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CONSIDERING THE PREOCCUPATION with the pros and cons of slavery
and with the approaching clouds of war, the Methodists in Arkansas,
especially those in the new Methodist Episcopal Church, South, went
through a time. of adjustment between 1844 and 1861.
Membership increased from 9,481 to 24,164, plus 5,169 probationary
members. This growing membership and the difficulty preachers faced in
traveling to conference sessions led to the division of the Arkansas Conference into two conferences in 1854. The Methodist Episcopal Church
made brave but not too effective efforts to revive its ministry in the
state. Local churches were gaining strength, though troubled with the
necessity of disciplining some members who violated certain regulations
of membership.
Education and Travel

Methodists were finding more and more publiC schools which their
children could attend. In 1848 the first semi-public high school in the
state was established at Little Rock, supported by subscriptions and donations.1 By 1851 the state legislature authorized a district school for
every Arkansas township, and by 1854 a fourth of the children in Arkansas were enrolled in public schools and another fourth in academies.
· In the fall of 1850, the Rev. James Champlin spoke in the Little Rock
Methodist Church urging the legislature to provide finances for the
Clarksville Institute, which had been incorporated as a state asylum for
the blind. He had with him a small boy whom he had instructed for
six months, and the audience was impressed with the child's progress in
reading. 2
The Rev. William P. Ratcliffe and the Rev. A. R. Winfi~ld were
both engaged in the early 1850s to help raise funds for St. John's College in Little Rock, though the school was then a Masonic Lodge and
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community enterprise and not primarily a church project. The two men
may have been interested as members of the Masonic Lodge rather than
as church members. It opened its doors in 1859.
Ministers were finding travel relatively easier, though by no means
comfortable. Steamboats were still the major conveyance to river towns.
Yet travel was still a trying experience. Bishop George F. Pierce tells
about his experience in reaching the conference at Batesville in 1856:
We reached Jacksonport about the dawn of day, and went ashore. In the
hotel we found a drinking, swearing, rowdy crowd. The passengers from the
boat at that early hour must have taken the establishment by surprise, or else
the superintendent is a bad judge of the rule of proportion. At any rate, the

The Rev. Thomas Tennant was dropped from the itinerant
ministry because of owning and selling slaves. Later he was a
strong opponent of slavery. (Left)
Bishop James 0. Andrew of Georgia held the Arkansas Conference in 1837, 1838, 1843, 1848,· and 1853. His ownership of
a slave (through marriage) was the circumstance that precipitated the organization of the Methodist Episcopal Church,
South._
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company oversized the supply upon the breakfast-table. My portion was a halfcup of coffee, so called, and one small potato. . . .
On going out to hunt a conveyance, I met several of the preachers, all on
their way to Conference. It proved to be one of the days of the tri-weekly
hack, so I engaged our passage. When all was ready, we found eight passengers;
and the utmost capacity of the coach would not admit more than five. Being
the last who had spoken for a seat, I considered myself anchored for that day.
I asked the driver who had precedence. He replied. "Those who get in first:
that's the rule in this country." Four of us were in in a rwinkling; and, with
a bad road ahead, the driver declined to take any more.'

In leaving Batesville for Little Rock, the bishop and others went in a
horse-drawn conveyance called a "trick" or "go-cart" or "peddler's
wagon." He commented thus on it:
A few days of my life's travel are memorable to me. The day we left Batesville is one of them. Road rough, broken, even mountainous; cribbed so close
together in that little trick, that we had to get out every few miles to straighten
and rest our aching joints; nothing earthly could have made it tolerable,
save good, cheerful companionship. The physical discomforts of the ride were
numerous; yet we enjoyed ourselves, and all, doubtless, remember it only as
one of the rough incidents of itinerant life.'

