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PREFACE
The formation of voluntary night schools during the middle period
of the 19th century was largely an urban movement. Amid a scattered rural population it was much harder to get and hold a sufficient
number of pupils. Of the village schools which survived their
teething troubles, there can scarcely be any on which as much
information exists as those sponsored by Mary Emily Simpson at
Boynton and Carnaby during the years 1856-69. This fact alone
gives value [0 her writings, but it is worth noting that the full
sub-title of her book Ploughing and Suwing is 'Annals ofan Evening
School in a Yorkshire Village, and the work thac grew out of if'. Her
unique contribution is the way in which she talked to the ploughhoys
during their breaks at work, or walking alongside them as they
ploughed or harrowed, and the way in which she kept in touch with
them by tireless correspondence when they had left the neighbourhood. This distinctive extension of her educational work makes it all
rhe more worth reeordtng.
One consequence of her becoming the friend and mentor of her
pupils, seeking to 'humanize' them, and to give them religious and
moral training in accordance with her Anglican principles, was that
she was constantly brought up against the tact that the prevailing
religion of the workers in that area was dissent, and that such
religious notions as they had were mainly derived from Methodism.
AB a result, her books are a valuable (but apparently unknown)
souree for discovering how rural Merhodism appeared to a devour
Anglican in one of the areas of its greatesr strength.
Almost all thar we know about Mary Sirnpson and her work
derives from her two major books, but unfortunately they are not
easy to come by. There are copies of Ploughing and Sou'ing (1861)
in a number of libraries open to the public, but only one in the area
of the East Riding and York. GLeanings (1876) is much scarcer.
When I wished to read the copy in the British Museum, the
pages had to be cut for me. I was informed that the copy in the
Bodleian Library was in the same 'unopened' srate. Of the three
public copies, that in the National Library of Scotland was the only
one whieh could have been read. It is because access to these hooks
is so limited that so much of the space in the present booklet is
devoted to the quotation of passages from them.
I wish to thank all those who have helped me by making
suggestions or answering requests for information, including Dr.
John C. Bowmer (Methodist Archives Centre), Dr. Frank Baker
(Duke University), [he staff of the Bonhwick Institute of Historical
Research (York), Mr. S. T. Thompson (Borough Librarian,
Bridlington), Mrs. jennifer Stanley (formerly of Hull City Libraries,
Local History Department), Mr. Robert J. Key (Bodleian Library),
Mr. John Lawson and Dr. S, H. Atkins (Hull University), Mr. 1.
M. Meadley, of Hull, the Rev. F. Hines (Claybrooke), and especially
Dr. K. J, Allison, editor of this series.
CLIFFORD BALL FREEMAN

Part 1

MARY SIMPSON AND RURAL ADULT
EDUCATION
The Movement for Village Night Schools
The deplorable state of education in me agricultural districts of
England in the middle of the 19th century is amply attested. Joseph
Kay in 1850 compared it most unfavourably with the provision
made in various continental countries'. By that time many of the
village clergy were only too well aware that the education afforded
in their National Schools! was a far from adequate preparation for
life, if only because nearly all the pupils left school at the age of ten,
or earlier, to work on the land or in domestic service. Attempts by
clergymen and their families to remedy the deficiency in some
degree, by the establishment of night schools, were numerous. That
Mary Slmpson was by no means the first woman to be active in this
clerical movement is clear from some of the literature cited in this
connexion by J. F. C. Harrison! (e.g. Hints to a Clergyman's Wife,
1831; Hints 011 the Management of Female Parochial Schools, by a
Clergyman's Wife, 1848).
Charles Kingsley conducted a village night school at Eversley
from 1848 to 1856. A little earlier, the Rev. John Gregson had
started a night school at Sutton Courtney in Berkshire, and published in 1847 a sermon in which he stressed [0 his village congregation the practical advantages to be derived from education. A note
appended ro the sermon reads:
The Night School at Surron Courtney, has been opened for
about six months, and has been anended by about fifty-five men
and boys. Adults have learnt to read; and boys have paid for
rhemselves out of the scanty earnings of "Team-driving", and
"Scaring birds".
None of rhe pupils have rime to attend rhe day schools, so
this is the only resource available for them.
The fast sentence suggests a pis alter, but this was nor the view taken
by the Rev. F. W. Naylor, of Upton in Nottinghamshire, in what
The Sor:i~1 ConditiOfIand Education of tbe Pwple in Eflgland arid Europe (1 gSO),
esp. vol. I, pp. 582-4; VD\. 2, p. 475.
For a picture of the schccls c. 1840-50 in a large Yorkshire Wold~ village
(Nafferton) b40re the voluntary societies reached it, aee M. C. F. Morris,
Th, Bricl:,h Workm.:ul, Pat! arid Present (1928), pp. 6~8.
/.tamillg and Uving, f700-1960(19li1), p. 372.
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Professor Thomas Kelly calls 'a remarkable volume'-his Continuous
Education (1858):
We seem to think that elementary education alone is to
remedy the evils of society, and that the more we have of it, the
more complete and sure that remedy will be ... If education is
to do anything towards the reformation and improvement of
society. it is not to the elementary stage we have to look but to
some means whereby to promote the profitable use of the
elements that have been implanted.'
Turning to Mary Simpson's own county. we find the Rev.
Frederick Watkil1B,1 Her Majesty's Inspector for church schools in
Yorkshire (writing in 1860) similarly doubtful whether much could
be achieved by aiming at an extended period of elementary schooling. He stressed the importance of night schools. which were
inadequately provided in the towns, and added that 'the difficulties
of the Night School are much greater in a thinly populated district,
along bad roads, to bucolic minds! Incidentally, he ventured the
opinion rbar Yorkshire had 'a body of clergy ... as deeply and
intelligently interested in the education of the working-classes, as
any body of men in England.'
As early as 1843 Sir Francis Doyle, reporting on Yorkshire to
the Commission on the Employment of Women and Children in
Agriculture, not only noted that infant schools were helping children
to derive more lasting benefit from a school life which ended at ten
years of age, but went on to say, 'Night schools also, where a fewa very few-of the grown-up labourers struggle gallantly with the
difficulties of their position. and endeavour to maintain what they
have learned, seem to be on the increase." A less optimistic view was
taken six years later by the Rev. W. J. Kennedy in a report on the
schools of the North-western District. Pleading for government
grants, he wrote: 'The voluntary sysrem has done a vast deal, but it
has nearly, if not quite, run to the end of its tether." Kennedy wrote
in 1849, but in 1861 we find the Rev. James Eraser declaring that
evening schools were 'only in their infancy' and 'capable of immense
development."
The voluntary work was a long time in dying. The York
diocesan visitation returns of 1865 record the answers of the clergy
to the following question: 'Have you adopted any other mode of
retaining [your young people] under instruction by Adult Evening
Schools? And, if so. what success have you found to attend such
Quoted in T. KeJly, 'Continuous Education: a Nineteenth-Century Pioneer',
JourNJi oJ LilmmQ>Uhip, vol. 1 (1969), p. 63.
2
A Letter to hi, Gr(Jl;#I the Archbishcp oJ York, on the Srace o] Edl/calion in the
Church Schools of Yurk5hire (1860).
2
Reports ... otl the Employmenr of Women ond Childre'l in Agriculture [~101,
p. 292, H.C. (184]), xii.
• M. E. Sadler, Ciml;nmJtion Schools in England and EI"ewhere (2nd edn. 1908),
p.
• Report of Commissioners on the State (>J Popllla, Education j'l Englond [2794Ill. p. SI, H.C. (1861). lfXi(2).
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Schools?' The late W. P. Baker' has analyzed the replies for the
Archdeaconrv of the East Riding, of which 43 indicated the existence of an evening school, 48 indicated that an evening school had
been discontinued, and 119 gave no indication that an evening school
had been tried. The individual replies show agreement with the
Rev. Frederick Watkins about the difficulty of such work in rural
areas, and confirm what the Rev. F. Exton described in the same year
in his contribution to More abOUt Farm Lads, and what Mary
Simpson had Stressed a few years earlier in Plooghing and Sowingnamely, the hindrance caused by the long hours of work and the
unco-operative attitude of many farmers. At this point, it is rime to
go back to the beginning of her experiences in this field.

Mory Simpson comes to Bo/nton (1856)
Boynton is a small village a few miles from Bridlington. When
Mary Simpson came there in 1856 she did not come as a stranger.
She had lived before in the large vicarage (now a private house)
which stood hard by the church, adjoining the grounds of Boynron
Hall. Her mother had been brought up at the Hall, for she was the
daughter of Sir William Strickland, Bt., lord of the manor and patron
of the living. Mary's father, the Rev. Frands Simpson, had been
presented to the living in 1832, as Perpetual Curate of Boynton and
Vicar ofCarnaby. He had resigned at the end of 1840, but was now
to hold his former incumbency once more-s-until his death in 1869.
In 1840 Mary had been nineteen years old. Returning to her old
home as a mature woman of thirty-five, she would naturally look
upon the life of the neighbourhood with new eyes, and see many
features of it which would attract no particular notice from a young
girl. That is certainly the impression she gives in the earliest of the
extracts from her diaries and correspondence collected in Ploughing
ami Sowing. Her father's combined parish was a scattered one,
including Boynton, the larger village ofCarnaby, with its own church.
and the little village of Fraisthorpe, near the coast, with a chapel-ofease. The book begins with a description of the agricultural employment system there, which is dated July 1856, and reads as if it was
taken from a letter to a friend:
Every farm (rhere are twelve in the parish) comprises in
its household from six or seven to twenty plough lads, according
to the size of the farm; their ages varying from about fourteen
to four-and-twenty, but rhe greater part in their teens. These
are all changed every year at Martinmas (Le. the last week in
November).
Their masters, as you may suppose from such a system,
Parish Regil!tfS and I/Hleracy

ill

Ea3t Yorluhire (East

History Series, no: 13) (1961), pp. 19-23.
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have very little control over them, the clergymen still less, and
they are sadly ignorant and lawless; a large proportion can
neither read nor write. One Sunday, seeing ten or a dozen of
them together, lounging about a farmyard in theit working
dress, as if unconscious that it was Sunday and the church bells
were ringing, the sight made an impression which has never left
me; and since then my thoughts have been constantly bent on
schemes for elevating and improving them. (Ploughing and
Sowing, pp. 1-2).
She thus strikes, at the very beginning of het written observations, the note which was to characterize all her wotk-a vivid sense
of the intellectual, moral and spiritual impoverishment of the
ploughboys. She was familiar with the idea of night schools, and
remarks on the fact that she knows of none in the immediate neighbourhood. One thing she did know was that a family friend, the Rev.
Fronds Digby Legard, who at that time was in Lincolnshire, had
attempted night-school work, and she wrote to him on the subject a
few months later, as he mentions in his preface to Ploughing and
Sowing. It was he who, in due course, persuaded her to let him edit
her papers for publication in Ploughing and Sowing and Gleanings.
For the first book (based largely on her diary) she obtained permission to quote from the lerrcrs of farm lads and other correspondents,
but in the second 'all that is said and all that is told is contained in
letters of [her] own', written when she was at Boynton. Both were
described as 'by a Clergyman's Daughter', and the three villages
were referred to in them as B, C, and F. Legard, as editor, received
'many cordial words of thanks and approval' after the publication of
the first book. One correspondent took it as a work of fiction, in
which (Legard writes) 'the ingenuity of my inventive powers was
praised at the expense of my truthfulness'. (Gleanings, p. Hi).

