
Methodism and the Christian Gentleman 
In Mid-Victorian Rural Ontario 

by 
Ryan C. Paranyi 

A Thesis  
presented to 

The University of Guelph 

In partial fulfilment of requirements 
for the degree of 
Master of Arts 

in 
History 

Guelph, Ontario, Canada 
© Ryan C. Paranyi, May, 2018  



ABSTRACT 

METHODISM AND THE CHRISTIAN GENTLEMAN IN MID-VICTORIAN RURAL 
ONTARIO 

Ryan C. Paranyi                                            Advisor:  
University of Guelph, 2018          Dr. Catharine Wilson 
             

This thesis will argue that the religion of young Methodist men in rural Ontario from 1866 to 
1874 contributed to the creation of an ideal of rural masculinity known as the Christian 
Gentleman. The existing historical literature on this topic has focused on the urban-centred 
middle-class Christianity of the 1880s and 1890s and has tended to ignore alternative visions of 
Christian manliness that arose earlier in rural communities.  This thesis will make use of the 
Methodist farm journals of three young men in mid-Victorian Ontario. As the spiritual patriarch 
of a godly household, the Christian Gentleman embodied the virtues of temperance, reason, 
kindness, and self-improvement.  These ideals were grounded within the domestic confines of 
home and family, reinforced and instilled through participation in church life, and fully realized 
through the transferal of these values to the public sphere to advance Methodism’s spiritual and 
moral social vision.  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Introduction 

 “It is just one year ago to-day since my dear father was called away to his reward.”   So 1

began the entry of the young Norfolk County farmer, Courtland Olds, in September of 1867, 

marking the grim anniversary.  The death of his father had left Courtland unexpectedly saddled 

with the responsibilities of running the family farm, settling a contested estate, and caring for his 

widowed mother.  He used his daily diary to record and manage his newfound obligations.    

“How good has the Lord been to me since,” the entry followed.  “He has been more than a father 

to me, in that he has lead me into paths that I knew not.”   Only a few months before, Courtland 2

wrote that he had “endeavoured to consecrate myself wholly unto the Lord,” and “was blessed 

with an outpouring of his spirit.”   These entries are illustrative of another important use of the 3

farm diary.  Besides being an account of farm activities, it was a spiritual journal, where 

Methodists, such as Courtland, recorded and managed their perceived obligations to God, and 

critically reflected upon their progress towards entire sanctification.  The combination of these 

two distinct but related genres of self-writing, the farm diary and the Methodist spiritual journal, 

produced a distinctive form of literature that Courtland and other writers used to monitor their 

spiritual and temporal progress.  By studying the diaries of three young men in Ontario from 

1866 to 1874, I argue that Methodism was instrumental in the creation of a new form of rural 

masculine character, known as the Christian Gentleman. 

 Courtland Olds 1867 Diary, September 22.1

 Ibid.2

 Courtland Olds 1867 Diary, February 10. 3
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 A great number of these diaries were produced in Ontario during what has been called 

Canada’s “Evangelical Century,”  a temporal designation given to late-eighteenth and 4

nineteenth-century Canada by historians of religion because of the influence that revival-based, 

evangelical Protestantism had on English-Canadian society, religion, and culture.  Of the great 

diversity of denominations that embodied this evangelical spirit, few were more influential and 

vital than the Methodists.   Methodism was the name given to the movement embodied by a 5

number of denominations with similar core beliefs and practices.  At its most essential, 

Methodism preached that full salvation was not only possible in this life, but the universal 

privilege of mankind.  In contrast to the more deterministic outlook of the Calvinist-inspired 

churches, Methodism, particularly in North America, adopted the Arminian position which 

stressed the ability of individuals to improve themselves and ultimately attain Christian 

Perfection in this life.   In the wider society, Methodists were characterized by their religious 6

fervour, diligence, sobriety, and acts of charity.   Individuals were not only capable, but also 7

called upon to improve themselves, and this imperative extended to society as a whole.  With 

such a broad mission and a strong central organization, the Methodist churches of Canada were 

readily equipped to meet the demands of Victorian society and effectively helped to define the 

political, religious, and social agenda of English Canada during the nineteenth century.  8

 Michael Gauvreau, The Evangelical Century: College and Creed in English Canada from the Great Revival to the 4

Great Depression (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1991), 7.

 Neil Semple, The Lord's Dominion: the History of Canadian Methodism (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s 5

University Press, 1996), 8.

 Semple, The Lord's Dominion, 15. 6

 Ibid., 16.7

 Ibid., 2-8.8
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 The evangelical farm diary, which I call this hybrid genre of self-writing authored by 

individuals like Courtland Olds, was at once both a product and a catalyst of the evangelical 

spirit that suffused English Canadian society and religion.  The diarist’s personal struggle for 

spiritual and temporal progress was furthered by the act of writing, and was documented for 

themselves and others to read.  Unintentionally, this phenomenon also produced a rich and 

extensive primary source base for historians interested in the study of rural Canadian society and 

religion during the Victorian period.  This base is still under-employed by Canadian historians of 

religion despite the legitimacy and utility of diaries as historical sources.  The evangelical farm 

diary offers valuable and unique answers to questions long asked by these scholars such as, how 

did ordinary people experience religion and integrate it into their economic, familial, social, and 

personal lives. 

 A similar question was explored by B. Anne Wood in her 2006 Evangelical Balance 

Sheet.  Her study analyzed the life-long spiritual diary of Norman Rudolf, an evangelical Nova 

Scotian merchant who came of age during the mid-nineteenth century.  Wood’s work was a case 

study of the role that evangelical Christianity played in the creation in a new ideal of “character” 

that emerged during that era.   Wood argued that the new ideal of character displaced the earlier 9

Gregorian ideal based on “British notions of gentlemanly leadership.”   In this conception, 10

gentility was the sole preserve of those belonging to prominent families of high social status.  

The male property-owning patriarch was to act as the economic and moral head of household, 

 B. Anne Wood, Evangelical Balance Sheet: Character Family, and Business in Mid-Victorian Nova Scotia 9

(Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2006), xxii.

 Wood, Evangelical Balance Sheet, xviii.10
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and as guardians of its future through successful continuation and cultivation of the male line.   11

The new ideal of the Christian Gentleman, by contrast, was fashioned from a middle-class work 

ethic and sense of public consciousness combined with the evangelical doctrines of vital religion 

and sole authority of scripture. The new ideal of character embodied respectability that came not 

only from outward status or position, but also from the inner man, his attitude and behaviour.   12

Wood was particularly concerned with examining the ways in which this highly gendered ideal 

of character was cultivated in the early lives of young men like Rudolf.  Her own findings 

suggested that evangelicalism moderated the inherently materialistic aspect of middle-class 

Victorian character by adding a humane element focused on finding meaning in one’s own life, 

partially through improving the everyday lives of others.   It is important to note, however, that 13

Wood’s study dealt exclusively with the life of a member of the urban professional class. A key 

constituency of evangelicalism, the majority of whom lived in the countryside, still awaits 

analysis. 

 My own work will seek to address this and bridge some of the gaps in the broader social 

history of religion by integrating a study of “lived religion” with the development of rural 

masculinities in mid-Victorian Ontario.  The rural context of my research will shed new light on 

the subject, as the vast majority of scholarship on masculinity has been “set in the context of 

crises faced by urban men and resource-sector labourers as they responded to industrial 

 Karen Harvey, The Little Republic: Masculinity and Domestic Authority in Eighteenth-Century Britain (Oxford: 11

Oxford University Press, 2012), 189.

 Ibid., xx. 12

 Wood, Evangelical Balance Sheet, 162. 13
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capitalism.”   My research will focus on Methodism in Ontario where it was one of the most 14

prominent and influential denominations.  By shifting the focus of gender-identity formation 

away from an urban context and towards the rural, and by integrating the role played in this 

process by religion, I hope to contribute to a fresh and untapped area of scholarship. 

The farm diaries of three young men who came of age during the evangelical revival of 

the 1860s form the bulk of the primary source base for this study. Additionally, all of the diarists 

were practicing and devoted Methodists who made use of their diaries to track their own sense of 

spiritual progress by dutifully recording their doubts, hopes, and enduring faith in God.  In 

addition to their personal reflections, the authors used their diaries to record both church-based 

and other voluntary activities and events they engaged in with the family and community.  The 

diaries demonstrate the ways the authors’ experiences of “lived religion” intersected with their 

development as men and expressions of masculinity.  The diaries also show the shift in rural 

masculinity brought about by the evangelical revival of the mid-Victorian period.  During this 

period, Methodism brought about a new conception of the ideal masculine character known as 

the Christian Gentleman.  The Christian Gentleman was to be a man of reason and self-mastery, 

in pursuit of an ethic of hard-work, self-improvement, and duty towards his family.  The 

Methodist doctrine of Holiness called on him to accept his responsibility, and indeed his 

privilege, as spiritual patriarch of a Christian home and family.  These values were encouraged 

and spread through the traditional Methodist means of evangelism which culminated in Ontario 

during a wave of revivalism that swept the province during the late 1860s and early 1870s.  

These developments provided the opportunity for expanded lay responsibilities within the 

 Catharine Anne Wilson, “A Manly Art: Plowing, Plowing Matches, and Rural Masculinity in Ontario, 14

1800-1930,” The Canadian Historical Review 95.2 (2014): 157.
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church, which instilled the qualities of Christian leadership, particularly upon young men.  

Domestic and ecclesiastical life prepared the Christian Gentleman for his ultimate masculine 

duty to work and toil within the public sphere as a Christian citizen through reforming society 

along evangelical lines.  

 Historiography of Religion in Canada 

 The historiography of Methodism in Canada has followed many of the same shifts and 

trends affecting the historiography of Canadian Christianity generally since the 1980s. These 

paradigm shifts reflect broader methodological and philosophical debates within Canadian 

history as a whole, as well as the influence of broader developments within North American and 

global society.  The rise of social history had a considerable impact on how scholars approached 

religious history in a Canadian context and the methodologies, sources, and questions they asked.  

Throughout the historiographical developments in the history of Canadian Christianity, the 

influence of British and American scholarship has been considerable. 

 The secularization thesis, which formed the historical consensus in the study of religion 

in Canada during the 1980s was popularized by the British scholar Owen Chadwick.  Chadwick  

argued that the declining social significance of religion was due to various forces of modernity; 

in particular urbanization, industrialization, and the capitalist market economy.   This schema 15

was introduced to the late-Victorian Canadian context by Ramsey Cook, who argued that late-

nineteenth century Christian churches were compelled to conform to an increasingly modern 

(and secular) society as a result of the rise of Darwinian science and the field of biblical 

 Owen Chadwick, The Secularization of the European Mind in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge: Oxford 15

University Press, 1975), 17.
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criticism.   The secularization thesis was forcefully attacked in particular by scholars of 16

Victorian evangelicalism, of which Methodism was perhaps the most representative.   These 17

scholars were uncomfortable with the tendency of the secularization thesis’ proponents to posit a 

false binary of responses to modernity available to Victorian Christians: namely, the choice 

between biblical fundamentalism and religious skepticism.   This evolutionary view of the 18

course of Canadian Protestantism, they argued, was in fact an attempt to make key elements of 

Victorian culture conform to a modern understanding of the relationship between religion and 

society.   Of course, these scholars, Michael Gauvreau and Nancy Christie in particular, were 19

themselves responding to changes in North American society such as resurgent evangelicalism 

and its political expression in the form of the Religious Right.  They called into question the 

inevitability of religious decline in modern societies and argued that scholars required a new 

explanation for the historical development of Christianity in English Canada.    20

 Influenced by the field of social history, scholars of Canadian religion proposed a new 

methodological and conceptual framework during the mid-1990s.  This new approach sought to 

move away from the intellectual and theological histories that had previously dominated the 

field, and towards an understanding of how religion was experienced and understood by the 

‘ordinary person.’  Lynne Marks’ 1996 Revivals and Roller Rinks applied this social historical 

 Ramsey Cook, The Regenerators: Social Criticism in Late Victorian English Canada (Toronto:   16

University of Toronto Press, 1985), 4.

 Marguerite Van Die, An Evangelical Mind: Nathanael Burwash and the Methodist Tradition in Canada, 17

1839-1918 (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1989), 8.

 Van Die, An Evangelical Mind, 195.18

 Gauvreau, The Evangelical Century, 6.19

 Ibid. 20
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approach to her study of religion in late-nineteenth century small-town Ontario.   Marks called 21

on historians of religion in Canada to adopt the practices of their American and British 

counterparts.  A true understanding of the meaning and impact of religion on peoples’ lives 

required going beyond a narrow intellectual history, based as it was largely on the beliefs and 

writing of elite opinion leaders, and towards “what was actually happening beyond lectern and 

pulpit.”   Subsequent studies of what became known as ‘popular religion’ were particularly 22

preoccupied with the gap between elite and popular Christianity in Canada.  23

 Another dichotomy that drew the attention of scholars studying popular religion was that 

which existed between public and private expressions of religion.  This was largely a response to 

the influence of the “new family history” that had already been prevalent amongst American 

historians of gender and family.   Canadian historians of religion such as Nancy Christie 24

rejected the older feminist conceptual tool of gendered separate spheres and reconceived the 

family as a “patriarchal domesticity,” an ideal promoted by the Christian churches.   In order to 25

study aspects of popular religion, scholars utilized a variety of new sources.  J.I. Little, for 

instance, made use of spiritual diaries as a window into popular belief systems among      

 Lynne Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks: Religion, Leisure, and Identity in Late-Nineteenth Century Small-Town 21

Ontario (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1996), 21.

 Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks, 4-6.22

 G.A. Rawlyk, ed., Aspects of the Canadian Evangelical Experience (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s 23

University Press, 1997), xviii. 

J.I. Little, “The Methodistical Way: Revivalism and Popular Resistance to the Wesleyan Church Discipline in the 
Stanstead Circuit, Lower Canada, 1821-52,” Studies in Religion 31.2 (2002): 188.

 Nancy Christie, ed., Households of Faith: Family, Gender, and Community in Canada,  1760-1969. (Montreal & 24

Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2002), 3.

 Christie, ed., Households of Faith, 7.25
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English-speaking Protestants in Quebec’s Eastern Townships.   One important aspect of his 26

work was how he demonstrated the ways that popular religion contributed to identity formation 

within the Canadian context.   Perhaps most importantly, however, Little recognized the 27

inability of the popular religion paradigm to adequately answer the question of how the average 

individual conceived of the divine, and how this affected them in their everyday lives.   A new 28

theoretical and methodological framework would be required to satisfy this line of inquiry. 

  A new approach, known as the study of ‘lived religion’, was adopted from American 

historians of religion.  Pioneered by the American historian Robert Orsi, lived religion was an 

explicit rejection of popular religion in favour of an interdisciplinary approach which viewed all 

religion as lived experience, inextricably rooted within a particular historical culture.   This 29

framework strongly repudiated the strict dichotomies between elite and popular religion, and 

sought to bridge the gap between “institutions and persons, texts and rituals, practice and 

theology, things and ideas.”   By understanding the characteristic tensions that erupted within 30

structures of religious and social experience, proponents argued that valuable insights into social 

change could be gleaned.   Marguerite Van Die applied this framework to her study of Upper 31

Canadian Victorian domestic religion.  In doing so, she argued that this paradigm was valuable 

 J.I. Little, “The Mental World of Ralph Merry: a Case Study of Popular Religion in the Lower Canadian-New 26

England Borderland, 1798-1863,” The Canadian Historical Review 83.3 (2002): 339.

 J.I. Little, Borderland Religion: the Emergence of an English-Canadian Identity, 1792-1852 (Toronto: University 27

of Toronto Press, 2004), 282.

 Little, Borderland Religion, 283.28

 Robert A. Orsi, The Madonna of 115th Street: Faith and Community in Italian Harlem, 1880-1950 (New Haven: 29

Yale University Press, 1985), xxxii. 

 Orsi, The Madonna of 115th Street, xxxvii. 30

 Robert Orsi, “Chapter One: Everyday Miracles,” in David D Hall, Lived Religion in America: Toward a History of 31

Practice (Princeton University Press, 1997), ix, 7. 
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because it approached historical religion not as a static entity, but a vibrant phenomenon through 

which individuals were able to deal with cultural contradictions and tensions as they made 

connections between their own family situation, society, and God.    32

 The framework of lived religion has been valuable in the study of Canadian religion, and 

has reintegrated a focus on the institutional forms of religion.  As recent scholarship has argued, 

however, the central question of how religion was understood and experienced by ordinary 

people within a particular historical context has largely been ignored.  Religion and the 33

churches, it is argued, are still conceived of as unchanging and traditional social entities.  The 

renewed focus on the institutional forms of religion has obscured the fact that the churches were 

not synonymous with religion as a broader cultural expression, and that a large part of religious 

experience occurred outside of the church.    34

 In many respects, the developments surrounding evangelicalism and the Christian 

Gentleman in Ontario during this period bear considerable resemblance to Ian McKay’s 

“Canada-as-project” narrative that examined the expansion, implementation, and internalization 

of liberalism as the Canadian state spread across the continent.   Such a paradigm, McKay 35

argued, would be especially helpful in understanding mid-nineteenth-century Canada, the time 

 Marguerite Van Die, Religion, Family, and Community in Victorian Canada: the Colbys of Carrollcroft, (Montreal 32

& Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2005), 8-10.

 Nancy Christie and Michael Gauvreau, Christian Churches and their Peoples, 1840-1965: a Social History of 33

Religion in Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2010), 3.

 Christie and Gauvreau, Christian Churches and their Peoples, 4.34

 Ian McKay, “The Liberal Order Framework: a Prospectus for a Reconnaissance of Canadian History,” The 35

Canadian Historical Review 81.4 (2000): 617, 621-3.
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period in this study.   Liberalism, as defined in this article, is a “totalizing philosophy” 36

embodied in the ideological principles of property, liberty, and equality, as well as the primacy of 

the individual.   According to McKay, the Liberal Order radically reshaped society through the 37

“revolutionary simplification” of ancien régime social relations which tied honour to rank, and 

was driven by a “utopian vision of progress, rationality, and individualism.”  38

 Both critics and proponents of the McKay’s proposed framework have identified gaps in 

his analysis, particularly the role played by the religious dimension and the “specificity of 

religious experiences” in the creation of the Liberal Order.   His identification of the Catholic 39

Church in Quebec as one of the primary challenges the Liberal Order project has been 

challenged in the light of newer scholarship which frames the Church as an agent of change in 

the province’s transition from a pre-modern to a modern society.   Gauvreau has written 40

extensively about this topic, especially within the twentieth-century context in which he has 

shown that the developments commonly identified with the Quiet Revolution were in fact a 

function of conflict between divergent understandings of Catholicism.   Others have studied this 41

phenomenon in the nineteenth-century context of Joseph-Charles Taché and his attempt to 

advance his ultramontane social vision in the Canadian liberal state through his work on the 1871 

 McKay, “The Liberal Order Framework,”, 618, 627: Unlike the United States, where liberalism was essentially 36

baked-in to the founding of the Republic, McKay asserted that the Canadian Liberal Order was a “highly 
contentious and endangered program” throughout the latter half of the nineteenth-century.

 Ibid., 624. 37

 Ibid., 631-2.38

 Jean-Francois Constant and Michel Ducharme, eds. Liberalism and Hegemony: Debating the Canadian Liberal 39

Revolution (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009), 14. 

 McKay, “The Liberal Order Framework,” 635; Constant and Ducharme, Liberalism and Hegemony, 14. 40

 Michael Gauvreau, The Catholic Origins of Quebec’s Quiet Revolution, 1931-1970 (Montreal & Kingston: 41

McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2005), 353.
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census.   Scholars have thus far written considerably less on the role of Protestant 42

evangelicalism, and Methodism in particular, in the creation of, or opposition to the Liberal 

Order.  This thesis will, in part, seek to address this gap. 

 Methodist History, Beliefs, Practices 

 Broadly speaking, the origins of Methodism are best understood as one expression of the 

wider evangelical revival of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.   Evangelicalism embodied 43

a number of forms of Protestant Christian beliefs and practices, especially the common 

foundations of a bible-based, experiential, and vital form of religion.   The origins of 44

Methodism in particular are located in the religious revival lead by the Anglican cleric and 

theologian John Wesley in Britain during the mid-eighteenth century.  By attacking the deism 

and formalism popular among high Church of England officials, and preaching a more 

profoundly spiritual and ethical form of Christian living, Wesley’s preaching appealed to the 

“spiritually moribund” who were in search of a more meaningful religious life.   Methodist 45

theology was based on four separate sources of authority that dictated how believers should 

understand and interpret the will of God.  These four sources were: scripture, used to develop 

and substantiate beliefs; tradition, particularly as embodied in the works of early church fathers; 

reason, which endowed the individual with the ability and responsibility to take charge of his 

 Bruce Curtis, The Politics of Population: State Formation, Statistics, and the Census of Canada, 1840-1875 42

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2001), 238-9.

