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FOREWORD 

Revival is the sovereign act of God. It breaks upon a community unannounced, and may or may not 

spread to other localities or countries; it may break out simultaneously or in sequence in a number of 
unconnected places; but whenever and wherever it comes, it carries with it, except to the wilfully blind, 

the hallmark of its divine origin. 
On the other hand it can be traced, almost invariably, to the prayers of God's people individually or 
collectively . . ."I will yet for this be enquired of" 

The history of revival seems to indicate a movement of the Spirit rising to a height of great intensity, 
and then gradually settling down to a more even tenor. This would by no means suggest that the 

movement had, to use a colloquialism, fizzled out, following a period of mere emotional excitement, 
but rather the wisdom and consideration of our heavenly Father caring all the time for His children, few 
of whom could stand for long the nervous tension experienced in the height of revival.  

It was on the wave of the 1859 Revival that George Brealey came to the Blackdowns; borne along by 
the Spirit of God, he swept through the hills like a flame of fire. Yet in his comparatively short time of 

service, only twenty-five years, the tempo was not kept up throughout, but eventually, and shall I say 
inevitably, settled down to a steadier movement. The long years since then have known their 
fluctuations, but a steady work for God emerged and has continued to this day. 

What was behind this remarkable movement of the Spirit? In the late eighteenth century there was at 
Clayhidon a very godly curate, Ellis Williams by name, caring with great fidelity for the scattered people 
of the parish. When George Brealey arrived eighty years later there was little to show for this good 

man's prayer and labour. Yet said the Lord Jesus "herein is that saying true, one soweth, and another 
reapeth". The evangelist of the Blackdown Hills liked to feel that he was reaping on the sowing of the 

Rev. Ellis Williams. 
Incidentally it may be remarked that all over the country there are little groups gathering regularly for 
prayer for revival, and one such meets on the Blackdown Hills.  

 
"Let it come. 0 Lord we pray Thee!  

Let the shower of blessing fall; 
We are waiting, we are waiting;  
Oh revive the hearts of all." 

 
In visiting many parts of the British Isles numbers of people who have read, and have been helped by 
Always Abounding, my father's biography of George Brealey, have asked if the book could not be re-

issued. Although this was not possible, and indeed may not have been advisable, as much in that book 
was out of date, the publishers, Pickering & Inglis, Ltd., freely agreed to the use of the book as a 

source of material for a larger work, and we are grateful to them for their permission. 
When we were approaching our Centenary year, Mr. Ronald White suggested that a part of the 
Centenary effort might comprise a book, embracing in digest form the story of the one hundred years 

of prayer and labour on the Blackdown Hills. My reply was the suggestion that he should write it. 
Feeling encouraged that this was the call of God to him, he set about this special service almost 

immediately; it has meant the most painstaking research, and many hours of hard work, which might 
have been taken in leisure, between his studies for the Diploma in Theology. I can vouch for its being a 
labour of love by one deeply interested in the Blackdown Hills Mission. Born and bred in the 

neighbourhood and brought up amongst us, coming on his mother's side from an old Hills family, he is 
himself a product of the Gospel which he first learned in his own home, in the Sunday School at 

Clayhidon and at other meetings there, and at Bolham where he was born. An indefatigable leader of 
our Youth Club, he has brought to us the vision and freshness of youth. 
So the generations come and go; each individual serves his own generation and falls on sleep, yet all 



awaiting the moment of the Lord's Return when His victory over death will be manifested in the 
resurrection of the dead in Christ and the rapture of the living saints to meet Him in the air and be with 

Him for evermore. 
As one who has served the Lord on the hills for over half a century, and for well over forty years in a 

full-time capacity, I am better able than some to stand back and take an outwardly comprehensive 
view of the work of the Mission during that time. I look over the congregations in the various halls 
stationed over the hills and note that hardly any of the old ones of several decades ago remain, few of 

the present members were even born when I first knew those centres of activity, a new generation has 
arisen; I know that most of them have been converted one by one in a quiet stream of blessing, and I 
know the stories of some of them; some are quite spectacular, some quite ordinary as we view things, 

but there they are, and when I am tempted to feel discouraged I take another look and see what God 
has done, yes, and is still doing, so I thank Him and take courage again. 

I heartily commend this unpretentious work to the reading public, with the prayer that God, in His 
grace, may bless it as He did the former volume published seventy-five years ago. 

Elm Close, Clayhidon, Devon. DOUGLAS W. BREALEY 



PREFACE 

I had the privilege of being born on the Blackdown. Hills. One of my earliest memories is of leaving the 

long, flint-built farmhouse at one o'clock every Sunday, and walking over two miles to Sunday School 
with my three sisters. It must have been earlier than that, in days when the rings of curls on my head 

sheltered unused memory-producing faculties, that I was, all unknowingly, first introduced to the work 
of the Blackdown Hills Mission. 
Since then it has had a profound effect on my life. When I was at boarding-school in Exeter I used to 

look forward to the holidays as being a time when I could attend meetings and obtain spiritual 
refreshment. During days at University it was a continual source of encouragement to know that there 

were those at home on the Hills who prayed for me. In the years since then it has been a privilege to 
pray and work with the Mission, when I am at home. 
On first reading Always Abounding, the life-story of George Brealey, I was thrilled by the record of 

God's working on the Blackdown Hills. Centenary Year seemed a good time to recount that story again 
and to add additional material. This task would have been impossible without the help of my mother 

and a great many friends on the Hills and elsewhere who have willingly given me information and 
memories. I say a sincere `Thank you' to all. Chief among them is Mr. Douglas Brealey whose own 
experiences of a life-time of work here, and detailed knowledge of the Mission's history, have been a 

main source of material. He has made many corrections of the manuscript. While writing the book I 
have been living with my sister, Olive, and her husband. Leslie has kindly read the manuscript and 
suggested many improvements. They have both tolerated many late night noises very patiently! Mr. J. 

J. Rose gave me access to George Miller's Reports of the Scriptural Knowledge Institution. Mr. I. I. 
Jeffries, the Clerk to the Clayhidon Parish Council, produced numerous books and documents for me 

and also allowed inc to read the old newspapers filed in the Museum of the Somerset Archaeological 
and Natural History Society, of which he is the Secretary. I am still not sure what a publisher's work 
usually involves, but Mr. Howard Mudditt has, since the day he graciously looked at some scribbled 

pages, continually helped and encouraged inc with his invigorating advice. 
I am grateful to copyright owners for permission to use their material. 

R.H.W. 



SIGNIFICANT DATES IN THE PROGRESS OF  
THE BLACKDOWN HILLS MISSION 

  

1863. George Brealey moved with his family to the Blackdown Hills. 

1864. Browndown Chapel opened.  

  Day School established there; later moved to Bishopswood. 
1886. Clayhidon Chapel opened. 

1865. Charlotte Hanbury, with her family, moved to The Firs. 
 Bolham Chapel re-opened by Blackdown Hills Mission (built 1831). 
Sheldon Chapel built. Day and Sunday Schools established there in 1869. 

1870. Schools opened at Clayhidon. Walter Brealey as Headmaster. 

1874. Bishopswood Chapel built. 

New infant school built at Clayhidon. 

1875. Sunnyside built. 

1888. George Brealey died. 

1891. The Lamb Chapel partially supported by Blackdown Hills Mission (built 1820). 

1893. Senior School at Clayhidon closed. 

1894. Browndown Chapel purchased by Blackdown Hills Mission. 

1897. Infant School at Clayhidon closed. 

Walter Brealey, with his family, moved to Clevedon.  

1898. Bishopswood Mission House opened. 

 1904. New chapel at Stapley opened. 

1914. Walter Brealey returned from Clevedon. 

 1916. Walter Brealey died. 

 1920. Douglas Brealey returned to Blackdown Hills. 

1939-45. Browndown Chapel used as a rest room for soldiers and airmen. 
 1946. Blackdown Hills Witness Team formed. 

 1947. Bishopswood School closed. 1955, 7 & 8. Broadcast Services. 

 1963. Centenary Year.  

 



Chapter 1 - Fit for the Kingdom 

... IN THE NAME OF THE FATHER AND of the Son and of the Holy Ghost." A quiet splash, while a few 

hundred spectators held their breath, bore its own testimony to the fact that another stone from the 
Blackdown Hills had been cemented into the Kingdom of God. Hands reached down, down over the 

shallow bank to help the man out. He stumbled on the bed of the barely ten-foot-wide river, wiped the 
water from his face with the back of his hand, partially slipped to the edge and rested his knees 
against the dark earth. The waiting hands took over. 

 
It had been one of the strangest sights in the valley for many a day. Normally the cows ate their way 

slowly around the meadows, or lay and chewed the cud. Occasionally on a hot summer day some 
children would slip away from their parents, rush to the water's edge, remove their heavy black boots 
and paddle. They tried to catch a few minnows in an earthenware pot. But normally the small fish 

would be left to play peacefully among the orangey-brown stones, interrupted only occasionally by the 
quick movement of a brown trout. 

The rushes grew as closely as they dared to the water's edge. The small alders and willows hung their 
branches over the stream. Untidy bushes, with small pieces of debris hanging in them, left by the flood 
of the previous winter, they seemed to enjoy trailing their lower twigs in the water. The grass grew 

unkempt in their shade, competing with pink campion, thistles, ragged robin and the remains of the 
spring daffodils. Further back the field stretched for some fifty yards across short shoots of cropped 
grass, studded with clover and buttercups, to the low hedge. This was partly of hawthorn, and from it 

came the sound of busy flies, giving a background hum to the superb setting which nature had 
provided for the occasion. A blackbird flew down and made a long trip along the top of the bank, while 

hedge-sparrows bobbed in and out among the thorns. Robins competed in song from neighbouring ash 
and oak trees, situated at intervals along the hedge. 
On the other side was the cart-track which wound its way down the valley. It had two stony edges and 

its rough centre gave evidence of continued use by horse-drawn vehicles. Several were drawn in to the 
side now and the drivers' reins hung listless, whilst the horse, tied to the nearest hazel, tried to look 

out from behind its blinkers to see why so many had gathered at this isolated spot. 
The sides of the valley rose with moderate steepness on each side for some 300 ft. The arbitrary 
hedges marked off a patchwork of untidy fields. These were small and surrounded by many trees. 

Indeed, to the casual observer, the trees seemed to be of greater importance than the fields — 
certainly they were more noticeable. As the hills levelled out at about 750 ft. the beech trees, growing 
on the thinner soil, formed an edge to the common ground. Amidst the bracken and heather of the hill-

tops the wiry grass gave food for a few yearlings and sheep. Over there the turf had been removed for 
use as a fuel, cut by the poor parishioners; hoisting it up on their backs they would make their way 

down across the ferns — keeping a wary eye open for adders — down to their more sheltered houses. 
It was pleasant on the hilltops when the summer sun warmed the bracken and gorse and the smell of 
honeysuckle hung in the air, but when the cold winter winds swept across with a force strong enough 

to lift the thatch on the hay ricks, they were glad that their houses were lower down. 
But no one cut turf today. Nobody bothered if the sheep strayed. The milking could start late. This 

amazing spectacle down by the river was one not to be missed. Children jostled to the front and stood 
hesitatingly, quietly. No one noticed that with only the slightest push Samuel might hit the water - no 
one noticed that mother had forgotten to tie her black, plumed hat under her chin - no one noticed 

that father had put his on backwards as if he was going out to milk the cows. All eyes were on the man 
with the long white beard who stood with the water lapping around his knees. He started to explain 

why he was there. A well-known figure, his words had a curious ring on the ears of those gathered. 
"You all knows me. You all knows that I be a vile old man, but you dunno 'alf of me sins. I be seventy-



four years old in sin, but, thanks be to God, Jesus 'ath paid it all. 'E've borne all me sins away; His 
blood 'ath blotted 'em all out of the book and I be yer to tell 'ee what the Lord 'ath done for me soul. 

Come to Jesus as I 'ave and you too will git pardon. I 'opes to live a little bit longer, that I might show 
'ee what 'tis to be a Christian." 

Thus he publicly acknowledged his repentance towards God and his faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. His 
sorrow for sin was deep and he lamented over past waywardness till the day of his death. But in the 
last few months of his life, following his public confession, he was able to demonstrate that "if any man 

be in Christ, he is a new creature." 
A seasoned man, he had fought in many of his country's battles and in nearly every engagement under 
the Duke of Wellington in Spain. Skilled in physical warfare it was not until his old age that he woke up 

to lament his guilt and enlist in the spiritual battle for Christ against sin. The temptation to go quietly to 
his grave in his new-found peace of heart, without sharing it with any one, must have been strong. But 

he must declare the salvation that was now his - others must know - and the congregation gathered 
for this unusual sermon marvelled that such a change was possible in a cottager. 
For the most part they were ignorant of spiritual matters. When asked if they had heard of a soul some 

glanced at their boots and looked awkward; others asked what it was, while others said they had 
'never seen one'. The question "Who was Jesus Christ?" would bring the same response. The parish 

church was attended by few, being visited only for christenings, funerals and weddings. Ignorance 
reigned supreme and superstition and vice could find an easy entrance. 
How then could this old warrior stand up and testify to what Jesus had done in his life? Who was the 

bringer of light and the bearer of the good news for him? 
Beside him in the river stood a man who had only recently come to the neighbourhood. He was of 

middle height, square-shouldered and broad-chested, and he carried himself erect. His eyes, piercing 
and clear, penetrated each individual in the crowd. He could read a man through with those eyes. He 
captured the attention and held it so that some who came to scoff had to silence their tongues under 

the power of his penetrating gaze. He read their minds, sifted their thoughts and sympathized with 
their situations. He singled out an old woman who was leaning on her stick, nearly bent double with 
age. Would she hear of Christ before death came? He saw a man with a hard and scarred face which 

told its own story of debauchery and crime. Would he humbly weep for his sins at the feet of Jesus? 
Nor did the child escape his notice who stood pale, near her mother's black skirt. His eyes misted 

momentarily as he observed her ragged dress and wan expression. Probably there was little food to 
spare in her family and she had no chance of going to school. Would she ever hear the words of Jesus, 
"Suffer the children to come unto me and forbid them not, for of such is the kingdom of heaven"? 

His presence gave confidence to his new-born fellow-Christians. The old soldier beside him had first 
heard the Gospel through the preaching of this man who was to have such a profound effect on this 

neighbourhood as he laboured with God. His name was soon to become a household word - George 
Brealey. Many already knew him, he had visited their hovels, bringing food for their bodies and Living 
Bread for their hungry souls. Others had heard of him and of the dynamic message he preached of 

"Mercy for the chief of sinners." That was why they had left their cottages and farms and come to this 
spot on a summer afternoon. Was it true that people were going to be dipped in the water? Was it true 
that Jesus was altering men's lives? 

The aging pensioner had finished his brief message. Now was the time for action. Thomas Bishop, who 
was doing the baptizing, stretched out one of his hands and took a handful of the old man's shirt just 

under the back collar stud. With the other he grasped his clasped hands. 
. . . . on your own confession of faith I baptize you in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 
Holy Ghost." 

It was with a light heart that George Brealey strode up towards the house where he was staying at the 
top of the hill. It had been worth it. This was the first public baptism since his arrival. How good God 



had been to him. How it cheered his heart to see one after another acknowledge Jesus Christ as 
Saviour and Lord. Should he not sing aloud and praise God for the way by which He had led him? The 

steep slope of the track was forgotten, the sunset remained unnoticed. God was at work. The Holy 
Spirit had constrained the hearts of heathen on the Blackdown Hills to look at Calvary and see that the 

purpose and effects of the death of Christ there had included the dwellers this remote corner of the 
English countryside. He mused on the purposes of the Almighty. How precious in God's sight was the 
soul of the old man baptized today. 

Instead of walking up a cart-track on the Blackdown Hills at this moment, he might have been in 
Demerara. Filled with a passionate zeal for souls, he had responded to an appeal for servants of Christ 
to go to the West Indies. There had been several interviews. In view of his notable service for God in 

the streets and slums of Exeter he was considered as a man of the right spiritual calibre. Many advised 
him to go. His wife was now willing to make the sacrifice of leaving her home-land together with their 

three children. One of his later interviews was with George Müller of Bristol. Müller was not convinced 
that it was the will of God for him to go. This extraordinary man of prayer  -  perhaps not so much an 
extraordinary man, as one who had accepted in faith the ordinary teaching on prayer and 

demonstrated its unaccountable effects  -  was well able to provide him with sufficient funds for the 
whole family to go to Demerara. But because of his uncertainty he only gave him part - although a 

large part — of the necessary fare. This was done in the belief that if God wanted the family to leave 
He would provide the extra money required. The sailing date drew near. 
George Brealey mused on his own lack of assurance as he had posted the letter to the captain of the 

ship. 
Was the captain prepared to take the passengers at a reduced rate? The berths had already been 

reserved. While waiting for a reply he had accepted an invitation to pay a farewell visit to friends in 
Wellington. Still waiting on God in prayer, he returned to his home city, Exeter, only to find that the 
captain had refused to cut his fare and that the boat had already sailed. So God wanted him here in 

England! Then perhaps, after all, he could fulfil the request that had been made to him a few days 
previously. 
For while staying at Wellington he had received an invitation to preach in a district about four miles to 

the South. Passing by the monument to the Iron Duke, which stands on one of the highest points of 
the Hills, he arrived at Clayhidon. The people were eager to hear him. Tools were dropped and tasks 

forgotten as many crowded into a thatched cottage to hear God's plan of redemption explained. 
"Stay yer and help us — preach the Gospel for us, wonn'e maister?" 
A smile lifted at the corner of his lips as he remembered explaining that he was on the way to 

Demerara to preach to black people and therefore he could not stay. 
"You've made a mistake, maister." 

He saw the old woman now — her grey hair swept tightly back from her anxious face, pulling at the 
edges of her apron made from an old sack, her pleading eyes ... 
"You've made a mistake, maister; we be the blacks, we've got black hearts." 

The old lady had been right. Hearts were black, houses were dirty, crime was common. Yet he was 
grateful to be selected by God as the missionary for this needy district. He was thankful that the 
response to the message of the Bible was exceeding even his most daring prayer. The Holy Spirit was 

sweeping with devastating force across the hills. Hearts were broken, to be healed by the Prince of 
Peace — sinners cried aloud for mercy to have their sorrow met by the joy of Christ. Scoffers were 

confounded or converted. 
Even his own mind was confounded by the suddenness of the response as he paused on the hill today 
and asked that all the glory for this work might go to God and not to man. 

He felt free today, and ready to tackle great tasks for his Lord. Strange that he should feel this way. 
His financial backing had been partly withdrawn. Hearing of his desire to preach on the Hills a group of 



Christians had given him assurance that he need not worry about the necessities of life. They would 
provide. He preached. They paid. He preached the whole truth of God as he saw it written in the Bible, 

which was his guide, and his final authority. He saw that the baptizing of converts and their gathering 
together to remember their Risen Lord with bread and wine was clearly taught. His converts also 

discovered this and after a few months a group of them came to his house one Sunday afternoon and 
asked why they weren't baptized and why they didn't eat the Lord's Supper. 
He simply replied, "If you believe the Lord would have you show forth the Lord's death in the breaking 

of bread on the first day of the week, you must do so to Him, and if it is done to Him, He will be with 
you, whoever else may be." 
The Sunday after their baptism George Brealey came to the little room and found a bottle of wine and 

a cup; a plate and a loaf. This was certainly something new. 
His supporters were a bit taken aback. They were prepared to support an evangelist who declared 

salvation through the shed blood of Christ, but they were not so ready to support a Church-founder - 
particularly as the Church did not conform to practices with which they were familiar. They threatened 
to stop paying. He had felt constrained to go on - and this he did. Now he was not dependent on any 

one's money. Now he need please only his Father in heaven. What a luxury! 
He remembered writing in his diary, "I believed in His love to provide. My heart was full of Christ, and I 

was like a well of water, and I had some for everyone I met. I was like Israel at the Red Sea: 'they 
believed His words, they sang His praise'." Would he forget His words, as Israel had done, he 
wondered? Would he falter and fall short? Away, doubts of Satan! God would honour his dependence 

on Him alone. "My God shall supply all your needs", and this meant all. 
He thought again of the afternoon's happenings, and a new confidence filled his soul. His son asked 

him why he was being so quiet. He'd almost forgotten that the children were with him... 
We do not know who first invited George Brealey to preach on the Blackdown Hills. Whoever it was 
must have had a God-given concern for the mainly poor inhabitants of those parts. 

We do know that others had laboured faithfully on the hills before. Some eighty years prior to George 
Brealey's arrival the Rev. Ellis Williams had given unreservedly of his time. This godly curate was 
responsible for three parishes and was supported by the famous Rev. John Newton of Woolnoth. Ellis 

Williams wrote to him in 1787: 
 

"The place where I live is called Clay-Hydon, in the county of Devon and diocese of Exeter. The 
gospel was strange to the people when I first came among them and for a time I met with little 
success. At length some seemed under conviction, and I asked them into my house, for the better 

opportunity of conversing with them. They remained for family prayer. Presently it was noised 
abroad that the parson had prayer in his house morning and evening, and that without any book, 

and that all were welcome to come. Many did so, especially on Sunday evenings and thus there 
came about a great revival in the place. Opposition arose, as a matter of course, but soon 
subsided, and enemies became friends." 

 
With the untimely death of Ellis Williams at an early age another spiritual dearth settled over the 
parish. 

The Baptists had built a chapel at Bolham in 1831, but as far as records show this had to be closed 
about thirty years later. Such was the unconcern of the parishioners as God awaited His time to work. 

Among those who continued to support George Brealey must be mentioned the Fox family of 
Wellington and the Hanburys. All these were interested in the spiritual, physical and mental welfare of 
the inhabitants of this outlying district. 

They would all have been glad to see men and women witnessing to faith in Christ. The scene 
described in this chapter has been often repeated in principle if not in detail. Even for some time after 



the chapel was built the river was still used for baptisms. 
One day, as George Brealey stood by the river with the congregation around him, a man approached 

brandishing a knife. I‘ll rip thee up", was his unambiguous and grimly-spoken intention. 
"You wouldn't dare to, I'm a servant of God," was George Brealey's calm reply. 

He didn't dare. Hearts that had cried in prayer a minute before were lifted in praise as the crisis 
passed. 
It was to take more than threats with bits of metal to stop the Holy Spirit of God continuing His work in 

the hearts of men and women on the Blackdown Hills. 



Chapter 2 - A Brand out of the Burning 
―George, there aren‘t any more potatoes, you know. You do eat a lot for a tiny chap, I fancy." His 

mother would have liked to give him some more, but there really were none available. Hardship and 
shortage of food often knocked at the door of the house in North Tawton where George Brealey was 

born. 
It was on September 4th, 1823, that John and Susan Brealey welcomed their son, George, into the 
world. 

North Tawton is situated on the northern edge of the bleak Dartmoor hills. Even in those early days it 
could boast of streets - Fore Street and High Street - and those that branched off in various directions - 

Exeter Street, Barton Street and Lake Way. Mill Lane led to the River Taw which flowed through the 
town from its source on Dartmoor and slowly made its way out to Bideford Bay. 
Market day came to the town every week and with it came the farmers' families, who arrived carrying 

panniers ready to spill over with butter, eggs, cheeses and prosperous-looking vegetables. These were 
piled up with plucked poultry, crockery, earthenware pots and pans; all casually displayed in a jumbled 

heap on the pitching. Here young George loved to go in boyhood days and watch the excitement. 
Turkeys gobbled, housewives bargained, dogs investigated and old men gaped amidst the general 
confusion. Perhaps a loose frog or two would add to it. George's hand followed his mind and he 

reached in his pocket ... . 
Although a market town, North Tawton also had a blanket and serge mill, the pillar of the town's trade. 
It was here that John Brealey was able to get a job while others were forced to remain out of work. 

Sometimes his working week was short, but he did his best to provide for the needs of the family. An 
original man, coming from a hardy, long-lived family, he was exceptionally muscular and has been 

described as clear-headed, stout-hearted and 'flat-footed', i.e., he said what he meant and meant what 
he said. He was possessed of a strong will, a dogged determination and great force of character. His 
son was later to resemble him in many ways. 

Mrs. Brealey was of Scottish origin; shrewd, conscientious, or sound commonsense and judgement, 
and thoroughly practical. She probably had more influence on George than his father. Whereas the 

father, who had a kind heart, would drive by sternness, she sought to understand and persuade by 
love, although of equally decided principle. Both of them cared for the spiritual welfare of their boy. 
George's father was a well-known preacher who might walk as far as Okehampton to deliver a sermon. 

From the day of his birth his mother desired that George might grow in knowledge and love of God, 
although at this time she was probably not a true Christian herself. She was converted when George 
was about five. After that she often prayed that her son would be brought up to live a life pleasing to 

the Lord. He who 'heareth the cry of the humble and despiseth not their prayer' was pleased to answer 
her in due time. 

George Brealey found himself in many different situations before coming to the Blackdown Hills. 
Sometimes unpleasant, even dangerous, they were necessary steps in the training of God's messenger. 
 

First at his mother's knee. The tea has been cleared away, the stone hot-water bottle put in the iron-
framed cot and in the yellow light of the oil lamp he learns of Jesus and his love. 

"Jesus died for sinners." 
George was concerned. God was there in the room with him and he felt his sin. Little knees rested on 
the rag matting as he cried inwardly to God for a new heart. 

But at that time it seems that no-one expected children to be converted. So it was that his childhood 
passed with a growing sense of his own sin and only a head-knowledge of the redeeming work of 

Christ. If someone had been able to take hint the whole way he may have earlier learnt to trust the 
God he was afterwards to serve so effectively. As it was he met with the other boys of the small town 



and they talked and acted as groups of boys always have. George was unable to stand against their 
poisonous words and acts of childhood folly. He had no inner Strength and so he went with the crowd. 

 
It was Anniversary Day in the little Independent Chapel where George went with his parents. Always 

an event to be looked forward to, there was a special air of excitement that day. 
...Therefore doth my Father love me, because I lay down my life, that I might take it again. No man 
taketh it from me .... but I lay it down of myself. . . . I have power to lay it down, and I have power to 

take it again ... this ... commandment have I received of my Father ... ". 
The young lad attempting to recite, could get no further. He was to be sympathized with when it is 
realized that he was trying to recite not just the tenth chapter, but the whole of St. John's Gospel. A 

prize was being offered to any child who could, on this occasion, repeat the whole of the fourth gospel. 
Another Sunday School scholar took his place. After a few words of encouragement from the 

Superintendent he began. "In the beginning was the Word ..." His voice was clear throughout the 
whole chapel. The clock on the wall ticked loudly and long. 
"Now try chapter fourteen, please," said the Superintendent.  

"I am the way, the truth and the life ..." 
The congregation was astonished. With a few stumbles and an occasional prompt the boy reached that 

grand verse which gave the explanation for the recitation. "... these are written that ye might believe 
that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing ye might have life through his name." He 
might have stopped there but he went on for the remaining twenty five verses. The Sunday calm of the 

chapel was shattered by a burst of applause and an almost theatrical ovation. 
The boy was only nine years of age and the youngest of ten competitors. The Superintendent handed 

to George Brealey a copy of the Holy Bible. It was a hard-won prize, but he was never to regret storing 
the words of life in his memory. After this a quiet hedgerow would often witness George reading his 
coveted prize, while tears flowed as the words pierced him. His heart burned to preach to others the 

eternal truths which he was gleaning for himself. 
 
"You'll never do it that way, son. Let's have it." 

Shoemaking had its difficult corners. It wasn't that George was slow to learn. Rather his uncle, to 
whom he was apprenticed, was of short patience and had a foul tongue. 

"Ther‘ thee art. Now you git thik done for Mr. Davey - and mind you makes a good job o' it. I be goin' 
to open up." 
George sighed as his master's steps retreated across the stone floor. He heard the bolts being drawn 

back. Soon the locals were arriving. 
"Evenin'. Same as usual please." 

"How be 'ee doin' then, Bill?" 
"Yer, have 'ee heard how Mrs. Watkins is?" 
Snatches of conversation drifted through the door of the workshop and the smell of pipe and beer 

mingled with that of the leather. George's master always said that the pub he kept paid better than the 
shoemaking business. 
Then why should he, a fellow of 16, sit here and slog his guts out all day? He was fed up. He waited 

for the clock to move slowly round to the time when he could leave work. His body was bursting for 
exercise. He'd meet the lads down the road. He was thirsty too. As soon as he was old enough he'd go 

in and down a pint with the best of 'em. And if old Bill teased him any more tonight about being a 
`Methody' he'd leather him good and proper. He'd show 'em who was boss. 
The unwholesome influence of his surroundings had a telling effect on George Brealey's development. 

The kind and tender-hearted boy became a prodigal youth. Words from the Bible were replaced by 
swear-words. Thoughts were unwholesome and every opportunity for a brawl was quickly taken. 



Yet did he not have traits in his character developed then which would be later used in God's service? 
It is interesting to ask to what extent God trains his servants prior to their conversion, and how much 

of their wild life is a waste of time. Should Augustine, John Newton, George Miller and George Brealey 
all have been angels from their birth? 

"Won't you come to the meeting with us, George?" his mother appealed. 
"No, you can keep your - meeting - even if it is Anniversary Services." 
"You'll not say such things in my house, boy. Now get on your coat and come with us — and hurry up." 

Neither his mother's earnest pleading nor his father's sternness persuaded George to go with them. 
They were off into Exeter as they now lived quite near and often spent the whole of Sunday in the city, 
so as not to miss any of the services. George was staying at home with them while recovering from an 

illness. 
Feeling discontented after his parents had left he went outside. He felt bottled up - tormented in mind. 

The more he walked the more his inner frenzy grew. Life seemed like a thundercloud and everything 
around him as pointless obstruction. Why did they make hedges? He went through them. Why bother 
about using bridges? He went through the water. On the young man rushed, uncertain of his 

destination and becoming increasingly uncertain of himself. 
The teaching of earlier days came back to his mind. Perhaps he should turn back to God - perhaps it 

was too late - oh, to hell with it! 
Jumping down into the road he came face to face with some of his old friends. They laughed at his 
torn Sunday clothes - scoffed at the dishevelled young 'Methody'. This was too much for George, 

whose brain was already filled with Satanic thoughts, so he promptly gave two of them a good beating 
up. In doing so he injured his arm. Then, in order to show them that he was no `Methody' he took 

them along to the nearest pub. 
Inside it was brown and musty. It captured the presence of many with nothing better to do. So the 
hours of the afternoon of Whit Sunday, 1841, passed slowly by. 

The beer flowed; the bar was warm; the company was comforting. Cards came out — money too. Hob-
nailed boots stamped protestingly on the stone floor as the fair-haired youth parted with his cash. 
Into this den of vice suddenly stepped a most unexpected person. Heads turned; conversation ceased. 

Silhouetted at the door was a small woman, with a handkerchief in her hand. The shaft of brilliant 
sunlight lit her Sunday dress and bonnet and reflected on to her suffering face. It was George Brealey's 

mother. 
"Oh, my son, it grieves me more than I can say to see you here." She broke down. No one offered her 
a chair. This was no place for weeping women. But she had a place in the heart of her son. He rose 

and went towards her. 
"So you're going to turn `Methody' again, are you jeered one of his companions. 

"Will you go to hell for me?" he answered. 
No reply. 
"I'll never come into this foul place or gamble with you again. I'm finished!" 

As he led his mother out into the lovely June sunshine a chink of light pierced the darkness of his own 
heart. It brought sorrow for sin, as it had done before, but it also carried with it a peace which the 
world could not give and a brightness which he was soon to reflect. 

 
His evangelism was no less aggressive than his activities immediately prior to his conversion. The first 

characters to feel the effect of his transformation were two who had recently been with him in sin. 
These mates of his decided to knock the stuffing out of this deserter from their ranks. They waited 
against a wall one Sunday morning. 

Suddenly there was a jump and two strong hands held a shoulder apiece. Nor was there any wriggling 
out of their iron grip. The attacker was George Brealey. Noticing his recent associates hanging around 



by the wall he had guessed their plan and had decided to do the surprising himself. Crossing a field, he 
had crept up behind them and now had two of them at his mercy. The others had fled and these two 

would have, if they had not been so shocked. 
"What an opportunity for personal evangelism," thought George. 

The early teaching he had received was now becoming a reality to him and he was able to give a full 
presentation of the Gospel. Gradually his grip released, but his words held them as he declared sin and 
judgment, grace and mercy. Cowed in spirit and troubled in conscience the two toughs of the neigh-

bourhood eventually got away and joined their companions. They had quite a lot to talk about - and 
think about - that day. 
So the victory was won in a sphere where Satan had tried to convince the convert that there would be 

trouble - in the giving up of his old associates. As long as he considered his sin and inability to resist 
temptation there was depression, but when the Spirit of God filled his life and took control he could not 

do other than speak for his new-found Lord and Master. As he said afterwards the trouble was not how 
to give them up: the problem was being able to make contact with them at all. How true are those 
revolutionary words "If any man be in Christ he is a new creature. Old things are passed away, behold 

all things are become new." 
As far as is known all five of his would-be attackers on that Sunday morning later became Christians. 

So also did his uncle to whom he had been apprenticed. This fact brought the greatest joy to George 
Brealey, as it was a result of his own visits and prayers that the old man of eighty-two heard the gospel 
and accepted Christ. 

 
Rain, rain and more rain. Just on top of a really hot summer. Anxious villagers watched the River Taw 

rise higher and higher. The hills of Dartmoor were receiving a deluge in a terrific thunderstorm. 
Faggots of wood were wrapped in sacking and weighted down with stones in an attempt to provide a 
temporary flood-barrier for the houses which stood near the banks. Already a stream of water was 

coming down Mill Lane. Even while the occupants of the factory cottages watched from their doorways 
and front gardens the level rose and the river merged with the road to become a raging torrent of 
frothing, mustard-coloured water, carrying everything movable before it. 

"Look!" 
An unidentified object was being carried down the river. "'Tis a cow or summat, idn't it?" 
"Looks more like a body to me." 
The small crowd which had gathered came as near to the water's edge as concern for their own safety 
would allow.  
"Yer, Fred, 'tis your Liza idn't it?" 
"Oh, let her go, I ban't gonna bother to save th'old thing." Such was the feeling of a near neighbour of 
the Brealeys for his wife, as she floated down the stream, drunk. 
But George wasn't prepared to let her go. There was no time to work out the value to God of one soul 
- no time to consider the danger to his own life. Before he, or any of the bystanders had time to think 
he was in the flood, struggling against the torrent to reach the body that was held afloat only by the air 
trapped in the skirts of her long clothes. He managed to grasp an arm. The dead weight of the 
apparently unconscious woman might have carried them both down to the mill-wheel. Leaning strongly 
against the current, which threatened by its very fierceness to topple him over, he floundered across 
the river. After what seemed an eternity he found himself on the opposite bank. Liza was landed - 
sober. 
The saving of her life had its effect spiritually. Many villages have low women, but Liza was an epitome 
of them all. She was particularly vicious against her neighbouring Christians. George had often received 
the edge of her lashing tongue. Now she had to thank him. She meant her expressed gratitude and 
even began to respect the young Christian. Eventually she, too, became a follower of Christ. 
The young `Methody' was gaining the admiration of many people. More important, he felt, was the fact 



that he was beginning to understand the ways of the working of the Almighty. Like all other Christians 
he had much to learn and God could not show him the whole compass of His plans and purposes in a 

moment. A knowledge of the vileness of sin, and what it cost Jesus Christ to redeem him, slowly gave 
him more hatred for the one and more love for the other. Many more lessons were learnt from the 

precious prize-book. So in the experience of life George Brealey was being educated to experience life 
with God. 
 

The wedding took place in 1844. Susan Gibbings, the daughter of a local farmer, and a godly young 
woman, was united with George Brealey. Henceforth their sorrows and joys would be the concern of 
each other as well as of their Heavenly Father. 

With great interest it was discovered that they had both been baptized in Exeter on the same day, 
though at the time they were unknown to each other. 
They set up housekeeping in Exeter, the husband continuing with his trade of shoemaking. The days 
passed uneventfully — apart from the minor adjustments which newly-weds have to make. Every 
Sunday they were faithful in attendance at worship and gospel meetings. They settled down. "Settled 
down." Has any phrase meant more in terms of hours wasted and opportunities lost for the cause of 
Christ? They lived ordinary Christian lives. But is any Christian meant to live an ordinary, natural life? Is 
he not born again to an extraordinary life and to know a supernatural power? 
The flame in his life did not go out completely, and there were sometimes flickers of a desire for 
greater usefulness in the Kingdom of Heaven. George Brealey joined with others in requesting a Young 

Men's Prayer Meeting on Sunday. This proposal was turned down by those in the local church who 
should have known better. 

So the flax smouldered. George Brealey had entered the ranks of the Christian Church, but he had yet 
to meet Satan in the battlefield. His beliefs were sure and Bible-grounded but he had yet to defend 
them in the debating-halls of the world. He was enrolled as a servant of God but he had yet much to 

learn about the essential nature of following His Lord. The God-given theory of the Christian life had to 
become practice. 

