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The Case Of An Unpublished Wesley Letter 

I received a phone call one day from my friends at Perkins School of 
J'heology, Southern Methodist University. They wanted to recognize Page 
Thomas, the director of the Center for Methodist Studies, Bridwell Library, 
by purchasing a John Wesley letter in his honor. Did I have a Wesley letter I 
would be willing to sell? Naturally, I did not, since I had presented my Wesley 
collection to Drew University some years ago. However, I assured them I 
would search for one. 

I immediately phoned my contact in London and urged him to scour 
England for a Wesley letter. He was not optimistic about possible success, but 
he was ready to try. To his and my surprise within a month he had found and 
purchased a hitherto unpublished Wesley letter. He forwarded it to me and I 
sent it on to Perkins. It proved to be a delightful way to honor the Director. 

Since the letter was unpublished, I resolved not only to publish it in DIS
COVERY but also to secure the services of today's most brilliant Wesley 
scholar, Dr. Richard P. Heitzenrater to write a commentary. Dr. Heitzenrater 
found in the short letter important references to three Methodist topics. He 
dealt with these references fully. 

A Wesley Letter on Deeds, Sashes, and Schedules 
by Richard P. Heitzenrater 

Some Wesley letters are like an iceberg-most of the real substance lies 
below the surface. Such is the case with a letter to John Valton in 1782. The 
brevity of the letter belies the significance of some of the topics that Wesley 
mentions only in part or in passing. 
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The body of the letter contains only· five sentences. But these sentences 
touch on at least three major issues of the Methodist movement in his day
connectionalism, architecture, and itinerancy. 

Madeley,' March 24, 1782 
My dear brother, 

I have no objection to your proposals. Let the trustees give such a bond 
as you mention; & see that the scarecrow house be made as handsome and 
convenient as the house at Leeds is. In particular, I beg all the windows may 
be sashes opening downward. Do not spoil the house to save a little expense. 

I think you have my plan: Huddersfield, April 23; Halifax, Wednesday. 
24; Keighley, Saturday 27; Bingley, Sunday 28; Yeadon, Monday 29; Otley, 
Wednesday May l; Friday 3, Bradford; Saturday 4, Wakefield,· Sunday 5, 
Birstall, noon; Evening, Bradford; Monday, Dawgreen; Tuesday, Leeds. 

lam, 

To: Mr. Valton 

Your affectionate friend and brother, 
J. Wesley 

At Birstall near Bradford 
Leeds [another hand] 
Yorkshire 

Seal: missing 
Stamped: Newcastle under Line [i.e., Lyme; he was there on the 251h] 
Endorsed: March 24, 1782 

Connectionalism 

The recipient of this letter, John Valton, had been assigned as the 
Assistant (lead preacher) on the Birstall circuit at the conference of 1782. The 
subsequent religious revival on the circuit is reflected in the growth of mem
bership during the next four years (beyond his tenure there) from 1,448 to 
2,024. This increase necessitated the building of a new preaching house. 

A porti.on of the nineteen trustees proposed to finance the building with 
a three hundred fifty pound bond. Wesley appears to approve the proposal in 
this letter. Wesley apparently even agreed to stipulations that gave the trustees 
rents and profits from the pews and seats in order to pay back the bond.2 

These local trustees then also proposed a deed for the new building, sim
ilar to the deed for the original one. Wesley had objected to the provision in 
the deed for the first preaching house at Birstall, one of the early ones in the 
movement, that gave the trustees the power of placing and displacing of 
preachers, which Wesley calls the "Presbyterian form." Wesley had, in the 

1We have modernized Wesley's spellings for "Madely," "Kighley," "Bradforth," and "Birstal." 
2Proceedings of the Wesley Historical Society 31 ( 1957): 32-34. 
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meantime, developed the "Model Deed" for Methodist preaching houses, 
which he expected all the societies to use. One of the key provisions of this 
Model Deed, while vesting the maintenance of the property in the trustees, 
was the connectional principle-to restrict the power of appointing preachers 
solely to Wesley and the Conference (the ''Methodist plan''). The preachers 
were, as Wesley often said, ''in connection" with him. Wesley. The prospect 
of building a new preaching house at Birstall raised this connectional issue at 
a crucial time in the early 1780s, a time when many new preaching houses 
were being proposed. 

