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TENT METHODISM : 1814 -1832
*one soweth, and another reapeth”

After John Wesley’s death in 1791, schisms from Wesleyan Methodism
occurred regularly. These events were not une^q)ected and the auihuritics
often accepted them with little obvious regret, even if they did not actually
encourage them. The first major split took place in 1797 v4ien the Methodist
New Connexion was formed, and during the following twenty years further
significant schisms led to the establishment of the Primitive Methodists and the
Bible Christians.
Other ofifrhoots arose but lasted for much shorter periods. One o f these was
the Tent Methodists, a group that has been largely ignored by historians.
Although some writers have made passing reference to tlw group’s presence in
particular localities, the feet that Tent Methodism did not become a major
national, or even a regional, body has meant that its significance has not been
sufficiently recognised. The primaiy and secondaiy material documenting the
group’s activities has had to be gleaned from many different places and
sources. A full length biography o f the second most mqx)rtant Tent Methodist
was written shortly after his death, but no major work has charted and analysed
the group’s overall inq)act. This thesis is an original contribution to research in
the development of Methodism in the early 19th century.
The main case to be made in the thesis is that although the group existed,
firstly within the Wesleyan feld and then as an independent Methodist sect, ft)r
only approximately eighteen years from 1814 to about 1832, the group’s
inqaact in that period was greater than has, hitherto, been acknowledged.
Some o f the personalities involved went on to serve other denominations with
great devotion for many years. From a careful study o f the material, it is also
possible to compare and contrast Tent Methodism’s experience with that o f the
main groups that emerged from Wesleyan Methodism during the first two
decades o f the nineteenth century.

John Lander
October 1999
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PREFACE
Study undertaken during a Research Degree programme is often a solitary
experience. The various sections of the British Library, libraries holding
special collections, local history units o f public libraries, and Public and County
Record Offices are not, as a rule, places where one finds, or indeed wants, the
bustle of daily life. Part o f the attraction o f a lengthy course o f individual
academic learning is the ability to seek out information, digest it, analyse it,
attenpt to explain it, look for more (vdiich is sometimes unobtainable), and
generally pursue an exercise that no one else is, precisely, following. I, for
one, have found that immensely rewarding.
It would be quite wrong, however, not to readily acknowledge that without the
assistance o f many people this work could not have been completed. Apart
fi*om professional banking examinations, I undertook no formal academic study
between leaving school in 1958 and 1990 when I began an Open University
degree course. It was during research for the final subject that I first came
across the Tent Methodists. The Open University had, by then, instilled in me
an appetite which I wished to satisfy. To the many tutors, now known as
Associate Lecturers, ^ o guided me through several years of highly enjoyable
and successfiil study, I owe much.
In my pursuit of all there was to discover about Tent Methodism and the
personalities involved, I have visited many libraries and Record Offices; some
on numerous occasions, and I am gratefiil to them for granting me permission
to use, and quote from, material held in their archives. The Wesley &
Methodist Studies Centre at Westminster College, Oxford, has played a crucial
role. As the sponsoring body for my degree, the College had a formal and
institutional part to play, but it is the staff who have provided the practical
help. Tim Macquiban, my internal supervisor, has always given support when I
needed it, and his assistant Penny Fowler and John Vickers, the Librarian, were
both willing to provide assistance when it was required. I have spent many
fruitful days surrounded by the extensive material held in the Wesley Historical
Society Library.
I first met Jeffrey Spittal in May 1995 while I was studying tor my final Open
University subject. He is the Honorary Librarian o f the magnificent New
Room Library at John Wesley’s Chapel in central Bristol, an oasis in the middle
of a desert if ever there was one. He was able to identify vital material held
there, always showed great interest in what I was doing, put to use on my
behalf his extensive knowledge o f Methodism and other sources o f reference,
and was instrumental in putting me in touch with others who lived in the
Bristol area and who could help. To him, I am most grateful Reg Ward, who
has been my external supervisor, has become much more than that, and I have
greatly benefited from his vast knowledge, and the way he expresses it. Many

vu

other people in various libraries, including John Rylands in Manchester, the
British Library in London, and the Central Library in Bristol have provided
help. The staff in several Record Offices have also pointed me in right
directions - to them and to many more people with whom I have spoken and
corresponded, I am grateful Some are doing quite marvellous work in
preserving priceless local records so that researchers can have access to them.
I have been fortunate in having a secretary who has willingly typed what I have
written, and admirably copod with amendments after amendments. Julie
Jefferies has found time during a busy normal workload to undertake this extra
commitment, and I am particularly appreciative o f her contribution. V^thout
her skills the preparation o f the thesis would have been a much more arduous
task.
Finally, and most o f all, I owe a huge debt to my femily. My late fether, who
was a nonconformist minister for sixty two years after being trained in Bristol,
the birthplace o f Tent Methodism, would have been fescinated by my thesis,
and its findings. T dedicate this work to his memory - it is a great sadness to
me that he died before I began this Research Degree programme. Quite
coincidentally, he had many of the same characteristics and academic skills that
the founder of the Tent Methodists, George Pocock, himself had. My wife and
children have fi-equently had to suffer me expounding the key elements of Tent
Methodism, and have home it with good humour. In many, many ways they
have encouraged me and to them all, especially my wife Pat, I am exceedingly
thankful
When I started this Research Degree programme I did not fully know where it
would lead. The result is one, I believe, which extends the boundaries o f
knowledge o f the religious history o f dissenters in the early nineteenth century.
I have appreciated the opportunity to pursue an interest which has steadily
become more than that - some may call it an obsession. As I have indicated in
the concluding chgq)ter of the thesis, Tent Methodism deserves to be
recognised as being o f much greater significance than has hitherto been the
case. If I have contributed to raising its profile, I am content.

John Lander
Reigate
1999
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CHAPTER 1
The social and religious context of the conflicts
within Methodism from 1791 to 1820

Disputes in Methodism after John Wesley’s death
It has been common ground among many religious historians studying the
fragmentation within Methodism which began after John Wesley’s death on 2nd
March 1791 and continued for sixty years, that the frequent and varied disputes and
schisms were not unexpected and, indeed, could have been anticipated.

John T

Wilkinson, vAio contributed a chapter on 'The Rise of Other Methodist Traditions’ in
A History o f the Methodist Church in Great Britain wrote that following Wesley’s
death \... a Connexional crisis was inevitable....’ (i). A chapter in The Methodist
Church - Its Origin, Divisions, and Reunion included a comment when referring to
later controversies, that '.... the very success of Methodism was making the crisis
more imminent....’ (2), and the leading early twentieth century Congregationalist, C
Silvester Home, ^ o wrote about Methodism from a different standpoint said ... it
might have been prophesied without difficulty that in the course o f time the
democratic element would come into conflict with the clerical....’, and that it was
only Wesley’s influence and impact that
developments o f Methodism

'.... had checked certain inevitable

’ (3). Both Piette in John Wesley in the Evolution o f

Protestantism, published in an English translation version in 1937, and Robert Currie
in Methodism Divided : A Study in the Sociology o f Ecumenicalism published in
1968, writing from different perspectives, also argued that divisions were inevitable in
the aftermath of Wesley’s death.

Wesley had consistently professed his desire that Methodists should remain within the
Church o f England although such statements appeared to be less and less convincing
as he grew older. He did so as late as 1789, a year in which he frequently drew
attention to the possibility that it might be his last (4), when, in Dublin, on Easter
Day, 12th i^ ril, he told the society there that Methodists were ‘.... not to be a distinct
party ....’ but were to remain within the Church o f England,

‘....to which they

belonged from the beginning ....’. On the same occasion his personal testimony was
that he had always subscribed to the doctrine o f the Church, but that it was from
necessity that he had departed from ‘.... her discipline ....’ so as ‘.... to preach in the
open dr, to pray extenqx)re; to form societies; to accept the assistance of lay
preachers....’ (5). A year later he wrote in the June 1790 edition of the Arminian
Magazine, ‘Ye yourselves were at first called into the Church o f England; and
though you have and will have a thousand tenq)tations to leave it, and set up for
yourselves, regard them not. Be Church of England men still’ (6).

However, when he registered a Deed of Declaration in 1784 for a group of one
hundred preachers to be the legislative body after his death, he had, effectively,
established an independent legal position. In addition, he ignored the conventional
contenqx)rary view that the vicar of a particular parish managed the Christian activity
within it, and preached fi-equently in the open air partly because for much of his life
access to parish church pulpits in many places had been denied to him. By forming,
and taking control of^ independent societies and local structures for over forty years,
by building and licensing ch^)els, and by ordaining Thomas Coke as Superintendent
and Richard Whatcoat and Thomas Vasey as deacons in 1784 for service in America,
(7) there had been a steady succession of activities and measures that made a formal
separation from the Church o f England more likely. It may have been a misfortune

that John Fletcher and Charles Wesley, two possible potential successors as leaders,
both pre-deceased him by six years and three years respectively. John Wesley's earlier
warnings, notably to the Conferences of 1766 and 1769, that future disunity was a
distinct possibility (8) were made more likely to come to pass by the decision to have
a large group o f preachers to attenqit to manage and control Methodist affeirs rather
than having one acceptable successor, or a much smaller number that would have
fomied an 'executive council' or 'inner cabinet'.

Disagreement over the extent, timing and pace of separation from the Established
Church was one source o f argument.

That this issue was contentious was not

surprising bearing in mind that Dr Thomas Coke had apparently been in fevour of a
clear separation from the Church of England in 1786, but in 1799 he conducted
discussions with the Bishop o f London about a formal union (9) which, however, the
Bishop rejected out of hand. If a man who had some qualifications that made him a
possible successor, in some people's eyes, to John Wesley as leader of the Methodists
could, apparently, change his mind so fundamentally, it could not be unexpected that
other ministers had difficulty in finding a solution ^Adiich was acceptable to the diverse
elements making up Methodism as a whole. The other main area that quickly led to
fiiction after 1791 was the question of authority within Methodisnt

Ministerial

control, stemming fix)m its dominating influence at Conference at national level, and
by district chairmen and circuit superintendents in local situations, was challenged by
laity and, on occasions, by trustees o f buildings.

The desire of lay members,

particularly local preachers, to have a genuine influence in discussions leading to
important decisions, and the insistence of trustees to determine who should be
appointed ministers or have authority to preach and administer the sacraments in
ch{q)els, were issues that led to many disputes

( lO ) .

Robert Currie, in Methodism

Divided, commented on both these areas o f controversy. ‘Chapel ownership was a
desirable if awesome responsibility

and ‘the position of the minister in Methodism

created copious grievances’ (i i) were issues he developed at length, although the latter
claim was vigorously challenged by John C Bowmer in Pastor and People (12).

It was, in the main, church order and government including such matters as whether
or not there should be a paid ministry, rather than doctrine, that caused friction to
arise. One o f the earliest dissident groups to become established, however, did come
into existence because of a doctrinal disagreement. Joseph Cooke, who had become a
local Methodist preacher in 1795 at the age o f twenty, was expelled in 1806 as a
result of sermons he preached at Rochdale in 1805 during which he questioned the
divinity o f Christ and, thereby, the doctrine o f the Trinity (13).

The Unitarian

Cookites became active in Lancashire among ‘.... working men, weavers, colliers,
artisans whose means were slender ....’ (14), but after Cooke's death in 1811 the
societies he formed developed progressively closer links with the Unitarian
movement, and eventually either joined it or became independent congregations.

The three main groups to emerge from Wesleyanism during the first quarter of a
century after Wesley’s death were the Methodist New Connexion, the Primitive
Methodists and the Bible Christians (is).

All became significant bodies as they

retoned independent existences until 1907 or

1932, produced leaders o f great

influence, had memberships which grew to consist o f considerable numbers albeit
concentrated in certain parts o f the United Kingdom, and exercised missionary activity
abroad as well as at home.

The progress o f these groups has been carefully

documented by many writers fiom various historical periods ^ o were able to draw
on substantial quantities o f material, including minutes of meetings, and the personal

diaries and correspondence of the key individuals involved. Much information, and a
good assessment o f their Christian endeavours in the groups themselves and the wider
context into which they conducted their evangelical activities, can be derived from a
study o f these writings.

There were, however, during the period up to 1820, many other groups that were
established. Reference has already been made to the Unitarian Cookites, and bodies
such as the Quaker Methodists, the Band Room Methodists o f Manchester, the
Christian Revivalists from Macclesfield, the Kirkgate Screamers based in Leeds, and
the Magic Methodists of Delamere Forest in Cheshire also existed for short periods.
Common features o f these groups were an unwillingness to accept Wesleyan authority
on a variety of issues, including where meetings could be held, and ministerial
oversight.

They believed ... the saving o f souls as o f greater inqx)rtance than

ecclesiastical order’ (16). Some o f the ofifehoots that survived became part of the
Independent Methodists.

There was a significant number o f self-governing

congregations at that time, particularly in the north west of England, and yearly
meetings o f Independent Methodists were held from 1806. At the 1808 Conference a
membership of 1,219 was reported from sixteen congregations, including those at
Macclesfield, Manchester, Warrington, Stockport and Oldham (17).

Eight

congregations were represented at the 1813 Yearly Meeting by thirteen people, and
one letter from an absentee, all o f them from Cheshire or Lancashire. There were
thirty three local preachers but there were reports o f ‘... several painful circumstances
...’ in Manchester, and o f ‘... preachers neglecting their appointments ...’ (18). Two
years later it was felt necessary, in the introduction to the written report to the 1815
Yearly Meeting, to say ... the word Independent among us, signifies no more than
each Church has the sole privilege of making its own internal laws ...’ (19). By then

the number of congregations had increased overall by one, including Sheffield and
Rastrick, thus extending the geographical coverage into Yorkshire. In addition to
small groups, individuals formed their own single societies after being expelled from
Wesleyanism, including a number in Portland, Dorset who had been accused of
practising witchcraft (20), and others in A^ltshire and the east end o f London who
found Wesleyan constraints on their desires to serve local congregations and
communities in their own ways unacceptable.

One of the relatively unknown groups which became active in the second decade of
the nineteenth century and which originated in Bristol was the Tent Methodists.
While brief references to them can be found in some historical and religious works
concerned with other Methodist issues, the evangelical activity o f the Tent
Methodists, it will be contended, was more important, lasted for much longer, and
occurred in many more parts o f the United Kingdom, than appears to have been
generally recognised up to now.

Many histories o f the denomination written at a variety o f times after Wesley's death
made no reference to Tent Methodism at all. The History o f Wesleyan Methodism by
Dr George Smith in 1872, the History o f Methodism by Abel Stevens in 1878, A New
History o f Methodism edited by Townsend, Workman and Eayrs in 1909, A History
o f Methodism by J Robinson Gregory in 1911, The Spirit o f Methodism by Henry
Bett in 1937, and Rupert Davies' Methodism first published in 1963 are exanqales.
More recently, J M Turner’s Conflict and Reconciliation: Studies in Methodism and
Ecumenism in England 1740-1982, also made no reference to Tent Methodism
Interestingly, both Eayrs and Davies, at least, were aware o f the Tent Methodists as
they drew attention to them in local histories they wrote concerning Methodism in

Kingswood and Bedminster respectively.

A number o f other authors seem to

underestimate or misunderstand the inq>act the group achieved, or even dismiss the
valuable Christian missionary work with little or no recognition of the significance
(21).

There is, however, much available material to study.

One significant secondary

source is a substantial biography o f John Pyer, one o f the two princÿal people in the
history o f the movement. This was written by his elder daughter, Catherine, who
became known as Kate, in 1865, six years after Pyer*s death. Secondary material
relating to the other leader, George Pocock, is available, but in the much more
fiugmented form o f panqshlets, articles, and local histories. O f particular value is the
substantial amount of primary documentation, little of which sp e ars to have been
used for any major published assessment. At least two sets o f rules were published,
four years ^>art, and twelve monthly editions o f the Tent Methodist Magazine were
published in 1823 which included, among many other articles, details of the
movement's progress and activity over a seven year period fi*om early 1814 to the
spring o f 1821. Several pamphlets which contain the minutiae o f two quite separate
disputes are available for examination, and there are other primary records, including
handbills, deeds o f land on which chapels were built, and preaching plans. Most of
the material is highly subjective in content, much of it fevourable to the Tent
Methodists, but there is other information, both primary and secondaiy, to test some
o f the evidence. In particular, both sides of arguments relating to the disagreements
in Bristol during late 1819 and early 1820, and in Manchester between 1824 and
1830, are set out in great detail. Hostile references to the Tent preachers were
included in the biography o f Jabez Bunting, written by his son, and critical comments

were made in a near contenqx)rary history o f Portland Chapel, Bristol. All these
sources o f material, and many more, will be referred to in this thesis.

Sect or denomination?
I he thesis aims to assess the contribution that Tent Methodism made to the religious
life of the areas in which it worked, with references and conqiarisons, where
appropriate, to other groups that emerged from WesleyanisnL

In doing so, the

experience and influence o f other Christian denominations cannot be ignored, nor can
the social and economic pattern o f development be overlooked.

It is relevant at this

early stage to explore whether Tent Methodism is more properly regarded as a ‘sect’,
or a ‘denomination’. The Oxford English Dictionary defines a sect as ‘a body o f
persons who unite in holding certain views differing from those o f others ^ o are
accounted to be o f the same religion... deviating from the general tradition’. The
Ckq)ham Sect, ‘... a coterie o f persons o f Evangelical opinions and conspicuous
philanthropic activity’ (22), is used as an exanq>le. D ébité ‘denominational’ being
defined as ‘belonging to, or o f the nature o^ a denomination or ecclesiastical sect’,
(23) there is a tendency for the two words to be interpreted differently. The existence
o f an organisational structure, including a hierarchy, suggests a denomination. It
could be held, therefore, that schisms and secessions fi-om, in this case, Wesleyanism,
often resulted in sects, some o f v4iich later developed into denominations. In the case
o f the Tent Methodists there was a clear intent to have a formal structure. Two sets
o f Rules and Regulations were published, circuit plans were produced for one area
and preaching plans for another, quarterly meetings were held for societies in Bristol
and Gloucestershire, and two Annual Meetings, at least, took place.

Several sociologists who have written on religious affeirs have made attempts to
distinguish sects from denominations. Betty Scharf s book The Sociological Study o f
Religion refers to Niebuhr’s study of religion in America where, he claimed ‘...sect
type religion is always transient. A sect either dies or changes into a denomination...’
(24). B Wilson in Sects and Society sought to classify sects into various types and,
again, considered that only some developed into denominations, a view shared by
Scharf^ who wrote ‘...all studies show that sects have a high death rate.

Few

accomplish the transition either to ‘established sect’ or ‘denomination’ ....’ (25).
Some sociologists, including Thomas O’Dea in The Sociology o f Religion, have
characterised membership of sects as being separated from general society, having a
degree of exclusiveness, and experiencing a conversion, among other features. O’Dea
went on to write that ‘the accommodated and routinised sect has been given the name
o f ‘denomination’ in sociological literature’ (26). However, those two fectors are not
universally held as being distinguishing aspects o f denominations.

Such diverse

religious bodies as Brethren, Quakers, Christadelphians, The Salvation Army,
Christian Scientists and Jehovah’s Witnesses are all regarded as sects by >^filson and
Scharf.

It seems clear, therefore, that Tent Methodism cannot be regarded as a denomination.
This thesis will use the word ‘sect’ to describe the Tent Methodists as it is not fek, in
any event, that a sufficiently formal structure ever really developed in all the
geographic areas where Tent Methodism was introduced.

This was unlike the

situation with the Methodist New Connexion, the Primitive Methodists and the Bible
Christians. Indeed, it will be shown that the absence o f a proper organisation was one
reason for Tent Methodism’s demise. Although the word ‘denomination’ will not be
used in connection with the Tent Methodists, the words ‘group’ and ‘offehoot’ will be
9

used as these are more general terms that do not have any technical religious or
sociological connotations.

A thorough study o f Tent Methodism has a role which is conq>lementary to, on the
one hand, the regular, updated general histories of the Methodist denomination as a
whole and, on the other, the local histories which concentrate on individual
communities in great detail Some of the works which cover the denominational
aspects prominently feature particular issues, such as the divisions or the class
structure o f the national church membership, and it is the overall national progress
that is recorded without much reference to the local patterns o f penetration and other
variations. David Hempton has written *.... o f the continuing value o f micro-histories
o f Methodist growth in town and countryside to set alongside the burgeoning
regional, national and international studies.’ (27). Tent Methodism really fell outside
all those categories. It became a great deal more than a small, local, tenqx>rary
phenomenon, but did not develop into a mainly regional sect in the ways that, for
exanq)le, the Methodist New Connexion, the Primitive Methodists or the Bible
Christians did during the first few years of their existence. While the Tent Methodists
became significant contributors to Christian evangelicalism in at least five different
parts o f the country, the areas were scattered throughout England and there was no
coherent pattern o f organised expansion.

Social and economic background
No activity o f the nineteenth century, religious or secular, operated in a vacuum or
was unaffected by the immense social, political, economic as well as religious
developments that were taking place increasingly rapidly.

The story of Tent Methodism; its establishment, its influence especially among the
less fortunate in the communities in which it operated, its geogr^hic expansion, as
well as its demise as an independent group, has to be set in the context o f several
social and religious developments in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
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These developments were conq)lex, intertwined with other issues, and, most
significantly, differed in their effect in some parts of England fix)m those in others. In
addition, the role o f individual Christians, not just those who emerged as leaders,
became extremely inqx)rtant. For a relatively short lived group there were many
people firom widely different backgrounds that stanq)ed an influence on the activities.
Some contributors, supporters, but not members, were men o f much influence in
public life who recognised the value o f the tent preachers' work.

The whole story was a mixture o f macro' and 'micro' issues. At a time when a social
class structure was beginning to become more formalised in Britain as a Wiole, the
agricultural workers in parts o f the south and some o f the industrial enq)loyees in the
north west suffered disproportionately as incomes fell at the same time as enq)loyment
opportunities did (28). On the other hand there were cities which expanded because
of the growing international trade and the need for larger port fecilities (29). Places
like Bristol in the late eighteenth century and Liverpool in the early nineteenth
century, both on the west coast of England, were exanples, and some among their
populations achieved material benefit. During the same period pressure was being
exerted for the introduction of more democratic procedures, including an expansion
of the electoral franchise - not universally but, on the contrary, extremely selectively.
Manchester was an exanple of a place where much agitation for a wider franchise
was apparent.

These trends towards what became a capitalist and democratic society were not
evenly, steadily and harmoniously achieved. There was much friction which led to
widespread unrest, human suffering and economic misery for large numbers of people
before, later in the nineteenth century, a more tolerant, economically prosperous, and
democratic society was evident.

Even then there were periods o f depression -

economic and social - interspersed with a gradual change to better health, housing and
education for many. But in the earlier part o f the nineteenth century there was a
harshness about the life which most people had to endure. Relationships, between
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landowner and tenant, between enployer and enployee, between magistrate and
populace, between clergy and. parishioner, often lacked any warmth, genuine
understanding or synpathy (30). Most ordinary working class people, conprising
those who were in no regular enployment as well as those with relatively low paid
jobs in agriculture or industry, and their immediate femilies, had to cope with a great
many burdens (31).

The nature o^ and reasons for, the problems feeing the relatively poor in society were
varied. In early nineteenth century Britain the population grew rapidly. Having
approximately doubled in the eighteenth Century to reach 10.6 million in 1801 (32),
the population continued to expand at the same time that enployment prospects were
further harmed when up to 400,000 servicemen sought civil employment following an
end in 1815 to the long period o f war with France. The need for a reasonable wage
was exacerbated by the feet that almost half the population was under 15 years o f age
and was dependent upon parental income even though there was intense pressure on
the young to gain some form o f income from employment (33). In addition to low
incomes for many people, prices o f basic commodities were volatile, often being
particularly high in the second decade o f the nineteenth century, and the Government's
taxation requirement was excessive because o f the need to finance, retrospectively,
the cost o f the French Wars. This burden fell disproportionately on the poor. In
agricultural communities .... rural labourers lived in extreme squalor .../ (34), and in
the developing industrial towns and cities living and working conditions for the
working classes were fi^uently also ^palling. Indeed, it has been claimed that ....
the poorer areas o f early industrial cities, where lived the great majority o f urban
citizens, were citadels o f squalor, festering and postulant affronts to a civilised nation.
Mere survival was an achievement ....’ (35).

As a feir summary o f the overall

situation, Ross Poldark, in the Poldark novels, says to the Prime Minister, the Earl of
Liverpool, in 1815, ‘.... the labourer, whether in the field or in the fectory, should be
able to live a decent, honest life.

Instead, one sees starvation in the midst of

plenty....’ (36).
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The arrangements in place to alleviate the suffering were unsatisfectory. The Poor
Laws were ineffectual, highly restrictive and did not address the real problems (37).
Men and women were not permitted, under the terms o f various Acts o f Parliament,
including The Six Acts passed in December 1819, to hold public meetings to discuss
action to draw attention to their plight. Very few o f those in authority had the will to
seek to change the legal regulations so as to achieve meaningfiil inq>rovements in the
conditions o f the disadvantaged.

So much for 'macro* fectors. What of the more localised 'micro' influences on the
background issues? In the first place, although many o f the agricultural areas of the
south generally suffered greatly, parts o f central southern England were less
dependent than others on the substantial fluctuations in the price o f wheat. Some
were engaged significantly in the production o f wool and other local industries to
provide enq)loyment. ^^lltshire, however, was one county where average agricultural
wages were, in the early nineteenth century, 8s.6d per week conq)ared with between
10 shillings and 12 shillings in other parts o f the south, and remained lower than
elsewhere until after 1834 (38).

Bristol had excellent and growing port fecilities which, in the late eighteenth century,
attracted wealthy merchants to the area who generated income v4iich was invested in
local industries, including coal fields and iron works in south Wales. By 1760 Bristol
was the largest city in England outside London with a population that had continued
to grow fi-om 22,500 in 1700 to 45,000 in 1750, 61,000 in 1801 and 85,000 in 1821.
However, the pace of growth became slower than for exanq)le, Liverpool and
Manchester in the earfy nineteenth century (39). This is not to say that there was a
stable, relatively content society. Civil authority in Bristol was challenged many times
before the well publicised events of October 1831 vdien the Bishop's Palace was
burned during riots which followed the defeat of a proposed Reform BUL
Disturbances took place in 1749 ^ ^ n toUgates leading to the city were destroyed, in
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1753 to obtain the release o f a local man who had been arrested, in 1777, and in 1793
when four or five thousand people took part in riots that led to over forty people
being killed or injured. Violent objections against the shortage and price o f food
occurred in 1795.

In the early nineteenth century the principal focus of unrest by

Bristol's citizens was to oppose the growing number o f Irish settlers in the city (40).
Kingswood, close to Bristol, was described as conq)rising, in the early 1800s ....
rough cottages, prolific of a rough population....’ (4i).

The Manchester area of the north west of England exhibited a similar conq)lexity of
e^qaerience. While parts o f the region generated additional employment fiom the
earliest times o f the Industrial Revolution, as the Lancashire cotton textile towns
were, collectively, the birthplace o f industrial capitalism, the later technological
advances led to the decline, for example, in the need for handloom weavers (42). By
1812 food prices had doubled over the previous twenty years but, over the same
period, wages o f handloom weavers had M en to only a quarter o f the earlier level
Factory conditions were highly unsatisfiictory and in this region much pressure took
place for inprovements in the working environment and for an expanded suffrage. It
was in August 1819 at St Peter's Fields, Manchester that pproximately 60,000 people
took part in a vast public meeting that resulted in injuries to 400 and the death of
eleven in an event that became known as the "Peterloo Massacre'. Even here, though,
there was not a simple division between the social classes, as those agitating for and
others against fiindamental social and political change often came from the same
groupings. The skilled craft employees, for example, held different views from other
working class people to calls for action for change. Furthermore, the new breed of
entrepreneurs included plenty who opposed any expansion o f the number entitled to
vote. Some saw ‘.... the needs o f the poor as a threat to their own prosperity...' (43).

Social conditions in London in the early nineteenth century epitomised the need to
avoid over simplification o f the subject, and the importance of recognising that these
conditions were constantly changing over time and among different groups o f people.
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There was a general feature o f high unenployment until the early 1820's as those who
had been formerly engaged in the wars with France returned, especially to London, to
seek civilian jobs. However, small numbers o f highly skilled craftsmen were well off
both compared with similarly skilled workers elsewhere in the country and labourers
in London. The complexity was increased by the presence and continuing influx of
immigrants, often refugees from mainland European countries into selected areas of
the cpital. Alongside great wealth, one writer of the period noted .... anonymity,
casual contact and lack o f social intercourse .... a mass o f destitute poor, unskilled
labourers, casual workers o f all sorts ... suffering from under nourishment, bad
housing, overcrowding, dirt, bad drainage, bad water, adulteration o f food and drink,
disease ....’.

Furthermore, ‘Observers noted the vagrant children, hideous

exploitation o f juvenile labour, insecurity of life ....’ (44), together with drunkenness,
violent crime and other ills. Against that background. Tent Methodist preachers were,
from late 1820, to attempt to address the piritual, if not the material, needs in a small
area o f east London immediately adjoining the City boimdaiy.

Institutional religious background
If there were significant social, economic and political background issues in the
country at the end of the eighteenth and beginning o f the nineteenth centuries, the
same was true of the religious life of the nation.

It has always been a gross over-sinplification to suggest that the Established Church
had a virtual monopoly o f religious influence in the mid eighteenth century. That it
.... was more secure than at any time in the preceding century and a half....’ (45) is,
however, accurate enough as the Roman Catholics were small in number and subject
to many onerous restrictions, and the various nonconformist Protestant groups were
o f lesser influence than at the end of the seventeenth century. But, d ep ite a whole
range o f adverse fectors that inhibited their ability to conduct their activities firee of
hindrance, dissenting groups, congregations and individuals were able to act as
piritual mentors to a significant number o f people. One o f the most notable o f these
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until his death in 1748 was Dr Isaac Watts, best known now as a hymn writer, but he
became concerned ‘

that religion had 'decayed' not only among the dissenters, but

in the age as a whole ....’ (46). After the greater persecution during the forty years or
so from the Act of Uniformity o f 1662 which led to formation o f dissenting groups
consequent upon the eviction or resignation of almost 2000 of the more dedicated
clergy from Church of England livings, universities and schools (47), the more tolerant
environment that followed created a drift back to the Established Church and a
reduced passion for nonconformity. In addition to Watts's concern at the decline of
dissent, another leading Independent o f the mid-eighteenth century, Philip Doddridge,
fi^uently raised the subject in his writings, including Free Thoughts on the Most
Probable Means o f Reviving the Dissenting Interest (48).

There is plenty to suggest that the Established Church suffered a decline in many
aspects o f Church life, from 1700 onwards. Whether or not that decline constituted a
'disaster' as claimed by A D Gilbert is questionable but the information available is
interesting, if not compelling, depite a recognition that the statistical data needs to be
treated with care.

Gilbert referred to .... an obvious ftiihire o f the Established

Church to nx^t the religious needs o f the vliole society.... ’ (49). The justification for
holding that view reflected such things as the lack o f numerical growth in human
resources to serve a greatly increased population, growing pluralism and absenteeism,
insufficient numbers of clergy with a genuine care for the people, and an inability to
cater for the needs of the expanding industrial and urban areas. Alec Vidler, writing
in one of a series o f books charting the history o f the Christian Church, records that
the Church o f England at the end o f the eighteenth century ‘....was not asleep, but it
was only slowly and in parts rousing itself into activity....’ (50). Edward Royle,
writing from a social rather than a religious perspective, described what he calls the
crisis of the established churches'. While detailing many late eighteenth and early
nineteenth century weaknesses, he believes the ‘.... stoiy ... is not one of entire gloom
....’, pointing out a greater degree o f tolerance than in the previous 100 years, the
culture and learning of some establishment clergy, the poverty of many clergy which
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heÿ)ed them identify with their parishioners

and a higher level o f pirituality

than is sometimes recognised. Nonetheless, he claims there was a weakening from
towards the end o f the eighteenth century as growing elitism among clergymen
generally occurred at the same time as many o f their parishioners were suffering from
increasing poverty - the ‘social gulf... was getting w ider....’ (51).

There were, o f course, individual Establishment clergy who showed immense concern
for the problems affecting the poor o f the early nineteenth century. Local vicars, such
as Arthur Wade when Vicar o f Warwick, and members o f the Church hierarchy,
including Charles Blomfield, who became successively Bishop o f Chester and
London, and John Sumner, who succeeded Blomfield as Bishop o f Chester and
eventually became Archbishop o f Canterbury, all made strenuous efforts to ease the
social distress of working class folk, albeit in different ways and while holding diverse
views about how that pain should be eased (52).

Bristol nonconformitv
Bristol had played a major role in the development o f many dissenting Christian
groups including the Methodists. Long before the origins o f Methodism, however,
the (Quakers had become established in Bristol over eighty years before Wesley first
visited the city. In September 1653 John Audland and John Camm, two o f the four
originators o f the sect in Bristol, preached there. Two years later James Nayler, the
former leader of the London Quakers, had made such an entry riding a donkey that
the inhabitants were shocked (53), and George Fox himself made his first visit in
1656. Andrew Gifferd was granted a licence to preach as a Baptist in 1672 and he
did so with great distinction until his death in 1721. The Pithay Chapel was built in
the second half o f the seventeenth century for Baptist worship, but their affairs
suffered periodically until Thomas Roberts became minister with such success that
within a few years of his appointment ‘....a capacious C hapel....’ (54) in Old King
Street was built in 1815 and 1816 to replace Pithay.

The Baptist chapel in

Broadmead had an outstanding minister in the Rev Dr John Ryland, beginning in the
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final decade o f the eighteenth century and continuing until his death in 1825. The
Independents, too, had some diligent and successful ministers in the early nineteenth
century. The Rev S Lowell at Bridge Street Ch^)el was one and the Rev William
Thorp who exercised a ‘.... surpassing ministry at Castle Green ....fi-om 1806 to
1833....’ (55) was another.

Bridge Street Chapel was Presbyterian in 1799 when

Samuel Lowell was appointed but it became progressively Congregational during the
course o f Lowell's ministry (56). Bristol became a centre o f Unitarian activity quite
soon after the denomination's formal establishment in 1773. Particular mqx)rtance
was attached to instigating the provision o f education for poor adults as well as
children. The second 'Mechanics' Institute' in Britain was established in Bristol in
1814, and Mary Carpenter, the daughter o f Lant Carpenter, the influential minister of
Lewin's Mead Meeting between 1817 and 1839, *.... devoted her life to the care of
poor children in B ristol....’ (57) until her death in 1877. She has been described as,
perhaps, being ‘.... one of the greatest women of the nineteenth century ...’ having
.... boundless enthusiasm, coupled with remarkable powers o f organisation....’ (58).

Nonconformity in Bristol e^q^anded rapidly in the early nineteenth century as, when
the century opened, according to one writer \ ... the Chapels of Free Churchmen in
Bristol might almost have been counted on the fingers of a man's hand . .. .’ (59). That
claim, however, conflicts with a much more recent assessment which indicates a
considerably greater presence o f dissenters at that time with chapels and meeting
houæs numbering at least eleven (60). In any event, by 1821 there were more
dissenting places o f public worshq) than the Church of England in Bristol, including
five Independent and three Baptist chapels.

The Methodist presence in the Bristol area stemmed fi*om 1739 when Whitefield and
Wesley preached in March and April

Wesley first preached in Nicholas Street,

Bristol on 1st April and on the following day he *.... proclaimed in the highways the
glad tidings o f salvation ....’ (6i) to about 3,000 people.

The next Sunday he

preached three times in the open air, on two occasions at difièrent places in
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Kingswood, one o f which, Hanham Mount, was close to where, eighty years later,
one o f the first Tent Methodist chapels was erected.

In the same year Wesley

incurred the displeasure o f Joseph Butler, the Bishop of Bristol, for his preaching
activities, which were outside the scope of any formal preaching arrangements (62),
but occurred wherever he was persuaded to go.

... I look upon all the world as my

parish ....’, words he included in a letter which he referred to in his Journal for June
1739, (63) were to be used by many o f his followers long afterwards to justify their
own Christian missionaiy activities. There was evidence at the end o f the century that
Bristol Methodists had a degree of individuality that could cause difBculties for the
Wesleyan national authorities. In 1792 an itinerant preacher, Henry Moore, who was
later to become President o f Conference, administered Communion in a ch^)el several
years before the practice became acceptable to Wesleyan Methodists in general, thus
sparking off an underlying potential problem relating to the respective authority o f
preachers and trustees. As a result o f his action, Moore was refused permission to
occupy pu^its in two other local chapels where the trustees retained a belief that
Methodism was still part o f the Established Church and that, therefore, only
episcopally ordained clergymen should administer the Sacraments (64). Two years
later, a further dispute arose, this time concerned with arguments as to who had the
authority to appoint ministers. P erh^s it was incidents such as these that caused it to
be said that there was *.... sometimes fiiction with the local Methodist community,
whose radical outlook and synqsathies were often in conflict with the Tory allegiance
of the Wesleyan Conference and of the [Kingswood] School... ’ (65).

Bristol's Methodist communities by the early nineteenth century were, at last,
benefiting fi-om a period o f relative calm after the disputes concerning authority in
local churches that had arisen in the years immediately after John Wesley's death. The
societies were, o f course, very long established by then. In addition to Sequent visits
by John Wesley until his death, Charles Wesley’s home was in Bristol fi'om 1749 until
he moved to London in 1771, many Annual Conferences were held there including
important ones in 1745, 1756 and 1786, and John Wesley's school at Kingswood was
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well known. The latter half of the eighteenth century was not, though, a period of
consistent growth and success. Wesley’s Journal records his concern that several
rules of Kingswood School were being ‘.... habitually neglected ...,’ in 1749 (66),
notes a fire at the School in 1757 (67) and his ‘Remarks on the State o f Kingswood
School’ in 1783 included conq)laints about pupils’ behaviour and the staff’s lack of
ability and supervision. In 1748 the Bristol society’s membership was reduced fi-om
900 to 730 and there had also been a review o f the roll at Kingswood, but by 1754
Wesley was pleased to report that congregations were ‘.... exceedingly large ....’,
with Kingswood membershÿ at nearly 300. From 1801 to 1814 there had been a time
o f almost unbroken increase in the Bristol circuit membership numbers fix)m 1,450 to
2,040 immediately before a tent was first seen supporting evangelical Wesleyan
activity.
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CHAPTER n

Tent evangelical activity from 1814 to 1819

This chapter contains profiles o f the principal tent preachers, notably George Pocock
and John Pyer, and describes and analyses chronologically the progress made up to
1819 in parts o f southern England. During this time the work was regarded as
supplementary to regular Wesleyan preaching plan commitments, but reference is
made to the opposition that was ^parent fi^om time to time and which became more
pronounced in late 1818 and throughout 1819. The extensive use of tents is shown to
be a vital fiictor in the widespread evangelical activity that was undertaken, normally
fi-om Easter to October each year.

The use o f tents
A tent was first used for preaching by Bristol Methodists on Sunday 24th April 1814.
It was constructed as a result o f ‘.... two warm hearted local preachers ....’ (i)
having difi&culty in finding suitable places for preaching in villages just outside Bristol.
Although it cannot be definitely established who the second o f these two were, it is
likely that it was John Pyer who, with George Pocock, were to become the princq)al
actors o f Tent Methodism. The exanq)le o f Jesus and his disciples motivated these
preachers as .... they reflected on the blessed examples o f Christ and his Apostles,
who went forth and preached everywhere ....’ (2), and they would undoubtedly have
been well aware o f John Wesley’s and George Whkefield’s open air ministries. That a
need existed for such an e)q)ansion of evangelical effort was suggested by the content
of a letter fi-om Bristol in the very year that tent preaching began. People in Bristol, it
was claimed, were \... o f a dull heavy c a s t....’ and in the neighbouring countryside
they were ‘.... ignorant, and stupid in a high degree, and seem to have very little
religion....’ (3). Whether these Bristol preachers would have known o f the first
English canq) meetings at which tents were used to provide shelter in the event o f bad
weather, and

which began seven years earlier in 1807 at Mow Cop on the
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Cheshire/Staffordshire border organised by those who later formed the Primitive
Methodists is uncertain. There is no evidence that they did (4), but the expulsion of
Hugh Bourne and William Clowes in 1808 and 1810 respectively, and the reasons for
them, may have been brought to the attention o f Wesleyans in Bristol

Indeed,

references to camp meetings appeared regularly in the monthly editions o f the
Methodist Magazine, and the 1807 Methodist Conference minutes included a
resolution e^qaressing total opposition to these outdoor events.

The first tent, the size of a marquee as it was initially large enough to accommodate
approximately 500 people before being extended two years later to hold no less than
700, was planned and built by George Pocock. It would have been constructed o f sail
cloth, and it consisted o f six sides. There were two inner central wooden poles, with
twelve smaller poles around the circumference to which ropes were attached for fixing
to the ground. Construction was so arranged that some o f the sides at least could be
folded or rolled up to allow people outside the tent to be aware o f vfoat was going on
inside. So as to give further ventilation, a hole was made in the top covered by an
umbrella-type arrangement which would also prevent rain entering the tent.

That such a substantial structure was still sufficiently portable to be erected and then
dismantled, on occasions, in an evening for transporting and erection elsewhere the
next day, said much for the design o f the tent, and the dedication o f those who were
involved in the transport arrangements. A picture o f a tent was included at the front
o f the 1823 edition o f the Tent Methodist Magazine and is reproduced below. A
smaller picture sp eared on the class tickets issued by Tent Methodists fix)m 1820
onwards.

The use o f a tent for Methodist services in the Bristol area could have been regarded
as an excellent way o f reqwnding to a severe national financial difficulty at the time.
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While there had been periods of economic recession coupled with deflation during the
latter years of the eighteenth century, the situation in many years after 1815 was
particularly bad. The ending of the long period of conflict with France caused, among
other things, reduced demand for some products, such as those made fi*om iron. This
recessionary period coincided with times of poor grain harvests leading to sudden
increases in imports and large balance of payments deficits, low wages and high
unemployment, and high taxes to recoup the cost of the war effort. That these factors
should combine at a time when Methodism had incurred substantial levels of debt to
cover the cost of a large scale chapel building programme was particularly
unfortunate. Deflation meant that these assets were worth less than when they were
built, and the harsh economic circumstances created great difficulties for Methodists
to fund the interest liability let alone find the cash to repay loans which had been
raised. At the same time the ongoing commitment to pay more and more preachers, a
greater proportion of whom were married and entitled, therefore, to larger
remuneration, posed great financial burdens. Professor W R Ward described the
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position that Wesleyanism found itself in thus:-

‘What had been a running sore

became suddenly a disease o f fetal proportions... (S).

It cannot be assumed that George Pocock, in early 1814, understood the cash crisis
that was about to become more obvious to Methodists and, as a useful way o f
alleviating the situation, came up with the idea o f a tent to provide cheaper
evangelism in places yet to be missioned.

However, in 1810 and again in 1812 and

1813 the Connexion’s large financial debts were referred to in Conference resolutions
drawing attention to the need to achieve reductions.

A letter in 1813 fi-om Joseph

Benson, a leading figure in Methodism who had been President of Conference in 1798
and 1810 and was editor o f the Methodist Magazine since 1803, suggested that the
ch2q>el building programme should be restricted as servicing debt was becoming a
major problem (6).

In preparation for the 1816 Conference Jabez Bunting, then

Secretary, circulated a letter in which he called for .... prudent retrenchment of
expenditure ....’ (7), and in the same year, referring to the financial situation, he wrote
to an itinerant preacher ‘.... we are sadly deficient....’ (8). The shortage o f financial
resources for ch^>el building was still ^parent at the times of the 1819 and 1820
Conferences. A General Chapel-Fund had been established in 1818 and in response
to a question the next year regarding the Fund’s progress, the following answer was
given:- ‘That it shall be considered as an imperative rule, that no chapel, built without
the consent o f the annual Chapel-Building Committee, if erected subsequent^ to the
first appointment of that Committee in 1817, shall ever, on any account, receive
assistance fix)m the General Chapel-Fund’ (9).

In addition to providing a further,

flexible tangible resource, tents could have obviated the need for chapels, temporarily
at least, in places where demand for preaching services existed, but buildings did not.

George Pocock’s introduction to Methodism
George Pocock, (see Appendix A (i)) vdio became with John Pyer the leading and
longest serving Tent Methodist, was bom at Hungerford in 1774, and was baptised in
the local parish church on 29th May. He was the son o f a Church o f England
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clergyman, John Pocock, and Mrs Mary Pocock, although his fether was not a vicar
of Hungerford. His elder brother, also John, bom in 1769, became the curate at
Frome, Somerset, and they had two sisters, Jemima, )^ o was baptised at Hungerford
on 29th March 1772, and a younger one, Elizabeth. By 1796, George Pocock too
was living in Frome, as was Elizabeth and his elder brother who had recently taken
up the curacy. All four became the close friends o f Edward Griffith, a local draper
and grocer, who became a Methodist in 1792 at the age of 32, and was subsequently
^pointed the Sunday School superintendent and a trustee of the chapel
September 1813 he was recorded as being the first named trustee

(lO ).

Indeed, in
He was

princq)ally known as an extremely active and well respected local preacher, and it was
in this capacity that he met John Pocock.

When the Pococks' sister, Elizabeth,

became seriously ill, Griffith fiequently visited her in the month before she died in
March 1797, on occasions when George Pocock was present. In the same year,
George Pocock first attended the Methodist chsqjel with Griffith, joined the Methodist
society and began to acconq>any him, not only to class meetings but also on his
pastoral and preaching rounds. On 27th April 1797 George Pocock married Elizabeth
Rose in St John’s parish church, Frome, thus beginning a long marriage which appears
to have been wholly happy (ii). During this period Pocock declined an invitation to
follow his brother into the ministry o f the Church o f England. It is clear from a letter
that John Pocock wrote to George in 1803 that the femify as a Wiole g a h ^ no
meaningful q>iritual Christian convictions under their fether's guidance, and that
Hungerford was considered to be an ‘.... infetuated parish, where the name o f Christ
is seldom used, but for the purposes o f blasphemy....’ (12).

In 1795, while curate o f Frome, John Pocock became Master o f the Free Grammar
School which, under his guidance, attracted increased numbers o f pupils.

An

extension to the accommodation for educational purposes was necessary and it is
probable, though it cannot be confirmed, that George Pocock, at the age o f 21,
assisted his older brother and so gained the initial teaching experience which he was to
use for almost fifty years (13). George Pocock, together with his wife and first bom
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son, moved to Bristol in 1799 or 1800, and after a short period as proprietor o f a
boarding school which he may have attempted to run while still living in Frome, he
acquired a more suitable property and a playground. Latimer’s Annals o f Bristol, a
very substantial and detailed three volume work first published at the end o f th e,
nineteenth century, records that Pocock started a boarding school in September 1795,
but that school was probably established by a Reverend Daniel Keith, from whom
Pocock later acquired it (14). He opened his own academy in premises previously
used as a school for three years, and it became known as Prospect Place Academy. It
was located in the St Michael's Hill district, close to the city centre.

His previous

premises had been considered inadequate, but the new buildings, acquired in 1800,
were altogether more appropriate for the type of education Pocock offered. ‘.... His
system o f education is calculated chiefly for the men o f business, and includes
penmanship, in all its hands, elocution, arithmetic, mensuration illustrated by globes,
acconpanied with a general view o f the commercial world.... ’ (15). From a study o f
the Mathew's Bristol Directory series, published annually, it is apparent that the St
Michael’s Hill area of Bristol contained several private schools in the early nineteenth
century. Pocock’s Academy occupied a large and prominent position on Church
Lane, just to the west o f the southern end o f St Michael’s Hill itself and almost
opposite St Michael’s Church. It was inqx)rtant enough to be marked specifically on
Ashmead’s ‘Plan of the City o f Bristol and its Suburbs’, published in 1828 (16), and
various biographies describe the Academy as being ‘....very large and influential....’,
and .. .. the most popular private boarding school in the city o f Bristol’ (17).

The education provided was almost entirely for boys, although in the early years at
least it appeared that he taught writing, arithmetic and geography to girls in an hour
vdien his day boy pupils were absent.

Full and part boarding, as well as day

schooling, was available. Pocock's interest in education was to become a significant
feature o f Tent Methodism, and it provided a source o f considerable wealth which
enabled him to support Methodism financially, both before and after his departure
firom Wesleyanism in 1820.
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Pocock's wife also became a member o f the Methodist society at Frome soon after
their marriage, and when the couple moved to Bristol they joined the membership of
Portland Street ch^>el, known as ‘The Chapel on the Hill’, located in a fevoured
residential district (18). At least two of the Pocock's children were baptised in the
ch2q)el. Sarah, bom on 3rd September 1808, and Rachel, bom on 30th May 1810,
were both baptised on 24th May 1812 by Henry Moore (19). By 1810 Pocock was
clearly a leading local preacher as he hosted meetings o f preachers early on Sunday
mornings which were designed to provide mutual support and encouragement before
they set about their preaching responsibilities for the day (20). Until the relationshq)
with the Methodist authorities tumed sour from 1815 onwards, his part in furthering
the Methodist cause as a local preacher, for exanqsle, was substantial and appreciated.
Pocock himself detailed many instances; ‘....being the primary cause under God of
raising not less than ten entirely new societies, and eight new chapels ....’; providing
much financial support for chapel building and many poor individuals; and ... being
instrumental in adding several hundreds o f members to the Methodist Societies ....’.
He summarised his contribution by claiming that he had spent ‘.... more than twenty
years o f the most indefetigable and almost unparalleled labour to promote the interest
of immortal souls ....’ (21). These claims were made in 1820 during increasingly
vitriolic written exchanges concerning the activities o f three local preachers who all,
with others, withdrew or were expelled from Wesleyan societies in and around
Bristol Before those events, however, much Christian service was undertaken with
the help o f one tent, with a second used fix)m 1818 onwards, in an increasingly wide
geographical area of England and, occasionally, Wales (22).

The local preachers who travelled with the tents did so in addition to fiilfilling the
duties allocated to them on the formal preaching plans. They remained, then, entirely
within the Wesleyan societies and structure, attending meetings and holding class
tickets as evidence of membership. Indeed there were times when senior preachers
from the Bristol district demonstrated their support, if not outright enthusiasm, by
27

agreeing to conduct services in a tent. In particular, Walter Griffith, who became
superintendent o f the Bristol circuit in September 1816 preached a sermon in the tent
within two months of his arrival, and did so again at the opening service o f the 1817
'season' on Good Friday, 4th April 1817.

He was already a senior figure in

Methodism, having been President o f Conference in 1813, and arrived in Bristol after
serving for two years as chairman o f the Leeds district.

The

A nnual

Conference of 1814 was held in Bristol and some of the itinerant

preachers v&o were present at it accepted Pocock's invitation to assist in the conduct
o f worship. The very first services in the tent on 24th April 1814 were held close to
what was then the village of Whitchurch, three miles south of the centre o f Bristol In
addition to Pocock, John Pyer and James Roberts, who both became regular
preachers in the tents, officiated, together with other, unnamed, Wesleyan local
preachers. From the start of the tent operations, the intention was to reach
wandering, and to save the lo s t....’ who suffered

.... the

.... the perishing condition o f the

multitudes who were still living without the fear o f God ....’ (23). These people, it
was thought, would be reluctant to enter a chapel or meeting house even if such
places were available. Despite a fear that the tent's presence might encourage an
unruly element to disrupt the proceedings, this did not occur and great satisfection is
recorded o f the initial experience.

By the end o f 1815, however, there were already signs of opposition to the activities
o f those who accompanied the tent to lead services and other meetings. These local
preachers were not always permitted to take any part in services conducted by the
travelling preachers. Converts to Methodism as a result of attending tent services
were discouraged fix>m continuing to have contact with tent preachers once they had
explained their newly found feith at love feasts or on other occasions. Love feasts in
particular were times of social exchanges as well as fulfilling spiritual and sacramental
functions.

Members who attended were encouraged to testify to their personal

spiritual experiences. Having described the blessings obtained at tent %rvices, some
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of the Wesleyan leaders clearly saw dangers if their members maintained contact with
the tent preachers. The reasons for these early attenq)ts to discredit the efforts of
Pocock, Pyer and others cannot be known with certainty. There might have been
jealousy that large crowds were being attracted to services held in a tent capable of
accommodating great numbers compared with the much smaller capacity of chapels or
other meeting places. Despite the professed absence o f any desire by the tent leaders
to create any discord among Wesleyans, and a claim by them that many new members
were added to the Bristol circuit membershÿ by the end of 1815, it may have been
felt in official circles that a split would occur. Certainly, the more flexible and less
formalised arrangements, and the apparent lack of consultation with the authorities,
were hardly likely to have endeared the tent preachers to the superintendents o f the
various local circuits.

In addition, the national Wesleyan leadership was anxious not to incur the displeasure
of the State authorities at this stage o f its post-Wesley development. There had been
Government threats to curtail airy dissenter religious activity which might have been
opposed by the Established Church, and by way of response, Methodist Conferences
were metieulous in reiterating the members’ feithfiilness to the civil government. This
‘...loyalist stance was maintained after Wesley’s death and undoubtedly helped the
Methodists to e s c ^ a renewed bout o f persecution.

Though they came under

suspicion the Methodists made repeated and public professions o f loyalty....’ (24).
The official Methodist support was probably the telling fector in deterring the
Government from imposing harsher requirements on dissenting bodies in 1812. The
prospect o f restrictions, however, was one reason for the e^ressed opposition to
canq) meetings and tent missions as these might have incurred State and Established
Church hostility.

That the tents were increasingly taken to areas without formal

Methodist meeting places, in locations further and further away from Bristol itself
might be accounted for by a desire to avoid confiontation. In addition, the preachers
would have wished to respond positively to direct invitations made by local people
Wio had become aware o f their activities.
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John Pver’s Weslevan activity
As well as George Pocock, John Pyer (see Appendix A (ii)) was the principal local
preacher to acconqsany a tent in the early years. He was bom in Bristol on 3rd
December 1790 and was, therefore, sixteen years younger than Pocock.

Unlike

Pocock who did not embrace Methodism until he was in his early 20's, Pyer was
admitted to a local Bristol society on Christmas Day 1803 v4ien he was just 13,
became a local preacher at the age o f 19 in September 1810, and a class leader and
the Secretary to the Preachers' M eetii^ in 1815 when he would have been 24 (25).
Significantly, in the light o f events that were to occur later in his life, the Rev William
Thorp, an Independent minister in Bristol, acted as a mentor to Pyer by instructing
him academically as well as becoming a firm fiiend (26). At various times, the first
occasion being in 1806, he had ambitions to become a Missionary overseas, in the
West Indies and Ceylon among other places. By 1816 he was on the preaching plans
o f two other nearby circuits, in addition to Bristol itself. There were periods in his
life, however, vhen both his spiritual and secular experiences caused concern,
particularly in the years between 1809 and 1817 during which time he Hved for short
periods in Exeter, Truro, Oxford and London as well as Bristol. He confessed that
.... some unpleasant circumstances occurred between me and Mr Harper's children
....’ in 1809, the details o f vdiich are not available, and shortly afterwards .... n y soul
greatfy departed fi-om G od....’ (27). His preaching activities were suspended ly the
circuit steward in Truro for reasons that are, again, unknown, and in 1812 he was
accused of*.... saying some disrespectful things of the Preachers ....’ (28).

At the end of 1812 he returned to Bristol, and probably lived and worked for a short
time with his brother, James, who owned a druggist business in Redcliff Street. They
were both of sufficient social status to be entitled to vote in Parliamentary elections,
and both appear in the Oetobcr 1812 Bristol Poll Book as voting for the unsuccessful
Whig candidate (29). He became more acceptable to Methodist authorities for a time
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as evidenced by the appointments he took on in 1815. John Pyer married Mary Smith
on 17th June 1813, and they had four children, three daughters and a son who was
also called John. In early 1817, following the birth o f his second daughter, Elizabeth,
on 4th July 1816, his wife was *.... seized with a distressing mental affliction ....’ (30)
and the femily moved to Newbuiy for twenty months so that Mrs Pyer could be
looked after by her parents. Her femily, including an uncle, Christopher Smith, who
was a Member o f Parliament for St Albans, and Lord Mayor o f London in 1819,
seems to have objected to the marriage and his Methodist activities.

They were

strong supporters o f the Church o f England and at one point Pyer himself considered
*.... Episcopal ordination and admission into the National Church ....’ (31) as did
Pocock, it will be recalled, in about 1797. Although Pyer considered *.... his wife's
recovery almost hopeless ....’ (32), she in feet lived until 1862, three years after his
own death, and the two younger daughters lived with her and their grandparents,
while the eldest daughter attended a boarding school run by members o f Pocock's
femily.

Pyer eventually sold a business in Newbury, relinquished local preacher

responsibilities in the Newbury and Hungerford circuits at the end o f 1818, and
prepared to become a full time home missionary, based in Bristol, sqspointed by the
other tent leaders without the approval o f the Wesleyan authorities. In a biography of
her fether, Kate Pyer Russell described Pyer's *.... amazing energy and perseverance of
his early life [which] gave brilliant promise for the future ....’ (33) and claimed that he
was *....essentially a man o f action....’ and .... a model citizen....’ (34). Pyer himself)
however, admitted in 1812 that *.... pride has been my besetting sin ....’ (35), although
two supporters o f the tent activities said in a letter to him six years later, .... the Lord
has peculiarly fitted you for this work, we think it our duty to assure you of our
patronage ....’ (36). Subject to frequent bouts o f ill- health, Pyer was a conq>lex
character full of zeal, but capable o f antagonising, in his younger years, many people.

Evangelical activitv up to 1819
Before it was proposed that Pyer .... might wholly devote himself to the ministry ....’
(37), the original tent, fix)m the end o f April 1814 until the onset of winter that year,
31

was taken to various places in east Wiltshire and west Berkshire as well as to towns
and villages nearer to Bristol in Somerset and Gloucestershire.

