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Reader’s Comments

​ “I became engrossed in it. The author does
an excellent job of adding sonic fictionalization to the true story
of the life of Samuel Davies. His accounts of the thoughts of
Davies and others ring true, and he invokes emotion in many
places.”

E.A.C.— Central Nebraska

“I was surprised to learn of the pressure on
the part of the colonial government to have citizens adhere to the
Church of England or “established religion.” I was never aware of
this particular part of colonial history. I knew that many came lo
this country seeking freedom of religion, but I had no idea of when
such freedom was actualized.”

G.J.M — St. Lucie West Florida

“I loved the structure of the book; it was
very readable and the love story was captivating. This hook strikes
more than one chord with contemporary readers; war-time and
domestic security, practicing religion in an ambivalent culture,
church-state interaction, addressing social justice, making waves
in times of change. Davies successes in these areas are instructive
today.”

J.M.— Bristol, Wrginiu

“I did not know about the problem of being a
dissenter in early Virginia. I have visited Colonial Williamsburg
and never thought about Presbyterians.”

U.K.— Kalamazoo, Michigan

“I was surprised by the
stance taken by the “Established Church1 against the outsiders
and impressed with the depth of devotion by the early dissenters
which carried right through to the American Revolution and the
establishment of the United States.

A.U. — Savannah, Georgia

“I was impressed with Davies struggle to be
faithful to God, to know God’s will, to credit God for blessings
even while questioning God concerning misfortune, heartache, and
conflict.”

CM.— Charlotte, N.C.

“I read it almost straight through. 1 didn’t
realize this intensity of persecution was going on and that the
established church did nothing to change its appeal, (actually
sounds a lot like today!) We have to change to feed the spirit of
God’s children. I think that it speaks loudly to the condition of
the church and ministers even today.”

H.D.H.— St. Clairsville, OH

“I had never heard of Samuel Davies and was
not aware that the Virginia colony had a “stale” church before the
revolution. Reading iliis book reminded me of Christ’s acceptance
and love for all people - even those that we believe are
unworthy.”

E.G.— Roseville, MN

 


 


 



Note from the Author

​ In the book you are about to read there is a
core of historical truth. In order to assist the reader in
discovering and becoming acquainted with the remarkable man Samuel
Davies, the subject of this book, the author has used a format that
combines fact and fiction. Among the documentary sources of
information are the published Davies sermons preached during his
brief life. The first were printed in England in 1766 five years
after his death at Princeton. Davies carried on a lengthy
correspondence with church leaders in England from 1749-1761, and
some of that material exists. He may have kept a journal throughout
his adult life, but the only extant portion is a record of his
eighteen-month journey to England from July 1753 to February 1755
to raise money for the College of New Jersey, now Princeton
University. Personal correspondence between Davies and members of
his immediate family seems no longer to exist. There is, however, a
small collection of correspondence between Davies and his
brother-in-law, John Holt. In his published poems, we find
references to his wife and children, which give us valuable insight
into his feelings. His hymns provide reflections on his thoughts of
God, creation, and the human family. Especially important are
references made herein to official colonial government and church
records.

What the author has done is to make every
effort to be true to the known facts of Davies’ life and the
significant contributions he made to the Church he held so dear,
and more particularly to the Lord of that Church. Davies’ almost
forgotten influence on the political and social scene in
pre-Revolutionary America is far greater than we realize. The
dialogue that appears throughout the book has been crafted in order
to help the reader gain some sense of the context in which Davies
made his mark. Descriptions of the times and places where he lived
and traveled appear frequently. A rich trove of resources has been
explored in order to give the book its historical authenticity.

Put very simply, the author’s hope is that
Samuel Davies might become both better known and an inspiration to
many.
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Foreword

​The
popular notion that the first European settlers to arrive in
America enjoyed immediate freedom of religious expression is
contradicted by the facts. The seventeenth-century citizens of
Virginia, as well as their northern cousins who came later to
Massachusetts, unpacked their baggage of intolerance along with
their virtues in both settlements. Part of the prevailing myth of
America’s beginnings is the idea that the great majority of those
who risked the dangers of the North Atlantic crossing in the dead
of winter did so to obtain religious freedom. The Virginia Company
investors in London, however, clearly viewed their enterprise as a
straightforward business venture, designed to provide rich material
rewards. Religion was not a major issue.

The lack of religious motivation on the part
of the first white travelers to Virginia does not mean that these
people lacked religious faith. After five tortuous months of
sailing on the open seas in the winter of 1607, the 104 weary men
and boys dropped to their knees on the sands of what was later to
be called Cape Henry, planted a wooden cross, and thanked Almighty
God for their safe arrival. Within a few days, they entered the
Chesapeake Bay and disembarked at Jamestown Island on May 13th. The
majority brought along with them whatever religious experience had
been theirs in the motherland. For most, this was within the
government-sponsored Anglican Church.

At first, it was expected that all persons in
the colony were to gather with regularity for worship. Many did,
particularly when survival was most endangered. However, others
were less faithful in their attendance at church. At one period,
when martial law was imposed, the death penalty was enacted into
law, threatening those who failed to attend worship on the stated
grounds that their ingratitude to God brought upon the whole colony
His acts of judgment.

From the first settlement at Jamestown until
the American Revolution, there existed one official established
denomination in Virginia—the Anglican Church. The colonial
government, while delegating some responsibilities to the church,
controlled religious expression among the citizens. The parish
churches were built and maintained by the government, which also
provided clergy salaries, their residencies, and two hundred acres
of land. The government decided who could preach and who couldn’t,
who should worship and where.

During the first several decades following
the Jamestown settlement, the official church experienced no
significant challenge from other religious interests. The religious
wars on the European continent, principally between Catholics and
Protestants, had by 1700 created a great number of displaced
persons. Many of these, noticeably the persecuted French Huguenots,
had fled to England for refuge. The eight-month siege of
Londonderry, Ireland by the French Supported Catholic forces of
King James II of England in 1689 left in its wake great numbers of
Protestants who were fearful and suspicious of anything that
resembled Catholicism. Thousands of Scots and Scotch/Irish began
making their way to America to escape harassment and to find new
opportunities.

In 1689, the British Parliament adopted an
Act of Toleration to accommodate those Protestants in England who
were out of harmony with the Anglican Church. Under that law the
dissenter had to be registered as such with the government
authorities, and swear not to take up arms against the king or to
disturb the worship of the Anglicans, and to be a loyal citizen who
continued to support the established church with his tithes. Ten
years later, the Virginia House of Burgesses adopted the same law
but for decades did not put it into effect.

During the first years of the eighteenth
century in Virginia there developed increasing discontent within
the Anglican Church on the part of its members. Noticeable causes
of the laity’s displeasure were uninspired lectures on morality
from the parish pulpit, deadly dependence upon the prayer book as
the form of worship, parish priests who were preoccupied with the
material benefits of the office, and scandalous behavior on the
part of too many priests who manifested more enthusiasm for horse
racing, drinking, and card playing than in ministering to their
flock. Occasionally some were charged with sexual misconduct.

In central Virginia, around 1740, there
developed a grass roots reaction to the spiritual emptiness
increasing numbers of Anglicans were experiencing. People such as
Samuel Morris, a bricklayer in Hanover County, began to absent
themselves from worship, which was against the civil law. Instead
of going to the parish church, Morris began to gather family
members and some friends in his living room to discuss the Bible
and read religious materials. After being repeatedly summoned
before the Hanover County judge to account for his absence at the
parish church, paying his fine for the same, and continuing to
disengage himself from the established church, he was ordered to
appear before Governor William Gooch in Williamsburg and account
for his behavior. He made his appearance along with three other
“dissenters.” They were able to persuade the governor and the
majority of the council that they posed no risk to the colony’s
security and each was granted a license to build a small reading
house on his property in which to conduct limited activity.

Largely because of the immigration of the
persecuted Scotch/Irish, there was a strong Presbyterian presence
in New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania initially controlled by a
strict conservative clergy who had been educated in English or
Scottish universities. By 1740, however, there were signs of
American Presbyterianism. Influenced by men such as George
Whitefield, an itinerating Methodist evangelist from England, and
Jonathan Edwards, the breakaway Puritan theologian from New
England, a new expression of Presbyterian Christianity emerged
largely in Pennsylvania.

The major difference between the two schools
of Presbyterianism was that the newly emerging group believed not
only that it was essential for the Christian to believe the right
things, but that one’s belief had to be accompanied with an
experience that touched the heart. These became known as “New Side”
Presbyterians. The conservative Scotch/Irish became known as “Old
Side” Presbyterians. The two groups parted company in 1741. These
events coincided with the dawning of the spiritual revival known as
the “Great Awakening,” which had far-reaching influence on the
shaping of America in the half-century before the Revolution.

This division among the Presbyterians in the
northern colonies happened to coincide with the developing
dissenter movement in Hanover County, Virginia. One of the New Side
Presbyterian jurisdictions was the Presbytery of New Castle in that
portion of Pennsylvania that is now northern Delaware. That group,
responding to the pleas of scattered Presbyterians and
non-Anglicans on the Virginia frontier, sent one of its ministers,
William “One Eye” Robinson, to minister to small congregations in
the Valley of Virginia and the North Carolina Piedmont in 1742-43.
He had contracted smallpox as a child, leaving him blind in one
eye. Considered a powerful and effective preacher, he drew large
crowds wherever he spoke. As he was returning to his home in St.
George’s, Pennsylvania, the Hanover dissenters at Polegreen
meetinghouse persuaded him to come their way and preach for a few
days. Hundreds came to hear him for four successive days. He cut
his visit short to avoid arrest since he had not obtained a license
to preach from the colonial government. Before he departed, a
free-will offering was collected by the dissenters to express their
appreciation for his labors. He refused to accept it, stating that
he was not in the preaching business to enrich himself. The people
at the Polegreen meetinghouse attempted to hide their gift in his
saddlebag, but he discovered it and returned it to the donors. They
insisted that he keep it, and he agreed to do so only if the money
could be used to complete the ministerial education of one of his
young friends.

