
‘Camp	Mee)ngs	and	Tent	Preaching’:	

Similari'es	and	differences	between	Primi've	Methodism	and	Tent	Methodism.	

Introduc)on	
I	must	begin	by	expressing	my	thanks	to	Tim	McQuiban	for	contac'ng	me	last	August	soon	
aCer	my	wife,	 Pat,	 and	 I	 had	moved	 to	Hampshire	 from	Cornwall	where	we	had	 lived	 for	
nearly	 20	 years.	While	 I	was	 aware	 that	 April	 2020	would	mark	 200	 years	 since	 the	 Tent	
Methodist	sect	was	formally	established,	I	didn’t	an'cipate	that	opportuni'es	would	emerge	
to	bring	this	short-lived	group	to	the	no'ce	of	wider	audiences.	I’m	grateful	to	Tim,	then,	not	
only	 for	 invi'ng	me	 to	 come	 to	 Englesea	 Brook	 today,	 but	 for	 unwiNngly	 giving	 me	 the	
impetus	 to	 seek	 other	 avenues	 to	make	 the	 Tent	Methodists	 beOer	 known.	 As	 a	 result,	 I	
have	 wriOen	 three	 other	 papers	 in	 the	 last	 few	 months.	 The	 February	 2020	 edi'on	 of	
Proceedings	of	 	 the	Wesley	Historical	 Society	 included	a	biographical	 ar'cle	about	George	
Pocock,	 the	 founder	 of	 the	 movement,	 the	 Methodist	 Recorder	 has	 an	 ar'cle	 ready	 to	
publish	giving	 the	key	 facts	about	 the	Tent	Methodist	 story,	and	 the	 Journal	of	 the	United	
Reformed	Church	History	Society	will	publish	in	May	a	piece	focussing	on	two	of	the	principal	
tent	preachers	who	later	became	Congrega'onal	ministers	for	a	combined	period	of	over	70	
years.	So,	Tim,	you	have	enabled	me	to	keep	my	brain	ac've	over	the	winter	months,	and	
promp'ng	 me	 and	 others	 to	 recall	 the	 dedica'on	 that	 tent	 preachers	 demonstrated	 in	
support	of	the	Chris'an	message,	oCen	under	challenging	circumstances.				
	 I	should	also	say	that	 I	am	not	a	very	 long	standing	Methodist.	My	wife	and	I	were	
both	brought	up	in	the	Congrega'onal	and	then	the	United	Reformed	Church.	My	father	was	
a	Congrega'onal	minister	for	62	years	and	Pat’s	parents	were	totally	involved,	for	very	many	
years,	 in	maintaining	a	village	church	in	Leicestershire;	Pat’s	sister	and	her	husband	s'll	do	
so.	 The	 absence	 of	 nearby	 United	 Reformed	 churches	 in	 Cornwall	 led	 us	 to	 become	
members	of	 the	Methodist	Church	and	un'l	we	moved	 to	Hampshire	 last	August,	we	had	
been	ac'vely	involved	with	the	Truro	circuit	at	chapel,	circuit	and	district	levels.	We	are	now	
members	 of	 the	 United	 Church	 in	 Winchester,	 an	 ecumenical	 arrangement	 between	 the	
Methodist	and	United	Reformed	churches.	
	 My	 first	meaningful	 contact	with	 the	Methodists	was	 in	 the	md-1990s	when,	 as	 a	
very	mature	student	of	The	Open	University,	I	was	in	the	final	stages	of	an	honours	degree	
course.	That,	 in	 turn,	 led	 to	study	of	Tent	Methodism	and	the	prepara'on	of	a	 thesis	 that	
eventually	resulted	in	a	PhD	being	awarded	in	2000.	Tim	was	my	internal	supervisor	when	
he	 was	 at	Westminster	 College,	 Oxford,	 and	 I	 gained	much	 from	 him	 and	 Reg	Ward,	my	
external	supervisor,	who	had	a	Primi've	Methodist	background.	Their	interest	in	what	I	was	
doing	played	a	significant	part	in	encouraging	my	subsequent	wri'ng	that	now	totals	more	
than	20	books	and	papers	on	a	variety	of	nonconformist	topics	over	the	past	20	years.	
	 Nor	am	 I	an	expert	about	Primi've	Methodism.	Un'l	 I	was	asked	18	or	 so	months	
ago	 to	 write	 the	 story	 of	 Lessingham	Methodist	 Church	 in	 Norfolk,	 originally	 a	 Primi've	
Methodist	cause,	I	had	only	superficial	knowledge	of	Primi've	Methodism.	Since	then	I	have	
studied	H	B	Kendall’s	 standard	history	of	 the	denomina'on,	and	other	 relevant	material.	 I	
found	it	a	fascina'ng	exercise;	not	just	to	beOer	understand	what	went	on	and	why,	but	also	
to	 try	 and	 relate	 the	 evangelical	 efforts	 of	 200	 years	 ago	 to	 the	 posi'on	 we	 now	 find	
ourselves.		
	 All	 in	 all,	 then,	 I	 greatly	welcome	 this	opportunity	 to	experience	all	 that	 is	 here	at	
Englesea	 Brook.	 I	 repeat	 the	 apprecia'on	 and	 acknowledgement	 I	 included	 in	 the	 book	
about	 Lessingham’s	 history	 which	 noted	 the	 huge	 voluntary	 effort	 that	 maintains	 the	



material	about	Primi've	Methodism.	I	benefiOed,	at	a	distance,	from	all	that	is	here	as	have	
very	many	others	over	the	years.	
	 There	 are,	 I	 believe,	 many	 lessons	 that	 present	 day	 Chris'an	 church	 leaders	 and	
members	 should	 learn	 from	 our	 dedicated	 18th,	 19th	 and	 20th	 century	 nonconformist	
predecessors.	There	was	an	intensity	around	their	beliefs	and	the	ways	they	prac'sed	them	
that	seems	largely	missing	today.	
	 That	 intensity	 and	 passion	 led	 to	 controversies	 as	 the	 histories	 of,	 among	 other	
groups,	 the	 Primi've	Methodists	 and	 Tent	Methodists,	 demonstrate.	 The	 purpose	 of	 this	
session	is	to	explore	those	in	depth.	To	a	greater	or	lesser	extent,	similar	controversies	apply	
to	other	denomina'ons	and	sects	 that	sprung	up	from	1797,	six	years	aCer	 John	Wesley’s	
death,	and	throughout	the	first	half	of	the	19th	century.	I	will	do	my	best	to	concentrate	on	
comparing	 and	 contras'ng	 the	 experiences	 of	 the	 Primi've	 Methodists	 and	 Tent	
Methodists,	and	not	transgress	into	other	groups	and	movements.	

