
FRIENDS AND FAMILIES: A STUDY OF THE QUAKERS 

OF THE EARLS COLNE AREA, 1655-1750 

By 

THERESA MACKLE CLEMMONS 
~ 

Bachelor of Arts 

Oklahoma State University 

Stillwater, Oklahoma 

Submitted to the Faculty of the Graduate College 
of the Oklahoma9 State University 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements 
for the degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS 
May, 1983 



-r h~t.~.~~ ~ 
)C1"6·:; 

t.LD ).ld' 
c.I;>V'( ·~ 



FRIENDS AND FAMILIES: A STUDY 

OF THE QUAKERS OF THE 

EARLS COLNE AREA 

1655-1750 

Thesis Approval: 

t( Thesi~ 

Ar~ ---: ---1~ 

ii 

t153163 I 



PREFACE 

This study examines the economic and demographic characteristics 

of the 464 adult members of the Earls Colne, Halstead, and Coggeshall 

meetings of the Society of Friends in north-central Essex for the per

iod 1655- 1750, and is an attempt to discover if this group differed 

from the general demographic pattern of the English population during 

the same period. Recent demographic historians have overlooked the 

non-conformist sects in their studies of population in Britain during 

these same years, but a search of the microfiche collection of the 

records of the English village of Earls Colne has yielded the birth 

and death records and the marriage certificates of the Quarterly and 

Monthly meetings of the Quakers in thir region. These · .ocuments allow 

the examination of demographic and economic patterns among this group 

of non-conformists for a hundred-year period. 

I wish to thank my major advisor, Dr. John Paul Bischoff, for his 

assistance and guidance throughout this study. I also wish to express 

my appreciation to the other committee members, Dr. Richard C. Rohrs 

and Dr. Paul Hiltpold, for their suggestions and assistance in the 

preparation of this manuscript. 

Finally, I must especially thank my son Bart for his patience 

throughout the past two years. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Only by studying local populations can historians formulate gen-

~'eralizations regarding nationwide demographic trends in pre-industrial 

England. The Cambridge Group for the History of Population and Social 

Structure has sponsored such local research by British and American 

scholars for the past two decades. Based chiefly on Anglican parish 

records for the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries, these 

studies have failed to examine one important segment of the English 

population--the nonconformists. Researchers cite the scarcity of 

records among the radical Protestant congregations as the main cause 

of the exclusion of these groups from local statistical studies; how

ever, during a recent project, the Cambridge Group has discovered a 

fairly complete set of documents pertaining to the members of the Soci

ety of Friends in a small area of north central Essex. This region 

was one of the strongholds of the Quakers and also one of the most pop

ulous and prosperous regions of England in the seventeenth century. 1 

The registers of the Coggeshall Monthly Meeting and of the Earls Colne 

and Halstead Weekly Meetings, as reported to the Essex Quarterly Meet

ing, contain information on births, deaths, and marriages for the per

iod from 1655 until 1750. These records permit the demographic study 

of the members of the Society living within a five-mile radius of the 

village of Earls Colne. The availability of manorial, ecclesiastical, 

1 



and civil records for Earls Colne and the publication of the diary of 

Ralph Josselin, vicar of the village from 1641 to 1683, facilitate 

research of the Quaker community. 2 

Recent demographic studies in England have demonstrated that most 

local populations adhered closely to long-range national trends in 

population growth and family formation with slight deviations due to 

unique parochial circumstances. The population of the county of Essex 

was no exception to this rule, and a study of the Quakers of the Earls 

Colne district will show that even this select group within the larger 

community conformed to national demographic patterns during the second 

3 half of the seventeenth century. After the beginning of the eight-

eenth century, however, local economic factors and philosophical 

changes within the Society of Friends itself precipitated a rapid 

decline among the Quakers of the region--a phenomenon more closely 

related to the general decline throughout the Society of Friends at 

this time rather than to ~ationwide demographic characteristics during 

the first half of the eighteenth century. 

The methodology employed by demographic historians in reconstruc-

ting populations is family reconstitution, a system of compiling family 

histories perfected in France by Louis Henry. 4 The application of fam-

2 

ily reconstitution in English demography has been the subject of several 

monographs and articles. The most effective of these studies are An 

Introduction to English Historical Demography, Historical Demography, 

and Reconstructing Historical Communities. 5 In the first of these 

works edited by E. A. Wrigley, the chapter entitled "Family Reconstruc-

tion" is especially informative as the author explains the steps neces-

sary in compiling a family reconstitution from parish records of a 
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sample English village. Other essays deal with alternative methods of 

reconstructing village populations such as aggregative analysis, study 

of listings of inhabitants, and use of early census returns. The 

nature of historical demography is the sUbject of T. H. Hollingsworth's 

Historical Demography, in which he also discusses the use of various 

data to achieve family reconstitution. In Reconstructing Historical 

Communities, Alan Macfarlane discusses family reconstitution and, using 

two actual examples, presents other sources that the historian may 

integrate into reconstruction studies. 

The method of family reconstitution from village and parish 

records has had critics, the most outspoken being M. W. Flinn. In 

British Population Growth, 1700-1850, Flinn asserts that the use of 

parish records of baptism and burials is unacceptable and unscholarly 

d h .. d h . h. 6 ue to t e many om~ss~ons an errors t at are common ~n sue reg~sters. 

Wrigley has answered this criticism in an article entitled "Births and 

Baptisms: The Use of Anglican Baptism Registers as a Source of Infor-

mation about the Number of Births in England before the Beginning of 

Civil Registration." 7 This article discusses the registration coverage 

throughout England and demonstrates that registration was fairly com-

plete for most rural areas, though less so for urban and industrial 

areas with a high incidence of migration and nonconformity. 

Utilizing the method of family reconstruction and integrating 

other source materials, a number of historians have completed the 

reconstruction of several English communities during the past twenty-

five years. The earliest of these studies was The Midland Peasant: 

· The Economic and Social History of a Leicestershire Village in which 

W. G. Hoskins examines the social structure of Wigston Magna for a 



. d f . . 8 per1o o n1ne centur1es. D. E. C. Eversley wrote "A Survey of Popu-

lation in an Area of Worcestershire from 1600 to 1850, on the Basis of 

Parish Records" in 1957. 9 · Eversley attempts in this article to recon-

struct the total population of a community over a two hundred year 

period. In "An Elementary Exercise in Parish Register Demography," 

M. Drake also covers a two hundred year span, but examines the annual 

trends in baptisms, burials, and marriages in three sixteenth and 

h Y k h . . . 10 seventeent century or s 1re commun1t1es. Rural Cambridgeshire has 

been the sUbject of two studies conducted by Margaret Spufford. The 

first was her unpublished M.A. thesis entitled "Rural Cambridgeshire, 

1520-1680" and the second appeared in 1974 as Contrasting Communities 

utilizes family reconstruction and other methods to compare and con-

trast the development of three Cambridgeshire communities. 

Other historians have also used the technique of comparing two or 

more communities in their studies of historical demography. D. J. 

Loschky and D. F. Krier examine the effects of income on family size 

in three communities in their article "Income and Family Size in Three 

Eighteenth Century Lancastershire Parishes: A Reconstitution Study."12 

To establish a total population for the Coalbrookdale area of the Mid-

lands, S. Segner examined seventeen parishes in "Aspects of the Demo-

graphic Situation in Seventeen Parishes in Shropshire, 1711-60: An 

Exercise Based on Parish Registers."13 Peter Laslett and J. Harrison 

compare the social structure of two villages in "Clayworth and Cogen

hoe" which appeared in a collection of essays in 1963. 14 

The most recent of the comparative demographic studies concerns 

four communities in three counties. David Levine in Family Formation 

in an Age of Nascent Capitalism has conducted reconstitution studies 

4 
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in three of the villages and has utilized data compiled by E. A. Wrig-

ley on the population of the fourth village in an effort to examine the 

effects of proletarianization on the rural English family during the 

. d . 1 . d 15 pre-1n ustr1a per1o • Shepshed and Bottesford are both located in 

Leicestershire. The former was a freehold village in which many citi-

zens found employment in the stocking industry. Bottesford was an 

agricultural community dominated by its landlord. Terling in Essex 

was also an agricultural village dominated by a local landlord; how-

ever, the close proximity of London exerted a great influence on Ter-

ling population and economy. Colyton, the community studied by Wrigley, 

was experiencing deindustrialization during the seventeenth century. 

The comparison of statistics on family formation for each of these 

different villages during the seventeenth century allows the historian 

to examine the effects of protoindustrialization in the English coun-

tryside. 

The village of Terling is also the subject of Poverty and Piety 

in an English Village by Keith Wrightson and David Levine. 16 This 

study examines the social structure of a pre-industrial English village 

from 1525 to 1700. It also looks at the influence of the London market 

on the inhabitants of a rural community. Like Levine, J. D. Chambers 

examines the response of population trends to industrial development 

in "The Vale of Trent, 1670-1800: A Regional Study of Economic 

Change."17 Alan Macfarlane supplements the use of family reconstitu-

tion methods with a personal diary in The Family Life of Ralph Josselin, 

A Seventeenth Century Clergyman: An Essay in Historical Anthropology. 18 

The proliferation of local studies during the past two decades or 

more has enabled historical demographers to make generalizations con-
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' B i . h 1 . h ' 19 
L. cern1ng r t1s popu at1on 1story. The most recent and the most 

ambitious of these attempts is The Population History of England, 

1541-1871: A Reconstruction by E. A. Wrigley and R. S. Schofield. 20 

Studies of 404 parishes form the basis of general population descrip-

tion and analysis in this study sponsored by the Cambridge Group. The 

first half of this book examines the problems involved in both local 

and national demographic research and how the authors tried to over-

come them. The second part of the book deals with the relationship 

between demographic changes and economic circumstances. The authors 

developed a new technique of analysis to measure demographic character-

istics for the period before the census. Back projection operates on 

the principle that, given the demographic characteristics of a popula-

tion for a time period, historians can invert the model. They can 

then calculate informat'ion on the size and age structure of the popula-

tion and, therefore, extract data from estimated birth and death totals 

for the mid-sixteenth century in England. 21 Although the greater por-

tion of the text involves critical evaluation of evidence and the 

description of methods of analysis, Population History also presents 

the main trends of fertility and mortality in England from 1541 until 

1871. 

From the vast amount of local data, Wrigley and Schofield have 

concluded in Population History that productivity during the sixteenth 

century was unable to keep pace with the rapid growth in the popula-

tion in England. This in turn resulted in a decrease in the rate of 

population growth from the mid-seventeenth until the mid-eighteenth 

century. These conclusions confirm the findings of H. J. Habakkuk and 

G. S. L. Tucker that the rapid rise in English population did not occur 



22 
until the middle of the eighteenth century. Tucker disagrees with 

the findings of Wrigley and Schofield in regard to population growth 

during the period from 1650 to 1700. Tucker views this era as a time 

of rapid growth, and claims that the years from 1700 until 1750 were 

years of abnormally low growth. Jonathan Chambers also disagrees with 

the findings in Population History. In Population, Economy, and 

Society in Pre-Industrial England, he argues that the period from 1690 

to 1720 was one of rapid growth due to a lower death rate which 

resulted from a reduction in epidemic mortality. 23 W. L. Langer also 

attributes a rise in population to the lower death rate resulting, in 

his opinion, from an . d d. 24 
~mprove ~et. Habakkuk and T. McKeown hold 

the opposite view the reason for a rise in population. 25 They on 

assert that the population increase which occurred after 1750 is attri-

butable to a rising birth rate rather than to a decreasing death rate. 

