

    [image: Journal of the Life of William Edmundson (1627-1712)]





A JOURNAL OF THE LIFE OF


WILLIAM
EDMUNDSON


That Worthy Elder and Faithful Servant of Jesus Christ





His Travels, Sufferings, and Labour of Love
in the Work of the Ministry


The First Publisher of Truth
in the Nation of Ireland


His imprisonments at Armagh and Londonderry, the stocks at
Belturbet, his three voyages to America and the West Indies,
and his labours through Ulster, Leinster, Munster
and Connaught for sixty years





by

WILLIAM EDMUNDSON

1627–1712


With the testimonies of the Provincial Meetings of Ulster,
Leinster and Munster, of Mountmellick Monthly Meeting,
and of his friend George Rooke


First published at Dublin, 1715


A Modern Edition

With Modernized Language, Scripture References,
and Historical Annotations


Friends Illuminated · 2026





First Ministry, and the Prison at Armagh


His first public ministry, his visit to George Fox in England, the settling of a meeting in Dublin, his imprisonment at Armagh, and his dispute with a priest and a justice of the county



# Chapter 4: Trials Inward and Outward, and the First Meeting at Lurgan


Recounting several difficult exercises he went through, inwardly and outwardly, between his convincement and the setting up of a public meeting at Lurgan.


While I was at sea, self reasoned hard with me to save the duty on my goods. I had the opportunity: my brother’s troop was quartered at Carrickfergus and Belfast, and they would have helped me by night or day. But I dared not do it. My conscience was awake and pleading for Truth, justice, and fair dealing. There was a great contest between conscience and self, and in that conflict many Scriptures were opened to my understanding, showing that duties and customs ought to be paid. Self struggled hard for the mastery, but at last it was overthrown and the judgment of Truth prevailed.


I landed at Carrickfergus, where a trooper readily lent me his horse, and that evening I rode home to Antrim, where my wife was living. When I came to the door my brother came out to greet me with his usual compliments; but at that instant the Lord’s power seized me. He was struck with amazement, went in, and sat down in silence. I was much broken under the power of the Lord in front of them, and my brother made no opposition at all — he received the Truth and joined with it.


I went back to Carrickfergus to bring my goods ashore, but the officers demanded an oath to the truth of my bills of parcels, and would not let the goods land without it. They were ready to seize them. I told them I could not swear, since it was contrary to Christ’s command. This struck them as a strange thing, having met nothing like it before. But the Lord’s Truth and testimony were precious to me, and after some time and much difficulty I obtained an order to bring my goods to the custom-house. My conduct toward the officers and the rest amazed them, and set off a great deal of talk and a variety of rumours about the Quakers, and about me in particular.


After I came home with my goods, the Lord’s hand lay heavy on me day and night. I travailed under a great conflict between flesh and spirit and was cast down with sorrow and trouble of mind. No one there understood the cause of my grief, and no one gave me a word of comfort to ease it. I would have gone a long way for the company of an experienced Friend. Sleep left me. Many nights, in great trouble of mind, crying and weeping, I longed for daylight; and when day came and my sorrows stayed with me, I longed for night again. In this restless state I had no one to talk to who had walked this path before me. Meanwhile the rumour of my condition spread among the professors of religion. Many came to stare at me, to wrangle and argue against Truth. Some said I was bewitched; others that I was going mad. So talk and rumour about me travelled a great way among the people.


About this time a man named Miles Bousfield came over from England to Ireland. George Fox had stayed at his house, and he had been convinced of the Truth to some degree and had come away on the strength of it. He was a great talker about religion, but a stranger and an enemy to the cross of Christ. Hearing of me and of the exercise I was under, he came to see me. I was not at home when he came, but he talked with my wife and spoke well of the Quakers and their principles. He seemed glad to have found such a companion in this nation as I was, and spoke of the comfort we should be to one another.


