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It’s August and Methodist Camp Meet-
ing season in Sussex County!  At one 
time there were over 50 camp meetings 
in Sussex County.  Only 2 are still active.  

Religious camp meetings began in the 
early 19th century by Protestant sects to 
bring about moral reform and spiritual 
conversion. After the Civil War’s devasta-
tion, the Second Great Awakening move-
ment reinvigorated religious enthusiasm.  
Revivalist meetings were taken to rural 
people, to outdoor fields or tree groves 
and scheduled at the end of the summer 
months when crops were “laid by” and 
farmers needed respite.  The 7-14 days of 
a camp meeting was a time of spiritual 
renewal and social fellowship. 

The first Methodist Camp Meeting in 
Delaware was held in July 1805 at Farson’s 
Hill, 3 miles south of Smyrna. Rev. William 
Penn Chandler of Philadelphia master-
minded this meeting, inviting 68 itinerant 
preachers and exhorters to speak. 

 Using a grove of trees as the “church”, 
the 1805 camp meeting site featured a 
sail-covered preaching stand elevated on 
a platform in front of benches.  People 
circled their wagons around the site as 
living space for the week.   Some tied 
tree branches over to make tented areas. 
Other used ship sails spread on poles 
for shelter. Chandler also employed a 
new technique of the “altar call” where 
those who felt the Spirit could kneel in 
request for conversion.   This meeting 
was a novel approach to evangelism and 
thousands came out in droves. Negroes 
and whites attended the meetings.  
Large crowds encouraged the speakers 
to preach with great enthusiasm and 
fervor.  The recorded number of converts 
at this one event was nearly 1000 people.  

     Among the preachers at this first camp 
meeting was Rev. William Morgan (1780-
1857) from near Laurel.  In his published 
diary, he related his experiences as a 
preacher at this event.  Morgan expressed 
dismay that the conversion numbers 
reported were inflated and that Chan-
dler mishandled inappropriate behavior.   
However, he gave details on the layout 
of the camp. This grove and tabernacle 
arrangement became the standard for 
camp meetings to follow.  Morgan con-
tinued to preach at subsequent camp 
meetings.

Chandler organized the Great Laurel 
Camp Meeting the next year near Broad 
Creek Church with a meticulous attention 
to rules and laws.  No improprieties were 
allowed, a curfew time set, and group 
feasts provided.  A Delmarva tradition 
had begun and summer camp meetings 
cropped up throughout Sussex.

Both Rehoboth Beach and Bethany 
Beach had their resort beginnings as 
religious retreats or camp meetings.  In 
1872, Rev. Robert W. Todd of Wilmington, 
DE saw the ideal location for a Christian 
resort near the seashore in a dream.  Curi-
ously, that 414- acre site was available. In 
1873 the Rehoboth Camp Meeting Asso-
ciation established the camp grounds, 
laid out in a fan shape with wide streets 
and land plots for wooden cottages, or 
“tents” surrounding the central tabernacle 
on Rehoboth Avenue.  With the coming 
of the railroad, the camp ground loca-
tion was moved east to Baltimore Avenue.  
“The Grove” site was the beginning of the 
city of Rehoboth Beach.  

Bethany Beach also grew up around 
a church retreat.  In 1898, F.D. Powers, a 
Disciples of Christ minister from Wash-

ington, D.C. wanted to create a Christian 
education retreat at the seashore. With 
the Disciples Christian Missionary Society, 
he purchased land from Ezekiel Evans of 
Ocean View. He   divided off lots, which 
he sold to raise money to build an audi-
torium and cottages.  Many difficulties 
ensued. Eventually, landowners bought 
out the stock of the Society. The retreat 
finally opened with religious and cultural 
programs conducted by this Christian 
Church. Again, a town was born!

Fenwick Island’s summer settlement 
began with Methodist Camp Meet-
ings circa 1898 along the beach under 
the shadow of the Fenwick Lighthouse 
in the area of what is now Ocean City’s 
141st Street.  Amidst trees, families built 
wooden tents with open fronts circling a 
tabernacle and along a boardwalk that 
led to more cottages. Many of these origi-
nal “squatter” cottages existed until the 
great Storm of 1962 demolished them. 
Like other camp meetings, a “confection-
ary” was established to buy treats.  Horses, 
mules, and wagons brought participants 
with their own food for the two weeks 
of camp. 

Carey’s Methodist Church, located west 
of Millsboro, held its first camp meeting in 
1888 in a grove of trees near the church.  
Originally, the first shelters were made of 
long branches lashed together.  Later, the 
current, traditional cottage “tents” with 
open fronts were built to circle the open 
frame tabernacle with sawdust flooring. 
This site was placed on the National His-
toric Register in 1973.  The 128th annual 
meeting is held from July 27 to August 
14, 2016, featuring gospel singing, vari-
ous bands, preaching, praying, and bible 
school.  People can bring their own tents 

or trailers for the week. 
The most prominent camp meeting for 

blacks, the Antioch Camp still exists in 
Frankford. Located on Clayton Ave, the 
annual camp meetings began in 1892 
and start every August on the first Satur-
day before the second Sunday for 8 days.   
As cited on the historical marker, it was 
known as “Big Camp” or “Frankford Camp”. 
As with the other camps, early shelters 
were family wagons.   Now there is the tra-
ditional circle of wooden “tents” around 
the open “bower” pavillion.  

A unique feature of Antioch Camp is 
the grassroots’ tradition of a “Singing and 
Praying Band”.  Organized in the 1950s, 
Antioch’s band is called the Frankford Cru-
saders. Their ministry centers on helping 
others by song and prayer in their own 
church and at other events, funerals, 
camps meetings.  They have a captain 
who leads them in old gospel and spiri-
tual songs. In addition to leading songs 
in services, they have a tradition of slowly 
parading around the camp grounds on 
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