

    [image: Cover]





THE WORKS OF


THOMAS ELLWOOD


That Eminent Servant of Truth


(1639–1713)





VOLUME I


The Life


The History of the Life of Thomas Ellwood
Written by His Own Hand


With an Introduction by Henry Morley, LL.D.

Professor of English Literature at University College, London





A Modern Edition

With Modernized Language, Scripture References,
Historical Annotations, and Period Illustrations


2026





Chapter 1: Birth and Childhood in Crowell

1639–1649
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In this opening chapter, Thomas Ellwood humbly shares the beginnings of his remarkable journey, from his birth in rural Oxfordshire to the stirrings of a life that would intersect with history's great figures. Amid the shadows of civil war, young Thomas navigates family, education, and youthful adventures, all while the seeds of his spiritual awakening quietly take root. It's a gentle reminder that even the most extraordinary paths often start in the quiet fields of everyday life, guided by providence toward greater purposes.






	Born in 1639 in Crowell, Oxfordshire, to a well-descended but declining family.

	Family flees to London during the Civil War due to father's sympathies with Parliament.

	Befriends the Springett family, future Quakers, through parents' acquaintance.

	Returns to Crowell after the war; attends school in Thame but is removed early due to family finances.

	Engages in youthful sports, losing much of his learning, but avoids gross vices and maintains good company.

	Involved in a roadside confrontation defending his father, nearly killing a man in self-defense.

	Mother and elder brother die; family visits the Peningtons.

	First encounters Quakers in 1659, attending a meeting where Edward Burrough's words profoundly affect him.






My station has never been eminent, in the church of Christ or in the world, as others have been who moved in higher orbits; so my account may not afford such notable remarks as theirs. Yet in the course of my travels through this vale of tears I have passed through various and uncommon trials, which the Lord has been graciously pleased to support me under and carry me through. I therefore hold it excusable, if not commendable, to give the world some little account of my life. In recounting the many deliverances the Lord has been pleased to work for me, I may, by a grateful acknowledgment of them and a return of thanksgiving to him, set forth in some measure his abundant goodness to me. And it may encourage others — those whose lot it may be to tread the same path, and fall into the same or like trials. They may persevere in the way of holiness, and trust in the Lord with full assurance, whatever trials befall them.


To begin, then, with my own beginning: I was born in the year of our Lord 1639, about the beginning of the eighth month [October], so far as I have been able to learn. The parish register cannot be relied on, for it records not the time of birth but of baptism, as they call it.


The place of my birth was a little country town called Crowell, situated on the upper side of Oxfordshire, three miles eastward from Thame, the nearest market town.


My father's name was Walter Ellwood, and my mother's maiden name was Elizabeth Potman, both well descended, but of declining families. What my father possessed he received from his grandfather Walter Gray — just as he received his name, Walter. It was a pretty estate in lands, and more, as I have heard, in money. Gray's daughter and only child was my father's mother.


In my very infancy, when I was about two years old, I was carried to London. The civil war between King and Parliament was then breaking out. My father favoured the Parliament side, though he took no arms; and not holding himself safe at his country home, which lay too near some of the King's garrisons, he removed to London, the city then holding for the Parliament.


There I was bred up, though not without much difficulty, for the city air did not agree with my tender constitution. There I continued until Oxford was surrendered and the war, in appearance, ended.


During this time my parents formed an acquaintance and intimate friendship with the Lady Springett. She was then the widow of Sir William Springett, who died in the Parliament service, and was afterwards the wife of Isaac Penington, eldest son of Alderman Penington of London. This friendship passed down from the parents to the children, so that I became an early and particular playfellow to her daughter Gulielma. As such I was admitted to ride with her in her little coach, drawn by her footman about Lincoln's Inn Fields.


I mention this here because that acquaintance and friendship continued, and became one means of my being afterwards brought to the knowledge of the blessed Truth. I shall therefore have frequent cause, in the following account, to make honourable mention of that family, to which I am under so many and great obligations.


Soon after the surrender of Oxford, my father returned to his estate at Crowell. By that time he had need enough to look after it. He had spent, I suppose, the greatest part of his grandfather's money in maintaining himself and his family at a high rate in London.


My elder brother — for I had one brother and two sisters, all older than myself — was boarded at a private school while we lived in London. It was in the house of one Francis Atkinson, at a place called Hadley, near Barnet, in Hertfordshire. There he had made good proficiency in the Latin and French tongues. But after we left the city and were resettled in the country, he was taken from that private school and sent to the free school at Thame, in Oxfordshire.


