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THE WESLEYS AT HOME: 

CHARLES WESLEY AND ms CHILDREN 

PHILIP 0LLESON 

The family life of Charles Wesley has perhaps not always received its 
due share of attention from his biographers, who have understandably con
centrated their attentions on the more public aspects of his life. 1 Yet the 
domestic sphere assumed for Charles an importance that it never had for his 
·brother John, and any biographical study needs to take account of this impor
tant area of his life and his relationships with the members of hisJamily cir-, 
cle.: his wife Sarah (1726-1822), his daughter Sally (1759-1828),2 and his 
sons Charles (1757,...-1834) and Samuel (1766-T837).3 This paper focuses on 
Charles Wesley's attitudes to family life and his relationships with his chil
dren, drawing on the evidence of his journals, letters and poetry, on unpub
lished family papers, and on contemporary testimony. 4 

'For biographies of Charles Wesley, see Thomas Jackson, The Life of the Rev. Charles Wesley, 
M.A., 2 vols. (London: John Mason, 1§41); John Telford, The Life of the Rev. Charles Wesley 
(London: Wesleyan Methodist Book Room, 1900); Frederick Luke Wiseman, Charles Wesley, 
Evangelist and Poet (London: Epworth Press, 1933); Frederick C. Gill, Charles Wesley, the First 
Methodist (New York: Abingdon Press and London: Lutterworth Press, 1964); Ar:noldDallimore, 
A Heart Set Free: The Life of Charles Wesley (Welwyn, Herts: Evangelical Press, 1988). See also 
the relevant chapter in George John Stevenson, Memorials of the Wesley Family (London: S. W. 
Partridge and Co., 1876). 
2ln this paper 'Sarah' will be used for Wesley's wife, and 'Sally' for his daughter. 
3For biographies of the children, see the relevant chapters in Stevenson, Memorials of the Wesley 
Family. For the musical careers of Charles and Samuel, see The New Grove Dictionary ofMusic 
and Musicians, ed. Stanley Sadie, 20 vols. (London; Macmillan, 1980) .. For a more extended 
study of Samuel, see James T. Lightwood, Samuel Wesley, Musician (London: Epworth Press, 
1937). See also William Winters, An Account of the Remarkable Musical Talents of Several · 
Members of the Wesley Family, collected from Original Manuscripts, &c., with Memorial 
Introduction and Notes (London: F. Davies, 1874); Erik Routley, The Musical Wesleys (London: 
Herbert Jenkins, 1968). 

•
4Jn the absence of a complete edition of Charles Wesley's letters, see The Jou~q.l of the Rev. 
Charles Wesley, M.A.; to which are appended Selections from his Correspondence and Poetry, 
ed. Thomas Jackson, 2 vols. (London: John Mason, 1849), and Frank Baker, Charles Wesley as 
revealed by his Letters (London: Epworth Press, 1948). See also Charles Wesley's letters of 
1779-1784 to John Langshaw in Wesley-Langshaw Correspondence: Charles Wesley, his Sons 
and the Lancaster Organists, ed. Arthur Wainwright and Don E. Saliers (Atlanta, Georgia: 
Scholars Press, l 993). For Charles Wesley's poetry, see The Poetical Works of John and Charles 
Wesley, 13 vols., ed. George Osborn (London: Wesleyan Methodist Conference Office, 1868-72), 
and The Unpublished Poetry of Charles Wesley, 3 vols., ed. S T Kimbrough, Jr. and Oliver A. 
Beckerlegge (Nashville: Kingswood Books, 1988-91). See also Representative Verse of Charles 
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When confronted with information from such sources, one of the biogra
pher's first concerns is with context: the extent to which the picture of family 
life and parental attitudes that emerges is typical of its time and the position in 
society of those involved. Accordingly, this paper begins by considering preva
lent attitudes to the education and upbringing of children in 18th century 
England, and in particular those attitudes prevalent within Methodism. It goes 
on to examine the childhood and early upbringing of the Wesley children. 
From the point of view both of parents and of children the evidence here is 
uneven, favoring Charles and his sons at the expense of his wife Sarah and his 
daughter Sally. In the absence of information about the specific attitudes and 
contribution of Sarah Wesley, but bearing in mind what we know about other 
aspects of the marriage, we can only assume that Charles's views and attitudes 
were shared by her. As far as the children are concerned, the main sources of 
information relate mainly to Charles and Samuel, both of whom were musical 
child prodigies. Regrettably, there is comparatively little information on the 
upbringing of Sally, who, lacking her brothers' outstanding musical abilities, 
was less in the public eye and attracted correspondingly less attention. 

During his last decade., the most significant events in Charles's family 
life were his dealings with Samuel, at the time going through a troubled ado
lescence and early adulthood. Of the three Wesley children, Samuel was the 
most musically gifted. He also comprehensively rejected the values of his 
family and of Methodism, to the sorrow of the family and the scandal of the 
entire Methodist community. Most of Samuel's later life dates from after 
Charles' death, and is thus not of direct relevance here.. But his involvement 
with and conversion to Roman Catholicism arid his long-standing love affair 
with Charlotte Louisa Martin both date from the 1780s and will be considered 
as important and highly stressful features ofCharles's final years. 

