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THE STORY OF AN EARLY METHODIST SURVIVOR

Methodist bishops often write their own biographies (God bless them)
and often they are fascinating reading, especially since they occasionally
deal with important events both within and outside the church. Few
ordinary pastors, however, are given a reading. If he or she writes about
himself or herself, the contribution is graciously rejected by the publisher.
Modern day historians, however, are vitally interested in the run-ofthe-mill preachers. What were they thinking about? How did they face
their tasks under the itinerant discipline? How did they and their families
live? Did they get along with their spouses and children? How did they
survive on their meagre salaries? What did parsonage life mean to them
and to the community?
Dr. James A. Dodd, Library Director at Adrian College, Adrian,
Michigan, has presented an informative picture of the frontier Methodist
preacher in his article, "A View of Early Methodism in Michigan." He
has based his article on the letters of the Rev. Robert C . Lanning. He
explains how he DISCOVERED these letters. Then he presents excerpts
from the letters that should assist future historians in their understanding
of the life and work of the early Methodist pastors. To add anything further to this introduction, except to say "Thank you" to Dr. Dodd would
be to spoil the many fascinating incidents and surprises to be found in
Lanning's letters.
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THE LETTERS OF THE REVEREND ROBERT C. LANNING
TO THE REVEREND HENRY W. HICKS, 1866-1888:
A VIEW OF EARLY METHODISM IN MICHIGAN
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The Detroit Conference Archives collection, housed in the Shipman
Library of Adrian College, is a rich resource of Methodist history. Over
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· twenty years ago the then curator, the Reverend W. S. Pellowe, discovered
several boxes of letters with dates 1866 to 1888 addressed to the Reverend
Henry W. Hicks, a prominant clergyman, written by his colleague and
friend, the Reverend Robert C. Lanning. Though the succeeding curators
of the Detroit Conference Archives have been aware of the existence of
these letters, no one up to now has taken the time to examine them. These
letters from Lanning to Hicks commence just prior to their both · l~aving
the Methodist Protestants (MP) and joining the Methodist Episcopal
Church (ME).
Lanning certainly never intended to have his letters published nor even
excerpted as we are doing here. Many of his communications to Hicks
he placed in little brackets and said, "This is private." Maybe after a hundred years we can feel that we are less the violators when we read them.
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Early Life and Marriages

Robert Conrad Lanning was a son of Edward and Eleanor Lanning,
born in New York~ May 3, 1820. At the age of nineteen he was licensed
to preach the gospel, and united with the Methodist Protestant Church.
Hicks writes in Lanning's obituary in the minutes of the Detroit Annual
Conference of 1902: "About the time Lanning reached majority, he entered
the itinerancy and for over half a century accepted cheerfully all that ,goes
to make up the lights and shadows of life consecrated to the works of
his divine Master." In 1868, together with Hicks, Robert C. Lanning united
with the Detroit Conference and the Methodist Episcopal Church. During the twenty one years he served the Detroit Conference until his superannuation in 189'0, his charges included Dearborn, Caro, Hartland,
Williamston, Danville, Mount Morris, Davisburg, Gaines, Byron, Quinnesec, Redford, Southfield, Warren, and Leesville.
Robert C. Lanning was married four times. His first wife died.'a\Year
after their marriage in Indiana. He married his second wife and mother
of his four children, Mrs. Clarissa Phillips, in August of 1844, and she
died at the old family home in Southfield, Michigan in September of 1865.
His third wife, whom he married in 1867 and to whom he was married
during the time of these letters., was a widow of a Methodist local preacher,
James F. Warren.
The third marriage came about probably for more practical than
romantic reasons. His report of this marriage in a letter to Hicks reads,
Hmy dear and I were made one on the 26th of February, 1867. She is some
younger than myself but old enough to be good. She is all right." His
assignment at the time of his marriage was in Franklin. He writes, "We
have a good congregation; in spiritual regards we are doing well." He
reports, however, of being desperately poor, having scarcely enough to
eat. He says of his congregation, "I learned them to think I could live
without their help. We will never do so again."
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Methodist History
A New Beginning

In December 1867, he reports from a new location in Lapeer. He is
very happy but money is still scarce. He is promised $600.00 for the year,
out of which he must pay his own rent, buy wood and meet the market
price for produce. Lanning writes, "When I have worked hard and done
the best I can, then I feel that the brethren ought to do something on their
part but I guess we shall be able to live. My wife is going to take in some
boarders and that will help."
Lanning toys with the idea of going to Canada or going back to Ohio
but lacks the money to explore these two possibilities. So perturbed is he
that for a time he entertains the idea of not accepting another appointment. However, in the end, he reports that he had a good interview with
the presiding elder, Taylor, and "Matters are all right between him and
me; I have agreed to be at the Methodist Episcopal Conference and if
everything is all right, I shall take an appointment in the Conference and
I expect to get a place somewhere but where, ah me, who can tell."
After Conference that year in Ann Arbor he writes in 1868 of his
new assignment in Dearborn. He writes enthusiastically of the promise
to pay him $750.00 per year! "Better" he writes,
than $300.00," which was all he received at Lapeer; "and they have paid $50.00 already.
We have a very comfortable house close to the meeting house. Our church house
is rather old but very good for a small town like this. We have a medium-sized organ,
very good choir, and all the appendages of the modern Methodist Episcopal Church.
Membership is not large but some excellent people. A rather fine little charge and
we hope to be able to improve it if God will bless our well meant endeavors to advance the cause of our dear Redeemer. We are satisfied with the place the Bishop
gave us though far from believing that we have the best appointment or one of the
best. We know it is not. As poor as this place is, it is better than the MP Conference
could give us, so we feel very well satisfied.

