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MUSICAL LIFE AT OCEAN GROVE, NEW JERSEY: 
THE FIRST FIFTY YEARS, 1869-1919 

PATRICIA WOODARD 

"Joseph Hillman sang some of his wonderful songs, and the first meet
ing at Ocean Grove was one never to be forgotten in the annals of time or 
etemity."1 From that vocal beginning to the present, music has hever ceased 
to play a prominent role in communal life at Ocean Grove, New Jersey, per
haps the most famous of the post-bellum 19th-century camp meetings. Its 
musical history has always been one of congregational song, but much more 
is involved: pageantry on a grand scale, with choirs of hundreds of voices, 
and concerts featuring the greatest operatic and instrumental artists of the 
late 191

h and early 201
h centuries, performing for crowds numbering 10,000 

and more. During that first half century Ocean Grove brought together holi
ness followers, in search of spiritual renewal, and more progressive, often 
more secular church members, in pursuit of leisure and relaxation. It is a 
story of"worship wars," precursors of conflicts which plague congregations 
a century later. 

This study documents the musical evolution of the camp meeting com
munity during the first half century of its existence and considers what the 
music performed reveals about Methodist life of the time. The period under 
consideration was presided over by three executives, all of them Methodist 
ministers, working with 1nusic directors, so1netilnes in close collaboration. 
These three administrations provide a convenient lens through which to 
view Ocean Grove's music. 

Ocean Grove owes its existence to the National Camp Meeting 
Association for the Promotion of Holiness, created in 1867 in Vineland, 
New Jersey. Two years later, several of the charter n1embers of that associ
ation were among the twenty-six original trustees (half clergymen, half lay
men) of the Ocean Grove Camp Meeting Association, also dedicated to the 
pursuit of entire sanctification. 2 Their venture was to prove phenomenally 
successful, its growth mirroring a period of rapid expansion (1866-1913) for 
the entire Methodist Episcopal Church, whose denominational membership 
increased by some 400 per cent, to four million during the period. At the 

1 E. H. Stokes, Ocean Grove, Its Origin and Progress (Philadelphia: Press of Haddock & Son 
for Ocean Grove Camp-Meeting Association, 1874), 36. 
2 The terms "holiness" and "entire sanctification" are used interchangeably in this study. 
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same time, the value of church property increased and Methodist publishing, 
educational, and missionary activities flourished. 3 

Rev. E. H. Stokes4 was elected the first president of the Ocean Grove 
Camp Meeting Association and served until his death in 1897. His annual 
reports and the newspaper he created in the third year of the community's 
existence comprise one of the most important sources available concerning 
Ocean Grove's earliest years. The first three annual reports show that the 
founders were preoccupied with carving a summer resort out of what they 
described as a wilderness, even as Stokes repeatedly reiterated the impor
tance of their religious purpose. They shared a conviction. "Religion and 
recreation should go hand in hand. Separate them, and religion grows 
morose, and recreation will soon be sinful. Blended, both become more 
beautiful."5 Aside from an allusion to hymn singing at the founders' prayer 
meeting in 1869, no more accounts of musical activity appear until 1873, 
when two vivid descriptions appeared. 

The first report illustrates the spontaneity with which individuals and 
groups of the era often expressed themselves in song, as well as one of the 
191

h century's firm convictions about hymns and their power to influence 
those who heard them. "Last Monday morning we entered the cars at Long 
Branch-the people from the two classes of influence, Long Branch and 
Ocean Grove, met. In a little while a lady in a forward seat began to sing, 
'Jesus, lover of my soul.' I was curious; thought perhaps she was a little out 
of place there-But, to my surprise, first from one, then another, the strain 
was caught up all through the coach, and Ocean Grove poured the gospel of 
song over the gay revelers of Long Branch."6 The second account demon
strates the dramatic effect which hymn singing could achieve under proper
ly staged circumstances. 

It was ten o'clock at night, just after the close of the Camp-Meeting services 
for the day. There was no moon to light the scene, and lanterns were used. A 
few excellent singers moved their little white boats a few rods from shore, 
while the great congregation stood upon the land. 
A few lights gleamed through the darkness across the lake. A splendid singer, 
standing in a boat, struck up the song called the "Life Boat," and other appro
priate hymns were sung. It seemed as if we had come to witness the departure 
of souls for the unseen shore. The thick shades of night were upon us, as 

