The Life and Times of  

WILLIAM FOX (1736–1826), Founder of Lechlade Baptist Church and Founder of the Sunday School Society
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WILLIAM FOX, (1736–1826), founder of Lechlade Baptist Church, was also founder of the Sunday School Society and first treasurer of the Baptist Home Missionary Society. He was born at Clapton 14 Feb. 1736. The youngest of eight, he was left fatherless in early childhood. He had extraordinary resolution, and at the age of ten formed business plans which were afterwards completely realised. He ultimately became lord of the manor of Clapton. Fox was apprenticed to a draper and mercer at Oxford in 1752, and before the expiration of his indentures his master gave up to him his house and shop and stock of goods, valued then at about £4,000 (£900,000 today). Fox married in 1761 the eldest daughter of Jonathan Tabor, a Colchester merchant. Three years later he moved to London, and established a large business. Impressed with the degradation of the poorer classes of the population, he endeavoured unsuccessfully, by the aid of members of both houses of parliament, to move the government in their behalf. About 1784, when he became the proprietor of Clapton, he began his humanitarian work unaided, not only clothing all the poor of the parish—men, women, and children—but founding a free day school. Writing to Robert Raikes in 1785 he stated that long before the establishment of Sunday schools he had designed a system of universal education, but had met with little support from the clergy and laity, who were alarmed by the magnitude of the undertaking. A meeting was held at Fox's instance in the Poultry, London, on 16 Aug. 1785, when it was resolved to issue a circular recommending the formation of a society for the establishment and support of Sunday schools throughout the kingdom of Great Britain. Fox was cordially supported by Raikes and other friends of education, and the result was the foundation of the Sunday School Society, with a body of officers and governors, and a committee of twenty-four persons, chosen equally from the Church of England and the various bodies of protestant dissenters. The Earl of Salisbury was elected president. Before eight months had elapsed from the first meeting in the Poultry, thirty schools had been established, containing 1,110 scholars, and by the following January (1787) these had been increased to 147 schools with 7,242 children. In 1797 the Baptist Home Missionary Society was formed, with Fox as treasurer. Mr. Fox removed to Lechlade House in Gloucestershire about the year 1802 where he continued to live till the year 1823: a period of nearly twenty-one years. Before Mr. Fox resided at Lechlade, the dissenters there had been greatly persecuted; but from his cordiality with, and respectful demeanour towards, the clergy of the established church, those prejudices against them were greatly removed. He had the pleasure of living to see a Baptist meeting-house built in the village, principally at his own cost: he also presented the land on which it was erected, and became a deacon of the church. In 1823 he moved to Cirencester, where he lost his wife, a lineal descendant of Sir Harbottle Grimstone.  Fox died at Cirencester on 1 April 1826, and was buried at Lechlade beside his wife and daughter. Among the friends and supporters of Fox were Granville Sharp and William Wilberforce.

All the following information and quotations are taken from

“Memoir of W. Fox, Esq., 
Founder of the Sunday School Society”, 

Joseph Ivimey, pub. 1831

“Sir, the work is great, and I shall not be satisfied until every person in the world is able to read the Bible; therefore we must call on all the world to help us.”


Declaration of William Fox, Esq. (Page i)

“…while Mr. ROBERT RAIKES  has justly the honour of having first established Sunday-schools, … MR. FOX should be known to posterity as being the originator of a Society for the promoting of universal, scriptural, gratuitous education, which, under his management, and at his suggestion, settled down into the SUNDAY SCHOOL SOCIETY.” 
                                                                                                 (Page iv)

“…the benevolent names of Raikes, the churchman, and Fox, the dissenter, may descend together to posterity, as the benefactors of their country and of the world.” (Page iv)

