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As indicated in the following paper, remarkably little has been dis
covered or written about the work of local preachers of the Methodist
Episcopal Church. William T. Noll, presently the pastor of Verona United
Methodist Church in Verona, New Jersey, prepared a paper for the
Bicentennial Consultation on "Methodism and Ministry," which was held
at Drew Theological Seminary in April 1983. It is a remarkable story,
from which Noll has extracted the most important portions.

Peter Woods: The Blind Preacher of Bergen Hill

by William T. Noll

Peter Woods was born in Ireland in 1814 and died in New Jersey in
1890. He gained a measure of fame in the 1860's, due primarily to the fact
that for seven years he pursued his ministerial calling despite almost total
blindness. During this decade he had short, autobiographical sketches
about his ministry, his blindness and his subsequent healing published in
the Christian Advocate (New York) and Earnest Christian.! At his death
he left a handwritten, unpublished autobiography, which he wrote "in ac
cordance with the advice and desire of several Christian brethren ... that
others may be influenced to trust in [God]."2 Descendants of Peter Wood
believe that the autobiography was probably dictated by him to his wife,
Susan Bowers Woods. Woods highlights three episodes in his life as being
the foundation of his faith and work-his conversion, his decision to abs
tain from alcohol and tobacco, and his decision to tithe. 3 He implies that

IPeter Woods, "A Personal Reminiscense-Giving Tithes," The Christian Advocate (New
York) 41/2 (Jan. 11, 1866), p. 10; Peter Woods, "Experience ofa Peddler," Earnest Chris
tian (Buffalo) Vol. XI (1866): 17.
2Peter Woods, "Autobiography," p. 1. This unpublished manuscript is located in the United
Methodist Archives and History Center at Madison, NJ. Woods is listed as a local preacher
in the Newark Conference journals of the 1860's and 1870's. See, for example, the 1860 Jour
nal, p. 35.
8Autobiography, pp. 13, 72, 159.
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these decisions resulted in not only a successful life but also his being
healed from blindness.

Historical interest in this autobiography derives from the fact that
few other primary sources exist on Methodist local preachers in America.
During the nineteenth century up to two-thirds of the Methodist preachers
in America were local preachers;· however, historical notice has been
focused almost exclusively on the itinerant clergy.

Excerpts from Peter Wood's Autobiography

(Numbers in parentheses denbte pages from the manuscript.)

I was born on the 11 of January 1814; in a small village named Bot
tany, in the parish of Stree, County Westmeath, Ireland. My father was an
industrious farmer in comfortable circumstances.

OUf family belonged to the Established Church of England and
Ireland. (p. 1). [But one day his schoolteacher invited him to a Methodist
service] and while they were singing one of the good old hymns ... the
spirit of the Lord came upon me; my heart was touched, and I wept the
bitter tears of repentence. Ever since singing has had a great effect on me.
(p. 13)

I continued in that frame of mind until the next sabbath. I longed to
tell brother Swift how happy I was, that the Lord had converted me. But
alas! I was sadly disappointed, for when I told him my experience because
it differed from his, he came to the conclusion that I was not converted, but
was under deep conviction. That was a serious mistake ... the conse
quence was I got discouraged and gave up the effort. I then went into
pleasure more than ever. (pp. 15-16)

When I was about sixteen years of age, with the consent of my Father
I chose as a profession land surveying. I had to pursue a regular course of
Mathematical education and then go from home to learn the field practice
from Wm. Bower, Surveyor for the Earl of Longford. I successfully
followed the practice for thirteen years. (p. 17)

When I was 21 years of age, my Mother being dead, my Father
wished me to marry and named his choice. Her name was Jane Shaw. She
was of a very respectable family. We were married by the Rev. Joseph
Ford Leathly. I was appointed Church Warden; which is the highest office
of a Layman, in the Episcopal Church. I was very zealous; and the sexton
was more afraid of me than he was of the Parson. (pp. 18-19)

When I got married my father gave the farm and money in bank to
me; I felt very grateful and my wife and myself resolved to pay every atten-

4Gerald O. McCulloh, "The Theology and Practices of Methodism, 1876-1919," History of
American Methodism. Emory S. Bucke, ed. (New York: Abingdon, 1964), Vol. II, p. 651;
Frederick A. Norwood, "The Americanization of the Wesleyan Itinerant," The Ministry in
the Methodist Heritage. Gerald O. McCulloh, ed. (Nashville: Board of Education of The
Methodist Church, 1960), p. 44.
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tion to him but he died in about three months.... My practice as a sur
veyor, was remunerative in the spring and fall of the year. I often made
from ten shillings to one pound sterling in a day, but when the failure of
the crops, and the famine came, my business became a comparative
failure. I then went as overseer on public works. (p. 21)

