





Sam Adams was born, in 1934, and raised in the small mining valley of Gilfach Goch, when
 it still possessed three working pits. In common with most of the valley’s children at that time, his father and grandfathers were mineworkers. He was
 educated at a local primary school, Tonyrefail Grammar School and the
 University College of Wales, Aberystwyth, where he studied English. He began
 writing in the corners of a busy working life in the education service,
 emerging first as a poet. His work appeared in all the Anglo-Welsh magazines
 and he became successively reviews editor then editor of Poetry Wales. For the University of Wales Press he has written three monographs in the ‘Writers of Wales’ series, on Geraint Goodwin, T J Llewelyn Prichard and Roland Mathias, and
 edited Mathias’s Collected Poems and Collected Short Stories. His three novels Prichard’s Nose, In the Vale, and The Road to Zarauz have attracted critical praise, as has Where the Stream Ran Red, an amalgam of family and local history. His connection with Manchester-based
 Carcanet began in 1974 when he edited Ten Anglo-Welsh Poets for the press. Since 1982 he has made more than 150 contributions to its
 magazine PN Review. 








LETTERS FROM WALES


MEMORIES AND ENCOUNTERS IN LITERATURE AND LIFE





SAM ADAMS





Foreword by Michael Schmidt 




Edited with an introduction by Jonathan Edwards 
            









[image: Parthian_logo_large.eps]



To Muriel  



Foreword 

In the more than quarter century since Sam Adams started writing his ‘Letters from Wales’ for PN Review, we have met a very few times. Yet we have become old friends. He has
 contributed (as I write this) 158 items to PN Review. Fourteen years before the celebrated ‘Letters from Wales’, from 1982, he had been a reviewer for us and a contributing poet. His first PNR poem was ‘Kite Flying’: 
            

             I thought that I 
            

Should never get it right – perhaps 
            

I had made my cross too rigid, 

Perhaps my paste and paper were too frail…


But the kite climbed and climbed.  
            

Sam and I first worked together in 1974, when he edited Ten Anglo-Welsh Poets for Carcanet. These were writers born between 1904 (Gwyn Williams) and 1941
 (John Pook). The introduction says that poets have a special place in the
 popular culture of Wales, ‘Their names and works are the property of the common people, their memory is
 treasured, they are not the special preserve of an elite, academic or
 eccentric, and this is because poetry has always received an affective response
 from the whole community.’ I was moved by this, the term ‘affective response’ stays with me. And I was moved by his ten poets.  
            

In PN Review, very early on, Sam wrote of ‘the literatures of Wales’. I came to share his natural instinct for plurality – linguistic, generic, stylistic – and admired the confidence with which he could read and read across, within and
 beyond his own literatures. There was a 1985 review of books by Roland Mathias
 and translations of Dafydd ap Gwilym, a connection across centuries and
 languages. We were well on our way to the ‘Letters’.  
            

When we started them, neither of us expected they would result in an amazing cahiers exceeding 700 pages in this generously presented Parthian volume. I have very
 little to add to Jonathan Edwards’s introduction which takes the measure of Sam’s achievement. This is writing in time and over time; the author’s horizons widen as he goes, his impressions change. It is a vivid process,
 reading the scene and the players in different lights and weathers. What is
 revealed is the generous deep-rootedness of the author’s cultures. 
            

But why did I decide to have a regular ‘Letter from Wales’ in PNR and not one from Ireland, Scotland – or, more exotically, from New Zealand, Trinidad, Singapore, New York? We set
 out to be attentive to all those other Englishes, but Wales fascinated me,
 among the constituent portions of the United Kingdom, as having a culture
 different in kind from the others. Within Wales, Welsh and English seem to
 enjoy a living parity which has been unbalanced by history elsewhere in the
 kingdom. With the big twentieth-century exceptions of some Thomases, Joneses
 and others who retained a connection to the two languages, Welsh culture was
 taken into account in a different spirit. There were ways in which Welsh
 resisted assimilation, and English writers with Welsh inflections (in earlier
 periods, Vaughan and Herbert, for example) at some level puzzled English
 readers.  
            

As literary alliances were forged, the Irish/Scottish axis, the Irish/American
 access, Wales seemed to be left out. Yet so much had happened and was still
 happening in Welsh culture: the persistences, the inventions, the harmonies and
 disharmonies: it was like a loosely controlled experiment and observing it
 through the informed, wide-open eyes of Sam Adams was instructive. A multum in parvo: the more closely it was observed, the more relevant to the larger culture multum became.  

Reading these letters, one is drawn into a continuum fascinating not only to the
 Welsh reader but to any Anglophone reader who loves poetry and how it survives
 in changing histories, how it is itself able to open out areas that seemed to
 be diminishing or to have been politically diminished, and how it can engage
 with the big international movements with names like Modernism and
 Post-Modernism without losing its identities. 
            

As a reader, it seems to me that Welsh poetry even now sometimes suffers
 exclusion from the main feast. There are the English, busily regarding
 themselves, and the Scots, and the Irish with their greater cultural and
 political complications and clout. The other Anglophone literatures are
 propelled into focus, too, but Wales stands apart, and this is its fascination:
 it doesn’t seem to be part of the international business of poetry. It insists on its own
 cultural parameters, patterns and connections, resisting integration but also
 resisting insularity — in a sense protected by its competing and collaborating languages. To be reminded of this by Sam in
 his Letters every two months is a tonic – and a pleasure that, as an editor, I find I cannot do without. It’s half a century since we agreed to publish Ten Anglo-Irish Poets. The kites are still flying! 

Michael Schmidt 




Introduction 

Writing in March 2020 in ‘A Letter from Wales’, Sam Adams describes the process of cleaning a brass coal miner’s lamp. It belonged to his grandfather and he has looked after it as a tangible
 reminder of his roots and of the wider history of industry in South Wales. Now
 he tries a new way of cleaning the lamp, and makes a surprising discovery: 
            

Recently I tried submerging the lamp in a solution of a new kind of cleaner. It
 was not a complete success as traces of Brasso remain, but the brass looks
 refreshed and, much to my surprise, when I emptied the bowl I found at its base
 a layer of the finest coal dust somehow displaced from recesses in the interior
 of the lamp. There it was; the very same black death that silted the lungs of
 my grandfather and snatched him away from us so shockingly in middle age, no
 more than a week after I was born. That is why I bear his name: Samuel.  
            

This image of coal dust in the bottom of the bowl is a resonant one for Sam’s Letters from Wales. Passionate about history and about a Welsh way of life, the letters offer us a
 continuous process of discovery and preservation. Sometimes the writing is
 explicitly historical, exploring memories of childhood or of wider life in
 Wales. More frequently, it is concerned with the major writers of Wales’s present and past, and Sam shows the same tender care in these pieces for the
 canon of Welsh writing in English, the same desire to look after, burnish and
 protect, as he shows for the lamp when he cleans it. His writing respects
 writers, respects the past and, because of this quality, it continuously offers
 readers something surprising and new. 
            

One of the most significant aspects of the work collected in this volume is its
 initial audience, the people whom Sam’s discoveries were offered to. If gaining coverage of Welsh writing in influential English publications has
 long been a challenge for all sorts of reasons, Sam’s ‘Letter from Wales’ column is an important exception to this situation. Since 1996, the letters
 have been appearing in PN Review, one of the most highly-regarded English literary magazines. Together, they
 constitute one of the most significant and sustained attempts during this
 period to present Welsh writing to an audience throughout the UK and beyond.
 Their collection for the first time in this volume offers a fascinating
 cross-section of Welsh literary culture during this period. 
            

When I was approached to edit this collection, the publisher’s suggestion was that the letters could be arranged thematically, to give a
 coherent reading experience to the book as a whole. This has not been easy to
 do: the letters are precisely that – letters – and Sam pursues whichever subjects he is most passionate about at the time of
 writing, in pieces intended for individual publication. One might as well
 manage to curate a boxful of diamonds, each of which is singular and beautiful. 
            

My solution has been to create three loosely framed categories: ‘On Writers’, ‘On Wales’ and ‘On the Literary Scene’. Each section moves backwards in time, starting with the most recent letters,
 and offering a journey into the past. I’ve also given each letter a title to give some sense of its most prominent
 subject but, like any good road trip from Cardiff to Caernarfon, these titles
 only give a sense of where the letter might take you, rather than everything
 you might see along the way. My hope is that this approach offers a flexible
 structure that will allow for sustained reading, as well as allowing readers
 with special enthusiasms to dip in and browse, using these titles as a guide. 
            

The first section of the book offers fascinating coverage of many of the best
 regarded recent and contemporary Welsh writers, from Gillian Clarke to Roland
 Mathias, R.S. Thomas to Rhian Edwards. There are also important pieces about
 writers of Wales’s past, from the familiar to the more obscure. We hear of the Book of the Year
 and readings at Hay, the passing of important writers is honoured and the
 emergence of new talent is celebrated. A number of the letters constitute
 important introductory capsule essays to the work of individual writers, and
 are part of Sam’s attempt to bring the literature of Wales to a wider audience. 
            

Among interesting things about Sam’s work in this section of the book is the balance he achieves between respect
 for writers’ public achievement and the close understanding which is generated by his
 personal knowledge of them as people. His September 2018 letter about Meic
 Stephens, for example, properly honours the writer’s achievement, calling him ‘probably the most influential figure in the literary life of Wales in the second
 half of the twentieth century’, and exploring the full range of his political activism, journalism, arts and
 academic work, alongside his writing. But the piece is also able to offer us a
 fascinating and telling glimpse of the life lived. In the 1960s, Stephens was
 invited by Harri Webb to move into a house in Merthyr Tydfil, and Sam’s description of the life there and the inception of so many things of cultural
 significance in Wales is fascinating. The house, he writes, 
            

was conveniently near Ebbw Vale [where Stephens was about to start a teaching
 job], space was available at the top of the house and, since ownership of the
 property was uncertain, no one came to collect the rent. These were persuasive
 arguments: Meic joined the group at Garth Newydd. Soon, Radio Free Wales, a
 pirate radio station, was broadcasting from his room to a few neighbouring
 Merthyr streets, while downstairs Harri was editing Welsh Nation, Plaid Cymru’s newspaper. Working alongside Harri, Meic learned essential editorial skills
 and in 1963 he launched his own publishing imprint, Triskel Press. It was under
 this banner that the first number of Poetry Wales appeared in 1965, price three shillings. 


As with any letter-writer, Sam has his enthusiasms, and one of the most
 interesting we encounter in this section of the book is T.J. Llewelyn Prichard, author of Twm Shôn Catti, greeted on publication in 1828 as ‘the first Welsh novel in English’. Prichard had an enigmatic and fascinating life, including the loss, at some
 point, of his nose. Sam summarises the life like this: Prichard was ‘an actor in the London theatre, lost his nose somewhere, and died in Swansea in
 1862 after falling into his own fire’. I hope the reader will enjoy the several visits to Prichard that are made
 throughout this book: these enjoyable letters are pieces of writing through
 which, as Sam puts it, ‘Prichard capers’. 
            

The second section of this volume, ‘On Wales’, explores a number of significant aspects of Welsh history, from the Chartist
 Rising to the history of mining, from the flooding of Tryweryn to the
 settlement in Patagonia, from St David’s Day to St Dwynwen’s Day. The writing here has a great deal in common with those great writers of
 Welsh history, John Davies and Jan Morris, who are celebrated in a number of
 the letters.  
            

Another feature of this section of the book is the intensely personal, moving
 exploration of Sam’s childhood in Gilfach Goch. Here, the experience of being young in Wales is
 examined with an intensity and lyricism worthy of ‘Fern Hill’, by that other great writer this collection admires, Dylan Thomas. In a letter
 of March 2012, Sam takes his grandchildren on an uphill hike so that they can
 look down on his childhood home. In doing so, he outlines a motivation – passing on his own sense of history to others – which can be seen as beautifully achieved in the writing he has done in this
 book: 
            

I wanted them to view Gilfach as it is and handicapped myself for the stiffish
 climb with the weight of a couple of books containing photographs of the way it
 was when I was a boy and three working collieries filled the valley floor. The
 coal industry has gone, the close community it engendered has gone; neither
 will ever return. My sense of personal history, of rootedness, has become more
 demanding as I grow older, and with it my guilt and frustration that I did not
 ask my parents all the questions about their parents and their younger days
 that leave me now searching hopelessly for answers. I want our grandchildren to
 have the chance to avoid my mistake. I feel very strongly that, whatever route
 they take through life, they should know at least where the Welsh side of their
 ancestry comes from. 
            

The third section of this volume, ‘On the Literary Scene’, will be fascinating for anyone who works in or cares about the arts in Wales.
 Sam loves Welsh writing and praises everything that is good about the
 institutions that support it. His love is also manifested in a frustration with
 petty constraints: Sam is an astute and honest critic. Importantly, he is brave
 enough to put his name in writing to positions on some of the powerful
 institutions in Welsh writing, which most people might only whisper about in
 dark corners. The writing shows, then, a generous and selfless commitment for
 things to be better for everyone. Reading a number of points that Sam raises,
 one feels at times a sadness that some of the issues mentioned have not been
 effectively tackled in twenty years. 
            

Overwhelmingly, then, what emerges from this book is Sam’s love for Wales, our writing, our history, our country: his passion sings from
 every sentence of these pages, and it’s been a privilege to be the first reader of a full collection of these letters.
 One of the last things I did in the organisation of the volume was to move his
 letter about his grandfather’s lamp to the front of the book. I did so because it is among my favourite of
 the letters and intensely moving, managing to focus love for family and history
 in a single object. I’ll leave you now to enjoy this letter, and those beyond it – for the letters to release the discoveries generated by Sam’s care for Wales and the past, just like that resonant and time-travelling coal
 dust which appears in the bottom of the cleaning bowl. For the letters to do
 their work on you, reader, as they have done already so much significant work
 in giving Wales to the world. 
            

Jonathan Edwards 




My Grandfather’s Lamp 

March 2020 

My grandfather’s lamp, suspended by its hook, hung from a nail driven high into the wall in our
 outside lavatory. It was so familiar a sight for me as a child that I ceased to
 notice it. When the house in Gilfach Goch was cleared ahead of sale it was one
 of the items I bore away. Even then I gave it little attention. Many years
 passed before its significance and worth dawned upon me. I treasure it now as a
 twofold connection with the past, one personal, as an object contributing to
 the story of my family, the other general, as an artefact recovered from the
 history of the south Wales coalfield. 
            

