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Chapter 1 

 

Byrhtnoth 
Died 991 A.D., England 

 
In the dark days of Ethelred the Unready there flames up brilliantly the story of Byrhtnoth and 

his thanes; a chronicle of courage and daring, palpitating with that unconquerable spirit which has 
made our England great.  

The wise and beneficent rule of Alfred the Great had been followed by the selfish and slothful 
self-indulgence of a vacillating monarch surrounded by a weak Court.  

Learning fell, into decay; the navy Alfred had built up was neglected and dispersed, and the 
people went in constant fear of the fierce Viking hordes who sailed unhindered up our rivers and 
ravaged our unprotected coasts.  

But even the Northmen grew tired of fighting an unresisting enemy, and promised to spare life 

Plains where the Battle of Maldon was fought in 991, England 
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and property for a tribute of money. Ethelred and his Court were only too delighted to be rid of the 
enemy thus easily. They levied harsh taxes on the people to meet the tribute, which was known as 
the Danegeld, and pursued their inconsequent way. 

There were still in England, however, a few men of the old, proud, free race, who realised the 
folly and cowardice of Ethelred’s policy. Foremost and most influential among them was Byrhtnoth, 
Earl of Essex. Some of his ancestors were Northmen, but Byrhtnoth loved England; and throughout 
a long life most faithfully did he serve its kings.  

He founded churches and encouraged learning, and his manor at Hadleigh was a safe refuge for 
the poor and weary as well as a delightful meeting-place for his friends and comrades. Byrhtnoth 
was filled with fury when he learned that the king was levying the Danegeld. He determined that 
he, at least, by example and teaching, would do his utmost to rouse a nobler spirit in English hearts.  

He made his preparations carefully, for he knew that his effort would cost him his life. He drew 
up his will and gave it into the keeping of the Archbishop of Canterbury. Then he returned to his 
manor and set himself to give all the thanes and striplings in his earldom training in the arts of war.  

In 991 the terrified people of the East Coast saw a host of sinister shapes drawing near the land. 
The pale sunlight glinted on their dripping oars as they dipped into the water. There were 93 Long 
Serpents, and the great sea-king Anlaff was at their head. Sandwich and Ipswich were plundered; 
the triumphant prows glided swiftly up the Blackwater as far as Maldon. Here the Northmen landed; 
but during their absence the tide receded leaving their ships stranded. On their return they saw 
with amazement and amused contempt a little body of armed warriors on the far side of the river. 
The Vikings sent a messenger who spoke contemptuously to the old earl: 

 

Bold seamen have sent me to thee…it is better for you that you should avert with 
tribute this rush of spears than that we, so hardy, should deal out battle. 

 

Then Byrhtnoth grasped 
his shield and angry, digni-
fied, and resolute, he spoke; 

“Dost thou hear, sea-
farer, what this people say? 
They will give you doubtful 
tribute, poisonous spears and 
ancient swords, gear that will 
profit you naught in the fight. 
Messenger of the seamen, 
take word back again, say to 
thy people that here stands a 
noble earl with his troop who 
will defend this land, the 
home of Ethelred my prince, 
the people, and the ground.”  

The host of Vikings and 
the slender battleline of the 

Byrhtnoth's Plaque on a gate in the car park for the  
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East Saxons were divided by the channel 
of foaming water, so at first only bows and 
arrows could be used. Then, with the ebb-
ing of the tide, the proud old earl bade the 
Northmen cross the marshes and engage 
in combat. The Vikings laughed. 

Then was the fight near; the time had 
come when doomed men must needs fall. 
Then clamour arose; ravens wheeled, the 
eagle greedy for carrion; there was shout-
ing on Earth; bitter was the rush of battle. 

Young men and old died fighting. 
Byrhtnoth was wounded and bleeding, but 
regardless of pain he still smote on. Then 
a Viking, seeing him faint and reeling, 
leaped upon him, hoping to snatch his 
bracelets and jewelled weapons. But with 
his dying strength Byrhtnoth slew the 
despoiler, and then sank exhausted to the 
ground. In true heroic fashion he exhorted 
his comrades to fight on, and with his last 
breath, whispered: 

“I thank Thee, O Lord of the peoples, 
for all those joys I have known in the 
world. Now, gracious Lord, I have most 
need that Thou shouldst grant good to my 
spirit, that my soul may journey to Thee, 
may pass in peace into Thy keeping.” 

Byrhtwold, an aged follower cast in the 
same heroic mould, stood over the body of 
his loved leader and addressed the throng:  

“Thought shall be the harder, heart 
the keener, courage the greater, as our 
might lessens. Here lies our leader all 
hewn down, the valiant man in the dust; 
may he lament for ever who thinks how to 

turn from this war-play. I am old in age; I will not hence, but I purpose to lie by the side of my lord, 
by the man so clearly loved.” 

Night came down gently over that battlefield. The Danes carried off Byrhtnoth’s head in tri-
umph, and ten thousand pounds of silver from the king. 

But Byrhtnoth did not die in vain. His courage and lofty idealism breathed a message not for his 
own age only, but for all nations and for all time.

Statue of Byrhtnoth, Maldon, England 
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Chapter 2 

 

Roger Bacon 
About 1214-1294 A.D., England 

 
It was the tragedy of Roger Bacon 

to appear in the world some centuries 
too soon for the safety of a scholar 
such as he. An intensely religious 
man, he was not content to base his 
faith on convention and narrow 
formula laid down by the pedants 
who ruled the minds of his age. He 
laid all knowledge under contribu-
tion, examined all learning, revealed 
error and misconception, and sought 
to expel the false from the true and 
to harmonise reality with religion.  

This brought him into deadly 
peril. Although it had not yet be-
come a habit with us to burn people 
for heresy, we did flog and brand 
nonconformists with red-hot irons. 
Religion was opposed to learning. It 
did not want scholarship in the 
ordinary sense. A little knowledge 
was enough, even if it was largely 
erroneous. The great thing was to 
cultivate readiness of speech, agility 
in argument, for the confounding of 
the inquirer and the critic of the 
superstitious teaching of the Church.  

Bacon was a hopeless misfit in 
such a scheme. He clamoured for 
truth, and was told to accept the laws 
of life and conduct laid down as 
authority by those who founded Roger Bacon in his observatory at Merton College, Ernest Board 
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doctrines on ignorant misreadings of 
fact and philosophy, men ready to 
apply the scourge to any who dared 
to vary by a hair’s breadth from their 
teaching.  

Into this world of sham and hol-
low pretence Roger Bacon burst like 
a terrifying portent from the skies, 
with a mind unrivalled for several 
centuries, with a deep passion for 
truth, and an unexampled power of 
inspiring others to inquiries as ori-
ginal as his own.  

He studied at Oxford and then 
went to Paris, where his fame as a 
scholar and teacher won him the 
title of the Admirable Doctor. He 
spent £2000 on books and scientific 
instruments, a sum equal to £20,000 
in our money. Fortunately, he had 
not yet become a friar, for members 
of the great religious Orders were 
not permitted to have books of their 
own.  

He was able to range the whole 
empire of thought and speculation, 
to study mathematics, chemistry, 
and physics; to master Hebrew, and 
to plumb depths of knowledge that 
had previously been unsounded. He 
took nothing for granted, accepted 
nothing unproved, but as far as pos-
sible tested all things for himself. He 
was our first great experimental philosopher; he learned by trial and proof. He went back to the 
writings of the great masters of the past and revealed that some of them had erred, that some of 
them had been misrepresented by later interpreters. He told the truth, and so at last he fell under 
the ban of authority.  

He was now back in Oxford and a member of the Franciscan Order of Friars, learning and 
teaching, creating a new school of critical scholarship which denounced falsehood and error, and 
proclaiming the facts as they appeared after instructed analysis. But this was a revolution threat-
ening to overturn accepted methods and beliefs, and the opposition fell upon Bacon, hurried him 
off again to Paris, and kept him prisoner for ten years. During that time he was denied all intellectual 

Roger Bacon observing the stars at Oxford University, Jan Verhas 
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companionship. He was divorced from his books, his instruments, his pen, and from all the treasured 
furniture of his mind. He might have died there, a melancholy captive, and have taken to an un-
honoured grave the richest store of knowledge that had ever come to harvest in an English brain.  

It chanced, however, that there arose a friend in need. Guy de Foulques had become Pope 
Clement II, and he remembered his old friend. He was not shocked at the idea of new knowledge, 
but sent a message to the unhappy prisoner in Paris which amounted to this: What is the meaning 
of these things that your enemies say of you? Put into writing the thoughts and theories by which 
these people are shocked, and I will go into the matter myself.  

The result was one of the most astonishing performances in human history. The poor scholar 
who had been shut off so long from his library and from minds attuned to his own, set to work, not 
so much to justify himself as to vindicate learning, of which he was the unique master. In less than 
18 months he wrote three books and sent them to the Pope. The first set forth his ideas in general 
on men, religion, science, philosophy, and all that thought could grasp. The second was a shorter 
version of the first, written lest the first should not be allowed to reach Rome. The third was a 
magnificent introduction to the others.  

The three together make up 1345 pages of print larger than this one. In them Bacon tells of his 
forty years of study, of the things he had sought and discovered, and would have the world know. 
He fearlessly shows the four great causes of ignorance—deference to imperfect authority, tradi-
tionary habit, the imperfection of the untried senses, and the disposition to conceal ignorance and 
to make a show of pretended knowledge.  

Bacon shows himself in these books the first of our true scientists, in an age when experiment 
was unknown; that he was the first to study optics and to reveal the properties of the microscope 
and telescope; that he invented gunpowder; foresees the use of steam as a motive power by land 
and sea; foreshadows the balloon, the diving-bell, and suspension bridges—all this in an England 
that was stifling under the pall of medievalism, superstition, credulity, and the follies of the School-
men.  

And the outcome? The most astounding was nearly two centuries in developing. When it did 
mature it brought a New World into our ken. In the first part of his work, Bacon told the Pope of 
his observations of the distance between the extreme East and extreme West of the habitable globe. 
To Bacon the Earth was round, not flat, as others believed for the next two centuries. That passage 
from his treatise was stolen and published by a much later writer, Pierre d’Ailly. Columbus read 
D’Ailly and came upon this calculation of Bacon’s, and the theory of our great man determined the 
immortal sailor on the voyage that led to the discovery of America.  

The immediate result of Bacon’s books was to secure his release from confinement; but too soon 
his friend Clement died, and again the great scholar was imprisoned for presuming to knowledge 
that conflicted with the teaching of the pretentious tyrants who ruled the thought and conscience 
of mankind. It was Jerome of Ascoli, head of Bacon’s own Franciscans, who this time consigned the 
noble scholar to captivity, and a new Pope confirmed the sentence. Eventually Jerome himself 
became Pope, and to him Bacon addressed an essay on the best means of warding off the infirmities 
of old age. Either gratitude for the advice, or shame for the cruelty of what he had done, moved the 
new Pope to compassion, and Bacon was a second time released.  

Freed from his Paris gaol Bacon returned to Oxford. He owed it little, for it was there that the 
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hand of cruel intolerance had first descended 
upon him; but he was an Englishman, loving 
English scenes, and, how characteristic of 
the man! Oxford had a foremost place in his 
heart because it taught mathematics and 
possibly because of grateful memories of the 
teaching of Robert Grossetestre, Adam de 
Marisco, Richard Fitzacre, and Edmund 
Rich in positive science.  

Threatened men live long, and Roger 
Bacon lived to complete his eightieth year. 
He was still hated and feared by those whose 
feebler minds he had disturbed with his 
revelations and theories, but he was not 
molested. The damage was done, so far as 
they were concerned. The heresy to which 
he had committed himself was written and 
locked away from popular knowledge; hund-
reds of years were to elapse before scholars 
came upon his work and with wonder and 
delight gave the world tidings of the real 
magnitude and intellectual splendour of the 
friar whom his own age made a prisoner for 
18 dreary years.  

Bacon was the greatest marvel of his 
time; he had neither predecessor nor rival for 
centuries. He was a prophet of a learning 
that was to make its way piecemeal and with 
labour and tribulation as one of the richest 
flowers of the Renaissance. Some of the 
things he believed seem laughable today. He 
believed, for example, in astrology that the 
stars governed the lives and the operations of 
the organs and functions of every one of us. 
But so did millions after him, Sir Isaac 
Newton among them.  

Still, he was greater than we can realise 
today, for the paths he discovered and laid open have been traversed since by so many feet that his 
tracks are obliterated. No one in his own time understood his clarion message. He out-soared his 
age, rising out of the long night of mankind’s ignorance to peaks never before attained by knowledge. 
He surveyed the past with critical, understanding eye; he saw the defects of its definitions; he 
brought all learning into one great harmony, so that the entire body of facts as to religion, mankind, 

Roger Bacon’s circular diagrams relating 

the scientific study of optics 
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the Earth, the heavens, the whole operation of natural laws should be made to conduce to the hap-
piness of humanity and the greater glory of God.  

He was our first great discoverer and truth-teller in the deepest mysteries of life and science, 
and his reward was that which it was customary to award to rogues and vagabonds. It needed the 
highest heroism to dare to be a scholar in those days; but he had that courage and he never re-
tracted.  

This man of peerless intellect was one of the first to fall a victim to the system that made martyrs, 
whipping, branding, and burning men to death at the stake, but he died in peace and found an 
obscure grave among the dead friars of Oxford who had persecuted him.  

 
 

Statue of Roger Bacon, Oxford University  

Museum of Natural History, Oxford, England 
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Chapter 3 

 

S ir William Wallace 
About 1272-1305 A.D., Scotland 

 
Of all gallant struggles to preserve national freedom none was 

ever more determined or more courageous than that of 
Scotland at the end of the 13th century. Of all national 

heroes, martyrs in the cause of liberty, none has kept a 
name more famous than that of William Wallace. 

Burns’s stirring Scots Wha Hae keeps alive his glory 
among his own countrymen. But such men as 
Wallace are not the property of any one nation; they 
belong to the world. 

There is much in the life of Wallace that grates 
harshly on our sensibilities. That is because he lived 
in a time which was rough or brutal, which had 
small respect for humanity as we understand it. But 
in fighting he spared women and children always, 
the aged as a rule, and ecclesiastics who were not of 

the fighting variety he made it a point of honour to 
protect. 

In an affray at Ayr he was overborne and lodged in 
the prison. There he languished and fell ill, so ill that the 

gaoler thought he was dead. Without further ado his body 
was tossed out on to the rubbish heap beneath the walls. Here 

he would really have died if his old nurse had not heard about it 
and begged leave to bury him. When she got him to her house 

she saw that there was still life in him. Anxiously she fanned the flame and soon he recovered. She 
kept this a secret, however, and he got safely away.  

Not long afterwards he appeared as the leader of a band of outlaws who lived in a forest and 
harried the English wherever they could. Gradually this force of desperate men increased in number. 
Blind Harry the Rhymer, who wrote a glorification of Wallace (full of mistakes and inventions, but 
reflecting the spirit of his hero), said he received all who came to him, and they acknowledged him 
as “their captain and their lord.” So he was in a short time acknowledged by the Scottish people, 
though the barons were slow in accepting as their leader one whom they looked down on because 
his birth was inferior to their own. One of them sneered at him as a leader of bandits; but he had 

William Wallace 
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reason to be sorry for his 
rudeness. Wallace led his 
bandits against the proud 
earl, scattered his follow-
ers, and burned his castle. 
It was a hard life these lib-
erators had. The English 
had trained soldiers to pit 
against Wallace’s irregu-
lars. Often the Scots were 
forced to scatter and then 
collect again in their forest 
after an interval. Once 
Wallace lost all his men. 
Some were tired of the 
struggle and left him. 
Many were killed. Sepa-
rated from the remnant, 

Wallace escaped on foot and swam the River Forth; across which his pursuers did not follow. 
Finding shelter in a peasant’s hut he was visited 
there by an uncle who advised him to recognise 
his failure and to submit to the English King. 
Wallace refused to do any such thing. 

 

Uncle, said Wallace, of such words no more.  
This is but eking of my trouble sore 
Believe right well, from war I will not cease 
Till the time that I bring Scotland into peace. 
 

His determination needed no strengthening, 
but it was hardened by the death of his wife at 
the hands of the English. One Sunday morning, 
as he returned from Mass, he was insulted by a 
soldier. He was not desirous of a brawl just then, 
so he tried to pass the matter off. But a force of 
some 200 men came on the scene and fighting 
began. Wallace got to a house where his wife 
was. She opened the door to him and then held 
the English in parley while he escaped at the 
back. In revenge for this she was put to death. 
Now began the raising in good earnest of an army 
that could meet the English in the field. As soon 
as Edward heard of this he sent a large body of Illustration from Scotland's Story, H E Marshall, 1906 

Scots Wha Hae Wi Wallace Bled, illustration  

from Land of Burns by J. M. Wright, 1838 
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troops to crush the Scots. But Wallace’s genius prevailed against heavy odds. At the Battle of 
Stirling Bridge he defeated Edward’s force and put it to flight. From that date the eventual liberation 
of Scotland became certain. Before this victory the Scots had lacked confidence in themselves. Now 
they felt they were a match for the English at any time. But their pride was to have a heavy fall, and 
their leader to be taken from them, before the Southrons were finally driven out. 

Wallace, now Guardian of the Kingdom of Scotland, was rapidly extending his power; so much 
so that Edward decided to take the field in person against him. At Falkirk the armies met, and after 
a stubborn conflict the Scots were beaten with very heavy loss. Now the nobles who had been jeal-
ous of Wallace all along were able to make him give up his Guardianship. Disappointed and sore at 
heart he went to France, and stayed there some years. When he returned, Edward, who had pre-
vented the barons making any progress toward independence, anticipated a stiffer resistance and 
ordered that great efforts should be made to capture Wallace. 

By foul treachery on the part of Scotsmen unworthy of that name he was entrapped, sent to 
London, tried in Westminster Hall, condemned, and executed the following day. But his death had 
the very effect that Edward hoped it would avert. 

It united the Scots in a resolve to finish the work Wallace had so well begun. What he had been 

The Trial of William Wallace at Westminster, Daniel Maclise 
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unable to accomplish by bodily prowess his spirit quickly achieved. The nation was consolidated. 
This time nothing could daunt it. Within six months of it’s great leader’s death the English had 
been driven out and Scotland was free. 

The Wallace Memorial, Elderslie,  

Renfrewshire, Scotland 
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Chapter 4 

 

John S tow 
1525-1604 A.D., England 

 

He was a poor tailor’s son with a quill 
pen which has made Old London real to 
millions. Meadows stretched away from 
the City walls in those days. What is now 
called the Minories was then a farm, and 
when John was old enough to carry three 
pints of milk he was sent there with a half-
penny to buy them. Up and down uneven 
streets went rich men in velvet gowns and 
poor men in bright coloured hose and 
doublets. Soldiers in armour came clash-
ing by, pigs went scavenging on the rub-
bish heaps, gentlemen with hawks and 
hounds rode off to hunt in the country, 
barges hung with silks floated on the 
Thames, and pretty merchandise was for 
sale in the double row of shops running 
over London Bridge. No wonder the boy 
grew up with such a love for his native 
city. 

Yet we must not envy him that earlier 
London. Thomas Cromwell, when he 
took Wolsey’s place in the king’s favour, 
started to build himself a fine house in 
Throgmorton Street with a long garden 
behind it. The humble houses of Thread-
needle Street, where Stow’s father lived, had back-gardens which met his, and when the favourite 
decided to enlarge his territory the poor men’s palings were torn up, their gardens stolen. No leave 
was asked, no fee was offered. The poor folk went on paying their rent, and dared not grumble. For 
all its loss of pageantry, ours is a better London to live in. 

John’s father and grandfather were tailors. While he was serving his apprenticeship to the same 
trade, Henry the Eighth died, and then Edward the Sixth, and after their deaths came Mary’s 

John Stow, A.W. Warren 
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coronation, a crowd of foreigners, a Spanish marriage, mighty people sent to the Tower, heretics 
burning at Smithfield, all England discontented. Then Elizabeth, once a prisoner in danger of death, 
began her long and glorious reign; the Thames was packed with shipping, and the Mermaid Inn 
with poets. Then Scotland sent us, for our misery, James the First. Old Stow lived through all this 
wondrous history. 

Stow set up as a master tailor just within the City wall at Aldgate. A grim thing happened on 
the pavement before his house. There had been risings in various parts of England, and terrifying 
reports flew abroad. To spread such rumours was made a capital offence. One day a gibbet was set 
up opposite Stow’s house, and presently the sheriffs and soldiers arrived bringing with them a 
prisoner, the bailiff of Romford in Essex. He was well known and beloved; a wondering crowd 
assembled. The bailiff mounted the ladder, and then, with the noose round his neck, addressed the 
people: 

 

Good people (he said), I am come hither to die, but know not for what offence, except 
for words by me spoken yesternight to Sir Stephen, curate and preacher of this parish, 
which were these. 
 
He asked me What news in the country? I answered Heavy news. Why? quoth he. It is 
said, quoth I, that many men be up in Essex, but, thanks to God, all is in good quiet 
about us. And this was all, as God be my judge. 

 

The bailiff was hanged, but the people were so wrath against the informer that Sir Stephen dared 
not show his face in the parish again. 

That was Stow’s London, in which John plied his needle diligently for about 15 years. But his 
mind was not set on seams and gussets. As soon as he had put up the shutters he would repair to a 
little back room full of old parchments. He had all sorts of books there, romances about the exploits 
of knights, treatises on herbs and religion, and Chaucer’s poems; but chiefly he had manuscripts 
dealing with England’s past, some of them in rhyme, and some treating a heathen god and Julius 
Caesar as if one were as real as the other. These old histories were the things Stow loved to collect, 
and on these he spent much of his earnings. The idea came to him to turn his knowledge into a 
book, and in 1561 he published A Summarie of Englyshe Chronicles. It became a kind of school-
book, and ran through eleven editions in Stow’s lifetime. 

When he was 40 Stow left his tailoring altogether. No doubt he had saved a little, and he hoped 
for patronage; the Earl of Leicester had praised his work, and Matthew Parker was his good friend. 
Alas! the archbishop died, and Stow was not courtier enough to catch a wealthy patron. He grew 
poor. He also fell into danger. Someone reported him to Queen Elizabeth’s Council as being a 
dangerous person with books. The Bishop of London sent three men to examine his library, but he 
was allowed to live on. 

He loved Chaucer’s poems, edited them, and tried to bring them back into favour; but his coun-
trymen were busy listening for new voices. His chief work is his Survay of London, Conteyning the 
Originall Antiquiry, Increase, Moderne Estate, and Description of that Citie, written in the year 
1598 by John Stow, citizen of London. 

No one had ever thought of such a book before. In spite of an empty purse he was happy in 
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doing it. We have glimpses of the tall, lean old man with the cheerful face tramping about England 
to cathedrals and other places in search of records; watching the digging up of Roman urns at 
Spitalfields; courteously disputing with the owners of a large stone which they believed to be a 
giant’s tooth; and discovering among the rubbish in an old lumber-room a lead coffin holding the 
body of a king who fell at Flodden. We have yet another sight of him, sitting on a jury to try a gaoler 
who had ill-used his prisoners. Ben Jonson gives us a glimpse of him making a jest of his poverty 
instead of complaining about it. 

All his diligence and learning were unprofitable. At 79 the poor old man was granted, not a pen-
sion, but a licence to beg. The document begins by praising John Stow for working, to the neglect of 
his own gain, “for the good of posterity and the present age”; and goes on to say that in recompense 
of his labours, and for encouragement of the like, King James is graciously pleased to grant him 
permission to collect from the monarch’s loving subjects their “kinde gratuities,” and has “of our 
own especiall grace begun the largesse for the example of others.” 

Old Stow lived only a year after this sorry paper was stamped with the Great Seal of England. 
He died at eighty, and was buried in the Church of St. Andrew Undershaft in Leadenhall Street. 

All London should be grateful to him today. To read his book is to enter an enchanted city. He 

John Stow’s monument, St Andrew Undrshaft, London, England 
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unlocks the gate of Old London and lets us in. 
We see a cluster of houses surrounded by walls and defended by towers. We see the great moor 

which ran from the wall between Bishopsgate and the “postern called Cripplegate” to Finsbury and 
Holy Well; it is frozen, and men in medieval dress “tie bones to their feet and under their heals” 
and “slide as swiftly as an arrow flieth out of the cross-bow.” We see scholars and apprentices 
strolling out in the evening for country walks where the springs of Holy Well, Clerken Well, and 
St. Clement’s “flow rippling over the bright stones.” We see maidens filling pitchers at the swift 
stream which gushed up where Fenchurch Street now stands, and ran athwart Grasse Street (now 
Gracechurch Street) and Lombard Street. 

