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An interim report about current developments in Europe

At times it is helpful to review the roots and developments of 
an enterprise for determining an appropriate course of action.  
Remembering the tradition in which we are a part as Methodists 
who focus our ministry on the historical contributions to the 
church’s mission is hopefully interesting and helpful for 
Methodists all over the world.  Beyond this brief history of the 
World Methodist Historical Society I want to share current plans 
to build up closer historical networks on all continents.  Dr. Robert 
Williams, the General Secretary of the General Commission on 
Archives and History of The United Methodist Church, and I, 
as current president of the World Methodist Historical Society, 
grasp our responsibility—as our predecessors did before—to 
support the discovery and care for historical knowledge in the 
Wesleyan tradition.  We feel confident that there is a need for 
a closer connectional structure of historians—professionals 
and laypeople—and historical work for the many member 
denominations of the World Methodist Council.  Therefore, we 
want to have an overview of the Wesleyan historical societies 
and archives on the different continents all over the world.  The 
goal is to build up continental networks.  As a first example 
I will tell you about the European situation—the history 
of different historical societies and work that was done for 
decades, and first steps to broaden and revitalize the European 
Wesleyan historical network on Continental Europe.  Maybe on 
other continents you will feel encouraged to go ahead and (re-) 
construct a functional historical network, too. 

1. Brief review of the Beginnings of the World Methodist 
historical Society and its Subdivisons

The fourth Ecumenical Methodist Conference (founded in 
1881, the precursor’s committee of the World Methodist 
Council as it was renamed in 1951) incorporated in Toronto 
in 1911 the Ecumenical Methodist Historical Union (EMHC) 
as its historical commission.  Historical knowledge has in 
the Wesleyan tradition always been important—not only 
esteemed but needed for theological reflections.  The EMHC 
had in its beginnings—roughly geographically discerning—
two “sections”: a Western, concerning the United States, and 
an Eastern one, focussing on Great Britain.  Their task was 

to discover historical sources about the origins and historical 
developments of Methodism, and to provide these for further 
research.

Both sections worked widely independently of each other as 
well.  In Great Britain reports were printed every now and then 
in the Proceedings of the Wesley Historical Society, an organ 
of the Wesley Historical Society already founded in 1888 in 
England, a historical society independent from the conference of 
the Methodist Church.  It encouraged connexional branches with 
local historical research and archives in districts all over Great 
Britain.  It has still the priority to explore the British Methodism 
and quite predominantly the era of the Wesleys.  In 1947, the 
name Ecumenical Methodist Historical Union was changed 
into International Methodist Historical Society (IMHS) and the 
eastern research area became the “British section.”  Though 
at this time there was already a society for Methodist history 
in the German-speaking area on the European continent since 
1927 (Verein für Geschichte des Methodismus, 1960 renamed 
in Studiengemeinschaft für Geschichte des Methodismus, after 
the church union in 1968 Studiengemeinschaft für Geschichte 
der Evangelisch-methodistischen Kirche), it was obviously less 
in the field of vision of the research horizon of both Anglo-
American sections.  This association was/is related to the 
Methodist Church (later United Methodist Church).

Prior to the World Methodist Council that was held in Denver 
in 1971, British and American Methodist representatives of 
the International Methodist Historical Society met to compile 
a new constitution.  The horizon for exploring the world-wide 
Methodist heritage had extended with the organization of the 
Oxford Institute in 1958.  So for the first time representatives 
from other parts of the world were involved in the IMHS, 
too.  Finally the IMCH was renamed as World Methodist 
Historical Society (WMHS) which pointed to a growing global 
understanding and interest.

2. Developments and Shifts of the British Section of the 
World Methodist historical Society

Dr. Maldwyn L. Edwards, president of the British Wesley 
Historical Society, 1964-1974, inspired others for an 
international historical conference that took place at Wesley 
College in Bristol in 1973.  The topic was “Methodism in its 
Cultural and Evangelical Setting.”  In the report, published 
in the Proceedings of the Wesley Historical Society it was 
enthusiastically  stated, that “the contributions of some 
younger generation of Methodist historians and the presence 
of academic historians as well as amateurs were among the 
more promising omens for the future of Methodist historical 
scholarship” (Proceedings, Vo. XXXIX, Part 5, June 1974, p. 



151f).  Also, “by no means the least valuable and stimulating 
aspect of the Conference was the opportunity it afforded for 
scholars from different parts of the Methodist world to meet 
and establish relationships” (ibid., p. 152).  The majority of the 
over fifty conference participants came from the USA.  Among 
the few from Continental European countries was Dr. Rüdiger 
Minor, at that time lecturer (church historian) at the United 
Methodist Seminary of the German Democratic Republic in 
Bad Klosterlausnitz (1984 its Director, 1986 Bishop of the 
Central Conference of the GDR, 1993 to 2005 Bishop of the 
Eurasian district of the North European Central Conference).

As a continuation of this conference the newly appointed 
secretary of the British section of the WMHS, Dr. John Vickers, 
was asked to explore the possibilities for regional conferences in 
Continental Europe.  This was supported by the German bishop, 
Dr. Karl Ernst Sommer, but once more some years passed by until 
finally, Dr. Rüdiger Minor initiated a historical conference for 
Continental Europe in Bad Klosterlausnitz in 1979—referred as 
“regional conference of the World Methodist Historical Society” 
(MITTEILUNGEN, 1980/2, Preface, p. 3).  That also seemed to 
have encouraged the revival of the German Historical Society 
of The United Methodist Church (Studiengemeinschaft für 
Geschichte der Evangelisch-methodistischen Kirche).  A new 
chair was elected, Rev. Karl Steckel, Director of the Theological 
Seminary of the German Federal Republic in Reutlingen, who 
continued publishing historical discoveries and lectures as those 
given at Bad Klosterlausnitz in the periodical MittEilunGEn 
der Studiengemeinschaft after that having paused for 13 years. 

