
Introduction

So shall they fear the name of the LORD from the west, and his 
glory from the rising of the sun, when the enemy shall come in like 
a flood, the Spirit of the LORD shall lift up a standard against him.

—Isaiah 59:19 (Authorized king James Bible)

The humorist Mark Twain allegedly remarked that when the world 
ended, he wanted to be in Cincinnati, “because it’s always twenty years 
behind the times.”1 Whether or not Twain ever spoke those words, 

Cincinnatians have long cultivated his gibe as an in-joke. Such indulgence 
obscures more than it enlightens, for although Twain’s reference to the end 
times poked fun at the millenarian hopes and anxieties of evangelicals, Cincin-
nati was no mere backwater awaiting the apocalypse. Instead, it was a thriv-
ing, entrepreneurial, cosmopolitan city, its various nicknames attesting to its 
unique influence and vivid hold on the national imagination. Henry Wad-
sworth Longfellow dubbed Cincinnati “the Queen of the West” in his famous 
poem extolling the sweet Catawba wine cultivated along the banks of the 
Ohio. To some, the Queen City was the “Athens of the West,” a commercial 
center destined to rival Philadelphia and even the cities of Europe in cultural 
and intellectual sophistication. Others, more vulgarly, referred to the hog-
slaughtering center of the United States as “Porkopolis.” Immigrant manuals 
described “a compact, well built, and bustling city, extending rapidly in all 
directions . . . the great inland commercial town of the West.”2 Anticipating 
later urban historians’ preoccupation with central metropolitan hubs, Cincin-
nati boosters projected the growth of their city beyond the hinterlands of the 
Ohio Valley, one writer venturing to predict “that within one hundred years 
from this time, Cincinnati will be the greatest city in America; and by the 
year of our lord two thousand, the greatest city in the world.”3
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This book presents a case study in the formation of American pluralism 
and religious liberty. It explores why—and, importantly, how—Cincinnati 
became a focus of culture in the United States. Questions of citizenship, 
education, and public health loomed large, as competition between Protestant 
denominations and the Catholic Church intensified within the commercial 
emporium of the Ohio Valley. By the mid-nineteenth century, networks of do-
mestic missionary enterprise extended Cincinnati’s influence beyond the fron-
tier, even as Eastern Seaboard cities such as Boston, Philadelphia, and New 
York shaped America’s religious landscape. In relation to such urban geog-
raphy, this book asks several key questions, among them: How did Cincin-
nati’s status as a center of commerce, culture, and missionary influence shape 
relations with other major cities? How did Cincinnati address the challenges 
of sectarianism and nativism compared to these major cities? How did sectar-
ian dialogue and conflict manifest in the Queen City’s religious landscape?

Cincinnati occupied a crossroads between free soil and slave soil, eastern 
influence and western development. As historian Daniel Aaron put it, the 
city “was a kind of American primer. . . . Geographically and culturally [it] 
symbolized America.”4 Even those factors that made Cincinnati unique—
“the first completely new big city developed by the United States,” as Henry 
Binford noted—made it remarkably representative.5 Thus, Cincinnati was 
not only quintessentially American but key to understanding the urban de-
velopment of the nation. Shedding comparative light on Cincinnati’s history, 
studies such as Dominic Pacyga’s Chicago: A Biography (2011), Adam Aren-
son’s The Great Heart of the Republic (2011), Tyler Anbinder’s City of Dreams 
(2016), and Andrew Heath’s In Union There Is Strength (2019) explore the 
political, cultural, and religious landscapes of Chicago, St. Louis, New York, 
and Philadelphia respectively. Several parallels suggest themselves between 
these cities and Cincinnati during its nineteenth-century heyday, including 
political geography, economic growth, and immigration. Placing Philadelphia 
in the context of urban consolidation, national growth, and empire, Heath 
identifies how Philadelphians explained the growth of their city in terms of 
“Manifest Destiny”—a tendency more literally manifested in Chicago, where 
the “iron bands” of rail infrastructure connected the nation from the Great 
Lakes to the Gulf of Mexico.6 As Arenson noted, the phrase “Manifest Des-
tiny” was coined in New York and rationalized national expansion during the 
Mexican-American War in the 1840s. But the idea of America’s mission to 
the world was older, dating back to the Puritan “errand into the wilderness.”7

