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ART. XV.—St Bees Theological College: some Welsh 
connections. By Mrs MARY ELLIS, M.A. 

Read at Penrith, April 25th, 1953. 

I have lately had access to some letters sent home by 
Welsh students studying at St Bees Theological 

College, and preserved among the Cwrtmawr Manuscripts 
in the National Library of Wales: the first (no. 872 C) 
was written by John Llwyd Richards in February 1821; 
the others, by Evan Evans, begin in October 1823 (no. 
534 D). As I think that they will be of interest to mem-
bers of this Society, I have transcribed them, adding 
brief notes on the careers of the writers. To give 
additional interest to the Article, I have also included 
letters from St Bees written by Robert Roberts; from 
internal evidence we can deduce that he was there from 
1857 to 1858; his letters are taken from his memoirs, 
entitled The Life and Opinions of Robert Roberts, a 
Wandering Scholar (1923). 

An account of the college, with references, is accessible 
in C. M. L. Bouch, Prelates and People of the Lake 
Counties (1948),  393 ff. ; there is therefore no need to go 
into its history in detail here. It was founded in 18o6 
by Henry Law, bishop of Chester, "to provide for the 
better instruction of those candidates for Holy Orders 
who were unable to obtain a University education." It 
flourished for some ninety years; its eventual failure was 
partly due to a demand for a university degree before 
ordination, but also to the college's inability to provide 
any form of corporate life, owing to its lack of the 
necessary buildings. 

When the college closed, no attempt seems to have. 
been made to preserve its records; thus very little is 
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known about its history. The discovery of these letters 
is therefore of considerable interest, not least for the 
evidence they afford of a close connection, hitherto un-
known, between the college and the Welsh Church—and 
hence, as the letters demonstrate, between Cumberland 
and Wales. 

The writer of the first letter, John Llwyd Richards, 
was born in 1790 and was the fourth son of Thomas 
Richards, vicar of Darowen, Montgomeryshire, then in 
the diocese of St Asaph. Nothing is known of his early 
education, nor of how he occupied his time before enter-
ing St Beès College, except that he was coached by 
his brother Thomas, who kept a school at Berriew, 
Montgomeryshire. This brother was in holy orders, as 
were also his two elder brothers. John's letter to his 
parents and sisters is the first written by him from St Bees 
after (presumably) a notification of his safe arrival. He 
has received a letter from home, asking many questions, 
and he attempts to answer them as completely as he can. 
He writes mainly in English, but reverts occasionally to 
Welsh, the better to convey his sentiments : - 

"... Now I will endeavour to give you a satisfactory answer 
to your questions. Mr. Ainger—Ainger or g soft as in angel—
is a clergyman B.D. and intends to be D.D. next Summer I am 
told, and a late fellow of St John's Cambridge and perpetual 
curate of St Bees and vicar of somewhere in the South of England, 
married and has one child about 12 months old and in hopes 
of another soon and he is very much respected by all the young 
men, and indeed it cannot be otherwise as he is so kind to us all." 

He compares the church to that of Llanbadarn Fawr, 
his mother's parish church in Cardiganshire, where a 
kinsman of his mother's was vicar— 
"only the cross are not so long and the steeple is much lower. 
It stands on the side of a little hill about 2 mile from the sea. 
The village, except for 3 or 4  houses, are on the other side of the 
dingle." 

On the distinction between St Bees Grammar School and 
the theological college he has the following to say : — 
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"The master of the school is a clergyman named Bradley, a 
single man, he has two ushers under him and from 120 to 140 
scholars, but we, the Gentlemen of the College, look down with 
contempt on the schoolboys, tho' many of them are much more 
dandified and dressy than we are, one or two of them joined 
us this half year and I understood that 3 or 4  more intend to 
join us next half year."' 

"I promised to give you some account of the congregations," 
he continues, "but I am afraid that I promised more than I can 
fulfill. There are a very full and respectable congregation here 
morning and evening though only one sermon. Most of the 
higher rank are in black, but many of them wear scarlet ribbons 
in their bonnets, they are all very smart, the women i.e. the 
middle and lower are much like some in Cardiganshire . . . they 
sing middling well sometimes." Here he adds in Welsh, "except 
when the sexton pitches the note too high." 

