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Earlham and the Awakening

1780–1798

Elizabeth Gurney was born in Norwich on 21 May 1780, the third daughter of John Gurney of Earlham Hall, a prosperous banker and hereditary member of the Society of Friends. Raised in a large, lively, and intellectually liberal household, she grew up shy, fearful, and by her own account "considered and called very stupid and obstinate." The early death of her mother in 1792, when Elizabeth was twelve, left seven sisters and four brothers without the steady spiritual anchor their mother had provided. For the next five years Elizabeth drifted in genial scepticism, longing for some firmer ground beneath her feet. That ground appeared, suddenly and decisively, on 4 February 1798, when the American Quaker minister William Savery preached at the Friends' Meeting in Norwich. In the journal entries that follow, we hear Elizabeth's voice at the turning point of her life: the restless, self-scrutinising girl becoming, by painful degrees, a convinced Friend.


Dagenham, Eighth Month [August] 23rd, 1828. — My earliest recollections are, I should think, soon after I was two years old. My father at that time had two houses, one in Norwich, and one at Bramerton, a sweet country place, situated on a Common, near a pretty village; here, I believe, many of my early tastes were formed, though we left to reside at Earlham, when I was about five years old. The impressions then received remain lively on my recollection; the delight in the beauty and wild scenery in parts of the Common, the trees, the flowers, and the little rills, that abounded on it, the farm-houses, the village school, and the different poor people and their cottages. My mother was most dear to me, and the walks she took with me in the old-fashioned garden, are as fresh with me, as if only just passed; and her telling me about Adam and Eve being driven out of Paradise: I always considered it must be just like our garden at Bramerton.

I had, as well as a fearful, rather a reserved mind, for I never remember telling of my many painful fears, though I must often have shown them by weeping when left in the dark: this reserve made me little understood, and thought very little of, except by my mother and one or two others. I was considered and called very stupid and obstinate. I certainly did not like learning, partly from a delicate state of health, that produced languor of mind as well as body; but, I think, having the name of being stupid really tended to make me so, and discouraged my efforts to learn.

My mother, as far as she knew, really trained us up in the fear and love of the Lord. I now remember the solemn religious feelings I had while sitting in silence with her after reading the scriptures, or a Psalm before we went to bed. I have no doubt that her prayers were not in vain in the Lord. She died when I was twelve years old; the remembrance of her illness and death is sad, even to the present day.

January, 1797. — My mind is in so dark a state, that I see everything through a black medium.

May 16th. — There is a sort of luxury in giving way to the feelings! I love to feel for the sorrows of others, to pour wine and oil into the wounds of the afflicted; there is a luxury in feeling the heart glow, whether it be with joy or sorrow. I like to think of everything, to look at mankind; I love to "look through Nature up to Nature's God." I have no more religion than that, and in the little I have I am not the least devotional, but when I admire the beauties of nature, I cannot help thinking of the source from whence such beauties flow. I love to feel good — I do what I can to be kind to everybody. I have many faults which I hope in time to overcome.

Monday, 21st. — I am seventeen today. Am I a happier or a better creature than I was this time twelvemonths? I know I am happier; I think I am better. I hope to be quite an altered person, to have more knowledge, to have my mind in greater order; and my heart, too, that wants to be put in order as much, if not more, than any part of me, it is in such a flyaway state.

December. — A thought passed my mind, that if I had some religion, I should be superior to what I am; I think I am by degrees, losing many excellent qualities. I am more cross, more proud, more vain, more extravagant. I lay it to my great love of gaiety, and the world. I feel, I know I am falling. I do believe if I had a little true religion, I should have a greater support than I have now; but I have the greatest fear of religion, because I never saw a person religious, who was not enthusiastic.

January, 1798. — I must die! I shall die! wonderful, death is beyond comprehension. To leave life, and all its interests, and be almost forgotten by those we love. What a comfort must a real faith in religion be, in the hour of death. I have a notion of such a thing, but I am sorry to say, I have no real faith in any sort of religion. If religion be a support, why not get it?

18th. — I am a bubble, without reason, without beauty of mind or person; I am a fool. I daily fall lower in my own estimation. I am now seventeen, and if some kind, and great circumstance does not happen to me, I shall have my talents devoured by moth and rust.



