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FOREWORD







They were red and rugged, the hands of a labourer, their knotted erubescence evidenced familiarity with the roughest work, they seemed as if the coarse substance at which they had laboured had become an element of their conformation… [I] watched my own painter’s hand, culpable, indulged, and epicene, as it moved adroitly in the perfect glove of its skin.





Can hands have meaning? Can words paint that meaning? Are a person’s hands in some way political, so that we can read them – and in them, the history of a tribe, a social class, an industrial world? Capitalism traditionally referred to labourers as ‘hands’: a man or a woman was through this synecdoche defaced, effaced. The Valley, the City, the Village is the first full-length novel by a socialist son of Merthyr Tydfil, a mining community to which Glyn Jones belonged – and failed to belong.


The orphaned narrator’s grandmother represents the novel’s heart. Her graft makes his education possible; her love guarantees him sanctuary in the world. When the narrator, Trystan Morgan, reads ‘the meaning of those bony and inflexible knuckles, the large, inflammatory fingers’, he turns his gaze away ‘with shame and pity’. His own hand, supple and adept in the ‘perfect glove of its skin’, offends him. It brands him in his own eyes as a traitor to his kind. This passage mirrors Glyn Jones’ conflicted emotional compass: lucky, rueful and exempt, he had been destined for the professions, his hands stained with nothing nastier than ink and paint. In Jones, solidarity with his people bred self-estrangement and a self-condemning politics of love. In the course of The Valley, the City, the Village (1956), Trystan quits the Valley for the City (named after the Welsh word for ‘city’, Dinas) and a university education; returning not to the mining valley but to the rural retreat of Llansant.


Glyn Jones had distinguished himself in other genres – short story, poetry and belles lettres – before turning at over fifty years of age to the novel form. Written in a confessional first person, the book is Jones’ Pilgrim’s Progress, a fictionalised autobiography with debts to James Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916), as well as to the work of D.H. Lawrence and to Jones’ friend, Dylan Thomas. Glyn Jones situates himself in a complex tension with European Modernism and with traditional realist narrative. The Bible lies behind and around the novel like the ancient heartland of the mountains of chapel-studded Merthyr. Jones’ ebullient character sketches owe much to Dickens, from the loquacious Anna Ninety-houses to Benja with his ‘toothy hake-like underjaw’; Mair-Ann ‘with long hair swinging to her shoulders golden as Bible edges’; Miss Machen, whose hair was a ‘massive bird’s nest of bedroom fluff, hedge-wool, and grey horsehair, densely interwoven’. The prodigal outrageousness of these descriptions, full of authorial self-display and comic virtuosity, also root down into the dark territory of Jones’ deepest feelings of estrangement. Many characters act as internal narrators, to whom Trystan yields place. Tall tales, scintillating descriptions, legends and yarns characterise the home world of Ystrad: narrative bubbles up like the water of life itself. But as Trystan departs for the city, his hectic delinquencies of style seem to bear out his earliest fears: ‘The question constantly arising in my mind was: “Am I a liar?”’


Trystan realises early in his life that the heart’s holy places are riven with violence, loss and mendacity. Language, he sees, transforms reality in the telling: the ‘floating webberies of the night-shift spiders’ admired by the child in the natural world are linked with the wildly proliferating family history narratives spun by Uncle Gomer in Llansant: ‘he never lost his way in the bewildering webwork of his narratives’. Gomer’s prolixity is benign, accompanied by ‘large actions, grimaces, pauses, spittings, and pipe-wavings’. But such homely ‘webwork’ has its darker face. Trystan as the narrator of The Valley, the City, the Village fears that this darker face may be his own. With exquisitely thin skin, Trystan is susceptible to the beauty of the natural world. His eye is painterly; his observations fine. He notes long grasses leaning like ‘slim fishing rods fishing in the road’. So far, so Wordsworthian. But Trystan also records ‘I passed a stepped-on slug with his bowels on his shoulder.’ This low, trampled creature is Trystan’s fellow mortal. Lacking a protective membrane, Jones’ eye seems practically lidless. In the short story, ‘Wil Thomas’, Evans extracts from his pocket an eye. ‘It was a real eye, fresh and glistening… there were no lids on it.’ The child’s-eye view that centres the novel’s wonder and lyricism is saturated with shock. Brutality inheres in the social as well as the natural world of ‘The Valley’: Trystan vomits after he sees the blackleg miner, ‘our neighbour’, Evans annwyl, roped by strikers and dragged through the river. The story of another neighbour, who aborted his wife’s child with a hook, so that she bled to death, compounds the visceral shock to the boy.


The style of The Valley, the City, the Village is painterly. The colliers’ terraces of Rosser’s Row are constructed of ‘grey shale’ with the odd ‘ochreous slab’, perched on the bank of the ‘black river oiling down the cwm’. Jones’ world of words is a lexically copious brew: demotic, mandarin, inkhorn, shadowed at every stage by the Welsh mother tongue, yr hen iaith, forbidden in schools. Home-words like cwm surface on Trystan’s story because they are untranslatable. Ystrad’s children inhabited the cwm: they would not have spoken of their ‘valley’. In his groundbreaking book on Anglo-Welsh writers and writing, The Dragon Has Two Tongues (1968), Jones has recorded his loss of the Welsh language. At the age of five, ‘Rapidly, at school and at home, I lost the ability and the desire to speak Welsh.’ The English of his fiction covers for this linguistic trauma; it voices a ghost, for most of the language it mediates is Welsh. When the children play marbles, they do not shoot from the thumb but from the cymal (the knuckle joint): Trefor, that ‘passionate mitcher’, ‘had the best shooting cymal in school for playing marbles’. Welsh words are embedded in The Valley, the City, the Village. They stand as the visible token of an expulsion that constituted a psychic wound. Jones’ inventiveness with the English language yields a spree of language, riotous, saturnalian, vengeful, explosive, expressive, in which English is forced to mix its registers promiscuously, in defiance of taste and common usage. 


When Trystan recalls his grandmother’s hands, he speaks of their ‘knotted erubescence’, from the Latin, erubescere, to redden. Where would he have learned such polysyllables? Not at his granny’s hearth. Such words are the trophies of Glyn Jones’ raid on the centres of learning beyond the cwm. Tokens therefore of expulsion from the ‘angel-encircled garden’ of his granny’s and uncle’s home. This is a language whose sonority, abstraction and elevation can engender irony. But here it renders a grandmother’s arthritic hands heroic. Elsewhere (especially in the central section in the university city of Dinas) it can create a zany, mock-heroic instability.


Jones’ wordplay solders the tongue-twisting properties of long words (especially those of Latin and Norman French derivation) to the simple, earthy terms that vouch for the materiality of our common world (Anglo-Saxon or Norse-derived). Near-oxymoronic forced matings reverberate on the page: cyclopean coinage, boisterous tripudiation, our dizzy eleutheromania, pectinated fingers, exequial gloom, nimbated marigolden hair – and, not least, ambuscading oxymoron. These outlandish couplings are essentially performative. If you feel, encountering such phrasings, that you are up against a foreign language, the author would not quarrel with you. Glyn Jones’ verbal experimentalism relates both to Modernism and to the deracination of betrayed Welsh speakers. English was, in some sense, a foreign tongue. An alluring and promiscuous stranger, it was a site of vigorous miscegenation, whose vast vocabulary was culled equally from invasion and imperialist adventure. Jones revels in English: he also punishes, tortures, twists it into bizarre, mock-heroic and Dionysian forms. 