Mental Impoverishment and Social Handicaps
'A large proportion of them can neither read nor write" said
Mary Simpson, in describing the plough lads at the beginning of her
book. Yet W. P. Baker, discussing literacy in the period 1851-70,
writes, 'I have taken and received samples from many parts of rural
England and have rarely found better figures than these for East
Riding villages'.' At first sight, these statements look irreconcilable,
but it must be pointed out that the literacy figures collected by Baker
were obtained from the evidence of marriage registers and relate
only to the ability to sign one's name. On this basis even the best
counties had no cause for complacency. In the East Riding villages
surveyed, in the decade 1851-60, 24 per cent of the bridegrooms and
37 per cent of the brides did not sign their names. For the following
decade the percentages were 21 and 26. Among the ploughboys, the
Parish Re.r:isrer,I' and Illiteracy in East Y"rk,'!dTf, p- 9.
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proportion who could not sign their names must have been higher
than this overall figure, and the proportion who could not do anything more than this in the use of letters must have been very much
higher. One could nor expeet to find many like the best pupil in
Mary Simpson's first evening class. Aged seventeen, he had never
had any schooling, having been in service from six or seven years old,
but he had taught himself to read and write.
Evidence given to the Newcastle Commission (Royal Commission on Popular Education) in 1858 showed that the problem ofpocr
attendance was nationwide. About 39 per cent of pupils attended for
less than a year. Mary Slmpson mentions a youth of sixteen who had
had no more than one quartet's schooling. 'He could make out little
words, and eould say the Lord's Prayer, but hardly seemed to
attach any meaning to it'. (Ploughing and Sowing, p. 27), Matters
were little better with those who had regularly attended elementary
schools, since they usually left to take employment at the age of nine
or ten, and sometimes as early as eight. The evidence of the Hon. E.
B. Portman to The Royal Commission on the Employment of Women,
Young Persons and Children in Agriculture included a letter from
Mary Simpson, in which she wrote:
Any knowledge, whether religious or seeular, acquired in
early childhood, if it is not kept up, fares too inevitably in most
cases like the seed that fell by the wayside. If, then, we cannot
hope to add greatly to the small stock of knowledge gained
before the age for working begins, let us at least aim at keeping
it together till The mind is capable of retaining and valuing it.'
The closing words of this passage are reinforced when read in
conjunction with a footnote in Legard's preface to Ploughing and
Sowing: 'It is almost amusing, were it not so sad, to mark the pride
with which a young man will tell you that he once could read any
book, and write tOO, "but it's all gone now." •
It was not a matter of rhe odd case of unexpected ignorance.
Knowledge which one would have expected a child in Victorian
England to have acquired almost as naturally as he learnt to walk
was replaced by great blanks in the minds of all too many of the
youths whom Mary Simpson met on the farms of the parish. In the
early pan of 1858 she wrote in a letter ro a friend:
A large class of them that I gathered together yesterday
(Sunday) nearly all assured me that they had never before heard
the story of Judas Iscariot or of Peter's denial, and they were
equally in ignorance of the stories of Abraham and Joseph. One
told me the other day he did not think he had ever heard of
Adam; he had heard of Abreham, and thought he was the first
man ... Nothing has surprised me more than ro find that those
who can read and write, (which rerhaps nearly half can more or
less), are almost as ignorant 0 the Bible, and of everything
else, as those who have learnt nothing! (Plough£ng and Sowing,
pp.28-30).
1st RepOTt of Commillloum ... App. Pr. II 14066-1], p. 382, H,c. (I867-6),

xvii.

11

Even more surprising was the case (Ploughing and Sowing, p. 26) of
the new boy on one of the farms who did not know what she meant
when she asked him his Christian name. At about the same time she
had met only two law who knew what the word 'heathen' meant.
'In many', she wrote, 'there is at that age a longing for light, an
eager desire for knowledge, which soon dies of starvation; and if
left as they are, by rhe time rhey are married men with families, they
will value eduearion as little for their children as their own parents
valued it for them'. (Pwughing and Sowing p. 12). The fact that
ignorant parents had little sense of the benefits of eduearion was not
to be wondered at. What shocked Mary Simpson was the eomplete
indifferenee of so many farmers [0 the responsibility of being in loco
parentis for the greater part ofthe year to the youths and girls whom
they employed, and who lived in their farmhouses. She was to
remark larer (More abour Farm Lads, pp. 77-8) that their attitude
was less surprising when one saw what minimal educational
provision satisfied them for their own sons. Meanwhile she wrote:
Seeing is believing. I had heard all my life, with the hearing
of the ear, that farmhouse life was 'so demoralizing'. I had also
heard pretty much what were its evils and dangers, but till I
saw it with my own eyes last Thursday evening, at seven 0'
elock, I never really believed it ; not thar I doubted it, but I
never believed it in any true sense, till I saw it. This was how it
happened;- I went into a farmhouse parlour, and stayed for a
few minutes talking with its inmates; then down a passage to
the farmhouse kitchen, to talk to its inmates, consisting of seven
young men and youths, and three young women, who had all
just finished supper; the girls were "washing up", the lads were
sitting on benehes about the kitchen or near the fire; there was
no housekeeper, no older person wirh rhem ; that is just what I
saw, and just whar rakes place every evening of their lives,
except that my coming amongst them on this occasion made a
little difference, perhaps even a great difference, and something
of a sensation. (PlctugJting cud Sowing, p. 3).
The farm law' supper-time varied from six to seven p.m., and
for eight months of the year (until the horses were put out to grass
about the beginning of May) rhey were preeluded from any construetive use of their evenings by the fact that the horses had to be
fed at eight o'elock. When summer brought a little more leisure
time, Miss Simpson found that 'if they once begin a habit of going
over to Brldllngton after their work, there is little more good ro be
done with them,' whereas in her evening sehool they were 'at any
rate out of harm's way.' (The reader is left to speculate what evils
lurked in Bridlington). She also found many instances of boys being
kept ar work for the whole of almost every Sunday in the year.
(Gleanings, p. 112). It was her conviction thar, despite the difficulties
inherent iu it, the existing farmhouse system 'might assuredly in
good hands be made a source of blessing to the community, instead
of being the curse rhat all admit it is now'. (Ploughing and SDWing,
p. 67). Those words were written in November 1857. At first she
12

tried hard to awaken farmers and their wives to a sense of their
responsibility, but by 1863 she could think of only one instance
where such endeavours had produced any result. (Gleanings, p. 86).
Nevertheless, she went on to say ofthc farmers: 'They are very good
to me, however, in letting me work in my own way among their lads.'

Schools Jor Ploughboys
We must now describe what was her 'own way' of working
among the farm lads-how it started, and how it developed as time
went on.
Not many days after her first visit to a farmhouse kitchen, we
find Mary Simpson writing down a note headed 'A Bold Plunge'.
She describes how once more she walked into a kitchen, and told the
assembled lads thar she would teach them if they would come. The
response produced in her both pleasure and trepidation.
I was much pleased by the way my offer was met; the
grateful surprise, the shy but earnest thanks. the fears that I
should find them so dull, etc. j and this when I had half
expected only surly or insolent replies. It almost took from me
the power to speak. But I have not yet girded on my armour,
and can hardly think but that these first promising appearances
are deceptive; but how unthankful, how distrustful, to fear it l
(Ploughing and Sowing, p. 5).
Totally inexperienced in adult teaching, but reinforced by her
father's encouragement, she ventured into the unknown. Her pupils
were soon working with copybooks and spelling-books, but those
who turned OUt to be rather more advanced were judged to need
practice in reading, and (if they were to profit from reading)
instruction in the meaning of words. In order to extend the pitifully
small range of words in common use that they understood, their
teacher found Johnson's Rasselas a very suitable reading-book,
because it contained so many words of Latin origin. One cannot help
wondering how the book would fare if subjected to modern tests of
'reading age' and 'interest age'. These more advanced pupils had
their own copybook work, but in their case the material copied also
provided lessons in geography.
Resting from her first 'term' of night school while the farmworkers were busy with the harvesr, Mary Simpson had time for
reflection, and she put down on paper what might be called the first
draft of a philosophy of education.
I have serious doubts of the desireableness of teaching
much arithmetic TO those who have as yet so very little knowledge, and so few general ideas. I know it would sharpen their
wirs, but that is not the first rhing to be thought of; they have
hearts that must be touched; consciences that need awakening;
minds to enlarge and elevate. I had rather teach something of
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geography, history, poetry, and (if 1 could) of music, first. 1
know that arithmetic would help them more '(0 get on in the
world'; but neither do I think that the thing most to be
desired.
We ought all to contend against the notion that seems
creeping in more and more-that the great end of education is
[0 enable us to improve our circumstances in life, and not rather
to give us sources of higher enjoyment, which will make us
more independent of such things ... Let us beware, lest
education should be made to increase and foster covetousnessthe crying sin ofthe age-instead of counteracting it. (Ploughing
and Sawt'ng, pp. 10-11).
Knowing what kind of edueation she wished to give was imponanr, but the overriding question was whether the horse could be
persuaded to drink-c-or even to come to rhe water. It was encouraging that a few of the boys insisted on having lessons even during the
period of harvest, when this meant getting to bed late after the long
hours of work. On the other hand, discouragement was supplied in
plenty by clergy and Others in the district who knew (sometimes
from rheir own experience) how similar experiments had failed in
face of jeering and defiant youths. Mary Simpson was inclined to
agree with one sueh person who attributed her initial success largely
to her sex, though she sometimes had 'serious doubts about its being
the place of a woman at all to teaeh men, for some of my scholars are
verging on manhood'. (Plought'tlg and Sowing, p. 15). In spite of such
remaining doubts, she was able to write: 'My evening class has
become, and I hope and pray may continue to be, the one absorbing
interest in my life'. (Ploughingond S(f{J)f'ng, p. 14).
How difficult were the conditions to whieh she had to adapt her
teaching strikes the reader forcibly when, after about four months of
patient work, she writes: 'My late scholars are all dispersed.' The
annual Martinmas htrlngs had come round, and, in accordance with
the loeal custom, all her pupils had moved to fresh employers,
although three of them were within a distance of a mile and a half,
and still in Mr. Simpson's parish. She had reflected on this problem
at harvest-time, and decided that the annual exodus might in some
ways have a good effect; by compelling her to 'put them in the way
of learning for themseLves' j by giving the boys an additional spur to
learning while the opportunity was there; and by scattering the
influence of the class further afield-'for I shall hope not quite to
lose all connection with the most intelligent and promising, when
they leave the parish.' In rhe event, she soon heard from her best
pupil (whose letter began, 'My friend'), and resolved to write to him
often, and send him books occasionally. Thus began her remarkable
work in keeping up an extensive correspondence with former pupils,
offering them help, advice and exhortation which were based on
personal knowledge of the individual's character and needs.
Meanwhile, there was the problem of recruiting a elass from the
newcomers to Boymon's three farms, and at first she was puzzled by
the lack of response, and disappointed that the boys seemed to be