The increase in the number of births was due to adv~nces in medicine 

26 during the eighteenth century. 

7 

Despite the increasing interest in demographic research in England, 

there are no recent studies of population patterns among the Quakers 

of Britain. Richard Vann' s dissertation and book, "Quakerism in 

English Society, 1655-1740: A Local Study" and The Social Development 

of English Quakerism, 1655-1755, published in 1960 and 1969 respec-

tively, contain general information without statistical substantia

vtion.27 Vann is more concerned with the economic background of early 

Quakers in Buckinghamshire, Norfolk, and Norwich than with family form-

ation. The members of the Society of Friends in North America have 

elicited more demographic interest than those in Great Britain. Jerry 

Frost has studied Quaker ideas concerning childhood, courtship, and 



the impact of religious values on family behavior in his dissertation, 

which was subsequently published as The Quaker Family in Colonial 

America: A Portrait of the Society of Friends. 28 Frost relies mainly 

upon literary sources, however, and it was not until 1969 that the 

first statistical study of American Quakers appeared. Robert Wells 

undertakes a reconstruction of a Quaker community in his disseration 

entitled "A Demographic Analysis of Some Middle Colony Quaker Families 

of the Eighteenth Century." 29 Wells has followed this study with 

articles concerning marriage patterns, family formation, and fertility 

control among American Quakers. 30 Similar studies of English Quaker 

groups are non-existent at present. 

One nineteenth century study of English Quakers made an attempt 

at estimating the total Quaker population in England in 1680 and 1800. 

These totals, presented by John Rowntree in Quakerism Past and Present, 

Being an Inquiry into the Causes of its Decline in Great Britain and 

Ireland (1859) appear to be fairly accurate. 31 Rowntree estimated the 

number of Quakers to be 60,000 in 1680, the time of their greatest 

strength in England. By 1800 the number had declined to 19,800. 32 

Although there is a lack of demographic research on English 

Quakers, many general works on the Society of Friends are available, 

including many primary sources. 

33 ally the Journal of George Fox. 

The most important of these is natur-

Other primary sources of Quaker 
~ 

history include A Collection of the Sufferings of the People Called 

Quakers, from 1650 to 1689, Taken from Original Records and Other 

Authentic Accounts, compiled by Joseph Besse in 1753, and The First 

Publishers of Truth, Being Early Records of the Introduction of Quak

erism into England and Wales edited by Norman Penney in 1907. 34 Both 

8 



of these works deal with the early members of the Society of Friends 

as does the Original Records of Early Nonconformity Under Persecution 

and Indulgence edited by George Lyon Turner. 35 

W. C. Braithwaite wrote the most authoritative history of the 

Society of Friends in England. His two volumes entitled The Beginnings 

of Quakerism and The Second Period of Quakerism trace the development 

36 of the Quakers through the seventeenth century. Elbert Russell's 

History of Quakerism is also valuable as an introduction to the Quaker 

movement in England. 37 

Except for Rowntree, the authors of .these works on the Society of 

Friends in England concentrate on the early years of the movement and 

seldom mention the decline in membership during the eighteenth cen-

38 
v tury. The best discussion of this aspect of Quaker history appears 

in two books, both concerned with American Quakers, but the conclu-

sions regarding the changes that occurred within the Society and that 

9 

caused the decline apply equally to the English Quakers during the first 

half of the eighteenth century. James Bowden wrote the two volume 

History of the Society of Friends in America in the mid-nineteenth 

39 century. In the second volume he discusses the internal problems of 

the Quaker movement. The best treatment of the subject, however, is in 

A Religious History of the American People by Sidney Ahlstrom. 40 

All of these general histories of English Quakers fail to include 

studies of family formation or other demographic materials. Local and 

regional studies of Quaker Communities throughout England similar to 

Well's work on American Quakers are still needed. Such undertakings 

will aid in the understanding of the history of the Society of Friends 



in England, and will also provide information on a portion of the 

English population not heretofore studied by historical demographers. 

10 
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CHAPTER II 

BACKGROUND OF QUAKERS IN ENGLAND AND NORTH ESSEX 

In 1643, at the age of nineteen, George Fox, the son of a Leices-

tershire weaver, began a four-part search for a religious dogma in 

h . h h ld b 1" . 1" . 1 1 W LC e COU e Leve Lmp LCLt Y• The disparity of the religious 

teachings of the English clergymen and their actions troubled him, as 

did the pessimistic Calvinist doctrines of predestination and human 

depravity. By 1647 Fox, through his own experiences, had formulated 

the teaching which became the basis of the Society of Friends--all men 

are born of God Who gives to each individual a measure of divine light 

which can lead one to overcome the sins of the world. 2 From 1648 to 

1650, Fox travelled as an itinerant preacher, finding followers among 

the nonconformists of Nottinghamshire, Leicestershire, and Derbyshire. 

These converts called themselves at first Children of Light and later 

Friends. 3 Fox's personality and his genius for organization enabled 

the Society of Friends to become one of the two survivors among the 

many radical religious groups that emerged during the Civil War and 

4 the Protectorate in England. 

During the next decade, the number of Friends increased from a 

few converts among Seeker and Baptist groups of the northern English 

counties to one of the largest nonconformist Protestant sects in 

Britain. From 1651 to 1654, Fox travelled throughout the northern 

counties where many of the future leaders of the Quaker movement joined 

15 



him. These men and women included James Naylor, William Dewsbury, 

Edward Burrough, and Margaret Fell who later married Fox. Following 

the great success of the Quakers in the northern counties, Fox and the 

other leaders began a campaign in the south of England. The southwest 

was receptive to the teachings of the itinerant ministers. Wales, 

Cornwall, and especially Gloucestershire provided many new converts. 

16 

Scholars have agreed that the Quakers and the other radical sects 

were prevalent in the northern counties of England during the last half 

of the seventeenth century because of the lack of interest in these 

vareas by Anglican and Puritan clergymen. Anglican ministers preferred 

to serve the more prosperous parishes of the southern and eastern coun

ties.5 Puritan preachers had fled the region when royalist troops 

occupied it during the civil war. The same circumstances explain the 

success of Fox and other nonconformist preachers in Cornwall and in 

Wales. In contrast, Quaker proselytizers travelling in the Puritan 

strongholds of the southeastern counties encountered hostility and 

persecution from both Anglicans and Puritans. Only in the clothworking 

area of northern Essex around the traditionally radical centers of 

Colchester and Coggeshall, in Bristol, and in London did Friends have 

6 the same success which they had experienced in the north and southwest. 

In the cities, especially in London and Bristol, Friends found many 

people receptive to their teachings. Poor craftsmen and laborers, 

mostly immigrants from the countryside, were the first to join the 

radical sects. The Quaker ideals of individualism and equality 

appealed to members of this class, as did the social services which the 

Society of Friends offered to members. 7 

In 1655 Quakers extended their preaching efforts outside of Eng-
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land to Ireland, Scotland, and the New World. They had limited suc

cess among the English planters in Ireland, but none among the native 

Irish. Presbyterian Scotland provided· a few converts. In the colonies 

of North America, Rhode Island and New Amsterdam welcomed Friends, and 

a large Quaker community existed on Barbados by 1660. 8 

The early "Publishers of Truth," as the Quaker ministers called 

themselves, preached no systemized doctrine, for conversion was an 

individual and mystical experience among the first Friends. There 

were, nonetheless, basic beliefs shared by all members of the Society 

of Friends. Quakers did not profess the doctrine of original sin. 

They did believe that all individuals were capable of achieving salva

tion. According to Friends, ultimate religious authority came not from 

Scripture but from within, from the Inner Light of Christ in each 

person; therefore, Quakers rejected the need for priests, rituals, and 

sacraments. As everyone had the same potential for salvation, men and 

women were equal in the sight of God. 

The implications of these egalitarian beliefs threatened the priv

ilege and power of both the hierarchy of the established Church and 

government officials; thus, throughout the first forty years of the 

Society, Friends suffered persecution from state and local officials. 

The most common grounds for arrest of Quakers were disruption of Church 

services and vagrancy. Failure to take oaths and non-payment of tithes 

were also frequent charges against Friends. Authorities preferred the 

latter charge against wealthier members of the Society, especially in 

the more prosperous counties such as Essex, for punishment included 

distraint of the accused's property as well as imprisonment. These 

proceedings justified the Quakers' accusation that the Anglican and 



P . 1 . 1 . 9 ur1tan c ergy were ma1n y mercenary 1n nature. 

The first Publishers of Truth frequently violated the law against 

disturbance of public worship. This law provided that anyone might 

address a congregation only after the regular clergyman had spoken for 

an hour. Visiting Quakers often felt moved to interrupt sermons of 

ministers with whose teachings they disagreed. Women Friends who did 

so seemed to be much more objectionable to authorities than their male 

10 counterparts. The Lord's Day Act of 1656 strengthened the existing 

law against the disturbance of worship services. Imprisonment was the 

11 usual punishment under the new act. 

In the absence of other charges, hostile authorities could prose-

cute the itinerant members of the Society under the Vagrancy Act. 

Parliament had originally intented that this law would control the 
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large number of beggars which re:::ulted from increasing landlessness and 

poverty caused by the pressures of population growth and limited employ-

ment opportunities of the sixteenth century. This act provided that 

officials should arrest, whip, and return to their parish of origin all 

12 vagabonds and sturdy beggars. In 1656 a new vagrancy act extended 

the law to include all persons travelling without sufficient cause--

/ preaching of nonconformist beliefs was not sufficient cause for travel 

13 in seventeenth-century England. 

Friends viewed the Restoration in 1660 as a respite from persecu-

tion, fro Charles II had promised religious toleration in the Declara

tion of Breda. 14 Charles preferred Roman Catholicism and absolutism 

to English Protestantism and parliamentary control, and his policy of 

toleration for all religions was an attempt to prepare the way for a 

return to Catholicism in England as soon as conditions were favorable. 
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Charles also received a subsidy from Louis XIV of France which enabled 

the English monarch to dispense eventually with parliamentary taxation 

in order to maintain his government. The return of England to Roman 

Catholicism was a stipulation of the secret agreement between Charles 

and Louis. Charles kept his promise of toleration for several months 

despite the hostility of the Restoration Parliament, but the Venner 

Uprising of 1661 ended the religious liberty for Nonconformists. 

