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ABSTRACT

DIVERSITY IN CHURCH-ASSOCIATED COLLEGES
IN MICHIGAN AND OHIO, 1825-1867

By

D. Randall Gabrielse

Between 1820 and 1860, groups with a variety of ethnic
and confessional backgrounds established church-associated
colleges in Ohio, and native-born groups established several
such colleges in Michigan.

This thesis examines published college histories and
prosophograhical information about the colleges’ professors.
It proposes that these church-associated colleges were
established by persons living in the West and attempted to
meet the interests of the people in the West, rather than by
remote New England-controlled religious interests. It also
demonstrates that the church-associated colleges reflected
the settlement patterns in the respective states and
exhibited the cultural backgrounds of their respective
founders and constituency. As a set of decentralized
institutions based on a common form but founded by a variety
of ethnic and religious groups, the church-associated
colleges provide a window on religious, ethnic and political

diversity and tension in the antebellum West.
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Introduction

The places of birth and the places of college education
of the faculty at antebellum church-associated colleges' in
Michigan and Ohio indicate that the religious, cultural, and
political influences on those colleges were much more
diverse than previous scholarship has revealed. The
standard histories of American colleges have tended to
combine broad generalizations about the influence of
Congregationalists and Presbyterians through Yale and
Princeton with short remarks about diverse denominational
origins of specific colleges. With a few exceptions, the
actual social, religious, and other cultural functions of
the colleges as shaped by their diverse denominational
associations and their locations have been neglected in
favor of studies of Congregationalist and Presbyterian
colleges and educational organizations, controversy over
Presbygational desire for social control in the West, and
debates about the value of the colleges’ classical

curriculum.?

T use the term "church-associated" to designate any
college associated in any way with an ecclesiastical
organization or a group of individuals who represent a
particular ecclesiastical organization. I find the term
useful because given the variety of connections or lack
thereof which these colleges had to denominations, it seems
more appropriate than the previously used terms
"denominational" and "church-related," which indicated
church control and the total absence thereof respectively.

20n the American Education Society, see Natalie Ann
Naylor, "Raising a Learned Ministry: The American Education
Society, 1815-1860" (Ed.D. diss., Teachers’ College,
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In this work I focus on the place of birth and college
education of the founders and faculty as indicators of the
diverse influences on the colleges, using simple
quantitative data, prosopographical information, and the
published histories of the colleges. From this information,
I present some preliminary conclusions about the colleges’
relations to American culture and their associated
ecclesiastical organizations, and their positions on
education and abolition. I focus on Michigan and Ohio
colleges because they present a contrast in geographical,
chronological and cultural patterns of settlement. They do
not, however, present the additional complexity that
Illinois and Indiana do in terms of heavy migration from the
South as well as the East. The large number of colleges
dictated the more conservative approach.

Whereas Methodists, Baptists, and Congregationalists
with their Presbyterian allies migrated from New England and
New York and established colleges in both Ohio and Michigan,
in Ohio alone several distinctly non-New England groups,
including several German confessional groups,
particularistic Scotch-Irish Presbyterians, and

Episcopalians, migrated or spilled over from Pennsylvania

Columbia University, 1971). On the Society for the
Promotion of Collegiate and Theological Education at the
West, see James F. Findlay, "The SPCTEW and Western
Colleges: Religion and Higher Education in Mid-Nineteenth
Century America," History of Education Quarterly 10 no. 1
(Spring, 1977). On curricular debates see the works by
Hofstadter, Schmidt, Rudolph, and Ringenberg in this work.
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and Virginia. The African Methodists and the home-grown
Disciples and Christians also founded colleges in Ohio.

Most of the faculty at Michigan colleges graduated from New
England colleges, while approximately one half of Ohio
faculty graduated from colleges in Pennsylvania and Ohio,
and only Western Reserve College in Ohio had a large Yale
representation.? Regardless of the strength of direct or
indirect New England influence, the influence of the diverse
non-New England and non-Presbyterian-Congregationalist

faculty must be taken into account.

3Ten of 15 professors in Michigan colleges were born in
the New England states, compared to only 23 of 75 Ohio
college professors. Five of nine faculty in Michigan
colleges graduated in New England, while 46 out of 147 Ohio
faculty graduated from New England colleges. Pennsylvania
and Ohio colleges provided 73 of Ohio’s 147 faculty. Of the
14 five Yale graduates located in the total, eleven were
professors at Western Reserve College. (See Table A.)
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Literature Review: General Works

Vernon F. Schwalm’s 1926 Ph.D. dissertation "The
Historical Development of the Denominational Colleges in the
0l1d Northwest to 1870," is the earliest and most complete of
the relevant works for the Midwest. Schwalm uses a
combination of the sources from fifteen colleges and
material from the Presbyterian and Plan of Union
organizations, especially the American Education Society and
the Society for the Promotion of Theological Education at
the West,* but his uncritical acceptance of the AES
accounts as evidence of Baptist and Methodist opposition to
higher education leads him to disregard the fact that at
least seven of the fifteen colleges he examines were
associated with Methodist or Baptist groups.® He also
claims that most of the faculty at these colleges came from
Yale, Brown, Dartmouth, and Wesleyan University. Although
he is more accurate than later historians who blithely name

Yale as "the mother of colleges," these New England

‘The American Education Society (AES) was formed in
Boston in 1815 to aid individuals in their education
assuming they would study for the ministry. See Naylor,
"Raising a Learned Ministry." The Society for the Promotion
of Theological Education at the West (SPCTEW) had more
ambiguous beginnings in 1843 which will be discussed below.
It granted money directly to colleges to meet current
operating expenses.