After several years of suffering my Wife died I finally made up
my mind to emigrate to America. To this end I placed my two
Daughters Ann and Maria in a Boarding School ... I sailed from Liver
pool on the 4th of March 1850 ... (pp. 21-22)

[In 1852, after a series of jobs in Brooklyn and Virginia, Peter settled
in Jersey City.] Before leaving Brooklyn, I sent money to bring my two
daughters Ann and Maria from Ireland, and they arrived safely about the
first week in November but I found it very unsatisfactory to be boarding;
so I got married to Susan Bowers, whom I had known from a child. 5 We
were married by the Rector of Trinity Episcopal Church, on the 11 th of
November 1852, and the next day commenced housekeeping. She was and
is an excellent wife. After I came here I enquired if there was a Methodist
Church in the neighborhood. I learned there was one near the Five
Corners. We went there about the beginning of December; they had extra
meetings and one night when they were singing a hymn ... I looked at nlY
wife and she appeared to be under conviction. We both went and kneeled
down at the altar ... I resolved to join the Church, and seek at home and
abroad, until I would find the pearl of great price. (pp. 50-52)

[Peter's work as a construction foreman took him and his family to
Hartford, Connecticut, and then to Enon Valley, Pennsylvania, a tiny min
ing community on the Ohio border west of Pittsburg. 6] The Sunday after I
arrived there I inquired if there was a Methodist Church in the place, but
there was none. I was told there was a Methodist Church about three miles
off called Burts Meeting house. (p. 67) [On Peter's second Sunday at the
church, the exhorter leading the service] asked me to address the meeting.
I was very timid, and I would rather be excused, but he encouraged me,
and I took the Bible, and read a portion of scripture, and talked a little
while, we had a blessed meeting ... [A few weeks later] I got Father Burt
to come and preach at my house, at the coal nlines. (p. 70) Brother
Sutheran said to lne that I ought to preach. I laughed at the idea of such a
thing. (p. 75)

I now felt an anxious desire to do sonle good an10ng the men that
worked for me. We then had preaching every two weeks. The next time
Father Burt came, after preaching, he called on me to exhort. It was a
great cross to me, but I stood up and con1menced talking and weeping. I

5S usan was the daughter of Peter's surveying mentor, \~(illiam Bowers. A letter from Susan's
sister Eliza to the widower Peter, in which she answers his inquiry by telling him th:\1 she and
Susan are both as yet unm<Hried, is in the \Voods papers at the Archives and Histnry Cenkr.
6Thc Woods' three-\veek-old SOil died on lhejourney loEll(l1l Valley. See "Autobiography,"
p. 66.
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noticed that one of the women began to weep, she was under deep convic
tion, and some of her neighbors said that Woods would get her. She was so
annoyed by them that she said she would not go to meeting, but she did,
and whenever I prayed or exhorted she would weep, but her mourning was
soon changed to joy in the Lord. She was the first convert the Lord gave
me, and a more faithful woman I never knew. (pp. 76-77) [Soon Enon
Valley became a preaching point of the Columbiana, Ohio, circuit, and]
the preacher in charge organized a class and appointed me Leader, (p. 89)

In the spring of 1856 [a mine owner] at Industry [Ohio] wrote to me
earnestly requesting me to go to Industry and see their coal mines and ask
ing me to take charge of their coal works. I made it the subject of prayer
.. : (p. 104) [then] I told him I would give a months notice to the Company
I was doing business for. And then I would move to Industry, and take
charge of the work for Him.7

For some time back my sight was gradually failing. Having to go so
often into mine to measure and layout the work, and then come out into
the sunlight, my eyes would run water and be greatly affected by the
sudden transition. I also had a severe attack of Erysipelas in my face, and
from that time my sight began to fail. (p. 107)

After coming to Industry I enquired if there were any Methodists in
the place. I learned that there was a ... Local Preacher and when he heard
of my arrival in Industry, he came to me and was very glad that I had
come and expressed a hope that I would soon commence a good work. He
supposed that I had License to preach. I told Him that I had no license,
that I did not consider myself qualified for such an important position. He
said I was not doing right according to his view of the matter. I was ignor
ing the Church discipline. I said I did not mean to be disobedient to the
Discipline. The preachers and official brethren where I came from urged
me to take a License. But I did not consider myself worthy of a Licens.e.
However I wrote to Bro. Ansley the Preacher in Charge of the Colum
biana Circuit. He invited me to come to Burts Meeting house and He
would give me a License to exhort. I did so ... (pp. 108-110) [and] I com
menced holding prayer meetings in nlY house. And the Lord blessed us as
in times past.

