in a variety of first-person plural declarations that reveal further
dimensions of the communal in camp meeting. These are most commonly heard throughout the
week at the campground, generally uttered by individuals who are visibly poring sweat.
We like it.
We love it.
We’re used to it.
We wouldn’t miss it.
We can’t imagine being anywhere else this week.
These statements are frequently followed by what functions as an apology for the camp meeting,
as in this composite:
You can’t explain it (camp meeting) to people. If they’ve never heard of it, they
can’t imagine anybody does it. If they come and see it for themselves, they either
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get it or they don’t. If they don’t get it, they think we’re crazy to do this for a
week. If they get it, sometimes they come back.201
On the one hand, this composite statement sounds not dissimilar to the testimonies or
testimonials of avid hobbyists or sports enthusiasts of numerous kinds. On the other hand,
there is some other dimension bordering on the sacred at work in these words. The sweat
Shingleroof people mop off their brows as they talk with you about this begins to get at
that other dimension.

Figure 7.14. One of many
available manual cooling
devices on offer upon
the pews of the Shingleroof
tabernacle (photo by D. S.
Mote).

201

It is instructive to note the complete ease of longtime participants even in sweltering heat and humidity
vis-à-vis the befuddlement of some first-time visitors who cannot imagine that people in their right minds
would participate in such a memory cult given the “rustic” conditions in which it is enacted. These are the
people “who think we’re crazy.” Not everybody goes in for anachronism in such a big way.
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In an age of highly advanced technology and unprecedented creature comforts in the US,
camp meeting participants at Shingleroof willingly forego air conditioning, internet access, wi-fi,
gaming systems, television, state-of-the-art appliances, and other such conveniences and tools of
their regular lives. Almost to a person, these descendants of the white plain folk of Henry County
and the borderers of north Britain own or have access to all these amenities. For a week every
year they gather on a piece of ground that belongs to everyone and no one. They sleep in close
quarters, share Spartan facilities, cook and eat together. They participate in a group of embodied
practices that constitute a peculiar economy of bodies and pleasures. Yes, they are remembering
forebears and re-enacting various ancestral practices. Yes, this is religious because it is nominally
Methodist and definitely evangelical Protestant. Yes, it is even religious because it has to do with
ancestors, and ancestors are a religious category.
This camp meeting economy of bodies and pleasures includes an element of hardship—
on purpose. It is not only a willing re-enactment of plain folkways but also a willing re-creation
of discomfort in life circumstances that was unavoidable by early white settlers in Henry County.
I have asserted before that the heat and humidity make bodies more pliable and receptive for the
work of memory. Here I am suggesting that willingly entering that uncomfortable environment is
both part of that work of memory and that in itself it constitutes another mode of veneration. Are
camp meeting people accidental ascetics or unconscious ones? I do not think they are. They very
intentionally recreate certain conditions of hardship as part and parcel of what it means to
venerate old days and old ways, to re-enact the practices of their forebears. This is why air
conditioning is a moral issue for many tentholders: it prevents proper recreation of hardship
conditions.
When they speak of camp meeting throughout the year, Shingleroof participants indicate
not only how much they love it but also how much they look forward to it. They view the passing
years of their lives in a particular relationship to camp meeting intervals come and gone and those
yet to come, in a cyclical, calendrical mode. They speak of it as a week different from all other
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weeks, marking it as sacred and set apart in particular ways from their other, non-camp meeting
life. Within the camp meeting interval, many participants by their presence on the grounds
indicate that keeping camp meeting is a priority in their lives. I contend that this prioritizing of
the camp meeting week, protecting it, showing up for it, planning around it and for it, is evidence
of a commitment to ancestors, their old ways and old days revealed bodily by participants in their
presence, which is made possible largely by treating and relating to the camp meeting week as a
priority. Part of what is prioritized is this religious dimension of hardship.
Hardcore ascetics in numerous religious traditions eschew all manner of pleasures. This
is not what is going on at Shingleroof. People deny themselves air conditioning, but they indulge
and overindulge in camp meeting foods with impunity. Participants are at ease in the
campground’s places, including on their porches and in their pews. They are at ease in their
bodies. They are often in a state of physical discomfort as well. They are, however, accustomed to
it. Embodied communal remembering is most effective when one is aware of one’s body, and it is
difficult not to be aware of one’s body in the heat and humidity of Georgia in the laying-by time.
