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Chapter 1

Nature is the church of the philosopher; to him the dim vistas of the forest are as the gloom of a cathedral, the roll of the thunder as the organ’s diapason, and every light in heaven a lamp of God.  Perhaps it is from some such feeling as this that I, who claim the title Pythagoras is said to have first obtained, make it almost an invariable rule to walk abroad upon Sunday evenings.  In the morning, with the sunbeams streaming through the church’s casement, I listen with a holy calm, approaching delight to the sacred chant, but in the evening hitherto, disliking the artificial illumination, I have wandered forth.  It was thus that on Sunday evening last I walked down High-street, and out upon the public road, which I was informed runs towards Liddington.  It was a beautiful evening.  The moon, when not concealed, rather I should say dimmed by the passing of fleecy clouds – those barks in the sky, those heavenly messengers, cast a brilliant, a pleasant, though a cold and somewhat melancholy light upon the earth.  My way lay between hawthorn hedges, and high trees, despoiled by the combined agency of frost and wind on their leaves, which lay – making the road appear in dark shadow – spread beneath their bare, gaunt, skeleton-like branches.  On passing some while rails upon my right, so light was it, that although some distance, I could discern the dim outline of the downs, as it were sleeping in their time-defying majesty.  Further, stood a stone, probably a milestone which, white and ghastly in appearance, standing as it does in bold contrast with the black hedge, has no doubt, been often taken by benighted rustics for a visitor from the unknown world.

I now descended a long slope, and entering a small hamlet, overtook several couples walking briskly forward, whom I at first imagined were engaged in sweet and amorous discourse.  Soon after I stood upon a bridge crossing a considerable stream. And observed with no little pleasure that play of the moon-beams which fell, chequered by the branches of willows, upon its surface.   I resumed my walk, and ascending a slight hill, I passed before a cottage upon my left, from which issued the most unheard of sounds, and which I at first imagined proceeded from some ballad singers, learning their part against the coming of the next fair.  Hearing, however, to my deep disgust – disgust at the way in which they were mentioned -  the names of “Christ”. “Lord”. “Word”, & c., mixed up in the most inextricable, almost blasphemous manner, I instantly concluded that I had lighted upon a body of “ranters”, led by ignorant, uncultivated men, who, let it be observed have, and are, doing more to cast religion into ridicule than all the sceptical and satirical writers that have ever held a pen.  I remember a celebrated infidel – who for his intellect I respected, for his good qualities almost loved, yet pitied for his opinions, observing that whenever he wished to become renewed with a hostility and contempt of Christianity he invariably spent an evening in a “ranting” chapel. It was like a draught of bitter ale to him.  I listened but for a few moments, and utterly disgusted was about to retrace my steps, when I observed a short distance ahead, a stream of light apparently issuing from the higher stories of some building, falling upon the dark trees that lined the right side of the road.  My curiosity was excited and I walked on.  I soon found it was a place of worship – apparently dissenting, and paused in the gateway, when some persons coming forward, I was obliged to move to give them room, and was thus when the door was opened standing in full view of the assembled congregation, and to some extent compelled to enter.  

I walked a few steps down the aisle, hesitating to take a seat lest I might intrude, until a gentleman pointed me a place which I immediately took.  A moment after, an harmonium played by a prepossessing lady in black dress, announced that service had commenced, while a clergyman whom I had not before observed, came forward from a recess, and advanced to a kind of elevated reading desk.  He wore a surplice, and what was my astonishment and pleasure to find both from this circumstance and the first few words of the liturgy, that I was among a Church of England congregation.  I, as is my wont, gazed at him attentively, and noted his characteristic features in my mind.  His countenance was strongly marked – if I might use that term, marked with the traces of thought and meditation.  His forehead partly concealed by a profusion of black hair was well-formed, his glance, though he was evidently far advanced in age, piercing, and well calculated to convey his meaning, his voice good, and although his reading was slow and somewhat accented yet his manner was eminently impressive.

Two or three countenances in the congregation attracted my attention, and especially that of an aged farmer – judging his profession from his looks, whom I instantly put down as a church-warden.  His portly form was enclosed in a dark coat, his iron-grey hair fell negligently, partly concealing features which, now wrinkled, must have been once handsome, and he looked out through spectacles of a formidable size, as though feeling that his presence there sanctioned the proceedings.  He was most attentive to the service, although I was afterwards informed he is deaf.  I was much pleased with the singing – not that it was in a professional point of view even good, but it was heartfelt, and it was evident that there were few present who did not join in.  It seemed to be led by a few gentlemen and ladies who sat near the harmonium.  I also remarked, to my extreme satisfaction, the orderly behaviour of the labouring classes who occupied the back seats.

