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Thomas Coke, ‘Welshman extraordinary’? Coke of Brecon - and the world’? How to 

describe the little man - all 5 foot something of him, with the cherubic features memorably 

described by William Wilberforce as ‘smooth as an apple, with a little round mouth that you 

could have made by pressing in your finger’. Well, for one thing, as an English-speaking 

Welshman, he belonged from the outset to two worlds. And the Brecon of his early years 

was by no means isolated from the wider world. Until Telford’s London to Holyhead road 

(now the A5) diverted traffic way to the north, Coke’s birthplace was a much busier place 

than it then became. As for Coke’s family background, our knowledge is limited, but 

nevertheless significant. His parents had had, and lost, two sons in succession and we do 

not need any great stretch of imagination to see that Thomas had only to survive to become 

the apple of their eye. 

 

My favourite reading is biography and autobiography, but I usually skip the opening chapter, 

because I quickly get lost in the genealogical details. So I would not inflict them on you now, 

even if there was not so little to retail. Besides, you can read for yourself what little is known 

of his family background in the article I wrote on him, back in 1964. (It’s there in Brycheiniog 

for all to read.) In a nutshell, Coke had two earlier members of his family tree, an Edward 

and a  Jeffrey Cooke, who  had each been the rector of Llanfrynach, just outside Brecon. 

In taking holy orders, our Thomas Coke was following a family tradition. 

 

Of his schooldays we know little beyond the fact that Thomas attended Christ College,where 

we are now meeting, under the headmastership of David Griffith. There was one school 

friend with whom he maintained contact, at least by letter, through most of his life. This was 

Walter Churchey, later an attorney at Hay-on-Wye. While he was serving as a curate at 

South Petherton, Coke attempted to recruit Churchey into the ministry of the Church, but 

without success. (He also, later on, attempted to discourage Churchey’s aspirations as a 

poet; again, without success. But that’s another story.) 

 

For the rest of his early education, we have to read between the lines of a sermon Coke 

preached - and published - while he was still a curate at South Petherton over in Somerset. 

The occasion of that sermon was the anniversary of a local public school, and Coke gave 

great offence by fiercely criricizing some aspects of grammar school education - including, 

presumably, his own alma mater here at Brecon. He attacks, in no uncertain terms, the 

study of Greek and Latin texts, with their encouragement of pagan immorality. Though still in 

his twenties, Coke had already travelled a long way, it seems, from his own schooldays. 

 

The furore that his sermon aroused is, in another respect, revealing of the man. Coke 

throughout his life was given to speaking out in the heat of the moment, or acting 

precipitously, without thinking first. A number of examples of this are on record. Can we 

trace this impulsiveness and vehemence to his Welsh ancestry? Even if I had any idea of 

the answer, it would be presumptuous for a mere Englishman to venture an opinion in 

present company. So I will content myself with reminding you that John Wesley, though he 



highly valued Coke’s services, was well aware of this aspect of Coke’s character. He 

famously compared himself and Coke to a louse and a flea: ‘I creep like a louse, and the 

ground I get I hold. Dr. Coke leaps like a flea and is often obliged to leap back again.’ 

 

In 1764 Coke left school and went off to Oxford - to that most Welsh of colleges, Jesus, His 

family were well enough off for him to go there as a Gentleman Commoner. We know very 

little about his time at Oxford. He seems to have enjoyed the social life of the university; and 

he went through a period when, like many intelligent young men, he was attracted by Deism.  

He graduated in 1768 and returned to Brecon with his degree to enjoy the plaudits of his 

fellow townsmen. I assume that it was a combination of this and his father’s standing in the 

town that caused him to be elected to the Common Council in 1769 and then Bailiff the 

following year, while still scarcely in his mid-twenties. 

 

But Brecon was by now too limited a sphere to hold him for long. He was ordained deacon 

in 1770 and priest in 1772, and was soon in his first and only curacy at South Petherton in 

Somerset.  Here he managed to antagonise many of his parishioners, came under the 

influence of John Wesley and so  found himself entering a worldwide orbit in the service of 

Methodism.  From this point on, His life involved so many commitments - on both sides of 

the Atlantic - that his main contact with Brecon seems to have been through letters to 

Thomas Williams, a cousin by marriage, who took care of his business affairs in the town. 

