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THE QUAKERS OF LEICESTERSHIRE
1660-1714
by

R.H. Evans
The history of the Quakers in the seventeenth century, in this county as
elsewhere, may conveniently be divided into two parts. Each of these
parts bore a distinct character. The first was a period of missionary
expansion, often marked by the excesses of language and action that accompany new-born enthusiasm. By contrast the second part was a period of
defensive consolidation, when the Quakers were struggling to preserve their
existence, threatened by penal laws.
The keynote of the first was individualism; of the second, organisation; and in the process of transition the
character of the Quakers was transformed. When Charles II was restored
"the people in scorn called Quakers" were regarded generally as revolutionary fanatics, classed with dangerous company like the Fifth Monarchy
men and Ranters. Such disorderly, ill-disciplined persons could not be
treated as respectable members of society: they were too apt to disturb
church services with unseemly harangues, walk naked through the streets,
and hold strange rdigious jamborees in remote places .like. Swanningto11. ~
When the century endedtheirmannets and repute niid qui.i:e changecL Then
the Quakers, or Society of Friends as they called themselves, formed perhaps the most respectable and orderly community of the country, peaceloving and, except on certain points of conscience, law-abiding, noted for
their sobriety and industry and charity, honoured for the integrity of their
word, leading a life of disciplined morality.
The purpose of this paper is to consider the second part of that
history, to examine the Society of Friends as an organised community,
trying to pursue its own way of life within the greater and often hostile
community, the county of Leicester.
This second period begins at a precise date, the year 1667. In that
year George Fox established the system of Church government that is still
the peculiar possession and strength of the Society of Friends. Before that
date the Society can hardly be said, except in the north, to have existed in
an organised form. Its members, it is true, formed their individual congregations or particular meetings, but no institutional structure co-ordinated
their energies or comforted them with encouragement and support. That
function had been performed hitherto by itinerant Quaker missionaries,
the "First Publishers of Truth", those astonishingly hardy and energetic
men-and women-who travelled in their various missions the length and
breadth of the country and half the world. In Leicestershire the greater
part of this mission had been performed by two outstanding men : one was
William Dewsbury, most saintly of early Friends, the other George Fox f
himself. For ten years between 1654 and 1664 Fox, Dewsbury and many \'\
others ceaselessly traversed the county, won their following and kept it true
with the inspiration of their own vital force.
But after the Restoration times grew harder. In 1662 the Quaker Act
struck specifically at Friends' Meetings, and this was followed by the set
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of penal laws, known as the Clarendon Code, directed against Dissenters
of every sort. This did not necessarily prevent missionary activity: it
required much to silence George Fox, who could spread his message in
strange conditions. Such triumph in adversity cannot be better illustrated
than by his adventure in Leicester in 1662. In his journal Fox relates how
.,..-. he and a number of companions were arrested at Swannington by Lord
Beaumont and committed to Leicester gaol; how the journey along the
road into the town was devoted to missionary enterprise, the small company
of Quakers, men and women, under the nominal charge of a hired and
unwilling labourer, walking along, Bibles open in their hands, exhorting the
people as they passed them harvesting in the fields. Leicester gaol hardly
proved more effective: although it had its horrors, it was in some ways a
more liberal institution than the Bastille of our own day. Lodged in it,
George Fox had the company of his friends and worshipped with them.
The gaoler, it is true, tried to break up the meeting, struck at the worshippers with his staff and set on them his great mastiff dog. But it was
a humane creature, more playful than fierce, and refused to worry Quakers,
so that, whenever the gaoler raised his staff to strike, the mastiff would seize
it from his master{s hands and run off to play. At last, thwarted by this
truly Christian beast, the man lost heart and allowed Fox free run of the
prison. This was speedily turned into a Quaker conventicle. "I bid",
wrote Fox, "one of my fellow prisoners carry down a stool and set it in the
yard: and give notice to the debtors and felons there would be a meeting in
the yard and any that would hear the word of the Lord they might come
there. And so the debtors and prisoners and we went down into the court
and had a very precious meeting and he never meddled." And so they
continued every Sunday as long as Fox was in prison. 1
In spite of such liberties the penal laws, for a while at least, effectively hampered the travelling missionaries and at one time seemed likely
to paralyse the leadership of the Quaker movement beyond repair. The
danger came home to Fox between 1664 and 1666 when he found himself
closely confined in Scarborough Castle like "a man buried alive". Fearing
that the cause might die for want: of leadership, he decided that the evangelical improvisation of early days must be replaced by systematic
organisation; and on being released devoted himself with accustomed energy
to establishing a system of church-government. It had a simple framework.
The fundamental unit already existed. This was the individual congregation or particular meeting, which drew its members from the fairly small
neighbourhood of a town, village or group of villages or scattered farms.
But for purposes of church business, government and discipline the particular meeting was subordinated to a series of higher authorities. The
immediate superior was the monthly meeting: under its jurisdiction came
all the particular meetings within a certain area. This area varied in size,
but it may 'be compared with the hundred in the county or the rural deanery
in the archdeaconry. In turn the monthly meetings belonging to a district
that mostly coincided with the county were themselves subordinated to the
quarterly meeting; and all the quarterly meetings throughout the country
sent representatives to the supreme governing body of the Society, the yearly
1

George Fox, Joumal (ed. N. Penney, 19u), ii. 13-16. In all quotations from the
Journal and other Quaker records the spelling and punctuation has been
modernised.
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meeting held in London. The quarterly meetings also maintained regular
communication with London through appointed correspondents.
The names of these meetings exactly describe their character. They
were meetings held, originally at least, at stated intervals, monthly, quarterly,
or yearly, composed of representatives sent by the respective component
meetings, particular, monthly or quarterly. Although the chain of command established in this way was clearly and strictly defined, this description
has, for the sake of brevity, used misleading terms to indicate the structure.
To speak of a particular meeting as "subordinated" to the monthly meeting
or to call the quarterly and yearly meetings "higher authorities" suggests a
coercive organisation quite alien to the self-governing and representative
system of the Society of Friends. It achieved its aims not by coercion but
by willing agreement and gentle persuasion. 2
,--~~ This new organisation was established in many counties by George
Fox himself. In 1§§7 he set out northwards from London, settling monthly
,·#··meetings as he went through Bedfordshire, into Lincolnshire and Nottinghamshire; and then came into Leicestershire. There, he relates, "many
blessed meetings we had and the order of the gospel was set up and the
men's monthly meetings were established in all those countries".3 Fox
referred here only to men's meetings: women's meetings were soon afterwards established on a similar system.4
The exact form in which Fox first settled this county must remain
uncertain. No doubt the monthly and quarterly meetings began
immediately in 1667 to keep those careful records of births, marriages
and deaths, their financial and other business, and their sufferings,
on which Fox so strongly insisted; but here the quarterly meeting records
survive only from the end of 1671 and monthly meeting records from
still later.s From the first, however, Leicestershire and Rutland
probably formed one quarterly l.l'leeting, as they continued to do until
1790. In the seventeenth century the town of Leicester most commonly
provided the meeting place on account of its central position : meetings
might be held elsewhere, but rarely. Below the level of the quarterly
meeting, arrangements were more flexible. When the surviving records
~
begin the county was divided between three monthly meetings, Swan- _.--,
nington, Oakham which included Old Dalby, and Leicester monthly
meeting which included Hinckley.6 This arrangement did not last long.
When and how the change came is not exactly recorded, but in the last
twenty years of the century the organisation established itself in the form
indicated on the sketch-map. The county was then divided into five monthly
meetings: Leicester, Swannington, Hinckley, Old Dalby, and Braunston in .,...,--

