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“Oh yes, I heard about the literary societies of Hillsdale College before I heard very much about the institution itself.”
  According to the Hillsdale Herald, such a remark was not uncommon in the 1880s.  Modern readers might well wonder at this, for the term “literary society” is seldom heard today; most remain in ignorance of their functions and purposes, or even of the fact that they existed.  Nevertheless, an historic account of Hillsdale College, or almost any college founded before the early twentieth century, would be incomplete without mention of its literary societies.  With regard to Hillsdale, the college that students know today differs vastly from the institution of the nineteenth century when literary societies ruled the campus unchallenged.  Before the advent of athletics, the Greek system, or the multitude of smaller, specialized organizations, the literary societies occupied as much of the students’ time and energy as did their regular academics, if not more so.  Indeed, most students viewed the literary societies as an extension of their education, in addition to a welcome social diversion.  Nineteenth-century students threw themselves into the activities of their societies with a zeal and earnestness that may astound modern students, being accustomed to dividing their time amongst several organizations and commitments.  The fact that these societies occupied themselves primarily with cultivating oratorical skills perhaps causes such fervor to seem even more alien at a time when rhetoric has few serious advocates.                     


The literary societies deserve to be studied and their memory prolonged if only because they constituted such a significant chapter in the story of Hillsdale College.  Understanding what the college’s earliest students valued not only reveals a fuller picture of the college’s objectives, but also gives a new perspective to today’s campus organizations and extra-curricular activities.  More importantly, a study of Hillsdale’s literary societies, and literary societies in general, sheds light on the nature of certain cultural shifts in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

especially on college campuses.  In order to set the stage for Hillsdale’s literary societies, this study will first consider societies nationwide in light of nineteenth-century higher education.  It will look at the goals and purposes the societies held in common, their effects on students and colleges, and the forces behind their decline.  The focus will then shift to the literary societies at Hillsdale College, especially the Amphictyon, Alpha Kappa Phi, and the Ladies Literary Union societies, the largest and most active societies on campus (which also provide a superiority of extant documents).
~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ 

Higher education in the antebellum years of America offered students the antithesis of what colleges usually pursue today.  A modern college education typically consists of effective professional training, usually preparing students to enter the business or technology worlds.  When researching colleges, soon-to-be students today seek information concerning job placement rates and the size of the paycheck to be expected upon graduation.  Classes are geared towards providing students with the skills necessary to make it in the “real world,” such as computer processing or an understanding of current affairs.  Not so in early American colleges.  “The modern subjects – experimental sciences, advanced mathematics, vernacular languages – were relatively inconsequential or even deprecated in antebellum colleges,” writes Bruce Kimball in his historical account of the liberal education, Orators and Philosophers.
  These institutions of higher education sought to provide students with liberally educated minds, capable of sound reasoning throughout the remainder of their lives, and of attaining a deeper knowledge of God (most of America’s early colleges were primarily religious in focus).  Such colleges prepared students not for a profession, but for the lifelong acquisition of knowledge, which was highly valued for its ability to cultivate a keen perception of truth, good judgment, and a cultured disposition – the necessary traits of a true gentleman.  The type of knowledge pursued falls under the category of a classical education, one grounded in Greek and Latin as the precursors to the English language and the Western culture.  Kimball records: 

Greek and Latin letters made up at least one-quarter of the curriculum, rhetoric and belles lettres in English another quarter.  About one-quarter was devoted to history, moral philosophy, and divinity, and a final quarter to mathematics, physics, astronomy, and anatomy.  The pedagogy consisted primarily of recitations, declamations, and disputations.
  


Within this historical context of higher education, the popularity of the literary societies becomes easier to understand.  They enabled students to broaden the scope of their strict classical educations.  They concerned themselves with a large variety of literature and oratory, the latter with regards especially to affairs of the day.  “In short,” writes historian Evelyn Westbrook, “at a time when the college curriculum was narrowly focused on the rote memorization and recitation of classical texts, students were reading, writing, and debating about a wide range of public issues in their literary societies.”
  Thomas Harding, author of two significant histories on literary societies, similarly describes the origin of the societies:

Subjected to a curriculum and methods of instruction which had little relation to the world outside the classroom, students turned to the literary society as a means to training themselves to think, write, and speak.  In the history of almost every college, even the most poverty-stricken and primitive, two rival literary societies sprang up almost as soon as the first classes began…  From the middle of the eighteenth century [the first was established at Harvard in 1722] until the end of the Reconstruction Period (and until the close of the nineteenth century in Western colleges) they furnished a climate of opinion and a forum for developing talents and personalities unequalled by any other facet of college life or instruction – then or now.

Harding enumerates several of the country’s early presidents, influential statesmen, and authors who began their speaking and debating careers in their societies, such as Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, John Quincy Adams, John Marshall, Daniel Webster, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and many more.  John Randolph of Roanoke once fought a duel resulting from one of his society’s debates.


Though students used the literary societies to branch out from their rigid curriculum, often to discuss current events and controversial issues such as slavery or the role of women in society and education, they should not be interpreted as organs of social or educational reform.  With regard to the latter, the societies played an opposite role – one of fostering better student-faculty relations.  In her article on this subject, Rita Saslaw, Assistant Professor of Education at the University of Akron, writes that “the societies aided in creating an esprit de corps between the college and its student body.”
  She notes that the faculty frequently had a hand in founding the societies and maintained a certain measure of control over them throughout their heyday.  In some cases, faculty involvement even increased over the years.  “There is no doubt that the students readily accepted this control and were even offended when the system was criticized,” argues Saslaw.
  Challenging established educational and societal modes did not concern the members of literary societies.  As has been mentioned, they focused on reading, writing, and debate; they took no action against perceived cultural or political injustices, nor did their constitutions suggest social reform as one of their goals.  In fact, debate results quite often reveal that the societies embraced social norms and traditional standards, prompting Saslaw to describe them as conservative organizations, an integral component of colleges determined to pass on time-honored knowledge.  