The prayers at length concluded, the preacher unfolding his M. S. announced his text as the 9th of Exodus and the 3rd verse – “The hand of the Lord is upon thy cattle which is in the field.”  The sermon was very appropriate, and was listened to with gratifying attention.  Those words, he observed, although written 3,300 years ago, might seem as though only penned yesterday, so accurate was the description they contained of the condition of things but a short time previous.  There was, however, one difference between the plague that fell upon Egypt and that which had been desolating our own land of its beeves; here it had touched but the horned cattle, there in old time had fallen upon all.  There were two striking points to be illustrated in connection with the subject.  The first was that the Lord had done it; the second that He sent disease in punishment of sin in order that he might be acknowledged and obeyed.  No one could doubt, except an infidel, that God had sent this plague amongst us – it had not come of blind chance.  Illustrating, this part of his subject by alluding to the warnings which Israel received, the preacher observed that the doctrine of punishment of sins was a principal article in the creed of the Jews.  They thanked God in years of plentiful harvest, they went to him in their scarcity.  They, themselves, acknowledged this truth in the prayer for the staying of the plague that they had hitherto offered, but which that day had ben changed to a thanks-giving.  There was no power in disease of itself to spread, or in death and the devil to do as they pleased; - it was God alone who permitted and controlled.

He now came to another part of his subject.  Why God punishes?  Egypt suffered from pride and harness of heart.  If they could find out their fault and repent surely for His Son’s sake, He would spare them.  The Jews had been warned of old by their prophets but He did not now deal in the same manner.  Therefore, they must not be rash in giving a cause to God’s anger, and must guard against charging it to the faults of others. There were some sins in which all were in some measure implicated, what might be called national sins.  There was one way in which, as a nation, they were likely to have offended – it was y forgetfulness of God, whilst enjoying his blessings.  He had given them in former days victory abroad, and now peace at home, has blessed them in their produce; - they had been, as a nation, growing richer every year.  They had credited their riches to themselves. Could they deny it?  God was left out of the question, and yet in spite of all disease had come upon them.  Did not this remind them that they depended upon God for everything?  Drunkenness, Sabbath breaking, general impiety helped to fill up the measure of their iniquity as a people, and could not fail to call down God’s anger: - not in cruel rage, but to remind them of what they were forgetting.  They cried out that their cattle were stricken, but could they feel no anxiety for their immortal souls?  They confessed themselves Christians, boasted of living in a Christian land, let them only live up to the gospel of Christ; and then each earthly visitation would teach its proper lesson, and work its proper work.

Such was the sermon.  I make no comment, merely remarking that it was delivered with an earnestness of which I should like to see more in our churches – not that pulpit thumping, obstreperous bible bumping which some would seem to consider eloquence, but with a calm earnestness if such a term may be used.

I afterwards made enquiries concerning this place of worship, and the few facts which I have discovered may not be uninteresting.  The great distance of the village – spelt Coate, pronounced kaaut, from any consecrated church had long been subject of comment, occasioning in wet weather especially great inconvenience.  A gentleman at length threw open his home for divine service, which was performed by the curate of the parish, but this being found somewhat incommodious after some agitation a sufficient sum was raised, partly by subscription of the neighbouring farmers and others partly by the munificence of the Dean and Chapter of St. Paul’s who own considerable property near, and the building of the present edifice was entrusted to the late Mr. T. Wheeler, of Chiseldon, who has certainly carried out the plan of the architect.  That plan has, however, in practice been found open to several objections.  The windows at the side being low it has been found impossible to open them without subjecting the occupants of a whole pew to a serious draught; to open the door is to incommode a still greater number, and the only remedy would seem to be to enlarge the window over the door, make it to open, and construct a window high over the clergyman’s head at the other extremity, and thus ensure a continuous supply of pure air without danger to health, or inconvenience to any.  It being cold, however, on the evening of my visit, the door and windows were kept shut, and I found no other inconvenience than that of want of light – the candelabra suspended from the roof being scarcely sufficient.  That discomfort, I am told, will be shortly removed by the addition of lamps.  To return.  The building was opened on the 5th of September, 1865, there being four clergymen present, viz., Rev. E. Meyrick (Chiseldon), Rev. H. Munn (Liddington), Rev. W. Wells, and the Rev. J. Saulsbury.  Service has been performed in rotation by the ministers, or their curates, of Liddington and Chiseldon.  At present the arrangement is the Rev. H. Munn in the summer half, the Rev. R. Rolph of Chiseldon the winter half.  It was feared that Mr. Rolph, on account of the distance and his advanced age, would scarcely be able to attend, but hitherto he has done so to the great satisfaction of the inhabitants of the district.  It only remains to be mentioned that the lights, &c., are provided for by subscription, which by division falls evenly upon all the principal members, and is cheerfully borne by them.

