
The Penn-Mead Trial [a play] 
 

Scene – an elderly Quaker, William Mead, is talking to a group of young Quakers. 
 
John: William, if you are not too tired - please tell us about your trial again. Some of the 
children here do not know about it! 
 
Edmund: We older children could help out – we could take parts! We know what was said 
and you could help us if we falter! 
 
William Mead: Well, children, so I will. It’s tale I never tire of telling!  And what a good idea 
Edmund! Most of you have heard it times out of mind!  
Thomas! You can be William Penn; you’re tall and comely enough to be that great man!  
 
Robert: May I be the Recorder? Then I can shout and be disagreeable… 
 
Edmund: And I’ll be the Mayor – he’s really horrible! 
 
William Mead: Good – now who else do we need? 
 
Anne: May I be the clerk? I know what to say! 
 
William Mead: You may indeed and we need the witnesses James Cook and Richard Read! 
John? Will you take James Cook? And Julia, would you be Richard Read?  And we need 
Edward Bushell, the Foreman of the Jury – a most important person! You, George? [They nod 
in agreement.] Then in your places and we will begin! 
 
 It all started in the summer of 1670 – in August – a very hot and dusty August. William Penn 
and I were on our way to meeting in Gracechurch Street but the house was locked up and the 
way barred by soldiers!  There was quite a crowd outside too. We turned to speak to the 
people but before we knew we were arrested and in front of a court! 
 
 
Clerk: You are  charged that with force and arms you did assemble and congregate together, 
to the disturbance of the peace and what is more that you, William Penn, by agreement with 
William Mead, then and there in the open street did take it upon yourself to preach and 
speak……by reason whereof a great concourse and tumult of people did remain and 
continue, in contempt of the said Lord the King and his law……………..to the great terror and 
disturbance of many of his liege people……! 

What say you, William Penn and William Mead, are you Guilty, as you stand indicted, in 
manner and form, as aforesaid, or Not Guilty? 

William Penn: If I may have a fair hearing I will state my plea. 

Recorder: You shall indeed! 

William Penn: Then I plead not guilty in manner or form. 

Recorder: And what say you William Mead? 

William Mead: If I may have a fair hearing, as shall William Penn, I will state my plea. 

Recorder: You shall indeed! 

William Mead: Then I plead not guilty in manner or form! 

Clerk: The court will adjourn until after noon. 



[Aside] One of the younger children: And what did you think would happen, William? Did 
you think that the trial would be fair? 

[Aside] William Mead: Well – we had seen that Edward Bushell was one of the jury – we 
knew him to be a strong honest fellow! But we did have doubts, I must confess, knowing 
something of the nature of the Mayor and the Recorder! But on with the trial! 

Clerk:  Bring William Penn and William Mead to the bar. 

Mayor: Sirrah, who bid you put off their hats? Put on their hats again. 

William Mead: Then one of the court took our hats that we had taken off and put them back 
on our heads! [Children all shake their heads at this.] 

Recorder: Do you know where you are? 

William Penn. Yes. 

Recorder: Do not you know it is the king's court? 

William Penn:  I know it to be a court, and I suppose it to be the king's court.[Children 
chuckle at this.] 

Recorder: Do you not know there is respect due to the court?   

William Penn: Yes. 

Recorder: Why do you not pay it then? 

William Penn: I do so. 

Recorder: Why do you not pull off your hat then? 

William Penn: Because I do not believe that to be any respect. 

Recorder: Well, the court sets forty marks a piece upon your heads, as a fine for your 
contempt of the court. 

William Penn: I desire it might be observed, that, we came into the court with our hats off 
(that is, taken off) and if they have been put on since, it was by order from the bench; and 
therefore not we, but the bench should be fined. 

William Mead: I have a question to ask the Recorder, am I fined also? 

Recorder: Yes. 

William Mead: I desire the Jury, and all people to take notice of this injustice of the recorder: 
Who spake to me to pull off my hat? And yet hath he put a fine upon my head. O fear the 
Lord, and dread his power, and yield to the guidance of his holy spirit, for he is not far from 
every one of you. 

[Aside] They did not like that! They were growing angrier and angrier! Then they called the 
first witness – a man called James Cook! He took the oath and gave his evidence. 

James Cook: I was sent for from the Exchange, to go and disperse a meeting in 
Gracechurch-Street, where I saw Mr. Penn speaking to the people, but I could not hear what 



he said, because of the noise. I endeavoured to make way to take him, but I could not get to 
him for the crowd of people; upon which Captain Mead came to me, and desired me to let him 
go on; for when he had done, he would bring Mr. Penn to me. 

Mayor: What number do you think might be there? 

James Cook: About three or four hundred people. 

Mayor: Call Richard Read, give him his oath. 

Recorder: What do you know concerning the prisoners at the bar? 

Richard Read. My lord, I went to Gracechurch-Street, where I found a great crowd of people, 
and I heard Mr. Penn preach to them; and I saw Captain Mead speaking to Lieutenant Cook, 
but what he said, I could not tell. 

William Mead: What did William Penn say? 

Richard Read: There was such a great noise, that I could not tell what he said. 

William Mead: Jury, observe this evidence, he said he heard him preach, and yet says, he 
does not know what he said. Jury take notice, he swears now a clean contrary thing to what 
he swore before the mayor when we were committed: for now he swears that he saw me in 
Gracechurch-Street, and yet swore before the mayor, when I was committed, that he did not 
see me there. I appeal to the mayor himself, if this be not true. [Aside] But no answer was 
given. 