However, a new mode of travel was being planned for Arkansas-the
railroad. But it was late in the century before railroads ended the era of
steamboats.
A Second Conference--Ouachita

The General Conference of 1854 authorized the creation of a second
conference in Arkansas; and Bishop H. H. Kavanaugh organized it as
the Ouachita Conference in Washington, Hempstead County, on November 22 of that year. It contained roughly the southern part of the
state (see map on page 80). The Rev William P. Ratcliffe was elected
secretary, an office he had held many of the years in the Arkansas Conference after it was organized in 1836.
The conference debated the spelling of its name, taken from the river,
and voted down a proposal to simplify the spelling to Washita. The
conference was made up primarily of circuit churches, demonstrating
its rural character. Only five "station" churches had full-time pastorsLittle Rock, Washington, Camden, El Dorado, and Pine Bluff. In the
(north) Arkansas Conference, the station churches at this time were
Helena, Jacksonport, Fort Smith, Van Buren, and Batesville.
Moral Standards

Moral and ethical requirements were strict for both clergy and laity.
In this period of 1854 to 1861 in the Ouachita Conference, one minister was censured for breaking abruptly his engagement to a young
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woman; and two were expelled under serious charges against their moral
and ministerial character. In the Arkansas Conference two ministers
were expelled--one under charges of bigamy, falsehood, and obtaining
money under false pretenses; and a third was severely censured for his
actions.
Local churches also had their cases of discipline. On the Gainesville
Circuit, Batesville District, charges were brought by Jesse Sullens, a local
preacher, against the pastor, the Rev. Thomas B. Hilbern. Sullens
charged in a sermon he preached at a Baptist meeting that Hilbern
had been neglecting his appointment while making temperance speeches "and as a consequence some soles [sic] might die and go to hell."
When the matter was aired at a quarterly conference on October 15,
1853, at Straughan's Chapel, Sullens conceded that he had said that "it
was no more . . . to drink a Dram than to eat provided to much was
not used," and also that he had always taken his dram when he pleased
and always intended to. The conference found Sullens guilty of speaking
against Hilbern's character, "but do not consider the crime sufficient to
Exclude him from the Kingdom of grace and glory." But the conference refused to renew his license as a local preacher. 5
The following year the same conference heard complaints against
another local preacher "for rising ardint spirits contrary to Disciplin."
He was found guilty and expelled from the fellowship of the church. 6
Denominational Rivalry

Feuding attended the denominations' process of learning how to relate
to each other. The Rev. J. E. Caldwell of the Ouachita Conference has
documented several of his encounters.
One other meeting I mention. It was held by the Campbellites, near Red
Oak [about 185 7]. Rev. Mr.
discoursed, in the main, upon the
subject of baptism. . . . At the close of one of his sermons, and just before
''going down into the water," he asked me if I wished to make any remarks in
reply to what he said. I Cor. 1: 17 was at my tongue's end, "Christ sent me not
to baptize but to preach the gospel," and I added, "You would do more good
by following the Apostolic example--preach Christ more, water less." 7
October 4 [1857} heard an excellent sermon at Princeton by Rev. Mr. Hartwell, a Baptist minister. Would that all the ministers of that denomination
would forget their fight about water--and preach in earnest, the glorious truth,
"Christ and him crucified." "

Caldwell also testified to the genuine faith found among Blacks. He
wrote about preaching at Howard Taylor's farm while serving the Tulip
Circuit in 1858:
I .found a great number of colored people congregated in a good comfortable
church, all apparently anxious to hear the word. Frequently the owner of these
slaves would be present, and share in these services with religious relish. Many

The Rev. Andrew Hunter was
one of the · three delegates from
Arkansas to the 1844 General
Conference at which the slavery
issue broke into the open-and
caused the division of the church.

of these dear [colored} souls were of undoubted piety.
mention one especially-Uncle Stephen-belonging to W . L. Somervill; his demonstrations of
religious enjoyment were of genuine type, and his everyday life was exemplary.
When one Major E., not a religious man by any means, got sick he wanted to
see Uncle Stephen and have him pray for him.•

