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To remember is to dream.


There are ghosts in these pages, and this story is largely a tale of spirits who have continued to touch me in dreams as they once did in life.


I hope the whole coheres, for the reader of what is my story as it has been told within the history of others.









 


The facts are easy but the least important.
You ask yourself, how did you really feel?


Alun Richards, Days of Absence: Autobiography (1986)










Running On


I am running around the oval playing field of the Mid-Rhondda Athletic Ground. It is known to us as the Track. We do not know why it is called that. We have not asked, nor been told. It just is, is all, like everything as yet in our young lives. It is about six o’clock in the evening, still light. The air is soft after the heat of a summer’s day. It smells of the scent of freshly cut grass. The trampled grass under our feet is damp and flattened. In places, shimmering clouds of midges hover and sway. This is the end of one of those seemingly endless six-week summer holiday days when, for the most part, we did not go away anywhere but spent the time scrambling together over the mountainside above our streets, scaling the slabbed stone walls of abandoned quarries, sliding on corrugated iron sheets down the small-coal slopes of immense, conical tips and damming up twisting, brown streams to make translucent ponds in which to paddle. The Track is not usually open for use at this time of the day. The groundsman, Mr Hickman, usually padlocks shut the high iron gates at four o’clock in the afternoon. He does this, even during the school summer holidays, by decree of the Urban District Council. And then he leaves his brick-built refuge, coal-fire banked in the grate for heat and baked potatoes to share with us in the winter, and winks at us as we watch him shoulder an army-issue knapsack over his council-issued navy-blue dungarees, and depart down the hill.


Normally, we would wait until he left to scale the high concrete walls at the ground’s street end, our end. The walls dipped a bit in height from the ground as they ran up the slope from the gate to the start of the mountainside. We clambered on two bent backs to reach for the top of a section of wall, then from above, we would stretch arms to haul the next ones upwards. The drop from the wall, ten foot or more perhaps, would be onto a chosen square of springy mountain turf, flat and boggy underneath, adjacent to Jack Hickman’s hut. Then a dash across the cinder path perimeter, a duck under an encircling iron barrier and onto the field of play. There would be dozens of us at any one time, kicking heavy leather-panelled footballs or bowling and batting with pitted cork balls before dustbin wickets or chasing each other up and down the wooden bench tiers of the small, tin-roofed grandstand at the field’s northern end, and in which spectators once gathered. Not that we knew this either, or even presumed it.


Above the Track, running a parallel line, was the railway whose trucks only carried coal. Beyond that, only the slopes of the mountainside. The Track sits at the top of the steepling hill which shoots up past four intersecting terraced streets from the township at the bottom with the gasping river beneath its rubbish-strewn banks. We are strangely proud that the river water is a viscous black. Unique to us. The Track is a flat disc levelled across the lower slopes of the mountain. My street runs right up to the gates which Mr Hickman locks nightly. At its furthest end from the gates, beyond the single-bar enclosure, bushes and untended undergrowth tumble down to the iron railings which mark its boundary end. Outside the railings, the land falls further down into the steeply cut defile of Nant Gwyn through which a gravity incline rail track takes iron drams laden with small coal and stone waste from the Naval Colliery to be dumped onto the flanks of our particular coal pyramid. The Tip. The drams pivot at the top of their journey, empty themselves of their waste and clatter, fast and loose on their return trip downwards. At the very top, as they turn, but only if we are quick enough, we can grab at a battered rim to jump into a dram onto the rust and rubbish to ride back down the incline rail of the miniature gorge which is Nant Gwyn. We are constantly warned not to do it, reminded forcefully of boys who slipped and fell under unrelenting iron wheels, their legs squashed or worse. We do not listen. This is our domain. Our black domain of abandoned and derelict former collieries – the clustered Anthony, Pandy and Nant Gwyn pits all finished working since the 1920s – with a strange playground of machinery set amongst the rubble of bricks and steel and glass and mortar, and glacial feeder dams of indefinite depth and, inside the shells of arched pithead buildings, there are frayed and twisted metal hawsers swinging from the remnants of roofs above the deep pools of undrained water on the coal-jewelled floors. In these prolonged school holidays of summertime when we only ever leave the valley for an organised day trip, buses or train, to go to the seaside, our normal playtime, out of sight of any restraining hand or eye, is as wild as it is disorganised. Only not this evening as I run and run, lap after lap, around the half-mile perimeter of the Track which constrains me.