 



 



 
 

 
This barren period in his life is no doubt partly accounted by the Christian circle in which he moved. 

From the standpoint of the Church there had been a two-fold blessing. Thousands a souls throughout 
the country had been converted. Hundreds of Christians joined in simple love for their Lord, drawn 
together by the one magnetic influence of Jesus risen. Waiting for the Lord's return, they met in the 

simple and delightful fellowship of the Holy Spirit. In opposition Satan did not marshal a group of non-
Christian adversaries. He used the influence of Christians who were once active for Christ but whose 
hands were tired, and whose heads were full of trivialities. The consequent divisions of the Christian 

community became a sneer and a reproach externally. Internally a concentration of 'principles' and 
'prophecy' resulted in a disunity which was a serious threat to genuine spiritual fellowship in Christ. 

George Brealey was not exempt from this. In the words of his own journal: "Well do I remember, one 
day, being set upon by some professing Christians who were holding up the unhappy divisions of 
certain believers as a proof that the principles were not good, and sought to turn my soul from God. 

But I remembered that my faith did not stand in the wisdom of men but in the power of God, and 
though all else should fail, yet God or His Word could not. I was thus cast upon God, away from men; 

and I was preserved, but both those who had sought to entangle me went on, one became an open 
drunkard while the other became an infidel, openly avowing that though he once believed, he now had 
cast it away as utterly unworthy his credit; and thus by their fall was I made to cling fast to the Word 

of Him that cannot lie and so by His grace, 'escaped as a bird out of the snare of the fowler'." 
 

"Now look carefully at the disc." Susan concentrated all her attention on the small circular piece of 
brightly shining copper. 
Some Christians had been giving lectures on mesmerism and electro-biology. George Brealey felt that 

the cures he had witnessed by these strange methods of hypnotism and use of ‗animal magnetism‘ 
were scarcely credible. So he decided to experiment on his wife. To his surprise and horror he found 
that he was able, like Franz Mesmer the mystic and physician who started the cult, to cure various 

illnesses. 
For two years the shoemaker studied the anatomy of the human body. In his hands - or wherever this 

strange invisible power was concentrated - was the possibility of a lively practice in electro-biology, 
with the impressive sums of money that it would bring in. At the end of this time he already had a local 
reputation for his cures. It seemed that here was something able to relieve suffering mankind - and it 

had been introduced to him by those of professedly Christian character. 
"All the miracles performed by Jesus Christ and his apostles were done by this means," the lecturer 

said and went on to suggest that the method of cure was so old that Naaman thought he would be 
cured in this way by Elisha coming out and ‗passing his hand up and down‘. George Brealey was unable 
to accept this. He was inwardly convicted that Mesmerism was of the devil and decided that with the 

help of God he would touch it no more. This resolution he kept till the day of his death. 
Looking back on it he regretted that the time was not spent in studying the human heart in all its 
wandering from God, and the possibility of cure springing from the ‗green hill far away‘. He praised God 

that he never became a leader of this awful delusion, as he now called it. 
 

Two events were used to shatter the spiritual gloom in which George Brealey now found himself. 
"Old Evans has hanged himself." 
The words pierced the conscience of the young Alan. "Old Evans" had been his near neighbour since 

he moved to Exeter. Never once had he spoken to him of Christian matters or warned him of the 
inevitable outcome of his wicked ways. Now the outcome was clear. As he cut down the ropes which 



held the grisled body to the staircase he resolved never again to allow an opportunity for witness to 
slip by. "Henceforth ... unto Him." 

The other event was of a very different character. Words were spoken to him by an older believer as 
they travelled together in a railway compartment to a meeting outside Exeter. 

The words were:- "Neither is there any creature that is not manifest in His sight; but all things are 
naked and opened unto the eyes of Him with whom we have to do." 
Manifest - naked - opened - to His sight. The words came as electric shocks to him. God saw him and 

knew him through and through. As he visualized all his past sins pass before him on a screen he 
trembled from head to toe. There was nothing he could do about it. Nor need he try, for Jesus had 
done it all. But for a month he was, like Isaiah, conscious that he was incomplete and worthless in the 

presence of a holy God. 
Let him explain his anguish of soul in his own words. "It was unconfessed sin as a child of God. Sin 

unconfessed keeps the soul out of fellowship with God; and nothing can restore fellowship but 
confession, and nothing but confession gives the soul to enjoy the precious word, "The blood of Jesus 
Christ, His Son, cleanseth us from all sin". Therefore, precious as the word is, it does not apply, save as 

we "walk in the light" and walking in the light makes manifest the darkness, and brings us into His 
presence, whose blood "cleanseth from all sin". Not that I had lived without confessing sin as a 

believer, but I did with my sins as many a child of God does still. I lumped them; that is, I cast them as 
a lump, with all others, and said to God 'We,' instead of 'I' have sinned and done this evil in Thy sight. 
But the Lord is a holy, jealous God, as our Father, and He would have His children keep short accounts 

so that they may be kept holy, kept abiding, kept in fellowship with Him; and it was not until this had 
been revealed to me, and I (tad taken this place of confession, laying my mouth in the dust before 

Him, that I was permitted to gain a triumphant victory over Satan. I had, it seemed to me, passed 
through a "second conversion"." 
"His love had killed my earthly desires," he writes, "and I was ready to be His slave, because He had 

made me His free man." 
 
Gruesome spectacles bring great crowds of spectators. Today's event was the execution of a murderer. 

The excited crowd jabbered nervously as they jostled in front of the county gaol. 
"Wonder how much longer we'll have to wait." 
"Don't know, but you do feel sorry for the poor chap, don't you? Fancy only having - Oh, yes, thank 
you very much." 
The sympathetic lady found a small piece of folded paper pressed into her hand. The arresting words 
printed on the outside caught her attention — "Who was the culprit?" The title was backed up by a 

grim illustration of a man hanging from gallows. It read, as other tracts do, from the known to the 
unknown, from the regular happenings to the occurrence which would never be repeated, from an 
execution to a crucifixion. Who was the culprit? 

George Brealey distributed hundreds of tracts that day. It was the service which God had given him. 
The idea had been suggested by Mr. Radcliffe of Liverpool, who was well-known for distributing Gospel 
tracts at public occasions. George Brealey felt the work was most worthwhile and he engaged in it on 

many subsequent occasions. A few of these must be noted. 
 
St. Thomas' Fair: "... and on their way to hell ..." Children stopped with their lucky dip trophies clasped 
in their hands. Young people paused with gingerbreads going sticky in their fingers. A performance was 
taking place which rivalled any side-show in the pleasure fair. On an elevated spot beside the gates of 

the fair, stood one man. There were no footlights between him and the people, no canvas, no props. 
He held only a book which he had received nearly twenty years ago for learning St. John's Gospel. 

He delivered eternal truths to a godless crowd. There was a commanding tone in his voice and 



conviction in his words. From his vantage point he watched rage and hate sweep from person to 
person. What if they rushed at him in their fury? Already he had been set upon by a crowd of roughs 

who had torn up his tracts, bitten them in pieces and trampled them underfoot. Satan had made him 
hesitant in coming to the fair by warning him that these things would happen to him. He was not 

afraid. Altogether 4,000 tracts were distributed and the gospel clearly proclaimed. What matter if he 
did have a few bruises and cuts when he arrived home? It was not the only time he was to be stoned. 
 

The Circus: Earnest prayer had been made to God that a circus, which visited the city, and was a 
starting-place for crime, should be stopped. No action was taken. 
The day of the commencement of the circus came. It saw I hundreds paying to pass through the 
gates where only fleeting pleasures were enjoyed. It also saw George Brealey standing at the gates. 
He drew almost as big a crowd as the circus, although he stood alone. This went on for six nights, 
with many waiting to listen to the evangelist and never entering the circus. 

The next night the police were alerted to arrest him for mishit; a disturbance, but as he kept moving 
they were unable to do so. The amazing fact was that the crowd moved with him. 
By this time the manager of the circus was getting very annoyed. He had meant to stay in Exeter for 

the whole winter, Al he usually did. The City Council was appealed to, but this failed to help his cause. 
In despair the 'Queen's Jester' was brought from Alhambra Palace in an attempt to restore the 
popularity of the place of amusement. Placards bearing his photograph were plastered over the city. 
On the day of his first appearance he came face-to-face with George Brealey, who was, as usual, 
preaching in the open air. The latter shook in his shoes because the jester was surrounded by a 
crowd of hefty henchmen. However, the situation became a little easier when the jester took a tract. 
Apparently they were not going to attack George Brealey physically. He was attacked spiritually, 
though, and had a wonderful opportunity to give testimony to his faith. 
"What is this you have here?" asked the Queen's Jester disdainfully. 
"It's a tract telling you about the blood of Christ, which is able to save you from sin." 

"Oh," making a coarse jest on the subject he continued to the effect that "he wanted a cure for a very 
bad disorder." 
"That is so," continued the evangelist, unabashed. "Your disorder is sin, and the cure is found in the 

redeeming work of Jesus Christ." 
Confused and taken aback the jester waltzed away. Came the time for the performance and the man 
who had crowds applauding at his feet took the stage. But he was unable to do anything. He tripped 
over unseen obstacles. Articles which lie was holding fell out of his grasp. Words slipped his memory 
or formed on his tongue but could not be uttered. 
Again and again he tried. The crowd booed and hissed as it was eventually announced that the famous 
artist was unable to take part in the evening's proceedings. It is almost certain that shortly after this 
the man who was justly proud of his worldly position took a place of humility before God and owned 

Jesus Christ as his only hope of salvation and joy. 
The circus closed. Many had been the earnest ‗Amens‘ of the people of God on the night that the 
prayer meeting had pleaded for such a closure. Only one man had the courage to stand at the gate 

and turn the crowd's eyes to Jesus. Such is our willingness to allow God to answer our prayers. 
Strangely enough the other man who acted and supplied 10,000 tracts for the occasion is always 

remembered as a man of prayer - George Müller. 
 
Haldon Races: Horses and traps, penny-farthings and pedestrians, made their way up Haldon Hill. 

Some, drove fast in order to attract attention to themselves. Others escorted their ladies in such a way 
as to show old acquaintances the latest style of their acquisition. Bookies drew attention to the fact 

that this was more than a social event, and that there were bets to be placed. A dray loaded with beer-



barrels passed along the dusty road, drawing attention to the fact that refreshment would be supplied 
on the race-course. A man with poster-boards seemed rather out of place. He was not trying to sell 

anything, but he directed attention to God. 
He spoke of the race of life; the course which all must run. He referred to furious drivers, and jockeys; 

swindlers, cheats and frauds — the dangers of the way. The finishing post was in sight. How quickly 
man dashed toward it. What would lie find when lie arrived, when the race was over and he stood 
before the Judge? 

"So you be yer again — 'twouldn't be Haldon Races without ee, would it?" The mail who had 
recognized him seemed ready to engage in conversation. George Brealey soon had him talking on 
spiritual matters. Great was his sorrow when he found the man had once been an active Christian but 

had now completely renounced his faith. 
"And what have you gained by it?" George Brealey asked. 

"Gained?" and a half-demented look passed over the poor man's face. "I habn't gain nort, but 'tis too 
late to do 'ort about it now." 
Too late it was. As he left the racecourse half-an-hour later a carriage driven by some drunken sots 

knocked him down and ran over hint. He passed that clay from time to eternity. Too late. 
 

"I'll stop you hedge-trough preachers !" The words were spoken by a red-faced clergyman. 
Unfortunately there was a time when the sense of unity of purpose, and tolerance of others' (principles 
which exists today, was not apparent. The clergyman referred to, did not agree with the methods 

being used, and so he uttered his threat. 
George Brealey had gone to preach with a fellow-labourer, a ganger on the Southern Railway, in a 

village near Exeter. They spent many summer afternoons there together and the crowds gathered to 
hear them. There was a flourishing work amongst the children who would come quietly and sit 
attentively on the village green. These were days when the Spirit of God was moving mightily through 

the land and convictions and conversions brought the miraculous into everyday life. 
Unfortunately the clergyman was not in tune with this work. As he was a magistrate it was thought 
that he would report them to the Bench and have them summoned. In fact, he never had the 

opportunity. He had gone less than a hundred yards down the road when he fell down in his carriage 
with an attack of paralysis. From this he never recovered and a few months biter his body was carried 

to its final earthly resting-place. 
There was one further type of witness in which George Brealey engaged prior to his coming to the 
Blackdown Hills. He was called to do it in rather an unusual way. 

The voice said, "Go out quickly into the streets and lanes of the city and bring in hither the poor, and 
the maimed and the halt and the blind." When he awoke the memory of the dream was vivid. Was he, 

a man in trade in the city, expected to parade through the streets again, looking for all the world as if 
he had just gone mad? He slept again; he dreamt again. The voice repeated the words, "Go out quickly 
into the streets and lanes of the city." Then the voice spoke again with the same message. When he 

woke he was conscious that the call, thrice repeated, may have been the experience of the Old 
Testament characters who could say with such assurance "God said." If it was God speaking then he 
dare not say, "No." 

In reply to the voice he prayed, "Lord, I have been doing this type of work, but speak and let Thy 
servant hear and help me to do what thou wouldest have me do." When the morning came he felt 

confident that he should read the Scriptures through the streets and lanes of the city. "God speaketh in 
a dream, in a vision of the night, when deep sleep falleth upon men . . . all these things worketh God 
oftentimes with man." He resolved to share his plan with a godly friend that very day. 

It was hazardous work. There would be those who thought he was mad, others would hurl missiles at 
him, others would scoff. None could ignore him. He had been stoned twice before and he was ready 



for it again. Not that he sought persecution, but he sought to obey his Lord. 
Can you imagine the sight as, wearing a sombre suit, his collar and tie adjusted and his head 

uncovered, a man steps outside his door and on the pavement starts solemnly to read from the word 
of God? With him arc one or two brethren and his small son, Walter. Walter understands little of what 

it is all about at present though later on he is to share his father's work in the closest possible way. 
Slums are visited and poor areas not left out. Along the dimly lit grey streets with the tang of cabbage 
water hanging in the air comes the strange procession. With an almost 'pied-piper' increase people 

scurry from every dark doorway to join the few. The few soon becomes a crowd. The crowd cheers or 
jeers, or is silent as the word of the living God falls on their ears. 
A quarrelling man and his wife, who had smashed up most o1'their furniture; a man of 8o who earlier 

in his life had been an habitual drunkard; a brawny man from the tap-room of a low pub; a brewer's 
drayman ill with consumption and a fellow boot-closer and machinist were among those who accepted 

Christ as a result of this unusual ministry: 
Sow in the wild, waste places, though none thy love may own;  
God guides the down of the thistle, the wandering wind bath sown.  

Will Jesus chide thy weakness, or call thy labour vain?  
The word that for Him thou bearest shall return to Him again.  

Sow with thine heart in heaven, thy strength the Master's might,  
Till the wild, waste places blossom in the warmth of a Saviour's light. 

ANNA SHIPTON. 

(from Always Abounding, by permission) 
 

George Brealey's ministry in Exeter was with great effects. There was the effect on the committed 
Christian. Here was a man who gave them a vision of what one individual determined to do the work of 
the Lord could accomplish. 

There was the effect on the Christian community. This man proved God; he accepted His promises; 
treated lightly His enemies; taught His word as if it were eternal Truth. As a modern Paul he exhorted 
his fellow Christians by life and practice to count all things as refuse for the sake of Jesus Christ, 

pressing on to make Him his own because Christ Jesus had made him His own. Some of his contacts 
with the sinner in the crowd have been recounted above but Such useful contact is always preceded by 

communion with Christ in the secret of His presence. 
There was the effect on the nominal Christian. Could they believe that this was really the power of the 
Gospel which they professed to believe, yet whose transforming influence they had not known? The 

faith of George Brealey was to be no easy `good-works' Christianity. It was to lead him to the place 
where the battle was thickest: 

 
Not within cloistered walls,  
Not in the peaceful glade,  

Not in the sheltered home  
'Neath the trees' spreading shade.  
But on the mountain side,  

Wind swept; 
Crossing the desert bare,  

Sun scorched; 
Braving the torrent stream,  
Flooded; 

Out on the battle field,  
Bloody; 



Unsheathed His sword,  
Here find my Lord! 

 
There was the effect on the individual sinner who heard his words — words sincerely spoken — words 

boldly delivered —`flat-footed' words that missed the mind but stuck in the heart. 
There was the effect on the sinful crowds. Satan was not going to lie down and sec his kingdom being 
usurped. The crowd did their best to offend and to discourage. When the evangelist appeared their 

hackles were raised. Abuse, swearing, coarse remarks and various articles flew at him. Well could 
George Brealey have dealt with the worst of them as lie did in his pre-conversion days, but love 
restrained him. He walked with his Lord. He was ready to bear abuse for Christ's sake, ready to be the 

dustbin of a city's resentment. 
Then one day the tables were unexpectedly turned. "That was the fire-engine, Bill." 

"Come on, quick, let's follow it." Delighted by the thought of a little extra excitement the boys chased 
after the disappearing, clanging bright red object, but the horses outran them. 
"Wonder where 'tis to 

"Dunno, come on! We're losing it." 
Guided by sounds and shouts among neighbours who quickly thrust their windows open, the boys 

eventually came to one of the narrowest streets of the city. They felt the heat of the flames before 
they saw their fury. The fire was eating up the old house. 
"Look — up there!" 

"Where?" 
"Up there, look — girls. Two of 'em." 

"They'll never get 'em now." 
"Better fit they'd thought about getting them out before the furniture." 
The flames mocked the agonized parents as the realization of their own incompetence to save their 

children seized them. The stoutest hearts failed to enter the house. 
"Look at 'im!" 
"Im' was George Brealey. 

"He‘s going up!" 
The last the crowd saw of him was dragging a damp blanket around himself and rushing into the 

flames. Every chattering tongue froze and each lip was stilled. In the electric silence that followed, a 
pair of strong arms was seen to seize the girls and placing them one under each arm he brought them 
out to their parents. There was a thunder of applause as he appeared. The cheers and shouts echoed 

and re-echoed down the narrow street. Eyes turned from the building to the sight of the confused, 
singed man. The evangelist quickly made his way home. Never again during his short stay in the city 

did lie have opposition from the crowds. The hero was able to walk unashamed and unafraid. Those 
few who still sought to abuse him were quickly silenced from among their own ranks. 
Exeter was soon to lose its evangelist. The Blackdown Hills was soon to gain a warrior for God. He had 

received his commission; he had undergone his training; he had sampled his reward in the form of the 
deep joy which comes from knowing that one has been instrumental in someone's conversion. His 
missionary-heart longed to go and serve God in any corner of the globe. It was while waiting to go to 

the West Indies that he was introduced to the Hills which were soon to be his life's mission-field. 



Chapter 3 - Unless The Lord Build 

The daffodils swayed yellow in the field by Clayhidon Rectory and brightened the meadows beside the 

tributaries of the River Culm. The hedgerows were spangled with eager-looking groups of primroses. 
Down through the Culm valley the fresh grass was sprouting and the cattle were glad of the more 

luxurious diet after the rather tired hay which they had been eating during the winter. In front of the 
flint dwelling-houses men turned up their gardens and hoped that this year they would get a decent 
crop of potatoes; enough to keep themselves and their large families. Normally they spent as many 

hours of daylight as possible out gardening. But today it couldn't be managed. It was pouring with rain. 
A notable day – not because it was raining, but because it was the day when George Brealey and his 

family came to the Blackdown Hills. It was April, 1863. 
 
After staying a while with the Hanburys he came to live in a house with an ordinary thatched roof 

through which the rain dripped on days like today and made a rhythmic plonking sound as it fell in the 
pail at the top of the stairs. Obviously some changes in way of life were going to be necessary. The 

house where he had been staying in Exeter had running water and gas lighting ! 
The first building in which George Brealey preached was a thatched cottage. Its site is next to the 
present chapel at Clayhidon, nearly at the top of the steep hill, and it has a commanding view of the 

valley. 
The old cottage has been replaced by a double house on the  same site so it is impossible to see the 
original building. It was small. The walls were thick and made from local stone, its colour ranging from 

violet and olive-brown to white and black, giving a most distinctive and pleasant appearance. To get 
through the dark brown doorway it was necessary to lower one's head or risk collision with the lintel. 

Inside, the walls were rough plastered and coated with white-wash made from lime. The ceiling was 
also originally white but the rafters had become smoky from the long use of oil lamps and candles. The 
beams were low; so much so that a tall man could only just stand upright beneath it. This was not, 

however, the main disadvantage. The trouble was that when it was filled with people the atmosphere 
became suffocating. As soon as it was known that George Brealey was speaking there the room was 

packed. Obviously it was not large enough, so one day the pick-axes came out and down came a wall. 
Piles of stones were taken out with the long-handled shovels characteristic of this part of Devon and 
piled at the bottom of the garden. 

The enlarged room soon became embarrassingly full. The parishioners flocked to listen to the teaching 
from the Word of God. There was no question of dressing up in one's best clothes and going to 
worship. This was mission. It met men and women where they were. They came as they were. The 

tools in use on the farms during the day were leant against the end wall. Dirty boots, covered with 
heavy clayey soil, were brought in without apology. From where he sat George Brealey could see the 

calloused hands of the men and women resting on their coarse trousers or white aprons. They may 
have been peasants, they may have been ignorant, but they were the salt of the earth and were soon 
to become a spiritual seasoning in the district. 

The rough benches were no longer able to seat the people who gathered. Obviously, further building 
alterations must be made. The only possibility was to knock out part of the ceiling and so make a 

gallery round the existing hall. So while the meetings ceased for a while the stone floor became 
covered with falling plaster and debris. Soon the roughly renovated church was ready. 
Many have been as conscious of God's presence under that thatched roof, with the small amount of 

light coming through the tiny wooden-framed windows, as they have been in a huge stone building 
with vaulted ceiling and superb stained glass. Each night the crowd was silent in the presence of the 

Almighty who dealt mercifully with their deepest needs. At the close of each talk some-one knew more 
vividly than before that he could not stand as he was before a righteous and holy God. The burden of 



the sin they carried suddenly seemed so heavy that strong men and women broke down and wept. It 
was with sorrow and true repentance that many saw the meaning of Calvary. George Brealey was 

careful never to leave his congregation dwelling on their own failings. Rather he pointed them to the 
Lamb of God, who, in 1863, took away the sin of individuals in Devon and Somerset. Nor was sin 

removed leaving a vacuum. The Holy Spirit came in to fill the lives of simple believers. The amazing 
transformation of conversion was proved to be real. During the first two years of evangelism on the 
Blackdown Hills no less than, 140 were ‗born again‘. 

The cottage was far too small to hold the crowds so George Brealey would often preach in the open 
air. This gave chance for even more to listen to his message. Employers who objected to their 
employees attending the meetings were discovered hiding behind hedges, themselves anxious to know 

what this new matter was all about. 
 

One evening as the tea things were being washed up and the day's work was drawing to a close, Laura 
announced her intention of going to the evening meeting. Frank, her husband, had very different 
ideas. 

"What's the use of goin' up to yer thik news-monger? Why don't 'er git a job, same's everybody else?" 
"But when I was up at the cottage t'other day he really was good, I thought. And he's talking outside 

tonight so I shall be able to listen even if –" 
"If you goes to thik meeting, Laura, I'll give 'ee such a hiding when I comes home." 
But Laura knew that if her husband's routine was anything like normal he wouldn't be home from the 

ale-house till late, so when he had gone to get himself ready, she slipped out. 
As George Brealey's eyes wandered over the gathered crowd, he caught sight of Laura. She looked 

worried and half afraid. 
A little while later Frank was on his way up to the ale-house. He was taking up some bean-sticks for a 
friend who was getting on with his garden. He heard the strains of a hymn and then the sound of a 

voice which was clear and telling in the still April air. 
"So I've got to go pass thik lot, have I?" he murmured to himself "Wonder who'll be there?" 
As he drew near the edge of the crowd he thought he'd just have a look to see who really did go and 

listen to the preacher. So he put his pile of bean-sticks against the hedge and leaned back beside them 
in order to be partly hidden from view. 

"Good gracious me !" He was surprised to find that he knew most of those present; in fact, nearly 
everyone he knew was there! And there was the great evangelist ! He couldn't help hearing his words 
and noticing the authority with which George Brealey spoke. 

He was telling a story about a king who had made a wedding feast and invited several people to come, 
but they wouldn't, so he sent out his servants to invite the outcasts and beggars from the highways 

and hedges. Hedges! - here was he, Frank Taylor, hiding in a hedge! Did this mean that the King had 
invited him to a Feast, as the preacher was saying? Owing to the strangeness of his listening-post he 
felt very certain that the message was for him personally. He came out from the hedge and went 

forward a bit so that he could hear the words more clearly. 
It wasn't till the end of the meeting that he realized he was standing next to his wife. Nor had she 
been aware of the presence of her bad-tempered husband. But there were no ill-spoken words or rash 

treatment on this occasion. They went home together to weep over their new-found state as sinners in 
the sight of God. They were converted together; they found peace together through believing; they 

were baptized together. The motto of their now clean cottage was "As for me and my house, we will 
serve the Lord." Their most earnest desire was to lead their children to Christ. In Frank and Laura's 
own words, "We be determined, through grace, to have an empty house when the Lord shall come to 

be glorified in His saints." Frank and Laura later left with their family to live in America, as the 
employment situation on the hills was so difficult. George Brealey aided them, as he did many others, 



in their emigration. 
 

Before he finally settled at South View with his wife he stayed for a while in a house which had a most 
interesting connexion with his past life. 

While George Brealey was preaching in the lanes and streets of Exeter and getting quite famous for his 
outspoken presentation of the Gospel, a notorious act had taken place in the lanes of Clayhidon. 
At the house just below where the parish hall now stands the water had been diverted to stop it 

running through the grinding mill. The enormous stone circles which crushed the corn lay still and 
silent. Work had ceased. 
Mr. Blackmore, who was the collector of taxes and tithes for the district, had gone off to Bolham to 

receive what was now due. He carried a canvas bag with him into which he put the money. About 
three or four o'clock he met Mr. John Honeyball and two men who worked for him, Sparkes and 

Hitchcock. They had a brief conversation during which Mr. Blackmore remarked that he had collected 
some money from Mr. Honey-ball's home, and then he went on to collect from a few more farms. 
Between eight and nine he met the two labourers again. He came into the White Horse Inn at Bolham 

where the men were drinking. At a sign from Sparkes, Hitchcock and he went outside for a short time 
and then returned. It wasn't until after one o'clock in the morning that the three men left the pub. 

Slipping into a nearby out-house Sparkes picked up part of an old pair of tongs. The men walked 
together until they got to the French nut tree. It was near here that the cottages of the labourers were 
situated. But evidence showed that they walked on. Their footprints were frozen into the mud of the 

lane through a nearby fir plantation. All the time the two labourers were keeping close to Mr. 
Blackmore and waiting their opportunity. They knew there was money in the bag. When only about 

one hundred yards from the mill the younger man realized it was to be now or never and with his heart 
thumping against his ribs he leapt forward and bludgeoned Mr. Blackmore over the head with the 
tongs. The body lay writhing at his feet. It was seven-teen minutes past two ... . 

There is a plaque, quite probably the only one of its sort in the country, set in the hedge at the spot, 
which reads 
 

WM. BLACKMORE 
LAND SURVEYOR OF 

CLAYHIDON MILLS 
WAS MURDERED ON THIS SPOT, 
THE 6TH DAY OF FEBRUARY 1853 

BY GEORGE SPARKES 
OF THIS PARISH 

WHO WAS EXECUTED 
AT EXETER FOR 
THE HORRID CRIME 

 
A great crowd had gathered outside the county gaol where the unfortunate man of 26, who in a 
moment of stupidity and half-drunkenness (so the story has it) had committed murder, was due to 

hang. It was the first execution on a new drop, at the recently built gaol. Among the excited crowd of 
ten to twelve thousand moved the solid young man with the gospel banners and the tract – "Who was 

the culprit?" 
Little did George Brealey dream then that he would come to the very parish that was in the news that 
day because of the infamous deed, and stay in the house of the murdered man himself. But so it 

turned out, and as George Brealey set out every day he passed the plaque which reminded him of the 
wickedness of man and the justice of the land. His was the task of preparing men to face the justice of 



God. 
Still living in the parish was the murderer's mother. Often she sat in the chimney corner and wept as 

she thought of the waywardness of the son for whom she had given everything. "Why had he done it? 
Why had God allowed him to act so foolishly? No peace . . . no peace for the wicked." She feared for 

her son in the torment of judgement; she feared for herself lest she should come to the end of her life 
not ready to meet God. 
Time went on and she became ill. Now all she had to do was to wait with her anguished thoughts as 

she lay on what she knew was her death-bed. Downstairs there was a knock and she heard her 
daughter open the front door. A well-spoken man enquired kindly for her. He was coming up to see her 
! Pushing a hankie and some odd scraps of paper under the bed-clothes she turned towards the door 

where a well-built man was standing. 
Some time later she asked George Brealey to make the gospel plainer. Unwittingly he used the 

illustration of a gallows to make clear the meaning of the substitutionary death of Christ – "who bore 
our sins in His own body on the tree." Every word went home to the mind of the woman who had 
spent so many lonely hours dwelling on the gallows scene. Later on that day, in the thatched cottage 

where she lived, the murderer's mother found peace . . . peace with God through the blood of Christ. 
 

Freed from the responsibility of financial helpers who might have objected, and concerned for the 
many who were becoming Christians, George Brealey decided there was only one thing to do. They 
must build a permanent meeting-place. The"'venticle", as the parishioners delighted to call the 

modified cottage, too confining. 
Where should they build? Who would build? How could poor labourers afford to put up a building of 

suitable size? Where could they get the stone? How big should the building be? How many rooms? 
These and a hundred other questions rushed through the active mind of George Brealey. Obviously the 
first thing to do was pray. So he prayed. 

He prayed that money would arrive for the building fund. From near and far friends gave most 
generously to the Mission and soon the £350 odd that was needed for building had arrived. 
He prayed that a suitable plot of land might be found. As sat and prayed at the south-facing window of 

his house it be impressed on him that the field immediately below him, which went with the house, 
would make a most suitable site. He could build on the edge against the road, just above the 'venticle. 

People were already used to coming to that spot – and it was pleasantly near his own home ! His wife 
and all whom he asked agreed that it would be a good position. 
Now the next problem was building material. 

"Oh, but that's quite easy, sir," said Isaac, a helpful convert, "ther's thik ole quarry up on Grays Hill 
where anybody who wants to can git as much stone as they be mind to dig." 

"Tha's right," chimed in Fred, "'Tis left to the parish for us to cut turf or fuzz and use the stone for 
whatever us wants to." 
"When do'ee think we could git up ther, Isaac?" 

"Well, any evening a'ter work suits me alright." 
"I'll see if I can get a few more to help," volunteered George Brealey. 
Soon afterwards there was a sound of pick-axes against flint every evening on Grays Hill. The stones 

were irregular in shape, but quite suitable for building. They were quickly quarried and taken by horse 
and cart across to the building site. Fortunately this was only a matter of less than half a mile, which 

saved a lot of time. 
The pile of stones grew. There was an air of excitement as the converts helped get ready the sloping 
site. 

Not everyone in the parish shared their enthusiasm though !  
"Have you heard that this Brealey chap intends to build?"  



"Where?" 
"Up where that pile of stones is at Rosemary Lane."  

"He isn't getting them from Grays Hill is he?" 
―Yes.‖ 

"Well, I reckon we can soon put a stop to that. If we get the Council to hear about this they'll soon 
stop that Methody crew. 
These opposers were two or three of the most influential men in the Parish. 

Naturally their conversation got back to the ears of the church, as conversations inevitably do. 
This was a tricky situation. What should they do? They prayed. They prayed unceasingly. When the 
evening work was finished they would stand bareheaded and plead with God that their building might 

be erected.  
News of their prayer got back to the ears of the opposers. They scoffed. 

"Suppose they'll send an angel down to mix up the mortar for them!" 
"All ready for the new Jerusalem – untouched by human hand!" 
One of their company reached the angels more quickly than he anticipated. His death was sudden and 

unexpected.  
His fellow-scoffers were dumbfounded and fearful. "Was this the Hand of God?" they wondered. 

"Would they be the next?" 
Opposition ceased. 
The pile of stones grew. 

Only a few months later, such was the energy of the workers, the chapel was ready for opening. 
 

Opening day was to be a most important occasion for the newly-founded Blackdown Hills Mission. It 
was 1865. The chapel set on the hillside gave its own silent testimony to the effectiveness of the 
gospel in those two short years. The working of God had been beyond expectation. With it went the in-

evitable opposition. The gospel that had made black into white was now showing up the blackness of 
black. A scheme was afoot to mar the opening day. 
It was prepared by some of the baser characters of the parish. Their aim was to have a rival show near 

the Mission Hall. Where a bungalow now stands opposite the building there was at that time only 
another sloping field. As the road was only about twelve feet wide anything going on in this field just 

the other side of the hedge would cause a great distraction. 
The plot was to erect a booth. This good old-fashioned word describes some canvas which could be 
used to cover a multitude of sins. In this case it was going to cover a home-made bar. It was planned 

that the drunken revelries and shouting of the opposers would effectively ruin the day for the 
Christians. 

The company of Christians were informed of the attempt to disorganize their opening day. What could 
they do – but pray? God would hear their prayer. He was their Father and must be told in detail what 
was happening. Then He would act. Their prayers were direct, almost naive. They had no training in 

theology; words like omnipresence, omniscience and omnipotence would have sailed nicely over their 
heads. In words that were simple and with a faith that was unshakeable they cried to God. "0 God, you 
heard us when we asked you to overrule in the matter of getting the stone. Hear us now. If it is Thy 

will, stop these people from their wicked acts, and if not, O Lord, then confuse them as they go about 
it, we do pray to Thee, O Lord, because we can't do anything about it but Thou canst." Many `amens' 

and many similar cries went up from the chapel, houses and bedsides during those anxious days. What 
would happen? 
Horses and carts carrying their loads trundled lazily past the building. Already the virginia creeper was 

beginning to grow up over the wall. The sun filtered through the frosted white glass and lit up the 
newly painted text on the wall. To the casual observer everything seemed to be at peace. Yet a 



decisive battle was being raged over that building. On one side stood the honour of God's Name and 
His willingness to answer prayer. On the other the evil scheming and base desires of man stood ranged 

and ready to rejoice in successful rebellion. 
There were only a few days to go. Suddenly the word flashed round the parish. The man who owned 

the field where the affront was due to take place had gone bankrupt. He was sold out and had left 
before the day the chapel was opened. One down. 
Was it right for the Christians to rejoice when they heard that the son of the other principal organizer 

had been involved in a serious accident? This successfully stopped his father carrying on with the 
scheme. Two down. While praying for the recovery and conversion of the son and his father the 
Christians could not help thanking God for effectively removing them at this moment. 

Came opening day and there was no booth, no beer, no bother. Considering the fate of the leaders the 
rest of the party had decided to abandon the idea. Even those who were not openly in support of the 

new Christian movement now agreed that it was a very dangerous thing to raise their hands against it. 
To many hearts came the realization, learned in personal experience, that God was present, and 
powerful. 

 
The chapel has now remained open for nearly 100 years. This in itself is no staggering fact. It may stay 

open for another hundred years. But come to the spot where it stands. Notice that even now it is 
possible to see only eight houses when standing outside the door. Behind you is a well-kept building, 
which is an outward sign that a mission has become a self-supporting church. 

Many times during the last century specific prayer has been made concerning the material and spiritual 
building of the Church, for: "Unless the Lord build ... those who build ... labour in vain." 



Chapter 4 - A Time To Gather Stones 

"And they went everywhere preaching the word." Not where others had preached before, but in new 

fields. The essence of mission is that it goes where men are, but where the message of the gospel is 
not. So it is that the work of the Blackdown Hills Mission led early to the establishment of several 

`mission-stations'. These are scattered over a wide area. Not one of them is in a sizeable village. They 
stand by the side of the country roads, unimposing, easily passed by without notice, yet centres of light 
in their own areas. 

 
George Brealey got out his horse and went quickly down over Callers Hill. His mount was glad when 

the bottom was reached and there was less slipping on the rough stones which marked the centre of 
the "road". But soon the horse was sweating again as they crossed the river and plodded up over 
French-Nut-Tree hill. It was a steep hill, but fortunately it faced North which meant that it was 

somewhat cooler than the surrounding country on this sweltering July day. The copse on the left with 
its larches and oaks looked inviting, but he must press on – up to the common and still on for a while, 

heading into the eye of the midday sun. After some time he came to a place where the road divided 
into three – one led along the top of the ridge, another went fairly steeply down to the right and a 
third dropped sharply down Bolham Hill curving round till it was lost from sight on his left. Was this a 

possible illustration for a sermon, he wondered? "The choosing of the ways?" Then he became 
completely taken up with the beauty of the valley scene below him. He pulled his horse to a halt and 
looked down between the two beeches which framed an ideal Devon country valley. The slight breeze 

which always came up over the hill caused his horse to look up slightly and remain tense. From the 
earth which fell away at his feet the hot air rose with the delightful smell which only bracken and 

honeysuckle can produce on such a hot day. 
There were a few green fields in the valley and a whole party out haymaking – two horses, men 
pitching and women and children raking along behind or trotting in to get cool cider. On the far side of 

the river a tiny white farmhouse with thatched roof nestled in the fold of the steeply rising hill. So this 
was Bolham. There didn't seem to be much here, thought George Brealey. But did much matter? In 

fact, if his eyes could have penetrated through the dense foliage of innumerable trees he would have 
seen another half-dozen houses, which lay camouflaged. Bolham was populated by smallholders, 
whose properties averaged about forty acres. 