The young man he had in mind was Samuel
Davies from St. George’s, who was studying under Samuel Blair at
Fagg’s Manor in Chester County, Pennsylvania. Blair, a New Side
Presbyterian, had opened a school for ministers in his home. These
primitive institutions were derisively referred to by the Old Side
Presbyterians as “log colleges.”

Samuel Davies was born in New Castle County,
Pennsylvania, on November 3, 1723, of Welsh parents. His father was
a farmer who had limited education. Both father and mother were
held in high regard as pious and devout Christians and good
parents. His pre-adolescent years were unremarkable for the times,
though at ten years of age he attended an English school some
distance from his home. At fifteen, he made a public profession of
his religious faith by uniting with the Church. During his years as
a student under the Reverend Mr. Samuel Blair, Davies devoted
himself to his studies to the point that by the time he completed
his academic work his slender frame was already showing signs of
tuberculosis.

Davies was licensed as a minister by the
Presbytery of New Castle in July 1746 and married Sarah Kirkpatrick
three months later. Shortly after their marriage, Sarah became
pregnant. Davies felt a major indebtedness to the dissenters in
Hanover, Virginia, who had helped with his education and wished to
minister among them for a period to express his gratitude. He left
Sarah with his parents at St. George’s and came to Virginia in
April 1747 to stay until shortly before the birth of their
child.

Davies went directly to the colonial capital
in Williamsburg, Virginia, to petition for his license to preach
and was granted the privilege to do so in four meetinghouses, three
in Hanover and one in Henrico counties. He labored in Virginia
through the summer of 1747 and returned to St. George’s to be with
Sarah when their child was born. Both she and the infant died while
she was in labor, leaving Davies devastated emotionally and
physically.

 


 


 



Samuel Davies Timeline

​
1723—Born November 3 in St. George’s Pennsylvania (now
Delaware).

1742-46—Student at Samuel Blair’s “Log College”,
located at Fagg’s Manor in Neshaminy, Pennsylvania.

Ordained and Licensed to preach by New Castle Presbytery.

1747— April 15. Licensed to preach by the Governor’s
Council in Virginia.

September 15. Wife and infant son died during childbirth.

1748— On petition of 150 family heads in Hanover
County he returned to Virginia to minister at four meetinghouses,
Polegreen being his base. In the summer, his mother and father
joined him in Hanover County.

October 4. Marries Jane Holt of a prominent family in
Williamsburg.

1751— Argues the cause of the dissenters with Peyton
Randolph, the King’s Attorney General in the Virginia Colony.

1752— John Todd comes to Virginia to help Davies,
who now has seven congregations under his care.

1753— September until February 1755. Away from
Virginia raising money in Great Britain for the College of New
Jersey (Princeton).

1755-59— Preaches his famous patriotic sermons
during the French and Indian War. Governor Dinwiddie says he is the
most effective recruiter in the colony.

1759— July. After turning down the invitation of
Princeton to succeed Jonathan Edwards as president three times,
Davies is directed by the Synod of New York to leave Virginia and
go to Princeton. A month after he leaves Virginia, his father dies
in Hanover County.

1761— Late January. Davies develops a heavy cold and
is bled to reduce the fever. The incision becomes infected, and
within a week, he dies on February 4. He was three months beyond
his 37th birthday. He was widely mourned in Great Britain as well
as America. He is buried at Princeton alongside Jonathan Edwards in
identical tombs.

He was survived by his mother, his wife Jane, and five children,
the oldest being eleven.
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Chapter One

​ “A License to Preach”

November had not yet arrived, but already
there were signs of a harsh winter. For two days, a brisk wind out
of the northwest had brought a steady cold rain. On the front porch
of a modest farmhouse near St. George’s in New Castle County,
Pennsylvania, the family doctor expressed his deep concern for his
patient, who lay in bed inside. The young man of twenty-three years
had been there for almost a week. The death of his wife and
stillborn child had left Samuel Davies deeply depressed. His frail
body was weakened by the tuberculosis that had plagued him for four
years. Dr. Terrence had told Davies’ parents that their son would
not likely live through the coming winter. He had not yet told
Samuel.

Two days later Terrence returned to see the
young minister for whom he felt a great affection. It was the first
anniversary of Davies’ marriage to Sarah Kirkpatrick on October 23,
1746. The doctor hadn’t remembered. He asked Davies how he was
feeling. He responded that he felt terrible physically, the
thoughts of his anniversary made him despondent, and that the
weather was no help. Terrance decided that this wasn’t the day to
share any more bad news and soon departed.

Davies had most of the afternoon to himself
with little to occupy his thoughts. The anniversary date prompted a
series of recollections of events that had taken place during the
past year. He had suspected for some time what the doctor had not
yet told him. Unable to concentrate on the future, he began to
reconstruct the past.

As Davies lay on what might well be his
deathbed his storehouse of memories opened up with remarkable
clarity. Only seven months earlier the signs of spring in
Pennsylvania were beginning to show. The green sprouts of the
crocus were inching through the sandy soil around New Castle, a
sure sign that warmer days were not far away. Davies had been
completing his plans to fulfill some of his felt obligation to the
Hanover dissenters, who had so generously contributed to his
education as a result of those “great four days” of preaching by
his mentor, William Robinson. In January, Davies had responded to
the invitation of Samuel Morris, the bricklayer, and his neighbors
in Virginia; and plans were made for him to arrive sometime in
April. In the first week in March Sarah had just become certain
that she was pregnant and that if all proceeded well she would
deliver sometime in September. Davies learned of this with mixed
feelings. There was no way he could subject his wife to the rigors
of difficult travel to Virginia. Her physician had warned her of
the risk. It would also be hard to ask the people in Hanover to
wait three-quarters of a year for his arrival. The urgency of their
spiritual need had weighed so heavily on the young man that he
decided to go to Virginia as he had promised, begin his work, and
return home prior to the baby’s birth. This would at least enable
him to become acquainted with most of the families of the Polegreen
meetinghouse, and following the birth, he, Sarah, and the baby
could be together among the people in Hanover County.

Sarah readily consented to Samuel’s going to
Virginia, and they decided that he would leave the first week in
April. During the first two weeks of March, Davies visited friends
and colleagues in southeastern Pennsylvania to bid them farewell,
as well as to solicit their prayerful support for his work in a
strange land. This first period in Virginia would be the longest
time he had ever been away from his family, and he was troubled
deeply to be leaving Sarah at this important time in her life.

Davies had spent many hours following the
summer of 1743 in conversation with his friend “One Eye” Robinson,
who had acquired the nickname because of a patch he wore over an
eye he lost as a child when he had smallpox. Davies discussed with
Robinson his own plans to go to Hanover and become the spiritual
leader of the dissenters in central Virginia. “One Eye” knew that
in order for Davies to do much good he would have to confront the
civil authorities and obtain their permission. By the time Davies
finished his education and was licensed by his presbytery to
preach, his beloved teacher was dead. But something of his spirit
was still alive in his disciple. Davies resolved not to enter
Hanover County without first appearing before the Governor of the
colony to request a license to preach.

The time of departure was set for April 3rd.
Davies had stayed close at home since the middle of March. Though
his body was frail, he made every effort to lend what assistance he
could as his father prepared for spring planting. While he had
devoted himself to his studies faithfully, he had always regretted
his meager contribution to the support of the family. His father
was now 67 years old. Working a 200-acre farm was no small task.
Seeing his father showing signs of aging weighed heavily upon
Davies. He had always felt a deep love for both of his parents; and
as the days drew near for him to leave home, he felt engulfed by a
sense of sadness. He found himself wanting more than usual to
express his feelings of appreciation to them and did so with a lack
of inhibition that surprised both them and him. He frequently
sought to reassure them that he would be back soon, God
willing.

Leaving Sarah had been particularly difficult
for Davies. She was not a robust person and had shown some of the
symptoms of the disease that plagued Davies. He knew that she
leaned heavily upon him, perhaps more than most women who rely on
their husbands for emotional strength. He made special efforts to
bolster her spirits, reminding her of his love. His own feelings
for her ran deeply, but in those last weeks at home he held back
from expressing his intimate desire for her for fear that he might
cause a problem with her pregnancy. This she understood and
accepted.

On the day of the departure from St.
George’s, the household was awake at four o’clock in the morning,
an hour earlier than usual. Davies finished packing his one piece
of luggage, a simple canvas bag. It was filled with two pairs of
pants, an equal number of shirts, underwear, stockings, his only
extra pair of shoes, some toiletries, a Bible, copies of several
sermons he had preached during the previous eight months, and two
books given to him by his friend “One Eye” Robinson. His mother had
breakfast prepared and all gathered at the table at five o’clock.
Davies asked his mother to offer the prayer.

She nodded and thanked God for His watchful
care during the past night, and for the day that was before them.
Her prayer made special references to her son’s impending journey
and supplication for God’s presence with him as he stood before the
Governor. Closing with thanksgiving for their family and for God’s
constant goodness, she committed the well being of them all to
their Creator, remembering the great gift of His Son Jesus for
all.

The plan was to leave St. George’s at seven
o’clock. There was time for Davies to help feed the farm animals
and still not be rushed to get the horse harnessed for the short
trip into the village. The feeding gave him time to have a few
moments alone with his father. He used the time to encourage him to
try and find some help on the farm so that he might not overwork
himself at his age. His father assured him that he felt quite well
and asked his son not to concern himself with that matter. After
the animals were cared for, Davies went inside to find Sarah. The
morning was beautiful, the sky cloudless, the wind calm, with a bit
of chill in the air. Sarah slipped a sweater around her shoulders
and both of them went outside and into the garden.

Davies did his best to reassure Sarah that
she would never be far from his thoughts and asked if she was
worried about him being so far away. She told him that she always
missed him even when he was only a day’s journey away,
acknowledging that she knew she was going to be lonely. She smiled
as she mentioned the constant reminder of his presence that he was
leaving with her.