I 

Despite a large amount of concentrated and detailed attention over the 
last thirty years or so, the history of childhood still remains a controversial 
subject, · to the extent that there is little agreement even on the broadest out
lines of how relationships between parents and children changed over time.5 

Wesley, ed. Frank Baker (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1962), and Charles Wesley: A Reader, ed. 
John R. Tyson (New York and London: Oxford University Press, 1989). The two most important 
collections of Wesley family papers, including large numbers of letters by Charles's wife Sarah 
and the three children, are those at Emory University, Atlanta, Georgia (henceforth Emory), and 
at the Methodist Archives and Research Centre, John Rylands University Library of Manchester 
(henceforth Rylands). 
5For a brief summary of approaches to the history of the family and of childhood, see Michael 
Anderson, Approaches to the History of the Western Family, 1500-1914 (London: Macmillan, 
1980) and the Introduction to Mary Abbott, Family Ties: English Families 1540-1920 (London: 
Routledge, 1993). Some of the most influential studies are (in chronological order): Philippe 
Aries, Centuries .of Childhood: A Social History of Family Life. 
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Many historians, however, would identify a move in the late 17th century to 
a more liberal set of attitudes to children and their education from those that 
had been prevalent earlier. These new attitudes were articulated and encapsu
lated by John Locke in Some Thoughts Concerning Education (1693), a work 
of immense influence on thinking on education for much of the 18th century.6 

The dominant attitude of 17th century parents to children had been, in the 
words of J. H. Plumb, "autocratic, indeed ferocious."7 Unquestioning obedi
ence was expected of children, and infringements of discipline were met by 
harsh punishments. The new, more liberal, attitude stressed the importance of 
gentler approaches: a series of rewards and punishments appealing to chil
dren's developing reason, by which they would be bf6ught Up as useful and' 
accomplished members of society. Although both approaches can be seen in 
18th century educational thought, the more modern approach became increas
ingly the dominant one. 

The two approaches have separate religiot;ts and theological pedigrees. 
The earlier model is Calvinistic and stresses the essentially evil nature of the 
child, acquired through original sin: in the words of Richard Allestree in 
1658, "the new-borne babe is full of the stains and pollutions of sin which 
it inherits from our first parents through our loins."8 By contrast, the latter 
m~del stresses the essential goodness and innocence of the -child and the 
belief that with appropriate education and parental guidance he or she will 
prevail over the forces of evil. Theological underpinning for this view, 
which likens the child to Adam before the Fall, can be found as early as 
1628 in John Earle's Micro-cosmographie: "A child is a man in a small let
ter, yet the best copy of Adam before he tasted of Eve or the apple. . . . He 
is purely happy, because he knows no evil."9 This stress on the innocence of 
the child was to become more prominent in the 18th century, and was in one 
guise or another to be central to many Romantic attitudes to children and 
childhood. 

The most striking feature of the new attitude to children is the emphasis 
laid on the rationality of the child, and indeed of the whole enterprise of child
rearing. As Locke says, expressing a point of view clearly novel at the time: 

~John Locke, Some Thoughts Concerning Education (London! 1693); for a modern edition see 
The Educational Writings of John Locke: A Critical Edition with Introduction ati{i, Notes, ed. 
James L. Axtell (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968). (London: Cape, 196l)(iLawrence 
Stone, The Family, Sex and Marriage in England, 1500-1800 (London: Weidenfeld and 
Nicholson, 1977; shorter edn., Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1979); Linda A. Pollock, 
Forgotten Children: Parent-Child Relationships from 1500 to 1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1983). See also J. H. Plumb, "The New World of ·children in Eighteenth
Century England," Past and Present, No. 67 (May 1975), 64-95. 
7Plumb, "The New World of Children," 65. 
8Richard Allestree, The Whole Duty of Man (London, 1658), 20, quoted in Plumb, ''The New 
World of Children," 65. 
9John Earle, Micro-cosmographie (London, 1628), 1-2, quoted in Plumb, "The ·New World of 
Children," 68, n. 22. 
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It will perhaps be wondered that I mention Reasoning with Children: And yet I cannot but 
think that the true Way of dealing with them. They understand it as early as they do 
Language; and, if I mis-observe not, they love to be treated as Rational Creatures sooner 
than is imagined. 10 

However, it is the earlier, harsher, approach which is to be seen in the 
methods employed by Susanna Wesley, the mother of Charles and John, and 
set down in a celebrated letter of July 24, 1732 to John Wesley. Foremost 
among the "principal rules" she observed was that of "copquering the will" of 
her children: 

I insist upon conquering the will of children betimes, because this is the only strong and 
rational foundation of a religious education, without which both precept and example will 
be ineffectual. But when this is thoroughly done, then a child is capable of being governed 
by the reason and piety of its parents, till its own understanding comes to maturity, and the 
principles of religion have taken root in the mind. 11 

The necessity of breaking the will of children was to attain the force of 
dogma in Methodist theories of the upbringing of children. The usual theo .. 
logical justification was the one given by Susanna: that children should learn 
to subjugate their own desires to those of their parents in preparation for the 
adult Christian life, in which they would subjugate their desires to the will of 
God: 

