Chapter 8

My first attempts to improve my mind were od a very primitive order. At conversion I found my self
in a world which, so far as knowledge was concerned, was a perfect blank. I had an empty purse, a
bankrupt mind, and soul just beginning to live. But worse than these, like every man whose salvation
comes late in life, I had an entail of the past, which, in spite of grace, clung to me like a second-self vulgarisms of speech, uncouth pronunciations, difficulty of intelligible utterance, inability to express
in suitable language the inward thought; yet, with all these defects, I had, as the gift of God’s grace,
a teachable mind – that quality of life, I believe, to which Jesus referred when He said, “I thank Thee,
0 Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because Thou hast hid these things from the wise and prudent,
and hast revealed them unto babes.” When spiritual simplicity and lowliness of mind are joined to
faith in Christ, the soul draws its wisdom from original sources. So it comes to pass that the wisdom
of God in a mystery is oft the open secret of a child, and the riddle of the philosopher. The truest
wisdom reasons not to God, but from Him. The last speculations of philosophy, like the last
discoveries of science, end in faith. They “whose hearts are fresh and simple,
Who have faith in God and Nature,
Who believe, that in all ages
Every human heart is human;
That in even savage bosoms
There are longings, yearnings, strivings,
For the good they comprehend not,
That the feeble hands and helpless,
Groping blindly in the darkness,
And are lifted up and strengthened,” they oft begin where the critic and the scholar end. “God is near to us,” says Dr. Martineau, "and
when we go out to seek Him we weary ourselves in vain, and return back from whence we started to
find the Lord we sought awaiting our return.” The life of faith is the life of truest wisdom. Faith is the
pioneer grace, shaping the invisible and claiming whole continents of truth for reason to classify and
cultivate. When reason disowns faith she wanders in dark solitudes of doubt and fear, and often
unbelief. Of this land Tennyson wrote that –
“Even while I drink the brook and ate
The goodly apples, all these things at once
Fell into dust, and I was left alone,
And thirsting, in the land of sand and thorns.”
My means for obtaining knowledge were very limited. My library consisted of three books, the Bible,
“Pilgrims Progress,” and Lord Byron’s Works. The first two could not be excelled. As for the last, well
– Can a young convert handle pitch and not be defiled? I exchanged Lord Byron for a copy of
Hervey’s “Meditations Among the Tombs,” and found myself in much safer and more proﬁtable
company. My first attempt to improve my mind was to learn the 103r’d Psalm. The hours of my toil
were very long and very severe. The work at the coal-face in those days was exceedingly hard, even
to old experienced miners. My reader must judge what it meant to one who late in life stooped to
the task. The time for mental improvement was very brief; and the body through utter weariness
was often a very unwilling instrument of the mind. Later I will tell my reader how the first Scripture I
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learned helped me out of a difﬁculty. My
first schoolmaster was the boy whose
photograph is given on this page. He was
one day playing in my house, and amusing
himself by scribbling on pieces of paper. I
wanted to learn to write. But the puzzle
was how to do so. The boy’s amusement
gave me the clue. All I required were the
letters of the alphabet; all the rest could
be attained by self-effort. For the works
of Shakespeare, Bacon, Browning,
Wordsworth, Tennyson, together with all
the glory of our English literature have
been achieved by the power of mind and
play of hand on twenty-six insignificantlooking signs. George Jacob Holyoake says
that, “As soon as a child can make a
round O and a straight line, it can make all
the letters of the alphabet. In these two
simple signs all written language consists.
A learner will go forward himself as soon
as the teacher finds him a beginning. It is
the same with older students on the
threshold of a new subject.
Here, then, was my chance. Handing the boy a piece of torn paper which happened to be close to
my hand, I requested him as a favour, to write me the letters of the alphabet, both capital and small.
This he lad cheerfully did. This piece of paper was my first copybook, and was retained until my
stubborn hand had learned to form the characters. Please, dear reader, pardon my apparent
desecration of Browning in the trifling change at the end of the following lines, for life’s
commonplace to one may be sublime to another.
"All the breath and the bloom of the year in the bag of one bee:
All the wonder and wealth of the mine in the heart of one gem;
In the core of one pearl all the shade and the shine of the sea.‘
Breath and bloom, shade and shine — wonder, wealth and — how far above them—
Truth, that’s brighter than gem,
Trust that's purer than pearl —
Brightest truth, purest trust in the Universe — all were for me
In the "— ALPHABET.
