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Of my birth, parentage, and convincement of Truth.


I was born, according to my best calculation, on the 5th day of the second month, called April, 1628, in a small village called Penton, by Weyhill, near Andover in Hampshire. My father was a substantial yeoman, of good repute in the country and well loved by his neighbours. My mother was a religious woman who kept company with the people called Puritans in that day. She was very watchful over her children, to keep us from committing any evil in word or action. She would often gather us together and kneel with us in prayer to God, sometimes in the daytime and sometimes at night, as she had opportunity. My father was taken from us in the prime of his years, leaving his children young. Because of the wars that broke out in England, and the unsettledness of our family through frequent moves, I was deprived of a great part of what fell to my share by my father’s will. Various interruptions also kept me from the education in grammar learning that I might otherwise have enjoyed.


In the year 1646 I came to London and bound myself apprentice in Cornhill, near the Old Exchange. When my time was out, I set myself up, after a while, in Spread-Eagle-Court in Finch-Lane, near Cornhill, already named.


And now I will speak more particularly about my own state and condition from my childhood. God was pleased, in his abundant grace and favour, to place his witness near me, even in my heart and conscience. So when I was a child I was preserved from many of the evils that youth is prone to, and a sense of awe stayed with me as I grew up. God often visited me in mercy, and preserved and delivered me from many great temptations and evils. For this my soul gives thanks and praise to his excellent name, and continually remembers it.


As I grew older, the Lord’s care was over me, so that I did not keep company with the rude and extravagant youth of the times. I rather took pleasure in sober company, and in such as were religiously inclined. My desire and efforts led me to hear the public preachers who were most esteemed and followed by the most religious, as I understood it. I often wrote down the sermons, and was sometimes greatly moved. During my apprenticeship I would come home, withdraw by myself, and offer up my prayers to God. But, alas! I did not know or consider that the Lord was so near to me. I did not see that these visits of his were like a hand held out. They were like the star the wise men followed until they came to where the child Jesus was, given to be the Saviour, before whom they fell down and worshipped. Being ignorant, I did not bow to God and worship him in that appearance or manifestation so near to me, as I ought to have done. So I knew little growth or increase of grace in my heart, and little power over my affections and lusts. In this time of ignorance, when I did not know that God was so near, I was sometimes overcome by sinful temptations. Vain things too often prevailed over me, and afterwards they became a burden and a load upon my soul. Yet God in his great mercy did not cast me off, blessed be his name for ever! With much long-suffering and patience he followed me with conviction and reproof.


In the year 1656 I came to be in some measure convinced of the everlasting Truth of God, revealed and made known to a despised people called Quakers. My mother and sisters had been convinced before this in Gloucestershire, near Bristol. By a good hand of Providence I was brought to some meetings of these people in London. I had heard various reports about them. But when I heard the testimony of Truth declared for myself, it was to my outward ear like a very lovely song (Ezekiel 33:32). Yet I did not feel the power working in my heart until it pleased the Almighty to touch it with that power. By it he opened my heart and set my sins in order before me. Then, oh then! I saw my woeful state and condition, even though I was in a profession and form of religion, as I have said. I saw that salvation is only in and through Christ Jesus, the gift of God and the light of the world, given by the Father as a Saviour to the ends of the earth (Acts 13:47). Now I found him a God near at hand, a discoverer of the thoughts and intents of the heart (Hebrews 4:12). He was a Judge standing before the door (James 5:9), and a reprover in secret, before whom I was made to bow and bend. In mercy he revealed my state and condition to me. Through the manifestation of his light and truth in my heart and conscience, he showed me the way to escape the many snares and temptations by which I had been overtaken and held captive. Now sin appeared exceedingly sinful, and the fire of God’s jealousy was kindled in my soul. In the sense and feeling of it I travailed day and night, for months and years. Sometimes in the bitterness of my soul I cried out: Has God forsaken me? Is there no pardon or mercy for me? Hath God forgotten to be gracious? hath he in anger shut up his tender mercies? (Psalm 77:9).


