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Introduction


On 17 January 1885, The Times published a letter from the Reverend J. Hector Courcelles MA which described the horrors of a railway journey between Richmond and Notting Hill. ‘In the neighbouring compartments,’ Mr Courcelles wrote, ‘there were some officers of The Salvation Army.* One of them rose and in violent language, began to address us on the most solemn of subjects.’ Worse was to come. ‘As the train stopped at Latimer station, there was another train on the up line and into the window of this, our zealous friends shouted, “You will all rot in hell.” ’ The letter ended on a plaintive note. ‘Should not the railway companies protect their passengers from this sort of behaviour?’


Had The Times of the period not been obsessed with the Salvation Army – describing it in turn as ridiculous, heroic, subversive, heretical, noble and duplicitous – Mr Courcelles’ letter would not have been thought important enough for publication. But for all its triviality, the complaint illustrated exactly what respectable opinion hated about William Booth and the great religious movement which he founded. Much of polite society regarded both the self-styled General and his Army as fanatical, presumptuous, intrusive and vulgar. Those were the characteristics – described by supporters as piety, indomitability, determination and simplicity – which made his extraordinary achievement possible. If William Booth had not been willing to make enemies, he would not have created the only remnant of the hundred-year Wesleyan schism that will survive, independent and self-confident, into the twenty-first century – a new church which, within a dozen years of its inauguration, boasted 3,000 ‘corps’, 10,000 full-time ‘officers’ and countless adherents in Great Britain alone, and had established outposts in Iceland and New Zealand, Argentina and Germany, the United States of America and South Africa. Unless he had been willing to offend there would have been no campaign for the undeserving poor – the preoccupation of his middle age. Nor would he have helped to change the nation’s perception of poverty’s causes and cures.


William Booth’s success was built on single-minded certainty. At first all that mattered was saving souls – a perfectly rational priority for anyone who believed that we are all born in sin, equally capable of redemption and destined for certain damnation if we fail to grasp the God-given chance of salvation. Even when he became concerned with the material condition of ‘Darkest England’, he regarded providing help for the ‘submerged tenth’ (a description he employed a hundred years before it was in common usage) as little more than a way of smoothing their path to heaven. Poverty was the devil’s weapon. It drove men to drink and women on to the streets. In an age when even radicals believed that self-help solved all problems, William Booth knew that some men and women were pointed towards eternal damnation by the circumstances in which they were born and lived. Economic determinism – which is what it amounted to – owed more to Marx than to Methodism. But William Booth, who never had time to waste on theories, was not concerned with the philosophical origins of his ideas. They were self-evidently true, so he accepted them.


The poor were his natural congregation and, at least in his early preaching days, the only people to listen to his sermons were the men and women to whom the indolent churches would not reach out. Like John Wesley, his hero and spiritual progenitor, William Booth believed in ‘active Christianity’ – the moral duty of God’s ministers to go out into the highways and byways and make them come in. His style of evangelism was a living reproach to every vicar in whose parish he preached and every minister whose circuit he invaded. He almost certainly never read a word of Milton in his life. But he too had nothing but contempt for the ‘blind mouths who scarce themselves know how to hold a Sheep-hook, or have learn’d ought else the least that to the faithful herdsman’s art belongs!’ The complaint that ‘hungry sheep look up and are not fed’ might have come straight out of one of his sermons. His wife Catherine was openly offensive about the failures of the traditional churches. Not only were they incapable of making or even keeping converts, they often turned men and women against religion. When she was barely twenty-five – and about to marry William Booth – Catherine published the first of her polemics against religious indolence: ‘Not more surely will the sprightly infant born in some pent-up garret (which has for generations been impregnable to the pure air of heaven) pine and die than will the spiritual babe introduced into the death-charged atmosphere of some churches.’


After Catherine Booth died – more than twenty years before her husband was ‘promoted to glory’ – the General’s detractors began to claim that the Salvation Army was her creation, and that without her it would wither and die. They were wrong. But without her it would have been a different movement, as William Booth, without her, would have been a different man. Catherine was not his inspiration, but she added a sense of direction to his sense of purpose. William Booth was lucky in many ways – not least in holding an uninhibited view of religion which matched exactly the robust psychology of the Victorian poor. But his greatest piece of good fortune was meeting and marrying one of the most extraordinary women of the nineteenth century.


Catherine Booth triumphed over every sort of adversity. For years her mother refused to allow her to attend school – afraid that her morals would be undermined by godless girls. So, being an intellectual by nature, she studied the Bible – the one book of which her mother approved – and became such an expert on the text that, in her early twenties, she was able to argue on equal terms with the most eminent biblical scholars of her day. Her greatest triumph concerned the dispute over ‘female ministry’. Catherine Booth insisted, with careful reference to the context, that God had intended more for women than the occasional right to preach – itself a scandalous notion. The female ministry would grant women authority over men. Even her husband had initial doubts about her radical view of church governance. But, step by step, he came to accept her heretical view. In thirty-five years of marriage he said little and did less with which she disagreed. Usually the agreement was instinctive and automatic. Sometimes he was convinced by the persuasion of the partnership’s stronger member.


Yet, despite her undoubted intellectual superiority and passionate belief that men and women were equal in the sight of God, Catherine managed to fulfil all the conventional obligations of a Victorian wife and mother. She was congenitally ill, yet in just over eleven years she bore eight children – all of whom survived, itself a remarkable feat for the middle of the nineteenth century. At the same time, she was travelling from end to end of Britain with her husband and becoming an evangelist in her own right. Indeed, when they first moved to London her fame amongst the Methodists was far greater than his. Much to his credit, William Booth – contrary to the mores of his age – never stood in his wife’s way. She, in turn, always changed from evangelist to wife when her husband needed her special care. There was a time when, although sick herself, she responded to William’s hypochondria by sending him away to recover while she ran his Methodist circuit as well as his family.


There was, however, one area of William Booth’s life which, despite constant and spirited attempts, Catherine was unable to influence. She failed completely to make him a scholar. It was not for want of trying. Before their marriage she deluged him with messages of encouragement, confidence and even warning. None of them persuaded him that time with books was well spent. Sometimes he replied to her entreaties with the doleful explanation that he had no capacity for study. More often he insisted that scholarship stood between simple believers and uncomplicated belief. At a time when Church of England clergymen read Latin and Greek and the Methodist leadership was built around Doctors of Divinity, William Booth’s triumphant ignorance made his assaults on the traditional church seem all the more presumptuous. The fact that Christ had been a carpenter was no reason for a pawnbroker’s clerk to imagine that he was entitled to lead a spiritual revival, and to claim that God had chosen him to spread the good news of salvation.


The simplicity of William Booth’s faith was his strength. It allowed no room for doubt or delay. It made him God’s soldier with no other duty than to march towards the sound of gunfire. But he insisted on drawing his own battle-lines. Before he was thirty he had preached for the Wesleyan Methodists, the Wesleyan Reformers and the Methodist New Connexion – as well as considering the merits of becoming a Congregationalist. And each denomination had, in his judgement, failed to realise his full evangelical potential. The dissatisfaction was more than the result of his justly high opinion of the power his preaching possessed. It was also the product of his rigid, if idiosyncratic, view of discipline. When he imposed it, there could be no relaxation or exception. When it was imposed on him, he insisted that he accepted no other authority than God. It was his reluctance – indeed refusal – to obey the orders of the established denominations, as much as his passion to take the gospel out into the back-streets, which made the creation of the Salvation Army inevitable. William Booth could never have been satisfied with a church which was not made in his own image.


His sins were arrogance and egoism and his excuse for those faults was the certainty with which he believed that God had called him to preach salvation. By temperament he was a travelling preacher – spreading the news of salvation wherever instincts and invitations took him, as did dozens of other Victorian evangelists. There will always be arguments about why he rose from their ranks to become a great international figure. Catherine certainly contributed to his success, but there are rival views about its fundamental cause – personal magnetism, unbridled ambition, simple good fortune or, as he certainly believed, divine intervention. Although it is only possible to marvel at what he achieved, opinions about what made the achievement possible will depend as much on the prejudices and principles of those who judge him as upon the evidence on which the judgement is based. The fundamental cause of his triumph remains his life’s enigma. But the nature of the techniques which carried him to glory – like the glory itself – are beyond dispute.


William Booth’s technique for encouraging sinners to rally round and remain loyal to his banner was ideal for the type of men and women at whom his campaigns were aimed. He was the greatest publicist of his age and generation. No opportunity to glorify the Salvation Army was ever missed. His children’s weddings, his colleagues’ imprisonment, even his wife’s funeral were all, in turn, exploited to popularise the great work in which he was engaged. He never felt shame, feared ridicule or flinched from danger. Even when, in old age, he became conscious of his patriarchal dignity and toured the world’s capitals taking breakfast with kings and tea with presidents, he still insisted on respecting the more embarrassing obligations of his faith. At a time when he was negotiating with half the British Cabinet in the hope of establishing a ‘Farm Colony’ in Africa, he insisted that Cecil Rhodes kneel down with him to pray in a crowded railway carriage. But he paid a price for the absence of both reticence and inhibition. The public persona that he acquired – bearded old fanatic who called himself a General and wore a frogged tunic with top hat and umbrella – made him ridiculous in the eyes of metropolitan sophisticates. It almost certainly denied him the place in history to which he was entitled as one of the most eminent Victorians. Cardinal Manning’s scarlet cassock, General Gordon’s fez and Florence Nightingale’s wimple were all acceptable to educated opinion. Booth’s bogus regimentals were not. So, one of England’s great social reformers – as well as one of the world’s greatest revivalist preachers – was and is continually underrated.


The idea of using the poor to recruit the poor – reformed sinners who brought the unredeemed to salvation – came to William Booth as the result of hard experience. At first he feared he would not be at home in the rough-and-tumble of a working-class revival. Then he found out that men who would not consider entering chapel were prepared to listen to a rousing sermon if it was delivered from the stage of a derelict music hall or the tap-room of what had once been a public house. He discovered too that, when a repentant sinner testified to the power of the Lord, men and women, as yet unredeemed, listened with an attention which they would not have offered a clergyman who had never sinned. So he recruited reformed drunks, redeemed prostitutes and discharged felons to describe their lurid sins and explain how much they had benefited from acquiring virtue. It turned his services into circuses. But it drew the crowds, and the bigger the congregations, the greater the number of converts. Critics claimed that he relied on carefully induced hysteria to carry his disciples to the banks of the river Jordan, but William Booth cared more about numbers than methods.


