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FOREWORD


In ‘Dusk and the Dialectic’, a chapter in A Welsh Eye, Gwyn Thomas’ 1964 snapshot of Wales, the author chronicles the days leading up to the final event to be held at the fictitious Birchtown Institute prior to the snooker tables being sold for ‘firewood rates’ (to the caretakers who plan to open their own snooker hall at the other end of town) and the building shuttered to be forgotten by all bar the valley pigeons.


Taking a tour around the building, for old time’s sake, Thomas as narrator enters the Sam Arnell room and comes across Charlie Barlow, an ageing voter, who is weeping into his hands. Sam Arnell, we learn, delivered his twenty-year-long thesis on Ethics, in weekly installments, in an age when the valley voters cared about such matters as principles and were prepared to sit down to contemplate them. Charlie Barlow was Sam Arnell’s disciple and it was always understood that Charlie Barlow would one day inherit Sam Arnell’s lectern. However, long before Sam Arnell’s final lecture, the valley voters had lost their appetite for education (education instills a promise, and they had suffered the consequences of too many broken ones over the years!). As a consequence, Charlie Barlow was denied the fruit of his patience – to deliver his own twelve-part lecture upon ‘The Ethos of Conflict in the South Wales valleys’


In the sacred spirit of compassion, Thomas persuades the caretakers of the Birchtown Institute to grant Charlie Barlow his long-held ambition to deliver his series of lectures, and to do so before the For Sale signs are hung and the windows on the past boarded up. In the days leading up to Charlie Barlow’s inaugural lecture, an audience of pool-playing footballers is coerced, through the strong-arm tactics of both the ex-boxing caretakers and the football team captain (who is promised a cushy job by the caretakers in their new business venture if he delivers attentive bodies), into attending the lecture.


Come the fateful night, Charlie Barlow arrives armed with his forensic research, ready to do battle with ignorance. However, Charlie Barlow is no Sam Arnell; more Evans the Death than Aneurin Bevan, within seconds there is dissent amongst the sons of voters past; a yawning boredom which eventually gives way to a Bob Bank heckling from the Terraces. Thus ‘began the worst half hour of my life’ Thomas wrote; the death of dignity in a community which had long since compromised such a lofty ideal. Accepting defeat, Charlie Barlow cuts short his one and only stand and slinks out of the Institute carrying, under his arm, the picture of a voter who once shook the hand of Gandhi! Consummatum est!


*****


Thomas is a bard in the ancient Welsh tradition; a poet who has returned from the battles and survived the war (albeit a class war in his case). A twentieth-century Aneirin (sixth-century Welsh poet and near namesake to Thomas’ political Hero), he does not toady to kings, he chronicles, as Dai Smith, another Rhondda writer once wrote, with ‘a wild hyperbolic wit and jabbing, numbing narrative’ the lives of the common warriors (and occasionally their wives) who fought until death on the battlefield of dignity. His accounts of the fight are a testimony, historia in the vein of Herodotus; a testimony to those lives endured.


As such, his works are part novel, part historical document. Even at the time of the publication of his first few volumes (late 1940s, barely twenty years after the economic depression and great strikes which shaped the man himself), they were the recall of a disappeared way of life as survived by both the author and his fellow voters. Rooted deep in the personal, his works are songs from the heart. It is mostly Thomas’ own voice which leads us through his narratives. We are constantly made aware of the author as we are of the dramatist in a Brecht play. Though the technique is alienation, the effect, is never alienating. His disgust, his celebration, his sadness and his joy directly colour our own reaction to events. In narratives delivered at times in a coruscating voice in the first person, at other times, in a more sardonic plural voice, the socialist ‘we’, the conscience of the Terraces, he bears witness to the communal loss.


With The Alone to the Alone, we are once again presented with a view of life in the Terraces through the eyes of the ‘most reckless pack of sods you’ll ever see’, the Dark Philosophers (arguably Thomas’ most enduring creation). It is a love story set at a time when love necessitated a morepragmatic approach than mere Romance. More ‘love consid-ered as a means to breeding to a man who hasn’t got the means to go filling his outhouse with coal’ than the ‘God is’ variety. Considering this, it is interesting to note the current decline in population in the Terraces, in inverse proportion to voters’ ownership of central heating (and not all down to out-migration).