As self-will is the root of all sin and misery, so whatever cherishes this in children ensures 
their after-wretchedness and irreligion; whatever checks and mortifies it promotes their 
future happiness and piety. This is still more evident if we farther consider th~treligion is 
nothing else than the doing the will of God, and not out own; that, the one grand impedi
ment to our temporal and eternal happiness being this self-will1 no indulgences of it can 
be trivial, no denial unprofitable, Heaven or bell depends on this alone. So that the parent 
who studies to subject it in his c;;hild works together with God in renewing and saving a 
soul. The patent who indulges it does the devil's work, makes religionimpracticable, sal
vation unattainable; and does all that in him lies to damn his child, soul and body, for ever. 11 

The influence of Susanna's views and the experience of his own child
hood is apparent in the educational thought of John Wesley~ 13 In the curricu
lum and rules for K.ingswood School (1749), 14 he combines Susanna's princi
ples with ~lements of the Moravian educational practice that he had observed 

rnsome Thoughts ConcerningEducation, paragraph 81. 
11Quoted by John Wesley in his Journal entry of August 1, 1742 (The Journal of the Rev. John 
Wesley, A.M., ed. Nehemiah Curnock, 8 vols. (London: Robert Culley [1909-1916]), vol. 3, 36), 
and in his sermon On Obedience to Parents (1784), in The Works of John Wesley Vol. 3: Sermons 
Ill, ed. Albert C. Outler (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1986), 361-72. 
12Wesley, Journal, August 1, I 742. 
13For an overall discussion of John Wesley's educational thought, see Alfred H. Body, John 
Wesley and Education (London: Epworth Press, 1936). 
14The Works ofJohn Wesley, 3rd edn., ed. Thomas Jackson, 14 vols. (London: John Mason, 
1829-'-31), vol. 13, 249-54, reprinted in Rupert Davies, A. Raymond George and Gordon Rupp 
(eds.), A History of the Me.thodist Church in Great Britain (London: Epworth Press, 1988), vol. 
4, 10+-6. 
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at Hermhut. The resulting regime was one of monastic severity: the only activ
ities in the curriculum were lessons, prayer, walking, and working, either in 
the garden or indoors, and the children were under constant adult supervision. 
No provision was made for relaxation, and play was specifically excluded: 

As we have no play-days (the School being taught every day in the year but Sunday) so 
neither do we allow any time for play on any day, He that plays when he is a child, will 
play when he is a man. 1 ~ 

John Wesley;s views on education and the upbringing of children 
showed no signs of relaxation as he grew older, and essentially the same prin
ciples are reiterated in his sermons of the 1780s on tlJ.e .. subject.16 

II 

Such views were not shared by Charles Wesley, and in their ·attitudes to 
child-rearing and education, as in so much else, the attitudes of the two broth
ers were very different. The more extreme attitudes of John are characterized 
by a failure to understand the psychology of the child, and are of a harshness 
and austerity which would find few supporters today. Charles, on the other 
hand, is a figure whom modem readers can understand and with whom they 

\ 

can identify more easily . . Hymns, poems, and letters all attest to his deep love 
for his children and his involvement with them: his anxiety when any of them 
were ill, his grief at the death of those who died in infancy, the care he took 
over their upbringing, his delight at their successes, and his disappointment 
when any of them failed to measure up to his high standards of behavior. 

Charles had come to marriage and fatherhood late. He was 41 when he 
married and 44 at the time of the birth of his firstborn John, who lived for only 
eighteen months. At the time of the birth of Charles, the eldest child to sur
vive to adulthood, he was 49; at the birth of Samuel, the youngest, be was 58. 
Nonetheless, he seems to have made every effort to understand his children, 
to enter into their world and to bring them up in the way most appropriate to 
their personalities and talents. Some aspects of his approach-notably hi~s 

seriousness, his insistence on discipline, and his tendency to assume adult 
understanding on the part of his children, reflect orthodox Methodist think
ing .. But in other respects he is far more liberal. As his nursery verse shows, 

-he was not unremittingly serious with his children and had a well-developed 
sense of fun. He also-recognized the important role of play in childrep'slives, 
and we know from family correspondence that Samuel, at least, was allowed 
to keep a small menagerie of pets and to indulge in kite-flying and other boy
ish activities. 17 But friendships with other children were not encouraged. An . 

15George and Rupp, 104-106. 
16See the sermons On Family Religion, On the· Education of Children, and On Obedience to 
Parents in The Works of John Wesley Vol. 3: Sermons Ill, ec;l. Albert C. Outler, 333-72. 
' 7Lightwood, Samuel Wesley, Musician, 45, citing Samuel's letters of 1777. 
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undated letter from Charles to Sarah warns against the children having friends 
of their own age on the grounds that "children are corruptors of each other.'ns 
Significantly, too, and presumably for the same reasons, Charles and Samuel 
were not sent to Kingswood, but were educated at home. 

