The house of Richard Reynolds in Faringdon and the smaller
house occupied by his nephew, James Reynolds in 1823
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EPISODES FROM THE HISTORY OF QUAKERS IN
FARINGDON DURING THE LAST 350 YEARS



These episodes from the story of Quakers in Faringdon have been compiled in
2006 to celebrate twenty five years of the official revival of Faringdon Meeting in
1981, after a lapse of about a hundred years. The historic meeting house in
Lechlade Road. built in the 1670s, had fortunately remained in the ownership of
Witney Monthly Meeting of the Society of Friends.

How Quakerism began

The Society of Friends was one of the radical Christian sccts which cmerged m
the 1650s out of the chaos and religious ferment of the Civil War. They called
themselves the Friends of Truth, but were soon called ‘Quakers’ in derision and
readily accepted this as an alternative name. George Fox, the best known of the
founders, rejected the established church, proclaiming that any individual could
have a direct relationship with God without the need for paid clergy, the
sacraments, or consecrated buildings. Quaker worshippers, then as now,
gathered in silence to be open to the power of the Holy Spiril, and anyone who
felt this power, whether man, woman or child, could offer vocal ministry to those
present.

For their first forty years they were regarded as dangerously subversive and
suffered heavily for their beliefs. Thousands were imprisoned or subjected lo
heavy financial penalties, because they would neither attend the established
church nor pay church rates and tithes. Nor, on biblical grounds, would they
swear oaths of loyalty to the Crown. Despite their sufferings, their messige
spread quickly throughout Britain and overseas. After the Act of Toleration mn
1689 they, with other dissenters, were allowed to register their meeting houses
and worship in peace. But they were still prepared to suffer, rather than pay
church rates or tithes.

The arrival of Quakers in the Vale of White Horse
Faringdon had been hard hit by the Civil War. In 1648 the townspeople

complained to Parliament that their habitations and church wete: in rumns and that
they were ‘destitute of food for their souls’. The conditions were: right for dissent
to flourish and the Baptists were the first nonconformist church to be set up in

the town. Quaker missionaries from Cumbria arrived in Oxford in 1654 and
Friends were meeting at Kingston Lisle in the Vale of White Horse by 1660.
Soon after this they were meeting in barns or private houses in Faringdon,

Uffington, Childrey, Challow, Abingdon and Appleton.

1660-1699

The earliest history of Friends in the Vale region is found in the record of their
Sufferings as a persecuted, nonconforming sect, in the minutes of the Vale
Monthly Meeting set up by George Fox in 1668 and in records kept by the
Berkshire Quarterly Meeting. This was a turbulent time for Quakers. The series
of laws against nonconformity known as the Clarendon Code came into force
after the Restoration of Charles 11 in 1660. These included the Quaker Act of
1662, which made it an offence for Quakers to assemble in groups of five or
more, ‘under pretence of worship’, or to maintain that the taking of oaths was
forbidden by Scripture.

_ From 1673, minutes of the Vale Monthly Meeting have survived, and from 1676

there are also minutes of the Women'’s Monthly Meeting. The minutes give a
good idea of the life of the meetings, including sufferings, and disciplining of

_ those who did not observe the testimonies against oaths, refusal to pay tithes

and marrying in the parish church. Differences between Friends were also dealt
with by the monthly meeting. A strict moral code was maintained and there are
many instances of ‘disorderly walking’, from sexual offences to dancing, card
playing and debt. Those intending to marry had to prove that they were not
already married or promised in marriage. Then there was always the ongoing
care of the sick, the widows and orphans.

Sometimes the names and occupations of Faringdon Quakers can be
distinguished in the minutes from those of other Vale Friends. The menfolk were
mainly local craftsmen and tradesmen, with some engaged in agriculture. They
incuded a draper, shoemaker, bodicemaker, baker and market gardener.

1660 The first Quaker to challenge the authonties m Fanngdon wars Richard
Greenaway, who stood up to preach nf anngdon “sleeple house” alter
the priest had finished. For this he was hauled out of the church and
into custody where, ‘ther being a Convenint window, he Decleared the

truth unto the people, who were very stil & willinge to heare' He was
eventually committed to gaol in Reading.