"There must be at least a couple of families down in that field haymaking," he thought. "I wonder how 
many of them have heard the gospel well and truly preached. I wonder if they ever went to the little 
chapel ..." 

His thoughts were interrupted by a rustle in the hedge which he thought might be an adder. He turned 
his horse round, but there was nothing to be seen. He went on, down over Bolham Hill. 

So this was Bolham Chapel. George Brealey had heard about it but he was not prepared for anything 
quite so simple, quite so small or quite so appealing. It stood end-on to the road and its wall was flush 
with the hedge. Just four walls, a door and four windows. That was all. No porch, no notice board, no 

vestry, no coalhouse even. The only sign was a plaque high up on the wall which simply said: 
 

B.C. 
1831 

 

Couldn't be "Before Christ"! He smiled. Not that old. Must be Bolham Chapel – no, Baptist Chapel, he 
supposed. He'd heard it was owned by the Devon and Cornwall Baptist Association. Apparently they 

weren't holding services here at the moment. Lack of support had caused the doors to be shut about 
thirty years after they were first opened. Removing his hat from his head he silently bowed and asked 



God that this chapel might yet again be filled with worshippers; that the years which the locust had 
eaten might be restored. From the upstairs window of the neighbouring cottage a puzzled face peered 

through the lace curtains and its owner wondered who this strange man was who took off his hat, but 
didn't bother to scratch his head! 

"Better go and give those haymakers a hand," he thought to himself and spurred his horse into action. 
 
Two of the early converts of the Blackdown Hills work were Ephraim Venn, who helped for many years 

in the work, and Alfred Redwood, who later went as a missionary to India. When only three weeks old 
— three weeks only on the Christian pathway — they decided they should do something in return for 
the salvation which God had mercifully bestowed on them. After prayer and consultation it was 

suggested that they might like to reopen the chapel at Bolham. Having obtained permission from the 
Devon and Cornwall Baptist Association, and a key from the occupants of Gatchells, they pushed open 

the door of the tiny hall. Inside it was musty and smelt of disuse. There were no seats or pulpit. Yet 
they decided that a few benches could easily be knocked up and an old harmonium borrowed from 
Rosemary Lane and so the scene would be set for the first service. 

The rumour flashed quickly round the hamlet, whose most important news was usually something to 
the effect o "Have you heard that Mrs. Brown up to Lockyers has got another daughter. It's such a 

shame, isn't it t She did so want a boy this time !" Economic crisis and international disorder never 
penetrated this community of subsistence agriculturalists. If there was a change of Government it was 
scarcely noticed — if a horse died, it was real news. And today's gossip was information of the highest 

importance. 
"They be goin' to open thik chapel over ther!" Cora confidently assured her husband as he carved 

through a bit of home-produced pork – a real treat for the large family. 
"Who be?" 
"You knows, Mr Brealey and thik lot." 

"Well, I hopes they'll manage better than t'others any way." "Shall us be able to go?" chimed in an 
eager thirteen-year old. 
"I dersay. Now help yourself to some bread and git on with your dinner." 

Opening night came. Ephraim Venn and Alfred Redwood, slightly fearful, and not a little excited, stood 
in the chapel and looked at the benches which would seat forty people. Would they come? They prayed 

as they stood there and were interrupted by the sound of the door latch and someone entering the 
hall. Two at least! The minutes went by. Soon the back half of the chapel was full with those who 
wanted to hear what all this was about. They heard all right, and it was announced that there would be 

another service next Sunday. 
Cora and her husband went home and sat in the chimney-corners. The raindrops coming down the 

chimney hissed as they hit the large open fire. 
"'Twas all right, wadn't it?" her husband volunteered. "Yes, I liked thik foller what we shook hands with 
on the way 

out. He was real pleased to see us, you could tell he was." 
"I think I'll ask they over Battens if they be coming next week." "Yes, I dersay they'd like it." 
Next week came. Others had liked it too and the chapel was full to overflowing. Ephraim Venn and 

Alfred Redwood praised God in their hearts as they toiled up Bolham Hill afterwards. 
The next Sunday a slight problem arose. There wasn't enough room for everybody. Extra chairs from 

the cottage next door were rushed in to fill up the gangway. Inquisitive eyes kept staring round to see 
who might be coming in next. By leaving the door open those who couldn't be accommodated inside 
were able to hear what was going on. They stood solidly across the road to the hedge on the other 

side. 
So the work at Bolham was launched. Attendances remained high in those early years. Soul after soul 



found spiritual blessing in that sanctuary. Sunday after Sunday the gospel was preached there. 
In 1877 the chapel was still packed. The Baptists, who lent the building, provided the speakers once 

every month. During the winter, when the darkness brought an end to outside work in the evenings, a 
week-night prayer and ministry meeting was also held. 

In 1898 when the work had been going for over thirty years there was again great excitement in Cora's 
household. 
Shooing away a few fowls from the door of the kitchen one of her grandchildren came crashing in on 

the wet stone floor. 
"Watch my scrubbing—oh, look at your boots ! You filthy boy !" 
Obviously his mother was in no mood to be taken lightly. Yet even the chill reception he received could 

not damp the enthusiasm of the boy for what he had discovered. 
"They're putting up a tent, Mum. Ever such a big one!" 

"Who is, dear?" 
"Oh, a man with dark hair and a smile and another man and some others." 
"I expect it's the Gospel Mission, isn't it?" 

"I dunno, but they said we had to go ther every night and sing hymns and yer about Jesus. Can we go, 
Mum?" 

Every night Fred Glover and his assistants, including James Showell, faced a tent full of people. What 
matter if it was raining? Even if the tent was rocking a bit in the wind it didn't matter much. No 
publicity was needed to get people in. There were no leaflets, no cards, no personal invitations. It was 

the news of the hamlet and almost everyone came. All went well till one night the wind was extra 
strong and the tent pole cracked. With great creaking noises and cumbersome flapping the tent slowly 

collapsed. The mission must of necessity end. But the fact that the tent mission had stopped didn't 
alter the fact that in the hearts of many inhabitants of Bolham there was a spring of living water, which 
would never cease welling up till it lost itself in the eternal sea of God's love. 

 
―Whoa there! They takes a bit of managing, don‘ ‗em, farmer?" The blacksmith who spoke had just 
finished driving nails into the hoof of a young cart horse, recently broken in. 

"Now then, we'd better give 'ee another one I reckon or you won't be too happy!" He stepped towards 
the fire where the coke glowed dull red. The smithy was not large and as there was only a small-paned 

window, apart from the two doors, one of which remained constantly open, it was difficult to see 
exactly what the blacksmith intended to do. Holding the iron with long tongs in his right hand he thrust 
it into the heap of red. Almost immediately there was a roaring noise and the fire glowed bright red, 

then white, as he worked the bellows, up and down, up and down slowly with his left hand. He turned 
the iron lightly and patiently, occasionally letting it go so that he could prod the fire. The horse stood 

calmly. By its back legs was a large anvil; next to it a long trough with some dark-brown water in it. 
The smell was not unpleasant. There are no smells today which are the same as a blacksmith's shop; it 
was a combination of horse, strong wood glue and burning coal. Scattered round the rest of the 

darkened smithy were parts of implements, an old plough, some new harrows and even a push-chair. 
With a deft movement the white hot metal was on the anvil, hammered and moulded, while a shower 
of white sparks settled on the black, dusty floor and evaporated into nothing. A loud hiss and clouds of 

steam greeted the plunging of the iron into the water. Then back into the fire. More heating, more 
moulding, more accurate work by the bare-armed, leather-aproned smith. More concentration; more 

strength ...  
But he wasn't too busy to talk. 
"Mr. Teskey's got a mission up the road, farmer, – so they say. 

"So I yer. Fancy 'avin it in March, when we be up to our eyes in work." Always the farmer must keep 
up his claim to be the busiest person alive ! 



"I thought I might git up ther tonight." 
"Yea, well the wife was talking about coming over, so I dersay I'll see 'ee ther." 

Sure enough, that night – March 9th, 1909 – the farmer closed the little garden gate and stepped out 
with his wife on to the three fields and the lane that separated them from the chapel. He was 

wondering how the horse would turn out. It was a strong one and ought to see quite a few years 
service. There'd been some struggles breaking it in, too. But here they were at the chapel. 
Trudging back across the fields he could hardly believe that the words from the Bible were true. "Hath 

everlasting life." He had believed tonight. Though thirty years old he had put his faith for the first time 
in Jesus Christ as his only hope of salvation. Little had he realized that the day would see him 
requisitioned for God. Little did he know how he would be refined in the fire, beaten on the anvil, made 

into a tool fit for the Master's service. Doubtless he would have laughed at the idea that one day he, a 
humble farmer, would stand in the pulpit at Bolham and himself be used to make others ready for 

Christian work. For the first time since he was a boy he knelt in his huge, draughty bedroom, rested his 
arms on the edge of his feather mattress, and prayed. 
The small chapel had its important part to play in the spiritual growth of many a family. On both sides 

of the small river (which one day George Lang's horse refused to jump!) there were Christian farming 
families. They all came like clockwork to the Sunday evening service and thought nothing of walking 

two miles to Rosemary Lane to break bread in the morning. 
The impression must not be given that life consisted merely of attending missions and meetings. There 
was work to be done; lots of it. Fowls with suspected worms in their windpipe would be treated with 

butter on the end of a feather to remove the offending creatures. Stone walls seemed to need 
continual repair. Cheese and butter had to be taken by horse and trap to the market in Taunton. Snow 

in the winter and sun in the summer had their hazards and rewards. 
However just one more mission must be referred to. William Rowse and his wife, who were living at 
Rosemary Lane, came sedately down the hill in a governess cart. William Rowse was one of those 

dauntless workers who came to the hills with an earnest desire to serve the Lord. They soon had the 
children's meeting under way. Sitting at the portable organ, his face wreathed in joyous smiles, was 
Walter Clarke. 

"You're a little low on the joy, children", he would say. "Now let's try again. `Joy, joy, joy, with joy my 
heart is ringing' !" But one little girl's heart didn't ring with joy that night. Al-though only nine she was 

deeply convicted of her sin. William Rowse had talked about the shepherd and the sheep that went 
astray. She was lost and knew it. On her way home she met her kindly mother coming to the evening 
meeting. Returning with her again, she received the gospel into her heart. 

 
War came, but even so the Holman of Ridgewood managed to keep blowing their trumpets. In fact the 

father and three sons from this farm were accomplished comet players. On a Christmas morning and 
sometimes on other less important occasions - may be only a Sunday afternoon - they would venture 
forth to the park just outside Ridgewood Farm. There, beneath the walnut trees, they would play carols 

or hymns and the sound would float across the valley. These were the days before the population of 
Bolham had enough wireless sets to enable them to listen to music coming over the air. The 
impromptu cornet concert of their neighbours was much more acceptable. 

The "Band of Hope" held meetings in Bolham Chapel. Part of their hope centred in the fact that they 
signed the pledge never to touch any alcoholic drink. But the root of the matter was that they hoped in 

Jesus Christ, finding in Him their refreshment and joy. 
 
Just glance in on one of the services. The chapel is crowded and it is still necessary to go early to get a 

seat. Marvel that the lady with her big green-covered hymn-book, the young children with their Sunday 
stockings on, the farmer with his leggings, might so easily not have heard of Jesus in any vital way. Yet 



here they gather to sing praises to Him and listen to His words.  
Times have changed, and the locals, whose main outing during the week was attendance at chapel, 

have now become part of the world's population who are used to moving long distances. The packed 
congregations of forty years ago would treat a trip to the seaside as a spectacular event. Now, their 

immediate successors might spend a holiday on the Continent. The light which burned brightly in 
Bolham has been diffused to such far away places as Texas and Nigeria. George Brealey would be 
delighted to see the effects of his work. In a comparatively short space of time after the 

commencement of the Blackdown Hills Mission, the occupants of nearly every house in the locality 
became chapel-goers. Now, their descendants have gone to places that the first congregation had 
never heard of, and many have gone bearing the gospel torch. 

The chapel doors are open every Sunday evening, and its motto is still the same. You see it pinned to 
the far wall on a large scroll as you go through the newly erected sliding door that shuts off a minute 

porch – "We would see Jesus". 



Chapter 5 – His Hand to the Plough 

Merman‘s Corner, (sometimes known as `haunted corner') isn't what it was. The trees have recently 

been cut down on one hedge and there is no longer the half-eerie darkness which used to brood over 
the bend which the traveller must pass through on the road from Clayhidon to Stapley – the `bottom 

road', as it is often called by the locals. By the side of it is a sluggish stream which bears the somewhat 
incongruous sign, originally painted in black on a now decaying green post — PUBLIC WATER SUPPLY. 
Coming along this way a hundred years ago you may have found a crock out in the road. This was best 

avoided if you were of a superstitious frame of mind, but if you had the courage to go and lift up the 
sooty black cover you would discover strange contents – toads! The crock was put out by an old lady if 

she wanted to harm someone against whom she had a grudge. She believed that the powerful 
influence of the toads in the crock would accomplish her purpose. Many of the small cottages have 
fallen down now – cottages where the power of evil had a stranglehold and into which the liberating 

force of the gospel never entered. 
Not all was superstitious stupidity on that road, though. A little nearer Stapley the sundial of the old 

grist mill bears the salutary reminder Tempus fugit. If time is available to read the longer motto it will 
be found to be equally important, "Let not the sun go down upon your wrath." From 1848 this wayside 
pulpit has given its messages to passers-by. 

The stretched-out sleepy hamlet of Stapley was once noted for its industry. It had a silk-mill where up 
to 150 hands were employed. The searcher for mulberry leaves at the site of the mill will be 
disappointed; there were no silk-worms here. Apparently bales of raw silk were brought from Taunton, 

about eleven miles away, spun and woven at Stapley and then returned to Taunton. Every day the 
several floors of which the building boasted were full of earnest workers. The huge, wooden water-

wheel turned slowly, almost as if it were indifferent to the nimble fingers working inside. 
But on Sunday the wheels stood still. The water was fed down into the main stream by altering the 
sluice gates and the machinery stopped. This was the day for going to church and chapel. For the 

benefit of mill-hands and other, elderly, folk who were unable to travel long distances, Samuel Lawton, 
the mill-owner, had made a chapel on the spot. Originally it had been a dwelling-house standing beside 

the main footpath from Stapley to Cox's Hill. Its proximity to the mill can be judged from the story that 
it was necessary to go behind the pulpit and move some levers before the machinery could start 
turning again on the Monday morning. Like the cottage at Clayhidon the floors of the bedrooms had 

been removed and a small gallery built at the end towards Pay Copse. Behind the rostrum, which stood 
at the Factory Lane end, was a large board bearing the text, "Ebenezer, hitherto hath the Lord helped 
us." 

The chapel followed the teaching of John Wesley and for many years preachers were supplied by the 
Taunton circuit. A certain preacher locally named Benny Hammett, and related to, if not the same as a 

Sir Benjamin. Hammett, M.P. for Taunton round about 1778, is reported to have conducted a service in 
the chapel. All through the address, at the end of every few sentences he would exclaim, "What will 
you do, brother? What will you do when the world is on fire?" 

Time passed and it was found to be uneconomical to bring the silk to Stapley. The factory was in a sad 
state of repair anyway, so it was closed down. 

Seeking to forge ahead all over the Blackdown Hills, George Brealey took over the chapel at Stapley 
when the proprietor offered it to him in 1884, and the preachers were supplied by the Blackdown Hills 
Mission. Nor were some of their preachers less interesting than Benny Hammett. 

Happy Jack was one of them. He was a carpenter and lived at West Buckland. He used all his spare 
time and influence to lead others into the Kingdom of God. When he was preaching in the chapel he 

determined that not only those inside but those outside as well should have the benefit of his message. 
So loud were his words that it is said that even when standing by the Council School at Cox's Hill, some 



half-a-mile away, it was possible to hear his voice. 
Cox's Hill School, or Churchstanton School, as it is now known, was built for the sum of only £900 by 

Henry Sparks. In striking contrast to much of the ignorance around him Sparks had, before his death in 
1897, carried out experiments on perpetual motion. He was disappointed that he did not succeed in 

that sphere, but at least he gave Churchstanton their school. 
 
John Denning was feeling pleased. Not so much pleased with himself as pleased with the way he had 

seen children coming to Christ during the mission he was holding. Tonight would be the last night. He 
walked down Factory Lane, reminding a boy who was getting sticks to come down and join them. 
"I'll be there, sir," was his eager response. 

At the door he paused to take in the lovely smell of phlox, stocks and pinks. The sun was casting 
tender colours on the acres of trees which marked out the valley. A leaf just moved in the gentle air. 

He was glad that he had been privileged to come back and live in these Hills. He could remember now 
the day of his conversion under George Brealey. Knowing the hills and the character of the inhabitants 
intimately as he did, he was able to go round and be of great spiritual help to them, as well as teaching 

in the day-school. Then God had led him away from the district for years, but now he was back again 
from Southsea – living and witnessing amongst those who were dear to his heart. 

Once inside the door he hung his picture on the board behind the pulpit. It was called "The Broad and 
Narrow Way". Its lively sketches had been most useful to show the children the way, and the choice 
they must make. On the left hand side were drawings of such places as a Gambling House, Tavern 

Worldliness, a Ball-room and even a Loan Office. The labels of the buildings drawn by the right hand 
path were very different, though the buildings themselves looked similar. They included such places as 

the Sunday School and the Deaconess Institute. A first-rate visual aid for the 19th Century, but this 
was `do-it-yourself' evangelism, too. He set about getting the hymn-books ready and then vainly 
attempted to open a stuck window. 

Before he had finished arranging the hall the children were trooping in. Quietly, almost sedately, they 
came and sat on the benches. Later a bunch of giggling older girls came and sat near the back of the 
chapel, where they hoped no-one else would see them. A vain hope - they attracted far too much 

attention. Before John Denning could stop them a group of fellows had made their way to the front 
seat of the gallery. 

What spiritual potentiality there was, he thought, as he faced his growing congregation. Supposing 
everyone in that chapel became a Christian, and next year brought someone else to know Christ. What 
reapers for the harvest-field, what numbers of homes would be re-made by the power of the Holy 

Spirit. Oh, for the showers of blessing.  
Something fell! Brought back to earth with a bump the evangelist saw that one or two of the more 

adventurous youths were leaning over the edge of the gallery and raining paper pellets on to the hats 
of the unsuspecting female population below, who sat with their heads gloriously covered in convoluted 
bonnets which were fast obtaining additional trimmings. A knowing look and the raising of his hand 

caused calm to reign over the chapel again. Perhaps he'd better start … 
―…to enter in at the narrow gate and go along the narrow way for it leads eventually to the city of 
gold! Don't drift with the crowd down Broad Street, where the fleeting pleasures of this world carry you 

fast downhill and land you up in an inescapable hell.‖ 
None of the children present would forget the two ways for some time to come, even though the 

mission had now finished. The life of the chapel must go on, and next Sunday would see the usual 
service. 
John Denning did not feel so full of joy as he locked the door and stepped out with the picture carefully 

under his arm. How many had really heard, how many had understood, he wondered. Wasn't it casting 
pearls before swine? The words of the hymn they had been singing rushed back into his mind. Weren't 



they the pearls – little children who love their Redeemer? 
 

"They shall shine in their glory.  
Bright gems for His crown." 

 
That was all that really mattered. His own tiredness, lack of enthusiasm for future campaigns, was not 
relevant at the moment. If God gained one more gem, then he was content to be a tool in His hands. 

John Denning was able to labour for three years in the districts surrounding Stapley, Browndown and 
Bishopswood, giving much valuable assistance. At the end of that time he found his health was no 
longer strong enough for work on the Hills. Driving a horse and trap up to twenty miles a day can be 

wearing, and he felt that it was God's will that he should retire to Portishead. 
 

The coming of the gospel brought light into a dark place. The contrast of Christians and non-Christians 
seems to have been much more definite than at present. Today, with the veneer of respectability on 
the non-Christians and the faint hypocrisy of the Christians most men superficially look grey. The 

division into "black" and "white", so favoured by many preachers, does not appear to be an adequate 
description of the situation. How black was black in 1897? The following cutting from the Daily Mail of 

that year may help to show the conditions of some ignorant hearts and households. 
"A charge against a gipsy woman at Taunton Police Court has revealed the continued existence of 
gross superstition in Somersetshire. The prisoner was committed for trial for obtaining £11 and a watch 

and chain by means of a trick from a single woman living at a farm at Churchstanton. When the gipsy 
called at the farm the young woman said she was in trouble. The gipsy replied if she would put faith in 

her, and give her some gold, she would `planet the money on a planet' and all the trouble would 
disappear. After the gold (L") had been `put on the planet' it would be returned; but the gipsy made 
off with the money pleading that the following day would be Sunday, and that she could not rule the 

planet on a Sunday !" 
Praise God that He could rule the planets on a Sunday or any other day. Praise God that He could 
contract Himself to a span and see what was happening in the dark parish of Churchstanton. Praise 

God that He was ready to seek and save the lost of that parish. 
 

"Change and decay in all around I see." So thought Walter Brealey as he noticed that the rain was 
coming through another place in the roof of the old cottage chapel. It was really getting quite unfit for 
the worship of God. How different had been the beauties and solidness of the Temple! These walls 

were damp, tinged with a green mould, and there was pickle on the hymn-books. Even the old 
harmonium, which had maintained a joyful sound amidst much rough handling and had sent out music 

completely unsuited for such an instrument, was beginning to show signs of physical strain. The merest 
touch on the pedals would produce a plaintive, monotonous note, which appealed for better conditions. 
The chapel would have to be closed. Swamp and brambles would make it almost unreachable within 

sixty years. The path would grow over, the little bridge where the young men used to wait for their 
girl-friends to come out of the chapel, would be crossed in due course only by an adventurous person, 
or someone seeking solitude. 

The hammering of galvanized iron sounded through Stapley during 1904. It was a noisy metal for 
Somerset farmers to be handling. Its clanging note jarred harshly against the rolling, steady Somerset 

dialect. However, some material must be used to build the new chapel and it was considered best to 
put galvanized iron over the wooden shell. 
Returning from Clevedon for a week-end visit Walter Brealey was delighted to see the progress that 

had been made. The chapel seemed to fit so well into the little plot of ground between the steeply 
sloping bank and the road. It could have been built to go there – as indeed it was ! Set back from the 



road just far enough to avoid too much distraction from passing animals it was easily reached by a 
short path passing under an ornamental iron arch. The latter carried the oil light which would guide 

worshippers to the door. The inside was just becoming respectable. When the boards were painted and 
the rubble cleared it would be a simple, yet adequate meeting place. 

"We shall have to paint this galvanize, shan't us, sir?"  
"Yes, I was just thinking about what colour to do it." 
"I dunno, 'tis a bit difficult idn't it. Green wouldn't clash 

with the general surroundings, I spose." 
"I always fancy an unnatural green looks worse against natural green than anywhere else." 
"I dersay. Brown might be all right." 

"Possibly, it doesn't matter much anyway. The roof will stay on, the way you're nailing it down, no 
matter what colour paint we have." 

Stay on it has. Gales have sought to lift it. The sun has blistered it. Sometimes it has borne a heavy 
burden of snow. Rain has lashed it. The hearty singing inside has been sufficient to "raise the roof", 
but it has stayed on! 

 
"Now the God of peace, that brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus, that great Shepherd of the 

sheep, through the blood of the everlasting covenant, make you perfect in every good work to do His 
will, working in you that which is well pleasing in His sight, through Jesus Christ, to whom be glory for 
ever and ever. Amen." These words were used as the basis of a stirring and searching address given at 

the opening of the new Mission Room at Stapley on October 13th, 1904. The address was given by 
Robert Hatcher of Taunton. 

This devoted man of God had known, as George Brealey had known, the privilege of preaching in the 
courts and by-streets of the town. In the words of an article written after his death, less than four 
years later - "As in his secular calling, so in the Lord's service he was equally thorough - a man of much 

prayer, humble minded, large hearted and a good organizer, with undaunted courage and zeal." Such a 
man was well suited to give the initial sermon in the new chapel. He was followed by several others at 
the afternoon and evening meetings. Tea was served in the interval. Walter Brealey gave a detailed 

statement of the finances concerning the Mission Hall. There was a £20 deficit. Great was his joy and 
thankfulness when he discovered that the total offering for the day was £22. This was made up of 

sums ranging from £5 to the sixpences and threepences of the poorest present. So the Hall was paid 
for completely on the day of its opening. 
 

The congregation at Stapley was then able to settle in to its routine of meetings in the new hall. 
Around them life went on much as it had before. Farmers toiled on the land. `Boy-chaps' who worked 

for them from daylight to dark without half days or holidays were paid about 5/- a week. Sometimes 
their routine was broken by a club outing. A spring day might then find a band, sports and speeches in 
the transformed field. Sometimes a few of the `boy-chaps' would gather round at the cross-roads on a 

summer evening and jig to the accompaniment of an accordion. Then their ready wit came into its 
own. No comedian could produce such laughter as came forth when a tall chap (who was very good for 
pitching hay) was asked, "What's the weather like up there e" Life was simple. Fun was simple. 

Sometimes the routine of the chapel would be broken by a special meeting such as the Harvest 
Thanksgiving. Then the horses and traps crowded into the farmyard at Grabhams and both driver and 

horse were suitably refreshed before the evening meeting began. To enter the hall on Harvest Thanks-
giving Day was like going into a greengrocers shop where just enough room had been cleared to put 
out some benches. Potatoes and parsnips, barley and beetroot, marrows and Morgan Sweets were 

piled in glorious disarray on every ledge and windowsill. In this setting the simple service was 
conducted. Harvest Thanksgiving Teas lasted till about 1930. 



At about this time a pot-still was discovered in the attic of a cottage just up the road from the chapel. 
Someone in the hamlet was obviously still engaging in illegal practices, and needing to find satisfaction 

in Christ. 
And so it went on for years — and still goes on; the battle of light against darkness, reality of life 

against religious profession, liberty against licentiousness and truth against tolerance. 
No assembly has ever been formed at Stapley, though during the 1st World War the possibility of doing 
so was considered. Numbers did not warrant it and the maxim of `Never lay the table for weakness' 

prevailed. So now, as for many years, the only Sunday service is in the evening. Once a month this is 
followed by a Communion Service. This is the opportunity for the men and women of the district to 
come and worship in the warm and pleasant chapel, to hear again the words of the Lord Jesus Christ; 

to claim His promise to be with them always. Some have grasped the opportunity. 
The routine is from time to time enlivened by special services. Faithfulness is sometimes rewarded with 

success. Christ lives in the hearts of the dear believers at Stapley and Christ does not demand numbers 
— but personal allegiance. 



Chapter 6 - The Steps of a Good Man 

The preacher just managed to manoeuvre his car between the gateposts which seemed to get nearer 

to each other as he locked his steering harder. No sooner was he through the gates, which stood in the 
low stone wall separating the yard from the road, than he had to swerve again to avoid hitting the 

front porch of the Mission Room. Obviously the Hall was not designed to accommodate a large number 
of cars around it. But why should it have been? In 1874, when the Hall was built, there were no 
mechanically propelled vehicles making their way through Bishopswood. No motor bikes thundered up 

the 1 in 10 gradient on which the village was built; no roars of exhaust shattered the peace of the 
countryside and sprayed the verges with a grey dust. Only a creaking, plodding horse and cart, loaded 

with hay, moved in the broad valley. 
A plodding work for Christ had been carried on by an old man. Hyper-Calvinistic in his views, and 
narrow in consequence, he loved the Lord and loved the Scriptures. George Brealey went to visit him 

and the two found themselves united in the common aim of preaching the gospel. 
The man had just built a small room for meetings in part of his house. Here George Brealey joined him 

one morning at the `breaking of bread'. Everything was of the quaintest description. The old pilgrim 
presided. On the table in front of him was a small mug holding the wine. Without ceremony, plate or 
table cloth, the loaf was placed on the table and the six persons present remembered their Lord in the 

way that He had commanded. 
The notices consisted of George Brealey's remarks to the effect that he was going to preach the gospel 
theme in the after-noon and evening. Then off he went to hunt up someone to fill the room. When, at 

the end of the day, many were asking what they must do to be saved the old Calvinist asked George to 
come back again. This he did. Until the time when the old saint was called to cross the `narrow stream' 

the meetings continued and all the while the aged pilgrim seemed to become younger in his ways. In 
spite of abuse and hurling of stones he started open-air meetings in the village, which was noted for its 
footpads and wickedness. He also preached in the adjoining parish, famous for its ritualism. 

Many of those who heard the gospel would walk great distances – even going to Clayhidon, some nine 
miles away, to hear Biblical teaching. Obviously it was desirable to have a worker at Bishopswood itself, 

and Joseph Bowerman, a godly young man, came to live in the village and worked in connexion with 
the Blackdown Hills Mission. God blessed his efforts and so many were added to the Lord that it was 
thought necessary to build a hall. 

Standing just inside the hedge where for future generations the chapel was to stand, George Brealey 
discussed the situation and the site with his fellow-workers, who shared his interest in that sphere of 
the Mission's activities. 

"I reckon this would be a good place, you know – 'tis purty central, idn't it t" volunteered a corduroy-
trousered convert who was greatly taken up with the idea of a mission hall in his own hamlet. 

"Yes, 'twould be easy enough to get to – and we aren't too near the church up there." A wry smile 
spread over the face which was half-hidden by the large cloth cap. 
"How far is it to Buckland St. Mary?" asked George Brealey, looking across the valley to the pretty little 

village which stood out on the hill on the other side. 
"About two miles I should think.‖ 

"Oh, well, it's not too far for anyone to walk who wants to come over.‖ 
"And then they over Birchwood and back Marsh could come too," – referring to two more hamlets 
which lay nearby. 

" 'Tis rather a long way from Clayhidon, though, idn't it, sir. How be 'ee goin' get over yer to preach?‖ 
"Must be the best part of nine miles, I suppose. Perhaps – " and he stopped. He hoped that there 

would always be a full-time worker at this outpost of the Mission, but at the moment he shared that 
wish only with his Master. 



For some while the party went on discussing size and site, drainage and decoration. 
"Yes, well, we'll sort all these things out in due time, if it's God's will," concluded George Brealey. "At 

least we've got a marvellous site." He looked to the green fields on his left and away to the rolling hills 
across the other side of the valley on his right and thanked God for such beauty. 

"We'll have some prayer.‖ 
Forerunners of trilbys, Robin Hoods, pork pies and bowlers came off, and the men stood reverently as 
they consecrated their work to God. 

From over the hedge a curious visitor witnessed a most unusual prayer. Such a new approach to God 
seemed to be contained in it. "… may we build here … may it glorify Thee ... that people from nearby 
might come and hear the Gospel if it is Thy will … and may a Church of Thy redeemed ones be 

established here … we thank Thee for Thy goodness, grace, mercy … we thank Thee that the light of 
the gospel of Christ will continue to shine here – a star in the East – even after we are called to be for 

ever with Thee … in Jesus' Name and for His sake. Amen.‖ 
Perhaps a short digression would not be out of place here to stress the daring nature of George 
Brealey's activity in the establishment of the various mission stations. He was without financial support 

for his ventures except for the small amount of money which the converts could provide from their 
diminutive wages, and such as God would enable him to have. He was without the backing and 

fellowship of a mature Church. Only a few converts, inexperienced in the ways of God and a small 
number of mature Christians who did not live in the immediate district, shared his enthusiasm for the 
work. He was without building committees, finance sub-committees and the like. Most of the work and 

responsibility he had to carry on his own shoulders. He stood almost alone in his passionate desire for 
the spiritual welfare of the district. But he stood with God. Who could tell whether in a few years the 

converts would backslide; who could tell if he would end up in jail, having landed himself with an 
impossible debt; who could forecast whether the money for the inevitable repairs and alterations would 
be forthcoming; who could tell whether he was just erecting a series of halls which in a few years 

would have broken windows and stand deserted — a mockery to the Name of God, while the weeds 
grew up through the floor? His faith was in God and after sixteen years' service on the Hills he was 
able to write the following record of God's faithfulness. At this time he had built three chapels, taken 

over four others and established three schools. "The living God is a very real Being, and faith in Him is 
a very real thing, and trial of faith proves the reality of the promises of God, which are all real, because 

they `are all yea, and in Him Amen', though we may, and often do, fail in obtaining their full value 
through sin and unbelief … `He is faithful that promised'; `and faith proves His faithfulness'." It was in 
this indomitable spirit of courage and assurance that he went ahead with the plans at Bishopswood. 

In 1887 it stands on record that there were three services there on the Lord's Day and a well-attended 
Sunday School. Sometimes the congregation would be visited by a preacher from Clayhidon or 

elsewhere. Robert Hatcher would get his horse and trap and with a few young men drive up over Corfe 
Hill. He felt it was worth while visiting Bishopswood if only for the glorious drive over some of Somerset 
s most lovely scenery. It was even more worth while to know that when the horses were tied up there 

was service to do for the Master and souls for the labourer's hire. 
Bishopswood remained a needy district in many respects for a long time. George Brealey would visit 
when time allowed. His desire, which he had shared secretly with his Master, (or was it that his Master 

shared it with him?) to see another full-time worker there was soon fulfilled John B. Radcliffe settled 
early in the district. He and his wife lived the full and active life that so many other workers at 

Bishopswood have enjoyed. 
Let's join them on a weekday in 1890. After morning prayer and breakfast it is time for the chores. This 
involves pumping the water, breaking up enough sticks to light the fire, and seeing that the paraffin 

lamps are trimmed and ready for the evening. 
With a reminder to his wife to bring on the books which she had finished repairing the evening before, 



he walks the few yards down the road to the school. Although he is early, one of his pupils is already 
waiting outside. Enquiring the reason for this keenness to appear at school he is met by the reply that 

"Dad was going into market and gave me a lift, sir." This would be a great help as normally the boy 
had to walk three miles. 

When he summoned the school inside he thought how good it was to see them again. The winter had 
been an unusually hard one, with snowdrifts up to twenty feet deep blocking the roads, but now, 
although it was still wet, most of the children were managing to get back. A few who had to walk long 

distances were absent again. However he must continue with those whom he had. The day was spent 
giving instruction to the children and by the time that the final bell was rung he felt quite tired. School 
finished with a prayer and he immediately set about clearing up so that he could profitably use the rest 

of the day. 
He wanted to visit Mrs. Agford. Typical of many of the cases during the last winter, she was very ill. 

Perhaps she would have to go into hospital. But if she went then what on earth would happen to the 
baby and the large family? He prayed silently that he might come to the right decision as he pressed 
on over the steep, flint roads. There seemed to be no one around this afternoon. If it stayed as wet as 

this, he thought, it would be bad for the potatoes this year, but it was too early to worry about that 
yet. How would the Agfords feed their large family, though, if the crop was a failure? Thank God that 

both parents had learned to trust in God. When he first visited them the husband was afflicted in body, 
and sorely tried in mind about his sins. John Radcliffe was grateful that he was able to recommend 
some homoeopathic medicine — of which he had used a large quantity during the last winter — but 

more grateful that his visits had been used to the conversion of Mr. Agford. Although still in outward 
sorrow the man was obviously growing in grace, trusting with the simplicity of a little child. It was 

unknown to John Radcliffe that Mrs. Agford, in good health at the time, had been listening to the 
reading and explanation of the Bible to her husband. She too had received life in Christ. 
Now he was at the Agford's house and was not sorry to find that one of the older children had just 

made a pot of tea. The bedroom where Ivy Agford lay was large and airy. Chunks of plaster had fallen 
down from the uneven ceiling where the large supporting beams of the house could be dearly seen. 
The bright patchwork quilt on the iron bedstead hardly looked warm enough and brought little 

brightness to the room. John Radcliffe sat on the large wicker chair, which was covered with 
newspapers, and looked sadly at the woman with her bonny babe lying beside her. 

