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PREFACE


It was one of those peerless, sunny September days and I was searching for Philip Burton’s grave. Up above the South Wales valleys town of Mountain Ash lies the old Aberffrwd cemetery in Caegarw, closed since 1974. This was where his ashes had, with permission, been added to his parents’ grave on a rainy September day in 1995. Now, twenty years later and with help from the local authority, Rhondda Cynon Taf, the padlocked cemetery gates were opened.


We wandered among long-neglected graves strewn with brambles and blackberries. Eventually we found the plot and I could just decipher beneath the old inscriptions naming Henry and Emma Burton, the more recent name and dates of their ‘Beloved Son’, Philip Henry Burton. His ashes had been brought more than 4,400 miles from Florida, back to where his life had begun in 1904. It was a fitting spot, this mountainside poised above the Caegarw street where Philip had spent his childhood.


Then in May 2023, Richard Burton’s actor daughter Kate (who called Philip ‘Grandpa’) and I visited another memorial. It is in New York’s Central Park, close to the site of performances of Shakespeare in the Park. Here a beautiful rustic bench displays a plaque that states:


For Philip Burton (1904–1995)


Father and Mentor


And Richard Burton (1925–1984)


Son and Actor


From Loving Friends in Key West Fl.


Now, in 2025, Philip Burton’s life is at last being told. It is thirty years after his death and a hundred years since the start of his career. 2025 also marks a century since the birth of Richard Burton and, as part of the many celebrations of this, Philip is the subject of a major feature film called Mr Burton, starring Toby Jones.1. This explores Philip’s part in training and transforming the young Richard Jenkins into the world-famous actor Richard Burton. Behind the Scenes expands this compelling story but also situates it as part, albeit an all-important part, of a dramatic and extraordinary life. The writer David Callard once described Philip Burton’s story as ‘one of the great unsung odysseys of Welshmen in the wider world.’2. This biography proclaims this odyssey, unfolding a tale of transatlantic triumph against the odds and a remarkable life that virtually spanned the twentieth century.












1


Picturing the Young Philip


‘My childhood must have been desperately unhappy, it’s almost a complete blank in my memory’1. was how, many years later in 1968, Philip Burton would describe his early years to the writer Rhys Davies. Such words were hardly the most promising for Philip Burton’s biographer to read. In later life Philip would be part of the literati and ‘glitterati’ and feature frequently in the media. Yet how easy was it going to be to excavate the childhood of one particular working-class boy in a small South Wales mining community in the early years of the twentieth century when the subject himself appeared to have effectively erased it from his memory?


Philip was in his sixties when he made that statement. Although as an adult he kept an appointments diary, it has not survived and reputedly covered five years in one page. He made a habit of destroying letters once read (though fortunately he was an assiduous correspondent and his own letters can be found in many public and private collections). He did write one chapter about his childhood in his volume of (mainly) theatrical memoirs, Early Doors,2. though much was unsaid. It is the silences in life stories that are often most illuminating. Philip was good at silences as well as speech.


His memoir did not include any pictures of people from those early years. Portrait painting was the prerogative of the wealthy and, although Kodak box cameras had been in use since the late nineteenth century, a camera was a luxury item when Philip was growing up. It was a world away from today’s obsession with ‘selfies’ and the validation of identity by posting pictures on social media. Nevertheless, the stage directions for Philip’s early play Granton Street, which Philip said was based on his childhood home, do specifically mention ‘large framed photographs of deceased relatives’ hanging on the parlour walls.3.


Early Doors includes ‘A partial view of Mountain Ash’, a photograph of a coal mine and one of St Margaret’s Church, all significant to Philip’s locale and story but he is conspicuous by his absence, and this may well have been as much due to a deliberate excising of his troubled early years as to the scarcity of personal photographs from childhood. ‘The College Rugby XV’ at his university is depicted in the book. Philip does not identify himself, tell us the precise date, or even make it clear whether he features there, though he was in the team and there is one strong candidate for the student Burton.


Particularly intriguing was the second part of Philip’s claim about his childhood being ‘almost a complete blank in my memory’. Why and how did he choose to obliterate much about those early years and how might that period help to explain the talented Philip Burton of the better-known decades?


*****


Mountain Ash was Philip’s home town. He was an Edwardian, born on 30 November 1904. His mother, Emma Matilda Mears, came originally from Midsomer Norton in Somerset but her family, like countless others, had gravitated to South Wales in search of work as the demand for coal grew and grew. Her mother was a midwife. Emma became a nurse in a cottage hospital then married John Wilson, a Scots collier. They had a son, William, born in Wattstown in the Rhondda but, after her husband’s early death, the widowed Emma and Will lived with her mother.


Emma remarried. Her second husband was some years younger than herself and one of her mother’s lodgers, an Englishman called Henry Burton.4. He was from a lower middle-class family in the Lichfield area of Staffordshire. A restless man who had twice tried serving in the army, he became a collier. In a television programme made in Key West when Philip was elderly, he explained that his father was the bad boy of his family and that going to the Welsh coalfields was a little like the dash to the Yukon in search of gold.5. ‘Two Strangers’, a short story6. that Philip began writing in 1939 in Port Talbot, opens with a young man from Lichfield, armed with a violin, pacing the platform as he awaits the Bristol and South Wales train. He has run away from home and is both excited and apprehensive as he sets off in search of a new life. This, it seems, was Philip’s imagining of how his father came to Wales.


Mountain Ash lies in the central part of the Cynon Valley, about eighteen miles north of Cardiff, less than five miles south of the much larger settlement of the urban district of Aberdare, which had seen its heyday in the mid-nineteenth century before the Rhondda robbed it of its pre-eminence in the steam coal trade. Nevertheless, Aberdare remained the valley’s urban and population centre. Mountain Ash’s own expansion as a coal-mining community was symbolised by the completion of a town hall close to the Glamorganshire Canal in the year that Philip was born. It now had a population of about 15,000. John Nixon owned four large pits in the area and Philip’s father and half-brother worked for his company at the town’s Navigation Colliery. When first sunk in the mid-nineteenth century it was said to be the deepest colliery in Wales. Nixon had pioneered the exporting of Welsh steam coal to France and introduced novel methods of working and ventilation into his pits.


Lying at the mouth of the River Pennar, the pre-industrial name for the small community was Aberpennar. From the early nineteenth century, however, it became known as Mountain Ash after a tavern that flanked a rowan (mountain ash) tree. The year after Philip’s birth, the National Eisteddfod came to town and the Welsh name Aberpennar was revived. Philip was not a Welsh speaker as an adult (though he won prizes for Welsh in school and studied it for his higher certificate examinations) but he did favour the Welsh name. Many decades later, a Welshman residing in Key West recalled how, on meeting Philip, he had been firmly told that he hailed from Aberpennar.7.


Philip’s family lived at 9 Arnold Street, a mid-terrace house in Caegarw, at the top end of town. The garden backed onto the mountain. His half-brother Will, eighteen years older, was a collier from the time he left school aged fourteen. During the interwar years Philip wrote and performed in his first full-length play. Granton Street was a family drama set in a coal-mining community against the backdrop of a by-election.8. The story unfolds in the parlour, that front room used only on special occasions. It doubles as the local Labour Party’s Committee Room. Philip, heavily influenced by George Bernard Shaw, provided, as did the renowned playwright, detailed stage directions about not only his characters but also the set, in this case a ‘small room, rather overcrowded with furniture’.


