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                  An inspiration of breath.

               

               
                  HYWEL, a porter, watches the dawn from

                  a third-floor window

                  in Nevill Hall hospital, Abergavenny.

                  An empty bed stands beside him.

               

               
                  Hywel

                  Here’s a thing.

                  How, exactly, would you say

                  does an idea begin? Where does it all start?

                  In one woman’s brain? One man’s heart?

                  Doesn’t seem likely, does it?

               

               
                  I mean, all of us are fuelled

                  by the thoughts of others,

                  by what we’ve read, gleaned or seen.

                  Take all this – health care, medicine,

                  didn’t just rise from nowhere, did it?

               

               
                  Someone, somewhere, I always think,

                  back across the millennia, must have been the first –

                  to lay a hand on the wound of a stranger.

                  In a cave maybe, ice at its mouth,

                  a fire beside. Or perhaps later, in a hut or a shelter.

               

               
                  Wherever, whenever it was,

                  someone must have been the first – 

                  to offer comfort beyond their tribe

                  not because they had to or should,

                  but because they could.

               

               
                  He takes up the empty bed

                  and pushes it on down the corridor.

               

               
                  Someone else again would have seen that,

                  watched, learnt how to do the same –

                  what staunched the blood, eased the pain.

                  And so it must have begun within us,

                  not so much an idea as an offering –

               

               
                  a caring chain of practice and knowledge;

                  a refusal as a species to just lie down and take it

                  but rather, through attention,

                  intelligence, care, foster a belief

                  in our agency in life –

               

               
                  our ability to pit our empathy and wit

                  against sickness, disease and death,

                  the trials of the body and the brain.

                  To say, when our health goes south,

                  ‘No, not this.’

               

               
                  As he follows his route through the hospital

                  it begins to come to life around him.

                  Nurses doing handovers, radiographers preparing,

                  domestics delivering meals, doctors reading notes. 

               

               
                  Ever since then, I’d say, all of us

                  who work in medicine,

                  well, we’re all, however tangential,

                  descendants aren’t we?

                  Of that offering, that first intimate action.

               

               
                  Here in Wales, by all accounts, we started early.

                  Around 1000 BC, before Hippocrates, mind,

                  that’s when Meddyginiaeth – medicine,

                  or the language of doctors, literally –

                  was first recorded as a rural art,

               

               
                  practised by the Cymro before they had much

                  of anything else – cities, sovereignty.

                  By 430 BC it lay even closer

                  to the civic heart, protected and encouraged

                  as one of three civil arts.

               

               
                  YVONNE, a domestic,

                  is buffing the corridor between two wards.

               

               
                  Yvonne

                  It was, fair dos – but what were the other two?

                  Navigation, that was one and Commerce the other.

                  Oh yeah, right from the start

                  money and medicine were close, like brothers.

               

               
                  Just look at the laws of Hywel Dda,

                  in what, 930 AD? There it is in black and white, 

                  ‘the offices of the court physician’.

                  But what else did those laws enshrine? That’s right. His fees.

               

               
                  ‘Four pence for the letting of blood

                  Nine score and his food for a dangerous wound –

                  a stroke on the head unto the brain,

                  a stroke on the body unto the bowels,

                  a broken limb put right –

                  Four pence again for herbs to ease a pain.

                  Twelve pence for an ointment of red.

                  One legal penny for his light every night

                  and one and a half for his daily bread.’

               

               
                  HYWEL has collected

                  an elderly patient, ALICE.

                  As he wheels her back to her ward—

               

               
                  Hywel

                  She’s right of course. There’s no denying,

                  the ideas that make us meet in us too,

                  conjoin, get all wrapped up in each other,

                  until to imagine them apart, pulled asunder,

                  well, would be more vision than thought.

               

               
                  I mean, time, knowledge, skill,

                  none has ever come for nothing has it?

                  So how might you do it? Where would you begin?

                  To unwrap the money from the medicine?

                  Make individual care a communal concern? 

               

               
                  How might you surgically remove

                  financial transaction from the consulting room?

                  Make treatments free at the point of care,

                  available to all, no matter who they are?

                  Would it even be possible?

               

               
                  HYWEL rolls ALICE into her ward,

                  handing over to VALERIA, a nurse.

                  As he leaves—

               

               
                  Good questions, all,

                  but before you can solve them

                  you need someone to ask them

                  and that, I’d argue, is when sometimes

                  one person can be the difference.

               

               
                  Not to have the idea as such, but yes,

                  to change its direction, maybe, who knows,

                  even where it lands, the final destination.

                  Someone who doesn’t just see the vision

                  but who can raise it too,

               

               
                  beyond the orbit of the eye

                  towards the doing of the hand

                  and the believing of the brain.

