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A Christmas Present for Sally Gwynne:
Charles Wesley’s First Subscriber

Christmas, 1748, marked the last of Charles Wesley’s forty winters of bachelordom, the
last of his many years of complete dependence upon his brother John. For Charles Wesley was
deeply in love, and striving hard to prove both to himself and others that he could stand alone in
providing for the needs of a hypothetical family.

He had first met lovely Sally Gwynne, almost twenty years his junior, in August, 1747,
and a year later there was an “understanding” between them. She came of a well-to-do Welsh
family, however, and it was obviously not going to be easy to convince her parents of his
eligibility as a suitor. On December 5, 1748, he had airily suggested £100 a year as his provision
for Sally. Mrs. Gwynne, with whom her husband had left the decision, was very well satisfied
with this—until she discovered that the only security Charles could offer was his hymns.

Gradually her resistance was worn down. John Wesley entered into a bond promising
£100 per annum to his brother as his share of the profits from their books, Charles writing
defensively to Sally, “All the Verses are mine already, which alone bring in above £100 a year;
so that in accepting that I only accept of my own.” The Rev. Vincent Perronet added his
testimony, that the writings of the two brothers were “works which will last and sell while any
sense of true religion and learning shall remain among us.” Eventually this and other obstacles
were surmounted, and on April 8, 1749, John Wesley joined together in matrimony the hands of
his brother Charles and Sally Gwynne.

Even before cautious Mrs. Gwynne had had a chance of raising objections about her
prospective son-in-law’s financial soundness, however, Charles had set out to provide for his
hoped-for responsibilities—and perhaps with a half-formed idea at the same time of shaking off
something of his brother’s dominion over him. He had been preparing for publication a
collection of poems whose profits were to come to him alone, and which—unlike the score or so
of hymn books already published jointly by the two brothers—were not to be touched by John
Wesley’s correcting pen. There is perhaps a gentle rebuke to be read into a passage in John’s
Plain Account of Christian Perfection, written nearly twenty years later: “In the year 1749, my
brother printed two volumes of Hymns and Sacred Poems. As I did not see these before they
were published, there were some things in them which I did not approve of.”

Charles had found a willing sub-editor in his “most beloved Friend,” Sally Gwynne, to
whom he wrote on November 2, 1748: “In your next be so kind to send me the first line of every
hymn in the last Written-hymnbook. Write you in Order, if you please, like an Index.” Although
no index of first lines actually appeared in the 1749 Hymns and Sacred Poems, being first added
to the second edition of 1755–6, it seems fairly certain that it was this work, or at least the
nucleus of it, that Charles had in mind.

When, on December 5, Charles Wesley had been tentatively accepted by Mrs. Gwynne as
her future son-in-law, he walked on air. It would surely be simple to raise enough money to keep
his future bride in something like the comfort to which she had been accustomed. His pen would
provide the wherewithal. He would publish his sermons, his journals. (As a matter of fact, he did
neither.) His “New Version of the Psalms” would surely be profitable. (Actually this scheme
never matured, though some of his versifications appeared in Short Hymns on Select Passages of
the Holy Scriptures (1762), and others were left in manuscript.) And then there was this



collection of manuscript hymns already in hand, for which Sally was compiling an index. He
would get on with that straight away. Some tangible proof that he was not only a preacher and a
poet, but a man of business acumen, would surely be a welcome Christmas present for Sally!

Leaving his betrothed at Garth on Monday, December 12, he set off for Bristol, arriving
there on the Tuesday, and probably depositing the first instalment of his manuscript with Felix
Farley, the printer. After spending the Thursday at Bath, he reached London on Saturday the
17th. The next day he drew up the official announcement of what was to be his first great
publishing venture, which he designed to float by the common eighteenth century method of
securing subscribers. These were desired to pay half-a-crown on sending their names and
addresses to one of the four agents named (in addition to the Methodist headquarters at the
Foundery, London) and the other half-a-crown on receipt of the two volumes, unbound. The
“Proposals” also stated that “The whole Work is ready for the Press, and will be Printed
immediately.” Actually he was to make one or two additions yet, such as the lengthy hymn on
the death of Alexander White, which he wrote on December 31, but the bulk of the material was
certainly already in shape.