3The United Methodist Church.> About Our Church> History of the Church> Reconstruction, 
Prosperity, and New Issues, 1866-1913; available from http://www.umc.org/ 
interior.asp?mid=l215; Internet; accessed February 14, 2005. 
4 Stokes (1815-1897), a Methodist minister for half a century, was Presiding Elder in Trenton, 
New Jersey at the time of Ocean Grove's founding in 1869. Born to a poor Quaker family in 
1815, he was trained as a bookbinder, converted to Methodism at age 18, and began preaching 
in 1843. After his own experience of entire sanctification in 1859, described in his autobiogra
phy, Footprints in My Own Life, he became a holiness preacher. 
5 "The Recreative Idea," Ocean Grove Record, June 26, 1875, 2. 
6 J.D. Adams, "Solomon by the .Sea-Side," in Ocean Grove, Its Origin and Progress by Stokes, 

I 

72. / 



Musical Life at Ocean Grove, New Jersey 

through the gleam of lamps we saw the white boats with slight motion, panti
ng, as it seemed to plunge into the beyond. There were lights twinkling 
through the gloom upon the other shore. When we come to the margin, may it 
be so! Songs to cheer us, life boat to receive us; lights on the other shore pen
etrating the gloom, and beckoning us away. 7 

69 

At the same time, the dual nature of Ocean Grove became evident even 
in the early stages of its history: "The ground is more a place of resort for 
persons who desire rest and recreation than a camp-meeting ground, in the 
ordinary sense of the word, and less active interest is shown in the meetings 
than at most places of the kind .... The croquet grolp1sJs, the bathing, boating, 
fishing, and shooting would also give to the stranger the impression that' it 
was a pleasure resort."8 Eventually, the entertainment preferences of these 
more worldly visitors would have to be taken into account, but the first fif
teen years of Ocean Grove's musical life were dominated by\ community 
song. The culture was permeated by hymns and gospel songs, which were 
heard at all kinds of religious meetings, both formal and informal. 9 They 
were, of course, sung in religious services, but also in home devotions and 
in impromptu concerts in hotel salons or outdoors. They were quoted in 
sermons and in the personal testimonies given during love feasts. New texts 
were written and melodies composed with frequency, often by ministers, lay 
people, and musicians providing leadership in Ocean Grove's religious 
meetings. Stories describing the circumstances surrounding their composi
tion were printed in the local newspaper, as were accounts of individuals 
redeemed from despair or disgrace after hearing a hymn. New gospel 
hymns, including both words and music, also appeared in the paper. Camp 
meetings, in general, inspired the composition of gospel songs and were 
among their primary consumers. 10 

President Stokes set the musical tone. Tireless in his efforts to develop 
Ocean Grove as a religious resort as well as a camp meeting promoting holi
ness, he was also active in community cultural life. A prolific poet, eventu
ally publishing two collections of verse, he frequently quoted hymn text~ in 
his sermons and showed himself to be highly sensitive to the power of music 
as a tool for worship and evangelism. His account of an 1865 New Jersey 
Conference meeting graphically demonstrates this susceptibility. 

When the first verse was ended, there was a long breath drawn, as ifthe peart during 
its singing, pressed with an over-measure of sympathy had forgotten its· :f:Unctions, 
and the sigh now bursting gave it temporary relief. The singer proce.eded with his 

7 Adams, 68. 
8 "0cean Grove Camp-Meeting," New York Times, August 9, 1873, 8. 
9 As defined. by the dictionary a hymn is first a song of praise. For the purposes of this study a 
hymn is broadly defined as those works sanctioned for congregational worship by virtue of their 
inclusion in Methodist denominational hymnals prior to 1878. Gospel songs (or gospel hymns) 
are those composed for the urban revivals, camp meetings and Sunday Schools of the post-Civil 
War era, characterized by singable and memorable tunes, as well as by their lively rhythms. 
10 Besides Stokes and Hillman, Ocean Grove's first prayer meeting also included Rev. J.H. 
Stockton, whose "Only Trust Hifu" is number 337 in the current United Methodist Hymnal. 
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song, while the listeners, oblivious to everything around, drank in the strains as the 
traveler in the sun-scorched desert drinks of the cooling stream .... By this time [the 
fifth verse] every eye was a fountain of tears, and every bosom heaved with irre
pressible emotion; strong men, including the Governor of New Jersey and other State 
officials wept like children. 11 

Stokes never forgot the experience and in 1878 Philip Phillips, the 
singer who had so moved the Conference meeting, was invited to Ocean 
Grove for "Six Days of Sacred Song."12 

