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An argument could be made that the connection between the Methodist

churches in Britain and British North America was more of a curse than a

blessing during the mid-nineteenth century. Some British Wesleyan

ministers certainly regarded their transatlantic brethren as a colossal pain

in the neck. When a seven-year long union between the British Wesleyans

and the Canadian Methodists collapsed in 1840, the president of the British

Wesleyan connexion bemoaned “the wretched business of Canada” that

had disrupted that year’s Conference.1 In 1846, as elements in both

churches worked towards a reunion, some British Wesleyan ministers

refused to have anything to do with the idea, arguing that “their connexion

with the Canada Conference . . . had only been a source of trouble & injury

to themselves & . . . they should keep aloof from all intercourse” with the

Canadian Methodists.2 A catastrophic schism in British Wesleyanism

between 1849 and 1852 seemed to demonstrate that this pessimistic view

of British-Canadian relations was warranted. 

Though the agitation that began in 1849 was primarily the result of

a number of factors indigenous to Britain, it was also connected to the

existence of a subversive community of interests within North Atlantic

Methodism.3 Between 1847 and 1852, a small number of British Wesley-

ans and Canadian Methodists came together to battle what they saw as
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rampant connexional corruption on either side of the ocean. Historians of

British Wesleyanism and Canadian Methodism have overlooked this

sudden confluence of forces, perhaps because this section of the Methodist

community shared many of the characteristics of the various radical

underworlds of the nineteenth century. Like the Spencean Philanthropists

in England during the early 1800s or the Hunters’ Lodges in Lower and

Upper Canada in 1838, Methodism’s transatlantic underworld was

conspiratorial by its very nature and so left little behind that might be

called hard evidence.4 Also, most historians who have examined the

interactions between British Wesleyanism and Canadian Methodism have

been concerned with drawing out the conservative nature of that relation-

ship.5 This article aims to provide an initial sketch of the more anarchic

side of transoceanic Methodism through an examination of the role played

by one British Wesleyan minister, Robert Alder, in the schism of 1849-52.

More specifically, it will focus on Alder’s mission to Canada East and

Canada West in 1847; the scandal that arose on both sides of the Atlantic

after his return to Britain; the use that discontented elements in British

Wesleyanism made of that scandal; and, finally, how some Methodists in

the Canadas may have directly contributed to, and attempted to profit from,

the destruction of Robert Alder’s career. 

It is important to realize, from the beginning, that Robert Alder was

not the most popular man among either the British Wesleyans or the

Canadian Methodists, despite his considerable skills as a minister and a

missionary administrator.6 By 1847 Alder had been one of the secretaries

of the Wesleyan Methodist Missionary Society (the WMMS) in Britain for

fourteen years.7 Having served in the maritime colonies and in Lower

Canada during his active missionary days in the 1820s, Alder became the

acknowledged British Wesleyan expert on all things North American.8 He

also had his flaws. Among his more petty opponents, his appearance was

a matter of adverse comment. In 1841 he was described as having “[l]ight

hair – [a] full face” and as wearing “[a] petticoat coat, with its body like

the tight stays of a female, being any thing but Methodistical.”9 The

Canadian Methodist minister John Carroll noted rather snidely that Alder

“was said to have had royal blood in his veins, in a sinister way . . . his full

face bore a very remarkable resemblance to that of King George IV.”10 On

a more serious level, Alder’s personality tended to rub people the wrong

way. He was a vain man, forever flaunting an honorary Doctorate of

Divinity from the Wesleyan University in Middleton, Connecticut.11 He
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also transcribed letters in praise of himself and sent them to his fellow

ministers.12 It was not a habit calculated to endear him to his less-accom-

plished colleagues. 

Alder’s politics could also be a source of trouble. A leading

Canadian Methodist minister, Egerton Ryerson, blamed Alder for the

dissolution of the British Wesleyan and Canadian Methodist union in

1840. Ryerson argued that Alder was an arch-reactionary, “more of a High

Churchman than Wesleyan in Canadian affairs,” whose conservatism had

upset the fine balance that had been struck between the two connexions

seven years earlier.13 There was some substance to Ryerson’s indictment.