*Vernon Franklin Schwalm, "The Historical Development
of the Denominational Colleges in the 0ld Northwest to 1870"
(Ph.D. diss., University of Chicago, 1926), Introduction,
35.
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colleges together may have provided at most half of the
faculty for the midwestern church-associated colleges. He
does not examine the origins of the other half. None of
these errors, however, is confined to Schwalm. Historians
have concentrated on Yale right up to the 1980s without
citing Schwalm.® His work is cited in one bibliography’ and
in none of the major scholarship. Several of his
conclusions have been reached independently by the new
educational historians and some complement him quite well.

First, Schwalm describes how the constitution of the
AES incorporated Lyman Beecher’s warning that the West would
decline into barbarian atheism or Romanism if left to
Baptist preachers and Methodist circuit riders. By the
1840s Methodists were at least keeping pace with
Presbyterians in college building, belying Presbyterian-

Congregationalist concerns about Methodist resistance to

’Richard Hofstadter, Academic Freedom in the Age of the
College (New York: Columbia University Press, 1955); George
P. Schmidt, The Liberal Arts College: A Chapter in American
Cultural History (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University
Press, 1957); Schmidt, The 0ld-Time College President (New
York, Columbia University Press, 1930); William C.
Ringenberg, The Christian College (Grand Rapids: Eerdman’s,
1984), 58. R. Freeman Butts, The College Charts its Course
(New York, 1938), 118; Richard W. Solberg, Lutheran Higher
Education in North America (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg
Publishing House, 1985), 50; Frederick Rudolph, The American
College and University: A History (New York: Knopf, 1962),
52; J. H. Brown, "Presbyterian Social Influences in Early
Ohio," Journal of the Presbyterian Historical Society 30
(December, 1952): 213.

’James Ward Smith and Leland Jamison, Religion in American
Life (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1961), vol. 4
pts. 1 and 2, A Critical Bibliography of Religion in
America, by Nelson R. Burr.






6
education and "civilization," but the inclusion of the
statements in the AES constitution explains their
persistence in both contemporary literature and historical
scholarship. The increasing denominational rivalry of the
1830s and 1840s also explains some Presbyterian concerns.®
As historians have done with so many New England
organizations’ claims about the Midwest, Schwalm and others
have taken the AES claims too uncritically.

Schwalm also discusses the Society for the Promotion of
Collegiate and Theological Education at the West (SPCTEW) at
length. He points out that it was established in 1843 to
coordinate western colleges’ appeals for money from the East
after donations dried up in the crash of 1837. Marietta
College (Ohio), Wabash College (Indiana), Illinois College,
Western Reserve College (Ohio) and Lane Theological Seminary
(Ohio) organized the society and appointed Theron Baldwin
from Illinois College as corresponding secretary.’ The
nature of the Society’s founding by self-conscious

easterners in the West raises questions about its

*George Marsden, The Evangelical Mind and the New
School Presbyterian Experience: A Case Study of Thought and
Theology in Nineteenth-Century America (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1970), 104-142; C. C. Goen Broken
Churches, Broken Nation (Macon, GA: Mercer University
Press, 1985).

*Edward Beecher was president of Illinois College and
Lyman Beecher had been president of Lane Seminary. Arthur
G. Beach, A Pioneer College: The Story of Marietta College
(privately printed, 1935), 67; James Findlay, "The SPCTEW
and Western Colleges: Religion and Higher Education in Mid-
Nineteenth Century America," History of Education Quarterly
10 (Spring, 1977), 39.
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similarities to and differences from other eastern
missionary societies. Wabash, Illinois, Western Reserve,
and Lane were Plan of Union institutions, and Edward Beecher
and Theron Baldwin clearly identified with concerns in New
England; they were leaders of the "Illinois Band, who came
west to run Illinois College at the request of John M.
Ellis.!® Beecher and Baldwin were working for Illinois
College in 1843 though, while the colleges concerned opened
in the 1820s and 1830s. The Society aided at least fifteen
colleges by 1870; several of them had nothing to do with the
Plan of Union, -- German Evangelical College of Missouri,
and Wittenberg College (German Lutheran) -- and Oberlin had
left the Plan in the 1830s." The SPCTEW served more than
narrow Plan of Union concerns, but its leadership had strong
connections to the East.