While Cincinnati was geographically blessed by its foundations on the 
Ohio River, its good luck did not last forever. Rival cities such as St. Louis 
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and Chicago flourished with railroad expansion as the Queen City struggled 
to expand commerce to prairie towns such as Alton, Quincy, and Peoria in 
Illinois and Davenport in Iowa.8 While it is tempting to depict Cincinnati as 
the city Manifest Destiny left behind, its early prospects were altogether more 
promising. In contrast to eastern ports of entry, especially New York, where 
immigrants clustered in poorer neighborhoods, Cincinnati offered enticing 
opportunities for those with the resources to relocate, including German immi-
grants who dominated the Queen City’s immigrant population.9 And although 
Cincinnati experienced outbreaks of ethnic and sectarian violence, such blood-
shed was comparatively deadlier in eastern cities like Philadelphia, where anti-
Catholic rioting in 1844 inspired talk of “civil war” and weeks of martial law.10

Despite Cincinnati’s nineteenth-century prominence, scholars have over-
looked its distinct religious and ethnic landscape. At the beginning of the nine-
teenth century, for example, Cincinnati emerged apparently unscathed from 
firestorms of evangelical religion blazing through the Ohio Valley and Ken-
tucky. But Cincinnati was more susceptible to revival enthusiasm than many 
historians assumed. Although what historians subsequently termed the Great 
Revival (1797–c. 1805) was mostly considered an agrarian frontier precursor 
of the Second Great Awakening, the urbanization of the Ohio Valley absorbed 
and diffused evangelical enthusiasm.11 As the region developed, transportation, 
commerce, and migration wove the Queen City into its hinterlands. Pioneer 
physician Daniel Drake, an influential booster, recognized as much in his 1815 
guide, Natural and Statistical View, or Picture of Cincinnati and the Miami 
Country, noting: “The relations of a town with its surrounding country are an 
essential part of its history, and cannot be understood without studying both.”12

Fascination with landscape was no mere antiquarian preserve. Many Amer-
icans equated the opening of the West with the opening of the gospel, heralding 
the thousand-year reign of Christ and the salvation of mankind. From the 
Errand into the Wilderness through Manifest Destiny, the dynamic was fam-
iliar. With American Indians driven from Ohio by the turn of the nineteenth 
century, frontier preachers concentrated on churching outlying settlers, ex-
horting against irreligion and infidelity. The vanguard of these missionaries 
hailed from the northeastern United States. Steeped in a tradition that iden-
tified the American nation with Mosaic Israel, they viewed the frontier as 
an abode of struggle, “a deep valley or thick forest,” haunted by Satan.13 For 
New Englanders, above all, theology and history justified sowing the gospel 
in the wilderness. “In the discovery and settlement of this country,” enthused 
one Maine pastor in 1820, “God had some great end in view . . . so this land 
may be favored with the dawn of the millennial sun, which may return to the 

Excerpt • Temple University Press



4 |  I nt roduc t Ion

east, shining with glowing brightness.”14 Such zeal impressed many observ-
ers of early America. Among the most notable was French author Alexis de 
Tocqueville, who was surprised to encounter graduates of elite eastern colleges 
like Yale and Andover embarking for the prairies of Illinois and Missouri.15

As Tocqueville marveled at wealthy New Englanders evangelizing the 
rural Midwest, his travels demonstrated the urbanization of the young re-
public. In December 1831, Tocqueville and his friend Gustave de Beaumont 
spent three days in Cincinnati, their tour of the United States encompassing 
the fastest-growing inland river city of this time. Preachers evoked biblical 
metaphors of wilderness, but the Ohio Valley frontier was long since domes-
ticated. Signs of urbanization arose amid the Great Revival, which swept the 
agrarian heartlands and manifested on the streets of Cincinnati. This fore-
runner of the Second Great Awakening divided mainline Protestant clergy 
into pro- and anti-revival factions while antagonizing critics ranging from 
frontier Catholics to deists. Even those who approved of the revival frequent-
ly decried the extemporaneous preaching, exhortation, shouting, stamping, 
dancing, singing, swooning, and ecstatic visions that became its unwonted 
hallmarks and threatened the orderly urban settlement of the frontier.

