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HOW I MET A YORKSHIRE PARSON

Mrs. Maser and I travel to London about twice a year. My wife col
lects Christina Rossetti, and I collect so many different authors, bookbind
ings and other antique items that we seldom leave London without some
treasure that one of us has captured in our trips through the book shops,
the auctions and the antique shows. On a recent trip to London we also
went to Stroud to visit two book dealer friends with whom we had lunch
and from whom Mrs. Maser purchased about a dozen Rossetti items in
cluding some very rare ephemera.

We later went to Holy Trinity Church near the Great Portland tube
stop. Christina Rossetti attended this church at one time. Her chief in
terest, however, was in a near-by church in Albany Street. There is a
Rossetti window in this church designed by Dante Gabriel Rossetti and
executed by William Morris. The Albany Street church still conducts
regular services, but Holy Trinity is now occupied by the Society for the
Propogation of Christian Knowledge. Here it conducts a book business
with a second hand and a rare book section. It is well worth a visit by
all book lovers.

This time I bought what proved to be a fascinating series of seven
teen letters from the Rev. John Barker of Hull to his son, the Rev. Henry
Barker, Chaplain on HMS Defiance and HMS Renown. In addition, the
collection contained two more letters to Henry from his brothers, Samuel
and William.

John Barker

John Barker was a blunt Yorkshire pastor during the time of the
Napoleonic wars. His letters were written from Hull between 1802 and
1813. He was not one of your fox-hunting, hard-drinking, swearing
Anglican clergymen who were alledgedly prevalent in the eighteenth cen
tury. Rather, he was Calvinistic in his theology, evangelical in his prac
tices, and conscientious in fulfilling his ministerial duties.
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! Part of the fascination of his letters lies in his outspoken views on
:.1' politics, the Napoleonic wars and the leading statesmen and military and

naval figures of his day. He also voices strong opposition to Roman
! Catholics, Methodists and the bishops of the Anglican Church, all of whom

he castigates in equal proportions. It is unfortunate that the limitations
of space prevent Our publishing the letters in their entirety. However, I
have selected those references that might have particular interest for the
readers of Methodist History.

The Methodists

'",

",:"

In my letter to you at Lord Elgins in Scotland, 1 related to yoil how many awful
instances of suicide there had lately been in Hull. Sincewrjting that letter; a Metl10dist
preacher hasawfullydispatchedhimself, by cutting ,his thtbatwitha razor,iila mbst
shocking manner. This unhappy man wa~ considered"py ye deluded methodists, 'as
a :kind of demi-god; & now, tho' he died jIi ye actual cOlhmissionpfone ofye most
atrocious sins, that :canbe committed, byahuman cl'eature;yet theyhaveyeatidaeity
to affirm, that they are sufe he is gone, to heaven, & that theyshallcettainly meet
with'him there .. What thinkyouoftheirpiety:?l consider them, with all their grimace,
as a set of detestable antinomians. 'I.abhot their tenets,. as papistical, &. I ,have ye
meanest opinion of theirmoralcondud.

He has all along been a pander for the methodists, and yet I believe they are now
pretty generally beginning to despise him. So enormously have these lunatics increased
in Hull, that they have now got four large meetinghouses, at which there is seldom
a day passes, but some ignoramous or other is employed in bawling out what is worse
than nonsense. So rapidly do they spread, that TOm Thompson, as I have been told,
said, that all the world would, ere long, become methodists. On hearing this, I remark·
ed, that he was assuredly wrong in his idea of that matter; for God ever had, & ever
would have,an elect people, & tho' the methodists should deceive all others by their
errors and delusions, them they never could nor would deceive. From a full convic
tion of their opinions being erroneous and unscriptural, they have had, & they may
probably still have, my decided opposition. While I have a tongue, and any regard
to pure evangelical truth, never shall their airy nostrums pass uncensored, or have
the eclat of a nemine contradicente [with no one contradicting]. And sincerely do
I wish, that all my dear Sons, from a ftiIlconviction and persuasion of the excellency
& importance of divine truth, would cordially join with me in this laudable work;
Le., to oppose them, not for their being called methodists; but as [?] of false',dec
trine, heresy, & schism. None can, to any good purpose, oppose this]lereticaf sect,
but sound consistent Calvinists. And of this sort, not many in these dregs of time
are to be found.

In a letter written on June '11th, 1808, Barker was enraged by the
attitude of the Methodists toward a tragic incident that must have shocked
the city.

Our first interest naturally would be Barker's attitude toward the
Methodists. In writing to his son, Henry, in 1805 he refers to another son
named William who is also a preacher. He is distinctly annoyed by William,
writing:
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Methodist History

In my little private meetings for religious exercises, I have three captains, viz. Mr.
Field, Mr. Norwood, & Mr. Bailey, a very nice man, to whom I trust my ministry
has been made useful. Before he had any proper views of ye important truths of ye
Gospel, he always had a kind of partiality towards me; but now it rests upon a right
ground. - On a Sunday evening, I have some persons who are attached to me, who
come to my house, with whom I converse, & to whom I endeavor to give some pro
fitable instruction. Among these are two daughters of ye late Captain Bruce, who,
I hope, are very well disposed young women.