Tent	missions	from	1814	
My	judgement	is	that	you	will	know	far	more	about	the	Primi've	Methodists	than	the	Tent	
Methodists	so	let	me	provide	a	summary	of	the	short	lived	sect.		
	 A	 ‘tent’,	 beOer	 described	 as	 a	marquee	 as	 it	 accommodated	 500	 people,	was	 first	
used	at	Whitchurch,	then	a	village	three	miles	south	of	the	centre	of	Bristol,	in	April	1814.	It	
had	been	designed	and	built	by	George	Pocock,	a	Wesleyan	Methodist	 local	preacher	and,	
by	profession,	the	proprietor	of	a	successful	school	 in	Bristol	that	he	ran	for	over	40	years	
un'l	his	death	 in	1843.	Pocock	had	academic	ability	and	many	other	talents,	one	of	which	
was	as	an	inventor.	It	was	this	skill	that	enabled	him	to	produce	a	substan'al	structure	that	
was,	nonetheless,	capable	of	being	dismantled,	transported,	and	erected	elsewhere	without	
the	elapse	of	too	much	'me.	During	the	course	of	that	first	summer	the	‘tent’	was	taken	to	
many	places	 in	and	around	Bristol,	and	to	Bath,	Swindon,	other	places	 in	Wiltshire,	and	to	
west	Berkshire,	including	Hungerford	where	Pocock	was	born	in	1774.	
	 The	 tent	 was	 not	 used	 in	 the	 winter	 months	 when	 weather	 condi'ons	 and	 poor	
roads	would	have	made	travelling	even	more	difficult,	but	Pocock	enlarged	it	to	cater	for	700	
people.	In	1818	a	second	‘tent’	had	been	built	and	was	first	used	on	Good	Friday,	when	the	
service	was	conducted	by	the	Bristol	Wesleyan	Methodist	circuit	superintendent.	Excursions	
with	tents	became	more	ambi'ous	including	a	trip	las'ng	several	weeks	through	Somerset,	
Wiltshire,	and	Hampshire,	finishing	on	the	Isle	of	Wight.	
	 I	acquired	a	copy	of	the	Tent	Methodist	Magazine	for	1823	-	as	far	as	I	know	the	only	
surviving	copy	-	about	25	years	ago,	and	the	monthly	issues	detail	the	very	large	number	of	
places	visited	by	 tents	between	1814	and	1821.	 It	would	seem	that	decisions	as	 to	where	
the	tents	would	go	were	mostly	based	on	requests	from	individuals	who	wished	to	witness	
what	the	ac'vity	was	all	about,	or	to	complement	their	own	evangelical	endeavours.	There	
was	no	logical	or	planned	paOern	of	geographical	coverage;	this	became	a	significant	reason	
for	the	later	decline	in	support.	
	 For	five	years	un'l	the	middle	of	1819	tent	preachers	received	a	mixed	reac'on	from	
the	 Bristol	Wesleyan	 leaders.	 There	 were	 occasions	 when	 the	 circuit’s	 i'nerant	 ministers	
tolerated	the	supplementary	resource	provided	by	those	who	managed	the	‘tent’	ac'vi'es	
but	 increasing	 animosity	 arose	 from	 1818.	 As	 an	 example,	 requests	 from	 some	 local	
preachers	to	reduce	circuit	plan	commitments	so	that	they	could	spend	more	'me	exercising	
ministry	 with	 the	 tents,	 were	 refused.	 The	 likely	 reason	 was	 that	 by	 retaining	 them	 on	
preaching	plans	for	most	Sundays,	and	some	weekdays,	it	was	hoped	that	the	unauthorised	
ac'vity	would	cease.	George	Pocock	was	the	main	ins'gator	of	the	tent	missions	and	he	was	
subjected	 to	much	 cri'cism	 from	Bristol’s	Wesleyan	hierarchy.	When	 John	Pyer,	 the	other	



leader	 in	 the	 tent	 ac'vity,	 returned	 to	 Bristol	 from	 a	 stay	 in	 Newbury,	 Berkshire,	 he	was	
refused	 readmiOance	 to	 the	 local	 preacher	 list.	 And	 another	 local	 preacher	 facing	 what	
appeared	to	be	a	trumped	up	charge,	resigned	from	the	Wesleyans.	
	 All	 this	 came	 to	an	acrimonious	head	 in	early	1820	with	 the	publica'on	of	 several	
aggressively	worded	pamphlets	with	blow	by	blow	accusa'on	and	counter	accusa'on.	The	
formal	establishment	of	the	Tent	Methodist	sect	took	place	on	18	April	1820	when	the	first	
society	of	35	members	was	formed,	including	four	Bristol	Wesleyan	local	preachers.	On	the	
following	 Sunday,	 four	well	 aOended	 services	were	held	 at	 a	 former	Bap'st	 chapel	 in	 the	
centre	 of	 Bristol,	 acquired	 by	 Pocock.	 He,	 and	 John	 Pyer,	 produced	 a	 set	 of	 Rules,	 began	
issuing	class	'ckets,	and	were	able	to	recruit	several	former	local	preachers.	
	 Between	1820	and	1824,	In	addi'on	to	the	main	areas	of	ac'vity	around	Bristol,	and	
especially	northwards	into	Gloucestershire,	the	sect	established	socie'es	in	a	part	of	south	
Wales,	 Manchester,	 Liverpool,	 the	 east	 end	 of	 London,	 Birmingham,	 and	 villages	 in	
Somerset,	Wiltshire,	 Hampshire	 and	west	 Berkshire.	 	 Internal	 problems	 surfaced	 in	 1824,	
decline	became	more	no'ceable	from	1827	onwards,	and	the	unhappy	end	came	with	the	
sale	of	the	last	two	chapels	in	1832	when	sale	prices	achieved	at	auc'on	failed	even	to	reach	
the	 amount	 of	 outstanding	 debt	 to	 Pocock.	 By	 that	 'me	 three	 of	 the	 sect’s	 principal	
preachers	had	defected	to	other	nonconformist	denomina'ons;	two	became	Congrega'onal	
ministers	and	another	was	ordained	into	the	Bap'st	Church	ministry.	George	Pocock	himself	
lost	much	of	his	commitment,	re-joined	the	Wesleyans	in	about	1835,	and	was	readmiOed	
as	a	local	preacher,	having	13	appointments	scheduled	on	the	preaching	plan	for	the	last	few	
months	of	1840,	when	he	was	66	years	of	age.	He	died	in	November	1843.	

Similari)es	
I	hope	this	gives	you	a	flavour	of	the	background,	life,	and	demise,	of	the	Tent	Methodists.	
With	that	introduc'on,	let	me	begin	a	comparison	of	Tent	Methodism’s	experience	with	that	
of	 the	Primi've	Methodists	by	elabora'ng	on	the	similari'es	and	differences	between	the	
two	groups.	Many	of	these	also	apply	to	other	bodies	that	emerged	from	Wesleyanism	from	
1797	and	regularly	through	the	first	half	of	the	19th	century.	There	were	similari'es	between	
the	two	groups	and	also,	interes'ngly	and	perhaps	less	expectedly,	between	the	founders	of	
them.	Overall,	many	more	similari'es	than	differences.	
	 The	most	obvious	similarity	was	that	both	groups	were	formed	aCer	disagreements	
with	the	Wesleyan	Methodist	authori'es.	The	target	of	Wesleyan	opposi'on	was	lay	people.	
It	was	as	if	any	ini'a've	for	evangelism	had	to	come,	not	from	local	preachers	or	stewards	or	
trustees,	 but	 from	 i'nerant	 preachers.	 Ideas	 had	 to	 be	 presented	 for	 considera'on,	
discussion	and	prior	approval	from	that	leadership	before	implementa'on.	It	seems	that	the	
i'nerants	 felt	 threatened,	 causing	 them	 to	 be	 so	 defensive	 as	 to	 miss	 the	 underlying	
ambi'on	to	preach	the	gospel	to	the	greatest	possible	number	of	people.		
	 While	it	was	local	Wesleyan	circuit	leaders	who	made	the	greatest	fuss	over	several	
years,	the	Connexion’s	hierarchy	also	had	roles	to	play.	Those	aOending	the	1807	Wesleyan	
annual	conference	in	Liverpool	refused	to	countenance	camp	mee'ngs	as	acceptable	ways	
to	seek	to	evangelise	local	communi'es,	describing	them	as	“…highly	improper	in	England,	
and	 likely	 to	 be	 produc've	 of	 considerable	mischief;…”.	 Similarly,	 Tent	 leaders,	 principally	
Pocock,	 tried	 but	 failed	 to	 persuade	 the	 denomina'on’s	 hierarchy	 to	 give	 support	 to	 tent	
evangelism	 when	 the	 annual	 conference	 was	 held	 in	 Bristol	 in	 1819.	 Both	 Primi've	
Methodist	and	Tent	Methodist	leaders	insisted	that	their	inten'ons	were	en'rely	consistent	
with	John	Wesley’s	prac'ce	of	outdoor	evangelism.	All	to	no	avail	although,	ironically,	within	
10	years	Wesleyans	accepted	that	preaching	beyond	chapel	doors	was	not	 just	acceptable	
but	necessary.	It	is	noteworthy	that	the	1820	Wesleyan	Conference,	again	in	Liverpool,	spent	