Mythic grandeur inheres in the figure of the grandmother: in her, the proletarian cwm rises to sublimity. To the child, she appears, even in decline, ‘an ageing empress’, fit to receive ‘the homage of ambassages tributary to her’. Her power to comfort is the source of this power: her ‘warm haunch, firm and yielding against me’ in the chapel pew guarantee an essential generosity, a world – a globe – of generosity. For she’s a big and giving woman. Yet it is granny who sentences Trystan to the misery of his college education in Dinas: sets him up, in fact, to fail. Painting, an idolatrous craft according to the chapel fundamentalism of the valleys, is considered to be a profane profession for an elect young man. Gored by his conscience, Trystan agrees to set his painting aside in favour of study at college, to see if he might find ministerial vocation. It’s the worst decision he could have made.


The central panel of the triptych, ‘The City’, is the scene of Trystan’s fiasco: indifferent to his studies, he fails his exams and falls in love with the wrong girl. The novel anatomises the sexual pathology of a virginal Welsh chapel boy. For shy Trystan, the sight of Lisbeth is an epiphany: ‘that strange radiance in her smile… like the warmth of an unforeseen forgiving’. In this phrase, unforeseen forgiving, cluster the novel’s deepest ambivalences: guilt, idealisation, sexual ignorance. Lisbeth, as Trystan’s misogynist friends sneer, is a ‘Fortunate Whore’ who ‘had a kid when she was sixteen’. Trystan responds with complete breakdown: ‘a sense of not-being, of complete annihilation’. In the final section, ‘The Village’, Trystan dismisses Lisbeth with misogynist and racist contempt as ‘an English whore’. Jones, himself the son of patriarchal Wales, fails to examine this injustice. The artist and political activist, Mabli, is presented as Trystan’s true counterpart; Trystan belatedly recognises her essential human equality. But poor, abused Lisbeth is thrown to the dogs.


When Trystan describes cutting himself free from his idealisation of Lisbeth, he feels he has hacked off one of his own hands. The reader may recall the Gospel injunction, ‘If thy right hand offend thee, cut it off’ (Matthew 5:30). And our thoughts go back to the opening scenes where the artist’s ‘epicene’ hand gloved in its fine skin, shrinks from the honourable hand of his grandmother. In the final section, Trystan retreats to his aunts’ home at Llansant, in search of healing. He finds it in the ordinary: ‘nothing is more mysterious than a man walking down a road or an open door with a woman standing in it.’ For all the afflatus of the ‘The Village’, determining in a wordy monologue reminiscent of parts of Joyce’s Ulysses, the novel’s deepest insight is into art’s duty of reverence for the human. This was Glyn Jones’ creed, the bent of a man cut off from his home world who retains the wisdom to abide in its neighbourhood, looking towards the hearths of others, knowing that the pen or paintbrush can create relationship and connection, ‘dewy threads and delicate nets of cobwebs’. Glyn Jones put this in a memorable letter of 1969: ‘Do you know those marvellous words of Kant? “Be a human being and treat everyone else as a human being.”’


Stevie Davies




 





A glossary of Welsh words and phrases is provided at the back of this edition.
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Rosser’s Row, to which my grandmother and my Uncle Hughie had brought me to live, was a colliers’ terrace, standing on the bank of the black river oiling down the cwm. The houses, very tall, four-storeyed in the backs which overlooked the river, were built of bare grey shale with an occasional slab showing up brightly ochreous; they were, to the rear at least, irregularly, squarely, and minutely windowed, and here and there the whole barrack-like structure was protected against the dangers of subsidence by large iron disks and rusty embossments bolted like cyclopean coinage into the external walls.  


Trefor and I came out of the Row and crossed the iron bridge over the river, but we were not going to school because we did not like Knitty Evans. Knitty was our teacher, a bellower and a bull-roarer, always very masterful and intolerant towards us, threatening to report our malpractices to our families. At the end of every lesson he rose up and came skirmishing amongst the class with his dirty cane, bellowing and bringing bad feelings and oppression, his long black hair displaced and dangling down over his ears like a pair of wings.


We hid in the Greyhound passage until all the village children had gone to school. Trefor, a passionate mitcher, was a boy with an impenetrable mop of dusty fur on his head, a decaying seat to his corduroys, and a choirboy’s cassock cut off at the waist for a jacket. He had the best shooting cymal in school for playing marbles, but his mother was a widow and he had to gather nettles for making small beer or collect horse dung in an old pram. He had picked up a broken umbrella stick on the ash tip as we came by, and now, placing his forehead on the crooked handle, he walked round and round it to make himself giddy. Then, spreading his legs, he made water behind him like a mare.


When the school bell stopped ringing we found some soft tar on the road and we walked about on that for a bit. Then we sat down at the roadside where the kerb was high and watched the people and the traffic. Trefor pulled half a plate of rhubarb tart out from inside his shirt and we ate it between us. Sam the baker’s bread cart passed very slowly and the front wheel went over a big shining gob that we had seen Harri Barachaws, the rag-and-bone man, spitting on the ground.


(‘Get your hair cut, Harri,’ Trefor had shouted after him.)


As the rim turned, a long thread of silver stretched up from the road in a bright elastic line, until the wheel moved too far and the shining wire of sputum snapped back on to the dust. By this time the rear wheel was passing over it and it did the same thing again, the glittering string stretched up from the road, fastened to the wheel, dithered with the increasing tension, snapped silently, and sprang back to its original position.


‘Whip behind the cart, Sambo,’ Trefor called out, although there was nobody there.


When we got home at dinner time my granny knew I had not been to school because Knitty Evans had sent a boy to ask why I was absent. All she said to me was, ‘God sees everything. It is possible to act a lie without telling one.’


When she had gone into the middle room my Uncle Hughie, who was always compassionate towards me, took me on his soft knees. ‘Don’t you cry now, boy bach,’ he said. ‘Every time I mitched she beat the soul out of me.’




 





Before the deaths of my parents my granny and my Uncle Hughie, who was a bachelor, had lived in a cottage high up on the mountainside, a place where all the people spoke Welsh and all went to chapel. Every Saturday I left Pencwm, the town at the head of the valley where my father was a schoolmaster, and visited them. I got out of the train at Ystrad Halt and climbed the steep path to my granny’s cottage. On both sides the grass shone with the lustre of brushed silk. Ahead of me I saw her dwelling with a row of martins sitting on the warm roof. In the boughs of her gate-side rowan a blackbird was heard with metallic chink-chink, in the morning silence he made a stithy of his tree. The long green flank of the hill, brilliant rows of whitewashed cottages and lonely steadings scattered upon its slope, curved smoothly down into the broad mining valley, where the small engine, still immobile at the Ystrad Halt, erected a gigantic white elm of steam into the clear sunshine. At an immense height a smooth blue roof had slid over the warm view and a few chalky clouds also, small and fragile as the air-bones of a bird.


When I knocked, my granny opened the door, her brown face wet, one eye shut and a bar of red soap in her hand.


She gave me a wet kiss, and welcomed me into her kitchen, dim even in sunshine because a bush of window geraniums always shut out the light. The aromatic air was strong with the scent of resinous firewood baking in the oven, and I could recognise too the acrid smell of drying pit clothes. On the glowing fire a large iron kettle boiled and a finished meal lay upon the table oilcloth. The dim cosy room had all the furniture common to the cottages of the miners – the floor sacks, the corner ‘bosh’, the wire drying lines, the china dogs, the stand and fender, the row of brass candlesticks, the window-sized friendly society calendar.


