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Gwyn Thomas was born into a large and boisterous family in Porth, in the Rhondda Valley, in 1913. After a scholarship to Porth County School he went to St Edmund Hall, Oxford, where he read Spanish. Mass unemployment and widespread poverty in South Wales deepened his radicalism. After working for the Workers’ Educational Association he became a teacher, first in Cardigan and from 1942 in Barry. In 1962 he left teaching and concentrated on writing and broadcasting. His many published works of fiction include The Dark Philosophers (1946); The Alone to the Alone (1947); All Things Betray Thee (1949); The World Cannot Hear You (1951) and Now Lead Us Home (1952). He also wrote several collections of short stories, six stage plays and the autobiography A Few Selected Exits (1968). He died in 1981.




The Dark Philosophers


If, instead of taking the left-hand road that led you up to the Terraces, you took the right-hand road, two things would happen. First, nobody would blame you for taking that left-hand road because the Terraces were not much to look at even in spring when birds appeared on the older and more stagnant houses. Second, along that right-hand road, following a fairly steep slope, you would reach the house of the Rev. Emmanuel Prees. This was a large house with a lot of pretty silver birch trees around it in which birds sang when the seasons suited them, the birds having more sense than to go wasting their song on that forlorn opposite side of the valley where the Terraces crawled.


The Rev. Emmanuel Prees was a notable preacher. He was so notable he was known as the Rev. Emmanuel or simply Emmanuel by those in the valley who had not yet reached the stage of not bothering to know anyone at all. The congregation at Emmanuel’s chapel was the largest in our area, and the collections for several years, greater than the total takings of the coal industry in our section of the valley.


Also, Emmanuel had a mop of snowy hair and a pure, remote look. These features helped him a lot in his work. Whatever you say it is bound to sound fuller and wiser if it is said beneath a layer of white hair. And with a pure look in a world running so much to dirt and antics whose trade mark is a blush, you can often make a whole career without ever bothering to open your mouth except to eat.


Emmanuel lived alone in that house among the trees and he had more room in which to develop this ascetic, meditative expression and gentle, cooing manner of speech than most of the people who lived with us in the Terraces. Among us the standard of living had for long been so low that people tripped over it and took their time about getting up again.


In some houses you would have so many people living in one room they drew lots to decide which ones would have to go and stand on the window-sill when the others stretched out to sleep. In two houses that we knew, when you opened the door of the sub-let parlour, you had to give the people inside formal notice of your intention. That gave the multitude a chance to shift back out of harm’s way; otherwise, the person nearest the fireplace moved at least a foot up the chimney, struggling and complaining all the way, and making mocking replies to the women in the room who warned him to keep clear of the saucepans when he dropped. These conditions, dark, noisy and confusing, never bred that serenity of thought and bearing which drew people towards Emmanuel as music draws those who have long been sick of solitude.


In our young days, we had been keen followers of Emmanuel. At that time we had never been without a fancy blue-serge suit in which to turn out on Sundays and in addition to having suits we also enjoyed what was said during the sermons. Morning and evenings we would march down through the Terraces to his chapel and listen carefully to all he had to say. In those days our standing with the pious was high. Emmanuel was a lot more interesting to us than the average preacher. His hair was still jet black at that period and his voice had in it a passion that rang out like a chime whenever his words struck fire from his heart.


Emmanuel’s parents had been poor people from the Terraces. When they died, the schoolmaster had pointed out to Mr Dalbie, the managing director of the colliery in which we worked, what a fine bright-eyed promising look there was about Emmanuel. Mr Dalbie was a hard man. He had three wooden sheds built at the back of his large house. One was for his coal, the second for his wood and the third for his pity.


He was not usually interested in anyone unless that person happened to be looking bright-eyed and promising over the task of digging coal for Mr Dalbie. But he must have wanted a change or a rest when Emmanuel was pointed out to him. He may have left the door of that third shed off the latch one griping night in winter, and glimpsed the slow procession of our more faltering comrades making their way from the pit to their hillside homes. Or, more believable, even the hardest skull might find it difficult to prevent the thought of a young orphan driving a straight hole through to its soft core.


Old orphans did badly in the Terraces, but young ones still had a fighting chance especially if, as in the case of Emmanuel, there was a schoolmaster doing propaganda on his behalf. Mr Dalbie paid the boy’s way through school and college, and provided him on graduation with one of the valley’s most commodious pulpits.