We see Smoothfield, a level green place where each Friday there was “a famous show of noble 
horses for sale,” and a crowd of earls, barons, knights, and citizens come to see them. Presently there 
is a shout that the “common horses” are to stand aside. The costly chargers are to show their paces. 
A signal is given; the horses thunder by; earls and barons wish to buy the winner. 

We see sand being strewn “in a street called Chepe,” and a scaffolding built so that the Queen 
and her ladies may watch the tourney held there in 1331. We see the scaffold break, the ladies 
tumble down, the king in a rage with the carpenters, and Queen Philippa interceding on their 
behalf. 

And the things we hear are as good as the things we see. We hear that those fine ships will 
presently sail down the Thames to “the French ocean.” We hear that when it was the fashion to 
wear peaked shoes tied to the knee with gilt chains or silken laces the king ordained that no citizen 
should wear peaks longer than two inches, on pain of cursing by the clergy and paying twenty 
shillings a shoe to Parliament. We hear that London Bridge was broken down in the great frost and 
snow of 1282, and that Richard Whittington, three times mayor, built the library of the Grey Friars. 

We hear that in 1400 another mayor, Thomas Knoles, grocer, began, with the aldermen, “to 
new build the Guildhall in London; and, instead of an old little cottage in Aldermanbury Street, 
made a fair and goodly house.” We find that nearly all the fine buildings, charitable and civic, were 
erected by men of his stamp—ironmongers, fishmongers, tailors, goldsmiths, and mercers. We have 
been called a nation of shopkeepers; London has known some very noble ones. 

There are a hundred more queer things to see and hear in the old city, and when we lay Stow’s 
book down and step out into the real world we feel sorry somehow that it has all gone. And yet our 
own London is better to live in. We love Stow’s London in his book; but there never was a London 
so fine and great and clean and safe as ours. Sitting in his church in the city we may go any day to 
see Old Stow with a quill and pen in his hand.



 

17 

 
 

Chapter 5 

 

William Harvey 
1578-1657 A.D., England 

 
In all the history of our land no age is more resplendent than that which gave us Shakespeare, 

Milton, Cromwell—three mighty men in three generations; and yet in that great age of power, when 
the mind and soul of the English race stood out before the world like the noonday Sun, there was 
only one man who knew the greatest fact of all about the bodies we inhabit, and he was neither 
Shakespeare nor Cromwell nor Milton.  

He was a quiet little man who has not loomed large in fame. It pleases most of those who write 
our papers to pick out those who talk (the politicians), but the politicians are as dust on the road 

compared with the men who shape the great events.  
There was a man sitting under a hedge by a 

battlefield while Charles and Cromwell fought in 
the plain below who was nothing to history as 

he sat there but who is everything to history 
now, and will be living in the history book 

of Truth when all the battles ever fought 
are blotted from the memories of men. 
He was a struggling, neglected, lonely 
man; William Harvey, one of the lone-
liest men of his time.  

He was born at Folkestone in a 
house we can still see, his father being a 
prosperous Kent yeoman. He came into 
a London beautiful with green meadows 
and babbling brooks, but foul with 

plague and pestilence and fever; and in 
this London wise and famous men lived 

and moved, surrounded every day and every 
hour with the terrible menace of disease.  
But they knew very little about the human 

body and the way to cure disease. They believed the 
body to be the seat of all sorts of fantastic elements; 
they believed in many kinds of spirits moving through 
the veins and arteries; they believed a hundred 

William Harvey,  

attributed to Daniel Mijtens 
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ridiculous things. The plain fact is that 
when William Harvey came the world had 
advanced but little in scientific knowledge 
beyond the days of Aristotle and Plato.  

He had an excellent education. His 
father was well enough off to send him to a 
fine school at Canterbury, from which he 
passed to Cambridge. There he learned 
more of logic and philosophy than of sci-
ence, and won for himself a thorough mas-
tery of the classics, which he always loved.  
Seeking the knowledge of science that 
England could not give him, he wandered 
off into Europe, passing through France 
and Germany to Italy, and coming to 
anchor at Padua, the chief seat of scientific 
learning in that age. Padua was justly 
proud of its great teacher Fabricius, the 
leading anatomist of the time. He had 
done a wonderful thing—he had so bril-
liantly dissected the human body that he 
had discovered the existence of valves in 
the veins. It was a great discovery, but how 
often in the history of the world a great 
discovery has gone astray, and knowledge 
has been misapplied! Fabricius thought the 
valves were put in the veins to slow down the flow of blood, so that the several parts of the body 
might be given time to select and capture such nutriment as they required as the blood passed on 
its way.  

How one would like to know the thoughts of William Harvey, the young scholar from 
Cambridge, standing there at the dissecting-table in the old oak-panelled hall of Padua, listening to 
the wisest man of the age talking what this young scholar must have felt in his heart to be utterly 
wrong!  

But the young scholar said nothing; he went on thinking. Wonderful it is to reflect that, of the 
thousands of students and professors who had been before him, not one of them, and not the great 
Fabricius himself, had had a glimmering of the truth. It was the great brain in the fine head of 
William Harvey that was to give the world the facts about the work of the heart and the arteries 
and the veins, and the flowing of the blood on which all human life depends.  

But the time was not yet. Home he came at 24, with his doctor’s degree and with a licence to 
practise the art of medicine in every land and at every seat of learning. At 29 he became a Fellow 
of the College of Physicians, and was afterward appointed physician to St. Bartholomew’s Hospital 
at £25 a year. He was the greatest physician in the world if men had only known it, and he gave his 

Harvey, Prince of Wales and Duke of York 
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services to a hospital for wages that a labourer would scorn today. It was forbidden in the terms of 
his engagement that he should take rewards from patients, and he was called upon to attend as 
often as required, to give the poor the full benefit of his knowledge, to prescribe only such medicine 
as should do them good, without any regard to the profit the chemist made out of it, and to render 
account for any negligence of which he might be guilty.  

We can imagine the great William Harvey seated in the hall of the hospital, sitting before the 
huge fireplace for which kings used to send fuel from Windsor Forest, with the patients sitting on a 
settle beside him, and the steward, matron, and apothecary grouped around. All who could come 
to consult him came to this hall; those who could not he visited in the wards. He must have been 
much liked, for the governors of the hospital wished to take a house for him in Smithfield, but he 
declined, and took instead an extra £8 a year. Houses were cheap in those days.  

While he was at St. Bartholomew’s there were brought before him, for examination, four 
Lancashire women who had been accused of witchcraft. As many people were slain in those days by 
our savage witchcraft laws as were slain by the Great Plague, but it is pleasant to know that the good 
William Harvey found that there was nothing unnatural in the bodies of these four women, so that 
they were declared innocent and sent to their homes.  

This was the ripening time of his mind, we must suppose, for when, a few years later, he began 
his immortal lectures to the College of Physicians his subject was complete. He gave three lectures 
in the old college in Knightrider Street, near St. Paul’s, and in them there was explained for the first 

William Harvey demonstrating his theory of circulation of blood before Charles I, Ernest Board 
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time to the world the truth about the action of the heart and the circulation of the blood.  
Let us recall briefly the wonderful facts that William Harvey discovered. The heart is the main-

spring of life, the most marvelous natural engine in the world, starting work the moment we are 
born and never ceasing till we die. It consists of four chambers—right and left auricle and right and 
left ventricle. Impure blood that has traversed the body, feeding it and taking up waste products, is 
brought by the veins to the right auricle, which contracts and drives it, by means of a valve, into 
the right ventricle. The right ventricle contracts, and forces the blood through an artery into the 
lungs, where the artery divides up into smaller and smaller vessels down to the capillaries, which 
are freely distributed over the entire surface of the lungs. Here, in the lungs, the blood gives off 
poisons and carbon dioxide, which we throw into the outer air when we breathe out, and it takes in 
oxygen from the air which we inhale.  

The blood then runs into a vein, which pours its contents back into the heart through the left 

William Harvey demonstrating the palpitations of the foetal heart of a deer to Charles I,  
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auricle, which, in its turn, pumps the blood into the left ventricle, out of which it is forced into the 
great artery called the aorta. From here pure blood is made to flow in all directions to the utmost 
limits of the body, and its outward journey is complete. The return to the heart is through the veins, 
the veins in which Fabricius found the valves that puzzled him. It was these very valves that gave 
William Harvey the clue to his great discovery. 

Harvey’s first thought came when he realised that the valves of the veins gave free passage to 
the blood toward the heart, but opposed the blood the other way. He could not believe that Nature 
had placed so many valves in that peculiar way without design, and no design seemed to him so 
likely as that the blood, unable to reach the limbs through the veins, should reach them through 
the arteries, and return to the heart through the veins by the way the valves allowed.  

That was the first conception William Harvey had of the great truth that was to revolutionise 
our knowledge of the body. But what a life of study and wonder and experiment he had lived 
through before he stood up in a little room and in three quiet lectures explained the mysteries that 
had baffled the most learned among scientific men in all mankind!  

How one wishes there had been a Boswell or a Horace Walpole at those epoch-making lectures 
to tell us how this quiet man bore himself in that great hour, and how his startled listeners took in 
the immense revolution in knowledge that he was pouring out! He was perfect master of himself; 
he was gentle and kind and generous to the poor, and tolerant and forgiving to those who opposed 
him all through a struggling and embittered life. 

He needed all this spirit of his after those three lectures, for this immortal man, from whose 
great mind there flashed out on the world one of the greatest truths men ever heard, was to be 
branded as a crank. There was no man great enough in reputation publicly to challenge him, but he 
told a friend that after he published his lecture his practice fell off mightily, for everybody believed 
he was crack-brained, and all the other doctors were against him. He still had as his patients such 
men as Bacon and such a creature as King James, and Charles Stuart was his patron; but his practice 
fell off altogether in the Civil War, and but for his thrift in happier days, which had enabled him to 
save a good fortune, he would have been reduced to poverty. 

What hurt him more than loss of money was the loss of reputation, for it was the common talk 
of all the ignorant people of that time, and of all the cracked doctors, with their horrible pills and 
potions and plasters, that Harvey had gone mad. They would not give a threepenny-bit for one of 
his prescriptions, and it was said of him that “a man can hardly tell by his prescriptions what he doth 
aim at.” So, perhaps, the chirping sparrow can hardly tell what the lordly eagle is aiming at.  

Well, the mighty revelation was launched on its way; the discovery which put William Harvey 
among the princes of man kind was given to the world, without money, and without price. It brought 
him, not renown or profit, but merely contempt and actual loss. What was Harvey to do in a case 
like this?  

What he did was to work on hard for years, continuing to elaborate his arguments and amplify 
his experiments, and at last, in 1628, he gave his book to the world. It fell like a bombshell on 
scientific Europe. Its ideas were at first not received favourably by the scientists of the Continent, 
and its author was criticised in books, letters, and lectures, but Harvey let them talk. He waited, 
and after a lapse of time his critics accepted his theories. Harvey lived to find himself triumphant, 
and to know that his views were being taught as the very gospel of the science of physiology at the 
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great seats of learning.  
Through all the years of hostility he had kept his chairs at the College of Physicians and 

Bartholomew’s Hospital. He became at length physician to the royal family.  
The Civil War was breaking out at home, and though Parliament respected him, the mob did 

not. His lodgings in Whitehall were broken into, and all his property and papers, the fruits of years 
of labour on the birth and development of insects and animals, were looted. Nothing among all his 
losses was so distressing to him as the loss of his papers.  

It was one of the rare things to the credit of Charles Stuart that he attracted some fine men to 
him, and his friendship for Van Dyck and Rubens and Harvey was among the best things in his life. 

Harvey became a wanderer with the King. He 
loved him, and went wherever he went, up and 
down the country, as his physician and as his 
friend.  

There is a picture of a fine Sunday after-
noon in October, 1642, at Edgehill, a little ridge 
on the borders of Warwickshire and Oxford-
shire. Twenty thousand Englishmen were fight-
ing—twelve thousand under the banner of the 
King, and the rest for the country and the 
Parliament. It was a fierce, heroic, but inde-
cisive battle in the great conflict between King 
and people; and by far the most important man 
there present was one who struck no blow and 
fired no shot, the little man under a hedge 
looking down upon the field. Think of the 
scene. There was Charles Stuart, loving art but 
certainly not truth; there was Prince Rupert, 
charging with his cavalry; there were two little-
known men named Cromwell and Hampden; 
and what was happening was the struggle for 
supremacy between the Stuart family and the 
English nation. Charles began that afternoon 
the terrible journey which was to lead him to 
the scaffold in Whitehall; Cromwell may have 
seen the vision of the things coming.  

But none of these men mattered so much to 
the world as the little man under the hedge, 
sitting there with two small boys. He was 
William Harvey, and the boys were two princes, 
each of them destined to bring shame and dis-
honour on his native land. It was in the boy-
hood day of Charles the Second and James the 

Statue of William Harvey,  
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Second, and Harvey, their father’s doctor, was their guardian for that day. Charles Stuart had given 
him charge of the boys, and to keep them out of harm’s way Harvey had sheltered them under the 
hedge, and sat there with them reading, while the battle raged below.  

Oxford was lost to Charles, and that decisive event brought Harvey’s connection with the Court 
to an end. He came back to London and quietly worked on. He had many friends; he was one of 
nine brothers and sisters, and, though his wife had died, he sought happiness in his friends’ society, 
but he was a martyr to gout. When he was well he loved to dig little caves in his gardens where he 
could hide in the daytime to think. He could best control his thoughts in darkness and quiet, he 
said, and his garden dug-outs were his thinking-rooms.  

So he lived on until he was 79, and then he died, a year before Cromwell, ten years before Milton 
gave Paradise Lost to the world. We think of old Archimedes in reading of the closing days of 
Harvey’s life, for just before his death a friend found him in the grip of pain, but delighting in working 
out a group of knotty mathematical problems with all the ardour and enthusiasm of a college youth.  

He died on a June day, and there followed him to the grave a long train of great physicians. His 
will, written in his own hand, was a fine document, teeming with pleasant benefactions.  

All through these closing years his fame had grown, and Harvey passed away as one of the great-
est Englishmen these islands have produced—a spotless figure, an unblemished life, a man of deep 
and abiding affections, much loved and much loving. In science he belonged to the peerless few, an 
unquenchable beacon on the path of progress. He threw down quackery and ignorance and super-
stition, and set up knowledge in their places; he founded surgery and medicine on a rock, and lit a 
torch that has never been put out. 
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Chapter 6 

 

S ir C hristopher Wren 
1632-1723 A.D., England 

 
Sixteen years after the death of Shakespeare there was born in the little rectory of East Knoyle 

in Wiltshire a son to the chaplain of Charles the First, Dr. Christopher Wren.  
This child was so small and so delicate that it was thought unlikely he would survive the perils 

of infancy; but he struggled through the first hazardous period of human life, and arrived at a teach-
able age with great credit to his will-power, if not to his inches. Yet he was so fragile a creature in a 
physical sense that to send him to school would have been almost surely to send him to his death.  

Dr. Christopher Wren engaged 
tutors for his instruction, and himself 
taught the boy mathematics. The doc-
tor, who was Dean of Windsor, had a 
brother who was a bishop, and the little 
Christopher grew up at home in an 
atmosphere of culture.  

In spite of intense devotion to 
study the delicate boy grew daily stron-
ger, and before going up to Oxford he 
was able to spend a short time under 
Dr. Busby at Westminster. But at 17 he 
was entered as a fellow-commoner at 
Wadham College, Oxford.  

He became famous in a day, and 
John Evelyn makes a record in his diary 
of having seen at Oxford “that miracle 
of a youth Christopher Wren.” But in 
what way was he a miracle? He was a 
miracle of learning in mathematics and 
anatomy. If you asked him to explain 
to you the difference between a 
Norman window and a lancet window 
perhaps he would not have been able 
to satisfy you—this youth who for 200 
years has reigned like a king in the Sir Christopher Wren, Godfrey Kneller 
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realm of English architecture, and whose 
noblest work is the everlasting landmark 
of London.  

A great Writer once wrote a defence 
of the railway bridge at Ludgate Hill, 
numbering it among the attractions of 
London, because it tends to bring out the 
sublimity of St. Paul’s. “Vast as is the 
world below the bridge,” he wrote, “there 
is a vaster still on high, and when the 
trains are passing the steam from the 
engine will throw the dome of St. Paul’s 
into the clouds, and make it seem as 
though there were a commingling of 
Earth and some far-off, mysterious palace 
in dreamland.”  

Is it not this majestic sight which 
makes a walk down fleet Street one of the 
greatest experiences in the life of those 
who speak the tongue that Shakespeare 
spoke?  

And yet that incomparable achieve-
ment of human genius was the work of 
“that miracle of a youth Christopher 
Wren,” whose early bent was entirely 
toward science, and who never gave 
architecture a thought, so far as we 

know, till he was a famous professor of science, a founder of the Royal Society, and a man of thirty. 
It is curious, too, to reflect that we might never have had this essential feature of London, never 

have seen that dome looming against the clouds and that cross of gold flashing in the sun above the 
clangour of the City’s din, but for a thing we should now regard as a piece of “jobbery.” Wren was 
Savilian Professor of Astronomy at Oxford when some of his friends in London who missed his 
society conspired to get him appointed Assistant Surveyor-General under Sir John Denham. This 
Denham was a poet, who gave hardly a thought to the buildings of London, and Wren might have 
had as easy a post as his master if he had not inherited a very honest notion of duty. He accepted 
the office, grateful for the opportunity of rejoining his scientific friends in London; but he attended 
to the work of his office with praiseworthy diligence. Here, for the first time, he came into conscious 
and intelligent communion with the beautiful spirit of architecture. 

Was it, however, to this lover of the stars, this dreamer in the infinite kingdoms of mathematics, 
a new world? Was it not rather a world in which he had always moved, a world of star-gazing and 
speculation, in which genius can give form and body to its dreams, a world in which genius can fill 
the heavens with celestial towers, and build a gate in Paradise through which the soul of man may 

Scale Drawing of Christopher Wren’s pre-fire design for St. Paul’s 
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pass to heaven?  
We know, at any rate, that Wren entered this new world not as an alien but as a native, not as 

an explorer but as a king.  
The first building in London to which he gave his attention was St. Paul’s Cathedral, a Gothic 

building which had fallen into ruinous neglect and was wholly unfit to top the hill above the River 
Fleet. Wren wrote a report on the cathedral in 1663, proposing alterations on so lavish a scale that 
they practically meant rebuilding the crazy edifice, whose immense tower had become a danger to 
the houses below. He was met by a clamour of abuse. Then, as now, people regarded any great 
change as sinful or wasteful; then, as now, vested interests fought for their selfish rights, and ancient 
patchwork was preferred to honest newness. 

Wren, beaten at St. Paul’s, turned to other plans. His dreams began to take shape at Oxford, at 
Cambridge, at Windsor, at Greenwich. He built like a poet, with the unerring accuracy of a mathe-
matician, and with every step in his progress he dreamed a great dream for London, little guessing 
that disaster was waiting to help that dream to its fulfilment.  

In 1665 a fearful plague broke out in London, and Wren was persuaded to flee. He proposed to 
himself a trip to France and Italy, but got no farther than Paris. There he found the old Italian arch-
itect Bernini busy on the Louvre, and so enthralled was Wren by this magnificent creation that he 
haunted the place, peeped over Bernini’s shoulder, memorised his plans, and wrote home to his 
friends: “I shall bring you almost all France on paper.”  

A few months afterwards the mighty city of London was little more than a heap of dust and 
ashes. It looks to us as if Fate had kindled the fire, and swept it over the wooden city, in order that 
Wren might build for the British Commonwealth a capital worthy of English achievement, for he 
was appointed Surveyor-General for the rebuilding of London. It must have seemed to Wren that 
now the great hour of his life had struck, the hour which at last should bring the fulfilment of his 
dreams.  

Like a poet inspired he 
drew his plans for a new 
London. St. Paul’s was to 
dominate the City. Round 
this central shrine were to 
be gathered, in a wide-
sweeping circle, the prin-
cipal buildings of the City, 
the Post Office, the Royal 
Exchange, the banks. All 
the narrow alleys and lanes 
were to be swept away. 
Broad roads and capacious 
streets were to radiate from 
this glorious centre. The 
Thames was to be em-
banked from Blackfriars to Sir Christopher Wren's plan of London as reproduced by Gwynn 
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the Tower, with handsome squares standing off the quays, each with a church and a garden, all 
burial-grounds being removed outside the City. The Fleet River was to be purified and made into a 
navigable canal. A great square was to contain all the halls of the City Companies, grouped round 
the Guildhall. Everywhere there would be piazzas and squares, with pleasant trees for shade, benches 
for rest, and glorious architecture for observation.  

Never, perhaps, did one man ever dream so great a dream. It was a dream that was shattered by 
the ignorance and prejudice of those whose glory it would have been. The mightiest genius of the 
age was treated by aldermen and councillors as if he had been a bricklayer’s labourer. His plans were 
thrown aside. One thing alone was left to Christopher Wren—the building of St. Paul’s. That noble 
building, then, the central glory of the greatest city in the world, is the wreckage of one of the 
sublimest dreams that ever visited the soul of man.  

Look at it with Wren’s eyes and it will come to be a part of your own life and mind, a building 
more significant, more full of deepest meaning, than any other edifice in London. For not only is it 
the triumphant survival of one of the most pitifully-wrecked dreams in the world, but almost every 
stone was raised against the hindering hand of opposition.  

The story is told that, as he looked about him at the fallen masonry of the old church, his eye 
caught sight of a stone on which was inscribed the word Resurgam—I shall rise again. He decided 
that this stone of good omen should be the first stone of the new cathedral; and many times he had 
need of faith in that stone’s motto to carry him through. For he was hindered on all hands, pestered 

St. Paul’s Cathedral, Thomas Hosmer Shepherd 
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by authority, opposed by ignor-
ance; and, though he was paid for 
his work but £6 a week, he had 
difficulty in getting his wages and 
the wages of his men. A tax on all 
the coal which came up the river 
was set aside for the cost of the 
cathedral, fire being made to pay 
for what fire had destroyed; but it 
appears that Wren experienced 
extreme difficulty in getting this 
revenue before it had fallen into 
the slippery hands of Charles the 
Second.  

For 35 years, in an atmosphere 
of disappointment and frustration, 
Wren toiled at the great cathe-
dral, often so feeble that he had to 
be carried to the top of the build-
ing in a basket. At the same time 
he was looking after the erection 
of many other buildings. His 
dream of a noble city was blown to 
the winds; but he never sulked, 
never sought to work up hostility 
against the authorities; he went 
steadily on, doing the best he was 
allowed to do, making the most of 
all the opportunities that came.  

When you are cast down and 
disheartened raise your eyes to the dome of St. Paul’s, and the memory of Christopher Wren will 
bid you lift up your heart as well—lift it up in confidence and quiet strength. It is not only a church; 
it is the dream of a life; we may say it is a life itself. To the end of his days—and this delicate child 
lived to be 91—Wren was carried once a year to St. Paul’s Cathedral, and sat there looking round 
him at the monument his courage had built.  

How often he must have thought of the many generations who would visit the great place when 
he himself had passed beyond this world! How often that fragile old man must have lifted up his 
heart to God, praying that all who entered the cathedral might be blessed in mind and soul!  

Truly that prayer has been answered, and for many ages yet to come England will be a better 
place for London’s vast cathedral. Yes; and the more we think of Wren as we stand in St. Paul’s, 
the more we think of his courage and his faith, the more likely we shall be to build a nobler city 
round St. Paul’s—even the City of God. 

St. Paul's in the Evening, Edward Angelo Goodall 
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Chapter 7 

 

William Mompesson 
1639-1709 A.D., England 

 
One day in the year 1664 a clergyman called William Mompesson and Catherine his wife went 

to live at the village of Eyam, high above the valley of the Derwent in Derbyshire. It was a remote 
spot and as beautiful as anywhere in England, the little stone cottages clustering together at the 
edge of the moor, with the glades and the dells winding down to the river bed. Here, they thought, 
they could bring up their children happily and healthily.  

There were only about 350 people in the parish, and among them an interesting character, 
Thomas Stanley, who himself had been rector until 1660, when he was ejected for the sake of his 
principles, having refused to obey the rulings of the Act of Uniformity. From time to time news of 
the outside world reached this green fastness in the heart of England by way of travelling packmen 
or visitors to the Hall. The first winter was so terribly cold, and the sense of loneliness in the 
weather-stricken moors so great, that William wrote to a friend saying that he and his wife were not 
so sure, after all, that Eyam was the place for them. Still, they would see another summer through. 

