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FAITH ALONE


The Victorians, emboldened by the confidence that comes with success, convinced posterity that modern England began in the nineteenth century. After Trafalgar, a nation secure from continental invasion could concentrate its interest and energy on industry and empire. A country unified by railways used its coal and iron to become the workshop of the world. Between 1832 and 1867 manhood (as distinct from universal) suffrage made Britain think of itself as a democracy. After 1870 compulsory elementary education ensured that the sons and daughters of the poor were taught to read and write. London became the undisputed financial and maritime capital of the world – providing insurance for the new iron ships which had been pioneered in British dockyards. And, in the middle of the century, the Great Exhibition of 1851 confirmed that Britain could make anything and everything and had become the crossroads of international trade. It is easy enough to believe that the historical (as distinct from the numerical) nineteenth century – from the Battle of Waterloo in 1815 to the outbreak of the First World War in 1914 – was the time when old ideas were replaced by new. It is easy but it is wrong.


The genius of the nineteenth century was the single-minded determination with which it exploited the ideas which it had inherited from the early Hanoverian age. The Industrial Revolution was the eighteenth century’s bequest. After the Derbys of Coalbrookdale smelted iron with coke in 1713, a ‘coal rush’ engulfed every part of Britain in which it was believed ‘black gold’ was buried. The steam pump, designed by Savery and Newcomen to clear the flooded mines, prepared the way for Watts’ steam engine. Hargreaves, Crompton and Arkwright invented machinery which changed the whole character of the textile industry and drove the poor into towns and factories. Benjamin Huntsman and Thomas Bolsover transformed the way in which steel was made and used. The restrictions on exports and the import of essential raw materials – a relic of mercantile, as distinct from merchant, England – were removed. By 1785, the nation was so confident that its future lay in industry and commerce that a General Chamber of Manufacturers of Great Britain was founded under the leadership of Josiah Wedgwood.


The idea on which Great Britain’s nineteenth-century prosperity was built was an eighteenth-century theory. Adam Smith wrote Inquiry into the Wealth of Nations in 1776, as the culmination of his life’s work on the nature of modern society. Hume and Joseph Priestley argued that religion and science went hand in hand. Perhaps Tom Paine, in prison and under sentence of death, meant to be ironic when he called his last great work The Age of Reason. But the eighteenth century was certainly the Enlightenment, even though the new view of the world did not come from England’s ancient universities. Neither Oxford nor Cambridge was as supine as the institution by which they were dominated. The Established Church slept. It was left to John Wesley – in the Revival which he came to lead – to perform for religion the defining duty of his time and bequeath a new view of the world to his successors. Although he lived and worked in the eighteenth century, it was the nineteenth which he helped to change.


Dissatisfaction with the Established Church began late and grew slowly. Much of eighteenth-century England was wholly neglected by clergy who were concerned for neither their parishioners’ spiritual nor social welfare. Henry Fielding, in his Proposal for Making an Effectual Provision for the Poor, thought that prosperous England was ignorant of how dire the condition of parts of the country had become. ‘If we were to make progress through the outskirts of a town, and look into the habitations of the poor, we should there behold such pictures of human misery as must move the compassion of every heart . . .’ The Church in general either did not know or did not care that such conditions existed – that only one child in four, born in London, survived and that infant mortality in the burgeoning towns of the Midlands and the North was even higher. Nor did it show much concern for the moral degradation which accompanied poverty. Religion was a matter of habit not conviction. Christians were required to do little more than perform the rituals of formal observance under the supervision of priests who regarded the church as less of a calling than a profession for gentlemen.


The revolt against nominal Christianity was led by an unlikely revolutionary. John Wesley certainly did not look the part. He was, at most, five feet six inches tall, though some reports describe him as two inches smaller. There was a cast in one of his clear blue eyes and his nose was long and bony. He never wore a wig and allowed his hair to grow unfashionably long – initially because he could not afford to employ a barber but, as he grew old and famous, because it was the appearance which his followers recognized. Nor did he seem, at least to passing acquaintances, a man who could move multitudes. His manner was invariably eager and intense and his conversation almost always didactic. Aside from his core belief that faith offered the hope of universal redemption, he was disconcertingly inclined to make sudden adjustments to his theological position. Once he had changed his mind, he invariably denounced his opponents (who had often been his allies) with an unscrupulous determination never to admit that he had been wrong.


Yet there are innumerable, and carefully documented, stories, of men who heard him preach for the first time or caught his eye and immediately determined to follow him wherever he might lead them. It was not because he was a great orator. George Whitefield – who, had he chosen, might himself have led the Great Revival – certainly preached with greater power and passion. But Wesley combined a genius for organization with an irresistible dynamism which came from the unswerving conviction and absolute confidence that he had been called to do God’s work. The quality which enabled him to lead the Second Reformation was charisma, properly defined – ‘divinely conferred power or talent, capacity to inspire followers with devotion and enthusiasm’. That characteristic made him irresistible to religiously inclined women, and he was as susceptible to them as they were attracted to him.


Women were his weakness, doctrinal promiscuity his abiding sin. In other ways – moral, physical, intellectual – he was unreasonably strong, although profoundly (indeed often debilitatingly) introspective. Yet John Wesley was essentially a man of action who would ride a hundred miles in a day, stopping only to change horses and preach along the way. His capacity to conduct an almost continuous theological disputation (with himself as well as with his critics) at a time when he was creating – despite the risks to both person and reputation – a new Protestant denomination was a great tribute to his physical and intellectual stamina. Somehow he always managed to fight his way towards the final objective – first a revival then an organization – despite distractions which would have diverted a weaker man. He was usually poor, often crossed in love, constantly reviled, regularly betrayed by false friends and in a permanent state of anxiety about his own fitness to answer his great calling. But he always struggled on. His character confirmed his mother’s judgement that a stern upbringing would produce a strong man. She never even paused to think if her method of child rearing would also guarantee a happy life. But happiness, at least as the world understood it, was of no great consequence to John Wesley. He had been sent into the world to preach redemption. Sola fide, by faith alone. He created a new Church through which that all-consuming belief could be preached to his universal parish. And in doing so he became one of the architects of the modern world.
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AMONGST OUR FOREFATHERS


The facts and the fables are difficult to distinguish. The most devoted and devout early Methodists – men and women whose admiration came perilously close to idolatry – wanted to believe that divine will guided John Wesley along every step of the way towards the creation of a separate and independent Church. And Wesley himself encouraged the mythmakers with dubious stories of his own. Many of them concerned his forbears. For he had a reverence for his ancestors which elevated them to the status of a holy family. Both their politics and their theology were different from his. But at least according to the folklore, even Bartholomew Wesley, his greatgrandfather and Rector of Charmouth, bequeathed to his illustrious descendant indomitable independence and unqualified love of God. And Bartholomew Wesley was a Dissenter and supporter of Cromwell’s Commonwealth, while John Wesley forbade his followers to register as Dissenting ministers and was, from first to last, a King’s man loyal to the House of Hanover.


Bartholomew Wesley’s story was almost certainly improved in the Methodists’ telling. But the facts on which it was based are beyond dispute. In the autumn of 1651, King Charles II – defeated by Cromwell’s army at the Battle of Worcester – fled south-west. The ‘proclamation for the apprehension of Charles Stuart and other traitors, his adherents and abettors’ offered a reward of one thousand pounds for the deposed King’s capture. Charles was rightly doubtful about the loyalty of the retreating troops. Many of his soldiers were mercenaries and virtually none of them had received their promised pay. So when he reached Bristol, and found the streets crowded with the cold and hungry remnants of his dispirited army, he feared that he would be recognized and that the temptation to claim the bounty would be too strong to resist. Although badly prepared for the journey, he insisted that his party pressed on. They rode first west to Somerset and then south to Dorset.


Just before the fugitives arrived at Charmouth, where they planned to stay the night, the King’s horse threw a shoe. The farrier to whom it was taken was surprised to discover that it had been shod in a fashion ‘common in the north of England’, and the villagers, who trusted nobody they did not know, had their curiosity increased by the ostler at the inn at which the strangers stayed. The whole party had, he reported, insisted on occupying the top room and had ‘stayed up all night’. Suspicion turned to fear and it was decided to consult the Rector – ‘the puny parson’ as records called him, in recognition of the diminutive stature which characterized all the Wesleys. How could they protect their property and families against the obviously dangerous intruders?


Bartholomew Wesley was at prayer and his parishioners did not dare disturb him. By the time that his devotions were complete, Charles had left the village and turned east for Brighton, France and liberty. It was months before the people of Charmouth began to suspect that they had been hosts to the King. Then, an itinerant pedlar told them that Charles II had passed that way. The effect was greatest on the Rector. Throughout the years of the Commonwealth, he constantly boasted that the long hours which the King spent on his knees was the result of the part that prayer had played in his narrow escape during his day in Dorset. And Bartholomew Wesley left no doubt as to either his loyalty or his intentions. He was a Commonwealth man. Had he not been on his knees when the King made his escape ‘he would surely have clept him’.1


In his History of the Rebellion in England, Clarendon dismisses the story of near capture by ‘a fanatical minister’ and attributes the alarm that was raised at Charmouth to ‘a weaver and ex-soldier’. But whether or not Bartholomew Wesley narrowly missed a moment of destiny, he was a known Dissenter who would not use the authorized prayer book and was openly sceptical about the provenance of the Church of England’s orthodox rites and rituals. After the Stuart Restoration he paid a terrible price for his heterodoxy. First he refused to swear that he accepted the Thirty-nine Articles of the Protestant faith and was, in consequence, expelled from his parish under the provisions of the 1662 Act of Uniformity. Then he defied the requirements of the 1665 Five Mile Act and refused to swear that he would ‘not at any time endeavour [any] alteration in Government either in Church or State’ and was excluded from his living at Charmouth and the nearby parish of Charleston and required to leave the area. Fortunately, he had read medicine as well as theology at Oxford. So he could earn his keep as a free man and doctor. He died unrepentant and unreconciled to the Church of England.