Philip’s first school was Caegarw Council Boys’ School, a new elementary school opened in 1906. Although it could accommodate 300, three of the six classes in Philip’s time were less than half full.9. Many pupils were the sons of colliers, and in 1910, free breakfasts and dinners were given to sixty-seven boys whose fathers were on strike. The school was praised in its 1913 inspection for high attendance rates (96 per cent), excellent discipline and a good library. The neatness of pupils’ writing was praised – Philip retained a neat, decipherable hand – and their singing was singled out. The school choir, run by the teacher Brychan Thomas (who would be killed in France in 1916) regularly won first prize in the competitions for boys’ choirs at local Eisteddfodau.


Philip made his stage début aged nine. In retrospect he admitted that his part was not what he would have wished. Fair-haired, with pale blue eyes and tall for his age, he played Britannia in a school pageant extolling the British Empire. More to his liking would have been the school’s commemoration of the tercentenary of Shakespeare’s death. Pupils wore medallions, sang Shakespearean songs and recited passages from plays. The most senior boys (Philip was too young to be included) performed scenes from King John, Hamlet, Macbeth, Richard II and The Merchant of Venice.


When he was eleven, Philip was one of a small group of Cargarw boys who won a County Scholarship to Mountain Ash Intermediate School.10. He started in class 1A in September 1916. Of the fifty-one boys and girls admitted that term, thirty-five had fathers employed in coal mining. They included a colliery manager and under-manager, two mining engineers, a cashier and a clerk, along with twenty-nine colliers. Most of the other fathers worked in skilled trades and shopkeeping. Professionals were scarce though there was one schoolteacher and a solicitor. One child had ‘unknown’ in the space for the father’s occupation in the Admissions Register.


Philip did well in primary and secondary school but does not seem to have been popular. In Early Doors, he conveys the impression that he was a bit of a swot, lacking friends and ‘much too bright for my own happiness’. The diseur Fred Duxbury toured annually to Mountain Ash and on hearing him recite the whole of Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol, Philip committed the entire novella to memory and went in search of willing audiences. It stood him in excellent stead for his later lecture-recitals but he was ten at the time and, even if slightly exaggerated in the retelling, his preoccupation is unlikely to have endeared him to many boys. Philip was a serious youngster and for some years remained slightly awkward socially. In 1970, from a much happier vantage point in Manhattan, he described his young self as a ‘diffident introvert’.11. This diffidence meant that he sometimes appeared uncaring and intellectually superior.


Writers who lived through the war years usually recounted retrospectively its impact on their lives, even if they were too young to have direct memories. Not so Philip. He was ten when the war began but the horrors of 1914–18 are missing from accounts of his early life. He did, however, suffer personal tragedy soon after this and it had a devastating effect. He writes touchingly that his father was both ‘powerfully built and gentle, with a quiet sense of humour. He liked beer, big meals, and my mother and me.’ But on 24 July 1919 Henry Burton was killed in a roof fall at his pit. According to the coroner’s report, he was usually ‘very competent’ but apparently, on this occasion, made ‘an error of judgement’ when working the coal. He was completely buried by the fall and dead by the time he was extricated.12. Will identified the body. Henry Burton was one of twenty-one miners killed in Welsh mining accidents in that month alone. Philip was fourteen.


Decades later in 1947, the year that the mines were nationalised, Philip produced for BBC radio The Rescuers by Islwyn Williams.13. It reconstructed a famous mining disaster: the flooding of the Tynewydd Colliery, Porth in the Rhondda on 11 April 1877. Fourteen miners had been underground at the time. Five lost their lives, and four men and a boy were entombed on a ledge in a flooded stall. A protracted and complicated rescue in relay teams ensued. For ten days this made news across the world. A descendant of Isaac Pride, the miner who led the rescue party, suggested to Philip that the BBC commemorate its seventieth anniversary. Pride had received the Albert Medal – the first time it had been awarded for bravery on land – but later perished in another mining disaster.


The Rescuers was initially broadcast on the Welsh Home Service. It was not the first radio play set in a Welsh coal mine: that was Richard Hughes’s A Comedy of Danger in 1924, reputed to be the world’s first radio drama. But Philip’s atmospheric production received the highest audience approval rating for any BBC radio feature, sustaining this record for several years. It was repeated three times over the next few years on the Home Service and on Radio 3 in the 1960s. It was also adapted for television by the pioneering and prolific scriptwriter Elaine Morgan, who would spend most of her working life in Mountain Ash and now has a statue there.


Presented as a tribute to the courage and comradeship of miners, The Rescuers was full of suspense, heightened by powerful sound effects. The listener hears about the expert divers from London, cynical reporters, attempts to pump out the water and the reactions of those in charge – the manager, inspector, surveyor and overman – as well as the old colliers who explain how to tap five times on stone to alert those trapped in Thomas Morgan’s stall. We follow the recruitment of experienced volunteers for the rescue operation, including Isaac Pride, and their desperate digging against the clock. Richard Burton, son of a coal miner, acted in Philip’s production.


Back in 1919, the teenage Philip and his mother had to survive on her meagre widow’s pension of thirty shillings (£1.50) a week. His later claim that his mother had ‘the body of a kitten’ does not quite ring true. She had been in her forties when Philip was born. This was an advanced age for motherhood at the start of the twentieth century and she survived into her seventies having long outlived both of her husbands. By all accounts Emma was – and needed to be – a strong and determined woman. She was not given to displays of affection and Philip was not close to her. She was virtually illiterate and he helped to teach her to read the Bible.


Philip’s papers in New York include his short story entitled ‘The Boy and his Mother’.14. Based on his own childhood experiences, it can be read as a nostalgic wish that he and his mother had been closer or at least more able to express affection. No date is given and it does not seem to have been published. However, crossed out is the name Henry Stafford, a pseudonym used occasionally by Philip and reserved for work outside his usual repertoire.


It is a poignant tale of an anxious lad, conscious of his lack of ‘backbone’ compared to other boys. He is counting the Christmas church collection from parishioners whilst, to his distaste, his mother is killing the chicken that would be their Christmas dinner. It opens with the words ‘The worst part of Christmas was the knife.’ In Early Doors Philip admitted to a vivid recollection of his mother secreting in her skirt pocket a ‘frighteningly honed little knife’ which she held tight between her sack-clothed legs to kill chickens.


The boy is reading A Christmas Carol, thus evoking the world of Bob Cratchit and Tiny Tim. We are told the story about Fred Duxbury’s recital and the determination to learn Dickens’ tale by heart. Striking is the emphasis on poverty. The mother, a collier’s widow, wears a rough serge skirt and sackcloth apron, and ‘poor, ill-fitting shoes’ as she clumps down the uneven steps from the little garden. She warns against wastage, her voice ‘edged by years of poverty’. Whenever she speaks, she seems to complain and the boy is plainly irritated by her. In words familiar to many rogue readers in non-reading families, she tells the boy: ‘Read, read, read; that’s all you think about. You’ll have no eyes left by the time you’re twenty.’


Feeling faint from the chicken’s blood trickling down the sink, the boy fails to concentrate sufficiently on his own task. He has shaken out the coins from the offertory envelopes but missed the very generous ten-shilling note from one parishioner and it has inadvertently been put on the fire with the empty envelopes. However, his mother manages to retrieve it. The boy flings himself into her arms and ‘they were joined together in an ecstasy of relief’. He wants the chicken to be given to an a neighbour even poorer than themselves to demonstrate their gratitude but the practical mother suggests instead just giving her a leg and some stuffing. The boy offers to buy his mother a new knife for Christmas.


The story ends with the boy laughing. For once his mother does not reprove him ‘because she was glad to see him so happy’. Her relief at not having to try somehow to save ten shillings to repay the lost money and the boy’s delight that his careless action had a happy ending, had succeeded, Philip implies, in bringing together a mother and son whose economic circumstances usually militated against them being able to articulate the tenderness that he wants to think both of them really felt.


