A Short History of E Clampus Vitus

E Clampus Vitus - Ancient and Honorable

     Clampers, as we are known, belong to one of the most unique fraternal orders to be found anywhere. It is an organization which professes to trace its beginning to the earliest days of mankind, all the way back to Adam, whom we claim as the first Clamper. This idea probably came about when various lodges were trying to decide who had the most seniority, in order to establish the order of speakers at some event. Some biblical scholar of the time had just "established" the beginning of time as having happened in 4005 B.C.  After the other men gave the age of their lodges, the Clamper representative just added 4005 to the then-current year and claimed seniority based on that number. He claimed that Adam had been a Clamper, and had escaped with the signs and symbols of our order hidden beneath his fig-leaf apron. Through the ages, it was also claimed, some of the most illustrious personalities of history had been Clampers. Of course, it was important that he was able to do all this with a straight face, and since no one could prove otherwise, he was believed, at least enough to establish E Clampus Vitus as the oldest fraternal order present that day. Even to this day, it is wise to take much of what many Clampers say with a grain of salt.

The True Beginning-in Virginia?

     Truthfully, we began in 1845 in what is now West Virginia, then just Virginia, in the town now known as West Union. A blacksmith and tavern keeper by the name of Ephraim Bee started the society of E Clampus Vitus, probably just as other similar so-called societies are started among a group of people hanging around a bar. Some modern Clampers claim to have traced the organization to France before that, and believe that Thomas Jefferson brought the order home from there with him, and that Ephraim Bee "appropriated" it. Other names that have been discovered by research for the group include E Clampus Vitus, E Clampsis Vitus and one of Ephraim's sons, Herman, claimed the name was the Clampin' Vipers. As an aside, it is interesting to note the previous reference to the signs and symbols beneath the fig-leaf of Adam, as Ephraim Bee was the father of ten children by his first wife and seven by his second.

     Intended as a hoax and parody of other fraternal orders, an elaborate set of rules and customs was established, among which was the use of what we today would call "flowery" language. Ephraim Bee knew his way around the English language despite having only 4 months of formal education, and was later even elected to the State Legislature of West Virginia. In any case, E (without a period) Clampus Vitus is the preferred spelling today.

Bringing E Clampus Vitus to California

     An initiation ritual booklet was printed and distributed by travelers around the countryside, and it is known that Clamper Societies existed in Illinois, Missouri and Georgia. All this took place during the period of 1845 to the late 1840's. However, E Clampus Vitus languished in the east, and sprang forth info fullness only when introduced into California during the Gold Rush by one Joe Zumwalt, who started the first successful lodge in Mokelumne Hill in 1850.  While traveling to California, Zumwalt picked up a copy of the Ritual. Thinking it might make amusing reading later; he threw it into his kit and continued to California.

     As to the location of the first Chapter in California, there is some argument. Some claim Downieville, others Hangtown, and so on. Of all the claims, probably the one by Mokelumne Hill must take precedence, as there is much documentation available as to the dates of its activities. We should be extremely impressed today with the way early Californians traveled from place to place, knowing the condition of the roads and trails they had to use. Joe Zumwalt traveled extensively in the Gold Country, arriving first in Hangtown, and then quickly moving on as rumors of new and richer strikes came to him. It is quite possible that he is responsible for the establishment of several other E Clampus Lodges in the Mother Lode area. There are even document reports, mostly meeting dates and times in newspapers, of chapters in existence in Honolulu in 1850, San Francisco in 1852 and even one in Fort Douglas, British Columbia, during their gold rush of 1858. A chapter was established in Virginia City during the rush to the Comstock Mines. We know that Joe Zumwalt did not start all of these Chapters, but his name appears in many locations on maps of mining locations. Gold country newspapers of the early days often included references to meetings of the Clampers, and sometimes letters from grateful beneficiaries of the generosity of the Lodges also appeared.

                                          A Foolish Fraternity

     So, what was the big attraction to this foolish fraternity? Think of the 49ers for a bit, and try to imagine the loneliness of men away from their families, the hardship of their living conditions, their constant scramble to make a living, and you will see the attraction that a hard drinking, hell-raising, never-give-a-sucker-an-even-break, kind of group like the Clampers would have. By "taking in" new members, it was meant that the newcomer's money would be spent on a drinking binge for all it was worth by all those already members. No drummer or salesman could have any hope of selling anything to the miners if he were not a member. When a new candidate came into camp, the Hewgag, a huge horn, would sound, calling all Clampers out for some much-needed entertainment.