My method of learning the meaning of words, and of enlarging my vocabulary, was novel, but to me
most useful. Not possessing a dictionary, I made one of my own. It was my custom, when going to
work in the morning to write one word on each finger and thumb-nail of my left hand. These, by
constant repetition, by the time I reached the pit mouth would become my own forever. It was in
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this way I increased my stock of English terms. The photograph before the reader is that of my own
hand with some of the terms referred to.

Let me pay my acknowledgements here, first to the late Mrs. Carthy, wife of the Rev. W. Carthy,
Primitive Methodist minister. When I preached my trial sermon in Ilkeston Chapel for the office of
local preacher, something of my address – possibly the poverty of it – influenced Mrs. Carthy to
come to me at the close and ask if I possessed any books. I told her I had three, naming those
already mentioned. She kindly informed me that if I would call upon her she would present me with
some of her late husband’s books. Some days afterwards I received from her hands a gift of several
volumes which proved very helpful. Among the books she gave me was one by James Caughey.
The influence of that Book remains with me to this day. The works of the Rev. James Caughey
contain some of the finest matter on the philosophy of revival and soul-saving work that has ever
been published. Caughey possessed the grit and grip which many modern evangelists lack. A
blending of Moody and Caughey in this type of modern evangelist would produce the ideal. I was
also indebted to the Rev. William Clayton and the Rev. William Durance, for gifts of books which I
found very useful, and some of which I possess to-day. Side by side with these efforts were those
which more immediately dealt with the cultivation of the spiritual life, such as attendance at the
means of grave, secret prayer, house-to-house evangelism, visitation of the sick and dying. The last
mentioned was very helpful to me. I saw that suffering and death were great revealers of character,
that the dawning of eternity pushed the soul to the front. I saw that the shine or the shade on the
departing spirit was usually governed by its attitude to Jesus Christ. I never heard the shout of
victory in the death-chamber of the wicked. The people of God “die well.” I can remember most
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vividly some of the scenes I witnessed in those early days. Scenes where men of common order, by
the grace of God, were “more than conquerors;" yea, and scenes where the gloom on the departing
soul was more than natural. I remember one night a woman of shameless life coming to solicit my
attendance on a man who was dying. She mentioned a part of the town which had a very unenviable
reputation. I expressed my fears to her about going to such a lonely spot at such an hour. She gave
me her solemn word that I should not be molested. I went. I remember passing through the dark
deserted streets in company with my outcast guide. The house to which the woman led me stood
alone. Opening the door, she ushered me into a large room in which were a company of men and
women. I knew their calling. I was about to address them, when one of the men got up, and pointing
to a door through which groans were issuing, said: “In there, sir.” I entered the room, which was in.
semi-darkness. I was able to distinguish in one corner a bed on which lay the emaciated form of a
man in the last stages of a fearful disease. Insanity was in his eye, ravings on his lips. The whole
scene so weird and awful shook my nerves. The midnight hour, the senseless cries of the dying man,
the dim light of the candle, the frightened form of the woman, as she cowered in the far corner of
the room, shrinking from the dying man’s appeals to come and save him, together with the strange
company in the adjoining apartment, all made up a very solemn scene. Alas! they had summoned
me too late. The man’s soul appeared to be dealing with invisible foes. Remorse and fear were
pictured in his countenance. At last nature could bear no more, and the soul finding an open space
in the fleshly bars escaped to Judgment. Soon as the struggle was over I was startled to hear from
the woman’s lips, on a pledge of secrecy, that the man had once been a leading member of a church
in the district. “Let him that thinketh he standeth take heed lest he fall.” The sad incident sent me to
my home with a prayer that I might “keep my body in subjection, lest that by any means, when I
have preached to others, I myself might be rejected. Surely it is a fearful thing to fall into the hands
of the living God.