In the early autumn they were still there. There was great excitement in the village, for the tailor 
had sent to London for 
some patterns of new 
cloths such as the vil-
lagers could not weave 
for themselves. The car-
rier brought the parcel 
and news with it, parti-
cularly stories of the 
terrible plague in Lon-
don and the sad sights 
the streets were. He left 
his packet of patterns 
and drove away, little 
guessing that the Great 
Plague of London had 
come with the pieces of 
cloth in that parcel.  

The tailor opened it 
and lovingly spread out 
the pieces, his wife and 
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daughters seizing them and taking them to the light to see better.  
The next day, however, when someone came to see the tailor, he was ill of a mysterious disease. 

In a few days both he and his family were in their graves. Others in the village were taken ill.  
The rector visited the sick and buried the dead, a nameless fear growing in his heart. When the 

last of the tailor’s children was laid to rest good Thomas Stanley walked out of the churchyard with 
William and he said: “This is the plague: we have hard work before us.”  

The two men talked long and earnestly, and parted gravely.  
Days ran on into weeks. It seemed the passing bell was always in people’s ears. Terror took hold 

of the village.  
One day Catherine was waiting for her husband when he came in from a burial. She had heard 

that the villagers were stealing away from Eyam, and her own heart failed her. Why had they not 
left the place when they said they would? she cried out. Why not leave now, while they still had 
breath to fly with?  

The rector told her to go and take the children. For himself he must stay in the village with his 
people. He urged her to go. But even while he spoke Catherine’s moment of weakness passed, her 
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brave heart came to itself again.  
She could not dream of deserting her husband and her duty in this black hour of peril and des-

pair.  
“But we can save the children,” said Catherine, looking at him through her tears. “Our children 

are not needed to nurse the sick or bury the dead.”  
The Mompesson children were sent away at once to a friend’s house many miles beyond the 

danger zone. Then, in a strangely silent house, the rector and his wife started a new life in which a 
sorrow-stricken village, bound together by grief into one family, became their children. The day 
came when William and Thomas had a long talk and arrived at a grave decision. They sent a letter 
to the lord of the manor, the owner of the village, the Duke of Devonshire, and asked his help and 
approval of their plan. He gave it and promised to stand by them faithfully.  

One day the rector preached, as 
he feared, for the last time in Eyam 
Church, and he told his people of 
the course he had decided to take. 
There was only one thing to be done, 
for England’s sake. In order to stop 
the spread of the disease into the 
North, where the plague had not yet 
penetrated, it was necessary to shut 
the village of Eyam away from the 
world until such time as it should 
please God to remove the pestilence 
from their midst.  

He announced that there was to 
be no more flight from the village. A 
cordon was to be stretched round it, 
an imaginary line beyond which no 
villager might pass, across which no 
person from outside might step. All 
trade, buying and selling, all bonds 
with the outside world must be bro-
ken. 

This must they do, for England’s 
sake. He had arranged with the lord 
of the manor that their needs should 
be supplied.  

Such was the influence of this 
good man on the village, such the 
strength of his character, that they 
agreed at once to follow the plan he 
had laid down. Eyam started a new 
and sorrow-stained chapter of its Mompesson’s Memorial, Eyam, England 
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history which since has been written again in indelible letters, an unforgettable tale of the heroism 
and nobleness of spirit shown by a handful of people in the face of a terrible ordeal.  

The church was closed, and for comfort and prayer the villagers met in a cave, a natural opening 
in the rocks in a ravine just beyond the village which went by the name of Cucklet Dell.  

Trade was given up, all contact with the outside world abandoned. People used their spare 
energy nursing the sick, comforting the dying, helping to bury the dead. They all seemed very near 
Heaven’s gate, and no one knew who would be called on to pass through next.  

All the food and necessaries of life they needed were sent in regular supplies by the lord of the 
manor, put down inside the plague boundary, and such money as they had was dropped into a trough 
of running water.  

Any person who is at all familiar with the district will show the traveller a well which to this day 
is known as William’s Well, in memory of that terrible year.  

Storm and snow came and went, but the plague stayed. Spring brought its beauty and hope and 
its blithe songs to a little sorrowful family deaf and blind to its lovely message. The birds nested, 
roses overran the hedgerows, and still Eyam was held in the grip of the plague; the rector dared not 
set the village free. In the summer of 1666, the year of the Great Fire of London, there came a last 
terrible outburst of the pestilence in that heroic little community on the Derbyshire heights.  

The blackness of the grave seemed to descend on them while still they were living. In August 
the brave Catherine, who had dared so much, died, weeping for a sight of her children; there were 
burials every day in that newly-made emergency cemetery beyond the village.  

Still the rector managed to keep his flock, such as remained, in hand, held them together by the 
zeal of his love and devotion. There were not many to hold together. Summer passed on into 
autumn, the golden, gallant autumn of the hills, and quite suddenly, as suddenly as it had come, the 
plague died out.  

The day came when with a clear conscience the rector and his friend Stanley could declare 
Eyam out of danger.  

Carts and horses from outside came into the village for the first time for months. It was a sadly 
stricken village. Out of 350 people 267 had died.  

Slowly the little remainder began to take up their part in the world’s work again, sustained, as 
their rector pointed out that first famous Sunday when the church was opened again, by the con-
sciousness that by their sacrifice England had been saved from untold misery and death.
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Chapter 8 

 

S ir Isaac Newton 
1642-1727 A.D., England 

 
He was born a genius. It was at 

Woolsthorpe, a little place six miles 
from Grantham, that he first opened 
his eyes one Christmas Day. A gaily 
grave, freakish youngster was Isaac, 
clever with his fingers as a little Japan-
ese, and as inventive. He needed all 
his resources from the very outset, for 
he was born the weakliest of babes. “I 
have often heard my mother say,” he 
told a friend, “that when I was a baby 
I was so tiny you might have put me 
into a quart pot.” At first there was a 
rare struggle for mere life, yet this mite 
of humanity grew into a well-built man 
who lived to see his eighty-fifth year. 

Isaac had no father to guide his 
early footsteps, for Newton the elder 
died a few weeks before his marvellous 
heir was born. He left little for that 
heir to inherit. The small property at 
Woolsthorpe brought in thirty pounds 
a year, and there was another tiny farm 
a few miles away which yielded an-
other fifty pounds a year; so that the 
mother and her boy had just over 
thirty shillings a week for their main-
tenance and his education. The 

mother nursed him devotedly until he was three, when she married the vicar of an adjoining parish 
and committed her little one to the care of his loving grandmother. 

After attending the village school near home Isaac was sent, at 12, to the public school at 
Grantham, where he lodged with a chemist. There lived with them also a girl named Storey. Isaac 
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had only one love romance in all his life, and the little Storey girl was its heroine. She was slightly 
younger than Isaac, and he was proud to be her little squire. Her small needs drew out his skill for 
the making of things. My lady’s dolls must be housed, she must have her little tables and shelves 
and cupboards, her tiny trinkets must have their caskets, and Isaac proudly made them all. The two 
little people began as sworn comrades; they grew fonder of each other until Isaac was 18 or more, 
and then they were very much in love. But Isaac was desperately poor, the little Storey lassie had 
no prospects, so they decided that they could remain only friends. And friends they were as long as 
they lived. She married twice, but that made no difference to their comradeship; and in later years, 
when his old sweetheart was in trouble, he was proud to be able to help her again and again. His 
little playmate was his first love and his last.  

But Isaac did not give all those early days to making doll’s houses. He had to make little hammers 
and saws and hatchets and other tools for the enterprises of his lady love, but his teeming brain 
turned these tools to no further account. He was a wonderful young workman. He made a carriage 
which could be worked by hand by the person seated in it, probably the first self-propelled carriage 
ever devised, a rough forecast of the ingenious contrivances in which our brave wounded soldiers 
easily move about today. On the road between Gonerby and Grantham millwrights were fitting up 
a windmill. Isaac watched the work with eagerness, and before the mill was at work on the Gonerby 
road his little model of it was at work, perched up on the roof of the house in which he lodged. 
Windmills should go by wind-power, but Isaac was independent of the elements; when the wind 
refused to blow he popped a pet mouse—the miller, as he called him—into the machine, and the 
mouse, turning the wheel inside, made the sails spin rapidly. 

Then this stripling must make a highly scientific clock, driven by water. He begged a box from 
his landlord’s sister and made it tell the household time. Every part of it was fashioned by his own 
little fingers. The hands of the dial were turned by a piece of wood which either fell or rose by the 
action of water which was allowed to drop through a hole from above. The old box of waterworks 
became the family clock, but it was not good enough for its boy maker; the hole through which the 
water had to pass became choked up, and so he snatched his time—from the heavens! This little 
schoolboy had already got his head among the stars and planets. He had been observing their 
motions. He saw that the movements of the Sun did not vary, though his old box did, and he pinned 
his faith to the Sun. He made a sundial entirely without assistance. He observed from day to day at 
what hour the Sun cast its shadow on a given point. Then he stuck a pin in the spot which marked 
twelve o’clock, and pins for the other hours and half-hours. And, while the family indoors was trust-
ing for the time of day to the waterworks up in the boy’s bedroom, the country people round about 
used to go for the time to what was generally known as Isaac’s dial. 

But at school the clever boy was a disgrace. So far as books were concerned Isaac was idle; he 
needed a stimulus. He got it. There was a bully in the school, and he gave poor Isaac his stimulus—
a terrific kick on the stomach. Isaac did not kick back, but from that hour he set himself to win his 
revenge. He won it honourably. He worked so hard that he passed the boy who had ill-used him, 
and became the first scholar in the school. But for that kick he might have remained a sluggard. 

Now another danger threatened him. The mightiest mind in the world was nearly harnessed to 
a turnip cart! Isaac’s stepfather, the vicar, had died, and Isaac was called back to his mother’s home 
to help to work the two small farms and go to market to sell the produce. 
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But he was only a poor sample of a farmer’s boy, and as a market man he was about as acute as 
the son of the Vicar of Wakefield who sold the family horse for a box of green spectacles. So an 
aged farm servant was sent to market with him to teach him all about the tricks of the trade. 

Isaac left the servant to sell the vegetables while he himself either curled up under a hedge with 
a book or dodged away to his old lodgings in Grantham, where the chemist’s little library was snug 
beneath the rafters. He could not farm, and he had no ambition for selling turnips. But he was the 
life and soul of the village in a certain way. He did not join in ordinary games, but he made the boys 
their kites, the best kites ever seen. They were of paper; but Isaac experimented scientifically to fix 
the correct form, the position in which it was best to attach the string, the right type and weight of 
tail, and so on. 

A hundred other things he did that interested everybody. Isaac Newton never saw a gas-lamp; 
he never saw a paraffin oil or a wax candle; the illuminants of his day were crude oil and torches of 
pine; but he made little wicks and candles and fitted them into lanterns with which to find his way 
about at night. Better still, he fixed lanterns to his kites and flew them in the dark. The villagers 
thought they were comets grim and dire; and as kings and countryfolk used to think a comet was 
sent from the skies to warn them, the little aerial lanterns caused many a scare in the cottage homes 
of quiet Lincolnshire. 

Indeed he seemed so out of place on a farm that someone suggested that the only thing to do 
with him was to send him to Cambridge. So to Cambridge he went, as an under-sizar, a poor scholar 
receiving food and lodging free and a certain pittance for his studies. The greatest genius that either 
Oxford or Cambridge has produced entered the University as the poorest student there. He needed 
no second kick here to make him work. He devoted himself with ardour to the study of mathematics, 
and soon eclipsed the tutor under whom he was studying; he actually supervised a technical essay 
which that gentleman was producing for publication. It was on the composition of light and colour, 
and was ludicrously wrong; but the young scholar passed his master’s work, knowing no better at 
the time. Later he took up the study himself with astonishing results. 

He bought a prism and analysed a sunbeam. Fixing his prism in a dark room, he admitted a 
sunbeam through a hole in the shutter and made it pass through the prism. The poor sunbeam came 
out on the other side a shimmering ruin of its former self, revealing its physical properties on a 
screen. 

White light is simply a combination of all the colours of the rainbow—violet, indigo, blue, green, 
yellow, orange, red. The rays combined make up the white light of the sunbeam, and as the rays 
have not all the same penetrative power the prism breaks them up, so that they divide at the 
obstruction of the prism. The composite ray splits up into its separate parts, and out upon the screen 
they come, just as they are. 

Newton had made a glorious discovery, and to prove that he was right he placed a second prism 
at a different angle, passed all the rays through that, and brought them out on another screen as—
white light again! 

The result was to show that mankind could never have a good telescope on the principle then 
followed. Light reaching the eye from a star must split up under the influence of the lens and present 
a blur of colours, and Newton came to the conclusion that a telescope of this kind could never be 
made perfect. With his own hands he made a telescope of his own, the first reflecting telescope in 
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the world. He would not trust glass, but made his reflector of polished metal, and got wonderful 
results—until all turned dark, when he learned that the damp of three or four wet days had rusted 
his reflector. 

Results of the highest importance followed this invention. His first telescope was only a few 
inches long, and today it remains one of the chief treasures of the Royal Society. Huge reflecting 
telescopes are made now, but the greatest results in astronomy have been achieved by a modification 
of the telescope which Newton said could never be successfully used. He thought such a thing could 
not be done, and for many years men gave up on the project. 

Then it was, when later thinkers began to doubt what Newton had said, that John Dollond, a 
clever optician, took up the subject. He believed in Newton and was indignant that his word should 
be assailed, and he set to work to prove that the refracting telescope could not succeed. He set out 
to prove that such an instrument was impossible, and made one! By using ground glass and flint 
glass of different powers he produced the very thing which Newton’s authority had made him believe 
beyond the power of human invention. Newton was wrong in this view of his, but he gave us the 
glorious reflecting telescope, and opened up the world of knowledge on the composition of light and 
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colours. 
While he was at Cambridge he began to study astronomy and to speculate on the reason why 

heavenly bodies maintain their places and courses. Why did not the Moon, which is always 
revolving around us, dash into the Earth? Before he had got far with his studies the Great Plague 
swept over England, and banished all the students from the University. Isaac went home to 
Woolsthorpe, and it was while sitting in the garden one day that the famous apple fell from the tree. 
Why did it fall down? Why should it not fall up, or go sailing sideways? He wrestled with the simple 
problem of the apple, discovered the secret, and applied the answer to the Universe. The Earth is a 
magnet; the Moon is a magnet; the Sun is a magnet. The apple would have fallen had the tree been 
a hundred miles high, or a hundred thousand miles high. The greater the distance between two 
bodies, the less the attraction; but how much less? He was unable to carry his theory to its end, for 
he saw that the results toward which he was tending must be inaccurate. There was no satisfactory 
estimate of the size of the Earth. He realised that the existing calculations must be wrong, and he 
shut up his books, put aside the question, and waited.  

He waited seven years, and by that time a scientist named Picard had completed a more exact 
measurement of the Earth’s magnitude, and, with this in his possession, Newton set to work afresh. 
His task was to work out the law of gravitation, the most stupendous achievement ever accomp-
lished by the human brain. He had to make his own instruments for the work, he had to invent new 
ways of calculating. Quietly he went on working at Cambridge. 

Now it happened that Edmund Halley, a young astronomer, was seeking information about the 
movements of a planet. No London member of the Royal Society could help him, so he journeyed 
to Cambridge, where Newton not only solved his problem but explained to him many things of 
which the wisest men of the day had no suspicion. Edmund Halley urged Newton to set his theories 
out clearly in writing, and then persuaded the Royal Society to publish them. Neither Newton nor 
the Royal Society could afford the cost, so Halley paid out of his own pocket for the book that made 
Newton world-famous. 

This book was published in 1687, a few months after Newton had appeared in an even more 
dramatic scene than when the Royal Society had claimed his work. He had come, with others, to 
stand up for the rights of his University against Judge Jeffreys. James the Second was playing the 
tyrant, and Newton and his friends defied him.  

After the flight of James in the following year Isaac Newton was elected to the House of Com-
mons. He was now a famous man, and when William the Third decided to reform a debased 
currency he made Newton Master of the Mint. Newton revolutionised the production of silver 
coins, but still found time for scientific studies. In 1703 he was elected President of the Royal 
Society, an office which he held until he died. 

We have seen now how great was his mind, great in grasping titanic natural laws, great in moral 
daring, great in administrative ability. It used to be said that the destruction of his papers by a fire—
in which perished the result of two years’ labour—turned his brain; but his letters during that period 
show that nothing of the sort happened, though he was terribly downcast. All sorts of stories are 
told of his absentmindedness. These stories may be true or they may not; but it is certainly true 
that when his mind was occupied with his mighty problems he would sit down on the side of the 
bed in his nightshirt and remain there pondering for hours, forgetful of all else. To the end he 
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remained modest in all his ways, and in his 
ripe old age he uttered an unforgettable 
saying.  

 

I do not know what I may appear 
to the world (he said), but to 
myself I seem to have been only 
like a boy playing on the seashore 
and diverting myself in now and 
then finding a smoother pebble or 
a prettier shell than ordinary, 
while the great ocean of truth lay 
all undiscovered before me. 

 

What a lesson in humility is conveyed 
in these memorable lines to all mankind!  

He lived during the closing years of his 
life with his niece and her husband, bright, 
happy, prosperous, contented with the 
opportunities his modest wealth afforded 
him of doing good. With his home-made 
instruments he whiled away the days of 
winter and summer, blowing his bubbles, 
working out new theories about colour, 
and dreaming of the boundless Universe 
into whose mystic laws he had been priv-
ileged to find the way. He died in London 
22 years after he had been knighted by 
Queen Anne. The noblest comment on 
his work was Pope’s:  

 

Nature and Nature’s laws lay hid 
in night;  

God said, Let Newton be! and all 
was light.  

 

That is not the epitaph on his tomb, but it is that which always rises to the mind at the mention 
of the name of Isaac Newton, the intellectual colossus of the human race who, escaping the turnips 
and carrots and the huckstering of the marketplace, escaped also the perils of the Plague, faced the 
wrath of a king, and wrought out unaided, in poverty and silence, the grandest and most far-
reaching scheme of knowledge that ever sprang from the brain of a single man.

Statue of Isaac Newton, Oxford University Museum 

of Natural History, Oxford, England 
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Chapter 9 

 

Henry Cavendish 
1731-1810 A.D., England 

 
Here is Henry Cavendish, who had a million pounds and gave up his life to pursue the things 

that are better than gold. Here is one of the strangest, saddest stories ever told, of an old man who 
lived alone and made the world a better 
place for you and me.  

He was a millionaire, but he did not 
care twopence for his money. Grandson of 
the second Duke of Devonshire, he peeps 
timidly out at us from the pages of history 
as a sort of booby philosopher, the shy mil-
lionaire, as dumb as a dolphin in company, 
and flying at the sight of a woman as a 
mischievous schoolboy caught in an orch-
ard. All his life he was running away from 
the people he did not know; he would 
almost have swooned at the thought of 
sitting for his portrait.  

Scorning the wealth of which he had 
abundance, he loved the riches that are 
better than gold, and endowed the world 
with knowledge beyond price. With an 
almost incredible devotion to science, for 
which he lived and thought and toiled, he 
died without leaving a farthing to it. 
Making discoveries in every branch of the 
studies to which he gave his long years, he 
wrote brilliant papers and hid them away  

He is a mystery, feared by most people, 
yet himself afraid of all, laughed at in the 
streets, yet described by Sir Humphry Davy 
as the most accomplished philosopher of 
his time. The few who knew him described 
him as a mere intellect, without a touch of 

Frontispiece of The Life of the Hon. Henry Cavendish 

by George Wilson, 1851 

 



MY WORLD STORY BOOK 

40 

human kindliness or enmity, without love, without ill-will, a colossal brain housed in a sort of living 
automaton. Were all those right who said these things, or was one right who, when the shy old 
millionaire died unwept and unmourned, when his money was divided and his papers put where 
they would worry nobody, lingered to take another look at the odd things he had left behind?  

Carefully hidden away in a chest were fragments of a lady’s dresses, some exquisitely em-
broidered, some precious with jewels.  

Had the shy millionaire loved someone, after all? Had love and hope and happiness been struck 
down all too soon by the iron hand of Fate? We do not know. Henry Cavendish had no confidants, 
he told nobody his secrets; but perhaps there is a world of pathetic suggestion in the contents of 
that little fragrant sanctuary which the old man kept to his dying day.  

He was born at Nice. His mother died when he was two, and he had only the love of a clever 
but eccentric father to cheer his young life. His fortune came later in life, partly from his father, but 
mainly from a rich uncle. But he cared nothing for it. At one time the sum of £80,000 had collected 
in this way, and one of the bank partners went to see him.  

“Sir, I have thought it proper to wait on you, as we have in hand a very large balance of yours, 
and we wish for your orders respecting it,” said the banker.  

“Oh,” said the philosopher, “if it is any trouble to you, I will take it out of your hands. Do not 
come to plague me about money.”  

“It is not the least trouble to us, sir; but we thought you might like to have some of it invested, 
and turned to good account.”  

“Well, what do you wish to do?”  
“Perhaps you would like to have £40,000 invested, sir?”  
“Yes, yes; do so if you like; but don’t come here to worry me any more, or I shall remove my 

balance.”  
He lived like a hermit and grew richer every day without raising a finger either to promote or to 

use his fortune.  
Let us too leave his money and consider the wealth of knowledge with which he endowed man-

kind. His romance, if romance there be, is over and gone as he settles to his work. Whatever be the 
secret of his innermost heart he betrays no sign. He has settled down to sour and solitary bachelor-
hood and to work. Melancholy and eccentricity seem now to have marked him for their own. He 
goes nowhere save to the meetings of the Royal Society, where he is sure of meeting a handful of 
quiet scientists; and at times he goes to the little gatherings of the same men who meet from time 
to time at the house of the President of the Society, Sir Joseph Banks.  

He has by this time reached the boiled-mutton stage of his career. Scientific research has shown 
him that Nature has certain fixed, unchanging laws, and he made boiled leg of mutton a rule for his 
table. Boiled leg of mutton day by day for himself, boiled leg of mutton for such few of his acquaint-
ances as the common exchange of hospitality drove him sometimes to invite to his house. Four of 
these were one day to appear at his table, and his housekeeper asked him what she should provide. 
“Boiled leg of mutton,” he answered. “Oh, but that will not be sufficient, sir,” she answered. “Get 
two, then,” said he.  

More and more shy and more and more gloomy grew our millionaire as the years went by. When 
he went to Sir Joseph Banks’s house he would creep miserably upstairs, and pause like a fearful child 
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upon the threshold, not daring to enter. Presently a step would sound on the stairs below, and in 
his anxiety to escape from a stranger he would open the door and flutter for refuge into a roomful 
of company. There, if strangers were not present, he would appear at his best, so long as the con-
versation related simply to science, to literature, to the highest peaks and profoundest depths of 
scholarship.  

Picture him on another night at the same house, where he finds strangers present. He moves 
from group to group, uttering a little squeak of terror as he finds somebody he does not know. One 
of his friends approaches leading by the hand a famous Austrian scientist, mentioning the great 
array of degrees and distinctions he possesses, and ending by saying that the chief purpose of the 
visitor in coming to England was to see Mr. Cavendish. Then the Austrian makes his little speech, 
declaring that the highest honour of his life is this opportunity of seeing and conversing with one of 
the greatest ornaments of the age and one of the greatest philosophers of all time.  

Unhappy Henry Cavendish was twitching all this time at his coat-tails and giving vent to shrill 
little groans. He said no word, he gave no look at the two men who were addressing him. Suddenly 
he spied an opening in the crowd by which he had been shut in, and with the leap of an acrobat he 
darted through.  

People turned with amazement at the stamping of feet, to see one of the greatest men in Europe 
running for dear life down the steps, out into the street, and into his carriage. He slammed the door, 
hid behind the screened windows, and went home. Let us follow him.  

To understand the importance of all he did would involve much knowledge of mathematics, 
chemistry, astronomy, metallurgy, meteorology, and many other things beside; but let us see. He 
may go to his house near the British Museum; he may go to his old-fashioned mansion in Soho; or 
fear of pursuit may drive him to Clapham Common. This is where we wish to find him, in a veritable 
alchemist’s mystery-house.  