At the end of their conversation he felt more cheerful and trusted the patient did also. He had learned 
that her favourite text was "I, even I, am He that blotteth out thy transgressions for mine own sake, 
and will not remember thy sins." As her husband said on the way out, it seemed that this scripture was 

written upon her soul. The way back to home in Bishopswood seemed long. Probably Ivy Agford would 
not get up again from her bed of sickness. Fortunately Mr. Agford had been paying in, along with about 

forty others, to the Clothing Club which the Raddiffes ran and so at least they might be able to 
continue to provide enough clothes for the children. 
Reaching home, there was time for another cup of tea before he sorted out his thoughts for the prayer 

meeting. In his mind he ran through the possible congregation and hoped that they would all be there. 
Twelve came altogether. It was a pleasant and searching time. Those who prayed did so simply and 
directly. They did not attempt to ape the better language and accent of the schoolmaster. In his or her 

own words each commented on the verse which was read, or spoke with God. The informal meeting 
dosed with the singing of a song of praise. They had asked for more power in and blessing on the 

Sunday evening service – and they believed that God would answer prayer. 
The Prayer Meeting having broken up, a few stayed to select a book or periodical from the small 
lending library which the Radcliffes ran. One man was helped to select a suitable volume. He could only 

read poorly himself but his greatest joy was to sit at his work and let one of his children read to him. 
Mrs. Radcliffe found time after they were back at their own home and had had some supper to write a 



letter to an old scholar of the school. She was a faithful correspondent with the old pupils, those in old 
age, trial or bereavement and with those who had left the district for other parts. She was busy all day 

every weekday and on Sundays took the Bible Class. Here her long connexion with the ministry and 
teaching of that well-known minister of Christ, R. C. Chapman, stood her in good stead, together with 

her own able Bible Study. Her favourite remark at the end of the day, when she had finished sewing up 
a cover of an old periodical to go in their library, was, "I'm tired in the work, but not of it.‖ 
So the days came and went. At the beginning of each week they met to remember the depths of 

selfgiving which Jesus had shown and found strength for their own work. 
Occasionally John Radcliffe would find a house where they were not welcome. One man asked him not 
to come in case the parish priest found them together. Obviously he was afraid of such a possibility. So 

John left, but not without clearly presenting the claims of Christ. 
Among his other tasks John' Radcliffe took every opportunity to warn people of the dangers of drinking 

alcohol. The claims of temperance were presented to old and young. As he writes – "We believe it 
would be no great loss if all the public houses and beer-shops were closed and done away with.‖ 
 

In the autumn of 1897 John Radcliffe was in a bit of a fix. The house in which he was living had been 
sold over his head and he was under notice to quit at Lady-Day 1898. Where to go he was not sure. A 

kind Christian friend had offered to lend some money, free of interest, to purchase three old cottages 
which had recently been offered for sale. The cottages were previously used as a pub, a cobbler's shop 
and a dwelling house. This helper also proposed to supply all the money needed to make the necessary 

alterations. 
Death intervened and the kindly benefactor was called home to his Lord. For months John Radcliffe, his 

family and friends were perplexed and cast entirely on God as no-one else seemed to come forward 
with a similar intention. The work at Bishops-wood had been running for relatively few years but now it 
seemed that it would be necessary for it to close down. Was this God's will? Should it happen? Was 

there no servant of God who would come to the rescue out of love for His gospel and for souls? In his 
Annual Report Walter Brealey suggested that a few friends might like to combine to lend the money at 
low interest or that many free-will gifts might produce the necessary money. 

Then came another blow. John Radcliffe was found one day, sitting at his desk, having just dismissed 
the children from school - dead. He had served God and His flock for fifteen years at Bishopswood and 

in the hour of crisis he was called away. His quiet, unobtrusive, yet faithful work will be remembered 
by many. 
Before his death John Radcliffe had been lent, £56 with which he bought the old cottages. He had 

drawn up plans for their adaptation for use by his wife and himself. But before the contract was signed 
he had left this earthly sphere of labour. 

A decision was taken to proceed with the alteration. It was intended that Mrs. Radcliffe should live rent 
free in part of the premises and that the rest should be available for Miss Wheeler, who was coming 
from the North of England to look after the school. 

In a short time, the needed Mission House was constructed from the old cottages. July 28th, 1898, saw 
the first of many tea parties to be held there. Cups chinked and chins wagged as the long-robed ladies 
handed around steaming cups of tea and buttered scones. This was the official opening of the house 

and there was a thanksgiving service in the evening. Over sixty drove out from Taunton to be present, 
and there were many others from different localities.  

The alterations had cost £220. The money came in slowly. There was an interest-free loan of £100. Up 
to the end of September 1898 the sums reaching Walter Brealey for the Bishopswood Building Fund 
ranged from £10 to 2/6. There were fewer gifts in the Sept. 1898 to Sept. 1899 Financial Year. But on 

Sept. 21st, 1899 Mr. Brealey wrote Receipt No. 1878 for £130:15:8. This last sum, which was so 
generous and so neatly closed the gap was almost certainly the gift of Mr. Lock. In his boyhood he 



could be seen in ragged clothes about Bishops-wood, but he made good and was one of the men who 
had signed the first appeal circular which went out in December, 1897. He had prayed continuously 

since then that the money would come in. He had already given £25 towards the Fund. 
One morning he came downstairs looking rather tired and his wife asked why he had spent such a 

restless night. He replied that the Lord had been telling him something he had to do. 
"Oh, what's that?" she asked. 
"Well, he's distinctly shown me that I must pay off all that is required on that house at Bishopswood. 

It's the Lord's work and I must do it.‖ 
He enquired how the Bishopswood Building Fund financial position stood at the end of the year, then 
out came his cheque book and he cleared the debt. 

Nor did his generosity stop there. At a cost of about a further, £100 he brought a pure stream a 
considerable distance to the house, and installed it so that the occupants need not suffer from lack of 

clear water. Years later he was still maintaining the Mission House and supplying £20 a year. 
No doubt he was repaid in his own soul, as such helpers always are. 
"He that watereth shall be watered" Proverbs 11:25. 

Quite a bit of detail has been given concerning the finances of the Bishopswood Mission House as an 
illustration of the many times that God has answered His promise, "Ask, and it shall be given you." It is 

also an illustration of the many times that a man is called to help answer his own prayers. 
 
For some time after John Radcliffe's death the speakers for Bishopswood were supplied from the 

Taunton Assembly. 
John Denning, of Chelmsine, already referred to in connexion with the work at Stapley visited 

Bishopswood regularly. This meant a long journey. Often he was there for the morning service and 
sometimes did not arrive home until eleven o'clock at night after speaking twice and taking a Sunday 
School. No wonder he writes in his diary – "Monday, I was completely exhausted!‖ 

Even from a numerical point of view, though, the work was cheering, if tiring. During the year 1902-3 
John Denning reported that the congregation must have doubled in size. It was a time of sowing the 
word. "They that sow in tears, shall reap in joy," the Psalmist had written. John Denning and others 

prayed the Lord of the Harvest that there might be a reaping time soon. As he travelled the bills in that 
summer of 1903 he saw many acres of corn, that showed promise of growth and grain. But the lashing 

storms of the wet autumn and the lack of sun frustrated the desire of the corn to form a hard ear. 
Strong winds started to flatten the weakening stalks. Patches, then acres, collapsed, making a heart-
breaking sight for anyone who saw the mangled darkening stems. At the beginning of November 

hundreds of acres lay rotting. "May this not have a spiritual parallel," prayed Mr. Denning. The solemn 
words of Jeremiah went through his mind. "The harvest is past, the summer is ended, and we are not 

saved." He earnestly desired that those who were so near being reaped for the storehouse of God 
would not collapse under the winds of indifference, and fall on a rotting heap of humanity. "Almost – 
but lost.‖ 

 
"Lawks a-mercy, what a long way." It was a long way from Staines to Bishopswood. To the very feeble 
old woman, deaf and nearly blind, who had rarely gone far from her home at Bishopswood it seemed 

an incredible distance. Yet that was the distance that Sidney Morrant came with his wife in 1905 to 
take up residence in the Mission House at Bishopswood. 

How did God guide him to come there? There is no fixed pattern to the controlling and guiding hand of 
God, but it will be profitable to see the part which Scripture and circumstances played in the arrival of 
this servant to labour on the Blackdowns. 

Over thirty years earlier Sidney Morrant and his wife had both become Christians at Staines during the 
visit of an evangelist. The evangelist was George Brealey. Now, at the age of fifty-five he believed it 



was the Lord's will that he should launch out more fully into the deep and become a fisher of men. He 
was not afraid of the step of faith — even if it meant walking on a sea. He had been a linoleum printer 

in a factory, and had become the overseer, but he saw the `brook drying up' as machinery cut down 
two hundred employees to three! 

The Lord's word to him as he sought special guidance for his future path was "Rest in the Lord, and 
wait patiently for Him, and He will bring it to pass." Again and again he turned it over in his mind. 
"Rest . . . wait patiently . . . He will . . ." He waited for twelve months and then God moved. Hearing 

about the need at Bishopswood he came on a month's trial. His previous contact with George Brealey 
made it a very thrilling venture. Fancy walking among, working for and winning the very people among 
whom the great evangelist himself had worked. As he started from his house on Thursday, 29th June it 

was in dependence on a faithful and covenant-keeping God, yet also with fear and trembling. He 
prayed the prayer of Moses, whom God called to be Israel's deliverer. "If I have found grace in Thy 

sight, shew me now Thy way." "If Thy presence go not with me, carry me not up hence.‘ 
After a month on the Hills, where he saw the need for a pastor and was much cheered by conversions 
and the comfort he was able to bring to the Christians, he felt sure that God would have him come 

there. To the appeal of Isaiah 6:8 "Whom shall I send and who will go for us?' he replied "Here am I; 
send me." The answer came, "Go, and I will be with thee; my presence shall go with thee and I will 

give thee rest.‖ 
Rest in the Lord was the starting point for rest from the Lord. So God brings back from the stores of 
memory passages of Scripture and fixes them in the minds of His followers to be a guide for the 

occasion. 
 

"Did you see that bloke with the quiff of white hair walking down yer, last night, Bert?‖ 
"Ay, they says he's coming to live down to the Mission House.‖ 
"Oh, — he wadn't half walking around." ― 

'Spec he was thinking.‖ 
"Dersay.‖ 
Sidney Morrant records that he spent Thursday evening meditating in the fields and lanes. He was 

thanking the Lord for a safe journey, delighting himself in the beautiful scenery of the Hills, praising 
God for His wonderful works of nature, and seeking to know His will and mind more fully. 

How many a worker in our crowded cities would love to have the opportunity of wandering in the 
country at that magic moment in the evening when the light is fading and the stillness of evening 
descends. The local dialect sums it up, "Just as 'tis getting dimpsey." Any Christians at Bishopswood 

who still find time to wander when "'tis dimpsey" must surely undergo the same experience as Sidney 
Morrant. 

But he didn't spend all his time wearing out his shoe-leather and contemplating. For a brief summary of 
what he did that first week let's look at a few abbreviated extracts of his record: 
 

Friday, 30th June. Visiting. Scattering seed by wayside which I trust may prove fruitful. Open doors. In 
one cottage I asked a lady, "Are you a believer in the Lord Jesus Christ?" Her sad look answered. Tears 
as I read part of Isaiah 53 — but no yielding. She asked me to call again. I was the only visitor she 

ever had in that isolated spot. 
Shouted gospel in ear of a poor paralysed man. His speech was affected and he was very deaf, but he 

gripped my hand in appreciation. 
Saturday, 1st, July. Wet day. Visiting in outlying districts. Some say, "I belong to Church", but I assure 
them that my mission is to know if they belong to Christ. 

Sunday, 2nd July. In afternoon visited very poor old folk. Two old men (one asleep) lying on either side 
of chimney corner ! Wife was 75 and had just received news of death of ungodly brother—upset. Read 



John 14. Tears stopped. She sang, "If ever I loved Thee, my Jesus, 'tis now.‖ 
Monday, 3rd July. Visited whole of Bishopswood village with tracts and spoke to many personally. One 

woman in Doubting Castle. Showed her 1John 5:13, "that ye may know that ye have eternal life." — 
God's know, not her hope is most important. 

Tuesday, 4th July. Visited village of Birchwood, leaving silent and verbal messages at each house. 
Baptized believer — widow — spoke in much praise of the late George Brealey; mourned that no one 
came to see her in her loneliness. 

An old maiden lady living alone — clean and comfortable house. She was unsure of her salvation and 
quoted line of hymn, "'Tis a point I long to know." Eventually said, "You be like one of those men when 
the house is on fire, you warn them of it." She knelt in the centre of room, hands and eyes uplifted as I 

prayed. 
Wednesday, 5th July. Visited Buckland St. Mary. Little place — fine church — figures of angels, altars, 

crosses and many candles very prominent inside. Preached the gospel not many yards from the Church 
gate. Windows of cottages full of listeners. Few ventured outside. 
Thursday, 6th July. Morning visiting to right of Marsh Road . . . difficult to reach; they hope a great 

deal, but I am afraid in many instances it is only the hope of the hypocrite, which perisheth . . . woman 
who had heard me preach on the previous Sunday. She thought then that I was the most happy man 

on earth and she the most miserable woman ... I left her feeling that some secret sin was keeping her 
back — one hindrance, I afterwards found out, was the village alehouse. 
 

This was only one week's work by one man. It was typical of his visiting programme. The work of that 
one week cannot be measured in hours spent, miles covered, or quantity of literature distributed. It 

was supremely a week of spiritual battle and spiritual results are hard to estimate. We might well ask 
when we last spent a week which was so full of Christian conversation. 
It was a good day for Bishopswood when Sidney Morrant settled in the neighbourhood. For the rest of 

his life he laboured in that area. His wife, for long an invalid, died before she was very old and when 
he passed away at the age of eighty-eight the flock at Bishopswood felt they had lost a true pastor. 
 

The passing visitor may have been surprised to hear the sound of hilarious games coming from holy 
premises. 

"Team A has won again" (loud cheers). `Now then, see what you can do if you have the ball balanced 
on your heads" (groans), "This will be our last game.‖ 
After the last game came a brief epilogue. The fore-runner of our modern Youth Club was born. The 

Judsons, who came to Bishopswood early in 1927, had a great love for young people. So they were 
prepared to give up an evening a week to play and talk with them. In its day the venture must have 

caused a few raised eyebrows and it shows that pioneering zeal was still present in the Mission. 
This zeal and love for souls of men meant that Ernest Judson would often travel away from 
Bishopswood and take tent campaigns; sometimes in the Dorset villages or further afield; then nearer 

home at Combe St. Nicholas or Buckland St. Mary. These `pretty' villages, where only the filling up of 
the duck-pond and the arrival of motor cars and electricity have altered their centuries-old, idyllic 
arrangement of the inn, the Church and the shops, will not be able to say that they never heard the 

claims of Jesus. 
The incidents that Ernest Judson remembered best were not the ones where masses were concerned 

but those where one or two had personal dealings with God. 
There was the evening when the son of a full-time worker among the Brethren was staying with them. 
They had been to Bolham on the Sunday evening. On the way home, as they drove along the top of 

the ridges and up and down the twisting track on the sides of the valley, the conversation turned to the 
Lord Jesus Christ. In a gateway, with only the disinterested cows as witnesses, this young man asked 



the Lord Jesus to become his Saviour and Pilot. They drove on. Many years later he wrote from the 
navy to say how grateful he was for the night when he drove from Bolham to Bishopswood. 

Or there was the time during the war when the army camp was at Trickey Warren. Ernest Judson 
would put on SASRA uniform and go over to talk with the troops. Many remembered their childhood 

days and Sunday School attendances. One soldier asked for "Jesus loves me, this I know" to be sung. 
At least one man, who is now a Baptist minister, will be grateful to God that Ernest Judson visited his 
camp, because that is when he chose to be a soldier of the cross. 

For fifteen years Ernest Judson, unassuming and humble-minded, worked on the Hills. He was gentle, 
nothing upset him, and he was much loved. He was respected for his out and out Christianity. In the 
cottages, where they had their meals on a table spread with clean newspaper, he was welcome and 

loved. He was devoted to people and the will of God. Perhaps part of the secret of his ministry lay in 
the words which were always on his study table "Prayer is either a force, or a farce.‖ 

 
"He's called Cooper.‖ 
The landlord put down his pint on the bar as if to silence the conversation. 

"I think you'll find, mate, that he's called Commander Cooper.‖ 
For once someone knew more than the landlord. 

"Oh, is he? Why's that then?‖ 
"He's bin in the navy, mate - or the RNVR, I suppose I should say.‖ 
"When did he come in, then?‖ 

"Oh, last week some time.‖ 
"Is this the chap up the Mission House you're talking about?"  

"Yes, they've sent another one to convert us!‖ 
"Come off it, Harry, they've been decent blokes who've lived there." 
"So they should be.‖ 

"'Tis his second wife, isn't it?‖ 
"How you blokes find out so much I jolly well don't know! Another pint, Sam?" 
" 'Tis coining in 'ere, mate, that's where we learns it!" 

What they hadn't learned yet, but no doubt they very soon would, was that Grosvenor Cooper had met 
his wife at Honiton where they were both working for SASRA. He was a trained architect, but had given 

up his job in order to enter full-time service. 
His previous experience meant that he was a great help at the rest room which the Mission ran for 
soldiers and airmen during the war. 

He gave some excellent messages and his wife ran some splendid women's meetings during the eight 
years they were at Bishopswood. 

Most of the men who had so frankly discussed the new arrival to the village found quite soon that he 
had visited their houses. Like his predecessors he was a wonderful visitor. This gave them more 
information to swop over their pints. 

From Bishopswood Grosvenor Cooper moved on to West-bury to be the minister of a Baptist church. 
 
The furniture van pulled up with a jerk outside the Mission House. Time for another occupant. Like the 

founder of the Mission this full-time worker came from Exeter. John Reed had been working for some 
time with the Exe Island Mission there. 

The invitation was unanimous. Agreement was reached by the trustees, Douglas Brealey and the 
assembly. This is one of the principles of the Mission. Unanimity means strength. 
John Reed brought with him to the Mission House, on a dull November day in 1951, his wife and three 

daughters and his father-in-law. He brought a charm which won the hearts of the people. Numbers 
began to improve at the meetings. One of his greatest joys was to baptize two young men who were 



converted under his ministry. - 
Then his father-in-law became ill and died. This affected John Reed's health and it was felt that he 

should have an operation. Complications set in. The Church prayed that if it was God's will he should 
recover, but on July15th, 1953 he quietly slipped away into the presence of the Lord. 

The flowers, once fresh and colourful on his grave, wilted and died. "Behold, all flesh is as the grass, 
and all the glory of man is as a flower of the field." "The flower fadeth; but the word of our God shall 
stand for ever." Remembering this, the Christians of the area were able to accept from God this 

removal of a faithful servant, realizing that "He often buries His workmen, yet continues His work. He 
often calls home His cashiers, but the bank does not fail." 
Only a brief account has been given of the drama of the Mission at Bishopswood. A few of the major 

actors have been looked at quickly and then put back again into the files of history. What of their 
supporting cast? Where are the equivalents of the lighting boys, the business managers and occupants 

of the orchestra pit? They were there, though some-times the principal actor was his own call-boy. Of 
the audience who received the Word very little has been noted. As all these things are thought of and 
while the action goes on let us thank God, the Divine Producer of the church at Bishopswood. 

Each Sunday morning the saints still meet in simple worship and pass bread and wine to each other. 
The loud praises of God can be heard ringing out of the Hall on Sunday evening. 



 

Chapter 7 - My House ... a Den of Thieves 
"There we are, that‘ll make a good price in the market – 'less you thinks 'tis time we had one for 
ourselves." 

In the dim light of the flickering candles a sheep which had been lying across the shoulders of the 
rough man who spoke was dumped like a sack of potatoes on the dusty floor. 
"Hmm, beauty, idn't it?' 
"Harry back, yet?" 
"No, but I 'spec he knows what he's doing. 'Tis gitting light though, idn 't it?" 

It was almost certain that Harry did know what he was doing. He knew just where the farmers were 
putting their sheep and exactly how he could get through the gaps into the field. He knew how to grab 
a sheep by the hind legs and hang on to it till he could hoist it up on his shoulders. He knew well all 

the paths across the common, which helped him to creep undetected back to the cottages which the 
gang of sheep-stealers made the headquarters of their nefarious practice. 

As he passed underneath the oaks which stood as silent sentinels and the only witness of his wickedness, 
a wood-pigeon caused him to start. It called "Take two, do, Harry, take two; take two, do, Harry, take 
two." But Harry was content with one. He remembered the legendary story of the sheep-stealer who 

took the wood-pigeon's advice, but as he passed again with his double load the pigeon was in the 
other section of the song. "Rope, rope, hang the man; rope, rope, hang the man." Then the story went 
that the thief had been so frightened he had dropped the sheep and had run for home. Harry also 

remembered he reported fate of the robber with two sheep and a rope tying them together across his chest who stopped to 
rest on a milestone, but toppled over backwards and the rope strangled him ! "No," Harry thought, "One sheep on the 

shoulders is worth two in the field." So he plodded on. 
The cottage which he was making for was near where two tracks meet. It was on a high and 
particularly deserted part of a common known as Brown Down. Here the bleak winter winds caused 

travellers to turn up their jacket collars and when the snow had fallen the place was often completely 
cut off for days. Sheep-stealing was a well-known occupation for some baser types in the middle of the 

nineteenth century. Although the farmers knew it was going on it was almost impossible to catch the 
culprits as the sheep of necessity were often far away from the farm buildings. It was also widely 
suspected that the hard-living inhabitants of the cottage on Brown Down had enough salted mutton 

under the floor-boards to keep them going for quite a while. Suspicion received confirmation. After 
many requests from the farmers, the reluctant police-force closed in on the building and found that indeed it was 
a hide-out of sheep-stealers. 

These guilty ruffians were not hanged, which might well have been their fate a little while before, but 
were deported to Botany Bay. In those days there was little chance of a quick return to Somerset - and 

sheep. 
For some time the cottages were inhabited only by rats and an occasional jackdaw in the chimney. 
"That would be just the place," thought George Brealey as he slowed up his horse, dismounted and 

peered in through the misty and cobwebby window. It was true that it was isolated, and yet it was central for a 
number living around, who were at present unable to attend a place of worship. And how they needed 

to! 
He had just been visiting in the district and found that the inhabitants were quite destitute of spiritual 
understanding. Truly he felt they were as heathen as anybody he might have met in Demerara. He 

wrote in his journal of the people living on the Browndowns: " ... nor could they distinguish the 
difference between their life and that of the brute creation. Many had not the least idea of having to 

appear before God to give an account of the deeds done in the body; and as to the Saviour – who He 
was, whence He came and where He came – they had not the faintest conception." 



So he outlined his plan for the conversion of the cottages to an interested friend. "And what will you 
use for money?" was one of the practical replies he received. This was not an important factor to 

George Brealey. It concerned him and he prayed about it. From past experience he had found that the 
cash came – sometimes from anticipated quarters, sometimes out of the blue ! 

1864 saw the commencement of the work at Browndown Chapel. The money for the alterations was 
largely supplied by Miss Hanbury. Unlike the incident in the Bible, here was a case of a den of thieves 
which was made into a house of God. 

Slowly the news about Jesus penetrated the area. Yet in 1868 George Brealey was talking to the 
parents of a large family whose ignorance of Christian things shocked him. Indeed, their simplicity was 
such that they could not even remember the ages of their children – only that one was born on 

Christmas Day. 
"Who was born on Christmas Day?" Mr. Brealey asked. "Thik maid ther" – pointing to a thin child in the 

corner. "And can you tell me who else was born on Christmas Day?" "No – I habm' yeard of anybody." 
"Well, what does Christmas Day mean?" 
"I dunno, really." 

They gave negative answers to all of the following questions. "Have you heard that Jesus Christ, the 
Son of God, came into this world?" "Do you ever go to church or meeting?" "Can you read?" "Or can 

your children read?" Each time there was a frank "No" from the man who stood motionless on the dirty 
stone floor while the children cowered in the darkest corners they could find. 
Their manner of life matched their spiritual ignorance. Life was governed mainly by such things as a 

black cat crossing one's path. A hand hay-making rake lying teeth downward meant rain, unless it was 
stood up and curtsied to three times. A stone hanging in a cattle shed kept the beasts from harm 

during the night – but the stone must have a hole right through it. Such superstitions ruled men and 
women on the Blackdown Hills up to a century ago. 
When George Brealey started the work at Browndown and said he wanted a house full of sinners, 

someone replied that his wish would certainly be granted for all the people there were bad enough. 
At the next meeting he could scarcely get in the door because of the crowd who had gathered. On 
announcing that he had a message for sinners, he was pleasantly surprised to find that many said, 
"Well, we be that, sir, whatever else we be. We couldn' be wiss." He preached from I Corinthians 6 and 
asked the congregation to note the words which belonged to each one of them. "Know ye not that the 

unrighteous shall not inherit the kingdom of God? Be not deceived, neither fornicators, nor idolators, 
nor adulterers, nor effeminate, nor abusers of themselves with mankind, nor covetous, nor drunkards, 
nor revilers, nor extortioners shall inherit the kingdom of God." Before they knew whether the words 

were applicable they had to be explained. Then as he read the list again the Holy Spirit applied them to 
mind and conscience. The sword of the Spirit did its work and many that night went away convicted of 

sin, to cry for mercy. 
The next time George Brealey was in the Browndown district he saw coming towards him a fierce-
looking character with thick-set features. His angry dark eyes under his shaggy eye-brows said quite 

clearly that he was not on good terms with the missionary. 
"Why did you expose me before that lot?" he asked. Apparently he had been at the meeting described 
above and had felt that everybody was looking at him as the list of sinners was read. 

"But I couldn't expose you; I knew nothing about you," protested George Brealey. "Any way, others 
there who were as bad as you received the message of mercy from God, and you may have the same.‖ 

George Brealey was pleased to see that he came to the meeting that night. The cottage was 
uncomfortably full, but at the end this man stood and gave a simple testimony. He wasn 't used to 
public speaking but his voice was clear and loud as he told his experience to the hushed crowd. 

`Neighbours, you all knows me. I've bin one of the wickedest fellers that ever lived . . . I han't got nort 
good to say for meself. Since the last meeting I bin most turble miserable - and I could have put an 



end to meself only I was afraid. But, bless the Lord, I believes now in He who died for a sinner like 
me." 

Nearly everyone who passed through the small door of the building that night and shook hands with 
George Brealey was in one of two camps. Either they were rejoicing in forgiveness of sin, or under 

deep trouble with a burden of wickedness which crushed them down. 
 
Such poor people as formed the first nucleus of the church at Browndown were unable to provide 

sufficient funds for the upkeep of the Mission Hall. In 1887 the running cost was met by friends in 
Richmond. 
 

"Suppose you have committed only three sins every day - one of act, one of thought and one of 
speech; giving you five years before you came to the age of discretion, and you say you're now 

twenty-one . . ." Walter Brealey took a pencil and wrote 365 x 15 x 3 = 16,425. 
He handed it to the young man who was studying his accountancy books. The figure surprised him. 
Certainly that was some-thing to reckon with. 

"Yes, I've never reckoned it up like that before. Probably it's nearer thirty than three sins a day any 
way." 
"Then make it 164,250." 
That didn't make the picture any brighter, particularly as the visiting evangelist added, "The soul that 
sinneth, it shall die." Walter Brealey left before the cloud had lifted, pausing only long enough to get 

the young man to promise that each time he opened his account book he would ask, "Is my account 
settled with God ?‖ 

Times had changed and now in 1888 it was a matter of convincing people that they were sinners. "I'm no 
worse than others," `I'm not as bad as some," had taken the place of "We couldn' be wiss." 
A quarter of a century of Church-life and a godly scriptural testimony in the district had put a new 

aspect on the character of the work of the Mission. The growing of converts in grace, disciplined by the 
word of God and the teaching of the Holy Spirit, had caused a new phase to commence. The role of 
shepherd had been linked with that of evangelist. Wickedness was replaced by witness, and 

superstition by sanctification. Although not as spectacular as the first work through George Brealey it 
was true that believers were being constantly added to the Church and the Holy Spirit was sustaining and 

strengthening them to walk in the way of the Lord's commandments. Looking back over the years and 
estimating the moral change in the neighbourhood it was impossible to refrain from saying "What hath 
God wrought !" 

 
So it was that when the Churchstanton Agricultural Association had their annual ploughing match, men 

whom the Founder of Christianity described as the `salt of the earth' were among the large company 
that gathered. This occasion was held for the farmers of Clayhidon, Churchstanton and Otterford. As 
five of the mission stations were situated in these parishes it was a good opportunity for some 

fellowship by the way. The farmers stood in tight circles and prodded the upturned furrows with their 
brightly polished boots. 
"Well, 'tis a long time since I've seed 'ee, Joe." 

"Thas right 'nough, Edwin, must have bin when we was over Browndown for the mission." 
"'Tis good 'osses that thik chap have got idn' it?" "Yea, they makes a good furrow, don' 'em?" 
"One thing about it he habm got no competition from they ther restless chestnuts over t'other end. 
They goes so wild they hardly scratches the grass, let alone ploughing it up.‖ 
They watched the attempts to produce a perfect furrow. 
"Reminds me of thik text what Mr. Brealey spoke on t'other day, 'bout no man putting his hand to the 
plough and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God. 'Tis quite a job to keep the furrow goin' straight 



though, idn' it?" 
Another tweeded figure joined them and the conversation drifted back to the rain of last week and the 

prospects of frost in the next. 
After the dinner, presided over by no less a person than Sir John Kennaway, M.P. for the division, with 

the vicars of the respective parishes giving the occasion their support by presence and precept, the 
company took their cart-horses home along the narrow lanes. Many of those who tramped along knew 
the secret joy which the two on the road to Emmaus had missed until Jesus Himself drew near and 

went with them. 
Maybe they had said little about Christ, but countrymen do not speak readily on any subject about 
which they feel deeply. Yet many of the men had been glad of unspoken ties that bind hearts in 

Christian fellowship, as they had met with those of like faith. 
 
"No, it can't be," thought the Superintendent of the Black-down Hills Mission as the news pierced his 
ears and the dread realization of what it would mean numbed his mind. 
His horse was ready to go. He was about to leave town when quite out of the blue Joe Hancock 

appeared. 
"Have you heard about Browndown he enquired. 
"No. It was all right the other day when I was over there..  
"You know you were renting it from old Hayes." 
"Yes, for more than twenty years, but he passed away the other day." 

"That's right. Well, his sons, apparently, are trying to pay off a mortgage and they've offered the 
premises for sale." 
"Never !" Walter Brealey felt his knees tighten on the horse so that he had to keep her steady with the 
reins. 
"What's worse, the fellow who has offered to buy it is not going to let it be used for meetings.‖ 

"But that would mean the end of the work at Browndown."  
"Goodness knows what we shall do. The trouble is that apparently the time's short, because the 
solicitor of this character wants as rapid a settlement as possible. Tomorrow morning's post could see 

the whole lot buttoned up. Do you think we'd better try to see one of the sons – although I don't 
suppose they would particularly want to see us. Darned if they haven 't half got a cheek to sell it without 

as much as mentioning it to the present tenants." 
"Perhaps I'll try to see one of them. Any way, thank you very much for letting me know. It 's a good 
thing we met." 

Sending up a Nehemiah-prayer, Walter Brealey prodded his horse into action and rode of down the dusty 
street. He was altogether taken up with his new problems. How would God get him out of this one? 

The minutes passed as he made his way through the cobbled avenues and down the broad sunlit 
streets. 
No, it couldn't be! 
"Could I have a word with you?" 
`You' was none other than one of the sons of the late landlord, who had suddenly appeared on the street 
just in front of Walter Brealey. It was less than five minutes since he had finished hearing the news of 

the proposed sale. Now the remedy was in sight. Another prayer – of thanksgiving – sped on its way to 
heaven. 

From the moment that he saw the man he didn't doubt that everything would be all right. 
Young Hayes saw quite clearly what he meant about giving him the first right to refuse the property. 
Walter Brealey's argument was forceful and an agreement was reached that Hayes would consider selling 

Browndown to the Blackdown Hills Mission.  
―£100, ... only £100, ... yet £100 was a lot of money. It would be worth while buying the property for 



£100, if only we had it," mused Walter Brealey. Then that most beneficient of all patrons, Anonymous 
Donor, came to the rescue. To be more accurate it was, in this case, Anonymous Loaner. The best 

thing was that it was loaned free of interest, to be repaid over a period of ten years. 
Miss Hanbury promised to continue giving every year the 46 which she had been providing for the rent. 

She was sincerely thanked for her continuing generosity. This meant that the Mission had to find only 
£4 each year. 
Envelopes continued to arrive at Sunnyside every day and among them were two containing £10 each 

for use in part repayment of the loan. 
"Oh, there's nothing to pay on that. Just the stamp duty." The Christian solicitor who spoke had offered 
to transfer the property free of charge to the trustees. So in 1894 the old sheep-stealers' cottages 

became the property of the Blackdown Hills Mission. 
The extreme generosity of many concerned with the purchase was finally capped when the anonymous 

loaner (who is now revealed as a certain H. G. D. Wood) himself donated the last outstanding £10. 
 
Eight men and women passed through the door. Out in the road they made some pleasant remarks 

about the state of the grass and the moon and Mrs. Sawyer's rheumatics before going off to their 
homes. Another Sunday morning service at Browndown was over. It was almost a case of `little nigger 

boys.' Some had left the district, some had died, some had stopped coming and by 1904 congregations 
were small. Three years before there was a service in the morning and a service in the afternoon and a 
service in the evening. 

Perhaps when the chapel was closed for six months in 1915 it wasn't so disastrous as it might at first sight 
appear. A new start would inspire new devotion and a fresh dedication. It brought with it the possibility 

of increase in quality even if there was decrease in quantity of meetings. An old friend, Walter Clarke, 
was responsible for the re-opening mission. Back the people came, like squirrels out of hibernation. 
Children's boots clattered down the road interrupted by the steady tread of a farmer and his wife as 

they came back to the house of God and passed through the door. Eight, ... eighteen, ... twenty eight, 
... thirty eight ... . 
 

"No, that's enough, thanks." The young airman smacked his cup down on the saucer and took up his 
cap. "Best be getting back to camp or the guard-room'll be looking for us. Come on chaps, this isn't no 

48! Anybody would think you were enjoying a week-end at Monte Carlo instead of fighting a stoopid 
war." 
He stood up and looked round the room across to the never-stopping clock. The only response to his little 

speech seemed to be a comment about "always bellyaching" which rose above the murmur of 
conversation and the clinking of tea spoons. It had been a pleasant enough evening. 
"Funny," he thought, "I didn't know that I'd ever enjoy an evening in Church again." From the wall of 
Browndown Chapel the text `God is love' looked down at him. As he made his way to the door he 
looked back between the pillars to where his mates were just beginning to brush the crumbs off their 

trousers, and pack away the chessmen. 
"See you tomorrow then." 
"Not tomorrow, I'm on call in the evening. I'll be in again when I can, though. Makes a nice change, 

you know, to be able to come in and have a quiet cuppa away from that barbed-wire establishment 
down the road." 
"We hope so. Good to see you. Good night then. Come again, won't you?" 
The friendly couple who were in charge of the rest-room (alias, Browndown Mission Room) set about 
clearing up the cups and swopping views on their visitors and their spiritual potentialities. Some of 

them were already Christians, and enjoyed the fellowship of others who were climbing on track. Others 
were thinking; faced with death men seemed to think a little more about life. Others came just because 



the sandwiches and tea were cheap - free on Sundays. If you were stationed up in this bleak place you 
had to go somewhere! 

The idea of making what was an old trap-house into a decent rest-room had appealed to some of the 
Christians in the area. Mr. and Mrs. Cooper asked Mr. and Mrs. Sam Trenchard to be full-time workers 

there. At one stage they slept in the gallery and later in a caravan. They were assisted in the work by a 
number of helpers. Here was an opportunity for reaching men with the Gospel instead of preaching at 
empty seats. It worked. 

A Canadian often came along who didn't seem to mix very well. "Don't you know any of the hymns?" 
Mrs. Arthur asked him. 
"Not many. Way back home we used to sing something about the rugged cross." 

As he hummed it, Mrs. Arthur followed him on the piano. They found the words, had them printed, and 
the "Old Rugged Cross" became known as the `Rest room Anthem'. The Sunday evening service found 

them singing this and many other hymns. There was also an epilogue on the other nights. 
One girl used to come regularly to the rest-room but always left early. She often seemed to have 
something wrong — a headache, or bruises where she had fallen down and hurt herself. Later it was 

discovered that in fact she was often drunk, and this accounted for her escapades. Conversation with 
her, revealed that her father was a minister and her mother a godly woman. One Sunday evening a 

young man gave his testimony. On the way out the girl mentioned to Mrs. Trenchard that she thought 
he was good. Early next day she came back to say she wanted to get right with God. They knelt to 
ether and told Him all about it. Sin was written on that girl s face be-fore she prayed, but she arose 

from her knees beaming. On the next Sunday evening she gave her testimony. She said that had her 
mother known how she was living it would have broken her heart, but her Heavenly Father knew — 

and forgave her. 
Many others found peace with God through Jesus Christ at the rest-room. To Him be the glory. 
 