It is an overman’s lamp, somewhat smaller than those one sometimes sees in bric-a-brac shops, and
 made entirely of brass rather than the more usual steel and brass. It is
 intact, even to the wick, after a hundred years or so, though dented (wounded
 if you like). Sometime during its working life a heavy weight has fallen on it
 with force enough to fracture the circular boss at the top and drive it
 downwards a millimetre or two. The broken metal has been soldered in the
 blacksmith’s shop (every colliery had a blacksmith’s shop), but this scarred lid and the ring of perforations immediately below it
 remain buckled. 
            

At intervals, I have taken a rag and a tin of Brasso and brought up the shine on
 it, but over the years an unsightly white deposit has built up in inaccessible
 folds and joints. Recently I tried submerging the lamp in a solution of a new
 kind of cleaner. It was not a complete success as traces of Brasso remain, but
 the brass looks refreshed and, much to my surprise, when I emptied the bowl I
 found at its base a layer of the finest coal dust somehow displaced from
 recesses in the interior of the lamp. There it was; the very same black death
 that silted the lungs of my grandfather and snatched him away from us so
 shockingly in middle age, no more than a week after I was born. That is why I
 bear his name: Samuel.  
            

As overman, my grandfather was responsible for the safe and productive effort of
 colliers underground in a section of the mine. His brass lamp was a symbol of
 office. He also carried a cleft stick which allowed him to lift the lamp by its
 hook to examine the roof of a heading where men were at work and test for the
 presence of firedamp, the flammable gas readily ignited by a naked flame or
 even a chance spark from a pick striking rock. The damage to the top of the
 lamp might have been caused by thrusting it against a low roof, or perhaps when
 a stone fell on it. ‘Stone’ is a characteristic understatement of the mining industry: a stone might weigh
 several hundredweight. Mining was never a safe occupation. I was told that in
 his tours of the coalface my grandfather would sing hymns (he and his wife were
 staunch Salvationists), so that men on the shift would know of his approach and
 would be found busily and carefully at work. 
            

My grandfather’s grandfather, William, from the old mining area of Newhall, Derbyshire, and his
 wife Rachel, a Breconshire girl from Llangynidr, settled in Abersychan in the
 1820s and, apart from brief forays to try their luck elsewhere in south Wales,
 remained there until 1851 and beyond. What brought them to that place? The
 simple answer is the likelihood of a steady living, for there was a
 concentration of industry nearby. The Afon Llwyd (‘grey river’, a name replete with significance for anyone familiar with a mining area) rises
 on Mynydd Coety overlooking Blaenavon and winds some thirteen miles through
 Abersychan and Pontypool down to its confluence with the Usk at Caerleon, about
 half a mile from where I sit. It is one of those curious geographical
 coincidences, the sort that shouldn’t be pressed too far, but nevertheless gives me a sense of connection. 
            

The upper reaches of this Monmouthshire valley, and the six miles between
 Blaenavon and Pontypool, were the setting of some of the earliest
 manifestations of the Industrial Revolution in Wales – before the great days of Merthyr and the Rhondda. In 1840, works in that
 stretch produced and transported by canal fifteen thousand tons of iron. Coal
 was mined alongside ironstone and there was, within a short distance, a choice
 of location and heavy labour for men and women, and their young children if
 they were prepared to risk them. In 1842, a government commission into the
 employment of children found there were 185 children under the age of thirteen
 employed at the Blaenavon ironworks. The furnace manager said they sometimes
 got burned ‘but not very bad’.  
            

Search the internet for ‘Llanerch Colliery, Abersychan’ and you will certainly come across a photograph of the pit – engine house, stacks, pithead winding-gear – and, assembled in the middle ground, a crowd of black-suited men. It must have
 been taken soon after 6 February 1890. Despite warning from an inspector of
 mines, in the previous December the mine manager had declared it safe to work
 the pit with naked lights. On that fateful day in February a massive gas
 explosion killed 176 men and boys. Long before then my immediate Adams kin had
 moved on, into Glamorganshire. The role of overman and the safety lamp my
 grandfather carried were intended to prevent such disasters. They didn’t, of course (think of Senghenydd, 14 October 1913, where 439 were killed),
 though the existence of precautionary measures probably meant there were far
 fewer than would otherwise have been the case. 
            

There are substantial remains of colliery and ironworks and terraced workers’ cottages in Abersychan, but a more complete experience of the industrial past
 has been preserved at Blaenavon (a World Heritage site, three miles or so
 further up the valley), first in the ironworks – including furnaces, foundry and cast house, and via an open square of restored
 workers’ cottages. The ‘truck shop’, among the cottages was the company store for groceries and all other
 necessities. No alternative existed: workers were paid in tokens that had value
 only in that shop, which in the 1830s was providing one-tenth of the company’s profits. Less than a mile off, ‘Big Pit’ provides the faintest taste of a working coal mine, which it was indeed until
 1980. A friend from the Rhondda Fach tells how, as a teenager, he was taken
 down the local pit by his father on a Sunday morning when only repair teams
 were busy underground. It was not a pleasant experience. ‘If you don’t work in school, this is what you’ll get’, his father told him. He became a scientist and successful businessman. Late
 last year we visited Big Pit together. Mining safety regulations still apply:
 you leave watches and mobile phones behind before descending 300 feet in the
 cage, wearing a hard hat and safety lamp powered by an eleven-pound battery on
 a belt around your waist. No dust now, none of the incessant clamour of
 coal-cutter, shot-firing, picks and shovels, men’s voices, journeys of drams. The stables are there but not the horses that
 hauled the drams, empty to the miner’s stalls and full to the cage waiting at the bottom of the pit. There, too, at
 the end of the shift the weary, coal-grimed men assembled for the haul to the
 surface and the blessing of fresh air.  
            

PN Review 252, Volume 46 Number 4,  
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1: ON WRITERS 



Huw Menai 

November 2020 

The hooters calling colliers to work are silent, the pit wheels that remain,
 confined to museums, no longer spin, the black dust has long since settled. But
 for something like one hundred and fifty years the south Wales coalfield was an
 industrial hub about which it is not an exaggeration to say a substantial part
 of British enterprise turned. You would think in that stretch of time an
 indigenous literature would have emerged to represent the place, its people
 and, overwhelmingly, the occupation of its menfolk. Yet the one title that
 readers, and film-goers, most readily call to mind as a summation of coal
 mining here is Richard Llewellyn’s How Green Was My Valley. I would be the last to deny its power to hold an audience in either form, but it
 was written by an outsider who knew next to nothing of life and work in ‘the Valleys’ and, as I have previously explained (PN Review 249), was assisted to his triumphant fictional debut by Joseph Griffiths of
 Gilfach Goch. 
            

There are not many who, having worked for some years underground, found space in
 their lives to tell us about it. B.L. Coombes’s autobiography These Poor Hands is a clear and ringingly authentic account of the miner’s work, the conditions in which it was undertaken, and for what grudging, meagre
 returns, in a way that Richard Llewellyn’s fiction could never be. The very thought of spending eight hours a day
 underground engaged in heavy manual labour, often in a cramped space, is enough
 to make one sweat, but what if you were aware of the instability of the rock
 above and around you? Here Coombes and his butties are approaching a section of
 the mine where there has been a fall. ‘All alive it is,’ one comments: 
            

Nearer to the coal-workings the sides and roof are not so solid…Soon we begin to feel the heat coming to meet us, then we sense the movement of
 the newly disturbed ground; the continual creak of weakening timber; a snapping
 sound as the roof begins to crack above us; and when we are within a hundred
 yards of the coalface we hear the roar of falling coal and the sharp staccato
 cracks as the gas loosens more slips of the coal. Here is our working place for
 this shift. We hang our clothes on a projecting stone out of reach of the rats…


There were poets of the coalfield, too, but they were few and, with a single
 exception, Idris Davies, are largely forgotten. ‘Huw Menai’ (Huw Owen Williams, 1886–1961) came from Caernarfon. He was Welsh-speaking, his parents near monoglot,
 and went shoeless, he said, to a ‘ragged school’, though that cannot be strictly true as ‘ragged schools’ were absorbed into the free elementary education system introduced by the 1870
 Act. In any case, his schooling ended when he was twelve. At sixteen, he walked
 the length of Wales to find work in the Glamorgan valleys, early on (1905) at
 Aberfan, adding his share of slag from the Merthyr Vale colliery to the
 enormous tip that five years after his death cascaded down the hill to engulf a
 school and its children. What would he have made of that one wonders, for in
 his poetry a sensuous response to nature is ever in tension with an
 overwhelming awareness of incipient tragedy in the human condition. As a young
 man he was a political activist on the radical far left, writing essays in the Socialist Review and the Social Democrat, and making speeches on street corners, on at least one occasion, in August
 1908, being fined five shillings for causing an obstruction. His prominent
 opposition to the political status quo irked colliery managers and he found
 himself unemployable until, oddly, he was taken up by D.A. Thomas, later Lord
 Rhondda, and given work as a weighman. In that capacity he was the employer’s man, weighing drams, each bearing the individual mark of the collier who had
 filled it, and estimating the amount of slag or ‘muck’ to be deducted for the calculation of pay. The union’s checkweighman, elected by the men, kept a careful eye on proceedings, but the
 weighman was unlikely to be popular. Huw Menai was again unemployed after 1926
 and might have been expected to forget the favour he had been shown, but a
 decade later, in a letter to the Western Mail, 10 September 1936, he wrote of his ‘very genuine’ regard for Lord Rhondda, despite suffering ‘insidious victimisation’ as a consequence of being ‘befriended’ by a capitalist. 
            

I have a remote connection with Huw Menai. I was told that when he first came to
 Gilfach Goch he was a lodger with my Aunty Sarah (my great-aunt, that is),
 before renting a house for himself and a growing family in a terrace a third of
 the way up the mountain overlooking two of the valley’s three pits, named (I hope with intended irony) ‘Fairview’. From there his output of letters to the Western Mail continued, from time to time varied with appeals for work: ‘Huw Menai, the Welsh Poet, who has been out of work for seven months, and whose
 employment benefit has just been stopped, here makes his third appeal for a job
 before he is reduced to the necessity of applying for Poor-law relief for
 himself and family…’ On 10 December 1927 the paper reported a court case in which his wife was
 accused of ‘making a false statement to the local guardians for the purpose of obtaining
 relief’, for the Western Mail had also been the vehicle of a subscription appeal by others which had raised £70-£80 for the poet. That much of this windfall had gone to pay arrears of rent is
 clear from another report in the paper, 6 March 1928, when the owner of the
 property obtained a possession order for a further accumulation of arrears.
 During the war he at last found work at the ordnance factory in Bridgend, but
 by 1949, when his cause was taken up by the Port Talbot Forum, Sally Roberts
 Jones tells us he was living on £2.17s a week. The Forum’s efforts gained him an annual Civil List pension of £200. 
            

He published four volumes of poetry: Through the Upcast Shaft (1920), Back in the Return (1933), The Passing of Guto (1929) and The Simple Vision (1945): for ‘upcast shaft’ and ‘the return’ you need to consult mining terminology. All appeared from significant London
 publishers, Hodder & Stoughton, Heinemann, the Hogarth Press. If not lionised, he was at least
 recognised as a worthwhile and unusual talent, but that didn’t save him from penury or near it for a good part of his life. In view of the
 brevity of his formal schooling, what is remarkable about his poetry and his
 writing generally is the range of reference it exhibits in literature, art,
 philosophy and what we might today call ‘popular science’, though that figured rarely in public discourse then. A teenage job as a packer
 at a bookseller’s that for a time gave him access to an unusual range of reading material might
 be part of the story, but he was certainly a formidable autodidact. In the era
 of T.S. Eliot and Dylan Thomas (whom he declared ‘90% Bloomsbury’), his poetic manner, style and diction remained stuck in etiolated Romanticism.
 Glyn Jones, one of the most benign and delightful figures in twentieth-century
 Welsh writing, yet with a keen eye for the features and foibles of others, is
 critical of his ‘bogus lyricism’ and ‘debilitated’ language. Having had a glimpse of the man in the round, I find them easier to
 bear, and when his subject is the pit you know experience speaks: 
            

Where shall the eyes a darkness find 
            

That is a menace to the mind 

Save in the coal mine, where one’s lamp 
            

Is smothered oft by afterdamp? 
            

Down there is found the deepest gloom, 
            

Where night is rotting in her tomb. 
            

…


But when full work is on, the air 
            

Does a more homely garment wear, 
            

When sometimes, floating on the foul, 
            

Comes ‘Jesu Lover of my Soul’, 
            

Or, coming from more distant stalls, 
            

The rhythmic tap of mandril falls 
            

Upon the ear till one would swear 
            

The pulse of Earth was beating there. 
            

PN Review 256, Volume 47 Number 2,  
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Harri Webb 

September 2020 

As an organisation, Yr Academi Gymreig, or ‘Academi’, the banner under which the Welsh Academy of writers has operated since 1998,
 appears moribund. I hope this is a misapprehension occasioned by my failure to
 keep abreast of its activities, and that writers continue to meet socially and
 to participate together in literary events. The last such occasion in which I
 had a part to play was in June 2009: a bus tour with talks of places associated
 with Roland Mathias. Led by John Pikoulis, biographer of Alun Lewis and then
 Chair of the English-language section of Academi, it was one of a series that
 also included visits to what one might call Raymond Williams country, around
 Pandy near Abergavenny, and Alun Lewis’s Aberdare. The buses started from Cardiff, picked up paying customers en route
 and were invariably well filled with people (mostly of mature years, it must be
 conceded) who were knowledgeable and interested. The Roland Mathias tour took
 us to the Plough Chapel in Brecon, to the grave of Henry Vaughan in the
 churchyard at Llansantffraed, and to Talybont-on-Usk, its reservoir lapping at
 the tumbled stones of the poet’s birthplace. It will be a grievous loss if this kind of experience is no longer
 offered to a public hungry for poems. 
            

I have written before about the Welsh Academy of writers, which had its origins
 in conversations between two giants of twentieth-century Welsh-language
 literature, Bobi Jones and Waldo Williams. Their intention was to gather
 support for a new magazine to serve the distinctive literary culture that they
 exemplified brilliantly and an organisation that would enrol and represent
 writers in the first language of Wales. The Oxford Companion to the Literature of Wales notes that the choice of the more generally applicable adjective Cymreig in the original title, rather than Cymraeg, which applies only to the Welsh language, was designed ‘to allow the subsequent inclusion of writers in English’. That is, indeed, what happened, when in 1968 the English-language section was
 formed at the instigation of Meic Stephens, then Literature Director of the
 Welsh Arts Council. 
            