The dark philosophers befriend Eurona, a ‘fair specimen of the woeful doctrine that spoils all dignity and negates all purpose in community’. She is the plainest of Janes, washed out and bleached by generations of poverty. For her, dignity is only a word in a foreign dictionary; self respect, a foreign country.


She falls in love with Rollo, a young bus conductor. An understandable attraction, as, even in my day, half a century after the depression, in Thomas’ sardonic phrase ‘marked with a plaque on the last house of the Terrace’ where it all began, the men who sported the livery of Rhondda Transport were the apotheosis of chivalry. In their summer khaki uniforms with red piping, they were, conductors and drivers, knights to a man!


As a Rhondda boy who was the recipient of a Welsh language education (always a bus ride away), most of my earliest memories are of being on Rhondda buses; sleeping on a teacher’s knee pulling into Porth Square after my first day at school or being enchanted by Bristol Beat – an Amazonian who, it was whispered about (very quietly), beat men up at night, yet was able to entertain us with the most delicate impressions of bird song, all the short way from Porth to Wattstown.


I recall the frisson of danger in each journey as we rode the doorless Routemaster type buses up and down the valley, the open road a few feet away from where we sat. Ticket collectors held the power of life and death. They stood guard, ready to pull you back by the collar as you prepared to jump (or be pushed) onto the pavement before a given stop. Charon had less power than these men!


Ironically, I share an element of Eurona’s infatuation as I also fell in love, at a young age, with a girl two doors down whose father drove his red metal steed from Porth to distant Ponty. Looking back, it was the aspiring snob in me who craved the favour of the daughter of a Knight of the Valley. It was a love in vain, I could never rise to her (bus) station in life!


Likewise, Eurona is desirous of the attentions of one for whom she is a nothing. Seeing her distress at being looked through without the recognition of her palpably solid flesh, the dark philosophers seek to make something of nothing. Though Rollo is the embodiment of all they consider repugnant, ‘one who reads Fascist literature and has been heard at one of the bus stops referring to socialism as a canker’, they decide to aid her in her efforts to capture the object of her misplaced affection.


Though the dark philosophers themselves are above such base emotions as love, being ‘too old, plain or politically conscious to be in the running for any’, they recognised the needs of their fellow voters to be loved and in so doing seek beauty in what was and is, an ugly life. As a consequence, theirs is an act of compassion (not an act of charity, as charity would smack of pity and condescension, but of compassion), the most humane of reasons. ‘Compassion is my country’, Thomas wrote; not passion, an altogether more sticky affair, but compassion, a deeper love.


Recently, I found myself in Ysgol Gyfun Gymraeg y Cymer, the Welsh medium comprehensive school barely a stone’s throw away from Thomas’ old family home – the backdrop to The Alone to the Alone. Standing at the school gates, gazing at the houses slipping down the mountain to the river (following the tradition of all Cymer graves to the sea), I was not sure of the exact location of Thomas’ childhood home. I asked the school janitor, who had been cleaning the school’s corridors long before it was turned from a school into an ysgol, did he know of Gwyn Thomas and where he had once lived. He had no idea and had never heard of him. ‘A genius,’ I said. ‘A Cymer man?’ he queried, and shook his head as most modern-day Cymer men and women would probably do.


If the Terraces now fail to recognise Thomas completely (I was eventually to find 196 Cymer High Street bearing the plaque of his deserved fame), were he still alive today, would Thomas recognise his beloved Terraces? In particular, I wondered what Thomas would have made of a Welsh medium school on his patch. Thomas wrote, in late life, that Welsh language education ‘would do nothing but mischief in minds already plagued by every neurosis that comes with insecurity’. Times can narrow as well as expand hopes. Thomas was very much a man of his own testing and challenging time. But times change, and one could argue that through devolution and the renegotiation of the concept of Welshness (in whatever tongue – let us not reduce the argument to a bilingual one), our nation will finally shrug off its insecurity, and the compassion which Thomas championed will, at last, triumph here in the Terraces and Meadow Prospects of Cymru. There is no doubt that Thomas would still espouse the same ideals of common decency if he were alive today that he championed in his lifetime, and would not countenance pushing compassion to the margins of society.


