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MR VOGEL


“***** A manuscript, allegedly discovered in an old pub, provides the focus for this extraordinary tale. Mixing fact and fiction, Jones shoehorns elements of the detective novel, a great deal of mythology and some uncommon history into what must be one of the most dazzling books ever written about Wales.” Independent on Sunday


“Mr Vogel is surely one of the most remarkable books ever written on the subject of Wales – or rather around the subject, because it is an astonishing mixture of fantasy, philosophy and travel, expressed through the medium of that endlessly figurative country.” Jan Morris


“A sprawling, genre-hopping stew of a novel that will absorb anyone with any kind of interest in Wales.” Dan Rhodes


“In the spirit of Sterne (trapped on a wet weekend in Aberystwyth) or Flann O’Brien (enduring the final cure), Lloyd Jones delivers the tour-guide Wales has been waiting for: warped history, throwaway erudition, sombre farce. Stop what you’re doing and listen to this mongrel monologue.” Iain Sinclair


“A rambling, redemptive mystery, stuffed full of all things Welsh: rain, drink, wandering, longing, a preoccupation with death and the life that causes it. A bizarre and uncategorisable, and therefore essential book” Niall Griffiths


“Sit back and soak up the literary references, the superb metaphors and quite brilliant kindness of the writing. We need more writers like Jones.” Western Mail


“Jones has written a novel which purports to be the story of a quest for the Vogel Papers, but it is also a memoir and a travel book. I have enjoyed it immensely. It may turn out to be the Welsh answer to Ireland’s Flann O’Brien.” Meic Stephens, Cambria




To Ella my daughter for the future and


Bedwyr Lewis Jones for the past.


In memory of the eight children who died at


St Bride’s fever hospital and who are buried at


St Bridget’s Church, St Bride’s, on


the shores of Pembrokeshire


&


Marianne, the beautiful crippled daughter


of Hafod Uchtryd, Cwmystwyth.
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PART ONE




I Nennius, pupil of the holy Elvodug, have undertaken to write down some extracts that the stupidity of the British cast out; for the scholars of the island of Britain had no skill, and set down no record in books. I have therefore made a heap of all that I have found, both from the Annals of the Romans and from the Chronicles of the Holy Fathers, and from the writings of the Irish and the English, and out of the tradition of our elders.


Many learned scholars and copyists have tried to write, but somehow they have left the subject more obscure, whether through repeated pestilence or frequent military disasters. I ask every reader who reads this book to pardon me for daring to write so much here after so many, like a chattering bird or an incompetent judge. I yield to whoever may be better acquainted with this skill than I am.


Nennius, Historia Brittonum, early ninth century


Yntau, Gwydion, gorau cyfarwydd yn y byd oedd. (And he, Gwydion, was the best story-teller in the world.)


Math fab Mathonwy, Pedair Cainc y Mabinogi




THE VOGEL STORY: AN INTRODUCTION


MANY YEARS AGO a strange incident took place in this town. The event, which went unobserved by the rest of the world, would have sunk into obscurity here also, but for the scribblings of an old bar tender and dogsbody at the Blue Angel.


The Blue Angel was a tavern at the main crossroads in the old docklands. The building has long ceased to be an inn – nowadays it is an antiquarian bookshop, leaning out towards the road, untidily, like one of the many piles of books stacked inside it.


The building is shambolic, and the paint is peeling on its black-and-white timbered façade. There is nothing to indicate that once it was the main stopping point for early travellers visiting this small corner of the globe.


Only a few people know the significance of a metal badge, showing a dancing bear, nailed to the gnarled oak lintel over the doorway.


No-one remembers the barman’s name nor what happened to him. It is clear that he worked there for many years. His writings came to light, quite accidentally, whilst workmen were renovating the roof. Thrust into a crevice above a purlin they discovered a rough manuscript, almost illegible, written in faded pencil on the back of tradesmen’s letters sent to the inn.


There are many incongruities in the work and few people took it seriously. It was lodged in the small museum at the town hall, more as an oddity than a proper, historic archive. I read a cheaply printed version when I was recovering from a minor illness at the local sanatorium. I began to ponder – could this fragment, found in the rafters of an old coaching inn, hold any truth? Why did the author compress time so that ancient writers and travellers appeared at his bar alongside his regular drinkers, and why did cars co-mingle with horses and carts? Was the author a forerunner of the Magic Realists? Was he deluded, or was he trying to describe a timeless state of being, in which central human laws held true throughout the many ages of man?


Historians dismissed him as a fantasist fuelled by alcohol which had rotted his brain.


I became intrigued.


I searched the public records and found allusions to the central characters, which fanned the flame of my curiosity. One evening, shortly after leaving hospital, I walked to the Blue Angel and stood in the shadow of its doorway. I looked inside, through a dusty window, at the shop’s gloomy interior. A stepladder stood under an open hatch in the ceiling, as if a fugitive had been caught in a mad dash for someplace to hide.


Through the murk I could see the life-size plastic pig, shiny and pink, which was placed outside the front door every morning to indicate that the shop was open for business; small children played on it sometimes while their parents snatched a few minutes looking at the books inside. This pig, which had the word OPEN painted on its side in big black letters, had been stolen once and had achieved a few hours of fame by being featured on the front page of the local newspaper.


The pig had gone missing for exactly twenty-four hours: it returned just as mysteriously as it vanished. People thought this odd episode had been the work of a prankster who had eventually buckled under the weight of his guilt.


There is a story that one of the side-rooms has been left in the same state as it was found many years ago, like a cabin in the Marie Celeste; people who have visited this room say it looks as though a great party or celebration was interrupted in mid-flow The chamber has been left in disarray, with mugs and platters still jumbled about; chairs are skewed back from the trestle table, as if the company revelling there had turned suddenly to greet someone walking through the door – a celebrity or a great personage being welcomed back after a marvellous triumph. One old woman who had stolen into the room when she was a child recalled that something very strange had happened when she stood on the twisted oak floorboards in that long-ago room in the Blue Angel: she had heard chairs scraping on the floor, as if a host had stood up suddenly; cheers and greetings had sounded faintly in the air. She was adamant, too, that music, melodious but ghostly, could be heard behind the supernatural hubbub.


There was something else which intrigued the townspeople: it was claimed by many that the front door opened suddenly, of its own accord, on the first day of March every year, letting in a hot beam of sunshine, a token of hope for the year to come.


As I peered into the shop a spider cast the first threads in its loom, preparing to make a web in a corner of the window. I turned and surveyed the town, as the old barman must have done many times, with his broom in his hands. I wondered if his eyes, too, had admired the long arterial avenue into town as it furred over every spring with a dense green baize of leaves and flowers. I wondered what he may have looked like: a small man perhaps, in a white shirt and a black waistcoat, standing by the dusty road in his apron, studying the passing travellers; I imagined a cleanly-shaven face with a blue sheen, and carefully-combed black hair. He had a knowing and slightly detached air about him, a quick sense of humour perhaps – and he knew, like all good barmen, when to lean over the bar for a few minutes now and then every day, to put his head close to a customer at certain important times to listen to his woes and joys; sometimes a crumpled banknote would flit between them in the shadows.