In conclusion I can say with truth that I have seldom spent a more agreeable and edifying Sunday evening, and so pleased was I that returning by moonlight I determined to extend my visits around, and to make my impressions known through the medium of the press.

Chapter II  [RJS Journal 4, 1997]

First printed in the North Wilts Herald, 1 December 1866

It was a wintry sky under which I set forth upon my journey on Sunday morning last, and a stormy wind scattered the leaves that yet remained upon the trees in showers across my path, as I gradually, step by step, leaving Swindon Behind me, approached the Marlborough downs.  Yet at intervals breaking up, the heavy masses of clouds allowed the sun, still retaining some considerable portion of his summer heat, to send his beams upon the earth, lighting it up with a glow, the brighter from contrast with preceding gloom and the cold wintry aspect of all around.  Often when the sun-beams have fallen upon me, have I thought of the words of the blind boy’s song, “Oh tell me what light is – I’m blind, I’m blind!”  A more plaintive cry could scarcely be uttered, for we who possess the blessing of sight are not in a position to answer.  “More light, more light,” said the dying Goethe: - he who wrote “Faust”, and seems to have identified himself with the hero in the lines:-

And even the very light of heaven

All mournfully upon me looks’

Dim through the painted panes ’tis given

More stinted by this heap of books.

Neither the lens of the optician not the scientific tome solve the question, only place it before us in a more extended form:  for we find bound up in it many others as difficult: and only to discover one more proof of the great truth of the connection of all in the Universe.  Yet in the full blaze of day-light the great problem is the great problem still, and we feel that we are all blind in reality:- we see the light, but cannot tell what we see.  There is a beautiful moral to be drawn from this fact, especially when we remember that in olden times the sun, the great dispenser of light, was worshipped.  It was a mistake, but a natural one, to worship the dispenser and confound it with the Creator.  On, on, chasing each other over the distant downs, glide the shadows – swift as ideas passing through the mind; and unless seized in the camera, as thoughts unwritten – fleeting.  As I walked reflectively, as is my wont, along, I passed a miserable-looking human being – a tramp, who solicited me for alms.  I did not like his looks and passed on – having too much respect for the laws of my country to encourage one in breaking them.  Begging is an indictable offence.  These are the class of men who hang like a dead weight upon the community.  A dead weight, for they do not even perform the office of the carrion-crow – as do the Pariahs in India; they are the carrion themselves. If nothing is to be got by begging, what is so easy as to steal?  If a farmer offends – offends – by a hasty word, what so nice as to set fire to his hay rick and enjoy revenge, and living at others expense at the same time?  When in the autumn the labourer leaves his lonely cottage, ’tis but to twist the padlock off and take his goods.  Here is the rogue’s paradise – doing nothing.  No wonder the utmost difficulty is experienced in finding a sufficient number of recruits to fill the gaps is our regiments, no wonder we are told that we cannot mass more than 50,000 troops at once; when these fellows are able to make, perhaps, five times the amount by begging than is allowed to the soldier.  It has often struck me that in the end – as the English constitution is decidedly averse to conscription, every man who can clearly be proved to be of no occupation and sustaining himself by begging will have to be forced to serve in the army, or, at least, on public works.  It is of no avail to provide them work unless it be compulsory, and surely there might be devised a more profitable labour than that of turning a treadmill.  I know myself of a case where a farmer was applied to by three of the classes for relief stating that they would work if they could get it, but when hoes were brought out that they might assist his men in the turnip field, in Wiltshire phrase they “mizzled”, i.e.,  made off. 