It is largely because of the fame of Charles junior and Samuel as musi
cal child prodigies that we know so much about their early lives. From an 
account by Charles given to the lawyer and antiquarian Daines Barrington we 
learn of the young Charles playing a tune on the harpsichord "readily, and in 
just time'' at the age of two and three-quarters, after which he was able read
ily to reproduce what his mother sang or what he heard on the streets. 19 

Samuel's musical gifts were apparent at almost the same age. According to 
his father he taught himself to read from Handel's oratorio Samson, and at the 
age of five he "had all the airs, recitatives, and choruses of Samson and the 
Messiah: both words and notes by heart." At around the same time he was said 
to have composed in his head the airs of his oratorio Ruth, which he was not 
however able to write dpwn until he was eight. 

From these and other anecdotes it is clear that as prodigies the two chil
dren were among the most precociously outs~ding of all time, and inevitably 
their childhood and upbringing was very different from that of other children. 
As child prodigies they were the objects of widespread adult attention, and 
were frequently called on to display their accomplishments to visitors to the 
family home and in public. This early involvement with the adult world con
tinued as they grew older and as their musical education developed. 

The attitude of Charles to his sons' musical talents was inevitably 
ambivalent. As a music-lover himself, he was delighted that his children were 
gifted musicians, and regarded their abilities as God-given talents, to be 
developed to their full potential. At the same time, he would have soon 
become aware of some less welcome consequences of their childhood 
celebrity. The boys received a degree of attention and adulation from adults 
that would not always have been welcome or desirable, and they inevitably 
missed out on many of the features of a more normal childhood. 

Such problems are attendant on child prodigies and their parents in any 
age. In the case of the Wesleys, they were exacerbated by Charles's prominent 
position within Methodism and by some deep-seated Methodist suspicions 
about music. John Wesley's own views on music are set forth in his treatise 
On the Power of Music. 20 While prepared to admit the value of certain nar
rowly defined types of music in the context of worship, he was deeply dis
trustful of its sensual appeal and its association with worldly pleasures, in 

18}oumal of Charles Wesley, vol. 2, 246. 
'
9Charles's account was made available to Barrington and published together with Barrington 's 

own observations in his Miscellanies (London, 1781 }, 291-310. Barrington ( 1727-1800) had a 
particular interest in musical child prodigies, and had earlier written an account of the young 
Mozart, whom he had met and examined in London in 1765. 
20Dated Inverness, June 9, 1779; printed inArminian Magazine, 4 (1781), 104-107. 
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particular with dancing and the theater. For many Methodists, as for John, the 
profession of music would not have been consistent with a godly life, and the 
company of musicians would have been seen as highly inappropriate for the two 
sons of Charles Wesley. In addition, Charles would have been uncomfortably 
aware that there were many within the Methodist community who were already 
disposed to criticize him for what they saw as a worldly style of life. John 
Fletcher voiced what was presumably a widely felt concern when he wrote: 

You have your enemies, as well as your brother, they complain of your love for musick, 
company, fine people, great folks, and of the want of your former zeal and frugality. I need 
not put you in mind to cut off sinful appearances. 11 

To another critic, a Methodist lady who objected .to -the eleven-year-old' 
Charles junior playing in concerts, Charles replied with more than a hint of 
weary resignation as well as of defensiveness: 

I always designed my son for a clergyman. Nature has marked him for a mu~ician: which 
appeared from his earliest infancy. My friends advised me not to cross his inclination. 
Indeed I could not if I would. There is no way of hindering his being a musician but cut
ting off his fingers. 22 

Such criticisms were also expressed by such later writers as Thomas 
Jackson and George Stevenson, who had their own reasons for voicing their 
retrospective concern. Writing long after the event, they were confronted with 
the fact that in their later lives both Samuel and Charles junior had departed 
far from Methodism. The behavior of Samuel, in particular, was of an extrav
agant rebelliousness which was a considerable embarrassment to the 
Methodist community, and was badly in need of interpretation and explana
tion. A convenient and plausible place to look was in the children's childhood 
and upbringing. In the opinion of Jackson, for example, much of Samuel's 
behavior stemmed from his father's imprudent handling of his celebrity sta
tus as a child prodigy. Another factor was the supposedly malign influence of 
Samuel's godfather the Rev. Martin Madan., himself a keen musician, with 
whom the young Samuel spent a good deal of time in his childhood: 

When the boy displayed his early powers as a musician, this Clergyman carried him from 
place to place, among his friends, as a sort of prodigy. The child, though very young, was 
sensible and observant. He therefore felt that he was degraded, and conceived. a prejudice 
against his father for suffering him to be thus exhibited as a boyish wonder. This to him 
was an essential injury, and the beginning of that downward course which he afterwards 
bitterly larnented. From this time he was indisposed to pay a just deference:to ~is father's 
judgment; and he lost that tender filial affection which, had it been cherished in all its 
power, would have operated as a restraint upon his passions, and have kept him in the way 
of receiving spiritual good.23 

