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Bedfordshire



The county of Bedfordshire saw Friends suffer persistently from the late 1650s through the 1680s. The records here include imprisonments for refusing oaths and tithes, brutal distraints of goods far exceeding the sums demanded, and punishments for attending meetings under the Conventicle Act. The notable case of William Albright of Woburn stands out: he was stripped of everything he owned for hosting worship in his home. Several Friends died in prison, and the informer system encouraged the worst elements of the community to prey upon the conscientious.




The first instance recorded of sufferings in this county was in the month called April [April], 1655, at Cranfield. There Thomas Stubbs, James Lancaster, and Anthony Patrickson were taken out of a Friend's house by a constable and kept all night under a guard. Next day they were conveyed to Ampthill, where two justices privately examined them and sent them to prison till the Quarter Sessions about fourteen days after. When they were called in court, no legal cause appeared for their commitment. Nevertheless, their coming in with their hats on was deemed sufficient cause for their recommitment to prison. They lay about a month longer and then were privately discharged at a petty sessions, without any notice taken of the injustice of their confinement.


In the same year Thomas Stacey and Mary Mountsell were taken out of a religious meeting at the house of Thomas Scott in Woburn by a constable. Mary Mountsell was a woman of good repute and sister to a justice of the peace in that county. They were confined under a guard a day and a night till they were carried before two justices of the peace, who after examination released them.


Isabel Parlour, for exhorting the people in Ampthill market to repentance and amendment of life, was sent to Bridewell, with an order to be whipped, and was detained there about a month.


James Taylor suffered about two months imprisonment for refusing to pay tithes. For the same cause, several others suffered distress of their goods to the value of £20 7s. for demands of £9 8s. 8d. for tithes.


In the month of November [November] this year, William Mather was sent to prison for not paying tithes and detained there thirty-two weeks. Also Matthew Pryor, for a demand of 48s. for tithe, suffered eight weeks imprisonment, and after his discharge had his goods distrained for the same demand to the value of £3 16s. Several others also in this year, for claims of £22 19s. 2d. for tithes, suffered distress of their goods to the value of £84 2s.


In this year John Stevens of Wootton, for refusing to take the oath required of him when chosen constable, suffered six months imprisonment in the county gaol.


Elizabeth Hunt, Mary Botham, Anne Cox, Miles Patterson, and William Edmunds, occasionally meeting with the priest of Riseley, reproved him in a scriptural manner for his misconduct. He so highly resented this as to cause them to be set in the stocks three hours. Next day they were carried before Gaius Squire of Eaton, a justice of the peace, who finding no just cause against them refused to act in the matter. But another justice, more officious and less discreet, sent them to the common gaol till next Quarter Sessions, when they were all sent to Bridewell and kept there one month.


Sarah Baker of Woburn, for giving some Christian exhortation to the people there in the public place of worship, was also sent to the common gaol. After about two months imprisonment she was at Midsummer Sessions sent to Bridewell for one month.


In the same year John Impey of Barton and Anne his wife suffered three months imprisonment for having taken each other in marriage otherwise than in the form appointed by the Directory.


Several persons in this county, for conscientiously refusing to pay some trivial sums toward repairing the public worship-houses, for demands of £1 10d. suffered distress of goods to the amount of £1 4s. 9d.


In this year were committed to prison for tithes Edward Franklin, George Franklin, John Apthorp, and Dorothy Neale, widow, of whom the two former continued prisoners above fifteen months, and the latter about two years.


In the same year Nicholas Beard of Scotfield, being cited to serve on a grand jury at the Quarter Sessions, for appearing there with his hat on was fined 17s. 1d. and had his goods taken by distress for that fine to the value thereof.


In this and the preceding year, for demands of £9 15s. 6d. for tithes, goods worth £25 11s. 8d. were taken from sundry persons by distress.


In the month called May [May] this year, John Samm was committed to prison for tithes and continued there eighteen months.


In the month called August [August], Elizabeth Bruce, a poor widow, was sent to prison for tithes of small value. Her house and ground were rented but at £6 per annum, out of which she supported herself and two fatherless children. She was continued a long time in prison.


At the assizes at Bedford on the 13th of the month called March [March], 1660–1, fifty-two persons then in prison for refusing the Oath of Allegiance were brought before Judge Windham. He ordered the Statutes of 35 Elizabeth and 7 James to be read, telling the prisoners that many of them, being but young, might probably be ignorant of the penalties they were liable to for refusing the oath. One of them, in the name of the rest, answered that the penalties had been fully considered by them. They thought it their duty actively to obey the laws of the land when consistent with the law of God, and when otherwise, patiently to submit. The laws read appeared to them contrary to the precept of Christ, Matthew 5, which they dared not break. They presented at the same time to the judge a paper in writing as follows.



"Though it be generally known through Christendom, so called, that the People called Quakers cannot swear at all, because it is according to the Command of Christ, our Lawgiver, Judge and Saviour, yet for the taking away all Jealousies and Fears out of the Mind of the King, his Council, and other his Officers and Subjects in this Realm, and other Dominions belonging thereunto, that so under him we may live in a godly, holy, honest, peaceable and quiet Life, to serve God and the Creation, in our Generation, We give forth these Lines, concerning the Oath of Allegiance, (obligatory to us) to the King, and to all in the Nation, whom it may concern, that we may not be made Transgressors without a Cause, and exposed to suffer for keeping our Consciences clear before the Lord.

