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REGARDING OLD JEffREy:
THe WeSley faMily and iTS 
PARANORMAL DISTuRBANCES

Brian Shetler

In the October, 1784, issue of the Arminian Magazine, John Wesley in-
cluded the first of a three-part personal reflection piece that was rather dis-
tinct from the other articles in the issue.  While other parts of the magazine 
discussed the Synod of Dort, a sermon on Colossians, personal stories of 
travel and reflection, and even a survey of insects, the most interesting article 
had to be Wesley’s personal reflection on “the Disturbances in my Father’s 
House” that occurred in his youth.  These “disturbances” at Epworth were 
caused by a spirit or ghost, according to members of the Wesley family—
John included.

This was not some quick noise or brief trick of the eye.  Rather, these dis-
turbances in Epworth lasted for over a month, from early December, 1716, to 
late January, 1717.  It is regarded by many as one of the best-known and most 
closely followed haunting cases in English history.  The ghost or poltergeist, 
colloquially known as Old Jeffrey, has been discussed in a variety of places, 
from the Arminian Magazine to John Wesley’s journal to family biographies 
such as Adam Clarke’s Memoirs of the Wesley Family (1823) and Maldwyn 
Edwards’s Family Circle: A Study of the Epworth Household in Relation to 
John and Charles Wesley (1949).  It was examined and dissected by phenom-
enologists and psychologists in works such as Eliab W. Capron and Henry 
D. Barron’s Explanation and History of the Mysterious Communion with 
Spirits (1850) and H. Addington Bruce’s Historic Ghosts and Ghost Hunters 
(1908).  The disturbances even inspired a monographic study of the events 
edited by Dudley Wright called The Epworth Phenomena (1917) and a sen-
sationalist pamphlet called News from the Invisible World, From the Pen of 
Rev. John Wesley (1928).  In more recent times, Frederick Maser discussed 
the haunting in The Story of John Wesley’s Sisters or Seven Sisters in Search 
of Love (1988) and even included excerpts from the Arminian Magazine in 
a short piece within the October, 1992, issue of Methodist History journal.  
Seeing as it has been nearly thirty years since Maser’s editorial, it is time to 
resurrect Old Jeffrey one more time in the pages of this journal.

All of the retellings and investigations discussed above are valuable, but 
we believe that the best way to learn about the hauntings of Old Jeffrey and 
the phenomena at Epworth is to go directly to the source, to the Wesley fam-
ily.  With that in mind, we reprint in its entirety the article that John Wesley 
published in the Arminian Magazine in 1784.  This account is supplemented 
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by excerpts from John’s journals as well as letters from his parents, siblings, 
and household staff.  Through their combined retellings, we aim to share 
a first-hand perspective on the story of Old Jeffrey and the haunting of the 
Epworth Rectory.

From the Arminian Magazine, issues of October, November, and 
December, 1784:

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 1720, I carefully enquired into the par-
ticulars.  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 has the stone and uses to groan so.”  He 
opened the door again twice or thrice, the knocking being twice or thrice re-
peated.  But still seeing nothing, and being a little startled, they rose and went 
up to bed.  When Robert came to the top of the great stairs, he saw a hand-mill, 
which was at a little distance, whirled about very swiftly.  When he related 
this he said, “Nought vexed me, but that it was empty.  I thought, if it had but 
been full of malt he might have ground his heart out for me.”  When he was in 
bed, he heard as it were the gobbling of a turkey-cock, close to the bed-side: 
and soon after, the sound of one stumbling over his shoes and boots.  But there 
were none there; he had left them below.

3. The next day, he and the maid related these things to the other maid, who 
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, and had 
no sooner carried it into the dairy, than she heard a knocking on the shelf where 
several 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 next evening 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.

6. A night or two after, my sister Hetty, a year younger than my sister Molly, was 
waiting as usual, between nine and ten to take away my father’s candle, when 
she heard one coming down the garrett (sic) stairs, walking slowly by her; then 
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going down the best stairs, then up the back stairs, and up the garret stairs.  
And at every step, it seemed the house shook from top to bottom.  Just then my 
father knocked.  She went in, took his candle, and got to bed as fast as possible.

7. In the morning she told this to my eldest sister, who told her, “You know, I 
believe none of these things.  Pray let me take away the candle tonight, and I 
will find out the trick.”  She accordingly took my sister Hetty’s place; and had 
no sooner taken away the candle, than she heard a noise below.  She hastened 
down stairs to the hall, where the noise was.  But it was then in the kitchen.  
She ran into the kitchen, where it was drumming on the inside of the screen.  
When she went round it was drumming on the outside, and so always on the 
side opposite to her.  Then she heard a knocking at the back kitchen door. She 
ran to it; unlocked it softly; and when the knocking was repeated, suddenly 
opened it: but nothing was to be seen.  As soon as she had shut it, the knocking 
began again: she opened it again, but could see nothing: when she went to shut 
the door, it was violently thrust against her: she let it fly open; but nothing 
appeared.  She went again to shut it, and it was again thrust against her: but she 
set her knee and her shoulder to the door: forced it to, and turned the key. Then 
the knocking began again: but she let it go on, and went up to bed.  However 
from that time she was thoroughly convinced that there was no impostor in 
the affair.

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, she begged 
her 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, “Suky, 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 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 the knocking during family prayer.  But that evening (to my great 
satisfaction) we had no 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 informed 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 
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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 close 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) 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 room, 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 of you 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.