The journeys

eastwards from Bristol could have been made relatively comfortably because o f the
existence o f the main road to London which in 1784 was sufficiently in^roved to
have carried the first mail coach in a much reduced travelling time o f sixteen hours.
Subsequently, improvements occurred in the principal road network as a result o f the
civil engineering achievements o f such people as McAdam and Telford from the very
end of the eighteenth century and into the nineteenth (38). Whilst the responsibility for
maintaining roads was not always properly carried out, the growing popularity o f
Bath as a centre for visitors also ensured that road transport in the second decade of
the nineteenth century between Bristol and London was far better than between most
centres o f population. It was probably not coincidental that in its first season o f use,
the tent was taken to Pocock's home town o f Hungerford, situated on the Great West
Road, and several nearby villages just to the south including Kintbuiy and Inkpen. It
was, however, back in Bristol by the time o f the Annual Conference which began on
25th July 1814 when *.... high approbation o f the measure ....’ (39) was shown, and
large congregations were present to see the novel, large marquee like structure being
enqjloyed. The available records suggest that the first year was a time o f success with
large congregations collected in places, but also the appearance o f some potential
difficulties with the Methodist authorities and local people who did not share the tent
preachers' missionaiy energy.

Their success may provide some justification for

Robert Currie's view, in Methodism Divided, that ‘congregations were often
dissatisfied with ministers' want o f enthusiasm.. . .’ (40).

In 1815, the tent was used fijom May, a rather later starting date than in other years
when Easter was normally the time when the missionary activities began. It may be
that the delay was caused by the addition o f a ‘

large new wing ....’ (41) to the tent

but other evidence suggests that this extension was made before the start o f the 1816
season (42).

During the course o f 1815, Edward Griffith o f Frome, who had

maintained and strengthened his fiiendship with the Pocock femily over the previous
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twenty years or so, agreed to preach in the tent and travelled to Bristol on 5th
October and met George Pocock and his femily. Griffith spent five days in the
company of the preachers and described his experience as *.... one o f the sweetest,
and I hope most profitable visits and seasons o f religious privileges I ever was
indulged with in public..’ (43). Given Griffith's extensive commitment to his Methodist
activities in Frome, his concern and support for the tent preaching clearly showed his
assessment of its importance. He had previously sought approval for the appointment
o f a full time missionary to work in parts o f Dorset, Wiltshire, Berkshire and
Hanqpshire to help him in his evangelical activity.

After Griffith's death, which

occurred in 1816, an obituary included reference to a form of field preaching vdiich he
conducted, outside formal preaching plan arrangements, in May 1810. This open air
preaching by Griffith may just have been the inspiration for Pocock to build his tent
for evangelical work in early 1814. He was, therefore, in any event, likely to be
greatly encouraging o f any venture which provided greater opportunities for the
conversion of non-believers.

The obituary to Griffith also contained the following passage:

‘...Being ready to

every good word and work, he established Sunday Schools, gave his sanction and
support to Bible and Missionaiy Societies, and had a principal hand in erecting several
cluq>els. In his native town he preached more than two thousand sermons. He rode,
almost every Sabbath Day, into the surrounding villages, and feithfuUy preached the
Gospel of Christ to the poor;

established prayer meetings in numerous places;

introduced the gospel into many dark hamlets where it was unknown; and established
a regular supply o f preachers for them . ...’(44). In addition to all this work, he twice,
in 1815 and again in 1816, supplemented the missionary evangelical work o f Pocock,
Pyer and others. Had Griffith lived to 1820, he might well have become a man of
great stature within the Tent Methodist movement.

Griffith acconqianied the tent to Chew Magna, Somerset, in September 1815 before
an extended visit in October when he preached in the tent at Bedminster to 500
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people - a service which lasted four hours.

He also attended meetings at two

Methodist chapels in Bristol, and then took part in more tent services on three
consecutive days. Three separate services were held on the Sunday, at two o f which
nearly 1,000 people were present (45).

At other times during the year, the tent was taken to Brislington, Troopers' Hill, Rose
Green, Jeffrey's Hill and B is l^ rt, all places close to Bristol Rose Green was a
particularly significant place as John Wesley had visited there very early in his
preaching career on 8th April 1739 and again in May 1739. Signs o f great spiritual
encouragement were reported during the autumn at Bedminster. Large congregations
were recorded, people who were previously sceptical o f the work became supporters,
plans were laid to extend the work to the other parts o f Bristol, and, apparently, \...
at the end o f the December quarter, the Wesleyan society in the Bristol circuit,
received an addition o f220 members; and the income o f the Bedminster division rose
fix>m 40s to upwards of £12 ....’ (46). Evidence exists o f spectacular growth in
Sunday School numbers during this early period of tent activity in Bedminster. It was
recorded in 1815 that 913 children had been admitted since 1812 and that it .... was
by fer the largest Methodist Sunday School in Bristol at this tim e....’ (47). Whether
tent preachers could take any o f the credit for such expansion cannot be known. Four
years later, however, in 1819, the vicar o f Bedminster felt moved to preach what he
called an ‘Affectionate Expostulation’ in which he complained that only 500 o f the
7,979 parishioners ‘.... ever show themselves in the courts o f the Lord ....’. He was
‘.... greatly shocked by a consideration o f the fewness of those who attend the public
worship o f G od....’ (48).

There £q)pear to have been, in 1815, no excursions much beyond the Bristol area.
Some of the Methodist leaders were beginning to show their displeasure at what they
saw was unauthorised evangelism.

Tent preachers had their activities at services

curtailed when itinerant preachers were present. It appeared that verbal expressions
o f disagreement, if not outright hostility, were shown. The tent preachers, however,
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consistently claimed to be seeking to work within Wesleyanism

and ever

endeavoured to attach the people to Methodism, by avowing themselves its friends,
and by directing those who were seriously impressed under their ministry, to unite
with the Wesleyan Society .... ’ (49).

The momentum of progress seemed to accelerate from 1816 onwards, the first sign of
which was that the tent had been enlarged, presumably ly Pocock, over the winter
months to accommodate 700 people. Even i^ in normal circumstances, no one would
be seated in it, and occasionally at least benches were provided for some in the
congregation (50), the size o f the tent must have been the equivalent o f thirty yards
square; a substantial structure. It would have taken considerable skill and human
effort to erect and dismantle the tent, let alone convey it significant distances along
some roads that would not have been conducive to easy transporting. Perhaps that is
why no particular^ long journeys appear to have been undertaken in 1816, but
fiequent movements were made fix>mjust before Easter when the evangelical activity
began on 7th April at Bishport, Somerset. On Easter Monday it was moved to
Bedminster, a place visited earfy each year since tent preaching began in 1814, and
was there again in 1817 and 1818. After onfy a day it was assembled at Jeffrey's Hdl
in Bristol

Later that month, p erh ^s indicating the growing confidence o f the preachers and
acceptability to the populace at large, the tent was placed in a field occupied by
Pocock where the public execution o f a William (Carter took place for forgery (51).
For several days before the event and on the two Sundays afterwards .... many
thousands were preached to, every evening in the week, three times on the day of the
execution, three times on each o f the two following Sabbaths, and several other
weekday evenings ....’ (52).

There were, apparently, at least 15,000 people at a

service on the Sunday evening after the execution.

The vast crowds, or \... an

immense concourse o f spectators ....’ as Felix Farley's Bristol Journal described a
part o f the event in three separate weekly editions, could be explained by the feet that
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the previous public execution in Bristol took place eleven years before in 1805. The
execution took place on Friday, 26th April, but the sentence had been passed two
weeks before ^ e n William Carter was found guilty o f ‘

uttering a forged £1 Bank

o f England note....’. Unsuccessful attempts were made to obtain a reprieve for him
but Methodists, including a local preacher called Bundy, as well as Pocock, provided
)^diat comfort they could (S 3 ). Bundy was a well respected local preacher, a feature o f
whose Christian service was frequent visits to prisons, and, according to his Journal
‘.... 40,000 afflicted persons....’ until his death in 1818. A lengthy, detailed obituaiy
o f Bundy written ly Thomas Wood, the Bristol circuit superintendent in 1820,
described how he showed ‘.... steady piety and genuine philanthropy - manifested
itself especially in his unwearied attention to the prisoners in Newgate, and other
gaols in various parts o f the Kingdom.. . ( 5 4 ).

In early May the tent was moved to several places to the north of Bristol, almost all o f
them relatively accessible from the main road to Gloucester. Moving away from the
centre o f Bristol, Westbury-on-Trym, . Tockington, Olveston, Thombury, and
Rudgeway were all villages visited at which ‘.... large and attentive congregations
were collected

(5 5 ),

and existing societies revived. In addition, new societies

were established at Con^ton Greenfield and Milbury Heath.

It was during this period o f excursions that Edward Griffith was tragically killed in an
accident involving Pocock's carriage. Griffith had, again, spent nearly a week in
Bristol supporting the tent preachers and visiting the widow of the Rev John Pocock,
the former curate o f Frome who died in 1804, who was living with relatives. The
tent, or ‘portable Tabernacle’ as Griffith himself called it, was at Westbury-on-Tiym
for three days and then moved to Conqpton Greenfield for a further two. At both
places Griffith had taken part in services and was returning to Bristol with Pocock and
John Irving, another tent preacher. Suddenly, at the start of a steep down hill slope,
the horse leading the carriage became uncontrollable. Griffith .... jumped out, and
the back part o f his head was brought with such violence against the ground, as to
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occasion a fracture of the s k u l l ’ (56). Immediate medical attention was provided
but he died two hours later. His death was grievously felt by the tent leaders and his
very many friends in Frome, two thousand o f whom attended the funeral service.
‘Such was the affection of all denominations of Christians for him, that funeral
sermons were preached by all the dissenting ministers o f the town....’ (57). Griffith had
written a poem about the tent activities on the very morning of his death.

The final

four lines were

Pocock, PROCEED! and let the desert sing.
And in thy Tent exalt thy God and King:
Trophies o f Grace will crown the zeal and love.
And Heaven approving, bless thee fiom above. (58)

It is somewhat surprising that this significant event is not recorded in the commentary
of the 1816 tent activities included in the Tent Methodist Magazine for 1823; perhaps
reflecting the feet that Pyer was the principal author and editor o f the Magazine
material and that Griffith was Pocock's close friend.

During the remainder o f the year requests were received to take the tent to new
places, but the travelling preachers became more open in their objections. A William
Martin, who in April had demonstrated his support by preaching a sermon in the tent,
later in the year told Pocock that if he were not a wealthy man he would already have
been e^qselled. Given that Pocock was a trustee o f the Westbury-on-Trym ch^>el that
had been built in 1811 at a cost o f £1,650 (59), and had just provided the total cost
amounting to £353 of a modest new Methodist chapel at Pill (60), a village on the
south side o f the river Avon between Bristol and the coast at Avonmouth, the
Methodist authorities would probably have been embarrassed and reluctant to lose
such a generous donor and energetic preacher. Pill was also noteworthy as being the
place, about thirty years earlier, fix>m which the first Methodist preachers left England
for America.

The insensitive and inappropriate comment
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by Martin probably

reflected the feet that he had only just arrived in Bristol from Cornwall where he had
served in various circuits during the eight years since his admittance as an itinerant
preacher. He was subsequently transferred to Sheffield, Plymouth and London.

Because o f their extensive tent preaching activities, Pocock and Pyer, at two meetings
to decide preaching appointments, had requested fewer commitments on quarterly
preaching plans. On both occasions, although the local preachers apparently agreed
to the requests, publication o f the plans revealed that they had been given more
engagements than any other preacher in one quarter and a further increase still in the
following quarter. This outcome led to more disputes as, although substitutes were
found to occupy the pulpits when Pocock and Pyer were preaching in the tent, this
arrangement did not satisfy the travelling preachers. All this occurred during the time
that Pyer was Secretary of the local Preachers' Meeting for the Bristol circuit. The
evidence seems to suggest conflict, not so much between Pocock and Pyer on one
hand and the fellow preachers on the other, but between the body of local preachers in
the circuit and those people closer to the centre of Bristol Methodist affeirs. Despite
the clear antagonism that existed it could still be said o f 1816 that the tent preachers
.... closed this summer's canq>aign, with gratitude to the Lord o f the great gospel
harvest, for having blessed their feeble efforts, and with increasing satisfection at the
gracious results which they had been permitted to w itness....’ (61).

For the start o f the 1817 season Wiich began at Bedminster on Good Friday, 4th
April, a larger tent still had been constructed, and Walter Griffith, superintendent of
the Bristol circuit, and chairman of the Bristol district, preached the opening sermon.
During the spring and early summer, the tent was transported to a greater number of
places around Bristol, particularly to new locations within ten miles or so to the north
east of the city centre, such as Iron Acton, Rangeworthy, Wickwar and Kendleshire.
On other occasions the tent was again taken eastwards, this time as fer as Newbury,
Berkshire, sixty five miles from Bristol, as well as to . Hungerford which was
previously visited in 1814. Despite the evangelising o f new places near Bristol, and
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the undertaking o f journeys o f considerable distances, Pocock and Pyer still had a
substantial number of preaching plan commitments.

A preaching plan that has

survived for the period from March to June for, it is believed, 1817 shows that
Pocock and Pyer each had as many commitments as any other local preacher,
including some on weekday evenings, and once in the quarter at meeting houses in the
Kingswood circuit (62).

Other places that received a visit from a

tent preacher for the first time were

Marlborough, a town that was to become significant in Tent Methodist affeirs, and
Wanborough and Wroughton, both between Marlborough and Swindon to the north.
Pocock's visits to Swindon and Wanborough were, apparently, unplanned and .... at
both places he met with ribaldry, outrage and abuse ....’ (63). Some of the details o f
the recollections recorded in the book by William Morris in 1885 firom A ^ch that
quotation is taken are inaccurate but Pocock, and the tent, clearly made an ing>act on
some of the inhabitants vdio could, it seemed, recall particular events, and sites where
the tent was pitched. Hodson, a small hamlet just south o f Swindon not referred to in
the Tent Methodist Magazine account, was, according to Morris, the first location in
the area that Pocock and the tent visited. A later history o f Methodism in Swindon
drew attention to Pocock's involvement in the conversion o f a man who became a
leading Wesleyan for many years. William Noad, a well known businessman, was
attracted to a tent service and subsequently allowed his kitchen to be used for services
after meeting Pocock (64).

While Swindon is now a prominent manufecturing and

business centre, in the early nineteenth century it had a population o f little more than
1,000. Indeed, by 1841, just before the town was chosen to become the site o f the
femous rail engineering works there were only 2,500 inhabitants (65).

In June 1817, Pyer had, tenq>orarily, to relinquish his evangelical work based on
Bristol as he moved to Newbury because .... o f a severe domestic affliction ....’ (66)
relating to his wife's health. However, three men in particular, each of whom would
have a significant role to play after the Tent Methodist sect was formalised in 1820,
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accepted additional responsibilities: Samuel Smith, Peter Arrivé and Henry Roberts.
Throughout the season until November successful meetings and services took place.
It was estimated that 90,000 people had heard the tent preachers in an eight month
period of 1817, and there ^Tpeared to have been no serious conflict with the itinerant
preachers, helped perhaps by the manifestation of tacit approval at least from the
leading local Methodist, Walter Griffith, in early April.

If 1816 had marked an acceleration in the group's inq^act, a further quantum
movement forward took place in 1818. At the beginning o f the season in the middle
o f April, as in previous years, the evangelical work was concentrated upon areas
around Bristol, mostly to the north of the city at Milbury Heath, Almonsbury,
Olveston, and Rangewortly among other places, but also, yet again, in Bedminster to
the south. This activity lasted two months. During that time it would sqipear that the
tent was never away from the Bristol area for more than a week, but in June 1818 a
much more ambitious excursion lasting a month was plaimed and implemented,
beginning on the Friday, 12th o f that month. The tent had been erected in a field at
Marlborough during the morning o f the following day. In feet, it is likely that the
precise location was a field registered with the authorities to coinply with the terms of
the 1689 Toleration Act. The available records show the registration, on 12th June
1818, o f a ‘....field or close....containing by estimation three acres....’ (67). owned by
a John Gosling, at Prediute, a village just outside Marlborough. John Gosling was
another man o f stature who gave much time, effort and financial help to the
movement for several years. He was a banker by profession, being one of three
partners o f a business based in Marlborough, and had only recently left the
membershq) of the Church o f England following a disagreement with his local vicar.
This may have been in connection with tithes relating to Gosling's ownership o f land
in the vicinity (68). His first direct contact with tent preachers was probably when the
tent was in M arlborou^ in 1817. He may well have already known Pocock through
their mutual interest and involvement in education, )%iiich will be described later, and
he provided much support to Pyer in later years.
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One of the fescinating aspects o f the services near Marlborough on Sunday, 14th June
1818 is that one o f the preachers, probably Pocock or Pyer, as they both wrote hymns
and poems that were published during the following two decades, conq)iled a poem to
mark the occasion. It ran to no less than 464 lines, was serialised in the 1823 Tent
Methodist Magazine over a six month period, and entered into great detail of the
event. The preaching party o f three started the missionary tour leaving Bristol on the
Friday evening, recording that,

... Our gospel car ran lightly on the road.
And soon we reach'd in peace that night's abode ... (69)

That was at Bath on a very hot night that prevented the preachers from having much
sleep. They arrived at Marlborough before mid-day on the Saturday by which time
the tent had already been erected, obviousfy by others
from Bristol

had travelled separate^

Gosling, and his wife, are praised particularly for their work with

children in the villages surrounding Marlborough, and for their hospitality from the
time that Gosling had been converted. The poem records:-

Oh! may the Lord remember him for good!
Who call'd him out o f darkness into light;
Who makes him bold to stand, and strong to fight’ (70)

Henry Roberts preached the sermon at the morning service which was very well
attended by .... peacefiil, and cleanly d rest....’ (71) people, including Sunday School
children firom a wide area, but also by a few who had been asked by others to report
back on v/hat they witnessed. These non-attending, but curious people.
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Said in effect. Tray tell us what thou think'st.
About this sect, so much declaim'd against?,

as the poem recalls.

Not many rich were there, nor great, nor wise.
Such mighty ones, these feeble things despise. (72)

Following lunch, probably at the Gosling's home, Pocock preached at an afternoon
service, the same poem recalling that he used John Wesley's own femous words, T
look upon all the world as my parish’, written in 1739. Testimonies were heard from
recent converts by a large congregation;

Vast was the multitude, immensely vast.
Who listened with attention to the last. (73)

Attention, it seemed, that had to be maintained until the end of the day before the
service finally finished.

In the following three weeks, the tent was moved to places in Berkshire, including
Lamboume, Wantage, Hungerford, and Wycomb Heath, and southwards to several
villages in Hanq)shire including Weyhill which received a further visit later in the year.
It is apparent that Pyer accompanied the party throughout this month long trip despite
his move to Newbuiy the previous year because o f his wife's illness. The Hampshire
part of the excursion was breaking new ground, and in areas that were not served by
anything approaching a good network of roads. In addition to Weyhill, Charlton,
another village close to Andover, received a visit as did Vemham, situated mid-way
between Hungerford to the north and Andover.

The A^ole party then moved

southwards fiom Andover to Lower Wallop, Stockbridge, Winchester, and
Southanq)ton, before crossing to the Isle o f Wight, where preaching took place at
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Newport and Ryde. The progression south was, though, interrupted by a trip to
Kingsclere which is further east than any of the other Hanqsshire places visited. Until
the second quarter of the nineteenth century there was only a substantial Methodist
presence on the Isle of Wight at Newport, partly because o f transport difficulties, and
for the tent to be erected at Ryde said much for the determination and commitment of
those who made up the Tent mission.

The journey was made by boat from

Southampton to Cowes, thence to Newport, followed by a landward trip eastwards
along the north o f the Isle o f Wight to Ryde. It was reported that the congregations
\... were unusually large, particularly at Southanqston, and in the Isle o f Wight; and
among the poorer and middling classes ....' (74).

and that initial prejudices

disappeared resulting in many conversions. A substantial work on the geographic
distribution o f Christian groups in England claims, in a reference to the Isle o f Wight
where the Church of England's influence was weak, that "the religious life o f the
Island was at such a low ebb at the end o f the eighteenth century that any new popular
approach was assured o f success* (75). It might be expected, therefore, that the
impact o f the tent preachers' evangelical crusade would have been significant. If that
was the case, the overall eflfect was not suflScient for it to receive a mention in a
detailed account written about Isle o f Wight Methodism, nor did the membership
figures increase significantly in the years immediately afterwards, being 300 in 1817,
310 in 1818, and 316 in 1819 (76). A local history o f the Methodist Church in Ryde
also fails to refer to any Tent Methodist evangelical activity although Wesleyan
ch2q)els were built in 1805 and 1811 (77). Before 1811 there were just two c h ^ ls
on the island. By 1826, however, .... there were eleven Wesleyan chapels, three
travelling and twenty-three local preachers, with 430 members

(78). One of

those who supported and acconpanied the tent on the ambitious tour to the Isle o f
Wight was an experienced Wesleyan preacher who was well known in Hampshire.
Alexander Weir was appointed to Northanpton in 1805 but

1814 he was at

Warminster, and in 1818 he was attached to the Gosport circuit following two years
as a preacher in Southampton. Although a supporter o f the tent activities during that
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summer he remained loyal to the Wesleyan cause, ministering in the Andover circuit in
1820 and 1821 before being appointed to serve at Salisbury in 1822. He died in 1838.

The tent was returned to Bristol in mid July and was deployed in villages in the
neighbourhood for the following three months. Given the earlier reported difficulties
in 1816 concerning Pocock's and Pyer's request for fewer commitments on preaching
plans, it would be interesting to know what the reaction was to the absence on four
Sundays o f at least three of the local preachers. No report o f any objections is found
in the available documentation.

In October 1818 a request was received from a Mr H Noyes, perhaps one o f the " ...
men of opulence ....’ referred to in the description o f the year's events as being "....
friends to the spread o f the Redeemer's Kingdom ....’ (79), to bring the lent to the
Weyhill Fair. It is likely that Noyes had met Pocock and the other preachers earlier in
the year wt&en the tent was used at Weyhill, but the Fair was an extremely inportant
annual

local event, having, it is believed, been in existence from the end of the

fourteenth century until it ceased in 1957 (80). The request was conplied with, and the
tent was used on a Sunday and several other evenings on a site close to the main fair
activities. Noyes, who lived in Thruxton House, a few miles west o f Weyhill, does
not appear subsequently as a supporter of Tent Methodist af&irs, although he had
been with the group in A^chester during the summer. He was associated with the
Wesleyan chapel at Andover for many years from 1819 and was ^pointed a trustee of
the Wesleyan church building at Nether Wallop in the same year (81).

As will be

described later, he intervened significantly in Tent Methodist affiiirs in 1825.

At the end of October, the tent was, for two Sundays, again erected at Milbury Heath
where it had begun the season. On 25th October the newly budt chapel, established, it
was claimed, as a result o f the success o f tent preaching which first occurred there in
1816, was dedicated in the presence o f numbers too great to be accommodated in the
combined space o f the c h ^ l and tent. Again, there is no report o f any conflict
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regarding the involvement o f tent preachers in the formal opening ceremony of what
was a Wesleyan chapel.

The apparent absence o f controversy would not, however, last for many more
months. The tent continued in use in 1818 for longer than had been anticipated, and
to a later date than in previous years, as another pressing invitation was made. This
time the request was for the preachers to go to a

at May’s HiU, in the Frampton

and Coalpit Heath area, about six miles north east of Bristol and four miles south of
the village o f Milbury Heath where the tent had last been erected. The visit coincided
with a fire in one o f the local coal mines, which led to several people being killed and
many more seriously injured. The fire was first reported in one o f the local Bristol
newspapers in the form o f an extract firom a letter written by a coal miner fix>m
Frampton. It was discovered on Friday, 13th November and continued for at least
two weeks. The newsp^)er recorded that three people died and another twelve were
wounded in ". .. the

a la r m i n g

conflagration....*

(8 2 ).

Much comfort was provided to

those who had suffered in this major local tragedy which seemed to prompt many to
consider conversion because ". .. numbers who formerly idled away the Sabbath,
crowded to hear the word o f the Lord; and upon the deeply serious, the awfully
alarmed and overwhelming multitudes, God abundantly poured out his Holy Spirit
. . . . * (8 3 ).

A lasting inq)ression for good seems to have resulted from the disaster as

two bams were made available in the locality for use during the winter while the
weatWr was unsuitable for outdoor, or tent, activity. One o f them, called Algar’s
Mill, was converted from a bam into a private home onfy recently, and accounted for
the frict that the Tent Methodists were locally known as *Bam People' ( 8 4 ) .

There was one other fundamental development during the year that had inportant
repercussions in 1819 and 1820. During the summer o f 1818 it was decided that the
work had become so extensive, and the requests for the tent activities to expand still
further into other parts o f England were becoming so frequent, that the employment
o f a full time missionary was essential
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That the time had come to make this

appointment was not surprising bearing in mind that Pocock had a large and
successful boarding school in Bristol to run, that Gosling was a partner in a banking
business in Marlborough (85). and that Pyer, who had the continuing domestic
difficulty o f his wife's health, had a business, probably engaged in the wholesaling and
retailing o f drugs, to control in Newbury (86). The occupations of some others
involved in Tent Methodist affeirs at the time, such as Henry Roberts, are not known,
but Samuel Smith and Peter Arrivé, both o f whom feature significantly for several
years, were a poulterer and a Customs House official respectively. John Irving,
another supporter in 1818, was

.... a ship owner and a merchant o f wealth ....* (87)

but he did not continue his involvement into 1820, much to Pocock's great
disappointment at that time.

Pyer was approached and, after consulting fiiends,

agreed to take on the appointment as missionary once he had sold his business and
ensured that his wife would be properly cared for ly her relatives. His salary was to
be £100 per annum, considerably more than many dissenting preachers were receiving
at the same time (88). In 1823 a Wesleyan married itinerant was entitled to £70 per
annum, including allowances, but his actual income was often very different. Kenneth
Brown has expressed the situation regarding Wesleyan m i n i s t e r i a l pay in the following
way; ".... the individual income of ministers remained subject to the vagaries of
economic fluctuations, local circumstances, and lay people’s whim s....’ (89). Indeed,
by 1831 itinerant married male Primitive Methodist preachers only received an annual
stipend o f £31.4s (£31.20) (90).

1818 had been the most successful year since the inception o f tent activity with large
numbers hearing the preachers, the opening o f at least one new chapel, the
establishment o f maiy classes in new locations, an inportant geogr^hic extension of
the work, and the decision to enploy, for the first time, an enployee wholly devoted
to the work wdio was "... fi-eed fi*om worldly business ....’ (91). The appointment of a
missionary did not have the specific blessing o f the Wesleyan authorities, although no
active discouragement is reported as having taken place. It is just possible that they
were not aware that this inportant development was being planned, although this is
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unlikely bearing in mind that Irving, one o f the promoters, was already heavily
involved in Wesleyan affeirs, both in Bristol and as a member of national
denominational committees. Furthermore, at about this time he was securing the
approval of the authorities to employ another home missionary in the same locality.

By the start o f 1819 the storm clouds were gathering for the leading protagonists
while at the same time opportunities to expand still further the work were presenting
themselves. The appointment o f Pyer as the full time missionary, without consultation
with, let alone the concurrence of^ the Methodist authorities was a provocative course
of action. That the expansion o f the work, resulting from the constant requests in
1818 to send the tent elsewhere, could not be handled with the existing resources was
clear to all involved. It was a great tribute to the small body o f preachers that their
growing reputation had pronpted these further invitations, which also indicated that
the great need for evangelism was recognised by many local Methodists and, indeed,
others engaged

in Christian witness considerable distances from Bristol

Nevertheless, it is tenpting to believe that Pyer's appointment was made deliberately
to bring to a head the festering dispute with the itinerant preachers and the Bristol
district hierarchy. It may have been a simple, naive step taken with relative^ little
thought, but bearing in mind that many obstacles, some open, others more covertly,
had been placed in the way of the tent mission in the first five years that is unlikely.
However, as will be shown in the next chapter, while Pyer was ultimately considered
unacceptable to Methodist authorities, it was not just his full time missionary activities
that became the focus o f the friture hostility.

In the meantime, 1819 had begun encouragingly.

A second tent had been acquired

and Irving and Gosling made significant financial contributions towards the cost.
Again the Easter period was chosen as the time to begin the new season and both
tents were erected at Franpton, the scene o f much successful evangelical work in the
last few months o f the previous year. Three services were held on Good Friday,
Easter Day and Easter Monday with all the leading preachers present. Interestingly,
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Martin took part in the proceedings despite his disagreeable comment nearly three
years earlier that Pocock would have been expelled if he were not such a wealthy
man. This was a sign, and there were others, that previous objections to tent activity
had been overcome.

It was soon clear, however, that the travelling preachers

retained their disquiet and they attenpted to persuade Irving and Pocock to rescind
the ^pointm ent of Pyer as missionary, claiming, understandably, that. neither
Conference nor the Bristol district authorities would approve the activity, certainly
without prior consideration.

However, the Preachers' Meetings agreed that their

members would visit Franpton on the occasion o f a meeting to be held in both tents
wdiere a collection for the Wesleyan Missionary Society would be takeiL All the
itinerant preachers from the three local circuits, Bristol, Kingswood and Downend,
attended and were apparently persuaded to change their collective mind because the
results were successful, both spiritually and materially. That the opposition seemed to
melt away so quickly is surprising, but harmony lasted some months evidenced 1^ a
preacher exchange, Pyer conducting services in the Downend chapel and \Sfilliam
Homer, superintendent o f the Downend circuit, preaching three times on one Sunday
in a tent. Homer was a very long standing preacher, having been admitted in 1770
ami had served in several west country counties before becoming Downend's
superintendent in 1817.

At about the same time, the superintendent o f the Dursley circuit, Richard ^%%tle,
vdio began his itinerancy in Castle Donnington, Leicestershire in 1799 and had just
arrived after three years in the nearby town o f Stroud, requested the presence o f a tent
for services as the chapel there was to undergo repairs lasting several months. The
chapel had been built in 1802 for a society that was formed in 1799 following the
establishment o f small Wesleyan groups in nearby communities during the preceding
few years. That the building needed extensive repairs relatively soon after it was
erected that would render it unusable for a lengthy period, might be thought
surprising. It is known, however, that there was a significant level o f debt outstanding
and this could have made it difficult for ongoing maintenance to be afforded. In frict it
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subsequently became unsafe and had to be demolished and completely rebuilt in 1863
and 1864 (92). One tent was erected in May 1819 and thus began Tent Methodist
work which was to last ten years in various forms. Large congregations assemWed,
not only in Dursley, but also in the neighbouring villages o f North Nibley, Wottonunder-Edge, (Cam, (Zoaley, Uley and Eastington. 450 new members were reported to
have joined the society. Membership figures for the Dursley circuit in the years 1818
to 1822 were recorded as 320, 345, 406, 471, and 510 after a period o f several years
with little numerical change (93). These figures give some validity to the claims o f
much evangelical success, bearing in mind that Methodist membershp overall fell
between 1819 and 1820.

During the course of 1819 another man who became an energetic contributor to Tent
Methodist affeirs, latterly in Dursley and elsewhere, preached his first sermon. John
Barnett, who strangely is not mentioned at all by name in the Tent Methodist
Magazine record of events up to early 1821, first met Pocock in 1817. Barnett had
become the manager of a ferm owned

Gosling at Ogboume St George, four miles

north o f Marlborough and close to Barnett's own home at Mildenhall. Gosling had
registered the premises for worshp in April 1817 (94) and Barnett had become a
prayer leader and an occasional preacher. His occupancy of Gosling's ferm did not
last long, however, as ". .. we quarrelled, and before the summer [of 1818] was over
we parted....’ (95). Gosling and Pocock discussed the circumstances, and Pocock
arranged for Barnett to move to Bristol to heÿ in a number o f ways. He lived in the
Pocock femily home for the next four years, assisted part-time in the Academy, and
supervised the transport o f the tents - an increasingly conplex task (96). He also
undertook much more menial tasks, ". .. sometimes cleaning knives and shoes,
sometimes working in the garden, sometimes brewing beer, sometimes catering in the
market for the femily ....’, and described Mrs Pocock as ".... the best tenpered
woman in the world

'

(97).

Significantly, his debut sermon was preached at

Whitchurch, the place of the first tent service five years before. Barnett was not to be
the only man that Pocock took under his wing and developed into an influential Tent
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Methodist, before losing them to other nonconformist denominations vfeere they
undertook much valuable work for many years.

After a further period at Franpton, a tent was taken out o f England for the first time,
being transported, at Irving's request, to Swansea, Neath and the Mumbles where it
was used for three weeks. Although Pyefs fiither was Welsh, it is not known what
the motivation was to visit this area which must have been exceedingly difficult to
reach, complete with a tent capable o f accommodating 700 people. The preachers
would have passed through Olveston, a fi-equently visited place o f evangelical activity,
as it was ". .. on the highway to the Old Passage. This and its new neighbour New
Passage were regularly used by Charles and John Wesley to cross the Severn into
Wales ....’ (98).

Hospitality was provided at Neath, and in addition to large

congregations in the tent, Pyer preached three times in the Wesleyan c h ^ l at
Swansea on 27th June, at the end o f the excursion. During the course o f that tip the
party met '.... an excellent Quaker, Elijah Waring ....' (99), who asked to be sent a
history o f the tents, when published. If this publication ever appeared, no copy seems
to have survived

(lO O ).

The encounter with Waring was an example, and many more

were to follow, o f the support o^ and co-operation with, individuals o f other
denominations. This was in marked contrast to the souring of relationships with some
Wesleyans that was soon to begin in earnest. Waring, bom in 1787 and married two
years before this first recorded meeting with Pyer, became a leading Quaker in South
Wales but indicated a decision to resign in December 1824. He was persuaded to
retain his Quaker membership for a short period longer after a delegation of three
other Quakers visited him, but he later became a Wesleyan.

While it has been

recorded that he became a Wesleyan minister (loi), his name does not appear in any
o f the Hill's Arrangements, and a fiirther dictionary reference merely says, ". .. he
joined the Wesleyan body....’ (102). That Waring became a valuable member of the
Wesleyans, nationally as well as in south Wales, can be judged ty the feet that he
became a lay 'country* member o f the denomination's 'Committee for guarding our
Privileges' in 1829, retaining this membership up to 1834 (103).
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When Pyer returned to Bristol, two letters were waiting for him detailing the
evangelical revival taking place in the Dursley circuit area, and requesting a further
visit with a tent. This began on 8th July and lasted for several weeks. This time work
was undertaken in a rather wider part o f Gloucestershire, particularly to the west of
Dursley reaching the Severn and, indeed, crossing it as Westbuiy-on-Sevem was on
the itinerary. Pyer was acconpanied by several other preachers, namely Pocock,
Samuel Smith, Henry Roberts and an Adam Nightingale, a man not previously
recorded as a preacher, but who was the home missionary supported by Irving. ‘Vast
numbers ... were brought out o f darkness into marvellous light....’ (104), but for the
first time mention is made o f a shortage o f human resources to realise the potential
that was believed to exist.

At this point, however, there began another concerted attenpt to remove Pyer from
his appointment despite the indications that his work had been appreciated by at least
two local superintendents. Pyer's character was called into question, and reports of
the evangelical revival at Dursley given at local services elsewhere made no mention
o f the tent mission's involvement.

Pocock attenpted to have the tent activity

discussed at the Annual Conference, as he had also done in 1814, but apart fi*om one
or two expressions of interest, he was unsuccessful in having the whole exercise
provided with an official seal o f approval The Conference did, however, appoint a
travelling preacher, A^Uiam Jones, to exercise a ministry between Olveston and
Frampton, villages five miles apart, in an area which had received much tent mission
work in the previous three years. According to the 1819 Conference Minutes, Jones
was appointed to ".... Thombury and its vicinity....’
Downend preachers on occasions.

(105), and to support the

The tent leaders were dissatisfied at the

Conference reaction but Jones did not immediately appear opposed to their work as
he wrote to Pocock on 20th September inviting him to be present at Franpton Wien
class tickets were to be issued. That event took place, harmoniously, and there was a
short period of co-operation between Jones, and Pyer and the other tent preachers.
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While many Wesleyans demonstrated varying degrees o f opposition over the five and
a half years since the first tent service was held in ^ r i l 1814, there were others who
accepted the value o f the work without ever offering full time support, or
contenplating membership when formal Tent Methodism was founded in 1820.
These people came fi'om all levels o f Wesleyanism, and included Walter Griffith, a
senior figure in the hierarchy, Harry Noyes, a wealthy, influential layman o f Thruxton
House, and Alexander Weir, a dedicated and loyal itinerant preacher who served in
many different circuits.

From October 1819, however, increasing friction and hostility became apparent which
led to long lasting animosity afr:er the exchange o f several panphlets, and the
occurrence o f many personal confrrontations. The outcome was the departure of a
significant number of men, not only Pocock, Pyer and Smith who featured in the
verbal and written barrage, but also several others who had served Methodism with
devotion for many years. For them, particularly, the nuances o f the fundamental
disagreements were of no interest. They found the opportunity to continue Christian
witness and service in Tent Methodism as a separate sect. It will never be known
how many were disillusioned by the uncharitable exchanges and ceased to have any
fiirther involvement in Methodist afifeirs. The events o f the months fixim October
1819 to the middle of 1820 require a separate chapter.
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CHAPTER m

The disputes that led to the tent preachers' withdrawal from Wcslevan Methodism

This chapter describes and analyses the events that occurred between October 1819
and May 1820 when the relationships between the various parties became increasingly
acrimonious, and there was a marked lack of mutual Christian charity. It was ironic
that the bitter exchanges in early 1820 came in a year when the Annual Conference,
concerned at receiving knowledge that Methodist membership had fellen for the first
time since figures had been collated, passed a resolution which included the
following:- ‘.... to avoid a narrow, bigoted, and sectarian spirit ... Let us therefore
maintain towards all denominations o f Christians, who 'hold the Head', the kind and
catholic spirit of primitive Methodism....’ (i). This resolution, among others, was to
be read in May each year at District and Circuit Preachers' Meetings. However, by
the time George Pocock, John Pyer, and Samuel Smith had severed their links,
voluntarily or by conpulsion, bitterness was unbounded. The situation with each of
the three was unique, and their individual departures from Wesleyanism in Bristol
came fiom rather different disputes, despite the timings being almost identical and the
feet that it was tent preaching that gave the opportunity to quarrel Three panphlets
dated between 29th March 1820 and 19th May 1820, that contained a total of 98
pages o f intricate detail set out the two different versions o f tl% arguments.

Samuel Smith and the Methodist New Connexion
The case o f Samuel Smith was relatively straightforward, whilst containing some
particularly interesting aspects. It was common ground between both sides in the
argument that Smith was approached to give advice to a woman called Ann Prestage
who had been invited to become a class leader for the 'Kilhamites', formally known as
the Methodist New Connexion. The Wesleyan Leaders' Meeting, having considered
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the matter, believed that Smith was wrong to have suggested to the woman that she
should

search the Scriptures, pray to God, and act according to the dictates of her

conscience

but that he should have actively discouraged her from leaving a .

Wesleyan society (2). However, at a meeting to discuss the affair one o f his two
accusers admitted he had made a mistake in claiming that Smith had encouraged her,
with others, to join the new body, the other accuser did not pursue the claim he
originally made, and Ann Prestage herself
imputation, ....'

(3 ) .

... cleared Mr Smith from every

Nonetheless, Smith was censured, though not expelled, and it

was said that he should have known enough about the perceived objectionable
practices o f the Methodist New Connexion to have persuaded Ann Prestage to remain
within Wesleyanism. The decision to censure him was by no means unanimous, the
vote being passed by thirteen votes to eleven, with Smith protesting that six women
were among the thirteen. It was clear that Smith was extremely angry at the decision,
and while he did not immediately resign as a local preacher or from the society he was
a member o£ he eventually left after eleven years as a Wesleyan. It is hard to avoid
the conclusion that the admonition over the advice he gave was an excuse to make
Smith leave, the real dispute being his involvement with tent preaching which he had
been undertaking since 1817. He continued to engage in Tent Methodist work, both
in tents and in a c h ^ l until, probably, 1829.

The reference to the existence o f a Methodist New Connexion society in Bristol in
late 1819 and early 1820 is especially interesting. The Mathew's Bristol Directory
series, first published in 1793, does not show a Methodist New Connexion chapel
until as late as 1857, located then at Castle Green, and their Annual Conference
Minutes confirm 1857 as the first formal link with Bristol Before then, the earliest
statistical reference to a society anywhere near Bristol, was Worcester in 1821 with
111 members. That society seems to have ceased to exist by 1823, but in 1831 there
were societies in Birmingham and, again, Worcester. Further to the south west of
Bristol there were 100 members in a Truro, Cornwall, district in 1834 which
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expanded substantially, probably by amalgamation, the following year when it had 300
members, eight c h ^ ls and nine societies

(4 ).

However, the Tent Methodist Magazine for 1823 records that ‘sometime in February
1820 the Methodist New Connexion formed a society in Bristol; a member o f the
Wesleyan Society who attended their ministry, and some o f whose relations were
joined with them in church fellowship, was requested to take the charge o f one of
their c la ^ s , but being in doubt as to the propriety of this step . . .

(S) sought Smith's

advice. It appeared to be the case that Ann Prestage's father was a member, and her
cousin a preacher, o f a Methodist New Connexion society in London (6). There was,
in fact, a Mr Prestage who was a local Wesleyan preacher in the London East Circuit
in 1816 and it may be the same man who, four years later, had become a Methodist
New Connexion preacher (7 ) . On first examination, therefore, it might be surprising to
find the apparent existence of a society in Bristol in 1820 and, o f course, it might not
have become fully established, or it might have fidled very soon afterwards before the
annual statistics were collated.

However, the Home Mission Committee o f the

Methodist New Connexion in its report to June 1819 stated, .... the last Conference
recognised London and Bristol as most desirable Missionary stations, to be improved
as early as opportunity offered....’ (8). Good initial progress was made in London
where, a year later, seven congregations had been established with 186 members, but
no immediate success was achieved at Bristol. Indeed, Resolution No. 24 passed at
the 1820 New Methodist Connexion Conference held at Chester agreed ‘That Bristol
be considered a Missionary Station: and that the

annual

committee be directed to

send a Missionary to that city, as soon as a suitable person can be obtained....’ (9 ).
The search appeared to be unsuccessful as no reference was made to Bristol in the
following year's minutes, or for many years afterwards.

There is evidence, however, that the Methodist New Connexion did seek to attract
dissatisfied Wesleyans in other parts of England before the potential seceders
established a separate sect. Pamphlets were issued on several occasions in the early
55

nineteenth century aimed directly at dissidents, including one which was republished
in Bristol in 1820 to coincide with the disputes with the men who later became Tent
Methodist leaders. The writers of the pamphlets claimed that the Methodist New
Connexion was the natural home for those who left Wesleyanism

(lO ).

The author of

one panq)hlet also claimed that there was a ‘.... very striking contrast betwixt the
excellent civil constitution which we enjoy as Englishmen, and the extremely arbitrary
and unequitable ecclesiastical government under which we labour as Methodists
(11). Their efforts appeared to achieve only modest success as Methodist New
Connexion membership growth never reached the rates realised by Primitive
Methodists, or the Bible Christians in certain periods. From an initial membership of
approximately 5,000 in 1797, Methodist New Connexion numbers actually fell until
1805 before rising to nearly 8,000 by 1812. There then followed three years of
decline until good increases were seen in 1817, 1818 and 1819 when m em bers^
increased by 19% to 9,672 over those three years. A further fell was recorded in
1820, a good rise was reported in 1821 but fi*om then until 1827 the membership
numbers remained static at just over 10,000. (12)

In any event, it seems unreasonable to have e:q)ected Smith to know so much about
the Methodist New Connexion that he could speak with authority about their
perceived unacceptable views and practices. It is just possible that Kilham, its leader
for a short time, had retained contact with Bristol after 1793 when he received at least
one letter fi*om Bradbum who had just conducted a (Communion service at
Kingswood to the annoyance of those w4io wished Methodism to remain within the
Established Church. Kilham himself died in 1798 and it is unlikely, therefore, that any
of his successors would have had any meaningful contact in a city nearly two hundred
miles away fi’om the group's centre of activity in an area north o f a line ft-om the
Potteries to Nottingham.
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John Pver and the Weslevans* refusal to renew his membership
The dispute with John Pyer was on an altogether different level. It was a much longer
running affair than with Smith, and was about various issues.

The disagreements

were with a man who had served Wesleyanism for many years, in the Bristol area, in
Berkshire, and elsewhere. The district authorities and some circuit superintendents
had attempted to persuade the other Tent Methodist leaders, notably, at different
times, Pocock, Irving and Gosling, to rescind Pyer's appointn^nt as a full time
Missionary ever since it became effective in early 1819. That appointment sent the
wrong signals to official Methodism - firstly, there were by then two large tents in
use, secondly, there was the beginning o f a separate, formal structure being put in
place, and thirdly, the person directly involved was unacceptable to the hierarchy.

Why was Pyer 'unacceptable'? There had clearly been problems in the past with his
relationships with other people, some of which have already been recorded. The
pamphlets that were produced in early 1820 drew attention to additional incidents
where disagreements arose, both in Bristol and in Newbury

(1 3 ) .

The Bristol

authorities were not prepared to allow Pyer to act as a local preacher, nor even to be
a member o f a society. His name did not appear on the preaching plan, issued in early
December 1819 at the latest, which covered the first three months o f 1820

(1 4 ) ,

despite the feet that he had many talents. He was obviously a man o f enormous
energy and commitment to the cause, he was considered to be suitable for
^pointm ent as a full time employee of the Tent Methodists by men o f considerable
business acumen and spiritual awareness, and he had, it appears, very great preaching
skills. In the obituary o f the Rev John Barnett high praise is expressed o f the many
qualities o f Pyer, and of his sermons; ‘

a man o f remarkable physical, intellectual

and moral build, and in his younger days almost as mighty a preacher as George
Whhefield ....’ (is). A high accolade indeed, bearing in mind that it had been said
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that Whhefield .... was the most popular preacher o f his day

. . . . ’ (1 6 ).

Barnett

named his son, who wrote the obituary, John Pyer Barnett so the wording could not
be regarded as an objective assessment. Nonetheless there were clearly attributes of
value to the Church.

There must have been many counter balancing aspects, probably more than simply
that Pyer .... began to excite certain jealousies and prejudices

. . . . ’ (1 7 ).

The Correct

Statement o f Facts, as the Leaders' Meeting reply to Pocock's original pamphlet was
entitled, referred to the necessity to establish

.... a Committee to investigate his

character, and the circumstances connected with his late painful embarrassments in life
. . . . ’ (1 8 ).

This enquiry seemed to have consisted o f providing Pyer with an

opportunity to explain his position and answer questions, discussions between the
members of the Committee, and correspondence with Edward Millward, the
superintendent of the Newbury circuit, where Pyer had served between late 1817 and
early 1819. That his character included traits that could cause offence has already
been noted. The .... late painful embarrassments ....’ probably related to problems
connected with the sale o f his Newbury business, and the associated financial
difficulty caused by an unco-operative mortgagor, who was a relative of Mrs Pyer, of
the Newbury femily home.

Pyer, after a successful preaching season with the tents in 1819, apparently showed
Thomas Wood, the newly appointed superintendent o f the Bristol circuit, his latest
class ticket and preaching plans as evidence of his involvement in the Newbury and
Hungerford circuits. Wood had already been a Bristol preacher for two years, and
elsewhere, including London, for thirty years before that.

He was subsequently

£q)pointed to Sheffield in 1820, to Liverpool in 1823, and died in January 1826. That
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Pyer's class ticket was not current would have been understandable as he had been
away and involved with the tents in 1819, and also in Methodist chapels, during the
preceding six months. He may not have been present on the occasions when the class
tickets were renewed.

The inability to produce current information and

documentation gave the Bristol authorities the excuse to decline to admit him, either
into a society or as a local preacher, both o f which he would have been resuming
after living elsevdiere for a short time. Subsequent events showed an increasing
determination to refuse Pyer any o f his former involvement, but without providing
him with any o f the evidence that purported to satisfy the Bristol Methodist
authorities that he was not a fit and proper person. The point by point dismissal of
the allegations made in the Leaders' Meeting publication, which was fq)parently widely
circulated to add to the discomfort o f the three Tent leaders was, of course, a heavily
subjective version. However, as with Smith, it seemed that the means of ensuring that
Pyer no longer played a part in Wesleyan affeirs, justified the end result. As Pyer is
reported as saying in Facts Without a Veil ‘.... the whole o f your opposition to me,
arises fi*om my connection with Tent Preaching .... ’ (1 9 ) .

So Smith had left in March

1820, and Pyer knew on 13th January 1820 that he was not to be re-admitted into
fellowship with official Bristol Methodism. If Pyer's version o f the record o f the
exchanges with Thomas Wood was accurate, it was also acknowledged by the Bristol
circuit authorities that it was indeed the tent preaching that was the real reason.
George Pocock - tents, chapels and organ
The situation with George Pocock was rather different. There were no extraneous
elements such as business problems away from Bristol, as with Pyer, to complicate the
issues, neither was he a full time Missionary in a venture that clearly upset the
Methodist authorities.

He had been, however, the prime mover in all the tent

activities since 1814. For a vftile at least during the last few months of 1819 and the
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earliest months o f 1820 the aim seemed not so much to expel him or force him to
leave, but to persuade him to conform to Methodist rules

The evidence for this

comes in part from a study o f A Correct Statement o f Facts where there is shown to
be a much greater degree of patience than with Smith or Pyer. The Leaders' Meeting
panq)hlet used phrases such as .... much pain to his Christian friends ....’ and said
that there was .... an unwillingness to grieve him and a belief that he acted from a
desire to do good ....’ (20). The authorities judged, probably correctly, that if they
could induce him to change his mind, the irregular activities could be brought within
district and circuit control and Pocock would remain a valuable member o f the
Methodist community. Indeed, one o f Pocock's opponents accepted that he had ....
zeal....’ and .... determined perseverance,....% and declared that .... when I think o f
his inclination to do good, I know of no man in this city, no one in the Kingdom, who
is fitted to be more usefril that Brother Pocock’ (21). As late as 8th January 1820, ly
which time Pyer was becoming unacceptable, \^Uiam Jones, the Missionary
appointed by Conference in 1819 wrote to Pocock from Thombury where he lived
saying that Pocock would be welcome to preach in the area, but adding that ‘.... I
have no room for anyone but yourself. . . .’ (22).

Pocock, however, was extremely loath to submit to Wesleyan control the two tangible
elements o f the evangelical activity he had been leading. Firstly, he saw no acceptable
reasons Wiy he should allow the tents, which he probably financed and met the
ongoing costs; to be governed under preaching plan type arrangements that would,
among other things, determine where they should be used and who should officiate
within them. For several years the body o f tent preachers had been able to respond
quickly to local requests and particular circumstances, and Pocock wished to retain
the advantage that the tents had o f being flexible in their use.

Notwithstanding

Pocock's inherent objections, he had reluctantly agreed to the passing o f three
resolutions vdiich would have given effective control o f the tents to the Bristol
superintendent. He did so in the belief that justice would be done to Pyer who would
be re-admitted as a member and local preacher. Before this issue could be examined
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again, however, a second dispute with Pocock pre-enq)ted any possible reconciliation.
A^fith the clearest of echoes o f the disputes that arose in Bristol in the mid 1790's he
was not prepared to finance the building of chapels and then have less than full control
o f them. The Methodist leaders objected to Pocock ‘.... building places o f worship in
different circuits... without complying with any of the regulations appertaining to that
very important branch o f our economy ....’ and declaring ‘.... both verbally and in
print, that these places shall not be settled on the Conference or Methodist plan ....’
(23). The question of ownership and control of chapel buildings had not been fully
resolved in the 1790's as the dispute with Pocock showed. He was trustee o f at least
three Wesleyan chapels, at Westbury-on-Trym since 1811, at Pill for about a year, and
at St Philip’s, in Red Cross Street close to the city centre o f Bristol, opened in August
1817, and built at the instigation o f people associated with Portland Chapel. A John
Hall, a follow trustee with Pocock elsewhere, arranged the subscription o f the entire
cost of the St Philip’s chapel which amounted to £2,900 and to which, no doubt,
Pocock contributed (24).

Pocock came to share the concern o f the contemporary

writer who claimed ‘.... that vdien a Chapel is built, or made over, upon the
Conference plan, it is theirs [itinerant preachers] for ever ....’ (25) with the trustees'
powers being apparent rather than real. In practice, the trustees' concerns were often
with high levels of debt rather than with the exercise o f authority.

There were, o f course, other Wesleyans vho supported the refusal to accept Pocock's
actions with regard to chapel buildings.

A pamphlet written in 1825 includes a

footnote claiming that ‘Mr Pocock's expulsion was justifiable, by an express Law or
Order, enforced by Mr Wesley, in the Year 1782, by which no collection could be
made for a chapel, or chapels built, different from the Conference settlement....’ (26).
However, ten years after 1820 chapel ownership problems still arose. In a letter to
Jabez Bunting, the leading Methodist for most o f the first half o f the nineteenth
century, William Leach who was superintendent at the Langton Street, Bristol circuit
between 1829 and 1831 wrote .... the chapel is in a sad state, unsettled and o f course
unsafe ....’, meaning that it was ‘

not secured to Conference by the Model Deed
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(27).

This Model Deed was designed to ensure that effective governance and

control o f all aspects of premises were retained by Conference, membership o f which
comprised experienced itinerant ministers, not local trustees o f the buildings. By late
1819 that Model had remained unaltered for thirty one years, and it was not until
1829 that Conference established a committee to review the document and up date it
(28).

There was a further, more localised, dispute with Pocock that came to a head by the
time that, presumably, the authorities finally believed they would not succeed in
persuading him to conform to Wesleyan authority. The disagreement is referred to in
the three panq>hlets, and also in two histories o f Portland Chapel, including The
Chapel on the Hill. What is recorded there as ‘.... the first note o f discord ....’ (29)
concerned an organ that Pocock had provided for use in the chapel services. It had,
apparently, been poorly maintained and he was eventually told by the trustees on 15th
March 1820 to take it away.

Somewhat petulantly Pocock replied that he, not the

trustees, would choose whether the organ stayed or not, but he did arrange for it to be
removed. The saga had begun over two years earlier when at a Trustees' Meeting on
22nd January 1818 four resolutions were passed concerning the organ and ....
respecting the Pews occupied by his pupils....’ (30).

It is interesting to note that Portland Chapel must have been one o f the earliest
Methodist chapels to have an organ installed.

Another prominent local chapel,

Ebenezer, did not have an organ until 1849 (31). Disputes relating to organs had
occasionally been raised at Aimual Conferences prior to 1820 considerably before the
serious disagreement over an organ installed at Brunswick Chapel, Leeds in 1827.
This argument involved the congregation, trustees and denominational leadership at
local and national level and eventually led to the secession o f a group which called
itself the ‘Protestant Methodists’. In 1808, in response to a question about public
worship, the minutes record that ‘....Conference judge it expedient to refuse, after
this present year, their sanction or consent to the erection o f any organ in our
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chapels.’ A further answer stated that, ‘Wiere organs have been already introduced,
the Conference require that they shall be so used as not to overpower or supersede,
but only to assist our congregational singing; and they shall be considered as under
the control o f the Superintendent, or the officiating Preacher ....’ (32). Pocock was
unlikely to have relished the prospect of control by the authorities of his instrument,
if they sought to inpose it. At the 1820 (Conference, by Wiich time Pocock had just
severed his connection with Portland Chapel and the denomination, consideration was
given to the installation o f new organs. It was agreed that ‘.... in some o f the larger
chapels, >^iere some instrumental music may be deemed expedient in order to guide
the congregational singing, organs may be allowed, by special consent o f the
Conference ....’ (33), but only after much intermediate discussion.

It was to be a further five years before the trustees o f Portland Chapel decided to try
to find another organ. They succeeded but within a year the organist’s expenses and
salary were already in arrears (34).

Pocock’s organ was put in his Prospect Place

Academy schoolroom and was regularly used thereafter (35). This incident suggests
that despite the lack of power normally available to local preachers and lay people
generalfy, with authority vested in circuit and district hierarchies, Pocock was able to
exercise considerable influence within Portland Chapel whilst not being a trustee. He
seems to have owned the organ, played it, and controlled the contribution that music
made to the services held in the chapel until his withdrawal Perhaps it was precisely
this power that the trustees wished to curtail The die was cast in March 1820 and
despite a Methodist association o f almost a quarter o f a century, the relationship
between Pocock and the Wesleyan authorities had irretrievably broken down. The
alienation was, by then, total and mutual.

Notwithstanding all the acrimony during the nine months to May 1820, there were
two occasions at least o f real Wesleyan support to the Pocock femily in that time.
Personal suffering occurred twice when two of the Pocock’s young children died.
Harriet, at the age of only three months died in October 1819, and Catherine, who
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was one year nine months old, died just seven months later in May 1820. Funeral
services were held in Portland Chapel, conducted by William Henshaw, one o f the
Bristol intinerants, and both daughters were buried in vaults at the Chapel (36).

The Tent Methodist leaders had always claimed that they wished to cause no schism,
but had seen themselves as providing a ministry to help ‘.... the wretched condition of
multitudes who are yet perishing for lack o f knowledge ....' (37).

This evangelical

mission to the poor became a central feature later and in one of the few references to
Pocock in Pyer's biogrsq^hy it was said that Pocock had a ‘.... burning zeal for the
ignorant, depraved and neglected population all around him ....' (38). The Methodist
authorities felled to find a way o f utilising a different, but highly appropriate, means
o f evangelism. Whether, given the nature o f the personalities involved on both sides,
a conq>romise could ever have been reached is not possible to judge, but valuable
resources, both in personal and physical terms, were lost to the denomination. It is
clear that Pocock, at least, found the gradual relaxation of tight central control
happening too slowly and inconsistently, as well as passing it into the hands o f local
officials who did not share his vision that evangelical activity should be undertaken
more widely. However vitriolic the language was on occasions, the bitter exchanges
were expressed in no more extreme wording than when the Methodist New
Connexion seceded in 1797. The Bristol Wesleyan leaders claimed, in connection
with Samuel Smith's dispute with them, that the Methodist New Connexion leaders
.... were using every effort to light the torch of discord, and cause a division in the
Society, in order to found another on its ruin

(39).