Schwalm succinctly describes the experience of many
church-going migrants: "The pioneers who came from the
older states were often members of churches, but upon coming
west, they had no church privileges."? In such

circumstances a peculiar combination of the American

“The Illinois Band included Baldwin, Beecher, John F.
Brooks, Mason Grosvenor, Elisha Jenney, William Kirby,
Julian M. Sturtevant, and Asa Turner -- all graduates of
Yale Divinity School. Colin B. Goodykoontz, Home Missions
on the American Frontier: With Particular Reference to the
American Home Missionary Society (Caldwell, Idaho: Caxton,
1939), 196; Findlay, "SPCTEW," 39.

lschwalm, "Colleges in the Northwest," 20.

2schwalm, "Colleges in the Northwest," 9.



8
Protestant ethos (which at its lowest common level was what
Henry May calls Progressive Patriotic Protestantism) mixed
and sometimes clashed with strong denominational loyalty and
insistence on particular doctrines, rituals, and policies,
as well as with sects and with immigrants who struggled
between maintenance of their identity and assimilation into
American culture and evangelicalism.” A great deal of the
variation must have depended on what options were available.
The colleges appear to have been at the center of these
local particularities, tensions, and conflicts which
comprise a central part of the religious history of the
Midwest.!

Schwalm proposes that in this atmosphere, which Jon
Butler has called a "spiritual hothouse, " three main
motivations existed for founding colleges. First, the major
denominations saw the institutions and the education they

provided as keys to preserving American civilization and the

BBy "evangelicalism," is meant here the broad American
Protestantism of the main bodies of the Methodists,
Baptists, Presbyterians and Congregationalists.

“Henry May, "The Religion of the Republic," in Ideas,
Faiths, and Feelings: Essays on American Intellectual and
Religious History, 1952-1982 (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1983), 163-164,171. For an explanation of the
shifting alliances and conflicts between Protestant groups
in the West, see Whitney R. Cross, The Burned-Over District:
The Social and Intellectual History of Enthusiastic Religion
in Western New York, 1800-1850 (Ithaca, NY: 'Cornell
University Press, 1957),

BJon Butler, Awash in a Sea of Faith: Christianizing
the American People (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1990), 225ff.
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republic itself. Second, they touted the education of
clergy for the West as the main objective of the colleges
and a critical means of maintaining American Protestantism.
Finally, denominational rivalry kept the pace intense. The
leaders of each group associated with a college promoted
itself through its college, and each sought to retain the
loyalty of its youth by educating them within the
denomination’s own institutions.!® Schwalm concludes that
such competition provided healthy stimuli for the churches
and associated colleges.

Schwalm’s explanation contains one critical deficiency.
Although each religious group associated with a college used
its institution to preserve its subculture, they differed on
what aspects of the larger culture to preserve. While the
major denominations maintained a tense mixture of
evangelicalism and denominational distinctiveness, Catholics
were forced to face the broad Protestant ethos directly, and
the German immigrant groups in Ohio and Illinois struggled
with questions of assimilation that centered around
ethnicity, language, and doctrinal distinctiveness. Others,

including the Associate churches, Disciples and

The function of the academies apparently differed with
the particular denomination’s attitude toward the broader
American culture. Methodist, Baptist, and Presbyterian
academies could draw people from across denominational lines
in an education that many native-born Americans may have
been able to affirm, whereas the academy of Heidelberg
college included German reformed distinctives, such as the
Heidelberg Catechism and the German language.
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Episcopalians maintained their own respective positions.!

Schwalm acknowledges that although the classical
curriculum provided the college identity for the schools,
the "English" and "Scientific" curriculums brought in more
people, many of them aspiring teachers. Schwalm portrays
the courses as serving the role of teacher education when no
formal teacher education or normal course was available. By
the end of the 1840s, almost all colleges provided for
teacher education, "To supply the demand for better teachers
was one of the reasons for the founding of the colleges of
the 0l1d Northwest."!® Broad histories of the church-
associated colleges have treated these courses as weak add-
ons to an unchanging classical curriculum.” The education
of teachers and the maintenance of preparatory academies
connected to the colleges mediated between assimilating

aspects of the broad culture and maintaining those aspects

Harold H. Lentz, A History of Wittenberg College,
1845-1945 (Wittenberg, Ohio: Wittenberg College Press,
1946) . William L. Fisk, A History Of Muskingum College (New
Concord, Ohio: Muskingum College, 1978); E.I.F. Williams
Heidelberg Democratic Christian College, 1850-1950 (Menasha,
Wis: George Banta Publishing Company, 1952). James I. Good,
The Historical Handbook of the Reformed Church
(Philadelphia, Pa.: Heidelberg Press, 1901).

8Schwalm, "Colleges in the Northwest," 10; Timothy
Smith, "Uncommon Schools: Christian Colleges and Social
Idealism in Midwestern America, 1820-1950," in Indiana
Historical Society Lectures, 1976-1977: The History of
Education in the Middle West, by Timothy L. Smith and Donald
E. Pitzer, (Indianapolis: Indiana Historical Society,
1978), 28-29.

