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            Preface

         

         The book that follows leaves its subject, Raymond Williams, in 1961 on the threshold of a public career as writer and intellectual which resounded across the world. It was in that year, 1961, that I was first made aware of his name when the shiny blue Pelican paperback of Culture and Society, his breakthrough book of 1958, slid across my desk in Barry Grammar School. It came, as did most of my challenging reading matter in those days, courtesy of a history teacher of care and genius, Teifion Phillips. Teifion had firm socialist convictions and an equally firm belief in spotting potential talent wherever he found it, in or out of school, and of whatever kind it was. Mine was deemed to be academic, and a working-class home was to be no barrier to university entry, even to Oxford where Teifion’s links, though I scarcely knew it at the time, were to Balliol, forged by the summer schools he had attended there in the early 1950s. A conveyor belt for undergraduate historians from South Wales had been duly installed.

         It is entirely possible that Teifion had met Raymond at one of these W.E.A./Extra-Mural summer schools but if he did he never mentioned it to me. The purpose in giving the paperback to the intellectually rapacious sixteen-year-old was to fill out the standard Sixth Form fodder with a richer diet of debate and argument beyond factual retention and the rote imbibing of then-current controversies on the interaction, or not, of Protestantism and Capitalism, or the Rise, or not, of the Gentry in those interminable, or it so seemed to us, sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Raymond Williams entered my life – well almost so – as light relief.

         What, of course, captivated me, and many more like me across Britain in the 1960s, was not, at first, Williams’ re-examination of the cultural critique that followed on industrialisation, but his emotional and personal account of what it actually and inwardly, personally and familially, individually and publicly, meant to be a handpicked “Scholarship Boy” and, more, what it implied socially and culturally. I vividly remember being both acutely stimulated and deeply shaken as I read his thunderous “Conclusion” to Culture and Society, a book whose viiispecific essays had only clung to my mind like burrs that had floated by and stuck, to be picked off and examined at some later date.

         For my generation, subsequently, both the detail of his later work and its ever-widening compass became a constant challenge to grow and, in its shape and focus, a resolute reminder of what was to be valued, but radically so, as root for the keyword and actuality of community. His almost weekly book reviews in The Guardian whetted the appetite to see how the journalistically compressed and gnomic might become extended by illustration and explanation into yet another strikingly new direction. The books indeed followed. There is no denying that more than a tinge of hero worship – anathema to him – was directed his way and perhaps to a greater extent by those of us learning from him from afar than by those he was teaching close-up in Cambridge. Sometimes, it seems, that personal acquaintance could be an unhappy one as it became clear that his own priorities and needs were not always, or not often enough, those of some predatory undergraduates. There were numbers more, however, who testify to the care and attention he gave in their undergraduate and graduate years. All who encountered him, in person or in his work, agreed on one thing: that whether you like it or not, that work and his life experience were inseparable.

         I first met Raymond Williams in 1976. The circumstances verged on the comic and were quite typical of him. Llafur, the Society for the Study of Welsh Labour History, of whose journal I was then editor, had invited him to speak at a conference on the fiftieth anniversary of the General Strike. It was to be held on the hillside campus of the Polytechnic of Wales, now the University of Glamorgan, at Pontypridd. In those days, in the wake of the 1972 and 1974 miners’ strikes, the National Union of Mineworkers, especially in South Wales, was not only militant in action, it was intensely conscious of its own past endeavours over sixty years in the provision of cultural and educational initiatives for its members. A strong revival in those activities in the early 1970s ensured that, in addition to academic and local historians, the conference was attended by a few hundred working miners and union officials. It was exactly the kind of mix and occasion he would relish.ix

         Only, Raymond, who was scheduled to speak after the mid-morning coffee break on the Saturday of a three-day event, had not appeared. We fanned out to man the Poly’s scattered entrances, armed only with the vague memory of a dust jacket photograph and the helpful thought offered by some committee member that he would surely be driving “a big car”. Two minutes before the appointed hour I returned, disconsolate, to the lecture theatre to be met by Kim Howells, a Warwick PhD student at the time, but one resident in Cambridge and often in attendance at university seminars when Raymond had been present. I glumly gave him the news. Puzzled, he said, “But there he is”, and pointed as a man in his mid-50s rose from the middle of the raked and assembled audience to make his way down to the front. He had been there all morning, unobtrusive and unannounced, himself a part of a congregation whose connections, cultural and historical, he so much respected. He spoke, with no discernible notes and the utmost lucidity, for almost an hour, and later, as editor, I received the paper he had written up from his tape-recorded ruminations and published it as The Social Significance of 1926.

         Thereafter, I lectured on some of his Cambridge courses at his invitation and I chaired him on other occasions or discussed his fiction with him at public meetings on his increasingly frequent visits to Wales. By the time of his early death, in 1988, I could feel myself to be a friend as well as a continuing admirer. So, when Joy Williams, a short time after his funeral, asked me if I would like to consider writing a biography, my instant answer was “Yes”, despite other commitments that would require shuffling and the reservation I had about writing a Life that seemed to me, then, to be necessarily a life of the mind more than anything else. But, like so many others then and since, I was naturally enough looking through a telescope that seemed shuttered until the full opening of 1961 and his return to Cambridge as a Don and the notorious author of The Long Revolution, a work more startlingly iconoclastic than Culture and Society.

         What became clear to me, very quickly and very unexpectedly, was how my perspective would need to shift from the somewhat conventional xbiography I had had in view and how daunting that shift appeared when I first considered the materials which Joy Williams rather hesitantly placed before me. That happened after some preliminary one-to-one interviews with Joy, first in their family home at Craswall and then in the house in Saffron Walden to which she and Raymond had moved upon his retirement from Cambridge. I had kept enquiring about letters, diaries, manuscripts, anything really beyond the published works and the list of people to see which I was already accumulating; it was the historian’s desire for what is tangential rather than the critic’s need for what is central. Late one afternoon, somewhat reluctantly, Joy took me down into the basement of the house and indicated a large and battered white cabin trunk. She warned me that there was no order to anything and that his normal response over the years had been to throw things away or shuffle them off in piles into some corner or other. The trunk had become the principal depository of all this sloughing off.

         I opened the lid, delved in and began to take things out. Over the next two hours or so I saw that I was confronted by exercise books full of juvenilia; reams of pencilled and inked manuscript that seemed to be anything from stories to essays to schemes for writing; carbon flimsies and typed copy of unpublished short fiction; mounds of unpaginated and mixed extracts from lengthier fiction; the titled and bound files of novels he had mentioned in Politics and Letters (the interviews of 1979) but had then discarded or failed to publish; plus various and confusing versions, hardly any of them sequential, of what became Border Country; the dusty note diaries of his father; a typed-up War Diary or Memoir of his own; single sheets of plots or charts of fictional characters; doodled sketches and passages marked in early books from school; and a couple of pocket maroon-coloured Notebooks with hard covers and with his 1950’s address in Hastings inscribed against loss on the inside. And that was only the stuff before the 1960s with other “finds” from Joy – wartime letters, obscure magazine articles, early correspondence with friends and colleagues, photographs – to come over the following months. My research work, soon xiaccelerated by the award of a Simon Senior Fellowship from the University of Manchester for 1992-93, proceeded. I did not, at this stage, decide that a single volume would need to be written just to do justice to this material because I did not then fully understand how vital it was to a complete understanding of Williams’ life and work. I did, though, know that it was going to be a long haul.

         How long is another matter, and for all involved – but especially for my wife and family – as I sometimes wondered if I would, or could, ever get to a finishing line, I can only hope that the outcome proves worth the long simmer. I was on the boil by 1993 for sure, but unexpected and labour-intensive career shifts in BBC Wales and then at the University of Glamorgan, along with the displacement activity of other writing which required shorter bursts of time and concentration, meant I did not really turn up the heat again until the University of Wales, Swansea appointed me to a Research Chair in the Centre for Research into the English Literature and Language of Wales in March 2005, so allowing me to write this book in the way and in the shape I now envisaged. That is my latest debt and this book is its principal repayment.

         My other debts, early and late, are as appreciated and as deeply acknowledged to individuals and to institutions. Amongst the latter, in addition to Swansea University where the Raymond Williams Papers are now deposited and are awaiting a full catalogue for scholarly use, I would like to thank Cardiff University where I held a Chair in the History of Wales from 1985 and which gave me leave to hold the Fellowship granted by the University of Manchester in 1992-93, and where Huw Beynon in Sociology gave me a Welsh welcome. The British Academy assisted me that year, for travel and research purposes, with one of its invaluable Small Grant Awards and I used it to research the Chatto and Windus Archive of the University of Reading; the Imperial War Museum’s collection of letters of the Second World War; the Records of the External Studies Department at Oxford; the BBC’s Written Archive at Caversham, where Joanne Cayford was particularly helpful; the P.R.O. for War Diaries; and the Old Royal Military Academy at Woolwich, where Brigadier Timbers proved an invaluable and friendly aid to a tyro xii“military” historian. Andrew Green, Librarian at the National Library of Wales which houses another, smaller but complementary batch of Raymond Williams material, ensured that I was able to piece together a few missing bits of a fictional jigsaw (the parts of the early unpublished novel, Brynllwyd), and both Sir Adrian Webb, then Vice-Chancellor at the University of Glamorgan, and Geraint Talfan Davies, Controller BBC Wales, were invariably sympathetic (up to a point, of course!) to my authorial frustrations when I worked in those institutions between 1993 and 2000.

         Individuals, in the end as in the beginning, were the real catalysts in the thought and in the writing. My principal debt is to the late Joy Williams who was utterly generous with her own time, unfailingly frank and, with no caveats, willing to give me unfettered access to and use of her husband’s papers. It is true of many of his books that they would not have existed in the shape we have them, and some not at all, without Joy Williams’ commitment and contribution. I am proud to say that this is now also true of my own present book.

         To Merryn Williams, and to Ederyn and Madawc, I am profoundly grateful for their long and understanding patience with me and to Merryn, in particular, for sharing her own researches on her family which I pursued further, in Pandy, with the help of Raymond’s sister-in-law, Sylvia Bird. Other family members who helped me with memories of his upbringing, especially of his mother, were Winifred Fawkes and his cousin Ray Fawkes, whose marvellous sketch map adorns the inside covers. Correspondence with Brinley Griffiths and his brother Maelor Griffiths, Raymond’s close friend of the pre-war years, was as inspiring as it was revelatory. I owe them deep thanks.

         And at Pandy and Abergavenny I garnered a great deal in interviews with Joan Leach, Albert Lyons, Lew Griffiths, Violet James, Bill Berglund, Illtyd Harrington, Dick Merton-Jones and Gwyn Jones. I was delighted to be able to trace and correspond with Raymond’s Yorkshire friend of those years, Margaret Davies neé Fallas, who provided insights and photographs. For his early Cambridge years I talked to Lionel Elvin, corresponded with Muriel Bradbrook and interviewed his close friend, xiiiMichael Orrom, whose own film and associated memoir were more than a boon. So too were the memories and diary I was privileged to make use of by Lady Anne Piper neé Richmond.