"Who has despised the day of small things?" Jack reaches up and hangs his cap on the peg. He clatters 
inside and down through the empty pews to the front of the hall, where he joins the few other rosy-
faced and smartly dressed children who comprise the Browndown Sunday School. 
"Jesus wants me for a sunbeam" he sings, earnestly, if a little unmelodiously. Through the windows 
behind the pillars the afternoon sun streams in and lights up the specks of dust in its pathway. Looking 

from the back of the hall jack almost seems to have a halo - "I'll be a sunbeam for Him". Perhaps he 
will be. 
The final prayer is disturbed by the preacher's car arriving and the quick opening of the door so that he 

can get in from the ever-blowing wind. Out go some of the children. In comes the afternoon 
congregation. 

If you're very naughty and glance round just as the sermon is beginning you'll notice that the whole place 
is in a remarkably good state of repair - except where the severe winter of 1963 has played some 
havoc. 

Half an hour later, after handshakes at the door, the congregation jump into their prosperous-looking 
cars and drive off. The door is locked until the next Sunday. 
It's worthwhile thinking, as you drive home, of the nearness of God that you felt at that meeting. It is 

interesting and stimulating to consider the reclamation work that has gone on in that chapel. In the place 
where thieves would talk about their evil plans, Jesus Christ is the centre of speech. Where sheep were 

referred to only as a means of making money they are now used to illustrate the ways of man. The 
fear of bumping into a shepherd, who was the last man the inhabitants of the cottages wanted to meet, 
has been replaced by desires to know the Good Shepherd - the Good Shepherd who gave His life, so 

that the sheep need never be snatched away. A cave of robbers has become a house of prayer. 
The effect in the neighbourhood has been one of steady Christian influence. Changing patterns of life 



mean that fewer people are anxious to come to the way-side chapel. But those who attend are very 
faithful. Every Sunday they come. Water in the chapel, snow on the road or crisis on the farm are barely 

excuses for staying away. So loyalty and love maintain a witness. "Who has despised the day of small 
things . . . for they shall rejoice . . ." They shall rejoice! 



Chapter 8 - The Clouds are Full of Rain 

The Rev. A. M. Toplady, vicar of Broadhembury, looked at the article which he had written for The 

Gospel Magazine. It seemed satisfactory and the hymn which he had inserted in the middle 
(previously unpublished) should do its work well. Perhaps his parishioners wouldn't appreciate the fact 

that he was writing against John Wesley's doctrine of absolute holiness in man, but at least they might 
gain benefit from the verses: 
 

Not the labour of my hands 
Can fulfil Thy law's demands;  

Could my zeal no respite know,  
Could my tears for ever flow,  
All for sin could not atone: 

Thou must save, and Thou alone. 
 

How many weeping hearts were there in the immediate district he wondered – how many religious 
zealots? 
"O God, Thou must save, and Thou alone – save the men and women of this neighbourhood, for Thy 

glory's sake," he involuntarily prayed. His prayer no doubt included the isolated parish of Sheldon. 
Eighty-eight years later the message of salvation came with startling force to Sheldon. 
 

Two men rode down the incredibly steep and rough lane known as Shutes. Their beards were ruffled by 
the wind, and they had to hold their horses carefully to avoid a slip. 

The scenery made George Brealey gasp. Certainly, he felt, he hadn't discovered half of the beauties of 
the Blackdown Hills yet. Away to his right the interlocking green hills stretched into the distance. A 
jagged tree-skyline framed the wooded hill opposite him. 

They splashed through the ford at the bottom of the valley and up another equally steep incline. It had 
been a four mile ride from Clayhidon and George Brealey wasn't sorry to have reached journey's end. 

Or was it journey's beginning? He had that inner suspicion that another branch of the work might soon 
be launched just here, and the Way opened up for many of the parishioners who now stared at him 
from their sordid little cottages. 

"You wouldn't think anybody lived in there, would you?" The man who had met him and brought him 
over to Sheldon knew most of the persons in the various places to be visited. He now indicated a small 
hut, more like a pigsty than a house. Dismounting, George Brealey crossed the ditch which separated 

the dwelling place from the road. Arriving at the dark hole he peered into the small cavity which was 
without window or fireplace. At first he could see nothing and then his eyes made out the form of a 

fiercesome-looking man who was sitting on a box. George Brealey made to enter, but the stench was 
so overpowering that he stayed with his back bent and head turned to one side so that he was able to 
breath fresh air. 

"What makes you live here in this horrid place?" he asked.  
"Coz I likes to live wi' mesel' ." 

"How long have you lived here?" 
"Quite some time." 
"How old are you?" 

"Seventy." 
"How much longer do you reckon you'll live?" 

"Dunno." 
"Did you ever hear about heaven and hell?" 



"I dersay, but I dunno much about arter death." "Would you like to be happy after death." 
"Ees, I should. I ban't happy yer." 

Looking round the place which contained only the box on which the old man sat and which must have 
served as a bed by night and seat by day George Brealey didn't doubt it. 

"Did you ever hear of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, who came down to save lost sinners and make 
them happy after death?" 
"I dunno that I did." 

"Did you ever go to any place to hear the Gospel?"  
"Wha's that?" 
"God's message of pardon to sinners." 

The old man had stopped attempting to repair the rent in his trousers with needle and thread and 
looked puzzled. "I hab'm bin to Church since I can mind." 

"Will you come tonight? I'm preaching up there." He indicated a cottage up on the hill about a mile 
away.  
"I dersay." 

It would be quite a surprise to have this old man with his ragged clothes and tousled shock of matted, 
greasy hair at the meeting. George Brealey only hoped the smell wouldn't offend others ! 

"Give me your word, and I'll believe you." 
All right, I'll come." 
And he came. 

Surprised looks passed over the faces of the parishioners as they saw this man propping up the wall, 
his eager gaze fixed on the speaker. Before the end of the service he seemed to be leaning more 

heavily against it and soon sighing gave way to tears which began to course down over his leather 
looking face, so long unwashed. The sobbing old man with twitching fingers and red-rimmed eyes 
made a pathetic sight as he tried to keep himself steady. "Lord, what shall I do ?" he groaned. His 

trembling body, covered in his green-tinged dark grey rags, shook as the awfulness of his sinful state 
weighed him down. "I shall go to hell!" Unable to bear more he shambled to the door ... "a vile old 
sinner" ... and crept back to his wretched abode. 

Sleep escaped him. Ill in body, troubled in mind and sick in soul he sought permission to sleep on the 
hay in a neighbouring farmer's loft. The morning found him still crying for mercy, but worse in health. 

It was thought best to take him to the Union. They found it necessary to take off his clothes and wash 
him. The next day he died. 
Or did he just begin to live? Rumour has it that this man used to feed the rats in his dwelling to stop 

them from eating him! He had not taken off his clothes or washed for seven years. Yet it is believed 
that he was a trophy of divine grace and probably the first of a great company from Sheldon who have 

been saved through faith in the Lord Jesus. 
The end of a five-mile walk – and then there wasn't room to get in ! This wasn't really surprising 
because the room in which George Brealey preached was only twelve feet by fourteen. Nor was it 

possible to stand on a chair to get a view of the evangelist as the ceiling was only six feet high. In that 
sacred room many cried to the Lord for mercy and He heard them. 
The family who had walked so far to hear the teaching of the Bible took up a place beside the open 

window. They could see in the gloomy room more men collapsing under the power of the Holy Spirit 
and the sound of groans reached them as they stood motionless in the twilight. 

Striding joyfully home they pointed out to each other all the houses in which there had been recent 
conversions. Hardly a dwelling-place was left out. Sometimes one, two, three or more had found life in 
Christ and Christ in life. George Brealey found he was on prepared ground and the harvest was great. 

 
"Hallelujah to the Lamb, 



Who died on Mount Calvary, 
And saved such a sinner as me.‖ 

 
The stentorian singing penetrated the garden of a house a mile away. 

"It's 'im again," thought Mrs. Bradshaw as she went on pegging out the clothes on the rickety line. 
"‗Im" was an interesting character. Arriving at a meeting with some of his young cronies one Sunday 
afternoon he'd started cat-calls, shufflings and swearing. 

"Young man," George Brealey had said as he paused in his sermon, "Young man," he continued in the 
electric silence, "The eye of God is on you." Turning deathly pale the young man had raced home to be 
told by his mother that he ought to go back in the evening and hear the rest of the story. She said that 

Jesus had done something for the lost. 
He had gone back and now he was singing, "Hallelujah to the Lamb", and it could be heard all over 

Sheldon.  
He wanted to be baptized. 
"What proof have you got of your true conversion to God?" asked George Brealey. 

"Proof, sir? Well, everybody knows I'm converted! Even me horses and bullocks know. I don't kick and 
curse like I used to, now!" 

Talking of the red-letter evening in his life the man continued, "I could have killed 'ee sir, and would 
have done, only I was afraid of 'ee. Now I'd give me life for 'ee." 
A little later he was baptized in the river, along with other converts. The numbers at the cottage 

meetings did not tail off and it was obvious that a more suitable building would have to be put up. 
"Enlarge the place of thy tent, and let them stretch forth the curtains of thine habitation: spare not, 

lengthen thy cords, and strengthen thy stakes; for thou shalt break forth on the right hand and on the 
left.' The words seemed to come as a direct message to George Brealey and he writes, "We were again 
on our knees for the money to build; and in due time a suitable room for the district was erected." 

The room is small and situated so near to the edge of the steep hill that it seems as if it could almost 
topple down into it. The preacher who lets his eyes wander round the walls, broken on each side by an 
irregular window, notices their thickness and their continuing solidity. Facing him are some boards 

which look as if they have seen better days, but they still serve to separate off a part of the Hall. In the 
middle of them is the large black stove. On the wall is that never-stopping, loudly ticking clock. The 

room is now pleasantly decorated and a contemporary poster reminds the congregation that "Now is 
Christ risen from the dead!" 
Through the window the cattle on the opposite hill can be traced as they wearily wander around the 

field. 
Sheldon Chapel stands as a sentinel by the roadside. Like the cross, with outstretched arms, it seems 

to be built to save from the darkness of an awful valley: 
"Like a watchman set to guard the way 
From that eternal grave." 

Farmer Crickwood put down the newspaper and tapped his feet impatiently against the long iron fire-
dogs that supported the burning logs on the open hearth. "Was that really this week's news?" he 
thought. He glanced at the date again. "6th January, 1880." It was this week's paper all right.  

Advertisements for farm sales which he wasn't really interested in filled up the first page. Cigars were 
advertised too, but he didn't have enough money to try them - not that he wanted to particularly. 

"Put another back-stick on the fire, Sam." His wife's voice, coming from the chair on the other side of 
the blackened cavity of the chimney corners, interrupted his unspoken groanings. "I can't get up and 
do it, what with me rheumatic like 'tis." 



He carefully picked up the huge log that had been standing in the corner where the rain was gently 
dropping on a sack bag, and manoeuvring it underneath the kettle and crock which hung from the 

cross-bar, he settled it at the back of the fire. 
"If your rheumatic's as bad as that you'd better try some of these yer things." He picked up the paper. 

"Dandelion Coffee for liver ailments - no, that won' do - Dr. Clarkes B.41 pills - Holloway pills." His eye 
caught the words `What is truth?' but it was only an advertisement for Beecham's Pills. "Yer we are. 
Dr. Robert's ointment - the poor man's friend. That'll do the trick, I' spec." 

"Don' be so daft," was the encouraging response from his faithful old wife, "and light the lamp up, 
would 'ee?" 
"Ees, I spose," and he shambled across the draughty, darkened room where the fire flickered on the 

smoke-blackened rafters. 
"And put a candle on the table, ther', 'case we wants to go anywhere." 

"All right. We shan't need 'em for much longer, though.‖ 
"Wha's mean?" 
"Says in the papers that they be goin' to make this electric so's to light rooms wi' it, as well as streets." 

"Be 'em. Well, I don't spose 'twill come yer for a day or two ! Lumme, look at the time!" The yellow 
light from the small oil lamp lit up the large dock on the wall. "Be 'ee goin' up to the meeting? ' 

"I dunno. 'Tis purty cold out and I was goin' to have another look at thik cow, out ther." 
"You hab'm bin up there for quite a while now, 'ave 'ee "Oh, don' keep on ! You be as bad's the 
preachers." 

"But you used to be so regular when you was first saved."  
"I know, but I'm busier now." 

So Farmer Crickwood spent the rest of the evening studying the prices of fat heifers and wondering 
whether he'd have enough hay left to last him through the winter. Yet his mind wasn't completely at 
rest. His wife was right, of course. He had been keen on the chapel once but then he'd had to stay at 

home for a while because he was ill or somebody was coming to see the stock and gradually he'd let 
things slide. The Bible that used to be in his hands every Sunday afternoon had been re-placed by the 
weekly newspaper. Sometimes he wished he could go back to the meetings, because he really had felt 

there was something in it. The hymns had been happy and the sermons searching and helpful. When 
those men preached he had really felt that God was speaking to him. Now he felt a bit like Judas - out 

in the night, with no one to help him and his only prospects a bag of money and a grave. 
As with any other work, the labours at Sheldon had their heart-breaking disappointments. `Farmer 
Crickwoods' slid ,gently back into an appalling apathy, from which neither the pleadings of love or the 

call of judgement seemed able to raise them. They became fuel for the criticizers of the Church and 
fools in the eyes of Christians. "Lord, to whom shall we go?‖ the latter protested. "Thou hast the words 

of eternal life." Thanks to the mercy and holding power of God they didn't go elsewhere and many 
looked up in gratitude as they said sincerely, "There, but for the grace of God, go I!" 
"Will you have another cup of tea, Mr. Brealey?" 

"No thank you, Mrs. Denne. That was very nice. Did you say it was in 1868 you first met my father?" 
he continued to Mr. Denne who sat beside him at the table. 
"I think it must have been 67 … no …1866. Because I met you and your father at Browndown then." 

"And did you come to Sheldon then?" 
"No, it was after I'd met your father again at Clayhidon in 1868 that we felt it was the Lord's will for 

me to go to Sheldon, and so we went there in the spring of 1869." 
"And we were there for more than twenty years," chimed in Mrs. Denne, "Twenty very happy, if tiring, 
years." 

"Come over and sit down by the fire," Mr. Denne invited. 



It wasn't often that the three got together for a talk, particularly now that Walter Brealey was living in 
Clevedon. So they enjoyed reminiscing about old times. 

"I often think about your father and what a very different temperament he had to mine, yet we always 
managed to work together well in the Lord." 

"It's surprising what difference working in fellowship for Christ's sake can make," added Walter Brealey, 
"and I suppose you remember when he died." 
"Oh, yes. I always say that the Lord took him from being an out-door servant to being an in-door 

servant," and the old man smiled as the thought went through his mind that perhaps soon, he too, 
would be called for in-door service. "He was responsible for the conversion of many at Sheldon and I 
was there as an under-shepherd." 

"Let me see, was there a clergyman there then?" 
"You'd better ask my wife, she remembers better than I do." 

"Not when we first went there, dear." Mrs. Denne's voice floated through from the kitchen where she 
was washing the tea-things, "but one came later." 
"That's right, but I used to have every door in the parish open to me, you know. The only complaints I 

had from the so called `Church people' was that I didn't come to visit them often enough." 
Is that so:‖ 

"But the Mission has never been denominationally minded has it? I always say it's good to have 
enlargement of heart and be like the old Puritan who used to say `Wherever my Lord has a believer, I 
have a brother'. " 

"That's quite so." 
Mr. Denne shifted himself in the chair for greater comfort. "I expect you miss the hills, don't you?" 

Walter Brealey enquired. 
"I'll say I do. In a way it's less strenuous without them, but my heart's always there. I remember one 
hill where within two or three hundred yards of each other two persons were led to rest in Jesus for 

salvation." 
"What always impresses me so much as I think about Sheldon is the way that the families maintain the 
faith." 

"Yes, that's true. There's a place I sometimes go back to now that I used to visit thirty years ago. And 
there I meet the grandchildren ! – still on the Lord's side. It must have been last June I was up there 

and called at a farmhouse. The farmer's wife said how glad she was to see me, but I didn't even 
recognize her. Apparently her husband was going to Sheldon Church, but when there was no service 
he came to the meeting-room. Now the whole family are converted and we spent a lovely time there 

talking about spiritual things. Oh, by the way, do you ever hear anything about Mrs. Robert's children – 
the one who died of consumption three years ago?" 

"Yes, I saw them the other day when I was over at Mullers. Grandchildren! Was Mrs. Roberts a believer 
when she died?" 
"Yes, I'd say she was. She was originally converted while at the Mission day-school where I was 

teaching and then she went off and married an unconverted man, as so many of them do, but she was 
filled with peace and joy at the prospect of going home when I met her. Funnily enough the clergyman 
of the parish came in as I was talking to her and she quoted all the texts that your dear father used to 

lead her to Christ. Do you remember George Standing?" 
"Yes, a fine man, George." 

"It was only last September, you know, up at the Harvest Meetings at Sheldon, that I learned that it 
was some words of mine that were used to his conversion." 
"That's very cheering, isn't it? News of fruit after many days." 

"I think only heaven will reveal how many souls have been won at Sheldon. Sometimes I think about 
what this district would have been like morally and spiritually, had the Mission never existed." 



"It's a fascinating thought. And the amazing thing about it is that the work continues. Have you been 
to Clayhidon lately?" "I don't reckon I've missed more than a few of the fellowship meetings there for 

the last thirty-four years. I was speaking there last Good Friday. And still my heart leaps for joy every 
time I get there. We always say it s good to be there, don't we, dear?" 

Mrs. Denne, grey-haired and smiling, came back into the living room and settled down in a chair so 
that they could continue their reminiscences. 
"And how are all the family?" enquired Walter Brealey.  

"Oh, very well thanks. You know that we've got another grandchild, I suppose ..." 
"So I heard, congratulations. Called John, isn't he?"  
"That's right. A lovely baby, too." 

"What was Mr. Brown like at the Whit Wednesday meeting ?" enquired Walter Brealey. This meeting 
was held annually at Sheldon. 

"Extremely good. He spoke from Ezra 8. "Weighed out" and "Weighed back". God gives us His precious 
truth and expects it kept and given account of." 
"I thought he'd be helpful, too. A very fine man." 

For a good while longer the three swopped stories of what God had done at Sheldon and before Walter 
Brealey left they bowed their heads and thanked their Heavenly Father for His mercies. 

 
These were to continue in the years that followed, though it was often up hill work. Mrs. Whiteside, 
who lived at Sheldon Court, had living with her Mrs. and Miss May Geyden-Roberts. The latter was for 

a time Secretary and Treasurer. A true shepherdess, she kept the work spiritually alive. Mr. and Mrs. 
Smith were Methodists, and Mr. Sparkes had been associated with the Salvation Army, but they all 

threw in their lot at the tiny Mission Station. 
Mrs. Sparkes, who was converted at Sheldon was a real character, an old-fashioned countrywoman, 
who knew where she stood. She organised things up to the end — including her own funeral! Thinking 

that she might die, she called in Douglas Brealey and discussed arrangements with him and her 
husband. 
 "We thought we'd have the service here in the cottage and go down to the cemetery at Uffculme. It's 

so far up to the chapel and back." She lived at Hayne, and it was a distance of about 1½ miles. 
"We thought we'd have the corpse over there . . ." said Mr. Sparkes indicating the appropriate corner 

of the room.  
The really amusing thing to Douglas Brealey was that at this moment the `corpse' was sitting down by 
the fire and eating a hearty tea ! 

A number of Christian families came into the area and a local church was formed. Although many of 
these have now left the area there is still a morning and evening service at Sheldon. A Sunday School 

and a fortnightly women's meeting are held at Blackborough. On the first Wednesday of every month 
there is a special prayer meeting — for Revival. How long before it breaks? 
 

―Over these hills and these valleys, 
Sound of abundance of rain.‖ 



Chapter 9 – The Righteous Shine 

The hot summer afternoons may bring out the best in beautiful scenery, but they also produce the 

worst in drivers of cars. The cars that race down the A38 have probably never noticed a sign between 
Wellington and Cullompton which reads "The Lamb". It's true that "The Lamb" is the sign of the pub, 

but if you know just where to look you can catch a glimpse of the corner of the Lamb Mission Room 
before you are lost again in dusty three-lane traffic and flashing indicators. 
The Lamb Mission Room lies just off the main road and occupies a quiet, unassuming corner behind 

the garage and opposite the pub. It was built as a small hall by a Quaker family and still retains the 
typical Quaker arrangement of seats though there is now a long pulpit at the front. Although the hall 

has been altered since it was originally built, some lovely carved oak which bears the name, "Daniel 
Henson, 1820," still supports the small gallery. The pillars are thin and fluted. Possibly at one time they 
were just ornament or they may have been used to support the ceiling which was only ten feet high. 

This caused no great embarrassment unless the hall was full, when the amount of carbon dioxide 
produced by the congregation was sufficient to extinguish the oil-burning lamps. At least it may have 

been an antidote against too lengthy a sermon! 
Exactly when the Hall came under the control of the Black-down Hills Mission is unknown. Walter 
Brealey makes no mention of it when he writes on all the other mission stations in 1887. Nor is it 

referred to directly in 1891, but there is some information at that date about a "seventh mission room" 
which was supported by private funds. Presumably the mission room was The Lamb and the funds 
were those of the Hanburys. When Walter Brealey writes from Clevedon in 1902 he states that the 

room was then under the supervision of Pastor W. Gillard of Uffculme. That was the year when The 
Lamb hit the headlines – in the local press, at least. 

Late one night two dark figures crept up over the steps that led to the Hall. They made furtive glances 
to make sure that all the lights of the neighbouring buildings were out and that no one was coming 
along the road. They carried a drum. 

At that time building alterations were being made in The Lamb and so the door was not locked. They 
slipped inside and groped among the criss-cross timber. 
"Have 'ee got the matches all rights?" 
"Yes, don't worry so. You be wiss than a hen with a few chicks – spudding and scraping around yet.. 
Now then, tip it out . . This'll alter their alterations." 

A dark pool of paraffin crept along the floor-boards. Lighting a bit of paper and throwing it on to a 
corner, the men raced off into the night. 
When the builders arrived the next morning they couldn 't understand the dark patch of paraffin-soaked 

floor-boards. Questioning each other simply revealed that all were equally ignorant and innocent. 
Obviously there had been evil-disposed visitors during the night. Fortunately their plans had come to 

nothing and the alterations, which were being financed by Albert A. Head, one of the Mission trustees, 
went ahead. 
After further alterations in 1914 the Hall took the form which it has today. No doubt the inside 

decoration was cream and brown, unlike the present pink and grey – and the brass oil lamps still 
swung from the ceiling where now only the electric cables penetrate. The high backed varnished seats 

can take about eighty people. When all the pews are full then visitors may find themselves being 
shown up to the front and sitting so that they have the embarrassment of facing the congregation. 
Such was the occasion when the Harvest Thanksgiving Service was being held in 1920. Douglas 

Brealey had already landed up on the bench seat of the pulpit. Then, ushered up from the back b y  
William Stadden - avoiding the sheaf of' barley which was tied to the end of the seat and managing to 

negotiate his way among beetroot and turnips - came a man whom George Brealey was delighted to see. It 
was none other than an old friend of his who was to play such an important part in the life of The Lamb - 



Arthur Browse. They had known each other years before at Kingsbridge and had run children's meetings 
together. 

After the service was over it was possible to find some quiet moments to talk to each other. Arthur 
Browse had apparently come to live in the district. This was news - good news - better news than 

Douglas Brealey dared hope for. He had been praying for a Sunday School worker at The Lamb. Possibly 
the answer to his prayers stood in front of him. So it turned out that a fortnight after Mr. Browse had 
come to farm with his father at Jersey Farm, he started a Sunday School and ran it with his sister. 

Arthur Browse continued his farming at Jersey Farm, and then at Braddons, but as the years went on 
he began to feel that he would like to give more time to the service of God in the neighbourhood. It 
was all very well hand-milking the cows, feeding pigs and pitching hay, but it did mean that there was 

little time left to visit neighbours and tell them the message of Christ. Often as he trudged round in his 
Wellington boots through the sludge he thought of the way that his Master had walked in sandals 

along the dusty roads of Galilee - poor, yet bringing life. Was it not enough for the disciple that he 
should be as his Lord? Couldn't he, Arthur Browse, follow more closely? His father died and the 
conviction grew that he should enter full-time service. He was never very strong - he had been 

threatened with T.B. - and he was not sure that his health would last indefinitely with the hard -work 
which now occupied him. Although his family were members of the Established Church they had no 

objection to his proposed course of action. 
So he was commended at a special service at Clayhidon for full-time work in the district. 
Now he began to see why he had been converted at seventeen years of age and why he had been 

farming so long. As a farmer himself he was very much in. touch with those whom he visited. He was 
an ideal man for the area in which he worked. He realized the value of written as well as of spoken 

words. So in the morning when he set out on his travels he strapped a large case to the back of his 
autocycle. This contained all types of Christian literature. 
He was likely to turn up at the front door at any hour and would always enter with a twinkle in his eye 

and bring in an undefinable sense of holy joy. With his opened case on the table he would talk quietly 
and unassumingly. Always he was the same – his quiet humour mingled with his deep learning of the 
Word. An indefatigable student of the Bible, he absorbed its teaching deep into his life. His sermons 

were well worth paying dose attention to. Often it needed close attention as he had a poor voice for 
public speaking and an unfortunate habit of swinging his eyes from one wall to the other. 

A warm April week-end saw the fulfilment of one of Arthur Browse's plans. Up at Blackborough there 
are rhododendrons – acres and acres of rhododendrons. The mass of colour, ranging from pale pinks to 
deep purples, brings a beauty which is challenged only by the incomparable view over the Devon 

country-side. That first evening a number of Christians ate the most delicious ham sandwiches, 
containing home-cured ham, at an informal open-air supper. There followed a meeting at which some 

of the brethren present taught the Word of God. 
Arthur Browse never married, but he loved children – he loved to talk to them in the open air and give 
them tracts with pretty pictures on them. It is little wonder that they loved him and took his kindly 

words to heart. 
When he died suddenly in 1957 the Blackdown Hills Mission lost another of its willing workers. He is 
remembered to this day. The memorial plaque in The Lamb sums up his labours in the succinct 

epitaph: "He was a faithful man and feared God above many." 
 
"I said we shouldn't ever have brought 'im," his father complained. 
"Oh, he's all right, 'tis just a bit cold out yer." 
The child, just able to walk, had a small clear trickle of mucus running from his nose, which accentuated 

the grubbiness of his face. 
"Look at those pretty ornaments, Isaac." 



But Isaac's red-rimmed eyes just stared vacantly past all the people and the stalls. He had no concern for 
trinkets or cheap-jacks. 
"Listen, can you hear the gramophone?" 
Isaac's only reply was a half-suppressed, half-choking sob. 
"'Tidn' any sense bringing out a kid like this when he ought to be in bed. He don't know nort about the Fair, 
any how," his father protested. 
"Well, I wadn' goin' to sit indoors with un, and you wouldn' stay home, so there 'tis," his mother replied. 

The couple had wanted to enjoy Lamb Fair, but the third member of their party made it very difficult. Lamb 
Fair was one of the last Sunday fairs in the country. Perhaps it was originally used for selling livestock, but 
as long as fifty years ago it was just a pleasure fair. Both sides of the road were lined with stalls and the 

crowd were able to hurl balls at the coconuts, take a lucky dip, buy a souvenir or just walk, look and listen. 
Over the cackle of conversation the cries of the stall-keepers could be clearly heard. A horse and trap 

rumbled away from the pub and an old man came out and belched loudly. 
All these noises were made to sound only like the tuning up, as an unheralded overture suddenly burst on 
the still April evening. The noise was excruciating, coining from a bevy of cornets. 

Isaac opened his mouth and bellowed, but competition was useless. 
The Blackdown Hills Mission was on the spot again. The Holman and Fred Berry were providing the musical 

accompaniment for an open-air meeting. Behind them stood a group of dedicated men, anxious to reach 
the crowd with the good news concerning Jesus Christ. When the comets played, the group sang hymns, 
though their voices were somewhat overwhelmed. 

One of the number then preached a miniature sermon. It may have been Mr. French. He was not a 
great conversationalist in the ordinary run of affairs, but he was one of the best local open-air 

speakers. He was crisp and very much to the point. 
Many of those who attended the Fair listened to the gripping message. "The wages of sin is death; but 
the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord." 

Isaac's mother and father went home with their howling infant, depressed and wondering. They hadn't 
really enjoyed the Fair, and it could be that the speaker was right when he said they would one day 
receive the wage which sin pays. 

Back at The Lamb, more speakers had taken their stand and loudly shouted the gospel. As they 
dispersed, the open-air team of witnesses gave away tracts to all who would take them. 

The open-air meeting became quite a traditional part of Lamb Fair. The landlord at the pub always 
expected a visit and it was no unusual thing to have the hands of his clients reaching out for tracts. 
Within recent years-the Fair has died out. The biggest crowd at The Lamb on the third Sunday in April 

now is the open-air witness team. For they still carry on. The cornets were replaced by a portable 
folding organ, but that has now been lost in a dark corner. An accordion and gramophone records have 

taken its place. Human loud speakers have been replaced by electronic. The tracts are brighter, but the 
message is basically unaltered. 
The Lamb open-air is still the first of the season's open-air meetings. Each week a local village is visited 

and the unsuspecting motorist who had taken a quiet drive between the green hedges of the country 
lanes has to be very careful. He may meet a human blockade. If he would stay to listen to the 
messages he may well come face to face with God. But most of them drive on. 

 
For many years The Lamb was simply a mission station – it was used for preaching the gospel. There 

was no service for worship or the Lord's Supper. Those Christians who found their way there on a 
Sunday evening usually worshipped elsewhere in the morning. This meant that there was not always 
the joy of fellowship together which is experienced by so many assemblies at the breaking of bread. 

For some time there was a breaking of bread continuation service after the evening meeting once a 
month, then later a regular morning service was started. Now if you can go to The Lamb at eleven 



o'clock on a Sunday morning you may find twenty people gathered around the emblems of bread and 
wine which rest on the table. Conscious that the Lord alone presides at His table one and another will 

lead the small company in praise and worship and remembrance of Him. 
What right have these men and women, theologically untrained and without human ordination, to 

hold such a service with so sacred symbols? Jesus said "Remember me" and it is the aim of the 
Blackdown Hills Mission to do just this in its worship. Wherever there are sufficient men and women 
to hold a service then one is convened. This is no ambitious attempt to stud the countryside with 

dimly-glowing lights. It is rather the showing forth of a light which must shine where Christians meet. 
Probably many who have attended these meetings and are asked to go elsewhere would feel as Miss 
Paget felt when she wrote these lines in November 1857: 

 
I cannot now return to thee  

I cannot leave my rest; 
For here God's children comfort me,  
And here I find I'm blest. 

We worship not 'neath fretted dome  
Or organ's feeling sound, 

Nor where the dim light streams athwart  
The long aisle's sculptured round;  
But simply, as of Old they came  

According to the Word 
They met in Jesus' sacred Name,  

And called upon the Lord. 
No priests adorned with priestly pride,  
No altar railed around, 

No multitude of mixed race  
Are meeting on the ground; 
But worshippers sincere are there  

And there the wine and bread,  
Mysterious emblems of their Lord  

Who for them grieved and bled. 
Mysterious! for by faith we look  
Beyond the outward sign 

To Him, who now will come again  
In glory all divine; 

To Him, Who said,  
Take this and eat,  
Drink and remember Me — 

We do it, Lord, for thy dear sake,  
And long thy face to see; 
We do it in sweet fellowship, 

Communion with each other, 
Not as a stranger alien host, 

But brother now with brother. 
Then, loved one, call me not away  
From this dear chosen band; 

I've much to learn, here let me stay,  
That I may understand 



More perfectly the will of God, 
The love of God to me, 

That love which changed to sunny calm  
Life's dark and troubled sea; 

That love which drew me nearer Him,  
My portion and my stay, 
My port in storms, my light in clouds,  

My Lord, my Life, my Way! 
(G.H.LANG, The Churches of God. p. 70) 

 



Chapter 10 – Train Up A Child 

Charlotte Hanbury set out early on her horse. She was not sure where she was going and all she 

carried was a folding map of the district which terrified her mount every time she opened it out. From 
her home near Wellington she rode over into the lawless countryside to the South. A lady given to 

good works, she felt that something must be done for the people in this district. Their dull houses and 
drab, suspicious faces reflected none of the glory of nature which God was showering on the 
countryside that morning. At the bottom of a grassy valley she decided to leave her horse and continue 

exploring on foot. 
Unable to find a shelter at first, she then saw a shed next to the dame 's school of the district. Into this 

she managed to coax and push her horse. Now that she was so near she decided to pal a visit on the 
dame and her school. 
'No ! Nobody wants writing here," was the exclamation of the mistress — a look of lively scorn crossing 

her stern face — in reply to Miss Hanbury's enquiry. 
As this was the only school in the district and this lady was the mistress of education in Clayhidon, Miss 

Hanbury realized she must act quietly. Obviously this state of affairs couldn't go on for ever. She 
looked round the dark room where shy children sat crouched on low stools. Right at the front was a 
tall, ungainly boy, who looked as if he would be difficult to teach under the best circumstances. As it 

was, there were chicken idly scratching and pecking under the children 's feet. The school was 
controlled by the birch rod which never left the hands of the old dame. Promising to call again, Miss 
Hanbury left. 

Puzzled by her unexpected visitor the old dame looked out later and got quite a shock when she found 
a horse in her shed. She rushed off to a local farmer's wife. 
"Do you think it could have been a witch that came?" the schoolmistress enquired. "Her horse is still 
there but she's gone!" 
It was not long after this incident that George Brealey came to the district and Miss Charlotte Hanbury 

moved up to The Firs. 
They believed that the teaching of the New Testament lived out in the power of Jesus Christ could 

transform the neighbourhood. Obviously the children would have to learn to read – then they could 
read the Bible for themselves. What-ever the old dame might say about these educational innovations 
George Brealey believed he was right in wanting to start a school where simple, scriptural education 

would be given. 
Nor was he alone in his desire. The people of the district also wanted education – particularly those 
who were newly converted. 
"What shall we do for our children?" was a question often asked him by those who did not want them 
to grow up in the superstition and ignorance which had clouded their lives. Looking at them George 

Brealey realized that in their poverty they would be unable to help support a school financially. 
He went to see the old dame. It was a clash of strong characters, but the outcome was satisfactory. 
She agreed to take a few older scholars and if no-one else could pay for them the money would come 

from the Blackdown Hills Mission. 
Staffing problems were as great in 1865 as they are today. George Brealey hunted the district for 

some-one qualified and able to undertake the running of a day school. Eventually a lady from Exeter 
who was already an experienced schoolteacher, came to the district and started a capital school. She 
couldn't help smiling sometimes as she walked into her class. How quiet and docile these young 

children were compared with those she had taught in Exeter. It was like exchanging a bunch of 
stallions for a flock of sheep. How they plodded on, persevering slowly with the difficult task of learning 

to read and write. What joy crossed their faces when they had mastered the spelling of a simple word. 
"Is that right, Miss?" "Yes, that's right. Now try spelling `Food'." 



 
Staffing problems again. The first schoolmistress was called to other work and her replacement had 

been forced to retire through ill-health. There being no suitable successor, there was no school for the 
time being. 

George Brealey's son Walter was back in Clayhidon having recently left his work in the office of The 
Revival in London. He was on his way to India as a missionary – or so he thought. "But if we don't get 
no teacher, then we shan't ever learn." "I wish somebody could come yer, else my kids ban't never 

goin' to read." 
"'Tis so difficult trying to remember all they texts what your father tells us." 
"Where's India to?" 

Such remarks as these kept hitting him as he visited on the hills during his time of preparation for 
missionary work. More and more he became impressed with the fact that here was a mission field on 

his own doorstep. He shared his thoughts with his father. 
"Why shouldn't I start the school again here and then when it's well and truly on its feet, I could go to 
India?" 

"If that's the way the Lord leads us, I feel it would be very worth while, Walter." At the back of his 
father's mind was the thought that he, too, had been on the way to an overseas mission-field when he 

first came to the Hills. 
A permanent school would need a permanent building and permanent staff. 
The same week in which father and son had discussed the plan, they both went to a tea meeting 

where a gentleman said quite casually, "I'm glad to hear you're thinking of starting a school at 
Clayhidon. Exactly what have you in mind?" 

Walter Brealey, who had been turning over and cataloguing facts in his mind during much of his time 
for the last few days quickly gave him a detailed account of his hopes and plans. The gentleman left. 
About an hour later he returned and caught Walter Brealey's eye again. 

"I've been home since I was talking to you just now and after praying about this matter I fed I should 
give you this." He pushed a note into Mr. Brealey's hand and was gone almost before there was time to 
say "Thank you." 

The service had started and there was no time to look at the envelope till they reached home. Then 
they found it contained 

£50! 
They thanked God for the money and for this sign that they should go ahead with their plans. 
 

