









Contents


	Title Page

	Introduction

	Analysis of the Novel

	Preface

	CHAPTER I

	CHAPTER II

	CHAPTER III

	CHAPTER IV

	CHAPTER V

	CHAPTER VI

	CHAPTER VII

	CHAPTER VIII

	CHAPTER IX

	CHAPTER X

	CHAPTER XI

	CHAPTER XII

	CHAPTER XIII

	CHAPTER XIV

	CHAPTER XV

	CHAPTER XVI

	CHAPTER XVII

	Editor's Epilogue

	About Honno

	Copyright













The Rebecca Rioter



A Story of Killay Life 

















by 




Amy Dillwyn










With an introduction by



Katie Gramich





































Welsh Women’s Classics

















Introduction





Amy Dillwyn




A brief biography



Elizabeth Amy Dillwyn was born in Swansea in 1845, two years after the actual attack on the Pontardulais Turnpike by Rebecca Rioters which forms the central event in her novel. As the opening pages of The Rebecca Rioter make clear, this is a narrative which looks back on the events of a generation before. Amy Dillwyn acts the part of the ventriloquist in making her narrator one of the rioters, and her story is a rewriting of the account given by her own father, Lewis Llewelyn Dillwyn, who had been both an eye-witness and a participant in the struggle with the rioters, recording his experiences in a handwritten memorandum. Amy’s novel can be viewed variously in relation to her father’s still extant narrative: as a sequel, a fictionalisation, a tribute, an imitation, or, as I shall argue, a radical rewriting and an act of filial defiance, with a feminist twist.



Amy, like her alter ego in the novel, Gwenllian Tudor, had a privileged upbringing as a member of a wealthy family of industrialists and politicians. Despite some aristocratic pretensions, this was a nouveau riche family with interestingly contradictory origins, namely on the one side Quakers who had supported slave emancipation and on the other West India plantation owners. Unsurprisingly, perhaps, there were elements of unconventionality and radicalism in the family even before Amy herself came to prominence. Both her grand-fathers were fundamentally Victorian scientists, whose main love was for geology and botany, though they had to make their far from paltry living from business (the Cambrian pottery) and politics. Her father was something of a radical who became Liberal MP in Swansea in 1855 largely on the grounds of his religious tolerance (the erstwhile Quakers had in the previous generation joined the Anglican Church in Wales but Dillwyn’s liberal views appealed to what was in effect a ‘nation of Nonconformists’). The third of four children, including an older brother and two sisters, Amy was brought up in comfort firstly in a large house called Parkwern, near her grandparents’ mansion, Sketty Hall, and later in Hendrefoilan House, a grand edifice built by her father in anticipation of his new role as the local member of parliament.


In the Autumn of 1863, after ‘coming out’ in London as every good debutante must, Amy became engaged to Llewellyn Thomas of Llwynmadoc, a young man of wealthy, landowning stock whom she had known for most of her life. Sadly, only four months after the engagement, Llewellyn died of smallpox. Given the small number of bachelors deemed eligible, particularly by the exacting Amy, it looked likely from then on that she would remain a spinster. This caused derision in some elements of her society, including her wealthy neighbour Glynn Vivian, whom she regarded as crass and vulgar. It is clear from her diaries, however, that Amy Dillwyn did not on the whole regard spinsterhood as a terrible fate but looked forward to a future date when she could devote herself to charitable work within a religious order. Although this never came about, Amy certainly involved herself in charitable work, particularly in Killay, the setting of her novel, which was a village only about a mile away from Hendrefoilan House.