Lanning always starts out buoyant and hopeful in a new assignment.
He writes, "I am sometimes astonished at myself that I can so soon become
attached to and interested in my new relations. But it is so and I am better satisfied that I expected to be when I joined the ME church."
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Difficulties at Dearborn and With the MP's

It was not easy for Lanning to leave the MP's, having served them
faithfully for twenty-six years. He writes, "I have left some of the best
friends I have ever had, perhaps ever shall have and I think of them very
often and would be glad to see them. But now I am a Methodist Episcopal
minister and I'm glad of it."
In November that year Lanning reports that the Dearborn charge was •
badly run down and the brethren much discouraged before his arrival.
"But things are looking better and our congregations are larger and in
every way better. We are beginning to feel we are getting on the sunny
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side. We are building a parsonage and have between $300.00 and $400.00
subscribed to and nearly all the timbers for the frame."
Lanning, still relatively new in the ME church, writes, "What has
troubled me most is the fear that I shall not be useful in the ME church
but I am feeling better and establishing myself here. I begin to hope that
I may be able to do some good in my new relations." Both Lanning and
Hicks keep in contact with the MP's who continue to have difficulty vvith
their leaving and made matters worse by spreading rumors about their
two former preachers. "I have not heard nor seen any 'of them yet, they
have lowered on me I suppose. Well, I had rather have their good will
than their bad will but they can have it as they like. I have done as much
for the MP's and more than they have done for me, so we can quit even,
if they say so."
Always there is evidence of Lanning's love for his work. He talks
about a quarterly meeting. "One of the best, continued the meeting for
about ten days, converted twelve. I like it here first rate."
The problem of money was a constant one. Even though the salary
was promised to be $750.00, Lanning was responsible for raising that sum.
He reports cheerfully in February, "Had a donation of $85.00, received
$240.00 to date. Doing well as regards temporal things."
Lanning is distressed by the poor fortunes of the MP church which
he has left. He feels resentful of things said against him and Hicks, particularly by W. D. Thompkinson, President of the Michigan District. Apparently Thompkinson had written that they had scarcely missed either
Hicks or Lanning. Lanning, who always holds Hicks up as his mentor,
writes,
How very afflictive it must be to you for a man whose talents are beyond description.
Now with me it is different for I have never had any claims to superior talent. I presume
Thompkinson was speaking for himself when he claims not to have missed tis. Y, ou
have heard the story of the woman who had lost her husband. She had never had
much love for him and a few days after the funeral a friend came to sympathize with
her and says, 'you no doubt feel quite lonely .' Yes, says the would-be mourner , I
do, but it's rather a pleasant lonesome. It is I imagine with his reverence, W . D. Thompkinson as he goes around his district and thinks of yourself and me. He says, 'well,
this is rather pleasant after alL' Five more months and then Conference. Hope I shall
see you before then.
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In June 1869, Lanning writes, "The ladies are getting ready for the
strawberry and ice cream festival to be held June 30th for the benefit of
the new parsonage. They hope to raise $100.00 by July. We will undoubtedly not be in Dearborn another year." He has had a letter from Centerville
and the pastor there would like them to come. Lanning feels satisfied with
his accomplishments at Dearborn: "I worked hard to get things up to where
they are and I am willing to go wherever the authority of the church says.
I married eight couples this year for which I have received $34.00. Wish
I could have had as many more."
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Methodist History
The Church at Caro
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The next letter is October 26, 1869, from Caro. Lanning writes,

l
j

"Was ill at Conference, stayed at Dearborn one week after Conference, then com- '
menced packing for the move. We put our goods on the cars and sent them by way
1
of Jackson, Lansing and Saginaw. Was sick at Southfield for more than a week. Started
for Caro with horse and buggy. Took four and a half days, including one day that
.
we had to lay over in Holly. Had a chill every day. As you may guess, I found it
'1
rather tuff [sic]. When we arrived I just lay down and had a good time taking quinine
for four or five days. Got our goods after a long time and are now at home again,
1
all safe and happy. Wife came with me and the children. Grandma Lee came since.
J
l
We are getting acquainted and I think we shall like it here very much, far better than
;j
Dearborn. We have a good house and barn, all new and clean."
)
i\

1

He continues, "Brother Hickey, the presiding elder, was here last week
and held our quarterly conference. He decided to take Wathams off his
circuit and make this a station with only two appointments. Will preach
at a schoolhouse west of town. They fixed my claim at $700.00. That is,
they furnished us with a house, moved us here, and will give us $700.00.
It is equal to $850.00. Do you think the MPs could do as well as that?"
The next letter is not until December:
Have waited a long time to write. You know how large bodies move- slow. Building
a new church and are contemplating an oyster supper as a benefit. Church is going
well with the exception of the Universalists. They are feeling very bad. I don't care,
they ought to. We have a lot of them here. The meanest kind of swearing, whiskeykind of Universalists. We have been holding a series of evening meetings for the past
three weeks. Several backsliders have been reclaimed and some few have been converted. Meetings are still going on. We have opposition mostly from the Universalists.
The Devil in the shape of saloons, dancing, parties, and big-talking. Money is as hard
to get here as elsewhere. Traded horses the other day. Have to trade once a year so
as to have a good horse.