Venner was a leader of the Fifth Monarchists, a radical millenarian 

sect. The armed uprising on January 6 was their attempt to seize 

London and establish Christ's kingdom on earth. This unsuccessful coup 

gave Parliament a reason to reinstitute persecution of religious dissi-

dents. On January 10 the government issued a proclamation declaring 

all religious meetings other than those held in parish churches to be 

d . . 15 se ~t~ous. Officials were to arrest participants of outlawed meet-

ings and judges were to order them to swear an oath of allegiance to 

the king. Quakers defied the proclamation and in less than a week 

approximately 4,230 Friends were in prisons. 16 As a result of the 

renewed persecution, George Fox and Richard Hubberthorne drew up a 

declaration which they presented to Charles II and in which they 

denounced all plotting and fighting, and warned Friends against involve

ment in worldly affairs. 17 The king ordered the release of all impris-

oned Quakers, but Parliament continued to enact laws against 

Nonconformists, such as the Clarendon Code. 

The Clarendon Code contained four provisions designed to eliminate 

all religious dissent within the country. The Corporation Act of 1661 

confined eligibility for public office to those who would receive 

Communion according to the rites of the Church of England. The Act of 



Uniformity in 1662 expelled two thousand Puritan ministers from their 

livings in the Established Church. This act required that all clergy

men swear their full acceptance of the entire Book of Common Prayer. 

In 1664 the First Conventicle Act forbade attendance of any religious 

rites except those of the Anglican Church. Disobedience meant impris

onment for the first and second offenses, and transportation for the 

third. Death was the penalty for anyone who attempted to re-enter the 

country after transportation. The last provision of the Clarendon 

Code affected the towns and cities principally. The Five Mile Act 

prevented any clergyman or schoolmaster from coming within five miles 

of a city or corporate town unless he promised never to attempt to 

alter the government of either the state or the Established Church. 18 
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In May 1662, in addition to the Clarendon Code, Parliament passed 

a special Quaker Act. This law provided stricter penalties for all who 

refused to take oaths. Participation in Quaker meetings of more than 

four persons made Friends liable for severe fines or imprisonments for 

/first and second offenses, and banishment for third offenses. 19 

In 1670 a Second Conventicle Act replaced the act of 1664. The 

new legislation eliminated the penalty of banishment, but it allowed 

justices to make forced entries of suspected meetinghouses and to use 

the milit{a to break up unlawful assemblies. One justice could convict 

and sentence an accused Nonconformist without a jury trial under the 

new act. The provision which evoked the most protest from both Non

conformists and Anglicans was that which awarded to informers one-third 

of all fines or distrained goods. 20 

Despite the Clarendon Code, Charles II decided in 1672 that con

ditions were once again favorable for the establishment of religious 



toleration in England; therefore, in accordance with his agreement 

with Louis XIV, Charles issued the Proclamation of Indulgence. This 

order suspended all penal laws against Nonconformists and Roman Cath-

olic recusants. Quakers and other Protestant sects could gather in 

authorized meetinghouses. Catholics might worship in private resi-

21 dences. This period of toleration lasted only nine years after 

which public outcry induced a new Tory government to renew the perse-

cution of all Nonconformists. The Tories enforced repressive measures 

especially against Quakers, who had taken an active part in attempting 

to elect Whig members to Parliament. 22 The government utilized old 

statutes to ruin Dissenters economically. According to one of the 

laws which officials employed, the government could fine anyone over 

the age of sixteen twenty pounds for each month of non-attendance of 

chuech or the crown could seize and hold two-thirds of such a person's 

land until he attended services. Another law from the reign of Eliza-

beth I permitted the courts to imprison anyone accused of attending 

unlawful religious meetings until he conformed. If the accused failed 
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to conform within three months, he forfeited all his estate to the king 

and suffered banishment. 23 

When James II succeeded to the throne after the death of Charles II 

in 1685, William Penn used his earlier friendship with the new king to 

secure the release of imprisoned Friends. Penn, one of the early lead-
• 

ers of the Society of Friends and proprietor of the colony of Pennsyl-

vania, was the son of Admiral William Penn who had served under James II 

when the latter had been High Admiral of the Royal Navy and Duke of 

York. Even a more zealous Catholic than Charles II, James II deter-

mined to restore Catholicism as the state religion of Britain. As did 
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Charles, James began by issuing a general pardon and a Declaration of 

Indulgence which suspended all penal laws against Catholics and Noncon-

f . 24 ornu.sts. This policy of religious toleration survived the Glorious 

Revolution of 1688. In 1689 Parliament passed the Toleration Act at 

the request of William of Orange. 

The persecutions brought great hardships to most Friends, but at 

the same time, these sufferings demonstrated the need for some organi-

zation within the Society of Friends to provide for afflicted members. 

The consequences of unrestrained individualism and enthusiasm, as James 

Naylor and John Perrot had demonstrated in the early years of the 

Society's development, also convinced Fox and other leaders of the 

necessity of a structure to control such tendencies which could divide 

h S . 25 t e ocJ.ety. George Fox assumed the responsibility of imposing dis-

cipline on members of the most individualistic of the radical English 

26 
sects. 

The basic units of the Society of Friends were the weekly meetings 

of small local groups. Monthly meetings included members from several 

weekly meetings, and these monthly meetings became the regional admin-

istrative units in charge of providing aid for imprisoned Friends and 

their families and for the poor. Marriages and the registration of 

births and deaths were also the responsibilities of the monthly meet-

ings. As early as 1656, general meetings whose members represented 

several monthly meetings met in the northern counties of England. 

These general meetings evolved into the quarterly meetings that encom-

passed a county-wide area and eventually into the London Yearly Meeting 

consisting of Friends from every part of the nation. The yearly meet-

ings were to issue advice to all meetings and to settle disputes or to 
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answer questions that the monthly or quarterly meetings could not. 

Fox established two additional organizations during the 1670s. 

The first was the Morning Meeting, the chief functions of which were to 

distribute members in the London area and to supervise all publications 

by members of the Society. The Morning Meeting soon acquired the dut-

ies of dealing with members accused of moral lapses and of acting for 

h . s . . . 27 t e ent1re oc1ety 1n emergenc1es. The second of the additional 

organizations was the Meeting for Sufferings which consisted of London 

Quakers who corresponded with Friends in the various counties. These 

Quakers met quarterly with the Morning Meeting, and at least one member 

from each county also attended this session. After recording the suf-

ferings of Friends in Great Britain as well as in the colonies, the 

Meeting for Sufferings presented these accounts to the authorities in 

order to make every effort to gain relief for the members of the Soci-

ety experiencing imprisonment or financial hardships due to distraint 

of goods. With the cessation of persecutions, this organization even- · 

tually became the legal representative of the yearly meeting. 28 

This organization of the Society of Friends resulted in its first 

major schism. Under the leadership of John Wilkinson and John Story. 

two of the first Publishers of Truth, many Quakers separated from Fox 

and his adherents. 29 The Wilkinson-Story faction objected primarily 

to the subjugation of the spiritual experience of the individual to 

the will of the group. They denied the right of a meeting to judge the 

actions of its members, condemned the provisions which authorized the 

Morning Meeting to supervise all publications, and protested the 

establishment of separate women's meetings at the local level. Fin-

ally, this oppostion group disputed the new authoritarian role that 



Fox had assumed, although they never denied his position as spiritual 

leader of the Society. This controversy continued until the deaths of 

Wilkinson and Story in 1681 and 1682 and, although most Quakers 

remained with Fox, a large number of Friends left the Society during 

30 these years. 
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While the first generations of Quakers had experienced almost con-

stant persecution and had demonstrated an aggressive zeal in their 

preaching and proselytizing, the new generation after 1685 was more 

concerned with preserving the records of the founders and with legal

ism.31 Freedom from persecution also meant an opportunity for Friends 

to prosper due to their reputation for honesty in business and their 

simple mode of living. Many spiritual leaders of the Society in the 

last years of the seventeenth century expressed a concern for the 

increasing worldliness of members. 

The zeal and personal conversions that had characterized the ear-

lier generations of Quakers decreased in importance throughout the first 

half of the eighteenth century. Quietism was the predominant theme of 

32 
Friends' existence during these years. This new attitude and the 

adoption of birthright membership resulted in the disappearance of 

evangelical enthusiasm and also in a decline in membership, as the 

Society ceased to seek new members actively. 

This same pattern of development and persecution of the Society of 

Friends occurred in the prosperous region of north-central Essex. the 

most notable Quaker center, after London, in the eastern counties, which 

were traditionally strongholds of Puritanism. 33 North-central Essex, 

the most densely populated and most prosperous sector of the county in 

the seventeenth century, is located fifty miles northeast of London in 
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the eastern lowlands of Britain. The countryside was and is mainly 

pastoral, devoted to the grazing of sheep and cattle. In 1650, a few 

large farms interspersed with many small farms surrounded numerous 

nucleated villages, many situated along the River Colne that flows 

through the center of the area. Colchester was the chief market center 

for the area, supplying corn and cattle to London and woolen cloth to 

the continent. 34 

Several factors contributed to the establishment of a large con

centration of Quakers in this district of northern Essex. 35 The Col-

chester-Coggeshall area had been a Lollard center in the fourteenth 

century and active Lollard groups still existed there in the early six-

36 teenth century. Under the leadership of the Lollard John Ball, a 

priest of Colchester, this region had supplied the largest contingent 

37 of the Peasant's Revolt of 1381. In the fifteenth century, Lollard 

groups from northern Essex joined Sir John Oldcastle's attempt to over-

38 throw the government of Henry V. Although the government captured 

and punished all the participants in the revolt, Lollardy remained 

strong in the Colchester area. In 1528 the Vicar General uncovered a 

widespread network of Lollard groups which had developed since the fif-

39 teenth century. This discovery caused Bishop Stokes ley of London to 

initiate purges throughout the country. Of the more than two hundred 

heretics alleged to have abjured after conviction, over half were from 

Colchester, Steeple Bumpstead, Birdbrook, and other North Essex vil-

40 lages. 

The beliefs professed by the Lollards were similar to those which 

later radical Protestant sects, including the Quakers, preached. They 

repudiated the sacrament of penance and denied the doctrine of Transub-



stantiation, calling the host a mere piece of bread. The Essex group 

also attacked the use of images. 41 They believed that the Word of God 

in the Bible was the only true religious authority and would not sane-

tion any practice which had no precedent in Scripture. Finally, the 

Lollards taught that any layman was as qualified as any priest to 

42 preach. 

As early as 1527 the Essex Lollards experienced the influence of 

continental Protestantism. In this year, John Tyball, a Lollard and 

husbandman from Steeple Bumpstead, testified in court that he and a 

friend had purchased a copy of Tyndale's English version of the New 

43 Testament, printed in Antwerp. Many Lollards gained a knowledge of 
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Lutheranism by reading Tyndale's works and although the Lollards agreed 

with Luther's attacks on rituals, confession, and purgatory, they were 

not in sympathy either with his or Calvin's teachings concerning the 

44 sacraments, predestination, and the depravity of man. 

During the middle of the sixteenth century, even more radical con-

tinental beliefs gained acceptance in the Lollard areas of northern 

Essex. Anabaptist teachings influenced a group which originally had 

formed in Kent in 1549 under the leadership of Henry Hart but which 

had moved to Backing in Essex between June 1550 and January 1551 to 

escape persecution. Sixty members of the sect settled in Backing where 

they formed the first Nonconformist congregation in England. The 

beliefs of this group were also similar to those of the Lollards in 

that both denied predestination and both viewed the sacraments as super-

stitious rituals. Hart's followers also denied that infants were born 

. h . . 1 . 45 w1t or1g1na s1n. 