In this travail I was often assaulted by enemies within and without. I was sometimes exercised with fastings and watchings, for my sleep was taken from me. I ate my bread with trembling and drank my drink with complaining. Now my wandering mind was called home, and bounds were set to that nature which had transgressed the righteous law of God. When the floods surrounded me and the depths closed me round (Jonah 2:3, 5), even from there I cried, and the Lord heard me and delivered me. Then, sensing and feeling the mercies and goodness of the Lord, I was sometimes moved to say: Righteous are you, O God! and your judgements are true! And I cried further: O Lord, search me thoroughly; try my heart. If iniquity is found in it, let the fire of your jealousy burn up and consume everything that is contrary to your holy will. Let not your eye pity, nor your hand spare. But in and through Christ Jesus, the only Mediator and Saviour, give me favour with you, and life eternal, whatever it costs. The Lord would sometimes visit me with his thunders and earthquakes, and with his judgements burning like fire in my soul. At such times I have been made to cry out in the words of the prophet: Who among us shall dwell with the devouring fire? who among us shall dwell with everlasting burnings? (Isaiah 33:14). The answer in my soul was: He that walketh righteously, and speaketh uprightly; he that despiseth the gain of oppressions, etc. He shall dwell on high: his place of defence shall be the munitions of rocks: bread shall be given him; his waters shall be sure (verses 15–16).


But the end of my journey to the land of rest was not here. I found I had to continue my travel and press forward, for I saw that a distance is set between seed-time and harvest. The thoughtful farmer does not expect to reap as soon as the seed is sown. He waits for the appointed seasons, through many storms and tempests, until the blade appears, then the ear, and after that the full corn in the ear (Mark 4:28), according to the will of God. In the same way the seed of the kingdom is sown in the good ground (Luke 8:8). That ground is the honest and good heart, which, having heard the word, keeps it and brings forth fruit with patience (verse 15). He that believeth shall not make haste (Isaiah 28:16). Patience is a grace of a most excellent quality and reach. It gives a person power, or by and through it a person obtains power, to possess and enjoy his own soul in peace (Luke 21:19). It is worked by or through tribulation. Yet it is followed or accompanied by experience, and experience by hope, which maketh not ashamed; because the love of God is shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Ghost which is given unto us (Romans 5:4–5). Here is encouragement to press forward, even though we are assaulted with temptations and sufferings on the right hand and on the left. Having put our hands to the plough, let us not look back. Our happiness and everlasting enjoyment in the kingdom of God depend on our perseverance: he that holds out to the end shall be saved (Matthew 10:22).


What if persecution and affliction of various sorts and kinds come upon us, with the frowns of men, their contempt, disdain and reproach? What if imprisonments, with many other sufferings and exercises, attend us, and all manner of evil is spoken against us for the sake of Christ and the gospel? We ought not to despair or grow faint because of these things. For the crown of life everlasting will be the reward of all who hold their confidence to the end, and such are made partakers of Christ’s power and kingdom.


And now I declare this in sincerity of heart. The things I write here are not the fruit of what I have read about the exercises and experience of others, mentioned and recorded in Scripture. They come from the knowledge and experience of the power and working of the same Spirit of Truth in my own soul, according to the measure God has given me. I write so that I may encourage others who read these lines. I want them to know and believe that the Lord’s arm is not so shortened that he cannot save, nor his ear so heavy that he cannot hear. This is as true in our day as in the days of old. He is the same through all generations. He is one, his name one, his spirit, his power and his work one. His design is the same towards all the sons and daughters of men. Blessed be his holy arm of power over all for ever.


As there were fiery trials inwardly, so the Lord permitted outward exercises to come as well. There were imprisonments for not swearing, the scoffs and revilings of men, and loss of goods by distraint. These came for keeping a good conscience towards God, for not paying the hireling priesthood, for meeting with the people of God to worship him, etc. I have it in mind to give some particular instances of all of these, as they were inflicted on me for the testimony of a good conscience and for obeying the Truth. Through it all the Lord supported me and held up my head, so that the storms and tempestuous floods of persecution did not prevail over me. God gave me power, strength and courage to undergo with joy and gladness whatever he was pleased to permit to come upon me. He kept me from murmuring at his providence, or complaining at the losses that evil-minded men brought on me through envy and rage, for my testimony to the Truth in that day. One suffering was added to another. Yet God, of his infinite mercy and favour, to whom be praise and thanksgiving for ever, took from me all care and fear of what man could do to me. Instead he begot a cry in my soul: O Lord! keep me near to yourself — let me never forsake you, nor turn my back on your law. Let me never bring dishonour on your holy name and truth, nor allow them to be reproached through me, by my backsliding from you, or through evil conduct of any sort or kind whatever. The Lord has mercifully regarded my prayers, and has kept me until now. To him let my soul for ever give praise, honour and glory.


After the death of my first wife, by whom I had two children, a son and a daughter, I took as my wife, in the year 1659, Ruth Brown. She was the daughter of John Brown and Ruth his wife, of Wood Street, London. We first published our intentions of marriage at a meeting of the people called Quakers in Tower Street, London, namely at the house of Humphrey Bache. Some time after, at a solemn meeting of a few Friends gathered for that purpose at my house in Finch-Lane, already named, we took each other as husband and wife. By her I had two sons and three daughters.
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