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Chapter 1: A Stourbridge Childhood (1743–1760)



Martha Routh is born the youngest of ten children in a Friends family of the Midlands, and her memoir opens with the inward convictions of a very young child. She describes standing still in the middle of play under a sense she could not yet name, and slipping away from home to hear the burial service read over strangers. She recalls, too, the letter she dictated at school, explaining why she could no longer give her friends the title of “Miss” but must call them by their plain names. The chapter carries her through her mother’s long final illness, a season of adolescent drifting, and the intervention of the minister Catharine Payton, who first proposed that she be trained as a schoolmistress. It closes with her arrival at a boarding school and the beginning of a working life among children.






	She is born at Stourbridge in 1743, the youngest of ten children of Henry and Jane Winter, and is raised under a firm but gentle parental discipline.

	From her earliest years she feels the convicting evidence of Truth, and by her seventh year understands what it is.

	Attending the reading of the burial service over the dead raises questions in her that she carries for the rest of her life.

	At a day school she drifts from the plain language, and is broken down under the ministry of two visiting Friends.

	Her mother’s lingering illness ends in death; the memoir preserves the mother’s bedside prayer, and the story of her disarming a drunken officer.

	At fourteen she feels a call to the ministry, gives way to fear, and loses ground; Catharine Payton checks her drift and proposes she be trained to teach.

	She goes to Nottingham at seventeen, forms and loses a beloved friendship, and at twenty-four faces the prospect of taking over the school.







Martha Routh was born at Stourbridge, in Worcestershire, on the 25th of the Fourth month [April], 1743. She was the youngest of ten children, four of whom died in infancy. The rest were brought up by their parents, Henry and Jane Winter, with religious care. “By keeping us in subjection to parental authority,” she observes in her narrative, “to do or leave undone what they thought best for us, they very much prevented the necessity of correction. They were careful, too, not to let their affection sway their better judgment; and I do not remember that correction was ever made use of.”


In her own case the restraining hand of a religiously concerned parent appears to have been followed very early by the visitations of the divine principle of grace and Truth in the mind. “I felt the convicting evidence of it very early,” she says, “so that it caused me to stand still in the middle of play, to which I was much inclined; yet I did not know what it was. But as conviction followed from time to time, I felt desires raised in me that I might be a better child, and become more steady and watchful. I had impressive thoughts of a future state, and often when in bed at night I felt troubled lest I should die before morning. At such times I was constrained to offer prayer, that I might ‘stand in awe, and sin not.’”


About her seventh year her understanding became more fully opened. She could then look back on her infant days and know with certainty that what she had experienced was the work which Truth had wrought in her soul, and she felt a desire to cleave to it. “Yet,” she says, “I too often forgot myself. Although others accounted me a grave or sober child, I had to mourn in secret that a contrary disposition would often prevail — of which I was more aware than others, who might judge only by my outward conduct.”


This deep seriousness and tenderness of conscience in early childhood is not infrequently described in the lives of religious people, and in very many cases more has probably passed unrecorded. Some may still think it unnatural, and others may dismiss it as enthusiasm. If this work should meet with such readers, let them be pleased to suspend their judgment, at least until it appears what kind of fruit followed those early buddings of piety. For we shall find the subject of this memoir dividing her time between two offices: instructor of the young in useful knowledge, and minister of the gospel. She did so in conscientious obedience to the further manifestations of grace in her heart. In her Society the liberty of prophesying is maintained on the original apostolic foundation. Women are admitted, together with men, to the Christian duty of speaking to the church “to edification, and exhortation, and comfort.” (1 Corinthians 14:3; 11:4, 5.)


The same serious cast of mind that made her thoughtful on her own account seems also to have led her, about this time, to steal away from home whenever she saw a corpse carried past for burial. She went so as to be present during the reading of what is called the burial service. Of these occasions she says: “I watched the lips of the priest attentively, and found from one time to another that he read the same testimony over everyone who was buried. It seemed very gratifying to the human mind to hear that all had died in a sure and certain hope of a joyful resurrection. Yet the better part in me was stirred up to ask how it could be that all were in that state. From some knowledge, and from later inquiry about their manner of life, I found that some of them had been very different from those I had read and heard of as having had hope in their death. Those others were of the righteous number, and of the just, whose memory is blessed.