Rather than effect outward change, they directed their efforts at inward reform.  Believing that a true liberal education resulted in moral improvement, which in turn was greatly aided by literary and oratorical prowess, students joined literary societies eagerly in order to cultivate such virtues.  Some societies, however, did seek oratorical talent as a means to self-elevation rather than self-improvement; a society president in 1835 remarked, “In a democracy, to become a good speaker is to become distinguished and powerful.  Accordingly, the object of this Society is to prepare its members for public speaking.”
  This attitude was an exception rather than the rule, and even this society aims at rhetoric rather than reform.   


The rhetorical forms used by the literary societies varied at every formal gathering, which usually took place on a weekly basis.  The meetings, open to and often attended by the public, began with roll call, prayer, and usually some sort of music – either performances or group singing.  The literary exercises themselves included orations, essays, poems, declamations, discussions, debates, and other similar presentations.  As a rule, pieces to be recited or read were original, though not invariably.  Topics ranged from foreign affairs, to history, philosophy, theology, ethics, domestic issues, politics, and education.  Favorite subjects included secession, slavery, rights and capabilities of women, Latin America, European Powers, Catholics, and Mormons.  They debated questions such as:

Have we the most to fear from Aristocratic or Democratic principles? (1834, decided Democratic by Linonian society)

Ought the study of the Modern languages to be substituted for the Ancient in our Colleges? (1830, decided negatively by the Brothers in Unity society)

Is Great Britain justified in confining Napoleon Bonaparte on the island of St. Helena? (1816, decided affirmatively by the Brothers in Unity society)

Is the tendency of novel reading destructive to morals and literature? (1839, decided affirmatively by the Euzelian society)

Not surprisingly, the members strove for more than mere talent of persuasion in discussing such provocative questions.  They also paid close attention to grammar, style, address, and technique.  The office of Critic, found in almost every society’s constitutional list of officers, was created to critique the presentations and debates, highlighting errors and suggesting corrections.

Though the members of literary societies often tackled weighty questions of debate and judged them with all seriousness, their meetings contained elements of pure fun as well.  Harding notes:

Usually a profound question was debated, or an oration delivered, or an essay read.  But a continuous diet of such fare was too much for high-spirited young men, as it would be today.  It is not surprising, therefore, that they sought to temper their usual discussion of the character of Queen Elizabeth, the relative merit of pulpit and bar, or the justice of the Fugitive Slave Law with more frivolous propositions.  Nor is it remarkable that the minutes of the societies should occasionally record disorder.

Music of course provided entertainment, as did one act plays, dialogues, and humorous essays and readings.  Female societies featured more of these types of exercises and less debates and discussions than did the male societies, though both resorted to favorite songs and recitations as a means to lighten the atmosphere.  Most literary societies published regular papers that sometimes included amusing stories, quips, or local inside jokes.  For example, Oneita Fisher records these observations from “The Youth’s Guiding Star,” a literary paper (1902): “If anyone in this house gets warm because their name isn’t or is in this paper they can go outside until they cool off.”  “Frank N. purchased a surrey at Mr. S.’s sale.  I don’t hardly understand what that means.  I expect he and Homer S. are going out together to see the girls.”
  Fisher notes that in an era of “home-grown” fun, the literary society “was the really big variety show of its day.  It was live, it offered something for everyone and it invited audience participation.”
  Not only did the societies include the local townsmen, as the only social organizations on campus they enrolled most of the students as well.

In addition to supplying entertainment, the literary societies filled a large hole in student life by providing libraries for their members.  In antebellum days, college libraries existed almost entirely for the faculty.  They contained a very limited number of books and were not open for much of the day.  The colleges placed severe restrictions – often monetary – for borrowing books on students, discouraging them from doing so.  Nevertheless, the libraries struggled often with the problem of missing books.  Thus the building of libraries became a primary objective of numerous literary societies, in order that their members would have sources from which to construct their essays and debates.  The zeal and affinity felt by the members for their societies lent great success to their libraries.  Not only did they frequently boast more books than the college libraries, the students spared little expense in decoration.  The halls and libraries of the societies sported classy, even lavish, furniture, draperies, and other adornments, paid for almost entirely by the members (though honorary members and patrons also contributed).


Unfortunately, the commodious splendor of their halls and libraries faded with the decline of the literary societies in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  Harding writes, “1876 saw the formation of the American Library Association, and the inauguration through its leading members of a national movement for the improvement of library conditions in general.  In other words, a new era dawned in the library world, as well as in the realm of higher education.”
  The effect was reciprocal; while college libraries undercut the necessity of some societies by assuming the role of providing attractive book collections, other failing societies gradually bequeathed their libraries to the colleges.  

Western societies – those in Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, Wisconsin, and the Territories of Iowa, Missouri, Minnesota, Kansas, California, and Oregon – manifested greater longevity than did the Northern and Southern societies, which saw their peak between 1815 and 1840 and had declined quickly in the decades following the Civil War.  In contrast, those in the West thrived during the last forty years of the century, deteriorating around the 1920s.  In addition to the growth of college libraries, several factors aided the waning of the societies.  Little controversy surrounds the reasons for decline; they appear in almost every history of literary societies.  Harding succinctly sums them up: 

[Causes of decline] can be easily identified.  They were first, the liberalization of the curriculum [undermining the societies’ educational objectives]; second, the enlargement of the student body, resulting in an influx of non-forensic minded students; third, the appearance of organized athletics; and fourth, the presence of other competing groups like music and dramatic clubs.  No longer could the literary society claim a monopoly on the student’s time.