House-to-house visitation gave me a chance of pleading with the people about their souls which
proved of great service to some. Many were impressed, and some were brought to God. Others,
alas! though convicted, would not surrender. Some of these, I am afraid, perished in their sins. The
case of one was a very sad one, and made a deep impression. The man was a confirmed gambler and
drinker. He had a hard-working, patient wife, who, though weakly, did her best for home, husband,
and children. She suffered much, and ultimately lay down to die. When near her end her husband
was missing; they found him in a public-house making a bet with the last coin in his possession. He
was told that his wife was near her end. He answered with a curse. A short time afterward, reeling
home, he sought admission in his wife’s chamber. But the sight of him increased her agony, and she
bade him begone, telling him that the just God would recompense him for his deeds. That day she
died. Twelve months afterwards to the very day his neck was broken by a terrible fall of rock. When I
saw them; bear his body to the door the words of Scripture came instinctively to my mind: “Verily,
there is a God who judgeth in the earth.” He that being often reproved, hardeneth his neck, shall
suddenly be destroyed, and that without remedy.”
Several times in my ministry the judgement of God has been so signally displayed in the silencing of
opponents and the removal of would-be persecutors, as to make it most clear that the matter was
something more than an ordinary occurrence, rather a Divine interference. One of the most strange
among these happened on the Nottingham Third Station some twenty-two or three years ago. I was
missioning for one of our societies. We resolved one day to enter a very disreputable spot, the name
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of which I now forget, but I know it was very much like hell. During the service one man opposed. He
came partially dressed to the door of his wretched-looking house and swore fearfully. His cursing
turned to mockery. I was speaking of the approach of death and judgment, and urging all who heard
me to prepare for the great and dreadful day of the Lord. The man’s conscience seemed to be
lashing him into fury. He shouted his defiance. He dared God to do the worst to him, and as a closing
speech uttered some words so dreadful and so vulgar that I cannot repeat them here. Nine days
after he died under conditions I will not repeat. At the funeral a scene occurred in the churchyard
when the body was being lowered into the grave which will never be forgotten by those who
witnessed it. Suffice to say that the manner of his death and the scene at the grave were almost in
exact fulfilment of his daring wish. I shall never forget another scene which happened in the same
county some two years before. I was conducting a Week’s Special Mission in a small town of some
two or three thousand inhabitants. The churches were very low. Worldliness and inconsistency had
robbed them of spiritual power. The condition of things filled me with great sorrow. Drinking and
immorality were rampant. Because of wickedness the land mourned. But, as always, there were at
few souls who had not defiled their garments. One family in particular stood out from all the rest in
their love of holiness, God, and souls. It was in this home I stayed. It was a home of prayer. The
family consisted of the father, mother, and two sons. Day by day prayer was continually made for
God to revive His work. I think I never knew two men whose passion for souls was so intense as that
which possessed the two sons referred to. Every spare moment seemed taken up with intercession
on behalf of the perishing. One day as the shadows of evening fell, the eldest of the two suddenly
left the bench where he was working, and going to his brother, said: “I cannot rest; I feel I shall die
unless God brings these lost ones to Himself. Wiil you join me again in prayer that this may be
done? If so let us kneel here and never rise until we receive a distinct and definite answer to our
pleading.” They knelt, they prayed; prayed until the shadows deepened into night. Hours passed,
until near midnight, still alone, they pleaded still. Just before the clock chimed the hour of twelve, a
solemn hush fell on the two prostrate forms in the dark workshop. “My brother.” Said the eldest, “it
is done, God is answering now. Someone is seeking mercy and needs our help. Let us go and find
them.” The brother and companion in intercession answered as he rose to his feet, “I believe.”
Passing from the workshop to the open air, they made for the centre of the now silent and
slumbering town. All was hushed. The streets were deserted. Not a soul was stirring. Slowly and in
company they traversed the streets, stopping now and again to listen for the cry of the soul that was
seeking God. But not the faintest sound of a single human voice fell upon their ear. After a fruitless
search, they found themselves on a very lonely side of the town out of which passed an old country
road. Here they paused; “Strange,” said the elder brother, “sure I am that someone is seeking Christ.
Let us go this way,” pointing to the road referred to. Passing some distance along the road they
suddenly stopped. A cry as of some one in distress fell upon their ears. They listened. It became
more distinct; the cries came from the direction of a farm-house some distance from the road.