YHofstadter, "Academic Freedom," 227.
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of the subculture which the institution and its constituents
deemed important.

Both broad histories and in-house histories of
particular colleges leave little doubt that abolition became
an issue on almost every midwestern campus. Schwalm shows
that colleges differed drastically on the question. He
shows that Hanover (Indiana) and McKendree (Methodist,
Illinois) repudiated abolition in 1836 and 1839
respectively.? At Illinois College, in contrast, Edward
Beecher aided Elijah Lovejoy up to the day of Lovejoy’s
murder.? The five church-associated colleges in Michigan
supported abolition almost without qualification.?
Abolition also divided Ohio colleges, although generally
over the speed of abolition and the outspokenness of
students and faculty, rather than over whether slavery ought
to be terminated.®

Although written in 1926 and barely acknowledged since
then, Schwalm’s work remains the most useful broad history

of the church-associated colleges in the Midwest.

2McKendree College at Lebanon in southern Illinois had
close ties to the southern churches in the Methodist
Episcopal Church. Schwalm, "Colleges in the Northwest," 194-
195.

Zigchwalm, "Colleges in the Northwest," 194-195.

Zwilliam C. Ringenberg, "The Protestant College on the
Michigan Frontier" (Ph.D. diss., Michigan State University,
1970), 132-135.

Bgee the sections below on Western Reserve College,
Oberlin College, and abolition.
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In The 0ld-Time College President (1930), George P.
Schmidt focuses almost entirely on the New England colleges.
His brief treatment of colleges in the Midwest claims that
the Presbyterians and Congregationalists founded many of the
colleges and filled more with Yale graduates, and that the
attempts by every denomination to have its own college
created destructive competition. The numbers do not add up
to Presbyterian dominance in the Midwest: Yale graduates
did not staff colleges run by Methodists, Disciples, German
Baptists, German Lutherans, or Episcopalians -- to list
just a few of the groups with colleges in Ohio. The numbers
do not add up for Presbyterian or Plan of Union dominance
through the number of colleges in the Midwest either. Of
the five colleges in Michigan, only Olivet was associated
with Congregationalists, and its Oberlin heritage made it
anathema to the state association for several years;* in
Ohio only Western Reserve College among the antebellum
church-associated colleges had strong evangelical
Presbyterian ties, and seven of the fifteen colleges that
Schwalm examines were associated with Baptist or Methodist
groups.

Schmidt’s criticism of denominational rivalry
disregards both the real difficulties of founding a college,

and the small number that were actually founded by

“Ringenberg "The Protestant College," 105. Olivet was
founded as an Oberlin-type colony by John J. Shiperd,
founder of Oberlin, and drew its original students and
faculty from the mother school.
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denominations. The legislatures of Illinois and Michigan
made it almost impossible to charter a college with church
connections prior to 1835 and 1855 respectively, and most
colleges were founded by individuals or associations formed
for that purpose.?

In The Founding of American Colleges Before the Civil
War, With Particular Reference to the Religious Influences
Bearing upon the College Movement (1932), Donald G.
Tewksbury encyclopedically chronicles the founding and
closing of American colleges, but provides almost no
analysis. He finds that 516 colleges were chartered between
1800 and 1861, but only 104 survived, only 17 of 43 in Ohio.
There were at least four failures in Michigan.?
Tewksbury’s data is invaluable, but it has been used

simplistically by Schmidt and others to emphasize the

BIn Michigan, the legislature refused to grant Thomas
W. Merrill a charter for such an institution in either Ann
Arbor or Bronson (later Kalamazoo). In 1836, John D.
Pierce, Superintendent of Public Instruction, submitted a
recommendation that no college be chartered without $100,000
in cash and twice that amount in pledges. John D. Pierce,
"Report of the Superintendent of Public Instruction of the
State of Michigan," Journal of the House of Representatives
of the State of Michigan; 1837 (Detroit: John S. Bagg, State
Printer, 1837): 559; Winton Solberg, Lutheran Higher
Education in North America, (Minneapolis, Minn: Augsburg
Publishing House, 1984), 50;

®ponald G. Tewksbury, The Founding of American Colleges
and Universities Before the Civil War, with Particular
Reference to the Religious Influences Bearing upon the
College Movement (Hamdon, Connecticut: Archon Books, 1965
[(1932c]), 28. Raisin Institute in Lenawee County closed,
whereas Benzie College in Benzie County, Marshall College in
Marshall, and Grand River Theological Institute in Delta
Township existed only on paper. See Ringenberg, "The
Protestant College."



14
recklessness that characterized college founding rather than
to study the colleges themselves.?

Richard Hofstadter, author of the best-known history of.
higher education in the United States titles the relevant
chapter in Academic Freedom in the Age of the College "The
Great Retrogression." He presents Schmidt’s criticism in a
simplified and didactic manner. Whereas Schmidt made at
least some attempt to study the church-associated colleges
that opened in the antebellum period, and to treat them
somewhat in terms of their leaders’ intentions, Hofstadter
leaves no doubt that he did not examine the colleges in the
Midwest and that he believes the 516 colleges chartered were
obscurantist obstructions to the modern university.