Robert Alder was one of the main supporters of the British Wesleyan

leader, Jabez Bunting. Alder, like Bunting, believed that “nothing could be

more fatal to real liberty, whether in church or state” than democracy.14

Together, Bunting and Alder toiled mightily to drag Methodism away from

its emotional, politically radical and populist roots towards a more

dignified, politically conservative and thoroughly middle-class position in

both British and colonial society.15 

Despite these possible obstacles, Alder’s 1847 mission to Canada

East and Canada West appeared to be a complete success, initially at any

rate. The WMMS dispatched him overseas “with the view of putting an

end to the unhappy dissensions which [had] existed” between the Canadian

Methodists and British Wesleyans since their union collapsed in 1840. In

other words, he was sent to the Canadas to help organize a reunion. The

WMMS had a great deal of confidence in their man, and they promised

that they would “not forget the personal safety of Dr. Alder, and the

success of his important embassy, in their united and earnest prayers . . .”16

Once in the Canadas, Alder faced the none-too-easy task of

convincing both the Canadian Methodists and the British Wesleyan

missionaries who were stationed in those colonies that a reunion was a

good idea. The latter were particularly against any rapprochement with the

Canadian Methodist Conference, having done their best to drive that

organization into the ground since the disruption of the union in 1840.17

Despite some stiff opposition from that quarter, Alder succeeded in his

mission. He talked the British Wesleyan missionaries into accepting the

viability and inevitability of a reunion.18 One of those ministers, Matthew

Richey, wrote to the WMMS in June 1847: “[t]he legitimate branches of

our beloved Methodism,” he exclaimed, “alienated for a time by causes

which we could wish to obliterate forever from the tablet of memory, are
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now happily and cordially one in the Lord . . . This is the Lord’s doing and

it is marvelous in our eyes.” According to Richey, Alder was “entitled to

the thanks not merely of our connexion, but of all who live in Lord Jesus

Christ in sincerity.”19 When Alder returned to Britain in August 1847, the

president of the British Wesleyan Conference noted that “the brethren were

very glad to see him, and were thankful for the care of God over him, for

the success of his mission, and that he had been brought back in safety.”

The President “earnestly hoped that God would smile upon the plans

adopted” in the Canadas.20 The British Wesleyan Conference as a whole

heard of the results of Alder’s mission with “great satisfaction” and

thanked God for his “safe return from his important Mission.”21 

It soon became clear, however, that Alder’s success had been more

apparent than real. He was in a poor way when he came before the British

Wesleyan Conference in August 1847. He said that “three weeks ago, he

had little expected to see the Conference. He was at that time so ill as to

render it very doubtful whether, if his life were spared, he should be able

to return to England for some time to come.” Alder went on to give details

of “some circumstances relating to his illness, and return home . . .”22 This

was bad news on a strictly personal level; within a year more ominous

news began to arrive from the Canadas. The senior secretary of the

Canadian Methodist missionary society, Samuel Rice, wrote to Jabez

Bunting in July 1848: “[t]he effect of the reports relating to Dr. Alder’s

conduct after he left here and what they concur to be a Breach of promise

on his part in relation to . . . the removal of British ministers from Canada

West – which he assured them would not take place[,] has almost

destroyed many of our people.” The withdrawal of the British Wesleyan

missionaries had led to a year of agitation in the colony. The effect on the

reunion had been dire, Rice complained, and Alder was to blame.23 This

was damaging by itself, but what did Rice mean by “Dr. Alder’s conduct

after he left here”?

An alarming story began to cross the ocean even before Samuel Rice

wrote his letter of complaint. In September 1847, in a letter marked

“Private and Confidential,” Matthew Richey told Jabez Bunting that “I am

aware of your having received verbal – and it is not improbable that you

may also have received written – communications from persons who reside

on this side of the Atlantic seriously affecting the character of one for

whom . . . I have ever cherished the highest regard.” This story, Richey

wrote, had acquired “a most painful notoriety” in the Canadas and
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threatened the “interests of our Church.” Richey warned that “unless

something is done there may be an attempt to demand a formal investiga-

tion.” He suggested, as a solution, that Alder should retreat from the public

stage and accept “some less prominent position” in the missionary work.24

Such was the nature of Alder’s offense that the leading Methodist laity of

Montreal questioned whether he was “likely to retain his office at the

Mission House.” “He conducted himself so badly in Montreal,” one

layman wrote, “that we were more than ashamed of him.”25

The fact is that Robert Alder was publicly drunk on several

occasions while he was travelling through the Canadas in 1847. Once back

in Britain, the reverend doctor tried to make the case that his repeated

incapacity had been the result of sickness. Writing from Canada East, the

British Wesleyan missionary John Borland took Alder to task for such

shabby untruths. Alder, Borland wrote, must stop shamming sickness and

own up to his “long continued & immoderate use of ardent spirits . . .”