I looked down at the thoroughfare and noticed, with sadness, that a robin chick – with its speckled breast – had apparently died there; I thought I saw a little body flattened into the surface of the road, like an ivory inlay in an old and blackened table.


A thunder shower broke in a crackling explosion which rolled in the hills above the town; the air smelt of sulphur, sadness, wet earth and change. I looked at the cherry blossom swirling past my feet, spinning in the eddies of the storm water before plunging into the darkness of the drains.


Looking upwards at the sky I caught sight of the dancing bear on the lintel and remembered another bear – a shabby, one-eyed teddy bear – in the barman’s story.


As rivulets of electric-sharp water coursed down my neck I made a pact with the bears to follow their footsteps into the past.


There is only one place to start – with the barman’s story, or the fragment of it found in the roof high above me in the heaven space of the Blue Angel. I must warn you that it is childish, with a fairytale quality, but since it is quite short – and since it is essential to our story – it must be read, no matter how fantastical or improbable it may sound to a reader in the present century.


I leave you to read the barman’s tale, scrawled on faded paper which had been rolled up like papyrus and tied roughly with a rotting scrap of twine.


His jottings have become known as the Vogel Papers.


It’s a crazy story. Personally, I don’t believe a word of it: the way in which Mr Vogel won his fortune, for instance, is quite implausible. But I will leave you to judge for yourselves.




THE VOGEL PAPERS




INTROIT


MR VOGEL was the winner.


When boisterous spring sprayed its leafy graffiti in the trees which struggled upwards past his grimy kitchen window, Mr Vogel was given a new existence.


Like the supine earth he had been through a deep winter, distanced from the heat of the sun; he had sat for too long by his fireside in a torpor, gazing into the embers of the past as his life cooled and dimmed. Now, suddenly, the rising sap jolted him from his stupor; the jumbled fields all around him lay breathing again, like cardiac patients shocked back to life and left to recover.


Mr Vogel kept a few truths to himself but the townspeople quickly snatched his news and carried it far and wide, to every attic and cellar, every nook and cranny; swiftly forming themselves into a sinuous street collective they ladled hot gossip from their babbling furnace and moulded nuggets of news about Mr Vogel into fabulous tales for ancient, hairy lugholes and lullabies for tiny shell-pink ears. Cunningly they distorted the daily bulletins radiating from the bar of the Blue Angel and created a misty amalgam of half-truth, tenuous fact and five-pint fuddle. The streets hummed with speculation and Mr Vogel smiled with grim amusement when he heard the various versions of his legendary existence. Indeed, by the end he hardly knew truth from fiction himself, such were the cunning twists and embellishments added to the original plot.


And as the shoots of fiction grew and the tendrils of conspiracy entwined, Mr Vogel paid for the celebrations and started his quest.


After all, he had won a very large sum of money, an island croft, an elegant house, a beautiful garden and an orchard.


Mr Vogel had also won a pagoda.




THE LIKELY TRUTH


SUDDENLY, Mr Vogel was rich. For the first time in his life he was able to cast money to the wind, on a whim, without having to count his coins or fumble about in the grubby recesses of his disintegrating sofa. Though of course there remained many vestiges of his former poverty.


Previously he had visited the Blue Angel only occasionally, because he couldn’t afford to drink privately and publicly; now he was a daily visitor to the pub, which had changed little since the eighteenth century when it had been opened cheaply and furnished frugally by a monosyllabic sailor with one glaring eye. It became Mr Vogel’s second home. His new-found wealth opened new doors, as the local newspaper recorded in a special supplement; his obese bank account bought keys to new kingdoms, which he could explore with new friends.


His passage to a new life was made easy. For instance, he gained his own entrance to the Blue Angel, thanks to two ostentatiously kind ‘Samaritans’ in grubby overalls.


One of them was a Sumo-bellied builder and the other was his trusty sidekick, a thin and angular man who was a very poor carpenter but a brilliant mythomaniac, who spent most of his time drinking shorts and telling very tall stories.


Theirs was one of those strange, inseparable alliances, and because they drove around the town together in a battered van, the builder haggard and low behind the driving wheel, his fetch-and-carry man like a sit-up-and-beg spaniel beside him, they were called Don Quixote and Sancho Panza, after the gallant but mad Spanish nobleman – the knight of the doleful countenance – and his long-suffering squire. And that is why their van, which was indeed on its last legs, was called Rosy, in honour of Rosinante, Don Quixote’s horse. His nag was nothing but skin and bone, yet he fancied it to be a magnificent steed, straining at the bit to do chivalrous deeds.


Possibly because they were basically kind, probably because Mr Vogel would feel obliged to lend them beer money for the duration of their grossly enlarged livers, the two Samaritans built a ramp from Erasmus Street to the Blue Angel so that Mr Vogel could park by the rear entrance and totter along his own little bridge of sighs, across the void between the road and the pub. This meant that he could park directly by the back door and get to the snug without looking like a ‘spastic’. Regrettably, that was his nickname among the children. The Spastic.


Previously there had been many uncomfortable episodes when he or his crutches had gone flying as he tried to climb the steps at the front of the building. He was given his own key to the back door in a grand ceremony during one Sunday morning drinking session.


First, you may want to know when all this happened.


The exact moment in history is difficult to pinpoint. I’m not very good with dates.


If I asked you, quite simply, the question:


When did you last climb a tree just for fun?


you might sit back in your chair, stroke your chin thoughtfully, and say something along the lines of ‘now that’s a hard one, I’ll have to think about that...’


But that’s when this story starts, in those warm, hazy days when you climbed trees just for fun. Certainly, it was after the Pelagian Heresy but before the Puritans came to patrol our streets, enforcing their blackouts like god-raid wardens. People still danced and played games in the churchyard.


Divisions between night and day and north and south were much clearer; the flowers of the forest could be smelt on the morning breezes, and colours moved swiftly on the landscape, as though we lived in a moving kaleidoscope of blues and greens.


At that time a king – if wrongly killed – was still worth a hundred cows for each valley in his land, as compensation to his kin, together with a plate of gold as broad as his face and as thick as the nail of a ploughman who had ploughed the land for seven years.


The Bills of Mortality were still being compiled, and the great Chronicle of the Hours was being kept, meticulously, by Gildas and his monks; a kitten was worth a penny but a good mouser in the barn was worth fourpence. This was a time of hamadryads, the tree sprites who died if the woods were cut down, and a time also of great dreams – dreams of value and meaning: a man who dreamt about the queen had to take his cows to the water so that the king could claim their reflection as compensation.


Those were the times we lived in, when people still danced and played in the churchyard, and when children knew the values of Wild and Tame.