In terms even more

uncharitable, Benson, President of the Wesleyan Conference in 1798 and 1810,
described Kilham as a .... vile slanderer ....’ and wrote that the Wesleyans were ....
well rid of his party o f republicans and levellers....’ (40).

Thomas Coke told a

correspondent that the Methodist New Connexion was ‘.... as troublesome a set of
people that ever plagued a Church of Christ....’ (41). Those who had different views
o f how to promote and encourage Christian commitment to serve their Lord and their
fellow humans were frequently seen as totally unacceptable people.
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Other supporters of tent activities
Although it would be understandable to concentrate exclusive^ on the arguments
with Smith, Pyer and Pocock, the feet is that Wesleyanism lost many more than three
men of high calibre. John Gosling, vAio had been heavily criticised for providing
hospitality to Pyer during a period o f illness, left the Wesleyan cause, and other
dedicated local preachers including a Victory Purdy and Samuel Bryant, after many
years of feithful service were, effectively, expelled.

Gosling became a trustee and financier of several chapels, and had an overriding
concern for the provision of education fecilkies for the poor whOj otherwise, would
have probably had none. This social conscience was hinted at in the poem written to
mark the evangelical excursion to Marlborough and else^diere in 1818. During the
course o f that marathon piece o f verse the following lines appear about Gosling’s
work:-

From village unto village still proceed.
Till all the children of the poor can read;

(42)

His interest in education went beyond his Sunday School activity. In 1816 Gosling
applied, with a Thomas Hall, a local Independent layman, to the Society o f Friends in
Marlborough to use their Meeting House

.... for the purpose o f Educating poor

Children on the System o f the British and Foreign School Society....’ (43). This was
a non-denominational group mainly run by Independent and Quaker members, as was
the case in Marlborough. Agreement was given on 2nd December 1816 for them to
teach .... Children in the Lancastrian plan o f education

....’ (44), a system of

instruction which relied on a monitorial principle, Wiereby a single schoolmaster was
able to use pupil-teachers, sometimes aged only 11 or 12, whom he had taught. It
was an early use o f delegation in education that was first devised by Joseph Lancaster,
a Quaker educationalist. By 1818 Gosling had also established ‘.... four day schools
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in Ogboume St George
where

four miles north o f Marlborough towards Swindon,

41 children, some from poor frimilies....' (45) attended. Why four separate

schools were set up in one village by the same person is not known but Gosling’s
concern for the academic, as well as the spiritual, training of children is further
evidenced. It may be that it was their mutual interest in education that brought
Pocock and Gosling together initially in 1817 or 1818, although Pocock had acquired
land in Oxford Street, Marlborough on vhich a Methodist chapel was built as early as
1811, (46) seven years before Gosling's first known contact with Tent Methodism

The loss to Wesleyanism o f these many individual preachers was one it could ill
afford. There is certain evidence, quite apart from the testimonies that appeared in
the Tent Methodist Magazine, to suggest that local Methodist societies had grown at
a fester rate up to 1819 than might otherwise have been e^qpected. The statistical data
is not wholly convincing or conclusive but it is worthy o f note. A lecture given in
Bristol in 1986 drew attention to the feet that the Bristol circuit membership was
recorded at 2,006 for 1813, by 1815 the figure was 2,120, but just one year later an
increase o f 25% to 2,660 was reported (47). The overall increase in the four years to
1816 amounted to 33% conpared with a growth rate o f just 6% for the denomination
as a whole. The Bristol membership figure then remained almost static to 1819, but
the same information for the Kingswood circuit shows a similar position for the
corresponding period - an increase from 350 in 1815 to 440 in 1817 and to 490 in
1819, being a percentage rise o f 40% in five years. Further corroboration comes from
a study o f the Dursley circuit statistics. The Dursley area featured strongly in the tent
programme for 1819 and there was an increase in membership of 86, from 320 to 406,
between 1818 and 1820.

Another indication, albeit grudgingly, o f Wesleyan acknowledgement o f tent
preachers' successes, came from the biography o f Jabez Bunting, which recorded ....
(Certain zealous but heady Methodists in Bristol, laudably anxious to evangelise the
dark villages in its neighbourhood, adopted what is not an uncommon practice in
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these times, and, taking a tent with them, pitched it where they chose, preached the
gospel, and, doubtless, did a great deal o f good

’ (48). Bunting’s objection was not

so much what the Tent Methodists were doing, although Wesleyanism’s own
missionary activity was tending to be concentrated overseas after about 1813 for
several years at least, but that it was evangelical work outside the strict confines of
central and circuit authority.

There is, then, other evidence to supplement what is reported in the Tent Methodist
Magazine and the Memoirs o f Rev John Pyer, the two publications which, however,
provide most o f the subjective material

The additional benefits that accrued to

Methodism during the six years between 1814 and 1819 were substantial First one
tent, subsequently enlarged, and then a second, visited 80 different named places (see
Appendix B), mostly small villages, and no doubt very many more that are not
referred to by name in either o f the principal publications. The vast majority o f these
places had no existing chapel or meeting house and the tents were, therefore,
undertaking genuine missionary work.

In other places former societies were

revitalised. In a very real sense the tents were additional resources available to
complement existing fecilities, and some o f the preachers at least worked with the tent
mission in addition to maintaining their preaching plan responsibilities.

Various

references were made to the numbers of people who heard the tent preachers, and the
extent to which societies gained new members. Large and increasing congregations
were reported, 220 new members were admitted to the Bristol circuit in 1815, 450 to
the Dursley circuit in 1819, and it was estimated that 90,000 people heard the tent
preachers in 1817. At one gathering there were ‘.... not fewer than 15,000 attentive
hearers ....’ (49), and there are two references to 2,000 strong congregations on the
Isle o f ^fight in 1818 and at Hinchcomb Hill in 1819. Even if the numbers were
exaggerated, and there is no evidence that they were, the contribution to Methodist
missionary life and work was considerable, and probably substantial.
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There were other benefits too. The tents encouraged people who would have felt
inhibited at attending a ch^)el, and the tent preachers claimed that many \... old
professors

(SO )

and some who had not attended worship for many years joined the

congregations, attracted, perhaps, by the visible, striking presence o f a large marquee
type structure. A tent was deemed an adequate substitute fer a chapel when the
Dursley building was to undergo repairs - ironic then that within a few months o f that
purpose being served, the tent, and the preachers, were regarded as being irregular
and unacceptable. The costs associated with the tents were found entirely by the
preachers, principally Pocock in the early years with two other substantial benefectors
emerging in 1818. The income generated fix)m any collections taken found its way
into Methodist societies.

It is not surprising, given the increasing demand, that

towards the end o f 1819 it was said \... the harvest was great but the labourers were
few

. . . . ’(SI).

Wesleyanism could ill-afferd to lose the services o f such a dedicated

group o f preachers and supporters.

While the departure of the three prominent tent preachers enabled the Bristol
authorities to breathe a collective sigh of relief they might not have expected sevei^
other preachers, at least, to leave Wesleyanism, nor anticipated the large amount o f
sympathy and support fix)m ordinary members o f Methodist societies. Indeed they
probably seriously underestimated the reaction among their members, misjudged the
commitment o f many people to continue the tent work, and did not e?q)ect the few to
be able to establish a new organisation quickly.

Significantly, bearing in mind

subsequent events, a letter fix>m the steward and a trustee o f Dursley seeking
confirmation, or otherwise, o f Pyer's departure illustrated the anxiety of some people
to the events. His concern was for the chapel's financial position if collection income
fell as there was a large debt following the substantial repairs, but he and many others
were readily prepared to acknowledge the contribution Pyer had made to recent
successes o f evangelical activity

(5 2 ).

The steward's superintendent was, however, a

fierce opponent o f any further involvement fi*om Pyer, vdiich indicated that the leaders
were not all o f the same mind as their members. The last o f the three panq>hlets
68

charting the course o f the events, Facts Without a Veil, gave a further impression that
more people were siding with Pocock and the other tent Preachers than may have
been e3q>ected. Henry Roberts, like Samuel Smith, a loyal preacher for many years,
was going to continue to support the tent mission, as were other local preachers,
including a Mr Pring and a Mr Payne,

neither o f whom had been previously

mentioned in connection with tent affeirs. Pring was a long standing Wesleyan who
had been a Bristol circuit local preacher since 1814 (53), and Payne was shown on the
Bristol circuit preaching plan for the early months o f 1820 (54). An unnamed class
leader and the whole o f his class o f forty sbc members had also zq)parently decided to
join the Tent Methodist cause (55).

Opponents of the tent preachers
As for as can be told from the available material, only two men who had significantly
supported tent activities did not continue their commitment after the three leaders left
the Wesleyans. Adam Nightingale had only been mentioned once Ixfore, assisting an
evangelical mission led

Pyer in 1819 to the south Gloucestershire area. He became

a Wesleyan minister in 1822 and left for Newfoundland in 1823 as a pioneer of
Wesleyanism in that part o f Canada. Nightingale was placed on the Bristol preaching
plan as a local preacher in 1816, and met John Irving at about the same time. Under
the direction of the Dursley superintendent he worked at Arlingham, but in an unusual
way. Irving was given \... the sanction of the proper authorities to enq>loy Mr
Nightingale as a home missionary, for the benefit o f this neglected part o f the
country....’. This was exactly the position Pyer was refused permission to undertake
by the same authorities at about the same time, and even though Irving was also
involved as a proponent. Nightingale formed a society and erected a chapel at
Horsley, sbc miles east o f Dursley, although ten miles from Arlingham. A chapel
remained in Horsley for Wesleyan worship until it was closed in about 1899. It was in
an area that was being actively evangelised 1^ tent preachers; also with the support of
the superintendent - at least while the Dursley chapel was closed for major building
work. After two years or so *.... it was thought by some who formed a high opinion
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o f his piety and talents, that he ought not to continue in this anomalous position... He
was employed by a private gentleman, but was doing the work of a Wesleyan minister
without the usual recognition ....’. In the light of the treatment meted out to Pyer it
was not surprising that Nightingale's work had to cease. He met Henry Moore, then
chairman o f the district, and, quite soon afterwards was ordained at a service in
Spitalfields Chapel on 9th July 1823 before going to Canada. He returned to England
in 1864 and died ten years later aged 84 (56).

John Irving, who changed sides during the early part o f the acrimonious exchanges,
was a particularly substantial loss.

He became a man o f great stature in both

Methodist and secular spheres. He had made a significant contribution towards the
cost of the second tent, and was one o f the small group o f people to promote the
appointment o f Pyer as the full time missionary. Irving and Pocock would have
known each other through their mutual membership o f Portland Chapel, o f which
Irving became a trustee in 1815, a role he still fulfilled in 1843.

That Irving had a

high regard for Pocock in the earliest days o f tent preaching can be supposed by the
fact that Irving's son, bom on 5th June 1814 and baptised at Portland Chapel on 22nd
December 1814, was named George Pocock Irving (57). For many years fi-om 1818 he
served as a representative for Bristol on two national Wesleyan denominational
committees. He became a very wealthy man, having contributed £1,500, a large sum
in relative terms, to the Wesleyan Centenary Fund. Out o f the Bristol North circuit’s
contribution o f £3,029 fix)m about two hundred contributors, Irving’s donation of one
half the total was a substantial benefiiction indeed

(58).

Irving had founded a

Methodist Mission Station at Annotta Bay, Jamaica, the scene of a shipwreck he had
suffered earlier in his seaftiring career (59). He retained a great interest in overseas
missions and through that involvement met and entertained Jabez Bunting in 1837
when they both bid forewell to missionaries as they departed for India. Bunting
recalls in a letter to his daughter that he and Irving travelled \... 35 miles down the
Bristol Channel ...[and]... returned in Mr Irving's steamer’ (60). What prompted him
to change his mind in late 1819 or early 1820 is not known, but it is not altogether
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surprising that some people would foil to take the fundamental step o f taking part in a
formal separation and the establishment of a new offehoot of Methodism with all the
attendant uncertainties associated with that. There was bitterness that Irving did not
continue his support, particularly as it did not help Pyer's application to return to the
Bristol Methodism fold in the autumn o f 1819, and it lost the movement credibility at
a time when it was sorely needed.

On the Wesleyan side, it was the Bristol circuit authorities, and Thomas Wood in
particular, that had home the brunt o f the hostility o f the eight months before the
separation.

He was, as superintendent, chairman o f the Leaders’ Meeting that

produced, in April 1820, a twenty page response to George Pocock’s first pamphlet.
It was that Meeting which was the focus for the bitter wrangling, and Wood’s role
was a difficult one. He was under pressure, not only from other Bristol leaders, but
also fix>m stewards and leaders in neighbouring circuits where the tents were
frequently to be seen.

Very soon after the three Tent Methodists had left

Wesleyanism, Thomas Wood produced a pamphlet which was clearly a result o f the
virulent exchanges that he had been involved in. He expressed his abhorrence o f
malicious misrepresentation from other professed Christians, and urged restraint on
those who had been maligned. In a probable reference to the Tent Methodists who
were already becoming a significant force in the Bristol area. Wood acknowledged
that 1820 was ‘

a period when heat and passion, discord and party divisions prevail

among the professors o f the religion o f Jesus Christ, to the great reproach o f the
Christian name; when new sects are starting up, and misleading those hearts which
are not established with grace; when men are more forward to censure than to obey
them who are appointed by Divine Providence to have the rule over them ....’ (61).

The district chairman, Richard Waddy, did have an involvement, acting as chairman of
the committee to examine Pyer's case. He lived in Bristol, and was a man o f influence
and long experience in Methodist afifoirs nationally. He had begun his itinerancy at
Berwick upon Tweed twenty seven years earlier, and was to serve in many other
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places before his retirement in 1847, a career spanning over fifty years. To what
extent he was aware o f the totality o f Pyer’s involvement with the Wesleyans is not
known, but he does not seem to have emerged fi*om his involvement with much credit.
Pyer was not allowed to see correspondence v4iich took place with the superintendent
o f the Newbury circuit, some o f which at least Waddy held, and if Waddy*s role was
to attenq)t to find a con^om ise solution he obviously foiled (62).

In a biography o f his son, Samuel, written by a daughter, Richard Waddy is portrayed
as a man with very many qualities. His .... disposition singular^ gentle and sweet
....’, his \... aim throughout life was to save souls and do his duty ....’, and he is
described as a \... courteous gentleman o f refined and intellectual tastes ... a single
godly man.’ He was unable to use these impressive gifts to resolve the situation with
Pyer, but it might be that the local hierarchy did not wish to have a solution that
suited Pyer and the tent preachers. If so, Waddy’s hands would have been tied.
There was an ironic twist to Waddy’s involvement in the affoir. Samuel, his second
son, and later to become a leading Wesleyan minister himself, left school in 1819. at
the age o f fourteen but, unable to find suitable enq>loyment to satisfy his mathematical
interests, returned to the fomily home in Bristol. In April of that year he \... was sent
to Mr Pocock’s school to pursue my studies....’ (63). It seemed that he went
so m e i^ t reluctantly.

It is not known precisely how long he was under Pocock’s

academic influence, but in the light o f the events that were soon to unfold fix)m the
end of 1819 it was only o f a few months. Samuel Waddy began an unsatisfoctory
£q)prenticeshÿ in January 1820 vfoich also lasted only a brief time as he became a
local preacher in 1823 and an itinerant in 1825.

There were others outside the Bristol circuit who had minor involvement. Reference
has already been made to the superintendent o f the Dursley circuit who became firmly
opposed to tent activity, notwithstanding the tangible h e^ it provided earfy in 1819,
and the different views held by many o f his members.

The travelling preacher

responsible for the Franpton's End and Olveston area vdio had previously worked
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reasonably harmoniously with tent preachers, would from January 1820 onwards only
permit Pocock to occupy the pulpits. One other superintendent in the district also
manifested his fierce objections to Tent Methodism. His particular opposition centred
around the collection of subscriptions for the building of c h ^ l s organised by
Pocock. Charles Greenly, superintendent of the Downend circuit, came freshly into
the controversy having served the previous three years at Shepton Mallet in Somerset,
but quickly became a bitter opponent o f Tent Methodism He used several methods
o f persuasion to discourage people from committing money towards the cost o f
b u ild in g s

that Pocock was refiising to have conveyed according to the Conference

Plan. Local congregations, and actual and potential individual subscribers, were all
expected to withhold contributions. Pocock's response was to prepare a handbill,
dated 23rd March 1820, in which he accepted that the agreed denominational
arrangements for the ownershq> o f the chapels would not apply, but claimed that the
buildings would ' .... be placed on a foundation v4iich shall secure the privileges of the
Poor, and those who, under God, have been the instruments o f raising up People and
Places....’ (64).
force.

Reasonable, perhaps, but quite contrary to the rules that were in

Pocock’s concern for the poor at this particular time reflected the feet that

many local coal miners, and their femily members, gave great assistanee in building
what became known as 'Colliers’ Tenq)le’ in Kingswood. At about the same time he
was heavily involved in producing the first edition o f the 'Rules o f the Tent
Methodists’ which made several references to those who were '.... receiving relief
fix)m the Parish, or who are otherwise in poverty ....’ (65).

They were not to

contribute financially to the society, were e^q)ected to be taught to read, and at least
one third o f the society’s income was to be used .... for the relief of sick and poor
members....’ (66).

So it was that many dedicated, e?q>erienced Methodist preachers felt compelled to
leave Wesleyanism If they were not formally expelled they were 'constructively
dismissed* ly the actions o f a local hierarchy that was unwilling to continue to find
room for men who had much more Christian service to give. There was no doctrinal
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disagreement; indeed in the conclusion to Facts Without a Veil in a reference to the
preachers, Pocock writes

these ejected ministers are the same characters as they

were when in the bosom o f the Methodist Society, and their Doctrines are the same
(6 7 ).

What could not be accommodated was the individualism of Pocock, the

many different fecets o f Pyer's character, and, equally inqwrtantly, the humble but
energetic commitment o f many local preachers, some o f whom featured significantly
in the early stages of development of the new group. The dispute locally which had
become increasingly bitter in the final months o f 1819 and the early months of 1820
was, in one sense, a microcosm o f what had happened nationally in the years
following John Wesley's death. '

Envy and ambition are formed in all corridors of

power, even o f church government. The Methodist movement was not exenqjt....’
(68).

Using these words, Tim Macquiban discussed the 'jockeying for position' for

national leadership that occurred for many years after 1791 and involved a large
number o f individuals, some of v4iom. Coke, Mather and Pawson for exan^le,
formed themselves into small groupings in attempts to be accepted as 'inner cabinets'
and real decision makers. In Bristol there were also men with different agenda. One
man, Thomas Harper, apparently harboured a grudge against Pyer for an incident
eleven years before

(6 9 ).

The nature o f the problem is not described but it was

probably the one relating to Harper's children that Pyer himself acknowledged in the
Memoirs o f Rev John Pyer. Harper was a man of some influence in Bristol, being for
a few years Secretary o f the Strangers' Friend Society which was founded in Bristol in
1786, and a trustee o f Portland (Zhapel in 1815
1832

( 7 1 ).

druggist

(7 0 ), r e m a in in g

so until his death in

Others, however, including a James Wood, described as '.... a respectable
. . . . ’ (7 2 )

endeavoured to find a conpromise.

In the end, however, the

personal animosities and entrenched positions taken ly the various parties within
Methodism were such that there could be no meeting o f minds.

The focal point for all the troubles that culminated in challenges to Methodist
authority was the tent activity. John C Bowmer, in Pastor and People refers to ....
an innovation which, not being under the jurisdiction o f the Leaders' Meeting, was
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immediately frowned upon with suspicion....’

(7 3 ).

He could well have been

describing the Bristol district hierarchy’s view o f Pocock's tents, but in feet it was the
room used by those who became the Band Room Methodists in 1805 after a Mr
Broadhurst was e)q)elled that is the subject o f his remarks. Wesleyan officialdom
dealt promptly with the Manchester Band Room issue, whereas it took six years to
achieve the withdrawal or expulsion of the tent preachers. It was not clear in March,
April and May 1820 how the situation would develop, but the various disputes
involving chzpels, tents, an organ, and the whole question of the influence of lay
people that surrounded the individual issues had culminated in a serious rift in
Wesleyan affeirs. The consequences of the rift are described, analysed and assessed in
the following chapters.
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CHAPTER IV
The formal establishment of Tent Methodism in 1820

Following the departure o f several men, all o f whom had made significant
contributions to Wesleyanism for a number o f years, various courses of events were
possible.

The one chosen was to establish a separate sect, retaining Wesleyan

doctrine, very much at the instigation o f George Pocock. This chapter exanunes the
ways in which, within just a few months, a formal structure, incorporated in a set of
rules and regulations, had been set up, and describes the very early results.

Bristol Methodism had experienced controversy and dissension before the events that
led to the formation o f the Tent Methodists.

During the final decade o f the

eighteenth century what has been called ‘The Sacramental Controversy’ took place
(1). There were similarities between the two disputes quite p a rt from the city in
which they arose. No fiindamental theological differences were involved in either
case. Other common aspects were the underlying conplexhies of the issues that
became the focus o f attention, and the length of time that the controversies took to be
debated and decided.

There were, though, important differences in the two

situations. Firstly, in the contentious exchanges o f the 1790’s it was Conference
authority that was being threatened and national leaders of the time who were the
principal participants in the feuding. The Tent Methodist disputes, however, mainly
involved district and, particularly, circuit leadership.

Secondly, and more

importantly for this work, the earlier controversy did not lead immediately or directly
to a formal separation, although Alexander Kilham was kept informed o f the
progress o f the dispute by correspondence with Bradbum, one of the protagonists in
1793. It is just possible that the secession of 1797 at Wfich time Kilham became
leader o f the Methodist New Coimexion for a very short period before his death,
indirectly resulted in part from the earlier problems in Bristol. This did not hppen,
however, for several years whereas the Tent Methodists formed themselves into a
separate society without delay.
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Tent Methodism was not, therefore, a secession like that which created the Methodist
New Connexion twenty three years earlier. Then, officially at least, it was the lack
o f a sufficiently active role for lay people and inpatience at the slowness o f the
progress towards separation from the Church of England that caused Kilham to lead
about 5,000 Wesleyans into the new sect (2). Indeed, conventional wisdom up to
now has suggested that Tent Methodism was not a secession, as such, but the result
o f a schism. A judgement will be made later in the chapter as to whether a ‘schism’
or a ‘secession’ is a more accurate description of what occurred. Certainly there is
no evidence to suggest that Pocock had any interest in changing the established rules
o f government of Methodism apart from those connected with the ownership of
chapels and control o f tents.

He ppeared to be unconcerned about the

denomination’s relationships with the Church of England.

The view that Tent

Methodism did not arise as a result of a secession from Wesleyanism needs closer
scrutiny. In addition to Pocock, Pyer and Smith who were effectively expelled after
the bitter verbal confrontations and exchange of pamphlets, at least five other
prominent local Wesleyans and other lesser important men, either resigned or were
dismissed during the same period. Of even more significance is that sections at least
o f local societies left Wesleyanism and became Tent Methodists at the time of
formation or within a few days.

E P Thompson, a historian mostly critical and unsympathetic to Methodism, has
expressed the view that Wesleyan Methodism acted ‘....to crush rather than elevate
the spirit o f the new proletariat

....’

(3 ).

If that was true of Wesleyanism, it was

certainly not the case with Tent Methodism. From an examination o f the rules, the
tenor o f remarks quoted in the Tent Methodist Magazine

for 1823, and many

statements of the leaders in the panphlets that were published, it is clear that Tent
Methodism sought to help working class people. This was so both for the ‘new
proletariat’ and those in more traditional working class environments, such as coal
miners in Kingswood, Bristol, agricultural labourers in Wiltshire, and those fi-om
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inner city areas o f parts of London, Manchester, Liverpool and Birmingham. The
of&hoot’s keen desire to particularly serve and spiritually help the poorest in society
began in earnest after the separation in 1820, albeit immediately, rather than before.
Wesleyans did not have much inclination to make missionary activity among the
poor a priority at that time. Julia Werner’s observation that .... Bible Christianity
and Primitive Methodism were of the people; Tent Methodism was for them . . ..’ (4)
is an accurate enough statement as the leading Tent Methodists were all, it seems,
educated, professional men, some o f whom had significant amounts o f wealth and
social influence.

There were several features in the chain o f events that led to the establishment of the
Tent Methodists that paralleled those that occurred in the years preceding the
formation of the Primitive Methodists and the Bible Christians. All the offehoots
that were formed between 1810 and 1820 disagreed, to a greater or lesser extent,
with Wesleyan policy and practice o f substantially greater authority being given to
superintendents and itinerant preachers than to local preachers. This was one reason
why Pocock insisted on retaining control of the chapel premises he had arranged to
be built and financed. Indeed, it was not only Tent Methodists who claimed that
some local preachers who wholeheartedly supported Wesleyan doctrine were
excluded from pulpits.

Hugh Bourne and William Clowes o f the Primitive

Methodists and William O’Bryan o f the Bible Christians all fell foul o f local
siq)erintendents. In addition, all three groups were formed after the key individuals
who had, initially at least, no desire to leave Wesleyanism, became involved in
personal disputes with Methodist leaders. Part of the difficulties with the authorities
in all cases was the preaching and evangelical activity which went beyond the
confines o f chapels and meeting houses on formal preaching plans. Other common
features were the, apparently, limited long term ambitions at the establishment of the
sects, the relatively closely defined geographical areas where the work was
undertaken in the groups’ early years, and the limited nature o f conq)etition with
Wesleyanism after the initial separation.
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O f particular importance was the

concentration o f effort with working class people at a time when it was felt that
Wesleyanism was becoming more middle class in its enq)hasis. The evangelical
work coincided with the emergence o f a clearer sense o f class distinction as the
Industrial Revolution developed. Furthermore, the groups were formed in a period
of ten years when the influence o f Jabez Bunting was becoming extremely important
in the Methodist hierarchy, and issues o f discipline and a curtailment o f individual
initiatives were dominant. Bunting became Secretary o f the Wesleyan Methodists in
1814 and was President for the first time in 1820.

This was a period i ^ n

Methodists were beginning to ‘.... concentrate ... energies on disciplining the
converted rather than extending even farther the nominal sway o f the Connexion ....’
(S), and from about 1813 onwards e^an d and promote missionary work overseas
rather than in the United Kingdom.

Tent Methodism had to establish itself quickly as a quite separate organisation if the
work was not to cease after six years o f growing influence within Wesleyanism. To
retain the commitment o f people they had converted in parts o f Bristol, and towns
and villages such as Dursley and Frampton Cotterell, in the fece o f concerted
atten^>ts to persuade tl%m to return to the Wesleyan fold, the leaders needed to
m a in ta in

frequent contact. To do this a formal structure was required so that people

could join a distinct body and feel a sense o f belonging and support. In this respect
two fevourable factors were apparent. Firstly, Pocock, who became a close friend o f
Henry Moore (6), one o f the princÿal actors in the 1790’s disputes, rapidly produced
a set of rules, and secondly, an important local chapel, Pithay, became available fer
use.

Pocock proceeded with quite amazing speed. While he may have anticipated the
final separation which was progressive rather than occurring on one particular date,
he must have been spending much o f his time planning the future. That this could
happen while Pocock, ‘ .... a self-made man, who conducted successfully for half-acentury a large boarding school ....’

(7 )

gives a clue to his enormous appetite for
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action in 1820, although this became less apparent later in the decade.

This

statement comes from an article written by a man who, together with his fether in
earlier years, was a pupil at the Prospect Place Academy and would therefore have
had great knowledge o f its impact in the local community. Within six days o f
Pocock’s response, by way o f the publication o f a handbill, to Greenly’s attempts to
curtail fund-raising activities for chapel building, he was announcing the beginning
o f the 1820 season.

‘The FIRST PUBUC MEETING for Field Preaching this

season, will commence on GOOD FRIDAY next, March 31st, 1820, at SHEPERD’S
PITS, in the vicinity o f Kingswood ....’ was the statement expressed in confident
terms in a frirther handbill dated 29th March (8). Pocock was not only a busy man,
but he was also managing a highly complex and constantly developing situation, as
evidenced by the feet that he was already signing class tickets as a Tent Methodist in
March (9), and the last pamphlet o f the three relating to the disputes with him, Pyer
and Smith did not appear for another two months, being dated 19th May 1820.

Pithav Chapel Bristol
By that time, a former Baptist church, Pithay Chapel, had already been acquired and
used for a month. This building was to play a significant role in the life of tl% Tent
Methodist movement, becoming its headquarters for eleven years. Its acquisition
also indicates Pocock’s remarkable influence on the affeirs o f the time. The use o f
the building just before 1820 is not entirely clear as the available evidence is
somewhat conflicting, but its earlier history is well documented. The first ch p el
was built in about 1653 and was the centre o f activity for Andrew Gifford’s Baptist
ministry until his death in 1721. In 1791 and 1792 the chapel was ‘ .... rebuilt and
made larger ....’ (10), but by 1814 it was again too small to accommodate the great
congregations attracted by the Rev Thomas Roberts who became minister there in
1807. In 1814 ‘.... the desirableness o f a larger place became the subject of anxious
deliberation....’ (ii), and the congregation moved to bigger premises in Old King
Street in 1816. The final Baptist services at Pithay took place on 27th October 1816.
It is the use o f the building between then and April 1820 that is in some doubt.
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Gordon Hamlin’s account in ^The Pithc^ Chapel BristoV records that it ‘ .... was
used by a group o f Congregationalists who had separated from Castle Green Church
(12). It is probable that this group is the one that the Mathew*s Bristol Directory
describes as ‘Christians’ in the 1818 edition, the information obviously taking some
time to obtain and include in the directory following the change o f congregation
worshpping at Pithay. Hamlin further reports that, on a date vdiich is not recorded,
another Baptist group used the building when the previous occupants moved to new
premises. It is likely that he was referring to a Welsh Baptist group that took over
the building, probably in 1831. The Tent Methodists occupied the chapel in the
intervening period.
Again using the Mathew’s Bristol Directories as the main source, it is known that the
'Christian’ group moved to Alden’s Court, Broadmead some time before publication
o f the 1820 directory.

Ministers o f congregations were not recorded in earlier

editions, but in 1822, and probably before, the pastor o f this group was a Mr H C
Howells. This man may have been the key link to explain the availability o f Pithay
Chapel for Tent Methodist use. Howells is first recorded in the Mathew’s Bristol
Directory o f 1812 as a ‘Writing Master, 1 Somerset Square’, moving to 31 St
James’s Place by 1814. Particularly significantly, the 1818 edition reports that he
had a boarding school at 36 St James’s Place which, by 1828, had become the West
Park Academy

in

Cotham

(1 3 ).

Howells could have known Pocock for many years

because o f their mutual experience in the provision o f boys' boarding education in
Bristol. At the time, then, when the Tent Methodist issue was reaching its climax,
Pocock may well have been aware fixxm Howells, either that his congregation had
already vacated Pithay, or that it was soon to do so.

Whatever the precise

circumstances were, the availability o f a prominent, city centre building, described as
‘ .... o f no means o f small dimensions ...’ ( 1 4 ) and ‘ .... spacious and beautifiil ....’
(IS ),

was an extremely important and encouraging development. It was located
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immediately to the north of the only bridge, at the time, that crossed the river Avon
in the city centre. The chspel was bought, presumably by Pocock, for £900 and ‘ ....
a considerable sum has been expended in fitting it up ....’

(1 6 ).

It is not known

exactly how many people could be accommodated in the building but it had been
used for regional Baptist denominational events when large numbers of
representatives would have been present. On 1st and 2nd June 1814, for exanple,
the Annual Meeting of the Western Association o f Baptist Churches was held there.
That body consisted of sixty three Baptist congregations in the counties o f Cornwall,
Devon, Somerset, Dorset, Wiltshire, Hanqxshire and Gloucestershire

(1 7 ) .

On the

first Sunday that it was used by the Tent Methodists for public worship, 23rd i^ ril
1820, all four services attracted large congregations.

Production o f Rules
Having acquired an eminently suitable building to provide a clear sense o f separate
identity, Pocock and the other leaders felt the need to establish an administrative
structure without delay bearing in mind that the main preaching season using the
tents had begim. In this respect Pocock would have been greatly assisted by the
arrival in Bristol from Marlborough at the end o f March o f John Gosling, a wealthy
and influential local banker with a special interest in educating the poor, as the
previous references to him have shown. He was to become the promoter o f the Tent
Methodist expansion in one area of east Wiltshire bounded by Marlborough to the
north and Salisbury, thirty miles to the south, but in the meantime he had travelled to
Bristol to give important support. He had resigned from the Wesleyan society in
Marlborough following criticism by the local superintendent o f his actions in
providing hospitality to Pyer for three weeks during an illness, and fer accepting him
as a preacher despite his exqxulsion from Wesleyanism. Gosling had objected to
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receiving the censure from anyone conconing his private friendships, and
considering that he had been instrumental in providing and financing premises for
Wesleyan use in two nearby villages in 1817 and 1818, such action seemed unduly
insensitive and unnecessary.

A set o f rules, to be replaced by another much more comprehensive one in 1824, was
produced, probably in the spring o f 1820, although no precise date appeared on the
document (18). The inclusion of the words ‘Agrarian Society’ in the full title o f the
rules reflected the fi^u en t visits and the importance o f the work in the rural areas to
the north o f Bristol and elsewhere since 1814. Many villages between the river
Severn to the west and such places as Dursley and Wotton-under-Edge some ten
miles to the east had received much attention from tent preachers over the previous
six years. It was only from 1820 onwards that the Bristol city centre and the inner
suburbs received much evangelical activity once the Pithay Chapel had been
established as the groupes centre o f operations.

The rules document shows signs o f hastiness in its preparation, but also an intense
concern to produce arrangements that would avoid some, at least, o f the difficulties
that had occurred in the last few years o f the leaders’ involvement with
Wesleyanism. In particular, specific reference is made to a proper procedure for
anyone who was criticised or suspended to defend or explain their action or
behaviour before final decisions to expel them were made. Additionally, deacons of
congregations had to be re-elected annually rather than continue in office for longer
periods. The use o f the word Meacon’ is interesting. It was a fiuniliar word in
Independent and Baptist denomination terminology to describe lay leaders but not in
any o f the Methodist groups at the time, including the Primitive Methodists and
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Bible Christians, as well as the Wesleyansr It-should be noted, however, that the
word was used for the title given to several men in December 1784 Wien Dr T h o n ^
Coke ordained Francis Asbury, John Dickens, Caleb Boyer, and Ignatius Pigman as
deacons to provide ministerial and pastoral leadership on the formal establishment of
the Methodist Episcopal Church in America

(1 9 ).

It perhaps provided an early

indication o f the direction that part o f the ofifehoot would go as the decade
progressed, and probably resulted from Pyer’s continuing friendship with William
Thorp, an influential Independent minister in B ristol

Furthermore, and most

significantly, consultation would occur before preaching plm proposals. were
implemented, thus avoiding the objections that Pocock and Pyer voiced in 1816
when they were given more preaching appointments than they wanted because of
their involvement with tent activity. As fer as premises were concerned, trustees
would own the buildings, but they would be chosen from members of societies by
one of the numerous committees that were to be established. Chapels could only be
acquired or built if at least one half o f the expected cost had already been subscribed,
in an effort presumably to try and limit Pocock’s personal financial commitment to
future chapel expenditure.

Several o f the biblical texts used to justify the rules did not seem to be entirely
appropriate for the specific situation referred to. For exanqxle, the need for members
‘....to evidence an earnest and sincere desire for the salvation o f their souls....’ (20)
is referred to with Acts o f the Apostles, Chapter 2 and verse 37 as the source. In feet
verse 38 is more relevant. The verses read: verse 37 ‘Now when they heard this,
they were pricked in their heart, and said unto Peter and to the rest of the apostles.
Men and Brethren, what shall we do?’ Verse 38:

‘Then Peter said unto them.

Repent, and be baptised every one o f you in the name o f Jesus Christ for the
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remission o f sins, and ye shall receive the gift o f the Holy Ghost’. Intriguingly, St
John’s Gospel, Chapter 5 and verse 39: ‘Search the scriptures, for in them ye think ye
have eternal life: and they are they which testify o f me ....’ was the text used to
justify instructing those Wio could not read to learn to do so.

The rules referred,

with great feeling, to Ezekiel, Chapter 34, in which there are described shepherds
who fail to care for the flocks of sheep in their charge. God, in verse 16, will ‘....
seek that which was lost, and bring again that which was driven away, and will bind
up that which was broken, and will strengthen that which was sick: but I will destroy
the fet and the strong; I will feed them with judgement ....’. The Tent Methodists
believed that they had been harshly treated, but expressed in the conclusion to the
1820 rules a determination to serve their members and adherents and to become ‘....
a Branch, however insignificant, o f that Mighty Tree which is to fill the whole earth
. . . . ’ (21).

The overall impression o f the rules is o f a cumbersome set of procedures, produced
in a great hurry, and lacking clarity for anyone seeking to interpret the document.
Indeed, the printed copy o f the rules held at the British Library shows ink alterations
Wiere cross references to other Rules were originally incorrect The copy held at the
Library o f the New Room, Bristol is identical except that the necessary corrections
had been made. Reference is made to a Yearly Meeting which would take place at
Easter but the only two annual meetings that are known to have occurred were held
at the end o f May 1822 and the middle o f June 1823. There were many committees
to be established, some o f which may have been the same committee but with
different names in different places o f the document.

For exan^le, there was to be

held weekly a Preachers’, Pastors’ and Deacons’ Meeting, and a Missionaries and
Resident Preachers’ Meeting which may have been one and the same. There was
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also a Pastors’ Meeting and a Preachers’ Meeting, the purposes o f which were not
made entirely clear. On the other hand specific rules were made regarding financial
matters ^ ^ c h were to be organised on a formalised basis and in a clear fiishion.
Five of the ten general rules dealt directly with money matters, o f which the first was
that ‘The Missionaries or Itinerant Preachers shall have nothing to do with the
management o f financial affeirs . . . .’ (22). A Financial Committee was to control the
finances, and as an indication o f the immediate concern for the poor,

.... any

member o f this Society receiving relief from the Parish, or who are otherwise in
poverty, shall not be allowed to contribute anything to the funds o f the said Society
....’ (23). Furthermore, one third o f the income was to be used ‘.... for the relief o f
sick and poor members . . ..’ (24).

It is likely that the rules were prepared by Pocock, Pyer and Gosling very soon after
the new group was established. Certainly the same person was employed to print the
rules that printed two o f the three pamphlets that detail the disputes with Pocock,
Pyer and Smith. More significantly, the rules document only refers to the first
panqxhlet published on 29th March 1820, and at the very end it is reported that a
history o f tl% activities over the previous six years would soon be issued. Given that
tent activity began in April 1814, the spring o f 1820 rather than a later date is,
therefore, the probable publication time o f the rules.

If it was indeed the case of early publication, it was a very different experience from
that of the Primitive Methodists. It was two and a half years after the first Primitive
Methodist class tickets were issued before the formal rules were accepted when ....
laid before the Quarterly Meeting o f January 3rd 1814 ....’ (25). They were perceived
to be ‘.... well drafted, quite remarkable for their agreement with Scriptural
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principles, are pervaded by a liberal spirit, and lay down a broad basis for a
democratic Church

(2 6 ).

Hugh Bourne, one o f the founders .. .. had discussed

the proposed regulations with almost every person in the community ... .( 2 7 ) . Bourne,
^parently, had ‘ .... peculiar law-making ability

....’

(2 8 ).

That was not the case

with the writers o f the Tent Methodist rules. They were not ‘well drafted’, nor was
there, probably, much consultation, but they seem to have been prepared as a result
o f a perceived need to publish regulations pron^tly. There did, however, appear to
be opportunity, like the Primitive Methodists, for ordinary members to have the
ability to choose members o f committees and office bearers. If the Tent Methodist
rules were produced hastily, and the Primitive Methodists waited for over two years
and engaged in substantial consultation during that period before their rules were
formally approved, the Bible Christians also waited two years after formation o f the
sect before producing ‘Rules o f Society’. There does not, however, appear to have
been much consultation with members, the document being the joint work of
William O’Bryan and James Thome. The reason for the delay was probably that
O’Bryan regarded himself as its undisputed leader and fob that rules were o f much
lesser inqxortance than a concentration of effort on committed evangelical activity.

Comparison with other Methodist groups
The differences between the three groups as to the perceived relative importance of
many issues, including the early production o f regulations, are interesting. There
was another matter about which the Tent Methodists seem to have taken an opposite
approach to either the Primitive Methodists or the Bible Christians.

These two

groups welcomed the involvement of women as itinerant preachers particularly in the
early years, sometimes exqxecting them to travel and work long distances from their
homes.

O f the twenty nine itinerants recorded at the Bible Christians' first
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Conference held in August 1819, no less than fourteen were women, and a few years
later when there were between two and three hundred local preachers, nineteen o f the
forty three itinerants were women

(2 9 ).

The Primitive Methodists had some

distinguished and dedicated women preachers during the early years. They included
Sarah Kirkland, considered to be the first travelling preacher, who worked in
Cheshire, Nottingham, Derby and Yorkshire, Jane Brown in Hull, and Elizabeth
Johnson who at the age of only sixteen began her travelling preaching commitments
and became the mother of three future Mayors of Walsall

(3 0 ).

In 1818, 20% of all

Primitive Methodist preachers were women, but most were local preachers, not
itinerants. Furthermore, while they were welcome as evangelists, their voting and
speaking rights at meetings were not equal to their male counterparts until much later
in the nineteenth century (31).

There is no indication, however, that when Tent Methodism was formalised in the
spring months o f 1820, women had any preaching part to play. A possible reason
was that both Pocock and Smith strongly objected to the role that women took in
their departures fiom Wesleyanism. This may have coloured the views they held as
to the contribution that women could make. Smith drew specific attention to the feet
that of thirteen people who voted against him, six were women.

Pocock had

disparaging words for women at the time o f his withdrawal. He strongly objected
that the ‘.... Leaders’ meeting composed o f so many females, some o f whom were
young enough to be his daughters, who had it in their power to judge the ministers of
Jesus Christ

....’

(3 2 ),

and in his later pamphlet he referred scornfully to ‘ .... a

female Leader, little more than twenty years o f age , ,, / (33).

In his most caustic

comment, Pocock .... spoke o f the impropriety o f females being called upon to hold
up their hands in such cases, pointing out diat it was unbecoming, indecorous, and ill
suited to their characters ....’. He also said that ‘ .... Ladies ... must be taug h t... to
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stay at home and mind their own sewing business

(3 4 ).

It is, therefore, not

surprising that o f a total of ^proxim ately twenty preachers referred to by name or
initials in the Tent Methodist Magazine, and elsewhere, as being involved with Tent
Methodism in the spring and summer of 1820, not one is a woman (see ^ p e n d ix D).
The Tent Methodist Magazine for 1823 contains eight obituaries, two of which
concern ministers of other dissenting denominations. O f the six Tent Methodists,
three are women and although they are referred to, understandably, with great
affection, none of them appear to have held any position o f leadership.

In other parts o f the country Wesleyanism had had first hand experience o f the
effects o f new Methodist sects by 1820, but in Bristol this was not the case.
Primitive Methodism was then still mainly contained in the north midlands and was
not, for several more years, to move substantially southwards. The Bible Christians,
whilst beginning to expand outwards into Somerset from their initial areas of activity
in Cornwall and Devon, did not become firmly established in Bristol until much
later. The Methodist New Connexion, despite the earlier reference to an apparent
society in Bristol in early 1820, the Unitarian (Zookites, and the various strands of
Independent Methodism were all firmly based in the northern half o f England. It was
understandable, then, that Bristol Wesleyans, especially because o f the antagonism
that had occurred fixxm time to time in previous years, were quick to oppose the
newly created society. They were used to coexisting with long established dissenter
groups including Roman Catholics, Moravians, Unitarians, Jews and French
Protestants as well as (Quakers, Presbyterians, Independents and Baptists on the one
hand, and the Church o f England on the other, but this breakaway organisation was
felt to be a much more direct threat to Wesleyanism. The written exchanges in
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panqxhlet form seem to have ceased in May 1820, but the verbal confrontations
continued.

Initial geographical expansion
With a chapel acquired, and a set of rules and regulations in place, the evangelical
activity could resume for the 1820 season. It was fitting that the three men who had
been subjected to the cross examination and bitter hostility o f former spiritual
colleagues should be the ones who led the opening services at the Pithay Chzqxel on
Sunday 23rd April. They were well supported by fiiends from beyond Bristol in
addition to local people who combined to form very large congregations.

That

Christian charity had not returned was evident as ‘.... a busy host o f determined
calumniators were not deficient in their attenqxts to blast our reputation ....’. ‘Bitter
Speeches, unmerited reproaches, confident and vaunting prophecies o f our speedy
extinction, were heaped upon us ....’

(3 5 ).

There were other measures which were

designed to prevent the new group from expanding and consolidating the position it
had established with those people who had been converted by the evangelical work
o f previous years. P erh^s it was because it was known that the first society o f thirty
one members with four preachers had already been formed at Pithay that such
vitriolic language was apparently used. The local Wesleyan hierarchy had decided
that any o f their members vdio showed support should be dismissed. The ability to
establish a society so quickly at Pithay is particularly interesting as the evangelical
work o f the previous six years had been carried out away from the city centre. It is
probable that the group was formed from Pocock’s supporters among the Portland
Chapel membership, as a m anuscrit, late 19th century, history o f the chapel records
that ‘.... a few office bearers and several members

....’

(3 6 )

left the Wesleyans to

join the Tent Methodists. There is further evidence for this as a picture o f a Tent
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Methodist class ticket, signed by George Pocock, appears in a later history of
Portland Chzqxel. It was issued in March 1820 to a Mrs Ann Smith, not known to be
a relative o f Samuel Smith, but was the grandmother o f a Simon Smith ^ o was a
trustee o f Portland C h ^ el in 1929

(3 7 ).

There were, periuqxs, also people who had

been in membership at other churches who were aware o f the long running
hostilities. A Bristol Wesleyan itinerant, in a letter to Jabez Bunting in October
1820, bemoaned the feet ‘. ... that so many good men have left us ....’

(3 8 ).

The

various acrimonious meetings, o f ^ ^ c h there were very many, were held at King
Street vestry in the centre of Bristol aihd the on-going disagreement was well
publicised among Methodists.

It is clear that several dedicated men, including

Victory Purdy and Samuel Bryant, refused to accept such provocation, and became
local preachers for the Tent Methodists.

Within a very short time fi-om mid-April 1820, the most likely date that can be given
for the actual establishment o f the Tent Methodist offehoot, a number o f societies
had been formed. The later progress made will be analysed in depth in the following
chapter. In the main this followed quite naturally fix>m the evangelical work o f
previous years, notably at Franqxton, Dursley, Wotton-under-Edge, Bath and at
several places in the Kingswood area. Subsequently, chapels were acquired, and
Soundwell, Kingswood seemed to have the distinction o f having the first newly built
c h ^ e l for Tent Methodism, followed by Frampton and Dursley very soon
afterwards. It is clear from the many subsequent references to the ‘Colliers' Temple’,
as the jSoundwell Chapel was known, that it had a central role in Tent Methodist
affairs and was a place o f great blessing in the coal mining communities of tl%
neighbourhood. In an area a few miles to the north in the more rural parts o f south
Gloucestershire, people who had received Pocock, Pyer and other tent preachers
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from 1817 onwards also sought chapels so that they could have more permanent
places o f worship. These requests for chapels to be erected were agreed to by
Pocock, the original members o f the societies being former Wesleyans and those of
no previous Christian belief. Several prominent local Wesleyans, including William
Jones, the itinerant preacher appointed by the 1819 Annual Conference, and Irving
and Nightingale, both former supporters of tent preaching, attenqxted to dissuade
people from joining the Tent Methodists or subscribing financially to the building
programme. Notwithstanding the pressure, an un-named leader with twenty six years
o f Methodist service resigned Wesleyanism and brought his class o f forty six
members into Tent Methodism at about the same time. So it is claimed, did others
(3 9 ).

At most other places it is not known how many joined the societies but it is

recorded that ‘.... nearly forty gave us their names as members o f Society....’

(4 0 )

at

Dursley in A pril

It is no wonder that the final pamphlet in the series o f three. Facts Without a Veil,
closes with an apology by the three authors for the delay of three weeks in replying
to the one produced by the Methodist Leaders’ Meeting. The delay, readers were
told, was .... solely occasioned by their expensive and numerous engagements ....’
(4 1 ).

The pace o f activity between the very end of 1819 and the end o f May 1820 was

astonishing and it is not surprising that such a detailed response, running to fifty
pages, had to take second place to such encouraging initial evangelical progress.

Other earlv promising features
There were several other frictors that contributed to an auspicious start to Tent
Methodism as a formal, separate body.

The commitment, enthusiasm and

shrewdness o f Pocock was probably the principal one. He was, by then, well known
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in Bristol, having lived and worked there for twenty years. Quite apart from his
support for Methodism, including his financial generosity, his boarding school was
well established in 1820 by which time he was forty six years o f age. He had
assistance, certainly from John Barnett who was by then an active Tent Methodist,
but also probably from one or two o f his sons. Schools in those days had two
holiday periods, one of which, fortunately in view of the timing o f events, was in the
early summer. The regular local newspaper advertisements for the Prospect Place
Academy included, for exanq>le, on 10th July 1824, a notice that pupils would return
on 19th July 1824 (42). Reopening o f schools took place at about that time every
year, so Pocock could give substantial amounts of time during June and early July to
establishing the movement. His school was successful, and apart from occasional
tribulations such as a break-in and robbery in 1813 (43), no longer took all his
energy. His business colleagues would have, as has been shown, provided him with
useful contacts and information, including the availability o f Phhay Chapel, and he
would certainly have had access to printing facilities.

With at least twelve and

possibly as many as fifteen children, several of whom became involved in

ru n n in g

their own schools, he had other responsibilities to fulfil but received great support,
particularly from his wife and his eldest daughter. Rose (44). A man used to gaining
his own way, any attempts by the Wesleyan authorities to curtail Pocock's activities
and make him conform to established rules and practice would have been unwelcome
to him. It is, however, inconceivable that he would have gone to the lengths he did
to establish a new sect without a genuine desire to extend the Kingdom of God, in
accordance with Methodist doctrine, particularly focusing on his interest and belief
in the value o f education, and his concern for the poor. Edward Griffith, five years
before, had spoken to a number o f Pocock's pupils at Prospect Place Academy about
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his Christian commitment, and Pocock was later to publish a lx)ok o f poems and
hymns especially for young people.

Pocock was ably assisted, not only by the other existing Tent M ethodic preachers,
most of whom continued their support o f earlier.years, but also by new. followers,
some of whom had been foithful, long time, local Wesleyan preachers. Pyer, Smith,
Roberts, and Gosling were all people who had been involved for some time and
mentioned in Tent Methodist Magazine record o f events, but Barnett, Pring and
Payne were three others who, freed from their Wesleyan responsibilities, entered
frilly into the Tent Methodist cause.

There were two more, at least, who came into group at about this time. Samuel
Bryant and Victory Purdy had been valuable workers in Wesleyan societies, Bryant
for three years in Kingswood and Purdy for no less than forty nine years as " .... he
preached his first sermon in 1771 ....’ (45) when he was twenty four years o f age.
Purdy received a letter from John Wesley in February 1784 which drew attention to
the support and friendship Wesley and Purdy's fother had enjoyed. Both Biyant and
Purdy fell foul o f the '.... edict ... passed by the official characters among them,
[Wesleyan leadership] prohibiting their members either praying, or any way
exercising their gifts in any o f the Tent places o f worship, or services of the Tent
Missionary Society, on pain of expulsion . . . .' (46). Purdy, also in 1820, had written a
panq)hlet which criticised the actions o f travelling preachers, sought permission for
local preachers to attend the Annual Conference and, on the final page, wrote
prophetic words which were soon to come to fruition:-

'.... But if you cannot

receive them [Local Preachers], there are others that can and w ill....' (47). He bad
served the Downend circuit for many years but frequently showed his dislike for
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formal denominational distinctions (48). In a letter written in 1809 he said .... I am
neither a Wesleyan, nor a Whitfieldite, I am not in connection with any religious
body o f people whatever. I am a Dissenter from the Church of England, though not a
rigid one ....’ (49). It was with understandable sadness that after refusing to
undertake to have no contact with Tent Methodists .... he returned his preaching
plan and society ticket, acconq>anied by a note to the superintendent o f the Downend
circuit. . . '

(5 0 ).

Humble, largely self-educated, dedicated men like Bryant and Purdy

gave Tent Methodism a practical, down-to-earth element which complemented the
education interests and business skills o f men like Pocock and Gosling.

The

combination of all those attributes, together with Pyer’s full time commitment to the
cause, was another reason for the encouraging begiimings.

It would seem that the attitude and actions o f the local Wesleyan leadership were
counter-productive and actually contributed to Tent Methodist early success. That
men like Bryant, Purdy, and others, felt forced to leave Wesleyanism had a double
effect - a loss of valuable resources tor them and a clear gain to their new friends and
spiritual colleagues and fellow workers. None of the local circuit superintendents
seemed able to look beyond the disputes that climaxed in 1820 and see the effects
that losing such useful men would have in the longer term. Henry Moore returned to
Bristol in 1820 and became chairman o f the district. According to a letter written by
Joseph Sutcliffe, an itinerant preacher in the circuit, to Jabez Bunting later that year,
®Moore believed the affair leading to the departures of Pocock, Pyer and Smith had
been badly handled and could have been avoided

(5 1 ).

Moore was a man of great

experience who was, by that time, an elder statesman o f Methodisno. Bom in 1751,
he was at various times a biographer of John Wesley, a trustee of both Kingswood
and Woodhouse Grove Schools, and President of Conference, but was quite prepared
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on occasions to voice views that were contrary to contenq>orary official Wesleyan
thinking. Had he been appointed to return to Bristol a year or two earlier, the whole
hostility might not have occurred. However, the dogmatic, uncon^om ising views
o f Thomas Wood, Greenly, and Wintle, superintendents respectively o f the Bristol,
Downend and Dursley circuits, supported by the other members o f the Bristol
Leaders' meetings, were ultimately determined to see the back o f the Tent Methodist
leaders. They did so at significant cost to Wesleyan affairs in and around Bristol,
and further afield, as the third decade o f the nineteenth century progressed.

Another fector which was helpAil in the immediate aftermath o f the separation was
the existence o f two tents, supplemented by at least one more within a short time.
With only a few chapels under their control in 1820, the use o f tents as additional
places o f worship would have assisted the group to serve the local societies that had
already become established.

Tents could have been employed at short notice,

quickly erected, dismantled and moved elsewhere, and were used as well as private
houses, and bams. 700 people were capable o f being accommodated in one or more
o f the tents and structures o f that size were an obvious, tangible advertisement that
tent preachers were • to conduct services.

Congregations of up to 2,000 were

attracted, but to ensure that the tents were available for worship to those people
living close to Bristol, no excursions of any distance took place for several months.
Bradford-on-Avon and Warminster were the furthest places visited until a highly
significant visit to London was undertaken in September 1820.

.

The final helpful fixture in establishing the group quiekly was simply tl* momentum
that had been steadily building up, particularly since the second tent was brought into
use in early 1819 which coincided with Pyer's appointment as a full time Missionary.
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Some areas around Bristol had received much evangelical attention for several years
and this was a beneficial factor in sustaining interest while new parts o f Bristol and
places much further afield were being opened up for missionary work. That this
momentum followed the efforts that Pyer and others were making was clear from
letters that were received around the end of 1819. In addition to two letters from the
superintendent and the circuit steward of the Dursley circuit at the end o f June 1819
before the rapid deterioration in the relationships, others were sent from a nearby
circuit six months later to Smith and Pocock. John Palser, a leading member o f the
society at Wotton-under-Edge, wrote to Smith on 1st December 1819 and to Pocock
on 19th December 1819 acknowledging the contribution that previous visits to the
area had made by saying that .... the work continues in a prosperous state ....' (52),
and fervently hoping for other visits from any o f the preachers who could be spared.
Significantly, one o f the letters sought . . .. a little more o f that heavenly fire which
used to descend, while worshipping under the Tent ....’ (53). By January 1820
reports o f Pyer's effective dismissal from Wesleyanism were clearly circulating in
the Dursley neighbourhood as a letter to Pocock from John Cook, the Dursley
steward and a trustee, showed. It was with great distress that Cook had heard the
news and wrote, .... Wien I see the spot where the Tent stood, or only hear the name
of the Tent, I cannot help dropping a grateful tear to the great Author of all our
m ercies....'

(54).

Very many Dursley members, he claimed, would send their

support. Cook recalled the provision o f a tent nine months before while the chapel
was undergoing major repairs and expressed the view that . . .. hundreds of precious
souls have reason to praise the Lord, on account o f your great kindness ....'(55).
While there was momentum whieh had resulted in increased membership at Dursley,
Nibley, and Wotton-under-Edge, among other places, the authors o f those letters

97

recognised that it would only last for a limited time before the effect wore off and the
memories were forgotten.

There were, o f course, many places away from Bristol that bad only been visited
once and there is no evidence of any permanent increase in Methodist membership
figures in these towns and villages. (Appendices B and C) The excursion which
included Winchester and the Isle o f Wight was not repeated and reference to the
island's membership figures suggested no lasting impact from the Tent Methodist
mission in 1818.

Similarly, the visit to south Wales the following summer appears

not to have led to the establishment of any new societies in that particular part. The
effects in many places were, no doubt, ephemeral but that experience was not
confined to Tent Methodism. The quality o f the preaching and the genuine concern
o f the leading tent preachers, travelling with the femiliar, distinctive sight of what
was a large marquee, generated the response from some people by way o f a
commitment to the Christian way o f life. The greatest results were achieved in those
areas where regular and relatively frequent visits had occurred. The villages to the
north east o f Bristol as fer as Dursley including Frampton, Rangeworthy, Olveston
and Wotton-under-Edge were examples^ as the letters referred to show.

They

became centres of future valuable evangelical work, as did Marlborough, another
place to have benefited from tent evangelical missionary work each year from 1817.

A schism or a secession?
It is now possible to form a judgement as to whether the events o f late 1819 and early
1820 should be described as a ‘schism' or should be regarded as a ‘secession’ - a
word that has rarely, hitherto, been used to describe Tent Methodism's withdrawal
fix)m Wesleyanism.

