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Abstract

The War of 1812 almost ruined Episcopal Methodism in Upper Canada. During the
War, the American itinerants were unable to travel in the land and, after the War, their
detractors used their connection to America to undermine their influence in the loyal
Province. This article offers two examples in order to highlight the ways in which the
Methodists themselves used the war to prove their loyalty as well as their role in
developing the land that would one day become Canada. The first example looks at how
Methodists in the Reform party of the 1828 House of Assembly viewed their
denomination’s role during and in the years following the War. The second example
looks at the publication of two popular books in 1880 that defended the contribution
American Methodists had made to the British war effort. These examples moved the
issue of Methodist loyalty into the sphere of politics and public policy and showed how
the ongoing interpretation of the War of 1812 continued to affect these Methodists
throughout the nineteenth century.

When General Hull landed American soldiers on Upper Canadian soil in the early
summer of 1812, he set into motion events that were destined to shape the religious
landscape of the province. In the years following the Revolutionary War and preceding
the second Anglo-American contest in 1812, the clergy of the Church of England® and
the Church of Scotland had become increasingly concerned with what they perceived to
be the weakening of British sensibilities in favour of Republican sentiments from the
south. Such ideas, it was believed, were being couched in religious language and were
gaining ground in the colony through the efforts and teachings of the popular,

entertaining, and engaging Episcopal Methodists, an American-based denomination that



was numerically the largest in the land.® The criticisms leveled at the traveling preachers
from that denomination included charges that they were enthusiastic ‘comets’ that were
entertaining to watch but left the people colder to the importance of religion once they
departed.* As the more rational Anglican Bishop of Quebec Jacob Mountain put it: ‘The
great bulk of the people have and can have no instruction but such as they receive
occasionally from itinerant & mendicant Methodists, a set of ignorant Enthusiasts whose
preaching is calculated only to perplex the understanding & corrupt the morals, to relax
the nerves of industry, and dissolve the bonds of Society.’® They believed that the
Methodists were too loud, disorganized, uncouth, and — worst of all — American to ever
inculcate the people into British civilization.® Indeed, Mountain ‘remained constant in the
belief that the established Church of England ... was entrusted with the task not only of
disseminating the principles of sound religion but also of checking the spread of sectarian
“enthusiasm,” maintaining social and political stability, and defending the imperial

connection.’’

With the outbreak of the war, the Episcopal Methodists’ numbers and influence
were decimated because the Upper Canadian circuits, which were now considered enemy
territory, were largely abandoned by the itinerant preachers from the United States.
Ironically, the Anglican and Church of Scotland clergy were handed their greatest
weapon in the religious war against the American Methodists by the actions of the
American government. However, when the War ended and an amicable spirit between the
former combatants returned, the Episcopal Methodists were able to take up their work
again in the post-war world of Upper Canada. Despite the warm welcome from Upper

Canadian Methodists, the land had been changed by the violence of the previous years



and the churches with stronger transatlantic ties utilized the war to strengthen their
argument that any connection to American ideologies and particularly to American

religious movements, was akin to inviting another invasion.

It is the argument of this article that the War of 1812 significantly altered the
cultural influence of the Methodists and shaped the denominational interactions both
internally as well as with the government and other churches for the remainder of the
century. This article focuses on the ways in which the Methodist leadership viewed the
War and particularly how the War was interpreted in the writings of prominent
Methodists. In his work on Canadian Intellectual History, S.F. Wise saw religion as an
under-appreciated but vital force in shaping popular thought during the nineteenth
century and argued that religious literature was influential due to the almost universal
Christian nature of the people. The ecclesiastical landscape of the time, Wise contended,
was ‘wholly Christian; freethinkers kept their thoughts to themselves.’® This article
offers two examples of the importance of religious opinion, highlighting the ways in
which the Upper Canadian Methodists sought to use the War of 1812 to prove their
loyalty as well as the importance of their role in developing the land that would one day
become Canada. The first example examines how self-identified Methodists who were
also members of the Reform party in the 1828 House of Assembly viewed their
denomination’s role during and in the years following the War. In 1828 many policies
related to naturalization and education were decided and both the war and the role of the
Methodists factored into the discussions. The second example comes from the 1880s
which saw the publication of Egerton Ryerson’s The Loyalists of America and W.H.

Withrow’s Neville Trueman, The Pioneer Preacher: A Tale of the War of 1812.° Both



books examined how American Methodists had acted during the War and the
contribution they had made to the British war effort. These examples from 1828 and 1880
moved the issue of Methodist loyalty into the sphere of politics and public policy and
showed how the ongoing interpretation of the War of 1812 continued to affect the

Methodists decades after the War was concluded.

Despite a proven record of service to the people by the 1820s, the American-
based denomination was forced to operate under a seemingly perpetual cloud of
suspicion, as the term ‘Loyalty’ had become a defining trait that had been forged in the
furnace of war. While Methodists in 1815 and beyond were ultimately able to find
prominent places within government, business, and society — much to the chagrin of the
Anglicans — they also found themselves frequently accused of disloyalty. By the 1880s
Methodism was independent of both America and England and was a respected Canadian
denomination. The re-invention of the Loyalist tradition has received considerable
attention from scholars in recent years, but Ryerson and Withrow also sought to
reinterpret the War of 1812 to demonstrate how their American forebears had played a
foundational role in what would become Canada.'® While over fifty years separate these
two examples, and the motivation of the 1828 document was different from that of the
books produced in 1880, the works this article examines demonstrate a Methodist
understanding that their role in Canadian history was as servants who were loyal to God,

to the King, and to their Country.