“[I]nstead of a crisis in your Health being brought about by the heat of the

Canadian summer etc.,” he continued, “was it not by the fearfully

immoderate use of Canadian brandy?” According to Borland, the story was

well known throughout British North America and “[t]he leading men of

the U[pper] C[anada] Conference have talked freely of it . . .” Some

laymen, he added, still resented “the stigma which your unfortunate course

in 1847 brought upon that Methodism which is as dear to them, as it can

be to you . . .” The only wonder, Borland concluded, was that the anti-

Methodist press in Britain had not used the story to effect the mutual ruin

of Alder and Methodism in general.26 

Unfortunately for Robert Alder and the British Wesleyan church,

there was one man in Britain who was more than willing to take this story

and run with it. Reverend James Everett was in many respects a thoroughly

loathsome individual. Historians of British Methodism have called him an

“apostle of discord,” “the stuff of which Piltdown forgers are made,” an

“undistinguished” specimen “of the ministerial race,” “that most abrasive

of Methodists,” and a “tangled nervous bookseller.”27 Everett’s career as

a Wesleyan preacher constituted one long campaign against Jabez Bunting

and the denominational order that Bunting and his supporters were

attempting to create.28 Everett wanted Wesleyan Methodism to shake off

the movement towards social respectability that it had undergone since

1791 and to return to the “pristine simplicity and power” that had

characterized Methodism in the days of Wesley and the first circuit
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riders.29 Those apostolic men, he believed, had been replaced by men like

Robert Alder – fat and complacent nonentities who were less concerned

with the arduous work of saving souls than with filthy lucre or with

gorging themselves on honorary doctorates from the Methodist universities

and colleges of the United States.30 

Thoroughly disgusted with the state of Methodism, Everett broke

with Bunting in the early 1820s and embarked on a private war, often

waged behind a cloak of anonymity.31 In 1834 Everett met in secret with

other ministerial malcontents in Leeds “to deliberate upon and mature a

plan for the purpose of curtailing the power of the dominant party in

Methodism whose arbitrary and crooked policy was becoming more and

more apparent . . .”32 Nothing much came of this meeting and, in 1841,

Everett published a scurrilous (and anonymous) series of sketches of his

fellow ministers – the Wesleyan Takings. He came down hard on Bunting,

describing him as “great in influence – too great to be forgiven; if he were

less so, it might be borne.”33 Over the next few years Everett became

“increasingly contemptuous” of his enemy and his enemy’s many

supporters, who often made up a majority within the governing structures

of the British Wesleyan connexion.34 That contempt, long bottled up,

began to generate “a personal venom peculiar to himself” which, between

1846 and 1848, Everett poured out on his fellow ministers in a series of

vicious, anonymous pamphlets known as the Fly Sheets.35 

The story of Robert Alder’s misadventures in the Canadas was grist

for Everett’s mill. He attacked Alder in an effort to “show that Doctor

Bunting’s whole system of government has been opposed to the advise and

practice of Mr. [John] Wesley; his system being one of EXCLUSIVE-

NESS, FAVOURITISM, and SELFISHNESS, as exemplified in the

formation and packings of his Committees, his opposition to open, free

discussion, in the general assembly . . . and his invariable attempt to

confine the knowledge, the power, the privileges of the body to his own

chosen few . . .”36 The first Fly Sheet labeled Alder “the dainty Doctor”

and pointed out that he seemed partial to “Head Inns” which “are not

sought for quiet, cold dinners, or light suppers . . .”37 This was a reference

to what Everett saw as Alder’s free-spending ways while on the business

of the WMMS. Everett was far more cutting in the fourth Fly Sheet,

writing that, in 1847, Alder’s “professed illness took him some months to

another place for the good of his health. It is not for us to state what

influence the GOVERNOR’S table at Canada had upon his constitution .