3. european Methodist historical Society – United Methodist 
historical Society for continental europe

The experiences of that conference became also the initial 
spark of a European Methodist Historical Commission.  It was 
appointed by the Council of European Central Conferences 
(originally founded in 1966 to coordinate the approaching the 
Church Union of the Methodist Church and Evangelical United 
Brethren Church that took palace in 1968).  This was the reason 
why the European Historical Commission, founded in 1980, in 
the subsequent period became a United Methodist Commission 
to which the European Central Conferences sent two delegates.  
The main purpose of the European Historical Commission 
became the preparation of European historical conferences.  The 
idea was also to launch regional research and pre-conferences 
to prepare for the broader one.  Pre-conferences worked—as 
far as I know—only in Germany for the German-speaking area 
(Germany, Switzerland, and Austria).

Other organized Churches in Continental Europe in the 
Wesleyan tradition as Methodists in Spain, Portugal, Italy, 
Belgium, France as well as the Church of the Nazarene were 
not in the field of vision and at that time not involved. 

The awareness changed after the fall of the Berlin wall in 1989, 
when in the period that followed Europeans also slowly started 
to learn about different histories and grow together.  Consistently 
the Council of European Central Conferences was expanded to 
all European Churches in the Wesleyan tradition according to 
the World Methodist Council’s membership.  Consequently the 

council’s name was replaced by European Methodist Council 
as consultative conference of European Methodist Churches in 
1993. 

That adaptation did not immediately mean that the historical 
commission also expanded accordingly.  One reason was 
on one hand there was the independent British Wesleyan 
Historical Society with its well structured work (regular 
annual lectures, conferences every three years, the journal 
Proceeding of the WHS; its network with other agencies) and 
on the other there was the European Historical Commission 
with a limited structure, connected with the UMC Central 
Conferences which supported the commission by delegates and 
a small budget to meet and prepare conferences.  As chair of 
the European Historical Society since 2005, I discussed with 
persons responsible of the Wesleyan Historical Society the 
possibilities of working more closely together.  As a first step 
it seemed reasonable to share information about planning as 
well as mutual invitations to conferences and—if possible—
involving each other as lecturers.  The efforts to involve also the 
autonomous continental Europeans of the Wesleyan tradition 
had not succeeded yet.  That seems to be caused by the reduced 
capacities of these smaller churches.

4. conferences and publishing organized by the european 
Methodist historical commission

At least the following European conferences took place 
initiated and prepared by the European Methodist Historical 
Commission— here listed with topic, date and venue:

•	  “The Era Nuelsen 1912 to 1940,” July 26-29, 1988, 
Reuti-Hasliberg/Switzerland.

•	  “The Holiness Movement in the 19th Century and its 
Influence on Continental European Churches,” August 9-
14, 1992, Holstebro/ Denmark.

•	  Planned, prepared with a regional pre-conference 
but then cancelled because of too few registrations: 
“Methodist Life in the Context of European Methodism,” 
August 24-29, 1998, Strasbourg/ France.

•	 “Methodism in Europe at the Turn From the 19th to the 
20th Century,” August 10-15, 2004, Tallinn/Estonia.

•	 “Methodism in Europe after World War II (1945 to 
1965),” August 10-15, 2010, Budapest, Hungary.

Following the European Historical Conferences, the lectures 
and sermons of the services celebrated around the events were 
published in the series of the Studiengemeinschaft für Geschichte 
der EmK —few in the periodical that is printed twice a year and 
most of them in the following monographs:

•	 Weyer, Michel (Hg.), Der kontinentaleuropäische 
Methodismus zwischen den beiden Weltkriegen. Stuttgart 
1990 [BGEmK 36]

•	 Weyer, Michel, Heiligungsbewegung und Methodismus 
im deutschen Sprachraum. Einführung in ein Kapitel 
methodistischer Frömmigkeitsgeschichte und kleine 
Chronik einer Bewegung des 19. Jahrhunderts. Stuttgart 
1991 [BGEmK 40]

•	 Streiff, Patrick Ph. (Hg.), Der europäische Methodismus 
um die Wende vom 19. zum 20. Jahrhundert. Referat 
der historischen Konferenz der EmK in Europa vom 10 
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bis 15. August 2004 in Tallinn, Estonia. Stuttgart 2005August 2004 in Tallinn, Estonia. Stuttgart 2005 
[EmKG.M 52] 
also published in English: Streiff, Patrick Ph. (ed.), 
Methodism in Europe: 19th and 20th century. Tallinn 
2005.

The Budapest papers are in the process to be published in English 
in Methodist History this year and in German as monograph of 
EmK Geschichte in 2013.

6. contextual changes and needs for Methodist historians 
in continental europe

We learned that the preparation for the conferences really helped 
Methodists in all European regions to prepare special topics 
with all efforts being very professional, often lay initiated with 
various creative presentations.  It was a special challenge for 
those persons in former communist controlled areas to write 
minutes and preserve information about the church’s mission 
work as collecting the documents in archives was not possible.  
They were careful not to jeopardized people and work.  So it 
was very new for them now to collect sources and to present 
church work reflecting traditions, emphasizing needs and the 
work of Methodist churches in the different social-political 
contexts.  In 2004, the General Commission on Archives and 
History of The United Methodist Church offered an archive-
course in connection with the conference in Tallinn as they 
had offered a well-received and appreciated course at the 
Theological Seminary in Reutlingen/Germany in 2000.  That 
helped those who participated from several UMC European 
Annual Conferences to take first steps to build up an archive and 
start to collect sources or do Oral History to preserve historical 
knowledge.  Something else had happened in Europe.  We 
became aware of the importance to integrate other autonomous 
Methodist Churches in Europe in our Historical researches as 
far as interest allowed (Portugal, Spain, Italy, France, Belgium).  
We also discovered that we need to build up closer professional 
historical connections. 

7. Vision group of the World Methodist historical Society

The consequence of this historical development, changes and 
(re-)discovered needs for a new network for historical research, 
historical societies and archives in Europe is that Dr. Robert 
Williams and I invited on behalf of the World Methodist Historical 
Society a small group of historical experts as representatives of 
European Churches in the Wesleyan tradition.  We will meet 
as “vision group” in October, 2012, at the School of Theology 
in Reutlingen/Germany and will ponder the opportunities and 
limitations of a common Wesleyan historical network in Europe.  
We also want to explore a conference topic of common interest 
for Wesleyans/Methodists in the different social-political and 
confessional contexts.  The question will also be how to support 
people in doing basic research and preparing lectures as well as 
fund a conference.  The experiences of the last two conferences 
deepened our impression that beside a full program of profound 
lectures the common cultural learning is as important as the 
establishing of fruitful relationships.  All this inspired and 
encouraged further research.