·=

For the establishment and character of this system of church government see
W. C. Braithwaite, The Second Period of Quakerism (1919), 251-289.
3 Fox, ii. 112-13.
~
4 See note 80.
5 These records have been deposited in the Muniment Room at Leicester Museum.
In this paper they will be referred to by the letters LM. In these references
dates are given in the original form in which they appear in the documents.
The Quakers began the year with March which they called "First Month";
April was "Second Month" and so on. Thus in note 8 the date 26 i 1702
is 26 March 1702. In no~e 15 the date 27 xi 1675 is 27 January 1676 (N.S.).
6 LM 12D 39. 1, "Persons in charge of public affairs".
2
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Rutland.7 On this map there has also been made a rash attempt to demarcate
the territory of each monthly meeting: rash, because precise evidence does
IiOt survive and these boundaries are based on little more than inference,
conjecture and blind guesswork. Nevertheless some exceptional points
are certain enough to deserve mention and they show that the Quakers did
not, in organising their meetings, pay special respect to the county boundaries. Although Ratcliffe-on-Soar lies in Nottinghamshire it appears to
have been counted as Swannington's territory. 8 A burial ground at Post
Witham in Lincolnshire just over the northern border of Rutla.n d came
within the jurisdiction of Leicestershire quarterly meeting,9 By contrast
Market Harborough and its neighbourhood were regarded as part of
Northamptonshire. 10
Within each monthly meeting the distribution and organisation of its
component particular meetings was very variable. As the map will show, Swannington monthly meeting, for example, consisted of three particular meetings, /
Castle Donington, Swannington and Congerstone, each providing for the
village~ and homesteads in its neighbourhood. In this way the map indicates
the approximate distribution of particular meetings in 1700. But the records
of their existence are too dubious to allow more than an approximation, and
even for the year 1700 this map could not represent the exact condit\ons.
The status of Whetstone, Saddington and Little Peatling is obscure, for
there is no certain evidence whether or not they existed as independent
meetings. In 1672 North Kilworth in the very south of the county
possessed its own separate meeting, but as no reference to it appears after
that time the end of its independent existence has been assumed. The same
is true of Loughborough.
But such particulars are too trifling to require much notice. The
Quakers of the seventeenth century did not tie themselves to formalities
and could readily adapt their organisation to meet changing needs. It
would be a mistake, for instance, to imagine that meetings for worship or
business were necessarily and only held in their nominal centres. Although
Kirby Muxloe did not support a separate meeting, it was there at John
Penford's house that informers in 1670 surprised a business meeting, perhaps of Leicester quarterly meeting. I I Knighton probably formed part of
Leicester meeting, yet Friends from Kilby, Wigston and Leicester were to
be found from time to time worshipping there at Ann Wells' house.'2
Such flexibility could be achieved the more readily because worship
did not require specially constructed or even adapted buildings. It could
LM 12D 39. 2, 26 vii 1701.
LM 12D 39. 2, 1690, marriage of William Dickinson and Sarah Leadbeater, both
of Ratcliffe. But later when William Dickinson asked for charity the
quarterly meeting questioned whether he ought not to come under the
jurisdiction of Nottingham. See LM 12D 39. 1, 26 i 1702.
9 LM 12D 39, I, 30 x 1720.
ro Relief of the poor; at Market Harborough was considered the obligation of
Northampton. See LM 12D 39. 2, 30 vii 1687. The connexion is also
suggested by the inclusion of the town in a pamphlet chiefly devoted to
Northamptonshire. See William Pooley, Part of the Sufferings of Leicestershire and Northamptonshire by Informers and Priests (1683). There is
no evidence that Market Harborough was ever connected with the Quaker
organisation in Leicestershire.
I I J. Besse, A Collection of the Sufferings of the People called Quakers (1753), i.
335,
12 LM 12D 39. 34, 1680.
7
8
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be enjoyed, as in the early days of Quaker evangelism, in the open air and
at several times such meetings were reported to have taken place "in the
street at Knighton". 1 3 More commonly private houses could be used. The
first meeting-houses were nothing more than this, like Edward Muggleston's
house at Swannington, John Fox's at Wymeswold or John Evans' at Wigston.
"f'bey remained domestic buildings in private ownership and still inhabited
by the owner and his family. But as the Society became more organised
and formal-and this is one sign of the change-Friends no longer contented themselves with these informal arrangements. Informality could
be troublesome: imprisonment or death might make individual ownership
inconvenient by depriving worshippers suddenly of their meeting-place.
So it happened at Broughton where the meeting had the use of Edward
Earby's house in the adjacent hamlet of Thorpe. He owned it only during
his wife's lifetime; when she died in 1681 the meeting was forced to find
another building in which to gather. 1 4 Experience of this sort probably
convinced the Quakers of the need to vest their meeting-places and burial
grounds in the hands of trustees regularly appointed by the appropriate
monthly meeting. In 1676 the procedure had been sufficiently adopted
for the quarterly meeting to order the inspection of all deeds held within
its jurisdiction. 1 s
Even so these meeting-houses were still dwellings, the difference being
that they were no longer privately owned, but either bought by the Society
or bequeathed to it. Before Edward Muggleston died he gave a house at. "~
Swannington to the Society:16 The meeting~houseat Somerl:Sy"Was acqtiired
in the same way. There the farmhouse of the Tompson family had long
been a centre of Quaker worship; and in 1680 when William Tompson the
younger died he left "all and every part of the house and homestead
belonging to the said house ... for the use of a meeting-place to worship
God, and the backside as a burying-place to bury their dead in for ever".17
The meeting at Broughton was not so fortunate: when it lost the use of ~
Edward Earby's house it had to buy a new meeting-place and soon after ;;..,"
possessed yet another in Sutton near by. 18 Little was required to adapt
such buildings-hardly more than the introduction of forms and benches.
These houses did not lose their homely character and still served as
ibid., Vii 1680.
ibid., 27 ix 1681 .
1 5 LM 120 39. 2, 27 xi 1675.
1 6 LM 120 39. 1, 29 i
1705. The cost of fitting up this meeting-house was J /
estimated at £27 8s. nd. ibid., 28 iv 1705.
l,.r
1 7 The last meeting was held in Somerby in 1802, the land sold in 1864 and the
visitor will find no more than the site of either meeting-house or burial
ground. See Mary Radley and Henrietta Ellis, "The Somerby Estate,
Leicestershire" in Journal of the Friends' Historical Society, vi. 17-22 and
129-132.
r8 LM 120 39. 1, 30 vii 1681. "Ordered that John Brookes do give an account ...
of the purchase of Broughton mt-eting-house". A later entry (30 vii 1687)
suggests that Edward Earby .went into part ownership, for "it was agreed
that Ed. Earby should be paid five shillings a year so long as he
liveth (in the meeting) for Broughton meeting-house. And after his
death he doth give and bequeath it to Friends for the service of Truth".
The first reference to a meeting-house in Sutton occurs in 120 39. 2, 25 x
1691. It is likely that after that date, if not before, the house at Sutton
took the place of that at Broughton.
I3

