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dressing. During the two World Wars, 
Sphagnum, after suitable processing, 
was used to make wound dressings and 
gathering the moss was considered as 
essential war work. 

A less well known use of mosses is in 
the study and monitoring of pollution. 
The leaves of mosses are only one cell 
thick and lack a protective cuticle, so 
they readily absorb materials from the 
atmosphere. Mosses growing in differ-
ent areas can therefore be analysed for 
the elements or chemicals which they 
contain. In the 1970s, British scientists 

pioneered the use of ‘moss bags’ in 
pollution studies. Gauze or net bags 
of moss are hung wherever samples of 
the atmosphere are required and the 
technique is now used worldwide and 
has been extended to monitoring pol-
lution of fresh water sources by using 
aquatic mosses. 

Take advantage of the winter to look 
out for mosses. Many of them thrive 
in damp conditions, so a British winter 
suits them nicely, and they are pretty 
and fascinating little plants. 

Christine Jones

The ‘Surrey’ Great Orme goats.

Cushion-forming and mat-forming moss species growing together on limestone.
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At the forefront of the Christmas chil-
dren’s carols/hymns is ‘O Little Town of 
Bethlehem’. It may come as a surprise 
to learn that the lyric is not English but 
many will find comfort in that it was 
penned by the rector of Holy Trinity 
Church, albeit of Philadelphia, USA.

Phillips Brooks was born in Boston in 
1835 and graduated from Harvard in 
1855. After a brief period as a teacher 
he began in to study for ordination in 
the Episcopal Church. He graduated in 
1859 and was ordained deacon, begin-
ning his ministry at the Church of the 
Advent in Philadelphia. 

The following year, Brooks was or-
dained priest. In 1862 became rector 
of the Church of the Holy Trinity, 
Philadelphia, where he remained seven 
years, gaining an increasing name as 
both preacher and patriot. He was a 
man of great physical bearing, standing 
six feet four inches tall.

At Holy Trinity, Brooks preached to 
great congregations. During the Civil 
War he supported the North and op-
posed slavery. In 1869, he became 
rector of Trinity Church, Boston. His 
preaching became so renowned that he 
was invited in 1880 to preach at West-
minster Abbey and at the Royal Chapel 
at Windsor before Queen Victoria. 

On April 30, 1891 he was elected sixth 
Bishop of Massachusetts, and on the 14 

October was consecrated to that office 
in Trinity Church. He died unmarried 
in 1893, after an episcopate of only 15 
months. 

Tradition has it that Brooks was in-
spired to write the lyrics after attending 
a Christmas service at Bethlehem in 
1865. However, there is evidence that 
he was not entirely impressed. for he 
wrote to his father on December 30, 
1865: ‘We ... waited for the service, 
which began about ten o’clock and 
lasted until three (Christmas). It was 
the old story of a Romish service, with 
all its mummery, and tired us out. They 
wound up with a wax baby, carried 
in procession, and at last laid in the 
traditional manger, in a grotto under 
the church. The most interesting part 
was the crowd of pilgrims, with their 
simple faith and eagerness to share in 
the ceremonial. We went to bed very 
tired.’ 

In Rome, whilst returning home, he 
wrote to his Sunday School: ‘I remem-
ber especially on Christmas Eve, when 
I was standing in the old church at 
Bethlehem, close to the spot where 
Jesus was born, when the whole church 
was ringing hour after hour with the 
splendid hymns of praise to God, how 
again and again it seemed as if I could 
hear voices that I knew well, telling 
each other of the “Wonderful Night” 
of the Savior’s birth, as I heard them 

Great Hymns — O Little Town



26

a year before; and I assure you I was 
glad to shut my ears for a while and 
listen to the more familiar strains that 
came wandering to me halfway round 
the world.’ 

Perhaps with his favourable memories 
foremost, Brooks wrote these five 
stanzas for Holy Trinity’s Sunday School 
Christmas Service of 1868:

O little town of Bethlehem, 
How still we see thee lie;

Above thy deep and dreamless sleep 
The silent stars go by:

Yet in thy dark streets shineth
The everlasting Light;

The hopes and fears of all the years 
Are met in thee to-night.