I now ascended a long slope – having passed a ghastly, gibbet-like finger post upon my right hand, and entered the village of Liddington.  At a short distance rose towering up the downs, one of them crowned with a circumvallation, that brought up strange memories of the olden time – of the strong-armed Roman, of the brave Britons, of King Arthur and his table round.  It has, however, often occurred to me that the origin of the round table custom has been generally set down to a mistaken idea of the wish of preserving equality and peace; and that purpose to be served was that when they sat down to dinner, there should be no danger of one jogging the other’s elbow.  Faintly struck upon my ear the sound of bells, seeming to proceed from some hollow in the downs, some concealed valley.  Passing up a kind of bye street, I approached the church-yard gate just as some ladies arriving in a trap sprang down, and in so doing displayed a rather unusual amount of stocking – white as driven snow.  Let it not be for a moment imagined that this is a subject scarcely fit for a philosopher to comment upon – far from it, let me remove that false notion.  The philosopher reflects upon everything and everything includes stockings.  Some there are who cannot admire a well formed ankle unless the said ankle be encased in a white stocking, who became a captious at the sight of black, and revolt entirely at worsted.  Now undoubtedly, a white stocking is superior, but an ankle is an ankle, and – However, perhaps the subject might be allowed to drop – even a philosopher may  – Exactly so.  It is a strange church-yard this one at Liddington, elevated many feet above the level of the street; built up partly by a stone wall, partly banked.  At the entrance is built a kind of house with seats, written over it to meet the comer’s eye are the words – “Here we have no abiding city.”  A mournful confirmation of the truth of these words is shown when some old patriarch of the village seats himself a moment to recover breath lost in the ascent, ere  he enters the porch.  Gently passing away of mere old age, with tottering limbs, bowed form, features that bear witness to many a beating storm survived – survived but to meet death at last.  “Here we have no abiding city.”  I read and pass on.  The inside of the church, like itself, is ancient in style and arrangement.  The tower, portioned off, affords room for a single ringer, close by sit the choir; while the congregation seemed divided into rich and poor; the poor sitting on the left as you advance towards the pulpit, the rich upon the right.  There were evident exceptions, but this seemed the general rule, and I noticed that when the preacher wished to address a word more especially to the poor he invariably glanced to the right of the pulpit.  The windows are small, but being numerous afford sufficient light – many of them are stained glass presenting scripture scenes; while the church seemed divided into two portions by the pillars that are placed down the centre. Over the pulpit are placed the tablets of the law, the creed, and the Lord’s prayer.  I sat in such a position as not to be able to perceive whether this arrangement precluded the placing of them as is usual at the altar; certainly if so it seemed warranted – the altar being far back, whereas in their present position all can read who please.  

Scarcely had I taken my seat when the bell ceased, solemn strains of music stole through the building, and the clergyman – the Rev. H. Munn, walked up the aisle to the reading desk.  The arrangement of the church’s interior is in this respect unfortunate, the clergyman having to proceed half-way down the centre aisle, turn to the right, and as it were re-trace his steps up another passage ere he can reach a portion screened as private.  May I be excused if I remark, without the remotest intention of becoming personal, that the Rev. H. Munn has much in his appearance that answers to the ideal of a bishop.  How often has it been observed – such incidents must happen to every-one in daily life, that there are some persons to whom unknowing why one takes an unaccountable dislike, and others again win us by their manner?  To the last mentioned belongs Mr. Munn.  I am told that he is highly valued by his parishioners, and I believe it, for his appearance, his voice, his manner all arouse involuntary respect.  To return.  The text was the 11th verse of the 49th chapter of Jeremiah, “Leave thy fatherless children; I will preserve them alive.”  I sat near the pulpit to take notes; here, however, is the gist so far as I can remember of the sermon.  I cannot, however, convey the manner in which it was delivered.  Written words are devoid of colour and of sound.  The preacher in commencing observed that God throughout the Bible loved to display himself in the character of a father.  They read in Genesis that the Spirit moved upon the water: that the spirit of Life.  That spirit was working now, there was not a seed placed in the earth that was not subjected to its influence, and thus though God had created the world at the beginning, he was still creating.  He was the Father of All.  Mankind had rebelled against a most loving and gracious Father, but God was love and he had sent his only Son as Saviour.  He was the father of All, but more especially of the Fatherless, as was shown in many places of his word, as well as in that which he had taken for his text.  There were two ways of explaining it; in its actual meaning, and in one furnished by the context.  The preceding texts were addressed to the Edomites who were not God’s chosen people; if He could then address these words “Leave thy fatherless; I will preserve them alive” to them how much more so to His own people?  God had deputed his authority as father – he was speaking now of Christian parents, to the father of a child.  The text contained both a direction and a promise, “Leave thy fatherless,” that is to me – to God.  He could himself conceive no greater trial to a father upon his death-bed than the knowledge he was about to leave his infant children to a hard, cold, selfish world.  To the infidel there was something infinitely worse; it was his own destination when he stood upon the chasm of eternity and was about to take the leap.  If there were a brother or a kind friend near the Christian father could commend them to him, but if not what a pang it must cause?  What did God say?  Leave thy fatherless to me.  I am thy father also – I have been with thee through life, now leave them to me.  But this required faith.  There was, however, something more than a direction – thee was a promise.  “I will preserve them alive.” How would He do this?  Not by supernatural means – not as he supported Elijah in olden times, but by disposing the heart of some kind person to accept the charge, or through the Church.  Christ placing a child in the midst had said, “He that receiveth one of these, receiveth me.”  The apostle said that to visit the widow and the fatherless was a part of pure religion; and there was a terrible doom for those who received Him not.  Their own district had been protected from those terrible scourges that had been desolating the land – the cattle plague, and the cholera.  It had appeared to him that they could show their thankfulness to God in no more fitting a manner than by doing what he was about to ask them that day.  A charitable lady in London had provided an asylum for those orphans who had lost their parents by the cholera, and of course the more money she received the more she could support.  Let them give as they felt disposed, according to their means.  Suppose Jesus standing at the door, as he had once stood at that of the Temple, and watching the giver of alms.  Not that the Pharisees were all proud – fond of showing the gift not of giving; not that but some of them had dropped in their gold wishing that they might not be noticed – let them not imagine that the poor man’s penny was better than the rich man’s gold.  It was not the gift, but the spirit that animated the giver.  Jesus had noticed the widow who put in her all – a mite.