Bartholomew Wesley became a central figure in early Methodist folklore. He had, the mythmakers claimed, established a pattern of moral independence from everything but the clear voice of personal conscience. That was a characteristic which they regarded as the hallmark of their leader.


Bartholomew’s son, the first John Wesley, began his determined search for salvation when he was a schoolboy. From the age of twelve, he kept a diary in which – much like his grandson a hundred years later – he recorded his painful path to a holy life. A Puritan by instinct and, from the start of the Civil War, a passionate supporter of the Parliamentary cause, he left Oxford at a time when Cromwell was the undisputed Protector of England and four years before the deposed Charles II passed a troubled night in his father’s parish. There is no doubt that Cromwell’s Board of Commissioners would have gladly endorsed the ordination of so committed a follower. But he chose to join ‘the gathered church’ in Weymouth and then formed a branch of that extreme Nonconformist sect in nearby Radipole. He remained with them for only a few months. When the vicar of Whitchurch died, the Commissioners invited him to inherit the parish as pastor and his acceptance of their patronage made him a hired man of the Commonwealth. It was a brief liaison. The Stuarts were restored to the throne and he, like his father and almost a thousand other dissenting ministers, was ejected from his living on St Bartholomew’s Day in 1662.2


The formal charges were that he had ‘neglected’ the Book of Common Prayer, encouraged irregular preaching and ‘lacked proper ordination’ – accusations which cast their long shadow before them onto the whole life and work of his grandson. But he was also accused of treason, having ‘most diabolically railed in the pulpit against the late King and his posterity, extolled Cromwell and said that David and Solomon came far short of him’.3 He was convicted and imprisoned and eventually released, unrepentant, to live quietly in the nearby village of Preston. He died, at the age of forty, a year before his father. The new rector of his old parish refused permission for him to be buried in holy ground.


When the first John Wesley was invited to Radipole, he was offered an annual stipend of one hundred pounds. He never received more than thirty but – no doubt buoyed up by the hope of promised riches – married the year after his appointment. Matthew, his eldest son, became a doctor. Samuel – born in 1662, the year of his father’s ejection – was intended for the Dissenting ministry and perhaps, had his father lived, he would have followed the faith of his family. But during his formative years, the greatest influence on Samuel Wesley’s life and beliefs was Henry Dolling, the headmaster of Dorchester Free School and the man to whom he later dedicated his first published work – Maggots or Poems on Several Subjects Never Before Handled. Dolling was a Church of England man first and last. But his enthusiasm for Anglican orthodoxy might not, in itself, have been enough to wean the young man away from the beliefs for which two generations of his family had suffered. He turned against Dissent because when he met Dissenters he found them personally objectionable. The usual complaint was that they were too solemn. It may be a reflection on Samuel Wesley’s character that he found them too frivolous.


He came to that stern conclusion during his years as a student in Mr Veal’s dissenting academy in Stepney where, according to John Dunton, who married his sister, he was ‘educated upon charity’ – more likely at the expense of his father’s friends than of the parish. He found his fellow students shallow and insincere and their social conduct even less attractive than their attitude towards work and worship. At a supper held in Leadenhall Street, they ‘fell to railing at Monarchy and blaspheming the memory of King Charles the martyr . . . producing and repeating some verse on the subject’. Samuel was an instinctive and ardent monarchist who would have resented any celebration of the Stuarts’ exile. Jokes on the subject added profanity to treason. ‘One of the company told us of a design to have a cold pie served at table with either a live cat or hare, I forget which.’ The plan was to ‘get one of those who loved the monarchy and knew nothing of the matter to cut it up; whereupon, and on the leaping out of the hare or cat, they were to set up a shout and cry “Hello old puss!” to the honour of the good old cause and to show their affection for the Commonwealth’.4 It was not the sort of escapade that Samuel Wesley found amusing – or forgot. In his forty-second year – shortly after the birth of John, his second surviving son – he was still railing against the Dissenting academies.5


At the age of twenty-two, Samuel Wesley decided that he had done with Dissent and walked from London to Oxford and enrolled at Exeter College. Dissenters claimed that he cleared his debts with funds intended to educate their ministers. However the money was obtained, he arrived in Oxford with two pounds and sixteen shillings in his pocket.6 The college register for 26 September 1684 describes him as a ‘Pauper Scholar’ – the fourth and lowest rank of undergraduate. He signed the register ‘Samuel Westley’, the old form of the family name. The Dissenting past had been put firmly behind him.


Samuel Wesley almost certainly spent some months as a ‘servitor’ – waiting at table in the evenings on students with whom he had studied during the day. Later, he may have earned his keep by giving instruction to more junior members of the college. He was ordained deacon in August 1688 and shortly afterwards found a less humble source of income. John Dunton, his brother-in-law, was a publisher and he managed to place several of Samuel’s poems and articles in London magazines. By the time that he was ordained priest in February 1689, Samuel Wesley had accumulated ten pounds and fifteen shillings.7


It was at his sister’s wedding to John Dunton in 1682 that Samuel Wesley met Susanna Annesley. They married on 12 December 1688 – the year of the Glorious Revolution which put William of Orange on the throne of England and, by exiling the Stuart James II, created both a constitutional monarchy and a constant source of friction within the Wesley marriage. Susanna was also was the child of a dissenting minister. Her father, who had been ejected from the living of St Giles in Cripplegate in 1662, was described by his more grandiloquent followers as ‘the Saint Paul of Nonconformity’. He might well have been known as the Jacob of Dissent, for he fathered twenty-five children. Susanna, the twenty-fourth, chose to return to the Established Church. Her conversion took an even more extreme form than Samuel’s. He was prepared to acknowledge as sovereign and Supreme Governor of the Church of England whomever received the support of people and Parliament. She retained a stubborn allegiance to James II, the Lord’s Anointed, and, after his death, to his uncrowned son ‘Charles III’. Susanna Annesley was very near to being a Jacobite. She was also, without apparently seeing any conflict in the two positions, a devout disciple of John Locke – the philosopher whose Letter on Toleration sought to justify the exclusion of Catholics from benefits under the Toleration Act of 1689 on the grounds that they were likely to retain allegiance to the deposed King James and, in consequence, sympathize with the foreign powers which plotted a Stuart restoration. Locke’s theories became the bible on which she based the education of her children – a decision which, no matter how bizarre by modern standards, illustrated Susanna Wesley’s most extraordinary characteristic. Almost alone amongst rectory wives of the period, she was an intellectual.


At the time of his marriage, Samuel Wesley was curate at Saint Botolph, Aldersgate, a part of London which his son was to make one of Methodism’s holy places. He remained there for about a year. Restless by nature, he then became a chaplain on board a man-of-war with the remarkably high salary of £70 a year. However, after six months at sea, he decided that he must find employment more suitable for a married man and, shortly after Samuel (his oldest son) was born, he accepted the curacy at Newington Butts in Surrey even though it carried an annual stipend of only £30. He continued to write strange works of theology with even stranger titles – The Tame Snake in the Box of Bran, The Grunting of a Hog, A Hat Broke at Cugels – and became chaplain to the Athenian Society as well as a regular contributor to its gazette. The nature of his work did not change but it marked him out as a staunch, if slightly indiscriminate, ‘king’s man’. Whoever sat on the throne – James or William – enjoyed his unswerving allegiance. His early years with Susanna must have taught her that her husband was unpredictable in all things except his intellectual pretensions and his loyalty to the Crown.


Samuel Wesley’s conspicuous loyalty attracted the attention of the Marquis of Normanby. Under the Marquis’ patronage Wesley was appointed in 1691 to the living of South Ormsby – a parish of two hundred souls, ten miles south of Lincoln. It was a brief and turbulent incumbency. But recognition by a Tory grandee meant that he was also accepted by the church hierarchy as a man to watch and cultivate. Much to his delight, his preferment resulted in him being made a member of Convocation. That required, or perhaps only justified, frequent visits to London. Samuel rarely missed a session, whatever the turbulence he left behind at home.


Most of the trouble was the result of Samuel Wesley’s autocratic character. But one of the unhappy incidents at Ormsby was – at least according to the account of the affair favoured by his family – wholly to his credit. The story begins with an ‘intrusive visitant’ imposing herself on Susanna Wesley. It continues with Samuel’s return to the rectory during the unwelcome visitation and his discovery of the intruder’s identity – whereupon he ‘went up to her, took her by the hand and very fairly handed her out!’. The unwelcome guest, who had forced her company upon his wife was (Samuel believed) the mistress of his patron, the Marquis of Normanby.