For Christ is born of Mary; 
And gathered all above, 

While mortals sleep, the angels keep 
Their watch of wondering love. 

O morning stars, together 
Proclaim the holy birth; 

And praises sing to God the King,
And peace to men on earth.

How silently, how silently,
The wondrous gift is given!

So God imparts to human hearts
The blessings of His heaven.
No ear may hear His coming,

But in this world of sin,
Where meek souls will receive Him still, 

The dear Christ enters in.

Where children pure and happy
Pray to the blessed Child,

Where misery cries out to Thee,
Son of the Mother mild; 

Where Charity stands watching
And Faith holds wide the door,

The dark night wakes, the glory breaks,
And Christmas comes once more.

O holy Child of Bethlehem,
Descend to us, we pray;

Cast out our sin, and enter in,
Be born in us to-day.

We hear the Christmas angels
The great glad tidings tell;

O come to us, abide with us, 
Our Lord Emmanuel.

The meter of the poetry is irregular at a 
nominal 8.6.8.6.7.6.8.6. Nevertheless, it 
is easy enough to fit this lyric to a tune 
written in common meter (8.6.8.6) x 
2: eg Winchester Old (‘While Shepherds 
Watched’). Try it.

There cannot be a hymn more in our 
psyche than ‘O Little Town of Bethle-
hem’ and few will imagine it being sung 
by a congregation, to anything but Forest 
Green. But hardly anyone in the USA as-
sociates the words with anything but St. 
Louis, named after its composer Lewis 
H Redner, a wealthy estate agent and 
the organist at Holy Trinity. Rather than 
compose a tune in double common 
meter, Redner elected to write one in 
the unusual 8.6.8.6.7.6.8.6 meter.

Redner later stated: ‘As Christmas of 
1868 approached, Mr. Brooks told me 
that he had written a simple little carol 
for the Sunday-school service, and he 
asked me to write the tune to it. The 
simple music was written in great haste 
and under great pressure. We were 
to practice it the following Sunday.... 
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Neither Mr. Brooks nor I ever thought 
the carol or the music to it would live 
beyond that Christmas of 1868.

‘My recollection is that Richard Mc-
Cauley ... printed it on leaflets for sale. 
Rev. Dr. Huntington, rector of All Saints 
Church, Worcester, Mass., asked per-
mission to print it in his Sunday-school 
hymn and tune book, called The Church 
Porch, and it was he who christened the 
music Saint Louis.’

The Church Porch was published in 
1874 but the fourth stanza had been 
dropped. Stanza 4:4 was originally 
written as ‘Son of the undefiled.’ Red-
ner provides some insight: ‘The fourth 
line led to some amusing criticism lest 
it should smack of the doctrine of 
the Immaculate Conception. Brooks 
then changed that line to ‘Son of the 
Mother mild,’ (and so it appears in the 
Christmas program of 1868), but he 
afterwards decided to omit the fourth 
verse altogether from the carol.’

Being reproduced in a book for chil-
dren is one thing but acceptance by 
mainstream hymnals is another. It was 
18 years later when the 1892 edition 
of The [Episcopalian] Church Hymnal 

republished the hymn. The General 
Convention of the American Episcopal 
Church only authorised the words and 
different publishers of rival musical 
editions clearly had doubts over St. 
Louis. As well as St. Louis, four alterna-
tive tunes were published between the 
rival editions.

The hymn was introduced into the 
UK by William Garrett Horder in The 
Treasury of American Sacred Song in 1896 
and it appeared with music in his Wor-
ship Songs of 1905. Horder printed two 
tunes: Bethlehem by Sir Joseph Barnby 
and Christmas Carol by Sir H Walford 
Davies (1869-1941) (both notated 
8.6.8.6.7.6.8.6 though the latter can 
easily accept a common meter lyric). 
As originally published, the first three 
stanzas of the latter have a three-bar 
introduction and are sung by sopranos, 
each followed by the last stanza sung 
as a refrain in harmony. It is a very fine 
tune though tricky in its original form 
for congregations.