When I came home my wife told me he had been there and what he had said, and I was glad to hear it. I soon took my horse and rode twelve miles to see him, and stayed the night. He talked at length about religion and about the inward work of God in man by his Spirit, and spoke well of George Fox and James Nayler and of their doctrine, all of which I liked. But he said he had known these things before he ever saw or heard them, and he spoke a great deal about his own knowledge of God and Christ. I sat silent and listened closely, for I was cast down, poor and low in spirit — yet glad to have met a man so knowing in the things of God and in God’s work in man by his Spirit, who might advise me in the great trouble of my wounded spirit. His advice was that I should be cheerful and merry and pay no attention to the inward troubles that bowed me down. Those, he said, were the enemy’s work, designed to lead me into despair and destroy me by swallowing me up in grief. Since it was plainly evident that God loved me and had made me a chosen vessel of mercy, he would love me to the end, and nothing in me could hinder that love or frustrate his will.


This doctrine healed me without the cross of Christ or any self-denial, and it suited my will and my carnal desires exactly. I loved the Truth I had been convinced of, and I would gladly have kept it along with my carnality, my fleshly liberties, and my worldly pleasures and profits. So whenever the Lord’s power rose to bow me down under his cross, I would reason against it with the arguments Bousfield had given me, and by that means get out from under judgment. But this easy, shallow healing lasted only about a week. The Lord would not leave me there — praised be his name for ever — and his merciful hand preserved me. His power took fresh hold of my heart and my inward parts, bowed me under his judgments, and opened the eye of my understanding. It showed me plainly that something was alive in me that opposed the will of God, and that it must be crucified.


Then I saw where Bousfield stood, and everyone of his spirit with him. The wounds of my restless spirit were opened wider than before. Major Bousfield’s shallow cure was undone, and the false rest he had settled me in was taken away. Now I had no one to trust for counsel and instruction but the Lord — whose care for my preservation, redemption, and instruction was greatly evident through the many temptations and deep afflictions that came at me from every side, with many opposers and contenders. I was weak, but the Lord’s strength was made perfect in weakness. His Spirit and power increased in me through obedience to the cross of Christ, in which I was exercised daily, and so I grew acquainted with the Lord’s work of making me a vessel fit for his purpose.


The following spring I moved with my family from Antrim to live in the county of Armagh. I took a house and grazing for my cattle and kept a shop of merchant goods, and there I became the talk and the gazing-stock of the whole neighbourhood. Professors of religion watched me narrowly, hoping to catch me out and so discredit the principles of Truth I professed. But the Lord strengthened me to keep watch over my words and actions, and so cut off the occasion from those who were looking for one against the Truth and against me. In those days the plain and proper speech — saying “thee” and “thou” to a single person — and keeping the hat on were strange things to people, and few could bear to have them used. They would answer with abusive words, and sometimes with blows or thrown stones. Keeping to one price in selling goods, asking it once and never coming down, was a great stumbling-block to most sorts of people. For a while it kept them from buying at all, until they came to see the justice of it. Everything in the world was rough and rugged then, and the cross of Christ was foolishness and a stumbling-block to them. My trials, inward and outward, were many and of many kinds — more than I can express. The Lord’s judgments clung close to me. I was made to love them and was willing to wait on the Lord in the ways of them. Sometimes when his hand grew easy with me I would be afraid he was about to withdraw it, and then my desire was that the Lord would not slacken his hand but search me thoroughly. His judgments had become sweet to my taste, and he often mixed them with springs of mercy, to my joy and comfort. Meanwhile the business of the world became a burden to me, though there were openings and opportunities to grow rich — by trading, or by taking land on lease, mortgage, or purchase — and I was well able to take them.


My brother was convinced of the Truth, and he, my wife, and I began meeting together twice a week at my house. A while later four more were convinced, and then the seven of us met together to wait on God and worship him in spirit and in truth. The Lord’s mercy and goodness were often stretched out to us, to our comfort and confirmation, in the appearing of his blessed Truth received in our hearts.