14
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dwellings. William Dand lived in the meeting-house at Sutton,19 Thomas
Higby at S0merby; 20 and when some time before 1680 Leicester meeting
acquired a house in the town they allowed Mary Wood to live in it, an old
woman of eighty, whose bedstead and bedclothes can be found enumerated
as part of the furniture together with the benches and tables of the
meeting. 21
Dwelling houses were not always found convenient : perhaps it was difficult
to adapt them or make rooms sufficiently large. A barn could no doubt be
fitted up more readily and offered a more spacious hall. For this reason,
perhaps, the Quakers of Melton Mowbray began in 1692, if not earlier, to
rent a barn from a certain "landlady Hudson" and equipped it with
benches.22 At Castle Donington they were more ambitious; there it cost
£18 to fit up Richard Newcome's barn and they hoped one day even to
build a gallery, only deferring it for lack of funds and time. 2 3
To build a meeting-house expressly for its special purpose was, on
account of the expense, more rare. The first to be built in this way seems tp
have been the meeting-house at Wigston. 2 4 This was certainly in use in
1680, but tradition ascribes its foundation to an earlier year, perhaps 1677 or
1678, and choice of its site to none other than George Fox. Although the story
is not confirmed, it deserves mention. It is first quoted a hundred years\
later by a north-country Quaker, Caleb Henry, who entered it in his diary
in 1775. In that year, having stopped overnight at Wigston he asked his
host, John Burgess, about the meeting-house. John Burgess told him that
"it was built by his fore-elders; as he heard an old woman say that she
stood by George Fox in the garden, and speaking of a meeting-house, George
Fox struck the ground with his cane or stick, and said, let it be built here,
which was done and has been ever since". The gesture and action are
characteristic enough of George Fox and there is no reason to think the
story untrue. 2 s
The example of Wigston was not followed for some years, until well
after the Toleration Act had relieved Dissenters of part of their burdens. 26
Even then, although a substantial amount of adaptation and conversion was
undertaken, there was hardly a spate of new building. Before the century
ended only one other entirely new meeting-house had been begun, that at
LM 12D 39. 1, 30 vii 1712.
'Journal of the Friends' Historical Society, vi. 17-22.
21 LM 12D 39. 34, 20 vii 1683.
22 LM 12D 39. 1, 30 vii 1692; 12D 39. 2, 30 iv 1693 and 24 vii 1697.
2 3 LM 12D 39. 1, 24 vii and 31 x 1697.
24 This was first mentioned in 1680. See LM 12D 39. I, 30 v 1680. But the
meeting-house at Long Clawson, which was certainly the earliest, was possibly
also the first to be built expressly for its purpose. In 1673 £9 17s. 6d. was
collected "for the building of a meeting-house for the Vale meeting". 12D
39. 2, 29 xi 1672. On the other hand the sum was very small for the
purpose, even as a partial contribution, and suggests that the purpose was
alteration, not construction. Elsewhere, as in equipping the barn at Castle
Donington, the term "building" was · used loosely to mean altering or
adapting.
2 5 Quoted in Journal of the Friends' Historical Society, iv. 85.
2 6 A meeting-house was in use in Leicester in 1680, but it is not clear whether it
was adapted or new built. Feoffees were appointed in 1680 and next year
a number of Friends were appointed "to receive the accounts ... of the
charges of the building of Leicester meeting~house". But this may not
mean more than in the case of Castle Donington. LM 12D 39. 1, 30 v 1680
and 30 vii 1681.
19
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Hinckley, for which the quarterly meeting ordered a collection in 1695. 27
Not until 1719 did the Quakers indulge in any real extravagance: that was
when they built a meeting-house at Oakham at a cost of £166 rs. 4½d. 28
Such magnificence was exceptional, hardly characteristic of the seventeenth century. The early meeting-houses must be imagined as humble,
homely buildings, like the cottages of the village folk who worshipped in
them, at their finest little more than barns or even if new-built, not grand.
The meeting-house of Wigston was a small thatched building, standing in a
garden behind a house and in later years surrounded by cherry trees. 2 9
Buildings of this sort were in keeping with the humble character of the
Society-at least in this county-and the congregations that they housed.
Neither their wealth nor numbers demanded grandeur. They did not
need to accommodate large numbers, for such figures as we possess suggest
a small scale. Take for example the congregations reported in 1669 by
the clergy of the established church: Wymeswold "about 4 or 5"; Syston
"about 12"; Market Harborough, Swannington, Harby "about 20"; Nether
Broughton, Mountsorrel, Knighton "abour2j:o~'.,° Figul'~sof"1:his order
are supported by other calculations. At Syston when the Scotsman Patrick
Livingstone was arrested in 1667 some seventeen others were taken with
him: 3' at Wigston in 1680 perhaps twenty-five persons were present: 32 at
Broughton Astley in 1681 about fifteen persons attended or tried to attend
the meeting.33 Such figures do not indicate the actual membership of the
meetings concerned : the attendance might be swollen by visitors or reduced
by imprisonment: but it suggests the scale of activity to which we must
discipline our imagination. We may conclude that, before the passing of
the Toleration Act, as many as fifty would be a very large meeting, between
fifteen and thirty an average. At times of special hardship, when many
members might be in prison, numbers would be still smaller.
The total number of Quakers in the county as a whole and the proportion they bore to the population is difficult to estimate. In this paper
three different methods of calculation have been attempted: as you would
expect they have produced three different answers. The first method was
used for a national estimate by Braithwaite in The Second Period of
Quakerism and on that account deserves respect.34 In that book he drew
his conclusions from the marriage rate, for which he assumed a normal
yearly number of 15 persons out of every 1,000 of the population; and so,
LM 12D 39. 2, 27 x 1695. This was to replace a building that existed in 1680.
See ibid., 30 v 1680.
2 s LM 12D 39. 39, .1719.
Before 1690 the Society owned meeting-houses in the
following places: Long Clawson, Wigston, Leicester, Hinckley, Broughton
Astley, Somerby. The following were first mentioned, acquired or adapted
between 1690 and 1705: Sileby (see LM 12D 39. 2, 25 i 1692), Melton
Mowbray, Sutton, Castle Donington, Congerstone (ibid., 25 iv 1697), Swannington. After 1690 the meeting-house at Broughton may have been
superseded by that at Sutton. See note 18.
2 9 'Journal of the Friends' Historical Society, iv. 85.
3° R. H. Evans, "Nonconformists in Leicestershire in 1669" in Transactions of the
Leicestershire Archceological Society, xxv. n2-141.
3 1 Patrick Livingstone, Truth Owned and Deceit Denyed (1667), 6-7.
3 2 L.M. 12D 39. 34, 30 iii 1680. The attendance has been deduced very roughly
from the amounts levied in fines.
·
33 ibid., 27 ix 1681.
34 Braithwaite, 458-459.
27
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working on the marriage records of the Quakers throughout the country,
he was able to calculate their total numbers. The method can easily be
applied to this county. In Leicester<,hire, Rutland excluded, the minutes
of the quarterly meeting record the names of 208 Quakers marrying in the
twenty years between 1674 and 1693: this yields a yearly average of 10·4
persons. If then Braithwaite's assumption is correct and the yearly marriage
rate was 15 persons out of every 1,000, the average of 10 · 4 persons indicates
a Quaker community of 693 · 3, approximately 700 persons. This method
has its defects. It depends on certain assumptions that may be false: that
in the seventeenth century people did in fact marry at the rate of 15 in
every 1,000; that Quakers married as readily and in the same proportion as
other folk; that their record of marriages is complete.
Take then a second method, using the returns that the clergy submitted to the bishop of Lincoln between 1705 and 1723.3s For although
this evidence belongs to a rather later period, after the Toleration Act, no
substantial change seems to have taken place in the general strength or
activities of the Quakers; their own records report no sudden increase,
lament no sudden decline. The figures for these later years may, therefore,
properly be compared with those of the earlier years. In their return to
the bishop the clergy were asked to report, among other things, the number
of Quaker families in each parish. In all they reported 123 such families
throughout the county. But the clergy of this period could never be
expected to answer questions in the form they were asked : some would
provide, instead, the number of individual Quakers in their parishes; and
these amounted to 61 persons. To translate families into persons is a
doubtful operation, but there is some authority for taking 4 · 2 as the average
size of a family.3 6 By means of this multiplier 123 families may be transformed into 516 persons : add to this the additional 61 persons reported
separately by the clergy and the result is a total of 577 Quakers. This method
also suffers from certain defects. Neither the multiplier nor the clergy's
estimate is entirely reliable.
The third method is similar in form but based on a different sort of
census. This is a census of surnames, the family names of all Leicestershire Quakers to be found in the records ,between 1660 and 1700. It is not
a list of every individual Quaker discovered during those years: such a list
would be quite inadequate, since many persons, especially wives and
children and humbler members, might never appear in the records; and
would also be misleading, since over such a period it would include at any
particular point of time the dead, the living and the unborn and so inflate
the true strength of the Society. In this census, therefore, members of the
same family living in the same place have all been counted as one. Thus
in Leicester .all the Penfords count as one, in Swannington all the
Mugglestons, in Syston all the Whatoffes: and so this census of surnames
approximates to a census of families. These are the numbers inserted in
brackets in the sketch-map: Rutland excluded, they amount to 236 families.
Use of the same multiplier as. before transforms this into 991 persons, a
Quaker population of nearly 1,000. Like the others this method has
defects. In one way it is too generous, in another too stingy. It rashly
35
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Associated Architectural Societies' Reports and Papers, xxii. 227-365.
For a discussion of this figure see Mr. C. T. Smith's article on population in
the forthcoming volume ii of the Victoria History of the County of Leicester.
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assumes that behind every individual Quaker identified in the records there
stands a family of Quakers, 3 · 2 of them: this is manifestly false. On the
other hand the list is bound to be incomplete; and so in the long run this
method might balance out itR losses and gains,
It is not the intention here to insist on any specific figure-577, 700 or
1,000-nor prefer one method to another. The point to be emphasised
is not the difference but the surprising ~greement between the results. For
in spite of their difference they supply a conclusive answer to the really
important question that must be asked. This question is not "exactly how
many Quakers were there in this county?", but "were they to be numbered
in tens, hundreds, thousands or tens of thousands?". And the answer
must be that they were to be numbered not in tens nor thousands but
hundreds; something between five and ten hundred in the last thirty years
of the seventeenth century. The total population of the county was
perhaps between 80,000 and 100,000; and the Quakers might therefore
have stood to them in between the proportions of I in 200 and I in 100.
This is about the same proportion as Braithwaite calculated for the country
as a whole.37
Whatever the defects of the third method as a means of calculating
totals, it at least helps to indicate the relative strength of the Quakers in
different parts of the county. Even here it is not an infallible guide, for
those who lived in quieter parts which were less troubled by the application
of the penal laws were less likely to appear in the records, to have their
wants relieved or their sufferings reported. Nevertheless these figures
indicated on the map provide as close a guide as can be achieved. The
strength of the Quakers lay clearly along the valley of the Soar and the
Vale of Belvoir. But the contrast between this and the relative weakness
of the east and west is exaggerated by a map which does not indicate the
density of the population as a whole. It is not to be expected in any
event that the Quakers should be so numerous in the east and west, for in
the seventeenth century these were still the least populous parts of the
county-the eastern uplands between Leicester and the border of Rutland,
the wastes of Charnwood Forest, the heathy clays between Swannington - ~
and Congerstone: these lands could not support Quakers more readily than
other persons. In spite of this, one contrast still stands out: that is their
remarkable strength in the line 'of villages strung out along the Vale of
Belvoir. There seems no reason why these villages should have been
specially susceptible to George Fox's teaching; but susceptible they undoubtedly were, for it was in the Vale that he found his first true following:
The other point that these figures illustrate is more general. It is that in
this county the Quakers were predominantly not an urban but a rural
community. Although the town of Leicester contributed the largest single
meeting, its importance was not out of proportion to its population; and
none of the other towns is well ·represented. The map shows few at
Loughborough, none at Ashby-de-la-Zouch or Market Bosworth, at this
time a larger town than Hinckley. It was rather in the villages and hamlets
that their numbers were to be found, in small villages of one, two or three
hundred inhabitants, like Wymeswold, Long Clawson, Harby or Somerby. -.,,.k.
The typical Quaker of this county would be not a prosperous burgess,
37 Braithwaite, 459. He estimated at the highest a total of 50,000 Quakers in a
population of five and a half millions.
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/ tradesman or artisan of the town, but a villager, working on the land or
closely connected with it. There were of cau¼'Se~tradesmen, artisans and
( professional men, apothecaries like Nicholas Juxon of Hinckley,38 tradesmen
like the bakers Samuel Wilson of Leicester39 and Thomas Makerness of
Market Harborough,4° weavers like Richard Read of Sileby.4 1 But farming
interests predominated. John Penford, the leading Friend of Leicester
meeting, was a prosperous yeoman of Kirby Muxloe.4 2 In the smaller
villages many were husbandmen and farmers like William Moneys of
Withcote43 and Thomas Marshall of Sileby, who in 1679 "had 17 acres
and a half of barley and 3 acres and a half of wheat and 20 acres of peas
beans and fitches and 2 acres of oats worth £64''.44 In Knighton, Ann
Wells possessed a stock consisting of at least "4 mares, 3 heifers, 8 cows,
a calf and 7 swine".45 Those who were not farmers, husbandmen, smallholders or shepherds might be village craftsmen like George Power, the
wheelwright of Swannington,46 or a miller like John Wilsford of Nether
Broughton.47 But it would be misleading to exaggerate the distinction
between the town and country Quaker. John Penford lived in Kirby
Muxloe, but he also had a house in Leicester and one of his family seems
to have been a distiller there.4 8 Samuel Wilson of Leicester baked bread,
but he also owned cattle.49 In the small village of Wymeswold John Fox
at the same time farmed a piece of land and kept a sort of general store.so
In the seventeenth century town and country, trade and agriculture, merged
easily into one another; and Quakerism was bound to belong very much to
the countryside.
So far this paper ha:-. considered only the exterior of the Society of
Friends, tracing the framework of their organisation, its shape, size and
outward appearance. But figures do not carry the breath of life; buildings
and rules do not alone make a church. They have been able to show how
the Quaker had created an organised community, possessing property,
acting as a society, no longer a fortuitous collection of individual believers.
But to discover the true character of the community you must look to other
evidence. For the Society of Friends was not only an organisation for
worship-no church ever is : it was a community, conscious of its mission,
determined to preserve its particular way of life in the midst of apathetic
or hostile neighbours and imposing on its members its own distinctive ethos.
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Calendar of State Papers Domestic, 1664-5, 142: "Dispersers of Quakers'
Books".
39 'journal of the Friends' Historical Society, xxi. 42.
4° Transactions of the Leicestershire Archceological Society, xxv. 130.
4 1 LM 12D 39. 34, vii 1680.
4 2 Besse, i. 335. In 1666 he was assessed at 13 hearths: Farnham, Leicestershire
Mediaeval Village Notes, iii. 145.
43 Transactions of the Leicestershire Archceological Society, xxv. 143.
44 LM 12D 39. 34, 1681.
45 Besse, i. 339.
46 Transactions of the Leicestershire Archceological Society, xxv. 124.
47 ibid., 140.
48 For his residence in Leicester see G. Lyon Turner, Presentations in Episcopal
Visitations 1662-79, in 'journal of the Friends' Historical Society, xii. 7. For
his distilling connexion see Hartopp, Register of the Freemen of Leicester,
1196-1770, 205: "John Penford eldest son of Thomas Penford, Distiller".
49 LM 12D 39. 34, 30 iii 1680.
SO ibid., II V 1693.
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It was in forming this distinct Quaker character, in disciplining the
individual member to the standards .of the group, in restraining extravligance and excess, that the monthly and quarterly meetings performed their
most significant services. In these activities we may observe in progress
the transition from the religious enthusiasm of the seventeenth century to
the calm piety that we regard as characteristic of the eighteenth, the shift
of emphasis from inward fervour to outward deportment, from missionary
zeal to philanthropy: to this process the disciplinary meetings imparted a
moulding force.
It is a paradox of the Quaker movement that its individualism did not
prevent the exercise of a corporate discipline unmatched by the Established
Church, for all its array of courts and officers; and that its democratic
institutions did not prove incompatible with the exercise of effective control
by a small number of local leaders. In the minute books of Leicestershire
quarterly meeting the same names occur over and over again in the chief
positions of trust. Penford of Kirby Muxloe and Leicester, Evans of
Wigston, Muggleston of. S~anningt?11, Newcombe of Castle Donington,
Woodlandfof]Iincluef,'·rliese aie some of the families which from father
to son and grandson formed in the seventeenth century the select Quaker
leadership, almost the Quaker aristocracy of the county. In each particular
meeting effective authority was exercised by a small number of such
members : in small meetings they might be no more than two, like George
Power and Edward Muggleston at Swannington; in a scattered meeting like
Long Clawson they might be as many as seven.51 The same held good in
the monthly and quarterly meetings : the chief offices of trust, such as
keeping the funds and accounts, corresponding with London, maintaining
the register and n;unute books, recording sufferings, distributing Quaker
literature, were similarly in the hands of five or six persons. It was these
"persons in charge of public affairs" who undertook the responsibility of
corporate discipline.
In exercising this discipline the monthly and quarterly meetings were
guided by the advices issued from time to time by George Fox and the
yearly meeting. In Leicestershire as elsewhere, Fox's fundamental
instructions were entered for their guidance in the first pages of the minute
books. It is not necessary to reproduce them here since they follow the
example recently printed by Dr. Lloyd in Quaker Social History.s2 There
is just one small variant to be found in the minutes of the quarterly meeting
and Old Dalby monthly meeting: where in other versions Fox instructs
meetings to reprove those "men that hunt after women from woman to
woman" the local records adopt the reading "men that haunt after women,
from woman to woman"-a more seductive form of the vice.
One of the most important duties was the preservation of moral
standards. Immorality, drunkenness, lying, fraud, gaming, had all to be
reproved and checked. This discipline was enforced in a kindly fashion
and with astonishing patience. Backsliders would be gently exhorted by
deputations of leading Friends, not once but four or five times with firm
persistence. In 1671 the quarterly meeting ordered "Joseph Hoult and
5 1 LM 12D 39. 1. "Person~ in charge of public affairs".
sz A. Lloyd, Quaker Social History 1669-1738 (1950), App. A.
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William Cant appointed to exhort Thomas Jordaine for to refrain drunkenness and other vanities; and to return his answer to the next quarterly
meeting in writing".53 If the backslider did not repent after being exhorted a number of times and, like Thomas Jordaine, was "found in
hardness", then he was formally disowned by the meeting.54 This took ·
the form of a public testimony published against him. Take the example
of John Shilcock, who in 1673 was disowned for "disorderly walking".
The meeting published this formal notice : "For as much as it is generally
reported and believed by many people that one John Shilcock of Long
Wharton bath subjected himself to a spirit which is not of God ... and notwithstanding our often tender admonitions with many earnest desires that
he would leave off his many extravagances ... and repent .. . he rather persists and continues to our grief in his sad actions . .. Wherefore let this
satisfy all persons whatsoever that the said John Shilcock who hath become
subject to the spirit that draws from God, that spirit we disown and him
also, as he abides in it".55
More often exhortation succeeded, and then the sinner would be
received once more into the fold, but only after drawing up a paper of
condemnation against himself. Here is one from 1672: " To all friends
and people to whom this writing may come, know ye that whereas I, William
Shepherd of Belton in the county of Leicester, having been seduced a great
while by the world into the sin of drunkenness, which disobedient walking
is by the light shining in my conscience judged and condemned and by me
utterly condemned. And I do hereby clear the truth and all in whom the
truth reigns. William Shepherd."56 It was not sufficient just to write a
confession; it had to be published to the world. One penitent at least was
not received back until he had published his paper of self-condemnation "on
the conduit in Leicester".57
By vigilant supervision of its members' conduct the Society acquired
respectability. George Fox insisted especially on the performance of social
obligations, on the need to keep close watch for such as "is not faithful in
their callings and dealings nor honest nor just but runs into debt"; they
must be reproved or if persistent be disowned.58 Such was William Clark
of Loughborough, who was disowned in 1674 for breaking his word. This
is the public letter: "To all people greeting. Know ye that whereas one
William Clark of Loughborough tanner bath gone under the name of a
Quaker ... foreasmuch as he the said William Clark bath been and is ...
subverted to the spirit of deceit we do disown that spirit that leads him and
him also as he joins to it, for we own such as are honest in performing their
promises and keeps covenant with God and man".59
The monthly and quarterly meetings had also to keep members loyal
to their faith; encourage and exhort them not to fall into the worst of all
snares, that of relapsing from the truth and going to the "steeplehouse". So
in 1672 Richard Newcombe and William Clark were "appointed to exhort
Sarah Lees to return to the truth from which she is erred and gone to the
53 LM 12D 39. 1, 31
54 ibid., 3 I V I 672.
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steeplehouse with the world and run into vanity". 60 This exhortation
succeeded as it did also in the same year with John Baggula of Long Wharton
who "confessed to the truth and that there was no other and concerning
going to the steeplehouse he said that there was no satisfaction to be found
in it". 61
Marriage, as you would expect, continually caused trouble. Its regulation was always a matter of concern because the Quakers, regarding
themselves as a community set apart, could not allow their members to be
married in the "steeplehouse" by the "priests of Baal who are the rough
hands of Esau and fists of wickedness and bloody hands"; nor could they
allow them to marry outside the circle of Friends. 62 And so marriage procedure was highly organised, carefully recorded and supervised. Proposed
marriages had to be submitted for approval to the monthly meeting, and
also until 1703 to the quarterly meeting: only when their approval had
been won would a certificate be issued. 6 3 Here is an example of 1672 ·7
from Swannington: "This is to certify all Friends that upon the day
above mentioned Richard Farmer of Twycross did declare his intention to -~
take Elinor Hincks of the same town to wife. (Elinor Hincks her certificate
to the meeting. Friends, this is to let you understand that marriage is
intended between Richard Farmer and myself and my father and mother
are willing and I am clear from all other men upon that account and I stand
single to the Lord in this thing, your friend Elinor Hincks.) We whose
names are here subscribed belonging and being at the meeting have µnity
with the thing aforementioned" and there follow the names of six Friends
and the conclusion: "the purpose of marriage declared betwixt Richard
Farmer of Twycross and 'Elinor Hincks of the same town and was approved
of".64
Not all marriages were approved; if the meeting doubted whether the
match was suitable, they might give only permissive approval. This happened in 1677 when William Brooks of Thorp proposed marriage to Mary
Woodcock of Gilmorton. "The meeting did permissively allow of it and
so left it upon their own heads if they proceeded to join together in
marriage." 6s Imprudent marriages were discouraged and, in accordance
with the instructions of George Fox, special care was taken that widows and
widowers did not throw themselves into second marriages without security
for their children. 66 In 1682 John Richards and Mary Palmer were permitted to marry only "provided they first satisfy the feoffees about the
children's portions". 67
Objections might be still more grave: the proposed partner might not
be a Quaker or might be breaking another engagement; and then consent
would be refused outright. So it happened in 1674: "the purpose of
marriage declared betwixt Richard Harris of Quorn and Elizabeth Dolby of
60 ibid.,
61 ibid.,