In services which he conducted, it was Stokes who chose the hymns to 
be sung. That his selections were far from random is confirmed by Rev. 
Aaron Ballard, another Ocean Grove founder and later president, who wrote 
that Stokes sought to promote holiness doctrines in many aspects of his 
administration, including in his selection of hymns. 13 Newspaper accounts of 
the era often mentioned the specific hymns sung in a service, so it is possi
ble to get a precise idea of Stokes' preferences. 14 While he often selected 
Wesleyan standards ("Jesus, Lover of My Soul," "Come, Thou Fount of 
Every Blessing" or "A Charge to Keep I Have"), his embrace of traditional 
Methodist hymnody did not preclude his continuing collaboration with the 
gospel hymn composers who were active at Ocean Grove. Under Stokes' 
leadership, the creation of religious verse and gospel song composition were 
at the heart of community life. Early in his tenure he wrote the text of the 
"Ocean Grove Song."15 

Hail, thou ever-rolling ocean, 
Hail, thou ever-heaving sea; 
Sunlight on thy bosom gleameth, 
Light and shade alternately. 

CHORUS: Far beyond the rolling billows, 
Lies a city bright and fair, 
Glory to our skillful Pilot, 
Soon he'll bring our spirits there. 

11 "Philip Phillips," Ocean Grove Record, February 23, 1878, 1. 
12 Phillips (1834-1895), an evangelistic singer known as "The Singing Pilgrim," embarked in 
187 5 on an extensive foreign tour, conducting more than 100 song services in Australia, India, 
Sri Lanka, Japan, Egypt, Italy, Europe, and England. He recounted his experiences Round the 
World with Descriptive Songs. By the time he sang in Ocean Grove, however; he had reported
ly ''lost much of the soft, winning melody of former years by which he moved the masses to 
tears ... " ("The Song Service," Asbury Park Journal, August 10, 1878, 2.) 
13 Ballard, "Tribute," in Footprints in My Life by E. H. Stokes (Asbury Park: M.W. & C. 
Pennypacker, 1898), 128. 
14 Occasionally Stokes' selections are not just mentioned, but applauded: "These grand old 
hymns ["There Is A Fountain"), with so much of Christ in them, take hold on our feelings, and 
do us more good than the airy, fancy flights of some modern and popular songs." "Ocean Grove 
Camp-meeting, 1875," Ocean Grove Record, August 25, 1875, 2. 
15 With a melody by E.M. Bruce and harmony by G.H. Luckenbach, it appeared in the 1872 edi
tion of The Revivalist. In his collection of "choice revival hymns and tunes," Hillman included 
Wesleyan hymns, early camp meeting songs and the hymns of the New England singing school 
masters, as well as the gospel songs made famous in the Moody and Sankey campaigns. The 
"Ocean Grove Song" was also reprinted in collections such as 1899's World's Brightest Gems 
of Music, which were mostly secular in content and intended primarily for home use. 
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Another Stokes text, "The Swing of Conquest," set to music by William 
J. Kirkpatrick, was introduced to camp 1neeting singers at the 1880 Song 
Jubilee. A conte1nporary repo1i asserts that it was one of the best of the new 
co1npositions heard that year and recounts that Stokes was inspired by a then 
current story told about ex-President Ulysses S. Grant, another figure well 
known in Ocean Grove. 16 Other accounts mention texts written for specific 
singers, but his best-known hymn text was undoubtedly "Fill Me Now,'' 
published in 1879, with music by J. R. Sweney. Closely identified with 
Ocean Grove, it became a standard in holiness camp meetings all over New 
Jersey. 17 

Hover o'er me, Holy Spirit, 
Bathe my trembling heart and brow; 
Fill me with Thy hallowed presence, 
Come, 0 come and fill me now. 

REFRAIN: Fill me now, fill me now, 
Jesus, come and fill me now; 
Fill me with Thy halloweld presence, 
Come, 0 come, and fill me now. 

Many more gospel songs had strong resonance with Ocean Grovers 
because they were written for them. 1878 produced a graphic incidence, 
when the celebrated songwriter Fanny Crosby attended the cainp meeting. 
The preacher was Rev. John Inskip. 18 Crosby was so inspired by his sermon, 
she wrote a text ("O give us, Lord, a Pentecost"}, which was immediately 
set to music by J. R. Sweney. Quickly learned by the congregation, it was 
proclaimed one of Ocean Grove's best revival melodies. Enthusiasts were 
assured that words and music were soon be published, and would be avail
able for purchase. 19 

0 give us, Lord, a Pentecost, 
This mighty throng inspire; 
And as thou didst, in times of old, 
Baptize us all with fire. 

CHORUS: Come, dearest Lord, baptize us now, 
Now let us feel Thy power; 
0, consecrate us all Thine own, 
And seal us from this hour. 