Perhaps the story was an invention that initially was no more than an illustration of Samuel’s general concern about loose aristocratic morals and was then gradually expanded and refined into an account of a specific and imaginary condemnation. But if the confrontation ever took place – and did, as John Wesley claimed, result in his father being ‘forced’ out of his parish – the erring nobleman was more likely to have been John Sanderson (later Earl Castleton) than Normanby. For Normanby remained an active advocate of Samuel Wesley’s cause – patronage which he would have been unlikely to provide for an upstart clergyman who had insulted his mistress. In 1694 he unsuccessfully recommended Wesley for an Irish bishopric. And it was almost certainly Normanby who, a year later, suggested that the unbeneficed clergyman should be given the Crown Living at Epworth as a reward for his loyalty. The offer was made and accepted. John Wesley’s father remained the rector of that parish until he died forty-eight years later – a beneficiary of the patronage on which eighteenth-century clergymen depended. The system which gave a lifetime’s security to Samuel Wesley so offended his son, John, that it contributed to the latter’s eventual defiance of the Church’s authority and the creation of the Methodist Church.


Epworth was a small market town on the Isle of Axholme, an inland island which was cut off from the rest of Lincolnshire and the world by five rivers – the Idle and Torr to the west and south, the Trent to the east and the Ouse and Don to the north. In the sixteenth century, it was submerged in water for most of the year. But in 1620 Cornelius Vermuyden was brought from Holland to drain the land and make it fit for agriculture. He did his job so well that the new fields and pastures were regarded as too good for the local peasantry. Much of the common land was enclosed. Some of it was given to Vermuyden as payment for his services. The rest was appropriated by the local gentry. The riots, which first broke out in 1620 and erupted from time to time until the end of the century, were only interrupted by the Great Civil War when the Isle raised a company for the Parliamentary army. They were the protests of the landless farm labourers. Samuel Wesley became rector of a parish in which history and geography combined to make outsiders unwelcome. If the intruders were, like Samuel Wesley, one-time Dissenters, who had recently acquired a passionate belief in the divine right of kings, their presence in the town was intolerable to local Nonconformists. To much of his parish, Samuel Wesley was a renegade and an apostate.


Samuel Wesley did nothing to ingratiate himself with his critics. He insisted on the strict observation of canon law and the acceptance of all the Church of England’s traditional doctrine, ceremony and liturgy. He imposed a rigid penitential discipline on the whole parish. Communicants who offended against any one of the commandments were required to make public confessions of sin and perform public acts of atonement. Until the rituals of absolution had been performed they were denied the sacrament. It was a strict interpretation of the scriptures which, thirty years later, was to contribute to the first crisis in his second son’s turbulent life. In his Advice to Young Clergymen (1735) – published as a manual for the guidance of young priests – he set out the disciplines which he believed should determine the course of parish life. There should be two services each Sunday, prayers in church on Wednesdays, Fridays and festival days and regular communion. The fact that it was necessary to assert a priest’s obligation to perform such minimal duties illustrates the lassitude which engulfed the seventeenth-century Church of England. Epworth’s influence on John Wesley never faded. When, in old age, he accused the Church of England bishops of gladly ordaining men ‘who knew something of Greek and Latin but who knew no more of saving souls than of catching whales’,8 he was thinking of the clerical indifference of which he had first learned from his father’s complaint about how other priests lived.


It was Samuel Wesley’s belief in an active ministry, as much as his rigorous views on the implementation of orthodox liturgy and proper Church ‘manners’, which caused offence to his Dissenting parishioners. Isolated (he would have said ‘under siege’) in his own rectory, he took increasing refuge in writing – journalism for his brother-inlaw, John Dunton, until the magazine he edited went out of business in 1696, and sub-academic works of theology. The Life of Christ in Verse (published in 1693) was moderately popular. Before the turn of the century, he had thought of, and perhaps even began to prepare, his Commentary on the Book of Job – a task which, since it took him more than thirty years to complete, was certainly his major work in terms of size if not of quality. Two practical results flowed from his prodigious output of poetry and prose. A poem, written to celebrate the Duke of Marlborough’s victory at the Battle of Blenheim, so impressed His Grace that the Rector of Epworth was appointed to the sinecure of the Chaplaincy to Colonel Lepell’s Regiment. And, whatever the merits of Samuel Wesley’s own writing and the quality of his scholarship, his belief that he was a poet and theologian guaranteed that literature and theology were properly respected in the Epworth rectory – to the immense benefit of the Rector’s children who, following their father’s example and their mother’s stern instruction, revered book learning.


It was not the only lesson which the young John Wesley learned at Epworth. By the time of his birth, the religious society which his father had formed when he first arrived at the rectory was no longer a force within the parish. But the Rector still believed in the importance of ‘bands’, made up of the most devout Christians, acting as pathfinders to their less pious neighbours. The Epworth Society, which he formed from the ‘most sensible and well-disposed persons’ in his parish, was created in the image of similar societies in London – most of them affiliated to, or loosely associated with, the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge (SPCK).


Samuel Wesley had become a member of the SPCK during his brief curacy in London9 and had found its theological position, as well as its form of organization, much to his liking. It was strongly (some of its critics would have said violently) antagonistic towards all things popish and actively supported the persecuted Protestant minorities of Europe. Samuel, who had once thought of becoming a missionary in America, applauded its hope of reforming the godless plantations of the New World. And, as a literary figure, he naturally welcomed the policy of spreading the joyous news of salvation by making books on theological and biblical subjects available to doubters at cut prices.


When Samuel Wesley wrote to the parent society in London, setting out the Epworth group’s intention, he was careful to emphasize the priority which he gave to its various duties. ‘First to pray to God, secondly to read the Holy Scriptures and discourse upon religious matters for mutual edification and thirdly to deliberate on the edification of our neighbour.’ He enthusiastically agreed that the Society must accept guidance and, if necessary, instruction from ‘a pious and learned divine of the Church’10 – since that was a role which he intended to perform. To ensure that the spiritual nature of the Society was not debased, no one was admitted to membership ‘of whose solid piety’ the Rector or his associates ‘were not sufficiently appraised’. As a result the numbers never rose above a dozen. But members acted in pairs to form satellite societies, though the ‘first society’ retained control of policy towards the call for reform of Church law and litany.


The rules of the Epworth Society were drawn up by Samuel Wesley himself – based on the constitution of the London societies he had known. One of them was the obligation of miscreant members to correct their ‘disorderly walking’. The correction of minor misdemeanours was a fashionable concept in eighteenth-century religious society. In 1735, the Society for the Reformation of Manners (SRM) boasted that in forty years it had promoted 99,380 prosecutions for debauchery and profanity in the London area alone.11 But the Epworth group’s constitution was as much based on the socially conscious Cripplegate Society as on the morally fastidious SRM. So as well as attempting to stamp out public profanity, it encouraged its members to succour the old, poor and sick. Whether or not his sons, John and Charles, learned of such obligations at their father’s knee – an education which, for some strange reason, they were always anxious to deny – their Oxford Holy Club gradually developed the same rules and priorities as those which Samuel Wesley set out in his Lincolnshire parish. Epworth Society members believed that good Christians had social obligations to fulfil and did not concern themselves with the dispute about the heresy of salvation by good works which, thirty years later, was so violently to exercise the Rector’s sons.


Their ‘first care’ was to ‘set schools for the poor, where children (or if need be adult persons) may be instructed in the fundamentals of Christianity’. The fourth duty was ‘to take care of the sick and other poor and to afford them spiritual as well as corporal help’.12 Samuel Wesley thought that his Society – and others like it all over England – followed the tradition of the monastic orders which were ‘highly instrumental in the planting and propagating of Christianity amongst our forefathers’.13 Even though he was careful to add that Epworth was ‘reformed of the errors’ which had afflicted the Franciscan and Carthusian houses, the comparison (as well as grossly exaggerating the importance of the Church of England societies) opened him to the accusation of Catholic, and therefore Jacobite, sympathies. But Samuel was not the man to allow the risk of unpopularity to stand in the way of a strongly held opinion – whether it was nostalgia for an earlier, more godly age or the importance of taking God’s word to the unconverted. So the sanctity of the early Christian fathers was an idea that was often expressed in the Epworth rectory. The notion that primitive Christianity was a model of piety to be envied and copied, picked up during his childhood, deeply influenced John Wesley’s criticisms of the Established Church. It was only part of his spiritual inheritance. He believed himself to be guided by God. But often the Almighty acted through the agency of his parents. Often for good but sometimes for ill, the wishes and beliefs of Samuel and Susanna Wesley influenced their son’s life long after they were dead and he had become the dominant figure in the Great English Revival.


Samuel and Susanna Wesley were an ill-matched couple. Susanna fulfilled her basic marital duties to the point of producing twelve children in as many years.* Remarkably, in an age when the infant mortality rate was three out of every four births, six of them survived. Six more children were born to Samuel and Susanna Wesley during the next seven years. Three of them reached the allotted span of three score years and ten. Susanna Wesley was a conscientious wife and mother. But she found it impossible to share her husband’s view that William of Orange was the legitimate king of England. So, one evening during the opening months of 1702, she failed to say ‘Amen’ when, during family devotions, her husband prayed for the life and health of the sovereign. Susanna described what followed in a letter to Henrietta, Lady Yarborough, a local sympathizer with the Nonjuror clergy.*




. . . he retired to his study and calling me to him asked me the reason for not saying Amen. I was a little surprised by the question and don’t well know what I answered, but too well remember what followed: He immediately kneeled down and imprecated the divine Vengeance upon himself and all his posterity if ever he touched me more or came into a bed with me before I had begged God’s pardon and his.14





Susanna was a woman of unusual spirit and she argued (highly impertinently by the standards of the time) ‘since I’m willing to let him quietly enjoy his opinions he ought not to deprive me of my little liberty of conscience’. She was also a woman of some learning. So she explained that she did not accept either the rebuke or the threat, but ‘unsuccessfully represented to him the unlawfulness and unreasonableness of his oath’. Samuel was neither convinced nor reconciled. But Susanna would not yield. Instead she looked for ways of justifying her rebellion. Men of piety, she told Lady Yarborough, ‘had advised her that she ought not to comply further, but persevere in following the dictates of my own conscience’. Predictably Samuel did not share their view. He threatened, and perhaps even meant, to desert his wife and parish. Susanna certainly believed the threat to be real. ‘He is for London at Easter where he designs to try if he can get a Chaplain’s place in a Man of War.’ Her anxiety was magnificently practical. ‘I have six very little children, which though he tells me he will provide for them, yet if anything should befall him at sea we should be in no very good condition.’15


Samuel left home. Through either failure of will or lack of opportunity he never served on board a man-of-war. Susanna, in growing despair, sought advice from George Hickes, Bishop of Thetford and the senior Nonjuror in the Church of England hierarchy.