The “secret societies” – the Greek fraternities and sororities – were perhaps the most significant organizations that competed for membership.  Many old manuscripts testify the suspicion with which college faculties and administrations regarded such societies that closed themselves off from the public and did not publish their proceedings.  Historian Isaac Seeley records a certain College President Porter’s conviction that they were guilty of “fostering…an intriguing and political spirit, which is incongruous with the general tendencies of college life toward justice and generosity; and the division of the college community and the classes into hostile factions.”
  This type of fear was not restricted to the Greeks; other secret societies in America’s history, such as the Freemasons, fell under such distrust.  Not only did secrecy breed intrigue and division, its exclusion of public accountability was also deemed a sure temptation to immoral and indecent behavior.  Nonetheless, in time the huge popularity of the “secret societies” forced college authorities to swallow their fears in toleration and gradually accept their presence on campuses. 


Though the literary societies declined surely and steadily, they left an indelible mark on America’s colleges and more importantly on students.  They gave birth to several generations of strong leaders - incredibly intelligent, talented, and principled – while rounding out the education offered by colleges.  Furthermore, they led to the development of well-furnished and well-stocked libraries in which both students and faculty members could study comfortably.  The story of Hillsdale’s literary societies is very similar, though each campus produced its own strain of students, interaction with administration and faculty, debate, and fun.  

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ 


“‘The especial feature more marked in Hillsdale College than in others is the Literary Societies,’” quotes Vivan Moore, Hillsdale College historian.  She continues, “Certainly nothing else ever exerted so profound an influence upon Hillsdale’s students.”
  Her blunt observation rings true for any who have read the stories and histories of the societies’ members.  Though the number of colleges that boasted strong literary societies in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is few, Hillsdale’s students poured themselves heart, body, and soul into their societies.  Several historians have noted the uniqueness of Hillsdale’s literary societies.  John Patterson, writing for the Michigan Pioneer Collections in 1907, states:

The literary societies of Hillsdale College have from the first taken a high rank.  They have never lost by comparison with other like associations.  Their literary exercises have uniformly been complimentary both to the students and the college….  The real experience and practical discipline of these associations have been of great service to the members in subsequent life.

Current Hillsdale College historian Arlan Gilbert notices the same: “More than most liberal arts colleges, Hillsdale championed literary organizations as a way to complement academic study, to improve rhetoric and to provide practical discipline.”
  Though perhaps biased in its opinion, one of the societies itself – the Amphictyon – laid claim to this boast in 1890.  In the words of their first history, “The Literary societies have always been a source of pride to the college, being by common consent classed among the best in the land.”
  Towards the end of this history, they also quote with pride the words that “a Hillsdale graduate, a gentleman well acquainted with the work of many colleges, said: ‘Hillsdale College turns out more orators in proportion to her number of students than any like institution, and it is due to her literary societies.’”


Belief in the ardor of Hillsdale students concerning their societies need not rest upon the testimony of either members or outsiders, however.  It may be read in the goals of the societies, their activities and exercises, their interaction with the College, and especially in the ties of friendship between the members, as shall be seen presently.  The history of Hillsdale’s literary societies began in 1845 with the founding of the Eunomian and Philogrammatian societies in Spring Arbor at what was then called Michigan Central College.  Both strove towards “a higher degree of mental, moral, and social improvement”; the motto of the latter was “Mentis Animique Cultus” (Culture of the Mind and Soul).
  These two societies set the stage for succeeding societies, not only in their goals, but also with regard to their membership.  Surprisingly, both men and women were included.  The fact that Hillsdale accepted a co-educational program from the time of its founding had a deep impact on the literary societies, as revealed by later events.  When the College relocated to Hillsdale under the present name, the two societies continued their exercises until 1856.  In September, the College decided to forbid members of the opposite sex from forming a society together.  Though no explicit record exists relating the students’ opinion of this new regulation, some hint of disgruntlement may perhaps be glimpsed in the Amphictyon’s history, stating that the Eunomian and Philogrammatian “were virtually disbanded by an order of the Faculty….”
  In 1866, a similar prohibition was to cause the Great Rebellion.  In 1856, the students either had a greater respect for the Faculty or had not yet sunk down deep enough roots into their societies.  


The latter most likely hits near the mark, for the Eunomian, Philogrammatian, and their successors – the Ciceronian, Philologian, and Ladies’ Debating Club – were not officially organized or incorporated.  Nevertheless, in order to secure a greater measure of permanence, the Philologians (mostly former Eunomians) drew up a constitution and by-laws, rechristening themselves the Amphictyon Society after the ancient Greco Amphictyonic Council
, because one of the original seventeen members – J.T. Hoke – had attended an Illinois college with a society of that name before transferring to Hillsdale.  They chose as their motto “Inveniam Viam aut Faciam” (I will find a way or make one), “the heroic reply of a Roman commander when told that there was no way by which he could take the enemy’s works.”
  


The Ciceronian society took similar measures in 1857, drafting a constitution, and adopting the name Alpha Kappa Phi, derived from the first letters of the Greek Adelphoi kai Philoi (Brothers and Friends).  Their motto was “Mens Omnia Regit” (Mind Rules All).  Their motives for reorganizing their society, as specified in their history, are typical of the spirit undergirding all of Hillsdale’s societies.  

Debating is an interesting and profitable exercise, but these young men felt, as all students sooner or later come to feel, the need of a more scholarly, liberal and thorough literary drill than can be obtained in a mere debating school.  They felt, also, that there was need of a more perfect organization, a closer bond of brotherhood, to secure in the association that esprit de corps so essential to the highest and most permanent success.  Further they felt that such change of name from one purely oratorical in its generally received significance, to one more suitable for a literary society, and one which should at the same time indicate the existence of that fraternal tie which unites the members of our brotherhood.

