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Chapter 1: A Whitehaven Childhood and the Voyage to the Island (1738–1756)



Sarah Stephenson begins her own account with a merchant’s daughter’s comfortable life and the two escapes that shaped her memory of it — one from the hearth fire at six years old, one from what she calls the jaws of the devourer. Her father’s business overreached, the family broke up, and she was sent to relatives at Worcester, where a single sentence from the visiting American minister Elizabeth Ashbridge — about a ribbon on a child’s head — cost her a night’s sleep and began what she calls the work of stripping. Watch how the chapter turns on obedience: first to a father who summons her across the Irish Sea to a place with no Friends in it, then to a father who asks her, in front of company, to do the one thing she cannot.






	Born at Whitehaven in Cumberland in 1738 to the merchant Daniel Stephenson and his wife Sarah, daughter of Joseph Storrs of Chesterfield.

	At about six she falls onto the fire alone in the room and barely escapes death.

	Her father’s over-extended trade brings losses and breaks up the household; her uncle William Storrs takes her to her aunt at Worcester.

	Elizabeth Ashbridge and Sarah Worrall, visiting from America, lodge at the house; Elizabeth’s remark about her ribbon pierces her, and she comes down the next morning without it.

	A slow fever nearly kills her; recovering, she receives her father’s letter calling her to Douglas in the Isle of Man, where there are no other Friends.

	Catherine Payton sends word that if she must go, she should carry Friends’ books with her.

	She sails from Liverpool in a leaky packet through a night storm in which the crew expect to be lost.

	On the island she keeps to herself, walks the fields alone, and finds the only reputed Quakers there playing cards.

	She refuses her father’s request to do something against conscience in front of guests, and endures his displeasure until his affection returns stronger than before.







Sarah Stephenson, some of whose life is related in the following pages, was born at Whitehaven, in Cumberland, in the year 1738. Her parents were Daniel and Sarah Stephenson, and she was their elder daughter. Her mother was the daughter of Joseph Storrs of Chesterfield, Derbyshire. What follows — her lot in childhood and youth, her conflicts and consolations, and her preservation from harm and evil at those stages of life — is given very nearly in her own words.


When I remember the great love and tender care of the Shepherd of Israel (Psalm 80:1), who neither slumbers nor sleeps (Psalm 121:4), and who has kept me from my infant days to the present hour, I am filled with deep admiration, reverence, and abasement of soul.


When I was about six years of age I narrowly escaped being burned to death, falling on the fire when no one else was in the room. That preservation, and another by which my soul was signally rescued from the jaws of the devourer very early in life, I attribute only to him. He has helped me through many deep and proving seasons in the course of my pilgrimage. He has borne up my head above the mighty waters, even when the waves rose so high that they seemed likely to overwhelm me. O my soul, may you never forget the Lord’s unutterable goodness, but walk humbly and reverently before him, who is abundant in mercy and great loving kindness.


It may be worth mentioning that my father carried on a very considerable business as a merchant and had gained a large property. That, together with living in what is called a genteel style and being introduced when very young into the company of people of high rank, so pleased my natural disposition that I began to take steps in the paths of vanity. But while I was pursuing what some call innocent diversions, the good Shepherd, who seeks after those who have gone astray (Luke 15:4), looked down on me in love. He so charmed my soul with his beauty that I loved to be alone with him. O, how sweet his presence was! But it did not last long. The enemy painted the glory of this deceiving world in such pleasing colours that I forsook the Prince of peace and went further still in the paths of vanity.


My father, as I have said, was trading on a large scale, and he extended his business so far that he could no longer oversee it himself. Losses and many disappointments followed, and at length the family had to separate. My uncle, William Storrs of Chesterfield, took me to Worcester, to my mother’s sister. There I was again favoured with a precious visitation, and I was mercifully persuaded to close in with it.


After I had been in that city a few months, those worthy servants of the Lord, Elizabeth Ashbridge and Sarah Worrall, came from America to my uncle’s house, and I think they stayed some days. One evening during that visit Elizabeth spoke to me in a very weighty manner, in the language of unspeakable love. She also remarked, “What a pity that child should have a ribbon on her head.” Her words were piercing, and they deeply affected my mind. I do not think I closed my eyes to sleep that night. In the morning I did not dare put my ribbon on, and I came down without it.