Arkansas Methodists in a Mormon Massacre

A dramatic and tragic event in 185 7 (related to religious animosity)
resulted in the deaths at the hands of Mormons in Utah of a large number of Arkansas and Missouri emigrants (mostly Methodists) enroute to
California. In the caravan were 135 or 140 of all · ages, many related
by blood or marriage. The caravan contained forty wagons and several
carriages for women and children, seven hundred head of cattle and
several hundred horses, worth altogether some $70,000. Among them
were two Tackitt families, one headed by Pleasant Tackitt, a nephew
of the Rev. Pleasant Tackitt, mentioned earlier a~ an Arkansas pastor.
Various stories are given to account for the attack, one being that it
was in retaliation for an earlier attack on Mormons by persons in Missouri or Arkansas. In any event, 120 of the emigrants, including many
women and children, were shot down in cold blood. Twenty years later
a Mormon leader John D. Lee was convicted of instigating the crime and
was executed. Seventeen or eighteen children survived, and Congress appropriated $10,000 to return them to Arkansas. Among those returned
were Milum and William Tackitt, children of Pleasant Tackitt, and Sarah
Dunlap, later connected with the School for the Blind at Little Rock.
In 1955 a monument was erected in Harrison, Arkansas, in memory of
those killed. 10
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Methodist Episcopal Preaching Continues

Arkansas at this time also had to make room for two episcopal Methodisms. In spite of the provision in the Plan of Separation of 1844 that
a boundary line between the two Methodisms would be respected, the
agreement was soon violated. Each side accused the other of being the
first, or chief, offender. Northern supporters charged Southern Methodists
with having failed to follow the provisions of the Plan of Separation
because they moved so quickly to form a separate branch; they also
charged that by espousing slavery, the Southern Church had disqualified
itself as an evangelizing agency in slave territory, and, furthermore, they
~aid there were still northern sympathizers in the South to whom the
Methodist Episcopal Church must minister.U
We will trace in Chapter 6 the steps in re-establishing Methodist
Episcopal churches in Arkansas and the tragic death of Anthony Bewley.
No further effort was made to carry on this work until after the close
of the Civil War. In 1848 the Arkansas congregations in the northern
church's Missouri Conference had 450 members; in 1857 there were
685. It was obviously true, as the Rev. George R. Crooks wrote in his
Life of Bishop Matthew Simpson, that the Methodist Episcopal Church
had only "a precarious footing in ... Arkansas." 12
Methodist Protestants Enter Arkansas

Space for a third Methodism in Arkansas was also required. The
Methodist Protestant Church was organized in 1830 at Baltimore by the
merger of several dissident groups that had left the Methodist Episcopal
Church. Chief complaint of the dissenters was the strong--and in some
ways unassailable-power of the bishops and the consequent lack of
power on the part of lay members of the church. The new church replaced the bishop ( s) with elected presidents of annual and general
conferences and provided for lay representation in all conferences.
The first organization of Methodist Reformers [later Methodist Protestants}
in Arkansas . . . was made at a place called Cane Hill {southwest of Fayetteville}, December 11th, 1830. Five or six members of the Methodist Episcopal
Church, two local preachers and one exhorter, being convened, called Jacob
Sexton to the chair, and appointed B. T. Newlin, secrerary. After prayer, resolutions were adopted to withdraw from the Methodist Episcopal Church. . . .
This feeble organization, in the far western border of Arkansas . . . proved a
success. Yet they had to encounter serious difficulties and much opposition... .
Yet they had good congregations, and their society proved steadfast and harmonious, and had a steady increase.13

Jacob Sexton applied to the Tennessee Conference of the Methodist
Protestant Church for the Arkansas church with its thirty-five members
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to be accepted as a mission. The Tennessee Conference acquiesed; Jacob
Sexton was ordained in 1833; and in 1837 an Arkansas Conference
was organized.
In 1845 John Miller of Cane Hill wrote about progress in the area,
noting a hundred new members in recent months. Two camp meetings
had been held-one on Washington County Circuit resulting in twentyfive converts and eight new church members and the second on Lee's
Creek in Crawford County where twenty-five new members were received.14
When the Methodist Protestant Arkansas Conference met in October,
1853, at Mt. Zion Chapel near Brownsville, the preachers reported
1,117 members, an increase of 324.15 Preachers were not appointed by
a bishop but by a Stationing Committee named by the conference from
among its own members. Appointments for 185 3-54, with an indication
of membership, were as follows:
Appointment
Cane Hill
Ozark
Fort Smith