My granny was a big heavy woman dressed in black, and as soon as she had returned to the kitchen sink she began talking to me about Uncle Hughie. He had only just gone out to work on the middle shift. It was easier, she said, to get a Jew to drop his bag than to get Hughie out of bed in the morning. He was hanging the alarm clock on the peg behind the bedroom door now to hear it better; and every morning after calling him she had to saucer his tea to cool it, and even blow on it for him, or he would never get to work at all. Then she laughed and began to use the towel from behind the door on her wrinkled oak-bark face.


Often in her dim sweet-smelling kitchen we sat as now by the fire together, while she held her mangled hands heavily upon her aproned knees. They were red and rugged, the hands of a labourer, their knotted erubescence evidenced familiarity with the roughest work, they seemed as though the coarse substances at which they had laboured had become an element of their conformation. Often, when I was older, and knew the meaning of those bony and inflexible knuckles, the large inflammatory fingers, I turned my gaze from them with shame and pity and watched my own painter’s hand, culpable, indulged, and epicene, as it moved adroitly in the perfect glove of its skin. Often I stared at those hands and remembered the way they sought, in her bitter childhood, the warmth and comfort of her pig’s wash burden. Potato peelings, loaf ends, plate scrapings, all pulped together in a wooden pail with an admixture of hot skimmed milk, she carried every morning from Ystrad up to the pigsties isolated on the colliery refuse tips, earning a few pence weekly from a neighbour for doing so. Often, in winter, when the wind was rough and cold on the bare mountain slopes, she rested with her burden beside the steep path, and held for a moment her frozen hands deep in the warm slop of pig’s food.


But it was always with reluctance, seated with me beside her kitchen fire, that she spoke of her childhood’s sufferings, her stern, untutored upbringing, the humiliations of her life of youthful poverty; she preferred to divert me then with humorous recitals of her rare girlish pleasures and of her silliness and vanity. She did not wish to recall her childhood’s struggles, the grim grammar of the school she had learnt in, instructing herself in loneliness, and in secret even, to read and write; she did not wish me to know how she had sat on her bed night after night, a simple Welsh book on the seat of her chair before her, and the shadows of the bars falling in candlelight across it as she tried to read. She did not wish me to know of the monotonous food, the cast-off clothing, the drudgery of that time, and then the encaustic history of her widowhood, her laundering, her chapel cleaning, the endless sharing of her home with strangers.


And she hid from me also how she had sensed, with the brooding divination of motherhood, an unusual acuity and promises of intellectual pre-eminence in her younger son, my father, and how she had determined that under God’s will nothing in the mastery of her endurance should be left undone on his behalf. She did not describe to me the morning my father entered college, when, at last, she bore his roped-up tin trunk from this hillside cottage in a manner ennobled by the porterage of balanced basket, water stane, or clothes bundle, upon her head. She walked the path to the railway halt that morning under her heavy burden with the erect bearing of some at last triumphant wet-eyed queen, wearing her jet, her white collar, and her chapel black. She did not tell me how bitter to her was my father’s early death, and my mother’s within the year. When I came to live with her down in Rosser’s Row she would say rather: ‘When I could read Welsh quickly I began to learn English, and there was one thing in that language I could not understand then. M-o-u-n-t-e-d is mount-ed, isn’t it? And w-a-n-t-e-d is want-ed. What I could never find out was why l-o-o-k-e-d wasn’t look-ed and p-o-k-e-d wasn’t pok-ed. There’s a stupid little girl I must have been, mustn’t I?’ 


To me my granny was always a warm and visionary being. Sometimes, the whole sky ablaze, and the crimson sunball dissolving hot as rosin upon the hilltop, a tall black figure seemed to float out of that bonfire as though riding a raft of illumination. Her heavy progress was laborious, her shoulders rose and fell against the dazzling hump of hill-crest radiance with the rock of a scalebeam. She shepherded her rolling shadow down the slope; returning from the prayer meeting she wore over her vast flesh her long black boat-cloak, with the brass buttons like a dramatic row of drawer knobs down the front of her. Her feet were in clogs, her head in a black cloth hat with hanging tie-tapes and a cartwheel brim sweeping the broad spreads of her balancing shoulders.


She would reach the rowan at her garden gate and pause there, eyeing with mildness and benediction the wide sweep of the mining valley below in the moments of sunset. Then, as she turned to the cut sun and the afterglow, her lined face became lit up, illuminated as though from within like a rock of clear crystal; her opaque body glowed, momentary starlight inhabited her glistening form. And I, shouting at the sight of her, reached her side with singing limbs, she was my radiant granny, my glossy one, whose harsh fingers lay gently and sweet as a harp hand upon my curls.


As we stood together, watching the valley, the sun sank, and from behind the hill the invisible ball cast up the powerful glow of its illumination like a huge footlight into the flawless blue sky above us.
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The valley was full of excitement.


Trefor lived in the first house in Rosser’s Row, and one day during the Easter holidays he came up along the front pavement to call for me. He wanted me to go over into Ystrad again to see if there were any fights on, or if the shop windows were being broken.


We had long since left Knitty Evans’ class behind and we never mitched now, we were under a nice teacher called Deller Daniels. Soon we would be trying the examination for the grammar school for which Deller was coaching us. If I passed I would have to travel up to Pencwm every day by train from Ystrad; but Trefor, I knew, even if he got a free place, would not be able to take it because his mother was a widow and she could not afford any longer to be without the money he could earn working underground. Trefor’s father had been killed in Ystrad Pit and his mother had to make a living by selling at their side door bottles of small beer which she made out of the herbs and nettles collected by Trefor and his sisters. She also took in washing. Their house was always full of steam from the iron boiler of clothes on the kitchen fire, and often great clouds of it blew out through the front door and across the pavement.


A few weeks before we broke up the miners in the coalfield had come out on strike for extra pay and Trefor wanted to go over again to see if there was anything exciting happening in the main street of Ystrad. Although my granny repeatedly told me I was not to, we had already been over several times and had stood near the crowds listening to the speakers. We had heard Rutter Shadman speaking on the ash tip, urging the colliers not to give in or return to work. Shadman was a miners’ leader from Pencwm and whenever there was trouble in the valley he was to be seen standing on a kitchen chair on some open patch waving his banana hands and bawling to the crowd around him about ‘We members of the working classes of these islands’. He was a big, red-faced man with bushy eyebrows like blacking brushes and a voice people said you could hear in the next valley. My Uncle Hughie had a story about Shadman’s famous voice. Once, according to him, Shadman was up in London negotiating in a wage dispute. He asked at one point if he could use the phone in the next room to consult the valley lodges before coming to a decision. While he was phoning, one of the coal owners who had been out of the room returned and asked what on earth the shouting was going on next door.


‘It’s Shadman,’ said one of his friends, ‘speaking to the South Wales miners.’


‘Heavens,’ said the coal owner. ‘Why the devil doesn’t he use the telephone?’


But Shadman never made you laugh like some of the speakers we had been listening to. Harry Hughes the barber, for example, who always began with a joke: ‘Comrades, now let us analyse the position in which we now find ourselves,’ he would say; ‘we can see its origins as far back as 1649, that cold morning, you remember, and Charles the first in two pieces.’ Or Sioni Lewis who we heard ending his speech another day with: ‘And don’t forget the match tomorrow, boys. On the river field this time. Married versus Singles. Ha’penny a man.’ 


‘How much must we pay to come in, Sioni?’ one of the strikers shouted.


‘Let’s see now,’ said Sioni. ‘Grand stand – a penny. Grand sit – tuppence. Starving coal owners admitted free!’


