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Squire Bracken bury 
BY THE REV. FRANK BAKER 

PLA.CIES seem t~ have personalities, 
derived in part from the people 

living in them, and in turn affecting 
those people. John Wesley continually 
thought of the towns and villages of 
England in this way. Each bad its 
characteristic social and spiritual 
atmosphere, each its own particular 
way of welcoming him. In his estima­
tion Horncastle in Lincolnshire was 
one of the black spots of his native 
county. The crowd assembled for his 
first recorded visit in 1759 was termed 
a " mob." Subsequent visits confirmed 
the general impression, but gave 
him the opportunity of varying his 
language slightly. At Horncastle he 
was sure to be greeted by "Satan's 
children," an "unbroken multitude," 
or a " wild, unbroken herd." Only in 
July, 1779, did a change come over 
the place: "In the evening I took my 
usual stand in the market-place at 
Horncastle. The wild men were more 
quiet than usual." The reason Wesley 
offered was this: "They saw Mr. 
Brackenbury standing by me, whom 
they knew to be in Commission for 
the Peace for this part of the country." 

Robert Carr Brackenbury made a 
tremendous difference to the wild men, 
both of Horncastle and elsewhere, and 
that not merely through fear. It is 
fitting that we should pay him tribute 
at the bicentenary of his birth. 

The Brackenbury family were 
prominent landowners in Lincolnshire, 
with large estates in various parts of 
the county. Young Robert was born 
and reared in the tiny parish of 
Panton, near Wragby. The old parish 
church there was little more than a 
private chapel attached to the 
Brackenbury estate. Seldom were 
there more than one or two entries in 
the parish registers, except in a year 
like 1749, when infection wiped out a 
large proportion of the inhabitants. 
The burials that autumn included 
three tiny children of the squire, the 
eldest son and daughter, Carr and 
Isabella, and their baby brother 
William. The tragically bereaved 
parents were comforted in part by 
the birth of another girl in 1751, and 
then by a boy in· 1752. of whom the 
register records: "Robert Carr Son of 
Carr Brackenbury Esqr and Isabella 
his wife was baptised April the 28th." 
He would probably have been born 
only a day or two earlier, since the 
custom then was to baptise infants 
very young. 

* • * * 
M AYBE in part as a thanksgiving to 

Almighty God, this baby boy 
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"It is exreeding clear to me, first: 
That a dispensation of the Gospel is 
committed to you, and Secondly, 
That you are peculiarly called to 
publish it, in connexion with Us . . . . 
Therefore what I have often said 
before, I say again, and give it under 
my hand, That you are welcome to 
preach in any of our Preaching­
houses, in Great Britain or Ireland, 
whenever it is convenient for you. 
Only it would be expedient !or you 
to act in union with the Assistant in 
every place." 
This impetus to preach was con­

firmed and strengthened by the death 
of Brackenbury's young wife in 1782, 
after only a few months of marriage. 
The following year came the challenge 
to pioneer evangelism in the Channel 
Islands. Brackenbury offered himself 
gladly for the task, particularly as his 
precarious health necessitated long 
periods in the south. He was 
appointed by Wesley to act as what 
we should now call the superintendent 
minister, or even the Chairman of the 
District, even though he had never 
been officially received into the minis­
try by Conference, nor ever was. In 
this respect he was treated as almost 
on the same footing with the ordained 
Anglican clergy who in the early days 
sometimes served Methodism. While 
at first the spiritual needs of British 
soldiers quartered in the islands were 
chiefly in mind, Brackenbury had a 
bolder vision. He sought to perfect 
his French in order that he might 
evangelise the whole community. His 
stumbling efforts caused him some 
anxiety, but Wesley gave him sound 
Cromwellian advice: " Surely you need 
not be careful about accuracy. Trust 
God, and speak as well as you can." 