Alarmed by popular enthusiasm, the national leadership of the Presby-
terian and Congregationalist churches announced a Plan of Union in 1801, 
reasserting their authority while pooling resources in the Ohio Valley. With 
deep pockets and cultural cachet, the Congregationalists dominated New 
England yet struggled to influence the frontier. By contrast, the Presbyterians 
had greater numbers in the West but wrestled with sectarian competition. 
Both churches hoped to extend mutual influence. Since Congregationalists 
and Presbyterians drew upon similar Calvinist heritage and similar educa-
tional standards for the ministry, in theory the union was sound. In practice, 
the scheme harbored seeds of division. The partnership resulted in eastern 
funds and Congregationalist ministers pouring into the Presbyterian pulpits 
of Cincinnati and the Ohio Valley. But since the confessional standards of the 
Congregationalist ministry were more liberal than those of the Presbyterians 
(who held fast to the 1646 Westminster Confession of Faith), many conserv-
ative Presbyterians resented this influx of New Englanders.16

Notwithstanding its limitations, the 1801 Plan of Union had profound 
consequences for the development of Cincinnati. In the short term, union 
strengthened the Congregationalist and Presbyterian clergy in the Ohio Val-
ley. Moreover, it widened channels of missionary enterprise, enabling un-
precedented levels of voluntaristic organization led by the laity as much as 
the clergy. Protestant agencies such as the American Bible Society (established 
1816), the American Tract Society (1825), and the American Home Mission-
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ary Society (1826) flourished in the Queen City. Nationalistic in name and 
mission, such associations orchestrated missionary effort in the Ohio Valley 
and beyond. Their success rendered more traditional church-led forms of or-
ganization all but obsolete, with one notable exception. While the Catholic 
Church was barely evident on Cincinnati’s religious landscape at the turn of 
the nineteenth century, immigration and institutional growth made Catholi-
cism a formidable rival to Protestantism within a few short decades.

Cincinnati became the western headquarters of the so-called Evangelical 
United Front, or Benevolent Empire, which in the wake of disestablishment 
became what historian Daniel Walker Howe termed the “functional equiva-
lent of an established church.”17 Influenced by the New Divinity theology 
of the Great Awakening, agencies such as the American Home Missionary 
Society and the American Bible Society emphasized a philanthropy of “disin-
terested benevolence,” although later historians read their influence more in 
terms of social control.18 Supported by private subscription rather than taxa-
tion, and funded by businessmen such as Arthur and Lewis Tappan, the Be-
nevolent Empire exerted influence beyond the pulpit in matters ranging from 
poor relief to the curriculum of public schools. Its activities wove Cincinnati 
into the urban fabric of the United States, connecting its western hinterlands 
to organizational headquarters in the eastern metropolises of New York City, 
Boston, and Philadelphia. Yet power ran both ways, and Cincinnati emerged 
as an important center in its own right.

Lane Theological Seminary (1832), designed to educate young preachers for 
the West, demonstrated the ambition of the Benevolent Empire. Lane’s Presby-
terian and Congregationalist trustees wooed one of America’s leading evangeli-
cal spokesmen, Rev. Lyman Beecher, as their first president, bolstering the 
institution’s claims to religious leadership while underlining Cincinnati’s stra-
tegic importance. Through his presidency of Lane and as minister of Cincin-
nati’s Second Presbyterian Church, this preacher from Connecticut played an 
energetic role in the life of the city. But anxiety clouded evangelical confidence. 
In welcoming Beecher, Lane’s trustees sounded a familiar tune, warning of “the 
combined powers of darkness coming in . . . like a flood.”19 From his western 
vantage, Beecher likewise expressed foreboding. His anti-immigration tract A 
Plea for the West (1835) warned that “mighty causes, like floods from distant 
mountains, are rushing with accumulating power, to their consummation of 
good or evil, and soon our character and destiny will be stereotyped forever.”20