         In the Gower I found and talked to Eddie Gibbs who served under Raymond Williams’ command in the War and, for the Cambridge years thereafter, Wolf Mankowitz was forthright, disarming and charming. I spoke with Raymond’s Adult Education colleagues in the Oxford Extra-Mural Delegacy, Arthur Marsh and Jack Woolford, as well as with his contemporary and friend, Tom Thomas, a legendary and inspiring Extra-Mural Literature Tutor at Swansea. Annette Lees neé Hughes helped with memories of the newly-married Joy and Raymond, and Eric Hobsbawm shed a direct light on both the Cambridge Left and the postwar settling in of their generation.

         For the 1950s, especially concerning the marginality and then the centrality of Raymond Williams first to the Communist left and then to the political culture of the New Left, I am indebted to conversations with E.P. Thompson, Raphael Samuel, Graham Martin and Stuart Hall; and, for some subsequent reflections, to Lawrence Goldman, Terry Eagleton, Robin Blackburn and Robin Gable. Members of Parliament can be hospitable and sometimes good listeners to an obsessed author, as Kim Howells MP and Paul Murphy MP proved to be more than once. Still in a Parliamentary vein, though he had not then been elected as the Member for Aberavon, my oldest friend in all these related endeavours and much else, Hywel Francis, proved as supportive as only he can be when he was Professor of Adult Continuing Education at Swansea University.

         More recently at that University support has come in no small measure from its far-seeing Vice-Chancellor, Professor Richard Davies, and from Professor M. Wynn Thomas, Director of CREW, who read and commented with critical attention on early drafts, as did his and my colleague in CREW, Dr Daniel Williams, whose own work will take our understanding of Raymond Williams forward. Other readers who have chivvied, urged and instructed me to put drafts into better shape were my former student Rob Humphreys, now Director of the Open University in Wales; Dr Steve Woodhams of Thames University; Dr Hywel Dix xivat the University of Glamorgan, and Professor John McIlroy of Keele University. Steve Woodhams deserves a double thanks for his care and his help in locating material, especially pamphlets, and for sharing in and often challenging my wilder speculations.

         Along the way it was a pleasure to work with Colin Thomas whose BBC 4 film on Raymond Williams, ‘Border Crossing’, to which I contributed and acted as consultant, won the Jury Award at the 2005 Celtic Film Festival. It was a pleasure, too, to help Richard Davies of Parthian bring Border Country back into print in 2005 as the first volume in the Welsh Assembly Government-inspired Library of Wales Series. At the proof stage the book came into its own as a “Welsh European” – Williams’ late and accurate self-description – when Martine Jousset fielded and ferried batches of e-mails to me in the Languedoc, at Nébian.

         I am grateful to a brilliant Personal Assistant at BBC Wales, Ann Harris, for typing up early sections of first drafts and, as with so many others, putting up with my discontents. At Parthian, Jasmine Donahaye has proved a masterly and inspiring editor at a late stage and working to impossible deadlines: she combines meticulousness with sensitivity in a way that has vastly improved successive drafts and I owe her a great deal of gratitude. As I do to the proof-reading of Paul Duerden and the typesetting of my friend John Tomlinson who have also ensured that the Index was as meticulous as the rest of their endeavours. Finally, two people alone are responsible for ensuring the book took shape at all. The first is my indefatigable and uncomplaining word processor, as I’m told typists are now known; she is also known as my former and exceptional Personal Assistant at the University of Glamorgan, Gwyneth Speller, and quite how she deciphered, corrected and produced readable typescript from acres of pencilled yellow pad remains a mystery for whose solution I am deeply grateful.

         And ultimately there was at the beginning as there is at the end, Norette, without whom there would really have been no book at all.

         
             

         

         Dai Smith

Barry Island; Nébian

spring/summer 2007
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            Introduction

         

         
            Writing the kind of novel in which I was interested was a long process, full of errors, and the delay meant that I became first known as a writer in other fields.

            
                

            

            Raymond Williams, 19661

         

         He had not wanted it to be the way he would become known as a writer. From 1946 he had spent more time and expended more energy in writing fiction than anything else. When he retired in 1983 as Professor of Drama at Cambridge University, where he had taught English since 1961 and from where his reputation as an intellectual and academic had been rooted, he was quick to say that he had always considered himself as a writer first and foremost, not an elevated member of a Professoriate he typically disliked and mistrusted. The antipathy was no one-way street. His paradoxes were readily seen as self-willed contradictions.

         Here was a man who lived most of his life in England and at the core of a literary establishment but sought to subvert the latter and by-pass the former by thinking of himself as a “Welsh European”. His work was inflected with Marxism and its myriad challenges, and though he consistently shied away from being pinned with the label of “Marxist”, he never denied its increasing definition of his own direction. He could see no human society of worth that did not cohere to the concept of community; at the same time he welcomed social change as the catalytic agency for a common culture. Undeniably, though, in his own life he lived in a manner which, despite a natural warmth and kindliness, shunned the close company of others, whether as friends, colleagues or students. It was as if the unrelenting pace he set himself in his work needed the self-contained dynamic of a long-distance runner and so the support he needed was that of constancy, not the acclamation for a short burst of success. He said it was a long revolution and he lived it as he meant it. 2

         How he dreamed was another matter. That life of the mind took him ever back to the Black Mountains of his birth near Abergavenny, the crucible of his life and of his fiction. With a late exasperation in 1979, he would insist that in England the holistic effort of his work was not readily appreciated and that only in Wales did he have a sense that there was an appreciation of its unity.2 With a few lone exceptions it has remained true that the fiction – six published novels – has not overtaken his work in “other fields” even for his admirers. That does not alter the significance he gave it both early and late. The tension was there even as he prepared for the belated publication of the first great novel in which he found the form to articulate his case.

         He had written to his publishers, Chatto and Windus, in early April 1959 in the wake of the phenomenal reception of his 1958 book Culture and Society, to tell them of his future writing plans and notably of that volume’s “natural successor”, The Long Revolution, which was to have “three parts – theoretical, historical, and critical – on the development of English culture”, and was “not literary criticism, or only very partly so” but rather “essays on the development of the reading public, the press, the educational system and standard speech forms [taking]… certain key ideas – class, mobility, exile –… in both literary and sociological terms, in what amounts to an attempt at a synoptic analysis of contemporary society”. With the appearance of The Long Revolution in 1961 his impact on contemporary British life, over the almost three decades that remained of his life’s span, was assured. Yet in the 1959 letter, this future is firmly prefaced by a past that was, for him, both adjunct and anticipatory:

         
            To me the first and most important thing is that I have finished a novel that I have been working on for several years. I sent you some time ago a draft of part of this, but the finished work is quite different. It is now being typed, and perhaps the main thing I want to know from you is whether you really want me to submit it to you. In one way all my plans hinge around it, because, having considered the problem very carefully, I am certain that it is the next 3thing of mine I want to appear, to fit into the development of my writing as I see it… in a way my writing is held up until something is settled about this.3

         

         The draft had been of Border Village, his re-working of 1957, in which the narrative moves chronologically forward from the arrival of the railway signalman, Harry Price, and his new bride, Ellen, to the village of Glynmawr where their son Matthew will be born. From here we follow their lives, through the 1926 General Strike and its fallout, to the son’s departure for university as the Second World War begins. This is the linear narrative that would largely hold steady. What was being typed in 1959, however, was the complication of the story that the death of Williams’ father in 1958 had impelled him to write: the return of Matthew, now a university lecturer in London, to the village and his father’s sick bed. This version had been called A Common Theme and it took the autobiographical traces even further away by building the story of Matthew, and his estranged wife Susan, into a parallel account that was spelled out in such detail that it threatened to overwhelm the primary relationships with its gloss. So it was not “finished work” even yet. In November 1959 he wrote again, this time to his long-term contact at Chatto, Ian Parsons, to say how delighted he was that both Norah Smallwood and Cecil Day Lewis at the firm liked what he now referred to as Border Country: “I shall be very willing to revise… It means too much to me to have any feeling of holding back from all necessary work on it… [and]… it would be preferable… to bring the novel out first”.4 The revisions removed lengthy passages of dialogue and the extended Matthew Price story.5 What was left was a family-at-a-distance of wife and children to which Matthew would return and, crucially, a new beginning to the novel, which would place Matthew amongst them, and sketch his intellectual quest as a professional historian. Only then do we plunge into the novel of generations, notably of Sons and Fathers, which Border Country had, at long last, become. The burden of that intricate novel, and of this present book, is that if Raymond Williams’ meaning for us 4is to deepen we will need to be clear about his resolute attempt to keep his work, all of it, both as part of a “whole way of life” and integral to it. It has always been more convenient to do the opposite. But, then, that was another manifestation of the division of “Culture” in society against which he mounted his life-long struggle. He knew the irony of himself being parcelled out and packaged up.

         Those “other fields” of literary criticism, cultural theory, social commentary and media analysis – all bundled together as the influential corpus of Cultural Studies for whose origins he was, alternately, as a key figure cursed and blessed – were still the fields for which he was singled out in the heavyweight obituaries that followed on his early death in 1988. Yet as soon as his work had come, from the late 1950s, to receive wider notice he had insisted that his imaginative work, and his novels most notably, were all of a piece with his intellectual intentions. He had already clearly spelled it out in the mid-1960s when his status, middle aged guru of a Cambridge don to a whimsically self-absorbed generation, was already distorting his underlying meaning:

         
            I am mainly interested in the realist tradition in the novel, and especially in the unique combination of that change in experience and in ideas which has been both my personal history and a general history of my generation. I have been glad to be able to write about this change in critical and historical ways, for the cultural tradition I encountered in Cambridge seems to me deeply inadequate and needing challenge in its own terms. At the same time, the whole point of these general arguments was a stress on a new kind of connection between social, personal and intellectual experience (which have all been diminished by being separated), and I am still excited by the challenge of learning to express this connection in novels, difficult as this continues to be. I see this as my main work in the future.6

         

         When he died, unexpectedly and unpreventably, of a ruptured aortic aneurism from a valvular disease of the heart in January 1988 at his 5home in Saffron Walden, he was only sixty six and, true to his word, was deeply engaged in writing fiction. After his death, Joy Williams collated that episodic novel of time and place and published People of the Black Mountains in two volumes in 1989 and 1990. Although his former student and Cambridge colleague, Terry Eagleton, hailed it in The Observer as “Williams’ major literary achievement”, and others claimed it for innovation in the style and form of the historical novel, it divided critical opinion in the manner of all his fiction. Its detailed attention to what he understood as “realism”, a connection between the circumstances of people’s material lives and their awareness of both their own fate and their own possibilities, had been meticulously researched by Joy Williams.7 But it was all fed into the hopper of an imagination that was resolutely and deliberately not attuned to current literary fashion and the flotsam of 1980’s taste. Worse than that, here was a writer who was viewed – even by those sympathetic to the confrontational stance and somewhat detached personality he could affect – through the teleology of a distinguished Cambridge career even as Williams himself steadily denounced significant aspects of the place, its academic inhabitants, its intellectual pretension and its social snobbery. The Left could be as disenchanted with him as the Right. And it was in the novel form, again, that he chose to do the damage, immediately upon leaving the University in 1983, by writing Loyalties (1985), a fictional work impelled forward by the Miners’ Strike of 1984-85 but tenaciously grounded in the touchstones of experience that he dated episodically as “1936-37”, “1944-47”, “1955-56”, “1968” and “1984”. It was scathing in its denunciation of blind faith, misplaced loyalty and straightforward betrayal as exemplified by successive generations. It pivots around what for Williams remained the crucial and irreducible experience of class formation in British life.

