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Preface

HESE are but very few of the many echoes which have reached
my ears. This book has been closed, not because the old friends

have given up talking in the smithy or the life of the villagers has
ceased to be interesting, but because I dare not allow the work to
become more bulky.

There are Welsh institutions, customs, and characteristics which have
scarcely been referred to in these pages; they did not chance to come up
in the conversations which took place during one winter and spring in
Shadrach’s workshop or David Lewis’s parlour. Even the references to
preachers and religious services, which are the staple of discussion in
this, as in almost every other smithy throughout the Principality, on
rainy days and wintry nights, have been few compared with the thousand
sayings of Welsh preachers, which are repeated by enthusiastic admirers
in the fields and workshops of the land. How inadequately can friends,
in occasional social gatherings, extending over one year or less, reproduce
the reminiscences of preachers with which every hamlet in Wales
abounds! Some names which are household words have only been
incidentally referred to here, while others of scarcely less note have not
been mentioned at all. It will appear to every thoughtful reader that
the task of reproducing in an English garb customs, sayings, and modes
of thought which are essentially Welsh is one that necessarily involves
many drawbacks. The charming simplicity of many a custom and
incident, the force and pertinence of well-known idioms, as well as the
quaintness and beauty of certain turns of expression, to say nothing of
a rich variety of cadence peculiar to the Welsh voice and language, must,
to some extent, be sacrificed in the transformation. It is seldom that
the translation conveys the whole meaning and beauty of the original.
By translation, too, the conversation between the friends in the smithy
is robbed of that freshness and attractiveness with which a local dialect
would invest it.

With a keen sense of these deficiencies and many others, which in
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better hands would have been more successfully supplied, I send the
book forth in the fervent hope that in some measure it may prove
worthy of its theme. My aim has been to illustrate in a popular form
the religious and social life of the Welsh people, their generous
hospitality, ardent loyalty and patriotism, as well as the quaint humour,
the poetic fancy, and rich pathos of their religious teachers. Whatever
I may have lacked in the discharge of this congenial task, I was moved
to undertake it by an enthusiastic admiration of, and love for, my
countrymen, and by the firm conviction that now, when so many of
the disabilities formerly imposed upon them have been removed, and
the English Government is beginning to show an unprecedented
interest in their higher education, they are destined to play no
secondary part in the commercial growth and moral advancement of
the united peoples of this realm.

I gratefully acknowledge my indebtedness to my Welsh friends who
have courteously supplied me with any information which I sought to
obtain, as also to the three hundred subscribers who many months
ago ordered copies of the book.

Should this effort receive a kindly welcome, I hope at some future
time to publish a companion volume.*

DAVID DAVIES

Wentworth,
Shrubbery Walks,

Weston-super-Mare,
May 10, 1883.
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* John Vaughan and His Friends or More Echoes from the Welsh Hills
by Revd. David Davies, London, 1897. To be republished by Tentmaker
Publications 2000.
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CHAPTER I

The Village

THE heart of Wales there nestles
among the hills a little village the
name of which would be more than
a match for any of my English
readers to pronounce, and even
when pronounced would still remain
an inexplicable mystery. Such names
were never intended for Saxon
tongues, and the beauty of their
rhythm and the richness of their
melody were never adapted to that
strangely sensitive construction
called the “English ear”. Let the
name of that hamlet therefore be
among those of unknown villages to
which the world owes a great debt
and but for which life would lack
much of its simple beauty and
rugged force.

The everlasting hills surround and caress in their mighty yet tender
embrace this little hamlet. All round the scores of humble homesteads
of which it consists, excepting at one narrow outlet, an amphitheatre
of hills rises gracefully toward the sky to catch every gleam of sunshine
and every changeful shade of passing clouds. In early summer the
slopes are adorned with patches of ripening corn, and with rich pasture-
land where sheep fleck the verdant fields and where cattle graze the
fresh green herbage or browse on the tender shoots of the luxuriant
hedgerows. The village reposing peacefully in the hollow seems half
asleep to the busy townsman who chances to pass by. The greater part
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of the small population are at work in the fields, only an occasional
house-wife on her way to or from the well carrying the pitcher on her
head, her hands meanwhile busily engaged in knitting, or an honest
peasant taking a horse to the smithy to be shod, or a knot or two of
children at play, may as a rule be seen during the busy hours of the
day, while only the distant low of the cattle on the neighbouring slopes,
or the harmonious sounds from the village anvil, break upon the
stillness which reigns around. One traces but little of the rush of life
in this secluded hamlet, but finds much of its sacred hush. There is
here none of the crowding and elbowing which so mar human existence
in our large towns, and there is almost as little of that burning
enthusiasm which expresses itself often in the more honourable
activities of our commercial centres. Here, each one has his niche and
is happy, ambition does not distract and as a rule does not inspire. To
one wearied out of all patience with the persistent and almost cruel
din of town life, there is something indescribably sweet and soothing
in the whole scene. It is such a place as any one longing to go for a
short time out of man’s world into God’s, delights to find. It is one of
the many unknown Bethanys of earth, a fit resting-place for wearied
men, and home of contented ones; where love and simplicity delight
to dwell, but where few of the world’s ambitions linger.