Oratory and camaraderie – these were the twin pillars that imbued Hillsdale’s societies with animation that defied the general stagnation of literary societies elsewhere in the country.  
Likewise the fifty-four members of the Ladies’ Debating Club founded the Calliopian Society in 1857, which they shortly changed to the Ladies’ Literary Union with the motto “Beauty of the Mind Endures Forever.”  They formed their society “for the purpose of intellectual, moral, and social improvement.”
  A year later the Alphas aided the organization of a second women’s society, Germanae Sodales, with the motto Scientia Lux Mundi (Knowledge is the Light of the World), later switched to Per Aspera ad Astra (Through Struggles to the Stars).  Their short history, printed in the Hillsdale Herald, reads as follows: “The regular rhetoricals of the college bounded too narrowly their aspirations for improvement in that direction.  More independence and self-reliance were needed, and to that end, a ‘baker’s dozen’ organized the new society.”
  These two societies demonstrated every bit of ambition and excitement evinced by the men’s societies, due in part, perhaps, to Hillsdale’s policy of welcoming women.  

The meeting halls of the societies constituted the greatest visual evidence of the members’ enthusiasm for their societies.  The time, energy, and money expended in beautifying the halls was stunning, even by modern comparisons.  Professor Ransom Dunn (professor of theology and mental and moral philosophy) dedicated the Amphictyon’s first hall on August 18, 1858.  The hall (located on the college campus) cost the members $200, and contained an expensive bookcase, satin wallpaper, and a Brussels carpet.  In 1861, the society secured a new, larger hall that cost $3000 when furnished, an amount amazingly covered within one year by active members.  This hall was beautifully frescoed, sporting several statues, portraits, oil paintings, and elaborate trimmings.  It is no wonder that the following quote found its way into the Amphictyon history, “A splendid room we had for those early days.  I can almost feel the enthusiasm the room inspired.”
  Not to be outdone, the Alphas purchased the use of an equally elegant hall in 1859, dubbed the “Little Chapel.”  The AKP history records: 

Its walls were adorned with rich wood hangings, embracing nearly every variety in grain and color of the most beautiful and fragrant woods, and the whole paneled with mouldings of gilt.  The windows were hung with appropriate curtains, and from the ceiling two brazen chandeliers depend.  The floor was covered with an elegant carpet, in body Brussels, just purchased to replace the old one which had served the society so many years.  Upon the raised rostrum in the center of the west side of the room, were the seats and marble-top tables for the President, the Recording Secretary and Critic….  The Hall was well seated with easy and commodious chairs, each furnished with a writing desk and lettered with the initial letters of the Society, and a melodeon occupied the space north of the platform.  All this forms a description of the room endeared to the Alphas by a thousand sacred memories.

Again, the expense was covered largely by the society’s members.  Tragically, the Great Fire consumed both halls in 1874, destroying also numerous mementos and documents of the societies.  The members, however, were undeterred.  The AKP history notes that the Alphas stoically “clasped hands, and over the smoking ruins of the old hall, sang the Society song.”
  In 1875, the two societies were granted two rooms in the new Knowlton Hall, following a short bid competition for the finer south hall, unexpectedly won by the Amphictyons.


During this time, the Ladies’ Literary Society graciously granted the Amphictyons and Alphas the use of their hall, which had suffered comparatively little damage from the fire.  Without the aid of written histories, little is known of the women’s halls besides brief notes in their minutes.  Vivian Moore did find one story from an unspecified source demonstrating the careful attention paid by the members to their societies’ elegance and prestige.  She writes:

Mention must be made of the famous Germanae carpet.  It was in 1862 that the society decided upon this adornment for their hall, and a carpet in the Germanae colors (a salmon background with a delicate design in green) was ordered from New York.  When it arrived, the horror-stricken girls found that a dreadful mistake had been made.  The carpet was salmon and brown!  Such a combination was unthinkable.  What to do?  After a sleepless night one girl, adopting the men’s mottoes for the moment, exclaimed, “Mind rules all.  If we cannot find a way, we can make one.”  Forthwith, the Germanae, assisted by their faithful Alpha brothers, painstakingly embroidered with green zephyr over the hated brown flowers – all by hand.  Said one of the seamstresses, “That carpet, into which we stitched so much of life and thought, seemed dearer than any furnishing since.”

As late as 1920, a letter was mailed to all Ladies’ Literary Union members, past and present, regarding the refurnishing of their old hall.  It read, “These improvements will include an enlarged stage, hardwood floor, ivory and mahogany woodwork and chairs, and blue rugs and velvet hangings.”  Initiated by Mrs. Clara Warren Breckinridge, the cost totaled around $2500, prompting the letter writer to state, “It is important that every L.L.U. exhibit her interest now by a pledge however small.”
 


In accordance with literary societies nationwide, Hillsdale’s societies also built extensive libraries, using money donated both by members and outside patrons.  The library problem at Hillsdale reflected the state of libraries throughout the United States during the 1800s.  There were several restrictions, little organization, and students complained of both the paucity and subject matter of the books, most of them theological treatises and commentaries.  As mentioned above, not until the early twentieth century did the college libraries see significant improvements.  Consequently, the literary societies attempted to fill the gap by organizing library committees and raising funds for books.  The west wall of the Ladies’ Literary Union hall housed their fine collection of books in a carved bookcase, as did the east wall of the Little Chapel.  Fortunately the Amphictyons were able to safely remove their library during the Great Fire.  The Alphas were less fortunate, though thankfully their property was covered by insurance.


Of course, the societies undertook the building of libraries primarily as a tool to aid their true work.  The heart of the literary societies was the oration practiced in their weekly exercises.  Every Hillsdale society specifically mentioned oratory as one of their primary objectives – if not their foremost objective.  If oratory was pursued throughout America, it was cherished especially by Hillsdale’s students, who proudly brought home numerous prizes from intercollegiate competitions.  “The Orator,” written by T.J. Slayton for the Amphictyon publication The Amateur, clearly reveals the importance laid upon rhetoric by these early Hillsdale students.  “An orator,” he writes, “a real orator, who can summon us out of our lethargy and inspire in us his own high purpose, is one of Heaven’s best but seldom vouchsafed blessings to our race.”
  The extant records and manuscripts of the societies are rife with expressions of the highest praise for the skills fostered by the literary exercises.  The following is one example of the eloquence and wit conveyed by these grateful members:

What little power I may now possess as a public speaker I credit to the efforts put forth in connection with your, our, society.  My physiognomy will probably be no particular ornament to the Society as far as beauty is concerned and yet it may in after years be a pleasure for Amphictyons to be able to see those who were present when the corner stone of their organization was laid and who were among the pioneers in its establishment....
  