I consulted with brother Todd and the United Brethren [who had a
church in Industry] about getting Circuit Preachers to come and preach
for us. The United Brethren kindly offered us the use of their Church for
that purpose. (p. Ill) I then applied to the preachers on the East Liverpool
Circuit, Brother Canlpbell and Brother Roller. They willingly agreed to
come and preach for us once in two weeks on a week night. Brother
Campbell came and preached for us and organized a Class and appointed
me Leader. (p. 112)

'Susan was once again pregnant during the period of this move. This time, however, she
stayed behind and they hired a nurse to care for her and her infant daughter. See pp. 107-108.
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In the fall of the year 1856, my sight became so dim and work being
slack, I resigned my situation and went under medical treatment. But there
was no prospect of recovery. So I resigned myself to the will of God. Hav
ing more leisure time, I engaged more fully in the work of the Lord. (p.
125)

In the latter end of December the United Brethren proposed to me
that we hold a series of meetings in their Church. A Union effort of
Methodists and United Brethren. And any person converted would have
the privilege of uniting with either society. I agreed but there was one
difficulty in the way. I had no license to Preach. But my Brethren were un
animous that I ought to have a license. And when the Circuit Preacher
came, I was recommended for License at the next quarterly Conference.
(p. 128)

The Quarterly Conference met at 3 o'clock in the [East Liverpool?]
Church, D.octor S. Wakefield presiding Elder. When my case came up for
consideration, I went out. I learned afterward that Dr. Wakefield was op
posed to giving me a License as I was all but blind and out of employment.
He thought it would be unseemly. But both the Circuit Preachers urged the
conference to grant me a License. I was called in for examination on Doc
trines and Discipline of the M. E. Church. The Dr. put me through a strict
examination, but with God's help I answered every question satisfactory.
The result was an unanimous vote for License. (pp. 129-130)

[Peter then attempted a career as a shopkeeper, but] It soon became
apparent that my business would not be a success. Several of the Official
Brethren on the Circuit wanted me to go and preach on the East Liverpool
Circuit as there was a vacancy just then. But I being almost blind, and not
knowing the roads, and some of the appointments were from four to six
miles apart, we concluded it would be too much for me. (p. 145) After
praying for Divine Guidance, I concluded to make arrangements for com
ing back to Jersey. (p. 146)

When we came to New York, I went the next day to visit my friends
at Bergen Hill, now Jersey City. I went to see the Pastor of the M. E.
Church. (p. 149) The winter was approaching and a very severe winter it
was, that was the great financial panick in 1857. I rented a couple of rooms
near Bergen Square. In two or three weeks the Pastor of the Simpson M.
E. Church had occasion to go to Connecticut, and appointed me to take
charge of the prayer meeting and preach the following sabbath. I did so
and had good congregations, many coming from curiosity to hear the blind
man. The following week we had one young lady converted, and the in
terest encreased. We commenced extra meetings about November and
continued them for eight weeks, and after two weeks we had to comn1ence
again, and the revival continued until the Annual Conference Inet in
March. We had a glorious time one hundred professed saving faith in
Christ. (pp. 150-151)
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When I came to Bergen I saw the necessity of strict economy as there
was as there was no prospect of employment. (pp. 152-153) About the
month of January, I became reduced to poverty, having spent nearly all
the money I had on medical treatment. But the Pastor and the Official
members of the Church gave me a donation of 30 dollars in money, and
about 30 dollars worth of groceries. Thus my wants were supplied until the
month of May. (pp. 154-155) One of the Official members of the Church,
who had always shown me kindness and sympathy ... advised me: to ped
dle Tea. (pp. 155-156)

I commenced to peddle Tea in September 1859 with a capital of 12
dollars. (p. 157) I made about two dollars and a half in the week, and it
gradually increased to three and three and a half a week. On Christmas
week I made four dollars. I felt quite encouraged, so I went and gave a
quarter of Tea and a half pound of Coffee to two Widows. And I came
home realizing that it is more blessed to give than to receive.... I resolved
to give a tenth of my profits to the Church, Widows and orphans. (p. 159)
My business steadily increased until about the year 1867. My profits
amounted to 18 or 20 dollars a week, my scales amounted to seven thou
sand dollars in one year. I said surely the Lord is my shepherd I shall not
want. (p. 164)