     Traveling actors, such as Lord Sholto Douglas, were not immune to the predatory Clampers out for a good time. In Marysville, on January 22, 1886, the Lord (son of the Marquis of Queensbury, famous for his codification of the rules of the sport of boxing), refused the invitation of a group of Clampers to join the organization. He considered the men "a rum lot" of ruffians and went on the stage as scheduled. Almost no one was in the audience, and the evening was a financial disaster for the company. When approached a second time to join the Clampers, he hesitatingly agreed. After a riotous initiation, in which the Lord lost even more money, and was subjected to the broadest kinds of physical and mental harassment, the miners flocked to Douglas' second show and he recouped all the money he lost the previous evening, and then some, when he was not a member of E Clampus Vitus.

      We sometimes say, with tongue in cheek, that it is due to the early Clampers' proclivity to party in a serious manner, using the initiate's money to buy copious amounts of liquor, that records of many of those early Clamper meetings are unavailable, due to the fact that during the meeting no one was able to take notes of the goings-on, and afterward, no one could remember what had happened.

                              The Serious Side of E Clampus Vitus

     On a more serious note, the Clampers were quick to help a Brother who was in trouble, or to help provide for his family, if he were incapacitated, by performing the functions of a miner's aid society and an early form of workman's compensation insurance, as well as a means of providing sorely-needed entertainment, E Clampus Vitus was welcomed into the early mining camps with gusto. Later, as more families were brought to California from the East, the Clampers on occasion provided aid to the widows and orphans of their towns (especially the widows).

                  

No More Need for the Clampers
     Soon, mining ceased to be the main occupation of Californians, and agricultural pursuits and the building of businesses and cities was taking most of the energy of the people. By the turn of the century, E Clampus Vitus had worn out and died back to become naught but a mere shadow of its former glory, with only a short gasp of energy shown in Marysville around 1915. There, a group of businessmen revived the society as a sort of a booster club and used the ritual and humorous leanings of the lodge to get publicity for the community. They even went so far as to charter a new lodge in Oroville, and they took out incorporation papers with the State of California, which would eventually come into the picture again later, when the successors of that Marysville group, Chapter 10, had to dissolve that corporation to enable the Proctors of the Grand Council ( our official governing body) to incorporate under the name of E Clampus Vitus.

                                         E Clampus Vitus-Revived

     Then, in the early 1930's, some men doing research on the early mining days kept coming across references to E Clampus Vitus, and they decided to try to revive the organization, which they felt would have a positive impact on the preservation of some of the historical sites and artifacts of the Gold Rush, which were being swept aside in California's wild growth in the 20th Century.

     Carl Wheat and Leon Whitsell, along with G. Ezra Dane and others with historical leanings, organized some meetings in San Francisco and sent word throughout the Gold Country through newspaper articles. Finding an actual living member of the old E Clampus Vitus was a lucky happenstance, and Adam Lee Moore, then in his seventies, who had been the last Noble Grand Humbug of the Sierra City Chapter, Balaam Lodge No. 107,304, provided the link between the old E Clampus Vitus and the new E Clampus Vitus. He provided from his still razor-sharp memory the ritual for the hilarious initiatory ceremonies used to this day. Yerba Buena Lodge No. 1 was established, quickly followed by Platrix Chapter 2 in Los Angeles.

     To shorten this story a lot, suffice it to say that E Clampus Vitus spread like wildfire again, because appreciation of the history of the Gold Rush heightened as the centennial of the discovery of gold in Coloma approached in 1948. In 1940, a group called the North San Juan Diggins, Chapter no. 13, received a Charter signed by Adam Lee Moore, Lee L. Stopple ( then "President" of E Clampus Vitus), Leon O. Whitsell, Edgar B. Jessup, Chas. L. Camp, G. Ezra Dane, John E. Porter and Albert Shumate. Of all these, Dr. Al Shumate was the last to pass away, in October 1998. By 1962, there were 16 active Chapters of E Clampus Vitus, all in California. Today, there are 40 Chapters including one in Utah, one in Arizona, one in Colorado, one in Washington and five in Nevada. Groups wishing to become a chapter must first organize as an Outpost and be sponsored by an adjoining Chapter. Among other activities, each Chapter or outpost tries to heighten the public's awareness and appreciation of the rich pioneer history of their respective areas. This is done mostly by the placing of plaques and monuments by those groups, of which many are shown in our Plaque book to be found in the Clamp Store and on various Chapter Websites. Clamper lodges these days usually are involved in their local historical societies, and often make financial contributions to worthy community causes.

     The lodges are organized under the auspices of the Grand Council, which holds the incorporation status from the State of California. The Grand Council Proctors meet once each year in general session. Only Humbugs (presidents of the various chapters) and X-Humbugs may attend this meeting, which takes place annually on the weekend before Memorial Day in Sonora, California in the month of May.