Here we have the key to his scientific pursuits. It was a lovely old place, converted, seemingly, 
to the uses of a wizard. Here the shy millionaire was himself, a man, a king of men! But the house 
is all laboratory and workshop, just the sort of place in which Roger Bacon coaxed from her secret 
treasury some of Nature’s deepest secrets. A huge thermometer of Cavendish’s own make was fixed 
outside the house and formed a local landmark. Elsewhere were smaller thermometers and cunning 
little rain-gauges. The top floor was an observatory for astronomical work; the drawing-room was a 
laboratory; the dining-room was a blacksmith’s forge. On the lawn at the back of the house was a 
wooden stage built round a giant tree. The stage led by ladders to the top of the tree, and here, 
when other rich men were toiling in their counting-houses to multiply their wealth, the old million-
aire would creep out to sit alone with the stars and read the secrets of the Universe. If men longed 
to know anything about the constitution of a star, or the distance of a planet, or the coming of an 
eclipse, our shy old friend was the man who knew.  

And here, in this strange palace of magic, our shy millionaire, thinking of everything but his 
money, let the world and its wealth go by while he worked at the greatest problems that ever taxed 
the brain of man, assisting by the effort of his brain to bring about the rebirth of learning. In many 
things the world had not advanced for a thousand years, but had gone back. Dangerous quacks had 
founded schools whose principles had spread over the civilised world. They had declared that 
certain things, such as earth, air, water, sulphur, and so on, were elements, foundation things, each 
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consisting of itself alone, each free from mixture with any other property.  
They believed that the stars ruled not only their own human lives, but even individual organs 

of men’s bodies—that the Sun, for instance, ruled the heart, the Moon the brain, Jupiter the liver, 
Saturn the spleen, Mercury the lungs. One of the raging quacks who, from their tombs, still ruled 
the majority of doctors of the world said: “The remedies for illnesses are subjected to the will of the 
stars and directed by them. You ought, therefore, to wait until heaven is favourable before ordering 
a medicine.” Let an Eskimo wait six months for the reappearance of the Sun before he treated an 
injury!  

The clear mind of Henry Cavendish charged through these old flummeries like a neat house-
maid’s brush through a nest of spiderwebs. He was always testing, trying, proving. When accounts 
were first published showing that certain fishes have electrical powers, he went into the subject, 
explained the different qualities of common and animal electricity, clearing the way along which 
Galvani and Volta were first to make progress. The electric storage batteries that ring our bells and 
run our motor-cars were sure of their destiny when our recluse took up the study of electric fishes. 
He went thoroughly into the science of electricity, and we did not know until the old man had been 
fifty years in the grave how enormously important his researches had been. How did we hit upon 

Home of Henry Cavendish in Bedford Square, Bloomsbury, London, England 
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wires as conductors for electricity? Because Cavendish had worked it out carefully, that iron wire is 
400 million times a better conductor of electricity than water. But, as a great scientist tells us, 
Cavendish had really anticipated all the great facts in electricity which were afterwards made known 
to the world, and had obtained the more immediate results of experiments of a more refined kind 
in our own day. Yet he buried his written results—though not all of them. He made tremendous 
discoveries regarding air and water, and in doing so ran full tilt against the ruling of the quacks who 
had been misguiding the world.  

He was the first man in the world to show the importance of fight to the growth of vegetation; 
but he went wrong because he thought phlogiston had something to do with the process. When he 
discovered the composition of the air, and isolated an inflammable gas in it, he called it phlogisted 
air. He thought this mysterious phlogiston, which never was in earth or sky or sea, entered into his 
newly-found gas and made it inflammable. Here the mistake did not matter. It was hydrogen that 
he had before him.  

Other men knew something about it, as a constituent of the air, but they had no notion what it 
was. But our old millionaire, instead of weighing sovereigns, weighed hydrogen, and found it, 
according to his reckoning, ten times lighter than air. It could be enclosed and made to lift things. 
Make an envelope strong enough and man could ride upon the wings of the wind. In next to no 
time his friend Dr. Black had made the first balloon. It was only a little one, made from the internal 
organs of a calf, but, filled with hydrogen, it was released above the scientist’s dining-table, and went 
whizzing up to the ceiling. Twelve years later the first proper balloon was made in Paris. Our old 
hermit had created for us the science of aeronautics. Most of what we know about the air, its cur-
rents, its temperature, and all that matters to the stability and flight of the aeroplane, comes to us 
from experiments with balloons charged with the hydrogen of our runaway Croesus.   

Now, the adventures with hydrogen opened new horizons to the far-seeing eyes of Henry 
Cavendish. He was wrong as to the nature of the gas; he thought it was air with the absurd 
phlogiston of negative weight added to it. But he was marvelously right in the rest of his work. He 
did not publish the results of his experiments with fire. He said he thought that playing with fire 
would arouse the envy and jealousy of other men, but the possible explanation is that the old man 
did not want to forestall his friend Black, who, he knew, was experimenting in the same subject. 
Black discovered carbon dioxide; Cavendish took up the study at the point where his friend had left 
it. He weighed it, and tested its properties. He showed that neither flame nor life can be supported 
in it. Carbon dioxide is pumped out of our lungs every time we breathe out. Cavendish showed that 
this gas was injurious, that fresh air must be constantly used for life and health. He was the father 
of ventilation, our first fresh-air doctor. He took samples of air all over the country—on the tops of 
mountains, by the sea, out in the fields, and in the poisonous alleys of the towns; and he showed us 
where the life-giving air abides and where death-dealing vapours lurk.  

All the time he was toying with hydrogen and other constituents of the air. Finally he mixed 
hydrogen and oxygen in a glass vessel tightly sealed, and fired the mixture by means of an electric 
spark. After his sixth experiment he found that a mist of vapour filled the vessel. He tested it. It was 
water: water made from hydrogen and oxygen. For the first time in the history of the world water 
had been artificially created. But our aged hermit found that he had created in his glass tube not 
only water, but nitric acid as well. He had discovered that nitric acid could be obtained electrically 
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from the air. Today enormous machinery is constructed to obtain this property from the atmosphere 
for the fertilisation of wheatfields.  

Then there was the immortal Cavendish Experiment, as it is known. This consisted of weighing 
the Earth, or, rather, ascertaining its density. The apparatus for this work was of his own making, as 
were all his instruments.  

These, then, are among the things with which the shy millionaire was startling the world. He 
established the noble library of scientific works in Dean Street, to which all men of science might 
freely go. But he would not appear as owner, for strangers might recognise him, or, worse still, they 
might even thank him for the loan of the books. He went there unknown, borrowed his own books, 
and gave the librarian a written receipt, as anyone else did. Once Baron von Humboldt, the great 
German scientist, being about to pay a visit to London, wrote for permission to see the famous 
library, and he received a reply stating that he might freely do so if he would undertake not to speak 
to the owner; and Humboldt, one of the world’s heroes, went to his grave believing Henry 
Cavendish a proud old snob. The truth is that our poor scientist would have been scared out of his 
wits by an encounter with the illustrious German.  

Yet to those he knew, those of whom he was not afraid, he was as good as gold. He liked Sir 
Humphry Davy, and was not afraid of him. He gave him some platinum, which is worth more than 
gold, and he went to see him experiment with it.  

That was Henry Cavendish, the man who, as Davy said, “dressed like the grandfathers of his 
own time,” the man who was mocked and scorned in the streets, who dared not walk about, but 
cowered, like a frightened animal, in the recesses of his carriage. To the very last he was eccentric. 
Like Michael Angelo, he would not have his heir near him except at rarest intervals, and when 
dying he would not permit him to be sent for. “When I am dead; not until,” he told his servant, and 
as he lay alone in his last hours he sent his servant away. He knew he was dying, and he wanted to 
watch the process undisturbed, as if the overshadowing of his own life were like the eclipse of one 
of the celestial bodies he had so often watched in the silent night. When the servant returned to 
the room his master lay dead—dead with all his secrets, the secret of his hopeful youth, the secret 
of the mysteries he had won from Nature.
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Chapter 10 

 

S ir C harles Bell 
1774-1842 A.D., England 

 
He was one of the immortal but little known discoverers in the world of our bodies. We may say 

of him that he opened a new world to the surgeon and bestowed on humanity an imperishable gift 
for the relief and cure of nervous maladies. 

His devotion to the work of his life seems, as we look back on it, to have been a happy blend of 
chance and destiny. His father, a Scottish minister, relieved by surgery from great suffering, made a 

vow that if he ever had a son he 
should become a doctor. The son, 
duly born and consecrated to the 
beneficent work, was John Bell, a 
talented, pugnacious, lovable fel-
low, teeming with new ideas which 
shocked established practitioners 
but made him a hero in the eyes of 
Charles, who was eleven years the 
junior of John. 

Charles became apprenticed to 
John and assisted him in his re-
searches, in his teaching, and his 
literary work. Greatly as Charles 
admired John, however, he vener-
ated still more the teaching of his 
mother and the inspiration all her 
five sons derived from her. When, 
late in his life, someone wrote of 
Charles Bell’s education at the 
Edinburgh High School he retorted, 
“Nonsense! I received no education 
but from my mother, neither read-
ing, writing, ciphering, nor anything 
else.” 

The Bells were all given to 
learned study. John was one of the 

Sir Charles Bell, Dorofield Hardy 
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foremost of Scotland’s surgeons; George was 
equally famous in the forefront of Scottish 
legal practice. Charles was the artist of the 
family. With a perfect sense of the beautiful, 
he helped John to illustrate a classic work 
on anatomy; and at Edinburgh University, 
to which his surgical studies took him, he 
won high distinction for the excellence of 
his drawings. This faculty he inherited from 
his mother, who was an artist with the brush 
as well as with the pen, and transmitted to 
Charles a gift which was to lead him on to 
immortal fame in an unforeseen direction. 
He studied the human form, its facial and 
physical changes under stress of emotion 
and excitement. On that he wrote his great 
book, The Anatomy of Expression, and 
from this all his fame and our good fortune 
were to spring.  

The subject of his remarkable book set 
Bell upon a course of inquiry which led him 
ultimately to his magnificent discovery of 
the physiology of the nervous system of 
man. 

By the time Charles’ manuscript was fin-
ished the fiery John, who had handed over 
his school to the younger man, had become 
so embroiled with the conservative mem-
bers of his profession that there was no immediate future for his brother and disciple at home. So 
away south started Charles, on a five-days coach journey, a great enterprise in those days, to woo 
repute where Hunter and several of his countrymen had already made Scottish medicine and surgery 
famous. 

The newcomer had excellent introductions, but none better than the reputation which he and 
John had jointly attained. His mind was filled with the hope and determination to solve the secrets 
of the action of nerves, the effects of which in changing expression were recorded in his manuscript. 
London did not particularly desire him or his researches. “We like to manufacture our own raw 
material in London,” one great hospital man told him. Sir Humphrey Davy, who taught the world 
so much, was equally chilling to the young Scottish doctor. 

“In your department,” he wrote, “you can hope for nothing new. After so many men in a suc-
cession of ages have laboured on your subject no further discovery should be expected.” That in an 
age in which the nerves were a complete mystery. 

Nevertheless Charles Bell did establish himself in London as doctor and teacher, but he did not 

Plate from Exhibition of the natural system of nerves of the 

human body by Sir Charles Bell 
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live to write the monumental work on the nervous system of which he had long dreamed. During 
his closing years he was often “chained in inactivity,” as he said, by the pangs of agonising illness. 
But his work sufficed. He had drawn aside the dense curtain which had shrouded one of the im-
penetrable secrets of human life, and a host of enlightened minds was fired by his example to fill in 
the details. Bell laboured in poverty and hardship to gain the realm; they entered into possession 
and enriched both themselves and all of us.  

He was not destined to leave his bones in his beloved Scotland. Death seized him suddenly while 
he was on a visit to Hallow Park near Worcester.  

There, in the village churchyard of Hallow, he lies, far from the scenes of his combats and 
conquests, but his fame is world-wide and the beneficent fruits of his labours are for all men and all 
time. 
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Chapter 11 

 

John Hodgson 
1779-1845 A.D., England 

 
First of all men he dared to carry Sir Humphry Davy’s lamp into the mine. He should be called 

the Gentleman of the Lamp. In the days when Humphry Davy, a gifted young man from Cornwall, 
was astonishing the world by his discoveries about gases and the electric cell, the miner worked 
amid even greater dangers than now. 

Then, as now, the black depths of the mine were often filled with floating coal dust which a 
light or even a spark might convert into a mixture almost as explosive as gunpowder. It is called 
fire-damp. 

Because of its prevalence, especially in some states of the atmosphere ground, long and tragic 
experience had shown the terrible danger of carrying a naked light into the workings, and the miner 
worked where he lay in the seam, pecking at the coal, with no other light than was given by a 
revolving disc of steel spluttering sparks from a flint; yet even with this scanty illumination there 
were explosions, and the dreaded disease of Miner’s Nystagmus arose from the straining of the 
optical nerves.  

It chanced that one day Sir Humphry Davy was staying with friends in the North, and while 
there some visitors, including John Hodgson, rector of a parish near Newcastle, told him of the 
dangers of mining 
and their helplessness 
in face of them.  

Sir Humphry pro-
mised to look into the 
matter. It seems like-
ly that he had consid-
ered it already while 
experimenting with 
gases. When he re-
turned to London he 
sent to Mr. Hodgson 
for a bottle of fire-
damp out of the 
mines. He knew that 
flame will not pass 
through very small 

Two thrusters and a trapper in an English/Welsh coal mine about 1853,  

from White Slaves of England by J. C. Cobden, 1854 
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tubes, either of glass or metal, and he con-
sidered that, as wire gauze is only a series of tiny 
tubes placed side by side, a flame should not 
pass through that either. He lit a flame, sur-
rounded it with a cylinder of wire gauze, and 
showed by experiment that an explosion taking 
place within the cylinder would be confined to 
it and would not force the flame through the 
holes of the gauze. It was the beginning of the 
safety lamp.  

He tried over and over again immersing it 
in fire-damp. The gas could get through the 
holes and come in contact explosively with the 
flame inside, but it could not get out again. No 
flame could pass through those holes. Such was, 
and is, the principle of the safety lamp. It can 
be carried through the explosive atmosphere of 
the mine’s fire-damp, yet keep all danger within 
the limits of its narrow cylinder. It can give 
light, and it will not cause explosion outside 
itself.  

But this was what we call a laboratory ex-
periment, something that can be tried in the 
limited space and under the carefully governed 
conditions of a chemist’s laboratory but may fail 
in other conditions, such as in a mine where the 
volume of firedamp is uncontrolled and where 
its very nature is only suspected. In Humphry 
Davy’s day the real cause of the explosiveness 
of fire-damp was not yet understood. We might 
suppose that even he might have hesitated to 

put it to the test in the affrighting depths of a mine filled with the dangerous gas.  
But there was one man, the now almost forgotten parson John Hodgson, who was willing to take 

the risk. He was the man who carried the first rude safety lamp into Hebburn Pit on January 9, 1816.  
The story of that impressive and solitary adventure has a touch of comedy about it. Parson 

Hodgson went down the shaft, lighted lamp in hand, and at the bottom of the pit went on alone 
with it through the workings. There was fire-damp, a floating explosive mixture of coal dust, all 
about him, but he carried the tiny glow of Davy’s lamp all through it. As he advanced a miner 
swinging his pick by the dim illumination of a steel mill suddenly saw this threatening glow coming 
nearer and nearer. “Put out that light,” he cried, in warning tones of horror; it was the first greeting 
to the Davy lamp and the pioneer who bore it. Put out that light!  

But the lamp came on. The miner’s terror was by no means dumb; he cried out curses, 

Davy’s miner’s lamp, Aukland War Memorial Museum 
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remonstrances, entreaties, to the madman who was carrying it, but nothing availed to stay its steady 
progress, and at last, with open-mouthed bewilderment, he realised that no catastrophe was befall-
ing and then, as it came quite near, that he knew the face of the man who was carrying it. It was 
Parson Hodgson, the friend of many a miner in that black country.  

We can only guess at the words of these two when they stood face to face, the terrified miner 
and the brave parson who had taken the risk and now felt thrilling through him the consciousness 
that he carried in his hand the light which spelled salvation for generations of miners to come.
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Chapter 12 

 

Elizabeth Fry 
1780-1845 A.D., England 

 
She was born in one of the loveliest 

homes in England, Earlham Hall near 
Norwich, on a Mayday. She was one of 
a large family, but there was always 
room for them in that great, wandering 
house and in the shady park running up 
to the venerable walls. Her father was 
John Gurney, a rich Quaker banker, 
and she was brought up in that mixture 
of comfort and piety, good works and 
clean happiness, that is characteristic of 
the well-to-do Quaker home. 

Elizabeth was a merry, romping 
child, as vain of her looks as a village 
lass, and she grew up without any pre-
monition of the high purpose which was 
framing her life unseen. You would not 
have looked for a prison reformer under 
that bonnet! The Gurneys were not 
strict: Elizabeth laughed and danced 
unchecked. And once she went to 
meeting on Sunday in purple boots 
laced with scarlet! But never again. 

It happened that she heard some 
sermon by an American preacher, and 
the words sank deep into her sensitive 
soul. From that day her life was 
changed. Elizabeth grew very plain in-
deed, so far as clothes went; but nothing would quench the bright beauty of her face. She felt she 
must be doing some good in the world, at once, and began on her own circle, tending the poor of 
Earlham and Norwich. She formed a class for poor children and taught them. She visited the House 
of Correction.  

Elizabeth Fry, Charles Robert Leslie 
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When she was 20 she married Joseph Fry, a chilly, spiritless sort of man, and went to London 
with him. She had a large family and contrived, as life went on, to be both an extremely active and 
powerful public character and a conscientious and loving mother. Her leanings to religious public 
work began soon after her marriage, and some years later she became a most caring and sympathetic 
preacher among her own people, giving delight to her hearers and experiencing herself “incomings 
of love, joy, and peace.”  

But it was not in her nature to be content with public work among her own comfortable class. 
After she had been in London some time a pitying curiosity led her to visit Newgate Gaol. The state 
of the prison at first struck terror to her heart.  

In one little section of two wards and two cells she found 300 women and children huddled 
together like caged beasts—wild, lawless, more or less starving, without beds or bedding, without 
proper clothing or proper accommodation for washing. Hungry and hopeless, shut off from the 
sweetness and light of freedom, there these poor creatures were huddled together like savages.  

There were people of all ages and all types: the wicked, desperate women whom brutal laws had 
hardened into callous villainy; there were shrinking girls cast into prison at their first false step; 
there were those merely arrested on suspicion, and those who were in the cell because mothers or 
sisters on whom they depended were there already. And among this medley were babes and little 
children in an atmosphere of oaths and blasphemy and obscenity such as can hardly be imagined 
today.  

Only a courageous person would have entered those cells. The Governor hardly dared to do so. 
But no harm came to Elizabeth Fry. Her look and her voice fell on the destitute wretches like a 

Elizabeth Fry in Newgate Prison, London, seated at a table  

surrounded by men and women prisoners, Courtesy of Wellcome Images 
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golden spell. On her side a spell had fallen also. She would see henceforth very little of the carefree 
world; her work would lie among the poor and outcast such as these. She would spend her life trying 
to ease the lot of prisoners, carrying on the noble work of John Howard, who had died when she 
was a little girl.  

First she began by caring for their bodies, clothing the naked, feeding the hungry. Then she 
began to work on their minds. This intrepid woman did an unheard of thing. She started teaching 
school in the prison itself, giving the children something on which to feed their minds; and she 
started a little workshop where the grownups might find occupation and find also a spark of that 
hope to which they had long been strangers. Among the prisoners, and especially among the 
younger girls, were those who had never heard the name of God except in blasphemy. To these 
Elizabeth brought a sense of the meaning of religion.  

She had a beautiful voice, a marvellous eloquence which expressed itself in simple words; and 
she was gifted with a rare personality. It was because of this personality that she could go where she 
would unharmed, say and do things that her hearers would not have suffered from anyone else. She 
was a high-souled, practical, and at the same time imaginative woman who had found her vocation, 
and the consciousness that she had found it and was pursuing it gave her a spiritual strength that 
was irresistible.  

The news of her doings reached persons in the high world, for the Gurneys and the Frys had 
connections in aristocratic spheres. Many people became curious about her. An illuminating speech 

Wood Engraving of Elizabeth Fry reading to prisoners in Newgate Prison, London, Jerry Barrett 
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was made by the American Ambassador.  
I have seen within the last two days, he said, the greatest curiosity in London, ay, and in England 

too, compared with which Westminster Abbey, the Tower, Somerset House, the British Museum, 
nay, Parliament itself sinks into utter insignificance. I have seen Elizabeth Fry in Newgate, and I 
have witnessed there the miraculous effect of true Christianity upon the most depraved of human 
beings. The wretched outcasts have been tamed and subdued by the Christian eloquence of Mrs. 
Fry.  

A greater man than the ambassador, Sydney Smith, one of the brightest wits of his age, spoke 
of Elizabeth in one of his unforgettable sermons:  

“There is a spectacle which this town now exhibits that I will venture to call the most solemn, 
the most Christian, the most affecting which any human being ever witnessed.  

“To see that holy woman in the midst of the wretched prisoners, to see them all earnestly calling 
upon God, soothed by her voice, animated by her look, clinging to the hem of her garment, and 
worshipping her as the only being who has ever loved them or taught then or noticed them or 
spoken to them of God: this is the sight which breaks down the pageant of the world!” 

Elizabeth knew well enough that she herself could only struggle with the result of the prison 
system evils. Others, in another sphere, must reform the system. She used all the influence she could 
reach, started and held together an association formed for the improvement of the condition of 
prisoners, brought the scandalous and immoral state of things into the public eye so clearly that only 
those who were willfully blind could avoid seeing them.  

The troubles of the poor were her troubles. The work of her life, which she lived to see ac-
complished, was prison reform; but she had energy to spare for minor activities. In the hard winter 
of 1819, distressed by the sufferings she saw in the streets among the homeless, she set to work—
pulled strings, as we should say. The result was the making of a “nightly shelter for the homeless” 
where a supper of soup and bread and a bed were given to those who came. She started societies to 
relieve real distress and try to put down the begging evil, above all to give the idle some thing to do.  

From Newgate she went to other prisons. Being an accepted and recognised preacher among 
the Quakers she could travel anywhere and see what she wished; and it pleased her, while keeping 
in touch with her people, to examine the conditions of prison life in the town where they lived. 
There was scarcely a prison in England whose conditions the indomitable woman did not invest-
igate. She was a thorn in the flesh to the authorities, but she pricked to some purpose. Wherever 
she went she left behind an association of workers seeking for reform. She travelled on the Con-
tinent, too. No prison could keep its doors locked to her. And she visited hospitals, had something 
that was useful to say about the nursing.  

The most crying evil after the prison system was the hideous convict system, under which pris-
oners convicted of certain trifling offences could be banished the country. They were transported 
for life, collected like cattle, thrust into ships and carried away to Australia, where they were handed 
in to the Governor of the Colony to put to labour like beasts of burden. The conditions under which 
they travelled were terrible: horrible criminals turned loose on a ship with boys and girls.  

Mrs. Fry set to work on the reformation of the convict system with the same high ardour that 
had marked her labours in connection with Newgate. She raised public opinion to such an extent 
that presently the Government stirred itself and provided proper accommodation for the banished 



ELIZABETH FRY 

55 

prisoners, separated the sexes and classes of offenders and, most important of all, arranged for them 
to be given homes and employment.  

In the meantime the course of her own private life had to be reckoned with. She had eleven 
children of her own and a household to govern. For the most part the Frys had been in comfortable 
circumstances, but in 1828 came a shattering blow. Elizabeth’s husband went bankrupt, and now 
the home must be a very poor one. Any other woman would have been crushed by the disaster, but 
not Elizabeth. She adjusted herself and her home to the changed conditions and went about her 
work as before.  

Henceforth, in place of gold from her purse she gave of the gold of her heart, and none be-
moaned the exchange. She continued to minister to the prisoners, to read the Bible in her beautiful 
voice, to make the miserable warm with the consciousness of her love and care. She died on an 
October day in 1845 at Ramsgate, content that so much of her work had not been in vain.  

All the kindnesses she showed to prisoners, to the outcast, we do as a matter of course today; 
but we owe the reformation which brought this about largely to Elizabeth Fry, who went ahead and 
showed us the way. 
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Chapter 13 

 

Mary Jones 
1784-1866 A.D., England 

 
At the headquarters of the British and Foreign Bible Society in London can be seen a Welsh 

Bible, published in 1799, on one page of which is written:  
 

Mary Jones was born 16th of December, 1784. I Bought this in the 16 year of my age. I 
am Daughter of Jacob Jones and Mary Jones His wife. The Lord may give me grace 
Amen. Mary Jones His the True Onour of this Bible Bought in the Year 1800 Aged 16.  