In the year 1859 I was appointed Pastor of the Communapaw M. E.
Church. I succeeded the Rev. Father Burrows and the Brethren in Com
munapaw gave me the same salary as they gave him namely 100 dollars for
a year. In the winter we had protracted meeting for five weeks.... We had
thirteen converted and the members revived. (p. 171) When my term of
one year expired as Pastor of the Communapaw M. E. Church, I was ap
pointed to the West Hoboken Class of about 13 members.... They
worshiped in a Feather factory and were supplied by Local preachers and
exhorters from New York. Our meetings increased in interest but after a
while we had to find some other place to worship. (p. 175) Th~e official
Brethren concluded to make an effort to build a Church. They' were
successful in getting the ground and a good donation with it. They com
menced to take up subscriptions and built the Palisade M. E. Church on
New York Avenue, Jersey City Heights.... After the dedication Brother
James Irvine was appointed Pastor in the fall of 1860. (p. 180)

I suppose the question would arise in the mind of the reader, how
could I fulfil the duties of a pastor and I almost blind ... [?] In preparing
for the Sabbath services, after praying for divine guidance and wisdom,
and having fixed on a subject for morning and evening; My wife would
take the Hymnbook, and having selected the hymns she would read two
lines of a Hymn and I would repeat them after her until I committed them
to memory. Then she would read two more and so on, until I could repeat
the hymns. I also studied my text and proof passages of scripture. But I
found that it was too much for me. The mental strain was affecting my
mind and nerves so that when I was relieved from the pastorate of the
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Palisade Church, I resolved not to take that office any more, but preach
wherever there was an opening as providence guided me.

Among the many kind friends, who brought Tea from me, there was a
member of the Presbyterian Church in West Hoboken, a Mrs. Perrin, one
of the most pious and devoted followers of Christ I ever met. She was an
invalid for about twenty years. From time to time she urged me to go to
her family physician in New York, as she felt confident that he would
relieve me. I had given up doctoring for four years, and I never expected to
get my sight restored in the world. But to please her I resolved to go to
him.... His name was Dr. Henry B. Millard. (pp. 181-183)

He asked me if I could go twice a week, and he would do all in his
power for me. I told him I was a poor man peddling Tea to make a living
for my family, and that I could not pay him for his services. But he was
willing to treat me free of charge. (p. 184) His treatment proved a great
success, beyond our expectations for in three months I could see to keep.
my accounts. He treated me for about a year without any compensation,
after that I gave him a dollar each time I went to his office.... All persons
who knew my condition thought it was a wonderful thing, that a man who
was seven years almost blind could be restored to sight again. (p. 185)

After I recovered my sight I united with the PalisadeM. E. Church
... ; they wanted to get the upper part of the Church finished. [The con
gregation was meeting in the basement of the unfinished building.] We got
it dedicated and h~d a great success both spiritually and financially. The
Brethren at Bulls ferry wished to be attached to the Palisade M. E.
Church, and [the pastor] and myself preached in our turn for a year at
Bulls ferry and left them able to get a Pastor. (p. 203)

[The next year, the pastor] and the Official Brethren [at Palisade]
resolved to establish a mission in Bonville. We got permission from the
Authorities to preach in a School House and organized a sabbath school.
We had a rough time of it for a while. Brother Parvin and myself preached
every ... Sunday afternoon alternately (p. 204) and after a while hired a
part of a house, and had weekly class and prayer meetings, and finally built
the Porter M. E. Church in Bonville. About that time the Simpson M. E.
Church started a mission at the West End, and I united with them to help.
We had preaching in the afternoon and sabbath school at the Watch Fac
tory and after some time a Church was built on Tonnely Avenue. (p. 205)

I am now an old Man in my 71 st year. 8 In bringing this narative to a
close} and taking a retrospective view of the past, I am constrained to say
Goodness and Mercy have followed me all the days of my life. (pp. 227,
230) Many a tinle when going along the Street and realizing the Blessings
and Mercies I have received from my God I would raise my hat and give
Glory to God. And now Dear reader may you and I continue to praise
Him here below, that we may Praise Hiln in His Heavenly Kingdom. (p.
233)8

8The autobiography was written in 1885.
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