
RECORDS GENERATED BY METHODISTS, THE FORM IN WHICH THEY ARE 
PRESENTED AND THEIR GENEALOGICAL VALUE.

Methodist records are extensive, just as the Church of England has records which reflect its 
organisation so too do the Methodists. And in amongst records which describe the administration of 
the church there are details about the congregation and its ministers which are of great genealogical 
interest. 
Although Methodists were at one time divided into Primitive and Wesleyan (and other smaller 
groups,) the records kept are similar.
Instead of parishes, a chapel has its own congregation and the minister in charge of a chapel will 
also have charge of a number of other chapels in the area or circuit, the minister in charge of the 
circuit is called the superintendent. A number of circuits grouped together  form a district and the 
national organisation is called the Methodist Conference.
For each of these layers of organisation there is an administrative record. The Methodist Conference 
is held annually and is the least useful for the genealogist. The records based on a chapel or on a 
group of chapels, a circuit, will provide a great deal of information.
We start with the establishment of the Chapel. John Wesley was a very good organiser so we can 
expect the records of the Methodist Church to be comprehensive, even from when the chapel was 
first formed. In Bilston a Miss Loxdale heard Wesley speak and in 1784 presented a piece of land in 
Temple St for a chapel. In 1825 another piece of land was offered which was formerly owned by 
Joseph Perry. Even more detail is given in this piece from the Primitive Magazine 1852 “the 
chapel ...was opened for Divine Worship on January 1st last by Mr Squire Harvey from Tunstall, Mr 
E. Brittain and Mr E. Grice.”
With the establishment of a building came the need for trustees which are listed. Exciting for 
genealogists is that not only the names of trustees are given but also their occupations. In 1887 
Darlington Street Methodist Church, Wolverhampton had five trustees, G. E. Lambert is a 
chainmaker, Thomas Johnson a builder, John Harper a manufacturer, William Evans an ironmaster 
and James Motlow a blank tray maker. The number of trustees does not appear to be fixed. The first 
Wesleyan Methodist Church in Bilston had twenty six trustees but Cinderhill Primitive Methodist 
Church in 1850 had eight trustees. As time went on the Church was managed by Leaders. The 
Leaders were those who ran Classes or home groups and they were therefore the spiritual leaders of 
the church.
Every month the chapel would have a Leaders' meeting at which the general adminstration of the 
church was (and still is) discussed. These are rather similar to the old Vestry Minutes and the
 modern Parochial Church Council meetings. It would be a mistake to think that these meetings do 
not contain any items of interest for the genealogist. Names of those carrying out repairs (eg to the 
organ or the gas lamps) and helping with the running of the church are given. Occasionally there are 
disputes with neighbours eg a Mr Haines of Wednesfield is refused his claim for spouting against 
the Chapel House. Details may be revealed of where people lived. In November 1839 the Trustees' 
Meeting was held in the house of G. Bennett of Queen Street. Fascinating insights into how the 
church is run are also here. The man appointed to collect the pew rents received 5% of the takings. 
Unfortunately poor Mr Bakewell had difficulty getting the money out of members of the 
congregation.
Apart from the trustees, each Methodist Church has a number of stewards, usually two but 
sometimes as many as six. The duties of stewards can be likened to those of churchwardens in the 
Anglican Church ie they have a housekeeping role and have to make sure that the services run 
according to plan and that visitors are greeted. A former steward described his role in this way “ I 
am there to make sure the show goes on. If the Local Preacher fails to turn up then I may have to 
step in to preach a sermon. The tale goes that you always have some of John Wesley's sermons 
handy in case you are put on the spot!” In this regard the role of the Steward is much more all-
embracing than that of Churchwarden. Other information we can glean from the Leaders' meetings 



is the names of local preachers. There will almost certainly be names of tradesmen. In 1823 at 
Darlington St Methodist Church cash was paid to John Hartland for building retorts, to Mr R. 
Corbett for timber and Mrs S. Baldwin for a gasometer. There may also be gift details. eg in 1876 
Mr Thomas Bruerton gave £500 towards new vestries and classrooms.
Sunday School Attendance Books are a wonderful source of information giving the name, address 
and class (therefore enabling age to be worked out) of those attending. The information then has 
other symbols indicating whether the child was absent because of illness or because they were 
“lawfully detained.” There is a very interesting category called “doubtful”. Finally a mark is made 
against the child's name when he/she leaves school. For example, James Coley in 1843 was lawfully 
detained for six weeks and then left school. Sometimes the name is crossed out. Did that person die 
or did they move away? One child is recorded in 1843 as having “gone to America,” several others 
are shown as having “moved away.” Visitors are also recorded with their addresses. One feels that if 
these records were properly searchable they would reveal a lot of information.
Adults in the congregation are listed as candidates for membership (similar to confirmation.) 
Members transferring from other churches are also given and in the nineteenth century the same 
system of renting pew was in place as in the Anglican church. The list of pew rents gives a name 
and a date and the rent due.
Finally, as with any church there are committees. I looked at the Missionary Committee Minutes of 
1867-1878 and although there wasn't a great deal of interest to the family historian, names and 
sometimes addresses were listed. As time went on more committees were formed as the Church 
moved from being a purely Bible based group to a more social one. Family Committees, Activity 
Committees, there were many of them as the church covered more of people's lives. 
Church magazines are a good source of information about people(see Appendix2a). The only 
difficulty is finding them. The Methodist Recorder is also a source of obituaries and various 
information about people and the local area. So you might find wonderful information not just 
about the people themselves but about the area they lived in. Being a missionary opens up other 
avenues for information. 
Another source of data as in the Anglican Church is plaques. One thinks they will be there forever
 but so many churches have closed and I bet there isn't a record of these great sources of data. My 
message would be if you want to do something for history go and take a photo of some of these in 
your local area. Graveyards are a very important source of information but all too many of these 
have disappeared along with the Chapels with which they were connected. In Bilston we know that 
Swan Bank Methodist Church which was the main Wesleyan Chapel in Bilston was a main 
graveyard for the cholera victims of 1832 and there were many other graves but with the pressure 
on urban land being required for development I suspect there are fewer Methodist graveyards. Old 
is replaced with new and the new churches just don't have a graveyard.
Methodist churches are a rich source of data for the genealogist. In Methodism we have a church 
which grew rapidly as people moved into towns. It was the working man's church and with the rise 
in the middle classes it too changed its character. To follow Methodism's history is to follow the 
industrial development of the country and with it the history of the people involved


