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Boating on the Big Blue River was enjoyed by many participants in the Crete Chautauqua.

RESPECTABLE LEISURE:
THE CRETE CHAUTAUQUA, 1882-1897

By James P. Eckman

On a hot, sultry, July day in 1888,
amidst tents and cottages, thousands
of people from all over Nebraska
gathered along the Big Blue River near
the small town of Crete to hear lectures
on English history, the intelligence of
animals, and the manifestations of God
in the course of history. As vacationers
prayed, sang hymns, and enjoyed
fellowship, an aura of religiosity per-
vaded the grounds of the Nebraska
Sunday School Assembly. Many of
them, both adults and children, had
been there for over a week listening to

James P. Eckman is a history instructor at
Grace College of the Bible, Omaha, and a
Ph.D. candidate at the University of Ne-
braska, Lincoln.

lectures, hearing splendid music, read-
ing books, and taking examinations.!
One vacationer characterized the
Crete Assembly as a “surfeit of such
good things . . . that one is tempted to
complain because he cannot be in two
or three places at the same time”; and,
expectantly, “It will be our Jerusalem,
and, like the Jews of old, we can all jour-
ney up hither annually and keep our
midsummer feast.”2

From 1882 to 1897, thousands of
Nebraskans spent as many as ten days
each summer attending similar
assembly sessions at Crete. The Crete
Chautauqua, through its Protestant
emphasis, programs, and featured
speakers, reflected a quest for “respec-
table” leisure in a resort-like
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atmosphere; a respectability insured
by championing the Victorian values of
self-restraint (e.g. temperance) and
self-improvement. The Chautauqua
movement was part of a larger shift in
American thought toward a secularized
postmillennialism, i.e. the view that
mankind, through self-restraint and
self-improvement, could bring about
the redemption of American society.
The Chautauqua movement began
in 1874 at Lake Chautauqua in western
New York when a Methodist minister,
John Heyl Vincent, and a Methodist
layman, Lewis Miller, initiated an inter-
denominational program for the
improvement of Sunday School
teachers. Highly successful, the pro-
gram expanded to include a school of
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Crete Chautauqua

languages, a school of theology, and a
summer school for public teachers. In
1878 Vincent added a home study pro-
gram known as the Chautauqua
Literary and Scientific Circle (CLSC)
that featured subjects taken by a typi-
cal college student. The program
involved a curriculum of books to be
read over a four-year period, after
which the student would receive a
CLSC certificate from Chautauqua.
From 1880 through 1914, Vincent
published a monthly magazine, The
Chautauquan, that included study
helps for the local CLSCs, articles, and
reports on local Chautauquas.?

As the Chautauqua idea spread,
independent Chautauqua assemblies,
patterned after the New York Chautau-
qua, sprang up throughout America. By
1894 eighty localities featured a
Chautauqua assembly, and by 1907
about 100 towns boasted their own
assembly. Each local Chautauqua
assembly existed as an independent
unit and planned its own organizational
structure, financing, and annual pro-
gram. However, by 1920 traveling cir-
cuit Chautauquas had replaced most of
the local assemblies.?

The underlying premise of these
early Chautauqua assemblies was that
moral and spiritual instruction was
more important than entertainment.
Qver time, however, this balance be-
tween education and entertainment
shifted in favor of entertainment, an
emphasis that constituted the dynamic
of the traveling circuit Chautauquas
after 1903. Most of the participants in
the circuits were professional enter-
tainers or lecturers who worked only
within a contract format that involved
agents or professional organizers.
Therefore, the local communities had
no veto over who appeared on the cir-
cuit programs. The Crete Chautauqua
never became involved in the circuit
Chautauqua movement.