"I read the lessons yesterday week, the 9th, I was very much 
afraid before I began, therefore I began rather low with a 
trembling voice, I got little better as I went on, but I was too 
low all the time. After the service was over Mr A. sent for me 
into the lecture room, when I got in he said Well Mr Richards 
I see that you are not in the habit of reading much out, you 
read pretty well only you read too low that I could hardly hear 
you if you would practice to read little out every day, or as 
often as you have time you would soon get over that, or some- 
thing like, then he asks me why did I change my lodgings, had 
I anything against the place or was I not comfortable there 
etc. I told him that I (had) nothing to say against it and that 
I was quite comfortable there only I wish to come over to Mr 
Owen."2  

"We have no service or anything to do on Saturday except 
delivery and themes. Therefore I had more time to prepare 
against Monday. I read the prayers and psalms out to Mr Owen 
and another young man that lodge here and on Sunday even-
ing Mr O. and myself went down to sea and read the service 
out as loud as we could, and we had a holy day on Monday. I 
went to the sea shore again and read it over by Tuesday morn-
ing I was pretty well prepared and mounted the pillory with 
little more courage than the day before and got over pretty well 
(except putting one or two ands in the psalm) as well I suppose 
that Mr A. did not think it worth his while to call me in, so 
that task is over for six weeks at least." 

i Here he inserts a plan of the church, the college and neighbouring buildings 
— unfortunately it is so sketchy that it gives no information of any value. 

2  Presumably this Mr. Owen was a friend of John's; he may well have been 
a pupil of his brother's at Berriew. 
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Richards's spelling and punctuation leave much to be 
desired, and it is to be hoped that he took more care in 
writing his lessons than he did with his letters. He does 
not appear to have shone in any branch of the curriculum, 
and we learn from another pupil, the writer of the next 
batch of letters, that Dr Ainger was considerably sur-
prised when he heard that Richards had passed the 
bishop's examination and was being ordained in October 
1823:-- 

"The Dr seemed very anxious about him. It was his private 
opinion that he would not pass, and when he received a letter 

- from the bishop he conveyed the news of Richards's passing 
with seeming gladness. I think he wishes him well." 

Richards obtained a curacy in Nun Monkton in the 
West Riding of Yorkshire (then, like St Bees, in the 
extensive diocese of Chester), and took priest's orders 
in. December 1824. In 1825 he obtained the living of 
Llanwddyn in Montgomeryshire ; his church and vicarage 
now lie at the bottom of the Vyrnwy reservoir, whence 
Liverpool obtains its water. He never left Llanwddyn, 
where he died in 1854.  

Evan Evans, the author of the remaining letters, was 
a very different man. He is known throughout Wales 
as Ieuan Glan Geirionydd, one of our most famous hymn-
writers. He was born at Trefriw, Caernarvonshire, in 
1795,  his parents being Calvinistic Methodists. He was 
a poet of some merit, and attracted the attention of a 
group of intellectual clergymen who initiated a public 
subscription to pay for his education. He was sent for 
instruction to Thomas Richards the younger, at Berriew, 
and from there he entered St Bees in September 1823. 
Most of his letters are addressed to his former school- 
master, whom he often addresses as "My most worthy 
patron", but a number are written to the Rev. Richard 
Richards, rector of Caerwys, Fliiitshire, a brother of 
Thomas Richards and the treasurer of the fund which was 
paying his expenses at St Bees. 

P 
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The first letter, written to Thomas Richards on 1 i 
October 1823, gives an account of his arrival, and his first 
impressions of St Bees : - 

"I came in the steam packet from Bangor to Liverpool . . . I 
was informed that there was a packet going from thence to 
Whitehaven Thursday, 12 o'clock. After buying the few books 
I wanted—Parkhurst's Lexicon 16/ - : Walker's pronouncing 
dictionary 7/ - Ainsworth's Dictionary 13 / - I prepared to go 
with it. Precisely at 12 we began to move towards my final 
residence, and after a very agreeable passage, we arrived at 
Whitehaven about II p.m. Slept there that night and Friday 
morning made for St Bees. I called at the Doctor, and found 
that he was in the lecture room, and having waited a short while 
he came and entered my name in the Book." 

Evans was very conscious of his deficiency in English, 
and of his Welsh accent; he refers to it time and again 
in his letters : - 

"He said I write good Latin, what I am most deficient in is 
the English language. I find this very much against me in 
everything. I could do as well as any only for my backwardness 
in English . . . I fancy that my knowledge in divinity is equal 
to anyone in the college. They all of them know but very little 
about divinity. But I am obliged to suppress what I clearly 
perceive sometimes for fear of betraying ignorance in the 
language." 