It is 1954, so I am 9 years old. The Track has been kept open this evening because there has been organised athletics training, and we, turned away from our usual feral pursuits, have been its sole spectators. This is the era of pounding middle-distance runners like Gordon Pirie and explosive finishers like Vladimir Kuts and Christopher Chataway and, of course, the legendary lung-busting under-four-minute miler Roger Bannister. We have seen the high-pitched patriotic newsreels with commentaries in accents as improbable to us as the heralded feats themselves. Some of us have glimpsed their floodlit forms, diminished to puppet size, on our nine-inch grainy black-and-white television screens. And now they are here amongst us. Running, running, pointlessly, in circles. We are fascinated by them. Or rather by these, their local, unlikely equivalents, ones with their own school or college scarves, striped and trailing glory, with discarded tracksuits and spikes glinting on the soles of their black running shoes. In their billowing running knicks and sleeveless running vests they look, to us, to be impossibly touched by some fleeting glamour. They are the Grammar Schoolboys and College students we do not aspire to be, a social wedge of difference in this immediate post-war world; of us maybe, not yet, if ever, us in a reality not yet come. Never to be, it turned out, for most of us. They are the educational and sporting elite of our Welfare Society, not that we thought of it as such amongst ourselves even here in this prime locus of a classic British proletariat where the benchmarks for us children were school-delivered spoonfuls of slick and foul cod-liver oil and a sympathetic dilute of orange juice. The ranks of the elite were a minority most of my friends would not join. From my mixed primary school class of around thirty pupils, only four boys would pass the eleven-plus examination, the literal passport away from a secondary modern education and a projected life of manual labour, most likely to work underground in the collieries, replete with full post-war employment. But that evening, as dusk dropped slowly over Tonypandy we were all trying to run, for a while anyway.


It had started after the young men, no girls or women on the field itself, had stopped lining up for hundred-yard sprints or arcing their silvery javelins into far corners or hefting shot-puts to thud into the turf. We had lingered near as they changed out of their kit, smoking untipped cigarettes, chatting to any accompanying girlfriends. One of these gods of the Track smiled at us, began to tell us what could be achieved, even by us, if we trained, if we persevered. One of us asked him how many laps of the field he could do without stopping. Oh, I dunno, he said and grinned at his girlfriend, maybe twenty or so. Why don’t you give it a go, he said, see how far you shape up for a couple of laps. All of you, he said, run together. In those days we always did whatever it was we did, together, so we bunched up, together, and he lined us up at the start line whitewashed into the grass.


There would have been about ten of us, of roughly the same age and from adjacent streets but taller, skinnier, plumper and so on. I was, as I would remain through life, the shortest and the stockiest. We were to do, as proposed by our mentor, two entire laps, so about a mile in all, with the sides of the oval field considerably longer than the elliptical top and bottom. It was not a race, he insisted, just a training stint to complete at our own pace. Nonetheless, as we set off under his ready-steady-go instructions we ran as if there had to be a winner. There always was. It would be lanky Gwyn or thickset Derek or slight and fleet Dale. Certainly not me. I soon fell behind as boys who could run faster ran as quickly as they could to the front of the pack.


I ran in a steady concentration, a tiny figure in a blue-and-white striped T-shirt, called by us a Sloppy Joe, and stiff khaki shorts held up by an elasticated snake belt, no socks in my black rubber-soled daps. After one lap at a swift pace some boys clutched their sides, pained by the dreaded ‘stitch’, and dropped out. Others grew bored and just stopped. Two sprinted down the final straight stretch towards our self-appointed coach to see who could finish first. Both collapsed over the line. The rest of us straggled on, the coach, his interest in us fading, shouting ‘Well done, boys’ as he turned away from us, me not the last one in the bunch, him clapping and calling out ‘More laps, next time!’ He rejoined his friends as they started to pack up their equipment.


Was it that wild admonition for a next time that spurred me on to keep running in that present time, or was it a stubbornness I already knew was in me for good or ill? I think it was that I just wanted to see for how long I could run if I really tried. I didn’t say anything to anyone. I just kept running. Alone. Solo. Myself. I am writing about this now because I knew at the time, and have never forgotten, that what was happening was some kind of statement of intent, one that was coming directly out of me, and, too, as I review the whole thing from this late perspective that I was, completely unknown to that child then, entrammelled by a fate which was encircling me within that oval field, and which has never loosened its grip.


It was not a competition, not a race, as he’d said. I was just running, and I did not stop even as it grew darker and my friends drifted away. I think as I ran on and on, that I was finally running as if in a dream, unable to stop myself, failing to count down the laps in my head once I had done six. I am not sure how many more. Eight at least; perhaps more, when suddenly the coach stood in front of me and asked what the hell I was still doing. To just stop. That what the hell was the matter with me? Too young, too little, to run on and on like that. So I stopped and went home. But I had somehow been impelled to run, to run for myself, to see if I could, and I had, and like many other things I would go on to do, a form of running would be the start of things, but then running on and on ceaselessly would prove to be a hallmark of my life. I would win against myself within the odds I had been set, however they were set, knowingly or not. The oval’s loop of a track had no exits unless you chose to stop and go through the gates.