Mr. William Fox… was a Benefactor to the world by planting the acorn which has produced, to speak figuratively, one of the finest oaks even of British growth, and which appears destined to be the glory and defence of our native country, so long as ignorance and vice make it necessary that the children of the poor should be taught to read and understand the Bible. (Introduction Page 7)
“Farmers and other inhabitants of the towns and villages complain that they receive more injury on their property on the Sabbath than all the week besides; this in great measure proceeds from the lawless state of the younger class who are allowed to run wild on that day, free from every restraint. To remedy this evil persons duly qualified are employed to instruct those that cannot read; and those that may have learnt to read are taught the catechism and conducted to church. By thus keeping their minds employed the day passes profitably and not disagreeably. In those parishes where this plan has been adopted we are assured that the behaviour of the children is greatly civilized. The barbarous ignorance in which they had before lived  being in some degree dispelled, they began to give proofs that those persons are mistaken who consider the lower order of mankind incapable of improvement and therefore think an attempt to reclaim them impracticable, or at least, not worth the trouble.”
Article in Gloucester Journal Nov 3, 1783 (quoted pages 24-25)
“A clergyman from Painswick called upon me this afternoon and expressed his surprise at the progress made there. Many boys can now read who certainly have no other opportunity than what they derive from their Sunday instruction. This he assured me was the fact…I hear that the people in the Forest of Dean have begun to set this machine in motion among the children of the colliers, a most savage race.


A person from Mitchel Dean called upon me a few days ago to report their progress. “Sir,” says he, “we now have many children who three months ago knew not a letter from a cart wheel (that was his expression). Who can now repeat hymns in a manner that would astonish you.”

Extract of  Letter from Robert Raikes to William Fox, June 20 1785 

(quoted Pages 27-28)
Sir, encouraged by the promising success of the Sunday Schools established in some towns and villages of this kingdom, several gentlemen met on Tuesday evening, the 10th instant… to consider the utility of forming :
“A SOCIETY FOR THE ESTABLISHMENT AND SUPPORT OF SUNDAY-SCHOOLS THROUGHOUT THE KINGDOM OF GREAT BRITAIN.”

To prevent vice – to encourage industry and virtue – to dispel the darkness of ignorance – to diffuse the light of knowledge – to bring men to submit cheerfully to their stations – to obey the laws of God and their country – to make that part of the community, the country poor, happy – to lead them in the pleasant paths of religion here, and to endeavour to prepare them for a glorious eternity, are the objects proposed by the promoters of this Institution.
Extract from William Fox’s circular to various persons of influence, 
dated August 26, 1785 (Quoted pages 29-30)
For the purpose of accomplishing his design (William Fox) consented that his name, as founder of the society, should be eclipsed by those of more worldly distinction and that his own denomination of Christians should be, as it were, swallowed up by the more extensive influence of members of the established church. (Page 50)

“The ignorance of our poor is astonishing, considering they are born in a Christian and protestant country. This last summer, as I went to visit a friend who lives at a little village in the country belonging to our parish, a poor girl, about eight or nine years old, in appearance one of the villagers, accosted me with

“Pray, sir, for God’s sake, give me a halfpenny.”

I asked her who or what God was, for whose sake she asked for the halfpenny.

“I don’t know, Sir,” was her answer.

“Who made you?” said I.

“I was not made, Sir”, said the girl, “I was born”, which showed she was no fool.

“Don’t you see the sun there that shines upon you?” said I.

“Yes,  Sir.”

“Who made that sun or put it there, do you think?”

“I don’t know, Sir.”

“What! Did your mother never tell you anything about God?”

“No, Sir.”

“Do you never go to church?”

“Yes,  Sir.”

“Did you not hear something about God at church?”

“No, Sir, as I know of.”

I gave her something, with some instructions about God, and that she should mind what she heard when she went to church &c, &c, and left her, lamenting the ignorance of these poor creatures, vast
numbers of whom we have everywhere about us. Many in this town and in the street where I dwell, who never, or very seldom, go to 
any place of public worship, and cannot read; or if they do now and then attend, yet, for want of some previous knowledge of the leading principles of religion, they don’t understand scarcely anything they hear in the prayers or sermons…
Extract from a letter sent, Dec 24th 1785, from Rev. Daniel Turner, a Baptist minister at Abingdon, to Mr. William Fox: (Pages 59-60)

“It is truly lamentable to observe that the genuine friends of our adorable Redeemer are very thinly scattered, even amongst the multitude of professed adherents to His religion. How few are to be found who give proof that they love our Lord Jesus Christ in sincerity! How few will abandon their own earthly concerns and count all things but loss if by any means they may promote the salvation of sinners, and the glory of Christ! How few pass the time of their sojourning here looking not at the things which are seen but at the things which are not seen! Well, we will bless that one here and one there is to be met with this description, and let us make it a matter of daily supplication that He will be graciously pleased to add to their number.. Glory be to His name for the effusion of His Spirit which He hath poured upon you! I trust that your zeal will provoke many, and that by the united efforts of the people of God…we shall be favoured to hear of a cloud of miserable transgressors convinced of their dangerous situation and brought to fly to Jesus, the appointed city of refuge.”