Defying nativist fears, Cincinnati boomed on the back of economic mi-
gration, becoming the sixth-largest city in the nation by 1840.21 The change 
was remarkable, even by American standards. By 1850 foreign-born people 
made up 46 percent of Cincinnati’s population, not including growing num-
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bers of first-generation children. Ethnic Germans were nearly one-third of the 
city’s population, with immigrants from Ireland the next-largest minority at 
roughly 12 percent. An estimated two-thirds of the city’s Germans and most 
Irish were Roman Catholics. German-speaking immigrants also included sig-
nificant numbers of Jews and anticlerical freethinkers, complicating the mix.22

While Cincinnati’s Catholic immigrants provided a bright splash of var-
iegation, Protestant revival culture endured long after the Great Revival. By 
1830, one-quarter of Ohio’s nearly one million inhabitants clustered in the 
state’s southwestern corner, only sparsely inhabited at the turn of the century. 
This diverse population concentrated in the Queen City and northward into 
the rich farmlands of the Miami Valley.23 These hinterlands furnished Cin-
cinnati with essential markets and raw materials, including herds of semi-feral 
pigs that fed its slaughterhouses and surplus corn for distilleries. They also 
proved fertile ground for religion. In the 1820s, for example, English-born 
Cincinnati resident Frances “Fanny” Trollope described how her “curiosity 
was excited by hearing the ‘revival’ talked of by everyone we met through-
out the town. ‘The revival will be very full’—‘We shall be constantly engaged 
during the revival’—were the phrases we constantly heard repeated.”24 To 
Trollope, it appeared as if the enthusiasm of the surrounding hinterlands had 
erupted into Cincinnati’s streets.

This book echoes Trollope’s perception of the porous boundaries between 
urban and rural and Daniel Drake’s holistic view of the landscape, but, while 
extending beyond Cincinnati, it remains emphatically a work of urban hist-
ory. Why this should be so is no mystery. In his classic 1957 study, Revivalism 
and Social Reform, historian Timothy L. Smith asserted: “The vital center of 
American Protestantism was in the cities rather than the rural West.”25 In a 
similar vein, Richard Wade’s The Urban Frontier (1959) claimed: “The towns 
were the spearheads of the frontier.”26 Such complementary understanding 
of the central importance of American cities eclipsed the fading orthodoxy 
of Frederick Jackson Turner’s “frontier thesis.” Turner explained American 
national development in terms of “the existence of an area of free land, its 
continuous recession, and the advance of American settlement westward.” 
The most influential American historian of the twentieth century, Turner rel-
egated religion to the margins of his vision, but historians who followed him 
in seeing the frontier as “the line of most rapid and effective Americanization” 
adopted his framework to describe the religious landscape.27 One manifest-
ation of frontier worship—the camp meeting revival—became synonymous 
with the rural antebellum West. In the words of one Turnerian scholar, “the 
camp meeting itself simply ‘grew up’ with the frontier.”28 Persistent religious 
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revival in nineteenth-century Cincinnati and the adaptation of camp meeting 
measures in an urban environment, however, complicates such dichotomy 
between the city and its surrounding countryside.

Recent studies of the United States emphasize the “market revolution,” a 
transitional phase that developed the agrarian economy of the early republic  
into full-blown capitalism. New methods of agriculture, manufacturing, and 
marketing advanced with communications and transportation, internal and 
overseas immigration, and consumer culture, transforming everyday life from 
the most bustling urban metropolis to the farthest frontier community. The 
metaphor of the market extended into every aspect of early American life, 
including religion. One tendency of this shift has been to boil down the “reli-
gious economy” to “the characteristics of winners and losers in a free mar-
ket religious environment that exposed religious organizations to relentless 
competition.”29 Market forces admittedly explained many transformations in 
Cincinnati, including networks of religious publishing and domestic mission-
ary enterprise, the voluntaristic growth of organized religion, and the ostenta-
tion of religious architecture. According to one recent study, the Queen City 
“became nothing less than an urban marketplace for religion.”30 But religion in 
Cincinnati was more than the sum of its marketable parts. For many Cincin-
natians, especially women, black people, and immigrants, it opened the door 
to unprecedented engagement in the public sphere. Salvation of souls and com-
munities might have lead the way, but civic participation left an indelible legacy.