Clearing the hedge, they bounded across a field. Entering the farmyard they made for the barn, and
there, on his knees, was the farmer himself, pleading with God for the salvation of his soul. Kneeling
by his side they joined their intercessions to his, and soon deliverance came. The barn rang with
shouts of praise. After mutual blessings and explanations, our two friends reached home as the day
was dawning too happy to feel nature’s weariness. These things are strange, but true. Startling to us,
but accepted as the natural order of God‘s working by souls that live on a higher spiritual plane than
ourselves. In olden time men saw angels. So should we if we had not so much dust in our eyes. The
literature of our early history, like that of the early Church, is full of these remarkable acts of the
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Lord. And the present is full of them if we had eyes to see. “Strange secrets are let out by death,“
says one. Yes, and there are secrets too that prayer alone can probe. But when men live until they
have
“well nigh wormed
All traces of God's finger out of then,"
no wonder if the invisible becomes a snare. Wisdoms crown is true simplicity. The prayer that
prevails, humbles. The soul that prides itself on knowledge may fail to spell the characters a simpler
man might read distinct enough. It is in wondering herdsmen’s souls that stars appear as heaven’s
garnishry, and earth a stage for altars. Angels speak to peasant girls, appear to humble, white-souled
priests, and sing to shepherds dutiful. To prayerful souls Gods intimations fail not in clearness nor in
energy. No man ever doubted miracle who lived the life of faith. The supernatural is natural to
hearts that dwell in God. The things I write, of special providences in human lives, may cause the
ignorant of heavenly things to turn up their nose; “but who cares for noses that turn up?” I would
rather have the reverence of Mignon, who bowed to the simple ﬂowers as she passed, or believe
with Milton, that the roses blushed as Eve passed by, than live and move in the fossil sphere of the
sceptic‘s world where naught is believed but what is proved by experiment or known to sense.
Personally, I am glad to believe that heaven is never far away. I like to think, with Newman, that
angels minister to flowers;— with the authoress of “A Solitary Summer,” when she says. “I saved the
dandelions and daisies on that occasion; and I like to believe they know it. They certainly look very
jolly when I come out, and I rather fancy the dandelions dig each other in their little ribs when they
see me, and whisper, ‘here comes Elizabeth; she’s a good sort, ain’t she?’ “ I think when I save a
coster’s donkey from a kick on the ribs, I am adding to the pleasure of the universe.
Some souls move in high spheres, they cannot be judged by known laws. They move to a harmony
we know not of, and we judge their actions eccentric. Stanley speaks of the “awful silence of the
African forests.” Huxley, knowing Nature’s laws more perfectly, corrects the explorer’s ignorance by
stating that if his sense of hearing had been more acute the silence would have been broken as with
“the roar of a great city.” So we move about
“among worlds unrealised."
but let us not deny their actual being to souls who live there.
A rather strange event occurred during a revival of religion in a small town in the vale of Belvoir. It
happened during the ministry of the Rev. John Smith, of Wesleyan fame. A mighty man of God was
John Smith. His faith was extraordinary. He was mighty in prayer. The old chapel-house in Hockley,
Nottingham, is consecrated for ever to me by the mighty pleadings of this great and good man.
Often in days gone by I have stood within the shadow of the room where John Smith on his knees
drew from the heavens above on to the city beneath, the waters of life. The revival in the town
referred to was at its height. The house of God was filled night by night with the slain. Several base
fellows resolved to stop the work. They agreed to meet on a certain night in at public-house, and
after partaking of some drink, go to the chapel, and rushing in, make a noise and then flee. They
met, they drank, and then proceeded to the chapel door. A mighty cry was ascending to God; souls
were prostrate before the cross. John Smith, like a hero on the field, was leading the Hosts of God.
Standing in the little porch, the man who was leading, placing his hand on the door to push it open,
was seized with great fear. The last man gave a sudden onward push and precipitated all three into
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the aisle. John. Smith was near the communion. An agony of intercession was in his every look. By
the immediate intuition of the Holy Spirit he apprehended the purpose of the men, and became to
them, as it afterwards proved, the prophet of doom. Stretching out his arms lengthways, he slowly
walked down the aisle in which the men were, saying in a most solemn manner as he did so: “Alas,
my friends, you are too late now! Too late now! The die is cast. YOU ARE TOO LATE NOW!”
The men were cowed. The preacher’s words seemed like the words of doom. It is not for me to deal
with the particulars of these men’s death. But even to-day a few of the oldest people shake their
heads with awe as they recall the sad end which befell each of these opponents of God.
(To be continued.)
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