               

               
                  YVONNE is storing her buffer in a storage cupboard.

                  As she emerges— 

               

               
                  Yvonne

                  It can happen.

                  Look at Churchill during the war.

                  Everyone knew what had to be done,

                  but to get us there?

               

               
                  That took a certain sort of man,

                  someone who could imagine the journey

                  and in that imagining make it happen.

                  Which he did. But after war comes peace,

               

               
                  a very different proposition.

                  And harder too, perhaps,

                  to win your victories not on the field of battle

                  but in the day-to-day lives of your people.

               

               
                  HYWEL joins her.

               

               
                  Hywel

                  But that can be done too, can’t it?

                  And that’s the tale, if you’ll listen, we’ll tell.

                  The story of how, in the wake of a war,

                  we came as a country to care how we do.

                  How, seventy years ago, all this began

                  – not the idea born fully formed in the mind of one man

                  but yes, it becoming tangible through his action. 

               

               
                  Yvonne

                  Nye. Aneurin Bevan. Born not far from here,

                  just over those hills, up in Tredegar.

                  Which is where the story starts, really.

               

               
                  Because it was that town what made him, wasn’t it?

                  With its mix of workers, libraries, family.

                  The forging and breaking of men in the mine’s abyss.

               

               
                  Hywel

                  And his parents too, mind. Their influence.

                  But yeah, all that, his early fuel, it made it possible, didn’t it?

                  For him in turn to give us this.

               

               

 

               
                  The Voice of Aneurin Bevan (13 December 1945)

                  ‘As I see it, the undertaking to provide all people

                  with all kinds of health care

                  calls for something bolder than mere adaptation.

                  For here is an opportunity which may not recur

                  for a thorough reconstruction

                  of the country’s health position.’ 

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Birth

            from that once-imagining

         

         

         

         
            There is no more pleasant sight to be seen in the world than can be seen outside a maternity clinic in Great Britain today, where women of all classes in the community mingle together, taking their children to be weighed and to be examined, to receive their lessons in maternal care, to have advice about what food to give their children, and to listen to the doctors’ advice as to what may be wrong with them.

            — Aneurin Bevan,

House of Commons, July 1958

         

         

         
            
               
                  Early morning.

                  ANEIRA, seventy years old, is sitting at a table

                  in her home in Loughor, near Swansea.

               

               
                  Aneira

                  I was the seventh child,

                  born last, so never knew

                  my grandmothers, see?

               

               
                  One died at thirty-three, the other forty-four,

                  years before Mam had me.

                  Was a neighbour who delivered

               

               
                  my brothers and sisters.

                  But then that’s how it used to be,

                  wasn’t it? For most, before.

               

               
                  A woman in the community

                  with some years and common sense,

                  that’s who brought us into the world.

               

               
                  Or didn’t, as was sometimes the case.

               

               
                  MATTHEW, a retired neurosurgeon,

                  is getting dressed in his bedroom. 

               

               
                  Matthew

                  My father was a doctor, and his father

                  before him a surgeon. So, to tell the truth

                  I’m not sure I ever had a choice.

               

               
                  It always seemed to be my destination

                  and in my family, school, well,

                  let’s just say no one got rewarded for hesitation.

               

               
                  I can tell you, though, when all that changed,

                  when it went from being a familial duty

                  to something more, well, fundamental.

               

               
                  The first time I saw a human brain.

                  I was training, only observing,

                  but the consultant, he told me to come closer,

               

               
                  lean in, take a look. And there it was,

                  the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

                  This glistening, pulsating mass, this thought made flesh.

               

               
                  It’s who we are, isn’t it? And yet at the same time,

                  so unknown, as mysterious, really, as the deepest ocean.

                  And yet vital – as in vitae. Life. The soul even, perhaps.

               

               
                  From then on, for me, there was no question.

               

               
                  SIAN, a nurse, takes over from the night shift

                  in the Special Care Baby Unit. 

                  As she takes observations

                  from a baby in an incubator—

               

               
                  Sian

                  No one medical in my family.

                  No nurses, doctors, but when my daughter was little,

                  she was ill, see?

               

               
                  Only meant to be in for three or four days

                  but in the end it was more like eleven.

                  Anyway, there was one nurse, Rose was her name,

               

               
                  and oh, she was marvellous.

                  The care she gave my little girl! And to me.

                  It was frightening, make no mistake,

               

               
                  but she always explained what was happening, see?

                  Always took her time, gave us comfort,

                  but was straight with us too.

               

               
                  I never forgot her and twelve years later,

                  well, I done my own training.

                  So yeah, it’s because of Rose, that’s why I’m here.

               

               
                  ELUNED is preparing her artist materials at a life class.

                  The model in the centre of the room

                  is a heavily pregnant woman.