My Master will not be persuaded he has no power over the conscience of his Wife and though I believe he’s somewhat troubled by his oath yet cannot be persuaded that it is not obligatory. He is now for referring the whole to the Archbishop of York and the Bishop of Lincoln and says that if I will not be determined by them, he will do anything rather than live with a person that is a declared enemy of his country.16





If, as we must assume, Susanna gave her friend and comforter an accurate account of her husband’s attitude, Samuel’s behaviour (even by the standards of an eighteenth-century husband) was unreasonable to the point of madness. A modern marriage guidance counsellor or divorce lawyer would have taken it for granted that his demands hid a more rational (if less elevated) reason for wanting to leave home. By the standards of the twenty-first century the Rector of Epworth was demented in his devotion to King William. But in the context of the time, his loyalty – although excessive – was not altogether exceptional. Samuel Wesley was an ordained priest of what was not so much the Established Church as the state religion. Preferment depended on patronage which was, in turn, determined by loyalty to monarch and Court. Doctrinal position had an oblique influence on the prospects of promotion to dean, archdeacon and bishop. For High Churchmen were loosely associated with Tories – and, by their enemies, with Catholics, the Stuarts and, towards the end of the century, Jacobins. Whigs were Hanoverian and staunchly Protestant. So clergy who hoped for elevation had to make nimble adjustments both to their theology and politics as James II gave way to William and Mary. William and Mary were succeeded by the Tory Queen Anne and Anne was followed by ‘German’ George I and the Whigs. Samuel Wesley may be given credit for remaining consistent in his belief that whoever occupied the throne deserved his loyalty. But he was undoubtedly influenced by the spirit of the time, which made the Church of England a secular as well as a spiritual authority.


The eighteenth-century Church was as much concerned with making men honest as with making them holy. Henry Fielding, the Dissenting author of Tom Jones and Joseph Andrews, explained in his pamphlet (ironically entitled Proposals for an Effectual Provision for the Poor for Amending their Morals and Making them Useful Members of Society) that ‘heaven and hell, when rung in the ears of those who have not yet learned that there is such a place . . . are by no means words of little significance’. And Archbishop Tillotson – a traditional churchman, much revered for his ability to explain the word of God to man – judged that ‘magistrates have always thought themselves concerned to cherish religion and to maintain, in the minds of men, the belief in another life’. That was ‘at first a politic device and it is still kept up in the world as a potent engine to awe men into obedience’. The establishment and the Established Church could not be separated and the characters of both institutions changed with the monarch and the shifting pattern of patronage. However sincere in his loyalty, a man of Samuel Wesley’s temperament was incapable even of private rebellion against that consensus and gladly accepted the benefits which the system provided. Fifty years later even his son was careful to distinguish between those who accepted patronage and those who provided it.


The oppressive secular influence of the Church, no less than its changing (although invariably intolerant) definitions of acceptable belief, made Susanna Wesley’s courage in insisting that conscience prevented her from calling William her King remarkable for a woman of her time. She did not find it easy to be steadfast. In July 1702 she wrote again to George Hickes admitting that when Samuel briefly came home to Epworth she had been on the point of forswearing her beliefs so as to avoid ‘the great many evils which would inevitably befall her’17 if she refused to bend to his will. Then, the letter explained, she had received the Bishop’s letter urging her to stand fast and her courage was renewed. Samuel stayed at the rectory for two days and then left, vowing never to return. But providence intervened. ‘He met a clergyman to whom he communicated his intentions and the reasons that induced him to leave his family . . . (who) extremely pitied him and condemned him but however, prevailed with him to return.’ However reluctantly he retraced his steps, Samuel Wesley must have quickly resumed married life. On 17 June 1703, a little more than ten months after Susanna sent George Hickes the news of reunion, she gave birth to a boy. He was christened John Benjamin in memory of two other Wesley children who had died in infancy.





_____________


* The following information is based on parish records quoted in Frank Baker’s Investigating Wesley Family Traditions: Samuel Jnr (1690), Susanna (1691), Emilia (1692), Annesley (unknown), Jedidiah (1694), Susanna II (1695), Mary (1696), Mehetabel (1697), unknown (1698), John I (1699), John II (1701), Anne (1701?), John III (1703), unknown (1705), Martha (1706), Charles (1707), unknown (1709), Kezia (1709).


* Ordained priests of the Church of England who, as a matter of conscience, felt unable to swear the oath of allegiance to the new king.
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THE SOUL OF THIS CHILD


The arrival of the Wesleys’ fourteenth child did nothing either to reconcile the baby’s parents to each other or to improve Susanna’s failing spirits. Her letter to George Hickes – written to announce the grudging rapprochement with Samuel – ended with a passage of poignant speculation about the relationship between virtue and happiness, a subject which was to preoccupy her second son for much of his adult life. She concluded that ‘the end of virtue is peace and endless Felicity’. But then she admitted that, virtuous woman though she was, she had rarely enjoyed the consequent tranquillity. Her husband’s long absence had caused ‘abundance of trouble to him and his family’. Nor did she anticipate that his return would herald a new age of peace and prosperity. Her only hope was that ‘heaven could grant the heavy curse that my Master has wished upon himself and Family may terminate in this life’.1 Whatever hopes Samuel Wesley entertained for heaven, he did not share his wife’s aspiration for a quiet life on earth. His Letter from a Country Divine, published within months of John’s birth, increased local antagonism by its attack on Dissent in general and Dissenting Academies in particular. The people of Axholme turned against the Wesleys with a new severity. And Susanna accepted the consequences of their wrath with admirable fortitude. As she began the last paragraph of the reunion letter to George Hickes she was told of a ‘new misfortune’ which she reported to him with unaffected stoicism. ‘My house is now fired by one of my servants.’2


The fire of 1702 was just one catastrophe in a decade of misfortune. The year before the barn had collapsed. Two years later the Wesleys’ flax crop was ruined. Samuel Wesley believed he was the victim of the villagers’ spite. He certainly encouraged their antagonism – as, indeed, he encouraged the antagonism of everyone with whom he did business. One cause of constant friction was his irresistible compulsion to draw attention to other people’s errors. When William Wake, Bishop of Lincoln, visited Epworth to confirm eight hundred candidates from the parishes of Coringham and Monlake, the Rector – instead of rejoicing that his church had been chosen for the event – thought it necessary to draw the bishop’s attention to what he believed to be a breach of Church etiquette. It would, he said, have been better ‘for every parish to have come by themselves and none to have been confirmed but those whose name had been given by ministers’.3


Samuel’s preoccupation with Church ‘manners’ – the form of services and the respect for ritual – was rooted in obsessive fear and hatred of the Dissenters whose aims and beliefs he had once shared. His commitment to orthodoxy was so strong that his son, John, was convinced that he had written, or at least helped to write, the notorious sermon which Henry Sacheverell preached to the Lord Mayor and Aldermen of London in November 1709. It attacked Dissenters, latitudinarians and Low Churchmen in equal measure and denounced the ruling Whigs as the enemies of true religion. Sacheverell, at least as far as his attack on Dissent was concerned, did no more than articulate the views of the ultras within the Established Church. The Toleration Act of 1689 had made it possible for Dissenters to legalize their existence by registering their meeting houses and licensing their preachers in the manner of felons on parole. But much of the Church of England was not even prepared to accept them on sufferance. The problem was Anglican insecurity. There were always suspicions of plots to subvert both the Church and state and fears that they might succeed. And the Church was undiscriminating in its terror of opponents. Dissenters and Catholics were regarded with almost equal suspicion. Samuel Wesley was the embodiment of the Church of England’s irrational anxieties. The neurosis caused him nothing but grief.


By his own account, Samuel Wesley’s disastrous intervention in the County of Lincoln by-election of 1705 began with him ‘supposing there was a design to raise up Presbyterianism over the Church’.4 Consumed by the fantasy, he decided to support those candidates who were most opposed to Dissent. That in itself would have provoked much antagonism from the hundred or so Dissenters – Baptists and Quakers – in his parish. But the Rector of Epworth pursued his cause with such a combination of irresponsibility and anti-Dissentient zeal that he turned enmity into hatred.


Four candidates mounted the Lincoln hustings. The sitting Members, Sir John Thorold and Mr Dymoke, were opposed by Colonel Whichcott and Mr Bertie. Initially Samuel Wesley promised that he would not oppose Thorold but, instead of endorsing Dymoke, he announced his support for Whichcott because he was a local resident. However, on his return from one of his frequent visits to Convocation in London, Samuel discovered that both Whichcott and Bertie had canvassed the support of Dissenters while Thorold and Dymoke sought support only from members of the Established Church. Samuel Wesley immediately abandoned Whichcott and gave his support to both Thorold and Dymoke, with consequences that he reported to John Sharpe, the Archbishop of Canterbury.




