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Chapter 1: A Life Remembered: Testimony and Early Experience (1718–1748)



This opening chapter preserves two distinct voices: the formal testimony of Nottingham Monthly Meeting, written after her death at ninety-one, and Ruth’s own account of her early spiritual life. We hear how a girl raised among faithful Friends in rural Nottinghamshire fell into vanity and was recalled by divine chastisement. She married a worthy husband, and at last surrendered to the call to public ministry—leaving her small children behind for the first time.






	The editor’s preface explains the origin and purpose of these memoirs.

	Nottingham Monthly Meeting’s testimony memorializes Ruth’s sixty years of ministry.

	Ruth recounts her youthful rebellion and her gradual return to obedience.

	She marries George Follows of Castle Donington around the age of twenty-three.

	After years of inward struggle, she first speaks in public ministry in the twelfth month [February], 1747.

	She sets out on her first journey with Elizabeth Fletcher, leaving her husband and two young children.







Late of Castle Donington, Leicestershire; for sixty years a minister.


Having been favored with the perusal of the manuscripts and letters of Ruth Follows, and believing that a selection from them would be worthy of preservation, the editor has ventured upon the present undertaking. It is upwards of twenty years since the decease of this our dear friend. Many of her remarks may therefore not be so forcible as regards the particular circumstances which occasioned them. Yet being written under lively feelings, and in themselves truly valuable, they are evidently calculated to promote the cause of spiritual religion.


Her memory is precious to many who knew her. A desire has often been expressed that something of her life and religious experience should be published for more general benefit. In offering the present memoir of our deceased friend, it is also apprehended to be in accordance with her own desire. She wished an evidence to remain of the sufficiency of divine grace in her own mind, and a testimony of her travail and solicitude for the welfare of others.


It has been the care of the editor to preserve her remarks, as much as might be, in her own words or manner of expression, as being upon the whole the best adapted to convey instruction to the reader.


Her situation as to outward circumstances was a humble one. Yet her example of devotedness to the service of her divine Master was very conspicuous, and in her beloved husband she found a true helper, one ever ready to promote her religious views.


The esteem she was held in by her friends appears in the testimony of the Monthly Meeting of Hardshaw East, respecting Martha Routh. It records that in the year 1775, in company with that valuable minister of the Gospel, Ruth Follows, she visited the meetings of Friends in some of the northern counties and Scotland. Martha Routh, in the early part of her own memoirs, remarks: “I often visited my dear and much tried friend, Ruth Follows, and sometimes accompanied her to neighboring meetings. Her company was useful, encouraging and edifying.”


In the extracts from her letters, it is also hoped much instruction will be found. They manifest a tender solicitude and great Christian care for the welfare of her own family, which she continued to cherish while engaged from home on religious service. Liverpool, Fourth month [April] 1st, 1829.



Testimony from Nottingham Monthly Meeting, concerning Ruth Follows.


This our dear ancient friend, was the daughter of Richard and Ruth Alcock, of Weston, in Nottinghamshire, exemplary members of our Society, who endeavoured to train her up in a religious life and conversation; yet, it appears from some of her memorandums, that she forsook their counsel and deviated from the simplicity of Truth, when very young; but being favoured with Divine visitations, she was humbled and brought near to the Lord, and in love with his chastisements.


In this state she was enabled, first to overcome one thing and then another, and expresses herself thus:—“Oh the peace that my poor soul enjoyed when favoured with the presence of the Almighty! then could I say rejoicing—‘In thy presence there is joy, and at thy right hand there are rivers of pleasure, and that for evermore.’”


About the twenty-third year of her age, she was united in marriage to George Follows, of Castle Donnington, with whom she lived in much harmony more than sixty years, and though both of them were in low circumstances, yet being first concerned to seek the kingdom of heaven and its righteousness, they were blessed with health and strength to labour honestly for their support, and witnessed the fulfilment of the promise, that all things needful should be added.


About the thirtieth year of her age, after much close exercise of mind, she was made willing to appear in public testimony and soon afterwards believed it her duty to travel in the work of the ministry, and at different times visited most of the meetings of Friends in this nation, and was twice in Ireland.


In her conduct she was truly exemplary: she was a diligent attender of meetings, even when very infirm; a sound minister, reverently waiting for a right qualification: her testimony was lively, clear and edifying, reaching to the witness in the minds of many. She was a sharp instrument in the Lord’s hand against every thing that defiled his house, and very desirous that the camp might be kept clean:—her words were accompanied with power, encouraging the faithful to hold on their way, and the unfaithful to return, repent and live.


Being gradually on the decline for some years, she suffered little bodily pain; and having done her days’ work in the day time, was favoured with a happy calm at the close of life.


On the 3rd day of fourth month, in the ninety-first year of her age, she quietly departed; and on the 10th was interred in Friends’ burying-ground, at Castle Donnington, in the county of Leicester.