* * *


The Track around which I had been running had been opened by the Mid-Rhondda Athletic Company in 1903 for the spectator sport of ticketed events from cycling to rugby in the pre-First World War boom days of the Rhondda Valleys – to which my grandfather would come as one of its migrant workers. But first, on leaving his natal Blaenau Ffestiniog and the slate quarries of North Wales, my maternal grandfather Dafydd Humphrey Owen (1888–1965) – soon to be known locally as Dai – went with his older brother, Will, to lodge with their married brother Dic in Aberfan where all three worked underground. Uncle Will stayed on to live and work throughout his life in that village to which we travelled for occasional family visits into the early 1950s. My grandfather found regular employment as a collier in the expanding pits of mid-Rhondda and it was there in 1908 he settled, having sent for and married his childhood sweetheart Maria Roberts. The young couple had lodgings in Williamstown – up the main hill from Penygraig in the pits of whose Naval Colliery he cut coal by hand – where their three children were born. A son, christened Alexander Owen, in 1913, and soon to be another forlorn statistic in Rhondda’s staggering infant mortality rate, an average of one hundred and ninety deceased amongst one thousand live births of children every year from 1900 to 1914. There would be two daughters to follow and live, my aunty, Mon, as Morfydd Esther (1914–2004) would be known, and my mother, Nin, or Enid Wyn (1918–2018). In the 1920s the family were living more centrally in 128 Primrose Street, Tonypandy, just above Tonypandy Secondary School which both girls would attend. Then, a final move, to Tonypandy’s topmost terrace, Ely Street, a bay-fronted house now, number 59. At the far end of Ely Street, surmounting Empire Hill, were the gates of the Track, from where in 1954 no memory traces had yet converged for my later discovery, nor was a history of names and events readily uncovered to add meaning to our apparently random lives. Nonetheless, it was to this insistent duality of rhythm that my feet were responding as I began running in pursuit of knowing how what preceded me defined me.


The Track was so named not because sponsored athletes once ran foot races for prize money around the oval circumference, though they had indeed done so, but for the elevated bicycle track which had originally marked the outer boundary of the enclosed field. Professional cycle racing, cut-throat and dangerous, was one of the avidly relished sporting passions of Edwardian working-class life. It was a rival to boxing in the South Wales Coalfield and an equal producer of world-class champions who crisscrossed the Atlantic to etch their names in the record books as they lined their pockets with money made more easily by racing than by cutting coal by hand. Money was always a first consideration. As a game, rugby union football held off the pressures of the professional code, founded as rugby league in the north of England in 1895, by the peculiar compromise of inter-class XVs in the port towns of Cardiff, Newport and Swansea alongside the (not-so-hidden) payments to the working-class amateurs in such teams: the colliers, tinplate men, dockers and steelworkers. But there were plenty of individual defections to the new professional game by talented players. Allegiances were not invariably steadfast as arenas like the Track demonstrated in a world that was still being shaped.


Paid rugby league did not see off the cultural grip, patriotic and progressive, of the union game, but it tried hard before 1914, in Aberdare and Merthyr as well as in the Rhondda, where a mid-Rhondda side was formed. The high-water mark, not so coincidentally on the Track ground itself, was in 1908 when in a full-scale rugby league international game, Wales beat England before a crowd of some fifteen thousand people. A touring Australian side met the same fate playing the same rugby code on the same venue in the same year. The new craze for soccer in South Wales around the same time, however, saw a Mid-Rhondda Football Club formed in place of the rugby league side in 1912 with, again, the Track as its home ground. They were so successful, pre and post-war, that their overnight success saw them nicknamed The Mush; for they had sprung up like mushrooms, only to disappear by 1928 as the economic blizzard of the interwar years decimated such initiatives in the Valleys. The peak population of nearly one hundred and seventy thousand in the Rhondda in the mid-1920s was never attained again.


The Track was culturally emblematic of this fall from grace. Its early heroic age ended under the pall of the epic strikes of 1921 and 1926. When I began to undertake historical research into the political and social depredations which these industrial conflicts wrought upon the two generations before me, I was absorbed in the print of newspapers and official documentation and the narrative of events and consequences. I missed the more plangent significance of play and gesture: the irony of dressing-up and the defiance of carnivals. I should have been looking at the photographs of the tournaments held on the Track during the six months lockout of 1926. Different kinds of spectator sport now: the catty and doggy contests of hitting a stick, in turn and to competitive effect, into the air. The competitors wore dress suits and top hats, or versions of them, and sported burnt cork moustaches as idle colliers cheered them on from the banking and the tin-roofed grandstand. The massed Gazooka bands marched in through the gates and blew their squeaking, bleating kazoos with the solidarity of the about-to-be-slaughtered, a great wail of insolent noise from improbable parades of toreadors, gondoliers, Zulu warriors, gypsies, and Welsh mams, breaking out into a tintinnabulation of dance band tunes, ragtime syncopation and the songs from the Great War in which so many of these marching, limping jazz bands had recently fought. The real, joyless world to which they had returned to fight in other struggles was being indicted, held up to account and to ridicule, in this brief world-turned-upside-down of carnival and riot.


The revolt, if that is what the 1920s psychedelic encounters of Actuality and Dream were, subsided with the scream of defeat which, in turn, became a stubborn, subterranean resistance. Communities, for this is what these settlements had become, succoured themselves until an institutional social democracy became possible after yet another world war. That would be the world into which I would be born in that place. Too much, too soon, would be taken for normality by my oh-so-lucky generation. A short glance backwards gives a more multifaceted view.