Methodist Loyalty in the War of 1812



Upper Canada in the 1820s was undergoing many changes that were not viewed
positively by the Archdeacon of the provincial capital of York, Rev. Dr. John Strachan.
While in England, Strachan entered into a dialogue with some Scottish Presbyterians who
believed that theirs was the largest Protestant denomination in the growing Upper
Canadian Province and, therefore, should be considered for co-establishment alongside
Strachan’s beloved Church of England. These members of the Church of Scotland argued
that the Clergy Reserves should be shared equally between the two Protestant
denominations and that this was the only way to reflect properly the religious
composition of the imperial metropolis in the periphery of British North America.
Strachan feared that this plan would weaken the Anglican Church’s already tenuous hold
on the colony, especially as it also faced the ongoing threat of unchecked American
Methodism, which had been steadily regaining numbers and influence in the years since
the end of the War. In order to address these issues, in 1826 Strachan composed a survey
that, he claimed, offered an accurate assessment of the denominational inclinations of the
Upper Canadian people.!! However, his detractors argued that the Ecclesiastical Chart
Strachan had constructed flagrantly misrepresented the religious sentiments of numerous
Upper Canadians. Unfortunately for his critics, Strachan had successfully spun his lies
into a royal charter to have the future King’s College — the first institution of higher
education in the Province — staffed only by people from the Church of England. The
Assembly sent an impassioned plea to the ministers of George 1V in the hopes that they
would reconsider a decision to grant ‘a Charter with a monopoly upon a principle so
illiberal in its application to the state of this Province.” They charged Strachan with

constructing the chart from fanciful reckonings with little concern for statistics (or ethics)
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in order to denigrate other Christian denominations and further advance Anglican
establishment by creating an institution that was neither needed nor wanted by the loyal
subjects of Upper Canada. Many in the reform-dominated Assembly elected in 1828
professed to believe that, had George IV known the truth, ‘He would never have given
his royal sanction to such a charter.”*? The Assembly argued that Methodists, the
denomination maligned the most in Strachan’s report, had proven their loyalty to the

crown during the late war with America as well as in the years since.

This episode is important because it involved competing ideas about how Upper
Canada should define its British colonial identity. After 1815, tensions between
Anglicans and American Methodists grew stronger, as the Anglicans, with the support of
the Legislative Council and the government of Upper Canada, clashed with the
Methodists who had growing influence in the Assembly and overwhelming popularity
among the masses. Strachan, and other members of a conservative elite known as the
Family Compact, expressed concern that the Reformers were gaining too much power
over the political and cultural landscape of the loyal province that shared a border with
the expanding American Republic. In terms of education, Strachan had two chief
concerns. First, the lack of a University meant that young Upper Canadians had no choice
but to look to America if they desired any form of higher learning in medicine, law, or
divinity. Strachan believed that the fact that the Methodists were mostly from the United
States made them unable and unwilling to teach generations of colonial youth proper
habits and respect for the British way of life. The large number of Methodists in the
Assembly and Strachan’s influence in the Legislative Council guaranteed that these

religious disputes were not going to remain within ecclesiastical circles but were destined
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to shape provincial politics as well. Strachan’s 1826 chart had made the claim that the
people of Upper Canada desired a greater Anglican presence and he believed that money
given to the church from the sale of the Clergy Reserves and for education could be used
to advance Anglican establishment and British values in the colony. Second, Strachan
believed that the Methodists should not have any influence over the education system,
nor have any share in the substantial revenues derived from the sale of the Clergy

Reserves.?

It was Strachan’s attack on the Methodists’ lack of loyalty that particularly
offended the Assembly elected in 1828, the first Assembly with a Reform rather than a
Conservative majority. Indeed, the Assembly dismissed outright any notion that the
Methodists had failed to ‘inculcate, by precept and example, as a christian duty [sic], an
attachment to the sovereign and a cheerful and conscientious obedience to the laws of the
country.” The members of the Assembly extolled the Methodists’ labours for the
colonists over the previous thirty-five years and insisted that ‘the province has passed
through a war which put to the proof the loyalty of the people,’ leaving no doubt that ‘the
Methodists are as loyal as any of His Majesty’s Subjects.” 1* To reinforce this statement,
and to address the chief point in Strachan’s Ecclesiastical Chart, the Assembly prepared a
report examining how many religious leaders of each denomination were from the United
States and the extent to which they had received their education and drew their
sentiments from that land.*® In his response to the latter question, the Rev. James
Richardson responded that while he was ‘a minister of the Methodist episcopal church in
this province,” he was a ‘native of Upper Canada’ who had served for ‘six years in His

Majesty’s navy on the lakes,” during which service he had ‘[1]ost an arm by a canon shot
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at the battle of Oswego.’*® Richardson was just one example of a native-born — therefore
not American — Upper Canadian Methodist who had fought and suffered for the British
cause in the preceding War. Egerton Ryerson stated plainly that ‘the [M]ethodists were as
active and zealous in the defence of the Province as any other part of the population’ and
the Assembly report provided further compelling anecdotal evidence of the loyalty of the
Methodists.” A member of the Upper Canadian Assembly by the name of John Johnston
Lefferty also cited the war as support for his belief in the loyalty of the Methodists,
stating ‘they are as loyal a set of men as any in the Province; they proved it during the
war, and [ have] heard nothing on the contrary since.’*® These examples were designed
to show the loyalty and the willingness of the people, irrespective of denomination, to
defend Upper Canada in the War of 1812.° Lefferty’s comments were also meant to
show that there was no indication that the attitudes of the Methodists had changed in the

years since the War.