8. concluding Words and call

Please stay interested in the progress as we try to give support 
for furthering this work.  Even more importantly ponder what 
the structure of historical work in your country or continent 
should be at the present time.  A lot of church unions or other 
structures of closer interdenominational mission work have 
taken place the last decades.  Does the historical work catch 
up the present situation?  How can steps be done to strengthen 
a closer collaboration of historical professionals or amateurs in 
the Wesleyan tradition, to pool the forces and share the results 
more effectively? 

If you like to share this with us, please let Dr. Robert Williams 
and me know about your thoughts.  How can the WMHS 
support historical networking on your continent?  We are also 
most interested in getting more information about organized 
historical work in your country (a historical society and/or 
archive).  We think it is part of the special Methodist heritage 
that in all parts of the church, persons are interested in our 
history work together in inspiring ways.  We would like to 
encourage you in your work.  We will keep you up-dated with 
the next steps in Europe and other developments worldwide.

-WMhS-

from our GENERAL SECRETARY
Dr. robert Williams

The General Conference of The United Methodist Church 
was held in late April and early May.  What was of great 
interest to those of us involved in the work of the General 
Commission on Archives and History for The UMC were plans 
to restructure the governance pattern of the general agencies.  A 
restructuring plan that would have placed the work of GCAH 
under a committee of the General Council on Finance and 
Administration was adopted.  However, the restructuring plan 
of the general agencies was found to violate the Constitution 
of the church following review by the Judicial Council.  Thus, 
GCAH will be governed as it has been with no change in its 
organizational pattern.  I am very pleased with that as I believe 
that our 24 directors bring great value to our work.   Also, my 
position within The UMC stays the same which enables me to 
provide staff support for the WMHS.  

 

Five new sites have been declared to be Heritage Landmarks: 
Old Mutare Mission site in Zimbabwe; College of West Africa 
in Monrovia, Liberia; Mary Johnston Hospital in Manila; 
Newtown United Methodist Church in the Oklahoma Indian 
Missionary Conference;  and Simpson House in Philadelphia.  
This is the first time that Heritage Landmarks have been named 
outside the United States.   

Even though I think there has already been enough written about 
General Conference, I will add a few comments of my own.  I 
do not find the reorganization of the governing structures of the 
general agencies to be the most pressing issue confronting the 
church.  I believe changing organizational governance wastes 
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time, energy, and money.   I have not experienced validity 
to the accusations made against the agencies by their critics 
that we are pulling in different directions.  We have different 
responsibilities but all seek to be faithful to the Scriptures and 
to the directions of the General Conference.

Our task as historians and those interested in history should be 
to articulate how “the ministry of memory” can be a tool to help 
congregations engage in vital ministry.  What can be learned 
from the work of the church in the past?  What inspires us?  
What disturbs us?  Wherever we are in the world and whichever 
church we are a part, the debates in The United Methodist 
Church calls us to draw on our past for the sake of the future, 
as Dr. Albert Outler expressed in a speech in Sydney, Australia, 
in 1980.  

The World Methodist Council spent much time in Durban 
working on a new Constitution and Bylaws.  I am not clear 
at this time how the WMHS will continue to relate to the new 
structure of the WMC but it is vital that it remains intimately 
connected. 

In these coming years I am grateful that GCAH can continue 
to be supportive of the WMHS.  Much of the conversation at 
General Conference was around trust or the lack of trust.   When 
it comes to trust, I go to II Timothy 1:12b: “I know the one in 
whom I have put my trust, and I am sure that he is able to guard 
until that day what I have entrusted to him;”  or in the words of 
the hymn, “’Tis so sweet to trust in Jesus.” 

-WMhS-

Note on finances: as of June 1, 2012, the check book balance 
was $7,707.66.  The certificate in the United Methodist 
Development Fund had a value of $17,555.50 on December 31, 
2011 with a maturity date of October 12, 2014 and an interest 
rate of 3.5%.

-WMhS-

thiS neWSletter aVailaBle By eMail

If we can send the Historical Bulletin by email it will eliminate 
printing and postage costs.  It is especially expensive to mail 
outside the United States.  Membership in the Society will 
now be free to those who request to be on the email list!  
There will be no membership dues if receiving the electronic 
copy instead of hard copy.  Membership dues are necessary 
only if you are requesting to continue to receive a hard copy.  

to receive the Historical Bulletin by email, please send an 
email to me: Bob Williams - email address is rwilliams@
gcah.org.  no further membership dues will need to be paid.  
to continue to receive the Historian’s Bulletin in hard copy 
by regular mail, pay the membership dues when you are 
notified for renewal.
Membership statistics: 172 members receive the Bulletin by 
email; 68 members receive it in hard copy, 17 of whom are 
outside the United States, 4 members receive both the electronic 
and hard copy electronic copies.

-WMhS-

WeSley hiStorical Society, great Britain
MeMBerShip annoUnceMent

Membership of the Wesley Historical Society is open to anyone 
interested in Methodist history. The modest annual subscription 
rate of £14.00 for the Wesley Historical Society entitles members 
to receive annually three issues of the Society’s recently re-
designed journal, the Proceedings of the Wesley Historical 
Society and enjoy the facilities of the Society’s Library. 
Membership enquiries should be directed to the Registrar, the 
Rev Donald H. Ryan, 15 Foxlands Drive, Lloyds Hill, Penn, 
Wolverhampton, WV4 5NB (Tel. 01902 335556).  

There is also an extensive network of regional societies linked 
with the Wesley Historical Society offering their own additional 
programs of activities and publications at a small extra charge 
(for details of local branches contact Professor Michael F. 
Collins, 38, Trueway Drive, Shepshed, Loughborough, LE12 
9DU). 