While these songs are now forgotten, two other Ocean Grove carnp 
meeting visitors teamed to produce an enduring success, "When We All Get 

16 According to a front page story in the July 31, 1880 Ocean Grove Record, Grant, during a trip 
abroad, had reviewed a contingent of British troops: "When the 'old Guard' deployed into line, 
and marched past, the practiced eye ofthe grim hero of Vicksburg laconically ·said, 'Those bat
tle-scarred veterans have the swing of conquest."' 
.11 "Fill Me Now" is included in the Seventh Day Adventist Hymnal (Washington, DC ; 
Hagerstown, MD: Review and Herald Pub. Association, c1985) and in Ocean Grove Sings 
(Franklin, TN: Providence House, 2000). Online it may be found in the Cyberhymal 
(http:www. cyberhymnaLorg) and in Portuguese ("Vern, Espirito divino") in the Hinario 
Adventista Online (http://www.cvvnet.org}. 
18 lnskip {1816-1884) was a Methodist minister, Civil War chaplain and holiness leader. He 
served as president of the National Camp Meeting Association for the Promotion of Holiness 
from 1867-1884. 
19 "Pentecost," Ocean Grove Record, August 31, 1878, 1. 
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to Heaven." With music by Emily D. Wilson, wife of a Philadelphia 
Methodist minister, and words by Eliza E. Hewitt, author of a number of 
well- known gospel hy1nns, it was originally published in 1898.20 

During Ocean Grove's early years those members of the camp ineeting 
association who enjoyed good reputations as singers and song leaders 
assumed responsibility for the music. 21 Willis ford Dey, a local businessman 
who was apparently a fine singer, is given credit for organizing the commu
nity's first choir. Active in the musical life of Asbury Park and Ocean Grove 
for many years, he was choir director of the St. Paul's Methodist Episcopal 
Church fro1n the time of its founding in 1875. By 1873, however, the cus
tom of having a well-known musical personality lead camp meeting singing 
was established with the arrival of John Robson Sweney (1837-1899). 22 

Sweney's regular participation in camp meetings at Ocean Grove would 
continue for more than a quarter century, although he assumed the title of 
"Music Director" only toward the end of his tenure (1894-1897).23 A tenor 
often described as a "sweet singer," he was also a prolific composer and edi
tor of gospel hymn collections. 24 His works included songs still known 
today: "More About Jesus," "Sunshine in the Soul," and "Tell Me the Story 
of Jesus." The same year he began leading singing at Ocean Grove, he edit
ed Gems of Praise ("a choice collection of sacred melodies"), which was 
published by the Methodist Episcopal Book-Room of Philadelphia. 25 He 
brought his songs and his song books with him to the camp meeting and pro
moted their use, establishing a pattern which was to endure for many years. 

During the era under discussion, the gospel hymn had not yet been uni
versally accepted into denominational hymnals of the day. These hymns 
were nonetheless widely sung in camp meetings, urban revivals, Sunday 
schools, temperance meetings, the YMCA-ecumenical movements with 
which Methodists were prominently associated. 26 Countless song books 
were produced for use in such meetings. At least four of Sweney's own col
lections of hymns and gospel songs were adopted for use at Ocean Grove: 

20 "When We All Get to Heaven" made its debut in Pentecostal Praises, an 1898 collection co
edited by William Kirkpatrick. It still appears in many hymnals, including the current United 
Methodist Hymnal (number 701 ). 
21 Morris S. Daniels, The Story of Ocean Grove (New York: Methodist Book Concern, 1919), 
158. 
22 The 1894 Annual Report, however, describes Sweney as "having been the Camp Meeting cho
rister almost from the beginning." Ocean Grove Camp Meeting Association, Silver Crowning 
by the Sea. Twenty-Fifth Annual Report (New York: Engraving and Printing Co., [1894]), 68. 
23 "Auditorium Choir," Ocean Grove Sings (Franklin, TN: Providence House Publishers, 2000), 
123. 
24 "The Camp-Meeting," Ocean Grove Record, August 28, 1875, 1. 
25 Carlton R. Young credits the collection with the first publication of "Blessed Assurance," in 
his Companion to the United Methodist Hymnal (Nashville: Abingdon, 1993), 238, and William 
J. Reynolds' Hymns of Our Faith (Nashville: Broadman, 1964) states that it probably intro
duced Sir Arthur Sullivan's tune (St. Gertrude) for "Onward Christian Soldiers" to the U.S. 
26 James I. Warren, 0 For a Thousand Tongues (Grand Rapids, MI: Asbury Press, 1988), 119. 
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The Garner (1878), The Quiver (1880), Sunlit Songs (1890) and Songs of 
Love and Praise No. 4 (1897), while three others have strong connections to 
the summer com1nunity. President Stokes contributed poems for the title 
pages of Radiant Songs (1891) and Winning Songs (1892), and a copy of 
Songs of Love and Praise (1894) was placed in the cornerstone of the new 
auditorium erected that year. Sweney issued, often in collaboration with 
1ninisters or with other composers, at least one new collection every year. He 
was often assisted by co-editor William J. Kirkpatrick, another extremely 
successful gospel song composer and a regular visitor to the Grove. Among 
Kirkpatrick's "hits" are '"Tis So Sweet to Trust in Jesus," "He Hideth My 
Soul," and "Lord, I'm coming home." The team of Sweney and Kirkpatrick 
eventually published more than 50 collections. 27 