Extract from a letter sent by the Rev. Joseph Easterbrook, of Bristol, to Mr. William Fox. July 5 1786 (Page 75)

“On the Sunday afternoon the town (Painswick, Oct 1786) was filled with the usual crowd who attended the feast but instead of repairing to the ale-houses, as heretofore, they all hastened to the church which was filled in such a manner as I never remember to have seen in any church in this county before; the galleries, the aisles, were thronged like a playhouse. Drawn up in a rank around the churchyard appeared the children belonging to the different (Sunday-) schools, to the number of 331.Young people, lately more neglected than the cattle in the field, ignorant, profane, filthy, clamorous, impatient of every restraint, were here seen, cleanly, quiet, observant of order, submissive, courteous in behaviour, and in conversation free from that vileness which marks our wretched vulgar. The inhabitants of the town bear testimony to this change in their manners. The appearance of decency might be assumed for a day; but the people among whom they live are ready to declare that this is a character fairly stated. (Page 87)
The sermon that was preached that day was Deut 31:12-13  

“Gather the people together, men and women, and children, and thy stranger that is within thy gates, that they may hear, and that they may learn, and fear the Lord your God, and observe to do all the words of this law: And that their children, which have not known any thing, may hear, and learn to fear the Lord your God, as long as ye live...”
It is not then to be wondered at that a spirit of liberality was excited on this occasion. A carpenter put a guinea in the plate, and afterwards brought four more to Mr. Webb. “It was my fixed design,” says he, “to devote the sum that I received from a certain job of work to support of Sunday Schools. I received five guineas, only one I put in the plate; it did not become me to put more; it would have looked like ostentation; but here are the other four.” (Page 88)

“I forgot to mention that Mr. Fox, one of the worthy members of your committee, was present with us at Painswick.” (Page 89)
“Children thus educated have, in many instances, by an orderly conduct shamed their parents from the practice of vices in which they were before addicted; and that the very neighbourhood in which such schools are established exhibit examples of decency, regularity and security, to which they had long been unaccustomed.”  (Page 91)
In a letter which Mr. Fox wrote to his friend and coadjutor, Mr. Raikes:

“…however divided in political sentiments, or separated from each other by diversity of religious opinion, in this important undertaking, wherein the glory of God and the good of mankind are so intimately concerned, the most perfect unanimity has prevailed. How worthy of imitation is this example! Should it be universally followed, and should that spirit of bigotry which disgraced former times, and in some instances prevents improvement in the present, be proscribed from the breasts of all, as it is from the wise and the good, we might expect to see, not only 234,000 poor children (which Sunday Schools in England are now (1787) calculated to contain, emerging from ignorance and rescuing from vice, but such an extension of the institution as could not fail, under the divine blessing, to produce universal good to the poor, and security to the rich.” (Page 95)