 Van Die, An Evangelical Mind, 8. 43

 Ibid., 9.44

 Semple, The Lord's Dominion, 14.45
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own salvation; and experience, which served as the ultimate test of rebirth.   The concept of 46

rebirth was key to Methodism from its earliest days, as this act of conversion or re-dedication 

was seen as the first and most important step on the road to salvation.  Rebirth, and (perhaps 

more importantly) professing the experience before a like-minded community of believers was 

an essential entry-condition common to all the various evangelical denominations, particularly 

during periods of revival.  47

 The precepts of Methodism were introduced to North America by Wesley’s close 

associate George Whitfield.  Despite their nominal affiliation with the Church of England, 

Methodist preachers were regularly denied the use of Anglican churches in the British colonies.  

As a result, Methodist clergy resorted to preaching in private houses, public buildings, or even 

the open air.   This inauspicious beginning, and the itinerant preacher circuits which emerged 48

from them, lead to an intensified spirit of revivalism in North America that was especially 

effective in meeting the needs of the primarily frontier and rural population.   With the arrival of 49

American Independence in 1776, the Methodist movement in North America experienced its first 

major schism.  The split between the American Episcopalian Methodists and the British 

Wesleyan Methodists was in reality primarily an organizational split, however, and the two 

groups had few differences in belief or practice.   The split became more pronounced in British 50

North America following the War of 1812, as Episcopalian Methodists preachers (many of whom 

 Ibid., 16. 46

 Curtis D. Johnson, Islands of Holiness: Rural Religion in Upstate New York, 1790-1860 (Ithaca and London: 47

Cornell University Press, 1989), 22.

 Semple, The Lord's Dominion, 21.48

 Phyllis D. Airhart, Serving the Present Age: Revivalism, Progressivism, and the Methodist Tradition in Canada 49

(Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1992), 13.

 Semple, The Lord's Dominion, 25.50
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were American) became suspected of disloyalty.  The two factions gradually integrated 

throughout the next several decades, and eventually united in 1884 to form the first national 

connexion, the Canadian Wesleyan Methodist Church.  Although several separate connexions 

persisted, most notably the Primitive Methodists, the Wesleyan’s were the dominant Methodist 

church in British North America by 1854.   These trends were especially pronounced in Ontario, 51

and according to the 1871 census, 28.5% of the population identified as Methodist, second only 

to the Church of England.   Of the numerous connexions in Ontario during this period, the 52

Wesleyans were by far the largest, comprising over 60% of self-declared Methodists.  53

 The doctrine of Christian Perfection was one of Methodism’s central and most 

distinguishing teachings.  The second-generation Methodist preacher Benjamin Carvosso wrote 

of his father, William, “Of all the Wesleyan tenets, none was received by [him] more heartily 

than the doctrine of Christian Perfection.”   For Methodists, Christian Perfection, entire 54

sanctification, or holiness as it was also known was both an end goal and a continuous process; a 

life-long struggle, not a single moment.   This doctrine required of its adherents a commitment 55

to holy living, aversion to sin, and faithful observance of God’s commandments.  Often, this 

resulted in a continuous sort of spiritual trauma for believers, as “periods of success, with their 

acute ecstasy, could be quickly replaced by despondency and a sense of failure.”   Rebirth, 56

while extremely important, was only the start of this process, and backsliding was inevitable.  

 Ibid., 99. 51

 Canada Dept. of Agriculture, Vol. 1 of Census of Canada, 1870-71 (Ottawa: I.B. Taylor, 1873), 144.52

 Ibid.53

 William Carvosso and Benjamin Carvosso, Life of William Carvosso: Sixty Years a Class Leader (New York: 54

Eaton & Mains, 1855), 13.

 Semple, The Lord's Dominion, 15.55

 Ibid., 57. 56
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Christian Perfection was widely adopted by British North American Methodists, and guidelines 

on personal and social behaviour were published and widely read.   A number of these, 57

including the Guide to Holiness, were associated with Phoebe and Walter Palmer, an evangelist 

couple in large part responsible for initiating the wave of revivals that began to sweep Canada in 

the late 1850s.   58

 Rural Masculinity 

 The study of masculinity in general has long suffered from a deeper issue of what Hugh 

Campbell  and Michael Bell have identified as the “general invisibility of masculinity as a whole, 

both in everyday life and in academic inquiry.”   Masculinity, they argued, has often disguised 59

itself as the normative in a particular historical and cultural context.  In their research, they have 

outlined the concept of ‘hegemonic masculinity’ and the five key ideas which compose it: the 

socially constructed basis of masculinity; the role of history in creating masculinities; the 

continuing invisibility of masculinities; the idea of plural or multiple masculinities; and the 

interaction between practices and representations of masculinities.   Rural masculinities 60

compose just one portion of the multiplicity of masculinities that may exist in a given society, 

but it is towards these conceptions that my research will focus.  As Catharine Wilson pointed out, 

masculinities are “performed and practised,” and exist in opposition to so-called “childishness, 

 Airhart, Serving the Present Age, 22.57

 Ibid., 23.58

 Hugh Campbell and Michael Bell, Country Boys: Masculinity and Rural Life (University Park: Pennsylvania 59

University Press, 2006), 8. 

 Campbell and Bell, Country Boys, 11. 60
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beastliness, and effeminacy.”   It will be the objective of my research to determine how 61

masculinity is performed and practiced through the private and public religious lives of men in a 

rural context. 

 Of course, masculinities, including the rural, are not fixed entities extractable from their 

physical and temporal contexts.  As such, any study of rural masculinity in Victorian Canada 

requires a thorough understanding of Victorian masculinity generally.  Robert Hogg argued that 

the Victorian ideal of manliness functioned as a discourse, code of behaviour, and aspirational 

standard.   A central place where this vision of masculinity was practiced and performed was 62

within the domestic confines of the home.   This may seem counterintuitive as we are 63

accustomed to thinking of Victorian gender roles in the binary concepts of public and private, 

each of which was the exclusive sphere of men and women, respectively.  This paradigm of 

separate spheres, however, has been effectively challenged by many, the most notable work 

being John Tosh’s A Man’s Place.  Victorian ideals of domesticity were essential to their 

conception of masculinity, and establishing, protecting, and providing for the household were the 

most important duties of men in that time period.   This was especially true for rural men, as the 64

farmstead served as the primary space of productive labour and the household as the main labour 

force.  During the period under study, the core tenets of rural masculinity were based in the ideal 

of “rugged, independent work and mastery over nature.”   The honest toil and independence 65

 Wilson, “A Manly Art,” 161.61

 Robert Hogg, Men and Manliness on the Frontier: Queensland and British Columbia in the Mid-Nineteenth 62

Century (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 2.

 John Tosh, A Man’s Place: Masculinity and the Middle-Class Home in Victorian England (New Haven: Yale 63

University Press, 1999), 1. 

 Tosh, A Man’s Place, 2-3.64

 Wilson, “A Manly Art,” 186. 65
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associated with farm work was reflected in idealizations of the countryside and rural life 

omnipresent in Victorian masculine ideals.   What is less known, however, is how rural men 66

themselves internalized, shaped, or rejected this ideal.  Just as the urban middle-class was 

allegedly responsible for this ideal of masculinity, so too has the vast bulk of historical literature 

focused almost solely on this particular class of society.  The historical literature on masculinity 

has focused almost solely on urban men who it is argued are responsible for this ideal of 

masculinity.  

  

 Methodist Farm Journals  

 The Methodist farm journal of the late Victorian period drew from two separate streams 

of diary writing which served very different purposes for their authors.  The first is that of the 

Puritan diary tradition, or spiritual diary which emerged as a distinct genre in the sixteenth 

century.  While some scholars, such as Dr. Anne V. Bailey have traced this tradition of self-

reflective spiritual journal-keeping back to the writings of the Church fathers’ of late antiquity, 

the spiritual diary did not emerge as a devotional practice for English Protestants until the Puritan 

period of the sixteenth-century.   In his pioneering study on English diary-writing, Robert A. 67

Fothergill dated this puritan tradition as beginning in the mid-sixteenth century, and viewed it as 

a means for devout Protestant dissenters to record their spiritual struggles and ministrations.   68

The genre has also been explored by Tom Webster, who for the purposes of his study, placed the 

 Ibid., 32. 66

 Anne V. Bailey, “The Spiritual Diary of a Colonial Launceston Wesleyan Methodist, Henry   67

Jennings,” Launceston Historical Society Papers & Proceedings (2009): 32.

 Robert Anthony Fothergill, Private Chronicles: a Study of English Diaries (London: Oxford University Press, 68

1974), 23.
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puritan diary in the context of seventeenth century experimental Calvinism.   Webster argued 69

that Protestantism of the early modern period demanded of its adherents a rejection of 

conventional selfhood in the interest of creating the “new man” of Colossians 3:10.   In this 70

conception, the process of diary-writing itself became a means of constructing and maintaining 

the godly self, a veritable “technology of the self.”    71

 For the author of a spiritual diary, the initial impulse for writing in this genre appears to 

have been a dramatic experience of conversion or renewed self-dedication to God , and the diary 

served a critical self-reflective function.   Webster affirmed that this process was especially 72

important for the newly-converted, as diary-writing could serve to settle the meaning of 

ephemeral feelings which often brought great anxiety.   For the Calvinist diarists in his study, 73

the diary was utilized as a narrative tool to fit their personal experiences into a “teleology of 

grace,” through which they could be assured of their own salvation.   While the most famous 74

instances of early writings in this genre were penned by clerics, considerable evidence exists that 

the practice had also been enthusiastically adopted by the laity.  By the time the puritan clergy 

began exhorting their flocks to take up the practice of self-reflective diary-writing, they were 

surprised to discover that many laypeople had in fact already been doing so.   Daily              75

 Tom Webster, “Writing to Redundancy: Approaches to Spiritual Journals and Early Modern Spirituality,” The 69

Historical Journal 39.1 (1996): 33.

 Webster, “Writing to Redundancy,” 42; Paul explains in chapter three of his epistle to the Colossians how ideal 70

Christians should strive to live in the world.  He argues that, in accepting Christ, they too have died and been 
resurrected. “What you have done is put aside your old self with its past deeds and put on a new man, one who 
grows in knowledge as he is formed anew in the image of his Creator.”

 Ibid., 40. 71
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 Webster, “Writing to Redundancy,” 47.73
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self-examination did not remain confined to Calvinist puritans, however, as the practice began to 

appear in the devotional manuals of other English Protestant churches.  One example of these 

was the Anglican Bishop Jeremy Taylor’s Rules and Exercises of Holy Living published in 1650, 

in which he exhorted his readers to adopt the practice of daily self-examination.   Although the 76

keeping of a spiritual diary was not an explicitly devotional act for English Protestants, the 

puritan diary tradition laid the groundwork for the Methodist diary. 

 The Methodist diary-writing tradition emerged from the tradition of daily self-reflection 

established by early modern English Protestants.  The earliest and most famous example of this 

genre was penned by John Wesley himself.  Wesley’s Journals, which he kept from 1725 to 

1791, document the extensive career and travels of Methodism’s indefatigable founder, 

interspersed with his personal perspective on the role of the divine in his life.   In writing his 77

Journals, Wesley was influenced by the exhortations of Bishop Taylor which he read in Rules 

and Exercises.  Wesley encouraged his followers to do the same, and almost from its beginnings, 

Methodism had an established devotional tradition of spiritual diary-keeping.  The practice was 

adopted especially by the itinerant preachers who were so influential in Methodism’s early 

growth.   One such example was William Carvosso (1750-1834), an early Methodist and 78

influential class leader in Cornwall.  In 1815, over four decades after becoming a Methodist, 

Carvosso had a religious experience which caused him to give up worldly pursuits and dedicate 

his “few remaining days wholly to the service and glory of God.”   At the age of sixty-five, 79

 Bailey, “The Spiritual Diary of a Colonial Launceston Wesleyan Methodist, Henry Jennings,” 33.76

 Fothergill, Private Chronicles, 24.77

 Bailey, “The Spiritual Diary of a Colonial Launceston Wesleyan Methodist, Henry Jennings,” 33.78

 William Carvosso and Benjamin Carvosso, Life of William Carvosso, 55.79

!19



Carvosso sold his farm and became a travelling circuit preacher in Cornwall, England.  The 

experience also spurred him to begin writing for the first time, and for the rest of his life he was 

an avid letter-writer and spiritual journal-keeper.   His writings were compiled by his son 80

Benjamin (an itinerant Methodist preacher in Australia) to produce the memoir Life of Carvosso: 

Sixty Years a Class Leader, which became an influential example of Methodist diary writing 

among evangelical Protestants in British North America.  81

 The second diary-writing tradition that contributed to this new genre was that of the 

traditional farm diary.  This tradition flourished during the nineteenth-century during what has 

come to be known as the “golden age of the diary,” when the diary, in addition to the Bible and 

newspapers, was one of the few pieces of reading material available on the farm.   Unlike their 82

urban counterparts, rural diaries can generally be described as “account-book diaries” that were 

used primarily to keep track of “the myriad of activities and expanding webs of exchanges 

associated with the production of crops and increasing numbers of livestock” that was 

characteristic of the mixed-farming operations that began to predominate by mid-century.   83

Long ignored by academics for its supposed lack of literary value, the rural diary has in recent 

years been revisited by historians interested in what they reveal about the structures and textures 

underlying daily life.  84

 Ibid., 319-320.80

 Courtland Olds 1867 Diary June 30, July 21, September 1, September 15: Courtland Olds began reading 81
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 The Methodist farm journal shares with the diary genre in general a number of 

weaknesses that limits their effectiveness as historical sources.  One of the dangers in using rural 

diaries as sources is in assuming that they are completely honest accounts.  Most diaries were not 

fully private accounts, and their authors were certainly aware that other family members and 

proceeding generations would have access to and read their words.  This fact makes it difficult to 

accept at face value all of the claims presented in a diary.  Furthermore, the knowledge that one’s 

contemporaries or descendants would have access to the diary often resulted in the omission of 

significant personal details that would be known only to the author.  Diaries also often contain 

gaps in coverage (a result of the source’s destruction or misplacement, or simply a neglect of 

writing it) that may obscure significant events in a writer’s life, thus providing an incomplete 

picture of the subject.  Rural diaries, however, are an extremely useful tool for revealing identity 

and cultural values and for tracing the social relations and networks of their authors.  With the 

aid of census data, county maps, marriage and death records, as well as other contemporary 

sources, however, a more complete sketch of the subject and their context can be reconstructed 

by historians. 

 Diarist Introduction  

The three diarists who form the subjects of this study shared a number of commonalities 

with regards to their backgrounds.  In addition to being Methodist farmers in Ontario, they were 

each young men between the ages of nineteen and twenty-five, and had begun the practice of 
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diary-keeping between the years 1866 and 1873.  Each was the sole son and heir of their 

respective family farms, which were slightly above the average in acreage and value, and on 

which they were engaged in mixed farming practices.  They were relatively educated and well-

read individuals who used their diaries to keep detailed accounts of farm and community life, as 

well as their spiritual progress.  In each of the three cases, this particular use of their diaries was 

preceded by a religious experience of conversion that occurred at some point in the late 1860s.  

While the precise method of spiritual account-keeping differs in each of the diaries, all of them 

share a common concern for the progress and improvement of themselves, their families, and the 

wider community. 

 Samuel Johnson was a young man of twenty-five when he began writing his diary in 

1873.  Born in Pickering Township, Ontario County, Canada West (the colony that became 

province of Ontario in 1867) in 1848 to John and Mary Ann Johnson, Samuel was the oldest of 

the couple’s two children.  John and Mary Ann’s youngest daughter Elizabeth (or “Lizzie” as she 

was called in Samuel’s diary) was five years her brother’s junior.  While very little of Samuel 

Johnson’s early life can be gleaned from his 1873 diary, atlas and census data from the time 

period indicate that Samuel Johnson was born on the family farm located on Concession 6, Lot 

27 of Pickering Township.   Samuel’s father John owned a farm of 100 acres on which he 85

primarily grew wheat, peas, and oats.  Both John and Mary Ann were unaffiliated with any 86

established church.  As Samuel’s family belonged to no particular church, he likely did not have 87

a very religious upbringing.  

 Census of Canada, 1851, Chinguacousy, Peel County, Canada West, Schedule A, Roll C-11746.85

 Census of Canada, 1851, Chinguacousy, Peel County, Canada West, Agricultural Census, Roll C-11746.86
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 The Johnson family moved from Pickering to Uxbridge Township, Ontario County in 

February of 1867 when Samuel was nineteen years of age.   The Illustrated Historical Atlas of 88

the County of Ontario, Ont. (published in 1877) shows the family on Lots 16 and 17 of 

Concession 2, Uxbridge Township.   In addition to confirming this change of location, the 1871 89

census of Canada also demonstrated further change among the Johnson family.  From a farm 

economy standpoint, the family farm had increased in size to 150 acres and in diversity of crops 

and livestock.   While John Johnson’s religious affiliation changed to “Protestant” (a generic 90

catch-all term for non-Catholic Christians without a denomination), his wife and children were 

listed as belonging to the Wesleyan Methodist Church.   Samuel Johnson’s conversion at age 21 91

can be dated precisely, as he commemorated the anniversary of the experience in his diary: “It is 

just 5 years this Evening Since I was Born again” began his January 22, 1874 entry.   92

Methodism was the largest single religious affiliation in Uxbridge, and 47.2% of the Township’s 

population of 4,762 declared themselves as such in the 1871 census.   In addition to serving as a 93

traditional farm journal, Samuel Johnson’s Methodist religion occupies a considerable proportion 

of his diary.  In it he recorded his public and private devotional activities associated with the 

local Wesleyan Methodist Church, as well as his non-denominational activities such as his 

position as chaplain for the local Sons of Temperance division.  Samuel’s striving to become a 

 Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary, February 26: “Six years ago Today we moved to this farm from Pickering.”88
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better Christian man are captured vividly in his diary.  A shy and reserved individual, Samuel 

worked to overcome what he called his “old besetting sin” of “man-fearing.”   Through his 94

participation in weekly Methodist class meetings and his work with the Sons of Temperance, 

Samuel gradually overcame his shyness and adopted a more active social evangelizing role in his 

community.  95

 Courtland Olds was born on his family farm in Woodhouse Township of Norfolk County 

in 1844 to George and Mary Olds.  Located on Lot 18, Concession 4, the Olds family farm 

consisted of an average-sized lot of 93 acres, on which they primarily raised wheat and pigs.   96

His family were Wesleyan Methodists, and as such he was raised in the church.    George Olds 97

proved quite a successful farmer, and by 1861 the family farm had more than doubled to 200 

acres worth $4,000 with a wide variety of crops and livestock.   As his parents’ first and only 98

son, Courtland was the sole heir to his family’s estate; his younger sister and only sibling Mary 

Jane was married to Henry Cunningham of Simcoe in 1865.  The Olds family was prosperous 

enough to send him to school which he attended when he wasn’t helping out on the farm that he 

was expected to eventually inherit.  Courtland, however, came into his inheritance much earlier 

than anticipated, when tragedy struck.  Courtland’s diary, which he began in 1861, did not at first 

display a particularly religious or contemplative life.  A change seemed to overtake Courtland, 

however, after the unexpected death of his father in 1866, which he recorded in great detail in his 

diary.  In the short space of four days, Courtland’s beloved “Pa” took ill and died of an 

 Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary, February 9.94

 Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary, March 9, 23. 95
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“inflammation of the bowells[sic].”   Courtland’s account devoted particular attention to the 99

pain and suffering experienced by his father, and demonstrated a high degree of admiration 

towards his father’s faith and resolve in the face of his death.  He became an active and devoted 

Wesleyan Methodist shortly after this life-changing experience, an affiliation he shared with 

27.1% of the population of his Township of Woodhouse according to the 1871 census.  100

 The experience of losing his father had a demonstrably profound impact on Courtland’s 

life and psyche.  In less than a week, the young man of twenty-two was unexpectedly thrust into 

the position of owner and manager of the Olds’ farm and caretaker of his widowed mother.  The 

death of George Olds was so unanticipated, in fact, that his will was only drawn up once he got 

sick.   The chaotic aftermath of his father’s estate settlement as well as the challenges of 101

running the farm are reflected in Courtland’s diary for the rest of 1866 and early 1867.  A number 

of these challenges included financial disputes with his extended family, as well as unpaid debts 

his father had incurred with neighbours.   It was at this point that Courtland’s diary began to 102

take on many of the characteristics of a traditional farm journal, as the need to keep accurate 

accounts of his income, debts, and expenses was a challenge in his new role.  Courtland was not 

only forced to take on the responsibilities of his late father, but also to care for and take on the 

responsibilities of his mother during her illness.  When Mary Olds took ill in February, 1867, 

Courtland took care of her and did her domestic duties himself, including churning butter, 

 Courtland Olds 1866 Diary, September 18-22.99
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making meals, and washing dishes.   Despite the obvious toll the whole affair was having on 103

his physical and mental wellbeing, Courtland’s diary treated the subject with his characteristic 

good humour.  104

 John Harrington Ferguson (Figure 1) was born on April 18, 1851 in Brampton, Canada 

West to Samuel and Ellen Ferguson.   John was part of the third generation of Ferguson’s to 105

farm on the family property located on Lot 12, Concession 1 of Chinguacousy Township, Peel 

County.   His family was relatively prosperous, and raised a wide variety of crops and livestock 106

on 125 acres valued at $7,400 in 1861.   Although he was the only son of Samuel and Ellen’s 107

seven children, John’s family could afford to send him to High School and hire men to work on 

the farm.  Apparently John had little wish to continue in his father’s footsteps as a farmer, and 

studied to become a banker.   When Samuel Ferguson took ill, however, John was compelled to 108

drop out of school and take charge of the family farm.   It was likely John’s new responsibility 109

that prompted him to begin keeping his diary in 1869 at the age of seventeen.  The entries in 

John’s diary, which are often much more detailed and extensive than others of this kind, provide 

an account for his efforts to improve the farm and his activities throughout the community.  

