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1
            I

         

         The music school was in an ordinary terraced house on one of the main roads leading out of London, to the north. The front was pebble-dash, like its neighbour; there were lace curtains and neat, cared-for roses growing under the bay windows. A curved archway of red bricks framed the front door, to the left of which hung a black sign, with gold lettering in confidently varying fonts:

         
            Miss Lorna Middleton

            Teacher of Pianoforte &

            Ballet     Dancing

            69 Carlton Terrace – New Cambridge Road

         

         Hardly anyone called her Lorna. Her first name was Kathleen; she signed letters Kathy or Kay. She was, to almost everyone that knew her, Miss Middleton. She played the piano beautifully, with small hands. She had dark wavy hair, buck teeth and a pronounced New England accent, which combined with a degree of innate personal magnetism to make Miss Middleton an object of some fascination in post-war Edmonton. Pupils joined her classes from the ages of three or four. Many remembered her as a singular figure for the rest of their lives. 2

         Miss Middleton never just walked into a room, or stood around. She moved. She posed. Her school followed a syllabus that, she claimed, had much in common with the tuition on offer at Trinity College, the Guildhall and the Royal Academy. But each of her dance classes began with her rolling up the carpet in the front room and shifting chairs out of the way, while six girls, and occasionally a boy, filed in and found a place to practise their port de bras while leaning on a bookcase. Miss Middleton played the piano with her back to her pupils, swivelling on a stool. The furniture around her was dark and somewhat distinguished. A leather sofa with brass studs sat under the window, a note of inherited wealth that was out of keeping with the cheap reproductions of cavaliers and shy eighteenth-century beauties hanging on the walls, and the paper notice, warning of missed classes and late payment, taped to the glass of a display cabinet. Out in the hall, the next class waited on the stairs, trying to stay out of the way of Miss Middleton’s small, fierce mother, Annie, who had once been a great beauty and, it was rumoured, a courtesan in Paris.

         Miss Middleton called her pupils the Merry Carltons. Several times a year, she would stage ambitious school performances, which caused her great anxiety. Annie would sew the costumes while Miss Middleton would rehearse pieces with as many as forty children, as well as an ensemble to be performed by the group, perhaps a musical comedy, which she regarded as her great love. During the preparation for these shows, the Merry Carltons would be reminded, more 3than once, that Miss Middleton had enjoyed a dancing career of her own. The front room at Number 69 was scattered with performance programmes with the dates carefully removed: a newspaper clipping from the time she danced on Boston Common, before a crowd of fifty thousand; a photograph of a young woman performing a grand jeté, by a ‘Bruno of Hollywood’.

         Nothing was ever spelled out. Miss Middleton’s pupils only shared a sense of something grand that never quite happened and the understanding, which developed over time, that their teacher’s ambitions exceeded their own. Miss Middleton often parted ways with her students when they became teenagers and started to take their lessons less seriously. In turn, her pupils noticed that they rarely saw Miss Middleton outside the front room of Number 69. They picked up gossip that her American accent might be affected or put on. She was not someone you saw grocery shopping in Edmonton Green. Although she was not old (how old, it was genuinely impossible to say), it was obvious that the great hopes of Miss Middleton lay in the past, that her true dreams had gone unrealised.

         Late in her life, Miss Middleton typed out a list of her instructions for teaching music. The intended readership was unclear. Rule number five is addressed to pupils: ‘Do not play by ear.’ Number seven is a teaching tip: ‘Octaves should be taught as soon as possible.’ Number nine is blank. Many of the rules are not really rules but Miss Middleton’s observations or personal entreaties. 4

         
            12. Play as accurately and as well as possible bear in mind the teacher can get a headache and lose patience as well as the pupil.

            22. Story of pupil who wore gloves while practising.

            26. Do not keep repeating everything.

         

         
            *

         

         On a cold winter’s day, when Miss Middleton was about seven years old, she came home from school for lunch and watched her mother frying eggs on the stove. ‘After about two minutes, and without warning the egg lifted itself up. It rose up and up until it almost touched the ceiling,’ Miss Middleton wrote in a self-published memoir, which appeared in 1989. She was excited by the sight and raced back to school to tell her friends. ‘By the time I had re-told the story a thousand times the kids expected me to take off and fly into the clouds,’ she wrote. But Annie was concerned. She consulted a fortune teller, who told her that an egg that flew out of the pan symbolised the death of someone close to you. A few weeks later, one of Annie’s best friends, who had recently married, died and was buried in her wedding dress.

         ‘I cannot say what I really felt or indeed what I feel now,’ Miss Middleton wrote. She experienced premonitions, in one form or another, throughout her life. She compared 5the feeling to knowing the answer in a spelling test. Names and numbers would appear to her. ‘I am drawn to these events by what appears to be a blaze of light,’ she wrote. ‘An electric light bulb.’ When Miss Middleton was eleven, she felt an irresistible urge to contact her piano teacher, a young German man, who had recently been hospitalised for nerve trouble. After cajoling her parents to call him, she found out that he had poisoned himself in his apartment. ‘It was probable that fate would have intervened and his moment of death was there,’ she reasoned. ‘But I could not rid myself of the thought that if I had managed to contact him he would have returned for supper and any problems could have been discussed.’ Miss Middleton was an only child and she sensed a world that was particularly responsive and legible to her. ‘Everything happened just as I knew it would,’ she wrote to a cousin. Her mother asked her to stop saying what would happen next.

         Miss Middleton considered her childhood to be the happiest time of her life. She liked to reminisce about the ‘large house of twelve rooms’ where she had lived, and how her father ‘had been offered a position’ in America. The truth was much more modest. Annie and Henry, her father, were English. Henry came from a prosperous family which owned a furniture-making business and thirty properties across Islington and Hackney, in north London. Annie was one of five children from Liverpool. They met in Paris, not long before the First World War, and sailed to America on a ship named the Bohemia in something of a scandal. (Annie left behind an infant son in France.) In Boston, where Miss Middleton was born in 1914, Henry worked on the north docks, as a machinist at a canned goods store that was known for its devilled ham. The family lived in Dorchester, on the edge of the city. Guided by Annie, Miss Middleton took piano, dance and elocution lessons. She had a Russian ballet teacher and went to a progressive high school, where she learned dress design and how to fix cars and radios. She had a friend, Gloria Gilbert, who made it to Hollywood, where she became known as ‘The Human Top’, for her spins. But Henry’s work dried up. In 1933, the family sailed back across the Atlantic, pursued by debts. 6
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         7The return to England was humiliating. Carlton Terrace was a street of furriers, paper cutters and carpenters, a quiet, suburban realm quite apart from Paris, Hollywood and the rest of the Middleton family. At the age of fifty, Henry found work as a lathe operator. Less became possible. Miss Middleton auditioned at Sadler’s Wells but could not afford the necessary tuition. When the Second World War began, she was working as a dance teacher at Prince’s Dance Hall, a mile and a half away across north London, in Palmers Green. She took piano lessons by candlelight from an elderly organist named Mr E. A. Crusha, whose windows had been blown out during an air raid.