In his seventies Philip recalled15. how his mother had ruled the household. His father had enjoyed drinking home-brewed beer. Emma Burton had sought to control this by keeping it locked away. Philip was sent to bed very early. He would hear the other children from Arnold Street playing outside but would not be allowed to join them. He clearly resented this and it helped to distance him from his peers. The highlight of the week was the day when he was allowed to go next door and be bathed with the children there.


Autobiographies by Welsh working-class men who have become successful frequently pay tribute to their mothers: it is often one of the few genuflections to women in their stories of the rise to power, their reminiscences tending to romanticise the ‘Welsh Mam’. This was far from the case with Philip. He told Rhys Davies that he had to ‘bear the burden of a widowed and ageing mother, and that permanently crippled me in more ways than one’.16.


Philip’s mother was in her mid-fifties and Philip lacked siblings of a similar age to himself, so the tragic loss of his father must have had an especially profound effect on the teenager. He attempted to wipe out his painful memories in later years. In Early Doors he more or less repeated the remark he had made to Rhys Davies, stating ‘Most of my childhood is oblivion.’17.


Like his male relatives, Philip could easily have spent part, if not all, of his working life down the pit with the hazards that this entailed. Will contracted silicosis. In 1911, 60 per cent of males aged over ten living in the Aberdare and Mountain Ash District Council areas were employed in coal mining.18. Out of the many children in Philip’s year whose fathers worked in the mines, a number became colliers themselves. Others also followed in their father’s occupational footsteps: a pawnbroker’s son became a pawnbroker himself. These Intermediate School pupils were, however, in the main, among Mountain Ash’s cleverest children and an impressive number experienced social mobility, mainly through teacher training. Ysgol is the Welsh word for both school and ladder.


It was not unusual for ordinary families in Mountain Ash and other industrial communities in South Wales to be immersed in artistic ventures, whether it be an appreciation of Handel’s oratorios within the home, or in the extensive network of drama competitions, Miners’ Institutes, debating groups, choirs and chapels. Neither was it impossible for a determined autodidact to succeed. Joseph Keating19. had been born in 1871 into one of Mountain Ash’s many poor Irish families. On leaving school aged twelve, he spent six years working below ground, first as a trap-door boy then as a haulier. But during this time Keating read widely, studying Euclid, shorthand and French grammar. He gradually achieved social mobility. After a series of mundane jobs, he became a junior newspaper reporter, eventually securing a career in London as a professional writer. He published eleven novels, an autobiography and a book of short stories, and had a play performed in the West End.20.


The town was fortunate in its provision of drama, and much of Philip’s spare time was spent soaking up the impressive array of performances by individuals and companies visiting or resident in the valleys. By 1912 there were thirty-four theatres in Wales and numerous halls had dramatic licences. Philip grew up at a time when English-language theatre was flourishing and before competition from the cinema and ultimately television replaced much of the live entertainment that was available during his youth.


In addition to its Palace Cinema, Mountain Ash boasted two live theatres. Nixon’s Workmen’s Hall and Institute, known affectionately as Mount Hall, had been built for Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee and paid for by workmen’s subscriptions and donations. As well as a library, gymnasium and other sports facilities, a vast theatre accommodated up to 2,500 people. Here Philip devoured Shakespeare, grand opera and Gilbert and Sullivan. The Empire hosted a resident company for a season each year and, eager to lap up whatever was on offer, he watched melodramas and comedies. His eclectic taste would be useful in years to come. When he was twelve, the Church of England Temperance Society awarded him the works of Shakespeare for ‘excellence in temperance knowledge’. This he would treasure.


What Philip called his ‘theatre addiction’ was also stimulated by the much older Will, one of the many cultured colliers of his day. He can be seen as the catalyst for Philip’s dedication to theatre. It was Will who took him to Cardiff to see his first Saturday matinee. The somewhat esoteric title of Philip’s book Early Doors21. is a nod to Will who, having worked nights, would come off shift and travel to Cardiff to queue for an ‘early-doors’ ticket. Will was gassed in the First World War but lived a long life and visited Philip in America when he was eighty. He remained in Mountain Ash and retained his love of the stage.


Looking back, Philip reflected that his family predicament necessitated being ‘put through the educational machinery as expeditiously as possible’. Already a precocious youngster, he was permitted to jump from the second year in his school to the fourth. He got two distinctions in his Junior Certificate (Central Welsh Board) and three distinctions in the Senior Certificate. He then did his Higher Certificate (in seven subjects) in one year rather than two.


Aged sixteen, Philip won a coveted Glamorgan County Council scholarship (£60 for three years plus fees) to the University College of South Wales and Monmouthshire, later Cardiff University. He was one of four boys in his year to attend university. The under-manager’s son went to University College, Aberystwyth but died young. Norris Armitage, a schoolmaster’s son, also made it to Cardiff. He had been in Philip’s class at Caegarw but started university a year later than Philip. Iorwerth Evans, the third pupil to go to Cardiff was, like Philip, a collier’s son.


Philip opted to study Pure Mathematics. The teacher he had most admired and learned from in school, Ted Richards, had been his Maths teacher. Richards was untrained but cared passionately about his subject and this greatly impressed Philip. In the classic study The Uses of Literacy Richard Hoggart, himself a scholarship boy from a working-class Yorkshire family, wrote about the lonely road travelled by the exceptionally clever child who becomes increasingly isolated from his home environment as he excels at school. Such a tendency can be exaggerated. Many homes in mining communities in South Wales and beyond were culturally rich. On the first page of his memoir Philip makes it clear that his father had both a clarinet and a violin and one of the first substantial pieces of furniture in the home was a piano.


Hoggart notes that the clever, bookish child tends to ‘make his schoolmasters over-important, since they are the cashiers in the new world of brain currency’. How much more so this must have been when the real father disappeared. Hoggart adds that ‘He is clever enough to take himself out of his class mentally, but not equipped, mentally or emotionally, to surmount all the problems that follow.’22.


Philip was very fortunate. His talents were recognised when it mattered and opportunities were provided by a few educators and mentors, something he never forgot. This helped to shape how he would regard his own promising pupils and his determination to take them under his wing and give them a vital break. His passage to university was crucially aided by a bank loan guaranteed by Roland P. Dowling, a junior school headmaster on the other side of the valley who had also taught at Philip’s primary school.


Dowling was choirmaster at the Burtons’ family church, St Margaret’s, with its portrait of John Nixon, coal owner, in its east window and a pew reserved for Lord Aberdare and his family. The Burtons were Church of England (Church in Wales after disestablishment in 1920). It marked them out from most families who attended chapel. Philip and his father had been confirmed during the war. They had walked together to the vicarage for evening confirmation classes, their way lit by Henry’s miner’s lamp. They both sang in the church choir.


Mountain Ash, like many valleys communities, was proud of its musical tradition. The lyrics that accompany the perennially popular ‘Calon Lân’ had been written by the Swansea Valley poet Gwyrosydd (Daniel James) whilst lodging in the town. Glyndwr’s Mountain Ash Male Voice Choir travelled far and wide. In 1908 they had sung for President Theodore Roosevelt at the White House and Philip might well have seen them on their triumphant return home in 1920 after a nineteen-month tour in the States and Canada where they had given 585 concerts.23.


Philip’s soprano solos in church led to an invitation to perform at the mock-Elizabethan Dyffryn House, Lord Aberdare’s residence. His father, H. A. Bruce, had been the senior trustee at the Guest family’s vast Dowlais Ironworks and had chaired the landmark Aberdare Commission of 1880–1 that led to the reorganisation of intermediate and higher education in Wales. All that the young Philip received for entertaining guests at the ‘Big House’ was a bag of fruit and sweets. Burton Senior, a ‘mild socialist’, was not impressed.