While his diary records incidents of participation in the vibrant religious life in Peel County, his 

entries offer little of the personal or subjective interpretations of these events that comprised such 
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important portions of the other two diaries.  This omission need not imply a lack of serious 

personal reflection on John’s part, or that he did not take his faith seriously.  A more likely 

explanation can be attributed to the domestic context in which John kept his diary, which might 

have denied him the degree of privacy afforded to the other diarists.   As the oldest of his six 110

siblings, John Ferguson’s home life was certainly much busier than Courtland Olds or Samuel 

Johnson. It may be that John did not want to leave his deepest reflections, hopes, and fears on 

pages for his little sisters to read. 

 John Ferguson was a third generation Wesleyan Methodist, raised in a particularly devout 

household.  The Ferguson family history records that Samuel was himself an active church choir 

singer, and led family worship daily in their home.   The same family history dates John’s 111

conversion experience as occurring when he was ten years old, engaged in private prayer “when 

suddenly the whole place seemed filled with light and a great peace came to my soul.”   That 112

would not be his last conversion experience.  On 4 March 1869, John recorded his fourth 

anniversary of conversion, and his fear that he had backslid.  “It is just 4 years to-day since my 

conversion,” he wrote, “and I regret that I have grown colder in religion than I ought to.”   113

Despite his recurring self-doubt (a common feature of Methodist spiritual diaries), John tried 

hard to live a godly life, as his diary demonstrates.  The Sunday entries for his diaries faithfully 

recorded the topics of sermons preached, including book, chapter, and verse.  He also recorded 

the titles of the numerous books and publications he read, the majority of which were Methodist 

 Census of Canada, 1871, Chinguacousy, Peel County, Ontario, Schedule A, Roll C-9958110
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and/or Temperance works.  These works and John’s references to them provide fascinating 

insight into the intellectual print culture of late-Victorian Methodism in Canada, and formed a 

vital part of his lived religious experience.  Just as with Courtland and Samuel, John Ferguson’s 

native Township of Chinguacousy was predominantly Methodist, according to the 1871 census 

which recorded 42.1% of residents reporting their religious affiliation as such.   Just over half 114

of these were Wesleyan, with most of the rest belonging to the Primitive Methodist connexion 

which had a large following in Chinguacousy in particular, and Peel County generally.   John 115

Ferguson’s diary recorded considerable interaction and cooperation between the two rival 

connexions, a development that would prove to have major consequences for him personally and 

Canadian Methodism as a whole. 

 The circumstances and events described by the diarists examined in this thesis should not 

be taken as universal archetypes of Christian manliness.  The broad range of experiences of both 

masculinity and Christianity in nineteenth-century Ontario cannot be entirely captured by the 

lives of three individuals.  What their accounts do provide, however, are three separate case 

studies that illustrate many of the important features, characteristics, and divergences from the 

ideal of masculinity known as the Christian Gentleman.  As Wesleyan Methodists, these young 

men belonged to the largest and most influential Protestant denomination in mid-Victorian 

Ontario.  As the heirs to independent landowning farmers, they were members of a prosperous 

agricultural class that were increasingly prominent in rural Ontario.  Finally, as young men 

between the ages of nineteen and twenty-five, the diarists were members of the generation that 

 Canada Dept. of Agriculture, Vol. 1 of Census of Canada, 1870-71, 112.114

 Ibid.115
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came of age at the beginning of Canadian nationhood, and who would go on to define what it 

meant to be a man and a Christian during this formative period. 

  

 Conclusion 

 The diaries of Samuel Johnson, John Ferguson, and Courtland Olds provide critical 

insights into the lives of three young men on the forefront of a wave of change affecting all areas 

of mid-Victorian Canadian society.  In Ontario, these changes were at once driven and directed 

by the evangelical Protestant churches, most prominently the Wesleyan Methodists.  These 

diaries bear witness to the ways Methodism fashioned a new vision of rural masculinity in 

Ontario between 1867 and 1874.  The Christian Gentleman was a man of clearly-defined 

privileges and responsibilities towards his family and wider society.  The Methodist Holiness 

movement proclaimed the right and duty of every man to strive for a perfect Christian life.  Such 

a life was grounded upon the home and family, ideally in a household where the father’s spiritual 

authority was tempered and complimented by the mother’s higher moral virtues.  The true mark 

of a Christian Gentleman, however, was to be found in the public sphere where it was his 

ultimate duty to serve as confident and principled Christian leader in pursuit of the moral  and 

spiritual perfection of society.  Methodist church life and revivalism functioned to bridge the gap 

between a man’s private and public duties, and provided the pedagogical and institutional 

structures that would imbue them with the values of manly Christian leadership.  

 The experiences and information recorded by each of the three diarists will not be 

referred to in sequence, but rather will provide the basis for thematically-organized chapters.  
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The introduction will focus on manliness and Methodism within the confines of home and 

family, and how these factors intersected to produce a new notion of Christian gentility founded 

in men’s relationship to the domestic sphere.  The second chapter will explore the evangelical 

revivalism of the mid-Victorian period through camp and protracted meetings, as well as the 

expanded opportunities this development provided for young men in particular to take on lay 

leadership positions within the church through class and prayer meetings.  The third and final 

chapter will cover the direction of these evangelical impulses towards society as a whole through 

civic engagement in church building, improvement, and leisure activities as well in the political 

realm through the debates and activism surrounding the Temperance movement.  Through this 

study, I will demonstrate that a particular notion of masculine Christian character was developed 

by Methodists in rural Ontario during the mid-Victorian period that was founded within family 

and church life, and ultimately achieved through leadership in the public realm.  
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 Chapter 1: Domestic Methodism 

 “The past has been a happy Sabbath at home,” began Courtland Old’s diary entry on 

October 30, 1870, before noting that “it has not been my privilege to attend any public Means of 

Grace … yet I have been abundantly profited at home while reading the word and holding 

Communion with my Redeemer.”   I have chosen this passage to start the chapter because it is 1

illustrative of a particular domestic sentiment found in a number of Sunday diary entries for 

Courtland Olds and the other diarists.  Religion continued to involve important public and 

communal aspects during this period, but the trend was towards exalting the home as a sacred 

and salvific space.  This trend had important consequences for how the domestic sphere was 

imagined and experienced by all in mid-Victorian Ontario, however my study will focus on the 

implications this had on conceptions of masculinity and the prescribed relationship of men to the 

home.  The developments in religious thinking on this topic did not, of course, occur in a 

vacuum.  Indeed religion was, as it so often is, intricately bound up within the larger social, 

cultural, and economic matrices of the Victorian period.  Therefore, it will first be important to 

examine the Victorian conceptions of masculinity and domesticity, and establish their 

relationship to evangelicalism.  The domestic realm played a critical role in nurturing this 

masculine ideal.  This was particularly the case for young men through the changing experience 

of conversion or ‘rebirth’ which operated as a passage into manhood, Sabbath observance and 

right living which reinforced this domestic ideal, and was informed by the ultimate experience of 

the “good death” which served as the culmination of this ideal of domestic manhood.  

 Courtland Olds 1870 Diary, October 30. 1
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 Conceptions of masculinity changed drastically during the Victorian period, and can 

sometimes appear so self-evident as to be taken for granted.  It is important, however, to examine 

the particular notions that were discarded in order to understand the true magnitude of these 

changes.  One particularly notable feature of the Victorian period has been described as “a 

middle-class world in transition” from the patriarchal household of the past to the more 

egalitarian domesticities of the present.   Domesticity, scholars argue, has been framed as a 2

“characteristically Victorian response” to the deleterious effects of industrial capitalism on the 

fabric of human relations.   In ceasing to be a productive unit, the household took on an 3

increasingly sentimental and emotional role until it became the domestic sphere, as much a state 

of mind as a physical place.   Though this analysis has a decidedly urban-bent, it is nevertheless 4

clear that men of numerous backgrounds, increasingly experienced the association between 

masculinity and domesticity.  This is not to say that a man’s identity was strictly divorced from 

the home before this time.  Indeed, as Karen Harvey has demonstrated in her study of eighteenth-

century British households, entitled The Little Republic, masculinity was inextricably tied up 

with the idea of “oeconomy.”  This was defined as “the practice of managing the economic and 

moral resources of the household for the maintenance of good order,” and masculine discourses 

and practices of oeconomy served to reproduce the patriarchal household governed by the pater 

familias.   The role of men in the ideal eighteenth-century household was to act as general 5

managers, accountants, consumers, “keepers of the family history in paper and ink,” and 
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guardians of its future through successful continuation and cultivation of the male line.   Harvey 6

notes that this discourse was particularly adhered to and sustained by the middling-ranks of 

society, those who sought to advance their claim to a greater role in civic life through reference 

to an orderly and efficient household.  The proper relationship of men to their households was 

called into question again during the Victorian period by the same sort of individuals with 

ambitions of attaining a higher social status.  Drawing heavily upon evangelical notions of 

individual progress and self-improvement, these predominantly middle-class reformers 

constructed and advocated the concept of the ‘Christian Gentleman,’ a peculiarly Victorian 

conception of masculinity that was defined by a man’s public and private character.  This chapter 

focuses on the private aspects of a Christian Gentleman’s character, defined as they were by this 

new conception of evangelical domesticity. 

 The Canadian historiography on evangelical domesticity has long been focused on 

women in this setting.  Scholars depict men as public agents in the economic, social, and 

religious domains, and the role of women as mediators between the domestic and the public, 

responsible for maintaining a more traditional communal nature of religion in the face of an 

individualized society defined increasingly by marketplace relations.   Where they have 7

recognized a substantial role for men in the domestic sphere, they have attributed this to the ideal 

of the ‘Christian Gentleman.’ They have characterized the domestic as being “a warm and 

welcoming place” nurtured by women’s “higher moral and spiritual values” where men could 

 Harvey, The Little Republic, 189. 6
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find rest and comfort from their toil in the public realm.   More recent works like B. Anne 8

Wood’s study of a mid-Victorian Methodist family have portrayed Christian gentility as placing a 

new focus on the inner-man over and above the outer-man.   In this view, male evangelical 9

domesticity served to “moderate” and instil more humane Christian ideals into an aggressively 

male public realm defined by the marketplace.   Furthermore, studies of this kind identify the 10

Christian Gentleman as being the primary or sole preserve of the married pater familias of the 

household.  Certainly this was the ideal, and as shall be demonstrated this new ideal of 

domesticity was underpinned by the concept of “companionate marriage.”   So far little 11

attention has been paid to the role played by the domestic realm in nurturing these values, 

particularly amongst young men, or the role that these young men might have had in shaping 

them. 

 The domestic lives of young men takes on an added sense of importance when one 

considers the changing nature of social relationships during the mid-Victorian period, known as 

the “domestic revolution.”   This largely middle-class revolution was defined by four related 12

aspects: home ownership, the consolidation of household sizes around the nuclear family, an 

increased emphasis on children’s education, and declining marital fertility rates. Peel County, 

where John Ferguson grew up, for example experienced a sharp decline in marital fertility caused 

 Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks, 32-33.8

 Wood, Evangelical Balance Sheet, 33.9

 Ibid., 162-163.10

 Tosh, A Man’s Place, 27.11
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in part by an increase in the average age of marriage between the years 1851-1871.   Despite 13

older analyses that have tended to portray Victorian domesticity as a product of the urban middle 

class, Gordon Darroch has shown that these trends were most pervasive in rural Ontario, 

especially amongst the growing ranks of the middling farmer.   It has been suggested that this 14

was a deliberate family strategy designed to protect a certain rural way of life rooted in a 

“particular variant of agrarian capitalism.”   Such a strategy affected the lived experience of 15

young men in rural Ontario and the ways masculinity was conceived and expressed.  They 

remained in their parent’s household to a later age in life, were considerably more educated than 

their parents, got married later and had fewer children. 

 The three diarists considered in this study came from families that were certainly 

representative of this domestic revolution.  In many respects, they represented the extreme end of 

it.  Each of the diarists remained unmarried throughout their twenties.  John Ferguson and 

Samuel Johnson did not marry and leave their family household until their early thirties; and 

while Courtland Olds was made head of his household in the wake of his father’s death, he did 

not marry until forty-five.   Both Samuel Johnson and Courtland Olds came from small families 16

of two children in which they were the sole males and heirs.  While John Ferguson came from a 

much larger family of seven children, he was similarly his parent’s only male offspring.  As will 

 David Gagan, Hopeful Travellers: Families, Land, and Social Change in Mid-Victorian Peel County, Canada 13
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be seen when discussing the conversion experiences of the three diarists, each of them were 

relatively well-educated.  While being the property-owning patriarch of a household was still a 

masculine ideal with much currency in Canadian society, the socioeconomic circumstances of 

the period prevented these young men from realizing domestic married life and landownership 

until a much later age.   A considerable gap existed between ideal social roles at the time and  17

their actual lived experiences.  Through the exaltation of the domestic as a key site of salvation, 

evangelism during this period served to ease many of these contradictions and provide a sense of 

order and duty towards one’s paternal family as a religious duty and trained young men to be 

Christian Gentlemen who would one day have their own families.  

 As John Tosh has argued, domesticity was essentially a nineteenth-century invention 

defined by “privacy and comfort, separation from the workplace, and the merging of domestic 

space and family members into a single commanding concept.”   These new concepts had a 18

transformative impact on the nature of familial relations, especially that between husband and 

wife.  Marriage was no longer to be seen as a mere vehicle for the transmission of property and 

social status.   A new ideal of “companionate marriage” emerged during the Victorian period, a 19

voluntary and love-based union of man and woman underpinned by shared values and 

friendship.   While one should not mistake the companionate marriage as a relationship of 20

equals, it is important to note the shifting nature of the basis of family relationships from one 

 Jarett Henderson, “‘No Money, but Muscle and Pluck’: Cultivating Trans-Imperial Manliness for the Fields of 17
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based on patriarchal hierarchy to one based on a partnership of moral authority.   Another 21

changing relationship was that between parent and child.  The decline in family sizes occurred in 

tandem with the recognition of the importance of childhood and positive, loving parenting.    22

The change in the composition of households was defined, particularly in Ontario, by the 

growing predominance of nuclear households, as fewer households had extended family 

members or servants.  23

 It is important to note the critical impact that evangelicalism had on the ideal of 

domesticity.  The spiritualization of the household has been characterized as a defining feature of 

the Protestant Reformation; however it was the inter-denominational Evangelical movement of 

the eighteenth century that first made significant strides to recognize and utilize the household as 

a “powerhouse of faith.”   A renewed sense of the “saving power of the godly household” was 24

evident, Tosh argued, in the great emphasis found in nineteenth-century memoirs on domestic 

religious activities: family prayers, Sunday Bible reading, the uplifting death-bed scene, and the 

keeping of spiritual diaries.   While common to all evangelical denominations, Tosh noted that 25

this domestic impulse was especially apparent amongst the Methodists.  26
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 Conversion 

 On May 24, 1738, John Wesley attended a Moravian Church society meeting in 

Aldersgate street, London, during which time he had a religious experience that he recorded in 

his journal: “I felt my heart strangely warmed.  I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone, for 

salvation; and an assurance was given me that He had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved 

me from the law of sin and death.”   This inner, emotional assurance described by Wesley was 27

his conversion experience, a spiritual rebirth that prompted a profound change in his life.   For 

Methodists, Aldersgate represented the beginning of their church; for Wesley, the strange 

warming of his heart was at once the beginning and culmination of a long search for personal 

redemption.   All of the Protestant evangelical denominations shared a common concern for the 28

importance of individual conversion.   Conversionism, or a stress on so-called ‘new birth,’ far 29

from being a simple declaration of faith or denominational loyalty, was first and foremost an 

experiential phenomenon.  30

 This was especially true for Methodists, who regarded experience as the ultimate test of 

rebirth, and the first step towards Christian Perfection.   The precise nature of this experience 31

long troubled Wesley and his followers.  “This cannot be faith; for where is the joy?” was the 

thought that troubled him upon his conversion.   Wesley, however, came to draw sharp 32

distinctions between experience as guided by logic and rationality, and the irrational sort of 

 John Wesley, The Journal of John Wesley (Chicago: Moody Press, 1951), 55.27
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overly-emotional religious “enthusiasm” so despised by thinkers in the Enlightenment tradition 

like himself.   Such a distinction was ultimately lost on North American Methodists during their 33

early years, where Methodism gained converts and flourished through the fierce evangelism of 

the Second Great Awakening.   Through large-scale revival services held at camp and protracted 34

meetings in frontier Ontario, Methodists subordinated the role of reason in conversion, and 

“tended to stress mass emotional expression as the most legitimate basis for social conversion.”   35

It is important to note the public aspect of these experiences. This was particularly the case in 

Ontario, where the Wesleyan churches’ mass evangelistic efforts sought to win new converts, 

reclaim the backsliders, and renew Christian faith among all classes of society.   While public 36

conversions in the context of revivalism would continue to play an important role in Canadian 

Methodism well into the mid-Victorian period, by the 1860s conversion was becoming 

increasingly domestic in character.  

 Such a change in the nature of conversion can be attributed in part to a change in the 

nature of the converts themselves.   Such a wild, raw, and emotional form of public conversion 

no longer seemed fitting.  The frontier conditions that prevailed in much of the province during 

the camp meeting revivals of the early century had been pushed back by settlement.  The 1850s 

were in fact the high watermark of five decades of demographic and economic growth 
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characterized by urbanization, industrialization, and extensive rural settlement.  Of the 37

numerous Methodist connexions the Wesleyans were by far the greatest in number, and 

possessed their own denominational newspaper, the Christian Guardian, and college, Victoria 

College in Cobourg.   As a result, most Methodists that came of age in the mid-Victorian period 38

were second or third generation believers.  These men and women had grown up in Methodist 

households instilled with all of the domestic ideals which that entailed.  The three diarists in this 

study conformed to that experience, and their conversion experiences serve to illustrate the ways 

in which Methodism interacted with the domestic ideals of the period.  In particular, the rebirth 

that they each experienced represented a sort of passage into a manhood that was profoundly 

distinct from their parents’ generation. 

 Of the three diarists covered in this study, only Courtland Old’s diary actually documents 

his conversion experience in 1867 at the age of twenty-three.  In the years leading up to his 

“rebirth” he was a practicing Methodist.  Courtland’s parents were active members of the local 

Wesleyan Methodist church, and ensured that their son had a proper religious upbringing.  He 

records in his 1861 diary regular attendance at Sabbath School and Methodist church services.   39

As a young man, he attended and graduated in 1866 from Victoria College in Cobourg.   40

Founded by Methodists and the famed educator Egerton Ryerson in 1836, Victoria College, 

while not an explicitly denominational institution in its beginnings, was nevertheless an 

important fixture of Canadian Methodism during the Victorian period.  It was the alma mater of 
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a number of important Methodist ministers and educators in Canada, including Nathanael 

Burwash, who gradated less than a decade before Courtland.   In addition to their academic 41

pursuits, students were required to participate in Methodist church services and class meetings 

during their time at Victoria College.   Courtland’s 1866 diary records that he too took part in 42

the college’s religious life, and attended tea meetings, class meetings, and evening prayer with 

the rest of his colleagues.   Nevertheless, Courtland’s time at Victoria College was also clearly a 43

time of religious curiosity and ecclesiasticism.  In addition to his mandatory attendance at 

Methodist prayer and class meetings, he also attended the churches of Cobourg’s other 

denominations, such as the Presbyterians and Episcopalians.   On March 4, Courtland attended a 44

Methodist class meeting, an “English Church” service, and a “Catholic funeral”   in a single 

day.   Moreover, there is no indication in Courtland’s diary that he experienced a conversion of 45

the type that other students like Burwash had had during their time at Victoria College.   It is 46

clear from his diary that by the time he graduated Victoria College and returned to the family 

farm in May, 1866, Courtland was at least a nominal and practicing Methodist.  