I went to Lincoln on Tuesday night May 29 and the election began on Wednesday the 30. A great part of the night our Isle people kept drumming, shouting and firing off pistols and guns under the window where my wife lay, who had been brought to bed not three weeks. A clergyman met me in the Castle-yard and told me to withdraw as the Isle men intended me mischief, another told me that he had heard near twenty of them say, if they got me in Castle-yard they would squeeze my guts out. When they heard I had gone home they sent the drum and mob with guns etc, as usual to compliment me till after midnight. One of them passing by on Friday evening and seeing my children in the yard cried out ‘O ye devils, we will come and turn you all out of doors a begging shortly.’5





The Rector’s more respectable opponents took a different sort of revenge. Samuel Wesley had borrowed three pounds from a Mr Pindar of Owston, principally to finance a visit to London to attend Convocation.6 Pindar was a friend of Colonel Whichcott and, infuriated by the Rector’s desertion of his candidate, called in the loan. Unable to make the repayment, Samuel Wesley was committed to Lincoln’s debtor’s gaol.


Samuel Wesley’s living at Epworth was worth £130 a year – far more than most parishes. But until the Wroot living (to which he was appointed in 1724) added fifty pounds to his annual income, he was in perpetual debt. He had no idea how to manage money and survived, more or less solvent, by borrowing from friends. In his wife’s words he was ‘one of those who our Saviour saith are not wise in their generation as the children of this world’.7 That charitable explanation of her husband’s incompetence was the excuse that Susanna gave her brother (a rich merchant living in India) for Samuel’s mismanagement of funds entrusted to his care. Her letter of apology also contained a pathetic account of a conversation with the Archbishop of York in the year of the county’s by-election. ‘I freely own to Your Grace that strictly speaking I never did want for bread. But then I have had so much care to get it before ’twas eat and to pay for it after as has often made it very unpleasant for me.’8


Samuel Wesley remained in gaol for three months. Then the Archbishop of York and some old Oxford friends convinced themselves and each other that he was a martyr to the Church’s cause and paid off his debts. ‘I am pretty confident,’ the released prisoner wrote, ‘that Your Grace neither reflects on nor imagines how much you have done for me by your bounty and favour.’9 Chastened, he vowed to live in at least comparative peace with his neighbours. Life in the rectory was uneventful – if never quite tranquil – for the next four years. Then, there was yet another fire from which the whole family narrowly escaped. The early Methodist Church – by exaggerating the importance of coincidence – turned the near tragedy into an event of providential importance.


At some time between eleven o’clock and midnight on the evening of 9 February 1709 the roof of the Epworth rectory corn barn caught fire. We must assume that the Wesleys all slept the deep sleep of the just. For none of them woke until the whole house was ablaze and a burning timber fell on Mehetabel’s bed. Even then, as she ran screaming from the room, her father (still half asleep) thought that her cries, combined with shouted warnings from the street below, were meant to raise the alarm about the destruction of a neighbour’s house. As he rushed from the bedroom, ready to help in whatever way he could, Samuel Wesley was choked with smoke. Realizing at last that the rectory was on fire, he stumbled into the room where his wife, pregnant for the second time in barely a year, was still sleeping. There was, he told her, no time to dress. He then broke down the nursery door to release the nurse and the younger children and, after waking the rest of the family, led the way towards what he believed to be safety.


Susanna described the ordeal in letters to Samuel, her oldest son (by then an Oxford undergraduate), and to Joseph Hoole, her confidant from the days of her husband’s desertion. Young Samuel was spared two embarrassing details of the escape which were confided in Hoole’s letter. His mother and his siblings, having escaped the fire, stood in the garden ‘all naked and exposed to the inclemency of the air in a night which was so severely cold as perhaps anyone could remember’.10 And his father, having shepherded his family to the comparative safety of the rectory hall, discovered that he had left the keys in his bedroom and had to climb back up the blazing stairs to retrieve them before he could open the front door.


When the door was eventually opened the sudden draught of air fed the flames and the family was briefly beaten back. Two of the children were led out through the garden door. Neighbours, who had rushed to the rescue, smashed the dining room window and pulled to safety the nurse and the infants in her care. Susanna ‘not in a condition to stir like the rest nor climb a window or get to the garden door . . . endeavoured thrice to face a passage through the flames’. Three times she was beaten back. Then, recalling Isaiah 43: 2 (‘when thou walkst through the fire thou shall not be burned’), she ‘waded naked through the flames and suffered only a little scorching on the hands and face’.11


It was then that Samuel and Susanna Wesley realized that John was still in the burning rectory. Twice Samuel attempted to return to the house and save his son and twice he was forced back by the fire.12 Then, certain that John was dead, he knelt in prayer for his son’s departed soul. It is that, admittedly premature, piety which encouraged critics of Samuel Wesley to claim that, while his pregnant and distraught wife made valiant attempts to save the boy, he – overcome with panic and despair – prayed for an unlikely miracle.13 Others simply believe that his prayers were answered. The truth is more prosaic than either of the more lurid accounts suggests.


When the nurse left the house, telling the children to follow her, she had assumed that John had responded to her call. But neither her cries nor the commotion caused by the fire had woken him. When he did wake and put his head outside the bed curtains he saw flames streaking across the bedroom ceiling. The landing outside his door was burning and about to collapse. So were the stairs below which, a few minutes earlier, his father had tried to climb in a desperate attempt to rescue him. His mother gave the authentic account of his escape. ‘The child climbed up to the window and cried out to them in the yard. They got up on the casement and pulled him out just as the roof fell into the chamber.’14


Almost seventy years later, when the letters were published, the aged John Wesley added the note ‘not exactly right with regard to me’.15 But there is no reason to believe the story (put about by Susanna’s romantic biographers) that, having started the fire by his carelessness, Samuel prayed for his children’s souls while his wife affected a daring rescue.16 The Rector certainly prayed – prayed for the son whom he thought was dead and then in thanks for John’s rescue. ‘Let us give thanks to God! He has given me my eight children: let the house go, I am rich enough.’17 That much is certain. Less well documented is the story that became, as part of Methodist folklore, the proof that John Wesley had from the start been chosen to lead the Christian revival. The following morning, the anecdote goes, a charred page from the polyglot Bible was blown across the rectory garden by the winter wind. All that could be read from the scorched paper was ‘Give up all that you have and take up the cross and follow me.’18


If the story is true, the Wesleys – living in an age when Christians, barely less than followers of other faiths, believed in signs and omens – must have been quite certain that God had sent His message to the whole family and perhaps to all the world. At the time of the fire, there was no reason for them to believe that it had been meant exclusively for their second son. The idea that John had been specially chosen to do God’s work came gradually to his mother. But the drama of his rescue undoubtedly made her wonder if he had been saved in order that he could, one day, save others. When John was eight, and the trauma of the fire was two years behind her, Susanna promised God that she would be ‘more particularly careful of the soul of this child, that Thou hast so mercifully provided for, than ever I have been, that I may do my endeavours to instil into his mind the disciplines of true religion and virtue’.19 The syntax was confused, but the message was plain enough. John Wesley had been spared in order that he should do great work. He was a ‘brand plucked from the burning’ and must offer others salvation from even fiercer flames.


For a time, the Wesley family was so grateful for the deliverance that they were distracted from consideration of the plight in which the fire had left them. Then they had to face the hard reality. ‘No home, no money, food or raiment!’ When they began to make an inventory of destruction and damage, it became clear how great their loss had been. They had, Susanna wrote to tell Mr Hoole, ‘no time to recover anything’. All the most valuable plate had been brought into the store chamber – a precaution which, for some reason, Susanna Wesley always took when she was pregnant.20 In consequence much of it was melted down in the intense heat and only about 25 ounces were recovered in the days which followed the fire. What remained of the winter grain store was destroyed. ‘A considerable sum of money’ which the rector had been paid the day before for the sale of his whole crop of flax was lost amongst the charred wood and rubble. But the ‘greatest almost inconceivable loss was . . . books and manuscripts’, particularly a volume which Samuel Wesley ‘had just before prepared for the press upon the delivery of which he should have received £50’.21


Two months after the fire, Keziah – Susanna’s nineteenth child and the tenth to survive infancy – was born prematurely.22 Perhaps the risk and the rescue of February were not totally to blame for the April trauma. For two years earlier Charles had come into the world equally unexpectedly and lay, as if dead, in his cradle until ‘the time when he should have been born according to the normal course of nature’. He then ‘opened his eyes and made himself heard’. But the fire was responsible for what Susanna regarded as the temporary destruction of the rest of her family. Homeless, they were ‘kindly received into several families’ in the village. But ‘they were allowed to do as other boys and girls did’. They ‘talked to the servants; they ran about and played with other children both good and bad’.23 It was not Susanna’s idea of a proper upbringing.


In 1732, at John Wesley’s request, Susanna set out what she called ‘the principal rules which I observed in educating my family’. The account of the precepts by which she had been guided – three thousand words in all – began with an apology for the disorderly state of her memory and the agreement that John should use her prescription in whatever way he chose. He used it – after suitable editing – as a guide to other parents and, most importantly when it was published in his Journal, as proof that he was brought up to be a God-fearing man. One sentence sums up Susanna’s philosophy of childcare. ‘The parent who indulges it does the devil’s work, makes religion impracticable, salvation unattainable and does all that in him lies to damn his child, body and soul for ever.’24 That rigorous rule was translated into regulation which covered almost every aspect of infant life.