Although the youth did not relish attending two services on Sundays and one mid-week, the result of his association with St Margaret’s was a commitment to the church. Philip was especially impressed by the story of Geoffrey Studdert-Kennedy who, as Anglican chaplain to the troops during the First World War, became known as Woodbine Willie for his compassion and the cigarettes he gave to soldiers. He died young in 1929 but was refused burial in Westminster Abbey due to his socialism and pacifism. Philip’s faith would waver in mid-life but he later became an active Episcopalian in Florida. He particularly appreciated church music and the language of the Book of Common Prayer and the Bible.


Dowling, known to the boys as ‘Boss’, was also Philip’s Sunday School teacher and his ‘hypnotic narrative gift’ seemed to bring biblical tales alive. He gave Philip a Bible and a Boy Scouts’ Birthday Book which he kept for the rest of his life. In the summer holidays Dowling would regale groups of boys with Kipling’s stories and read from Robert Louis Stevenson’s books in his garden or on the mountainside.


Philip’s appreciation of Dowling was enhanced by the fact that, despite his love of reading – Jerome K. Jerome’s Three Men in a Boat was an especial favourite – literature was, in his opinion, badly taught at his secondary school. This did not, however, deter him from writing his first play. It was a long, one-act drama, neither published nor performed. Set in the waiting room of a railway station, it told of an elderly couple bound for the workhouse where the mandatory segregation of the sexes meant they would be forever separated. Recalling this many years later, Philip chose not to comment on its depressing subject matter or fatalism. He simply dismissed it as sentimental.


Philip began university in 1921. There was, as yet, no hostel for male students and anyway, finances dictated that he lived at home rather than in Cardiff. He spent two hours daily on public transport. Although he was therefore not as immersed in city life as the undergraduates who lived there, he was nevertheless now exposed to a very different world from the one in which he had grown up. During Philip’s time in Cardiff its population exceeded 227,000. It had been given city status – the first such designation granted in Wales – in 1905, the year after Philip had been born and, three years later, the world’s first million-pound deal had been struck in its Coal Exchange. Since the 1890s Cardiff had been the world’s largest coal-exporting port and, by the time that Philip was there, it boasted more than 150 shipping companies. Yet it was during his undergraduate years that the tide began to turn for this booming, dynamic metropolis as the demand for coal declined and, with it, the docks.


The population of Mountain Ash was overwhelmingly Welsh and English, along with a distinct Irish community. Cardiff, in contrast, was a cosmopolitan place. By 1911 only London had more foreign-born men. Centred around Butetown, its diverse, though comparatively small, ethnic population included seamen from the British Protectorate of Aden as well as Somalis, West Indians and West Africans. The war increased Cardiff’s ethnic population dramatically. When it ended, unemployment generally increased across the city. Tensions were heightened by a thinly veiled xenophobia that had been fuelled by sentiments against the ‘Hun’, and concern about interracial sex and marriage. In 1919 riots in other British ports, notably Liverpool, came to a head in Cardiff in June, preceded by disturbances in nearby Newport and Barry. The Cardiff Race Riots, which can, in effect, be described as anti-black immigrant riots,24. had lasted four days, resulted in several deaths, destruction of property and, in the main, reinforced the segregation of Butetown from the wider city.


Philip was, however, ensconced in the elegant setting of Cathays Park. His train journey from Mountain Ash took him directly to nearby Cathays station. His college had opened on a smaller site in 1883 with just 144 students, moving in 1909 to its new building. By 1919–20 there were 922 full-time students, almost three-quarters of whom were men. Here he studied Pure Maths and a little Applied Maths, alongside History and Latin. This combination fitted the rubric for a BA degree with theoretical, non-laboratory-based Pure Maths defined at the time as an accepted core Arts subject.25. He failed his Applied Maths Subsidiary in his second year (a fact he omitted from his brief account of university in Early Doors) and, after his early promise as a precociously bright maths scholar, emerged with a disappointing Third in Pure Mathematics in July 1924. He was, however, still only nineteen.


Not one to give up easily, Philip opted for a fourth year of Honours, entirely focused on History. The Standing Committee of Senate that October recommended that he be appointed as a student-assistant for the academic year in the Mathematics department and paid £20.26. A fortnight later, however, another student took this post. No explanation was provided but it might have been due to Philip’s recognition that, despite the tempting offer of cash, he needed to spend his time focused on History if he were to redeem himself academically.


1925 saw Philip graduate with a BA Hons. in History and a more respectable Upper Second classification.27. He now possessed a double-honours degree in two markedly different subjects, neither of which represented his real passion: literature and drama.


Philip’s disappointing initial result was attributable to several factors. First-year students were obliged to take a General Course as part of their curriculum. It was largely untaught with just a couple of lectures and an examination, relying mainly on an extensive reading list. Philip approached this with much greater enthusiasm than he ever displayed for his formal classes. Years later he told a former pupil: ‘I was never taught English but it became my all-absorbing private study.’28. He read voraciously for the General Course, focusing in particular on the recommended plays. He discovered Henrik Ibsen and Bernard Shaw whose plays would have a lifelong influence. Characteristically, he went way beyond the recommended reading and read all their dramas. As a boy he had been told about Shaw addressing miners at Nixon’s Workman’s Institute with the local MP Keir Hardie, founder and leader of the Independent Labour Party. Now he found Shaw’s plays and politics ‘a heady wine’.


Philip’s written account of his university days tells us next to nothing about his fellow students. No specific friends are named, let alone girlfriends or boyfriends. It’s impossible to tell for sure whether he was deliberately providing a censored version of his life as a student in the chapter of Early Doors entitled ‘Cardiff’. Ystrad Mynach’s Megan Jones who became a seventeen-year-old undergraduate at Cardiff the year after Philip, also travelled daily but she recalled popular student haunts such as the ‘Dutch Café’ in Queen Street. Such places do not feature in Philip’s reminiscences though at a time of strictly gendered expectations, he was fortunate in having generally a certain amount of freedom. When Megan Jones attended her interview to read English, her mother came too and made it clear that her daughter would only be reading texts that she deemed suitable.29.


A couple of Richard Burton’s biographers have, however, suggested a former love life. Paul Ferris reported that the elderly Philip admitted to him30. that as a student he had been ‘madly in love with a waitress’ but that she had died. Tom Rubython31. tells us that, decades earlier, Philip had confided in his Port Talbot landlady, telling her that the young (unnamed) woman had worked in a café near the university (in an article in McCall’s monthly magazine of 1965 she is reported as having been ‘a Port Talbot girl’).32. Rubython claims that they had a ‘difficult but very passionate love affair’ that ended after two years when she contracted tuberculosis and died. Philip had apparently intended to marry her once he was financially secure and was devastated by the loss. He never spoke of her again ‘and he never got over it, but she remained deeply etched in his mind for the remainder of his life.’ Such a tale sounds suspiciously like a plot for a Puccini opera or one of the stage melodramas that Philip had devoured. Perhaps he was neatly deflecting attention from those curious about his private life.


Philip was gay. In the years when he was a young man, homosexuality was illegal between consenting men in Wales and England and perceived as deviant. Attitudes towards relationships that were not heterosexual were freighted with suspicion and hostility and even men who remained unmarried were often looked upon disparagingly as ‘confirmed bachelors’ though they were not necessarily gay or prepared to risk ‘coming out’. Some gay men who were able to get away did so. Rhys Davies who, like Philip, had been born at the beginning of the twentieth century, spent most of his life far from his native valley. As the sociologist Jeffrey Weeks put it, he ‘had to leave to be’.33. Weeks, born four decades later than Philip and a ‘queer boy from the Rhondda’, felt that he too could not fit in and left for London aged nineteen ‘in order to become myself’.