The Birstall trustees presented the proposed new deed to Wesley at 
neighboring Dawgreen on May 9, 1782. Though they.argued their position ~or 
an hour, Wesley refused to sign the document. When John went on to 
Wakefield that evening, the trustees followed him there. After the preaching 
service, they pressed him again on the matter, arguing that the stipulations of 
the old deed could not be altered in the new. Wesley's report tb his brother 
Charles says that they "worried me down," arid he grudgingly agreed to sign. 
But in his letter to Charles on the 281

h of May, John asserted that if the soci
ety at Birstall "build an house for a Presbyterian meeting house," he would 
have nothing to do with it. 3 

Wesley raised the matter at the following Conference in July, noting that 
'"several of our preaching-houses are awkwardly settled." To prevent such 
instances in the future, he stated that no fund-raising should begin for any new 
house until certain stipulations were met. He also required that the society 
provide the Assistant with a written promise (1) "to conform to the 3rct, 41

\ Sh, 
61

\ and 81
h articles of answer 65 in the "Large" Minutes of the Conference, and 

(2) to settle the house, without meddling with lawyers, in the form set down 
[on] pp. 42, 43 of the Minutes" (i.e., the Model Deed).4 

The stipulated articles, as contained in the 1780 edition of the "Large" 
Minutes, are the following: 

3. Let the roof rise only one-third of its breadth: this is the true proportion. 
4. Have doors and windows enough: and let all the windows be sashes, opening down

ward. 
5. Let there be no Chinese paling, and no tub-pulpit, but a square projection with a long 

seat behind. 
6. Let there be no pews, and no backs to the seats, which should have aisles on each 

side, and be parted in the middle by a rail running an along, to divide the men from the 

women: just as at Bath. 
8. Wherever a preaching-house is built, see that lodgings for the preacJ1ers be built 

also.5 

1Letters of John Wesley, ed. John Telford (London: Epworth, 1931 ), 7: 124-25. For Wesley's 
longer account of this matter, see his letter to Joseph Benson (Nov. 29, 1782.; ibid., 148-51), the 
basis for his publication, "The Case of Birstall House"; see The Methodist Societies, in Works, 

9:505'-9. 
~Minutes of the Methodist Conferences (London: John Mason, 1862), I: 157. 
5lbid., 1:613. 
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The Conference also went on to deal more specifically with the Birstall 
matter, as seen in the next question/answer in the Minutes: 

Q. 22. What can be done with regard to the preaching-house at Birstall? 
A. If the trustees still refuse to settle it on the Methodist plan, 

1. Let a plain state of the case be drawn up; 
2. Let a collection be made throughout all England, or order to purchase ground and 

to build another preaching-house as near the present as may be.6 

One of the basic Wesleyan principles for building preaching-houses, not 
mentioned in the articles previously cited at the 1782 Conference but implic
itly touched upon in the letter, is article 7: 

Let all preaching-houses be built plain and decent; but not more expensively than is 
absolutely unavoidable; otherwise the necessity of raising money will make rich men nec
essary to us. But it so, we must be dependent upon them, yea, and governed by them. And 
then farewell to the Methodist discipline, if not doctrine too. 7 

Wesley would not abide wealthy men challenging his leadership in the soci
eties. The implications of having the trustees appoint and dismiss preachers 
was clear to him: ( 1) itinerancy would be at an end; and (2) "the bridle" would 
be in the preacher's mouth: "How dares [the preacher] speak the full and the 
whole truth, since, whenever he displeases the Trustees, he is liable to lose his 
bread? How much less will he dare to put a Trustee, though ever so ungodly, 
out of the society?"8 

Architecture 

This fear of the potential power of rich financiers rests behind the mat
ter at Birstall as well. So it might seem a bit surprising that Wesley allows the 
proposed bond and also presses for more expensive windows with the "sashes 
opening downward." Two major concerns seem to have motivated this 
requirement: ( 1) the need for air circulation to keep. the room from becoming 
too warm, and (2) the need to keep air drafts from chilling the people. 

Wesley suggested, as the model for the new house at Birstall, the new 
house at Leeds. But he recorded in his Journal that during a visit to Leeds in 
April 1752, the house was very full and "consequently so hot."9 In similar 
comments throughout the Journal, Wesley often notes occasions (even during 
winter months) when a preaching-house was so crowded that it was "as hot 
as an oven." In at least one case (at Cork), the people hurried outdoors while 
he was preaching, in order to escape the heat. 10 

But why "sashes opening downward"? Regular single-hung windows 
have a fixed panel of glass at the top with a lower sash that could be raised. 