Todd Webb 49

. .”38 However, equally as bad as Alder’s bouts of public drunkenness was

Bunting’s attempt to cover for his fellow WMMS bureaucrat. According

to the second Fly Sheet, Bunting’s control over the various committees of

the British Wesleyan Conference allowed his supporters to “defend and

support each other on any remarks offered on their plans, propositions, and

speeches.” Thus, Everett charged, Alder had repeatedly managed to avoid

due censure from his fellow preachers.39 Various corrupt committees had

protected a corrupted and corrupting minister. 

Everett used the same tactics of insinuation and outright abuse to

attack the rest of Bunting’s supporters in the ministry.40 Goaded almost

beyond endurance for four years, Bunting and his followers proved

unwilling to put up with Everett and his anonymous attacks indefinitely.

In 1849 the British Wesleyan Conference was gripped by “an extraordi-

nary mood of hysteria” as pro- and anti-Bunting ministers hurled accusa-

tions at one another and attempted, each in his own mind, to save British

Wesleyanism from scandal and ruin. In the end, as so often before, the

members of the pro-Bunting party formed a majority and, seizing their

opportunity, they expelled Everett and two other particularly cantankerous

preachers from the ministry.41 That action, however, only made matters

worse. 

After the Conference of 1849, Everett and his supporters made full

use of the charges already levelled against Robert Alder to gain lay support

and to undermine the position of the Bunting-dominated Wesleyan

connexion. The agitation that followed the expulsion of Everett was the

worst in the history of British Wesleyanism. Bunting and his fellow

ministers attempted to drive Everett’s supporters – known as the Wesleyan

reformers – from church membership.42 This led to mob violence in

Newcastle, where the minister called in the police to have the reformers

removed from the chapel.43 That same Newcastle minister also required a

police escort to visit the unsettled West Moor circuit.44 In Leeds, the

Wesleyan reformers “resisted the making of the Chapel Fund Collection,

& the person who went round with the Box, was in danger of being

murdered in the place. A blow was aimed at the Local Preacher in the

Pulpit.”45 The Leeds agitation was so bad that the minister declared that

“the ruin of souls is fearful . . .”46 At a missionary meeting in London, just

as the agitation was gathering force, the Wesleyan reformers tried to pack

the room and succeeded in heaping abuse on the connexional hierarchy. At

one point, one of the agitators “blurted out some of the reports about Dr.
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Alder.”47 At a public meeting in London, in October 1849, one of Everett’s

supporters asked rhetorically whether Alder remembered “any inquiry

before the chairman of the New Brunswick District relative to the conduct

of a passenger from Canada to Halifax, N.S.?” He also asked “[d]oes the

Doctor recollect any remarkable occurrence as he travelled through

Canada” and “[d]oes the Doctor know a gentleman who is in the habit of

frequenting a tavern called the Queen’s Head, Pitfield-street, Hoxton . . .”;

that is, at a tavern very near the headquarters of the WMMS.48 

All of this, combined with a variety of other tactics, was very

successful from James Everett’s point of view. The Fly Sheets agitation

led, by 1852, to the loss of 22.6% of the membership of the British

Wesleyan connexion.49 In that year, too, the growing scandal around

Alder’s personal problems led to his resignation from the British Wesleyan

ministry. A year earlier, despite the continued support of Jabez Bunting,

Alder had been forced out of the WMMS.50 Canada turned out to be a

wretched business indeed for Robert Alder.

