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The Reverend James Campbell 
C. 1700-1780

Had it not been for the coming of the Reverend James Campbell who left his comfortable home on the bonny banks of Connegocheg river in a Highland Scot settlement in Pennsylvania, and his knowledge of the Gaelic language, the Highlander Scot of the Cape Fear Valley may never have remained a Presbyterian even if previously committed. 

Furthermore, had the Rev. Hugh McAden, a young minister, sent by the Synod of Philadelphia, in 1755, as a scouter who stopped for a weekend visit at Rev. Campbell's home on his way to the Carolinas, to discuss the religious situation of the valley, the Rev. Campbell, himself, may never have gone south. After their visitation, Rev. Campbell began to wonder whether he or McAden, either one, were suited to minister to the Scots of Cape Fear Valley. The Rev. McAden with no knowledge of Gaelic, realized very soon after his arrival, he could not reach the Highlanders, even though they welcomed him with open arms. 

After many futile attempts to minister to their needs, the Rev. McAden returned to Pennsylvania, and reported his findings to Rev. Campbell. It was not until a year later, 1756-1757, that the Synod of Philadelphia sent the Rev. James Campbell as a permanent minister to the Valley Scots. 

For a decade and a half before the arrival of McAden and Campbell, the Scots in the Cape Fear area had made numerous requests to the Synod of Philadelphia for ministers. However, only English speaking ones were sent. They would hold a service or two, collect an offering, leave and never return. The Baptists in the meantime, had been "beating the bushes" also, but they too, were beginning to realize their efforts in meeting their religious needs were in vain, mostly because of the language barrier. 

The Reverend James Campbell was born about 1700 at Campbeltown, Kintyre Scotland, and came to America about 1730. He was probably licensed by the Presbytery at Newcastle in 1735. 

Nothing more is known of him until he was well received of the Presbytery of Philadelphia. In September of that year he became uneasy on the subject of his own personal salvation, and being an honest man, he ceased to preach. 

In this condition, on November 20, 1739, he heard the famous English evangelist, George Whitefield, preach at Gilbert Tennant's Meeting House in New Brunswick, New Jersey. He was impressed, and well he might have been, for Whitefield was a preacher of intense purpose and conviction. From his ordination in 1736 until his death in 1770, Whitefield had preached over 18,000 sermons. After the service in New Brunswick, Campbell had an interview with the minister, who encouraged him to resume his ministry, and even to preach the following Sunday, that he could see great and eminent services in the church of God ahead for him. 

When James Campbell reported to North Carolina he settled on a two hundred acre tract on the Cape Fear River opposite where Old Bluff Church now stands. On his own land under his own lofty oaks he first proclaimed the gospel of Christ. The Highlanders came in throngs to hear one who could speak their language, their soft mother tongue. Soon he was invited to hold services in homes throughout the area: on the Yadkin Road at Archibald McKay's, and even at John Dobbin's Ordinary (Inn) on Barbecue Creek, and at Rubin McNeill's, near Tranthan Creek. These communities contracted to have him as their regular minister on October 18, 1758 for the "sum of 100 pounds in good and lawful money of North Carolina". - (Colorful Heritage Documented, page 22). The contract was admitted to record at August Superior Court, 1760 (in Book I, page 349). A duplicate of the bond was made April 30, 1763 and recorded in Book 2, page 237. 

But before the contracts were signed, Rev. Campbell had to take an oath in January, 1759 saying he would not oppose the doctrine, discipline, or the liturgy of the church of England. 

Thus, the three churches were established and named for places where they stood or where they were located: Bluff, on the bluff; Barbecue, in Barbecue township, on Barbecue Creek; Longstreet, on Long Street, now Fort Bragg Military base. 

Certain rules and regulations were a part of the church organization and members were expected to abide by them. Most of them knew there was no letter of transfer from one church to another, because such a transfer did not exist in the churches of Scotland. The governing body was the session, that handled civil matters as well as religious problems. Letters of recommendation, or for job employment, were handled by the session, and had to be signed by the minister, an elder, or clerk of the session. 

James Campbell had many "jobs" to handle while serving a vast territory, with his churches widely separated. He earned every pound of his hundred pounds per year. During his stay he served churches in Cumberland, Harnett, Hoke, Moore and Lee counties (as they are known today) and later, Guilford County during and after the Revolutionary war. He even made side visits to Raft Swamp in Robeson County, Purity in South Carolina and other destitute communities on the fourth Sunday. He preached one Sunday a month at the regular three contracted churches, Bluff, Barbecue and Longstreet. At each church each Sunday two services were held, one in English and one in Gaelic. In the destitute communities only English was used for the one service. 

In all churches there were growing problems with their commitment of loyalty, to England or to America. Those Highlanders, who were still loyal to the king were known as Tories, those loyal to the American cause, as Patriots. Although Campbell had signed the oath, signifying his loyalty to the church of England, after living among opposing factions, he was inclined to lean to the Patriots. There is a story told concerning this stand. 

The instance occurred while preaching at Barbecue one Sunday, during the Revolution. Forgetting his position, or praying what he felt in his heart, he prayed greatly for the American cause. After the service a member, an older Tory approached him jokingly, but earnestly, and said: "Meenister, if ever ye pray again as ye did the day, the bullet is molded and the powder is in my horn to blow it through your head. By the way, I enjoyed your sermon this morning." Campbell, being an honest man, decided forthwith he did not like anyone dictating the content of his prayers. This was a turning point in his ministry. 

As a result he never preached again in the Cape Fear Valley; he decided to move away from the "powder in the horn man," and others like him. How or why he chose Guilford County, it is not known. At least it was a safer distance. Here he remained until 1780 when he had a feeling his life was coming to an end, and he wanted to return to the Bluff area, his home. He was accompanied by his Guilford elders. 

Meanwhile, his son, James Jr., long in war, was also returning home, from war wounds. Not finding his father at home on his arrival he set out looking for him in nearby places, one in particular, the closeby banks of Little River. In the distance he saw a company of men kneeling in prayer beside a log, and drawing near, he recognized his father's voice. There was great rejoicing when the son joined the group, and a final prayer was uttered by his father for a safe return of the elders to Guilford and the Campbells to their home place. 

The Reverend Campbell died the same year of his return, 1780, and is buried in a briar patch near his home beside his wife who may have departed in 1780 or considerably earlier. There is no exact date of her death in Colorful Heritage. 
Thirty years later, Colin McIver, a Fayetteville teacher, born in Stornaway, Scotland, and later ordained in 1812, wrote this about Rev. James Campbell: "He is spoken of as one of the excellent of the earth an eminent Christian, and active, assiduous, and useful minister of the Gospel." In Jethro Rumple's History of Presbyterianism in North Carolina he writes: "The results of his labors are still seen in the earnest, deep, and scriptural type of Christianity which now prevails in the field which he cultivated." (Colorful Heritage Documented, page 42). 

Thus, through the efforts & sincere dedication of the Reverend James Campbell, the Presbyterian Church was firmly established in the Cape Fear Valley of North Carolina. 
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