3 l xi l 671.
31 xi 1672.
62 ibid., "The General Order".
63 After 1703 the procedure was completed in the monthly meeting, but appeal
co_uld be made to the quarterly meeting. LM 12D 39. 48, 1703.
64 LM 12D 39. 1, 17 xi 1671.
65 ibid., 27 V 1677.
66 ibid., "The General Order".
67 ibid., 31 i 1682.
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Loughborough, but it was not approved of nor consented to". The
quarterly meeting seems to have believed Richard Harris already pledged to
another. 68 Such engagements were scrupulously respected by the meetings,
so that, were negotiations for marriage at any stage broken off, it was a wise
precaution to issue a joint statement in order to avoid trouble in time to
come. Elizabeth Flower and James Whitacre had their statement recordeq.
in the minutes of their monthly meeting: "whereas there hath some pro:.
gress been made in order to marriage betwixt James Whitacre and Elizabeth
Flower but not accomplished for reasons best known to ourselves, we
think fit to give forth a few lines to satisfy whom it may concern that we
clearly and freely set one another at liberty upon the count of marriage
and hath hereunto set our hands". 6 9
The young did not always find it easy to accommodate themselves to
this discipline of their affections. Regard the sad tale of Mary Hand as
told in her own confession : " .. . I did give way to the whisperings of the
enemy and so let out my affections after one that was not a Friend, in order
to marriage, which was a great trouble to my father and all that wished me
well; but my mind being darkened by the enemy ... he persuaded me to go
to the priest of Baal to be married, and I did and hath brought dishonour
to God and his blessed truth . .. and now I desire that all young Friends may
take warning by me and not do as I have done but take the counsel of
honest Friends that wishes you well, for was it to do again all the world
should not persuade me to it ... "7°
Mary Hand at least went through a ceremony. Worse could happen.
In 1695 the quarterly meeting disowned Amos Answin of Cossington
"seeing he persists in a spirit of obstinacy, refusing to give Friends satisfaction when, where and by whom he was married, it being generally
believed that they was not married by anyone".1 1
Another function of the monthly and quarterly meetings was to maintain the orthodox standards of Quaker worship. George Fox was bent on
uprooting all trace of the "obnoxious spirit of the Ranters", association with
whom could only discredit the society; and in this the Leicestershire
meetings loyally followed his direction.72 As late as 1695 the quarterly
meeting took disciplinary action against Thomas Cave for "his disorderly
practice in keeping his hat on the time of Friends' exercise in prayer".
This practice was thought particularly discreditable, an obnoxious example
of the ranting spirit, and the offence was heinous enough to require the
extreme penalty of expulsion.73 For the same reasons the meeting tried
to restrain excessive enthusiasm in worship. In 1678 Elizabeth Medley of
Leicester was condemned for "ranting and singing in meeting".74 Such
measures succeeded in preserving unity and harmony at a time when in
other parts of the country the new organisation and discipline provoked