The idea of a missionary movement with military pretensions was neither a sudden inspiration nor the result of a carefully planned strategy. It came about haphazardly and almost by chance. The change of name from Christian Mission to Salvation Army was made, without much thought, as the result of a half-joke about ‘volunteers’ being an inappropriate description for the hard-working members of the Booth family. The military jargon which became a feature of both the Army’s rituals and publicity was the casual result of provincial zeal – local branches of the Christian Mission thinking that the promise to ‘open fire on the devil’ and ‘bombard sin’ would attract attention. Uniforms were introduced not to improve morale and increase ésprit de corps but because they protected the Army’s officers from the temptations of fashion and prosperity – not in itself an immense risk from men who lived so near to poverty that instructions had to be issued forbidding them to starve to death. Bands were initially thought to debase the spiritual quality of sacred music, but were accepted when it became clear that they added to the attraction of Sunday services. Flags were never discouraged. They were a spontaneous expression of the devotees’ enthusiasm, and were regarded as proper signs of pious commitment. Added together – uniforms, bands, banners and martial affectations – they made the Salvation Army irresistible to the more romantic Victorian poor. William Booth made the penny-plain Christianity of the traditional churches two-penny coloured and, in consequence, brightened some of the gloomiest corners of Darkest England. Men and women joined to experience the gaiety of God.


The Salvation Army offered sacrifice as well as service. The men on the general staff who passed for theologians may have argued about the possibility of ‘Holiness’ – the achievement of sanctification before death. But whether or not it was possible for William Booth’s soldiers to become saints, they had no difficulty in becoming martyrs. From the Army’s earliest days, they were in regular physical danger. Often the authorities regarded them as trouble-makers and refused to provide protection. So, throughout the General’s lifetime, his followers remained vulnerable to the gangs of thugs who were bribed by brewers and paid by publicans to break up meetings which called for total abstinence from alcohol, and from a special sort of hooligan who took pleasure in assaulting hymn-singing eccentrics who refused to fight back. William Booth invariably turned his assailants into recruiting sergeants. Instead of offering to shield his young recruits from danger, he posted them – men and women alike – to the front line. Volunteers who would not have thought of devoting their lives to a calm and contemplative Christian life signed up for death or glory – believing that one would lead to the other.


Because it was built on hope and survived on often reckless enthusiasm, the Salvation Army can take credit for innumerable little miracles – not sinners proclaiming that the love of God and the power of William Booth’s oratory had brought them to redemption, but men and women of a less dramatic inclination inspired by the Army’s compassion to do great work on behalf of their fellow men. Despite his contempt for philosophy William Booth actually created his own theory of social responsibility. Like most good Victorian principles it was expressed by analogy. If a London cab horse stumbled and fell, passers-by helped it to its feet without demanding an explanation of its misfortune. Men, William Booth argued, should be treated with no less compassion. He added that if inquiries were made into the reasons for human failure, most often the cause would be revealed as poverty and the vices – particularly drunkenness – that poverty encourages. He was concerned with the cause because he wanted to supply a remedy. But his principal message was the importance of not attempting – before the remedy was applied – to distinguish between the deserving and the undeserving poor.


Until 1890, when he wrote In Darkest England and the Way Out – an undoubtedly Utopian description of the better life he thought was possible – William Booth’s interest in social policy was far less pronounced than his wife’s. Indeed, it was during Catherine’s long and fatal illness that, returning home from a south London meeting, he became so outraged by the sight of men sleeping under bridges that he determined to ‘do something’. By then Catherine had waged, and at least in part won, her war against child prostitution and (much to her husband’s regret) embroiled the Salvation Army in one of the greatest scandals of the century.


Catherine was dying when William Booth began to write In Darkest England. Part of his plan for redemption by hard work had already been put into practice. The Salvation Army had run workshops, cheap food stores, women’s refuges and workmen’s shelters for years. In Darkest England demanded that such schemes be extended to cover the whole country, and include new enterprises which ranged from the renovation of worn-out shoes through the production of toys from old tin cans to the distribution of surplus food collected from the wasteful kitchens of Mayfair and Kensington Gore. The schemes provided an easy target for those who had always regarded him as absurd. But he did find thousands of jobs for the unemployed and, over the years, millions of beds for homeless and unemployed workers. Salvation Army vans still distribute tea and sandwiches under the London bridges where the sight of sleeping beggars so offended William Booth a hundred years ago. Most important, he argued for a new view of philanthropy. The Good Samaritan attempted to meet the needs of the poor rather than moralise about how the needs arose.


Yet, for almost half a century, William and Catherine Booth have been virtually forgotten outside the ranks of the Salvation Army. For that the couple’s early disciples must take some of the blame. They chose to portray the founding General and his wife as saints. As saints they were, at best, second-rate. As human beings they were remarkable by any standards – heroic, confident, indomitable and full of hope and love for each other and their fellow men. They represented – as much as Brunel or Bright, Paxton, Arnold, Livingstone or Newman – much of what was best in nineteenth-century Britain. They deserve a place in the pantheon of Great Victorians.





___________


*The trust deed setting up The Salvation Army stipulated that the definite article, with a capital T, was an essential part of the title. Having shown proper respect for that wish, Blood and Fire now reverts to common usage.




1


God’s Apprentice


William Booth was born on 10 April 1829 at 12 Notintone Place in Sneinton, now a part of Nottingham too near the city centre to be called a suburb, but then a distant and rarely visited village. It was only famous for ‘the high walls of the lunatic asylum from which inmates escaped with a regularity which aroused terror in children living nearby’.1 Sneinton was also the home of ‘Gentleman Morley’, the head of the great hosiery company which made Queen Victoria’s stockings. His son, Samuel, became a Member of Parliament and a major figure in Victorian Methodism. He would also grow up to defend and support William Booth – whom he never met when they both lived, several social classes apart, in Sneinton.


The baby – Samuel and Mary Booth’s third child – was baptised two days after he was born, a precaution which pious parents often took at a time when one child in three lived for barely a month. And the Booths had already lost one son in early infancy. The ceremony was performed at St Stephen’s parish church by the Reverend W. H. Wyatt, so blatant an Anglo-Catholic that his parishioners later revolted against his papist inclinations. On the way to the font, the Booths carried their infant along an aisle which was lined with statues of saints and martyrs – each one, in itself, an indication of Roman sympathies. On the day of the christening, the statues were draped in Lenten purple. William Booth – so often, in later life, accused of vulgarising Christianity – received an austere High Church baptism.


Eighty years later, William Booth wrote that he left the Church of England because, in his childhood, he found the services formal and unfriendly.2 He was not alone in that. The Religious Census of Great Britain – conducted on Sunday, 30 May 1851 – reported that the Church of England had been in decline for years.* More respondents described themselves as Nonconformist than claimed allegiance to the established Church. And, if the census’s detailed calculation is to be believed, a majority of soi-disants Anglicans (5,573,283 in total) ‘neglected religious ordinances . . . of their own free choice’ rather than because no Sunday services were held within their locality. England remained a devoutly Christian country. But it seemed to the new industrial working classes that the Church of England responded only to the needs of the old squirarchy. ‘For many years [before 1851] it had only infrequently and partially seen itself as a proselytising organisation.’ The Methodists did surprisingly little to tend the flocks which the incumbent vicars neglected – even, in some cases, introducing pew rents in their chapels. And pew rents were a barrier – often an intentional one – to regular worship by the poor. William Booth began to learn about the Church’s cold detachment in early childhood. His success in building a great international movement was the product of his decision to take religion to the neglected ranks of the disadvantaged and dispossessed.


The Booths of Sneinton were not poor. St Stephen’s baptismal records (which describe Samuel Booth as ‘gentleman’) certainly exaggerated the family’s status, but young William was not born into desperate deprivation. The family fortunes fluctuated. Sometimes a new business venture prospered. Sometimes it failed. The curse of William’s childhood was uncertainty.


When, in 1797, Samuel Booth of Belper married Sarah Lockitt, he called himself a nailer – though whether he owned a forge or was a craftsman who worked with hammer and anvil is not known. Sarah, who was ten years older than Samuel, died in 1819. In that year her husband was prosperous enough to erect a monument to her memory and, six years later, he could afford to visit Ashby de la Zouch in the hope that its healing waters would cure his rheumatism. But sometime at the beginning of the nineteenth century he invested in land and borrowed to build ‘artisan’s dwellings’ – homes for the new factory workers of the Industrial Revolution. The economic cataclysm which he hoped would make his future nearly destroyed him. The Nottingham enclosures which (by extinguishing common grazing rights) drove the rural poor into towns, flooded the market in land. The glut reduced the value from a pound to a shilling an acre.3 Samuel Booth was not quite ruined, but he was certainly brought down in the world.


By the time of his first recorded financial disaster, Samuel Booth had married for a second time. His new wife, the former Mary Moss, was born in Somercotes near Alfreton in Derbyshire and was to be described by William as the daughter of a prosperous farmer.4 Joseph Moss was, at best, a farm labourer, and may well have been an itinerant preacher who settled down to become an odd-job man. His grandson inherited the aquiline profile which, together with his early life as a hawker, encouraged the suggestion that Moss was a Jew – a theory later welcomed by William Booth’s most enthusiastic supporters on the principle that all the best prophets are Jewish. Whatever his spiritual origins, Joseph Moss fathered a devoutly Christian daughter who, after the family moved to Ashby de la Zouch, met Samuel Booth in uncertain circumstances. It was 1824 and he, a widower of forty-nine, had just lost his only son. She was thirty-three and, although by the standards of the time was unlikely to receive another offer, refused the proposal which Samuel Booth made within days of their first meeting.


The rejected suitor returned home to Nottingham, more offended than hurt. But in weeks he was back in Ashby where, as Mary Moss later told her son, he ‘pressed his proposals to the point where it was impossible to refuse’.5 They married and she bore him children at regular two-yearly intervals – Ann (1827), William (1829), Emma (1831) and Mary (1833). It is, however, impossible to claim that they, or their only son, lived happily ever after.