Some time after this, John Tiffin was moved of the Lord to come into Ireland in Truth’s service. He came to my house, stayed a while, and sat with us in our meeting, sometimes speaking a few words, which were edifying. Then a concern began to come on me to travel with him to some places. He had few words, but he was very serviceable. Our going out to fairs and crowded places set many people inquiring into the Quakers’ principles and religion. Sometimes we had discussions with professors of religion, but people in general were very shy and afraid of us, in case they should be deceived. The priests had turned them against us with stories and lies forged by the priests in England and sent abroad — too many to list here, and there is no need, since they are printed in several books along with Friends’ answers to them.


At that time few people would lodge us in their houses. In Belfast, that town of great profession, out of all the inns and public houses only one would take in any of our Friends. That was the widow Partridge, who kept a public house and received us very kindly. John Tiffin lodged there and often tried to gain an entrance for Truth in that town, but the townspeople resisted, shutting their ears, their doors, and their hearts against it.


Near that town lived a man called Laythes, who promised to let us meet in his house, and a day was appointed. We came at the time — John Tiffin, my brother, and I — but when we arrived, the man had gone from home, as they told us. We supposed he had gone deliberately, so that we could not meet there. His wife was a proud woman and would not let us meet in the house. A little way off, on the great road, three lane-ends met, and the three of us sat down there and held our meeting. People gathered around us. We were a wonder to them, and something was spoken to turn their minds to God’s Spirit in their own hearts. Exercises like this — carried out in much weakness and fear — spread the name and fame of Truth. Many honest people began to inquire after it and to see that the reports the priests had given them about us were false, which made them all the more eager to hear us. Some of them were added to our meeting at Lurgan, which was then held at my house.


Soon afterwards John Tiffin went over to England, but our meeting grew. Sometimes the Lord’s power and Spirit would move in me to speak a few words in meetings. I did so in fear, under a great concern that a wrong spirit might find an entrance and deceive me in the likeness of an angel of light, for I was conscious of my own weakness. Several people gathered to our meeting, were convinced, and received the Truth. So we got meetings going in several places, there being a great openness among the people.


About this time I felt some drawings on my spirit to go over to England and see George Fox, whom I had not yet met. I went, and found him at Baddesley in Leicestershire, where there was a great meeting of Friends from several places. When the meeting ended I went up to George Fox and he took notice of me. We went out into the orchard, where he knelt down and prayed. The Lord’s heavenly power and presence were there, and he was tender over me. I told him where I lived, that several had been convinced in Ireland, that there was a great openness among people in the north of that nation to hear the Truth declared, and that there was a lack of ministering Friends in the Gospel there. He wrote the following letter to Friends and sent it with me:


Friends, in that which convinced you, wait, that you may have that removed you are convinced of; and all my dear Friends, dwell in the life, and love, and power and wisdom of God, in unity one with another, and with God; and the peace and wisdom of God fill all your hearts, that nothing may rule in you but the life, which stands in the Lord God.  G. F.



He told me that when I came to Ireland I should go to Edward Burrough and Francis Howgill, who were in the south of that kingdom in the service of Truth. So after visiting Friends at Swarthmoor and some other places in England, I returned to Ireland and read the letter to Friends in the meeting. The power of the Lord seized on us there, and we were mightily shaken and broken into tears and weeping.


The priests and professors in the south of Ireland were so full of envy against Truth that they obtained an order from Henry Cromwell, then lord deputy of Ireland, to banish Edward Burrough and Francis Howgill out of the nation. A guard of soldiers was ordered to conduct them from place to place until they were shipped off. But the guards were kind to them and allowed them to hold meetings wherever they came, so that several people received the Truth and small meetings were settled in various places — among them one in Dublin.


About this time Richard Clayton was moved of the Lord to come to Ireland in the service of the Gospel. By the Lord’s directions he came straight to my house, as he told me himself, and stayed with us for some meetings. Then he was moved of the Lord to travel to Coleraine and Londonderry, and I was moved to go with him. He published the day of the Lord in the street at Coleraine, warning everyone to repent. We put up papers we had written in several places, one of them on the door of the worship-house. The professors were deeply offended and banished us over the water, giving orders that no boat should bring us back. We travelled the road toward Londonderry, lodging that night in a cabin in the mountains, and the next day came into Londonderry on foot. We got two meetings there, and several people received the Truth. The governor was at one of the meetings and was convinced, confessing that what we declared was truth; and he was very loving toward us as long as we stayed.


