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Fox's Southern Travels and the Launceston Dungeon (1655–1656)


In the opening months of 1655, George Fox journeyed through the southern counties of England, convincing Baptists and others from Portsmouth to Cornwall. At Market Jew and St. Ives he fell into the hands of Major Peter Ceely, a Justice of the Peace, who committed him and his companions to Launceston gaol on trumped-up charges. There followed one of the most infamous episodes of early Quaker imprisonment: nine weeks before trial, and a farcical hearing before Chief Justice Glyn over the matter of hats. Then came confinement in the hellish dungeon called Doomsdale, where the jailer poured excrement on the prisoners' heads. Fox's bold testimony during the trial and his patient endurance under suffering drew many visitors and won new converts, including the physician Dr. Thomas Lower.





	Fox travels from London through Surrey, Chichester, Portsmouth, Poole, Dorchester, and Weymouth, convincing many along the way.

	A merry captain of horse is struck by Fox's words and gives up his excessive laughing.

	Fox is arrested by Major Peter Ceely at St. Ives and committed to Launceston prison.

	The trial at the Assizes before Chief Justice Glyn: the famous dispute over hats.

	Ceely's false accusation that Fox planned to raise 40,000 men and restore King Charles.

	Fox and companions are cast into the dungeon called Doomsdale.

	The jailer's extreme cruelty, pouring excrement on the prisoners.

	Ann Downer comes from London to serve the prisoners.

	Dr. Thomas Lower visits Fox and is convinced of the Truth.

	A Friend offers to lie in prison body for body in Fox's place.







Near the beginning of the year 1655, George Fox went from London to Surrey, Chichester, Portsmouth, and Poole. There William Baily, a Baptist teacher, and some others were convinced by Fox's ministry and entered into the Society of those called Quakers. Among them, Baily afterwards became an eminent minister.


From Poole, Fox came to Southampton and Dorchester, where he asked the Baptists to have their meeting house to meet in. They refused, so he sent them word that they might come to his inn if they pleased. Many of them came with their teacher, and they fell into a discussion about water baptism.


Fox asked them whether they could say they were sent of God to baptize people, as John was. He also asked whether they had the same Spirit and Power that the apostles had. They said they had not. Then he asked them how many powers there are — whether there was any more than the Power of God and the power of the Devil. They said there was no other power than those two.


Then Fox said:



“If you have not the Power of God, that the apostles had, then you act by the power of the Devil.”




His speaking had such effect that many substantial people were convinced that night. The next morning, as he was passing away, the Baptists began to shake the dust from off their feet after him.



“What,” said Fox, “in the Power of Darkness! We who are in the Power of God, shake off the dust of our feet against you.”




Leaving Dorchester, Fox came to Weymouth, where he inquired after the sober people. About eighty of them gathered together at a priest's house. Most of them were turned to Christ Jesus, who had enlightened them with his divine Light, by which they were reproved of their sins.


There was at that time a captain of horse in the town, who rode about seven miles out of town with Fox. This captain was of such a merry temper and so exceedingly given to laughing that Fox several times spoke very seriously to him about it. But it had become so customary to him that he would laugh at almost anything he saw. Fox still admonished him to gravity and the fear of the Lord, and spoke to him again when they parted.


The next time Fox saw him, the captain told him:



“When thou spoke to me at parting, the Power of the Lord so struck me, that before I got home I was serious enough, and had left my laughing.”




He indeed became a serious and good man. Being convinced of the Truth, he died in the real profession of it.


For brevity's sake, Sewel does not mention all the places Fox passed through, much less all his occurrences. At Kingsbridge he had good service. Returning in the evening to his inn, where many people were drinking, he was moved to go among them and to direct them:



“To the Light which Christ, the heavenly Man, had enlightened them withal; by which Light they might see all their evil ways, words, and deeds; and by the same Light they might also see Christ Jesus, their Saviour.”




This discourse did not please the innkeeper, seeing it hindered his guests from drinking. Hearing Fox speak so much of the Light, he snatched away the candle and said:



“Come, here is light for you, to go into your chamber.”




The next day Fox went to Plymouth, and from there to Cornwall. Travelling through the county, he came to Market Jew. Being there at an inn, he met with some trouble from the magistrates. He wrote a paper to show that the Lord was come to teach his people himself, by Jesus Christ.


This paper came accidentally to the hands of Peter Ceely, a Major in the Army and also a Justice of the Peace at St. Ives, where Fox came. Here Edward Pyot and William Salt, who were Fox's fellow travellers, were hauled before the said Major, while Fox was walking down to the seaside. Hearing this, he followed them and came also into the Justice's house.


