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An Unpublished Wesley Letter
We are proud to present an unpublished Wesley letter with a commentary by Dr. Richard Heitzenrater, one of today's leading Wesleyan
scholars. We appreciate the contribution of Dr. Heitzenrater, especially
since he had to meet our deadline by working on this letter between two
important lecture series. In Mid-September he flew to Ireland where he
delivered six lectures on the famous sayings of Wesley to the ministers
of the Irish Methodist Conference. Then, after completing his commentary on our letter, he flew to Japan where he is lecturing on "Current Issues
in Wesleyan Scholarship" at Aoyama Gakuin University.
His commentary and letter follow:
A Wesley Letter on Health and Ireland
John Wesley made twenty-one trips to Ireland between 1747 and 1789,
supervising and promoting the expanding Methodist work on the Emerald
Isle.! Toward the end of his last visit, he wrote a letter to Peard Dickinson, his assistant to the New Chapel in City Road, London. This letter,
previously unpublished, contains brief but interesting references indicative
of Wesley's interest in health and exercise as well as his concern for the
unrest in Ireland. 2
The letter was written on June 15, 1789, from Killyman, close to
Dungannon in what is now Northern Ireland. From his Journal, we know
that Wesley was probably staying at the home of the rector, Rev. ~harles
Caulfield, on whose doorstep he preached that morning at seven o'clock.
In his diary for that day, Wesley noted that he wrote letters for three hours
before preaching as well as for part of an hour after tea at noon.
lSee Robert Haire, Wesley's One-and-Twenty Visits to Ireland; A Short Survey (London:
Epworth, 1947).
2The letter was recently discovered by Dr. Frederick E. Maser and is now a part of the collection of over one hundred Wesley letters in the Bridwell Library at Southern Methodist
University.
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Peard Dickinson (1758-1802) was a young Church of England
clergyman who had become associated with the Wesleyan movement during his university days. He served as curator to Vincent Perronet, vicar
of Shoreham, from 1783 to 1786, when he accepted Wesley's invitation
to serve as an assistant at City Road (Charles Wesley having become so
"feeble and low-spirited" as to be "hardly able to do anything" and John
Richardson, another of the clergy at the Chapel, being "very infirm" and
"not likely to continue long"). 3 After nearly two years in London, Peard
married Elizabeth Briggs (1752-1822), granddaughter of Vincent Perronet
and daughter of William Briggs, one of Wesley's first book stewards. 4
The first concern noted in the letter is Mrs. Dickinson's health. Mrs.
Dickinson had apprarently been ill at the time of Wesley's departure for
Ireland three months earlier. 5 In this letter, Wesley expresses concern for
her spiritual and physical health, which he has apparently heard are both
improving. He then goes on in typical Wesleyan fashion to prescribe exercise as "the best medicine for both," charging Peard to "encourage her
to use it constantly and, as far as may be, in the open air."
The reliance upon the curative, as well as preventative, effects of exercise was a lifelong emphasis of Wesley. The ill effects of having no regular
exercise are noted in his preface to An Extract from Dr. Cadogan's Dissertation on the Gout and all Chronic Disease:
The most fruitful source of chronical distempers, next to intemperance, is indolence.
[This word] here means, the want of due exercise; the not using such a kind and such
a degree of exercise, at least once in every day, as each constitution requires. One
would imagine indeed that common sense would induce everyone to use this. But
experience shows it does not. 6

In the preface to his Primitive Physick, Wesley outlines more
specifically some of his principles concerning exercise, many of which have
a familiar modern ring to them:
IV.

1.
2.

8.
.;.1 .

A due degree of exercise is indispensably necessary to health and long life.
Walking is the best exercise for those who are able to bear it; riding for those
who are not. The open air, when the weather is fair, contributes much to the
benefit of exercise.
Exercise, first, should be always on an empty stomach; secondly, should never
be continued to weariness; thirdly, after it, we should take care to cool by
degrees....