Academic Freedom addresses the colleges more directly than
his other volume on higher education, but even the
anachronistic title indicates that he does not study the
nineteenth-century colleges on their own terms. He treats
Harvard and Yale as pivotal to proper civilization in the
colonies, and the ensuing volume by Andrew Metzger, Academic
Freedom in the Age of the University lauds the research
university’s triumph over the retrogressive colleges.

George P. Schmidt’s second work, The Liberal Arts
College, again reveals that at some level he studied the

colleges in order to reach his conclusions, but it reveals

??Schmidt, 0ld-Time College President; The Liberal Arts
College, 10-11; Hofstadter, Academic Freedom, 20 ff.
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only a change in tone. He announces that the competition was
not any worse than any other booming on the frontier. He
maintains the claim of Presbyterian dominance, and tries to
reconcile it with the amount of competition by claiming that
colleges in New England naturally took on the
Congregationalist-Presbyterian ethos, and that the New
Englanders cooperated with Scotch-Irish Presbyterians in
founding colleges in the Midwest.

Schmidt groundlessly extends the New England phenomenon
to the West. Although Marietta College fits his description
and the Presbyterians briefly had de facto control of
Indiana University and Miami University, the orthodoxy of
the Scotch-Irish and the reform fervor of the
Congregationalists not only created innumerable local
tensions as in Crawfordsville Indiana, the home of Wabash
College. The college was a Plan-of-Union institution, but
many of the local Scotch-Irish Presbyterians opposed the
Plan of Union. The 1837 Presbyterian Schism marked the
height of conflict between the Presbyterians loyal to the
Plan of Union and those opposed, but only the midpoint of
battles among New School Presbyterians and

Congregationalists.?® Franklin College and Muskingum

®George P. Schmidt, The Liberal Arts College, 33-5.
Crawfordsville was the home of Wabash College, a Plan of
Union institution, but the local community fell out on the
0ld School Side of the Presbyterian schism, exposing just
one example of local tension within the Presbyterian-
Congregationalist orbit. Timothy Smith, "Colleges in the
Midwest," 14-15. Marshall College (Michigan) failed in part
because of a similar dispute between two of its original
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College (Ohio), served as educational centers for the ethnic
Associate Reformed and Associate Presbyterian churches.

Schmidt also claims that after 1850, the church-
associated colleges rapidly became secularized.? The claim
conflicts directly with the new educational historians.
David B. Potts, Timothy L. Smith, and James F. Findlay all
find that the church-associated colleges became more closely
aligned with their churches after 1850.*° Timothy Smith
claims that weaker denominations founded colleges on a more
sectarian basis during that period; Potts finds that
colleges that were rechartered after 1850 tightened ties to
their associated churches. Findlay refers to the Methodist
Episcopal General Conference’s and the Presbyterian Church
U.S.A. General Assembly’s attempts to increase the power of

their boards of education over associated colleges.’

supporters, John D. Pierce and John P. Cleveland. Both were
AHMS appointees but Pierce was Democratic and
Congregationalist while Cleaveland was Whig and
Presbyterian. Susan Sleeper Smith, unfinished Ph.D. diss.,
University of Michigan; Conversation with author, 2-15-93.
See George Marsden, The Evangelical Mind, which tells of
several conflicts between 01d School groups and Plan of
Union ministers in the West.

®schmidt, Liberal Arts College, 40.

¥pavid B. Potts, "From Localism to Denominationalism,"
363; James F. Findlay, "Agency, Denominations and the
Western Colleges: Some Connections Between Evangelicalism
and American Higher Education," Church History 50 no. 1
(March, 1981) 64-80; Timothy Smith, "Colleges in the
Midwest," 4.

d7imothy Smith, "Colleges in the Midwest," 36ff; James
Findlay, "The SPCTEW and Western Colleges: Religion and
Higher Education in Mid-Nineteenth Century America,"
History of Education Quarterly 10 no. 1 (Spring, 1977):
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In his The American College and University Frederick
Rudolph takes a similar approach to Hofstadter’s but he is
even more didactic. Even more than Hofstadter, he complains
about the narrowness of the religious groups and their
colleges. The religiosity bothers Rudolph at least as much
as the smallness. He says of the church-associated
colleges: "But there were dozens of frighteningly narrow
and inconsequential Presbyterian, Baptist, and Methodist
colleges in the backwaters of the South and West."

Rudolph rashly asserts that denominations were the most
rabid founders of colleges. This assertion is misguiding
and leads Rudolph into a group of illusory paradoxes. He
finds a great paradox in that, "While most colleges of the
period were founded by denominations, they were also
forbidden either by charter or public opinion to engage in
religious tests for faculty and students.®
The paradox disappears when one realizes that many colleges
were founded by individuals or groups of people -- not
church bodies -- and that in the 1830s and 1840s the
colleges of major denominations balanced their
denominational particularism with their pride in the broadly
consensual Protestant attitudes that kept the colleges open

to people of all Protestant backgrounds.