21John Fletcher to Charles Wesley, October 13, 1771, quoted in Gill, Charles ~esley: The First 
Methodist, 190. 
22Charles Wesley to Eleanor Laroche, February 3, 1769 (Rylands, DDWES 4n3), quoted in 
Baker, Charles Wesley as Revealed in his Le.tters, 110. 
i.
1Jackson, Life, 357. 
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It is impossible to adjudicate on the accuracy of Jackson's comments, but they 
are of value as being characteristic of explanations of Samuel's behavior 
offered at the time and for some time afterwards. In the case of his identifi
cation of Madan as a bad influence on Samuel, his judgment was no doubt 
affected by hindsight, for Madan was later to achieve notoriety following the 
publication of his controversial treatise Thelyphthora in 1780.24 The only 
piece of contemporary evidence of relevance to the issue is a letter from 
Charles to the seven-year-old Samuel, evidently written in response to some 
piece of childish misbehavior: 

Come now, my good friend Samuel, and let us reason together. God made you for 
Himself, that is to be ever happy with Him. Ought you not, therefore, to serve and love 
Him? But you can do neither unless He gives you the power. Ask, (He says Himself) and 
it shall be given you. That is, pray Him to make you love Him: and pray for it every night 
and morning in your own words, as well as in those which have been taught you. You have 
been used to say your prayers in the sight of others. Henceforth, go into a corner by your
self, where no eye but God's may see you. There pray to your heavenly Father who seeth 
in secret and be sure He hears every word you speak, and sees everything you do, at all 
times, and in all places. 

You should now begin to live by reason and religion. There should be sense even in 
your play and diversions. Therefore I have furnished you with maps and books and harpsi
chord. Every day get something by heart: whatever your mother recommends. Every day 
read one or more chapters in the Bible. I suppose your mother will take you now in the 
place of your brother, to be her chaplain, to read the psalms and lessons, when your sister 
does not. ... 

·Foolish people are too . apt to praise you. If they see anything good in you they should 
praise God, not you, for it. As for music, it is neither good nor bad in itself. You have a 
natural inclination to it: but God gave you that: therefore God only should be thanked and 
praised for it. Your brother has the same love of music much more than you, yet he. is not 
proud or vain of it. Neither, I trust, will you be. You will send me a long letter of answer, 
and always look on me both as your loving father, and your friend, 

C. Wesley25 

Irrespective of the circumstances which may have occasioned such a letter, it 
shines out as an example of the essential kindliness and rationality of Charles's 
approach to the upbringing of his children. 

24Martin Madan ( 1725-1790) was from 1758 until his death the Honorary Chaplain of the Lock 
Hospital, a charitable establishment for women suffering from venereal diseases. In Thelyph
thora he attempted by the use of passages drawn from the Bible to prove the acceptability of 
polygamy in biblical times and advocated its reintroduction as a means of alleviating the plight 
of women who had been seduced and abandoned, and of their children. The resulting furor rapidly 
led to his disgrace and ostracism. Madan's arguments were trivialized and misunderstood in his 
own day, and the bald statement inmost present-day reference books that he advocated polygamy 
does not do justice to the complexity of his thought or of his motivations in writing Thelyphthora. 
See Victor N. Paananen, "Martin Madan and the Limits of Evangelical Philanthropy,'' Proceed
ings of the Wesley Historical Society, 40 (1975), 57-68. 
25Charles Wesley to Samuel Wesley, March 6, 1773 (Rylands, DDWES 4170), quoted in Baker, 
Charles Wesley as Revealed in his Letters, 111. 
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III 

It is likely that a large part of Charles's decision to move the family from 
Bristol to London in 1771 stemmed from a desire to provide his children with 
the best possible educational and musical opportunities. In London, his sons 
would have all the musical opportunities they needed. At the same time, he 
would be able to keep their activities under supervision and control, and make 
sure they did not fall into bad company and bad habits. This was the rationale 
for the celebrated subscription concerts at the family home in Chesterfield 
Street, which ran for nine seasons from 1779 to 1787, attracting fashionable 
audiences and a good deal of publicity.26 Predictably, t,l:u;. concerts gave rise to 
some controversy and strong criticism from within the Methodist community, 
including the following from Thomas Coke: 

I looked upon the Concerts which he allows his sons to have in his own horn;e~ to be highly 
dishonorable to God; and himself to be criminal, by reason of his situation in the Church 
of Christ; but on mature consideration of all the circumstances appertaining to them, I can
not now blame him. 21 

In the face of such remarks, Charles Wesley felt obliged to give a justification 
of his actions. In a letter of January 14, 1779 to Lord Momington he set out 
hi~ "reasons for letting my sons have a concert at home": 

(1) To keep them out of harm's way: the way (I rnean) of bad music and bad musicians 
who by a free communication with them might corrupt both their taste and their 
morals. 

(2) That my sons may have a safe and honourable opportunity of availing themselves of 
their musical abilities, which have cost me several hundred pounds. 

(3) That they may enjoy their full right of private judgment, and likewise their indepen
dency; both of which must be given up if they swim with the stream and follow the 
multitude. 