“These circumstances took deep hold on my thoughts. I had to ponder them in my heart, little thinking it would prove like bread cast upon the waters, to return after many days. It revives in me now, since I have sometimes had to touch on the subject in gospel ministry. I think it would be as rational to admit a purgatory fire as to profess to believe that the righteous and the unrighteous are companions in the general assembly and church of the Firstborn. Our blessed Lord says, in John 5:28: ‘The hour is coming, in the which all that are in the graves shall hear his voice’ — the voice of the Son of God, verse 25. He goes on: ‘and shall come forth; they that have done good unto the resurrection of life; and they that have done evil, unto the resurrection of damnation.’ O Christendom! Why are thy professed advocates for religion not better skilled in the mystery of true godliness? If the tender scruples that arise in well-disposed minds were sufficiently cherished, many might become wiser than their teachers in the things belonging to life and salvation.”


She was placed at a day school where she had little of the company of other Friends’ children. In that situation she found an inducement to depart from the simplicity of language her parents had taught her at home, and to a certain extent she gave way to the temptation. Some time afterwards two Friends in the ministry came to visit the families of that meeting. “At this,” she says, “I greatly rejoiced, though I did not expect to be so found out and melted down under their ministry as proved to be the case. They reminded those of us who were children of the example of our parents. They spoke of how carefully we had been brought up, and how steadily our parents had attended to their duty, so that we might act consistently with the principles of Truth. Then they said, ‘What a loss and a pity it would be if any of us should depart from that when out of the sight of our parents, and not use the plain language.’ I knew very well that this was my own case.


“I seemed like one broken to pieces, and could scarcely keep from weeping aloud. As soon as I could get to my cousin Mary Bradley, who had learned to write before me, I got her to write a letter which I dictated. It was to a schoolfellow to whom I was much attached. In it I expressed a hope that she would not be offended that I could no longer give her the title of Miss, but must call her by her proper name, as I must also call the other girls. I should love them no less, but rather the better, because I knew that the other way was contrary to the mind of my parents, and to the way in which Friends spoke to one another.


“When I went to school again the following Second-day [Monday] morning, it was under as much weightiness of spirit as mind or body could well bear. But I went early, few were in the school, and I took my seat close to that of my governess, whom I loved much. When she came in, she spoke to me in her usual kind way, as did the other girls, and took no notice of my change of language or of my more serious manner.”


About her twelfth year her mother fell into a lingering illness which proved fatal at last. Martha suffered much in her feelings on this account, and the effects on her spirits were plain for several weeks afterwards. Of this affectionate and tenderly beloved parent she relates the following: “I was sitting by my mother’s bedside one evening while my sisters had gone down to tea. After dozing a little, she woke and asked who was with her. I went to her and said that it was I. She embraced me with the tenderest affection and said, ‘My dear child, I have been praying for thee, that the Almighty would graciously take thee under his notice, and preserve thee in his fear. So mayest thou be made fit for an entrance into his holy kingdom, where He is in great mercy preparing a place for me.’ Words would fail to set out what I felt at that time.”


She also relates the following story of her mother. “The back of our house looked into the yard of a large inn of great reputation, which Friends as well as others usually preferred. The landlord and his wife were very kind neighbours to us, and the wife would often come and ask my mother’s advice. An officer of distinction happened to be quartered there. One evening, having taken too much liquor, he began to quarrel with some of the company, and after a while decided to go out into the yard to settle the fight. The landlord was not at home, and the landlady, seeing the officer draw his sword, fainted. One of the servants, thoroughly alarmed, came to tell us what was happening, fearing that murder might follow.


“My father was away from home, but my mother slipped out at once and passed through the men who were standing round the officer. As he was holding up his glittering sword, she took it out of his hand and carried it into our house. The act so astonished him and the rest of the company that they soon separated, and the innkeeper’s family were greatly relieved. About two hours later, having learned who had taken his weapon, the officer sent a submissive request to have it returned. But my mother told the servant that it was safely locked up in our parlour, and that she wished it to stay there till morning. She would be glad, she said, if the officer would call for it himself then, and put it into its sheath. This he did, and very civilly acknowledged her kind interference. In this the declaration of Scripture was fulfilled: ‘The righteous are bold as a lion.’”

*   *   *
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