The Annual Meeting and Lecture in 2013 will be held at Epworth 
on Saturday, June 29, when the lecturer will be the Rev. Margaret 
Jones and when visitors will have the opportunity to discover 
more about the birthplace of both John and Charles Wesley and 
Alexander Kilham, founder of the Methodist New Connexion 
(contact the General Secretary, Dr. John A. Hargreaves for 
further details).  Future annual lecturers will include Professor 
Michael Hughes (2014) and the Rev. Dr. Stephen Hatcher 
(2015).

-WMhS-

noticeS froM the SoUth pacific region
 

Dr. ken collins in australia
Dr. Ken Collins, Distinguished Professor of Wesley Studies 
at Asbury Theological Seminary presented lectures on “The 
Practical Theology of John Wesley” January 20-27 2012 in 
Sydney, Melbourne, and Brisbane.  This event was hosted 
by Booth College with support from the Australasian Centre 
for Wesleyan Research.  Participants and venues included 
representatives of the Church of the Nazarene, the Salvation 
Army, the Wesleyan Methodist Church and the Uniting 
Church.

Methodism in australia Workshop, Queen’s college, 
University of Melbourne, December 9-10, 2011
The second national workshop on the history of 
Methodism in Australia, convened by Glen O’Brien 
and Hilary Carey and organized by Troy Duncan of the 
University of Newcastle, was held at Queen’s College, 
University of Melbourne from December 9-10, 2011.  
 

The Melbourne workshop brought together a team of scholars 
who are collaborating on a major project to write the first 
comprehensive history of Methodism in Australia.  The last, 
partial, attempt to do this was produced by James Colwell in 
the wake of Methodist Union and was published in 1904.  Even 
Colwell recognized its limitations, noting “the time for writing 
a philosophic History of Methodism has not yet arrived.”  It has 
been a long wait but the time for a rich scholarly history of one 
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of the major founding churches in Australia has now arrived. 
 

The eminent historian of American Methodism, Russell E. 
Richey, provided two stimulating keynote addresses, reflecting 
on his own experience as author and editor of the Methodist 
Experience in America (Abingdon, 2010) and vice president of 
the Wesley Works Editorial Project.  The Melbourne workshop 
was divided into chronological and thematic sessions, following 
the projected outline of the book.  

After Russell Richey’s keynote, Glen O’Brien spoke on 
Methodism in the Australian Colonies, 1815 to 1855.  Barry 
Brown, Renate Howe and Daryl Lightfoot gave accounts of 
aspects of Methodism in New South Wales and Victoria in the 
period 1855 to 1902.  Ian Breward and Troy Duncan considered 
the era of Methodist Union, David Roberts and Margaret Reeson 
analyzed Methodist missions to the Australian Aborigines and 
in the Pacific respectively, and Jennifer Clark brought the 
chronological sessions to a close with an account of Methodism 
in the long 1960s.  

The second day turned to thematic issues with Glen O’Brien 
on Methodist religious experience, Brian Howe and Norman 
Young on theology and theological Education, Hilary Carey 
on Methodist historiography, D’Arcy Wood on music, Garry 
Trompf on Methodist intellectuals, thoughts on ecumenism 
from Robert Gribben and Norman Young, and Glen O’Brien 
on the continuing Methodist legacy.  Marion Maddox and Anne 
O’Brien, who were unable to attend, will be providing chapters 
on education and social activism and Methodist women.

The workshop concluded with a lively discussion about the shape 
of the final volume with much anticipation of the third and final 
workshop which will be held in Adelaide in December, 2012, and 
will be convened by Dr. David Hilliard and Rev. Dr. Julia Pitman.  
 

The conveners are grateful for financial support which was 
provided by the Religious History Association, the Wesleyan 
Methodist Church of Australia, the Victorian and Tasmanian 
Synod of the Uniting Church, the Australasian Centre for 
Wesleyan Research, and the Australian Research Council.  
The first workshop was held at Wesley College, University 
of Sydney in December, 2010, under the auspices of the 
Humanities Research Institute of the University of Newcastle.  
 

The third national workshop will be held on December 
7-8, 2012, at the Adelaide College of Divinity and 
will be convened by David Hilliard and Julia Pitman. 
 

We are keen to seek additional sponsors who should contact 
Dr. Glen O’Brien, Senior Lecturer in Church History, 
Sydney College of Divinity on glenobrien@gmail.com. 
Hilary Carey, University of Newcastle.

Stream conference august 3-5, 2012, auckland, new Zealand
The annual Stream Conference (“celebrating the Wesleyan 
theological stream”) will be held at East City Wesleyan Church, 
Auckland, New Zealand, on August 3-5, 2012.  This year’s 
conference has the theme “Wesleyans and the Mission of God” 
and will be combined with the annual meeting and gathering 
for the Australasian Centre for Wesleyan Research.  Keynote 

speaker will be Rev. Dr. Keith Garner, Superintendent and 
Senior Executive of Wesley mission in Sydney, Australia.  A 
number of historically related papers will be shared including 
Glen O’Brien’s “The Connection between Mission and 
Religious Experience in Australasian Methodism,” Jennifer 
Hein’s “Responsible Research: James Barker, an Adelaide 
Dock Strike and the Implications for Mission from Rewriting 
History” and Peter Benzie’s “As a Little Child: Children in the 
Theology of John Wesley.”  More information: contact Denise 
Barrington office@weleyan.org.nz.

richard Waugh is elected to leadership positions
Richard Waugh is President-Elect of the newly established 
South Pacific Conference of the Wesleyan Methodist Church 
and was also recently elected Chairperson of the National 
Church Leaders Meeting in New Zealand (all denominations)–
all good work in the catholic spirit!

new Zealand church history conference
“Re-evaluating Christianity’s influence in Shaping Aotearoa 
New Zealand c1800 to c 1860.”  November 27-29, 2012, at 
Te Tii Marae, Waitangi, Bay of Islands, New Zealand.  For 
registration and further details email gensec@ang.org.nz.  For 
further information on the 200th anniversary of Christianity in 
New Zealand see www.gospel2014.org. 