In February 1870 Lanning writes, "We are all yet alive and middlin'
well. I'm just good grunting order, neither sick nor well nor yet lazy. Had
a donation. Amounted to $100.00, all in greenbacks except for $10.00 in
coins, that was just as good. Have received a little over $300.00 so far,
doing very well."
Lanning writes, "We plan the church building dedication in June and
Elder Thompkinson should be here." Later in May Lanning writes, "Saw
A. C. Fuller on the cars, and discussed with him the MPs and theMEs.
He reports that his Reverence, W. D. Thompkinson, President of the MPs,
is not living with his wife. She is in Kalamazoo running a millinery and
dressmaking establishment."
Lanning attaches a postscript:
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"Had two weddings, one for $10.00 and one for $5.00. Oh! Caro is the place after
all! Having a big time with the Universalists. I would give $5.00 if we could exchange
pulpits and you could give these fellows two or three broadsiders. I have been happy
here most of the time. We have some good members in this charge. My labors have
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been blessed to a great degree and the whole church would be glad for me to stay
another year. I would prefer not to stay. I seem to be away on one side of creation,
away from everybody I would like to see. I would like to be where you and I could
.
exchange pulpits occasionally.
"My wife is making a new carpet and cutting up everything ~he can lay her hands
on. Received over 30 members into the church this year. Had eleven weddings, received
$46.00. Caro is ahead in that particular; they are $200.00 behind in· claims. I'm just
not good at collecting. I hear that Asa Mahan has gone back to the Congregationalists,
just as I expected. Never thought much of him. Our new church house will cost $35-00
and the bell will weigh a thousand pounds. The ladies are going to carpet the church.
When I came in September there were three loads of stone and two short sticks of
timber.

Lanning has invited Hicks to preach the dedication ceremony but he
warns him, "As regards your lecture on temperance and lodge, I hardly
think it would be advisable, all things considered."
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Welcomed at Hartland
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The next we hear from Lanning, he is in Hartland. He is very tired
from the move. It is September 29th and his salary will not be decided
until the first quarterly conference in November. He is speculating that
it will probably be $700.00. The welcome in Hartland was a good one.
"First, the ladies gave Mrs. L. a surprise party. Twenty-five came with
bakets of pies, cakes, and other good things to eat. Set the table and made
themselves at home generally. Gave her a bonnet worth $5.25 and cloth
for a sack worth $6.00. The wife feels very smart, you'd better believe.
Well, my turn will come."
The quarterly conference came and they voted him $800.00 besides
the house valued at a rental of $200.00. "Expect to report next year
$1 ,000.00; tell the MP brothers that. Having a good time so far. No pld
protestants to keep from boring a fellow as I had last year at Caro. lhear
the typhoid fever is very bad in Dearborn."
In December of 1870, Lanning is very distressed to hear of W. D.
Thompkinson's activities: "Thompkinson has stated that the bishops of
the ME church are the wealthiest men on earth. Own all the church
properties, book concerns, colleges, houses, parsonages, etc."
Lanning had firm thoughts on what it takes or does not take to become
a Christian. He writes, "We may be able to coax and cry people into the
church but it takes more than this to make them Christians. Some people
think if they go to church and weep they can return home as happy as
a Catholic with his sins newly pardoned. The religion of Christ is something
more." Lanning reports to Hicks, "Just been elevated to the high honor
of chaplain of the Hartland Masonic Lodge." To some of the Methodists
at the time, Masonic activity was not entirely appropriate for one of their
ministers.
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Methodist History
Lanning and His Wife

In March of 1871 Lanning tells about attending the marriage of his
daughter in Southfield and the celebration accompanying the occasion:
"I had to kiss several of the young ladies and some old ones which was
to me no unpleasant task as my wife was not there. Well, we had quite
a time in that department."
Lanning rarely writes of his wife taking much interest or activity in
the church. But when she does, he receives it with mixed feeling:
My wife is becoming popular among the local preachers. We have two or three of
them. One, a book peddlar, sells bibles. The other is an agent for a new washing
machine. Had a Christmas tree and a bible worth $14.00 was presented to Mrs. L.
Of course, it came from the bible agent. Then on Monday there was a very nice washing
machine rolled into the kitchen with compliments of the agent. The machine and
wringer combined worth $20.00. I could have endured the first but the last is the straw
that broke the camel's back. I had a notion first not to stand for it but after awhile
concluded to keep still. Both Methodist preachers- the bible could be used for the
family. So, on the whole, I concluded to be resigned. I was like the Dutchman's wife,
I had to be.

But even these happy attentions to his wife did not keep her satisfied. He writes in October of 1871, "My better, rather, the other half is
not here. She went off on the train the other day and I have not heard
from her since. She went off to see her mother at Southfield. Left Hartland
the week before conference, will return next week with her mother, I suppose."

The Move to Williamston

In January of 1872 Lanning writes of his charge now at Williamston,
"We have not as good a house here but a better church. I am well pleased
with my place. Getting along nicely financially and spiritually. Received
forty-six by letter and on probation into the church."
He writes in May of 1872 of the quarterly meeting:
Brother Bigelow was with us and there were seventy that spoke in the love feast. Brother
Bigelow gave us one of his very best sermons. Came the collection we owed him $21.00
which was duly raised in regular order. Thirteen presented themselves at the altar
for baptismal vows of the church. Four were baptized at the altar and the balance
were immersed in the Jordan [the Ledderer River]. I had a good time at that. It was
a great day for Williamston. It was said to be the largest congregation ever assembled here for religious purposes. Then I had a wedding and got a kiss, all nice. At
3:00 p.m. the elder preached to the children, and it was a time you may believe. I
got a hug and a kiss the other day for a wedding fee. How is that for high?