The children were always put into a regular method of living in such things as they were capable from their birth as in dressing, undressing, changing their linen etc. . . . When turned a year old (and some before) they were taught to fear the rod and to cry softly, by which means they escaped an abundance of correction . . . Drinking or eating between meals was never allowed. They were so constantly used to eat and drink what was given them that when any of them was ill there was no difficulty in making them take the most unpleasant medicine.





The notion that a child should ‘have nothing it cries for, absolutely nothing’ went out of fashion at the close of the Victorian era. And today, the injunction ‘make him do as he is bid, if you whip him ten times running to effect it’ would attract the attention of the police. Susanna ended her advice on the importance of corporal punishment with the footnote, ‘whatever pain it costs you’. But she was stern and unyielding by nature and there is little doubt that she did what she believed to be her duty without much personal suffering. Her draconian inclinations were, she believed, supported by a theory of child-rearing which gave them intellectual respectability. Susanna was so impressed by the philosophy of John Locke that she copied long passages from his Essay Concerning Human Understanding into her journal. And her views on the duty of Christian parents were, in their severe way, based on Locke’s Thoughts On Education. Intellect and inclination combined to make the rules by which she governed stern and absolute. ‘The children of this family were taught, as soon as they could speak, the Lord’s prayer. One day was allowed for the child to learn its letters and each of them did in that time know all its letters great and small except Molly and Nancy who were a day and a half.’25


At first Susanna thought that the two girls must be ‘very dull’. Then, having observed how long it took other people’s children to learn the alphabet, she changed her opinion without altering her teaching methods. Perhaps she was unduly influenced by her eldest son’s prodigious achievement. ‘Samuel, who was the first child I ever taught, learned the alphabet in a few hours . . . I cannot remember ever to have told him the same word twice.’26


The ‘same method was observed’ with all the children. However, Susanna’s letter does not reveal if John learned at the same prodigious speed as his elder brother. It concludes with a complaint against the neighbours who, despite their kindness in opening their houses to the homeless family after the fire, sent the children to the rebuilt rectory with ‘a clownish accent and many rude ways learned’. Susanna corrected the faults by the application of ‘several by-laws’. They included a provision to avoid ‘cowardice and fear of punishment’ leading children into lying. To encourage respect for the truth Susanna promised that, ‘whoever was charged with a fault of which they were guilty, if they would ingenuously confess it and promise to amend should not be beaten’. Other by-laws ‘stipulated that no child should ever be hit or beat twice for the same offence’ and that ‘every signal act of obedience, especially when it crossed their own inclination, should always be rewarded and frequently commended’. A ‘by-law’ on the education of women – ‘no girl be taught to work until she can read very well’ – was remarkably progressive for an age in which only one woman in four could even write her own name. Indeed many of the rules which were made to restore the Wesley children’s virtue – as distinct from improving their knowledge – sound positively liberal. But at the heart of Susanna Wesley’s theory of education was the unyielding certainty that ‘in order to form the minds of children, the first thing to be done is conquer their will . . . whatever path it costs conquer their stubbornness’. The theory worked – at least in terms of the tests of achievement which Susanna regarded as important. Samuel, John and Charles all grew up to be Christian scholars. And John remained – as the sincerest form of flattery – intellectually dependent on his mother’s judgement for as long as she lived. And, perhaps remembering what she believed about the education of his sisters, he often (unusually for the time) discussed theology with his women friends. When he consulted his mother as an authority on faith and morals he always recognized that she was a paragon of fearless wisdom. Perhaps he admired her too much for his own good. And it might have been the awe in which he held his mother that prevented him from ever enjoying a satisfactory relationship with any other woman.


Unfortunately Samuel Wesley, an insensitive as well as a highly intelligent man, did not hold his wife in such high intellectual esteem. In consequence, he was constantly surprised by her independence. So there can be little doubt that the letter which he received from the Reverend Mr Inman while he was in London attending the 1712 Church of England Convocation came as a shock to him. Mr Inman, the curate at Epworth, complained that his authority was being undermined. Susanna was, at least according to the locum’s judgement, holding ‘conventicles’ – acts of worship neither carried out in the manner prescribed by the Established Church nor registered as Dissenters’ meetings. The Act of Toleration, which had made registered Dissent lawful, nevertheless proscribed unregistered conventicles as illegal gatherings.


The point at which private but collective prayers became a conventicle was a matter of dispute. And, at least at first, Susanna Wesley believed that she was doing no more than providing her family with an opportunity for daily devotions – thereby fulfilling the spiritual gap which had been left in their lives by the cancellation of afternoon prayers when Samuel left for London. But after a week or two, friends and neighbours were invited (or invited themselves) to join in. The curate reported that, on one occasion in February 1712, more than two hundred people had crowded into the rectory kitchen.27 Others were turned away because the room was full.


The suspicion that Susanna’s behaviour was unlawful was increased by her new-found enthusiasm for the work of Ziegenblag and Plütschau – two young missionaries who had been sent by the King of Denmark to convert the Indians of Malabar. Susanna had found a collection of their sermons in her husband’s study and, having read them herself, began to read them to her afternoon prayer meetings. The event grew so popular that the Epworth villagers began to attend the rectory kitchen in preference to the parish church. Once again life in the rectory was foreshadowing the disputes and dilemmas which, one day, John Wesley would face. Not surprisingly, Mr Inman complained about the competition in exactly the tones which other Church of England clergymen used when Methodists arranged meetings which coincided with matins.


Susanna had a poor opinion of Inman – partly because he made a practice of preaching that debt was a sin and she believed that his texts were chosen as an implied criticism of her husband. Samuel was more forgiving and, in theological matters, was instinctively on the side of a clerk in holy orders rather than a woman who happened to be his wife. Inman convinced him that Susanna was breaking the laws of both Church and state. He therefore wrote to his wife from his lodgings in St Margaret’s Churchyard, Westminster, telling her of his misgivings. The meeting looked ‘particular’ (that is to say unusual) to the outside world. It was improper for a woman to preside at such gatherings. Both offences were compounded by Susanna’s status as the wife of a clergyman ‘at present in a public station and character’. Could she not, he asked, allow someone else to read from the collected works of the Danish evangelists? The letter reads like a genuine, if not very successful, attempt to be reasonable.


Susanna responded trenchantly to each point. Her rebuttal of the charges was couched in respectful language but carried an utterly uncompromising message. Her reply included an argument which read like a passage from one of the sermons of John Wesley by which, thirty years later, her son defended his right to take the Word of God to the people rather than wait for the people to make their way to an unwelcoming church.




As to it looking particular, I grant it does. And so does everything that is serious or that may any way advance the glory of God or the salvation of souls if it be performed out of a pulpit, or in the way of common conversation, because in our corrupt age, the utmost care and diligence have to be used to banish all discourse of God or spiritual concerns out of our society.28





The notion that it was unseemly for a woman to lead a prayer meeting was rejected in more conventional terms. The ‘superior charge of the souls’ rests, she conceded, with the head of the family – especially so, if he were a minister. But the Wesley children had been left in her care and she must, therefore, take responsibility for their religious education during their father’s absence. How else could she answer at the seat of judgement ‘when He shall command me to render an account of my stewardship’. The prayers and reading were family gatherings. A ‘few neighbours’ asked to join the devotions and since they wished to hear the word of the Lord she ‘dare refuse none that asked admittance’ – even when more than two hundred people arrived at the rectory door. The idea that her husband’s membership of Convocation required her to act with especial restraint was dismissed out of hand. ‘If I and my children went a-visiting on Sunday nights, or admitted of impertinent visits as many do who think themselves good Christians, perhaps it would be thought no scandalous practice, though in truth it would be so.’ So that her husband clearly understood her absolute rejection of his second complaint, she added, ‘I value no censure on this account.’ The letter ended on an endearingly practical note. ‘As to your proposal of letting some other person read, alas you do not consider what people these are. I do not think one man among them could read a sermon without spelling a good part of it. And how that would edify the rest!’


Not surprisingly, Samuel Wesley regarded his wife’s reaction as a refusal to respect his wishes. He responded at the end of the month with a letter which was less a request than an instruction backed up with the claim that ‘persons of influence’ were demanding that the meetings end. It took Susanna nine days to compose her reply. Her letter began with an explanation of why she ‘had made no great haste to answer . . . I judged it necessary for both of us to take some time to consider before you determine in a matter of such great importance’. The implication that the Rector had not examined the question with equal care was then confirmed with what must have been infuriating condescension, ‘I shall pass no censure upon the hasty and unexpected change of your judgement, neither shall I enquire how it was possible that you should be prevailed on by the senseless clamours of two or three of the worst of your parish.’ There was no question of her endorsing Samuel’s judgement. Indeed she went on to argue – anticipating John’s arguments for ‘field preaching’ – that her meetings were the best way to ‘change the hearts’ of men and women who never attended formal services and make them ‘delight in public worship so as never to neglect it more’. But she made it clear, by the end of the letter, that she accepted that her duty, as wife and mother, was to bow to the will of her husband – no matter how unreasonable his wishes might be. But despite her reluctant acquiescence she made one thing clear. Susanna persisted in her belief that her husband was wrong.