         On a Saturday night in March 1941, Miss Middleton was preparing to go out for the first time since the start of the Blitz the previous autumn. There was a St Patrick’s day celebration at Prince’s Dance Hall. The place would be 8crowded with people that she knew. The air raid sirens had sounded and there was the rumble of bombs falling, but Miss Middleton was determined to go. She was just about to leave the house when a friend stopped by. They discussed whether it was safe to head out, and Miss Middleton decided that they would.

         It was only after setting off that Miss Middleton experienced what she later described as ‘a most strange sensation’. She took her friend’s arm and they returned home, where they sat and played cards with Annie. While they were playing, at 8.45 p.m., a German bomber was hit by anti-aircraft fire and jettisoned its payload of high explosive over Palmers Green. Prince’s was filled with dancers. A sixteen-year-old girl named Wyn was sitting with her friends, watching couples turn in front of her, when she felt a great rush of wind as the side of the building came off. ‘You don’t hear anything. That was when the bomb dropped,’ she told the BBC in an interview. ‘Everything went dark.’ A sailor called out, telling people to stand against the walls. Wyn was pulled from the rubble. The casualties from the dance were laid out on the pavement outside. Only two people had been killed. Outside the hall, however, on Green Lanes, an electric trolley bus had been caught in the heart of the explosions. A firefighter, George Walton, arrived within moments and boarded the bus, which had been on its way to Southgate Town Hall. Forty-three passengers, quite dead, were sitting, standing and reading their newspapers, waiting for their stop. 9

         
            *

         

         It was not unusual, during the Blitz, to believe that your life had been saved, or altered, by a premonition. The shattered streetscapes and possibility of death made the city an uncanny place, in which it was not necessarily easy to delineate what was real and what only existed in people’s minds. During almost nightly bombing raids, Londoners sought sense, and solace, where they could find it. A fire watcher, whose job it was to look out for falling bombs and put out small fires, noticed that whenever he cleaned his rubber boots, a bad night seemed to follow. So he left them dirty.

         In the spring of 1942, a survey by Mass Observation, a social research organisation that was set up to record experiences of daily life in Britain, asked people about their beliefs in the supernatural. Around a quarter of respondents believed in some form of the occult, roughly the same proportion who thought there was an afterlife. Many challenged the premise of the question, asking how it was possible to distinguish between what was magical and what was simply yet to be understood. ‘I don’t know where the “supernatural” begins and the “subconscious” ends,’ a fifty-one-year-old teacher from Barnet replied. While categorically spooky things like ghosts, or ectoplasm, belonged in the realm of the supernatural, there was much less agreement in mid-century Britain about things like telepathy and apparently common occurrences, such as premonitions, which hinted instead 10at undiscovered reaches of physics and of the mind. One respondent to the Mass Observation survey wrote:

         
            I sometimes have very strong sensations that certain happenings will take place. Without rhyme or reason I know. At times the feeling has a logical background at others none at all. Until recently I didn’t consider them or notice them seriously until after the event had occurred. Now I remark at the time and find that the expected results occur.

         

         In the summer of 1944, the somewhat predictable terrors of the night-time raids of the Blitz were replaced by the haphazard arrival of flying bombs. The German V1, and later V2, rockets could strike at any time of the day or night. For many Londoners, frayed by five years of war, the flying bombs were more terrifying than anything they had experienced before. In order to confuse German spies and the rocket-aiming crews in northern Europe, misinformation about the times they came down was given to the newspapers. It was hard to make sense of what was happening. Citizens devised theories about which parts of the city were safe, which were not, whether the rockets could be aimed and if they fell in clusters. ‘I wasn’t frightened in the war until the rockets started coming over,’ Wyn, the girl who survived the dance hall bombing, recalled in her interview with the BBC. A V2 destroyed an army uniform factory in Edmonton, not far from where she and Miss 11Middleton lived. ‘It was lucky it was the night,’ Wyn said. ‘It was absolutely flattened.’ In 1946, Roland Clarke, an actuary at the Prudential Assurance Company, who had worked in military intelligence studying V1s during the war, published a one-page paper describing their distribution across London. He showed that for 144 square kilometres across the south of the city, where most of the rockets landed, the V1s struck almost perfectly randomly, fitting a mathematical formula named Poisson’s Law, which had been used equally well in 1898 to calculate the number of Prussian soldiers accidentally kicked to death by horses.

         
            *

         

         By the mid-1960s, Miss Middleton had been teaching in the front room of Number 69 for almost a quarter of a century. When Henry and Annie were in their seventies, they inherited four houses in Holloway, a working-class neighbourhood in north London, and died not long afterwards. Miss Middleton kept cats, which multiplied. At one point, Les Bacciarelli, a Polish émigré who worked for the Post Office, moved in. Bacciarelli was an old flame of Miss Middleton’s from the war. He became her lifelong companion. She described him as her lodger.

         Premonitions continued to inform and change the direction of her life. After her mother died, Miss Middleton pursued an intuition which had first occurred to her as a 12child – that Annie’s long-abandoned son lived in a pretty house by a river in France. In 1962, with the help of the US Embassy in Paris, Miss Middleton found her half-brother, Alexander, living in an old house in a small town on the banks of the river Sarthe, to the southwest of the city.

         She never worked as a psychic or seemed unduly bothered by her sensations. ‘I see no reason why this gift should be any more frightening than having a good head for mathematics,’ Miss Middleton would say. She would bring out sketches of recent visions to show her music students and occasionally complain about all the information reaching her. ‘She would say sometimes, “I just turn it off. I am too busy. I am too busy,”’ Christine Williams, a former pupil, recalled. ‘And she would wave her hand.’

         
            *

         

         Seeing patterns where they do not exist is known as apophenia. Finding meaning where there is none is a neat definition of madness. (A German neurologist, Klaus Conrad, came up with the label in 1958 when describing the origins of schizophrenia.) But making connections, in what we see, or hear, or dream, is also a definition of thought itself and finding a pattern that no one has ever found before, in computational physics, or in song (as long as someone else sees it, or feels it, too), is what we recognise as genius. ‘They who dream by day are cognizant of many things which escape those who dream only by night,’ Edgar 13Allan Poe wrote in 1841. ‘In their grey visions they obtain glimpses of eternity, and thrill, in waking, to find that they have been upon the verge of the great secret.’ Just over a hundred years later, Barbara Brundage, a mental-health nurse in Minnesota, described how she recognised the start of one of her own psychotic episodes: ‘I have a sense that everything is more vivid and important; the incoming stimuli are almost more than I can bear. There is a connection to everything that happens – no coincidences. I feel tremendously creative.’