While John Bowmer’s brief reference to Tent Methodism in
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Pastor and People includes the word ‘secession’, he goes on to say that it ‘
damage to the Wesleyan cause

....’

(5 6 ),

did no

a view that is certainly open to debate.

Definitions o f the two words are necessary, but dictionaries’ distinctions between
them are not particularly helpful. Various versions define a ‘schism’ in similar
terms: ‘A breach in the unity o f the visible Church' from The Oxford English
Dictionary, .... division within or separation from an established Church, not
necessarily involving differences in doctrines
Dictionary.

from The Collins Concise

For ‘secede’, however, the dictionaries record, for example... The

action o f seceding or formally withdrawing from an alliance, a federation, a political
or religious organisation, or the like...’, from The Oxford English Dictionary. The
Collins Concise Dictionary and the Chambers 20th Century Dictionary define the
word similarly.

Common usage in the context o f nonconformity and the

firagmentation o f Methodism and among other denominations does atten^t to
produce a rather clearer distinction between the two words.

Both ‘schism’ and

‘secession’ indicate disagreement and then withdrawal from a religious body.
‘Secession’, however, implies that an organised withdrawal takes place by a group,
or a collection of individuals, which then as a conscious next step forms or joins a
new body. Bible Christianity would, if this distinction is accepted, be correctly
regarded as resulting from a ‘schism’ because, in the main, those people who joined
in the initial stages did iK>t leave Wesleyanism but came from a significant variety o f
denominations, including the Church o f England, and none.

The position with

Primitive Methodism is not so clear cut, but should probably be regarded as a
secession as several societies and classes rejected Wesleyanism to form the new
group when it was established in May 1811.
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The -contention in this work is that Tent Methodism should be considered a
‘secession’, albeit a minor one. Although the evidence for this view is principally
derived from Tent Methodist sources there is more objective material that tends to
give support to that opinion.

It has already been noted that several classes left

Wesleyanism and became Tent Methodist groups either at the time o f the formation
or very soon afterwards. There were others that joined later, but in addition to the
society formed in the middle o f ^ r i l 1820 and based at Pithay chapel it has been
recorded that at least five others were created within relatively short distances from
Bristol. In addition, as the next chapter will show, an existing Wesleyan group not
previously connected with the Tent Methodists left a London circuit and joined the
newly formed sect in late 1820 or early 1821. At all these places chapels were
available at the time the societies were established or quite soon afterwards.
Pocock’s introduction to the 1820 version o f the rules, and indeed the 1824 edition,
and the final pages of the final pamphlet of the three written in 1820, all claim that
considerable numbers o f people and groups left Wesleyanism to join Tent
Methodism

There are also indications from Wesleyan sources that a secession took place. Jabez
Bunting had his attention drawn to the Tent Methodists on several occasions and in
the biography written by his son, the word ‘secession’ is used, stating in a footnote to
a description o f the Bristol events, ‘.... this was an inconsiderable secession.. . .’ (57).
‘Inconsiderable’ it may have been, but the membership statistics for the local circuits
in the Bristol district for the relevant years make interesting scrutiny.

At a time

when the national membership figures declined by 4,100 or 2%, between 1819 and
1820, the fell in the Bristol circuit was fiom 2,690 to 2,523 (6.6%), in Kingswood
circuit from 490 to 460 (6.5%), and in the Downend circuit from 460 to 432 (6.5%) -
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not conclusive evidence, perhaps, but supportive of the claims that some groups of
former Wesleyans in several places joined the Tent Methodists.

A modest secession, then, occurred.

While fundamental disagreements among

Methodists were not as commonplace as Pocock claimed vdien he wrote ' .... in
almost every circuit through the whole kingdom, discontents, discords, and divisions
are spreading and multiplying to such a degree, that the Fabric of Methodist
Government is tottering on every side ....’

(5 8 ),

much dissension was apparent. It

was an early twentieth century author o f a book about a long established Methodist
London community group who wrote .... the Church o f God need never fear
enemies outside, but ever since its earliest formation in the first century, dangerous
and hostile fees have arisen within its own borders sowing error, causing dissensions
and stirring up discontent, which have been far more harmful and ruinous than any
attack fiom its avowed opponents ....’

(5 9 ).

It was a year too late when Joseph

Sutcliffe, a preacher in the Bristol circuit between 1820 and 1822, wrote to Jabez
Bunting on 31st October 1820 and told him that ‘ .... Mr Moore thinks the preachers
imprudent for bringing Pocock’s case at all into the Leaders’ meeting. Others lament
that so many good men have left us, and think that things might have been better
managed

....’

(6 0 ).

Contenqx)rary Bristol Wesleyans also seemed, therefore, to

acknowledge that a secession had occurred, and some at least regretted that outcome
which, by the time of that letter, was seven months into history.

Having prepared a formal set o f rules which contained a structure o f sorts, the Tent
Methodists nonetheless relied extremely heavily on Pocock for leadership and,
probably, day to day organisation. It is likely that he was supported in this aspect o f
the work, not so much by Pyer who was heavily engaged in the evangelical activity
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on a full time basis, but by Gosling.

After a time in Bristol, he returned to

Marlborough to continue to run his banking partnership and, as will be shown in the
next chapter, to establish a significant number o f Tent Methodist chapels and
meeting houses in east Wiltshire. While Pocock would have been eminently c£q>able
o f making decisions, quickly and with little consultation, his school was back in
operation by the end of July 1820 and he had other matters to deal with fiom that
time onwards. There was much success to follow, but seeds o f future problems were
already sown. His inability, or more likely his unwillingness, to spend much time
away fiom the Bristol area, his increasing interest in several mechanical inventions
that were to emerge over the next few years, his domestic responsibilities as the
fether of a large femily and perhaps, a lack o f harmony with Pyer; all, in due course,
were to present difficulties.

The biblical text which appeared on the class tickets indicated a recognition that the
evangelical work must be God inspired: T f this counsel or this work be o f men, it
will come to nought : But if it be o f God ye cannot overthrow it ....’. . It was a
significant quotation to use from verses 38 and 39 o f Chapter 5 o f the Acts o f the
Apostles. Firstly, there was a hint that constant attenq>ts would continue to be made
to discredit the group.

Additionally, and of particular note, the two verses

immediately preceding verse 38 draw attention to two men who attenq)ted but feiled
to establish new sects; Theudas, and Judas o f Galilee who .... drew away many
people after him: he also perished, and all, even as many as obeyed him, were
dispersed. ...’ (61). There was clearly a confidence that the evangelical missionary
work was supported by the Almighty, and a certainty that Pocock and the other
leaders were not felse prophets who would quickly feiL Furthermore, bearing in
mind that the words ‘Goodwill to Men’ were shown in c o ita l letters in the top right
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hand comer o f the class tickets, there was a claim by them that no hostility was felt
to their former Wesleyan friends.
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Orthodox, not extreme
There was a keen desire by Pocock to be considered the leader o f a mainstream
Methodist group. He believed that there was no need for the Wesleyan leadership to
be obstructive or to object to his evangelical activity. The whole tenor o f the final
pamphlet. Facts without a Veil sought to establish the reasonableness o f the
leadership as well as a desire to compromise and continue to serve Methodism.
There were, so Pocock claimed, others in the Bristol district that were also
conducting Methodism outside a strict interpretation o f the mles. ‘.... Rule, Rule,
Methodist Rule “Conformity or Expulsion”....’ (62) was a cry o f Pocock's without,
he insisted, any account being taken o f scriptural guidance, or any flexibility to take
account of practical considerations. In the same pamphlet, Pocock con^lained that a
local preacher was guilty o f breaking an instruction given by John Wesley, and
others were collecting funds without following laid down procedures.

None,

however, had received the censure o f the local hierarchy let alone been excluded
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from Wesleyanism.. The concluding sentences o f the last panphlet in the written
exchanges highlighted the claim that Tent preacher activity was recognised as
valuable by a wide variety o f Christian groups, and others. ‘While the Magistrates,
the Gentry, and respectable housekeepers in every direction; while the Friends, the
Dissenters, and even the Clergy o f our venerable establishment have the candour to
acknowledge the reformation and piety which have followed the labours of the Tent
Preachers; and while thousands who know themselves to be sinners, and are seeking
mercy, and are saying ‘come again’, the leading men among the Methodists are the
only Class o f persons ... who ... are becoming persecutors ...’ (63), was the final
point that the three writers Pocock, Pyer and Smith wished to make to the Wesleyan
leaders and all the others who would read the series o f pamphlets. The last one was
published in mid-May 1820, by which time the first set o f rules had been prepared
which contained further evidence o f a concern to be regarded as an orthodox group.
The words .... equity and moderation ....’

were used in the concluding section

together with an assertion that the regulations had a '.... close analogy to the
Scriptures ....' (64). Furthermore, the doctrines that were set out for the members to
follow were entirely consistent with the beliefs o f Wesleyan Methodists and, indeed,
other dissenting groups.

Pocock was keen to show his knowledge o^ and indeed his agreement with,
Methodist regulations when it suited his argument and opinions. He objected to
Thomas Wood using the prefix 'Reverend' which, he said, was contrary to the
instructions in 'Large Minutes, section 29, page 54', quoted as 'Nor shall gowns or
bands be used among us, or the title o f Reverend be used at all ....'

(65).

Nonetheless, Pocock himself was, sqsparently, using the word 'Reverend' within the
next two years.

There were other references to the members of the Wesleyan
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hierarchy in Bristol departing from the official rules in the treatment o f Smith, and to
the claim that another rule was broken by preachers who conduced services in
chapels that were .... Not settled in a proper way

(66). Furthermore, Pocock

quoted from the works o f Jonathan Crowther, a prolific writer on Methodist affairs,
v&o was especially concerned with the justification and interpretation of internal
rules and regulations. He was a significant Wesleyan figure from the end o f the
eighteenth century until well into the nineteenth century, and was President of the
Wesleyan (Conference in 1819. Pocock was determined to portray Tent Methodism
as a fully acceptable way o f developing mainstream Methodism so that it continued
the evangelical activity along lines that would have been >^olly condoned by John
Wesley himself.

Indeed, the very fact that the word Methodist* invariably appeared in all references to
the group showed a determination to retain an orthodoxy which, by 1820, was
associated with Wesleyanism. It would also have been used to counteract attempts
that were made by the Bristol authorities to convince people that the Tent leaders
were opposed to Methodism. Smith continued '.... to act so hostilely to Methodism
in regard to the Tent business ....' (67) was an allegation made by the Wesleyan
leaders. Pyer was accused o f being '.... disaffected to Methodism ....', but he
insisted he had '.... preached Methodist doctrines, maintained Methodist discipline,
and gave the fruits of his labour to Methodist Travelling Preachers...' (68). As a
result of his friendship with Moore, Pocock may well have been advised to avoid the
fringes of Methodism and could have been warned of the consequences of alienating
the bulk o f the leadership, both central, and at district and circuj[ level. It is likely
that Pocock genuinely believed his views would, given time, be accepted and he
worked hard to persuade the authorities. His attempts to gain the approval o f those
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attending the 1814 and 1819 Annual Conferences in Bristol were, however, never
likely to succeed in the absence o f a much more encouraging climate for laity to
influence policy. In 1820 a *top down' bureaucracy was in place in Methodism which
was not conducive to being influenced by lay people, even respectable, long serving,
energetic men such as Pocock.

He clearly wished to distance himself from some o f the ^ g e religious groups that
existed in some parts of the country in the. early part o f the nineteenth cenWry. As
Tent Methodism's concern for the poor became an increasing feature o f the
evangelical activity, there would probably have been an anxiety that the perceived
extreme views of such people as Joanna Southcott should not permeate the
movement.

Although she had died in 1814, it has been claimed '.... that the

Southcott cult wreaked great havoc in the Methodist can^, notably in Bristol ....'
(69), where, during her lifetime, she had a chapel. Southcott had been associated with
the Methodists in Exeter in her youth and found much o f her support from ' .... the
working people o f the west and north ....' (70). In addition to holding views that E P
Thompson describes as 'cranky', she was able to produce hysterical reactions to her
messages and to gain, temporarily at least, a great deal of siq)port, mostly in the west
country and in parts of Lancashire and Yorkshire. After her death others continued
to develop the messages she proclaimed and '.... her voluminous writings became the
gospel o f sect after sect of religious eccentrics' (71). Although Pocock and the other
Tent preachers were keen to encourage their hearers to seek forgiveness of sins and
to embrace a personal commitment to the Christian message, they did not wish to
have any connection with successors to Southcott or with similar bodies that arose
from time to time.

It would have been partly for that reason that the set of

regulations was quickly produced, showing that the movement was '.... founded
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upon the doctrines and duties of the Holy Scriptures

(72). In the event, as will be

confirmed, the friture support for the group came, particularly in Manchester, from
mainstream denominations, and individuals who were very highly regarded within
their own spheres of activity.

With the group having been fully established by the middle o f 1820, it is relevant to
recognise the differences between the operation o f Tent Methodism and
Wesleyanism. Although there were no theological disagreements, there were matters
o f organisation and emphasis where distinctive practices emerged. Bearing in mind
that Wesleyanism had been developing for eighty years by the time that Pocock, Pyer
and Smith left, it was not surprising that some dissimilarities were apparent. Even
taking this feet into account, however, the practices and priorities o f Tent Methodism
showed significant variations.

From a careful study o f the first version o f the rules a number o f differences are
apparent. In the first place any model Methodist deed for holding the legal title to
chapel premises was clearly not going to be acceptable to Pocock.

A very early

example o f the hostility that this was to cause occurred with premises at
Rangeworthy. Pocock went into great detail to describe how he was approached to
provide a chapel for those people who had heard tent preachers for several years.
Rangeworthy had been a regular recipient of a tent since 1817 and a Mr Bedggood
made the request .... to assist the poor people there in getting a place o f worship ....'
(73). Bedggood provided a plot o f land which was a part o f his garden, and Pocock
instructed the builders, became responsible for payments, and supervised the
building work. He insisted that it was understood from the beginning that the
Methodist model deed would not be used so that the Tent preachers could ofifrciate at
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services, but the legal formalities had not been completed pronq)tly.

The local

superintendents apparently persuaded the local people to insist on the Conference
agreed documentation being used. Pocock was not aware of this manoeuvre until he
was finalising the transaction with his attorney. The Tent Methodist rules provided
for the members o f the individual society to choose the trustees o f buildings, not to
have them imposed by the dictate of the circuit authorities, fi^uently the
superintendent alone. Rule 34 o f the 1820 version states The Trustees o f Chapels or
other buildings for religious worship, shall be chosen fi*om among the members of
the Society by a special meeting o f Official Characters'.

Tent Methodism became a mission to the poor to a greater extent than appears to
have been the case with Wesleyanism. This was evidenced by evangelical work
being undertaken in some city centres where living and working conditions were
often {^palling, and rural areas where agricultural wages were lower than the norm
elsewhere.

In this, the sect shared the same concerns as the Primitive Methodists

and the Bible Christians at a time when there seemed to be a feeling that
Wesleyanism was becoming more middle class in its outlook. While the common
claim that there was an increasing middle class trend must remain a subjective
judgement. Bunting's support for Tory politicians as well as his femous words
"Methodism was as much opposed to democracy as to sin'

(7 4 ),

both created an

impression among the less well off in society that official Wesleyanism was less
concerned with their lot than the various offshoots that existed by 1820. The final
pan^hlet castigates the Bristol authorities for a lack o f sympathy and practical help
to the poor, and the Tent Methodist regulations contained several rules designed to
alleviate the burden on poor members. Pocock and his fellow preachers did not
accept . . .. the natural, habitual poverty of the working-man
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....'

(7 5 ),

words spoken

by an Anglican mill-owner in Charlotte Brontë's Shirley, but sought to in^rove their
material and spiritual lot.

Understandably, the formality and relative inflexibility o f preaching plans did not
suit the Tent Methodist missionary zeal in the very early period although, as will be
shown, at least one area was using preaching plans by the middle o f 1822. There
was, however, the need to respond quickly to opportunities to take one o f the tents to
meet requests, and this would have been inhibited by a close adherence to a
preaching plan, covering a three month period, the details o f which would have been
worked out considerably in advance.

Whereas Wesleyanism was beginning to

become rather more inward looking as far as home missionary efforts were
concerned, the second 'General Rule' o f Tent Methodism was that '.... the Gospel
shall be preached whenever, and wherever Divine Providence may open their way...'
(76). Using verses from Chs^)ter 16 of St Luke's Gospel as the scriptural justification,
evangelical effort would occur relying upon the '.... power of God ....'a s well as the
activities o f the tent preachers. As the following chapter will describe and analyse,
'Divine Providence', and the influence o f men who had been converted by the
preachers, led Tent Methodists to several different parts of England over the
following few years, as well as extemiing the activity in the Bristol neighbourhood.

Not surprisingly Tent Methodism had a much greater role for laity to play although
Pocock's personal influence remained immense in the immediate period after 1820.
There were structures within societies, and a format which would have served if a
district or circuit arrangement became folly optative.

There was not, however,

anything approaching a 'Legal Hundred' or a national hierarchy that could impose
policy stemming from an Annual Conference. Although Pocock was, at this time.
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the undisputed leader, the general tenor of the rules he was instrumental in producing
was that only after much consultation within the movement would decisions be
made. There was a role for a 'Yearly Meeting’ but '.... all the official members of
this Society ....'

(7 7 )

would attend so ensuring a much greater degree of lay

participation. While this may have been a deliberate policy, it was also necessary
because there was sin^)ly an insufficient number of dedicated leaders with the time,
ability or inclination to contenq>late, discuss and implement general policy.

Tent Methodism's clear mission was to hdfil evangelical aspirations to local
communities, particularly to the poor, comprising those out of regular work and their
dependants, who were often badly housed, badly fed, and in poor health. Those
communities were located in several different parts o f England, and were missioned
as a direct result o f invitations received from individuals who had been made aware
o f Tent Methodist work, or who had already received much personal blessing from
Tent Methodist preachers. Several years of expansion and progress were enjoyed,
despite the facing and overcoming o f immense difficulties. There was not a steady,
immediately logical geogr^hic development as with the Primitive Methodists and
Bible Christians - outward from Bristol, for example - but, on the contrary, there was
no coherent pattern to the evangelical work that was undertaken. That is not to say
that there were not good reasons for the decisions made, and the following chapter
will describe and analyse the process o f expansion.
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CHAPTER V

The geographical spread o f Tent Methodism

For several years from the middle o f 1820 much encouraging progress occurred.
Geographical e^qsansion took place which opened up new areas o f Christian
evangelicalism to the less well off in society, both in urban conurbations and in rural
communities. The in tact o f Tent Methodism, albeit in localised parts o f England,
and in one small area of south Wales, became substantial until it feded in a variety of
ways and for a number o f reasons.

The initial advances of the group happened despite some considerable handicaps.
Firstly, it was clear that anyone in the Bristol area who associated with the group in
any way was liable to be expelled.

There was an instruction to all the local circuits

that .... none of their members should assist us [Tent Methodists] in any of our
religious services upon pain o f being excluded from the Methodist Society ' (i).
Apparently long since forgotten was the resolution passed at an Annual Conference,
We cannot, however, we will not, part with any o f our dear flock, who loves God and
man, on account o f unessential points....' (2) . That statement was made in 1793
during the period immediately after Wesley's death when it was already feared that
secessions would occur, and long before the quite different climate engendered by the
inq>act made by Jabez Bunting. While Bunting remains a controversial figure, with
religious historians fer from unanimous in their assessment of him, it is universally
acknowledged that he had great influence through an authoritarian approach and a
powerful personality.

It was he who, in a letter to the superintendent o f the

Hungerferd circuit in 1820 - two days before Christmas Day - wrote 'There is no rule
directly against wearing a fool's cap in bur pulpits, but he Wio did so would be
properly and legally excluded ....' (3). The context o f that letter, in response to an
urgent concern that there were defections to the Tent Methodists, will be described
later in this chapter, but it underlined the atmosphere and tone o f Wesleyanism v/bsn
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disagreements arose. What effect the expulsion threats had cannot be known but they
provided further evidence that local Wesleyans were disturbed at the prospects.

That obstacles were likely to be placed in the way of the Tent Methodists can also be
gathered from the study of a letter addressed to George Pocock and John Pyer from
Elijah Waring dated 28th May 1820. News o f these potential difficulties had clearly
reached south Wales a year after Waring had been deeply touched by the tent visit to
the Swansea and Neath area. He was still in fellowship with the Quakers at the time,
and fer a frirther five years before he joined the Wesleyans, but he wrote. May you be
preserved in meekness, in long-suffering, with patience rejoicing in the truth, whatever
discouragements may assail you....'

(4 ) .

The second problem Wiich had to be overcome was a potential shortage o f preachers.
In this respect the early progress was encouraging.

With the attraction o f well

respected former Wesleyans, the work in the Bristol area could proceed with familiar
local preachers gaining the confidence of local congregations.

Appendix D is a

significant list o f preaching talent, and includes one name that was to become very
well known in Congregational circles fix>m the 1830s onwards: George Smith. It was
in 1820 that Pocock first met Smith, then only a youth o f seventeen who already had a
.... desire to win souls to Christ'. Pocock, presumably using his school master's
insights '.... saw in him a young man o f great promise: his mental capacities were
superior, his ready and lucid utterance remarkable, his earnest and fervent piety o f no
common type. He [Pocock] took, therefore, a special interest in his welfare, and,
after a course o f theological instruction, he was sent out to preach in the neighbouring
villages....' (5). The nature and the extent o f the theological instruction' is not known
but it might have come finm Pocock himself or, perhaps, the Rev William Thorp, an
Independent minister in Bristol,

had guided Pyer from time to time for many

years.
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The overall preaching resources available to the Tent Methodists in the second half of
1820 could well have been superior to that available to the Wesleyans in the Bristol
area, bearing in mind the defections and new means such as that provided by George
Smith. Professor Ward has drawn attention to a shortage of adequate Wesleyan
ministerial talent '.... in the country where the supply o f preaching was less in both
quantity and professional quality than in the towns ....' (6). John Vickers in 'Circuit
Life in 1825' refers to the inconsistent pattern o f ministerial care in places in southern
England. From a careful study o f circuit preaching plans, he is able to say that ....
morning and evening services at Salisbury were conducted entirely by ministers ....'
but at other Wesleyan chapels, particularly in the relatively isolated country districts,
'.... between one third and one half o f the preaching places had no Sunday services
conducted by ministers ....' (7).

David Hempton also draws attention to '.... the

decline of rural itinerancy ....' (8).

Pyer's Memoirs in a reference to Wotton Bassett

in the Spring of 1820, a place that does not subsequently feature in Tent Methodist
accounts, describes an occasion when he had preached .... to a small conq)any of
people, left as sheep without a shepherd, not having had any preaching for some
tim e....' (9).

Bristol citv centre. Kingswood. and Gloucestershire
M th a group of preachers of ability, great energy, and, in some cases, wide
e7q>erience o f both tent preaching and Wesleyan circuit plan preaching, Pocock, Pyer
and the other Tent Methodists were able to set about expanding the work and
influence in an ever widening geographic area. If a substantial proportion of their
time continued to be spent in the rural districts, a significant commitment was also
given, for the first time, to parts o f inner cities beginning with Bristol Wesleyans
were urged in the Annual Address at their 1820 Conference, 'Let us, dear Brethren,
‘renew our strength by waiting upon God', and redouble our efforts to instruct the
ignorant, to reclaim every wanderer, to make manifest in every place the savour of the
knowledge of Christ

. . . . ' (lO ).

The Tent Methodists certainly worked with the

evangelical fervour sought by the Wesleyan hierarchy o f their preachers.
113

The

locations that attracted Tent Methodists to preach and minister had certain similarities
with those, in different parts o f the country, o f the Primitive Methodists and Bible
Christians in the early stages of their development. The Bible Christians '.... filled in
the gaps in Wesleyan activity in Cornwall, and particularly in Devon

(ii), both

counties with large rural areas. Primitive Methodists succeeded, too, in country
districts such as Lincolnshire and ^^^hshire in the late 1820s although much of their
very early work was undertaken in manufacturing areas such as the Potteries in
Staffordshire - Burslem and Tunstall for exanple - and, a little later, Derby and
Nottingham. They were not so much inner urban areas o f the major cities, but more
the e^anding townships o f the Industrial Revolution.

A significant new development was the beginning o f evangelical activity in central
Bristol once the Pithay chapel was acquired.

This work was conducted with

particular enq>hasis on the conversion o f unbelievers in the poorest parts of Bristol
Local preachers had rarely been appointed by the Wesleyan authorities to officiate in
the principal city centre chapels. Two of the "Lord's Day Plan for the Bristol and
Kingswood Circuits' documents survive for the periods fi"om March to June 1817 and
fi*om December 1819 to March 1820.

On those plans no local preacher's name

appears at all for either Portland Street Chapel or Ebenezer Chapel, King Street, the
first two named chapels listed.

Although the middle months of 1820 appear to have been spent mainly consolidating
the earlier work in south Gloucestershire, fi’om August a concentrated evangelical
effort was focused on Bristol itself. Brandon Hill, close to the city centre, became a
notable preaching place fix>m mid August onwards. Pyer, with initial reluctance at
having to forgo an ^pointm ent elsewhere, preached in the morning of Sunday, 13th
August, and later in the day a Rev G C Smith, a Baptist minister from Penzance,
preached to a '.... multitude .. perhaps not less than 10,000 persons ....'(12). The
inq)act was sufficient to warrant an interesting newspaper report.

Brandon-hiU,

which is famous for being the scene o f 'open-air' political meetings and pugilistic
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contentions, has now become the resort o f the followers o f the Cross, and a place of
righteousness. Last Sunday afternoon several thousand persons assembled there, to
hear the Rev Mr Smith, o f Penzance, preach on the doctrine o f Christ's atonement for
sinners: and in the evening a vast concourse listened to the exhortations o f one o f the
Agrarian Ministers. A large and handsome tent was pitched opposite Queen's parade,
but was found incapable o f containing any considerable proportion o f the numbers
assembled....' (13).

The word 'Agrarian' was sometimes used to describe Tent

Methodist preachers, and was included in the title of the first, but not the second, set
of Rules. Another newspaper reported a congregation o f 14,000. A further large
gathering met on the following Tuesday when, encouragingly, there was '.... plenty o f
h elp ....'(14).

This Mr Smith, known as ‘Boatswain Smith’ because o f his particular concern for the
seafaring communities throughout Great Britain (15), returned to Penzance at the end
of August after assisting the Tent Methodists at services on the Quay. Two separate
editions of Felix Farley's Bristol Journal refer to him addressing a meeting o f the
Bristol branch of the Seaman's Friend Society, > ^ ch he formed, and preaching
fi^uently on board shÿs (16). He had spent over a month in Bristol and e?q)ressed
himself '.... highly delighted .. with the life and zeal which appeared to prevail among
us, etc; and exhorted us all to do the work o f the Lord with greater faithfulness than
ever' (17). There was evident confidence to preach at familiar Bristol landmarks, and
it might have been Smith's interest in evangelical activity in the Bristol docks area that
prompted the Tent Methodists to take up the work there with enthusiasm, again in an
inner city environment. They had established a '.... Seamen's Prayer Meeting ....' (18)
by the end o f August >^en Pyer first visited it, and he was again at the docks twice on
the following Sunday. He and Pocock were there at the same times on the next
Sunday when the congregations '.... greatly outnumbered those o f the preceding
Sabbath, especially in the evening, Wien I scarce ever beheld a more imposing sight
....' (19).

Between 10,000 and 12,000 people were, apparently, present.

Only

occasional further reference to the docks ministry is made in the Tent Methodist
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Magazine record which goes on to March 1821 but that was probably because other
pressing commitments caused Pyer, Pocock and others to give their main attention
elsewhere.

Real evidence o f a concern to convert those from the poorest parts o f the city comes
from the record o f the ongoing work in the Poyntz Pool district o f Bristol, just east of
the city centre. A pamphlet on The History o f Methodism in the Environs o f Old
Market Street, Bristol, 1739.- 1985 refers to the area around George Street, and
draws attention to the results o f a study on population in 1781 (20). In a district of
poor housing, '.... the very worst local conditions were to be found at Poyntz P o o l...
Wiere there was a residential density of 10.36....' (2i), being the average number of
occupants per dwelling. There are many references in the Tent Methodist Magazine
to the state o f the local population; .... multitude o f poor neglected people ....' (22),
and '.... most abject of the children o f men ... covered with rags and d irt....', but it is
with obvious pleasure that Pyer records that '.... they hear the word o f God with
eagerness, and manifest the greatest respect they are capable o f ....' (23). Following
one service, many .... with clean feces and hands ....' (24) later attended a service at
Pithay. The Wesleyans had a chapel close to Poyntz Pool at 'George Street', as it was
shown in 1817 preaching plan, but this was no longer in use by December 1819 (25).
Neither was a preaching place at Jacob's Well that held two services each Sunday in
1817 but did not feature in the 1819-1820 plan.

On the other hand, St Philip's

Chapel, o f Wiich Pocock was one of twenty six trustees, a large building seeking to
serve the poor in the community in that area was opened in August 1817

(26).

Interestingly, Pyer claims to have preached .... at a new place in St Philips ....' on
28th September 1820 and '....formed a class o f eleven persons....' (27). This would
not have been in the Wesleyan chgq)el, but followed several weeks o f open air
preaching in the neighbourhood '.... o f this poor neglected parish....' (28). There is
reference to preaching in a poor house' in the district, and two months later at the end
o f November, the Tent Methodists .... agreed to rent a small chapel capable of
holding about 350 persons situated in West S treet....' (29). This was in the same area
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Wdch ... is inhabited by persons in the lowest walks o f life, most o f whom are
remarkable for nothing but extreme poverty, ignorance, and vice. Prostitutes, thieves,
and vagabonds crowd the miserable dwellings . . . . '

(3 0 ).

All the preaching places that

featured strongly in Tent Methodist work in this inner city urban quarter were served
by many local preachers, but Pyer appeared to be the principal person involved.

While much evangelical activity was being undertaken in the poorest area of Bristol,
Pithay Chapel, first used by the Tent Methodists on 18th April 1820, had become the
sect's centre. It was the base for the original society o f four local preachers and thirty
one members, and immediately attracted very large congregations.

There were

occasions when many could not get into the chapel and they heard Pyer who .... stood
on the end of an enq)ty waggon [sic], in All Saints Street, and preached to all who
were willing to hear

. . . . ' (3 1 ).

Mathew's Bristol Directory for 1822, with information

collected the previous year, first records the Pithay chapel as being occupied by Tent
Methodists and, already, Sunday services were held at 7 am, 10.30 am, 2.30 pm and 6
pm, with a service also on Wednesdays at 7 pm

(3 2 ).

Given the length o f time

services fi^uently took, there would be barely a time on Sundays Wien the chapel
was not being used. Indeed, there is specific reference to one 10.30 am service not
finishing until 1 pm.

None o f the Wesleyan chsqiels shown in the 1819-1820

preaching plan had more than two services on any Sunday. Even on a Monday
evening in August '.... every part was crowded to excess; Wiilst many surrounded the
doors and windows, and many others went away not being able to come at all within
hearing...'

(3 3 ) .

The spectacle o f an active chapel congregation and a city centre

building with vast numbers of people frequently present could not foil to have been an
noteworthy sight to Bristol's population in general, and its religious communities in
particular. The c h ^ l was, naturally enough, the one chosen to hold the Quarterly
Meetings, the first held on 3rd August 1820, and the various committee meetings.

In addition to the regular meeting places throughout the year, the Tent Methodists
were active during special or annual events. Reference has already been made to tent
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preaching while an execution o f a local man was being considered and carried out in
1816, and the annual 6 ir held over a weekend in September each year was a recurring
event. Large numbers o f people were present, some, seemingly, bent on causing
riot and dissipation

and

wantonness and folly

(34), but the Air's location

close to the Phhay Chapel was an opportunity when several preachers attempted to
undertake evangelical activity. So it was that during the course o f 1820, from only
tenuous links with central Bristol communities at the beginning o f the year, a
substantial Tent Methodist presence was established. Pithay Chapel was the focal
point and several other parts o f Bristol received tent preaching, particularly in poor
areas. While Pyer and Pocock were the principal advocates and workers. Brother
Pring and a Brother H

, nowhere else fully identified, also made positive

contributions. One other valuable preacher, at least, promoted the Tent Methodist
cause. Victory Purdy had been a Wesleyan local preacher for many years and had
drawn attention in a pamphlet published in 1820 to the valuable role played by local
preachers and the unacceptable exclusion o f them at Conference and District Meetings
(35). He had objected to the treatment of Pocock, Pyer and Smith, and '.... when he
could no longer reconcile his mind to remain a member o f that body....' (36), he left to
become an extremely valuable Tent Methodist preacher after more than fifty years as
a Wesleyan local preacher. Purdy died at the age o f 75 in June 1822 but '.... it was
very evident to his friends that for the last two years he discharged his ministerial
labours with increased cheerfulness and satisfiiction;

and as he had frequent

opportunities o f addressing large congregations in Bristol, at the Pithay Chapel, he
considered that his gracious Master had put honour upon the declining years of his
ministry* (37). Experienced, highly regarded preachers such as Purdy provided vital
support to the leaders, in Bristol and further afield.

At a time when national Wesleyan membership was increasing, by 29 per cent in the
decade between 1820 and 1829, the Bristol circuit's figures were static. From a
recorded figure o f 2,690 in 1819, membership actually fell in several years and was
2,590 in 1829, the last year before the circuit was divided into two (see Appendix G).

If the national pattern had been followed, membership in 1829 would have been 750
higher at approximately 3,440, not 2,590. It would seem, therefore, that the Tent
Methodist activity had drawn some support away from Wesleyanism, as well as
attracting new converts with no previous religious conviction.

At the same time as the evangelical activity was taking place in the city centre, the
outskirts o f Bristol and many parts o f south Gloucestershire were also places of
endeavour in the second half of 1820. Initially, the tents were used as preaching
stations but as time went on chapels were acquired, or built.

It is entirely

understandable that more information is known o f some places than others as the
surviving material is fragmented, and, of course, only partial

While the Tent

Methodist Magazine for 1823 and Pyer's biogr^hy are the principal sources, there
are other documents available which help to provide a picture o f vAat occurred in
various places.

The Kingswood district to the north east o f the city centre was an area of great
evangelical activity frequently visited by Pocock. A society was formed at Soundwell.
on 16th April 1820 when '.... fifty came forward, almost all o f whom are newly
brought from darkness to light....' (38). Soundwell had been described as .... a district
of Kingswood, very thickly inhabited, but throughout which no place of worship was
found ....' (39). Here, certainly, was a place where tent preaching was filling a g£q>
where Christian witness was not evident. From the autumn of 1819 and throughout
the following winter and spring people met, in a tent until the weather became too
bad, and then in three separate places in the neighbourhood.

The notice which

announced the start o f'.... Field Preaching ....' on 31st March 1820 also reported that
colliers had '.... been lately brought out o f the horrible Pit of Sin, and out of the Miry
Clay o f the vilest Practices. These lately reformed Sabbath-Breakers and Thieves ...
are in the Act of Building, for themselves and Children, a Place for a School and for
Religious Services ....' (40). 120 people contributed towards the cost, many more
indicated their desire to be taught to read, a number which soon reached over 300.
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Pocock was able, at Soundwell, very early in Tent Methodist existence to combine his
ambition to help the poor with his professional educational interest. Several local
historians of the late nineteenth century and o f this century have referred to Pocock's
contribution to Kingswood’s religious life.

He became affectionately known as

'Grandfer' Pocock, and was frequently acconq>anied by one o f his daughters, Bessie'
(41), on his regular visits. Pocock would have supervised the building which became
known as 'Colliers' Tenqple', and he found the balance o f the monies required,
although much o f the construction was undertaken by self-help^ While no records
remain o f the type o f building that was original^ erected, it has been said that '.... its
appearance as two cottages may have been intentional, and exanq)les exist of
buildings built in this manner for protective as well as prudential reasons. No details
survive of its interior but the two storey building suggests a possible gallery, with
columns supporting the valley beam in the centre o f the building....' (42).

By the beginning o f August the society was well established and class tickets were
being renewed to almost 100 people. They are referred to with great affection by
Pyer, having '.... a clear knowledge o f the pardoning love o f God ....'.

At a meeting

the next day '.... the testimonies borne by the people to the power o f divine grace, the prayers which God put into the hearts and mouths o f his servants, - the singing, the exhortations, were such as exceeded description .. ..' (43). Both Pocock and Pyer
preached frequently at the Colliers' Tenq)le, one o f Pyer's services lasting two and a
half hours, causing him to rush to his afternoon engagement. The society flourished
ft>r several years, and Pyer, returning from Manchester to Bristol for a visit in
February 1827 at the time o f his younger brother's death, commented on the large
congregations (44).

After the middle o f 1821 when Pyer's energies were first devoted for several weeks to
the Manchester cause, Samuel Bryant became the main support to Pocock at the
Colliers' Ten^le. A contemporary account o f Bryant's life describes how he '.... was
proposed ... to be the pastor o f a little flock which had been as sheep straying in that
120

wilderness, til the instrumentality of the Tent had gathered them

(45). Initially

reluctant to take on what he knew to be a heavy responsibility, he was persuaded to
do so by the members. A recent study o f the social state of the area notes the
distressing conditions at the time and the need for real Christian witness (46),

and

Bryant had the qualities required to provide spiritual blessing. He was bom in 1792,
married in 1811 and was converted in 1817 following his attendance at a Wesleyan
prayer meeting. A miner for many years, he became '.... bailiff to the works at
S o u n d w e l l (47), a relatively senior position with considerable authority, and this,
combined with his dedicated service at the Colliers' Tenq>le, caused him to be highly
regarded and well known in the local community. He later became an exhorter, and
then a preacher among other Tent Methodist societies, but that was only a short time
before he was killed on 12th January 1827 while entering the mine where he worked.

There were other parts o f Bristol's hinterland quite close to Kingswood where the
Tent Methodists became active. These were on the north east and east sides of the
city, but other places near Bristol did not seem to receive the attention that they did in
earlier years.

Bedminster and Brislington to the south and Shirehampton and

Westbury-on - Trym to the north, are examples. Some of the places that became
important in the life of Tent Methodism were venues that Wesley and Whitefield
visited in the very early days of Methodism. On Sunday 8th April 1739 Wesley
preached at boüi Hanham Mount and '.... in the afternoon at Rose-Green (on the other
side o f Kingswood) ....' (48) where about 5,000 people heard him preach.

He

preached at both places again on Sunday, 13th May 1739. At Hanham a Tent
Methodist chapel was built. It has been claimed by a pupil of Pocock's academy that
Hanham was the first chapel to be constructed. He wrote; '.... when the writer was at
the School, Mr Pocock had only one chapel under his care at Hanham, near
Kingswood. It was at the head of a rocky valley leading up finm the Avon ....' (49).
In feet it is likely that this chapel was built a year after Colliers' Tenq)le and, perh^s,
several others, as Hanham is not mentioned at all in the Tent Methodist Magazine that
records events up to March 1821. In another article the same pupil o f Pocock's
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recalls that

sometimes Mr Pocock's pupils were invited to acconqmy him there on

a fine Sunday, and, boy-like, we were always ready to do so, provided with picnic
dinners....' (50). Pocock clearly devoted much attention to Hanham from 1814 and
eventually bought land on which then stood .... two dwelling houses ... a brew house,
stable ....' (51). The price he paid was £75 - 5 shillings, and a chapel was built (which
still exists, now incorporated into the rear o f Hanham United Reformed Church),
measuring approximately 60 feet by 30 feet. It was erected by the side o f what would
then have been the village square, and known locally, not surprisingly, as 'Pocock's
Chapel' (52).

At about the same time as the chapel was built, a local resident, John Horwood, was
convicted of the murder o f .... his sweetheart, Eliza Balsam ....' (53). He had thrown
a stone at her from a distance o^ apparently, over forty yards, injuring her forehead.
She died six weeks later fix>m the effects o f the injuries. As with the case o f )^llliam
Carter five years earlier, this criminal conviction and the carrying out o f the execution
of John Horwood on 13th April 1821 caused great agitation in the hearts and minds
o f many local people. The work o f the tent preachers had led to the conversion of
Horwood’s brother, Joseph, several years before, and Jofoi Horwood himself claimed
that .... their preaching in the Tent had been a great blessing to my soul ....' (54).
Pocock, together with Pyer and Thomas Roberts, Minister of King Street Baptist
church, made strenuous efforts to alleviate the spiritual distress. They held three
services at Jeffrey’s Hill, Hanham on the Sunday following Horwood’s death. Large
congregations were present on each occasion, 9,000 attending the afternoon service.
From the record o f the events, it is clear, firstly, that Tent Methodism was prepared
and able to exercise a significant missionary ministry, and, secondly, that by this time
there were three tents in use. Pocock referred to this incident in a letter to the vicar
o f Bitton in 1842 Wien he recalled that the services held on Jeffrey’s Hill, Hanham
following Horwood's execution .... produced an unprecedented effect throughout the
neighbourhood, for which many individuals, and some Wiole femilies, thank God to
this day ....' (55).

Pocock was fi^uently in the area, preaching three times on a
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Sunday, twice in the chapel and once in the open-air, though not apparently, in the
mid 1820's, in a tent (56).

Rose Green was a place where Pyer preached on occasions, and where there must
have been a society as Samuel Bryant is recorded as being a class leader, conducting
his last meeting on 7th January 1827 (57). Biyant was also associated with a group
that met at Fishponds where .... he engaged in prayer.. ..' (58). Pyer preached there at
least three times, being acconqianied by Quakers from Bristol on one occasion when,
he hoped '.... the whole service,... wül be made a peculiar blessing' (59). On his last
recorded visit, however, on 27th December 1820 he .... found a sort o f liberty, but it
was only liberty to reprove. Oh that these dry bones may yet live! ....' (60). At two
other places in the Kingswood area. Clay HiU, and Staple Hill, Pyer had successfril
preaching visits. The chapel at Clay Hill was crowded on Monday 20th March 1820
with .... those who gasped for the water o f life ....' (6i) at a service which lasted two
hours, and Pyer was there again in August. At about the same time a chapel was
under construction at S t^ le Hill which was nearing con^letion at Christmas. On
Christmas Day 1820, Pyer preached at Pithay at 5 am. Colliers' Temple at 10 am, and
at Stcq)le Hill twice, at 2 pm and 6 pm. Bearing in mind that he had preached at Bath
twice the previous day before returning to Pithay to conduct the lo rd 's Supper' in the
evening (62), the extent o f his preaching commitments in support o f Tent Methodist
endeavours is clear. The ch^>el at Stsq)le Hill was in use by 1st March 1821 when
Pyer preached, and fer several years after that Samuel Bryant was a class leader in
addition to other responsibilities including those at Rose Green and, especially, at the
Colliers' Tençle.

The Wesleyan Kingswood circuit membership seemed to suffer an initial fell as Tent
Methodist influence adversely affected the figure in 1820, but thereafter the number
grew modestly, until a substantial jump occurred in 1828, to 640 from 520 in the
previous year.
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Frànq)ton Cotterell, a mining and hatting community eight miles north east o f Bristol,
was another place where a society was quickly formed in 1820.

This was not

surprising as tent services had been held regularly there for three years.

In addition

to the use o f tents, services were held in bams when none of the tents was available,
and the members '.... were urged by necessity to desire the erection o f a suitable
chapel...'

(63). At nearby places, Nibley and Coalpit Heath for example, large

congregations were present on occasions. A society had been established in the latter
place at least, as reference is made to '.... an agreeable hour with the Pastors, and was
comforted to find the good work o f the Lord going on among them ....' (64), and in
October class tickets had been renewed (65). Brother H ..., possibly a John Hollister,
previously associated with Pithay Chapel, was now the local pastor and he reported at
a Watch-night service o f the progress being made at Coalpit Heath. By early 1821
there seem to have been two classes at Franq)ton Cotterell, one led by a Samuel Long,
who was to become a trustee o f the chapel Although a request for a ch^)el had been
made in the spring o f 1820, the beginning o f a subscr^ion list for contributions did
not occur until 1st February 1821 (66) and the building was not con^leted until later
that year. That date is shown under the eaves o f what is now 153 Church Road,
Frampton Cotterell It is situated on the top o f a hill, a quarter o f a mile east o f the
centre o f Fran^ton Cotterell, among what would have been a group of cottages and
form buildings. The bams that had been used for services could well have been close
by. From an Indenture dated 12th ^>ril 1832 it is known that there were fourteen
Tent Methodist trustees, two o f them, including Samuel Long, fi’om Franq)ton
Cotterell itself but most fi*om Bristol, among them George Pocock who headed the
list (67). While it might be imagined that Pocock financed this chapel building as well
as others it is interesting to note that Resolution No 8 o f the 1823 Annual Meeting
stated That the net proceeds o f the Annual Collections be equally divided between
the Frampton Chapel in the Bristol District, and the Stretford Chapel in the
Manchester District' (68).
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Further away still from Bristol, to the north east, was another area of much activity.
Before the dispute with the Wesleyans reached its climax in early 1820, a part of
south Gloucestershire, north from Frampton Cotterell, encompassing Iron Acton,
Rangeworthy, Rudgeway, Ôlveston, Milbury Heath, Wickwar, and Wotton-under
Edge, ah in the direction o f Dursley, had been frequent recipients of tent visits in
1819. The places were mostly on, or just to the east o f the main road leading from
Bristol to Gloucester, and were coal mining communities. From the middle o f 1820
onwards, some o f the villages did not seem to receive visits but several others were
centres o f missionary work, especially those within about three miles of Dursley itself.
A number of the places were in the Downend circuit where the Wesleyan memberriiip
was static throughout the third decade o f the nineteenth centuiy. If the national
pattern had been shown, an increase o f approximately 120 should have been expected,
suggesting some modest transfer of allegiance to the Tent Methodists from the
Wesleyans.

Between Franqaton Cotterell and these small communities close to Dursley was
Rangeworthy where occurred an exanq>le of the hostility with the Wesleyans which
was described in the pamphlets that were issued earlier in 1820. Pocock had been
asked to provide a chapel on land owned by a local man called Bedggood, but the
local superintendents persuaded him and the local members to have the model
'Conference plan' used as the documentation. Pocock, then, found himself as the
fecilitator of a chapel over which he ultimately had no control This all became
evident to Pocock on Monday 1st May 1820 (69), and he was careful not to allow
that situation to arise again. It is doubtful whether the Rangeworthy chapel was ever
home to a Tent Methodist group, although one of the trustees in 1837 was a William
Ovens (70) \riio, according to an 1820 handbill was one o f a group authorised to
collect subscriptions towards the cost o f building Colliers' Temple (71). Rangeworthy
was not the only place where Tent Methodists sowed, but Wesleyans reaped.
Olveston, a village north west o f Bristol had seen much tent preaching since 1816,
but it was a Wesleyan chapel that was built after approval was given between the
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1819 and 1820 Conferences.

The note o f authorisation appeared as follows:

'Olveston, in the Thombury Circuit. The purchase o f Houses etc £200. Expense of
building the Chapel £200 - subscriptions £150 - the rent o f a house £6 per annum;
and seventeen trustees engage to provide the remaining interest money. Wm Jones,
Supt' (72).

At several places, though, along the western-most ridge of the Cotswold hills which
runs in a north-south direction around the west side o f Dursley, much encouraging
progress occurred from the middle of 1820 onwards.

A society was formed at

Wotton-under-Edge (variously spelt 'Wooton', Wootton' or 'Wotton') in April, and a
further seventeen joined in August. Interestingly, Pyer '.... obtained the consent o f Mr
P [Pocock] to become their P astor.../ (73). He spent many Sundays and weekdays
ministering to the society thereafter at least until the spring o f 1821, sometimes helped
by Samuel Smith and a Brother R ... The Wotton society, on 16th October, obtained
the use of a chapel; Ifrovidence has wonderfully provided for us and our little flock at
Wotton, by putting into our hands the old Baptist chapel, which having been
comfortably fitted up, we this day solemnly dedicated to the worship and service of
our adorable Lord and M aster....' (74). What the reason was for that chapel being
available is not known, but as with the Pithay Chapel in Bristol, it may have been that
the Baptist congregation outgrew its premises and moved to a larger chapel. There
was certainly a Baptist cluqxl at Wotton-under-Edge six years later in 1826, when the
pastor was a Mr Thomas (75). The opening services were conducted by Pocock and
Samuel Smith as well as Pyer, and during the following week tickets were renewed to
members.

Wotton-under-Edge is three miles due south o f Dursley and at various places along
the ridge of the Cotswold hills, Pyer and his preaching colleagues made frequent
visits. Waterly Bottom, a hamlet in a valley just a mile south o f Dursley, Nibley and
Stinchcombe, villages on hills overlooking the town, and Cam just to the north, all
received the attention of tent preachers. The tents were used on occasions but at
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other times open-air services were held, and at Nibley Pyer preached ... in Farmer
M's large kitchen....'. At Stinchcombe Hill in September '.... the Tent was well filled
....' (76), and at Waterly Bottom at the end o f January 1821 '.... never before had so
many people there, except when preaching in the Tent or in the open a ir....' (77).

Several references were made in the Tent Methodist Magazine account to the
successful evangelical work undertaken during 1819. Wien tent preachers were
supported by John Irving and Adam Nightingale who, just a year later, were
dissuading local people firom joining the Tent Methodists. The rural communities
around Dursley could not feil to have noticed the missionary zeal o f Pyer and several
of his fellow preachers, including both Samuel Smith and John Barnett. The road
fi'om Wotton-under-Edge to Cam following the contours of the hills would have
become extremely fiuniliar to them. Many times services were held at three different
places on one Sunday, and weekday meetings were also regular events.

That road

passed to the west side o f Dursley, but in 1823 there was fiirther expansion o f work in
two places to the east. At Horsley, a village five miles from Wotton under Edge, the
Tent Methodists acquired the Tree School' which was to be controlled by Samuel
Smith. This might have been work started by Adam Nightingale, who had by 1823
left for Newfoundland as a Wesleyan missionary. Further still to the east, but still in
south Gloucestershire, the market town of Tetbury was visited in May 1823, and a
house registered for worship (78). By September 1823 the society formed there had
fifty five members, indicating rapid progress in a town which, at that time, had no
Wesleyan presence (79).

Tent Methodist influence in Dursley and the immediate neighbourhood was
substantial, both in terms o f time and the intensity o f the activity. It had previously
epitomised a fundamental dilemma within Wesleyan Methodism, with help and co
operation from willing volunteers among the laity quickly turning to open hostility
from the local hierarchy. The over-riding mission to extend Christian belief among
the local population which was the starting point for tent preaching in Dursley in 1819
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was lost sight o f as the bitter dispute which began in earnest at the end of that year
developed. Tent Methodism flourished for several years, despite the hostility, as a
direct result of a specific invitation by the Wesleyans for the use of a tent.

On the surfece Dursley itself did not fit comfortably into either o f the categories that
became the focus o f the evangelical effort. It was neither an inner urban area o f a
large city nor a rural district with much agricukurzd based poverty and little Wesleyan
inqjact. Cloth making prosperity had existed for centuries, encouraged by fevourable
natural resources in the form o f clear r u n n i n g water in the nearby valleys and a humid
local climate. In time, however, steam replaced water as a source o f power; labour
was cheaper further north; and high taxes on wool combined with consumer
preference for lighter cotton textiles to drive Dursley*s mills out o f business....' (80).
Former economic wealth, therefore, had by the beginning o f the nineteenth century
turned to fer less hrqjpy conditions, although there was no direct relationship between
the changing economic conditions and tent preaching in the area.

Methodist and other older dissenting groups were well established there by 1819.
Dursley was the centre o f a Wesleyan circuit formed in 1800, and the Independent
chapel was well supported, although this feature was partly based on past prosperity.
Fewer local difRcuhies over the acquisition of land from landowners for chapel
building had also helped. Thirty years later, the Independents accounted for as many
as twenty per cent of the population at the 1851 census calculation, (81) a level of
support only reached in a few parts o f the country, notably in Essex and Suffolk. A
leading Independent layman, ^\^Uiam King, was a prominent promoter of the early
Sunday School movement at the end o f the eighteenth century. Indeed, it has been
suggested that he had '.... a stronger claim to having started the Sunday School
movement than Robert Raikes in nearby Gloucester ....' (82), and a biography of
Raikes acknowledges the role that King played in persuading him to establish Sunday
Schools after a visit to Gloucester gaol and a meeting with him (83). Nonetheless,
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there were still occasions vdien local magistrates refused to grant licences to local
dissenters intending to register premises under the terms o f the Toleration Act (84).

Against this background valuable evangelical work had begun in 1819 when at the
end of April '....the Superintendent Preacher of the Dursley Circuit, wrote to say their
Chapel at Dursley was about to be repaired, on account o f Wiich it would not be used
for some months, and requested the Tent might be sent to their assistance' (85). With
a passage o f just a year, however, help was no longer required or, indeed, welcomed
by the authorities, although several leading individual Wesleyans wished to remain
associated with Pyer and Pocock.

John Cook, who had been a trustee of the

Wesleyan chapel since it was built in 1800 and 1801 (86) was one such. He remained
a trustee until at least 1833 but in January 1820 he was also a steward and wrote to
Pocock as he wished .... to inquire ... concerning a report which is privately
circulating in Dursley and its neighbourhood to the pain and disquietude o f many
sincere friends ....' (87) that Pyer had been e?q)elled. Three months later, on 19th
April 1820, Pocock and Pyer visited Dursley again and formed a society consisting of
nearly forty people.

Towards the end of July, on a date which .... will be remembered by many through
time and eternity....' (88), and after a service attended by 300 people, Pocock and
Pyer laid the foundation stone o f a chapel. Friday 21st July 1820 was the momentous
date. The legal documentation was not completed until 17th July 1821 and while
most o f the trustees were not from Dursley, one name was locally significant. \\^Uiam
Elliott o f Cam was one who, while being a trustee o f the Wesleyan Chapel since 1801
became a trustee, not only of the Dursley Tent Methodist chapel, but also of the
Hanham and Frampton Cotterell ch^)els. The Indenture reveals that £140 was paid
to a Thomas Richards for the land, then containing finit trees, and the Tent Methodist
chapel measured 137 feet by 60 feet (89).

This was a very large building by

contemporary standards, being 60 feet longer than the chapel built a year later in
Ancoats, Manchester which was c£q>able o f holding 1200 people '.... chiefly on forms
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and closely disposed

(90). The building, known as Hill Road Chapel, took six

months to conq^lete and during that time Pyer, particularly, but also Pocock and John
Barnett, were frequently at Dursley and nearly villages. Barnett had moved out of
Pocock's house to live in Dursley during March 1821. In addition to a tent, the
preachers also used a chapel '.... lent us by some kind friends till our building is
conq)leted ....' (91), meeting there, on one occasion at least, at five in the morning.
Pyer also spent time '.... begging for the chapel ....' (92), and
subscriptions for and m

a n a g in g

'.... collecting

the business o f the new Chapel...' (93). Several other

local preachers, including Samuel Smith and a Mr Roberts, shared in the missionary
endeavours. The borrowed chapel was well filled but there were finstrations evident
at the delays in finishing their own new cluq)el. Pyer spent most o f a week just before
Christmas and a further time early in January 1821 to ensure conpletion in time for
the opening services which were held on Sunday 14th January. Services took place in
the morning, afternoon, and at six in the evening, and the inq)act in Dursley must have
been substantial Four different events took place on the following day, and the
preachers came '.... to this unanimous conclusion ... that we never had known two
such blessed and happy days ....' (94).

Thirteen more people became members later

the same week.

There is supporting evidence o f the successful nature o f the Tent Methodist presence
in Dursley but one account portrays a different impression. Erroneously stating that
1823 was the year that '..... three Wesleyan Evangelists from Bristol ....' began a
mission, the record goes on to mistakenly report that the superintendent '.... did not
wish them to do so, and persuaded his members not to support the project ....'.
Pocock, Pyer and Smith are correctly identified as the leaders but the pamphlet states
that ’.... it is not known whether any Wesleyans left their own chapel to join this
group, or vdiether its support came from the converts o f the Mission....' (95).

A more detailed, and recent local history, on the other hand, provides an altogether
different account. For a time the Tent Methodists, it is claimed, '.... had a larger
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following than the Wesleyans

(96), and Wesleyan membership figures tend to

corroborate that trend. Between 1822 and 1825, Wesleyan membership numbers in
the Dursley circuit were as follows:
1822

-

510

1823

-

504

1824

-

490

1825

-

500

a decline o f 2 per cent in those four years. During the same period the denomination's
Great Britain membershp rose by 8.1 per cent from 211,392 to 228,646. It is not
possible to find evidence that the Tent Methodists had a membership o f over 500 in
Dursley at that time, although the building which may have accommodated over 1500
people was described on occasions as '.... much crowded ....' and '.... crowded in
every p a rt....' (97). In feet, numbers in the society were normally said to be forty or
fifty, rather than a much greater number. Even allowing for a normal pattern of
'hearers' often being four or five times the number o f members, a congregation of
approximately 500 appears unlikely.

Once Pyer concentrated his time, for a while at least in late 1821, in Manchester, John
Barnett, and later Samuel Smith, seem to have had principal oversight at Dursley.
Barnett had, for four years since late 1817 when he was twenty years of age, lived and
worked with Pocock. In 1821, having no doul>t served a full apprenticeship, and
having .... working with extraordinary zeal, and enjoyed a popularity second only to
that o f the eminent man above named [George W hitefield]....' he moved to Dursley.
There .... he spent part o f his time in teaching boys, and the remainder in conducting
meetings in all parts of the neighbourhood, where Tent Mission' chapels were built
with remarkable rapidity ....' (98). The boys he taught were in another school
controlled by Samuel Smith, though no doubt under Pocock's guidance, and his
experience at Pocock's academy would have prepared Barnett for the work which
filled the day time hours. Samuel Smith (but not John Barnett) was a trustee o f the
131

chapel and when the deed o f Indenture was conpleted in 1821 he was described as a
'poulterer'. By 1825 he was shown in a Manchester document setting out all the
trustees as, like John Pyer, a 'Dissenting Minister' o f Bristol. It is likely that he had
some form of supervisory function over Barnett before becoming more closely
involved in 1826 for reasons that will be analysed and described in a later chapter.
Barnett, in feet, had been asked to become a full time missionary in October 1823 but
it was not until January 1826 that he finally agreed - an appointment he never actually
took up (99).