In the early 1970s, I thought myself peculiarly favoured to be elected to
 membership of Yr Academi Gymreig, to attend and contribute to readings,
 lectures and conferences along with other writers, many of them already
 acquaintances by correspondence, thanks to my role as reviews editor of Poetry Wales. An unforeseen and happy consequence of having re-settled in Wales in 1966 within
 a short distance of Cardiff was to find that, among the writers Meic had in
 mind when he wrote, in Poetry Wales (Winter 1967), of a ‘second flowering’ of Anglo-Welsh writing, several lived in or near the capital, or within a
 short, if tortuous, drive up the Valleys. I remember especially Roland Mathias
 on the outer rim in Brecon, and Glyn Jones, John Ormond and John Tripp, all at
 the time Cardiffians; then Dannie Abse could be found enjoying a breath of
 fresh air at his Welsh HQ in Ogmore-by-Sea, Leslie Norris turned up on poetic
 missions from Sussex, and Harri Webb rolled downhill from Cwmbach. I admired
 their work and enjoyed their company, which was always stimulating and
 occasionally, thanks to John Tripp, verbally explosive. 
            

The centenary of Harri Webb’s birth falls in September. He came from a Swansea working-class background, and
 a family with roots in farming on the Gower peninsula, to win a place at
 Magdalen College, Oxford, where he studied medieval and modern languages,
 specialising in French and Spanish (and in 1947, ‘in three months of hard work [he] learned Welsh’). During the war he served in the navy in the Mediterranean theatre, where he
 acted as an interpreter with the Free French, and in the North Atlantic. On
 shore leave in Scotland he encountered the writings of Hugh MacDiarmid, which
 introduced and quickly committed him to republican nationalist politics. After
 demob in 1946, early work as a librarian and bookseller took him to genteel
 Malvern and Cheltenham, but he was already a polemicist for The Welsh Republican, a bi-monthly newspaper, and in 1953 became its (unpaid) editor until the
 collapse of both newspaper and movement in 1957. In 1954 he returned to Wales
 as a librarian, first in Dowlais, Merthyr and, a decade on, at Mountain Ash
 where he remained until retirement in 1974. 
            

The Merthyr connection is important. Harri was already a resident at Garth
 Newydd, a large house in the town, abandoned and apparently ownerless, when in
 the summer of 1962, on a day out in Cardiff, he first met Meic Stephens
 enjoying a pint at the Old Arcade, a venerable hostelry. They fell into
 conversation and soon found they had much in common, linguistically and
 politically. There and then the budding relationship underwent a baptism of
 fire. A relic of Cardiff’s great Edwardian coal-exporting days, the bar where the two were leaning had a
 small gas lighter above counter height where wealthy customers would lean to
 the flame to light their cigars. Engrossed in discussion, Meic was unaware his
 jacket had come within range of this unusual facility until Harri poured a pint
 over the smouldering leather patch on his sleeve. Meic, in search of lodgings
 within easy reach of Ebbw Vale, where he was about to take up a teaching
 appointment at the local grammar school, was delighted to accept Harri’s invitation to join communal life at Garth Newydd. Poetry Wales and a great deal more derive from that chance encounter at the ‘Old A’. It was Harri Webb who suggested to Yr Academi Gymreig that it should sponsor
 the compilation and publication of what became the Oxford Companion to the Literature of Wales.


He was well known as a polemicist to readers of The Welsh Republican and, later, to those of Plaid Cymru’s newspaper Welsh Nation, which he also edited. His poems began appearing in Poetry Wales in 1965, and in 1969 his first book, The Green Desert, won a Welsh Arts Council prize. It was followed by A Crown for Branwen (1974), Rampage and Revel (1977) and Poems and Points (1983). The last named was a collection of verses, clever, humorous and
 scurrilous, many marked by the same trenchant wit that characterised his
 polemical writing, which had featured in, or been inspired by the opportunity
 of writing for, the HTV television show ‘Poems and Pints’. Some of his squibs incorporating clever use of the demotic have been absorbed
 into the culture, while his song ‘Colli Iaith’ (‘Losing Language’, with music by Meredydd Evans) has become a regular feature of the National
 Eisteddfod. His Collected Poems, edited by Meic Stephens, which appeared posthumously in 1995, revealed a
 prolific verse writer and an accomplished prosodist, notably in the sequence ‘Sonnets for Mali’, two of which not only fulfil the metrical requirements of the form but are
 also macaronic acrostics, the final letters of lines forming appeals in Welsh, ‘Tyrd yn ôl gariad’ (‘Come back, darling’) and ‘Dere lan eto Mali’ (‘Come up again Mali’). He died in 1994. In characterising a fellow republican (the wife of a friend)
 whom he felt he strongly resembled, he offered a moment of self-analysis: ‘subjective, romantic, loquacious, artistic, over-personal, with a talent for mimicry, a creative urge, and a too-ready
 tongue’. His wit was, indeed, sharp and could be merciless. It is said he had his
 faults (don’t we all?), but in my experience he was a man of considerable charm and good
 humour. In the 1970s and 80s, he was unquestionably the best known and most
 popular living poet in Wales. 
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Rhys Davies, Alice B. Toklas and Louise Hayden 
            

January 2020 

Rhys Davies – A Writer’s Life (Parthian, 2013) was one of the late major achievements of Meic Stephens’s own exceedingly busy career as writer and editor. It won him the 2014 Wales
 Book of the Year non-fiction prize. Meic brought to the task his vast
 accumulated knowledge of Welsh writing in English, familiarity with M. Wynn
 Thomas’s pioneering article on his subject with respect to covert homosexuality in a
 symposium on Davies’s work, Decoding the Hare (2001), which he edited, access to letters and other archival material, and long
 friendship with Lewis Davies, who was able and willing to confide a wealth of
 personal reminiscence about his brother Rhys. Lewis, the last of his family,
 already deep into his seventies, living comfortably in a flat in Lewes, Sussex,
 and contemplating mortality, was determined his money would not fall into the
 hands of HMRC, for him embodied in Mrs Thatcher, whom he execrated. I have
 previously given an account (PN Review 209) of how he and Meic thwarted the PM by setting up a charitable trust in Rhys’s name to do worthwhile things for writers and writing in Wales. 
            

As a biography of this elusive figure who ranks among the foremost twentieth
 century short story writers in English, Meic’s book is unlikely to be superseded. That much understood, one may still be
 intrigued by an occasional by-way. I was struck by the information, gleaned
 from Lewis, that some of the money donated to the Trust (finally amounting to
 substantially more than half a million pounds) came from Alice B. Toklas via
 fellow American Louise H. Taylor. There aren’t many unfamiliar with the name Alice B. (for Babette) Toklas, and her partner,
 as we would say, Gertrude Stein, whose memory and literary reputation she
 preserved devotedly through the years between Stein’s death in 1946 and her own in 1967. Few will not have seen and wondered at the
 photograph of Gertrude in the large studio of the apartment at 27 rue de Fleurus, Paris, which she shared with Toklas from the early 1900s, the walls densely
 hung with rows of paintings, many instantly identifiable, like Picasso’s ‘Fillette à la Corbeille Fleurie’, sold a few months back in the Rockefeller sale for $115,000,000. In her will,
 Gertrude named Alice her heir, but the collection of paintings was to be for ‘her use for life’ and thereafter pass to her nephew Allan and his children. 
            

Judging from photographs, Alice was not the most prepossessing of
 life-companions. In a 1915 passport renewal application she described herself
 as follows: Age: 37; Stature: 5 feet 2.5 inches; Forehead: Low; Eyes: Hazel;
 Nose: Aquiline; Hair: Black; Complexion: Dark; Face: Oval. Descriptions of her
 appearance by others invariably mention her moustache and are often unkind.
 Those who knew her well were impressed by her quiet charm, her warmth and
 affectionate nature, and her astute judgement in the arts from painting to
 dress design and cooking. Staying on Alone (1973), a selection of her letters from the period after Gertrude’s death, edited by Edward Burns, also reveals a colourful and gossipy
 correspondent. 
            

The passport application tells us Alice was born in San Francisco on 30 April
 1877. She was the daughter of Jewish parents who initially said they had
 emigrated from Germany, though at the 1920 Census her father, Ferdinand,
 declared he was a retired dry goods merchant who was Polish and spoke Polish.
 Presumably, post-World War I, with Poland once more independent, he was proud
 to reassert his nationality. He had begun his business career in Seattle, then
 moved to San Francisco and made the family prosperous. In 1890 they moved back
 to Seattle and Alice continued her education at the Mount Rainier Seminary.
 There she fell in with girls of similar tastes and interests, among them Louise
 Hayden. Although Louise was five years her junior, Alice would certainly have
 known her, because, outside school, as talented pianists they shared the same
 teacher, Mae Potvin, who had a high reputation in Seattle and put on concerts
 at which both performed. In December 1892, for example, when Miss Potvin’s pupils performed at ‘Pettis’ Chambre de Musique’, Alice Toklas, who was fifteen, played Schubert’s Impromptu in A flat and the precocious ten-year-old Louise Hayden the first
 two movements of a Beethoven Sonata. For a time they kept up their musical
 studies, Alice having lessons from concert pianist Otto Bendix and graduating
 in music at Washington University, and Louise acting as assistant to the far
 better known Isidor Philipp in Paris, before both abandoned all ambition in
 that direction. 
            

Hayden came from an army family. Her father was Major James Rudolph Hayden, who
 is described as ‘one of the pioneers of Washington’. He was manager of the ‘People’s Savings Bank’ and had a ‘handsome’ home on Boylstone Street. When he died unexpectedly of pneumonia, in November
 1902, the Portland Morning Oregonian reported Louise and her brother, Lieutenant John L. Hayden, had returned to
 Seattle for the funeral. In Paris, in 1918, she married Emmett Addis, of
 Hartford, Connecticut, who had become a Lieutenant Colonel of Infantry during
 World War I and later served as Instructor at the Army General Staff College.
 Marriage took Louise back to the US, but during her time in Paris she had
 attended the salon at 27 rue de Fleurus, met Gertrude Stein and renewed her childhood acquaintance with Alice Toklas.
 They became firm friends, as the affectionate warmth of Alice’s letters reveals. Louise visited Paris most years and gifts were exchanged. 
            

Addis, recently retired from the army due to ill-health, died in Boston in 1932.
 In 1939 Louise re-married, in Taunton, Somerset, again to an army officer,
 Captain Richard Harold Redvers Taylor, known as ‘Red’, who was eighteen years younger than his wife. His army career had culminated
 in 1937 in a posting as Assistant Military Attaché at Addis Ababa, but with the outbreak of war he was recalled to serve in the
 War Office. There he met Rhys Davies, also doing his bit for king and country.
 Red had artistic tastes and as it transpired artistic ambitions. After the war
 he became a painter and sculptor of recognised quality, with exhibitions in
 London galleries and at Kettle’s Yard in Cambridge. Like Gertrude and Alice in Paris, Louise and Red welcomed
 writers and artists to their London flat in King’s Court North. Rhys Davies who never aspired to much more than a humble bedsit,
 was a regular at this salon and sufficiently trusted to be allowed to use the
 flat when its owners were away to entertain young guardsmen. 
            

Lewis Davies suggested the relationship between Louise and his brother was
 particularly close. When she died in 1977 she left half her estate, some £65,000, to Rhys, the other half going to short story writer Bill Naughton. Did
 this include money left her by Alice Toklas? Louise was executor of Alice’s will (some sources say her adopted daughter), but all agree in her declining
 years she had little personal wealth. Even the precious pictures were taken
 from her. While seeking relief from crippling arthritis at a spa in Italy, and
 living there in a convent (she had converted to Catholicism, which, she was
 assured, allowed a heaven where she would be reunited with Gertrude), the widow
 of Allan Stein had the entire collection seized and locked away securely at the
 Chase Manhattan Bank in Paris. But Louise did receive a waistcoat and two
 brooches that had been worn by Stein. One of the brooches is of lapis lazuli;
 the other, of coral in a silver setting, which appears in the iconic portrait
 of Stein by Picasso, was of monumental significance for Alice, harking back to
 her first meeting with the love of her life. Louise donated the brooches to the
 Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge; the waistcoat she gave to Rhys, who sold it
 for £100 early in 1978 to the University of Texas. When Rhys died intestate in August
 1978, the net value of his estate, £80,000, came to Lewis, the one survivor of his family, and he, by care,
 frugality and shrewd investment, built up the capital and with extraordinary
 generosity gave all away to the memory of his brother.  
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Rhys Davies 

November 2019 

We are becoming accustomed to assertions in public life that are less than the
 whole truth and all too often downright lies. In literature we meet,
 increasingly it seems, narrative fiction based on skeletal fact, as well as
 work planned and presented to deceive, like Macpherson’s Ossian, Chatterton’s Rowley poems and Iolo Morganwg’s masterly imitations of Dafydd ap Gwilym, as previously mentioned (PN Review 249). While searching for a reference I knew to be found in Rhys Davies’s Print of a Hare’s Foot, I was so charmed, once again, by the stories and their telling that I re-read
 the whole book. It comes into the category of unreliable memoirs, its primary
 function to entertain rather than factually inform. Davies termed it ‘An Autobiographical Beginning’, raising expectations of a forthcoming middle and (near) end. But there was no
 more, for he was nearing the end of a productive and successful writing career,
 and what we have is filled out with pieces previously published in Geoffrey
 Grigson’s miscellany The Mint and Connolly’s Horizon. 

The book begins with a Proustian moment, not a madeleine dipped in tea, but the
 finger touch of a ‘a roll of vividly striped flannel’ of the ‘old hairy breed’ on a stall at Carmarthen market. It brings back the horror of Sunday’s fresh-laundered flannel shirt following the weekly bath, the essential
 preliminary to morning service at Gosen, the tiny Congregational chapel not far
 from his parents’ grocery shop: ‘Seated alone in my mother’s rented pew… I scarcely dared move within my hairshirt. To rise for hymn-singing renewed the
 hot itching of my miserable flesh. [The Minister] Mr Walters’s demoniac preaching, mounting into hwyl sometimes, brought forgetfulness. A good exponent of this chanting eloquence, he
 roared, thumped the pulpit-ledge, pointed an accusing finger at nastinesses
 among us, thundered our guilt. He placed a solid load of this mysterious guilt
 on my back, and I was suitably shirted to receive it.’ And he is transported back to historical characters and events and ‘Children’s Games’. 
            

I am half-inclined to believe this caricature of the Welsh chapel composed for
 the amusement of English readers. The chapel, or at least the building that
 once was Gosen, stands near the corner where Thomas Street joins Jones Street,
 and Mr Walters was my wife’s great-uncle. She has no recollection of him, but as a child she took her turn,
 after elder sisters’ strenuous objections had finally obtained them relief from the duty, as
 overnight companion to her widowed great-aunt, in case she passed away in her
 sleep. In the candlelit spare bedroom of the gloomy house, desperate for print,
 she read the yellowed newspapers that lined the drawers of a haughty chest. But
 how do you square Davies’s description of morning service and a sermon in Welsh with what we certainly
 know from his brother Lewis’s testimony: a family connection with St Thomas’s, a church even nearer to ‘Royal Stores’, was strong enough for him to harbour a youthful ambition to train for the
 Anglican priesthood. 
            