         He puts it most succinctly and angrily through Gwyn Lewis, the “natural son” of ex-Cambridge and ex-communist, Sir Norman Braose, who has been left by his father to be brought up in a working-class home in South Wales. Lewis is fully aware of the “general solidity of the argument” that must not allow a collapse from politics into mere 6parochial feeling, yet, in 1984, he is still uneasy about the easy assumptions:

         
            … the Braoses were often quicker than his own people to talk the hard general language of class. Where Bert or Dic would say “our people” or “our community” the Braoses would say with a broader lucidity, “the organised working class”, even still “the proletariat” and “the masses” [and] – he had been told, kindly enough, that the shift to generality was necessary. What could otherwise happen was an arrest or a relapse to merely tribal feeling. And he had wanted even then to object: “But I am of my tribe.”8

         

         It was not that Williams had not been saying this, in his own voice, elsewhere and in different forms. Indeed, that insistence, egotistical or self-obsessed some thought, was exactly what for such critics marred his finest critical works. From Culture and Society in 1958 to The Country and The City in 1973, he at times placed himself – squarely as an individual – within his dissection of the social distortion and cultural morass of modern Britain; all too much in your face if the cool disinterested scholar was the required model. It was certainly something that was inescapable about him. He felt the sting of ad hominem attacks in his own lifetime, and notably on the publication of The Long Revolution in 1961. After his death the personal opprobrium sometimes went far beyond his opinions to caricature his personality and even sneer at his upbringing. In 1990 R.W. Johnson in a wide-ranging review-article latched onto Williams’ Welshness as a catch-all explanation for what Johnson saw as unwarranted fame and bewildering respect for a “repetitive” and “empty” thinker. The metropolitan disdain – or is it the howl of the colonial confronted by a native disrespect for the former’s spiritual centre – is exquisitely, if unintentionally, a late Victorian pastiche in its dripping prejudice. Thus, the resolutely prosaic Williams is said to possess “a sort of lilting Welsh lamentation”; Williams, non-Welsh speaking and scarcely a chapel-goer, had “the style… of the Welsh nonconformist chapel… a quality of cadence and incantation”; to hear 7properly one of Williams’ written perorations “one should inwardly listen to it in its original Welsh accent”. That would be the one Williams did not have then since he spoke, as many others have commented, very deliberately and with the slight but distinctive burr of his native border country. Nor could Johnson resist (as he called for “a whole new intellectual beginning” for which the “greatest danger… will be to get trapped within the rhetoric of an exhausted tradition”) a passing double-handed swipe against the Welsh working-class Williams who, apparently, “as a young working-class scholarship boy up at Cambridge seems to have decided, like not a few Welshmen before and after him, that the way to storm this alien citadel, was to overwhelm it with a tide of wordy socialism”. A typically laconic Welsh reply, if it could be heard above the laughter, might be that this is more fictive than the fictional works Johnson ignores. But he was right, in principle if not in fact, about the biographical drivers to all of Williams’ work as this book will, in different mode, reveal.9

         John Higgins, though in a dissimilar vein, also recognised that Williams’ life was “a central and defining characteristic of his work: its unusual biographical impetus, its powerful sense of an integrity and focus located in the personal voicing of the academic”10; whilst John McIlroy, noting the sympathetic welcome but relative lack of emphasis in Williams’ thought in the 1980s to “the new movements of women and black people and… the environment”, was sure that it all lay in “a continuing commitment to the working class, remarkable in its intensity… the values of his youth”.11 What follows will underline, in particular, the truth of both these insightful observations. Yet that is not to say there were no variations in the Williams persona or contradictions in his work. He would characterise them as explorations and accommodations within a framework of personality and principles that he had created, in struggle, between 1939 and 1958. The achieved self-assurance accommodated flexibility and change.

         Williams returned to Cambridge, and as in 1939 by invitation without any formal application, to a Fellowship at Jesus College in 1961, just a year after he had re-located himself and his family to be a 8Staff Tutor for Oxford’s Extra-Mural Delegacy within Oxford itself, rather than in its outreach areas of Sussex where he had taught in Adult Education since 1946. So far as he was concerned, he was taking on an official English culture in its most important bastion; yet he had been appointed to a University Lectureship in the Facultyfor his contribution to that cultural tradition. By the time he arrived he had published The Long Revolution, a work that melded literary, cultural and sociological analysis as nothing else had done. It gave offence for its iconoclasm. Its best-seller status infuriated even more. By the middle of the 1970s his London publishers alone had sold over three quarter of a million copies of his books. The pattern continued. In his lifetime, his critical works were translated into Catalan, Danish, German, Italian, Portuguese, Spanish and Japanese.

         He wrote novels – Second Generation (1964) and The Fight for Manod (1979) – which dealt with Welsh society and Welsh working-class experience. They were unremittingly rooted in his past and on the way in which, on a wider generational front, he saw that developing. He wrote in a vein that he had secured finally for his own voice and never wavered from its unfashionable tone; and even when he wrote a political thriller – The Volunteers (1978) – it was with the preoccupations of his marginal country that he grappled. They were his own. He had joined and worked for the Labour Party between 1961 and 1966 but had left, in despair at Wilsonian tacking at home and abroad. He took out a Plaid Cymru party card for 1969 and, though he did not keep up membership beyond that year, he was, as he put it, a “Welsh European” by the mid-1970s with a belief that reformist politics and a rigid “Yookay” Unionist stance were inseparable.12

         Early alliances between the late 1950s New Left and former Communist Party dissidents had promised a route back into formal political engagement for a very detached Williams, and he was soon a Board member of the magazine New Left Review. When the “old” New Left, principally represented by Edward Thompson and the “new” New Left, spearheaded by Perry Anderson, split and quarrelled acrimoniously and entertainingly by the mid-1960s, Raymond Williams remained 9valued, if not always liked, by both sides. By then he seemed to embody, perhaps because of his earlier and chosen isolation, a “Negative Capability” that could tease impetus from despondency. Edward Thompson, who had in 1965 left Adult Education to become Director of the Centre for the study of Social History at the new University of Warwick, wrote to him in February 1967 just after the first stirrings of the impulse to write a new Manifesto for the Left had begun:

         
            Dear Raymond,

             

            May I express to you my unreserved admiration for the way in which you have pulled us round and given us a new opportunity? You must have sensed you alone could have performed this role, uncongenial as it may be. I will confess that 3 or 4 years ago when the new left was collapsing at all sides, I deeply wished you to make an active intervention, and I felt a shade of resentment that this did not happen. Now I feel that I – and all of us – are wholly in your debt. I confess my political – not my ultimate – morale has been low (and Stuart’s also), and you found the language and the arguments I needed

.……….We should be looking for men and women in their late twenties and thirties who must take the thing on and make it their own.

Thank you: that was the first political meeting I have attended for 4 years and not come back from in a state of depression. Can I say fraternally?

            Edward

         

         It was subsequently in Williams’ rooms in Jesus College that Edward Thompson, Stuart Hall, Bob Rowthorn and others devised and wrote The May Day Manifesto in 1967, and it was Williams who is largely credited with holding it all together and then editing it for Penguin in 1968. If that was a shift leftwards from his only slightly earlier commitment to a Labour Party for whom Joy Williams had stood unsuccessfully for the Council in Cambridge, it was still a distance from the stern programmed Marxism of New Left Review. Even so it 10was Raymond Williams who was accorded their highest accolade as Britain’s most significant socialist intellectual when that extraordinary compendium – a new kind of book – of interviews, Politics and Letters, appeared in 1979, after his inquisition by Anderson, Barnett and Mulhern. The influential portrait that emerged through the mirror of selected questions and reflected answers is, to be sure, a likeness but it is one of its own moment of capture not of the unfolding and sometimes disguised life he had led.

         At Cambridge he continued to write on drama and on the novel – Modern Tragedy (1966); The English Novel from Dickens to Lawrence (1971) – and to build his reputation with almost weekly reviews in The Guardian solicited by its dynamic Literary Editor, Bill Webb. He now eclipsed Leavis as the Cambridge name, and students vied to become his pupils or just to attend his packed, inevitably ruminative, lectures. If he failed to pay sufficient attention to their needs – as David Hare once resentfully alleged – or did not advance quickly enough towards the ideological bun party – Terry Eagleton later retracted his serpent’s tooth – he could be, and was, depicted as self-serving or even timid. Fame brought such demands without a concomitant understanding of how stretched he was or, more pointedly, of how much less he thought of those teaching obligations, undergraduate and graduate both, than he had of his adult educational ones. Yet, for every disgruntled encounter, there were, from those Joy referred to as “Raymond’s young men”, friendships, debts, obligations and acknowledgements that bore different testimony to his gifts of patience and interest. It was it seems – for Bob Woodings, Patrick Parrinder, Ian Wright, Stephen Heath and Lisa Jardine – how you chose to encounter him that brought the most lasting rewards.13 Certainly, many of those meetings with Raymond Williams, both with the man and his mind, during his life and after his death, seem freighted with the burden of expectation: especially over his total integrity as if he must be blameless in all things personal since he was so demanding of the behaviour of societies; over his lack of sociability to those who did not, perhaps, appreciate or admire the depth of his domesticity and the kind of partnership he had formed 11with Joy Williams. What holds true for the known life of Raymond Williams after 1961 is its assured position in the cultural history of twentieth-century Britain – “we have lost our best man”, Edward Thompson generously wrote of him on his death – and, as a socialist intellectual and writer, a figure of significance across the globe. From all that published work, we can measure him and mark his life as a public figure against it. What has not been seen is how the earlier making of Raymond Williams, unknown or misunderstood in detail, contributed to that full measure. The intention of this book is to show that his meaning – the very thing he meant by Culture as a “whole way of life” – lies in his own making through the struggles of his first forty years from 1921 to 1961.

         I have tried to tell this story, where possible, so that the voice of Raymond Williams, in his own words, can be heard; to let the reader see the makings or the drafts that became published works and to read the work – fiction and otherwise – that has never before reached the printed page. It is all of a piece with the direction of an inner life which was, though definitely focused, never straightforward and so allows me to hope I can counter, by ranging backwards and forwards over the area of his life even as its line moved inexorably on, his own anti-biographical dictum from the manuscript of his 1955 novel The Grasshoppers: “Only the line of a life, hardly anything of its area, can be articulated, and reduced to grammar”.