As a man of his time, poverty ate into him, body and soul. The iniquity of the first half of the twentieth century shaped him. Marx wrote that ‘It is the consciousness of men that determines their existence, but, on the contrary, their social existence determines their consciousness’. Easy to conclude that it was economic hardship that formed the consciousness of the young Thomas and, in so doing, lay at the root of his literary achievement. However, I side more with a near contemporary of Thomas, Raymond Williams, who countered the orthodoxy with: ‘Even if the economic element is determining, it determines a whole way of life, and it is to this, rather than the economic system above, that the literature has to be related’. Life is more than economics: as compassion is more than a red flag. It is a universal banner of many colours; an humanity voiced in many tongues – including Welsh! Thomas once wrote of his older friend, Huw Menai, Rhondda’s Anarcho-Syndicalist English-language poet (originally from North Wales) that he ‘would never have accepted a view of life that dropped down dead at Chepstow’. What would both Huw Menai and Thomas have made of a life that dropped dead at Chepstow if journeying from the westerly direction?


Regardless of any such conjecture about the passing historical moment or the changing cultural moods that make the social weather, Thomas was a chronicler who held firm, in his own lifetime, to the universal banner of compassion and it is for that reason that we should treasure him and so reprint this volume in the Library of Wales Series. He is a moment of our history, a key moment that continues to shape our lives, and if we know not our past, how can we place the present in context and shape a better future?


In Birchtown Institute, Thomas suffered the worst half hour of his life watching his way of life (our legacy) die before his eyes. Through Thomas’ work we see the Terraces die and die again. His oeuvre is one long half an hour of aching loss, one recorded so that we may remember. As such, The Alone to the Alone is a warning that we should be vigilant, for that which betrays is already within us! We are easily sated with satellite dishes, Vauxhall Novas and the Rollos of this life; all the bastard offspring of the ‘woeful doctrine that spoils all dignity and negates all purpose’. Blinded by the need to acquire ‘things’, we forget the one thing we truly need. Poor Eurona, denied dignity, desperate for love, aching to be, we are her. Thankfully, we have Gwyn Thomas to remind us from whence we came, what we are and, if the dark philosophers had their way, what we should strive to be… compassionate.


Ian Rowlands
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In the Terraces, we never opposed love. The way we viewed this question was that love must be pretty deeply rooted to have gone on for so long. One would have to be very deep to tinker with so deep a root, deeper than we were. Also, love passes on the time. That is a prime feature in any place where there is a scarcity of work for the local men and women to do, a state which prevailed on a high plane indeed during the dark years now being spoken of. Also, love, properly used, keeps people warm. That is a fact of some importance when coal has to be considered as part of the groceries. Also, love possessing the power of making its subjects see things in a clearer light, creates a desire for beauty. This was interesting to us because if there was one thing the Terraces lacked more than any other it was that very beauty.


Our group which met nightly on the wall at the bottom of our backyard was agreed that never had so little beauty been compressed into so large a space as we saw in the Terraces. It was a clumsy bit of packing altogether. We took this in our solemn way to mean that when men consent to endure for too long the sadness of poverty and decline, beauty sees no point in staying, bows its head and goes. There was much poverty in the Terraces, nearly as much as air, weather or life. It achieved a variety of flavours and shapes that did credit to our originality and patience. Beneath its layers beauty lay in a mess and, no doubt, very dead. Men like artists who gallop after beauty should make a new set of divining rods, find out where hell is and put poverty in. Then beauty, rising like a rainbow from man’s new dreams, would be pervasive as the mist of pettiness among us now and would come galloping after them for a change.