From there we travelled to Strabane, Clogher, and Omagh, then six miles across to Dungannon, and on to Kilmore in the county of Armagh. A number of honest, tender-hearted people lived thereabouts who wanted to hear Friends. We came to the house of Margery Atkinson, a tender, honest woman whose house I had visited before. She was convinced of the Truth and received us lovingly. We held a meeting there, and the tender people of the neighbourhood generally came to it. Most of them received the Truth in the love of it, with much tenderness, for they had been waiting for it. We settled a meeting there, and it grew large.


Richard Clayton went over to England. About this time two women Friends from London, Anne Gould and Julian Wastwood, came to Dublin and travelled up to Londonderry, having some drawings toward that place. After some service for the Lord there they travelled on to Coleraine, and from there through the Scotch country to a place called Clough — all of it on foot, in winter, wading rivers and struggling through dirty, miry roads. Anne Gould was a tender woman and was worn out by it, so she stayed at Clough. There the enemy worked on her, persuading her that God had forsaken her and that she had been brought there to be destroyed, until she fell into despair. I knew nothing of any of this. At that time my brother and I were at a fair in Antrim. It was late when we finished there, so we proposed to lodge that night at Glenavy, six miles along our way home. Before we reached Glenavy I came under a great exercise of spirit, and the word of the Lord came to me that my shop was in danger of being robbed that night. I told my brother, and we decided to press on home. We had gone about a mile past Glenavy when my spirit was still under a great exercise, the word of the Lord moving me to turn back toward Clough. I was caught between the two motions: to travel back on a service I could not identify, and on the other hand a shop in danger of robbery. It brought me into great straits, for I was afraid of being led by a wrong spirit. I cried to the Lord in much tenderness of spirit, and his word answered me that the thing drawing me back would itself preserve my shop. So we went back to Glenavy and lodged there. I slept little that night for doubts about the concern; yet I dared not disobey, for I knew the terrors of God upon disobedience.


Next morning my brother went home while I rode back to Antrim. Toward evening I came to Clough and took lodging at an inn. The country round about was generally settled by Scottish people and Presbyterians. When I came into the house I found Anne Gould in despair, with Julian Wastwood beside her. But when they learned who I was and heard my name — for they had heard of me before — the poor disconsolate woman revived for joy and gladness and got up out of bed, where she had been lying overwhelmed with trouble of mind. I saw then that my whole errand there had been for her sake. When we came to talk the matter over, I told them how I had been brought there by the good hand of God, led like a horse by the bridle, straight to the place where they were. At this they greatly rejoiced and praised God. The tender woman was helped over her trouble and came to see that what she had lain under was a trial of great temptation.


They had a mind to go on to Carrickfergus, then to my house, and then to Dublin to take ship for England. But neither of them would undertake to ride alone, so the next day I had to carry them behind me, first one and then the other. When we came to a very foul stretch of road I set them both on the horse and waded through the dirt and mire myself in my boots, holding them both on horseback with my hands. We came to Conyers that night and lodged there, and the next day I got them to Carrickfergus. Leaving them there, I rode home and sent my brother back with two horses to bring them to my house.


When I got home I asked whether my shop had been in danger of robbery. They told me that on the night I was under that exercise about it, the shop window had been broken down and had fallen on the counter with such violence that it woke the household; the thieves took fright and ran off. So I was confirmed that it was the word of the Lord that had told me the thing drawing me back would preserve my shop. I was greatly strengthened in the word of life to obey the Lord in whatever he required of me. I was far more afraid that my understanding might at some point be betrayed by a wrong spirit than I was of losing goods or of suffering for Truth; its testimony meant more to me than anything else. After these two women had stayed some time at my house and visited Friends, my brother sent them on horseback to Dublin, and from there they went to England.


