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INTRODUCTION

First-hand accounts of life in rural Newfoundland during the first-
quarter of the nineteenth century are not common; in fact, there are very few
first-hand accounts of life in rural Newfoundland for any century. Those that
do exist are often the journals and diaries of missionaries or clergy. Their
accounts can range from observations on the weather and the number of
converts in a particular community to detailed descriptions of dangerous
journies by land and by sea and careful records of births, marriages and
deaths not found elsewhere. John Lewis’s journals are very detailed
accounts: he meets many people; has many exciting and many more mundane
experiences; records many interesting things. His journals should be of value
to those interested in the communities where he served and the people who
lived there; genealogists should be able to obtain much useful family history.
His journals should also prove to be of interest to those researching early
church history and missionary work in Newfoundland, and should be of
particular interest to linguists, as Lewis seems to have created or developed
his own system of spelling words, often phonetically.



PROVENANCE

This collection was acquired from the Perth Antiquarian, a dealer in
rare books and manuscripts, Ringwood, Hampshire, England, in June 1990.
Also offered for sale at the same time as these diaries were two additional
volumes covering the period May 31, 1823 to November 9, 1825, when Lewis
was serving as Methodist missionary in the Shetland Islands off the north
coast of Scotland. These two volumes were acquired by Brian and Sylvia
Chilton, Lerwick, Shetland, who plan to publish them. The photocopied items
found in files 2.02 and 2.03 were provided to the Archives by the Chiltons who
own the originals.

RESTRICTIONS

There are no restrictions on access to or use of the items in this
collection. Users should be aware that copyright rules and regulations may
apply to all or parts of this collection and should act accordingly. It is the
responsibility of the user to obtain copyright clearance from the copyright
holder(s).

EXTENT
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BIOGRAPHY

John Lewis was born in Holyhead, Wales, on April 23, 1788, the son of
John and Jane Lewis. Lewis senior was a farmer. Little is known of Lewis
junior’s education. It can be assumed that he did receive a rudimentary
education, as he could read and write, albeit, as his journals prove, he was a
quite a creative speller, sometimes spelling words in an almost phonetical way.

His early labours are also unknown; he probably worked on his father’s
farm, and passed his spare time, what little of it there was, drinking and
carousing. At least there is implication of such activities, as he acknowledges
that up to the age of 21 he had led a rather sinful life.

In 1809, during his twenty-first year, Lewis attended a Methodist class-
meeting and was converted. Five years later he was accepted as a candidate
for the Methodist ministry and sent to Newfoundland as a missionary.
Newfoundland had had Methodist missionaries as early as 1765, when Rev.
Laurence Coughlan arrived in Harbour Grace. Coughlan considered himself
to be a Methodist and a follower of the teachings of John Wesley, even though
he was an ordained Church of England clergyman; he is recognized by many
historians and church officials as the founder of Methodism in



Newfoundland. From Coughlan’s time there had been a small number of
Methodist missionaries who served in Newfoundland, but seldom enough at
any one time to minister outside Conception Bay. Lewis arrived at a time
when Methodism in Newfoundland was at a turning point. The year after his
arrival the Newfoundland mission was created a district of the Methodist
Church in England, with a locally appointed chairman responsible for its
work within the colony. 1815 was also the year the first Methodist chapel,
later to become Gower Street Methodist Church, was built in St. John’s.

Lewis spent six years in Newfoundland as an itinerant missionary,
stationed in a settlement but with responsibility for a number of other
communities in the surrounding area. He was first assigned to (Lower) Island
Cove and Old Perlican at the top of the peninsula separating Conception and
Trinity Bays, then to Hant’s Harbour on the Trinity Bay side, and later to
Port de Grave at the head of Conception Bay, spending approximately one
year in each place. He was then assigned to a new charge based at Burin, the
furthest west a missionary had been sent. It was an area that had seldom seen
a clergyman, where there was reported to be much lawlessness and
temptation. Lewis spent over two years ministering to the residents of the
Burin area and to the people living on the islands (Flat Islands, Oderin, Sound
Island) and along the western side of Placentia Bay. He oversaw the
construction of the first chapel in Burin and left many converts and a number
of capable lay readers when he ended his missionary work in 1820 and
returned to England.