-WMhS-

neWS froM the WMhS
aUStralian reSoUrce centre

Although the WMHS is often thought of as a somewhat loosely 
linked fellowship of individuals with a shared interest in the 
history of “the people called Methodist,” conferences and 
meetings arranged by the Society have produced some enduring 
friendships extending well beyond this common interest.  The 
Asbury College (Kentucky) conference in 2000 was notable 
for such a relationship with Nassau Methodist minister Rev. 
Carl Campbell and his sister Mrs. Nadeen Beneby which 
has extended over the past decade and more, and can best be 
described in the words of one of Charles Wesley’s love-feast 
hymns, “He bids us build each other up….”  (MHB 745).

It was a special joy therefore to read Carl’s 2012 New Year 
greeting in the words of Wesley’s Covenant Service prayer.  We 
responded with our greeting to WMHS friends in Australia and 
elsewhere, reflecting on our own need to walk wisely and gently 
in a hostile world, and well summarized in Wesley’s hymn 
based on Proverbs 3 (MHB 360).  We were humbled to learn 
that this thought was shared with Carl’s Nassau congregation 
on New Year’s Day.

We were also privileged some little time ago to receive a copy 
of Nadeen Beneby’s history of Methodism in the Bahamas 
From Joseph Paul to Autonomy (the story of Bahamian 
Methodism from 1783 to 1993).  This story of a church begun 
and maintained over many years by former American slaves 
with substantial support over time from the British Wesleyan 
Conference, and all too often in its earlier years at least in 
the face of continuing racism and bigotry, deserves to be told 
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more widely.  Nadeen has readily agreed with this suggestion, 
and we hope that a future Bulletin will include an appropriate 
paper based on Nadeen’s work and written from first hand local 
knowledge and experience.   

In mid-2011, the Eunice Hunter Library staff team received 
an Owen Nannelli Memorial Award under a local government 
Heritage Awards program for outstanding contributions to 
education and promotion of the Hornsby Shire’s heritage.  
This award was for the research and publication of no longer 
Barren: A History of Methodism in Epping c1820-2010.  
Notwithstanding this acknowledgment of the significance of 
the history and heritage associated with the former Oxford 
Street Methodist Church, the site is still identified for medium 
density redevelopment, and we have spent much time over 
recent weeks in lobbying local, State and federal governments 
for retention of the site.

The Uniting Church Synod of New South Wales and the 
Australian Capital Territory met in September, 2011, at the 
University of Newcastle in the Hunter River Valley north of 
Sydney.  Having researched and published one parish history 
on the Uniting Church and its Congregational, Methodist and 
Presbyterian antecedents, and also the centenary history of a 
Presbyterian charge in the region, it seemed appropriate to bring 
together some of this history and other research in progress to 
mark the Synod meeting.

We accordingly produced a limited edition commemorative 
publication of various papers on aspects of the history of these 
three churches in the Hunter Valley under the title Shared 
Heritage . . .  Shared Hope under the joint auspice of the Eunice 
Hunter Library and WMHS Resource Centre and the Ferguson 
Memorial Library and Archives of the Presbyterian Church 
of Australia.  Our contribution to this issue of the Bulletin 
is an extension of some of this research, and emphatically 
demonstrates the validity of our commitment to genuine 
Wesleyan catholicity in action while retaining our Methodist 
heritage and identity.

The Australasian Centre for Wesleyan Research (ACWR) held a 
further workshop in Melbourne during December in relation to 
the history of Methodism in Australasia planned for publication 
in coming years.  Our recent preliminary research on the wider 
societal influences of British immigrant Methodist laity and 
clergy in education, the press, politics and the judiciary in both 
Australia and New Zealand was incorporated into a presentation 
at this workshop. 

The 8th Annual Service of Thanksgiving and Dedication for all 
who see their involvement in historical and archival pursuits as 
part of their Christian vocation will be held in the Scots Church 
in Sydney on February 9th.  This service, jointly auspiced for 
the first time by the Eunice Hunter Library, the Friends of the 
Ferguson Library, and the Uniting Church Historical Society, 
will be followed by an address by Associate Professor Anne 
O’Brien, who is also involved with the ACWR project, on the 
subject “Dorcas and the Do-nothings: Stories of Women in the 
Church.”

Our Australian WMHS Resource Centre quarterly seminar 
series will also resume in February with a presentation by 
local historian Ralph Hawkins on “Australia’s First Industrial 
Dispute: Epping’s Contribution to our National Heritage.”  This 
significant event in Australia’s social history took place on the 
site of the Barren Ridges Convict Establishment, on which the 
former Oxford Street Methodist Church (location of our WMHS 
Resource Centre) stands.  The only known surviving relic of its 
convict past is located under the sanctuary of the Church, which 
is currently used for worship and other programs of the Christ 
Evangelical Centre of Australia, a Chinese congregation with 
which we enjoy an excellent working relationship.  We look 
forward in faith to another year’s ministry in church history and 
heritage.

-Daryl Lightfoot and Sue Pacey

-WMhS-

“an archiVal oDySSey”: charleS DickenS, 
MethoDiSM in the hUnter Valley anD the 
pacific, anD the archiVeS of the Uniting 

anD preSByterian chUrcheS in nSW

In February, 2012, many English-speaking countries 
acknowledged the bicentenary of the birth of the famous 
novelist and social reformer Charles Dickens, born in England 
on February 7, 1812.  Some two years ago, a 12 volume set of 
the edited letters of the English novelist and social reformer 
Charles Dickens was donated to the Ferguson Memorial Library, 
Archives of the Presbyterian Church in Australia.1 

This article links this gift and specific events in the life of 
Charles Dickens to the Methodist and Presbyterian history 
of NSW, and especially to the Methodist history of the NSW 
Hunter River Valley and the Pacific islands.  Events across both 
Churches and the present authors’ various roles over the past 
decade, together with other events during 2010/11 involving the 
Eunice Hunter Library (WMHS Resource Centre in Australia) 
combined recently to resolve a contemporary problem in the 
history of the Free Wesleyan Church in Tonga in the Pacific.