Before analysing the group's progress to Bath and then further eastwards into
Wiltshire, there were two other places, one in north Gloucestershire and the other in
south Wales that received Tent Methodist attention. At the end o f February 1821
Pyer received a letter asking him to go to Cheltenham, an invitation he accepted
although, it appears, he went without a tent. He preached on 26th February in the
home of a Mr Rose, and later described his operience; 'Multitudes o f persons o f all
descriptions are living without God, and without hope in the World, and for the lower
classes in particular, no man appears to care. A month's visit with the Tent would be
the means o f doing great good' (100). The population o f Cheltenham was expanding
rspidly at this time, having grown from only 3,000 in 1801 and would reach nearly
23,000 by 1831. Wesleyan circuit membershp fluctuated between 100 and 280 in the
years from 1818 to 1828, the main chapel being Ebenezer Chapel in King Street. This
was opened in 1813 but for a long time had a membershÿ of just twenty, and the
whole circuit in about 1820 consisted o f only five societies with a combined
membership o f 133. Soon after that, in the .... ten years from 1822 fifteen societies
were formed, many of them confiâmes o f people meeting in cottages and ferm
kitchens ... Many of them did not exist for more than a few years ' (loi). It is not
known vdiether any of these societies were Tent Methodist groups formed after Pyer’s
visit which lasted only two days, but there is no record of any Tent Methodist chapel
being acquired, or even society formed.
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South Wales. Bath, and Wiltshire
Earlier in February, Pyer had spent a five day period in south Wales, travelling to
Newport, Monmouthshire, by scheduled mail coach and then enduring a journey of
several hours to Cwm Dws.

He had a younger brother, George, who lived in

Newport at that time and who died in February 1827 (102). It is known that Pyer was
.... o f Welsh extraction on his fether's side, and descended fi'om a wealthy femily in
Pembrokeshire, that once inherited a valuable estate in that county ....' (103).
Although this was the earliest recorded Tent Methodist visit to that part o f south
Wales, there was already a society in Cwm Dws that was '.... assembled and waiting
for me ....' (104), and he gave tickets to sixty three members during his visit. There is
no obvious reason why this part of south Wales should have attracted the Tent
Methodists and which led to the establishment of a society. It is possible that Elijah
Waring vdio, in 1819, wrote in glowing terms o f a visit to the Swansea area, had
contacts in this district, but in the early 1820’s it was almost entirely Welsh speaking,
a language not known to have been spoken by Pyer. Barnett spent two months in
south Wales during February and March 1821 preaching '.... in private houses, and I
hope not altogether in vain....' (lOS). Pyer's visit m ight have been the prelude to
Barnett's work, although there had clearly been evangelical activity before then which
had led to the formation o f a society. It was a coal mining, iron ore, and stone
quarrying area and Pyer gave a gr^hic account of the appalling conditions under
ground.

'What can more resemble the infernal abodes than these subterraneous

regions ....', and he went on to describe the miners as, .... a set of God-insulting
wretches, who, discoverable only by the fidnt glimmer o f a candle festened upon their
heads, pop about, regardless o f all danger, angrily cursing one another, and horribly
blaspheming their M aker....' (106). This was an occasion when Pyer clearly displayed
his concern fi)r the less fortunate in society, as he did at other times, especially in
connection with the east end o f London inhabitants. In addition to two services on a
Sunday, he preached at a funeral, and generally undertook much pastoral work during
the time he was there.
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It is not known how long the society survived but the two places mentioned by Pyer,
Cwm Dws and Abercaime, now have different names - Abercaime being an anglicised
version o f Abercam. Cwm Dws was an area o f woodland and small ferms in which
deep coal mines were being developed, two miles north west o f Abercam, and one
müe to the west o f Newbridge, in the Ebbw river valley.. Its name changed to ‘Cwm
Dows’ in the middle of the nineteenth century having been known as ‘Cwm Dous’ in
1830, again reflecting the increasing influence of the English who were drawn to the
expanding coal mining industry. The ‘Cwm Dows’ coal mine had become disused by
the end o f the century although it reopened for a short period during the early part of
this century. In addition to coal mining, several stone quarries were worked, but the
en^loyees came from a large number of scattered cottage communities in the
neigMx)urhood (107). Whether the society was formed by somebody who went from
the Bristol area to work in a local mine and invited Pyer to visit is not known, but it is
the most likely explanation. -

In many ways Bath was an unlikely place for a Tent Methodist society and, later, a
chapel. It was neither a rural village, nor a city with a large part o f its population
living in poverty. Indeed, it had been described as .... the most elegant town in the
country ....', and

from 1725, becoming the most feshionable resort ... [with] ...

miles of Georgian houses, mostly in terraces, looking much as they did when Jane
Austen or Gainsborough visited.' (108). Wesleyans and Independents, in particular,
were strong and long established with noted ministers serving their respective
congregations. It fell between, on the one hand, the country agricultural areas where
Wesleyans came to exercise little itinerant pastoral care (109) because they '.... had
come to believe [it] was uneconomic

. . . . ' (ilO ) ,

and, on the other, the desperately poor

and squalid inner city districts such as Poyntz Pool in Bristol, Spitalflelds in London,
and Ancoats in Manchester. Bath, though, had become a frequent preaching place of
Tent Methodists from 1820 onwards, having been first visited in 1814.
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A society had been formed at Bath in the spring of 1820 soon after the leaders had
severed their links with the Wesleyans. Pyer later preached twice on Sunday 25th
June, without assistance from other preachers, in a tent which was erected near the
Angel Inn (ill). Local directories, providing much information on early nineteenth
centuiy Bath, show two inns with the name 'Angel'. One o f them was located on Old
Bridge' and was not in existence by 1837. The other 'Angel Inn' was on Westgate
Street, close to the town centre and described as 'Commercial, fix)m where Coaches
start' (112). It was probably the more important of the two, and is likely to have been
the one referred to in the Tent Methodist Magazine account. Pyer was again at Bath
on 28th August where he preached in a room before returning to Bristol Despite an
increasingly hectic schedule, Pyer went there on two days in quick succession on
Thursday 5th October and Sunday evening 8th October Wien he '.... renewed the
Society tickets ....' to a considerable number, three quarters of Wiom were '.... the
immediate fruits of our missionary labour, all of them having received their first
religious ingressions while attending the services in the Tent ' (113).

Further

preaching engagements at Bath took place on Christmas Eve, making at least six
occasions when Pyer himself went to Bath in about eight months.

It might be

assunœd that other preachers had also been to nurture the society. Pyer returned
early in January 1821 and '.... gave tickets to about thirty o f the members ....' (i 14) and
on Thursday 15th February went again, and records, 'We greatly need a Chisel here,
and today we have been taking steps towards getting one; but we do not yet see our
way clear ' (iis).

Precisely when the chapel was opened is not known, but one had

been acquired within a year, and certainly by the time the Gye's Bath Directory,
corrected to January 1822 ...., was prepared for publication. Directories for 1820,
1821 and 1823 have not been found, but the following entry appears for 1822:
Independent Methodist Chapel Com Street.
Divine Service every Sunday at eleven in the morning, and
at six in the evening.

Rev Mr Pocock, minister' (ii6).
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There are a number o f interesting features of this announcement. Firstly, in some
places Wiere buildings for worshÿ were acquired to obviate the need for a tent to be
the principal vehicle for preaching, the word Independent' rather than Tent' was
being used. The same practice was adopted at times in V ^shire. Secondly, Pocock
was, apparently, prepared to give himself the prefix 'Rev' despite his earlier strident
criticism of Wesleyans who did the same. Thirdly, it would appear that Pocock was
less involved in travelling to other chapels and with a tent, but spent more time in
Bath than elsewhere. It may not be entirely coincidental that at Fieldgrove House,
Bitton on the main road midway between Bristol and Bath, one o f his sons, Ebenezer,
established his own school (i 17). It was a highway that Pocock would regularly travel
along as the third decade o f the nineteenth centuiy progressed when he developed a
variety o f inventions designed to propel carriages using kite-like structures.

By 1824 the congregation had vacated the Com Street chapel and had moved to one
in Wells Road. Two years earlier a Welsh dissenter group had used the Wells Road
c h ^ l with two Sunday services but it seems to have ceased to exist soon afterwards
as no reference ^)pears in any Bath Directories later than 1822. Com Street was, and
still is, situated on the south west side of the city centre and quite close to Westgate
Street vdiere the Angel Inn was located. Wells Road, however, is on the other side of
the river Avon and was then the south westem most extremity o f the town. Why
Pocock's congregation moved is not known but several different religious groiq)s met
in the vacated premises thereafter. The Com Street chapel had become home to an
Independent congregation ly May 1826, and having been .... taken fer Rev Dr
Cracknell, and put into conylete repair, was re-opened for public worship....' (118).
It was used by a Bgq)tist congregation in 1833. Later still, it was referred to as
Bethesda Chapel in 1837 but the name of the denomination was not shown in the
Directory, and, in 1846 the same building became a 'Jews' Synagogue'.

Despite the presence and preaching o f Tent Methodists fer ten years to 1824, and the
references in two Directories to a chapel in two places in the latter part o f that period,
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the authors o f the most recent account o f Methodism in Bath make no reference to
the group (119).

Apart from noting the numbers to whom class tickets were issued in 1820 and 1821,
no later membership statistics are available. In addition, no information can be found
regarding the size o f the Wells Road chapel, although it might be assumed that it was
not substantial, nor did it last for long. However, that a c h ^ l was believed to be
necessary in early 1821 to provide a more permanent presence than a tent to contain
the society, and that the ^pointm ent o f Pocock to be minister was considered
appropriate, suggests that he, at least, felt it was a significant Tent Methodist Society.
In any event, Bath Wesleyan circuit membership grew rapidly during the early 1820's,
from 780 to 1290 by 1825 although there was then a modest decline in the second
half of the decade. This reduction, though, was unlikely to have been tl^ result of
Tent Methodist successes.

Tent Methodists continued to extend their influence eastwards from Bath.

On

Sunday, 25th June 1820, Pyer and Pocock had jM'eached at Box, six miles east o f Bath
on the main road \riiich led, in due course, to Marlborough and Hungerford, two
places that were particularly familiar to Pocock. For most o f the following week, the
three Tent Methodist leaders took one o f the tents in a south easterly direction to
Bradford-on-Avon, Trowkidge and Warminster (120),

all towns in Wiltshire. The

working population of Wiltshire suffered fix)m lower than average wages throughout
the first part o f the nineteenth century. Perhaps because the '.... > ^ sh ire agricultural
labourer earning below 10s a week ....'

was relatively much worse off than

elsewhere, the county’s population fell in absolute terms during the early eighteen
hundreds, one o f only a few to do so (i2i).

Inhabitants also suffered '.... much

persecution from squire and parson....' (122). Parts o f the county gave strong support
to Baptists, particularly in the Melksham and Westbuiy areas (123), and to
Independents, but the Wesleyans did not £q>pear to be active away from the main
centres of population. Indeed, John Vickers refers to .... the dissatisfriction and
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frustration felt by laymen at the slackening of evangelical outreach in the Wesleyan
Connexion ' (124) as a reason for Tent Methodism’s progress.

Plans to visit Warminster were interrupted as Pocock, Pyer and Smith were persuaded
to stay at Bradford-on-Avon to hold a service in a tent. They had to arrange for it to
be brought from Trowbridge but at 7 pm a large congregation o f 2,000 people,
including some from other nonconformist denominations, attended a service at Wdch
all three leaders took a part. The following day they continued their journey to
Warminster and preached on two successive evenings, before beginning the journey to
Dursley (125). There is no record o f any societies being formed in this westem part of
Wiltshire.

Marlborough, in the east of the county, had been, and continued to be, a frequent
venue for the preachers. It was a regularly used stop on the way to, or from, London,
as was the case A^ien Pyer preached in September 1820. Pyer was there again in early
November when he stayed with Gosling, and preached at Lockeridge. This was at a
property owned by Gosling, and acquired under protest from the Wesleyans as it had
been registered as a Wesleyan dissenter meeting place in June 1818. Under the terms
o f the Toleration Act 1689 dissenters from the Church o f England were required to
register premises that were to be used as places of worshq). For Vrihshire very many
o f the registration documents survive and they have been carefully analysed ly Dr
John Chandler. In this particular case the premises con^rised '.... three tenements and
gardens adjoining ....' (126). The Tent Methodists opened a chapel m Marlborough on
5th January 1821 and this, too, is confirmed by a registration;

' 3 Jan 1821 (13 Jan 1821). Marlborough. A chapel and premises adjoining,
in the occupation o f John Gosling esquire, in St Peter's parish. Independent
Methodist. William Sanger o f Salisbury, gentleman' (127).

138

The date in brackets is the date the certificate was issued and the registration request
was lodged by William Sanger, i^feo was an attorney practising in Salisbury, and
whose name often appeared on other requests. Despite many objections to the Tent
Methodist presence in Marlborough, Pyer was able to record '....th e Lord answered
for himself and gave such evident proofe o f his approval as were sufficient to silence
our fears....' (128).

Apart fi'om Pocock and Pyer

had had close associations with the Marlborough

district for several years, the principal Tent Methodist there was John Gosling. He
had been one o f the two proponents (John Irving was the other) o f Pyer as a fiill time
home missionary at the end o f 1818, and was a leading figure in the events that led to
Pocock, Pyer and Smith leaving the Wesleyan Connexion. He had acted as chairman
o f a meeting held at the end of December 1819 at Wiich it was hoped to reach a
conq)romise with the Wesleyan authorities concerning the future use of the tents.
During March 1820 he had left the Wesleyans and became a firm supporter o f Tent
Methodism for several years at least. He was a partner in a banking business based in
Marlborough which was named in the J Pigot, Commercial Directory, o f 1822^ as
"King, Gosling and Tanner*. The same trading name is used in the 1830 edition, and in
1831 he, and his two partners, were parties to a lease transaction in connection with a
High Street, Marlborough property (129). In December 1822 the banking partnership
provided mortgage funds o f £400 towards the cost o f building the chapel at Dursley,
o f which Gosling was a trustee, as he was also o f Hanham. The business clearly
survived the many bank feilures during .... the terrifying crisis of 1825'. The banking
problems continued up to February the following year .... with banks still
disintegrating after the panic of the preceding December...' (130). Gosling was a man
of considerable influence locally, partly, no doubt, because he owned several
properties and parcels o f land, and also because o f his banking business. In December
1832, and in 1833, he was on the electoral roll o f both Marlborough and the nearby
parish o f Preshute where he was one o f only seventeen people entitled to vote. He
was the Proposer o f Sir Alexander Malet Wx) sought to become one of two Members
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o f Parliament for Marlborough in December 1832.

Sir Alexander Malet was a

graduate o f Oxford University and later had a distinguished career in the diplomatic
service, but he was the one unsuccessful candidate in the election

(i3 i).

Bearing in

mind his status locally, Gosling’s support for, and membershq) o l the Tent
Methodists would have been helpful in the expansion phase.

The earliest record of Gosling providing premises for the Wesleyans was in April
1817, with another registration the following year in the Hanq)shire village o f Biamley
(1 3 2 ).

Both these registrations occurred very soon after his departure from the Church

o f England. In 1818, in addition to the property in Lockeridge that Pyer preached in
during November 1820, he registered '.... a field or close ... containing

estimation

three acres . ...'a t Preshute, this registration request being made l%r, among others,
Pyer

(1 3 3 ).

In 1820 and early 1821, Gosling provided two sets of premises in

Marlborough, and in March and November 1825 two more, one in Preshute, on the
outskirts o f Marlborough, and the other at Milton Lilboume, a village six miles south
o f Marlborough

(1 3 4 ).

Milton Lilboume was a place well known to Gosling as it was

in the parish church there that he married a Miss Monk on 13th September 1795.

From a careful study o f Dr Chandler's analysis of the dissenter meeting place
registrations it is possible to obtain an idea o f the importance o f Wiltshire to Tent
Methodist work. Including those premises already referred to as being associated
with Gosling, Dr Chandler identifies a total o f twenty five registrations that were
made on behalf o f Independent or Tent Methodists. It would be presunytious,
however, to believe that all the places registered were regularly used for public
worship as some may only have had an occasional service.

In addition, four others

were previously registered for Wesleyan use, at Ogboume St George, Lockeridge,
Preshute and Marlborough, but were under Gosling's control and might be regarded
as Tent Methodist preaching places fixim the second half of 1820 for the following
five years at least. The Marlborough premises might have been superseded by the
chapel in January 1821.

This chapel was, in feet, the first registration as an
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Independent Methodist building in Wiltshire. Over the following five years until
November 1825 a wide variety o f places were registered for worship. They were all
located in a narrow band approximately twelve miles wide fix>m east to west, and
thirty miles long fi'om north to south - Marlborough in the north and Salisbury to the
south. The peak period was in 1823 when twelve o f the twenty five certificates were
issued, nine o f which were between the end of March and the middle of October.
There were 185 Dissenter registrations recorded by Dr Chandler in the years 1821 to
1825, o f which 13.5 per cent were Independent Methodist or Tent Methodists - a
significant proportion bearing in mind that all the dissenting denominations
contributed to the total
Independent ones.

Seventy three, for example, were either Baptist or

Seven o f the Tent Methodist registrations relate to chapel

buildings, fourteen relate to parts, or the whole, of houses, and the remainder relate
either to land; for example 'orchard o f 1 acre', 'field called Horse Pits (6 acres)', or
rooms in commercial premises. One o f these, in Freemason's Hah, George Yard,
High Street, Salisbury was used by several different groups within a very short time.
It would appear fi'om the registration documents that the Baptists used the hall fi'om
1817 until the Tent Methodists took it over in 1823. They, though, apparently, only
had access to it for two years as .... the New Jerusalem in the Revelations' were the
registered users in December 1825 and occupied it for the following four years (13S).

The majority of the Tent Methodist meeting places were in small villages ^^ftere there
were no other dissenting groups represented. They were locations where poverty was
often very evident. Much o f the worst rural poverty was found in the southern most
districts o f the country, in a belt stretching from east Kent westwards to Hanq)shire,
Dorset, southern \^ltshire and parts o f Devon ... little industrial development was
taking place to provide surplus labourers with alternative en^loyment, and where the
labourers themselves were firmly anchored in their parishes by the operation o f the
settlement law, and even more. effectively, perhaps, by their own poverty and
ignorance....' (136). Most o f the meeting places were in the occupation of tenants,
rather than the owners, men whose names are not otherwise identified in any Tent
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Methodist context. They are likely to have been agricultural labourers who had been
converted by the preaching of Pyer, Gosling and others in the previous few years.
The earlier registrations were mostly described as Independent' Methodists, but from
August 1823 onwards the word Tent' was increasingly, though not invariably, used.

Two of the chapels are recorded as being owned by John Pearse Sweetapple and he is
referred to several times in Wiltshire and Hanq)shire registration documents.

In

February 1819 he registered for Wesleyan use a property at Shipton Bellinger,
Hampshire, (137) and in June 1820 was shown as owning a Wesleyan chapel at
Netheravon, Wiltshire. It would seem that he left the Wesleyans soon after then
because he was the owner of chapels at Urchfont and Chisenbury - a neighbouring
village to Netheravon - used by the Independent or Tent Methodists. A further
indication that he joined the Tent Methodists comes from the record o f the Annual
Meeting held in Manchester in 1823. He attended that gathering and seconded one of
the resolutions which referred to '.... the labours o f the Home Missionaries' (138). His
departure from Wesleyanism is acknowledged in a biography of Jabez Bunting where,
following reference to the Tent Methodist secession, it is written '.... there was
another [secession] as feeble, about the same time. An excellent brother, Sweetapple
by name, formed a society o f his own, the members of which were called
Sweetappleites' (139). By 1825 he controlled '.... six chapels eight local preachers
two hundred and seventeen members....' (140) in the Devizes area o f the county. It is
likely, though not entirely certain, that Sweetsqsple should be regarded as part o f the
Tent Methodist evangelical mission in Wiltshire. Further evidence that Sweetapple
became a prominent Tent Methodist comes from the knowledge that Pocock ....
opened Mr Sweet^ple's Chapel, at Salisbury....' on 8th January 1824 (i4i).

The activity extended into westem Berkshire vdiere two registrations were made on
behalf o f Tent Methodists in 1824. In Newbury .... Union Chapel', Bartholomew
Street, was registered for the Independent Methodists just three months after a field
called Daisy Meadow* had been registered on behalf o f the Tent Methodists, in both
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cases by Sanger

(1 4 2 ).

There is other evidence o f Tent Methodism's work in

Berkshire. The Bunting biography claimed that *two local preachers in a Berkshire
circuit persist in giving their services to the new sectling o f the Tent M ethodists'....'
(1 4 3 ),

and an exchange of correspondence between Jabez Bunting and William

(jriffith, the superintendent of the Hungerford circuit, gave further detail. GrifOth
wrote to Bunting on 20th December 1820 and after confirming .... you are aware
that Mr Pocock is endeavouring to enlarge his borders and he has a party in
Marlborough ....' goes on to say that an exhorter '

has engaged to assist them

[Tent Methodists] once a month ....' at a place '.... th ^ have gotten fi'om us, and
another o f our local Preachers is disposed to assist th em ....'

(1 4 4 ).

Bunting's response

referred to '.... a party avowedly opposed to us, which has in print calumniated us, and
which is trying to divide our people

. . . . ' (1 4 S ).

Griffith had only recently arrived in

Hungerford, Pocock's birthplace, and was clearly troubled by the Tent Methodist
progress.

With activity spread among a nuniber o f Wesleyan circuits, it is difficult to judge the
extent to which Tent Methodist progress resulted in loss of Wesleyan membership.
Great Britain membership rose from 191,217 in 1820 to 245,194 in 1828, an increase
of 28 per cent. Hungerford circuit's membership did actually 611 over that period,
ficm 355 to 334, whereas a 'natural' increase o f ninety nine to 454 would have been
achieved if the national pattern o f membership had been followed. On the other hand,
the Newbury, Andover and Salisbury circuits all exhibited good rates o f growth. In
the absence o f any record of Tent Methodist membership figures in east Wiltshire and
west Berkshire, only a tentative assessment can be made. It is difficult to come to any
other conclusion than that the Hungerford Wesleyan circuit, which included the
Marlborough area, did suffer defections, but elsewhere Tent Methodist growth was
achieved in places ^ le re there was little or no Wesleyan activity, and the tent
preachers attracted people who had no previous religious allegiance. That would,
therefore, constitute genuine missionary activity ^ ^ c h should have evinced universal
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Methodist support. Jabez Bunting, and others in the Wesleyan hierarchy, 6iled to
recognise that, preferring to concentrate on what they saw as threats to its authority.

Robert Currie believed that this part o f England, '.... the Berkshire - Wiltshire Gloucestershire area ... " (I46) represented both a g ^ in Wesleyan coverage and the
main area of Tent Methodist influence. Certainly, with something approaching thirty
places where preaching and pastoral work was carried out all within a reasonably
small area, the first half o f the 1820s would have seen much evangelical work.
Pocock was frequently in and around Marlborough up to 1822, working mainly, it
would seem, with John Gosling and John Sweets^ple as his main advocates, both of
whom lived in the immediate vicinity. Pyer fi-om early 1821 onwards, was more
involved in Gloucestershire and then Manchester. One o f the tents was known as the
Marlborough and Bristol Tent' and would have been very fully employed in the
ministerial work to the local agricultural communities. Robert Currie's assessment,
however, feiled to recognise the extent o f evangelical activity in other parts of
England, notably a small district of east London and a rapidly growing industrial area
of Manchester, as well as Bristol

East London
The first extension o f Tent Methodist activity away firom the steady geogr^hical
e?q)ansion northwards into Gloucestershire and eastwards into Somerset and
Wiltshire, was to London in the final months of 1820. While there is no record of a
September trip in Pyer's Memoirs , a two day visit was undertaken on 20th and 21st
September where, although only the initials o f the parties involved were shown, Pyer,
Pocock and Gosling met a Mr J ... This is likely to have been Mr Jeffr who, firom a
surviving Tent Methodist London preaching plan for 1822, was then at least, the first
named local preacher and one of only a few who conducted Communion Services and
officiated at love feasts. Three Tent Methodist leaders went to London following a
written invitation to do so, and the significance o f the visit can be judged ly the feet
all the leaders, except Samuel Smith, made the journey. Apart from the month long
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excursion away from Bristol in 1818 when several preachers took part, this prospect
o f expansion of the work into London was considered of sufficient inqx>rtance for all
the main decision makers to go. Pocock and Gosling rarely ventured beyond their
home territories of Gloucestershire, including Bristol, and Wiltshire respectively, and
this underlined the anticipated value o f the meetings they were to conduct in the
Spitaffields district o f east London with Jeflfe

( 1 4 7 ).

This part of London seemed to have become difficult territory for Methodists. At the
1786 Annual Conference, John Wesley was able to say '.... No parish-church in
London or Westminster could contain the congregation'

(1 4 8 ),

but while Methodist

membership numbers nationally trebled between 1800 and 1830, the position in
London by 1820 was very different. Edward Royle records that Methodism was
poorly supported in London
weakness of Methodism

(1 4 9 ),

. . . . ' (1 5 0 )

and Michael Watts refers to an '.... extraordinary
o f all varieties in 1851. Watts also claims that

'densely populated areas with a high level of poverty ... such as the east end of
London ... proved as difficult for the Non-conformist churches as for the Church of
England to penetrate in the first half o f the nineteenth century '

(1 5 1 ).

Several interviews took place with Jeffr who, with others, was active in establishing
Sunday schools in the Spitaffields area, and in preaching in the evenings to the parents
o f the Sunday school scholars. Two c h ^ ls were used, one of which was in Webb
Square, very close to Shoreditch, the main thoroughfere at the time in that part of
London, and near to Shoreditch parish church

(1 5 2 ).

Pyer and Pocock participated in

a service at the Webb Square chapel in an evening at the end o f the two day visit in
September 1820, following which '.... Mr J offered himself and his two classes to us,
and hoped we should henceforward consider them a part of our Society

(1 5 3 ).

The

absence of any obvious enthusiasm in the record of that excursion belied the events of
the following two years. The report did not indicate \^ y the request from Jefife to
join the Tent Methodists was made, or whether it was accepted, but it can be
presumed that it was agreed, as in late November an exchange of preachers took place
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- Pyer to London, and, probably Jeflfe, to Bristol Jefife, in pursuing bis, ^parently,
independent role of evangelism outside the confines of Wesleyanism may well have
been made aware of the events in Bristol and felt an inherent affinity with the tent
preachers.

Pyer*s second trip to London two months later lasted nine days and is extensive^
commented upon in the Tent Methodist Magazine. The reference in the Memoirs o f
Rev John Pyer specifically draws attention to those who were '.... anxiously
concerned for the poor of the metropolis ....' ( 1 5 4 ) , and Pyer spent much of the time in
contact with those v/bo lived in squalid conditions.

In particular he referred to

Cooper's Gardens, an area o f '.... three or four acres o f ground covered with about
five hundred or six hundred huts; and hovels o f various descriptions

. . . . ' (1 5 5 ).

This

was the district that the Primitive Methodists first missioned two years later when they
sent Messrs Sugden and Watson fix>m the Leeds circuit

(1 5 6 ).

The Tent Methodists

succeeded in forming a Sunday school there, and laid a foundation stone for the
building on 27th November 1820, but the depressing environment for the poor and
destitute deeply affected Pyer. During the remainder of Pyer's time in London he
fieqiKnt^ preached at t k Webb Square chapel and at Hare-fields chapel probabty
the second c h ^ l mentioned in the reports o f the earlier visit. Services were well
attended, a number of local preachers were exercising a good ministry and wished to
expand the operations, and a society o f about forty members had their tickets
renewed. Much progress was being made and Pyer was moved to record, '.... and this
closed one of the best Sabbaths I ever enjoyed . . . . '

(1 5 7 ).

Pyer left London on Tuesday

5th December 1820, greatly encouraged by the overall advances being achieved.

At about the same time the Tent Methodists were joined by up to three former leaders
o f the Christian Community, a Wesleyan Methodist group consisting of '.... a band of
strong, zealous, q)iritual men, doing such magnificent work for God and Methodism
. . . . ' ( 1 5 8 ).

The Christian Community preachers exercised a valuable ministry in the

Bethnal Green area '.... visiting the sick and instructing the poor in the work houses
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...(159)

and which was

a mission to Workhouse paupers and vagabonds .. .

The society was, .... sanctioned by the founder of Methodism....'

(1 6 1 ),

( 160) .

used a vestry

o f the City Road chapel on Sunday mornings with John Wesley's approval, and was
regarded highly for nearly fifty years fi’om its formation in 1772.

However, the

combination of Jabez Bunting, who had been appointed to the London east circuit in
1818, and Charles Atmore, the superintendent, succeeded in disrupting the work and
causing several of the preachers to leave the Wesleyans. E C Raynor's The Story o f
the Christian Community is a subjective account o f the dispute but less biased
versions, including general histories o f the denomination, testify to the value of the
Christian Community's work

(1 6 2 ).

Stevenson's City Road Chapel, London and its

Associations refers to .... young men, who commenced their active Christian labours
in the Community, and who afterwards became useful, active and even distinguished
poachers o f the gospel....' (1 6 3 ).

Atmore and Bunting wished to exercise con^lete control over the activities o f the
Christian Community by taking on to the circuit plan the '.... best o f the Community
preachers ....'

(1 6 4 ),

ftiUy control a chapel in nearby Globe Road,

built princÿally through their [Christian Community] agency

'....

which had been

. . . . ' (1 6 5 ),

and generally

remove any decision making power fi’om the local preachers. There were, therefore,
close parallels with the situation in Bristol with Pocock and the other two leaders at a
similar time. A Christian Community business meeting at the end o f 1818 was
interrupted by the arrival o f five itinerants, including Atmore, who .... took the chair
somewhat rudely ... then spoke to the effect that he possessed authority to dissolve
our Community, and had come to the meeting for that purpose ....' because it was '....
a self-governed and irresponsible body....'. The leaders o f the Christian Community
were accused of being arrogant, insubordinate, and lacking '.... deference and respect
. . . . ' (1 6 6 ).

Thus it was that the exercising o f valuable Christian service to the more

deprived in London society was considered of less importance than its organisational
position in the denomination's structure. Stevenson concluded his reference to the
disagreement ly saying, .... This conduct, on the part o f the preachers, served to
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break up the Community for some time; but instead o f being a benefit to Methodism,
it created a spirit of resistance, and was a source o f much disquietude and ill-feeling
for several years....'

( 1 6 7 ).

The disruption led to significant departures fi'om Wesleyan Methodism including a
'Brother Thomson ... grieved in spirit, the severance cast him adrift, and he eventually
became a B ^ tist minister....'

(1 6 8 ) .

A future Chairman o f the Community, Mr

Webber, also later left to join the Methodist New Connexion. Two of the other
leaders, at least, who refused to accept the prospect of operating within the
regulations that Atmore and Bunting imposed left the Community.

Brother

Woodland was one who became a Tent Methodist local preacher. The report of
Woodland's departure in Rayner's account does not specifically mention the Tent
Methodists but records that '.... he and a few others opened a c h ^ l in Squirries
Street, Bethnal Green Road, where many fi-om Wilmot Gardens attended his ministry*
(1 6 9 ).

'A Plan for the Preachers, Exhorters and Prayer Leaders of the Independent or

Tent Methodists, London'

for several months o f 1822 shows Woodland as a

preacher, and a chapel in Squirries Street where he preached regularly

(1 7 0 ).

Another

Christian (Community leader, a Brother Lea, who was also present at the feteful
meetings with Atmore, Bunting and the other members o f the Wesleyan hierarchy in
London, later joined Woodland. The combination o f the timing o f the schism within
the London East circuit, the name of "Woodland', the chapel he was associated with,
and the ^pearance of his name on a Tent Methodist preaching plan for a period
shortly afterwards, is conclusive cumulative evidence that the Christian Community's
loss was Tent Methodism's gain.

The precise date that these preachers left the Christian Community is not known with
certainty but Woodland and the Squirries Street chapel appeared on the Wesleyan
preaching plan Wiich covers the period fi'om 28th November 1819 to 2nd April 1820.
It might, therefore, be presumed that Woodland, if not other former Christian
Community workers, joined the Tent Methodists soon after Pocock, Pyer and
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Gosling's visit to London in September 1820.

In feet, another account o f the

problems that the Christian Community suffered reported that '.... Mr Jefife MD, and
Mr Lindsey, a feather bed maker, preached under a tent, which resulted in the
establishment of Tent Street Chapel....'

(i7 i).

This suggests that the original visit to

London by Pocock and his colleagues was actually prompted ly the schism v4iich
affected the Christian Community. Yet a further Christian Community worker, a Mr
Palmer, left having been held '.... in high esteem among the paupers....'

(1 7 2 ).

A

'Palmer' also appears on the 1822 Tent Methodist preaching plan, although it cannot
be automatically assumed that they were one and the same.

Several references

survive o f Tent Methodist activity in 1821. In May '.... a Tent visited the Metropolis,
and was en^loyed for six weeks in Hare Street Fields, with very evident tokens of
success....'

(1 7 3 ).

Another man who benefited fi'om Pyer's preaching during that

period was a John Parkhouse Wio was brought up in the Church o f England, but
accepted Deist beliefe for a time before hearing Pyer preach, following sight o f an
advertisement for tent preaching. Parkhouse became an Exhorter and Prayer Leader a
year later.

If the various accounts o f the qualities and commitment of the Christian Community
workers who joined the Tent Methodists were accurate, they comprised a particularly
valuable evangelical resource.

'....Superior talent....', '....great devotion....' and

....affectionate in demeanour....' were phrases used to describe Woodland. Lea '....
possessed a gigantic mind ....', and his preaching was characterised 1^ .... mature
wisdom ....', and Palmer's work was '.... constant and iodefetigable as well as
efficient....'

(1 7 4 ).

The loss firom Wesleyanism of people such as these could have

been ill-afiforded, but Tent Methodism benefited fi'om their dedication to provide
spiritual heÿ to poorer people in a part o f east London.

At about the same time the early Bible Christian leaders had contact with the Tent
Methodists in London at least a year before Bible Christians themselves began their
missionary work in the c o ita l Not all histories o f Bible Christianity acknowledge the
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feet that Catherine Reed, who was later to many James Thome, the Bible Christian
leader, visited London in late April 1821 at the invitation o f a Mr Gunn who

had

been a Methodist travelling preacher but at this time he was connected with the Tent
Methodists' o f Bristol'

(1 7 5 ).

The only reference to a Gunn' in Hill's, An Alphabetical

Arrangement o f all the Wesleyan-Methodist Preachers and Missionaries published in
1827, was a Robert Gunn who was admitted on trial in 1803 and subsequently served
as an itinerant in Kettering and Oxford until he was e?q)elled in 1808. Whether or not
this was the man who became a Tent Methodist is not known, but Catherine Reed '....
heard from Mrs Gunn a glowing account of the glorious work the Lord was carrying
on in B ristol.. ..' (1 7 6 ) . Pyer was also once again in London in the spring o f 1821 and
preached, apparently, to as many as 10,000 people in Hare Street Fields

(1 7 7 ).

Catherine Reed preached in the Webb's Square chapel, in the open-air at Harefields
and, on the same evening in the Harefields chapel Her visit finished on 4th May 1821
)^4ien a larger chapel adjoining Bunhill Fields Burial Ground was used to preach to
more than 1,000 people. Bunhill Fields Burial Ground was a significant place in
dissenter history. It was large and long established and contained '.... many o f the
ministers ejected in 1662, who were refiised burial in the City churches

. . . . ' (1 7 8 ),

together with other femous mnconformists such as George Fox, John Bunyan and
Isaac Watts. It was indeed a .... burial place o f godly men and worthy citizens....'
(1 7 9 ).

Later the same year James Thome himself preached in the Webb Square chapel

on 12th October, and Catherine Reed preached on the two following days, in both
Webb Square and Harefield chapels, and in a tent. At two different times, then,
during 1821, two leading Bible Christians assisted established Tent Methodist
evangelical activity.

Tent Methodist progress clearly continued into 1822 as can be deduced from the
information avmlable fiom a study o f the preaching plan \^ c h covered the period o f
eighteen weeks between 28th April and 25th August 1822

(1 8 0 ).

The year 1822 does

not appear on the fece o f the plan itself but on the reverse is written, in manuscript,
'Mr Lindseys Plan 1822'. On the plan itself'Lindsey' is consistently spelt T inse/ and
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this may be a significant name. A J Linsey appears in several minutes o f Methodist
New Connexion Annual Conferences, representing London in 1802, and paying
subscrÿtions in 1805, 1807 and 1810.

After 1810, there is no record o f any

Methodist New Connexion activity in London until 1819, and it is just possible,
therefore, that the Linsey' who was a leading London Tent Methodist preacher in
1822 was a former member o f the Methodist New Connexion.

An analysis o f the '... plan for the Preachers... ' provides much information to suggest
that Tent Methodism had a significant role in east London evangelical activity. In the
first place preaching took place at fifteen different venues, including three tents. This
is the only certain evidence that three tents were ever in use - they were designated
'new*, 'old', and 'small', and were used on every Sunday between 2nd June and 25th
August at least. The 'small' tent had been in London throughout the period covered
by the plan. Although the preaching places were concentrated in an area just to the
east of the 'city* boundary in Spitaffields and Bethnal Green, two other places,
Lambeth and St Clement Danes, among several more, ^)pear on the Plan as locations
for prayer meetings. For fifteen places there were only twelve preachers, suggesting a
particularly heavy commitment for them all They were supported by five exhorters
and twenty five prayer leaders, five of vdiom were also exhorters, but while four men
were shown as being on trial, three ihore were to be needed to fulfil all the
commitments. It was not surprising that the statement that was often found on
Wesleyan Methodist plans instructing preachers to find alternatives fi’om the list of
preachers if the (g)pointed person could not undertake the engagement, did not
appear. The human resources were simply not sufficient to allow that luxury. Most
o f the meeting places had more than one service each Sunday, and many also had mid
week services. Of significance, in the light o f Pyer's wish in late 1820 that the
preachers find opportunities '.... to hold meetings in different directions fi'om house to
house ....' (181), prayer meetings were held in nine homes in addition to the fifteen
places where services were held.

Overall, there is plenty to suggest that mid-week

evangelical activity was regarded as extremely important.
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The available material does not enable an assessment to be made o f how long after
August 1822 progress continued. A resolution passed at the 1823 Annual Meeting
instructed '.... a Committee consisting o f the brethren Pocock, Pyer and Arrivé be
appointed to answer the letter of the acting member o f the London D istrict....'

(1 8 2 ).

It would be too presumptuous to read much into the word District'. There is no
evidence that London ever had more than one circuit, although the same Annual
meeting '.... received the most cheering and satisfectoiy accounts o f the prosperity of
the work o f God in several societies. . . . '

(1 8 3 ).

On the same occasion calls were made

for more he^)ers to be found to help realise the potential that was believed to exist.
Certainly, London seemed to be one place where there was the need for '.... the Lord
[to] raise up and send forth feithful and efficient labourers

. . . . ' (1 8 4 ).

Support was

given from time to time by the group's leaders to supplement the local preacher
resource. During 1822 and 1823 Pyer spent time in London, although probably not
much as he was also in Bristol,

B ir m in g h a m ,

Manchester and Liverpool

( 1 8 5 ).

In a

letter from John Parkhouse which was published in the April 1823 edition of the Tent
Methodist Magazine, he refers to Pyer's '.... excellent friend Mr Smith

. . . . ' (1 8 6 ).

This

is unlikefy to be Samuel Smith who was by this time mainly based in Dursley,
Gloucestershire, but probably George Smith Wio may well have acconq)anied and
assisted Pyer as part o f his training before being sent to Liverpool in September 1823.
It might be that Smith's e?q)erience in London, and later in Liverpool, was a
contributory fector in his decision in 1842 to begin a long and successful ministry at
the Independent chapel. Trinity, in Poplar, a part o f east London close to Wikere the
Tent Methodists had worked

( 1 8 7 ).

There are no available membership figures for Tent Methodist societies in LondoiL
Forty tickets were renewed by Pyer on 3rd December 1820 and services were
reported to be well attended during his visit at that time, but no statistics have been
discovered. From an analysis o f the 1822 preaching plan it can be assumed that there
must have been nine societies in the middle o f the year as tickets were to be issued at
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that number o f services on Sunday 9th June. It is known, however, that Wesleyan
membership in the London East circuit reduced significantly fi’om 4,500 in 1820 to
3,862 in 1823, despite a 15% increase in overall Great Britain membershÿ numbers
during the same period. There was a small drop between 1820 and 1821 at the time
that the dispute with the Christian Community leadership had occurred and the Tent
Methodists were becoming established, but national membership increased by 9,000
or 5% in that year. The biggest annual London fidl was evident in 1823 when there
was a reduction o f just over 800, but this might be accounted for by a redistribution of
societies between circuits as the London East circuit had just been divided to create,
for the first time, a London North circuit.

Even after this separation, however,

London East membership numbers remained static while steady progress was being
made nationally. In 1825, London East had recorded 2,030 members, but by 1830 the
figure was 1,900. Expressed another way, London East contributed 0.88 per cent o f
national membershq) in 1825, but it fell to only 0.76 per cent in 1830, while London
North's share o f national membershq) increased during those years

(1 8 8 ).

It is not, o f course, possible to draw meaningful conclusions about Tent Methodist
support in London fix)m the Wesleyan membership statistics.

Bearing in mind,

however, that the tent preachers were also attracting those who had no previous
Wesleyan allegiance, that they certainly built up a significant number of preaching
places quickly between the end o f 1820 and the middle o f 1822, it is reasonable to
believe that they made an inqwrtant inq)act in a small part o f east London, occupied
by a large number o f .... the lowest and most abject o f the p o o r....' ( 1 8 9 ) . Pyer, at the
end of 1820, described an exanq?le o f living conditions thus; '.... the whole apartment
consists of one room firom eight to ten feet square, serving as a place of residence and
rest for two, three, four and in some cases, five or six human beings ... each exhibiting
nothing but a varied scene o f human wretchedness and w oe....'

(1 9 0 ).

Here, again, is

an exanq)le o f the increasing concern to serve the poorest in the local communities
becoming a distinctive feature o f Tent Methodist work.
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Manchester
Much is known about the sequence of events and fectors leading to the establishment
o f Tent Methodism in Ancoats, Manchester.

While, the name o f who it was that

invited Pocock and Pyer to visit with a tent is not recorded, it can be deduced. Both
Professor Ward, in Religion and Society in England 1790-1850, and D A Gowland in
Methodist Secessions, refer to the presence o f the group in Manchester, but not how
it arrived there. It is, in feet, possible to determine why the Tent Methodists went to
Manchester, but not ^ y they set up their evangelical activity in Ancoats, a location
immediately to the east o f the city centre. There was no geognq)hical logic to the
e)q)ansion of the work to the north west o f England, but rather it was a response to a
pressing appeal from one man.

Peter Arrivé is first mentioned as a tent supporter in the record o f events in 1817.
That he became a man o f some influence in Bristol can be inferred firom the entry of
his name in the annual Mathew's Bristol Directories firom 1814 to 1817. He was the
only son o f Peter and Elizabeth Arrivé who lived in the Channel Islands. His mother
joined the first Methodist class on Guernsey in 1785 and her Methodist service was
sufficient to warrant a lengthy Memoir' in the Methodist Magazine editions o f April
and May 1820

(1 9 1 ).

In that obituary it is reported that Peter became a pupil of

Kingswood School, then still in Bristol After he left '.... he lost all relish for Divine
things, and fescinated with the pleasing habits o f sin, was carried away with the
allurement of the world, and went with the giddy multitude to do ev il....'. That was
in about 1800, but later on .... he left the ways o f sin and iniquity to serve the living
G o d ....'( 1 9 2 ) .

Under a heading in the 1814 Mathew's Bristol Directory 'names arrived too late for
insertion in regular alphabetical order', he is described as a 'Commission Merchant, 28
Quay and Upper Berkeley Place'

(1 9 3 ).

In 1817 he was living at 10 Upper Berkeley

Place, an elegant four storey house, still surviving at the end o f a row o f ten houses,
situated now close to West End car park, and within half a mile o f the Cathedral and
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University. [No 9 appears to be occupied by the Head of Queen Elizabeth's Hospital
School which is located behind the row of ten houses]. Arrivé's involvement with the
tent preachers in the Bristol area was short-lived as there is no entry in the Mathew’s
Directory of 1818, and it is recorded in his mother's Memoir' that shortly before her
death he arrived from Manchester in May 1818

(1 9 4 ).

It is the biography o f John Pyer

that tells o f the invitation to Manchester by .... a gentleman o f French extraction
formerly (we believe) resident in B ristol....'

(1 9 5 ),

and that on Friday, 17th August

1821 Pyer, and one other, met and stayed with Arrivé. At this time Arrivé was a
Wesleyan local preacher in Salford

(1 9 6 ),

but on the day of his arrival in Manchester

after a two day journey from Bristol, via Birmingham, Pyer was concerned to find '....
only a handful o f people holding a prayer meeting ....' in the Methodist chapel in
Oldham Street. It was .... in search o f their fiiend ....' ( 1 9 7 ) , that prompted Pyer and
his conq)anion, probably Samuel Smith, to go to the north east of the Manchester
centre, rather than Salford, inhere Arrivé lived. It was, however, in the fest e?q)anding
area o f Ancoats just south of Oldham Street that the tent was first erected, on Sunday
19th August 1821.

Ancoats had been a medieval hamlet but by the seventeenth century it had become
part o f Manchester itself At a time o f food shortage in 1812 '.... strong and alarming
appearances of rioting took place at Ancoats
Manchester was 108,016

(1 9 9 ),

. . . . ' (1 9 8 ).

In 1821 the population of

and expanding very rapidly. Still standing in the

Ancoats area, although now derelict, is the massive eight storey Royal Mill, built in
1797, and situated in Redhill Street, formerly Union Street, which contained many
huge fiictory buildings in the 1820’s. Engels, writing in The Condition o f the Working
Class in England in 1844 claimed that Ancoats contained '.... the largest mills of the
town ... many streets unpaved and unsewered ... and cottages ... o f very flimsy
construction ....' (200). In the 1820s .... action against noisome and noxious fumes
and vapours emitted ly a manufoctory o f sal ammoniac at Ancoats Bridge ....' had to
be taken (201). In the middle o f the second decade of the nineteenth century richer
fomilies were moving .... to the 'posh suburbs' o f Chorlton-on-Medlock ....' (202) but
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'round about the year 1817, many o f the large mills and work-shops were built in the
district o f Ancoats and for the many work-people, provision had to be made
building o f cottage homes, schools and places o f worship'

(2 0 3 ).

the

By 1821, apparently,

in the Ancoats area there was a '.... population o f 20,000 souls, (chiefly poor) who
were destitute of any place of worship whatever'

(2 0 4 ).

Arrivé, .... deeply concerned for the masses o f fiictory operatives, who at that period
seemed grossly neglected, as for as regards religious teaching.. . .' ( 2 0 5 ) persuaded Pyer
to make the journey to Manchester with a tent. While it was claimed that the area
with 20,000 or 30,000 people was devoid o f religion

(2 0 6 ),

the evidence actually

suggests a rather different picture. At the time the main Methodist chapel was in
Oldham Street, and a surviving Wesleyan preaching plan for early 1821 shows other
preaching places in New Islington, Jersey Street and Pollard Street, all in the Ancoats
area

(2 0 7 ).

By 1822 the Jersey Street preaching station was no longer used but

Oldham Street chapel .... was well attended

. . . . ' (2 0 8 )

despite the experience o f Pyer

finding only a very few there on the Friday evening o f his arrival in Manchester.

Tent services began with great enthusiasm and fi’equency. A man uho later became
embroiled in a bitter dispute with Pyer fob bound to record about the tent preachers,
.... in labours they were abundant - preaching almost incessantly - generally four or
five times on the Sabbath, and almost on every night in the week

. . . . ' (2 0 9 ).

Congregations o f 4,000 were attracted and, significantly '.... Methodists of the Old
and New Connexion, Band Room and Primitive Methodists, Baptists and
Independents, and scores of no Society at a ll....' (210) were present. Services o f that
size were rarely witnessed in Manchester and, for about a month, the Tent Methodists
clearly made a great inqsact with their tent.

In parallel with this evangelical activity, discussions were taking place with prominent
dissenters in Manchester as to the future scope o f the work. There was an attempt,
presumably by Arrivé, to obtain Wesleyan support to the venture and to accept
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converts into Wesleyan societies. Not surprisingly, if the official version o f the Bristol
acrimonious exchanges had reached Manchester, Pyer was informed '.... that the
Wesleyan Travelling preachers ... had unanimously determined to have nothing to do
with the Tent, nor would they receive into their society those persons who had been
reformed and reclaimed by means o f Tent Preaching....' (2ii). So much, once again,
for Christian charity, or any recognition that there was a role in Methodist evangelical
work for activities which took place outside the strict confines of the system of
government. Pyer and Arrivé were, however, making a most fevourable impression
with Baptist and Independent leaders, both ministers and laymen, as well as a few
individual Wesleyans.

The positive reputation o f Tent Methodist work elsewhere, notably in and around
Bristol, must have preceded the visit to Manchester because within a few days o f their
arrival the tent preachers had met at Arrivé's home with several men who were to give
initial support.

Prominent among these were lay people well known in the

Manchester district. One such was William Wood of Bowdon who was particularly
associated fi’om 1820 onwards with the movement to prohibit the use o f young boys
as chim n^ sweeps. Wood eventually became a Con^egationalist, although not until
September 1848. For many years before he had been a Wesleyan member since about
1804, and was a class leader in 1813. He had lived in the Ancoats area, and owned
his own woollen manufiicturing business nearby (2i2). This association might provide
the reason for Ancoats being chosen as the centre o f Tent Methodist missionary
activity, but in any event he first met Pyer on 23rd August 1821 and became a trustee
of the chapel that was subsequently built, vriiile remaining a Wesleyan class leader
until at least 1824. How much o f an active part he played in Tent Methodist afifeirs is
not known, but he eventually left Wesleyanism at the time when a serious dispute
arose in Manchester in 1834 when Samuel Warren, the Oldham Street superintendent,
fell out with the national leadership. Wood had, apparently '.... inqaeccable credentials
as a rebel' and was .... a keen advocate o f disestablishment ....' firom the Church of
England

(2 1 3 ) .
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Another who was present at Arrivé’s house on that occasion was Samuel Stocks,
junior, who was much later to be engaged in a bitter clash with Pyer. Stocks, a cotton
manufecturer, largely financed the building of a chapel and was a member of the
building committee, having .... dissolved my connection with the Wesleyan Methodist
Society....' (2 i4) on 3rd November 1821. For three years he was actively involved in
Tent Methodist affeirs, being chairman and treasurer o f the Trust.

The most inq>ortant layman involved in the early weeks and months was George
Hadfield. Hadfield was bom in Sheffield in 1788, qualified as an attorney in 1809 and
set up business in Manchester in the same year.

He eventually became Liberal

Member of Parliament for Sheffield retaining the seat until 1874 when he announced
.... I consider it my duty to intimate respectfiiUy that it is not my intention to seek reelection . . . . '

(2 1 5 )

at the General Election called in that year. He died in April 1879.

Throughout his adult life he was a member of the Independent denomination, being
.... associated with almost every important Congregational movement in the county
during the period of his long and most striking career....'

(2 1 6 ).

He was Secretary o f

the Lancashire Union o f Independents fi'om 1811 to 1817, and was a generous
financial contributor to Independ^t causes, including a gift of £2,000 towards the
construction o f a ministerial

tr a in in g

college in 1840, and to several other chapel

building projects. It was he who was the prime mover in the decision to establish a
Tent Methodist chapel. When it was decided in early September 1821 that the tent
which had been used extensively for evangelical activity would soon have to be
returned to the Bristol area, he discussed with Pyer the benefits o f building a chapel
Hadfield .... conceives that a good plain building, capable of holding 2,000 people,
might be built for £1,000....' ( 2 i 7 ) . This was an early indication o f his thinking, as was
a

s im ila r

comment on 9th September when he .... e>q)ressed his convictions that

something should be done to perpetuate the work so blessedly begun ....'

(2 1 8 ).

There

were other issues, though, to be addressed before any definite measures could be
taken.
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In addition to the prominent lay people who quickly became aware of the evangelical
successes, several leading dissenting ministers from the Baptist and Independent
denominations provided support to the venture. For exanq>le, the Rev John Birt, the
newly appointed Baptist minister at the c h ^ l in York Street, Manchester, met Pyer
before the end o f August, encouraged him throughout the following months and
preached the first sermon in the Tent Methodist chapel, having chosen not to have a
service in his own chapel that evening. Birt, an author o f several religious works,
arrived in Manchester at the age o f 34, and remained there until he moved to Oldham
in 1842

(2 1 9 ).

Significantly, in the light o f subsequent events, several local Independent ministers
were also actively supportive o f Pyer's work. The most important o f these in the
earliest weeks that formulated much o f what was to follow was William Roby. He
became minister o f Cannon Street, Manchester chapel in 1795, formed an Acadenqr
for the training o f ministers in 1803, and '.... had a passion for evangelising - in the
country districts by itinerating, in the towns by opening-air preaching ... and in the
wider life of the whole Church o f Christ by his co-operation with other branches of
the Church....' (220). In 1821, Roby, ^^o had moved, with most of his congregation,
to Grosvenor. Street was described as .... the loved and venerated minister ....' and it
was not surprising that he should encourage evangelical efifort in a new, expanding
part o f Manchester, albeit by a group not, then, o f Independent persuasioiL Another
prominent Independent, the Rev Dr Thomas Raffles who also became Secretary o f the
Lancashire Union, serving in this c£q)acity firom 1826 for no less than 37 years,
preached in the newly opened chapel on the evening o f Christmas Day 1821. Raffles
later became Chairman of the Congregational Union o f England and Wales, and has
been described thus;

'.... if not the greatest figure in Liverpool nonconformity,

certainly occupies a conspicuous place in any local Dissenting pantheon...' (221).
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The inq)etus to build a ch^)el increased once it was decided that the tent was to
return to Bristol and it became known that Manchester Wesleyans were to oppose the
evangelistic activities. '.... A universal burst o f joy broke out ....' (222) when Pyer
gave the news on 10th September 1821 that a chapel was to be built. J Pigot's 1821
map of Manchester shows that Ancoats still barely stretched eastwards beyond Great
Ancoats Street, but Canal Street was one such road and within a few years the whole
area became built up. On the comer of Canal Street and Home Street '.... a suitable
spot was secured
(2 2 4 ),

. . . . ' (2 2 3 ).

A large plot o f land was bought from a Mr Boothman

and within three weeks a building contract had been entered into with a firm of

builders. Petty and Son. The c h ^ l was to measure 78 feet by 60 feet and was to
cost £900

(2 2 5 ).

To celebrate the event, the tent was erected on the site and a service

held which was conducted by John Birt, again indicating Baptist denominational
approval Present at the service was a Mr Brookes, a local banker, who .... sent his
conq>liments afterwards, with an offer to advance all the money required

. . . . ' (2 2 6 ).

The construction period was only 72 days, he^)ed by the feet that 140 people '.... in
the short space o f five hours, with cheerful gratuity, dug the foundations and
otherwise prepared the ground for the erection....' ( 2 2 7 ) . Understandably, perhaps, the
building was later described to be '.... in a very rough condition ....' and in use
although '.... the walls were not yet plastered

. . . . ' (2 2 8 ).

Nonetheless the first services

were held on Sunday 23rd December 1821, the building being known as 'Poor Man's
Chapel'

(2 2 9 ).

On Christmas Day there were 300 communicants, including

Wesleyans, Baptists and Independents. The Evangelical Magazine carried a report of
'.... crowded and deeply attentive congregations

. . . . ' (2 3 0 )

at the first services.

Hadfield had contributed £100 towards the cost and on the evening that the
subscription list opened 100 people had provided sums varying from £5 to 5 shillings
(2 3 1 ).

So it was that in only four months fix>m Pyer's arrival in Manchester, a large chapel
had been built to serve one of the town's growing residential and manufecturing areas.
Wesleyans had preaching stations nearby and a year later the Primitive Methodists
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built their first chapel in Manchester in Jersey Street, on the northern edge of Ancoats,
to supplement their evangelical work carried on in a .... veiy large room [that] was
taken over a fiictory in New Islington in June or July 1820....'

(2 3 2 ).

New Islington

was barely a quarter of a mile fi’om where the Tent Methodist chapel was built and
Jersey Street, where the Wesleyans had a station for a time up to 1822, was only a
half a mile away from the 'Poor Man s' chapel, on the other side o f the Rochdale
Canal. It would appear, therefore, that Ancoats could not quite be regarded as an
area o f no religious activity, but it was a district A^ere '.... misery was accentuated ...
by the introduction of machinery into many textile trades.

The old hand-loom

weavers, and other workers, lost their means o f livelihood;

and hungry, desperate

men, ... were ripe for bloodshed and revolution

Into this environment,

. . . . ' (2 3 3 ).

then, pronq)ted by men o f influence who were concerned for the spiritual well-being
of the poorest in society, came Tent Methodists v4io gave energetically to provide
Christian teaching.

In 1822 and 1823, Pyer spent much o f his time in Manchester, where he had
succeeded in establishing .... a flourishing society,... a large congregation gathered in
the midst o f a long neglected neighbourhood ... a powerful inq^ression ... upon the
poor o f our teeming population....' and, what the writer o f a letter recalls as .... one
of the greatest blessings which Manchester ever witnessed.. . . '

(2 3 4 ).

The author goes

on to express the hope that in subsequent years there would be more visits with tents
and more chapels. Those wishes were not frilly accomplished and, perhaps because
Pyer had other responsibilities elsewhere, the work did not prosper as had been
hoped. Pyer himself claimed that between 1821 and Christmas 1823 the chapel was
well attended and ^ ^ n , in early 1824, he '.... returned to Bristol, he left a large
congregation and a flourishing society o f more than 300 members. . . . '

(2 3 5 ).