In 1933, even in the maw of overwhelming social bankruptcy and financial disaster, the ground was taken into municipal ownership. The field was given over to more general recreational usage, for play as well as organised sport, for schools as well as fêtes, for a space for some of Rhondda’s long-term unemployed to congregate as individuals or, as Gwyn Thomas’ perennially dark philosophers, to cogitate. The bank raised for the cycle track had fallen into disrepair and was levelled to enable those wider purposes. Fifty years after its original inception it was still known to us as the Track.


* * *


What, then, I did not know as I ran on, around and around, in my stubborn trance was that once, on this Track, and not long before 1954, so I was closer to all of it at that time than I am now to 1954, there had been scrolled out a spectral diorama of the history of industrial South Wales, an unseen and unheard unspooling of time by which I was being framed. To learn the facts later was not to have them freeze-frame a public memory in situ, more to sense a frisson of connection with evidence for which I was no past (innocent) witness but to which I would be a future (willing) accomplice as I recovered it. Here, in the corner of the field on the cold, blustery afternoon of 8 November 1910, thousands of striking Cambrian Combine miners had gathered to hear the Stipendiary Magistrate read out a message from the Home Secretary, Winston Churchill. As a ‘friend’, he said, he was not sending troops, only Metropolitan police. That night saw riots outside the Glamorgan Colliery in Llwynypia and the destruction of Tonypandy’s commercial high street. Police and troops did arrive and did stay for a year to stymie any effective mass picketing. Soldiers would encamp on the Track. The strike would end in bitter defeat in September 1911. Forty years later I would be sat in picture houses with those who did remember, because they did know, and so led a cacophony of booing whenever Churchill appeared on newsreels. This was visceral memory in action. Later still, for me it would be forensic, cerebral recall as I investigated the sequence of events and the motivation of crowds that November to prove that the action behind the riots was directed and conscious as the community in mid-Rhondda began its course of redefinition. Like all good detectives, I had to have a gumshoe’s intimacy with his locus of enquiry if I was to get beyond the description of what happened to the why of explanation. I really did possess intimate links no other historian could have: by place, by age, through people.


Which brings me back to photographs. Or more specifically to the orchestrated crowd scenes engineered for us by the indefatigable and ubiquitous, self-styled ‘Photographic Artist’, Levi Ladd of Dunraven Street, Tonypandy. In normal times, in his potted-plant decorated studio, his artistry was limited to respectable portraits of Sunday-best dressed couples or family groups, posed into stiff formality. Throughout the disturbances of 1910–11, however, he and his assistant trudged up and down hill, lugging their state-of-the-art laborious photographic paraphernalia. What he captured through his lens was historic and dramatic, fleeting and fragmentary, dynamic and destructive. That was, sensationally, an album of reportage. But what transfixes our attention even more, I believe, are those mass portraits of the men, and they are almost exclusively men, poised to strike or ready to riot, neither act yet undertaken but both already an irrevocable commitment. I saw my grandfather’s face in one of the first of Ladd’s crowd panoramas when the Cambrian Combine workers are stacked one upon the other from the bottom of the Empire Hill which rockets up to the Track. That was on 2 November 1910, outside the Empire Theatre of Varieties (which gave its name to Gelli hill) when the decision to picket-out all the pits in the Combine was taken. The other heart-stopping panorama of upturned faces – Ladd must have been positioned on the embankment above the road and the entrance to the Glamorgan Colliery in Llwynypia – was on the afternoon of 7 November before an oncoming assault-at-arms between police and strikers; it is the quiet before the storm which will the next day bring on a further, more ferocious clash and the wholesale smashing-up of Tonypandy’s commercial spine. I shudder when I think how many of the men in this becalmed sea of witnessing I would have passed on the street in the first decade of my own life or watched playing snooker with my retired grandfather in the upstairs room of the Unemployed Club at the bottom of Empire Hill.


This last, I suppose, is what made me look in turn at each face beneath the scalloped lines of Dai caps. A few late-middle-aged Victorians, an array of moustachioed Edwardians in their prime and, no surprise given their percentage as a make-up of the entire workforce, fresh-faced teenage Apaches with their basin-cut hair and wild eyes. A handful of Gilbert and Sullivan policemen at the back in front of the open entrance, more a guard of honour than any kind of colliery bodyguard. It is a motion-picture moment expanded rather than reduced by being a still. The cast of extras who will soon be the principals have been assembled on set. The director has not yet called ‘Lights! Camera! Action!’. That will come, but just for the moment Levi Ladd, photographer and artist, has cast his spell. What did he say to them, say it so well that they gazed as one at his time-eating camera and waited to be exposed in all their collective power for all time? Not that he loses their individuality, one by one they stare at us and imprint themselves on us, and as individuals we can see, too, that they know they will only control something of their own lives, in the challenge of work and in their fracturing community, if they assert a collective presence. They are, clearly, ready for that challenge. They will, literally, make history and change destinies. And not just their own.


The problem with looking back is that the first images shrink even as the bigger picture becomes clearer. We think we know the end of which contemporaries cannot possibly be aware. If we take out of that picture reel the long careers of those who would live on to claim outcomes and offer explanations, then those who were honoured by contemporaries at the time might return to show us more of the integument of the lives being experienced and the dreams being projected. No figure more so than that of John Hopla, checkweighman or miners’ representative at the Glamorgan Colliery and a key figure in the Cambrian Combine Committee which would, in essence, direct and organise the action of the strike after 7 and 8 November.