'me	 agonising	 over	 a	 decline	 in	 membership	 without	 any	 apparent	 recogni'on	 that	
Primi've	and	Tent	Methodists	might,	in	part,	have	had	a	remedy.	Even	more	ironic	is	that	at	
that	 same	 Conference	 members	 effec'vely	 endorsed	 open-air	 preaching	 as	 part	 of	 the	
remedial	 ac'vity	 but	 didn’t	 call	 them	 camp	 mee'ngs.	 In	 the	 words	 of	 HB	 Kendall;	
“Conference	of	1820	blessed	what	the	Conference	of	1807	had	banned”.	
	 Wesleyan	 authori'es	 made	 iden'cal	 decisions	 opposing	 wider	 evangelical	
endeavours	 undertaken	 by	 both	 Primi've	 and	 Tent	 Methodists.	 The	 reac'ons	 of	 the	
Primi've	and	Tent	leaders,	both	of	them	lay	members,	were	also,	effec'vely,	iden'cal.	Their	
reac'on	 was	 simply	 to	 refuse	 to	 accept	 it.	 They	 could	 have	 grumbled	 but	 accept	 the	
decision,	 or	 they	 could	 have	walked	 away	 from	any	 future	Chris'an	discipleship;	 they	 did	
neither.	 Their	 commitment	 to	 their	 respec've	 causes	 was	 to	 put	 their	 heads	 above	 the	
proverbial	‘parapet’,	argued	their	cases	and	faced	the	consequences	of	their	ambi'ons.	They	
incurred	 the	wrath	 of	Wesleyan	 hierarchy	 but	 didn’t	 succumb	 to	what	 they	 believed	was	
in'mida'on.	Hugh	Bourne	was	 expelled	 by	 the	 Burslem	Circuit	 quarterly	mee'ng	 in	 June	
1808,	 ostensibly	 not	 because	 of	 his	 con'nuing	 involvement	 with	 camp	 mee'ngs	 but	 for	
aOending	his	class	mee'ng	less	regularly	than	was	required.	Two	of	the	three	tent	preachers	
expelled	 in	 1820	 were	 also	 discarded	 for	 published	 reasons	 that	 did	 not	 relate	 to	
unauthorised	tent	preaching.	
	 Several	 other	 local	 preachers	were	 effec'vely	 expelled	 from	 the	Wesleyans	 to	 join	
either	 the	 Primi've	 Methodists	 or	 the	 Tent	 Methodists.	 H	 B	 Kendall	 men'ons,	 among	
others,	Richard	Bayley,	 James	Steele	and	 James	Crawfoot.	 The	Tent	Methodists	benefiOed	
from	 the	 services	 of	 other	 discarded	 Bristol	 Wesleyan	 local	 preachers,	 as	 well	 as	 a	 John	
Gosling	 from	 Marlborough	 and	 a	 Peter	 Arrive	 in	 Manchester,	 both	 former	 prominent	
Wesleyan	laymen.	
	 Another	 similarity	 is	 that	 the	 disputes	 didn’t	 result	 in	 schisms	 happening	
immediately.	Rather,	they	festered	for	several	years.	In	the	Tent	Methodist	case	there	were	
six	years	between	the	first	excursion	with	the	tent	and	the	split	from	the	Wesleyans	in	1820,	
and	 four	 years	 elapsed	 between	 the	Mow	 Cop	May	 1807	 Camp	Mee'ng	 and	 the	 formal	
establishment	of	Primi've	Methodism	 in	1811.	 It	 could	be	argued	 that	hos'lity	were	 long	
drawn	out	affairs	to	see	if	reconcilia'on	and	media'on	could	be	successful.	I	doubt	that,	and	
I’ve	 made	 a	 subjec've	 judgement	 elsewhere	 that	 there	 may	 have	 been	 'mes	 when	
Wesleyan	 leaders	 tolerated	 secessions	 and,	 perhaps,	 even	 encouraged	 them	 so	 that	
troublesome	members	leC,	and	maOers	could	return	to	rela've	equanimity.		
	 It	 is	also	worth	no'ng	similari'es	between	the	personali'es	 involved.	Hugh	Bourne	
and	 George	 Pocock	 were	 born	 just	 two	 years	 apart	 in	 1772	 and	 1774,	 they	 joined	 the	
Wesleyan	Methodists	two	years	apart	in	1799	and	1797	and	they	began	preaching	two	years	
apart	 in	1801	and	1803.	Furthermore,	 if	one	regards	William	Clowes	and	John	Pyer	as	 the	
other	 acknowledged	 founders,	 they	 too,	 have	 similari'es.	 Both	 had	 wealthy	 influen'al	
ancestors,	both	were	several	years	younger	than	their	co-leaders,	both	were	converted	two	
years	apart	in	1805	and	1803,	and	actually	began	local	preaching	in	the	same	year,	1809.		
	 There	 is	 no	 evidence	 of	 any	 contact	 between	 the	 two	 Primi've	Methodist	 leaders	
and	the	two	Tent	Methodist	leaders,	but	they	were	all	engaged	in	parallel	evangelical	work.	
Two	were	 from	 north	 Staffordshire	 and	 two	were	 from	 Bristol,	 so	 the	 absence	 of	 decent	
communica'on	channels	probably	meant	that	they	were	ignorant	of	each	other’s	efforts.	It’s	
fascina'ng	to	speculate	on	how	the	two	groups	would	have	developed	had	they	known	of	
each	other’s	existence.	Would	they	have	formed	one	merged	body,	or	would	the	markedly	
different	personali'es	have	prevented	any	formal	coopera'on	despite	the	close	similarity	of	
their	two	organisa'ons	and	the	messages	they	were	proclaiming?	