When she asked him how he felt about the
impending journey, he said that he sometimes felt excited about
going into the same part of the world where Robinson worked and
felt that he might be continuing something Robinson had started.
But there were other times when he felt his unworthiness to take on
that task, and shuddered at what was ahead. He noted that he
wouldn’t have the support of his family or of friends in the
ministry. He wouldn’t be within five days journey of any
Presbyterian minister. He said he never before had to rely so
totally on the grace of God and the help God was able to
supply.

Sarah reminded him that she didn’t believe
God was sending him to Virginia only to abandon him once he was
there. And as to family and friends, and brothers in the ministry,
all would be praying for him. She recalled that when he was called
on to speak at Mr. Robinson’s funeral he read a passage from one of
the prophets. She said she couldn’t remember which one but that the
words were so beautiful she had memorized them. She began to
recite.

The everlasting God, the Lord, the Creator of the
ends of the earth, fainteth not, neither is weary. There is no
searching of his understanding. He giveth power to the faint; and
to them that have no might he increaseth strength. Even the youths
shall faint and be weary, and the young men shall utterly fall: But
they that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall
mount up with wings as eagles; they shall run, and not be weary;
and they shall walk, and not faint.

At six-thirty, Davies said his final
departing words, embraced his mother and Sarah and climbed into the
buggy with his father. Turning and waving frequently he watched as
the distance between them and him increased, until they were out of
sight. The two men said nothing for a while and finally Davies told
his father that he hated to leave him with so much responsibility.
His father tried to reassure him that everything was going to be
all right. He told his son to just take care of himself down in
Virginia amongst all those Anglicans and he would take good care of
the ladies at home until he got back. His father reminded him to
pace himself and remember that his body was weak from overdoing,
and he would need to get enough rest, along with good food.

Two weeks before the planned trip south
Davies had purchased a horse. It was to be shod by the local
blacksmith before the departure. When Davies and his father
arrived, the horse was ready.

They both got out of the buggy; Davies picked
up his bag, and with his father walked over to the horse. After a
farewell embrace, Davies rode slowly away. It can be imagined that
he wanted to view all that he could of his homeland, absorb it, and
store it up so that his memory might feed upon those scenes in the
days ahead.

Davies found himself turning around
frequently to get a view of his father, who remained at the parting
place until it was completely out of sight. It was the beginning of
a journey unlike anything Davies could have dreamed. For him it was
truly a milestone, an experience which would test his mind,
challenge his faith, deepen his compassion for the human family,
and heighten his desire to live up to the calling which he felt so
keenly. As the familiar scenes faded behind him, twinges of sadness
slowly gave way to feelings of excitement that come to those, who
in surrendering to a higher purpose in life, feel the exhilaration
that accompanies a new and strange freedom of the spirit. He had
put his feet in the path, believing in God’s purpose, and now he
expected that the way would be determined by One whose wisdom was
infinitely superior to his own. It was a liberating experience, and
he embraced it. What was before him in Virginia, he could only
speculate. He would simply deal with life as it presented itself
each day and, with God’s help, do the best he could.

The horse and rider moved steadily southward,
stopping periodically to rest for fifteen or twenty minutes.
Several times he arrived at a small stream to find workmen
repairing a damaged or washed-out bridge that was a casualty of a
storm. Muddy roads and deep ruts not only slowed down travelers,
but also posed hidden dangers to an animal that stepped into water
only to find itself suddenly floundering.

As Davies was journeying down the Eastern
Shore, he had no way of knowing of disturbing events in
Williamsburg. Had he been aware of the mood in the capital of
Virginia, the anxiety he might have normally felt at the prospect
of dealing with the most powerful persons in the government would
surely have increased enormously. On the last day of January, a
suspicious fire had virtually destroyed the capitol building. The
official investigation that followed the blaze concluded that it
was an act of arson. The fire had started in an unoccupied room on
the upper floor, quickly spread to the entire roof, and was out of
control within minutes of the first signs of smoke. Providentially
a change of wind direction slowed the flames, giving time for
courageous clerks to save irreplaceable legal, property, and court
records.

For two months prior to Davies’ arrival in
Williamsburg, speculation had been rampant as to the identity of
the culprits who would have committed the heinous crime of burning
the capitol. Since the religious dissenters in the colony were
viewed by many as malcontents, troublemakers, disturbers of the
peace, and subversives, they were naturally included among the
suspects. And since the Hanover dissenters had gained most of the
attention of the established Anglican Church and the colonial
government, they were singled out as special objects of suspicion.
The timing of Davies’ presence, and the nature of his request to
the Governor’s Council, could hardly have been worse. The mood of
frustration and anger among the authorities hung like a dark cloud
over the colonial capital.

The College of William and Mary and the town
council of Williamsburg offered space to the colonial government to
continue its work. Just three days before Davies left St. George’s
for Virginia, Governor Gooch addressed the House of Burgesses in a
special meeting that was held on the campus of William and Mary. He
opened his remarks saying,

The astonishing fate of the capitol occasions this
meeting, and proves a loss the more to be deplored, as being
apparently the effect of malice and design. I must indeed own it as
difficult to comprehend how so flagitious a crime could be
committed, or even imagined, by any rational creature. I believe
you must join me in ascribing it to the horrid machinations of
desperate villains, instigated by infernal madness.

Gooch went on to document why the
investigation concluded that the fire could not have been an
accident and stated, “God forbid I should accuse or excuse
unjustly! Yet I venture to assert, such superlative wickedness
could never get admittance into the heart of a Virginian.”

Davies’ ignorance of these events meant that
while he would be seeking a license that was rightfully his, he
would be facing authorities who thought they were granting a favor
to someone whose associates were suspected of criminal conduct.
Soon enough he would find out what he was dealing with!

In late morning of April 12th,
Davies detected a slight change in the gait of his horse. For a
lone rider covering a long distance this was disturbing. As it was
approaching midday he decided to stop at the nearest dwelling along
the way and seek food for himself and his horse. He had ridden a
long way from St. George’s, having stopped overnight nine times,
covering 250 miles. With one exception, since he had left home, he
had eaten bacon and whole hominy every morning for breakfast. Each
day’s travel was taking its toll on horse and rider. After lunch,
Davies again saddled up and started out. By three o’clock, the
horse was noticeably limping. Davies dismounted, stroked the
animal, and moved his hands over the favored leg. He knew he had to
lead his horse on foot until he could find help. He was six miles
from his destination at Cape Charles.

Late in the afternoon, the two weary
travelers finally walked into the small village of Cape Charles,
which was ten miles from the southern tip of the Eastern Shore.
Between the little community and the point where the Atlantic Ocean
and the Chesapeake merged was a long and wide stretch of sand,
jutting out into that massive body of swiftly moving water. The
rhythmic, predictable movement of the tides kept the huge bodies of
water flowing in and out of the bay with treacherous force. Many a
life had been lost in these environs, and unwary souls were at
great risk in being on the water without the aid of the veteran
waterman who had learned from generations before the dangers that
awaited the inexperienced. The village of Cape Charles was one
point of departure and arrival for those going to and from
Virginia’s mainland. Most travelers who took passage out of this
point were headed for places like Norfolk, Newport News, or
Hampton. From these towns overland travel was undependable, though
it could still be made by water into other Virginia rivers that
emptied into the Chesapeake. The long overland trip would now be
interrupted by whatever time it would take to find passage to the
Lower Peninsula, in the center of which was Williamsburg.

Davies made the hard decision to sell his lame
horse, thinking he might come back that way on his return home,
repurchase the animal if it was well and ride back to St. George’s.
Having taken care of the transaction regarding his horse, he sought
out accommodations for the night and found a room with a bed that
had to be shared with another person. The room contained two beds,
both of which would be occupied. The room itself was small and
there was hardly space to move around without stumbling into
something or someone.

The sun was setting across the Chesapeake
directly west of Cape Charles. The sight was especially beautiful
to Davies, whose view of sunsets at home in their final stage was
always obscured by trees. Here there was nothing within view to the
west but water, and as the sun set it had the effect of slowly
descending straight into the bay. Davies watched until it
completely vanished, and then lingered to take in the afterglow.
Nature to Davies was one of the clearer manifestations of the
Creator’s power and glory, and scenes like this prompted him to
feel the presence of God.

Since an hour of daylight remained, Davies
decided to find out when the next boat crossed to the mainland the
following day. At the dock, he learned that a boat that had
unloaded lumber would be leaving for Hampton at mid-day, and that
there would be passage for him that was affordable at two
shillings. He booked passed and returned to his dwelling place for
the night, where he had tasty fish stew and corn bread. It was
tasty and in quantity ample. Quite tired from the long day’s
travel, he decided to turn in. His sleeping companion had imbibed
liberally prior to coming to bed. While the stranger was not
obnoxious in his actions or speech, the heavy odor of alcohol was
strong and unpleasant. But Davies was soon sound asleep.

By six the next morning, there was no sign
that the sun was to make an appearance any time soon, and there
were indications that the weather was turning sour. The wind was
out of the northeast, which along the Atlantic coast was a
harbinger of worse things to come. The first drops of rain began to
fall about eight o’clock and by nine had increased to a steady
shower. The waters of the bay had become very rough, and the
visibility had decreased to a quarter of a mile. The captain
decided to delay the departure until the weather improved. At noon,
nothing had changed. At three in the afternoon, he decided to wait
until the following day. This was disappointing to Davies,
particularly when he heard that sometimes these “nor’easter” storms
lasted several days. He did not relish the idea of spending a lot
of time in this isolated spot, but the weather was too foul for any
activity outside. He had not seen the first sign of anything to
read, but one asset possessed by Davies was his genuine interest in
people of ordinary gifts. There was nothing of the snob in him. He
knew from experience that there were many in this world who had
little or no formal education, yet embodied qualities of
genuineness and integrity which deserved the admiration of the
elite. His real interest in others prompted most to trust him
immediately. He was a person with whom it was easy to talk. He
asked questions about family origins and heritage, about roots in
distant places, about work, and about travels. If someone
introduced the subject of religion, he carried on the conversation
as long as they seemed interested. Here at Cape Charles on this
stormy day all of these gifts of the young man from the north came
into play and turned an otherwise boring and unpromising afternoon
and evening into a time to be remembered with appreciation.

