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Early Years, Marriage, and the Loss of Both Parents


Stone Hall and Wanstead; the school at Nottingham; the call resisted seven years; 1758-1814



I was blessed with tender parents, William and Lettice Knight, who watched over themselves and their families with religious care. They tried to keep us out of unsuitable company and to protect us from harm, and they took us often to meetings. They were very constant attenders themselves, though we lived several miles off, and neither the weather nor business seldom, if ever, prevented them. My dear mother filled the station of elder. She was an upright-hearted woman, remarkable for her integrity. My father was a minister, a man of a humble and contrite spirit, who feared God and hated covetousness. He was a good example to those about him, and much beloved by his friends.


In my early years I was sensible of the tendering impressions of divine love. I well remember being in the garden by myself, and not knowing what it was that so sweetened and affected my heart. For a considerable time I felt as though I could not leave the spot, and several times afterwards I took opportunities to retire and had similar feelings.


As I grew older, I often felt the prevalence of an easy natural disposition, giving way to indifference in the things that touched my best interest. I often wished something might befall me to rouse me out of such a spirit of ease and unconcern. After a while kind Providence, whose particular care is extended over us as we pass the slippery path of youth, inclined my heart to love him. He permitted me to have an illness which lasted some weeks, and which awakened me in some degree.


About the fifteenth year of my age I was sent to school, to Martha Winter of Nottingham, afterwards Martha Routh, whom I much esteemed. She was concerned to set her family an example in humility, and she watched carefully over herself, in case anything like passion should rise in her when things went crossly. This striving against her own natural disposition and temper was a striking example in her, and truly worthy of imitation. It made those under her care serve her from love rather than fear.


While I was at school I was beset with temptations to evil. The envier of my comfort often drew my mind into carelessness, and into forgetfulness of that precious influence of the holy Spirit I had been favoured with. Had I attended to it, it would have gathered me and kept me within the fold. Tenderness of heart was, in mercy, sometimes granted me, and I often repented in the night for what I had done in the day. I have lain awake many hours, pressed with painful feelings, while my companion slept beside me. Dear Martha always showed a Christian care over us. One evening, after reading, she was particularly led to pray for the preservation of the children of believing parents, and these words were uttered: “Oh, prepare them to appear before thee, clothed in white, that their parents may have to say, ‘Here are we with those that thou hast given us.’” The words sank deep into my heart, for I knew that I had religious parents. I often got alone and begged for preservation. One day I heard a boy in the street speaking wickedly and using the Sacred Name. I trembled, and breathed to my gracious Protector to preserve me from such hardness of heart.


The prospect of leaving school, which came about two years later, was a trial to me, for I believed I should be exposed in various ways. Some time afterwards I went to live with my uncle, John Stanley, at a farm of my father’s about three miles off. He was a solid, conscientious man, much given to retirement, and often walked alone in solitary places. He justly merited the testimony borne of him at his funeral: “An Israelite indeed in whom there is no guile.” He died the 22nd of second month [February], 1782. During the time I lived with him I was much tossed with tempest and not comforted, and tried with temptations that were permitted almost to overwhelm me. Yet being much alone, my heart was often poured out in secret to a compassionate Saviour for preservation, and I was at times favoured to partake, in some degree, of those joys with which a stranger cannot intermeddle. My parents came often and stayed a while with us. One day my father was sitting looking into the garden, and called me to him to show me the bough of an apple tree bent down by the weight of the fruit on it. He remarked, very instructively, that fruit-bearing branches must bow to the root of life within themselves.


About this time it pleased unerring wisdom to take to himself my dear uncle, who had kept a tender care over me. We often walked about four miles to meeting together, and he would sometimes enter into serious conversation along the way. I believe he would have loved me sincerely if I, like himself, had submitted to a self-denying life; but my spirit wanted much bringing down and humbling. In the day I was much employed. In the night I often felt sad, and watered my pillow with my tears. A belief fixed itself on my mind that it would be required of me to tell others that “the Lord is good” — for indeed I felt him so. I had many comforts as well as hidden exercises, which none knew but the Lord alone. The cry of my heart was, “Send by whom thou wilt send; send not by me.”