ibid., 27 viii and 27 xi 1674.
LM 12D 39. 48, 2 x 1711.
70 ibid., 27 i I7I2.
7 1 ibid., 27 viii 1695.
7 2 ibid., "The General Order"
73 ibid., 28 iv and 27 x 1695.
74 ibid., 25 xi 1677.
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disaffection and even open separation.75 In Leicestershire the meetings
enforced their authority without question.7 6
Decency and reverence in worship occupied only a small part of the
meetings' attention. The Quaker religion provided a way of life, not confined to a Sunday, and it was their task to see that members' lives conformed
in every respect to the Christian pattern. No department of life could
therefore be exempt from their scrutiny. They supervised private as much
as social relationships. Hard words between Friends, backbiting, slanders,
disputes, family quarrels were all, at one time or another, subjects of investigation and judgment, the aim always being to achieve reconciliation and
unity of the spirit. John Elliott and his wife Ellen had been repeating
scandalous rumours about John Swan and Gertrude Home, who had replied
in kind. In 1672 they were all persuaded to submit to the arbitration of
the quarterly meeting.77 In 1710 Braunston monthly meeting intervened
to restore harmony in the family of Samuel Fish of Keythorpe and induced
him to issue this confession: "To all people to whom these may or shall
come; know ye that whereas my mother-in-law Widow Pine of Keythorpe
in the county of Leicester hath been turned out of her house and land she
lived in; and it being upon my account that I might have it. Now upon
deliberate consideration I do judge myself much to blame and my so doing
of it hath cost me much sorrow and considering the reproach it hath brought
upon myself and also the Society of the people called Quakers with whom
I have walked I do hereby declare it was not done by the advice or knowledge of them or any of them; and I do wholly clear them and take the
blame to myself condemning the action aforesaid to be evil declaring that
the principles of the aforesaid people called Quakers admits of no unjust
acts or unrighteousness whatsoever ... ".7 8 So concord was restored in the
family and the character of the Society vindicated.
The meetings did not confine themselves to disciplinary functions : they
brought comfort, help and charity, not only reproof. George Fox had
impressed on them the vision of the perfect Christian society, in which
"there is not to be a beggar"; the care of widows and orphans, the sick and
poor was respected as a Christian duty and to that end the Society engaged
in organised philanthropy.79 It was in this respect that the women's
meetings, monthly and quarterly, showed their greatest activity. 80 Respon1s Braithwaite, 290-323 and 469-496.
76 An exception must perhaps be made in the case of William Clark of Loughborough, who was disowned in 1674 for dishonesty (see note 59). He appears
to have been an extremist, noted by the clergy as "a great disturber to the
Church" (Journal of the Friends' Historical Society, xii. 7), and his eager
spirit might well .have resented the new discipline and organisation. Certainly there was more behind his expulsion than the formal charge on which
he was disowned, for the minutes refer to charges which he, in turn, had
brought against "the body of Friends" (LM 12D 39. 1, 28 xi 1673).
Nothing sure can be discovered, but it may be significant that after this
time there is no more evidence of a meeting at Loughborough.
77 LM 12D 39. 1, 25 ii 1672.
78 LM 12D 39. 39, page 13.
79 LM 12D 39. 1, "The General Order".
So The minutes of the women's meetings, which begin in 1675, are composed
chiefly of accounts and yield little evidence of their other interests, except
occasionally in marriage. They do not therefore adequately rs:flect the large
part which women took in the business of the Society. See Lloyd, Quaker
Socia.I History, chapter 8.
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sibility was not clearly divided between men's and women's meetings, but
the women seem generally to have devoted their small funds, some three,
four or five pounds a year, to relieving their own sex. 81 The individual gifts
were not large, usually one or two shillings at a time, but in some cases they
were paid so regularly as to take the form of pensions. 82 Jane Cooper of
Leicester received a regular payment of a few shillings, had her rent paid,
was given 6s. 6d. for coals, half-a-crown for cloth and later 3s. for shoes;
when she moved house her goods were removed for her at a cost of 2s.;
when' she fell ill the women's meeting paid for "her nurse and other necessaries". This provision continued for twenty-five years. 8 3 Another
pensioner of this sort was Mary Wood, who lived in the meeting-house in
Leicester. 84 She showed her gratitude by bequeathing to them probably
all she possessed, her bed, which was sold for 25s. 8 S
The men's meetings, possessing greater resources, distributed rather
more liberal charity. 86 In the first quarter of 1674 the quarterly meeting
gave 5s. to Thomas Cave, · 14s. 5d. to Nicholas Sharp, 12s. to Mary and
Isabel Cooper. 87 After 1690, when the Toleration Act had relieved them
of much of their burdens and they were also beginning to enjoy some profit
from the Somerby estate left them by William Tompson, still more could
be achieved. An exceptional effort in 1692 raised nearly £30 to relieve
"suffering friends in Ireland". 88 This charity was not confined to Quakers;
the Jane Cooper who received such substantial help from both men and
women's meetings was noted down as "not one of us" and even Jacob
Bottomley the notorious Ranter and ancient enemy was, in his old age,
relieved "as a poor man". 89 But it was not distributed without care or
prudence, as this entry shows : "Thomas Asling desiring assistance from
our women's meeting for clothes and they acquainting us, he being possessed
of a house Friends thought fit that he should first invest them into the title
of the land and that they would take care of him and at his decease if any
overplus it should go to his heirs".9° With a just idea how far their duties
extended, the Quakers applied to the poor their own law of settlement. Each
county was held responsible for its own poor and from time to time
Leicester quarterly meeting could be found negotiating with other counties
to shift the burden of relief to those it considered justly responsible.9 1
In 1675 the women's quarterly meeting received £4 18s. 7½d. from subscriptions
and spent £5 os. 6d., mostly on relief of the poor. (LM 12D 39. 6, 1675.)
In 1700 the Leicester women's monthly meeting received £3 14s. 8d. and
spent £3 2s. 10d. (LM 12D 39. 9, 1700.)
2
8 In the first quarter of 1675 the women's quarterly meeting paid these sums:
Elizabeth Clephan Is. 6d., Isabel Cooper 2s. 6d., Mary Wood 2s. 6d.,
Elizabeth Taylor 1s. 6d., Mary Brooks 1s. 6d., Isabel Whitall Is., Edith
Brown "for the quarterly book" 4s. 6d.
83 LM 12D 39. 9, 1700-1724.
84 e.g. "a coat for Mary Wood 4 shillings". LM 12D 39. 6, 6 vi 1682.
85 ibid., 20 X 1694.
86 In 1674 the quarterly meeting received £10 4s. 3d. and paid £u 18s. 3d. Not
all this was charitable expenditure. LM 12D 39. 1, 1674.
8 7 ibid., ii 1674.
88 ibid., X 1692.
89 ibid., I iv 1692 and LM 12D 39. 9, 17 vi 1711.
9o LM 12D 39. 1, 27 i 1696.
9 1 In 1694 Lincolnshire was persuaded to contribute £5 to relieve the family of
William Cant, he "having formerly lived there". LM 12D 39. I, 28 vii 1694.
For negotiations with Nottingham see note 8, with Northampton note 10.
Sr