6lbid., 1 : 157. 
7lbid., 1 :613. 
H"Case of Birstall House,'' p. 508. 
9loumal and Diaries Ill, ed. W. Reginald Ward and Richard P. Heitzenrater, in The Works of John 
Wesley (Nashville: Abingdon, 1991 ), 20:415. 
'°Ibid., 21:50. See also 20:428, 457; 21:12, 50, 114, 22:55, 116, 119, 199; 23:141, 361. 

- -· .. 
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The more expensive double-hung windows have a movable sash on the top as 
well and would allow convection currents to help push hot air out through the 
opening at the top. Single hung windows could, of course, help alleviate the 
heat problem, but Wesley divulges a particular advantage of having the mov
able top sashes in a letter to Edward Bolton in 1769: 

A preaching house can't be too light or too airy. Therefore your windows must be large. 
And let them be sashes, opening downward; otherwise the air coming in would give the 
people cold. 11 

Wesley, in this case, wanted his people to be neither too hot nor too cold (cf. 
Rev. 3: 15-16). 

Wesley had also raised the issue of window style in the Conference of 
17 65. The Minutes indicate that in all future Methodist buildings, "let all the 
windows be sashed, opening downwards." 12 This stipulation became incorpo
rated into the "Large" Minutes in 1770 and was continued theI;"eafter as part 
of the advice regarding buildjng. 13 Sash windows (movable sashes with 
counter-weights in the frame) were more expensive than fixed windows, but 
Wesley obviously felt that this expense was more than offset by the advan
tages. 14 And Wesley, in the letter to Mr. Bolton, also indicated that he would 
contribute ten pounds to the cost of the building. Given the building costs of 

~ the time, this amount would have covered the additional costs of double hung 
windows. 15 

Wesley's concern for the details of building design, such as the propor
tions of the roof and the details of the windows, reflects his broader interests 
in technology and aesthetics. He probably also knew the common rule for 
determining how many square feet of window space was required in a room 

11 Letters, 5: 126 (Feb. 12, 1769). 
12Minutes, l :51. 
l.1Jbid., 612-13. 
1 ~The prices in various contemporary sources list the differential between "fixed sashes" and 
"sashes prepared to slide" as being from 5 to 20 percent, depending upon the materials used 
(comparing prices of windows built with similar materials; the differential is proportionally 
greater when using mahogany). The differential between the cost of "single-hung" and "double
hung sash frames" ranges from 12 percent to 33 percent for any given thickness, partly depend~ 
ing again upon the type of materials used. See W. Pain, British Palladio, or, the Builder's General 
Assistant (London, 1790), pp. 12-13; see also The Builder's Price~Book (London, 1774), 
pp. 25-27. I appreciate receiving the opinions of Dr. H.J. Louw of the Scho0loJ Architecture., 
University of Newcastle, in this matter. Dr. Louw's D.Phil thesis at Oxford Unive;sity was "The 
Origin and Development of the Sash Window"; see also his article, "The Origin of the Sash
window," Architectural History 26 (1983): 49-72. 
15The actual cost differential was not more than a shilling per square foot of window at the most. 
Windows of a "proper size" have between 18 to 36 superficial feet (3 to 4 feet wide by 6 to 9 feet 
tall). For a room 30 feet by 50 feet (by 16 feet high), or approximately 24,000 cubic feet, the opti
mum window space of 155 square feet would cost (in the six or eight windows) up to 155 
shillings extra (less than eight pounds) to have double hung windows (out of a total building cost 
ranging from perhaps 200 to 700 pounds); i.e., approximately one to one and one-half pounds per 
window. Pain, Palladio, pp. 7, 13-14. 
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(multiply the height by the length by the width and find the square root of the 
product), as well as the typical patterns for a well-proportioned window. 10 

Wesley wanted no "scarecrow" buildings that were mere caricatures of a more 
pleasing, functional design. He had used this derogatory term to describe 
other preaching houses that he felt were not aesthetically pleasing. 17 He wanted 
buildings that would attract, not repel, the people. 

Itinerancy 

The last section of the letter contains Wesley's projected itinerary for the 
coming weeks, which he calls his "plan," a scheme similar to the circuit plans 
of his preachers. Wesley generally made every effort to honor his commit
ments to the societies and to adhere closely to his announced schedule. 18 In 
this instance, however, he was not totally successful. His Journal 19 indicates 
that he made it to Huddersfield by Tuesday, April 23, but floods caused by 
"violent rains" kept him at .his host's home, Longwood House, an extra day. 
The rain turned to snow on Thursday the 25ch and allowed him to move on, 
though he arrived two days late at Halifax. He had, however, apparently pro
vided some extra time for emergencies in the. overall schedule. He reached 
Keighley on time, in spite of an "exceeding sharp'' frost and a strong north,... 
east wind that was "scarce supportable." He also arrived at Bingley on sched
ule. There he noted that the church was hot, but ''very supportable." 