“The Society, it appears from the annual printed reports, continued to increase from year to year, so that in the year 1796, ten years after its commencement, it had established and assisted 1086 
schools and 69,222 scholars. It had distributed 5749 Bibles, 26,321 Testaments and 110,389 spelling books.” (Page 106)
“The Rev. T. Charles of Bala was in London at the close of (1798) and applied to the Committee for aid towards the support of Sunday-Schools in the principality of Wales; but, as their funds were raised for schools in England only, this could not be granted. A separate fund was therefore raised for Wales and…”the English bounty” was received with great joy and soon spread throughout the whole country: 3000 books, including bibles and testaments, were placed at the disposal of this worthy clergyman, and were distributed in the course of a few months. …In July 1799 the Committee informed the Society of their intention, if possible, to print an edition of the New Testament in the Welsh language, a measure, say they, which we have much at heart, being convinced of its great propriety and necessity, that the knowledge that has been acquired in Sunday-schools might be directed to the Scriptures, which are of infinite importance to the bodies and souls of men. In January 1800 Mr. Charles says, “The report of the new edition of the Welsh bible has enlivened the Sunday-schools much, especially as they are to be disposed of at so low a price. I am convinced of it, that 5000 bibles could be immediately disposed of in North Wales, if they could be obtained. I know several districts without a bible in all the families who live in them, and there was not an individual who could read among them till our schools were introduced. Now being taught to read, like hungry persons, they are ready to famish for want of bibles. In some parts the Sunday-schools flourish more than ever, and beyond all dispute do abundant good. I am convinced that hundreds of our poor children are preparing in them for useful stations in the church on earth, and for glory in that above; and what greater blessing can we look for? (Pages 107-108)
In 1797 the Baptist Home Missionary Society was formed for promoting village preaching by ministers in the neighbourhoods of their respective residences which might be found destitute of evangelical teaching. Mr Fox was solicited to become the Treasurer and he undertook the office.                         (Page115)

God is gracious; Christ is precious; heaven is glorious; and grace is free. “I give unto my sheep”, says our Lord, “eternal life, and they shall never perish, neither shall any man pluck them out of my hand.” And what need we more? What better security can we ask or desire?

Extract from a letter of William Fox to Joseph Gutteridge, Esq., June 29th 1809  (Page 118)
Mr. Fox’s excellent wife was continued until Feb 6 1828 when she died in her ninety-fourth year. She had been an ornamental member of a Christian church for nearly eighty years! She was buried in the family vault in the burial ground of the chapel at Lechlade. Mrs. Fox’s mother’s maiden name was Grimstone. 
(Page 119)
William Fox expired on the 1st April 1826 and his remains were, by his own desire, removed from Cirencester to Lechlade, where, a few years before he had buries his wife, and a beloved daughter.

The following inscription is on the Tomb in the Burial ground of the Chapel at Lechlade in Gloucestershire:                 
This Stone
which perpetuates the Memory of

MARY EVILL

who departed this Life

April 9, 1821,

Contains the first records of mortality

ever placed in this ground.

In the same Grave also are deposited

the mortal remains of

MARY FOX

Mother of the above

who died Feb. 5 1823; And of

WILLIAM FOX,

Husband of the aforesaid Mary Fox,

Of Lechlade House, Esq.

Who died April 1, 1826.

Grave! The Guardian of their dust,

Grave! The Treasury of the Skies,

Every atom of thy Trust

                    Rests in hope again to rise.  (Page 124)
Since the first establishment of Sunday-schools, millions of children have been taught to read the Bible and lisp the praises of their Creator. In vain might the Tract Society, the Bible Society, the Society for the promoting of Religious Knowledge, &c, have sent forth their myriads of publications, had not Sunday-schools previously taught the illiterate to read. All these would have been “a book that was sealed”, of the entire contents of which the recipients would have been in utter ignorance. (Page 127).
The following supplementary material is taken from

“The Rise and Progress Sunday Schools:

A Biography of Robert Raikes and William Fox”.

John Carroll Power
The year 1836 will ever be memorable in the history of Christianity, because it gave birth to two of the most noble philanthropists with whom the world has been blessed in any age – Robert Raikes and William Fox. (Page 50)

William Fox was born February 14, 1786, at the village of Clapton, a few miles north of the city of Gloucester…both his parents were active Christians – they were members of the Baptist church at another village near Clapton, called Bourton-on-the-water; (Pages 51-52)

In 1761 William married Miss Mary Tabor and about the year 1764 he purchased a large business in Leadenhall Street, London, and removed to that city. (Pages 58-59)

The wholesale trade in which Mr. Fox had engaged made it necessary for him to take frequent journeys through the several counties or shires of England, which afforded him frequent opportunities of witnessing the deplorable ignorance of the poorer classes. He often found hamlets and even villages where the poor were entirely without the Bible – and what made this destitution still worse, he discovered that when they were presented with a copy, not one in twenty could read it.