Before the present atheistical, pagan or merely indifferent era, Wales was
 traditionally associated with Nonconformism and the communion and hwyl of the chapel but, as elsewhere, the church, Catholic and, later, Anglican, came
 first, and is even more deeply rooted. The sadly abandoned and decaying St
 Teilo’s church at Llandeilo Tal-y-bont, Pontarddulais, near Swansea, was dismantled,
 numbered stone by stone and transported to St Fagans National Museum of History
 near Cardiff (Art Fund Museum of the Year 2019), where it has been
 painstakingly reconstructed in a project extending over two decades. On the
 basis of evidence revealed under centuries of limewash the interior has been
 decorated with inscriptions, symbols and wall paintings, among them vivid
 illustrations of the Passion, God the Father enthroned, St Catherine, the St
 Christopher narrative, and an imposing post-Reformation Royal Arms, all
 recreated in their original places using authentic techniques and pigments. It
 is a glorious example of how a church of the Tudor period (c.1510 – 30) would have appeared to its congregation. In 2007, Rowan Williams, then
 Archbishop of Canterbury, described it as a ‘stunning addition to the treasure trove of Welsh history contained at St Fagans’. To the museum’s many thousands of visitors, St Teilo’s is a paint-fresh visual delight, and perhaps a colourful signifier of the
 power wielded by the Church over the medieval mind. 
            

A few weeks ago we navigated, with care, the narrow, winding lanes of the Vale
 of Glamorgan to the village of Llancarfan. Iolo Morganwg knew it very well and
 in all likelihood as child and young man regularly attended its thirteenth
 century church dedicated to St Cadoc. It is far less frequently visited than St
 Teilo’s, eight miles off, but more wonderful because it still serves a parish and its
 decorated interior is entirely original. During the re-roofing of the south
 aisle in 2005–06 it was found necessary to replace some of the wall plates damaged by
 death-watch beetle. This latter work dislodged some coats of limewash revealing
 a thin red line, subsequently identified as the frame of a wall painting. With
 enormous care and skill over twenty layers of limewash were removed to expose a
 large image of St George in full armour and crested helm mounted on a superb
 war horse plunging his lance into the jaws of the dragon, while a king and his
 queen look on from their battlemented castle and a princess seated on a grassy
 tump, with her dog on a lead beside her, raises her right hand in a gesture of
 surprise. 
            

Nor was this all. As the work continued further pictures grew from the plaster.
 In a window embrasure below the castle of the king and queen a Death emerged,
 shrouded, worm-infested, a toad squatting on the ribs, part skeleton, part rot.
 The skeletal hand is holding a well-fleshed hand, pulling the sleeved arm
 attached into view. What cunning the medieval artist had to withhold from us,
 if only momentarily, sight of the youthful figure on the adjacent wall, who is
 being thus led by Death to the burial ground, there outside the window. The
 young man, smartly dressed, a sword at his side, doesn’t realise how close he is to ‘drooping, dying, death’s worst, winding sheets, tombs and worms and tumbling to decay’, as Hopkins put it with an almost medieval admonitory relish. Scholars of
 ecclesiastical history tell us this belongs to the category of images known as ‘Death and the Gallant’, and further that the Gallant embodies the Seven Deadly Sins – and they, too, are depicted in a large panel on the other side of St George.
 Each representation of sin – lust, pride, anger, avarice, gluttony and, in this case, a double vision of
 sloth, physical and spiritual, the latter illustrated as suicidal despair – is accompanied by torturing demons and suspended over a hell-mouth. It is both
 revelatory and moving. Looking at those images, silently, one can feel
 strangely close to the distant generations that congregated in that place on
 quiet summer mornings. 
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Iolo Morganwg 
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As I was saying (PN Review 247), in 1853 Lady Llanover purchased from his son, Taliesin Williams, the
 precious collection of ancient manuscripts and eighty-eight volumes of assorted
 papers of Iolo Morganwg, which now reside at the National Library of Wales, one
 of the three institutions (the other two being a national university and a
 national museum) the father had foreseen. Iolo Morganwg was not the baptismal
 name of this cultural icon of Wales, as you will have gathered, but this is a
 rare case where the bardic name stands on its own rather than being enclosed in
 parentheses after that recorded in a parish register. The universal familiarity
 of ‘Iolo Morganwg’ means that many would not recognise him as plain Edward Williams. 
            

He was born in March 1747, near Llancarfan in the Vale of Glamorgan, the son of
 a stonemason, also Edward Williams, and his wife Anne, who, having been brought
 up by an affluent branch of her family at the Seys manor house in Boverton,
 near Llantwit Major, profoundly influenced this her favourite son with talk of
 literature, music and the history of the great families of the Vale. The child’s first language was English, but Welsh, at that period dominant in the
 neighbourhood, became the principal choice of his creative aspirations. 
            

It is as Edward Williams he appears on the title page of his substantial
 collection of Poems, Lyric and Pastoral – in Two Volumes (London: ‘Printed for the author, by J. Nichols’, 1794), while Iolo Morganwg is granted authorship of a six-line epigraph in
 Welsh. This duality is well-earned inasmuch as he used Welsh and English with
 equal facility in all aspects of his life and work, but may carry just a hint
 of shape-shifting inconstancy. He became a master literary forger, far superior
 to Chatterton and Macpherson. The rather saucy love poems offered to the
 editors of Barddoniaeth Dafydd ap Gwilym (The Poetry of Dafydd ap Gwilym) in 1789 as genuine were not identified as actually composed by Iolo until the
 twentieth century. Is he a reliable witness when offering an account of his
 early life in the preface to the book? I choose to think he is. 
            

He claims to have had no schooling on account of ill-health as a child, and that
 his mother taught him to read from The Vocal Miscellany: A Collection of above Four Hundred Celebrated Songs…etc (the third edition, 1738, which you can now consult, amazingly it seems to me,
 online) and to write. He was not merely an apt but an avid pupil. He says he ‘worked at [his] father’s trade from the age of nine’, and ‘it is of no importance to anyone to know how many stones I hewed, or how many
 grave-stones I have inscribed with doggerel’, but wherever pursuit of his trade took him, he did not cease from study,
 collecting and writing. 
            

Edward had three brothers. Stonemasons all, they went where they were sure to
 find a demand for their skills, to London. Perhaps they discovered the building
 sites were not paved with gold; perhaps, too, they were exposed there to the
 allure of fortunes to be made overseas. In any event, while Edward remained in
 the south-east of England, his brothers emigrated to Jamaica, and all three
 died there. Reading the lives of other families is bound to throw up curious
 correspondences with one’s own from time to time. So it is in this case with me. Three of the five sons
 of my three-times-great-grandfather, George Williams (1763–1815), rector of Llantrithyd in the Vale, less than three miles across the
 fields from the new home in Flemingston of the stonemason’s family, also emigrated at different times to the West Indies, where in the
 same dreadful way all died. Whether it was disease that cut them down, or an
 excess of rum, is now beyond telling. Although they were not, I think, related,
 that an acquaintanceship at least existed between the two Williams families can
 be demonstrated from the subscribers’ list to Poems, Lyric and Pastoral. There we see ‘Richard Aubrey, Esq.’ who signed for six sets. I know now he lived at Ash Hall, Ystradowen, where
 George Williams officiated at the church, having been nominated by his ailing
 father. Sarah Jones, also ‘of Ash Hall’, as the notice in the Gentleman’s Magazine records, married the impecunious curate and thereby secured his preferment to
 the rectory, then in the Aubreys’ gift. If not a relative, she was probably an esteemed nursemaid of the widowed
 Richard Aubrey’s infant children. Later in the list we find ‘Rev. George Williams, Llantrithyd’ himself. 
            

Subscribers’ lists interest me. They are by no means a reliable guide to the life and
 thought of the writer, but they can occasionally prove revelatory. For example,
 notwithstanding the entire absence of formal education on the part of the poet,
 this one includes a high proportion of Oxbridge academics and clerical
 gentlemen. However, the presence of certain individual names gives one pause.
 There are a few French residents, including ‘Citoyen J.P. Brissot’, leader of the Girondins, a deputy to the Convention nationale, which sentenced Louis XVI in 1793, who, with the overthrow of his party, also
 died on the scaffold in 1793 – before Iolo’s book (long in gestation, because he could not afford to keep up payments to
 the printer) was published; and ‘Mr Thomas Paine’ a name that resonates to this day, ‘John Horne Tooke, Esq.’, another radical politician and stirring advocate of parliamentary reform, and ‘HUMANITY’S WILBERFORCE’ at the head of the ‘W’ column. Elsewhere we find ‘James Boswell, Esq.’, ‘Mr Incledon’ the famous Covent Garden actor, ‘Robert Raikes, Esq., Gloucester’, founder of the Sunday School Movement, ‘Mrs Barbauld’, poet and essayist, who opposed British participation in the Napoleonic wars; ‘Rev. Thomas Belsham’, a notable Unitarian minister; and those whose names everyone will recognise, ‘Miss Burney’, ‘Mrs Piozzi’, ‘Miss Hannah More’, and ‘Rev. Dr. Priestly’, man of many accomplishments, supporter of the French Revolution and co-founder
 of Unitarianism in England. Names such as these (and ‘the names of my most distinguished friends [are] in italics’) tell us much about the character, faith, travels and political allegiances of
 Iolo Morganwg. 
            

He made his opinions plain (with a little equivocation) to anyone who reads the
 preface: ‘there is too much Priestcraft amongst every sect; too much Kingcraft in all, even Republican, Governments; yet there are many good Priests; and, I believe, a brace of good Kings may be found; at least I will venture on
 One’. A footnote advises the One is God. He was a Unitarian-Republican, not an
 entirely uncommon combination at the time, but doubly suspicious in the eyes of
 Government and Church. What of the poems? They are examples of competent
 eighteenth­ century versification on themes that become common in the Romantic period,
 including an ode to laudanum, with a strong emphasis on Nature. From a great
 distance in the mists of time he conjured the Welsh ‘triads’, how many of his own composition it is impossible to say. One presents, ‘The three primary and indispensable requisites of Poetic Genius […] an Eye that can see Nature, a Heart that can Feel Nature, and a Resolution
 that Dares Follow Nature’. Wordsworthian you might think, and there is a good deal of evidence to suggest
 that the poet of Cumbria, the ancient Welsh heartland of Rheged, home of
 Taliesin, was at one with Iolo in seeing the origins of poetry in the druidic
 past. 
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Meic Stephens, Bobi Jones and Christine James 
            

March 2019 

My previous ‘letter’ was accompanied by a photograph of three important figures in the cultural life
 of Wales in the twentieth century, the artist Kyffin Williams and two writers,
 R.S. Thomas and Emyr Humphreys, for both of whom Welsh was a second language
 largely learned in adulthood. Welsh became their preferred medium of oral
 communication and both wrote and published work in Welsh, but the creative
 writing that made and sustains their reputations is in English. A good many
 contemporary Welsh writers in English have taken a similar journey towards
 bilingualism as adults, inspired by their late realisation of the long history
 in these islands and cultural value of Welsh. 
            

There are again those few, who, like Gwyneth Lewis, are thoroughly and
 creatively bilingual from the outset, and also the unusual cases of writers
 who, having learned Welsh, choose to engage with the language at the more
 intense and demanding level of creative expression. It is not a decision to be
 taken lightly. Conrad thought it demanded ‘a fearful effort’. Meic Stephens, who learned Welsh after taking a degree in French at UCW
 Aberystwyth, was the ideal obituarist when Robert Maynard Jones died in
 November 2017, for Bobi Jones, the name by which he became known as a writer,
 had also learned Welsh, beginning at grammar school in Cardiff where the usual
 curricular limitations meant pupils studied either French or Welsh. He would
 say later that he didn’t choose the subject, it chose him. An outstanding student career at UC Cardiff
 and in Dublin in due course took him to the chair of Welsh language and
 literature at UCW Aberystwyth, a post he held from 1980 until retirement. His
 enormous contribution to Welsh culture includes co-founding Yr Academi Gymreig
 in 1957 (with his friend Waldo Williams) and, inspired by his own experience as
 a Welsh learner, Cymdeithas y Dysgwyr (the Welsh Learners Society). Alongside
 academic work ranging widely from the middle ages to contemporary literature,
 he kept up an extraordinary output of poetry, novels, short stories and
 critical studies – in all, over a hundred books in Welsh. His belief in Christianity was as
 profound and vivid as his commitment to poetry: in 1958 he wrote, ‘Angau, ‘rwyt ti’n fy ofni i/Am fy mod yn fardd’ (‘Death you fear me/for I am a poet’). 
            

In 2012, Meic Stephens published his Hunangofiant (autobiography) in Welsh (though there is an English version, My Shoulder to the Wheel, also from Y Lolfa, 2015). He regularly competed for the Crown at the National
 Eisteddfod with long poem sequences, often in Gwenhwyseg, the south-east Wales
 dialect of Welsh, missing the prize by a whisker on several occasions. For
 many, his crowning achievement was the Oxford Companion to the Literature of Wales (1986), but it may not be as widely recognised that in parallel with the OUP
 production he also edited Cydymaith i Lenyddiaeth Cymru, the Welsh language version, which was published by the University of Wales
 Press in the same year. His assistant on the latter was Christine James, from
 Tonypandy, who learned Welsh at a Rhondda grammar school, graduated in Welsh at
 Aberystwyth and was awarded a doctorate for work on the laws of Hywel Dda.
 Recently retired as professor of Welsh at Swansea University, she is also a
 poet of distinction. She won the Crown at the National Eisteddfod in 2005 and
 the Wales Book of the Year prize for poetry in Welsh in 2014 with Rhwng y Llinellau (‘Between the Lines’). She became the first woman Archdruid of Wales, presiding over National
 Eisteddfod ceremonies from 2013 to 2016, and currently she is the first woman
 to serve as Cofiadur (Recorder) of the Eisteddfod’s Gorsedd of Bards. 
            

A lecture at the National Museum in Cardiff gave a taste of Professor James’s current interests. She is researching popular images of the Welsh as revealed
 in broadside ballads now preserved in collections at the University of
 California (the EBBA website) and the Bodleian Library. The best known, as
 familiar as nursery rhyme, ‘Taffy was a Welshman, Taffy was a thief’, has an ignominiously long history. As late as the 1890s it was a convenient
 paradigm for opponents of disestablishment of the Anglican church: 
            

Taffy scoffs at English, and prefers his native bards, 
            

Who splutter Cambrian gibberish at Eisteddfods by yards; 
            

They twingle-twangle creaky harps, they munch their leeks and cheese, 
            

Hymning to hillside goats their bosom friends the Cymric fleas. 
            

