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            Introduction

         

         Where I come from most people were taught some form of Welsh (Cymraeg) in school but not at home. About ten percent of those who live in my borough, Bridgend, might class themselves as fluent speakers. Of the remainder, some might remember fragments. For others, Welsh is an invisible yet irritating shadow.

         In 2021 an estimated 538,000 people in Wales aged three and over (17.8% of the population) said they can speak Welsh, the UK Office for National Statistics found. The Welsh government wishes to create one million Welsh speakers by 2050, doubling the daily use of Cymraeg by 2050. This would be encouraged by trochi, or ‘immersion’ in Cymraeg, exactly as people are immersed in English.

         The strategy states: ‘We want to better understand how people use the language, to know what influences the decisions they make at key points in their lives, for example when moving from education to the workplace, or when having a child for the first time. We also want to give people opportunities that make it easier for them to use the language in all aspects of life.’

         I find this worthy but uninspiring, so I wrote a poem about my mother’s family’s historical use of Cymraeg, a language never passed on. I had to ask Evelyn, my grandmother, irredeemably working-class, what some words meant. My favourite is the reprimand ‘cau dy glap’ – shut up or stop gossiping.10

         
            
               Here is part of Evelyn’s story:

            

            
               Dowlais

            

            
               Colour of the milkless tea

               Evelyn Sophia Margaret McHale

               kept under the counter in the Cross Keys,

            

            
               conjuring the vowels

               of the Spanish foundrymen

               with the sheep’s wool of her Wenhwyseg,

            

            
               a whole language

               snagged on her barbed wire.

               Because trilingual, wasn’t she?

            

            
               But however the customers asked,

               her fourth answer was always clearest.

               What they really wanted were the black quarts

            

            
               of cwrw hemorrhaging

               from the ore, to quench

               the burning rain that left eyelets

            

            
               in their snoods and aprons

               the size of pennies, new-minted,

               like that iron currency

            

            
               they sent sliding across the bar –

               Victoria’s first face, an eager bride,

               Victoria’s grim old lady face,

            

            
               worn smooth as glass even I

               once curled my finger round,

               and one for you my beauty yes one for you.11

            

            
               And she would pour and toast and sip,

               mouthing her own molten words,

               that Dowlais dialect an incandescent glow.

            

            
               (G)wenhwyseg – dialect of south-east Wales

               cwrw = beer

            

         

         Despite the twin encouragements of guilt and a strange sense of duty, my Cymraeg has always remained that sheep wool on barbed wire. The sheep have vanished over the mountain. My father was born in Rhymney/Rhymni into a high-achieving middle-class family. But his Welsh was miniscule, based on the word ‘didoreth’, a word many Cymraeg-speakers outside south-east Wales have never even encountered. Yet he could make it serve as he wished, beyond its actual ‘meaning’ (colloquially ‘feckless’ or ‘half-soaked’ but literally ‘without abundance’). And thus, my favourite word in the language, probably because I inherited it.

         The completely bilingual Gwyneth Lewis in her memoir, Nightshade Mother, writes:

         
            Welsh language nationalism centres on the metaphor of the endangered mother tongue, which has to be saved at all costs. Metaphorically, therefore, all Welsh speakers are children whose interests are less important than their progenitor.

         

         Laura Wainwright is an English language writer, artist, musician and academic from Newport, south Wales, who has decided to send her sons to primary school to be educated through Cymraeg. She is learning the language along with them, but more slowly. The sons will attend the same type of secondary school, newly built. Their father is English language monoglot. Here she writes about her decision and the concept of Welsh bilingualism: 12

         
            In his 2003 Carcanet anthology, The Adulterer’s Tongue: Six Welsh Poets, Robert Minhinnick wrote: ‘it is inevitable that until the history and culture of Wales find some place in UK schools, the Welsh language and its poetry will remain at best a rumour, at worst a secret’.

            As the child of monoglot English parents who had moved to south Wales in the early 1980s for work, attending primary school in an anglicised area of Newport, the Welsh language, history and culture were a secret kept from me. In my comprehensive school, too, they were little more than a rumour – ‘Welsh’ being the lesson that my peers disrupted, skipped or dropped.

            My year was the last for whom GCSE Welsh was optional, before the subject became compulsory in Wales. Curious – and to my friends, curiously – I chose to study it. But I learned nothing of Welsh literature, in either the Welsh or English language, until I went to university and chose to study Welsh writing in English as part of an English Literature MA. During my undergraduate degree, the ‘secret service’ had stepped in again, as I was advised by one professor to ‘avoid Creative Writing… and anything Welsh’.

            I subsequently discovered a thrilling body of Anglophone Welsh literature that was unlike anything I had ever read before. But, more importantly, I learned that its emergence and development could not be understood without an awareness and knowledge of a much older and fascinating history and tradition of Welsh-language literature, particularly poetry.

            I knew from this moment that if I ever had children, I would give them the gift of this awareness, 13the ability to speak, read and write in both Welsh and English – and with this, a sense of connection with the country of their birth that had eluded me for so long.