I believe it to be a matter of honour that Mr Vogel’s great journey should be recorded accurately, with as few errors as possible. I have before me the version of the story composed by his ‘boy’ Luther. This redaction, unpunctuated and ungrammatical with gross errors in syntax and spelling, was found in the drawer of a cumbersome writing table bought for £2 at the salerooms of Garner and Tewlitt. It is the most reliable of all the attestations concerning Mr Vogel, especially regarding his journey around the island, which the boy witnessed at first hand.


I have already digressed. I meant to tell you about Mr Vogel’s vestiges of poverty, which led to many accusations of meanness, and sly comments about extinct moths falling from his wallet whenever he opened it. Well, as a regular barman at the Blue Angel I can attest that he never bought ‘rounds’, and he always had the exact money warm in his misshapen little hand when he paid. It is my experience as a barman that people who proffer the right amount of money every time they buy a drink are either very poor or very rich; Mr Vogel had been both, and he still showed all the characteristics of a man habitually short of spondoolics, since he was careful to give me the right money even when rich, and he often changed notes for pound coins before he left, for the gas and electricity meters. He frequently paraded ‘new’ clothes bought at charity shops (he was as pleased as Punch if he’d haggled down the prices) and he still did his meagre shopping at the cheapest shops in town. You get to know people quite well when you work behind a bar. You hear snatches of conversations. You see people in the raw – this is where they come like wildebeest to drink and dull their sorrows, and nearly always they want to tell you about their sorrows. Sometimes they get abusive and say nasty (but true) things about their fellow drinkers.


A word or two about the Blue Angel, my home and muse.


The doors are low and wide, in the Georgian fashion, and the walls are a yard thick, made of granite boulders with earth and rubble infill. The floors are of heavy slate flags, worn down in the main passageways, and there is a great fireplace which roars in winter and sends sparks showering towards Polaris, the great north star which is visible at night through the large square aperture of the chimney mouth.


The main bar is approached through a long, low corridor which has many paintings on either side: prints of lateen-rigged schooners, sloops, corvettes, yawls, luggers and clippers, all of which perished on the reefs which puncture the sea around us; in the porch there is a huge brown bristle-mat for foot-wiping, and an oak hat-stand which has held one solitary green hat, with a black band and a shiny brim, since the day I entered the place, and no-one knows who owns it, nor when it arrived, and from a strange superstition Jack the landlord will not remove it. Slotted into this dusty hat-stand there is a black umbrella with a wooden duck-head handle. It is as old, crumpled and wizened as the hat, and it has been there, by all appearances, since the umbrella was first invented.


The main bar is a large, square, low-beamed room with a bay window and a massive mahogany bar which resembles a church organ, behind which I pipe up my requiems and fugues for the dibbers, topers and frothblowers who treat this place as their port of call. On either side of the fireplace there are two heavy brass lanterns with red and green lights for port and starboard, salvaged from one of the offshore wrecks, and there is a single painting (with many holes in it) which shows one of the great auks which live in a small colony on our western cliffs; you will be delighted to know that this species was not hunted to extinction by mankind in the nineteenth century as many suppose – so you may disregard a report claiming that the last auk was tried by jury and found guilty of witchcraft, then stoned to death by an angry mob following a severe storm on St Kilda in the Scottish Hebrides in 1844, or another saying that the very last pair of auks were clubbed to death on the island of Eldey off Iceland on June 3, 1844, by three men hired by an Icelandic bird collector called Carl Siemsen who wanted auk specimens.


The great auk is alive and well! These happy little tales of survival against all odds are so uplifting, are they not.


Which brings me to Humboldt the parrot, who lives with me in the Blue Angel – and who occasionally attacks the painting of the great auk, in an explosion of feathers (Humboldt is responsible for those holes in the painting). My parrot arrived here with a scientist and explorer called Alexander von Humboldt, who had found him in an Indian settlement in Venezuela. The natives who had once owned the parrot had fled to an island in the Orinoco, pursued by another tribe, but unhappily they had all perished. Thus the parrot became the world’s only speaker of the Atures language. Furthermore, on his travels the parrot had picked up bits of other languages from all over the world, which speckled his original tongue. Humboldt the explorer left him with me on the sole condition that the parrot be named after him, so that the German would be remembered somewhere in the world if he perished on his travels.


Finally, to complete the picture, the Blue Angel – my little kingdom – has simple tables and chairs, some stools, and I have decorated the windowsills with red geraniums because I love the smell of the plant and its warm dry soil in the summer heat; it reminds me of childhood.


Sitting on his stool the drinker will often gaze at nothingness, revealing his sordid and pitiful life, whilst averting his eyes from the dismal world behind him. Me, I watch and listen. I must reveal to you that I have a collection of leather-bound volumes hidden among the shelves behind the bar, and since I am virtually chained to my post, and unable myself to see the wide world encircling this region, I read copiously about travellers and explorers, and the strange and wonderful countries they have discovered. I also have books on imaginary and perfect lands, such as Utopia, Arcadia, New Atlantis, and The Island of Pines.


Mr Vogel reads these books with me at the corner of the bar; he is fond of fantastical stories, and knows them off by heart – he will often pierce a conversation with ridiculous comments, hoping to impress people. For instance, only yesterday, when someone mentioned that he’d seen a tramp sidling through the docks, looking for somewhere to sleep, Mr Vogel had commented airily:


‘There are few beds more comfortable than a dry ditch in June. Incidentally, the law stipulates that no-one, not even a king, can sleep within fifteen yards of the crown of a road. Real tramps put fresh dock leaves in their socks every morning to avoid blisters. Was this man you saw a proper tramp, with a blue spotted handkerchief round his neck? Was he wearing a silver ring, and were his nails dirty?’


This mangled gem came from one of my books, called The Happy Traveller: A Book for Poor Men; Mr Vogel was quite happy to pillage my library and pass off other people’s experiences as his own.


But I must tell you about Mr Vogel’s good fortune. Quite simply, he was elevated from a state of penury to great wealth in one single minute. The facts are well-documented and have not, as far as I know, been disputed by anyone.


In the town there lived a wealthy man, with white hair and a huge walrus moustache, named Doctor Robert. He had retired to a large mansion on the outskirts – the one that used to be a hospital for injured soldiers during the war. This house was screened from the long flat road into the town centre by a high phalanx of trees which only brave or naughty children ventured beyond; within the old man’s little kingdom they encountered marvellous sights, though they were far too young to appreciate what they saw.


I will quote here from the local amateur historian John Parker of Sweeney Hall.