[4

making excuses. This was when she discovered the facts mentioned
above about the hours of work throughout eight months of the year,
and realized that they genuinely had no time for an evening class.
She accordingly invited them to meet her on Sundays, and the
response to this encouraged her to think that they would come for
weeknight classes when May Day came round, and the horses were
our in the fields again. There was also an encouraging development
at Carnaby, where eleven farm lads 'joined together in an attempt
to get themselves some instruction, in consequence of what they had
heard of the class at Boynton.' With this we may compare the hunger
for knowledge of a boy working in another parish who begged her to
find him a place at Boyntcn, that he might 'have some learning', and
was prepared to come for low wages. (Pltnlghing and Sowing, p. 23).
A Sunday class was therefore started at Carnaby too, and Miss
Slmpson also got some of the lads to meet her after the church
service there, and walk with her part of the way home through the
squire's parkland-'which gives opportunity for saying many things
to them which I could not so well in the actual teaching.' The
Sunday lessons themselves were doctrinal and Biblical, and her
father instructed the boys in the Old Testament, showing how it
linked up with the New. A curious feature was that the boys had
always thought of 'the Bible' as meaning the Old Testament.
Mary Simpson must now have had her hands fairly full, and
when a new schoolmaster came to the Church school at Carnaby
arrangements were made for him to start a night school, two
evenings a week, from January 18571 - 'those whose wages are under
£5 to pay nothing, those who have under £7 a very trifle, and others
in proportion to their wages.' (Ploughing and Sowing, pp. 25-26). A
reference under the year 1857 shows that on Sundays the schoolmaster was taking a children's Sunday school, while Mary Slmpson
had farm lads reading with her.
'It may surprise some who read this little book', she wrote in
the Introduction to Pltnlghirw and Sowing, that the teaching given
was at first so entirely secular, and of such a different character
afterwards.' She goes on to explain how unexpected was the state of
'heathen ignorance and deadness of most of my poor scholars', and
adds: 'I may at first have thought of knowledge too much as a good
in itself; but I now value secular instruction mainly as affording
means and opportunity for gaining the hearts of the young, that 1
may be enabled to mould their characters and influence their
conduct .. .' Even for teaching them reading from the beginning,
she used such books as the Sunday School Union's Lesson Book/or
Adults, Part I, and Easy Lessons from the Psalms (S.P.C.K.). To
fo!1ow these she used elementary books on Old Testament history
If he W8li pald, it could not in 1857 have been through the government grants,
Later, 'under the Revised Code of 1862 certificated teachers were permitted
to reach in both day and evening school, and Government grant WlIS pa.yable
subject to strict regulations. , • but it seems Improbable thar IIUUly of the
evening schools which we are considering were ill receipt of grant': Baker,
Parish Regi.<rer.• arid Illiteracv, p- 22.
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and 'sacred history'. 'I am not very fond of using secular lesson
books,' she wrote in 1860, 'for those who have everything to learn.
It is beginning education at the wrong end, or in a wrong way.'
(PlougJn·ng and Sowing, pp. 255-6).
About two years earlier, in a letter to a friend, she had written:
'Our evening teaching and reading always begins and ends with
prayer.' In [he same letter she had, during the welcome holiday
which harvest brought, given a charming picture of herself at work,
part of which deserves to be quoted at length.
The afternoons 1 generally spend in an arbour (as now) or
under the shade of the lime-trees that bound our garden,
writing (always till today in their behalf) things that 1 think [hey
will not remember sufficiently if only said to them, or that 1
could not say so well in talking. 1 often write* many copies of
the same papers, or lessons, for dispersion ... often in printing
letters; and when it is only mechanical copying, one of my
sisters will often read to me, which is all the reading for my own
exclusive pleasure 1 ever get now. Mter tea, three evenings in
the week, 1 have had till [his week my quiet little evening school
here at home of only six or seven from the farms close by. 1
thoroughly enjoy teaching them; they are such a very nice set
this year, coming so regularly, and so attentive and affectionately respectful. Three of them (all turned twenty) could not
read at all when [hey came.'
*This letter was written before 1 got a printing press.
(Ploughing and Scr,Jl£ng, pp. 114-5).
The phrase 'quiet little evening school' was apparently still
applicable in June 1860 when, in a letter to a former pupil, she
described its composition as: 'two of twenty, and one younger, from
Mc.---'s, and the blacksmith's lad, who is fifteen, and two or
three from the Hall, and one from my father's stables, and on
Sundays generally a few more'; but there was a bad spirit among the
much larger number at Carneby, where she was 'almosr, if not quite,
beat this year.'
Even to reach. an amenable group needed infinite patience, as
well as a great deal of ingenuity in finding suitable methods and
materials to teach them what they needed to know without robbing
[hem of all sense of achievement as [hey plodded through it. The
laborious practising of syllables as a preparation for reading and of
pot-hooks as a step towards the distant goal of writing a letter (as
practised in the elementary schools) would only have discouraged
lads who had so much to learn and so little time to do it. Hence they
were encouraged to start reading and writing sentences as soon as
possible-and sentences which meant something to them. Anyone
who has seen Victorian copybooks will see the type of them all in a
sentenee which one of the stable-boys had copied in his old school
book: 'Hope stimulates men to diligence.' He had no idea what it
meant until Mary Simpson gave him a rough translation: 'Hope
stirs men up to work hard'; whereupon he smiled broadly and said
'There's sense in that.' (Ploughi1lg G11d Sawing, pp. 257-8). Her own
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methods were somewhat different. Giving a brief account of her
work in a letter to the wife of a gentleman farmer in 1864, she
writes:
I have written out a number of "Narrative" and other
hymns, that seem particularly suitable for them, in good sized
dear writing. Those who can write, copy these while I am
teaching the beginners re read. After that, while these last are
making letters on a slate, or copying, as best they can, little
words out of a book, I read with the others, usually from the
Bible. First they read a chapter or passage, taking the verses by
(urns, then we all go over it again, reading a few verses at a
time in chorus. I explain and comment on them, then we have a
few verses more, and so on. (Gleanings, pp. 166-7).
Thirty pages earlier, we learn from a casual reference that in
January 1864 arithmetic was being taught-at any rate at Carnaby,
where the schoolmaster took one group for sums while Miss
Simpson dictated to the rest. This was not the case, however, when
she gave the following account of the evening classes in the evidence
she prepared in 1867 for the Royal Commission on the Employment
of Women, Young Persons and Children in Agriculture:
There is an evening school for males; it is open for
twenty-eight weeks in the year, in the months of December,
januery and February, and from the middle of May to the end
of August. on three nights a week for two hours in summer and
one hour in winter. There ate none under 12 attending the
school, but 26 in the summer and 10 in the winter on the
register, of whom six attend in winter, and 14 in summer. In
summer the evening school is at Carnaby, where there are seven
farm-houses: in the winter at Boymon, where there are only
three farms. In winter, owing to stable work, the time available
for teaching is usually from 7 to 8 p.m., and in summer from
7 to 9 p.m. They are taught reading, writing, knowledge of the
Bible, rudiments of geography and history, with a very little
composition and no arithmetic. t
In the last chapter of Ploughing and Sowillg she had dwelt at
some length upon the wotk with those who could read and write
tolerably to start with, saying, 'The great thing to aim at is to
exercise their minds, and yet not puzzle them.' \Vhatever taught the
meaning of words was valuable for this purpose, and her principal
method of doing this was to read a passage or tell a story, explain the
more difficult words, and give them exercises to fix in their minds
what they had heard. In 1860 her reading with such groups was
certainly not 'usually from the Bible.' She would tell them stories
designed to convey some rudimentary notions of geography, and
read to them from such books as The L£fe of Columine, £n short
words, Kings of England, and The Chosen People. Sometimes she
would read 'simple and touching pieces of poetry.' When it came to
stories, suilable material for her kind of pupils was difficult to find,

, tu Ref'orr of Commis.ri("lITs . . . App. Pt, Il, p. JS2.
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but some was available from the Religious Tract Society and the
Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, and sometimes suitable
'stories of daring exploit' could be found in magazines. Concerning
the S.P.C.K. she writes:
I grieve to add, that the tales published by that society are
for rhe mosr pan too stilted, and Latin in their language, too
artificial and conventional in their modes of thought and views
of the world, and have too little spirit and life-in short, too
little reality-to be attractive to such children of nature; bur
their language is their worst fault. Why for instance, in the
name of common sense, is a story to be called a narrative?
(Ploughing and Sow£ng, p. 262).
In 1862 she wrote to the Secretary of rhe S.P.c.K., suggesring
a prize for the best book in simple English, and added, 'Might it nor
be worth the consideration of the Committee whether some of the
books now on the Society's catalogue could not be translated into
pure Saxon, or, perhaps better, the meanings of all the hard words
simply explained in the margins?' (Gleanings, pp. 85-6). Experience
must have modified her views, since in the early days she had found
Rasselas a very suitable book for her work precisely because it contained so many words in common use which came from Latin.
Be this as it may, she had realized from the beginning that one
of the factors undermining the value of elementary education was
that, after leaving school, boys and girls who had been taught ro read
had no access to books suitable for the practice of this skill. Indeed,
this must have been the case in rural areas until the county libraries
came into being in the 19208 and 19308. Accordingly she turned the
village schoolroom at Camaby into a sort of evening reading-room,
with a good supply of books. During the summer months she was
able to go there herself on three evenings a week and help the young
people to find suitable books. Sometimes she would read to them,
and on occasion as many as thirty would be listening. It is not clear
whether girls were included.
It can well be imagined that amid all these activities she was
forced to forget wider issues. We have already seen how she had no
time for any reading for her own pleasure, except when one of her
sisters read to her while she was engaged in mechanical copying.
In a letter to a friend in June 1857 she wrote:
I know nothing about the educational discussions you speak
of, much indeed as they would interest me, as you rightly say;
but I have no time to read the papers, and I do not regret it:
I should be interested far too much ... I am fur happier
working on alone, with all my soul and with all my strength,
with eyes so fastened to the plot of ground I have to till, that I
see not the vast field beyond, where the labourers are not few,
but none. (Plough£ng and Sowi.ng, pp. 59-60).
In her opinion, it was useless to aim at great things in this kind of
work, and might even be harmful, by leading to loss of the necessary
patience with stumbling pupils and amid so many petty hindrances.
(8