The upstanding inhabitants of contemporary Killay may well be shocked to find that in the mid nineteenth century their village was regarded as poor, rough, and dangerous. Many of the inhabitants were labourers who had come to Swansea to work on the construction of the railway; a number were of Irish Catholic origin, and had large families. Amy, together with the local vicar’s wife (who was also her aunt), took it upon herself to try to tame and educate these ‘rough characters’, partly by setting up a school there in 1858. Amy was not naturally inclined to teaching and she often found her duties less than congenial: ‘There are 42 children in the school. I wish they weren’t so dirty; they will clean their slates by spitting on them and the girls afterwards rub theirs with their pinafores, which are also used as pocket handkerchiefs. Now that’s nasty. Then all their clothes smell so strong in hot weather one can hardly stand it, moving about from child to child and leaning over them, or else sitting in the middle of 10 or 12 standing close round one reading … Oh dear! I think trying to civilize Killay is very hard work …’ (quoted in Painting, p.55). At other times, however, she does find some satisfaction from her work: ‘One feels wonderfully maternal sitting surrounded by a class of the smallest trying to read.’ (ibid.) A cold day, perhaps? Some of her comments on Killay convey a genuine frustration at the enormity of the task and her own inadequacy in trying to effect change: ‘Why don’t someone rise up with a vocation for Killay – I mean for doing what’s wanted here. Someone is wanted to know Welsh and work hard and to know how to get hold of the people and keep the men from the public house … and someone to teach well. In fact a volunteer Welsh genius is required …’ (ibid.) She was very active in helping the people of Killay in times of crisis, such as during outbreaks of cholera and typhoid, when she fearlessly visited and took provisions to the sick. Yet, as the early pages of The Rebecca Rioter show, she was quite able to mock her own ‘Lady Bountiful’ role and view it from the perspective of the poor.




Despite her charitable work, there is no doubt that Amy Dillwyn felt unfulfilled and vocationless from the mid 1860s onwards, as she frequently laments in her diary. She hated idleness and came increasingly to despise the triviality of the social world in which she moved. In the 1870s she began to be afflicted by an illness which, in her own words, obliged her to remain ‘stuck to the sofa like a limpet on a rock’ (Painting, p.71). It was during this period that she moved on from reading novels to writing them. She had just read and been hugely impressed by George Eliot’s Middlemarch. After some failures and rejections, The Rebecca Rioter was published by Macmillan in 1880, its author’s name being given as E. A. Dillwyn. Clearly, Amy did not want her work to be ranked among the burgeoning number of what George Eliot labelled ‘silly novels by lady novelists’ and therefore took refuge in the gender anonymity of her initials.




During the next decade, Amy wrote and published a further five novels. These tended to satirise the London life of the rich and leisured which she herself knew very well and to focus particularly on the social conventions restricting the possibilities of fufilment for women. During the 1880s Amy was also a regular, though anonymous, reviewer for the Spectator (whose editor was, conveniently, a friend of her father) which meant that she kept abreast of contemporary fiction and wrote perceptive reviews of major new work, by authors such as Robert Louis Stevenson and William Dean Howells. David Painting suggests that these ‘literary’ years of Amy Dillwyn’s life were actually crucially important for her to crystallise and articulate her own feminist views, and proved a vital ‘preparation for the actual challenges which were shortly to come her way and to change her whole life’ (Painting, p.78).



In 1886 an event occurred in the Dillwyn family of sufficient melodrama to warrant inclusion in one of Amy’s own later novels. Her younger sister, Essie, who had married thirteen years previously and was by then the mother of five children, abandoned her family and eloped to South Africa with an actor called Richard Pakenham whom Amy characterizes as ‘a penniless scamp with a good voice’. In 1890 her brother Harry died, having contributed substantially to his own demise by his heavy drinking, and two years later her father also died, leaving Amy in the very precarious position of living in a house not her own, since Hendrefoilan House had passed to the next male heir, who was her nephew. Amy had lost her home but she had inherited the Llansamlet Spelter Works (a zinc factory) in her father’s will; unfortunately, this turned out to be a loss-making enterprise which was currently £100.000 in the red. Instead of declaring bankruptcy and allowing the works to close, Amy took on the challenge to run it herself and to turn it around. ‘I am becoming a man of business,’ she wryly declares in her diary (Painting, p.85). This turn of events spelt the end of Amy’s literary career but, in a sense, it is a continuation of the enterprise of challenge to paternal authority and patriarchal dominance.