William was born in a house which, by the standards of the time, was substantial. And twelve years later – after one financial crisis had driven the Booths out of Sneinton and another one had driven them back – they were certainly not destitute. The 1851 Census revealed that resident at their new address on the corner of Bond Street was ‘William Billings, aged 12 years, domestic servant’. Whatever his previous trade, by then Samuel Booth had become an entrepreneur who ‘amongst other things bought shop-loads of crockery in Staffordshire and sold them in the markets of the Midlands’.6 Neither his enterprise nor his energy endeared him to William, who, at least later in life, despised his ‘money-making schemes and contrivances’. William Booth described his father as ‘a man of considerable force of character, high spirits and a sense of truth and honour combined with a strong desire to get on in the world who knew no greater gain or end than money’7 who led ‘a very unsatisfactory existence’.8 The tribute to his father’s truth and honour was a reference to a single incident. A friend, in desperate need of cash, borrowed against a bond which Samuel Booth recklessly underwrote. When the man defaulted on the repayments and was made bankrupt, Samuel Booth thought it his duty to repay all outstanding debts rather than just redeem the bond. His chivalry provoked the only recorded compliment that his son ever paid him. For William Booth was essentially a mother’s boy – an affection, perhaps even a complex, which was to colour his views on women’s role in society for the rest of his life. There is no great evidence to suggest that Samuel and Mary Booth were ever in open conflict, but their son always spoke of them as if it were his duty to take sides. And he was for his mother. It must have caused him great pain to concede the coincidence that ‘my father’s fortunes appear to have commenced waning almost immediately after their union’.9


William Booth’s only complaint against his mother was that she neglected him in order to guide and comfort his father ‘in all his business perplexities. She upheld his spirit in crash upon crash, as one piece of property after another went overboard.’10 It was William Booth’s habit to discount the early help which he received. Indeed he often spoke as if, until he met and married Catherine Mumford, his generous love was never reciprocated. But his true feelings for his mother are best represented in the outpourings of affection which are to be found in both his private correspondence and his public statements between his father’s death in 1842 and his own seventy years later: ‘I had a good mother. So good she has ever appeared to me that I have often said that all I knew of her life seemed in striking contradiction to the laws of human depravity . . . when my father died, my grief was all but forbidden by the thought that it was not my mother.’11


All that is known of Samuel Booth’s attitude towards his son is the claim that after committing some minor misdemeanour, the boy had to be saved from a thrashing by a friendly neighbour. We can however be certain that the family lived in constant insecurity. In October 1831 – the month in which Reform Bill rioters passed Notintone Place on their way to burn down Colnwick Hall – the Booths moved to Bleasby, twelve miles north of Nottingham. When their daughter Mary was christened in the local church, her father described himself as ‘yeoman’. Small-holder would have been a more appropriate description. The Land Tax assessment for that year listed him as renting ten acres from a John Webster. They were used, according to William Booth, to practise ‘fancy farming’ – either a derisive way of dismissing an attempt to make a new life or the local colloquialism for specialising in the breeding of rare sheep and cattle. The Booths remained in Bleasby – living in what is now called The Old Farm House – for almost four years. In 1835, when William was six, his father accepted that the agricultural experiment had failed and the family returned to Sneinton.


William Booth ‘learned his letters’ in the village school at Bleasby – a single vestry room in the parish church where religious instruction was given in the strict language of the Anglican faith. Back at Sneinton, in the house on the corner of Bond Street, Samuel Booth – who had probably become a jobbing builder, working out of what became known as Booth’s Yard – regained enough of his old prosperity to send his son to Biddulph’s school in Nottingham. Biddulph’s had been founded by local Methodists, but Sampson Biddulph and his son, Samuel, had turned it into a commercial enterprise. The Methodist connection was not, however, completely broken: Sampson Biddulph was a Wesleyan Local Preacher and when the new Wesley Chapel was opened in Broad Street in 1837, he was appointed one of the trustees.


The Broad Street Chapel – now a cinema – was a proclamation of Methodist power and strength in Nottingham. The six great pillars of its colonnade dominated the mean streets around it, and its main meeting room was designed to hold two thousand worshippers. The whole building, together with the land on which it stood, had cost £11,000 – a fortune by the standards of the time. It was to become the centre of young William Booth’s precocious religious life and the scene of his conversion. The room in which it took place is still preserved and private behind the cinema’s silver screen. Because of its size and splendour – and thanks to the trustees who paid the generous travelling expenses – the Broad Street Chapel attracted some of the most famous itinerant preachers of the day. Their oratory held the young William Booth in thrall. By one of the happy chances which so often helped him along his way – always identified by him as divine intervention – he was, despite his Anglican upbringing, present in the Broad Street Chapel during the visits of the great preachers of the Revivalist movement.


For most of his childhood, William Booth followed the faith of his father and attended Sunday School at the formal and unfriendly St Stephen’s church. But from time to time Sampson Biddulph as well as God pointed him in the direction of Broad Street. Not that, in old age, the General expressed much gratitude for what he learned. ‘The school did very little for me except what I did for myself . . . I never got a helping hand from anybody . . . It seems a pity that somebody did not take hold of my warm nature and see what could be done with me.’12 Nor, according to the recollections of old age, could the Methodists themselves take much credit for the historic moment when he ‘decided for the Salvation of God’. His conversion, he wrote, ‘came almost without the direct instrumentality of any individual’. The insistence that, his mother’s influence notwithstanding, he had found his own way to God became a constant theme of William Booth’s reminiscences. He was in partnership with the Almighty, who had sent Catherine to be his staff and comforter. But until she came along, no one intruded into the close and exclusive relationship.


There were, however, a whole series of incidents in his boyhood for which William Booth might have felt he owed some gratitude to his Methodist friends and neighbours. When he was seven a school-fellow persuaded him to sign the pledge of total abstinence from alcohol – an event not quite so bizarre as it now sounds since, although teetotalism had not then become an obligation of Wesleyanism, those who believed it to be a moral necessity often persuaded uncomprehending children to swear that they would eschew the demon drink for ever. He ‘kept the pledge for seven years, without any encouragement from the family. They took intoxicants in moderation.’13 Even after the pledge was broken, William – sickly and almost morbidly concerned with his health – only took restorative brandy and recuperative port. But when Catherine Mumford came into his life even that was ended by her unyielding insistence that alcohol’s power to restore health was almost as overvalued as its capacity for encouraging sin was underrated.


According to Salvationist folklore, fostered in his time by William Booth himself, a second messenger of God came to him during his teetotal schooldays and beckoned him from the established Church towards nonconformity. A mysterious couple thought that he looked like their long dead son and, in an attempt to integrate him into their family, took him with them to Sunday services at the Broad Street Chapel. Then a cousin, later described as ‘a shoemaker who lived a separate and spiritual life’, taught him that religion is ‘something that comes from outside you’.14


Victorian boyhoods were mostly strange by the standards of the late twentieth century. William Booth was particularly moved by the way in which his town responded to the public execution of a labourer who had killed his wife and children. Twelve spectators died in the crush around the scaffold – an event which might have occurred in one of Thomas Hardy’s short stories. William’s morbid interest in death – and his certainty of divine retribution – was increased by the news that an adulterous Anglican curate, exposed by a parishioner, had committed suicide.15 William endured a strange upbringing even by the standards of the time. It was made all the more debilitating by his mother never allowing him to forget that the family hovered precariously between solvency and bankruptcy and that she had once known something better. Sarah Osborne, before her marriage best friend to William’s sister, Ann, said that there was ‘always a mystery about Mrs Booth. She was very proud and reserved and felt her position acutely.’16 In the summer of 1842, when William Booth was thirteen, at least the insecurity was ended. It was replaced by the certainty of hard times ahead. The mortgages on which his father relied to finance his business were called in and Samuel Booth, builder, was ruined. William was withdrawn from Biddulph’s school at once and bound apprentice to Francis Eames, pawnbroker, of Goosegate, Nottingham. Samuel Booth died in September of the same year and Cousin Gregory, the Methodist shoemaker – acting with authority of dubious provenance – led the singing of ‘Rock of Ages’ around the Anglican death-bed.


It was the habit of William Booth to claim in later life that the devil had tested him by sending him to work amongst the moneylenders. He described the acceptance of his indentures as ‘followed by the formation of companionship whose influence was anything but beneficial. I went down morally and the consequences might have been serious if not eternally disadvantageous, but that the hand of God was laid upon me in a very remarkable manner.’17 That is an example of an old man not so much forgetting as remembering with advantages. In nineteenth-century Nottingham, pawnbroking and piety went hand in hand. If, as the ageing General claimed, his first employer ‘although a Unitarian never offered a word to suggest that he believed in anything he could not see’,18 he was not typical of his trade. And it seems unlikely that his fellow apprentices were ‘sensuous and some of them even vicious’. The various companies which were in rival business when William Booth was first indentured – Eames, Knight, Dickinson – split off from each other, amalgamated and split off again according to commercial convenience and family alliance. But they all maintained a close connection with the Nonconformist Church. Nathaniel Dickinson, who took over Francis Eames’ shop in the Poultry when William’s first employer moved to Goosegate, expected his staff to attend Sunday service at the local Baptist Chapel. One of them, John Knight, who later became head of the business, managed both to respect his master’s wishes and follow his conscience to the Broad Street Chapel.


When the Nottingham Citizen reported the centenary of ‘John Knight the pawnbroker, jeweller and antique dealer of 5, The Poultry’, it recorded that General Booth (on his way to receive the Honorary Freedom of the City of Nottingham) ‘invited Mr Knight to accompany him to the ceremony. Mr Knight was associated with William Booth in his early missionary activities.’19 So not all his pawnbroking colleagues were godless. Indeed the old General – returning to Nottingham in a more mellow mood – recalled that ‘here somewhere at the bottom of the Bluebell Hills, something like fifty-four years ago . . . I knelt down in the Lammas Fields and prayed. My companion was an apprentice to a business in the town and I was also apprentice to another business.’ That comrade was almost certainly John Eaton, who ‘prospered and became a town councillor’. Indeed, he became Lord Mayor of Sheffield. But he, said William Booth, as proof of his self-reliance, ‘had family and friends at his back. I had scarcely a friend in the world . . . Nobody to pat me on the back.’20 Nathaniel Dickinson was Eaton’s uncle, so perhaps young William was right to think that his colleague had begun with a head start. But there was absolutely no reason for him to believe that when he became a pawnbroker he fell amongst thieves.


William Booth and John Eaton knelt down to pray in Lammas Fields on 1 February 1847. The date can be precisely identified because on the same day Fergus O’Connor, the Chartist leader, had been returned as Member of Parliament for Nottingham. William Booth had attended some of O’Connor’s meetings and marvelled at his oratory.21 But the language appealed to him far more than the message which it conveyed. All Europe was on the edge of revolution. William Booth did not show any interest even in reform. The only controversies which concerned him were theological.


William Booth was two years into his apprenticeship when he formally abandoned the Church of England into which he had been born and was ‘converted’ – not, he would later insist, to Wesleyan Methodism, but to salvation. There was, he said, ‘nothing remarkable that led to the conversion’,22 no thunderclap or lightning flash, sudden darkness, mysterious voice or midnight visitation from angels which no one else could see. He simply ‘had the advantage of hearing some good preaching and came under the influence of some godly companions’. The good preacher was Isaac Marsden, a revivalist from Doncaster; and the godly companion was Henry Carey, his class leader at the Broad Street Chapel. At first, instruction only convinced him that since ‘he was utterly without experience of religion [he was] wholly given up to a life of self indulgence’ – an absurd example of sanctimonious self-obsession. His principal preoccupation was earning enough to support his widowed mother who, in an attempt to make ends meet, had opened a ‘smallware’ (that is to say, haberdashers’) shop in a poor district of Nottingham.


