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Chapter 1: The Child of Earlham

1788–1803


Here we meet Joseph John Gurney at the very beginning: a tender, quick, sensitive boy growing up motherless in the lively household of Earlham Hall, near Norwich. This chapter traces the family from its Norman roots and its early Quaker sufferings down to the eleven Gurney children who filled Earlham with music, study, and mischief — among them Elizabeth, who would become Elizabeth Fry. Watch for the quiet, central influence of his eldest sister Catherine, who stepped into the place of their lost mother, and whose long letter of counsel closes the chapter as Joseph leaves for Oxford at barely fifteen. It is a portrait of the seed being sown, early and gently, in a heart that would one day carry it far.





	- Joseph John Gurney is born at Earlham Hall, near Norwich, on 2 August 1788, tenth of eleven children.

	- The Gurney line descends from Norman barons; his ancestor John Gurney (born 1655) suffered imprisonment as an early Norwich Quaker.

	- His father, John Gurney of Earlham, is generous and warm, friendly to Friends though not strict in their ways; his mother, Catherine Bell, a descendant of Robert Barclay, dies in 1792.

	- The eldest sisters — above all Catherine, not yet seventeen — take up the mother's role in raising the younger children.

	- Joseph is remembered as a beautiful, gentle, studious boy, fond of reading and of his sisters' company.

	- A boyhood visit to the Buxtons at Colne toughens him and cements a lifelong friendship with Fowell Buxton; he also learns to swim, which later saves his life.

	- He attends school near Norwich and Hingham, where his Quaker upbringing is only loosely maintained.

	- In autumn 1803 he is sent to Oxford under a private tutor, carrying with him Catherine's long letter of advice.






Joseph John Gurney was born at Earlham Hall, near Norwich, on the 2nd of the 8th mo. [August], 1788. It was only when he entered active life that he took on the fuller name of Joseph John Gurney, in order to distinguish himself from his uncle Joseph Gurney, of Lakenham Grove, near Norwich. That uncle also had, at the time, a son named Joseph Gurney. The family of Gurney, or Gournay, is said to have sprung from a house of Norman barons who followed William the Conqueror into England and gained large estates here, chiefly in the county of Norfolk. The name of Gurney was honourably carried on in Norfolk through a descendant of one of the younger sons of an earlier generation — John Gurney (or Gourney, as he usually spelled his name), the ancestor of the present family.

He was born in the year 1655, and, despite his family connexions, began life in Norwich in somewhat straitened circumstances. Devoting himself in his youth to the cause of religion, we find him in the year 1678, at the age of twenty-three, already joined to the then oppressed and persecuted Quakers. On the 29th of the 9th mo. [September] (Old Style), 1682, the records of Friends in Norwich tell us, they were kept out of their meeting house and met together in the street to wait upon the Lord. While they were there, John Gurney and another Friend were violently pulled out from among the rest, as if they had been malefactors, and carried before a Justice of the Peace. Because they declined to give the required bail on such an account, they were committed to prison until the next Quarter Sessions. In the following year, 1683, he was again imprisoned for refusing to take an oath, and he remained in prison, under successive recommitments, for nearly three years. He died in the year 1721, having greatly prospered in his worldly affairs. What matters far more, according to the testimony of those who knew him, he had taken “particular care in the religious education of all his children,” and had continued faithful to the end.

His two elder sons, John and Joseph, were both men of marked character. John was gifted with much natural eloquence, and he won considerable reputation by the spirit and ability with which he successfully defended the Norwich trade before a Committee of the House of Lords, against some feared encroachments. He was later offered a seat in Parliament by Sir Robert Walpole, which he declined, judging it inconsistent with his religious principles under the law as it then stood. Religion had taken hold of his heart early, and around his twenty-second year, in obedience to what he felt was his duty, he had given himself to the work of the public ministry of the Gospel. In that service he laboured diligently for many years. The memorial about him puts it simply but forcibly: neither “the temptation of prosperity” nor “the kindness and esteem of great men of this world” could separate him from the truth of which the Lord had convinced him. Besides his many other descendants, he was the grandfather of Martha Birkbeck, whose daughter Jane became, as we shall see, the first wife of Joseph John Gurney.

Joseph Gurney, his younger brother, who toward the close of his life settled at Keswick, near Norwich, also became a valued minister of the Gospel among Friends. His Christian profession was richly adorned by a life of humility, benevolence, and moderation. He died in the year 1750, after a painful illness that he bore with exemplary resignation. His end gave a final proof of the truth of what he then expressed — that it had been “the business of his whole life to be prepared for such a time”.

His eldest son, John Gurney, was a man of great activity and energy; and, despite his extensive business dealings, he devoted much of his time to the interests of his own religious Society, to whose principles he was warmly attached. In the midst of remarkable worldly prosperity, it is instructive to note a fear he expresses in one of his private memoranda. He dreaded that his growing wealth might draw his children away from the religious habits and associations in which they had been raised. He left three sons, all of whom married and settled near Norwich. Richard Gurney, the eldest, became the occupant of the family home at Keswick when his father died in 1770. John Gurney, the second son and the father of the subject of this memoir, had already settled at Earlham before Joseph John Gurney's birth. Joseph Gurney, the youngest, lived at Lakenham Grove.

