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A Discovery That is Not A Discovery 
And Yet is A Discovery 

In the last issue of the Historical Bulletin of the World Methodist 
Historical Society there was a brief note entitled "Those Wesley Letters 
Again." A Wesley letter had been noticed by Bishop James K. Mathews 
when he was being shown around Fremont Street United Methodist Church 
in Gloversville, NY. The letter, which was displayed for the benefit of 
scholars and visitors, was written by John Wesley on April 22, 1775 and 
addressed to "My Dear Sister," a favorite salutation of Wesley's to a variety 
of women. 

At ·first it seemed that this was an unpublished Wesley letter or another 
rare discovery. However, when a transcript of the letter was sent to Dr. 
Richard Heitzenrater, one of today's leading Wesleyan scholars, he noted 
that it had been published in the Proceedings of the Wesley Historical 
Society in June 1946. This is over forty-five years ago, and not many 
persons would have access to the Proceedings unless through a Methodist 
seminary library or some other source. In a sense, therefore, it is a Dis
covery for many persons, and we are reprinting it here with the, permis
sion of the pastor of Fremont Street United Methodist Church, fhe Rev. 
Wendell Elmendorf, Jr. 

General Comments 

The "Sister" to whom Wesley is writing has been identified as Miss 
Penelope Newman. She apparently lived in Cheltenham and Luke Tyerman 
in his Life of John Wesley has this to say about Cheltenham and about her: 
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[Cheltenham], like Bath, was a place of fashion and pleasure, and, therefore, not 
a friendly soil for Methodism. Wesley had preached here in May of 1744 to a com
pany who seemed to understand just as much of the matter as if he had been talking 
Greek. In 1766 he tried again "out of doors, in the midst of a piercing wind, and none, 
rich or poor, went away till his sermon was concluded." Three years afterwards, the 
Methodist itinerants began to visit Cheltenham; and among others converted, was Miss 
Penelope Newman, who soon became the leader of two classes, and a select band, 
and who, for years, was one of Wesley's correspondents. Before her conversion, she 
kept a bookshop; afterwards she devoted herself wholly to the work of God, making 
visits to adjacent towns and villages, and, like Sarah Crosby and others, occasionally 
giving public exhortations. For long years, the meeting place of the Methodists at 
Cheltenham was a small house in Pitville Street, which was alternately occupied by 
them and the baptists; and such was the slow progress of Methodism in this place of 
fashionable resort, that it was not until the year 1813 that the Methodists obtained 
a chapel of their own, and even then there were only twenty in the society. 

There has been some question about Miss Newman's first name, cer
tain authorities believing it was Priscilla. This receives some support from 
the fact that in one letter Wesley addressed her as "Prizzy," a horrible 
diminutive. Wesley often shortened people's names by referring to them 
in this familiar way, speaking of "Sammy" or "Frankie," etc. I recall on 
one occasion that Bishop Francis McConnell in speaking to me about 
Wesley, derided him for this crude habit. Then he looked at me and said, 
"How do you think Wesley would have liked it if someone had written 
to him as 'Dear Johnny."' The thought so shocked me that for the minute 
I was speechless. 

According to the Proceedings Miss Newman was a sister to a substan
tial mercer, draper, and tailor in Cheltenham by the name of Thomas 
Newman. He was for a time churchwarden of St. Mary's parish church 
in Cheltenham. The Newman family apparently entertained John Wesley 
on several occasions and traditions state that Wesley preached outdoors 
beneath a tree at the rear of the Plough Hotel, High Street. 

Miss Newman was instrumental in the conversion of Jonathan 
Cousins who in 1780 became a traveling preacher. They were married in 
1782, and he died in 1805. The couple had one child, a girl named 
"Philadelphia." J. Bartram, a Congregational minister at Brassington 
County Derby in 1870 stated that in 1822 the letter was presented by Miss 
Philadelphia Cousins to a Mr. James Bartram, then a Wesleyan local 
preacher and later a Congregational minister. How the letter came to be 
in Gloversville, NY, is one of Methodism's unsolved mysteries. 

Dr. Heitzenrater called my attention to the fact that near the time 
Wesley was writing this letter to Miss Newman, he was also writing to 
Thomas Rankin in America about the War between the Mother country 
and the colonies. He expressed his deep concern for both England and 
the colonies, but made no mention of his feelings in the letter to Mis~ 
Newman. There is little that needs explaining in the letter itself. Wesley 
described briefly his experiences on the ship going to Ireland and his joy 
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at the response to his preaching at Edinderry. His traveling companion 
on the trip was Joseph Bradford. At one stage of the journey in Ireland 
Wesley became dangerously ill. Bradford urged him to take a cup of 
medicine which Wesley drank more to please Bradford than in hope of 
a cure, thinking "it will do me neither harm nor good." The medicine 
proved to be an emetic which immediately helped Wesley-the whole 
incident suggesting that his illness may have been the result of food poison
ing- and within a week he was in Dublin preaching as usual. Word of 
his illness had spread through Methodism causing great anxiety. 

In returning to Wesley's letter to Miss Newman, his description of 
the fire at the place where he was staying may have recalled for him tlie 
fire at the Rectory in 1709 when he was but a lad. He made no mention 
of such a connection, but the detail in which he related the incident may 
indicate that he was once more thinking of the lad and later therhan who 
was a "brand plucked from the burning." The letter follows: 

My Dear Sister, 

Portarlington. 
April 22, 1775 

The contrary winds detained me at Liverpool, till the 30th of last month. We then 
went on board, with a tolerably fair wind. But we were hardly got out of the river, 
before the wind turned against us, and blew harder and harder. We had likewise a 
rough, rolling sea, so that my companions became sick enough. On Friday morning, 
we had an heavy storm, which died away into a calm. So that we did not reach a village, 
five miles from Dublin, till Sunday, April 2nd. 

lleft Dublin, AprillO, where the work of God is in a flourishing state, and rode 
that day to a little town called Edinderry. I have not for many years seen such a con
gregation there, either so numerous or so attentive, so the Prince of this world was 
not well pleased and was willing to be revenged. I was just fallen asleep when I was 
waked with a vehement cry, "The house is on fire." At the same time, there was an 
huge noise in the yard and a thundering on the chamber door. I rose without any hurry 
or emotion, knowing that the Lord reigneth. The flakes of fire from the chimney were 
falling largely, partly into the chamber and partly upon the top of the house, the thatch 
of which was as dry as tinder. But not a straw took fire. I ordered them immediately 
to hang a wet blanket before the chimney, but a quarter of an hour, no fire was to 
be seen, so I lay down again and slept in peace. 

Wherever the good Providence of God makes a way for you to help the neighbours, 
you must not let slip the opportunity. You see, He does not send you a~ warfare on 
your own cost. He gives strength to all that trust in him. 

I am, 
My Dear Sister, 
Your affectionate brother, 
J. Wesley 