In the year 1782 I married Stephen Hagger of Hertford. I saw difficulty and trouble in my way, and so did my affectionate father for me. Yet he and I both believed that if I kept near the Fountain of life I should be preserved. I can truly say my heart was much humbled by the thought that I was doing what I believed to be my duty. As I was about to leave my father’s house outwardly, strong cries were raised in me that my heavenly Father might be near. In adorable mercy I found him so, in proportion as I attended to the “still small voice.”


It pleased the Lord to take my dear father on the 30th of eleventh month [November], 1787, from a state of much bodily suffering into never-ending joy. I spent about six weeks with him during his last illness, and it has afforded me many comfortable reflections since. He had his servants called in as he found his strength would bear it, and gave them advice suitable to their stations, pressing them to persevere in a steady care to act honestly. For us, his children, he also felt an earnest solicitude: that we might be careful to live in the fear of the Lord, and be a help and comfort to one another and to our aged mother. He was favoured with a calm and peaceful mind, and had full assurance of eternal happiness, which he expressed with much tenderness to several friends who came to see him. At one time he said he could adopt the language of the apostle: “I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, I have kept the faith; henceforth there is laid up for me a crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, shall give me at that day — and not to me only, but unto all them also that love his appearing.”


I felt the loss of my father much. Few loved a parent better, and few were blessed with one more worthy. Soon after this my dear mother began to decline, and died in about two years. She enjoyed a resigned mind, and there was every reason to believe she made a happy close.


I was now bereaved of both my parents. My family increased, and my trials with it. I felt I had none to look to but the Lord alone, and no helper like him in times of trouble. The weighty prospect I mentioned before overwhelmed every other concern, though I had given up to speak a few words in meetings of discipline when Truth required it of me. I believe that if the discipline is rightly supported, it must be by the influence of the same Power that moves to every duty. I have been sorry to see in some a disposition to be active in it without waiting long enough at wisdom’s gate. These have misled the weak and hurt the pure cause. In this time of deep exercise I cried to my gracious Redeemer that the weight might be taken from me and laid on someone more worthy. I knew myself entirely unfit. I longed to find an easier way into the kingdom than by the cross, and than by appearing and feeling so much a fool before men. Oh, it is indeed a strait gate and a narrow path to that part in us which is unmortified and will not bear the cross. But the resigned mind finds a precious liberty in the Truth, and finds too that there is no joy like the joy of God’s salvation. One time, as I was taking a solitary walk, a contriting impression covered me with a sense of duty. After I had resisted it some time, I heard the intelligible voice say, “Wilt thou neither be faithful in sight nor out of sight?” I kneeled down in the path, and though I uttered no words, the weight I felt was such that I believe I should not have risen if anyone had passed me. For many days afterwards my mind enjoyed sweet peace.