Among us, in the Terraces, love sometimes broke out. Love, making people see things in a clearer light, had a depressing effect. The Terraces, seen in a dim light that softened the curves, could give a man a bellyache that nothing short of a hot water bottle atop the belly could ease. Therefore, to see the Terraces in any hard, revelatory light such as would be given off by a kerosene flare or passion, would make the lover wish for the very opposite of the Terraces. That opposite would be beauty. So beneath the dark waters of the stream along whose banks we lived, pinched, scraped and pondered, there would sometimes flash the forms of beauty desired and we got much joy from watching these flashing, brief, uncatchable forms. They were the promise of life in a community that had come as near to a general stoppage of living as any community can come without staging a mass execution.


‘But the most important thing about love, though,’ said my friend Walter, ‘is that it keeps people warm. That’s more important even than love considered as a means to breeding to a man who hasn’t got the means to go filling his outhouse with coal. To that man, anything that puts him in a position not to care about the state of his outhouse is a very big thing. That’s a bigger thing even than man’s having been descended from the apes.’


And, with the exception of my friend Ben, who had seen a chimpanzee in Bostock’s menagerie and who thought that it was a very great achievement to have worked one’s way up from being just an ape, we were all pretty much of this love-is-warmth school of thought for which my friend Walter always took up the tongs. We thought this the more interesting because we ourselves were too old, plain or politically conscious to be in the running for any love that might be knocking about. My friend Walter was a very cold subject except about the brain where he always had a spout of deep ideas that kept his skull warm. My friend Ben was married. My friend Arthur had some stomach trouble that seemed to him to be a fair summing up of all that was wrong with the world, and the viewpoint of my friend Arthur was pretty dark on most topics. There was nothing particularly wrong with me. My stomach was in order. I was single. But women, to me, never seemed to be more than just me all over again. A bit quicker to become mothers, I being a man, and a bit slower to use the vote, but with no more difference than that. We shared the floor space of a zoo and kept the place as tidy as we could during our journey through it. I could never look upon women with the zeal that came so easily to the bulk of my fellow-voters.


This did not prevent us from taking a keen interest in those of our neighbours who were visited by love. Some-times, the love worked out all wrongly and made a mess of these neighbours, such a mess as caused my friend Walter to say that if men wanted to weep as much as they had good reason to, they would have to carry a ten-gallon reserve tear tank strapped to their back to be brought into play for special sessions of this weeping business. Sometimes it would make these neighbours slightly dafter than they had been, and this meant that we would be a bit busier than ever going around explaining to these neighbours whose minds had been laid waste in patches by passion, such facts as the rising cost of living and the weaknesses of a competitive society which we thought should rank as high in the consideration of these neighbours as the itch for union of bodies in love. Or, love would leave them as it found them, which did not say much for them or for the brand of love they went in for. Or it would set them alight and the warmth from their burning would be very pleasant to such sad and continually frozen types as ourselves.


Near us, lived a family called Morris. The father, Morris, was a thin, grey man about forty-five years of age according to what he told us, but we would have believed him as well if he had made out to be older than the mountainside we lived on. The greyness of this Morris gave him the look of great age. He was not just grey about the head. He was sort of grey all over as if he had been dipped into a paint of that colour for a tableau or sketch of the old folks at home getting to look steadily older with being at home for so long. It was this greyness that made him look older than anybody we had ever seen. Even his suit had turned grey after being some other colour for many years, while our suits mostly turned green or inside out when they got old. This shows how greyness seemed to follow this Morris about as if it were a dog.


And when we say that this man looked older than anybody we had ever seen, this is not said loosely. We have a great respect for people who show the world what a worrying plague it is by looking much older than they are. The Terraces produced a crop of people like that. We have seen dozens of them who looked about a hundred years older even than those Turks who live on sour milk and carry the thing to an extreme by getting married again, most likely to some naturally sour cow, at a hundred and fifty. In our part of the Terraces, where the streets were so steep that not even Social Welfare workers who were ex-University athletes could stand the climb, we had seen new born babies wearing the very wise, worn look you usually see on the face of a man who had just called back to the house after a five-year walk in search of security. That came from having so little to live for on a hill that took so long to climb up. Too rich for the blood. Only gods should live on hills…