I have discovered several other tunes 
published in the USA. One from 1903 
sounds as if composed for the fair-
ground organ with the fifth line sung by 

Lewis Redner’s tune St. Louis. Note how irregular stanza 2:1 has been accommodated by 
forcing ‘Mary’ to three syllables. This version remains popular in North America.
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girls and the sixth by boys. As a bonus, 
there is a refrain which attempts to 
reproduce Brooks’ use of an internal 
rhyme in line three. It fails miserably:

O little town of Bethlehem, 
Of thee in song we tell;

And hail with joy this Christmas day, (!)
Our Lord Emmanuel.

Also in 1903, a version was published 
in the USA which swapped the first 
four lines of stanza two with last four 
lines. Thus it begins ‘O morning stars 
together’. And it was this version to-
gether with the missing fifth verse that 
appeared together with the tune Forest 
Green in the English Hymnal of 1906. The 
Musical Editor of the EH, Ralph Vaughan 
Williams, would not normally have 
found or (exceptionally) composed 
an alternative tune for a hymn if he 
considered the existing tune as having 
‘fine melody.’ He would probably have 
considered St. Louis as too sentimental. 
Christmas Carol might have been re-

jected for reason of copyright, it being 
difficult for congregations, published 
too late for inclusion or because of 
RVW’s dislike of ‘specially composed 
tunes – that bane of many a hymnal.’

Forest Green was named after the village 
in Surrey where, in 1903, RVW had 
collected the folk song ‘The Plowman’s 
Dream,’ sung by a Mr Garman. It is a 
typical ballad tune in double common 
meter in the form AABA where the 
first two and last pairs of lines are es-
sentially the same. It is not difficult for 
the tune to become a dirge or to run 
away. A device of the arranger was to 
begin the seventh line a beat early and 
hold the first syllable for two beats. 
Despite the potential confusion to 
congregations, Forest Green became the 
de facto tune in the UK and the hymn 
gained rapid popularity. 

The 1919 supplement to Hymns, Ancient 
and Modern may have had copyright 
issues with its upstart rival and substi-

Christmas Carol (above) was specially written by H Walford Davies for Worship 
Songs (1905). It should not be confused with the long-lost Wengen (below) by the same 
composer and favoured by Hymns, Ancient and Modern for a short while.
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tuted the tune Wengen, also by Walford 
Davies. Wengen is sung in unison and 
the last line of each stanza is repeated. 
There exists confusion between Wal-
ford Davies’ two tunes and there are 
references to Wengen where they 
should properly be Christmas Carol. 
Songs of Praise (1925) reproduced the 
five stanzas and Forest Green as per 
the EH (the editors overlapped) and 
the Revised A&M of 1950 added Forest 
Green to Wengen.

There have subsequently been several 
other tunes by various composers but 
most hymnals have settled down to 
St. Louis and (sometimes) Forest Green 
(North America) and to Forest Green 
and a simplified arrangement of Christ-
mas Carol (UK). Most modern hymnals 
print just four stanzas though the New 

EH of 1985 retains the fourth, aster-
isked. The order of the lines in the 
second stanza can vary as described 
earlier though the words invariably are 
entirely those of Brooks, unchanged.

Forest Green is often accompanied with 
a descant by Sir Thomas Armstrong 
(1898 – 1994), one time organist at 
Christ Church, Oxford, Principal of 
the Royal College of Music and student 
and friend of RVW. The tune is set to 
numerous other lyrics in North Ameri-
can hymnals.

Christmas Carol is usually heard today 
in an arrangement for choirs. It differs 
from Walford Davies’ original setting in 
that sopranos sing stanza one, followed 
by stanza three, and concluded by the 
last stanza sung in harmony.

Forest Green’s debut in the English Hymnal of 1906. Though not annotated, the 
arrangement was by Ralph Vaughan Williams who owned the copyright.

Bishop Phillips Brooks, Lewis Redner, Sir Henry Walford Davies and Ralph Vaughan 
Williams.