Parker, who later became a priest, wrote a romantic and highly ornate version of the Vogel story. His prose is far too flowery and sentimental for my tastes, and he is prone to wander away on obtuse tangents, but he is a valuable source and he gets his facts right more often than not. Here is part of his introduction:


I heard about Vogel’s good fortune on my sister Angelicas birthday – I remember the occasion well, since I had been forced to hurry home from the railway station in a taxi so that I could present her with my gift before she went to church. I had ordered a fine and expensive oriental mantle – in blue silk with a silver moon and stars – from one of the travelling merchants who supply the old families of the town. As the town’s only experienced art connoisseur and architectural historian I have an eye for the beautiful and the genuine, which brings me once again to the silk mantle I conveyed to my sister that latent spring morning. I was perhaps a little flushed from the journey, which had been ghastly; mistaking my high colour for excitement, she clapped her hands together girlishly and said to me: ‘I see you’ve heard the news John! Isn’t it amazing! That strange little cripple has won the house and the pagoda. Who’d have thought it possible!’


I ushered her into the drawing room and, forgetting briefly about the mantle, listened to the first intimation of Vogel’s news. As I pondered the report my sister delivered a panegyric to the beauty of the silk, and my exquisite taste, whilst fastening a scarf and prettifying herself in a mirror. Then she disappeared, wraithlike, into the white cloud of dust raised by the fleeing taxi.


Miffed that she had barely thanked me for my present, I delivered some highly sarcastic remarks to the mirror which she had used to make herself as alluring as humanly possible to a god who could have chosen from countless generations of stunningly beautiful and searingly intelligent women but was content, apparently, to waste away forlornly for the best part of two thousand years in a completely unremarkable little church waiting for Angelica. My poor sister had fallen in love with the muscular Adonis draped romantically over a cross above her misty young eyes. Unbeknownst to her this Christ-figure had spent a night in the Blue Angel after Edwin, the town carpenter, en route from his workshop to the church after repairing a split in the cross, caused by excessive heat, had himself fallen victim to excessive heat, stopped for a refreshing drink at the Blue Angel, fallen into a paralytic state of inebriation, and left Christ to sleep off the effects in one of the window seats. The following morning one of the labourers on his way to work had espied Christ, who had kept a lone vigil throughout the night in the Blue Angel, and notified the authorities, as small-minded bigots do. Edwin was incarcerated and there was talk of a trial for blasphemy, but it all blew over; Christ was reinstated soberly in the church and was thereafter called the Blue Christ. Some believe, quite wrongly, that the Blue Angel got its name from this incident.


Edwin became the butt of many jokes but was too nice a man to be punished in this life.


By now I was intrigued by the news that poor, twisted Mr Vogel had won a crackpot competition dreamt up by a strange old man, and was so overcome with curiosity that I summoned our old nursemaid, Agnes, and questioned her about Angelicas announcement. Yes, Agnes confirmed, Mr Vogel had indeed won the competition and the result had been announced from the steps of the town hall that very morning.


A full ceremony, with all due pomp and ceremony, would follow shortly.


Stop! You can halt right there, Mr Parker. You’re a windbag, a gasbag. You talk more drivel than Humboldt. At least Humboldt’s interesting. Yesterday he came out with a new word – zogno. After many hours of delving in dictionaries I found the meaning: in the Boro language of India it’s the slurping sound made by mud and water when you put your hand in a crab’s hidey-hole and try to drag it out. It’s also the sound made by Mr John ‘Nosey’ Parker when he’s trying to be posh. With his blue eyes and his floppy, flaxen hair he looks (speaking frankly) like a sissy. Locals call him The Professor. He likes to write about gardens and churches. He’s a different sort to us, but you have to concede, he knows his stuff – he seems to know more than anyone else about the region and its history, and although he can be extremely irritating, with his gentlemanly manners and his pernickety way with words, he’s the first one up the mountains in a storm, when the rest of us are running for shelter. Respect where respect is due, I say. We must endure a little more of his elegant writing, so please take a deep breath and prepare yourself for another purple passage, another dose of his yackety-yak:


What Angelica didn’t know, when she gabbled the news to me so triumphantly, was that I knew quite a lot about old Dr Robert and his pagoda. As has been mentioned elsewhere he guarded his privacy jealously, and few people were allowed to visit him. We sometimes saw him driving around the town in a large car with two huge dogs bouncing about in the back seat, barking at everyone they passed. Tradesmen were met at the front gate by a manservant, called the Factotum, himself aged and stooped, who took the deliveries indoors. There was a handful of friends but they were equally reclusive and removed from the town’s business, which gave them an air of mystery, heightened by the fact that they all dressed in black and still wore hats. Uncle Hugh always said that social disintegration started when hats went out of fashion.


As I say, I knew more about the pagoda than Angelica dreamt, for the very simple reason that I, also, have been young, and once played with the other children in the parks and thoroughfares of our noble town.


On one public holiday our childish menagerie, wandering aimlessly, as usual, from pleasure to pleasure, found itself in the street outside the old man’s home, a gentleman’s residence built of light red brick with yellow teething around the windows and doors. Architectural historians may like to know that both these types of brick were fired by Dalton & Sons at their plant on the Morda Road, and are notable for having the relief of a spread-eagled frog stamped within the frog, presumably one of Dalton senior’s little jokes – he was noted for his dry sense of humour.


With a child’s nose for mischief Jack, the leader of our gang by merit of his strength and daringness, challenged us all to enter the old man’s hitherto ‘secret’ garden through a small chink of light we had discerned in the encircling privet hedge, which had appeared unbreachable until that day. We had created our own mythology about the old man’s garden, since the only part of the pagoda which was visible to passers-by, the red and black japanned roof and the last few tiers, high above the garden and topping a group of sombre weeping willows, gave the place a foreign, mystical quality.


We pushed our way into the garden. I would say it was an hour before dusk and the Factotum was already pulling down the blinds in Doctor Robert’s mansion, so we had only a few minutes in the gloaming to glimpse the garden. We scurried along its borders like ghosts. Part of it had been laid out in a formal, Louis XIV style with low geometric hedges and borders, fanning around a white marble fountain modelled on Poussin’s ‘A Dance to the Music of Time’, figuring four women dancing in a back-to-back ronde and with clear, cool water bubbling from their mouths. There was also a walled garden with sweet potatoes, strawberries, scented herbs and a long espalier of fruit trees. There was an orangery, a palm house, a camomile lawn and a wooded walk through a Gertrude Jekyll garden containing many wild flowers, and also a large glasshouse, with a hipped imperial roof, housing rare and exotic plants, some hundreds of years old, lying like drowsy hospital patients cat-napping after lunch on a warm summer’s afternoon. We tried the door but it was locked; instead we peered, through the condensation, at the hothouse interior, gloomy and as damply recessive as an Amazonian jungle.


There was far too much for us to take in but we were all struck by the remarkable octagonal pagoda, standing high in the air, which we could now see in its full glory. We dared not climb up its steps lest we be seen, so we contented ourselves with a brief, animated inspection. I scurried to the back of the edifice and trumped the others by finding a plaque at head-height on the rear wall of the pagoda, which said, simply:


ESMIE FALKIRK. REST IN PEACE.