The bell clanged loudly. A fat boy puffing up past Callers broke into a run, and managed to arrive at 
the school in time to join the other children with hob-nailed boots and long woolly socks — well darned 

— who were going in. Even though most of them trudged quite a few miles to school along rough 
lanes and up steep tracks, they were rarely, if ever, late. With dinner-bags thrown over their shoulders, 
and faces glowing from their morning exercise, they crowded around the school. Crowded is the word. 

About 150 of them were wedged in the narrow lane of the parish whose total population was just over 
700. Here they kicked stones and teased each other while they waited for the bell to ring. Then in they 
trooped. It was 9.30 a.m. — another school-day in 1878 had started. But this was a special day. 
"Where do we go to, sir?" 
"Out yer," interrupted the sturdy boy who certainly didn't look as if he suffered from lack of food, even 

if the family was poor. All he needs is a haircut — and a personal knowledge of Jesus Christ — thought 
Walter Brealey, as he watched them disappear through the doorway. 
The boys found themselves in the new infant school. 'Tis good, idn't it?" 

"Look at these yer desks." 
"What funny ink-pots." 



Miss Georgina Brealey, who taught in the school, restored a certain amount of calm among the excited 
infants — more by her presence than by her words. Soon she had them ready for prayers. 

"Now, when we pray this morning I think we should thank God for giving us such a nice new 
schoolroom, don't you?" 

Saucer-shaped eyes stared back at Miss Brealey in silent approval. They were over-awed by the smart 
room and the presence of God. 
"Good. Now we'll pray." 

Eyelids were screwed firmly together and chubby hands clasped each other until prayer-time was over. 
"Sit down then, children." 
The first lesson was Scripture. The Brealeys firmly believed that it was never too early to train children in 

the ways of God. As they looked over their classes that morning they silently committed one and another 
to the love of God, that it might find them and constrain them to follow Him. Because they often talked 

with God about their pupils they found it easy to talk to their pupils about God. Nor was their teaching 
ineffective. 
One young girl was deeply concerned and was brought to the Lord at about the time when her teacher 

(Mrs. Rudland, another daughter of George Brealey) sailed as a missionary for China. She left Clayhidon 
and went "out to service" in a place where there were five unconverted fellow-servants. But this girl was 

not ashamed to talk about her Lord and confessing Him before all of them she had the joy of seeing each 
one brought to the Saviour. So the flame spread. Perhaps, thought Miss Brealey, each pupil, who listens 
to me now will one day bring five others to Christ. 

The next lesson was `sums'. 
"Now this school started when – Elizabeth?" 
"Please, miss, I don't know." 
"Does any one know – yes ?" 
"1870, Miss." 
"That's right, George, we were talking about it last term, weren't we? On January 11th, 1870, this school 
was started. Now then, I want you to tell me how many years it has been running. 
It wasn't long before one of the older girls had the answer. 

In the senior school Walter Brealey, who had been the headmaster ever since the school started, had a 
harder problem for his class. 

"It cost £150 to build this school in 1870. It was enlarged in 1874 at a cost of £100 and the new infant 
school has cost £100. Now supposing we borrowed all the money for this at the same time and paid an 
interest of 5%. If we repaid it at the rate of £50 a year, how much should we have to pay altogether?" 

He wrote on the blackboard. Some slates started to squeak. Others stared up blankly into puzzled faces – 
faces which looked as if they had suffered from a hurried shave that morning. 

Although Walter Brealey hadn't entirely reckoned for it when he started the school he found that quite a 
number of his class were aged between seventeen and twenty-five. Unable to learn when they were 
young, they grasped the first opportunity of going to school. This helped discipline problems. Any 

offenders were "sent to see Mr. Brealey," and that was usually enough. A few well-spoken words from 
the quiet, respected man restored law and order and made the offender penitent. 
What Walter Brealey hadn't told them in the problem he gave them to work out was that, in fact, the 

money for the infant school had already been entirely supplied. It was wonderful the way that the 
voluntary subscriptions of interested friends had raised enough money not only for the schools, but also 

for the schoolmaster's house, Sunnyside, which was built in 1875 for £450. 
During the dinner-hour large hunks of bread and cheese were quickly gobbled down by the children so 
that they could run out and play. They scampered over to see the blacksmith, up to the baker's, rushed 

round the roads and threw stones at the cows. A few of the quieter and older ones hung round the door 
of the school – shivering slightly in the wind, as they waited for the start of afternoon classes. 



Many of them liked afternoon school better than morning. They did more interesting things then it 
seemed! Singing, needlework and geography – which included lessons on farming - occupied the time. 

The sums of the morning, where - "If one ewe costs 50/- and a cow and calf £17 how much will 
twelve ewes and twenty cows and calves cost?" - quite meaning-less sums because who could afford 

to buy twenty cows and calves ? - gave way to problems of how to feed twenty cows and calves if you 
had them. The school curriculum was designed to meet the needs of the pupils. All unconsciously, and 
sometimes, no doubt, rebelliously, they were given the facts and principles which would guide and 

govern so much of their later life. It's true that a few subjects now regarded as commonplace were not 
on the time-table. For instance, there was no Physical Training, but when you walked four miles a day 
and spent the part you were at home doing jobs like carrying water, chopping sticks and cleaning out 

cow-stalls, did it really matter? 
During school hours there was no pressure put on the children to become Christians. The great desire 

of all the teachers was that the pupils might be converted, but they realized the partial truth of the 
saying, "Christianity must be caught, not taught." Each day started with prayers and the senior school 
often heard a chapter of Proverbs read. The overall effect of the Christian influence and teaching was 

such that the Holy Spirit used it to the conversion of many, many children. 
After the school had been open only three years Walter Brealey wrote in a report: "I believe there are 

quite ten, if not a dozen, of the boys and girls in the day school that are really the Lord's; they are 
never ashamed to confess as much, and although they need correction sometimes (children like) yet I 
think they are truly lambs of Jesus' fold. I should not forget to say that several who have during the 

past year left the school, have given very dear and decided proofs of their conversion to God. We are 
in constant communication with them, and in each letter they evidence a certain and unmistakeable 

manifestation of the real heart-change. One young man who left me last summer for America, and 
who was brought to Jesus last Good Friday twelve months, still writes of his peace and joy in the Lord, 
and of the blessing he received while at school. There are others who have left who are now feeling 

the power of the truth sown in their hearts while at school, thus proving the truth of God 's word, "My 
word shall not return unto me void" and again, "The word of the Lord liveth and abideth for ever":" 
On March 26th, 1879, he wrote to the effect that he was expecting five of his elder ex-scholars shortly 

to be received into Church Fellowship. 
The years have proved that the majority of these conversions were not "flashes in the pan". The 

encouragement for workers among children of seeing a whole life won for Christ is stated in the 
language of the day by Mr. Brealey. "Our hope is in God, and no more fruitful field can be found than 
among the young. To prevent a life of vice is a higher aim than merely to save the worn-out sinner 

from hell.‖ 

 

The notice in the local paper had simply said that in accordance with the Elementary Education Acts, 
School Audits for the year ended Michaelmas, 1879, would be inspected at Noon on January 26th, 
188o, at the Board Room of Wellington Union Workhouse. As Walter Brealey slowly took his horse 

down over Ford Street Hill, watching out for icy patches, for the winter was hard, he remembered that 
his school at Clayhidon had now been running for just ten years. 
"Fortunately," he said, half to himself; because there was only his horse to listen to him, "fortunately, 

there is more interest in the country in education now than there was then." "And unfortunately," he 
thought, "this interest led to a lot of red tape – Inspectors, School Accounts, Boards . . ." 

It was five years after the Elementary Education Act of 1870 that Clayhidon had to form its School 
Board with five members. Most of them were in sympathy with the aims of the school, particularly 
when they realized that the necessary money for the education of the neighbourhood would be 

supplied by Messrs. Muller and Wright of Bristol. These gentlemen had no riches of their own, save a 
great spiritual heritage in Christ, and yet they were able to provide for many such schools, similar to 



that at Clayhidon. They prayed. He, Who having given Christ would withhold no good thing, gave them 
what they asked for.  

So when Walter Brealey spread out his impressive sheet of paper on the table of the Board Room there 
was entered on the left hand side a ―Donation‖ from Messrs. Müller and Wright which neatly cancelled 

out the debits on the other side. 
Year after year it went on, so that the inspectors got quite used to seeing the names of Müller and 
Wright of the Scriptural Knowledge Institution, Bristol. 

―You mean to say they‘re not wealthy men?‖ Enquired one of the audit men of Mr Brealey. 
―No, and yet they manage to provide quite a few schools with funds – as well as missionaries and so 
on.‖ 

―It‘s very useful for you, isn‘t it?‖ 
―Yes, I don‘t really see how we could run the schools without it.‖ 

As Walter Brealey collected up his papers the thought suddenly struck him that perhaps he was relying 
on Müller, rather than God, for the money that was necessary for the school. The thought was filed at 
the back of his mind and didn‘t come out again till June 24th, 1892. 

 
On that morning he had been looking out from his window at Sunnyside at the small white clouds 

passing along the tree-crested ridge of the hill opposite. A few rooks argued noisily as they hung and 
flapped in the warm air. The sun streamed through the south-facing large-paned window. It was Mid-
summer Day. He thanked God for the beauty of the green hills which stretched away as far as his eye 

could see west and east. Then the postman came through the small white gate and up the gravel path. 
The letter from George Müller did not say what he thought it was going to. As he read on he realized 

that it was not good news. " . . . and regret that we have at the moment no money available for the 
assistance of schools . . . our hope is in God alone, who has provided for so many years . . . we would 
ask you to join us in earnest prayer that help may speedily be sent ..." 

He looked through the window and committed the matter urgently to the God who was responsible for 
the country in which his eyes were delighting. He heard the music of the birds as they sang sweetly 
amongst the trees. They didn't seem to have care for anything. "Consider the ravens . . . your Heavenly 

Father feedeth them." "Are not two sparrows sold for a farthing . . . Fear not therefore; ye are of more 
value than many sparrows." The words restored peace to his heart. He believed that the children of the 

small cottages and farm-steads which he could see, as well as those which were hidden in the Hills 
would be able to continue to receive their education. In his journal for that day he wrote, "We have 
proved His love and faithfulness heretofore, and He will not fail us now. May our dear friends in Bristol 

be graciously sustained and comforted." 
The rest of the term passed fairly uneventfully. Election Day came with its hubbub and turmoil, and 

caused some excitement - particularly in the Brealey family. James Showell, Walter Brealey 's father-in-
law, was driving the two eldest daughters of the family to Wellington. Suddenly the horse fell, and was 
so injured as to be unfit for driving again. Both shafts broke and all the occupants of the conveyance 

were thrown out. The girls were shaken and shocked and Mr. Showell received severe bruising to his 
shoulder. So to the prayers that day was added thanks-giving that no one was more seriously hurt and 
a request that God would guide to the right horse and provide the money to pay for it. 

Term ended. August 2nd came. Another letter from Messrs. Muller and Wright arrived. This one was 
more disturbing than the first. Walter Brealey could hardly believe what he read. The news was 

startling. From October 31st the Scriptural Knowledge Institution would be unable to support the day 
schools any longer. He writes "Our hearts are truly bowed down, and we scarce know what to think or 
how to act, save that, being utterly cast upon God, we have taken this heavy trial to Him in prayer. Oh, 

that now our faith may not fail us, but even be strengthened ! God has heard prayer and appeared for 
us in so many ways, that we dare not distrust Him now. 



In a circular letter sent out soon afterwards he states the various possibilities facing him. One is to 
dose the school, another is to hand it over to the School Board, but then there would be no guarantee 

of continued Scriptural instruction in years to come. A third, and the most desirable possibility, was to 
maintain the school on the gifts of interested friends. 

This letter was not without its effects. By the end of September there was a promise of £100 towards the 
first year's expenses, and two sizeable gifts, of £8  and £3, had also arrived. Incidentally the very horse 
needed had also come to hand and almost sufficient money to purchase it. Again and again Mr. Brealey 

was reminded of the words of the Lord Jesus Christ to Martha, "Said knot unto thee, that, if thou wouldest 
believe, thou shouldest see the glory of God?" 
During the year from October 1892 - October 1893 the school cost £238:16:11 to run. This included 

the Teachers' Salaries, Fuel, Light, Cleaning, Books and Apparatus, General Repairs and a new roof for the 
Infant School. Altogether fifty-four donations came to hand that year including three of £50. Although the 

smallest of these was only 5/- yet the total amount subscribed was sufficient to pay the debt and keep 
£55:17:5 in hand. 
The next year (1893-4) the donations for the school dropped to fourteen and there was only one of £50. 

Fortunately the total cost of running the School that year was only £188:15:4 so it was still possible to 
finish the year with a credit balance of £17:5:7. 

The main reason for the drop in expense was that the senior part of the school had been closed on June 
1st, 1893. This was not due to lack of funds to keep the school running in its present state, but blackcoated 
men from the Education Department had taken objection to the buildings - apparently there were some 

new rules and regulations which had to be enforced. The structural alterations they demanded would 
virtually have meant a rebuilding. This seemed unwise in the light of current educational trends and when 

the the Blackdown Hills Mission said they were unable to comply with the requirements, the School Board 
was immediately called on to erect a new School. 
So the children said good bye to the head-master who had run the school for over twenty years. There was 

the final reading lesson, the last prayer, and the door was shut. 
Instead of climbing the steep hill and blocking Rosemary Lane the children now walked up past the Mill 
or down from the Church and kicked stones in the playground or sat on the wall till the doors of their 

new school were opened. 
 

"Please, miss, we aren't stopping, are we?" The young girl with her flowing hair and freckled face 
looked enquiringly at her teacher. 
"What do you mean, Christine?" asked Miss Rawling, who was now in charge of the Infant School of the 

Blackdown Hills Mission at Clayhidon. 
"Well, we can come back to school here, can't we?"  
"But of course.‖ 
"Even though my brother has gone to 'tother school." 
"Yes, Christine, even if he is old enough to go to the other school." It was a job to cut out these 

abbreviations in language. 
It had been decided by the Mission that the Infant School should be kept open for the time being. Miss 
Rawling still taught. The young children came. The money was supplied. After June 1st, 1895 it came 

again from Messrs. Muller and Wright, the Lord having graciously provided sufficient funds and inclined 
his servants to resume their support. For a few more years the infant school flourished and then it too, 

was transferred out of the hands of the Mission. 
Was it worth it? The children had trudged for miles through sun, slurry and snow — children, many of 
whom would never be brilliant scholars. The teachers had spent hours looking after the school — could 

they have used their time better in some other way? Sometimes they had to find some old clothes from 
one of the gift parcels to give to a boy or girl to try and keep them warm enough to come to school at 



all. There had been the closure due to measles, scarlet fever and whooping cough — and the scare of 
typhoid when a child at Middle Mackham died from it. Money had been a problem. Was it worth it? 

Walter Brealey was now free for more visiting. As he went on his rounds he remembered the trip he 
had made in 1875 when the whole parish had agreed that the teaching given at his schools should be 

Bible-based. They needed the Book – and they knew it. Now he could read it with them and discuss it 
freely. Already he found that there were new habits, new interests and new desires flooding the hills, 
largely a result of education. When he set to consider seriously the work done for God, the Christian 

influence in the parish, the explanation of the Bible, and balance it against the difficulties, he knew that 
the whole scheme was not only worth-while but God directed. 
Old pupils sometimes came back to see him. One friend, the daughter of a well-to-do farmer, said, "I 

often long for a repetition of the Bible lessons. My schooldays were the happiest of my life." Others 
came with similar statements. Sometimes they had to give their names, because their smile of cheery 

recognition meant nothing to their old teacher. Many were the stories of conversions, and the simple 
testimonies often included such statements as "I never forgot your words and the Bible lessons." 
Walter Brealey had returned home one day when a smart young man came to visit him. 
"Good afternoon, Mr. Brealey." 
The young gentleman appeared as a perfect stranger to the one who was addressed, but they shook 

hands warmly. 
"My name's Curtis. I was in your school. Then I was on the Continent for a while but wherever I went 
the teaching of the Scriptures given to me in my schooldays seemed to follow me. At last they caught 

up with me, after fifteen years. Now I'm a Christian." 
"Praise God." The lump in Mr. Brealey's throat stopped him saying any more. 
"I was back in the area and so I thought I'd come and tell you." "And where are you living nowt" 
"In London. We've got a good branch of the Y.M.C.A. near my lodgings and I often help there." 
Even after the tears of thankfulness had been dried Walter Brealey still felt the same conviction that it 

had all been most worth while. And the ripple was still spreading … 
 

Many of the features of the school at Clayhidon also characterized the smaller school at Sheldon, 

where, for many years, Mr. E. Denne was the headmaster. 
 

The benches were rough and the jagged edges of the wood made it impossible to slide along them 
without injury. The walls of the gutted cottages were unevenly covered with plaster. The conditions of 
the room reflected the state of the children; rough, hard-muscled and unworked. The strange thing 

was that their parents were really eager to send them to school. Mum and Dad had received the light 
and it was certainly altering lives in the district of Browndown. So the cottages of the thieves became a 

place of Christian education. Where sheep-stealers had worked out on their fingers how much money 
they could make on their booty, some progressive instruction in writing, reading and arithmetic was to 
be given. 

There was only one problem. Who would give it? Very few could read or write well enough to 
undertake the task and several who were tried failed for one cause or another. But Mrs. Denning had 
become a Christian. So had her eldest son. They lived in a farm-house in the area. The great desire of 

the mother was that her son should be in the Lord's work. 
"Can't you find something for him to do for the Lord?" she asked George Brealey. 

"We'll see, Mrs. Denning." 
"He's really keen to serve, you know." 
"Can he read?" 
"Oh, yes, quite well – and he writes too!" 
So John Denning, the one-armed young farmer's son, became the first schoolteacher at Browndown 



and for several years he continued there. 
For some the message of the Gospel came only just in time. One of the girls in the school became ill 

and died in 1873. When visited in her sickness she said that at the school she found that she was a 
lost sinner, but was exceedingly happy to say that she also found the lost sinner 's Saviour. She passed 

very joyfully into the presence of the Lord. 
When the Hall was built at Bishopswood it seemed sensible to shift the school from Browndown to the 
new premises. This is what was done and until 1947 the school remained open there. 

Troubles never come singly. Messrs. Muller and Wright who had supplied the money for the Bishopswood 
School to date did not intend to do so after September 29th, 1882. It looked as if the running of the 
school would be a heavy drain on Mission funds. Coupled with that there was the general poverty as so 

many were out of work. The reason was quite simply that it had been raining for so long, and farm work 
was impossible. The potato crop was ruined. November brought floods which carried away houses in the 

valleys. In December 1882 Mrs. George Brealey died. 
The cumulative effect may have seemed to indicate that it was time to throw in the sponge. Why keep 
the school running ? Unbelief suggested "Give it up." Faith said, "Wait on the Lord." The latter course was 

decided on and specific prayer was made that God's will might be known. The next post brought 425 
towards the school from a friend who had not previously helped the mission. After two months one of the 

teachers accepted a situation elsewhere. When he was paid the funds were more or less gone. Again 
father and son earnestly asked the .Lord that they might know His will. The next day £50 came from two 
of His servants. £50 went a long way in those days. All the school furniture was bought from Muller and 

Wright for £I2:15:9. The teacher's salaries and the cost of cleaning amounted only to £84.12.0. The rent 
of the schoolhouse, coal, the school treat and various sundries was another £10.2.7. 

The Education Department started to give a grant, varying with the number of pupils in the school. The 
'school pence' also brought in a small sum, e.g. in 1884 this amounted to 
£5.19.6½. Even so for the next eight years quite considerable sums had to be given to the school from 

the General Fund of the Mission. 
It was a good educational investment. In 1890 93% passed the Government examinations which gives an 
indication of the high standard of teaching. Those days fearfully awaited by members of the teaching 

profession when Inspectors call, passed calmly. One of the written reports after a visit on July 31st, 
1893 states "Very satisfactory and useful work is being done in this school. The needlework is good." 

It was a good spiritual investment. Children were trained in the Way that they should go. Many a 
parent, too, heard the truth about Jesus when their children came home, sat up on the bench fixed to 
the wall and while eating a simple tea from the scrub-topped table, proceeded to tell all that "Miss" had 

taught them that day. 
Not to be outdone by their offspring, the older people were asking for education too. So an evening 

school was started in 1891 and ran most successfully. Let the Inspector comment. "A very gratifying 
attendance in an isolated, sparsely-populated hill district. The teaching was conscientious and 
painstaking, the scholars being interested in their work, and seemed full of zeal to fit themselves for 

their different vocations in life." 
Scandal! The clergyman of the parish was opening a school! Some said it was in opposition to the 
Mission School. Some thought it was a good thing to get away from all this "chapel teaching". Others 

felt that the ritualistic influence would be dreadful. By virtue of threats and promises the clergyman 
managed to get eight children in his school. For three months he taught them and then the school 

closed again. The gossip continued, but the panic was over. 
The turn of the century brought a new Education Bill and new toilet facilities and other alterations to 
the school at Bishops-wood. 

Gradually the children who came to the school during the years looked less poor. Hob-nailed boots 
gave place to shoes and ragged pants to decent looking trousers. The teacher at Bishopswood during 



the years just before the Second World War still had forty to fifty local children coming along. They 
were quiet and gentle children, and always slow to answer orally, but they were not a "hill tribe with no 

brains" as they had once been described ! They learnt a great deal and there was a satisfactory quota 
of scholarships. 

The Education Act of 1944 altered the situation for `Church Schools'. In April, 1946 the School 
Managers at Bishopswood decided that if the school were to be continued under the new Act as a Junior 
School the expenditure required in due course would amount to about £8 ,000 .  On October 17th, 1947 the 

following record was entered in the minute book: 
 

‗It was unanimously and very regretfully decided that taking everything into consideration, notice be 

now sent to the Education Committee for the closing of the school. This meeting desires to put on record its 
deep thankfulness to God for the privilege and opportunity of combining with elementary education the 

teaching of simple Bible truths.‘  
 

This was probably the last such "Brethren" school in the country. 

Never had there been any complaint about the way the schools were run. The Education Department 
was satisfied — the parents delighted. The pupils themselves look back with gratitude for the excellent 

training they were given — even to the scheme of giving a farthing a week to Mr. Fegan's Homes. They 
realize that the teaching they received was thorough and in advance of anything of its day. 



Chapter 11 – This Is The Way 

 

It was a fantastic sight. George Brealey rubbed his eyes and wondered whether he was really 
seeing it or not. He went forward a little and looked again. It was true enough, if sight could be relied 

on. He stood still and his boots sank slowly into the sticky mud. There sitting round the frying-pan were 
six children, all helping themselves with their grubby hands to a meal of fried potatoes which had been 
cooked for them, So engrossed were they, that they hadn't heard the big man come up. 

"Hello !" 
Most of the hands froze into immobility, but a few, belonging to the older boys, went on quietly 

travelling from pan to mouth, stuffing in potatoes. All eyes were turned on the intruder. The children 
said nothing, but their silent expressions conveyed all that was necessary. 
"And how many of you live here?" 

We all dos, sir." 
"And how many of you are there now?" 
"We got another baby inside," volunteered one of the older girls. 
"And one died last week," added a younger child. 
George Brealey had just come from a home where there were eight children. The 'home' was only a 

hut which was ankle-deep in mud at the time of his visit. He wished he had managed to find this place 
before. He had now been in the district for nearly three years. 
. and have you heard of Jesus?" 
"Oh, yes, sir." 
"What happened to Him when He was here on earth?‖ 

That was getting rather difficult ! It turned out that neither this family nor the last knew the facts of 
the Christian message. 
The next hut contained thirteen children, with ten under working age and they had never heard the 

gospel either. 
George Brealey was quite glad to get out of the basin where these families lived. It was about half a 

mile in diameter and had once been a quarry. Now it contained the many wretched huts where these 
poor people were doomed to carry on their existence. The name of the place was apt – The Warren. 
The living conditions of those present was little better than that of rabbits. As he strode up on to the 

ridge again the February wind carried to his nose a rancid whiff of refuse. He turned his head and 
turned up his collar. 
"Oh God, may the wind of thy Holy Spirit blow through here and purify this place . . ." he found himself 

praying. 
He couldn't let children go on living like that – as if Jesus had never died – as if the meaning of life was 

stuffing potato. The need for Sunday Schools was obvious. It only required the right people and 
premises. Already he had managed to arrange for Christian instruction to be given to some children. 
The Mission must arrange for more Sunday Schools. 

It did. During the years there has been no more worthwhile work than among the young. First they 
walked to the Sunday Schools, grubby, with dirt round their lips and drops of egg on their threadbare 

dresses. Now the swish of cars heralds the arrival of neatly-dressed children, colourful and clean. But 
all along the love of the Lord Jesus has captivated some lives, stilling their fears and bringing peace 
and joy to their hearts. "Suffer little children to come unto Me," said Jesus, and none who have come to 

Him have gone away disappointed. 
Then why didn't they all come to Him? "Oh, yes, he was in our Sunday School when he was a boy," is a 

remark often heard in reference to someone who now shows no outward signs of Christian life. 
Coming, he didn't come; hearing, he remained deaf. Through years of Bible exposition, learning texts 



each week, singing hymns and humming choruses, watching visual aids and receiving prize books – he 
silently rejected the claims of Christ. 

The cold day at the end of January, 1873, was one of those afternoons when the claims of Christ were 
made very clear to the children. At the end of Sunday School at Clayhidon, there was a deep feeling 

among them. No-one moved. It seemed as if they were paralysed, unable to go home. A solemn 
silence remained over the chapel There was conviction and repentance that day. 
Not all occasions were so serious. Girlish giggles and a periodical 'gurt guffaw' were a suitable 

accompaniment to the games which the children were playing. It was a day to which they had long 
looked forward. Once a year the older scholars from all the Sunday Schools on the Hills came to 
Clayhidon for the Annual Treat. At their own Sunday Schools there might be anything from forty to one 

hundred children, but to-day there could have been nearly three hundred of them. In rings, teams and 
groups they chased around, their hair blowing in the late August wind and their little faces getting 

redder as they puffed harder. Quietened by tea and the lusty singing of their favourite hymns, their 
faces grew eager again as they looked forward to receiving the rewards for their attendance at Sunday 
School. Some of them whispered "Thank you," and others silently blushed as they accepted their prizes. 

They jogged home in carts and wagons with their heads nodding – tired, but happily clasping their 
books in their hands. 

Again it was Messrs. Muller and Wright of Bristol who supplied the necessary funds for the Sunday 
Schools at Clayhidon, Bishopswood and Browndown. When the hall was painted at Bishopswood they 
kindly bore the cost of a new stove. The Bibles and Testaments in use at this Sunday School and the 

summer treat, with the prize-books, were given by these gentle-men. 
Bishopswood children were fortunate. They not only had a `summer treat' but they also had a 
`Christmas treat'. A peep into their warm hall just before Christmas 1890 would reveal scholars, parents 
and friends sitting down to a first-rate home-baked tea, while Mrs. Radcliffe and her helpers flitted up 
and down carrying jugs, tea-pots and kettles. Beyond the quiet hum of conversation, at the far end of 

the room, was a Christmas tree. If we were able to step inside and walk down to have a look at the 
colourful objects hanging on it we should see a lot of garments and toys. 
"They're for the Sunday School children," explains Mr. Radcliffe. 
"How they'll love them - and it looks as if some of them really need them, too." 
"Yes, we're so glad to be able to help them in any way. Actually these gifts were sent by a kind lady in 

London. I wish she could be here to see what a thrill it gives to the kiddies." He glances down the tables 
with a fond and understanding look. 
The children were his lambs for whom he quietly cared. 

" ... and four of them have confessed Christ in believer's baptism this year - all Sunday School 
scholars." 

So from treat to treat the week by week work of instruction went on. Nor was it all forgotten when one 
of those important games days arrived. 
As scholars and teachers woke on August 4th, 1893 their dimly conscious minds became aware that 

today was a special day - of course, it was the day of the Sunday School Treat ! But also they were 
aware of something else - a dull, drumming noise. Turning over on their feather-beds to listen more 
care-fully their fears were confirmed. It was pouring with rain. 
"Good thing we've got Mr. Showell's Gospel Tent pitched," thought the Superintendent, `just the thing 
for a wet day, though it's a shame we've got to use it." 

Later on he was amazed to hear two stories about the weather which were encouraging and humbling. 
One boy came bouncing down the stairs. 
"I'm afraid we shall have a wet day for the school treat," his mother said. 
"Oh, no we shan't, Mum! Mr. Brealey prayed for fine weather at the prayer meeting and ever so many 
more. I expect hundreds of prayers have gone up and God is sure to answer them, because He promised He 



would. We shall have a fine day, all right." 
Another mother told how there was a terrible to-do when their children came downstairs that morning. 

She had told them the day before that if it was raining they would have to stay at home. 
Little Freddy went to the door, He was only seven, but looking up at the sky he said, "Oh, dear Jesus, 
'tis our school treat day, and 'tis raining and we shan 't be able to go. Do please send away the clouds, 
so that we can all go." 
Then, with all the confidence imaginable he returned to the family. "We be going to have a beautiful 

day, cos' I've asked Jesus to send away the clouds, and I know He will." Needless to say, the afternoon 
was beautifully fine, with brilliant sunshine. 
The following year there was also a special flavour to the treat. Many parents and friends had come to 

the tea. In order to show that they really appreciated what Mr. and Mrs. Brealey were doing for the 
young members of their families they presented them with "a purse of gold and a useful and chaste 

china tea-service of Worcester ware." 
 
"Come along won't you?‖ 

"I expect I will, miss." The girl walked off down the road. 
"Did you hear about it?" Miss Rawling turned to a group of boys who were playing around on the heap 

of stones. 
"What?" 
"We're starting a Sunday School here in Stapley – on the first Sunday in January." 

"Oh!" 
"I hope to see you all there." 
"You'd better ask me Mum and Dad, miss." 
Miss Rawling thought this was an excellent idea so she went up the hill to continue her visiting. 
There had been concern for a long time about the lack of a Sunday School at Stapley. It was nearly 

thirty years after the mission had started that Miss Rawling, who was helping in the work, was able to 
commence one. 
The first Sunday of January came – Miss Rawling drove the three miles over to Stapley, and waited in 

the damp, cold chapel. Would anybody come? 
A fumbling at the door handle announced the arrival of the first scholars. They came in awkwardly and 

looked rather lost in the mill chapel. Altogether there were ten scholars that first day. Soon however, 
the numbers went up to thirty - and a Christian friend gave a nice stove which made the building much more 
comfortable. Every Sunday afternoon would witness the rush of released scholars up Factory Lane, 

taking texts and memories of the talks home to some families which had previously been quite unreached with the 
message of the gospel. 

 
"Father, we learnt such a lovely hymn at school today. Would you like to hear it? " The little boy of 
eight had rushed into his father's bedroom as he always did when he came home. 

His father, lying in bed with an illness of his lungs which was bringing him to a premature grave, was 
delighted to listen to anything that his only son wanted to tell him or even sing to him. 
"Yes, sonny, I'll be glad to hear it." 

So the little boy sang- 
 

I am so glad that our Father in heaven  
Tells of His love in the Book He has given;  
Wonderful things in the Bible I see;  

This is the dearest, that Jesus loves me. 
I am so glad that Jesus loves me, 



Jesus loves even me. 
 

The man was quiet until the hymn was finished, Then he said, "That's a beautiful hymn, Benny. Jesus loves you, I 
daresay." 
"Yes, he loves you too," said the boy, "for the Bible says `God so loved the world'." 
They were words of love and yet they came like an arrow to the man 's heart. He pondered them day 
by day and every afternoon when the little boy came in he was asked to sing his hymn. The Holy Spirit 

made the words real to the dying man and before his lungs stopped operating and he passed away, he 
said, "Jesus loves me; so glad; even me." 
Some years later the widow's testimony was that she would never have been led to see the light had it 

not been for the boy. So both parents were led to God by a little child - and the child grew up and as a 
young man was described as `earnest and all-alive'. He did not rebel against the teaching of his 

boyhood or allow other pleasures to mar the 'all-aliveness' he enjoyed in the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Not all the children had his opportunity of continuing in the service of Christ so long - at least, not in 
this earthly service. The undertaker at Bishopswood was as sorry as anyone else when he had to shape 

the coffin of another child, the second in a year. 
There was only one bright spot in the grey funeral processions. Both children had given adequate 

testimony that they were Christians. So behind the tears and beneath the grief was the confident 
assurance that some time, outside of time, there would be a joyful reunion. 
Medical service was not so advanced in 1898, and the death of children, and even adults, was far too 

common a thing. For those who suffered from T.B. and were also stricken with poverty there was no 
great hope of recovery. Such a one was Miss Hill. 

She was a Sunday School teacher at Browndown. For several years she was in delicate health but she 
would struggle along every Sunday, even to within a few weeks of her death, to meet with her class. 
She would sit quietly, attempting to appear calm and battling to overcome her weakness so that she 

might speak. Remarkably intelligent, she threw all her soul into the work. Knowing she had only a short 
while to live she was grateful that God answered her daily prayer that she might be useful in His 
service - a soul-winner for Him. 

At the early age of 23 she finished her course. On Thursday, September 21st, 1899, her earthly 
remains were committed to the dust. The quiet country churchyard, in the stillness of noon, evidenced 

a scene which all present would never forget. Between fifty and sixty school-children, the tears 
coursing down their young faces, filed two deep past the grave. The sobs of strong men broke the 
silence and moved the heart. It seemed as if the whole parish was standing there between the 

gravestones - and not only that parish, but friends from Taunton, Wellington, Clayhidon, Buckland and 
Churchstanton as well. Why were they there - packed on the green turf of that secluded spot? To pay 

honour to - whom? A simple, unobtrusive country girl, the only child of a small working farmer and he 
a widower. The honour was due to the One who had transformed her life and given the inner power to 
spend it well – to end it well, even at only twenty-three years of age: 

 
"Only one life, 'twill soon be past,  
Only what's done for Christ will last." 

 
No line is carved on her grave; no stone is raised. She is left alone in her glory. 

 
In came the twentieth century. What inventions! What new-fangled schemes! 
A charabanc! – a motor coach that would go without horses and would take an astonishing number of 

people ! Ideal for Sunday School outings ! The local model was called "The Lady Betty", but was better 
remembered for the cry, "Beetle, Bert!" It was owned by Mr. Ireland of Stapley Mill and was very 



popular for outings to the sea with crowds of children. Some-times a stop had to be made on a hill, but 
the brakes could not always be relied on. So Mr. Ireland always carefully put the "beetle" or "beedle" (the 

mallet used for splitting wood) aboard. His son Bert was responsible for a bit of slick braking, if needed. On 
the cry "Beetle, Bert!" out Bert would jump and trig the wheel. "The Lady Betty" would come to a quick 

halt. The children jolted forward and knocked their teeth on the edge of the seat in front – all part of a 
day's outing! 
When the Sunday School treats were still held at Clayhidon, an innovation of `sweet-throwing' made a 

welcome change. 
"What a pity," exclaimed Susan as the big boot of a boy landed on the sweet which she was about to 
pick up. The hob-nails missed her fingers by less than an inch and the sweet was ground into the dirt. 

But chase on! Here are more – and more! The thrower was running round the field and scattering 
sweets to the pursuing, cheering flock. Not many were lost. 

Sometimes bits of board would be put across the hay wagons and the children would ride in style, to 
their great delight, along the road to Stapley, where happy gatherings were held. 
―What be 'ee about, Sam?" Sam was apparently trying to see if the girl in front was ticklish. 

"Yer, 'tis bumpy idn't it? The quieter ones giggled and the girls steadied their straw hats, as they 
moved along the track. 

"I like your new dress, Edie," a friend confided. To the casual onlooker it was much the same as any 
other – it was white, it was long, and no more than a wrist was showing at the end of its voluminous 
sleeves. The whole wagon seemed to be a study in black, white and grey, as far as dress was 

concerned. There were the long black skirts of the older women, and their wide brimmed straw hats. 
The boys had long socks, collars, ties and caps. The girls had white dresses and black stockings and 

shoes. 
Yet there was life in the party, even if they dressed soberly. Over all there was a restrained happiness, 
which occasionally broke out, and many laughs surprised the frightened birds as the wagon-load of 

humanity made its way along the lanes. 
 
―.. and don't forget that next Sunday is Anniversary, will you?‖ the Sunday School Superintendent 

reminded his flock, as they finished practising the hymns on the Sunday before. They weren't likely to 
forget. 

Anniversary Day came and the evening sunshine lit the beautiful valley that smelt of summer in the 
stillness. Looking down from the top of the hill it was possible to see scurrying men – oddly out of tune 
with nature's peace – apparently dragging something up the road. Perhaps we'd better join those who 

are going down to the chapel in the valley. 
By the side of the road quite a crowd has already gathered. There are only a few benches available so 

we'd better stand at the edge up here under this holly – mind the ditch ! Then we can rest against the 
hedge, and watch the goings on. 
Oh, it was a pulpit they were bringing out – its red cloth clashing rather with the pink campions – and, 

to crown it all, a little folding organ. 
Boys are sitting on the gate and on the edge of the well, while women try unsuccessfully to deal with 
the gnats. 