A year later Wesley tried to restrain 
Brackenbury's mounting enthusiasm 
about the Methodist potentialities of 
the Channel Islands. " ' Two or three 
years in Jersey? ' I had almost said 
God forbid! Has He no more work 
for you to do in England? " Bracken­
bury had his way, however, and only 
when Methodism there was solidly on 
its feet did he leave it to the care of 
the regular itinerant preachers. Later 
Wesley agreed that he "did right in 
not being disobedient to the heavenly 
calling." · 

• • • • 
B RACKENBURY was a man of wide 

horizons, as befitted the best 
friend and executor of the Father of 
Methodist Missions, Dr. Thomas Coke. 
He frequently accom panied Wesley on 
hi~ tn11r~. not onlv in Eneland and 
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would· become a considerable land­
owner upon his father's death. · A 
strange mystical experience through 
whi!ti he passed as an undergraduate 
at Cambridge, however, made Robert 
Carr Brackenbury dissatisfied with 
conventional religion. A "long and 
close conversation" with one of 
Wesley's preachers convinced him that 
he must join the Methodists. Boldly he 
put his new faith to the test in his 
native Lincolnshire. He chose a more 
populous centre than Panton, however, 
moving east to Spilsby. 

It is somewhat difficult to recon­
struct his story, for Brackenbury was 
so self-effacing that he endeavoured to 
destroy all his tracks behind him. and 
asked that there should be neither 
biography nor even obituary notice of 
him. Yet a clue here and there 
enables us to follow something of his 
career. It was surely no mere coin­
cidence that during the winter of 
1775-6 a group of completely new 
Methodist societies sprang up into 
being around Spilsby. Spilsby itself 
was the most important, and here the 
early membership records leave no 
doubt at all. At the head of the list, 
as class leader, stands the name "Rob. 
Carr Brackenbury." He was only 
twenty-four, but it is . obvious that 
the older men · and women whom he 
had won for his Master felt happy to 
be under his wing. It was true that 
he was somewhat inclined to mystical 
introspection, so that in later years 
John Wesley warned that he was too 
much drawn to " a gloomy Religion, 
instead of the Cheerfulness of Faith." 
But he was all sincerity and humble 

-love, a gracious influence throughout 
a very wide area, including Horn­
castle. The area around Spilsby drew 
him more than any other, however, 
and in 1779 he commenced building a 
home for himself near<by, at Raithby. 
Henceforth Raithby Hall was the evan- ' 
gelical centre for East Lincolnshire, 
which ·wesley dubbed "an earthly 
paradise." At the same time Bracken­
bury laid down the pattern that he 
was later to follow in other parts of 
the country_ He built a chapel as well. 

:t: * "' "' 
ROBERT CARR BRACKENBURY 

might well have settled down as 
the village squire, a benign influence 
among his tenants, an hospitable host 
to Methodist ;preachers high and low, 
in long leisure intervals reading widely 
in his exceptionally well-stocked 
library, or cultivating a somewhat 
pedestrian though very voluble muse 
of religious verse. He was too much 
under the spell of John Wesley, how­
ever, too conscious of an irresistible 
call to preach. Wesley took him on 
tour of the Methodist Societies, and in 
1780 gave him a remarkable carte 
blanche, the entree in-to every circuit 
·of Methodism-though at the same 
time he suggested that it was courteous 
to notify the Assistant (or Superinten­
dent Minister):-
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tence by sentence as he preached. For 
a man of his ability and means, how­
ever, he was not very widely known 
in the pulpits of this country. A deep 
and sometimes disabling humility, 
combined with a necessary regard for 
his frail health, kept him well within 
his limitations. Generously he sup­
ported good causes by the score, but 
only a few areas knew him intimately. 
He refused to dissipate his energies by 
spreading them too thinly. He was a 
good squire in the things of the spirit, 
and felt it necessary to live alongside 
the people whom he was called to help. 
In three areas, Lincolnshire, Dorset, 
and the Channel Islands, he made his 
home for years at a time. In each he 
built a handful of chapels, and main­
tained annual visits and gifts after he 
had removed elsewhere. 