Beyond this, he found opportunities to return in person only occasionally. This was 

especially so after his father had died and he moved his mother to be with him in London. It 

may well be that on his visits to Ireland (where in some years he presided over the annual 

Irish Conference) he passed through Brecon; but he was always under pressure to meet his 

next commitment and such visits must have been flying ones. 

 

Still, however far from Wales his travelling might take him, he was far from forgetting the 

scenes of his youth, even when he was on the other side of the Atlantic. In 1786, as he rode 

south through the still sparsely inhabited state of Virginia, he could see the line of the Blue 

Ridge mountains away to the west, and noted in his Journal how they reminded him of the 

Brecon Beacons back home.   And as late as 1801 we find him still arranging for Thomas 

Williams to pay his annual fees for corporation dinners here in Brecon.  

 

There is just one anecdote of his later visits to Brecon that I think I should share with you. It 

was recorded more than a century ago in the pages of the Methodist Recorder. Let me give 

it to you in the words of the writer in that august weekly: 

 

During one of Dr. Coke's visits to his native town he was the guest of Squire 

Meredith at the Watton... His appearance one Sunday morning in gown and cassock 

aroused the suspicion of Lion, a very powerful and formidable house-dog. Lion's 

ominous growl frightened the Doctor, who precipitately sought shelter in a shed. Miss 

Matthews, an estimable Methodist lady who lived across the road, hearing a piteous 

voice calling, 'Miss, Miss; help, help,' crossed the road and through the trellis work 

saw the incarcerated divine and his gaoler Lion. He earnestly besought her 

protection. Assistance was immediately forthcoming, and the Doctor, with cassock 

literally saturated with perspiration, hurried off to church. What a scene! - the 

indomitable, dauntless missionary who had faced countless perils meekly invoking 



the protection of a maiden lady! 

 

That’s a far cry from the popular image of the tireless and intrepid traveller who crossed the 

Atlantic no fewer that 18 times, rode many miles through the sparsely populated American 

states of the eastern seaboard and made four tours of the islands of the West Indies! 

 

But I have not yet touched on the most substantial evidence of Coke’s continuing interest in 

his native Wales. If we think of him (as we most often do) as the ‘Father of our overseas 

missions’, we are in danger of giving him less than full credit for another development in the 

Methodism of his day. The fact is that he was also the prime mover in launching its earliest 

home missions, and these included Welsh-speaking work in North Wales. The idea came to 

him as he returned from a visit to Ireland in 1799. Typical of the man, he lost no time in 

persuading the Conference to endorse his proposals, and in 1800 Owen Davies and John 

Hughes became the first Welsh-speaking Wesleyan preachers to be appointed to the new 

mission. With so much else going on hin Coke’s life, and so many demands on the limited 

resources of British Methodism at that time, this new initiative speaks for itself; especially 

when we take into account that, as always, Coke undertook to provide the funds, by one 

means or another, to make it viable. It could be said of this bundle of Wesleyan energy that 

‘there was no holding him’. 

 

The very last of his return visits to Brecon were for more distressing reasons, as he came 

back in his closing years to bury not one but two wives in quick succession in the Priory 

Church, now the cathedral. It was his expressed intention to be buried there with them in 

due course, but that was not to be; and, as you will know, he died at sea and lies beneath 

the waves of the Indian Ocean. I have always felt that there could be no more fitting end to 

so restless and tireless a life. 

 

So, at the very end, we come back to where we began. ‘Thomas Coke of Brecon’? ‘of 

Wales?’ Yes, both of these. But in the end, so much more than either. There may no longer 

be a ‘Coke Memorial Church’ here in his native town, but there is still one in South 

Petherton, where they once drummed him out of the parish, but are honouring him, like us, 

this weekend. And other ‘Coke Memorial Churches’ can still be found as far apart as on 

some of the islands of the Caribbean and in the heart of downtown Colombo in Sri Lanka. 

We may not want to adopt the extravagant language of Shelley who wrote of the dead John 

Keats, ‘He has outsoared the shadow of our night’; but Shelley’s words would not be entirely 

inappropriate. I hope you will not only go on being proud of him as a worthy citizen of 

Brecon, but eager to share him with the world. 