You could even get some fun out of old Dai-go-to-Work, because although Dai was supposed to be one of the leaders of the men he was against striking and his speech was as monotonous as cuckoo-song. ‘Men,’ he would shout at the crowd before him, ‘Men, go to wurrk!’ And all the young miners would jeer at him and drive him into a frenzy.


But Shadman was serious and ferocious, he never made any jokes, and the only thing we liked about his speeches was that he used a lot of bad language. It was exciting to hear him shouting out words at the top of his big voice that our teachers punished us for using at all. ‘Shut your bloody mouth,’ he bawled at someone in the crowd who had been heckling him. ‘Shut your bloody mouth, or I’ll come down and shut it for you.’


‘Good old Shaddy,’ the young miners shouted.


It was Rutter Shadman, so people said, who had painted the banner carried at the head of the procession marching down the valley a few days before the strike started. On a sheet of tent canvas, twelve feet by three, we had seen in red paint the words: ‘The wages of sin is DEATH, but the wages of the worker is HELLISH.’




 





I went out with Trefor as before but I did not tell my granny where I was going. She was consistently reluctant to approve of a strike, she condemned the bitterness and the violence that always arose during the stoppages, and she grieved at the idleness of the men and the sufferings of the women and children, and the debts which mounted up even for good families. She told me at the beginning that if I saw an open-air meeting, or a crowd of men talking together, or the police marching, I was to keep away because I might get into trouble or be injured.


My Uncle Hughie was unlikely to become involved in the strike. Although he worked at the Ystrad Pit he was not now engaged in cutting coal. He was called a winder. I had been down to see him at work more than once. His engine room was a huge place, very high and empty, and the noise in it was deafening so that the iron sheets with which it was floored vibrated under your boots. My uncle smiled in the middle of it all; seated up there plump and shining in his shirtsleeves, he saw everything from his elevated wooden chair. On either side of him were large polished levers, in appearance resembling those I had seen in the signal boxes; squares of leather were tied to his hands and by moving the levers to and fro he controlled the vast metal drums and the great shining cables that raised and lowered the iron cages in the shaft, with their loads of coal, or debris, or men. The job of winder was always given to someone reliable, to a man connected with a chapel often, to someone who was known not to drink; it was responsible and well paid. In my uncle’s hands daily were the lives of hundreds of men.


This walk along the riverbank which Trefor and I now meant to take was a favourite one with my Uncle Hughie, and sometimes he went along the whole six miles of it up to Pencwm. After the present strike was over two of my aunties from Llansant, my Auntie Rosa and my Auntie Tilda, my mother’s sisters, came to stay with us for a little at Ystrad. On the Saturday night my Uncle Hughie went for a stroll along the river bank with my big-nosed Auntie Tilda, while Auntie Rosa, whose legs even then were not good, stayed in with my granny and me. About a mile up the river my uncle spotted Anna Ninety-houses coming along the bank towards him. Anna was an eccentric friend of my granny, living alone in a little canal-side cottage, a great talker, toothy, always dressed in queer clothes. Leaving Auntie Tilda’s side Uncle Hughie went hesitatingly across to her.


‘Anna,’ he whispered, ‘don’t tell my mother, will you?’


‘Tell her what?’ asked Anna in a puzzle.


‘That you’ve seen me with her,’ jerking his head at my Auntie Tilda.


‘Who is she then?’ asked Anna.


‘A little widow,’ he answered. ‘I’m courting her. Don’t tell, will you?’


Anna agreed with a nod, frowning darkly.


‘You know what my mother is, Anna.’


Anna nodded again.


‘All right, Hughie,’ she said. ‘There’s lovely. I won’t say a word. And I wish you joy. I hope you’ll be very happy.’


The next night Anna saw my Auntie Tilda sitting next to my granny and me in chapel and she heard the announcer in the big seat welcoming to the service and to Ystrad the relatives of ‘our respected precentor and his mother, with whom they are spending a few days in our valley.’


Anna realised my uncle had taken her in again and for the rest of the service she could hardly contain herself for laughing. When Uncle Hughie came down into the crowded chapel after the Second Meeting she laughed so much and pummelled him on the chest that people began to wonder what was the matter. ‘You old fool,’ she said to him. ‘You old fool, you’ve diddled me again. Oh, you do jade me, Hughie. “Courting”, indeed. “Don’t tell my mother”, indeed. I’ll give you “don’t tell my mother”.’ And then she tried to explain to my granny what had happened.




 





Trefor and I crossed the iron bridge and walked along the riverbank towards the village. Opposite us, on the other side of the river, we could see the tall, bolted backs of the Rosser’s Row houses from which we had just come, and as we passed along we tried to say who the occupants of each house in the terrace were. In the first, the one nearest the bridge, lived Trefor’s mother, and next door, in the house with the ten-foot hollyhocks, were the Prydderchs, a big family with a mad father. Mr Prydderch used to wander about Ystrad muttering and I knew he had done something terrible to his wife before she died. It was to do with having a baby but I didn’t know what. My granny was called in to see Mrs Prydderch the night of her death and I overheard her tell my uncle that the stairs were blood from top to bottom.


Next door to them were, first, Mrs Preece and then, Mrs Watkins, whose house was white limed. You could see these two, when they were friends, gossiping for hours over the back-garden wall, even standing out there with umbrellas over their heads when it was raining. But frequently they would quarrel about the children and then, while the neighbours enjoyed themselves listening in the pantries, they stood on their garden paths and called each other names like ‘dirty cow’ and ‘sow-face’ and ‘black belly’, using very high voices and beating meat tins and frying pans in each other’s faces. ‘You can go to hell,’ Trefor and I once heard Mrs Preece shouting over the wall, ‘and in case it’s not hot enough, here’s some coal to take with you.’ With that she flung a shovelful of small coal over Mrs Watkins.


The garden of the house next door up was completely covered in with a twelve-foot-high cage of wire netting. (‘I don’t know where that poor woman dries her washing,’ my granny used to say.) Here lived Emlyn Preston, a collier, whose hobby was keeping a lot of small birds in this enormous aviary. Sometimes Mr Preston invited the children from the Row in to look at his birds, and it was a pretty sight to see the canaries and the budgerigars and the lovely little Indian finches flashing about from perch to perch inside the wire cage. He bred curly Bedlingtons too, and although our houses stood on the bank of the Ystrad River we never had any trouble from rats because of Mr Preston’s terriers.


The Lewises lived next door. Mr Lewis, a fireman in the Ystrad Pit, used to get a bit drunk on Saturdays and in this state he loved to play his melodeon. From across the river we used to watch him sitting on a kitchen chair in the middle of the backyard and playing on calmly while his wife, a large, fat, red-faced woman, shouted around him and threatened him with her fists. ‘Shut up, you fool,’ she screamed at him in Welsh. ‘You tin ape, haven’t you got any sense? You’re dull as a broom leg. Do you want everybody to know you’re drunk?’ We could hear her right across the river and we enjoyed it until she saw us listening and drove us away with her shouts, shaking her fists at us. But Mr Lewis took no notice at all, with a lovely smile on his face he went on calmly playing sad hymns on his melodeon.