11.  I asked my sister Nancy (then about fifteen years old) whether she was not 
afraid, when my father used that adjuration?  She answered, She was sadly 
afraid it would speak, when she put out the candle: but she was not at all afraid 
in the day-time, when it walked after her, as she swept the chambers, as it 
constantly did, and seemed to sweep after her.  Only she thought he might have 
done it for her, and saved her the trouble.

12. By this time all my sisters were so accustomed to these noises, that they gave 
them little disturbance.  A gentle tapping at their bed-head usually began be-
tween nine and ten at night.  They then commonly said to each other, “Jeffrey 
is coming: it is time to go to sleep.”  And if they heard a noise in the day, 
and said to my youngest sister, “Hark, Hezzy, Jeffrey is knocking above,” she 
would run up stairs, and pursue it from room to room, saying she desired no 
better diversion.

13. A few nights after, my father and mother were just gone to bed and the candle 
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, took the candle and went down.  My mother 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.  A little 
before my father and mother came into the hall, it seemed as if a very large 
coal was violently thrown upon the floor and dashed all in pieces.  But nothing 
was seen.  My father then cried out, “Suky, do you not hear?  All the pewter is 
thrown about the kitchin.”  But when they looked, all the pewter stood in its 
place.  There then was a loud knocking at the back door.  My father opened it, 
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but saw nothing.  It was then at the fore door.  He opened that; but it was still 
lost labour.  After opening first the one, then the other several times, he turned 
and went up to bed.  But the noises were so violent all over the house, that he 
could not sleep till four in the morning.

14. Several Gentlemen and 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.

In addition to the compelling story that John Wesley retold in the Arminian 
Magazine, Wesley family letters from the time of the “disturbances” provide 
further details about the events.  Dozens of letters from the family sent word 
out to friends and other family members sharing information about the un-
explainable occurrences.  Within these letters are the following excerpts that 
highlight the feelings of unease and uncertainty that swept through Epworth 
Rectory in December, 1716, and January, 1717.1

From Susanna Wesley to her son Samuel:

Though I am not one of those that will believe nothing supernatural, but am rather 
inclined to think there would be frequent intercourse between good spirits and us 
did not our deep lapse into sensuality prevent it, yet I was a great while ere I could 
credit anything of what the children and servants reported concerning the noises they 
heard in several parts of our house.  Nay, after I had heard them myself, I was willing 
to persuade myself and them that it was only rats or weasels that disturbed us; and 
having been formerly troubled with rats, which were frightened away by sounding 
a horn, I caused a horn to be procured, and made them blow it all over the house.  
But from that night they began to blow the noises were more loud and distinct, both 
day and night, than before, and that night we rose and went down I was entirely 
convinced that it was beyond the power of any human creature to make such strange 
and various noises.

From Susannah (Suky) Wesley to her brother Samuel:

About the first of December a most terrible and astonishing noise was heard by a 
maid-servant as at the dining-room door, which caused the upstarting of her hair, 
and made her ears prick forth at an unusual rate.  She said it was like the groans of 
one expiring.  These so frightened her, that for a great while she durst not go out 
of one room into another, after it began to be dark, without company.  But, to lay 
aside jesting, which should not be done in serious matters, I assure you that from the 
first to the last of a lunar month the groans, squeaks, tinglings, and knockings were 
frightful enough.

From Emily Wesley to her brother Samuel:

If you would know my opinion of the reason of this, I shall briefly tell you.  I believe 
it to be witchcraft, for these reasons.  About a year since there was a disturbance at a 
town near us that was undoubtedly witches, and if so near, why may they not reach 
us?  Then my father had for several Sundays before its coming preached warmly 
against those that are called cunning men, which our people are given to; and it had 
a particular spite at my father.

1 Each of these excerpts is taken from The Epworth Phenomena, compiled and edited by Dudley 
Wright in 1920.
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Besides something was thrice Seen.  The first time by me that was discernible.  
The same creature was sat by the dining-room fire one evening; when our man went 
into the room, it run by him, through the hall under the stairs.  He followed with a 
candle and searched, but it was departed.  The last time he saw it in the kitchen like 
a white rabbit, which seems likely to be some witch; and I do so really believe it to 
be one, that I would venture to fire a pistol at it if I saw it long enough. It has been 
heard by me and others since December.

The strange occurrences happened over the course of a few months, but 
the story-telling continued long thereafter.  For most of the family, the story 
was an exciting one to share, particularly to the younger Samuel Wesley who 
was absent from Epworth Rectory at the time.  The story of Old Jeffrey was 
local lore and Wesley family fodder for decades, as evident by John Wesley’s 
inclusion of the tale in the Arminian Magazine nearly 70 years after it hap-
pened.  The tale has been strange and its telling fascinating, staying “alive” 
through more than three centuries.  While it is certainly a curiosity in its own 
right, the Wesley family connection made it legendary—at least to most.  
The matriarch of the family, Susanna Wesley, found talk of Old Jeffrey to be 
tiresome rather quickly.  By March, 1717, only a few months after the distur-
bances were recorded, she wrote to her son Samuel: “I cannot imagine how 
you should be so curious about our unwelcome guest.  For my part I am quite 
tired with hearing or speaking of it . . . .”  While Susanna may have quickly 
tired of the tale, it is clear that she was in the minority.  Three hundred years 
later and we are still sharing the story of the paranormal “disturbances” in the 
Epworth Rectory.  Unlike Jeffrey, some stories never grow old.