Yet I had many fears. I expected to be censured by someone in the family for leaving it off merely to win the favour of Friends, and on that unjust ground the enemy caused me many seasons of sorrow. This was coming a little way toward the gate of stripping, and the work went gradually forward. But my trials were great, both from within and without. Indeed my conflicts were so great that I might say I ate my bread with mourning and mingled my drink with tears (Psalm 102:9). And yet, O, what precious meetings I had at times! My spirit was so broken that I could scarcely contain myself. There were also several weighty, valuable Friends there whose sympathy with me was great, and it comforted me.


It also pleased Divine Wisdom, while I remained at Worcester, to allow me to be attacked by a slow fever. It reduced me to such weakness that it seemed likely I might sink under it. But that was not the design of unerring Wisdom. The illness was meant rather as preparation for fresh exercise and trial of faith. In that time of great weakness, when my own will was worn down, my mind was sweetly supported and at seasons favoured with the overshadowing of Divine love, under which my soul humbly and thankfully rejoiced.


When I had recovered a little from this illness, a trial of a very close nature became my portion. I received a letter from my father urgently asking me to come home and live with my dear parents, whom I had not seen for seven years. While I was away they had moved, along with my sister and my youngest brother, to Douglas in the Isle of Man. There were no other members of our Society in that place, and the inhabitants were largely strangers to it.


Great were the struggles and fears that attended my poor mind. Prayer was born in me that by obeying my natural parent I might not offend my heavenly Father, who had so richly visited my soul. But the Lord opened my way so plainly that it appeared right to go. Even so, what fear covered my mind, in case I should bring a reproach on the Truth. I sent up my humble cries to him for preservation, and he was mercifully pleased to hear and in some measure to answer my petitions. In that humbled state I left Worcester, favoured with the love and sympathy of many worthy Friends. Catherine Payton, who then lived at Dudley, was one of them. She wrote a sweet, consoling letter to a Friend, which was given to me to read, in which she said, “If she must go, let her take some Friends’ books with her; and may she be preserved, like Lot in Sodom, a preacher of righteousness (2 Peter 2:5–8).”


I went on horseback to Liverpool, where I was kindly received by one of my father’s agents, to whom he had written to arrange my passage. The agent’s wife was a tender-spirited, religious woman, and she was like a mother to me, though she was not of our Society. I stayed at Liverpool about two weeks before I could get a conveyance. In that time many Friends took kind notice of me, and I formed a near affection for some of them. I believe their minds were drawn to me in true love, and because that love was grounded on the foundation that cannot be shaken, it has lasted many years, and I hope it will remain. But this favour was the great Master’s kindness, and for it, with all the other mercies granted to me, a poor worm, may my soul reverently and devotedly follow him.


I went on board one of the packet boats with my mind humbly turned to the great Preserver of men, whose way is in the sea and his path in the great waters (Psalm 77:19). Though the weather was quiet at first, I was soon seasick and went to bed, for the sea was rough and the vessel leaky. In the night there came such a storm that it seemed likely we should be lost. The poor seamen were in great confusion, and I was alone in the cabin, not expecting to see the light of another day. But O, the unutterable love of Christ, who in that time of great danger was pleased to be near and to keep my mind in a sweet calm. Had he seen fit to let the sea be my grave that night, I believe my spirit would have been mercifully received into everlasting rest. O my soul, may you never forget his many mercies and deliverances. Walk in fear and humble obedience all the rest of your days, so that when the end approaches you may be ready to enter with the glorious Bridegroom into the marriage chamber (Matthew 25:10).


The storm abated, and we were favoured to arrive the next day at our intended port. My near relations received me with affection, but my new situation opened new trials. Here I was as one alone. I saw myself like a sparrow on the housetop, a pelican in the wilderness, an owl in the desert (Psalm 102:6–7). O, the many exercises I passed through! The Lord alone knows them. But my prayers to him for preservation were strong, and he was pleased to hear my cry and at seasons to feed and comfort my needy soul.


I found that my safety depended on keeping much inward and not mixing with the people. Some of the more genteel sort showed me marks of respect and invited me to their houses, but I declined to go, for their company was burdensome to me. I used to walk in the fields alone. I can feelingly sympathise with honest minds who live remotely and are placed as if alone. I want to encourage them to lean singly and steadily on the God of Israel, and to trust him. He will not leave them nor forsake them (Hebrews 13:5), but will work deliverance for his poor wrestling seed in the way that is best.


Hearing that two women had come to the island who were said to be Quakers, I went to see them, hoping to find in them companions in the right way. To my painful disappointment I found them playing at cards, so I visited them no more.

*   *   *
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