He was a studious young man, and took care to give 
his former schoolmaster a summary of his week's tasks : -  

"We have to get Greek Testament every Monday, Tomline3  
Tuesday Greek Wednesday and so every other day. We 
generally come from our lecture about i o'clock, and I devote 
from that time until 6 to read Cicero, writing exercise from 
Valpy's4  Latin theme every other. From 8 to 9 in the evening 
I read Grotius and from 9 till II I prepare for the lecture for 
the following day." 

In the beginning of December he becomes apprehensive 
as to the results of his first examination : — 

3  This was Sir George Pretyman Tomline, bishop of Lincoln 1789 and of 
Winchester 1820, d. 1827. He published Elements of Christian Theology 
(1818). Cf. D.N.B. 

4  Abraham John Valpy published excerpts from Cicero (5804); cf. D.N.B. 
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"Our examination commences Monday next and it is reported 
that the Doctor is going to have the hardest examination he 
ever had. There is one thing added to this year's examination 
viva voce in Greek . . . My knowledge in divinity is looked upon 
as being very great and sound . . . I get up at 5 in the morning 
and go to rest at twelve at night. The examination will last 
8 or 9 days . . . I shall write to you as soon as the examination 
is over, do not be surprised if you hear that poor Evans shall be 
low on the list. He shall do his best." 

In February 1824 he writes as follows : -  
"I had a long lecture from the Doctor Saturday when I was 

showing my theme to him. He said I wrote to(o) metaphysical 
and logical. He said also that on account of my deficiency in 
the English language I did not do myself justice nor had my 
knowledge and abilities half the reputation they deserved in 
St Bees . . . I am going to attack old Tomline next lecture on 
Transferring sin. I got to know that the Doctor disagrees with 
him there . . ." 

Tomline was a constant bugbear. Some months later 
Evans writes : -- 

"I cannot imagine what they do find in old Tomline worthy 
of such praise as is generally bestowed upon him. I never read 
a more feeble meagre thing in my life, laying aside every differ-
ence of opinion, there is neither depth of penetration, accuracy 
of judgement nor soundness of reason in the whole theology." 

But he liked his Greek studies, as the following passage 
shows : — 

"I have great pleasure reading the gospels in the original 
language and the lectures in the Greek Testament are generally 
very interesting. I like the Dr's method very much : it is exceed-
ingly well calculated to give one a correct view of the literal and 
spiritual meaning of the scriptures and I shall never regret for 
the time I shall have spent at St Bees, and think no part of it 
as lost but the time I spend on getting up Tomline ." 

Poor Evans seems never to have been free from 
financial worries. He complains that he has no com-
mentary on the Greek Testament, and has to rely on 
borrowing one from the college ; and he asks Thomas 
Richards if he would be imprudent to spend two pounds 
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on "a very excellent Greek Testament with Latin notes 
to it by Valpy."5  He is obliged to write to Richard 
Richards, to ask for money from the fund for his upkeep; 
one gets the impression, from the letters, that Richards 
begrudged him every penny he advanced. At the end 
of his first term, Evans writes : -  

"I hope you will excuse me writing to you to beg that you'll 
favour me with as much money as will clear the Doctor and 
my lodgings. My fellow lodgers are going away and they will 
expect me to settle with them before they go, for we have every-
thing in common here till the end of the half year, one 
is appointed president for the week and he pays all the expenses 
of that week, and I am happy to inform you that I find no great 
difficulty with little care to live economical. But this place is 
shocking dear in everything. If we were in the village we could 
not have come under i6(s.) a week, but we generally come here 
about 12(s.)." 

At the beginning of the next term he tables his account 
for the previous half-year : — 

"Board for 16 weeks from 12 Sept. to 1 January 
s. 	d. 

1824 @ 13s. per week io 8 0 
To the Doctor . 5 0 0 
Books 	. 2 0 0 
Washing, one quarter 14 0 
Pair of shoes io o 
Extras 	. 2 Io 0 

2I 2 0" 

"You know what I received towards this. I am very sorry 
if I have been of any inconveniency to you . . . I am afraid we 
cannot come off next half year under 14(s.) week everything is 
dearer and we have had new set of lodgers who are more extrava-
gant and bwyteig (a Welsh word conveying a mixture of greed 
and fondness of food)—I don't know what sum of money may 
do for me next half, you know the number of weeks, the Doctor's 
demands etc. I was obliged to borrow 7 from Mr Gwynne to 
settle my last half year's account. I make it my study, I 

5  Edward Valpy was the editor of "an annotated Greek testament" ; 
cf. D.N.B. 
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solemnly declare, to live as economical as ever I can. I do not 
know what to do, the clothes I wear every day are gone very 
shabby and the young men here in general dress very well." 