	 Another	 similarity,	 especially	 in	 the	 early	 years,	 was	 that	 both	 Primi've	 and	 Tent	
Methodists	ventured	 into	places	where	there	were	no	Wesleyan	chapels.	The	Tent	 leaders	
insisted	 that	un'l	 the	 acrimonious	break	 in	 1820	 there	was	no	 compe''on	 for	members.	
Those	people	aOracted	by	tent	preachers	were	encouraged	to	join	Wesleyan	socie'es,	400	
of	them	in	the	summer	months	of	1819.	Kendall’s	history	of	the	Primi've	Methodists	makes	
the	 specific	 observa'on	 that	 there	 was	 no	 change	 of	 loyalty	 among	 exis'ng	 Wesleyan	
socie'es	when	the	Primi've	denomina'on	was	formed.	
	 That	 both	 groups	 didn’t	 compete	 with	 the	 Wesleyans	 was	 linked	 to	 the	 ini'al	
ambi'on	 to	 address	 the	 needs	 of	 people	 in	 rural	 communi'es	 at	 the	 'me	 when	 the	
Wesleyans	 tended	 to	 concentrate	 their	 efforts	 in	 towns	 and	 ci'es.	 Agricultural	 workers	
suffered	par'cularly	harshly	 for	more	 than	20	years	 from	1815	when	 the	war	with	France	
finished.	 Primi've	 Methodist	 leaders	 were	 vociferous	 in	 objec'ng	 to	 the	 prevailing	 Corn	
Laws	that	kept	grain	prices	too	high	for	folk	to	afford.	Agricultural	wages	were	significantly	
less	than	those	paid	to	those	working	in	the	factories	springing	up	in	the	industrial	regions.	
This	was	especially	the	case	 in	winter	months	when	farm	work	oCen	wasn’t	available.	The	
first	set	of	Tent	Methodist	Rules	produced	 in	1820	 included	“Agrarian	Society”	 in	 the	'tle.	
That	wasn’t	surprising	given	that	the	ini'al	tent	journeys	were	to	Gloucestershire	villages.		
	 It	wasn’t	 long,	 though,	before	both	groups	began	evangelising	urban	and	 industrial	
areas.	NoNngham,	Derby,	Hull	and	Leicester	had	all	been	missioned	by	Primi'ves	by	1818	
and	 Tent	Methodists	 expanded	 their	work	 to	 parts	 of	Manchester,	 Liverpool,	 London	 and	
Birmingham	within	18	months	of	forma'on.		
	 Both	groups	 felt	a	par'cular	need	to	 try	and	get	alongside	 the	poorer	members	of	
society.	The	1824	edi'on	of	the	Tent	Methodist	Rules	stated	an	expecta'on	that	members	
would	contribute	financially,	but	went	on	to	say	that	“Any	members	of	this	Society	receiving	
parochial	relief,	or	who	are	otherwise	in	poverty,	shall	not	be	allowed	to	contribute	any	thing	
to	the	funds	of	the	said	Society.”	Kendall	refers	to	the	Primi've	Methodist	ambi'on	to	work	
for	 “the	 neglected	 and	 the	 forgoOen”.	 As	 a	 result	 of	 my	 research	 for	 the	 history	 of	
Lessingham	Methodist	Church	in	Norfolk,	I	now	much	beOer	understand	the	valuable	work	
done	 among	 agricultural	 communi'es.	 It	 has	 been	 said,	 I	 think	 by	 a	 Deborah	 Valenze	
(although	regreOably	I	haven’t	found	the	precise	quote)	that	Tent	Methodism	was	“for	the	
poor”	 and	 Primi've	 Methodism	 was	 “of	 the	 poor”.	 That	 dis'nc'on	 seems	 valid	 as	 the	
principal	Tent	Methodists	were	rela'vely	well	educated	men	whereas	many	of	the	folk	who	
became	 in'mately	 involved	 with	 Primi've	 Methodism	 came	 from	 compara'vely	
impoverished	agricultural	communi'es.		
	 In	due	course,	both	groups	inevitably	encountered	Wesleyan	presence	in	towns	and	
villages,	 and	 that	 some'mes	 led	 to	uneasy	 rela'onships.	One	only	has	 to	 read	 the	 leOers	
contained	 in	 the	 two	 volumes	 of	 correspondence	 between	 Jabez	 Bun'ng	 and	 Wesleyan	
ministers	between	1820	and	1858	to	realise	the	hos'le	nature	of	the	comments	made	about	
Primi've	Methodist	evangelical	efforts.	Just	two	examples,	both	from	London,	a	place	that	
was	difficult	territory	for	Primi've	Methodists	in	the	1820s.	The	Wesleyan	superintendent	of	
the	Lambeth	circuit	in	1829	claimed	that	the	so-called	‘Ranters’	were	using	‘…popular	slang	
and	falsehoods	in	their	wri'ng…’	and	a	few	years	later	Primi've	Methodists	were	described	
by	 another	Wesleyan	 i'nerant	 as	 ‘…an	 overflowing	 swarm	 of	 ranters…who	 gather	 up	 the	
poor.’	Kendall	refers	to	a	Wesleyan	i'nerant	in	Leicester	who,	disparagingly,	commented	that	
“Ranters	have	bawled	themselves	hoarse.”	I	find	the	lack	of	Chris'an	charity	demonstrated	
in	the	leOers	to	and	from	Bun'ng	difficult	to	jus'fy.	Pulpit	exhorta'ons	may	have	referred	to	
following	 Jesus’s	 example,	 but	 the	 behaviour	 of	 Chris'an	 leaders	 was	 some'mes	
depressingly	argumenta've.	



	 Kendall	 was	 not	 oversta'ng	 the	 posi'on	 when	 he	 described	 the	 first	 and	 second	
decades	of	the	19th	century	as	“…days	of	imperfect	religious	tolera'on	,…”.	Tent	Methodists	
con'nued	 to	 receive	 cri'cism	 from	Wesleyans.	 In	Manchester	 a	Wesleyan	 local	 preacher	
was	 told	 to	 sever	 his	 link	 with	 the	 Tent	 Methodist	 mission	 and	 chose	 to	 withdraw	 his	
membership	before	he	was	expelled.	Hungerford’s	Wesleyan	superintendent	wrote	to	Jabez	
Bun'ng	 in	1820	complaining	 that	Tent	Methodists	had	taken	over	a	Wesleyan	chapel,	and	
four	 years	 later	 another	 Wesleyan	 superintendent	 complained	 that	 his	 influence	 around	
Salisbury	 was	 damaged	 by	 Tent	 Methodist	 work.	 Pocock	 sought	 re-admiOance	 to	 the	
Wesleyans	in	1832	but	his	request	was	refused	un'l	about	1835.	The	hos'lity	towards	him	
lasted	many	years.	
	 It	would	be	wrong	to	give	the	impression	that	internal	harmony	was	wholly	prevalent	
in	both	groups	once	the	acrimonious	disputes	resulted	in	the	two	schisms.	Tent	Methodism	
suffered	 from	 biOer	 exchanges	 with	 a	 previous	 tent	 supporter	 about	 their	 chapel	 in	
Manchester.	 Then,	 to	 the	 dismay	 of	 Pocock,	 three	 leading	 preachers	 defected	 to	 the	
Congrega'onal	and	Bap'st	churches.	One	reason	was	the	theological	one	around	Calvinism,	
but	 it	 is	 thought	 that	 the	 dominant	 leadership	 of	 Pocock	 was	 also	 an	 issue.	 Although	
Primi've	Methodism	grew	impressively,	the	leadership	had	to	deal	with	unhappy	incidents.	
One	at	Belper	 resulted	 from	an	 inten'on	 to	 increase	 travelling	preacher	 s'pends	 from	14	
shillings	to	16	shillings	a	week,	another	in	Norwich	in	1829	resulted	in	70	members	leaving,	
and	 a	 Robert	 Winfield	 led	 a	 schism	 in	 Leicestershire	 in	 1818	 when	 a	 thousand	 or	 so	
members	and	several	travelling	preachers	calling	themselves	“revivalists”	leC	the	Primi'ves,	
later	 to	 join	 the	 Methodist	 New	 Connec'on.	 Nonetheless,	 the	 leadership	 maintained	
commendable	unity	for	the	vast	majority	of	members	and	socie'es.	
	 Lay	people	had	more	influence	in	the	governance	of	both	groups	than	was	the	case	
in	 Wesleyanism.	 At	 the	 1819	 “Preparatory	 Mee'ng”	 for	 annual	 Primi've	 Methodist	
conferences	 only	 two	 of	 the	 15	 aOending	 were	 travelling	 preachers,	 and	membership	 of	
subsequent	conferences	comprised	two	lay	people	to	each	i'nerant	preacher.	It’s	difficult	to	
judge	from	either	version	of	the	Tent	Methodist	Rules	what	the	ra'o	would	be	but	with	only	
a	very	few	people	who	could	be	described	as	“i'nerants”,	lay	people	dominated.		
	 In	both	cases,	while	outdoor	tent	and	camp	mee'ngs	con'nued	for	only	a	short	'me	
within	Tent	Methodism	and	up	to	1932	in	Primi've	Methodism,	chapels	became	important	
means	of	proclaiming	the	gospel.	Even	with	the	short	 lived	Tent	Methodists,	chapels	were	
quickly	acquired.	In	London,	where	the	sect’s	only	preaching	plan	has	survived,	12	preaching	
places	are	shown	in	addi'on	to	three	tents.	They	may	not	all,	of	course,	have	been	chapels.	
It’s	known	that	chapels	were	acquired	in	Manchester,	Liverpool,	and	Birmingham,	and	there	
were	 several	 in	and	around	Bristol.	 The	greatest	 concentra'on	of	 chapels	was	around	 the	
Salisbury	area	of	Wiltshire	although	all	had	been	vacated	by	1829.	Chapel	buildings	largely	
superseded	 tents.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 the	 Primi'ves,	 though,	 camp	mee'ngs,	 especially	 in	 the	
summer	months,	con'nued	to	supplement	the	on-going	work	of	chapels.	
	 Par'cularly	in	the	early	years,	reports	publicised	very	large	numbers	of	people	being	
aOracted	 to	 camp	 and	 tent	mee'ngs.	 The	 likelihood	 is	 that	many	 of	 those	who	 aOended	
were	 either	 exis'ng	members	 or	 folk	who	didn’t	 ul'mately	 commit	 themselves	 to	 church	
membership	with	all	the	obliga'ons	associated	with	that	step.	The	monthly	Tent	Methodist	
Magazine	 reports	 oCen	 provided	 actual	 numbers	 aOending	 open	 air	 mee'ngs.	 It	 was	
claimed	 in	 1817	 that	 no	 less	 than	 90,000	 people	 had	 heard	 tent	 preachers	 during	 the	
months	from	April	to	October,	comments	were	made	of	“mul'tudes”,	and	in	a	poem	rela'ng	
to	a	mission	to	Marlborough	and	the	surrounding	district	there	is	a	line	that	reads,	“vast	was	
the	mul'tude,	immensely	vast”.	In	1820,	aCer	the	break	with	the	Wesleyans,	at	least	10,000	
were	 said	 to	 have	 aOended	 an	 outdoor	 service	 on	 Brandon	Hill	 in	 Bristol.	 As	 if	 not	 to	 be	