Regular readers of the WMHS Bulletin will be aware that the 
authors of this paper compiled no longer Barren, a history 
of Methodism in and around Epping in NSW as a Governor 
Lachlan Macquarie Bicentenary Project in 2010.  At an early 
stage of our research for this history, we were amazed at the 
links between Methodist missions in Tonga, Samoa, and Fiji 
and the former Epping (Oxford Street) Methodist (now Uniting) 
church and congregation. 

Also connected with this article is the “roadshow ministry” 
which we began in our then roles over 11 years ago, and 
which was described in Bulletin (37) (1) of 2010.  An early 
“roadshow” at the former Adamstown Methodist Church in the 
Newcastle area some 100 miles north of Sydney first brought us 
into contact with Methodist and Uniting Church minister Rev. 
Burnel Reeve.  Burnel Reeve’s father was T. Parker Reeve, Jr., 
son of Rev. George and Mrs. Miriam Reeve and named after 
George Reeve’s father, Thomas Parker Reeve, a member of the 
first Australasian Wesleyan Conference in 1855, and an officer 
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of the Wesleyan Sustentation and Church Extension Society 
from its formation in 1859.

T. Parker Reeve Jr. was a well known Newcastle violin teacher, 
and was to become a much loved teacher of this instrument to 
Adelaide Victoria Hunter, born in the Hunter Valley at Raymond 
Terrace in 1900, and a great grand-daughter of Mary Gilbert, in 
whose home the first Wesleyan services in Raymond Terrace 
had been held in 1839.  Another highly significant influence 
on “Vic” Hunter in her early years at Raymond Terrace, and 
especially in her choice of teaching as a profession, was John 
Richard Houlding, a prominent Wesleyan layman who was 
closely associated with Raymond Terrace Methodism from 
its early years, and also with the development of the Ragged 
Schools movement in Australia. 

There is clear evidence of Charles Dickens’ involvement and 
influence on the Ragged Schools movement in Britain dating 
from 1843, when he visited the Field Lane Ragged School at the 
request of the British philanthropist Baroness Angela Burdett-
Coutts, and also of his influence on the development of this 
movement in Australia. 

In February, 1860, a meeting of concerned citizens and clergy 
took place in the Sydney School of Arts to consider the situation 
of the many homeless and neglected poor children living on the 
streets of Sydney.  The meeting’s attention was drawn to the 
fact that Mrs. Marion Reid, wife of Rev. John Reid, minister 
of Scots Presbyterian Church in Sydney, and mother of George 
Reid (later Sir George Reid, Premier of NSW and subsequently 
Prime Minister of the Commonwealth of Australia in 1904/5) 
had already commenced a school along ragged school lines for 
35 indigent children in Sydney.

A committee elected to further the objects of the meeting had 
as its chairman a prominent Wesleyan in the person of the 
Hon. George Allen MLC, and as its Treasurer, John Richard 
Houlding, who had been personally acquainted with Charles 
Dickens in London prior to emigrating to this country.  Three 
Ragged Schools were subsequently established in Sydney.

Rev. Robert Weguilin Vanderkiste, a Wesleyan minister who 
emigrated to Australia, was also known to Charles Dickens and 
played a role in the development of Ragged Schools in Australia.  
Prior to his emigration in 1854, Robert Vanderkiste had served 
for some six years as a city missionary with the London City 
Mission, and in 1854 published an account of his experiences 
in this role under the title notes and narratives of a Six Years’ 
Mission, Principally Among the Dens of london.  In this role, 
Robert Vanderkiste was also closely involved with the Ragged 
Schools in London.

These several associations eventually led to the resolution in 
September, 2011, of the problem at that time confronting the 
Free Wesleyan Church of Tonga, and also to our Australian 
celebration of the Charles Dickens bicentenary in February, 
2012.
Our “odyssey” now moves to the Dungog area, in the Hunter 
Valley north of Newcastle and Raymond Terrace, and to the 
Uniting and Presbyterian Churches at Dungog and Clarence 

Town, where the present authors were involved in two 
“roadshows” some few years ago. 

Preparing for a visit to Dungog in late 2003, we had read at the 
Uniting Church Archives in a 1933 issue of the Journal of the 
Australasian Methodist Historical Society (JAMHS) an article 
concerning Rev. Robert Vanderkiste, the pioneer Wesleyan 
minister in the Dungog circuit.  Robert Vanderkiste had 
become lost in the rugged Allyn River mountains in 1858 while 
travelling in the Dungog circuit and had been miraculously 
rescued in circumstances which (as will be seen subsequently) 
were to provide specific answers to the vexed questions arising 
in 2011 concerning the history of the Free Wesleyan Church in 
Tonga. 

We had also noted in passing in the JAMHS article a reference to 
Robert Vanderkiste’s previous circuit ministry at Bathurst and 
his role in the conversion of the father of Methodist minister 
Rev. Samuel Cuthbert Roberts.  We included this detail in our 
Methodist Ministers’ biographical database with absolutely no 
idea whatsoever of its significance for the people of Tonga and 
the Free Wesleyan Church in 2011.  (The histories of both the 
Bathurst and Dungog circuits were far more important at this 
earlier time due to dating errors in Swynny’s article affecting 
the history of the Dungog circuit in particular.)

Robert Vanderkiste, often later referred to as “Mr. 
Wanderingpriest” because of his experiences in the Dungog 
circuit, wrote of his near death experiences in the Allyn ranges 
in his book, lost, But not Forever, which we also consulted 
at the Swynny Library in our research for our “roadshow” 
commitment to Dungog.  (While at Dungog on this occasion 
we were also privileged to be able to borrow and copy from the 
Dungog Historical Society a wood-cut of Robert Vanderkiste 
huddled in a heavy overcoat in a hollow log, both of which were 
instrumental in his survival and later rescue from certain death 
in the mountains.)

In April, 2011, the authors were asked to assist the Raymond 
Terrace Uniting (former Methodist) Church with research on the 
ministers who had occupied the Methodist parsonage following 
its erection and dedication in 1904.  Had it not been for our 
shared family associations with that Church dating from its 
beginnings in 1839, we would have immediately declined this 
request as being completely beyond our resources and capacity 
in the limited time available.  Having some prior knowledge of 
the Raymond Terrace story through earlier research and from 
these associations however, we accepted the challenge (albeit 
with some misgivings), reordered other priorities, and in faith 
“cast our bread upon the waters” (Ecclesiastes 11:1), utilizing 
the resources of the Eunice Hunter and Ferguson Memorial 
Libraries.