Hopla died, aged 32, in 1914, so no career and no speeches awaited him. His moment was then: imprisoned for riot in 1911, weakened by hard labour, memorialised in 1916 by a plaque in the Llwynypia Workmen’s Institute. A worthy, then, to be saluted and forgotten. Contemporaries knew better. For them, Hopla encapsulated a pragmatic concern with and delivery of a living wage and medical care, all done with a fervour for direct action that was quasi-insurrectionary. The authorities knew full well what they were doing when they first prosecuted and later imprisoned him. When he, and his fellow conspirator Will John (Rhondda West’s Labour MP from 1920 to 1950), were released in 1912, they were welcomed home by a mass rally of men and women congregating, in defeat and defiance, on the open field in front of the grandstand of the Mid-Rhondda Athletic Ground, the Track.


In 2016, when I was 71 and years distant from my earlier scholarly research, I was asked to write a booklet to accompany the re-dedication of the wall plaque erected to Hopla’s memory in 1916. I wrote a booklet, The World John Hopla Turned Around, stirred again by the enormity of what had occurred on my home patch in those defining pre-First World War years but also in honour of the courage and brevity of Hopla’s years. My analysis, as before, centred on the collective dynamism of that community-in-the-making and I was surely right to stress, again, the entwined nature of an interaction between individuals and their society. And it was then that I stumbled upon the trivial, yet moving for me, fact that only a wall and four decades had separated my infants’ cot in our lodgings in Ardwyn Terrace and the dying Hopla’s bed. My mother, nearly one hundred years old when she died in January 2018, had had dementia for a few years before her death, so I had not been able to ask her anything about that time just after the Second World War, though I did know she had known the Hopla family from before the war. Then, the ghost of connection chose to visit my pages once more as I contemplated in 2020 the beginning of this present memoir.


In the booklet there is a photograph from April 1912, the perspective is one taken from the cycle track of the oval, and to the left. It is of the grandstand and rows of men sitting on the benches with a speaker on his feet to address the crowd we can assume to be on the field in their thousands. This is the Welcome Home rally for John Hopla and Will John. In the left foreground of the picture are some young colliers, standing or sitting below the grandstand on the concrete steps. I had paid it scant attention in 2016. Hopla cannot be clearly identified. He was too enfeebled to speak. But he was there, and as I looked again at it, as a kind of memory jog for the Track and this present writing, I began to stare at the image of the young man who sat and himself stared into a near distance. Once the image was magnified, then the slightly hooded eyes and the jut of the jaw confirmed his identity. My eyes knew his face, one whose features my childhood fingers had tracked over and over. Here was my twenty-four-year-old grandfather, not yet a father himself with a first child, the boy Alexander Owen born in the summer of 1913, to be interred as an infant, and out of poverty, to be placed in a common municipal grave. Here was the man to whose house in Ely Street I would go after I had endlessly circled the Track in 1954. He was there on the Track in 1912 to pay homage and respect to John Hopla, and it is his presence on the Track then which leads me to write now of the human agency which sought to end the enclosure of any lives dispossessed of any future promise by the presence of forbidding gates.


That was the connection, the joined-up bit, which contemporaries instinctively understood beyond the diurnal. It was Hopla, I have since come to discover, who, more than any other, linked the social revolt of the riots, those against both the coalowners and the local shopocracy, to the necessity of an institutional organisation of collective power. And it was Hopla who, after my mother died, touched me personally again as I sorted her letters and papers. An Identity Card for National Registration of Under Sixteen Years filled out for me by my mother as ‘Smith David B’ in 1945 to last (in theory) until 11 February 1961, and on which card our one-room downstairs lodgings in Tonypandy in 1946 is given as 6 Ardwyn Terrace, a dog-leg short terraced row where, next door, in number 5 Ardwyn Terrace, John Hopla had died in a front room on a Friday morning in April 1914. Hundreds followed his funeral procession to the cemetery and the streets of mid-Rhondda were lined with all the people once again.


* * *


As I was running, endlessly and without heed around the Track, just four decades after Hopla’s death I had no notion, of course, that I was running around all that the Track had once held within its boundaries; nor, of course, that I would be, in another sense, running around all that the Track had signified for the rest of my life. When I stopped running on that evening in 1954, the open gates had offered me a moment out of time as well as an exit: the street I entered to walk home held, in those days, no known past nor consciously burdensome associations for me to consider and from my grandfather’s house I would only sense the world opening up to me in ways which left any historic Rhondda in their wake.