After the humiliating auctioning of the entire contents of Hendrefoilan House in 1893, Amy moved out to modest lodgings in West Cross, where she lived a life of frugality and became widely regarded as an eccentric. However, her efforts to pay off all her father’s debts and to turn around the fortunes of the Llansamlet Works were eventually successful. It was as if, released unexpectedly from the lap of luxury, she was able to find the vocation she had hitherto lacked. She became a recognizable, admired and formidable Swansea character though her fame spread much further afield. Despite her advancing years, she was hailed as one of the breed of ‘new women’ who were challenging the gender stereotypes of high Victorianism. ‘One of the most original women of the age,’ according to the Pall Mall Gazette, and it appears that Amy was not averse to playing up to the image. Having adopted a ‘rational’ form of dress which was regarded as excessively masculine, she compounded her transgression by taking to smoking large cigars in public. These traits, together with the enthusiasm with which she took up hockey and water polo in middle age, ensured that Amy would never be overlooked as an insignificant little spinster after the death of her protecting menfolk. Interestingly, she named her small house in West Cross ‘Cadlys’, being the Welsh word for a military camp: it was her miniature court (llys) in which she planned her battle (cad) against that male-dominated and socially divided world which had very nearly brought her to ruin.




During her later years, Amy played a prominent role in the public life of Swansea, using her enormous energy and managerial ability in the fields of education and public health. She was vocal in her support of the female dressmakers who in 1911 went on strike for better wages from their employer, the influential Swansea shopkeeper, Ben Evans. Unsurprisingly, she was also an ardent and hard-working supporter of women’s suffrage, though she did not support violent methods in order to gain the movement’s aims (as we plainly see in the authorial attitudes displayed in The Rebecca Rioter). By the time of her death in 1935, Amy was an independent woman of means and influence, disburdened of her industrialist’s responsibilities by a judicious sale of the flourishing Llansamlet Works to a large German company.




The Rebecca Rioter is not a Welsh Middlemarch. It is, however, a fascinating example of the productive interaction between history and literature. If L. L. Dillwyn contributed to the telling of history, his daughter Amy Dillwyn moulds it to the telling of hers. Unlike her other novels, which have strong female protagonists, The Rebecca Rioter is an unusual novel for an avowed feminist to have written, adopting a male protagonist and a male voice. However, through her male mouthpiece and, indirectly, through the dominant figure of Rebecca herself in the novel, Dillwyn questions some of the cherished truths of her society and invites the reader to join her in that questioning and ultimately subversive attitude.



The Rebecca Riots



This manifestation of ‘agrarian discontent’, as the historian David Williams has termed it, began in South West Wales in the late 1830s. Country people, particularly farmers, rose up against what they saw as the oppressive and unjust imposition of steep taxes at the toll gates of rural Wales. The disguised Rebecca Rioters took their name and their text from the Book of Genesis, as Amy Dillwyn explains for her readers in a footnote to Chapter VIII: ‘And they blessed Rebekah and said unto her … Let thy seed possess the gate of those which hate them.’ This witty motto may also hint at the sense of dispossession of the largely Nonconformist common people in a state which had an established Anglican Church. In this context of religious division, Evan’s surprise to learn from Gwenllian’s Aunt Elizabeth that ‘Church people used the same Bible as people did in chapel’ (p.30) is quite understandable. A second upsurge of violence in late 1842 and 1843 moved from Pembrokeshire and Carmarthenshire to the Swansea Valley; the actual attack on the Pontardulais turnpike recounted in The Rebecca Rioter is a historically documented fact. That there was considerable popular sympathy for Rebecca and her followers is indicated by the fact that the rioters arrested at Pontardulais were not tried at Swansea, where a guilty verdict could not be guaranteed but had to be moved to Cardiff. David Williams, using L. L. Dillwyn’s eye-witness account as one of his sources, informs us that the three men who stood trial, namely the ringleader, John Hughes (Jac Tŷ-Isha), along with David Jones, and John Hugh, were all sentenced to transportation, the former for twenty years and the latter for seven years each. Amy Dillwyn’s fictional character Evan Williams, seems to be a composite character, sharing some of the traits of all the accused.