The War lost much of its emotive power as time passed and as more British
immigrants, who had not experienced the conflict, entered the province. The renewal of
friendly intercourse and commercial ties between America and Upper Canada gave the
people of both lands the time and ability to evaluate, in the words of John Willson, a
member of the Upper Canadian Assembly, ‘the value at which each estimated his own
and the country’s Government.’?° Such choices over thirteen years meant that any who
did not care for the colony’s attachment to Britain had had ample opportunity to go
elsewhere or, at the very least, that their sentiments and political attitudes were well
known. The Assembly’s Report revealed that all but eight Methodist clergy were either

from England, Canadian-born, or naturalized subjects, that members of the denomination
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had proven their loyalty in the war, and that there was no indication that Methodist
loyalty to the Empire had altered in the interim period and therefore concluded that
concerns about their loyalty were unfounded.?* The Assembly’s Report also stressed how
much the colony owed to the Methodists for the religious education and care of the
people. During a time when Upper Canada was ‘thinly settled, and its inhabitants were
scattered through the wilderness and destitute of all other means of religious instruction’
those men ‘animated by christian [sic] zeal and benevolence ... carried among the people
the blessings and consolations and sanctions of our holy religion.” The Report stated
plainly the positive impact the itinerants had had on Upper Canadian colonial life,
declaring that Methodist ‘influence and instruction, far from having (as is represented in
the letter) a tendency hostile to our institutions, [have] been conducive, in a degree which
cannot easily be estimated, to the reformation of their hearers from licentiousness, and

the diffusion of correct morals, the foundation of all sound loyalty and social order.’??

Strachan and others argued that established religion was an essential safeguard
against anti-British tendencies and that the Anglican Church needed an infusion of capital
to increase its influence and sustain the people’s sympathy for all things British.?
However, the Assembly, having shown Methodist loyalty in the war and in the years
following the war and demonstrated the denominational leaders’ predominantly British
and Upper Canadian roots, argued that a greater Anglican presence would achieve the
exact opposite. In the words of the Roman Catholic Rev. A. MacDonnell, ‘many of the
people would become more disaffected by increasing the number of missionaries of the
[C]hurch of England.’?* William Morrison, one of the authors of the 1828 Report, also

argued that an increase in the number of Anglican missionaries ‘would rather have the



effect of alienating the people of the Province from our institutions as the majority of the
people are of opposite sentiments to that church.’?® The Methodist veteran of 1812, Rev.
James Richardson, himself a convert to Methodism from the Anglican fold, argued that
many people were leaving Anglicanism and had ‘joined themselves to the Methodists’
and cited the reasons for such defections as linked to ‘the want of a christian [sic]
discipline being exercised, and a dislike to certain practices of some of her ministers.’2®
While Richardson remained mute on the nature of those practices that aroused the
distaste of the people, other comments indicate that Anglican involvement in politics
topped the list. Although it could be viewed as ironic that professed Methodists in an
official Assembly Report would voice condemnations of ecclesiastical involvement in
politics, the point being made was that the policies supported by Strachan and the
Legislative Council were deemed beneficial by only a small, and elite, collection of
Upper Canadians. Therefore, to increase the influence of the Church of England in the

realm of education had the potential to make the inhabitants ‘less likely to become more

attached to our civil and religious or any other institutions.”?’

The colonists of Upper Canada possessed a ‘deep and enthusiastic’ loyalty to the
empire and, the Assembly argued, a proven spiritual maturity that would not benefit from
‘any state establishment of clergymen.’?® The contention of men like Egerton Ryerson
and Marshall Spring Bidwell was that to force an establishment upon Upper Canada out
of an outdated or unnecessarily strict colonial policy would negate the proven acts of
loyalty to the empire that had been demonstrated a little over a decade earlier. To offer
one denomination undue power over the others merely strengthened the American

accusations of British heavy-handedness and the argument that the Republic was the true
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champion of personal and religious liberty. A Baptist by the name of Alexander Stewart
humorously explained that Anglicanism is ‘spreading only among those who have some
dependence on the government or are looking for some place of honour or profit. |
believe if the government were to become quakers, they would have the same increase
and from the same quarter.’?® Despite Strachan’s assessment that Anglicanism was the
only denomination that could legally claim establishment, the reality of life in the colony
of Upper Canada was that ‘the benefits of the church of England are little felt or known.’
Therefore, Anglican clergy could not be counted on to influence much of anything
because they simply did not reach that many people.®® However, that was not the case
with the so-called dissenting churches that were, according to Egerton Ryerson,
‘increasing on every side.”*! If England truly wanted to use religion to increase adherence
to their empire in British North America, it made more sense to actively seek out the
dissenting churches, not the Anglicans. The Assembly Report argued that the former
were loyal and poised to reach a large number of colonists, while the latter were viewed

with increasing skepticism when they were viewed at all.®?

In a sense, this petition showed that the people of Upper Canada were not just
religious but that they were British Christians and, as such, should be allowed to choose
their own denominational affiliations. The Reformers believed that perpetuating an
establishment would drive the people who had willingly defended the empire into the
uncomfortable position of having to choose between their King and their God.®* M.L.A.
Francis Walsh answered: ‘inasmuch as our institutions are favourable to the cause of
religion; it therefore cannot be reasonably apprehended that the Methodist preachers can

desire to render their congregations or hearers unfriendly to [British] institutions.’3* That
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statement was based on the idea that as long as the empire continued to be guided by
Christian principles, the leaders could rest assured that each brand of Christian faith could
only help the imperial cause. Were the authorities to trust the people, so the petition
argued, they would find such trust rewarded with a loyalty of greater strength and depth
and sincerity. From the perspective of the 1828 Assembly, greater trust was being placed
in the laws of the empire than in the tenets of the Gospel, and this lack of faith in both
God and Upper Canadians threatened to alienate both from the crown. Yet, although the
rejection of establishment may have made sense in the colonial context, it embraced the
dissolution of an historical British institution in favour of a greater separation of church
and state,® an idea that could be viewed as more informed by American policies than

Upper Canadian desires and proof therefore of the reality of Strachan’s concerns.

