A True Story of 17th Century 
Quakers in Staffordshire
Three hundred and twenty-four years ago, in 1681, King Charles II granted a Royal Charter to the portion of land in America which came to be known as Pennsylvania.  The ‘outright proprietor’ of the land was the English Quaker, William Penn, from whom the colony derived its name. In England at this time the intolerance to which Quakers and other religious minorities had become accustomed to had somewhat subsided. Amongst the Quaker families living in Staffordshire were the Pixleys, of Uttoxeter – Walter Pixley, his wife and daughter Martha.

Some years prior to the granting of Pennsylvania’s charter, it happened that Martha Pixley was home alone, her parents having gone to a Friends’ (Quaker) meeting in Stafford.  A serious child, possibly as a result of an upbringing during a time of persecution, Martha was deeply moved when a beggar-woman with a six-month-old child appeared at the house.  Having already been moved to give food to the woman, the girl was actually induced to buy the beggar’s child with her own savings.  Feeling somewhat guilty afterwards, Martha first vainly tried to find the child’s mother, and then to conceal the child from her own parents when they returned home.  Her charitable action was, of course, discovered almost immediately.  Attempts by Walter Pixley to trace the beggar were fruitless, and he and his wife kept the baby, who they named Mary, bringing her up as their own daughter. Unlike Martha, she grew up to be lively and high-spirited, and whilst respecting the views of her adoptive family, she never embraced Quaker principles and practices.
In 1685 James II ascended to the throne of England.  His pro-Catholic tendencies led to renewed persecution of non-conformists, including Quakers.  During this period, Walter Pixley, his wife and Martha, were arrested, along with 17 others, at a Friends’ meeting in Stafford.  They were jailed and kept in dismal conditions by a brutal gaoler.  Mrs Pixley’s health suffered badly.  Other Quakers attempted to get food and provisions into their brethren without success.
When Mary, who did not attend the meetings, heard of the arrest and imprisonment, she went immediately to the justice, to whom she was granted access as she did not dress or act like a Quaker, and had by this time become an extraordinarily beautiful young woman.  However, upon learning what her business was, the justice refused to help, and she angrily left.  Upon going to the gaol, she was again given admittance, but met with similar lack of success.  The gaoler refused to let her see the Pixleys, or to send aid or a message to them.
Incensed at this treatment, Mary decided that the only thing that might help would be for her to ride to London and make a personal appeal to the influential William Penn.  This was an arduous and dangerous journey for a woman to make alone, and she finally persuaded an old servant to accompany her when he realised that she was determined to go.

At this time, the mid-1680s, Penn had just returned from his first visit to Pennsylvania, upon which he had embarked in 1682.  On reaching London, Mary went straight to his home and told him her story, begging for assistance .  Moved by her plea he promised to help, and put the exhausted girl into the care of his wife, Gulielma.  Penn, meanwhile, went to the King and managed to get her an audience with him.

So Mary re-told her story, to the King himself, making a passionate plea and, apparently, falling on her knees before him.  James obviously recognised the girl’s courage and sincerity, as he gave her an order for her friends’ release.  The rest of the Court were apparently moved also, as they are said to have surrounded Mary and overwhelmed her with compliments.

An express order for the release of the Friends was sent to Stafford, together with one for the dismissal of the gaoler.  Mary stayed in London for a few days with the Penns, recovering from her exertions, then William conveyed her himself in his own carriage to her home in Uttoxeter.  It is said that the joy which her return with Penn afforded is impossible to describe.
This was not the end of the Staffordshire connection with Penn.  In 1699 he set sail once more for Pennsylvania, and with him this time went the Pixley family.  The ship they sailed in was the Canterbury.  Setting sail on 9th September 1699, they finally arrived in Pennsylvania twelve weeks later, the delay being caused by the ship drifting off course.  The Pixley’s became noted as leading members of the settlers in Pennsylvania, where they stayed for the rest of their lives, all except for Mary, who returned to England and made a rich marriage.
This abridged version of the booklet “Martha and Mary: A True Narrative” was written by Tracy Adshead in September 1981 and subsequently published in the Evening Sentinel. It has been very slightly edited and updated here by William Walley (2005). 