Philip remained firmly ‘in the closet’ throughout his years in Wales. It would seem that it was not until he was in America that he came to terms with his sexuality. In the many letters he sent back to Britain from the States, he repeatedly insisted that he was ‘happy’, that word connoting a freedom to be and act as he wished. They suggest that he felt much more at one with himself in America than he had been in Wales and maybe England too, where his London life appears (though we have no firm evidence) to have been entirely devoted to work and theatre-going. In a letter from New York to Rhys Davies in 1956, writing about a New Years’ Eve champagne party held in his honour, Philip added ‘When I think of my sedate life in London…! Maybe that’s why I’m so happy here.’34.


Where individuals were mentioned in Philip’s reminiscences of student life, they were his lecturers such as the mathematician Dr Taylor. Philip avoided college societies such as the English Society even though they did a public reading of Clemence Dane’s play Will Shakespeare in 1923. The following year the Dramatic Society performed this in Cardiff’s Playhouse (which Philip frequented)35. but he disparaged the ‘loudmouthed and arrogant exhibitionism’ of its members. Although the University of Wales Labour Party had a presence in Cardiff from 1922 – future Labour minister, Cardiff-born Hilary Marquand was influential in it – Philip does not seem to have been involved.36.


Neither is there any evidence of him contributing to the College magazine Cap and Gown. But beneath this somewhat priggish carapace was a much less secure student. Later, from the vantage point of 1969, Philip conceded that other students seemed to possess a confidence and sophistication that he lacked.


This particular student, who had experienced privations and family tragedy at a young age and was still a teenager, would have had little in common with the many Cardiff students from more privileged backgrounds. Although the number attending university from state schools was much higher in Wales than in England in the early 1920s, higher education was still largely the domain of the privileged.


Physically strong, Philip did, however, play rugby for the college. The players who impressed him were those who had fought in the war. Rules and regulations were relaxed generally for ex-servicemen in university. To Philip, these mature students seemed ‘the epitome of worldly experience and wisdom’. In 1948 he produced from the Bangor BBC studio a radio feature entitled Soldiers into Gowns. He prefaced it with his own introduction. The feature examined issues facing ex-service students returning to college. Philip had commissioned the script from John Brian, a writer new to radio. Like some of the cast, Brian had served in the forces before becoming a mature student.


During his vacations Philip participated in summer camps for Welsh grammar schoolboys, part of a scheme run by academics, many of them pacifists, to encourage the exchange and development of ideas and comradeship. The Bangor historian A. H. Dodd was one. Philip also met his brother, the Oxford academic C. H. Dodd, whose New Testament theology he greatly admired. The nightly sing-song enabled the sociable side of Philip to emerge as his storytelling, singing and love of performance came to the fore and the shy, self-contained undergraduate relaxed. Philip continued helping at these camps after graduating. In 1933 he was in charge of a weekend camp near Harlech in North Wales.


Much of Philip’s time as a young student was spent in the real theatre rather than the lecture theatre, another explanation for his disappointing results. He frequented Cardiff’s three theatres: the New Theatre, the Empire and the Playhouse (formerly the Theatre Royal and later named the Prince of Wales). The last had just been remodelled on Greek Revivalist lines inside as well as externally. Here Philip experienced what, in his fifties, he described as one of the greatest theatrical experiences of his life: seeing Sybil Thorndike in Euripides’ Medea, a part that helped to cement her reputation as her country’s greatest tragedienne. With Shaw in mind, he declared her ‘a personification of the Life Force’. In 1941 he gave his senior pupils the chance to witness what he had seen. He organised a visit to the Gwyn Hall in Neath where Sybil Thorndike and her husband, Lewis Casson, reprised Medea.


Cardiff provided an informal education in the arts, much of it shaped by Philip’s own interests. Influenced by Dr Taylor, he eventually became involved in one aspect of student life, as president of the college branch of the Student Christian Movement. In December 1924 this organisation held a week-long conference at Manchester’s Free Trade Hall. Philip was selected as a student speaker. The Bishop of Manchester was William Temple, later Archbishop of Canterbury. Impressed by Philip’s presentation, he invited him to lunch the next day. He suggested that he consider taking Holy Orders. The young man was unsure, mature enough to recognise that preaching dramatic sermons appealed rather more than the idea of visiting sick parishioners. He also entertained some doctrinal doubts about the Thirty-Nine Articles and admitted in a lecture at St Paul’s Church in Key West sixty years later that he had been ‘one of those young men who tend to be more eloquent about their doubts than about their beliefs.’ Philip found Bishop Temple ‘amazingly sympathetic and tolerant’.37.


Philip contemplated joining the London staff of the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA).38. He attended a conference of YMCA Secretaries at Keble College, Oxford. Here the earnest nineteen-year-old gave a talk on ‘The Philosophical Implications of Einstein’s Theory of Relativity’. Philip was painfully aware, as his debts mounted, that it would be essential to secure, as soon as possible, a job with a regular income and security.


Although he had not planned a career as a schoolmaster, fortuitously, Port Talbot Secondary School, one of the town’s two grammar schools, was looking for somebody to teach Maths and to start a Latin department. Philip had no teaching experience but he applied and, a mere month after graduating, the twenty-year-old was interviewed and appointed to teach Maths, Latin and even some Games. Reflecting on this turn of events in old age, he commented that his headmaster Tom Lewis had done him a great favour by asking for this near impossible mix of subjects at secondary level.


On 15 September 1925, a somewhat apprehensive, untrained Mr Burton began his probationary year thirty miles west of Cardiff. He was in a place that was, despite being on the coast, rather like a valleys town in its social composition, domination by heavy industry and sense of community. Soon he would be identifiable in school photographs and (in disguise) as an actor in amateur productions. Philip Burton was starting to come into focus.
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Mr Burton: Schoolmaster Extraordinaire


During two decades as a schoolmaster Philip inspired his pupils and helped them to develop acting skills. His best-known protégé was, of course, Richard Burton. As Melvyn Bragg acknowledged, it was his ‘great good luck to be spotted and nourished by an extraordinary man’.1. Yet Richard was not the only beneficiary and it is worth considering how Philip became an effective teacher, influencing the ambitions and lives of many young people. Drawing upon reminiscences of former pupils – some of them unsolicited2. – provides direct testimony, demonstrating how Mr Burton worked as a teacher and how he was appreciated. This puts the life of Richard Jenkins into perspective so that he can be seen as part of a wider school community. It helps to illuminate how pupils’ artistic talents were nurtured during a time of social and economic hardship followed by war. It also shows how this schoolmaster contributed to the wider cultural life of the town.


*****


Coming from the Cynon Valley to the gritty industrial landscape of Port Talbot, Philip could readily understand that heavy industry also spelt employment, though mainly for men. The population of Port Talbot was just over 40,000 and, being on the coast, it was better connected by rail3. and road than was Mountain Ash. Its old centre was Aberavon (Aberafan), also the name of the solidly Labour constituency. The MP was Ramsay MacDonald, who had been Labour’s first prime minister in the short-lived government of 1924. The adjective Philip used to describe his new home was ‘stimulating’.4.


However, his arrival in Port Talbot coincided with increasingly hard times facing the district’s workers and this would affect a high proportion of the families of his pupils. The General Strike occurred during his first school year and this, the Lock Out and pit closures had a profound effect, especially on surrounding villages such as Pontrhydyfen in the Afan Valley. By 1927 the town’s steel production was virtually at a standstill. Between 1931 and 1934 unemployment in Port Talbot stood at an average of 46 per cent.