               

               
                  Eluned

                  I was pregnant with our second 

                  when at twenty-eight weeks one night

                  I started to bleed. There was pain too.

               

               
                  I didn’t know what to do.

                  My husband was working away, so,

                  well, I’d never done it before,

               

               
                  but for the very first time I dialled 999.

                  And they came. They were so calm,

                  the ambulance men. Talked me down,

               

               
                  told me everything would be alright,

                  put me in the back, then, with one of them

                  holding my hand, drove off at speed, into the night.

               

               
                  GWYN is walking in the hills.

               

               
                  Gwyn

                  We’ve all been in contact with it,

                  of course we have. I mean,

                  we’re born into it, aren’t we?

               

               
                  From our very first breaths.

                  But that said, for most of us,

                  through our younger adult years,

               

               
                  I’d say it probably seems a bit distant.

                  A story in the press, usually bad,

                  the odd appointment with a doctor. 

               

               
                  But then you have kids and all that changes,

                  even without things going wrong. You become aware,

                  don’t you? Of this vast connective tissue of care.

               

               
                  This population of nurses, physios, doctors, surgeons

                  all there for the health of your child;

                  a department or specialist for every inch of their body,

               

               
                  their lungs, heart, eyes, kidneys.

                  It’s humbling, but I won’t lie,

                  that night I found it frightening too.

               

               
                  I mean, they were in danger,

                  that’s how it felt. Both of them – their lives

                  in the hands of a system, strangers.

               

               
                  ELUNED sits in A&E.

                  A midwife, WENDY, sits with her, holding her hand.

               

               
                  Eluned

                  There were no beds in maternity,

                  so they put me in a cubicle in A&E.

                  It wasn’t ideal, I know,

               

               
                  but the midwife I’d first seen,

                  she stayed with me. She didn’t have to

                  and I could see she was busy, but she did.

               

               
                  Sat with me there, just holding my hand

                  while I cried, not knowing if the daughter

                  inside me was alive or had died. 

               

               
                  GWYN arrives at the hospital.

               

               
                  Gwyn

                  By the time I got there it was morning.

                  I’d driven through the night

                  and came in running.

               

               
                  At that point I was, well,

                  scared I guess. For my wife

                  and the life that she held.

               

               
                  Our first, you see,

                  he was born at home,

                  under midwife care, but there,

               

               
                  among our sofas and chairs.

                  We’d hoped for the same again,

                  so this – this wasn’t part of the plan.

               

               
                  Eluned

                  I remember, when Gwyn arrived for the scan,

                  holding his hand so tightly our knuckles went white

                  as we waited for that screen to translate sound into light

                  and show us what would come next.

               

               
                  It held so much, that one machine, and we could feel it.

                  The fate of our daughter who, if she survived,

                  would one day love, imagine, dream and be.

                  Or wouldn’t. Because of course that’s what else 

               

               
                  was held in that screen – as they lifted my gown

                  and squeezed out the gel – the possibility

                  that all that future life – hers and ours – had already,

                  at home, in the ambulance, in A&E, bled out of me.

               

               
                  WENDY, the midwife,

                  sits in the ‘cwtch’ room in maternity.

               

               
                  Wendy

                  The NHS, it’s there for when the pattern breaks, isn’t it?

                  When the day we expect, the story we’re living

                  whoever you are,

                  takes a turn we didn’t see coming.

               

               
                  Being a midwife, people often say,

                  ‘You’re lucky, you’re at the other end of all that.

                  You bring the turn everyone wants –

                  new life in the room, two people arriving, three going out.’

               

               
                  And it’s true, mostly we do. And that’s amazing.

                  It gets me every time, that creation of joy.

                  That simple thought, each time one’s born,

                  what life will they have, this girl, this boy?

               

               
                  But birth, well, sometimes I think that’s a story

                  we expect to run too easy, and it isn’t always like that.

                  You’d be surprised, how often it doesn’t work out.

                  When that happens though, there’s still care to be given,

               

               
                  I’d say more perhaps. What do I do? What else? 

                  I cry with them. Give them a cwtch.

                  I mean, we’re not robots are we? And at that moment,

                  for them, the worst has happened.

               

               
                  We can’t make that better but we can

                  change the quality of what they’ll remember.

                  And that’s caring too – not just for now, but also their future.

                  How? Well, for a start I’ll ask if we can call it by name,

               

               
                  the baby, and if there’s no foetal heart, encourage a natural delivery.

                  That sounds cruel, I know, but it means leaving no scar

                  and the mothers, they should have a choice, shouldn’t they?

                  In the future, if they want to remember or not?

               

               
                  It’s why we made a special exit, so they don’t have to pass

                  the newborns in the cots. And why we make a memory box too,

                  whether the baby’s over twenty-four weeks and registered, or under and not.