         
            *

         

         On the night of 20 October 1966, when she was fifty-two, Miss Middleton decided to stay the night at one of her parents’ inherited properties, on Crescent Road in Hornsey. She was restless and slept in a spare bedroom on the first floor. The next morning, at around 6 a.m., she had a powerful feeling of foreboding. ‘I awoke choking and gasping and with the sense of the walls caving in,’ she wrote soon afterward. Miss Middleton told Bacciarelli about the ominous feeling when he came home that morning, from a night shift. Bacciarelli found her depressed. At 8 a.m., Miss Middleton accepted a cup of tea, although she rarely drank anything in the morning.

         A little more than an hour later, a group of labourers who were working on an enormous heap of coal waste in south Wales also paused to make a cup of tea. The team 14had a lightweight shack, with a coal fire, which they moved around on the hillside, depending on where they were working. It was a Friday morning – bright, windless, autumnal. The valley below was hidden under a layer of mist, which was pierced by the tall, square chimney of the Merthyr Vale Colliery. Since the First World War, spoil from the coal mine had been hauled up the side of Merthyr Mountain on a tramway. The waste, which included boiler ash, mine rubbish, discarded coal, slurry (small pieces of coal mixed with water) and tailings (much finer particles, left over from a chemical filtration process), came up the rails in sets of ten metal trams, which were pulled by a rope. When the trams reached the top of the slope and an engine hut, they slid gently down a separate track to the summit of the tip, where a team of men, known as slingers, attached each tram to a crane and a crane driver swung the tram over the waste heap and turned it upside down. Hour by hour, tram by tram, the heaps grew, dark and conical, high on the valley rims. When a tip became too large, or caused trouble on the hillside, the engineers at the colliery would find a site for a new one. Tip number seven, where the men were working that morning, had been started in Easter 1958, after a local farmer complained that the previous tip, number six, had begun to encroach on his fields. The spot was chosen by an engineer and the colliery manager, who walked up Merthyr Mountain one day without a map.

         Twice in 1963, waste on tip number seven had slipped down the hillside. That November, a hole opened in the 15heap which was eighty yards wide. By the autumn of 1966, tip number seven rose 111 feet above the slope. It contained enough slurry, tailings and mine detritus to fill St Paul’s Cathedral one and a half times over. Weeks of heavy rain had saturated the hills and the coal waste balanced on top. When the slingers and the crane driver arrived at the summit, just before seven thirty on the morning of 21 October, they noticed that the surface had sunk about ten feet in the night. The tram tracks that led to the edge of the tip had fallen into a hole. A slinger, Dai Jones, was sent down the mountain to report the movement. There was no working telephone on the tip because the line had been stolen. While Jones was gone, Gwyn Brown, the crane driver, moved the crane back. By the time Jones returned with the leader of the team, Leslie Davies, at around 9 a.m., the top of the heap had fallen another ten feet. The men did not like what they were seeing. Davies passed on the news that the colliery engineers would select a new tipping site next week. Tip number seven was finished. Davies suggested that they make a round of tea before the men began the work of moving the crane and the rails. The slingers and Davies headed for the shack.

         Brown stayed by the crane and looked down the hillside. The valley was still carpeted by fog. There was no view of the close-packed terraces, churches and small shops of Aberfan. The village below was isolated but it was not rural, or even old. Before the mine there had been a single farmhouse and fields dotted with sheep. The river Taff had glittered on its way to the sea. In the nineteenth century, 16men came from England, Ireland and Italy to dig coal in Aberfan. They brought their families and fashioned a place. The colliery had seen them through thick and thin. In 1934, the village jazz band won a national competition, held at the Crystal Palace in London.

         As Brown glanced down, the heap rose up. It did not make sense. ‘It started to rise slowly at first,’ the crane driver later said. ‘I thought I was seeing things. Then it rose up after pretty fast, at a tremendous speed.’ Far below, at the base of the tip, thousands of tons of waste had liquefied and suddenly fallen. A dark, glistening wave burst out of the hillside and poured down, carrying the rest of the heap with it. ‘It sort of came up out of the depression and turned itself into a wave – that is the only way I can describe it,’ Brown said. ‘Down towards the mountain … towards Aberfan village … into the mist.’ Brown called out. The rest of the team stumbled from the shack, saw what was happening and ran down the slope, shouting warnings in the air. Their way was blocked by falling trees, trams, muck and slurry. The noise was tremendous. The men had all seen tip slides of a few hundred yards or so. But this was an avalanche. People in Aberfan later compared the roar of the tip to a low-flying jet aircraft or thunder as it swept down.

         Sheep, hedges, cattle, a farmhouse with three people inside were smothered. The westernmost street in the village, which lay against the mountainside, was Moy Road. It was where Aberfan’s two schools were situated: Pantglas Junior School and Pantglas County Secondary School. Classes at 17the junior school began at nine o’clock. The senior school got going at nine thirty. The wave reached them at nine fifteen, burying the primary school, which was full of children answering the register, checking the rain gauge, spelling the word p-a-r-a-b-l-e, paying their dinner money, delivering school sports reports, preparing to draw. Colliery trams and boulders crashed through the walls. The rear of the school was crushed beneath a dark heap thirty feet high. The gable ends of the roof poked through the waste. The senior school was only partially hit. Howard Rees, a fourteen-year-old boy on his way to class, saw the wave crest an old railway embankment above the village, ‘moving fast, as fast as a car goes into town,’ and crush three friends who were sitting on a wall. Eight houses behind them went too. George Williams, a hairdresser, saw doors and windows crashing inwards on Moy Road. Bricks flew. He was pinned under a piece of corrugated iron. When the roar stopped, Williams likened the sound to the moment after you switch a radio off. ‘In that silence you couldn’t hear a bird or a child,’ he said. The first emergency call, from the Mackintosh Hotel, a pub further down Moy Road, was timed at 9.25 a.m. Miners, their faces blackened, lamps on their helmets, came up from the coal seams under the valley and were on the scene in twenty minutes. Water from severed pipes rushed through the streets, up to the rescuers’ knees. One hundred and forty-four people were killed by the tip slide in Aberfan, 116 of them children, mostly between the ages of seven and ten. 18