Such was the sermon.  I was especially pleased with what was said about giving.  It has of late become too common a practice to preach that the poor man’s gift must of necessity be more acceptable than that of the rich – leaving the spirit entirely out of the question; merely as it were endeavouring to invite the rich to give largely that they might find equal acceptance with the poor.

Passing out into the churchyard I leisurely strolled around it, noting that the stones were mostly of ancient form, and but few in number.  I have remarked that in tombstones, as in everything else, there is a fashion – fashion which reproduces itself.  The view from here was very fine, but the wind, after leaving the shelter of the church, was very chilly – I dared not remain to gaze upon it; and stepped out rapidly homewards.

Chapter II continued [a description of Jefferies’ visit to Chiseldon]  [RJS Journal 6]

First printed in the North Wilts Herald, 5 January 1867.

A cold morning was that of the other Sunday, wanting nothing of the true characteristics of December but frost and snow.  Dirt in December is what one expects, still I was scarcely prepared for the indescribable mud through which I made my way:  destination – Chiseldon.  Manes of Macadam!  Mighty enemy of mud!  Thou hast done much, but I rejoice I have not the postman’s morning walk.  On entering the village of Coate, I once again passed over the bridge which spans a stream known as Coate water, and here observed inserted on the left-hand parapet, on the side furthest from Swindon, a stone with this mysterious inscription:

Here ends Coate Road.

This is the great Coate problem.  Where ends Coate Road – on the side of the stream furthest from Swindon, or on that nearest the town?  Those who live on either bank describe themselves as resident at Coate, who then shall decide?  Where ends Coate Road”?  Shout it, and the echo replies, Where ends Coate Road?  This is the reel in the bottle; one sees the stone, but how did it get there; this, like squaring the circle, runs into recurrent decimals, and, shout as long as you may, nothing will answer but, Where ends Coate Road?  Some despairing of other solution, following the track of Pantagruel, visit the oracle of the bottle, viz., the landlord of the Sun Inn, forty paces further.  Useless:  the weak-minded sink in contemplation of the mystery, the strong-minded proceed.  I walk on, ascend the hill, and observe upon my left-hand a stile, upon my right a white swing gate.  The stile, I am informed, leads to a region called Snodshill, but like

That impracticable place – Timbuctoo,

Geography finds no one to oblige her

With such a chart as may be safely stuck to.

One declares that Snodshill lies on this side of the brook, another the other; a third informs you that there are two brooks, a fourth, that it may be found between them.  All depends upon the solution of the first query – Where ends Coate Road:  Calculation would have then a fixed point to proceed from, a meridian, a local Greenwich, a data to get at the latitude.  However, my watch informs me that it is already half-past ten, there is no time to be lost in investigation, accordingly I push open the white swing gate, enter a narrow road known as Day House lane, and here commences another struggle with the mud.  Passing under an avenue of bare-branched elms, I leave upon my right hand a large stone-built mansion known as Day House, and presently pause to contemplate – a little further on upon the left – a wide pond beside the road.  I imagine a drunken man reeling in of a drank night with the geese giving him a cackling welcome, and a distant turkey gabbling “halter! halter! halter!” as much as to say, drown yourself and escape the hangman’s rope.  Convenient things I should think, these ponds, to get rid of the surplus part of the population.  Further still, crossing a stream that passes over the road, and now much swollen by the recent rains, you pass through another white swing gate, known as Daniel’s, and reported to be haunted at dusk by a spectre rattling in chains.  Certes, the lane just there must be dark enough at night, with its wooded high banks, to give rise to any superstition.  On again, past Badbury Wick, past a brick-kiln, out at last upon the highway, leaving the mud behind.  This is something like a road, just such a one as the friends of Macadam, if they had any sort of “idea” about them, must have conveyed him to his last resting place upon.  Up a long, seemingly endless hill, and there stands a sign-post informing the traveller that Chiseldon lies upon the right, but all the signs of that village one perceives is a windmill, and some fir trees.  However, a few steps, and church bells strike the ear; further, the battlemented church top is just visible, and one sees far away upon the right the distant town of Swindon with its steeple and tower.  Louder and louder grow the chimes until turning the corner, the church rises high above one.

