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Rediscovery of an Old Story 

In recent years there has been a renewed interest in the occult. One 
cannot pick up a magazine or watch a week of television programs without 
finding some reference to the supernatural, to life after life, or to haunt
ings. The March 1992 issue of Life magazine contains a fascinating arti
cle on "Life After Death The Ultimate Mystery," which includes a number 
of descriptions of near-death experiences. It brings to mind an old story 
well known to Wesley scholars, but not as well known to Wesley buffs. 
It is the story of Old Jeffrey, the ghost that haunted the Wesley household 
from December 1716 through January 1717 and, less vigorously, for a 
few months thereafter. 

It is difficult for most Methodists to find any kind of complete outline 
of what happened. The story appeared in Joseph Priestley's edition of Ori
ginal Letters by the Rev. John Wesley ... , with other curious papers ... 
(Birmingham, 1791) and it is summarized by most of the early biographers 
of Wesley. In 1917 Dudley Wright gathered as much information as he 
could from the accounts of the Wesleys and published them in a slim 
volume entitled The Epworth Phenomena (London, William Rider and 
Son}. All of these books are long out ofprint, although United Methodist 
seminaries probably have them. In recent years Richard Heitzenr.ater in
cluded John W es1ey's account, with some omissions, in his excellent study 
The Elusive Mr. Wesley, but this two-volume work is now out of print. 
Henry D. Rack in his Reasonable Enthusiast, summarizes the story as does 
Mrs. Rebecca Harmon in her charming study of Susanna Wesley. Other 
modern Wesley biographers also refer to the tale. In my own volume, The 
Story of John Wesley's Sisters or Seven Sisters in Search of Love, I ex
plain how the ghost affected each of the sisters, but I do not tell the entire 
story. It is probably too long a tale to include in Discovery in its entirety, 
but I have set down the account given by John Wesley in the Armin ian 
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Magazine, 1784, together with some additional material that may interest 
the reader. I have retained Wesley's punctuation and spelling. 

An Account of the Disturbances in my Father's House. 

When I was very young, I heard several letters read, wrote to my elder brother 
by my father, giving an account of strange disturbances, which were in his house, at 
Epworth, in Lincolnshire. 

1. When I went down thither, in the year [1726], I carefully enquired into the 
particulars. I spoke to each of the persons who were then in the house, and took down 
what each could testify of his or her own knowledge. The sum of which was this. 

2. On December 2, 1716, while Robert Brown, my father's servant, was sitting 
with one of the maids a little before ten at night, in the dining-room which opened 
into the garden, they both heard one knocking at the door. Robert rose and opened 
it, but could see nobody. Quickly it knocked again and groaned. ''It is Mr. Turpin," 
said Robert, "he had the stone and used to groan so." He opened the door again twice 
or thrice, the knocking being twice or thrice repeated. But still seeing nothing, and 
being a little startled, they rose and went up to bed .... 

When he was in bed, he heard as it were the gobbling of a turkey-cock, close to 
the bedside, and soon after, the sound of one stumbling over his shoes and boots. 
But there were none there; he had left them below. 

1·: 

3. The next day, he and the maid related these things to the other maid, who ' f 

laughed heartily, and said., "What a couple of fools are you? I defy anything to fright 
me." After churning in the evening, she put the butter in the tray, ar1d had no sooner 
carried it into the dairy, than she heard a knocking on the shelf where pancheons of 
milk stood, first above the shelf, then below. She took the candle and searched both 
above and below; but being able to find nothing, threw down butter, tray and all, and 
ran away for life. 

4. The nextevening between five and six o'clock my sister Molly, then about twenty 
years of age, sitting in the dining-room, reading, heard as if it were the door that led 
into the hall open, and a person walking in, that seemed to have on a silk nightgown, 
rustling and trailing along. It seemed to walk round her, then to the door, then round 
again; but she could see nothing, She thought, "It signifies nothing to run away, for 
whatever it is, it can run faster than me." So she rose, put her book under her arm, 
and walked slowly away. 

5. After supper, she was sitting with my sister Suky (about a year older than her) 
in one of the chambers, and telling her what had happened., she quite made light of 
it, telling her, "I wonder you are so easily frighted; I would fain see what would fright 
me." Presently a knocking began under the table. She took the candle and looked, 
but could find nothing. Then the iron casement began to clatter, and the lid of a 
warming-pan. Next the latch of the door moved up and down without ceasing. She 
started up, leaped into the bed without undressing, pulled the bedclothes over her head, 
and never ventured to look up till next morning .... 

8. The next morning my sister telling my mother what had happened, she said, 
"If I hear anything myself, I shall know how to judge." Soon after, [Emily] begged 
her [mother] to come into the nursery. She did, and heard in the corner of the room, 
as it were the violent rocking of a cradle; but no cradle had been there for some years. 
She was convinced it was preternatural, and earnestly prayed it might not disturb her 
in her own chamber at the hours of retirement. And it never did. 

She now thought it was proper to tell my father. But he was extremely angry, 
and said, "Sukey, I am ashamed of you. These boys and girls fright one another; but 
you are a woman of sense, and should know better. Let me hear of it no more." 

At six in the evening, he had family prayers as usual. When he began the prayer 
for the king, a knocking began all round the room, and a thundering knock attended 
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the Amen. The same was heard from this time every morning and evening while the 
prayer for the king was repeated. 

As both my father and mother are now at rest, and incapable of being pained 
thereby, I think it my duty to furnish the serious reader with a key to this circumstance. 
The year before King William died, my father observed my mother did not say "Amen" 
to the Prayer for the king. She said she could not, for she did not believe the Prince 
of Orange was king. He vowed he would never cohabit with her till she did. He then 
took his horse and rode away, nor did she hear anything of him for a twelvemonth. 
He then came back and lived with her as before. But I fear his vow was not forgotten 
before God. 