To everyone’s surprise the rain had ceased by
morning. At daybreak, the surface of the bay still appeared angry,
and at breakfast, the conversation around the table didn’t sound
encouraging. At least it was possible to walk outside without
getting soaked. During the morning, the skies began to clear; and
by eleven o’clock, the sun broke through. The boat captain ventured
that there was a good chance they could make the trip in early
afternoon, and with that the spirits of the travelers rose. The
situation looked even better when the wind shifted so that it came
more out of the north at a steady velocity, which favored the craft
that would be on a compass heading of 240 degrees. If all were to
go well they could expect to cover the thirty miles between Cape
Charles and Hampton by sundown. The captain decided to leave no
later than one o’clock.

At the appointed time, all hands were on
board. In addition to the captain and two crewmen there were five
passengers, two dogs, and one macaw, whose raspy voice frequently
punctuated the conversation of the captain. The voyage across the
mouth of the bay, where it merges with the James River just before
emptying into the Atlantic, on this day was pleasant. But the trip
could be treacherous. Many an inexperienced man had met his doom in
these waters over the years, swept out to sea by strong tides and
currents, never to be heard from again. Davies breathed easier as
the land at the eastern end of the Lower Peninsula began to
appear.

The small ship rounded Point Comfort and
turned westward. Off the port side the wide expanse of the mouth of
the James lay between the Lower Peninsula and the mouth of the
Elizabeth River. In that direction, smoke could be seen rising from
the chimneys of the small village of Norfolk. Davies, knowing that
it was upon the James the three small ships had sailed out of the
Atlantic Ocean in 1607 and on upriver to Jamestown Island, pondered
the courage, the hopes, the hardships, and the faith of those who
for five months had been beyond the sight of land and on the open
sea at the mercy of the elements. He recalled with amazement how
they could have done that in the dead of winter. Here now he had
only an inkling of what these people endured. They had traversed
3,000 miles of water. He had covered 30. What could those 100 men
and four boys from England have been feeling as they sailed into
the James exactly 140 years before at this time of the year?
Overwhelming gratitude unquestionably! Point Comfort had been named
by them, and the name told the story. A short distance to the west
of this spit of land, an inlet lies perpendicular to the James
River; and into that harbor the captain maneuvered his boat and
tied up at the dock in Hampton.

In the entire colony of Virginia there was
yet nothing resembling an overland system of public transportation.
The very rare wealthy might have a carriage to transport them, but
for all others there was nothing else to do but ride a horse or
walk. Davies had to make his own travel arrangements. He would
check at the livery stable in the morning to learn of possible
means of getting to Williamsburg. But for the moment, he sought
quarters for the evening. He found what he needed near the landing
at a place that provided a bed, evening meal and breakfast for six
pence. The price was cheap, as were the accommodations. While
Davies didn’t require much in the way of creature comforts, he
enjoyed good food and a restful bed. He rarely ever complained
about the lack of either. He retired shortly after eating as he
felt the fatigue that accompanied the illness that had plagued him
since his teen years. So far, on his journey from St. George’s, he
had done fairly well, having had no severe attack of consumptive
symptoms. The established pattern had been, however, that all could
seem reasonably well for a while but without forewarning he would
be incapacitated for several days, sweating heavily and sometimes
losing consciousness. He tried to pace himself to some degree, but
found it hard not to press himself when he had such strong desire
to get on with what he felt called to do. Surrounded by such great
need, he found it difficult not to respond even if his exertions
left him exhausted. Now as he lay on the heavy ticking stuffed with
straw, he prayed that he might be spared a lapse in his health just
as he was about to present himself to the General Court in the
colonial capital.

Williamsburg was thirty-five miles by road
from the town of Hampton. In the morning, Davies lucked upon a shoe
merchant who had just unloaded a large quantity of goods from
England. He had an outlet for his merchandise in Yorktown and
Williamsburg, which would add a half day to the journey. Since he
was driving his wagon alone he agreed to let Davies ride with him,
provided he help unload the goods at both stops.

Pine and hardwood forests were generously
dispersed with delicate dogwood and redbud. But nothing along the
way compared to the sight that met his eyes as the winding road
along the rim of the high bluff overlooking the York River passed
through a wide clearing. Here he looked north over the river into
Gloucester County. A short distance to his right the river emptied
into the Chesapeake. Davies had lived most of his life near the
northernmost region of the bay. The great Susquehanna River, having
meandered through Pennsylvania, poured its waters into the
Chesapeake only a few miles from Davies’ birthplace. Accustomed to
seeing the bay from the flatlands of lower Pennsylvania and
Maryland, he had never looked down upon that great body of water
from a height comparable to the bluffs above Yorktown. It was truly
a sight to behold, immense and majestic.

A winding, circuitous route carried the
travelers from the heights overlooking the tiny village of Yorktown
on down to the river’s edge. There the horse and wagon stopped at a
warehouse owned by a Scotch merchant who did a thriving import and
export business. The Scotsman also operated a ferryboat and did
well in providing service to those who lived or did business on the
middle peninsula and were cut off from land travel to Williamsburg,
Hampton, and Newport News by the York and the Pamunkey rivers.

At a boarding house in the village, Davies
purchased two hard rolls and some turtle soup at a price he could
manage. Some cheese was available at a small extra charge, but he
felt constrained to forego the offer. While waiting for the wagon
owner’s horse to be fed and rested, he walked along the beach of
the York River. The tide was at low ebb, so he removed his shoes
and stockings and waded into the shallow waters. It was possible to
go out a surprising distance from the shore and find that he was in
water less than a foot deep. Crabs were in abundance. In the soft
bottom, he could feel clams under his feet at almost every step.
Delicate sea horses hovered near the cover of seaweed. Fish darted
by in numbers that made him believe that these waters held an
abundant food supply.

When Davies saw the ferry from Gloucester
nearing the dock, he returned to the warehouse where preparations
were being readied for the next leg of the trip. The wagon soon
rumbled out of the tiny village, heading west along a low-lying
road that bordered the river. It crossed several streams on creaky
wooden bridges before it reached ground high enough to provide some
feeling of security to the travelers. About five miles from their
destination they saw a shocking site that Davies was to remember
for a long time. Near the narrow, rutted road on which they
traveled, they saw two naked black men hanging from a large oak
tree. Later they were to learn that the two slaves had been tried
and convicted of stealing their master’s goods and selling them to
other slaves. The offense had been repeated three times before the
final conviction.

Williamsburg, even though it was the largest
town in Virginia, was small in size and population. Comprised of
about a thousand people, including a few hundred black slaves and
indentured servants, it occupied a plateau halfway between the York
and James Rivers. For a great distance in all directions, the land
had been cleared of almost all trees and vegetation in order to
grow the most profitable crop—tobacco. Outside the center of the
small community, one might see trees only in ravines and creek
bottoms. The town itself was built along a strip three quarters of
a mile in length. The main, unpaved, one hundred foot wide, sandy
Duke of Gloucester Street ran down the center from west to east,
with the College of William and Mary at one end and the capitol at
the other. In dry weather, it was unpleasantly dusty. Along both
sides of the main street were rows of inns, taverns, and shops.
Visitors from elsewhere were told that the main value of the town’s
location was that there were fewer mosquitoes here than in Yorktown
or Jamestown.

Davies would be arriving when the population
of Williamsburg had swollen to three times its normal size. The
General Court would have begun its twenty-four day semi-annual
session on the tenth of April. During these two occasions each year
the town was transformed from a quiet, civil, and hospitable
community into a raucous crowd bent on making the most of a variety
of entertainments. Drinking and gambling led the list of preferred
activities of the people who assembled in festive mood, unless they
were among the poor souls charged with some crime. Rolling dice was
the game of choice, and every inn and tavern was prepared for the
surge of people who arrived. Few activities were done in
moderation, to the disgust of many. Housing accommodations were at
a premium, and some slept in wagons, livery stables, and barn
lofts.

The wagon pulled into Williamsburg at
three-fifteen in the afternoon and at the shoe store in the village
stopped. On the ride into town, the wagon owner had offered to help
Davies find a place to sleep at the livery. While Davies waited for
the shoe merchant to transact some business he walked around a bit
to limber his muscles, somewhat cramped from the journey which had
taken the better part of nine hours. He looked to the west on Duke
of Gloucester Street and was told that the large structure at the
end of the street was the main hall of the College of William and
Mary. Looking in the opposite direction, he observed quite a
different site, the charred remains of a brick building. He asked a
passerby what it was and was told it had been the colonial capitol
building until two months ago. Davies asked what had caused the
fire and was told that while there were all kinds of rumors, most
people thought it was intentionally set ablaze because there were a
number of people who were not entirely happy with the way things
were going in the colony.

While Davies was still looking around, the
driver called to him and suggested they go over to the stable,
which was three hundred feet from the shoe store. When they
arrived, the owner of the livery greeted the driver, who introduced
Davies as a man from Pennsylvania who had just come to Virginia to
have business with the governor in a day or two. If the room above
the stable wasn’t occupied, the driver said, he hoped Davies could
use it.

The livery owner, a man named Edwards, wanted
to know if Davies was in the habit of smoking, adding that he had
lost a barn and three horses in a fire just two years before. He
told Davies he was welcome to stay, but he needed to be inside
before dark. No lamps were to be carried into the stable.

Davies thanked him, carried his traveling bag
inside, and climbed the narrow stair up to the loft that was about
a quarter full of hay left from the winter storage. In one corner
of the loft was a small room, ten feet by ten. On a bunk elevated
two feet from the floor was a straw-filled mattress. Against one
wall was a shipping crate and beside it a stool. The host said that
he’d be back before dark with a blanket and a pillow since he
expected that it might get chilly before morning.