I observed something rather peculiar in shape just as I was about to enter the gate way, upon my left, and turning aside found that it was the village stocks.  In the nineteenth century, within very plain hearing of the church bells, within six miles of a railway station, I actually beheld – The Stocks.  In good preservation too was the instrument of punishment, and I should think might be put to the use for which it was designed at any moment; although it was tolerably evident that such had not been the case for many a long day as long grass grew through the holes.  There it stands, a memento of the past, a warning to the urchins who play around its gaping but now harmless and powerless jaws, and it does not require any very great strength of imagination to see an incarcerated offender suffering from the gibes and finger pointings of the church-goers.  

The bell-ringers stand in the church-porch – so primitive in arrangement is this ancient building – and as, I passed through, I found that the pavement was composed of monumental slabs; all then who went in walked above the dead.  Most of the inscriptions were either entirely or partially obliterated, one still displayed the date 1686.  The clerk accommodated me with a pew at the extremity of the church facing the pulpit and the chancel, beneath a stained glass window; a pew on the olden style, with high sides where one might sit and read the newspaper during the sermon and none be much wiser.  These pews have one advantage, there is nothing to distract attention.  The church does much credit to the designer.  The aisle is entered from the porch between the chancel and the other extremity; there are two rows of pillars; and it is very evident that the beams of the roof have seen many generations of congregations beneath them.  Over the entrance to the chancel are suspended the tablets of the law, and the Lord’s prayer, higher the arms of the crown with the mottoes.  The tablets are also to be seen at the communion tables, apparently upon black oak.  Over them is a window partially stained, displaying a crown, probably an emblem of the crown of glory; through this may be seen the bare branches of leafless trees, reminding those who notice them of inevitable death.  Many marble slabs are suspended upon the walls, several of which have urns cut out upon them, others display the arms of the dead whom they record.  On the right of the pulpit – as I faced it – is the Squire’s pew, apparently of carved oak.  The Squire was there, a tall fine made gentleman, whom I understand is the owner of the beautiful domain of Burderope Park.  On the left, scarcely so near, is another family pew, that of he wealthy family of the Brownes.  Down the aisle on well-worn forms sit the school-children; the boys separate from the girls.  Close to the organ, if such I may call it, sits the clerk, whose voice once strong and well qualified for his vocation, though somewhat yielding to age is nevertheless of good service in leading the singing.

The services concluded, the Rev. T. Rolph mounted the pulpit, taking as his text the seventh and eighth versus of St. Paul’s first Epistle to the Corinthians.  “So that ye come behind in no gift, waiting for the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Who shall also confirm you until the end that ye may be blameless in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ.”  The preacher said:

It was to be hoped that Jesus Christ would confirm them to the end, keep them steadfast in their faith, and it should be the first aim of their lives to be blameless in the day of Christ.  The three matters were closely connected with each other.  How could they be blameless unless Christ confirmed, and how have satisfaction in waiting, or even help being afraid of his coming, unless persuaded they should see it blameless?  How could they be waiting for the coming who would be sorry were it now to come, and how welcome it if not now willing to die?  The two amounted nearly to the same thing.  The coming of Christ and the hour of death would, no doubt, seem close upon each other.  Many generations might grow up and pass away, but to those dead death would seem as a single night, or rather as a single moment from which they would awake into a morning of glory.  What would be their feelings if they saw Him now coming – if there were suddenly to be a new heaven, a new earth, and everything around were to put on a new form of glory?  Would they have most of joy, or fear?  This was a question which demanded the most serious attention.  For this day must come ere long, and who should say how soon?  Who could hinder it merely by not wishing it to arrive? That day must come, must come speedily.  The time was short – “the day is at hand”, this was the language of the apostle many hundreds years ago, so short a time were hundreds of years to God; and if the time was short then, what must it be now?  What manner of persons ought we therefore to be, what manner of lives ought we to lead?  What love too perfect, what piety could be sufficiently excellent?  They remembered the mother of Sisera, looking from the window and crying, “Why is his chariot so long in coming?” That might serve to show them how they ought to be waiting for the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ, their greatest friend.  They ought to be searching the scriptures, that window which opened towards heaven, to see the signs there were of his approach.  They ought to be listening for the sound of his chariot wheels, to be welcoming His messengers, to be fervently asking Him in their hearts not to be absent so long, but to hasten his kingdom, to deliver them from the burden of the flesh, from the peril of temptation, from the liability to sin, from the risk of perishing for ever.  But how could they think these thoughts, how then wait for the coming of Christ, unless they trusted that He would confirm them until the end?  “Behold, now is the accepted time, now is the day of salvation.”  Even if the best did wrong they were able to trust in Him for forgiveness.  They repented, they renewed their resistance against the enemy of souls.  Should they imagine that these should be as criminals sentenced to death and then spared?  Far from it; they should be accounted blameless.  Their pardon had long since been sealed.  They would hear only the words of forgiveness.  There was no reason to expect that mercy would take the place of judgement; now was the time for mercy.  Now he called them, invited, entreated them to believe.  Then they must be blameless as forgiven sinners, or they could not stand.  How might they now lead a blameless life?  By Christ confirming them unto the end, by His strength made perfect in their weakness, by going from strength to strength, from grace to grace, until they arrived at the end.  Who could keep them steadfast in the faith, but Christ?  What hindered Him from confirming them but their not asking Him?  Today f they heartily believed; on the morrow they should believe still more.  The life which Christ would have them lead was one of growth in grace, a life of hope and peace, and steadfastness.  There was much reason to fear that the lives of many were in a perpetual vicissitude between hope and terror.  Could the Apostle give thanks for them as waiting for the coming of Christ, could he expect that they should be found blameless?  If not, what did they expect?  How could they help being afraid of His coming, when they were aware that he came not to pardon, but to judge?  Let them seek that He might confirm them not for a time, but until the end.  The only religion that was worthy of the name was religion f the heart; whole religion.  There was no such thing as half religion – half waiting for His coming, half wishing that He might not come – or if there was, there was no half sentence; it must be all Heaven or all Hell.  God grant that they might have the blessings of both worlds, of that which now is and that which is to come.