He again stresses his economical mode of life in a letter 
to Berriew written the following month: -  

"I am as saving as decency and good breeding as they call it 
will allow. I was only twice at Whitehaven since Xmas but in 
spite of all my endeavours money is a volatile thing, to-day it 
is and tomorrow it is not. As I observed in one of my letters 
to your brother I would rather be responsible for a certain sum 
than give you the trouble of raising money if you find great 
difficulty." 

He refers again to his shabby clothes, and mentions that 
Mrs Ainger in particular took special notice of the 
students' dress. In this letter, poor Evans appears to 
be what we should to-day describe as very fed-up : -  

"I hope to God that my health will be continued to me to 
pursue my studies until midsummer in order to have an end of 
this dry and barren place. I cannot resemble it to anything 
better than the Vale which Ezekiel saw full of dry bones and I 
am apprehensive if I shall be here long that I shall be worn to 
a bone without either sinews or flesh." 

In another letter, St Bees is described as "a most dread-
ful, cold dreary country, it rains here incessantly—I find 
my great coat of infinite service." Nor did his friend 
Mr Gwynne, a native of Darowen, find St Bees a very 
attractive place; Evans writes : -  

"Mr Gwynne's health is still very indifferent. He very much 
tires of St Bees and wants to be off." 

Evan Evans had difficulty in securing a title. Nothing 
was offered to him in his native land, and most of his 
short life was spent in England, but he continued to take 
an active interest in Welsh affairs, and to write Welsh 
hymns and secular poetry. In 184o he writes to a com-
patriot who is thinking of taking holy orders, giving him 
some idea of the cost of living at St Bees : - 

". . . our weekly expenses for board and lodging averaged 
about 15s. We had then only fro to pay to the Master, but I 
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am informed that soon after we left, the amount was raised to 
.20, but whether that was for the whole year, or to be paid 
half-yearly I cannot say." 

In another letter, written to a Welsh clergyman about 
his friend, Evans says : - 

` `I am afraid that under present circumstances I shall not be 
able to render you much service respecting St Bees, by furnish-
ing you with a course of study pursued. Poor Dr Ainger died 
a few days ago, and I find by the papers that Mr Buddicom of 
Liverpool is appointed to succeed ... He is a very different man 
from the late principal, and will in all probability change in 
the plan of education . The course we had to go through when 
I was there was a very simple one. The only books in which 
we were lectured were Tomline's `Elements' and the `Greek 
Testament' . We had to write a Latin and an English theme 
every alternate Saturday, and to translate 'Grotius' into English 
at the public examination, which took place at the end of the 
term, half yearly . . . I would advise Mr Ebenezer Thomas, if 
I may be allowed to offer a suggestion, to practice English, both 
speaking and composition as much as he possibly can, and to get 
as well acquainted with the Greek Testament as the short time 
allowed him will permit. Though Mr Buddicom is a good 
classical scholar, still I have reason to think that theological 
knowledge will be considered by him a point of higher acquisite." 

The third Welsh scholar referred to above was Robert 
Roberts, styled "The Wandering Scholar", a native of 
Denbighshire. He was a poor man, educated to be a 
master in a National school, who was persuaded to take 
Orders and to receive his training for them at St Bees. 
In his memoirs which he called The Life and Opinions 
of Robert Roberts, a wandering scholar (1923), he 
describes his sojourn there but gives no dates; we have 
seen that the period was 1857-58. He travelled to 
Whitehaven at the end of August, in a cattle-steamer 
from Liverpool; by this time there was a train service on 
to St Bees, but the countryside did not impress Roberts 
any more than it had impressed Evans twenty years 
earlier : - 

`The railway took us through a narrow valley, thinly peopled, 
but bare and ugly up to a long straggling village rising above 
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an ancient Abbey church : this was St Bees . . . There was the 
primitive village, small stone houses, a dirty unpaved road, then 
a smart new terrace of lodging houses, next to a quantity of 
straw and farm litter, then a row of dirty cabins; repeat this 
about three or four times till you are a mile up the hill and 
you have St Bees. Half a mile off is the beach with another 
set of lodging houses, a rough stormy sea in front : bold hills 
undulating into the far distance on three sides—no trees, stone 
walls for hedges . . . `An ugly country and no mistake', I said, 
as we went from the station up to the college." 