This late and venomously hostile piece aimed at the Welsh in general includes
 markers familiar to students of the genre. ‘Splutter’ is taken from a ‘Welsh’ oath that appears repeatedly in ballads from the seventeenth century and
 probably earlier, ‘od splutter hur nails’, which originally was meant to stand for a Welsh mangling of ‘God’s blood and nails’, though this is not recognised by some commentators. It is an expression used
 by the Welsh giant even in recent re-tellings of the tale of ‘Jack the Giant Killer’. The ‘hur’, which occurs whenever a Welshman speaks in a ballad, could be put down to an
 English failure to hear clearly, or listen attentively, but Professor James
 points out that the Welsh personal pronoun ‘hi’, meaning both ‘she’ and ‘her’, and pronounced ‘he’ is a potential source of confusion that may colour aural perception, especially
 since it is also used to form the possessive. Whatever the source of this
 curiosity, it had strong powers of adhesion. ‘The Welshman’s Praise of Wales’ from 1700 ends thus: 
            

Hur has not been in England long, 
            

And canno speak the Englis Tongue; 
            

Put hur is hur Friend, and so hur will prove, 
            

Pray send hur word, if hur can love. 
            

At the nub of it all is the unyielding problem of a different language, ‘Cambrian gibberish’, deemed impenetrable and, sadly, for most not worth the trouble of trying to
 understand.  
            

As ubiquitous as ‘hur’ is the association of the Welsh in balladry with leeks, cheese and goats. ‘The Welch Wedding betwixt Ap-Shinkin and Shinny’ (1671–1704) is illustrated with a woodcut, in this case representing the bridegroom
 presumably, though it seems to have been re-used countless times in different
 contexts. He is a soldier, a pikeman with weapon over his shoulder and sheathed
 long dagger at his waist. A leek, his badge, is secured by the band of his
 tall-crowned hat and as shield he bears before him on the end of his knife a
 round of roast cheese on toast. In the background is a tumbling stream and,
 beyond, mountains where goats are grazing. Another, cruder, version has Shinkin
 marching off, pike on shoulder, sword at his side. There is something almost
 affectionate about these depictions that seems to date from an earlier time,
 the time perhaps when Shakespeare could create in Fluellen a character
 eccentric, odd in speech, but worthy, honourable and brave. The goats and the
 cheese and leeks of the ballads became markers of Welsh peasant poverty and
 ignorance at a time when the great majority of the English were peasants,
 equally impoverished and ignorant, though of course there was always the
 language problem. A brief ‘Song to the Old Britons, on St Taffy’s Day’ (to be sung to the tune ‘Of Noble Race Was Shinkin’) of about 1715, suggests another reason for the implied gloating superiority of
 ballad writers: 
            

How are the Mighty fallen! 

Is this the Brave, the Haughty! 
            

Highflown Taff, that us’d to quaff 
            

And bear his Head so lofty! 

Fa, la, la, lara, &c 

The Tudor period had brought the Welsh to prominence in England. Are we seeing
 in broadsheet ballads an expression of deep-seated English resentment of the
 Welsh that didn’t fade with the passage of time but, encouraged by the popular form (they were
 all meant to be sung), continued, becoming scoffing or vitriolic as occasion
 demanded? 
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R.S. Thomas, Kyffin Williams and Emyr Humphries 
            

January 2019 

A few months ago I received through the post a remarkable photograph, which I
 believe has not been widely published, as it certainly deserves to be. It is a
 fine black and white print of three iconic figures in the cultural life of
 Wales, R.S. Thomas, Kyffin Williams and Emyr Humphreys, and was taken at least
 eighteen years ago, for RS died in September 2000. The photographer was
 fortunate, or had planned with exceptional care, to get them together, etched
 with great clarity against a pale, plain background. All three are formally
 attired and peer seriously, or questioningly, at the lens; the occasion might
 have required a sober response to the photographer’s request. RS came originally from Cardiff, but in later years settled in north
 Wales; the other two were born there. Their conversation would have been in
 Welsh. They belong to an earlier generation, one which witnessed in their own
 lifetimes enormous changes in the working life, customs and beliefs of the
 people of Wales. R.S. was born in 1913; Kyffin Williams, who died in 2006, in
 1918. Emyr Humphreys, born 1919, will be one hundred years old in April next
 year. All three dedicated their creative lives to Wales. Roland Mathias – who died in 2007, just short of his ninety-second birthday, lived through the
 same often devastating transformations and was equally imbued with devotion to
 the same cause – would have been a wonderful addition to the group. 
            

Emyr Humphreys by M. Wynn Thomas, a new addition to the ‘Writers of Wales’ series, has just been published by the University of Wales Press to celebrate
 the writer’s centenary. The series was originally intended to provide no more than an
 introduction to the selected writers and the vast majority are rather brief and
 do not have the apparatus of notes and index that characterises scholarly
 productions. In recent years the editorial approach to the series has changed
 in this respect, and entirely for the better. Wynn Thomas’s latest addition to it provides, succinctly, a fuller, more perceptive account
 of the writer’s life than any previously available, and as thorough and detailed a survey and
 analysis of Humphreys’ prose and poetry as one could hope to see. He describes his subject as the ‘last great survivor of the heroic age of twentieth century Welsh culture… [that] cohort of writers who dedicated their conspicuous talents to infusing
 political as well as cultural energy into Welsh life sufficient to arouse their
 country out of the long torpor of its meekly subservient position within a
 profoundly anglo-centric “British” polity.’ The book is distinguished by the sinew and strength of Wynn Thomas’s writing and his unerring selection of example and witness illustrating the
 nature and scale of this rearguard action to preserve some vestige of the
 individuality represented by ‘Wales’ and ‘Welsh’. 
            

Emyr Humphreys comes from Trelawnyd, a village in the far north-eastern corner
 of Wales, close to the border with England, where his father was headmaster of
 the local C of E elementary school. The nearest towns, several miles away, are
 the anglicised coastal resorts of Rhyl and Prestatyn. His ‘spirited and independent’ mother, who came from a farming background, is identified by Thomas as the
 model of the resolute and mettlesome women that are prominent in his novels and
 have contributed substantially to his deserved reputation as a creator of
 female characters. His ‘quiet and mild’ father, originally from Ffestiniog, of Welsh-speaking, slate-­quarrying stock, suffered for the rest of his life from the effects of gassing
 in the First World War. A Nonconformist by up-bringing, he had converted to the
 Anglican Church and was withal contentedly anglicised. That, in his youth, the
 novelist flirted briefly with the notion of becoming an Anglican cleric is
 perhaps a salute to paternal influence. Certainly, in his case, it signals a
 serious commitment to Christian belief. When he married, he joined his wife
 among the Annibynwyr, the Welsh Congregationalists. 
            

As a sixth former at Rhyl County School, already sympathetic to the Nationalist
 cause, he began to learn Welsh, which as his command of the language increased,
 ‘enabled him to read a geographical and cultural landscape that had previously
 been illegible’. By his late teens he was attending Plaid Cymru meetings, at one of which he
 met Saunders Lewis, whom he admired both as writer and as one of the trio
 imprisoned for setting fire to the hutments of the bombing school at Penyberth
 on Llŷn. Lewis remained a touchstone for the art and attitude of the developing
 writer. 
            

In 1937 he entered UCW Aberystwyth, where his studies were interrupted by the
 war. Like Roland Mathias and notable others, he became a conscientious objector
 on religious grounds. He accepted direction to work on the land and then, in
 1943, following training, served with Save the Children Fund in Egypt and, in
 the wake of the Allied advance, through Italy. The end of the war found him
 helping to run a large refugee camp in Florence, where he became fluent in
 Italian, and a confirmed Italophile and Welsh European. Thomas shows that
 Humphreys’ Nationalism never implied turning inwards. Rather it was a creative commitment
 to Wales in a European context. He believed, in his own words, ‘to be more European, we need first to be more Welsh’. 
            

Returned from Italy, he married and, after teacher training at Bangor, joined
 the staff of a technical college in Wimbledon. In London he formed important
 friendships with, among others, Anthony Powell, Huw Weldon, Patrick Heron and
 Graham Greene, then editor of The Spectator, whose advice and encouragement were important factors in his continuing
 development. His teaching career continued at a grammar school in Pwllheli, but
 having won the Somerset Maugham Award with his fourth novel, Hear and Forgive, in 1955 he left education to join BBC Wales as a producer of radio, and later
 TV, drama. In this capacity, it was entirely consistent with his European
 outlook that he put on plays by Dürrenmatt and Brecht and commissioned a Welsh translation of Waiting for Godot from Saunders Lewis. His experience in the role also drew him into contact with
 many of the most significant personalities in the cultural life of Wales at
 that time, and contributed to an evolution in the style and narrative structure
 of subsequent novels. In 1965, he left the BBC to establish a drama department
 at UCNW Bangor. There he exploited his knowledge of the media to the benefit of
 his students, but finding he was less productive personally, he resigned in
 1971 to devote his energies to writing. 
            

Humphreys’ first novel, The Little Kingdom, though published in 1946, was written while he was in Egypt. His output in
 fiction has since extended to a further twenty-­one novels (including a seven-volume novel sequence ‘Land of the Living’) and four collections of short stories. There have been, besides, an important
 book on Welsh cultural history, The Taliesin Tradition (1983), and numerous essays and shorter pieces. He began as a poet and has
 continued to produce poetry as it were in the margins of his long life as a
 writer: Ancestor Worship (1970) and Collected Poems (1999) will be followed later this year by another big collection, Shards of Light. 

His home ground, Wales, is the permanent setting for his creative expression,
 but his theme is humanity and its implications are universal. All his writing
 is strikingly characterised by intellectual and moral consistency. If I were to
 pluck a single example, Outside the House of Baal (1965) is unquestionably a novel of European significance.  
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Meic Stephens 

September 2018 

Meic Stephens has died at his home in Whitchurch, Cardiff, a few weeks short of
 his eightieth birthday. He was probably the most influential figure in the
 literary life of Wales in the second half of the twentieth century. A
 prodigious worker, he was constantly bringing forth fresh projects and
 restlessly digging at them until they were done, even into his last year. He
 was a stakhanovite, a term (learned in visits to Russia) he enjoyed using, though not in
 self-regard. 
            

When I returned to south Wales in 1966 to take up a lectureship at what was then
 Caerleon College of Education, a fellow member of staff, Gwilym Rees Hughes,
 Welsh editor of the infant Poetry Wales, encouraged me to contribute to the magazine and soon after introduced me to
 Meic. Our friendship began at once and lasted. He and I were contemporaries at
 UCW Aberystwyth, though I was a few years ahead of him and did not get to know
 him there. Like many another hopeful English scholar, Meic was felled by
 Professor Gwyn Jones’s Anglo-Saxon axe and pursued honours French instead. He had the better deal,
 for French was a gateway to a lasting interest in other cultures and languages.
 More immediately, as a newly qualified teacher, in 1962 it brought him a job at
 Ebbw Vale Grammar School. He was still wondering how he would get to Ebbw Vale
 daily, when an extraordinary, serendipitous event occurred. While enjoying a
 pint at the Old Arcade, a venerable hostelry in Cardiff, which still at that
 time had little flaring gas jets near counter height where wealthier customers
 could light their cigars, he fell to talking with a stranger. They found they
 had much in common: Meic’s French matched his Romance Languages at Oxford, and both were poets and
 staunchly Welsh Nationalist. So wrapped up were they in conversation they did
 not notice a gas jet burning a hole in Meic’s coat sleeve. When the alarm was raised, the new acquaintance doused the minor
 conflagration with his pint of Guinness. It was one of those curious
 turning-points at which the direction of a life changes. 
            

The fellow drinker, Harri Webb, was inviting others of similar cultural tastes
 and political leanings to join him in a large house at Merthyr Tydfil once
 owned by an ironmaster. It was conveniently near Ebbw Vale, space was available
 at the top of the house and, since ownership of the property was uncertain, no
 one came to collect the rent. These were persuasive arguments: Meic joined the
 group at Garth Newydd. Soon, Radio Free Wales, a pirate radio station, was
 broadcasting from his room to a few neighbouring Merthyr streets, while
 downstairs Harri was editing Welsh Nation, Plaid Cymru’s newspaper. Working alongside Harri, Meic learned essential editorial skills
 and in 1963 he launched his own publishing imprint, Triskel Press. It was under
 this banner that the first number of Poetry Wales appeared in 1965, price three shillings. The print run of five hundred copies
 cost forty­ seven pounds and the editor doubled as salesman: it was a sell-out. 
            

A survey of the contents pages of early numbers of the magazine reveals the
 vital part it played in what Meic was to term ‘the second flowering’ of Anglo-Welsh writing (as it was then known), the first flowering having
 occurred in the 1930s. At once we meet Roland Mathias, Harri Webb, Sally
 Roberts, John Tripp, Anthony Conran, Leslie Norris, Dannie Abse, Raymond
 Garlick, John Ormond, Vernon Watkins, R.S. Thomas and more, all poets who would
 make their mark in the decades that followed, in the 1970s, alongside the
 emerging new generation, including Gillian Clarke and Robert Minhinnick. Among
 other features of the magazine that had a lasting impact was the appearance of
 Welsh-language poets in the same lists, an early expression of Meic’s bridge-building between the two language traditions, and the space and
 prominence given to articles and reviews of poetry publications. 
            

Throughout this time he was also a political activist on behalf of Plaid. To
 him, mixing literature and politics was not problematic, though he would not
 have earned himself any credit in the Labour heartlands of south-east Wales,
 especially after being caught ‘white-handed’, as he says in his autobiography, My Shoulder to the Wheel (2015), daubing the words ‘Lift the TV ban on Plaid Cymru’ on the wall of Cyfarthfa Castle, and fined twelve pounds by the Merthyr
 magistrates. He participated in the early campaigns of Cymdeithas yr Iaith (the
 Welsh Language Society), and was justly proud to have been photographed in
 February 1963 among the crowd of young people who blocked traffic on Trefechan
 Bridge, the main road into Aberystwyth from the south. About the same time he
 added the graffito ‘Cofiwch Tryweryn’ to a wall near Llanrhystud, which, having been refreshed by others over the
 years, has become a patriotic rallying cry. Involvement first as agent for the
 Plaid candidate for Merthyr at the 1964 General Election, then as candidate
 himself in the 1966 election, brought nothing but lost deposits. It put him off
 a career in politics, for which the Muse is grateful, but there was an
 unexpected bonus. He met his future wife, Ruth Meredith, a co-worker, in 1964.
 Their marriage in August 1965 drew him into a large circle of men and women
 prominent in contemporary Welsh life. He had begun learning Welsh during
 teacher training at UCNW Bangor and Welsh became and remained the language of
 their home, which in August 1966 was in Rhiwbina, a Cardiff suburb. It was
 there I think I met him and quite soon after joined him on Poetry Wales as reviews editor.  