         I hope readers can now see for themselves the circumferences of his life and how he moved within and across its boundaries before he became the public figure from the late 1950s whose difficulty, in one sense, became what not to publish, since everything he said and wrote from then on was liable to find itself in print. His life story thereafter moves along the lines of familiarity that the obituarists and analysts could readily follow or choose to unravel after the event. There are few unexpected biographical revelations from the 1960s, beyond the work itself. He had begun the plotting of another novel, The Brothers, on which, as was his custom, he worked intermittently, alongside other projects, from the early 1980s. That would have been another tale of 12exile and return, and of rediscovery of the past and a possible future, set inevitably on the Welsh Border Country which was always the territory of his imagination.

         For this present book, however, it is possible to range further and deeper into the area beyond the border lines because of the astonishing volume and richness of the papers I have been allowed, unreservedly, to use. Not only do they give us, in my view, a new Raymond Williams, a “Jim” you might say, but they also incisively confirm the core values of the one who addressed many issues, from the 1960s, with his sense of himself and his beliefs stubbornly present.

         The tantalising and occasionally misleading references to early work as mentioned in the interviews he gave in Politics and Letters (1979) are, in this book, present in the actual detail of early stories, essays and plays from the Pandy schoolboy to the Cambridge undergraduate. Here, too, are the guideline diaries of Harry Williams, the father whose story parallels and, in the end, profoundly shapes that of the son. There are also his war-time letters to his wife, a war diary and occasional letters to and from early acquaintances – though he was not a regular correspondent beyond brief notes, either during the War or later.

         I have interviewed many who knew him, young and old, and thanked them in the Preface. Extensive taped and untaped conversations with Joy Williams took me down many unexpected directions and to other documented sources. I travelled after Williams from Pandy to Cambridge, across the battlefields of Normandy to Brussels and on to the suburbs of Hamburg. I came to understand the war period as the most crucial, and still puzzling, piece in his mental make-up. A trickle of papers, some in manuscript, some typed, became a dauntingly incessant flow after 1945: successive drafts of novels, fragmentary and near complete, enough short stories for two volumes, film scripts, documentary and dream-like, radio talks, submitted and unpublished novels, work drafts for adult education classes and essays, the first scribbled stirrings of thought for his cultural and historical papers, hares set running and half pursued for new drama or fictional concepts, and above all from the mid-1950s, squat notebooks in which 13Culture and Society and Border Country, his twinned lodestars, are conceived and born.

         The book has grown to accommodate all this and more because I also came to understand that we cannot grasp the Raymond Williams whose work has so reverberated across the world, to the frustration of many he once annoyed and would still be delighted to annoy, until we saw close-up the immense creative and psychological effort of his first forty years. This is a biographical study whose impulse is to reject any overt disjunction between the life and the mind, not least because it was a separating out Raymond Williams resented, as description, for himself and others.

         Using the papers that lie behind both the period of relative obscurity and his subsequent success I have tried to reveal the importance, as I see it, of his personal and intellectual conflicts in the context of twentieth-century British history. He was against much of the grain of it when alive and always for the reason that he saw, having experienced it directly, that individual empowerment, material betterment or even the acquisition of knowledge, is another form of disempowerment if there is no common culture, no collective gain, no full recognition of the social implications of human equality. For him, both in his own time and as he later affirmed, “in different places and in different ways”, the social formation of class, the negative divisiveness as well as the positives of communities made and renewed, lay at the centre of this civilisation and our ongoing discontents. The novel was his way of appropriating these general arguments in order to make them, as they were experienced, individual dilemmas and individual solutions within the given framework of a binding social and material history.14

         We might almost say that his work, all of it, was written only because he had lived it, and that though it may indeed be studied without knowing his life, it cannot be fully comprehended without the texture of that life being known. It was what, conceptually, he felt he was distilling as the knowledge of experience into recoverable form in his novels, most notably in Border Country, where the main and fictive story is, finally, that of the signalman Harry Price and his growth, 14through crisis and settlement, to his end. Matthew, the son, ends the novel on its last page by telling his wife, Susan:

         
            “I remember when I first left…, and watched the valley from the train. In a way I’ve only just finished that journey.”

            “It was bound to be a difficult journey.”

            “Yes, certainly, only now it seems like the end of exile. Not going back, but the feeling of exile ending. For the distance is measured, and that is what matters. By measuring the distance we come home.”

         

         Border Country is not autobiographical except through its place and its time. Its own measured end is Williams’ final and intended summation of its meaning. But for his life, and so for the biographer, the clues from what is discarded can, and should, speak more insistently of the rawness of a life as it was being lived and experienced.

         A few pages before the end of the published version of Border Country Matthew tells Susan that he had always thought his father “was good, my whole sense of value has been that. And since I’ve left home I’ve watched other people living, and I’ve become more certain”; and she replies, “You don’t have to prove it… If you believe it, you’ll live by it”. But what was crossed out and excised between that and the final published version is the following passage, something maybe too explicit for the novel, certainly for his publishers, yet a statement from Matthew which clarified the personal endeavour Raymond Williams had, by 1958, made abstract in his critical work:

         
            “… and I’ve become more certain. I even see the thing socially: that his class is good; that it is better, in human terms, than the class I’m invited into. And then again, they wait in the margin, with the obvious comment. That I am idealising his class, and that I do this to hide my aggression: that basically I hate him, and despise the people I came from.”15

         

         
            “Yes, they’re very smart,” Susan said smiling. “And of course they resist the idea that the people they despise are as good as themselves.”

            “I said better,” Matthew insisted.

            “That would be utterly ludicrous,” Susan laughed.

            “Yes, but I’m saying it. Not in personal virtue, but in the ways they live.”

            “You don’t have to prove it,” Susan said. “If you believe it you’ll live by it.”

            “And the idealising it?”

            “If it is that even, you can make it real.”

            “You think it is that, then?”

            “No, I’ve never thought so.”

            “It all fits, you know,” Matthew said.

            “Any system fits, that is what it is for. And what this is for, in the end, is to dismiss other people. It’s a way of seeing people, that has become established, so that almost every human effort is, in the end, degraded.”

            “This is to find out the lies,” Matthew said.

            “You can’t live a lie, in the end. What you do will be the truth.”

            “Well, what am I doing?”

            “What you wanted to do. What he wanted you to do.”

            “Both?”

            “Yes, both.”

            “Except that I’ve done very little. Anybody can plan things.”

            “You complicated what you’d started with.”

            “Exactly. Perhaps as a way of preventing it.”

            “Does it feel like it? Yes, the thing could have been finished, but is it a loss to be driven back down?”

            “In this society it is. One is valued on production.”

            “But that is the whole crisis. That’s what you’ve been watching, in him.”

            “I’ve been watching death.”

            “Yes, that is part of it.”15
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             Chapter 1

            A Settlement

         

         Eighteen-year-old Harry Williams, dressed in the navy blue serge porter’s uniform and cap of the Great Western Railway, carried the lady’s cases across the platform as he had habitually done since joining the Company in the early summer of 1913. He had left school aged twelve to work as a boy labourer on first one and then another of the big estates near Hereford. He kept his first employers’ hand-written testimonials all his life. George Roper of Tyberton had employed him for two years (from 1910) and had “always found him a respectable, honest, quick boy and his personal character very good”, whilst J. Farr of Arkstone Court, Hereford wrote: “to certify that Harry J. Williams has lived with me since Sept 30th last [1912] and I have always found him honest, sober and obliging.”1 The young man, for all that, undoubtedly saw a lifetime’s work on the railways as more alluring and more congenial despite the strict discipline and long hours enforced by the railway companies. And then, in the summer of 1914 there were ladies who pressed white feathers into your hand instead of tips.

         Harry Williams recounted that story to his grandchildren and he told his son that he was “very unwillingly conscripted into the First World War”.2 In a sense he was, but the force behind the conscription would be as much social and cultural as it was political and legal. Anger and resentment towards the givers of feathers was a more likely response than any embarrassment. Besides, he was already aware of the whims of the more powerful. His own father, an agricultural labourer, had been evicted from their tied cottage in his late forties, when Harry was ten, when his Liberal-voting employer sacked him after a dispute. Inadvertently, though quite typically, for the time, this helped orientate the Williams clan of farm labourers to the cause of trades unionism and that of the infant Labour Party. Harry’s father, Joseph Williams, had been born in 1862 in Wormsley, himself the son of a farm worker, and had 17married Margaret Williams, daughter of a shepherd at Madley and his older wife, Sarah, in 1886. Before marriage, Joseph and Margaret, whose distinctive craggy features foreshadowed that of her son and grandson, worked as farm servants. Harry, the sixth of seven children and the third boy, was born on 30 November 1896 in Pear Tree Cottage, Kingstone. After eviction Joseph lived and worked as a roadman in Moorfields near Ocle Pychard on the opposite, and eastern, side of Hereford.3

         Harry, thickset and robust, was both adept and clever. He had transferred easily to the railways from work on the land. Before his nineteenth birthday he had become a shunter on a rail network choked with rolling stock in use for coal trains and troop trains. It was proving difficult to fill the latter with enough volunteers. After much political manoeuvring, compulsory and universal conscription was made law by Parliament in 1916 but for almost a year before that there had been a mixture of cajolery, exhortation and registration intended to sweep up single men in non-skilled work. The GWR offered employment on “return to civil life” to those of their employees who joined the Army. Whatever public pressure may have been put upon him it was technically as a volunteer that Harry Williams joined the Royal Welsh Fusiliers on 26 May 1915.4

         The children who grew up in the village of Pandy in the 1920s would remember him as a gentle, easy-going man who would address each of them in turn with a “Hello, Young Shaver” and would, in their turn, call their friend, his own son, “Shaver Williams”. They would also recall the chill Harry could cause them by telling stories of the Great War; stories not meant to impress but rather to horrify. He, himself, had had to grow up quickly. At the end of December 1915 he had passed through a course of instruction in the Signalling School and emerged as an Assistant Instructor. This would serve him well at the end of the war; everything else was a hell he never forgot. Short of death in combat, only injury offered any respite.

         In June 1917 he suffered a gunshot wound to the left forearm, just above the wrist, and was hospitalised in France. No. 54249 went home on sick leave as soon as the wound had healed. He now met Esther 18Gwendoline Bird, the third daughter of Mary Ann Lewis, dairymaid, and of James Bird, a native of Lincolnshire and a Farm Bailiff of Winnings Farm, Colwall, near Great Malvern. That town, and Hereford itself, was a near enough attraction for the young people of both families. Gwen was quite tall and fair. As a girl she had worked on a dairy farm but thereafter only in the family house. However quickly their relationship and a mutual attraction developed, it is unlikely that she would have immediately revealed all her secrets to this young man. When they married in 1919 she gave her age as twenty-five to Harry’s twenty-two. Born on 2 November 1890, she was in fact twenty-nine and the mother of an illegitimate child, Herbert, who was born in 1908 and who was later presented to the world as her younger brother and registered as the son of James Bird. The real father was a groom, a married man in his forties and already with a number of children, who worked on the same estate as Gwen’s father. After her seduction there appears to have been no formal acknowledgement of the child by the father. Harry, it seems, was never told of this secret. If he ever was or ever guessed there is little doubt that nevertheless it would not have affected his life-long commitment to his wife.