Clarksville
Batesville
Searcy
Camden
Hempstead
Santa Clara (Cal.) Mission
Cherokee Mission
Benton Mission
White River Mission

MemberJ

. 222
. 219
259
45
118

.. 242

12

Superintendent ( PaJtor)
Jacob Sexton
Redman Boyd
Wm. Nicholson
E. T. Walker, assistant
G. C. McWilliams
Pastor, to be supplied
J. B. Reed, asst.
T. B. Kane
Obed Patry, assistant
John L. Wells
to be supplied
John Miller
T. Leach
Ure Trogden
M. Stimson

Lay representatives to the conference were William E. Oliver, William H. White, Robert McElroy, and John B. Reed. In addition to the
preachers who were appointed, there were those who were called "unstationed ministers" or preachers, who in Methodist Episcopal terminology were similar to local preachers: Samuel Cox, J. J. Oliver, A. H.
Barnes, F. F. Curtis, E. T. Walker, J. B. Bush, J. H. Miller, J. M. Scarlet,
M. C. Hart, ]. E. Dupee, E. Myatt, J. G. Walker, E. B. D. Johnson,
William Trogden.
The Methodist Protestant Church also faced division over the slavery
issue, but it found a unique way to "divide without dividing." They
managed this by allowing the southern conferences to remain under the
jurisdiction of the existing General Conference and allowing the northern
and western conferences to set up their own General Conference. The
latter group declared,
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A severance from this [existing] General Conference is not severance from the
Methodist Protestant Church; for this General Conference is not the Methodist
Protestant Church; it is only an institution of the church, and if two-thirds of
an annual conference shall so determine, they can provide for two General
Conferences as for two church Book Concerns.16

The church did provide two book concerns and two general church
papers. In essence, the regions arranged for a more or less legal, temporary separation but did not get a divorce and terminate the marriage.
Effective Leaders Emerge

Even in these times of stress-perhaps because of them-many additional effective leaders of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South,
emerged in the state. A few will be mentioned as typical of the many.
One was the Rev. Joseph Milus Stevenson, possibly a distant relative of
William Stevenson, though the connection is not clear. He served difficult charges in Arkansas, frequently the African missions, locating every
few years (perhaps due to poor health or poor pay) . In the 1870s he
served in North Texas, and in the late 1880s and on into 1900 he
pioneered in West Texas and New Mexico. His grandson Coke Stevenson was later governor of Texas.
Mrs. Lewis S. Marshall was born as Ann James in England. She came
to America about 1846, and taught school in Fayetteville until she met
and married the Rev. Lewis S. Marshall. She knew nothing of the
Methodist itinerancy until her marriage but became a leader among
Methodist women of Arkansas. Near Pine Bluff, the Marshalls occupied
a one-room log cabin which she described as the first parsonage in the
state. She was active in the conference women's work when it came.
Edward Rosman Barcus spent several years in Arkansas as teacher,
musician, and preacher. Starting for Texas in 1854, he and his wife
(a descendant of the famous McFerrin family of Tennessee) stopped
in Little Rock, where he secured a job in the Little Rock Female College. They moved to Tulip after three years and stayed there three years.
He joined the conference and served through the war years. Concerning
Tulip, one of the Barcus sons later wrote, "Most of . . . [the planters}
had plenty of negroes to do all the work ... and so they lived in luxurious ease. Their children were reared to think that it was almost a disgrace for white people to do manual labor." 17 They finally moved on to
Texas where seven sons and grandsons have enriched the Methodist
ministry with their labors.
Felix W. Laney came to El Dorado, Arkansas, from Georgia by
oxcart in 1849, crossing the Mississippi River on a raft he built. His
home was a favorite stopping place for the circuit preachers. One son
William P. became a member of the Little Rock Conference. Two
grandsons David S. and Ben T. have been outstanding churchmen, the
latter also serving as the thirty-third governor of Arkansas.18
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The Decision for War