ONE


Rooted


Exit time in 1957 from all the world I had ever known was an uprooting that came all too soon for me. Entrance time, or as I was frequently told in the first decade of my life, was equally dramatic. All through the day and into the night before I was born, a snowstorm had begun and blew without let over South Wales so that the valley was overlaid with the granular whiteness of drifts of snow and all known landmarks and signage were made to disappear beneath this miraculous gift of forgetting. After the blizzard, the cold gripped for days on end and from the eaves of the roofs icicles stubbornly lingered and glinted. It was mid-February 1945. The Second World War had not yet ended. My conscripted and invalided father was on sick leave, staying with my mother in my grandparents’ house in Ely Street. Living also in the house was my mother’s older sister and my six-year-old cousin, Robin. His English father, ‘Bill’ Bailey, a pre-war professional Royal Marine, would not return from the Far East and the Royal Navy for another five years when he would take his wife and son away with him to Deal in Kent, where he served as Marine Bandmaster, from 1950. I would grow up with Robin (1939–1998) as a brother until his martinet father, scarcely known to him, uprooted him, too, and in his case took him out of the world of caring women as well as the valley which had nurtured him.


Number 59 Ely Street was exactly in the middle and on the left-hand side of the humpbacked street as it swayed its way up from the gates of the Track. It was from this house that my father, Burt, braved that February’s bitter, night-time weather to run and stumble the mile or so to be with my mother in the cottage hospital at Llwynypia. She had not been expected to survive in giving birth to me, and there would be no more children until my twin brothers were born in 1954. Such exceptional weather conditions, a dreadful war’s ending, adult survival, a new world, a new birth, all those things can make the feel of specific circumstances become embellished by family lore but this time, for a memoir, I wanted to avoid any hint of reconstruction, so I looked for the tie-in of facts and found them in the Western Mail. Even then, there was a time delay in verification because weather reports were still officially delayed to disallow any advantageous knowledge, especially of an apocalyptic freezing-over, that might be of use to the enemy.


On Monday 12 February 1945, the weekend, since the Saturday afternoon of 10 February, was described as having ‘freak weather conditions’. After hailstorms that ‘carpeted the countryside in white’ came ‘thunder and lightning and heavy rain’ whilst ‘a pall of inky-black cloud created a darkness two hours before dim-out time’. I was born in the early hours of 11 February. The local temperature was the lowest across all of Great Britain for days to come. The heavy snowfall had arrived, as the official censor now revealed as ‘blinding snowstorms’, which had driven people off the streets, and as howling blizzards whose after-effect was to prevent all movement of any kind until late Monday morning. Except, that is, by one new father on foot and crashing up the valley through snowdrifts to greet me.


As a family, we would first leave the valley one year later in January 1946, upon my father’s official demobilisation. We went to live in his native Yorkshire, to Ravensthorpe, a town near Dewsbury, with a name as grim and foreboding as any Victorian gothic chiller. My father, after early teenage years spent sweeping up on the floors of cotton mills, had been briefly apprenticed in an engineering works but rebelled against the incessant noise and the regimented work undertaken by his father and older brother. I think he felt cheated of a better destiny. He would tell me of the scholarship exam he had sat for entry to Bradford Grammar School and how a particular essay he had written – something about an encounter between animals and humans which sounded like the Jack London sagas he cherished – won him the prized entrance. But that he was – somehow, but by whom? – deemed to be too young to go, and that a year later he was – somehow, but how? – ineligible, so did not go. It all sounded improbably, and yet likely, a family outcome perhaps, and the resentment was deep inside him. So, instead, after other false starts, he began his training in the late 1920s in a ‘high-class’ fishmonger’s and poultry establishment in bustling Bradford.


In the days before refrigeration and mass marketing the preparation of such produce, often highly seasonal in nature, and no less in its presentation, as any photograph of ‘high-class purveyors’ demonstrates, was a skilled trade, years in the making. My father left school in 1926 age 13. In 1946, twenty years later in Ravensthorpe, he was a shop manager. But my mother, in that place, was miserable, isolated and homesick. By the summer of that year, we had moved back to the Rhondda. First, to that one-room lodging in Ardwyn Terrace in Tonypandy and then, in 1947, to two-room accommodation at 118 Hendrecafn Street, in nearby Penygraig where, age 3, I first went to school.


My father worked in a small, one-slab fishmonger’s called Morgan’s in De Winton Street, set right above the river and the stone ruins of the eighteenth-century woollen mill, the pandy, which had been there before the late nineteenth-century coal rush and gave our mid-Rhondda township its eponymous name: Ton-y-Pandy. That we were poor – much more so than colliers returning to full employment in a nationalised industry – and that serious prospects of material advancement would always evade him, so forever a shop manager and never a shop owner, there could be no doubt. What saved them from relative destitution was the death of my grandmother, Maria, called MamMam at home, and whom I do not truly remember except in a conjured-up image of a pale face in a bed brought downstairs. She died a slow and painful death from cancer, not yet 60, in September 1948. We moved, again, back to Ely Street. Aunty Mon and Robin would be gone a year or so later and, with room enough to spare now, we settled permanently, rent-free, in my DadDad’s house.


