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In Wesley’s Day.
For two hundred years Downing Street has been intimately associated with the

Government of this country. Probably no other street has housed such a succession of the
illustrious. At least one of its buildings, No. 12, now the Government Whips’ Office, was linked
up with the early days of Methodism.

Number 12—at the time called Number 13—had been for twenty years the home of the
notorious ex-pirate Archbishop of York, Lancelot Blackburne, from which headquarters his huge
provincial diocese was scandalously neglected. When he died in 1743 his successor, Thomas
Herring, tried conscientiously to tidy up the ecclesiastical mess, during his first six months
confirming over thirty thousand candidates. Blackburne’s house went to the Earl of Huntingdon,
known to history as the husband of Selina Hastings, founder of the Countess of Huntingdon’s
Connexion. Her religious zeal was consolidated that very year by the death of two of her sons
through small-pox. The spread of evangelical religion became her life’s work, her husband
neither putting any real obstacle in her way nor evincing any enthusiasm for the business.

During the sittings of the first Methodist Conference, in June, 1744, the Huntingdons
were in residence at Number 12, and the members of the Conference were invited along to
Downing Street both for fellowship and worship, John Wesley preaching there on “What hath
God wrought!” While in normal times the spectacle of a noble lady taking a few evangelists
under her wing would not have caused widespread excitement, the years 1744 and 1746 could
hardly be described as normal. Throughout these years the fear of Rome, of France, and in
particular of the Young Pretender, was mounting to panic proportions. John Wesley was accused
of being on the payroll of Rome. At least one Methodist preacher was mistaken for the Young
Pretender in disguise. The open-air meetings and, worse still, the private society meetings of the
Methodists were viewed with grave suspicion by the powers that were, and met with enthusiastic
persecution from ordinary people who sought an outlet for their repressed fears.

Not even the Countess of Huntingdon could escape. Great crowds assembled around her
house, threatening to tear her in pieces as a Papist. Her assistants were mobbed, their services
broken up, magistrates refusing to interfere. She decided on a counter-attack. It took the form of
a protest to that champion of the Hanoverian Succession, Lord Carteret, at the time one of the
two principal Secretaries of State. The noble lord—the most unpopular man in England just
then—presented the protest to George II only a week or so before he was forced out of office.
The resulting document is dated, according to Countess Selina’s biographer, November 19,
1745, though this date should surely be 1744. It reads:

“Madam,—I laid your remonstrance before His Majesty the King; my
Royal Master commands me to assure your Ladyship, that, as the father and
protector of his people, he will suffer no persecution on account of religion; and I
am desired to inform all magistrates to afford protection and countenance to such
persons as may require to be protected in the conscientious discharge of their
religious observances.”

The royal fiat had gone forth. Methodism was no longer to be interfered with—that is,
officially. For we regret to say that magistrates were still to neglect their duties, even on occasion
themselves inciting mobs against the Methodists, whether followers of the Wesleys, of



Whitefield, or of Selina, the “Lady Bountiful” of Number 12, Downing Street.
F[rank] B[aker]


	31q No 12 Downing Street (Methodist Recorder Nov 22 1945)
	31q