He builded well. Nol merely those 
chapels in Portland, Weymouth, Witch­
ampton, his native Lincolnshire, and 
his beloved Jersey. In hundreds of 
men and women he built up a solid 
Christian character, a high evangelis­
tic zeal founded on a deep ·devotional 
life, which indirectly resulted in the 
winning of thousands for his Master, 
more particularly in France and 
Canada. But he would have no praise 
for himself, and strove hard to prevent 
even the posthumous tributes of a 
Methodism mourning his death in 
1818. He was content that his tem­
poral and eternal estate had been 
administered to the glory of God. Per­
haps his own modes ty was counter­
balanced by the pride of those com­
paratively small groups of people 
among whom he had · ministered so 
long and so intimately. They realised 
what a great privilege had been theirs, 
to be the s,piritual tenants of Squire 
Brackenbury. 
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“Squire Brackenbury.” Methodist Recorder (May 1, 1952): 9.

Places seem to have personalities, derived in part from the people living in them, and in
turn affecting those people. John Wesley continually thought of the towns and villages of
England in this way. Each had its characteristic social and spiritual atmosphere, each its own
particular way of welcoming him. In his estimation Horncastle in Lincolnshire was one of the
black spots of his native county. The crowd assembled for his first recorded visit in 1759 was
termed a “mob.” Subsequent visits confirmed the general impression, but gave him the
opportunity of varying his language slightly. At Horncastle he was sure to be greeted by “Satan’s
children,” an “unbroken multitude,” or a “wild, unbroken herd.” Only in July, 1779, did a change
come over the place: “In the evening I took my usual stand in the market-place at Horncastle.
The wild men were more quiet than usual.” The reason Wesley offered was this: “They saw Mr.
Brackenbury standing by me, whom they knew to be in Commission for the Peace for this part of
the country.”

Robert Carr Brackenbury made a tremendous difference to the wild men, both of
Horncastle and elsewhere, and that not merely through fear. It is fitting that we should pay him
tribute at the bicentenary of his birth.

The Brackenbury family were prominent landowners in Lincolnshire, with large estates
in various parts of the county. Young Robert was born and reared in the tiny parish of Panton,
near Wragby. The old parish church there was little more than a private chapel attached to the
Brackenbury estate. Seldom were there more than one or two entries in the parish registers,
except in a year like 1749, when infection wiped out a large proportion of the inhabitants. The
burials that autumn included three tiny children of the squire, the eldest son and daughter, Carr
and Isabella, and their baby brother William. The tragically bereaved parents were comforted in
part by the birth of another girl in 1751, and then by a boy in 1752, of whom the register records:
“Robert Carr Son of Carr Brackenbury Esqr and Isabella his wife was baptised April the 28th.”
He would probably have been born only a day or two earlier, since the custom then was to
baptise infants very young.

Maybe in part as a thanksgiving to Almighty God, this baby boy seems to have been
dedicated to the service of the Church, even though he would become a considerable landowner
upon his father’s death. A strange mystical experience through which he passed as an
undergraduate at Cambridge, however, made Robert Carr Brackenbury dissatisfied with
conventional religion. A “long and close conversation” with one of Wesley’s preachers
convinced him that he must join the Methodists. Boldly he put his new faith to the test in his
native Lincolnshire. He chose a more populous centre than Panton, however, moving east to
Spilsby.

It is somewhat difficult to reconstruct his story, for Brackenbury was so self-effacing that
he endeavoured to destroy all his tracks behind him, and asked that there should be neither
biography nor even obituary notice of him. Yet a clue here and there enables us to follow
something of his career. It was surely no mere coincidence that during the winter of 1775–6 a
group of completely new Methodist societies sprang up into being around Spilsby. Spilsby itself
was the most important, and here the early membership records leave no doubt at all. At the head
of the list, as class leader, stands the name “Rob. Carr Brackenbury.” He was only twenty-four,
but it is obvious that the older men and women whom he had won for his Master felt happy to be
under his wing. It was true that he was somewhat inclined to mystical introspection, so that in
later years John Wesley warned that he was too much drawn to “a gloomy Religion, instead of



the Cheerfulness of Faith.” But he was all sincerity and humble love, a gracious influence
throughout a very wide area, including Horncastle. The area around Spilsby drew him more than
any other, however, and in 1779 he commenced building a home for himself nearby, at Raithby.
Henceforth Raithby Hall was the evangelical centre for East Lincolnshire, which Wesley dubbed
“an earthly paradise.” At the same time Brackenbury laid down the pattern that he was later to
follow in other parts of the country. He built a chapel as well.