At this point a door to the side of the main house creaked open and the silhouette of the old man entered our twilight world. Hiding our faces, we ran to our bolt-hole. I doubt if he saw us as human forms; he certainly did not challenge or chastise us. Perhaps he thought we were archangels gathering at that fateful moment when he would be reunited with the mysterious Esmie. I was too young by thirty years to appreciate truly his achievement in creating that garden of dreams and remembrance; it had taken him years of reverie, countless thought-maps, doodles on scraps of paper, visits to specialist book shops and trips abroad to collect his chosen flora; now, still tended like the grave of a beloved child, it gleamed with memories in the faintly rising moonlight.


Enough of your jabbering, Mr Parker! It’s like listening to a bee in a bottle.


Parker’s picaresque version confirms common knowledge about the old man’s residence; we at the Blue Angel already knew about the plaque bearing Esmie’s name, since Edwin the carpenter had put it there and divulged its existence to us during his drunken night with Christ. Speculation spread, like unseen filaments of mycelium, that Esmie was the old man’s wife and that she had died in childbirth. Rumour had it that the old man stood every night in the pagoda viewing his fine plants, conveyed to him from the furthest outposts of Peru and Indonesia; the rare Alpines in their spartan quarters, and the lush orchids in the sweltering glasshouse.


‘Like a bird sheltering in a tree, Doctor Robert viewed all this every dusk and sent off a cry of pain into the night,’ Parker rhapsodised. ‘He smelt the sadness of fronds and drooping blooms wafting on the breeze; viewed his terrible loneliness; looked downwards, from his vantage point, on the living mausoleum he had created in remembrance of Esmie and his child.’


That was the myth. The truth was even more romantic.


We discovered the real story in an obituary in the Daily Informer in which flesh was put on the bones of our suppositions. Doctor Robert had been a great medico, as Edwin had gathered from their brief interchanges, and the newspaper confirmed that he had been a brilliant surgeon who had saved many thousands of lives. The last paragraph revealed, as is normal in the Informer’s obituaries, his marital status. Here was a grand surprise: he had never married and had no heir. This threw us all into turmoil. Who, then, was Esmie? And who would inherit his estate? Rumours and counter-rumours swept through the town like insurgents and counter-insurgents fighting from house to house for a foothold on the truth.


In reality, nobody knew. It was a legal document, his last will and testament, made public a few weeks after his death, which explained the riddle.


Esmie had not been his wife – but she had been the only love of his life.


The old man’s solicitor had issued a terse statement on the instructions of the deceased, who had insisted on erasing all legal jargon and had worded the text himself. It read:


Following the death of Miss Esmie Falkirk, to whom I was betrothed, whilst serving during the First World War, I disperse my estate as follows –


The presents intended for our wedding on March 1, 1916, delivered to our hands and now deposited in the attic of my abode, shall be given in their whole to the first couple to be married at St Bride’s Church after the publication of this statement.


Since I have no heir or living relative, I wish the remainder of my property, in its entirety, to be given as the prize in a competition which has already taken place. It remains only for my solicitor to name the winner.


Here the old man’s solicitor looked at the small public deputation which had been allowed into his fusty office and re-arranged the documents on his desk. He loosened his collar and allowed the meeting a moment of dignity.


‘Indeed,’ he said. ‘You may remember that some time ago a rather mysterious competition took place in this town. There were to be 366 competitors. Everyone in the town could enter by lodging their name, address and date of birth with a solicitor. The prize was not specified. The winner would be named in due course.’


I remembered the competition quite clearly, since I had entered it myself. I had wondered what the prize could be. It was rumoured to be substantial. There was a crazy scramble as all the residents of the town lodged their names and details with the solicitor, then double checked that all their children were also entered, and their servants (many of whom were allowed to enter only if they promised to share their win with their masters). One child was so determined to enter the names of her two pet mice that she refused food until her parents pretended to relent, but only humans were eligible.


I stood up at the meeting. ‘But surely,’ I said, ‘the attorney named in that competition was none other that yourself.’


‘Indeed,’ said the solicitor dryly. ‘I was just coming to that. As the attorney empowered to declare the winner of the competition I will do so now. First, I would like to state that the winner was the person whose birthday fell on the same date as the old man’s death. As you know, that occurred on February 29th.


‘There is only one condition: that the winner shall use part of the monies to keep the estate intact and in good order, and that the pagoda must never, under any circumstances, be demolished.’


The meeting fell quiet. The solicitor held up an official, printed statement.


‘This will be pinned to the door of the town hall as soon as this meeting is over,’ he said. ‘It announces the name of the winner.’


We craned forwards. And then came a collective groan.




THE RECORDS


THERE WAS a new mood in the Blue Angel today, jaunty and light. People are happy and excited: the great drama of spring is about to begin.


Flocks of sheep are being steered up the slopes, towards the upland pastures, like fallen clouds moving silently over the landscape. The mountain walls are newly-hatched millipedes, drying in the sun. Spring is unfurling: there is new hope in the air. That old horse chestnut in the churchyard is feathering: it’s a colossal, newly-fledged chick, swaying drunkenly as it tries to stay upright. It’s the first tree into leaf every year. Old eyes scan its branches keenly every day as though watching a magician; when it swirls its emerald cape the rooks shout a great da-ra! in the sky. And then our humours are restored, for it seems possible that we have survived another dunking in winter’s cold bath of mortality.


The sun’s course is changing subtly day by day. All winter it has stayed close to the silhouette of the southern hills, like a novice swimmer clinging nervously to the edge of a big swimming pool, afraid to move towards the centre. But its confidence grows daily as it floats towards its summer zenith. For me, fettered to my bar at the Blue Angel, with the universe whirring and gliding around me inexplicably, confirmation of Spring comes suddenly, when the sun changes course just enough to appear over the rim of the hills before noon: and when it comes I give thanks, I rejoice as it pours hot butter on the chimney pots above my head. This happens on the first day of March every year, if the sky is clear, and I light a celebratory fire using aromatic wood which gives off white smoke; people collect in snowdrop clumps outside my windows and point to the chimney, and they joke about it, saying that either a new pope has been elected or the old barman at the Blue Angel is sending smoke signals to Apollo again. I gashed a finger on a shard of broken glass whilst clearing up this morning. My blood spread slowly through the washing-up water, and I was reminded of nature’s forces at work under the surface of the earth.


Mr John ‘Nosy’ Parker, as I have already told you, was reasonably accurate, though vain. He cared a little too much for embellishment, but he did try to stick to the facts.


At the Blue Angel we are given many ‘facts’. We must then winnow the wheat from the chaff, but how am I, in my stifled and airless bar, to divide the wheat from the chaff, and furthermore, does not the chaff remain beautiful after the winnowing, whilst the wheat, pounded and baked, chewed and digested, becomes a revolting mess?