When Lanning went to Williamstown, Hicks went to Hartland. As
the two friends were stationed not too far from one another, it was usual
for them to exchange pulpits from time to time. Lanning was always urging Hicks to come for a visit. "Have a good wood pile, all cut and split.
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It would be a good time for you to come and see us. Would like to have
you come out here and preach for a few evenings."
In the spring of 1872 he writes from Williamston, "No better financially this year but better spiritually. Glad I did not stay h1 Hartland. It
is stated here by those who claim to know that there never has been a
minister here before that stood so high and fair as I do. (So you see, the
people here appreciate both piety and talent; this is just for you- private.)"
Lanning writes to Hicks, "And how is my dear sister Chambers? I
wonder if she ever thinks of me? Does she take the Michigan Christian
Advocate now that Edwards is editor? Well, may heaven pity her ignorance
and give her repentance into life."
I

.

Daily Events

The end of July he writes, "We are all quite well at present. Wife
is much better. So much so that she is washing and as I write, I can hear
; that new washing machine grinding away. This week, wife and I think
i
of coming to Hartland. She can stay at your house and you and I can
go to Holly. When is the next regular meeting of the Lodge? When I come,
, · let your sister Chambers see us both go in that direction. She would have
a big time. Ha!" (Sister Chambers apparently didn't approve of Masons.)
We don't hear again from Lanning until October of 1872 and for good
reason: ''Wife is very feeble, not able to sit up and can only be dressed
part of the time. Have to be with her so much, fear it will hamper my
work. Want to see ypu very much. Please report this to Brother Bigelow
and tell F. W. Warren to come this way when you see him."
By November,
Wife is some better but fear it will not last. More news of the MPs. The latest gossip
is that they were glad to get rid of Hicks but Lanning was of some use. Enough, of
that! Let them lie on until the end comes.
For twenty-six years I worked for the MPs. I didn't receive more than $200.00
per year. The highest I ever received was for district work which paid between $400
and $500. The lowest I ever received from the ME church was $575.00. Do I want
to go back? Never! My very soul says 'never, no never.' I have no desire to return
to the leeks and onions of Egypt. If I should, would get but a few unless I raise them
myself. Powell and Thompkinson start the stories. Others just mean and cruel enough
keep them in circulation.

In April, the spring of 1873, Hicks plans to go west. Lanning writes,
"Never wanted to see you so bad. Must see you before you go west, (this
is private; trouble at home). Church matters never better in membership,
more than half of them sisters. Perhaps that is the reason. Ha! Wife has
gone to Holly for three or four weeks. Her daughter is to have a baby
sometime. Well, will not stay here another year. People are beginning to
talk. Would like to be near my children. Perhaps I can go to Wayne or
Oakland county."
'
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Methodist History

But a month later Lanning says, "Don't think I ever had as many
friends here as I have at present. Think I shall stay another year. Wife
is home but sick."
In July 1873, Lanning was "Reasonably well, except [I have] the ague.
Not been well for three or four weeks. Feel same as the girl did when the
young man asked her to marry. She said, 'she felt kind of ... sort of
. so, and kind of ... sort of ... not so, but felt kind of ... sort of
so the most.' That is my case; I'm taking quinine." He continues,
On Saturday and Sabbath, Elder John Russell will be here. We're going to have a
big temperance meeting. First series on Saturday at 2:00p.m. and we would like very
much to have you here to help us. What do you say? Had a big whiskey fight here
the last four or five weeks. One arrest. One big one this week at Lansing, it will be
the test suit. If they get beat in this we think the whiskey ring will be broken. The
charter election is held here today. There's two tickets in the field: Whiskey and Prohibition. The polls have just closed and we shall soon know how we stand on that.
I'm holding meetings here this week and don't know how we shall succeed. This town
is so excited on the temperance issue.

He writes in July, "Didn't go to the District Conference. Don't think
much of them nohow. Soon we shall go to conference and get our disappointments. Had a splendid time at camp meeting. A heavy shower on
Sunday took the starch out of 2,000 ladies. Sorry for that but we wanted
the rain very much. Tell me if Sister Chambers is all well and happy and
if Masonry is rife with your people. I have the honor of being chaplain
of the new Oddfellows Lodge. I really want to come east. Either the Lord
is calling or it is my own inclination calling me in that direction. It is supposed to be the Lord and I am wont to obey the call."
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The Itinerant System

In November we learn that Lanning has moved to Danville. "Mrs.
L. has come home one week ago today and has not set up long enough
to have the beds made . Same old nervous fever. Little hope of her being
better for a long time. Moved the week after conference. Have a good
place, the best I've ever had. They're going to pay me $900~00. Let's see
how we come out at the close of the year. We have a good house and
barn and lots of good friends. They have already paid me $85.00. They
seem very liberal, very different from Hartland and Williamston. If it
would only last and I think it will."
Lanning writes in the fall of 1873,
It would not be strange if I were a little sensitive on some points. Am getting to be
an old man. Have always had some things to say in the conference especially with
reference to my own appointment but to be compelled to stand and wait and be bargained for and swapped and sold, and then take what is left. For me, I must say,
rubs a little close. I have never said as much as this to anyone else nor will I at present. Quite a number of the older brethren have expressed themselves very freely to
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me on the points since conference. They were not allowed to know anything about
what was to become of them until their names were read off and were sent where
they could not go. One of the brothers, for example, s'posed he was going to return
to Unadilla until he was read off to another place. He has refU'Sed to gb. I have a
good appointment and ought to be satisfied. I am, I mean to be. It is the best 1 ever
had. Good enough. But it is just a mere happen so. I am going to put in a good year's
work here. Then I shall see what's next. I suppose you will think surely Lanning has
the blues. No, I haven't. But these things have been pent up so long that wh~n the
gateway is once open, it will come out. It is shut again. Write to me. You can afford
to write twice for a letter like this.