If you do, after all, think fit to dissolve this assembly, do not tell me any more that you desire me to do it, that will not satisfy my conscience; but send me your positive command in such full and express terms as may absolve me from all guilt and punishment for neglecting this opportunity of doing good to souls, when you and I shall appear before the great and awful tribunal of our Lord Jesus Christ.29





The elegance of that message – submission gracefully balanced against reproof – is matched by the courage it must have taken to send it. Susanna Wesley was, above all other things, a strong woman. And strong women make indelible marks on their sons. In John Wesley’s case, the effect his stern and upright mother had on his character was compounded by the essentially female ambience of the Epworth rectory. His father was in London, separated from his family for long periods. Brother Samuel, his senior by seventeen years, was either away at school or university. Four older sisters shared the harsh lessons by which ‘self-will the root of all sin and misery’ was conquered. It is not altogether surprising that when he got into the world beyond the rectory his relationships with women were constantly compromised by conflicting anxieties about the relationship between instinct and duty.


The letter in which Susanna bowed to her husband’s will ended with the pious hope that the Rector would soon be home. Her wish was not granted. So she was left alone to deal with the smallpox which infected five of her children. Miraculously they all recovered. John, at least in the estimation of his mother, bore ‘his disease bravely like a man, and indeed like a Christian, without any complaint’, though they could only guess that his spots were causing him pain for he ‘looked sourly at them but he never said anything’.30 His demeanour was regarded – at least by the biographers who wrote shortly after his death – as proof of his contemplative, as well as stoical, nature. In a rare tender moment Samuel told his wife, ‘I confess sweetheart, I think our Jack would not attend to the most pressing necessities of nature unless he could give a reason for it’.31 The Wesleys were beginning to regard their second son as too much of an intellectual prodigy for his own good. The Rector thought it necessary to warn him that not every problem could be solved by pure logic. ‘You think to carry everything by dint of argument, but you will find out how very little is done in the world by close reason’.32


John Wesley’s youthful belief in the universal sovereignty of reason did not remain with him into manhood. He constantly tested his faith against what he believed to be empirical evidence of God’s redeeming love but from time to time he lapsed into superstitions. He cut cards, drew lots and opened his Bible at random to determine God’s will. And like so many aspects of John Wesley’s character, his belief in the supernatural was nurtured at Epworth. He grew up in a household which, despite its dedication to Christian scholarship, was profoundly superstitious. A ghost walked at the Epworth rectory between December 1716 and February of the following year. Then, although not exorcised, it rested in peace. During its three-month visit, the family decided that it was the shade of Old Jeffrey, a local suicide.


It was the Wesleys’ parlour maid who first heard Old Jeffrey’s dismal groans. Susanna and her daughters attributed the story to girlish imagination. But only a few days later, all the Wesley women heard repeated and methodical knocking on doors and panelling all over the house. For a time Susanna remained sceptical and, recalling that a neighbour had cleared his house of rats by playing on a trumpet, borrowed the instrument and attempted to blow away whatever made the noise. Her daughters begged her not to antagonize the ghost and felt that their warning had been vindicated when Old Jeffrey began to appear during the day as well as the night and extended his repertoire to include the sound of breaking glass and footsteps on the landings and a noise like a gobbling turkeycock. The most balanced reaction came from a servant. When the handle of the corn-grinding machine began to turn of its own volition, Robert Brown, the Wesleys’ factotum, expressed his regret that Old Jeffrey never worked the grinder when it was full.


Old Jeffrey became such a regular and obtrusive visitor that Susanna was convinced of his supernatural origins. But even after he started gobbling, crashing and stamping, it was several weeks before the Rector was conscious of his presence. The Wesley women kept Samuel innocent of all knowledge about the supernatural presence in his house – at first because they assumed that he would not believe them and then because they feared that, the evidence being too strong to deny, he would draw a terrible conclusion from the presence, all about him, of an apparition which he could neither see nor hear. It was a common belief that spirits did not manifest themselves to the mortals whom they came on earth to harm. Susanna feared that her husband would be certain that he had not seen Old Jeffrey because the spirit revealed himself to the rest of the family as a sign that its head faced death and damnation.


Fortunately, after a couple of weeks, Samuel too heard the various improbable noises and, as his daughters had rightly predicted, first assumed that he was being harassed by unfriendly neighbours and dismissed his daughters’ fears as girlish fancy. ‘Sukey,’ he said to the twenty-year-old Susanna, ‘I am ashamed of you. These boys and girls frighten one another, but you are a woman of sense and should know better.’33 He was reinforced in his rejection of the supernatural by Robert Brown’s account of a badger-like creature running out from under a bed. To destroy such intrusive vermin and to deter the hooligans who, he believed, were responsible for various invasions of his privacy, he bought a mastiff. But whenever the knocking began the dog cringed, whined and attempted to take refuge in Robert Brown’s bed. Then, as his family had predicted, Samuel began to believe that the house was haunted by a malign spirit. He fired his pistol in the direction of the ghostly noises and, calling Old Jeffrey a deaf and dumb devil, challenged him to join the Rector in the study for some serious conversation about the afterlife. The spectre did not accept the invitation but it responded to Samuel’s abuse by whistling, lifting latches, opening windows and brushing against the girls. As if to demonstrate the full depths of his evil, he was particularly active during prayers for the King and the royal family. The time had come seriously to consider what Old Jeffrey’s purpose was.


Both Susanna and Samuel took it for granted that he was a harbinger of bad tidings. Susanna, reassured that his malice was not directed towards her husband, feared that her brother – a merchant in India who mysteriously disappeared – had died. Samuel waited with dread for news of the death of one of his sons – probably Samuel Junior, by then an usher at Westminster School. When he discovered that the young man was safe and well, he began to treat Old Jeffrey as a nuisance rather than a threat. Then the noises ceased. By the time that the ghost disappeared, the whole family was calm about the brief manifestation – calm but absolutely fascinated. During the autumn of 1726 Samuel Junior and John set out to document every detail of the supernatural occurrence in their parents’ house – letters from their mother, extracts from their father’s journal and statements from witnesses. The work went on haphazardly for some months. The Reverend Mr Hoole – invited, as always in times of trouble, to offer his advice – gave a simple, and compelling, description of a single incident.




One of the maids who went up to sheet a bed brought the alarm that Jeffrey was come above stairs. We all went up, and were standing round the fire in the east chamber. Something began knocking on the other side of the wall of the chimney piece as with a key. Presently the knocking was under our feet. Mr Wesley and I went down, he with a great deal of hope and I with fear. As soon as we left the kitchen, the sound was above us in the room we had left.34





The Wesley brothers remained fascinated by Old Jeffrey for all of their lives. Years after they left the rectory, they still showed their account of the haunting to anyone who could read it. Joseph Priestley, being a scientist, judged the most likely cause was servants amusing themselves at their employers’ expense or neighbours attempting to annoy the Rector. But John Wesley retained his belief in Old Jeffrey’s supernatural origins. Indeed he believed that he knew why the ghost had been sent to haunt Epworth. His father had sinned by vowing to ostracize his wife after she refused to pray for the life and health of King William in 1702. ‘I fear this vow was not forgotten before God.’ Sixty years later, John Wesley was still sufficiently sure that Old Jeffrey was a supernatural messenger that he published the whole account of the Epworth haunting in the Arminian Magazine.35


*


John Wesley might have been more sceptical about Old Jeffrey’s provenance had he been at the rectory to witness the strangely inappropriate manifestations of divine disapproval. But almost two years before the knocking and stamping began he was admitted to Charterhouse School as a Foundation Scholar on the nomination of the Duke of Buckingham, Lord Chamberlain to King George and his father’s patron in the living of Epworth. It was, by the standards of both Church and state, an eventful year. Queen Anne died and George, Elector of Hanover, was offered the throne of England. Bolingbroke and the Duke of Ormonde fled to France and conspired with Britannia’s enemies for the return of a Catholic king. The threat was easily defeated in 1715 when the Earl of Mar raised an abortive rebellion in the Highlands, but the treason enabled the Whigs to brand every Tory a traitor and, with their hegemony secured for almost a hundred years, launch an unexpected orgy of patronage and placemen. The result was a debased Church which cared little for prayer and even less for its pastoral duties but was organized around absentee and plural benefices which were awarded to the ministry’s favourites. It was a system which disgusted the adult John Wesley and did much to harden his heart against the Church of England. Ironically it was also the system which, having found his father a comfortable living, provided him with a place at Charterhouse.


At Charterhouse, Foundation Scholars – or ‘gown boys’ as they were called – were the sons of gentlemen who, because their fathers could not afford an education proper to their station, were supported by the legacy of Thomas Sutton, who had founded the school and almshouses in 1611. It was for this reason that John Wesley is described as ‘a poor scholar’ – a status which encouraged early biographers to exaggerate the hardship and humiliation which he suffered at the hands of more prosperous pupils. No doubt, as was the way with public schools, Wesley was treated badly by his seniors. But it seems unlikely that ‘for a considerable part of the five years that [he] spent at Charterhouse the only solid food he got was bread’. So it must have been some other humiliation which he overcame (‘without acquiring either the cringing of a slave or a despot’s imperious temper’) by ‘carrying out a strict command which his father gave him to run round the Charterhouse garden three times every morning’.36 Or, more likely, the whole story is the invention of Methodist mythmakers.