         The BBC broadcast a newsflash at 10.30 a.m. On the lunchtime news, which is how the prime minister, Harold Wilson, heard of the disaster, the death toll was given as twenty-six. By that time, Aberfan, which is tucked off the main road between Merthyr Tydfil and Cardiff, was becoming clogged with press vehicles, ambulances, mobile canteens and earth-moving machinery. Nearby mines sent all manner of tractor shovels, bulldozers, excavators and trucks to clear the debris, but the tight corners of the school-yard and the possibility of survivors in the slurry meant that the search was done almost entirely by hand. Every time a rescuer thought they had found something, a whistle blew and the place fell silent. No one was pulled alive from the wreckage after eleven o’clock in the morning. A dead girl was found holding an apple, a boy clutched at four pence. Children were found with birth certificates folded in their pockets. Some bodies were terribly disfigured. There was frenzy in the desire to help, to undo what had just occurred. People wanted to be useful even though it was not possible. At Merthyr hospital, people queued up to give blood, despite the lack of need. The switchboard at the colliery was jammed by incoming calls offering help in one form or another, making it impossible to find an outside line. Between one and two thousand people hurried to join the dig on Moy Road. Men cut themselves and bled in the muck. People stood on the waste heap, watching the effort, and caused it to crumble further, delaying the recovery. A bulldozer driver fell asleep at the controls. On 19the hillside above the village, miners and engineers worked to stabilise the rest of tip number seven with sandbags, which they filled with the slurry all around them. Near the school, around a hundred off-duty ambulance drivers hung around, refusing to go home. During the afternoon, higher-wattage bulbs were fitted in Aberfan’s street lamps, floodlights were erected and the digging went on. Darkness fell and it grew cold. The prime minister came and went. Lord Snowdon, the Queen’s brother-in-law, arrived at around 3 a.m. with a small suitcase and a shovel and was taken to the Bethania Chapel, the largest in the village, where the bodies were laid out on dark wooden pews marked by chalked letters – ‘M’ for male, ‘F’ for female, ‘J’ for juvenile – and a group of police detectives worked. Outside, a line of around fifty parents, mostly fathers, waited for hours to identify their dead.20

         
            
[image: ]Damage map from the report of the Tribunal appointed to inquire into the disaster at Aberfan on 21 October 1966.

            

         

         21The following morning, which was a Saturday, was overcast. The clouds spelled rain. Most people in the village had slept for only an hour or two. ‘There was a greyness everywhere,’ the Merthyr Express reported. ‘Faces from the tiredness and anguish, houses and roads from the oozing slurry of the tips.’ There was more order and less hope, but the manic energy of the previous day persisted. A hundred lorries queued through the village to take away the mess. In twenty-four hours, the world had learned the name of Aberfan and its meaning: a place whose children had been buried alive by coal waste piled up by their fathers. The Red Cross handed out ten thousand cigarettes. The RSPCA despatched a mobile unit and five animal inspectors, who went house to house, checking if pets had been disturbed by the chaos and needed looking after. (None did.) If anything was needed at the disaster site, it arrived rapidly and in hysterical quantities. When a request went out for gloves, six thousand pairs turned up. The police asked for a piece of digging equipment known as a ‘955 shovel’; they received 955 shovels instead. Lorries that no one had sent for pulled into the colliery yard bearing tinned meat, shirts and tons of fruit. Chewing gum, soap, soup and bottles of brandy piled up wherever there was space.

         
            *

         

         There was a roadblock to control access to the disaster, but more or less anyone in a uniform or an official-looking car could find a way through. During the morning of 22 October, a dark green Ford Zephyr nosed its way into the village. At the wheel was John Barker, a forty-two-year-old psychiatrist with a keen interest in unusual mental conditions. Barker was tall and broad and dressed in a suit and tie. In his thirties, he had been very overweight. Since then, he had taken up exercise and dieted on rusks – hard, twice-cooked pieces of bread – with the result that his clothes now hung loose and he looked older than his years. He had bags under his eyes, fleshy lips and dark hair, which he wore combed forward. Barker was a senior consultant at Shelton Hospital, a mental institution outside Shrewsbury, 22a hundred miles east of the Merthyr valley, on the other side of the border with England. At the time, he was working on a book about whether it was possible to be frightened to death.

         In the early news reports from Aberfan, Barker had heard that a boy had escaped from the school unharmed but later died of shock. The psychiatrist had come to investigate, but realised he had arrived too soon. When Barker reached the village, victims were still being dug out. ‘I soon realised it would have been quite inopportune to make any enquiries about this child,’ he wrote afterwards. He was appalled by what he saw. Barker was married and had three young children of his own. ‘The experience sickened me,’ he wrote. The devastation reminded Barker of the Blitz, when he had been a teenager, growing up in south London, but the loss of life in Aberfan was worse for being so concentrated and the dead so young. ‘Parents who had lost their children were standing in the street, looking stunned and hopeless and many were still weeping. There was hardly anybody I encountered who had not lost someone.’

         Voyeurs and outsiders who came to Aberfan without good reason were easy to identify. Policemen who stood around drinking tea were shouted at. Someone threw a tobacco tin at a photographer and broke his camera flash. During the course of the day, a steady drizzle came down, soaking the hundreds of rescuers, muddying the streets, which were already inches deep in muck, and raising fears that the tip could suddenly fall again, causing another calamity. The village was dreadfully 23tense. First aid stations withdrew from the foot of the hill. A klaxon was readied to sound the alarm.

         But Barker did not get back in his car and drive away. He had long been interested in subjects that struck others as macabre or inexplicable. He was, in every outward sense, an orthodox psychiatrist. He had studied at Cambridge University and at St George’s Medical School in London. But he also chafed at the limits of his field. Barker believed that there was a ‘new dimension’ to psychiatry, waiting to be incorporated into mainstream science, if doctors could be persuaded to study problems and conditions that were mostly regarded as fringe or psychic. He was a member of Britain’s Society for Psychical Research, which was founded in 1882 to investigate the paranormal, and for some years had been interested in the problem of precognition, when people seemed to know what was going to happen before it actually did. Barker was a modern doctor; he pursued his more esoteric inquiries with what he described as ‘a conscious rationalism’. But he also understood that there was an involuntary aspect to his research and that he was driven by influences that were profound and impulsive. At crucial moments in his life, when Barker was faced with a boundary or a warning, he pressed on.24
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         25In Aberfan, Barker sensed that he was on the scene of something momentous, though he wasn’t sure what. Talking to witnesses, he was struck by ‘several strange and pathetic incidents’ connected to the disaster. A school bus, carrying children from Merthyr Vale, had been delayed by the fog and reached Moy Road after the tip fell. Their lateness saved their lives. A boy had overslept, apparently for the first time in his life, and was sent hurrying to school by his mother, in tears; he was crushed. Inane, unthinking decisions in the moments before the waste came down – a cup of tea before starting work, looking the wrong way, resting on a wall – spared lives and ended others.

         Barker was interested in the nature of those decisions and what prompted them. Did people have rational fears or unconscious knowledge? The dark, unnatural tips above Aberfan had long played on local people’s minds. Bereaved families spoke of dreams and portents. Weeks after the accident, the mother of an eight-year-old boy named Paul Davies, who died in Pantglas School, found a drawing of massed figures digging in the hillside under the words ‘the end’, which he had made the night before the slide.

         Barker also heard the story of Eryl Mai Jones, a ten-year-old girl, ‘not given to imagination’, who had told her mother, Megan, two weeks before the collapse that she was not afraid of death. ‘Why do you talk of dying, and you so young?’ her mother replied. ‘Do you want a lollipop?’