As an independent Chautauqua
assembly, the Nebraska Sunday
School Assembly by 1885 was known as
the “Crete Chautauqua” with major
ties to the Congregational Church in
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Nebraska. In January 1882 the Crete
Congregational Club asked Reverend
J.D. Stewart, pastor of the Con-
gregational Church of Hastings, Ne-
braska, to organize a Sunday School
institute at Crete for the coming sum-
mer, with Reverend A.E. Dunning of
Boston, secretary of the Con-
gregational Sunday School and
Publishing Society, as superintendent
of instruction. Because Stewart had
graduated from the Chautauqua Nor-
mal course and the CLSC at Chautau-
qua, New York, he patterned the Crete
program after the mother Chautauqua.
This first assembly was held in the
Crete Congregational Church; only “a
few dozen” people attended.’

To further the work of the institute,
in October 1882 the Congregational
Sunday School leaders, meeting in
Omaha, formally organized the Ne-
braska Sunday School Association to
“promote the best methods of Bible
Study and Sunday School by lectures,
discussions, lesson drills, and other
agencies.”® Again under the leadership
of Reverend Stewart, the association
planned another summer assembly for
1883. A total of 2,000 people attended
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Crete Chautauqua participants were encouraged to camp on the grounds.

the sessions between June 26 and July
3, the end of which resulted in the adop-
tion of articles of incorporation. The
articles made Crete the permanent
location for the summer assembly and
called for a board of nine directors, a
majority of which “shall be members of
Congregational Churches.” In 1885
amended articles of incorporation
expanded the board to twenty-one.”

In 1884 the board of directors met to
choose a permanent site in Crete
for the summer assembly. Criteria for
the siteincluded the presence of abody
of water, a grove of trees, and facilities
for camping. The directors planned to
erectanumber of permanent buildings,
especially a pavilion for large meetings.
They purchased 109 acres just west of
Crete along the Blue River that met all
their requirements. On August 25,
1884, during the regular Chautauqua
assembly, F.I. Foss, a highly successful
lawyer and one of the directors of the
Crete assembly, offered the associa-
tion clear title to the grounds on the
condition that the association raise
$10,000. The association sold stock,
successfully meeting the goal.®

With the funds that had been raised,
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Blackstone Hall was built on the Crete Chautauqua grounds with funds from
Nebraska lawyers.

the directors during 1884-85 super-
vised the erection of a pavilion capable
of accommodating 800 to 1,000 people,
anormal hall, an open-air auditorium, a
dormitory with eight rooms, and a din-
ing hall® Furthermore, they com-
missioned Frank and William Hunt,
who had designed the mother Chautau-
qua grounds in New York, to landscape
and re-design the grounds along the
Big Blue.® The Chautauquan of July
1887 characterized the Crete grounds
“as the best facilities for training Sun-
day School teachers in the country.”!
Over the years, other improvements
included an expanded dining hall,
concrete sidewalks throughout the
grounds, and telephones. The city of
Crete later provided lights for the
assembly grounds. By the mid-1890s
twenty permanent buildings dotted the
grounds.!2

Accommodations for assembly par-
ticipants varied. There were few spaces
in the hotel (or dormitory), so most
vacationers rented tents or cottages, as
well as tent furniture, oil stoves, towels,
straw, and stables for horses. In fact,
Chautauqua leaders wurged par-
ticipants to camp as the means of get-
ting the fullest benefit from the courses
and programs offered each summer:
Only in close proximity to nature could
the Chautauqua experience be fully
realized!'?® The grounds also offered a
dining hall, a concession stand, a bar-
ber shop, a post office, and a news-
stand: In effect, it was a self-contained
community. In addition, the Burlington
and Missouri Railroad gave special
rates for passengers and baggage.
Season tickets for the assembly cost
two dollars for adults, one dollar for
children aged ten to sixteen, with
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children under ten free.'