Anabaptist influences were also evident in the teachings of the 
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Family of Love, which also first appeared in Kent, but which gained its 

greatest support in the northern counties of England and in northern 

Essex. Hendrik Niclaes, who founded this pantheistic and antinomian 

sect in the Netherlands in 1550, had been a disciple of the Anabaptist 

Thomas Muntzer. An itinerant Dutch joiner, Christopher Vitteis, prop

agated the Familists' beliefs in England beginning in 1552. 46 The 

Familists teachings foreshadowed those of George Fox and his follow-

47 ers. Niclaes's disciples believed that only the spirit of God within 

a person could enable one to understand Scripture, and that once a 

believer reached this understanding, he or she would recapture the 

state of innocence which had existed before the Fall. Familists also 

required their ministers to be itinerants as the apostles had been. 48 

The Quaker Publishers of Truth later followed this same practice. 

The teachings of the Dutch Anabaptists were not the only influences 

from the Netherlands to have an effect on the development of nonconform-

ity in the Colchester-Coggeshall area. The Spanish repression of Prot-

estantism in the southern provinces of the Netherlands during the last 

half of the sixteenth century forced large numbers of Protestants to 

leave. Almost every community in Flanders and Brabant lost one-half 

to two-thirds of its inhabitants. The population of the clothworking 

town of Hondschoote declined from 18,000 in 1560 to 385 in 1584. Other 

Flemish villages experienced similar depopulation during this time and 

49 many never recovered. Their residents fled to Leiden, Germany, and 

East Anglia, where the majority settled in Colchester, Coggeshall, 

Halstead, and Braintree in northern Essex. 50 By 1570 both Halstead 

and Colchester contained over 200 "Dutchmen."51 These immigrants not 

only contributed to the economic growth of the area by introducing the 



manufacture of the new draperies, they also provided a base for the 

growth of nonconformist religions which became more prevalent in the 

52 mid-seventeenth century in England. 
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During the seventeenth century radical Protestant sects found many 

converts among the northern Essex population with its Lollard tradi-

tions and Anabaptist influences. The Brownists established a congre-

gation in Colchester in 1640 and by 1649 Coggeshall contained a sub

stantial number of Diggers. 53 The Baptists also had attracted a large 

following in both towns. It was, however, the Quakers who attracted 

the most converts and who most troubled the Puritan clergy of the 

region. 54 The first Publisher of Truth to arrive in northern Essex 

was James Parnell, a youth of nineteen whom George Fox had converted 

three years earlier at Carlisle. 55 Parnell travelled throughout the 

area visiting Witham, Felsted, and Halstead before arriving at Col-

chester in June 1655. He remained in the town for ten days, winning 

many converts especially among the wealthy merchants. Several of these 

F . d b . b f h s . 56 new r1en s ecame 1mportant mem ers o t e oc1ety. 

After ten days, Parnell travelled to Coggeshall. Here he attended 

an anti-Quaker meeting after which the Puritan magistrates arrested him 

for causing a riot. The authorities returned him to Colchester and 

imprisoned him in the castle for eight months. While in prison, 

Parnell began a forty-day fast in April 1656, but at the end of ten .. 
days, weak from lack of food and from injuries received in a fall from 

his cell, he died, becoming the first martyr of the Society of 

F . d 57 r1en s. 

George Fox also came to Essex in 1655. He conducted a well-atten-

ded meeting in Coggeshall and five days later, preached at Colchester. 



Here he also engaged in debates with Puritan and Independent ministers. 

Fox returned to this region many times during his life and he always 

. . 58 
preached to large meet~ngs. 

Quakers established meetings in the small villages of the region 

as well as in towns of Colchester and Coggeshall. The vicar of Earls 

Colne, Ralph Josselin, noted the existence of Friends in his village 

in July 1655 when Quakers nailed a paper on the door of the parish 

church. Josselin also worried about the growth of the sect's popular-

ity in the neighboring villages of Gaines Colne, "the quaker's nest," 

and White Colne. 59 By 1674 Friends in Earls Colne had built a substan-

tial meetinghouse, financed by several wealthy local merchants. By 

60 1679, they had their own burial ground. 

From the new converts in northern Essex came several leaders of 

the Society and also many of the first missionaries to travel to the 

colonies in North America. Benjamin Furly, the wealthiest merchant in 

Colchester, became William Penn's agent on the European continent, a 

translator-publisher of the Society in Holland, and co-author with 

George Fox of "A Battledoor for Teachers and Professors to learn 

. 1 d 1 1 " 61 s~ngu ar an P ura , etc. . One of Parnell's first converts, Stephen 

Crisp, became a travelling preacher and one of the most effective 

pamphleteers for the Society. 62 Another Publisher of Truth from this 

63 area was William Allen of Halstead and Earls Colne. George Rofe of 

Halstead, Thomas Turner of Coggeshall, Thomas Thompson of Saffron 

Walden, and John Estaugh of Dunmow were among the first travelling 

h h N h Am . 64 preac ers to reae . ort er~ca. 

Friends in northern Essex shared in the sufferings as well as in 

the evangelical enthusiasm of the Society. Quakers in this area, the 
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most prosperous in England at this time, suffered great financial 

losses. At least 172 Friends in northern Essex had their goods dis-

trained during the reign of Charles II. The loss amounted to more than 

£2,290. Authorities placed another 277 Quakers in jail during this 

. d 65 same per1o . The mayor of Colchester in 1663 ordered the closing of 

the meetinghouse in that town and the arrest of 60 members. London 

dispatched a troop of cavalry to Colchester to aid the magistrates in 

dispersing the members of the Society who continued to meet each week 

throughout the winter in the street outside the closed meetinghouse. 66 

In 1670, the mayor, William Moore, again ordered the closing of 

the Colchester meetinghouse. Officials boarded and bricked up the 

building twice that winter, forcing Friends to convene their meetings 

in the street once again. This time town officials permitted the 

street meetings to take place without interference, and eventually the 

67 major agreed to license the use of the meetinghouse by the Quakers. 

After 1670, Friends in Essex continued to experience some arrests 

and distraint of property by the courts, but local authorities were 

not extremely zealous in persecuting Quakers who usually were prominent 

and wealthy members of the communities in which they resided. A just-

'ice in 1670 fined a churchwarden, two constables, and four overseers in 

Coggeshall five pounds each for neglect of duty. He accused them of 

showing insufficient enthusiasm in distraining the goods of accused 

F . d 68 r1en s. 

The lack of zeal on the part of local officials and the nationwide 

cessation of religious persecution after 1689 permitted the Quakers of 

northern Essex to prosper and increase their membership throughout the 

remainder of the seventeenth century. During the first half of the 
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eighteenth century, the factors of birthright membership and an emph-

asis on Quietism had the same effect on the Society in this region as 

they did on the Society worldwide--a marked decrease in membership. 

In the case of northern Essex, however, external economic factors 

beyond the control of the Quakers and general demographic patterns 

contributed as much to the decline in their membership as did the dev-

1 . h. h s . . lf 69 e opments w1t 1n t e oc1ety 1tse • 
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CHAPTER III 

THE QUAKERS OF EARLS COLNE 

1655-1699 

The village of Earls Colne is situated on the River Colne among 

the low hills of the boulder clay plateau of north-central Essex. 

According to the Essex county hearth tax records of 1670, the village 

consisted of 207 dwellings. 1 Approximately two-thirds of these houses, 

many subdivided, flanked the main street, known as Hill Street; the 

remaining residences were farm houses or cottages located on the outly

ing small landholdings ·that surrounded the village. 2 Shops occupied 

the front portions of several of the buildings along Hill Street and 

there was a market place with open stalls in the center of the commun

ity. The Church of St. Andrew and the Harlakenden manor house, built 

on the site of a dissolved Benedictine Priory, dominated the village 

3 landscape. 

The crofts, or enclosed fields, of the countryside served not only 

as pastures but, even more importantly, as land for the cultivation of 

grains, hops, fruits, and vegetables--crops which supplied the markets 

of the numerous clothproducing towns of northern Essex. Coggeshall, 

five miles south of Earls Colne, and Colchester, ten miles to the east, 

received most of the villagers' produce. The farms of the Earls Colne 

area also supplied food for the rapidly increasing population of seven

teenth-century London, located forty miles to the southwest. Farmers 

39 
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transported corps intended for the London market to Colchester along 

the main Cambridge-Colchester highway, a portion of which passed through 

the center of Earls Colne. From Colchester, ships carried the produce 

to the capital city. 4 In its role as supplier of agricultural products 

to London and the manufacturing towns of northern Essex, Earls Colne 

was similar to many other villages engaged in commercial agriculture 

throughout the county of Essex in the seventeenth century. 

The location of Earls Colne near the center of one of the most 

prosperous textile-producing areas of England caused the village to 

differ, however, from communities in the south and west of Essex, such 

as Terling, a village with a strictly agricultural economy located only 

ten miles south of Earls Colne. Whereas most of the population of 

Terling engaged solely in food production for the commercial market, a 

considerable number of Earls Colne residents found employment in one of 

/ the clothing trades. 5 In this respect, Earls Colne reflected more 

accurately the economic situation peculiar to the communities of the 

north-central and northeastern portions of Essex--a situation that 

began with the arrival in Colchester during the 1560s and 1570s of 

Flemish and Braban~on immigrants fleeing the Duke of Alva's forces in 
~ 

Flanders and Brabant. These immigrants from the textile centers of the 

Netherlands brought with them the techniques of making baize and serge 

cloths--bays and says--improved fabrics of combed wool. The introduc-

tion of the New Draperies helped revitalize the British cloth industry 

6 and brought prosperity to the Colchester area. By the seventeenth 

century, the Flemish and the manufacture of bays and says had spread 

7 westward to Halstead, Coggeshall, and Earls Colne. In the 1650s and 

1660s, 38 per cent of the population in the Earls Colne region, which 



included those living within a five-mile radius of Earls Colne, were 

involved in some aspect of textile manufacturing. 8 

The distribution of occupations among the Quakers of the area 

reflected the predominance of the textile industry in this region. 

Table I lists the occupations of ninety-one males who became members 

of the Society of Friends before 1700, and for whom documents record 

an occupation. 9 Of these ninety-one Friends, thirty eight or 41.7 per 

41 

cent were engaged in the production of cloth. A third of these persons 

were merchants, generally wealthy and respected members of the commun-

ity. Those involved in cloth making, such as weavers, woolcombers, 

and yarnmakers, constituted the remaining two-thirds of this group. 

The predominance of members involved in the clothing trades among the 

Quakers of the Earls Colne area reflects the popularity of the teachings 

of the Society among those engaged in the manufacture of cloth through-

out England. As shown in Table II, clothiers, glovers, fellmongers, 

weavers, drapers, fullers, woocombers, and other merchants and cloth-

workers comprised 32.0 per cent of the total membership of the Society 

of Friends in England in the seventeenth century. Cloth merchants and 

craftsmen accounted for 41.7 per cent of the Quakers in the Earls Colne 

region and this higher percentage indicates the importance of the pro-

duction of cloth in north-central Essex. 