 Courtland’s diary records the date of his conversion as February 10, 1867 (Figure 2).  His 

entry began much as it had most other Sundays that winter.  Due to the cold, dreary weather, 

Courtland decided not to attend the Quarterly Meeting at the Wesleyan Methodist church in 

Woodhouse that day, and instead remained at home and engaged himself in religious reading.  
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“Had a very profitable and happy day religiously.”   At some point during that day Courtland 47

had a religious experience which he interpreted as a call to a regenerated faith. “I have 

endeavoured to consecrate myself wholly unto the Lord and He has blessed me with an 

outpouring of his spirit.”   From this point forward, the entries in Courtland’s diary shift 48

considerably in tone and content, and demonstrate a newfound commitment to his faith.  The 

primary catalyst for Courtland’s conversion experience appears to have been the unexpected 

death of his father that previous September.  In addition to the pain and loss inflicted by the 

tragedy, Courtland felt a profound sense that his life had changed.  “Commenced a new life to-

day with many great responsibilities” began his entry on September 26, the day after his father’s 

funeral.  “With God’s help I am determined to do my duty.”   Courtland’s duty as an only son 49

was to inherit his father’s estate and assume responsibility as head of the household.  This meant 

taking over the Olds family farm and taking care of his widowed mother.  It is uncertain if 

Courtland ever planned on being a farmer.  He seems to have genuinely enjoyed school, and 

expected it would play an important role in his future profession.  “For my only hope is 

learning,” he wrote in his diary on June 24, 1861, “and if I do not get this I will not do much in 

this world.”   Although his liberal education at Victoria College suggests that he intended to 50

pursue a learned profession like law, medicine, or the clergy, it is possible he intended to become 

 Courtland Olds 1867 Diary, February 10. 47
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an educator.  Regardless of what his plans had been, the death of Courtland’s father required 51

that he take on the responsibilities of the male household head on the family’s farm.  

 John Ferguson’s conversion is characterized by conflicting accounts.  Unlike Courtland 

Olds, Ferguson’s diary does not document the specific experience of his conversion; indeed no 

evidence exists that he even kept a diary during that period.  The earliest reference to this event is 

found in Ferguson’s 1869 diary: “It is just 4 years today since my conversion,” he wrote on 

March 4, “and I regret that I have grown colder in religion than I ought to” (Figure 3).   In 52

addition to dating his conversion (to March 4, 1865) at the age of fourteen, it suggests that the 

warm enthusiasm which had apparently accompanied the experience had since diminished.  The 

“Ferguson Family History”, a much later and less reliable source, offers a more detailed account 

of the incident.  John Ferguson had apparently experienced his conversion at the age of ten, 

while praying alone one Saturday at home, and described:  “Suddenly the whole place seemed 

filled with light and a great peace came to my soul.  I rushed downstairs to my mother shouting, 

“I have found it! I have found it!”   Despite occurring at an earlier age, Courtland Olds’ and 53

John Ferguson’s experiences bear a number of striking similarities.  Most prominent is the 

domestic context: both young men had what they interpreted as an experience of direct 

communion with the divine while engaged in private religious devotional activities at home.  

These were intensely personal experiences, not public professions of faith. 
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 Like John Ferguson, Samuel Johnson did not record the specific experience of his 

conversion, but he commemorated the day in an entry dated January 22, 1874 dedicated solely to 

this purpose: “It is just 5 years this Evening since I was Born again” (Figure 4).  He was 

converted in 1869, when he was twenty-one.   Throughout the rest of this comparatively lengthy 54

entry, Samuel praised God for the changes this experience had wrought in his life.  He also 

lamented how he had been “very unfaithful and disobedient, often yield[ing] an easy prey to 

besetting Sins.”   Johnson ended the entry by quoting the Psalmist in asking God to “Create in 55

me Clean Heart & renew a right spirit within me O God.”  It is not clear from his account where 

and in what setting his conversion had taken place, except that it was in the evening and in 

January, a more likely time to be at home than at a camp meeting.   

 The conversion experiences also demonstrate the integral role played by mothers in the 

formative moments of children’s religious upbringings. Courtland Olds was at home with his 

mother the Sunday of his conversion, and in at least one version of John Ferguson’s experience 

he immediately went to inform his mother.  Courtland’s mother was also a key force in his 

religious life following his conversion.  In addition to attending church with her every Sunday, 

she encouraged him to attend regular class meetings.   Despite his role as head of household, 56

Courtland was very much under his mother’s influence in the way he spent his Sunday, as 

demonstrated by a September 1867 entry.  “Mother took me to Dover this morning and that too 

rather against my will,” he wrote, “but then it is hard to go against my mother’s wishes.”    57
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What little we know about Samuel Johnson’s religious upbringing suggests that his mother 

played a major role.  Although the accounts of these three diarists might seem to offer little in the 

way of a vivid description of how religious conversion was experienced by young men in mid-

Victorian Ontario, they nevertheless provide great insight into the personal meaning and 

significance imbued in each of these experiences. 

 Primarily, it is clear that these three men considered their conversion experiences to be 

the formative starting-points in their lives as evangelical Methodists.  This is evident by the way 

the event was treated in each of their respective diaries.  In the case of John Ferguson and 

Samuel Johnson, the experience was important and memorable enough to warrant diary entries 

commemorating the date of its occurrence.   Each of the young men seem to have interpreted 58

the event as the beginning of a new way of living, a continual point of reference against which to 

compare oneself.  Courtland Olds utilized language of consecrating himself to the Lord, and in 

the sentiment expressed by both Samuel and John, they had failed to live up to their 

commitments to holy living.   It was in reflecting on past mistakes and holding themselves to a 59

higher standard that the diarists sought to improve themselves.  “I have not enjoyed as much to-

day as I have before, but I confess that the fault lays [sic] at my own door,” wrote Courtland one 

Sunday, “I still feel the necessity of becoming more holy.”  The misgivings and fears of 60

inadequacy expressed in these diaries, as well as the hope and desire for improvement suggest 

 For John Ferguson, the event was commemorated in the March 4 entry of both his 1869 and 1870 diaries; Samuel 58
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that the conversion experience was a catalyst for increased public and private engagement with 

their religion.  Crucially, for each of these young men, their conversions occurred at home within 

a domestic setting, in the presence of immediate family members.  The context of these 

conversions also demonstrate the important role played by familial influences in the decision to 

accept evangelicalism, and highlights the important role played by the evangelical household in 

bolstering the highly individualized faith of its members through the enforcement of common 

disciplines.   It also reinforces the findings of scholars like Marguerite Van Die who have noted 61

that for mid-Victorian middle-class evangelicals, the initial “field of activity” for conversion was 

increasingly to be found not in the church or the camp meeting, but in the family.  62

 The Holiness Movement, Print Culture and Sabbatarianism 

 The cases of these three young men were not unique for the time and place.  Keeping in 

mind the domestic context of their conversion experiences, it is clear that they were part of a 

much larger social phenomenon amongst English-speaking Protestants in British North America.   

It is important to note that their conversions occurred within the same four year period from 1865 

to 1869.  This time-line corresponds closely with the wave of evangelical revivalism that was 

sweeping English Protestant North America.  By 1867, Ontarian evangelicalism was in the midst 

of a mass revival sparked by the Holiness movement.   This was primarily a Methodist 63

movement and was most visible in its mass evangelistic conversion efforts. The Holiness 
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movement presented a program of Protestant belief and practice that greatly enhanced the role of 

the laity within evangelical churches.  Driven by the perception that the evangelical churches had 

become rigidly formal and increasingly worldly, the doctrines of Holiness effectively redefined 

the spiritual and worldly capabilities of both the individual and society through a focus on 

Christian Perfection.   Based on a particularly nineteenth-century interpretation of Wesley’s 64

teachings on “entire sanctification,” Christian Perfection affirmed the ability of the individual 

believer following rebirth to reach a state of complete earthly salvation or holiness through a 

combination of public and private worship, right living, good works, and maturing experience.   65

Adherents to the teachings of Holiness were taught to expect and strive for a second religious 

experience following their initial conversion, for the “entire sanctification” spoken of by Wesley 

that would cleanse and empower believers for lives in Christian service.   This particular 66

understanding of the nature of grace and salvation helps to illuminate the treatment of Samuel, 

John, and Courtland’s conversion experiences within their respective diaries.  While the initial 

conversion was clearly a transformative experience, it was ultimately merely the beginning of a 

spiritual journey that, if properly adhered to, would culminate in the achievement of Christian 

Perfection.  67

 Holiness was an American religious innovation sparked by the eruption of evangelical 

revivalism in the earlier decades of the century, known as the Second Great Awakening.  By the 
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1850s it had spread across North America and gained traction in Canada through the efforts of 

professional evangelists like the American Methodists, Phoebe and Walter Palmer, Charles 

Finney, and James Caughey.   The more public manifestations of these mass revival efforts 68

(revival tours, as well as camp and protracted meetings) has tended to obscure efforts directed at 

the individual and domestic sphere.  While mass evangelism was no doubt critical to the spread 

of Holiness movement ideas and practices, it is important to note the role played by print culture 

in disseminating religious and social ideas to the laity beyond the pulpit within the comfort of 

their own homes.  

 The nineteenth-century was a time when print culture flourished in Upper Canada and 

across North America.  Newspapers, journals, and periodicals proliferated as publishers 

employed the printing press to advance a wide variety of political, economic, and cultural 

interests.   Religious publications helped to foster ideas of community in urban and rural 69

Canadian settings during this period.   Technological advances and popular demand for printed 70

works of all kinds contributed to the creation of a thriving domestic print industry in Canada 

during the latter half of the nineteenth-century.  This demand was supplemented by the 

importation of periodicals, newspapers, and books from outside the country, primarily from the 

United States and Great Britain.   While books were more expensive to produce and purchase, 71

they were widely read among the Victorians.  Studies of nineteenth-century Britain indicate that 
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the professional middle-classes (academics, merchants, and land-owning farmers) were by far 

the most prevalent consumers of this widespread print culture.   Although no similar studies of 72

nineteenth-century Ontario exist, it is perhaps not unfair to say that the broad socio-economic 

contours of the general reading population were similar.  At the very least, literacy was 

widespread among the rural population of Ontario during this period, and by the 1870s, nearly all 

residents could read and write.   Victorian attitudes regarding reading drew heavily from the 73

middle-class ethos of progress and self-improvement; reading, it was believed, had the potential 

to serve as a tool for intellectual, moral, and spiritual advancement if directed properly.   74

 Recognizing the vast reach and efficacy of the printed word, the evangelical churches 

increasingly disseminated news and doctrine to the laity within the confines of their own homes.  

“In this age of newspapers, every interest has its organ,” wrote American Methodist Rev. J.V. 

Watson in 1856 in Helps to the Promotion of Revivals.   Recognizing the largely-secular interest 75

of the majority of these publications, Rev. Watson urged the churches to make use of this 

powerful tool and declared: “this, brethren, is the age of the press, and the work of the Church is 

to consecrate that press.”   While it is certainly the case that newspapers, books, and periodicals, 76

whether sacred or secular, bound their readers into a common print community that transcended 

nations and continents, it is also important to note the context in which such media was 

consumed and disseminated.  For the most part, especially in the case of religious literature, this 
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took place within the home.  Religious reading, not just of the Bible, but of “wholesome works” 

generally, was considered a virtuous Sabbath activity.   Methodists believed that religious print, 77

particularly periodicals, were especially critical for nursing young converts.   Their purpose was 78

to supplement the work of the clergy and class leader in providing religious comfort and 

instruction to the laity within the confines of their own homes.    79

 The three young converts in this study bear witness to the widespread adoption of this 

literature during the mid-Victorian period.  The most prominent Wesleyan Methodist publication 

was the Christian Guardian, established by E. Ryerson in 1829 and published out of Toronto.  

The Christian Guardian has often been characterized as the mouthpiece of mainstream, 

respectable middle-class (and implicitly urban) Methodism.   Nevertheless, it clearly had 80

widespread circulation at least among middle-class farmers, as both Courtland Olds and John 

Ferguson mentioned reading it in their diaries.   Another Canadian periodical that appeared in 81

their diaries was the Canadian Messenger, a journal dedicated to the Temperance movement.   82

American periodicals were especially dedicated to pushing the Holiness movement messages.  

The principal publication was the Guide to Holiness, produced by the Palmers.  This publication 

was especially appealing to new converts like Courtland Olds who read the publication regularly 

 Ibid. 77

 Ibid., 115: “Religious reading is essential to make up the complement of that happy combination of moral and 78

religious influences that should ever be kept … about the young convert.”

 Ibid., 118; Watson  seems to have envisioned the religious press as somewhat preferable to clerical visits as they 79
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and connected with the Holiness message of self-improvement.   Another American publication 83

that supported the doctrines of Holiness was The Ladies’ Repository, a Methodist journal aimed 

at women.   John Ferguson mentioned reading this publication several times in 1869.   A 84 85

number of articles in The Ladies Repository were dedicated to religion and the family.  The home 

was described in sacred terms: “it is childhood’s temple, and manhood’s shrine.”   Although the 86

authors described the relationship between husband and wife as one of companionship and 

equality, the editors were careful to note that this did not imply they shared identical roles.  The 

home was a “charmed circle consecrated by the presence of a husband” and “hallowed by the 

virtues of a father,” while it was “adorned and beautified by the … wife” and “sanctified by the 

gentle ministrations of a mother.”   Household headship and authority remained the 87

“unquestionable prerogative of the husband,” but men were urged to see their wives as partners 

in running the household and consult with them frequently.   The doctrines of Holiness were 88

essential to the mid-Victorian Methodist ideals surrounding domesticity and manliness.  In 

elevating the sanctity of the home and redefining the boundaries of family relations, the domestic 

sphere was increasingly identified as a space of manly development.  

 Courtland Olds 1867 Diary: beginning in March of that yeah, shortly after his conversion, Courtland records 83

specifically reading “the Guide” on five separate Sundays, March 24, March 31, April 28, May 12, November 17; in 
his November 18 entry, Courtland noted that he was “still endeavouring to pursue the king’s Highway of Holiness.” 
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 The Holiness movement called for a complete personal renewal of the individual sinner.  

“It is not sufficient that the old Adam be wounded,” the Rev. John Beetham wrote in an article in 

The Guide to Holiness, “he must be killed.”   Only then could one obtain “an internal 89

purification, obtained by faith in the cleansing blood of Jesus, wrought by the power of the Holy 

Ghost.”   Articles like these in the Guide to Holiness are examples of how the Holiness 90

Movement treated Christian Perfection.  Whereas earlier and more traditional Wesleyan 

Methodism had de-emphasized the achievability of “entire sanctification,” the Holiness 

Movement taught its adherents to expect this so-called “second blessing” as suddenly and 

spontaneously as their first conversion experience.   Thus, the initial conversion, or “new birth,” 91

served as both a first step towards Christian Perfection and a lesser version of the ultimate 

experience of the “Baptism of the Holy Spirit.”    92

 Some scholars have framed the Holiness movement in Canada as a primarily rural and 

traditional reaction within Methodism to the supposed compromises with modernity being made 

by the urban and small-town elites who increasingly defined the bounds of mainstream 

Methodism.   Still others have characterized the Holiness Movement and the revivals that it 93

brought as essentially urban and middle-class in leadership and focus.   Regardless, the 94

doctrines of the Holiness movement were extremely influential among middle-class farmers like 

 Rev. John Beetham, “What is Heart Purity?” in The Guide to Holiness (January 1871): 16. 89
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the diarists in this study, especially as new converts who sought to live an ever more Godly life 

in the wake of their conversion experiences.  

 Godly living also meant creating a godly household, in part by assiduously observing the 

sanctity of the Sabbath.  Known as Sabbatarianism, this Methodist doctrine was an especially 

domestic interpretation of the traditional Christian doctrine regarding Sunday.  In addition to 

attending church services, time was ideally to be spent in quiet, reverential pursuits within the 

home.   On Sundays, one was to refrain from all unnecessary work and devote the day to private 95

devotions and at least two church services.   These services were to include Sabbath School, 96

class, or protracted meetings.  It is important to note the domestic character, however, that was 

increasingly essential to Sabbatarianism during this period.  To spend one’s time in religious 

reading was by mid-century seen as a way to uphold the sacredness of the Sabbath, especially if 

read in the company of one’s family.   Indeed, evangelical periodicals promoted and upheld this 97

domestic ideal, and the godly household as a necessary precondition for successfully spreading 

the doctrine of holiness to the wider society.  An 1871 article in the Guide to Holiness described 

the results of revival efforts in Toronto, where hundreds were converted.  The focus of the article, 

however, was on the “sanctified home” of one of the lay officials whom the author credited for 

the revival’s success.  “Repeatedly has this Christian home been so honored with the hallowing 

presence of the Saviour,” he wrote “that believers have been sanctified wholly, and sinners born 

of God … What a privilege to dedicate our homes - our all to Jesus.”   This sentiment is 98

 Semple, The Lord's Dominion, 67.95

 Ibid., 67.96
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Periodicals Review 45.4 (2012): 467-68. 

 Dr. W.C. and Phoebe Palmer, “Revival in Toronto,” The Guide to Holiness (June 1871): 183-84.98

!53



illustrative of the critical domestic aspect of Godly living advocated by the Holiness movement. 

In recognizing the home as a salvific space, believers were being called to dedicate the daily and 

most intimate parts of their lives towards a higher spiritual ideal.  

  

 Death and the Home 

 The climax of a holy life was, as it had always been, the death bed.  It was there that the 

fruits of a life dedicated to Holiness were made manifest, and believers gave up their life to 

receive their reward in the next.  Affliction and death were an omnipresent reality for residents of 

nineteenth-century Canada.  Infectious disease and inadequate healthcare combined to produce a 

low life expectancy and high death rate in colonial Canada up until the early twentieth-century.   99

Insufficient understanding of injury and illness also resulted in a dying period much shorter than 

those experienced by modern people.   The experience of sudden and unexpected illness or 100

injury followed by a swift death was widely pervasive, and had a considerable influence on how 

individuals approached religion.  For Methodists during this period, however, this idealized 

version of death took on an increasingly domestic aspect.  As John Tosh has illustrated, the death 

bed was widely conceived and portrayed as the “climax of evangelical domestic life.”   Indeed, 101

death and affliction within the family were quite frequently the precipitating events for a number 

of converts.  This was especially true of Methodists, who placed great emphasis on the idea of a 

 Herbert C. Northcott and Donna M. Wilson, Dying and Death in Canada (Peterborough, Ont.: Broadview Press, 99
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“good” Christian death and often recorded these events in journals in great detail.   The perfect 102

good death, in this Methodist schema, occurred in a domestic setting surrounded by a few close 

family members; and it was characterized by a certain peace of mind on the part of the dying, 

and a contentment with their fate.   In this way Methodists sought to downplay the terror and 103

suffering of death, and painted it rather as a calm transition to a better world.  As a domestic 

religion, the home was simply the natural site of this transition.  104

 The case of Courtland Olds demonstrates how Methodists anticipated death according to 

this ideal, and how it played out in practice.  When George Olds was taken ill with bowel 

inflammation on September 18, 1866, it was clear to him and his family that he would not 

recover.  In preparation for his death, George immediately had his will drawn up and signed only 

a couple of days later.   By the 21st it seemed clear that his end was near, and Courtland waited 105

upon him throughout the night.  Courtland’s diary entries describe the considerable suffering 

experienced by his father, but also his ultimate submission to his fate.  “He suffered very much 

pain, nearly all night,” he wrote on the 21st, but was ready “to die if it should be the will of 

God.”   The date of George Olds’ death on the 22nd was underlined in black ink in Courtland’s 106

diary, and provided updates on his physical and spiritual condition throughout the day.  “He 

passed away this life about six o’clock with great pain,” he wrote, “but very happy.”   George 107

Olds also seems to have passed onto his son the mantle of spiritual head of the household, telling 
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his son that he should hold “family prayers as he had been used to having” (Figure 5).   In 108

many respects, the death of George Olds appears to have involved a number of the critical 

features of a good Christian death as envisioned by the Methodists.  He died at home surrounded 

by his wife and son, and seemingly at peace with his fate.  The experience appears to have 

strengthened Courtland’s faith, as demonstrated by his conversion some months later.  George 

Olds’ death was also commemorated in Courtland’s 1867 diary.  “It is just one year ago to-day 

since my father was called away to his reward,” he wrote, before connecting this experience to 

his evangelical rebirth: “How good has the Lord been to me since.  He has been more than a 

father to me…”  109

 Samuel Johnson’s faith seems also to have been influenced heavily by death, though in a 

very different respect to Courtland.  Death was a frequent occurrence and subject much on his 

mind in the short span of the year captured in his diary.  A particularly poignant event took place 

in August 1873, when Samuel’s young neighbour Luther Pifer “took sick with Fits,” and Samuel 

was sent to fetch the doctor.   Unfortunately the doctor was not in time to save the boy, and he 110

passed away.  The incident deeply affected Samuel, who marked the event in his diary with black 

ink, and he reflected in his diary his desire that God also “let me die the death of the righteous,” 

and to “let my last end be like his” (Figure 6).   The episode clearly sparked a reflection on his 111

own mortality and religious faith.   In fact, the entry on Luther Pifer’s death was the first entry 112
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since the beginning of August, and seems to have impressed upon Samuel the need to keep 

writing his diary to reflect upon the state of his own soul.   

