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Cornwall, London, and the First Spreading of Truth


1626–1656



Gilbert Latey was born of honest parents in the county of Cornwall, in the parish called St. Issey, in the month called February, in the year 1626. He was his father’s youngest child. His father was a yeoman who dealt in cattle, kept a malting, and ran a house of entertainment for travellers and others.


His mother came of the best family then in the parish. Her maiden name was Hocking; she was a gentlewoman whose brother married the sister of Attorney-General Noy.


Gilbert had three brothers abroad who were doing very well, and he wished to take up a trade himself. He was a promising lad, and a tailor wanted him for an apprentice. His father and the man agreed on terms, he was bound accordingly, and he served his apprenticeship faithfully — though his master was a very wicked and severe one.


Wanting to improve himself in his business, he went to Plymouth, a sea-port town in the west of England. There he was employed by one of the chief men of that trade, a great professor of religion who afterwards became mayor of the place. His employer would gladly have kept him longer, and promised him, for his encouragement, the best wages paid to any man in the town. But by this time Gilbert had a fear of the Lord upon him and a desire after him, and he saw how empty his master’s profession was. The man’s life and conversation did not answer to his words, and Gilbert grew uneasy and resolved to go to London. He went there about the month called November, in the year 1648.


He was sober in life and conversation, and his heart breathed after the Lord. So he followed the men of the best repute, those esteemed the most zealous pastors and preachers of that time. He would often hear four sermons in a day, and he was frequent in private prayer. The Lord beheld the integrity of his heart and prospered him, so that he grew into great reputation in the world. His trade brought him much business, and he was employed and respected by persons of the first rank in the kingdom.


Yet through all these outward enjoyments his desire was still to find peace with the Lord. In that seeking condition he went to hear whoever seemed the most refined, and passed from one of them to another, seeking the living among the dead. Among them all he could not find his soul’s beloved. They proved to be no more to him than the watchmen of the night.


While he was still breathing and seeking after the Truth, word came to him about the year 1654. Some men lately come out of the north were to hold a meeting at the house of Sarah Matthews, a widow who lived in Whitecross-street. He went there. He heard the Truth declared by that eminent minister of our Lord Jesus Christ, Edward Burrough, and the power of the Lord so reached him that he was convinced. He was directed to the light of Christ in himself, and he did not consult with flesh and blood. He gave up to the leadings of the Holy Spirit, rejoicing greatly that he had found his soul’s beloved. He resolved, through the Lord’s assistance, to take up his cross and despise the shame, counting all things but dross that he might win Christ.


Few are now left who came so early into the vineyard of the Lord. He was therefore willing, as nearly as he could remember, to give the present age and the ages to come some account of how the Truth prevailed. He wished also to name the ministering Friends who first visited this city and the parts nearby in those early days, and who were made instruments in the Lord’s hand for turning many from darkness to light. They are all gone to their rest now, but their faithfulness to the Lord and their great labours are still fresh in memory. Those who saw with their own eyes the jeopardies and sufferings they passed through in their obedience to the Lord cannot forget them. The Lord’s power is still the same, and it has plentifully raised up more witnesses, who bear a faithful testimony to the same Truth and power of God that the ancients came forth in. The Lord’s work prospers.


The first who brought the glad tidings to this city were Francis Howgill, Edward Burrough, Thomas Aldam, George Fox, Richard Hubberthorn, John Audland, Ambrose Rigge, James Nayler, and others. Many were turned to the Lord by them, and by his everlasting power their hearts were opened to receive his messengers into their houses — and to give up those houses for meetings in the service of the Lord.


Among these was Simon Dring, who then lived in Watling-street, and some time afterwards moved to Moorfields, where he went on holding a meeting in his house on First-day [Sunday] afternoons. About this time too, as already related, Sarah Matthews, a widow in Whitecross-street, had a meeting at her house, which was continued for some time on First-day mornings. There was another meeting at Humphrey Bates’s house, at the sign of the Snail in Tower-street; another at Samuel Vasse’s, at the Helmet in Basinghall-street; and another at Glaziers’ Hall in Thames-street, where Gerard Roberts was convinced. He then gave way to have a meeting at his own house, in the street called Thomas-Apostle’s, where ministering Friends generally met until the year 1666. Another meeting was at William Woodcock’s house in the Strand, between the great gate of Somerset-house and its watergate. There were several more in the suburbs and in Southwark: at William Shewen’s in Bermondsey-street, Daniel Flemming’s in Blackman-street, Henry Clark’s on the Bank-side, and at Worcester-house in the Strand.


The work of the Lord prospered, and many were convinced and made help-meets in the Gospel. Among them Anne Downer came forth in a public testimony; she was afterwards the wife of our honourable Friend George Whitehead. He too had a public testimony to bear for the Lord at this time, but his service lay in other parts, and he did not come to this city until about the year 1656. About the time Anne Downer thus came forth, Ruth Brown received the Truth, and was afterwards married to our Friend William Crouch; both are still living. The Lord also raised up his servants Sarah Blackbury, Ann Gould, and Elizabeth Peacock, who came forth in public testimony for the Lord, his name, and his Truth.