In fact, as later described, his ‘conversion’ was both spectacular and entirely consistent with one of the theories of redemption over which the Wesleyans of the day engaged in constant argument. American revivalists, moving from town to town in New England, had ‘rejected the idea that holiness only results from a slow process of change in which a man quietly sets out, with divine assistance, to practise virtue and avoid vice’.23 They believed in instant and absolute conversion. Indeed, their work demanded that they accepted the immediate availability of God’s grace. For the towns they visited always expected (and sometimes even paid by) results. The notion that men and women could be sanctified in life (‘The Doctrine of Perfection’) had been accepted by John Wesley, and therefore was totally respectable. The dispute was over how sanctification could be achieved. One faction regarded it as a spiritual maturity, for which time and gradual development was needed; another thought, with the American revivalists, that sanctity was a gift which God could bestow as soon as a man and woman surrendered to Christ – a view which its advocates insisted was also shared by Wesley, who had endorsed the notion of ‘instantaneous deliverance’. Naturally young William Booth held the second view – although he almost certainly knew nothing of the theological argument on which it was based. He was simply in a hurry.


Throughout his long life, William Booth instinctively took up theological positions without even being aware of the scholarship on which they were based. They were almost always consistent with American ‘holiness teaching’ – the theory that, God having promised redemption, it must be instantly available to every sinner who truly repents and places absolute trust in the Word of the Lord. That is how his own conversion happened. When he wrote that ‘although the change that came over me was sudden, it was nevertheless reached by stages’,24 he was explaining that he had to be purified before God’s love suddenly descended:




The entrance to the Heavenly Kingdom was closed against me by an evil act of the past which required restitution. In a boyish trading affair I had managed to make a profit out of my companions while giving them to suppose that what I did was all in the way of genuine fellowship. As a result of their gratitude, they gave me a silver pencil case. Merely to have returned the gift would have been easy, but to confess the deception which I had practised upon them was a humiliation to which, on some days, I could not bring myself.





William Booth – in old age, little more concerned with theology than he had been as a boy – recalled ‘as it were but yesterday, the spot in the corner of the chapel (where God gave him strength), the resolution to end the matter rising up, the rushing forth, the finding of the young fellows I had chiefly wronged, the acknowledgement of my sin, the return of the pencil case’.25 William Booth had, in the language of redemption, laid his soul on the altar. He was saved.


In his early years as a pawnbroker’s apprentice, William grew increasingly certain that the Lord had called him to great work. But, not surprisingly, he was unsure what the work should be. His commitment to itinerant evangelism was certainly encouraged, if not actually created, by the impression made upon him by James Caughey – an American, perhaps the most controversial preacher of his time and a man whose theatricality must have fascinated an impressionable young man. Caughey was tall, dark and cadaverous. To increase the drama of his proceedings, he swept from pulpit to pulpit in a long black cloak. Caughey first visited Nottingham in 1846, and was ‘for six weeks the leading figure in stirring spiritual awakening . . . As many as three thousand persons at one time stood, half crushed and stifled, under the spell of the great preacher.’26


Between 1841 and 1847 Caughey was almost continuously in England. His preaching technique – particularly the habit of isolating individual members of the congregation and exhorting them to lead the way to conversion – was adapted by the adult William Booth. And although ‘English preachers from Leeds, Sheffield and Birmingham all testified that he wrought wonders in their parishes and had the true gift of bringing the indecisive to decision,’ the Wesleyan establishment found his histrionics offensive.27 Notwithstanding the commendation of the provinces, the 1847 Methodist Conference asked Caughey to return to America.


Their antagonism was not surprising. Caughey preached hellfire, if not pure then at least simple. His doctrine of retribution on Earth was both offensive to the emotionally fastidious and heresy to the theologians who insisted that rewards and punishments came in heaven and hell. ‘If you resist the Holy Spirit of God, if you grieve Him, He will turn round and grieve you . . . He has plenty of means to do this: through your wife, through your daughter, through one of those boys. Those near and dear to you may help to fill the ranks of the bloated drunkards or the felon’s cell. It may be done through your creditors who press you hard or through your debtors who may turn out to be villains, thieves, bankrupts and endorsers of bills which may prove good for nothing.’28 For reasons we can only guess, 950 members of the congregation saw the light and were saved.


Caughey attributed the Conference’s criticism to envy – just as, twenty years later, William Booth was to dismiss demands that he accepted pastoral care of a circuit as no more than jealousy of his success as an itinerant preacher. ‘Caughey did not lack ministerial support, but most of his public defenders were incensed local preachers, leaders and trustees and other prominent laymen.’29 That encouraged young William to believe that Caughey blazed the trail which he should follow. The American had come to England without either invitation or the formal qualifications which the Wesleyans, true to their Anglican origins, thought necessary in a man of God. He had lived off the generosity of the parishes – which was sometimes very substantial. One preacher who visited Salford was paid 100 guineas for his services and his wife received 30 guineas for speaking at women’s meetings.30 Caughey spoke in language which the people understood. His preaching style, ‘which manipulated every kind of event from the death of one’s wife to the dishonesty of one’s friends so as to make one feel more guilty and punished by God Himself’,31 seemed vulgar to elderly Methodists, but not to the young William Booth. The pawnbroker’s apprentice had no inclination to consider whether or not his views on earthly punishment contradicted the basic Christian belief in God’s ultimate mercy – available right up to the point of death.


Although inspired, William Booth still needed encouragement to begin preaching. It was provided by David Greenbury, a Scarborough evangelist who was struck by the young man’s ‘earnestness, by the vigour of his personality and by his remarkable appearance’. He was certainly a striking figure – tall, gaunt and with a head, which looked too big for his body, crowned with a mop of unruly hair. Although he was not by any standards handsome, and his shabby, ill-fitting clothes gave him the appearance of a Dickensian clerk, he had a presence which made him impossible to ignore. Contemporaries described him as decisive and stubborn. The young evangelists with whom he preached affectionately called him ‘wilful Will’ in tribute to his self-confident reluctance to change his mind. But if he was a lion amongst his friends, he was a lamb at home. ‘I have heard my mother say that I never caused her a day’s anxiety in her entire life.’32


Greenbury’s encouragement was reinforced by that of William Sansom, the son of a well-to-do lacemaker who, having been brought up in the more prosperous parts of Sneinton, may have known the Booths since his childhood. Sansom’s father was, like Sampson Biddulph, a trustee of the Broad Street Chapel, and it was there that the two young men regularly worshipped together. Towards the end of 1846, William Booth fell ill with what he later described as a ‘bad attack of fever’ – the first recorded example of the constant, though varied, illnesses which punctuated the rest of his life. High temperatures often go with visions and angelic voices. But William Booth survived without divine intervention. During his recuperation, William Sansom visited him with the news that a group of young Methodists from the Broad Street Chapel had begun to preach in the poorer parts of Nottingham, and that joining them would be ‘medicine and vocation in one’.


Today, a seventeen-year-old boy who thought it was his duty to call sinners to repentance would be regarded as either intellectually presumptuous or in urgent need of psychological help. In nineteenth-century Nottingham it was regarded as unusual but not extraordinary. Indeed, young William, far from being the only adolescent preacher, was not even the founder of the group that spread the word amongst the slums. By the time he had fully recovered, Will Sansom had clearly set up what he called ‘a mission’. William Booth became a member, not its leader. But the great work, to which his life was to be devoted, had begun.


William Booth and Will Sansom became David and Jonathan – ‘both closely engaged in business, beginning early and often ending very late’, but still finding time to man the mission which had ‘set up in a widow’s cottage in one of the poorer parts of the town’. At first, in the naïveté of youth, they probably believed that the poor were in the greatest need of redemption, for in the slums, sin is more obvious than in the suburbs. And although there was a good deal of abuse and occasional violence to accept and overcome, the illiterate working class of Victorian England were likely to accept teenage evangelists in a way which could not be expected of more prosperous families. In fact, the poor were the only people with whom the young preachers had any real hope of success. The middle classes, confronted by a group of presumptuous adolescents, would have made short shift of the impertinent suggestion that they needed to be saved. But, as the years passed – and he came to experience real poverty – William Booth began to realise that poverty was the devil’s agent and the battle against hunger and despair became an integral part of the war against evil.


At the age of seventeen he was infatuated with the idea of evangelism. Forty years on he described the early excitement with an enthusiasm that had not diminished with age:




As soon as we had got away from business we began visiting the sick. At seven o’clock we took a chair into the street which one of us mounted . . . I remember one of our converts dying. We resolved to improve the situation for the benefit of someone else. We arranged with the family and bargained with the chaplain of the cemetery to have a turn at the grave after he had done. A little group of mourners stood behind us: a few of our people who could get a holiday stood around while neighbours thronged the doors and windows. We sang, we prayed, we exhorted.33





That Pump Street funeral was, in General Booth’s estimation, ‘a proper Salvation Army event’. Indeed, ‘almost every branch of subsequent Salvation Army warfare was unconsciously practised by William Booth during his five years membership of the Nottingham Chapel’.34 He was, in fact, an evangelist by nature and a populist by instinct who was never prepared to waste time on the contemplation of intentions when they could be put into action. Those were the characteristics which, together with his unshakeable faith, enabled him to build a great world-wide Christian church. And he began to display them all in Nottingham. Indeed, thirty years later he told W. T. Stead – editor of the Pall Mall Gazette and William Booth’s faithful friend – that, as he moved through his early supervision of the East London Christian Mission to the creation and expansion of the Salvation Army, he consciously employed at every stage methods which had proved so successful in the back-streets of Nottingham. ‘Go to the people with the message of salvation, instead of expecting them to come to you . . . attract them to within earshot . . . Push the people towards a given end . . . employ the people you have saved to save others.’35 The technique guaranteed both converts and the creation of bitter enemies.


Despite his claims to have taught himself the preachers’ trade in Nottingham, the tactics of the young evangelists were decided by Will Sansom, who was firmly in charge and held William Booth’s wilder notions in check. Had Sansom lived, his loyal lieutenant might have stayed in the Midlands and remained a faithful Wesleyan Methodist until he died. But Sansom was a consumptive whose condition deteriorated so rapidly during the spring of 1848 that he was taken to the Isle of Wight in the hope that he might benefit from the clear air, and then – after three months in which his health got worse not better – was brought home to die. A grieving William Booth was left in undisputed command of the adolescent crusade.