It would be a mistake, however, to believe that Sweney's participation 
at Ocean Grove was merely a matter of marketing his gospel :~ong collec
tions. He and Kirkpatrick, along with William G. Fischer, another composer 
and Ocean Grove visitor, have been identified as proponents of holiness 
thought. 28 In 187 5 he gave this testimony concerning his work at Ocean 
Grove: "I came down to Ocean Grove to have a good time bathing, ... but it 
has been a better time to me than I ever dreamed of. Last Monday afternoon 
I was brought very near God. Oh, how He did bless and fill my soul! It has 
been all light and liberty since that hour. I am inexpressibly happy this morn
ing. ''29 

The public for whom Stokes, Crosby, Sweney, and Kirkpatrick were 
writing, composing and publishing was seriously interested in what it sang 
and heard. However, not everyone was pleased about gospel hymn singing, 
nor the sale of song books. A debate over the merits of gospel hymns con
tinued among churchgoers throughout the late 19th and earlier 20th centuries. 
In July 1878 there appeared the opening salvo in a series of local skirmish
es characteristic of the "worship wars" of that era. 

In common with many others I went to the Auditorium for services last Sunday 
week, and took my hymn book of the Methodist Episcopal Church, that I might join 
in the services of the hour. Ocean Grove is a M.ethodist Camp-Jv!eeting Ground, and 
its charter provides that it shall be governed by members of the Methodist Episcopal 
Church. Now, why, I ask was our grand old Methodist hymn book supplanted by a 
private publication without any authority?-one of the many books gotten up by pri
vate parties as a business venture. It is hue that the author of the book led the singing, 
and the question was suggested that this was probably "the chosen way'' tO introduce 

27 Kirkpatrick (1838-1921) also holds the distinction of being the only gospel hymn composer 
to contribute a Christmas carol which has remained in the modem repertoire. His setting of 
"Away in a Manger" (hymn tune: Cradle Song), although sometimes thought to be a folk 
melody, was copyrighted in 1895. 
28 Mel R. Wilhoit, "American Holiness Hymnody: Some Questions; A Methodology." Wesleyan 
Theological Journal 25 (fall 1990) ; available from http://wesley.nnu.edu/Wesleyan 
Theology/theojm/index-21-25.htm; Internet; accessed July 8, 2004. 
29 "The Camp-Meeting," Ocean Grove Record, September 11, 1875, 1. 
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the work, and judging for the number in use, it was undoubtedly a good venture . 
... Now that our new Church Hymn Book is ready, it would seem that its use at our 
large camp-meeting grounds might be a good way to inaugurate its use into our 
churches, and do away with the numberless little books which are constantly 
offered.30 

In fact, it was not just the Sweney collections which were on offer at 
Ocean Grove. The sheer number and variety of religious meetings held there 
(as many as sixteen), especially during camp meeting, meant that many 
musicians were involved in singing solos, in directing choirs, and leading 
congregational song. In 1875, for example, E.M. Bruce sang and led singing 
at the sunrise services held during camp meeting. 31 Bruce was another song 
book publisher and his Leaflet Gems was promoted in an 187 5 Ocean Grove 
newspaper item.32 Throughout 1873 and 1874, the newspaper printed gospel 
hymns, both text and music. In every case the song chosen had some con
nection to an individual heavily involved in Ocean Grove musical life and 
was usually taken from a recently-published collection advertised in the 
paper. Sometimes the collection was credited immediately below the print
ed song. 