The organ starts up. We can't stand on the edge of this, we must join in and sing. Sing the hymns of 
Sankey. Sing till the echoes bound across the valley and go up to heaven. It's marvellous to be in full 

voice in the open air, joined by a crowd that the chapel wouldn't hold. After the lusty singing comes the 
silence of prayer and the arresting words of Scripture. 
It seems fitting to listen to the words of Jesus in the open air. That was where they were first spoken. 
"Seek ye first the kingdom of God and His righteousness and all these things shall be added unto you." 
"These things" after which we spend so much time seeking — "What shall I put on?" — "What shall we 



have for dinner?" — "How can I make it pay?" — "Will it be good?‖ 
 

Seek ye first, not earthly pleasure,  
Fading joy and failing treasure; 

But the love that knows no measure 
Seek ye first. 

 

We can't stand outside this. The sermon includes us. As the preacher shouts up the hill we realize that 
the greatest peace in this life comes from a full surrender to the claims of Christ. 
 

World wars have come and gone. The number of children in the Sunday School has been doubled by 
evacuees, and then has reverted to more usual proportions. But any glance at the present activities of the 

Blackdown Hills Mission will show that the children are still given an important place. 
They still receive books for attending the Sunday School classes, and at Clayhidon tradition has it that 
they are also given a sticky bun and a big orange on the same occasion. They are grand times for the 

children — except for those who are too shy to stand on the platform and say their pieces. They are 
rewarding times for the teachers when they hear their pupils tell out in public some of the things that 

have been taught during the year. For the packed audience, each different class, as it takes the floor, 
has its own enjoyment, its own pathos, bringing smiles and tears. 
Above all else they are given Sunday by Sunday the message that can give satisfaction, security and 

sense to their life, that can make them wise unto salvation. 
 

That big problem! What happens when our children feel they are too old for Sunday School? This had 
been solved at Clayhidon by having a "Sunday School" which goes on indefinitely, and includes those in 
their sixties! All meet together at first and then the two Bible Classes separate. One caters especially 

for teenagers. 
Today's emphasis is on youth – possibly it is an over-emphasis. We're well and truly caught up with it, 
though, at Clayhidon. 

Thursday night brings out the winkle-pickers and stilettos, and from a considerable area youth 
converge at speed to the place where they know there will be plenty of others. 

Upstairs the table-tennis balls ping and pong to and fro. Lampshade making, darts, some slight social 
service, and other organized and disorganized activities go on in an ordered confusion. In a side room 
there's steam rising and a rattle of crockery. Downstairs one hears the tap of billiard balls. Pervading all 

is the penetrating sound from a couple of electric guitars – maybe with an odd voice thrown in! 
Later on there is almost quiet as a leader makes known various bits of information – about a game of 

rugger, a broken window, some biography of the speaker and the number of the hymn. 
God has met with us many times in that club-room on a Thursday evening. We have been deeply 
conscious of His call. 

What potential for the Church of God is gathered into the space of that room. These are the people 
who will continue the witness for Jesus Christ in this neighbourhood – a neighbourhood which has seen 
revolution in the last100 years. What will the next hundred, or even the next fifty bring? 

 
Will our faith stand the challenge of the space age?  

Will it falter when the 'worldly-wise' men mock?  
What  will happen if the dread atomic wars rage? 
– Christ is our Rock. 

 
When they tell us, "Now, the human race maturing,  



Has made God in man's image! Man can cope!  
With complacency and love for things our living." 

- Christ is our Hope. 
 

Suppose world population leaves us starving? 
And the general fellow lightly changes wife? 
What are pops, and cars, and farms, and homes, and learning?  

- Christ is our Life. 
 
This is no slick escapism from reality, nor is Christ to be regarded as a disinfectant to add to the 

festering sores and impure waters of the age. Difficult situations are going to face our young people, 
and their only hope lies, not in throwing Christ over-board, but in allowing Him to pervade every aspect 

of their lives. 
 
"Christ and life are one, and I cannot live against Christ without living against life." 

(E. STANLEY JONES: The Way, 1947, Hodder and Stoughton) 



 
 

Chapter12 - Let Down the Net 
 

―I came into this tent as black as soot, and as hard as a flint; but God broke my hard heart and 
washed me in the blood of Jesus and I am not ashamed now to confess Jesus as my Saviour. I am enlisted in 
the army of heaven, and I mean by Jesus' help to stick to the Lord. Oh, mates, the devil is a hard master, 

and I served him well; but I got nothing but misery for my service to him. Since I have found the Lord I 
have had more happiness than I ever had for all my service to the devil. Come to Jesus, comrades, and 

He will save you as He has saved me." 
The hard-handed man, with the lined face, sat down. The soldiers gathered in the tent were quiet as 
George Brealey continued with the service. 

It was a great opportunity when 2,000 of the Militia gathered on the Blackdown Hills for training during 
three months of each summer. Certainly, it was not to be missed as an occasion for sowing the word of 

God. Some of the men had joined the army because they were unable to get any other jobs. Their 
backgrounds were often sordid, and now, early in the 1880's, many of them looked forward to a visit 
from the camp evangelist. 

"Were you here last year?" 
"No, sir, I ain't been 'ere before." The sharp accent was in striking contrast to the West Country burr 
which George Brealey was used to hearing. 

"In that case I'd like you to have one of these. We give a Bible to all men when they come into camp 
first." 

"Thanks, mate." 
"And if you can join us for a service in the tent outside any night, then we'd like to see you." 
The commanding officer did not allow the tent to be put up inside the boundary of the camp, but it was 

erected not far from the main entrance. 
It wasn't always easy to stand the ridicule of one's fellow- soldiers in order to go to the meeting. Many of 

the testimonies heard were evidence of this. There was an interested hearing under the flapping canvas 
when this was first spoken. "Bless the Lord for saving a wretch like me. This is my fifth year on these Hills. 
The first year I came here these gentlemen spoke to me plainly, and I was troubled. And when they 

gave us all Bibles, I was glad of mine, and read much of it many times over; yet I did not yield my 
heart to God. Each year I have been on these Hills I have been convicted and wished I could be a 
Christian, but something kept saying 'You can't be a Christian and live in this camp.' But when I came this 

year and saw the flag, 'God is Love,' flying on the top of the tent, I felt I must be a Christian now. 'Twas 
like as there was two which had got hold of me. One was pulling me into the tent, the other was 

pulling me back. 'Well,' thinks I, 'What a fool I be to do like this,' for I would go a little way and come 
back again. And I would look this way and that to see if anybody was looking at me, What a coward I 
was! But, bless God, I came in, He was stronger than the devil; and that night I gave my heart to the 

Lord. And I was made happy — and now we have three in our tent who are on the Lord's side." 
Some were suspicious of what they heard and they watched the lives of those who gave testimony 

very closely to see if this 'happiness' of which they spoke really meant anything. God graciously 
helped those who professed to live for Him in the camp and the opposition from flying boot or cutting 
word served only to sharpen their witness. If you were a member of the Somerset Militia and you 

came to the Blackdown Hills for summer training, you couldn't be completely ignorant of the Christian 
gospel. At least one tract would be given you, and a Bible, and maybe a copy of Pilgrim's Progress. 

Personal conversation and invitations to meetings all stressed the fact that here was a message which 
was bound to have its effect on the camp. The influence was wider than the camp, and wider than 
Somerset. Many of the men went overseas and in Afghanistan and South Africa the Christians found 



that their faith meant just the same. 
One man was very worried about his sons who had gone off to other countries. In spite of the three 

stripes on his arm and his manly bearing he was weeping when he told George Brealey, "The harvest of 
my sins is what bothers me. I believe the Lord has forgiven me my sins, but it is what I have sown in 

the hearts of my children. My sons are living wicked lives which they have learnt from me. I would 
give my right arm to undo the sowing in the hearts of my children ! I'll write to them, and send them 
some of these little books which you have given me." 

Another sergeant gave an interesting reply to George Brealey's question as to whether he had ever looked 
back on his life of sin and onward to the day of account for it. "Yes," he said, "my whole life passed 
before me in a minute when I was drown- ing. There were several of us who were working at a break-

water, when by some accident the barge on which we were working went down with all the machinery, 
and all of us sank, but, thank God, we were not caught up in the gear, so we all got safe to shore. At that 

moment when I thought I was about to enter the eternal world, all my life passed before me, and I 
cried from my heart, "Lord, save my life," and He did. Another time I was working on the railway and was 
shunting a train, when the handle slipped, and I fell with my head on the metals as the train passed. 

Again God saved me. All the men said, "He's gone — he's killed," but only my hair was cut off. Again I 
thanked God for saving me from death. I have had twenty such escapes, yet I am not converted. I was 

often at your tent two years since and heard the words of life, yet I have not received them but I hope I 
shall now." In the service that followed George Brealey spoke clearly from Proverbs 28 on 'sin 
covered, sin confessed and forsaken, sin forgiven and cleansed'. The men repeated the verses after him till 

they were committed to memory, and then the speaker gave examples of their message. At the end of 
the meeting eleven stood up to signify that they were "soldiers of the cross." 

Warfare was a very different thing by the time of the Second World War. The Hills on which the Militia 
trained for hand-to- hand fighting were now dotted with aerodromes and searchlight stations. Drowsy 
American accents mingled with the equally lazy Devonian one. Following in his grandfather's steps Douglas 

Brealey was able to hold services for the men. It was the only time that Clayhidon witnessed a Church 
Parade on Christmas morning with shining brasses and mirror-like toe-caps brightening the happy 
occasion. 

 
The poles creaked and groaned and for a moment it seemed that the tent would give way under the 

straining wind. The guy ropes tightened to breaking point and then sagged as the gale buffeted the 
canvas. It was difficult for the congregation to concentrate on the sermon which was being preached 
inside and the service finished earlier than expected. Not a few were glad to get outside and away from 

immediate danger. Those running the campaign at Broad Windsor, Dorset, went slowly away, with 
backward, worried glances, fearing lest the tent should collapse. 

The opposition, and it was quite strong, were delighted the next morning when they found that the 
storm had, in fact, blown down the tent and damaged it. But, the day after, it was standing again with the 
damage repaired, and the blessing became even greater than before. 

The invitation to bring the Gospel Tent to Broad Windsor had been given by a few Christians who were 
as sheep without a shepherd. They were groaning because of the spiritual darkness which ruled over most 
of the people. On the one hand was ritualism, on the other a worldly religion under the name of political 

dissent; the one as lifeless as the other. Now, at the close of the nineteenth century, Broad Windsor was 
getting a chance to listen to the gospel. Nor was its message in vain. Ephraim Venn, who was one of 

the evangelists working with the tent, wrote: 
"The Lord is working in many hearts. I am visiting all day long among the anxious ones and others 
who desire to hear the word of God. The tent is better attended than ever and several fresh souls 

have confessed to salvation; while those who have been searching the Scriptures daily, to know the 
mind of the Lord in response to their obedience to Him, have desired to confess their union with the Lord 



Jesus in death and resurrection by being baptized. This is their own deliberate choice and will certainly 
entail much opposition and petty persecution but will also bring with it much joy." 

In a later letter he continued, "Praise the Lord for His continued blessing in this place ! The work 
prospers; souls are being set free; the devil is raging. Splendid time yesterday. We had the first public 

baptism in the place after the scriptural order. We dug a baptistry in the bed of a small stream, and 
banked it up; but the roughs let the water go twice, and as we were about to proceed to the service 
they let go the water again. However the water quickly rose again, and three men and three women 

were baptized amidst a great crowd of onlookers who had come to witness the sights, while the rougher 
element had come prepared with rockets, squibs and fireworks to scatter the crowd and to mar the 
meeting. But prayer was answered, and the fleeting conducted with propriety, the crowd being 

invited to the tent, which was well filled, and a grand meeting was held. Souls were blessed, and the 
enemy defeated. Praise the Lord!" 

Similar blessing came in that summer of 1883 to the village of Hemyock, where the other tent was in use. 
There the various professing Christians of the neighbourhood were united and many who had no 
profession of religion rejoiced for the messages of love and life which brought comfort and peace to their 

hearts. 
Each year teams of men took out the tents and started on the job of inviting people in. 

"Can't come," was the blunt reply of a burly man who was among the first to be invited. 
"Why not? Can't you come sometimes?" 
"No. I've got me work to do every day." 

"Well, can't you come on Sundays? You'll have finished work by the evening." 
"I can't come then, that's sweethearting night!" 

"Of course you can! Bring your sweetheart with you."  
"She won't come," and he walked away. 
Special prayer was made for him, and on the Sunday evening he came. The sermon was an arrow which 

hit the mark. Every Sunday evening the big man ambled in, but got quickly away at the end of the 
service to avoid being spoken with. 
On the last evening of the mission he was present, and as the people were dispersing he was asked if 

the meetings had been a benefit to him. 
"Yes, they have indeed. I have been enabled to trust my soul to God as I do now." 

So the first individual invited was the last who confessed to salvation. 
At Cotleigh the Rev. John Hawker wholeheartedly threw himself into the work. With his self-imposed 
task of lighting the oil lamps and checking the ropes and stakes he also managed to find time to write to 

Walter Brealey about the mission. "There is a movement here just now which is of Him, and if God be 
for us, who can be against us?" "A friend of mine from Scotland was amazed at what he experienced. 

Much opposition — evil report and good report; praise Him for both." "There is an independency about a tent 
that seems to influence most successfully against sectarianism, which is also supported by the fact that it 
is temporary and moveable. We are having some real conversions here. I went to see a man the other 

day, and there was nothing left of what he was evidentially (I allow for remaining "flesh") as he said, "All 
— every thing — is new." This is the second remarkable conversion in three cottages. I pray for and 
expect the third soon." 

Any tent is liable to wear out and the English summers managed to destroy one of the Gospel Tents. 
After a prayer meeting where the need had been mentioned, one brother said, "I don't know if there 

is anything in hand for the tent, but I should like to give a sovereign." Another said "I'll give ten 
shillings." 
From this start, and in a very few weeks, the amount needed was raised and a new tent purchased. But 

there were no seats! Prayer was made to God and from a quite unexpected source the very type of seats 
which were required were sent - 150 of them. It is no vain thing to trust in the Lord. 



"Four men and a tent" would not seem to be the recipe for comfortable accommodation. Fortunately 
Fred Glover and the three men who were helping him had been lent a well- fitted caravan by the 

Children's Special Service Mission. Here they could sleep or sit and talk with enquirers. Nearby was 
another small tent from which "frying" smells emerged, indicating that this was the kitchen. So 

comfortable was Fred Glover that he wrote and invited Walter Brealey to come down for a few days' 
change. "I find `gipsy life' a cure for all ills, in spite of my lack of knowledge as to cooking . . . Since 
being here we have had 'brother gipsies' camped close by, and have taken the opportunity of visiting 

them. They seem to look upon us as quite one of themselves." 
Today's tent is rarely used for a three or four week mission in the villages of the Blackdown Hills. Who 
would run the meetings anyway? Sometimes it has a holiday by the sea-side at a boys' camp. Under 

its spreading white wings they can shelter from the rain, dry their towels, squirt washing-up liquid at 
each other, compete to see who can eat the most bread, sing choruses and wait in silence upon God. 

Annually it has an outing to the beautiful rhododendron plantation at Black- borough and many people 
balance themselves precariously on rocking canvas seats - but the discomfort of these is usually soon 
forgotten in the warm Christian fellowship and the arresting messages given. The first Sunday in July 

finds it nestling in the green Bolham valley for the Sunday School Anniversary Services - erected by 
willing hands among the assembly members. For most of the year the folded canvas and rusting 

stakes are comfortably housed with the dull red poles. 
Sometimes a few members of the Youth Club attack the split chairs and fix on some tougher, greener 
canvas. Sometimes the tent is called out for use in a visionary project, showing that the days of tent 

evangelism are not over, though its appeal is less than formerly. We must not lose the vision of Him 
who tabernacled among us, who must go and preach in other cities also - for thereto was He sent. 

 
"The Christmas Dinner." It could be a play suitable for a Women's Institute, or a reason for not 
feeling too grand on Boxing Day. In fact, it is the title of a tract written by George Brealey. It is on my desk 

as I write this and I have to handle it rather carefully to stop the brittle brown edges of the paper from 
cracking off in small flakes. It runs into fourteen sides of boldly printed, very small pages. The illustration 
on the front is a fairly typical black line-sketch of old men with beards and old ladies with bonnets 

sitting around a table which has simple fare on it. The man with the long black beard and longer black 
coat is attempting to carve a huge joint of meat which bears most resemblance to a bale of binder cord. 

The message is written simply and clearly. Many were invited to collect a Christmas dinner which 
George Brealey was able to give to the poor of the parish. At the end of the distribution one portion was 
left and because the lady invited had not come to collect it, it was given to a man from a neighbouring 

parish. When the lady eventually came it was too late. So, many are invited to the King's Feast, but 
some delay . . . . 

"The Christmas Dinner" is No. 8 in a series entitled "Arrows shot at a Venture." It cost ½d. The other 
titles range from "The door is open, Donald," to "Law and Mercy". What made a man who was as busy 
as George Brealey stop to write these tracts, and another series under the general heading of "Black- down 

Tracts"? He gives his own explanation when he writes, "Good narrative tracts are read over and over 
again; they tell the same story, and are helpful to many who search the Word. I rejoice to find them 
used of God in other countries. In New York they are well known, and are scattered by missionaries in 

Japan, China, India, and in nearly all English-speaking countries. I have longed to tell of Jesus and His 
great salvation to the world at large; and if I cannot do it by voice I will endeavour to do so by my pen." 

That the 'arrows shot at a venture' often reached their mark, George Brealey was clearly reminded 
as he travelled around. Seeing his own name on a small poster in the window of a cottage, he called in 
and found a middle-aged woman occupied with her household duties. 

"Good afternoon, sir. I suppose you're the gentleman who's going to speak tonight?" 
"That's right, and I've called to ask you all to come to the meeting." 



"That's very kind of you, sir. We are all hoping to come. Rather strange things have been happening in 
the house recently. My husband's a coal-heaver — he works on the line unloading the coal-trucks — and a 

little while ago someone threw some tracts into the truck. He brought them home and read them, and 
quite honestly sir, he's been a different man ever since. It puzzles me." 

From the large black Bible which stood at the end of the table she took a few grubby booklets. To Mr. 
Brealey's great delight he saw they were "Blackdown Tracts." 
"What time will your husband be home?" 

"Oh, he should be here any time now." 
Soon, the tread of heavy boots outside heralded his arrival and after the necessary introductions and 
explanations he took up the story. 

"I ain't much of a chap, sir, but I was rougher than what I am now. I thanks God that He've taken 
me in hand and I hopes He'll polish me up a bit." His smiling face, blackened with coal-dust, gave 

evidence of the truth of his statement. Standing with his cap in one hand and leaning on the dresser 
with the other he continued: "I was down in the mouth when I got those tracts. I'd been out drinking 
hard the night before and when I read about the chap who was carried out in three days I wondered 

what would happen if I only 'ad three days left. So I started to pray that God wouldn't send me to hell. 
Then I read another tract about 'ow a whole lot of people was invited to a feast and they was all there 

'cos they was invited, and it went on about 'ow the Lord 'as invited us all to come to a marriage 
supper. From reading the tracts I began to read me Bible and pray to God and then I began to alter." 
George Brealey left, giving thanks that he was enabled to be used in the extension of God's kingdom. 

As he wrote up the incident in his diary he remembered an occasion — it must have been thirteen years 
before — when he had sent a letter to George Muller after another marvellous conversion by means of a 

tract. He had written the letter at the chapel at Clayhidon, and as he was writing he could remember 
the noise of the old pump going up and down as the subject of his letter was pumping the water for his 
baptism. This man had been working in the Potteries in Staffordshire. By 'chance' he had found a 

Blackdown Tract. He read it, found out that the author lived in Devon and came down. Coming, he 
was pointed to the Master Craftsman of souls and was shaped as a vessel for His use. 
A tract is so small that it can be given inoffensively, dropped apparently accidentally, left lying in unlikely 

places or pushed through small openings. This latter method of distribution was used by George 
Brealey in the case of the conversion of an atheist. 

The shop where he was received was littered with all the paraphernalia of a shoemaker. Sam Harvey, 
the atheist, didn't exactly welcome him. 
"Empty chairs have a voice for weary ones in the journey of life. They say 'sit down'," said George 

Brealey as he took a vacant chair. 
Harvey muttered something, but George Brealey noticed a finished boot on the wall. Taking it down he 

inspected it and began to compliment Harvey on his work. Something in the way he handled the boot 
showed that he knew what he was talking about and made Harvey look curiously. 
"You understand the trade then, sir e" 

"Yes, this was my calling before I was called of God to a better job. I used to make shoes for some 
who walked the way to hell; now I'm occupied in giving people shoes which will take them to heaven." 
The atmosphere tightened as Harvey protested his unbelief in Heaven, Hell or God. Intellectual argument 

was met by the texts of the Bible. Human reasoning was pointed to the Word of God. 
George Brealey soon had to leave and the next time he called he found the door locked, although the 

man was busy at his leather. Apparently Harvey did not want to see him Not to be outdone, George 
Brealey stooped down and pushed a tract in under the bottom of the door, on to the dusty stone floor. 
On his following visit Harvey was found to be in bed with a fever from which he was not likely to 

recover. An atheist no longer he told how he had picked up the book. "Its title was `No rest in Hell!' 
and the words rang in my heart day and night. But there were also some Scriptures about rest in 



Jesus. I took my Bible, which I hadn't read for twenty years except to find out its faults. Now I realize 
that the faults were in me, not in the book. I read and read, till my heart was broken for my sins and 

now I thank God, for I believe there is a God, that He has pardoned me." 
This story could well form the basis of another tract, thought George Brealey. All the stories he used were true 

ones. So well- known did his tracts become that when one day he visited an old lady who could best be 
described as 'not quite sympathetic to his cause' he was turned away with the silly yet sad remark ringing 
in his ears, "I don't want to be made no tract of!" 

Facing a task unfinished, 
That drives us to our knees,  
A need that, undiminished, 
Rebukes our slothful ease,  
We, who rejoice to know Thee, 
Renew before Thy throne  
The solemn pledge we owe Thee 
To go and make Thee known. 
 

The sentiment expressed in this verse was often on the lips and in the hearts of the Superintendents of the 

Blackdown Hills Mission. 
"Our work on the Hills is a seed-bed, or nursery for spiritual plants, to be transplanted into other fields," 

wrote George Brealey in 1882. 
Fourteen years later his son expressed the same theme. "The parting injunction of our Lord to His disciples, 
ere he left them and 'ascended into heaven,' was, 'Go ye into all the world and preach the Gospel to every 

creature.' For centuries the Church of God failed to obey, but of late years especially she has been arousing 
herself from her apathy as regards her responsibility to the Lord and to the perishing millions of the earth 
. . . from these very hills the Lord has sent forth many to other lands to serve Him — several as definite 

missionaries, and far more to witness for Him in their secular callings in India, China, North and South 
America, the Colonies, etc. We are thankful to know that among us yet are those who are desirous of 

giving themselves to work for God among the heathen, should He so open their way — and these He is 
preparing, we believe, and leading on." 
Douglas Brealey commented in his 1953 report, "we seek to keep the Lord's work in the foreign field 

before our people..." 
When George Brealey first reached the heathen Blackdown Hills the Mission he established was almost 

exactly like any Mission in a foreign country. Direct evangelization, with pointed messages in house and 
under hedge; education, with pupils who wanted to learn; medical help, though often of an unprofessional 
nature, and Bible teaching, were all part of his programme. He ever remembered though, that although 

he had not been allowed to go to Demerara the Lord might well have it in His plans for others to go 
overseas. From an economic point of view it seemed necessary that some should leave the Hills. Emigration 

was a step on the road to success for many people. During his lifetime George Brealey helped send 132 
persons to such faraway places as America, Canada and Australia, but this number also includes those 
whom he helped to settle in other parts of the British Isles. All did remarkably well, many rising to 

positions of honour and wealth. 
They played their part, but the task is still unfinished. From the honeysuckle and foxgloves of the Devon 
lanes one of the teachers went to be a missionary amid the concrete slabs of New York City. A couple 

who were converted on the Hills had a large seminary in California for students for the ministry. "I pray 
God that He may be pleased to send out someone from your little church at Clayhidon to this country" — 

the country of India, from which a letter was written, including the above extract, in 1882. That same year 
another member of the church at this spot, who had known India only through its tea and reports of its 
teeming millions, went to meet it at close range in work with the Colar Mission. 

"Why, Lord?" It had seemed likely that the eldest daughter of George Brealey would spend many useful 



years in China. She married Mr. Rudland of the China Inland Mission and then, two brief years after sailing, 
she was called home. Was it that her task was finished? Did she die on the job that we might be 

challenged to follow her example? 
Others from the Mission have had longer terms of service overseas. Miss Ada Brealey, a small woman 

with a great love for Indians, lived for many years in the heat and noise of Dowlaishwaram. She was 
actively connected with missionary work in India for over fifty years, though she was twice invalided home. 
Only recently has she finished her earthly course. 

Still anxious for the welfare of the Church in Pondoland, and still cheering and challenging us by her 
presence in Clayhidon, is Miss F. Geyden Roberts, who spent fifty-three years in South Africa. 
From Northern Nigeria we hear news of committees, colleges and churches from Geoffrey and Irene 

Dearsley. After varied work together at the educational compound of Gindiri, Geoffrey is now the Field 
Superintendent of the Sudan United Mission work in that country. 

From Brazil Sheila Tremaine writes very vividly of the hazards she encounters and the hope she 
entertains in her work with the Wycliffe Bible Translators. 
Geoffrey Harland, with his wife and young daughter, do evangelistic and pastoral work in Suva, Fiji. 

Ron Andrews is finding fascinating avenues of service among Arabs from all walks of life. He works 
with the Red Sea Mission Team. 

Facing a task unfinished. "My parish is the world. Anywhere for Jesus I would go and anywhere I would 
preach . . ." was a favourite saying of George Brealey. Certainly this is the view that we have to take 
with the realization of the increasingly false dichotomy between 'home' and 'overseas' service. The 

world is our parish. 
Through television and radio we know so much more about the world today, and we look out over our 

parish — from the comfort of our fireside armchairs. We do enjoy listening to missionaries talk, 
particularly now that they bring brightly- coloured and interesting pictures of their work. We are glad to 
give them a little money — after all they are spending their furlough travelling around and it must be 

expensive (not to mention tiring !) — and we might even pray for them for a week or two after their visit. 
We watch the forces of cancerous communism and menacing materialism sweeping the world. The noise 
of their mobilizing forces frightens us and so we hide behind the shelter of Echoes of Service and faithfully 

remember our brethren and sisters in the 'front line'. 
Is it any wonder that we have an unfinished task on our hearts? 

With none to heed their crying 
For life, and love, and light,  
Unnumbered souls are dying 
And pass into the night. 
 

When Jesus said, "This gospel of the Kingdom shall be preached in all the world," was He expressing a 
pious hope or giving a definite command? 
The church on the Blackdown Hills has reason to be eternally grateful to God that one hundred years ago 

there came a man to this part of the West Country who was prepared to give everything he had for the 
spreading of the love of God. Broken in heart, and often in pocket, yet rejoicing in the eternal riches of 
God in Christ Jesus, he laboured on. The intense reality of his religion gave him a ready acceptance. He 

toed no party line; his nature was too generous and his knowledge of God and His word too deep and 
real to permit it. He closed each year with thankfulness to God. He had found something worth living for — 

something worth dying for. 
We also have reason to be thankful that our missionary interest has continued to the present day, so 
that we are at least aware of the challenge and to some extent are meeting it. 

 

We bear the torch that flaming   
Fell from the hands of those 



Who gave their lives proclaiming   
That Jesus died and rose. 
Ours is the same commission,   
The same glad message ours, 

Fired by the same ambition, 
To Thee we yield our powers. 

O Father who sustained them,   
0 Spirit who inspired, 
Saviour, whose love constrained them 
To toil with zeal untired, 
From cowardice defend us,  
From lethargy awake! 
Forth on Thine errands send us 
To labour for Thy sake. 

BISHOP FRANK HOUGHTON (1894- )  

(Used by permission) 

 

"This is the B.B.C. Home Service. Morning Service comes from the Blackdown Mission Room, Clayhidon, 
and is conducted by Mr. Douglas Brealey." The culminating point of months of prayer and weeks of 

preparation has arrived. Inside the crowded chapel there is a quiet hush and an air of expectancy. Butterflies 
flutter slightly in nervous stomachs as all eyes watch the microphones which dangle so meaningly in the 
hall, and which will soon carry their voices over all the country. 

Three broadcast services have gone out from Clayhidon, one of them in the Overseas Service of the 
B.B.C. Over a leisurely English breakfast or in a stifling house in Africa, many have heard the 

characteristic voice of Douglas Brealey giving a clear and concise gospel message. After the radio waves 
had invisibly carried the message to the ends of the earth the letters came from near and far, giving thanks to 
God for such opportunities as this. 

Specially remembered are the help and co-operation of the B.B.C. engineers and of the late Rev. Martin 
Wilson. Everything has to be carefully timed and the timing strictly adhered to. Brethren are in the habit of 

praying with their eyes shut and so Douglas Brealey, on one occasion, did not notice the flashing light, 
which warned him that he was going on too long in his prayer. Some rapid adjustments had to be made 
to keep the service within its right limits ! 

No-one would have heard a radio when Douglas Brealey's grandfather first came to the Hills, and few 
would have dreamed of a broadcast from Clayhidon, but fact is stranger than fiction and the march of time 

leaves us with more and more exciting means of spreading the gospel. 
 
"Don't sing it so loud!" 

We were travelling along a lovely country lane in an old Austin on a Good Friday afternoon. The 
driver was giving full voice to a chorus whose words were getting lost in the hedgerows, but any stray 
persons may have wondered what the noise was all about. 

"Talk about Jesus, talk about Jesus,   
Jesus, the Saviour of men. 
Talk about Jesus, talk about Jesus,  
Tell how He liveth again."  
 

It was the signature tune of the Blackdown Hills Witness Team. Their purpose was to talk about Jesus. 
Their headed note-paper said, "We preach Christ crucified." 
The Second World War was over and a somewhat uneasy peace had descended on the country. In the 



Services Christians had banded themselves together to witness for Christ. Back in civilian life they felt 
the same 'teaming up' could be effective. 

"We've got enough young people round here to do it, you know." 
"I suppose we have." 

The conversation was taking place in the premises of a local builder and as the young men continued their 
trade they thought of their other vocation. 
"That team we had at West Buckland the other day was good, wasn't it?" 

"They were terrific, I thought. There was a sort of life about them." 
"I don't know quite how many invitations we'd get, though." 
"Well, we'd have to wait and see how things worked out." 

In unlikely places and in small groups many similar conversations took place which were full of the thrilling 
opportunities team service presented for spreading the gospel. So the Black- down Hills Witness Team was 

born. 
It was launched in faith. During the eight years or so of its life there were about fifteen young people 
associated with it, and in its heyday there were bookings from Wells to Plymouth. The Blackdown Hills 

were still exporting the gospel. 
Team members were faced with intriguing questions. "How could they know the guidance of God?" 

"What was just a gimmick and what was a genuine new way of presenting the gospel?" "Would there 
always be helpful follow-up for the converts?" "Would God demonstrate His saving Power ?" "What 
about the financial aspect ?" 

Once a month there was a 'business meeting' and every Sunday they sorted out who would lead their 
evening service, give a testimony, take the choruses and preach the sermon. 

"Life" characterized their meetings, and dedicated zeal was a mark of their witness. To see five or six 
young people on a platform singing the opening chorus, which they suddenly exploded on the 
congregation, was enough to make everyone sit up. What frightened the congregation even more was 

when in the middle of the sermon a heckling voice might shout across the chapel from the back seat. All 
heads turned round and saw — not a reactionary, but another member of the Team ! 
Everything did not always move with the smoothness with which it was planned. There was the 

embarrassing occasion when the Team rose to their feet and the chorus leader strummed the opening chord 
of "Talk about Jesus" on his ukulele — to find that the bridge had collapsed and there was only a muffled 

twang ! It was no unusual thing suddenly to have another member of one's congregation land on the green 
grass as a tent chair- canvas split in half during the service! Travel, too, was a little more exciting than 
at the present day. Old cars might cost about £200, but even then there was no guarantee that the 

brakes would hold, even if the engine started. There have been times when the drivers have been too 
intent on getting to their destinations to think about surging "Talk about Jesus" as they clung to their 

steering wheels. 
Sacrifice was an accepted part of the routine. A monthly donation from the members helped to keep the 
Team going. Meals had to be taken in haste as the members rushed home from work in time to clean 

off some of the paint from their hands, for instance, before rushing off to an evening meeting. Summer 
holidays became opportunities for missions. A caravan was used by some of the male members of 
the team, but there was also generous hospitality from the mid-Devon households ! Hardly a restful 

recreation for one's summer break, but the gospel must be taken to as many as possible! 
For those who requested it the monthly prayer-letter from the Team would contain with it sufficient 

tracts to give away. The name of "Tract Commandos" for those who distributed them is perhaps 
another reflection of the nearness of World War II. 
It was the Team who pitched the tent at the colourful rhododendron plantation. Well-known speakers joined 

them for the Annual Convention there. Beauty was everywhere. By sight and by faith one was able to 
appreciate the goodness of God. 



The Team was fun: in it there was great fellowship: because of its readiness to live for Christ there are 
many who are Christians today. In their day the young people faced the need of our land and did what 

they could, with blessing to their own lives, as well as to others. They grew older, got married and had 
families, or moved away from the district, and so the Team slowly ceased to be. 

Thoughts of the Blackdown Hills Witness Team are pleasant thoughts. The need that brought it into being 
is still there. Let us talk about Jesus. 



Chapter 13 – Whose Faith Follow 
" .  .  .  And he died …. .  and a l l  the days of Seth were nine hundred and twelve years; and he 

died"." 
The preacher's voice was gruff and guttural and every time he reached the refrain in Genesis 5 he 

seemed to emphasize it more distinctly " . . ". ". and he died"." 
One of the young girls who was present at the Sunday afternoon service fifty years ago well 
remembers the tall, dark Mr". Reed, from Wellington, making much of these words. 

―. . . and he died"." Only because he had once lived. Some men have had at least their ages and the 
number of their children recorded in the Bible. Many Christians living after New Testament times have 

received mention in the literature of the Church. Countless others have no written memorial. 
This chapter is written in the consciousness that the individuals mentioned in it are only a small number of 
those who were important in the growth and maintenance of the assembly at Clayhidon". A church 

consists of more than its leaders, but in His wisdom, God raises up some to be pastors over the flock". 
To the benefit of the Blackdown Hills and for His own glory, He has chosen the Brealey family to serve 

Him in this isolated area. Three generations have made the Superintendence of the Mission their life-
work. They might have filled churches that could seat more than the total population of the parish; they 
might have laboured as missionaries in lands which are known to us only by name; but with humility, 

devotion and steadfastness they followed what they believed to be God's plan". Lonely lanes instead 
of the limelight; the education of illiterates rather than debating with intellectuals; the joys and 
disappointments of pastoral care, have been accepted willingly, with much lifting of eyes unto the Hills, 

from whence cometh help. 
What was George Brealey like? In appearance he gave the impression of being a thorough man. His 

excellent physique — broad-shouldered and erect — and his manly bearing everywhere commanded 
respect. He had frank and open features, which did not lack handsomeness. His forehead was high 
and his beard — large and untrimmed — covered the top of his high- buttoned black coat. Beneath his 

heavy eyebrows were eyes which were piercing, yet kindly, and strangely inescapable. 
He possessed a genial nature, a large heart, and a most unbounded generosity. Yet, like the fashioning 

by Nature of the district in which he lived, he was a man who seemed to be a combination of 
contrasts. Bold, yet gentle; dauntless, but with tender sympathy; at times hasty in forceful 
expression, saying all he felt, yet always the unflinching friend, endowed with sound commonsense. 