accused	 of	 exaggera'ng	 numbers,	 the	 report	went	 on	 to	 say	 that	 “the	 newspaper	 stated	
14,000”.	
	 H	B	Kendall’s	history	of	the	Primi've	Methodists	is	less	prone	to	quote	numbers.	Of	
the	Mow	Cop	1807	original	camp	mee'ng	he	used	the	words	“immense”,	“prodigious”	and	
the	whole	event	as	a	“Sublime	and	magnificent	spectacle”.	12,000	is	the	number	given	for	a	
camp	mee'ng	in	NoNngham	Forest	 in	1817.	Whatever	the	actual	numbers,	both	Primi've	
and	 Tent	Methodists	were	 able	 to	 aOract	 vastly	more	people	 to	 these	 events	 than	would	
ever	 aOend	 chapels,	 however	 large	 they	 were	 –	 and	 the	majority	 of	 the	 early	 ones	 only	
accommodated	100	or	so.	
	 Before	 either	 Primi've	 or	 Tent	 Methodists	 were	 formally	 established,	 most	 camp	
mee'ngs	and	tent	missions	were	held	in	open	spaces	or	fields	lent	by	sympathe'c	owners.	
They	 oCen	 preceded	 the	 establishment	 of	 socie'es,	 certainly	 took	 place	 without	 the	
authority	of	the	appointed	Wesleyan	leaders,	and	were	unashamedly	evangelical	seeking	to	
aOract	those	who	wouldn’t	go	to	a	chapel	service.		
	 WriOen	communica'on	with	supporters	was	a	necessary	adjunct	to	the	ac'vi'es	of	
both	groups.	Hugh	Bourne	started	a	quarterly	Primi've	Methodist	magazine	in	1818	which	
was	 not	 altogether	 successful,	 but	 regular	 monthly	 edi'ons	 were	 published	 from	 1819	
onwards,	 cos'ng	 3	 pence	 per	 issue.	 In	 1825	 the	 size	was	 increased	 to	 12	 pages,	 and	 the	
price	 to	 4	 pence.	 Although	 it	 is	 known	 that	 a	 monthly	 Tent	 Methodist	 magazine	 was	
produced	in	1824,	the	only	surviving	one	is	for	1823	which,	each	month,	comprised	24	pages	
for	4	pence.	They	included	obituaries	of	members,	sermons,	a	memoir	of	a	supporter	spread	
over	many	months	and	regular	progress	reports	of	tent	ac'vi'es,	both	before	the	schism	in	
1820	and	for	two	years	aCerwards.	
	 Finally,	 in	 this	 sec'on	on	similari'es,	one	 relates	 to	 two	of	 the	 leaders	 rather	 than	
the	groups.	Both	Hugh	Bourne	and	George	Pocock	wrote	hymns.	They	chose	cumbersome	
names	 for	 the	 books	 that	 included	 some	 that	 they	 themselves	 had	wriOen.	 Bourne’s	was	
called	A	general	 collec?on	of	Hymns	and	Spiritual	 Songs	 for	Camp	Mee?ngs	and	Revivals,	
and	Pocock’s	was	even	longer;	Sacred	Lyrics	for	Youth	with	Pictorial	Illustra?ons,	composed	
and	selected	to	promote	early	piety,	and	to	cherish	domes?c	harmony	and	devo?on.	Just	two	
of	Bourne’s	hymns	remained	in	use	for	any	length	of	'me.	The	longest	surviving	one	with	a	
first	 verse	 that	 began	 “Hark!	 The	 gospel	 news	 is	 sounding”	 was	 included	 in	 the	 1932	
Methodist	Hymnbook	but	not	in	later	edi'ons.	His	hymns	were	first	published	in	1809,	soon	
aCer	his	expulsion	from	the	Wesleyans.	Pocock’s	“Sacred	Lyrics”	was	produced	much	later,	in	
1838,	and	comprised	126	hymns	and	songs,	of	which	he	wrote	56.	They	were	designed	for	
“that	vast	class	of	youth,	who	no	 longer	can	be	pleased	with	what	 is	 infan'le”.	He	had	his	
school	pupils	in	mind.	None	were	included	in	any	hymnbook	that	I	have	come	across.	If	the	
following	 evalua'on	 is	 typical	 of	 others,	 that’s	 not	 surprising;	 “we	 must,	 however,	
remonstrate	 against	 Sacred	 Lyrics	 for	 Youth,	by	George	 Pocock,	 and	 the	 vain-glorious	 foul	
taste	with	which	it	 is	put	forward,	and	which	is	especially	offensive	in	a	work	professing	to	
be	devo'onal”.		
	 So	that	concludes	a	long	list	of	maOers	rela'ng	to	the	two	groups	and	their	leaders	
where	similari'es	existed.	The	overall	picture	is	that	there	were	no	differences	in	theology,	
they	shared	evangelical	ambi'ons	for	the	less	prosperous	in	communi'es,	and	they	sought	
greater	control	of	their	ac'vi'es	than	Wesleyan	ministerial	leaders	would	allow.	

Differences	
While	 there	were	very	many	similari'es,	 two	significant	differences	stand	out.	Firstly,	Tent	
Methodism,	informally	and	then	formally,	lasted	for	18	years	from	April	1814	when	the	first	
tent	was	erected	at	Whitchurch	near	Bristol,	un'l	April	1832	with	the	sale	of	the	last	chapels	