At this point, however, Wesley changed his proposed itinerary. He went 
northwest to Skipton rather than northeast to Yeadon. A quick circle to 
Grassington and Pateley Bridge on Monday then brought him to Otley on 
Tuesday, April 30, two days early. His friend, Elizabeth Ritchie, appeared to 
be "hovering between life and death,'' which may have kept him longer in that 
area than he had planned. At the end of the week, he went to nearby Yeadon 
(which he has missed earlier in the week) rather than to Bradford and 
Wakefield on the other side of Leeds. 

He was able to make his appointment to preach for John Valton at 
Birstall in spite of the fact that one of his horses, "having been so thoroughly 
lamed" at Otley, died that week. Having discovered that the new horse he 
bought liked ''to stand still when he pleased," Wesley set out early Sunday 
morning for Birstall, which was fortunate. After three miles, the chaise 
became stuck, causing Wesley to walk for about a mile and borrow a horse to 

10See Pain, Palladio, p. 7, and W. Pain, The Builder's Companion (London, 1758), pp. 118-20. 
11See Journal & Diaries, May 24, 1788 (Alnwick and Brentford). In a letter dated October 15, 
1785, Wesley wrote to Charles Atmore: "When you build at Blackburn, do not build a scarecrow 
of an house ... " (Letters, 7:296; Oct. 15, 1785). And to Jeremiah Bretall, about building a new 
house in Newcastle/Sunderland circuits: "But let them not build a scarecrow of an house like 
most of those in the North" (Letters, 7:249; Dec. 24, 1784). 
1 ~see R. P. Heitzenrater, "A Wesley Letter on Health and Ireland," Methodist History 27 ( 1989): 
119-23. 
14}ournal and Diaries VI, 23:237-38. 
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take him to Birstall. He arrived after the service had started but in time to 
assume his task of preaching. That evening, instead of preaching at Bradford, 
he preached at Leeds, two days ahead of schedule. Later that week, he made 
up his missed appointment at Wakefield before moving on to Sheffield. 

All of this is to say that in this instance Wesley altered his schedule in 
several significant ways, although he might have visited some of the omitted 
places on other days that are not described fully in his Journal. The plan of 
itinerancy that Wesley so jealously guarded in the rules of the Methodist 
movement also provided the basic framework for his own schedule, but mat
ters of expediency and alternate priorities often necessitated some flexibility 
in the actual performance of his personal duties. 

Conclusion 

The story of John Valton and the preaching-house deeds,goes beyond 
this letter and the instance of the Birstall deed. Valton also initiated the build
ing of a new and larger preaching-house at Dewsbury in the 1780s. The 
trustees there also refused to settle the house on the Methodist plan. Taking 
the Dewsbury case to the Conference20 in 1789, Wesley this time carried 
through on his threat to build a properly settled preaching-house nearby, ''that 

'the flock might not be scattered."21 The Minutes for that year include a list of 
115 preachers (including Valton, who was then appointed to the Bristol cir
cuit) who affirmed that they ''entirely approve" of the "settling all our preach
ing-houses upon the Methodist plan." 

Wesley himself then made a strong personal plea to the whole connec
tion for the new Dewsbury house, saying 

We have never had such a cause before. Let not then unkind, unjust, fraudulent men have 
cause to rejoice in their bad labour. This is a common cause. Exert yourselves to the 
utmost, I have subscribed fifty pounds. So has Dr. Coke. The preachers have done all they 
can. Perhaps this is the last labour of love I may have occasion to recommend to you. 22 

The list of 124 preachers who subscribed to the new preaching-house at 
Dewsbury, shows that their gifts ranged from five shillings to fifty pour,ids. 
The third largest donation, after Wesley and Coke, is the ten guinea contribu
tion of John Valton. 23 

20By the "Deed of Declaration," registered at Chancery Lane in 1784, Wesley had established the 
Conference as the legal entity to appoint preachers after his death. He had also republished the 
text of the Model Deed in the annual Minutes of 1788 to reinforce the necessity of settling houses 
on the Methodist plan; Minutes, 1:214-15. 
11 Societies, 9:510-11. 
11"The Case of Dewsbury House," Societies. 9:514. 
2
·
1Minutes, 1 :224-26. 