But this Morris must have been under sixty-five. We knew that because at sixty-five one is thrown off the Unemployment Insurance and stored in the Old Age department. One of the biggest facts about this Morris, next to his being grey from head to foot and even lower down than that if he could get his foot there, was that he was still on the Insurance. He had been unemployed longer than anybody else in our street and that made him a kind of Dean to whom we referred with some respect in our talk. He had beaten even us to it by about four years and that is a considerable feat when you think that we were practically founder members of the Ministry of Labour. Some said that Morris had never worked at all after the last war when he had won a coloured ribbon, fast on its way to becoming just one colour, grey, pinned to the lapel of his coat as much to keep the coat on him as the ribbon on the coat. Others said that when Morris had marched back from the last war, the only new, shiny place in the town that he could see was the Labour Exchange, so naturally, never having been very subtle in his ways of thinking, he concluded that this new, shiny place must be the place where they were laying in stocks of that democracy he had been keeping the world safe for. So he walked in, signed up and made himself at home, as much as you can be at home in a place with so many pens and forms and clerks and notices threatening you with gaol for misleading the Government about your work, wealth and happiness. Morris had hung on there and had never given the Government any reason to put him in gaol, being always strictly truthful and always looking as if the Government had already kept him in gaol for too long as it was.


Morris had had many children. His wife was a silent, emotionless woman, once the owner of a nice, mourning, contralto voice, given up when life with Morris got so dull it went beyond mourning for. Between her and Morris there seemed to exist no bond save those of food and whatever kind of love it was that twitched those many children into life. Indeed, Morris could be used as one of the best examples you could light on of love being used simply as a means of heating oneself. In the eyes of Morris not even a lynx paid by the Council’s Ways and Means Committee to unearth such things, could have discovered any desire for love conceived as a path to the desire for beauty. Morris was so obviously a graveyard of desires that had died soon after birth, one expected to see printed memorial verses on his brow.


All his children were daughters. This was another grey feature in the character of Morris. Daughters were not looked on with favour in the Terraces. Girls could never earn much more than their keep if you wished to keep them any better than a goat. Nor was there any chance at all of a parent making a quick profit on them, as one might do, for instance, with a son who took a hand at rifling the local gas meters or bringing home the Sunday vegetables from a stall in the market without consulting anybody but the vegetables; unless, of course, the girl was born with beauty in her face and was chosen as May Day Queen and got fancied by a business man who would pat her at so much a pat. Morris was very sad about all these daughters and had no great opinion of his wife for having produced such a string of them. My friend Ben, who had spent part of one winter in a biology class at the Library and Institute, which was a large square building on the corner of the third Terrace and full of books and interesting characters, told us that Morris kept on having these many daughters because there was something wrong with his genes. You could not see these genes, but there was something wrong with them. They were recessive, said Ben, went backwards. No one of us knew exactly what Ben was driving at with this talk of genes that were recessive and went backwards. But we listened to his theory with all earnestness, for we were always grateful to have the light of science thrown on our many problems, even when the light came to us through so eccentric an index as Ben who spent too much time, as we saw it, arguing in a violent way with the lecturer at the Library and Institute about life in general ever to get a really straight line on any theories about things in particular. Ben had often been thrown clean out of the Library and Institute for this violence in debate. But we were willing to admit that he might be right about Morris’ genes, wherever they were. You could see, by just one look at Morris, that he was probably top-heavy with these recessive genes. All the same, the simpler way some of us had of looking at this daughter question was that Morris kept on having daughters because he was short of coal and could not lie still at night for any great length of time without starting to feel the frost in a severe way.


Three of the Morris girls had already drifted out of the Terraces into the houses of various well-to-do people around about, as domestic workers. Well-to-do people were a vanishing tribe in our valley but there were still a few left with enough grip on the community to keep the past alive by taking in domestic help. Morris often passed on to us some of the things he heard from these daughters about the activities of the well-to-do, and the only moral we could draw from these tales, short of the general moral that the Morris girls were lucky to have such an attentive father, was that the well-to-do had even less to do than we did and had a lot more reason for doing it; also, they seemed to have a lot more of everything than we had, except sense. Morris thought highly of the well-to-do, spoke like a poet, one of the dead poets, in praise of the few bob weekly his daughters got from them and craved just such for his remaining daughters. He told us, too, that if we fellows knew as much about the well-to-do as he knew, we would have a better outlook on life altogether. We would realise that there was something in life worth striving for and would stop going around with faces like coffin lids and taking the name of the well-to-do in vain and thus spreading a lot of discontent among the voters. We told him his wits must be going grey, too.