Recorder:  What number do you think might be there? 

Richard Read: About four or five hundred. 

William Penn: I desire to know of him what day it was. 

Richard Read: The 14th day of August. 

William Penn: Did he speak to me, or let me know he was there? For I am very sure I never 
saw him. 

[Aside] William Mead: And so it went on! Some said William Penn had spoken but none 
knew what he had said; some said they had seen me but others that they had not! It was all 
confusion. The Mayor and the Recorder were growing impatient so they decided to go over 
the indictment and then send the jury out to consider their verdict.  

[Aside]  Do you remember what the Recorder said? [Robert nods and smiles.] 

Recorder: You have heard what the Indictment is, It is for preaching to the people, and 
drawing a tumultuous company after them, and Mr. Penn was speaking; if they should not be 
disturbed, you see they will go on; there are three or four witnesses that have proved this, that 
he did preach there; that Mr. Mead did allow of it: after this you have heard by substantial 
witnesses what is said against them : now we are upon the matter of fact, which you are to 
keep to, and observe, as what hath been fully sworn at your peril. 

William Mead: So the jury went out. The court then sent us to “the Hole” – a dirty stinking cell 
to await their return – this was to make us sorry and to repent our so-called crimes! 

Finally the jury came back and the foreman of the jury spoke. 



Foreman of the jury: We find that William Penn is guilty of speaking in Gracechurch Street 
and William Mead is not guilty!  

Recorder: You had as good say nothing! 
 
Mayor: Was it not an unlawful assembly? You mean, he was speaking to a tumult of people 
there? 
 
Foreman of the jury: My lord, this was all I had in commission. 
 
Recorder: The law of England will not allow you to depart till you have given your verdict. 
 
Foreman of the jury: We have given our verdict, and we can give no other. 

Recorder: Gentlemen, you have not given in your Verdict, you have said nothing; therefore 
go and consider it once more, that we may make an end of this troublesome business. 

Foreman of the Jury: We desire we may have pen, ink, and paper. 

William Mead: So they were given pen, ink and paper! And when they returned this time they 
had written down their verdict “Guilty of speaking or preaching and Mead was not guilty”. 
There was such uproar!  

Recorder: Gentlemen, you shall not be dismissed till we have a verdict the court will accept, 
and you shall be locked up without meat, drink, fire and tobacco………….. We will have a 
verdict by the help of God, or you shall starve for it!”  

[Aside] A second younger child: Cruel man! 

William Mead: So the jury left once more! And early the following morning the jury was 
brought back into court. Despite their now miserable condition they returned the same verdict.  
 
 Mayor: I shall cut your throat, Edward Bushell! I know you to be a trouble maker and the 
ringleader here! 

William Mead: William Penn protested loud and long at this attempt at intimidation – he said 
that it was a travesty of justice. And so it was! The Mayor was a very unhappy man! Then 
William tried a new tack… 

 William Penn:  If William Mead was not guilty, it consequently follows that I am clear, since 
you indicted us of a conspiracy, and I could not possible conspire alone. 
 
[Aside]A third younger child: Clever move! 
 
William Mead: This was not accepted and the jury was sent out again. For the 4

th
 time they 

returned the verdict “Guilty of speaking in Gracechurch Street”. Edward Bushell again 
received the brunt of the bench’s fury. 
 
Mayor: [to the jury] Have you no more wit than to be led by such a pitiful fellow? I will cut his 
nose! 
 
William Mead: So again William Penn protested at this attempt to cow the jury into 
submission! 
 
Mayor: Stop his mouth! Jailer, bring fetters and stake him to the ground! 
 
William Penn: Do your pleasure. I matter not your fetters. 
 



Recorder: Till now I never understood the reason of the policy and prudence of the 
Spaniards in suffering the Inquisition among them; and certainly it will never be well with us till 
something like the Spanish Inquisition be in England! 
 
William Mead: And he tried again to get the jury to change their verdict and when they 
refused he was so furious that he threatened to leave the court himself and had to be called 
back by the Mayor. So the jury had another night of being locked up in terrible conditions! 
Howsoever when the jury returned next day, they gave their verdict with a firm voice - “Guilty 
of speaking in Gracechurch Street”. 

Recorder: I am sorry, gentlemen, you have followed your own judgments and opinions, 
rather than the good and wholesome advice which was given you; God keep my life out of 
your hands, but for this the Court fines you 40 marks a man; and imprisonment till paid.  

William Penn: I demand my liberty, being freed by the Jury. 

Mayor: No, you are in for your fines. 

William Penn: Fines, for what? 

Mayor: For contempt of the Court. 

William Penn: The law says that no freeman shall be imprisoned but by the verdict of a jury!  
This is unlawful! 

William Mead: But they imprisoned us all. The jurymen refused to pay their fines.  

Edmund: What happened to them – did they die in prison? 

William Mead: No! The lord Chief Justice heard all about it – there was such a public outcry! 
And he released them all. William’s father secretly paid our fines. He was ill you see and 
wanted to see his son before he died. 

One of the younger children: You were so brave, William Mead, and so was William Penn!  
Did you never feel that you should just give in? 

William Mead: No, we never did – we took heart at the rightness of our case – and the 
staunchness of the jurymen! And it was so worthwhile. Afterwards our law was much 
strengthened and now a jury has the right to return a verdict according to its conscience and 
the evidence put before it without interference from anyone. 