Through the hamlet there runs an old turnpike road, which long
since was constructed at considerable labour and cost, excavated as it is
in many places out of the solid rock, notably at the summit of the two
hills which it crests, the one as it dips into the village, and the other as
it emerges from the hollow on the other side. For many years this road
continued to be the scene of much traffic. In addition to the stage coach
and the ordinary market vehicles, long and frequent processions of
wagons and carts passed along at certain seasons on their way for coal
and lime, to say nothing of the well known but mysterious-looking cheese
and butter hawker, who in the days of smuggling drove through on his
way to “the hills”* to ply his trade, and who not unfrequently concealed
in what appeared to be butter casks, many a keg of brandy and gin,
called respectively by the wily trader and the initiated customers of
“the hills” yellow and white cheese.

In the centre of the village is the inn, where the horses were supplied
with water, and where their drivers, the honest wagoners, who suffered

* Merthyr Tydvil and Neighbourhood
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from a chronic feeling of dryness, were refreshed with something
stronger. Next to the inn, and on the corner of cross roads, whence
there is a commanding view of the approaches to the village, is the old
smithy, where the horses were shod, and broken-down vehicles repaired.
The smithy corner, as long as men can remember, has been the centre
of interest, the spot where the villagers in their leisure hours have been
accustomed to congregate. There, many years ago, the forefathers of
the village used to meet to the merry music of harp and violin, many of
whom, according to tradition, were droll and jovial fellows, and in their
day were the life of the neighbourhood, whose presence was always the
signal for a good-natured laugh, who were perfect adepts at telling
amusing stories and cracking innocent jokes, and whose jests and
pleasant sayings still live in the memories of those who have survived
them, though they themselves rest in peaceful slumber in the parish
churchyard, or in the Nonconformist burying-places close by.

Many years have passed, too, since the stage coach, the long train of
lime and coal wagons, and the suspicious-looking butter vendor have
disappeared, for within a few miles a new turnpike road in a more direct
line has been constructed, and that in turn has been superseded by a
railway running through one of the many valleys which in that district
separate the hills. In addition to these reasons, the fact that very few, if
any, of what the old butterman was pleased to call “yellow and white
cheeses,” are now washed up on the Cardigan shore has made his
journey, and those of a kindred nature, things of the past. The world
jogs on in another way now, while the old butter-vendor for many years
has laid him down in deep slumber in some obscure village burying-
ground where trickery is unknown, and all falsities are for ever silenced.

No longer is there a constant cross-firing between the village wits
on the smithy corner and the droll fellows from the adjacent county
who used to pass through. Even the disparaging epithets which the
sons of each county exchanged in good spirit are now all but forgotten.

In general, the advance of commerce has shut this little hamlet
more than ever out of the world. It is one of those places which suffer
in that massacre of the innocents which must to some extent
accompany all progress. A few of its speculative and ambitious sons,
impelled by news of prosperity in other districts and other lands, have
left the hamlet in which they were born, and which is still dear to
them, and are engaged in many instances in the sterner battle of life
as fought in large centres of activity, but the majority continue to adorn
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the same callings as their fathers, and on the spot made sacred to
them by a thousand traditions.

Most of the old institutions of the village remain. The smithy, the
shoemaker’s, and tailor’s shops continue as they were. The inn,
however, has undergone a change for the worse. Indeed, in the halcyon
days of the stage coach, there was a second inn in the village which
prospered moderately well, but that suffered extinction so many years
ago, that it has well nigh been forgotten. The sign-board, which has
so long since been taken down, has been preserved and fixed upon
four legs by the village carpenter, and, thus transformed into a table,
it still remains in the family of the former proprietors as a curious
relic of past prosperity. The old “Greyhound,” who from his exalted
position in former days looked down with graceful pride upon every
passer by, now peeps dimly through the faded paint with grim
astonishment at the vanity of all earthly things. Even the inn, which
still exists and is known as “The Village Inn,” has ill-survived the
changes which time and progress have wrought. If the last rumour be
true, the Temperance Movement has almost completed the havoc
which the construction of a local railway began. On one wintry night,
we are told, the sign-board fell down with a melancholy thud. Since
then, the exchequer has not been sufficiently flourishing to justify
the struggling landlord in replacing it. It is, therefore, through the
charity of our amiable artist that the old “sign” is still represented as
swinging upon its hinges at the bidding of every summer breeze, as
well as creaking forth its sad tale of better days to the accompaniment
of the dolorous moan of the wintry wind.

Other houses remain; a few in more modern garb, but others as
they were from the beginning, with scarcely an improvement save the
periodical thatch, and the annual white-washing within and without.
The two chapels of the village, the one belonging to the Baptists, and
the other to the Calvinistic Methodists—the Independent Chapel
chances to be about a mile distant—are the buildings which appear to
be in the best condition, having been more than once enlarged, or
rebuilt, and undergone many other important improvements since they
were first erected. These sanctuaries represent an important change
which has taken place in the life of the villagers. The older of the two
has only a history of a little over a century and a half and compared
with that of most of the Free Churches in Wales, it is an exceptionally
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