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Preface

HIS book, like my “ECHOES FROM THE WELSH HILLS,” aims at
presenting a picture of peasant life as it has existed for generations

 in the heart of Wales. The villages for the last fifty years have been
gradually, but effectually, depleted of their inhabitants, in favour of
the large towns and busy commercial centres. The result is, that the
primitive customs, which once prevailed in Welsh hamlets, are
gradually dying out. My earnest hope is that they will, at least, be
not altogether forgotten. The memory of the simple faith and quaint
customs of Welsh villages, are so sacred to me, that it is with a positive
pang that I think of the possibility of their ever ceasing to exist, and
still worse, of their being ever forgotten.

I have also the further aim of giving our English friends a better
conception, than they even now have, of the power of the pulpit and
the Sunday School in Wales. In the first place, I would say just a
word about the latter institution. Men and women of all ages attend
the Bible Classes in Welsh Sunday Schools, and of late the probability
of this happy state of things continuing is greatly enhanced by the
very valuable help supplied to teachers and scholars by our Welsh
Sunday School literature.

With regard to the preachers of Wales, I can only mention here
six typical representatives, all of whom have recently passed from
us; while I am obliged to pass over others who were almost, if not
quite equally, gifted and blessed.

Nine years ago there were not two finer men, physically and
mentally, in Wales than Revs. J. R. Kilsby Jones and Benjamin
Thomas. Men of magnificent physique and towering intellects, they
stood head and shoulders above their fellows for originality of thought
and sparkling utterance. They were great friends in life, and in death
they were not long divided. I personally count it among the greatest
privileges of my life to have known the two intimately enough to
become eternally their debtor. The two men had much in common.

T
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They had the defects of their grand qualities. They were fallible,
and, what was more, they knew it: which is a rarer gift than fallibility.
They were children of Nature, and, great as they were, they in one
sense never outgrew their boyhood. To the last they had the charming
transparency of childhood, and the playful mirth, exuberant life, and
effervescing spirits of their boyish days.

Gloriously free, as they were, from suspicion, and possessing a
confiding, trustful nature, they were perhaps too easily led by far
smaller men than themselves. Their splendid judgment was at times
held in check by an over-generous sentiment or friendly preference.
Sociable and companionable to a fault, they had their besetments. Had
they, indeed, possessed less volume of humanity, and, therefore, had
they been less susceptible to the emotions of joy and sorrow, rapture
and depression, they would have lived a more even and peaceful life.
Withal, both were richly endowed with an imagination which in its
wild play startled, and almost shocked, prosaic and commonplace, but
very proper men. Thus, more empty heads were shaken, and more
whites of eyes turned up, in regard to these two preachers than perhaps
any two in Wales. Little men, who could not reach their ankles, and
were never within sight of their towering heads, occasionally offered
Holy Willie’s prayer, and uttered pious slander over these great heroes.
All the while Wales was proud of her two great sons.

In this work sufficient reference is made to each, to supply a glimpse
into their style, although Mr. Thomas appears as a lecturer only. In
“ECHOES FROM THE WELSH HILLS,” he has already been described as a
preacher. His lectures and sermons had much in common. The last
time I heard Mr. Thomas in his own pulpit at Narberth was on a
Sunday evening. A thunderstorm had suddenly visited the district.
The preacher was so moved by the terrible aspect of things that within
half-an-hour of the service he changed his text, and, when the time
arrived, preached from the words, “God thundereth marvellously with
His voice.” The preacher proceeded to speak of the different voices of
God. Among others was the voice of thunder. The heavens were
meanwhile ablaze with lightning, and the welkin was rent with the
crash of elements. Catching the spirit of the storm, the preacher spoke
in words of surpassing eloquence, and overwhelming force, of God’s
voice in the storms of life. At length, as if the elements without
competed with the preacher in the pulpit, in giving due and adequate
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emphasis to the truth, there came in quick succession deafening claps
of thunder, and blinding flashes of lightning; which grew in force and
intensity until at last, by one terrific outburst of power, the building
was shaken to its very foundations. Immediately that manly form stood
erect and unmoved in the pulpit. He looked like one of the ancient
prophets, or the lawgiver amid the thunders and lightnings of Sinai,
and instantly from the lips that are now silent in death there came
the reverent, intensely solemn and prophetic words, which thrilled
all who heard them, “Hark! when the Master speaks, it behoves His
servant to be silent.” With that he sat down!