The paper being produced, Fox was asked whether he would own it, and he said yes. Then the Major tendered them the Oath of Abjuration. Fox put his hand in his pocket and drew forth the answer to it, which had been given to the Protector.


A priest being present found fault with Fox's hair, which was then pretty long, and asked to have it cut. But Fox told him he had no pride in it. It happened also at other times that because of his long hair he was spoken to. But Sewel was fully persuaded that Fox had not the least pride in it. It seems not improbable that, seeing how some would make it a kind of holiness to wear short hair, Fox did the contrary. He meant to show that in some things there was a Christian liberty, for which we ought not to judge one another.


Fox and his companions were taken into custody and with a guard of horse sent to prison with this mittimus:



Peter Ceely, one of the Justices of the Peace of this County,

To the Keeper of His Highness's Gaol at Launceston, or his Lawful Deputy in that Behalf, Greeting.

I send you herewith, by the bearers hereof, the bodies of Edward Pyot of Bristol, and George Fox of Drayton and Clay in Leicestershire, and William Salt of London, which they pretend to be the places of their habitations; who go under the notion of Quakers, and acknowledge themselves to be such; who have spread several papers, tending to the disturbance of the public peace, and cannot render any lawful cause of coming into these parts, being persons altogether unknown, and having no pass for their travelling up and down the country, and refusing to give sureties of their good behaviour, according to the law in that behalf provided, and refuse to take the Oath of Abjuration, etc. These are therefore, in the name of His Highness the Lord Protector, to will and command you, that when the bodies of the said Edward Pyot, George Fox, and William Salt shall be unto you brought, you them receive, and in His Highness's prison aforesaid you safely keep them, until by due course of law they shall be delivered. Hereof fail you not, as you will answer the contrary at your perils. Given under my hand and seal, at St. Ives the Eighteenth Day of January, 1655.

P. Ceely.




By this mittimus it appears under what odd pretences the Quakers, so called, were committed to prison. Such reasons as are mentioned in it might be found and picked up at any time. Fox and his companions were carried through Redruth, Falmouth, and Bodmin to Launceston. Along the way they suffered great insolences, both from the soldiers that conducted them and from others, by the connivance of Captain Keat.


Being come to Launceston, Keat delivered the prisoners to the jailer. Many were greatly enraged against them. These prisoners used “thee” and “thou” to all, and did not put off their hats to any man. The enraged people expected that at the Assizes they should be condemned to be hanged if they did not pay that respect to the Bench. Yet there were many friendly people who came out of several parts of the country to visit them. It was about nine weeks from the time of their commitment to the Assizes. During this time, several got opportunity to speak with them. This had such good effect that many were convinced of the Truth of the doctrine held forth by them.


At the time of the Assizes, abundance of people came from far and near to hear the trial of the Quakers. Being guarded by the soldiers and the sheriff's men to the Court, they had much difficulty getting through the multitude that filled the streets. The doors and windows were also filled with people looking out upon them.


Being brought into the Court, Fox, after all was quiet, said:



“Peace be among you.”




The Judge, Glyn, who was then Chief Justice of England, said to the jailer:



“What be these you have brought here into the Court?”

“Prisoners, my Lord,” said he.

“Why do not you put off your hats?” said the Judge to them.




They said nothing.



“Put off your hats,” said the Judge again.




They still continued silent. The Judge said:



“The Court commands you to put off your hats.”




Then Fox began to speak and said:



“Where did ever any magistrate, king, or judge, from Moses to Daniel, command any to put off their hats, when they came before them in their courts, either among the Jews (the people of God) or among the heathen? And if the law of England does command any such thing, show me that law, either written or printed.”




The Judge, growing angry, said:



“I do not carry my law books on my back.”




But Fox said:



“Where is it printed in any statute book, that I may read it?”




At this the Judge said:



“Take him away. Prevaricator! Mark him.”




The prisoners were taken away and put among the thieves. But presently after, the Judge called to the jailer:



“Bring them up again.”




This being done, the Judge said:



“Come, where had they hats from Moses to Daniel? Come, answer me; I have you fast now.”




To this Fox replied:



“Thou may read in the third of Daniel, that the three children were cast into the fiery furnace by Nebuchadnezzar's command, with their coats, their hose, and their hats on.” (Daniel 3)




This plain instance stopped the Judge. Not having anything else to say, he cried again:



“Take them away, Jailor.”




They were taken away and thrust among the thieves, where they were kept a great while. At length they were carried again to prison. In the afternoon they were brought up again into the Court.


Fox, seeing the jurymen there, gave them a paper he had written against swearing. This paper passing from the jury to the Justices, they presented it to the Judge. He bid the Clerk give Fox that paper, and then asked him whether that seditious paper was his.


Fox said:

*   *   *
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