A giant in the history of gospel hymnody paid his first visit in 1888. Ira 
Sankey, by all accounts an extraordinarily affecting performer, gained fame 
as Dwight L. Moody's singing evangelist and edited the Gospel Hymns 1-6 
collection, now widely credited with ensuring the success of gospel song. 
" ... [A] !though unheralded, his presence soon became known, and a large 
audience was present to greet him. He readily yielded to the request to sing 
that universal favorite, 'The Ninety and Nine,' and joined with heart and 
soul in all the revival services. "33 William G. Fischer, still known for "I Love 
to Tell the Story," "Whiter Than Snow," and "I Am Coming to the Cross," 
maintained a cottage in Asbury Park, where he often led song services. At 
Ocean Grove he took charge of the music at the 1879 New Jersey Sabbath
School Assembly. 

This kind of promotion of gospel hymnody is at the heart of the con
cerns voiced in the letter quoted above. "We have had too many of these dit
ties at all our meetings. Many of them are meaningless and utterly unworthy 
of the occasions upon which they are used. Our Methodist Hymn Book is 
full of grand old hymns suited to all circumstances. Its contents are dear to 
us ... and we may justly feel a concern that anything should interfere with 
the proper use of the regularly authorized hymn book." Other readers 
weighed in to support "the grand old hymns of our authorized Methodist col-

30 "Singing at Ocean Grove,"Ocean Grave Record, July 27, 1878, 2. 
31 "The Camp-Meeting," Ocean Grave Record, September 11, 1875, 1. 
32 0cean Grave Record, July 31, 1875, 3. 
33 Ocean Grove Camp Meeting Association, Gladness By the Sea; Nineteenth Annual Report 
(Philadelphia: James B. Rodgers Printing Co., 1888), 57. 
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lection [which] cannot be excelled or equaled for all purposes of devotion 
by another in all the songs of Christendom. "34 

Advocates of Sweney, of that year's collection (The Garner), and of 
gospel hymns in general, were quick to respond. 

It is very unbecoming for a Methodist to find fault at this late day with the use of 
'ditties' in our meeting. Our church for over hundred years ... has simply lived on dit
ties, devouring a score or more each year as she became greater, until she has grown 
from nothing to be the largest of all denominations in this country, and is still enjoy
ing ditties with youthful avidity .... We are a church of thepresept day, and now while 
many other denominations are using our weapons of warfare-ditties-with signal 
success, these epicureans want to push us back a generation and actually exhort us 
to use only the old hymns .... 35 

Although that year's debate subsided, the matter was far from settled. 
Hymn singing, however, was not the Grove's only musical activity. 

Cultural life was enriched by special festivities not a part of religious serv
ices. Typical was the 1880 Song Jubilee which lasted four days. The choir 
was assembled and trained by Willisford Dey, who presided over the first 
day's afternoon and evening performances. He was joined on the second day 
by Sweney. Some fifteen soloists and a cometist participated ina varied pro
gram of solos, duets, and quartets, in addition to the pieces sung by the choir, 
which included anthems such as . "The Lord Reigneth'' and "The Heavens 
Are Telling."36 Concerts were also held in hotels and boarding house·s. An 
1878 account of such an event at the Sheldon House assured readers that, 
while an operatic aria from Robert le diable was sung, and more than half 
the music heard was decidedly secular, "selections were mostly in entire 
harmony with the moral and religious character of the place .... "37 

Impromptu concerts also appear to have been a regular feature of life. 

On the evening of Tuesday, the 191
h • •• , Mr. Fred Austin, of Albany, N .Y., at the . 

request of his friends, carried his comet to the Grand Pavilion at the east end of 
Wesley Lake, and entertained the large company on the beach with some choice airs. 
"Chiming Bells of Long Ago," "Nearer My God, to Thee,'' "In the Sweet Bye-and
Bye," "Robin Adair," "The Red, White and Blue," "Hail, Columbia," and other well
known and popular pieces were played with the skill of which Mr. Austin is recog
nized master. So the people who had assembled to listen for an hour to flie JJ1Usic of 
the sea, enjoyed in addition an unexpected element of pleasure.38 

• . 