         Then, according to a statement written by Glannant Jones, a local minister, signed by Eryl Mai’s parents and later published by Barker:

         
            The day before the disaster she said to her mother, ‘Mummy, let me tell you about my dream last night.’ Her mother answered gently, ‘Darling, I’ve no time. Tell me 26again later.’ The child replied, ‘No Mummy, you must listen. I dreamt I went to school and there was no school there. Something black had come down all over it!’

         

         The next morning, Eryl Mai was buried in the school.

         The psychiatrist had an eye for an experiment. In the days after his visit to Aberfan, Barker came up with an idea for an unusual study. Given the singular nature of the disaster and its total penetration of the national consciousness, he decided to gather as many premonitions as possible of the event and to investigate the people who had them.

         Barker wrote to Peter Fairley, the science editor of London’s Evening Standard, and asked him to publicise the idea. The men had met the previous year, when Fairley had written a double-page feature about Barker’s work on fear and death. They seemed quite different. Barker could be brittle and somewhat acerbic. Fairley, six years younger, was charming, tubby and competitive. As a junior reporter, he and a colleague had drunk a bottle of Mâcon-Villages and tossed a coin in the Two Brewers, the pub opposite the Evening Standard’s headquarters in Shoe Lane, to decide which beats they should pursue. Fairley landed science and had spent the following years writing urgent, gung-ho stories about atomic energy, deep-sea diving experiments and the space race. He went on television and toured the world. For a time, he lived on a houseboat in Chelsea, in west London, and chased stories on a fold-up motorcycle. There was an omnivorous, relentless quality to Fairley. 27When he died, in 1998, his widow and four children learned that he had had a second family for twenty years. One of his children speculated that Fairley always sought to stay on top of everything, to chase down every lead, so that he couldn’t be found out in his own life.

         Fairley was hardly unconventional. He had been the head boy at Sutton Valence, a public school in Kent, and a captain in the army. But he had a proselytiser’s faith in science; that one day it would answer all the questions we have ever had. He was open to theories about telepathy, extraterrestrial life and the mystery of seeming coincidence. He owed a significant part of his career to a hunch. In April 1961, on the basis of little more than a warning to ships in the Pacific and a feeling that something was up, Fairley had predicted that the USSR was about to launch its first manned space flight. His story ran on the front page of the Evening Standard: ‘First Spaceman – Trip Imminent’. Fairley was thirty years old. He drove home to Bromley, passing black banner headlines outside the newspaper kiosks, feeling sick with apprehension.

         Yuri Gagarin flew into space two days later. Fairley fielded calls from his editor asking how on earth he had known. His pay was almost doubled. The space race would, in time, become the story of his life. At the end of the decade, Fairley would go on to present the moon landings on British television. At the time of the Aberfan disaster, however, he was recovering from a spell of blindness brought on by a combination of diabetes and overwork. Fairley’s eyes had started 28to play up the previous December, when he was haring back and forth between Cape Canaveral in Florida and NASA’s mission control in Houston, Texas, while covering Gemini 7, an attempt to bring two spaceships alongside each other in orbit. He returned to England exhausted and woke up on Christmas Day unable to see. Fairley was blind for three months. The rest forced him to stop and to examine certain questions in his life. When he was in despair, Fairley crept downstairs and listened to recordings of Winston Churchill’s wartime speeches over and over again.

         Thinking that his condition might be permanent, Fairley had an idea to record some descriptions of the American and Soviet space programmes for other blind people. One day in the spring of 1966, he was doing the drying up after lunch. He felt suddenly despondent and useless. Then the telephone rang. It was a radio producer named Ron Hall, who had a question: could Fairley record a long interview about the space race for blind patients in the National Health Service? Hall came to Fairley’s home with his guide dog the following week to record the programme. ‘You can call it coincidence,’ Fairley recalled later. ‘But once a few of these things happen you start to wonder.’

         On 28 October, Fairley carried Barker’s appeal in his ‘World of Science’ column, which ran on a Friday. ‘Did anyone have a genuine premonition before the coal tip fell on Aberfan? That is what a senior British psychiatrist would like to know,’ Fairley wrote. The article described the kinds of vision that Barker was interested in: ‘a vivid dream’, ‘a 29vivid waking impression’, ‘telepathy at the time of the disaster (affecting someone miles away)’ and ‘clairvoyance’. Fairley’s column implied that the study was somehow unauthorised: Barker had asked to remain anonymous. The article reminded readers of apparent foreknowledge of the sinking of the Titanic in 1912 and the R101 airship disaster in 1930, and ran next to an artist’s impression of a lunar taxi that NASA was developing to carry astronauts around on the moon.
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         The Evening Standard had a circulation of almost six hundred thousand. Miss Middleton liked to look through it in bed in the afternoon. She posted an account of her premonition on 1 November.

         
            *

         

         30The letters ended up in Barker’s office on the first floor of Shelton Hospital, a long red-brick building two miles west of Shrewsbury which was obscured from the road by a screen of tall pine trees. The place was a Victorian asylum, in the gothic style. The main entrance had a bell tower, a pretty oriel window, and steeply pitched dormer windows in the roof. The hospital windows, which had small lead panes, opened four inches wide. The architect was George Gilbert Scott, designer of the St Pancras Hotel in London. In 1843, he and his partner, William Moffatt, had been asked to build a hospital for sixty inmates on a hill by Shropshire’s Society for Improving the Condition of the Insane.

         Within forty years, Shelton housed more than eight hundred people. On maps, the much extended hospital resembled a stick insect, with unfolding symmetrical wings and corridors for its male and female populations. Shelton’s buildings were set in fifteen acres of grounds behind high brick walls. For more than a century the hospital was a closed stopping place, to which judges and doctors despatched the senile and the strange from a large part of the rural Midlands and Welsh borders. Around a quarter of the patients came from Shrewsbury, but the rest were from farming communities and small market towns. Some spoke only Welsh, if they spoke at all. There were some Poles left over from the war.

         The institution was built to last forever. Shelton had its own steam laundry, barbers, upholstery workshop and brewery, which made one per cent proof hospital ale. ‘Everything that needed to be done could be done,’ Harry 31Sheehan, a former assistant chief male nurse, recalled. Patients assembled screwdrivers and took apart old telephones in the industrial therapy workshops. Beyond the chapel lay the kitchen gardens and a piggery. There were orchards for plums, pears and apples and a small farm that was worked mostly by hand. Inmates drove the hospital’s pigs, sheep and Ayrshire cattle down the hill to Shrewsbury on market day. Up until the 1930s, nurses were brought to work by horse and cart. The hospital cricket pitch was acknowledged as one of the finest in the county. People did not get better.

