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INTRODUCTION


Going to town


It is the place where the mountains almost meet the sea. It’s the gritty industrial town that you can’t ignore, positioned between the cities of Cardiff and Swansea on the south Wales coast. And it is renowned for producing famous actors. As the broadcaster Patrick Hannan put it, here is ‘a golden triangle for the acting trade’.1


This book explores how and why this much-maligned steel town has generated a glittering array of men and women with careers in drama. It considers their early lives and their relationship to their community.


A triumvirate of Richard Burton, Sir Anthony Hopkins and Michael Sheen heads the cast. In 2005 a poll by the Old Vic Theatre named Hopkins the greatest British actor of all time (Lord Olivier came second) and Burton sixth.2 For one Welsh town to have produced such revered performers is remarkable. Yet, as this book demonstrates, Port Talbot has spawned at least fifty professional or semi-professional actors since the inter-war years. They include esteemed Shakespearean performers, West End actors starring in plays such as War Horse and in popular musicals, familiar voices on radio and in Welsh, British and American television dramas and soaps, film actors across the decades and actors seasoned in repertory theatre. Then there is the actress who inspired Bette Davis and the actor who was the model for the character of Cliff Lewis in John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger. A number of devotees of drama became teachers of the subject as well as moving into theatre production and other related work. And there is a deep-rooted commitment to amateur theatre in the town.


On 4 June 2014 the South Wales Evening Post asked and answered its own question: ‘Most talented place on earth? It must be Neath–Port Talbot’. This was, admittedly, an account of performers who had reached the finals in the television series Britain’s Got Talent – most recently the thirteen-year-old local rapper Leondre Devries – but it also identified a wider Hall of Fame from the locality, naming fifteen individuals. Included was the Hollywood film star Ray Milland (1907–86) from Neath, the first Welsh actor to win an Academy Award. In 1945 he was Best Leading Actor for playing an alcoholic writer in The Lost Weekend.


Port Talbot has never been short of famous residents.3 In his series editor’s introduction to Real Port Talbot Peter Finch wrote: ‘There’s more fame here per street than in Cardiff and Swansea combined’.4 But it is the remarkable cluster of actors that this book highlights. The Post’s article reflects the pride that the place has in its performers. Even allowing for some latitude, two-thirds of the somewhat eclectic list is comprised of men and women renowned not only in Britain but also internationally.5 This invites closer investigation.6


A place dominated by labour (or, at times, lack of it) and Labour, Port Talbot is, in some respects, a Valleys town that slips down to the seaside. Topographically striking, it is bounded by both mountains and coast. Yet it has traditionally been assigned the role of the ‘baddie’ in the biographies of its stars. Usually written by those from far away,7 it has been presented as a place that, against the odds, produced creative spirits who hastened to escape from it.


An archetypal town of heavy industry with an unforgettable industrial skyline, it has inherited the insults heaped on Merthyr Tydfil in the nineteenth century and been portrayed as a version of Dante’s Hell, a blot on the landscape. Such a view has been encouraged by the presence of a motorway that looks down on the town and whisks drivers away from it. This motorway on stilts permits a dramatic glimpse of the steelworks that stretch for three and a half miles.


In 2014 the partial closure of one of the M4’s main exits enhanced a sense that it was a place to pass through rather than stop off. The Works (as the steel plant is known) has been claimed – incorrectly it seems – as the inspiration for Ridley Scott’s film Blade Runner.8 What is certain is that it has helped to produce many of the industrial products that we rely upon, including those cars that flee the scene. In 1960 the town boasted Europe’s largest integrated steelworks. Exuding its own dangerous beauty, it has played a visceral role in shaping how the town’s actors have related to their native environment.


If you travel from north to south you can glimpse the area’s variety and history. Set off from the stunningly beautiful Afan Valley, once the site of coalmining and the Oakwood Ironworks but now a Forest Park renowned for mountain bike trails. Travel from Pontrhydyfen – boasting both aqueduct and viaduct – south through the former copper hub of Cwmafan (the English Copper Company held sway from the early 1840s) and you come down to the heart of Port Talbot, named after the family who developed the docks 9 in the nineteenth century. The town grew from a creek port that exported coal and imported copper ore from Cornwall. Its old centre was Aberafan/Aberavon, once an ‘Ancient’ borough. It boasted a covered market and much else and is still the name of the Parliamentary constituency.10 Now Aberafan is synonymous with the beach and its miles of golden sands. To its west is residential Baglan, site of the old Baglan Hall and a Norman church named after St Baglan. BP Chemicals was nearby but the area is now being reinvented as an Energy Park.