Port Talbot’s steel industry dated back to the start of the century and although its iconic domination of the skyline and monopolisation of employment would come in mid-century after Philip had moved on, it was already a vital part of a district with a history of heavy industry, from coal mining and ironworks in the Afan Valley and in Margam,5. to copper smelting in Taibach. The English Copper Company long dominated Cwmafan but by the time of Philip’s arrival, industry was in decline there and its Copper Miners Tinplate Works finally closed in 1944. Cwmafan had become a suburb of the new Borough of Port Talbot in 1921. It retained a marked Welsh-language presence and, like all the town’s districts, a strong sense of identity. Although the borough had some dense housing (mostly houses rather than blocks of flats), there were compensations. Being sandwiched between sea and the mountains, nobody was far from one or the other.


It was the first time Philip had lived away from home. He was a paying guest in Broad Street,6. in the town centre. This was the home of Mrs Elizabeth Smith (known as Ma Smith), widow of a maritime chief engineer, and her two daughters. She moved twice during Philip’s years in the town and he moved with her, finally settling at 6 Connaught Street. It was convenient, just a few streets from the school. When he began teaching, Philip was still only twenty, not much older than some of the senior pupils. Yet at a time when a certain formality was expected of schoolmasters, enhanced by the wearing of academic gowns, they exuded gravitas. And Philip did not look young. He was plump, wore spectacles and, in some respects, Mr Burton the schoolmaster appeared older than did the more relaxed Phil Burton, casually dressed in shorts, decades later in Florida.


Port Talbot’s co-educational Higher Elementary School had opened in 1912 but was upgraded to a secondary school nine years later when it began preparing pupils for the Welsh Central Board’s School Certificate and Higher School Certificate. It was later renamed Dyffryn Grammar School. It and the slightly older Port Talbot Intermediate School, the County School (Glanafan), were the town’s ‘top’ schools.


Plunging into teaching was a challenge for the young man. It did not start well. Faced with a noisy class, Philip shouted at his charges. He threatened to punish those who misbehaved. Another tactic was ‘withering sarcasm’. He was alarmingly good at that but it too failed to have the desired effect. As he gained in confidence, he modified this to ‘gentle sarcasm’, which seemed to work. Part of the problem was that he was not teaching the subject that really interested him. At first, he taught mainly Mathematics, but after two years he also began teaching English. He started a Latin department but was relieved when a new master took it over. Philip also helped with Games. The games field was a short walk away in the Memorial Park. There he officiated ‘imperative of voice and tireless of energy’.7. He also played the piano in assembly and conducted end-of-term sing-songs. He even composed the school song to a tune from the operetta, The Student Prince.


Philip really began to flourish when the headmaster moved him to the English department. It was a bold and enlightened decision. It soon became apparent to all that his real passion was drama. By his second decade at the Sec, Philip was head of department and senior master. He later explained that there was no problem getting and holding attention in either the classroom or the theatre ‘if one is excited by a subject and eager to get others to share that excitement’.8.


He even took pupils on school trips abroad. Eight boys accompanied him to Germany in 1930 and, later on, he headed a trip to Paris and the theatre.9. He set up and chaired a school drama club with weekly meetings where he spoke about how to write one-act plays and held a playwriting competition. In 1937 the BBC’s Welsh Regional Director addressed the school’s Forum Society. In a town where cinema-going was one of the most popular social activities, Philip’s talk about the essential features of a good film included an unrealistic plea for pupils to be critical and discriminating when choosing what to see.


Theatre always trumped the cinema for Philip and it was the annual school play that really appealed to him. He began modestly with one-act dramas and musical entertainments but in his third year put on A Midsummer’s Night’s Dream. From then on, he didn’t look back. Plays by Shakespeare or Shaw predominated and all were costume dramas. They took place in the school hall on a temporary stage erected specially by the woodwork master. Other staff members were commandeered to paint backcloths, supply scenery and much else. Costumes were hired from Charles H. Fox of Holborn and arrived at Port Talbot station in a large hamper. Photographs of productions such as Much Ado About Nothing (1930) survive and show impressive period costumes.


From 1940 safety concerns and blackout restrictions dictated that plays were performed in the YMCA, including one of the first productions in Britain of Shaw’s The Apple Cart. Simeon Jones (who later taught at the Sec for a year and became deputy headteacher of the County School) was in the cast of Shaw’s Saint Joan. He has recalled how his teacher interpreted it as a dramatic plea for toleration.10. At the end of the performance Philip drove Simeon and Eifion Davies – still in their stage make-up – to visit the BBC studios in Cardiff.


One year Philip played Shakespeare’s Falstaff himself since no boy was big enough for the part. In 1928 he translated and produced Molière’s Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme for the school play, calling it The Amateur Aristocrat. Such dedication is remarkable but not unknown. Glynne Morse, Arts and Crafts teacher in Ferndale who changed the young Stanley Baker’s life, provided numerous opportunities for him to develop as an actor. Recognising the scarcity of plays suitable for full-scale school productions with decent parts for boys, Morse wrote a school play called The Haunted Chateau to enable Baker to learn stagecraft.11. Selwyn Davies, who succeeded Philip, wrote plays for his pupils.


When Philip put on Pygmalion, the headmaster was keen for the swear word ‘bloody’ to be omitted. Philip resisted. Dilys Jones played Eliza Doolittle, delivering the word with gusto during its six public performances. The local press and public commented on the consistently high standard expected and delivered, echoing the words of one teacher who declared that Philip ‘achieved a mastery which raised our school plays above the usual amateur standard and made them events in the life of the town… Each heroine felt herself an Edith Evans, and each hero, a Gielgud.’12.


Philip also taught those not deemed school certificate material. They were in a class with the blunt name of ‘The Remove’. He worked with them on a production of Shakespeare’s As You Like It. He chose this since it had been badly taught when he was at school and wanted to redeem it for himself as well as introduce pupils to the play. They immersed themselves in it: producing, designing and budgeting as well as acting. They wore modern dress and it was so well-received that there were several public performances. In Miss Bradley, a popular radio drama written by Philip and broadcast in 1942, the eponymous teacher felt limp after an hour with her Remove pupils.13. She was attempting to teach them to enjoy Wordsworth. Miss Brown, the senior mistress, reassures her that the tricks of the trade will become apparent and pupils understand that she is in control.


Former pupils spread far and wide would praise Mr Burton as a strict but stimulating teacher determined, above all else, to instil a love of drama in his charges. He was helped by the fact that although specific Drama departments did not yet exist in the town’s schools, acting was taken seriously throughout the local community and by Glamorgan County Council.14.


Philip’s love of performance saw him reading Shakespeare to his English classes and, as would be the case in his lectures to the American Musical and Dramatic Academy (AMDA), he adopted the voices of all the characters. Those he taught have remarked on his unusual but inspiring methods. A six-month sabbatical in the United States in 1939 funded by the University of Wales15. was used to great effect in his lessons as Penri Williams, who became an extra-mural tutor at Bangor University, still remembered in 2018:




It was he, rather than geography lessons, that established in my mind the extent of the Atlantic and the size and variety of the USA. It was a place that included the vast Mojave Desert where he had almost got stranded!!! Then there were the Rockies where he had saved himself from a Grizzly Bear by throwing it an orange!!! Both of these tales, as I recall, arose during a study of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar. Both related to some aspect of the text but which part I cannot now imagine.16.