To an imaginary interlocutor she says in the concluding chapter of
Ploughillg and Sowing:
Win you then give up the attempt in despair, and say, as
has been said, 'I too have tried a night school, but I have failed,
where you have succeeded.'
Could you only see what you call success!
I might answer, 'The only difference is, that when you
failed you left off, and when I failed I went on, and by God's
help will still go on, while I have life and strength and opportunity granted me .. .' (p. 251).
A good many years after these words were written, Sir Michael
Sadler, in a chapter on 'Continuation Schools in Rural Districts of
England,' summarized a written statement by the East Riding
Inspector of Schools:
Everything depends, he continues, upon the teacher.
Personal interest on the pan of the teachers will do much.
Some arrange a social evening once or twice during the session,
others provide a supper at the close, but the best rely chiefly on
making the teaching worth coming for.'
In 1849 the Rev. W. J. Kennedy, as already noted above, had
expressed a fear that the voluntary system of evening schools had
nearly run to the end of its tether." Mary Scnpson's work (then
hidden in the future) was still going on twenty years after this
comment. The example she set in the East Riding may well have
been partly responsible for the fact that, after the County Council
was set up in 1889, it built up such a sysrem of evening schools thar
Sadler was led to choose the East Riding as one of his examples of
further education in rural areas.
The stress laid by the East Riding inspector on rhe importance
of the teacher and his personal interest in his pupils had been
anticipated in the early years of the 19th century by Thomas Pole
(who is believed to have been the firsr la use the term 'adult
education'), when he wrote:
In the instruction of adults, it is not only necessary that we
should feel a consciousness that Christian kindness and
benevolence are the spring of our actions, but the whole of our
conduct and deportment should be such as will demonstrate to
them that we are rheir sincere friends. A softness of manners, a
patient forbearance with the weakness of some of their capacities, or the occasional slowness of their comprehension ... will
gain their regard, and at the same time encourage their best
efforts to overcome the difficulties they may meet with.'
Although the modern reader mllf detect in Mary Simpson an
over-earnest piety which might tempt him to dismiss her with the
Sadler, Continuation Schools in Englarld and Elsrwhere, p, 235.
The passage will be found in context in Minutes of tIle Commime of C(lI,lndl
on Education, 1848-50, Vol. ii [1216), p, 191, H.C. (1850), xliv.
a A History CIf the Origin and PrI;Jgress of Adult Sch(J(Jl. (2nd edn. 1816), p. 35.
Quoted by T. Kelly in Studies ill Adult Edncation, October 1969, p. 177.
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unflattering epithet 'do-gooder', there is abundant evidence that she
possessed in no common measure the qualities described by Pole,
and that this was the secrer of her success in evening-class work. As
Legard wrires in his edircrial preface to Ploughing and Sowi'Jg, 'I
could not but feel, as I read these pages, the magic power of
sympathy." One senses a feeling of personal attachment in the way
in which the lads referred to her as 'our miss is', and even more in the
letters of those who had gone away, which often began with '/\ly
Friend' or 'My Dear Friend'. To quote her editor again; 'Ladies
sometimes succeed where men have failed; and so why should not a
lady venture something for the sake of a elass that needs it muchthe plough-boys?'
What Legard calls 'the magic power of sympathy' in this kind
of work is stressed by a clergyman quoted by the Rev. Francis Exton
in his contribution to More about Farm Lads (p. 42). Bxton senr a
questionnaire about the exrent, causes and remedies of religious
ignorance in village lads to clergymen in many agricultural areas.
The replies show thar the conditions in rhe Wolds were by no means
unique. Bxton writes of seeing boys who have reeeived Christian
insrruction up to the age of nine or ten 'turned into heathens before
your eyes!' by the hindrances involved in the common pattern of
farm work (p. 36).
If Mary Simpson had more success than most in overcoming
these hindrances, it is clearly because the effort and devotion which
she put into her evening-class work were but part of what she ventured for the sake of the ploughboys. The more truly original part of
her work remains ro be described. Orhers could help with the school
work, and at one stage not only the schoolmaster, but also his wife
and a curate who had come to the parish. were involved. (Gleanings,
pp. 150-]). But it is very doubtful whether anyone else could have
helped with Mary Simpson's fieldwork and correspondence.