On the other side of town is Taibach, once known for its copper (smelted there from 1770). Taibach means Little Houses, and here and across the town Port Talbot remains remarkably free of high-rise homes. Most inhabitants are used to houses rather than flats, as witnessed at the Sandfields Estate built in the mid-twentieth century to house workers at the Steel Company of Wales. Nothing, it seems, can challenge the skyline of the Works.


Beyond Taibach lies Margam, best known for the modern steelworks (though Port Talbot’s steel production dates back to the start of the twentieth century). Margam also has a British Oxygen plant, but cheek by jowl with such industry are less prominent but much older features such as a twelfth-century Cistercian Abbey Church (the steelworks used to be called the Abbey Works). It was the medieval monks of Margam Abbey who started extracting iron and lead ore in the area. There is too the Celtic Wheel Cross of Conbelin and Margam Park with its deer, the ruins of a beautiful Chapter House, an elegant eighteenth- century Orangery and the neo-Gothic Margam Castle, once home to Britain’s richest heiress, the Victorian Emily Talbot.


Port Talbot has been and remains a town of contradictions and distinct parts. The boy the world would come to know as Richard Burton was born in the Afan Valley’s Welsh-speaking industrial village of Pontrhydyfen but spent his childhood and teenage years a few miles south in Taibach. Anthony Hopkins hailed from Margam but moved to Taibach. Michael Sheen grew up further west in Baglan. And an exploration of what Peter Stead has called ‘the Port Talbot conveyor belt’11 of acting talent needs to recognise that despite their identification with the town, its most renowned trio emanated from somewhat different districts and backgrounds. Their respective dates of birth – 1925, 1937 and 1969 – also helped to ensure that although they shared much, they faced in their youth rather different challenges and opportunities.


Their fortunes and those of other local actors have, nevertheless, been characterised by impressive cultural and


educational institutions. Yet Port Talbot has never been a place dominated by the elite. Its population is and has been overwhelmingly working class. In 1949, for example, a survey 12 of the occupations of 240 fathers of pupils in one of the town’s two grammar schools revealed that only 15 per cent were white collar workers and this was just before the number of industrial workers (which had declined significantly in the 1920s) increased once more with the development of Sandfields, which became the second largest housing estate in Wales.


Those artistic figures who ‘made it’ might be best understood if seen as part of a rich culture and community that has, over time, encouraged creativity and aspirations, whilst their very success has in turn prompted a pride and desire to emulate. Rather than turning their backs on the place, the key players have been a spur and encouragement to younger generations from the same town. Michael Sheen has commented how it has a ‘rich cinematic element. You live in Port Talbot with the living presence of Richard Burton… people are fiercely proud of that heritage.’ He stresses that Burton and Hopkins ‘made my dreams of becoming an actor just a little more possible.’13


The book is divided into two parts. Part One upsets traditional narratives. In place of the familiar hasty genuflection to childhood and youth followed by a spotlight on superstar lives, loves and careers, it looks at the ‘Big Three’ before they became famous, seeking to understand them in the context of their time, place and contemporaries. Publication coincides with the 90th anniversary of Richard Burton’s birth on 10 November 1925 and this book appears thirty-one years after his premature death in 1984. So the first chapter looks at the 1930s and 1940s and asks how the Port Talbot schoolboy Richard Jenkins emerged as the actor Richard Burton.


