
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“A Long Journey Completed: The Baker Collection Comes to Duke” by Roger L. Loyd , librarian and 
Professor of the Practice of Theological Bibliograhy, The Divinity School at Duke University, is 

reproduced with permission from the American Theological Library Association Summary of 
Proceedings 55 2001, p 103-107. 

 
www.atla.com 

 



A Long Journey Completed: 
The Baker Collection Comes to Duke 

by 
Roger L. Loyd 

The Divinity School at Duke University 

The Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu wrote, "A journey of a thousand miles must 
begin with a single step"1 Recently, a very long journey came to a successful 
conclusion when the Frank Baker Collection of Wesleyana and British Methodism 
was completed at Duke by the Baker family's donation 

But the Baker Collection, described further below, did not simply drop out of 
heaven Rather, its coming to Duke took place because of careful, patient 
collaboration through many >ears between the Bakers and the librarians at Duke, 
especially those in the Divinity School Library 

Though the story of the coming of the Baker collection to Duke is a complex 
one, its telling is meant to offer opportunity to others to reflect on opportunities 
for acquiring major intellectual resources, for cultivating donors, and for attending 
carefully to matters of institutional policy and national tax law 

Dr. Frank Baker 
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For Dr Frank Baker (1910-1999), the pre-eminent Wesley historian and 
bibliographer of his generation, the long journey toward building the world's finest 
collection of Wesleyana and British Methodistica in private hands began with a 
single purchase Recounting the story in his brief memoir, he wrote 

Strangely enough, I still remember buying my first second-hand book, a 
leather-bound copy of Joseph Addison's Spectator^ bought at Frank 
Woore's bookstall in Derby market-hall when I was 14 and on a summer 
holiday with my grandmother Baker at Repton 2 

In 1936, during the first year of his probation in the British Methodist 
ministry, Baker won the Eayrs Prize of £15 for an essay in Methodist history on the 
assigned subject, " J o n n Wesley's Christian library" With the prize money, he 
purchased additional volumes for his growing collection of Methodist history Soon 
thereafter, he began publishing the results of his research in the Proceedings of the 
Wesley Historical Society and in monographs 3 

Over the years from 1936 to 1959, while carrying full responsibilities as a 
British Methodist pastor, Baker collected widely and deeply to support his own 
research into early Methodist history in Great Britain and America In 1960, he 
moved to the United States to join the faculty at Duke University's Divinity School 
as Professor of English Church History Speaking of that move, he later wrote, "By 
that time I had accumulated a huge library, which I brought over in ninety-four 
crates and cartons, four of which contained furniture, the rest books and papers "4 

In May 1961, Duke University purchased a large collection from Dr Baker, totaling 
some 9,282 printed and 3,272 manuscript items, establishing the Baker Collection 
in Wesleyana and British Methodism In doing so, the university followed the 
recommendations of its Divinity School librarian, Mr Donn Michael Farns, who 
wrote, "I have no hesitancy in saying that the Baker collection is the most 
significant collection in the field of religion that the University has ever had the 
opportunity to purchase, Certainly, it is the kind of bibliographical treasure 
which becomes available to any library but very few times in its history "5 Writing 
later, Dr Baker assessed the collection regarding research in original Wesley 
materials 

The largest collection of original Wesley material in the world, both 
printed and manuscript, is of course the British Methodist Archives 
Collection, now housed in the John Rylands University Library of 
Manchester To this ours is second in printed originals, Duke's is also 
surpassed by this and others in original letters There can hardly be any 
question, however, that we already have here the greatest research 
collection in the world for the close study of the Wesleys, because of the 
assiduous collection by the library of additional books and manuscripts, 
and the securing of microfilms and photocopies from every major Wesley 
collection 6 