Lewis Llewelyn Dillwyn’s story


On the afternoon of Wednesday, September 6th, 1843, Lewis Llewelyn Dillwyn was taking part in a cricket match on the Crumlin Burrows when his bucolic pursuit was interrupted by one Captain Napier, who brought news of an impending attack by Rebecca Rioters on the Pontardulais Turnpike gate. Having made plans to apprehend the ‘mob’, L. L. Dillwyn Esq. calmly continued with his game of cricket.


Armed with ‘a brace of large pistols … a brace of small pistols … and a short heavy stick’ (evidently taking no chances) L. L. Dillwyn set out late that night with his companions and indeed came upon the children of Rebecca attacking the said gate. ‘We heard the sound of a great number of horses, accompanied with blowing of horns, noises like mewing of cats … and I heard a great noise, as of blows of hatchets and other heavy implements, and the sound of crashing of timber – I heard guns continually going off … Mr Dillwyn enthusiastically gets embroiled in the ensuing fight, shooting a horse and whacking an attacker over the head with a stake. The rioters are quickly routed and a handful of the ringleaders arrested; Dillwyn returns home to Parkwern, evidently satisfied with his night’s work, at ‘about five or half past five in the morning.’




Amy’s father’s handwritten account of his personal encounter with Rebecca extends over twelve small pages which he dates September 10, 1843. As he declares near the end of the narrative, ‘I have now made these notes while the whole of the transaction is fresh in my memory in case at any future time I should be called upon to give evidence of it.’ The hand and mind of the careful magistrate is everywhere apparent in this less than gripping narrative. Although the events recounted are indeed momentous, L. L. Dillwyn succeeds in making them as unexciting as possible. A legalistic attention to detail robs the story of its drama and pace. At one point, for instance, a measurement of 150 yards is amended by a marginal note added and dated September 17 in which he informs the reader that, having paced out the distance, he finds that it is actually 100 yards. The latter half of the manuscript is noticeably written in less immaculate copperplate than the opening pages, as if to indicate the agitation of the writer as he actually recalls the fight. Also noteworthy are the many crossings-out and amendments which tend to occur at strategic points, as if the writer may have been attempting to protect someone or conceal an identity. There is, for example, a heavily deleted passage followed by a statement that he does not know who fired the shot. Clearly, the quasi-scientific observation and the detailed description of events, as if prepared for reading aloud in a court of law, have also been manipulated by the writer for his own ends. Because of the nature of the manuscript, we feel that we can almost see him doing it.



On the last page there is an additional paragraph in a different hand: smaller, rounder, more upright and distinctive than the other classic copperplate. It is signed E. A. Dillwyn and presents an update on what happened to the Rebecca rioters who were taken prisoner in the incident which her father has described. She also quotes the words of the Solicitor General who gave praise to Amy’s father and uncle for ‘manfully coming forward and risking their lives in the attempt to restore tranquillity.’ In a sense, Amy’s novel begins where her father’s narrative ends, picking up on the consequences of his actions and focusing on the feelings and thoughts of the silent Other in L. L. Dillwyn’s story: the Rebecca rioter himself.


















analysis of the novel


Evan Williams, the Rebecca Rioter


The narrative voice is one of the great successes of Dillwyn’s novelistic method. From the start, Evan’s first-person voice is established as distinctive: racy, lively, colloquial. It forms part of the characterization of Evan as an opinionated and forceful young man who is keen on questioning established ‘truths’. Like his author, he is not afraid of depicting pillars of society, such as the landed gentry and the clergy, in a bad light. The picture he presents us of the Killay of his boyhood is realistic and believable, seen from the inside, as it were. Interspersed with his memories and his reflections on the contrast between then and now are his general reflections on class, morality, and reform. His view of the upper classes, their charity and their foibles, is satirical and absolutely irreverent. He has a keen eye for sham and hypocrisy and a strong communal feeling as well as a surprising capacity for tenderness, when he sympathises with the overworked horses pulling the gentry’s carriage.