Back in England he was assigned to a number of rural parishes,
including Brough, in Cumbria where he met Mary Benson, the daughter of
bondsman William Benson of Great Salkeld. They were married on April 9,
1822 at Great Salkeld but soon moved to Garstang, in Lancashire, where their
first child was born in 1823. Later that year Lewis became the first married
minister appointed to the Methodist mission in the Shetland Islands off the
northern tip of Scotland. It has been reported that Lewis had expressed a
desire to do more mission work and to travel to Australia to spread Wesley’s
message, but Mary Benson’s mother would not agree to her daughter’s
marriage unless Lewis promised not to leave the British Isles. It is possible
the Shetland Islands was a substitute for overseas missionary work.

The Lewises arrived at Lerwick, in the Shetlands, in June 1823. They
were to spend the next five years there, serving at Yell (one year), Walls (2
years) and Lerwick (2 years). While there Lewis was a very popular and
respected preacher, who travelled hundreds of miles to visit the scattered



members and communities of his charges. He oversaw the building of the first
chapel at Lerwick and was not beyond begging for materials to finish it. In a
letter to Dr. Adam Clarke, September 22, 1823, Lewis pointed out, “Permit
me, sir, to suggest that linen or calico for the preacher’s house and also
cutlery will be wanted. A few dozen of hinges for the chapel with screws and
nails, candlesticks for the pulpit and gallery and an old chandelier which may
have been thrown aside in any English chapel on the introduction of gas
would be of use in Lerwick.” He also served four years as chairman of the
district, responsible for the supervision of the other ministers and the work of
the Methodist Church in the Shetland Islands. When he left Lerwick in 1828,
it was with the great sorrow as well as the good wishes of the people of the
Shetlands, who had come to hold him in the highest regard.

After leaving Lerwick, Lewis was appointed to a number of charges in
England, including Leighton-Buzzard, Shepton-Mallet, Bramley, Bingley,
Richmond, Wolsingham, Malton and Kendal, spending an average of two
years in each place. He was superannuated in 1855 at the age of 67, becoming
assistant to the minister as Barnard-Castle for six years and then at
Nottingham, where he died on October 22, 1866.

John Lewis and Mary Benson had seven children: Robert Benson, born
March 1, 1823 at Garstang; Mary Benson, born April 18, 1825 at Walls,
Shetlands; John Wesley, born July 6, 1827 at Lerwick, Shetlands; Elizabeth
Harriet, born December 2, 1829 at Leighton-Buzzard; Thomas Joseph
Benson, born October 22, 1832 at Shepton-Mallet; William Richard, born
November 16, 1836 at Bramley; and Hannah Jane, born July 7, 1839 at
Bingley.



ARRANGEMENT & DESCRIPTION

The journals are arranged in chronological order; transcripts have been
made of each of them, as Lewis’s handwriting and spelling are both difficult
to read in places. His spelling has been maintained. Some passages (pages)
have been removed from the journals, possibly by Lewis when he reread them
in 1836 and 1858.

1. Journals

1.01 Journal 1: April 1, 1814 - December 22, 1814.
England to Lower Island Cove.

1.02 Journal 2: July 24, 1815 - December 8, 1815.

Adam’s Cove

1.03 Journal 3: December 8, 1815 - May 25, 1816.
Adam’s Cove to Port de Grave.

1.04 Journal 4: June 10, 1816 - June 11, 1817.
Port de Grave.

1.05 Journal 5: June 12, 1817 - November 2, 1817.
Port de Grave to Burin.

1.06 Journal 6: November 3, 1817 - April 27, 1818.
Oderin to Burin.

1.07 Journal 7: April 28, 1818 - October 11, 1818.
Burin.

1.08 Journal 8: October 16, 1818 - September 20, 1819.
Burin.

2. Related Material, 1816-1866

2.01 Newfoundland Mercantile Journal, October 26, 1816.
2.01.001 Contains article on page 3 entitled “Solemnization
of Marriage.”which claims the laws of England that prevent
Dissenting clergy from performing marriages do not apply
to Newfoundland.