 

This entry is a record not only of the proudest and happiest day in the “Onour’s” life, but of the 
incident which led to the formation of the wonderful Bible Society.  

Mary lived with her parents in the 
village of Llanfihangel, in the beautiful 
valley southwest of Cader Idris. Jacob 
Jones was a weaver. Mrs. Jones helped 
with the weaving, which brought in bare-
ly sufficient money to keep the family, so 
Mary had to start at a very early age to 
help with the housework. She looked 
after the few fowls and the bees, and on 
summer evenings would take her 
needlework out of doors, where she 
could see Cader Idris and imagine to her-
self that it was one of the mountains in 
the Bible stories of which she was so fond.  

There was no school anywhere near, 
so Mary could not learn to read or write. 
Her love for stories had to be satisfied 
with those her father told, but when she 
was eight she was allowed to attend the 
Methodist Meeting House, where she 
drank in eagerly all that was said and 
listened with particular attention when 
the Bible was read. She had a very good 
memory, and this enabled her to learn 

The original bible is in Cambridge University Library, 

this facsimile is in St Beuno’s Church, Llanycil, Bala, 

Gwynedd, North Wales. 
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long passages of Scripture by heart.   
There were very few Welsh Bibles 

in those days; as soon as any were pub-
lished they were bought by the wealthy 
or those who had ordered them long 
before they were actually available, 
and the only Bible near Mary’s home 
belonged to Mrs. Evans, a farmer’s 
wife, who promised the little girl that 
if she learned to read she might come 
to her house to study her treasure.  

Mary prayed earnestly that God 
would give her the opportunity to 
learn to read. His Word, and two years 
later her father came home one even-
ing with the news that a school was to 
be opened two miles away, and he was 
willing for her to go.  

Soon Mary was counted the most 
promising scholar at the little school, 
opened by Mr. Thomas Charles of 
Bala, a minister who did fine work in 
establishing many such day and Sun-
day schools for the children of Wales.   

Mary learned to read and write in 
a very short time; then came the ex-
citing day when for the first time she 
went two miles to Mrs. Evans’s home, 
was warmly welcomed, and allowed to study the precious Book. She went home that evening with 
the determination to have a Bible of her own, cost what it might. 

When the holidays came she helped neighbours with their work as well as doing her own, and 
put by the halfpence and farthings so earned in a rough wooden money-box made by her father. 
Kind Mrs. Evans gave her a cock and two hens, so that she could add the egg-money to her little 
hoard. During school-time she could do no more than her own daily tasks, but for six years she 
saved every penny she could toward the cost of the Book, which she loved more and more as she 
came to know it better.  

At last she had sufficient money, but she still had to find a Bible to buy. She was told that the 
most likely person to have one was Mr. Charles at Bala, 25 miles away. Her mother and father dis-
liked the idea of her going so far, but Jacob decided “if it is the Lord answering our prayers and 
leading the child, as we prayed He might, it would ill become us to go against His wisdom.” 

So on a spring morning in 1800 16-yearold Mary Jones set out full of hope on her long walk 
over the unknown road, carrying her only pair of shoes with her to put on when she reached the 

Young Mary Jones walking two miles to read from a bible, 

illustration from The story of Mary Jones and her Bible 

by Mary Emily Ropes, 1919 
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town. She was very, very tired when 
night found her at the house of an 
old Methodist preacher in Bala, who 
told her that it was too late to see Mr. 
Charles that night, but she might 
sleep there and go to him in the mor-
ning.  

The next day an excited Mary 
was taken to the famous man’s 
house, where she timidly explained 
to him why she had come and how 
much she wanted a Bible of her own. 
Mr. Charles, realising her patience 
and sincerity, was intensely grieved 
to have to tell her that the long years 
of saving and her courageous journey 
had been in vain. He had only two or 
three Bibles left from the last co-
nsignment, and all of these were 
promised to friends. Worse still, the 
society which had printed them had 
declined to print any more.  

Mary was so bitterly disappoint-
ed at this tragic end to her hopes that 
she burst into tears. Her sobs went to 
Mr. Charles’s heart, and he found it 
impossible to refuse her. Somehow 
he must get himself another Bible, 
and he took out one of those he had 
and gave it to her. Her joy touched 
him as deeply as her grief had done, 
and he vowed he would find some 
means of obtaining the Written Word of God for his country.  

After breakfast Mary went joyfully home, happiness shortening the way. The Book so hardly 
won she treasured to the end of her long life, while she worked as a weaver and later when she 
married Thomas Lewis of Bryncrug. She was never well off, but so as to have some money to give 
away she kept a beehive in her new home as she had done when a little girl. She seemed to have a 
magical sympathy with bees, and was considered an authority on their management. In particular, 
she gave gladly to the British and Foreign Bible Society, which was founded as the result of Mr. 
Charles’s appeal for help.  

He had told the story of Mary Jones’s perseverance, and everywhere it inspired men to subscribe 
and to work for a society that should supply not only Wales but the whole world with the Scriptures.  

Cover of Mary Jones, published by the British 

and Foreign Bible Society, before 1917 
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Four years after Mary’s long walk the British and Foreign Bible Society was established; three 
years after that it had distributed 81,000 Bibles and Testaments. Today the Bible has been translated 
into 900 languages through its agency, all because one little girl valued the Bible so highly 130 years 
ago.

Monument to Mary Jones in Llanfihangel,  

Cader Idris, Wales, England 
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Chapter 14 

 

Eliphalet Remington 
1793-1861 A.D., England 

 
We have often amused ourselves 

with the thought that the names of 
Shakespeare and Newton are not 
more familiar to mankind than the 
names of men whose sole contribution 
to human progress has taken the form 
of a sewing-machine or a quack pill; 
but we did not smile when the news 
came from America that a manu-
facturer whose name is known from 
one end of the Earth to the other had 
passed into the world beyond our 
vision. We did not amuse ourselves by 
comparing his almost universal fame 
with the quite limited fame of Keats 
and William Blake. Instead, a sigh of 
grief escaped our lips, and we won-
dered whether it might not be argued 
that this man, whose life was so full of 
strange vicissitudes, had made as real 
a contribution to progress as many a 
poet and statesman honoured by the 
nations.  

At one time of his life Eliphalet 
Remington manufactured firearms. 
His rifle was famous. He could not 
make it quick enough for the world’s 
demand, and he and his brother 
became enormously rich.  

What did Eliphalet Remington do 
with his wealth? He set up no grand 
establishment, bought himself no 

Eliphalet Remington, illustration  

from Famous Leaders of Industry,  

by Edwin Wildman, 1921 
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yacht, paid no gorgeous visits to Europe. Instead he conceived of himself as a person directly 
responsible for the welfare of a university, the University of Syracuse, and he gave with both hands 
to this institution until, as the authorities now say, “he had nothing left for himself.” Remington 
was a man who actually beggared himself for education. A quiet man, he loved books, honoured 
learning, and sought to benefit poor students.  

His firm fell into difficulties. Other firearms came into the market. New inventions made the 
Remington rifle old-fashioned. In a state of insolvency Remington discovered that the world had 
gone past him, and his firm then invented something new; in a few months all the world was 
speaking of the Remington typewriter, and many people who knew of the financial difficulties of 
this good man rejoiced to think that once again he was rich. But while the name of Remington 
became more famous than ever Eliphalet Remington was living in obscure poverty. Not for him was 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

the reward of the Remington typewriter. The firm must pay off its debts, must be established on 
foundations which would never fail; as for himself, he had his books and his clear conscience. The 
quiet man went on with his studies. He sank deeper and deeper into poverty, but never complained.  

Then, to make the story perfect, the authorities of Syracuse University came to hear of his pov-
erty. A meeting was held. The learned heads of the University allowed their hearts to get to work, 
and the last days of Eliphalet Remington’s life were made “more comfortable” by the gracious charity 
of the University he had loved so well and served with such unwavering devotion and self-sacrifice.  

He could have desired no better end. Learning held his hands as he closed his eyes on this Earth, 
this school of the human soul in which he had learned a noble lesson.

Illustration from The Bugle (a school yearbook for Virginia Agricultural and Mechanical  

College and Polytechnic Institute, now Virginia Tech), 1897 
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Chapter 15 

 

Cornelius Whitehouse 
Born in 1795 A.D., England 

 
It was Isaiah who prayed for the day when men should beat their swords into ploughshares. 
It was Cornelius Whitehouse of Wednesbury who, after Waterloo, beat his rifle-barrels into gas-

pipes. 
William Murdock was already lighting houses with gas down in Cornwall, and the new lighting 

was moving slowly because there were no pipes for the gas. Nobody seemed able to rise above the 
idea of making four-foot lengths of piping, the iron of which had been heated in a blacksmith’s forge 
and had then been welded on his mandrel. 

Then arose Cornelius Whitehouse of 
the Black Country, who had been in the 
gunbarrel trade, welding barrels in the 
busy times of the war with the French, as 
his father did. When Waterloo had put 
gunbarrels rather into the background, 
old Whitehouse went into the trade of 
edged tools and spades and shovels. The 
family went with him, and as it was not a 
rich business the daughter took a hand in 
blowing the bellows. 

But when people were talking of the 
gas for lighting, and saying that it would 
never be any good because nobody could 
stand the cost of making iron barrels for 
it, his great idea came to Cornelius. He 
knew all about gun-barrels and how they 
were welded on the mandrel, and his great 
and simple idea was that of turning the 
process inside out. Instead of using the 
mandrel for applying his welding force on 
the metal he thought the weld could be 
made by applying the force equally and 
rapidly from an outside pressure. 

He made many experiments. The 
Cornelius Whitehouse, http://historywebsite.co.uk/ 

articles/Wednesbury/Whitehouse.htm 
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blacksmith’s open hearth would not do for him. He constructed a long, hollow furnace, in which he 
heated long strips of metal. The edges of the strips were turned up till they nearly met. Then, when 
they were white hot, at welding heat, the metal strips were drawn through a hole which was in 
section like a very long upright V of which the two legs did not quite meet at the bottom. In passing 
from the broader end of the hole, the top of the V through the bottom, the edges of the strips were 
tightened against one another and thus welded together. “Simple, is it not?” Simple as it was, it 
threw gun-barrel and pipe forgers out of work when Cornelius Whitehouse got his patent in working 
order; and they were so angry with him that they threatened his life. He used to sleep with a loaded 
gun at his bedside. Not that he was making much money out of his invention. He took it to a manu-
facturer who had the sense to see its value and gave Cornelius a cottage and thirty shillings a week 
for it. For seven years after his patent of 1825 he got very little more. 

Then came the brief, glorious period of Cornelius Whitehouse’s life. The workmen who had 
threatened him presently had the wit to see that this workman, one of themselves, had made some-
thing that would put money into their pockets instead of taking it out. New works for making 40-
foot tubes were built. Hundreds of men were taken on for building the shops and the furnaces. A 
new industry had come to Staffordshire, and Wednesbury gave Cornelius a public celebration. 

That did not stir Cornelius much more than the threats had done. He still stuck to his furnaces 
and his welders, working every day in his leather apron, happy so long as he could go on inventing—
which he did, for he had the true inventor’s ingenuity of mind. He invented machines for screwing 
the tubes together and for making small fittings to replace the first clumsy iron joints of the pipes. 

Whenever we call in the plumber, and so for some greater or less period cast our own eyes on 
the gas and water pipes of our houses, we should remember that we owe nearly everything in their 
construction to Cornelius Whitehouse. That is the best anyone can do for him, and more than his 
own time did. Early and late though he worked, boundless as was his skill and understanding, he 
never became rich. The commercial company which worked from his patents did well, though they 
had to spend much money in the courts in fighting people who had pirated the inventions. The 
richest period of his life was when, as the outcome of one law case, the judge added a condition that 
a £500 a year royalty should be paid to Whitehouse—the ingenious mechanic, as he said. 

That was the highest point in Cornelius’s career. Disaster was waiting for him. He went over to 
Paris to superintend the first patent-tube works outside England, and he came back to Wednesbury 
to find that the proprietor of the works, a stupid man, had been persuaded that the inventor was 
trying to ruin the business. A quarrel followed; Cornelius left the works in a rage and set up works 
on his own account. That was a disastrous failure. He was growing old now, and he was swindled 
out of the little money he had left. 

The last stage of his story carries on a tale of misfortune. He worked for yet another man—and 
made frying-pans! Even now old Cornelius had not lost his skill, and the little factory was a success. 
Then Fate struck its last blow. His hand was crushed in a die. He could never make another tool. 

Scores of men had made money out of his inventions, but when he died, a poor old man in his 
89th year, nobody remembered what he had done or who he was. The words of Ecclesiastes “That 
bread is not to the wise, nor yet riches to men of understanding, nor yet favour to men of skill, but 
time and chance happeneth to them all” are the epitaph of poor forgotten Cornelius Whitehouse, 
the man in every house.
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Chapter 16 

 

James Bowman Lindsay 
1799-1862 A.D., Scotland 

 
Not very long after Waterloo a rather delicate Scots boy used to trudge nearly every day from 

the village of Carmyllie, where he was born, carrying a web of cloth tied on his back, to Arbroath. 
He walked slowly, for he was generally reading a book as he went.  

He was James Bowman Lindsay; and every boy who takes his wireless set to bits and puts it 
together again should know of him, for when he grew up he was the first man in the world to predict 
that some day there would be wireless across the Atlantic, and one of the first to make the dream 
come true. But he was not only a dreamer. He was actually the first to send a signal without wires 
over any distance in Great Britain. In the middle of the 19th century he stood telegraphing on one 
side of the Tay where it is threequarters of a mile wide at Glencarse, while his friends watched the 
galvanometer needle twitching to and fro on the other side.  

He was to have been a farmer’s boy, but he was not strong enough, and his parents, good Scots 
people, were quick to see that their son, who was so fond of his books, ought to have all the edu-
cation they could give him. So they sent him to a good school and encouraged him to teach himself. 
Then they found the money to keep him at the University of St. Andrews, and there young James 
did well. He was first in mathematics and first in physical sciences among his fellow-students, and 
was a glutton for work. Like many another Scots boy he helped to keep himself all the time he was 
a student. In the vacations he went back home to the weaving. As he began to make his mark as a 
prize student he coached others, and was thus able to earn part of the money needed for his fees. 
No doubt his father and mother hoped their son would turn to the ministry, but young James, 
though he completed his studies in Divinity, felt he had no call. What called him was science. At 
that time electricity was in the air. Wheatstone and Morse were advancing toward the perfection 
of the electric telegraph. If words were not wirelessed then ideas were, and some of those vibrations 
of the mind found in young Lindsay an efficient receiver.  

So he settled down to be a teacher of science and mathematics at the Watt Institute in Dundee, 
where he hoped he would have plenty of leisure for the thoughts on electricity and the experiments 
with it that were bubbling in his mind. The picture of the boy reading along the country road is the 
first we have of him. The other, which someone who knew him when a teacher has preserved for 
us, is that of a shy and diffident man who never tried to impress anyone with what he knew, yet 
made everyone feel that he was a man of profound learning. He had no worldly wisdom. But he was 
untiring in the pursuit of knowledge and a ceaseless worker at his electrical experiments. Doubtless 
people said he was not practical. Even a kindly historian of Dundee records of him that he was like 
a cyclopedia out of order, and that was the reason why he went through life a poor and modest 



JAMES BOWMAN LINDSAY 

65 

schoolmaster.  
Yet this rather cranky pedagogue, as some of the townspeople thought him, had worked so 

earnestly at the principles of the electric telegraph that he held in his hand the secret of its modern 
use. The pity is that the hand never opened. He was too simple-minded, too unworldly, ever to turn 
an idea to practical value. Others did it. 

He was so simple that he thought another of his accomplishments was of much greater value. 
He was a great student of languages, and while still a teacher at the Watt Institute he began the 
appalling task of compiling a dictionary in fifty languages. He fancied that if this were done it might 
be possible, by comparisons of words, to discern where and when man first spoke in syllables, and 
thus to discover in what country and at what remote period of time the race of Man first trod the 
Earth. How fantastic, we say! It was, especially in the result, for at his life’s end there was nothing 
left of the project but vast reams of notes and manuscripts which none could put in order. His essays 
on language and on the chronology of man were not even a monument of industry. Long ago they 
went into the dustbin. 

What did not go into the dustbin but remain as part of the history of electricity and a most inter-
esting contribution to the annals of wireless were the experiments which filled the hours that were 
not filled with teaching at the Institute or with his dictionary. It is a great deal more than likely that 
those lectures at the Watt Institute found fruitful ground in the mind of many a young Scots lad 
who listened to them. For, if Lindsay was not a success as the world counts it, he was a genius. He 
lectured on voltaic, frictional, and galvanic electricity as the various kinds of electricity were then 
distinguished. We prefer Lindsay’s own definition for its simplicity. He wrote that he was little 
divided in his mind as to whether he should pursue electricity for its employment as power or light, 
or in telegraphy. He eventually decided for telegraphy. 

It was no boast that three paths lay open before him. He could produce power by the employ-
ment of a magnet with a current. At his lectures in 1834 he used to show how electro-magnetism 
would supply the power to turn wheels and raise weights over pulleys. His Dundee classes saw the 
germ of the dynamo, and they saw something more dazzling still. From his batteries, which “grew 
daily more powerful,” he obtained electric light. The number of these lights, he told his students, 
might be increased beyond limit. And then he added, in a burst of prophecy which is the more 
remarkable for its daring because it was uttered by so shy a man: 

Houses and towns will in a short time be lighted by electricity instead of gas, and heated by it instead of 
coal, and machinery will be worked by it instead of steam, all at a trifling expense. 

That was three years before the beginning of the Victorian Era, more than 100 years ago. What 
a vision for a poor schoolmaster! He spoke confidently because he knew what he could do. His own 
little house in Dundee, where he lived and died in something very like poverty, was in one way 
better illuminated than Kensington Palace, for it was lighted by electricity. His apparatus, he wrote 
in 1835, had cost him a good deal of labour, and would cost more before his room was sufficiently 
lighted, though, had his means allowed, he could have completed it two years before. As it was, he 
could get two or three lights each fit to read with from the same model. And, added James Bowman 
Lindsay proudly, the time would come when the beauty of the light would recommend it to the 
fashionable: “It will blaze with undiminished lustre amid tempests of wind and rain; it will be used 
in lighthouses and for telegraphs; the present generation may yet have it burning in their houses 
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and their streets.” 
In only one sentence did the inventor allow the pride of the 

scientific man to peep forth. He observed that his prophecies were 
not the offshoot of an exuberant fancy or a disordered imagina-
tion. They were the anticipated results of laborious research and 
countless experiments. That is the simple truth.  

Now we come to Lindsay’s connection with wireless signals. 
Morse’s telegraph and his instruments were known. The idea of 
earthing a wire was also familiar. It had also been forced on the 
attention of some experimenters like Morse in America that 
signalling might possibly be effected between two points that were 
not directly connected by wire. Such ideas were tossed to and fro 
in the scientific world.  

Lindsay found the possibility of wireless signals for himself. He 
actually came to London with it, to see William Preece, who was 
electrical adviser to the Post Office. 

Mr. Preece, who afterwards became Sir William, was still elec-
trical adviser to the Post Office when Marconi came, and it was 
he who introduced Marconi to St. Martin’s-le-Grand, so that he 
may be said to have been the link between the wireless of which 
James Lindsay dreamed and the wireless which Marconi realised. 
Lindsay, with his very imperfect apparatus and his self-taught 
knowledge, predicted that some day wireless communication 
would be established between Europe and America.  

He knew nothing of the Hertzian waves which have made it 
an accomplished fact, and the word electron had not then been 
born. His method was that long known as wireless induction. As 
such it was afterwards practised by Sir William Preece himself to 
establish wireless communication between two islands in the 
Bristol Channel (Flat Holm and Steep Holm) and the mainland. 
But long before Preece’s experiments, Schoolmaster Lindsay had 
done it across the Tay.  

The method is easy to describe and understand. A wire was 
stretched along one bank for a distance slightly greater than the 
width of river to be crossed, and the ends were earthed or im-
mersed in the river. On the other bank was a parallel wire of the 
same length, its ends also immersed. Lindsay sent a current 

through the wire on his side, checking and interrupting it with a telegraphic instrument so as to 
produce signals. The current thus transmitted excited or induced a current in the wire in the 
opposite bank and the signals were repeated in it by the deflections of the needle of a galvanometer 
wireless induction. Just before it was superseded by the method of Hertzian waves Sir William Preece 
tried to execute it on a grand scale by connecting all the telegraph wires along the length of England 

James Bowman Lindsay obelisk, 

 Western Cemetery, Dundee, Scotland 
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and all those parallel along the length of Ireland, hoping by sending a current down one 200-mile 
length of wire to induce current and signals in the one parallel to it.  

Lindsay did not see his dreams realised or his hopes dashed. He made several more successful 
experiments in the transmission of wireless signals by induced currents, across the River Dee, where 
he received the approval of the British Association, and across the Tay where it is a mile wide at 
Earn.  

He died two years after his experiments before the British Association at Dundee. He did not 
ask for riches, and he died poor. People said he worked so hard and ate so little in his little house of 
three rooms that he had no strength to resist the illness that seized him  

He did not ask for fame; he was quite satisfied with his success. But we who can look back and 
see James Bowman Lindsay with his dreams and his devices will see that Fame has not passed him 
by.

Inscription on James Bowman Lindsay obelisk 
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Chapter 17 

 

Lord S haftesbury 
1801-1885 A.D., England 

 
As long as St. George is remem-

bered for merry England, so long will 
our 19thcentury St. Antony be re-
membered for his work for starved, 
illtreated England. Magna Carta gave 
us political liberty. This saint of slums 
and scallywags liberated slaves at home 
and abroad, swept away horrors that 
make us shudder when we think of 
them, championed the cause of the 
oppressed, and was a voice crying out 
in the wilderness, a voice that would be 
heard. In all the long history of human 
weal and woe never was there a man 
who did more for humanity. Men have 
died for the best. He lived for the worst. 
No story of art or science or literature 
or adventure can stir us more than the 
story of England’s good St. Antony.  

He had a genius for goodness. An 
earl’s son, the heir to fabulous wealth, 
he was to be found in company with 
wretched little mites chained to 
coalwagons, with black imps who 
swept chimneys, with lunatics and 
thieves, with foul-mouthed coster-
mongers. Laughed at by Members of Parliament, derided by industrialists, he was loved by ragged 
children, by bootblacks, and scamps. If ever a man were to be judged by the company he kept 
Antony Ashley Cooper, seventh Lord Shaftesbury, was to be set down among the lowest of the low, 
the worst dregs of humanity. Yet no finer man breathed in England.  

He had a childhood as wretched as any poor waif sleeping under Holborn arches. Rich as his 
father was, little Antony crept to bed supperless night after night. With dukes and earls and peers 

Anthony Ashley-Cooper, 7th Earl of Shaftesbury, John Collier 
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among the guests of the great house in Grosvenor Square, Antony was the loneliest of children. 
One friend only he had, dear old Maria Millis, the housekeeper who showed him the love his mother 
ought to have shown him, held him on her knee, comforted him, and gave him his first knowledge 
of the Bible. When at seven he was hustled off to a school which he afterwards described as the 
most wicked school in the world, the treatment, starvation and cruelty, his one ray of hope was that 
at the term-end he might creep into the kitchen of the great house and feel Maria’s arms about him.  

But even this comfort was soon lost, for Maria died, leaving him her blessing and her gold watch. 
To the end of his 84 years Lord Shaftesbury wore that watch, and would show it proudly, saying, 
“This was given me by the best friend I ever had.”  

He went to Harrow, and one day when he was walking in the town he heard singing in a public-
house, and saw four or five drunken men stagger out with a coffin on their shoulders. They went 
reeling down the road, stumbled, and let the coffin fall with a crash. It was a pauper’s funeral, and 
the horror of it brought home to young Antony the shocking condition of the poor. There and then 
he dedicated himself to the cause of the outcasts of Society.  

From Harrow he went to Oxford, entered Parliament when he was 25, found himself in bitter 
opposition to his father, who forbade him to enter his house, and married a gracious woman who 
proved to be his greatest help in the crusade he was to carry triumphantly through the land. Then 
his father died, and he became the Earl of Shaftesbury. 