 Samuel Johnson’s pre-occupation with issues of affliction and mortality also derived 

from his own chronic illness. He suffered from pulmonary tuberculosis, known in his time as 

“Consumption”, so named because of the slow, debilitating nature of the disease (Figure 7).   113

Consumption was an all-too familiar affliction for people of this time period, regardless of their 

age and socio-economic status.  The disease often left a perceptible mark upon it’s victims, as 

demonstrated in Courtland Olds’ diary when an old childhood friend of his returned to their 

neighbourhood.  “She does not look at all like she used to,” he remarked, “she is very unwell 

with the Consumption.”  Samuel Johnson eventually succumbed to the disease in 1884, his 114

death certificate indicating that he suffered chronic illness for at least a decade.   While the 115

available evidence cannot definitively link Samuel Johnson’s 1869 conversion to the diagnosis of 

his illness, the temporal proximity is nevertheless suggestive.  The knowledge that he was not 

long for this world impressed upon Samuel a keen and urgent sense of duty towards his 

evangelical mission.  On September 3, less than a week after Luther Pifer’s death, Samuel 

Johnson wrote an entry about finishing the harvest: “May God help me to prepare for the Eternal 

Harvest, may not the cares of life estrange my soul from the Lord.”   This evangelizing spirit 116
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was principally directed towards Samuel’s domestic life.  In a session of private prayer, Samuel 

Johnson “felt the shortness of time + the greatness of the importance of living wholly for Jesus,”  

and prayed that his “Dear Father might connect to Jesus.”  Yet, he “felt something like a 

presentiment as though [he] might have to pass out of times” before this should happen.   117

Samuel’s fear that it would require an event as impactful as the death of his only son to bring his 

father to religion is evidence of the complicated relationship he had with his father over issues of 

faith.  The comparative length and detail of this diary entry reflects Samuel’s anxiety that he or 

his father would go to their deathbeds in a religiously disunited family, and without a spiritual 

head of household.  

 Conclusion 

 As has been demonstrated, the mid-Victorian conception of masculinity held by 

Methodists was inextricably connected with a particular ideology of domesticity that was 

principally informed by evangelical Christianity.  This was especially the case for the Methodist 

Holiness movement’s proponents who exalted home and family and imbued them with salvific 

significance.  Such ideas served as the basis for a masculine ideal of a Christian Gentleman, who 

was first and foremost the spiritual patriarch of a godly household and a spiritual example for his 

family.  Conversion served as a passage or rebirth into this ideal of manhood, and was sustained 

by private worship, Sabbath observance, and right living.  This ideal was not obtained 

immediately, indeed, spiritual maturation and constant self-improvement were vital components 

to this vision of Holiness.  The salvific potential of the godly household was ultimately realized 

 Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary, February 18. 117
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through the Methodist “good death” which provided witness to the hope and faith which 

underpinned holy living.  
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 Chapter 2: Revivalism and the Training of Lay Leadership 

 “Saw Mr. Tisdale this afternoon, our new neighbour … he will make an agreeable 

neighbour, as well as a thrifty farmer.” wrote Courtland Olds in the May 13 entry of his 1870 

diary.   Courtland noted, however, that Mr. Tisdale, lacked “one thing which is, of all others the 1

most necessary to make a perfect man. He does not profess religion.”   This quote is illustrative 2

of the importance that Methodists placed on the public profession of religious faith, particularly 

for men.  The character of the Victorian Christian Gentleman was essentially a product of a 

particular set of ideals and practices concerning his relationship to home and family.  It was in 

wider society, however, that this ‘new man’ found true expression and realization.  Methodism 

has, from its origins, been characterized as an intensely social religion with a focus on Christian 

community and evangelism.   The principles of self-improvement and Christian Perfection that 3

were sowed and cultivated in the domestic sphere found numerous manifestations in the dynamic 

religious, civic, and political environment of mid-nineteenth century Canada. For the Protestant 

British settlers of mid-nineteenth century Ontario, these relationships were governed by and 

mediated through churches. Methodist converts were called to engage with their newfound faith 

in the broader society by presenting themselves as living witnesses of sanctified living.  The 

Christian Gentleman was to publicly embody the virtues of temperance, reason, kindness, and a 

keen sense of his duty towards his neighbours and local community.  This was accomplished 

through participation in and support of mass evangelistic events like camp and protracted 

meetings. This was also accomplished through regular participation in church life, by attending 

 Courtland Olds 1870 Diary May 13.1
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worship services, class and prayer meetings, sabbath school, and other social means of grace like 

the Methodist Love Feast.  The Methodist Christian Gentleman was also called to the important 

duty of bringing other men, young and old, into the fold. 

 The social experience of Methodism during the mid-Victorian period was inextricably 

related to the Holiness Movement and ideas about Christian Perfection.  This was influenced by 

Phoebe Palmer’s “altar theology” and ideas about the “shorter way” to entire sanctification.  4

Following conversion and the exercise of faith within the domestic context, the critical next step 

was characterized by public testimony and sharing experiences with others.   Prominent 5

Methodist writers and thinkers like Rev. J.D. Watson characterized revivals as the bringing into 

action of the social principle, whereby “man becomes an evangelist to his fellows.”   This  6

evangelical spirit took on new meaning in Ontario during the 1860s and 1870s when a wave of 

revivalism, influenced by the Holiness Movement, swept the province. 

 The Christian Gentleman was to play a major public role in civic and religious life that 

was informed by the same revivalist tendencies as the Holiness Movement and the Second Great 

Awakening more generally.  Canadian evangelicals increasingly began to broaden the scope of 

their redemptive mission to include all areas of public life.  In contrast to the old evangelicalism, 

the so-called “new evangelicalism” redirected church efforts away from a focus on individual 

salvation and towards a Christian reformation of society.   These developments were 7

underpinned by a new conception of the “Christian Public Sphere” and “Christian Citizenship” 
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which imbued civic and political participation with a sense of religious duty.   This view of the 8

church’s role in the wider society was nurtured and developed through the wave of Methodist 

revivalism that swept Ontario during the 1860s and 1870s.  Revivals served to train and prepare 

this generation of young men to serve as confident and authoritative leaders in their churches, 

communities, and  society as a whole. 

  

 Revivalism & Mass Evangelism 

 The North American Methodist churches were renowned for their public revival efforts.  

As has been demonstrated, nineteenth-century revivalism had important personal and domestic 

components; however it was the public efforts that most visibly animated North American 

evangelical Protestantism during this period.  Not only did the institutional foundations 

established by mass evangelism serve to bring new converts into the fold, they also provided an 

effective training ground for the next generation of professional evangelists and lay leadership.   9

This ‘mass evangelism’, as it has been characterized by scholars, was common across all 

evangelical denominations; however, it was of critical and utmost importance to all activities 

engaged in by the Methodists.   The most effective tools available were the camp meeting and 10

the protracted meeting.  American “professional evangelists” like Finney and Caughey had 

reinvigorated Methodist revivalism beginning in the early 1830s by injecting revival services 

with new ideas about Holiness and Christian Perfection.   By mid-century, however, as Todd 11

 Christie and Gauvreau, The Christian Churches and their Peoples, 1840-1965, 62-3; Marks, Revivals and Roller 8
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 Semple, The Lord's Dominion, 136.9

 Airhart, Serving the Present Age, 13. 10

 Webb, Transatlantic Methodists, 150. 11

!62



Webb argued, such “old-style camp and protracted meetings held little appeal for Canadian 

Methodism’s expanding urban and middle-class constituency.”   Although this thesis will argue 12

against the urban-centred focus of this analysis, it is clear that many Methodists in mid-Victorian 

Ontario sought to restructure these institutions of revival to reflect their particular needs and 

sensibilities.  This change would be brought about in large part as a result of the efforts of a new 

generation of professional evangelists, the most prominent being Phoebe Palmer, who subtly 

modified the Holiness Movement message to empower the Methodist laity. 

 The camp meeting was a uniquely North American Methodist innovation.  While 

protracted meetings were common amongst a number of evangelical denominations, it was 

solely the Methodists that pioneered the camp meeting, and continued the practice throughout 

most of the nineteenth century.  They have been called “the most intense expression of Methodist 

Revivalism,” and even their later detractors within Methodist circles conceded their unparalleled 

success in winning new converts to the evangelistic message during the days of frontier 

settlement in Upper Canada.   Their origins can be traced to the evangelistically-inclined, 13

predominantly rural portion of upstate New York known as the “burned-over district” during the 

final decade of the eighteenth century.   The camp meeting made its way into central Canada by 14

the early nineteenth century with the first recorded instance being in 1805 at Hay Bay, in what 

was then Upper Canada.   The importation of this practice faced considerable obstacles from 15
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 Van Die, “‘A March of Victory and Triumph in Praise of ‘The Beauty of Holiness’”, 74;  13

William Perkins Bull, Spadunk, or From Paganism to Davenport United: A Study of Community Development, of the 
Religious Life Around Which it Centred, and of the Pioneer Personalities Which Gave Shape to Both (Toronto: 
George J. McLeod Ltd., 1935), 167. 

 Semple, “The Quest for the Kingdom,” 98.14

 Van Die, “A March of Victory and Triumph in Praise of ‘The Beauty of Holiness’”, 75.15

!63



Canadian Methodist leaders and clergy, and no shortage of denunciations from their counterparts 

in Britain who characterized the camp meeting as an uncouth American innovation and 

disallowed it.   Despite these challenges and a number of significant changes in form and 16

function, the camp meeting remained a fixture of Upper Canadian (and later Ontario) Methodism 

throughout most of the nineteenth-century.   Throughout all of its various permutations, the 17

camp meeting remained at its core an intensely social event.  Typically held during the late 

summer and early fall, to coincide with the end of the harvest, the camp meeting was a large, 

open-air gathering that lasted several days.  Organized by local circuit preachers, these meetings 

drew in crowds from a wide area, with the number of attendees ranging from a few hundred to 

several thousand.   “Men and women from distant circuits came to the camp-meeting as to a 18

festival,” wrote William Perkins Bull, “[they] found old friends, made new ones, and enjoyed the 

feeling of being in a crowd and sharing its emotions.”   But the camp meeting was much more 19

than an extended social gathering.  As suggested by the typical camp layout and itinerary, the 

camp meeting was a carefully coordinated performance on the part of both clergy and laity with 

the aim of winning new converts.  

 A traditional camp meeting of the early nineteenth century was held at a predetermined 

space in a temporary tent village located in a forest clearing.  Surrounded by a makeshift palisade 

and its gates watched by guards,  a feeling of insularity and separation from the outside world 

existed at the camp meeting.  The camp was lit by four great bonfires at the corners of the 
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 Semple, The Lord's Dominion, 130. 17
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palisade, as well as by torches flanking its central focal point: the preacher’s platform.  These 

features combined to create a theatrical stage-setting for the performance that was to follow.   20

Attendees arose early and began the day with private prayers.  Then they gathered in front of the 

preacher’s platform for group prayers and hymn-singing.  Fiery sermonizing then followed in the 

morning and in the afternoon the congregation attended a service to prepare them for the 

fervently evangelistic evening service.   The emotional tension created by the day’s activity 21

culminated in this evening service.  Here the preacher, elevated by the platform and illuminated 

by torchlight made a dramatic exhortation to the assembled mass, and urgently called on them to 

acknowledge their sinfulness and seek God in that moment.   The urgency and intensity of this 22

religious experience impressed the penitent.  It was not uncommon to see members of the 

congregation react with ‘emotionalism’ or ‘enthusiasm’ with shouts, wails, faintings, and other 

violent bodily shakings.   If some clergy disdained this behaviour, others promoted it, or at least 23

regarded it as necessary in the pursuit of a larger good.  24

 By the mid-Victorian period, however, the function and operation of the camp meeting 

had fundamentally changed.  By the 1870s, many Methodist circuits had established permanent 

campgrounds, and their role is said to have shifted from being an agency of conversion to 

servicing second and third generation Methodists who had always been involved in institutional 
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religion.   The austere rusticity of pioneer camp meetings gradually gave way to the whims and 25

creature comforts of Methodism’s new respectable middle-classes, and by the 1870s some 

campgrounds included amenities such as summer cottages and boat services for wealthier 

attendees.   These developments did not preclude the revitalization of camp meetings during 26

that period, however, which was driven in large part by the proponents of Holiness.  Through 

new understandings of Christian Perfection, camp meetings remained successful by creating a 

“heightened sense of the sacred … that went beyond the emotional moments of conversion” to a 

restructuring of daily life.   This was a deliberate strategy on the part of the Holiness 27

movement’s most ardent promoters such as Phoebe Palmer who founded the “National Camp 

Meeting Association for the Promotion of Holiness” in 1867 to spread the message of Christian 

Perfection through camp meetings across the continent.   Beyond this, the camp meeting also 28

provided the important social function that it always had, drawing in large crowds from across 

and beyond the circuit, and providing a space for young people to meet in a carefully-controlled 

setting.   While they faced challenges from and would later be supplanted by voluntary 29

associations and other sites of conversion within the church such as Sunday Schools and prayer 

meetings, the camp meeting maintained a vital position in Methodism in Ontario during the mid-

Victorian period. 
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 The earliest recorded mention of a camp meeting by the three diarists occurred in 

Courtland Olds’ 1867 diary.  On June 14 that year, he departed from his farm on horseback for 

the camp meeting in Nelson Township, Halton County.   While June was an unusual month in 30

which to hold a camp meeting, it is likely that this particular event was scheduled to coincide 

with the Wesleyan Methodist Church conference in Hamilton that month.   For Courtland, 31

already a converted Methodist, the camp meeting was an opportunity to reconnect with old 

friends and share with them the public experience of religion.  When he arrived in Halton, he was 

met by his close friend from college, Frank Springer, a farmer in that county, and he stayed with 

his family.   When they arrived at the campground that night they were too late to hear the 32

evening service.  Courtland’s initial assessment of the impact of this service was not positive, 

and he noted that “the people were not altogether ready for the meeting from all appearances … 

as they were not all settled down.”   Courtland clearly did not anticipate this display of 33

emotional enthusiasm.  The next morning he rose early and attended the 6 AM prayer meeting.  

During the afternoon meetings, Courtland recorded feelings of discomfort about the large 

number of people at the camp meeting.   Over the next couple days, he did not specify the topics 34

preached in sermons, but he described them as “very good in fact excellent.”   “But their good 35

effect was most effectively neutralized by the retiring minister of the circuit Mr. Green,” he 

 Courtland Olds 1867 Diary, June 14. 30

 The Hamilton Evening Spectator, “Wesleyan Conference,” June 5, 1867; this fact seems confirmed by reference to 31

“Dr. E. Ryerson” delivering a sermon at the camp meeting in Courtlands June 16, 1867 diary entry.  Ryerson was 
perhaps Canadian Methodism’s most prominent attendant at the conference meeting in Hamilton.

 Courtland Olds 1867 Diary, June 15.32

 Ibid.33

 Courtland Olds 1867 Diary, June 16: “The ground was so awfully crowded that one could not take much comfort 34

or good of the meeting.”

 Courtland Olds 1867 Diary, June 1735
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wrote, “who is very fond of showing his authority.”   Courtland was likely referring to Rev. 36

Anson Green, who had been a circuit preacher in Upper Canada since the 1820s, and was retiring 

to take up a position with Queen’s University and Victoria College.   The camp meeting 37

culminated for Courtland on June 19, when his friend Frank Springer experienced his “re-

conversion” to the faith, “which was a glorious time” for him and Frank’s family.   The camp 38

meeting had a demonstrably significant impact upon Courtland Olds. and renewed his devotion 

to religion.  “I can now say as I never could before the last few weeks or since the camp 

meeting,” he wrote on June 26, “my purpose is now to glorify my maker in all that I do and I feel 

that he blesses me with a clean heart.”  39

 As a bachelor intent on one day forming a Christian household of his own, Courtland 

Olds greatly enjoyed the socializing opportunities the event provided.  In addition to providing a 

space where he could reconnect and share his religion with his old friend Frank Springer, the 

camp meeting gave Courtland access to female companionship in the form of Springer’s sisters.  

He seems to have really enjoyed helping the girls prepare meals and wash dishes.  “My work to-

day was pleasantly done,” he wrote on June 18, “in fact I like to wait on the girls so much that it 

don’t seem to me like work.”   He also enjoyed helping “the girls get breakfast and afterwards 40

to wash dishes, etc.”   Courtland appears to have especially enjoyed the company of “Miss 41

 Courtland Olds 1867 Diary, June 17; Courtland’s June 18 entry contains similar remarks about “Mr. Green.”36

 George H. Cornish, Handbook of Canadian Methodism: being an alphabetical arrangement of all the ministers 37

and preachers whose names have appeared in connection with Canadian Methodism, also of all the circuits and 
missions under the care of the Wesleyan Conference in Canada : together with a large amount of other useful and 
statistical information (Toronto: Wesleyan Print Establishment, 1867), 30-31.

 Courtland Olds 1867 Diary, June 19. 38

 Courtland Olds 1867 Diary, June 26: “I now feel his presence all the day long and my soul is indeed happy.”39

 Courtland Olds 1867 Diary, June 18.40

 Courtland Olds 1867 Diary, June 16.41
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Springer” who he had the “good fortune” of accompanying to the final day of the camp meeting 

on June 20.  He later reflected on his time spent with her and wrote “of the high moral standing 

of this young lady I am very highly impressed.”    42

 In many ways, Courtland’s experience conforms to most descriptions of early Methodist 

camp meetings in the province.  It provided an opportunity for spiritual renewal and meeting 

other young people in a controlled setting.  As described by Neil Semple, camp meetings in the  

early days had “furnished a vital release from the isolation, frustration, and anxiety” of pioneer 

life.   As shown by Courtland Olds’ experience, these factors were still critical to the success of 43

camp meetings decades later in 1867.  By Courtland’s account, the same scenes of enthusiasm 

and emotionalism were still present, though young people now noted them with disdain.  He also 

seems to have disliked the sermonizing of the old Rev. Green, possibly because he came from an 

earlier generation of Methodist circuit preachers inclined towards fiery evangelism and calls for 

repentance.  Although Frank Springer’s re-conversion demonstrates how the camp meeting was 

still a significant space for spiritual rebirth, it is significant that his experience occurred during 

the morning sermon, not the torchlit, enthusiastic, climactic evening sermon that many of the 

older accounts describe. These facts are indicative of the young Courtland’s belonging to the 

vanguard of a new movement within Methodism that exalted the ability of the individual to 

achieve salvation through his own efforts, and not through the authority of clergy. 

 John Ferguson’s diary offers considerably less information on the actual experience of the 

camp meeting from his perspective, however it was an event that he and his family regularly 

 Courtland Olds 1867 Diary, June 20. 42

 Semple, The Lord's Dominion, 134-35.43
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attended in the early 1870s.  The first mention of the Brampton circuit camp meeting held at “Mr. 