THE QUAKERS OF LEICESTERSHIRE,

1660-1714

79

Children received special care and sometimes the quarterly meeting
would take the responsibility for whole families of orphans. When Nicholas
Sharp died in 1675 leaving four children and little else, the meeting resolved
that they "should be taken care of and provided for out of the public
stock".9 2 During the next few years the children were fed and clothed
at the meeting's expense, until the boys were old enough to be taken as
apprentices. This was commonly the provision for the sons of poor
Friends: the daughters were probably placed in service. That is only one
instance of the Quakers' concern for the young. The problem of education
also troubled them. At the end of the century the quarterly meeting began
to consider appointing a schoolmaster of their own to teach in Leicester
and in 1702 they agreed "to pay unto Jno. Medley for his encouragement
the sum of £20 for one year as a schoolmaster", a post which was combined
with that of clerk to the meeting.93
Another function of the meetings, another form of mutual aid, brings
to view a different and harder side of Quaker life, which was not entirely
eliminated .even by the Toleration Act of 1689. All too frequently in the
minutes occur the entries concerning the relief of Friends who were in
prison or had suffered at the hands of informers,in one way or another reduced
to poverty by fines and seizures. If he escaped fines or prison, the lot of
the Quaker might not be easy. He might suffer unofficial disabilities apart
from those imposed by the penal laws. His refusal to pay the common
courtesies to the great could lead to violent retribution. When John Boyer
of Leicester failed "to pull off his hat to the Earl of Grey" he was severely
beaten and left for dead.94 Local prejudice could handicap a Quaker in
his profession, as Samuel Brown discovered when, on account of his
religion, he was refused permission to practise in Leicester as an apothecary.95 The lot of the poor could be yet harder. At Wymeswold, when
the brother of the Quaker John Fox became overseer of the poor, although
no:: a Quaker himself, he was ordered by the local justice to give the funds
into another's charge, lest any public relief should be given to Dissenters. 96
Even had no penal laws been passed at the Restoration the Quakers
must have suffered hardship. Their complete refusal to pay tithes or
church-rates was bound to bring them into conflict with both ecclesiastical
and civil courts. They could be imprisoned on an Exchequer process or
a writ "de excommunicato capiendo": twenty-two suffered in this way
between 1660 and 1676.97 This imprisonment might be a matter sometimes of weeks, sometimes years. Thomas Dash was prisoner for more
than eleven years and only released by James Il's general pardon;9 8 Edward
Muggleston senior, prisoner for five years, was released by death.99 Prison
was not the only hardship. By refusing to pay tithes and church-rates they
92
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94 Besse, i. 333. This may refer to either Anthony Grey, 10th Earl of Kent, or
Henry Grey, rst Earl of Stamford.
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laid themselves open to the most ruinous of all proceedings, distraint of
their goods. When distress was levied, inevitably more goods were seized
than necessary and few fetched their true market value.
Their refusal to take oaths made Quakers easy game for their enemies.
The most trivial charge could be exaggerated into a serious crime by
administering to them the oath of allegiance. Their refusal was a matter
of course; so also the penalty of fines and imprisonment. 100 The result of
this procedure was to make the fact of being a Quaker a crime in itself,
regardless of any breach of the law. How it operated is illustrated by an
example from Broughton Astley. There, according to report, the rector
himself "did violently pull and hale Thomas Pittstow out of his lodging
at Edward Earby's house in Thorpe in the parish of Broughton and forced
him before justice Stafford without any legal authority or warrant and
caused the justice to put the oath of allegiance to the said Thomas Pittstow
and also to Edward Earby and John Swan junior who only went along with
him to accompany him and give the justice account of their knowledge of
him, whereupon they all of them were committed to prison for refusing to
take it" .101 They were still in prison six years afterwards. 102
The penal laws proper operated spasmodically, since their enforcement depended on local zeal and the government's policy. The widespread
fear at the beginning of Charles II's reign that the extreme sectaries were
plotting revolution accounts for the imprisonment of at least fifty Leicestershire Quakers in 1661 and 1662, and the passing of the first Conventicle
Act for another seven in 1664. 10 3 The lull which followed lasted until
the insistence of the clergy caused the second Conventicle Act to be passed ,
in 1670. For two years the Quakers suffered a brisk attack, in which
thirteen were imprisoned and over £400 wrung out of them by fines and
distraints. 104 In 1672 relief came once more, this time through the
Declaration of Indulgence and, although soon withdrawn, its effects were
felt for several years. But at the end of 1675 the attack began again. Such
was the pressure that in 1677 the quarterly meeting, which had raised a
subscription to relieve Quakers overseas, was forced to divert it to the relief
of its own members. 10s But the worst was still to come between 1680 and
1686 in the period of Tory reaction that followed the end of the Exclusion
crisis. Although in these last years punishment took the form of fines and
distraints rathet than imprisonments, thirty-three Quakers were in Leicester
prison in 1686 when James II issued his free pardon and brought the
systematic enforcement of the penal laws to an end. 106
It is difficult to generalise about the scope and extent of these measures
or even to make a comparison between Leicester and other counties. Here
the Quakers probably suffered less severely than in Northamptonshire, to the
roo In 1685 eighteen Quakers were in Leicester prison for refusing to take the