His coming into his estates did not turn him from his great purpose. His wealth did not alienate 
him from the poor. He saw that the masses of the people were uneducated and barbarously treated, 
and he devoted wealth and time and energy to putting some of the wrongs right. He took up every 
challenge, was a knight-errant of the rags and tatters, and went to Parliament with his everlasting 
petitions, and would not be denied.  

Today it is almost impossible for us to picture the England of his time. The treatment of lunatics 
was savage and inhuman. They were on show for six days in the week, and any morbid person could 
see their sufferings for twopence a time. Lord Shaftesbury changed all that. It was his first victory. 
It took him years of unflagging courage. He was hated for it; but he kept on. 

He won greater victories for industrial England. He went down the mines and through the fac-
tories and into our workhouses. This friend of Queen Victoria walked fearlessly among the slums 
and in the filthiest quarters of our great towns. He saw how children of five or six were worked 16 
hours a day, and beaten when they tried to run away. He saw how women worked half-naked in the 
mines, and how little boys were made to creep on their hands and knees along tunnels the mine-
owners would make no bigger.  

Greed and savagery were preparing England for another and more terrible civil war. It was all 
inhuman, revolting; yet men who thought themselves good and respectable, men who went to 
church twice on Sundays, opposed his reforms fiercely and venomously. When he petitioned 
Parliament to make it illegal for anyone under 21 to be sent up a chimney he was scorned and 
condemned. Rich people fought against him because it would mean altering the shape of their 
chimneys. The insurance companies fought against him because it would mean altering their scales 
of charges. But Lord Shaftesbury proved that he could fight too, and he fought the better because 
his cause was just. 

Terrible hours he had sometimes, hours of defeat; but his wife was always at hand to give him 
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her love and support. She believed in him when almost everyone else disbelieved. She sent him out 
to turn his defeat into triumph. Again and again his noble voice rang through England. He pleaded 
for shorter hours. He pleaded for education. He was not content to take other people’s accounts, 
but went to see everything for himself. From the wretched cities he went to the green fields of 
England, and there he found armies of miserable little children who were driven out to gather stones 
and to weed crops, children of five or six toiling with bent backs, scorched by the summer sun, per-
ished by the winter cold, with no rest, no change, no education, no hope.  

He swept away the whole of the hideous system, but it cost him his fortune, and this amazing 
man found himself compelled to sell his pictures to pay for the model cottages he had built, with 
rents at a shilling a week. Once rich beyond our dreams, he became poor. Somebody once went to 
him and begged help for a destitute fellow. “I haven’t a farthing,” said the nobleman. But he added, 
“Stay, I had forgotten this. I have a five-pound note I put away as a nest-egg. Here it is.”  

It stirs us strangely to think of Victoria’s great Lord Shaftesbury saying to the England of his day, 
an England riddled with social snobbery and class distinctions, “I would rather be President of the 
Ragged School Union than President of the Royal Academy!” He was president of a society for 
helping the London costermongers, and he bought a donkey and barrow to lend to anyone who had 
lost his turn-out. One day he was invited to a gathering of costers. There were a thousand of them 
in their feathers and pearl buttons, and in the midst of the meeting someone came on the platform 
with a handsome donkey and solemnly presented it to the man every coster loved and admired. 

Another day Lord Shaftesbury received a round-robin signed by 40 desperate thieves—the Forty 
Thieves of London. They asked him to meet them in a room in a slum. He went. There were 400 
men of the Bill Sikes type there, and Shaftesbury knelt and prayed with them, and gave them his 

word that he would help 
them. He did; 350 of them 
made good as emigrants, 
while the other 50 succeeded 
in getting honest employ-
ment at home.  

The more we know of 
this modern St. Antony the 
more amazing he appears. 
His own childhood had been 
sad; his manhood was de-
voted to making men and 
women and children a little 
happier and a little better. 
He was not a mob orator 
rousing the country to revo-
lution. He was a peer of the 
realm. He could speak fam-
iliarly with the greatest 
people in the land. He had 

Plaque erected by Harrow School at Church Lane,  

Harrow on the Hill, Middlesex, England 
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no private interests to serve. He gained 
nothing by his reforms. He could have held 
a great political position by being silent. He 
could have multiplied his wealth by in-
vesting his money in the enterprises he 
denounced. But with a splendid courage, a 
magnificent faithfulness to his ideals, he 
devoted himself to his hard and glorious 
endeavour, exposing the monstrous evils of 
his time, rousing the nation to a knowledge 
of the crimes committed in the name of 
industrial progress, and saved us from be-
coming a scandal among nations.  

Who can measure the good he did? He 
was invited to sit in the Cabinet and become 
Lord Chancellor, but he preferred to be the 
champion of the Ragged School Union 
which rescued 30,000 children. He was 
chief of the Shoeblack Brigade. Lord 
Palmerston’s Bill for the care and reform of 
juvenile offenders sprang from Shaftesbury’s 
measures. What Dickens described as the 
best piece of legislation that ever proceeded 
from the English Parliament was Shaftes-
bury’s Lodging House Act. In 1872 he laid 
the foundation stone of the Shaftesbury 
Park Estate at Battersea, 1200 houses for 
8000 people. He was chairman of the Sani-
tary Commission for the Crimea; Florence 
Nightingale said his work saved the British 
Army. There was none too poor and help-
less to secure his aid. Year after year he 
laboured. Victory after victory was won. 
Wrong after wrong was righted.  

He was the impersonation of the philan-
thropic spirit of the 19th century. The causes of Howard, Wilberforce, Mrs. Fry, W. E. Forster, all 
found a knight-errant in him. 

He lived to see the old abominations crumbling, and to feel the old opposition giving place to a 
new spirit of cooperation and understanding. 

His century produced no greater power for good than this abiding friend of the friendless, 
England’s good St. Antony. 

Statue of Antony Ashley Cooper, 7th Earl of Shaftesbury, in 

Westminster Abbey, London, England 
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Chapter 18 

 

Charles Dickens 
1812-1870 A.D., England 

 
A very queer thing happened between Charles Dickens 

and the world. His writings took the form of stories, 
glorified editions of stories which mothers and nurses 

tell to children round the fire at bedtime on winter 
nights, just stories to make us forget where we are 

and what we have been doing all day. The 
world read these stories of Charles Dickens in 
exactly the same way as children listen to the 
stories of their mothers and their nurses, 
that is to say, for amusement. They never 
thought of anything else when reading 
them. They laughed and said, “Isn’t that 
funny?” They sighed and wept and said, 
“Isn’t that touching?” They held their 
breath and whispered to themselves, “I 
wonder how this is going to end!” 

But an extraordinary thing was happen-
ing to these grandfathers and grandmothers of 

ours while they bent over the magic pages of 
Charles Dickens. They were becoming different 

people. All the time they were reading a strange 
new light was entering their minds, a light that slowly 

burned away no end of their old thoughts, a light that 
brought out into bold relief ideas they had never seen 
before, and a light which created in them feelings 
they had never known till then. A most curious 

thing! This writer who had once tied down and labelled bottles of boot-blacking was changing the 
character of England, changing it for the better, and changing it by making people laugh and cry. 

How did he do this? He did it by making people see life with that uncommonly sharp eye of his, 
and making them feel things as he had felt them with that markedly impressionable mind of his. He 
lent the world his eyes; he gave the world his heart; and the world saw what it had never seen or 
felt before. 

Portrait of Charles John Huffman Dickens, 

Margaret Gillies 
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There are a number of well-known things 
which the books of Charles Dickens did, splen-
did things, such as the reform of prisons and 
workhouses and the various changes intro-
duced since his day into our legal system and 
our Civil Service procedure; but by far the most 
interesting things he achieved were in the 
minds and characters of our ancestors, things 
we have inherited from them, things very few 
of us realise that we owe entirely to the seeing 
eye and feeling heart of Charles Dickens. 

Take, for example, our English habit of 
making misfortune send up the barometer of 
our humour. Where before the days of Charles 
Dickens will you find this attitude in our 
literature? He saw it plainly enough in the 
brave poor of London’s dark streets, and he 
knew that this was something worth putting 
down. Other people had seen it before him, and 
had attributed it to ignorance or recklessness; 
but he himself was the first man to say to the 
nation: Here is a fine and glorious spirit, 
something that warms the heart and brings the 
light of Heaven to the eyes of men. 

Thus did it become the fashion, not to bear calamity with the proud restraint of an Athenian 
philosopher or with the cold 
endurance of a Roman warrior, 
but to greet it with a laugh, and 
overthrow it with a cockney 
jest. It became ludicrous and 
altogether unworthy to sit down 
mournfully with troubles, and to 
groan over vanished joys and 
departed happiness. 

The cockney spirit, taking 
shape in literature, became a 
mighty power in English history. 
It addressed itself to the troubles 
of the time with a zest of youth-
fulness and an athleticism all its 
own. It refused to sulk; it re-
fused to believe in violent things 

Charles Dickens, Daniel Maclise 

Charles Dickens in His Gad's Hill Study, engraving by Samuel Hollyer 
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like political revolutions; it refused to believe 
that things could never be better until they had 
become worse; and it refused absolutely to be-
lieve that right was not ten thousand times 
stronger than wrong. If it laughed at the snob-
bishness of the rich, it laughed also at the gloomy 
seriousness of the intellectuals. If it threw a word 
of pity at the silly roysterers of that time, it also 
threw a word of derision at the over-righteous 
who made the God of Love a God of Frowns. But 
if it insisted on the tremendous value of a daunt-
less courage and an unconquerable good humour 
it would go miles out of its way to rescue a child, 
to offer chivalrous help to a woman, or most 
tenderly to comfort the sorrowful and the sick. 

Charles Dickens realised the spiritual value 
of the cockney with his irrepressible sense of 
humour. Before his day the cockney had merely 
figured as a convenient foil to the more serious 

figures of English literature, like the clown in 
Lear or the gravediggers in Hamlet. But Dickens 
saw the gloomy Titans of English literature as so 
many Mrs. Gummidges sulking in the chimney-
corner, and he saw the clowns as so many knights 
going out to conquer a better world for the child-
ren of men. 

Doing serious things humorously has now 
become the very mainspring of English character, 
and we owe that splendid spirit to the influence 
of Dickens. Nothing in the European war, except 
its inexpressible suffering, was more remarkable 
than the cheerfulness of the British soldier. 
Other soldiers were as brave, but none could 
match his range of wit and gaiety. And this gaiety 
of his, let us bear in mind, was as much intended 
to help others as to keep up his own courage. It 
has what Dickens taught the world it had, a 
comradely value. There was not a British regiment 
without its Sam Weller and not a British ship 

Dickens with family and friends on the porch  

at Gad's Hill Place 

Charles Dickens with his two daughters, courtesy of 

National Portrait Gallery, London 
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without its Mark Tapley all through those terrible years of agony; and there are many men who 
would say that Charles Dickens more than any other English writer kept the flag of England flying 
because he had entrusted it to the care of his faithful cockneys.  

He taught our grandfathers and grandmothers not to froth at the mouth when they were 
indignant and not to draw haughtily aside from a world where coarseness and wickedness offended 
their delicate sense of the right and the beautiful, but to go cheerfully and confidently into the midst 
of that world and to take the weapon of laughter into their two hands of destruction and redemp-
tion. 

For example, what could more deeply stir the indignation of a just man than the cant and oili-
ness of posturing hypocrites? But Dickens saw with that unerring eye of his how laughter could 
shrivel up all the creeping shapes of pretence, and he laughed humbug out of England, and made 
us ashamed of anything that was not straight and true.  

His chief passion, perhaps, because he had needed it more than any other thing in his hard and 
suffering childhood, was for loving-kindness. Not kindness by itself, but kindness born of love, 
inspired by love, and growing stronger and stronger on the nourishment of love. He made men hate 

Dickens’ Dream, unfinished painting by Robert W. Buss 



MY WORLD STORY BOOK 

76 

cold charity. Professional philanthropy filled him with disgust. Kindness without love was a sort of 
insult, a gift to be spurned by self-respecting men, however calamitous their condition; and this feel-
ing in his great and hungering heart was born of the conviction that loving-kindness can save the 
world from all its sorrow.  

There is less bullying in schools because of this man’s infinite influence on human character. 
There is less harshness in prisons because of that influence; less stupidity in dealing with backward 
children or erring men and women; less hardness in the treatment of workers in the factories; but 
chiefly there is more lovingkindness in the world, a better disposition between man and man.  

Dickens saw the toiling millions of mankind with an eye that penetrated through all the wrap-
pings of tradition and fashion to the heart of the mystery—a man’s instinct for goodness, his need 
of love, and the power of God’s good gift of humour.

 Dickens receiving his characters, William Holbrook Beard 
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Chapter 19 

 

The Brontë S isters 
1816, 1818, 1820 A.D., England 

 
It is one of the most pathetic stories in the history of humanity, beginning near Land’s End and 

ending in a Yorkshire graveyard. It begins with a tiny lady who got into the stagecoach at Penzance 
one day in 1812. She never saw her home again.  

Little Maria Branwell met a tall, tough, masterful man named Patrick Bronte. He spelled it that 
way when Nelson was made Duke of Bronte, but his father was plain Prunty, a poor Irish farmer 
with ten children. A kindly clergyman helped Patrick to become first a village schoolmaster and 
then a Cambridge graduate.  

He met this little Cornishwoman and insisted on marrying her; they were married at once, 
Patrick Prunty being a curate. The York-
shire moors looked fair and friendly that 
summer. They looked dark and cruel 
eight years later when she was dying in 
Haworth’s gloomy vicarage, leaving six 
delicate children behind her.  

She must have longed often for the 
blue seas and warm air of the West, and 
for her own kindred, for she was much 
alone; all her belongings had been sent 
from Cornwall in a ship which was 
wrecked. “Lift me up in bed,” she would 
ask, as she lay dying, “so that I can see 
you do the fireplace, for you do it as it is 
done in Cornwall.” When the homesick 
woman was carried to her grave in the 
churchyard next door her husband got 
Aunt Elizabeth Branwell to come from 
Cornwall to keep house.  

Aunt Elizabeth had a horror of the 
stone-floored rooms belowstairs, and 
seems to have spent much of her time in 
her bedroom. Although Mr. Bronte lived 
to be 84, he said he had a delicate The Brontë Sisters, Branwell Brontë  
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digestion, and after his wife’s death always 
had his dinner in solitude.  

The people who lived in that bleak vil-
lage perched on a steep hill were mostly mill-
workers. They were a hard, rough race who 
believed that every man should mind his 
own business. The children had no friends 
except each other and the moor. When the 
Sun shone on its flowers the six could be 
seen hand-in-hand setting off for a long, 
lonely ramble on the heath.  

But northern winters are long. Snow 
blots out road and moor, sometimes killing 
men and cattle. Then the little Brontes had 
no cheerful nursery with toys and fairytales 
to delight them. A small room over the hall, 
without a fireplace, was called their study, 
and there the eldest would read the news-
paper to the younger ones.  

It does not sound exciting, but it was 
better than looking out of the window at the 
graveyard. Sometimes they were summoned 
to do lessons in their aunt’s bedroom or their 
father’s study; and at night when Tabby’s 
work was done they would cluster round the kitchen fire and play their game of inventing magic 
islands.  

They read grown-up books, and on every scrap of paper they could find they wrote novels, 
magazines, and dramas. Mr. Bronte had written some dull pamphlets and hymns, and if he had 
known that his children produced masses of literature he would have been proud to think that they 
took after him, but in truth the delicate, sensitive little creatures resembled their mother only too 
well.  

Their names were Maria, born 1813, Elizabeth 1815, Charlotte 1816, Branwell 1817, Emily 
1818, and Anne 1820. The last four were born in Thornton. Not one lived to be forty, yet in their 
short lives they found a fame which will draw people to the gloomy parsonage at Haworth as long 
as England lasts. Little could those quaint children dream that the house would become a place of 
pilgrimage because of them, and that strangers would turn away from the children’s study with tears 
of pity in their eyes.  

The Brontes did not know their lives were unchildlike, and they were well content under the 
care of Maria, the little mother, till the four eldest girls went to school. It was the school described 
in Jane Eyre, a semi-charitable affair for the children of poor clergymen. It lay low, the food was very 
bad, and even in the winter the girls tramped to an unwarmed church where they spent the day, 
eating a cold dinner in the gallery between services.  

Anne Brontë, pencil drawing by Charlotte Brontë  
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Soon they were ailing. But worst of all was the fact that one of the mistresses took a dislike to 
Maria, and her little sisters had to look on helpless while the child was bullied and ill-used.  

At last even her tormentor could see that she was dying, and Mr. Bronte was summoned to take 
her home. She was laid next to her mother, and in the same year Elizabeth was sent home to die. 
They were eleven and ten years old. After a while Emily and Charlotte were found to be delicate; 
and they, too, were dispatched to Haworth, where they remained some years.  

Then Charlotte was happy at Roehead School, but Emily grew ill with homesickness whenever 
she left the moors, and had to be sent home. Charlotte and Anne were tiny creatures, vivacious and 
shy. Emily was taller and not shy, but was reserved. She sought no friends except the moor. In secret 
she wrote poetry. Anne was the prettiest, with her violet eyes and light brown ringlets. Charlotte 
had several proposals of marriage, but no one knows whether Emily had a lover, for she would never 
speak. We only know that she did many household tasks to help old Tabby, that she was adored by 
her dog, that she fell ill whenever she left the moors, and that after she was dead they found in her 
desk one of the most majestic and sublime poems in the whole world’s treasure-house.  

This is how this great poem begins:  
 

No coward soul is mine; 
No trembler in the world’s storm-

troubled sphere 
I see Heaven’s glories shine, 
And faith shines equal, arming me from 

fear.  
O God within my breast, 
Almighty, ever-present Deity! 
Life—that in me has rest, 
As, undying Life, have power in Thee!  

 

And this is how it ends:  
 

Though earth and man were gone,  
And suns and universes ceased to be 
And Thou were left alone, 
Every existence would exist in Thee.  
There is not room for Death, 
Nor atom that his might could render 

void: 
Thou—Thou art Being and Breath, 
And what Thou art may never be des-

troyed.  
 

When her coffin was carried down-
stairs her dog followed it and stayed by it 
till it was carried away. For days he Charlotte Brontë, Evert A. Duyckinck 
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moaned at her door, and he was a wretched dog for the rest of his life. He is in one of Charlotte’s 
books as Tartar.  

As for the only boy, his sisters thought he was going to be a great painter. So they all sought 
posts as governesses that there might be the money for his training.  

None of them was happy. Charlotte went at first to look after some spoiled children, who one 
day threw stones at her and hurt her severely. Next day the mother asked how she got the mark on 
her forehead, and she replied with a smile that it was an accident, thereby winning the hearts of the 
little culprits.  

“I love you, Miss Bronte!” exclaimed the baby one day. His lady mother was shocked, and cried, 
“Love the governess, my dear!”  

The sensitive girl was treated like a menial. When the children went walking with their father 
she was instructed to follow a little behind. Besides teaching the children she was expected to do 
“oceans of needlework” for their mother.  

She was daily made to feel it must be true that “the poor are born to labour and the dependent 
to endure.”  

Emily had “hard labour from six in the morning to eleven at night, with only one half-hour of 
exercise between.”  

At last Charlotte hit on a new idea for making a living. They would start a school for girls. Then 
the three devoted sisters could be reunited. But everyone said they must be able to teach foreign 
languages before they could coax pupils to Haworth parsonage, so Aunt Branwell lent the money 
and Charlotte and Emily went to the Pensionnat Heger in Brussels.  

Here Charlotte spent about two years, 1842 to 1844, first as a pupil and then as a teacher of 
English while she continued to study languages and literature under M. Heger, whom we meet in 
her books.  

Homesick Emily returned to keep house. Her aunt was dead, Anne was a governess, and Tabby 
was an old cripple. Miss Branwell had said that Tabby ought to go and live with her kinsmen, but 
the Bronte girls would not let the old servant be turned out. They refused to eat till Mr. Bronte said 
she should stay. Then they did her work and nursed her.  

When at last they felt ready to open their school they found that it was impossible to turn the 
parsonage into a seminary because Branwell had become a drunken wastrel. Far from becoming a 
great painter, he had become the boon companion of the village inn. The horizon was dark indeed. 
The aunt was dead, Mr. Bronte was going blind, and Branwell was ruined and disgraced. He refused 
to work. He took opium. He drank until he was mad. The girls would lie awake at night listening 
for a pistol shot. One night he set his bed on fire and was rescued by Emily, his one friend. His debts 
had to be paid again and again, and the shame of it all was almost more than the sisters could bear.  

Again it was Charlotte who had an idea; they would publish a book. She had discovered a note-
book filled with Emily’s poems, and thought them splendid. Emily was furious with her sister for 
having read them, and it was hours before she would forgive her. Then Anne said that Charlotte 
could see her poems. “We all write poems,” said Charlotte, “let us have them printed in one 
volume.” So Poems by Currer, Ellis, and Acton Bell appeared in 1846.  

It cost the poor girls £31 and only two copies were sold.  
Undismayed, the brave sisters set about writing novels, and soon publishers were being offered. 
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The Professor by Currer Bell, Wuthering Heights by Ellis Bell, and Agnes Grey by Acton Bell. As 
no one would look at The Professor, Charlotte started Jane Eyre. It was accepted and became 
famous and it brought £500 to the happy writer. Charlotte was then 31 and looked a mere country 
cousin, yet she wrote a novel which seemed to most people the work of a man of the world. 
Wuthering Heights and Agnes Grey were published that year, and next year Anne also published 
The Tenant of Wildfell Hall. Her publisher pretended that it was by the author of Jane Eyre, and 
Charlotte and Anne decided that they must go to London to clear the matter up. In a book about 
Yorkshire we read of a little milliner who remembers making Charlotte a bonnet for that great visit. 
Miss Bronte brought her some velvet which had been used before and was marked by former 
stitches. Arrayed in this bonnet she introduced herself to the astonished publishers, who had 
thought Currer Bell a man.  

One member of the firm, Mr. W. S. Williams, had known Keats and Hazlitt. He became 
Charlotte’s good friend, and was presently to introduce her to the lions of the day, but for the present 
he promised to keep her secret, and back went the sisters to Yorkshire.  

Mr. Bronte was astonished and delighted at the success of Jane Eyre. Branwell never knew of it. 
His wretched life came to an end in 1848, after a two-days illness. At the last he showed a resolution 
he had never shown before, and insisted on facing death standing upright. He was 31.  

In two months, Emily followed him, at 30, and the next spring Anne faded away at 29. Charlotte 
was left alone of the six children who had shared their dreams in the little study.  

Anne drooped like a flower, but Emily died doggedly, as she had lived. For months she had been 
ailing, but refused to have a doctor or go to bed. White and silent she went about the house, cough-
ing as Maria and Elizabeth had coughed. On her death day she got up at seven, and sat for hours 
with gasping breath and darkening eyes attempting to sew. Soon after noon the end came.  

In her desk Charlotte found Emily’s famous Last Lines, the dying words that shook Matthew 
Arnold’s soul “like a clarion blast.” He said after reading it that her spirit knew no fellow for might, 
passion, vehemence, grief, daring, since Byron died.  

No one reading her sublime declaration of faith will grieve because her sombre novel did not 
become famous till twenty years after her death. She who refused to be pitied in suffering even by 
her dearest ones would not have cared for praise.  

The world seemed now to do its best to console the last of the family. Jane Eyre, Shirley, and 
Villette brought her fame, money, and delightful friends. She was invited to London, and she met 
as equals Thackeray, Dickens, Matthew Arnold, Harriet Martineau, and Mrs. Gaskell. They 
thought her shy, old-fashioned, and not a bit like the Currer Bell of their imagination, but they liked 
her, and Mrs. Gaskell’s friendship became a great comfort to her.  

Charlotte paid visits to these brilliant circles, but she continued to live in the house of sorrowful 
memories with her old father, and Tabby, and a younger servant.  

Drearily every chair and every comer must have spoken to her, for never have sisters loved more 
than the Brontes.  

One winter evening Arthur Nicholls, the father’s curate, came into the dining room where 
Charlotte sat alone and, trembling from head to foot, asked her to marry him. She promised to give 
him an answer next day, and her father said the answer must be No. Thereupon Nicholls decided 
to leave the parish. But after a year, old Mr. Bronte found that he could not endure the new curate. 
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He wanted trusty Nicholls back, the man who had worked with him nine years. So Nicholls was 
allowed to marry Charlotte on condition that they lived in the parsonage and looked after the old 
vicar.  