(4) To improve their play and their skill in composing: as they must themselves furnish 
the principal music of every concert, although they do not call their musical enter
tainment a concert. It is too great a word. They do not presume to rival the present 
great masters who excel in the variety of their accompaniments. All they aim at in 
their concert music is exactness.28 

He subsequently declared in a letter to his brother John his conviction that he 
-was, 

26Lightwood, Samuel Wesley, Musician., 50-55. Charles Wesley's Concert Register, giving pro
grammes, financial accounts, and the names of subscribers and participants, 1779-1785, is at 
London, Royal Academy of Music,. MS-L WESLEY, C; a transcript in the hand of his grand~ 
daughter Eliza Wesley is at London, British Library, Add. MS 38071; further documents relating 
to the concerts are at Rylands, DDCW 4/4-6, 6/52, 6/55-58, 8/15, 8/21, and 9/15. 
27Thomas Coke to John Wesley, December 15, 1779, in Arminian Magazine, 13 (1790), 50-51. 
28Charles Wesley to Garrett Wellesley, 1st Lord Momington, January 14, 1779 (Rylands, DDWES 
14/65), quoted in Llghtwood, Samuel Wesley, Musician, 51-52. 
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clear, without a doubt, that my sons' concert is after the will and order of Providence. It 
has established them as musicians, and in a safe and honourable way. 29 

John disagreed, adding the footnote when he published the letter in the Arminian 
Magazine that he was "clear of another mind." 

IV 

It was during the period of the family concerts that the first signs of 
major problems in the Wesley family started to become apparent. By this time 
Charles and Sally were of adult years, although still living at home, as indeed 
they continued to do after their father's death. Jackson says nothing of Sally 
at this time, but he reports that Charles's worldliness and lack of spirituality 
were matters of concern both to his father and to his uncle, and quotes two 
letters from John Wesley to Charles on the subject.30 In the light of the inof
fensive dullness of Charles's later life it is difficult to see these letters as 
reflecting any serious or continuing problem. 

The case of Samuel, however, was another matter. As early as September 
1778, as we know from a letter from Charles to Sarah, some aspects of his 
behavior seem to have been giving grounds for concern, and he was becom
ing interested in Roman Catholicism: 

Sam will have many more escapes. Great will be his trials; but the Lord will deliver him 
out of.all .... Sam wants more pains to be taken with him. If I should not live to help him, 
it will lie all upon you. Make him a living Christian, and he will never wish to be a dead 
Papist.31 

Exactly what form Samuel's interest took is not clear from Charles's 
comment, but it probably indicates Samuel's attendance at Roman Catholic 
services at one of the London embassy chapels, which were the only places 
where Catholic rites could legally be celebrated at this time. It is doubtless 
true, as Samuel was many years later to assert in his manuscript Reminis
cences,32 that what drew him to Roman Catholicism in the first place was its 
music rather than its doctrines. Nonetheless, the mere fact of his attendance 
would have been a severe test for the most liberal father, and it is hard to 
imagine that the reaction of Charles could have been anything other than dis
may. 

Most of the details of the beginnings of Samuel's interest in Roman 
Catholicism remain unclear. His first dated Roman Catholic church music 
compositions were written in November 1780, but Charles' letter suggests an 

29Charles Wesley to John Wesley, April 23, 1779, printed in Arminian Magazine 12 (1789), 
386-88; quoted in Lightwood, Samuel Wesley, Musician, 52. 
30Jackson, Life, 354-55, quoting letters of August 4 and September 8, 1781. 
31Charles Wesley to Sarah Wesley, September 5-7, 1778 (Rylands DDCW 7 /36), in The Journal 
of the Rev. Charles Wesley, ed. Thomas Jackson, vol. 2, 269-70. 
32London, British Library, Add. MS 27593. 
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interest and involvement dating back to at least two years earlier. Whenever it 
occurred, it was an inopportune time, given the strong anti-Catholic feeling 
which followed the passing of the First Catholic Relief Act of 1779 and which 
was later to erupt in the Gordon Riots of June 1780. Although Charles's com
ment quoted above is our only record of his reaction to Samuel's initial inter
est, we can readily imagine his displeasure and his anxieties, not only for 
Samuel's spiritual wellbeing, but also for his physical safety. Samuel's 
involvement with Roman Catholicism in 1780 gives a personal significance 
to Charles's poems on the Gordon Riots, one of which was written on June 8, 
when the disturbances were at their height and when Samuel and his mother 
had had to be evacuated from the family home for theirown safety.33 

Although Samuel's attendance at Roman Catholic worship may have 
been tolerated by Charles, it can hardly have been welcomed by him. But 
Samuel's next step was more extreme. In early 1784 he underwe11ta form of 

.·.;:f.: 

conversion. It is not known whether he received instruction, conditional bap-
tism and formal reception into the Roman Catholic church, but one tangible 
outcome of his conversion was that he composed an elaborate Missa de 
Spiritu Sancto for chorus, soloists, and orchestra which he dedicated to Pope 
Pius VI and dispatched to Rome. 34 The whole episode of the conversion was 
chronicled in considerable detail first by Jackson and later by Stevenson, for 
both of whom it evidently had a dreadful fascination.35 Both authors describe 
what must have been an occasion of acute embarrassment when the Duchess 
of Norfolk, in her capacity as the wife of the leading Roman Catholic layman 
in England, paid a formal visit on Charles to break to him the news of his 
son's conversion, a situation made the more poignant by the fact that the 
Duchess' own son had recently abandoned Roman Catholicism for the 
Church of England.36 Samuel's conversion also occasioned o.n August 19, 
1784 a long letter from John Wesley which in its tolerance and eirenic 
approach contrasts strongly with the intemperate anti-Catholic remarks which 
he had made in the aftermath of the passing of the First Catholic Relief Act. 
After voicing his disquiet at Samuel's behavior in general terms, he expresses 
himself unconcerned about the precise form, "Protestant orRomish," of Sam,.. 
uel 's religious observance, and expresses his greater concern for Samuel's 
spiritual health: 