The amenities and comforts participants give up for the week are not privations suffered so that
ancestors will be well pleased. Rather, people give these things up in order to better connect with
ancestors and old ways, in order to more deeply remember bodily and communally.
Anamnesis
One can only become an ancestor through death. One joins the great cloud of ancestral
witnesses after moving from life through death to a new mode of existence. Yet the threat of
death, as Elizabeth Hallam and Jenny Hockey observe, “is very much bound up with the
possibility of oblivion” (Hallam and Hockey 2001, 4). What if no one remembers those who have
gone before? Tim Ingold’s answer and mine is that, in a certain sense, there would be no
ancestors. Ancestors must be generated as well as venerated by living descendants who create
them as objects of memory by continuing their practices. Remembering is key. Yet the reality is
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that human beings forget all the time. Indeed, the vast numbers of things we forget swallow up
many times over the things that we remember. Forgetting is the corollary of remembering.
Once created through practices of memory, ancestors can be forgotten. Indeed, they most
often are. It is difficult to recover and remember them as an individual. If Paul Connerton is right,
memory, at its core, is a communal faculty rather than an individual one. There are mechanisms
and modes of communal remembering, but we need access to them.
In Christian practice for two thousand years, communion, the Eucharist, the Lord’s
Supper, has provided a mechanism of communal remembering. The term anamnesis in the more
liturgical Christians traditions refers to the particular part of the Eucharistic prayer in which the
passion, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus are recalled. The anamnesis is, literally, the
“unforgetting.” By this practice of memory, Christians recall the pioneer of their tradition and
foundational parts of his story. Though communion is celebrated as infrequently as four times a
year in some Christian traditions, in others it is celebrated weekly, even daily. No matter the
frequency and no matter how crucial the details recalled in the practice, the ancestor and the story
are forgotten again moments after they are remembered. The communal memory practice of
communion, however, repeatedly facilitates that unforgetting. It is probably impossible to break
the cycle of forgetting again soon after remembering. It appears endemic to the human condition.
The answer then is to remember, if not frequently, then at least regularly, to “unforget” at reliable
intervals.
Maurice Bloch and Jonathan Parry write, “While death as an event may defy all
regularity, the dead are eventually incorporated into the predictable cycle of the year and are
harnessed (however imperfectly) to the reproduction of social life” (Bloch and Parry 1982, 10).
This is how the predictable cycle of the year helps us deal with ancestors: we incorporate them
into the yearly cycle so that we can incorporate their practices into our bodies and thereby
remember them. We will forget them very soon again, inevitably, but we have the means by
which to remember over and over.
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In the Shingleroof religious culture, ancestors, the living dead, are harnessed effectively
and powerfully to camp meeting, which, like Obon, endures as an agrarian observance in the
postmodern world, a celebration of the dead and the living in the laying-by time. Shingleroof is a
cult of embodied, communal recollecting where individuals gather in extended families and as a
community to lay by the distractedness and rush of the broader culture in which they mainly live.
Together they re-enact and remember, incorporate and incarnate plain folkways of forebears.
Concluding Remarks
Obon and other commemoration rites in True Pure Land and other Japanese Buddhisms,
other Buddhist traditions, and other religious traditions across Asia involve adhering to an
explicit, set schedule of memorial services and ritual practices. The path to becoming and creating
an ancestor is straightforward and clear, if time-consuming and fraught with competing
obligations. Other religious traditions elsewhere in the world and, as a number of classical works
of anthropology have shown, in Africa in particular also specify the steps by which ancestors are
to be venerated, the recently dead transformed into proper ancestors, and relationships negotiated
after a death between the living with one another and between the living and the dead. Because of
evangelical Protestant wariness of perceived Roman Catholic excesses with respect to the
veneration of saints, however, the history and presence of ancestor veneration as such is generally
unnamed and unmarked in evangelical Protestant contexts. That is to say, it is there in
understandings of “the communion of saints” and in numbers of practices of memory but seldom
if ever called ancestor veneration or carried out in obviously ceremonious ways. Moreover, owing
to the anti-ancestor sentiment in colonial and early national times in the US combined with the
dominance of Protestant mindsets and motifs in the broader US culture historically and
contemporarily, American practices of honoring forebears have tended to be largely underground,
domestic, and private. Though the process by which one becomes an ancestor is less explicit and
more diffuse at Shingleroof owing to these evangelical Protestant and American historical
realities than in many Buddhist, Asian, African, and other world contexts, it is nonetheless real
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for its less obvious or clearly delineated steps and no less factual, meaningful, or powerful for the
relative lack of discourse around many of its practices. Ancestors as objects of memory in the
Shingleroof Camp Meeting religious culture are created and venerated communally through a
variety of intergenerational kin-religious practices.
