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On 12 April 1849, after a tiring journey through Belgium, 
Hanover and Prussia, ending with a five-day coach ride 
from Gothenburg, Frederick Spurrell arrived in Stockholm 
to take on a new role.  He was to be the first regularly 
appointed Chaplain to the British Residents there, a 
role which, as a fresh-faced clergyman not long out of 
university, would have filled him with both excitement and 
apprehension.

A few days later, after taking his first service and learning 
his way around the city, Frederick wrote to his family in 
England giving his first impressions of Sweden and the 
Swedes.  The letter offers a glimpse into the mind of a 
young Englishman abroad, whose short visit to Sweden had 
a major influence on his lifelong interests. 

The son of a London brewer, Frederick was educated at King’s College, London, and Corpus 
Christi College, Cambridge.  His first curacy at Newhaven, Sussex, lasted only a year, but 
was anything but dull.  In March 1848 he was among a small party of town dignitaries that 
welcomed the French king, Louis-Philippe, to Britain following the 1848 revolution 1.

It was a year later when Charles Blomfield, Bishop of London, sent Frederick to Sweden to 
begin a new role as ‘Chaplain to the British Residents at Stockholm 2.  Although chaplains had 
occasionally been appointed in the past, this was the start of a new tradition that continues to 
this day.

This was probably Frederick’s first trip abroad, and although there were some highlights – 
such as seeing Cologne cathedral under construction – a long journey by road at that time 
was anything but comfortable.  But he made do in a typically British way: ‘As my journey all 
the way thro’ the Continent has taught me the vast difference between English convenience 
and comforts and the horrible discomforts abroad, I made myself feel I should be happy 
wherever I was’.  

Between Gothenburg and Stockholm he struggled to satisfy his hunger (‘the food I could 
not always eat but necessity has taught me to be less scrupulous: good bread is the rarest 
thing.  I do not speak of colour for that is the least point of objection, but all the bread nearly 
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everywhere is flavoured with anise-seeds!’), and found that the accommodation was ‘just 
tolerable’ (‘there is not a single good inn or hotel in Sweden’).

It was a relief to finally set foot in Stockholm, especially as he found the city in the early days 
of spring.  The sun was getting stronger, melting the snow and ice, so he quickly found time 
for a sledge ride: ‘it is certainly very nice travelling’.  
The first church service attracted a large crowd of 80 or 90, but Frederick thought many 
were there out of curiosity (‘novelty attracts some doubtless: perhaps 50 will be the usual 
number’).  The British had not yet acquired a building of their own, so they used the upper 
gallery of a Moravian chapel at 12 Stora Trädgårdsgatan w, which Frederick fitted out in the 
Anglican style.  The service was at 11 o’clock on 15 April, but Frederick told his family that 
he wanted to give two services, adding rather pompously that ‘the people must please 
themselves about availing themselves of the privilege’.

Frederick reported that he was staying with G. J. R. Gordon, secretary to the British Legation, 
until he could find rooms of his own.  In addition to the diplomatic circle, his congregation, he 
said rather bluntly, were ‘chiefly merchants and shopkeepers not very high in education or 
manners’.

He briefly described the political situation, saying that the country was rapidly improving 
under a new government.  Sweden was ‘behind England but superior to others’ and Frederick 
thought that its people resembled the English in their manners and customs ‘more than any 
other Continental nation’.
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Return to England
I do not know exactly how long Frederick stayed in Stockholm.  The list of chaplains in the 
entrance to the Anglican church says that he continued in the role until 1855, but other 
records show that in 1850 he became curate of Barcombe, Sussex; he was certainly back in 
England when the 1851 census was taken.  In 1853 he was appointed Rector of Faulkbourne, 
Essex, where he remained for the next 45 years, and it may be no coincidence that, when 
Faulkbourne church was restored in the 1880s, the architect was Arthur Blomfield, son of the 
bishop who sent Frederick to Sweden in 1849. 

Frederick enjoyed discussing various aspects of his time in Sweden.  Speaking to the 
Cambridge Architectural Society in 1850, he described the churches of Sweden and Denmark 
and recommended that members visit Gotland 4.  Like so many Victorian clergymen he had 
a life-long interest in archaeology, and while in Sweden he obtained copies of mediaeval 
seals from the museum at Visby.  He later wrote about them in the Archaeological Journal, 
concluding that they were 14th century German seals dating from the time when Visby was an 
important port of the Hanseatic League 5.  He displayed them at an exhibition in Chelmsford 
in 1875, along with several Swedish coins and a snuff-box 6.  Frederick continued to take an 
interest in Swedish society, giving a lecture to the Kelvedon Literary Institute in 1861 on the 
“Public and Domestic Habits of the Swedes”, which ‘riveted the attention and gained the 
applause of the audience’ 7.

It has been a delight to find this letter among my family’s papers and indeed to share my 
great-great-grandfather’s impressions of Sweden with readers of this newsletter.  I would like 
to thank Alexander Malmaeus for making it possible.

1 The Times, 6 March 1848
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6 Chelmsford Chronicle, 18 June 1875
7 Chelmsford Chronicle, 22 November 1861