For two years William preached in the mean streets of Nottingham. If there was anything unusual about his style, nobody remarked upon it. It was not until he had the confidence to set up his pulpit in Nottingham’s Red Lion Square that his sermons attracted notice by unashamedly imitating James Caughey’s accusatory approach. ‘Are you going away from here to the public houses to spend money on drink when your wife needs it for food and your children’s shoes?’ He hoped to shame repentant sinners into chapel, but did it in a way which deeply offended the more reticent and emotionally fastidious elders of the chapels which he hoped to save. It was the beginning of his lifelong conflict with the peaceful complacency of Victorian England. And he was too certain of his cause – or too insensitive – to realise the offence that he caused. He seemed surprised that ‘the leading men of the church to which I belonged, believed that I was going too fast and gave me plenty of caution but never a word of encouragement to help me on’.36


The willingness to offend in a righteous cause characterises Booth’s evangelism from the very start. The Reverend J. E. Page, ‘a fellow townsman’, recalls that, at the age of eight, he was walking with his mother in the Lammas Fields on the edge of Nottingham when he saw ‘a ragged regiment of boys marching two by two down Manvers Street’. They were led by William Booth. Once in the fields they knelt around their leader, who instructed them to pray, ‘and this they did one by one’. But that was only the beginning of Booth’s work. The converts had to be introduced to formal worship. So over forty of the boys were ‘taken to the Wesley Chapel in Broad Street’.37 The Trustees refused to allow them in the front door. But ‘they were admitted through the back door in Beak Lane and, with their leader in front on the right of the high mahogany pulpit’, silently took their seats opposite the Page family pew.38


As part of William Booth’s campaign against Wesleyan detachment from the poor, it was claimed that the young men were required to sit where the pulpit prevented them from offending the eyes of the prosperous parishioners in their reserved pews. The Trustees’ behaviour was said to typify the attitude of a church which was increasingly focused on the needs of the well-to-do. The Broad Street Trustees, having become the paradigm of Wesleyan failure, were excoriated so regularly during the early days of the Salvation Army that it was easy to believe that their behaviour had been either exaggerated or even invented to illustrate William Booth’s point. The story sounded suspiciously like propaganda. But almost a hundred years after the incident took place, the accuracy of the account was confirmed by M. F. West of Bridgeford, Nottingham. He wrote to the Nottingham Gazette in defence of the Trustees’ behaviour. Ten years before he was born, his parents had been amongst the distressed – indeed disgusted – regular worshippers. It was, he argued, ‘not nice for seat-holders, who had paid for their pews, to find upon their arrival that their places had been occupied by strangers not in a clean condition . . . Some of the pews were nicely upholstered and in order to get rid of the vermin, many of the cushions and hassocks had to be burned.’39 Although, according to Jesus Christ, the poor are always with us, they were not, in the opinion of Nottingham Wesleyans, to be with them in the Broad Street Chapel.


The West defence, admirable in its filial loyalty, confirmed all Booth’s criticisms of nineteenth-century Methodism. A church, built on the principle of universal salvation, could not cry out, ‘Suffer the clean little children to come unto me.’ And the belief that every man and woman could be saved was the rock on which William Booth’s faith was built. As an active evangelist he could not afford to believe in Calvin’s doctrine of the elect. For if some souls were preordained for heaven, every revivalist meeting would be built on a paradox: conversion would be limited to those who had already been chosen for salvation. But it was more than professional necessity which made him believe in God’s absolute and all-embracing mercy; he was called to save souls, and chapels, churches and circuits which did not satisfy his appetite for preaching were, he assumed, morally inadequate. And since his appetite was insatiable he came into conflict with every church in which he worshipped – until he invented his own. Even when he was offered the chance to preach he always thought he had a moral right to take it on his own terms. He had no doubt that his views and God’s were indistinguishable.


Certainty that he was called to save did not prevent a cautious pursuit of his vocation when he feared that failure might set him back. The Reverend Samuel Dunn – a Methodist dissident who was later described by one of William’s friends as ‘helping him more than any other minister’40 – suggested that he should join the full-time ministry. But William Booth declined, ‘on the grounds of youth and health’. The growing hypochondria may have played its part, but there was also a reluctance to accept the intellectual discipline that training for the ministry then required. During his seventeenth year, he began to keep a diary of ‘biographical notes’. One of his earliest entries complained that he was ‘plagued with theology’ and asserted that he ‘grew more and more impatient with egotistical introspection’.41 It was to be a recurring theme of his whole life. William Booth was by nature a soldier, not an intellectual. He wanted to fight the good fight, not study the battle plan. Yet he resented the discipline that every soldier must accept from time to time – a discipline which he was determined to impose on those who followed him. When Samuel Dunn asked him if he wanted to preach, he replied that he was preaching already. And he never forgot or quite forgave the crushing retort which followed – ‘On whose authority?’42 Despite that stern rebuff, Dunn arranged for William Booth to become a properly accredited ‘local preacher’. It was the first step along the long road towards what he, even then, believed to be his destiny.


The biographical notes included a statement of his three aims in life – to get on in the world, to work for political change and to ‘right himself with God’.43 The second objective was quickly abandoned. The third he certainly achieved to his own satisfaction. The first was a spur to William Booth’s success which his followers – who treated him like a saint, not a man – never considered. Yet there is no doubt that he was ambitious. Walter Jones of Sneinton Hollows recalled that, even in his early teens, he asked, ‘Have you no ambition? Because I have. I intend to do some great thing. I don’t intend to belong to the commonality.’44


There is no doubt that, for all his life, William Booth was driven on – through every sort of hardship and discouragement – by the love of God and by a passion to save lost souls. But he also felt an obligation to get on in the world. That was, in part, because he could only fulfil his mission as God’s messenger if he was a visible ‘success’, but he was also a child of the age of self-improvement. The Victorians who thought that their new society offered a universal chance to rise believed also in the moral obligation to take advantage of that opportunity. The notion that virtue prospered was accepted by men who worshipped Mammon far more than they worshipped God. But William Booth felt the moral obligation to get on long before he realised that success was part of the Protestant ethic. Some of his contemporaries did their Christian duty by founding great manufacturing companies, establishing new scientific laws or building the Empire. William Booth invested in heaven and entered into a partnership with the Almighty. He dealt not in stocks and shares, but souls.


The nature of the illness which prevented William Booth from heeding the call of God and Samuel Dunn has never been clear, though there are plenty of possibilities from which to choose. In later life he suffered from regular headaches, constant indigestion, occasional sore throats, intermittent rheumatism and chronic hypochondria. Perhaps, even then, he was over-concerned about his health. For he arranged a full medical examination with a sympathetic doctor. He was pronounced ‘unfit for the strain of a Methodist Minister’s life’ and, in consequence, filled with fear that he would be permanently excluded from the full-time ministry. So the prospective preacher ‘implored the doctor not to give any such opinion to Mr Dunn. He therefore promised to report in favour of the question being delayed by twelve months.’45


Twelve months was too long. Work in the pawnbroker’s shop grew increasingly uncongenial – as indeed would have been the case with any purely commercial activity. He accepted the long hours but refused outright to work after midnight on Saturdays, and was discharged. But much to his understandable delight he was recalled to run the shop while his employer was on honeymoon in Paris. William Booth clearly disapproved of both the place and the marriage, for the bride was fifteen years younger than the groom. Clearly, he had become a trusted and valued employee. But it did nothing to reconcile him to his position. He had become irrevocably alienated from the Nottingham Methodists, who did all that they could to deter his irregular preaching. Where, he asked, were the Wesleyans’ ‘rich business members who might have given employment to one who was already giving promise of a useful life? . . . No door opened . . . I had to move to London.’46 He left Nottingham for his new life with only one regret. He was, for the first time in his twenty years, to be separated from his mother.





___________


*A full analysis of the ‘Victorian religious environment’ can be found in The Salvation Army in England, a Ph.D. thesis written by Dr G. H. Horridge.




2


Forward With the Crowd


Although William Booth had completed his apprenticeship and learned his trade to the complete satisfaction of his master, no Nottingham pawnbroker could find him journeyman’s work. That in itself was not a matter for great regret. He hated pawnbroking, which he had come to regard as ungodly – a form of usury which particularly exploited the poor. But he was unable to find a job in any other trade. Part of his problem was what would now be called motivation. All he really wanted to do was preach. Out of desperation, he decided to move to London. Unlike other young men setting out for the capital, he was not inspired by hope of fame and fortune. His only concern was earning enough to help support his mother. It was the nadir of a bad year. In the autumn Samuel Dunn – the only patron that William could claim – was formally expelled from the Wesleyan Methodist Connexion. ‘Fly sheets’ questioning the authority of the Methodist Conference President were circulating everywhere. When Dunn was asked if he was the author, he refused to reply.


The Fly Sheet controversy was only one of the many disputes which convulsed Wesleyan Methodism during the first half of the nineteenth century. John Wesley himself had not intended to split the Church of England, and had died an ordained priest of the established Church. His tours of England – preaching on village greens and at crossroads – were meant to create a spiritual awakening amongst Anglicans. Each of his offences against his church – from holding open-air services to organising societies for working-class converts – was frowned upon by bishops who would not allow him to preach from their pulpits and vicars who did not welcome the poor into their congregations. Methodism – as a separate denomination – did not come into being until after his death. But once the new church was created, schism followed schism.


Most of the arguments concerned authority – a matter of dispute ever since the death of the founder and the creation of the Conference, which had been created by his followers to exercise the authority which had once been his. Wesley’s word had been law. The Conference was certainly the keystone of the circuits and parishes which made up the carefully named Wesleyan Methodist Connexion. But it was not universally accepted as the apex of the structure. The breaking point for all the apostates – the New Connexion, the Primitive Methodists and the Bible Christians – was whether or not one group of Nonconformists had power over another. It was to avoid answering that question that, for years, the title of ‘minister’ (which sounded like a rank) was abandoned in favour of ‘preacher’, which was clearly a job. The arguments were augmented by issues of class as one group struggled for respectability and another prided itself on keeping close to the common people. The Salvation Army was the result of the last major schism with the Wesleyan Church, and William Booth was the one apostate to found a separate organisation which remained in permanent independent existence. It was not the result of any settled view about where authority should lie, for during his early years he changed his opinion on that subject according to convenience. But at least he learned about doctrinal differences from an expert. Samuel Dunn’s dissent – and consequent support of Booth – had its roots in the most prosaic of events: the decision taken by the Trustees of the Brunswick Chapel in Leeds to install an organ.


Many Leeds Methodists believed that God wanted to hear His praises sung by the human voice unaided by artificial devices. So a meeting of all the itinerant preachers in the District was called and, after due deliberation, a decision was taken to ban the organ. The Trustees, however, appealed to the Conference and the Conference ruled that the organ could be installed. The cry went up that Dr Jabez Bunting (President of the Conference) was, by overruling the local preachers, setting himself up as Pope. A group seceded to form the Protestant Methodists, but resentment against ‘the whole Methodist Conference being buttoned up in a single pair of breeches’ continued inside the parent church. It grew in strength when Bunting proposed to create an ‘Institution’ for the training of Methodist ministers which, the dissidents assumed, would increase the President’s permanent power. A war of words was declared on ‘centralisation and usurped power’, and in 1846 the first of a series of anonymous ‘Fly Sheets’ appeared, attacking the autocracy of Dr Bunting and his supporters. The Conference lost its nerve and demanded that every ordained minister should swear that he was not the author of a ‘Fly Sheet’. Six refused. And in 1849, three of them were expelled. Amongst them was Samuel Dunn of Nottingham.