Robert Carr Brackenbury might well have settled down as the village squire, a benign
influence among his tenants, an hospitable host to Methodist preachers high and low, in long
leisure intervals reading widely in his exceptionally well-stocked library, or cultivating a
somewhat pedestrian though very voluble muse of religious verse. He was too much under the
spell of John Wesley, however, too conscious of an irresistible call to preach. Wesley took him
on tour of the Methodist Societies, and in 1780 gave him a remarkable carte blanche, the entrée
into every circuit of Methodism—though at the same time he suggested that it was courteous to
notify the Assistant (or Superintendent Minister):—

“It is exceeding clear to me, first: That a dispensation of the Gospel is
committed to you, and Secondly, That you are peculiarly called to publish it, in
connexion with Us. … Therefore what I have often said before, I say again, and
give it under my hand, That you are welcome to preach in any of our
Preaching-houses, in Great Britain or Ireland, whenever it is convenient for you.
Only it would be expedient for you to act in union with the Assistant in every
place.”

This impetus to preach was confirmed and strengthened by the death of Brackenbury’s
young wife in 1782, after only a few months of marriage. The following year came the challenge
to pioneer evangelism in the Channel Islands. Brackenbury offered himself gladly for the task,
particularly as his precarious health necessitated long periods in the south. He was appointed by
Wesley to act as what we should now call the superintendent minister, or even the Chairman of
the District, even though he had never been officially received into the ministry by Conference,
nor ever was. In this respect he was treated as almost on the same footing with the ordained
Anglican clergy who in the early days sometimes served Methodism. While at first the spiritual
needs of British soldiers quartered in the islands were chiefly in mind, Brackenbury had a bolder
vision. He sought to perfect his French in order that he might evangelise the whole community.
His stumbling efforts caused him some anxiety, but Wesley gave him sound Cromwellian
advice: “Surely you need not be careful about accuracy. Trust God, and speak as well as you
can.”

A year later Wesley tried to restrain Brackenbury’s mounting enthusiasm about the
Methodist potentialities of the Channel Islands. “‘Two or three years in Jersey?’ I had almost
said God forbid! Has he no more work for you to do in England?” Brackenbury had his way,
however, and only when Methodism there was solidly on its feet did he leave it to the care of the
regular itinerant preachers. Later Wesley agreed that he “did right in not being disobedient to the
heavenly calling.”

Brackenbury was a man of wide horizons, as befitted the best friend and executor of the
Father of Methodist Missions, Dr. Thomas Coke. He frequently accompanied Wesley on his
tours, not only in England and Scotland but in Holland and in France, where he interpreted for
Wesley sentence by sentence as he preached. For a man of his ability and means, however, he



was not very widely known in the pulpits of this country. A deep and sometimes disabling
humility, combined with a necessary regard for his frail health, kept him well within his
limitations. Generously he supported good causes by the score, but only a few areas knew him
intimately. He refused to dissipate his energies by spreading them too thinly. He was a good
squire in the things of the spirit, and felt it necessary to live alongside the people whom he was
called to help. In three areas, Lincolnshire, Dorset, and the Channel Islands, he made his home
for years at a time. In each he built a handful of chapels, and maintained annual visits and gifts
after he had removed elsewhere.

He builded well. Not merely those chapels in Portland, Weymouth, Witchampton, his
native Lincolnshire, and his beloved Jersey. In hundreds of men and women he built up a solid
Christian character, a high evangelistic zeal founded on a deep devotional life, which indirectly
resulted in the winning of thousands for his Master, more particularly in France and Canada. But
he would have no praise for himself, and strove hard to prevent even the posthumous tributes of
a Methodism mourning his death in 1818. He was content that his temporal and eternal estate
had been administered to the glory of God. Perhaps his own modesty was counterbalanced by the
pride of those comparatively small groups of people among whom he had ministered so long and
so intimately. They realised what a great privilege had been theirs, to be the spiritual tenants of
Squire Brackenbury.

By the Rev. Frank Baker
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