The capstone of president Stokes' many accomplishments was the con
struction, in 1894, of the Great Auditorium, for which he had labored 

34 "Singing at Ocean Grove/'Ocean Grove Record, July 27, 1878, 2. 
35 "Methodist Music-Again," Ocean Grove Record, September 21, 1878, 1. 
36 "The Song Jubilee," Ocean Grove Record, July 31, 1880, 1. 
37 "Sheldon House Concert,"Ocean Grove Record, July 20 1878, 2. 
38 ''Musical Entertainment," Asbury Park Journal, August 23, 1879, 2. 
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unceasingly. With a seating capacity of 10,000, it was to have a profound 
iinpact on the development of Grove cultural life. That year a choir of more 
than two hundred voices was asse1nbled for the first time, accompanied by 
organ, piano, comet, and trombone. 39 1895 brought a musical innovation of 
lasting import. Walter Damrosch, 1naestro of the New York Symphony and 
one of the most prominent figures on the national music scene, was invited 
to conduct a performance of Handel's oratorio, Messiah. It would be diffi
cult to overestimate late-19th-century public enthusiasm for this work, 
which enjoyed immense success in Ocean Grove and became a fixture of 
summer musical life. A choir of 400 voices, almost half of whom were local 
singers, was trained by organist Alfred J. Pennington. 40 The performance 
sold out, provoking a mad scramble for tickets. "The crowding and pushing 
in the neighborhood off the ticket office Friday evening at 8 o'clock was 
unequaled in the history of Ocean Grove. . . . Women were caught and 
crushed in the crowd until in so1n.e instances they cried out in pain. " 41 The 
success of the evening was considered "phenomenal" and a music festival 
under Damrosch's direction was planned for the following season. 

Oratorio perfo1mances continued in 1896 and with them came another 
iinportant musical personality: Tali Esen Morgan. 42 That year both Sweney 
and Morgan led choirs. At the grand musical and instrumental concert which 
1narked the closing exercises of the Sunday School and Chautauqua 
Assembly, Sweney's choir "fully captivated the audience .... The perfect 
harmony and excellent time of the large chorus of 150 voices were quite 
noticeable, and the clear and distinct enunciation ... showed a great profi
ciency of training. To Prof. John R. Sweney the public owes a debt of grat
itude, for it was due to his untiring efforts during the past two weeks, in 
drilling his chorus and arranging for the respective parts, that such a pro
gram was presented."43 However, "Gay Nineties" Ocean Grove audiences 
were apparently developing genteel sensibilities and exhibited a degree of 
sensitivity to the tone of the entertainment presented to them. "High-class" 
was the adjective most frequently einployed in describing, reviewing, and 
advertising concerts and performances. The 1896 Assembly concert, which 
was otherwise rapturously received, was marred by "farcical recitations and 
sentimental love ditties introduced on the spur of an encore for which the 
place and audience were unprepared, and which are always distasteful to 

39 Ocean Grove Camp Meeting Association, Silver Crowning by the Sea, 68. 
40 Pennington was an eminent musician in his own right, having studied both in Berlin and in 
Paris. One of his teachers was the great French organist and composer Alexandre Guilmant, 
who dedicated two pieces to him. 
41 "Echoes From Oratorio," Shore Press, August 23, 1895, 6. 
42 Morgan (1858-1941), born in Wales, came to the U.S. at 19 and became well known as a 
choral conductor and pedagogue. He directed a number of church choirs and choral societies in 
the New York City metropolitan area, and energetically promoted the teaching of sightsinging. 
43 "Fine Assembly Concert," Asbury Park Daily Press, July 13, 1896, 1. 
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devout minds at Ocean Grove. Better to shut down any proposed concert in 
the Great Auditorium that is likely to spring buffoonery or 'worldly non
sense' on an audience unused to this kind of performance .... "44 

If gentility was offended by musical material deemed inappropriate in a 
concert setting, it found equally objectionable certain techniques for encour
aging congregational singing which were standard practice in revival meet
ings: "The singing was ... under the direction of Prof. Sweney, whose pen
chant ·for drilling a congregation in musical effects, the male voices alone, 
then the women, or the galleries taking one strain .. and_ all downstairs the 
next, would be in better taste at a 'musical recreation' than in the midsf o{a 
devotional meeting. Many serious minded people feel that this sort of bye 
play is a sad incongruity when they are in the act of worshiping of God."4~ 

Meanwhile, Tali Esen Morgan was busily making a name fdr himself in 
both the Asbury Park and Ocean Grove communities. In May he conducted 
a choir of young boys who sang at the Baptist anniversary celebration. The 
Boys' Brigade, one hundred strong, ·with drum and colors, marched into the 
Auditorium and held a song service, with a young musician from their ranks 
at the organ.46 Shortly thereafter Morgan presided at a class graduation 
where 300 participants successfully demonstrated his own reputedly superi
or method ofsight singing.47 In June it was announced that Walter Damrosch 
had retained Prof. Morgan to train the Ocean Grove Festival Chorus for per
formances of both Messiah and Haydn's Creation, to be presented as part of 
a gala three-concert conclusion to the Ocean Grove Summer School of 
Theology.48 Morgan also assumed responsibility for the children's choir 
which was assembled for the third concert of the festival. A thousand chil
dren sought to join, only half of whom could be accepted. Their singing at 
the August performance was a triumph and no doubt gave rise to the extrav
agant Children's Festivals of years to come. That same summer Morgan also 
assumed direction of a series of Saturday Night Musicales at Asbury Park's 
Auditorium, featuring the "best vocal and instrumental talent," another hc::ir
binger of future concerts.49 