43-44.

2Frederick Rudolph, The American College and
University: A History (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1962),
54.
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The referent of Hofstadter’s, Rudolph’s, and Schmidt’s
criticism is unclear in their work. All three criticize the
classical curriculum and the religiosity of the colleges.
The first problem is that their criticism becomes confused,
as if nineteenth-century American Christianity were in some
way reducible to the classical curriculum. The second
problem is that they do not tell what they mean by religion
or religiosity in the colleges. Consequently the only clear
referent is the colleges’ denominational ties. Criticism at
that point makes little sense though, because few of the
colleges were founded or controlled by official
denominational organizations. Much of their complaint is
then non-referential. Determining what and where religion
was in these colleges is imperative to a useful history of
them.

"The Protestant College on the Michigan Frontier,"
William C. Ringenberg’s 1970 Michigan State Ph.D.
dissertation is an invaluable work to anyone studying either
the history of Michigan or colleges, religion, and social
reform in the Midwest. Ringenberg’s dissertation addresses
the five Michigan church-associated colleges as a collective
whole -- "the Protestant college." He addresses their
local, political, and denominational associations, including
their social reform activities to the extent possible when
generalizing across five colleges. Most of the work is
organized topically, and addresses issues specific to each

college as examples of the larger themes.
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In "Individual Beginnings," Ringenberg addresses the
individual colleges more closely than in any other section.
The denominational ties of the Michigan colleges represented
a proportion of New England and native-born influence
exceptional for the Midwest. Due to its swampy terrain,
Michigan was settled relatively late, and almost wholly in
an east-west manner after the Erie Canal opened in 1825,
with very little migration from the South.® None of the
colleges were either founded by or controlled by national
denominational organizations. Hillsdale, Adrian and Albion
were founded by the Michigan affiliates of their respective
denominations; three Baptists from Maine and New Hampshire
established Kalamazoo College before a state Baptist
convention existed, and John J. Shiperd, founder of Oberlin
Colony and Collegiate Institute, established Olivet on the
same principles as Oberlin. In contrast, colleges in Ohio
also represented several German and Scotch-Irish immigrant
denominations, Episcopalians, Friends, and Disciples. The
state Baptist and Congregational organizations distrusted
Kalamazoo and Olivet colleges respectively for some time,

after they opened, but eventually came to support them.*

¥George N. Fuller, Economic and Social Beginnings of
Michigan: A Study of the Settlement of the Lower Peninsula
During the Territorial Period, 1805-1837. (Lansing,
Michigan: Wynkoop Hallenbeck Crawford Col, State Printers,
1916); Conversation with Susan Sleeper-Smith, December 15,
1992.

¥The Michigan Baptist Convention seized control of
Kalamazoo College in 1852 and then released their interest
in 1855 -- both times for financial reasons. At Adrian and
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Ringenberg devotes an entire chapter to the colleges’
activism in evangelical social reform. His most significant
insight is that the colleges’ reform activism came from
Oberlin influences, rather than from Yale or any other
center of New England orthodoxy. Olivet, Adrian, and
Hillsdale all drew significant faculty, including their
first presidents, from Oberlin. John J. Shiperd founded
Olivet, and Asa Mahan, president of Oberlin from 1835-1850,
became the first president of Adrian College. As a rule the
Michigan colleges supported immediate abolition,¥
abstinence, and to varying degrees, coeducation. Schwalm’s
work by complement illustrates that due to unique migration
patterns and the influence of Oberlin, the Michigan
colleges’ were virtually united in their support of these
causes, especially in their zeal for abolition.?%

Ringenberg takes a deeper and wider view of more
colleges than any historian since Schwalm. His account of
the colleges, their activities, and their denominational
associations appear well documented and correspond with what
I have found in my own studies. However, he glosses over

some of the distinctive features in an attempt to address

Hillsdale the respective state conferences elected the
trustees, while the Michigan Conference of the Methodist
Episcopal Church elected both the president and the trustees
of Albion. Ringenberg, "The Protestant College," 61, 67.

$Ringenberg, "The Protestant College," 133ff. Albion
alone was divided on this issue. There a group of
Copperheads arose during the Civil War.

%¥Ringenberg, "The Protestant College," 132 ff.
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"the college" as a single entity, and treats them so closely
as institutions that he obscures their relations with and
affects on their communities beyond the large-scale reform
movements. He could have treated teacher education more
thoroughly; the topic lurks throughout the in-house
histories of these colleges, but is little discussed in
scholarly work. Ringenberg’s political history and other
background is also badly dated.