And various Methodists in Canada East and Canada West may have

played a direct role in destroying Alder’s career. Someone, or some group,

seems to have been sending Everett and his fellow hell-raisers propaganda

material from the Canadas. In making his case against Alder and the

British Wesleyan Conference, Everett wrote about the “opinions and

reports of the Canadians on the subject” of Alder’s scandalous behaviour

in 1847.51 Everett also mentioned “evidence . . . direct from Canada” and

claimed to have received letters from Montreal, Hamilton and Toronto.52

This statement was calculated, of course, to suggest that there were those

in the Canadas who supported the actions of the Wesleyan reformers in

Britain. Undoubtedly, however, the vast majority of the Methodists in

Canada East and Canada West stood solidly behind Bunting and his

colleagues during the crisis of 1849-52. While the British Conference of

1849 was still in session Matthew Richey urged the Buntingites to clip the

wings of the Fly Sheets, leaving them besmeared “with the serpent’s food

– fit retribution for doing the serpent’s work.”53 As the agitation in Britain

gathered steam, many British Wesleyan missionaries and laymen in

Canada East also wrote home, sympathizing with “our Fathers & Brethren

. . . at this particularly trying time” and praying that God might “support

His dear servants and sanctify this painful matter to the good of [H]is

Church and the glory of His holy name . . .”54 At their conference in 1851,

the Canadian Methodists in Canada West followed suit, expressing their
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support for the Bunting and his allies, begging to assure them that the

conflicts wracking the home connexion “only increase our approval of

your principles and proceedings.” “The constitution which was received

from the Rev. John Wesley,” the Canadian Methodist ministers added,

“and faithfully transmitted to you and to us, is a sacred and an invaluable

trust, which . . . will not be resigned at the bidding of any power, much less

at the dictation of a mistaken, unscriptural, and violent confederation.”55

Yet, despite such ringing messages of transatlantic solidarity, there

were also indications of the existence of a subversive element within

Methodism in Canada East and Canada West whose growth did parallel

the development of Wesleyan reform in Britain, just as Everett suggested.

From the official correspondence of the WMMS, it appears that Montreal

was the epicentre of this colonial discontent. In 1850, a newspaper,

significantly entitled the Wesleyan Reformer, was floated in the city. It

aimed “to bring to light the abuses and to correct the evils of Methodism”

and it was supposed to be a copy of the anti-Bunting and pro-Everett

Wesleyan Times in Britain.56 Two years later, again in Montreal, a British

Wesleyan missionary wrote that “I regard it to be my duty to state . . . that

there is a large amount of sympathy among the official members of this

Circuit with the troublers of our Israel. In so far as my knowledge extends

there is not one of our Leaders, but is somewhat tinctured with disaffection

to the Conference; based as they say on the non-interference of Conference

in respect to certain occurrences here” during Alder’s time in Canada.57

Agitation in the home country was linked to agitation in the colonies. The

Montreal laity was every bit as angered as Everett by the support that

Bunting and other members of the British Wesleyan Conference had given

to Alder after his return from the Canadas in 1847.

The situation was no better in Canada West. There were also

Methodists in that colony that shared the grievances of the Wesleyan

reformers in Britain. As early as 1842, one Canadian Methodist minister,

Matthew Holtby, wrote to Egerton Ryerson about his fear that “primitive,

old-fashioned Methodism” was “on the decline in England.” Using

language that would have been familiar to James Everett, Holtby lamented

that the zeal of the British Wesleyan preachers of old was being “murdered

by Degrees,” whether “A.M.D. or D.D. or even LL.D. with F.A.S. at the

end of it . . .” He was afraid that “what has taken place in England may

take place in Canada.”58 Holtby was not alone: when the Fly Sheets

agitation broke out in Britain, some discounted elements in Canadian
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Methodism attempted to make common cause with the troubles of the

connexional waters in the Old Country. In November 1850, the superin

tendant of the Methodist missions in Canada West, Enoch Wood, noted

that that colony was “not altogether free from the company of sympathiz-

ers” with the agitators in Britain. The pro-Everett Wesleyan Times was

regularly “sent among our people in different parts of this country . . .”59

After visiting Hamilton in 1851, Wood reported that “[s]ome of us [in the

ministry] came in for a good share of abuse by persons who sympathize

with Everett & Co.”60 A month later, he noted that “a Canadian fly-sheet

writer” had described the “sympathy said to exist here with the ‘Reform-

ers’ . . .”61 Wood vigorously denied that such sympathy existed, but his

own letters suggested otherwise. 