         As the War drew to a close neither Harry nor Gwen could have been confident of their future together. On 26 October 1918 Harry Williams, now a Lance Corporal, was gassed at Poix du Nord and after treatment in field hospitals sent to Cambrai to recover, and then on, via stretcher and ambulance, to the military hospital on the coast at Le Tréport where eleven days in bed followed. He had been gassed less than three weeks before hostilities finally ceased. He recorded in a pocket book the desultory days of convalescence and the poor rations to be endured, but makes more insistent mention of the news he hears from Gwen and that his response was to write to “Gwen every day”.5 It was a month before he was moved out, via Dieppe and Rouen, to rejoin his Battalion on 14 December at Aulnoye. Colliers were, he noted, already being sent home but Christmas, despite a welcome parcel from Gwen, still had to be endured in France. On 25 December 1918 Harry wrote: 19

         
            Good Xmas dinner and plenty to spare. Plenty of Beer (French)… letter and card from G. Feeling OK and quite sober, worse luck.6

         

         Days of cold and rain, of marches and church parades followed. Harry’s mind was on civilian life. He wrote to the GWR at Abergavenny, a major rail junction, to seek employment. Gwen was now writing to him twice a day. Then, on Saturday 11 January, he heard that because of long service he was to be demobilised – “All smiles. Wrote home and to G.” Normandy was a chaotic traffic jam of buses, trains and marching men. It took another week to end up in Le Havre and sail overnight for Southampton on a “Yankee troopship”. On Sunday 19 January he was discharged at a dispersal unit in Chiseldon and caught the first available train: “Arrived Gloster 12.45 am, dead tired but anxious to get home, jumped on goods train to H/ford, arr’d 4.45. Walked home, reached there 6.30am.” The next day he simply remarks – “Enjoyable day with G.” There was no doubt how he envisaged spending the rest of life.

         If the War was one shaping experience, employment on the railways in the immediate post-war period was to be another, and just as vital in underpinning the sturdy independence Harry Williams would exhibit from then on. There was only a fortnight’s hiatus before his working life resumed. He filled it with bicycle rides, buying new clothes in Hereford – “Felt 10 years younger in civvies again” – and by spending time in Gwen’s company. They visited each other’s homes and spent time with his brothers – Charley and Fred – and her sisters and younger brother – Sarah, Lily and William. Gwen’s son, Herbert, now eleven years old, had been adopted by the grandparents and was taken for their youngest child. Harry was not without money since his army back pay came in regularly over these weeks, and weekly sums of between £3 and £5 were recorded, not inconsiderable amounts for a working man in 1919. His training in signals in the Army had given him a technical skill he could now exploit. In early February he spent some time as a relief worker in signal boxes, in Pontypool and then in 20Resolven, much further to the west and very much part of the booming South Wales coalfield. The work seems to have been irregular but much of his free time was passed in the very heart of the highly militant, socially volatile coal-mining valleys, the Rhondda itself, where he sporadically lived as a typical young male worker – in lodgings, attending Music Halls, listening to political speeches. The names he jotted down in his diary appear to be army friends who eased his way into the craft of signalling and, maybe, the politics of the coalfield.

         Letters continued to pass daily between the lovers. By mid-March 1919 he had been formally and successfully inspected in his signalling duties. He was now mostly based in Resolven, a mining village near Neath and quite different territory from the market towns, scattered villages and farms of rural Herefordshire to which he returned on weekends. If his heart and his love were in the latter his still young head was now being much influenced by the former. His Union, the National Union of Railwaymen, was anxious not only to maintain the “war bonus” they had achieved to combat inflation but also to standardise wage rates in an upward direction. Negotiations between their leaders and the Lloyd George coalition government would proceed, hesitantly, all through the summer of 1919. At the same time the even more fraught situation between masters and men in the coal industry had begun its immensely damaging post-war relationship. A threatened national coal strike had only been averted by the establishment of a Coal Industry Commission under the chairmanship of Mr Justice Sankey. It found in favour of the nationalisation of the coal industry. The government, time now on its side, evaded the commitment. In South Wales, the leading export coalfield in Britain, with over 250,000 men employed in the industry, the threat of social rebellion was taken seriously by men and masters. The onset of economic slump in the 1920s did not lessen that tension but it did, as the 1930s would prove, effectively undercut it. For almost two years, Harry Williams lived more or less permanently in this maelstrom, where syndicalists and communists were the kind of minority activists that supporters of the Labour Party were elsewhere in Britain. When he 21finally moved away from its hot-house atmosphere Harry Williams had undergone some forced growth of his own.

         Some 100 miles away he might succumb to the influenza epidemic of 1919, visit international matches in bustling Swansea and, uncharacteristically, after an Easter Bank Holiday dinner at the Colliers’ Arms become “properly gassed” and have to sleep “under bed dressed”. Yet it was neither politics nor popular culture which obsessed him. On 3 May 1919 he went home for the weekend – “G. met me at Station. Nice ride out. Very enjoyable evening. G. and I engaged, very happy.” In the autumn they would marry. Before then the time spent away working occasioned more and more misery. Gwen, in particular, keenly resented the enforced absence. After their move to Pandy in late 1920 they would never live apart again. Until then Harry was to work in Aberdare, a town of some 50,000 people and the chief centre of the Cynon Valley, a classic Victorian product of iron and coal with mining townships strung out, almost indistinguishably, down its length. This was a proletarian world almost out of a text book. Its strength and its power would be acknowledged later by the son who would both theorise about its potential and imagine its distinctiveness in his fiction, but only the father would ever have personal knowledge of one of the great European bastions of an industrial working class at its zenith.

         He worked long days in the box, usually in eight hour stints, for pay of around £3 a week. If he remained in Aberdare over a weekend he became part of the crowd. He joined a vast throng in Aberdare Park on Peace Day, 19 July, and two days later wrote of “Lively scenes in Aberdare, at Socialist meeting”. Keir Hardie had been elected for the joint constituency with Merthyr in 1900, as Wales’ first Socialist MP but, after his death in 1915, a pro-war candidate had succeeded him. In the wake of the patriotic coupon election of 1918, Harry Williams was witnessing the real beginning of a Labour hegemony that would take over the local government and the parliamentary constituencies in both Aberdare and the rest of the South Wales coalfield. Raymond Williams, recalling that his father’s first job after the Great War had been “right down in the mining valleys which were very political, with 22a fairly advanced Socialist culture”, added that when “he moved home to the border again, he had acquired its perspectives.”7

         And, his son might have added, its commitment to a wider solidarity. His blooding in that, the railwaymen’s sudden and effective national strike of September 1919, fortuitously occurred just at the end of Harry’s brief honeymoon, stranding him at home and prolonging the holiday by ten days. That event had begun on Saturday 20 September when he had returned home feeling “ever so happy”. He and Gwen had spent Sunday together “bagging hops at Ocle” and had married, quietly, on Monday in St. James’ Parish Church at Ocle Pychard. Harry gave his address as Aberdare. Gwendoline Bird was married from Harry’s parents’ cottage. They travelled to Malvern for the week and went from there on excursions to Tewkesbury and to Birmingham for the theatre. The strike started at the end of the week. It finished, with a compromise seemingly in the NUR’s favour, on 6 October, and Harry, at last, had to return to South Wales. There he mostly stayed, apart from a Christmas break, until the year ended. He was determined to build a secure life in which they would both feel comfortable but to do that he would need a permanent position in a busy signal box on the border. The obvious place, if a vacancy for a signalman occurred, was in or around Abergavenny. The young man and his wife who moved there, and would remain until they died, had already seen how the rhythm of their private, intimate lives moved to the beat of circumstances and forces that paid little notice to their individual wills. They had understood too what connected them to others like them without ever wishing that their own particularity be submerged. They would make their particular mark on the village where their first and only son would be born on 31 August 1921.

         
            * * * * * *

         

         Raymond Williams imagined the arrival of his parents at Pandy in such graphic detail that we can assume it was a story told over and over to a child anxious to know what preceded him. In Border Country (1960) Harry Price and his wife, Ellen, arrive at Glynmawr station late one 23October afternoon in 1920. We see her long, sandy yellow hair and light blue eyes, his broad jaw, wide mouth and “ugly, irregular teeth”. Harry’s “solidity of face and body” and “withdrawn heaviness” are noted as is Ellen’s blue coat and hat, and her “easy walk”. They set out, with Harry carrying a large leather box, to walk to their lodgings in Glynmawr which, “to a stranger… would seem not a village, but just thinly populated farming country”. Only, to Harry and Ellen, this was not a strange country and, in their son’s imagined remembrance, they merge into it physically and emotionally:

         
            Walking the road in the October evening, they felt on their faces their own country: the huddled farmhouses, with their dirty yards; the dogs under the weed-growing walls; the cattle-marked crossing from the sloping field under the orchard; the long fields, in the line of the valley, where the cattle pastured; the turned red earth of the small, thickly-hedged ploughland; the brooks, alder-lined, curving and meeting; the bracken-heaped tussocky fields up the mountain, where the sheep were scattered under the wood-shaded barns; the occasional white wall, direct towards the sun, standing out where its windows caught the light across the valley; the high black line of the mountains, and the ring of the sheep wall.8

         

         The first words Raymond Williams said to his interviewers in his oral autobiography, Politics and Letters (1979), were “I come from Pandy.” Those words, as he well knew, defined his life and offered a framework for a large part of his work. He was conceived shortly after Harry and Gwen came to live there and, in that sense, for the two decades to follow, all three lives were coterminous with the place. It was, of course, the railway, running north from Abergavenny, taking the coal of South Wales to the Midlands and beyond, which had allowed Harry Williams to find a settlement here, just as it would be the leading edge of the railwaymen’s community in nearby Abergavenny which would shape the Williams family’s social and 24political life. Nonetheless, Pandy was also a more poised existence, barely six miles inside Wales, bisected by Offa’s Dyke, divided between chapel and church, and more occupationally diverse than it appeared at first sight. Since the 1960s a “new”, or by-pass road, the A465, has taken the traveller zooming past Pandy en route for Hereford and up the border to the north-west of England, whilst housing developments just to the south have come to dwarf the huddle of homes which once served as the village’s main marker. There was scarcely ever a focus as such because Pandy largely consisted of a scatter of small farms on the hills on either side of the old road, with groups of houses here and there. The landscape was more of a definition than the buildings. On the south-eastern side the Holy Mountain, Skirrid Fawr, rose to almost 1,600 feet against the skyline – a jagged hump with its distinctive cleft – and to the south the conical Sugar Loaf dominated Abergavenny, “Gateway to Wales”, on its north-eastern side whilst the Blorenge extended its ridge across the south-western side, beyond which lay the iron and coal towns on the rim of the coalfield. Directly across from Pandy the brown river Honddu tumbled down from the Vale of Ewyas in whose steep wooded gulch are the ruins of Llanthony Abbey. Flanking the Honddu’s course were the other valleys which gashed a way through the Black Mountains. This was a dramatic, natural world from whose high vantage points Raymond Williams’ fictional characters would gaze down to muse upon the communities which had been created in these folds of mountain and valley. His last novel, People of the Black Mountains (1989), no less than his first, was precise about the special beauty of its changing colours:

         
            From a distance, in a good light, the long whaleback ridges are blue. Under cloud they are grey cloudbanks. But from within they are many colours: olive green under sunlight, darker green with the patches of summer bracken; green with a pink tinge when there are young leaves on the whinberries; dark with the heather out of flower, purple briefly in late summer; russet with autumn bracken, when at dawn after rain the eastern slopes can be red; pale gold 25in dead winter bracken, against the white of snow. Yet black, a cellular black, under storm cloud: a pitted honeycomb of darkness within darkness.9

         

         “The only landscape I ever see, in dreams”, he confessed in his major critical work of the 1970s, The Country and The City (1973), “is the Black Mountain village in which I was born.” This was a neat, if unconscious, marrying of the small scale society in which he first observed human interrelationships and the somewhat forbidding, yet enticing, tableau of hill and moorland plateau which framed that life. By the early 1920s the latest phase of human settlement, the developments dependent on the industrial growth of South Wales in the nineteenth century, had reached a peak and it was into an established, if still somewhat poised, community that Raymond was born.