That the Assembly was looking south was confirmed by Bidwell’s statement that
the churches across the border in New York, ‘where all denominations have by law equal
rights,” were flourishing both numerically and spiritually. He argued that the ‘piety and
religious prosperity of a church can gain but little from men who are induced by secular
motives to assume the sacred functions of the clerical office.”3® For Bidwell, monies sent
from England would not increase colonial piety but would only induce ministers to
worship mammon rather than serving God. This argument, drawn from an appreciation of
America’s religious landscape and stressing how similar the two lands were, could be
seen to support the Conservative’s concern about the Reformers’ allegiances. While the
American incursion of 1812-1814 had been successfully repulsed, many of the militia
combatants had been, in the words of Jane Errington, ‘reluctant warriors’ who had been

happy to see the return of peaceful relations with the United States once the War ended.®’
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Strachan’s concern was that the Reformers in the Assembly and the American Methodists
in the colony could transform the reluctance of the previous generation into full-blown
disaffection for British institutions in the generations to come if they gained a foothold in
the Upper Canadian system of higher education. Bidwell, Waters, Ryerson and the other
authors of the 1828 Assembly Report believed, perhaps naively, that they had adequately
represented the sentiments of the people they were called to represent, had offered
definitive proof of Methodist loyalty throughout the history of Upper Canada, and had
shown the lack of American influence over that denomination. However, Strachan’s chart
accomplished two important goals that the 1828 Report was unable to defeat. The first
was that the chart reinforced the predisposition of Lord Bathurst and his Tory successors
as Colonial Secretary towards Church establishment, as well as many members of the
Upper Canadian Legislative Council, including the powerful Family Compact. Second,
the chart brought the issue of disloyalty to the foreground and somewhat tied the
Reformers and the Methodists to that moniker. The next decade would prove to be a
tumultuous one for the Reformers, as they would lose power in the Assembly, only to
regain it again in 1834 and then, under suspicion of disloyalty yet again, lose out in
1836.%8 Throughout the 1830s the Reformers continued to work through legal and, as was
the case with William Lyon Mackenzie in 1837, even violent means to change what they
believed to be outdated and impractical British policies that did not reflect the best

interests of the colonists.

Methodism, while popular among the masses, would also struggle under the cloud
of disloyalty raised by Strachan’s chart. The Assembly’s Report failed in its intention and
the first institution of higher education in Upper Canada was instructed, by Royal

13



Charter, to possess an all-Anglican faculty. The arguments used by the 1828 Assembly
and the questions they raised offer a unique insight into the influence that both the War of
1812 and Methodist loyalty had on Upper Canadian politics and religion in the first half
of the nineteenth century. Methodism was seen to hold sway over the colony in tangible
ways and the fact that its earliest leaders and adherents had been American was
considered a legitimate threat to Upper Canada’s continued existence in the British
Empire. The next half a century would also prove to be incredibly tumultuous for the
various Methodist camps as Wesleyans and Episcopal and Canadian versions of the faith
would combine, split, re-join and fight — both internally as well as with other
denominations — over the denomination’s role in Canada. Many of the internal and
external issues raised during the nineteenth century reflected the same issues of loyalty

and influence raised by Strachan in 1826 and rebutted by the Assembly in 1828.

The realities of life in the Province would eventually make the Anglican bid for
religious dominance both untenable and unnecessary; even King’s College would be
dissolved in the 1850s. The turbulence of the 1830s demonstrated the disconnect between
colonial officials, who viewed America as a threat, and the majority of the colonists, who
saw America as a necessary ally, an idea that will return later in this article as the issues
of 1828 were revisited in Ryerson’s 1880 commentary. However, as it pertained to the
1828 Assembly (and a good portion of the 1830s) there remained a concern in London
that, despite the successful defence of imperial land throughout 1812-1814, the colony of
British North America contained too much that was American and not enough that was

British.
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Late Nineteenth-Century Methodist Views of Early Nineteenth-Century Methodist
Loyalty

The year 1880 proved to be another important one for Methodist interpretations of
the War of 1812 with the publication of two books by prominent leaders of the
denomination. The first, by famed Methodist educator and political heavyweight Egerton
Ryerson, detailed the character of American loyalists from the seventeenth century and
culminated in 1816, leaving the War of 1812 as the final piece of evidence to support his
arguments that American loyalists were a boon to British civilization and that the war had
been a critical turning-point in Canadian history.3® The second, published by the editor of
The Methodist Magazine, W.H. Withrow, was a hagiographic account of a brave and
rugged Methodist itinerant named Neville Trueman and his exploits during the War of
1812 in support of his ‘adopted country’ of Canada.*® Both books saw the war as a
unifying moment for the Canadian people that “first stirred in our country the pulses of
that common national life.” It was hoped that the members of the divided Methodist
denomination of the late nineteenth century would imitate the unity presented in the
narratives. Withrow’s work was designed to show that Trueman, and others, were no
‘less patriotic than pious’ and that these religious pioneers ‘feared God ... honoured the
King, and loved their country; and many of them died in its defence.”*! The pervading
issue of early Methodist loyalty apparently remained even thirteen years after
Confederation.