Evan is unpretentious and straightforward. He doesn’t try to pretend to be a ‘real hero’ in his first encounter with Miss Gwenllian Tudor; he quite openly admits that he only stopped the runaway horses because he’d taken a fancy to Miss Tudor. His language is peppered with racy similes appropriate to his evening job as a poacher (‘like a shot rabbit’). He himself is a hybrid character, as he explains, since he knows English as well as Welsh, having learnt it from his English mother. There is a picaresque dimension to Evan’s character, too: he has a dry sense of humour and often lives on his wits. The scene in Chapter VI where he nonchalantly peels and eats a turnip (surely quite a tricky feat) while effortlessly outsmarting a policeman is a case in point.


Evan’s character is, indeed, even more hybrid than he would have us believe. Many of his traits are borrowed from his creator so that there is a quasi-Shakespearean confusion of genders when Evan dresses up as Rebecca. If Evan is, in some respects, speaking for Amy Dillwyn, we are presented with a woman masquerading as a man who is masquerading as a woman. A bewildering performance indeed. In other senses, of course, Amy is speaking for the real equivalent of Evan, using her privileged class position to give a voice, albeit by a kind of ventriloquism, to the silenced Rebecca. There is an interesting and unexpected parallel between Gwenllian and Evan: both have Welsh fathers and English mothers.



Although Evan believes to a certain extent in the determining factors of heredity, environment, and gender, for instance, that men and boys by nature are hunters, and possess an instinct to catch and kill other creatures, at the same time, he also believes in the possibility and desirability of social change, otherwise he would never have become involved with Rebecca. Gwenllian too, believes in human perfectibility and, like her author, represents a younger generation willing to help effect that change. Perhaps the fact that both Evan and Gwenllian are singled out as hybrid characters, as mentioned above, makes them more open to the positive possibilities of difference, in contrast to the more rigid and monolithic attitudes of the older generation, represented by Squire Tudor and Aunt Elizabeth.



Evan’s questioning of accepted morality is presented seriously, despite the fact that he himself is portrayed as something of an innocent abroad. Thus, his reflections on private property are quite cogent and pointed: how, he reasonably asks, can squires claim to ‘own’ wild rabbits? Later on, Evan makes generalised moral statements which do not appear to be questioned or denied anywhere in the narrative, such as: ‘the life or death of a poor man … seems to make but very little difference in the world’ (p.61) and ‘the magistrates, to me and to most poor people, simply meant rich people who were in power, and who made laws to suit themselves, and then sent anyone who broke those laws to prison.’ (p. 64) The novelist attempts to engage the reader actively in solving moral ambiguities and conundrums, particularly towards the end of the novel, where Evan as it were look out directly at us from the pages of the book and makes a direct appeal: ‘was the fault wholly mine?’ (p.185)


Class and Language


Evan has a strong sense of class solidarity as well as a sense of allegiance to a particular place, initially Upper Killay and later, Wales. Dillwyn depicts a society in which there is a mutual lack of respect among the classes. While Gwenllian Tudor’s aunt represents a wholly unenlightened condescension towards the poor, whom she regards as being little better than animals (Chap IV, p.26), the latter display absolutely no deference towards their ‘betters’ – even the children of Killay take delight in commenting mockingly in Welsh about the aristocratic ladies. In Chapter II Evan indulges in a comic flight of fancy at the expense of the rich. He objects to his people being patronized by and lectured at by the charitable rich ladies who condescend to visit their cottages. What if the roles were reversed? The fantasy is brilliantly conceived and dramatized, in the present tense. Although the tone is comic, the underlying moral questioning is undoubtedly serious. Moreover, this concern with role reversal, exchange, and topsy-turveydom recurs in different forms throughout the novel. In a sense it both advocates reform of an antiquated hierarchical social system and at the same time displays the anxieties of those who stood to lose so much from that reform, namely Amy Dillwyn’s own class.