This book’s chapters take the form of interlocking essays, following a 
broadly chronological and logical sequence and written in order of appear-
ance. Chapter 1 takes a broad view of the Ohio Valley’s religious landscape, 
from the foundation of Cincinnati in 1788 through the antebellum period. 
The Queen City’s relations with its region are explored within the context of the 
Great Revival, with particular focus on the urban dimension. This chapter 
explores how the city transformed the revival, absorbing its enthusiasm, while 
laying the foundations of a sophisticated, voluntaristic network of evangelical 
Protestant missionary enterprise connecting Cincinnati to national centers of 
organized religion including New York City, Boston, and Philadelphia.

Chapter 2 explores disease, public health reform, and temperance activism. 
It considers how Cincinnati’s waterways and slums became battlegrounds dur-
ing the global cholera pandemics in 1832 and 1849, amid death and suffering, 
anti-immigrant sentiment, and struggles to assert moral authority. Chapter 2  
also examines controversies surrounding temperance reform, which mounted 
in the wake of cholera. Temperance was ambivalent, hardening sentiment 
around issues of vice, consumption, and religion while providing a template for 
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grassroots organization. Although overlapping with the rise of xenophobic, 
nativist politics, temperance broadened democracy in the Queen City, open-
ing the door for women and working-class and immigrant Cincinnatians to 
enter the public sphere. And the emergence of Catholic temperance was a 
potent reminder that citizens defined themselves, culturally and politically, 
as much by shared struggles as by sectarian stereotypes.

Chapter 3 again takes a broader geographical view, exploring competition 
between the Catholic Archdiocese of Cincinnati and the American Home 
Missionary Society in the Ohio Valley. Founded in 1826, the A.H.M.S. was 
America’s largest Protestant domestic missionary organization; it was head-
quartered in New York City but had a western base of operations in Cincin-
nati. Its missionaries rode the same circuits and often preached to the same 
communities as Cincinnati’s Catholic outriders. Comparison of the extensive 
records of both organizations reveals similarities in the methodology and influ-
ence of these itinerants, emphasizing the logistical importance of Cincinnati 
as a missionary hub for Catholics and Protestants alike.

The final two chapters address nativist backlash to Catholic immigration 
in Cincinnati, concluding with one strand of its resolution in the post–Civil 
War Reconstruction era. Chapter 4 explores the convergence of anti-Catholicism 
and political nativism that led the anti-immigrant American Party to within a 
hair’s breadth of the Cincinnati mayoralty in the 1850s. Even as the United States 
slid toward Civil War over the question of slavery, Cincinnatians subscribed to 
wild sectarian conspiracies. Some even feared the Vatican might relocate to the  
Queen City. In the end, however, Cincinnati’s anti-Catholicism was as much  
political as religious. While Catholic immigration roused Protestant preju-
dice, the most virulent opposition came from anticlerical German immigrants, 
who identified Catholicism with political reaction in the United States and 
Europe. Chapter 4 explores such nativism in Cincinnati; its overlapping re-
ligious, political, and ethnic dimensions; and the unlikely bedfellows it pro-
duced.

Finally, Chapter 5 focuses on education and the Bible War, a struggle over 
the teaching of scripture in Cincinnati public schools. This chapter spans the 
period of the Civil War, culminating in 1873 when the Ohio Supreme Court 
overturned a lower court ruling that protected Protestant instruction in the 
public curriculum. Cincinnati’s Bible War was constitutionally significant, a 
test case in landmark legal battles throughout the nation. These included the 
1963 United States Supreme Court case, Abington School District v. Schempp, 
that finally ruled against public schools sponsoring Bible readings and recita-
tion of the Lord’s Prayer. Chapter 5 explores how the separation of church 
and state in the context of public education galvanized evangelicals and secu-
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larists, Jews, Catholics, and others. The same issues of freedom and conscience 
contested in nineteenth-century Cincinnati remain contested in today’s United 
States. Understanding the Bible War as a case study rooted in the political and 
sectarian landscape of the Queen City highlights the evolution of American 
pluralism and the historical boundaries of religious tolerance and liberty.

Excerpt • Temple University Press



Excerpt • Temple University Press