Aged twenty-one, ‘the most industrious scraping’ enabled Philip to spend an intoxicating week attending West End plays. He brought theatre alive in the classroom explaining to senior pupils how to stage plays. They learned how the rake could pose problems for actors, the need for perspective in painting backcloths, how to avoid delivering speeches far from the audience and how to project the voice. Enthusiasm wasn’t restricted to the classroom. Simeon Jones remembered how, in the showers after tough rugby matches, boys would, of their own volition, quote Shakespeare. Someone might start ‘So foul and fair a day I have not seen’ and another would take up – word-perfect – the ensuing lines from Macbeth.17.


For matriculation Philip’s charges spent – but did not object to – a disproportionate amount of time studying drama rather than grammar. Yet exam results were excellent. Their teacher was adept at forecasting questions and, crucially, encouraged independent, critical thinking. The poet Ruth Bidgood (née Jones) read English at Oxford and dedicated her first volume of poetry, The Given Time (1972), to her erstwhile teacher. She has stressed that ‘The fact that The Sec was a good place to study English was Philip’s doing.’18. They remained in touch, sending each other their publications. Ruth Bidgood was one of a number of Philip’s former pupils who sustained a correspondence with their erstwhile teacher, lasting in some cases until Philip’s final years in Key West.19.


John Naish emigrated to Australia, where he became a prolific playwright. He also published novels there and with Hutchinson in Britain. He had been taught by Philip, as had his younger sister, Lilian, who won a scholarship to read English at University College, Aberystwyth, and recalled fondly how Mr Burton would read Shakespeare aloud to the class and assume different parts.20. Graham Hughes was another of Philip’s pupils who emigrated. He became a law professor at New York University and valued the ‘magnificent instruction’ from Philip who had given up ‘some of his very scant free time’ to tutor him for his Cambridge scholarship.21.


When Philip entered a class there was total silence. He was intimidating. Much as Penri Williams appreciated his lessons and would play leading roles in amateur dramatics into his thirties, he was ‘in awe and trepidation’22. in his presence. One former pupil remembers how Mr Burton dropped his homework straight into the wastepaper bin.


Another, Brinley Jenkins, has recalled being part of a BBC drama society which invited Philip to their performance of J. B. Priestley’s Dangerous Corner. He replied that he would not be there since it was a play he liked.23. Philip told more than one Sec pupil that it was a waste of public money for them to be sitting examinations. But, unlike many at the time, he did not use corporal punishment. He had high – often impossibly high – standards. Rosalie Mahoney (née Trussler) who married a GI and emigrated to Missouri, never forgot his comment that if they had not read the Bible twice, they could not call themselves educated. Yet such exhortations were valued.24.


Philip’s kindness has also been remembered. Rona Davies (née McQue) was on teaching practice at the Sec in 1943–4. She and a fellow student travelled by train from Swansea daily (a hazardous journey with the danger of bombs on the line), leaving Swansea University’s Beck Hall early so missing breakfast. Aged ninety-eight she vividly recollected how he presided at the head of the staff table at lunchtime. Meals were rationed but Philip would give her an extra portion of the rice pudding she loved. She recalled that he appeared stiff but had a sense of humour, a presence and status in school.25.


Keith Evans became a teacher and senior educational administrator, also a governor of Theatr Clwyd. He described Philip’s English lessons as ranging from ‘interesting through fascinating to riveting’.26. He never forgot how Philip introduced the fifth-formers to Siegfried Sassoon’s Memoirs of a Fox-Hunting Man and recalled how, ‘on more than one occasion the bell produced a general sigh of disappointment from the class.’ Aged ninety-two he described Philip as ‘the greatest teacher I ever encountered’. Hubert Davies, later a preacher and headteacher, remembered Philip’s ‘almost magnetic’ appeal as an English teacher.27.


Philip in turn recognised their talent. He spent his later years working with innumerable aspirant and established actors on both sides of the Atlantic, yet admitted in Early Doors that he was ‘amazed by the amount of genuine talent that was unearthed’ at the Sec. He was ‘convinced that the proportion of acting talent in that school was higher than in any comparable group I have met since.’28. Of course, this can be seen as a way of complimenting himself – the young man who made the vital difference – but the number of Sec pupils who became professional actors or dedicated themselves to teaching drama and participating in amateur dramatics for decades remains remarkable.29. Former pupils formed a drama group known as The Wayfarers.


Philip was, though, wary of pushing his charges towards a career as professional actors. He was well aware that for youngsters growing up during the depression, the economic security and status of school teaching made sense. He maintained that those determined to become professional actors should be so committed that they pursued their vocation in spite of discouragement. And if they did this, he was genuinely delighted.


Brinley Jenkins had the lead in the school play Gallows Glorious in 1942 and took first place in the dramatic recitation at the St David’s Day Eisteddfod. Richard Jenkins (later Burton) came second. Brinley Jenkins felt that his teacher could be a bit of a martinet but valued the way in which he taught stage presence, how to talk and walk and instilled ‘hyder’ (confidence).30. He became a teacher but longed to act professionally. In June 1949 he wrote to thank ‘Mr Burton’ for ‘giving me a chance in a Radio show’.31. Four months later he sent another letter to Philip, now a BBC producer, explaining that he was considering an acting career there. Careful to ensure that Jenkins, who already had a steady job, was fully committed, Philip replied:




I would never advise anyone to take up a professional career in acting: it is so precarious and heart breaking … unless you are completely burned up with a desire to make acting your career, my advice is to stick to teaching.32.





As it happened, Brinley Jenkins was ‘completely burned up’ with this desire. In 1953 after studying drama at Monmouthshire Training College, he joined the BBC Welsh Repertory Company, earning £9 a week. He acted in hundreds of radio dramas in Welsh and English for the next thirty-six years (some of the early ones written by Philip) and had parts in feature films. His son became an actor. It was Brinley Jenkins who narrated the HTV television film made about Philip in Key West in the early 1990s. His former teacher called him ‘the perfect choice’ for this.33.


Philip was keen for his pupil Evan Morgan to go to the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art (RADA), the pre-eminent drama school founded in 1904, the year of Philip’s birth.34. However, Morgan’s parents envisaged their son as a teacher.35. He became a professional broadcaster. Catherine Dolan (known as Phyllis) won a place at RADA and then worked in radio and television (‘Armchair Theatre’) as well as touring in plays in Europe and the United States.


Richard Burton may be the best known of Philip’s successes but he was not the first. This was Thomas Owen Jones, known in the family as Owen. Philip recognised the acting potential of this miner’s son from Bryn in the Afan Valley. He coached him and gave him the lead in the school production of The Taming of the Shrew.36. Owen Jones won a Leverhulme Scholarship to RADA in 1933. This prestigious, competitive award provided free tuition for the entire two-year course and a maintenance grant. He then toured Wales, England and Ireland in repertory. During the 1936–7 season at London’s Old Vic, he performed with the country’s leading Shakespearean actors in Love’s Labour’s Lost, Twelfth Night and Henry V. In Early Doors Philip tells how he took his parents to London to see him as Laertes in Olivier’s Hamlet. Owen Jones was actually the understudy (though Philip does not mention this). Laertes was usually played by Michael Redgrave, and the Bryn actor had the minor part of Bernardo who at least utters the play’s first line. But he does seem to have replaced Redgrave on at least one occasion. His future looked rosy. Sadly, however, after taking a wartime commission as an RAF flying officer, he damaged his hip when a packed parachute fell on him. Complications ensued and he died of bone cancer, aged twenty-eight, in December 1942. He appears on RADA’s Roll of Honour for those lost in the war and there is now a street named after him in Bryn.