By the end of that week, on Christmas Eve, in fact, Charles had received printed copies
of his “Proposals,” setting aside the first two for Sally, though it was now too late to get them to
her for Christmas. In each case, after dating the receipt form on the verso “December 24, 1748,”
he filled it in with the name “Miss Sally Gwynne” and added his own signature. It was not until
after the Christmas week-end, however, that the infrequent postal services carried his present to
Sally, together with a letter which began:—

“Dec. 27, Tues. Even.               
The Enclosed shews you my First Subscriber: whom I set at the Head of

my List as a Good Omen. Many have followed your Example already, being
readier to part with their Money than I to take it.”

The little notebook in which Charles kept account of the 1,145 copies which were
subscribed for shows that his brother John swallowed whatever resentment he may have felt, and
helped in promoting the sale of the two volumes, for one entry reads, “Recd. by J.W. for 64
Rec.ts, £8.” The preachers also assisted by gathering names—and half-crowns. Apparently it was
not until several months later that the volumes eventually appeared, a copy presented to two of
Sally’s sisters being inscribed “Marg. and Elis. Gwynne. Bristol, Sept. 1. 1749,” the date when
the five-month-married Charles and Sally first set up house in Bristol. But the Hymns and Sacred
Poems of 1749 were well worth waiting for.

The volumes were certainly miscellaneous in character. There were hymns for various
phases of the Christian life, mostly springing from Charles Wesley’s own spiritual ups and
downs, a large proportion bearing such titles as “The Trial of Faith” or “Hymns for one fallen
from grace,” and even eleven headed “Desiring Death.” Others echoed the vicissitudes of a
preacher’s life, such as “For a Minister going forth to preach,” and the magnificent “For a person
call’d forth to bear his Testimony,” comprising nine verses of twelve lines each, two of which
form hymn 584 of the Methodist Hymn Book. There are hymns reflecting his pastoral
practice—”For one in a declining State of Health,” “On the Death of a Child,” twenty-two
“Hymns for Widows,” and one “For an unconverted Child.” And there are, of course, some of
the unique love-poems with which he had courted Sally Gwynne, their personal origin thinly
disguised to take their place among the “Hymns for Christian Friends,” including the well-



known

“Two are better far than one
For Counsel, and for Fight:

  How can one be warm alone,
Or serve his God aright?”1

Some of the hymns were still of far too personal a nature, or for other reasons would not
lend themselves to public worship. Yet when, in 1780, John Wesley published his famous
Collection of Hymns, for the Use of the People called Methodists, out of 525 hymns 486 were by
Charles Wesley, and of that 486 no fewer than 143 came from these two volumes of 1749. Even
in the present Methodist Hymn Book almost a quarter of the Charles Wesley hymns come from
the Hymns and Sacred Poems of 1749, 56 of them in all, together with eight extracts in the
selection of verses at the end. We can name but a few of these which we owe to Charles
Wesley’s pre-marital industry:—

“Jesus, the Name high over all” (92), six out of 22 verses entitled “After
preaching (in a church).”

“Thou hidden source of calm repose” (98), one of his “Hymns for
Believers.”

“See how great a flame aspires” (263), written “After preaching to the
Newcastle Colliers,” as was also “Ye neighbours and Friends of Jesus, draw
near” (329), while “The God of Love, to earth He came” (372) comprises the
closing two of eighteen verses written “Before preaching to the Colliers in
Leicestershire.”

“My God I am Thine” (406).
“Soldiers of Christ, arise” (484), from a sturdy poem entitled “The whole

Armour of God,” four more of its sixteen verses being used for “Pray, without
ceasing pray” (541).

“Forth in Thy Name, O Lord, I go” (590), entitled “Before Work.”
“And are we yet alive” (709).

Assuredly the worship of the world has been immeasurably enriched by that love-
inspired project launched by Sally Gwynne’s fiancé at Christmas time two hundred years ago.

By the Rev. Frank Baker

1HSP (1749), 2:309.
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