Meic had left teaching to become a reporter with the Western Mail. A year later, in September 1967, he was appointed to what was soon after
 redesignated the Welsh Arts Council and his post within it Literature Director.
 In addition to an unusually wide familiarity with contemporary writers and
 writing in Wales, the appointing panel must have seen in him the fire in the
 belly, the enormous appetite for work and the will to get things done. It was
 no wonder he could be impatient with those who were less alert and energetic,
 and that he made enemies during his twenty-three years in the role. Aspiring
 writers whose applications for grant aid were turned down by the Literature
 Committee tended to blame him as the figurehead. They were far outnumbered by
 friends and admirers who appreciated his efforts to promote the culture of the
 English-speaking Welsh and to build bridges between Welsh- and English-language
 writers. Much of the achievement in raising the ambitions and standards of
 writers and critics in Wales, and the quality of book production, can be traced
 back to him and his productive relationships with a succession of committee
 chairmen, notably Glyn Tegai Hughes, Roland Mathias, Walford Davies and M. Wynn
 Thomas. So evident was the worth of several literary initiatives pioneered in
 Wales that they were adopted by the other UK arts councils.  
            

One might have thought he had enough on his plate, but he also contrived to
 maintain a high level of activity as writer and editor. As an undergraduate he
 had seen himself as a poet rooted in industrial south Wales, and was
 influential as such, but he was not prolific and published little in the
 English language after Exiles All (1973). In later years, however, on several occasions he came close to winning
 the Crown at the National Eisteddfod for poem sequences in Welsh, his third
 language. Linguistic Minorities in Western Europe (1976) revealed the depth of his interest in the rich diversity of languages and
 cultures, and again in later years he published translations from Welsh and
 French. He was an inveterate and orderly collector of quotations and
 information on literary topics and, above all perhaps, he will be remembered
 for his scholarship and his remarkable gifts as compiler and editor. These were
 demonstrated in numerous publications, most notably in his joint editorship
 (with Dorothy Eagle) of the Oxford Illustrated Literary Guide to Great Britain and Ireland (1992), and his crowning achievement, the Oxford Companion to the Literature of Wales (1986), which was also published in Welsh and subsequently in enlarged and
 updated editions. 
            

He left WAC to freelance but soon found himself Professor of Welsh Writing in
 English at the University of Glamorgan. When, in 2006, he retired from that
 position, if leisure beckoned he dismissed it with a sharp kick. More important
 big books followed, among them: Poetry 1900–2000 (2007), Rhys Davies: A Writer’s Life (2014), which won Wales Book of the Year, and (jointly edited with Gwyn
 Griffiths) The Old Red Tongue (2017), a monumental anthology of Welsh literature. I was very fortunate to have
 known Meic as a friend for approaching fifty years. We sent drafts of work in
 progress to one another for comment, we recommended and exchanged books, we
 worked together on the Rhys Davies Trust, which Meic founded in 1990. We spoke
 often and at length on the telephone, rarely without laughter at the vagaries
 of the world. 
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Thomas Prichard, Edward Pugh and Kyffin Williams 
            

July 2018 

T.J. Llewelyn Prichard gave a decade of his life to researching and writing The Heroines of Welsh History (1854), convinced that history was the highest expression of the human
 intellect. Meant to establish his credentials as a serious writer and provide a
 pension to cushion his declining years, it did neither. But there Heroines lies – a small, stout slab of a book, duodecimo, five hundred and eighty-six pages – allegedly published in London by W. & F.G. Cash, a reputable firm specialising in liberal causes such as famine
 relief in Ireland and slavery in the West Indies, though it is absent from
 their publication lists. Why Heroines you might ponder? For a brand- new feminist slant on narratives hitherto
 dominated by warring males? To refresh and expand his reading public? To
 ingratiate himself with his sometime patron, that formidable dragon of Welsh
 culture, Lady Augusta Hall, who had given him access to her library at
 Llanover? Probably the last, but things fell apart between them, too late for
 him to recast the plan of his book. He had the last word, firing satirical
 blanks at her in a dedication to ‘The Virtuous Votaries of True Womanhood […] as contra-distinguished from The Fantastic Fooleries and Artificial
 Characteristics of Fine Ladyism’. 
            

I set about reading Heroines to see what sort of fist he had made of it, noting, among other things, his
 sources (where they are acknowledged). That is how I discovered Edward Pugh’s Cambria Depicta. Looking it up as one does these days on screen, I came across a copy
 advertised by a bookshop in California with samples from the seventy-one
 illustrations that accompany the text, striking hand-coloured views of north
 Wales at the very beginning of the nineteenth century. I will make sacrifices,
 I thought, and bought it. I don’t regret the purchase. The book is a handsome quarto, the aquatint engravings,
 from Pugh’s grisaille watercolours (originals at NatLib), are fascinating for what they
 reveal of a varied landscape, with its goodly share of the rugged and sublime,
 but the real surprise is the natural charm of the artist’s account of his travels. 
            

In the late 1820s, Prichard, baffled by a public that could speak and read only
 Welsh, beat a hasty retreat from north Wales, where he had ventured in the hope
 of selling his literary wares. But Pugh, born 1763, the son of a barber, was at
 home there, a Welsh-speaking native of Ruthin in Denbighshire. Although there
 is no extant confirmatory record, it seems likely he attended the established
 Ruthin Grammar School, but that was the end of his education, apart from what
 he taught himself. Of art apprenticeship and practice there is again no sign.
 All that is known is that he emerged as a painter of portrait miniatures at the
 Royal Academy exhibition in 1793, and of landscapes with the publication of a
 collection of engravings, Six Views in Denbighshire, in 1794. It seems he took himself to London as a young man and settled there,
 though changing address quite frequently. In the year of his first RA success
 he began spending summer seasons in Chester, where he advertised his presence
 in the local press as ‘Professor of Miniature Painting’ taking sitters at six guineas a time. He supplied twenty of the twenty-two
 illustrations of populous London scenes for Richard Phillips’s Modern London (1804). 

In his preface to Cambria Depicta, Pugh emphasises the fundamental difference between his account of north Wales
 and those of the ‘tourists’ whose publications had preceded his. With all due modesty he points to ‘my knowledge of the ancient British language, my intimacy with my native country and its inhabitants, their economy, customs, and character,
 and […] the moderate talent as an artist, which I possess’. His own tour was exhaustive and spread over several years. In John Barrell’s Edward Pugh of Ruthin (UWP, 2013), I learned he spent at least one night in sixty different locations,
 from Chester westwards to Pwllheli and Nefyn on the Llŷn peninsula, north to Amlwch on Anglesey, south as far as Llanidloes and east
 again to Shrewsbury. By his own account he travelled ‘as a pedestrian between two and three thousand miles, over one of the roughest
 districts in Great Britain’. 
            

He is referring to the terrain of course and not to the ‘unpolished and ignorant people’ that many previous tourists assert they encountered in Wales. ‘[I]f at all ignorant,’ he says, ‘it must be ignorance of those fashionable dissipations, the never failing
 promoters of diseases, incident only to the great and fashionably wise, who take so much pains to secure them; so far as the Welsh are ignorant of such finished, such elegant refinement of manners, may they ever remain so!’ Elsewhere he describes an evening spent at Holyhead in the company of a family
 and their friends at which ‘the cheerful glass went round to every loyal and national toast [but there] was
 no compulsion to inordinate drinking, nothing was done or said which could
 offend the eye, or hurt the feelings […] on the contrary, the mirthful joke, the ready wit, and the harmless song, created an hilarity that pervaded the whole company […] heedless of the absurd fashion of the times, which prescribes a listless
 continuance of the table of epicurism, after the just appetites of nature are
 satisfied’. 
            

Edward Pugh had seen enough of London’s binge drinking and loutish behaviour. He continued exhibiting at the Royal
 Academy until 1807, after which he returned to live with his widowed mother in
 Ruthin. There he completed the account of his north Wales travels, signing off
 the preface in May 1813; he died in June the same year. Cambria Depicta, his big, beautiful book, was published in London by E. Williams in 1816. 
            

We have just passed the centenary of the birth of another artist who lived for
 many years in London and made it his life’s work to record the character of the scenery and people of north Wales. Kyffin
 Williams, born 9 May 1918 in Llangefni, Anglesey, is celebrated with
 sensitivity and style in Kyffin Williams: the Light and the Dark, by Rian Evans (with photography by Nicholas Sinclair), whose father, the poet
 and BBC TV documentary maker, John Ormond, created a memorable film about the
 artist in 1966. Kyffin was the second son of a bank manager and his wife, both
 of whom were descended from a long line of respected clergymen. He was educated
 at Shrewsbury School. While at a cadet summer camp in 1934 he caught
 meningitis, which may have triggered the epilepsy from which he suffered all
 his life. At sixteen he was articled to a firm of land agents and began
 exploring and storing up images of the north Wales coast and mountainous
 hinterland. In 1937 he joined a territorial battalion of the Royal Welsh
 Fusiliers, but with the onset of epilepsy he was found unfit to serve and,
 despite appeals, invalided out in 1940. He attended the Slade School of Art
 (then based at the Ashmolean in Oxford) from 1941 to 1944, and immediately on
 gaining his diploma was appointed art master at Highgate School, where he was
 valued, not least for the inspiration his commitment to practising his art gave
 to pupils. 
            

In 1947, he began working impasto with palette knives of varying size to express
 the ‘massive bulk’ of mountains, and soon with equal facility in portraits. Having settled to his
 distinctive style, he worked at speed, usually completing even large canvases
 in a single day. He left Highgate in 1973 and made his home in a cottage on the
 Menai Straits. Although he was productive on painting tours abroad, notably to
 Venice and, in 1968, to Patagonia, the landscape and people of north Wales were
 his constant preoccupation. The sunset seascape is a reiterated theme of his
 later paintings, the light subdued to a glow in the darkening sky and a
 reflected broken path upon the water – a meditation on the dying of the light. 
            

PN Review 242, Volume 44 Number 6,  

July – August 2018. 




Raymond Williams 

May 2018 

I have written before, a long time ago, about driving south from Hay (Y Gelli)
 or thereabouts and, as the high-hedged country road dawdles this way and that,
 crossing and re-crossing the border: here we are in England and Hurrah, welcome again to Wales! There are so many Welsh names, of villages and farms,
 on the map of the Southern March to the east of Offa’s Dyke – Pen-y-lan, Cayo, Cwmcoched, Bryngwyn, Marlas, Bagwyllydiart – extending as far as Hereford itself, that at fanciful moments I like to think
 the folk of south Herefordshire will one day vote themselves part of ‘Greater Wales’. Though they have since moved to Abergavenny, for some years we regularly
 visited friends living in the village of Ewyas Harold and, thanks to them,
 became a little familiar with lanes and villages around and about. No one seems
 to know what ‘Ewyas’ means, beyond signifying the territory that still bears the name, but Harold is
 alleged to be the grandson of Æthelred the Unready. Approaching, within a mile of our friends’ door we would pass through the hamlet of Llangua (‘church of Ciwan’, a female saint who lost the final ‘n’ of her name in the fifteenth century), take our turn at the lights commanding
 the bridge over the Monnow and enter England. 
            

A few hundred yards farther brought us to Pontrilas (‘bridge over the Dulas’), a Welsh name that superseded the English ‘Heliston’ as late as the eighteenth century, and soon after we turned sharp left into
 Ewyas Harold. If you traverse the village to follow another curving country
 lane for about five miles, doubling back westwards though still in England, you
 reach Clodock, a straggle of farms and cottages overlooked by Hatterrall Hill
 to the west and, in the topsy-turvy way of things hereabouts, Mynydd Merddin
 (Merlin’s Mount) to the east. The parish is named after Saint Clydawg, a fifth-century
 martyr, a Celtic Saint. The site of his ancient shrine is now occupied by a
 remarkably well-preserved seventeenth-century church, which until 1852 was
 still in the diocese of St David’s. The entire amalgam of local geography and history is expressive of border
 country. Fragments of painted wall are still visible inside the church and
 among its treasures is a ninth-century tombstone, discovered when the nave was
 excavated in 1917. The graveyard is full, crowded with hundreds of old
 headstones, but in an extension field across the road from the lychgate you
 will find the spot where Raymond Williams is interred. It is marked with a
 simple stone inscribed with only names and dates commemorating him and his
 wife, Joyce (known as Joy), also buried there. He would have appreciated the
 simplicity of marker and setting in this frontier zone, and ultimately his
 participation in the ineffable sense of continuity held in the green chalice of
 a rural parish. 
            

So, in January 1988, the renowned social historian, cultural and political
 analyst, literary critic, novelist, came home, almost. He was born in Pandy,
 some three miles from Clodock and just over the border, in Wales. Why wasn’t the circle neatly closed to bring him back to his beginnings? He and Joy had a
 cottage another half-dozen miles up the Monnow valley in Craswall, with Clodock
 and Longtown one of a group of parishes set on the red soil of south
 Herefordshire, in the lee of the Black Mountains of east Wales, which supplied
 the sandstone for the construction of their homes and churches. In Pandy, his
 father, a World War One veteran, was a railway signalman and avid
 gardener-beekeeper who supplemented his income by selling produce at Hereford
 market. He was also an active member of the Labour Party. Raymond Williams
 attended the Henry VIII Grammar School in Abergavenny, and on the strength of
 Higher School Certificate results obtained a place at Trinity College,
 Cambridge, where he read English. His undergraduate studies were interrupted by
 the war, in which he served in an anti-tank regiment through the Normandy
 campaign to the fall of Germany. That done, he returned to full exposure with
 Leavisite practical criticism in Cambridge and complete his degree. Thereafter,
 a formative stint as staff tutor for the Oxford University Extra-Mural
 Delegacy, mostly in east Sussex, during which much of his thinking consolidated
 in Culture and Society (1958) was formulated, preceded his return to Cambridge as a lecturer (1961) and
 professor (1974). 
            