by	 auc'on.	 	 Six	were	 before	 the	 final	 break	with	 the	Wesleyans	 and	 12	 aCerwards.	 That	
period	 is	 far	 shorter	 than	 the	Primi've	Methodists	who	began,	 thrived	and	 lasted	 for	121	
years	un'l	1932.	It	was	not,	though,	steady	consistent	PM	growth	over	that	period.	In	fact,	
at	 the	 very	 'me	 that	 Tent	Methodism	was	 in	 decline,	 the	 years	 between	 1826	 and	 1828	
were	described	as	“…a	crisis	 for	 the	Connexion”.	Primi've	membership	 fell	 from	33,507	 in	
1824	to	31,610	in	1828.	Expansion	resumed	with	membership	doubling	to	62,306	between	
then	and	1836.	Overall,	from	about	200	members	in	1811	to	85,625	in	1842	reflected	huge	
progress.	And	Primi've	Methodism	provided	dedicated	Chris'an	service	un'l	well	 into	the	
20th	century.	
	 No	Tent	Methodist	membership	numbers	have	survived,	if	they	were	ever	collected,	
but	I	have	tenta'vely	suggested	that	there	may	have	been	700	members	in	December	1820	
and	 3,500	 at	 the	 peak	 in	 1825	 before	 decline	 set	 in.	 Primi've	 Methodist	 experience,	
therefore,	was	quite	different,	both	in	terms	of	impact	and	length	of	existence.	At	the	'me	
of	 the	 merger	 into	 the	 wider	 Methodist	 Church	 in	 1932,	 the	 Primi've	 Methodists	
contributed	 222,000	 members,	 more	 than	 1,000	 ministers	 and	 almost	 13,000	 local	
preachers.	
	 What	requires	explana'on	 is	why	the	Primi've	Methodists	 lasted	exactly	100	years	
longer	than	Tent	Methodism.	Four	reasons	come	to	mind.	Crucially,	there	was	the	con'nuing	
full	'me	ac've	commitment	of	 the	highly	 regarded	original	 leaders	 for	over	30	years	un'l	
1842.	Secondly,	was	the	ability	to	aOract	others	who	would	take	management	and	preaching	
responsibili'es;	 thirdly,	 was	 the	 much	 more	 logical	 process	 of	 expansion	 away	 from	 the	
original	 star'ng	place	 in	 Tunstall	 and	 its	 immediately	 surrounding	 area.	 The	 fourth	 aspect	
was	the	emergence	of	laymen	prepared	to	tackle	substan'al	poli'cal	and	social	issues	to	try	
and	improve	the	material	lot	of	those	aOracted	to	Primi've	Methodism.	Ordinary	members	
felt	there	were	influen'al	men	figh'ng	their	corner.	People	such	as	Joseph	Arch	and	George	
Edwards	 in	 support	 of	 improved	 condi'ons	 for	 agricultural	 workers	 and	 later,	 Edmund	 C	
Rawlings,	a	lawyer	and	Vice	President	of	the	Primi've	Methodist	Conference	for	a	year	who	
was	 ac've,	 though	 ul'mately	 unsuccessful,	 in	 aOemp'ng	 to	 change	 the	 provisions	 of	 the	
1902	Educa'on	Act.	While	John	Pyer,	the	second	most	important	Tent	Methodist,	was	a	firm	
advocate	of	teetotalism	and	a	founder	member	of	the	An'-State	Church	Associa'on,	formed	
to	 try	 and	 remove	 privileges	 associated	 with	 the	 Church	 of	 England,	 there	 were	 not	
prominent	 Tent	 Methodist	 poli'cal	 figures.	 That	 is	 not	 surprising	 given	 the	 inadequate	
resources	 to	 firmly	 establish	 the	 Tent	 Methodist	 sect	 -	 that	 would	 have	 been	 the	 main	
priority.		
	 None	of	 the	aspects	 that	provided	a	 real	 founda'on	 for	 longevity	 to	 the	Primi'ves	
applied	 to	 the	 Tent	 Methodists.	 	 John	 Pyer	 gave	 total	 commitment	 and	 dedica'on	 un'l	
1825,	 including	 extensive	 travelling	 journeys	 between	 south	Wales,	Manchester,	 Liverpool	
and	London,	taking	in	Birmingham	on	the	way.	However,	he	simply	spread	his	huge	efforts	
too	thinly.	He	had	become	full	'me	minister	at	Manchester	in	1825,	but	in	1827	decided	to	
throw	in	his	lot	with	the	Congrega'onalists,	then	oCen	known	as	Independents,	persuading	
most	of	his	congrega'on	to	join	him.	The	same	applied	in	Liverpool	where	George	Smith	led	
his	 members	 to	 the	 Congrega'onalists,	 also	 in	 1827.	 Smith	 served	 as	 a	 Congrega'onal	
minister	for	another	45	years.	A	year	earlier	another	leading	tent	preacher	joined	the	Bap'st	
Church	ministry.	 Preaching	 resource	 was	 insufficient,	 aggravated	 by	 the	 refusal,	 as	 noted	
later,	 to	 allow	 women	 to	 take	 on	 responsibility.	 Apart	 from	 local	 preachers	 who	 leC	 the	
Wesleyans	 in	 and	 around	 1820,	 the	 sect	 was	 not	 able	 to	 garner	 sufficient	 addi'onal	
preaching	 resource.	 Finally,	 Pocock’s	 enthusiasm	 waned	 from	 1824	 when	 other	 interests	
replaced	his	energy	for	the	tent	movement.		



	 Unlike	the	Primi've	Methodists,	the	Tent	Methodists	failed	to	establish	an	effec've	
organisa'onal	 structure.	 They	 held	 just	 one	 Conference	 in	 Manchester	 in	 1823	 when,	 it	
seems,	Pocock	as	leader	failed	to	appear.	On	the	other	hand	the	Primi'ves	first	full	annual	
Conference	 was	 at	 Hull	 in	 1820	 by	 which	 'me	 there	 were	 already	 8	 circuits.	 District	
commiOees	were	established	in	1828	and	Building	CommiOees	in	1835.	In	1824	there	were	
four	 districts	 which	 had	 grown	 to	 seven	 in	 1842.	 An	 organisa'onal	 structure	 emerged	
quickly.	
	 Tent	Methodist	expansion	away	from	its	Bristol	and	Gloucestershire	origins	was	not	a	
result	 of	 any	 strategic	 planning.	 Visits	 to	 South	Wales,	Manchester	 and	 London	 followed	
requests	from	individuals.	Having	visited	100	different	places	between	1814	and	1819,	there	
was	 oCen	 liOle	 subsequent	 support	 because	 of	 the	 inadequate	 supply	 of	 preachers.	
Primi've	Methodist	expansion,	however,	from	Tunstall	in	north	Staffordshire	does	appear	to	
have	 been	more	 logical,	moving	 eastwards	 to	 NoNnghamshire,	 Derbyshire,	 Leicestershire	
and	 into	 Yorkshire,	 ini'ally	 around	 Hull.	 Then,	 in	 the	 early	 1820s,	 south	 eastwards	 into	
Norfolk	and	Suffolk	and	northwards	into	other	parts	of	Yorkshire.	In	the	opposite	direc'on,	
people	 visited	 places	 in	 the	 Black	 Country	 and	went	 north	west	 into	 Cheshire	 and	 North	
Wales.	
	 The	second	obvious	difference	concerned	the	role	of	women,	preaching	in	par'cular.	
Tent	 Methodists	 allowed	 no	 women	 in	 leadership	 posi'ons.	 Pocock	 and	 Samuel	 Smith,	
another	former	local	Wesleyan	preacher,	were	stridently	cri'cal	of	the	role	women	played	in	
the	dispute.	Pocock	objected	that	“…so	many	females,	some	of	whom	young	enough	to	be	
his	daughters,…had	it	 in	their	power	to	judge	the	ministers	of	Jesus	Christ.”	He	went	on	to	
say	that	“….Ladies…must	be	taught…to	stay	at	home	and	mind	their	own	sewing	business.”		
	 On	the	other	hand,	Primi've	Methodists,	Hugh	Bourne	in	par'cular,	recognised	the	
value	of	women	as	preachers.	As	examples,	he	recognised	the	giCs	that	Sarah	Kirkland	and	
Mary	 Hawksley	 had,	 and	 authorised	 them	 to	 preach	 in	 1813.	 The	 importance	 of	 women	
preaching,	 though,	 shouldn’t	be	exaggerated.	At	 the	peak,	 in	1834,	 there	were	26	women	
travelling	 preachers	 in	 circuit	 appointments	 in	 Primi've	 Methodism,	 and	 the	 number	
steadily	declined	to	be	in	single	figures	by	the	mid	1840s.	Wesleyans,	though,	“…got	to	like	
women-preaching	as	liOle	as	it	like	camp	mee'ngs,…”.	
	 Both	 groups	 produced	 Rules,	 but	 the	 subject	 appears	 among	 differences	 for	 a	
number	 of	 reasons.	 The	 Primi'ves	 agonised	 over	 the	 wording	 for	 several	 months.	 A	
commiOee	was	set	up	at	the	March	1813	Quarterly	Mee'ng,	two	years	aCer	the	group	was	
formed,	 but	 that	 group	 quickly	 found	 the	 task	 too	 tricky.	 Hugh	 Bourne	 then	 took	 on	 the	
responsibility	and	in	January	1814	produced	a	document	he	had	prepared.	It	was	described	
as	 “well	 draCed,	 quite	 remarkable	 for	 their	 agreement	 with	 Scriptural	 principles	 and	
pervaded	 by	 a	 liberal	 spirit.”	 The	 Rules	 also	 referred	 to	 a	 “democra'c	 Church…”	 and	 the	
need	for	“…puNng	away	all	bigotry	and	narrow	mindedness;	highly	esteeming	pious	people	
of	all	denomina'ons.”	
	 Compare	 that	 with	 the	 process	 and	 content	 of	 Tent	 Methodist	 Rules.	 The	 first	
version,	 produced	 early	 in	 1820,	was	 has'ly	 prepared	 by,	 probably,	 three	 individuals,	 not	
subjected	to	any	scru'ny,	and	had	to	be	enlarged	and	revised	in	1824.	Apart	from	sec'ons	in	
the	1820	document	on	“General	Rules”,	“Members	of	Society”,	“Contribu'ons”,	“Preachers	
“,	“Pastors	and	Deacons”,	“Chapels	and	Trustees”,	there	 is	 jus'fica'on	for	the	forma'on	of	
the	sect,	and	a	hope	that	“…this	cast-away	scion	of	Methodism…”	may	succeed	in	aOrac'ng	
“…happy	flocks…no	more	driven	by	force,	nor	cruelty…”.	No	sugges'on	of	comradeship	with	
fellow	 Chris'ans.	 Furthermore,	 the	 use	 of	 the	 word	 ‘deacon’	 gives	 a	 clue	 to	 the	 later	
decision	 for	 some	 of	 the	 Tent	 Methodist	 groups	 to	 transfer	 their	 allegiance	 to	 the	
Congrega'onalists.	



