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Righead: Birth, Schooling, and the Early Convictions


1648–c. 1670



I was born at Righead, in the parish of Kirklinton in Cumberland, about six miles from Carlisle and nearly as far from Scotland, in the beginning of the fourth month [June], 1648. My father’s name was Thomas Story. He was a younger brother of the family of the Storys, who lived at Lake in that parish. My mother’s name was Elizabeth Parret, eldest daughter of Christopher Parret, who had been priest of the same parish. He was an industrious man, and he bought the estate of land which I now possess and improved it to a good degree. I was the only son my father and mother had who lived to grow up, so they began early to give me education, and I gained the favour of most who knew me.


My father had been servant to Philip Musgrave of Edenhall, knight, of an ancient family in the county of Cumberland. In the civil war between the king and parliament Sir Philip was for the king, and he came through many jeopardies at the hazard of his life. When King Charles the Second was restored to the crown, Sir Philip stood in favour with him and was given great places of profit and trust under the government. He then rewarded my father for his former services. I was sometimes with my father when he went to see him. He directed my father to send me to his house at whatever times in the year he thought best, to learn breeding and good manners, as they call it. On one of those visits he told my father he had a son of about my age to send to the university. If my father would fit me with learning suitable for that place, he would send me there with his son and bear my charge.


I was kept at school until the time came for me to go up. But when it came my mother was not willing. Her reason was this: if I were educated at the college, it was doubtful whether I would ever come to live in the country. It might happen that I would sell the land and live elsewhere; and considering that I was likely to have enough to live upon, she would not consent that I should go.


I may say that God, who created man in his own image for a purpose of his glory, has regard to man and to his future happiness. This appears in his patience and long-suffering, which have led many to repentance. And it appears the more when we consider their former disobedience, and their rebellion against his law written in their hearts and against his good spirit, which he has put in their inward parts.


Among the many thousands of the disobedient and rebellious to whom the Lord extended mercy, in his love and unspeakable kindness, in and through his dear Son Christ Jesus, I was one. The Lord called me by his grace when I was young in years and preserved me from many evils I was prone to, as others are. I scarcely knew it was the Lord. But I felt there was something near me and with me from a child that inclined my heart to seek after the Lord and to read the Holy Scriptures.


As I grew up to years of understanding I was sober, and more moderate than some others. Yet the place where I lived was on the border of England, where wickedness of the grossest sort had swelled to a great height. Theft, robbery, and bloodshed were very frequent there, with many other crying sins, so that hell in that sense had opened her mouth. The remembrance of it much affects my heart with sorrow. I think of those who are gone, who were only an age before me, and of several others who have been made large partakers of the mercy of God. The Lord in his free love plucked us as brands out of the fire, and preserved us from the gross evils the generations before us were found in. This I feel to be an obligation never to be forgotten.


The Lord was pleased to get himself a name in the earth by calling us to be a people to his praise, who were as the outcasts of the nation. He began this by working in the hearts of a young generation while we were still tender in age, and I was one of them. We fell far short of having an eye to the Lord in all our undertakings; yet he did not fall short in having an eye over us for good. I was brought up in a public house, my father and mother keeping an inn where people of many sorts resorted. Even so, the Lord preserved me beyond many from the sin of drunkenness, and I never loved the excessive smoking of tobacco.


Yet as I grew in years I was drawn after the vain pastimes that are in the world: shooting with guns and bows, and following those who played at cards. I was successful at play, and my mind was as much taken up with that foolish practice as with anything. For this the Lord gave me a sore rebuke within myself. I was sensible of trouble of conscience for many days, and I consulted with myself what to do — not knowing one man who judged the thing unlawful.


Then the old enemy appeared in my heart and brought a fair pretence with him: that I might safely play at any time except on First-day [Sunday] nights, which was a practice among us. That gave me a little ease for a time, and I kept to it. Then a fear entered my mind, so that I dared not join with young people in their pastimes. Light began to appear more, and I saw that we must be more religious than we had been. But the enemy would suggest to me that I was young and might live long, and that it was time enough for me to be religious when I was married. Here I rested for some years, though often under trouble, believing that I must live more godly or else I could not enter God’s kingdom.


When I was about eighteen my father and mother were desirous that I should marry a young woman whose parents were of good repute in the country. It was a weighty concern to me. Under the sense of it I prayed to the Lord in the night season that if the match were for our good it might come to pass, and if not, that it might not. About this time my heart came to be more and more opened, and I saw the danger both of poverty and of riches. At a certain time I retired, and the saying of the wise man came into my remembrance, and I prayed to the Lord to give me neither poverty nor riches; for I saw there was danger on both hands. And though I desired to keep company with the soberest people, I was often under great affliction of mind.


When I was at any time with the profane, if I shared their joy at night, sorrow came in the morning. While I remained in this condition a great fever came into the country and many were dying. When it entered my house and my wife was taken ill of it, I was persuaded to go to a blind woman who pretended she could do great things and who undertook to tell what was to come. I asked her whether I should take the distemper. She told me no, and I believed her. But then the Lord visited me with sickness. There was my disobedience on the one hand, and my believing her on the other, which I looked upon as distrusting God. This brought such horror and trouble of mind upon me that I concluded I had no hopes of mercy if I died then.


My mother was in great trouble for me and would have comforted me with the thought that I exceeded others in my life and conversation. But I could not believe there was any favour for me at the Lord’s hand unless he should restore me to health and I become a new man. I saw that I was not to regard soothsayers, or any who pretend to tell things to come, since they are themselves out of the life of righteousness.


Under this great distress and anguish of soul I cried mightily to the Lord that he would spare me yet a while. That saying came into my mind, that the prayer of the righteous availeth much. Not knowing but that the priest might be one of those the Lord would hear, I had a mind that he should come. When he came he wanted his book and could not pray, so I was disappointed. Yet I may say that though every other help failed me, the Lord never failed. He was pleased to restore me, and when I was restored he inclined my heart to seek after him.


I thought it my duty to pray to the Lord often, in secret places, that he would show me the way I should walk in. The trouble of mind I was under had satisfied me that I was out of the way. Since prayer seemed to me to be a duty, I thought it my place to wait upon the Lord and feel what would open upon my mind to supplicate him for, rather than pray by form. But having little answer of well-done from the Lord, I grew weary. My prayers became more and more formal, and my distress increased.


Then I began to suspect that I had not been as diligent as I should have been in my devotion during our worship, though I went to it frequently. So I resolved that from then on I would go to church with the first, and hear and observe every word the priest said. But I saw that all I could do signified little. I was not to sing; nor did I dare open my mouth as the others did, but sat solitary.


Then the Lord showed me the effect of the priests’ ministry. They could tell what sin was, and what the reward of the righteous would be, and what the reward of the wicked. But how to come out of sin — which was the thing I wanted to know — on that they left me at a loss. This lessened their esteem in my view. I read much of the Scriptures and could talk of them.
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