Dunn was an independently minded Cornishman, the son of a Mevagissey sea captain. He spent his early evangelical years in the West Country before he moved on to the Shetland Islands, following ‘nasty gossip and six scurrilous pamphlets against him’.1 Even then he was in conflict with the Conference, and between the time he left Scotland and arrived in Nottingham in 1846 he was publishing a dissident magazine, the Wesleyan Banner, and maintaining a remorseless attack on Bunting. In the single month of November 1847 he preached on ‘The Preparations for a Revival’, ‘The Time for a Revival’ and ‘The Symptoms of a Revival’.2 Dunn’s uncompromising certainty was immensely appealing to the pious young William Booth, who – recalling with John Wesley that ‘to build a new world we first need new men’ – thought of himself as being in the vanguard of the democratic Wesleyan revolution. He also – almost certainly subconsciously – absorbed the particular theological message that Dunn’s sermons contained. To Methodists the word ‘revival’ had a special meaning. Those who spoke of it with passion at least implied that Methodism was in danger of falling into the Church of England’s error and failing to take the gospel of salvation to the people. It was a message with which temperamentally – and without very much knowledge of how the Wesleyans worked – Booth was inclined to agree.


The Fly Sheet expulsions were followed by the deepest split in the Methodists’ turbulent history. James Everett, the leader of the expelled dissidents, formed the Methodist Reform Society and the church from which he had been excluded lost ten thousand members. Not all of them followed him into the new society. They had a wide variety of Wesleyan alternatives from which to choose. The Methodist New Connexion had gone its own way in 1797 when its founder, Alexander Kilham, argued, not altogether consistently, that each local society should have absolute power of discipline over its members and that the trustees of the chapels should have the right to invite whoever they wished to administer the sacraments. In 1810, when the Conference banned open-air ‘camp meetings’ which were thought to encourage Luddites, sedition and excitement, the Society of Primitive Methodists was formed. Five years later – after the Conference had, with some difficulty, convinced Lord Liverpool’s government that Wesleyans were dissenters, not revolutionaries – William O’Bryan denounced the obsession with respectability and was expelled as proof of the Conference’s detachment from politics. He formed the Bible Christian Society. The leaders of each new church were accused by the Wesleyan leadership of ‘contumacy’ – obstinate and wilful resistance to authority. The charge confirmed the apostates’ view that they were right, in the name of John Wesley, to challenge the centralisation of power.


William Booth arrived in London almost entirely unaware of the tidal waves of disagreement which were sweeping across Wesleyan Methodism. He had a simple view of chapel. It was the place where ministers preached and the congregation prayed. His innocence was to be shattered within a year of his arrival. So were his hopes of congenial employment.


Like generations of migrants before him, William Booth left for the capital expecting help from earlier pioneers. Ann, the eldest of the surviving Booth children, had married Francis Brown, a London hatter, and her brother assumed that he would be a welcome lodger in their house until he had found a place of his own and a job. His reception was, if anything, too congenial. Francis Brown was a drunkard and his wife, in her brother’s euphemism, ‘had learned to drink’. Life with the Browns was intolerable but, although he was determined to move, without employment he could not afford to pay for lodgings. Anxious though he was to earn his first wage, he remained steadfastly opposed to returning to pawnbroking, the only trade he knew. His depression was deepened by his powerful dislike of the city he had made his new home. ‘The sensation of a newcomer to London from the country is always disagreeable if he comes to work. The immensity of the city must especially strike him as he crosses it from time to time.’3 The year after he arrived in London, Wordsworth’s The Prelude (written fifty years earlier) was published. It reflected his mood exactly:




How often in the overflowing streets


Have I gone forward with the crowd and said


Unto myself, the face of everyone


That passes by me is a mystery.





William Booth was alone in the city and, as he remembered it fifty years later, surrounded by sin, ‘manifest poverty . . . the language of drinking crowds . . . people reluctant to bear any witness to the power of God’.4 His depression was deep enough to be described as misery, but the mood did not last long. Throughout his life, William Booth was subject to sudden changes of emotion and his black pessimism often changed to shining hope. He had intended to put pawnbroking behind him for ever. But when that was the only situation which he could find, he returned to it with great reluctance and became ‘shopman’ to William Filmer of Kennington. Once he was back with the full status of shopman, with lodgings on the premises, his spirits improved. The earliest letter to survive – undated, but beginning ‘arrived safely in London at last’ – was, in contrast to the recollection of old age, full of enthusiasm. It was addressed to John Savage, a young Nottingham evangelist: ‘Our shop is uncommonly pleasantly situated. No shop in Nottingham has anything equal to it. In front we look on the beautiful common on which there are constantly a number of people playing at cricket, flying kites or some other game and at the back we have a nice garden fountain.’5


It was not Booth’s way, then or in later life, to enthuse about anything except the love of God and the reception he received at prayer meetings. And his hatred of ball games was so intense that he could barely bring himself to speak about them. But on that day his joy was unconfined. And he seemed as satisfied with the piety of the pawnbroker as he was with the situation of the pawnbroker’s shop. ‘I think that my Master is an Independent, however we have prayers every evening and we gather round and sing a hymn. My Master then reads a chapter and afterwards prays. This is all to me very agreeable.’6


That is not how he recalled his early days in London when the ageing General of the Salvation Army looked back upon his early life and described the shop in Kennington. Nor is it how he remembered Filmer, its proprietor. ‘My second Master believed in the divinity of Jesus Christ and in the church of which he was a member, but seemed to be utterly ignorant of either the theory or the practice of experiential godliness. All he seemed to want me for was to help in the sordid selfishness.’7 By that he meant that he was expected to perform the tasks – taking the pledges and returning the redeemed goods – for which he was paid. Perhaps Booth altered his opinion of Filmer because the optimism of youth was replaced with the cynicism of age. But it is more likely that what really changed was his attitude towards pawnbroking, which he came to see as a dishonourable occupation. The years in the East End of London amongst the slums of the Mile End Road and the stews of Limehouse had introduced him to the hard reality of pawnbroking as it affected the very poor – the sacrifice of the last remaining possessions for the price of a bottle of gin. Even in youth he was unhappy to be part of the trade. In old age he was ashamed that he had even been willing to earn his daily bread by loaning coppers against the security of a workman’s tools or his Sunday suit. When he became both an evangelist and a social reformer, he could not deny his past. So he chose to hate it.


The plan, when William Booth came to London, had been to work six days a week and preach on Sundays. Recreation had not figured in his reckoning. But one day a week was not enough to satisfy his religious passion. So late at night, after the shop was closed, he went out on to the streets. Most often he was alone and unsanctioned by the church’s authority. Although in mid-Victorian England the public proclamation of religion was more common than it is today, the sight of the gaunt young man sermonising on street corners must have astounded many passers-by. But William Booth never felt the least embarrassment in doing the Lord’s work. For all his life he was regularly ridiculed, often abused and occasionally assaulted. He stuck bravely – and perhaps more significantly, without inhibition – to his task.


It may have been because his conduct seemed so perverse that William Filmer, despite his religious pretensions, did nothing to help and a good deal to hinder his shopman’s evangelism. During the day, he was treated ‘practically like a white slave’. He found lodging above the shop particularly difficult. ‘I had to be home by ten o’clock or the doors were locked against me.’ So, out of frustration as much as by a desire to progress, he took refuge in introspection. On 6 November 1849 he made, and wrote down, six rules for life. The resolutions were not set out in any order or priority. ‘Strive to live closer to God’ came only fifth. First was ‘rise early enough for ablutions and five minutes’ prayer’. It was immediately followed by the injunction to ‘avoid babble’ and the commitment to adopt ‘a humble and meek deportment’. It seems impossible that he kept his promise to read ‘four chapters (minimum) of the Bible each day’ or that resolution six – reminding himself of the other five ‘every day or twice a week’ was necessary.8


Perhaps it was his attempts to make himself more worthy in the sight of God that improved his reputation with the local Methodists. For, shortly after he wrote out his list of resolutions, he became an official preacher with the Lambeth Circuit. The immediate result, as confessed in a letter to John Savage, was the awakening of the doubts which followed him through life – the fear that his instinctive aversion to scholarship would reduce his chances of fulfilling his spiritual destiny. ‘I am more than ever discouraged. On being acquainted with my congregation, I am surprised at the amount of intellect which I have endeavoured to address. I am waking up as from a dream and discovering that my hopes are vanity and that I literally know nothing.’9 However, the doubts about the breadth of his knowledge were not strong enough to make him rectify his lack of it with periods of concentrated study. He never felt at home with books. And he knew it. From time to time, he accepted his limitation as a handicap, but he did not allow it to stunt his ambition: ‘I preached two sermons yesterday . . . afterwards I had some conversations with one of our local preachers, respecting the subject with regard to which my heart is still burning – I mean full-time work. He advised me, by all means offer myself next month.’10


The offer was made and, not surprisingly, rejected. In an age when ministers of every denomination were supposed to have at least pretensions to scholarship, William Booth had knowledge of neither Latin grammar nor Greek syntax and, in the brashness of youth, would happily expand on his view that the careful examination of the scriptures led to interpretation and that interpretation of the literal truth was heresy. He had brought from Nottingham to London a simple view of his destiny: he had a duty to preach salvation. ‘How can anybody with spiritual eyesight talk of having no call when there are still multitudes around them who have never heard a word about God, and never intend to, who can never hear without the sort of preacher who can force himself upon them?’11 Subconsciously he was beginning to develop the philosophy of evangelism which made him, and the Salvation Army, a world-wide force. When he wrote that he would ‘force himself upon them’, he meant it literally.


William Booth reacted to his rejection as a full-time preacher with anger as well as disappointment. When he was told that ‘preachers were not wanted’,12 he seriously considered following in Wesley’s steps to the colonies, or becoming a chaplain on one of the convict ships that transported felons to Australia. But he could not, he decided, leave his mother in Britain. So he had soldiered on until the Fly Sheets controversy claimed his patron as a victim. Loyal Methodists had begun to protest about the expulsion of Samuel Dunn and his associates – who had set themselves up as yet another variation of Methodism. They hoped that by calling themselves ‘Reformers’ they would make plain that, given the opportunity, they would improve their church from within its boundaries rather than split off into another Wesleyan fragment. Their supporters held mass meetings in London and presented great petitions to the Conference. A few chapels had a majority of Reformers as members. Most had a substantial minority. Local ministers grew nervous and began to search out dissidents who might undermine legitimate authority in their circuits.