Apparently as one of the first members, his portrait or bust was to adorn the Amphictyon hall.  


Literary activity reached its peak on Mondays, a class-free day, set aside for the societies as well as for laundering clothes.  Moore writes that “Mt. Zion [crowned by a gazebo in the Arboretum] rang with the forensic efforts of aspiring and perspiring orators, who practiced there, safe from the distractions of an audience.”
  The actual meetings took place on Monday evenings.  The first half was open to the public, followed by the society’s weekly business meeting.  A typical evening of exercises, printed on beautifully ornamented programs, ran as follows:

Amphictyon Society

Monday Ev’ng, Feb. 1, 1869

Prayer

Music




                        
S.W. Mauck & Co.

Declamation – The last charge of Ney

                        M. L. Cline

Special Discussion – Ques. Was Napoleon justifiable in executing the Duke D’Enghieu?



Aff. – A. H. Dunakin, 
Neg. – B. S. Hunting

Essay – Will it Pay?


                    


 D. Bishopp

Critical Review of previous meeting 



       C. A. Cornwell

Music

Discussion – Ques. Ought the Southern loyalists to receive compensation for damages sustained during the rebellion, by the U. S. army?



Aff. W. Bishop

Neg. G. W. Emerson



        S. W. Mauck

        W. E. Gill

Paper
                       






 G. A. Janes

Music

Toasts 



              



 S. D. Smith






                         
          G. A. Slayton

Oration – The North American Indian

                        E. E. Byrum

Poem – Fallen Virtue
                            


         Frank Gillman

Oration – Influence


                               
           J. F. Downey

Critic’s Report

Music

The exercises included a large variety of oratorical forms, such as poetry, discussion, eulogies, declamations, biographies, papers, impromptus, toasts (given more often by the women than by the men), lectures, and panegyrics.  The subject matter ranged from theology to history to philosophy to sociology to science, usually giving preference to domestic politics and culture, though without neglecting foreign affairs.  In general, the women tended to debate less, giving more orations, essays, and musical performances, and of course paying more attention to the capacities, roles, and rights of women.  All of Hillsdale’s society members loved to wax poetically on inspiring, heroic topics, exploring the heights of self-sacrifice, courage, conviction, and the triumphs of the mind.  Frequently the speaker succeeded in stirring his audience.  The Hillsdale Herald, which often published lengthy (and quite candid) commentary on the exercises, once remarked concerning a debater, “As your reporter was so completely carried away by the over-whelming oratory of the speaker, he is unable to give a more detailed account of the speech that will immortalize Joe.”  Unfortunately, the speakers sometimes missed their mark.  Commenting on the same debate, the Herald reports, “But some of Mr. G’s arguments were too big for him and he couldn’t get them out.”

So enthusiastically and seriously did they approach their exercises, that absence for almost any reason – even sickness or travel – incurred both the frown of the society and a ten cent fine.  Every society also appointed a Critic, whose duty it was “to criticize all literary exercises and to mark any impropriety in the conversation or manners of any members of the society at any time or place, and report the same at the close of each meeting.”
  The societies also demanded rigid decorum of their members with regard to carriage or posture.  Section Six of the Amphictyon By-Laws reads, “Any member leaning against the walls, leaning back or lying down in the chairs, shall be fined ten cents for every offense.”

In addition to their weekly exercises, the literary society members dedicated themselves to the annual prize contests, to which they eagerly looked forward.  The Amphictyons established the first contest in 1865 (though competitive essays had been given during the past three years).  The Ladies Literary Union began their own in 1868, and the Germanae Sodales followed in 1870.  In 1876 the Germanae contest broke precedent by giving orations rather than the traditional essays.  The LLU contest – eventually established as the Maggie Ambler Contest – achieved greater renown in that it lasted as long as the society did.  The high prestige garnered by the winners was augmented by the fine prizes.  For example, in 1881 the Amphictyon contest promised “A Gold Pin and Shakespeare’s Complete Works to be awarded for superiority in Style, Thought, and Delivery.”
  Likewise, the Ladies Literary Union usually awarded the victor with an elegant volume of poetry for “Merit in Composition and Delivery,” or later with the Maggie Ambler pin.
  Though the prizes changed over the years, the stiff criteria did not.


Attenuating the earnestness of the literary societies was their aptitude for mirth.  The Herald repeatedly commented on how entertaining the evening’s exercises were.  Not only did the students recite humorous essays and perform comical “scenes,” they also created much lively music, such as the Male Chorus rendition of “The Owl and the Pussy Cat.”  The joint meetings between the Amphictyons and Ladies’ Literary Union or the Alphas and Germanae Sodales especially rollicked in fun and hilarity.  This joviality spilled over into numerous pranks, often involving various farm animals, the cutting of hair, and even President Fairfield’s expensive carriage.  Will Carleton, the famous poet and Alpha, recalls his time at Hillsdale by exclaiming, “Dear, delightful old college days! –in which some of the most godly of students did some of the most ungodly of things.”  One of his poems, “The Ghost-Walk,” relates the tale of Zadoch F. Jones, lured into one of Hillsdale’s finest chambers by a group of young men singing songs from his home in Missouri, whereupon they switched to telling ghost stories and dimmed the lights.  Suddenly, a “white apparition” entered the room, followed by other frightening specters.  Poor Jones, “corpuscles congealing,” kneeled in prayer, then unexpectedly “accosted the ghosts, with a striking short introduction,” wrecking havoc in the handsomely furnished room and causing much distress, “after which ghosts, as a rule, let Missouri alone most severely.”
  Lest anyone be inclined to take the literary society members too seriously, let them be warned that their gravity often masked great waggishness.