Before the turn of the twentieth century, Shingleroof had begun to manifest dimensions
of a cult of ancestor veneration. In the earliest days of “McDonough Camp Meeting,” though, in
the 1820s and 1830s, how did participants venerate their ancestors? Charles Long asserts that the
Jeffersonian ethic and myth of beginning again that was endemic to the American experiment
early on intentionally sought to sever ties with ancestors in the “old world” in order to start fresh
with new approaches and new institutions in the new one. Even so, it is hard to believe that
forebears were entirely forgotten, especially among those border immigrants and borderer
descendants in the backwoods whose storytelling traditions are legendary with good cause.
Perhaps the very evolution of the camp meeting form from earlier Protestant outdoor gatherings
constitutes a mode of ancestor veneration in itself as those border immigrants and their
descendants in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries deployed the long-lived field meeting and
outdoor sacramental traditions brought from the borders of north Britain and the northern
counties of Ireland in the forms of sacramental seasons, quarterly conferences, and associational
meetings, the forms that would collectively give rise to the new and distinctively American form
of the camp meeting.
That camp meeting form, experienced by early participants as something novel, a new
twist on those camp meeting antecedents (sacramental seasons, quarterly conferences, and
associational meetings) as the camp meeting movement ignited, was subsequently regularized
even as it gained traction and increased in popularity. More than two hundred years on, the camp
meeting is now a venerable, if often obscured, institution and cultural form and has now become
one of the clearest examples of “old time religion” within evangelical Protestantisms in the US.
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As plain folk participants in the early camp meetings continued to migrate across the
North American continent, the camp meeting took on new valences as a family reunion and
Protestant pilgrimage destination as well as a religious revival. By the end of the nineteenth
century, at Shingleroof, the mandate for descendants to continue the observance of camp meeting
and its practices had been woven into Shingleroof culture and Henry County culture. Thus, before
Shingleroof Camp Meeting was even seventy-five years old, obligations to ancestors in the form
of keeping their camp meeting traditions had emerged in an identifiable way in public
admonitions in the local newspaper.
Not all modes and forms of ancestor veneration involve re-enacting, but most of those at
Shingleroof do. This is the case even as Shingleroof participants away from the campground, like
most people the world over, are involved in more or less unmarked and unnamed forms of
ancestor veneration on many if not most days of their lives. Photographs and other images of
ancestors of various kinds adorn walls of homes and places of business and learning. Quotations
from various ancestors are repeated from memory and placed in permanent inscribed forms that
adorn desktops and bookcases. Books and other inscriptions penned by or about various kinds of
ancestors are displayed in physical forms on shelves and archived in virtual forms. Building
cornerstones and entryways passed by and utilized day in and day out are engraved with the
names and dates of various kinds of ancestors and testimonies of their good works. Shirts, towels,
and other clothing and textiles are folded in particular ways handed down over the generations of
an extended family. Heirloom furniture and furnishings are utilized most every day. Inherited
artifacts are given pride of place in room décor. Names recur across times, places, and
generations as ancestors and descendants are increased through the phenomenon of creating
namesakes.
At Shingleroof many of the everyday kinds of ancestor veneration take on dimensions of
greater resonance even as the many commemorative ceremonies and re-enactments of families
and the camp meeting en masse are annually performed. The deeply somatic, enthusiastic
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worship of the early camp meetings of the camp meeting movement has evolved into deeply
somatic modes of communal remembering at Shingleroof. By these intentionally ascetic modes of
anamnesis the past is given presentness again. Descendants connect to the past, and ancestors
come into the present in an instantiation of filial piety on the soil of the Georgia piedmont, an
annual revival of the living and the dead.
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