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Through the Lines to New York


1778



In the year 1778 he had a prospect of religious duty, which brought much close exercise upon him. He opened it to Exeter Monthly Meeting, of which he was a member, and the meeting united with it. He then set out on a visit to some meetings in New Jersey and in part of the state of New York. His companion was James Thomas, a member of the same meeting. This was during the Revolutionary War, and the city of New York was then held by the British troops. Traveling in our country was made extremely difficult by the great suspicion constantly stirred up in the minds of the contending parties. Each side supposed that anyone leaving home in this season of commotion must have some sinister motive. They believed such travelers would, given the chance, prove hostile to the cause for which that side was fighting. So in many cases those in power regarded even going to religious meetings as enough evidence of treacherous designs. They took the profession of religious duty for a plausible but insincere cover. Accordingly, after the two Friends had visited several meetings in the state of New York, they returned into New Jersey and were stopped by the military. Finding that they were innocent men, the soldiers released them. But soon afterwards they were arrested again and taken to Newark. After some detention they were sent under guard as prisoners to Princeton. There they were examined by the governor (Livingston) and council, being suspected of treason. Before them Abel Thomas made the following defense:


“The words of a prisoner who was given liberty by the Governor and Council to speak in his own defense, and who was supposed by law to be guilty of death.


“I am glad of the liberty to speak in my own defense before the Governor and his council. I hope you are moderate, thoughtful men, and that you will hear me patiently while I speak the words of truth and soberness. When at home, we live in Berks County, Pennsylvania. I have been regarded as a minister of the Gospel among the people called Quakers since about the twenty-second year of my age. In the exercise of that ministry I have traveled much in America. I have visited the meetings of Friends generally from Nova Scotia to Georgia, and many of them several times over. In this great work I have always kept the good rules of discipline used among us. When I have felt my mind drawn in love toward my brethren in any part of America, I have first tried to be fully satisfied whether it was the Lord’s will or not. Then, once I was confirmed by turning the fleece that it was what he required, I have always laid it before my brethren at the monthly meeting for their approval. I did the same this time. But I never before met with so much trouble on such an occasion. After I was fully satisfied that the Lord required it, I looked at the difficulties and dangers I would face in crossing the lines of the contending parties. Then I became weak and fearful. I thought I would mention my concern privately to the elders. I did so, but they gave me no encouragement to speak of it to the monthly meeting. I then decided to think no more about it, fearing it was a delusion. But the judgments of God for my disobedience followed me, so that even my nearest connections in life seemed withered in my sight. In this sad condition I came to a decision. I would try to obey what the Lord required, even though I might lose my natural life in doing it.


“I spoke of it to the monthly meeting, and after solid consideration they gave me a certificate. It is signed by the elders and heads of the meeting, and I have it in my pocket. We then set out on our journey and crossed the Delaware at Coryell’s Ferry. We visited the meetings generally until we came to the North (Hudson) River. We crossed it about four miles below Poughkeepsie and rode through the town some miles eastward to a meeting. In this way we visited the meetings generally in that government without any interruption, until we came to White Plains. There we were stopped by the guard. We told the lieutenant we were going to Mamaroneck meeting. He gave us leave to go, but afterwards sent a horseman after us. The horseman told us we must have a few lines from the colonel before we could go on. We rode back four or five miles to the colonel’s. He gave us a pass to go to Mamaroneck meeting, and from there we went to West Chester. After meeting we went down to the waterside to cross over to Long Island, but there was no boat there. We made a smoke as a signal to the ferryman on the other side to come for us, and he did. But he told us plainly what to expect: he was bound to send every stranger he brought over to the colonel’s at Flushing. When we were across, he sent a guard with us to the colonel’s. We told the colonel our business on the island. His answer to us was that if that was our business, it was a pity to hinder us. He readily gave us a permit to travel through the island. We visited eight meetings. I think we were at a meeting every day we stayed there. When our service was over, we crossed the Sound to New York, where we had two meetings. When we were clear of that place, we got a pass from the chief commanding officer there, with the help of our friends. It allowed us to cross the North River at Powles Hook. When we were across, I gave that pass to the colonel, who went upstairs into a private room. While I stood at the door, a man came up who was an officer, as I judged by his dress. He asked me if I was not afraid to go among the rebels. I told him I was innocent, and I was not afraid to go among my own countrymen. The colonel sent for me to come up to him. He gave me back our pass, with an endorsement on the back allowing us to pass the picket guards. He offered me a newspaper and told me I might amuse myself by reading it as I rode. I told him I had nothing to do with politics, and I had no inclination to read newspapers. He told me I was at liberty to do as I pleased, and so we parted. We had gone only a few rods from the door when a soldier ordered us to stop. He began to untie our greatcoats and search our bags.