Thus finished the sermon of a proportionate length, containing as much matter in a condensed and digested form as many taking up twice the time, and wearying the congregation.  Ere I departed, I spent a few minutes in looking round the grave-yard.  “God’s Acre”, as the Saxons called it, is very full here.  Whole families – nay, perhaps, whole generations of families – lie decaying beneath the rank grass.  The stones are numerous – some are enclosed by iron railings, others again may be described as sarcophagi; and I noticed one cross with the monogram I.H.S.  The pathway by which the chancel is entered from without was for some distance from the door literally paved with grave-stones.  Near the door rose a sarcophagus, if such I may call it, built of brick, and covered with a stone.  It reminded me of the New Orleans “ovens” of which I have heard.  There are in the neighbourhood of that city cemeteries in which may be seen numerous brick edifices, something after the shape of a small oven, and the contents of these are bodies – not buried beneath the surface, but just below the covering – thus they are exposed to the full heat of a tropical sun.  In a year, when decomposition, it is said, has sufficiently proceeded, the “oven” is opened, the remains taken out, and burnt.  The “oven” is then ready for another occupant.  As I proceeded on my homeward path, I recognised the self-sacrifice made by the Rev. T. Rolph, in performing divine service at Coate, in a building which I have before described.  There are two routes which he can take, one is long, the other is – mud.  I am driven to think that the road-menders are in league with the cobblers.

Chapter III

The Peripatetic Philosopher among the Welsh Congregationalists

Reprinted for the first time from the North Wilts Herald, 29 December 1866. The Victoria County History states that the 'new' Congregational Church was built at the corner of Bath Road and what is now Victoria Road, in 1866. It was demolished after 1945. The Greyhound, and the lecturer and actress which Jefferies mentions remain to be identified, No details ofjefferies' visit to Wales are known.