Lanning adds a postscript,
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The gate is not quite shut. There is too much difference made in men in this conference. I do not care so much on my own account for I have no claim but I saw
good men pushed around, sent where they did not want to go, just to make room
for some little greenie from college. There are about forty of those chaps that, in
my opinion, just about run the cabinet. They would hold their caucus and then go
to the bishop. I did not have much else to do last conference but watch. Perhaps
I watched more than I prayed but I saw some things. I'm going to visit some of the
quarterly meetings in Mason and Leslie and get acquainted with Elder Fawsett. This
is private, the word is mum.

be ·

'he

ro-

at.

,vn

tk

)-

The Temperance Fight
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He writes a week later, "Committed myself to prohibition. Hope the
time will soon come when they [the women] can go and speak through
the polls. The excitement was intense when I called on the ladies to get
their influence and -expressed hope that the time would soon come when
they could vote, and drive corrupt politics and politicians to the wall and
King Alcohol back to his native hell! The church is growing in grace and
things are beginning to look up."
Things are going well here. Many conversions. Thirty-three Jound
the Savior. Twenty-six joined the church. Thirty-four since conference.
Pretty well for such a slow town but very quiet compared to Williamston.
Feeling a little isolated here even though it's a pretty good place to live.
I have agreed to attend the second quarterly meeting at Williamston for
Brother Bigelow. Expect to have a nice time. It will be like the singing
of the birds in the spring and I shall preach a big sermon on Sunday, that
day without a doubt."
In March, 1874 he writes, "Looking forward to Conference. How
soon the years are passing by and soon we shall be at the last conference
and get our last appointment. I mean to be ready with my lamp trimmed
and burning. We have been having a good time here for which I thank
God and take courage."
Two months later he writes,
This is Monday evening. All are in bed but myself. Thought I would finish my letter
to Your Reverence. Quite lame with the rheumatism in my limbs and arms and wish
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it would get warm weather and think I would be better. Preached three times yesterday, and in the evening on the subject of temperance and, my dear sir, it was some
preach. Mrs. L. said I done the best she ever heard me on that subject. We are to
have a meeting tomorrow evening and hear how the ladies came out. The hotelkeeper,
and the druggist signed the pledge but the barkeeper was a little grumpy. They will
have to come to time. Our temperance meetings have been well attended with good
results. The bars are all closed.

Tomorrow and Tomorrow ...

In spring 1874, Lanning reflects on the business of the presiding elder:
"I have begun to regard this PE business as a perfect bore. If I were a
young man the Detroit Conference would not hold me long."
On June 29, 1874, Lanning writes, "Only nine weeks to conference.
Then will come the tug of war for those poor fellows who have to move.
Their names are legion. Wife has left bed and board and gone to see her
mother at Farmington. Will remain over the 4th."
The next time we hear from Lanning is November 1874, and he has
been transferred to Mount Morris. "Wife has been sick for the past week." .
Lanning writes December 29, "I had a Christmas wedding, fee 25¢. How
high is that? Ha! Had a Christmas tree. It came off finely. I received a
fur collar and a pair of kid gloves and a pair of socks. Wife received about
the same in value."
Apparently Hicks is having problems with his choir and Lanning
writes, "Say, dismiss that choir of yours and do the singing yourself. Would
not be troubled with them long. The devil is in half of the choirs in the
church and the sooner they find out we can do without them, the better
it will be for them and the church, in my opinion."
In the spring of 187 5, Lanning continues, "Wife is sick much of the
time having nervous chills." A few days later he writes, "Things better
than I supposed. The old lady left this morning. Hope for the best. I'm
with the rheumatism. Can hardly walk or stand. Took cold but will be
better in a few days. Have to get up two new sermons for tomorrow."
Some time later he writes, "Ladies here are feeding me to death since
my wife went away. If she knew how many invitations I had each day
she would be coming home to see about the matter."
A week or so later, Lanning "heard indirectly from Mrs. L. Going
to see her mother and coming home this week. Didn't expect her so soon
but it will be all right. Finances are slow as usual. Need a new coat to
go to Davisburg to be PE to appear elderly or clerical, whatever you please
to call it."
In August Hicks goes to Baltimore and receives a letter on his return:
I want to say that inasmuch as you have visited the city of the bishops and have seen
the graves of them that sleep and have looked with rapture and delight at the house
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of the living and that you have been in close proximity with the Episcopacy, perhaps
you have felt the shock like electricity vibrating in every part of your moral being;
or perhaps you only received the episcopal baptism and will have to wait until the
Detroit Conference for the vibrations, when you receive the title of PE [Presiding
Elder], or an appointment to some city charge. Well, I suppose we will have to wait
a while and see. I do want to see you very, very much indeed. My wife is sick again
with her old nervous disability and unless there is a change in her case for the better,
I shall not be able to attend conference.
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He continues, "It seems we are to have a great rush of the MPs wishing
to join our conference. What shall we do with them all? Nothing with
some of them. Others will have to come in. Will you have time to write
me and tell me everything? Don't worry about me, I'm well and all right.
At peace with God and all mankind."