The directors of the assembly miain-
tained strict observance of Sundays in
order to guarantee ‘“‘the quiet
atmosphere of a Christian home.”
Therefore, they prohibited the rental of
boats, the selling of tickets and
newspapers, and the use of excursion
trains. They admitted only those who
held tickets that had been previously
purchased. The Nebraska Chautauqua
Assembly commented that “its aims are
to advance Christian life and maintain
Christian principle. Beyond question it
is for the highest good of all interested
that Sundays of the Assembly should
be kept as holy days.”?* :

As the Crete Chautauqua became
more successful, local businessmen’s
involvement increased. “The assembly
was good for business,” stated one
businessman. “It put Crete on the
map.” Businesses spent hundreds of
dollars on advertising through cir-
culars, posters, door hangers, and
postcards. In 1885 the State Vidette
gave $3,500 to save the assembly from
financial difficulty. For the 1886
assembly, businessmen in DeWitt,
Wilber, and Crete helped distribute
75,000 brochures that had a map of the
Chautauqua grounds on the back.
Crete businessmen traveling in
northern Nebraska also helped dis-
pense the brochures. Finally, advertis-
ing by businessmen in the annual
program, The Nebraska Chautauqua
Assembly, and in newspapers aided the
Chautauqua cause. Omne Crete
businessman even published a
newspaper, called the Daily Union,
solely for participants during the 1883
assembly. A similar paper, The Crete
Chautauquan, highlighted the 1897
assembly.16

Throughout the early years, the
primary objective of the Crete
assembly centered on Sunday School
instruction. Therefore, much of the
programming, usually prepared by a
committee of Congregationalists
chosen by the board, concentrated on
Bible study and the improvement of
teaching methods. Normal classes and
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advanced normal classes characterized
each assembly program and upon com-
pletion of written examinations, the
Chautauqua Normal Union granted
diplomas. A wide variety of other
religious-oriented lectures included
church history, theology, missionary
work, and background studies’ in
Roman and Greek history.1”

Equally as important, the Chautau-
qua Literary and Scientific Circle, de-
scribed as “the rock to which the
assembly must be anchored,” held
“round tables” each week during the
assembly.’® Daily lessons and dis-
cussions held in the CLSC headquar-
ters onthe grounds helped participants
prepare for the program of the coming
year. Additionally, some of the lec-
turers frequented the CLSC meetings,
often speaking themselves. For exam-
ple, Chautauqua founder, Bishop Vin-
cent, attended the Crete Chautauqua
in 1885 and 1890, serving as a featured
speaker at the “round table.”? The
climax of the entire assembly session
came with the CLSC Recognition Day
ceremony, a replica of the ceremony at
the mother Chautauqua. On this occa-
sion, the CLSC graduates of the four-

Crete Chautauqua grounds

year course walked across the grounds,
through arches of grapevine, evergreen
and elderberry, and up to the stage
where they received their certifi-
categ.??

In addition to Recognition Day,
other special days on the grounds
recognized the various groups support-
ing the Chautauqua idea: Women’s
Christian Temperance Union
(W.C. T.U.) Day, Lawyers’ Day, Grand
Army of the Republic (G.A.R.} Day,
and Children’s Day. Indeed, the
lawyers of Nebraska built a permanent
building on the grounds and held yearly
programs that featured judges and
famous lawyers from across the coun-
try. The G.A.R. constructed a perma-
nent building, as did the YMCA.
Children’s Day centered on special
recognition of the children and the
importance of the Sunday School
movement to their training in Protes-
tant Christian values. The day always
culminated in a program in which the
children, dressed in their finest, would
march onto the platform of the pavilion
and present a program of Bible stories,
recitation of memorized Bible verses,
and inspirational readings.?!

That the larger Protestant religious
community supported the Crete
Chautauqua was evident from the
ecumenical spirit at the grounds.
Although founded by Con-
gregationalists, other  Protestant
denominations encouraged their con-
gregations to attend the Crete
assembly. Indeed, the State Vidette in
1887 reported that the Methodists,
Episcopalians, and Presbyterians had
raised “handsome sums” to erect head-
quarters on the grounds. By the next
year the churches had completed their
projects. Yearly meetings of the various
denominations also characterized the
Chautauqua gatherings.??