Many autobiographies pay homage to inspirational teachers who, over time and place, made the vital difference to the writer and their subsequent careers. The cultural historian Peter Stead has claimed their special significance in Welsh society: ‘To a greater extent than in any comparable culture successful men and women were to identify the teachers who had set them on their way.’37.


Emlyn Williams’s play The Corn is Green (which opened in London in 1938) depicted the archetypal dedicated teacher Miss Moffat who recognises the potential in Morgan Evans, the young Welsh collier she coaches for Oxford University. He recounts with wonderment the liberating effect of his Oxford interview and realises how his teacher has ‘worked like a slave’ to prepare him for his scholarship.38. Philip produced the play for radio in 1945.


It reflected the gratitude that Emlyn Williams felt towards his own teacher, Miss Cooke, French teacher and Senior Mistress at Holywell County School. From a poor Flintshire family, Williams was a year younger than Philip and had won a scholarship to the school. Sarah Grace Cooke was in her mid-thirties when the eleven-year-old scholarship boy first encountered her. Williams later described this Yorkshire woman as ‘A born teacher, vibrant and outspoken’ who had ‘catapulted’ him into French, Latin, Greek and Italian.39. She gave him money for books and transport and paid for him to spend time in a French village. She entered Williams for an Open Scholarship to Christ Church, Oxford which he won. There followed a long epistolary relationship between former teacher and pupil, also replicated with Philip’s former pupils.


Philip’s efforts on behalf of his pupils literally went that extra mile. For he also provided opportunities for them to take part in radio dramas in Cardiff from the late 1930s. This was due to one of his many extra-curricular activities.


In July 1936 ‘The Pageant of Margam Abbey’ was held in the grounds of Margam Castle. These grounds encompass a twelfth-century Cistercian abbey, including the romantic ruins of an octagonal Chapter House.40. The Sec’s History master did the historical research but Philip put the pageant together and produced the whole event against a setting ‘battered into beauty by eight hundred years of Welsh wind and rain’.41. It celebrated the abbey’s long history. Pageants had become extremely popular in Britain.42. A National Pageant of Wales held in Cardiff in July and August 1909 had offered ‘Thrilling Episodes’, ‘Historic Costumes’ and a ‘Great National Spectacle’.43. In 1922 an article in a Welsh newspaper had stressed that the ideal for a historical pageant was to place the acting close to an old castle or abbey or monastery.44. Margam fitted the bill perfectly.


In Philip’s foreword to the booklet of the Margam pageant, he explained that historical events had been treated imaginatively in order to secure dramatic effect.45. It was an ambitious undertaking though still relatively modest compared to some of the period’s vast pageants.46. It included players performing an adaptation of part of an actual medieval nativity play, dancers and even a wrestling match. Philip also composed a sonnet.


There were four performances over two days with 150 participants, including five Sec pupils and descendants of the Talbot family (after whom the town was named). The family resided in the neo-Gothic Margam Castle close to the abbey. When the last abbot had surrendered Margam Abbey to Henry VIII on 28 February 1537 as part of the dissolution of the monasteries, the site had been granted to the Mansel family and in turn the Talbots inherited: Captain Talbot Fletcher was the current lord of the manor. The pageant ended with a Vision of the Virgin Mary in the ruins of the Chapter House. The cast joined in a hymn to her. She was the real life châtelaine: the allocation of roles in the pageant reflected actual class distinctions.47.


Attending the final performance was the BBC Features Producer for Wales, T. Rowland Hughes. Here, Philip later wrote, was ‘a man who was to alter my life’.48. Although Philip sometimes made extravagant claims, this was a fair description. Hughes asked the teacher to write a radio version of the pageant. Initially, Philip was wary given that it was essentially a spectacle but Hughes persuaded him that the dialogue and music could form the basis for an effective documentary drama. An extremely fruitful professional partnership ensued between these two men, providing a profitable and creative new dimension to the teacher’s working life and a wonderful opportunity for his pupils to participate in radio drama.


Philip’s forty-five-minute adaptation of the pageant was broadcast on 13 November 1937.49. He was paid eight guineas. He was also now one of a cast of twelve (everybody played several parts). It opened with music and a sonnet spoken by the first voice (Philip). As in the original pageant, this lamented the fact that ‘No more thy cloisters sound with pious tread’. Writing against a backdrop of European dictatorships in a century that had already witnessed one world war and was hurtling towards another, Philip’s sonnet focused on the abbey as a place of lasting tranquillity:




Yet thy perpetual peace rebukes our strife.


Above the seething din and clamant calls


That shake our world and loudly deaf our ears


A voice still speaks in solemn tones profound.





It told the tale, summarised by the narrator (Philip), of the rise and fall of the Cistercian abbey from its twelfth-century beginnings. Philip included – not very convincing – dialogue between peasants at its bicentenary, the frequent and disastrous struggles against sandstorms and a Lollard (Philip again) who denounced the excesses of the abbey and its wealth at the expense of ordinary people. He urged them to rise up, to confront the Abbot, and he foretold doom, thus neatly predicting the Black Death 200 years later. The story ended as Henry VIII’s commissioner arrived to take possession of the abbey in 1537. Soldiers started wreaking havoc. But the last abbot begged the crowd not to shed blood. His final speech returned to the theme of the abbey as a haven of peace and shelter as he mused on 400 years hence and ‘how much will be left in the world of the spirit of this Abbey’ by 1937.


Philip followed this script with radio dramas about Shakespeare. His focus is significant. He sought to explain the marked Welsh element in Shakespeare’s plays (notably Henry IV Part 1, The Merry Wives of Windsor and Henry V) by highlighting the impact of the Welshman Thomas Jenkins, master at Stratford Grammar School during the playwright’s final year there. In his first play, what Hughes (the producer) called Philip’s ‘imaginative reconstruction’50. centred on a fictitious incident in Shakespeare’s youth when the Burbage Players came to Stratford-upon-Avon. Called Master Shakespeare and Glendower, it was broadcast in May 1938, earning Philip fifteen guineas.


He was permitted to cast three Sec pupils in these parts, provided they sounded English rather than Welsh. Alban Cochlin played the young Shakespeare. He later recalled in the school magazine: ‘the heart-breaking gruelling which had been necessary yes! Very necessary’ to eradicate his strong accent so that he spoke ‘for the time being at least, respectable English’.51. Philip treated the three boys to chips on the way home.


There was no looking back. The relationship between Port Talbot Secondary School and the Welsh region of the BBC was cemented in the following years. Written requests would come from Cardiff. For example, Hughes asked in March 1941 ‘Could you find a boy for me in your school to play the part of Joseph Parry?’ He was giving three weeks’ notice and enclosed a few pages of the script.52.


The previous month the centre of nearby Swansea had been destroyed by the ‘Three Nights Blitz’. Port Talbot was more fortunate but still vulnerable. The young Ivor Emmanuel, who became a household name in musical entertainment on stage and television and is remembered for his singing in the film Zulu, lost both parents, his grandfather and his sister when a bomb hit his Pontrhydyfen home.


By the end of 1941, 150 former pupils were serving in the forces and the school magazine was soon reporting the names of those killed, missing in action, or wounded. Some teachers signed up. Pupils shared some classes with the County School. They had to carry gas masks, exercise books were in short supply and lessons might be interrupted by air raid warnings and hasty retreats to shelters. The school timetable was affected. Hours were shortened in winter months. In 1940 the summer holiday lasted for just three weeks. Evacuees joined the school. The physics teacher was killed in action and some former pupils lost their lives. Yet despite the adverse circumstances, Philip continued to provide the BBC with child actors throughout the war. In the autumn of 1941, his script With Satchel and Mask gave overseas listeners a sense of school life in wartime. It was recorded over two days at the Sec.
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