"First of all: We do believe and declare, that the immediate Hand of the Lord hath brought in Charles Stuart, now proclaimed King of England, Scotland, etc. according to the Laws and Statutes of the Nation; and that the Pope, neither of himself, nor by any Authority of the Church or See of Rome, or by any other means with others, hath any Power to depose the King, or to dispossess him of any of his Dominions, or to authorize any foreign Prince to invade or annoy him, neither to discharge any of his Subjects from their Obedience to him, or to give License or Leave to any to raise up Arms, or to offer any Violence or Hurt to the Person of the King, State, or Government, or to any of his Subjects within his Dominions: And likewise we declare and shall keep our Words, notwithstanding any Declaration or Sentence of Excommunication or Deprivation, made or granted, or to be made or granted by the Pope or his Successors, or by any Authority derived, or pretended to be derived from him, against the King, his lawful Heirs or Successors, or by any Absolution of the said Subjects to the King: And we will not conspire, neither attempt any Conspiracy against his Person, nor plot nor contrive any Thing against him, nor any of his Subjects, neither would we have any others to do it, notwithstanding any Sentence or Declaration from the Pope; and farther we do abhor and detest that Position as impious and Heretical, and a damnable Doctrine, that Princes which be excommunicated by the Pope may be deposed or murdered by their Subjects or otherwise. And further we do believe in our Hearts, that neither the Pope, nor any other whatsoever, have Power to absolve us of this our Acknowledgement and Testimony, or any Part thereof, and do renounce all Pardons and Dispensations to the contrary. And these Things we do plainly and sincerely acknowledge and confess, according to the plain common Sense and Understanding of the Words herein expressed, without any Equivocation, mental Reservation, or secret Evasion whatsoever, and these Things shall attest by Word, and shall, if thereunto lawfully required, set our Hands.

"So let us not be made a Prey upon, seeing what we do is in a good Conscience to our God, and in it these Things we write, and shall keep in Truth and Righteousness, which may satisfy you and all reasonable Men."




They also delivered to the grand jury at the same assizes a paper in writing as follows.



"Friends,

"You among whom we have been and conversed, and you who cannot be ignorant of our Behaviour, Carriage and Sufferings, through the many changeable and oppressive Governments, which this Land of our Nativity hath been exercised with, unto the Light of Christ which shineth in your Consciences do we appeal, and to it desire to be made manifest, and by it to be judged. We have been, ever since we were a People, Men of a quiet, sober, peaceable and upright Conversation, neither plotting nor contriving Murder, War or Bloodshed, against any Man or Power that hath been, but as much as in us lay, always sought the Good and Peace of this Nation, and of all Men therein, although from it, and the Magistrates, and the Rulers thereof, we have suffered the Spoil of our Goods, Imprisonment of our Bodies, and the Loss of Blood and Lives of some of us, who have died in nasty Prisons, Holes and Dungeons, under the Custody of cruel and unmerciful Gaolers, and that for no other Cause, but for keeping a good Conscience toward God and toward Men: Concerning the unjust and illegal Proceedings which hath from Time to Time been reached forth unto us, it is too long to relate, and how the penal Laws of this Nation which have been made for Plotters, Fighters, and Murderers, have been turned backward, and laid as Snares for the Innocent, we think hardly any Court within this Nation is without a Witness.

"We desire, that these Things you would in Coolness and Meekness of Spirit, which is in God's Sight of great Price, consider of, and let the Fear of God, by whom you have sworn to do justly and equally, be before your Eyes; and unto the Light of Christ which shineth in your Hearts and Consciences, let all your Actions be brought, and let none pass from you, but such as are approved thereby, and let not Justice be turned into Wormwood, nor Judgment into Gall, lest the latter End thereof be Bitterness unto you; and let the Innocent come forth and plead their Cause before you, and let the Teeth of the Devourer be broken, and those whose Helper is not Man, be delivered out thereof, that so a Blessing unto your Generation you may be, and not by doing Injustice and oppressing the Innocent, let your Names and Memories be a Stink and Execration to Generations to come."




On the next day, the oath was tendered in court to six of the prisoners, namely John Rush, John Samm, Thomas Green, Thomas Gamble, Richard Laundy, and John Laundy. They insisted on the illegality of their commitment, having been taken by violence out of their beds, though innocent of the breach of any law. The judge answered that if they had suffered any wrong, they might take their remedy at law, but being now before him, he required them to take the oath. He added that an oath was a part of God's worship, and that the Scriptures had always been interpreted that men might swear.
*   *   *



This is a free sample.

You've reached the end of the preview of
A Collection of the Sufferings of the People Called Quakers, Volume I: The Opening Counties.

The complete Friends Illuminated edition — fully modernized, carefully
formatted, and ready to read — is available now.

Read the full edition →

Friends Illuminated · Quaker classics in clear modern English
friendsilluminated.com

nav.xhtml

Contents


		Title Page


		Sample Chapter


		Get the Full Edition







images/cover.jpg
JOSEPH BESSE

The Su—fferings
of the Quakers

VOLUME I ,
Their Patient Witness under Persecution

1683 — 1757
The Opening Counties - Bedfordshire,
Berkshire, Bristol & Buckinghamshire

illuminated

A Modern Edition - 2026