The only Morris daughter we knew much about was Eurona. She was the oldest of those who remained at home, about seventeen years of age. She helped her mother clean the house and look after the younger children who created the need for a lot of cleaning. It was my friend Walter who first noticed that Eurona had beauty of a kind. And, indeed, when we gave her a second look, she turned out to be most pretty. Even my friend Arthur turned the tables on his stomach for long enough to admit that there was something nice to look at in Eurona. She was very dark and had a face that was full of deep, struggling dreams. Of course, anyone who took life more on the surface and stared at it for shorter lengths of time than my friend Walter would have passed Eurona by as being no more than one of those scarecrows who flock about the Terraces in such numbers. We have not seen a living crow in these parts for the last five years.


Eurona, to the normal passer-by, would have been straightaway classed as plain, slatternly and not worth a second look, unless the look were directed at the distinct white patch around her jaws that indicated, we supposed, underfeeding. We supposed that because there was no other fact in Eurona’s life as big as that one of underfeeding or important enough in its own right for her to want to go around carrying it like a banner on her jaws. She looked, as far as her clothes went, as though she had been pulled through brambles and then pushed through a thin tube. Her parents who never seemed to have given a single thought to the way she looked, might, possibly, for all they seemed to mind, have arranged for the brambles and tube to be brought into action. It was no fault of theirs. The fact was that there was nothing the parents could have done about it even if they had written a whole book on the thoughts they had had about the way Eurona was dressed. There was one main task in the Terraces. That was to keep alive. The clothes you did it in counted for little, so little we would have been grateful to any person who took the matter in hand and appeared in his raw skin.


Eurona, in fact, was worse dressed than her sisters. They were still at school and eligible to receive old clothes that were being distributed by some group who believed that we could never go forward to the New Age while we still had school kids walking around looking so shabby they were afraid to look in the mirror. So this New Age Group handed out big bundles of old clothes and mirrors and jacked up self-respect among the smaller children at a great speed. Eurona got none of these gifts. The New Age Group had probably taken a long look at Eurona and come to the conclusion that the New Age would start off by looking a lot too old and rough if they began admitting such haggledy-raggedy types as Eurona. At least, that was the way in which we interpreted the policy of this group. We will say that we were not very clear at all about what this group was supposed to be aiming at. We could not see what old clothes had to do with New Ages and, in any case, we noticed that all the foremost members of this New Age Group that committed all this charity were people who always got very hot and angry when we poorer voters in the Terraces began to march about the streets and raise a clamour in an effort to get a slice of New Age on our own account.


We saw a lot of Eurona. In the evenings, she hung about the Terraces, never going down into the main streets of the town at the bed of the valley, as most girls of her age had the habit of doing, in pursuit of change, love, films, big shops, or whatever else it was that might take their fancy. Her younger sisters snatched all the pennies that might be going for trips to the pictures, and the clothes she wore were not the sort that a girl halfway to womanhood likes to be seen walking about in in a main street. She did no reading. She had not been able to read too fast even when she was at school being urged to it by teachers. There were no books in the house she lived in that she could have practised on. Morris had views about books. These views arose mainly from the fact that Morris had a lot of mice in his house and had never been able to afford the bit of extra cheese he would have needed to bait a mouse trap or the energy to sit up at nights to choke them one by one. So, he said, he was not going to keep books about the place to be the means of feeding mice without feeding himself, unless of course, he adopted the line of getting in a large supply of literature, allowing the mice to feed at will and then starting in himself on a diet of fed mice. So, Eurona had not learned to read any faster since she had left the Council school and was not likely to until her father traded in his old brain in part payment for a new one of the bright, shiny and non-rusting kind. But she was a girl that wanted to know things, many things. There was a lot of curiosity in those dreams that lay in her face.
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