By about the year 1655 Friends found a concern upon them to have some settled meetings. This was for the sake of those who yet sat in darkness, that such might come and hear the Truth declared, and be turned to the Lord. A meeting was accordingly settled, and the place is a meeting still, known by the name of the meeting at Sarah Sawyer’s. The next public meeting was settled about the same year at the Bull and Mouth in Martin’s-le-Grand, near Aldersgate, and that also continues. Several other meetings were held about this time in Friends’ houses. One was at the widow Webb’s in Jacob-street, Southwark; it grew large and was moved to a public meeting-house provided at Horsleydown, where it continues. Another was in Spitalfields; it too was moved, and a public place was opened for a meeting in Wheeler-street, which has continued there ever since. Soon afterwards another was settled at Stepney, near Mile-end; that grew large, and was later moved, and a new meeting-house was built at Ratcliff, where it continues to this day. Another meeting was settled at the sign of the Peel, near Hicks’s-hall, and it likewise continues in the same place.


Gilbert was one of the first fruits to the Lord in this great city. Through the light of Christ he was furnished with quick discernment and sound judgment, and he was made serviceable in settling the church in discipline and good order. He long continued a pillar in the house of our God, and kept his integrity to the last.


Truth had by now gained upon many in various parts of the city, the suburbs, and the country nearby, and in these times of hardship and trial they offered up themselves and their houses for its sake. Among them were those worthy servants of the Lord, John Fielder and Ann his wife, who were convinced at Kingston-upon-Thames. As faithful followers of the Lamb they not only received the Lord’s ministers who laboured in his work and service, but gave up their house for a meeting-place, and a meeting was settled there accordingly. Oliver Cromwell, then called Protector, was much at Hampton-court, and so this meeting became of great service. Many were there convinced and turned to the Lord, and directed to wait in silence for the arising of the pure gift in themselves. Several who then belonged to Oliver’s household were also convinced at this meeting and continued faithful, and some of them are alive yet — that is, in 1706.


About the year 1658 there were several other meetings in the parts about the city. There was one at Mitcham for some time, where Friends suffered much; another in like manner at Croydon; another at Walworth; another at Lambeth-marsh; another at Thomas Hackleton’s on the Bankside, near the Falcon; and another on the Bankside near Southwark, at Henry Clark’s. These were all in the county of Surrey.


The Lord’s work prospered. The prophet Joel had foretold that in the latter times he would pour out his spirit upon sons and daughters, servants and handmaids, and that they should prophesy. In these times he has in some measure made that promise good, sending forth his servants and handmaids to make known his Truth and declare his name in the demonstration of his mighty power.


Among others called in this Gospel-day was Sarah Blackbury. She came to the town of Hammersmith in Middlesex, five or six miles west of the city, and desired that a meeting might be held there. The Lord so wrought upon Hester Matson, who lived in the town, that she received this servant of the Lord into her house. When her husband came home she told him of it and asked his leave for a meeting to be appointed at their house, and he consented. (He then worked at a brew-house in Westminster and rarely came to his wife and family above once a week.) But the old saying held here as elsewhere: “They shall say all manner of evil against you falsely for my sake” — for the evil-doers hate the light to this day. He was a man of a high spirit, and by the time the second meeting was to be held he had given ear to the calumnies and bad reports with which his fellow-servants and others had filled him. He would not allow the meeting at his house, in spite of his promise.


So his wife and a few others went on to Chiswick, a town to the westward by the water-side, hardly a mile further, and for some time held a meeting there at William Bond’s house. It was soon thought best to move nearer Hammersmith, and a place was provided near the Lime-kilns by the water-side, called the Hope, about mid-way between the two towns. Gilbert Latey was a frequent visiter there. After a while the meeting was brought back to Hammersmith, where it continued forty-nine years and remains a meeting still. All that time he attended it often and in some measure supported it, being as a nursing father to it; and the Lord blessed his unwearied love.


About this year a meeting was opened at Barking in Essex, which continues still, and another at Greenwich in the house that had been the king’s. Gilbert visited the Greenwich meeting often, and often at great hazard from the rude people, who sorely stoned both him and other Friends. When Friends were met, they would throw stones through the windows, and several were sometimes hurt. Through it all the Lord upheld and supported Friends, so that in spite of the enemy’s rage they kept the meeting up until King Charles came and took possession of the house.


About the year 1658 George Bayle, an apprentice in the New-Exchange in the Strand, was convinced. He was a very hopeful young man. Some time afterwards he went to France, and was never heard of again; it was supposed he had been privately murdered there for his zeal for the Lord and his Truth, in bearing testimony against their idolatry and superstition.


In these days Gilbert was not only made helpful to the Lord’s servants under their sufferings. By taking heed to the light of Christ he was given such an understanding that he saw the spirit of the world beginning to prevail again upon some who had received the Truth. Through the enemy’s subtle workings it was beginning to draw them back from the way of the Lord, and to set self up in order to gather a party. Against that he bore his testimony. He also withstood John Perrot, and gave his judgment against the exalted spirit that had entangled him and brought him at last into bondage.
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