The other Sunday I dropped into the handsome new Church of the Congregationalists at Old Swindon, and there found that the service was being conducted by the Rev. Dr Rees., an eminent minister of the Congregationalists of the Principality. The doctor's accent at first puzzled me, but by the time he commenced his sermon I was enabled to comprehend his peculiarity of pronunciation, and appreciate the powerful sermon he delivered. It is not now my purpose to refer to that discourse, but I cannot help quoting an allusion which Dr Rees made to the prophesies of Dr Cumming, who by the way has escaped the fate of false prophets of old, and has netted a handsome sum by his cleverly written vaticinations. Dr Rees alluded to the statement that the world was to come to an end this year, and remarked that a more ridiculous idea had never been promulgated. He asked whether it was likely that the Almighty had created this world and allowed it to develop for 6,000 years only to destroy it before that development had reached its meridian. We were told that knowledge should increase upon the earth, and there was every indication that this was taking place. There was, however, much to be done before the world was perfect, and we might be sure the end would not be yet. That it would come, however, was sure, for we were told that Satan was to be confined for a thousand years, which he interpreted to mean that sin and Satan would be finally overthrown, a 'thousand years' being a term used to express an indefinite or eternal period for it was difficult to believe that the great Father would perfect this world, allow a long period of happiness and freedom from sin, only to hand the world over again to the dominion of the Evil One.
But I am digressing from the object of my paper, At the conclusion of the service, Dr Rees announced that he would preach in the native language at the meeting room of the Welsh Congregationalists at New Swindon. I resolved to go, as I desired to test a theory of mine - whether an eloquent, earnest man could make himself understood to persons who did not speak his language. I once attended a lecture by the celebrated Gavazzi, soon after his arrival in England, when he spoke in Italian, his knowledge of English being imperfect. He discoursed on the Inquisition, and though I did not understand one word of his language, I was enabled to gather from his eloquence, facial expression and general action, that he was reciting some of the horrors which were associated with that fiendish invention - the Chamber of the Holy Inquisition, years later, I witnessed Madame Ristori perform in a dramatised version of the old classic story of 'Medea'. I had a knowledge of the story gained at school; though that was meagre; nevertheless, I was enabled to understand all :hat was done, and could trace Medea in all her acts until the last scene in which she perpetrated her terrible revenge on the recreant Jason.
I had heard of the fame of Dr Rees during visits to Wales, and was anxious :o hear a man whose power has such an influence over his countrymen. I proceeded in the afternoon to New Swindon and found the place of meeting - a room in the rear of the Greyhound - quite an apostolic 'upper room', to which I was guided by an intelligent, elderly man, whose praise of Dr Rees and the Welsh people soon convinced me that he hailed from the Principality. On entering the room, I found that a Sunday school was being held, a number of little children receiving instruction. Soon the school broke up, and by and bye the room filled with a congregation unmistakably Welsh, every feature showing their origin, and establishing a proof if such were needed, of the indestructibility of the distinction of race, whatever philosophers may say to the contrary. The doctor shortly after entered the room. He is a massive, almost heavy man, but an expressive countenance, and full, bright eyes, prevent any appearance of dullness. His manner is commanding, his intellectual looking head and features adding force to his character. He is a remarkable man in many ways. He is of humble origin -I believe the son of farm laborer of South Wales; his early education was neglected, yet, he is no mean Latin scholar, and long since he attained the age of manhood he acquired Greek and Hebrew, in order to have the satisfaction of reading the old and new Testament in the originals. Thus much for the man. The service commenced with a hymn in the Welsh language, and I was particularly struck with the melody of the poetry of Wales, for though the leader simply read the hymns, there was a cadence in the expressions which we do not find in English hymnody. A prayer was next offered in Welsh, during which many of the congregation uttered a peculiar sound - not the groan or ejaculation of the Ranter - which I was told meant an expression of sympathy with or approval of the sentiments of the minister. Dr Rees took his text from Samuel -1st, chap. 10, verse 11. The preacher read the text in Welsh and English, and adopted the same plan in reference to the divisions of his subject. The discourse, however, was in Welsh, and afforded me an opportunity of testing my theory, and on giving to a Welshman my ideas of the sermon, gathered from the preacher's statement of the division, his style and action, he informed me I had rightly comprehended the scope of the discourse.
At the conclusion of the sermon, Dr Rees made a few remarks as to the object of his preaching - it was in aid of the ministry in the place where they met. He stated what surprised me: that the man who ministered to them, Mr Davis, worked for his daily bread in the rolling mills, devoting his spare time to the study of theology and preparing his sermons for them. Some times he had to lose a day's work, and it was to recoup him this expenditure and aid him in buying books that the collection was to be made, towards which a few friends in Old Swindon had given a couple of pounds. I must confess I was surprised to hear of worship in so Apostolic a manner, the preacher, like the disciples of old, laboring for his daily bread. It helped me to understand how attached are people to their own language and race. In Old Swindon is an English Congregationalist Church, and in New Swindon is the capacious Baptist Church, the principles of which are identical - save on the minor question of baptism - yet to hear their own language they are prepared to make any sacrifice. When a boy, I remember reading a book of adventures, in which was recorded the fact of a sailor who had been for years in an island, the language of whose people he could not understand, using signs to express himself. An English ship touched at the place and took him off. The first sound of his own language nearly overwhelmed him, and nothing would appease him but the sailors speaking to him in English. The Welsh language is somewhat gutteral it is true, but the poetry and music of the Principality atone for that.
I was anxious to hear a little about the Welsh people of New Swindon, and in my character as a peripatetic philosopher made a few enquiries by the way, I find that there are about 300 Welsh people employed in the rolling mills, but many of these are from Monmouth and other counties in which English is spoken. Some, however, are pure Welshmen, speaking the Celtic tongue These chiefly form the congregation in the upper room I have spoken of, for which they pay the modest rent of £4 per annum. Their services and school are held on Sundays, but a prayer meeting always takes place on Saturday evenings, with the object of thanking the Creator for preservation during the week, and asking for grace on the week which the coming Sunday would inaugurate. Their minister must be a most disinterested man, he receiving no salary, the offerings of the people scarcely covering the expenses attending worship. As I wended my way home, I could not help asking myself whether such things are not rare. The minister of the Welsh Congregationalists is above suspicion from the simple fact that his people, however willing they may be, have not the funds to pay him, and he can have no other object than a desire to serve his brethren.
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