An Annual Meeting of the Tent Methodists was held in Manchester in June 1823. On
the Sunday before the business meeting began .... the congregations that attended ....
services were large and serious ....' and '.... multitudes of aU descrÿtions and
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characters flocked

(2 3 6 )

to services in two tents that were erected nearby on the

Sunday afternoon. A public meeting held in the following days to form a Home
Missionary Society for the Manchester District' was told of the success of those who
.... had raised many of the wretchedly fellen, from the dunghill o f human degradation
. . . . ' (2 3 7 ).

All seemed well; a '.... large commodious chapel....', many members, and a

significant amount of support fix)m leading people in other denominations. Although
no formal Tent Methodist membership figures seem to have been reported, their
presence foiled to have any materially adverse effect on Wesleyan numbers. Wesleyan
membership in Manchester rose only marginally fix)m 3206 to 3288, 2.5%, between
1822 and 1824, whereas nationally membership rose by 7%. During the same period
Methodist New Connexion membership in Manchester showed an actual fidl of 80
fi'om 473 to 393, so no firm conclusions can be drawn. Primitive Methodist activity
had just begun in the early 1820s and little significance can be attached to their initial
membership growth in the Manchester circuit.

Not long after the 1823 Annual Meeting there was a move to persuade Pyer to
become the fiill time minister in Manchester. That the decision whether or not to
accept the invitation was a tortuous one to make could be judged by the foot that it
was not until '.... the summer o f 1825, Mr Pyer acceded to the wishes of the people of
Canal Street, and settled permanently among them as their pastor....'
chapel was adapted to contain congregations o f well over

(2 3 8 ).

The

1200, living

accommodation for Pyer and his younger sister was built, and he was paid £120 per
annum by way of stipend. This was a considerable sum in relative terms, particularly
so in conq>arison with itinerant preachers in other Methodist groups. ' From extracts
that exist o f the minutes o f meetings held between 5th January 1824 and 6th June
1825 it is clear that much time elapsed between the decision in princ^le to extend the
chapel, provide a Sunday school room and foiild a house, and the final agreement to
proceed. Significantly, in the light of subsequent events, during January 1825 it was
agreed that the .... church declares itself independent o f any other Whatsoever, and
forms rules and regulations for its own government....'.
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A footnote stated that the

nam e

Tent Methodist' was retained ( 2 3 9 ) , but it was not long after the middle of 1825

that there began a long running dispute, described in a later chapter, which led,
unhappily, to the demise o f Tent Methodist activity in Manchester.

While Ancoats was the centre o f Tent Methodist activity in Manchester, there seems
to have been at least one other c h ^ l in the city for a time. Manchester was a
‘district’ in the Tent Methodist organisation and in a resolution passed at the 1823
Annual Meeting, it was agreed that a half o f the collection taken for missionary
expansion should be used for a chapel at Stretford. Stretford was to the south west o f
the city closer to where Peter Arrivé lived. It is also recorded elsewhere that when
Pyer returned to Manchester on a full time basis in 1825 it had been agreed that he
would '.... preach at Canal Street morning and evening, and in Oxford Road, or
elsewhere, in the afternoon

....'

(2 4 0 ).

Oxford Road was a nugor thoroughfere close

to Stretford and might have been where this duquel was located.

Two other

contemporary records o f Christian denominations written in the 1820’s that refer to
the Tent Methodists also suggest that there were other preaching places in
Manchester.

Liverpool and Birmingham
The extension of Tent Methodism into Liverpool is inextricably linked with one man,
George Smith, who later became the most well known nonconformist to have been a
member and preacher with the Tent Methodists. Before George Smith was sent to
Liverpool in 1823 Pyer had visited the town on at least two separate occasions.
During the hectic activity in Manchester in the final four months o f 1821, he travelled
with a tent to Runcorn, Warrington and Liverpool, probably in late October or early
November

(2 4 1 ).

It was on Thursday 19th June 1823 that Pocock and Pyer left Manchester at the end
o f the Annual Meeting .... to open a Mission in Liverpool....'

(2 4 2 ).

It is not known

how long Pocock and Pyer stayed in Liverpool, but in September George Smith ....
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took up his abode in that city

(2 4 3 )

and began to work with great energy, using a

tent, .... in a poor area o f the tow n....'

(2 4 4 ).

Although Pyer was, according to the

writer o f Smith's obituary, his main adviser at this time, it was Pocock who had
guided Smith a few years earlier and, once in Liverpool, he received much support
and advice from Dr Thomas Raffles. That Smith would have needed help from
experienced colleagues was understandable as he was barely twenty years old when he
was sent to Liverpool, and his conversion to Christianity had taken place only three
years before. ,

The great promise that Pocock had previously identified was, no doubt, fulfilled as he
'.... soon gathered around himself a congregation, o f which he was requested to take
the 'entire oversight'....'

(2 4 5 ).

His obituary writer recorded, ... He threw himself

into this mission with all the ardour of his heart. Such was the success that attended
it, that many souls were brought to Christ ....'

(2 4 6 ).

While a tent was used in the

initial stage a room in Heath Street became the meeting place for services. Heath
Street was a relatively minor thoroughfere in the Toxteth Park area o f Liverpool and
was, in the early 1820’s, at the southern extremity o f the town. A map published in
1825 showed a chapel in Heath Street but without a designation, and it is uncertain
whether this was the building used by the Tent Methodists. Once again, no records
are available that show Tent Methodist membership numbers but the Wesleyan
membership in Liverpool declined every year fix>m 1821 until 1827 when it began to
rise agaiiL

The Tent Methodist work continued for several years until, as in

Manchester, events and personalities combined to change the direction o f the society
in Liverpool.

There was one other place that was missioned but where progress was hard to
achieve, if it occurred at all. Birmingham is not referred to in the Tent Methodist
Magazine and it can be supposed, therefore, that no activity began before the middle
o f 1821. The Memoirs o f Rev John Pyer report that in 1822 and 1823 .... his time
was divided between Bristol, London, Birmingham, Liverpool and Manchester, in
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each o f which towns the Tent was used with much success....'

(2 4 7 ).

That 'success'

was not readily recognised by Barnett who spent two months in Birmingham in 1823
and where he was beset with difficulties. It is known that a chapel was acquired in '....
Rea Street, near to Moseley S treet....'

(2 4 8 )

in Aston parish - streets that still exist

just to the south east of the city centre, - but attempts to undertake profitable tent
preaching on adjacent ground proved exceedingly difficult. Bamett recorded in a
letter to Pyer that '.... the rabble was so numerous and behaved so badly... .' ( 2 4 9 ) over
several successive days in September. The church authorities refused to '.... certify
any piece of waste ground as a place of Religious Worship, unless there is a Building
on i t ....'

( 2 5 0 ).

Bamett left behind him a AMlliam Williams to continue missionary

work but Pocock was displeased that Bamett had given up without persevering for
longer

( 2 5 1).

So it was that in only three years fi'om the middle of 1820, the Tent Methodists had
become established in several widely scattered parts of England, and in one small area
o f south Wales.

This progress had been achieved as a result of the substantial

commitment of its leader, George Pocock, its only full time missionary, John Pyer,
and a considerable number of dedicated men who undertook significant roles, of
A^iiom George Smith and John Bamett became the most well known.

The

geographical expansion, though, had no immediate logic or pattem to it, and in most
cases at least, h^pened because specific invitations had been received fi’om
individuals who knew a little o f Tent Methodism and its personalities, but wished to
enlist their help to extend evangelical activity still further.
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CHAPTER VI

Other features of Tent Methodism’s progress in the early 1820’s

It is now relevant to examine other features o f Tent Methodism during the
e^q>ansionary years. The structure and organisation developed quickly, there was a
significant amount of written material produced, and the steady acquisition o f chapels
reduced the relative dependency on tents. Much has been written about the preachers
involved but an attenq>t will be made to assess the relative progress o f the sect overall
during the first half o f the third decade. While most of the information is fix)m
supportive sources which is highly subjective there is also some objective evidence to
use.

1824 version o f Rules
The original administrative structure set out and adopted in the 1820 version o f rules
was the starting point fix>m which subsequent changes occurred. The first set o f rules
was produced before much o f the expansion was anticipated, let alone took place, and
there seems to have been a particular emphasis on ensuring that the rules addressed
the issues that caused the withdrawal or emulsion o f the three leaders in 1820. It has
already been noted that the first version was published in a hurry, and it is known that
Pyer spent most o f Christmas Eve in 1821 '.... revising and new modelling our rules
....' (1). Another, more conq>rehensive set o f regulations was published in 1824: It
might be assumed that the amendments that Pyer was working on at the very end of
1821 subsequently emerged as the 1824 arrangement. Even the first Rules o f the Tent
Methodists or Agrarian Society fo r Extending Christianity at Home clearly envisaged
the development o f a significant body. A structure o f committees was identified, and
various titles for officials with distinct duties were described, including an assunqstion
that there would be a number o f Itinerant Preachers', 'Missionaries', and Resident
Preachers' as well as, for example, 'Exhorters', Rasters', and Trustees'. The 'Yearly

166

Meeting* was, among other things .... to devise plans for extending the work o f God
. . . . ’ (2).

By the time the 1824 version o f the Rules was published the words

‘or Agrarian

Society for Extending Christianity at Home’ had been deleted. This clearly reflected
that work then taking place in the inner city areas o f Bristol, London, ManclKster,
Liverpool and Birmingham, meant that it was no longer appropriate to draw particular
attention to the original activity in rural areas. Three or four years o f experience led
to other changes in the Rules.

Not surprisingly, the 1824 version o f the Rules was much longer, consisting o f twelve
pages instead of eight, and the doctrinal statement at the beginning was expanded.
The Arminian principles were confirmed, and added to, in some subtle as well as some
obvious ways. Justification was by feith alone, the word ‘alone’ being added to the
original wording, and the doctrines were ‘believed’ as well as taught. The word
‘believed’ was not included in the first version o f the rules. The doctrinal statement
was expanded by the inclusion o f three new features; .... The being and attributes of
God; the supreme divinity of the Lord Jesus Christ; the personality and influences of
the Holy G host....' (3). The absence in the first edition o f any reference to ‘The Holy
Ghost’ probably had no doctrinal significance; rather it is further evidence that the
original version was prepared in great haste.

Understandably, there was a change o f emphasis reflecting the increased number of
chapels, a standard form o f legal ownership o f buildings had been prepared, and no
c h ^ l acquisition could proceed until approval had been given in the Quarterly
District Meeting. A previous requirement that at least half the cost o f new building or
purchase must be subscribed before a chapel was built or acquired was not included
in the later version. Robert Currie claimed that Pocock retained personal ownership
o f at least one chapel for '.... nearly a quarter o f a century ....' (4), but it has not been
possible to confirm that statement. Indeed, as for as is known the last chapel was
167

disposed of by Pocock in 1832, having acquired it in 1821 (S).

More stringent

requirements were introduced before foil membership was permitted, and special
reference was made to the need for regular pastoral instruction and weekly meetings
with pastors. The role o f trustees had been altered in that only those who were
members of the society were authorised to attend the weekly meeting o f each chapel's
officials. Perhaps reflecting the much greater geographical spread o f the societies
some of the meetings were held at less Sequent intervals. To address concerns
sometimes expressed in Wesleyan circles, any member could attend the Annual
Meeting, although only authorised representatives were entitled to have their expenses
paid, and to vote. References were made to .... several districts ....' with Bristol,
London and Manchester districts being mentioned by name. Wiltshire is likely to have
been a fourth.

Overall, the later document is a much more understandable one,

reflecting more care in its preparation, the progress made in the intervening period,
and the time that had elapsed since the bitter events of late 1819 and early 1820 (6).

In both sets o f Rules there were indications that later Independent influences and
directions were already inferred. The Wesleyan rules, and even more significantly, the
ones issued by the Methodist New Connexion, the Primitive Methodists, and the Bible
Christians, made no use o f the word 'deacon'. The Tent Methodist Rules, however,
show a significant role, akin to a 'steward' in the other sects, as the deacon had a duty
to '.... report the state o f each Church ....' (7) to every Quarterly Meeting. In
addition, the Church Meeting had a prominent place in the structure o f meetings and
organisation, particularly so as there was no place for circuits. That might, o f course,
reflect the relatively small number of societies but there would, in fiict, have been a
logic for a greater number o f circuits as each district, except London and Manchester,
covered a wide geographical area. Pyer, who was later to join the Independents, had
regular contact with a leading Independent minister in Bristol fix)rh the early days, and
it might be that he, rather than Gosling, was the architect, with Pocock, of both sets
o f Rules, and not just the second one. Certainly, there was greater autonomy for local
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congregations, including more enquiry and scope for discussion before expulsion of
individual members took place.

Co-operation with other dissenter groups and individuals
Perhaps because of the continuing friction with Wesleyans, the Tent Methodists
developed close relationshq>s in places, and for certain purposes, with leaders in other
denominations.

In addition to Pyer's links with >\^Uiam Thorp, the Independent

minister at Castle Green, Bristol, he established many points o f contact with several
other Independent ministers as well as George Hadfield, a leading layman, in and
around Manchester.

As early as September 1820, the Tent Methodists were

instrumental in forming a Bible Association in the Kingswood area o f Bristol, the
chairman o f which, S Prust, was a leading lay Independent who later served on
national denominational committees (8). They co-operated with the Quakers who
also undertook preaching work in the Bristol docks area, and who acconq>anied Tent
Methodist preachers on occasions. Elijah Waring, the south Wales Quaker who later
joined the Wesleyans, gave support in various ways.

Several Baptists in the

Manchester area were instrumental in encouraging the construction o f the Ancoats
chapeL In Bristol, at the time o f the trial and execution o f John Horwood in 1821, a
leading Baptist as well as Pocock was involved in providing Christian support.
Thomas Roberts, the successful minister at Old King Street, Bristol, '.... was also a
frequent visitor to gaols and as a result of his labours John Horwood, a condemned
murderer was converted before his execution ....' (9).

For the greater benefit of

ecumenical progress individual Wesleyans were prepared to co-operate with the Tent
Methodists, o f whom Samuel Budgett was one.

He was weU known in the

Kingswood area. Bom in 1794, he prospered as the result o f the '.... management o f
an extensive mercantile establishment....', and his obituary made a particular point of
describing him as Toving all who love our Lord Jesus Christ in sincerity ....' (lO). He,
too, was involved in the formation o f the Bible Association in Kingswood and served
on the organising committee, but there is no evidence that he supported Tent
Methodism’s own missionary work.
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The receptiveness to ecim^nical co-operation was also shown in the contents o f the
Tent Methodist Magazine

for 1823.

In addition to the extensive information

provided on Tent Methodist matters, there was room for articles concerning several
other denominations, and material relating to leading Wesleyans.

There was for

exanq)le, over a three month period, a verbatim record o f John Wesley's funeral
sermon following the death of George Whitefield, a comment by Dr Adam Clarke on
some verses from a chapter in Proverbs, and a review o f a book ly James Macdonald
on the life o f Joseph Benson.

Several obituaries o f other denominational members

appeared, one of a young Wesleyan woman, another of a B ^ tist minister who had
been an overseas missionary, and a third o f an Independent minister from Bristol.
Perhaps because o f Pyer's earlier ambitions to become a missionary himseli^ there
were several contributions about foreign countries, many o f them concerning the
work o f Christians in those parts o f the world. Four short articles written ly Dr
Watts, the leading Independent, were included, as were others written by ministers of
several other denominations, including the Church o f England. It was quite normal
for religious periodicals to contain articles by or about members of other persuasions
and it was, therefore, not une?q)ected that the Tent Methodists should also pursue that
policy. The type o f material included in the monthly editions o f the 1823 Tent
Methodist Magazine followed closely the pattern o f the Wesleyan Methodist
M agazine,^! the same period.

There was a period o f national, as well as local, calm before further schisms occurred
later in the decade. The Annual Address to the Wesleyan societies at the 1824
Conference included the following optimistic, though cautionary, section:

'.... The

general absence o f all strifes and divisions throughout our now widely-extended
Connexion, is another circumstance on which we congratulate you... This blessing we
have long enjoyed, and we rejoice in the prospect o f its permanence;

though

attempts, arising out o f offences, peculiar views, and other motives, may occasionally
be made to divert the attention of the unwary from the great ends of our common
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vocation, and to sow discord among brethren....' (ii).

The disputes which had

resulted in the Tent Methodists becoming established as a formal sect in 1820, as well
as the earlier ones which resulted in the formation of the Primitive Methodists and the
Bible Christians in the previous decade, were a relatively distant memory.

Although provision was made for several liome missionaries' to be s^pointed, John
Pyer was the only full time paid official o f the Tent Methodists. Despite bouts of ill
health, he showed enormous energy and worked extremely hard for the cause. While
Pocock was the man who directed the proceedings, especially in the early years after
1820, Pyer was the man who implemented plans and travelled thousands o f miles to
promote, manage, and guide the day to day af&irs. It was not just his preaching and
pastoral activity that gives justification for that judgement. He was joint editor of the
Tent Methodist Magazine, he was probably the reviser o f the Rules, and he, jointly
with Pocock, published A Collection o f Hymns, and wrote the prefece to it (12). All
these things were undertaken in addition to his domestic fiunily responsibilities which
would have been more difficult as he did not have regular conqxinionsh^ and support
of his wife who, because o f continuing ill health, lived with her relatives in Newbury.
His obituaiy referred to this; '.... patiaitly and bmvely did he endure this long fight of
affliction ....' (13). He always provided a home to one o f his two daughters until she
died in 1837, and gave board and lodgings to a nephew while he was in Manchester.

The hvmn hnok^ and the Historv of the earlv vears
The hymn book contained several features o f significance in Tent Methodist affiiirs.
Firstly, its production had been urged on Pocock and Pyer at the 1823 Annual
Meeting. Indeed, it was supposed to have been ready for printing by that time. The
feet that two more years elapsed before actual publication indicates that Pyer and
Pocock had more urgent responsibilities to fulfil. Some of the hymns included were
written by well known authors such as Watts, Doddridge, Cowper, Luther, Toplady,
and Charles, John and Samuel Wesley, but others were written by Tent Methodists.
Pocock, Purdy and Roberts, in addition to Pyer, all had contributions, and one, in
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particular, reflected the concern for the poor and the use o f tents. The editors did not
attribute authors to individual hymns, but two verses o f one, probably written by
Pyer, included in a section for hymns suitable for 'opening ceremonies o f places o f
worship', read:
Verse 1:

Behold, a great effectual door.
Open before God's servants stands;
Witness this tenqjle for the poorThis monument o f mercy's hands:
Witness these crowds, these prayers, these cries.
This sounding praise which rends the skies

Verse 5:

Then, like thy servants sent o f old,
Our power receiving fi*om on high.
Forth would we go divinely bold.
And spread thy truth through earth and sky.
Our Tents should other churches raise
and other courts should sound thy praise

(14)

The reference to ‘Tents’ being the precursor o f other churches in the penultimate line
o f the hymn is consistent with Rule 32 in the 1824 version; 'From Easter to October,
providing convenience will allow, there shall be preaching once on each Sabbath day
at least, in the neighbourhood o f each chapel or preaching house, either in the open air
or under a Tent....' (is). This must have been an increasingly difficult requirement to
conq)Iy with as the number o f preaching places grew in number, over a wide area. It
is believed that there were never more than three tents, one o f which might have been
permanently based in London (16).

In Pyer’s prefece to A Collection o f Hymns, he e?q)lains the reason for each hymn
being on one double page; '....While engaged with God in praise, the worshippers
have been often disturbed by the turning over o f leaves throughout the congregation
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(17), an intriguing insight into Pyer's character that shows his close attention to
detail By analysis of a book that Pocock later published entitled Sacred Lyrics for
Youth, it is known that Pocock, too, wrote hymns.

Four o f the hymns in the

Collection appear in Pocock's publication, the content o f which covered a wide
variety of topics. Victory Purdy was also an author - indeed as he is reputed to have
written 1,853 verses (18) it would not have been difficult to find some that were
considered to be appropriate. One o f Purdy’s hymns included a verse:
O make us of one Spirit, Lord,
Simple in thought and deed and word:
Nor may we ever disagree.
But all be love and harmony.

It might be thought that that verse has more than a passing resemblance to two
written by Charles Wesley:
Jesus, Lord, we look to Thee
Let us in Thy name agree;
Show Thyself the Prince o f Peace;
Bid all strife for ever cease.

Make us of one heart and mind.
Courteous, pitiful, and kind.
Lowly, meek, in thought and word.
Altogether like the Lord. (19)

Paraphrasing the work o f other hymn writers was not an uncommon practice. It
might have been the events o f 1819 and 1820 leading to the formation of the Tent
Methodists, following the bitter personal enmities, that pronq)ted Purdy to par^hrase
Charles Wesley’s femous hymn.
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None of the hymns written by Pyer, Pocock or Purdy seem to have been used for
more than a few years, although it is not possible to be sure as many hymn books of
the time did not record the names o f the authors. Conqwsers o f the tunes, however,
were normally shown.

It is known that three collections of hymns produced at

various periods after 1820 from sources that would have been considered synqmthetic
to the Tent Methodist cause did not consider any o f Pocock’s hymns worth of
publication. William O’Bryan published a conq>rehensive set of hymns for the Bible
Christians in 1825, a Joseph Reynolds produced at a similar time a collection '....
designed for a body of Independent Methodists ....', and an unknown conq)iler
published The Tent Hymn Book in 1873. (20). None include any that can be definitely
attributed to Pocock or Pyer. It may be that the earlier two were published before
their hymn writing was known about, and by 1873 Pocock and Pyer had been
forgotten and many more femous authors had emerged.

At the 1823 Annual Meeting the first resolution referred to the need to conq)lete the
production of the Hymn Book which was to be introduced into the societies as soon
as possible. Pyer and Pocock’s A Collection o f Hymns, while not specifica% named
as a Tent Methodist publication in the hope of generating sales fix)m other groups,
was nonetheless clearly conq^iled for Tent Methodist use. It was a massive and
inq>ressive work vfoich helps to explain why it took so long to appear. There are no
less than 1,091 hymns on 555 pages and in addition to a prefece o f some length, there
is a comprehensive index of first lines, scriptural texts, and subjects (2i).

The third resolution at the same Annual Meeting was That the brethren Pocock and
Pyer be earnestly requested to finish the Tent History without feil....' (22). Several
previous references had been made to this publication and, bearing in mind that the
final pamphlet in the series o f three issued in May 1820 included an announcement
that:
'Speedily will be published,
A History o f the Tent
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or
Itinerant Tenq>le
.................... '

(23),

it was not surprising that its non-appearance after a period of another three years
should pronq)t a plea for it to be completed and published without any further delay.
The delay was certainly caused by the many more pressing day to day issues of a
group that had grown substantially over that period.

It did eventually become

available as there are two references to it in the Memoirs o f Rev. John Pyer (24), and
another in an early history of Portland Street chapel, but no surviving copy has been
found. There is another publication that was produced but appears to have been lost.
A Tent Methodist Magazine for 1824 was certainly issued as there were two
references in it to the death of Pyer's mother which occurred on 6th March 1824 (25).
That publication would, no doubt, provide further information about the sect's
progress in the early 1820's.

It is believed that Annual Meetings took place in 1822 and 1824, in addition to the
one held in Manchester in 1823 and extensively reported in the Magazine for 1823.
Robert Currie refers to '.... The Rules of the Tent Methodist Society, Adopted at the
First General Meeting of Representatives Held in Bristol, May 27th and 28th, 1822
....' (2Q but no minutes or information about that meeting have been traced. That it
did take place can also be judged by the fact that the account o f the 1823 Meeting
begins, ' According to the appointment of the previous year ....' (27). If a Meeting
took place in 1824, on the first Monday in July, as suggested by resolution number 10
o f the 1823 Meeting, again no information is available.

The absence of much detail of the events of the middle years of the 1820s does make
it more difficult to assess the full contribution o f Tent Methodism in that period. If
any o f the

missing material is ever uncovered, scholarly assessment would be

considerably aided.

It might sinq)ly be that the on-going work precluded the
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production of minutes and notes, but it is more likely that they have been lost through
the passage of time.

Pyer was instructed,

resolution passed at the 1823 Annual Meeting, to spend half

his time in the Manchester District and the balance in the Bristol District. That left a
considerable number of places without his services and, in any event, during 1824 he
began to devote more and more time to his Manchester work. The day to day activity
in the large nuniber o f places in the southern half o f the country was having to be
directed by Pocock himself and a number o f local preachers, ^^th the increasing
number of congregations to receive pastoral care, spread geographically along a
narrow band eastwards from Bristol, those involved worked with very great
commitment.

Competition with Weslevan Methodism
The growth that was achieved occurred, in part at least, because macQr o f the places
where Tent Methodist missionary endeavour took place were in areas where little
dissenter presence was evident. Dursley, Bath and parts of Bristol were some o f the
exceptions to that, but the information that is available o f Methodist and 'Old Dissent'
chapel building in the period suggests very little activity during the first half o f the
1820's. Examination o ï Nonconformist Chapels and Meeting Houses in South West
England (28) does not indicate any real chapel building programme in those places
where Tent Methodists were active. The records o f the Wesleyan authorities show
only agreement to a Chapel at Roadley, in the Dursley circuit, and one at Fisherton,
Wiltshire, in the Salisbury circuit, in 1821 and 1823 respectively, in districts where
Tent Methodists were present (29).

On the other hand there is plenty of evidence

that Tent Methodists were active in many places that were devoid o f Wesleyan
presence. Inner city areas o f Bristol, where housing provision was particularly poor,
Kingswood, and Tetbury, in Gloucestershire, were exanq>les, as was Cwm Dws in
south Wales and a large number o f the agricultural communities in Wiltshire. It
cannot be known with certainty whether this was a deliberate policy so as to avoid
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confrontation with the Wesleyan authorities and to undertake real missionary
endeavour, or whether it was accidental This feature o f little competition mirrored,
to some extent, the Primitive Methodist experience and, particularly, the Bible
Christian one.

Primitive Methodist evangelism in the fifteen years or so from its establishment in
1811 took place in both urban and rural areas.

In some places not only were

Wesleyans at work but so too, especially when expansion reached the urban districts
of Yorkshire and Nottinghamshire, were Methodist New Connexion societies.
Although there was a considerable degree o f overlap geognq)hically, and competition,
the Wesleyans did, during that period, tend to reduce their involvement in rural areas
throughout the country. To a significant degree this was for financial reasons, and
occurred despite resistance by itinerants from time to time. One in the north riding of
Yorkshire '.... warned that abandoning small societies in order to cut costs would be
‘exceedingly painful’ to loyal Wesleyans, however [much] this might please the
Ranters who preach in every place in the circuit ....' (30). The Primitive Methodists,
it has been said, '.... excelled at village evangelism and followed up their field and
street preaching with cottage prayer meetings ....' (31).

That was also the case with the Bible Christians.

Despite the long history and

numerical strength of Wesleyanism in the west country counties, especially Cornwall,
the evangelical efforts o f William O'Bryan, the founder, and his fellow preaching
colleagues in the early years, was concentrated in pockets o f north east Cornwall and
north west Devon where there were relatively few Wesleyan societies. Tiny villages
such as St Neot, Week St Mary, and Bridgerule in east Cornwall and Cookbury,
Bradworthy and Shebbear in north Devon all feature in the first few years history of
the Bible Christians. There was no Wesleyan presence in these places and the Church
of England too, it was claimed, '.... was generally without a living ministry....' (32).
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The Methodist New Connexion, however, did come into greater conflict with the
Wesleyans during the period under examination.

Being a secession from

Wesleyanism, disputes were probably inevitable.. Much antagonism between the two
groups duly took place, including some that related to the ownership and occupation
o f cluqiel premises.

Bitter wrangling, and legal actions, adversely affected their

relationships for many years.

It can be claimed that much o f the Tent Methodist growth was achieved in places
where there was no competition with Wesleyans, an experience it shared to a similar
degree with the Bible Christians, to a lesser extent with the Primitive Methodists, but
not with the Methodist New Connexion.

They were; then, filling gaps in the

Methodist coverage o f England, particularly in rural districts. That this is the case
provides further justification for the predominant historical view that some, but not
all, Wesleyan offehoots, developed their contacts and influence in parts o f the country
left alone by the Wesleyans. Even so, Robert Wearmouth has claimed that '.... as late
as 1830 many o f the agricultural areas would be correctly described as a ‘Methodist
wilderness’....', although .... after 1830, all the various sections o f Methodism began
to invade the rural areas . . ..' (33).

While there is scope for more detailed research to test the evidence further, it is
probably also true that much o f the missionary activity in rural areas occurred without
conq)etition from other dissenter groups. This is not to say that there were often
formal ecumenical agreements, but sinq)ly that local evangelists focussed their
attention on places where no missionary work was regularly undertaken. Although
this was probably so in the areas where Tent Methodists operated, other parts of the
country including parts o f the south midlands, did develop structured approaches to
ecumenicalism so as to use more effectively the resources available.

It is difficult to assess to vdiat extent Tent Methodist success was due to the
perceived inward looking trend, and the ^parent middle class focus, of Wesleyanism.
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Professor Ward wrote .... there was a tension between the Methodist ideals of an
evangelistic mission, and o f a pietistic society set apart from the world in pursuit of
sanctification....' ( 3 4 ) . Gay claimed that the divisions within Methodism were caused
by an .... underlying motive in each case ... to recover the flexible and democratic
spirit o f early Methodism which was fest feding in the increasingly conservative main
body o f Methodism....'

(3 5 ).

A review o f Maldwyn Edwards’s book. After Wesley,

in the Methodist Recorder ly Dr A W Harrison refers to '.... the hide bound Toryism
o f official Methodism.... and shows how much the goodwill of the working-class was
lost at that time .... ' (3 6 ) . It is a subjective judgement as to how relevant these features
were to Tent Methodist growth, but in all that has been written about them in
contenqx)rary accounts the following quotation does seem to summarise the position;
in '.... small communities the denominational label counted for less than the sirrq)licity
of the religious forms and the social bonds of membership....'

(3 7 ).

That was a

strength in the period under review, but it became a weakness in the following few
years.

Tent Methodism's numerical membership
The absence o f any national Tent Methodist membership figures being discovered for
any year makes it difficult, on one potential measurement of the influence, to assess
the significance of Tent Methodism’s inq)act in the 1820’s. This is regrettable as each
Quarterly Meeting was charged with the responsibility o f reporting '.... the nuniber o f
members in each church throughout the District

....' (3 8 ).

All that is available are

references to the number o f class tickets issued and renewed, the trend of Wesleyan
membership during the 1820s in the places where Tent Methodists were active, and
even more tenuous indicators such as the size of c h ^ ls that were acquired. It would
be especially dangerous to equate any substantial movement, up or down, in Wesleyan
circuit membership against the national trend, solely to the results o f Tent Methodist
activity. Appendix G sets out the Wesleyan Methodist position in the relevant circuits
between 1819 and 1831 and significant variations can be found.

A number of

mqx>rtant fectors, other than Tent Methodist influence, may explain the discrepancies:
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i.

e?q)àiisioii or contraction o f circuits with societies being formed, or others
ceasing to function.

ii.

change in the make-up o f circuits with societies transferred in or out.

iii

internal disputes leading to loss of membership numbers

iv.

the effect of other schisms, such as Primitive Methodist influence from 1826
onwards in some circuits.

V.

less than total accuracy in recording and reporting the annual figures.

Taking into account the information that is capable o f being used, and aggregated to
obtain a cumulative figure, it is possible to suggest, nothing more, the following
membership totals, reflecting the timing o f the expansion into the various geographical
areas:
December

1820 =

December

1821

=

1,500

December

1822 =

2,000

December

1823

=

2,500

December

1824 =

3,000

December

1825 =

3,500

700

There is little evidence to corroborate those figures. Pyer's daughter in her Memoirs
o f Rev John Pyer tells o f a District Meeting held at Cleve-Wood on Easter Monday
1821 when 600 people were present. This meeting would have been held at the place
where Pocock's '.... two eldest daughters conducted an Establishment for the
education of young ladies....' (39), located between Downend and Frenchay to the
north of Bristol. The house had been in the fomil/s occupation since 1816 at least as
it was visited in May o f that year by Edward Griffith who went to see George
Pocock's sister and sister-in- law just a week before his death

(40).

Making

assunq)tions that most o f those present at the 1821 Meeting would have been
members, that a relatively large proportion o f local members in Bristol and
Gloucestershire would have attended, and that in Bath, l^ffitshire, London,
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Manchester, and south Wales there would have, in total, been several hundred more
members, it is possible to make a reasonable assessment of 1,500 members ly the end
of 1821. At that time there was still much expansion to come - some o f it in other
areas in Gloucestershire, Mltshire and London, and part of it in areas not then
influenced ly Tent Methodist preachers, including Liverpool and Birmingham.

In addition to Wesleyan concern at Tent Methodist growth, in the form o f letters to or
from Bunting, there are a number o f other pieces o f more objective contemporary
information. A Mark Robinson wrote a letter to his superintendent in 1824 which
was principally concerned with his desire that Methodists should rejoin the
Established Church by pointing out the defects that he perceived existed in the
Wesleyan system. That seventy two page letter contained an Appendix in which he
set out the position as he believed it to be regarding the Tent Methodists, and other
groups that had been formed after schisms from Wesleyanism.

Interestingly, he

discussed the Tent Methodists and their progress after the Primitive Methodists, but
before the Bible Christians and Methodist New Connexion. He wrote that Tent
Methodists .... have numerous and increasing societies in the west o f England....' and
that .... many hundreds o f persons have been eonverted by their preaching ....' (41).
He was writing that in 1824 when, apparently, e?q)ansion was continuing, and
although it is not possible to deduce actual membership numbers from Robinson's
comments, they do confirm a general picture o f increasing numbers in the early years.

A second source o f contenq>oraiy objectivé material comes from a substantial book
written by a Charles Hulbert which was published in May 1826. In it he describes a
large number o f dissenting sects, including the Methodist of&hoots that existed at that
date. About the Tent Methodists he wrote that other societies had been established in
the Manchester vicinity, and that there were '.... many respectable members and
preachers....' (42). Sixty years or so later, but still o f significance, Mark Guy Pearse
referred to the formation o f the Tent Methodists. Pearse was an eminent Wesleyan
who was for a time minister at Portland Chapel, Bristol He published two articles in
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the 1884 monthly editions o f The Wesleyan-Methodist Magazine, and in one he wrote
that Pocock left the society there

taking with him many synq)athisers;. so that

there was a considerable rent in the Society....' (43). It does seem that most o f the
growth had been achieved by the end of 1825 and the following chu ter will describe
and analyse the events of the second half of the third decade o f the nineteenth c^tury.

It is interesting to attenq>t to compare the Tent Methodists' possible growth in
numerical strength during the first five years to 1825 with that achieved in the early
years o f Methodist New Connexion, Primitive Methodist, and Bible (Christian
existences. The Methodist New Connexion was established in August 1797 with
approximately 5,000 members who had seceded fix>m the Wesleyans. The English
membership figures for the following five years to 1802 show an actual decline. From
an estimated 5,380 in 1799 the membership total fell to under 5,000 in 1801 and did
not rise above 5,000 again until 1806 (44). A foscinating contenqwrary view of the
Methodist New Connexion earfy e?q)eriences comes fix>m a panq>hlet written in 1815
by ‘a trustee and layman\ The anonymous author records that in 1800 there were
about 20 preachers but is quite open about the difficulties encountered in the early
years (45). Several specific fectors conspired to restrict the growth (46), some o f which
were later to be mirrored in Tent Methodist experience. The Primitive Methodists did
not record their membersh^ figures annually until eight years after their
establishment. In 1820 when the number was 7,842, it was reported;

'.... there is

reason to believe that about one half had been added during the preceding year ....'
(47). If that is so, the membership in 1819 after eight years o f existence was less than
4,000. Bible Christian membershÿ was recorded quarterly in the period immediately
after formation in late 1815.The following figures are quoted fi*om the minutes;
January

1816 =

237

April

1816 =

412

July

1816 =

496

October

1816 =

567

January

1817 =

920
182

October

1817

=

1,146

Christmas

1817

=

1,522

A gap then occurred in reporting the figures, but for 1819 membership was minuted
as being 2,839, which increased to 3,118 in 1820, and 4,146 in 1821, six years after
formation (48).

From these figures it can be seen that in the period immediately after these groups
were established, no dramatic surge in membership occurred. It might even have t)een
less substantial than that which the Tent Methodists e^ rien ced .

That is not a

position that has been recognised up to now by historians Wio have studied and
written about the Methodist schisms of the first half of the nineteenth century. Given
that the number of hearers' was normally regarded as being four or five times the
number o f members, there would have been large numbers o f people who were
influenced to a greater or lesser extent ly the tent preachers, and, later, ly those who
were more permanently based in the chapels and meeting houses. It is the purpose of
the following chapter to attempt to explain why, unlike the Methodist New
Connexion, the Primitive Methodists and the Bible Christians, aU o f Wiom progressed
into the twentieth century, the Tent Methodist expansion was halted and then fell into
a decline which led to nothing less than disintegration during the second half o f the
1820's.
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CHAPTER Vn
I

The years of decline
There are two quite separate requirements to be met in this chapter. Firstly, it is
necessary to describe the process o f decline, as fer as it is possible to do so. The
steady reduction in Tent Methodist influence occurred in different ways, with different
results, and at different times in the various parts o f the country where it had been
active.

Secondly, and of even more significance ^ e n the progress that other

of&hoots of Wesleyanism continued to achieve after the first few years, it is inqwrtant
to attenq>t to explain the reasons. On the surfece, the many promising features that
were apparent between 1820 and 1825 were still relevant at the end o f that period.

It is a matter o f regret that less material is available to analyse Tent Nfethodism's
decline than o f its e^q>ansion. However, as fer as primary or near contemporary
information is concerned, it should never be overlooked that relatively few people in
early nineteenth century Britain could read or write. Indeed it was for these folk that
the Tent Methodist leaders primarily worked. Of those who could write, such as the
Tent Methodist leaders, few had the time or inclination to record events and feelings
in diaries. Even fewer of those documents that were conq)iled have survived. That is
a shame as the fi’agments that are available to researchers give a fescinating insight
into the inq)act that Tent Methodism made - fer a short time and in a few places.
^Arith the notable exception o f Manchester, the demise in other parts o f the country
has to be explained with the benefit o f conq>aratively little direct information. There
is, however, some firagmentary documentaiy evidence, and there is more knowledge
o f the key people involved. This does significant^ help to explain Wiat happened in
the second half o f the 1820's. In addition, there is a usefiil amount o f primary material
in the form of Indentures and notices that detail the course of events regarding some
o f the chapel premises.

On the other hand some properties were held on such

informal arrangements that no records would ever have existed which would assist in
knowing the occupancy after the Tent Methodists ceased to use them.
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The loss of John Bamett to the Baptists
The decline in the Bristol and south Gloucestershire area probably began in 1826 and
was given a significant inq>etus, if it did not actually begin, as a result o f John
Barnett's decision to leave the Tent Methodists and join the Baptists.

It would

gq)pear to have been a sudden doctrinal change of heart to reject the practice o f infiint
baptism. At the end of January 1826 he recorded that he returned fi*om .... a good
Quarterly M eeting....' in Bristol where '.... the brethren were all o f one mind in almost
everything ....', and that he was to become a full time Missionary. Only two months
later, however, he had been baptised into the Baptist Church and joined the
congregation at Wotton-under-Edge. That decision was badly received, but probably
only by Pocock, as he remained firm fiiends with Pyer until the latter's death in 1859.
The biography of Bamett, though, refi-ains fi*om naming the individual who had '....
not treated Imn as a brother....' (i) over his departure.

It is clear firom the biography written by his son that Barnett's spiritual life was
marked by periods of uncertainty and depression, but there were probably other
reasons too for his decision to reject Tent Methodism. He, like other preachers, had
worked extremely hard for the cause and he had calculated that in a period o f twelve
months to May 1824 he had '.... preached 219 times, and to do this I have travelled
1,880 miles, chiefiy on fo o t....' (2). During that year he had certainly been regularly
to the Marlborough area, Tetbury and Birmingham. That sort o f commitment could
only be sustained for a short period without an adverse affect on health, and there
were times when illness forced him to curtail, temporarily, his evangelical work.
Other fectors emerged that may have pronq)ted his determination to continue his
Christian service elsewhere. In the first place, some dissension was apparent within
the sect as a whole fi'om time to time. For exanq)le, his decision not to continue his
work in Birmingham was criticised by Pocock in 1823, and he records about another
occasion that in a .... Quarterly Meeting ... there is not the forbearance among the
brethren I should like to see ....' (3). That was in October 1823. As will be described
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later a very serious dispute occurred in Manchester, although he did not become
directly involved in it. Secondly, the Dursley c h ^ l had much debt associated with it
and Bamett was one o f those who attenq>ted to raise ,funds to clear the borrowing.
He might well have found that distasteful. He certainly found the exercise dangerous
as he and a friend were nearly drowned in the river Severn near Blakeney (4). A
further fector was that Bamett received no payment for his work. '.... I have not
received a penny from the people....'

(S) was a plaintive cry from his heart,

particularly as he incurred personal debts that were not repaid for several years.
Indeed, he and his wife had to sell furniture to repay their creditors, including the local
doctor whose bill was not finally cleared until eight years later. He was a great loss in
March 1826 as he was a dedicated evangelist, and had '.... worked with extraordinary
zeal, and enjoyed a popularity second only to that o f the eminent men above named ..
[Pyer and George Smith]' (6). Very soon after his change o f theological persuasion
he was ordained a Baptist minister at ^ p le b y , Leicestershire, at a salary of £40 per
annum. He served there for eleven years before becoming minister of Blaly Baptist
Church, Leicestershire, for thirty seven years until his death in 1876.

D ecline in Southern England, including I .ondnn. and Birmingham

Barnett's Tent Methodist ministry had been concentrated at Wotton-under-Edge and
Dursley ^foere, in both places, he seemed to serve under the day to day guidance of
Samuel Smith. Smith managed at least two day schools, at Dursley and Horsley, in
addition to his ministerial duties. The chapei at Dursley, buOt with so much effort in
the second half o f 1820, remained a place o f Tent Methodist worship for six years at
least. In 1826 it was, apparently, taken over by a group who had left Dursley
Tabernacle. The Tabernacle had originally been used by Calvinistic Methodists but
most o f the members had become Independents in 1825, and those >^io wished to
retain the firm Calvinist tradition formed a separate congregation in the former Tent
Methodist chapel (7).

The Tent Methodists had been unable to clear the coital

expenditure debt associated with the building. The total cost of the land and chapel is
not known but a mortgage o f £400 was provided ly Messrs Stephen King, John
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Gosling, and William Tanner in December 1822. Gosling became a trustee o f several
Tent Methodist chapels but this was the only one where his financial support was
known to have been given (8). While usage o f the chapel was transferred to other
nonconformists in 1826, the formal Notice o f Deficiency relating to income was not
served until May 1829. On three Sundays that month Samuel Smith, described as the
'officiating minister', read the notice to .... the congregations assembled at the Chapel
within mentioned on Sunday 3rd May 1829 and two following Sabbaths....' (9). It is
possible, therefore, that the Tent Methodist congregation was joined by the
Tabernacle seceders in 1826 who, together, continued to worshÿ for a further three
years, rather than replaced ly them. A study o f the Wesleyan membership statistics
for the Dursley circuit (Appendix G), however, shows that after several years without
significant change in numbers up to 1825, a small increase occurred in 1826 and a
further 13% rise, from 530 to 600, was achieved in 1827. That may tentatively
suggest, nothing more, that some at least of the Tent Methodists joined, or reverted
to, the Wesleyans during 1826 and 1827.

However, the feet that Wesleyan

membership then declined for two years is confirmation that no firm concluions can
be drawn.

In any event the financial burden to the former Tent Methodists remained an
unfortunate legacy for many years. The mortgage was transferred to George Hamley,
a trustee, in June 1829 presumably when he repaid King, Gosling and Tanner, and
ownership was acquired by him in early 1830 only days before he died. His son, also
George, sold it to a Charles Vizard for just £140 in September 1838

(lO ).

It was still

referred to as a chapel in documents conq>leted in 1851 and 1856, but it was
subsequently used as a warehouse and later as a garage, the purpose it still had in
1964 (11), aiKi retains in 1999.

Samuel Smith, like Bamett, continued in the full time Christian ministry. He was one
of the three who left Wesleyanism in early 1820, having by then been a local preacher
for eleven years. By profession, according to various chapel trust documents, he was
187

a "poükerer', but in June 1825 be was shown as a Dissenting Minster' in a document
relating to the Ancoats Chsqsel in Manchester

(12). Sometime after. 1829 but before

August 1834 he had emigrated to Canada where he served as an Itinerant Preacher'
in '.... the Township of Kildare in the province of Lower Canada ....' (13).
Unfortunately, it has not been established which denomination, if any, he had joined.
His name does not appear among those who served with the Baptist Missionary
Society, nor in a directory o f Primitive Methodists who first arrived in Toronto,
Canada, in 1829 (14), nor in a commentary of mainstream Methodism in (Zanada (15).
O'Bryan, on his departure from the Bible Christians also went to Canada in 1829, and
his former spiritual colleagues first sent Missionaries to that country in 1831, and
achieved considerable success (16), but there is no record of a Samuel Smith working
as a Bible Christian.

The Independents, through the London Missionary Society,

foiled to establish any meaningful presence there during the period involved.

Nothing is directly known about the demise o f the society at Wotton-under-Edge
which was closely associated with the one at Dursley. A former Baptist ch£q>el was
acquired ly the Tent Methodists in 1821 but its later use is uncertain. With Barnett's
transfer o f allegiance to the Baptists it might be that the society folded, or went with
him to form part of the Wotton-under-Edge Baptist community under Mr Thomas, its
pastor. The latter seems unlikely as it was felt expedient for Bamett to move away
fix)m the area to begin his Baptist ministry rather than accept an invitation to the
pastorate at Sodbury, eight miles to the south (17).

An article in the Wesleyan

Methodist Magazine for 1827 might provide a possible explanation.

There it was

stated that a Wesleyan society had been m existence for over twenty years but '.... of
late the work o f God has revived, so that the Chapel became too small...' (18).

That

revival might have resulted firom the attraction to the society o f the former Tent
Methodists.

The Tent Methodist society at Tetbury which was formed in 1823, a later date than
for many societies, might also have formed the nucleus of a Wesleyan group. No
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Wesleyan chapel existed until Februaiy 1827 and the timing o f its opening suggests
that it was prompted ly the Tent Methodist demise following Barnett's departure to
the Baptists, although the Wesleyan community only numbered about twenty eight in
1851 (19). Bamett had been a regular preacher in Tetbury which would have been en
route to Marlborough and his former home at Mildenhall, just a mile to the east.

Nearer to Bristol from the cluster of societies in south Gloucestershire there were
certainly societies at Coalpit Heath and Frampton Cotterell, and there might have
been otl^rs in the vicinity. No surviving records have been found o f the fote o f any o f
the groups in that locality except Franq)ton Cotterell.

Here there is conclusive

evidence that the Tent Methodist c h ^ l Wiich was built and used for wor^iip from
the end o f 1821 did become Wesleyan and several of the group of Tent Methodists
became, or reverted, to Wesleyanism. John Hollister, a Tent Methodist trustee o f the
building became a Wesleyan trustee in April 1832 (20) and the chapel steward in
1834, and several others are known to have become members. A formal record
maintained by the Wesleyan stewards for several years from the final quarter o f 1831
shows four other former Tent Methodist trustees as members. A Mrs Hollister, Mrs
Foote, and Mr and Mrs Long all transferred their allegiance, although Mr and Mrs
Long who had not paid pew rents in 1831 or 1832 were no longer members in 1833,
by A ^ch time sixty one names appeared as members conq)ared with twenty nine a
year earlier (21). Precisely when the demise o f the Tent Methodist cause in Franq)ton
Cotterell occurred cannot be determined but September 1827 is the most likely date.
In that month a sale o f the chapel seems to have been agreed, although not directly to
the Wesleyans, but it was not until June 1831 that a Notice o f Deficiency was formally
delivered to the deacons (22). One of the local Tent Methodists who joined the
Wesleyans, Joseph Foote, later emigrated to Australia in 1847 where his son, John
Clark Foote, later achieved high public office in Queensland (23). Another indication
that the demise o f Tent Methodism might have occurred in 1827 is that Samuel
Bryant,

w Ik )

had become the leader of the group in Franq)ton Cotterell, died in
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January 1827, eight months before the sale of the premises was negotiated. His death
might have left a leadership vacuum that nobody was able to fill.

Closer still to the centre o f Bristol were several societies and. c h ^ ls in the
Kingswood area. These societies survived considerably beyond 1827. Pyer, on a visit
to Bristol following his brother's death on 17th February 1827, commented that large
congregations were present at Colliers’ Temple and in other local places, probably at
Hanham, Rose Green and Jeffrey’s HUl among others.

He did not return to

Manchester until the end o f March and in those six weeks or so he was '....
everywhere received with heartiest welcome, and, in some instances, crowds were
disappointed in their attenqits to gain admission where he preached....' (24). There
were at least twelve Tent Methodist preachers in that locality in 1827 as that number
were present at Samuel Bryant’s funeral service. On the day o f his funeral there was
.... an immense train of weeping fiiends ....' and '.... there were three thousand persons
gathered to witness his burial....' (25). Although not all those would have been Tent
Methodist members, the figures and the number o f local preachers suggests an active
local group of societies.

A local history o f the area written at the end o f the

nineteenth century with the he^) o f some vsho had known George Pocock and one of
his daughters in particular, recorded that Colliers’ Temple '.... flourished for a long
time, but finally the congregation dwindled ami went to other places o f worship....'
(26).

When the decline affected the Kingswood area and central Bristol societies is, again,
not known precisely, but much information is available. Pocock may have had little
involvement for several years in other parts o f the country, but his evangelical effort
and commitment in this part o f the Bristol area remained undiminished. He, and one
at least o f his daughters, were frequent visitors, often using one o f his kite driven
vehicles that were, by the second half of the decade, a fomihar sight to many people in
the locality.

No records ^ p e a r to have survived about the groups that were

established in the St Philip's area in the city centre o f Bristol, at Rose Green in
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Kingswood, and in Fistqx>nds. The Rose Green society still existed in January 1827,
but might have folded soon afterwards following the death o f Samuel Bryant who was
the class leader there as well as fulfilling the same responsibilities at Franq>ton
Cotterell, Colliers' Tenq)le and, probably, at Fishponds. In the cases o f the Pithay
chapel in the centre o f Bristol, Colliers' Tenq)le, Hanham, Staple Hill and Jeffrey's Hill
material has survived that makes it possible to make a reasonable assessment o f when
the demise came. In a letter that Pyer wrote to John Bamett in .^jril 1832 he
reported that he had met Pocock in London the previous November. '... Mr Pocock
... has disposed of the Pithay to some Welsh B ^tists, - holds Jeffries [sic] Hill; the
rest, I believe, are gone to the Methodists....' (27). There is some supporting evidence
for all those statements.

Firstly, the Mathew's Bristol Directories show identical records for Tent Methodist
occupation of Pithay Chapel Bristol firom 1822 to 1826. Four services were held
every Sunday, at 7.00 am, 10.30 am, 2.30 pm and 6.00 pm, with a mid week meeting
on Wednesdays at 7.00 pm. The congregation had no one settled minister as the
Directories show 'ministers changeable'. In 1826, reported in the 1827 edition, the
midweek service had been discontinued but four Sunday services were still held. It is
the 1832 Directory that first records that Welsh Baptists held services at Pithay,
having moved firom Black Friars, Merchant Street. They continued there until just
before the 1842 edition by which time they had moved again; this time to Upper
Maudlin Street (28). Two local histories that include details o f Pithay Chgqiel indicate
that the Welsh Baptists were in foct a secession fiom a congregation worshipping at
Counterslip in Bristol. About forty nine people left to form the new group, which
bought the Pithay building for £800, £100 less than Pocock paid for it in 1820 (29).
The Pithay building continued to be used by various dissenting groups until towards
the end o f the nineteenth century. It was demolished in 1907. It can be stated with
reasonable accuracy, therefore, that Tent Methodism lasted at Pithay, Bristol until
1830 at least and probably into 1831, but it is not known where the former Tent
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Methodists later worshipped. They might have returned to Wesleyanism several
years before Pocock himself was re-united with his former friends.

By that time the activity at Hanham and St£q>le Hill had probably ceased. Both
ckq)els were to be '....Sold by Auction (without reserve) ly Mr Keyser, on Thursday
19th April 1832 ....' (30). The outcome as it related to Staple Hill is uncertain, but the
sale o f the Hanham property was conq>leted on 2nd April 1833. The formal Indenture
document records '.... and whereas previous to March 1829 and from then to
September 1831 the said Thomas Galley was the sole Deacon resident in B ristol....',
and that in March 1831 there was .... a deficiency in the income o f the Chapel....'.
The property was sold at the auction to a George Mowbray Gilbert for £295 which
was less than the £455 owing to George Pocock at the time of conq)letion of the sale
(31). An intriguing aspect o f the sale is the knowledge that the buyer was George
Mowbray Gilbert.

He was George Pocock’s son-in-law, having married one of

Pocock’s daughters, Sarah Rose Pocock, in St Michael's Church, Bristol on 3rd
September 1828, Sarah’s twentieth birthday (32). One, at least, of Pocock’s daughters
had acconq)anied him on occasions to Hanham when he took services, and it might
have been this that pronq>ted a desire to retain the property within the fomily’s
ownership.

Another possible e?q}lanation is that Gilbert, who ran a school at

Goodenough House in Ealing, London, might have wished to establish one, in a
suitably sized building, in Hanham.

Another son-in-law, James Rees, a London

surgeon who also married a Pocock daughter, was, too, named in the sale
documentation, but he had only a minor role in the transaction. The use o f the
building fix>mjust before conq)letion o f the sale until 1840 cannot be discovered with
certainty as the evidence £q>pears to be contradictory. On the one hand, a history o f
Bristol Congregationalism gives 1829 as the founding date for the Hanham
Tabernacle, but the same book and an earlier, substantial volume, both record that a
member o f the VHlls fomily bought the former Tent Methodist building in, probably,
1840, and then gave it to the Independents (33)

The existence o f copies o f the legal

documentation of 1833 does not clarify the issue unless the Independents of the
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Hanham Tabernacle used a completely different building until about 1840.

The Tent

Methodist chapel building was later incorporated into what is now Hanham United
Reformed Church, but the Tent Methodist congregation probably joined a new
Wesleyan congregation.

The Wesleyan Methodist Magazine for January 1828

reported that 'on Monday 29th October [1827], a neat and well built Methodist
Chapel was opened in this village ... the congregations were large and attentive....'.
The chapel dimensions were 34 feet by 30 feet, the cost was £320, and '.... this 'labour
o f love' was not confined to our own Members, but others cheerfully joined in the
undertaking.'..' (34). These ‘others’ might have been former Tent Methodists.

The Colliers' Temple in Soundwell Road, Kingswood served an active community in
early 1827. The history o f the building and the society immediately after that is not
known but it, too, might have become a Wesleyan congregation. A Minute Book fer
the Kingswood circuit reports on 2nd April 1832 '....Sunday evening preaching given
up....' at Soundwell, but the absence of any Wesleyan minute records for the period
before September 1829 means that the date when preaching began cannot be
established (35).

The building is shown on an 1843 Tithe map but by 1882 it had

been eonverted into two eottages. It might have eeased being used as a ehapel in
1845 when a new Wesleyan building was opened less than a quarter o f a mile away
(36). The Wesleyan membershq) figures for the Kingswood circuit, after remaining
static for several years up to 1827, showed a large increase fi-om 520 to 640 in 1828
which could be partially e^lained by the inclusion o f former Tent Methodists.
(Appendix G).

Evangelical activity continued at Jeffrey's Hill, Hanham, Kingswood, for several years
after it had ceased elsewhere in the district by 1832 at the latest. Pocock clearly had a
particularly high level of concern for the local inhabitants Wiich had begun in 1814
and lasted for twenty one years.

That this is so can be demonstrated fi'om a

fiiscinating letter that he wrote to the Rev H T EUacombe, Rector of Bitton, the paridi
in which Kingswood was situated.

The content provides a valuable insight into
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several aspects o f the Tent Methodists’ work. Writing in October 1842, only a year
before his death, he used the opportunity to e^qness his feelings on a number of
issues. As fer as Jeffrey’s Hill is concerned, his evangelical work continued until ’....
the summer of 1835 at the close of vdiich year I ceased my poor efforts ....’. .... It
was in 1836 I gave up visiting the Highways and Hedges o f Hanham - And I now
leave my old Hill for ever ....’ he wrote in moving terms (37).

In 1840 he had

subscribed to the cost o f building a .... new Church, Parsonage and School ... at
Hanham, on Jefferies [sic] Hill, naturally and spiritually a wild and uncultivated spot.
It has long been thickly populated ly poor people ....' (38). Pocock did not seek to
overestimate the extent o f his evangelical successes when he wrote a poem to mark
'.... The Erection of Christ-Church, Jeffrey’s Hill Hanham' which included the
following verse:-

And though much zeal has wrought around
Uncultivated still
Has lain this sad unhallowed ground.
This long neglected Hill (39)

Jeffrey’s Hill was, therefore, the last place where evangelical activity took place which
could be regarded as a Tent Methodist venture. It was, by then, very much a personal
Pocock evangelical crusade.

If the Tent Methodist membership in the Bristol district began to decline from about
1826 onwards, Wesleyan Methodist experience was also a disappointment to their
authorities. Bristol circuit membership was virtually static throughout the 1820’s with
an increase of just 2% in the ten years compared with a 30% rise nationally. Joseph
Entwisle was an itinerant in Bristol between 1826 and 1829 and was '.... sometimes
much discouraged about the state o f religion in this circuit.

I fear our society

retrogrades. We have no active leaders ... we hear of few conversions....' (40).
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Membership rose for some years after 1830 although pessimistic observations were
again made in the mid 1830’s.