The Richard Burton story is, of course, especially beloved of journalists and Port Talbot pundits and it shapes and reshapes itself as circumstances demand. At its worst it suggests a crude rags-to-riches story.14 But even when it is knowingly and carefully weighed up by historians and cultural critics, the early years inevitably feature as a means to an end, since it is the life in the limelight that demands interrogation. Peter Stead’s analysis is partly concerned with what else Burton might have achieved and, unlike some, he is not simply concerned about the screen overtaking the stage.15 Chris Williams’ fine editing of the Richard Burton diaries reveals the actor’s introspection interwoven with the public face but the fact that just one year of diaries exists for the Port Talbot period accentuates the emphasis on Burton rather than Jenkins.16


I’ll be showing how Richard Jenkins and then, in the second chapter Anthony Hopkins, discovered the stage and I’ll be seeking, in so far as is possible, to read the story forwards rather than backwards, putting these actors into the context of their home environments before their careers developed. More recently, the subject of Chapter Three, Michael Sheen, has been portrayed as inheriting their mantle. The theatre and film director Sam Mendes has commented that Sheen is ‘Welsh in the tradition of Anthony Hopkins and Richard Burton: fiery, mercurial, unpredictable’.17 Sheen’s rise to fame is examined.


The three chapters in Part Two look at the relationship between these world-famous figures and Port Talbot. It also considers its wide range of actors. In many other towns just one of these individuals would be cited with pride as the local success story. Chapter Four begins by considering legacy: the impact of the mega-stars and the significance of emulation for the career of the quick-witted Rob Brydon, who grew up in Baglan.


Peter Stead has noted how:


As a nation we publicly mourned the passing of our coal miners and our steel workers and yet we failed to appreciate the silent revolution that made us a nation of actors.18


The chapter’s main focus, however, is on the town as a crucible for actors, following in the footsteps of earlier successes and creating what the journalist Doug Rees calls an ‘unusual production line of people’. An Appendix lists fifty Port Talbot actors whose voices and faces have been heard and seen on radio, the professional stage and the big and small screen. Di Botcher, whose work ranges from Shakespeare to soap operas, comments how ‘We take it for granted’ that local people are actors. She adds that when she goes to town: ‘I quite often bump into parents of professional actors in Poundland talking about the West End or somebody going over to Broadway’.


Chapters Five and Six explore how the international actors have handled and expressed their relationship to Port Talbot over the years, looking at how, in different ways, Richard Burton and Anthony Hopkins have remembered their old homes and given something back to their communities. Michael Sheen has commented that his job is all about observation and that ‘Every character I do has something of Port Talbot in it’.19 The Passion, the ultimate in site-specific theatre, was performed across Port Talbot over the Easter weekend in 2011. The town was described in the national press as ‘one of the happiest places on Earth’20 and The Passion judged ‘one of the outstanding theatrical events not only of this year, but of the decade’.21 Most of its professional cast came from Port Talbot.


The conclusion sums up the ingredients that went into making this town the actors’ capital of Wales and considers its position at a time when opportunities for Welsh actors seem to be expanding yet funding cuts threaten initial training.


Most biographies of superstars have been written by journalists, film and theatre critics or by those who investigate the life stories of the rich and famous. This book draws on rich biographical material about the town’s many and varied actors, much of it based on extensive interviews. It is also a biography of a place from the inter-war years onwards by a biographer and historian from the town.


My brother and family still live there. My paternal grandmother, Margaret David, was born and grew up in what is known as ‘The Sker’,22 a Taibach pub that the young Richard Burton used to frequent. Margaret David married a builder descended from the nonconformist minister and writer of Welsh hymns, Thomas Williams (1761–1844) of Bethesda’r Fro. My maternal grandmother’s father Henry Walsh was of Welsh-Irish descent and had an ironmonger’s shop in Cwmafan Road. He was a founder of the local Liberal Club, a member of the Progressive Party and twice mayor of the borough.


In my teens I knew well several generations of the large Jenkins family who lived in and around Port Talbot. Through them I met their most famous relative: Richard Burton. In my early twenties I moved to London where I taught in a sixth-form college. In what now seems like another life – and a curiously bifurcated one – I would spend time with Richard and Elizabeth whenever they were in London, at their suite in the Dorchester Hotel and later at Squire’s Mount, Hampstead, and attend rushes and premieres of their films.


In my early childhood I had lived in Beechwood Road just a couple of streets from Anthony Hopkins’ Margam home and my parents were friends of his parents. My aunt and uncle lived in Baglan, home to Michael Sheen.