As Tables I and II illustrate, the Society of Friends attracted 
• 

few laborers, servants, or poor farmers; instead, the middle classes 

accounted for the majority of the membership in the Earls Colne area, 

as well as throughout England. Over 70 per cent of those engaged in 

agriculture who joined the Society in the Earls Colne area were yeoman. 

Craftsmen, shopkeepers, and tradesmen who had profited by satisfying 
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the increased demand for consumer goods during the seventeenth century 

were also prominent among meeting memberships. Increased literacy 

among this sector of northern Essex society and the appeal of the egal-

itarianism professed by Friends were the most prominent reasons for the 

attraction of the Society for these citizens throughout the second half 

of the century, despite continual persecution, both physica1 and econ-

ornic, until 1670. 

TABLE I 

OCCUPATION OF QUAKERS , EARLS COLNE AREA, 1655-1699 

Per cent Total Hale 
Occupation Number Per cent Quaker Population* 

Gentlemen & Professional 2.1 

Cloth Producers 38 41.7 23.2 
Merchants 13 14.3 7.9 
Craftsmen 25 27.4 15.3 

Other Craftsmen 19 20.9 11.6 

Tradesmen 9 9.9 5.5 

Agricultural 23 25.3 14.0 10.4 
Yeoman 17 18.7 2.4 
Husbandmen 4 4.4 1.2 
Laborers 2 2.2 

TOTAL 91 100.0 55.5 

*The total male Quaker population during this period was 164. Friends 
occupations appear on records comprised 55.5 per cent of the 
total; therefore, it is possible that a change in occupational 
distribution would occur if all occupations were known. 

Source: Alan Macfarlane, ed., Records of An English Village (micro
form): Earls Colne 1400-1750 (Cambridge: Chadwyck-Healy, 
1980-81) Quaker Register: Monthly Meeting marriage certi
ficates (documents 93.00005-93.00712); Quarterly meeting, 
marriage certificates (document 97.00005-102.01775). 
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TABLE II 

OCCUPATIONS OF EARLS COLNE QUAKERS COMPARED TO ENTIRE QUAKER 
POPULATION OF ENGLAND IN THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY . 

Per cent 
Total Male Quaker Population 

Occupation Earls Colne* of Earls Colne England 

Textiles** 41.7 (23.2) 32.0 

Agricultural 23.1 (12. 8) 27.0 

Other Crafts 20.9 (11.6) 19.0. 

Other merchants 1.5 

Tradesmen 9.9 (5. 5) 11.0 

Professional 1.1 ( . 6) 1.5 

Gentlemen 1.1 ( . 6) .9 

Laborers and servants 2.2 (1. 2) 7.1 

TOTAL 100.0 (55.5) 100.0 

*These percentages are based on the portion of the meeting membership for 
which occupational records are available. The closeness of the 
pattern between these Quakers of the Earls Colne area and the total 
Quaker population of England suggests that the percentages of known 
occupations of Earls Colne Friends are reflective of the actual 
occupational distribution of all the male Quakers of the district. 

**This category includes merchants and artisans. 

Sources: Macfarlane, 
1400-1750. 
in England, 
Carolina at 

Records of an English Village (microform): Earls Colne, 
William Wayne Spurrier, "The Persecution of the Quakers 
1650-1714" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of North 
Chapel Hill, 1976), p. 233. 
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From 1590 to 1640, the expansion of educational facilities and the 

increase in the number of licensed schoolmasters throughout Essex sub-

stantially raised the literacy rate of the county. By 1640, 60.0 to 

~- 70.0 per cent of the male population of the county were literate. 10 

During the second half of the seventeenth century, the number of schools 

and masters declined due in part to civil war, and consequently, the 

literacy rate also declined. By 1690, only 50.0 to 55.0 per cent of 

the male population of Essex were literate. 11 In the village of Earls 

Colne, only ninety-one of the 160 males signing the Association Rolls 

in 1696 were able to affix their signature. This denotes a literacy 

12 
rate for the village of approximately 58.0 per cent. Throughout the 

1 b d . d 1 1 . 11 . 13 county, a orers_, servants, an women rema1ne arge y l. l.terate. 

Among those persons who joined the Society of Friends in the Earls 

Colne area from 1653 to 1699, literacy was extremely high in comparison 

to other sections of Essex. Marriage certificates and wills permit the 

verification of the literacy of more than 35 per cent of male Friends 

'-'and of 26 per cent of female Friends in the region. Of the males, 93.1 

per cent could sign their names and 65.9 per cent of the females could 

do likewise. These figures contrast sharply with those of the levels 

of literacy throughout the rest of Essex and especially with those of 

Terling, which are presented in Table III. 

This high degree of literacy had enabled these members of a pros-

pering middle class to explore alternative religious theories such as 

14 
those of George Fox and James Parnell. As the economic status of 

these literate merchants, craftsmen, tradesmen, yeokan, and their wives 

and daughters improved, they became increasingly dissatisfied with the 

hierarchical control of religion in England. The egalitarian tenets of 
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the Society of Friends attracted many of the most radical of this seg-

ment of society. These people, united many times by business connec-

tions and marriage as well as by religion, sustained each other during 

the years of persecution from 1655 to 1670. During the same period, 

the persecution of Quakers in northern Essex usually took the form of 

fines or distraint of property--a method local puritan authorities 

believed to cause more distress than imprisonment among the prosperous 

Friends of the region. Many local magistrates, however, demonstrated 

a lack of enthusiasm in prosecuting Quakers after 1670, and the Society 

continued to increase its membership and to prosper throughout the 

15 remainder of the seventeenth century. 

TABLE III 

LEVEL OF LITERACY IN TERLING COMPARED TO QUAKERS OF EARLS COLNE 

Terling Earls Colne 
Quakers 

Number Per cent Number Per cent 

Men 54 of 76 71.1 54 of 58 93.1 

Women 2 of 7 28.6 27 of 41 65.9 

Sources: Keith Wrightson and David Levine, Poverty and Piety in an 
English Village: Terling, 1525-1700 (New York: Academic 
Press, 1979), p. 146; Macfarlane, Records of an English 
Village (micfororm): Earls Colne, 1400-1750, Quaker Regis
ter: Quarterly meeting marriage certificates (documents 
97.00005-102.01775); Probate Records (documents 59.00597-
61.01280). 
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Tables IV and V indicate the extent of wealth among the Quakers of 

the village of Earls Colne, and the figures presented for the village 

most likely reflect the economic situation of Friends in the entire 

seventy-eight square mile area around Earls Colne, as the economy of 

the surrounding villages was similar to that of Earls Colne. The hearth 

distribution in Earls Colne in 1670 lists 207 households of which 118 

(57 per cent) were exempt from taxation. Of the nine Quaker households 

in the village, all paid the hearth tax. Households with less th~n 

four hearths accounted for 65.2 per cent of the number of households 

taxed in Earls Colne, while households with four or more hearths 

totalled 88.9 per cent of the total households owned by Friends. Where

as Quaker households constituted only 4.35 per cent of the total house

holds, they accounted for 10.11 per cent of households taxed in the 

village that year. Throughout northern Essex in 1670, 21.4 per cent 

of households taxed had more than four hearths, while households of 

Friends with five or more hearths accounted for two-thirds of Quaker 

households assessed in Earls Colne. These figures demonstrate that the 

Quaker families of Earls Colne had, for the most part, a higher economic 

status than the majority of villagers or than the majority of the 

population of northern Essex. 

The economic prosperity of north-central Essex county and espec

ially of the Quakers living within the Earls Colne area had a substan

tial effect upon family formation among the members of the Halstead, 

Coggeshall, and Earls Colne meetings during the last half of the seven

teenth century. Table VI compares the ages at first marriage between 

the Earls Colne area Quakers and the population of ten other English 

communities during this time period. While the age at first marriage 
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of the male Quakers is just slightly below the mean for all males in 

the sample, the age for female Quakers is 1.2 years less than the mean 

age of first marriage among all women included in the sample. Only 

Terling, another Essex community, lists a lower age of first marriage 

. f 1 . h b' 16 among 1ts ema e 1n a 1tants. While a lack of employment opportunit-

ies, both in agriculture and manufacturing, and a limited amount of 

available arable land forced couples to delay marriage in many areas of 

England at this time, the economic security of the Essex Quakers per-

mitted earlier marriages within the sect. The dependence on land that 

existed throughout much of the rest of England had little effect on the 

majority of the Quaker community of northern Essex, as two-thirds of 

the members of the Society were engaged either in some aspects of the 

prosperous cloth trade or in providing retail goods and services for 

the local population. 

Favorable economic factors were not, however, the only reasons for 

a lower age of first marriage among the Quakers of the Earls Colne area. 

Prosperity only facilitated what non-conformity had made necessary." 

Religious beliefs prohibited members of the Society of Friends from 

marrying outside the sect. This sanction greatly limited the choice 

of marriage partners available to young male Quakers. Forced either 

to look outside the area for a mate or to choose among the small 

number of eligible female Friends who were generally younger than most 

women marrying for the first time in England, most Quaker men selected 

a mate from their own area. Only thirteen per cent of Friends marrying 

in the three meetings of the north-central Essex area during the period 

17 
1655-1699 came from a meeting more than ten miles from Earls Colne. 

The absence of illegitimate births and pre-marital pregnancies among 
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the Friends of the area reflects also the moral standards of the Quaker 

religion and perhaps an emphasis on early marriages to avoid such cir-

18 cums tances. 

TABLE IV 

HEARTH DISTRIBUTION EARLS COLNE, 1670 

Number of Hearths Total Quaker 

1 127 (l18 exempt) 1 

2 35 

3 13 

4 ll 2 

5 8 2 

6 8 2 

7 2 2 

8 or more 2 

Total Households 207 9 

Total Households Taxed 89 9 

Source: Macfarlane, Records of an English Village (microform): Earls 
Colne, 1400-1750, Hearth Tax Rolls, 1670 (documents 135.00005-
135. Oll69). 



TABLE V 

HEARTH TAX COMPARISON. PERCENTAGES, 1670 

Number of Hearths 
Taxed N. Essex* Earls Colne Quakers 

1-2 44.4 50.6 11.1 

3 20.0 14.6 

4 14.1 12.4 22.2 

5-9 18.8 20.2 66.7 

10-16 2.3 1.1 

17 or more .3 1.1 

Households Taxed 4811 89 9 

Per cent of Total 46.8 43.0 100.0 

Sources: K. H. Burley, "The Economic Development of Essex in the 
Later Seventeenth and Early Eighteenth Centuries" (Ph.D. 
dissertation, University of London, 1956), pp. 348; 
Macfarlane, Records of an English Village (microform): 
Earls Colne, 1400-1750, ,Hearth Tax Rolls, 1670 (documents 
135.00005-135.01169). 

*This column does not total 100.0 per cent as figures are quoted 
from Burley's dissertation. 