Foster’s Pine Woods, south of Norval,” was made in September of his 1871 diary.   John 44

Ferguson tried to attend on September 13, but his buggy broke down.   His parents departed for 45

Norval the next day, and John stayed home to take care of the farm.  When he finally attended on 

Sunday September 17, he “heard 3 good practical sermons” and noted the large crowd of people 

present.   When he arrived on September 19 to pick up his parents (who had apparently stayed 46

at the camp meeting for five days), John recorded that the camp meeting concluded with a public 

prayer meeting and Love Feast “which were very interesting and profitable” and produced "a 

large number of converts.”   The Brampton circuit camp meeting was apparently growing in 47

popularity during this period.  When John Ferguson returned to Norval the following September, 

he recorded witnessing “the largest crowd I ever saw at a camp meeting.”   In his memoirs, Rev. 48

Anson Green, the preacher so despised by Courtland Olds, recalled preaching at this meeting in 

Norval, and claimed that it was the largest congregation he had ever addressed, with six-

thousand present.   John only attended the camp meeting for one day in 1872, as he spent the 49

rest of the month engaged in choir practice and helping his brother-in-law J.C. Snell at the 

Hamilton Exhibition.  The last recorded mention of camp meetings in John’s 1870 diaries was in 

1873, when he and his family attended one Sunday in their new buffalo robes.   John again 50

 John Ferguson 1871 Diary, September 11.44

 John Ferguson 1871 Diary, September 13. 45

 John Ferguson 1871 Diary, September 17. 46

 John Ferguson 1871 Diary, September 19. 47

 John Ferguson 1872 Diary, September 15. 48

 Anson Green, The Life and Times of the Rev. Anson Green, D.D. (Toronto: Methodist Book Room, 1877), 423.49

 John Ferguson 1873 Diary, September 14.50
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noted the “very large crowd of people present,” and mentioned the topics of the sermons he 

heard that day.  Aside from the trip to Norval and the large crowd of people, his September 14 

diary entry was virtually indistinguishable from any other Sunday.  The absence of any camp 

meetings mentioned in John Ferguson’s diaries for the subsequent years suggests not the decline 

of revivalism, but rather its channeling through new and different institutions in which he could 

play an active leadership role.  

 The camp meeting was the oldest and most iconic of the mass evangelistic tools available 

to Methodists in mid-Victorian Ontario.  It was during this period, however, that the protracted 

meeting began to take on many of the forms and functions of the camp meeting, albeit in a much 

more controlled and localized context.  Scholars such as Todd Webb have characterized 

protracted meetings as essentially “indoor camp meeting[s]” under considerably tighter pastoral 

supervision.   Like the camp meeting, the protracted meeting was recognized as an effective tool 51

of promoting revivals as early as the 1830s.   Unlike camp meetings, protracted meetings were 52

utilized by a number of evangelical denominations.  Protracted meetings were essentially 

extended meetings held at a church, typically in the evening, for a period ranging from a few 

days to several months.  Much like the camp meeting,  preaching and exhortations to repentance 

served to construct a “significantly pious and fervent climate” through the creation of a sense of 

shared experience among the attendees.   To encourage regular participation and provide 53

personal spiritual guidance, preachers would make regular visits to the homes of the penitent.  

Also like the camp meeting, protracted meetings were designed to start small and slowly build 

 Webb, Transatlantic Methodists, 148.51

 Finney, Lectures on Revivals of Religion, 251. 52

 Semple, The Lord's Dominion, 131. 53
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momentum throughout.  They had an advantage over camp meetings in that they gave clerical 

and lay leaders within the church greater control and flexibility.  Contemporary promoters of 

revival such as Rev. J.D. Watson explicitly advocated for protracted meetings on the basis that 

they allowed the officiating preacher to hold them at any time.  Thus they were able, he argued, 

to hold them during “a season of the year of comparative leisure,” or to take advantage of a sense 

of increased religiosity on the part of his congregation.   Protracted meetings have traditionally 54

been framed as the urban, orderly, and respectable counterpart to the rural camp meetings.   As 55

shall be demonstrated, their appeal was by no means limited to urban Methodists, nor were they 

free from the debate surrounding order and respectability at mass evangelistic services.  56

 The most extensive account amongst the diarists of the day-to-day experience of a 

Methodist protracted meeting was given by John Ferguson.  Entries from January and February 

of his 1870 diary describe in detail a month-long protracted meeting at Zion Wesleyan Methodist 

Church in Brampton (see Map 1).   From its commencement on January 25 until February 17, 57

his diary provides an almost-daily account of his attendance at the protracted meeting as well as 

the number of penitents who “came forward to the altar” and converted.   While the first several 58

entries give the exact number of attendees, later entries only offer relative assessments ranging 

from “a larger attendance” to “small attendance”.   In spite of this, his diary provides a rare   59

 Watson, Helps to the Promotion of Revivals, 86-88. 54

 Semple, The Lord's Dominion, 131.55

 Watson, Helps to the Promotion of Revivals, 93: “Protracted meetings have been objected to, because many of the 56

worshippers have often lost sight of religion, and religious decorum and order, and been betrayed into 
extravagances, both of speech and ‘bodily exercise’, unbecoming of the house of God.”  Rev. Watson defended these 
meetings on the basis that such extravagances were relatively harmless compared to their great results.  

 John Ferguson 1870 Diary, January 25 - February 17. 57

 John Ferguson attended the protracted meeting for 19 of the 24 days it was being held.58

 John Ferguson 1870 Diary, February 2, 13. 59
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lay-perspective on the cycle of a small-town protracted meeting in mid-century Ontario.  From a 

meagre initial attendance of ten (including John Ferguson), it took only a few days to achieve 

regular attendances of over forty individuals.  The calls to penitence and conversion occurred 

more gradually than the sudden rapturous outbreak of the camp meeting.  It was not until the 

ninth evening of meetings on February 2 that the first penitent “came forward to the altar.”   The 60

next day, two more came forward, and then three the following day.  John Ferguson approved of 

the more studied, respectable behaviour, and noted the “good order” among the people despite 

the high attendance and number of conversions.  John recorded fifteen conversions over the 61

course of the protracted meeting in his diary.   The month-long event ended on February 17, 62

culminating in a Love Feast and the sacraments.   The protracted meeting appears to have had 63

the intended revitalizing impact.  At the first Sunday School class after the protracted meeting, 

John Ferguson observed that “some of the backsliders returned to meeting.”   The experience 64

was also religiously significant for John.  As he was already a convert, he had no need to go 

forward to the altar.  Clearly he did not consider himself a backslider,  and his avid participation 

in the protracted meeting from the start suggests he took this mass evangelistic effort seriously, 

and saw it as a public avowal of his religious faith.  It seems to have sparked a renewed degree of 

religious reflection and participation on his part as well. 

 Courtland’s account of a protracted meeting at the Wesleyan Methodist Church in Port 

Dover (see Map 2) also took place in January 1870.  For Courtland, the event was religiously 

 John Ferguson 1870 Diary, February 2.60

 John Ferguson 1870 Diary, February 11. 61

 John Ferguson 1870 Diary, February 15.62

 John Ferguson 1870 Diary, February 17.63

 John Ferguson 1870 Diary, February 20.64
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significant for him because it corrected his initial pessimism and belief about the “backward 

state” of religion amongst his neighbours.   The protracted meeting commenced on January 7 65

with Courtland offering his initial assessment: “There did not seem to be a very good influence,” 

he wrote, “but then perhaps it will grow better, as this was the first effort.”   When he attended 66

again the following Sunday, he observed the new preacher who was “full of earnestness and Zeal 

for Christ,” but contrasted this fact with what he saw as the “considerable coldness in the church 

members.”   Nevertheless, like the one in Brampton, the Port Dover protracted meeting seemed 67

to gradually attract more interest and converts.  One came forward to the altar, and “two who 

rose for prayer” on January 10, following a very “earnest and practical” sermon.   Despite 68

Courtland’s belief that “religion is in a very backward state amongst our neighbours”, he noted 

that the protracted meeting appeared to be “increasing in interest,” and “some of the members 

have become quite earnest.”   The following Sunday, Courtland heard Rev. German “deliver 69

another one of his truly evangelical discourses, such as do good the soul” and then witnessed 

Rev. Laird preach to a full church that evening.  Courtland Olds was clearly delighted by what 70

he saw as the sudden increase of earnest, vital religion among members of his community.  “Still 

there are sinners coming hence to Jesus,” he wrote after attending the member on January 25, 

 Courtland Olds 1870 Diary, January 11. 65

 Courtland Olds 1870 Diary, January 7.66

 Courtland Olds 1870 Diary, January 9.67

 Courtland Olds 1870 Diary, January 10, Courtland described the sermon on Mark 8:36 (“What shall it profit a 68

man if he gain the whole world and lose his own soul”) as “very earnest and practical”; in his biblical commentary, 
John Wesley interpreted these verses as a call to self-denial and to take up one’s daily to follow Christ “in holiness to 
glory.”

 Courtland Olds 1870 Diary, January 11-12.69

 Courtland Olds 1870 Diary, January 16.70
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“How delightful it is to see them fleeing from destruction. It makes my soul so glad.”    The 71

evident success of the Port Dover Methodist protracted meeting seems to have inspired others to 

follow their example.  In February, for instance, Courtland noted that the Wesleyan Methodist 

church in Simcoe was holding a four day meeting with preaching three times a day which, “if 

prospects seem[ed] favourable,” would be turned into a protracted meeting.   Prospects 72

apparently were favourable, and in March Courtland noted that “there have been something over 

twenty-five additions to the church already,” despite his doubts, “and most of them young 

men.”    73

 This focus on young men in particular was significant, and often received specific 

mention in revival accounts from this period.   The “problem” of attracting and keeping young 74

men in regular church life was a widely-echoed concern among Protestant churches in mid-

Victorian Ontario.   Young men, it was feared, lacked the proper Christian family structure to 75

ensure regular church attendance, and were seen as more susceptible to vices such as 

intemperance that were antithetical to the Methodist ideal of holy living.  But it was not just 

young men who received the attention and notice of these revival efforts; the conversions of 

married heads of families, was also considered worthy of mention by Courtland Olds.  Bro. 

German informed him of a “glorious revival” going on in Courtland’s own Woodhouse 

 Courtland Olds 1870 Diary, January 25.71

 Courtland Olds 1870 Diary, February 10; Courtland again offers his usual assessment: “Thus far, it seems to be 72
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Township.  “The altar is crowded with penitents,” he wrote, “many of them heads of families.”   76

Courtland and his mother were anxious to see this for themselves. Despite terrible weather on 

March 31st, they attended the final evening of the protracted meeting and witnessed twenty-five 

new converts, “several of them heads of families.”   These revivals seem to have been especially 77

successful in bringing new male converts and backsliders into the fold.  During the course of the 

protracted meeting, Courtland noted that their class-meeting “was unusually large and 

interesting.”   Courtland continued to describe his experiences at class-meetings in more or less 78

these terms for the rest of 1870.   Finally, this wave of revivals that swept Ontario in 1870 79

appears to have had a spiritually-renewing effect on Courtland, much as it had for John 

Ferguson.  Courtland was clearly moved when he witnessed the sudden and unexpected outbreak 

of the revivalistic spirit in his community, and he took it as a sign of comfort and faith that his 

own promise from God would yet be fulfilled.  “My own experience continues to be that of trial 

and temptation,” he wrote the day after the conclusion of the protracted meeting in Woodhouse, 

“And yet, praise God, I am still kept from being utterly cast down by His almighty power.”  80

 Samuel Johnson’s diary does not include any reference to camp or protracted meetings. 

He may have attended or been influenced by them, however.  His conversion, in January 1869 

took place amidst a wave of revivalism propelled in part by vigorous mass evangelism.  It is even 

 Courtland Olds 1870 Diary, March 24; the first reference to the protracted meetings in Woodhouse occur on 76

March 5 in Courtland’s 1870 diary. 

 Courtland Olds 1870 Diary, March 31, April 1.77

 Courtland Olds 1870 Diary, March 6.78
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possible (though not provable) that Samuel’s conversion occurred at a protracted meeting, 

occurring as it did in the evening during the month of January.  Regardless of whether or not his 

conversion occurred at one of these events, it seems certain that the overall climate of mass 

evangelism in mid-Victorian Ontario played some role. 

 Revivalism & Lay Spiritual Leadership 

 As Phyllis Airhart argued in Serving the Present Age, camp and protracted meetings were 

not the only “scenes of revival” available to Methodists.   While their decline following the 81

mid-Victorian period has often been interpreted as an indication of the decline of revivalism 

generally, it is more accurate to say that they were more effectively nurtured and channeled 

through other institutions within (and increasingly outside) the Wesleyan Methodist Church.  

Alternative “scenes of revival” took the shape of “nurseries of piety” such as the class meeting, 

as well as new voluntary associations like the growing and influential Sunday Schools.   These 82

institution were less about experiential religion, and more about imparting practical skills and an 

orderly rational faith.  There were still spaces within Methodism for experiential religion outside 

of camp and protracted meetings, however, as demonstrated by the continued practice of the 

Love Feast and Quarterly Meetings.  

 Through these institutions the Methodist church provided, to men especially, considerable 

opportunity for lay leadership at the local level.   Lay leadership was the solution to the 83

“problem of young men” and served to extol the manly Christian virtues of hard-work, ambition, 

 Airhart, Serving the Present Age, 16. 81
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and self-mastery.   Crucially, class and prayer meetings, as well as Sunday School leadership, 84

provided the space for young unmarried men to develop the public qualities and skills of a 

Christian Gentleman.  There they were vested with responsibilities that not only tested their faith,  

but pushed them to fulfil a particular idea of masculine duty to toil in the public realm as good 

Christian leaders. 

 The class meeting was one of the most important religious services in Methodism.  It was 

a weekly gathering of about twelve members led by a mature member of the local connexion, 

and regular attendance at class meetings was a condition of full membership in the church.   85

While this leader could be a women, in practice most class leaders were men. The meeting 

largely consisted of members relating their religious experiences under the guide of the class 

leader, whose job it was to comment, correct, and guide the interpretation of those experiences.  

This format made the class meeting a very effective evangelizing tool for Methodism, and quite 

frequently served as the context for an individual’s conversion experience.   In addition to 86

taking on the functions of a group confessional, the class meeting also served as a critical link 

between the general membership and the professional clergy.  Thus, the class meeting was an 

effective means to entrench and reinforce the Methodist social vision, at the same time as it 

helped its participants “overcome the loneliness, isolation, and anxiety inherent in the quest for 

salvation.”   While some scholars have framed the class meeting as a critical pillar upholding 87

 Ibid., 36-37; on page 54, Marks explains that the dominant ethos of Christian manhood “no doubt played a role in 84

the man’s decision to become involved in church leadership,” but ultimately she dismisses the religious dimensions 
of this vision, and sees this as essentially striving for secular, worldly success. Lay leadership served above all, she 
argued, as a vehicle for economic and political advancement. 
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ministerial authority, few have analyzed the opportunities they provided to lay members, 

particularly men, to develop and exercise their own authority over the congregation.   88

 The first reference to class meetings by the three diarists occurred in Courtland Olds’ 

1866 diary.  During his time at college in Cobourg, attendance at Methodist class meetings seems 

to have been a requirement for students.   Courtland embraced his duty to attend local class 89

meetings at Woodhouse following the death of his father and renewal of faith in 1867.   90

Courtland’s dedication and sense of duty to attend class meetings is indicated by the fact that he 

traveled over 13 kilometres to attend them on a near-weekly basis (see Map 3).  The relative 

success of the Woodhouse class meetings stemmed from the combined quality of lay leadership 

available to take charge of the class.  Following a “very excellent class meeting” on January 6, 

under the charge of the new class leader Captain McFell, Courtland was enthusiastic about 

attending.   When McFell departed the next week, however, and leadership of the class fell to 91

another, and Courtland’s attendance became more sporadic.   Captain McFell’s absence 92

provided Courtland with the chance to prove his own leadership capabilities when he led the 

meeting for the first time on May, an experience he described as “rather hard but profitable.”   93

As a young and relatively recent convert Courtland was not able to take on a regular leadership 

role, and another extended absence by Captain McFell in September spurred the aged Father 

 Webb, Transatlantic Methodists, 159.88

 Courtland Olds 1866 Diary March 4.89
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Joseph Messmore to take charge of the Woodhouse class meetings.   Having begun his career as 94

an itinerant circuit preacher in 1823, Father Messmore’s pastoral role was much appreciated by 

Courtland, who greatly valued his “old fashioned” sermonizing and private visits to his home 

following his conversion experience in February that year.   Under the leadership of Father 95

Messmore, Courtland found a great sense of spiritual uplift in attending class meetings.   He 96

was also a model for Courtland to emulate when he took lay leadership responsibilities within 

the church.  

 By the time Courtland’s diary picks back up again in 1870, he was entrusted with a 

temporary leadership position in the class meeting, when McFell departed again that April.  At 

first, Courtland was unsure of his ability to adequately discharge his duties.   His first class-97

meeting had an unusually large turnout because of a funeral, and Courtland was called upon to 

rise above the challenge set for him.  He noted confidently in his diary that he had “had much 

liberty in performing [his] duties,”  and an uncertainty about his ability to carry out this new 

charge quickly gave way to a sense of duty towards a role of spiritual leadership.   A particular 98

high point in Courtland’s role as class leader occurred on July 10, when he recorded receiving a 

new member on trial.  Despite being “one of whom [he] had but little hopes,” Courtland 

 Courtland Olds 1867 Diary, September 29. 94
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welcomed with great delight “Andrew Smith, a man more than fifty years old.”   Andrew 99

Smith’s return to the Methodist fold was clearly remarkable to Courtland who considered his age 

and status as a bachelor to be a deterrent to conversion.  It is likely that he was converted during 

the wave of revivalism that swept their neighbourhood earlier that year. The sincerity of his 

convictions was measured by his attendance at class meetings.  Courtland led the Woodhouse 

meeting one last time in 1870 on August 7.   When Captain McFell returned later that month, 100

Courtland expressed his hope that he was staying for good, “his presence being so much needed 

at our services.”   The remark is illustrative of the fact that while class meetings offered young 101

men important experience in lay leadership, they were nevertheless reliant on older, more 

established men as mentors.  

 The diaries of Samuel Johnson and John Ferguson do not mention attendance at any class 

meetings.  This is hardly surprising, considering the diminished role that the once-definitive 

Methodist institution had come to play by the late nineteenth century.  Although attendance was 

still technically compulsory and a sign of one’s belonging to a Methodist connexion, by the mid-

Victorian period the class meeting was beset by diminished lay enthusiasm and accusations from 

the most prominent clerical voices that the institution was little more than a relic of an “old 

fashioned church” which “no longer existed.”   The class meeting was seen as belonging to the 102

Methodism of saddleback preachers and raucous revivals; an institution, however important it 

might have once been, that had little relevance in modern society.  Methodist historians writing 

 Courtland Olds 1870 Diary, July 10; according to the 1871 census, Courtland was almost certainly referring to 99
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during the early twentieth-century when the class meeting had been almost totally abandoned, 

condemned it for being too focused on experience, and unaccommodating to “those whose 

religious life had been a growth rather than a series of cataclysms.”   More recent historians 103

have interpreted the decline of the class meeting as primarily an urban development.   The 104

alternative voluntary institutions that arose to take its place were not, however, first and foremost 

urban innovations, as will be demonstrated.  

 In Samuel Johnson’s 1873 diary, we see the prayer meeting taking on many of the 

functions of the class meeting.  Held throughout the year on Thursday and Sunday nights at the 

Wesleyan Methodist church in Goodwood, Samuel Johnson recorded attending twenty separate 

times (see Map 3).   Like the class meeting, the prayer meeting was considered a vital 105

expression of Methodism’s evangelistic sense of fellowship and mission.   Also like the class 106

meeting, the prayer meeting consisted of a small gathering of members of the congregation led 

by a trusted and respected layperson, man or woman.  Together, those at the prayer meeting 

shared their Christian experience and offered their neighbours spiritual comfort, assurance, and 

support.  While Neil Semple has argued that the 1870s witnessed the transformation of the prayer 

meeting into something more akin to Sabbath School lectures and Bible studies, with a greater 

focus on religious education over public testimonies of faith.  It is clear from Samuel Johnson’s 
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 Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary, February 13, March 2, March 13, March 16, March 30, April 10, April 20, April 24, 105

May 15, May 18, May 25, June 1, June 5, June 12, June 26, October 9, December 11, December 18, December 21, 
December 25.  