Then Mr Dalbie had a shock. He had had so little active experience of being benevolent that he created around his services to Emmanuel a private legend of pure gold. He expected, if not a daily salaam, at least a song of complaisant gratitude from the boy who, had it not been for this incalculable spasm of fondness, would have gone into the pit and received a full blast of shot from one of the two barrels of the gun that Mr Dalbie handled in his double function of pit manager and Justice of the little Peace we knew in our valley.


Instead, Emmanuel treated his patron with fierce scorn. Time and again, he dragged into his sermons bitter references to the overlong hours, brutalizing toil and poor housing which were converting such places as the Terraces into catchment areas for oafs and cretins. It was this approach that attracted us and drove us to take the step of buying serge suits and listening attentively twice each Sunday to his warm addresses.


We even persuaded our friends Ben and Arthur, normally great enemies of the organized emotion that is worked up in chapels, to wear ties and collars and come with us to hear him. They put on these garments which hung from their necks in a way that made them look trussed and horrible. They agreed that Emmanuel rang the bell in his surveys of social conditions, but would not relent in their opinion that hymns, as used by the Celts, run death neck and neck as a full stop for mental motion.


We might have nodded a little during the theological passages because our thoughts are simple and inflexible, and do not lend themselves to the rubbery idiom in which these matters are couched. We clung to a notion of truth as the point at which the waving lines of reading, experience and the state of one’s stomach intersect.


Mr Dalbie protested to Emmanuel. He pointed out how much harm it would do to society to have this public assault upon the fitness of those social arrangements in the valley for which Mr Dalbie took full responsibility. We took the arrangements and he took the responsibility, and we could have changed over any day. He pointed out also that these passionate sermons were attracting a very undesirable type of riff-raff in the guise of worshippers to the chapel.


He had, no doubt, been taking stock of my friends Walter, Arthur, Ben and myself, the loosely hung and even sinister cut of our clothes, and the habit my friend Ben had of gripping the woodwork of the seat in front of him with his huge hands as if he were going to tear it up and take it home. This led Mr Dalbie to say that even if Emmanuel was not prepared to look after his pastoral duties he, at least, was going to place scouts at various points along the gallery to look after the woodwork.


This did not unsettle Emmanuel, though his crusade to make the valley a place unfit for Mr Dalbie to live in was sucking the energy from him and making him ill. On the day after receiving a most solemn warning from Mr Dalbie to come back into the camps of the mighty or be damned, he went into the pulpit and gave a sermon that moved whole into our minds like a pillar of burning sand, savage, gritty. He called upon us, the half-dressed, the shambling and the outcast, to be his comrades. He wept. We nearly wept. Mr Dalbie would have done something, too, but before he could commit himself, Emmanuel reached a climax, had a collapse and went crashing to the floor of the pulpit. As people bore him home, it was said he was dead. We had seen many dead men in our time and had an instinct in these matters. We knew he was not dead; nor, of course, was he.


Mr Dalbie nursed Emmanuel back to life. There is no doubt that the man loved Emmanuel like his own son, in a way that warmed the whole pond of darkness that had formed in his being around the impersonal harshness of his relations with us. The seizure whitened Emmanuel’s hair and thinned the great bugle of his voice to a reed. The fires had gone down.


Mr Dalbie kept him secluded for many months and talked to him for long periods and with great earnestness, as you can do when you have a bedroom with a door, a man in the bed and a key for the door. Mr Dalbie showed him how foolish it was to hurt one who had treated him with such charity, how foolish to pour forth the very substance of his life and well-being on wretches as lacking in gratitude as cleanliness, wisdom and beauty. These arguments Mr Dalbie topped off with a kidney-punch which stated that if Emmanuel was tempted to ignore the lesson of this seizure and to direct further jets of bitter oratory at himself and his colleagues, Emmanuel would find his pulpit pulled from beneath him with little hope of finding another.


Emmanuel could not resist these arguments for long. He agreed not to see any more motes in the eyes of the strong or any shadow of cretinous squalor over the Terraces. We did not know whether he was concerned mainly with his chapel or his strength when he made this retreat. We have seen so many men turn tail and run away from what they used to say was the truth, that we have given up wondering why they should feel this urge to pay life the gross compliment of burning, to appease it, that very dignity without which life is as mean a dish as can ever be contrived.


That was why we thought it just as well that his hair went white. When he emerged into his pulpit again he was a soft-spoken, smiling, negative echo of Mr Dalbie. There was nothing left in him for his hair to be black about any more. It might well be that it is a man’s conscience that helps to keep his hair black. When he has tossed that conscience to the dogs, what could this hair do but turn snowy?