There I too was sent, as soon as my tender age would permit. I was indeed but young when I went, and yet seemed younger than I was, because of my low and little stature. For some years it was held a doubtful point whether I might not prove a dwarf. But once I reached the fifteenth year of my age, or thereabouts, I began to shoot up, and did not give up growing until I had reached the middle size and stature of men.


At this school, which at that time was in good reputation, I profited quickly, having a natural bent for learning; at the first reading of my lesson I commonly mastered it. And yet — strange to think of — few boys in the school wore out more birch than I. I was never, that I remember, whipped for not having my lesson ready or not saying it well. But being a busy little boy, full of spirit, with a working head and an active hand, I could not easily conform to the grave and sober rules, and (as I then thought) severe orders of the school. I was often playing one waggish prank or other among my fellow-scholars, which subjected me to correction — so that I have come under the discipline of the rod twice in a forenoon. It broke no bones, though.


Had I continued at this school, and in due time been moved up to a higher one, I might well have become a scholar, for I was observed to have a mind apt to learn. But as soon as the republican government began to settle, my father accepted the office of justice of the peace. It was no way profitable — merely honorary, and expensive every way — yet he set himself to a style and course of living to match it. He had also removed my brother from Thame school to Merton College in Oxford, entering him there in the highest and most costly rank of a Fellow Commoner. So he found it needful to cut his expenses elsewhere, and the hurt of it fell upon me. He took me from school to save the charge of keeping me there. It was somewhat like plucking green fruit from the tree and laying it by before its ripeness. Such fruit will then shrink and wither, and lose the little juice and relish it had begun to have.


Even so it fared with me. I was taken home while still young, before I was well settled in my studies — though I had made good progress in Latin and had begun Greek. Being left too much to myself, to work or play with my books, or without them, as I pleased, I soon shook hands with my books by shaking them out of my hands. By degrees I laid them quite aside, and gave myself up to such youthful sports and pleasures as the place afforded and my condition could reach.


By this means I soon began to lose the little learning I had gained at school. Through continued disuse of my books I became at length so utterly a stranger to learning that I could not have read, far less understood, a sentence in Latin. I was so aware of this that I warily avoided reading aloud to others, even from an English book, lest I should meet a Latin word and shame myself by mispronouncing it.


Thus I went on, taking my swing in such vain pursuits as were accounted harmless recreations. I entertained my companions and familiar acquaintances with pleasant talk, by the mere force of mother-wit and natural parts, without the help of school cultivation. And I was accounted good company, too.


But I always kept company with persons of ingenuity, temperance, and sobriety; for I loathed coarse talk, and had a natural aversion to immoderate drinking. So even in the time of my greatest vanity I was preserved from profaneness and the grosser evils of the world. This made me acceptable to persons of the best note in that country. I often waited on the Lord Wenman at his house, Thame Park, about two miles from Crowell, where I lived. I held myself entitled to his favour in two respects: my mother was nearly related to his lady, and he had been pleased to bestow his name upon me, making large promises for me at the font. He was a person of great honour and virtue, and always gave me a kind reception at his table, however often I came. I have cause to think I should have received some advantageous preferment from this lord, as soon as he found me capable of it. There was not then so good an understanding between him and my father as might have been wished. But in a little while I was called into the service of the best and highest Lord, and thereby lost the favour of all my friends, relations, and acquaintance in this world. To the account of that most happy exchange I now hasten, and so willingly pass over many particulars of my youthful life. Yet one passage I am willing to mention, for the effect it had upon me afterwards.


My father was then in the Commission of the Peace, and going to a Petty Sessions at Watlington; I waited on him there. As we came near the town, the coachman saw a nearer and easier way than the common road, through a corn-field, and judged it wide enough for the wheels to run without damaging the corn, so he turned down there. A husbandman at plough not far off saw this, ran to us, and, stopping the coach, poured out a mouthful of complaints — in none of the best language — for driving over the corn. My father answered him mildly: if any offence had been committed, he must impute it rather to his servant than to himself, since he had neither directed him to drive that way nor knew which way he drove. He added that he was going to such an inn in the town, and that if the man came there, he would make him full satisfaction for whatever damage he had suffered. So on we went, the man venting his discontent in angry tones as he turned back. At the town, on inquiry, we learned that it was a way often used without damage, being broad enough; but that it was not the common road, which lay not far off and was also good enough. So my father told his man to drive home that way.
*   *   *
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