The Plouphboys' Friend and Mentor
In June 1857, in a letter already referred to (p. 18 above), she
shows how much importance even then she attached to her 'field
work'. After discussing rhc difficulty of teaching the children of the
rural poor, when rheir sehoollng ends so early and is so subject to
interruption, she continues:
There is only one way to meet the difficulty, namely, to
teach them after the age when they leave school; while they ere
actually at work, to go to rhe fields, and walk alongside of
ploughs and harrows, talking and teaching-your talking being
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teaching, and your teaching, talking. You may thus impart
much by word of mouth to those who are mechanically guiding
the plough, with nothing to occupy their thoughts. You may
excite such a desire for knowledge, that they will be eager to
study the books you supply, in the precious hour or so of
leisure that is usually wasted in idleness or something worse.
You may show to the quite untaught, that to learn to read at
their age is not impossible, and much to be desired. More than
all, you may elevate, soften, hwnanize-in one word, Christianize them ...
The opening words about 'only one way' are surprising. It seems
almost an afrerthcught when she adds:
If, in addition, you ean have an evening school after
working hours, of course you may do more, but not so much
more as at first sight might be supposed. An agricultural
population is generally so scattered, that in the short time after
working hours it is nor a great deal you can do, though of
course the field talking and the evening school may materially
help eaeh orher.
Here we find Mary Simpson-Iess dum a year after arriving in
Boynton and starring her evening elass-writing as if she valued
such work only as an optional supplement to her field-teaehing. It is
a little difficult to take this passage at its faee value. For instance,
what would be the use of awakening in the ploughboy an ambition to
learn to read if there were no class where this desire could be
fulfilled? One eould hardly put a blackboard before him while he
ploughed-still less an exercise book and a peneil. There can be no
doubr that, having an evening school, she used her talks in the fields
to stir up a thirst for the knowledge which was to be acquired there',
and also as a means of deepening the impressions made there upon
the boys who already attended. On the other hand, she was clearly
convinced that field-teaching unassociared with evening-class work
could be of great value. Early in the following year she wrote to a
friend:
I find the best or only hope of influencing for good those
that I cannot have on week-day evenings, is to go out to the
fields where they are at work, and walk alongside the different
ploughs and harrows, trying all I can by exhortations (which
from being so heartfelt, seem to make some impression) to
induce them to eome on Sunday and hear some of the Bible
read and explained. (Ploughing and Sowing, p. 29).
Such phrases as 'elevate, soften, humanize-in one word
Christianize them', and 'influencing for good' speak of aims that
were at the heart of Mary Simpson's work. There was a great deal of
Bible teaching, and every evening of secular instruction ended with
'These long talks I hope help to humanize them. I am rather glad when tney
reil me they cannot read, as the promise (0 teach them (0 read is often a bait
to lure diem' [and leads on to much-needed religions instruction]': Letter to
a Clergyman, 1862 (Gleanings, p. 78).
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prayer. 'A school under clerical influence, yet wholly secular, would
be a monstrous thing', she wrote in a letter of 1864. (Gleaning5,
pp. 150-51). But for the exertion of moral and spiritual influence
upon the individual according to his needs, the field-teaching
obviously presented much greater opportunities than the school.
Her approach to the newly hired lads in the parish is outlined
in a letter written just before Christmas 1861. Most days since
Martinmas she had gone into the fields after an early breakfast and
spent four or five hours talking to them, and had encouraged them
to come to her Sunday Bible class and to church.
To those who cannot read I give a little book in short
words to start with, and persuade them to try and learn, and I
lend books of different kinds to those that can read. Even if they
will not come to the Bible class or to church I lend them books,
unless they seem badly disposed and only likely to waste them.
(Gleanings, pp. 60-1).
She also invited them to come to her own evening class at Boynton
or to the schoolmaster's at Carnaby.
In an earlier letter, in 1858, she says that the first few months of
such fieldwork are mainly spenr in getting to know the lads, and that
this leads on to 'exhorting, instructing, warning, counselling,
consoling, encouraging, as the case may be.'
But this summer time till harvest began, there was always
an hour's rest after dinner, and sometimes I have read with a
group of them sitting under a hedge, or in a great empty barn
half-way between here and C, which is very high and cool, and
so dark, that first going in from the sunshine you are hardly
able to see, which is very pleasant this weather. When I go in
they will be stretched out at rest on a great heap of chaff at the
further end, but rouse up, and G.M., who deserves to be
signalized by name for his gallantry, will heap up the dry chaff
to make a comfortable seat for me, and spread his great coat at
the top; and there I sit reading and commenting on the words
of life to listeners in various attitudes, generally ending with
some hymns. (Ploughing and Sowing, pp. 113-4).
For the most part, however, the fieldwork was carried out on an
individual basis. Once mere came to the parish a boy of 'bright and
rapid mind,' of whom Mary Simpson said that she would not
exchange his friendship for that of any educated man or woman. She
was able to help him in his thirst for books, and yet at the same time
enjoyed feeling her own inferiority 'to that unspoilt child of nature,
and sincere humble Christian.' (Ploughing and Sowing, p. 186). More
often she was dealing with lads who needed almost unlimited
patience. They were constantly exhorted to be regular in prayer,
Bible-reading and church attendance, but did not always keep (or
even make) promises. Some of them were very conscious of their
moral imperfections of various kinds, but others found it difficult,
for example, ro think of what they euphemistically called 'sweethearting' as being such a heinous sin as it appeared to be when Miss
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Simpson declaimed against it under the name of'fomication. To one
who had been led astray by a pert young miss she sent a copy of
A Word of Exhortation to Young Men (one of Parker's Parochial
Tracts). which dealt with the subject. (Ploughing and Soumtg, p. 241).
She herself had written some words of warning, with references to
appropriate Biblical texts, and had had them printed as a leaflet.
Inevitably some of rhe lads were not prepared to he preached at, and
occasionally a parent or an employer resented her interference, but
many youths who had never had anyone to guide them in learning or
conduct clearly regarded her as the best friend they had ever had.
Mary Simpson's profound concern for her pupils as individuals
did not allow her, when Martinmas came round, to dismiss them
from her mind and concentrate on the Incomers. In ]859 she writes:
The beginning ofNovember was warm and fine, and almost
every day I rode on our pony to some distant village, or lone
farmhouse, to see someone or other who had lived at C. or at B.
the year before; for neither they nor I knew where they would
be hired to at Mardnmas, and it might be my last chance of ever
seeing them, or of ever saying a word in the way of warning or
encouragement. (Ploughing and Sowing, p. 191).
When one tries to imagine the stresses of this mobile and uncertain
way of life, and the fact that many of the youths did not see their
families more than once a year. it is not surprising that the majority
were very glad to see her, and that in most cases she 'Ieft them
feeling hopeful and happy, and sometimes inexpressibly thankful
that I had ever known them.'
The majority of Miss Simpson's former pupils were too far
away to be reached by pony, but she did not shrink from a heavy
burden of correspondence. We have already seen how she would sit
in her arbour, before she bought a printing press, writing out copies
of lessons 'for dispersion.' Sometimes in her letters she enclosed
tracts, or promised to send books. She explained why Church was
better than Chapel. and sent words of exhortation, warning, guidance and encouragement, in relation both to conduct and reading.
Occasionally she would copy OUt a letter, or part of it, and send it to
someone else whose needs were similar. Some of these letters fell on
stony ground. but others evoked replies expressing heartfelt
gratitude. Many of the correspondents she was unlikely ever to see
again.
But this summer [1858] I have had a good many Sunday
visits from those who were in the parish last year, and are now at
farms within ten or twelve miles from this; and some I have
seen from even a greater disrance, who have walked all the way.
(Ploughing and Sowing, p. 113).
It must have given the teacher particular pleasure when one of her
pupils, emigrating to Australia, asked his brother 'ro tell Miss S. he
would keep the books she had given him to rhe lasr day of his life,
and read them as long as a leaf of them would hold rogether'.
(Ploughing and Sowing, p. 40).
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Mal)' Simpson's Character and lrifiuence
In a 'Ietter to a ~rorking Man in anorher County" about 1863,
Mary Sfmpson wrote: 'This is, or has been, a much-neglected part
ofthe country, much like what your Mendip Hills were before good
Mrs. Hunnuh More and her sisters started schools,' and did so mueh,
that by God's blessing, did great good in your part of the country.'
(Gleani1'lifs, p. 119). In contrast ro Hannah More, Mary Stmpson is
an unknown figure today, but from the point of view of doing good
in her own part ofthe country it is nor unreasonable to mention her
in the same breath. 'It is not one in ten thousand who could have
done what she did, even if they had the will to do so,' says the Rev.
Marmaduke Morris, who graduated at Oxford in 1867 and over
sixty years larer wrote down what he knew of Mar)' Simpson in his
youth. He continues:
If I remember rightly, it was about the rime I went to
Oxford that I had rhe pleasure of meeting her, which I did on
one or two occasions at the house of anorher good lady who was
then living at Whitby Abbey. Miss Simpson at that time appeared to be a middle-aged woman; she was strongly built, of
medium height, and looked the picture of healrh, being freshcoloured, and full of vigour and animation. In disposition she
was cheerful, and was possessed of a keen sense of humour. Her
mental gifts were much above the average. But what struck cue
perhaps most was the deep imeresr she took in her work with
the farm servants, and the interesting way in which she spoke
of it. She seemed quite absorbed in her mission, as if her whole
heart and soul was in it, as in rrurh it was."
We have already seen something of rhe outward obstacles
against which she had to conrend in this work, but she has also left
on record an account of rhe inward difficulties which she had to
overcome. Writing in 1862 to a friend who complained of shyness,
she says:
I used to be unusually shy and should doubtless have been
so all my days, had not the strong desire (0 do something for
those uncared for farm lads enabled me so to overcome it rhar
now I am never afraid of them. As a girl I had a Sunday-school
class, and could seldom eat my breakfast on Sunday morning,
so much did I dread facing those poor children, especially the
great boys of ten or twelve years old. Afterwards I gave the
Scripture lesson to a class in a town Narional School three
mornings in rhe week, and have sometimes stood many minutes
on the steps of the school before I could summon courage to
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Even so, it was in Somerset that the Rev. james Praser found 'an utterlv
neglected village' ..... here 'the people seemed to feel that (hey were perishing
for lack of knc .....ledge', and so came in geed numbers .....hen a night school
was started: Report of COlrlmlUiOf1trJ Of' Popular Ed~aliotl in E"gland
[2794-II], p. 53, H.C. (]861), xxi(2).
TJu British Workman, Past and Present, p. 124.
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enter. Once or twice 1 went away without going in, but found
that self-reproach was worse than the effort would have been.
Sinee those days I have stood as long at the gate of a field before
I could make up my mind to go up to one of the lads ploughing,
but a talk once begun I soon forgot everything else. Once or
twice however it has been sueh an effort to begin that when I
have done so at last it has been trembling, hesitating and with
rears, but this has been so far from causing failure that it has
added to the effect of the words and softened one that perhaps
nothing else would have softened. Like you I always await my
scholars now quite calmly. (Gleanings, pp. 72-3).
My own sisters do not half know what there is to contend
with, nor the tears I often have to shed. For all that, it is a very
happy way of life. (Gleanings, p. 79).
Although her work was almost entirely done on the personal
level, and although she had had to struggle so hard against her own
diffidence, she was not unaware of the underlying social issues, and
did m some extent become involved in more public matters. The
Martinmas hiring of farm servants, with lads and girls paraded in
two lines in the open market-place, was a matter of concern to many
people. The Rev. Frederick Watkim; described it as 'the Sarurnalia
of the agricultural year', and 'disastrous in its consequences to the
young of either sex.'! Hiring in a public house could be even worse.
More suitable arrangements had already been made at Driffield and
Beverley when, in 1862, Miss Simpson played a leading parr in
bringing about a change at Bridllngton. That year the girls were
hired in the Corn Exchange, and the mistresses remarked 'with
surprised satisfaction how much better behaved the girls were than
when hired in the streets, where all was confusion and rude joking
and jostling among the lads.' (Gleanings, pp. 103-6).
In her educational work Miss Simpson could hardly fail to be
aware of a much bigger social problem. In a letter dated 1857 she
glances at the problem but sees no hope of change. She is referring
to the facr that the need for her work arises from the short and
broken period of elementary schooling, adding; 'and among those
who have to labour for their daily bread, (unless the whole system
of labour and wages throughout the country could be put on a new
footing, which of course is not to be looked for), I cannot see but
that it must always be so.' (Ploughing and SOllJing, pp. 60-1). Her
views were typical of mid-century attitudes. Thus Owen Chadwick
has written; 'Priests and pastors of the slums cried for better
houses, better drainage, better education ... They did not cry for
better wages, because no one believed the level of wages to be
controllable. '1
Abour ten years later (when her work had attracted a good deal
A LettfIT to His GraJ:s the Archb;lhtJp of }'ork, p. 6. Cf. the comments of E. B.
Portman in ht Report (if Commi.H;(in.Ul (in. the EmpJoym~n.t tJf WtJme71, YOWIg
Persom aM Children if! Agriculune, App. Pr. I [4()68-I], p. 99, H.C. (1867-8),
xvii.
The ViClllrian Chutcll, l'art I (1966), p. 347.
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of anenrion among those interested in the education of the farming
population in Yorkshire), her views were incorporated in the
evidence presented by the Hon. E. B. Penman to the Royal Commission on the Employment of Women, Young Persons and
Children in Agriculture.' In a letter to Portman she writes much
more forcefully about the hindrance to better conditions which
springs from the need to keep large families on minimal wages. She
goes so far as to point out that the landowners have benefited from
the growing prosperity of agriculture, but not the labourers. This
was a somewhat radical standpoint for one whose mother was the
sister of a large landowner, the patron of her husband's Ilving." She
goes on to say: 'It would be a blessed result of legislation if it puts a
check on mothers going out to work, and children kept from school,
and along with that tends to increase the agricultural wages."
In the absence of such legislation, she had earlier in her evidence proposed comprehensive development of night schools by
government action. She denies that boys who have been working in
the fields all day are unfilled for the mental labours of the night
school, and challenges those who strenuously oppose compulsion.
Who are those we should have to compel ?-Not the
parents ... Parents would be the last to object to their boys
who are 'off' [i.e. away from home] gening some schooling of a
night. Is it the employer? ... I hope and believe that very few
would be unwilling that they [the lads they employ] should be
taught if others would be at the trouble of teaching them. I
believe also that there is hardly a parish in which the clergyman
and schoolmaster would not provide night-school teaching, if
they could be assured of a demand for it. It is then only the
boys themselves who would need compulsion ... 4
She had already remarked that few boys actually love learning, and
the most unraught least of all, but towards the end of her letter to
Portman she qualifies the proposal of compulsion by saying that
'As regards boys above 13, doubtless "inducement" and "aid" are
far better than compulsion, and would cause the idle and refractory
to punish themselves by deprivation.'
The first report of the Royal Conunission was published in
1867-8. In the following year Mary Slmpson's father died and
there was a domestic upheaval. Her editor tells us that she left her
Yorkshire home, but does not tell us where she moved to. Inevitably,
however, her work among the ploughboys of her East Riding parish
came to an end. Her papers and memoranda, many of them undated,
were bundled together and put on one side. It was not until some
Set up [0 investigate further the problems revealed in the 6th report (1861)
of the Children's Employment Commission.
Sir George Cholmley, Bt. (who had changed his name from Strickland in
1865) held 20,503 acres, with a renral of '£26,365 in 1815: J. T. Ward, East
York.!hire Lamed Estate, in the 19th Cmrury (East Yorkshire Local History
Series, no. 23) (1961), p. 12.
~
Itt Report of CommissiotlerJ .•. App. Pt. I/, p. 383.
41st Report of Commiuioners .•. App. Pt. I/, p. 382.
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years later that she found time to put them in order, and the resulting book, Gleanings, was not published until 1876.
Mary Simpson died in Leicestershire in 1884, aged 64. In due
course, as a memorial to her valiant labours, a fund was raised to
resrore the chapel-of-ease at Fraisthorpe (then in the parish of
Carnaby), and the subscribers included Gteosrone and many other
eminenr churchmen.' The inscription on the brass tablet to her
memory reads:
This chapel of Fraisthorpe ... was rebuilt in 189), by the
offerings of churchmen and churchwomen in all parts of
England, as a memorial of the missionary work among farm
servants, wrought by Mary Emily Simpson, Authoress of
"Ploughing and Sowing"; which in the words of Dr. Christopher Wordsworth, sometime Bishop of Lincoln, has made the
parishes of Boynton and Carnaby with Fraisthorpe, "memorable in rhe parochial annals of the Church of England."
A further memorial to Mary Simpson is to be found in [he
parish church at Claybrooke, near Lutrerworth, where she had lived
with two of her sisters--probably from the time of her departure
from Yorkshire. It takes the form of a stained-glass window, given
by relatives and friends in memory of Mary and her twin sister,
Emrna. Their graves, together with that of their sister, Louiea, are
side by side in the churchyard, and the headstones state rhat Mary
and Emma were born on 8 September 1820. Since Mary's death
certificate states that she died on 20 September 1884, it is presumably wrong in giving her age as 6).

Tile RriJish W,'rkman, Pan and Present, p. 132.

Part 2
MARY SIMPSON ON RURAL
METHODlSM

The Background
Victorian England has been described by Professor G, F. A Best as
'a land with a politically established protestant church and with an
all but universal determination among its public men to preserve
what they understood to be their country's Christian character."
This determination was fully shared-to the point of being taken for
granted-by Mary Simpson. Christianity was the norm for the
country. Not only so, but the Established Church was the norm of
Christianity, and the guardian of the people's education. The
prevalence of dissent-mainly Wes[eyan and Primitive Methodism
-was seen by her as an anomaly and as a constant hindrance in her
work. 'You can hardJy understand what it is like to live in a districr
where dissenring notions are universal,' she wrote about 1863 in a
letter to a friend, Miss B - . (Gleanings, p. 89).
Wesleyan Methodism had long been welt established in the
East Riding. John Wesley's]oIJT1Ial records ten visits to Bridlington
from 1770 onwards, and he frequently visited Hull. When WiUiam
Clowes rerurned from the Potteries to Hull in 1819, that town soon
became also one of the two main centres of rhe Primitive Methodist
movement," and the rate of growth remained rapid for a long time.
In the town itself, in 1864, the large Jubilee chapel in Spring Bank
was added to those already exisring. In 1878 another of similar size
(Ebenezer) was opened a few hundred yards along the road, to lake
the overflow. By this rime, the early missions to the surrounding
villages had produced a well established organization in the countryside. In the Wolds area, the first circuit had been set up at Driffield
in 1837 and the Bridlington Circuir had originated as a branch of
this. It was only gradually that rhe Primirive Methodists, and indeed
the \'i';'esleyans, were able ro erect buildings in all the villages where
they had 'societies'. The Rev. Henry Woodcock says of them:
Storm-battered cowsheds, barns, stables, haylofrs and
coachbouses, were not despised. Blacksmiths' smithies, dark
and dusty, and wheelwrights' shops, damp, ruinous, and dirty,
2