Amy Dillwyn makes it clear that the language spoken by Evan and all of his companions is Welsh. In the direct speech there is an attempt to indicate this by a manipulation and defamiliarisation of the English language. Although contemporary readers might find this stylisation irritating, Dillwyn has clearly tried to indicate some of the actual features of the Welsh language in her ‘translation’. Unlike Caradoc Evans, Dillwyn makes little attempt to mock or deliberately misrepresent Welsh speech. The most striking example of this experiment in tendering Welsh into English is the deformation of verb tenses: instead of the simple past tense, Dillwyn renders the typical imperfect tense of Welsh, literally (‘I was want it…’ (p.35) suggesting the normal Welsh phrase ‘Roeddwn i eisiau ef’). Moreover, she uses some Welsh words and translates some phrases and proverbs directly e.g. heisht (p.81 – hush); “That is what do puzzle me clean’ (p.126) (Dyna beth roeddwn i’n methu’n lân â deall …); ‘Gwell angau na chywilydd’ (p.69) (‘Better death than disgrace.’); ‘A crot of a boy’ (p.35) (from Welsh crwt – boy). Thus, Evan is a representation of otherness in class and linguistic terms but it is an otherness which is deliberately mediated and softened for a potentially hostile readership. Arguably, Amy Dillwyn’s evident sympathy with Evan may be conditioned not only by her liberal political beliefs but also by her feminism: the gender traditionally designated as Other, in Simone de Beauvoir’s well-known terms, is as oppressed and neglected as the class and nation coded here as other.



Gender and Nationalism


Although we witness the men coming together as Rebeccaites and are even privy to their donning of female disguises, Rebecca is consistently referred to in the novel in the singular and using the feminine pronoun, as if she were indeed a real person. It is clear that Rebecca is an emblem of roused nationhood and, as in so many cases, the nation is gendered as feminine. During the episode in which Thomas Beynon makes his eloquent speech exhorting his listeners to action, there is a deliberate juxtaposition between the Queen and Rebecca. Beynon’s listeners don’t even know who the Queen is, and the message conveyed here is obviously that the Queen is not, in fact, the ruler of the Welsh. Instead, they construct for themselves an alternative ruler for their nation: Rebecca. A more vivid representation of the constructed nature of national identity it would be difficult to find. The maternal aspect of Rebecca’s identity is underlined by the rebels’ password: if challenged, they are ‘going to their mother’. Rebecca is thus an emblem of the motherland and a feisty Maid Marian figure, ‘sworn foe of injustice’ (p.88). The male rebels are her ‘children’ (p.109). Dillwyn also manages to introduce a feminist note into the cross-dressing scenes: Evan discovers that women’s clothing is extraordinarily uncomfortable and restrictive. Behind Evan’s masculine complaints we can hear Amy Dillwyn, the exponent of ‘rational dress’.


Structure and imagery


The novel is a framed narrative which has a prologue and epilogue ostensibly written by an editor camouflaged beneath the Eisteddfodic pseudonym, Morganwg. His or her identity is not fully revealed until the final page though we are informed immediately that Evan’s rough ‘Welshy’ speech has been tidied up for our delectation. Clearly, this frame is a novelistic device designed to add a sense of authenticity to the account but it is also a tacit admission on the part of the novelist that this is a mediated narrative, mediated not in fact by ‘Morganwg’ but by his/her puppet-mistress, Amy Dillwyn herself.



There are undoubtedly devices in the novel which strike the reader as being clumsy or antiquated, particularly those features which are associated with the unrealistic genre of the romance. In a novel which is notable for its brisk realism, the device of the foundling Bill Jones turning out only too predictably to be Gwenllian Tudor’s long-lost baby brother, Owen Tudor, strikes a jarringly far-fetched note. And yet this creaky device is important for Amy Dillwyn’s political message. In common with other Victorian female novelists (notably Elizabeth Gaskell) Dillwyn sought to effect a reconciliation between what Disraeli called the two nations (the rich and the poor) through a redemptive and ultimately unrealistic rapprochement between the classes. At the end of the novel, with the old Squire representing the old, semi-feudal order, banished from the scene by the forces of Rebecca, the stage is set for a new order, presided over by the erstwhile Bill Jones, now Owen Tudor, who, having lived among the working classes, is naturally more sympathetic towards them. His name, combining echoes of Owen Glendower and the mab darogan Harry Tudor, suggests an optimistic look forward to a new Wales, unriven by class strife and with a vigorous sense of national pride. Possibly Owen may be seen as Amy Dillwyn’s fictional representation of that impossible ‘Welsh genius’ who would come and lead Upper Killay out of its benighted state. Owen’s green emerald locket, stolen twice over in the course of the novel before being finally returned to him, seems to be an emblem not only of his social status and familial identity but of his special election as a kind of saviour figure, a combination of rebel (Owen) and King (Tudor).