David B. Potts’ essay, "American Colleges in the
Nineteenth Century: From Localism to Denominationalism," is
culled from his dissertation, "Baptist Colleges in the
Development of American Society, 1812-1861." Potts claims
that rather than interacting primarily with their associated
denominations, church-associated colleges interacted
primarily with their local communities, but that
denominational ties became closer in the second half of the
nineteenth century. He dismisses historians such as
Hofstadter, Schmidt, and Rudolph as well as Francis Wayland
and the university leaders of the second half of the
nineteenth century as biased because of their focus on New
England and the future university. He calls for a study that
examines the interaction between the colleges and their
immediate communities. The colleges contributed preachers,

teachers, status, land appreciation, and cash income to




22
their locales; while towns contributed boarding, funds,
students, and employment opportunities.¥

After 1850, according to Potts, the colleges came under
stricter denominational control. He uses his own
dissertation as evidence in the Baptist colleges® and
secondary sources to apply his findings across
denominations. He dismisses claims that religious concerns
motivated most college activity. In doing so, he misses the
religious character of many of the local concerns that he
addresses. His call for considering the other social and
cultural effects of the colleges on their immediate
communities is, however, an important step toward dealing
with the colleges according to their own self conscious
visions.

Timothy Smith, in his essay, "Uncommon Schools:
Christian Colleges and Social Idealism in Midwestern
America, 1820-1950," examines church-associated colleges in
Indiana and Illinois. He suggests several directions for
the study of the church-associated colleges, and gives
several examples of each. His suggestions should open up
new areas of inquiry, although most require some

modification.

¥YDavid B. Potts, "From Localism to Denominationalism,"
367.

¥pavid B. Potts, "Baptist Colleges in the Development
of American Society, 1812-1861" (Ph.D. diss., Harvard
University, 1967).
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Timothy Smith agrees with Potts that many church-
associated colleges became more rather than less devoutly
religious after 1850. He suggests that between 1830 and
1850 representatives or conferences of major denominations
founded colleges on broad Protestant principles; between
1850 and 1880 the denominations sought more strict control
of their associated colleges and smaller denominational
groups founded their own colleges. The efforts of the
General Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church and the
General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church U.S.A., which
culminated in the Board of Education of the Methodist
Episcopal Church and a similar Presbyterian body, bear out
part of Smith’s claim for roughly the 1850-1880 period, and
at least the Illinois colleges founded in that period were
founded by smaller groups.

Timothy Smith extends Potts’ emphasis on local and
regional concerns by suggesting that the colleges be studied
as mediators between religion and culture, especially
between modern thought and the various forms of
Protestantism as they developed over time. Smith finds
college founding and some of the disputes among college
leaders to have arisen at least as much from people in the
West as from Eastern concerns and missionary work.

His most important contribution is the recognition that

few if any colleges were "planted" in the region from a
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distance,® and that the focus must be on what happened in
the numerous locations in the West, rather than on questions
of Eastern influence. Even the "Illinois Band" went to
Illinois to found the college in Illinois, and lived and
worked in Illinois for some time, after being called by John
M. Ellis, another Yale graduate who had spent significant
time in Michigan and Illinois. Planting versus indigenous
founding is thus a false question. The twin questions then
become what happened in the various local situations where
they were, and how did particular groups of people think of
themselves in relation to the East or the West?

While a degree of unity of American culture and
Protestantism underlay the support for these colleges,
Catholic colleges and the conspicuous exclusion of Catholics
from "non-sectarian" colleges indicate the need to move
beyond Protestantism, the diversity of Protestant
denominations and the numerous local conflicts demonstrate
that the underlying unity neither pervaded all groups nor
existed at all levels or in all places. The colleges should
be studied as mediators between the church, academy, and
community, but both the common and particularistic concerns
require study. The colleges formed a nexus where consensual
American evangelicalism culture mixed with particularistic

religious, ethnic, and political subcultures.

¥None in Michigan or Ohio were founded by people who
moved back East, although a few individual founders did so.
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James Findlay contributed two articles to the new
educational history.® Both emphasize the consciously
religious motivations of the colleges’ founders and leaders,
and point out that the influence of New England
Presbyterians and Congregationalists cannot be disregarded.
The first article is an analysis of the correspondence and
reports of the Society for the Promotion of Theological
Education at the West. Findlay shows that the leaders of
Illinois and Wabash colleges maintained exceptionally close
ties to the Plan of Union power structure in New England and
shared the Presbyterian Plan of Union goals for dominating
the West -- civilizing and Christianizing the West by New
England Congregationalist-Presbyterian standards. Moreover,
they became leaders in the social development of their
communities. The significance of the work is the
demonstration both that the New England Presbyterian leaders
had significant influence in Knox, Wabash, and Illinois
colleges, and that such influence was exceptional among
midwestern colleges. Only Illinois College could boast of
the Illinois Band. Whereas Schwalm does not address the
SPCTEW’s roots at all, Findlay displays the same New-

England-centric view that previous historians have.

“James Findlay, "The SPCTEW and Western Colleges:
Religion and Higher Education in Mid-Nineteenth Century
America," History of Education Quarterly 10, no. 1 (Spring,
1971): 31-63; "Agency, Denominations, and the Western
Colleges, 1830-1860: Some Connections Between
Evangelicalism and American Higher Education," Church
History 50, no. 1 (March 1981): 64-81.
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Although the founders of the Society were self-consciously
New England elites, they formed the Society while working in
the Midwest. A study of the particularities of the SPCTEW
as a society formed by exceptional Easterners already in the
Midwest would probably be more revealing than the analysis
of it as just another New England benevolent society.