I never thought to ask my father whether he felt any personal difficulty in completely transplanting himself to the Rhondda from the West Riding of Yorkshire. Indeed, although we took brief holidays there, and I can recall his twinkling, diminutive mother (‘Ma’ Smith, whose husband, my unknown grandfather, had died pre-war) and his warm-hearted elder siblings, Harold and Annie, and my Yorkshire cousins, their respective children, Eric and Norma, the patently foreignness of accent and geographical distance forever made his past Another Country. If anything, their antecedent relationship to their Burton – his sole forename, taken from a respected relative who had prospered – seemed to impinge uneasily on who we had made him become in our country. He had, in part, also made himself different. In his youth, he had felt self-conscious, bothered even, by the near dialect his family and friends talked and by the manner in which some shop customers in genteel Bradford found his broad pronunciation nearly incomprehensible. He worked to bypass the one and round out the flat vowels of the other. He read what he called ‘the classics’ (so Jeffrey Farnol’s Beltane the Smith remained, in its battered red covers, a lifetime favourite), and he read aloud to himself in the extensive woodlands around his village. He strove for a standard pronunciation, strained out the traces of a Yorkshire accent and ended up being thought by most who knew him in my lifetime, to be simply Welsh.


He had been born in 1913 in Cottingley, near Bingley. It was a workaday offshoot more than a picturesque village, one whose expansive, surrounding rural setting of manor house and woods and streams, was belied by its miniaturised urban and industrial nature. It sat at the top of a little hill just off the main Bingley to Bradford road. When I went there with him to visit in the early 1950s nothing very much of that ambience had changed in the previous half-century. At the end of the twentieth century the special character of Cottingley, it being a piece of the jigsaw that had been set apart, would be lost entirely in the sprawl of house building that spread over it as it became a commuter base for the larger towns and cities on its axis. But when I first saw it, Cottingley was just as it was when he grew up there in 6 Skirrow Street. It was a tiny settlement then, of around one thousand inhabitants, even less with the men away on war service to 1918. The end of the Great War was exactly the time when Cottingley had its lasting moment of notoriety, a poignant footnote to the widespread need for psychic comfort induced by the carnage exacted by the war. The attendant psychological gullibility simply followed on from that.


The incident, of course, was the investigation in 1920 and 1921 by willingly convinced luminaries, including Arthur Conan Doyle, of the authenticity of the photographs taken in 1917 by two Cottingley girl cousins. One was aged 16 and the other was 10 at the time. In the sensational photographs, with one or other girl within the frame and all set against the bluebell-carpeted woods or against the waterfalls and fast-flowing becks of sylvan Cottingley, were dancing, gauzy and playful fairy figures. Actual fairies, real fairies which had appeared for them and been caught on camera. Or so the girls said and, look, here they are incontrovertibly present, or so the photographs proclaimed.


An inchoate belief, one shading into a palpable desire for the tangibility of a spirit world, became momentarily intensified. The papery cut-out fairies, posed and painted and double-exposed, were more than a puckish prank. They were an act of will illuminated by the girls’ wish fulfilment of a revelatory other world. The cousins, through long lives, never denied the woodland spirits they had conjured up as a real existence and my seven-year-old father, on the spot at the time Conan Doyle wrote about the Cottingley fairies in The Strand magazine so that the London press splashed his sensational verification on their front pages, was one who went looking in glades and under stone bridges over streams to see if they would show themselves again. Or so he liked to tell me when I was the same age. For sure, when I walked with him in the broad-leaved woods and wildflower meadows of his childhood after another terrible war had ended, he encouraged me to look, too, in the same places, with myself as innocent as he once was and attuned to see beyond the veil of our limited world, or so he somehow caused me to believe. For himself, there was never to be any assured religious beliefs or church attendance in his adult life, but there was a vague yearning, a desire he sometimes slaked by reading a best-selling spiritual guidebook by the woozy American, Ralph Waldo Trine. It was called In Tune With The Infinite (1897), a hope which I would attribute to a dashing of hopes too early and not the unreachability of an alternative existence to the one he had, perforce, to lead.


For working-class young men of my father’s generation, it was not that the individual choices were stark, it was more that there were no personal choices. Other than what might be imagined. The pastoral idyll of the rural hinterland of Cottingley was not what actually supported life in the village. Duality was at its very core. Those who knew the families of the fairy begetters, Frances Griffiths and Elsie Wright, also knew that the father of Elsie was, in the light of day, a car mechanic in sole service at the mansion house dwelling of the millionaire Briggs family, whose scion was famed, for a while, for his personal collection of Rolls Royce cars, and his financing of that prestige firm. In the magic world of his darkroom, however, Elsie’s father was an experimental amateur photographer whose expensive glass plates his daughter had borrowed to project her fantasies, and it was he who had developed the images into print. Neighbours neither speculated nor believed. They simply knew how dreams were made. There are, of course, other photographs of Cottingley from around this time. Pictures you might say of the actual Cottingley though not, proprietorially, of the whole thing, of the real Cottingley, its mind as well as its matter.


These public representations of Cottingley life are dismal scenes of unmade muddy streets with their dreary millstone grit back-to-back flat-fronted houses squatting just two paving stones above the muck. One or two basic-provisions shops and a branch of the Bingley Industrial Cooperative Society. Slumped against house walls or sat on windowsills at street corners are poorly dressed people, apparently sullen witnesses of their own unchangeable fate. The photographer, with a neat lexical appropriateness, was one A. Verity.