Next door again were Mrs Price and her husband, a family the people were calling the ‘Evan annwyls’ now, since the strike, which means ‘dear Evan’. Evan Price was a blackleg and had to have police protection for the mile and a half walk between Ystrad level and Rosser’s Row. One day at the beginning of the strike when I was coming home from school I had seen him approaching the bridge surrounded by a red-faced sergeant and three constables, and followed by a jeering crowd of strikers, mostly boys and young men. Evan Price walked in the middle, his face black with coal dust, wearing his pit clothes. He walked hurriedly and in silence, clutching his tin box and jack to his breast, his head bowed, not looking to right or left. I had felt very excited to see him like this, a man I knew surrounded by policemen, but the shouting and jeering of the crowd made something happen in my stomach, it was like the weakness of hunger. At the entrance to the bridge the police drew up to prevent the crowd going any further so that Mr Price was able to pass over alone to Rosser’s Row. Just then Mrs Price ran round the corner of Trefor’s house and on to the bridge. ‘O Evan annwyl,’ she shouted, throwing herself upon her husband. ‘Evan annwyl, are you safe, are you safe? O Evan annwyl.’ I could hear her clearly from where I was standing and so could the crowd of miners. They began laughing and jeering. ‘Evan annwyl, Evan annwyl,’ they chanted. ‘How are you, Evan annwyl? O Evan annwyl, Evan annwyl.’ They were no longer angry, everyone seemed to be laughing, enjoying the fun. The big sergeant began to clear them away. 


‘Go on now, boys bach,’ he shouted, crimson in the face and grinning. ‘Go on, get off home. And don’t forget the match tomorrow. By God, I’m looking forward to that.’


The crowd of men laughed and jeered for a little as they drifted away, and then one of them said: ‘Come on, boys, let’s go up the Pandy for a kickabout. Coming Charley? Coming Rhysie?’


Slowly they left the bridge, shouting: ‘So long, Sarge,’ and, ‘See you tomorrow, Sarge’; and someone from time to time made the others laugh by mimicking Mrs Price crying: ‘Evan annwyl, O Evan annwyl, are you safe?’


When everyone had gone I crossed the bridge and went home. I described what I had seen to my granny, who heard me out solemn-faced and shaking her head; but my uncle’s nose began to twitch and he went into the front room.


But that had been a month ago, before we had started our school holidays. Evan Price now stayed on the pit company’s premises, and did not come home at all, since the police could no longer guarantee to protect him. In the meantime things became more serious; almost every day now we heard of stone throwing and window breaking and fights and chases and baton charges by the police. But most of this violence was reported from Pencwm, the town at the top of the valley, and in our village of Ystrad very little that was exciting had happened. But every day my granny reminded me to keep away from strikers and police alike.


Trefor and I continued our way up the river opposite Rosser’s Row. In that house without curtains, where the bottom garden wall had fallen into the water, lived the O’Learys, a lovely family of seven or eight children all wild as bears and with no parents. One of the children, Mikey, had a withered arm and the smallest had an iron on his leg. It was the best house in Rosser’s Row to go into to play because there was hardly any furniture in it and you could dig holes anywhere in the garden and knock nails into the walls even in the parlour and no one would say anything to you. And every now and then all the O’Learys would go on the stage for a few months and travel round the country acting in a comic play called Casey’s Court which had a lot of children in it.


Past Mrs Bowen Black-hair’s we went; past the Brass-Knocker’s; past Ben the Barley’s; past Mam Evans’, the last house. Mam Evans, an aged widow, lived there with her mother who was supposed to be nearly a hundred. They were very respectable, members at our chapel, Caersalem, but they liked a drink every night, quietly, in the secrecy of number twenty-four. Past the two dozen houses of Rosser’s Row and past the ivy-grown and derelict engine house at the end of it.


Past our own house too, our garden bereft now, almost, of its wonderful show of tall sunflowers. In the morning a dozen young strikers had wandered in the sunshine along the bank of the Ystrad, and admiring the great golden dishes of our blooms had shouted across to us, to my Uncle Hughie and me, mending the clothes line in the garden, telling us how fine the flowers were and how was it looking? Presently they came across the bridge and up the back of the row and after a lot of laughing and joking my uncle gave them one each, and a bunch to take away. They pinned the enormous medallion-like blooms with difficulty on to their shabby jackets and went away happily 


‘Take care of yourselves today, boys bach,’ said my uncle to them. ‘Use your heads, now. Don’t do anything foolish.’


‘Foolish!’ they said. ‘Too true we won’t, Mr Morgans. We been foolish long enough, slogging our guts out down under, and for what? Getting wise we are now, Mr Morgans. So long, and thank you. Come on, boys, up Pont-y-ffyn for a swim.’


They went happily towards the mountain.


Trefor was telling me a rhyme he had learnt about the strike. He could sing it. It went:






In the upper Ystrad Valley


Sticks and stones are very handy;


If you run about or shout


You’re sure to have a heavy clout


Off the Bobby.








As I was learning it we saw a man coming towards us along the riverbank. He had no hat on, but although the day was warm he wore a thick white scarf and a long black overcoat too big for him. It was Mr Prydderch. He came on, muttering, his eyes on the ground. His crinkled hair stood up in disorder on his head and the cuffs of his overcoat came down over his hands. I was always afraid of him but Trefor spoke to him as he went by.


‘Hallo, Mr Prydderch,’ he said.


Mr Prydderch didn’t look at him. I had once passed him with Jimmy Prydderch, his own son, and he had not even noticed us.


When he was a long way behind I said to Trefor: ‘Why is he like that? What’s he muttering all the time for?’ 


‘Don’t you know?’ said Trefor. ‘He’s off his head. He pulled a baby out of his wife with a iron hook and she bled to death. That’s what he wears a scarf for. He tried to cut his throat because of it. My mother told me, but I’m not supposed to tell. Say, “Red Hatchet”.’


‘Red Hatchet,’ I said. ‘What’s “Red Hatchet”?’


‘Well, if you tell what I told you now, you know that little trapdoor in the ceiling of your bedroom? In the night it will open and the Red Hatchet will come out and kill you. What are those men doing up there?’


The men Trefor was pointing to were clustered in two groups, one on each side of the river. They were shouting in excitement. As we got nearer we could see that a man was standing between them up to his waist in the middle of the coal-black water. It was at this man that the group on each bank appeared to be shouting. I recognised the men, they were strikers; several of them still wore the huge sunflowers that my uncle had given them that morning. I remembered what my granny had told me but I could not tear myself away until I understood what was happening. The men on the banks were moving towards us and presently I saw the ropes. The man in the river was tied round and round with ropes, his arms were bound to his sides, and a length of rope stretched out from each side of his body to the nearest bank. By means of these the strikers were forcing him to walk along in the middle of the river. As we watched he stumbled forward, fell, and disappeared under the black water, but the ropes were pulled taut and he rose again quickly, soaking wet, and continued on his lurching way towards us. At last, in spite of the drenching he had had, I was able to recognise him – he was our neighbour, Evan annwyl, Evan Price the blackleg. Slowly he came along and the men on each side shouted and swore at him and shook their fists. And then there was a loud cry, the ropes dropped into the river and the men fled, some up into the tips on the far side and some jumping the hedges and scattering across the fields. We knew the police must be coming around the bend in the river so we ran back along the bank in the direction of Rosser’s Row. We were breathless by the time we reached the bridge and each of us went hurriedly into his own house without saying goodbye.


‘What’s the matter?’ my granny said to me. ‘Why have you come back?’


I sat down on a chair by the fireplace and put my face into my hands.


‘What’s the matter?’ she said again. ‘Has someone frightened you? Trystan, what is it?’


I began to sob. My granny tried to comfort me.


‘You’re like ice,’ she said. ‘What is it, bach?’


I went into the bathroom behind the kitchen and vomited.
