104 



What had the university purchased in 196P Mr Farns's letter contained the 
following counts Wesleyana, 1,128 items, Methodistica, 5,686 items, Hymnology, 
368 items, background material from the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries, 1,500 
items, and a collection of manuscripts of some 972 items Farns further noted that 
the collection contained 227 first editions of works by John and Charles Wesley 
and a total of 1,007 editions of the works of the Wesleys (including some 250 
editions printed after their lifetimes) Farns quoted Baker's own descnption of the 
contours of the collection as follows 

The collection is concerned with Bntish Methodism in particular, though 
including a good number of items upon its outreach overseas in all 
continents Concentration has been in the eighteenth century and to a 
slightly less extent the nineteenth century, and on pnmary sources 

The aspects covered are local history, theology, polemic, worship, 
administration, and tract-propaganda, and to a lesser extent the devotional 
literature and fiction which illuminate the Methodist story The 
collection is especially strong in the publications of the Wesleys , in 
anti-Methodist polemic, internal controversies, biography, local history, 
the literature produced by the smaller Methodist bodies, and ephemera7 

The Baker collection was not kept together but was divided among the vanous 
libranes at Duke The manuscnpts and matenal before 1801 went to the Special 
Collections Library, much of the rest of the collection was cataloged for the 
Divinity School Library, with a Baker collection bookplate in each Some titles also 
were cataloged for the university's central library, Perkins Library In 1962, the 
libranes assigned Dr Lawrence O Kline as libranan of the Baker collection, a duty 
that he performed until his retirement in 1994 

But the story is by no means ended with the 1961 purchase Indeed, Baker 
actively continued his collecting throughout his life Beginning in 1964 and 
continuing until 1997, Frank Baker made annual gifts of additional matenal to the 
libranes at Duke, further strengthening the collection The Baker collection files 
(maintained in the Divinity School Library) record the annual gifts and contain 
annual letters from the libranan celebrating the increasing strength of the 
collection 

Frank Baker had wntten of the need to produce a new, fully cntical edition of 
the works of John Wesley8 At Duke, Drew, Emory, and Southern Methodist 
universities, he found others of like mind, and thus in the early 1960s was born the 
Wesley Works Project, with Baker as its general editor and textual editor Without 
the collection Baker had assembled so painstakingly, it is inconceivable that the 
project could have succeeded At present, fifteen of the projected thirty-four 
volume set have been published, begun by Oxford University Press and continued 
by Abingdon 

As the Bakers faced the physical necessities of finding a smaller, single-level 
home, they secured the cooperation of the university library system yet once more 
when, in 1990, the Special Collections Library provided storage in its book stacks 
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for about 5,000 volumes of the Baker collection (a portion not yet donated to 
Duke) 

In 1992, Donn Michael Farns retired as libranan of the Divinity School 
Library Roger Loyd was appointed librarian and began conversations with 
university, Divinity School, and library leaders at Duke in an effort to secure the 
donation of the remaining part of the Baker collection to Duke By a series of 
discussions and exchanges of correspondence with the Bakers, an agreement was 
reached in principle for the gift 

The Divinity School dean, Dennis M Campbell, authonzed expenditure of 
funds to assist the project by employing Susan Rogers on a part-time basis to create 
a list of all titles Dr Baker wished to give to Duke in his final large gift After 
eighteen months' work (January 1993 to June 1994), Rogers completed a list of all 
items housed in the Special Collections Library storage area and of nearly all items 
at the Baker home Her list, prepared using Excel spreadsheet software, contains 
the bibliographic essentials necessary author, title, place of publication, publisher 
or printer, date of publication, edition notes, and other notes In all, the list 
contains 6,868 items 

By 1997, it had become clear to Dr Baker that he would no longer be able to 
pursue his scholarly work due to ill health With the full cooperation of his family, 
he began to make plans to complete his collection by making the final gift 
mentioned above and did so by letter on October 14, 1997 