What follows draws on a mix of theatre and local history, oral history and biographical history, with a sprinkling of personal reminiscence. Put together it provides an alternative way of looking at the cultural history of a town and a profession.
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PART ONE


BEFORE THEY WERE FAMOUS




1


Becoming Burton


The birth of Richard Walter Jenkins in Pontrhydyfen on 10 November 1925 has been seen as the start of the town’s association with the acting profession and fame. Yet this is not quite true. Some years earlier Peg Entwistle and Thomas Owen Jones had made an impact on the wider world. They are hardly household names today but their stories of burgeoning fame followed by early tragedy are truly dramatic.


Millicent Lilian Entwistle, known as Peg, was born in 1908 at 5 Broad Street in the centre of Port Talbot.23 This was where her grandparents, the Stevensons, lived – John Stevenson was a metallurgist – and where her mother Emily grew up. Peg’s uncle, who also lived in Broad Street, was the foundation organist and choirmaster at the imposing St Theodore’s Church built by Emily Talbot in 1897 and named after her brother Theodore (who had earlier brought Peg’s great-uncle Frank Richard Seaton to Margam Abbey as its organist and choirmaster). Peg’s mother had come home for the birth. She returned to west London soon afterwards with the baby but the marriage to Robert Entwistle did not last.


Robert obtained custody of Peg, though she apparently visited Port Talbot quite often as a little girl. However, they moved to New York when she was six. Robert remarried, but the child’s stepmother died from spinal meningitis and when she was fourteen her father was killed in a hit-and-run accident. Robert had been an actor and so too was his brother Charles, a successful London and New York stage manager. Charles and his wife now took care of Peg and her half-brothers. She studied acting in Boston and, aged sixteen, got a walk-on part in a Broadway production of Hamlet. The seventeen-year-old Bette Davis saw her in Ibsen’s The Wild Duck and later claimed that it was Peg Entwistle’s performance that inspired her to become an actor. Aged eighteen, Entwistle met an actor called Robert Keith. She married him four days later. A messy divorce followed.


By 1932 she was in Los Angeles in a supporting role with the young Humphrey Bogart in The Mad Hopes at the Bellasco Theatre. She also secured a part in a film: David O. Selznick’s thriller Thirteen Women starring Myrna Loy. But her scenes ended up on the cutting-room floor. Within months of arriving in Hollywood the twenty-four-year-old blue-eyed, platinum blonde actor had taken her own life and secured more fame, albeit posthumously, than she had enjoyed during her short life. In September 1932, with the aid of a ladder, Peg Entwistle threw herself off the top of the H of the Hollywood Sign (then called Hollywoodland). It was two days before her body was found in a ravine. A suicide note stressed that a lot of pain could have been spared had she taken action sooner, implying that the many personal tragedies of her life had taken their toll rather than simply the loss of her part in the film. Just a few days after her death a letter arrived offering her a job at the Beverley Hills Playhouse. It was the part of a woman driven to suicide.


Recently Peg Entwistle’s death has attracted renewed attention. In 2014 an outdoor screening of Thirteen Women was shown in Hollywood with proceeds going to the American Foundation for Suicide Prevention. A book, essays and a documentary have appeared about her and there is a projected movie. Here in the UK, Heath Woodward’s musical Goodnight September 24 argues that, far from being a failure, she achieved as much as an actor. But even if we focus on Peg Entwistle’s life rather than death, it is a long way from Broad Street to Broadway and beyond.


Close to Broad Street is Talcennau Road where, in 1912, Port Talbot Higher Elementary School for boys and girls had opened. Nine years later it had been upgraded to a secondary school and began preparing pupils for the Welsh Central Board’s School Certificate and Higher School Certificate. One of the boys who passed his scholarship to the Sec (as it was known) in the 1920s was a collier’s son from the Afan Valley village of Bryn. Born in 1914, Thomas Owen Jones was coached in drama by the schoolmaster P. H. Burton. He recognised the acting potential of this tall, handsome youth who seems to have been especially keen on physics. Indeed, according to a younger cousin of Owen Jones, Philip Burton arrived in Bryn one day and offered to adopt the schoolboy actor. His parents apparently sent him away ‘with a flea in his ear’. As is well known, History would, in a sense, soon repeat itself.