This lower age of first marriage among the Quaker women was one 

cause of a comparatively high birth rate among this group. Again the 

economic status of the Friends in the Earls Colne area enabled Quaker 

families to raise more children. Similarly high birth rates existed 

among the families of the more affluent sectors of British society at 

this time. According to Gregory King's estimates of the population of 

England in 1688, families of "freeholders of the better sort" and mer-

49 



TABLE VI 

AGE AT FIRST MARRIAGE 
1650-1699 

Male 

Quakers, Earls Colne area, 27.6 
Essex 

Alcester, Warwickshire 27.8 

Aldenham, Hertfordshire 29.7 

Banbury, Oxfordshire 27.4 

Bottesford, Leicestershire 27.6 

Colyton, Devon 26.4 

Gainsborough, Lincolnshire 27.0 

Hartland, Devon 30.7 

Hawkshead, Lancashire 31.0 

Shepshed, Leicestershire 29.2 

Terling, Essex 25.5 

Mean 28.2 

50 

Female 

25.3 

27.2 

26.2 

25.8 

26.7 

29.4 

25.3 

28.4 

27.1 

27.1 

23.2 

26.5 

Sources: R. A. Dodgshen and R. A. Butlin, ed., An Historical Geography 
of England and Wales (London: Academic Press, 1978), p. 217; 
Macfarlane, Records of an English Village (microform): Earls 
Colne, 1400-1750, Quaker Register: Monthly meeting, marriage 
certificates, (documents 93.00005-93.00712); Quarterly meet
ing, marriage certificates (documents 97.00005-102.01775). 



chants consisted of five children on the average, those of the elite, 

six children. The birth rate among shopkeeper, tradesmen, and arti-

sans was 4.0-4.5 children. 19 The birth rate among the Quakers also 

conforms with that of the Essex village of Terling during the same 

years. This agricultural connnunity. ten miles south of Earls Colne, 

had a slightly lower age at first marriage and a birth rate of 4.88, 

which was only .18 more than that of the Quakers of Earls Colne as 

shown in Table VII. 20 

TABLE VII 

NUMBER OF BIRTHS BY WIFE'S AGE AT MARRIAGE 
1653-1699 

20-24 25-29 30-34 All 

Number of Women 12 10 4 26 

Number of Births 57 48 17 122 

Mean 4.8 4.8 4.3 4.7 

Sources: Macfarlane, Records of an English Village (microform: 
Earls Colne 1400-1750, Quaker Register: Monthly meeting, 
birth records (documents 95.00327-96.0078), marriage 
certificates (documents 93.00005-93.00712), burial and 
death records (documents 96.00796-96.0712); Quarterly 
meeting, birth records, (documents 95.01600-96.00783), 
marriage certificates (documents 97.00005-102.01775). 

Note: Women included in this table are those for whom records 
listed both age at first marriage and age at death of over 
forty-five. 

51 
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Large Quaker families were also the result of relatively long life 

spans among adult Friends and the consequently long duration of Quaker 

marriages during the last half of the seventeenth century. The mean 

age at death for adult male Friends was 57.7; for females it was 55.1. 21 

The life expectancy for adults throughout England at this time was thir-

ty-five to forty years, although those persons who were better able to 

afford adequate housing, food, and medical aid had a higher life expec-

22 
tancy, as did the Quakers. The later age at death meant that more 

marriages between members of the Society of Friends lasted throughout 

the entire childbearing years of the wife. Table VII demonstrates this 

fact. 

TABLE VIII 

DURATION OF MARRIAGE, 1653-99 

Per cent of all 
Years Number Per cent married Quaker women 

1-4.9 0 

5-9.9 1 4.4 1.0 

10-14.9 4 17.4 4.0 

15-19.9 2 8.7 2.0 

20-24.9 5 21.7 4.9 

25-29.9 2 8.7 2.0 

30-49.9 6 26.1 5.9 

so or more 3 13.0 3.0 

TOTAL 23 100.0 22.8 

Sources: Macfarlane, Records of an English Village (microform): Earls 
Colne, 1400-1750, Quaker Register: Monthly meeting, marriage 
certificates (documents 93.00005-93.00712), burial and death 
records (documents 96.00796-96.0172); Quarterly meeting, mar
riage certificates (documents 97.00005-102.01775). 
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TABLE VIII (Continued) 

Note: Statistics were compiled from marriages in which the date of 
marriage and the date of death of the wife was available. All 
Quaker marriages at this time ended in the death of one of the 
partners, as there was no divorce among members of the Society 
of Friends. 

As no women in the Earls Colne, Halstead, or Coggeshall meeting 

married before the age of twenty, those unions which endured for more 

than 25 years encompassed the complete childbearing span of the woman's 

life. Of the Quaker marriages represented in Table VIII, 47.8 per cent 

fall into this category, and 13.0 per cent of the couples were married 

for more than fifty years. Only 4.4 per cent of these marriages ended 

in less than ten years, and none terminated before five years. There 

were few deaths that resulted from childbearing during these years. 

Most female Friends who died before the age of forty-five did so from 

"d . d . d" 23 ep1 em1c or en em1c 1seases. 

The demographic characteristics of the members of the Society of 

Friends in the Earls Colne area during the first fifty years of the 

sect's existence tended to conform generally to the nationwide popula-

tion trends of the period. Although women's ages at first marriage 

were low compared to national statistics, they were compatible with 

statistics from other areas of Essex; and the men's age at first mar-

riage varied little from the mean. Birth and death rates among Quakers 

of this region were similar to the same figures available for sectors 

of the English populace that shared an equivalent occupational or econ-

omic status. During the next fifty years, however, economic set-backs 

and conditions inherent in the Quaker religion reversed this trend. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE QUAKERS OF EARLS COLNE, 1700-1750 

Throughout Great Britain and the north American colonies during 

the first half of the eighteenth century, the membership of the 

Society of Friends greatly declined. 1 Philosophical changes within 

the Quaker religion, especially Quietism and birthright membership, 

accounted for much of the decline. Local economic and political 

factors also contributed to the decreasing number of Friends in many 

areas, such as northern Essex. 

This trend began with the Keithian schism in 1691. George Keith 

was a Scottish Presbyterian who joined the Society of Friends in 1663. 

He was an associate of William Penn and became headmaster of the Quaker 

school in Philadelphia. In 1691 Keith began publishing a series of 

pamphlets in which he denounced the tax discipline and heretical doc

trines of the sect and the policies of Penn. After the London Yearly 

Meeting disowned Keith in 1692, he founded a separatist group known as 

the Christian Quakers and Friends. 2 

The Keithian schism did not separate many members from the Society, 

but it did emphasize the increasing formalism and worldliness that had 

begun to replace the evangelical zeal and personal conversions of the 

early Quakers. The first generation of Friends had shown great enthu

siasm in preaching in spite of almost constant persecution. The second 

generation, free from persecution, became more concerned with legalism 
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than with proselytizing; therefore, towards the end of the seventeenth 

century the number of new converts began to decline. 3 This trend con-

tinued throughout the first half of the eighteenth century. In 1726 

the London Yearly Meeting asked each monthly meeting to report the 

total number of convincements annually. In only two years during the 

period from 1726 and 1756 did more than half the monthly meetings 

report any new converts. The Colchester meeting in northern Essex 

reported newly-converted members in only one year during this thirty 

. d 4 year per1o . To offset this lack of conversions, the Society of 
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Friends instituted birthright membership; however, the granting of full 

membership to Friends' children without the requirement of a personal 

conversion caused an even greater decline in religious enthusiasm in 

the sect. Hany of these third generation birthright members left the 

Society on attaining adulthood. They either married non-Quakers or 

joined the Anglican Church because of economic or political ambitions. 5 

The figures in Table IX demonstrate that the meetings in the Earls 

Colne region experienced the same decrease in new memberships after 

1690, and a reconstruction of area Quaker families proves that the loss 

of third and fourth generation members was also prevalent in north-

central Essex. Only 31.1 per cent of Friend's children born between 

1690 and 1730 remained Quakers as adults. The experiences of the 

Start and Crisp families best illustrate this fact. John Start and 

Elizabeth Arner of Halstead meeting married in 1671. Both their son 

and grandson became members of the same meeting, and both married dau-

ghters of prominent local Quakers. The seven surviving children of 

John Start III were birthright members of the Halstead meeting, but 

only his oldest son remained a Quaker. The other six eventually joined 
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the Anglican Church. 6 

The experience of the family of Stephen Crisp parallels that of 

numerous other Quaker families, but the fact that Crisp was one of the 

First Publishers of Truth makes the return of his four grandchildren to 

Anglicanism noteworthy. Stephen Crisp was a Colchester weaver whom 

James Parnell converted in 1655. Crisp became a travelling minister 

and one of the most prolific early writers of the Society of Friends. 

In his absence, Crisp's wife, Dorothy, returned with their son, Francis, 

to her home village of Earls Colne. Francis became a member of the 

Earls Colne meeting and married a widowed Friend, Grace Hutt, in 1701. 

They had five children, four of whom survived and were birthright mem-

bers of the Earls Colne meeting. All four of Stephen Crisp's grand-

children, however, had joined the Anglican church in Earls Colne by 

1724. 7 This loss of members among the third and succeeding generations 

is only one explanation for the decrease in the number of Friends in 

the Earls Colne area during the first half of the eighteenth century. 

The changing economic conditions in northern Essex, which began towards 

the end of the seventeenth century and continued into the next century, 

greatly aggravaged the situation of the Society of Friends in this 

region. 

A depression occurred in the woolen cloth trade throughout England 

in the 1690s as incessant warfare on the Continent closed many foreign 

8 markets. The War of the Spanish Succession was the catalyst for the 

severe depression that affected the weavers and cloth merchants of the 

Earls Colne region. During the seventeenth century, the merchants of 

northern Essex had exported large quantities of the county's bay and 

say cloth to Spain and Italy where monastic houses and convents pur-



chased it to make robes and habits for the clergy and nuns of these 

two Mediterranean countries. The outbreak of war against the Bourbon 

rules of Spain and France in 1701 ended this trade. 9 

At the same time~ newer fabrics began to compete successfully 

with the bays and says of Essex and eventually to replace them as the 

leading export of the English cloth trade. This development resulted 

from the growth of the Caribbean and southern North American colonies 

of Great Britain and from a change in fashions caused by the introduc

tion of calicoes into England from India. The Caribbean Islands sup

plied large quantities of cotton to the cloth areas of Lancashire and 

Norwich .. Here weavers mixed the cotton with linen and worsted wool to 

manufacture the fustians of Lancashire and the stuffs of Norwich. 

Merchants found a large market for these cheap, light-weight cloths in 

the warmer climates of the New World and also in the Mediterranean 

countries after the War of Spanish Succession had ended. The cotton

mixed cloths replaced the heavier, all wool bays and says in Italy, 

Spain, and North Africa, thereby causing the almost complete collapse 

of the cloth industry in North Essex. 10 
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The introduction of calicoes from India resulted in a change in 

English styles during the first half of the eighteenth century. Fash

ionable middleclass women began to demand finer and lighter materials. 