         The ingrained purpose of Shelton, and dozens of county asylums like it, was not to cure people who were mentally ill but to sequester them from the world. By the middle of the twentieth century, when Shelton’s population briefly topped a thousand, around two thirds of the patients were ‘chronics’ – long-stayers, who were not expected to leave. Some patients, particularly older women who were poor, simply materialised at the hospital without paperwork or a diagnosis. They were pushed in by one county authority or another, and a bed was found. Around a third never received a visitor. In the sixties, there was a deaf and dumb man at Shelton who had been there for forty-five years. There were roughly fifty people with learning disabilities (around six per cent of the patient population) who were not mentally ill but lived permanently with psychotic men and women because they had been abandoned. Alcoholics from across Shropshire were sometimes thrown into Shelton for a few 32weeks to dry out. Many patients received no treatment of any kind. Around half of the long-stay male patients did nothing all day. They played cards and repeated their fixations over and over. The wards were populated by former vicars, auctioneers and businessmen. There was at least one Jesus, who would perform miracles if only the nurses would let him out. Almost everyone wore clothes that were stained beyond belief. They were, in almost every sense, marooned. Occasionally a nurse would give a patient the wrong prescription, an antidepressant instead of a sedative, and after years of silence, the person would begin to speak. Patients who had been locked up for decades were sometimes taken for a walk and were astonished to see the traffic passing on the busy road to Welshpool. One spring day in the mid-sixties, a husband came to Shelton to collect the body of his wife, who had been held there for twenty-one years. But there had been a mix-up. She was not dead. He went home again.

         Doctors who worked at Shelton called it ‘a remote bin’ and ‘a dumping ground’. In Shrewsbury, the hospital was known as ‘the Mental’. In truth, the place was no better and no worse than many county asylums at that time. Shelton was in the throes of something like reform. In 1964, the locks on all but two of the wards were removed. The male wards were named after celebrated men from the county, such as Charles Darwin and A. E. Housman, and the female wards were named after trees because no one could find a list of famous Shropshire ladies. Railings and walls within the grounds were replaced 33with trees and bushes. There was a psychologist and occupational therapy; jazz bands came to perform.

         But the hospital remained powerfully constrained by what it was. There were staff who were as institutionalised as the patients. The hospital superintendent, John Littlejohn, was a former colonial administrator, who was frequently ill and struggled to make decisions. A lot of energy was spent simply getting from one day to the next. The hospital consumed 865 pints of milk per day. The grounds were infested with feral cats, which were a source of ringworm. There was a single post box, by the front door, for patients, staff and the hospital itself, which was often filled to overflowing, meaning that letters went missing. Nurses smoked constantly, in part to block out Shelton’s all-pervading smell: of a house, locked up for years, in which stray animals had occasionally come to piss. The kitchen had a butcher with an attitude problem and the laundry sometimes went wrong, meaning that patients were forced to wear socks shrunk to half their normal size. The cutlery had to be counted out and counted in again at every meal. People got electrocuted in the industrial therapy unit. Patients slipped out to the pub, got drunk and attacked a nurse who happened to be passing. The roof of the Dutch barn on the farm was leaking. The road to Mytton Villa, a halfway house for recovering male patients, was impassable in the rain. Neighbours complained that Shelton’s overgrown trees blocked the sun from reaching their houses. When a patient absconded from the Mental, an alarm would be raised and volunteers from across Shrewsbury would help search the surrounding fields and ditches. 34 35
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         36‘I didn’t have any sense of anything being hidden or that there was any cruelty,’ a porter who worked at Shelton during this period recalled. ‘But it was a very, very scary place.’ Before he started at the hospital, the porter had worked in a chicken factory. The shifts at Shelton were better paid. In the mornings, he delivered drugs to the wards in wicker baskets. ‘People would be sitting in chairs, rocking backwards and forwards, and the nurses wandering around cleaning up after incontinent patients,’ he said. Often there was very little to do. During spare hours, the porter would go down to the basement and read handwritten patient records, Shropshire manias and melancholias from the nineteenth century, at a small wooden desk. One of his jobs was to remove bodies. The hospital had a mortuary opposite the tailor’s shop, with three marble slabs protruding from the red-brick walls. Around a dozen people died every month at Shelton, mostly from old age. But every few weeks, someone would throw themselves out of a bathroom window, or hang themselves from a tree by the cricket pitch, or escape and throw themselves in front of a car. The primary means of discharge was death.

         
            *

         

         Barker started work at Shelton in the summer of 1963. He joined a team of four consultants who were responsible for 37around two hundred patients each, as well as a geographic share of Shrewsbury and the surrounding countryside. Barker’s patch was to the north and east. He saw outpatients in the towns of Whitchurch, Market Drayton and Telford. He was on the side of a revolution that was taking place in mental health. Britain’s vast, crowded hospitals inspired inertia but in the sixties, political reform, pharmaceutical possibilities and the intellectual atmosphere of psychiatry made it a lively and contested field. Barker quickly latched on to David Enoch, another young consultant at Shelton, who was Welsh, and had long hair and a confident, beguiling manner. Enoch’s father had been a miner; Enoch himself had served as an army officer in India during the country’s partition before training as a psychiatrist. He had arrived a year earlier from Runwell Hospital, a progressive mental hospital in Essex, and had been taken aback by the squalor and the apathy of Shelton.

         ‘The old chaps told me, “You can do anything, David. But don’t ruffle us,”’ Enoch said. ‘The mind-set was, people came in through the walls and never went out again.’ Enoch opened windows and rationalised his patients from across the hospital into a small number of wards, so it was actually possible to see them all. He encouraged people out of their beds. He asked for lockers, so patients could store their possessions, and spare clothes for the men and women who worked in messy jobs. Enoch inherited sixty-four outpatients in Oswestry. Over time he realised that many of them were quite well and attended their appointments out of politeness, for fear of disappointing him. 38

         Barker’s last job had been at Herrison Hospital in Dorset, which had successfully integrated hundreds of long-stay and short-stay patients. ‘He and I were kindred spirits,’ Enoch recalled. Together, the two psychiatrists worked to improve conditions at Shelton. They phased out ‘straight’ electroconvulsive therapy, in which ECT was administered without drugs. Enoch organised adult education sessions which proved as popular with the staff as with the patients. ‘As a result of the two of us there, heaps of things happened,’ Enoch said. ‘We stimulated each other. The old ones went on doing their own thing.’ In 1965, the pair co-wrote a paper for The Lancet which showed that many hospitals were misusing their powers under the country’s mental health legislation; they were summoned to the Ministry of Health in London to discuss their findings. They made a day trip on the train, feeling important.