This deplorable state gave him much food for reflection, and caused him to spend much time in devising means to remedy the evil. (Page 61)

It was about this time (1783 or 1784) that Mr. Fox purchased the manor of Clapton in his native village… This gave him an opportunity to commence his benevolent efforts in favour of education in his native place. His first step towards this object was to clothe comfortably all the poor people in the village – men, women and children. He next set up a week-day school for the free instruction of all who were willing to attend it. In this school the reading was confined to the Bible, and as there was no chapel in the village the children and all those who partook of his bounty were directed to attend service on the Sabbath at the parish church. (Page 62)

…Mr. Raikes endorses the project of forming a society “full of admiration at the great, the noble design you speak of forming,” no jarring or jealousy here, but an honest recognition of a co-worker in carrying out the grand design drawn by Him who is above all. (Page 77)

It afterwards settled upon the name of “THE SOCIETY FOR PROMOTING SUNDAY SCHOOLS THROUGHOUT THE BRITISH DOMINIONS,” which was abbreviated to “The Sunday School Society.” (Page 87)

And shall we, while in the possession of every spiritual blessing, view with unconcern the multitudes who are perishing around us for lack of knowledge? Forbid the thought. What, has Christ laid down His life for us and shall we refuse a cup of cold water to these little ones?  (Pages 147-148)

It was truly affecting to see the old people entreating to be taught to read the Bible.” (Page 160)

The first schools were established by Mr. Raikes in 1781-2. The first Society by Mr. Fox, Sept 7 1785. (Page 240)

…whenever a missionary started for a foreign land, the Sabbath School must be introduced and relied on as one of the most efficient implements of aggressive warfare against the strongholds of ignorance, superstition and vice. (Page 240)

A letter written in 1858 from a gentleman by the name of Moore, on Prince Edwards Island, to a friend in England, speaking of the powerful influence of Sunday Schools, and of the great work of the Sunday School Society in organising a system to spread them through the world, says: “Myself and family will ever revere the name of Fox, the Founder of the Sunday School Society, as it was through the instrumentality  of those schools that myself, wife, and six children were brought to a knowledge of the truth as it is in Jesus.” (Page 244)
Rules for the Sunday Schools

1. The objects of the charity shall be poor persons of each sex and of any age; who shall be taught to read …

2. The teachers…shall oblige all who are committed to their charge to attend public worship every Sunday unless prevented by illness or any other sufficient cause.

3. The teachers shall take care that the scholars come clean to their respective schools and if any scholar be guilty of lying, swearing, pilfering, talking in an indecent manner or otherwise misbehaving themselves the teacher shall point out the evil of such conduct; and if, after repeated reproof, the scholar shall not be reformed, he or she shall be excluded from the school.

4. The religious observations of the Christian Sabbath being an essential object with the Society for the support and encouragement of Sunday-Schools, the exercises of the scholars on that day shall be restricted to reading the Old and New Testaments, and to spelling as a preparative for it. 

To the Masters and Mistresses of Sunday-schools (extracts)
4. Neither writing nor arithmetic is to be taught on Sunday.
9. Avoid as much as possible corporal punishments; try advice, persuasion, discouragement, disgrace, confinement, &c; more especially aim to inspire them with a disposition to excel and contrive honorary rewards to confer upon such as deserve them.

10. Above all, keep the religious ends of the institution always in sight and be constantly reminding all under your care that Sunday-schools are designed

· To check and reform vicious habits and all tendency towards them in the rising generation.

· To inculcate upon them a becoming regard for the Word and worship of Almighty God.

· To require their keeping holy the Sabbath-day.

· To warn them of the evil of sin in general and of youthful sins in particular such as pride, pilfering, idleness, swearing, lying, disobedience to parents, &c.

· To set before them the excellency and importance of justice, diligence, humility and a conscientious regard to truth in all they say, and a respectful subjection to those whom the providence of God has set over them.

· Finally, to explain, in a manner suited to their understandings, all the truths and duties recommended in the Holy Scriptures and promote a believing and obedient regard to them for their happiness both here and hereafter.              
Taken from “Memoir of W. Fox, Esq., Founder of the Sunday School Society”, Joseph Ivimey, pub. 1831 (Pages 42-43; 46-47)
