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Persecution, London, and Convincement


Youth



A short time before I left my place, a very hot persecution began against the dissenters. I was then living in Stepney parish, not very far from Ratcliff meeting-house, which belonged to the people called Quakers. Sir John Robinson was then lieutenant of the Tower, and he was maliciously set against that people. One day he sent a company of his soldiers with orders to break into the meeting-house, take out whatever seats and other things they could find, and burn them. Soon after this, he and another justice of Stepney parish agreed to come and break up their meeting on a First-day [Sunday]. For this purpose the militia was raised, and some companies of foot soldiers also came from the Tower. A great many wardsmen were ordered to appear armed with halberds, and I was one of them. I went not by inclination but by my master’s order, although in truth I had a secret desire to see what would be done. Besides these forces, a multitude of spectators came. Some of them came in love, to see if they could be of any service to the sufferers. Others were ill-disposed and came to get what they could from them.


Those in arms had orders to let in all the Quakers who wanted to come, but to let none go out until the justices came. When the justices arrived, they treated the Quakers with very rough language, calling them rogues and rebels for meeting there contrary to law, and began to take their names. After this was done, the Quakers were allowed to go out. Because they did not take off their hats to the justices, the rude people in the yard plucked their hats off and threw them over the wall. But those who were friendly to them saved what hats they could and returned them to their owners. Others, who meant to make a profit, picked up a good hat and left a bad one.


Sir John took a dislike to three of these people, I think for something they said to him. He ordered a mittimus to be made out to send them to New-prison. The warrant and the prisoners were committed to the constable to take there. He ran about looking for some wardsmen to help him, but all were gone except me and one other. On our way, the prisoners stopped in White-chapel, with the constable’s permission, to get some refreshment and to take a copy of the warrant. While we were there, one of them came to me and said, “You have an innocent face, and you do not look like a persecutor.” I said, “No, this is very much against my inclination.” They answered, “We believe you, and freely forgive you.” This had an effect on me, and stirred some tenderness in my heart toward them.


It was late before we delivered them to the keeper, who said, “I do not know what to do with them,” since several others had been brought to him from other parts of the city that day. It was late when we went back. As we passed along Ratcliff Highway, the watchmen seized and questioned us, and threatened to put us in the Round-house for being out at that time of night. But when the constable explained the reason, they let us pass. Only a few days after this, several soldiers were sent from the Tower to pull down that meeting-house, and they made a ruin of it.


Although I was now living a loose life, I still had some secret touches of what was good. These raised a desire in me to go to some religious meetings, but I cannot say I got much benefit from them, for liberty was still what pleased me most. But the good example I had in my childhood stayed with me all along. It kept me from the profane way of life that was too much practiced in those times, as it is now.


My worthy mother, who now lived at Norwich, had conversation with the people called Quakers, of whom she had already formed so good an opinion. She was thoroughly satisfied that they had arrived at what she had been seeking. So she readily embraced the principles they professed and settled down with great satisfaction in their meetings. Three of her children who were living with her at this time were also convinced of the Truth. They lived together in a great deal of love and unity with one another. Fully satisfied that she had come to the ground and foundation of true religion, she became very much concerned for the rest of her children. Being ready with her pen, she wrote to tell them that she had found what she had long been wanting. Among the rest, she remembered me. She wrote to tell me which people she had joined herself to, along with the children then with her. Since there were so many good opportunities in the city of London, she said she would be glad to hear that I attended their meetings. She added other words on the same subject. At that time I lodged in Pall-mall, not far from the court.