There remained only the move of the collection from the Baker home to 
Duke After many days of carefully packing the books and papers, a moving crew 
moved the entire remaining collection to Duke on September 11, 1997 The 
services of an appraiser were secured, the appraisal took almost six weeks of work, 
since the collection was both large and difficult to work with because it had been 
stored in compact-storage shelving at Duke A further complication was that the 
condition of many of the volumes was (in booksellers' terms) either fair or poor, 
since Dr Baker had collected them for their content rather than for their condition 

To celebrate the gift of the final portions of the Baker Collection to Duke, the 
Divinity School invited the Bakers, their children and families, the Divinity School 
Board of Visitors, and other special guests to a luncheon on March 27, 1998 As 
noted above, the library published Frank Baker's essay, "Sixty Years on the Wesley 
Trail," as a keepsake of the occasion 

As was true through the years with the Baker gifts, this large gift has been 
sorted out among the vanous libranes, with manuscnpt matenal and rare books 
(not only including pre-1801 titles but also many other later works) going to the 
newly renamed Rare Books, Manuscnpts, and Special Collections Library 
Catalogers in that library estimate that, as of June 2001, less than five percent of the 
Wesley collection remains uncataloged Other parts of the collection will be 
incorporated into the Duke collections as soon as possible 

In further tnbute to the generosity of the Bakers through the years and the 
bibliographic and research value of the Baker Collection at Duke, the Board of 
Trustees of Duke University authonzed the Divinity School to name a renovated 
area in the library as the Baker Methodist Research Center In it, the library has 
gathered basic reference works and senals for research in Methodist history, also, 
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the Center contains the photocopies and microfilms gathered by Dr Baker in 

pursuit of his bibliography on the works of John and Charles Wesley 9 

After the deaths of Frank Baker (October 1999) and his wife, Nellie (October 

2000), the three Baker children have continued their parents' generosity by 

donating additional Wesley manuscnpts and a large collection of Wesley and 

Methodist ceramics and other memorabilia 

The plaque, mounted in the Baker Methodist Research Center, which 

celebrates the Baker collection at Duke reads 

T H E F R A N K B A K E R C O L L E C T I O N 

O F WESLEYANA A N D BRITISH M E T H O D I S M 

E S T A B L I S H E D 1961, MAJOR G I F T 1997 

" T H E B E S T O F ALL IS, G O D IS W I T H US " 

— J O H N WESLEY, 1791 

Endnotes 

1 Tao Te Ching 64 2 

2 Frank Baker, "Sixty Years on the Wesley Trail"(paper presented at the fall 

1993 meeting of the General Commission on Archives and History, The 

United Methodist Church, Madison, New Jersey, 18 September 1993) By 

permission of Dr Baker and the Commission, the paper was later 

published as a keepsake by the Divinity School Library, Duke University, 

on March 27, 1998, on the occasion of the celebration of the gift of the 

Baker Collection to Duke University 

3 Elizabeth Hart, late libranan of the Vancouver School of Theology, lists 

247 works either wntten or edited by Frank Baker in her two part work, 

"Bibliography of the Published Wntings of Frank Baker," Proceedings oj the 

Wesley Historical Society 47 (May 1990) 232-240, and 48 (October 1991) 

87-90 

4 Frank Baker, "The Frank Baker Collection and a Wesley Research 

Centre," [four page typescnpt], 3 May 1989, Baker Collection, Divinity 

School Library, Duke University 

5 Donn Michael Farns, to Benjamin E Powell, University Libranan, [nine-

page typed letter, signed] Duke University, April 18, 1961, Baker 

Collection, Divinity School Library, Duke University 

6 Baker, "The Frank Baker Collection and a Wesley Research Centre," ρ 2 

7 Farns to Powell, April 18, 1961, pp 2-3 

8 Frank Baker, "The Next Fifty Years," Proceedings (Wesley Historical Society) 

24 (Special Jubilee edition, June 1943) 35-39 

9 Frank Baker, comp A Onion Catalogue of the Publications of John and Charles 

Wesley (Durham, N C Divinity School, Duke University, 1966) A full 

revision of this bibliography is planned as part of the Wesley Works 

Project 
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