“While we were in New York, our friends told us of a judge named Fell, who had been a prisoner there for thirteen months. When he was first taken, he was put in the Provost. He was a tender man, and in close confinement he was not likely to last long. We were told that ten of our friends joined together to do their utmost for his liberty in the town by negotiating with the officers. At length they obtained it by being bound in the sum of one thousand pounds for his good behavior in the city. The judge conducted himself so well that he gained the goodwill of the officers. They gave him liberty to go home to his family on his parole of honor. Our friends considered the difficulties we might meet once we were outside the English lines. Since the judge was still in town, they thought it best for me to go to him. A friend named Henry Haydock went with me. This friend had long known me, and he recommended me to the judge and made my circumstances known to him. The judge said he was a prisoner and could do little for me, but what he could do, he would. He told me he had a son, a major, who lived near Hackinsack. If I could find him and tell him I had seen his father, the judge believed he would show me kindness. And if the judge saw him before I did, he would speak to him about me. I asked him if he dared write a line to his son. The judge thought it unsafe. Instead he wrote his name on a small piece of paper and told me his son would know his hand. I have it in my pocket.


“We went on our journey from Powles Hook and traveled nearly twenty miles. Then we were stopped by the guards, and our bags were taken off and searched. We asked for Major Fell. They told us he lived many miles from that place. Instead they told us of a major who lived four or five miles back, and we went to him without a guard. That major examined us and searched our pocketbooks, and he saw Judge Fell’s handwriting, which he knew. Then he gave us a pass to the highest officer in Elizabethtown, which I have with me. We went on through Hackinsack and came to the Passaick River. We crossed the ferry to a little village, where we were stopped by the guard. Our bags were again taken off and searched thoroughly, but nothing offensive was found. Soon afterwards a major came along the road in a wagon. He stopped, came over to us, and in a very furious manner asked us where we had been. I told him we had been to New York. He asked me if I did not know there was a strict law against it. I told him I thought that law was not made for men such as we were. Then, in a great rage, he ordered the guard to take us down to Newark. There we were brought before a judge, a justice, and two majors. After examination we were sent to the guardhouse, where we were closely confined that night. The next morning we were sent for to the major’s house. A justice there read us the law, which we had never heard before. From it we understood that our lives were forfeited. We were then taken to the judge’s house, where our guard received orders to take us to the governor’s. The judge and his officers blamed us severely for not going to the governor’s at Poughkeepsie [in the state of New York] to get a pass to go to York or Long Island. But we did not know it was death by the law until we had ridden between thirty and forty miles below Poughkeepsie. Even then we did not know that a stranger could possibly obtain a permit from the governor to go within the English lines. As for the charge of deceiving the colonel at White Plains by not telling him we were going to New York: if he had asked me the question, I believe I would have told him the truth.


“When I heard it was death by the law to go to Long Island and New York, I was struck with a serious sadness, and I did not know what to do. To go forward was death by the laws of the land. To go homeward was death by the law of the Spirit of life. But after considering the matter calmly within myself, I decided to go forward. I made a strong resolution to keep myself entirely clear of the crimes for which the law was made. In doing so I would be innocent before God, and more excusable before my countrymen on my return. And I can assure the governor and his council that I have not knowingly or intentionally said or done anything that would injure any individual, or my countrymen in general. Let the governor and his council judge whether I am guilty of death, or of further confinement. If I am guilty, I must try to suffer patiently according to your laws. But if the governor and council should judge me innocent, I ask for a pass to go home. I ask that it give me liberty to go back by Plainfield, Rahway, Shrewsbury, Squan, Squankum, Barnegat, Egg Harbours, and Cape May. From there I intend to go home, if the Lord permits.”


It might seem that this was all he said. But his humility led him to leave out something further that he said to the council. He asked that, if his visit should be judged a capital offense that must be punished with death, he alone might suffer. He asked that his companion be allowed to go home, since his only motive had been to accompany him on the journey. The governor and council heard this simple, undisguised account. They were aware that nothing but a sense of religious duty could have led him to undertake such a journey, in a time of extreme difficulty and danger. So they freely granted the following pass, with the magnanimity that always accompanies genuine goodwill:


“Princeton, 26th May, 1778.


“Council of Safety, State of New Jersey.


“Abel Thomas and James Thomas, inhabitants of Pennsylvania, were sent under guard to the President and Council of Safety by two magistrates of Newark. They were charged with having been within the enemy’s lines in the city of New York and on Long Island without passports, and were suspected of designs injurious to the liberties of America. Having heard their defense, the Board is satisfied of their innocence. It has reason to believe that their journey to the several places they have visited was undertaken on a religious account. It agrees with the intention they declared to the meeting held at Maiden Creek on the 25th day of March, 1778. That intention was to make a religious visit to the meetings of Friends in part of the Jerseys and part of the New York Governments. The Board therefore discharges the said Abel and James Thomas from their present confinement. They further wish to visit the meetings of their friends at Plainfield, Rahway, Shrewsbury, Squan, Squankum, Barnegat, Great and Little Egg Harbour, and at the Capes. This government is unwilling to obstruct any society in the exercise of its religion. The said Abel and James Thomas are therefore permitted to pass to the nine places last mentioned, and then to the state of Pennsylvania.


“WILL. LIVINGSTON, President.”
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