Although the land of Canada had finally united from the Maritimes to British
Columbia, the Methodist Churches were in danger of being unable to rise above their
competing regional differences to form the kind of united Methodist church that a united

Canadian nation needed.*? Unlike the Anglicans, the Methodists — and the Presbyterians
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as well — had no nation-wide presence and, therefore, a desire was growing to move
beyond inner-denominational sectarianism into a larger, well funded, and more united
version of their faith. Steps in that direction were made all the more pressing when, in
1874, Canadian Methodism officially separated from the British connexion and became

independent, free, and truly in charge of its own fate.*?

Both books heralded back to a time in Canadian history when the people were as
rugged and strong as the land in which they lived.* The image of the brave, tough, and
clever pioneer carving out a life for himself and his family was matched in the religious
world with a similar picture created by Withrow of Neville Trueman.* Harkening back to
a time when Methodist preachers possessed ‘a strong back-bone of doctrine,” unlike the
‘boneless jelly-fish-like preaching’ of his own era, Withrow saw in those Methodists of
the war a heroic image of self-sacrifice made in the name of God and in service to the
people, qualities that Withrow appeared to believe were lacking in many of his religious
contemporaries.*® Withrow’s work detailed the ruggedness and unity of purpose
displayed by ‘the godly forefathers of Methodism in Canada [who] nourished [colonists’]
souls and enbraved their spirits for the heroic work in which they were engaged, of
consecrating the virgin wilderness to God.’*’ In such ways were the readers of these
works reminded of a simpler, harsher time from which the nation had been born, a nation
that had been supported and protected in its infancy through the sacrifices of loyal and

sturdy Methodists.*

Ryerson’s account of the War of 1812 argued that the conflict had fused Upper
Canadians together in ways that made them distinct from both Americans as well as later

British immigrants who had not taken part in that defining colonial struggle. He saw the
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war as the birth of a united Canadian identity because ‘it tended to cement the people
together as one family’ irrespective of birth place and made ‘English, French, Scotch,
Irish, and Americans ... all become Canadians,” and granted those who had fought an
‘increased devotion not only to the land of their nativity or adoption, but to the glorious
mother country which had become the victorious champion of the liberties of Europe, and
leader in the civilization of mankind.’*® Withrow would advance the notion that Britain
held a special place on the global stage because the empire’s maritime, military, and
commercial successes proved that it was God’s chosen instrument for the evangelization
and civilization of the world.*° Therefore, the reasons to defend the land against
Republicanism went deeper than nationalism for the ‘god-fearing Canadian yeomanry ...
[who] nourished at once their religious feelings and their patriotic enthusiasm’ to defend
their land against American incursions out of their ‘love of King and country.” Such love
was based on the understanding that defending British territory in North America was in
alignment with the Divine mandate for global evangelization and, therefore, even
something as seemingly anti-Christian as war could be viewed as ‘an acceptable service

to God.”®!

While both men celebrated the British connection throughout their respective
works, Ryerson also believed that the colonial officials had done harm to the growth of
Canada by favouring immigrants from the United Kingdom over the American-born
settlers who had ‘felled the wilderness, and made the country valuable and had borne the
burden and heat of the war in its defence.’®? Ryerson concluded his treatise with a brief
but poignant condemnation of some British policies up to the middle of the century,

including the land, education, and financial issues discussed in 1828. However, once
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‘Commissions of Inquiry’ were dispatched from England all religious groups were placed
on an even footing, the Clergy Reserve funds were utilized for public education, and the
Assembly received more power over public departments. Because these prudent
adjustments from London restricted Upper Canadian Conservatives’ hold over education,
employment, Church establishment, and infrastructure, the ‘Government became strong,
the people contented and the country prosperous ... in wealth, education, and intelligence
— rendering, at this day, the inhabitants of the vast Dominion of Canada the lightest-
taxed and the freest people on the American continent.’>® Ryerson reiterated the 1828
Assembly’s Report condemning the abuses of certain privileged elites who desired to
construct a colony suited to their needs at the expense of the majority. For Ryerson, it
was the policies of those British-born men, not the influence of American Republicanism
or Methodism, that had been the true threat to colonial stability. Under the pretense of
defending imperial concerns in Upper Canada, the Governor and Legislative Council
governed in ‘opposition’ to the Assembly until ‘the dissatisfaction of the people’ became
too strong to ignore.>* The selfish and impractical policies previously foisted upon the
people in the name of loyalty were, in Ryerson’s view, tools of oppression that threatened

to disenfranchise otherwise peaceful and loyal subjects.

Despite the Fenian Invasions of 1866 and 1870, America and Canada had a long-
standing and amicable relationship by the time Withrow and Ryerson penned their books
in 1880.%° The issues that had plagued the Methodist denomination in 1828 had been
overshadowed by decades of respectable and influential service and the question of
Methodist respectability was no longer at stake.*® Both men were able to show that the

American policies during the War of 1812 did not represent the beliefs of every
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American citizen and that the actions the people took outweighed their place of birth.
While Withrow called up few witnesses for his account,®” he did quote ‘“Mr. Quincy, of
Massachusetts’ as stating that the War was the ‘most disgraceful in history since the
invasion of the buccaneers,’ before laying the blame for the decision to go ahead at the
feet of Madison’s supporters who persisted in their stern policy of implacable war.”>®
Ryerson arrived at the same conclusions but based many of his arguments on facts and
supported them with letters and other data. While the two approached the topic

differently, at the heart of both messages was the ongoing defence of American and