	 The	control	of	chapels	was	an	important	feature	of	the	dispute	between	Pocock	and	
the	Wesleyans.	Pocock	partly	financed	the	building	of	several	Wesleyan	buildings	and	was	a	
trustee	of	 some.	 	 I’m	not	 aware	of	 a	 similar	 dispute	between	Bourne	or	Clowes	with	 the	
Wesleyans,	nor	that	the	Wesleyans	ever	claimed	that	the	Primi'ves	had	improperly	acquired	
Wesleyan	 chapels,	 although	 that	was	 the	 case	with	 other	 schisms.	 Not	 a	 denomina'onal	
dispute,	it	was	a	private	baOle	between	Pocock	and	the	Bristol	Wesleyans.	
	 It	 would	 seem	 that	 Tent	Methodist	 use	 of	 tents	 had	 virtually	 finished	 by	 the	mid	
1820s.	 Three	were	 in	 use	 in	 London	 in	 1822	 but	 they	may	 have	 been	 taken	 over	 by	 two	
newly	 formed	 ecumenical,	 nonconformist	 London	 bodies	 soon	 aCerwards.	 Primi've	
Methodism	 camp	 mee'ngs,	 however,	 con'nued	 into	 the	 20th	 century,	 albeit	 in	 fewer	
numbers	as	membership	fell.	They	also	had	different	elements	to	them	compared	with	the	
tent	missionary	ac'vity.	There	was	usually	somebody	to	chair	the	session,	there	were	oCen	
several	 preachers	 and	 sermons,	 they	 were	 held	 on	 weekdays	 as	 well	 as	 Sundays,	 they	
some'mes	lasted	all	day	and	were	followed	by	love	feasts.	None	of	those	features	seemed	
to	apply	to	tent	missions.	
		 I	 aOempted	 to	 establish	 whether	 there	 is	 any	 indica'on	 that	 Primi've	Methodist	
evangelical	efforts	directly	took	over	the	work	of	the	Tent	Methodists,	bearing	in	mind	that	
Tent	Methodist	 decline	was	 first	 evident	 in	 1824	 and	 gathered	 pace	 aCer	 that.	 There	 are	
three	 geographical	 areas	where	 that	might	 have	 happened.	 In	 the	 east	 end	 of	 London,	 a	
chapel	 at	Cooper’s	Gardens	 in	 the	Shoreditch	area	became	Primi've	Methodism’s	base	 in	
London	for	many	years,	having	been	acquired	 in	December	1822.	That	may	have	been	the	
building	 established	 by	 the	 Tent	Methodists	 in	 Cooper’s	Gardens	 as	 a	 Sunday	 School;	 the	
founda'on	 stone	 having	 been	 laid	 in	 November	 1820.	 The	 second	 possible	 link	 was	 at	 a	
small	village	in	Herefordshire,	close	to	the	Welsh	border,	called	Cwm	(Welsh	for	‘small	village	
in	 a	 valley’).	 That	 village	no	 longer	 existed	by	 the	 early	 part	 of	 the	 20th	 century	 but	 from	
Kendall’s	history,	 ‘At	 the	adjoining	village	of	 Longtown	 there	had	been	a	Methodist	 cause,	
but	it	had	become	ex'nct.’	That	might	have	been	the	Tent	Methodist	society	that	existed	in	
1821	but	disbanded	soon	aCerwards.		
	 The	 third	 part	 of	 the	 country	 where	 Tent	 Methodism	 might	 have	 subsumed	 into	
Primi've	Methodism	was	 in	Wiltshire.	A	careful	analysis	has	been	undertaken	of	Dissenter	
Mee'ng	House	Cer'ficates	in	Wiltshire	which	iden'fied	25	registra'ons	of	premises	for	Tent	
or	 Independent	 Methodists	 up	 to	 November	 1825.	 It	 is	 believed	 that	 by	 1829	 Tent	
Methodism	had	disappeared	from	the	county,	and	by	then	Primi've	Methodist	missionary	
ac'vity	had	reached	Wiltshire.	It	may	be	significant	that	the	last	registra'on	request	for	the	
Tent	or	Independent	Methodists	under	the	terms	of	the	Tolera'on	Act	of	1689	was	lodged	in	
October	1825,	less	than	three	weeks	before	the	first	Primi've	Methodist	applica'on.	From	
that	date	onwards	Primi've	Methodist	applica'ons	occurred	frequently,	no	less	than	38	in	
the	 six	 years	 to	October	 1831.	 In	 no	 case,	 though,	 does	 it	 seem	 that	 Primi've	Methodist	
congrega'ons	were	established	in	the	villages	where	Tent	Methodists	had	registered	places	
to	 worship.	 It	 may	 be,	 of	 course,	 that	 a	 new	 registra'on	 applica'on	 was	 felt	 to	 be	
unnecessary	 if	 an	 exis'ng	 Tent	Methodist	 group	 decided	 to	 become	 Primi've	Methodist.	
That	might	explain	the	absence	of	applica'ons	for	the	same	villages.	It	is	known	that	some	
congrega'ons	 joined	 the	 Wesleyans;	 others	 may	 have	 formed	 the	 nucleus	 of	 Primi've	
Methodist	evangelical	progress.	
	 It	 is	 unlikely	 that	 there	 were	 any	 more	 places	 where	 Primi'ves	 superseded	 Tent	
Methodists.	 In	Manchester	 and	 Liverpool	 Primi've	Methodists	 succeeded	 in	 geNng	 their	
endeavours	off	the	ground	at	about	 the	same	'me	that	 the	Tent	Methodist	arrived	 in	 the	
ci'es.	It	is	recorded	in	the	biography	of	one	of	the	Tent	Methodist	preachers	that	ecumenical	
coopera'on	 was	 apparent	 in	 1821	 in	 Manchester	 when	 a	 congrega'on	 of	 4,000	 people	



comprised	 “Methodists	 of	 the	 Old	 and	 New	 Connexion,	 Band	 Room	 and	 Primi've	
Methodists,	 Bap'sts,	 Independents,	 and	 scores	 of	 no	 Society	 at	 all.”	 The	Manchester	 and	
Liverpool	 Tent	 Methodist	 socie'es	 joined	 the	 Congrega'onalists	 in	 1827.	 In	 1824	
Birmingham	Primi've	Methodists	established	a	presence	in	a	room.	That	was	the	same	year	
that	the	only	Tent	Methodist	chapel	in	the	city	was	to	be	sold	by	auc'on.		
	 It	 is	possible	 that	Primi've	Methodists	aOracted	 former	Tent	Methodists	 in	Bristol,	
Stroud	and	other	parts	of	Gloucestershire	as	well	as	places	like	Salisbury,	as	the	arrival	of	the	
Primi'ves	coincided	reasonably	closely	with	the	decline	of	Tent	Methodism.	No	direct	 link,	
though,	has	been	found.	It	 is	more	likely	that	those	groups	that	survived	and	didn’t	simply	
disband,	 were	 absorbed	 into	 exis'ng	Wesleyan	 socie'es.	Whether	 all	 members	 did	 so	 is	
quite	 another	 ques'on.	 Did	 they	 give	 up	 whatever	 commitment	 they	 had	 to	 their	 local	
church-based	community?	Sadly,	that	ques'on	is	equally	relevant	in	2020	as	it	was	200	years	
ago.	