If Parker is fluted and scrolled in a sickly pastiche, the testimony of the boy Luther suffers from the opposite complaint. Can nothing be straightforward? Must we scrabble for the truth always? Luther is sparse. No-one will get fat at Luther’s lexical table. I give you an example – and what better example than this:


My name is Luther Williams. I am twelve. I have always got a cold and sores. My bones are funny the doctor said. I have been to the school but I don’t go there any more. My father is dead. My mother is Mary and I have a sister and brother. They are younger than me. We live on the Paternoster Hill next door to Mr Vogel. This is how I know him. He asked me to write this story in case he died, for people to remember our journey round the island, which we started in his invalid carriage, it was green with three wheels. I sat by him on an egg box and I could see the road through a hole. He asked my mother for me to go with him because he could not walk well and he wanted me to do errands on the journey and do things for him.


I know his name is not really Mr Vogel. This is how he got his name, he told me in the carij [carriage] one day. He got very lonely and he read in a newspaper that bad boys like me ring up people with funny names in the telephone book to upset them and say rude things, they like to call somebody with a silly name. So he said his name was Vogel so he could get calls from naughty children.


We were all intrigued to discover how Vogel got his peculiar name. And Luther sheds light on another matter. Most of us believed, wrongly, that he started his journey in the camper van which he bought with Doctor Robert’s money, but after reading Luther’s account I now remember seeing him drive that old invalid carriage down the hill every Saturday morning with Luther crammed by his side, peeking out of the side-window like a little owl. Must have been a strange view for the boy. Vogel had poor health, as do many cripples because of their lack of proper exercise – and he had a form of dermatitis characterised by blotched, waxy skin and terrible dandruff. He also exuded that slightly musky, goosy smell of immobile people. So this was Luther’s weekend world – a vista of dandruff on a worn black jacket with its frayed collar; a balding, oily crown, and a vibrating road as Vogel’s jalopy clanged along. It was as old as the hills and spluttered dreadfully, spitting gobs of oily smoke when he started it.


Humboldt surprised us with two new words today: apparently khonsay means to pick up an object with great care, knowing it to be rare or scarce, and onsra is to love for the last time. Don Quixote also surprised us with a pearl of wisdom. The Don is watchful and ‘deep’ – which is why he knows every morsel of the town’s gossip; he is the only man I’ve met who can listen to three conversations at the same time and glean every scrap of information. Mostly he keeps his own company in a quiet corner of the bar, observing his pint of mild as if it were a work of art, though he has a soft spot for Mr Vogel and chats to him whenever he’s in. The Don worked in the quarry for a few years in his early manhood but a combination of events halted his walks up the inclines to the wind-gutted huts high above the town.


The long hard winter of ’47 had been gruelling. There had been no forewarning in January, normally the Doberman of months, as the men cut out granite cobs with hands so cold that they were devoid of feeling – numbed so completely that chisel wounds went unnoticed until thick red blood started to ooze from the cuts during the half hour allowed for dinner in a shed warmed by a cast iron pot-bellied stove. Then, in early February, there was a gale of immense ferocity. A ship was driven up on the shore and its foreign crew could be seen in a row like penguins on the stern, looking at their uncharted destination in silent disbelief.


For weeks it snowed or drifted; every day the quarrymen toiled up the inclines, only to be turned back after an hour, payless. The shopkeepers gave tick for a while, but then had to shrug apologetically; all relinquishable chattels were sold or pawned, and the men spent their afternoons combing the fields and woods for firewood and food, forced by now to gnaw turnips in the snow-hardened fields. Then came the worst blow of all. In late February Don Quixote’s younger brother was killed by a hawser which snapped on the first full day of work after the thaw. It was his birthday.


Don Quixote turned his back on the scene and descended down the inclines, never to walk on them again. He said so little afterwards that most of the townspeople think he’s mute: this impression is erroneous, because if you stir him Don Quixote can talk passionately on any number of subjects. Nowadays he makes a living of sorts by gardening and bits and bobs of building work. But by night he reads voraciously, so that he has accumulated a huge store of knowledge. He is as hairy as a baboon and keeps a huge unruly dog. Between them they could fill a large sack with the hair they discard every day.


After work he calls in for a pint, silent and contemplative in the grey-blue haze of cigarette smoke, unastonished in his little sanctuary, chipping-in only occasionally. Sometimes Sancho Panza comes in with him, and he too studies his pint as if it were the Venus de Milo.


Earlier I mentioned The Don’s pearls of wisdom – for he is a great observer, and drinks in more than best mild.


‘Lonely,’ he said one evening as we discussed the saga. ‘That makes sense all right. Mr Vogel is lonely for sure.’


All eyes rested steadily on The Don. Everyone knew he was about to deliver.


Gazing into the depths of his pint, he continued slowly: ‘Tell you something you all saw but probably never noticed.’ Here he drew on his roll-up and thumbed the air behind him, in the direction of Paternoster Hill. ‘Old Vogel, he leaves his car lights on when he goes in for the night. Sometimes he even comes out at dusk to put them on.’


Silence, then a murmur rippled along the bar. Come to think of it, one or two had noticed something in that general direction.


‘Leaves them on, he does,’ continued The Don meditatively, ‘so people will knock on his door and tell him he needs to turn them off. Then he moiders them. That’s the way I got to know him, actually. Stopped the van, went and told him. Next think I was in the kitchen having a brew with him.’


The Don winked slowly when he said ‘brew’. It was well known that Mr Vogel went down early every morning to do his shopping, and that this invariably included a bottle of cheap blended whisky. Mr Vogel built up a small coterie of callers who brought their own supplies. This is corroborated by the boy Luther:


Some days we would phone Mr Vogel. Then we would hide by the window waiting for something to happen. We thought we would get into trouble like the police calling but nothing happened though we waited for a long time. Some nights Mr Vogel was stupid and left his lights on and we went and told him and he asked us in and gave us sweets. Sometimes men would call at his house on the way home from the pub with bags and bottles in them.


There is further evidence of Mr Vogel’s rather endearing little ploy to get attention. Edwin the carpenter told us an anecdote about old Vogel.


‘Make that the last one, Edwin,’ I whispered in his ear late during the evening. I didn’t want to embarrass him – though he didn’t come in often, he was a great fellow, never had a bad word for anyone and he was full of silly jokes. He was over fifty but he smoked the weed, which made him a star man among the younger crew. He wasn’t particularly big, but no-one would lay a finger on Edwin because he was untouchable – there are certain people who are never harmed. God knows what signal they emit, but it works. Tonight he was squiffy and getting boisterous, so I had a quiet word with him.


‘Drunk?’ he said to the whole bar, his arms wide open in appeal, cigar in one hand, slopping pint in the other. ‘Think I’m sloshed, you lot?’ They looked at him indulgently. ‘Christ, you should see drunk,’ he said to me through his blurred blue eyes, ‘you should have seen old Vogel last night.’ Here Edwin parked himself on a high chair and shook his head, chuckling to himself. ‘I’ll say he was drunk.’


Edwin had been sitting in his van on the hill, waiting for his mother-in-law to come out of her home. He took her shopping every Friday night.