The Reformers had no great attraction for William Booth. Their arcane arguments irritated him. But Samuel Dunn had been a friend. And since he was fascinated by the business of worship, he occasionally visited the Reformers’ Walworth Road Chapel in what he claimed was no more than the spirit of pious enquiry. It was, no doubt, difficult for his colleagues on the Lambeth Circuit to imagine him sitting, quiet and contemplative, at the back of the service. So he fell under suspicion. The elders’ apprehension seemed confirmed when he decided to resign his commission as lay preacher and instead evangelise independently on Kennington Common. The decision was personal rather than theological. His resignation letter to John Hall, Lambeth’s superintendent minister, announced that he could ‘better serve my generation by preaching in the streets’. Perhaps the minister could not believe that a young man, barely old enough to take legal responsibility for his own debts, could hold such pretentious views of his own abilities. Although the letter had emphasised Booth’s ‘wish to continue in ordinary membership of the Connexion’, the response was as uncompromising as it was unreasonable. In old age, William Booth complained that Hall, ‘without reply . . . withdrew my ticket of membership’.13 He had, in effect, been expelled from the Wesleyan Methodist Church.


His friends suggested that his decision to abandon his lay preacher’s commission was a reaction against the assault on Samuel Dunn and the Reformers. William Booth himself complained that John Hall ‘stated that my separation from the Wesleyans came about through my rejection as a candidate for the ministry’, but added, ‘I never was a candidate. The Reverend Samuel Dunn wanted me to become one in 1848 . . . but it was at my own wish postponed.’14 Whatever the reasons for his resignation and the expulsion which followed, it had the predictable effect of driving him towards the Reformers who, until John Hall returned his membership card, had held no particular attraction for the young preacher. Within weeks of his exclusion, he was actively working with the Walworth Road Chapel.


It was there that William Booth preached his first Reform sermon. Edward Rabbits, a wealthy boot- and shoemaker, was in the congregation. ‘He was an old-fashioned Methodist who liked to hear “Amens” in chapel and a “light” in the Reform party.’ Rabbits began business, it was said, on a borrowed half-crown and by 1851 was reputed to be a millionaire. A shrewd, masterful person, he was ‘full of energetic interest in boot-making and religion’.15 The 1851 Census return records him as a ‘head shoemaker, employing 95 men’, and his name appears in the register of electors for 1849–50 which proved, since universal suffrage was still twenty years away, that he was a man of property. He was also a man who was ruled by sudden impulse. One sermon was enough to convince him that William Booth could awaken the sleeping Methodists. Helping the young preacher was his way of thanking God for having made him rich.


Rabbits was a man who liked to control events and he believed, almost at first hearing, that William Booth should throw in his permanent lot with the Reformers. William was not difficult to persuade. He was willing to preach wherever he could command a hearing and, since he was theologically footloose, he regarded the Reformers’ headquarters – Binfield House Chapel on the Clapham Road – as good as anywhere else. It was there that Catherine Mumford first heard him. She was so impressed with the force of his oratory that she told Rabbits how moved she had been by the sermon. Rabbits – with motives at which we can only guess – invited them both to tea at his house. The events of the afternoon might well have estranged William Booth from Catherine Mumford for life, but it seems that they, and she, left William Booth absolutely unmoved. When he talked, after her death, about love at first sight, he was describing a later occasion. He did not remember his first meeting with his future wife, constant companion, and unflinching conscience.


Reformers did not waste time on small talk, a discipline with which William Booth would undoubtedly have sympathised. On the day of Catherine and William’s first meeting the conversation turned to the evils of drink. William was not, at the time, a total abstainer. The boyhood pledge had lapsed, and although he took the occasional glass of port – thought at the time to be a cure for most known illnesses and therefore indispensable to hypochondriacs – he was regarded by even some devout Methodists as dangerously illiberal on the subject. Some of the company challenged him to defend his views, an idea which he at first stubbornly resisted. But Edward Rabbits, host and elder, either persuaded or bullied William into singing ‘The Grogseller’s Dream’, a song which made up in moral fervour what it lacked in every other sort of merit. The grogseller, in over 210 lines of doggerel, describes with contempt the customers whose lives he has ruined by drink. ‘But business is business, so what care I?’ he asks before he is chastened, and perhaps redeemed, by an apparition which appears to him in a nightmare:




And lo! In a corner, dark and dim


Stood an uncouth form with aspect grim


From his grizzly head through his snaky hair


There sprouted of hard rough horns a pair . . .





Forty years later, when his son-in-law was writing the official biography of Catherine (Mumford) Booth, the General was able to repeat the whole poem without error or hesitation.


William Booth made the mistake of admitting to Catherine that he was not a total abstainer and that his mother, the model of sober piety, had given him port as a restorative. In the discussion which followed, Catherine argued the extreme case with an unremitting passion. She attacked not only her future husband but the other middle class Methodists present who, in conforming with the dogma of the time, believed that alcohol was acceptable in moderation.


The only possible explanation for William forgetting the occasion is that he had other things on his mind. Principal amongst them was Rabbits’ suggestion, indeed insistence, that he should become a full-time evangelist in what had become the Wesleyan Reform Church. He did not take much persuasion. He still had a widowed mother to think of. But that difficulty was overcome in a conversation which the new recruit to the Reformers’ cause recorded verbatim:




I told him, ‘I cannot live on air.’


‘How much,’ he asked, ‘do you need to live on?’


After careful calculation, I told him that I did not see how I could get along on less than twelve shillings a week.


‘Nonsense,’ he said. ‘You cannot do with less than twenty.’


‘All right,’ I said. ‘Have it your own way if you want. But where is twenty shillings to come from?’


‘I will supply it,’ he said, ‘for the first three months at least.’16





Rabbits was the first of William Booth’s patrons – the first to invest in his evangelism, the first (as it turned out) to want to make him a permanent remittance man, and the first to be abandoned once the ties of dependence seemed too much of a restraint. It was to become a regular pattern of Booth’s early life, and there is no reason to believe that he accepted any of the offers of help with anything other than honest enthusiasm and moderate gratitude. Rabbits provided the chance for which he had been looking. He found himself independent lodgings in Camberwell Street with Margaret Wallis, a widow with a fifteen-year-old daughter who, according to the 1851 Census, was a ‘drawn bonnet maker’. The rooms were unfurnished, but his five-shilling rent included ‘attendance’. His notice to William Filmer expired on his twenty-second birthday, Good Friday, 10 April 1852, and on that day he became a full-time preacher. At last, and for the rest of his life, he was in God’s employ.


Overjoyed that he was finally to fulfil his destiny, he rushed across London to tell his sister – and perhaps even her drunkard atheist husband – the glorious news. On his way, he met Edward Rabbits, the architect of his good fortune, and was persuaded to postpone the celebration until he had shared his joy with other Reformers at a tea meeting which was to be held in the Cooper Street school off the City Road. ‘On that day,’ William wrote, ‘I fell head over heels in love with the precious woman who was later to become my wife.’17 He was also to insist – despite their previous meeting – that it was love at first sight. ‘It seemed as if God flashed simultaneously into our hearts that affection which afterwards ripened into what has proved to be an exceptional union of hearts and purpose of life and which none of the vicissitudes with which our lives have been so crowded has been able to efface.’18


It was not Catherine’s appearance which made William Booth fall so quickly in love. For she was not a physically prepossessing woman. Her dark hair, parted in the middle, fell (tight and severe) down to her ears where it was bound together in ‘buns’. She had a small chin, long nose and a pale complexion which, correctly, gave the impression that she was above all else pious. Her clothes were, invariably, the classic black bombazine and white linen of the respectable Victorian spinster, and they added, as Catherine intended, to the aura of sobriety. According to Salvation Army folklore George Bernard Shaw called her the ‘least photogenic woman in London’.* She was certainly plain. And she exhibited no obvious wit or vitality. She was both clever and brave. But those major virtues rarely inspire instant attraction – particularly, as was the case with Catherine, when they are combined with a view of the world which was both didactic and censorious. William must have detected ‘the pilgrim soul’ which W. B. Yeats identified in Maud Gonne – as well as the moral certainty which he so admired in his mother. In a way, it was the attraction of equals. They were both (by nature) stern, unbending and above all, heroic.


God moved in mysterious ways during the service with which the Cooper Street meeting ended. Catherine was taken ill and William took her home to Russell Street on what he described as ‘a little carriage ride’ – naturally enough, paid for by Edward Rabbits. With another journey across London in prospect, the Mumfords insisted that their daughter’s chivalrous companion stayed the night in Russell Street. So there began with absolute propriety one of the great love affairs of the nineteenth century – born in prayer, continued in sickness and sustained by mutual dependence. It was an almost perfect union. On the great issues of God and Eternity they were in total agreement – though Catherine, without much help and with a good deal of hindrance from her family, had a far more intellectual attitude towards religion than her husband could, or would ever want to, claim.


Catherine Mumford was born in the Derbyshire market town of Ashbourne on 17 January 1829. John Mumford, her father, had been an occasional local preacher, but sometime during Catherine’s childhood he had lost his faith. However, Sarah, her mother, had enough religious zeal for them both. When she was old, Catherine wrote, ‘the longer I live the more I appreciate my mother’s character’,19 but there is no doubt that, even in childhood, she admired as well as loved Sarah Mumford. It could not, however, have been easy to grow up in such a righteous shadow. ‘Sarah Mumford rarely allowed her daughter to play with other children in case she caught bad habits. Nor was Catherine allowed to read fiction which her mother regarded as the work of the devil. From time to time she was kept away from school in case she was exposed to some form of impropriety. Sarah was particularly anxious that her daughter should not learn French.’ It is not hard to imagine how she reacted to Catherine’s several serious illnesses. After the deaths of her three elder boys ‘it was a positive joy to her to think that they were in heaven’ and she insisted that she ‘would not have them back for anything’.20


Sometime in 1841 – after the family had moved back to Boston, their Lincolnshire home town – a member of the chapel which Sarah Mumford attended convinced her that the local school could be trusted not to lead her daughter into the ways of wickedness. So Catherine’s formal education began when she was twelve. Her main interest was history. Napoleon she heartily disliked because ‘he seemed the embodiment of selfish ambition’. Caesar, on the other hand, ‘appeared desirous of benefiting the people he conquered’. School days did not last for long. In 1842, Catherine suffered what at the time was called a ‘spinal attack’. For months she lay flat on her back, and during the enforced idleness began to study theology. At last she was allowed to read the right sort of fiction. She began with The Pilgrim’s Progress but ‘could not help entertaining a strong antipathy to the Calvinistic tendency in some of its teaching’. West across the Midlands, William Booth, at the same age, had not begun to think about such things. But when he did, his views and Catherine’s coincided exactly. Throughout his life he rejected the doctrine of the elect.