oaths. Besse, i. 345.
LM 12D 39. 34, 27 ix I68I.
102 Besse, i. 345.
ro3 These numbers do not include those imprisoned for not paying tithes or church
rates. Besse, i. 332-4.
ro4 Besse, i. 335-336.
ros In 1675 and 1676 the Vale of Belvoir suffered most.
LM 12D 39. 2, 27 xi 1675,
25 v 1676. For 1677 see ibid., 27 v 1677.
xo6 Besse, i. 337-346. For a more detailed account see the MS. record of sufferings:
LM 12D 39. 34.
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same extent as in Warwickshire, more severely than in Nottinghamshire. 1 01
Within the county the laws operated unevenly and the effects were variously
experienced. The west of the county-Hinckley, Congerstone, Swannington, and Leicester itself-seem to have experienced least hardship: most
oppressed were the north, especially the Vale of Belvoir, and the district
immediately to the south and south-west of Leicester, including Knighton,
Wigston, Whetstone, Broughton Astley.
The spasmodic application of the penal laws reflects the character of
local government. Few persons had the time, resources, or zeal to apply
the law. The immediate agents of the law, the constables, thirdboroughs,
and churchwardens were apathetic, slow to act and usually in closer sympathy with their dissenting neighbours than with their squire and parson.
From time to time the monotonous records of sufferings are illumined by
a spark of human decency. The constable and thirdborough of Whetstone
themselves witnessed an account in the Quakers' records ending with the
lament that "thus officers are forced to spoil their neighbours' goods against
their minds". 108 A neighbourly woman in Broughton, seeing a number
of women Quakers assaulted by a gang of youths, cried out: "Will you
murder them that do you no hurt?". 109 One parish officer, ordered to levy
a distress, showed a more active sympathy by seeking out a kinsman of the
Quaker and offering "to pay twenty shillings out of his own purse towards
the fine if he would make up the rest".11° But even had they wished,
ordinary villagers could do little more than show sympathy. Before a
determined parish priest, justice of the peace or informer, they were as
helpless as the Quakers, far less ready to take risks, quickly cowed or bullied
into obedience. Given the co-operation of the justices, the parish priest
could force the officers into action. William Cotton, rector of Broughton
Astley, was fortunate in having the willing assistance of his brother Samuel
who was a justice of the peace and lived near by at Dadlington; and, so
fortified, was able to instigate a vigorous attempt to root the Quakers out
of his parish. The officers were forced to arrest the men, the meetinghouse was shut and padlocked, and when on successive Sundays the women
attempted to meet as usual they were set upon by a number of village
youths, violently beaten and insulted. Such physical violence and consistent effort were unusual, but even this brutal perseverance did no more
than drive the meeting from Broughton to the neighbouring village of
Sutton.'"
Had the justices of the peace been consistently active the episode of
Broughton might have been repeated throughout the county. But only
three seem .to have been really energetic, Thomas Lord Beaumont, William
Cole of Lutterworth and Richard Lister of Thorpe Arnold/ 12 whose names
A rough comparison is provided by the table of prisoners in the various counties
given by Besse, vol i. p. xxxix. In 1685 there were 37 in Leicester, 59 in
Northampton, 31 in Warwick, 6 in Nottingham. In Suffolk there were 79.
1 08 LM 12D 39. 34, 1679.
I09 ibid., 27 ix 1681.
IIO ibid., 1679.
III ibid., 27 ix 1681.
11 2 John Whiting mentions Beaumont and Cole as the "chief persecutors" in
Leicestershire: John Whiting, Persecution Exposed (1725), 133. John
Gratton, the Derbyshire Quaker, who had once been fined by Lister, noted
with relish that Lister "never prospered since but is wasted and gone into
a low condition and become poor enough": A Journal of the Life of that
ancient servant in Christ John Gratton (1720), 79.
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constantly occur in the Quakers' records. By themselves they could hardly
supervise the whole county, but in the last years of intolerance they came
close to doing so through the systematic use of informers. Informers had
been encouraged by the second Conventicle Act, which rewarded them
with a third of any fines imposed and made it possible for base men to tum
professional informers and make their living out of it. With this inducement the justices at last obtained agents who would zealously enforce the
law, search out meetings and bully the parochial officers. Most notorious and
ubiquitous in this county was John Smith, who set to work here in 1679
after a prosperous apprenticeship in Nottinghamshire.113 His influence was
quickly felt all over the county, in the Vale, Wymeswold, Leicester,
Knighton, Broughton, Market Harborough. He terrified the constables
as much as the dissenters, not scrupling to have them fined or imprisoned
for neglect of duty.U4 His methods may be best illustrated by a single
example. John Fox of Wymeswold had already suffered several fines and
seizures: in 1684 he was once more, on Smith's information, fined twenty
pounds for a meeting held in his own house, and once more he refused to
pay. In due course Smith, eager for his share, came along to seize his
goods. It was four o'clock in the morning and no one was up. His
summons unanswered, Smith ordered the parish officers to break down the
door, but they were reluctant and even offered to pay the fine rather than
be forced to break in. That would not satisfy and the informer went
away, only to return later to make a seizure on John Fox's shop. This time
there was no hindrance and his men carried off the shop goods-"eight nests
of boxes with the goods that was in them, one chest and the counters
with the things in them, also buttons, silk, ... Manchester ware, thread,
canvas, flannel, wool cards, hair cards, soap, alum, ropes, hemp and flax
and several other things". Together with a cheese press, wax press, hay
and coals, over twenty pounds' worth of goods were taken: they were sold
for ten pounds. This did not stop John Fox holding meetings and a few
months later he was fined again. Again John Smith arrived. When Fox
made objection to the warrant, Smith "in a rage snatched it out of his hands
calling him son of a whore and kicked his hand; so Thomas Warner [the
informer's assistant] soon came with more officers, a cart and horse, and
Thomas Stubbs a carpenter who took the bedsteads in pieces whilst the
informers loaded away other household goods so that they left little of any
value except one bed that his wife was in, she .not being well and had a
young child as sucked on her; for they took both meat and drink and the
casks as the drink was in. They took up the matting that was nailed to
the floor and wrenched up the bench that was fixed in the house and got a
plough coulter and pecked up the copper that was fixed in a furnace of
limestone and bricks : they took his cows, hay and swine troughs and a
horse trough". This did not raise enough money. The informer returned
and threatened the reluctant parish officers that "if they left anything worth
a penny he would make it cost them five pounds a man". Terrified, they
carried off clothes, bedsteads, linen, dishes, pans, bellows, hooks, till they
could find no more. Even then, afraid they might have overlooked something, they gave John Smith sixpence in token of it. And so the melancholy
11 3 Besse, i. 337.
114 For an example

i. 339.

see the account of his activity at Wymeswold in 1679: Besse,
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story ends : "They were ransacking his house and carrying away goods till
about the 8th hour at night. It being a cold season his whole family being
himself, his wife, two maid-servants and four young children, the eldest of
them not four years old, was forced to lodge in the town, having neither
beds nor bedding left in the house: the children and most of them got
such colds that they was very ill for a great while".ns
Ransacking on this scale was perhaps exceptional, but fear of such
scenes must always have threatened the Quakers' security. The record of
sufferings, meticulous in detail, suggests that no leading Quaker could
have escaped fines, seizures and imprisonment; and poverty or obscurity
afforded no defence. The wonder is that they remained so staunch. A
number, it is true, were forced to seek refuge over sea, founding new communities across the Atlantic. Among them was John Wilsford, the sturdy
miller of Nether Broughton who had lost everything, his stock, household
goods, the mill itself, and been reduced to poverty. He and a number of
others from this county and Derbyshire helped to found a new settlement
in Chesterfield, West Jersey; and his signature still stands witness to the
first entry in their minute book, testifying to the providence of God that
"hath brought some of His people out of their native country over the great
deep into this wilderness and remote part of the world ... " So some found
peace.11 6
That was one end to the story. Another way of relief came in 1689.
In that year the following minute was entered into the record of the quarterly meeting: "It was agreed that all Friends in whose houses meetings
are kept, should give their names and places of abode to Samuel Wilson
and John Penford that they might give an account of them to the quarter
sessions".n1 The Toleration Act had been passed.

5 LM 12D 39. 34, 22 iv, 17 x, 29 x 1684. A summary is given by Besse, i. 343-4.
For John Wilsford see The Friend (Philadelphia), xxviii. 405 and 855; also
Nichols, History and Antiquities of the County of Leicester, iii. 120.
II7 LM 12D 39. 1, 27 vii 1689. The Toleration Act did not relieve Quakers from
all their disabilities, but further relief was granted later in respect of tithes
and oaths. See Braithwaite, 180-194.
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