‘He came out with only one stick and he looked bloody ridiculous because he’d already changed into his ’jamas with that dirty green cardigan hanging on him like a scarecrow and those stupid tartan slippers with eyes like teddy bears.’


Edwin regaled them with the story of poor old Mr Vogel swaying from his front door to the invalid carriage. ‘Don’t know how he managed to get there in that state, but he bloody well did,’ said Edwin. ‘Saw him fiddling about inside that rust bucket of his, then he set off for the house again, but he lost his footing suddenly and went flying. Poor sod was spread-eagled in the road like a dying fly, with his arms and legs wriggling about like he was having a fit.’


Edwin mimicked a convulsion, spilt his drink on his trousers, swore, then continued:


‘The woman next door, that idiot Luther’s mother, came out and tried to help him, then Luther ran into the house to get his other stick, but he fell again before they got him to the pavement. Eventually they had to pin him up against the wall. Never seen anything so funny in my life. Vogel must have hurt himself because he had a hell of a job getting back up those steps. The mother-in-law watched it all with me and nearly died laughing. “Serves him right,” she said. “Won’t get any pity from me. Leaves those lights on to get sympathy. Fell for it myself once. Offered me a cup of tea but the place is filthy. Took him a lifetime to make it then the mug was black and smelt of whisky. Poured it into a plant.” ’


The boy Luther reveals somewhere in his version that he and the other children in their hovel on Paternoster Hill had stopped making their nuisance calls when their mother caught them.


She hadn’t caught them outright. They usually made the calls on Sunday evenings after their communal bath, when she was cleaning the bathroom. One night when she came down she noticed water on the telephone table and became suspicious, wanting to know who they’d phoned. They never told her, but they didn’t do it again.


Nothing much going for that poor woman. Husband dies and she has to drag up three children on her own. No wonder she was glad to see the boy off her hands every Saturday. At first she questioned him about his jaunts, but she gave up once she’d established there was nothing untoward going on, and knew that Luther was usefully occupied. The pound which Mr Vogel paid her was useful too. The priest had asked her why her son accompanied Vogel to the island.


‘I don’t know the full story,’ she’d answered. Her only real interest was to know that Luther was safe, and she didn’t take much notice after that. ‘All he told me was that Mr Vogel wanted to find out something,’ she said to the priest. ‘It’s to do with a cure for his condition, though God knows, we all think it’s a wild goose chase, since his poor little legs have been bent like bows since he was born, and his arms are pretty useless too.’


She added, lamely: ‘Old Vogel can’t do the legwork himself, pardon the expression, so he wants Luther to be his fetch-and-carry boy, knocking on doors to ask questions, nipping into pubs for directions. One day he spent quite a lot of time in a graveyard looking at headstones because Mr Vogel wanted to find someone, but don’t ask me who, Luther might be able to help you.’


I often caught a glimpse of Luther’s mother standing in her window as I looked up from the Blue Angel. Always she was gazing out to the island, as if trying to catch a glimpse of the little invalid carriage with its two strange occupants on its rickety journey around the shoreline, phut-phutting up and down the little lanes which were used so seldom that they all had a ribbon of grass, strewn with daisies and buttercups, along the centre of the road. Luther could see the flowers flash by him through a hole in the floor of the carriage between his feet, and he could smell a mixture of hot oil and wafts of countryside smells – blossom, moist earthiness, mossy verdure and freshly-made cowpats. Or perhaps, as she looked out to sea, she wasn’t thinking of the island at all, perhaps a land much further away, full of biblical milk and honey, for she had heard the Word soon after her husband’s death. Her face was pasty, disfigured by margarine, crusts and lovelessness (for widowed women with three children live, often, in a garrison town, cut off from emotional supplies, preyed upon by scalping males, and consigned to long hours of waiting for deliverance).


Yesterday I came across a passage in one of my bar-room books which made me think of Mr Vogel on his strange quest around the island. It described the Russian dramatist Chekhov, dying from tuberculosis, travelling through Siberia to the prison colony of Sakhalin in a vehicle ‘resembling a little wicker basket’ pulled by a pair of horses.


‘You sit in the basket, and look out upon God’s earth like a bird in a cage, without a thought on your mind,’ said Chekhov.


Travelling when you’re unwell is a miserable experience, I’m told. But Chekhov still held his head up, looking around as road signs flashed by, ponds, little birch groves. He passed a group of new settlers, a file of prisoners, and tramps with pots on their backs. ‘These gentlemen promenade all over the Siberian plain without hindrance. On occasion they will murder a poor old woman to obtain her skirt for leg puttees,’ said Chekhov. ‘Another time they will bash in the head of a passing beggar or knock out the eyes of one of their own banished brotherhood, but they won’t touch people in vehicles. On the whole, as far as robbery is concerned, travelling hereabouts is absolutely safe.’


These stories fascinate me: although we have sturdy beggars hereabouts, we have no trouble from them. Courage and freedom – that’s all I need to prowl the steppes among Chekhov’s tramps. Perhaps you see something sad in my make-believe travel, but I say: look into your own heart to reveal your own wishes.


To end this episode, I return you to Mr Nosy Parker, and another of his purple passages:


Angelica came home from church in a state of near-collapse, such was her excitement.


I continued to sit stiffly by the window, still rather cross with her.


‘My dear brother, she cried breathlessly, what do you think has happened?’


I surmised, wrongly, that one of the lizards who follow her every move in church had approached her mother with a view to marriage.


‘My dear sister, what could possibly have happened,’ I replied sarcastically.


Ignoring my levity, she replied: ‘The cripple Vogel has sprung another surprise on us all. Not only has he won a fortune, he has also decreed a public holiday. There will be a great party and all the children will go on a wonderful holiday to the capital city!’


In the lull which followed, as she rearranged her hair in the mirror, I leant heavily on my writing desk, worn out by the day’s denouements, and feeling not a little left out of it all.


How could there be so much excitement in one day, she trilled. To compound my irritation she ignored, completely, my star-spangled present, now spread gracefully on the table between us.


‘To hell with Vogel,’ I cried. ‘He is a pigmy who has hoisted himself on a giant’s shoulders and shines a mirror in our eyes to dazzle us.’


This finally silenced her, since she was dazzled by my own brilliance. With that I adjourned to my room, put on a fresh and cooling shirt, and walked into the countryside so that I might gather my thoughts. With me I took a stout stick and a book, Stevenson’s Travels with a Donkey.




THE TESTIMONY


THE PICTURE is already confused. A swirling mist of gossip and misinterpretation has swept down Mr Vogel’s mountainside and obscured the vale of his simple but tormented life.