R. Robson (ed.), Ideas and Institutions ot Victorian Britain (1967), p. 120.
In 1850 the Primitive Methodists had 104,762 members, the Tunstall District
coming first with 16,715 and the Hull District second with 13,272: R. F.
Wearmouth, Merhodirm a'jd Ihu Su·uggfu of [hu Working Classes, 1850-/900
(1954), p. JOJ. From Hull missions were sent as far afield as Tyneside and
Cornwall.

were welcomed; cottages, with mud walls and thatched roofs,
were their most common meeting-places; while lonely farmhouses, where, in kitchen or parlour, little knots of farmers
and farm labourers listened, with kindly attention, to the words
of life ... were their cathedrals. I
Mary Simpson wrote to a farm lad about 1864: 'I hear that your
master has a meeting and preaching at his house most Sundays now.'
(Gleanitlgs, p. 148). There is no evidence that either the Wesleyan or
Primitive Methodists had a purpose-built place of worship in her
father's parish during the time that she lived there, although the
Wesleyans were strong enough in Carnaby to open a chapel, seating
190, in 1876. Returns of accommodation for 1873 (at the Methodist
Archive Centre) show that at that time they were using premisesprobably a rented room- seating 40 people.
It is related of King Edward VII that, on a tour of the Isle of
Man, he asked what were those little square buildings that he kept
seeing in all the villages, and was told that they were Methodist
chapels. If he had visited the East Riding, towards the end of his
mother's reign, he would have seen one such building in almost every
village, and two in most of them. In most cases both buildings still
stand today, and there are a few villages where both are still in use.
There is even a Primitive Methodist Continuing Circuit, based
on Hull. It is unusual to find a group of three East Riding
villages where no Methodist services are held, although Boynron,
Camaby and Fraisthorpe form such a group today.
Going back to the mid 19th century, we can find some statistical
evidence of the prevalence of dissent (I cannot recall that Miss
Simpson ever uses the terms 'nonconformist' and 'nonconformity')
in the religious census of 1851. 2 The returns for the Bridlington
Registration District are the source of the statistics given in Table
1. It should be noted that the attendance figures are for 'number of
attendants at public worship on Sunday, March 30, 1851 (including
Sunday scholars)'.
TABLE 1
Church
0<

England

We,ley"" Primitive Independent
Melhodi.t Method;'l

TOlal

noncOn_
formi"

2

2

1,500

610

360

6,942

1,717
1,122
2,991

216
217
786

240
316

0
180
70

2,173
1,613
4,163

5,830

1,219

650

150

7,949

24

26

I'

No. of sittings

4,790

4,472

Attendants (morn.)

Attendants (nft.)
Attendants (eve.)

2,029
1,455
71'

Attendants total

4,199

Places of worship

Bapli.l

94

44

Piety amOrlK rhe Peasantry: Sketches or Primitive MelhodislII 011 the Yorkshire
Wolds [1889], p. 179.
C,nsus, 185/, Religious Worship England alld Wale>', Report and Table, fl690),
H.C. (11152-3), Ixxxix.
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The proportion of Anglican to nonconformist attendances in
the whole of the East Riding was very similar, and again the
Methodists had a very high figure for evening attendances. Apparently few of the Anglican churches held evening services, and the
hours of Sunday work on farms were a sore point with Mary
Simpson, as she shows in a letter to a friend, dated May 18S9:
First, there is the fact, which for a long time seemed
incredible, and which I would willingly doubt now, that for
eight months in the year the farm-lads are prevented from
going to church in the morning, and very often in the afternoon
also; the hours fixed for feeding the horses and cattle being
almost universally just at church time! A lad told me last week
that he had been used to going to church as a Sunday-school
hoy, and tried to go on with it after he went to service, till he
got flogged for it by a foreman, and then he gave it up. The
Westeyan services are at such hours that they can go if they
like, and the notion of there being any sin in doing so would
seem to them preposterous indeed. (Ploughing and Sowing,
pp. 161-2).
Nevertheless, the census figures for 1851 suggest that the position in the Bridlingron area from an Anglican point of view must
have deteriorated considerably in the next ten years if Miss Simpson
could make a statement as emphatic as the following in her reply
(dared 29 May 1861) to a letter from an archdeacon:
The only church-goers, yes, I may really say in many
East Riding parishes, the only church-goers are those among
rhe dissenters, who spend the Sunday in going from one
religious service to another, raking one at church between tWO
at chapel or meeting. Of week day services at the churches in
the East Riding there are none; though I believe an evening
service would often be well attended if late enough, and the
hour varied with the time of year. (Gleanings, p. 28).
Possibly the position in ISS I was similar, but the dissenters' church
attendances prevented the Anglican figures from sinking lower.
In his letter, the archdeacon had spoken of another method by
which the Church could reach the agricultural workers, but Mary
Simpson was constrained to reply;
There would, I think, be grear difficulties in the way of
establishing such a 'farm brotherhood' ee you speak of in this
part of England, chiefiy owing to the prevalence-I had almost
said the universality of dissent. This is the more to be regretted
because It is JUSt what it seems to me, the people have themselves felt the want of, and indeed have carried out in ways of
their own in their Wesleyan and other 'Religious Societies.'
A great many already are (to use their own phrase)
'Members of a Religious Society' ... which if you substitute
the words 'Class Meeting and Chapel' for 'Church', would be
very nearly described in the following words of your letterr-c'Have a few rules which should bind each member of the
brotherbood to regular acts of prayer daily, to anend church,
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to preserve in his work a religious spirit, and try to put down
swearing and other sins. Give each a card, or something like a
badge of brotherhood.' (Gleanings, p. 26).
The reference to what the people have 'felt the want of' and 'carried
out in ways of their own' suggests a view of Methodism as an endeavour among the workers to provide for their own needs in their
own way. On the other hand, Miss Simpson's writings give no hint
that this extended beyond spiritual needs, as in County Durham, or
in the trade union activities of the Primitive Methodist Iosepn Arch
on behalf of the farm-workers.

The Special Character

cif East Riding

Dissent

A few years earlier, in opening chapter 4 of Ploughing and
Sowing (dated Martinmas, 1858), Macy Stmpson had summed up
three characteristics in which she thought that the dissenting spirit
in her area differed from that of the south of England;
First, in being now the only real religion of the working
classes.
Secondly, there is hardly a trace anywhere as yet of
rancour or ill-will towards those from whom they have
separated.
And thirdly, some among them seem at times to look back
to the Church of their forefathers with something of regret as
to a spiritual home that they have deserted.
With reference to the first point, she speaks of a farmer who
was a good Christian and church-goer being referred to by his
poorer neighbours as 'very good for a worldly man', and when she
inquired the reason for the last epithet, it was that 'he never goes to
chapel'. Similarly, she conversed with a young woman who said that
her parents had always been regular churchgoers, tried to live by
their reading of the Bible, and prayed. 'But', she added, 'they're not
religious', and this turned out to mean, 'Well, Ma'am, they've not
joined a society.' Elsewhere, Mary Simpson writes to one of her
farm lads who had moved, and of whose way of life she had heard
good reports:
I heard it said of you at C[arnaby], rhat you would make a
fine preacher if you could ger religion. I wonder what these
people think religion means? They have strange wrong
notions; but no wonder if they forsake the safe guidance that
God has given them, and 'heap to themselves teachers having
itching ears.' (Pwughing and Sowing, pp. 230-1).
There was one lad who said that, when he was at school, he
could not pray at home even though he attended church because he
was not allowed to go to chapel. (Ploughing and Sowing, p. ] 18). To
another Miss Simpson said, 'But do you think there are no good
Christians who ate not Wesleyans?'
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'He considered before answering, find said thoughtfully, 'I
think there isn't;' adding after a pause, 'there's Primitives.' 1
said, '1 know there are a great many very good Christians
among both Wesleyans and Primitives; but when 1 talk to them
1 am always sorry they are Methodists.' But it was such a new
idea to him, he seemed only puzzled ... (Ploughi7llJ and
Sowing, p. 139).
From these and other conversations it is dear that they identified
'religion' with Methodism. Moreover, the possibility thar anything
that went on in the parish church could be of relevance to them was
a strange new norion-somewhat as if Miss Simpson had been
asking why rhey had not been present at a function in Sir George's
drawing-room at Boynron Hall.
To illustrate the dissenters' lack of rancour or ill-will, Mary
Simpson instances the fact that they carefully arranged the hours of
their services so as not to dash with those in rhe church.' In the
same connexion she describes a chance encounter on her way to
church with a man who joined in discussion with her about such
questions as making divisions in or from the Church, and the nature
of conversion.
However, he walked with me to church, and as we
enrered the porch together, said, with a smile of such peculiar
sweetness, it has dwelt on my memory' ever since, 'I hope you
see we don't differ so very much aftcr all ?'
Later, she realized that the 'stranger' in his Sunday suit was a
repairer on the local railway-'a man highly esteemed among his
neighbours, a pattern husband and father, and a Primitive Methodist class leader, and in the habit of holding meetings in his house.'
A few weeks later, after two further conversations, she wrote:
We had the Sacrament at C[arnaby) the Sunday after,
and I do not know that I ever felt a more humbling sense of my
own unworthiness in comparison with another, than when 1
saw him stay to partake of it, which 1 knew he had never done
in his life before. (Ploughi7llJ and Sowing, p. 142).
One of Miss Simpson's illustrations of her impression that
some of the dissenrers looked back on the Church of their torefathers with somerhing of regret is this:
One whom 1 had always looked on as a strong dissenter,
said one day, 'No doubt the Church would be best if the old
discipline was kept up.' 'What do you mean by that?' 1 asked.
'The clergy visiting from house to house, and talking to the
people, to know rhe state oftheir souls,' was the reply. (Ploughing and SO'ZtJi7llJ, p. 143).
In summing up the situation as she saw it in 1858, Miss SimpYet elsewhere ~he says how wrong it is 'if the church is sometimes nearly
empty on Sunday, because one half of the parish have gene to chapel or
meeting, and the other half never chink of going to any place of worship lit
all'. In [he seme let/er she writes of people at Carnaby being 'at "meeting"
when the bells are ringing t'J call [hem [0 church', Ploughi'l'lg Q'I'ld SOII:i,,/!, p. 63.
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son felt that there was a distinct possibility of winning the East
Riding Methodists back to the fold of the Church:
In short, I do not think the dissenters in the agricultural
parts ofYorkshire ate such decided separatists generally, as they
appear to be in other parts of the kingdom. This is no reason for
leaving their dissent alone to develope into a greater and more
positive evil, but only a teason for dealing with it in the most
kindly spirit and with the utmost tenderness and caution; for I
am persuaded that nothing bur real earnestness on the part of
the clergy, guided by such tact and discernment as ought surely
to belong to the educated classes, is alone needed, with the
blessing of God, to gain them all; but if once a spirit of opposition is roused, there will be, humanly speaking, no hope of
effecting a reconciliation; and a spirit of strife among Christians
is tar worse dum passive dissent, under the mitigated form in
which it at present exists among the simple-minded peasantry
at the East-Riding. (Ploughing and Sowing, p. 144).