Methodist loyalty and patriotism.>®

For Withrow, Trueman’s awareness that ‘American-born [itinerants] ... will be
liable to suspicion as disloyal to this country by the bigoted and prejudiced’ proved both
the man’s astuteness and political savvy, but his decision to ‘not forsake my post, nor
leave these people as sheep without a shepherd” evidenced his abiding loyalty to the
people of the Upper Canadian frontier.%® Added to such patriotism was Withrow’s
numerous accusations regarding the unjust nature of the war and the fact that America’s
invasion coincided with France’s attacks on England across the Atlantic.%! These parallel
assaults on Britain revealed the darkness at the heart of revolutionary lands like France
and America. Withrow was particularly critical of America for attacking Britain at the
very moment when ‘the champion of human liberty’ was ‘engaged in a death-wrestle
with the arch despot Napoleon.’®? Ryerson, likewise, stated that ‘Nothing could be more
disgraceful and unprincipled than the Madison (I will not say American) declaration of
war against Great Britain, which was at that moment employing her utmost strength and

resources in defence of European nations and the liberties of mankind.”®® The justness of
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the Canadian defensive position was celebrated by both authors and was juxtaposed
against, in Ryerson’s words, ‘the democratic rulers of the United States [who] suffered
both defeat and disgrace,” while the loyal inhabitants of Upper Canada ‘maintained
inviolate their honour and independence.’®* Further proof of the validity of such
condemnations was to be found in the recent Irish-American Fenian raids into Upper
Canada in 1866 and into Manitoba in 1870, as well as the previous decade’s American
Civil War. Such violence confirmed that what happened in 1812 was evidence of the
chaos Republicanism brought to its own subjects and the world. In Withrow’s work, it
was the American invasion that drove Trueman to the British side for ‘this invasion of a
peaceful territory by an armed host is a wanton outrage and cannot have the smile of
Heaven.”®® Ryerson was even more forthright in his attacks on the American claim that
theirs was a just war. Detailing the origins of the war, he stated: ‘The facts show that the
real object of the American Government was to take Canada, and their invaded rights at
sea was a mere pretext.’®® In these ways did both these men frame the war to show the
evils of the American cause while simultaneously extolling the virtues of those who,
while born in America, had shown their loyalty to the cause and defence of Upper
Canada. Ryerson did so through sources, speeches, letters, and his own commentary
while Withrow used the character of Neville Trueman to shed light on Methodist

attitudes and actions throughout some of the more memorable events of the war.
The Adventures of Neville Trueman: Pioneer Preacher & Methodist War Hero

It would be remiss to conclude this article without a brief recapturing of certain

tales that W.H. Withrow included in his odyssey of Neville Trueman.®” Many of the
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places and people from Trueman’s adventures would be well known to someone with
even the most basic knowledge of the War of 1812. Withrow used Trueman’s
involvement in these episodes to create a character intertwined with the more defining
moments of that contest that reflects later nineteenth-century nationalism much more than
the events of the actual War.®® While it is well documented how much travel Methodist
itinerants endured, the number of famous places and people that Trueman encountered is
nothing short of miraculous. Through his eyes, the reader is taken back to those troubling
years and shown the character and integrity of that American-born Methodist who, once
he had cast his lot in with the Canadian people, served the land with a determination that

few patriots could rival.®®

Trueman was described as young man with a ‘forehead [that] was smooth and
white and of a noble fullness’ that, perhaps in a rebuttal to the Anglican charge that
Methodists were uneducated, indicated ‘superior intellectual abilities,”’® as well as a
passion for the Gospel and the people of Upper Canada. According to Withrow, this was
not a trait unique to Trueman, as other itinerants blessed the people with their keen, well-
versed minds, and story-telling abilities. Withrow records that entire households ‘hung
with eager attention upon their lips as, from their well-stored minds, they brought forth
things new and old.” At the feet of these traveling scholars many ‘an inquisitive boy or
girl experienced a mental awakening or quickening’ from the words of these men who
possessed ‘superior intelligence.” The older colonists, as well, were blessed as ‘the
preacher brought them glimpses of the outer world, or read from some well-worn volume

carried in his saddle-bags pages of some much-prized English classic.’”* Through such
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tales Withrow portrayed the American Methodist itinerants as purveyors of education and

culture to Upper Canadians in desperate need of both.

Trueman’s adventures found him in Queenston during the famous battle that
claimed the life of General Sir Isaac Brock’> — the so-called Saviour of Upper Canada
— as well as at the burning of Newark where Trueman provided a prophetic
commentary on what that event meant for the future of the war. Relying on the insight he
had gained about the Upper Canadian temperament through his travels, Trueman looked
at the ashes of Newark and stated that the people ‘are intensely loyal to their sovereign.
They would die rather than forswear their allegiance. They will fight to the last man and
last gun before they will yield.” He then went on to record that the atrocity of Newark
would spawn a ‘heritage of hatred’ for America ‘that all good men, for all time, will
deplore.””® Such words showed that Trueman was aligned with the later understanding of
the War as a point of pride for brave and loyal Canadians who stood up against American

aggression and savagery.

Trueman next traveled with Methodist superintendent Henry Ryan to York and
surveyed the damage done by the American occupation, and did the same in the Thames
Valley, where the famed Native leader Tecumseh had been killed.”* However, in the
interest of brevity, the article will look exclusively at the ninth chapter because it was in
this section that Neville Trueman found himself a key player in a crucial and famous

piece of War of 1812 history.