An account of her early experience, including a few journeys after her first appearance in the ministry.


A short account of the Lord’s tender dealings with me, and how he visited my poor soul when very young in years:


My dear parents taught me, both by example and precept, to live a sober and godly life. My dear mother bore a faithful testimony to the blessed Truth, according to the manifestation received from God, who enabled her to be as a standard-bearer for his holy name. I believe I may say she has laid down her head in peace and is at rest from her labors. Although I had such parents, and was accounted much like my dear mother, yet after she was taken from us I left her counsel behind me. I trod her testimony under my feet, and took a large swing in vanity, frequenting such company as had like to have proved my utter ruin. But blessed be the Lord! He closely followed me with his sharp reproofs, and forever let my soul praise his holy name! He stopped me in the midst of my career and took off my chariot wheels, so that I could not overthrow nor yet keep the pure Seed in bondage. For he was pleased to let me see my state, and very often did he make me to confess my sins before him, and with tears implore his mercy. I can truly say I witnessed him to be a God hearing prayer. But, oh! Yet was I unwilling to forsake my iniquity, and was for reserving a part, such as I best liked. But the Lord who calls for the whole heart would not accept of a half-offering—Agag must be slain, and all that appertains to Amalek. 1 Samuel 15:33


Thus was the Lord pleased to visit and revisit me. Truly do I desire that I may never forget his mercies, which have been so very largely extended towards me. Blessed be his holy name! I was enabled through the might of his power, first to overcome one thing and then another, so that by degrees I was brought near to the Lord and made to love his chastisements. O, the peace that my poor soul enjoyed when favored with the presence of the Almighty! Then could I say with rejoicing:



“In your presence is fullness of joy; at your right hand there are pleasures for evermore.” Psalm 16:11




As I was thus made willing to obey the Lord, he was pleased to bless my undertakings. About the twenty-third year of my age I was married to a young man far more worthy than myself. I can truly say it was because he was well inclined that I had so much love for him as to have him for my husband. As it was our concern first to seek “the kingdom of God, and his righteousness,” (Matthew 6:33). Kind Providence was pleased to bless us with health and strength, so that we could honestly labor for the support of our bodies. We had not much else to trust to but our own industry. Our desire continued not to esteem these lower enjoyments above those that are unchangeable, but having food and raiment to be therewith content. So I can say we have not wanted, but have been favored beyond what we did expect. As we really loved the company of good Friends, several were sent to visit us, with whom we had comfortable meetings. How have our souls been refreshed in the love of our God! For this we have cause to bless his holy name, and to be truly thankful that he has been pleased to send his servants amongst us. We desire that he may still raise up more such worthies, who may be as valiants in Israel.


As I was thus brought near to the Lord and his people, he was pleased to show me that he had further service for me to do, which was to bear a public testimony for his name. But oh! The exercise this brought upon me, for I found self was yet for being pleased. I was not willing to be counted a fool, and was for being almost anything so that the Lord would be pleased without this, that I might not become a gazing-stock to the world. But the more I strove against it, the heavier was my exercise. The Lord was pleased to afflict me in a wonderful manner, which bowed my soul even to the earth. In the midst of this trouble I was made to cry in the bitterness of my poor afflicted soul: “O Lord, make me what you would have me to be. Lay me even with the dust, be you but pleased to raise me up again, and let me enjoy your presence as in days past.”


Thus did the Lord work in me. By the might of his power he made me willing to become a fool or anything, for his name’s sake. O, what peace did my soul enjoy when I had given up in pure obedience to the Lord’s requirings! This was about the beginning of the twelfth month [February], 1747, when my mouth was first opened in a public manner at our weekday meeting at Castle Donington, I being then about the thirtieth year of my age.


In a little time after, I heard that Elizabeth Fletcher, a Friend in Derbyshire, had a concern on her mind. She was to visit the counties of Huntingdon, Cambridge, Norfolk, Suffolk and Essex, so to London, in order to visit that great city. She was inquiring where she might meet with a companion who had the same concern. This took such hold of me when I first heard of it, that it struck like a dart. But I would not have consented to it if I could have had peace in the refusal, for I let in many reasonings against it and thought but few like me traveled. I could not see how way was to be made without a great deal of trouble. Having just appeared in the ministry, and being a poor weak creature in spiritual things, I could not think what service I could be of to any, except it were to Elizabeth Fletcher, who was a very weakly woman. But I was made willing to drop these reasonings and leave all to the Lord, who can and does make way when we can see no way. So in obedience to his pure mind and will, I left all to his divine protection—my dear husband and sweet babes, my eldest about six and youngest about three years old. I thought this a great trial, and it seemed at times to come very near my life. But as I stood resigned to the will of God, he gave me strength in weakness, and his holy arm bore me up through many deep exercises that I met with in this journey.

*   *   *
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