To anyone who has read the Memoirs of the late Elizabeth Fry and Sir Thomas Fowell Buxton, the character of John Gurney of Earlham will be familiar. Generous, ardent, and warm-hearted, he overflowed with kindness to everyone, uniting a remarkable activity in both public and private business with a keen intellect and wide knowledge. Though he did not strictly keep the habits of a Friend in every respect, he was accustomed to treat Friends with the warmest respect. His house was always open to receive their ministers, and throughout his life he held a decided preference for their religious principles. His wife was Catherine Bell, a daughter of Daniel Bell of Stamford Hill, near London. Her own mother was a granddaughter of Robert Barclay, the well-known author of the Apology. She is described as a woman of very superior mind and personal charms, who in her latter years became a serious Christian and a decided Friend. She died in the autumn of 1792, leaving her grieving husband the widowed parent of eleven children, the youngest not yet two years old.

The following list of their names may be useful. Catherine died unmarried, 1850; Rachel died unmarried, 1827; Elizabeth married in 1800 to Joseph Fry of London, died in 1845; John died 1814; Richenda married in 1816 to Francis Cunningham; Hannah married in 1807 to Thomas Fowell Buxton. Louisa married in 1806 to Samuel Hoare, died in 1836; Priscilla died unmarried, 1821; Samuel; Joseph [John], died in 1847; Daniel.

The mother's mantle, however, fell in a remarkable way upon the elder sisters, and above all upon Catherine, the eldest. Though barely seventeen at her mother's death, her capacities ripened into an early maturity that fitted her admirably for the needs of the moment. In her were blended a judgment at once sound and far-reaching, a quiet firmness and readiness in action, a sympathy quick to discern, and a noble unselfishness eager to supply the wants of those around her. Her advice — usually the result of a conference with her father, and sometimes assisted by her two next sisters in age — became law. It carried weight not through any authority of her own, but because it was illustrated by her own conduct, and because the younger members of the family felt it mingled with so much wisdom and sisterly love. Her method, if it can be called that, involved very little restraint. As a sister she preferred the gentler influences of example and persuasion; and as her own principles grew more decided, she sought above all to encourage a healthy self-control under the discipline of religion.

The naturally grave and practical temper of their sister Catherine hardly formed an exception to the general liveliness and gaiety that filled the household and left its members especially open to the many temptations around them. The evening dance, with its whirl of mirth and merriment, and the excitement of youthful daydreams gave way, in their turn, to days of industry and study, to concern for the poor, and at times to religious seriousness. The contrast was striking, and not without promise.

In this large family, Joseph John Gurney — or Joseph, as he was then called — was the tenth in order of age, with only one brother younger than himself.

“My first recollections of our dearest brother,” writes one of his sisters, “are of a lovely boy who, from his great beauty and his sweetness of disposition and manner, was a very gratifying child to his mother. He was so quick that he learned French words almost as soon as he could speak at all; full of tender feeling, of love, and of gentleness, and possessing a temper that nothing could irritate or make fretful. After the death of his mother he became closely attached to his sisters and very dependent upon us, always choosing to join us and to follow us in our gardening, building, and other projects.

“Joseph had been nursed by the gardener's wife, who lived in the park by the bridge. He was very fond of ‘nurse Norman,' and when he was five or six years old he would escape to her cottage and share the plain family meal with her children. We would amuse ourselves by following him, and would find him seated at the little table with the poor family by the cottage window.

“He was always studious and fond of reading, and had a real taste for his lessons, to which he applied himself with industry. Whether at school or at home, he had the character of a boy of unblemished conduct, fine disposition, and excellent talents.

“As he grew older, he became more and more delightful to his father and to his brothers and sisters. He loved to join the latter in their schemes of benevolence, and often went with them on their visits to the poor. His return home for the holidays was always especially welcome. His life and playfulness, his spirit and zeal in every pursuit, made his company most enlivening. He spent his holidays with great method, setting aside much time for study — reading Latin with Louisa, and books on serious subjects with Rachel. In the evening he would join our family circle to hear amusing reading while he drew”.

Many years later, Joseph John Gurney, in his autobiography, recalled his own impressions of his early life in this way.

“I remember that in the family order my three eldest sisters — Catherine, Rachel, and Elizabeth — were grouped together. After them came John, my eldest brother. He was followed by Richenda, Hannah, Louisa, and Priscilla, usually gathered together under the familiar name of ‘the four girls.' Samuel came between Priscilla and me, and my youngest brother Daniel closed the series. It was a real disadvantage to this circle of young people that Norwich, soon after my mother's death, was notable as the home of certain talented unbelievers. These men were the means of bringing occasional visitors to Earlham who combined decided democracy in politics with very low views on the subject of religion. But the God of all grace had better things in store for us. He did not allow us to be carried off into the cold regions of infidel speculation. Catherine, our eldest sister, was naturally of a sober mind, fond of reading that had at least some approach to serious subjects; and she gradually became the decided Christian. Her influence soon proved invaluable with her younger brothers and sisters. By degrees she became to them a check on the vanities of the world, a faithful guardian against loose and dangerous views of religion, and one who cherished all that is good and valuable, whether intellectual or spiritual.

*   *   *
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