"I'll run 'ee through." The man who spoke, although he was an intelligent farmer, seemed about to give 
effect to his words, with the hay-fork which he was carrying. George Brealey, with his son Walter 
beside him, didn't flinch. Going quietly over to the man he said, "No, you will not — you dare not — you 

are afraid to do such a thing. You know too well that it is God you are opposing, not me." The man 
dropped the fork as he quietly heard the message of the love of God and the blessedness of a 

surrendered life to Christ. This was not the only time George Brealey's life was threatened. He had the 
distinguished modes of death promised him of being "shot like a dog," "ripped up," "burnt," "run 
through," and "killed as dead as a door nail." His personal reply to his would-be attackers nearly always 

brought shame and an apology, and sometimes led to their conversion. 
To the end of his life he was a man whose forte was personal dealing. He had an amazing ability to steer 

a conversation so that it could be used for a presentation of the gospel. Here is one of his last entries 
in his diary. 
"I had been visiting the people and giving away Gospels and tracts, when a man with his 

photographic apparatus drew near‖. Listening to the conversation I was having with some men, he 
said he had new inventions in photography‖. The past fifty years had developed much that was 

never known before. The world was so much wiser than it used to be. 
―I replied, ‗ Men appear to have discovered much by science which we did not know before; but it 



has not made man, as man, better. Some have ―sought out many inventions,‖ among them, and 
one of the worst inventions, is refusing divine photography.‘  

―‘Divine photography, sir? I never heard of divine photography!‘  
―I said, ‗This photography is very ancient. It means writing in the light. You could not take a 

photograph without light.‘ 
―No, sir,‘ he replied. 
―‘Now, by divine photography I mean what God has written about persons in the light of His word. You 

have no method of photographing the heart, but God has done so, and if you want to see the likeness 
of your heart, I can show it to you in my album.‘ I then read Matthew 15:19: ‗For out of the heart 
proceed evil thoughts,‘ etc; also Mark 7:14-23, and concluded the picture by reading Romans 3:9-19. 

‗Some persons,‘ I said, ‗object to having their photos taken because they bring out some ugly look, but 
if the look was not there, the light could not reveal it. So, many will not read the Scriptures, because 

their description is so life-like, that there is no mistake about them. They thus fulfil John 3:19,20: ―Men 
loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil. For everyone that doeth evil hateth the 
light, neither cometh to the light, lest hid deeds should be reproved.‖ So they do not come to the light; 

they hate the divine photography. And if you seek to photograph man as he is, you will not have many 
customers, I find‘.‖ 

Like his Master before him, who had also led a busy life, George Brealey made time for prayer. Each 
detail of his life was immersed in prayer and when he asked God for something he expected a reply. 
On May 27th,1867, when he wrote to George Müller, he said, ―I have before me a long list of scores of 

answers to prayer.‖ 

Within his own family, he proved the power of prayer and of faith-healing". While in Exeter his wife 

was dangerously ill and, to all appearance, dying. The doctor, a sceptic, stood with his watch in hand 
and pronounced that in ten minutes she would be gone". "I can't do any more. There's no power on 
earth can save her"." 

This remark seemed to George Brealey to be almost a challenge to the power of God, and as he had just 
finished praying for his wife's recovery in the presence of the doctor the reality of faith and prayer was 
put to the test. He fell on his knees again". Five persons were in that room; his wife was unconscious; 

the nurse and his wife's sister were weeping bitterly; the doctor stood silently; George Brealey was 
conscious of a sixth Presence and he prayed that God would hear and demonstrate that there was a power 

in heaven to save his wife. He asked that the doctor may be convinced of the words that "Thou art, and 
that Thou art the Rewarder of them that diligently seek Thee!" 
The doctor smiled at what he considered simple fanaticism‖. 

The minutes pass. Within the death-chamber all is silent as with bated breath they wait". It seems an 
eternity as the ten minutes tick slowly away and the crisis comes". 

With incredulity and amazement they watch the eyes of the one who should be dead slowly open; 
five minutes later she speaks and from that time she starts on the road to recovery. 
Even the astonished and humiliated doctor muttered " 'Tis a miracle"." 

Years later, George Brealey's daughter was healed of diphtheria and ensuing deafiiess through the 
providential means of powerful prayer". 
George Brealey loved his Bible as few men do". He had an ability to string golden threads of texts 

together, and explain them lucidly to his congregation. He did not despise commentaries, and written 
expositions, but he used them little. He did not know how to wrap silk around the sword". On one 

occasion, he was staying at the home of a nonconformist minister who offered him the use of his well-
stocked library. 
"Thank you very much," he replied, with a twinkle in his eye, "but I carry my library with me - sixty-

six books." 
"Really, it seems a shame to have to carry all those"." "No, they pack quite small"." He produced 



his Bible from his pocket". "Sixty-six books". That's all I read"." 
To the end of his life he served those among whom he lived. His help was also valued in many 

different parts of the British Isles". His "body of iron" and his "soul of fire" glowed with a daily faith and 
reliance on God". Strong and able, physically and spiritually, he always considered that his highest 

privilege was to be a servant of God". He put devotion to Christ above all else. In his own words — "This is 
the most refreshing service to our God, that we may know more of Jesus who is the joy of His heart; 
this alone can make any service effectual to the blessing of others"." 

Mrs". George Brealey was a woman of great faith who shared her husband's work as much as was 
possible. She was not always in good health but many times she proved with her husband the faithfulness of 
God in answering prayer". In her last illness she said to her husband, "I have had two hours with 

Jesus". I never thought it could be possible that such joy could be known in this life". I was feeling very 
weak, and wished to go home, when it seemed that Satan had come between me and the Lord and 

accused me of many things, making me see myself and my unworthiness, and I cried to the Lord for 
deliverance. My eye fell upon the words opposite my bed, 'Behold the Lamb of God, which taketh away the 
sin of the world".' And as I read those sweet words they were brought home to my heart as they had 

never been before. I said, 'My sins, Lord ! Thou hast died for me". It is not my worthiness, Lord, but 
Thine". Thou hast loved me, Thy precious blood cleanseth me;' and He talked with me. There was 

nothing left then. Satan was gone, sin was gone; nothing was left but Jesus only"." 
The diary continues: "And upon her face was left the sunshine of His countenance. We could not see 
Him as she did, but we could see the reflection"." 

On December 29th, 1882, she ended her pilgrimage". 
George Brealey married again in December 1884". His second wife, a Miss Marley of Teignmouth, used to 

accompany him on his journeys, giving away tracts and speaking to one and another as opportunity 
presented itself". They travelled widely in England and appeared to have many years of service ahead 
of them. But George Brealey was soon stricken with facial paralysis". In spite of a long winter, with snow on 

the ground, he continued to visit whenever possible, though conscious that he was standing on the 
threshold of eternity. He took a break at Weston-super-Mare with his wife, little realizing that he would 
never return to Clayhidon again. A fit of apoplexy laid him low, and on March 6th, i888, he left his 

earthly moorings for the heavenly harbour". 
The last hymn he sang was one of his own choice — "Simply trusting every day" — and his last words 

echoed the same sentiment, "Faith can firmly trust Him — come what may"." 
 
While those of us who are privileged to live on the Blackdown Hills are used to referring to three generations 

of Brealeys it is interesting to record that, in fact, George Brealey's father, the mill-worker and earnest 
Christian from North Tawton, also came to Clayhidon. He arrived when the Mission was young, in 

November, 1864, and for a while he cared for the work at Rosemary Lane". 
 
Father and son: sometimes they are obviously cast in the same mould. Sometimes they differ 

remarkably". The latter was the case with George and Walter Brealey". Yet when they were together, 
working for a common cause on the Blackdown Hills they were very much united". As 'Walter Brealey 
wrote soon after his father's death, "For eighteen years we had lived in the closest intimacy and love, 

and had shared each other's joys and sorrows completely". We had no reservations from each other". We 
were companions in work, in prayers, in every sense, and each felt knit together as one; each the other's 

counterpart. An unusual bond of affection and confidence existed between us.‖ 
Walter Brealey was a pastor". He was the right man to follow on after the pioneer, and he was able to 
consolidate the work which his father had started. 

All who knew him would agree that he was an excellent schoolmaster. He was strict, yet kindly". He 
could cane boys, and play marbles with them". 



For years after they had left, he would receive letters from his ex-pupils". This extract is typical". "It is 
some years since I left Clayhidon. I have never forgotten the truths taught me there. I think I have 

thought more of your teaching in the school, and your words to me during the past twelve months, than 
ever before. I believe there is scarcely a day that I do not think of your words. Thank God I am still happy 

in His love..." 
One interesting test of a man's character is how he is viewed by the group of critical young people 
whom we know as `teenagers'. Walter Brealey never lost his place with the young". He was friendly, 

but never cheap. He commanded respect without asking for it. 
When need arose, he could manage a good Devon dialect and this he would use when telling one of his 
funny stories". One that never ceased to amuse was the story of the garden wall at Sunnyside". It had 

a sharp right-angle bend on the corner that is against the road, (which has a three cross-way just outside 
the house)". One day there was an awful crashing sound. A farmer who was taking a cart-load of eggs to 

market had misjudged his distance and instead of just missing the corner of the wall, he had hit it". The 
result was that the road was covered with smashed eggshells, the contents of which oozed slowly down the 
the hill. To Walter Brealey's intense amusement, he came out to find the farmer down on his hands and 

knees licking up the raw eggs off the road". "'Tidn't worth wasting 'em, sir!" he explained". The right-
angle was replaced by a graceful curve! 

Walter Brealey was a great personal evangelist. One day he called on a couple as they were about to 
have tea". He went into the dining-room with them, so as not to hinder their meal, and the conversation 
soon turned to belief in the Lord Jesus Christ". The wife was not a Christian, although the husband was. 

After a long conversation on what it means to believe, the three of them knelt together for prayer, as the 
wife turned to Christ in repentance and faith". Only then did they realize that the tea was cold and the 

meal untasted". 
Throughout the country he was responsible for evangelistic campaigns when many were led to 
Christ. He preached fearlessly and effectively". 

As an expository preacher he was justly famous. From 1897 to 1914 he was resident with his family in 
Clevedon". During this time he was pastor of Copse Road Chapel. This building would be packed as 
Sunday by Sunday, and during the week as well, he unfolded the Scriptures which meant so much to 

him. His influence in the town was great". He had fellowship with all who loved the Lord Jesus and was in 
no way narrow or circumscribed. Many worked with him to run the Beach Missions at Clevedon each 

year during the month of August". 
He knew what it was to suffer pain". His wife, also, was never strong. His children were sometimes 
dangerously ill". He had reason for feeling with Keats that "the world is a vale of soul- making" and that the 

vale was dark". The pastoral, administrative and financial pressures of the Blackdown Hills Mission were 
continually his care, even during his years at Clevedon". 

By the grace of God he was a man of the soundest judgement. His decisions never needed to be reversed 
and so he was able to accomplish much". 
He was a peacemaker". 

"Blessed are the peacemakers; for they shall be called the children of God"." 
 

Miss Showell, with her family, came to stay for a while on the Blackdown Hills on the 
recommendation of George Muller. James Showell, her father, had been on the staff at Müller's Homes". 

While in Clayhidon both Miss Showell and her brother were converted". But that was not the only love-
relationship which was established". Walter Brealey and Miss Showell fell in love. They were married at 

Ross-on-Wye, where her parents were later resident". 
Mrs". Walter Brealey shared her husband's work as far as her strength would allow". She taught the Bible 
Class of young men and women, and gave them Bibles and "Daily Light" on the important occasions of 

their life". After her husband's death in 1916 she continued to advise and, to a certain extent, supervise 



the running of the Mission" 
Shot from a 12-bore spattered into his hat, but missed his body". The shafts of his trap broke when the 

horse slipped, and he was thrown out, escaping with a bruised shoulder". On another occasion his trap was 
caught in a gale and it seemed certain that it would tip over, but mercifully it didn't. These things 

happened to a man with a long white beard who had come to the Blackdown Hills partly in order to restore 
his health ! James Showell, Walter Brealey's father-in-law, lived in Clayhidon with his wife from 1891-
1901". 

Before he came to Clayhidon the following words were written about him by one William Blake of 
Ross-on-Wye. "Though I was a stranger to the grace of God at this time, I was much impressed by Mr. 
Showell's gentle manner and Christ- like behaviour on all occasions". I have since thought he must have 

absorbed that wonderful 13th of 1st Corinthians into his life. His happy face was a benediction. His dear 
wife was a lovely Christian also"." What a wonderful testimony ! 

Is it surprising that his journal makes thrilling reading? Humbly, yet joyfully, he records how he led 
young men and bedridden old women to faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. 
He is remarkably honest, too, as the following extract from his diary shows. 

October 29th, 1897. "A man was much riveted while I was giving him a little account of God's gracious 
dealings with me, many years ago, when ill with fever. The thought suddenly occurred to me that I might 

be near the end of my journey — and what an awful thing if I, who had preached to others, should not 
after all, have the root of the matter in me". I knew that there was such a thing as self-deception, and 
therefore I might be deceived". I could get no comfort from past experience, or the thought that I had 

been graciously used of God in leading others to Christ. I was thrown into a state of great distress, a fearful 
state of storm and darkness was set up within; I knew that I was not a hypocrite, but the thought that I 

might be self- deceived was terrible in the extreme, nearing as I might be to the eternal world. But when I 
was willing to let all past experience go, and come to Christ just as if I had never come before, the 
darkness at once passed away. I said, "If I am not a saint, I am a sinner, and Christ died for sinners, and 

Jesus said, 'Him that cometh to Me I will in no wise cast out'; so, Lord, that takes me in. If I have never 
trusted Thee before, I will trust Thee now." Peace and joy instantly filled the soul". Since then the advice I 
give to Christians under such circumstances is, 'If you cannot come as a saint, come as a sinner, and all 

will be well'"." 
The words used at his funeral service after his death at the age of seventy-seven, sum up this man's life. 

"Approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed"." 
 
"I wonder if Grandad's been up to-day." 

The two boys raced to a nearby hollow tree-stump and felt around inside". If Grandfather had passed up 
the road then they knew there would be something in it". 

There was. Snatching the few gospel tracts, Harold and Leonard quickly shared them with the other 
boys and girls who were walking home from school. They read them closely as they scuffled and 
scraped along the rough road". 

'Grandad' was William Blackmore". From September 1901 he had come to live in Sunnyside, and for 
some years, while Walter Brealey and family were in Clevedon he cared for the work in Clayhidon and 
district. The area was very dear to him and he knew it well, having been Miss Charlotte Hanbury's 

coachman. 
He was paid a small sum from the Mission funds when these permitted, but Mr". Walter Brealey used to 

sometimes provide it. A burly man, he was well suited to baptizing the converts ! Like the other 
workers, he was an indefatigable visitor, particularly to those who were ill and unable to attend 
meetings". He was a real stand-by in caring for the work". He also grew excellent rhubarb! 

 
I feel that I know Miss Bawling". She has a strong face and a smile hovering round the corners of her 



mouth". Her gentle and determined characterisitics shew up in the faded brown and white photograph at 
which I'm looking". She's standing with her shawl and white cap on outside her little cottage — her hands 

lightly folded". 
I've just walked past that cottage and there was a pink glow through the curtains of the one downstairs 

room". That's just as it used to be, though the light wasn't so bright. I imagined her inside, busy with 
some good deed. 
When I ask those who remember her what she was like, their faces light up and they speak in glowing 

terms of her sacrificial service here on the hills. A 'Dorcas', a 'Phoebe', a 'mother in Israel', are titles often 
given to this frail woman". Even those who are not Bible students will be able to imagine what they mean. 
G. H". Lang has described her, in his autobiography, as a 'princess of the kingdom of God".' 

I see her going down the rough Factory Lane at Stapley to the damp old chapel, where she started 
the much-needed Sunday School on the first Lord's Day in 1892. 

Teaching the small children in the Mission School at Clayhidon was also her joy for many years. 
Or I imagine her later on, instructing the Bible Class at Clayhidon, where forty adults would gather 
each Sunday afternoon to listen to her expositions. 

But there are two pictures which are especially dear to me, and I suspect they reflect the work which 
Miss Rawling loved most. Look into her cottage on a Saturday afternoon at tea-time. On the spotlessly clean 

table cloth, a simple tea is laid — bread and butter and rock-cakes. Sitting by the fire with her, are two 
girls, After tea, they would study the Bible together and have prayer". There is an intimacy of fellowship 
and a spiritual benefit in this informal type of meeting which many who read this will have experienced". 

What happened to those two girls? One, Miss Frances Geyden-Roberts, was a missionary in South Africa". 
The other, Florence Brealey, became Mrs. G". H. Lang, and shared her husband's ministry until he was 

taken to be with the Lord". 
The letter which builds up the other picture in my mind was written to Walter Brealey while he was 
at Clevedon. "Will you be able to allow us to give tea and sugar to the old and poor as we have done 

the last two years? I hope so". I should like to give it them while Ada (Miss Brealey) is here. I thought 
some might come in here for it and have a cup of coffee and a 
bright word. Ada would take it to those who cannot come. Wednesday of next week we have a teachers' 

supper here at my cottage. They are used to coming to me"." 
I watch her moving around the district, loved by all, and loving all until at the age of eighty-six she fell 

asleep. Her simple tombstone, now covered with pale green, white and vivid yellow lichen, simply states that 
"For many years she laboured for the Lord in connexion with the Blackdown Hills Mission"." I rubbed the 
lichen off with the palm of my hand, wondering how her life would be summarized". As I picked out the 

words I was disappointed at first, and then I realized that probably they were the ones which, above 
all, Mary Bawling would have us remember: "Redeemed with the precious blood of Christ"." 
 

Douglas Brealey has always loved the Blackdown Hills. When his family were at Clevedon, and he was 

at school, he immensely looked forward to the times they would spend at Clayhidon". Here it was 
possible to race through the wood on Grays Hill or tramp up the road to the Post Office and get a 

pennyworth of sweets. Little did he realize then that he would spend the greater part of his life at this 
very spot". 
Yet he was learning to trust God, and surrender everything to Him. From the earliest days in the 

delightful atmosphere of the Christian home at Sunnyside, in the testing months when he suffered with 
T".B"., and on through the days of banking at Exmouth and taking children's meeting at Kingsbridge, 

God was training him". 
In 1920, as a response to the great desire of many people, he came home to take up full-time the work 
which his father and grandfather had cared for before him". This was no quick decision to carry on the 

family tradition. As he has recently said, "It was only after long months of waiting upon God and the 



careful weighing up of indications that one received at last, through a sudden voice from God through His 
word written, complete assurance and the accompanying peace of mind that this was indeed His call". To 

have held back after that would have been direct disobedience". Looking back over 43 years I can say I 
am very thankful I obeyed"." 

Many others are also profoundly thankful to God that he obeyed". He came with a fresh and earnest 
young face, dark hair and a feeling of inadequacy". The responsibility for seven mission stations was his". 
He found that, if necessary, he had to pay for chapel coal out of his own pocket". As a competent bank clerk 

he was used to dealing with money, but he had no resources of his own. 
On the Blackdown Hills he has been responsible for the establishing of the indigenous church". For 
many years now his aim and policy has been slowly to decentralize the work. The four assemblies are 

now more or less self-supporting". This would have been impossible in those years of extreme poverty after 
the first world war, but now we are better off and have learnt something of tithing and giving". Very few 

gifts come in from outside. 
The assemblies are also self-governing, though they still refer to Douglas Brealey for his valued 
counsel". It is fortunate that he is a man who has always carried out the large amount of administrative work 

connected with the Mission with meticulous efficiency". 
But good administration and sufficient funds do not of themselves build a local church". Douglas 

Brealey loves those whom God has given to his charge. His prayer-list covers all the neighbourhood and the 
number of people both near and far whom he frequently remembers before the throne of grace is almost 
beyond comprehension. 

He is slow to attempt to correct people's faults, but he is quick to pray for their welfare. He will never take 
part in destructive criticism and usually closes the subject by some such kind remark as "we all have 

our faults"." 
I can well remember his pastoral visits, when he used to bend his head to come in at our low back-door". 
I can picture him now, kneeling on our cold stone floor, as he commended the family to God. Here is a 

man who is equally at home discussing an intricate point of exegesis with an intellectual, or having 
some bread and cream with a farm-labourer. This is the strange paradox of a man who can hold captive a 
packed audience at a conference on one day, and on the next be visiting an old and ignorant man who is 

still living in something of the poverty- stricken conditions so common a hundred years ago". 
When he tried to give his first sermon he so dismally failed that he decided preaching was not for him". 

Yet, now, his Bible ministry has taken him over much of the country, with resultant blessing in every place". 
He gave the Bible Readings at a conference in Derbyshire in the difficult days of 194o". One who was 
at the conference writes, "The ministry of Mr". Brealey was truly prophetic; that is to say he brought 

God's message to God's people in that particular time". Morning by morning he unfolded to us the 
prophecy of Habakkuk, relating its great principles to the contemporary scene". But his air of quiet, 

firm confidence in God was more eloquent than his words and, as we listened to his expositions, anxiety 
gave place to peace and assurance"." 
Another well-known brother writes that "the outstanding quality of Mr. Brealey's ministry has been his 

gentle and gracious disposition which has shone through his spoken ministry giving it a devotional touch 
which many teachers have lacked"." 
In the Bible School at Clayhidon his clear exposition and practical application of the truth as contained in 

the Bible has afforded great delights and challenges". Sometimes, at the morning meeting, he is so 
overwhelmed by the wonder of God's love that he has to pause in order to wipe away a tear". 

One of the lovely qualities of his life is his complete understanding". With the elderly and bereaved he can 
fully sympathize". On a Sunday School outing, wearing his striped blazer, the enjoyment of the children is 
reflected all over his face. Today's teenagers do not cause him to frown, (wasn't he the first man in the 

area to have a motor-bike?) but he earnestly desires their spiritual growth". He accepts change and 
welcomes new plans and ideas. He can see beyond a petty point to the pith of a matter and this must have 



saved the Mission from many heartaches and strifes". 
A man of firm principle, he makes his point clearly and decisively". He has learned to live — to enjoy the 

smell of autumn fires and delight in good literature — so that he is never rushing around, and yet still 
accomplishes a tremendous amount". 

His wife, whom he married in July, 1937, lovingly cares for him and shares his spiritual concern in every 
way". 
Douglas Brealey is a man who comes in the name of the Lord, whose presence and speech demand 

respect". He rises to any occasion, yet always with humility". When he had finished one of his 
broadcasts, a lady who didn't know him wrote, "There must be a very dear minister at Clayhidon"." 
There is!  ". . . a lover of goodness, master of himself, upright, holy...‖ 

 
 



Chapter 14 - Better is the End . . .   . . . than its Beginning 
―Be t t e r  i s  t h e  end… than  i t s  be g i nn i ng ." Better is the end of a life in which the Holy Spirit 
has been allowed to operate, than its beginning. Better is the end of a life which has known the cleansing 

blood of Christ, than its beginning. The records of the Blackdown Hills Mission are full of personal 
testimonies to this truth. Men, women, boys and girls, have, through a century of grace, been found by a 

merciful God. 
There was a man who fought so fiercely with his brother that when arms and legs were locked in 
combat they would use their teeth, and one of them had his bottom lip bitten off. 

A women of ninety, surrounded by cats sharpening their claws, did a hornpipe when George Brealey 
first called on her, to show she didn't care about death or God. 

A little girl called at George Brealey's house at nine o'clock one morning for a shilling which he had 
promised to any child who came. Many didn't bother to collect it, but this girl did and went off to 
proudly show her gift to her friends. When George Brealey told this incident at a later meeting another 

girl was so impressed by it that she simply came and received the free gift of God. 
An old witch, whom they tried to dissuade George Brealey from visiting, lest she should cast a spell on 
him, for she had sold herself to the devil, found out that God loved her. 

A man had a cut-throat razor poised, ready to commit suicide, when the knock of a woman,who called to 
invite him to a meeting, frightened him and he dropped it. 

A ruffian at Stapley who had done every thing but murder, immediately after his conversion stopped his 
continual swearing, which is not an easy thing to do as any one who has tried to break habits of speech 
will know. 

An old man who lived alone was taken ill by the roadside and was later visited by Walter Brealey. He 
was able to apply poultices and hot flannels and send for the doctor. Also he supplied the old man with 

food and coal. His visits were blessed to the man's salvation. 
A wounded soldier, who found himself in a convalescent home in the district, fell in love with one of the 
nurses. She would have little to do with him until he became a Christian. This was what happened 

when he attended a service taken by the nurse's brother. Now they have a Christian home and 
family. 

Some of the evacuees who came to the Blackdown Hills during the war joined the families going to 
church and chapel and we are still fortunate to have some of them in our local fellowship. 
A lady who was spiritually troubled had tried Jehovah's Witnesses, Roman Catholicism and 

Humanism. Eventually she was introduced to the women's meeting at Clayhidon. After attendance 
there and a talk with Douglas Brealey she knelt in his dining-room and found an answer to her unrest. 
It was not many weeks before her husband knelt in the same room, having listened to his wife's witness. 

In the hundredth year of the work of the Mission we have instances of young people coming to Christ for 
His salvation. One young man was riding along in a vehicle with his friends and they were singing, 'It is 

no secret what God can do'. As the tarmac slipped by, he discovered the open secret for himself. 
Time would fail to tell of them all, though a consideration of their stories is thrilling. The miracle of 
conversion is not how 'bad' a man is before and how 'good' he is after. This is the outcome of a new 

relationship with God. The miracle is that I am accepted by a holy God, and united with Him, through 
the merits of Jesus Christ. 

Better is the end of a hundred years of Mission work on these Blackdown Hills than its beginning. In 
almost every aspect of life we are better off than anyone can remember. 
No longer does the east wind whistle through blackened kitchens, where the ragged family sit huddled 

round the fire in the chimney corner. We now sit in our armchairs, switch on the electric fire and the 
television .. . 
Socially, we do not now have the dreadful divisions of former years. "The rich man in his castle" and "the 



poor man at his gate" are pictures of Victorian life to be hung in the art galleries. All can meet quite 
happily together at social functions and in the everyday run of life. 

The agriculture of the district has improved. There was a marked change-over from stock-rearing 
to large-scale dairying when the milk factory was built at Hemyock. Pigs and poultry are being kept 

more intensively and are of great importance to the smaller farmer. They are no longer just the dustbin for 
the kitchen scraps. Everywhere, by land reclamation and scientific use of fertilizers, productivity has 
increased. 

Morally, there is evidence of much upright living, though every generalization will have its 
contradictions. There is little call for the village constable to act as prosecuting witness. 
The attendance at church and chapel is much higher than the national average. 

Spiritually, we have a great heritage. Realizing that the Blackdown Hills Mission is only one of the 
agencies which God has used in this area, we can nevertheless learn important lessons from its history. 

Some of these were clearly presented by Douglas Brealey in an address given at the Centenary 
Thanksgiving Services at Clayhidon, from which the following extracts are given. 
 

____________________ 
 

One of the main lessons I have tried to learn, as I have pondered on the work of God in this neighbourhood is 
of the sovereignty of God. Not readily discernible at the time, we can see it better, as in all history, from 
a distance. Looking back we see His sovereign purpose moving steadily on against all 

improbabilities. He makes all His mountains a way (Isa. 49:11) and difficulties are the pathway of His 
feet. 

Let us cast ourselves upon the broad river of the sovereignty of God, that we, ever carried forward in 
the current of 'that good and acceptable and perfect will of God', may 'serve God acceptably with godly 
fear' and 'finish our course with joy'. 
 

* * * 

Closely connected with this there are lessons to be learned from the Mission on the not very easy subject 

of divine guidance. 
From George Brealey,100 years ago and onwards, as one and another has come to live and labour on 

the Blackdown Hills in some whole-time capacity, whatever its nature might be, guidance has been 
sought and found before any important step had been taken. For instance, to leave one's secular calling 
to devote one's whole time to the spiritual side of God's work without being as morally sure as one can be 

that this is the will of God is, I believe, not only very risky but actually very wrong. 
What are some of the main principles of guidance which have operated with us who have been called to 

whole-time service on the hills 
The points I raise are not necessarily in any sequence of time, nor indeed are they in order of importance. 
They are intended to go together as part of one connected whole which we call guidance: 

 
1. With those who seek guidance from God there should be a complete willingness to do the Lord's 

will whatever He might reveal and in whatever direction. Wholehearted dedication to Christ involves 

a real preference for His will; personal preference should be laid aside once and for all. 
 

2. Wholly surrendered to the Lord then there might well be a looking for and, should it come, a 
listening to an inner Voice speaking within the soul. This should not be stifled; on the other hand 

it should be tested as to whether or not this inner voice is indeed the Voice of God. 
 

3. There should at once be a consciousness of need and circumstances pointing to meeting that 
need by the individual. 



When the Lord sent His twelve apostles out two by two, and they went, it was not simply and 
only because He had sent them; the need was there. Christ had shown them the multitudes like 

sheep without a shepherd, as a ripened harvest destined to be lost unless labourers could be found 
to gather it in. 

The need being seen, the whole was to be immersed in prayer. Before the Lord said 'Go ye', He said 
'Pray ye'. 
 

4. One might well ask has the proposed step the fellowship of the elders of the assembly and of other 
experienced Christian people? 
If it is found that such experienced friends have no assurance that this proposed step is the right 

one, patience should be sought and further prayer, that mature judgment might lead to unanimity 
of conviction. This in itself would be an anchor to the soul in future days when, as they are 

bound to do, difficulties arise. 
 

5. Fifthly, and I believe this to be of very great importance, while everything may point to this or 
that step being the will of God for one, wait for a strong confirmatory word from the Bible. This more 

often than not comes in one's daily reading when suddenly the word of God springs from the 
printed page, a living Voice of God, an arrow of conviction in the soul. 
 

6. When this is experienced then will come the answer of peace of mind as one goes forward in 

the assured will of God. I believe this peace of mind is God's seal. 
I would believe that all these things combined to launch George Brealey into this work of God 

here and many another worker after him. 
 

Since it is just forty-three years since I received such full assurance from God that I must return to my 

native Clayhidon to serve God in the footsteps of my father and grandfather, I would like to give my 
testimony that all these things combined together brought me into this work; they have been a sheet- 

anchor to my soul. In times of difficulty, disappointment, self-despair, severe testing, I assure you 
that I have needed such an anchor. The value of knowing that one was in the place of God's choice and 
that one's own decision was confirmed by the unanimous judgement of all one's friends far and near 

without one dissentient note is better experienced than expressed. 
 

* * * 

This would lead me to a third lesson to be learned from the work of the hills; it is the principle of 
unanimity. 
Let me give an example. During my period of responsibility on the hills there have been four occasions 
when new resident evangelists have had to be sought for Bishopswood, for when God sends a man to a 
place or a job it does not necessarily follow that He means him to stay there all his life. 

In each case the assembly at Bishopswood and I have met together for prayer and consultation, often 
many times, before a decision has been arrived at. And only when we have reached complete unanimity 

have we dared to ask anyone to join us in the work. And one factor in the guidance of those who have 
come to us has been the unanimous invitation they have received. 
Most of those who have joined us could also give some quite remarkable factors in guidance. To bring it 

right up to date, our very highly respected brother and sister, Mr. and Mrs. W. Ward could speak of a 
series of what the world would call coincidences, factors in guidance which so coincided with those things 
that led us to give them our unanimous invitation. We could hardly believe other than that they are 

where they are because of the sovereign guidance of God which both they and we believed we had 
received. 

To return to the subject of unanimity, I believe it to be one of the principles of maintaining this work in 



happy fellowship among the Lord's people for one hundred years. 
 
 

* * * 

I would hope that there are lessons to be learned from the Mission on the value of leadership. 
In their rebound from clerisy I feel that Brethren on the whole have overlooked this. The Scripture recognizes 

their calling — 'obey them that have the rule over you', (Heb. 8:17) and makes it clear that this is not for all 
— 'God has set some in the church .. . governments.' (1 Cor. 12:28). 

I have always believed that local assemblies, while being linked together in a spiritual fellowship 
should be independent of one another, dependent only and answerable only to the Head of the Church, 
the risen and glorified Lord Jesus Christ. I believe that within that church or assembly there should be 

brethren, elders and deacons, who, on behalf of the church exercise the oversight. Happy is that 
assembly in which there is a manifestly divinely ordained leader from among the elder brethren to whom 
they may look and in whom they may have confidence. He need not necessarily be wholly given to the 

spiritual side of God's work, he might also follow a secular calling. But a God-given leader is of immense 
value. My own feeling is that it is preferable for such an one, if after following a secular calling, he has 

been delivered from it so that he can attend upon his duties without distraction, ministering the word 
and caring for the flock; and 'I think also that I have the Spirit of God' in this. 
Through the years there have always been leaders set apart for the work in different places on the hills. 

Also through the years, while formerly most essential yet becoming less and less essential there has been 
one set apart for the general oversight and superintendence of the whole Mission. 

My aim and policy for a considerable time now has been to decentralize the work; this is being done, 
not suddenly, nor in any wholesale manner, but gradually. 
In the event of one's being called home the seven mission stations should be able to function as before. 

Whether the Lord will feel it necessary any longer to have some one on the hills exactly in the capacity of 
the three generations of Brealeys is not quite apparent. He will make that clear when the time comes. 

In the meantime those with pastoral gifts should be exercising them and already preparing themselves for 
the changes which will inevitably come, if the Lord remains away. 
 

* * * 

This brings me to another lesson which must be writ large over the review of 100 years service. It is 
the lesson of change. 
It is a mistake for us who are older to imagine that things will go on for ever as they always do; it is vain 
for us to resent changes and indeed we should guard against too much nostalgia. 

 
Vast changes have taken place on these hills during the one hundred years under review, socially, 
educationally, circumstantially. Methods used in the early days of the Mission and which were greatly 

blessed of God, would be quite unsuitable and, I think, quite unacceptable today. With changing times, 
methods of approach have had to change, and upon innovations which God has blessed in modern times, our 

fathers might well have looked askance. 
We older ones must give room and opportunity for the vision and energies in the Spirit of younger and 
creative minds, and rejoice that men or women of succeeding generations serve their own generation until 

they in turn make way for others. May God give to us a mutual understanding and sympathy, the 
elders, not as lords over God's heritage, but rather guiding the flock; while the young, sure of their 

elder's fellowship, are able to go forward in their service. 
But amidst the inevitable changes which time is always bringing we must be scrupulously careful and 
alert that our principles are not undermined and that our preaching shows no modification or watering 

down of the full Gospel and the truth of God's Word. 
The Word of God stands unchanged through the centuries. However we may present the truth we must 



'through all the changing scenes of life' stand four-square for the Holy Scripture, and for the Christ in all the 
Scripture, remembering that 'Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, and today and for ever.' 
 

* * * 

Third generation Christianity. If a generation is thirty years then the history of the Mission covers rather 
more than three. As a matter of fact the generations are always overlapping. 
In all probability most of us here are third generation Christians; I myself am fourth generation; I 

understand that my great grandfather has preached from this desk. A godly ancestry has distinct 
advantages which no-one should minimize; it has nevertheless grave dangers. 
It is generally the case that we become Christians because we have accepted the testimony of others 

whom we trusted. There is no doubt that I became a Christian because I believed what my parents 
taught me; I had never any reason to disbelieve them. 

But we should all carefully examine ourselves and, Berean-like, 'search the Scriptures daily' as to 
whether these things are so. Am I, for instance, following a line of worship and service just because my 
parents did? Or is it because I have been to God's Word for His guiding principles? It is an all-important 

question. 
Take the two ordinances of baptism and the Lord's Supper; take the order of service which we follow at 

our communion service; am I observing these things just because I have been brought up to do so, or 
because I find these things in God's Word written? Do I come to the prayer-meeting just as a habit 
(though indeed it is a good habit) or is it something vital, the necessity of which I have discovered for 

myself? 
These and other questions we should ask ourselves, lest we succumb to the dangers and death of third 
generation Christianity. 

But whether first generation or third generation we should ever be alert to the danger of backsliding. 
One would be blind indeed in reviewing the work of many years if he did not see this to be an ever 

present danger — 'Ye did run well; what did hinder you?' 
I have known baptized believers, and some of them alive today, who are yet dead while they live. 
Once they showed signs of the greatest promise, regular at the means of grace, active in the Lord's 

service, but in whom now there is no outward evidence that they are children of God at all. 
As one called to watch for souls and as one that must give account may I suggest some among many of 

the fruitful causes of backsliding: 
 

1. Allowing other things, even legitimate things, to crowd out the daily quiet time, the study of 
God's Word and prayer. 

2. Carelessness in attending the meetings, especially the prayer meeting, usually resulting from 
a lack of the sense of responsibility. 

3. Business taking precedence over the Kingdom of God. 

4. Unhelpful friendships and worldly associations and practices. 
 

None of us is exempt from these dangers. The price of freedom from backsliding is eternal vigilence. 
If there are among us dying embers, dying members, may God fan them into flame, that far from being 
stumbling blocks we may be stepping stones leading ever onward and upward in the things of God. 

The Lord has promised to return; we know not the hour; it may be right upon us. Then when He does 
come may He find us on the Hills and you, wherever your lot is cast, faithful to Him. 
If you live on, or if you can visit, the Blackdown Hills, take a fresh look at them. Study their individual 

patterns, and let your mind receive their overall impression. Ask yourself, "Wherein lies the strength of 
these Hills e ' 

Their strength lies in the length of their tree-capped ridges, their deep valleys and interlocking spurs. It 
is found in the hardness of the underlying rock which has remained unseen for millions of years. A 



reflection of, and yet a contributing factor to the strength of the Hills is the hard-working, open and quiet 
nature of their inhabitants. By the sweat of their brow they eat bread. The strength of the Hills is due to the 

company of redeemed people who walk there in the ways of God, nourished by Jesus Christ, the Bread of 
Life. And all these things are so because God fashioned them. Truly "The Strength of the Hills is His also." 

 