Ministry at Davisburg

The next we hear from Lanning is from Davisburg on September 28,
1876:
"I am comfortably situated in the parsonage of this place and I feel very well satisfied with the change. Have preached two Sabbaths to good congregations, both here
and at White Lake. Think I shall like the people here very much. They are sociable
and kind. Hope to have a good year with the good people of Davisburg and White
Lake. The parsonage is· the best of any place we have ever lived. If I can only get
up a religious interest and get the work going I shall feel perfectly at home. If I were
a younger man a1;1d full of ambition, I should want Pontiac or Corunna or Flint but
as it is, I am satisfied. The cause of religion is at a low ebb here and will require
some hard blows and many of them.
Had a very fine time yesterday preaching here in the morning and had a full house
and just as I was commencing the sermon, his Reverence A. C. Fuller, of East Saginaw,
came into my congregation. Of course I invited him to come forward and as~ed him
to preach, but he refused saying he came on purpose to hear me, so I preached a
good and able sermon. I was well prepared and had a discourse on a special subject
for the benefit of my people and I had a good time delivering it. At the close, A.
C. Fuller prayed and thanked God that his life and the preacher's life had been spared
to meet again. He thanked God that he had been permitted to hear the gospel from
my lips again and listen to that familiar voice who had preached Christ so many years
ago, and etc., etc. Ah well, sir, A. C. feels sick and restless, poor fellow.

Lanning writes a little later,
My mind has taken a pious turn of late. I am determined to go to Chicago and attend Mr. Moody's meeting. If all is well, expect to go next week and attend the Christian
convention on Wednesday and Thursday. It will do me good. Hope to get a baptism
of the spirit. We have a good strong church here spiritually and financially. One example, last week one day I told one of my stewards that I wanted some money. In
a few hours he gave me $10.00 and last Sunday another $13.00 and today $10.00
more, so you see fortunes have fallen to us. If only I can keep the level at home all
will go well. Expect Mrs. L. to return home, and I look forward to her each day;
hope to get away before she comes. Do not expect to. Remember this last is confidential.
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Moves to Gaines and Later to

~yron

Lanning was next assigned to Gaines:
I have been very busy since coming here. The house we occupy was badly out of repair
and they have been scrubbing, whitewashing, papering, painting, etc. We've gotten
settled at last and are very comfortable. Good house and barn, well and cistern. I
have preached sixteen sermons so far and they seem to like them well. What they
will agree to pay I do not know but they are talking about $600.00 and house and
that will do very well if they pay up promptly. Wife's health is very poor. She is doctoring and fretting. Really, she is fretting herself to death. She did not want to go
to Holly when the time came. She is fixing to go and visit her Ma, friends and Allie.
Hope she will stay a good long while. Then you must come over here and we'll have
a grand good time.

Lanning's next assignment is in Byron. On October 7, 1877 he writes,
I am well and happy in my new home. Alone in my glory. Mrs. L. went to Farmington. She will come back the last of this week. I'm in the parsonage and partly
settled. Had four of our best ladies helping me clean up and paper last Friday and
part of Saturday. So you see we are going to look pretty nice when we get settled.
Sir, you ought to follow LS. Every kind of dirt you can imagine. Glad my wife was
not here. But my good ladies and I labored together as you know good people can.
I shall like it here very well and I have made a good impression to begin with and
that will give me a good start.

In January 1879, he writes, ''I am well and enjoying my life splendidly. We are enjoying ourselves better this winter than we have for a long
time. My wife's health is the best it has been for a long time and she seems
like another woman for which I am glad and I know you will be. In some
respects this is the best appointment I have ever had. I like the people
and they seem to like me. We've had a pleasant winter so far. We had
two dances here last evening but I did not attend, 'strange to say.'"
He writes on April 30, 1879 from Byron,
Between sixty and seventy have been converted and thirty have joined the church
and more will. The church has been quickened into new life, wanderers brought back
and the interest of religion is greatly advanced. Been busy looking after the young
converts and also straightening out some of the older members. I expect to stay for
another year unless some old backslider gets mad at me before conference.
I do not hear much from the MPs since my children left Southfield. They are
still going on at Franklin in a moderate way as usual, so it seems. G. Walker has
got into the state of Maryland. Jimminy! Must be on a march to the sea like Sherman. My missus has gone to Farmington to be with her daughter. All the children
are sick with the scarlet fever, three of them, so Ma had to come and help. Don't
know how long she'll be gone.

On July 19, 1879 he writes, "Brother Alex Clark is dead. A great loss
to the MPs. All is well here except money. Oh, how tight it is. Have you
heard that A. C. Fuller is president of the MPs annual conference. What
a title. Enough to kill the poor fellow. But he will bear up under it. Say,
A. C. can now sing 'Now Rest My Long Divided Heart,' or, 'This is the
Way I Long Have Sought."'
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In December 1879, Lanning,
Drove ten miles and preached three times. Preached good too. Had a splendid time.
Baptist minister was sick and they came over to our church 'en masse,' filling our
church to overflowing. I spread myself like a green bay tree on the text. I had a good
stretch and all worked out. One of their members said he didn't care if the old elder
was sick again some day. Well, it's snowing some this morning. Hope it will come
sleighing soon. I like to ride in the snow. You and I did that once in Lapeer County,
sleighing among the pine stumps.