         He was registered as Raymond Henry Williams by Harry whilst Gwen was still bed-ridden, recovering from the birth. He thus secretly overrode Gwen’s wish that their son should have the name of her own father, James. After he left for Cambridge in 1939 he would always use Raymond, his given and kingly name, but his mother called him “Jim” from the start, and Jim or Jimmy Williams was how Pandy always knew him. The Pandy that is transmuted into his fiction as first Brynllwyd and eventually Glynmawr could serve as a map for the real place between the wars. Here, on the western side of the old dividing road was the small general shop; the two grey stone chapels erected in 1837 and 1866, Zoar (Baptist) and Hope (Presbyterian), with attached graveyards, and three pubs, separated by a few hundred yards: the Rising Sun nearer to Abergavenny, the Pandy Hotel and The Lancaster Arms. All were just inside the Welsh border with England, which was marked by the interchangeably named river Monnow or Afon Mynwy, and so, after the 1881 Welsh Sunday Closing Act that closed all public houses in Wales was extended to Monmouthshire in 1921, on a Sunday they were as dry as the river was wet. The village was in the parish of Llanfihangel Crucorney, the larger settlement half a mile to its south, where the sixteenth-century towered church of St Michael 26and the even older Skirrid Inn echoed a pre-industrial world through whose still discernible contours steamed the Great Western Railway. The population of the district in the early 1920s was around 400, now augmented by one who would become its most famous son.

         There were a few large homes, with small estates attached, in the vicinity but the proprietors did not dominate socially. The farmers and their families made up the bulk of the population along with their labourers, themselves often close relatives. A few men had found jobs with the Abertillery Water Works whose large scale excavations and construction from 1911 to 1928 in the Grwyne Fawr valley, quite a distance away, created a reservoir to supply water to the industrialised valleys to the south, but not, until 1938, to the nearer rural villages like Pandy.10 Others worked as rural craftsmen or jobbing builders. Women before marriage might be in domestic service locally, in Abergavenny or even further afield. The railwaymen, the two stationmasters, platelayers, porters and six signalmen servicing the line and the two stations, at Llanfihangel and Pandy, stood slightly apart, linked by the very nature of their occupation to a wider, modern world. Even so the farmers would spend time talking in the signalboxes, a gathering point, warmed by a coal-filled boiler and mugs of tea, where signalmen played the role of agitator and disseminator filled elsewhere by cobblers, tailors and barbers. Railwaymen, and certainly Harry Williams, worked on neighbouring farms at key times in the year and, between shifts, tended their gardens and allotments. To the outside eye it may have seemed idyllic. The Hereford Journal in 1926 put it into a picture postcard world:

         
            Though the village is situated almost at the foot of the Black Mountains, the scenery of the vale is not worked by grand and sublime prospects, though the range towers on one side, but rather by little home scenes of rural repose and sheltered quiet. Every antique farm house and garden and cottage presents a picture, and as the roads are continually winding the eye is pleased by a continuous succession of small landscapes, the beauties of which are enhanced by the tumbling and sparkling waters of the river.11

         

         27The war had brought a measure of prosperity to the farmers, some of whom even employed maids in the immediate post-war period. Yet the wages of labourers were low and would diminish as the economic misery of the 1920s affected the farmers who employed them. Behind the idyll was real poverty, albeit alleviated by a countryman’s ability to “acquire” produce from the fields or engage in a spot of poaching. Those who, one way or the other, could not manage had little in the way of formal support services as Brinley Griffiths recalled: “One family (the Hybarts) lived in an earth floor cottage near to the footbridge which carries the Offa’s Dyke footpath over the river Honddu, and up to the railway crossing. I forget how many children there were, but they were very poor. Another case was a middle aged/elderly man who lived in a hut about six foot square and about eight foot high on the edge of one of the Werngifford Farm fields.”12 Charity sustained them: clothes and food parcels sent by London Baptist churches and distributed by Brinley’s father, the Reverend Griffiths.

         The Griffiths family would play an important part in both the life of Jimmy Williams and interwar Pandy. The family were from the coalfield area of north-east Wales and both the mother and father spoke Welsh. Isaac Griffiths, a Baptist minister, was moved from his first church in Buckley, Flintshire, in 1917. Their first son, Brinley, had been born there and Maelor, their second son, was born in Pandy in 1917 in Llwyn Onn, the house in which the fictional Harry Price and his wife would first lodge on their arrival three years later. Both brothers lost the Welsh language spoken by their parents as they merged into the overwhelmingly English-speaking population of eastern Monmouthshire. Nonetheless, they were the kind of incomers who were providing the grit of Welsh nonconformist radicalism.

         Mostly, there was little overt conflict between church and chapel. The predominance of the former lay in its ancient foundation and its control of the primary school. All the children of Pandy attended this school and all learned the catechism, though the Griffiths boys were withdrawn on the annual diocesan inspection of Religious Knowledge. 28Tension arose only when the Church or its rate-paying supporters tried to quash wider social developments and, notably, to stop a small rise in the rates to build a Parish Hall. The argument against such a move was that the school could be used for any village function. The counter to this was that the authority of the Church had to be sought for any usage, and usage could be restricted. In fact the Hall, erected in 1929, became the available forum for both the politics and the amateur drama in which a teenage Raymond Williams would participate. The victory, once achieved, caused no sectarian split, yet, undoubtedly, it was a secular outcome of a religious divide on the Parish council: “Chapel won, and the hall was built by James Parry (a Presbyterian) on land owned by Joseph Griffiths (Baptist).”13

         Inasmuch as the taste of a particular place is dependent on its interaction with a particular time, contemporary witness alone can recapture the conjunction of the two. This is Maelor Griffiths’ testimony six decades after he once lived there:

         
            Since the post war alterations to the road, anyone passing through Pandy or visiting it for just a short while will probably not recognise it to be a place at all. Yet it once had a definite and separate identity, at least in the minds of the inhabitants. There may not have been any natural landmark, no village square, or manorial estate with some substantial employer able to exercise due or undue influences. Gone were the days when the Church could do with the village hall what it had once done with the primary school – unwarrantably claim it as its own, determine its curriculum and deny its use to whomsoever the vicar cared to choose. Unlike many of the surrounding villages the Parish Hall was built by the Parish Council and controlled by it. Allied with the sense of independence which achieved this were the numerous annual events, mainly organised by the chapels and the Farmers’ Union, the Harvest Festival, the Sunday School Anniversary, the Eisteddfod, the Annual Outing (invariably to Barry Island!), 29the Xmas Parties, the Ploughing and Hedging Matches, the Sheep Dog Trials, the Shearing Matches. Also, the concerts and social evenings to raise funds for these and other causes. And not simply the events themselves: there was the preparation and organisation. Together these things generated a feeling, a sense of belonging.14

         

         It was knowing the meaning of the concatenation of such things which made Williams bridle in a Cambridge seminar in 1946 when L.C. Knights, talking on the meaning of “neighbour” in Shakespeare, said no one now could understand the term since a corrupt mechanical civilisation had forever ended the concept. The twenty-five-year-old ex-Army officer stood up to tell the Leavisite lecturer that he knew “perfectly well”, from Wales, “what neighbour meant”.15 His own experience grew from the close, interdependent life Harry and Gwen led from the beginning in Pandy. In a sense it literally started in the small, rather inadequate building into which they had moved from lodgings just before his birth.

         Llwyn Derw was the name given to two semi-detached red-bricked cottages owned and rented by a builder, Thomas Parry. They were joined end-to-end rather than side-by-side and had originally been Parry’s workshop, with the upper floor used for carpentry. The cluster of homes, eight in all, was very much his creation. He had begun, just as Hybart does in Border Country, by marrying a local farmer’s daughter and being given a couple of bracken and bramble fields down the hillside from the farm. He acquired more land. On and around it he erected well-built stone houses. They were recognisable by the yellow brick trim he put around the windows. In the 1890s he built, for himself, a larger, rather superior building and called it Glannant House. It still stands, much as it was, fronting the old road. It is a detached house, double fronted, in stone, brick and slate, with three windows across the front upstairs, and a few shrubs and trees inside its front garden. On its side, just separate, and elsewhere on “the patch”, are smaller, but still substantial houses, some detached and 30others not, all with gardens, and a feel of solidity. Llwyn Onn was the one Harry Williams yearned for and tried to buy throughout the interwar years. He finally succeeded, and moved in with Gwen in 1948. Facing the rear of Llwyn Onn and almost backing onto Glannant House was the cottage, rented from Parry, which Raymond would know as home and accurately describe, room by room, in his early fiction.

         Their half of the building was on the right-hand side. There was a gate into a small garden, then two front doors almost exactly adjacent and sharing a roof porch. The one on the right opened straight into a kitchen and walk-in larder. There was no connection with the main part of the cottage so all food and drink had to be carried in and out of the other front door or consumed in the kitchen. There was no gas at this stage and electricity only came to Pandy in the early 1950s. Cooking was done on either an open range or on a small oil-run stove. The other door led into a narrow hall entrance which had, at its end, wooden stairs on the left-hand side. Immediately on entering, a door to the left opened into a long, narrow living room, no more than eight feet wide and ten feet long. There were two windows. Light for reading was provided by oil lamps. At the far end another door led into a dark pantry. Upstairs a small landing had a door leading off into Harry and Gwen’s bedroom, the largest; then came a small bedroom through which you had to pass to reach the end bedroom (Raymond’s) which was situated over next door’s kitchen, occupied by Mr Beech, a roadman, with his wife and three daughters. When Gwen’s mother and Herbert came to stay after the death of Gwen’s father, or younger family members arrived with their children on holiday visits, it must have seemed more than full. It certainly felt that way to Harry. Still, it was common for working-class people to share a bed, let alone a bedroom, with relatives of the same sex and Llwyn Derw, despite its awkward proportions and Harry’s frustration – he tried to rent or buy other houses in Pandy or nearby all through Raymond’s upbringing – always impressed others by its quality as a home.