The villagers said Charlotte looked like a snowdrop when she was married (on June 29, 1854) 
in a white muslin dress, a white lace mantle, and a bonnet trimmed with green leaves. Snowdrops 
are short-lived flowers. She did not last long—hardly another year. Her last words were a whisper 
to her bridegroom, “I am not going to die, am I? He won’t separate us—we have been so happy.”  

Almost at the dawn of that great happiness, almost her first happiness on Earth, Charlotte was 
taken away. Happiness was not for the Brontes. Courage, brilliance, and loyalty they had, and fame, 
but happiness danced out of their grasp like a sunbeam.  

Patrick Bronte lived six years after Charlotte’s death. Arthur Nicholls stayed with him till he 
died and then took to farming in Ireland. Forty years after the Brontes came to Haworth the whole 
eight of them were dead.  

If little Miss Branwell had persisted in returning to the warm West Country, if her children had 
not been brought up in that stone-floored house with graves all round them, if the hardy old Irish-
man had understood delicate children and women better, the Bronte sisters might have known long 
life and happiness instead of fame.  

Out of their sufferings came the strength that made their books. We cannot tell whether they 
would rather have been happy than great.

Statue of the Brontë sisters in Haworth, England 
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Chapter 20 

 

Frances Browne 
1816-1887 A.D., Ireland 

 
When the postmaster in a mountain 

village in Donegal has 12 children, all 
hands, naturally, have to help with the 
housework; and when there is not a 
bookshop in the village it is equally 
natural that those 12 children should be 
story-hungry. These two facts were 
Frances Browne’s capital; out of them 
she constructed a life. 

 As a tiny child of six or seven, and 
totally blind, she had already begun to 
turn them to account to secure for her-
self that education that later enabled her 
to give expression to the grace and 
charm that were in her, and so to de-
light and enrich the whole world.  

We must not imagine that the post-
master’s little blind daughter had 
reasoned her future out in this way at 
seven; she was merely making the best of 
things as she found them, and trying as 
hard as she could to be like the other 
children with seeing eyes. This blind 
mite, who today would be helped in 
every way possible to read and to learn, 
had to pay for her own education with 
the work of her hands and her brains.  

There was a certain amount of fetching and carrying, scrubbing and polishing, sweeping and 
washing-up, that the blind child could do. These chores she would exchange with her brothers and 
sisters for a school lesson said aloud. She would photograph the words in her mind and then, at 
night, when the others were asleep, she would repeat them under her breath to make sure that she 
remembered all. A better exchange was story for story; one they would read to her from a book, one 

Photo of Frances Browne 
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she would make up for them in her head.  
She made up poetry too; but when she was 15 something happened, something like the discovery 

of a new world, she said, that caused her to tear up all her verses; someone read Pope’s Iliad to her. 
Its magnificent music lifted her heart to the skies; she felt that her own little lyrics were unworthy 
to live in the same world with Homer’s great epic. For ten years her muse was mute. Then, happily, 
she fell under the spell of some Irish songs. She saw that their beauty was of a different order from 
that of the long poem she had so much admired, but she felt that nevertheless it was haunting and 
real. Soon Frances Browne’s Songs of Our Land began to appear in the Irish Penny Journal.  

With the pennies that came in to her from her poems and stories she used to educate one of her 
sisters to be her literary assistant. Then, with an income of £20 from the Royal Bounty Fund, the 
two of them set off to Edinburgh to seek fame and fortune. Fame they achieved, but what little for-
tune came their way had to go either for doctors’ bills, because of Frances’s poor health, or home to 
Ireland to help their mother  

In Edinburgh she worked prodigiously, taxing her strength, doing anything that came to hand—
writing lyrics, leaders, stories, book reviews for the magazines. Her output was tremendous in spite 
of the fact that she had always to rely on other eyes than her own.  

Five years of this, and the sisters decided to move to London.  
To remove immediate cares from her shoulders the Marquess of Lansdowne gave Frances £100. 

She dared now to cast her hack-work to the winds and try her hand at a novel. 
In a first novel the world expects something autobiographical, and a touching and beautiful 

story could surely have been made of the blind child’s early life and her struggles for recognition. 
But Frances’s vigorous mind pushed her to deal with something outside her own sufferings. The 
story she chose to tell was about a young man, Frederick Faversham, who, struggling, won his way, 
first as a tutor then as a journalist toward material success. In the end we see him the possessor of 
great estates, but so lonely that his success seems empty.  

Was this Frances Browne reassuring herself that the secret of happiness lies in getting on with 
one’s job rather than in “having arrived”?  

Four years in London and her immortal work appeared—Granny’s Wonderful Chair, one of the 
loveliest fairy tales ever written. This book made her famous; it did more: it made her beloved by 
the children of two continents and three generations, and the tale is not yet all told.  

Granny’s Wonderful Chair came out in 1856 and was bought up almost at once. Then for 23 
years it was impossible to buy a new copy. Meanwhile the children who had read and reread the first 
edition were growing up. Soon they began to demand copies for their own children. A quarter of a 
century after the book was first published no less than seven new editions and reprints were made 
one after the other.  

Then that generation of children grew up, and Frances Hodgson Burnett, in America, unable 
to lay hands on her lost fairy book, rewrote some of the tales under the title “Stories From the Lost 
Fairy Book Retold by the Child Who Read Them” for a little girl to whom she wished to give 
pleasure. 

 This Wonderful Chair that remained a favourite down the generations, had a black velvet seat, 
curious carvings of flowers and fawns on its back, and wheels on its feet, so that when Snowflower 
sat on it and said “Chair of my Grandmother, take me such a way,” it went there; or, placing her 
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head on its seat, if she said, “Chair of my Grandmother, tell me a story,” it would tell her its tales. 
Thus it was that Snowflower, finding Grandmother Frostyface gone from the cottage one day, 

bade the chair take her the way that her Grandmother had gone. 
Soon she found herself at the Court of King Winwealth on Princess Greedalind’s birthday. The 

chair saved the day for her by telling its tales, but in the end its plain speaking brought on it the 
sentence of death.  

Just as it is about to be smashed to bits a bird springs from its cushion. It is the enchanted prince 
Wisewit, the King’s long lost brother. Joyfully the King proclaimed a new feast of seven days, and 
in the end Snowflower, clad in white velvet, is led away to happiness by the prince who had for so 
long been telling her stories from the wonderful chair.  

On this thread of story Frances Browne hangs some delightful tales—tales in which she seems 
to be on the most intimate terms with the little people who dance over moorland and dell in their 
russet and green.  

The extraordinary thing about these stories is that they are made up of a series of pictures we 
can almost see with our eyes. “A cottage built of peat and thatched with reeds. Tall trees sheltered 
it, swallows built in the eaves, and daisies grew thick about the door.” How exactly right a cottage 
it is. Nothing else that Frances Browne ever did quite equalled Grandmother’s Wonderful Chair for 
its wide popularity; but she went on all the same, patiently working all her life earning her living 
and helping her family in spite of her great handicap. 

She was 71 when she brought out her last novel. That year she died. She worked to the end, 
courageously creating interest and beauty for the seeing world in her lifelong prison of darkness. 
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Chapter 21 

 

Florence N ightingale 
1820-1910 A.D., England 

 

When the whole of the British Army was 
perishing, and the nation was aroused by the 
bitter cry from Scutari, she it was, a beautiful 
young woman from a London drawing-room, 
who heard the cry and saved the Army. She 
went out like an angel to the wrong-headed 
war we were fighting in the Crimea. She 
scourged corruption and uncleanness from 
the hospitals; she gave food to the starving, 
clothes to the naked, comfort to the suf-
ferers. She made the hospital a place of heal-
ing, not a foul couch on which famished, 
fevered victims were thrown to death. 

Doctors and officers fought against her 
just as if she had been a witch; they hated 
her interference, and did all they could to 
hinder her, to override her authority, to 
break her heart by insult and conspiracy. 

But she conquered them as she con-
quered all the enemies of the hospitals and 
of the wounded men. In those noisome dens 
where our British soldiers were huddled she 
wrought a miracle of healing. But she did 
more: she laid there the foundation stone of 
the modern hospital and of modern nursing. 

Every nation owes its hospital and nurs-
ing system to Florence Nightingale; every army owes to her teaching the health of its troops. She 
became known as the Lady-in-Chief in the Crimea, and for fifty years she was Lady-in-Chief not 
only to the British Empire, but to every nation in Europe. 

She was born at Florence, and named after her birthplace. Her parents were rich. They had a 
house in London and country houses at Lea Hall in Derbyshire and at Embley Park, bordering on 
the New Forest. It was while her parents were abroad that Florence and her sister were born. Her 

Florence Nightingale, National Portrait Gallery, London 
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mother was kind, clever, and charm-
ing, but she did not in the least un-
derstand her daughter. Florence was 
brilliantly educated; she became an 
accomplished linguist and musician, 
a witty and graceful letter-writer; 
and she thought deeply about pol-
itics and religion. She travelled in 
Europe; she went to Egypt, studying 
not only the treasures of art unveiled 
before her, but human life and suf-
fering too.  

It was this study of suffering that 
moved in her the desire to take up 
nursing. Wherever she went she in-
vestigated hospital systems, such as 
they were; and whenever sickness 
occurred among her relations hers 
was the ministering hand which 
brought comfort and relief. But, her 
mind formed, she felt within her a 
power greater than that necessary for 
the mere nursing of the domestic 
circle. She felt the need for organised 
nursing. There was her call. But her 
parents would not hear of it. The 
idea that a delicately nurtured young 
lady should go out as a nurse was pre-
posterous and horrifying to them, 
and so it seemed to everybody she consulted about it. Why should it have been so? 

That terrible old woman of whom we read in Dickens, Sarah Gamp, was no caricature, but was 
drawn from real life. She was the type of nurse of the period, she and those worse than herself. 
Hospital nurses were often drunken, dissolute, and ignorant women, utterly unfit to be trusted with 
the care of the sick.  

The clear vision of Florence Nightingale saw that this hideous system might be altered, and she 
approached her heart’s desire by securing an appointment as principal of a sanatorium for gover-
nesses in Harley Street. She was there when the Crimean War broke out. Our troops were sent to 
the Crimea, a peninsula in the Black Sea, and such wretched apology for hospital as they had was 
established on the spot; but the Turks, for whom we were fighting in that unhappy war, made over 
to us certain buildings at Scutari, on the eastern shore of the Bosporus, opposite Constantinople. 
To get the sick and wounded from the battlefield to Scutari took eight days, and by that time a 
quarter of them who made the voyage were dying on the horrible ships.  

Florence Nightingale and her sister,  

Frances Parthenope Nightingale, William White 
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Florence Nightingale read what was happening. She read how aged pensioners had been sent 
out to do the nursing, and had failed abjectly, and that the wounded were having to attend the 
wounded. She read that, though the troops had been six months in the country, there was no prep-
aration for the commonest operations. Not only were men kept for a week without a medical man 
coming near their wounds, not only were they left to expire in agony, “unheeded and shaken off, 
though catching desperately at the surgeon whenever he made his round through the fetid ship,” 
but when they reached the spacious building at Scutari, where they were led to believe that every-
thing was ready, it was found that the commonest appliances of a workhouse sickward were wanting, 
and that the men must die because the medical staff of the British Army had forgotten the old linen 
that was necessary for dressing wounds.  

One day a strange thing happened. The British Army had never recognised the existence of 
women nurses, but one morning two letters on the subject crossed in the post. One was from 
Florence Nightingale, suggesting that she should go out with two or three nurses at no cost to the 
nation; the other was from the husband of the lady she was writing to, and was addressed to Miss 
Nightingale, suggesting that she should go at the expense of the Government! The man who wrote 
to Miss Nightingale was Mr. Sidney Herbert, a member of Parliament who was at that time Secretary 
for War in the coalition ministry under Lord Aberdeen.  

He and his wife were friends of Miss Nightingale, knowing her ambitions, and they felt that her 

Miss Nightingale, in the Hospital, at Scutari, courtesy of Wellcome Images 
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hour had come. But for the chance that these three people knew one another perhaps we might 
never have heard of Florence Nightingale. All she asked was that she should be introduced as one 
who is “not a lady, but a real hospital nurse who has had experience,” for she guessed the sort of 
opposition she would have to meet.  

As it happened she had a better introduction than that—she was officially announced as Super-
intendent of the Women’s Nursing Establishments in the English Hospitals in Turkey. She started 
with 38 nurses, some well-trained, some not: good, bad, and indifferent, the best that could be got 
in the time available. Her masterly organising powers asserted themselves at once. After travelling 
across France she took ship at Marseilles, and there laid in a great store of all manner of needful 
things suggested by her knowledge and experience.  

She knew medical stores in abundance had been sent out, that lint by the ton had gone, but she 
knew also that these stores, were in one place and the wounded men in another. She had heard, no 
doubt, that the men craved for coffee, and that coffee-beans had been sent with no machines to 
grind them. She bought what her instinct and training told her would be most useful. And in 
November 1854 she reached the scene of her labours—a cultured woman of 34, mistress of every 
refinement, with an income of £500 a year, every penny of which she was spending on her work.  

The task before her was such as might as well have appalled most women, but it only served to 
inspire her with a firmer determination. There were several hospitals at Scutari, some bad, others 
worse, none good. There were five more hospitals to which she afterwards went, all horrible.  

There was everywhere frightful overcrowding, four sick or wounded men lying in the space of 
one. There was no proper bedding for them; men arriving wounded, frost-bitten, weak, and starving, 
were put foodless into beds with sheets of such coarse canvas that they begged to be left in their 
blankets. The hospitals were pest houses, and beneath them were open cesspools, through which 
the wind blew sewer-gas into the wards and corridors. The beds and clothing teemed with incredible 
vermin, the places abounded with rats, and one of Florence Nightingale’s first achievements was to 
make herself an expert ratcatcher, silently killing the rats as they scuttled along the beams over the 
heads of her patients at night.  

The beds extended over three or four miles of wards and corridors; and as the cooking was all 
done in one place a meal for all took three or four hours to serve, while the men were dying of ex-
haustion.  

Their clothes were terrible; only six shirts a month were being washed, and the floors were not 
washed at all. As for invalid food, there was none, nor was there any place where it could be properly 
cooked.  

The first thing the Lady-in-Chief did was to go down on her hands and knees and scrub the 
floors, and then cry, “Now the strongest to the wash-tubs!” They were needed. Such washing of 
bed-linen as had been done had been done in cold, hard water, and as it came back Florence 
Nightingale burned it.  

She bought stoves with which to cook good food, and so at once prevented men from dying who 
were perishing from improper feeding. She took a house, had boilers fixed, and set soldiers’ wives to 
do the washing. Within ten days she had two extra diet kitchens fitted up in which to prepare 
delicacies at any moment. She was progressing, but there was bitter prejudice against her.  

It was really a frightful problem that she had to attack. The wounded, lay up to the very doors, 
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with hundreds more arriving, men with 
not three limbs each on an average; yet 
in these fever-laden buildings there was 
no operating theatre. Men died under 
operations in sight of those awaiting their 
turn. Not even a screen was put round 
the bed until she provided one, and there 
was no house in which to place the dead. 
Men were operated on in full view of the 
ward, and they died where they were. 
Then they were sewn up in their blankets 
and carried out.  

News of Miss Nightingale’s work 
reached home, and money was sent out 
to her by private subscription, little by 
little, until in the end she had £7000 in 
this way. The British Ambassador at 
Constantinople was asked what was most 
needed for the troops, and replied that 
the funds which had been raised need 
only be devoted to the building of a nice 
English church at Pera! The Chief Med-
ical Officer at Scutari declared that he 
wanted nothing in the shape of stores or 
medical comforts! Yet the poor men had 
no proper food, nothing to destroy the 
vermin which were torturing them and 
spreading typhus among them. They had 
little or no furniture. Hundreds of them 
came in from the battlefield with their 
clothes in rags and their kits lost, with 

the result that when they were cured they had no clothes in which to go away. There were no forks 
or knives or spoons; dying men had to tear their food to pieces like animals. There were no mops or 
scrubbers for the floors, no slippers, no plates, no trays, no basins, no towelling, no scissors for cutting 
the men’s hair.  

If things got into the store of the Purveyor they could not be got out for weeks, “until a Board 
of Supply had sat.” When wounded soldiers were lying shuddering and freezing in their beds this 
stupid officer had 27,000 warm shirts in his stores which Florence Nightingale had caused to be sent 
from England, but he would not part with one “until the Board had sat.” The same thing applied to 
rugs. For weeks men lay shivering and dying for want of shirts and rugs which this wretched creature 
kept under his lock and key. Our great nurse had the woman’s quality of patience, even in such a 
terrible environment; but once, when she could not get things because this precious Purveyor would 

Florence Nightingale, courtesy of Wellcome Images 
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not release them, she went into his store and broke open the cases.  
Little by little she got her stores together, until she became the feeder and clother of the army 

at Scutari. She was expecting 500 more wounded in her already overcrowded hospital, but she had 
no room for them. There were ruinous old parts of the building, however, which, if rendered sani-
tary, would accommodate 800 men. She insisted on the work being done, and the Ambassador 
agreed, but in the middle of the work the workmen went on strike. The Ambassador dared do 
nothing, and Miss Nightingale engaged 200 men and had the work done at her own expense. She 
provided fifty thousand men with shirts and great numbers with other clothing; she provided all the 
things that were missing from the hospitals. “I have met only two men in the Crimea, and one of 
them was Miss Nightingale,” said a traveller.  

Let us now follow her in her merciful work in the wards themselves. She worked twenty hours 
a day. She received the wounded; she dressed their wounds until the surgeons could take them in 
hand. She washed and clothed and comforted them. She sat with them, encouraging them, before 
an operation. She gave them life and hope. She made them feel that mercy had come on angel wings 
into their bitter lives. Her nurses were 
here, there, and everywhere—wher-
ever the doctors would allow her to 
send them. The rough, drunken, un-
skilled orderlies vanished from the 
nursing, and skilled and tender hands 
took their places. Florence Nightingale 
herself was the Lady of the Lamp. 
When the long day’s work was done she 
would go to her little stuffy room to 
begin her correspondence; then, after a 
time, when the surgeons had retired, 
and the wards and corridors were dark, 
she would take her little lamp and steal 
quietly through the silent rooms, 
among the sick and dying men. As she 
passed she would kneel by bed after bed 
to speak a word of comfort; she would 
give medicine here, food or drink there.  

The Lady of the Lamp was to these 
poor sufferers indeed an angel of mercy. 
A dying man lies shivering. He must 
have a hot-water bottle at his poor feet, 
she says. Can’t be done, says the man in 
charge; can’t be done without the or-
ders of the doctor. Florence Nightin-
gale goes off and brings back a hot-
water bottle. On a cruel night, with a 
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bitter wind blowing, the men lie blue with cold in their beds. They must have more fires. “Can’t be 
done.” Regulation allowance has been put on, and there’s no more to be said. Florence Nightingale 
goes out and brings back fuel to stoke the fire.  

No wonder the men worshipped her, though at first they were a little afraid and shy. “Never be 
ashamed of your wounds, my friend,” she would say in her gentle, musical voice. Her gentleness 
made poets of some of these rough men. There was a giant Highlander who wrote home of her and 
her work, telling a beautiful story:  

“What a comfort it was to see her even pass! She would speak to one and nod to another; but 
she could not do it to all, you know—we were lying there by hundreds—but we could kiss her 
shadow as it fell, and lay our heads on the pillow again, content.”  

It was a beautiful idea, and this soldier’s letter travelled round the world, Longfellow using it in 
his poem on The Lady of the Lamp. The soldiers regarded her as men regarded the saints of the 
Middle Ages.  

She stayed the winter at Scutari and made a revolution; whereas the deaths had averaged 42 in 
every hundred, they were now down to about two in every hundred. So, in the spring of 1855, she 
went to the Crimea itself to attend to the hospitals there. The Crimea surgeons objected, and 
reminded her that she was superintendent of the nursing staff in Turkey and that the Crimea was 
in Russia. But she went, nevertheless.  

In the Crimea she saw men in trenches, and she saw them there five nights out of seven, 36 
hours at a stretch, with nothing to eat but raw pork sprinkled with rum and sugar and powdered 
biscuit. They could not cook their food, because when the time came they were too tired to collect 
fuel for the fires. She set to work reforming, as she had done at Scutari; but she had done very little 
when she herself was struck down with fever. She was carried to a hut immediately behind the huts 
of the soldiers. In England the news of her illness created a sensation as profound as if we had lost 
a great battle. She was very near death, yet she managed to pull through; but she recovered, with 
her beautiful hair cut off, looking like the ghost of her former self. When she was well enough she 
was taken back to Scutari, feeble, unable to feed herself or to speak above a whisper; but she would 
not go home. She worked on until the last British soldier had left and the war was over.  

At home by this time she had become a national heroine. Hundreds of poems were written 
about her; pamphlets describing her life were sold in the streets. Her face was stamped on pottery, 
on tradesmen’s paper bags, on showmen’s booths, on notepaper in a thousand homes. Lifeboats, 
emigrant ships, children, streets, waltzes, race-horses, were named after her. She hated it all, but 
one thing pleased her—the founding of a Nightingale Fund which she was to spend as she liked.  

Great preparations were made for her home-coming. The Government wanted to send a warship 
for her, but she travelled across Europe as “Miss Smith.” Preparations were made for triumphal 
arches, for receptions by mayors and corporations, and for illuminated addresses; but she slipped 
into England as Miss Smith. She hid at the house of a friend for the night, and then, taking train in 
the afternoon, she reached home unnoticed.  

She had been away two years, and only a tinkle of thanksgiving from the bell of a little church 
on a hill marked the joyful completion of her mission.  

The Crimea was the “call” of Florence Nightingale, but it was only the beginning of her work. 
It gave her such a power as, perhaps, no other woman in the world has ever had. It set her in high 
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favour at Court and with Governments. Her 
fund realised over £40,000, and with this 
money behind her she established a training 
school for nurses and began many great 
reforms.  

She set herself to reform entirely the 
health arrangements of the Army, not only in 
time of war but of peace; for she was able to 
show that, horrible as were our civil hospital 
records, the death-rate among soldiers in 
peace-time was twice as high as among civil-
ians. She achieved her purpose. She insisted 
that the Army should be educated, that the 
men should have reading and recreation 
rooms as well as canteens, and again she had 
her way. She turned her attention to the 
workhouse system of hospital nursing and 
cleansed it of its horrors; and finally she 
assailed the entire hospital system of the 
country. She became the Lady of the Lamp 
indeed; the high priestess of light and air. She 
denounced the hospitals with boarded-up 
windows and no proper ventilation; she set 
herself in defiance of physicians who, seeing 
the beds of their patients exposed to the 
light, would have had the beds moved into 
shadow. She insisted on proper drainage and 
hygiene. She founded modern nursing, and 

all the great nursing associations and all the Red Cross societies throughout the world have 
developed from her work.  

Yet all this time Florence Nightingale was an invalid. She never recovered from the hardships 
and overwork of the Crimea. For over half a century she was a chronic sufferer, and when she 
reached home she worked so hard, day after day, year after year, at her great schemes that she 
suffered permanently from heart and nerves. She lived out of sight of the public, and very often out 
of the sight of friends; but Cabinet Ministers would go to see her, architects building new hospitals 
or barracks or schools consulted her. From all lands appeals came for her help, and she denied her 
aid to none. Her home in London was a sort of Court to which the most distinguished people in 
science and learning sought admittance. Most of her work—writing, dictating, advising—was done 
as she lay in bed or on her couch, but almost to the end she never flagged. We owe to her the sani-
tary and medical reforms of the whole British Army, as well as our modem nursing and hospital 
system; and all nations have copied from her.  

All our great soldiers and sailors, our administrators and health reformers, went to her for 
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counsel and instruction. To the end, in all that is best for the health of the individual and the nation, 
she remained a great, dominating mind. Thousands of the general public did not know, until the 
announcement of her death, that she had been still alive in their midst. She was a tradition, a 
legend, to most of us—a sainted memory. But a few knew, those who were curing the sick and 
keeping the healthy well knew that in a quiet drawing-room in London lay the noble woman who 
had gone out half a century before from such a room to become as an angel to thousands of men 
then living, and to live as an angel still in the hearts of millions then unborn. 

 

 

Statue of Florence Nightingale in Waterloo Place, 

London, England 
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Chapter 22 

 

Lord Lister 
1827-1912 A.D., England 

 
We may call him Saint Joseph, for 

the saints are not all in the Church 
calendar. There is another calendar, 
not inscribed in books but written 
imperishably in the life of humanity, 
the roll of great captains of the human 
race. 