Wrapped in these Protestant
religious trappings, the Crete Chautau-
qua functioned as a midwestern, mid-
dle class retreat, somewhat like
Newport, Rhode Island, functioned for
the wealthy, Easternupper class.?? The
abundant educational opportunities,
boating, bathing, croquet, lawn tennis,
and supervised games encouraged
healthful, respectable recreation.? A
little steamboat took visitors up and
down the Big Blue River, and fireworks
frequently filled the hight sky. This




Crete Chautauqua grounds about
1888.
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powerful combination of education,
Protestant religion, and exercise helps
explain why thousands made the
annual summer pilgrimage to Crete.
But it does not give the whole
picture.

As an agency of popular culture, the
Chautauqua movement in general and
the Crete assembly in particular
epitomized the ideal of social regenera-
tion through religion and education.
Vincent’s. statement of purpose for
Chautauqua said so. He saw Chautau-
qua as an agency designed to exalt
“education, — the mental, social,
moral, and religious faculties.” Its
regenerative objectives involved mak-
ing people more “affectionate,” “sym-
pathetic,” “conscientious,” ‘“rever-
ent,” “intelligent,” “and more indus-
trious, economical, just, and generous,
as members of society in a work-a-day
world.”?s Similarly, in 1888 the State
Vidette viewed the Crete Chautauqua
as the embodiment of this high ideal:

It endeavors to bring about a popular gathering
where people can be drawn together to enjoy the
bounty of nature and to find relaxation from busi-
ness cares in physical and mental culture. Its aim
is to imbue everyone with lofty ideas, to instill
morality, education and thought in the mind, and
to make life a more harmonious entity.2

And the 1890 Nebraska Chautauqua
program called for “the cooperation of
our state to make the assembly more
and more helpful to those who wish to
grow into the power and grace of the
noblest type of character, and conse-
crate their gifts and attainments to the
noblest ends of living.”?” Such idealism
clothed in the language of Victorian
seriousness pervaded every aspect of
the Crete Chautauqua.

As alegitimate and respectable form
of leisure, the Crete assembly rep-
resented a place for a summer vacation
that could be enjoyed without guilt,
because beneath the fun and relaxation
lay a serious purpose — self-
improvement.?8 As James Garfield said
of the Chautauqua movement, “It has
been the struggle of the world to get
more leisure time, but it was left for
Chautauqua to show how to use it.”?

The underlying criteria for every-
thing at the Crete Chautauqua cen-
tered on respectability and a didactic
purpose. Thus entertainment had to be
pure and wholesome. Every evening
during the assembly, some form of
entertainment occurred on the
grounds. Chalk artist and cartoonist
Frank Beard of Chicago typified the
respectable humor at Crete during the
1890s. Choirs, involving vacationers
themselves and professional artists
like Katherine Fisk and Electa Gifford,
both of Chicago, were a standard at
every Crete Chautauqua. Professional
orchestras, musicians, traveling sing-
ing groups like the Slaytons (a singing
group of former slaves from Ten-
nessee), or the Doane College Adelphia
Quartet frequented the grounds.
“World Tours,” such as “From New
York to Egypt” and “The Passion Play
of Oberammergau” via the stereop-
ticon, highlighted the 1892 Chautauqua
at Crete.?¢

Victorian considerations of respec-
tability and didacticism not only
shaped entertainment choices at the
Crete Chautauqua, they molded the
central thrust of the national Chautau-
qua movement with its emphasis on
self-improvement. Such a commitment
was part of an ongoing shift in
American religious thought away from
the God-centered determinism of
Calvinism, which downplayed man’s
free will, towards a man-centered
theology that stressed man’s ability to
bringin God’s kingdom (i.e. postmillen-
nialism). A triumph in man’s ability to
control his own destiny marked this
age; ignorance and sin could be
remedied, given sufficient discipline
and will.3!