Whether of this church or that, I care not: you may be saved in either, or damned in either, 
but I fear you are not born again; and except you be born again you Cannot se.!! the kingdom 

' ·\ 

33See also Charles's eye-witness account of the Gordon riots in his letter to John Wesley on June 8, 
1780, quoted in Jackson, Life, 320-321. For the Gordon Riots, see Christopher Hibbert, King 
Mob: The Story of Lord George Gordon and the Riots of 1780 (London: Longmans, Green, 
1958). 
14Autograph dated May 22, 1784 at Cambridge, Fitzwilliam Museum, MS 730; revised version 
at London, British Library, Add. MS 35000. 
15Jackson, Life, 359-60; Stevenson, Memorials ofthe Wesley Family, 505. 
36Stevenson mistakenly describes this incident as having taken place in 1785. 
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of God. You believe the Church of Rome is right. What then: If you are not born of God, I· 
you are of no church. Whether Bellarmine or Luther be right, you are certainly wrong, if 
you are not bom of the Spirit; if you are not renewed in the spirit of your mind in the like-
ness of Him that created you .... 

0 Sammy, you are out of your way! You are out of God's way! You have not given 
him your heart. You have not found, nay, it is well if you have so much as sought, happi
ness in God! And poor zealots, while you are in this state of mind, would puzzle you about 
this or the other church! 0 fools, and blind! Such guides as these lead men by shoals to 
the bottomless pit. My dear Sammy, your first point is to repent and believe the Gospel. 
Know yourself a poor guilty helpless sinner! Then lcnow Jesus Christ and him crucified! .

1

. 

Let the Spirit of God bear witness with your spirit, that you are a child of God and let the 
love of God be shed abroad in your heart by the Holy Ghost, which is given unto you; and 
then, if you have no better work, I will talk with you of transubstantiation or purgatory.37 

The intense pain caused to Charles by the Roman Catholic incident is 
amply documented in the collection of poems in MS Samuel Wesley RC, the, 
front cover of which is endorsed by Sally as being "verses on his Son Samuel 
on being made acquainted he had embraced the Roman Catholic religion."38 

In the best known poem of this collection Charles expresses his grief at what 
he inevitably saw as an act of betrayal, and likens his "sacrifice" to that of 
Abraham: 

Farewell, my all of earthly hope, 
My nature's stay, my age's prop, 

Irrevocably gone! 
Sub~issive to the will divine 
I acquiesce, and make it mine; 

I offer up my Son! 

But give I God a sacrifice 
That costs me nought? My gushing eyes 

T'he answer sad express~ 
My gushing eyes and troubled heart 
Which bleeds with itsbeloy'd to part, 

Which breaks thro' fond excess. 39 

Samuel's conversion to Roman Catholicism was not the only aspect of 
his behavi?r to cause concern to the family. What now confronted Charles was 

· a general unruliness and rebelliousness which seems to have informed Samuel's 
behavior from his early adolescence, and may; as we have seen, have origi
nated in his childhood. There are, unfortunately, few relevant contemporary 

37John Wesley to Samuel Wesley, August 19, 1784, in The Letters of the Rev. John Wesley, A.M., 
ed. John Telford, 8 vols. (London: Epworth Press, 1931), vol. 7, 230-31; see also his letter of 
May 2, 1784 to his nephew Charles (ibid., 216-7). For John Wesley and Roman Catholicism, see 
David Butler, Methodists and Papists: John Wesley and the Catholic Church in the Eighteenth 
Century (London: Dart.on Longman Todd, 1995). 
38The Unpublished Poetry of Charles Wesley, vol. 1, 303-16. 
39The Unpublished Poetry of Charles Wesley, vol. 1, 304. The poem of which these stanzas form 
part is also printed in Jackson, Life, 361-64, and Stevenson, Memorials of the Wesley Family, 
505-6. 
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family documents and letters to fill out a fairly sketchy picture of life in the 
Wesley family in the 1780s.40 Retrospective references in later letters, chiefly 
fron1 Sally to Samuel, supply many of the details. Samuel's behavior at this 
time seems to have included drunkenness, staying out until the early hours of 
the morning, and striking and otherwise abusing servants. It is clear that 
Samuel was in open revolt from his father and his family and all that they 
stood for, and it is possible to interpret his behavior as a particularly extreme 
form of adolescent rebellion. But it seems more likely that it was to some 
extent an early manifestation of a hypomanic phase of the bipolar or manic
depressive illness that was to affect him for the remainder of his life.41 