Objections to Methodist Teaching
Yet though Mary Simpson might feel that the Methodists bore
no ill-will, and even had some yearning towards the Church, she had
decided objections to what they taught, and especially ro their
emphasis on conversion as the beginning of the religious life. In "a
sort of cottage lecture" to mainly Primitive Methodist youths and
their elders, she urged them to date their regeneration from the
time of their baprism as infants: 'We have had in Baptism a second
birth ... Why go to get brought in, when Baptism has already
brought you in?' She bade them shudder at the thought of the
children ofBaptist families, whose tenets forbade them to administer
this sacrament to those who were tOO young to take the solemn
promises for themselves: 'It is only by God's mercy that you or your
parents did not join the Baptists, instead of the Ranters or Wesleyans, and you might have died unbaptized; and Jesus says, "Except
a man be born of water and of the Spirit, he cannot enter the
Kingdom of God".'
Since the young people with whom she was in contact had been
baptized, she exhorted them not to entertain the notion that they
were unable to lead a Christian life until they had undergone some
sudden emotional experience. In conversation with a boy as he
worked in the field, she said:
You were brought up wirh very different notions from
what I was. I was taught that because I was a Christian and a
child of God, I was bound to love God and live to Him. The
Ranters and Wesleyans teach people, that till they get conWhy Church is betterthan Chapel or Meeting .. . By M.E.S. (1863), pp. 10, 12.
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verted at some chapel or camp-meeting, they are children of the
devil. (Ploughing and Sowing, pp, 286-7),
Though few Methodists would agree with Miss Simpson that
being baptized automatically makes them Christians, probably the
vast majority of them today would accept her criticism of the view
that it is impossible to enter upon the Christian life without going
through a sudden emotional experience. On this she writes:
I think the Wesleyans' mistake is thinking that the change
is made, not only consciously at some particular time, but all at
once. We know how many speak of such a change in themselves
as being sudden, but probably they had never very carefully
watched the workings of their own minds before the supposed
sudden change, or they would have known that the Spirit had
been striving with them long before they had willingly and
consciously yielded to the holy influence. (Gleanings, pp. 248-9).
So great was the emphasis on being 'brought in' that the best
efforts of the Church seemed only to foster a harvest for societies
and camp-meetings. One can feel Mery Simpson's pain in a Ietter
to a friend, dated July 1858:
There was a great camp-meeting at C[arnaby], and nearly
all those who had lately been confirmed, instead of, as I had
hoped, preparing themselves to receive the Lord's Supper in
church, joined the Primitives! ... I shall always remember
what M.W. said last year: 'W.]. has grown so good, he's joined
the Primitives, and 1 believe it's a dealfrom your talking to him';
and if that was the case in one instance last year it has been so
in twenty this. When any impression is made on them, they feel
a great desire to be 'brought in', or 'convened'; so they go to a
camp-meeting, are wound up to a strange state of excitement,
'brought in', made 'joined members', and then they think they
can begin to be good-it was no use trying before. (Ploughing
and Sowing, pp. 106-7).
The concomitant of this is the effect on those who, strive as they
will, cannot by frequenting chapels and camp-meetings contrive to
get 'brought in':
These last are kept away from God, or from all peace and
joy in believing, not so much from want of faith, as from not
knowing what the right faith is ... I knew one such who went
mad.'
Miss Simpson seems here UI have failed to notice the distinction
between the New Testament concept of faith as an attitude of mind
and the common use of the term 'the faith' to mean a body of
doctrines; but one can well believe that the linking of the former
concept with a rigid insistence on instantaneous conversion could
produce the effects she describes upon those who could neither
brush the teaching aside nor attain the experience prescribed.
Equally MalY Sirnpson deplored the effect on those who,
Wily Cllurc1l is better than Chapel or Meeting, p, 14.
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having equated religion with a certain state of feeling, become
despondent when this mood evaporates;
God never changes. His Word endureth for ever; but men
and their feelings are always changing. They cannot always feel
as they did when they were brought in, and then they think they
have lost their religion, and they have lost it.'

Methodists and Morals
More surprising, perhaps, is Mary Simpson's charge that
Methodism encouraged immoraliry, particularly in sexual matters.
When the Duke of Plaza-Toro, in Gilbert and Sullivan's Gondoliers
(1889), tells how the King of Barataria 'became a Wesleyan Merhodist,' we are accustomed to the amusing by-play of voice, face and
gesture which suggests a very strait-laced person indeed. It is
interesting to contrast this with some views expressed. by Mary
Simpson in Gleanings, beginning wirh the statement: 'If a professing
Churchman is known to be immoral, no one counts him religiousit is not so among Wesleyans'. {pp. 93-94)2. Orher references,
however, concern rather the attitude to the unconverted. In a letter
to E.B. in October 1861, we read:
Wherever Wesleyanism prevails it is taken for granted that
young people generally are unconverted. Where this is the
general norion, ir need cause no surprise if immorality is very
general also. (p. 44).
Little more than a year later, writing to a farmer about a girl in his
employ, Miss Simpson suggested rhat 'masters and mistresses were
never altogether blameless when they took into their houses knowingly a girl who had losr her character.' Having received his reply,
she writes from Whitby in January 1863:
You say that my letter surprised you, yet I think I have
more cause to be surprised than you. You say that Ruth-'made one very serious lapse from virtue'-c-yet in the next page
you reIl me: 'So far from having lost her character, we never had
a girl who received so excellent a one from her late master and
mistress, and after I had hired her Mr. - - said to me, "You
never had so good a girl in your lives.'" (Gleanings, p. 107).
The same subject had cropped up in her earlier book:
A farmer's wife (I wish there were more like her) told me
that a girl she was reproving and warning. only replied
contemptuously> 'One would think, to hear you talk, it was as
Why Chu.rch iI better than Chapel or Meeting, p. 13.
a E. P. Thompaon (writing about the period 1780-1832) considered that in
Wesleyanism 'the repressive inhibitions upon sexuality carried the conrinual
danger of provoking the opposite-s-either in the fonn of a characteristic
Puritan rehcl (the forerunner of Lawrence) or in the fonn of Antinoruienism":
The Making of rhe Workin,l;' Clan (1963), p. 391.
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bad as murder or stealing!' I have even heard of a Wesleyan
minister, who replied to a clergyman who was speaking to him
on the subject, 'You hadn't need fret about that; you can't help
it; it's only natural.' (Ploughing and Sowing, p. 223).
It is interesting to compare this with the comment of a recent
reviewer:
Whatever the Vatican may say, it is now fashionable, even
in the Catholic Church, for the younger priests to take the view
thar sexual activity, being part of nature, is inherently innocent
and can best be brought into line with the sacraments by being
recognized as such.'
On the wider matter of 'worldly amusements" such as dancing and
hunting, Mary Simpeon found fairly rigid views among the Methodists, and this led her to relate for once a really humorous anecdote:
The Methodists hereabouts speak strongly of the wickedness of hunting. One told me he never would believe a man was
a Christian who went galloping about the country after foxes.
When I asked him 'Why?' he said, 'It makes men swear.'
'Then,' said I, 'ploughing is wicked, for many a plough lad
has told me that his horses are so "aggravating" they make him
swear.' (Gleanings, p. 47).