It has not been established whether a Tent Methodist society was ever formed in
Cheltenham. Certainly there is no reference to the sect in two local histories, one
written in 1912 to mark the celebration o f Wesleyanism's 100 years o f activity in the
town, and the other published in 1996. Both publications, however, identify a marked
increase in preaching activity in the district up to 1829. Neither is there any reference
to a Mr Rose, who invited Pyer to Cheltenham in 1820, on Wesleyan preaching plans
o f 1822 or 1829. In the absence, therefore, o f information to the contrary it must be
presumed that no Tent Methodist society was everfermed in or around Cheltenham, a
town where the population expanded greatly in the early nineteenth century (4i).

Regrettably, too, no material has been found to indicate the details of the demise of
Tent Methodism in the part o f south Wales that Pyer visited before travelling to
Cheltenham Wesleyanism had difficulties in maintaining progress in Wales during the
early nineteenth century, being short of preaching resources and cash which led to
chapel closures and societies ceasing to function. Tent Methodism’s rapid decline in
the late 1820's was an experience later mirrored, and for probably the same reasons,
by Welsh Wesleyans. It has been written about the Wesleyans in the 1840's that '....
the work had spread too fer afield for its resources in ministers and funds. In their
zeal and enthusiasm the early Methodists had built chapels through feith, but many o f
them had forgotten to arrange means of meeting the expenses ....' (42).

Primitive

Methodism reached Monmouthshire in the 1820’s, but in a district in the north east o f
the county not, it would seem, in the small area missioned by the Tent Methodists. It
cannot be assumed, therefore, that the Tent Methodist society formed the nucleus of
either a Wesleyan or a Primitive Methodist group. The absence o f any known Welsh
speaking preachers would have been a distinct disadvantage in that part o f Wales.
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At Bath it is likely, from an examination of the local directories, that Tent Methodism
had ceased by the time, probabfy in late 1825, that the 1826 Keene's Bath Directory
was prepared for publication. No reference is made, in that year’s Directory to a
chapel in Wells Road. It should be noted, however, that no Primitive Methodist
meeting place is recorded in the late 1820 directories, although tl%y had certainly
established a presence in 1828. In June of that year '.... Frome Primitives ... decided
to 2Q)point the Rev N Towler to live in Bath and establish a mission there and in the
surrounding neighbourhood....' (43). In 1829 the Wesleyan minister, Joseph Sutcliffe,
conq)lained in a letter that sixteen or eighteen Wesleyans had transferred their
allegiance, and in the same year the Primitive Methodists reported their first Bath
membership of forty eight. It is probable that the Tent Methodist activity had closed
down by then, although with only a short interval before the Primitive Methodists
arrived it is possible that some former members joined them in 1828. The Wesleyan
membership which had grown steadily throughout the early 1820's became static in
1825 and then fell fer the feUowing four years (Appendix G), so it would seem the
Tent Methodist presence neither harmed the Wesleyans, nor benefited them when they
disbanded.

While, as Dr Chandler’s analysis, Wiltshire Dissenters' Meeting House Certificates
and Registrations 1689-1852 shows, the Tent Methodists were registering buildings
fer services up to November 1825, there were by then signs o f decline.

John

Sweetsqsple was, by either January or July of that year, (the relevant letter £q>pears to
be dated July, but the envelope seems to be stanq)ed 19th January) apparently keen to
join the Wesleyans and bring with him a significantly sized group o f societies. A letter
written to Jabez Bunting by Hany Noyes, a leading local Wesleyan to vdiom
Sweetapple was related by marriage, revealed some intriguing infermatiorL Noyes
had already written to Bunting about Sweetapple before, but in this letter he told him
that Sweet^yple, who was '.... a very useful preacher indeed whose labours God has
abundantly blest (?) - wishes very much to join the Methodists and to become a
Travelling Preacher....’.

He had 217 members spread among six chapels with eight
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local preachers to assist him. The societies were

contiguous to Devizes and

would make that a good Circuit....' (44). There is no record o f Sweetapple becoming a
Wesleyan itinerant, but Devizes did become a separate circuit in 1825, albeit with a
modest membership o f 101 which, when added to Melksham from which it was
separated, was not much larger than the year before.

However, one o f the

Sweetapple chapels was at Salisbury which would certainly not have been included in
the Devizes statistics.

If this Salisbury chapel related to a meeting place in Freemasons Hall, George Yard,
High Street, Salisbury registered for dissenter worship in December 1823, then it only
had a short life as a Tent Methodist place o f worship. Exactly two years later it was
occupied by .... the New Jerusalem in the Revelations ....' (45). This sect spread to
England in about 1770, and initially followed the teachings and writings of Emanuel
Swedenborg, a Swedish scientist who was in London when he died in 1772. He
believed Christ had returned to this world in 1757. The New Jerusalem Church
formed congregations in various parts o f England, mainly in the north and midlands.
The Salisbury group was led by John Harbin, a former Wesleyan local preacher, and
while it is not known whether any Tent Methodists joined the new occupants o f the
building they had used for worship, services were soon '.... attended by a crowded
congregation ....' (46) which suggests they might have done so. Some Methodist
groups in other parts o f the country did become Swedenborgian, including one in St
Osyth and Brightlingsea in Essex and another at Westhoughton, Lancashire.
However, in 1825, there were only eleven Swedenborgian societies outside
Lancashire and Yorkshire with a combined membership o f 734 (47).

It is just

possible that another local Tent Methodist preaching place was taken over by the
New Jerusalem in the Revelations group. In September 1823, a garden and premises
were registered for Tent Methodist use at Fisherton Anger, not fer from Salisbury,
and in October 1829, the New Jerusalem in the Revelations sect did the same.
Whether there was any connection between the two registrations is uncertain, but it
would be a strange coincidence if there was not.
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By the end o f 1825 John Gosling could have severed his links with Tent Methodism.
Barnett records in his diaiy o f 25th May 1823 after returning fi'om Marlborough, '
Mr G - has lost his humility. The old man' in him seems to conquer now ... If he
should leave our Church, I shall no more preach in that town....' (48). In feet Barnett
did continue to travel to Marlborough and Gosling was still providing premises for
Tent Methodist use up to November 1825. At that time, and into 1826, there was a
period o f many banking feilures which badly affected the country’s financial state and
it would be entirely understandable if he had decided to concentrate his time and
energy into ensuring his own banking partnership's survival; v/bich it did. It might be
that he also chose to give priority to his interests in providing for day schools in that
part o f Wiltshire, especially if he perceived that Pocock was also pursuing his
educational interests more actively. Bearing in mind that Gosling had left the Church
o f England in about 1817, and was a member o f the Wesleyans for only three years
before joining the Tent Methodists, he was not noted for the longevity o f his loyalty
to religious causes.

There is evidence that no Tent Methodist chapels or societies were active in Wiltshire
by 1829. In that year,

in pursuance of a Resolution of the House of Commons,

dated 19th June, 1829....', a return o f all Dissenter meeting places was to be made by
the parish church authorities. The Wiltshire returns survive and at Milton Lilboume,
where, in 1825, a Tent Methodist registration had been made o f a newly erected
c h ^ r , the chapel congregation was, by 1829, described as

Wesleyan, but the

building was still known locally as the ‘Tent Methodist’ chapel. No other definite
references to Tent Methodists appear, although at the small hamlet of Hilcot, a
‘Methodist Independent’ congregation is certified by the Churchwardens to still be in
existence in 1829 (49). At the very end of 1828, Joseph Sutcliffe, then superintendent
o f the Bath circuit, in a wide-ranging letter to Jabez Bunting, reported in a section
referring to various .... local agitations of the connection ....', '.... I believe all is peace
in the West o f England

. . . . ' (SO ).

With only the limited exception o f a few societies in
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and around the Kingswood district o f Bristol and Pithay Chapel itself he was
probably correct if he was referring to Tent Methodism.

The view has been expressed that the demise o f Tent Methodism in Wiltshire, and in
west Berkshire around Newbury, coincided with the arrival o f the Primitive
Methodists. Several volumes o f the Victoria County History series covering Wiltshire
make erroneous references to the Primitive Methodists appearing several years before
they actually arrived. For exanq)le, one volume makes two mistakes when it states
that '.... William Sanger ... certified premises at Manton for Primitive Methodists in
1817', and that '.. In 1818 John Gosling, another Primitive Methodist, registered a
field o f 3a in Preshute....' (si). It might be these references that prompted another
researcher to suggest .... they [Primitive Methodists] may have arrived in the south
just in time to be the heirs to the declining fortunes o f the Tent Methodists ....' (52).
However, a study o f several histories o f the early period of Primitive Methodist
e>q)ansion in Wiltshire reveals that their work began in 1824 in areas to the north and
west o f the county, a considerable distance firom where Tent Methodism was
established, and did not e?q)and into the Marlborough district for several years.
Indeed, Petty’s histoiy o f the Primitive Methodists recorded that it was 1830 before
they established a presence in Salisbury, 1831 in Newbury, and as late as 1838 in
Marlborough where, in 1833 they abandoned attenq)ts because .... persecution was so
violent....' (53).

There is the specific knowledge that one Wiltshire chapel, at least, was taken over by
the Wesleyans, the suggestion that Sweetsqiple wished to become a Wesleyan and
take his chapels with him, and the general contenqx)rary statement by John Pyer that
most c h ^ l s '.... are gone to the Methodists ....' (54). The Salisbury Wesleyan circuit
membershq) increased significantly in 1827, as did the Hungerford circuit between
1829 and 1830 which included Marlborough and outlying villages.

Most o f the

evidence, therefore, seems to point to the Wesleyans, not the Primitive Methodists,
being the beneficiaries of Tent Methodist decline, to the extent that the members did
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join another denomination. There is, however, just the possibility that two individual
Tent Methodists, at least, might have joined groups other than the Wesleyans. A
William Drew occupied a house in East Hamham, near Salisbury, that was registered
for Tent Methodist use in September 1823, and a man with the same name, in May
1825, occupied a house in Overton and signed a registration request on behalf of the
Independents. Similarly, a Sarah Jones occupied a house in Cherhill registered for
Tent Methodist worship in January 1823, and a woman with an identical name
occupied a property in October 1829 registered for use by the Primitive Methodists
(55).

Very little information is available to describe the demise of Tent Methodism in
London, and only tentative suggestions can be made.

One of the local preachers on

the only Tent Methodist preaching plan for London that has been found may have
become a Wesleyan local preacher for a short time. There is a 'Rawhns' shown on the
1822 Tent Methodist plan and the same name sp eared on the London East circuit
plan for January to April 1826, but not on one for the period between 27th July and
lOth August 1828.

To the extent that a substantial fiUq) to Tent Methodist

evangelical activity came from those who left the (Christian Community after the
dispute l)etween 1818 and 1820, a report that the Community '

gradually got back

to its old status ....' (56) by 1827 might be significant, in that some of those involved
in their valuable activity may have reverted to their former roles. There is some
circumstantial evidence that one o f the earliest Tent Methodist preaching places was
taken over by the Primitive Methodists. Pyer laid the foundation stone of a Sunday
school at Cooper’s Gardens, an area which consisted of extremely poor Irving
accommodation, in November 1820, but there was no reference to it on the Tent
Methodist 1822 preaching plan. While Hugh Bourne, one of the founders o f the
Primitive Methodists, visited London for two weeks in 1810, the denomination’s
permanent presence did not begin until December 1822. The two missionaries sent
then were Paul Sugden and William Watson and they took over '.... a small ch^)el in
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Cooper’s Gardens, near Shoreditch Church

(57). Being an existing building it

could have been the one established by the Tent Methodists only two years earlier.

A further possible explanation o f the decline might be found in the establishment and
growth o f the Home Missionary Society, or perhaps the founding of the London
Christian Instruction Society in 1825. When the Tent Methodists began in London at
the end of 1820, '.... their labours in the Tent ... were countenanced by the Home
Missionary Society, and arrangements made to assist in the work ....'

(58).

The

Home Missionary Society, which had been founded in 1819, was led, in the main, by
Independent ministers. The work prospered for a while, in London and in the
provinces, often in rural communities. George Charles Smith, the Bsq)tist who had
worked with the Tent Methodists in the docks area o f Bristol in 1820,

bad a

connection with the Society. He was one o f the founding leaders of it, being a
member o f the Corresponding Committee, and proposed a motion concerned with
rules and regulations at its inaugural meeting. The missionary enterprise also used the
name, ‘The Albion Union’ according to a letter published in the Evangelical Magazine
which announced its formation (59).

The Home Missionary Society’s work in London was taken over ly the (Christian
Instruction Society which was established in 1825.

Its main purpose was the

visitation, on a regular and formal basis, o f the poor and disadvantaged and

....

bringing the poor, who crowd our alleys and garrets, under the stated ordinances of
religion..' (60). Part o f its evangelical activity was to '.... promote and encourage tent
preaching in any part o f the metropolis....' (6i). During the latter part o f the 1820's
tents were used beyond the localised east end o f London where Tent Methodists had
been active. As early as 1822 an aim had been '.... to procure a tent for preaching on
the Surrey side o f the bridges....' (62), and by 1824 tents were being used in Camden
Town, Pentonville Fields, and Kingsland Green. The first Annual Meeting of the
Christian Instruction Society was held in June 1826 when it was reported that '.... the
Home Missionary Society has presented to this Institution, the three tents formerly
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enq)loyed ly them

(63). Could these, indeed, have been the Tent Methodist tents

Wiich were certainly in London and used 1y them during the second half o f 1822?
While there would be a logic to the Tent Methodists’ work being taken over by the
Home Missionary Society or the Christian Instruction Society, and could have made
Pyer's later appointment to the London Christian Instruction Society understandable,
no link has been found. None o f the names that appear on the 1822 Tent Methodist
preachers' plan appear in any o f the lists of committee members during the subsequent
years where records have been found: 1824, 1830, and 1831.

The Wesleyan London East circuit membership numbers fluctuated significantly
between 1822 and 1831 and do not provide any pointers to the direction o f former
Tent Methodists. While the Methodist New Connexion, the Primitive Methodists,
and the Bible (Christians were all attempting, but with only limited success, to establish
firm footholds in the relevant part o f London, none o f the histories o f their
involvement in the second half o f the 1820's suggest any connection with the Tent
Methodist demise. The Bible Christians, though, did open a chapel in Old Street
Road, Shoreditch, in ^ n il 1826, close to the place vhere Catherine Reed assisted the
Tent Methodists in 1821 (64).

If little is known about the cessation o f activity in London, there is no material that
has been found to e^qalain what happened in Birmingham

The only record o f

substance comes fi’om J P Barnett's biogrq>hy of his fether, and this paints a wholly
depressing picture. Barnett was .... very unhappy since I left home ....', was unable to
obtain registration o f land Wiere it was intended to preach next to the chapel used in
Birmingham, and was suljected to '.... a rabble ....' that prevented him fix>m preaching
on several occasions. The reaction o f the Lichfield diocesan authorities to a request
to register land was quite different to the experience in Wiltshire where several
permissions were granted to use land, such as fields and orchards, for worship. The
‘Lord Bishop o f Lichfield’, in September 1823, claimed he was '....not authorised to
certify any piece o f waste ground as a place of Religious Worship, unless there is a
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Building upon it..' (65). Both the authorities, and local people, caused difficulties for
Tent Methodists in Birmingham. The tent was damaged and had to be dismantled
quickly to be saved from destruction by a hostile group o f people. Despite the feet
that a local preacher, William ^^^Uiams, seemed to be prepared to stay in Birmingham
as he had the prospect o f secular enq>loyment, the most likely outcome was that the
society based in a chapel in Rea Street survived for a very short time only

(66).

Indeed, a conq)rehensive listing o f all nonconformist chapels in Birmingham does not
mention any chapel in Rea Street. It was a street just south of the town centre with
much building o f mills taking place alongside the river Rea with, no doubt, poor living
conditions. This perhzq)s explains why the Tent Methodists attempted to mission the
area, but they clearly feiled to make any meaningful progress. The Methodist New
Connexion had opened a chapel nearby in 1811, and the Primitive Methodists, at
about the same time as the Tent Methodists, established a preaching place even closer
to the centre o f

B ir m in g h a m

This initially made some inq)act but subsequently

struggled to achieve any advance for several years (67).

Manchester and Liverpool
The demise of Tent Methodism in Manchester is better documented than for any other
place. The dispute which led to the chapel in the Ancoats district being sold and a
further building being acquired was the subject of two panq)hlets issued in February
1830 by Samuel Stocks, Junior, a Manchester cotton merchant, and the reply by John
Pyer dated 30th June 1830. The hostilities were also extensively reported in the
biogr^hy o f Pyer. There was at least one earlier document prepared by Pyer in
January 1830 to which the Stocks panq>hlet is a 'Reply'. The pattern of argument and
response is similar to the exchanges in Bristol ten years earlier which led to Pocock's,
Pyer's and Samuel Smith's departure from Wesleyanism.

Samuel Stocks was a man of some influence in the Manchester area in the 1820's. In
addition to his business interests, he was a trustee o f Manchester Athenaeum (68),
and, despite his apparent severing o f a connection with the Wesleyans at the end of
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1821, he was believed to be a ‘Country Member’ o f the Wesleyan Missions
Committee in 1823 and 1824, but not in 1825. In addition he was a member o f the
General Committee and Chapel Building Committee in 1824. It might be, however,
that these contributions to national Wesleyan aflfeirs were provided by the fether of
Samuel Stocks junior as tl% suffix 'junior' does not appear in the Wesleyan Methodist
records.

'

The troubles in Manchester appear to have begun in 1824 at a time v^ien Pyer was
dividing his time between several other places as well as being the principal preacher
at the Ancoats chq)eL Pyer claimed that at Christmas 1823 .... he left a large
congregation and a flourishing society, of more than 300 members ....' (69).

Pyer's

version of the events after that was that Mr and Mrs Stocks caused antagonism with
local preachers who led the worshq) in his absence. Stocks, however, maintained that
in a period up to June 1825 .... great difficulty was found in raising an adequate
congregation ....' and blamed '.... the want of ability in the local preachers ....' (70). It
is difficult to establish vMch o f the two versions regarding the progress, or lack of it,
is the more accurate. On the one hand Pyer’s biographer records that in 1824 ....
congregations and interest generally at Canal Street somewhat declined

(71), and

the minutes o f a Special Church Meeting held on 14th April 1825 record that it was
attended by only thirty three male members (72). Conversely, the same meeting ....
reported the acceptance by Mr Pyer o f the call o f the church .... at a salary o f £120
per annum, together with the rent free p ro v i^ n o f a house..' (73). Furthermore,
approval was given to build a gallery to increase the capacity of the chapel, construct
a room for Sunday School purposes, build a house for Pyer’s occupation, and four
cottages. These plans were not indications that the work was in decline. Stocks
financed, or procured the finance, of the additional buildings and the chapel was re
opened in June 1826 when there were two preachers, the Rev John Ely and the Rev R
S McCall. Both these ministers were Independents.
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A further sign of later developments took place in January and February 1825 when
three meetings considered, and later agreed, that '

the church declares itself

independent o f any other whatsoever, and forms rules and regulations for its own
government....'. A footnote in one of the pamphlets records that '....The Society still
retains its original name o f Tent Methodists, as evidenced ly the subsequent Society
Tickets renewed quarterly, and the Preachers Plans....' (74). It is difficult to determine
why that step was taken, but could indicate a souring o f the relationship with Pocock,
who appeared to show little interest at this time with activity so fer away from Bristol,
south Gloucestershire and Wiltshire. Bearing in mind that 'Church Meetings' were
held monthly, and Deacons' were part o f the chapel's management structure, the
decision two and a half years later to join the Independent denomination would not
have been a great surprise. This was so despite the feet that in ^ m l and June,
probably in 1827, Pyer had been a party to two interviews with Jabez Bunting to
consider whether he should rejoin the Wesleyans. Pyer decided that .... there existed
insuperable obstacles to my uniting with the Methodists....' (75). By November 1827
Pyer had concluded, following fi’equent discussions with leading Independents
including Roly and Raffles, as well as McCZall, that he had a '.... determination to
place the Church at (Danal Street on a Congregational foundation .....'.

Roby

considered that '.... we ... formed ourselves into an Independent Church in February
1825, and that an ordination service was all that would be necessary ....' (76). McCall
was a highly respected Independent minister in the north west o f England for many
years until his death in 1838, being described as a '.... loveable, able gentleman....' and
'.... a prince o f preachers....' (77). He had guided Pyer for several years from the first
involvement in Manchester.

Stocks was still causing extreme difficulties for Pyer. Firstly, he was attenq)ting to
recover some o f the money he had provided towards the building o f the Canal Street
chapel and the subsequent enlargements and additions. In effect his claim was that he
had lent the money to the chapel authorities and, therefore, demanded it back phis
interest. Several different amounts are recorded ly Stocks as being due to him,
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inchiding £3,651.18s.3d as at 26th December 1826. He went on to claim that since
that time Pyer had received rents - presumably pew rents and from the fr)ur cottages
that had just been built - but that Stocks '.... made a great variety o f payments on
account o f the trust, and my account now amounts to over £6,000 ....' (78). This was a
very large sum o f money in relative terms. By that time his business was in a poor
f in a n c ia l

state and he was seeking to raise a mortgage o f £3,000 against the chapel

premises, although a lesser sum o f £1,100 was later sought. Stocks had moved away
from central Manchester and became a much less frequent attender at the chapel
services and meetings. It might have been his absence for long periods that caused
him to be unaware o f the intention that the chsqiel congregation, led ly Pyer, should
become Independent. This became the second cause o f the hostility with Stocks, but
although he succeeded in delaying Pyer's ordination, he did not prevent it for long.
PyePs Memoirs record that the ordination arrangements '.... so auspiciously made,
were however, suspended through the unworthy interference of their new opponent,
Mr S, who contended that the trust deed would not allow of the change ....' (79). By
the end o f November 1827, however, the congregation, and Pyer, had joined the
Independent denomination.

That it was not, by then, a substantial congregation can be suggested by a lack o f a
record o f the events in any histories o f the Independents or Congregationalists in
Manchester or Lancashire, despite the involvement o f several leading Independent
ministers. In addition, Pyer’s own admission later that in the two years before he left
the pastorate in 1830 only .... seventeen individuals,

...

were received to the

fellowship of the Church ....' (80), does not immediately indicate a flourishing society.
The decision to join the Independent denomination was made ly passing a resolution
to '.... form ourselves into a church o f the (Congregational feith and order ....’ (81).
Sixty three voted in fevour, none against, and four abstained. The formal termination
o f Tent Methodism in Ancoats, then, took place at the end of November 1827 but for
two years before that the internal squabbling, mainly it would seem with Stocks alone.
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was undennining the iqnritual work. The work in the Stretford area o f Manchester
had probably ceased before 1827.

It is not known whether the whole congregation transferred their allegiance with Pyer
in 1827. The population o f the Ancoats district o f Manchester was growing very fest
in the second half o f the 1820s ai^ both the Wesleyans and Primitive Methodists
began evangelical activity during that decade. Agreement to build a Wesleyan chapel
in Great Ancoats Street was given in 1825. The expected cost was to be £3,214, of
which £2,000 was to be collected beforehand by way o f subscrq)tions (82).

It was

opened in 1826 and .... for quite a while the Chgqxl attracted large congregations, and
the Sunday School overflowed with young people....' (83). The initial inq)etus might
have been helped ly the attraction o f former Tent Methodists. Primitive Methodism's
involvement in Manchester began in the middle o f 1820 Wien '.... a tap room over an
old fectory up an entry in A ncoats... locally known as the ‘Long Room’ ....' (84) was
used. Ann Brownswood, an early Primitive Methodist travelling minister, recorded in
her journal for 30th July 1820 that she preached '.... at six in the room at New
Islington. It was crowded fi'om end to end ....' (85).

New Islington was close to

where the Tent Methodist chapel was built, as was Jersey Street where the first
Primitive Methodist chapel was opened in 1824. This c h ^ l was, for many years '....
the nerve centre o f our denominational life in the City o f Manchester ....' (86). The
1827 Primitive Methodists' Annual Meeting was held in Manchester in May
suggesting that by then there existed a number of well established societies. The
Methodist New (Connexion had four or five chapels, five or six societies, and a
membersbÿ which ranged between 393 and 484 in the 1820’s. That peak figure was
reached in 1821 after which numbers fell for several years, although there was a
significant increase between 1826 and 1827 Wien a further society was formed.
Bearing in mind, also, that Wesleyan membership in the Manchester circuits increased
substantially in the middle years of the decade, it is reasonable to suppose that some in
the Tent Methodist Ancoats congregation might have transferred, not to the
Independents with Pyer, but to either the Wesleyans or the Primitive Methodists.
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Pyer ^jpeared to become more settled in his mind during 1828, feeling an affinity with
the Independent ministers in and around Manchester.

In addition, an apparent

lessening o f the day to day aggravation between him and Stocks would have been
greatly welcome. Nonetheless, Pyer found it necessary in 1830 to explain why all of
the 'official characters' connected with the Ancoats chapel Wien it was re-opened after
enlargement in 1826, had left by December 1828 (87). In 1829, Pyer’s .... attention
was arrested by an advertisement for a 'City Missionary and General Agent for the
London Christian Instruction Society....' (88). He successfully applied for the post and
he took iq) the appointment with the group which was then led by Independent and
Baptist ministers. His last service at the Canal Street chapel was on 10th January
1830 and he left Manchester the next month with the following words recorded in his
Diary:

.... To be obliged to leave Manchester, cost me more uneasiness than

perhaps any event o f my life. I struggled against it for full three years ....' (89).

The

London Christian Instruction Society had grown since it formation in 1825 and by the
time of the 1830 Annual Report the Society was able to record fifty four
‘associations’, 1,100 ‘visitors’, and the use of three tents during the summer months
in London as well as the regular conduct o f services and meetings in chapels (90). In
the earliest years the workers were all unpaid. Pyer was the first full time, paid
employee, although fifteen full time missionaries were working by 1839 (91).

He worked in London for four years before accepting an invitation to the pastorate of
South Mokon Independent Chapel in north Devon in the middle of 1834. Then
followed two other ministerial {q>pointments, the second one to Devonport at the end
o f 1839. He remained there until his death on 7th April 1859. His two surviving
children also lived in Devoiqx>rt until 1844 at least, by which time they were about
thirty years o f age. In retrospect, his time with the Tent Methodists was extremely
important to him as his Memoirs record that as late as 1856, '.... In the evening read '
Tent Methodist Magazine' and was humbled in reviewing the past....' (92).
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The position with the Canal Street premises continued to cause great difficulty after
Pyer's departure in 1830. Indeed, the chapel's '.... promoters were consigned to the
tender mercies o f the Court of Chancery ....' (93), and Pyer himself had to return to
Manchester in the summer o f 1831 in connection with the property. Interestingly,
Fisher and Sons’ 1833 detailed m ^ of'Manchester, Salford and their Environs' still
showed the building on the comer o f (Danal Street and Home Street as a Methodist
chapel, but later the premises were '.... purchased in 1835 by Robert Gardner, and ...
opened as an Anglican church in 1837 ....' (94), as St Jude's. The church continued in
use there until a new building was opened nearby in April 1866 to replace the Canal
Street premises. Meanwhile, in November 1836, a " ... new Congregational chapel
was opened in Every Street, Ancoats ... erected ly the members o f the Christian
Church formerfy connected with Canal Street Chsxpéï, Ancoats, kindly aided by some
o f their friends in Manchester ....' (95).

The chapel accommodated 400 people and

there was also a school capable o f holding the same number. The buildings were,
therefore, much smaller than those at C!anal Street where the chapel alone could seat
more than 1,300 people.

Nonetheless, after many years of turmoil the Ancoats

district o f Manchester, partly as a result of early Tent Methodist evangelical effort,
provided many different places o f worshÿ for the growing population.

The cessation of the Tent Methodist work in Liverpool is relatively straight forward
to describe and explain. George Smith, while initially guided by Pocock and then
Pyer, would have found himself isolated from events elsewhere in Tent Methodist
circles, except Manchester. The tents were latterly used in the southem half o f
England and Smith's congregation met in a room in Heath Street. Increasingly, his
mentor was Dr Raffles, an eminent Independent minister who conducted a highfy
successful ministry in Liverpool, held office as Chairman of the Congregational
Union, and was Secretary of the Lancashire Congregational Union from 1826 to
1863. With Pyer, his nearest Tent Methodist colleague, becoming Congregational by
persuasion, it was understandable that Smith would also turn to Dr Raffles for support
and advice. The Independents had only one church in Liverpool for many years but in
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1811 Dr Raffles became minister o f Great George Street Ch^>el, which seated a
congregation o f2,000, a role he undertook

with outstanding success

(96). Not

being an ex-Wesleyan, Smith had no particular distinctive loyalty to Tent Methodism
as others, such as Pocock, Pyer and Samuel Smith had.

Smith, and his congregation, formally became Congregational on Friday 27th October
1827, at a service attended by forty two members. .... Rev Dr Raffles preached on
the nature o f the Christian Church, and gave to the persons there meeting the right
hand of fellowship ....' (97). Dr Raffles also conducted a Communion Service, at
which Pyer was present, and spoke to the congregatiorL At a separate service on
Friday, 16th November 1827 Smith was officially ordained as a (Congregational
minister with Dr Raffles again taking a leading part in that service. The Independent
congregation left Heath Street and moved to a building only 200 yards away on the
comer of Mill Street and Warwick Street, which became known as Hanover Chapel
Precisely Wien that building was constructed is not known. Although it is shown by
name on a map published in 1834, prepared presumably over the previous few years,
it is not so identified on earlier Liverpool plans o f 1825 and 1829. Smith's work in
Liverpool was successful, both with his own congregation and in his active
endeavours on behalf of the anti-slavery movement, o f which he became Secretary.
He left Liverpool in 1831, eventually becoming Secretary o f the Congregational
Union of England and Wales in 1852, an office he held for eighteen years.

Smith retained his contact with and, probably, the friendship o f Pyer for many years as
there is a record o f Pyer staying with Mr and Mrs Smith at Plymouth in 1833

(98),

and Smith conducted the funeral service o f Pyer's daughter, Elizabeth, who died at
South Mohon in north Devon in January 1837 at the age o f 20

(99).

Smith

developed a deeply pious sqTproach to his ministry and published a profound book
Wiich consisted of thirteen ch^ters covering different aspects of'spiritual life'...

(lO O ).

His ministry to and for Tent Methodists in Liverpool might well have been an
extremely inqx)rtant sq>prenticeshÿ for his later noted work, particularly his long
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ministry to the congregation in Poplar in east London. Smith died on 13th February
1870 having served the Church feithfuUy and with great distinction for exactly fifty
years. Liverpool had not been easy ground for any o f the Methodist denominations in
the 1820s.

Wesleyan membershq, for exanq)le, in 1820 was larger than in

Manchester but by the end o f the decade it had not grown at all and was only half the
Manchester number [Appendix G].

George Pocock's lessening interest
So fer in this chapter the process o f decline has been charted and analysed in relation
to the different parts o f the country where Tent Methodism established a presence. It
has been shown to be a conq)lex pattern with various fectors playing a role, not all of
Wiich were apparent in each place. The outcome o f the demise was also disparate,
occurring at different times beginning in 1825 or 1826.

It is now necessary to

ascertain, and then examine, the reasons for the decline and ultimate disappearance of
the Tent Methodists. In doing so a conq>arison will be made with the experience of
the Methodist New Connexion, the Primitive Methodists and the Bible Christians. All
three had become well established by 1820 and continued in separate forms until 1907
or 1932. Why did they retain an independent presence within Methodism for very
many years Wien Tent Methodism did not? Although their initial progress was
encouraging, the Tent Methodists were, however, unable to capitalise on and extend
the early advances that were achieved.

The quality o f leadership in any organisation is a key fector in its success or feihire,
and this is particularly the case in the formative stage.

Once a certain size and

momentum has been reached then it might be that it is the local management that
becomes paramount, although the overall direction o f the institution remains vitally
inqxirtant. The attributes required o f the individual lejaders will depend upon the
precise circumstances, but in cases o f fledgling nonconformist religious groups o f the
early nineteenth century, a nuniber were needed in all cases. A determination to
pursue the main issues despite much hostility fix)m opponents was critical.
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Perseverence was a natural coroUaiy as the disputes were long lasting as well as
bitter, and frequently took place in a public forum in the presence o f a committee
which met on several occasions, or by an exchange o f panq)hlets. Sometimes both
occurred at the same time.

Stubbornness and inflexibility were often two other

characteristics that were in evidence, both having similarities with the qualities of
determination and perseverance. A willingness to devote much time to the cause and,
probably, almost limitless energy were also pre-requisites. It was a great advantage if
the leader was an accomplished public speaker and had an ability to express views
well in writing. To find all these qualities in one person would be remarkable, and
there was, therefore, a pattern in the first quarter of the nineteenth century that two
leaders emerged, not necessarily equal in terms of authority, but to share the work and
utilise conq)lementary skills. Before pursuing this thesis, it needs to be noted, of
course, that in the case o f the Wesleyans in the eighteenth century, John Wesley, once
he had parted company with George Whhefield over a fundamental doctrinal matter,
was and remained the undisputed leader right up to his death in 1791. Even so, in the
earliest years Whkefield shared the leadership role to a significant extent, and Charles
Wesley also had a substantial part to play in certain aspects of the early growth. It is
interesting to test this dual leadership thesis against the experience o f the various
Methodist groups, and especially the Tent Methodists.

The undoubted leader and founder o f the Tent Methodists was George Pocock. Far
more is known about his achievements, which were very many, substantial, and
diverse, than his personal characteristics. There is no autobiography by him, or any
full length contenqwrary review o f his life and work, with the result that any real idea
o f his personality during the particularly relevant period has to be pieced together
fijom many different sources. Inevitably some opinions are contradictory, but it is
possible to obtain a reasonably accurate profile of him. Apart from the feet that he
was the son o f a Hungerford clergyman and he went to live in Frome, Somerset with
his elder brother and a sister m about 1795, nothing else is known about his early life
up to the age o f 21. He joined the Methodist Society in Frome while his brother was
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curate at the parish church, married Elizabeth Rose, and may have opened a school in
Bristol in 1795 while still living in Frome (loi). He had a genuine love of children,
both his own, who numbered at least thirteen, and his pupils, about whom he
frequently spoke and wrote with affection.

Academically he had much talent;

mathematics was his main subject, but he later produced what was a succinct history
revision document (102), and became a prolific writer o f poems and hymns. He was a
conq>etent organist and several o f his children also had musical talent and later ran
their own schools. In looks Pocock is said to have had dark hair and eyes, a broad
brow and a straight nose. An engraving o f him in about 1823 (Appendix la) shows
him to be o f inq)ressive appearance^ and he was described in the same year as a ....
strong man ....’ (i03).

Despite the fact that his school mainly served the children o f

the Bristol business community, he developed a real concern for the education o f the
poor - children and adults. He adopted a dogged stance to issues he felt strongly
about. As can be judged by the events of 1819 and 1820 he would have been a
formidable opponent. In later life, particularly, he was regarded with great fondness,
being known as 'Grandfef Pocock, but Pyer's biographer was not wholly
conq)limentary about the period o f his leadership of the Tent Methodists.

She

believed '.... that authority was too largely vested in one individual, who, with all his
excellencies (and they were many) was yet considered inqiulsive, and at times
somewhat capricious....' (104).

There is no supporting evidence that he was

uiqjredictable in his behaviour, although one of the panqjhlets issued in 1820 accused
him of having .... eccentricities....' (lOS). He was certainly a man, up to 1822 or so, of
great physical energy, but after that, not surprisingly as he was approaching fifty years
o f age, his enthusiasm was focussed in other directions than his evangelical work.

Pocock became a wealthy man, not it is thought fix>m any significant inheritance, but
fix>m his business activities, firstly his school and later from his inventions, some of
which had commercial success. In 1832, during the course o f a letter written to
Barnett, Pyer expressed the view that Pocock was .... making money ....' firom his
inventions, and hoped '.... he has not lost his zeal, but I have my fears....' (106). These
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two comments provide one o f the main e)q)lanations for Tent Methodism's r^ id
decline and demise. Pocock's commitment to the continuing expansion of the sect
waned against the conq)eting demands on his time, enthusiasm, and money. He was
not a young man and there is little indication that he wished to participate in the
evangelical work away from the Bristol area. It might, indeed, be that he was unable
to control the expansion which, for a short time, gained a momentum of its own.
There is no evidence, for example, that he wished to become embroiled in efforts to
resolve the serious difficulties in Manchester.

George Smith's introduction to

Liverpool probably followed Pyer's, not Pocock's, initial evangelical foray, and apart
frjom his first visit to London at the end of 1820 there is no record o f any subsequent
Pocock journey to the capital That he would wish to remain reasonably near his
home is entirely understandable, for personal, business and social reasons.

His

children required his time, especially as several o f them were setting iq> and running
sc 1k ) o 1s

of their own, his academy was large and successful, and he was increasingly

involved in developing various inventions.

Apart from his Tent Methodist evangelical work which was of contemporary interest
to only a few, it was for his inventions that George Pocock became femous. He had
designed and built the tents that were used for preaching, at an early age he played
and started experimenting with kites, and he devoted an increasing amount of thought
to these and other inventions. Significantly, it seems that 1822 was the year when he
began to give substantially more time to them. Not only had he designed some
relatively sophisticated refinements to sinq)le concepts, he spent much time in
experimentation, and writing about them. By 1822 he had invented a ferule, defined
as a 'flat ruler with widened pierced end', used, presumably, only occasionally, and by
1829 an inflatable globe for his school's geogr^hy lessons. His development of an
inflatable globe was sufficiently noteworthy for him to be invited to present a p£q>er on
it to the Bristol Philosophical Institute in November 1829. In it he described his
'....sphere made o f psqjer, on the surfece o f which appear what o f land and what of
water conqx)se our terraqueous globe.
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The sinq)licity of its construction, its

portability, e)q)ansion, aM extent of surfece are the peculiarities which have obtained
notice....' (107). While the globe’s weight, when inflated, was only three ounces, its
circumference measured twelve feet. It was clearly a most inq)ressive teaching aid.
An original paper globe, now 170 years old, carefully folded, is retained in the Bristol
Record Office. It is too fragile to handle and examine but it shows, for exanq)le, the
course o f Captain Cook’s journeys in 1772 and 1775, and much other detail The
globe, which Pocock described as a Terrestrial Globe’ is an extraordinaiy exanq>le of
one of the talents that Pocock possessed.

It was his development o f kites using the air and wind as a means o f transport that
particularly sparked his imagination, and people's interest in his work.

His

mathematical knowledge was an inqx)rtant fector and he devised several uses for the
variety o f refinements he developed. The one which became exceptionally notable,
and noticeable, was the use of kites to provide the power to drive carriages, thus
obviating the need for horses. He was able to develop the means to control the speed
and, particularly inqx)rtantly, the direction o f the carriage if the wind was not
following or was very light. In addition to driving carriages, kites were designed to
supplemait sails in boats, as a means o f transporting boat passengers to shore if
shipwrecked, and for certain military purposes. There were times when Pocock spent
many hours in practical experiments, three weeks at a stretch in the Bristol Channel,
for exanq>le, and in some cases members o f his femily had a role to play as 'guinea
pigs'. They must have had inq)ressive confidence in their fether's ability (108).

By

1828 Pocock had designed and built a sufficiently sophisticated version o f his kite to
have it demonstrated, drawing a carriage, at the Ascot race course to King George IV
vho was, it was reported, greatly inq)ressed (109). Development o f Pocock’s kites
continued and later exanq>les were shown at the laying o f the foundation stone o f the
Clffion Suspension Bridge in 1836.

Pocock also became a prolific writer o f verse. He contributed an unknown number of
hymns to the sect's hymn book published in 1825, included several poems in an 1827
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publication concerning bis inventions, and in 1838 published a special collection of
verse for his pupils

( i lO ).

While it must remain a subjective judgement, there appears

to be a quality about his writing that makes it somewhat surprising that none survived
for longer than a few years. He did, however, have a tendency to what can now only
be regarded as plagiarism. For example, one hymn identified and claimed as being his
work was a barely disguised version o f two verses o f a John Newton hymn. A two
verse Pocock hymn is:-

Tis a point I long to prove;
Oft it causes anxious thought;
Gracious Lord, my doubts remove;
Am I thine, or am I not?

Now decide the dubious case;
Rise on me, thou Glorious Sun;
Shine upon thy work o f grace;
Finish what thou hast begun.

There are only very minor differences between those lines and the first and eighth
verses o f Newton's hymn written earlier, as he died in 1807:verse i

Tis a point I long to know.
Oft it causes anxious thought Do I love the Lord, or no?
Am I his, or am I not?

verse viii

Lord, decide the doubtful case;
Thou who art thy people’s sun.
Shine upon thy work of grace.
If it be indeed begun.

(ill)
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It was, then, not unexpected that all these other activities restricted the time, and
possibly the inclination, for Pocock's Tent Methodist work from about 1823 onwards.

John Pyer, who was appointed a full time worker in 1819, increasingly became the
person most involved in the day to day management of the sect. He did, though,
always seek Pocock's permission before major decisions were implemented, such as
becoming pastor to an individual congregation at Wotton - under - Edge, and, before
accepting the appointment as full time minister in Manchester in 1825. It was not,
then, an equal leadership role that he shared with Pocock

(i 12). Robert Currie in

Methodism Divided^ expressed the view that Pocock and Pyer .... eventual^
quarrelled ....' (113), but no conclusive evidence for this has been discovered. It is
apparent, though, that Pyer's responsibilities in Manchester would not have enabled
him to take over the direction and policy making o f the group, even if that would have
been acceptable to the membershq) and to Pocock. The two men kept in touch with
each other throughout the late 1820's and into the 1830's at least but not, apparent^,
for genuine consultation about the sect's management. A lack o f decisive full time
leadership supporting and directing the various activities after about 1825 was
undoubtedly an inq)ortant fector in the rapid decline o f Tent Methodism.

It is relevant, now, to compare the leadership experience of the Tent Methodists with
that o f the three major offehoots of Wesleyanism in the period. The initial driving
force behind the Methodist New Connexion was Ale)cander Kilham who had a '....
brash doctrinaire approach .....' phis an .... evangelical passion with a zeal for
constitutional reform, but lacked the tact and discrimination needed to change
Wesleyan Methodism from within ....' (i 14).

Kilham died at the end o f 1798, within

eighteen months o f the secession from Wesleyanism, but the other joint leader,
William Thom, formerly a Wesleyan preacher and a member of the ‘Legal Hundred',
showed '.... constructive statesmanship ....', had a .... calm, steady character ....' and
displayed .... orderliness and culture ....' (iis). Kilham and Thom had quite different
personalities and, it could be thought, possessed between them complementary skills
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which contributed enormously to the establishment o f the group, and its early
management. Perhaps its &ilure to expand as rapidly as the Primitive Methodists
reflected the feet that for many years from 1799 Thom.had to shoulder the leadershq)
alone.

The two joint leaders of the Primitive Methodists also had contrasting characteristics
and talents.

Hugh Bourne had .... a strong, rugged nature ....' and was ....

constitutionally shy and serious ....' (i 16). William Clowes, on the other hand, after his
conversion to Wesleyanism in 1805, .... made each Sabbath a day o f unremitting yet
gladsome to il....' (117). Following his eiqjulsion in 1811 he joined his classes with the
groups already establislKd by Bourne, altlKiugh the two had no immediate ambition to
develop a separate denomination. Indeed, it was written about the early days of
Primitive Methodism, that it '.... rose undesigned of men, and its infent prospects
g^peared weak and feeble ....’ (118).

While the beginnings were modest in terms of

membership, fine progress was later made in many parts o f the country, and by the
time that both Bourne and Clowes retired in 1842 they had presided over many
successful years of splendid spiritual growth. Bourne would not have imagined Wien
he began his endeavouis that the membershq) would have reached 110,000 by the
year of his death in 1852. The probability is that the combined skills o f him and
Clowes were necessary to achieve those results. Both dedicated their lives, fuU time
and without any distractions, to the conversion o f many thousands o f people, the
leadership o f a substantial number o f preachers, and the organisation o f a significant
religious body.

In William O’Bryan and James Thome, the Bible Christians, too, benefited fi"om the
different attributes of contrasting characters.

O’Bryan, expelled twice from

Wesleyanism in Cornwall, ’.... was a man o f restless temperament....’ (i 19) who, with
exceptional energy, began preaching in parts o f east Cornwall and west Devon where
there was little religious activity. He very soon met James Thome, then a young man
o f twenty years of age, who was ’.... noted for his strength and wisdom ....’ (120).
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After O'Bryan left the denomination in acrimonious circumstances in 1829, it was
Thome's abilities
statesman

as preacher, editor, theologian, controversialist, debater and

(121) that enabled the Bible Christian denomination to grow, aided by a

number o f particularly committed and capable preachers Wio were able to share the
leadership reqxinsibilities.

There were, then, several differences between the eiq>eriences of the Methodist New
Connexion, the Primitive Methodists and the Bible Christians on the one hand, and the
Tent Methodists on the other. Those three denominations had leadership Wiich was
able to draw on many talents, and often shared among several people who were
prepared to devote themselves Wioleheartedly to their chosen cause. It would seem
that George Pocock had superior academic ability to any o f those in the other
Wesleyan offehoots, but he could not find anyone else to help shoulder the increasing
burdens, or was not prepared, in the early 1820's, to share the leadershÿ role.

He

lost the inclination, if he ever had it, to attenq^t to develop a distinct national sect. He
retained his individual ambition to save souls but was, later on, not willing to work to
the exclusion o f his other interests.

Reducing preaching resources
Apart fi*om the question o f leadership, the quantity and quality of preaching and
pastoral resources was also a crucial fector in Tent Methodism, and the other sects.
In 1820 the indications were that the overall personnel resource requirement was met
ly the existing tent preachers supplemented

those who then resigned fix>m the

Wesleyans and joined the group. As time went on, however, the numbers o f local
preachers declined. In particular, the deaths of Victory Purdy in June 1822 and
Samuel Bryant in January 1827 were severe blows. They had been active, highly
respected people in the Kingswood area. The transfer o f allegiance of John Bamett to
the Baptists in March 1826 was a major loss as he was a principal local leader not
only in Dursley and Wotton-under Edge, but also in other parts of south
Gloucestershire and Wiltshire. Only two months earlier he had agreed to become a
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full time missionary and Tent Methodist morale would have suffered from his
fundamental change of heart and mind. The conversion o f John Pyer and George
Smith to the Independents in 1827, while not une^q^ected, was a further inqwrtant
step in the sect's demise. Even before those events Pyer and Bamett both had periods
o f ill health that prevented them from being fully effective from time to time. Pyer
had '.... a severe illness during his sojourn in Liverpool ....' and in 1832 he almost
despaired o f retaining good health. '.... Feeble and frail is this mortal frame o f mine;
subject to great weakness and exhaustion....' (122).

As fer as is known none o f the Tent Methodist preachers had any formal ministerial
training, or university or academy education. However, although unlike some Bristol
academies, Pocock’s did not advertise that it would offer any religious instruction, he
undoubtedly gave much guidance to Bamett and George Smith, and perhaps to
others. With evangelical activity expanding in all the Methodist groups it was a high
priority to have preachers available all the time, and it was difficult to allow some to
be absent from duty to receive the benefit o f formal training. From the second
decade o f the nineteenth century onwards, however, the nonconformist denominations
increasingly felt the need for theological training. The first Wesleyan institution at
Hoxton was not opened until 1834, but the .... strongest argument o f all fer
formalising ministerial preparation was bom out o f the growing realisation that the
general e^qiansion o f educational provision in the first feur decades o f the nineteenth
century was producing more knowledgeable congregations who might well be
dissatisfied with men of mediocre academic attainment....'. It has been calculated that
'.... almost 80 per cent o f the Congregationalists and just under 50 per cent o f the
Bsq)tists ^ o entered the ministry between 1820 and 1849 had been educated at an
academy, a college, or even a university ....' (123).

Tim Macquiban, in the Wesley

Historical Society lecture o f 1995, charts the development o f thinking, both in
America and Britain, towards the general acceptance by 1830 that more education of
Wesleyan preachers was needed. Whether that greater training was to be in-service
or through a college based course was still being debated (124).
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It cannot be known

with certainty if the apparent absence of any formal training played a part in the Tent
Methodist demise but Pyer's biographer claimed that
the education o f the p r e a c h e r s ; (125).

too little regard was paid to

Bamett and George Smith were certainly

young and inexperienced, both being only seventeen when they first met Pocock and
began their preaching. Their responsibilities, under fer less supervision, at Dursley
and Liverpool respectively, began when they were aged twenty. It is difficult to judge
whether a lack o f experience contributed significantly to Tent Methodism’s demise,
particularly as many Wesleyan itinerants also received their first appointments while in
their very early twenties. Pyer, Bamett and George Smith were all regarded as
excellent preachers and it is more likely that it was a numerical shortage that caused
the difficulties. This would have been aggravated by the feet that, u n l i k e the Primitive
Methodists and the Bible Christians, women did not eq)pear to have any preaching
role.

Lack of geographical coherence
A contributory fector in the demise o f Tent Methodism was the lack o f a coherent
geographical pattem to the work, which was in marked contrast to the development
of the three main Wesleyan ofifehoots o f the period. Not only did this mean that
resources were dissÿated over a wide area but with long travelling times the ability of
the principal preachers to meet together was limited.

The opportunities for the

leadership to meet together for strategic discussion and to encourage mutual local
siq>port to counteract difficulties were hard to find. Pyer, particularly, up to 1825
was spending considerable time just travellinjg between Bristol, Manchester and
Liverpool in one direction, and to London in another, in addition to occasional
excursions to south Wales and, probably, into Wiltshire and west Berkshire. While
the road network between major centres o f population was improving it still took two
full days ly coach to reach Manchester fix>m Bristol in 1821: Quite apart fi-om the
unproductive time \ ^ e travelling from place to place there would, inevitabty, be
costs incurred which, if there was a regional rather than a national coverage, would
have been less. In addition, problems would have arisen if concentration o f resources
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was needed for a special evangelical mission, or even a regular meeting for all the
officials or members.

The Methodist New Connexion, the Primitive Methodists and the Bible Christians did
not suffer from this problem to anything like the same extent. While all three groups
did expand beyond their original bases, it was generally a steady progression and
undertaken only when they had achieved a solid foundation in their home territories.
Nonetheless, the Bible Christian extension to Kent and London, Primitive Methodist
missionary activity into Wiltshire, and the Methodist New Connexion expansion into
Cornwall were exanq)les during the 1820's of a degree o^ superficially, illogical use of
scarce resources. By the time these geographical 'jumps' occurred, however, there
were in existence formal, central structures in each that consisted o f a membership
which could debate and decide these matters. The Tent Methodists never really had a
proper hierarchy which, despite the problems associated with it, might have curbed
unwise expansion. The strength of the argument for a more concentrated base for the
evangelical work, rather than the spreading of resources too thinly, is well illustrated
by the experience o f the Bible Christians and the Methodist New Connexion. Both
denominations concerned themselves fix>m time to time with internal discussions as to
the benefits, or otherwise, o f opening up mission stations outside the regions where
their initial progress in the United Kingdom had originated. The perceived problems
associated with broadening the evangelical work led directly to discussions that were
intended to result in an

a m a lg a m a tio n

o f the two denominations in 1870 or

thereabouts. As one eminent writer on Bible Christian affeirs wrote in 1915 '.. It is
useless now to dwell upon the large sums of money which since that date [1815] the
Bible Christians have spent on the barren struggle to establish themselves firmly in the
North o f England, where the New Connexion had so many flourishing circuits ....'
(126).

Those negotiations were abortive but union between the two was achieved in

1907 which indicated, among other things, that the creation of national coverage like
the Wesleyans achieved was always going to be a hard, if not intractable, task to
attain alone. The Tent Methodists never got anywhere near managing it.
222

Congregational influences
Another possible reason for this branch of Methodian to feil was that, in several
ways, it was always congregational in its outlook, and some individual societies, being
independent and not capable o f inclusion in a circuit structure, fitted more natural^
among other self governing congregations. Manchester and Liverpool were the two
best exanq)les. In feet, from the very early days there was a significant Independent
influence in the activities o f tent preaching, especially by Pyer. 'While quite a youth,
he was introduced to the Rev J Thorp[e], and received much kindness and valuable
help from that eloquent and distinguished preacher of the gospel, both in the loan of
books and conversational instruction....' (127). Whether this was before or after Pyer
had joined the Wesleyans in 1803 \^ e n he was thirteen is not known. The Tent
Methodist philosophy was, initially, opposed to the highly disciplined, centrally
directed Wesleyan hierarchy, particularly one made up of people that Pyer and Pocock
had little time for. This was partly because there were not enough societies to
exercise central control over, but mainly beçause the preachers wanted to concentrate,
especially in the early stages o f the sect’s development, on their evangelical preaching,
going where they wished and when they were invited, rather than be subjected to a
rigorous planned format o f preaching. When the Rules were drawn up, terminology
associated with the Independents was used. Certainly, individual members had more
protection fix)m expulsion than the Wesleyans did, and the word 'deacon' was used, a
term femiliar to Independents but not to Methodists.
Manchester in January 1825

The formal meetings in

a committee excluding, incidentally, Pyer, .... to

consult together on the proposed change o f the constitution of the church ....', and the
subsequent decision of the congregation to become .... independent of any other ....'
(128), was a clear indication o f the future adoption of a Congregational mode of
government.

Bearing in mind that Pocock, ten years later was to return to

Wesleyanism, it might have been this decision in Manchester and, later in Liverpool,
that caused him to withdraw from any sectarian leadershÿ and concentrate his
evangelical efforts on his local communities.
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One of the few features that distinguished the Tent Methodists from other Wesleyan
offehoots was the deployment o f tents as a means o f reaching their intended
congregations. There were, it seems, iKver more than three tents under their direct
control, one o f 'v^iiich was smaller than the others, and the wide geographical spread
would also have caused transport difficulties in moving the equipment around the
country. As the 1820's progressed there was less and less reliance on tents, with the
increasing number of towns and villages where preaching took place needing more
permanent places for regular worsh^. A coiKeivable reason for decline could have
been the infrequency of worship opportunities if the various communities had to wait
until one o f three tents could be made available, particularly in periods o f bad weather
or the winter months. In considering George Whitefield’s open air and field preaching
eighty years or so earlier. Dr Rack wrote, 'As always with this type o f preaching,
especially if not followed up with a tighter organisation than Whitefield ever
developed, the results were bound often to be eplœmeral....' (129). The same could
be said of the Tent Methodists yvbo certainly did not have an effective organisation to
provide the necessary pastoral care locally between visits o f a tent. Even when the
use of chapels and other meeting places was obtained, the structure o f the sect was
not sufficient to prevent mueh o f the influence achieved being transitory.

Pocock,

with obvious sadness, in the letter he wrote to the Rev H T EUacombe in October
1842 referred to the time when his .... fellow labourers grew weary o f gratuitous and
outdoor preaching ....' (130). The words 'and outdoor* were inserted into the text. In
earlier years, Bamett, while he was living in Pocock's home, as part o f his duties,
organised the movement, erection and dismantling o f the tents. When he moved to
Dursley the burden of that exacting responsibility would have to ftdl on other
shoulders. If no one person was found to manage that exercise, problems would
certainly have arisen and resulted, perhaps, in less than the most effective use o f v/hat
had been valuable assets in the evangelising activity.
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Chapel management
The management o f chapels and meeting houses was no less onerous. The ownership
and control of chapels was, of course, one o f the two key issues that pronq>ted
Pocock and the Wesleyan authorities to part company.

All the Tent Methodist

chapels for which documentation has been found have Pocock as the first named
trustee and, bearing in mind the financial contribution he would have made, he would
have insisted on retaining control. If the Tent Methodist rules were conq>lied with,
however, he would not have contributed the entire amount which he certainly did for
the Pill Wesleyan chapel just before he was expelled. So as to concentrate his time
and energies on the Tent Methodist expansion in the early years .... he had
relinquished the management....' (131) at Pill

August 1822, but he kept conq)lete

control o f the Tent Methodist chapels. The requirements regarding chapels in the
Tent Methodist Rules changed between the 1820 and 1824 versions with the earlier
edition having three sinq)le clauses concerning chapels and trustees. One half o f the
expected cost o f any chapel building had to be raised beforehand by subscrÿtion, and
a special meeting of'Official Characters' would choose the trustees. This should have
reduced Pocock's personal contribution towards the initial capital costs. The 1824
version did not contain any specific requirement about fiinds being contributed or
committed before building began, although approval to acquire a chapel had to be
given 1^ '.... either o f a quarter^ or special meeting o f official characters ....' (132). It
might be that Pocock had, by then, already given up any role in financing additional
chapels.

The ownershq> and administration o f the chapels and the tents was an

increasing burden with inadequate resources and expertise to handle all the issues
involved. Legal complications, maintenance o f buildings, shortage o f money, and
difiScuhies in obtaining registration under the terms o f the Toleration Acts, as in
Birmingham, for exanq>le, all added to the time consuming aspects o f chapel
management. There is no real evidence that Tent Methodists suffered, in this respect,
any more than the other Methodist groups. The buildings were,

and large, modest

but it is clear that Pocock.personally suffered financial loss when the buildings were
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sold. Problems with buildings were, in the main however, a result of decline, not a
cause o f it.

Impact o f economic conditions

•

There have been, and still are, historians who have sought to directly link the periods
o f relative growth and decline in Methodism with periods of the country's economic
prosperity and depression. While it is valuable to attempt to form a judgement using
the Tent Methodists as an exanq)le, and consider attributing Tent Methodiân's demise
to the country's economic performance, it is not possible to draw any firm
conclusions. In the first place while it is reasonable to consider the overall economic
situation during the relevant years, the position did, in feet, vary significantly fi*om
region to region. For example, any rise or fell in the price of grain, which fluctuated
substantially, affected some people very differently fix>m others. Those enqjloyed in
the agricultural regions probably suffered fix)m reduction in wages vdien fermers
received less income fix)m low grain prices, while those living and working in urban
locations would not have been so adversely affected. Indeed, they may well have had
extra disposable income for other things, such as clothes, when grain prices felL Tent
Methodists, o f course, had involvement in both types o f community. Secondly, the
Tent Methodist sect as a sanq)le o f Methodism was a very small one, and would not
have been representative o f the denominations as a Wx)le, particularly as it existed for
a relatively few years.