Conclusion:	
The	overriding	conclusion	is	that	there	were	more	similari'es	than	differences,	but	it	would	
be	wrong	to	ignore	some	divergent	experiences.		
	 	 I	 finish	with	 a	 few	 subjec've	 observa'ons.	 It	 seems	 clear	 that	 both	 groups	were	
established	 as	 a	 result	 of	 Wesleyan	 intransigence.	 It	 was	 early	 19th	 century	 ministerial	
domina'on	that	refused	to	contemplate	harnessing	the	massive	dedica'on	that	lay	people	
could	offer.	Short	sighted	denomina'onal	influences	seemed	to	have	been	considered	more	
significant	 than	 genuine	 aOempts	 to	 bring	more	 people	 to	 accept	 the	 teachings	 of	 Jesus	
Christ.	Wesleyans	 came	 to	 accept	 the	 concept	 of	 outdoor	 evangelism	 within	 10	 years	 of	
Primi've	 Methodism	 being	 founded	 despite	 Wesleyan	 objec'ons	 to	 camp	 mee'ngs.	
Furthermore,	 the	 proper	 involvement	 of	 lay	 people	 soon	 developed	 in	 the	 offshoots	 of	
Wesleyanism.	 The	 Wesleyans	 eventually	 saw	 the	 benefits	 of	 providing	 substan've	
opportuni'es	for	people	to	contribute	who	had	an	involvement	in	the	so	called	‘real	world’.			
	 A	common	feature	in	the	splits	from	Wesleyan	Methodist	from	1797	to	almost	1850	
was	 that	 people	 were	 prepared	 to	 subject	 themselves	 to	 much	 cri'cism	 and	 hos'lity	 to	
pursue	causes	that	they	thought	worthy	of	following,	even	if	that	meant	being	on	the	wrong	
end	 of	 abuse	 and	 ridicule.	 It	 has	 been	 an	 interes'ng	 exercise	 to	 examine,	 compare	 and	
contrast	Primi've	Methodism	with	Tent	Methodism.		
	 As	in	most,	if	not	all,	historical	research	projects	like	this	one,	answers	discovered	are	
outweighed	by	ques'ons	that	arise.	Why	did	these	secessions	and	disagreements,	resul'ng	
from	 biOer	 wriOen	 and	 verbal	 exchanges,	 occur,	 notwithstanding	 Bible	 teaching?	 What	
possible	jus'fica'on	was	there	for	people	to	be	subjected	to	the	abuse	that	both	Primi've	
Methodists	and	Tent	Methodists	suffered?	Why	did	people	seek	and	some'mes	succeed	in	
disrup'ng	and	preven'ng	open	air	and	camp	mee'ngs	by	throwing	missiles,	ringing	church	
bells,	and	calling	out	officials,	JPs	and	magistrates?	We	complain	today,	quite	rightly,	when	
folk	 are	 harassed,	 bullied	 and	 suffer	 discrimina'on	 but	 that	 seemed	 to	 have	 been	 an	
everyday	occurrence	in	the	experience	of	19th	century	nonconformist	Chris'an	evangelists.	
It	was	so-called	Chris'ans	causing	the	harassment.	Where	did	Chris'an	charity	and	love	go	
while	these	exchanges	took	place?	What	would	Jesus	have	thought	of	them?	WWJD	(What	
Would	Jesus	Do?)	surely	applied	just	as	much	to	19th	century	Chris'an	witness	as	to	today’s	
problems.	
	 I’ll	 leave	those	observa'ons	there.	I	finish	where	I	started,	thanking	Tim	and	you	all	
for	 your	 forbearance	 and	 for	 giving	 me	 the	 opportunity	 to	 increase	 my	 knowledge	 of	
Methodism.	It	con'nues	to	be	a	fascina'ng	subject	to	pursue.	



Summary	of	Similari)es	and	Differences	

Similari)es	
1) both	disputes	with	Wesleyan	Methodism	(WM)	
2) na'onal	and	local	Wesleyan	leaders	involved	
3) local	preacher	ini'a'ves	unwelcome	without	ministerial	authority	
4) festered	 for	 several	 years	 before	 coming	 to	 a	 head	 (PM	 1807-1811	 and	 Tent	

Methodist	 (TM	1814-1820);	 formal	 separa'on	nine	years	apart	–	PM	1811	and	TM	
1820	

5) PM	 and	 TM	 leaders	 refused	 to	 accept	WM	 decisions	 (Hugh	 Bourne	 (HB)	 expelled	
1808;	TM	leaders	expelled	1820)	

6) ini'ally	two	principal	leaders	in	each	-	all	men	(but	see	‘difference’	no.7)		
7) leaders	were	contemporaries;	HB	and	George	Pocock	(GP)	born	(HB	1772;	GP	1774),	

converted	(HB	1799;	GP	1797)	and	first	preached	(HB	1801;	GP	c.1803)	
8) William	 Clowes	 (WC)	 and	 John	 Pyer	 (JP)	 born	 10	 years	 apart	 (WC	 1780;	 JP	 1790),	

converted	2	years	apart	(WC	1805;	JP	1803),	and	first	preached	same	year	(1809)		
9) liOle	early	compe''on	with	Wesleyans	and	other	Methodist	groups	
10) began	in	rural	areas;	soon	expanded	into	urban	areas	
11) concerned	for	the	“poor”	
12) suffered	con'nuing	rancour	with	Wesleyan	Methodists	
13) subjected	 to	 internal	defec'ons	and	disputes	 (HB	Kendall	 (1)	p.363,	456	and	 (2)	p.	

212/213)	–	TM’s	more	substan'al	and	far	reaching	(see	difference	5)	
14) rules	produced	(but	see	difference	8)	
15) lay	members	more	influen'al	than	in	Wesleyanism	
16) con'nued	“outdoor”	mee'ngs;	also	acquired	chapels,	especially	PMs	
17) large	crowds	aOracted	to	outdoor	mee'ngs/services	
18) monthly	magazines	produced;	PM	from	1819,	TM	in	1823	and	1824		
19) HB	and	GP	both	wrote	hymns	–	none	survived	for	long?		

Differences	
1) Tent	Methodism	(TM)	short	lived	-	1814-1832:	Primi've	Methodism	(PM)	long	las'ng	

-	1811-1932	
2) TM	membership	probably	never	exceeded	3,500;	PM	220,000	in	1932	
3) TM	failed	to	establish	effec've	organisa'onal	structure:	PM	progressively	did	so	
4) PM	founders	commiOed	un'l	1842;	TM	founders	withdrew	c1825	and	1827	
5) TM	suffer	significant	preacher	defec'ons:	PM	less	so,	and	able	to	recruit	addi'onal	

preaching	resource	
6) TM	no	logical	geographic	expansion:	PM	steady	expansion	from	original	area	
7) TM	reject	women	preachers:	PM	allow	women	preachers	
8) rules:	'ming	differences;	(TM	immediately,	PM	aCer	3	years)	
9) TM	less	poli'cal	agita'on:	PM	notable	poli'cal	figures	
10) TM	use	of	‘tents’	becomes	insignificant:	PM	con'nue	outdoor	‘camp’	mee'ngs	

Informa'on	re	PMs	comes	mainly	from	vols.	1	&	2	of	H	B	Kendall,	“The	Origin	and	History	of	
the	Primi've	Methodist	Church”	

John	Lander:		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 							March	2020	