Divtdinq Christ's People
The gravest charge that Miss Slmpson brought against the
dissenters was that they were 'dividing Christ's people'. In January
1859, in a letter to a foreman aged 21, she writes:
But as all true Christians belong to the Church of Christ,
[he sin or mistake of those who make divisions is not that they
divide from the Church, but that they make divisions in the
Church, for it is to all Christians that Scripture says, 'Let there
be no divisions among you.' (Ploughing and Sowing, p. 158).
In a letter to a friend a few months later, she says that it is only wise
ro make a marked difference between going to chapel when
they cannot go [0 church, and what they call 'joining a society"
which they all look on as a serious step, and which is in fact
formally renouncing church membership, (though not always
entirely attendance at church), and making themselves dissenters often for life. As things are, it has seemed enough in the
first instance to direct all efforts to hinder this, and not try to
hinder their going to chapel at all; and as about here the
Wesleyans and Ranters profess (and I believe mean) to teach
exactly the Same doctrine as is taught in church, it is perhaps
too much [D say that they make divisions 'contrary to the
doctrine &c.' (Ploughing and Sowing, p. 163).
Tif'lltl Liurary SWppltWJeTlf, 10 April 196Q, p- 381, which coetrasrs the
attitlld. of Flllnl;0lg MllllriBI;.
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These remarks may be compared with John Wesley's comment
on an open-air sermon: 'I simply described the plain, old religion
of the Church of England, which is now almost everywhere spoken
against, under the new name of Methodism." Mary Sirnpson goes
on to tell of a visit from a lad of seventeen, devout in church-going
and daily prayer, who was working at a Methodist farm where
'they're all religious bur me, and I'm going to be'-by which he
meant that he was going ID join a sociery. She managed to dissuade
the lad, but left him bewildered.
Miss Simpson by no means always restricted herself to attacking
the evil of 'joining'. To another lad she wrote shortly afterwards;
Now if I were living at - - , or anywhere else, where the
clergyman was ever so far from what a clergyman ought to be,
and there were Primitive or Wesleyan preachers, who were ever
such good men, I should still think it would be a very wrong
thing in me to go to chapel instead of to church, or even to
chapel as well as to church. (Ploughing and Sowing, pp. 176-7).
About five years later, in 1864, in a latter to a friend which is
printed with the heading 'The relations of Church and Dissent in
East Yorkshire,' she developed this line of thought.
The dissent that is so universal on the Wolds is, after all,
only a half dissent. It is 'Church and Chapel"; or to speak more
accurately, I am afraid we should say 'Chapel and Church' ...
We may argue in this way-You Wesleyans say rhe Church is
all very well, but not enough. We ask you only to give it a fair
trial, and you will find that it is more than you think. We cannot
give Wesleyanism a trial in the same way, because schism is a
sin, very grievous and offensive to God; so if we are to go hand
in hand as brothers and sisters in Christ, it cannot be 'Church
and Chapel', or 'Chapel and Church', but must be church
alone. (Gleanings, pp. l46-8).
Like a clergyman of her acquaintance, she would not so much
mind the other religious exercises of the Wesleyans, including
'exhorting', if only they would not preach. 'I find that dissenters
themselves make a great distinction between preaching and exhorting,' she adds. The preacher, she explains, is in some sense speaking
with authority, whereas an exhorrarion is more conversational in
style, and 'everyone ought to be at liberty to ask questions afterwards, if not during the course of it.' (Gleanings, pp. 241-2).
Whar distressed her more than the preaching, however, was
that the dissenters not only refrained from communion in church,
but departed from Church order by attempting to administer the
sacraments themselves. In a letter of 1859 to one of het proteges she
writes :
When I see what I have seen today-numbers of professing
Christians turn their backs on the Sacrament of the Lord's
Supper, and leave the church without joining in it-how can
I think that they feel about it as Christians ought to feel, and as
all true Christians would feel, if their hearts had not been more
.'fuurnal, IS Oct. 1739.
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or less drawn away from the Church by their having joined
other societies? That some take the Sacrament in their own
chapels, makes it no better; indeed, it seems almost to make it
worse, that they should divide about that which, more than
anything else, ought to join all Christians into one family ...
(Ploughing and Sowing, pp. 179-80).
It is very seldom that Mary Simpson gives us any glimpse of
the reasons which caused people to prefer chapel to church. On one
occasion she records a conversation with a farmer who said that he
no longer regarded the Church of England as a limb of Antichrist,
and admitted that the vicar ofa neighbouring village was an excellent
clergyman and preacher:
... but what good does he do? None at all. You could not find
a man or woman in the place who is any better for his teaching,
and this is why-the Sunday service is not enough. I can
understand how you can be religious. You have a given work
to do for God to which you devote all YOUt energies; it is easy
for you to be religious, but look at us, living and working in the
world. I say the Sunday setvice is not enough. Now as I walk to
class-meeting and prayer-meeting on a week-day evening, my
mind is tuned to serious thought, it cannot be ctherwise ; what
little religion I have left I owe to weslcyanism. (Gl~aning!.
pp. 145-6).
Similar ideas were held by Sir Tatton Sykes of Sledmere, who is
reported as saying to a Primitive Methodist official about 1870:
'If it had not been for the Dissenters the English people wouLd have
been heathens ... Most of the religion berween Malton and
Dtiffield is to be found among the Methodists."
Very occasionally Mary Simpson herself tacitly admits features
of the Church of England which gave grounds for rhe popularity of
the chapels:
If! tell them they should go to church, I am answered that
they understand nothing if they do; and this is true. Only those
who have taught them can know how very few words they are
possessed of, and how large a proportion of those in common
use are as unintelligible to them as a foreign language. As to
sermons, where is the clergyman who ever preaches one of
which every line is not Hebrew to them? Is it an impossibility
for a classically-educated clergyman to adapt his language to
the unraught? (PlougJn'ng and S(J'lJ)ing, p.l3?
Yet only a year or so later, in a lerrer 'about joining the Primitives', dated November 1857, she can wrire:
Some say that the service in church seems cold and dead,
Woodcock, Pitly among the PedJamry, p. 135.
Cf. rhe R~, Frederick Watkins: 'I say that, because they are not intelligently
taught when they are children, they neither understand the beautiful Prayers
of the Church, nor the Sermons which are addressed [0 them by well
educated men, and therefore they go off to other places of worship, where the
language of Prayer and Sermon alike-though often irreverent often exaggersted and sensual-is common and intelligible to their uncultivated
minds'. Lmer to Abp. of York (1860), p. 17.
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but it is their own fault ifit does so. If they would join heart and
voice, saying aloud those parts that the clerk generally says
alone, but which are meant for all to join in; kneeling for prayer
as well as standing for praise; speaking to the Great Lord in
Heaven, not leaving the clergyman and derk to pray ... they
would not then think the Church Service cold and dead.
(Ploughing and Soo.'itlg, p. 65).
The lack of adequate pastoral care she admits on occasions, but
readily goes on to absolve the Church of England from causing the
separation of Methodists from the Church, as when she writes in
December 1860 rhar there were some who had become dissenters
through ignorance.
They have become schismatics only because those who
ought to have been faithful pastors were not so. That such may
be won back, is indeed to be wished; but it is surely a mistake
to represenr Wesley as having been a true Churchman, only
made a dissenter by circumstances. He seems to me to have been
a dissenter at heart from his cradle, and early in life showed the
self-will that is the root of schism, by refusing to be under any
bishop, or to have any parochial eharge, saying that the world
was his parish. (Gleanings, p. 27).
On rhe whole, one detects a tendency for Mary Simpson's
attirude towards the Merhodists to harden as time goes on. After the
incident referred to above, when as the result of a camp-meeting
nearly all those who had lately been confirmed, instead of preparing
themselves for Holy Communion, 'joined the Primitives', she wrore
an address ro rhem, dated July 1858, which is printed as an appendix
to Ploughing and Sounng. When it was prepared for re-issue as a
separate pamphlet;' the few changes that were made rended to be in
the direction of a harsher attitude. For instance, the words, 'I know
their preachers are, for the most part, very pious men,' are toned
down to 'Doubtless there are pious men among them.'
Later, in a letter to a clergyman, dated November 1863, she
gave her antagonism 10 Methodism irs starkest expression when she
wrote:
All rhar is best here is imbued with Mechodism, which,
apart from the Chrisrianity that it is mixed with, is in itself an
evil thing. (Gleanings, p. 90).
Yet it is doubtful whether her attitude ever hardened quite so firmly
as this suggests. Only a few monrhs later, in a letter to another
clergyman, she refers to 'Christian faitb and grace amongsr dissenters? although by saying that God 'has doubtless among those
who have foreseken the Apostolic Church His seven thousand' she
deady implies thar she regards tbem as a small minority, like those

~

.1n addr,s:; 10 farm seroams, who had been confirmed, ma'!y of v/hom had soon
after joined the Primirive Altthodists or Rancers.
One notes that among the: last papers in GlelJlIings are some 'letters to an
Independent', in which she writes : 'Amon,ii:" my own friends I often hear
dissent spoken of with exceeding regret and concern, but never dissenters
with contempt or ill will.' (p. 260).
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who had nor bowed the knee tu Haul in Elijuh's day. Her correspendent had sent her a Methodist class-hook, which exceedingly
interested her, 'because the class leaders. iffaithful to the duties (hat
they undertake as here laid down, are in some things an example for
all Christian ministers'. But she imagines that few of them come up
to the mark, if only from downright ignorance.
Her reference to 'the Aposcolical Church' reminds us that she
deprecated the use of the term 'the Churches' to denote the Church
ufEngland and the various other religious bodies, and thought it as
wrong to call a dissenting minister 'the Reverend--' as to call a
healer 'Doctor" if he had not qualified in medicine. On the other
hand, she was far from taking the Angle-Catholic view ofthe Church.
To a correspondent who had reproached her for dating a letter
'November 30' instead of 'St. Andrew's Day', and who had been
sending her copies of the Church Times, she wrote:
I should not be surprised to hear a child in a family where
the 'Church Times' was adopted, ask concerning 'Protestants'
as one of the past generation did concerning Tories, 'Are they
born so wicked, or do they grow wicked?' (Gleanings, p. 176).

Her World and Ours
In 1969, the centenary year of Mary Simpson's departure from
Boynton, a red sanctuary lamp was burning over the altar ofthe little
church at Fraisthorpe, near her memorial tablet. Near rhe entrance
of the church was a poster headed ANGLICAN-METHODIST
SCHEME: ACT NOW, and requesting support for the Fighting
Fund of the League of Anglican Loyalists. The former feature
would nor have pleased her, hut who can say what her attitude would
have been to the Ietrer ? If she could step into our world today, she
would find that borh Anglicanism and Merhodism have changed very
much, in the Wolds as elsewhere. At Stedmere, during Mary
Simpson's lifetime, Sir Tatton Sykes offered the Methodists a site
for a chapel if the clergyman agreed, but the clergyman refused.
While these pages were being written, the writer saw the latest plan
of services in the Driffield Methodist Circuit, which includes
Sledrnere. The list of visiting preachers is headed by the name of the
Methodisr District Chairman, followed by those of the Vicar of
Sledmere and four other village incumbents. Appearing in the same
monrh, the magzine of the neighbouring Pocklington Circuit recorded that 'the Vicar of Bishop Wilton preached in the Methodist
Chapel to a combined congregation of Methodists and Anglicans'<and this in a circuit where rhe Methodists voted heavily against the
1969 scheme of union.
Technologically, rhe world of Mary Simpson is clearly remote
from ours-a world wh.ich had no shadow of'rhe bomb', no broadcasting, no aeroplanes, no motor cars, and even no bicycles.
4U

Ecclesiastically, the changes have been less dramatic. YCL they urc
real enough when we reflect that if Mary Simpson had been born H
century later she would have grown up in a world where 'the Free
Churches' was the accepted term for her 'dissenters', and before
reaching middle age she would have found them in sueh dose
co-operation with the Church of England rhar their views on matters
of public moment were more often made known through the British
Council of Churches than through the Free Church Federal Council.
Mary Sirnpson could not look a century ahead, but we can look
back; and informal writings like hers, which were nor originally
intended for publication, can greatly help us in our attempts to
sense the attitudes of her rime. Someone said of Arnuld Bennett,
that he understood everything about Mcrhodism except its soul.
Perhaps something similar might justly be said abour Mary Simpson,
although, unlike Bennen, she had never known Merhodism from
within. Yet any historian of mld-victorian Methodism who turns
aside from official records in order to put some flesh upon their bare
bones is likely to achieve a more balanced picture if he takes into
account how ir looked to Mary Simpson as weh as how it felt to those
whose hearts were in the movement.
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APPENDIX
The Simpson Fami!y and its Connexions
The Rev. Thomas Simpson preceded Francis Simpson at
Boynton, where he died on 17 August 1832, in the 87th year of his
age and 57th of his incumbency (See tombsrone in Boynton churchyard). The presumption is that he was a relative, but not the father,
of his successor.
Francis Simpson (sen.) was, according to Venn's Alumni
Cantobrigienses, born in Manchester in 1790, the son of John
Simpson, Esq., of Hart Hill Lane. The fact that he was succeeded at
Boynton by a son ofthe same name and came back to the incumbency
when his son resigned has caused hopeless confusion in Venn's
entries. He is referred to as Francis Simpson, Esq., of Tickhill,' in
the brief announcements in the Hull newspapers (The Roekingham
and The Hull Advertiser) of his marriage on 12 April 1814 to Anne,
fourth daughter of Sir WiIliam Strickland, 6th baronet, ofBoynton
Hall. Apart from Francis, the children of the marriage seem to have
been all daughters. Mary was born on 8 September l 820. Her
sister Henrietra married the Rev. Digby Charles Legard, a
member of a well-known East Riding county family, which also
included the Rev. Francis Digby Legard (son of George Legerd,
Esq., of Westhorpe House, Scarborough), who edited Mary
Simpson's books. Another Legard, Cecil Henry, succeeded Mary's
father at Boynron after his death.
Where the Simpsons lived during the years 1814-32 is uncertain, though M. C. F. Morris refers to Mary as 'Yorkshire bred'. On
29 October 1832 her father was instituted Vicar of Carnaby and
Perpetual Curate of Boynton and of Fraisrhorpe.
Francis Simpson (jun.), born in 1815, became assistant
curate to his father in June 1840 and succeeded him in the incumbency early in the following year. In November 1855 he became
Rector of Fosron-le-Clay, between Malton and York, where he
inhabited the rectory that had been built by Sidney Smith.
Francis Simpson (sen.) seems to have held no cure during the
period 1840-55, but in the 1855 and 1856 volumes ofthe Clergy Lisr
his address is given as 'Whitby', where his wife's family owned a
house called The Abbey. If Mary Simpson was speaking from her
own experience when she discussed. the differences between dissenr
in the East Riding and in the Sourh of England, some of that time
must have been spent a long way from Yorkshire. In a letter which
refers to Hannah More (see p. 24 above) she is writing to a friend in
Somerset, and gives the impression that she knew that county. Early
in 1856 her father became once again the incumbent of Boynron and
Cemeby, and he remained at Boynton until his death, at the age of 79,
on 12 October 1869.His wife had died on 7 September 1868, aged 77.
Mary Simpson died on 20 September 1884, aged 64, and is
bured at Claybrooke, in Leicestershire. (see p. 27 above).
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