            In 2024, there are four Welsh-medium primary schools in the city of Newport and a secondary school, established in 2016. My children attend Ysgol Gymraeg Ifor Hael – Ifor Hael being the patron of the great fourteenth-century Welsh-language poet, Dafydd ap Gwilym. His court, beloved by the poet, had been situated at Bassaleg (or Basaleg), Newport, where I went to secondary school. I never knew.

            [Laura Wainwright’s son, Arthur, won the St David’s Day Ysgol Ifor Hael eisteddfod in 2025, in his last year, for a poem in ten stanzas, in Welsh.]

         

         Kristian Evans is another south Wales writer, this time from a partly bilingual family, whose Welsh was imperfectly passed on. Here he writes of sending his two sons to Cymraeg schools:

         
            I was born into a Welsh speaking family with deep roots in both rural Carmarthen and in the mining communities of the Rhondda valley. My first years were bilingual, mixing Welsh and English playfully, without thinking, at ease with both.

            That changed when I went to school in a predominantly English-speaking area, in Bridgend. There I was teased for my strong Welsh accent by the English-speaking kids, and the teachers would make me speak Welsh in front of the class, to educate the others, but also, I felt, to entertain.

            And over the years, in those monolingual English schools and towns, I hid my Welsh away so well I lost it. 14

            A memory stands out. A raucous drunken party one night on the campsite at the National Eisteddfod. I was about fifteen, I suppose, attending with Welsh-speaking friends. A girl approached me beside the roaring bonfire where I was sat alone listening to the revelers, clutching a flagon of cider, feeling like a spy. She offered me a drag of her joint with a smile, whispered to me in Welsh. I couldn’t understand her. I replied blushing, clumsily, in broken childish Welsh and her face hardened. “Huh. Sais.” And off she went. (Sais. English. Anger. Sadness. Defiance. Shame. Pass me the cider.)

            I sent my kids to a Welsh medium school because I didn’t want them to suffer the complexities of identity I’ve struggled with, the weird feeling of homelessness, of separation from both languages. But context is everything. And if they speak Welsh at school, and sometimes at home, they speak English everywhere else, and crucially, online. What is Welsh to them? They will work out their own relationship to it. But they are bilingual now, and they have the freedom to choose, and to me that’s the most important thing.

         

         In April 2025 the North Wales Chronicle stated: ‘According to the latest data from the National Centre for Learning Welsh, more than 18,000 individuals are currently learning the Welsh language… a notable 45 per cent rise since the 2017–18 academic year.’

         ‘Yma o hyd,’ as Dafydd Iwan sings, meaning ‘still here’, despite everyone and everything. Even if those eighteen thousand do not understand ‘didoreth’ or the iron dialect of Dowlais (which I never did) or that in my village all children my age once used copais and not ‘trouser fly’ and gwrachen 15and never ‘stone loach’ to twti – ‘crouch down’ – when fishing, turning over stones in the Nant Ffornwg, faces inches above the streamwater. Instead, we grasped instinctively that language itself is the slipperiest of fish. And surely remains so.

          

         Robert Minhinnick

         Porthcawl, Wales/Cymru

         April 2025 16
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            The Last Owl, 2013

            in memory of my friend Nigel Jenkins

         

         
            
               It was an evening drive home

               after Tony Conran’s funeral

               when suddenly, there was an owl’s

               soft explosion upon our windscreen.

               Duende, I might have said,

               but didn’t see it as a sign or think much about it…

               The two of you were ambassadors,

               aloft on wings of witness,

               but vanishing within the same year…

               Such passion extinguished!

               Yet now, it chills me.

            

            
               How many nights did I spend

               failing to write my poem of praise?

               That flash of feathers between us,

               those talons on the screen, some kind of omen.

               Nigel, my greatest friend, crushed by grief,

               made anxious by the owl’s pale cowl upon the glass.
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            Tylluan wen olaf, 2013

            er cof am fy nghyfaill Nigel Jenkins

         

         
            
               Beth ddaeth o’r dylluan wen un hwyrnos,

               ei chwcwll yn taro’n betrus ein sgrin wynt,

               ninnau ar daith adref o’r gogledd i’r de

               wedi hebrwng ein Conran rai oriau yn gynt.

               ‘Duende’ dywedais heb feddwl lai nag i ni

               ill dau fod yno’n gennad a thyst,

               i’w hadenydd: angerdd angau ar daen –

               ymollwng yr awen i’r nen ar ei hynt.

            

            
               Eto, yn oerni’r dudew un glew a gloyw oedd

               er mor groes graen pob crafanc ar wydr clir,

               feddylies i erioed mai arwydd oedd hi,

               y deuai ymhen y flwyddyn am dy anadl di.

               A sawl noswaith y ceisiais lunio cerdd o fawl?

               Pob afrad un yn ffradach, fy nghymrawd mawr –

               mor chwithig â’r fflachyn a ddaeth ar ein

               traws.
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