How am I supposed to drag any drowning truth to safety from the great swamp of falsities created by the fabulists who seem to abound in this town? I am a simple bar-tender, heir to a monosyllabic sailor who was down to his last eye when he came ashore (I concede that this was an extremely expressive eye, capable of oculogyric fireworks and withering glares). The socket in his left eye was filled by a green marble picked off the pavement as he passed a crouching huddle of children at play (they cried ‘Oi Mister’ and flapped around him when he stole their queenie, then bent back to their play, muttering. He was never forgiven in child lore and most of them never drank in his pub when they grew furtive enough to sidle into bars to buy liquor). The greeny-brown of the whorled marble contrasted sharply with the piercing blue of his overworked right eye, which glared and stared in double measure to make up for the other’s shortcomings.


We found, eventually, that his heart had been broken by a native Tasmanian girl who had given him an Emu songline and a squirming fly-bed of a child, born with a scar across his left eye, portending his father’s deformity by a matter of months.


Gale-savaged off the Cape of Good Hope (so named, of course, because terrified sailors had little hope of rounding it), the Blue Angel’s first owner had lost his left eye in a dispute over latitude and longitude, when another drunken sailor had clubbed him over the head with a stone paperweight used to press charts onto the table-top. When he returned to Tasmania, his head still bandaged, the girl had disappeared into the brown bowels of the shanty town and all that was left of his swarthy son was a phantom memory fading fast from the retina of his remaining eye. I once met a blind woman who had lost her sight only five years previously, but who was already unable to remember the appearance of clouds. I wonder if the sailor’s eye was removed by the gods, so that he should remember less of his pain.


As I have said, tracing Mr Vogel’s story is like being a lost potholer following a cord back to the surface, along a maze of dark and dangerous caverns, many flooded, and through tunnels as dangerous as boa constrictors. But let us examine the evidence. Fortunately, I have many reference books and by a process of deduction I can usually glean the likeliest story. My countrymen have a great liking for the Chronicle of the Hours, which I have mentioned already. This serves two purposes: it chronicles the past year’s main happenings (such as fish falling to earth and demons stalking the land), and it also catalogues major events in the year to come: it gives full lists of impending festivals, galas, hiring fairs and markets, as well as making divinations regarding the region’s prospects, foretelling the likelihood of earthquakes and hurricanes, predicting good fortune and bad, the movement of the moon and stars, the most judicious times to plant crops and treat livestock, advice on good husbandry and health; in short it provides us with guidance on a host of interesting subjects. Mr Vogel crops up regularly in the Chronicle.


Since I have many empty hours to fill I have read a great deal about our region’s history. As I have already told you, I am particularly interested in the accounts of travellers, since I myself arrived here a traveller, having left my home village far up the river many years ago to seek my fortune and to see the world. Up in the hinterland they still speak the old language, my mother tongue, and when I arrived here I had to learn the language of the incomers (Humboldt is retreating into silence – he’s not sure which of my languages to adopt). Although I was considered to be intelligent and learned among my own people, I was given the same accord as a diseased idiot when I limped into this town, being unable to converse with the conquerors, who had power over all occupations and dwellings. Doing menial work in the Blue Angel – lighting the fire, cleaning, collecting and washing glasses, I learnt their language and might have progressed to one of the professions, but discovered that there was no great welcome for me among the rulers, who prefer to elevate their own type. And so I pass my days working, watching, listening and reading. Mr Vogel’s story struck a particular chord with me because my own father was twisted out of shape by a disease brought to the region by the first missionaries, who were so anxious for us to embrace their god that they arranged for us to die quickly in great numbers so that we might meet him (it being a condition of this great honour that we perish miserably and lose everything we loved.)


Many of my kinsmen welcomed the incursors, who were much delighted with what they found.


Here is how Geoffrey of Monmouth described our region in the 12th century:


It provides in unfailing plenty everything that is suited to the use of human beings. It abounds in every kind of mineral. It has broad fields and hillsides which are suitable for the most intensive farming and in which, because of the richness of the soil, all kinds of crops are grown in their season. It also has open woodlands which are filled with every kind of game. Through its forest glades stretch pasture-lands which provide the various feeding-stuffs needed by cattle, and there too grow flowers of every hue which offer their honey to the flitting bees. At the foot of its windswept mountains it has meadows green with grass, beauty spots where clear springs flow into shining streams which ripple gently and murmur an assurance of deep sleep to those lying on their banks.


Our mountains are sublime and our rivers fluent, our air is limpid and our horizons are inspiring and august. But we are not so complacent as to think it the most beautiful land on earth, for it is the habit among many of us to have our dust divided into a hundred portions upon death and sent to all parts of the spinning globe, so that our souls can choose to remain elsewhere or to return home.


But to return to Mr Vogel.


The earliest reference to our hero, I believe, is in the Travels of Thomas Pennant, but it becomes starkly clear in his book that his knowledge of Mr Vogel was gained at second hand, and I know exactly why. How clearly this event displays the unreliable ways in which historians get their material, and how prone they are to error! For Mr Pennant, illustrious and interesting though he may have been, never clapped eyes on Vogel – instead he lapped up a story imparted to him by his manservant Moses, who had climbed up to Mr Pennant’s chamber in the Blue Angel, heavy with porter, just before bedtime, in the light of a guttering candle, to tell him an entertaining tale about a cripple who was the talk of the entire country. This story he had gleaned from no less a person than myself! So no-one knows better the warp and weft in Mr Pennant’s story before the finished garment left the loom!


I remember that evening as if it were tonight – travellers of Mr Pennant’s reputation do not lodge with us often, but since he needed quarters for his horse as well as his servant, and it being deep into dusk, he settled on the Blue Angel – after all, I heard him mutter, it was only for one night (he had the temerity to describe it, fleetingly, in his book as ‘a coarse lodging’).


I quickly fulfilled my role as the inn’s ostler (for this task my childhood among the wild horses of the upland mountains stood me in good stead), and upon re-entering the Blue Angel I offered the grumbling Pennant, who had already downed a quart of ale, our list of victuals.


‘Pah,’ he said, swiping aside my carte du jour (and carte du month, for that matter). Exhibiting all the prowess of a seasoned traveller he waded past me, straight into the kitchen, past the cook and into the larder, where he examined every shank, chop and fish, before proclaiming loudly that he wouldn’t give the mutton to a dying dog. He finally settled (wisely) on the beef pie and he also attempted the pickled puffin (experimentally, and such was his mistrust that he forced me to eat a portion first).


According to the Travels, Thomas Pennant entered this area as winter was setting in. He passed through mountainous country and descended through a boulder-strewn gorge which was so steep and hazardous he was forced to dismount and lead his horse through gorse and sessile oaks until he beheld, from the upland reaches, a widening vale gliding down to the meeting of two great valleys, and where they met two rivers conjoined in a glittering blue cascade.


On reaching this confluence late in the evening he faced seawards and followed the river to the teeming port on the environs of our town. With his eye for the anecdotal, and his serendipitous habit of stumbling on the irregular, he encountered in mid-afternoon a remarkable woman well known to us, her abode being a simple shack by the river hard by the port. I quote from his Travels:
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