In his final year at school Burton cast him as Petrucio in the school production of The Taming of the Shrew. He gave a ‘brilliant and memorable performance.’25 The actors were rewarded with a spread in the school kitchen and a 2d bar of chocolate. Jones also played rugby for the school and during rehearsals, instead of protesting to Petrucio with the words ‘You are marvellous forward’, the boy playing Gremio declared: ‘You are a marvellous forward’.26


Jones won a Leverhulme Scholarship to RADA in 1933 then toured Wales, England and Ireland in repertory as well as acting on the London stage, most notably at the Old Vic. During its famed 1936–7 season he worked with some of the best-known actors of the past, present and future. In the Festival for Shakespeare’s Birthday he appeared with the Vanbrugh sisters Violet and Irene as well as with Laurence Olivier, Alec Guinness and Margaretta Scott. He was in Love’s Labour’s Lost with Michael Redgrave and Rachel Kempson, Twelfth Night with Olivia and Jessica Tandy and Henry V with Guinness and Olivier.


Philip Burton recalls that Owen Jones was Laertes to Olivier’s Hamlet and that he took the young actor’s parents to London to see him in this part.27 Yet it was Michael Redgrave who was cast as Laertes in Tyrone Guthrie’s uncut production of Hamlet that season.28 It was during this run that Olivier, uncannily anticipating the future, announced one night to the audience that ‘A great actress has been born. Laertes has a daughter’.29 Redgrave had just become the father of a baby called Vanessa. Owen Jones did at least deliver the first line of the play but with the minor part of the sentry Bernardo, a role he reprised when Guthrie took the play to Elsinore’s Kronborg Castle.30


Owen Jones was an understudy for the part of Laertes (a fact that Burton omitted to mention)31 but the talented young Welshman does seem to have had the chance to play Laertes at least once, and he was anyway appearing in Shakespeare’s plays with the best. He might in time have become a household name. But after taking a commission as a wartime RAF flying officer, he damaged his hip when a packed parachute fell on him from a great height. Complications resulted in cancer and his death in December 1942, aged just twenty-eight.32


The Owen Jones story suggests that it is worth looking more closely at the opportunities that Port Talbot with its population of 40,000 offered to working-class boys interested in acting between the wars. Central to his development and that of the world-famous actor Richard Burton (who would play Hamlet in his triumphant Old Vic season of 1953–4) was the grammar school and a mentor.


Those fortunate enough to win a place and stay on at a grammar school in a Welsh industrial town in the inter-war years were in a privileged and precarious position. They were privileged in that the legacy of late nineteenth-century educational legislation for Wales was a greater link between elementary and secondary education than in England and a more democratic system, with merit scoring over money in securing secondary school places and a higher percentage of pupils winning free secondary education. Admittedly, as late as 1930 only 5 per cent of the Welsh population over fifteen received any full-time education but the Depression had an unexpected beneficial effect on schooling in Wales. With many families leaving in search of work elsewhere and the consequent decline in the school population, by 1931 10 per cent more elementary school pupils in the 11–12 age bracket in Wales had the opportunity to progress to secondary school than did their counterparts in England.33


Port Talbot’s other secondary school was the older County School that dated back to 1896 when it opened with eighty- five pupils. Its formal name was the Port Talbot Intermediate School and it was one of the first secondary schools of its kind in Wales. Grammar school pupils from working-class families were in a precarious position since the tough economic conditions of the time – especially for those from mining communities – combined with the school-leaving age of fourteen, made it tempting for parents to opt for the wage that employment could offer rather than keeping their offspring at school. In the years 1931 to 1934, unemployment in Port Talbot stood at an average of 46 per cent.34

OEBPS/Images/Parthian.jpg
PARTHIAN





OEBPS/Images/map.jpg
@ Taibach

© Margam

t






OEBPS/Images/3.jpg
3. Philip Burton: The Schoolmaster
(Dyffryn School Archives)

5.T. Owen Jones (Dyffryn School
Archives)

Y
4. Richard Burton and Meredith
Jones (the James family)