There was still time to get some food before
the day ended. Davies didn’t know a single person in the village,
so he asked the driver for advice about an eatery. He was directed
toward a building a block off of Duke of Gloucester Street. As he
neared the place, he saw a handwritten notice tacked to the
door:

Temporarily closed, due to the indisposition of the
owner who has a bad case of ague.

Though disappointed at the abrupt conclusion
of his initial attempt to find supper, Davies was sympathetic with
the sufferer because his own chronic ailment would often carry with
it similar symptoms.

As he walked back to the main street, he
passed the printing shop of John Holt. Assuming a printer would be
among the most knowledgeable people in the community, Davies
ventured inside to make inquiry. As he walked through the door, he
heard the tinkling of a small bell. At the sound, a cheerful,
stockily built man emerged and introduced himself as John Holt.
Davies told him he was a stranger in Williamsburg and was trying to
find a place to eat that wouldn’t be too expensive.

Holt could see that the young man before him
had more class than the average stranger passing through the
capital. Something about his speech and his bearing pointed to a
person of character and refinement. When he learned that Davies was
from New Castle, Holt welcomed him to Virginia and asked him what
brought him so far from home. Davies told him that he had been
invited by some dissenters in Hanover County to come visit them
with a view to becoming their pastor. First, however, he wanted to
obey the law and obtain a license to preach.

Holt was speechless. He felt that his lower
jaw must have perceptibly fallen. He had been right; this wasn’t
just another bumpkin passing through, Finally, after what seemed to
him to be an embarrassing period of silence, he asked Davies what
kind of minister he might be. Presbyterian, he was told.

Holt, quickly assuming that Davies was to
appear before Lieutenant Governor Gooch and his Council, asked
Davies where he was lodging. When Holt learned to his astonishment
that Davies was staying at the livery, he insisted that he stay in
his home as his sisters and mother had left the previous day to
visit kin people in Lancaster County and would be gone for at least
two weeks. Davies said he was grateful but expressed concern that
Mr. Edwards might think him ungrateful or rude. Holt was amazed.
The young man before him probably had more education than
ninety-five percent of the people who would sleep that night in the
capital of the colony, yet he was concerned about seeming to be
ungrateful to the owner of a livery stable. Holt assured Davies
that Edwards would understand, since he himself would explain the
situation to the stable owner.

Host and guest having agreed to address each
other by their Christian names, John suggested that Samuel no
longer concern himself with eating arrangements, as they would dine
together once some unfinished work was completed at the printing
shop. Meantime Davies could occupy himself reading the Virginia
Gazette, which was published there.

The first item to catch Davies’ eye on the
front page of the paper was a news account of the meeting of the
Governor’s Council that was currently in session. There was a
report on action taken to prosecute a man charged with giving aid
to a slave who had run away. Incidents of wife beating, theft,
public disorderliness, intoxication, and arson were recounted. A
lengthy story told of numerous cases of religious dissension
reflected in absence from public worship, intentional withholding
of tithes to the established church, gathering for worship in
unapproved buildings and houses, and verbal abuse directed toward
the established church or its clergy. Several of these cases were
scheduled to be heard by the Governor’s Council now in session.

Davies could only hope that when it was time
for him to present himself before the Council the atmosphere would
not have been poisoned so badly as to become an insurmountable
obstacle. For the moment, he was glad that he would have the
opportunity to talk of these things with John Holt, who could
likely throw some light on what he might expect. Davies continued
to read odds and ends of the news in the Gazette as Holt finished
up his duties for the day. Around five o’clock Davies’ genial host
indicated he was ready to leave, and both men walked out on Duke of
Gloucester Street and headed for Edwards’ home.

As the two men approached the Shield and
Sword Inn on their way, Holt suggested that they take a look at the
menu for the evening. On a post beside the door was tacked a single
sheet of paper on which several items of food were listed. Holt
remarked that the old standards were still available: chicken, ham,
or fish. There were usually at least two choices offish, and the
chicken and ham could be prepared in several ways. Holt asked
Davies whether anything on the menu sounded appetizing. Davies was
so hungry that all of the items available were more than
satisfactory to him. Holt mentioned he preferred this eating place
because it was quieter than most, and at this time of the year that
could make a difference.

Shortly the two were standing on Edwards’
porch. Responding to their knock, Edwards exclaimed that he would
have offered the traveler better hospitality if he had known that
they were acquaintances. Holt explained the reason for the change
of plans and Davies retrieved his traveling bag from the loft and
rejoined the two friends, who had been discussing their impressions
of the young visitor. The three exchanged final pleasantries before
Davies and Holt walked back to the inn for dinner.

The Shield and Sword was unimpressive both on
the outside and inside. The furnishings were simple tables and
chairs arranged mostly to seat four guests. In front of the window
was a smaller table that seated two, and this was the one Holt
chose. Holt asked Davies to tell him more of himself, his family,
and his recent activities.

Davies quickly covered his family background,
his marriage, Sarah’s pregnancy, and the need to return home in
late summer. Soon he was talking at length about his preparation
for the ministry and the events that led him to his presence in
Williamsburg. As he shared more of the details of his impending
trip into Hanover County, Holt’s interest seemed to intensify. He
asked Davies about his destination. When Davies spoke of the
Polegreen meetinghouse and mentioned Samuel Morris who was to be
his host, Holt was startled. He had known Morris for almost eight
years, he said, ever since they first met when George Whitefield
preached in Williamsburg in 1739. Morris had a masonry job in the
community and had come into the printing shop to purchase copies of
Whitefield’s sermon and other religious tracts that were on hand.
He was having meetings in his home and discussing these matters
with his friends. They continued to keep in touch with each other,
Holt said.

Soon the food was brought to the table.
Davies was so famished he hoped his host wasn’t paying close
attention to his manners. Both men talked of home, family, Davies’
trip, Holt’s business, and Virginia politics. The more time Holt
spent with Davies the more he found himself becoming involved in
some personal way in the young preacher’s mission in Williamsburg.
For some unexplained reason he felt more than a distant, academic
interest in Davies’ motivation as a minister to the Hanover
dissenters. By the time they had finished eating Holt decided he
should update Davies as much as possible about what had been taking
place in Williamsburg in recent days concerning religious
dissension.

Holt told Davies that if he were in his shoes
he would want to know as much as possible about the present mood in
the capital. To put it in a word, it was nasty. The burning of the
House of Burgesses had resulted in increased hostility on the part
of the government and the established church toward any dissent.
Holt said Davies needed to know about actions that had been taken
by the government recently, that the root of a lot of the present
trouble in the colony was the growing discontent with the state of
religion. It was increasingly difficult for the authorities in
government to ignore the incompetence and ineffectiveness of most
of the Anglican clergy. Over the years, there had been some
wonderful exceptions to the general poor quality of the parish
priests, such as the Reverend Mr. James Blair, who founded the
college of William and Mary. But for the most part the Church of
England sent those most lacking in ability and motive to this
remote colony. For decades now absenteeism from worship, attendance
at which was required by law, had been growing worse. Criticism of
the clergy had become more open and vocal, while at the same time
the voices of dissension had become louder. The externals of
religion within the established church remained visible enough.
Priests, liturgy, ceremony, parish churches, vestries, and glebes
were all neatly in place within the governmental and social fabric.
But the one thing crucial and essential to Christian faith that was
missing was the presence of ‘heart and soul.’ Filling this gap was
what the dissenters did best. Ordinary people knew it, and the
leaders of government knew it, whether or not they were willing to
admit it.

Remembering his mentor William Robinson,
Davies asked Holt if he thought the situation might be worse than
it was two or three years ago. Holt answered that it probably was
and added that two weeks ago Governor Gooch had convened his
council in Williamsburg. The focus initially had been on what to do
about ‘itinerating preachers’ who were seen as disturbers of the
peace. A council member from Suffolk proposed the simple solution
of making more arrests and building larger jails for the
troublemakers. John Buford from Lancaster County said something
that since has been frequently quoted in the taverns: No itinerant
has appeared in his area who has contributed to the delinquency of
anyone more than the parish priest, who could at any time be found
guilty of first degree assault on the human spirit. Buford added
that if sheer boredom were considered a deadly weapon, his priest
would have been jailed long ago.

Davies asked Holt if there was a sharp
difference of opinion on the part of members of the Governor’s
Council. Holt answered that he would not describe it as ‘sharp’,
but it was safe to say that there was noticeable division. He said
he had a line of communication with one of the Council but could
not say who it was. He had been told by this member that Charles
Adams from Henrico helped get to the core of the matter. He did it
by focusing on the ties that exist between the government and the
established church, saying that an attack on the church is an
attack on the government that sponsors the church. But he went on
to say that for the government to support a mediocre religious
institution by protecting it from criticism, when it deserves it,
invites contempt in the eyes of the people. So he said that the
Council should demand more from the Anglican Church in the colony,
or give a more generous rein to those who dissent, and to those who
preach to the dissenters.

Davies asked Holt if he saw the scales
tipping in the Council. He replied that he thought it was about
even. Davies then wanted to know about the Governor’s sentiments.
Holt said that Gooch enjoyed the reputation of being a fair-minded
man, and that he believed he was. It was commonly known that he
allowed everyone on the Council to speak before he said anything.
At the end of the discussion of ‘itinerating preachers,’ he
introduced a proposal that seemed to please everyone except one
member, who abstained from voting. Holt said he had printed copies
of the proclamation that the Council adopted. In effect, it
requires that anyone preaching in the colony has to be licensed by
the government. It came as a surprise when Holt told Davies that he
would be the first person in the colony to petition for a license
to preach.

Davies then asked Holt what he thought his
chances were of getting a license. He answered by saying that he
thought it was a flip of the coin. He reminded Davies that the
Council was made up of men who occupied positions of power,
financial and otherwise. For the most part, they were inclined to
resist any kind of change. Any shift of power or control was viewed
as a threat. Then Holt made an interesting observation by telling
Davies that he didn’t appear to him to be the angry and abrasive
type, and that was in his favor. He also observed that Davies was
capable of stating his position with moderation. He cautioned him
to not let sarcastic comments or ill-tempered persons on the
Council upset him, nor play their mean-spirited game. The more
moderate members of the Council were sensitive to the religious
atmosphere in the mother country and were thereby more open to some
expressions of religious toleration here. Holt concluded by
expressing his wish that there wasn’t the present cloud of
suspicion, anger, and frustration hanging over this town as a
result of the capitol fire, noting that the Presbyterians had been
numbered among the suspects, particularly by those who were opposed
to religious dissent in the first place.