2.02 Biographical Information.
2.02.001 Marriage certificate between John Lewis and Mary



Benson,

date and
(photocopy)

John and
(photocopy)

Provincial
(photocopy)

1824

2.03
November 2, 1866
transcript).

April 9, 1822 (photocopy).
2.02.002 List of children of John and Mary Lewis, giving
place of birth, in Lewis’s hand
2.02.003 Birth certificate for John Wesley Lewis, son of
Mary Lewis, born July 6, 1827
2.02.004 News clipping concerning Lewis from The
Wesleyan, February 1864

2.02.005 Extracts from correspondence by Lewis relating to
construction of Methodist Chapel in Lerwick, 1823-

(photocopy).

Eulogy written by Rev. James Lentil, Huddersfield,
in honour of Lewis (photocopy &



After having been six years in Newfoundland and three years in
England, the late Rev. John Lewis was in August 1823 appointed to Lell(Yell)
in Zetland. He was the first married minister stationed by the Conference on
that mission. The appointment of a married minister was hailed by the people
in as much as it appeared to give stability to the mission which they heard
might after all be only an experiment. They very soon learned to appreciate
Mrs. Lewis as a Christian Lady in every respect fitted for the station to which
providence had called her. Mr. Lewis entered on his Zetland mission and in a
period of five years prosecuted it in the spirit and temper and with a self-
denying devotion to the interests not of Methodism only but Xtianity, which
by the Divine blessing could not and did not fail of spiritual success. The
report of his first excursion from Lerwick in a letter to Dr. Adam Clarke is a
fair specimen of his labours. He says August 22, 1823, “I left Lerwick & in the
last twelve days I have preached twenty five times, met classes, visited scores
of cottages and walked scores of miles, and thank God I am as well as the day
I left home”. During the subsequent four years - two of which were spent at
Walls and two at Lerwick circuits, Mr. Lewis was Chairman of the then
Zetland district. The services which he rendered in that capacity were of great
value, more particularly at that stage of the mission, while the fruits of his
ministry appeared not only during his residence in the Islands but long after



his departure, many of whom it may be confidently hoped he has met in
paradise, his crown of joy. Had Mr. Lewis done no more for his Master than
he was able to perform during the five years of his sojourn in Thule, he would
not have lived in vain. His bearing was frank and manly - his proceedings
transparent - and his intercourse as well out of as in the church firm but kind.
His simplicity - and here I use the term in its best sense, won the confidence of
all with whom he had communication. At the table of the Laird (landowner)
he was an acceptable guest, while the cottage of the fisherman gave honest
John Lewis a hearty welcome & a homely fare. He neither over valued the one
nor made light of the other. He had no ministerial airs, but by “pureness by
knowledge by longsuffering by kindness by the Holy Ghost by love unfeigned”
he recommended his great Master in the spirit of an Apostle. In those days
there were few formed ways in Zetland. Early and late and in all seasons of
the year - though not apparently robust - he traversed no small portion of the
Islands by land and water. He left Bressay Harbour quite as strong, I believe
stronger than the day he arrived there. He and his excellent wife left the
Islands with the tears and best wishes of the Churches which they had assisted
in founding and edifying as a preacher of the Gospel. Mr. Lewis brought a
large measure of common sense and practical application to bear on his
theme. The distinctive doctrines of the cross - those upon which Methodism
has ever laid emphasis - were the topics of his discourses. His illustrations
were often happily drawn from objects with which his hearers were familiar
and with good effect. The writer here often heard him and always came to the
same conclusion viz this man must save sinners. He aims at nothing less and is
a man of business. The slight hesitancy which occasionally appeared in his
speech seemed only to add to the intensity of his address and was always the
signal for the best things he uttered. His prayers were edifying and
comprehensive. He appeared to come to the throne of grace with that boldness
which is the alone privilege of the adopted and he did obtain for himself and
for the people of his charge mercy and grace to help in time of need. The
writer will only add that Mr. Lewis was a true friend - unselfish, honorable
and constant, and he says this with the confidence of forty three years
experience and moreover with the joyful hope of rejoining his first Methodist
Chairman in that land where separations are unknown. J.L.

Huddersfield 2/11/66



This eulogy was written by Rev. James Lentil, Huddersfield, a friend of Rev.
John Lewis.