In addition to comfortable surroundings, oratory, and humor, the literary societies poured themselves into public endeavors, namely their publications.  The publications, though extensive and often profound, were nevertheless short-lived.  The expense of time and money proved too great a burden.  The Alpha Kappi Phi lasted from 1858-1862, the Amateur (of the Amphictyons) 1859-1862, and the Souvenir (of the LLU) 1860-1862.  These publications deserve mention, however, for though they quickly faded, they were not undertaken lightly.  They consisted primarily of articles on topics similar to those broached on Monday evenings, but also included poetry and an exaugural address remembering the year’s trials and triumphs.  All entries displayed great talent, such as John G. Saxe’s “I’ll Find a Way or Make One,” taken from the Amphictyon motto.  One stanza runs:

Is Learning your ambition?

There is no royal road;

Alike the peer and peasant

Must climb to her abode;

Who feels the thirst of knowledge,

In Helicon may slake it,

If he has still the Roman will

To find a way, or make it!

The exaugural addresses always employed the loftiest language to extol the character and accomplishments of the society members.  For example:

From your [Amphictyon] Hall shall flow influences to cleanse and purify.  You are to leave the world better than you found it.  But you are not to expect an unruffled sea.  There are antagonisms to be met at every turn, and if the better day seems hid for a time, and difficulties rise like Alpine heights to obstruct your march in the battle of life, then with heart and purpose arise and press for the goal, with a determination nerved with the sentiment of your motto, “Inveniam viam aut faciam.”

Similar addresses may be found in The Souvenir, such as the following: “Then insist upon your exalted privilege, gird your armor on and take your intellectual crown, - search every depth, scale every height, attain each possibility, but in your lofty ascent forget not Him who gave you this prerogative….”
  Such heroic style of address perhaps stemmed from the patriotism roused by the Civil War, which began in the midst of the journals’ publications, but it was not unique to the 1860s.  The orations printed in the Herald, which ran from 1878 to1896, expressed a similar fervor for the subject at hand.


As mentioned above, the pillar of eloquence and oratory supporting the literary societies was matched by the pillar of camaraderie.  The spirit of fraternity tied the society members together like a large family, deeply impressing outsiders who frequently remarked on the intimacy of the societies.  Historian Arlan Gilbert writes of Professor Dunn’s son’s reaction to the societies after transferring from Oberlin.  “There is a different spirit here among the boys than there is in Oberlin.  They [the Hillsdale students] seem more closely bound together.”
  Numerous quotes display the deep gratitude and dear memories of society members; many considered the time devoted to their society as the highlight of their college career.  The regular literary society reunions consistently caused much excitement and a flurry of preparatory activity.  They were eagerly anticipated and elaborate affairs.  The bill of fare for the 1869 Amphictyon reunion is typical:

Cold Boiled: Ham, Beef, Tongue, Chicken, Leg of Mutton, Buffalo Tongue.

Cold Roast: Beef, Turkey, Veal, Capers.

Relishes: Lobster Salad, Horse Radish, Mixed Pickles, Chicken Salad, Pickled Onions, Cheese, Club Sauce.

Pastry: Charlotte Russe, Sponge Cake, Cream Cakes, Wafer Jumbles, Pound Cake, Fruit Cake, Cocoanut Drops, Blanc Mange.

Jellies: Cocoanut Custard, Orange Jelly, Peach Jelly, Raspberry Jelly, Wine Jelly, Pine Apple Jelly, Strawberry Jelly, Lemon Jelly.

Confectionery.

Dessert: Strawberries and Cream, Pine Apples, Raisins, Peaches, Filberts &c., Tea, Coffe, Almonds, Oranges, Cherries, Cocoanuts, Ice Cream, Chocolate, Lemonade.

One can easily imagine the profusion of toasts given to the prosperity of such a marvelous society!

The brotherhood of the male societies was especially manifest during the Civil War.  During these years a large portion of the weekly exercises consisted in corresponding with society brothers in active service, both in reading and writing letters and in listening to addresses by those returning or departing for the war.  Gilbert relates a “remarkable example of collegiate brotherhood” regarding Sewell Jennison, who died from wounds inflicted during the battle at Antietam:

Four of his Alpha Kappa Phi brothers carried him into the woods, wrapped his martial cloak around him, and folded the stars and stripes over his heart.  They marked Jennison’s grave with a simple board, penciled with his name.  The brothers then set into the board a piece of bone on which they had carved the Greek letters of their society.  After firing a final salute over his grave, the four Alphas left Jennison behind to sleep beneath the sun.

Years later, one society member resolutely expressed the “assurance that death hath not broken the ties which bind us in common brotherhood.”


In 1895 these strong fraternal ties prompted the construction of the Alpha Kappa Phi Civil War Soldiers’ Monument in front of Central Hall.  The idea sprung from the burial of war hero Judge Richmond W. Melendy in 1882, whose remains the Alphas touchingly laid to rest in Hillsdale’s Oak Grove Cemetery.  The Alphas originally desired to erect a monument over Melendy’s grave commemorating the “Thirteen Alpha Heroes” who gave their lives during the war, though by the time enough money was raised and plans were set in motion, it had been decided to locate the statue on the campus in honor of all of the Alpha soldiers.  A poem by Will Carleton, in addition to several speakers (one of whom was a U.S. senator and Hillsdale alumnus), eulogized the courage, strength, and sacrifice of Hillsdale’s Civil War soldiers.
Notwithstanding the familial friendships within each literary society and even between the societies themselves, inter-societal strife was not unknown.  Following the pattern of great energy generated by the societies, the members threw themselves whole-heartedly even into their quarrels.  Such was the case with the “Little Door” incident, concerning which differing accounts exist.  It began with the College’s offer of two rooms in Knowlton Hall to the Amphictyons and Alpha Kappa Phi following the 1874 fire.  The Prudential Committees decided that sealed bids should be made for the favorable southern room (which had two doors, one opening on the main landing); the victor would then pay the amount to the other society.  The Amphictyons plotted to bid one cent and content themselves with the poorer room, using the Alphas’ money to furnish their room and cut a door in the wall facing the landing.  When the College refused this last request, they abandoned the plan and surprisingly won the bid by six dollars.  Rankled by their defeat, the Alphas ignored the College’s ruling and cut a little door in the landing wall, inciting the Amphictyons to brick up the opening again.  Both societies refusing to submit, the door was bricked and reopened several times, until the Alphas were able to obtain an order from the city council requiring the door as a fire escape.  Quoting a letter from 1937, Moore writes, “Before morning [according to one who was there], the Little Door again swung on its hinges with the bravest and best of the Alphs standing guard in four-hour relays.  Then the whole town exploded.  There were charges and counter-charges in the city council.  There were meetings of the Prudential Committee that left the carpet singed.”
  The incident even affected the next local election.  The Amphictyon history bitterly remarks that “instead of using the door for the purpose named above, they used it constantly, and in a way to annoy the meetings of Amphictyon Society.”
  Even in the late 1880s the Herald repeatedly inserted mischievous observations regarding the little door’s lack of lubrication, and reported the performance of “The Little Door” in 1885, a drama in four parts, topped off by the song “That Little Door.”