My companion then was a fairly sober young man who professed to be a Presbyterian. I was sometimes a little too joking with him, in a teasing way. He was with me when the letter reached me, and I read it to myself. But when I came to the words advising me to go to the Quakers’ meetings, my evil nature rose up in me. It put me into such a passion that I could read no further, and I put the letter in my pocket. This was on Sixth-day [Friday], and I think in the year 1671. On the following First-day, after I had dined, I went for a walk under the arches in Covent-garden. After a little while, a solid concern came over my mind, and this arose in my thoughts: “What is the matter, that you cannot read your mother’s letter?” With that I went and sat down on a large stone that had been prepared for a building, and read the letter with pleasure. It arose in my mind to go to a meeting. The enemy of all righteousness suggested to me, “You do not know where a meeting is.” But it opened very clearly in my understanding: “Go down to Charing-cross, and there you will see some of that people. Follow them.”


At this I got up and went down the Haymarket to near Charing-cross, and there I saw five or six of those people. This confirmed to me that the opening was right. So I followed them at some distance, and their dress, together with their solid behavior, affected me. They were going to the meeting at Westminster. When they got there they went in, but I stood at the door for a while. Here the enemy was at work again and would have persuaded me to go away. He hinted that if any of my old acquaintances came along, they would only laugh at me. But the better part prevailed.


The meeting was then held in two parts, with shutters that opened into the dwelling-house to enlarge it when needed. I saw a post in the further room and thought that if I got behind it, no one who came to the first door could see me. So I went there accordingly. The meeting, I think, was then not much more than half gathered. A great deal of reasoning now entered my mind. The enemy was hard at work to make me believe that anyone who stood up to speak might be of another persuasion and not a Quaker at all. In that case, he suggested, I would not be able to judge whether they were right or wrong. It was not long before one stood up. I intended to take good notice of what he said, but so many wandering thoughts took over that I got no benefit from it. He sat down, and after a little while another stood up. I said to myself, “Well, I am resolved to pay attention to what this man says.” But within only a few minutes my wandering thoughts had got into Holland, and from there I thought of going to France. Then I met with a secret check in myself for these vain imaginations, and I stamped on the floor with my foot. This made everyone in the meeting look at me. So in fervency of spirit I said within myself, “What is the matter, that I cannot be master over my own mind?” I saw I was altogether wrong, and lacked inward strength to help me come to a steadiness of mind upon God. I was made aware that there was a spiritual warfare to be passed through. No steadiness of mind could be reached until the inward enemies of the soul were destroyed. I now saw that my business was to get into inward retirement, hoping that by this I might become somewhat master over my own mind. I was engaged in this so closely that before the meeting broke up, I came to see that it was possible to obtain what I was then so deeply engaged for. This answered the purpose of my coming to the meeting, and I could then have wished it would last longer.


But it broke up. When I came into Westminster-abbey-yard, I met some of my old acquaintances, who wanted me to go along with them. I refused their invitation, finding I had other work to do, and went home to my lodgings. I had not been there long before the young man, my companion, also came in. I was sitting in a very solid frame of mind, such as he had never seen me in before. He said, “Where have you been today? You seem so serious.” I went on to give him an account of what I had met with, and reminded him of the temper I was in when I read my mother’s letter. “Yes,” he said, “I saw you were dissatisfied about something, but I did not know what.” “Why,” I said, “it was because my mother wanted me to go to the Quakers’ meeting. That made me so angry that I did not have the patience to read the letter through. But today, as I was walking in Covent-garden, a sweet visitation of the love of God brought a great calmness over my mind. With it came this thought: ‘What is the matter, that you cannot read your mother’s letter?’ I then pulled it out of my pocket and read it with pleasure.” As I gave him the whole account of what had happened, he was struck with wonder. He said to me that he had never heard anything like it, and that it must be something supernatural, or it could never have had such an effect on me. He was reached and convinced so far that he soon afterward gave up his former profession and joined himself to the Quakers.


My country master’s brother, who had come with us to London, had been convinced some time before this. I do not know how he heard that I had been at Westminster meeting on First-day, but in a few days he came to visit me. Finding me grave and serious, he invited me to come to his lodgings in Grub Street, near Cripplegate, at the house of two good, honest Friends. The invitation pleased me very much, and my company was just as pleasing to him and to the people I came to.
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