The fine worsteds of the West Riding of Yorkshire and the bornbazines of 

Norwich replaced the new draperies of northern Essex, which had been 

popular throughout the entire seventeenth century. 11 

As 40.0 per cent of the Quakers in the Earls Colne area were 

either merchants or craftsmen engaged in the manufacture of bays and 

says, the failure of the cloth industry in northern Essex had a devasta-



ting effect on the membership of the Society of Friends in the region. 

During the first fifty years of the Society, more than three hundred 

inhabitants of the area became Friends, but Quaker records from 1700 
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to 1750 list only 132 members. Many Friends left the depressed Earls 

Colne vicinity for either the newly established cloth-producing centers 

of northern England, for London, or for Pennsylvania. 12 There were 

few new inhabitants to replace those who had emigrated. Table IX lists 

by decades the number of adults joining the Quaker meetings and the 

total membership in Earls Colne, Halstead, and Coggeshall throughout 

the period from 1655 to 1749. The conspicuous decrease in members 

after 1690 illustrates the combined effect of the developments within 

the Society of Friends and the economic decline of the cloth industry 

on the Quaker sect in north-central Essex. 

A comparison of occupations among male Friends of the first half 

of the eighteenth century and of the seventeenth century (Table X) 

illustrates the effects of the severe depression in the area's cloth 

trade on the population. The most notable declines were in the cloth

ing crafts and among tradesmen and shopkeepers. Whereas twenty-five 

Friends engaged in weaving and woolcombing during the 1600s. Quaker 

records list only four clothworkers as members of the Society during 

the next fifty years. Only one of the four, a haymaker, practiced his 

craft after 1730. This sharp decrease in the number of clothworkers 

and the emigration of a substantial portion of the population adversely 

affected the shopkeepers and tradesmen of the area who had prospered 

during the seventeenth century by supplying the needs of the thriving 

cloth workers. The depression caused the shopkeeprs. who had comprised 

10.0 per cent of Quaker membership during the early years of the Society, 
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to emigrate also to the new cloth-producing centers in northern England 

or Pennsylvania where the increasing population of these regions pro-

vided a more stable economic base. During the 1700s, only one trades-

men, a baker, appeared on the Coggeshall, Earls Colne, or Halstead meet-

. 11 13 J.ng ro s. 

While the number of cloth merchants within the Society of Friends 

declined during this period, their percent_age among the male population 

increased slightly. This group also continued to prosper despite the 

depression in the woolen cloth industry. The economic diversity of many 

clothiers during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries 

accounts for this fact. 14 The wealthy cloth merchants of the area 

invested their profits principally in land and sometimes in other busi-

nesses as well. Several became linen merchants after the collapse of 

the wool trade in Essex. All left their sons and daughters valuable 

agricultural lands from which they continued to profit from produce 

sales to London. 15 

The history of the family of Joseph Bott of the village of Earls 

Colne is typical of the experience of the Quaker cloth merchants of 

north-central Essex. Batt's father had been a successful saymaker dur-

ing the 1600s and had left his oldest son enough capital to enable him 

to become a clothier. Bott invested his profits from the cloth trade 

in land--both agricultural lands surrounding Earls Colne and rental 

property in the village. He also engaged in the retail victual trade 

for several years during the beginning of his career. In his will, 

written in 1743, Joseph Bott bequested three freehold tenements and 

two copyhold fields as well as ~600 to his wife and three children. 16 

Joseph Bott, junior, the oldest son inherited most of his father's 
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Occupation 

Gentlemen and Professional 

Cloth Producers 
Merchants 
Craftsmen 

Other Craftsmen 

Tradesmen and shopkeepers 

Agricultural 
Yeomen 
Husbandmen 
Laborers 

TOTAL 

TABLE X 

OCCUPATION OF QUAKERS, EARLS COLNE AREA, 1700-1750 
COMPARED TO SEVENTEENTH CENTURY 

1655-1699 
Number Per cent Number 

2 2.1 1 

38 41.7 8 
13 14.3 4 
25 27.4 4 

19 20.9 6 

9 9.9 1 

23 25.3 6 
17 18.7 6 

4 4.4 0 
2 2.2 0 

91 100.0 22 

1700-1750 
Per cent 

4.5 

36.4 18.2 
18.2 

27.3 

4.5 

27.3 
27.3 

0 
0 

100.0 

Source: Macfarlane, Records of an English Village (microform): Earls Colne, 1400-1750, Quaker Register: 
Monthly meeting, marriage certificates (documents 

Note: Society of Friends' records for the eighteenth century are not as complete as those of earlier 
years; therefore, data such as occupation are more difficult to ascertain for the latter years. 
The twenty-two males for whom occupations are known represent 36.7 per cent of the male Friends 
of the period 1700-1750. Figures for the earlier period constitute 55.5 per cent of the male 
population of the Society. 
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property and in 1744, he appears in village records as a gentlemen and 

overseer of the poor for the village of Earls Colne. 17 

Quaker clothiers were not the only area Friends who provided con-

scientiously for the future of their families. Craftsmen also purch

ased small tracts of land; and those Friends from yeomen families whom 

the depression in the cloth trade had affected least, as they were 

dependent solely on the London produce market, also reinvested their 

earnings in more land. Joseph Bott and William Kent, for example, 

64 

purchased the deeds to numerous small landholdings from mariy of those 

Friends who left the area during the first decades of the eighteenth 

century. William Kent and his wife, Katherine, began with one freehold 

tenement in the village of White Colne at the end of the seventeenth 

century. In their wills forty years later, the Kents left two freehold 

tenements with land and two copyhold parcels of land in White Colne, 

two freehold tenements with land and a copyhold messuage with land in 

Colne Engaine, a freehold messuage with land in Pebmarsh, and a meadow 

in Earls Colne. The wills also contained bequests totalling $225 and 

annuities of ~5 each for their two servants. 18 

The Botts, Kents, and other Quaker families who remained in the 

Earls Colne area and who had the capital to invest in land continued to 

prosper throughout the eighteenth century. Members of the Society of 

Friends became some of the most prominent citizens of the region. 

Their reputation for honesty in business affairs and for their human

itarian concerns gained for them social and economic prestige at the 

same time as their numbers decreased. 19 

Literacy also increased among the Quakers of the Earls Colne area 

during the first fifty years of the eighteenth century. Based on sig-



natures on marriage certificates, all the male Quakers marrying during 

these years were literate. Only four women were unable to sign their 

names. 
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The study of marriage certificates for the years 1700-1750 also 

discloses a development in the demographic patterns among the Quakers 

of the Earls Colne area that resulted from both the decline in meeting 

membership and the changing character of Quaker wealth. The data 

reveal that the Quakers of Earls Colne still married much earlier than 

couples in all of the other listed villages, except Terling. 20 Male 

Friends married 1.2 years before the mean age of marriage for all males 

in these studies; female Friends married two years earlier on the aver

age than their contemporaries (Table XI). 

As during the seventeenth century, the increasing prosperity of 

the remaining Quakers facilitated what non-conformity and declining 

membership made necessary. The sanction against marrying outside the 

Quaker religion required young adult Friends to select a marriage 

partner from among the small local Quaker community or to look outside 

the area for a mate. The decreasing membership of the three meetings 

of the Earls Colne area forced 25.0 per cent of Friends marrying for 

the first time during this period to choose a partner from a meeting 

more than ten miles away. This figure was only 13.0 per cent during 

the period 1650-1699. 21 

The landed wealth of many of their parents enabled these young 

adults to wed at a younger age than previously. Quaker parents fre

quently presented their children with their portion of the family's 

landholdings as a marriage gift. When Henry Adams married Mary Clarke 

in 1704, his father, a wealthy Earls Colne yeoman, gave Henry his share 
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of the extensive family property. Mary received from Dan Bayly, her 

grandfather and another Earls Colne yeoman, a manor house and messuage 

which would have otherwise been part of her inheritance after his 

21 death. 

TABLE XI 

AGE AT FIRST MARRIAGE 
1700-49 

Male 

Quakers, Earls Colne area, 26.8 
Essex 

Alcester, Warwickshire 27.4 
Aldenham, Hertfordshire 29.2 
Banbury, Oxfordshire 26.6 
Bottesford, Leicestershire 28.7 
Colyton, Devon 26.6 
Gainsborough, Lincolnshire 27.5 
Hartland, Devon 29.6 
Hawkshead, Lancashire 31.9 
Shepshed, Leicestershire 28.5 
Terling, Essex 24.7 

Mean 28.0 

Female 

24.8 

28.2 
25.8 
26.7 
27.4 
28.6 
25.5 
28.2 
27.4 
27.4 
24.4 

26.8 

Source: Data for the other ten villages are from Table 8.4 in R. A. 
Dodgshon and R. A. Butlin, An Historical Geography of England 
and Wales (London: Academic Press, 1978), p. 217; Macfarlane, 
Records of an English Village (microform): Earls Colne, 1400-
1750, Quaker Register: Monthly meeting, marriage certificates. 

Even more than the lower age at first marriage, the data concerning 

the marital status of the members of the Society of Friends as presented 

in Table XII reflect the effects of an increase in landed wealth and a 
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decrease in population. Eighteenth-century Quaker parents may have 

pressured their heirs to marry to insure the family's future possession 

of its landholdings, for from 1700 to 1750, only one Quaker male 

remained single and he was one of seven children of a landless bay-

23 maker. The figures for single female Friends during the same years 

are deceptive, as these five women all died between the ages of fifteen 

and twenty. Not including the five Quaker women who died too early to 

have married, all but one of the Earls Colne area adult Friends were 

married at least once during the first half of the eighteenth century. 

The difference in the percentage of Friends widowed and remarried 

in the two time periods is a result of the decreasing membership of the 

Society. In the earlier years 11.8 per cent of male Friends had remar-

ried, but only 5.2 per cent wed for a second time in the eighteenth 

century. Widows remarried more frequently, however, in the later per-

iod. These figures demonstrate that the lack of eligible females 

improved the chances of widows to remarry while reducing the prospects 

of widowers. The fact that many of the widows wed men who had never 

previously married emphasizes this situation, as do the statistics for 

. b . 24 
t~me etween marr~ages. During the seventeenth century, Quaker 

females waited an average of 7.5 years to remarry, but in the years 

between 1700 and 1750, this waiting period decreased to 1.5 years. The 

lack of single eligible women among the Quakers meant that more widows 

. d 25 
remarr~e sooner. 

A lower age at first marriage and a more rapid rate of remarriage 

should have resulted in an increase in the birth rate among the Friends 

26 
of the Earls Colne region in the eighteenth century. Instead, the 

birth rate declined from 4.7 to 4.0 during this period. 27 The chief 
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factor in this seemingly contradictory demographic pattern was a high 

mortality rate among the female Quakers in north-central Essex after 

~ 1700. In the previous century, the women members of the Earls Colne 

group had lived from twelve to seventeen years longer than the average 

Englishwoman, but the age of death of female Friends in the eighteenth 

28 century more closely approximated the mean. Quaker women in the 

later time period died 12.6 years younger than their mothers and grand-

mothers, whereas the age at death for male Friends decreased by only 

1.5 years (Table XIII). Deaths due to childbearing or to complications 

resulting from childbirth were an important factor in the high mortal-

ity rate. Such deaths accounted for only 13.0 per cent of female mor-

tality in 1655-1699, but half of the Quaker wives of 1700-1750 died 

29 during childbirth or immediately thereafter . 