Whether the 1844 division within Methodism-and the ensuing bitterness between the two branches-helped push the nation toward war is
debatable. But the conviction grew among citizens and political leaders
that a showdown on slavery was in the making.
Arkansas papers in the 1850s carried many comments and news items
regarding the issue-both in its local and national aspects. John Knight,
editorial writer for the Gazette, was dropped from the paper's employ
in 1850, presumably because of his stand on slavery issues. Margaret
Ross has explained Knight's stance:
He was a transplanted Yankee who had partially accepted slavery because, as
his wife expressed it, "If we live in a slave state we must do as the rest do."
He had lived in Arkansas a little more than six years, and had come a long way
towards adopting the typical Southern attitudes, but he still had a long way to
go before his opinions would be compatible with those of most of his neighbors-"

Governor Elias N. Conway, son of staunch Methodist parents, served
as governor for eight years in the 1850s. In his second race in 1856, he
was charged by the Little Rock Mechanics Association with favoring
Negroes and foreigners as workmen; but this charge seems to reflect
criticism by his political opponents. Also the criticisms by Solon Borland.

The
Arkansas Gazette
carried many notices of
runaway slaves.

76

METHODISM IN ARKANSAS,

1816-1976

in the Gazette of Conway "for withdrawing from the Methodist Church
to attend the Catholic Church" 20 may have been politically inspired.
Certain voices in the state sought to maintain calmness in the face of
the impending crisis. The Gazette on November 17, 1860, commented:
The election is over, and Lincoln, the representative of Black Republicanism,
is elected.... In this emergency, it is proper that our people should act upon
wise and discreet counsels, and do nothing rashly or inconsiderately.

A week later the Gazette continued:
If the cotton States be precipitated into a revolution, the people will have
to do the fighting ... [the) agitators will not get near enough to a battle to
see it through a spy glass. . . . It is to the interest of all that this agitation
should cease and peace and harmony restored to the nation.

Women were not silent on the issues involved. "Madame Osorio"
of Monticello wrote in the Gazette for November 3, 1860, a plea for
peace:
. Shall not American women, when they see their country threatened
with disunion and all the horrors of war . . . shall we not lift up our voices
against the traitors and political demagogues who would change that Union
into fierce hatred and anarchy. . . . The few fanatics in the North, and South,
have almost persuaded us that it is a necessity. . . . Mothers, wives, sisters, we
have no votes in our country, but we have influence. Let us use our influence
then to preserve the Union.

The Gazette continued to put much responsibility on the abolitionist
preachers of the North:
... . Hypocritical hounds, sanctimonious scoundrels, pharisaic preachers of
piety, they pander to prejudices of ignorant audiences and put money in their
own pockets by preaching a crusade against the slaveholders of the South. . . .
It is the duty of ministers of the gospel to preach Christ and him crucified, and
leave the disputes and wranglings of politicians to be settled outside of the
church-the sacred desk should not be profaned by them. . . . [They should)
preach less of politics and more of religion. 21

But the leaders could find no way to turn away from the road to
war. The new Arkansas governor, Henry M. Rector, virtually conceded
the inevitability of civil war in a special message on the State of the
Union in December, 1860:
The wisest and best government that has ever been allotted by man, has
fallen a prey to the madness and fanaticism of its own children, for I am
convinced, that the Union of these states, in this moment, is practically severed and gone forever.. .. That we must . . . seek an alliance as a necessity
with a Confederacy of Southern States, is as plain to my mind, as the sun at
noon day . .. .22

His prediction was soon proved to be true. Church and state were
both involved in the consequences of the grim years of war.

