CHAPTER VIII
A SOLDIER'S WOOING

One morning in 1880, when I was leaving my people's home at Clapton Common for the City, I
found a maid opening the door to a caller, who was inquiring for “Mrs. Booth.” I noticed that
the visitor was an attractive girl of about eighteen, and her appearance impressed me. She was
quietly dressed, but I remember still that there were blue cornflowers in her hat, and I confess to
the thought that they became her! I passed on my way, but a kind of mental picture was formed,
and it reappeared during the day — a quite unusual thing for me. When I returned home at
night, I was interested enough to make inquiries. I learned her name. She was one of those who
had been blessed at meetings my dear mother was then holding in the West End of London,
and had been to her to seek spiritual counsel and advice. That was the first glimpse I had of my
dear wife.
In the following autumn I saw her again. It was at a morning Holiness Meeting in our hall near
the Whitechapel church. The meeting concluded with the administration of the Lord's Supper,
as our custom then was. Florence Soper — for that was her name — had in the interval decided
to join the Salvation Army, and she was present that day as one of ourselves. I had not noticed
her until I passed round calling upon each one present to remember our Lord's death. This was
really the first occasion on which I spoke to her. I have often recalled the circumstance with a
momentary but very real pleasure.

That day I was formally introduced to my future wife by my sister, and we walked some distance
together on the way from one meeting to another. Naturally we spoke of The Army and the
difficulties for those situated as she was — one of a family then quite hostile to our work. I liked
her courage and quick intelligence, but certainly at that time I was not attracted to her in any
personal or romantic way.
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In the early part of the following year — 1881 — our work was started in France by my eldest
sister. Among the little band of valiant souls who shared in that enterprise was (by this time
captain) Florence Soper. She had fought a brave fight in the corps and in her home, and had
won a rather reluctant consent from Dr. Soper to her going to Paris. I heard her say a few words
in St. James's Hall at the farewell meeting, and by one of those curious “accidents” which can
never be entirely explained, I had the opportunity of rather a lengthy conversation. I could not
say that I was then in love, but I certainly found myself at the end of our talk in deep sympathy
with a striking and attractive young woman, one who was now an officer with us, who had suffered
considerable loss and hardship for her Lord and His cause, and who seemed completely
consecrated to the service of the Lord Jesus Christ, as I understood that service.
A day or two after this the French party left us, and I found myself reflecting on the impression
made upon me. I sought to know also the impression made on my mother and on my sister
Emma, the Consul, and learned that it was quite good. Altogether, I began to feel myself drawn
to the now absent captain.
Then straightway I fell into a serious controversy. Grave questions presented themselves. I saw
little prospect of being able to provide a home suited to receive one of whose home life I had
already learned something, and one who, I saw for myself, must have been all her life sheltered
and delicately cared for, and, no doubt, accustomed to much that I should hardly approve. I
shrank also from the possibility of being hindered in my work for God and the souls of men by
allowing another absorbing interest to come into my life. Was it wise — safe? Was it right? I felt
myself irrevocably covenanted with God for that work, and I dreaded putting myself into
circumstances which might make me less fully devoted to it.
I realized also that the rush and care of that life, as it already seemed likely to develop, could
scarcely be favourable to guiding and training one whose experience of spiritual things had been
but brief, and that I ought to bear in mind that her soul was as precious as my own. I halted.
Still, I found that I had undoubtedly come under a new influence, and the question arose, “Might
not this be God's way for me?” I decided to give myself six months for deliberation and prayer
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before coming to a decision or taking any step whatever in the matter. I did so. Again and again
during that time I concluded that I should be wise to give up all thought of the subject, but again
and again I came back to its consideration.
Near the end of the six months I found myself very little clearer in my judgment. Nevertheless,
my feelings were stronger. I decided to consult the Founder and to accept his view as probably
the right one. I told him the exact situation. He asked me if the captain knew anything of the
matter. I answered, “No, she could not do so.” Then he helped me to test my own feelings, and
spoke strong, wise words of counsel and warning. We had prayer, and he finished our interview
by approving of my desire, and remarking in his direct if whimsical fashion, that the question now
was, “Will she have you?” While half preparing me for a refusal, he gave me his blessing in either
event!
The time now came to put the matter to the test. I went over one evening to Paris, and next
morning found Miss Soper with my sister in their apartment in rue Parmentier. After breakfast I
asked for a few minutes' conversation, and then in the simplest way I could devise I plainly stated
my feelings, carefully described something of my experiences during the previous six months,
and asked her to be my wife. I felt bound to dwell rather fully on the probable hardships and
uncertainties of my future, including the simple style of living I should have to adopt. At the same
time I referred to the strain of our fight with a world in arms against Jesus Christ, and the little
we could expect in the way of human sympathy or gratitude in the battle against sorrow and sin.
The captain remained very silent during what had become quite a recital. She was seated at the
table. I had risen, and was walking to and fro as I spoke, stirred both by my theme and by my
anxiety to be perfectly frank. At last I stopped in my perambulations and said:
“Would it be possible, now that you know my feelings, to give me some word as to your feelings
or probable feelings on the question?”
“Do you mean now?” she asked.
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“Yes,” I said, “if possible.”
“How long," was the reply, “did you say you have been praying and considering the matter?”
Six months.”
“Well," with a little smile, “perhaps I might ask for six months also?”
I said, “Certainly!” Of course I could say no other! Then I spoke further — particularly of the
possibility of our being of service to one another in working for the blessing and helping of the
people. We both desired to see God glorified before anything else. She could help me in this. I
would strive to help her.
I was standing now on one side of the room when, at this point, she rose and came near to me
and said, “Did I understand you to say that you believed I could help you — that I could really
be of service to you in your work?"
I said that that was my sure feeling. I added something about my sense of the seriousness of a
proposal to bring her to share in so burdensome and difficult a task as mine. I spoke also of my
unworthiness of such a helper. Only the deepest affection, I said, could make it right for either
of us to think of it.
Then there fell a time of silence between us as we stood together, and — I knew that in large
part my battle was won.
We had, however, to consider the views of Dr. Soper, and I did not then ask for any formal
promises except such as might be given subject to his consent. But we came to a happy
conclusion and together committed ourselves to God in prayer, and I humbly felt, as I have felt
ever since, how entirely the Lord our God had guided us. I returned to London the same night.
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That was on November 22nd, 1881. We were married by my dear father in the Congress Hall,
Clapton, on October 12th, 1882. My work and the special circumstances in which we were both
placed made any very intimate acquaintance before our marriage extremely difficult. But we had
a few delightful days together by the kindness of Mr. and Mrs. Billups, who received us first at
Sevenoaks in Kent, and later at their country place at Barry, near Cardiff. Our communion was all
the sweeter and deeper because it was snatched on a soldier's leave. Some of the times we
spent together in Knole Park, and particularly times of prayer under the great trees, made an
ineffaceable impression upon me, and formed the beginning of the closest and sweetest union
of heart and mind which surely has ever fallen to mortal lot.

Need I say that though I was now very deeply in love with one very loving and lovable soul, I
found no decrease in my love for God or for the suffering and miserable. This new love really
strengthened and increased the other. We talked and prayed and planned and loved together
in those days when our love was young, but the world and its needs and the great battle for the
testimony of Jesus Christ, in which we were both already deeply involved, were first in all our
thoughts.
Mine was indeed a soldier's wooing, and hers a soldier's loving, and after forty-six years of
burden-bearing together, and of labours, by God's grace more abundant, in many fields, we can
say that the wooing and the loving have never ceased.
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