At no time during the evening did Davies have
any reason to discuss his personal health with Holt. It was all the
more interesting that before their conversation at the Shield and
Sword ended Holt commented that Davies’ rather frail physical frame
might in this instance be an asset. When Davies asked how that
could be, Holt noted that sometimes the arrogant assume that
slightness of stature is equal to weakness. By that standard,
Davies would not pose a threat.

It was eight-thirty so Holt suggested that
they leave. He picked up the bill, bade farewell to the proprietor
and with Davies proceeded to the printing shop. There he handed
Davies a copy of the governor’s recent proclamation that had been
spread abroad in the colony. It read,

A PROCLAMATION

Whereas it is represented to me that several
Itinerant Preachers have lately Crept into the Colony and that the
Suffering these Corrupters of our faith and true Religion do to
propagate their Shocking Doctrines may be of mischievous
consequences. I have, therefore, thought fit, by and with the
Advice of his Majesty’s Council, to issue the Proclamation strictly
requiring all Magistrates and officers to discourage and prohibit,
as far as they legally can, all Itinerant Preachers, whether
New-Light Presbyterians, Moravians, or Methodists, from Teaching,
Preaching or holding any meeting in this Colony. And that all
Persons be enjoined to be aiding and assisting in that purpose.

Given under my Hand at Williamsburg this third day
of April 1747 and in the xxth year of his Majesty’s Reign.

William Gooch God Save the King

Davies read the proclamation and remarked
that the timing of his being in Virginia didn’t seem to be very
good, but that he’d have to leave matters to the good Lord.

When they arrived at Holt’s home, they were
met by a black housekeeper, Martha. She was an elderly woman of
Jamaican lineage. Her manner of speaking was clearly different from
that of other blacks that Davies had met from West Africa. She had
a brilliant smile and was pleasant in every way. Holt introduced
Davies and asked Martha to show him to the guest room. She picked
up his traveling bag and led the way upstairs to a small, neatly
arranged room containing one window with a view of the Governor’s
Palace. After Davies had unpacked his belongings, he rejoined Holt
in the parlor illuminated by an oil lamp.

The conversation that had begun at the inn
now focused on the details of getting Davies before the Governor’s
Council with his request. Holt explained the process and offered to
be of help. His impression was that there was a heavy docket and
that an unusually large number of cases to be heard were those
involving charges made against dissenters. Holt suggested that he
and Davies go immediately after breakfast to the notice board
outside the Court of Hustings of the town of Williamsburg and take
a look at the posted docket. Then a decision would be made as to a
method of getting on the agenda as soon as possible.

The day had been full for both men, and they
agreed that it was time to retire. As Davies prepared for bed, he
reflected on the activities of the past twenty-four hours. One
thing was clear. No amount of wisdom or planning on his part could
have produced the kind of things that had occurred. He did not know
what the next few days would bring, but he had a sense of following
a script that was being written someplace else. He would give
thanks to God and patiently await the outcome.

He walked to the window and looked out at the
Governor’s Palace again. He thought about its chief resident and
all that he represented in the manner of power and control. Yes, of
power and control over the life of the young preacher from
Pennsylvania who was staring out of the window at this moment. As
he pondered this, he heard a door open and close downstairs. Then
he saw the figure of John Holt going down the front steps and into
the street. Davies watched as he disappeared into the dark. He
wondered about the meaning of this, as he knew John must be tired
from his long day at work, followed by his effort at being his host
all evening. He reminded himself that Holt’s actions were none of
his business. He could not have known that it was precisely the
business of Davies that he was about.

For a few minutes, Davies followed the
pattern that had now been established for some years. He read and
meditated upon a portion of sacred scripture and followed with
prayer that gathered up many of his thoughts and concerns. Always
he concluded with a commitment of his petitions to a gracious and
merciful God, trusting that he might more fully bring his own life
into accord with His will.

As he got into bed, he couldn’t help but
notice that the mattress was stuffed with soft down. Compared to
that of the previous night when the best available was a canvas
ticking filled with straw, he didn’t even envy Gooch in his
palace.

Perhaps this was a good sign! Soon he was
asleep. He didn’t hear Holt when he returned thirty minutes
later.

At seven in the morning, Holt knocked on the
door announcing that breakfast would be ready in thirty minutes.
Davies was actually still asleep when he was aroused by the wake-up
call. He felt a little embarrassed that he had slept so long, but
it was obvious that his body needed the rest. He promptly took care
of his physical needs, using the chamber pot, which was available.
A pitcher of water and a bowl were on the washstand, helping to
further awaken and refresh him. He dressed, descended the stairs,
and joined Holt in the parlor.

The two men greeted one another and Davies
remarked that he hadn’t slept so well since he left his own bed in
St. George’s. Holt said he too had slept well and then told him of
his mission the night before. He said that the more he thought
about the matter of Davies getting on the Council docket the more
it seemed wise to attempt to get a head start with the Council
sergeant-at-arms before he became overwhelmed with his duties this
morning. Holt had gone around to his home before he went to bed to
ask a favor. He was shown the docket; it was full for four days. As
he and Davies had discussed at dinner, there was a heavy load of
cases involving dissenters. Many of those cases were scheduled for
the next two days. The Council was undoubtedly going to be in a
foul mood after dealing with numerous people thought by some to be
deranged fanatics in the first place. It might be bad timing for
Davies to make his request for a license to preach after they had
dealt with them. So, Holt’s friend was going to write him in as the
first person to appear before the Council tomorrow morning. Any
time today was impossible. The first thing on the docket was not
only the best he could do, it might actually have been a very good
time for Davies to make his case. If there would be any time when
some of their minds might have any promise of being open, perhaps
it would be at the beginning of the day. Davies thanked Holt for
what he had done. His action might very well have made the
difference between success and failure on his journey to
Williamsburg.

Martha had been up well before Davies was
awakened and shortly after seven-thirty entered the parlor and
announced that breakfast was on the table. Ham and eggs was the
main dish, accompanied by hot biscuits, jam, and coffee. The table
conversation centered on a continuation of Holt’s recounting his
association with Samuel Morris, the dissenter from Pole-green in
Hanover County. Holt said he had seen the name of Joshua Morris,
Samuel’s brother, on the docket and thought he was being charged
with failure to pay his tithe to the established church. His case
apparently was scheduled for the 19th of April.

Nothing had been said about Holt’s own
religious feelings during the conversation the evening before or
since. In passing, he had mentioned that he was a member of the
Bruton Parish Church in Williamsburg. Beyond that, Davies was
unsure just how he felt about the established church. His effort on
behalf of Davies thus far seemed to indicate that he did not feel
unkindly toward the dissenters in general. Perhaps he made some
distinction as to which particular dissenters should be taken
seriously.

Since there were some matters at the printing
shop that demanded his attention and would consume the first half
of the working day. He told Davies that he was welcome to stay at
the home and avail himself of books and reading material in the
library. Or Davies might find it interesting to walk a few blocks
to the campus of the College of William and Mary and look around.
Some of the lectures were open to the public, and the library would
probably be a special place for a scholar like him to visit. Holt
offered to show him around the village in the afternoon and
suggested Davies return to the house at noon for lunch.

Davies chose to visit the campus. He had been
educated in a “log college” in Pennsylvania that consisted of a
handful of students who were taught by one preacher/teacher who
boarded them at his home. These schools had been derisively labeled
“log colleges” by the staunch and conservative Scotch Irish Old
Siders, many of whom were in the Synod of Philadelphia. They had
insisted that all ordained Presbyterian clergy must be graduates of
a university in Great Britain. The quality of the education in “log
colleges” had been remarkably good, though the tools for teaching
were necessarily limited. The number of books available in Rev.
Samuel Blair’s home in Faggs Manor, Pennsylvania was far from what
was contained in the library at William and Mary. There was no
other college in America south of New England. Davies was anxious
to see this school that bore the names of the British sovereigns
who were advocates of religious toleration.

After Holt left for the printing shop, Davies
walked out on Duke of Gloucester Street. The college was situated
at the western end of this main street in the capital. As he
approached the campus along the dusty and deep-rutted road, the
congestion thinned. At the end of Gloucester, the road forked and
framed a large quadrangle on which were situated three buildings.
The oldest and main building rested on a north/south line at the
westernmost part of the quadrangle. It was made of brick and was a
hundred and thirty four feet in length and four stories high.
Extending off the rear of the main building at both ends were two
additions. On the left was the Great Hall, on the right the Chapel.
On the left side of the quadrangle was a two-story building for
Indian students. Across from it on the right of the quadrangle was
the president’s home. From the end of Duke of Gloucester Street as
one entered the campus, six rows of evergreen trees neatly lined
the walks and the open spaces. The trees were in rows running east
and west. With the capitol building now in ruins, the college was
by far the most magnificent structure in Williamsburg. Behind the
quadrangle to the west was a 150-acre farm provided for the use of
the college.

As Davies meandered over the grounds, he
easily blended in with many of the students since he was still
youthful in his appearance at 23. On the Main Hall door, notices of
campus activities were posted. One announced that there would be a
debate at eleven in the morning on the subject, “Is there room in
the Anglican church for Deists?” He decided that an hour would be
well spent listening to argument on this topic, and that he would
browse in the library in the meantime. At the appointed hour,
Davies was seated in the large assembly hall. In addition to the
students, there were on hand a noticeable number of persons who
were beyond college age. Most likely faculty, Davies thought. He
guessed the faculty at the college did not match in number the size
of the older group present.

