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Some Nates on Captain Thomas Webb

American Methodists are becoming increasingly interested in
Captain Thomas Webb. Named by Dr. Leland D. Case, former
Editor of Together Magazine, as "American Methodism's Number
One Layman," the old Captain was recently in the news when his
remains were moved from Portland Chapel to the New Room at
Bristol, England. Previous to that event I had received a letter
about Captain Webb from the Rev. F. Elwood Perkins, a' dis
tinguished pastor and historian of the Southern New Jersey Con
ference of The United Methodist Church. He wrote in part:

Pursuant to our conversation regarding little known material on Cap
tain Webb's stay at Burlington and Bethlehem, I am enclosing some
xerox sheets from Margaret Morris's Journal.
In 1'836 fifty copies of the Journal were printed for private distribution,
and later, in 1854, the Journal was reprinted in Letters of Doctor
Richard Hill and His Children. This was a limited private edition for
the family. In 1865 John Jay Smith, her grandson, who had edited and
arranged the two previous printings, issued another small edition.
Any of these editions are very hard to come by. The Friendly His
torical Society republished the Journal serially in 1919. I obtained a
copy of the John W. Jackson edition of 1949 from our mutual friend,
George S. MacManus, who published it for Mr. Jackson.
Margaret Morris, a devout Quaker, was torn between her aversion
to violence on the one hand and her basic sympathy to the patriot
cause on the other hand. Her compassion for all in distress comes out
clearly, including her feelings for the privations of Captain Webb and
his family.
After her husband died Margaret Morris bought a home on the Green
bank in Burlington. The house had been owned at one time by William
Franklin, the last of the Royal Governors. He lived there at times.
I surmise from the Journal that Webb lived for about three weeks
(May 7-26, 1777) as practically a next door neighbor to Mrs. Morris.

We are deeply grateful to the Rev. Mr. Perkins for calling atten
tion. to a little known and highly significallt J oU7on,al containing all

I



62 METHODIST I-IISTORY

interesting reference to Captain Webb. Mrs. Morris reports that
on IVlay 7, 1777, the Captain and his family arrived with the pur
pose of continuing their journey to New York, for the Captain had
received orders frOln the Governor to depart from the State. As
vVebb and his family were retiring that night, however, a Captain
of the light horse \vith a party of soldiers descended on his lodgings
at an R. Smith's, demanded the keys to his trunks which they
searched carefully, taking his letters, and then remained on guard
all night in his room. Webb was taken to Philadelphia to face
charges of being a spy. He boldly cleared himself of this and another
charge that could not be proved, namely that in a sermon he had
preached two years before he had told the congregation that if
they took up arms against the King they would be "D d."
He was finally referred to the Governor who admonished him for
not taking advantage of a pass the Governor had given him two or
three weeks previously. The Governor now forbade him to go to
New York and ordered him to Bethlehem. At Bethlehem he \vas
confined in a Magic Circle of six miles.

Mrs. Morris notes that on May 26, the Captain and his family
departed for Bethlehem.

The Rev. Mr. Perkins also called my attention to the fact that
there are some Webb letters in the Historical Society of Pennsyl
vania, 13th and Locust Streets, Philadelphia. In visiting the library
I found a great many letters of Grace Webb, the wife of Captain
Webb, describing their life at Bethlehem, which hopefully will be
included in some form in future issues of Methodist History.

In this issue we are including the following letter from Captain
Thomas Webb to Elias Boudinot. It is printed here by the kind
permission of Nicholas B. Wainwright, Director of the Historical
Society of Pennsylvania.

Elias Boudinot, to whom Webb's letter is addressed, was born
in Philadelphia in 1740, of French Protestant parents. Chief Justice
of New Jersey when the Revolutionary War broke out, he, like
many of the descendants of the French immigrants, immediately
espoused the American cause. During the war l1e became COln
missionary General in charge of prisoners, and also one of the
presidents of the Second Continental Congress. For eleven years
he was in charge of the United States Mint, but found tilne, never
theless, to write several religious worl~s. He was an outstanding
philanthropist of Philadelphia, and he bequeathed a large acreage
of woodland along the Susquehanna as a trust to supply fuel to
needy housewives. rrhe Webb letter to Boudinot follo\vs:

Sir
I :have had an opportunity of seeing a paragraph of your let.ter to
Mr. Ferguson relative to lTIy Exchange, in "\vhich I find three cnpitnl



Philadelph.ia
April the 7th: 1778

n1istakes, viz. first you presume I was held as a prisoner of [the word
is obliterated but is probably "war"] in a Military Line, which is
not true, as I sold out of the Army in the year 66, 2 ly the Barrack
Mastership of Albany is a civil appointment, by warrant & not by
con1mission and therefore exchangeable for any person in a civil
capacity. [A blank in the text here, but it would seem likely that
the expression "3 ly" would fit into the text] you suppose that Cat.
Humpton's passport was not sufficient to admit me into the City of
Philadelphia, this in part I shall grant, but you must give me leave
to observe one thing, that Cat. Humpton was fully acquainted with
my intentions to come into the City, therefore he directed the passport
to all civil and Military officers who he supposed had a right to give
me leave to pass into Philadelphia if they saw it expedient; therefore
Mr. Evans as a civil Magistrate had an undoubted right to give me
leave to pass into the City both from the Letter and Spirit of the
passport. From the above circumstances, I am convinced the Exchange
for Mr. Cavenaugh is proper, and I am certain that General Jones
understood it in this light, however if you should not think proper
to confirm it, I shall look out for some person under the same predica
ment [this word "predicament" not clear in the text]. I have enclosed
copies of [probably "Mr." but not clear] Chamiers Letters; & further
beg leave to inform you, that I delivered a copy of a former Letter
to General Gates, and enclosed one to General Roberdeau on the
same head, about three months ago, & at the same time pressed them
to determine this matter, [text not clear but words are probably "as
I wanted"] to go for Great Britain; If they had been kind enough to
signify to me (at that time) that the Exchange would not be confirmed
for Mr. Cavenaugh I should have procured some other person before
this; I must therefore beg Sir you settle this matter by the first
opportunity as it is keeping me in a state of suspense & exposes both
myself & family to great inconveniences not to say distress. I am

Sir
your most Obt.
(words not clear)

TWebb
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