If the 1896 concerts were huge successes, so was the camp meeting. The 
old time religion reigned in the Grove and services were filled with the 
Spirit. In response to the preaching of Rev. Dr. Mason, Secretary of the 
Methodist Episcopal Freedmen's Aid Society, "a great shout '\rose. The 
responses had been free and hearty all through the se1mon, but now from 
distant parts of the greatly excited audience the hallelujahs made a chorus of 

44 "Concord of Sweet Sounds," Ocean Grove Times Record, July 18, 1896, 12. 
45 "Young People's Sabbath,'' Ocean Grove Times Record, August 1, 1896, 5. 
46 "Baptists at the Front," Ocean Grove Times Record, May 30, 1896, 7. 
47 "Singing Class Recital," Ocean Grove Times Record, June 6, 1896, 1. 
48 The Ocean Grove Summer School of Theology was founded in 1895 to rival the famous 
Chautauqua Assembly, which ha4 begun as a training school for Sunday School teachers. 
49 "Saturday Night Musicales," Ocean Grove Times Record, July 18, 1896, I. 
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indescribable enthusiasm."50 The shouting Methodists had been resurrected 
and their spirit was evident in the Love Feast where the rapid succession of 
personal testimonies, with hymns sung or quoted, could have occurred just 
as easily in a service held twenty years earlier. "An outburst of "Walk in the 
Light," by choir and congregation, for a moment changed the current. ... It 
was time now for the hymn, "O 'tis glory in my soul." A great shout arose .... 
The old familiar song, "His name yields the richest perfume," etc. swelled 
out like the sound of many waters." 51 

The death of Rev. Ellwood H. Stokes in 1897 and Sweney's retirement 
in 1898 signaled the end of an era. Hymn singing would continue to play a 
dominant role in community religious life, but the close collaboration 
between religious poets and song composers associated with the camp meet
ing was coming to an end. Just as the relationship between the main body of 
Methodism and the holiness movement experienced its share of difficulties, 
Methodism's musical arbiters were not quick to embrace the hymnody 
which resulted from the camp meetings. From its 1869 beginnings, when 
Hillman, Stokes, and Stockton all participated in a fateful prayer meeting, 
Ocean Grove served as an incubator for the creation of gospel hymnody. 
Those new songs, along with the great Wesleyan hymns which preceded 
them, formed the core of the musical repertoire that was heard and per
formed in the camp meeting community. Poems were written at Ocean 
Grove and set to music there. The resulting gospel songs were published and 
sold there. With the passing of Stokes and the retirement of Sweney, a dif
ferent kind of musical culture would evolve. Its story is equally compelling, 
as community attention would focus increasingly on spectacle: oratorio on a 
grand scale, concerts by celebrated artists, and extravagant musical enter
tainments starring the children of Ocean Grove and Asbury Park. Yet the 
memory of spirit-filled camp meeting services would live on for posterity in 
the words of Fanny Crosby.52 

There's a shout in the camp, 
for the Lord is here, 
Hallelujah! praise His Name. 
To the feast of His love 
we again draw near, 
Praise, oh, praise His Name. 
REFRAIN 

There's a shout in the ranks 
of the King of kings, 
Hallelujah! praise His Name; 

REFRAIN: Room for the millions! room for all! 
Hallelujah! praise His Name! 
Come to the banquet, great and small, 
Praise, oh, praise His Name. 

50 "A Rousing Sermon,'' Ocean Grove Times Record, September 5, 1896, 1. 
51 "Camp Meeting Love-Feast," Ocean Grove Times Record, September 5, 1896, 1. 
52 "A Shout in the Camp,'' Cyberhymnal; available from http://www.cyberhymnal.org/htm/ 
s/h/shoutcam.htm;.Internet; accessed March 4, 2005. 
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While we drink at the Rock 
from the living springs 
Praise, oh, praise His Name. 
REFRAIN 

There's a shout in the camp 
while our souls repeat 
Hallelujah! praise His Name; 
There is room for the world 
at 'the Savior's feet, 
Praise, oh, praise His Name. 
REFRAIN 
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