         Much of the credit lay with Gwen who, as her son would correctly recall in his first novel, brightened up the house with fresh curtains, 31linoleum and furniture, from chairs to tables and beds, some carefully selected from local auctions along with a few ornaments. The garden had the usual array of sweet williams, lupins and wall-flowers. So, whatever the inconvenience of an outside w.c. with only a bucket toilet until 1934, and with water piped, sometimes intermittently, from a mountain spring, the brick workshop converted into a dwelling was a comfortable home. To the right-hand side of the path that led up a slope to grazing fields for sheep and cattle was a drying green and a small orchard where Harry kept bees and worked his allotment. Like most railwaymen, with time to spend in the day after night shifts, he was a keen and expert gardener. Later he kept more hives on a mountain farm and Gwen tended chickens near the house. Raymond’s London cousin, Ray Fawkes, who spent childhood summers there and visited in the war, remembered Pandy as “Shangri La” whilst “Llwyn Derw always seemed a bright cheerful place and was filled with the delicious aroma of honey… because we saw the cottage mainly in the summer we thought it was heaven”.16 In this heaven the young family had quickly found a niche. They were clearly a respectable, well-organised couple who initially tended to keep to themselves in what was still a new environment. Like others they found that a wider social intercourse was dependent upon the pulling power of Abergavenny.

         Abergavenny is the Gwenton of Raymond Williams’ published novels. It is the first of those geographical staging posts which mark the way out of, and maybe promise the way back to, the original locus. Certainly this is how it would seem to Raymond Williams during and after his grammar school days in the town. In the 1920s, for his parents and others like them in the surrounding countryside, it had a more primary purpose. It was where they could meet people, even people from their own village, in a way not possible elsewhere. The big market on Tuesdays and the smaller one on Fridays were the kind of face-to-face street experiences available to inhabitants of the bustling South Wales valleys on a daily basis, but were here a weekly congress, to be treasured all the more for that comparative rarity.

         Abergavenny market was the largest in Monmouthshire. Farmers and their wives arrived by horse and trap in the 1920s. Private buses, 32essentially lorries with a tarpaulin supported by hoops and with wooden benches down each side, at this time and for the 1930s, shuttled in from outlying villages like Crickhowell, Longtown and Pandy. The pubs and hotels kept special “market rooms” to which purchases could be delivered and collected at the end of the day. In the morning, and after the auction was concluded, the main streets were crowded with sheep and cattle driven to and from the pens.17 The appeal was as much social as economic. Maelor Griffiths recalled that “prior to the mid-1930s very few people owned cars and even fewer had ready access to a telephone [so] we can… appreciate just how important these market days were as occasions and opportunities for friends and relatives to meet and discuss many things as well as for the farmers and their wives selling or buying the produce.”18

         The town to which Harry and Gwen brought their honey, their preserved fruits and eggs for sale was an old one but their own settled presence, along with the bulk of the town’s population, was more dependent on Victorian industry than on rural-urban barter. The latter tradition, though, was a long one and the site, in the Usk river valley at the confluence with the Gavenny, surrounded on three sides by its distinctive mountains, was one that had appealed both to Roman and Norman invaders. Abergavenny was where the Romans had erected their fortress, Gobannium, and the Normans had built a castle whose remains can still be seen: Owain Glynd^wr, in his early fifteenth-century revolt against the English crown came south to besiege it in 1404. Thereafter, though it saw further military to-and-fro on the troubled Welsh March and served as a Royalist stronghold in the Civil War, the walled town existed for the most part without difficulty as a regional commercial centre. Market activity was to be supplemented by rural crafts and shoemaking whilst, by the eighteenth century, it had become a centre for Welsh white flannel and for the manufacture of periwigs. Its genteel decline in the early nineteenth century, bypassed as Bristol and London merchants ventured further into a Wales better served by new turnpike roads, was dramatically reversed by the growth of iron and coal townships along the heads of the valleys directly to the south 33and west. Their product required an outlet to the manufactories of northern England and the Midlands. Abergavenny now became a junction of another kind.

         First, a series of tramroads led from the ironworks around Merthyr, Blaenavon and Tredegar to Abergavenny and then on, after 1829, to Hereford. By the 1850s, rail track had begun to replace the tramroad and in 1854 the first train came into Abergavenny from Hereford. In 1859 the day of steam arrived definitively in the locality, with the incorporation of the Merthyr, Tredegar and Abergavenny railway company. The man behind this development, and after whom the town’s Bailey Park was named (though it was actually the public provision of the Boards of Guardians), was the nephew of Richard Crawshay, pioneering Yorkshire ironmaster of Cyfarthfa Castle in Merthyr Tydfil, one Crawshay Bailey (1789-1872). The railway finally connected with Merthyr, then Wales’ largest town with near 50,000 inhabitants, in 1873. By then the age of iron, though not of inland steelmaking, was over, but the era of coal had only just begun to transform South Wales into an economic hub of the British Empire. This branch line was not seeking direct connection with the great mercantile argosies that were making Newport, Cardiff and, soon, Barry huge coal-exporting ports, but with the railway networks which could do so, notably those of the London and North Western Railways (LNWR). When the town had its borough charter restored by Queen Victoria in 1899 – it had been removed when earlier notables had refused allegiance to William and Mary after the Glorious Revolution of 1688 – it was, therefore, natural that its first Mayor should be Joseph Bishop, the LNWR’s District Traffic Superintendent since 1864. He was chief citizen of a town which then had three railway stations: the LNWR’s Junction station which was run by them on a Great Western Railway line, the LNWR’s Brecon Road station on the Merthyr and Tredegar line, and the GWR’s Monmouth Road station to the south. The latter, in local red sandstone and cream fretwork, is the only station now left in operation. At its heyday the railway system in Abergavenny, in addition to its stations and signal boxes, had locomotive sheds at Brecon Road which could accommodate 34a hundred tank engines, with twelve roads and appropriate turntables, as well as railway barracks to accommodate overnight train crews.19

         When the First World War ended, the physical lineaments of the modern town had been laid out around the antique traces of a medieval stone arched bridge, meandering red-brown river, crumbling castle ruins, a medieval gateway and overhanging seventeenth-century streets which the mid-twentieth century would condemn and remove as slums. At the western end of the town, Frogmore Street ran up from its new War Memorial – passed daily in the 1930s as Raymond made his way from Monmouth Road, a mile or so to the school in Pen-y-Pound to the north – until High Street merged into Cross Street. This ran on down past the Town Hall and Market, built in the early 1870s to a Gothic and Hanseatic beat and rounded off by a handsome tower with copper green pyramidal top and clock, courtesy of Crawshay Bailey whose own time was up just before it started to tick. This was the town – of butchers and bakers and provision merchants of all kinds, of tea shops and banks and drapers, of tanneries and brewery and local millers, of tobacconists and dentists and barbers, of jewellery stores and shoe shops and hotels of substance to many bars of dark, sweet solitude – which Raymond Williams would observe through his schooldays in the 1930s and, outwardly, see no substantial change in until the clearances of the 1950s, and the subsequent road schemes, pedestrianisation and larger shopping schemes of the seventies and eighties. It was the kind of border market town whose history of ethnic conflict between native Welsh and ruling Normans, notably the de Braoses who held lordship over Abergavenny in the twelfth century, offered him, perhaps to his later surprise, a rift of local heritage to work as metaphor for conflict in his later fiction. It also wryly allowed him to respond to the boast of the Cambridge undergraduate who claimed that his family came over with the Normans, with the rejoinder “Are you liking it here?”20 The reality, as he well knew, was that ancient Abergavenny was, for his formative life, essentially a railway town. For, if Abergavenny could indeed be said to be locationally balanced between the “black” of the coal and the “green” of the encircling countryside (the population of the municipal borough, outside 35the town, was about 8,000 in the 1930s) it was, in its economic existence and its social concerns, tied firmly to that South Wales to the west which fed it coal and consumed its produce. This, above all, was the connection he would later choose to emphasise and value most.

         The population of Abergavenny town itself peaked at nearly 12,000 in 1921 and, thereafter, declined by a thousand a decade to just over 10,000 in 1941. In the 1920s over one thousand men were directly employed on the railways. These then, with their families, can be estimated at around one third of the whole population. Even those who had no working involvement with the railways found their lives filled with the sights and sounds of steam. The railway lines enclosed the town as surely as the walls held in the medieval settlement. Almost nothing was built outside its tracks. The noise of express trains and shunting engines was constant night and day – “and nothing was more emphatic than the shrill whistle and frantic puffing of the banking engines which helped to haul long trains up the gradient from Monmouth Road station to the Junction and on to Llanvihangel”.21 This was the line the schoolboy would take home every day, first up then on down the steep incline to Pandy, where the trains passed through on the authority of his father’s signal box. Before wireless sets came the villagers set their clocks by the trains puffing up the embankment from Pandy to Llanvihangel or by those skating down the other way. It was a railway enthusiast’s paradise, especially in retrospect. GWR carriages were cream and brown with green and brass fittings. The LNWR, originally black and red with gold bands, merged with the London, Midland and Scottish railways whose colours were chocolate brown in the 1930s. Most fondly remembered is the old M T and A line:

         
            The carriages themselves were gorgeous. They were rich maroon with gold lining, outward opening doors which seemed to be set back into the doorway, shiny brass handrails and handles. They were all of the open-type carriage. You could walk between the seats and the luggage racks would be up over each seat, again in brass, the whole thing very ornately done.22

         

         36The local impact of the railways, however, went much further than what nostalgia for sulphurous smoke and smart paint can convey. There were railway streets and railway houses. It was a way of life for two or three generations. Boys would leave school to begin work on the railways, maybe first as a “caller-up” knocking on the doors of footplatemen’s houses at various times from 10 pm to 6 am. The network which sent them out and brought them home was complex. The GWR ran from Newport to Hereford and Shrewsbury but the LMS had running powers over the GWR from Abergavenny to Shrewsbury and then controlled the lines into the eastern valleys of Monmouthshire. Coal was the mainstay. Passenger trains and excursions followed on from that traffic. The signalman making sense of movement on this cross-hatched map of railway lines held the most vital job. They booked in and passed on every train, using Morse code to communicate with other boxes, those brick and timber sheds on stilts outside every station, and pulling their heavy levers with the metronomic precision required to work the thick cables attached to their distant signals. Each station had its stationmaster, its booking clerks and porters. There were the locomotive men, the drivers and firemen to fuel the boilers. In the locomotive depots there were storemen and shedsmen for the turntables. There were sandmen to dig up the sand from a mountainous pile in one of the sheds to fill the locomotives’ sand boxes. The trains had to be coaled by men who shovelled up to thirty tons a day and watered from the great water towers with their swinging funnels. There were workers in the wheel shops and paint shops, and firedroppers whose hot and dirty work was to rake the fires of the engines and clean out the heavy ash-pans. Behind the locomotive sheds were railway barracks for crews on an overnight stop. This work force was a small, interdependent army. It could not normally congregate in one place as other industrial workers could, so they all assembled for an Annual Dinner at the Swan Hotel on Good Fridays, the only time all these railworkers were on holiday together, and when a football match would be played. It had a clear notion of itself as a distinct community of interest.23 37