3





Beside me on the sunny mountain top lay Evan Williams, the shy and freckled darling; and Benja Bowen, called Rosie Bowen, with rounded, glazed-fruit cheek skin; or Cochyn, which is Ginger, Bowen, with dense kinked hair the orange of new coconut matting; or Benja Brag; or Bowen Bighead; or Bowen the Bootmaker’s boy: beside me lay Bouncy Bowen, Esquire, the celebrated donkey-buyer, the big fool – and bigger liar.


We three, Benja, Evan, and I, had passed into the Pencwm grammar school, to which we travelled up every day by train from our village halt at Ystrad. This grammar school was the one at which my father had once been the Welsh master.


Benja was at the moment singing rude quatrains to the tune of ‘Mochyn Du’ before our summer-holiday cookery.


Somewhere, far below us in the valley, Ystrad, our village, lay amongst its few and vulnerable fields. It was entirely hidden from us now by the eclipsing swell of the hills, but as we had climbed up we had seen the sunny pewter of its roofs shrink beneath us, and watched the drifting smokes and the silver-backed steams of the coal-field covering them. For the strike had been over a long time and all the miners were back at work again. And now as the three of us strove together among the huge volumes of moving air, as we reclined upon the great muscular back of the sun-swilled mountain, Ystrad itself was remote and unreal in our memories.


I had left Rosser’s Row early to meet Evan and Benja, bearing food, billycan, and sketching block in my schoolbag. The sun was lowish but already bright. A few white clouds, clotted and bumpy, trekked down the cwm through the dewy brilliance of the unsoiled morning. Each small stone or dislodged pebble, isolated on my sunny path, had a tapering, elongated comet’s tail of shadow clearly marked behind it. I passed a stepped-on slug with his bowels on his shoulder. Long grasses leaned out of the breeze-brushed banks like slim fishing rods fishing in the road. As I walked my face felt the floating webberies of the night-shift spiders; the sequined poplars clattered softly above my head; the hedge beside me tossed out its vibrant blackbird.


‘Don’t you hear me, don’t you hear me, don’t you hear me?’ asked the cream-breasted thrush. ‘Here I am, here I am, here I am. It’s me, it’s me, it’s me.’


A group of bed-bound colliers, beautiful blackened men, their scarlet mouths and liquid lustrous eyeballs glistening in the sunshine, ground out a cud-chewed sound as their hobnailed boots grunted past me on the road. One of them carried a bunch of large lemon dahlias in his hand. They were neighbours, Ivor Preece and Phil Watkins and Emlyn Preston, so I greeted them and they readily replied, leaving me a sweet and thrilling whiff of pit clothes in their wake.


In the distance were the clustered slag heaps like a township of smooth grey roofs in the sun, high pitched and apsidal, some of them overgrown with the green velvet of moss-like grass. And behind the tips, barren under their vaporous shadows, were the mountains for which we were bound, monstrous, treeless, cliff-cut, under a shabby fur of turf and ling.


At the level crossing I met elate Evan and buoyant Benja carrying their food in their leather satchels.


‘Hail,’ said Evan.


‘How be?’ said Benja.


Together we went forward towards the busy coal mine which we would have to cross to get to the mountains. This was not a pit, the place where my Uncle Hughie worked, but a ‘drift’, a sloping tunnel driven into the side of the hill. 


We went through the steam-swept colliery ground, avoiding wire ropes, and running trams, and coal trucks. From the house-high stacks of carrot-red pit props came a woody pine smell. Here, when I was small, I often sat down in seclusion with Trefor, within hearing of the mine’s metallic dissonance, and with pocketknives we carved rough boats from the rugged lumps of red log-bark that everywhere littered the ground. We smoothed the little hulls, sometimes as much as three inches in length, by rubbing them on the shale-like walls of Rosser’s Row. The masts of our little ships were matchsticks, their shrouds and rigging cottons, their seas the edge of Ystrad River or the grey waters of the daily washtub.


Passing a derelict tram, with a splintered sprag still in its wheel, we went among the blinkered ponies and the grimy surface men, we walked the coal-glittering ground of the colliery, while the confluent and dissolving steams blew about us. No one shouted at us. Presently we stood in the fine drizzle of coal dust right on the archway above the mouth of the mine itself, the dark tunnel driven into the hillside. There we saw the down-tilted rail track disappearing under the earth. One glittering wire rope ran swiftly down the slant over its rollers out of sight into the tunnel beneath us, and its fellow, of equal glitter and rigidity, passed up in a counter direction. As we watched we saw the noisy journey come clanking up the slope out of the mine, six trams loaded with lump coal were tugged up the declivity into the sunshine at the end of the taut rope. A young collier, wearing a naked light flaming in his cap, rode hunched on the last tram. 


At that Benja began to boast that his Uncle Benny was a rider with an oil-flare burning on his head, and what he used to do was to take up his stance where we were posted now and make a flying leap down into the last tram as the journey pelted down empty into the darkness of the drift.


Whenever Benja told us a thing like that he watched our faces cunningly, out of the narrow of his eye, to see if his statement had provoked that grinning scepticism, that confederacy of disbelief, to which he always responded with a spell of punching or arm-twisting, accompanied by abuse and perverted laughter. But Evan and I were acquiescent; frowning, we directed our gaze steadily at the felt-like mountains.


We had a crabby walk to climb over one of the tips that put a squalid paw down into our village, and when we had scaled it we went up through the green-hearted grove of airy birches and tall bracken. At last we were at the mountain top where shoals of cloud-shadows were skidding over the grass and the old rocks pushed their glittering bones out into the sunlight. Here, once, the eagles nested in the broken-brinked cliffs: here the legion-vanquished hillmen had encircled with rock their puny encampments: here the conventicle’s pious vedette had sentinelled the pathways leading up from the valley. No one lived here now and nothing grew except an occasional crippled thorn tree, fidgeting in the wind, and casting a deformed and tatty shadow on the sheep-shaved turf.


We had sweated as we had climbed, hungry and burdened, and with hammering pulses, the steep and windy gradients near the mountain’s summit; we were petulant and blown. But once on the long crest we dropped our burdens and performed in the high wind a shouting and boisterous tripudiation in honour of our achievement: we crowed like dawn cocks: we wallowed like tingling dolphins in the showers of wind: we bit like exultant pit ponies put out to grass: we covered the mountain’s sunlit back with the patterns of our exultation and delirium, with the bedlam choreography of our dizzy eleutheromania. And then, when at last we sat down, we were silent and a little awed. There was no living soul within miles of us. There was no dwelling to be seen anywhere in the glass-like clarity of the air, not Ystrad our village nor Pencwm the town at the valley’s end. Once, so Benja said, a lost boy had starved to death on these mountains. When they found his body he had eaten his hands to the bone. We all laughed again and having lit a grass cooking-fire the three of us sat laughing beside it.


To me the mountain was painter’s country. Over our heads, as we cooked, large masses of lathery clouds were blown through the blue like frondent soap, silvered and convolved, sloshing vast bucketfuls of brilliant light over our whole mountain. The majestic swimming ridge on the far side of the wide valley rose convulsively into the sunshine; as I watched I saw it constantly sloughing the teeming cloudshadows off its head and shoulders. And there, between the driven foliage of swift shade, was the stone quarry’s amphitheatre, taken out of the hill as it were at one bite.