Not all the dubious anecdotes reflect as much credit on John Wesley as their narrators intended. A ‘Letter to Rev. Tooke LLD and Mr H. Moore by An Old Member of the Society’ describes an incident at Charterhouse which, although often quoted as proof that Wesley felt the call to greatness while still a schoolboy, illustrates an undoubted trait which not everyone found attractive. According to the ‘Old Member’, the Charterhouse usher noticed that Wesley was in the habit of spending his time with boys much younger than himself, haranguing them about their faith and morals. Asked why he did not find friends amongst his contemporaries, the legend claims that he replied, ‘Better to rule in Hell than serve in Heaven’37 – the one recorded instance of the founder of the Methodist Church quoting Satan (or at least John Milton’s Satan) with approval. Twenty years later, John Hampson (for a time one of his preachers) was to write that Wesley felt happiest in ‘tutorial relationships’ with the young – especially young women. In old age he suffered greatly from the lack of a real friend. In early manhood he was almost destroyed by not being sure of the difference between a protégée and a prospective wife.


The prospects of painting an accurate picture of Wesley’s time at Charterhouse are prejudiced by his own retrospective judgement about the years he spent there – judgements which were made during his penitential period when all his past life seemed seeped in sin.




Outward restraints being removed, I was much more negligent than ever before even of outward duties and almost certainly guilty of outward sins which I knew to be such though they were not scandalous in the eyes of the world. However, I still read the Scriptures and said my prayers morning and evening. And what I now hoped to be saved by was (1) not being so bad as other people (2) having still a kindness for religion and (3) reading the Bible, going to church and saying my prayers.38





That is not simply the gloomy hindsight of a forty-seven-year-old man who regretted even the minor follies of his youth. Nor is it the reverential memory of years spent under the moral guidance of his mother. Rather it is the conclusion of an introspective theologian who was feeling his tentative way towards satisfying definitions of sin and redemption and had come to the conclusion that true virtue, built on belief, required more than the avoidance of sin and the observance of religious ritual. It was in John Wesley’s nature to see his whole life in the context of his current conviction. And at the time when he wrote the denunciation of his boyhood conduct, he had come to believe in the need to ‘imitate’ Christ. What was more, the Charterhouse schoolboy had not felt ‘assured’ of the love of God and the consequent certainty of salvation. So in introspective old age he designated himself an adolescent sinner.


The self-criticism was as inaccurate as it was unhealthy. If his brother, Samuel, was to be believed, young John was the epitome of scholarly virtue. Samuel, an usher at Westminster (where Charles, the Rector’s third son, had become a pupil in 1716), lived with his wife in Dean’s Yard. So, with Epworth two hundred miles away, John spent his spare time with his brothers. It therefore fell to Samuel to report on his academic progress. As John approached sixteen and his last year at Charterhouse, the Rector’s eldest son sent his father a convoluted compliment to both his younger brothers. ‘Jack, I can faithfully assure you, gives you no manner of discouragement from breeding your third son a scholar.’ Three months later he added, perhaps a little ambiguously, ‘Jack is with me, and a brave boy, learning Hebrew as fast as he can.’39


It is at least possible that Samuel was simply telling his father what he judged the Rector wanted to hear. But we know for certain that John Wesley left Charterhouse with a fine command of Latin and Greek and there is every reason to suppose that he also took with him many happy memories. That is the only explanation of the affection which he felt for the school throughout his life and the most likely explanation of why, until late middle age, he visited it at least once a year. In 1727 he was a steward at the Old Carthusians’ Founder’s Day Feast and helped to preside over a banquet of ‘roasted pike, fried whiting, venison pasties, pigeons, sirloin of beef, spitched eels, asparagus, roasted lobster, almond tarts, custards, Florentines, jellies and a great variety of other dainty and substantial dishes’. It seems improbable that a boy who had lived for six years on bread would have wanted to celebrate his schooldays in so joyous a fashion or that he would have achieved the modest academic success which sent him on his way.


In June 1720, John Wesley, then aged seventeen, was elected an exhibitioner of Christ Church, Oxford. The award was limited to Old Carthusians and he therefore made almost automatic progress from school to university. But, at least according to Alexander Knox – who knew him in old age – his father did all he could to guarantee his son both a place in the university’s most socially prestigious college and a warm welcome when he got there. Samuel spoke to persons of influence, including Dr Henry Sacheverell, Fellow of Magdalen, and – because of his denunciation of all Dissenters – a hero of all Tory Oxford. Sacheverell agreed to meet the young undergraduate. The meeting was not a success. Sacheverell was, apparently, taken aback by Wesley’s diminutive stature.




‘When I was introduced, I found him alone, as tall as a maypole and as fine as an archbishop. I was very little, not taller’ (pointing to a very gentlemanly but very dwarfish clergyman who was in the company) ‘than Mr Kennedy there. He said, “You are too young to go to University. You cannot know Greek and Latin yet. Go back to school.” I looked at him as David looked at Goliath and despised him in my heart. I thought, If I do not know Greek and Latin better than you, I ought to go back to school indeed. I left him and neither entreaties nor commands could have brought me back to him.’40





John Wesley, although God’s humble servant, was – in matters concerning the vanities of the world – a proud man. He was also, as his life drew to a close, inclined to remember with advantage stories which contributed to his status as prophet and patriarch. But the tales which grew up around his boyhood are – fact or fable – at least consistent with a character which gave him the strength to seize and retain the leadership of the Methodist Connexion. And they make one other fact of his life transparently clear. Epworth – the sometimes complementary but often competing influences of his mother and father – remained in his mind and memory for all his life. The strength which made him the leader of the Second Reformation was forged in the country rectory.





4



BEAUTY AND VIRTUE


John Wesley entered Christ Church – then as now never called a college – in June 1720. Oxford, at the beginning of the eighteenth century, was not a seat of independent scholarship. It existed to justify, and therefore preserve, orthodoxy within the Established Church and to defend its doctrines and governance against the corrosive influence of both Roman Catholicism and Dissent. Orthodoxy was defined in a peculiarly Oxford way. Some dons were High Church and High Tory to a point at which they were suspected of Jacobite sympathies. A few were the remnants of earlier Whig patronage and a minority remained outside the mainstream of Anglican opinion. But most senior members of the university held views on doctrine, liturgy and Church ‘manners’ with which the young John Wesley felt entirely at home.


The years at Charterhouse had taught self-reliance. But he wrote home with a frequency and in a manner which suggest that he both wanted and needed to test his developing opinions against his parents’ judgement. The letters were addressed individually to either his father or his mother, never to both. That was because they were all written with a highly specific purpose. He asked his father for advice on matters of scholarship – texts to read and authorities to consult. His mother was consulted on faith and morals and the two personal preoccupations of his first Oxford year – money and health.


Christ Church was the largest and the most aristocratic of the Oxford colleges. So a poor undergraduate did not feel at ease. But initially at least he visited local taverns to play cards – ombre – and backgammon, enjoyed a game of billiards, rowed on the river, attempted royal tennis and attended a race meeting on the Meadow. Over his undergraduate years he gradually lost all interest in what he came to think of as frivolity. But, at least until his ordination as deacon in September 1725 he played some part in the social life which surrounded him.1 And his piety certainly did not prevent him from contemplating the desires of the flesh – a preoccupation which remained with him into old age. His translation (from the Latin) of Chloe and the Flea – the most quoted example of his mild erotica – was only one item in a series of pseudo-classical verses in which, slightly perversely, he related desire to infestation. At least the flea survived. ‘Now on her parting breasts he leaps / Now hides between his little head.’2 The bee, which featured in a second poem which he sent to his brother Samuel, did not.




Drawn by the fragrance of her breath


Her rosy lips he found


There in full transport sucked to death


And dropped upon the ground3





However, John Wesley, in the year of his ordination, envied the bee’s fate. ‘Each god would quit his blissful state / To share a death like thine’. Brother Samuel should have realized when he read the poem that John was going to have trouble with women. Fortunately emotional irresponsibility is incompatible neither with a serious mind nor an active conscience. John Wesley possessed both and the determination to be a scholar.


The Charterhouse exhibition paid Wesley twenty pounds a year and his Christ Church exhibition paid about the same. It was not enough to live on. Henry Sherman, his tutor, kept his fees to an absolute minimum and occasionally lent him cash. Various schemes were devised to raise additional funds. His brother Samuel, still a Student (that is to say, Fellow) of Christ Church and therefore entitled to rooms in the college, wrote to him from Westminster School to say that if he found a tenant, he could keep the rent. Nothing came of the idea. Back at Epworth, the Rector, with desperate debts of his own, could do little to help. For a while his mother hoped that her brother, Samuel Annesley, would come to the rescue on his return from service with the East India Company. But when she went to London to meet him – principally to welcome him home but no doubt also with his nephew’s need in mind – he did not arrive on the scheduled ship and was never seen again. So she was reduced to sending the plaintive message, ‘Dear Jacky, be not discouraged. Perhaps notwithstanding all this we will provide a few crumbs for you before the end of the year.’4


John Wesley accepted his penury with good grace. After Oxford was scandalized by stories of a footpad stealing an undergraduate’s hat and wig, he wrote to his mother with the reassurance, ‘I am safe from such gentlemen. For unless they carried me away, carcass and all, they would have but a poor purchase.’5 For most of his undergraduate life, John Wesley chose not to wear a wig and allowed his hair to grow long. Together with his prominent nose and piercing blue eyes, it became one of the defining features of his appearance – made famous in prints, on plates and pots. But the distinctive hairstyle was not part of a careful plan to be noticed. Nobody thought it improved his looks, and his mother told him that a visit to a barber would increase his energy. For once he doubted her judgement. ‘It would doubtless mend my complexion and perhaps it might contribute to my making a more genteel appearance. But these, till ill health is added to them, I cannot persuade myself to be sufficient grounds for losing two or three pounds a year.’6
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