 Semple, The Lord's Dominion, 20. 106
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diary that during this period the prayer meeting was not only a place of religious education, but 

continued to function as a vital space for the training of future Christian leaders.    107

 Sabbath schools served to instil in the younger members of the congregation from an 

early age the principles and beliefs of Wesleyan Methodism.  They have been characterized by 

Sharon Anne Cook as “institutions of self-help and self-improvement,” whose function was to 

“inculcate Christian morality,” work-related attributes of punctuality and diligence, as well as 

basic literacy and arithmetic skills.   Less explored by scholars, however, has been the function 108

of Sabbath Schools to cultivate lay leadership skills. Samuel Johnson’s experience as a Sabbath 

School student provided the first opportunity to be tested and confront what he called his 

besetting sin: shyness.  In his first diary entry on Sunday February 9, 1873, Samuel explicitly 

defined the nature of this sin.  Indeed, perhaps this is why he started writing the diary.  When 

called upon by the superintendent to close out the day’s session class by “giving out the Hymn & 

leading in Prayer,” Samuel “begged him to excuse me, I felt as though I could not utter a 

word.”   “To my shame and sorrowful regret I yielded to my old besetting sin. Man fearing.”   109 110

In not being able to publicly express himself and his faith with manly confidence and assurance 

in front of his fellow classmates, Samuel Johnson had failed to adequately discharge his duties as 

a Christian and potential leader.  A similar situation marked his experience at prayer meetings as 

well. Although Samuel Johnson’s diary provides little indication of what he considered to be a 

 Ibid., 226-227. 107

 Sharon Anne Cook, “Through Sunshine and Shadow”: the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, 108

Evangelicalism, and Reform in Ontario, 1874-1930 (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1995), 
36.

 Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary, February 9. 109

 Ibid.110
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successful prayer meeting, he does comment on failed meetings.   After a prayer meeting on 111

June 5, Samuel recorded: “I did not feel lively in Grace, did not take up the Cross.”   Other 112

entries in his diary shed some light on precisely what the shy Samuel Johnson meant by his 

supposed failure.  In April 1874, Samuel Johnson was twice called upon to lead the Thursday 

evening prayer meeting.   His first experience was unremarkable, as he noted that only two 113

others were present.  When he lead the meeting again on the 23rd, however, his nerves got the 

best of him and he wrote in his diary “several of our class were present, I felt a restraint upon 

me.”   Despite his misgivings, Samuel Johnson had a keen sense of his duty to lead the prayer 114

meeting to the best of his abilities, and appealed to God for the strength to do so.   He prayed 115

for the strength to “take up the Cross” and “overcome this besetting sin.”  116

 Samuel Johnson’s experience with prayer meetings and sabbath school helped him to 

eventually overcome his bashfulness and become more confident in the evangelizing mission.  

On March 9, when the superintendent again called on Samuel to sing the hymn in front of the 

class, he recorded that he “did so for the first time in my life,” and felt proud of his 

accomplishment.   Two weeks later, Samuel recorded another milestone, having “conducted the 117

opening of the Sabbath School for the first time.”   His experience in lay leadership positions at 118

 Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary, February 13, June 12: entries like these mention little beyond “The Lord was with 111

us.”

 Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary, June 5; a similar entry can be found on December 11: “I failed to take up the Cross.  112

How easily overcome, Lord strengthen me.”

  Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary, January “April 9th 1874”: one gets the sense that this leadership role was very 113

much against his wishes, as he says he was “induced” to lead the prayer meeting.

 Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary, January “April 23rd, 1874.”114

 Ibid.: “Yet I was impressed, it was my duty.  May the Lord enable me to do his blessed will.”115

 Ibid.116

 Samuel John 1873 Diary, March 9: “I had often shrunk from that duty before. May God strengthen me.”117

 Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary, March 23. 118
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prayer meetings and sabbath school appears to have strengthened his commitment to personal 

evangelism amongst his friends and neighbours.  After a particularly rousing sermon on John 

16:33 where Jesus tells his disciples “In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have 

overcome the world,” an empowered Samuel had a “Spiritual conversation with Mr. C Scott,” 

before offering his prayer “May God lead him to the Saviour. Amen.”   He did the same on the 119

evening of October 6 when he “called in to see Mr. Lewis Brown,” a young man of roughly 

Samuel’s age, and “humbly endeavoured to encourage him to continue seeking the Saviour.”   120

 In addition regular Sabbath school, class, and prayer meetings, devoted Methodists were 

expected to attend the the Quarterly Meeting at their local church.  Held four times a year on a 

Sunday, the Quarterly Meeting was only available to full members of the connexion who 

purchased a ticket (see Figure 8 for an example of a Quarterly Meeting ticket from Samuel 

Johnson’s 1873 diary).   In addition to the regular sermonizing, the meeting culminated in a Love 

Feast, one of the few sacraments participated in by Methodists.  These events provided young 

converts like Courtland Olds and John Ferguson the opportunity to share their religious 

experiences with friends and neighbours.   In his August 11 entry following the Quarterly 121

Meeting at Mt. Zion Wesleyan Methodist Church in Dover, Courtland wrote about sharing his 

testimony at the Love Feast, “which was a delightful time for my soul.”   Similarly, John 122

described his experience at a Love Feast where “the Holy Spirit seemed to rest down upon the 

 Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary, July 20; he was certainly referring to Christopher Scott, a farmer and father of six 119

who was at least nominally a Wesleyan Methodist according to the 1871 census.

 Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary, October 6.120

 Courtland Olds 1867 Diary August 18: At the Quarterly Meeting in Simcoe, Courtland noted that “the preaching 121

did me much good.”

 Courtland Olds 1867 Diary August 11: “The Lord helped me to give in my feeble testimony, for which I bless his 122

name.”; John Ferguson described similarly the power of the “soul stirring Love Feast” in JF 1873 Diary November 
27. 
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people with great power and many spoke for the Master.”   This public testimony and sharing 123

of experiences was a critical component of the journey towards Christian Perfection.   For 124

Courtland, his experience at a Quarterly Meeting at Woodhouse moved him to renew his faith 

and “covenant vows.”   As a faithful adherent to Holiness Movement principles, however, the 125

great “blessing” of these Quarterly Meetings also served to highlight for Courtland how much he 

felt he had fallen short of his calling towards godly living.  After a Quarterly Meeting and Love 

Feast in Dover in which he felt his “soul was much blessed throughout,” Courtland regretfully 

confessed that his “heart [was] sad with the remembrance of a partially misspent day.”   While 126

he did not specify clearly what exactly made him feel this way, a closer look at his diary suggests 

that the experience of the Love Feast spurred in Courtland a sense of self-reflection on how he 

treated others.  The next day on May 2, after a day spent sowing the fields, Courtland admitted to 

feeling “truly ashamed of some of the thoughts, words, and actions which have proceeded from 

me this day. What a humiliating downfall!”  127

 Conclusion 

 The wave of Methodist revivalism that swept Ontario during the 1860s and 1870s 

nurtured among the laity a new sense of their duty and responsibility towards their fellow man.  

 John Ferguson 1873 Diary April 27.123

 Heath, “The Quest for Holiness,” 405.124

 Courtland Olds 1870 Diary February 6, Courtland recorded: “The service was very profitable to my soul.  I was 125

greatly benefitted by it throughout.  The presence of the Lord was manifest.”  Afterwards he wrote that he had 
renewed his “covenant vows with my Redeemer.”

 Courtland Olds 1870 Diary May 1. 126

 Courtland Olds 1870 May 2: the experience seems to have humbled and reminded him of the “remains of sin 127

which seem even yet to triumph over the Spirit of my Redeemer.”
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Young men in rural communities in particular were influenced by these developments through 

structures of revival such as camp and protracted meetings, as well as through church services, 

class and prayer meetings.  In these settings the Christian Gentleman was encouraged to embody 

publicly the virtues of temperance, reason, kindness, and a keen sense of duty towards the 

spiritual and moral health of his neighbours.  The gap between the Christian Gentleman’s private 

and public life was bridged in the church and campground, where he witnessed and practiced 

manly Christian leadership.  Through these events, young men were trained to exercise 

leadership within the public realm and they were eventually inspired/emboldened to reform and 

perfect society.  
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 Chapter 3: Public Methodism and Christian Citizenship  

 The ideal of the Christian Gentleman included a major public role in civic and religious 

life that was informed by the same revivalistic tendencies as the Holiness Movement and the 

Second Great Awakening more generally.  This process simultaneously contributed to and drew 

vitality from the flourishing civic and political culture that developed in the context of 

Confederation in 1867.   Neil Semple has essentially argued that the churches writ large were 

instrumental in the breaking down of barriers to national unity in the new Dominion of Canada, 

and effectively defined its political, religious, and social agenda.  The Methodists, he argued, 

embodied  the dominant national idea of transforming the new Dominion of Canada into the 

Lord’s Dominion, and sought to supply the country with its spiritual and moral foundations.   1

These developments were a product of the mid-Victorian period, a time when evangelism 

became increasingly active in all areas of public life.  The principles of self-improvement and 

Christian Perfection that were cultivated in the domestic sphere and honed through lay leadership 

in church life found numerous manifestations in the dynamic religious, civic, and political 

environment of mid-nineteenth century Canada. 

 As discussed in the previous chapter, the “new evangelism” that predominated amongst 

Canadian Protestants during the latter decades of the nineteenth-century was rooted in 

conceptions of the Christian public sphere and the idea of Christian citizenship.   Scholars 2

studying these developments have generally located their origins in the 1880s.    These changes 3

 Semple, The Lord's Dominion, 3. 1

 Christie and Gauvreau, The Christian Churches and their Peoples, 1840-1965, 61.2

 Christie and Gauvreau, The Christian Churches and their Peoples, 1840-1965, 62-3; Marks, Revivals and Roller 3

Rinks, 23 also discusses this. 

!88



fundamentally altered the Protestant churches’ idea of evangelism, redirecting it from a focus on 

individual reform towards the salvation of society as a whole as a key duty underlying Christian 

Citizenship.  This mission was of particular importance for Canadian Methodists following 

Confederation, who staked their claim as the new Dominion’s national denomination, and sought 

to transform it into “the Lord’s Dominion” and the site of Christ’s earthly Kingdom.   Lynne 4

Marks studied this phenomenon more broadly in her groundbreaking 1996 Revivals and Roller 

Rinks, in which she examined the role played by the various evangelical churches in late-

nineteenth century small-town Ontario and how they interacted with middle-class ideas 

surrounding respectability and leisure.   More recently scholars have characterized these 5

developments as the result of a deliberate strategy on the part of the “urban churches,” which had 

taken over the mainline Protestant denomination by the 1880s, to counter the secularizing trends 

of an increasingly urban and industrial society.   As shall be demonstrated, this characterization 6

which identifies the origins of the Christian public sphere within late-Victorian Canadian cities is 

too dismissive of developments decades prior in Ontario’s rural communities. 

 Scholars have quite accurately pointed to the thoroughly gendered discourse surrounding 

the Christian public sphere.  The ideals of Christian Citizenship were explicitly identified with 

masculinity, progress, and modernity; in direct contrast to the feminine heartfelt, emotional, and 

private religion.   The manly virtues preached in sermons conformed to ideals of self-mastery, 7

hard work, and ambition.  The masculine identity founded on boy-life within the domestic sphere 

 Semple, The Lord’s Dominion, 3. 4

 Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks, 23-24.5

 Christie and Gauvreau, The Christian Churches and their Peoples, 1840-1965, 61.6

 Ibid., 63. 7
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could only be fully obtained through engagements and adult achievements within the public 

sphere.   Evangelical churches did not, as many have implied, offer full support for a starkly 8

gendered separation of spheres; indeed their attitude was much more complicated.  Scholars like 

B. Anne Wood have identified the role of evangelism in the mid-Victorian period as adding a 

more humane element to this ideal manly character, instilling a “soft male” style of leadership 

through engagement with evangelical theology and close association with female friends.   As 9

shall be demonstrated, the Christian Gentleman started his lay leadership training within the 

institutional structures of the church, where he found opportunities to participate in 

administrative leadership.  The evangelizing spirit unlocked by the revivalism of the late 1860s 

and early 70s was then channeled into the public sphere primarily through participation in 

politics and the wide variety of voluntary associations that emerged outside of church life.  The 

most prominent and important of these was the Temperance movement, which provided 

opportunities for young men to show moral and religious leadership, and fulfil their duty of 

service in the public realm as Christian citizens.  The Holiness movement message of self-

improvement and commitment to the achievability of godly-living, as well as the duty to spread 

this message to one’s fellow man, translated into the political and civic activism that defined the 

‘new evangelism.’  

 Wood, Evangelical Balance Sheet, xxi. 8

 Ibid., 162.9
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 Church Building, Improvement, and Fundraising 

 Methodism’s claim to the status of national denomination for the Dominion of Canada 

was predicated on more than the truths in their teachings or the number of new converts.  During 

the mid-Victorian period, Methodists sought to mark the physical landscape of the new country 

through refurbishing old churches and constructing new ones.  As described by Lynne Marks in 

Revivals and Roller Rinks, Ontario during the latter decades of the nineteenth-century witnessed 

a major wave of church-building and improvements among all denominations.   The erection of 10

large, gothic stone churches was especially popular among Methodists and seen as a crucial 

component of Methodism’s sense of “self-identity as a national denomination” for the new 

Dominion.   The construction of the massive Gothic churches that tower over urban and small-11

town Ontario to this day required considerable financial resources that had to be drawn from 

local congregations.   The increased need for financial resources was a key motivation in the 12

campaigns to bring and retain young men into regular church life.  The financing of such 

improvement projects required extensive lay participation, which in turn provided opportunities 

for new forms of Christian leadership for young men in particular.  The old forms of Methodist 

church finance such as class meeting donations and the sale of Quarterly Meeting tickets 

inherited from Wesley would no longer suffice.   One way to acquire funds was to hold 13

fundraising events such as the tea meeting.  The tea meeting was a common event held by a wide 

 Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks, 59. 10

 Christie and Gauvreau, Christian Churches and Their Peoples, 1840-1965, 70.11

 Ibid., 37. 12

 Hannah M. Lane, “Evangelicals, Church Finance, and Wealth-Holding in Mid-Nineteenth-Century St Stephen, 13

New Brunswick, and Calais, Maine,” in Michael Gauvreau and Ollivier Hubert, eds., The Churches and Social 
Order in Nineteenth- and Twentieth-Century Canada (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 
2006), 118.
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variety of Protestant denominations, but especially practiced by Methodists.  Men and women 

gathered at the church to socialize, listen to lectures and sermons, and be entertained by the 

hymn-singing of local or visiting church choirs.  The ultimate and expressed purpose of these 

events was to solicit donations from attendees to be put towards church building and 

improvement.  As described by Neil Semple, tea meetings, “originally useful for more informal 

spiritual and social refreshment and the public expression of faith,” had by the mid-Victorian 

period become a means to raise money for the local church.   Tea meetings were becoming less 14

experiential and increasingly oriented towards the transmission of practical and materially-

oriented skills that were more easily transferred to pursuits in the secular world.  

 The important social functions of these events should not be overlooked.  Tea meetings, 

in addition to other events like Sunday School soirees, concerts, and oyster suppers contributed 

to an active social life during mid-century that was centered around the church.   As 15

demonstrated in the diaries, these were places to spend leisure time with the members of ones 

own community, as well as to reunite with distant friends and acquaintances.   People gathered 16

to share tea with neighbours and listen to speakers as well as denominational church choirs.   17

But the fundraising aspect of these events was critical.  Of the two Tea Meetings in Port Dover 

mentioned by Courtland in his 1870 diary, the local Wesleyan Methodist Church averaged $70 of 

 Semple, The Lord's Dominion, 226. 14

 Bull, Spadunk, 248-9. 15

 John Ferguson 1873 Diary December 30: “In company with two more sleighs I drove to Brampton and brought 16

three loads of people to the Team Meeting … the Church was crowded.”; Courtland Olds 1870 Diary January 13: 
Courtland goes to a Tea Meeting in Dover to see his friend, but is disappointed.

 Courtland Olds 1867 Diary January 17 “They had very good tea and a good variety of speakers.”; John Ferguson 17

1873 Diary December 25 “Good speaking and good singing.”
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donations.   The relative quantity of donations appears to have been greatly influenced by the 18

causes for which they were sought.  At a tea meeting attended by Courtland Olds, $60 was raised 

for the purpose of purchasing a new organ for the Church.   When John Ferguson attended a tea 19

meeting in Brampton just a month earlier they raised only $21.50, and only afterwards met to 

decide how it should be spent.   Samuel Johnson’s diary demonstrates the considerable control 20

that active church members had in deciding how to apportion funds.  On September 23 he 

attended a meeting at Goodwood “to see about getting carpeting for the aisles.”   Extraordinary 21

tea meetings, such as those held to inaugurate the founding of a new church, brought in even 

greater revenues and attendees from other Methodist churches in the surrounding communities.  

Courtland Olds attended a tea meeting where they were able to raise over $1,000 at the opening 

of a Wesleyan Methodist Church in Hagarsville.  22

 Tea meetings required and were driven in large part by the active participation and 

leadership of lay church members.  In addition to a large attendance and sizeable donations, the 

successful operation of a tea meeting involved considerable preparation and planning on the part 

of the laity.  Men made the decision as to whether or not to hold the event which was decided by 

a predominantly-male committee of church members, as Samuel Johnson’s 1873 diary 

demonstrates.   As an organizer of the “Goodwood Union S. School Tea Meeting” on June 18, 23

Samuel Johnson described “a good attendance, about $155 have been taken by all the means, 

 Courtland Olds 1870 Diary January 13 made $80, November 17 made $60.18

 Courtland Olds 1870 Diary November 17.19

 John Ferguson 1870 Diary October 1720

 Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary September 23: “The carpet will be got,” Samuel declared. 21

 Courtland Olds 1870 Diary March 14. 22

 Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary May 14, May 20: Samuel Johnson was himself on this 20-member committee. 23
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begging,” and that “Meals + Tent expenses will have to be deducted.”   Women were not 24

sidelined in the running of these events, and in fact their participation was critical.  They were 

responsible for the meals and tea that was a major attraction of the meetings.   Both men and 25

women could also participate in the church choir which appeared to be a crucial part of the 

entertainment at these events.  The Brampton Wesleyan Methodist Church choir that John 

Ferguson joined in early 1870 had its first performance at the local Sabbath School that 

September.   He noted that although none of the invited speakers showed up, his choir’s 26

“singing went off very well” and they were able to raise $20.   Tea Meetings continued to serve 27

as a frequent venue for the Brampton Wesleyan Methodist Choir over the next several years.  28

 Despite their explicitly denominational purpose, the tea meeting was not a religiously 

exclusive event, and was in fact a key space of interdenominational cooperation.  Courtland 

Olds’ diary from this period made at least one reference to attending a Presbyterian tea meeting 

in Dover.   As John Ferguson’s experience demonstrates, these events could also serve to further 29

cooperation between the various Methodist connexions within a single community.  John 

Ferguson occasionally attended services at the Primitive Methodist Church in Brampton in 

1869.   The only comment his diary offered on his experience at these services was written on 30

 Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary June 18. 24

 Bull, Spadunk, 248-9: Bull relates an interesting reversal of roles at the oyster supper, another church social event. 25

At an oyster supper, the men prepared the food and waited upon the women of the congregation.

 John Ferguson 1870 Diary September 20, 23 mentions practicing “tunes” for the Ebenezer Sabbath School 26

anniversary meeting. 

 John Ferguson 1870 Diary September 27.27

 John Ferguson 1871 Diary January 31; John Ferguson 1873 Diary February 11.28

 Courtland Olds 1867 Diary January 17: Courtland commented “They had very good tea and a good variety of 29

speakers.” 

 John Ferguson 1869 Diary, February 28, June 6, 30
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February 28: “their new organ is louder and harsher than at the W.M. Church.”   The loud, harsh 31

organ did not appear to have deterred him from returning as he often did in 1870, frequently 

when the Wesleyan Methodist preacher failed to show up.   When he attended a Primitive 32

Methodist tea meeting for the first time that December, John noted how impressed he was by 

their choir’s singing.   Eventually, John joined the Primitive Methodist Choir in some of their 33

practices and got to know many of its members.   The choir provided a space for young men and 34

women to socialize in a carefully controlled church setting.  This played an important role in the 

life of John Ferguson, as he met Martha Jane Boyle through his choir activities.  Martha Jane 

was a choir singer and daughter of the Brampton Primitive Methodist preacher.  She and John 

Ferguson married years later in 1882.  35

 Donations and tea meetings were not the only means by which Methodists could 

participate in church improvement projects, as demonstrated by the diarists in this study.  Young 

men also provided their voluntary physical labour to help maintain the churches.  A January entry 

of John Ferguson’s 1873 diary described an afternoon spent building a platform for the speaker 

of a Temperance lecture that was to take place at the church that night.   Samuel Johnson’s diary 36

recorded a similar instance where he “assisted some of the Friends to paint the Wesleyan Chapel 

 John Ferguson 1869 Diary, February 28. 31

 John Ferguson 1870 Diary, October 23; this was not an uncommon occurrence at the Wesleyan Methodist Church 32

n Brampton, apparently. John Ferguson noted five separate incidences of the preacher failing to show up in his 1869 
diary on January 10, April 4, August 22, October 31, December 12.