Findlay’s second article focuses on the agency system
by which colleges collected their funds "as a specific point
of linkage between the general religious community and the
colleges this community helped to found.# He says the
agents "served a unique mediating role between the colleges
and the churches."* He argues that the way that colleges
associated with Methodist, Presbyterian, and Baptist
ecclesiastical structures used agents reveals differences in
both approaches to fund raising and in ecclesiastical
control of the respective colleges. Although Findlay does
not focus on it, the aforementioned differences point to the
amount of New England influence that affected the respective
colleges as well.®

The Methodist Episcopal Church combined strictly
organized fund-raising with ecclesiastical control at the

state-annual conference level. The Indiana Conference

“lrindlay, "Agency," 64.
“Findlay, "Agency," 68.

“Findlay stresses in the article that the
"Presbygationalist" colleges had much more New England
influence than the Methodists, but his focus seems to have
been too tight to see the larger issue.
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appointed the first two agents of Indiana-Asbury University,
and eventually required all congregations to hear a sermon
and take a collection in support of the institution
annually.¥ Findlay misses several points crucial to the
amount of control the annual conferences exercised and the
degree of support that Indiana-Asbury received. The General
Conference of 1820 had directed the annual conferences to
establish and support colleges under their control.
Consequently, the annual conferences elected the boards of
trustees at almost all Methodist colleges, including Albion
College in Michigan.®¥ Although Findlay points out that
Indiana-Asbury received an exceptional amount of official
support, he fails to disclose that the annual conference
supported the college vigorously as a matter of Annual
Conference pride after the Methodists lost a bitter fight
for de facto control of the new state university at
Bloomington.

Findlay shows that the Presbyterian-associated
colleges, especially Illinois, Knox, and Wabash maintained
much stronger ties to eastern leaders and sources of income
than the Methodist-associated colleges, although even in

these institutions, the majority of funds were collected

“Findlay, "Agency," 70.

“sylvanus M. Duvall, The Methodist Episcopal Church and
Education up to 1869. (Ph. D. diss., Teachers’ College,
1928); reprint in Teachers’ College, Columbia University
Contributions to Education, No. 284. (New York: AMS Press,
1972), 63-64.
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locally.® The state synods, according to Findlay, had
fundamentally no control over the colleges because they were
officially non-sectarian. The leadership of all three
colleges came from New England cities. The individual
colleges’ ties to New England did not ensure harmony though.
Findlay relates the fierce divisions within Knox and
Illinois colleges to personal differences over doctrine and
ecclesiastical organization brought from New England. He
does not tell of Wabash’s crisis with the Indiana Synod.

The Baptists suspected most ecclesiastical hierarchy
and so built no church structures for financial support of
the colleges. The state associations neither controlled
Shurtleff and Franklin colleges, nor provided regular
official support.’ Kalamazoo received only occasional
support from the Michigan Baptist Convention, and the extra-
denominational Ohio Baptist Education Association founded
and supported Dennison College in Ohio.”® The Baptist-
associated colleges raised most of their funds within their
respective states, but received small amounts from the

East.* 1In the case of Kalamazoo College, a lack of ABHMS

“Findlay, "Agency," 74.

“Findlay, "Agency," 75.

“®Francis W. Shepardson, Dennison University, 1831-1931:
A Centennial History. (Granville, Ohio: Dennison
University, 1931), 2, 9.

“Findlay, "Agency," 75.
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funds appears to have freed the founders from initial
eastern loyalties soon after the institution opened.

Findlay’s focus on financial support could provide a
way of understanding who supported the colleges. His
exclusive focus on the agency system obscures this however.
He only investigates the means of collection, never the
sources of the collection.

As the conflicts at these colleges so graphically
demonstrate, Findlay and Timothy Smith are correct in that
the college leaders were consciously religious and were
deeply concerned with religious issues. They consciously
established church-associated colleges no matter how
unofficial the ties to denominational bodies. The faculties
were composed overwhelmingly of clergy. Whereas some
historians have become mired in debate over the value or
flexibility of the classical curriculum, and Hofstadter and
Rudolph have found only sectarianism in the colleges, the
new educational historians have placed the colleges in the
context of nineteenth-century American religion and culture,
thereby demonstrating how the religious concerns of the
college leaders led to colleges which generated support for
religious, social, and political practices by their
students, associated churches, and communities.

College leaders were more concerned with issues
specific to the local community, state, and region, which
centered on religion as applied to politics, social

concerns, or ecclesiastical polity than with New England
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institutions such as the Presbyterian Church or Yale
College. Findlay shows that the extremely New England-
oriented Plan-of-Union activists were largely confined to a
few midwestern colleges.®® Ringenberg and Schwalm
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