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DISCOVERY 
Edited by 

FREDERICK E. MASER 

New Light on the Dickins Family 

The year 1989 marks the two hundredth anniversary of the Methodist 
Publishing House of which John Dickins was the first Book Editor. He 
founded the book business while he was pastor of Old St. George's Church 
in Philadelphia, though there is evidence he had been publishing books 
for the Methodists prior to this date while he was pastor at John Street 
Church in New York City. Not too much is known about the life of 
Dickins. According to Ezekiel Cooper who preached his funeral sermon, 
Dickins burned his own journal and a primary source of information about 
himself. The best life of Dickins can be found in chapters two and three 
of volume one of a book by James Penn Pilkington entitled The Methodist 
Publishing House published by Abingdon Press in 1968. 

Dickins' wife was named Elizabeth and his eldest son, Asbury, after 
Bishop Francis Asbury. Dickins had five chilren. He died in 1798 during 
the yellow fever scourge in Philadelphia. About 1792, being unable to live 
on the income from the Methodists, he opened his own book store with 
the assistance of his son, Asbury. After John Dickins' death Asbury and 
his mother conducted this business and later went into the field of book 
publishing. Following John's death, there was some difficulty in sorting 
out his assets from the property of the book business of the church. In 
addition, the business run by Asbury Dickins and his mother which 
flourished for a time under the management of Asbury, finally collapsed. 
Asbury fled to England, leaving his mother and his brother, John, to cope 
with the problems of the failing business. 

One day while idling through the October 1970 issue of The .Penn
sylvania Magazine I re-read an article on "Asbury Dickins, Bookseller, 
1798-1801, Or, The Brief Career of a Careless Youth." I had read the ar
ticle when it was first published but had apparently missed a footnote which 
stated 

The Dickins material cited in this article constitutes part of one .of the Historical Society 
of Pennsylvania's recent acquisitions, the Loudoun Papers. Included in the coHec
tion are two journals and two ledgers of John Dickins, a journal and ledger of Asbury 
Dickins ... and one box of loose incoming correspondence addressed to Asbury 
Dickins and Thomas Armat. 
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The box of papers, I later discovered, also included some letters of 
Asbury Dickins and his mother Elizabeth as well as an important letter 
f ram Thomas Haskins. 

Naturally, when I read the footnote, the word "journal" leaped out 
at me, especially since Ezekiel Cooper in his funeral oration stated that 
Dickins had burned his personal journal. I immediately headed for the 
Historical Society to see what I hoped would prove to be the elusive 
journal. I was disappointed but not entirely. The journal is not a daily 
account of the life of Dickins but rather an account of his business trans
actions. The actual journal of John Dickins remains a heap of ashes. 

This material, which was acquired in 1970, was unknown to Pilk
ington whose first volume of THE METHODIST PUBLISHING HOUSE 
was published in 1968. It was also unknown to Ruth Ketring Nuermberger 
who in 1947 wrote a well documented though at times an inaccurate arti
cle titled, Asbury Dickins ... : A Career in Government Service." In this 
work which appeared in July 1947 in The North Carolina Historical Review 
she pictures Dickins as going to England to extend his education, and also 
confuses his sister Elizabeth with his mother. 

Now the Asbury Dickins material in the Loudoun papers helps the 
historian to fill in some gaps in the affairs of John Dickins, his wife, 
Elizabeth, and his son, Asbury. For example, Pilkington was never sure 
how the problems caused by Dickins' double position in handling the 
business of the publishing house and his own business were eventually set
tled. A letter f ram Thomas Haskins in the Loudoun papers casts some 
light on this matter and is worth study. 

Heretofore no one fully understood why Dickins fled the country in 
1801. He had been notified of a suit being brought against him by Samuel 
Blodget. However, no papers had come to light suggesting the nature of 
the suit. One authority indicates Asbury might have seduced Blodget's 
daughter or one of his servants. The suit could have been over a matter 
as trivial as the use of a church pew or as serious as murder. Unfortunately, 
a disastrous fire in Philadelphia destroyed the early judicial records that 
might have cleared up the matter. However, the papers in the Loudoun 
collection clearly reveal the trouble was financial. This is further supported 
by the fact that Dickins had entered into a partnership with Joseph Den
nie to publish the Port Folio, one of the fip.est magazines in the 18th cen
tury. Dennie was the Editor and speaks highly of Dickins as a publisher. 
"A liberal man was Dickins," said Dennie, "one who in literary negotia
tions is unaccustomed to measure with a two foot rule .... " 

It may be, however, that this very generosity drove Asbury Dickins 
to the wall and was one cause of his downfall. After his flight to England 
his contract with Dennie apparently was taken over by his mother whose 
name appears in the issues of the second year. 
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Pilkington states on the authority of the survivors of John Dickins' 
family that when Asbury Dickins fled to England he married a noble lady 
of Scotch descent and for a number of years was Chancellor of the United 
States Consulate in London. Neurmberger in the article in The North 
Carolina Review identifies the woman as Miss Lillias Arnot daughter of 
"the late Hugo Arnot, Esq." Because of the objections to the marriage 
by the Arnot family, Asbury and his bride eloped. However, a letter from 
Elizabeth Dickins found in the Loudoun papers states that Asbury mar
ried a woman as poor as himself by whom he had two children. The papers 
also indicate that while in England Asbury was thrown into a debtors 
prison which would account for the Arnot family's dislike of him. 

During the time Dickins was in prison, his mother sought help for 
him from Thomas Armat, his lawyer. Armat sent Asbury some money 
and advice. How Dickins was later released from jail is unknown, but 
his bride's family may have relented and assisted the couple. 

In the letters Asbury Dickins wrote from prison he was deeply con
cerned for his mother. He expressed surprise at the dismal financial state 
of the business he had left, and insisted that he had been defrauded. 

In the meantime Elizabeth, As bury's mother was not only trying to 
recoup the business but also to help in settling her husband's estate. How 
the estate was finally settled is not known but among the papers I glanced 
through at the Pennsylvania Historical Society I noticed a bill against the 
estate dated 1810, indicating the settlement took place long after the date 
suggested by Pilkington. 

At any rate the material in the Loudoun papers makes for fascinating 
reading and could easily be the basis for graduate research. At least it tells 
us some things we did not before know about John Dickins, his son Asbury 
and his wife, Elizabeth. 

As is well known, Asbury Dickins finally returned to the United States 
and achieved a high place in government, eventually becoming Secretary 
of the United States Senate. I have in my possession a letter of Asbury 
Dickins in which he indicates his support for William Crawford, Secretary 
of the Treasury, for the high post of President of the United States. Un
f ortuantely, Asbury backed the wrong man. Crawford was never elected 
and to the best of my knowledge never even nominated. __ 

In addition, the papers should be read and the ledgers studied in con
nection with two excellent articles already referred to: the October, 1970 
issue of The Pennsylvania Magazine with the article by Peter J. Parker 
on Asbury and The North Carolina Historical Review for July, 1947 which 
has the article on Dickins by Ruth Ketring Nuermberger. 