 John Ferguson 1870 Diary December 20; a similar comment in John Ferguson 1873 Diary December 25 at a 33

Primitive Methodist Tea Meeting suggests the choir was a major factor is his attendance. 

 John Ferguson 1873 Diary April 11, June 6; the leader of the P.M. Choir Samuel Marshall, whom John Ferguson 34

referred to as a “good singer” and “accomplished player” also helped the Wesleyan Methodist Choir at their 
practices according to March 14 entry.

 Registrations of Marriage, 1869-1928, Archives of Ontario, Toronto, Ontario, Canada.35

 John Ferguson 1873 Diary, January 22. 36
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inside at Goodwood.”   This work was clearly connected in Samuel Johnson’s mind with his 37

higher duty towards glorifying God.   Samuel’s feelings about church building and expansion 38

are captured in an entry from years later in the margins of the May section of his 1873 diary.  In 

an entry dated “1876 May 17th Wednesday,” Samuel noted that he was “still travelling 

Zionwards,” indicating that he was still pursuing Christian Perfection.   The end of that entry, 39

however, described him feeling “anxious about the New Church we are building in 

Goodwood.”   While the entry does not go into more detail about the exact reason for his 40

anxiety, it is possible that Samuel Johnson was one of the number of Holiness Methodists 

concerned about the increasing worldliness of the church brought about by their supposed 

compromise with materialism and consumerism.   What is apparent, nevertheless, is the 41

evangelical spirit with which the Methodists imbued their church building and improvement 

projects.  These projects provided the opportunity for young men to contribute as lay leaders in 

the civic expansion of their particular denomination. 

  

 Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary, October 27.37

 Ibid.: the entry concluded with the prayer “O Lord keep me in life that at last I may glorify thee in the Upper 38

Sanctuary.” 

 Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary margins of May 15-17 page of 1873. 39

 Ibid: “May we be directed by the Lord. 40

 Mussio, “The Origins and Nature of the Holiness Movement Church,” 96: Mussio describes the perception two 41

decades later that the Wesleyan Methodist Church had become “the church of the tea social or fund-raiser, of the 
hired opera singer and university-educated guest lecturer.” 
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 Temperance 

 Another important aspect of public devotion for Canadian Methodists during this period 

was fulfilment of their social obligations to the larger community, regardless of religious 

persuasion.  Devout Methodists were to avoid the evils of swearing, drinking, fighting, vanity, 

and self-indulgence.   The crusade for temperance, ever popular among Methodists, was the 42

spread of these impulses to include the broader society, and was clearly identified with Methodist 

ideas surrounding human progress and the perfectibility of Man.   The formation of temperance 43

societies expanded throughout the nineteenth-century, and was an important social activity for 

men and women alike. Despite the gender exclusivity implied in the name of prominent 

fraternities like the Sons of Temperance, these organizations had been recruiting women for 

decades before Confederation.   Early temperance advocates from the period ranging from 44

1820-50 were primarily focussed on the reformation of individual drunkards through personal 

moral reform, and not particularly concerned with broader social change.   While the early 45

temperance societies had espoused a position of moderate consumption of alcoholic beverages, 

total abstinence gradually became the default position of most societies.   Canadian Methodists 46

were officially committed to this position by the 1830s, and served in prominent leadership 

positions in the various ecumenical voluntary associations that emerged.   These efforts 47

 Semple, The Lord's Dominion, 66.42

 Airhart, Serving the Present Age, 24; Jan Noel, Canada Dry: Temperance Crusades Before Confederation 43

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1995), 127.

 Darren Badgley Ferry, ‘“To the Interests and Conscience of the Great Mass of the Community’:  the Evolution of 44

Temperance Societies in Nineteenth-Century Central Canada,” Journal  of the Canadian Historical Association 14.1 
(2003): 137.

 Ferry, ‘“To the Interests and Conscience of the Great Mass of the Community,’” 138. 45

 Airhart, Serving the Present Age, 24.46

 Semple, The Lord's Dominion, 68-69.47
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spawned a number of voluntary associations that, alongside those of temperance, formed the 

main part of a greater “social purity movement” that emerged during the mid-Victorian period 

and continued well into the early twentieth century.  48

 During his time as a student at the Academy in Port Dover, a young Courtland Olds spent 

a number of weeknights at the local Lodge of Good Templars to socialize and have access to 

their library.   An American group dedicated to total abstinence, the Independent Order of Good 49

Templars arrived in Canada in 1855 and flourished through a strong central organization that 

connected individual lodges through newspapers, exchanges of speakers, and annual meetings.  50

John Ferguson was also extensively involved in temperance matters.  Like civic Christianity 

generally, Ferguson’s temperance activism had its genesis in his church institutions and religious 

print culture of the mid-Victorian period.  The Brampton Zion Wesleyan Methodist Church 

provided a venue for temperance lectures and events such as a “temperance lecture from a blind 

man”   John recorded that the Brampton Sabbath School superintendent “bought a new library 51

for the school 16 volumes and a copy of the ‘British Workman for each child.”   The latter was a 52

temperance and moral reform broadsheet published in the United Kingdom.  John was also 

introduced to Canadian temperance literature and issues through his brother-in-law J.C. Snell 

who provided him with copies of the Canadian Messenger.   The Canadian Messenger was 53

 Mariana Valverde, The Age of Light, Soap, and Water: Moral Reform in English Canada, 1885-1925 (Toronto: 48

McClelland & Stewart, Inc., 1991), 17.

 Courtland Olds 1861 Diary.49

 Reginald G. Smart and Alan C. Ogborne, Northern Spirits: a Social History of Alcohol in Canada (Toronto: 50

Addiction Research Foundation, 1996), 18.

 John Ferguson 1869 Diary October 1251

 John Ferguson 1869 Diary December 12.52

 John Ferguson 1869 Diary April 10. 53
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published in Montreal by John Dougall, who has been called the “Prophet” of mid-century   

Canadian temperance activism for his advocacy of a heightened role for government to act as 

moral guardian of the society.   This publication was influential because it advocated a political 54

solution to the problem of intemperance through avenues such as prohibition or stricter licensing 

laws.  Samuel Johnson sold subscriptions for the Canadian Messenger, and made use of the 

empty sections of his 1873 diary to keep accounts of the subscriptions he sold to his neighbours 

(Figure 9).  55

 The issue of temperance was, for John Ferguson, a major catalyst in his entrance into the 

political realm.  Scholars have described how, by the late 1880s, the Liberal Party had become 

associated with the Temperance movement and maligned by some as the “party of prohibition.”   56

By 1871 John Ferguson was an active member of the local Brampton Liberal party and 

subscribed to the Peel Banner, his local Liberal-aligned newspaper.   He was clearly aware and 57

engaged with the upcoming Provincial election in March of 1871 and supported the Liberal 

candidate, and attended their mass meetings.   While the election was fought primarily over the 58

issue of federal-provincial authority in funding railway construction, it resulted in the formation 

of a Liberal dynasty in Ontario that ruled unimpeded for the next three decades.   John did not, 59

however, possess the franchise at this time as his family farm was owned by his father, so he did 

 Noel, Canada Dry, 77: Noel claims that Dougall “translated temperance enthusiasm into a social blueprint that 54

won wide acceptance in mid-nineteenth-century Canada.” 

 Samuel Johnson 1873 Again unsure of how to cite this. 55

 Ferry, ‘“To the Interests and Conscience of the Great Mass of the Community,’” 154.56

 John Ferguson 1871 Diary January 7.57

 John Ferguson 1871 Diary February 28.58

 C.R.W. Biggar, Sir Oliver Mowat: a Biographical Sketch (Toronto: Warwick Bro’s & Rutter Limited, 1905), 59

148-9.
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not meet the property ownership requirements needed to vote.   He was unable to actually cast a 60

ballot for his candidate, who lost to the Tory, an especially upsetting situation in the light of the 

slim margin of victory decided by 65 votes.  Less than a week later and with the help of J.C. 

Snell, John’s father arranged to lease a portion of his land to him so that he could “have a vote at 

the next election.”   John voted for the first time in the 1872 Federal Election for the Liberal 61

candidate Robert Smith, who won by only ten votes.   While the election was fought primarily 62

on issues of Reciprocity, railroads, and the New Brunswick school question, the election of a 

Liberal federal government emboldened advocates of a political solution to the problem of 

intemperance.   A bill was introduced and debated in the Parliament of Ontario in 1873 “to 63

prohibit the use of intoxicating liquors,” although it was deemed ultra vires.   John recorded in 64

his diary that “Missess Sara and Kezia Snell … had the privilege of visiting the Ontario 

Parliament” to hear the debate on the bill.    65

 Little doubt exists that John’s political participation derived from and was deeply related 

to his temperance activism.  In an 1873 entry, John recorded voting for the winning candidate for 

councilor in Brampton “on the Temperance ticket.”   For John, the franchise provided a means 66

to perform his masculine duty in the public realm to advocate for what he saw as a godly 

Christian society.  He marked the occasion in his diary with pride, noting that he “today used 

 John Ferguson 1871 Diary March 21: In Ferguson’s estimation, “The Tory Party won by bribery and corruption.”60

 John Ferguson 1871 Diary March 27.61

 John Ferguson 1872 Diary August 13; John Ferguson 1874 Diary January 29 Ferguson took a load of people with 62

him to vote for Smith again in the 1874 election, and won by only fifteen votes. 

 Dale C. Thomson, Alexander Mackenzie: Clear Grit (Toronto: The Macmillan Company of Canada Limited, 63

1960), 134.

 Biggar, Sir Oliver Mowat, 196. 64

 John Ferguson 1873 Diary February 4. 65

 John Ferguson 1873 Diary January 6.66
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[his] franchise to vote for the second time and been on the winning side” (Figure 10).   As a 67

result of the 1864 Dunkin Act, the realm of municipal politics provided the only realm in which 

to enforce prohibition in Ontario.   As a result of the vociferous temperance activism of the 68

1870s, the Liberal government of Alexander Mackenzie passed the Scott Act which extended the 

local option on Prohibition to the entire country.   By the time of the act’s passage in 1878, 69

however, the vast majority of Ontario, outside of urban centres, had adopted Prohibition.   The 70

cause of temperance was one of the primary avenues through which the evangelical social vision, 

derived through the Holiness movement revivals of the late 1860s and early 1870s, was 

translated into the political realm.  

 The franchise was not, however, the only means of temperance activism.  Nor was it even 

the primary means for John Ferguson, who was a member and the Financial Secretary of his 

local Independent Order of Good Templars lodge.   As a Templar, he attended “Temperance 71

Demonstrations” and concerts to raise funds for local chapters, which were a particular delight 

for the virtuosic John Ferguson.   In September 1873 he attended a “Grand Temperance 72

Demonstration for Ontario” in Toronto where “they formed a large procession with banners and 

bands and marched through the principal streets of the City,” and afterwards “held a mass 

meeting in the Crystal Palace,” and “had able addresses.”  Unlike the all-male temperance 73

 Ibid.67

 Smart and Ogborne, Northern Spirits, 40. 68

 Thomson, Alexander Mackenzie, 326-7. 69

 Smart and Ogborne, Northern Spirits, 41-2.70

 John Ferguson 1873 Diary January 13, 27. 71

 John Ferguson 1872 Diary September 17-18: this was only two days after the camp meeting he attended for one 72

day in Norval.  And the likely reason for why he didn’t stay the whole time. 

 John Ferguson 1873 Diary September 3.73
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societies of the previous generation, these were in principle open to all willing to take the pledge 

of temperance, although the majority of initiates appear to have been men.   Young men were 74

still seen as the most susceptible to intemperance.  Scholars such as Sharon Anne Cook assert 

that men were the ascendant voices at lodge policy-making sessions involving political or 

financial issues.   The presence of women was more than just symbolic, however, and sincere 75

efforts were made to include them in at least some aspects lodge administration and organization.  

John Ferguson noted in his 1872 diary that the Lodge had appointed “a committee of 6 

members” composed of “3 ladies, 3 gentlemen” to plan and organize an upcoming “Temperance 

Picnic.”  Events like these picnics, Temperance Tea Parties, and “Moonlight Socials,” were 

especially important leisure outlets during the Summer months.   These events had more appeal 76

for young people like John than the camp meetings of his parent’s generation.  They, rather than 

a waning of revivalism, were the cause of the gradual decline of camp meetings.  

 Conclusion 

 Methodists of mid-Victorian Canada sought to transform the new country into the ‘Lord’s 

Dominion,’ by becoming more active in all areas of public life.  The principles of self-

improvement and Christian Perfection that were founded in the family and home were developed 

further through lay leadership in church life found broad application in the dynamic religious, 

civic, and political environment of mid-nineteenth century Ontario.  The idea of the Christian 

 John Ferguson 1873 Diary November 10 entry does note, however, “two ladies initiated” in addition to “three 74

young men.”

 Cook, “Through Sunshine and Shadow,” 27. 75

 John Ferguson 1872 Diary September 20; John Ferguson 1873 Diary August 29; SJ 1873 Diary May 24.76
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public sphere entrusted men with the responsibility to sanctify their communities both physically 

through church building and improvement projects as well as spiritually through moral reform 

initiatives.  Temperance was the most prominent of these causes, and was the major force driving 

Methodist participation in the political realm.  The exclusively-male conception of Christian 

Citizenship called on men to toil within the public realm to enforce the social vision developed 

during the Holiness movement revivals of the 1860s and 1870s.  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Conclusion 

 Rural Ontario during the mid-Victorian period was in the midst of transition away from 

its frontier origins and towards a more settled, market-oriented society.  These changes impacted 

all facets of life, including how gender roles were conceived and expressed. New conceptions of 

masculinity emerged and provided a framework for adapting to these changes.   A particularly 

influential ideal was that of the Christian Gentleman.  The diaries of Samuel Johnson, John 

Ferguson, and Courtland Olds are invaluable historical sources because they shed unique light on 

the experiences of lived religion for these young, male laity in their rural communities.  They 

demonstrate the ways in which this new concept of masculinity was mediated through and 

developed within the contours of the Wesleyan Methodist church between 1866 and 1874.  The 

bulk of the historical scholarship on nineteenth-century gender and religion has been focused on 

the urban-centred middle-class Christianity of the 1880s and 1890s such as ‘muscular 

Christianity,’ and has tended to ignore alternative visions of Christian manliness that arose earlier 

in rural communities during waves of evangelical revival.  Even those that have explored the 

character of the Christian Gentleman have generally described it as an essentially urban ideal.   

The Methodist farm journals of the three diarists in this study show the early rural manifestations 

of a number of the religions developments that are commonly ascribed to urban churches.   

 The character of the Christian Gentleman was defined by an individual ethic as well as a 

prescribed set of duties and privileges towards one’s family and community.  The Methodist 

Holiness movement proclaimed the right and duty of every man to strive for a perfect Christian 

life.  This was achieved by personally embodying the virtues of reason, self-mastery, and 

ambition as well as accepting one’s duty to serve in the public sphere for the good of others.  
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This particular version of Christian manhood was developed by Methodists in rural Ontario 

during the mid-Victorian period and was nurtured within the domestic realm, developed through 

church life, and achieved ultimate expression in the public realm.  As the diaries in this study 

have shown, this vision was ultimately an ideal which few fully achieved, at least not until much 

later in life.  Nevertheless, the Methodist doctrines of the Holiness Movement provided young 

men with an ideal, and the assurance that in their faithful pursuit of Christian perfection they 

could achieve it.   

 This evangelical personal and social vision shares many commonalities with the Liberal 

Order described by McKay.  The “utopian vision of progress, rationality, and individualism” 

ascribed to nineteenth-century liberals could just as easily be attributed to Methodists.   In this 77

framework, it is tempting to see the Methodists as protagonists in the grand narrative of the 

construction of the Canadian liberal state.  This is too simplistic of an analysis, however.  

Methodists, including the diarists in this study, exhibited many of the features and tendencies of 

one of the primary antagonists to the Liberal Order project as identified by McKay: the “civic 

humanists.”   Through temperance activism, Methodists sought to limit the right of individuals 78

to produce, sell, and consume alcohol in the name of the public good.  

 The Christian Gentleman was nurtured and sustained within the domestic sphere.  The 

Christian home was heavily informed by evangelical Christianity and the Methodist Holiness 

movement.  By exalting the home and investing familial relationships with sacred significance, 

the basis of the Christian Gentleman was conceived of as the spiritual patriarch of a godly 

 McKay, “The Liberal Order Framework,” 632. 77

 Ibid., 634: McKay identified both the Temperance and the Women’s movements as the most prominent examples 78

of nineteenth-century civic humanist opposition to liberalism.
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household.  Through conversion, young men accepted and entered this vision of manhood, and 

sustained it through private worship, Sabbath observance, and right living.  This was not a single 

event but a lifelong experience of spiritual maturation and constant self-improvement.  

Companionate marriage created another godly household in which the Christian Gentleman was 

the spiritual patriarch complimented by his wife’s higher moral virtues.  The final consummation 

of this domestic vision was found in the “good death.”  This evangelical vision of domesticity 

was seen as a critical component to involving young men in active church life. 

 Another critical component was the wave of revivalism that swept Ontario during the 

1860s and 1870s. Young men in rural communities in particular were influenced and nurtured 

through events such as camp and protracted meetings, as well as through church services like 

class and prayer meetings, and sacraments like the Love Feast.  By accepting positions of 

leadership, the male laity was encouraged to adopt a new sense of duty and responsibility 

towards their neighbours and community.   There they were taught to publicly embody the 

virtues of temperance, reason, kindness, and an evangelizing spirit.  The gap between the 

Christian Gentleman’s private and public life was bridged in the church and campground, where 

they witnessed and practiced manly Christian leadership.  Through these structures and events, 

young men were trained to exercise leadership within the public realm, where they were called 

upon to reform and perfect society. 

 The Methodist vision of the ‘Lord’s Dominion’ had an important impact on how the 

Christian Gentleman was called to participate in civic and political life.  The principles of self-

improvement and Christian Perfection were applied to society as a whole, resulting in the 

creation of a Christian public sphere which imbued manliness with a sense of religious duty 

!106



towards one’s community both physically through church building and improvement projects as 

well as spiritually through moral reform initiatives.  Temperance was the most prominent of 

these causes, and was the major force driving Methodist participation in the political realm.  The 

exclusively-male conception of Christian Citizenship called on men to toil within the public 

realm to enforce the social vision developed during the Holiness movement revivals of the 1860s 

and 1870s.  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Appendix 

Maps  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  Route A from Ferguson family farm to Zion Wesleyan Methodist Church 
  (Distance of 170 chains OR 3.42 kilometres) 

  Route B from Ferguson family farm to Ebenezer Sabbath School 
  (Distance of 100 chains OR 2.01 kilometres)

Map 1. Pope, J.H. Illustrated Historical Atlas of the County of Peel. Toronto: Walker & Miles, 1877.
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  Route A from Olds family farm to Wesleyan Methodist Church in Dover 
  (Distance of 354 chains OR 7.12 kilometres) 

  Route B from Olds family farm to Wesleyan Methodist Chapel in    
  Woodhouse 

  (Distance of 654 chains OR 13.16 kilometres)

Map 2. H.R. Page & Co. Illustrated Historical Atlas of the County of Norfolk. Toronto: H.R. Page & Co., 1877.
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  Route A from Johnson family farm to Goodwood Wesleyan Methodist Church  
  and Goodwood Union Sabbath School 
  (Distance of 136 chains OR 2.74 kilometres) 

Map 3. J.H. Beers & Co. Illustrated Historical Atlas of the County of Ontario. Toronto: J.H. Beers &    
Co., 1877.



Figures 

Figure 1, Teresa Casas, Brampton Farmer’s Diary 1873, Accessed April 13, 2018.  

https://ontariofarmhistory.wordpress.com/january-1873/ 
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Figure 2, Courtland Olds 1867 Diary, February 10.  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Figure 3, John Ferguson 1869 Diary, February 27-March 4. 
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Figure 4,  Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary, January 22.  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Figure 5, Courtland Olds 1866 Diary, September 19-24.  

!122



Figure 6, Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary, August 28-29.  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Figure 7, Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary, January.  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Figure 8, Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary.  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Figure 9, Samuel Johnson 1873 Diary, January 6-8.  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Figure 10, John Ferguson 1873 Diary, January 6. 
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