While riding through the countryside one day on his circuit, Trueman came upon
someone walking through the woods. This woman, described by Withrow as ‘a worthy
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Canadian matron,” Neville quickly recognized. As he rode closer to the apparently
exhausted woman, he noted that she was a member of his Chippewa congregation and
exclaimed: ‘Why, Mrs. Secord!”” Dropping from his saddle, he inquired what had
brought her to such a remote location and discovered the important information Laura
Secord was attempting to relay about an impending American invasion. While
acknowledging Secord’s role, Withrow explained that Trueman, the ‘ American-born
youth,” did not hesitate for one moment in his ‘duty to his adopted country’ but wheeled
his horse about and exclaimed to Secord: ‘You brave woman, you've nobly done your
part, let me take you to the nearest house and then ride on and give the alarm.” Secord’s
patriotic role in the War of 1812 was, and remains, legendary within the social memory
of most Canadians but, in Withrow’s account of the war, she was only a secondary
character in a tale that now featured the bold American Methodist itinerant as the true
hero of the moment. The author went on to state that once Mrs. Secord was safe in a local
house, Trueman rode to the nearest militia station and ‘flung himself off his reeking steed
— incurring imminent risk of being bayoneted by the sentry, because he took no notice of
his peremptory challenge.” Hurtling past the confused guard, Trueman literally kicked
open the door of the guard room and ‘called for the officer of the day, Lieutenant
Fitzgibbon,” and relayed to the famous and clever military hero ‘the startling intelligence’
of the American plans.”® For a student of 1812, the rest of that encounter is a matter of
military and historical pride as Fitzgibbon used that information to defeat the invaders
through deception and trickery and forced the surrender of the enemy despite
Fitzgibbon’s vastly inferior numbers. While this is only one story among many, and

while the reader is left to decide for him or herself the veracity of such a claim, the point
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is that, for Withrow, this ‘true man’ was an embodiment of the kind of selfless, brave,
and ultimately beneficial actions of American Methodist loyalty that helped shape the

successful outcome of the struggle.

The American declaration of war had left a ‘meagre handful of Methodist
preachers’’” present and active during 1812-1815 but those that did remain, like Neville
Trueman, struggled bravely ‘against the various obstacles in their way — the
recklessness and spiritual indifference begotten by the war — and the unjust and cruel
suspicions and aspersions to which they were themselves subject.”’”® Withrow closed his

account of Trueman by offering the following hope for his work:

If this retrospect of one of the most stirring episodes in our country's history
shall kindle warmer fires of patriotism in the hearts of any of its readers; if
the records of the trials and triumphs, the moral heroism and brave
achievements of our Canadian forefathers shall inspire a stronger sympathy
with their sufferings, and admiration of their character; and, above all, if the
religious teachings of this story shall lead any to seek the same solace and
succour which sustained our fathers in tribulation, and enbraved their souls
for conflict with the evils of the time -- it shall not have been written in

vain.”®

These men proved their loyalty and even as late as 1880 their stories were, according to

Withrow, worth remembering and emulating.

Conclusion
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This article has argued that the War of 1812 factored into discussions about
Episcopal Methodism’s role in Upper Canada because, even after Confederation, the
connections between the popular denomination’s early days and the United States was
seen by some as a liability in the loyal Province. In 1828, Methodism was still operating
under the suspicion of disloyalty and was struggling to find an equal footing with other
Protestant denominations in Upper Canada. The Reformers in the Assembly of that year
argued that Methodists had been as loyal in defending the Province as any section of the
population and did not deserve the suspicion of the colonial authorities. By 1880,
Methodism was a respected Canadian denomination that had little to fear from any earlier
association with the United States. However, Withrow and Ryerson both used the War of
1812 to emphasize the loyalty of their denominational forebears and the valuable
contributions that American Methodists had made in the contest. While the denomination
proved itself loyal to both God and King and the popularity of Methodism would falter
only during the actual conflict, those who were in leadership of the so-called dissenting
faction felt the need to defend their denomination’s role in the War periodically when a

challenge arose.

In the 1828 political disputes as well as the 1880 publications of Ryerson and
Withrow, Methodists argued time and again that the war proved the value, not threat, of a
continued Methodist presence. The need to provide evidence to support such a position
diminished throughout the century as Methodism grew into an accepted and beneficial
aspect of Canadian religious culture and, thanks to men like Ryerson, Canadian political
expression. However, the stigma attached to the denomination after the War of 1812

proved difficult to shake and the 1828 and 1880 publications showed that, on some level,
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Methodists still felt the pressure to proclaim their loyal support of the land in which they
had served from the decade immediately following the War up to post-Confederation
Canada. Nineteenth-century rhetoric often referred to Canada as a place unique within the
British Empire and the Kingdom of God and, as such, the people were called to see how
faith was integral to the ongoing health and history of the nation. Contained within that
history was the War of 1812, a war that later generations would say united a disparate
collection of people into ‘Canadians’ because each person’s loyalty, regardless of their
place of origin, had been proven on the fields of battle. The Methodist interpretations of
that war argued that the denomination, despite the accusations of its detractors, had a

proven record of loyally serving their God, their King, and the country of Canada.

Endnotes
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17 Ryerson would also state: ‘Several of their clergymen voluntarily served in the Flank companies and
were in several engagements. One, who is now a Preacher, was a master in the navy, and lost his arm in the
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Presbyterianism, 88. This does provide some evidence that the war helped create a more unified
consciousness, if not entirely a national one, among the people of Upper Canada. Moir also argues: ‘did the

establishment extend to all British colonies or only to those acquired after the union of 1707? Such
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maintain their advantages. Loyalty to England remained, as all concepts must, on some kind of scale and
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42 Neil Semple, The Lord’s Dominion: The History of Canadian Methodism (Montreal and Kingston:
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1996)

43 For the most complete research on the development of Methodism in Upper and Lower Canada, see
Webb, Transatlantic Methodists.