The debate got under way shortly after the
campus bell rang the hour. There were four debaters, all of whom
were members of the faculty. Two wore clerical collars and
obviously were speaking from a theological perspective. When all
were formally announced, that observation was confirmed. One of the
others was introduced as a teacher of philosophy and the fourth as
a mathematician. The arguments pro and con were advanced in a
logical and civil fashion and at times with evidence that conveyed
the speaker might have strong feelings on the matters about which
he spoke. It appeared that none wished to be seen as a borderline
“enthusiast;” a label that any intellectual would shun. It seemed
to Davies, from the nodding of heads, that there was sympathy on
the part of many for the deist belief that God had created the
natural world and natural law, but that God takes no further part
in its functioning. The “pro” side of the debate question felt that
the Anglican Church ought to make room within its communion for
those who held to such beliefs. The “con” side argued that such an
idea was foreign to the teachings of Scripture and if allowed
within the Christian church would water down the faith to a
dangerous, if not destructive level.

Davies, while acknowledging the necessity for
Christians to use their brains in matters of belief, saw a fatal
flaw in deistic theology as it tended to place the mind of man at
the pinnacle of his commitment, and thereby was another form of
idolatry. He felt decidedly more comfortable in the company of the
“cons” as he listened to the debate, while realizing that those
debating were skilled enough to have argued either side and would
have enjoyed the contest. His own mind was stimulated as he
listened to the participants and gained a larger respect for this
kind of academic community and the kind of educational opportunity
it offered the undergraduate student.

Holt displayed a genuine interest in what
Davies had to say about the debate. The subject of Deism was being
widely discussed in the capital at the time, and Davies had been
able to drop in on the most recent effort of the college to keep
abreast of the intellectual interest of the community.

Since Holt rested briefly after lunch, he
suggested to Davies that he might wish to also. Afterward they
would walk around the village, take in the scenery and perhaps meet
some people who might be interesting to Davies, who welcomed the
suggestion, and did not awaken until he heard Holt’s voice half an
hour later.

The two men left the home, and Holt led the
way directly to the large open mall, which led to the Governor’s
Palace. The long rectangle of green grass was shared by people,
geese and ducks and several staked-out goats, which were allowed to
graze an area long enough to keep the grass in check and then were
moved to another spot. Walking within the village did require a
certain attention as to where one stepped. It was not uncommon to
see a pedestrian change his direction long enough to seek out a
grassy spot on which to drag his shoes before resuming his course.
Having grown up on a farm, Davies was not a stranger to this kind
of behavior. There was a guard at the gate of the palace where the
two men stopped so Davies could take in the sight. It was a
beautiful, stately brick building surrounded by gardens of shrubs,
hedges and flowers, which obviously received constant attention.
Davies had never seen anything quite like it.

From the palace they returned to Duke of
Gloucester Street and slowly walked its length while Holt gave a
detailed commentary on the structures, their occupants, and, where
appropriate, their business interest. Holt pointed out the new
Court of Hustings building in which on the following morning he
would meet one of the most important tests of his life thus far.
There was a lot of activity in and around this place. They
approached the large gum tree on which notices were posted and read
of recent case results as well as those on the docket for the next
two days. Both men leaned closer to the tree in order to read more
easily the notices. One item caught their eye simultaneously. It
was the first matter to be considered on the following morning—the
request of the Rev. Samuel Davies to conduct religious services in
the colony. Something about seeing this in print added powerful
reality to his presence in the capital of the colony, and Davies
felt his heart beating more rapidly and a prickly sensation on his
back.

The sight of the notice prompted Holt to
comment to Davies that he was nearing his goal. Davies thanked Holt
for his interest and what he had done for him. He also noted that
it was now up to him to do his part. Without the inner assurance
that God was playing a part Davies knew that he might just as well
find his way to Hampton, cross the Chesapeake, and head home.

The evening hours passed uneventfully and
both men retired around ten o’clock, prepared to arise at six in
the morning. Davies needed to report to the sergeant-at-arms at
eight thirty. He would be announced immediately following the
morning prayer, which convened the Council right after the bell at
the college rang nine. A spring thunder shower passed through in
the early morning hours, awakening all in the house; Davies lay
awake for nearly an hour, finding himself wondering what to expect
the next day. Eventually fatigue took over, and he fell asleep
again.

A few minutes before six he awoke,
subconsciously anticipating the call of Holt to prepare for
breakfast. But arising this day was different from any other day.
He felt strongly that today’s events would have a great impact on
his life somehow. He couldn’t imagine the impact it might have on
others. For the first time since he had left home, he dressed in
his best clothing in preparation for meeting the Governor and his
Council, which was made up of the largest landowners in the colony.
All would be attired in a fashion befitting the gentry. They would
be wearing the things that symbolized wealth and influence: ruffled
collars and cuffs, and wigs. While land was the ultimate source of
their wealth, and consequently their position in society, their
attire was intended to let all who observed know that they did not
dirty their hands in the manner of the less fortunate poorer white
planters, the white indentured workers and field hands, and the
black slaves. Davies would be in their presence simply dressed in
the clothing of an ordinary man, unadorned as to status.

At breakfast much of the conversation
centered on the anticipations of the day. Holt sought to be
encouraging, and Martha mentioned having remembered Davies in her
prayers the previous evening. It was evident that he felt some
apprehension concerning what was before him, and hoped that a power
higher than his own would overcome any errors on his part or
misjudgments on the part of potential adversaries that he would
face.

Holt had arranged to be late arriving at the
print shop. He anticipated that with the heavy docket, the petition
of Davies would be heard promptly and a decision made without
delay. He wished to be present when the outcome would be
determined. After breakfast, the two men left the house in time to
meet the sergeant-at-arms of the Governor’s Council at
eight-thirty. As they walked along Duke of Gloucester Street, Holt
greeted friends and acquaintances the entire way. Davies assumed
that if they passed someone Holt did not greet, that person must be
a visitor to Williamsburg like himself.

The General Court in session was in fact
composed of the same people who made up the Governor’s Council.
They met periodically as a court to make legal decisions and to
hear appeals from the county courts. The General Court when in
session was the highest court in the colony. Any legal matter that
needed the attention of a higher authority would be dealt with in
England.

When Davies checked in with the
sergeant-at-arms, he was instructed to write down in one sentence
the nature of his business before the General Court. On a sheet of
paper provided him he wrote, “I petition the General Court to grant
me a license to officiate as a Presbyterian minister in and about
Hanover County at four meetinghouses.” The sergeant-at-arms placed
the sheet on the top of a stack of legal documents and went inside
the courtroom, closing the door behind him. Davies and Holt waited
outside with a sizeable crowd, all of whom also had cases on the
docket. Inside the papers were handed to Mr. William Dawson, the
clerk of the court.

The clock at Bruton Parish struck nine. The
Governor convened the court and prayer was offered, all members of
the court kneeling on cushions provided for that purpose. At the
“Amen,” they arose and took their seats to conduct the business of
the day. Mr. Dawson was assisted by one whose function it was to go
to the courtroom door and summon the individuals involved in each
case. He handed his assistant the sheet with Davies’ name on it. In
turn, the assistant went to the door, opened it, and with a loud
voice called out, “Mr. Samuel Davies.”

Davies identified himself and was led into a
simply furnished room. The Governor sat where the judge of the
Hustings would have sat. His Council sat where the jury would
normally be. The clerk sat at a table in front of the Council. A
railing separated the Governor, Council and the Clerk from a
spectator section.

The clerk’s assistant escorted Davies to the
railing in the center of the room. Mr. Dawson, the clerk, spoke up,
“Sir, for the record of the court, please state your name, your
profession or trade, the place of your abode, and the purpose which
brings you to this court today.”

Davies responded, “Your Excellency, Governor
Gooch, and gentlemen of the court, my name is Samuel Davies. I am a
recently ordained Presbyterian minister. I do not intend to be
facetious in response to the question concerning my abode, but as I
stand before you at this moment, I am without one. This is my first
experience in Virginia and so I have not yet established residence.
I come from the County of New Castle in Pennsylvania. That has
always been my home. My purpose in coming before you today is to
present my petition in the hope that it will please the court to
grant me a license to officiate in and about Hanover County at four
meetinghouses. If the court responds favorably to my request, it is
my intention to establish residence in Hanover County.”

There was a brief moment of silence and then
John Custis spoke. “Mr. Davies, what leads you to believe that the
colony of Virginia needs the services of Presbyterian
dissenters?”

Calmly Davies replied, “Sir, I am unable to
make a judgment concerning the spiritual needs of the great colony
of Virginia. I am here only in response to a request for spiritual
guidance from certain dissenter families in and near Hanover. That
request was delivered to the Presbytery of New Castle of the Synod
of New York, and it was that presbytery which sent me here.”

Custis didn’t let up. “Do your friends up
north judge their brand of Christianity to be superior to our
established religion?”

“Sir, I would not be here if I believed that
such were the case. My personal understanding of the teachings of
Christ leads me to believe that such judgments are the prerogative
of God alone. Yet in response to the cries of individual Christians
for a more meaningful experience of faith, I feel we are in danger
of displeasing God if we ignore such pleas.”

The governor listened intently but said
nothing.

Thomas Lee then made a statement, followed by
a question. “Mr. Davies, some time ago we received a letter from
some Presbyterians in the Synod of Philadelphia in which they
disclaim any affiliation or sympathy with ‘New Siders.’ I believe
you are a ‘New Side’ Presbyterian. Are you not?”

“As you perhaps know, sir, at the present
time Presbyterian-ism on this side of the Atlantic is suffering a
division, characterized by a difference of opinion concerning,
among other things, what is appropriate in preaching style and in
the response of those who worship. The Old Side people in the Synod
of Philadelphia are suspicious of Christians who manifest emotion
in preaching or in response to preaching. The New Siders question
the genuineness of a religious experience that is simply an
intellectual exercise that does not touch the heart. There are some
of us Presbyterians that are trying to bring about reconciliation
within our ranks,” Davies elaborated.

“Well, Mr. Davies, you may or may not know
that we have had our problems with ‘enthusiastics’ in this colony.
They are fanatics and troublemakers, and from what you have said it
sounds to me like ‘New Siders’ are a whole lot like ‘enthusiastics’
and other ‘itinerants,’“ said Lee.