This confidence in the redemption of
society, albeit secularized by the late
Victorian era — especially in the social
gospel movement — was central to this
age.?? Chautauqua had significance asa
determinative force in an evangelical
mindset that centered on self-
improvement and self-restraint as the
methods by which society would be
transformed. As Vincent argued,
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Such popular education must increase the power
of the people in politics . . . . It must tend to a bet-
terunderstanding between the classes of society .
... It must avoid the struggles between capital
and labor, and promote in all possible ways, the
glorious brotherhood of honesty, sympathy and
culture — a culture that addresses itself to all
sides of a man’s nature.*

This link of the secularized postmillen-
nial conviction that focused on the
gradual redemption of society through
self-improvement with Chautauqua
has gone unnoticed by historians.
Chautauqua existed as a transition be-
tween the thoroughly religious ap-
proach to securing God’s kingdom
characteristic of the earlier revivals
and the more secularized effects of the
mature social gospel movement.

Self-improvement through literature
remained a primary goal among many
of the speakers at the Crete Chautau-
qua. Dr. Herbert A. Sprague, at the
1889 assembly, lectured on Shake-
speare and Milton, stressing practical
lessons for youth. In 1893 Prefessor
Lawrence Fossler of the University of
Nebraska lectured on Gottwald Less-
ing, emphasizing his toleration of all
religious thought. Similarly, he lec-
tured on Johann Goethe: “Faust...isa
study of the effort of human life
heavenward. It teaches above every-
thing else that duty toward God and
man is the supreme obligation.” The
didactic nature of literature served to
teach man his obligations toward
others.? _

That the Crete Chautauqua saw
itself as an agency of social redemption
was evident in the efforts at the Ne-
braska penitentiary. During the 1893
assembly, W.E. Hardy, president of the
Crete assembly, outlined the work of
the Crete “White Ribboners,” volun-
teers who helped lead a CLSC in the
penitentiary. In 1889 the Lincoln
Chautauqua had started this CLSC,
called the “Look Forward Circle,”
which required inmates, who had
voluntarily joined, to pursue the
rigorous four-year course. William Jen-
nings Bryan had opened the first ses-
sion with an oration on the virtues of
reading. Two months later, January 20,
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Children as well as adults participated in Chautauqua programs.

1890, he spoke again on Roman history.
These meetings took place on Sundays,
with a mixture of hymn singing,
devotional readings, and lectures.’
The Chautauquan of 1890 reported
that among the prisoners,

there were many and earnest expressions of
gratitude for the opportunity afforded for read-
ing and intellectual improvement, unmistakable
evidence that it was appreciated, and it was
plainly evident that it was operating as a
stimulant to hope and a purpose for better
things.36

This religious vision of a renewed
society did not exclude the use of
secular instruments for hastening the
new era.’ The developing discipline of
sociology received much emphasis at
the Crete Chautauqua. In 1893 Pro-
fessor Graham Taylor of the University
of Chicago, a leading social gospel
advocate, delivered a series of
sociological lectures on the relation-
ship between society and the
individual: He established a link be-
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tween crime and poverty and between
the environment and individual
behavior. Sociology, he argued, could
greatly aid Christianity in fulfilling its
destiny of social transformation. He
stated:

Churches without such work are very feeble ... . It
is necessary, besides saving the souls of the peo-
ple, to save their surroundings. Allmust be saved
body, mind and soul.?

This emphasis on self-improvement
and the cleansing of society at large
constituted a major theme of the Social
Gospel movement, which received ade-
quate representation at the Crete
Chautauqua. For example, Washington
Gladden, a national advocate of the
Social Gospel movement, spoke at the
last Crete Chautauqua in 1897. His
series of lectures focused on present
day problems: the corporation, the city,
the railroads, the newspapers, and the
church. The Golden Age would come
only when the Christian laws of love
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and brotherhood transformed the
industrial society with all its problems.
And only the church could transform
the organized activities of men into the
kingdom of God on earth: “When the

church proclaims the wuniversal
brotherhood of man and uses all her
powers to promote the gospels of
Christ, social differentiation will have
its proper counterpoise.”?®