Benja, singing his quatrains, leaned back against the ruined dry-built wall. He was wearing his shrunken whiteboiled holiday suit, a pair of button boots, and a motor-bike helmet. As he waited for our food to boil in the billy-can he sang of the strange behaviour and misfortunes of eccentric local females. He sang of his sister Mary who was working in the dairy: and his sister Elin who was courting in Llwyncelyn: and his sister Liza and his mother couldn’t rise her…






‘For I had a sister Anna


She could play the grand pi-anner;


She could also play the fiddle


Up the side and down the middle,


   Wass you effer see,


   Wass you effer see,


   Wass you effer see,


Such a funny thing before?’








‘On a fine day,’ he said, when our counter-songs had brought to an end his interminable stanzaic cycle, ‘on a fine day you can see all the county of Glamorgan from by here, aye.’


‘And all Monmouthshire,’ I said. ‘You can see the fairies dancing on Twyn Barlwm.’


‘And all Carmarthenshire,’ said Evan. ‘You can smell the laver bread in Carmarthen market.’


Benja looked with dislike from one of us to the other, uncertain whom to start horsing first. But we went on and baffled him by our fluent collaboration; we named in progressive inconsequence Cardiganshire, where all the girls have big noses; and Pembrokeshire, where the bugs ate the sailor; and Breconshire where King Brychan Brycheiniog put the shovel down. To secure the postponement of our penal thumps and fierce retroflexions of the arm we then bestowed nonsensical attributes upon all the other Welsh counties we could remember and the English boroughs and the transatlantic colonies where our countrymen still utter the tricky mutation of our native speech – London, Liverpool, Vermont, Scranton, Pa., and the Chubut Valley of Argentinian Patagonia.


Benja waited and our stratagem was successful. ‘Don’t talk so damn daft, will you?’ was all he said. ‘Don’t talk so damn daft.’


Then he dropped his eyes, which had flickered with uncertain hostility between Evan and me, and became silent and absorbed. For the moment he appeared to be confronted with the futility of all his aspirations and enterprises. He watched in silence our dinner bubbling above the grass-and-twig fire, staring at the flames which stamped upon it or blared sideways in the breeze.


We had forgotten to bring water and we were boiling our potatoes in lemonade. Far down there under the calm curtains of the birches we had come across a limpid little stream, but Benja forbade us to take water from it. He interrupted his narrative to stop us, a tale of what he did with a live bullet he had found.


‘Gudge, don’t drink that,’ he said, as we stood beside the stream. ‘An old hag spits and bathes her bad leg in it every morning. She’s got green teeth and’ – here he bent down and struck the mid point of his shinbone – ‘her foot is purple up till here. Come on,’ he urged us, spitting into the current himself. ‘There’s clinking water further up.’ 


‘What happened to the bullet after?’ asked Evan.


‘When my old man was out in chapel,’ Benja went on, ‘I fastened it in a hole in the stitching machine and then I gave the what-you-call at the back a whang with the rasp and hammer. You ought to have heard the bang, aye, it sounded like a frigging thunderbolt, aye.’


‘Did it do any harm?’ asked Evan.


‘No, no harm,’ said Benja. ‘Only it went through two doors and out through the parlour window. But my old man hasn’t noticed the holes yet.’


I always wondered about Benja, he was so wayward, so boastful, rebellious, untruthful. I remembered his flow of obscenities after a calamitous examination, when he cursed the entire Welsh begetters of the infixed or post-vocalic pronouns. I remembered his zeal in collecting synonyms for the word ‘brothel’. I remembered him, at a hint of salaciousness, hounding smut through the collected works of Chaucer. I remembered his endless lies to me, to Evan, to the masters, to his parents. And yet I always wanted his company. Evan and I never enjoyed ourselves so much as when Benja was with us.


Now, after eating his share of stale cakes and potatoes, he lay back and closed his eyes. The sunlight was clear as a beam directed down upon his face, revealing every flaw and blemish, and my eye, like a high-powered microscope, travelled carefully over the absorbing territory of his shining and unshaved cuticle. In the intense illumination I noticed every dry scale of skin upon it; every blackhead, ink blue or coal black with age; every pustule in whatever development between incipience and maturity; every pole-like  hair planted in its little hole. I laughed at the endearing comicality of his brassy lashes, his hat-fruit cheek-glaze, his protuberant Adam’s apple, and his hulking head surmounted by the leather helmet. I bent over him, feeling helpless in a flood of affection and delight.


We spent some time after dinner clouting one another with our school bags and talking about our form and our masters. I made one or two drawings, but in the end Evan and I found ourselves as usual listening to accounts of Benja’s experiences and to his opinions and reflections. Principally that afternoon he related a long and digressive tale which Evan and I punctuated with disingenuous questions and open jeers. And our barracking resulted as usual in assaults, scufflings, suppressions of free speech, and the triumph of preponderant muscularity.


Benja was brave; Benja was clever; something exciting was always happening to Benja, especially when he was unaccompanied by sceptical and derisive witnesses. Benja one dinner hour got drunk on invalid port and had to be locked in the Head’s room until a taxi could come to take him home; Benja swanked he always used the masters’ lavatory; out with the form surveying, Benja ‘accidentally’ upset Geoger James’ tripod into the lake; Benja filled the pockets of the new games master’s overcoat with sheep’s droppings and helped him to wipe the mess off his hands. Benja shouted ‘Sit’ in morning assembly a split second before the Head, and half the school sat. Benja did things so that he could describe them to you afterwards. He had the faculty of describing many things which he had not done also. 


After the upheaval of his narrative he lit a cigarette end in the fire and fell back again silent and pensive. His cherry cheeks glowed, his toothy hake-like underjaw hung unlocked, and a thin thread of spittle began to creep out over his plump protruding bottom lip. His pendulous septum nasi glowed rosy in the sun and as the smoke poured out of his nose the gusty wind blew it sideways. I knew by his rapt expression he was thinking about girls and presently he said that in France they had brothels, did Evan and I know that? He would bet we didn’t even know what a bro-thel was, but if we had heard of a red lamp, or a leaping-house in a play of Shakespeare, it was all right because it meant the same. If we were in France would we go to a bro-thel? Did we think Froggy had been to a bro-thel? It was funny they had bro-thels in France and not in any other country. Did we think we ought to have bro-thels in this country as well?


Benja’s questioning disturbed me, my heart resisted and yet welcomed his words and the passages to which they were prelusive. I felt at such times in my mutable and bewildered blood both repulsion and the awakening of some new authoritative power which impelled me to listen. The desired hold of innocency was still then powerful upon me. The generations of my grandmother and my uncle, faithful to the reticent and fastidious puritanism in which they were nurtured, saw childhood as symbolic of some Edenish innocence and so cherished it, accepting regretfully the signs of its departure. So in the serene and mellow atmosphere of their home I awaited, with instinctive misgivings, manhood and initiation. I dreaded lest these should mean my exit from the angel-encircled garden of which I felt myself to be an occupant. And yet I could, at the same time, never be merely the reluctant mystes. Puzzled, I yearned for knowledge, for more complete emotional understanding, for initiation. There was brightness to an eye, hair flowed, hands touched, a wet lip could be an enchantment. ‘Trystan,’ Bolo Jones had said to me in school one day, ‘a girl was asking me who you were. Dilys Phillips. Do you know her? “The dark-haired boy on the Ystrad train,” she said.’ These words were sweet, a revelation, and yet disturbing. There was the presence of Mair-Ann also when I spent my holidays with my uncle and aunts at Llansant. In the window of a Pencwm art shop stood a large reproduction of Rossetti’s ‘Beloved’. This I gazed at daily in enchantment and complete absorption until on my seventh or eighth visit the pretty girl who worked in the shop smiled out through the shop window at me. That smile disenchanted and yet pleased me. And what was it I had felt in the Caerdaf theatre once, seeing the pink uplifted hands of the beautiful dancers, delicate, fragile, of unearthly loveliness? As they swayed in unison to the stringed music, with the rose-warm illumination upon them, I felt new sweetnesses flooding my heart, the drinking of unaccustomed draughts of miraculous milk was an ecstasy I was conscious of experiencing.