Within the last decade, too, there were four other great preachers
in Wales who were specially endowed with popular gifts. The first was
the Rev. R. D. Roberts, of Llwynhendy, Carmarthenshire. He was
unquestionably the most popular preacher of the day with the masses.
He was a perfect Master of assemblies. The moment he stood up every
eye was fixed on him, and from that hour until the close of the service
he appeared to mesmerise his audience. We have never witnessed such
splendid natural oratory, blended with burning zeal, as he exhibited.
His eye and mouth betokened a mighty orator; and he unstintingly
expended all his fine powers of voice and utterance in the preaching
of the Gospel. He always began his sermon with vigour and precision
of speech. Every word had its place, and every tone and movement
their significance. As he proceeded his words glowed more and more
with intensity of feeling, and his fine voice assumed a greater compass;
until finally, during the last five or ten minutes of his discourse, he
would chant his sentences in the strongest and most triumphant tones
in music, viz., those of the major common chord in its normal position.
Having given the leading tone, he would lightly touch the intervening
ones, but only to give greater effect and prominence to the Tonic,
Mediant, and Dominant. Beginning on the Tonic with a few words,
he would smoothly ascend to the Dominant which was emphasised,
then slowly glide to the Mediant, or he would leap to the Super-tonic
and pause on the following Mediant softly. This he would do repeatedly,
but on coming to the end of his paragraphs he invariably burst into a
loud victorious shout on the note marked forte below. The effect as a
rule, was electrifying. Having a strong bass voice, and an excellent
resonator (mouth), and being full of Welsh fire, he could keep the
congregation spell-bound for any length of time. His themes also were
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without exception grand, joyful and triumphant; hence the triumphant
tones used suited them perfectly.

He was himself quite ignorant of the theory of music; yet he
instinctively gave expression to what musicians affirm were the most
appropriate notes possible for making his words overwhelmingly
effective.

The following are two different strains which Mr. Roberts often
adopted in the delivery of his discourses. The former was when he
spoke in a condensed style toward the middle of his discourse; the
latter, when he gave fullest scope to his oratory, in extended periods
and fervid perorations, especially as he drew near the close.*

* These notes, together with a description of Mr. Roberts’ “hwyl,”  have been
kindly supplied by Rev. W. Evans, of Tredegar, whose retentive memory, and
intimate knowledge of music, have enabled him to reproduce these tones perfectly.

Another great preacher of the age, to whom reference has been
made in this volume, as well as in my former “Echoes,”—is the Dr. E.
Herber Evans. He was so well known in England that only a few words
are required with regard to his power as a Welsh preacher. Endowed
as he was with a very exceptional gift of speech, and a voice as resonant
as a bell, he was, moreover, a perfect artist in the presentation of his
theme. He was a man who took infinite pains in preparation. He was
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absorbed in his subject, and fairly quivered with the thought of the
importance of every opportunity. He was often as nervous as a child,
and in that respect was very much like Mr. Roberts, of Llwynhendy,
to whom I have just referred. He was also an omniverous reader of
Welsh and English books, ever apt at an illustration, especially of a
pathetic nature. He could tell a touching story, or give expression to a
tender sentiment, with overpowering effect. His manly tears, and his
genial glowing countenance, so full of human feeling, added greatly
to the effect of his utterances. Those who were present at the
Metropolitan Tabernacle, at one of Mr. Spurgeon’s Memorial Services
in connection with the funeral of that greatest of all preachers, will
never forget how Mr. Evans first subdued himself, and then his vast
audience into tears. They, too, will readily understand with what
irresistible power he overcame an emotional Welsh audience, as he
spoke to them on the best of all themes in his native tongue, which,
like himself, was full of fire and feeling.

Another to whom I must make a brief, but appreciative reference, is
the Rev. Joseph Thomas, of Carno. He was a perfect master at a story
or quaint, homely illustration, which never failed to impart charming
freshness to his theme, and great incisiveness to his appeal. He made
his points stick like burrs in the memories of men, women, and children.
Thus his sayings are to-day repeated ever and anon amid the mountains
and valleys of Wales, and the name of Joseph Thomas is gratefully
associated with unique naturalness, and charming quaintness and
appropriateness, in enforcing the teachings of the Gospel.

Just a word, too, about another gifted and genial man, Rev. John
Evans (Eglwys-bach), who has very recently gone to his reward. He
stood for many years shoulder to shoulder with Herber Evans, as a
popular preacher in the strength of life. He had less pathos it may be
than “Herber,” but probably greater mental vigour. Of late years he
had suffered much physically; and he had, moreover, devoted himself
largely to the English ministry—a fact which detracted somewhat from
his power as a Welsh preacher. Like all the others whom I have
mentioned, his genius was peculiarly Welsh, he was therefore never
seen at his best, except when he proclaimed “the wonderful work of
God” in his mother tongue. Then the effect was often overwhelming.