If the foundling device may be regarded as one of the least successful literary aspects of the novel, Amy Dillwyn’s depiction of the landscape and the deployment of imagery may be counted among its primary strengths. The novel is a veritable litany of actual placenames from Swansea and its environs, while the flight of Evan and Tom over the Gower is plotted with topographical accuracy, from Clyne Wood to Three Cliffs Bay. Evan’s narrative is full of hiraeth for the country he has left behind but, more than that, the suggestion is that nationalist feeling and pride is rooted in one’s ‘square mile’, even if that happens to be the unprepossessing village of Upper Killay.



In addition to the hunting imagery which is so characteristic of Evan’s speech and so apt, given his secondary occupation as a poacher, the novel is full of images associated with concealment and voyeurism. Evan is very much a watcher, from behind bushes, in ditches, hedges, caves, thatched roofs and castle walls. The connection with the novelist’s observational role is clear, as is perhaps the inspiration Amy derived from her father’s narrative, which speaks of creeping up on the rioters from a hiding place behind a hedge. At one point during the attempted escape of Evan and Tom, they find themselves on the castle walls of Penrice estate, actually looking down upon its aristocratic inhabitants and being able to spy on their activities. This is an apt physical representation of that topsy-turveydom about which Evan had fantasised in the novel’s opening pages: what if the poor were to become the rulers, able to moralise and pass judgement on the actions of their masters? Like her contemporary, Thomas Carlyle, Dillwyn is contemplating here the potential dangers of ‘shooting Niagara’, the serious consequences of Reform.


Conclusion


Though Evan’s belief in violent methods to solve social problems is implicitly questioned in the narrative, there is no doubt that Evan himself is depicted in a positive light. Far from the primitive, animal-like creature Gwenllian’s aunt would have us believe such a class of person would ‘naturally’ be, Evan is revealed as a thoughtful, passionate young man who takes moral issues seriously and who is possessed of a strong sense of loyalty and natural justice. Thus, Amy Dillwyn can be seen to be questioning the beliefs and attitudes of her own class, and indeed the actions of her own father. Moreover, in giving a psychological dimension to Evan’s character which is shared by no other individual in the dramatis personae of the novel, Amy endows her protagonist with a complexity which belies his surface naivety. On two occasions in the novel, when he witnesses the attack upon the farmer John Smith on the moor (in Chapter V) and when he is hallucinating in his prison cell towards the end of the novel, we have a revelatory insight into the workings of Evan’s mind which suggests not only the author’s determination to transform this Other into a subject in his own right but also shows that Amy Dillwyn was a novelist of not inconsiderable skill and sensitivity.


Katie Gramich
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PREFACE


The following autobiography was related to me by a man named Evan Williams. In transcribing it I have been obliged somewhat to alter the Welshy, and sometimes uncouth, language used by him, as otherwise it might not have been intelligible to the general reader. But in other respects the story is here presented to the public exactly as it was told to me.



MORGANWG.




















CHAPTER I


Do not people’s natures, more or less, take after the places where they are born and pass their lives? And is not a man much more likely to be rough and wild if he has been brought up in an exposed cottage whose walls rock and shake with every blast of wind, than he would have been if he had lived in some snug valley home, sheltered on all sides by hills and trees, and never had any further acquaintance with bad weather but what I may call an accidental one – that is to say, only knowing about it when he was out of doors – instead of being always in the midst of it, both indoors and out, and compelled to feel and know what it was like wherever he might be? If I am right in this idea, it will account for the Upper Killay folk being a rather rough set; for Upper Killay stands just at the edge of Fairwood Moor, which is a place where you feel the whole force of every wind that blows, and where there always is some air stirring even though there may be none anywhere else, and where a hailstorm beats against you as if each stone wanted to make a hole through, and come out on the other side.