Another social gospel advocate,
Lyman Abbot, who served on the board
of the mother Chautauqua, lectured at
the 1886 Crete Chautauqua. He rep-
resented a step away from Gladden’s
position, for he included the schools,
the sciences, legislation, and public
opinion, as well as the church, as the
civilizing institutions that would
redeem human society.*°

Although William Jennings Bryan is
not usually regarded as representative
ofthe social gospel movement, Paclo E.
Coletta calls him the “lay prophet of
the social gospel.” And as George
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Marsden has argued, “Bryan’s basic
optimism about the progress of the
kingdom in American culture amount-
ed to a very vague sort of postmillen-
nialism.”#? Therefore, it should be no
surprise that Bryan would appear in
the Chautauqua movement. In fact, he
remained one of the most popular
Chautauqua speakers nationally until
his death. He was no less popular at
Crete, for he appeared there
numerous times.

In the 1896 Crete assembly, Bryan
participated in a three-hour debate
with J.P. Irish of California on the
resolution “that the U.S. should
immediately restore the free and
unlimited coinage of silver at the pres-
ent ratio of 16 to 1.” Laced with the
language of Christian morality, Bryan
argued that the independent destiny of
the United States was at stake in the
coinage question; at bottom, “free
silver men are engaged in a war for
families, homes and the right to
live.”43

A final social issue that Chautau-
quans clothed in redemptive language
was temperance — the epitome of Vic-

torian self-restraint; it was no less so at
the Crete Chautauqua. The First Con-
gregational Church of Crete and the
Grace Methodist Episcopal Church of
Crete actively led the local temperance
movement,* and the local W.C.T.U.
maintained a headquarters building on
the assembly grounds. Regularly, the
W.C.T.U. held classes for training tem-
perance workers during assembly
week, and temperance lectures were
common on the main program. Also,
the W.C.T.U.’s leading champion and
president during the 1890s, Frances
Willard, frequently spoke at Crete. In
fact, she was the first woman to appear
on the platform other than as a speaker
on Sunday School topics.*s The Crete
Chautauqua then became a center for
temperance agitation in Nebraska.
Unlike many other independent
Chautauqua assemblies, the Crete
Chautauqua never tipped the balance
away from instruction and edification
and toward entertainment. This fact
helps explain its short life. All evidence
indicates that financial difficulties
plagued the organization at least from
1890 when it mortgaged its property to

The Mary Leavitt family camped on the Crete Chautauqua grounds.

pay off debts. The growth of the much
larger Beatrice and Epworth (Lincoln)
assemblies siphoned off vacationers;
Crete simply could not compete.#¢ In
the last few years of the assembly
(1894-97), local businessmen, rather
than the Nebraska Sunday School
Association, organized and ran the
summer programs. However, their
efforts at selling popcorn, lemonade,
sodawater, ice cream and the renting of
rowboats failed to insure financial
stability. When attendance dropped
and the assembly could not pay its bills,
the Crete Chautauqua folded; 1897 was
its last year. In March 1899 the grounds
were part of a foreclosure sale.
Businessman Anton Vavra bought the
grounds for $5,000.47 The glorious six-
teenyears of Chautauqua at Crete were
over, ‘

Although largely ignored by recent
historians, the Chautauqua movement
exemplified a remarkable attempt at
popular culture that was both success-
ful and influential. At the Crete
Chautauqua, Nebraskans received
their first exposure to this phenomenal
institution. With its emphasis on re-
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spectable leisure and entertainment,
on self-restraint, and on self-
improvement, it served as the main
social event of the year for many Ne-
braskans. As an institution that stood
for instruction in social responsibility
to fellow human beings, it constituted a
major vehicle. for a secularized
postmillennialism centered in the
social gospel. As Anna Hahn said of her
visit to the 1887 Crete Chautauqua,
“the practical and the ideal are closely
blended here at Chautauqua.”®
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