Davies, not the least rattled by what had
been taking place thus far, responded to Lee’s comment, “I think it
would be a mistake, sir, to tar all dissenters with the same brush.
All New Siders are by no means alike. Nor are all Old Siders. Nor
all dissenters. And I would venture that there are significant
differences among Anglicans. I trust, sir, that we can respect
those differences and go on doing God’s work, leaving the final
opinion in His hands. As for me, I feel there is some middle ground
in the matter of religious expression, some balance to be sought
between the use of the head and the heart. Jesus seems to have
reminded us of that. In response to the question regarding the
greatest commandment, he enjoined us to love God with heart, soul,
mind, and strength.”

Governor Gooch entered the fray. “Mr. Davies,
may we assume that you are familiar with the obligations placed
upon dissenters by the Act of Toleration passed by Parliament in
1689?”

“Yes, your excellency, I am,” replied
Davies.

“Do you anticipate any difficulty on your
part in complying with those obligations in Hanover County if we
grant you a license to minister to dissenters there?”

“No, sir, I do not,” answered Davies.

The governor continued, “Mr. Davies, you may
or may not know that one of the most outspoken opponents of
dissenters in the colony is the Reverend Mr. Patrick Henry, the
priest of St. Paul’s parish in Hanover County. He will be your
closest neighbor of the established church. He will not be pleased
with your presence, and if given the opportunity will probably let
you know it. Will you be able to carry on your work without
antagonizing him?”

Davies answered, “I will make every effort to
do so. In fact, it would please me very much if he would consider
me to be a fellow laborer in God’s vineyard. 1 do not come to
Virginia to proselytize, but to Christianize those who are out of
touch with their Creator. I have been led to believe by those in
Hanover County who implored my presbytery to send me here, that
there are multitudes of lost souls throughout the colony as there
are throughout the world. Jesus spoke of the fields being white and
ready to harvest in his time. The statement is no less true in our
time. If I am correct, there is more to be done for God in Hanover
County than Mr. Henry or I will ever do in a lifetime. I see no
point in our looking upon each other as competitors. I should hope
that he would agree with me on this point.”

Again, there was a brief period of silence.
The members of the Council had never been through an exercise like
this. Only two weeks prior to the present moment, the Council had
taken action to require all non-Anglican preachers to obtain a
license before preaching in the colony. At the time of their
action, they had not envisioned they would have an applicant so
soon. Further, it was unlikely that, when they did, they would have
one with the qualities of Davies. His demeanor didn’t match the
preconceived notion of anyone on the Council. Almost to the man
they perceived non-Anglican preachers as ignorant self-serving
clods.

The whole affair lasted a half hour. Several
Council members took the occasion to do some posturing requiring
repetitious monologues. At no point in the proceedings did Davies
lose his composure. On the contrary, he was quite in control of
himself and seemed to be master of the situation in which he was
placed. The tall, slender youth, clearly victimized by his illness,
lacking robustness, non-threatening, yet dignified, courteous, and
displaying an unusual inner strength, won especially the favor of
the governor. While no Council member displayed any enthusiasm for
Davies and his request, when it came to a vote there were enough
who were satisfied with his presentation to grant him his
license.

The proceedings having been concluded, Mr.
Dawson, the Clerk, approached Davies, escorted him toward the door,
and quietly congratulated him. He told him that it would take until
the following afternoon to issue the license, and that he could
obtain the official record of the Court’s action then. Davies
thanked him and asked that when the opportunity presented itself
the clerk would express his appreciation to the governor and his
Council.

As the clerk’s assistant walked toward the
door of the chamber to call the second case, Davies walked out with
him and was immediately greeted by his new friend, John Holt.
Davies wore a broad smile, and Holt knew the outcome at once. As
the two made their way through the crowd, Holt gave Davies a hearty
pat on the shoulder and congratulated him. “Samuel, you’re the
first dissenter in Virginia to be granted a license to preach. How
does it feel to make history?” he asked.

Davies laughingly replied, “I don’t know
about making history, but it’s satisfying to have survived that
process. There were moments when there seemed to be some doubt. Had
it not been for the governor I’m sure the outcome would have been
different. I’ll always be in his debt.”

The two men walked slowly west on Duke of
Gloucester Street, Davies all the while describing the scene in the
courtroom. Holt hung on every word as this unusual event was
pictured. A report of it would certainly appear in the next issue
of the Virginia Gazette. Holt suggested that they go by the
printing shop so that he might check on the progress of a job that
was due.

At the printing shop Holt found that there
were some problems that needed his attention, and he suggested that
Davies might make himself comfortable back at his home or visit the
college campus again. He invited him, in either case, to join him
for lunch at Martha’s table. Davies decided that he would write a
letter home, assuming that getting one delivered to Pennsylvania
from the capital of the colony would be more prompt than from
Hanover. Leaving Holt at the print shop Davies went directly to his
host’s home. Martha was outside talking with a friend as he
approached. When he drew near enough to speak, he noticed that she
was looking inquisitively at him, as if to learn the outcome of his
appearance at court. Finally, she asked, “Mr. Davies, did it turn
out all right?”

“Yes, Martha, and thank you for your
prayers,” he said.

“Thank God a’mighty,” she uttered as she
lifted her eyes heavenward. “Did they treat you with respect?”

“They treated me quite well. Some were more
kind than others. But, on the whole, I can’t complain,” he
answered.

“I’m so glad, Mr. Davies, and I hope God
blesses you in your work. I have some kinfolks some place in
Hanover County. Who knows, you might meet them some day,” she
added.

“I would like very much to do that. Before I
leave I will ask you for more information about your people. I
might run across them. I’ll have four preaching places scattered
around,” Davies said.

He then asked Martha if she could help him
get together some writing material. She excused herself from her
friend, and went inside with Davies and found what he needed. He
wrote a lengthy letter home giving a full report of his journey to
Williamsburg. He shared with them many of his inner feelings since
he arrived in the colonial capital and the events leading up to and
including this particular day. They would be especially interested
in this day as in many ways the success of the entire venture into
Virginia hinged on what would occur here. He wrote until almost
midday, having enclosed a letter personally addressed to Sarah in
which he shared more deeply his personal feelings of love and
affection. He shared his prayers and thoughts concerning her
pregnancy, including his increasing anticipations of becoming a
father.

Shortly after noon, Holt returned for lunch
and brought with him the news that several cases involving
dissenters from Hanover County and one from Henrico had been
advanced on the docket of the General Court and would be heard two
days hence. Holt had come to know all of the defendants personally
through his friendship with Samuel Morris, the brick mason. In
fact, Davies, as a result of the action of the Court on this
morning, had been legally recognized as the pastor of these very
men. The implication of this was immediately apparent to Davies.
Although he had been granted his license to preach, this had no
legal impact whatever on the Council or the Governor as they dealt
with the Hanover dissenter’s past offenses of worshipping contrary
to law and custom. In the mind of the Court, justice would require
the defendants to preserve the sanctity of the law, and the
incensed established and government-sponsored church must be
appeased by fining the lawbreakers. Davies knew that there was
nothing he could do that would have any direct influence on the
outcome. He must remain in Williamsburg until their defense was
made before the Court. Holt commended him for his decision and
extended his invitation to Davies to stay at his home.

After lunch, Holt returned to the printing
shop, and Davies visited the library on the campus of the college,
where he spent several hours reading. After dinner, Holt arranged
for Davies to accompany him to the home of a friend who was
entertaining a guest who had arrived from England the previous week
on business. The gentleman from London was a merchant who conducted
an extensive trade in tobacco in Great Britain and considerable
export of lamps and candlesticks to the colonies. The evening was
to be a time for good conversation, some chamber music, and light
refreshments. Both Davies and Holt looked forward to a break in the
mood of the past several days during which the clouds of
uncertainty hung heavily over Davies, and in no little way Holt was
feeling the strain of the events. Holt had never thought of himself
as a deeply religious man, but he was aware of the implications of
what had taken place in the Court on the morning of this day. In a
relatively brief period, he had come to feel that this young man
was going to make a mark in Virginia in due time.

Davies had an opportunity to talk with the
London merchant, who upon learning that Davies was to become the
first licensed minister to dissenters, acknowledged his sympathies
with their counterparts in England, and his hope that he might have
some future contact with Davies. This was not an idle comment.
During the evening, he wrote down his address in London and handed
it to Davies. “Please keep this and be in touch should there be a
way that I can be of service to you.” Davies thanked him and felt
there was sincerity in his manner as well as his speech.

At ten o’clock, the first departing guest
thanked the host and hostess for the evening. During the next
thirty minutes, all had given their farewells, including Holt and
Davies, who, enjoying the cool spring evening, leisurely walked
back home. The day had been long and eventful, actually more
remarkable than any of the participants could have realized. One
thing was clear, however. They were dead tired; leaving no doubt
that it was time to retire.

The next morning Holt, feeling that Davies
might appreciate being able to sleep later than usual, did not
awaken him. He had his breakfast at the regular hour and left
shortly before eight o’clock, made a brief stop at the print shop,
and took to the streets of Williamsburg to seek out the dissenters
from the several reading houses in Hanover who would be on trial
the following day. His purpose was to invite them to his home to
meet Davies, their new pastor whom none had ever seen. Under the
circumstances, he felt it wise to ask them to come after dark. The
first task, however, was to find where they were staying.

Davies awoke at eight-thirty, somewhat
embarrassed that his host had already gone to work. The main item
on Davies’ agenda for the day, insofar as he knew, was at three
o’clock to go to the town courthouse where the House of Burgesses
was meeting and pick up his license. Holt had told him two days
before where to find in the parlor issues of the Gazette that had
been published during the past year. Davies decided to read from
this material for the remainder of the morning, and felt that he
was gaining a clearer sense of the politics and social structure of
the colony of Virginia. It was important for him to understand as
much as he could about the things that had an impact on the lives
of the people with whom he would be living and seeking to guide
spiritually.
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