Properly to understand what the hail there could do, you should have seen the state in which the son of the minister at Three Crosses came home one day, with his face all over cuts and bruises, and one eye almost closed up.


Now the minister was a poor, weakly little fellow, who, though he never said a word against drinking, and was himself quite as ready for a glass as any of his flock, had yet a wonderful aversion to fighting, and was always preaching against it, and trying to put it down, declaring that whoevever fought lowered himself to be no better than a beast. Of course he never allowed his children to do such a thing, so he was real mad when he saw his boy in this state, for he made sure he had been disobeying orders. The minister had had about as much liquor as he could carry that morning, and was not in the best of humours, and the boy would have had a most tremendous thrashing, only that he declared he hadn’t lifted a finger against anyone – that it was nothing but the hail had knocked him about and made such a mess of him – that he and Jenkin Thomas had got caught in a storm as they were walking quietly over the moor – that one was as much hurt by the hailstones as the other – and that there was Jenkin Thomas in just the same plight to prove it. I remember that first made me notice how much worse the weather might be on Fairwood than anywhere else, for the hailstorms at other places that day had not been so remarkably heavy as far as I could hear. And I remember wondering, at the same time, why the minister should say fighting was so much worse than drinking, when, as far as I could see, a drunken man was a deal more lowered to be like a beast, than a man who had only had a quiet bit of a fight. But there! maybe a weakly little fellow like the minister never had the chance to find that out for himself – being sure to be beaten if ever he should try.


But, to go back to what I was saying, Upper Killay is so placed that it seems as if its inhabitants must naturally have more or less of a twist towards wildness; and when I was a boy, little or nothing was done to straighten this natural twist. People did not take so much trouble to improve one another in those days as they do now, and it seemed to be taken for granted that the state of life into which a man was born was as unalterable as his colour. If the parents were black, the children would never be white, and if the parents were uncivilised, so would the children be also to the end of their days, and it was no use trying to make them anything else.


Ideas have changed since then, and it has become the fashion to be very much interested in the education of the lower classes. There are folk now who make as much fuss about everyone’s knowing how to read, and write, and spell, and understand poetry, geography, botany, history, and science, and such things, as if there could be neither health, strength, nor happiness without all this learning; and schools, churches, and chapels are springing up in all directions over the country. But in my time nobody had invented these new ideas, and the chapel at Three Crosses was the only ‘civilising influence’, as they call it, within reach of Killay. None of the children of the place knew what going to school meant, and, as a rule, we ran wild, and amused ourselves by getting into as much mischief as possible from morning to night.


Carriages were a great amusement to us children. Whenever we heard one coming we used to rush out and surround it; some running in front, some at each side, some clinging on behind, and all shrieking and whooping like mad. That is to say, we did this if we were not stopped; but the gentlefolks did not like it, and encouraged their coachmen to cut at us with their whips, so that we got to think that anyone who let us run after his carriage was sure not to be one of the real gentry. The people who suited us best were the Swansea tradespeople, when they went for a day’s outing into Gower, and passed through Killay on their way there; for they used to throw us coppers to scramble for, and never minded how much paint we scratched off the vehicle they were in by hanging on to it – as indeed why should they, when it was a hired one and not their own? We generally liked to run as close as possible to the carriage, so as to look as if we were in danger from it (though in reality we were perfectly safe), for then, if there was any lady who wanted to be thought very feeling, she was sure to begin screaming and hiding her face, and exclaiming: ‘Look at the wheel! It will go over the child – it will – I know it will! Oh, how horrid! I can’t bear to look! Can’t you stop the carriage? Oh, don’t let the poor little darling be killed; do send it away!’ and such-like nonsense, till her favourite young man comforted her, and threw us halfpence to get rid of us.


But with all their fine feelings none of these people ever took the trouble to get out and walk up the long steep Killay hill, so as to lighten the work of the poor animals that had to draw them; nor yet did they seem to see any cruelty in filling a big, heavy omnibus as full as it could cram, and making two half-fed, overworked horses drag it and them for some twenty or thirty miles on the hottest days of the year, and go at a trot for the best part of the way, whether it were up hill or down.
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