Emmanuel kept his word. From that point on, he developed the gentle, fatherly manner of pulpit talking, which led people to believe he was conversing with them rather than preaching to them. Nor had he any reason to preach, for preaching is passion and with what passion can a man stand up and advance a thousand reasons why the golden rule of life should be devotion to the wealthy and obedience to an order that may be condemning his closest neighbours to a lifetime’s diet of worried wondering.


It was he who said, when soldiers were sent into our valley to bring the great strikes to an end, that we should give warm welcome to the soldiers and return forthwith to work, inspired with a dutiful terror. He described as cannibals such people as my friend Ben, who saw no point in these soldiers, and claimed that they could be keeping the peace and passing on the time more profitably elsewhere. Emmanuel argued that the soldier was simply our well-beloved brother, for was he not doing the duty that was imposed upon him by the whole family, which was the State.


Whenever there was upheaval in some foreign land, there would be a procession of refugees from that land filing through Emmanuel’s pulpit, with quivers full of piety, singing ballads of a sad and lowering sort like ‘Russia, Holy Russia, I will die to set you free’, and telling a sackful of stories about their narrow escape from the grip of the half-dozen or so godless persecutors who were at the bottom of all this trouble.


My friend Walter was convinced that these refugees were all people from the next valley, trained in the part by Emmanuel and Mr Dalbie, fitted with shawls, an overborne look and accents that only a police dog could follow, and released in clutches of suitable size as revolt succeeded revolt.


During the First World War, Emmanuel called for the lynching of so many Germans we wrote to ask him where he thought he was going to get all the time and rope needed for such a heavy programme. Then, during the age of unemployment that came upon us at the war’s end, it was Emmanuel, clairvoyant and bland almost to the point of magic, who saw most clearly that golden days were just around the corner, that all we had to do now was trust in the skill and kindliness of our betters, grow stocks of patience as we used to grow potatoes and have faith in faith.


Another item in this recipe of how to go through ten kinds of social hell and still not feel that anything is amiss, was that we should keep our self-respect fresh and sound during this period of trial, as if self-respect were something you could store away under the bed during such times as you were not using it for ordinary living purposes.


Thus it was that Emmanuel, a keen and worthy man as we had known him to be at one time, stricken with the fear of destitution, which is a horrible fear in those who have lived close to destitution and escaped from it, sold his soul to his enemy. He would do nothing of which Mr Dalbie did not approve. What Mr Dalbie told Emmanuel, Emmanuel told the people and the people, drowsy and top-heavy with all the soft consoling axioms that came from him in a broad flow, sank.


We were told that even when Emmanuel, responding to a furtive return of virility to his veins, fell very much in love with some girl in the valley who gawked her adoration of him from the front row of the gallery, Mr Dalbie refused him permission to marry on grounds of health, saying, possibly through the keyhole of a locked door, that absolute rest in week-nights was a primary need for such a nervous and apostolic type as Emmanuel.


Emmanuel laid the girl aside as promptly as last week’s shirt. That must have been surprising to the girl, for even we could imagine that she might have been far gone on so refined, meditative, white-haired and well-off a man as Emmanuel. For these services Mr Dalbie paid well. We were pleased to know that he paid somebody well, for while that was done, there was always the chance that the impulse would branch out if he ever decided to take the same high view of digging as preaching.


During all this period when Emmanuel was doing so much better out of the coal trade than we had ever done we mostly stood still and cultivated our discontents. We had them trained and disciplined to a degree that amazed visitors. They answered to their first names, begged, did cartwheels and jumped through dialectical hoops at a word of command. The only contact we had with Emmanuel was when he referred to us, on and off, as enemies of the faith, dangers to the state and enemies of mankind.


We objected to that last charge, for in the line of harm and malice we always got a lot more than we would ever give. We never listened to his sermons. Those fancy blue-serge suits had long since been handed over to neighbours as patching material or, green with age and decline, hung on trees to help on a spring that never arrived. Long before the slump our interest in the metaphysical stretches of theology had gone up the chimney and there it had stayed, because we could not even afford to get such useful articles as soot from the chimney.


During those years when our brains had all the room they needed to move about in the stillness that came to our valley with the closing of the pits, we became bitterly opposed to Emmanuel on topics like the right to work, the right not to work, the October Revolution, the State as a Family, Patience as a Virtue. The only time we ever felt inclined to use patience was as a shoe lift when the urge to kick somebody caught us in our stockinged feet.