This point was driven home in the pages of the colonial press. Not

surprisingly, George Sanderson, the editor of the Christian Guardian, the

official organ of the Canadian Methodist church, came out swinging

against Everett and the Wesleyan reformers. “Sympathy for the offenders,”

he declared in September 1849, “would prompt us to wish for clemency in

their case,” but an even greater sympathy for transatlantic Methodism

compelled him “to demand the punishment of offenders against the peace,

the spirit, the usage, and even the written law of Methodism.”62 Methodists

in Britain and the Canadas, Sanderson argued a month later, did not need

or want “successive changes in the system by which they have been so

much blessed.”63 However, between 1849 and 1852, Sanderson felt the

need to defend the Buntingites’ actions against attacks launched by other

newspapers in Canada West. Over and over again, he noted in April 1850,

“[p]arties . . . hostile to the interests of the Wesleyan Church” had seized

on the agitation in Britain in an effort “to awaken sympathy in behalf of the

expelled.”64 The Hamilton Provincialist, for instance, made several

attempts to “kindle the flame of Wesleyan revolution” in Canada West

during early 1850. At one point, the Provincialist printed a letter from “An

Old Wesleyan” denouncing the Christian Guardian as “a sickening

specimen of cant and hypocrisy” for presuming to downplay the “the

present religious commotion” within British Wesleyanism.65 This effort,

Sanderson admitted, may have elicited a response from some Methodists

in the Canadas, but, he was careful to add, not to the “extent of croaking,

much less of conspiring, but only to the degree of appearing suspicious and

looking sour; a state of disease still quite curable by proper applications.”66

The disease, however, remained stubbornly resistant to any cure
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whatsoever. The slow and painful destruction of Robert Alder’s career,

and the Wesleyan reform agitation that accompanied it, was simply too

handy a weapon in the hands of anyone who might have had a grudge

against the leadership of either the British Wesleyan or the Canadian

Methodist connexion. In October 1850, the Toronto Examiner – a

newspaper with a history of attacking the Canadian Methodist church and

its connection to British Wesleyanism – printed a scathing letter from “A

Wesleyan Minister.” The anonymous writer assailed the British Wesleyan

church for its continued support of Robert Alder, a minister whose “fame

as a lover of thick wine and thin brandy, is known over the whole world of

Methodism.” That Egerton Ryerson wrote to the British Wesleyan

Conference declaring “that his heart was one with them,” even though he

knew about “the grave charges” against Alder, only served to demonstrate

that Canadian Methodism had become as corrupt as the connexion in the

home country. “Alas! Alas!” the ‘Wesleyan Minister’ wrote, “to what a

depth of depravity and hypocrisy man can sink.”67 Eleven years later, even

people friendly to the Canadian Methodists and British Wesleyans were of

the same opinion. Henry Cox, a circuit rider in the Methodist Episcopal

Church of the United States, told a visiting British Wesleyan minister “his

version of the charges against Dr. A[lder] from Canada etc. etc. and

accused Dr. R[yerson] . . . and others of screening him to the great injury

of our work and characters there.”68 As is often the case, it took an outside

observer to point out what should have been obvious to everyone involved:

the connection between the Methodist churches in Britain and British

North America was, in fact, more of a curse than a blessing during the

mid-nineteenth century.

In a 2002 article, Andrew Porter urged historians not to take the

concept of the “Atlantic World” or “Atlantic System” for granted. This

perspective, Porter wrote, must be examined and reexamined since “by the

1830s, transatlantic and European continental connections amongst those

engaged in spreading Christianity overseas . . . proved themselves to be of

considerable significance.”69 Having made that statement, Porter went on

to argue that the Atlantic World (or System) was a great force for uniting

all Protestant denominations in a common feeling of mission to redeem the

world.70 There is certainly a great deal to be said for this reading. However,

as this article has attempted to demonstrate, the connections between

centre and periphery could also lead to a great deal of disunity both at

home and abroad for the nineteenth-century churches. This is not to say,
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of course, that groups like the Wesleyan reformers in Britain and their

sympathizers in British North America were ever more than a minority.

Yet, the fact remains that they existed, they shared a common outlook on

certain issues, they seem to have communicated with one another, and, for

a brief time in the 1840s and early 1850s, they had a disruptive impact on

the British Wesleyan and Canadian Methodist churches. Such discontented

minority groups need to be investigated in greater detail in order to help us

towards a more complex understanding of the transatlantic, evangelical

culture that linked metropole and colony in the nineteenth century.
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