During this period I travelled in Truth’s service, for the Lord had given me a testimony for his Truth in meetings and in public places, sometimes at worship-houses, where I met rough usage. Truth gained ground. Many received it and came to meetings; we had meetings in several places, and some were settled for the worship of God. About this time I was put in prison at Armagh for the testimony of Truth. The common jail was under repair, so I was held in a small room in the jailer’s house. Weak and contemptible as I was in my own eyes, the Lord was with me, and his power and dread were my strength and refuge. I was a terror to the jailer and his wife. If I came out of my room to where the jailer was, he would hang his head and not look me in the face. His wife would sometimes be tormented and cry out, for my presence was a torment to her, though I said nothing at all.


At this time a Presbyterian minister came over from Scotland, claiming to be visiting the churches, and with him came a Colonel Kerr. The priest came to lodge at the jailer’s house, since the jailer kept a public house. He arrived on a seventh-day [Saturday]. I had fallen sick and was in bed, and the priest lodged in the next room, so I could hear what was said. Toward evening many Presbyterians came to visit their minister. He read a chapter and expounded it to them, sang a psalm, and prayed, and then they left him for the night.


Early the next morning, the first day of the week [Sunday], Colonel Kerr came into the priest’s room and asked him what the apostle John meant by speaking so much about abiding in Christ, and how we are to abide in Christ. The priest gave him no answer, and he was left troubled and unsatisfied. At this the Lord moved me to get up, dress, and speak to the priest as he went out to his worship, for they had to pass the door of my room. I rose and put on my clothes, the Lord’s power strengthening me. Many of the chief Presbyterians came to accompany the priest to their place of worship. I stood in my doorway, and as he passed I asked him whether he was a minister of Christ. He answered that he was. Then I asked him how it was that he did not understand the doctrine of the earlier ministers of Christ. He was struck silent, gave me no answer, and got away.


I lay down again, being sick. Early the next morning Colonel Kerr came to my bedside and said he had heard I was under restraint for conscience’ sake. He was a man of tender conscience himself, he said, and sympathized with my sufferings, and so had come to see me and wished to have some conversation. He had heard I was unwell, but if I would get up he offered to help me on with my clothes. I told him I would rise and dress, for I felt the Lord’s power strengthening me.


He went out of the room. All this, it turned out, was only a pretext to make an opportunity for the priest and several of their elders and disputants to run me down and to triumph over Truth and Friends. I got up and dressed, and at once the priest, Colonel Kerr, Colonel Cunningham, and a great many of their leading men came into the house — more than the room could hold. For Truth’s sake I was greatly afraid of my own weakness, so I prayed secretly to the Lord for his help, and he was pleased to fill me with his Spirit and to be mouth and wisdom to me. The Lord’s power and the testimony of his blessed Truth were over them all. The priest was confounded within himself and, unable to keep still, went out and came back in several times. When the priest had finished, Colonel Cunningham took me up. He was a justice of the peace and a great disputant. We talked over a number of things, too tedious to set down in detail, but the Lord’s power defeated him; his mouth was stopped and he sat silent. Then my heart and tongue were full of the word of life to declare the way of Truth to them, and they went away quiet. The Lord’s power and testimony were over them — everlasting praises to his great name.


In that morning’s work the Lord healed me of my illness. Afterwards I was brought before the justices of the county at the sessions, where the same Justice Cunningham was chairman. He had a nimble tongue, but he dropped the matter I was actually suffering for and wanted to dispute about religion instead. I would rather have avoided it, being unwilling to enter such a debate, knowing my own inability without the help of the Lord’s Spirit and power. But he pressed the discussion, so we went hard at it. He was so pinched by his own argument, and saw so clearly that the court had noticed it, that he grew angry and began to threaten me with his authority. At that a Justice Powel, a sober man on the bench beside him, stood up and told him he was not dealing fairly with me. “If you will dispute about religion,” he said, “you must come on equal terms — lay aside your authority as a justice and allow yourself to be opposed as well as to oppose.” He commended what I had said, and the people seemed satisfied; there was a great turnout from the country at that sessions. After some further discussion they set me at liberty, for they were ashamed of having committed me.
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