And what shall I more say? Time would fail me to tell of men like
Dr. T. C. Edwards, of Bala, whose culture and contact with the
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literatures of other nations, have taken from them some of the
peculiar characteristics of pure Welsh preachers; but yet none of the
fire and thought and pathos. I can also only refer in passing to men
of the type of Dr. Owen Thomas, Dr. Saunders, Dr. John Thomas,
and Rev. Evan Thomas, who have within the past ten or twelve years
gone to their reward; as well as to the eloquent evangelical preacher of
the Established Church—still vigorous, though also contemporaneous
with them—namely, Dean Howell, of St. David’s.

Space, too, forbids my dwelling upon the impression which is still
made by the younger generation of Welsh preachers on the present
age. The Welsh pulpit has lost none of its power. The customs of the
people change, and often, alas, for the worse, as commerce extends;
but, thank God, the pulpit (allied now to the religious press, as it
never was before) still remains as the great dominant force, which,
under God, moulds and fashions the thoughts and destiny of the
Welsh people, as nothing else does.

I hope in another volume to give a picture of the rising generation
in Wales in its commercial centres, and in relation to its increasing
educational, social, and religious advantages, which may cast additional
light upon the hopes and prospects of my country and people.

I present this book, as the companion volume to “ECHOES FROM THE

WELSH HILLS,” to the kind consideration of my readers; and I can only
hope that it will receive some measure of the exceptionally generous
treatment which was accorded my former work on all hands.

63, WILBURY ROAD,
HOVE, BRIGHTON,

Dec. 20, 1897.
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* “Echoes from the Welsh Hills.” By Rev. David Davies. (Stoke-on-Trent:
Tentmaker Publications)
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CHAPTER I.

Christmas Eve at the Smithy

N the little hamlet
among the Welsh hills,
whose “Echoes”*

have already been given in part few events take place which ruffle
the placid surface of its quiet and peaceful life. The villagers, for the
most part contented and unambitious, are blissfully ignorant of the
conflicting passions and restless plottings of the great world without,
save as they catch snatches of information from their various
denominational papers.

The news that thus reaches them is mellowed by distance, and
comes to them as if from another realm. Old Testament records of



* “Y gweithiau”—this is the general phrase applied in agricultural counties
to the busy centres of activity in Glamorganshire and Monmouthshire.

victories and defeats do not seem to come to them from a much
greater distance than these accounts of the struggles and diplomacies
of modern kingdoms; while the New Testament narratives of
persecutions and martyrdoms are so fresh in their memories, that
nothing in modern history, outside their own native land, is more
familiar to them than these.

The increased facilities for travel have of late years largely depleted
the village of its most vigorous and ambitious youths, whose occasional
visits to the old scenes of their childhood familiarize the villagers with
much that is going on in “the works”* of Glamorgan and Monmouth;
still the most vigorous thoughts and tender emotions of their life even
now gather round Horeb, Jerusalem, Bethlehem, Nazareth—and their
own village “sanctuaries” called by the same, or similar Scripture names.

Thus life moves but slowly among these lowly peasants. Most of
their dwellings are still thatched and whitewashed, as they were in
days of yore. The only buildings which show marked improvement
are the sanctuaries where they worship the God of their fathers. The
very seclusion of these villagers protects them from the spirit of change
which prevails nearer the large centres of commercial enterprise.
Although they understand politics far better than their fathers did,
all political questions become interesting to them only so far as they
bear upon those religious and civil liberties withheld from their fathers,
and only obtained by them gradually and at great cost.

Although Christianity has left its mark indelibly upon all the
institutions and customs of the village, yet old traditions linger on,
and are fondly cherished by its inhabitants, and some of the quaint
and time-honoured customs in connection with festive seasons,
especially Christmas and the New Year, die a hard death.

The day before Christmas in 18— was one of exceptional brightness
in this little Welsh hamlet. With the dawn the heavens flung open wide
the cloudy gates which had closed upon the previous day, now to reveal
a serene sky, from which the sun shone forth with sparkling brilliancy:
insufficient, indeed, to melt the snow which had fallen the night before,
and thus to transform the thick-set hedgerows and the thousand twigs
on tree and shrub into a network of liquid diamonds; yet just enough to
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