I got up and put some more dry grass on the fire although it was almost time to go home. Benja’s talk had set my mind in a turmoil. When we were collecting kindling we had laughed about Caersalem our Ystrad chapel, and our Pencwm school and about the manikins Evan had invented for his latest play. The dwarfism of these little creatures was so complete that their chained bandogs were brass-collared bacilli. When they found the bones of a dead gnat or midge, they crept in between the lipless teeth of it and lit their tiny floor fires in the hollow cave of the skull, letting their frail smoke fume out through the portals of the empty eye sockets. Also, with great hardihood, they resisted the mammoth stampede of their implacable enemies, the massacring money spiders, whose hairy bellies went over them as they trampled them to death.


Why couldn’t we go on talking about these as we had been doing and making up more nonsense about our other creations; for instance the gigantic figures of the Ardderchocaf Ach Anac, the Bechgyn Beilchion Bendigeidfran, the Cewri Cedyrn Cymru which we had invented, whose false teeth were set in horseshoes, who had telegraph poles for peg legs, and organ pipes for drinking straws. Why couldn’t we go on laughing about Benja’s essays, especially the one on ‘The Seasons’ which he sent in to Thomas English. ‘Spring,’ wrote Benja, trying, as Tossy said, to be original or poetic, ‘Spring is on the hills! Hooray! The daffodils, the emblems of Wales are a-bloom! The golden gorse bushes are a-bloom, the hills now wear those golden bloomers!’ Why couldn’t we go on rolling and wrestling, why couldn’t we be eternally warm and breathless, our pulsing ears burning with our exertions, our chests tight where we had been kneeled upon, our wrists hot and raw where we had gripped one another in hysterical horseplay?


Taking out my sketching block again I went to the cliff edge. The wind was sharper and I was entering a mood of growing dejection. I wanted to go home but Benja and Evan held it was too early. As I sat looking down the smooth side of the mountain I remembered again a bitterness of a week ago. Benja, Evan, and I were in our classroom with our form waiting for our French master’s entry. Evan tossed Benja’s ruler neatly on to the top of a high cupboard as a reprisal. Benja threatened him.


‘Look here, Evan,’ he said. ‘Nark it. Are you going to get that ruler down or not?’


‘What do you think I am?’ asked Evan. ‘A steeplejack?’ He was safe from assault because the master’s step was expected every moment in the corridor outside.


Benja laughed.


‘Well, I suppose I’ll have to get it myself,’ he said.


He placed the master’s stool against the cupboard and then inverted the wastepaper basket on top of it, shedding chalk, chewing gum, and refuse over the floor. Standing on top he was able to swing himself up on to the cupboard, where he sat like a red-headed ape with his short legs dangling over the edge. Titty Taylor slipped to the door to watch for Morley and the whole form were Benja’s audience. He began to enjoy himself, clowning among the white and wooden solid geometry. He lifted up from the depression in the top of the cupboard a plaster cast of some naked goddess. The boys were enchanted. Benja wiped its nose and leathered its behind. Grinning and his eyes like stars he tried to draw suck from its plaster breasts and the form rolled in their desks with uncontrollable laughter. Titty Taylor ran to his place, giving a warning. Benja grinned and climbed down without his ruler.


Morley, the French master, entered, young, immaculate, sardonic. After spending some time on the verbs he called me to translate the passage set for preparation. I never liked doing this and I was poor at it. When I came to the word niais I stopped.


‘Come on,’ Morley said, ‘what did you get for niais?’


I was silent. I could not remember.


‘Have you prepared this?’ he asked me, and when I said I had he asked again:


‘Well, what did you get, my boy?’


The mental effort to recall the meaning of the word was nullified by the distress and disappointment I felt at failing in the estimation of a master I liked. I could sense the other boys looking at me and I coloured. Then, taking hold of my book to show me the word in the glossary, Mr Morley turned to the end. It was a new book and the pages containing the words miel to plupart were uncut. Morley looked steadily at me for a moment and then said: ‘Did you prepare this?’


‘Yes, sir,’ I answered.


‘I’m afraid, my boy, you don’t keep strictly to the truth,’ he said. ‘Go on, Edmunds.’


At first I could scarcely see. I sat down in misery and confusion. From time to time I could hear Edmunds’ steady voice translating and then fading again. Benja turned round and grinned.


I heard little of the rest of the lesson. At intervals I made an effort to clear the torturing thoughts from my mind, and for a short time I would succeed and follow the translation with intensity. But the strain was too exhausting and presently they had completely occupied my mind again. As the afternoon wore on my resistance to these thoughts became less effective, and by the end of the lesson I was incapable of dismissing them: I remained conscious of their existence in a mind dazed and numbed, but able to perform its ordinary functions without betraying their presence. The question constantly arising in my mind was: ‘Am I a liar?’


On the way home to Ystrad in the train I tried to speak to Evan and Benja as usual, but I paid little heed to what they were saying. I saw dimly the shops and people in Pencwm High Street and the fields and houses from the compartment window, but I was only half aware of their presence. When I left Benja and Evan and made for Rosser’s Row I felt relief at being able to call before me the agony of the whole scene without interruption. But I could not do this for long because the question of whether I was a liar kept breaking in, and I found it impossible to think of anything which did not quickly lead back to this agonising consideration. Instead of going home I walked along the lane that led up the mountain where I had lived for a short time with my granny. A good distance up the hill I came to a little hollow I knew about and lying on the grass there I tried to settle this question.


‘Was I right,’ I said to myself, ‘in telling Morley I had prepared my French? But then I had. When Benja called for me I told him I had to finish my French homework before I could go out with him. Benja could tell him that. I wish Morley knew. But he thinks I’m a liar. What exactly did he say? I sometimes don’t tell the truth? It was worse than that. His exact words were: “I’m afraid, my boy, you don’t keep strictly to the truth.”’


This was followed in my mind by a momentary blankness as though my reason had been completely wiped out. And then in turn an overwhelming sense of anguish and despair swept over me, and my mind was in confusion. Presently dry sobs began to shake me and my throat burned and tightened. I buried my face in the grass and struck the ground with my fists in an agony of shame and remorse, I cried in silence, without attempting to restrain myself. Then, relieved, I was weak and helpless. When I got home my granny had gone to chapel and my uncle not yet returned from work. I ate my tea and went to bed.


I had remembered these bitter things lying upon the mountain turf, the ground wind hissing along my body and the intermittent sun at my throat, fastened soft and warm upon me. I rose. Down the slope, beside the outcropping crag of granite glittering in the sun, a sheep was giving belly to her lamb. Everywhere around me, smooth in the sun, were the unshawled shoulders of the hills. The clinging, flexible cloud-shadows, surging in dark random areas of tattered transparency, continued to dip and swell at every earth-fold, curve, or smooth protuberance. I walked slowly back to our fire, feeling the chill. Over our heads some bird was winching his sweet and wheezy song. A little engine very far below us puffed into sight, following his leading-string of steam blown ahead of him down the valley.


‘Come on Benja,’ I said. ‘Come on Ev. Let’s go home.’


Benja got up and put the fire out, giving the performance a mock benediction in a nasal and liturgical sing-song.
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