This brouhaha recalls the Great Rebellion of 1866, when the literary societies were up in arms against the Faculty rather than against themselves.  The Rebellion sprung both from the societies’ history of autonomy (albeit with strong faculty support) and of co-ed association (albeit with strict regulations).  In the middle of the spring term, the Faculty passed a regulation forbidding members of the opposite sex – including locals – from attending society meetings without an invitation signed by the College President.  The AKP history explains:

The change was a radical one.  From the very first, the regular meetings of the Societies had been open to the public.  This new regulation, which made the character and size of their audiences dependent solely upon the pleasure of the President of the College, the Societies very naturally, and as we still think, very justly, considered an invasion of their chartered rights, and they declined to obey it.

Rebellion ensued, especially upon the refusal of the Faculty to grant honorable dismissal to the students.  Society members prepared to remove themselves and their property to other colleges, despite a Faculty injunction on property.  Classes were abandoned, students were expelled every day (including Will Carleton), and the rooms of students sympathetic with the Faculty were “renovated” by rebels.  Franklin H. Bailey, for example, tore down a large banner reading “TURN OUT PRESIDENT FAIRFIELD” and found his belongings strewn in a mud puddle the next day.


A brief reversal of the new rule caused a ceasefire, but the rebellion flared up again with the re-enactment of the resolution the following summer term.  The exercises and activities of both men’s societies virtually ceased throughout the remainder of 1866 until the spring term of 1867, when Professor Dunn initiated a compromise by which each society could submit a list of invitees to be approved en masse for the term.  Finally the Great Rebellion ended, students were pardoned and returned, and the societies reorganized.  The Rebellion proves the extent to which Hillsdale’s students cherished their societies.  Most likely expressing feelings common to both societies, the AKP history proudly declares:

The devotion of its members to the Fraternity was shown by their long months of patient waiting, choosing rather that the Society should die an honorable death, than to live by the sacrifice of its dearest privileges; their love for the College and their readiness to recognize a legitimate exercise of authority, were proved by their alacrity in restoring the Alpha Kappa Phi to its former relations with the Institution, as soon as that could with honor be done.

Curiously, the women’s societies appear not to have participated in the Rebellion.  The minutes of the Ladies Literary Union continue normally throughout this time period, without one mention of the turmoil.  Moore hintingly writes of an unexplained break in the Germanae minutes and pictures of the “rebels” that included some of the women, but nothing is known for certain.


Probably the most significant result of the Great Rebellion was the strengthening of the new Theological Society that had been formed in 1864 by Professor Dunn in order to foster theological discussion amongst aspiring pastors.  Due to Dunn’s influence in resolving the Rebellion, his society experience a huge growth spurt, resulting in a new constitution and the organization of a full-fledged literary society.  They chose as their motto “Scientia, Libertas, et Religio” (Knowledge, Liberty, and Religion), and eventually changed their name to the Theadelphic Society as its strict focus on religion lessened.  Aside from a few oddities, such as its funding of several scholarships and an ambiguous quarrel with the Herald in 1885,
 after which the paper refused to print any Theadelphic news, the society functioned much like the others.  In 1909, however, the decreasing number of students interested in theology in particular and literary societies in general, coupled with the society’s growing financial difficulties, resulted in the merging of the Theadelphic Society with Alpha Kappa Phi.  Though society activities continued for several more years, the union portended the waning to come.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ 


In 1876, College President Durgin wrote, “Secret societies have never been encouraged or sanctioned by the authorities of this College and consequently none exist.”
  Unbeknownst to him, or at least contrary to his approval, the Kappa Chapter of Delta Tau Delta had been secretly active on campus for the previous nine years.  Despite the condemnation of the Faculty and the College’s reputation as a non-fraternity school, numerous students had for some time been interested in establishing Greek societies at Hillsdale.  Less than a year after the Great Rebellion, eight boys deemed the time ripe to risk expulsion and organize a chapter.  They did so with the help of Delts from Athens University (now University of Ohio), meeting secretly in the woods or a town drug store with sentries standing guard.  One day the members decided to wear their pins publicly, and someone was chosen to represent the group before the Faculty.  The Faculty, recovering from the Great Rebellion and reluctant to spark another battle with some of Hillsdale’s finest students, begrudgingly accepted the Delts sometime around 1880 (the exact date is not certain).  


