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In Wesley’s Day.
National emergency prompts national improvisation. We have found it so in recent years.

It was so in Wesley’s day. The approach of the Young Pretender and his dreaded Highlanders set
people up and down the country scurrying about raising little volunteer armies. The standing
army, of course, was far too small to meet the need, and mercenary soldiers were hurriedly being
recalled and borrowed from the Continent.

This was not thought to be sufficient, however. In January, 1745, a writer in the
Gentleman’s Magazine had outlined a plan for enlisting all fit men in county militias—that is, all
“except such as ought to be exempted, because otherwise employed in civil affairs.” They were
to serve normally for not more than a few hours a month, and to be divided into two branches,
“the superior militia composed altogether of men of property; and the subordinate militia of the
common people.” The labouring classes, it was suggested, should only be called to serve on
Sundays, or at any rate in their own parishes, and ought to receive an annual pay of about £6.
The writer offers the following tempting bait to the “superior militia”—

“If men of quality and fortune once take delight in martial exercises, they
would soon be the fashion. The fair, instead of repairing to horse-races, would
receive higher entertainments from the exercise of gentlemen, which promises
public security.”

The Government tried to meet the situation by offering bounties of £3 or £4 to men who
were prepared to enlist as regular soldiers for three years instead of the normal life-service.
Private individuals, Merchant Guilds, voluntary societies and city corporations followed this
lead. Local “Associations” were started for raising men, too often with results incommensurate
with the expenditure of time, energy and money. Some acted on a plan such as this—

“To raise money by subscription, and to pay five pounds gratuity to every
able-body’d man who shall enlist (bringing a responsible person to vouch for his
character) into his majesty’s service, to be discharged at the end of six months, if
demanded, or as soon as the rebellion shall be extinguished.”

Periodicals issued military instructions, including the suggestion of wearing “an iron cap, or a
horse-shoe, under their hats, for defence against the broad-sword of the Highlanders.”

On Thursday, November 14—the same day on which George II gave Royal Assent to the
Bill for raising the militia—Lord Derby and the Lancashire militia went to undertake the
dangerous duty of defending Manchester against the rebels, much to their disgust. They managed
to secure their discharge, however, on the day before the Young Pretender arrived. (“Well
contrived!” as young Beppy Byrom’s diary remarks.) In Carlisle it was the same. As soon as the
rebel army approached, the militia melted away, on a plea of “fatigue!”

Not until William Pitt’s Militia Act of 1756 did England’s territorial army regain some
semblance of effective training and discipline.

That John Wesley did not think much of the Home Guards of his day is shown by a
reference in his Journal for November, 1745, when he was travelling from Newcastle to
London—



“I rode to Staley Hall, in Cheshire, after many interruptions in the way by
those poor tools of watchmen, who stood, with great solemnity, at the end of
almost every village.”
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