         This was the culture, with its benefit and sickness societies and sports teams, to which Harry Williams now belonged. The Labour Party and most other progressive movements in interwar Abergavenny depended upon the organisation and the support of these people. This was what allowed his son to say, forty years on, “as an adolescent I remember looking at these men… with a certain resentment – they seemed so absolutely confident. I have never seen such self-confident people since.”24 Undoubtedly this was the source of that supply of calm decisiveness with which railwaymen accepted their involvement in the 1926 General Strike. The unity of moral certainty and collective action, self-justifying and self-sustaining even in defeat, was what made that episode such a crucial one for Raymond. He was only five at the time but its implications rolled on into his youth and its significance, not as event but as epiphany, was one of which he never lost sight. For Abergavenny railwaymen the future would be one of reduced employment in the Depression years of the 1930s, as the coal trains rattled through much less often, and then of redundancies and eventually the disappearance of their rail hub in the wake of post-war nationalisation, rail cuts and regional mergers. In 1926, however, the links with the miners as co-servitors of the capitalist world in Britain were very much in place and ready to be memorably expressed in an industrial fashion that was, in essence, a political challenge. To come out in sympathy with the miners in their rumbling dispute of 1925 and 1926 was to act outside the normal or accepted boundaries of industrial relations. It was, as the dialectic in Border Country between signalmen Harry Price and Morgan Rosser would make clear, a confrontation with the state.

         A popular guide book to South Wales introduced interwar Abergavenny to its visitors as a “clean, well-lighted, healthy, flourishing market town, charmingly situated, well-drained, and having a good supply of pure water… one of the best starting-points for excursions into the Black Mountains”. It could not then avoid including the wrinkle-nosed observation that the “prosperity of the town now largely depends upon the collieries and steel works in its vicinity” but quickly added: 38“Fortunately, the sites of these are concealed by the mountains.”25 In 1926 to be out of sight was not to be out of mind. For the nine days of the General Strike, supported by the NUR and called by the TUC from 3 May to 12 May, the solidarity shown all over Britain for the miners’ cause by industrial workers was astonishing. Abergavenny was no exception. Councils of Action had been established in the South Wales Valleys to control or prevent the movement of essential supplies, from coal to foodstuffs, and to act as authorising body for those wishing or needing to travel. Those going to Abergavenny market were required to have permits issued. In the town, NUR officials scrutinised such permits or questioned those without them to the indignant horror of the town’s elite who “thought that such a thing could not happen outside Russia”.26

         The feeling that there were alternatives available to those who customarily ran things was exhilarating and was made all the more so by the quiet discipline with which strikers maintained their loyalty. The NUR had two branches in the area: Abergavenny No. 1 and Abergavenny No. 2, which covered the Pandy men. The latter were relatively isolated in a small country station with, at first glance, no obvious leadership and yet with their livelihoods put at risk by this tangential action. There were rallies and demonstrations in Abergavenny – even the Borough Band played “The Red Flag” as the NUR and Trades Council celebrated May Day in the Castle grounds – and speeches were made under lofted banners.27 Still, the decisions on the ground, in spots like Pandy, were the hard ones to take. All around them the Government’s supporters, long gathered together by local gentry in the name of the Organisation for Maintenance of Supplies (OMS), were quick and ready to volunteer to break the strike. The Town Clerk acted as Emergency Food Officer and the Mayor as Assistant Road Officer to maintain transport links. When the General Strike was finished, though the agony of the miners’ lock out until the winter and the year’s end had just begun, the Mayor even thanked “all sections of the community, strikers, and non-strikers and volunteers for the conduct they exhibited during that time”.28 Yet this was to mistake the unflinching determination quietly undertaken for quiescence. In Border Country the 39consciousness of the meaning of their action becomes, in defeat, a more vital component of their lives than the sporadic act of rebellion itself.

         Of the three signalmen in the Pandy box only Harry Williams was overtly Labour in politics. Hubert Preedy and Davy Richards were, if anything, Liberals. However, the Station Masters at Llanfihangel, Pandy and Pontrilas were all known Labour supporters. The Station Masters as such had most to lose: a position of authority and a detached red brick house near the box and its station where they were supposed to be on duty all the time. Under him, at Pandy, was the porter/ticket collector and a ganger with his six men working the “Pandy length”, which was some three and a half miles. A similar situation existed down the line at Llanfihangel and further up at Pontrilas but the individual signal boxes were the key elements. This brief yet intensely charged scenario was the most overt form of class conflict to occur in Raymond Williams’ growing up. It became for him a lode star: “A child of five, as I was then, can gain from a father who had experienced that complex struggle for consciousness a spirit and a perspective that have lasted under pressure, in the radically different places, where I have since lived and worked.”29

         
             

         

         As he wrote and re-wrote the early attempts at Border Country, he quizzed his father about the detail and the feel of that time. Most of the material was worked into his novel. Harry wrote some of it out, on an undated sheet in the early 1950s, as an aide-memoire for his son. He headed it “May 1926”:

         
            Weather. Fine and very hot.

             

            We used to meet at Branch room each morning to hear latest news and were several times addressed by the Pontrilas Stn. Master, Robert F Thurtle, who was on strike and who was afterwards Editor of the “Great Western Railway” magazine (His brother Ernest Thurtle M.P. died recently).

             

            We had very little money coming in and I well remember going to pay the rent (£1 a month) to Mrs Parry who disapproved 40of the strike but she said “Put it in your pocket my boy, you need it more than I do.” She also arranged for me to work in her garden to earn a little money when the strike was over and I was kept out of work as the youngest member of the staff.

             

            The 2 senior signalmen were taken back to work and I was not required, but one evening the D.S.O. staff asked my mate, David Richards to work about ½ hours overtime to deal with an express train requiring a Bank Engine detached at Pandy. I always feel grateful that he told them, “There’s a signalman at home who should be here after me and I’m going on my 8 hours” and he point blank refused to work overtime while I was kept out of work.

My other mate at Pontrilas Arthur Jones also did all he could to get me back to work.

             

            The resulting delays forced the railway company to take me back sooner than they would have done.

             

            I remember going to meetings at Hereford addressed by R.F. Thurtle, Ellen Wilkinson MP and J.F. Horrabin the News Chronicle cartoonist urging everybody to stand solid. I believe the only train on this line was driven by Lord Raglan…30

         

         Border Country, though decidedly located in its evocation of both place and family, is not a strict or actual chronicle. The signalman who, in the book, refuses overtime is Jack Meredith, stubborn and apolitical but cussedly loyal to a friend rather than a cause. He replicates the actual behaviour of Davy Richards who, a rather self-assured smallholder in life selling his produce in the towns and valleys, is in other respects more like the entrepreneurial socialist, Morgan Rosser.31 Rosser’s other characteristics in turn resembled the railwayman, Cyril Keddle, who was an ardent internationalist and peace campaigner in the late 1930s, a close working companion of Harry, and later well-known to his son. At the same time the final characterisation of Harry Price is a novelist’s device more than a portrait of his father: 41

         
            The normal sense of a son getting his notion of identity and life from a father is [in the novel’s end with Harry’s decline and death] here intensified by the sight of an unusual kind of self-sufficiency which in the end had proved insufficient. The decision to treat the character of Harry Price in this way was one I took after several re-writings, and was not based on my own experiences. Harry is not my own father, because a lot of him went into Morgan too. It would have been possible to combine his contradictory impulses in the same character; I tried that but in the end decided to separate them out by creating another figure who represented the much more restless, critical and self-critical side of my father’s nature.32

         

         What had unfolded in Pandy before the child could have any real knowledge of it not only served to focus autobiographical data in his novel, it also provided him with the material that allowed him to show a working class world, albeit small scale and literally on the fringe, as self-acting and self-aware. There could be no question, here, of sentimentality or a patronising removal of the observer from the past. He took a long time to write Border Country because he had to discover a form which would let him present his parents’ lives whole, and from inside their perspective, whilst connecting their lived experience to his own, necessarily uncoupled existence. The General Strike was the historical catalyst for the discovery of that form. He came to realise that right at the start of his life he had been amongst people who were caught up in the very epicentre of the triumph and the problematic of the twentieth-century working class in Britain.

         Fifty years later he told an assembled audience of coalminers, trade unionists and labour historians, in Pontypridd at the heart of the South Wales coalfield, how acknowledgement of their centrality to the struggle, then and in the present, should not hide the significance of less heralded moments, for, in late twentieth-century Britain, the diffuse, the fragmented, the socially uncertain, the economically diverse and the 42culturally ambivalent was becoming more and more the norm. The problem of human control over human destiny had also been raised and seemingly answered in Pandy in 1926:

         
            I came down this morning from a village above Abergavenny: travelling the quite short distance to this centre of the mining valleys, and travelling also, in memories, the connections and the distance between one kind of country and another. In 1926, in that village, my father was one of three signalmen in the old Great Western Railway box. He was an ardent participant in the General Strike; so was one of the other two signalmen, and the stationmaster, who was subsequently victimised; so too were the platelayers. One of the signalmen was not. In the discussion and arguments that took place during those critical days, among a small group of men in a very specific social situation, some of the most important themes of the general social significance of 1926 became apparent. They were often recalled, in later years. I heard them throughout my childhood, and I went through them again, consciously, with my father, when I was preparing to write the General Strike sequence in Border Country…

            Consider first that specific situation. These men at that country station were industrial workers, trade unionists, in a small group within a primarily rural and agricultural economy. All of them, like my father, still had close connections with that agricultural life. One of them ran a smallholding in addition to his job on the railway. Most of them had relatives in farm work. All of them had gardens and pigs or bees or ponies which were an important part of their work and income. At the same time, by the very fact of the railway, with the trains passing through from the cities, from the factories, from the ports, from the collieries, and by the fact of the telephone and the telegraph, which was especially important for the signalmen, who through it had a community with other signalmen over a wide social 43network, talking beyond their work with men they might never actually meet but whom they knew very well through voice and opinion and story, they were part of a modern, industrial working class. It is a special case, of course, but a significant one in the context of the General Strike, which is still too loosely assimilated to strikes of a different kind, with which it, of course, has connections but from which in crucial ways, it has extensions – extensions that raise quite central problems of consciousness…

            What remains of decisive importance from the events of 1926 is the achievement of that consciousness [where] real men, under difficulty have to struggle to make their own effective choices.33

         

         To that, he concluded, had to be added the perspective of complexity or difficulty in a differential, even fragmented society which “was then and is now, increasingly, our world”.34 He found first, in his own life, that the perspective of acquired knowledge, of school learning, so ardently desired for him by his father was not one designed to let him see this clearly. At least, not from the start and, thereafter, he would always remain sceptical about the education of any society which could exclude the culture of such as his father.
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