. An explanation for the higher incidence of deaths resulting from 

childbearing after 1700 may be an increased frequency of pregnancies 

among the women of this group. The loss of members of the Society due 

to emigration and the decline in the number of adult converts during 

the first half of the eighteenth century may have encouraged Quaker 

wives to have more children as quickly as possible in order to replen-

ish the membership of the local meetings. A shorter interval between 

births during 1700-1750 tends to substantiate this hypothesis (See 

Table XIV). Records are available for the birth dates of the children 
~ 

of forty-five female Friends from 1655 to 1699 and of thirty-one 

women during the second period. An average of 28.2 months occurred 

between the live birtys in the first group, as compared to 21.3 months 

in the later group. More frequent pregnancies among female Quakers 

after 1700 increased the risk of complications and resulted in a higher 



mortality rate. 

Single 
Number 
Per cent 

Married 
Number 
Per cent 

Widowed 
Number 
Per cent 

Widowed and 
Remarried 

Number 
Per cent 

Widowed twice 
Number 
Per cent 

TOTAL 
Number 
Per cent 

TABLE XII 

MARITAL STATUS 

Male 
1655-1699--1700-17 50 

9 1 
5.9 1.7 

96 37 
62.7 61.7 

23 17 
15.0 28.2 

18 4 
11.8 6.7 

7 1 
4.6 1.7 

153 60 
100.0 100.0 

Female 
1655-1699 1700-1750 

7 5 
4.6 7.0 

101 52 
66.0 72.2 

35 9 
22.9 12.5 

8 6 
5.2 8.3 

2 0 
1.3 0.0 

153 72 
100.0 100.0 

Source: Macfarlane, Records of an English Village (microform): Earls 
Colne, 1400-1750, Quaker Register: Monthly and Quarterly 
meetings, marriage certificates, birth, and burial records 
(documents 93.00005-102.01713). 

Note: Marital status is given for all known Friends in the years 
1700-1750. For the years 1655-1699, the marital status is 
known for 93.3 per cent of male Quakers and for 96.8 per cent 
of females. 
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TABLE XIII 

AGE AT DEATII 

Male Female 

1653-1699 57.70 55.11 

1700-1750 56.27 42.50 

Source: Macfarlane, Records of an English Village (microform): Earls 
Colne, 1400-1750, Quaker Register: Monthly meeting, burial 
and death records (documents 

TABLE XIV 

INTERVALS BETWEEN BIRTIIS (IN MONTHS) 

Years Interval Between 
0-1 1-2 2-3 3-4 4-5 5-6 

1655-1699 16.0 27.2 32.4 30.9 33.2 29.3 

1700-1750 13.0 20.2 17.1 28.1 27.2 22.4 

Source: Alan Macfarlane, ed., Records of an English Village (micro
form): Earls Colne 1400-1750 (Cambridge: Chadwyck-Healy, 
1980-81), Quaker Register: Quarterly meeting, birth 
records (documents 95.01600-96.00783) and marriage certi
ficates (documents 97.00005-102.0177). 
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The higher mortality rate among Quaker women in Earls Colne 

resulted in a shorter duration of most marriages (Table XV) and in the 

lower birth rate, for many female Friends died before the end of their 

childbearing years. In the period from 1655 to 1699 only 4.4 per cent 

of Quaker marriages in the Earls Colne area lasted less than ten years; 

from 1700 to 1750, the death of the wife before the tenth anniversary 

ended 35.7 per cent of Quaker marriages. There were no marriages of 

30 more than thirty years after 1700. 

TABLE XV 

DURATION OF MARRIAGE, 1700-50 

Years Number Per cent 

1-4.9 3 21.4 

5-9.9 2 14.3 

10-14.9 3 21.4 

15-19.9 0 

20-24.9 3 21.4 

25-29.9 1 7.2 

30.0 2 14.3 

TOTAL 14 100.0 

Per cent of total 
married female 
Quakers 

5.8 

3.8 

5.8 

5.8 

1.9 

3.8 

26.9 

Source: Macfarlane, Records of an English Village (microform): Earls 
Colne, 1400~1750, Quaker Register: Monthly meeting, marriage 
certificates (documents 93.00005-93.01712). 
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While the demographic characteristics of the earlier members of 

the Society of Friends in the Earls Colne area tended to conform basic-

ally to the nationwide trends of the same time, the demographic pat-

terns of later generations of area Friends differed in most instances -·""~ 

from the general population of Great Britain. From 1690 to 1750, the 

population of England experienced a period of modest growth due in part 

31 to an improvement in the life expectancy among adults. The Quakers 

of Earls Colne, however, decreased in number during the first decades 

of the eighteenth century. The mortality rate among Friends rose at 

the time when the national rate decreased, and their birth rate 

decreased as the birth rate throughout the rest of the English popula-

. b . . 32 t1on egan 1n 1ncrease. Due to these demographic factors, the gen-

eral decline of Society membership, and the economic depression in the 

Essex cloth trade, the percentage of Quakers among the population of 

north-central Essex continued to decrease during the eighteenth cen-

tury. While the overall economic status of the remaining Friends did 

not change, the decline in numbers meant that role of the sect as a 

dominant economic and social force in northeastern Essex had ended. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

During the last half of the seventeenth century, the majority of 

Friends of the Earls colne area were engaged in occupations that allowed 

them to share in the general prosperity of the cloth-producing district 

of northern Essex. The demographic characteristics of these Quakers 

conformed generally to the trends among those sectors of the British 

population that shared the same economic and occupational status. 

While the women's ages at first marriage may have been lower than the 

national average, the men's ages varied little from the mean. The 

relative prosperity of the Quaker merchants, artisans, and shopkeepers 

and their lack of dependence on land during this period permitted early 

marriages. The lower death rate and higher birth rate among this group 

also resulted in part from a higher standard of living, and these 

statistics compare favorably with the same figures for the more afflu

ent members of the English middle class. 

By the end of the seventeenth century, the demographic trends 

among the members of the Society of Friends in the Earls Colne area 

began to deviate in most aspects from the national pattern. During 

the first half of the eighteenth century, England experienced a period 

of modest population growth due to a slight increase in the national 

birth rate and a decline in adult mortality rates. 1 Statistics for 

the Quakers of the Earls Colne region, however, demonstrate a rise in 
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adult mortality rates, especially among women, and consequently, a 

lower birth rate than that of the previous fifty-year period. These 

factors were partially responsible for the 54.0 per cent decrease in 

the Quaker population after 1699. 2 

77 

Economic factors were equally important, however, in causing the 

decline in the number of Friends in the area during the first half of 

the eighteenth century. The failure of the cloth-producing industry of 

northern Essex forced inhabitants to migrate to the new textile cen

ters in northern England, to London, and to North America. 3 Many of 

these migrants were Quaker cloth-producers, craftsmen, and tradesmen. 

Friends who remained in the Earls Colne area were generally those who 

had invested their commercial profits in land and who continued to 

prosper from the London produce trade. Even among the Friends who 

stayed in Essex, a decline in religious fervor due to Quietism and 

birthright membership, resulted in further decreases in membership, a 

phenomenon that affected the Quaker religion as a whole at that time. 4 

The pattern of growth and declension of the Society of Friends in 

the Earls Colne region strikingly parallels developments not only 

among the Quakers in England and the North American colonies, but also 

among the Puritans of colonial New England. Both sects achieved their 

greatest numbers and influence during a period of radical social and 

political unrest in Britain, and both flourished iri spite of persecu

tion and hardships. The Quakers faced physical and economic persecu

tion in England and those Friends who emigrated to the 11iddle colonies 

between 1682 and 1700 experienced the difficulties of settling a 

frontier on a new continent. In Massachusetts, during the seventeenth 

century, the Puritans suffered even greater hardships due to the less 



favorable climate of the New England coast. The Quakers and the Puri

tans demonstrated religious fervor and fortitude during these years 

and managed to increase in membership and wealth. 
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With the re-institution of a stable government in England and the 

establishment of successful colonies in both Massachusetts and Pennsyl

vania, the radicalism which had characterized both Puritanism and the 

Society of Friends in their earlier years was no longer of prime impor

tance to their members. Puritans and Quakers focused their attention 

instead on commercial or political enterprises~ succeeding well espec

ially in the former. This shift in emphasis from radicalism to a 

greater involvement in business and government resulted in a decline of 

religious fervor among later generations of both sects. The quiet 

prosperity of Pennsylvania and Massachusetts did not encourage the 

same intense emotions among second and third generation Friends or 

Puritans. The political and social climates of the late seventeenth 

and early eighteenth centuries were a sharp contrast to the years of 

the English Civil War and the Restoration. 

The disappearance of enthusiasm among members of a religious sect 

whose basis is intense personal conversion will result in a decrease 

in the number of converts and in total memberships. The Quakers and 

the Puritans of New England experienced this decline. To remedy the 

situation, both sects compromised their earlier standards of personal 

conversion as the prerequisite for membership and allowed the admit

tance to the congregation or meeting of children of members. The 

Puritans of New England approved the Half-Way Covenant in 1662, while 

Friends adopted the principle of birthright membership as their 

numbers began to decrease after 1690. The acceptance of offspring into 



the sect who had not received a religious experience further weakened 

the fervor and vitality of both religions. 
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As in Earls Colne, external factors contributed also to the decline 

of the Quakers in Pennsylvania and the Puritans in Massachusetts. As 

the arrival of non-Puritan imrndgrants in Massachusetts Bay increased 

throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the "saints" 

represented an ever small percentage of the total population. ~fuile 

maintaining their economic status, the Puritans in New England grad

ually had to relinquish political control and influence. In Pennsyl

vania, the Indian wars which began by the middle of the eighteenth 

century forced the pacifistic Friends in the Pennsylvania legislature 

to incur the wrath of the majority of that colony's citizens by voting 

against military expenditures and provisions. Quakers, a minority in 

Pennsylvania as were the Puritans in Massachusetts by this time, 

decided to withdraw from government involvement, but public dissatis

faction with their anti-war beliefs resulted in an even greater decline. 

The similarities in development and declension of the Society of Friends 

and the Puritans deserve further study as does the question of whether 

other non-conformist radical sects, such as the Baptists and Mennonites, 

also experienced an identical evolution. 

The fact that the demographic pattern of the Quakers of Earls 

Colne adhered to similar trends among their economic and occupational 

counterparts in the Briti~h population during the first fifty years 

of the Society's existence seems to demonstrate that nonconformity had 

little effect on family formation in the area during the seventeenth 

century. In the succeeding century the population of the nation 

increased, while that of the Earls Colne Quakers decreased. Unfavor-



orable economic conditions in northern Essex make it difficult to 

assess the true effect of the changes in the nonconformist practices 

of the Society on the demographic characteristics of its members. 

Similar demographic examinations of Quaker and other nonconformist 

sects in other regions of England would not only aid in providing a 

more accurate account of the growth and decline of nonconformity, but 

would also add another dimension to the study of English demography 

in general. 
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