         The two men also shared a fascination with what Enoch called ‘psychiatric orchids’ – the most unusual mental illnesses. In the late fifties, Barker had written his doctoral thesis about Munchausen’s syndrome, whose sufferers compulsively feign disease or harm themselves in order to be admitted to hospital, often undergoing needless surgery. Enoch invited Barker to contribute a chapter on Munchausen’s to his own larger study of rare conditions, Some Uncommon Psychiatric Syndromes, which was first published in 1967 and is now a classic textbook. In the original edition, the case studies of erotomania (obsessional love), Othello syndrome (a delusion of your lover’s infidelity) and 39Couvade syndrome (in which a man seems to experience pregnancy at the same time as his partner) have a fablelike, poetic quality. There is a doleful wonder at what the mind is capable of. Barker’s chapter opened with a fateful quotation from Karl Menninger, an American psychiatrist and co-founder of the Menninger Foundation in Topeka, Kansas: ‘It is true, nevertheless, that in the end each man kills himself in his own selected way, fast or slow, soon or late.’ Enoch used Dostoevsky to introduce his study of the Capgras delusion, ‘a rare, colourful syndrome in which the patient believes that a person, usually closely related to him, has been replaced by an exact double.’ Enoch had treated a man at Runwell who believed his wife was a replica.

         The young consultants at Shelton were comfortable with attention. Enoch, in particular, was good-looking and admired by junior members of the hospital staff. He required two telephones on his desk and was a regular guest on Let’s Face Facts, a general knowledge show on regional television, which made him a minor celebrity in western England and Wales. The porter who worked at Shelton went on to medical school and later became a successful surgeon. ‘If anything made me want to be a doctor, it was how much I sort of revered someone like David Enoch,’ he said. Barker was hungry for publicity, too. He was a prolific correspondent in the letters pages of The Lancet and the British Medical Journal. At Herrison Hospital, he had arranged a two-week exchange for patients with Fulbourn Mental Hospital in Cambridge and had it covered by the 40Sunday People. During 1965, Barker weighed all the brochures and junk mail that he received from drug companies (it came to twelve kilograms) and invited a photographer from the Birmingham Post to take a picture of him deluged at his desk. It made the front page.

         There were times when Enoch considered Barker avaricious. ‘We would talk about things in the coffee room and the next minute he would be writing about them,’ Enoch recalled. But these were moments of irritation in a larger project to bring modern, experimental psychiatry to a stagnant place like Shelton. Enoch also acknowledged that Barker had research interests which were entirely his own. Most of Barker’s published work was about aversion therapy, a technique that involved the use of electric shocks and nausea-inducing drugs to treat addictions and other unwanted behaviours.

         Earlier in his career, Barker had treated a man who dressed up in his wife’s clothes and was afraid of being prosecuted as a transvestite. Two engineers at Banfield Hospital in Surrey, where Barker worked, devised an electrified rubber mat. Behind a screen next to the admissions ward, doctors played a loud buzzer and shocked the man’s feet and ankles while he put on the female clothes and took them off again. ‘During the first four days of treatment it was obvious that the patient found the procedure unpleasant, arduous and stressful,’ Barker and his colleagues reported in the journal Behaviour Research and Therapy. But it seemed to work. Barker experimented and he hoped. 41He pushed for grand conclusions. He believed that one day aversion therapy could be used to change behaviour among everyone from speeding drivers to people who struggled with their weight.

         At Shelton, Barker had an electrified fruit machine installed outside his office, on the first floor, which gave gambling addicts a seventy-volt shock instead of money when they won. With another doctor, Mabel Miller, he also filmed them as they went to the betting shop. The psychiatrists then played the footage back while the addicts received electric shocks with an apparatus originally designed for testing monkeys. Barker played footage of their families, too, describing their anger and distress.

         ‘A lot of his thinking was a bit futuristic,’ Harry Sheehan, the nurse, said. To many people at Shelton, Barker came across as authoritative and direct. ‘He didn’t suffer fools gladly,’ Sheehan said. ‘If he asked for something and you said you would get it, then he expected it there.’ Like Enoch, Barker took advantage of the sluggish administration of the hospital to pursue his own agenda. ‘If he had started on something, some therapy, some course of treatment, he would carry it through,’ Sheehan continued. ‘Nobody would say, “You are not doing that, you can’t do that.” He would get on with it.’

         But Barker’s competence masked a frailty. His appointment at Shelton had been rushed, and a demotion. At Herrison Hospital, Barker had been the medical superintendent. He had been given charge of the hospital at the 42age of thirty-eight. But he only lasted a few months in the role. One colleague remembered him only as a stout doctor, interested in his own career, who made little effort to befriend other members of the medical staff. There were rumours of a nervous breakdown and possible behavioural indiscretions. On occasions during his life, Barker suffered what he described as ‘emotional stress almost to the point of “crack up”’. He had arrived at Shelton in a brittle state. His weight fluctuated. His eyes bulged. He didn’t look altogether well. ‘He came to Shrewsbury under a cloud,’ Enoch said. ‘When I first saw him, I thought he had gone to seed … People said, “Why did he come to Shelton?” For shelter, really.’ Enoch was too grateful to have a like-minded colleague to ever ask Barker much about his past. ‘He was very able,’ he said. ‘I didn’t want to know.’

         
            *

         

         Barker received seventy-six replies to his Aberfan appeal. Two nights before the disaster, a sixty-three-year-old man named J. Arthur Taylor, from Stacksteads, a village on the edge of the Lancashire moors, dreamed that he was in Pontypridd, in south Wales. He had not been in the town for many years and he was trying to buy a book. He faced a large machine with buttons. ‘Now I have never seen a computer. This may have been one; I just don’t know,’ Taylor wrote. ‘Then, all of a sudden, while I was standing by this big machine, I looked up and saw ABERFAN written as 43if suspended in white lettering against a black background. This seemed to last some minutes. Then I turned and looked the other way and I saw through a window rows of houses and everything seemed derelict and desolate.’ Taylor did not recognise the word, even though he had driven past the village countless times, until he heard it on the radio on the day of the disaster.

         In Plymouth, the evening before the coal slide, Constance Milder had a vision at a spiritualist meeting. Milder, who was forty-seven, told six witnesses that she saw an old schoolhouse, a Welsh miner, and ‘an avalanche of coal’ rushing down a mountain. ‘At the bottom of this mountain of hurtling coal was a little boy with a long fringe looking absolutely terrified to death. Then for quite a while I “saw” rescue operations taking place. I had an impression that the little boy was left behind and saved. He looked so grief-stricken.’ Milder recognised the boy later on the evening news.

         A man in Kent was convinced for days before the Aberfan accident that there would be a national disaster on the Friday. ‘It came to me as strongly as might come the thought that you have forgotten that it was your wife’s birthday tomorrow,’ wrote R. J. Wallington, of Rochester. When he arrived at work on 21 October, he told his secretary: ‘Today’s the day.’

         In Hillingdon, on London’s western limit, Grace Richardson, a thirty-year-old film technician, was bothered all week by an intermittent smell, earthy and decaying, which she recognised as the smell of death. About an hour before 44the disaster, she asked a colleague named George Jordan, who worked next to her, whether he could smell anything unusual. He said no. About fifteen minutes after the school was buried, Richardson jumped up from her chair, overwhelmed, and said that something terrible had happened. ‘Her face was highly inflamed and she was breathing very heavily,’ Jordan wrote in an accompanying note to Barker. ‘Neither of us or anyone else in the machine room had mentioned or heard of any disaster.’