On 4 February 1798, the American Friend William Savery preached at the Friends' Meeting in Norwich. Elizabeth's sister Richenda recalled: "On this day, I remember her very smart boots were a great amusement to me; they were purple, laced with scarlet. At last William Savery began to preach. His voice and manner were arresting; her attention became fixed: at last I saw her begin to weep, and she became a good deal agitated."


Sunday, February 4th, 1798. — This morning I went to Meeting, though but poorly, because I wished to hear an American Friend, named William Savery. Much passed there of a very interesting nature. I have had a faint light spread over my mind, at least I believe it is something of that kind, owing to having been much with, and heard much excellence from one who appears to me, a true Christian. It has caused me to feel a little religion. My imagination has been worked upon, and I fear all that I have felt will go off. We had much serious conversation; in short, what he said and what I felt, was like a refreshing shower falling upon earth, that had been dried up for ages. It has not made me unhappy: I have felt ever since humble. I have longed for virtue.

5th. — My mind has by degrees flown from religion. I rode to Norwich, and had a very serious ride there, but meeting, and being looked at, with apparent admiration, by some officers, brought on vanity; and I came home as full of the world, as I went to town full of heaven.

Sunday, 11th. — It is very different to this day week (a day never to be forgotten while memory lasts). Today I have felt all my old irreligious feelings. What little religion I have felt has been owing to my giving way quietly and humbly to my feelings; but the more I reason upon it, the more I get into a labyrinth of uncertainty, and my mind is so much inclined to both scepticism and enthusiasm, that if I argue and doubt, I shall be a total sceptic; if, on the contrary, I give way to it, and as it were, wait for religion, I may be led away. But I hope that will not be the case; at all events, religion, true and uncorrupted, is of all comforts the greatest; it is the first stimulus to virtue; it is a support under every affliction.

7th. — I went to Meeting in the evening. William Savery's sermon was in the first part very affecting; he next described the sweets of religion, and the spirit of prayer. How he did describe it! He said, the deist, and those who did not feel devotion looked at nature, admired the thunder, the lightning and earthquakes, as curiosities; but they looked not up through them to nature's God. How well he hit the state I have been in; his prayer was beautiful, I think I felt to pray with him.

12th. — May I never forget the impression William Savery has made on my mind. I thank God for having sent at least a glimmering of light through him into my heart, which I hope with care, and keeping it from the many draughts and winds of this life, may not be blown out, but become a large brilliant flame, that will direct me to that haven, where will be joy without a sorrow, and all will be comfort. I now long to be in the quiet of Earlham, for there I may see how good I can be. May I never lose the little religion I now have; but if I cannot feel religion and devotion, I must not despair, for if I am truly warm and earnest in the cause, it will come one day.



In April, Elizabeth received a letter from William Savery in America. It ran, in part:


13th of Fourth Month, 1798.

Dear Friend,

It gave me great pleasure to receive thy kind letter. My attachment has not been more cordial or agreeable to any young Friend in England, and my heart leaped with joy to find thou art willing to acknowledge a state of hunger and thirst after righteousness, which if thou cherish and dwell in, thou never need to doubt, my dear friend, will eventually be crowned with the enjoyment of the heavenly promise, "thou shalt be filled."

My dear child, my heart is full towards thee. I fain would take thee by the hand, if I were qualified so to do, and ascend, as our Heavenly Father may enable us together, step by step, up that ladder, which reaches from earth to heaven; but, alas! my weakness is such, I can only recommend both myself and thee to that good hand, that is able to do more abundantly for us than we can either ask or think; and bid thee, for the present, in much Christian affection, farewell.

William Savery.




I think a dream I have had so odd, I will write it down. About this time, I believe, I never missed a week or a few nights without dreaming I was nearly being washed away by the sea, sometimes in one way, sometimes in another; and I felt all the terror of being drowned, or hope of being saved; at last I dreamt it so often, that I told many of the family what a strange dream I had. After I had gone on in this way for some months, William Savery came to Norwich. The day when I felt I had really and truly got true and real faith, that night I dreamed the sea was coming as usual to wash me away, but I was beyond its reach; beyond its powers to wash me away; since that night I do not remember having dreamed that dream. May I be made capable of acting as I ought to act; not being drowned in the ocean of the world, but permitted to mount above its waves, and remain a steady and faithful servant to the God whom I worship.


*   *   *
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