The first occupants of the Raymond Terrace parsonage following 
its erection in 1904 were in fact Rev. George Arthur and Mrs. 
Miriam Reeve, grandparents of Rev. Burnel Reeve, and their 
seven children including T. Parker Reeve, Jr., seen below on 
page 8 in a family photograph c1896 taken from a copy of the 
Reeve family history compiled by Mr. Tom Reeve and donated 
to the Eunice Hunter Library in 2010. 
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The earlier associations described above and long-standinghe earlier associations described above and long-standing 
questions concerning the precise meaning and source of 
“Talofa,” a name apparently taken from the Samoan language 
and given to the 1904 parsonage, led us to renew contact with 
Rev. Burn Reeve and also to Rosaline Havea, Human Resources 
Manager for the Presbyterian Church in New South Wales, as a 
person with expertise in Pacific Island languages.

Ros quickly confirmed the Samoan origin of the name of the 
parsonage, and we sent a copy of our hurriedly completed 
monograph Parsonage People to Burn Reeve with a request 
for comments.  Burn Reeve then suggested that on the basis of 
this information, the naming of the parsonage might well have 
been influenced by his grandmother Mrs. Miriam Reeve (nee 
Walker), who had spent some months in Samoa prior to her 
marriage as governess to a missionary’s children. 

This was a new truth to us and neither Burn nor Tom Reeve 
could assist with detailed information on this part of Miriam 
Reeve’s story.  Burn Reeve also mentioned that somewhere 
in his family papers he thought he had a “register” or diary 
compiled by Miriam during her time in Samoa, and promised 
to try and locate and copy this for us.

Armed with this knowledge, we revisited our Methodist 
Ministers’ biographical database, a work in progress at the 
Eunice Hunter Library, and quickly identified Rev. John Samuel 
Austin as the only Australian Methodist missionary on Samoa 
with whom Miriam Walker could have been associated in 
some way.  (John Austin had been left with two young children 
following the death of his first wife, and had remarried Sarah 
Valina Ward shortly prior to returning to Samoa in 1874.)
Our Eunice Hunter Library copy of John Austin’s autobiography 
was then consulted, and we were surprised and delighted to find 
among those named in the missionary party leaving for Samoa 
in September, 1874, a “Miss Walker,” cousin of Mrs. Sarah 
Austin, as companion to Mrs. Austin and also as governess to 
John Austin’s children.  John Austin’s autobiography went on to 
record in precise detail the circumstances of Miriam Walker’s 
conversion to Christ in May, 1875, and also her subsequent 
return to Sydney on health grounds later that year.

We shared this information with an amazed Burnel and Tom 
Reeve, and also with Epping friends Harry and Ilma Horne 
having regard to Harry’s own family associations with 
Raymond Terrace Methodism and also their shared memories 
of Rev. George and Mrs. Miriam Reeve over the years of their 
retirement ministry in Epping.  Shortly afterwards we received 

a precious parcel for the Eunice Hunter Library from Rev. 
Burn Reeve and his wife Eunice which included the original 
“register” compiled by Miriam Reeve (nee Walker) over her 
early months in Samoa in 1874-1875.  Also enclosed in this 
parcel was Rev. George Reeve’s handwritten copy of a personal 
journal of Thomas Parker Reeve, Sr., together with various 
valuable pieces of ephemera concerning the Reeve family.

Quite aside from the incredible value of Thomas Parker Reeve’s 
journal to Australian Methodist history, we were astounded 
to find in Miriam’s “register” a clipping from a copy of Glad 
tidings magazine of the mission house on Samoa taken from 
John Austin’s autobiography and inscribed in Miriam’s own 
hand “where I lived and found Christ in 1875.”

Meanwhile, an invitation had been accepted to provide a 
“roadshow” in conjunction with the 150th anniversary of the 
Bombala Presbyterian Church in southern New South Wales 
in November, 2011.  This led us back to the as yet unindexed 
Presbyterian Messenger for 1912 in an endeavor to locate first-
hand information on the re-opening of the Bombala church 
dating from 1870 following its relocation from the original site.  
Scanning the pages for March, 1912, we noted (again totally 
oblivious to its special significance) an article on the centenary 
of the birth of Charles Dickens, but added it to our Presbyterian 
Index, having previously also noted coverage of this centenary 
while indexing the Methodist for 1912.  (In preparing for this 
very recent visit to Bombala, we also noted that Rev. Robert 
Vanderkiste had been among the earliest recorded Wesleyan 
ministers to visit Bombala in 1855/56 prior to his later 
appointment to the Bathurst circuit.)

Yet again we experienced the prophetic sequel to Ecc.11:1 on 
September 13, 2011, when Harry Horne made one of his regular 
visits to the Eunice Hunter Library at Epping.  With a huge 
smile, Harry presented us with a package which proved to be 
a scrapbook compiled by Rev. George Arthur Reeve in 1937 
some 20 years after his retirement to Epping from the active 
ministry in 1917.

The scrapbook contained many text cards and stickers which 
had been a special mark of his ministry to children and young 
people, including Harry and his wife Ilma, over his retirement 
years from 1917 and up until his death in 1951 at 100 years of 
age.  There were also newspaper clippings including one from a 
missionary magazine depicting a “borang” (a tree watch-house) 
and which we assumed (wrongly as it turned out) was related 
to life in Samoa having regard to Mrs. Miriam Reeve’s earlier 
associations with the Wesleyan missions in Samoa as described 
above.