They suffered and enriched the 
world with the fruit of their travail. So 
did he. They taught men, they led 
them, they healed them, often all 
unthanked in their own day, often 
reviled and scorned. So did he. 

Those who are of this generation 
are born to reverence the name of 
Joseph Lister, for from childhood they 
are taught that he was the greatest of 
human healers, the man who saved 
more lives than any other man who 
ever lived; and yet his discoveries, 
given without fee or reward to the 
world, were received at first with con-
tempt. Every one of us who has ever 
met with an accident which broke the 
skirt, everyone who has been through an operation calling for the use of the lancet, every child born 
into the world, owes something of its health and happiness to Joseph Lister. His story is one of the 
grand romances of the world, yet it is built up of plodding, painstaking, great-hearted courage in the 
face of disbelief. Lister made surgery safe; he revolutionised hospital and private practice; he ban-
ished pain from millions of lives.  

Antiseptic surgery, in which the whole secret lies, is modern. It has made hospitals sure sanc-
tuaries where before they were almost certain chambers of death; and one man brought about this 
marvellous transformation. He had unconscious partners, for there was his father, there was Sir 
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James Simpson, and there was Pasteur; but Joseph Lister, in all that concerns the human body, was 
the greatest of them all. He was born at Upton in Essex, where his father, a prosperous business man 
and a member of an old and gifted Quaker family, devoted his leisure to the study and development 
of the microscope. He found it a toy, experimented with it for years, and brought it to such a pitch 
of perfection that he himself made the astonishing discovery of the existence in the blood of those 
red corpuscles which are vital to life and health. 

Joseph began his education in Quaker schools, and at 17 entered University College in London, 
where, having taken his arts degree, he passed on to the hospital. Here he was first brought face to 
face with one of the great terrors of surgical science, hospital gangrene, mortification resulting from 
wounds and operations. Nobody knew the cause of it. It always had existed, and always must, men 
said. 

Lister summoned to his aid his father’s compound microscope. The same instrument that was 
to help Pasteur in his work was the staff on which the youthful Lister leaned. By its aid in searching 
poisoned wounds he reached the conclusion that the ghastly evil was due to parasites; that it was 
not inherent in the wound itself, but that it was due to an enemy from without, not from within. 
The young doctor began to be talked about as the possessor of an original, speculative mind and a 
first-class surgeon, but he had as yet done nothing remarkable enough to bring him into conflict 
with current opinion, so all was well. 

At 24 he was persuaded to pay a visit to Edinburgh, where Professor Syme had established a 
European reputation as a surgeon. Lister set out for a six-weeks course of lectures, but he stayed six 
years, found a wife in the home of his master, and eventually succeeded him in his professorial chair. 
Those were happy days for Lister. Grave and quiet as was his normal habit, he could thaw, like Lord 

Upton House where Joseph Lister grew up, by Mary Lister (his older sister) 
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Kelvin, and, like that great man, he found relaxation in music. There still lives the tradition of the 
young Quaker’s uproarious singing of Jock of Hazeldean. 

It was at Edinburgh that Lister’s long career as a teacher began, for Syme loved and admired 
him, and got him appointed as assistant surgeon and lecturer at the University. We have a brilliant 
biography of Lister by his nephew and pupil, Sir Rickman Godlee, and it may help young people of 
this age to picture the way in which the earnest student of that age worked. Here Lister tells one of 
his brothers of his plan of action in preparing his lectures. 

 

Of the 21 foolscap pages of close writing of which my introduction consisted (he says) 
three only were written on the morning of the third day. I went to bed at two on the 
morning of the fourth day, rose at four after an hour’s sleep, and got the last words written 
just in time to go off in a cab to read them. The way I manage work is by getting up early. 
I go to bed about ten and get up at 5:30, light my fire, and my coffee boils while I dress. I 
take it and a bit of bread; work for three or four hours, then off to my ten-o’clock lecture, 
when my mind is brim full of it. 

 

After four fruitful years of teaching and learning, of splendid surgical work with his father’s 
microscope, and of brilliant operations, he passed on to the position of Professor of Surgery in 
Glasgow. His fame had been already noised abroad, the tale of his work in Edinburgh was known 

on the Continent. But Glasgow cared 
nothing for all this. He found Glasgow 
hospital, like similar institutions else-
where, a den of pestilence; and his own 
special ward, in spite of all his care, was 
little better than the rest. 

Now why should hospitals, of all 
places, be seats of disease and harvest 
fields of death? An amazing thing had 
happened. Anaesthetics had newly be-
come established as an aid to surgery, 
operations had multiplied, and Death 
was winning wholesale triumphs. Before 
the time of Sir James Simpson, the work 
of the surgeon was necessarily done with 
the full consciousness of the patient, who 
had to bear the pangs of the operating 
theatre with senses undimmed and 
nerves agonized almost beyond human 
endurance. 

Simpson gave us one of the greatest 
mercies that have ever been placed at 
the service of stricken mankind, drugs 
which lull us to dreamless sleep while the 
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surgeon carries out his life-saving task. The effect was immediate and profound. Whereas operations 
had hitherto been carried out with the utmost haste to save the patient from suffering, the remotest 
organs of the body now became accessible, and maladies which had always appeared to be uncon-
querable were challenged by the skilled operator. 

But evil followed in the train of good. Dreadful disaster attended the new surgery. Blood pois-
oning, inflammation, gangrene, slow but almost certain death, waited upon the surgeon’s knife. The 
death-rate in the hospitals grew appalling. Anaesthetics fell into disrepute; surgical operations of 
the most trivial character became a source of terror. Simpson, who was heartbroken at this tragic 
turn, complained that the danger to life in the hospitals was greater than that to which our soldiers 
had been exposed at the Battle of Waterloo. 

The simplest injury which broke the skin was followed by the dreaded gangrene; operations of 
little importance brought on morification, the blood became poisoned, the flesh would not heal. 
“Burn down the hospitals!” was the cry, and Simpson joined his own voice to the chorus of terror. 
“Build only a couple of wards together out in the country and destroy them at frequent intervals,” 
he said. The homes of healing were looked upon as pest-houses.  

Lister pondered long and deeply; it seemed that he alone, of all the surgeons in the world, was 
groping forward in the darkness toward the light. He believed that infection proceeded from the air, 
that there were mysterious properties floating in the atmosphere which set up infection. He 
determined to interpose a barrier between the wound and that invisible enemy, and he painted his 
first experimental case with a coating of dilute carbolic acid, which, with the blood, formed a crust, 
kept out corruption, and effected a cure. The wound healed.  

A great step forward was made, but obviously carbolic acid could not be applied to internal 
wounds. Happily, when Lister was deepest in his study of the deadly mystery, Louis Pasteur gave to 
the world his grand discov-
ery of bacteria, tiny germs of 
life which arise from similar 
forms, turning fluids sour 
and flesh corrupt. Pasteur 
did not see the full meaning 
of his revelation; Lister did. 
He directed the new know-
ledge at once to the treat-
ment of the human body.  

With his charming mod-
esty Lister was wont to the 
end of his days to say that he 
did no more than seize upon 
Pasteur’s discovery and ap-
ply it to surgery; but Lister 
perceived the importance of 
the discovery, as somebody 
has said, because he was 

Joseph Lister spraying phenol over the wound while doctors perform an 

operation, illustration from Populär historia 2/2015 
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watching on the heights, and he was watching there alone. Now began his task of combining the 
fruits of the work of his father, of Simpson, of Pasteur, with his own. The existence of a mysterious 
enemy having been demonstrated, he sought first to sterilise the air by the employment of a spray, 
drenching the atmosphere with weak carbolic solution to destroy the living germs. The spray nearly 
choked him and a couple of his pupils, and gradually he abandoned it. He found that the air is not 
an enemy to wounds; that the flesh has great powers of resistance so long as germs have no chance 
of entering and developing in the wound. 

Day by day his methods were improved. He was creating a new practice in surgery, and had an 
unknown world of method to explore. Gradually he found that success was to be attained, not in 
sterilising the air, but in sterilising hands, instruments, towels, bandages, everything that came in 
contact with an open wound. The painting with carbolic acid disappeared with the spray. Magni-
ficent results followed. 

And yet his progress was not unchequered. This greatest surgeon of all time could not at first 
get more than a single student at his Glasgow lectures. When, in 1877, he abandoned a congenial 

Photo of Baron Lister (seated centre) in the Victoria male casualty ward,  
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position to which he had returned at Edinburgh and came to King’s College in London he pene-
trated the camp of the last and fiercest opposition to his lifesaving discoveries. If he had come with 
whips and scorpions to scourge our proud medical faculty he could not have been more bitterly 
opposed.  

It needed all his steady, tranquil courage to face the storm which his coming aroused. Rarely 
more than a dozen came to his lectures, and for years the good and famous Sir Watson Cheyne 
regularly attended himself, to add one more to the class, “because Lister used to feel the change 
from Edinburgh so acutely.”  

But the opposition to Lister was gradually defeated. His patients passed through the gravest 
operations and recovered naturally; the patients of his opponents died after protracted agony. 
London bowed at last to his authority, accepted his teaching, and Civilisation was at his feet. He 
was made a baronet in 1883, a baron in 1897, and received the Order of Merit in 1902. 

But his closing days were sad and lonely. His wife died, and he was left childless. He went to live 
at Walmer, where his strength slowly ebbed away. His horses were kept always ready in the stables 
to carry him back to London, but power came no more to this wearied giant. His work was very 
nobly and completely done, and when the end came, very quietly, very gently, upon no lips could 
those lovely words more fitly have rested, Lord, now lettest Thou Thy servant depart in peace. 

His fame has suffered no diminution; his high renown is established in the world for all time 
unless the nations of the Earth should come to forget their greatest men. 
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Chapter 23 

 

Cecil James S harp 
1859-1924 A.D., England 

 

He followed up the fading ghosts of the songs all over the country. Where ever he found one he 
took it down, and in this way he preserved for us a legacy of the melody and song of old time as 
precious as any ancient building. So the Old Songs live again.  

At 24 he went to Australia to fill an important legal appointment, but we can imagine that 
prudent relatives must have been shocked to hear that he had sacrificed a promising career for the 
mere luxury of playing the organ in 
Adelaide Cathedral. Then they heard that 
he had composed an opera. Shortly after 
came the news that he had returned to 
England to get married. For a few years he 
was employed in conducting choral soci-
eties and presiding over an Academy of 
Music.  

Then came news of a fresh departure. 
He had turned into a sort of musical tramp, 
and was wandering about country places 
asking old people to sing to him. For quite 
a moderate sum he could have heard 
Melba sing in London; why was he sitting 
with road-menders in ditches and  grannies 
in workhouse wards, listening to their thin, 
cracked voices, and writing down the 
words and tunes from their dictation? It 
was very bad for a delicate man who suf-
fered from asthma, and it was unpaid work. 
Surely Cecil Sharp was mad? But before we 
can understand his work we must under-
stand his mind.  

Cecil Sharp loved England and he 
loved music. It hurt him like a personal 
affront when he heard it said that the 
English were unmusical. In 1509 Erasmus 
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had spoken of them as being “the most 
accomplished of any people in the skill 
of music.” Why had English music 
declined since the days of Charles 
Stuart? Sharp, knowing that Bunyan 
and Milton loved music, would not 
attribute this decline to the influence 
of the Puritans.  

Other nations, as everyone knew, 
had something called folk-music, 
songs and dances, almost as old as the 
language, which had been handed 
down from father to son among the 
labouring people. No one can tell 
exactly how a folk-song is made, but it 
seems likely that hundreds of years ago 
someone started it, and that each man 
who sang it after him would leave out 
the bit he did not like or could not 
remember, and perhaps add a little bit 
of his own, till at last something so 
tuneful and simple was made that it 

was altered no more. The great composers of Russia, Germany, and Italy drew their inspiration from 
the folk-songs of their native lands, and so schools of music had grown up, each as appropriate to 
the country of its birth as the oak is to England or the cypress to Italy. The folk-music made a sort 
of soil in which the music of a genius like Beethoven could spring up like a well-nourished plant. 
The existence of this folk-music proved to Cecil Sharp that a people was musical. If England had 
no folk-music, no wild flowers, it was hopeless to expect that she would ever have a great school of 
music or garden flowers, for her soil must be barren indeed.  

Cecil Sharp set out to look for those wild flowers. He gave up all his time to wandering about 
England and making friends with the oldest, poorest people. No one else could have won their con-
fidence as he did. He had a charm which came from his sincerity. For all his learning he was as 
simple at heart as any old peasant, and as genuinely interested in crops, cattle, gardens, and rustic 
love-stories. One old countryman said of him, “He were an understan’ gentleman, he were. He had 
a powerful likin’ for them old things. I should say he were a good man, now.” That was why people 
who would not sing to anyone else because they were ashamed of their eighty-year-old voices, or 
because they were afraid their songs would be laughed at as old-fashioned, were moved to trust him 
with their treasure. 

Yes, the treasure was there. Cecil Sharp collected five thousand folk-songs. An old woman sang 
to him once in the fields where she was working, and, taking him by the lapels of his coat, said with 
glistening eyes: “Isn’t it beautiful?” Of course, all folksongs are beautiful, for no song which was 
dull and tuneless would be remembered from one generation to another. But without Cecil Sharp 

Lucy White Somerset, folk singer,  
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these beautiful songs would have perished from the Earth. Only the very oldest folk knew them, 
and by now those singers are dead. He was just in time to write down the lovely things which were 
on the brink of perishing.  

The note of English folk-music is gaiety. The Russian folk-music is sad, and the German senti-
mental, but, as Cecil Sharp discovered, the English folk-singer’s favourite theme is love in the 
springtime.  

It is natural for gay people to dance, and English country dances were the rage in European 
capitals during the 18th century, but Cecil Sharp thought all the folk-dancers left alive must be too 
old to show him the steps, and a dance is hard to describe in words. Then, one historic night at 
Headington, in Oxfordshire, he heard a chime of bells, and saw a group of men come dancing 
through the snow with bunches of ribbons and bells fastened round their knees and arms. Here was 
a Morris Team still in being! Cecil Sharp was able to collect several hundred Morris dances before 
he died.  

English folk-dances are divided into three kinds. There are the Morris and Sword dances, which 
were danced by men and probably go back to pagan days, when they were danced in the sacred oak 
grove of the Druids or before the altar of such a temple as Stonehenge. There are the Country 
Dances, which are danced by men and women together, and are so gay that, as a pretty working-
girl said, the jazzband dance seems tame after them. Old people can join in without loss of dignity, 
and it particularly pleased Cecil Sharp to see some elderly working-class mother forget all her cares 
as her feet moved to the joyous tunes of Merrie England.  

Cecil Sharp had proved that England was not an unmusical nation; but he did not stop there. 
He wanted to give folkmusic back to the people to whom it belonged, the poor people whose fore-
fathers made it, the labouring people who most needed joyous recreation. To gain this end he 
fought, wrote, taught, organised, travelled, and answered an immense number of letters every day. 
He won his cause, for today all over England children are learning their own songs, and grownups 

“Sweet Kitty” from Lucy White for Cecil Sharp in 1906 
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are beginning to practise their own dances instead of copying other people’s.  
Cecil Sharp was not the first man to discover that there was such a thing as the English folk 

Song, but he was the founder of the movement which is reviving it.  
Cecil Sharp never considered his health and comfort when he was tracking a folksong, and his 

ardent mind wore out his frail body in the end, and all too early; for Cecil Sharp died on a summer’s 
day in his sixty-fifth year. He had never in his life thought first of himself, yet he had made for him-
self a great place in the onward march of music; he gave back to the English people one of their 
most beautiful possessions, the music that grew out of the happiness of their own simple hearts. 
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Chapter 24 

 

Arthur Hopkins 
1891-1924 A.D., England 

 

To look into the life of such a man as Arthur Hopkins is to find 
greater courage for our small conflicts; it is to think again that the 
battle is worth the striving and the anguish, and to be thankful that 
we have been privileged to see such fortitude and valour, such zeal 
and faith, winning through all obstacles in a life so brief and brilliant.  

In 1914, when he was only 23, Arthur Hopkins, after having been 
refused by the Army for various reasons, sailed for Trinidad to take 
up work as a Wesleyan Missionary. Here he found that there seemed 
a special need for work among boys, and one of his first activities was 
to start a company of Scouts, a work which, under his cheery and 
keen presence, spread and grew like the proverbial wildfire.  

Not only were boys in large numbers drawn to his influence, but 
in an astonishingly short time he had won the affection of all he came 
in touch with.  

Fifteen months after he arrived in the West Indies, however, the 
course of his life was once more changed, for he applied once more 
to join the Army. The severity of the war and the incessant call for 
men gave him too much restlessness to continue his work, and in 
January 1916 he became an officer in the British West India Regi-
ment.  

“The work of transferring a company of raw black lads into effi-
cient soldiers takes some doing,” he wrote, but his knack of putting 
his whole heart happily into his job brought him the success he strove 
for. He did not, however, stay long in this station but was moved to 
Alexandria, where, as in Trinidad, there seemed little chance of his 
getting into the war. So he applied for admission to the Royal Flying 
Corps, was accepted, and was eventually sent on active service to 
Palestine, where he served in the dangerous and exacting position of 
an observer in the Jerusalem campaign. In this campaign he was 
awarded the Military Cross for conspicuous bravery in a battle lasting 
four hours, in which he directed the Artillery from his aeroplane; and 
although it was hit six times in the barrage of fire trained on him he 
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and the pilot escaped unhurt. 
 A comforting and strengthening presence he must have been to the men with whom he fought! 

In one of his letters home he says: “I have had quiet talks with men, and they all confess to the 
learning of many lessons through this experience. I guess if I live through it all I’ll be a better padre 
than I was.”  

Also what spiritual consciousness we feel this eager soldier in the great enthusiasm and power 
of his youth called forth from his companions:  

“Deep down, I think, in every man’s consciousness who has taken a really active part in the war 
there is the conviction of the truth of certain elementary principles of Faith.” 

Eventually, through several crashes, in one of which his machine was completely wrecked, and 
through many dangers and horrors of this most terrible war in history, which he “hated but wouldn’t 
have missed for worlds,” Arthur Hopkins came safely until he was pronounced unfit for active duties 
except those at the Base. After holding various posts in England, where he had been called to his 
father’s bedside, and where he married a boyhood’s friend, he received his discharge and went back 
to civilian life and fresh civilian service.  

This time he did not leave England. He worked instead in a densely populated district in 
Rochdale attached to the Wesleyan Mission there. The work was trying and difficult, especially 
after his free and adventurous activities in foreign countries, and though depression would visit him 
with its dark clouds, he would fight it down cheerfully and smilingly go his way. After a time, 
however, as is often the way with a tackled enemy, his depression became less and he settled more 
to his new life, becoming happier, and finding his chief interest in a Scout Troop.  

Here again, and at his next appointment to Newchurch in the Rosendale Valley, he captured 
all hearts by his attention to the poor and ill, and to small children. Such small acts as taking an old 
lady’s sewing machine to pieces, cleaning it, and mending it; carrying a bucket of his coal in a strike 
to another; taking each Sunday some of the family dinner to a couple living in great poverty; and 
pushing an old sweep’s handcart up a hill for him—such were the things people loved him for. His 
nature was too great to despise the humblest services.  

But mostly his heart dwelt in his duties as Scoutmaster, a thorough training for which he went 
through at Gillwell Park. In Trinidad, in Rochdale, in Newchurch, he formed and built up an enthu-
siastic troop of boys who gathered with zeal and joy about their loved and cheery head.  

Camp times arranged by him were great ones for his young friends. Sports, cooking, songs round 
camp fires at night, talks on the lovely things of Nature and the good things of God—all these made 
up the unforgettable days and evenings of the summer camp. Speaking of one such time a troop-
leader of his says:  

“The last camp fire was really the climax. The programme proceeded somewhat as usual, and 
then, just before we turned in, he made a remarkable speech in which he thanked us for our loyalty 
and help. After this he announced that he would take us all by the hand as a seal of true com-
radeship.  

“As he came round with that wonderful handshake and smile, it was with swimming eyes that 
each boy met him. Surely they were tears of joy in the happy realisation that we had found a friend, 
a pal, and a loving brother.” 

Only a forcible and selfless personality indeed could have drawn such words from a young man. 
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It was just about this time that Arthur Hopkins became ill. He had known when scouting with his 
boys that an operation was pending, but he did not mention it to them. The doctors hoped for a 
cure, but soon found that it was not to be. He asked for the truth and was told the nature of his 
disease. He had only a little while to live.  

All through his illness his Scouts visited him once or twice a week, always finding a great wel-
come. Although his friends were all in despair at the sad news, he kept light hearted, with a smile 
that hid great pain.  

One May day he wrote this to his Scouts: 
 

My dear lads,  
 

It seems that in the wisdom of God it is not intended that I should come back to you 
alive. How can I thank you all sufficiently for the constant refreshment and pleasure 
you have afforded me! You have been very loyal, and since you came to understand me 
your companionship has been wonderful. Of course, our friendship has not been 
without its price, and sometimes we have all wondered what the other fellow was up to, 
but real friendship isn’t easily achieved. Ours wasn’t, but when it did come it was fine. 
Who of us will ever forget Wray, and camp prayers, and the last morning, and the last 
campfire?  
 

And now my poor old body is dished, and we are waiting for the moment when the 
great Pathfinder sounds the call for another Scout. To die, says Peter Pan, will be an 
awfully great adventure. So it will—just like hiking into new country.  
 

I’ve come to it soon, and it’s all very mysterious, but I’m not bothered about that. The 
good Father has it all wrapped up in His purposes for me and my beloved ones, and 
what He does is right. Do you remember that once, when things were a bit shaky in the 
Troop, I told you about Sir Ernest Shackleton and the Endurance? “The thing that 
sustained me” (he said) “was the loyalty of the men.” And then I appealed to you for 
your absolute loyalty and trust. You gave it, and it’s been glorious since.  
 

Well, it’s something like that with me now. God is taking me by a way I know not, and 
never thought to walk. Before the mystery of it I am as helpless as you are; but He knows 
best, and simply asks for loyalty. I’ve given that to Him long ago, and I’m quite at peace.  
One or two things before I stop. At times like these things stand out very clearly, and I 
want to leave something with you.  
 

Nobody knows what you will all become. You may have your own dreams, but this is 
dead sure: when you come to stand where I do the things you will prize will not be the 
things many put their heart and life into; money, for instance. There will be no joy in 
that, though a certain amount is necessary, and every man should do his best for those 
dependent on him. The things you will be glad about are these, if you can look back 
without fear; a life of service to others, no matter how trivial the service may be; a life 
lived cleanly, walked by simple faith and trust. Do not bother about queer theories; just 
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trust God and help others, and then, when the end comes, you will be quite content.  
 

Learn while you have your health to thank God for His free and simple gifts. For health, 
sunshine, rain, the birds, the running streams, little children, human love, and all the 
countless things that will occur to you.  
 

These are life’s real treasures; in them any man, however poor, is passing rich.  
 

Now, my dear lads, I must stop. This is a long letter for me just now, and I must lie 
down again. You won’t forget, will you? If in you the ideals I have held and tried to live 
find a lodging, then truly I shall not die. Be assured that to the man who has lived as I 
have tried to—and often failed—death has no terrors; dear me, no. It is like going to 
sleep in camp on a stormy night—no stars, rain, and a gusty wind; then morning, and 
the storm gone. Over the trees comes up the Sun; the birds are calling; the little 
creatures of the woodland are out in the grass, and all God’s peace floods like a tide in 
at the open doorway. Yes; it’s like that. Just now it’s a bit rough, is the weather, for your 
old Scouter and pal, but before long he will quietly sleep, and when the morning comes 
I’m sure it will be full of sunshine. Won’t that be just lovely?  
 

God bless you all.  
 

Then, at the age of 33, the same number of years that his Master lived on Earth, Arthur Hopkins 
passed into the morning sunshine.  

From his seat in the clouds he had seen the British Army conquering Jerusalem; from his seat 
in those abodes where saints and heroes are he sees the glory for which our human eyes are yet too 
dim.  

The Chief Scout, in a message he sent to Arthur Hopkins as he lay dying, said that no man can 
pass through his short walk in this world without leaving his footmarks behind him, and if he knows 
that these tracks give the right line to the lads who come after he can go to his rest with great 
content. It is true, and finely said; and we may pray for nothing better than that our boys may walk 
in the tracks that Arthur Hopkins, Mr. Valiant, made. 
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