A HISTORY OF ASBURY GROVE
In the mid 1850’s folks living in Northern Massachusetts wanting to attend a Camp Meeting or a “Revival” as they were also known, faced a long and arduous trip by horse and wagon down to Eastham on Cape Cod.  No small undertaking in those days.

It soon became apparent to the ministers of the Boston and Lynn Districts of the Methodist Church that they needed a place nearer to the Boston and Lynn area on the North Shore.  Accordingly, a committee of influential ministers and laymen was formed from the two districts to search for a suitable place to establish a camp meeting ground.  After investigating several areas including one in Essex, they settled on the farm owned by James Dodge.  After several meetings with him, a 10 year lease for 10 acres was negotiated and at this meeting Rev. E. O. Haven suggested the name Asbury Grove in honor of Bishop Francis Asbury, an early Methodist Circuit Rider.  Thus we came to be on 10 acres of leased land.

When the time came to renew the lease, Mr. Dodge’s estate offered to sell us the land for $400.00 if we were interested.  With little or no money on hand, we became the owners of the Grove property!  Over the next few decades through a series of land acquisitions, and selling of excess land, the Grove now consists of 75 acres.

The first Camp Meeting was held in August 1859, attended by some 2,000 persons and by the end of the week, that number had swollen to 12,000-15,000.  In those days camp meeting ran from Monday through Saturday, because the Methodist Church did not believe it proper to travel on the Lord’s Day.  Gates were placed across the entrances to prevent people from entering or leaving the Grove on Sunday.

In the early years, families would come to camp meeting by train, horse and wagon, and some by horseback.  Those who came by train got off at the Wenham depot (now know as Hamilton Wenham).  They then boarded large horse drawn “barges” as they were called, for the remainder of the trip.  They brought their tents, bedding and provisions that they would need for the week.  Church Societies were assigned lots for their tents, at first laid out on the bare ground and later on they put them on wooden platforms, which evolved into wooden walls with canvas tops.  Wooden roofs were the final evolution.  An interesting fact was that a rope dividing the room in half with a canvas sheet hanging from it served to separate males from females.  The Association had a Committee on Straw whose duties included purchasing sufficient quantities of straw and placing a pile in front of the various tents so the multitudes could fill their ticks to sleep on!
Many improvements and changes were made over the ensuing years.  Streets were arranged, tent lots were set up in a large circle surrounding the preaching stand, and outdoor seats, where the various Church Societies set up their tents, evolved into large dormitory buildings.  At one time there were over 40 Church and Society Buildings, of which there are now 6 left.  Four of them are as originally built: Jesse Lee Hall, Wesley House, Johnson House, and the Swedish Tabernacle.  Additionally, the Wakefield House is now used for summer rental and another one is now a private residence.
In the past 150 years, many have come to hear the Word, led by Rev. E. Stanley Jones, Bishop Edwin Hughes and others.  One cannot forget the 40 years of tireless dedication to the Grove by the Rev. Doctor Willis P. Miller, sent here by the conference to close the Grove down, but he had a vision of bigger and better things for Asbury Grove.  He toiled for many years to make his vision come true.

Through the years, we have held Camp Meetings every year, making us the oldest continuously operating Camp Meeting Ground east of the Mississippi.  In addition to the regular Sunday Vespers under the pines, we have Thursday evening prayer meetings, Sunday evening hymn sings, Sunday school, Men’s class, Ladies class, Ladies Aid and Bible Study.  In the early years there was a youth program sponsored by the Lynn District Epworth League.  They met in one of the church houses now known as the Wesley House.  Through the years, in the 30’s and 40’s there were Youth programs and a Christian Service Institute, which later became Camp Asbury.
In 1870, Mr. William Wrieth of Salem was given permission to build the first cottage on the grounds.  We have pictures of the exterior and interior of the cottage, and what a gem it was!  Unfortunately, it was lost in the fire of 1927.
Other improvements included a store, a bakery (the present day coffee shop), a dining hall, built in 1900 to replace the one destroyed by fire in 1899, the L.B.Bates Library in 1915, the Chapel in 1884, the Tabernacle in 1894, and a U.S. Post Office.  We even had our own Police Station and Jail.

In 1959, our wading pool and Olympic sized swimming pool was built, mostly by the efforts of Grove residents.  The pool was rebuilt in 2001.  In addition to the pools we have a children’s playground and a softball field with a large picnic area.
Over the past 150 years, the Grove has endured many disasters like hurricanes such as Carol and Edna in 1954.  What they didn’t blow down we had to have cut down.  Fires, always a concern, most notably on Mother’s Day 1927, a fire caused by an over heated cook stove burned nearly half of the Grove in the front extending from Asbury Street all across the Grove to the Swedish Tabernacle, in the front from Highland Street back to the Hotel (now know as the Dining Hall).  The fire was stopped at the preaching stand.  The Library, Chapel, and the Tabernacle survived.  The barn, stables, the farmhouse and about 6 or 7 cottages along Essex and Maple Avenue also survived.  Many of the church houses were lost in the fire.

The history could be expanded considerably, but space does not permit.  At some time, in the future, we hope to have a museum where our records and other artifacts can be made available to Grove residents and others. 

Written by George A. Wallick, Asbury Grove Historian.