9. Being informed that Mr. Hoole, the Vicar of Haxey (an eminently pious and 
sensible man) could give me some farther information, I walked over to him. He said, 
"Robert Brown came over to me, and told me, your father desired my company. When 
I came he gave me an account of all that had happened, particularly t~e knocking 
during family prayer. But that evening (to my great satisfaction) we had rio knocking 
at all. But between nine and ten, a servant came in and said, Old Jeffries is coming 
(that was the name of one that died in the house) for I hear the signal. This they in
formed me was heard every night about a quarter before ten. It was toward the top 
of the house on the outside, at the northeast corner, resembling a loud creaking of 
a saw, or rather that of a windmill when the body of it is turned about in order to 
shift the sails to the wind. We then heard a knocking over our heads, and Mr. Wesley 
catching up a candle, said, Come, Sir, now you shall hear for yourself. We went upstairs; · 
he with much. hope and I (to say the truth) with much fear. When we came into the 
nursery, it was knocking in the next room; when we were there, it was knocking in 
the nursery. And there it continued to knock, though we came in, particularly at the 
head of the bed. (which was of wood) in which Miss Hetty and two of her younger 
sisters lay. Mr. Wesley observing that they were much affected though asleep, sweating 
and trembling exceedingly; was very angry, and pulling out a pistol, was going to fire 
at the place from whence the sound came. But I catched him by the arm and said, 
Sir; you are convinced this is something preternatural. If so, you cannot hurt it, but 
you give it power to hurt you. He then went dose to the place and said sternly, 'Thou 
deaf and dumb devil, why dost thou fright these children that cannot answer for 
themselves? Come to me in my study, that am a man?' Instantly it knocked his knock 
(the particular knock which he always used at the gate [ 1-23456-7]) as if it would shiver 
the board in pieces, and we heard nothing more that night." 

10. Till this time, my father had never heard the least disturbance in his study. 
But the next evening, as he attempted to go into his study (of which none had any 
key but himself) when he opened the door, it was thrust back with such violence as 
had like to have thrown him down. However, he thrust the door open and went in. 
Presently there was knocking. first on one side, then on the other; and after a time, 
in the next room, wherein my sister Nancy was. He went into that robm~ and (the 
noise continuing) adjured it to speak, but in vain. He then said, ''These spirits love 
darkness; put out the candle and perhaps it will speak." She did so, and he repeated 
his adjuration, but still there was .only knocking and no articulate sound. Upon this he 
said, "Nancy, two Christians are an over-match for the devil. Go all ofyou downstairs; 
it may be, when I am alone, he will have courage to speak." When she was gone, a 
thought came in and he said, "If thou art the spirit of my son Samuel, I pray, knock 
three knocks and no more." Immediately all was silence, and there was no more knocking 
at all that night. ... 

13. A few nights after, my father and mother were just gone to bed and the can
dle was not taken away, when they heard three blows, and a second, and a third three, 
as it were with a large oaken staff struck upon a chest which stood by the bedside. 
My father immediately arose, put on his nightgown, and hearing great noises below, 
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took the candle and went down. My m.other walked by his side. As they went down 
the broad stairs, they heard as if a vessel full of silver was poured upon my mother's 
breast and ran jingling down to her feet .. Quickly after there was a sound as if a large 
iron ball was thrown among many bottles under the stairs. But nothing was hurt. Soon 
after our large mastiff dog came and ran to shelter himself between them. While the 
disturbances continued, he used to bark and leap, and snap on one side and the .other, 
and that frequently, before any person in the room .heard any 'noise at all. But after 
two or three days, he used to tremble and creep away before the noise began. And 
by this, the family knew it was at hand; nor did the observation ever fail. ... 

14. Several gentlemen gnd clergymen now .earnestly advised my father to quit 
the house. But he constantly answered, ''No; let the devil flee from me; I will never 
flee from the devil." But he wrote to my eldest brother at London, to come down. 
He was preparing so to do, when another letter came, informing him the disturbances 
were over, after they had continued (the latter part of the time, day and night) from 
the second of December to the end of January. 

Some Remarks 

1. Wesley's account is indeed fascinating. If one reads the letters 
which several of the sisters and their parents wrote to Samuel Wesley, Jr. 
who was eager to learn everything possible about the "disturbances,'' one 
will notice certain unimportant discrepancies between Wesley's account 
and the letters. Wesley was writing from notes gathered about four years 
after the events. He also wanted the story to flow smoothly and adjusted 
his information for this purpose. Unfortunately, lack of space makes it 
impossible to include the letters of the sisters and their parents, but their 
first-hand accounts are even more fascinating than John's summary. 

2. The "disturbances" had a great effect on Emily who stated that, 
until this event, she was inclined to infidelity, but she became convinced 
(through what had happened) of the reality of a spiritual world beyond 
our own. She was the only one of the Wesleys who heard the knockings 
later in life in 1750, although John, himself, had an experience with Old 
Jeffrey in 1726 on a visit to his home. Wesley was so deeply impressed 
by the stories ofOld Jeffrey that forever after he was ready to give credence 
to any kind of ghost story no matter how far fetched. Old Jeffrey had 
made a pathway through his mind that provided an easy entry for tales 
of the occult. 

3. Wesley, however, never based his faith in the hereafter on tales 
of the supernatural. He stood firmly on the ground provided by the Christ 
who said ''Because I live, you shall live also." 

4. No one has ever solved the mystery of Old Jeffrey. It stands today 
as one of the best authenticated ghost stories of all time, and yet without 
a solution. It raises the question that today troubles many minds- Is there 
life after life; and can those who have entered that state communicate with 
this world? 

................................................................... ~ 