The scrapbook with the “borang” picture was then taken to 
Rosaline Havea at the Presbyterian Church Offices seeking 
confirmation of our presumption that this was in fact linked to 
Samoa.  Ros however quickly pointed out that the “borang” 
was associated with India, Bangladesh and Indonesia, but not 
with Samoa.  
Ros proceeded to ask if we knew anything of a Methodist 
minister named Samuel Cuthbert Roberts and his parents.  Ros, 
who has close personal associations with Tonga and the Free 
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Wesleyan Church, explained that there was some current concern 
in Tonga regarding the status of Samuel Roberts’ parents, who 
had served there over many years as teachers, and whether or 
not they had in fact gone to Tonga as lay missionaries.

Rev. Samuel Roberts’ father, John Hartley Roberts, was the 
founder of the Government College on Tonga but there was no 
surviving proof in Tonga of his Christian commitment prior to 
his service in Tonga.  An element of disputation had emerged 
concerning the clear Wesleyan foundations of the Tupou 
College and the Christian foundations of the Government 
College under John Hartley Roberts.  Ros Havea’s need was for 
any information whatsoever concerning John Hartley Roberts 
which might resolve this contemporary historical problem in 
the Tongan Free Wesleyan Church.  

Checking our Methodist Ministers biographical database on Rev. 
Samuel Cuthbert Roberts, the entry noted that his parents were 
indeed Methodist lay missionaries in Tonga, this information 
being sourced to Rev. Reg. Swynny’s 1933 JAMHS paper “Lost 
in the Allyn Ranges,” describing Rev. Robert Vanderkiste’s 
experiences soon after his transfer from Bathurst to the Dungog 
circuit in 1858, which we had read nearly a decade ago in 
preparation for the Dungog “roadshow” of 2003. 

A review of a duplicate copy of this article confirmed that John 
Hartley Roberts had been converted to Christ during the earlier 
Bathurst circuit ministry of Rev. Robert Vanderkiste, and that 
as a thank-offering, Roberts had presented Mr. Vanderkiste on 
his departure for the Dungog circuit with the heavy overcoat 
which had been instrumental in the latter’s survival in the Allyn 
Ranges in 1858.

Needless to say, Rosaline Havea was absolutely thrilled to 
receive this information later that afternoon on behalf of a 
Free Wesleyan colleague in Tonga who had been trying for 
some time to clarify the situation concerning the status of John 
Hartley Roberts.  Ros proceeded to provide us with much more 
material concerning the life and work of John Hartley Roberts, 
including his brief time on the Mudgee goldfields, and his 
subsequent significant contribution to education in Victoria and 
later in Tonga.
In Victoria, he had learned the Chinese language in order to 
assist the Chinese people at a time when the Chinese population 
was extremely unpopular in Australia.  In Tonga he had also 
very rapidly mastered the local language, compiled educational 
resource material, and composed hymns.  He had also developed 
his own system of shorthand in the Tongan language which he 
subsequently taught his students at the Government College.

We also learned from Ros that Rev. Samuel Cuthbert Roberts 
had written a biography focused on his father’s work in Tonga 
under the title tamai [Father] of tonga, a copy of which has 
since been acquired for the Eunice Hunter Library.  Professor 
Hartley Roberts had developed his own highly effective methods 
of teaching in Tonga, persevering in the face of disbelief among 
many Europeans concerning the capacity of Tongans to benefit 
from western education. 

It was recorded that on one occasion someone had repeated the 
old adage that “you can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear.”  

Without any hesitation, Roberts had retorted as follows:

No? Perhaps you can’t, but that does not prove it impossible.  You 
put your sow’s ears into a pot until they become nice mulch, and 
then you grow lettuce and feed your silk-worms, and it is done.

Clearly Ros Havea’s information was highly relevant to the 
ministry of Rev. Samuel Cuthbert Roberts, and also to that of 
Rev. Robert Vanderkiste and his role under God in 1858 in the 
Bathurst conversion experience of John Hartley Roberts and the 
latter’s subsequent missionary service in Tonga.  Copies were 
accordingly made for biographical files on both ministers.

Our file on Rev. Robert Vanderkiste was clearly lacking in much 
earlier material which had been placed in a file at the Uniting 
Church Archives in 2003 however, and our Eunice Hunter 
file consisted of just one sheet—a copy of a letter written by 
Charles Dickens!

The set of the edited correspondence of Charles Dickens donated 
to the Ferguson referred to earlier in this article had come to 
the attention of Ferguson Library volunteer Mary McPherson, 
who had asked whether she might borrow these to read at home 
and this had been agreed.  While reading the sixth volume 
of Dickens’ correspondence, Mary had noted a reference by 
Dickens in an 1852 letter to Baroness Angela Burdett-Coutts 
to none other than Rev. Robert Vanderkiste and his notes and 
narratives of a Six Years Mission Principally among the Dens 
of london written on the latter’s work in the London slums 
prior to his departure for Australia in 1854. 

Dickens in this letter attested to the overall veracity of 
Vanderkiste’s narrative, which he had seen prior to its 
publication.  Mary had noted this reference to the Wesleyan 
minister and his work, and had arranged for its copying for 
Robert Vanderkiste’s file—without prior reference to either of 
us as far as we can recall. 

This then led us back to our earlier indexed references to Dickens 
at the time of the 1912 centenary of his birth in our Methodist 
and Presbyterian indexes, and also to links between Charles 
Dickens, John R. Houlding, and Rev. Robert Vanderkiste and 
the Ragged Schools movement in NSW.  It is thus entirely 
fitting therefore that the publication of this “archival odyssey” 
in the March, 2012 WMHS Bulletin also commemorates the 
200th anniversary of the birth of Charles Dickens. 

Perhaps this story of shared ministry through the Eunice Hunter 
Library, the archives of the Uniting and Presbyterian Churches, 
and also our “roadshow” ministry over several years may 
encourage some reader of the Bulletin to find the inspiration, 
reminiscent of the title of one of Dickens’ best known novels, 
and also consistent with the text from Ecclesiastes quoted earlier 
in this article and its prophetic sequel, to “attempt great things 
for God and to expect great things from God.”
 notes
1 This paper is based on an article in the Ferguson Focus vol.15, no.3, January 
2012), Newsletter of the Friends of the Ferguson Memorial Library, which 
also featured other articles on the Charles Dickens bicentenary and Dickens’ 
influence on education in NSW.

-Daryl Lightfoot and Sue Pacey
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