Addresses at Wesleyan annual conferences included comment on the economic
climate within A ^ch Methodism operated. The references made in 1825 and 1826
reveal how quickly that environment could change. '.... He [God] hath not only made
wars to cease ... but hath filled our borders with plenteousness. Fruitfiil seasons,
commercial prosperity ....' (133) were confident statements in the 1825 Address. Just
one year later, however, the writers acknowledged

.... unexampled distress which

has, duririg the past year, overwhelmed or embarrassed so many merchants,
manufecturers, and tradesmen, and plunged so many thousands of our labouring
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classes into penury and want....' (134). A complete change of sentiment in so short a
time.

At the very micro level within Tent Methodism there were at least two

supporting examples o f the

fin a n c ia l

and economic difficulties in 1826. In September

of that year Bamett returned to Dursley and found that .... trade was quite gone fix)m
the neighbourhood, and every cloth fectory was shut up. The people had neither
money, nor work ....' (13S). Stocks, describing critically events in Manchester when
he accused Pyer o f extravagance, wrote that ’.... most trades people know what sort
o f a year 1826 was ....' (136). Certainly there is evidence o f an 1825 boom, followed
dramatically by a slump the next year. Hand-loom weavers in the Manchester area
suffered especially severely, and agricultural workers in the south often received much
lower wages than those, for exanq>le, in east Anglia. These economic conditions,
coming at a time when population growth was peaking in the two decades fix)m 1811,
could indicate possible support for a thesis that Tent Methodist decline mirrored a
severe economic downturn in 1826

(137). What cannot be substantiated is whether

the economic crisis, which did seem to be severe in those areas >^foere Tent
Methodism was active, caused the demise, or whether it was purely coincidental.

Indeed, there are two quite opposite schools o f thought regarding the connection
between denominational growth and decline, and economic upturns and downturns.
One is that in periods of economic depression people sought the support and comfort
o f the churches '.... in order to benefit from religious philanthropy ....' (138). As an
exanq)le, when cotton crop disease led to severe disruption to the Lancashire cotton
industry in the middle o f the nineteenth century, Wesleyan membership in a large part
of the county increased at more than five times the national rate (139). The other is
that the day to day requirement o f survival meant that many people, especially those
on low incomes, did not see association with a church or chapel as a way of
improving their lot, and, in any event, could not afford to contribute financially to the
churches' needs. The balance o f the views o f religious historians, including Currie,
Gilbert and Horsley, in their detailed analysis Churches and Church-goers : Patterns
o f Church Growth in the British Isles since 1700, and Professor Ward, in Religion
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and Society in England 1790 - 1850 probably supports the argument that there is a
link, with periods of slow down or reduction in church membership coinciding with
economic recession. Tent Methodism's e?q)erience might, albeit tentatively, provides
a degree o f evidence to sustain that view, but it is hard to disagree with D W
Bebbington vriien he records that 'no consistent correlation between economic and
religious cycles emerges' (140).

Overall, by 1826 or 1827 there was little that was distinctive about Tent Methodism
which would attract members, either from other denominations or sects, or those v^o
were coming new to the Christian feith. The inqjressive appearance o f a large tent
coming into a locality was less common, relative to the size and geographical extent
o f the group. There would seem to have been, other than Pocock, no particularly
outstanding preachers or pastors once Pyer, George Smith and Bamett had left. The
doctrinal characteristics were not noticeably different from other Methodist groups.
In addition, other Methodist ofifehoots, and Wesleyanism itself were soon to come
into areas A^ere Tent Methodism had freed little competitiorL

The difficulties freed by Pocock and his colleagues were not unique. A comment
made in a book to mark the centenary of the Methodist New Coimexion could equally
have applied to the Tent Methodists. The Methodist New Connexion .... had to
labour where its adherents were widely scattered, and under the disadvantage of
difficulty in finding suitable preachers, and in obtaining chapels or commodious rooms
for worship. The preachers received sadly insufficient allowances, and the work they
had to do was flu e n tly in excess o f their strength; and t^ c e , as well as for other
reasons, many desisted, occasioning, time after time, perplexity and discouragement
....' (141). Pocock, perhaps anticipating the disappointments that would be associated
with a declining cause, sought to reunite with the Wesleyans, and take his chapels
with him. An unknown writer o f a m anuscrit history o f Portland Chapel - possibly
Mark Guy Pearse, Wio was a minister there between 1883 and 1886 - recorded that
Pocock, .... offered to return with all his chapels burdened with debt to the
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connexion, but the offer was declined as frr as the c h ^ l s and their debts were
concerned....' (142). Bearing in mind that Pocock began the disposal o f chapels in and
around Bristol in 1831 and 1832, this approach was probably in 1830, by which time
the sect’s demise was well under way. The Wesleyan authorities’ action delayed the
reconciliation with Pocock by at least five years. Certainly, the disintegration process
occurred much more rapidly than the growth phase. There were many contributing
frctors to the demise, but the turning point, after which the decline was both quick
and painful, came when the leaders, principally Pocock, but also Pyer and Bamett,
lost whatever inspiration they ever had to develop Tent Methodism into a substantial
force in nonconformity, focusing particularly on the poor in both rural and urban
communities.
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CHAPTER V n i

An assessment o f the contribution Tent Methodism made to the
r e lip in u s

life o f the early nineteenth century

Social and Religious perspectives in assessing Tent Methodism's contribution
It is now possible to make an assessment of the significance of Tent Methodism fi*om
the time o f its inception, as a part o f Wesleyanism, in April 1814 until its demise. The
title of this thesis contains a closing date o f 1832, a span amounting to eighteen years.
That is a much longer period than has been recognised hitherto, but it is necessary to
qualify the year o f termination. 1832 has been used as it was the year that three of the
c h ^ ls were disposed o^ but in most parts of the country the work had ceased a few
years earlier. On the other hand, George Pocock himself continued with his own
evangelical endeavours for a further three years after 1832. The fact is that the sect
made a much greater contribution to the life of nonconformity than those people who
have included reference to the group in their written woik, albeit extremely briefly,
have been aware o f fiom the sources they used. During the course o f this research
programme substantial quantities o f additional primary, and near contemporary,
material has been feund to contain relevant information. This has proved of great
value, particularly relating to the later years. Biographies of men involved to a greater
or lesser extent with Tent Methodism have provided an insight into the sect that was
not possible to achieve fi-om the material \^4iich, up to now, has been available. A
conqjrehensive biography o f John Pyer, by a daughter, had been used as source
material for many years, but no previous knowledge o f the group had been gleaned
fi-om memorials, obituaries or biognq>hies written o f John Bamett especially, but also
o f Edward Griffith, Samuel Bryant, George Smith and Victory Purdy.

This assessment is, however, still hindered by the lack of any national statistical
information.

There were serious flaws in the religious membership surveys

undertaken in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, but an equivalent one
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producing, in the 1820’s, even the rudimentaiy and only partially accurate
measurements that Dr John Evans prepared between 1715 and 1718, Josiah
Thompson achieved in 1772 and 1773, and Messrs Bogue and Bennett recorded in
1812, would have been helpful.

By the time o f the conq^rehensive, though still

deficient, survey that Horace Mann undertook in 1851, Tent Methodism had ceased
to exist for twenty years. The absence o f any statistics, or surviving minutes of
meetings, that could throw light on the numbers o f members, preachers,
congregations or chapels adds to the difficulty o f judging the significance of the sect.
Despite the problems associated with the unavailability o f information, the substantial
amount o f primary material that has been uncovered, coupled with much useful
secondary writings, has provided a good opportunity to assess the role played by the
Tent Methodists, in their own right and in the context o f other Wesleyan ofifehoots
that emerged during the first quarter of the nineteenth century.

A full and detailed sqqiraisal needs to be made using both religious and social
perspectives.

The religious inq)act is crucial.

Throughout the period o f Tent

Methodism’s existence, there were many aspects o f their Christian witness that
impacted on the spiritual life o f the parts o f the country ufoere they were active. Their
relationships with Wesleyanism, before and after the formal establishment of the sect,
and the increasing inqwrtance o f the contact with other nonconformist denominations
permeates the A^iole story. However, it was the personalities involved that influenced
the actions and behaviour o f the Tent Methodist movement itself and the association
with other nonconformist groups.

That interaction has to be examined against the

social climates of the period. *Social’, in this context, includes both economic and
politicaL It might be that in the past religious and social assessments were made with
each having little regard for the other.

Increasingly, though, there has been a

recognition that the two are inextricabfy linked. Professor Ward in Religion and
Society in England 1790-1850 draws immediate attention, in his introduction, to the
importance o f the social scene, not only to its relevance to what was luqqjening in
England, but also the events in parts o f mainland Europe, to the religious
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developments here between those dates. D W Bebbington in the prefrce to his book
Evangelicalism in Modem Britain acknowledges the need to set his chosen topic in
the context of the many strands o f society. A further example o f the recognition that
both religious and social perq>ectives need to be considered together can be found in
The Open University’s course Evangelicals, Women and Community in NineteenthCentury Britain. Dr Wolfife, who compiled the course, writes, in the Introduction to
the Study Guide that, on one hand, an aim is to examine .... the character of
Evangelicalism as a religious movement ....' but, equally, a second objective is a
recognition that the course was .... not a study o f a religious moment in isolation, but
rather an investigation of the interactions between that movement and the society and
culture around it....' (i).

Many sociologists, while not focusing specifically on the role of the Christian religion
on social events, do increasingly underline the importance of ‘agency’ - the role of
individuals - rather than ‘structure’ - the role o f institutions - in their assessment of
societal matters. Professor Halsey is one who has articulated this view in recent
years. His book Change in British Society develops the theme o f ‘ckizenshÿ’ as a
concept which is useful in examining various social issues, including class and equality
o f wealth (2).

Tent Methodism operated in societies that had long e?q)erienced

inequalities of wealth A^ch were, arguably, becoming greater all the time. Formal
class divisions, however, were relatively new phenomena as they were becoming more
pronounced as the Industrial Revolution developed, especially so in some of the
places where Tent Methodists worked. Perh£q)s the most thorough examination so fer
o f the context within which Church history - of all eras, and not confined to Great
Britain alone - is written, was undertaken by John Kent in 1987 in The Unacceptable
Face - The Modem Church in the Eyes o f the Historian. His introduction to that
book describes the various positions taken by church and social historians, and
expresses the view that in the last forty years or so '.... social historians ... began to
interest themselves ... in the part which religion had played in the formation of the
modem world....' (3). Indeed, ^^filham Gibson believes that '... firom 1760 onwards
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the challenges that confronted the Church came from social and economic changes
(4).

Certainly as frr as Tent Methodism is concerned, religious and social issues were
inter-connected in such a way that it is not possible, nor justified, to attenq>t to
separate out the religious and social frctors. Tent Methodist preachers attenq>ted to
address the very real practical concerns with a different enq>hasis than the Wesleyans
did during the period under review. The day to day living experiences o f many early
nineteenth century people were so severe that Tent Methodists, and others, strived to
bring a spirituality to ease harsh conditions. If the preaching and pastoral care was
not able to relieve the social and economic pain, it might just have provided a deeper
dimension to the lives of thousands o f ordinary people; a benefit that was sorely
needed, if not always readily recognised.

one soweth. and another reapeth*
In one outstanding way the Tent Methodist contribution to the growth of
nonconformity was fer greater than is immediately obvious. It might also be said of
other sects and denominations, but in a very real sense what Tent Methodism sowed,
others reaped. Even ignoring the impact that Pocock and Pyer had on some, like
Elijah Waring, John Irving and George Hadfield Wio never actually joined the sect.
Tent Methodism’s role in influencing several men who went on to provide many years
of dedicated Christian service in other denominations is not be underestimated.

George Pocock himself was an example. Not only did he significantly influence two
others, particularly, who gave many distinguished and committed years to other
denominations, he returned to Wesleyanism and shared his spiritual gifts for several
more years up to his death in 1843. By then he was sixty nine years o f age and in the
final years o f his life he became, once again, a local preacher in the Bristol North
circuit, and contributed financially to the fiind to support Kingswood and Woodhouse
Grove schools. He did not, however, appear to make any donations either to the
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‘Theological Institution’ fond, or, not surprisingfy, to the ‘Chapel Fund’ (S). He also
published a volume o f hymns and poems prepared particularly for young people, and
contributed to the cost o f a new Church of England building erected in the parish of
Bitton where much o f his evangelical labours had been conducted. While the reunion
with his former Wesleyan friends was not, apparently, initially universally welcomed,
it was said he was in the company o f the denomination’s leadership vdien they met in
Bristol for the Centenary Conference in 1839

(6).

In feet, it was the 1838

Conference that was held in Bristol. The centenary one, a year later, took place in
Liverpool His reinstatement as a member o f the Wesleyan community was an event
significant enough for Jacob Stanley to make specific reference to in a letter fix>m
Bristol to his long standing fiiend Henry Moore. Stanley was in the habit of writing
each year to Moore to mark his birthday in December, and in 1839 Wien Moore
became eighty eight he wrote, '....Your old fiiend George Pocock has been reunited to
us and is now on our Plan as a Local Preacher. Much opposition was made to his
readmission, but now I believe the general feeling is that o f gratitude for his return.
He seems in a humble and fiiendly state of mind ....' (7). After his reconcilation with
Wesleyanism, and once the initial reluctance to accept him back was overcome, he
was, apparently, '.... kinoured by all for his goodi^ss and loved for his generous
spirit....' (8). The same letter from Stanley to Moore made it clear, as other preachers
did, that for several years before 1839 '.... the Society [Wesleyan] has been in a
perturbed and declining state ....' with much .... hallowed strife and bitterness ....' (9).
That situation had inqiroved, partly it might be hoped, because o f the reconciliation
with Pocock. Despite Moore’s fiiendship with Pocock and his knoWedge o f Tent
Methodism, he makes no reference to either in his autobiography (lO).

A hymn, which is reproduced below, written by Pocock, probabfy near the end o f his
life and which has not been found in any book other than the one he wrote for his
pupils, reveals an intensity o f inner spiritual feeling that Pocock shared for the benefit
o f others for nearly fifty years, both before and after his twenty years or so as a Tent
Methodist.
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What shall I render to the Lord
For all his benefits to me?
My soul, say what canst thou afford
For all the Lord has done for thee?

Me thinks, my soul, I hear thee say
To him I owe immortal praise;
And fein would I his love repay.
With songs as endless as n ^ days.

My body, Wiat canst thou inq)art?
Give Him thy feet, thy hands, thy head:
But ah! if thou withhold thy heart
Vain is thy toil: thy works are dead.

My Lord, my God, accept thine own;
Nought that I am, or have, is mine;
My ransomed powers be thine alone;
My wealth, rny life, my heart, be thine (i i).

It is not possible to fully quantify Pocock’s contribution to nonconformity during his
life, and his death, sadly, did not result in even the briefest o f mentions in the
Wesleyan Methodist Magazine.

It can be said with certainty that very many people

fer beyond the confines o f Tent Methodism were affected for good by the spiritual,
academic, and social beliefe and gifts that he had. He died o f bronchitis at his home
on 9th November 1843. His funeral service was held on 14th November 1843 at
Portland Chapel, Bristol, and was conducted by the Rev John Smith who was, partfy
at least, instrumental in guiding Pocock back to Wesleyanism (12). This dedicated
Wesleyan itinerant, Wio became known as John Smith 3rd, died in London at the age
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of forty seven, little more than a year after he had officiated at George Pocock’s
ftineraL George Pocock sowed the seeds o f Christian witness in many o f the 2,000 or
so pupils who had attended his academy over a period of more than forty years,
countless others, and in two men particularly who were later to provide the
Congregational and Baptist denominations with the benefit of their commitment and
service.

George Smith served the Congregationalists for no less than forty three years after he
had left Tent Methodism in 1827. It was Pocock who provided Smith with a home
and spiritual guidance when he was only seventeen. He was to exercise a dedicated
ministry in several places but he is especially noted for his pastoral oversight at Poplar
in east London, and as General Secretary o f the Congregational Union o f England and
Wales for eighteen years.

In addition, he became a Director o f the London

Missionary Society, was a firm advocate of anti-slavery, acted as Secretary of the
Christian Witness Fund which was particularly concerned with easing the lot of the
poor in society, and became Secretary of the Irish Evangelical Society. He undertook
many official positions, yet retained an intense affinity for his pastoral responsibilities,
and published several religious works (13). It can be reasonably claimed that as his
conversion was a result o f Pocock’s influence, Congregationalists re^)ed Wiere Tent
Methodists sowed.

Similarly, John Bamett, who moved from l^fihshire to live with Pocock for three or
four years in Bristol soon after his acceptance o f Methodism at the age of about
twenty, became a valued Baptist minister in 1826 and served that denomination for
another fifty years. He was regarded as an excellent preacher, despite periods of
personal spiritual doubt, and it wa$ great pleasure to him that he guided his son, who
he had named John Pyer Bamett, into the Baptist ministry. Though not accepting
high office in the B;q)tist hierarchy he diligently served several pastorates in
Leicestershire right up to his death in 1876. Here again his formative Christian beliefr
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were developed while he worked exceedingly hard for the Tent Methodists in
Gloucestershire and parts o f Wiltshire (14).

The other main personality whose contribution to Church life continued long after his
departure from Tent Methodism was John Pyer. He had little difficulty in arousing
the bitterness o f some but it does seem that he had, by the time he was forty and had
become a Congregational minister, mellowed to a degree. His biographer accepts that
he retained an '.... outward mask of sternness....' and that his '.... natural tenq)er was
quick and passionate ....'

(is), but by the time of his death in 1859 he had been a

valued Congregational minister for over thirty years. A Wesleyan minister willingly
agreed to take a part in his ftmeral service, suggesting at least a degree of
reconciliation fiom the bitterness of earlier years.

Bamett, in a letter to Pyer’s

daughter on hearing of his death, wrote '.... the noble, sanctified spirit has fled, and
that fine, tall, well-built, robust fimne, which was full o f majesty, especially in the
pulpit, when he was before his people in the fullness of the blessing of the gospel o f
Christ, and his eye was brilliant and sparkling with the fire of heavenly love ....' (16).
Pyer had suffered more than his share of personal domestic tragedy. There were the
deaths o f two brothers and a daughter, all in their twenties or thirties, and a severe
illness which afflicted his wife from the birth o f their second child and which deprived
him of '.... the softening influence of a happy wedded life ....'. "Patiently and bravely
did he endure this long fight of afiOiction....' (17). Here, again, is an exanq)le o f a man
who gave fifteen years or so to Tent Methodism, but a further thirty to another
nonconformist denomination.

The significance of the use o f tents
By adopting the use of portable stmctures for worship, particularly in the early years.
Tent Methodists were ahead of their time. Tents had been deployed to provide
shelter at camp meetings from about 1807, organised by those who later formed the
Primitive Methodists, but the Tent Methodists devebped the use in a particular way.
They became a central feature of missionary effort and were transported to many
237

different locations. Portability was seen as a benefit to overcome the shortage of
buildings, and of money to acquire permanent premises. In addition, tents were feh to
be less intimidating than chapels to some of the people who Tent Methodists sought
to reach. They may also have directly influenced others to use an identical practice.
Only a few years after Pocock’s first tent was, built, both the Home Missionary
Society and the Christian Instruction Society in their evangelical activities in parts of
London during the 1820’s were making extensive use o f tents. It is entirely possible
that it was Pocock’s inspired idea that pronçted others to see the benefits, and to
acquire tents o f their own.

London Wesleyan Methodists were not, it sp e ars, active in either organisation but
twenty years later some provincial Wesleyans had accepted the principle of portable
structures.

To overcome continuing difficulties in finding suitable sites to erect

chapels because of the refusal of landowners to cooperate, portable chapels were
used. While no further records of tents being used in the way that Tent Methodists
enq)loyed them in the United Kingdom have been foimd, Nottinghamshire Methodists,
in the 1840’s, ad ^ted the Tent Methodist idea. They provided '.... a truly original
and elegant moveable wooden chiqwl upon wheels made by Mr Clifton, builder,
Bingham, at a cost o f £60, and capable of seating o f nearly 130 persons. This ch^)el
is for the accommodation o f a group of small villages or hamlets in their circuit where
no site can be obtained, the land being the property o f noblemen or other large landed
proprietors....' (18).

Similarly, and at about the same time. Primitive Methodists

acquired a boat on A^foich services were held at Shelford, a village on the river Trent
seven miles east of Nottingham, and elseA^ere in the Adcinity (19).

There is no

eAddence in either o f these cases that Tent Methodist experience Avas knoAvn about
and followed, but the examples suggest that if ways had been found to retain the Tent
Methodist leaders Avithin Wesleyanism, the denomination as a Avhole would have
greatly benefited. Further justification for the Adew that Tent Methodist thinking and
practice was subsequently accepted by the Wesleyans can be found in Jabez Bunting’s
biography. In volume 1 his son Avrote that the use o f tents '.... is not an uncommon
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practice in these times ..(2 0 ). The deployment o f tents was then recognised as being
useful but there is no acknowledgement that had the previous generation of
Wesleyans recognised that, a significant secession could have been prevented, and
Wesleyanism could have kept for itself a valuable evangelical resource. Flexibility
was not often evident in the management of Wesleyan spiritual or administrative
activity.

The missionary work of Tent Methodists, especially in the rural areas of south
Gloucestershire and east Wiltshire, was soon followed by Wesleyans; but by local
preachers, not full time itinerants (21). That this should be the case provides further
evidence for the view that Tent Methodists were in advance o f fixture Wesleyan
thinking. In parts of southern England, at least, Wesleyan concentration of effort on
established urban congregations had begun to lessen by the end o f the 1820’s. It was
not, however, until 1841 that Bunting himself was able to say, .... fewer chapels and
more horses would save more souls....' and .... we should preach in bams, the
cottages o f the poor, and out o f doors ....' (22).

It was a great pity that his

conversion to the thinking o f Tent Methodists, and others, took so long.

The original Tent Methodist practice o f using tents was not confined to England. It
would be presumptuous, and probably unjustified, to claim that George Pocock’s idea
o f worship in portable tents spread directly to America, but in several parts o f the
United States tents were built and used for services. Many years after Pocock’s tent
was first taken to a site just outside Bristol, a much larger and more sophisticated
structure, though still portable, was dedicated for worshÿ on 1st May 1858 in
Philadelphia. It was an ecumenical project supported by ten denominations and
during the following six months 416 meetings were held in six different places (23).
The Young Men’s Christian Association was heavily involved in the management of
h, as it was also with what was known as the ‘Gospel Tent’ in Brooklyn in 1876. The
same name was given to yet another tent used in New York for the first time on 11th
June 1876, built at a cost o f less than $2000 (24). In all cases the intention, like that of
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the early tent preachers in and around Bristol, was to attract those people who would
not feel comfortable worshiping in a church or chapeL

The tents were also helpfel

in parts o f America because the churches became unbearably hot in the main summer
months and because of this were sinq>ly not used. They were capable of holding
about 3,000 people and, partly as a result of that, were cumbersome to dismantle and
erect elsewhere. There is no evidence that these later American evangelists were
aware o f Pocock’s introduction o f tent worship much earlier in the nineteenth century,
but the value of what the Tent Methodists undertook was also provided to many
thousands o f others in the fullness o f time.

Ironicalfy, the American Methodist

hierarchy was the only denomination to object to the New York venture.

At a

conference of Methodist ministers a paper was presented by one member which '....
contained the most reckless and sweeping statements regarding the tent services,
which were, ...., mere claptrap and excitement with the view o f che^ly earning
popularity ....' (25). Nonetheless, in a mirroring o f the exq>eriences of Pocock and his
colleagues fifty years earlier, in Manchester especially, some individual Methodists
and many fi-om other denominations were most supportive.

Concern for the poor, in urban and rural areas
Another feet that needs to be recognised in any assessment o f Tent Methodism’s
contribution to Christian endeavours is that some o f the towns and villages where
Tent preachers worked were, comparably, significantly larger then than they are now.
Wotton under Edge, for example, was a Gloucestershire market town

with a

population that was growing rapidly in the early nineteenth century, reaching 5,482 in
1831, but which had declined to 2,979 by 1901. Dursley, too, had a population that
had increased up to 1831, but had declined by one third seventy years later. Both
these places were in Gloucestershire where the overall county population had nearly
doubled in the first thirty years o f the nineteeiith century. A similar picture emerges
fi-om an analysis o f some of the Wiltshire places. Great Bedwyn, for instance, was '....
formerly a market town of some inqxortance, and until the Reform Act o f 1832 was a
rotten borough regularly sending its two members to Parliament ....' (26). Urchfont,
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Enford and Ogboume St George were all busy rural communities that became just
small villages as depopulation affected parts o f the county.

Marlborough and

Salisbury were, and remain, significant places situated on main roads. Elsewhere,
Tent Methodists were at work in inner city locations A^diere living and working
conditions were often appalling, and it would be inaccurate, therefore, to emphasise
that Tent Methodists were only to be found in the small backwater places where little
real evangelical inqxact was achieved.

Another inqx>rtant feature o f Tent Methodism was that it attenq>ted to make a
meaningful contribution to evangelical effort in places where poor families lived.
Often those places were in city centres, such as the parishes of St James and St
Phillips in Bristol where population growth was rapid in the early nineteenth century.
It was about this area o f Bristol that the Rev George Smith, the Baptist minister,
wrote that the Tent Methodist preachers were conducting missionary services despite
being ordered to stop ly the civil authorities. Furthermore, a local Bsqxtist minister
advised his congregation to .... keep their children fixxm that sink o f iniquity ....' (27).
Kingswood was regarded as '... the

haunt o f some o f the most depraved and

desperate race o f men living, often becoming a pest and annoyance ....' (28), and other
places in the vicinity had similar reputations. Yet, here for nearly twenty years. Tent
Methodists were active.

Highly urbanised districts o f east London, Manchester,

Liverpool and Birmingham also received the attention o f the Tent Methodists. While
it has tended to be assumed that the city centres and the rapidly growing centres o f
the Industrial Revolution were the places where poverty was most acute, many rural
areas and market towns and villages also suffered.

In Dursley and other nearly

towns, for exanqxle, bitter hostility regularly occurred between the weavers and their
employers when the ftictory owners inqxxsed wage cuts on an already underpaid
workforce. Poverty increased and more than one hundred workers were inqxrisoned
for their protestations. For four years between 1821 and 1825 the d ilu te raged.
Low agricultural wages in parts o f Wiltshire led to much economic and social distress
among many in the rural communities.
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It is not easy to substantiate any claim that Tent Methodists, and Primitive Methodists
and Bible Christians, were more concerned with tl% spiritual welfere o f the poorer
classes than Wesleyanism, or for that matter, the Church of England. Certainly, the
leaders who produced the two sets of Tent Methodist rules in 1820 and 1824
exhibited a recognition that the disadvantaged among the membership needed special
support.

There are, though, considerable difficulties in producing a satisfectory

understanding o f vdio, in the 1820’s constituted the ‘disadvantaged’. Dr Rack, among
others, draws attention to John Wesley’s concern for the poor when he wrote that ....
he [Wesley] was peculiar^ sensitive to the feelings o f the poor and recÿients of
charity*

(2 9 ) .

Later in the same book Dr Rack acknowledges '.... that the category of

‘the poor’ in the eighteenth century is itself an imprecise term'

(3 0 ).

The same was

true in the early nineteenth century as a formalised way of categorising the growing
class divisions from the impact o f the Industrial Revolution had not, by then, been
established. It is tenqxting to use the word ‘underclass’ which would indicate that the
people o f concern to the Tent Methodists were not the artisans or self-enq)loyed who,
nonetheless, often struggled to make ends meet. ‘Underclass’ is a word increasingly
used by sociologists to reflect a class below, in sociological terms, a working class
category.

There are benefits in attempting to define ‘poor’ more closely, and

‘underclass’ may accurately describe the people who lived in squalor, in cities and
rural communities, rarely earned a living, and received no meaningful education. Tent
Methodist leaders’ gr^hic references, for exanqxle, to the conditions of the miners in
south Wales, and those living in inner city Bristol and London, do suggest a very real
concern for those right at the bottom of the social ladder.

It might be that the particular people attracted to Tent Methodism sinqxly did not
possess, or develop, the gifts needed to enable them to share the burden of local
pastoral leadership or the management of buildings used for worship. There is a
school o f thought which suggests that one of the features of Methodism generally in
the nineteenth century was its ability to produce men and women of stature fix>m
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humble origins because it provided opportunities for service and local leadership.
Significant numbers of people accepted those chances and, at the same time,
improved their own position in society by developing, for example, their ability to
read and speak in public. Tent Methodism does not seem to have been a beneficiary
o f that experience.

The Primitive Methodist and Bible Christian groups did, however, draw to their ranks
working class people who served their respective denominations with great
distinction. During the decade of the 1820’s alone, many examples can be found. For
the Primitive Methodists, ^>art firom the national leaders, men such as John Oxtoly,
Thomas Batty and Robert Key have special places among the annals. The same
position was apparent for the Bible Christians in the same period. Billy Bray, who has
become a celebrity to those interested in Bible Christian or Comish af&irs, and
Edmund Wame, were two who, fi*om humble backgrounds, were called to serve the
young church with great enthusism and commitment. The missionary activity of both
these denominations was concentrated more than Wesleyanism on the materially
poorer sections o f communities.

Early Primitive Methodism has always been

particularly associated with evangelising the working class at a time when, in R A
Soloway’s words, '... each passing year revealed that the g£qjs between rich and poor
were growing wider...'

(3i).

Robert F Wearmouth is clear that the Primitive

Methodists '.... can be described as a working-class association...' (32). John Petty,
however, one o f the earliest writers of the denomination's history, felt moved to write
in 1860, 'Look at London, Portsmouth, Bristol, Plymouth, Liverpool, Manchester,
Birmingham, Leeds, Bradford, Newcastle-on-Tyne, and several other large towns and
cities! How little has the Connexion done for them compared with their pressing
wants ....' (33). K S Inglis, claiming only modest success for the Primitive Methodists,
wrote .... it is clear that the proportion o f working-class people reached by Primitive
Methodism was small* (34). Bible Christian experience was similar in the west country
counties. The needs of the poor were great. "The working men were often little
better off than serfe. Their complete lack o f education, and the meagre pittance which
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they received for their labour, both contributed to the ab j^ t hopelessness in which
most of them passed their lives....' (35). It was among tk s e folk that the earfy Bible
Christian preachers concentrated their efforts.

The commitment, then, to attenq)ts to provide spiritual guidance to the lower classes
in society can be readily identified firom the histories of the Primitive Methodists and
the Bible Christians. In that endeavour the Tent Methodists worked equally hard.
What is much more difficult to judge is the extent o f the overall success. In any
event, 1k )w can ‘success’ in this context be measured? Information regarding the
breakdown o f the social groupings of denominational membership became nx)re
available as the nineteenth century progressed but in the 1820’s conq)rehensive
statistical data o f this kind was not collected. It is possible to suggest, albeit only
tentatively, that the strenuous woric among the disadvantaged in society by Primitive
Methodists, Bible Christians, and the Tent Methodists achieved modest success which
was probably greater than that achieved by other dissenter groups. The progress
made, however, was not to the extent that made it easily recognisable to social or
religious historians.

The Wesleyan enq)hasis at this time sp e a rs to be rather different than that shown by
John Wesley himself.

Perhaps little can be inferred from an extract o f a letter that

Thomas Allan, Wesleyanism’s princq>al solicitor in the earfy nineteenth century, wrote
in March 1840 to Edmund Grindrod, then superintendent o f the London (City Road)
circuit, but the wording, ’.... it has long been obvious that the lower classes generally
speaking will not attend our chapels ....' (36) seems to portray a lack o f much
concern, and indicates an air of resignation among Wesleyans. The 1820 Wesleyan
Conference had, however, exhorted the preachers to '.... try to open new places; let
us try again places which have not been recently visited ....' and also to have recourse
'.... to the practice of preaching out of doors ....' .

This was in response to the

question *What measures can we adopt for the increase o f spiritual religion among our
Societies and congregations, and for the extension of the work o f God in our native
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country?...' (37). In some areas, no doubt, genuine atten^ts were made by Wesleyans
to evangelise in unfamiliar territory but Victory Purdy, a loyal and highly respected
Wesleyan for many years before becoming a Tent Methodist for the final two years of
his life, bemoaned the lack of local Wesleyan preaching resources for existing places
in the Downend circuit of south Gloucestershire.

He feared that unless more

preachers were found .... must not several of the places be entirely shut up on the
Sabbath ?...' ( 3 8 ) . Certainly the starting point for Pocock’s initial ideas for his first tent
was to reach communities that did not, up to then, receive any Wesleyan ministry.
The whofe tenor o f Tent Methodism’s evangelical witness was one o f highly
dedicated, hard working preachers proclaiming the Christian message to people who
had rarely come into contact with it. Unfortunately when their supply o f preachers
became depleted the work quickly reduced and ceased. That was not a situation
unique to the Tent Methodists.

Clyde Binfield made no

distinctions between the

various nonconformist

denominations when he wrote '.... the real problem was their failure to replenish their
stock ....'

(3 9 )

of preachers and members. The Bible Christians in their Devoiqx)rt

circuit were concerned in 1820, that .... there are a great many attentive hearers but
they do not join Society*

(4 0 ).

The Primitive Methodists found that in many places

initial success did not continue and societies ceased to function. The difference,
though, between the e?q)erience of Primitive Methodists and Bible Christians on one
hand and the Tent Methodists on the other, was that the Tent Methodists did not
succeed in reaching a critical mass o f members, societies, and leaders that enabled
them to survive disappointments in some places because there were other places
where progress was being achieved. Bible Christians, in particular, seemed to have
attracted several generations of the same families into their work, coupled with which
there was considerable marriage between the main families which served to produce
an even greater degree o f commitment and loyalty. Apart from a daughter who
regularly acconq)anied Pocock to his preaching appointments, no other children were
ever mentioned as Tent Methodists. Some daughters became associated with parish
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churches, and a grand-daughter married a Church of England clergyman. There was,
then, no family succession to carry on Tent Methodism’s evangelical work.

Wesleyan Methodism, too, suffered a loss of membership in the 1820’s as the
reference to Joseph Entwisle’s experience as a Wesleyan itinerant in Bristol in the
previous chapter showed. Bristol Wesleyan leaders during the following decade, also
gave expression to several concerns. A letter from William Leach to Jabez Bunting in
1831 suggested that little ministerial attention was given to rural areas (4i) where
many poor lived. Another letter two years later clearly showed that the position of
trustees continued to cause friction (42), and in 1841 a minister claimed that
attendances at meetings were small and concluded, '.... we are far from being in a
healthy state o f religion in this city ....' (43). In September 1835, Joseph Fowler,
another leading Wesleyan itinerant, wrote to a great personal friend fr)llowing that
year’s Conference. He had just taken up an appointment in Bristol but was already
moved to write, '

I have itinerated sufBciently to make very painfril and depressing

discoveries. Never in my whole course did I meet with a society so uniformly dead
We have two places m the country called c h ^ ls ; but, alas! they are almost
without congregations. We are minus eighty of tl% number of members printed in the
Minutes' (44).

Other Methodist denominations, too, conq)lained o f lack of progress from time to
time. R Pyke in his history o f the Bible Christians, The Golden Chain asked Why
should it have been that the Denomination practically ceased to open up any new
territory at home after the first few years of its existence?....' (45). Similarly, H B
Kendall, in his substantial, two volume, book The Origin and History o f the Primitive
Methodist Church, recounted the failures and disappointments as well as the
successes. The Methodist New Connexion had many problems to overcome, some of
Wnch proved intractable.

For exanq>le, some of the chapels acquired fix)m the

Wesleyans had to be returned as a result o f legal proceedings, and difficulties were
encountered with preachers such as a Joseph Barker Wio was expelled, and then
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attempted to cause much dissension. Other dissenter denominations, notably the
Quakers and Presbyterians, at certain times in the early nineteenth century, and in
certain districts, were in steady, if not r^ id , decline. Despite the fact that the United
Kingdom’s population doubled in the first half of the nineteenth century, Quaker
membership fell in that period continuing a trend that began in the previous century.
A similar pattern was evident among Presbyterians and Unitarians, thus failing to
share in the general increase m membership among other deiwminations, especially
the Methodists.

Weslevan reaction to secessions
It is relevant to assess the Wesleyan reaction to the Tent Methodism secession. Jabez
Bunting’s biogr^her used somewhat patronising language in describing the Tent
Methodists. The preachers were claimed to be .... zealous and heady ....' but "...
doubtless did a great deal o f good ....', although '.... there is much danger of irregular
agencies interfering with the ordained and systematic work ....'.

Similar wording is

en^loyed to denigrate the activity in Ancoats, Manchester. The supporters were said
to be '.... malcontents ....' and later '.... the place and its promoters were consigned to
the tender m ^ ie s o f the Court o f Chancery ....' (46). T1» local Bristol reaction was
equally bitter initially although Moore e?q)ressed the view soon afterwards that the
secession should not have been allowed to happen.

However, the opposition in

certain quarters to Pocock’s return to Wesleyanism fifteen years later showed that the
hostility survived a long time in some people’s minds. Few modem writers have made.
any reference to Tent Methodism although John Bowmer states that the group was
'.... a loose federation of fi-ee-lance evangelists ....' (47), a dismissive statement sinq>ly
suggesting a lack o f discipline.

There was no acknowledgement by him o f any

effective evangelism being achieved, either in the eighteen years to 1832, or later
when the preachers worked in other denominations.

The lack o f much Christian charity towards the Tent Methodists was also séparent in
public utterings about other offehoots of Wesleyanism. John Gauher, an itinerant
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from 1785, in a sermon preached in the early 1820’s, referred to secessions as events
that

floated like a bubble on the water, but soon broke to pieces

(4 8 ).

While

the Annua] Address at the 1824 Wesleyan Conference congratulated the denomination
on the absence of divisions, a few years later the Organ Case events in Leeds in 1827
pronq)ted an outburst in the Annual Address the following year prepared by Bunting
as President and Robert Newton as Secretary. The departure from Wesleyanism of
those who objected to the denomination’s handling o f the issue was described in that
Address as '.... so infinitely beneath the noble and generous spirit o f the Gospel; so
obviously opposed to reason and moderation; so contrary to the exanq)le o f the
holiest and best o f Christians,... and is so clearly a snare of Satan

....' (4 9 ).

A leading

writer on Bible Christian affairs has written that " ... the nineteenth century was
notoriously the period o f Methodist disunion and there were those who feared that its
fissq)arousness was endemic ....'

(5 0 ).

It might, o f course, be entirely coincidential,

but it is interesting to note that very soon after the Tent Methodist secession, the
Methodist Magazine, the name used since 1798, changed to the Wesleyan-Methodist
Magazine in January 1822. The Trospectus of the Third Series', as the new format
was described, included an e^lanation that the word ‘Wesleyan’ was incorporated in
the title '.... partly for the sake o f more perfect distinction ..."

(5 1 ),

although there

was no reference to any specific schism or secession.

The Tent Methodists were not alone in being a group that became established but then
struggled to survive as an independent sect. In the city of Bristol, wdtere the Tent
Methodists originated, a French Huguenot group had acquired a chapel in Orchard
Street, but had ceased to worship in 1825.

The Bible Christians early in their

existence established a Bristol circuit but by 1827 numbers had frdlen to only 50 and
by 1829 .... the work in Bristol had ceased completely

....'

(5 2 ).

It was many years

later before the denomination gained a secure foothold in the city. A little known
group called the ‘Revivalist Methodists’, were active in parts o f Derbyshire,
Shropshire, Stafferdshire and Leicestershire and lasted a few years fix)m about 1821.
In 1823, '.... they had 13 circuits, 25 travelling preachers, and 71 local preachers.'
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They were likened to the Primitive Methodists, held their first Conference in 1821 at
Northanqyton, but seemed to have ceased to exist by 1827

The Wesleyan

(5 3 ).

Methodist Association was formed in 1835 with a membership that was concentrated
in south Lancashire but they also founded a society in Camelford, Cornwall (54)
which lasted just a short time.

A few years earlier a splinter group that became

known as the Arminian Methodists was established in Derby and spread to parts of
the Peak District, Leicester, Nottingham, and a few other places in the midland
counties

(5 5 ).

Most of their societies joined the Wesleyan Methodist Association in

1836 or 1837. In these cases a major cause o f the disagreement was the perceived
authoritarian leadership style o f Wesleyanism in general, and Bunting in particular.
Secessions occurred, too, in north Wales in 1831 at Tregarth, and at about the same
time at Towyn, Merioneth ( 5 6 ) . The Swedenborgians attracted a Wesleyan Society in
Brightlingsea and St Osyth, Essex, as well as an Independent Methodist society based
in Westhoughton, near Manchester

(5 7 ) .

It should not be thought, however, that it was only Wesleyanism that suffered
secessions. William O’Bryan severed his connection with the Bible Christians after he
had led them fi>r fourteen years. Again, principally, it was the degree of power being
exercised by one man that was the underlying dispute.

While his splinter group

rejoined the main body six years later, O’Bryan himself did not.

The Primitive

Methodists suffered a minor, short-lived, secession in 1822 when a Mr W "Mldbur,
who had been sent to Lincoln in 1819, fell out with the authorities in the Nottingham
circuit and persuaded seventy members in Norfolk to secede

(5 8 ).

Other ofifahoots of

Primitive Methodism emerged in Nottinghamshire in 1828 over the question of
ministerial stipends, and about ten years later a splinter group was formed that took
the title ‘Original Methodists’ attracting members firom some o f the societies on the
Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire border.
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Conclusion: An assessment of the influence of Tent Methodism
One o f the early twentieth century histories of Methodism, referring to the ofifahoots
o f Wesleyanism, recorded that

by far the greater number have long since passed

away and been forgotten. They perished quickly ....’ (59). Indeed they did, but it is
claimed in this thesis that Tent Methodism’s influence and contribution to
nonconformist evangelical effort has been underestimated by twentieth century
historians. John Bowmer claimed that the Tent Methodists '.... did no damage to the
Wesleyan cause ....' (60). Similarly, David Gowland, referring only to the Manchester
work, dismissed the efforts as .... singularly unsuccessful....' (61), and Professor Ward
wrote that the Tent Methodists '.... soon proved dismally unsuccessful....' (62). Frank
Baker, in his book, A Charge to Keep, merely records that the Tent Methodists,
among other groups, .... are remembered only by queer names in particular
localities....' (63). It is harder now to substantiate these inadequate assessments in the
light of the material that has become available. Inaccuracies, such as quoting 1825 as
the date o f the Tent Methodist withdrawal from Wesleyanism in The History o f the
Methodist Church in Great Britain (64), should not recur. The greater knowledge of
Pocock should prevent him being described in the future as sinqaly ‘ ... a quaint
messenger...” or “... eccentric ...” (65).

On the other hand, the value of Tent Methodism should not be exaggerated. The fact
is it did not survive as an independent sect for more than about ten years and there
were very many parts o f the country where it established no presence at all It failed
to reach a critical mass in any particular region of the country which, if acconq)lished,
might just have enabled the group to overcome the disappointments and frustrations
that resulted in a rapid decline. Like other offahoots o f Wesleyanism, the preachers
woriced exceptionally hard in an environment which was often not conducive to
achieving progress.

The antagonism they faced from Wesleyans in Bristol and

Manchester, and mobs in Birmingham, were just examples of difficulties they faced
that finally pronq)ted them to give up the work.

The lack o f permanency was

heightened by Pocock’s ^>parent conclusion that he did not wish to pursue any loi%
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term ambitions, and Barnett’s and Pyer’s decisions to join the Baptist and
Independent denominations. The sect was sinqsly too weak to be able to cope with
the loss of the three princqxd actors of the cause. The group did not develop an
inherent loyalty, or sense o f community togetherness, which, if achieved, may have
resulted in new leaders emerging to take the sect forward. Instead the membership
probably either reverted to Wesleyanism, or transferred with the leaders to their newly
found denominations, or drifted and attached themselves to no other Christian
community.

It is difficult to disagree with a retrospective comment about the Methodist divisions
o f the late eighteenth and first half of the nineteenth centuries included in a history
written in 1897 of the first 100 years of the Methodist New Connexion. '....If the
concessions already made in Wesleyan Methodism could have been conceded a
hundred years ago, no secession would have taken place, and English Methodism
might not have had any divisions in it today....' (66).

The demise of the Tent Methodists, albeit that many menibers undoubtedly joined and
served other denominations, did not lessen the need for evangelical activity in the
country as a whole. Indeed, in 1830, ly which time Tent Methodist influence was
drawing to a close, Charles Blomfield, then Bishop o f London and particularly
concerned for urban parishoners, was moved to write an inq)assioned ‘letter’ to the
inhabitants o f his diocese. In it he abhorred .... the profanation o f the Christian
Sabbath ... [which] ... seems to threaten the destruction o f all religious habits in the
lower classes o f society....' (67). He complained o f the opening on Sundays o f many
businesses for selling food and drink, the scarcity of places of worship, drunkenness,
prostitution, and the gathering o f .... youthful profligates o f both sexes, for the
purpose of fighting, pigeon-shooting, gambling, and all kinds o f improper pastim es....'
(68). Laws to control and prevent the perceived abuses were, he claimed, ineffective,
and the clergy were, also, unable to persuade '.... the poor lamented sinners ... in the
abatement of those evils ....' (69). The need for the dedication o f people like Pocock
» .

and Pyer was no less urgent in the 1830’s as it had been in the previous fifteen years.
That this was so was tacitly acknowledged by the Wesleyan authorities, judged 1^ the
content o f the Annual Addresses to Conference members. In 1832, for exan^le, each
member was exhorted '.... to bear his testimony against all the vices which meets his
eye and revolt his heart .... It would shame transgressors; and Sabbath-breaking,
intenq)erance, and other open sins, would scarcely be so prevalent among us as they
are .... unconcern in religious matters could scarcely exist for any length of time in its
present deplorable degree....'

(7 0 ) .

It is inevitable that any academic study of this kind concentrates on the firm, visible
evidence o f the material that has been found, and the interpretation of it. Professor
Barraclough has defined history as

.... the attenq)t to discover, on the basis of

fi’agmentary evidence, the significant things about the past....'

(7 1 ).

Most o f the

documentation on Tent Methodism is indeed ‘firagmentaiy’, and it is also subjective in
its nature - for exanq)le, panq)hlets were written with great intensity of feeling
revealing the author’s views, obituaries concentrate on certain aspects, and private
manuscript letters reveal personal thoughts not found in written material for public
perusal Even the Minutes o f Annual Conferences and official records o f meetings are
not objective.

The requirements of any in-depth analysis of this kind are to find and test the
evidence, discuss ahemative explanations, conq)are experiences, place the subject
matter in the context of wider religious and social issues o f the historical period, and
produce an assessment. All this has been done, but that does not quite complete the
work on Tent Methodism. The evangelical fervour and dedication is sometimes,
unfortunately, allowed to appear o f lesser significance and is more difficult to egress.
During the period of Tent Methodist existence from 1814 to 1832, the movement
touched the hearts and minds o f many people, some o f whom were never members.
A few o f those who met Tent Methodism but did not embrace it have been mentioned
in this work - many more have not for they are simply unknown.
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They have

disappeared into history without a memorial of any kind. Those parts of inner Bristol,
Manchester, London and Liverpool, Wiere Tent Methodists worked for several years,
are now quite different than they were in the 1820s. For example. Canal Street and
Home Street, Ancoats, Manchester, on the comer of which once stood a large chapel
used to further Christian influence for Tent Methodism, no longer exist.

The

Manchester Visitor Guide for 1997 provides a map which shows much o f that area as
simply 'Ancoats Retail Park'. The houses in streets such as Allum Street, Pot Street,
Factory Street and Back Cotton Street, all conjuring impressions o f an industrial past,
which in total contained many thousands o f souls, have long since been demolished.
Nonetheless, the successors o f the families who once lived there may now be
providing Christian service totally oblivious to the history o f their forebears 180 years
ago.

The evidence in this work indicates that the Tent Methodist movement, albeit briefly,
assumed significance in Britain, but equally certainly it can be stated that the known
impact was mukplied in ways that can never be fully appreciated. The influence and
Christian service of Pocock, Pyer, George Smith and Bamett, among many others,
continued in Wesleyanism, Congregationalism, and Baptism respectively, and with
Samuel Smith emigrating to Canada and Henry Payne, a Trustee of Dursley Tent
Methodist chapel, moving to the United States o f America, a part o f Tent Methodism
went into other denominations, even far beyond these shores, well after the sect had
ceased to exist; hence the sub-title to this thesis firom St John’s Gospel, ch p ter 4 and
verse 37; .... one soweth, and another reapeth'.

All this can, doubtless, be said

about the other groups that grew fi*om Wesleyanism after John Wesley’s death in
1791, but Tent Methodism did seem to have an influence among people far greater
than might have been expected. It is to be hoped that more can be uncovered about
the group so as to extend still further the knowledge o f its life, work, and Christian
evangelical influence of its pre^hers.
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Rupert Davies, one of Methodism’s leading recent historians, presented, in 1991, a
paper on the history o f Methodism in Bedminster, an area of Bristol he knew very
well. The information given about Tent Methodism in that address appears to have
come entirely from a cursory study of the Tent Methodist Magazine published in
monthly parts during 1823. He did not seem to have noticed from that magazine that
for several.years before 1820 Bedminster was chosen as the place to begin the
evangelical 'season' in a Tent, and there were reports o f much blessing to those who
attended the special opening services. He concluded his reference to Tent Methodism
thus; The later history o f Tent Methodism is wrapped in obscurity, so far as I kipw*.
One of the ambitions for this work is that the word ‘obscurity’ will no longer be an
appropriate one to use in relation to Tent Methodism.

As Ripert Davies correctly

said in his paper, '.... the little-chronicled Tent Methodists ... do not rate a mention in
either the old or the new official histories of Methodism ....' (72). His successors,
presenting future histories, will, hopefully, find it relevant to make reference to the
activities, for eighteen years, of a group which is worthy of greater recognition for the
spiritual concern it showed for people, particularly those who suffered especially
harshly in the parts o f England and Wales where Tent Methodists worked.
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APPENDIX B
Places known to have been visited by tent preachers
1814 - 1819

(1818)
(1818)
(1819)
(1816)
(1814.1815)
(1814)
(1814.1815.1816.1817.1818)
(1819)
(1816)
(1815.1816)
(1814,1815)
(1819)
(1819)
(1818)
(1815)
(1816)
(1819)
(1818)
(1817)
(1814)
(1816)
(1819)
(1819)
(1817)
(1818)
(1819)
(1818,1819)
(1819)
(1817)
(1814.1817.1818)
(1814)
(1817)
(1815,1816,1817)
(1817)
(1818)
(1814)
(1818)
(1814)
(1818)
(1817.1818)
(1818)
(1816)
(1816.1818)

Almonsbury, Gloucestershire
Andover, Hampshire
Arlingham, Gloucestershire
Backwell, Somerset
Barrow, Somerset
Bath
Bedminster, Somerset
Berkeley, Gloucestershire
Bishop Sutton, Somerset
Bishport, Somerset
Brislington, Somerset
Cam, Gloucestershire
Cambridge, Gloucestershire
Charlton, Hampshire
Chew Magna, Somerset
Cleeve Wood, Gloucestershire
Coaley, Gloucestershire
Coalpit Heath, Gloucestershire
Cockroad, Gloucestershire
Collingboume, Berkshire
Compton Greenfield, Gloucestershire
Dursley, Gloucestershire
Eastington, Gloucestershire
Elberton, Gloucestershire
Fishponds, Gloucestershire
Framilode, Gloucestershire
Françton Cotterell, Gloucestershire
Hahnore, Gloucestershire
Hodson, )^ s h ire
Hungerford, Berkshire
Inkpen, Berkshire
Iron Acton, Gloucestershire
Jeffrey’s HiU, Gloucestershire
Kendleshire, Gloucestershire
Kingsclere, Han^shire
Kintbury, Berkshire
Lamboum, Berkshire
Littleton, Gloucestershire
Lower Wallop, Hanqsshire
Marlborough, )Mltshire
May’s Hill, Gloucestershire
Meare, Somerset
Milbury Heath, Gloucestershire
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Appendix B (contd)

Mumbles, Glamorgan
Neath, Glamorgan
Newbury, Berkshire
Newport, Isle of >^ght
North Dibley, Gloucestershire
Olveston, Gloucestershire
Pill, Somerset
Rangeworthy, Gloucestershire
Rose Green, Gloucestershire
Rudgeway, Gloucestershire
Ryde, Isle of Wight
Shepton Mallet, Somerset
Shirehanqjton, Gloucestershire
Sison Common, Gloucestershire
Soundwell, Gloucestershire
Southampton
Stanley, Gloucestershire
Stockbridge, Hanq)shire
Swansea
Swindon, Wiltshire
Thombury, Gloucestershire
Tockington, Gloucestershire
Trooper's Hill, Gloucestershire
Uley, Gloucestershire
Vemham, Hanq)shire
Wanborough, )Wtshire
Wantage, Oxfordshire
Wells, Somerset
Westbury on Severn, Gloueestershire
Westbury on Trym, Gloucestershire
Weyhill, Hanqjshire
Whitchurch, Somerset
Whitehall, Gloucestershire
Wickwar, Gloucestershire
Winchester
Wotton under Edge, Gloucestershire
Wroughton, M ltshire
Wycomb Heath, Berkshire

(1819)
(1819)
(1817)
(1818)
(1819)
(1816,1818,1819)
(1817)
(1817,1818)
(1815)
(1816,1817)
(1818)
(1816)
(1817)
(1817)
(1819)
(1818)
(1819)
(1818)
(1819)
(1817)
(1816,1817)
(1816,1817)
(1815)
(1819)
(1818)
(1814)
(1818)
(1816)
(1819)
(1816)
(1818)
(1814,1819)
(1814)
(1817)
(1818)
(1819)
(1817)
(1818)

APPENDIX C
Additional places known to have been visited by Tent Methodist preachers from
1820 onwards

Abercaime, Monmouthshire
Bedwyn Common,Wiltshire .
Box, Wiltshire
Birmingham
Bradford on Avon, Wiltshire
Bristol: Brandon Hill
Docks
Pithay Chapel
Poyntz Pool
St Phi%)s
West Street
Broad Hinton, Wiltshire
Cheltenham, Gloucestershire
Cheihill, )^%shire
Chisenbury, Wiltshire
Clay Hill, Kingswood, Gloucestershire
Conq)ton Bassett, Wiltshire ..
Cwm Dws, Monmouthshire
Ditchan^ton, Wiltshire
East Hamham, A^lltshire
Enford, Wiltshire
Fisherton Angar, Wiltshire
Fyfield, Wiltshire
Lockeridge, Wiltshire

London: Cooper's Gardens
Hare Street Fields
Webb Square, Shoreditch
Manchester, Ancoats
Milford, Wiltshire
Milton Lilboume, Wiltshire
Newport, Monmouthshire
Nibley, Gloucestershire
Oare, Wiltshire
Ogboume St George, Wiltshire
Preshute, Wiltshire
Ruckley, >\^shire
Rushton, M hshire
Salisbury, l^filtshire
Staple Hill, Gloucestershire
Stinchcomb Hill, Gloucestershire
Tetbury, Gloucestershire
ThomhiU, Hampshire
Upavon, Wiltshire
Urchfont, Wiltshire
Warminster, Wiltshire
Waterly Bottom, Gloucestershire
Wilsford, Wiltshire
Winterboume, Wiltshire
Wootton Bassett, Wiltshire
Wootton Rivers, Wiltshire
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APPENDIX D
List of known Tent Methodist preachers and dates
Peter Arrive
John Bamett
Samuel Bryant
William Bryant
Brother D.........
John Gosling
Brother H.......
Samuel Long
Brother M......
Henry Payne
George Pocock
Mr Pring
Victory Purdy
John Pyer
Henry Roberts
James Roberts
George Smith
Samuel Smith
Brother S y
John Sw eet^ple
Wiliam Williams

18171819 1820 1820182018181820 -

1825?)
1826) became a Baptist minister
1827) died 12th January 1827
7)
7)
7)
?) possibly Henry Hall, or George
Hamley, or John Hollister
1820- ?)
1820 - 7) probably Wiliam Merrifield
1820- 7)
1814 - 1835 or 1836) rejoined Wesleyans
1820- 7)
1820 - 1822) died 28th June 1822
1814- 1827) became an Independent minister
1817- ?)
1814- 7)
1820 - 1827) became an Independent minister
1817 - 1829) emigrated to Canada
1820- 7)
1821?-?)
1822?-?)

London
The Independent or Tent Methodists' preaching plan for London covering the period
from 28th April 1822 to 25th August 1822 shows the following preachers:
Jefife
Linsey
Trendel
Palmer
Gunn
Woodland

Messrs: Jones
Lefevre
Cooper
Rawlins
Dennis
Geary

and the following Exhorters: Messrs Parkhouse, Meek, Freeman,
Steward, and Vary
There were twenty five Prayer Leaders, some of >^bom were also Exhorters.
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APPENDIX E
Places where societies were known to have been formed
Bath

(1820)
(1823?)
Bristol : Pithay
(1820)
: StPMip's
(1820)
Chisenbury, Wltshire
(1821)
Coalpit Heath, Gloucestershire
(1820)
Cwm Dws, Monmouthshire
(1821)
Dursley, Gloucestershire
(1820)
Franqrton Cotterell, Gloucestershire ' (1820)
Kingswood: Hanham
(1821)
Rose Green
(1820)
Soundwell
(1820)known as 'Colliers' Tenq)le'
Staple Hill
(1820)
Liverpool
(1823)
Lockeridge, Wiltshire
(1820)
London :
Dalston
(1822?)
Dockhead
(1822?)
Dunk Street
(1822?)
Hare Street Fields
(1821)
Lambeth
(1822?)
Saunders' Gardens
(1822?)
Squirries Street
(1821?)
Twig Folly
(1822?)
London :
Webb Square
(1820)
Manchester : Ancoats
(1821)
Marlborough, Wiltshire
(1821)
Milton Lilboume, W ltshire
(1823)
Preshute, Wiltshire
(1823?)
Ruckley, Wiltshire
(1821)
Salisbury, Wiltshire
(1823)
Tetbury, Gloucestershire
(1823)
Urchfont, Wiltshire
(1822)
Birmingham
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APPENDIX F

:

AREAS WITH TENT tffiTHODIST SOCIETIES. 1820 ONWARDS

England
and Wales
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