So I went on a long time, passing through many hidden baptisms. My dear friend Mary Prior of Hertford was a tender mother to me. She lived near, and was my constant attendant in many difficulties. One time, when my father was present, she addressed him very encouragingly, and prayed that a double portion of his spirit might rest upon his daughter. But oh, my remissness, and my falling off from duty in so many ways! I was one of a sad heart, and very apt to be cast down. The envier of my peace did not fail to use all his limited power to keep me so, and set many discouragements before me — that I had many times been unfaithful, and that those who were rightly called were made willing. I knew this to be a truth. But I did not consider that I was to be made willing by the power of the cross. Oh, he is a liar, and ever was! Mayest thou, my gracious Helper, never suffer my poor tossed soul to become a prey to his cruel malice. It was about seven years from the first time the belief had been sealed on my mind that I should be required to expose myself in public. Then one morning, before I rose from my pillow, the impression fixed on me that the next First-day [Sunday] morning would be the time to make a total surrender. The burden lay so heavy on me that I could hardly set one foot before another among my family, and I craved strength to stand in my proper allotment. When the meeting had been gathered a while, these words presented themselves: Lord, take away my stony heart and give me a heart of flesh, a heart sincerely devoted to serve thee. With the impression came a belief that if I did not give up, the temptations I had so long been tried with would be permitted to come on me with double force. I gave up. After the meeting my mind was favoured with a covering of quietness and love that I cannot express. That day two weeks my soul was humbled in prayer; I felt as if something drew me down on my knees. These acts of dedication, small compared with many, caused peace and love to flow in my heart towards my family and friends. I thought to myself that if I could only continue in this state, and taste no more of the bitter cup, the wormwood and the gall, I should have something like a heaven upon earth. But this is not the place of our rest.


[It appears that she was acknowledged a minister by Hertford monthly meeting in the fourth month [April], 1794. In the year 1797 she removed with her husband and family to Enfield Highway, within the compass of Tottenham monthly meeting. About this time she felt drawings in her mind to pay a religious visit to Friends in Essex. But she lent an ear to the suggestions of her soul’s enemy and did not resign herself to this apprehension of duty, and so incurred the displeasure of her heavenly Father. She caused herself thereby — as she has been heard to say with tears — a long wilderness travel of many years, in which troubles and trials outwardly, and desertion and distress inwardly, were her sorrowful portion. Her husband’s outward circumstances were greatly reduced. Though she exerted herself to the utmost in helping to support the family, all her attempts appeared unsuccessful, and there were times when they were greatly distressed. The enemy of her soul did not fail to use these trials to plunge her discouraged mind still lower, and she resigned her seat in the meeting of ministers and elders in the year ——


In the year 1809 she lost a very promising child, and in 1810 she attended the death bed of her husband, who after much conflict of mind was favoured to make a peaceful close. But he who waits long to be gracious, and will have mercy on his afflicted children, was pleased in due time to say it is enough. He favoured her again, both with the lifting up of the light of his blessed countenance and with a gradual increase of outward substance, so that she was able to discharge all her own debts and many of her husband’s also. Yet even thus favoured, and permitted again to feel the influence of the divine Spirit constraining her to testify to others of the Lord’s goodness, she had many discouragements. She often made fresh work for repentance by withholding more than was fitting, for retracing her steps required more faith than a simple obedience at first would have done. In later life she expressed herself in this way, looking back on that time of trial: “I have abundant cause to admire and reverence the Great Name, that his preserving arm has been round about me, and that his tender mercies are lengthened out to me still. When I have mourned over my own infirmities, I have fully believed that had I been more resigned the grand enemy could not have caused so long a wilderness travel. But he knows I am one of a sad heart, very apt to take discouragement, and never more so than of late. Were it not for the sweet feeling of peace mercifully granted when ability is afforded to give up to what I understand duty requires, my little faith, like poor Peter’s, would fail. I should sink under the weight of my frequent unwatchfulness and my want of firmer resolution.”


In reviving these circumstances, which she would often speak of to her intimate friends with tears of gratitude to him who had delivered her out of all her afflictions, we hope the reader may draw warning, instruction, and encouragement. At the same time we feel it is like rearing a little altar of praise to him whose compassions fail not, and who enables the upright to hold on their way, fixing their hearts in humble trust on him alone.]


My brother, William Knight, died the 17th of second month [February], 1814, in his fifty-eighth year. “Mark the perfect man, and behold the upright; for the end of that man is peace.” He was buried at Chelmsford. A very large and quiet meeting was held on the occasion, and it was graciously owned by the presence of him who visited this my dear brother, and inclined his heart to seek and serve him through a life of affliction. Through his mercy my brother has no doubt entered the kingdom of everlasting rest.
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