Indeed, in moments when distress weighed upon us more heavily than usual, which was at the beginning of every fresh week, and despair shook us like the clapper of a funeral bell, we sometimes looked upon Emmanuel as being in every way, despite his hair and his expression which was so pure, a poor human. We thought it a pity that among the improvements that Mr Dalbie had lavished on Emmanuel’s pastorate, room could not have been found for a simple, inexpensive fitment of seasonable honesty.


Mr Dalbie died some time between the first and second big coal strikes. The manner of Emmanuel changed. It crossed our mind that Mr Dalbie might have laid a charm on Emmanuel and, with his departure, it was likely that Emmanuel would rise from the grave of his defection and return among us, his face bright with the old convictions. He seemed to lose himself, to become listless, jumpy. But he continued to utter the same nerveless, servile precepts of acceptance which, taken in and learned by heart, brought such a glassy look to the features of the people who listened regularly to him, their Adam’s apple assuming the shape of a window catch.


Mr Dalbie left him well provided for. He inherited the roomy mansion on the hillside opposite the Terraces, and we heard about him only when we argued fiercely in the Library and Institute with those of his flock who made regular transmissions to us of Emmanuel’s wisdom, and who regarded our infidel passions as being high up on the list of reasons they advanced to explain the presence in our midst of such a bewildering scale of plagues like rickets, leaking roofs and hearts that lay in perpetual shadow. We did not think our path and that of Emmanuel would ever cross again. But the paths did cross and this is the odd way in which it came about.


As you know, the slump in our part of the world eased somewhat in recent years. When people started making guns and such things in preparation for new wars, a muffled echo of this interesting process was heard even in the Terraces. Various of our neighbours, who had seen no work or wages save in cinemas or sleep for ten or fifteen years, drifted back on to jobs, in the different stages of stiffness and inefficiency you might expect from people who have had to put up with such long stretches of exile from useful labour. The miracle was that they had anything left to be stiff and inefficient with.


We thought it a pity, of course, that this increase of jobs and prosperity should be due to the making of guns, for we were no fonder of war than we were of unemployment, but the attitude of most of us was that anything that brought life a heightened sense of meaning and direction, and a more flippant attitude towards Social Insurance was our notion of a sound religion. It was a notion we hated but we fell in behind it as behind a hearse. You would denounce it as pagan if you had none of our experiences, but you would not if you knew anything much about the Terraces.


Nothing would seem very strange to you if you knew anything about the Terraces. Even my friends and I, who were considered desperate, unmanageable and useless characters by the Ministry of Labour, were found things to do that we got paid for. We looked as astonished as the clerks who gave us a hearty send-off on these new experiences.


My friend Walter, who was a handy penman and wrote in a clear way which even voters who could not read could understand, was made a storesman at one of the Council’s supply yards, keeping a check on such articles as picks and shovels. He also watched that the people who worked for the Council did not leave the yard wearing more than two sets of the Council’s oilskins at once.


The Council, knowing my friend Walter for a dis- contented and rebellious man, had made him promise to keep off politics before giving him this job. Walter had given this promise and kept it for about half an hour. There was an oppressed look about the boys who went walking in and out of that yard oilskinned up to the eyes, and sunk in a soaked gloom that drove Walter to take the matter up with life in the bold, keen way he had. For eleven years he had lived on a diet of politics and dry toast, and he had lost all sense of responsibility in such things as promises and words of honour. However, his penmanship was so good and he knew so much more about the stores than the previous storemen, who had scarcely known where they were themselves, that Walter kept his job.


My friend Ben went back to his old trade of bricklaying, and was so out of practice that the first wall he helped to build was so crooked and covered him so well that it served as a good shelter from the rain, even if it was not so bright as a piece of wall.


My friend Arthur made a bad start by getting a job with the Water Board as a shoveller of frogs from the filters of the reservoir. This made his weak stomach much weaker; so weak that he had to protest to the foreman that if he developed any less affection for this work, the frogs would be noting his helpless and beaten look and shovelling him off the filters. Then he got a job as a warehouseman at a large Co-operative Store where conditions were good, and Arthur grew to look quite well again. The only trouble with this job, as we saw it, was that it involved a lot of counting, and even after he had left his work Arthur could not help counting things that did not need counting at all, simple things like the legs of tables, just to show us how skilled he had become in this line.


I was taken on as a decorator with the County Council, and I entered on this job with a lot of joy, because I had noticed during my years on earth a lot of places which badly needed decorating; minds, bodies and even whole lives that had been loose on the hinge, or had taken to rust since humanity had first gone humid. But the County Council kept me to such small jobs as painting the outsides of places like schools, workhouses and other large establishments which are set up by County Councils for the very young, the very poor and the very sick.
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