         Barker wrote back to the percipients, as he called them, asking for details and witnesses. Of the sixty plausible premonitions, there was evidence that twenty-two were described before tip number seven began to move. The material convinced Barker that precognition was not unusual among the general population – he speculated that it might be as common as left-handedness. Among the collection, he considered the vision of Eryl Mai Jones, the girl who died in Aberfan, ‘an example of pure precognition’ and the detailed description of Constance Milder, at the spiritualist meeting in Plymouth, equally astonishing.

         As a doctor, Barker was particularly drawn to seven correspondents whose premonitions were accompanied by physical as well as mental symptoms. Along with Richardson, the film technician, these included Miss Middleton, who woke up choking, and a woman who worked in the research department of the Bank of London and South America, who experienced ‘very strong positive “waves”’ that destroyed her concentration every two hours in the build-up to the disaster. 45Most of the men and women in this group described themselves as habitual seers, whose premonitions had been borne out over the years.

         One of the seven was Alan Hencher, who worked on the continental telephone exchange for the Post Office. Hencher’s letter was dated 29 October, the day after Fairley’s article appeared, but unlike many of the other correspondents, who came across as either uncertain or over-eager to be believed, Hencher sounded almost indifferent. ‘I accept that I am able to foretell certain events but I have no idea how or why,’ he wrote.

         Twenty-four hours before the Aberfan disaster, Hencher was working overtime at the GPO’s international switchboard in Faraday House, not far from Blackfriars Bridge, in London. According to Hencher, most of his premonitions were preceded by painful headaches – ‘a band of steel around my head’ – that worsened over the course of days. But his feelings before Aberfan were instant:

         
            It just HIT me without warning. I began to tremble all over the body, felt lethargic and found it very difficult to concentrate on my work. I did mention to a lady sitting next to me, at her enquiry as to whether I was feeling ill, that a big disaster was taking place in this country which could cost many lives. I couldn’t and never have been able to pin-point the place of occurrence. (The lady has looked at me in a very worried fashion since, and it seems has avoided being near me).

         

         46As if he was proposing another chapter for Enoch’s volume of rare conditions, Barker posited the existence of what he called a ‘pre-disaster syndrome’ that might be experienced by a small subset of the population. Barker theorised that some people might have bodily sensations ahead of important or emotional events, not unlike twins who say that they feel each other’s pain even when they are hundreds of miles apart. ‘Is this perhaps a hitherto unrecognised medical or psychosomatic syndrome akin perhaps to the phenomenon known as the “sympathetic projection of pain”?’ Barker asked, in a paper for the journal of the Society for Psychical Research, which was published in 1967. ‘Do their symptoms depend upon some sort of telepathic “shock wave” induced by a disaster? But if so, why do they appear to be experienced in advance and not at the time…? Clearly these “human disaster reactors” would appear to require much further study, including perhaps full psychiatric investigation.’ 47
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         Barker saw great promise in the Aberfan premonitions, but he was also aware of the difficulties that stymied research of this kind. Like most other extraordinary intuitions, these had all been collected after the fact. There was also the metaphysical question of what people might be sensing: was it the disaster itself, or the emotional shock and the grief that it caused? ‘The Aberfan disaster cannot be separated from its news,’ Barker wrote. And what was the use of this information? Barker acknowledged that even if these dreams and warnings had been publicly recorded at the time, there was no reason why they would have been believed or acted upon: ‘Firstly because their premonitions would probably have been insufficiently 48clear,’ he wrote, ‘and secondly because no means existed for them to communicate them to the proper authorities.’ Many of the percipients who responded to Fairley’s article were simply grateful for being heard. ‘These are my facts!’ the bank researcher wrote. ‘I welcome the opportunity to inform you of these things as most people are inclined to think one mad if one discusses them.’

         
            *

         

         On 29 November, just over a month after the tip slide, the public inquiry into the Aberfan disaster began hearing witnesses at the College of Further Education in Merthyr Tydfil. The college was a low, modernist building, completed in 1952 after slum clearances in the town. The hearings opened on a Tuesday. Across the country, there was heavy fog and snow and ice on the ground. Four surviving teachers from Pantglas Junior School attended, looking young in their suits.

         One of the questions posed by the Aberfan tribunal was whether the disaster should have been foreseen. In December 1939, some twenty-five years earlier, almost two hundred thousand tons of coal waste toppled down a hillside five miles south of Aberfan, in the same valley. That tip fell at 1.40 p.m. and buried a five-hundred-foot stretch of the main road to Cardiff. The river Taff was filled to a depth of fifteen feet. By extraordinary good fortune, no one was killed that afternoon but the accident cost £10,000 to repair 49and prompted the preparation of a report, ‘The Sliding of Colliery Rubbish Tips’, which was circulated among mining engineers in south Wales and filed away, mostly unread.

         Tip number four, above Aberfan, slid for 1800 feet down Merthyr Mountain in 1944. Tip number seven had had its own partial collapse in 1963. The tribunal concluded that three worrying coal slips in the Merthyr Vale had given the colliery ample notice of a possible tragedy, but they also occurred infrequently enough ‘to pass unheeded into the limbo of forgotten things’. Until 144 people died in Aberfan, the National Coal Board did not have a procedure for choosing where to put its millions of tons of waste or how to monitor them. During the tribunal, Joseph Baker, the mechanical engineer who picked the site of tip number seven, was called as a witness. Baker was sixty-three and recently retired. He had worked for the mines since he was fourteen years old. He told the tribunal that unless a waste heap started to move, it was considered safe. That was the way it had always been. ‘Is it not a very wrong way?’ a lawyer asked him. ‘Probably, sir,’ Baker replied. ‘We did not see it.’

         After people complained about tip number seven in 1960, Baker walked up the hill and drove some pegs into the ground in front of it, which he visited from time to time. These were gradually covered by slurry, but he did nothing about it. In 1963 and 1964, a local government engineer and a councillor wrote to the National Coal Board, worried about ‘The Danger from Coal Slurry being tipped at the rear of the Pantglas Schools’. Aberfan’s MP was 50concerned about the tips but did not want to say anything that might threaten the future of the mine. Nobody thought that anyone would die. In the village, everyone knew that the tip sat on top of a spring because the water course was marked on the local Ordnance Survey map. Children used to play in a pond that it fed. From 1949, people in the village, including the headmistress of Pantglas School and the residents of Moy Road, complained to the mine about how the tips polluted the water coming off the hills and caused floods that were greasy and black with coal waste. The slip in 1963 covered the pond entirely and for the next three years, the toe of the tip crept forward into the valley, ‘as though it were being overturned by pressure from behind,’ according to one witness. Children and sheep got stuck in the slurry and had to be pulled out.
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