The lecture-room, where the students assembled in cap 
and gown, 
"was large and lofty, having once been the choir of the Abbey 
Church, now restored after long crumbling into ruins . . . one 
by one we were called into the adjoining library where we were 
examined, paid our fees etc. My examination was short and 
satisfactory. I was put on in one of the Greek Gospels and 
asked a few simple questions which I found no difficulty in 
anwering, my testimonials were declared very satisfactory and 
I was admitted. My name was entered in a register, with cer-
tain particulars about parentage, education, previous profession 
etc. lecture fees were paid, I was directed to certain lodgings, and 
I emerged out of the library radiant—a St Bees man." 

How valuable should we have found that register 
to-day ! There were a number of approved lodging-
houses to choose from, and Roberts paid nine shillings 
for two small rooms, conveniently situated—"and there 
were no children" . 

"At a shoe-maker's shop, also Post Office, I furnished myself 
with a cap and gown, and at a chemist's shop adjoining, I pro-
cured the necessary books. The books we read in the first two 
terms were the Greek Gospels, Grotius De Veritate, Lectures on 
Church History, Paley's Evidences,6  Marsh's Bible-Criticism, 
Butler's Analogy? and the Historical Books of the Old Testament, 
Browne on the Articles. We had lectures on these subjects 
daily, on some days two lectures were given, which with chapel 
lasted till about twelve; the rest of the day was our own." 

6  This is, of course, a very famous book; for its author, for many years an 
incumbent in this diocese, see P. & P., 364 f. 

7 This also is a famous work; its author, Joseph Butler, was bishop of 
Durham 175o-52. 
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From sources other than his memoirs, we know that 
Roberts was a brilliant scholar, who would have found 
his true home in the Classical school at Oxford. At St 
Bees he worked diligently and obtained a first class at 
his terminal examination. During his second term he 
took pupils from among his fellow-students, in order to 
earn money for his upkeep. His first pupil was a man 
called Harris, one of the 
"swells, men rich in the world's goods, but poor in intellect or 
application, either or both, men who had been ploughed at 
Oxford, had migrated to Halls, had been ploughed again, and 
had come to St Bees as a last resource, generally to be ploughed 
finally and altogether. I always found him exquisitively dressed 
and scented, with a large gilt interleaved Greek Testament 
before him, in which he elaborately wrote down my remarks on 
construction or grammar : and I believe never looked at them 
again . . . He liked finery so much that he gave me a beautiful 
Greek Testament to read out of—my old battered volume 
offended his aesthetic tastes. The end may be guessed : at the 
end of the term Harris was plucked." 

Some of his other pupils were more promising, and he 
succeeded in getting some of them through their examina- 
tions successfully. Of his compatriots Roberts has this 
to say: — 

"We were about half a dozen Welshmen at St Bees, good 
fellows enough—but rather too fond of each other's company 
to the exclusion of better, that is, such as would have been 
more beneficial to them. And their fondness for beer and Welsh 
singing was carried a little too far, at least I tired of it soon; 
it had not intellect enough in it." 

But there were a few men who attracted him, 
"plain men but gentlemanly in their habits and behaviour, stout 
Anglicans in creed—smoked and drank moderately and quietly—
read hard and spent little." 

In their company he worked, and relaxed of an evening, 
and took daily walks into the country. Two or three 
times a term they had long excursions, visiting Calder 
and Furness abbeys. 
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He criticised the college on the ground of 
"the total want of intercourse with the Principal and tutors. 
No doubt it was impossible to give us much personal supervision; 
we were scattered too much about in various lodgings. More-
over the `Dons' being also the parochial clergymen of a large 
and populous district could hardly find time to see much of us 
except in the lecture room. But whatever reasons might be 
found for seeing little of us in private life, I do not think that 
they apply to our never seeing the Principal or his assistants at 
all." 

The memoirs were written years after Roberts had left 
St Bees, and his impressions of the place were set down 
after he had had time for reflection. In spite of the hard 
work, the exhausting task of coaching dull pupils, extreme 
poverty and inevitable debt, he had enjoyed his sojourn 
there, and looked back on the two years as the happiest 
in his unfortunate life. 

These extracts merely afford brief glimpses into the 
history of St Bees during the first half of the Igth century; 
but to us in Wales they throw some light on the educa-
tional advantages which those candidates for ordination 
could afford, and they are interesting in revealing the 
impressions of their college days which two famous 
Welshmen formed. 
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