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On Thursday, February 8, 1750, the 800,000 inhabitants of London were badly shaken,
both physically and mentally, by a noonday earthquake. People leapt in terror from their shaking
chairs, and leaving their pewter rattling on the shelves, rushed into the street before the houses
should fall on their heads. Even the judges and learned counsel fled from Westminster Hall,
evoking the skit:—

‘Twas wrong—they should have made a stand,
And not have left their shops:

If law’s the basis of the land,
Sure, lawyers are the props.

There was not much serious damage, however—one or two buildings partially wrecked, and a
few chimneys fallen.

A scientific observer was on the spot, though the students of the London earthquake scare
of 1750 have strangely neglected John Wesley’s description, which is more precise and factual
than those usually quoted:—

“It was about a quarter after twelve that the earthquake began at the skirts
of the town. It began in the southeast, went through Southwark, under the river,
and then from one end of London to the other. It was observed at Westminster
and Grosvenor Square a quarter before one. (Perhaps, if we allow for the
difference of the clocks, about a quarter of an hour after it began in Southwark.)
There were three distinct shakes, or wavings to and fro, attended with an hoarse
rumbling noise, like thunder.”

The ensuing number of the Gentleman’s Magazine included a learned disquisition “On
the cause of earthquakes,” along much the same lines as that which Wesley later included in his
Survey of the Wisdom of God in the Creation:—

“1. The Earth itself may be the Occasion of its own shaking, when the
Roots or Basis of some large Mass being worn away, that Mass sinks in by its
own Weight, and causes a Concussion of all the neighbouring Parts.

“2. Subterraneous Waters wash away the Foundations of Hills, and eat far
under the Earth. …

“3. Air pent up in the Bowels of the Earth, if it be at any Time rarefied and
expanded, will struggle for Vent with incredible Force, and thereby both shake
and tear the Earth.

“4. But the usual Cause of the most violent Earthquakes is Sulphur, or
some other inflammable Matter, taking Fire in the Cavities of the Earth, and
bursting thro’ whatever opposes.”

For the benefit of enthusiasts Wesley appended instructions for engineering an artificial
earthquake with the aid of sulphur and iron filings.

John Wesley was not only a scientist, however, but a prophet, reading the signs of the



times, so that to his eyewitness account he added:—

“How gently does God deal with this nation! Oh that our repentance may
prevent heavier marks of his displeasure!”

This seems to have been a common reaction to the event, thus echoed by a poet in the
Gentleman’s Magazine:

Ye fools, who slumber near the pit,
Wake now, or wake no more!

Wesley seems almost to have welcomed this unexpected natural ally in his work, and even a
quarter of a century later wrote to a Methodist preacher:—

“There is no divine visitation which is likely to have so general an
influence upon sinners as an earthquake. The rich can no more guard against it
than the poor. Therefore I have often thought this would be no undesirable event.”

Certainly in 1750 the spiritual response was such that on Monday, February 12, Wesley felt
compelled to set aside his projected journey to Bristol, because “there was such a flame kindled
in London,” and it was not until the 27th that he wrote, “I at length forced myself from London.”

Charles Wesley took John’s place on March 1, his first task being to visit Mr. and Mrs.
William Briggs, whom he had married the previous year, she being a daughter of the Rev.
Vincent Perronet. Sadly Charles informed his wife in Bristol:—

“[She] is alive, and in a fair way, after having been delivered of a dead
Child, which was killed, as is thought, by the Earthquake.”

Exactly a month after the first shock followed a second, a more violent one, though still
causing little damage. A few more chimneys were thrown down, while “great stones fell from
the new spire of Westminster Abbey.” Some unusual incidents occurred—church-bells rang,
“fish jumped half a yard above water,” and a maid was thrown out of bed and broke her arm.
Many people were rudely awakened, since the tremor occurred about 5:30 a.m. Good
Methodists, however, were already astir, being gathered in the Foundery for the usual 5 a.m.
service. Charles Wesley described the occasion to his brother John:—

“I was just repeating my text, when it shook the Foundery so violently that
we all expected it to fall upon our heads. A great cry followed from the women
and the children. I immediately cried out, ‘Therefore will we not fear, though the
earth be moved, and the hills be carried into the midst of the sea; for the Lord of
Hosts is with us, the God of Jacob is our refuge.’ He filled my heart with faith,
and my mouth with words, shaking their souls as well as their bodies.”