                  Just a few things – a lock of hair, prints of their hands and feet,

               

               
                  a star to hang on the tree, a teddy bear. And photos, we take those too.

                  The mothers don’t always want them, but later,

                  nearly all come back for them. Maybe a year or so after,

                  or sometimes more – five, ten. They come in,

               

               
                  and Kerry’ll look through the notes and find them –

                  their baby, there, in the world, making its mark, however briefly. 

                  To be fair, she’s been instrumental in all this, Kerry.

                  She does the most—

               

               
                  Kerry

                                           —not the most, that’s not right.

                  But yeah, I did feel there was a role for me there.

                  I’m the secretary, see? Admin support.

                  But if I could turn back the clock, well,

                  I think my real passion would have been nursing, care.

                  I’ve come to love it, however hard it might be;

               

               
                  the patient contact, and being able to help when, well,

                  it must be so difficult, mustn’t it? To have made this life

                  and then suddenly … I guide them through the process,

                  the funeral, cremation – all paid for by the health board, mind –

                  prepare the father for what he might be asked,

                  if he wants to carry the coffin, that kind of thing.

               

               
                  We offer the option of a cold cot too,

                  for when the mother isn’t ready for the goodbyes just yet.

                  To keep the body from, well, you know …

                  It’s a big help that, being able to say, ‘Yes,

                  stay with your baby if you want,’

                  and not just for minutes, but for days instead.

               

               
                  Eluned

                  I knew before they turned the screen to us.

                  The midwife, it was written on her face.

                  And sure enough, when they did, she was there – 

                  Our daughter, the white of her in all that fluid black,

                  her palm blooming briefly against the amniotic sac,

                  as if to say, ‘Don’t worry, Mum, I’m still here.’

               

               
                  Gwyn

                  But so was something else.

                  More black, pools of it throughout the placenta,

                  like lakes on a map.

               

               
                  A bleed, that’s what they called it after.

                  A haemorrhage, making the womb

                  more ticking bomb than cosy home.

               

               
                  It all happened quickly after that.

                  Thirty, forty minutes later

                  and they had us all in theatre.

               

               
                  HYWEL pushes ELUNED on a bed.

                  WENDY and GWYN walk beside.

               

               
                  Hywel

                  ‘What is now proved was once, only imagined.’

                  A good line that – William Blake’s though, not mine.

                  Fitting enough I suppose, for all this.

               

               
                  Except of course it gives no sense, does it?

                  Of how difficult it was – to birth such a happening

                  from that once-imagining. 

               

               
                  To make the attempt

                  after centuries of wealth meaning health,

                  to do things differently, begin again.

               

               
                  So, where to start then? In telling that story?

                  With the child maybe, the ‘father of the man’

                  who would, in turn, play midwife to that birth.

                                                        Nye. Aneurin Bevan.

               

               
                  Born the sixth of ten he was, in a two-up two-down—

               

               
                  YVONNE, pushing a cleaning trolley.

               

               
                  Yvonne

                                                        —No, got to go deeper than that!

                  Deeper than family. I mean,

                  think of the soul of that town at that time –

                  the spirit of his generation.

               

               
                  A culture of communal ambition

                  in which power was a vehicle for ideas

                  and ideas close cousins of action.

               

               
                  A desire to rise not out of your class, but with it.

                  To make collective contribution

                  a source of individual emancipation.

               

               
                  A belief in a civilised society

                  in terms of wealth, health and beauty,

                  for all and not just the few. 

               

               
                  A youth of such texture that the questions posed

                  by him and his peers weren’t so much personal,

                  as communal of value – Not what shall I be,

               

               
                  or what career should I choose,

                  but what, to make the world better,

                  shall we do?

               

               
                  Hywel

                  But look what he had inside the home, too.

                  His father, a miner but also a poet, a reader,

                  and like so many others in the valleys back then

                  a Liberal voter turned recently Labour.

               

               
                  While in his mother a frugal, capable force of nature,

                  possessed of a will she passed on to her son

                  who from early on, though fettered by a stutter,

                  would never run short on thoughts, speech, opinion.

               

               
                  Yvonne

                  And beyond that home, Tredegar –

                  a town in a company’s grip,

                  and at the contested heart of both – the pit.

               

               
                  The young Nye went down it early,

                  at just thirteen, working the seam

                  of a mine called Ty Trist –

               

               
                  ‘House of Sadness’ that meant – and it was,

                  no denying, a hard way to live. 

                  But for him it was a house of learning, too.

                  Because it was there, see, in the mines,

                  that his natural leanings – to pursue change,

                  expect more for all, to challenge authority –

               

               
                  found a clear and present enemy

                  on which to focus –

                  the Tredegar Iron and Coal Company.
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