Bromby preached ye visitation sermon, &a miserable, exceptionable discourse it was.
His drift was to make it appear, that ye difference between Protestants and Papists,
Episcopalians and Dissenters of every class, was so trivial and unimportant, that they
might all shake hands, and unanimously say, let there be no strife between us, for
we are brethren. But little aware is Master Bromby of his total incapacity to bring
about a reconciliation between ye seed of ye woman, & ye seed of ye serpent. He
imprudently, not to say impudently, took upon him to propose a change in our Ar
ticles. This was carrying matters too far, and ye Archbishop will betray his trust,
if he does not give him a sharp reprimand. hi!

th
The Bishops D.
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Barker's opposition to the Methodists extended to other bodies as well,
and he held strong views against ecumenicity. He wrote:

Barker was a great admirer of Toplady, the eighteenth century
Anglican clergyman who openly opposed Wesley and his Methodists, and
this may account, in some measure, for his attitude toward Methodism.

Like the Methodists, however, he conducted in his church class
meetings or what might be called religious societies. He wrote:

Barker had little good to say about the bishops of his day. In writing
of the Archbishop of York, he said:

The Archbishop held his primary visitation here on the 25th day of July last,
confirming children at ye same time. His charge was a vapid, uninteresting harangue.
I imagine he understands as little about ye genuine Gospel of Christ, as a Hindoo.

On December 15th, 1810 he referred to the Bishop of London and
once again to the Methodists :

The Bishop of London has published his Charge, which he delivered to ye Clergy
of his Diocese, sometime in ye course of the last summer. The Charge itself I have
not seen, but from what is said of it in a Review which I have read, it is a miserable
production, and clearly manifested him to be, in ye science of diVinity, a poor, dark
soul. He is pretty severe against ye Methodists for holding Calvinistic tenets; but he
is very properly reminded, that those who are in reality Methodists, dislike Calvinism
full as much as he himself does. Poor creature! he appears to be in a deplorable state.
of ignorance as to all yegreat and important truths of ye Gospel, & seems little bet- '
ter than a benighted Pagan in point of religious sentiment. This is, I am afraid, ye
case with ye most, not to say all, of our prelates.
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The Roman Catholics

Barker was no lover of Catholicism, and on June 11th, 1808 he wrote
of The Catholic Emancipation Bill:

I am glad it was negatived by a very great majority.... Papists will not be content
with mere equality, as anything short of being paramount will ever fully satisfy them.
. . . The tenets of Popery, as well as its practices, are, in my mind, abominable &
execrable. The religion of Papists is a system of idolatry, superstition, cruelty, and
murder.

In referring again to the bill, itself, he wrote:

Shame to yefiippant Bishop of Norwich, for uniting with ye promot~rs of a measure,
so inimical to ye welfare and happiness of Britons! He well deserves to be deprived
of his Bishopric, & to be turned out of that Church towards which he has acted so
base and seditious a part.

It might be helpful to note in passing that the Catholic Emancipa
tion Bill included a proposal to remove all religious tests which limited
the exercise of the franchise, or which were required for admission to
Parliament, the magistracy, the bar, municipal offices, or posts in the ar
my or the service of the state. The measure was proposed by Pitt, the Prime
Minister, but such was the feeling against Catholicism throughout the
country that it was defeated by a large majority. The Roman Catholics
naturally could not pass the religious tests which had been established for
the purpose of shifting them out of government.

Barker's letters are filled with references to current events, and reflect
his patriotic fervor. He rejoices in Nelson's victory at Trafalgar, but adds
that it was indeed "a dearly bought victory. When on ye Thanksgiving
Day I came to speak of this and of the lamented fall of the brave and
intrepid Lord Nelson I was so overwhelmed with grief and a flood of tears
so to be t<;,tally unable to speak for some time."

He experiences a similar reaction on hearing of the death of William
Pitt. "Much as I lamented the loss of the gallant Lord Nelson I cannot
but more deeply bewail ye loss of ye illustrious and truly patriotic Mr. Pitt."

He is bitter in his denunciations of Napoleon and believes that
England should make no peace with "Nap." He writes "I cannot imagine
that Nap has any other object in view in making a peace with us than
to fall upon us as soon as possible with redoubled fury and malice." He
is happy in Napoleon's "signal defeat ... in consequence of his Baving
the temerity to invade Russia. Much is it to be regretted that his vile car
cass wa~ not left in that country."

On the other hand he writes in the most moving terms of his faith
and doctrines, and he is greatly concerned for the welfare of his sons and
of his people. "We have lately had a great fall of snow ... numbers of
poor people will be greatly distressed unless persons of opulance consider
their miserable condition.... I hope to be able to distribute 20 Chaldron
of coals."
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In these brief excerpts I have been able only to' skim the surface of
his lengthy letters. But I have been forced by circumstances to read the
letters several times, and each time I have read them I have learned
something that I missed on a previous reading. Also, I feel I have gotten
to know the man - in a small way, at least. In spite of the fact that he
is obviously opinionated and bigoted, I cannot help but believe that
because he is so well informed - he would have made an entertaining con
versationalist and a delightful dinner guest. I wish I could extend him an
invitation to lunch that we might sit down and talk together about the
Methodists, the Roman Catholics, the great political figures of his and
the present day and end, probably, with some discussion of Christian doc
trine and the Bible.
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