At the age of twelve, Catherine Mumford had already begun to develop the strong opinions which came to be her moral trademark. Her ‘childhood heart rejoiced greatly in the speculation of Wesley and Butler with regards to the possibility of a future life for animals in which God might make up to them for the suffering and pain inflicted on them in life’. In Catherine theory and practice could never be separated. So she ran down the road in pursuit of a collier whom she had seen hitting his donkey with a hammer and tried to snatch it from his hand. Believing that ‘the coloured races of the Earth, Negroes especially . . . were the most oppressed and least capable of defending themselves’, she gave up sugar – an example of the self-denial that a hundred years later millions of radicals practised in protest against apartheid in South Africa and fascism in Spain. She also developed a prodigious opposition to ‘the practice, now so prevalent amongst superior people, of sending their children to boarding schools before the principles are formed and their characters developed’.21 Her concern was not the pursuit of privilege. She believed literally in the baptismal promises made on behalf of the person being baptised. It was the duty of parents and godparents to provide a Christian upbringing, not headmasters and chaplains. And after recovery from the spinal attack, her moral commitment grew. She became a young pillar of the Temperance Movement – a cause to which her father had remained devoted despite his estrangement from the Methodist Church.


Some of the claims about Catherine Mumford’s prodigious talents are difficult to accept. It is hard to believe that she read the Bible from start to finish eight times before she was twelve years old. And her own account of how she challenged her father’s support for the Catholic Emancipation Act would have been more plausible had the Bill not passed into law two years before she was born. Nevertheless, she was an extraordinary child. However faulty her recollection, the insistence that she had always opposed Catholics being given a voice in the government of the country did illustrate the deep suspicion of Rome that she felt throughout her life. The occasional lapse of memory – including exaggeration of her youthful achievements – cannot diminish either the strength of her childhood character or the breadth of her early learning. Catherine Mumford was an intellectual and her interest in ideas was the one part of her life which William Booth was neither able, nor anxious, to share. In most other things, they matched each other exactly. When Catherine Mumford moved to London in 1844, like her future husband, she found it ‘cold and worldly’.


The Mumfords settled in Brixton where both mother and daughter became devout and enthusiastic members of the Methodist Church. Then, on 15 June 1846, at the age of sixteen, she experienced the revelation which convinced her, despite earlier doubts, that she was saved. Catherine was reading a Charles Wesley hymn, which she knew well, when the miraculous moment came. ‘My God, I am thine. What a comfort Divine. What a blessing to know that my Jesus is mine.’ Suddenly she ‘felt the assurance of Salvation’. She had read and sung those words ‘scores of times’, but on that day they carried a special personal message. ‘They came home to my innermost soul with a force and illumination they had never before possessed and I no longer hoped that I was saved. I was certain of it.’22 In those days, her definition of salvation was less complicated than it became after she lost the invincible simplicity of childhood. As her view of redemption became more sophisticated, she was redeemed over and over again.


Even before she was certain of salvation, Catherine had absolutely no doubt about where the path of righteousness led. She had, when an unprepossessing fifteen years old, visited a male cousin in Derby who had become immediately and openly attentive to her. After she returned home he began to write to her almost daily. Catherine ended the correspondence on the biblical precept, ‘Be ye not unequally yoked together with unbelievers.’23 And she was no more lucky in health than in love. In 1846, aged seventeen, she was diagnosed as suffering from consumption. She was sent to Brighton in the hope that the sea air would effect a cure. No doubt because she was lonely, she began to keep a diary. It reveals a preoccupation with death and what might come thereafter which was as unhealthy as it was holy. The first entry set the tone: ‘May 12, 1847: While passing through some tunnels I thought, should an accident happen amidst this darkness and hurry me into eternity, shall I find myself in glory?’24


There followed a period of self-pity – an unattractive characteristic which disappeared after her marriage. But her despondency about life in this world did not undermine certainty about prospects for the next. ‘May 25: I find a want of tender feeling of sympathy but Praise the Lord I have come to him in the house of trial . . . May 27: O how sweet will heaven be to me after the pains and afflictions of life are over.’ The devil was a regular visitor to her sick room. ‘June 3: Satan is striving to disturb my peace by injecting evil thoughts into my mind. This has ever been the way in which he has harassed me even when engaged in prayer or other sacred duties. O Lord give me true light to discern between temptation and sin.’25 The distinction was to become central to her future husband’s work as an evangelist. Penitents had to be convinced that they might feel temptation but, as long as they resisted it, they remained sanctified. It was one of the contentious propositions of revivalism which would rage in argument for half a century. And Catherine Mumford, as a young girl of eighteen, had begun – without any formal instruction – to agonise about the subject.


Catherine returned home from Brighton in late June – cured but not reconciled to her recovery. ‘O it will be sweet to meet my dearest mother again, but still I strive to remember that our meetings are but partings. Perhaps we will soon be separated by the cold pain of death.’ However, she was to be spared the ultimate salvation for another forty-three years. Often confined to the house, she used her enforced idleness for study. Her diary entry for 2 January 1848 claims, ‘I have read my Bible through twice in the last sixteen months.’ Although God, assisted by the fresh air of Brighton, arrested the tuberculosis, Catherine’s diary records constant faintness and palpitations during Sunday services. She soldiered on, visiting the Brixton sick as William Booth was visiting the sick in Nottingham and, like him, ‘writing down a few daily notes for the coming year’.26


William Booth, impatient with theological theory, was always prepared to preach in any chapel which would have him without worrying about his hosts’ particular brand of Methodism. However, Catherine – believing at that time in a democratic church – was firmly converted to the Reformers’ cause. She moved serenely, and with absolute conviction, from teaching Sunday School for the traditional Wesleyans in Brixton to leading a class for the Reform Methodists at Binfield House. So it was that they met at Rabbits’ tea party, came together again on the day that William exchanged pawnbroking for preaching and, on Good Friday 1852, fell in love. They were formally engaged to be married on 15 May, just over a month later.


To claim that neither William nor Catherine harboured the slightest doubt would be a romantic fiction. They never doubted their love. Their commitment to each other was instant and absolute. But Catherine, who had come into William’s life at the very moment that he became a full-time preacher, worried about coming between him and his destiny. Four days before their formal betrothal she wrote, ‘Do try to forget me as far as remembrance will injure your usefulness or spoil your peace. If I have no alternative but to oppose the will of God or trample on the desolations of my own heart, my choice is made.’27 William was appropriately distressed by the thought that Catherine might be having second thoughts about him – a comforting, if unusual, moment of human frailty from a man who would normally have accepted that the wishes of providence were paramount in all decent people’s system of values. So two days before the appointed date, she wrote to him again. ‘You did not fully understand my difficulty . . . My only reason for wishing to defer the engagement was that you might not be satisfied that the step was right.’28 William Booth had the sense to know that nothing more right had ever been in prospect. The engagement went ahead as both William and Catherine, despite their protestations, always knew that it would.


The letters – which they wrote to each other with inflexible regularity whenever they were apart – no longer needed to offer reassurance about their mutual devotion. So Catherine embarked upon her life’s work – guiding William Booth. At the beginning of their relationship she had warned: ‘Beware how you indulge that dangerous element of character, ambition. Misdirected it will be everlasting ruin to yourself and perhaps to me also.’29 William, not usually the most humble of men, accepted her strictures with absolute humility. Indeed the constant theme of his letters was the hope that he could become worthy of his future wife. When she urged him to read more and master the theology on which his faith was based, he replied, ‘When shall I learn better to require the student habit? When? I fear never.’30 Catherine was magnificently unsympathetic. ‘I am sorry to hear of you talk of trying to be a student once more and, if you fail, giving up for ever. Don’t say I will try, but that I will be one. At least you can study whether you make much out of it or not.’31 Clearly love was not matched by admiration for William’s intellect. But Catherine’s determination to lead the way towards a deeper understanding only strengthened the relationship – though it created a partnership which was highly peculiar by Victorian standards.


They shared the same failings and foibles and lived for forty years in something close to complete harmony. The extraordinary quality of their relationship was the way in which characteristics, which might have driven them apart, served only to bind them more closely together. In all nineteenth-century England there could not have been a couple in which both husband and wife held such strong opinions – and felt such an obligation to impose them on other people. And they did not exempt each other from their reforming zeal. But miraculously, on the rare occasions when their views did not coincide, one of them capitulated, so Catherine succeeded in being both a loyal Victorian wife and mother, attendant to her husband’s wants and needs, yet at the same time an independent spirit who corrected him when she thought him to be wrong.


William gave as much advice as he received, though it was of a quite different character. He set out, during their often long-distance courtship, what he called the ‘rules of the relationship’. They included the insistence that ‘ours must and shall be salvation meetings’ – meaning that they would be used to inspire greater righteousness. They also had, in William’s estimation, a duty to ‘enquire closely into our religious experiences and give each other Counsel and Advice as they may be needed’. There was also a mutual obligation to ‘avoid desultory conversation and never retire later than after 10’.32 William Booth’s lists of good intentions usually ended in the promise to go early to bed. It was fortunate that they found joy in religion, for they showed little sign of finding it in any of the pleasures which delighted other young couples.


The main subject of their correspondence – copious even when they both lived in London, separated as the demands of both time and propriety required – was William’s future. The high hopes of the Reformers’ offer, and Rabbits’ generosity which made its acceptance possible, were not realised. William was paid enough to preach every day, but his services were rarely demanded more than twice on a Sunday. The problem was the competition which he faced for time in the pulpit. ‘They reckon that they are all preachers here,’ he wrote to Catherine without pointing out that the presumption which so irritated him was the direct result of the Reformers’ belief, which he was supposed to share, that priest and people were one in the sight of God. Catherine, who had once rejoiced in the Reformers’ democracy, wondered if she – the fiancée of a full-time preacher and prospective minister – could continue her alliance to a church which so wilfully squandered William’s talents. She was, like William, a Wesleyan in general without any particular allegiance to any one of its manifestations. However, unlike him, Catherine did take an interest in the theological arguments which enlivened Wesleyan literature. She became particularly interested in the work of Charles Grandison Finney, an American preacher whose evangelism was built on the belief that ‘revivals’ were not a result of sudden divine intervention, but stimulated by ‘a group of people, coming together and praying a church revival into existence’. It was a theory which William was instinctively inclined to accept. At the time of their engagement, Catherine was more interested in Finney as the author of Lectures on Revivals and Religion, in particular his thoughts on the ‘causes of backsliding’ – the drift of converts away from Christianity within a few weeks or months of their redemption. It was a problem which was to cause her and her husband continual frustration. Time after time, during William’s years as an itinerant preacher, his new recruits were lost to the church because of the sloth of the resident minister. Finney blamed ‘backsliding’ on ‘having too much worldly business . . . being associated in business with an unconverted partner . . . The influence of worldly companions or marrying one who is worldly . . . the fear of giving offence to worldly friends’ and, most important of all, ‘the neglect of secret prayer’. Inspired by these notions Catherine began to search for a church which both respected its ministers and retained its members. The Congregationalists came to mind.
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