In 1997, among the earliest of the finely crafted commemorative slate plaques
 put up by the Rhys Davies Trust was unveiled at his birthplace, a house named
 Llwyn Derw (‘Oak Grove’) just off the A465 Abergavenny–Hereford road. It is not immediately in the public gaze, but worth the trouble
 of asking directions. After the unveiling and a buffet lunch in a pub across
 the road, we dispersed well satisfied. The Trust had done its bit to underline
 that he was Welsh, one of us. But, of course, it isn’t as simple as that. In an interview published in the New Left Review in 1979, he speaks of his boyhood, when Welsh was in a box, ‘poems and songs… learnt by heart for special occasions’, of his ‘revulsion against what I saw as the extreme narrowness of Welsh Nonconformism’, and the profound Anglicising influence of his grammar school education. With
 his long immersion in England, geographically and culturally, one would think
 all attachment to Wales would be severed beyond repair, but that was not the
 case. As he goes on to say, ‘The result was a rejection of my Welshness which I did not work through until
 well into my thirties, when I began to read the history and understand it.’


In his novels, from Border Country, published in 1978 but begun many years earlier, to People of the Black Mountains (1989), character, setting, historical background, are consistently in
 borderland, but on the Welsh side. That creatively and imaginatively he
 remained in Wales is of no concern to the great majority of commentators who,
 while writing at length about his contribution as social historian, ignore his
 roots and his own acknowledgment of them. The work of Daniel Williams, Who Speaks for Wales? Raymond Williams: Nature, Culture, Identity (2003), and Dai Smith, his authorised biographer, Raymond Williams: A Warrior’s Tale (2008), has asserted the opposing view, but it will bear reiterating. When the
 friend of whom I spoke in the opening paragraph visited Raymond Williams at his
 Craswall home in the 1970s to ask whether he would be interested in becoming a
 member of Yr Academi Gymreig, the Welsh academy of writers, without a moment’s thought he said, ‘Yes’. 
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William Salesbury 

January 2018 

So precipitate was the cavalry charge of the eager to view Stephen Hawking’s PhD thesis that the website of Cambridge University crashed. What the majority
 of those who clicked in good time made of it is anyone’s guess. A fortnight earlier, the digitised version of another document, as
 epoch-making in its own way, was made available by the National Library of
 Wales: William Salesbury’s translation of the New Testament into Welsh. It was launched with a subdued
 fanfare to celebrate the four hundred and fiftieth anniversary of its
 publication, on 7 October 1567. Notwithstanding the distance in time, those who
 can read Welsh have a better chance of understanding the text than most who
 struggled to cope with Hawking’s opus – once they have come to terms with the obscurity of the Black Letter font. 
            

Salesbury was born in Llansannan, Denbighshire, sometime before 1520. Although
 it is only eight miles south of Abergele on the heavily anglicised north-east
 Wales coastal strip, his home village is still substantially Welsh-speaking. It
 is in a precious rural area on the banks of the river Aled, a tributary of the
 Elwy, which is far better known thanks to Gerard Manley Hopkins. The English
 origins of the Salesbury family name must have been long forgotten by the
 sixteenth century, for William, second son of Ffwg and Annes Salesbury, was
 securely Welsh in language and allegiance. Of his education we know nothing
 with certainty, except that he studied at Oxford and gained some knowledge of
 law at one of London’s Inns of Chancery. His own assessment of his knowledge of languages was modest,
 but at Oxford he was said to be ‘the most learned Briton [i.e., Welshman] not only in British, but also in
 Hebrew, Greek, Latin, English, French, German…’ On the death of his elder brother, he moved some ten miles west to settle at
 Plas Isa, Llanrwst. He married Catrin Llwyd, of whose death, probably in 1572,
 we know from an elegy composed about that time. The date of his own death – 1580? 1599? – is hazier than that of his birth, but of the significance of his achievement
 there is no doubt. 
            

Almost certainly it was at Oxford that he witnessed and internalised the immense
 power of the printing press, especially as a means of promulgating the word of
 God in the vernacular, a development already occurring in England and elsewhere
 in Europe. In all likelihood it was also at Oxford he imbibed the first heady
 draughts of Protestantism. What we know is that in his maturity he rejected the
 Catholic faith of his upbringing and conceived it as his duty to give his own
 people access to scriptural truth and Renaissance learning. 
            

The first printed book in Welsh, Yn Y Lhyvyr Hwnn (In This Book), containing the Paternoster, the Creed and the Decalogue, was
 published under the auspices of Sir John Price of Brecon in 1546/7. Salesbury’s A Dictionary in Englyshe and Welshe followed in 1547 and in the same year his Oll Synnwyr Pen Kembero Ygyd (The Whole Sense of a Welshman’s Head), a collection of proverbs. Kynniver Llith A Ban Or Yscrythur Lan (As Many Readings and Extracts from Holy Scripture…), containing translations of the gospels and epistles largely from the 1549
 Anglican Book of Common Prayer, followed in 1551. These were the foundation
 stones of literate Welsh culture: words and the Word. The time would come when
 he would translate the opening of St John’s gospel: ‘Yn y dechrae ydd oed Gair, a’r Gair oed gyd a Duw, a’r Gair oed Duw.’


All this and more you will find in R. Brinley Jones’s monograph William Salesbury in the Writers of Wales series (UWP, 1994). The list of publications following
 hard one upon the other bespeaks a man driven, as indeed he was, by
 interrelated aims – to preserve and elevate Welsh, which he feared was in danger of lapsing into an
 ‘everyday vocabulary of buying, selling, eating and drinking…hardly better than the chatter of wild birds’ (in Jones’s translation), and to develop a language replete and flexible with ‘learning, knowledge, wisdom and godliness’, fit for the purpose of translating the scriptures. It seems likely he would
 have proceeded with similar promptitude to tasks greater in scale and
 importance than those already accomplished, but was thwarted by the accession
 of Queen Mary to the throne of England in 1553. During the persecution of
 Protestants that followed, sensibly he lay low in Llanrwst until, with her
 death in 1558, his work began again. Lliver Gweddi Gyffredin (The Book of Common Prayer) was published in 1567, and (as we have seen) on 7
 October the same year his Testament Newydd (New Testament), ‘printed by Henry Denham, at the costes and charges of Humfrey Toy, dwelling in
 Paules church yarde, at the sign of the Helmet’. The title page tells us the translation was ‘drawn, as far as the different idiom allowed, word for word from the Greek and
 Latin’. The dedication, in English, addressed to ‘The most virtuous and noble Prince Elizabeth…’, begins by contrasting the recent past when ‘vaine Rites crepte into our country of Wales [and] in steade of the lyvyng God
 men worshipped dead images of wood and stones, belles and bones…’ Salesbury acknowledges contributions to the text from Richard Davies, Bishop of
 St David’s, and Thomas Huet, the cathedral’s precentor, but the bulk of the translation and the task of editing the text
 fell to him. The language of the translation is north Wales Welsh, though south
 Wales forms appear in marginal notes. Critics say it is marred by archaic
 forms, Latinisms and eccentric orthography, so as not to be easily understood
 by contemporaries, but it stood one important test. 
            

‘The Newe Testament’, Salesbury wrote in his address to Queen Elizabeth, has been ‘translated into the British language, which is our vulgare tongue… And would to God that your Graces subjectes of Wales might also have the whole
 booke of Gods woord brought to like passe.’ Through zeal and industry, he was responsible for most of the books published
 in Welsh up until 1588. In that year Bishop William Morgan published his
 translation of the Holy Bible, Y Beibl cyssegr-lan, which has had a linguistic and literary influence on Welsh wholly comparable
 to that of the King James Bible on English. In large measure, Bishop Morgan was
 content to incorporate Salesbury’s Testament Newydd into his great undertaking. 
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Beriah Gwynfe Evans and Arthur Machen 
            

November 2017 

The 2017 National Eisteddfod, held near the village of Bodedern in the north of
 Anglesey, closed a few days ago. More than 150,000 attended this astonishingly
 vibrant annual cultural festival, despite sometimes spiteful weather. The
 Chair, for a poem in the ‘strict metres’, was won by Osian Rhys Jones. The subject for the competition this year was ‘Yr Arwr’ (The Hero), the same as was set in 1917. Then, the winner, Ellis Humphrey
 Evans, everywhere known by his ffugenw (nom de plume), ‘Hedd Wyn’, did not rise from the audience when he was called. On 31 July that year he had
 been killed at the battle for Pilkem Ridge. The empty Chair was draped in
 black. 
            

I did not visit the eisteddfod this year, but was on the maes, the eisteddfod field on the banks of the Usk at Abergavenny, last year when a
 friend gave a talk (in Welsh of course, a rule for all scheduled events) about
 Beriah Gwynfe Evans (1848–1927), dramatist, journalist and notable eisteddfodwr. The topic was well chosen, for Evans was born at Nantyglo, barely ten miles
 from Abergavenny, and was a great-grandfather of the speaker’s wife. 
            

I don’t think I would have recalled this old news if I had not been sharply reminded
 of it by an inspirational book, The Nations of Wales, 1890–1914 (UWP, 2016), by M. Wynn Thomas. Difficult to conceive of now, the Monmouthshire
 in which Beriah was born and raised was, like much of the rest of Wales,
 predominantly Welsh-speaking and a stronghold of Nonconformist faith. He became
 a teacher at Gwynfe in Carmarthenshire, adding the name of the village to his
 own, but like his father, Evan Evans, an Independent minister who spent the
 latter part of his life (1869–86) preaching in America, he was also a writer, and one with journalistic
 ambitions. In 1881 he founded Cyfaill yr Aelwyd (Friend of the Hearth), a monthly journal of the arts, sciences and topical
 affairs, which he continued to edit until 1894. By that time, having abandoned
 teaching, he was working as a journalist in Cardiff. In the words of the Companion to the Literature of Wales, he was a ‘romantic Nationalist’, a supporter of Cymru Fydd (Future Wales), a Home Rule movement that was gaining traction in the decade or
 so about the end of the nineteenth century. Lloyd George, elected Liberal MP
 for Caernarfon Boroughs in 1890, equally vociferous on behalf of Home Rule and
 Disestablishment of the Anglican Church in Wales, brought Beriah to Caernarfon
 as managing editor of his Welsh National Press company, where he quickly
 established a reputation as a formidable political journalist. In 1895, he gave
 up the editorship (though not journalism) to become secretary of Cymru Fydd, and later still he played a prominent role in the National Eisteddfod. 
            

It is not Evans’s life and career, however, that attracts Wynn Thomas, but his novel, Dafydd Dafis: sef Hunangofiant Ymgeisydd Seneddol (David Davies: the Autobiography of a Parliamentary Candidate), published in
 1898. Dafydd is an innocent propelled into politics by his astute,
 strong-minded English wife, Claudia. As slowly apprehended by him, the Liberal
 Party’s internal strife over major issues of the day – Home Rule (in which the more vigorous, and violent, Irish approach is
 contrasted with the Welsh) and Disestablishment – are dealt with lightly. Along with its amused ironic view of contemporary
 politics, the novel features cartoons, farce and, at the climax, drama. From
 Wynn Thomas’s account and commentary, it seems, in some respects, an unexpectedly modernist
 text, and not least in the delightful play with language that renders the
 speech of English characters phonetically in terms of Welsh orthography, as for
 example in the passage Thomas quotes from an episode nearing the end of the
 novel when Lord Harcourt, Liberal Chancellor of the Exchequer, says to Dafydd, ‘Iwar weiff is a remarcabli ffein wman … in meni respects ei meit se a gloryis wman … byt ei thanc hevn shi is not Ledi Harcort!’ This is the book my friend talked about last year on the maes at Abergavenny. I should have read it then; I must do so now. 
            

The final essay in The Nations of Wales, ‘Arthur Machen: Border Disputes’, brings us to the southern march and, so far as I am concerned, even closer to
 home, here in Caerleon. I pass Machen’s birthplace, coming and going, most days, and often enough it brings to mind ‘The Shining Pyramid’, which is set hereabouts, and which has haunted me since I first read it when I
 was very young. It is a story that transmits a strong impression of an
 uncertain evil lying just below the surface of everyday existence, one that
 leaves signs and symbols for those who can read them, and is ready to reach out
 and grasp the unwary. Wynn Thomas’s close probing of the text reveals a level of significance beneath the skin of
 narrative that my absorbed but superficial reading failed to detect: Machen’s mistrust of strangers (‘hostility’ rather), whether they are foreigners or merely ordinary people differing from
 him only in being daily engaged in the docks and industries a few miles away in
 Newport, the Castletown of the story. He notes also Machen’s ‘multiple identities’, his ‘indeterminate cultural positioning of himself as a borderer’. Dyson, Machen’s protagonist if not alter ego, implicitly presents himself as English, and
 Caerleon as an English village. Nor was this the only occasion when the writer
 preferred to identify himself as a ‘western Englishman’. 
            

Machen looked eastwards from Caerleon into the Gwent countryside, which rolls on
 in multitudinous greens, and onwards again, without break: at the level of
 landscape there is no border. To the north he saw the industrial valleys and to
 the west the ports of Newport, Cardiff and Barry, all hazed with coal-dust and
 pullulating with activity day and night. It is quite clear where his sympathies
 lay, yet he couldn’t entirely shed the badge of his baptismal name, Arthur Llewellyn Jones, and
 paternal Welsh heritage. Wynn Thomas says he usually preferred to think of
 himself as ‘Celtic English’ and, as a son of the rectory, felt strongly drawn to the idea of Celtic
 Christianity: ‘the Mystery Religion. Its priests…called to an awful and tremendous hierurgy; its pontiffs…the pathfinders, the bridge-makers between the world of sense and the world of
 spirit.’ Though never formally a convert to Catholicism, emotionally and intellectually
 that was where he belonged. There are resemblances in the cast of mind and to
 some extent the creative juices between Machen and his younger contemporary
 David Jones, who did convert and was as deep-dyed in the history, mythology and
 spirituality of Romano-Celtic Britain. David Jones’s library, now lodged at the National Library of Wales, includes Machen’s The Secret Glory, where his propinquity to Catholicism has its fullest expression. They would
 have been thoroughly at home in one another’s company. We have one of Jones’s simpler inscriptions, which reads ‘Mair Fam Duw Dewi Ddyfrwr ac Holl Saint Cymru Gweddia Drosom’ (Mary Mother of God David the Waterman and All Welsh Saints Pray for Us), to
 which Machen would have at once added ‘Amen’, for ‘The Waterman’, or ‘Fisher King’, and the Grail legend are as potent in his fiction as they are in Jones’s poetry and art. 
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Thomas Prichard and Catherine Ward 
            

September 2017 

A few weeks ago I applauded, at a distance, the launch of a fresh reprint of the
 first, and best, 1828 edition of Twm Shon Catti. Its author, Thomas Jeffery Llewelyn Prichard, would have been delighted: a new
 edition with sundry minor blemishes in the original, like the eccentric
 numbering of chapters, removed, and it didn’t cost him a penny. The book is edited by Rita Singer in the Llyfrau Cantre’r Gwaelod series (a branch of Celtic Studies Publications, or CSP) dedicated to
 returning to print Welsh literary classics of the nineteenth century. I doff my
 cap to it, while Prichard capers. 
            