Thus the door had been opened that led to the decline of the literary societies.  By 1889, Hillsdale was home to five national fraternities in addition to Delta Tau Delta: Phi Delta Theta, Sigma Chi, Alpha Tau Omega, Kappa Kappa Gamma, and Pi Beta Phi.  The fortunes of these secret societies fluctuated throughout the years, but the Greek system was permanent.  Even as far back as the 1870s – prior to official faculty recognition – the Delts were at war with the literary societies, for all of the original Delts also belonged to a literary society.  Fierce competition raged between them in 1874 and in subsequent years when Delts were elected as presidents of the men’s literary societies.  As the fraternities grew in the following decades, they were joined by a flood of other specialized organizations.  Gilbert points out that in the 1920s twenty-two groups of students held elections, not including several athletic teams – a huge shift from the four societies to which Hillsdale had been so long accustomed.  Moreover, Gilbert writes that “student interest steadily turned from oratory to debating,” another indication that students were narrowing their focuses and choosing their organizations accordingly.
  Finally, like most colleges nationwide, Hillsdale College began to assume the functions of the literary societies by broadening the curriculum, improving the library, and bringing in outside speakers (which the societies used to oversee).  In 1910 another major fire destroyed much of the societies’ property and records, accelerating their decline.  By 1929 the College catalogues had ceased to list the literary societies as campus organizations.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ 


The demise of the literary societies – both nationwide and at Hillsdale – was largely a casualty of radical cultural shifts during the second half of the nineteenth century.  At the same time America was facing major changes in American religion, politics, and economics, American educators were slowly redefining the idea of a college education by modifying the curriculum.  Greek, Latin, and the accompanying literature had long been considered the heart and soul of a sound education for their power to sharpen the intellect, refine the tastes, and mold the character of a virtuous man.  As Americans became more democratically and technologically focused, however, many lost sight of this classical, highly-educated ideal.  Historian George Marsden writes, “Americans were eager to be practical and up-to-date and the colleges were scrambling to keep up, adding this and that scientific or practical offering into the cumbersome classicist curriculum.”
  Though the fight to maintain the classics raged long and hard, requirements were gradually loosened, the elective system was introduced, and students opted more and more frequently to forego the strenuous classical training.  

Less time spent reading the Greek and especially Roman classics translated into a weakening conviction that oratorical proficiency was the evidentiary pinnacle of a solid education.  Students immersed in authors such as Cicero and Quintilian quickly learned to value rhetoric.  As the curriculum changed, other pursuits became more important, stripping the oratorically-focused literary societies of their significance.  As their names, mottos, and discussion topics imply, the literary societies stove to attain the virtues of mind and heart upheld by the ancients.  With the undercutting of the ancients’ influence, the societies lost their salience. 


At Hillsdale College, the classics enjoyed a longer welcome.  A thorough knowledge and familiarity with the classics was required for applicants for a bachelor of arts degree until the late in the nineteenth century.  Arlan Gilbert writes:


Hillsdale College chose to graduate broadly educated people, not specialists who were tradespeople within their own disciplines.  Many alumni became physicians, lawyers, and engineers.  The faculty believed strongly that such professionalization was premature, unless preceded by a liberal arts education.  Although progressivism had begun to reduce the national emphasis upon traditional studies in favor of the utilitarian approach, Hillsdale resisted the trend.  The 1897-98 catalogue, for example, emphasized courses in Greek, Latin, Hebrew, literature, history, political economy, logic, ethics, mathematics, chemistry, and biology.

Nevertheless, the cultural current could not be resisted forever.  In 1901, Hillsdale implemented a partial version of the elective system, following the lead of state universities, and removed the requirement of Greek and Latin for a B.A. degree two years later, after much cautious discussion.  Yet the classics persisted.  “Long after the step had actually been taken, there was still a certain prestige attached to a ‘classical’ graduate which the others did not attain,” writes Vivian Moore.
  Thus Hillsdale’s literary societies survived well into the twentieth century, though further modifications to the curriculum within the first two decades weakened the societies beyond the point of recovery.  Furthermore, the library began to catalogue their books in 1903 to make them more accessible to students, removing yet another function of the societies.  


As the importance of the classics dimmed, a myriad other pursuits took their place, often having little relation to academics.  Historian Caroline Winterer observes that students became less concerned with community affairs, concentrating on campus activities.  

They abandoned the literary societies of the antebellum era, which had schooled them in classically inspired calls to public service, for the more insular attractions of new intercollegiate activities, such as sports, fraternities, and sororities (ironically called Greek societies).  These activities focused students’ attention on college life rather than on the world around the college even as the curriculum channeled students into an ever-growing number of professions.

Hillsdale College began to witness the arrival of a new type of student, one with specialized interests who did not understand the importance of oratory within the context of a classical education.  Even where rhetorical skills were valued, they were less extensive; Gilbert mentions, for example, that Hillsdale’s debate team flourished during the 1920s and 1930s, even as the literary societies (which exercised numerous facets of rhetorical skill) weakened.  And of course, athletics also claimed much of the time and energy that previous students had poured into their literary societies.  Hillsdale’s athletic program began to establish a greater presence on campus during the 1890s, and in 1904 a permanent athletic department was founded with a fulltime coach.  

It might be supposed that the Greek fraternities constitute our modern-day literary societies.  At the time of their advent, they functioned as exclusive literary societies, privately devoting themselves to oratorical exercises.  As the classical ideal of education faded, however, the Greeks became more social in nature.  While the literary societies strove to fill in the educational gaps at Hillsdale and act as an extension to the curriculum, the fraternities and sororities came to be considered extra-curricular organizations.  For this reason, the literary societies should not be viewed as mere precursors to the plethora of campus activities that sprang up as the College grew.  They originated from an entirely different approach to higher education and pursued a degree of academic excellence completely foreign to modern-day America.  


The return of literary societies, even at Hillsdale College, is therefore unlikely.  Not only do students have different expectations of education – which seldom include oratorical proficiency – they have much less time to devote to such organizations.  The passion exhibited by the Amphictyons, Alphas, Ladies Literary Union, Germanae Sodales, and Theadelpics for every aspect of their societies far outshines the attention today’s students divide amongst so many campus activities.  Literary societies reflected a bygone era.  They were a gem of a culture enriched by educational brilliance, destined to be buried under the tides of change.
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