4 William Canniff recorded the daunting ruggedness of Upper Canada: ‘a vast wilderness, and no roads.
The only way of traveling from one clearing to another was by the canoe and bateau, or by foot through the

trackless woods, guided by the banks of the bay, or a river, or the blazing of the trees.” William Canniff,
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array: Legions of wily fiends oppose throughout the evil day.” The old man sang with a martial vigour ...
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earnestness of the Methodist local-preacher, listened with quiet attention.... The moral elevation which
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Christian-living and Bible-reading will always give, commanded their respect, and the dauntless daring of
the old man -- for they knew that he was a very lion in the fight, and as cool under fire as at the mess-table
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49 Ryerson, Loyalists, 471. Withrow would also use fairly anachronistic terms like ‘country’ in his own
telling of the tale: ““God grant, my son,” said the farmer solemnly, “that we may not see more fighting than
we wish. I've lived through one bloody war and I never want to see another. But if fight we must for our
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also began to be complained that these large blocks of land given to individuals, and the one-seventh of the
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““Young man, I honour your choice,” exclaimed the Squire effusively, grasping [Trueman’s] hand with
energy. “I know what it is to leave home, and kindred, and houses and lands for loyalty to my conscience

and my King...we found our way, I and a few neighbours, to this spot, to hew out new homes in the forest
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and keep our oath of allegiance to our King.”” Withrow, Trueman, 1:11. Squire Drayton was referring to
his own service in the Revolution as a United Empire Loyalist. The decision of men like Trueman to side
with Britain was thus given similar standing to the eighteenth-century decisions made by the celebrated and
venerated United Empire Loyalists (who had also been American-born).

60 Withrow, Trueman, 1:12.

61 ‘General Smyth, who had succeeded Van Rensselaer [after Queenston], assembled a force five thousand
strong, for the conquest of Canada. At the expiration of the armistice, he issued a Napoleonic proclamation
to his “companions in arms.”” Withrow, Trueman, 6:32. Italics added for emphasis.

62 Withrow, Trueman, 1:12.

83 Ryerson, Loyalists, 450. ‘Even the patriotic and intellectual part of the American people denounced this
unholy intrigue between their own President and the bloody usurper of Europe, and this causeless war
against Great Britain.” 1bid., 451.

64 Ryerson, Loyalists, 449.

85 Withrow, Trueman, 1:10. Trueman did not condemn the Revolutionary War but simply the invasion of
1812 : ““I believe the colonists were right in resisting oppression in '76,” continued Neville; “but I believe
they are wrong in invading Canada now, and I wash my hands of all share in their crime.”” Withrow,
Trueman, 1:11.

% Ryerson, Loyalists, 462 n.

87 Withrow was attempting to relay honest stories from credible witnesses despite the lack of both: ‘The
details of the account above given were narrated to the author by the venerable Father Brady, for many
years class-leader of the Methodist Church at Niagara, who was an actor in the events described.” Withrow,
Trueman, 7:42, nl.

68 Chapters thirteen to eighteen are dedicated solely to the religious works of the Methodists and the
religious landscape of the time. After that, the book returned to the events of the war and the actions taken
by Trueman, Jonas and others.

8 ‘[Neville] was soon busily engaged, skillfully helping the surgeon and ministering alike to the bodies and

the souls of the wounded soldiers. He also found time to visit the ramparts and speak words of cheer and
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encouragement to the members of his spiritual flock. Although shot and shell screamed through the air, and
fragments and splinters were flying in dangerous proximity, he felt himself sustained by the grace of God.
Amid these dreadful scenes he knew no fear, and his calm serenity inspired confidence courage and in
others.” Withrow, Trueman, 7:41.

0 Withrow, Trueman, chap. 1.

> Withrow, Trueman, 2:16.

72 In the winter following the death of Brock, Withrow recorded ‘A deep seriousness pervaded the entire
neighbourhood [in Queenston]. The usual winter amusements and dancing parties were, to a great extent,
forgone [sic].” Withrow, Trueman, 16:79. Trueman was not the only Methodist celebrated at Queenston.
Withrow provided the following commentary from a wounded man, Jim Larkins: ‘Old Jonas Evans, the
Methody [sic] local preacher, was aside me, a-prayin’ like a saint and a-fightin' like a lion. “The Lord ha'
mercy on his soul,” | heared him say as he knocked a feller over. Well, he helped me out o' the fight as
tender as a woman, and then went at it again as fierce as ever.” Withrow, Trueman, 4:27.

3 Withrow, Trueman, 12:67.

™ Henry Ryan was appointed the superintendent over the Upper Canadian circuit at the Genesee
Conference of 1812. Nathan Bangs was appointed over Lower Canada. However, Bangs was in New Y ork
when war was declared and spent the entirety of the war in the United States, leaving Ryan the sole leader
of Episcopal Methodism in both Canadas throughout the war. Ryan, a figure of controversy in many later
Methodist fights, was remembered fondly by Withrow: ‘Mr. Ryan, by his loyalty, gained the confidence
and admiration of all friends of British supremacy, and, by his abundant and heroic labours, the affections
of the God-fearing part of the community.” Withrow, Trueman, 14:73. ‘Strange work for a Christian man to
do! It seems the work of demons rather than of men, and yet godly men have, with an approving
conscience, wielded the weapons of carnal warfare. But in this much at least all will agree: An unjust war is
the greatest of all crimes, and even a just war is the greatest of all calamities. And all will join in the prayer,
Give peace in our time, O Lord, and hasten the day when the nations shall learn war no more!” Ibid., 7:41.
S Withrow, Trueman, 9:47-8.

6 Withrow, Trueman, 9:48.
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T Withrow, Trueman, 1:13.
8 Withrow, Trueman, 14:73.

9 Withrow, Trueman, 21:108-9.
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