He would have been less cheerful to receive a charge of plagiarism, from an
 anonymous critic, who alleges he helped himself to verses that were composed by
 another, namely Mrs Catherine George Ward. I will admit I had never previously
 heard of her, and hastened to make her acquaintance. The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography tells us she was born in 1787, somewhere in Scotland, spent her childhood ‘partly in the Isle of Wight’ and ‘had family connections in Norfolk’. She made a handful of appeals to the Royal Literary Fund to tide her over
 existential crises, sick children and insolvent husbands dying of TB. The
 disease may have claimed her, too, for nothing is known of her after 1833.
 Biographically she is as shadowy a figure as Prichard, or probably more so. 
            

Mrs Ward (Mrs Mason by her second marriage) was a prolific novelist, and for
 much of her career had a well-known publisher, George Virtue, ready to bring
 out anything she produced. Several of her books were originally issued in
 parts, a style of publication that first made Virtue’s name. You can find a good sample of her doorstop fictions digitised online.
 Two I read because they relate to the case, a third, chosen at random, to test
 whether Jane Austen had anything to fear from this younger contemporary. The
 short answer is no. 
            

Mrs Ward, unlucky in her husbands and likely driven by the constant threat of
 poverty, was industrious and possessed astonishing facility. Between 1810 and
 1833 she seems to have churned out nineteen novels, most easily exceeding 600
 pages. In all circumstances, narrative or descriptive, hyperbole is Mrs Ward’s default setting. She attempts wit but is seriously lacking in humour. Irony is
 unknown to her. In the books I have read her main characters are all titled, ‘excessively’ handsome or beautiful, ‘prodigiously’ wealthy and gifted, noble, courageous, sensitive, modest, generous and
 altruistic. The faults a few may have, due to a quick mind and youthful lack of
 polite inhibition, they lose at the first serious turn. The conflict in young
 people between love and duty owed to parents and the magnetic attraction of
 another is a reiterated theme. They easily betray their true feelings for a
 blush accompanies any and every emotion. 
            

Women and men are much given to ‘colouring deeply’. From time to time, especially when acting or about to act nobly, characters
 refer to themselves in the third person: ‘And when Edwin proves himself unworthy, may he that moment cease to live.’ They rarely ‘say’ anything; even mundane expressions in direct speech are accompanied by, ‘he cried’ or ‘she exclaimed’ or even ‘ejaculated’. Popular appeal was Mrs Ward’s goal and to attain it she created cartoon characters and situations. She is an
 early nineteenth-century Mills and Boon romancer, love and marriage the fulcrum
 of action. Thwarted love can lead to sickness and even tubercular death, and
 tears are shed, copiously, on all sides, but finally romantic love triumphs.
 Babies are born, without stress, and beautiful, of course. The education of
 children is entrusted to tutors, male and female, who may be harmlessly
 eccentric but are devoted to their charges and are likely to get paired off in
 the knot-tying of the resolution. 
            

This is not to say she never made observations on the social life of the period,
 but they are rare and lack spirit or spite. Publishers affect to despise
 authors whose second work cannot be obtained at ‘so cheap a price as the first’; women in society disparage ‘darkly complexioned’ children ‘allied to some tawny breed’, or any seen to make a successful match ahead of their own; other women, who
 give up their children to a wet nurse, are derided as ‘cruel’ and ‘unnatural’. Along with the ‘penurious and shabby prices of booksellers’ that starve authors, breast-feeding was an issue Mrs Ward took very seriously. 
            

Where does Prichard come into this? Mrs Ward’s first book was a slim volume of poems, sold by subscription, and most of her
 novels are liberally sprinkled with poetry. Every chapter has an epigraph, and
 quite often further lines of verse and even complete poems turn up in the text.
 Among the acknowledged suppliers of epigraphs are Shakespeare, Campbell, Pope,
 Burns, Phillips, Goldsmith, Rogers, Moore, Byron, Southey, Scott, Gray and
 Crabbe. Many more are unattributed, including extracts from early plays. As a
 young woman, Mrs Ward was an actress (the subscribers’ list to Poems, 1805, suggests a connection with the Theatre Royal, Edinburgh, though no
 record of her stage career has emerged) but the lines from, for example Dekker’s Old Fortunatus, are not quoted from memory, nor do they necessarily indicate familiarity with
 the play. Rather they are gathered from the selections of poetic and dramatic
 fragments published in magazines, such as Leigh Hunt’s The Indicator. 

The chosen passages are occasionally abbreviated or otherwise modified. Such is
 the case with the epigraph to chapter VIII of The Fisher’s Daughter, or the Wanderings of Wolf and the Fortunes of Alfred (1824), where eight lines are assembled from three separate stanzas of Prichard’s ‘The Star of Liberty’, with his name (misspelled Pritchard) attached. Later in the same chapter the
 complete poem is presented as the work of the ‘young inspired poet’ Wolf. In chapter XIV, Wolf’s ‘tribute to the young sister Anne’ is actually Prichard’s ‘A Quaker Beauty’s Likeness’. His authorship is given away by the lines: ‘Thy sister-maids my heart admires./Like Cambrian girls of farthest
 shires,/Simplicity and truth are theirs,/My countrywomen.’ Both substantial borrowings, 104 and 72 lines respectively, vary in numerous
 minor ways from the texts printed in his Mariette Mouline, The Death of Glendower and other poems (1823), which may indicate Mrs Ward’s taste in punctuation was less prone to the exclamation mark and dash than
 Prichard’s, or that she had copied from earlier manuscript versions. 
            

The title alone which Mrs Ward chose for her next novel, The Mysteries of St. Clair, or Mariette Mouline (1824) inspired the charge of plagiarism. Read on! one might say, for in chapter XXVI ‘Mariette Mouline’, the title poem of Prichard’s book, all 122 lines, is quoted as the poetic account of ‘a lonely and unfortunate woman’ to Zosinsky, ‘the great Tartarian conqueror’ who, in his thoughtless youth, had seduced and abandoned her. Inevitably, at
 the end of the novel they marry. Prichard tells us he borrowed the story from
 Kotzebue’s Anecdotes, Literary and Philosophical. As his notes to the poem go on to explain, to avoid confusion with Sterne’s ‘Maria at Moulines’ in A Sentimental Journey, he changed the name of the betrayed woman from ‘Maria Moulin’, as Kotzebue has it, to ‘Mariette’. Far from being stolen from Mrs Ward, ‘Mariette Mouline’ was his invention. The tale is extrinsic to the narrative development of Mrs
 Ward’s book and might have been added to make up the pages of the final ‘part’ at its initial publication. 
            

That’s speculation, of course, but why stop there? Is the description of Wolf in The Fisher’s Daughter, with his ‘fine intelligent dark piercing eyes’, his tall stature and ‘great propensity for literature’ a portrait of Prichard? Is the concern that lines in ‘The Star of Liberty’ are ‘inflammatory’, so that ‘it were far better he had not expressed’ them, Mrs Ward’s concern on behalf of her friend at a time when literary attacks on the
 establishment could lead to arrest and imprisonment? I have no doubt she and
 Prichard were friends. They had in common experience on stage and ambition to
 make a living by the pen and she was a ready customer for Prichard’s far bigger collection of poems, Welsh Minstrelsy. In the subscribers’ list of that book we find ‘*Warde, Mrs Catherine George, London (6 copies)’. The ‘Star’ preceding the name denotes an especial closeness, ‘6 copies’ the generosity of her support. 
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Dylan Thomas 

July 2017 

At the end of last week John Goodby was at Cheltenham talking about recent
 important additions to the swollen archive of work on Dylan Thomas, for which
 he has been largely responsible. I know from previous experience his audience
 will have caught the air of fresh excitement he has generated in his study of
 the poet. He has explored aspects of Thomas’s work that earlier critics summarily dismissed, played down or else avoided,
 such as his debt and contribution to surrealism, in ‘The Rimbaud of Cwmdonkin Drive: Dylan Thomas as Surrealist’, Dada and its Legacies (2012); perhaps more controversially, his centrality to the development of
 poetry in the 1940s and beyond as far as Hughes and Plath, with a reach into
 European and world literature that often goes unacknowledged; and his part in
 the revival of interest in Blake. The spread of Thomas’s influence was sometimes thought pernicious, or at best a romantic, obscure,
 sermonising style to escape from. Among probably scores of examples I think of
 Dannie Abse and John Ormond, close to home, who fell under the spell – but what an effect to grow creatively out of! 
            

In 2013, Goodby published The Poetry of Dylan Thomas: Under the Spelling Wall, the first of his two major contributions to the centenary of the poet’s birth, which brings modern critical theory to bear on the oeuvre. Close study
 of Thomas’s poetic language at its densest has had mixed results. While he yet lived and
 for decades after his death in 1953, if a poem was too difficult for critics to
 cope with, they threw their hands in the air and declared it rubbish, the
 meaningless rantings of a Welsh windbag. There is no longer any excuse for
 ignorance, since Goodby has added The Collected Poems of Dylan Thomas (2014), with its hundreds of pages of notes, and now Discovering Dylan: A Companion to the Collected Poems and Notebook Poems (2017). 

The story of the survival against the odds of Dylan’s ‘Fifth Notebook’ is well known, as probably is that of its purchase at auction by the University
 of Swansea, where John Goodby is professor of English Literature and Creative
 Writing. Access to the notebook added a new dimension to a work Goodby had
 already planned in which he would expand on the notes and commentary in Collected Poems. The newly discovered notebook follows the sequence of composition, which ended
 in the Fourth Notebook on 30 April 1934 with, ‘If I were tickled by the rub of love’. It contains sixteen poems, six destined for Eighteen Poems and ten for Twenty-five Poems, the first dated item (number four) being ‘Especially when the October wind’, which was added on 1 October 1934. No more than a cheap exercise book, it is
 nevertheless of major importance, offering a number of insights into a crucial
 stage of Thomas’s poetic development. It shows, for example, that when he left Swansea for
 London in December 1934 the poetic impetus did not flag, as some critics had
 speculated, despite the magnetism and temptation of the bars and fleshpots of
 the city. Rather, he took his poetry forward to explore new subjects and more
 complex forms, culminating in the formidably challenging ‘Altarwise by Owl-light’. Goodby’s commentary on this ‘sequence of ten inverted Petrarchan sonnets’ runs to fifteen closely argued pages, including a historical survey of the
 remarkably varied critical response it has evoked. In the 1960s, Kleinman saw
 it as a devotional poem, a ‘statement of religious perplexity concluding in spiritual certainty’, while Holbrook condemned it as ‘pretentious nonsense […] a kind of verbal perversion’. In the 1980s McKay took the entirely different view that the ten poems create ‘a sense of illusion and flamboyance, as each item declares itself, like an item
 in a Mardi Gras parade, momentous and momentary’. 
            

What might have prompted the poet to embark on a sequence (it was always
 intended to be lengthy) characterised by exuberant use of language and imagery?
 It took over a year, 1935–36, for Thomas to complete ‘Altarwise’. During its composition he referred to it as a ‘work in progress’, tacit acknowledgment of a debt to Joyce’s Finnegans Wake, though not really to the entire novel, which was first published in 1939, but
 rather to Anna Livia Plurabelle: Fragment of a Work in Progress, which Thomas would have seen in the Faber & Faber (1930) edition. I have just read Thomas Dilworth’s David Jones: Engraver, Soldier, Painter, Poet, a splendid biography, the culmination of many years’ study and publication. In it we learn that Jones, too, was intellectually
 smitten by ‘Work in Progress’. He said ‘it made a great impression on me’ and when his friend Harman Grisewood gave him the recording of Joyce reading
 the final pages he was so enthralled he set about learning the text by heart,
 reciting it on walks. Dilworth argues that this was Jones’s primary model for the poetic use of colloquial language. In broad terms, what
 both he and Dylan Thomas saw in Joyce was an intense interest and pleasure in
 exploiting all the resources of language. If Anna Livia Plurabelle had a message for them, it was, ‘Let linguistic experimentation flourish’. It gave them endorsement of the direction they had already started out upon
 and licence to develop their creative expression further, towards similar
 goals: Jones in In Parenthesis and The Anathemata; Thomas in ‘Altarwise’. 
            

Taking his cue from McKay’s view of Thomas’s overall design as a ‘carnivalesque’ sequence, Goodby turns to Notebook Five with its trial stanzas, deletions and
 variant readings to explore the ambiguities and deeper meanings of the text. It
 may not persuade every reader but, for now at least, is as close to a
 definitive analysis as we are likely to get. Notes on the poem bear out the
 assertion in the introduction that Thomas, omnivorous in his reading, hid the
 sources of allusions in his poetry rather than ‘flaunting them on a broken variable verse surface’ like Eliot in The Waste Land or Pound in The Cantos. (In a distant echo of his poetic practice, for reasons difficult to fathom he
 would also deny all knowledge of a book or movement with which he was actually
 very familiar.) 
            

The legend of Dylan Thomas as drunken womaniser, poète maudit, has taken hold of the public imagination. It contributes to the tourist
 industry in south-west Wales, but has done little to enhance wider appreciation
 of his writing, which few know anything about beyond ‘Fern Hill’ and one or two other poems. Goodby regrets the perpetuation of the ‘young dog’ portrait. He argues that it is time for a fresh look at the poetry of the 1930s
 and ’40s, which should reveal in Thomas not an apocalyptic dead-end, but a fusing of
 the formalism of Auden and his followers with Modernist existentialism. He has
 completed the assembly of necessary materials: with a fair wind, reappraisal
 should follow. 
            

PN Review 236, Volume 43 Number 6,  

July – August 2017. 




William Williams 

May 2017 

On the first Saturday in March we took our seats in the usual place at Cardiff
 Arms Park for the home match against Munster, in the outcome a disappointing
 affair. At one stage quite early in the game some ragged, badly-pitched singing
 broke out – like a rash, you might indeed say for the discomfort it brought, and it soon
 petered out. ‘Guide me O Thou Great Jehovah’ can rarely have been rendered so badly. It was emblematic of the change that
 has overtaken the cultural life of Wales in the last half century. There is no
 holding out now against the forces of mass entertainment, inane celebrity and
 internet communication, but some vestiges of a distinctive, common culture
 still existed even among rugby spectators in Wales when we were young. It
 manifested itself in the impromptu singing of hymns, in choral harmonies, by
 many thousands of ordinary people enfolded for a couple of hours in the shared
 experience of a hurly-burly performance on a muddy field. Although we did not
 recognise it at the time (it didn’t cross our minds), this marked the end of the great Nonconformist chapel
 tradition that had endured since the early decades of the eighteenth century. 
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