Lanning writes on February 15, 1881,
Sick with the zootick [sic], taken on Saturday. Could not fill my appointment on
Sunday, the first time since I came to Byron. Shall be out right soon. Never worked
so hard. Had two meetings and fifty converted. Wife's health is so poor I can't be
gone overnight. I seem to be shut in this corner and I shall have to wait until there
is a break up in the spring. Then I mean to drive around and see the brethern [sic].
I shall have to be looking for a new field this spring. I think a change of location
will be good for me, what do you say? Will hate to leave Byron at the end of the
year. Might try to get a place on the lake but wife would not go.

Quinnesec

We don't hear again from Lanning until November 16, 1881, from
Quinnesec in the Upper Peninsula:
I have been here seven weeks and am well pleased with my new field. I have been
better satisfied with some locations. The little old towns were pleasant places to live
in, but the pay would only keep soul and body together. The end of the year found
me sometimes in debt hardly able to move my goods to the next place, if I had to
move, which was often the case, and it was so this year. I had to come in advance
of my goods and family and then send money for them to come. It is both unpleasant and humiliating. This town claims 2500 inhabitants and Iron Mountain has about
the same. We have a nice church here and four miles up the railroad we are finishing
a large fine church which will be ready for dedication about Christmas. They have
paid me about $100.00 all cash and are talking about paying me a thousand dollars.
It costs more to live here but I don't have to keep a horse so it's about the same.
Things are very different here and I have many things to learn so as to ring in with
these people. I have found that earnest, plain preaching suits them best. I think I
am getting hold of their hearts very well. I'm the only English speaking minister in
these towns and I do not expect to make many new sermons but expect to review
and rearrange much of my old stock of sermons. Then I hope to be able to compare
with some of the great men of the Detroit Conference.

December 26 he writes, HI am well and happy and getting along finely
on my iron charge. They are doing well by me here and I am making lots
of friends an1ong these iron diggers. Have attended four weddings and
received $30.00. Have baptized seven children and received $8.00 for that
is the vvay they do here. The people here gave us a social and forty-five
dollars as a gift. \Vife's health is very poor. Fear I shall have to send her
back in early spring."
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"Wish you were here. Let's write often as we can't see each other this
year. The new church in Iron Mountain is finished and waiting for seats
from Chicago. The dedication is set for the first Sunday in February.
Russell and I will do the work. Am spending most of my time at Iron
Mountain."
He writes in the spring of 1882, "New church in this place is perfect
gem of beauty. Cost $1900, all paid but $300. Raised $100.00 at a festival.
House is 35 by 70 feet, Gothic in style. Think I shall stay up here in these
parts next year. Would rather have a lake shore appointment. Elder John
Russell will be with me for my third quarterly conference. He is a good
fellow but he can't preach with yourself by a good deal."
On April 27, 1882 he writes,
Wife has started for Bancroft yesterday. Daughter and family sick. Claimed they're
all sick and the oldest could not live. They are probably sick but I am inclined to
the opinion that things are highly colored. Have known such things before in my
time. She must go and see her mother and make them all a good visit if it takes all
summer. To tell the truth, I had leave she was there as here. She is so uneasy and
discontented that life is rather unpleasant at times. Should not be surprised if she
did not return until fall, if ever. On the whole, I'm rather glad Mrs. L. is gone. My
third quarterly meeting came on the 23rd and had a good time. Russell preached very
good on the Sabbath. We spent some time together and I talked over matters pretty
freely. I might say to you that he would give you a good place next year if you were
of a mind to come at a salary of $800 to $1,000 and you could depend on him for
a good place. I think you would like it and if Sister Hicks will come, her health will
be greatly improved. Actually, my wife has not been so well in ten years as now.
My wife's trouble is mostly in her mind, her brain. She cannot control herself under
certain influences. Now, my brother, don't say to anyone what I have said to you
of my family matters."

In June, Lanning sends a bit of news, "Adrian College claim was duly
received and didn't I give G. B. a sugarplum. Ha! In 1877 I paid him $25.00
on that note for which I have his receipt. I told him if there was no endorsement on the note, I would pay no more and that I had believed for
some time that there was a screw loose in the management of Adrian College. I had paid interest twice in the same year. I don't know what he or
they will do and I don't care much."
Later he reports, "I have grand good health since I have been here
and if my wife had stayed she would be well by this time. I am not getting
the salary I have the right to here yet I'm doing very well. Shall not go
beyond $800.00, perhaps a little less. Russell talks of a better appointment for me next year. I would like one good appointment and just see
how it would affect me. Expect to remain in this district one more year.
I shall dread coming back here but my goods are here and I can stand
it for one more year."
There was plenty for him to do up there. He writes in September,
Came to Iron Mountain at twelve noon. Married a couple at Two. Christened three
children. Home at 3:30. Preached two sermons and married a couple at ten in the

Discovery

is r
ts 1

I

'· r

n

I·

191

evening for $15.00 and helped in the Sabbath school. Baptized a sick baby. These
Cornish English people don't let their children die without baptism. That was Saturday. On Sunday, preached in the morning and at 2:00p.m. married a couple. Sunday School at 2:30, preached in the evening. Went home Monday morning $5.00 better
off. Costs 10¢ on the railroad a four miles distance from Norway to Quinnesec which
I can either pay or walk.