Our knowledge of Samuel's wild behavior gives precise context to pas
sases like the following in the poems of MS Samuel Wesley RC, which might 
otherwise be dismissed as overwrought and hysterical in tone: 

From drunken, riotous excess 
From vice, and open wickedness 

His giddy youth restrain, 
While flattery sooths, and pleasure smiles, 
And harlots spread their slighted toils, 

And glory courts in vain. 42 

\ Perhaps the greatest cause of family tension in the 1780s was Samuel's 
relationship with Charlotte Louisa Martin, whom he was eventually to marry. 
They had first met as early as October 1782, when Samuel was 16 and 
Charlotte was 21 or 22. The relationship was violently opposed by the fami
ly, largely on the grounds of what was perceived, with what degree of justifi
cation it is impossible to tell, as Charlotte's unsuitability of character.43 We 
can also assume that Samuel's youth and the difference of five years in age 
between him and Charlotte would also have come into the matter. Samuel, 
predictably, refused to accede to his parents' demand that he should break off 
the relationship, and it continued up to the time of Charles's death as a potent 
source of family conflict. 

The subsequent history of the relationship, while not of direct relevance 
here, is worth sketching as an indication of Samuel's later actions and the · 
extent to which he departed from the values and conventions of the family, and 

40Not surprisingly, Charles's letters to John Langshaw senior in Wesley-Langshaw_ Correspon-
dence contain no hint of any family problems. -
41 Samuel's extended periods of depression throughout his life have long been acknowledged by 
his biographers, but the diagnosis of manic-depressive illness is more recent. It is, however, 
strongly borne out by the .events of his life, his pattern of creativity, and his letters. On manic
depressive illness, see Frederick K. Goodwin and Kay Redfield Jamison, Manic-Depressive 
Illness (New York and Oxford:. Oxford University Press, 1990); Kay Redfield Jamison, Touched 
with Fire: Manic-Depressive Illness and the Artistic Temperament (New York: Free Press, 1993}. 
42The Unpublished Poetry of Charles Wesley, vol. 1, 305. 
43See Samuel's letter to his mother of November 7, 1792 (Rylands, DDWF/15/5) in which he 
defends Charlotte against accusations of extravagance and ·the possession of a "fickle and wan
ton nature." 
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indeed of respectable society of the day. After more than ten years of opposi
tion from the family, Samuel and Charlotte married in April 1793. For some 
time before the marriage they had lived together and considered themselves 
as man and wife, while refusing to go through any marriage ceremony and 
claiming some theological justification for their stance.44 The abandonment of 
this position was no doubt occasioned by Charlotte's pregnancy and their 
desire to avoid the stigma of illegitimacy for their child and any succeeding 
children.45 After the marriage their relationship almost immediately started to 
deteriorate, and their subsequent life together was unhappy and stormy, with 
frequent quarrels, infidelity on Samuel's part and incidents of violence on 
both parts. They finally separated in early 1810. Samuel subsequently took up 
with his housekeeper Sarah Suter, 15 or 16 years old to his 43, and lived with 
her until his death in 1837, fathering no fewer than seven children to add to 
the three by Charlotte. 46 As divorce was not readily available at the time to 
those in the Wes1eys' position, Samuel and Charlotte remained married, and 
all the children by Sarah Sutter were illegitimate. 

In the 1780s these later episodes in Samuel's life lay far in the future. 
But it is apparent from the events described earlier that these years must have 
been ones of almost incessant domestic stress and turmoil for Charles. We 
should not, first of all, underestimate the continuing disruption to domestic 
routine caused by the family concerts over a period of eight years, or the con
tinuing strain they must have imposed on Charles at a time when he doubtless 
would have preferred to lead a quieter life. The major problem, however, 
beside which any shortcomings in the behavior of Charles Junior ot Sally 
must have seemed insignificant indeed, was the behavior of Samuel. Few 
today would share the confidence of 19th century writers such as Jackson or 
Stevenson in explaining root causes and in apportioning blame for Samuel's 
behavior, and modem explanations are far more likely to take into account the 
part possibly played ·by his manic-depressive illness. Nonetheless, it is clear 
that, for whatever reason, every significant action in Samuel's life at this period 
was taken in direct or indirect defiance of his father. An important part of the 
story of Charles Wesley's final years must be the story of this badly failed 
relationship, and the pain and suffering that it undoubtedly caused him. 

«This stance in part derived from one of the arguments of Madan 's Thelyphthora. Following 
Madan, Samuel claimed that there was no evidence for the existence of any sort ofreligious mar
riage ceremony in biblical times, and that marriage was constituted solely by the physical union 
of a man and a woman. By this criterion, as he declared in his defiant letter to his mother of 
November 7, 1792, he and Charlotte were by this time incontestably man and wife: "she is truly 
and properly my wife by all the laws of God and Nature. She never can be made more so, by the 
mercenary tricks of divine jugglers .... " 

A$Their first-born child was Charles, who according to Stevenson (Memorials of the Wesley 
Family, 539) was born on September 25, 1793. He was baptized on October 20. 
46In addition, one child by Charlotte and two children by Sarah Suter died in infancy or early 
childhood. 