As for the merits of walking and riding, Wesley was relying upon
Dr. Cheyne's advice, who pointed out further that if one's weakness of
3George Stevenson, City Road Chapel (London: Stevenson, 1872), p. 397. In a letter of March
18, 1788, to his nephew Samuel, Wesley viewed Dickinson as "a sensible and pious man."
John Telford, ed., Letters of John Wesley (London: Epworth, 1931), 8:47.
4Stevenson, pp. 150, 397-98.
sSee letter of April 11, 1789, in Letters, 8:129.
6Thomas Jackson, ed., Works of John Wesley (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1959), 14:268.
7John Wesley, Primitive Physick (Philadelphia: Dickins, 1791), pp. x-xi.
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constitution would not permit walking or even riding a horse, then a daily
eight-hour ride in a carriage would suffice. Wesley, aware that many could
not afford the time or expense of such a luxury, suggested that such persons might use a "chamber-horse, ... which will suit every constitution."g
Wesley was not joking about using a hobby-horse; he apparently made
use of such a contraption himself, as can be seen in a note to his niece
Sarah Wesley: ". . . be sure to take as much exercise every day as you
can bear. I wish you would desire George Whitfield to send you the
chamber-horse out of my dining-room, which you should use half an hour
at least daily.,,9 A more complete description of the chamber- or hobbyhorse is found in a letter to Mrs. Christian: "If you can have no other,
you should daily ride a wooden horse, which is only a double plank nine
or ten feet long, properly placed upon two tressels. This has removed many
distempers and save abundance of lives."to
Wesley would rather, of course, have people exercise out-of-doors
in the fresh air, perhaps even going into the country if possible, as he
himself did on many occasions precisely for the therapeutic effect. He frequently advises against people, sick or healthy, staying "in a close or foul
air, whereby so many diseases are heightened or prolonged and so many
thousands of lives thrown away. ,,11
Mrs. Dickinson recovered and went on to live a long, if not healthy,
life. During the last six of her seventy-two years, she was "sorely afflicted
by paralysis, which greatly enervated both body and mind. ,,12
The second concern expressed in Wesley's letter is for the situation
in ~Ireland. His early visits to the island had resulted in some of his most
important ecumenical writings in 1749-50, including the "Letter to a Roman
Catholic" and the sermon on "Catholic Spirit." It is particularly interesting
to note that Wesley's comments indicate a level of tension and violence
that would appear to be a pervasive part of the Irish scene, then as much
as now. And yet there is hardly a hint of such turmoil in his private diary
during this trip or in his published Journal for this period. The conflicts
and disruptions he mention in his Journal are nearly all within the societies:
the Dublin society disputing over having meetings during Church-time on
Sunday mornings (7:482-83); the members of the Athlone society being
found "heaps upon heaps," some of their leaders having "causelessly taken
offense at the assistant" (7:488); the congregation at Portarlington being
"exceeding careless and ill-behaved" (7 :489); some of the so-called
"gentlemen" in Lisburn walking about and talking during the sermon
(7:507).
Works, 14:268.
9August 18, 1790; Letters, 8:234.
IOJuly 17, 1785; Letters, 8:281.
llWesley's preface to his extract of Dr. Tissot's Advices with Respect to Health, in Works,
14:255.
12Stevenson, p. 398.
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Wesley does, however, note a mob at Cappoquin at the beginning
of May, "a very numerous retinue, hallooing and shouting with all their
might," requiring a "sentinel" to protect their meeting. Yet that night he
stayed with a "popish gentleman" and notes having spent "a comfortable
evening" (7:492). There is also a hint of violence in Belfast when a mob
damaged the house, some of the scoundrels breaking off and carrying away
the silver which was on the pulpit Bible (7:508). In neither of these instances is there any description of the opposition, and we know from other
accounts that the violence against the Methodists, in Ireland as well as
England, was the result of more than simply anti-Protestant sympathies.
Wesley's own Short Address to the Inhabitants of Ireland (1749) tries to
speak to the economic and social (as well as religious) prejudices against
the Methodists.
It should be noted, nevertheless, that by this time in his life, Wesley
had also published several stinging attacks on the Roman Catholics. 13 In
the anti-Catholic turmoils surrounding the Gordon riots, Wesley had sided
publicly with the Protestant Association. And about the same time as this
letter in 1789, Wesley had asked Peard Dickinson to visit Lord George
Gordon in Newgate Prison. And yet he was also able to speak kindly of
his old literary adversary, Father O'Leary, who, on the previous trip to
Ireland, Wesley had found to be "of any easy, genteel carriage, ... not
to be wanting either in sense or learning," and certainly "not the stiff, queer
man that I expected.,,14
This brief letter that speaks to such important concerns of Wesley
also gives hints as to the details of its posting. The Bishop marks indicate
that it was mailed from Ireland on June 17 and received in London on
June 22, with a charge of four pence. It was apparently received by Thomas
Olivers 15 at the New Chapel, who noted on the outside, "I have not read
the within. T. 0." Dickinson himself has docketed the letter, "Received
June 28" and "[June] 29, Answered."
The text of the letter reads as follows:

13Por three different views on how one might correlate Wesley's ironic views of Roman Catholic
religion with his biting attacks on Roman Catholics as political traitors, see Michael Hurley,
ed., John Wesley's Letter to a Roman Catholic (Belfast: Epworth House, 1968), pp. 30-47;
David Hempton, Methodism and Politics in British Society, 1750-1850 (London: Hutchinson, 1984), pp. 32-43; and Eric Gallagher, ed., A Better Way for Irish Protestants and Roman
Catholics, Advice from John Wesley (Bangor: Mission Board, 1973), pp. 7-12.

14Journal, 7:274.
15Thomas Olivers (1726-1799), one of Wesley's preachers who since 1775 had been serving
at City Road as "corrector of the press" with primary responsibilities for the Arminian
Magazine, although within two months he would be replaced because, according to Wesley,
''the errata are unsufferable" and "several pieces are inserted without my knowledge." Dickinson
had assisted in overseeing the printing operation (see Letters, 8:54), and was named in Wesley's
will as one of the committee to continue supervising the press (Journal, 8:342).
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To Mr Dickenson16
June 15, 1789
My Dear Brother
It gives me such satisfaction to hear that sister Dickinson's
health, both of soul and body, increases. Certainly exercise is the
best medicine for both. Therefore you should encourage her to use
it constantly and, as far as may be, in the open air.
The Papists and Protestants here are almost at open war with
each other, and it is feared much mischief will ensue. Some blood
has been shed already.
I am
Your affectionate friend and brother
J Wesley
I hope to be in Dublin on Friday.17
[Address panel:]
To Mr. Dickenson
At the New Chapel, Moorfields
London

16In this letter, Wesley spells the name "Dickenson." the spelling in the Minutes, upon his
gravestone, and in his Life is "Dickinson." See Proceedings of the Wesley Historical Society
(1904), 4: 150.

17In fact, he did reach Dublin on Friday. Shortly after his arrival in Ireland in March, his
projected itinerary had been published in the Dublin Chronicle, listing places (and even times)
of his preaching for the fifteen-week tour of Ireland. It should not surprise us that Wesley
met the schedule precisely.
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