Conference and New Fields
In November of 1882 Lanning is already planning his departure for
the end of the next summer: "Next year we will leave for conference in
August, sell goods except carpets and featherbeds, them I'll pack and take
them with me. Shall not come back to this district. Shall try to get into
Port Huron, somewhere not far from Lapeer."
He writes from his new parsonage in December of 1882, "Hope we
may have a good big revival. We need it in this wicked town of whiskey,
beer, profanity and Sabbath-breaking. I'm just too far away from all I
care for and love." "Wife will only stay till spring, then I shall be alone
again for half a year as in the past. Let's remember the old tune, 'It will
all be over soon'."
In April of 1883, he writes from Quinnesec, "Mine fell in a week ago
and eight men lost. Have a hundred men digging day and night. Quinnesec
mine is failing and will close in a few weeks. If so, will come to the lower
Michigan in June or July. Mrs. L. will leave in May. Her daughter is sick
or is going to be," he says in private.
A month later, "Mines are closing and people are leaving. Shall leave
about June 1. Shall store goods at Holly till conference and go where sent
and have two months vacation. After leaving here, my headquarters will
be with my daughter Mary, Mrs. Scott, in Flint. Don't expect to keep house
until after conference."
In January of 1884 Lanning is in Judd's Corners:
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Wife very ill. Three appointments each Sabbath and thirteen miles to travel. Bought
a horse and carriage, a Linden-make top buggy with side springs. Just think, a horse,
buggy, harness, almost a new preacher. Ah yes, it was very muddy here for awhile
but now very fine sleighing. Been out trying it this p.m. Ah, cold! Yes, yes, cold but
getting along nicely. A good parsonage, two churches, Ill members. They have agreed
to pay $650.00, $700.00 with parsonage. Two good stoves in the house. They have
paid $100.00 already so you see we are going to live for awhile yet."

He writes in July of 1884, "Fine season, crops looking well, haying
nearly done and the harvest just commenced. Everyone seems good natured
and happy. I like the people here very much and expect they will want
1ne to stay. The charge, however, is very hard on me. It doesn't seem as
though I can stand another winter. I can do the preaching well enough,
but the distance between appointments is what I dread."
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He writes in June of 1885, "Heard that W. D. Thompkinson is writing
up the MP history. I could tell him some things he doesn't know but let
him work."
July 22nd he writes, "Seven weeks will bring us to conference, if all
is well, and then for the disappointments." Lanning wants to get a chance
to talk with Elder Reed or Bigelow and see if he can get a better appointment: "They're a long way back on my pay. If I can only get enough money
to buy a new coat, I can get along."
In November of 1885, Hicks gets a letter written by Lanning from
Belle Branch on Thanksgiving Day. "Held services at the old Southfield
Methodist Episcopal Church. It's five miles from Franklin and six miles
from South Redford. We have a comfortable parsonage and an acre of
ground, ten bearing apple trees, peach, cherry and plum. Horse barn,
woodshed, cistern, the preacher's home for 35 years. I am in the line of
apostles and prophets. Father is at home to be sure. One of the best of
the country appointments but under Newton and Houghton it had run
down badly."
Lanning talks of the old Redford ME church. "It had at one time
85 members but bad management, deaths and removals have swept the
whole thing away. A. C. Fuller started it downhill."
He writes in April of 1886 from Southfield, "Doing a large business
in marrying the young people and some old ones. Wife troubled with the
rheumatism. Myself, I'm limber and smart as a boy of 25."
In June of 1886 he writes to Hicks who has agreed to publish the
conference daily, "Don't know if I care to sleep with an editor at another
conference if he has to be up so much nights. If he could only go to bed
and sleep like any other man, it would be all right."
Lanning writes in September of 1886, twenty years after he has left
the MPs. "The dear MPs nearly gone. Hope they all get to heaven. I think
we left about the right time or we would have been counted out about
this time. Received my first license to preach in LaPort, now more than
forty years ago. Wife is at Bancroft visiting the children. The reduced rates
of travel keep her moving about. She'll be home next Monday. I'm having a lonely time boarding around."
Lanning seems not to have lost his perspective or sense of humor:
"I remember hearing of a preacher whose talents were beyond his description. I'm getting that way, some for length though I can preach to the
satisfaction of most people, I think. If they would give me a little lighter
work, I would like to work for two more years. Got a pair of boots in
Detroit. One of them sets close to my corn. I'm led to inquire what's a
man to do, cut the toe or the boot?"
In October of 1888 he writes from Warren Township, "Nine miles
between a two point charge. Have a good parsonage and a nice brick
church at Leesville, only nine miles from Detroit. We are in the heart of
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the world. Will like this work better than any I've had for some time. I
am following Houghton and he is not much of a preacher so I stand up
pretty well in the opinion of some of the people."
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In the last letter we have from Lanning, he is desperately wanting
to see Hicks : "Have wanted to see you many times in. the past but never
more than at present. We could meet at a restaurant and have a good visit
and a good dinner. My wife is away and will not be home until the week
after next so I shan't have to answer any questions when I return, as is
the usual. So farewell, my brother, yours in the bonds of love and truth.
RCL."
We know that Lanning's third wife preceeded him in death in 1892
in Corunna. We learn from Hicks that during Lanning's final years he
was lovingly cared for by Mrs . John Green whom he married and who
survived him. As Hicks says, "She ministered kindly and faithfully to him
during his declining years of weakness and suffering until he died March
20, 1902."