This admirable example of presence of mind was followed the next morning by what was an
unusual thing for Charles Wesley, a carefully-written sermon (which has often been published as
John’s) on “The Cause and Cure of Earthquakes.” In this he outlined the earthquake disasters in



Sicily and Jamaica in 1692, and the more recent one in Lima, Peru, calling upon the people to
repent and believe the Gospel, urging in moving words upon a greatly enlarged congregation:—

“In the name of the Lord Jesus, I warn thee once more, as a watchman
over the house of Israel, to flee from the wrath to come! I put thee in
remembrance (if thou hast so soon forgotten it) of the late awful judgment,
whereby God shook thee over the mouth of hell! Thy body he probably awoke by
it; but did he awake thy soul?”

This “second warning,” as John Wesley termed it, really seemed to lift for a time the
flood-gates of general penitence. Particularly was this so since the restriction of both earthquakes
to London itself confirmed the common view that they were threats of worse things to come if
the sinful city remained impenitent. London was soon thoroughly aroused. Pamphlets tumbled
head over heels from the press—verses, dissertations, prayers, serious letters and addresses,
religious thoughts, and interminable sermons—all on the earthquakes—with only a very
occasional note of flippancy. Most influential of all was a letter written by the Bishop of London,
Thomas Sherlock, of which 10,000 were sold in two days, another 40,000 being distributed to
the poor—a pamphlet which not only earned the official thanks of the Lord Mayor and
Corporation, but the commendation of Charles Wesley as “a Seasonable Solemn warning.”

There began what we might term an unofficial evacuation of the city, whereupon the
Evening Post issued six challenging queries to the deserters:—

“I. Whether they can hope, by a change of place, to flee from the face of
that God who is everywhere present? …

“IV. Whether it be not their interest therefore, as well as duty, to depart
from their vices … rather than from their habitations?”

Panic rose to frenzy, however, when a crazy guardsman crystallised public expectation
by announcing that the most disastrous earthquake of all was due to follow after another interval
of exactly four weeks, to wit at midnight on Wednesday, April 4, or shortly thereafter. (Not on
April 8, be it noted, as many historians have mistakenly averred.) On April 4 thousands of
people fled the city. Others prepared for an all-night vigil in their coaches or the open fields, or
lay in boats on the river. Many women huddled themselves in “earthquake gowns”—the
eighteenth-century herald of “siren suits.” Describing the occasion to his wife, Charles Wesley
said:—

“I saw the streets full of coaches in the Afternoon, hurrying out of God’s
reach. Our chapel [at West Street, Seven Dials] was thronged more than ever
before. I thought it The time for preaching my terrible sermon upon the
Earthquake; and continued singing and praying with the poor astonished creatures
till 9.”

From West Street he went to his sister-in-law’s, for she also had been infected with the
panic, and after comforting her “lay down and slept very soundly” while the rest of the
family—like most of London—watched. George Whitefield, indeed, took the opportunity to
preach at midnight to the huge crowd assembled in Hyde Park. Charles Wesley himself would



certainly not have been permitted to sleep had he returned to the Foundery, which proved itself a
haven of spiritual refuge in the storm of superstition and terror, so that “Many came all night
knocking at the Foundery door, begging admittance for God’s sake.”

When morning dawned upon an intact city, London heaved a huge sigh of relief—and
went back to its old ways. The flood of warning pamphlets died down to a trickle, and in two
months had ceased, until it was restarted by the terrible Lisbon earthquake in 1755. The Hymns
occasioned by the Earthquake, March 8, 1750, which Charles Wesley had specially composed,
were also forgotten, leaving no permanent mark on Methodist hymnology. Yet even to-day in
imagination we can hear the fervour with which the congregation waiting for Doomsday on
April 4, 1750, would sing:—

The sinners how blest,
Who pardon receive!
In trouble we rest,
In dying we live,
In danger secure,
Whom Jesus hath loved,
Our footing is sure,
Though earth is removed.1

And perhaps some of his lines could well be pondered amid the potential cataclysms of this
atomic age of ours:—

God of glorious majesty,
Whose judgments are abroad,

Pierce, and turn our hearts to thee,
With sacred horror awed;

All this drowsy land awake,
And by the thunder of thy power

Shake, our inmost spirits shake,
And let us sleep no more.2

By the Rev. Frank Baker, B.A., B.D.

1Hymns occasioned by the Earthquake, March 8, 1750, 2:21.

2Hymns occasioned by the Earthquake, March 8, 1750, 1:4.
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