6. Richard Burton






OEBPS/Images/15.jpg
! = : e
33. The Passion: At the Seaside Social Club on the Saturday Night: Kyle
Rees, Matthew Woodyatt, Francine Morgan, Michael Sheen, David Rees.
Talbot, Matthew Aubrey, John-Paul Macleod, Darren Lawrence. All these
actors are from Port Talbot with the exception of Gwent’s Matthew
Woodyatt (Richard Hardcastle/National Theatre Wales)

- - ~ U 8

Lewis/National Theatre Wales)





OEBPS/Images/16.jpg
35. e Psson: Merbers fthe Company on the Besch (Richard Hardess Ntional Thesae Wikes






OEBPS/Images/4.jpg
SEPTEMEER, 190

S s fetinfe ar it T2
il sy koo o it gt
N

PR A RTT I (VAT |
| T

o ST T e O
P sy = P
G TRy St B 1
ORI JinTlit STofs iy TS Tl ot
T TSt S T Ty
e R e . e e e e mopT
o ey Y S e e |
Rl . R T
. R R T
I AR T RO s e e
VLSS (Lol ot sinn chcepl BANA WD 2Tk { pins of bluck
o e S e
T P e S e e e ey A
g T el
SRR e e
-yl oy i o comary L E gl fompensf st S nged
“"”":T::::;‘“:"" § Adrdint schosC amd hresk all
wn MR S S by pasing maTye

7. Richard Jenkins® handwritten diary, 9-15 September 1940 (© Sally
Burton, Richard Burton Archives, Swansea University)
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1. Port Talbot: A Steel Town (Nia John)
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2. Philip Burton in the YMCA's Othello,
June 1932 (Newark Lewis)
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PORT TALBOT AND THE
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15. Anthony Hopkins (Tony) expresses his gratitude to Cyril Jenkins
(Anthony Hopkins, Cyril Jenkins Archive)





OEBPS/Images/9.jpg
production (Dyffryn School Archives)
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17. ‘Once in a Lifetime’, WGYTC production, 1085. Maxine Evans, Darren
Lawrence (Port Talbot), Karen Willans, Michael Sheen (Port Talbot), Buddug
Morgan (Kevin Matherick)
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18. Dennis Burgess (Peter Stevens) 19 Ivor Emmanuel (the Emmanuel
family)

20. Robert Blythe (Robert Blythe)

21. Di Botcher (Di Botcher)
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13. Programme for Outward Bound 1955 with Anthony Hopkins as Joint
Stage Manager. Notice the advertisement for the family bakery (Cyril Jenkins

Archive)

14. Portrait
of Anthony
Hopkins by
Roy Guy in
Port Talbot
YMCA (©

Roy Guy)
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22. Rob Brydon (Trevor Leighton)

24. The Portrait Bench on the Richard Burton Trail: Richard Burton, Rob.
Brydon and Forest Ranger Dick Wagstaff (Sian Owen)
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Sarah Dunn, www.sarahdunn.com)
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ey, 11. Leo Lioyd (Jeff
Maddoy)
/

12. Cyril and Clarice
"~ Jenkins (Cyril Jenkins
Archive)
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26. Godfrey Evans, founder of
'WGYTC at its 40™ anniversary
celebrations in Port Talbot, 2015
(Godfrey Evans/ WGYTC)

27. Glan Afan School Centenary production of Under Milk Wood, 1996.
Professional actors and ex-pupils Michael Sheen and Norman Comer played
1% and 2% Voice and local actor/producer Alan Davies was Captain Cat.
Ken Tucker was the producer (Ken Tucker)

29. Sandfields School pupils
rehearsing with their drama teacher
Helen John for The Wizard of Oz,
2015 (Sara Mays)

28. Sandfields School production of
Sweeney Todd in 2003 with Marc
Antolin and Christina Modestou
(Helen John)
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e 31. Programme for
Behold The Man (Carol
Scott)

“BEHOLD THE MAN”

Country Park
June, 1989

32. Carol Mends
(assistant director), Ina
D. Jones (producer and
director) and Carol Scott
(assistant director)

" attending a planning
meting for Behold The
Man in Margam Park
with Margam Castle in
the background (David
Scott)
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9. Richard Jenkins (third from left in back row) and class in 1940 (Dyffryn
School Archives)
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10. The first autograph? (Dyffryn School Archives)