Verity in truth, for this was a segment of the working-class world of Edwardian Britain in unflattering cameo form. But the profile lacked the depth that the dimension of common living gave to Cottingley. There was a connecting main street artery that led to the road out and a further couple of attached rows of houses, all sharing pairs of outside lavatories with the use of a common midden. Community could be fertilised in any number of ways beyond ratiocination. Work, for men and women, was to be had for a pittance in a large mill in lower Cottingley where my grandmother toiled as a girl or further afield, a thirty-minute tramcar ride, in one of Bradford’s gargantuan cotton-spinning hells. There were power relationships to be negotiated and challenged here as much as in South Wales. In 1891 a nineteen-week-long strike at Manningham’s mill over wages and hours led directly to the forming of a Bradford Labour Union and two years later, in 1893, to the formation of Keir Hardie’s Independent Labour Party in Bradford. The Manningham strike had seen police wielding their batons and light infantry with fixed bayonets deployed in Bradford streets. Another Tonypandy foretold. Everywhere in this world a plasticity of options for change or stasis.


My Cottingley grandfather worked as an engineering mechanic, credited with safety invention and improvements from which he did not profit, in the huge tramsheds at Shipley near Saltaire, itself a model village with superior public and private amenities which Sir Titus Salt had built in the 1870s and named after both himself and the river which ran through it. Living there came, however, with Salt’s strict rules as to behaviour and morals, which not all his employees could stomach. Cottingley was a betwixt and between sort of place: it lacked the cosmetic cultivation of Saltaire and the flamboyant popular culture of Bradford where the Alhambra Theatre of Varieties became a favourite haunt of my fun-loving father, yet it provided a set of cultural developments of its own. There was an actual, if small, Italianate Town Hall dating from 1870; a day school available from 1865, and later expanded, a Mechanics Institute from the same year, soon to have a library of almost a thousand volumes and daily newspapers to peruse. Voluntary associations flourished – a Band of Hope, a choral society, the Independent Order of Rechabites and, in 1904, the Cottingley Women’s Guild. There was soccer in winter and cricket in summer, with organised teams as well as pick-up games, and the ancient Sun Inn as well as St Michael’s Church. By the turn of the twentieth century, amateur theatricals and concerts and festive occasions were regular and lively affairs. Cottingley may have been slightly off the beaten track and still touched close up by the farms, pathways and common land of a pre-industrial England, but it was, too, shaped economically and moulded socially by the culture of industrialisation and its attendant working-class world. When my father left it for the Rhondda, he was only stepping from one classic proletarian locus to the one where his wife had been born in 1918.
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But there is one more thought or circumstance to explore before he finally takes that road to Tonypandy, thereby denying me the Yorkshire boyhood he had had, and it is that for both of them there were other roads closed off by war and necessity. I am reaching for the sense of youthfulness and style I see when I look at their photographs, before and after they met, in a late 1930s world of thronged dances, swing music, ersatz glamour and an American-flavoured classless popular culture. There is my father, unrecognisable to me, in a mid-1930s snap taken in the front parlour of Skirrow Street, a room tricked out with a piano, a hanging pendulum clock and some framed pictures or prints: he is shown in what is clearly his chosen face-the-world mode. He is wearing a dark double-breasted suit, his shirt knotted by a silk tie flaunting a flaxen-haired bathing beauty, and he gives the box camera, held by his brother Harold, a cigarette-lipped unflinching gaze downwards. His hands are hidden as if for some unknown action, thrust deep in the pockets of his jacket. All bespeaks his admiration for Hollywood’s decidedly dapper and allegedly dangerous movie actor, George Raft, only this posed tough-guy film-star gangster, with not a spat or toothpick in sight, is shoeless, only wearing the socks which, I guess, he did not imagine could be seen.


Was it this dressed-up confidence that attracted my younger mother to this saturnine, dark stranger? Her surviving letters reveal that she had plenty of admirers of her petite and pretty bounciness, both at home in Wales and abroad in foreign England. The war made the biggest decision for them as it did for so many. They would remain together thereafter, but I do believe that bigger dreams were somewhat quashed. Deprived of the disguise of make-believe costume and the illusory open-endedness of youth they settled for less in post-war Britain. My father was always resolute, but he was not confident enough to be bold and, in some ways, too soon perhaps, they beat a retreat. She had been given two names, Enid Wyn, as had been her older sister, Morfydd Esther. Her early years were blighted by the strikes of 1921 and 1926, the length of the lockout almost making her father accept a job as a caretaker at a London club. That offer had come about through a church network, for he was deeply involved in church activities as choirmaster at Eglwys Dewi Sant, a Welsh-language church in Tonypandy’s main street. My mother’s upbringing, at church and at home, was entirely in Welsh, and her facility to speak and write the language, though it grew rusty, was quickly oiled to use when needed. In her very last days, in the winter of 2018, she would, half in and half out of sensibility, often talk and sing in Welsh. Her childhood, if the typically tough one of interwar South Wales, was undoubtedly within a caring and loving home. There was an extended family on both sides and an enclave of fellow incomers from North Wales, also church and not chapel-goers. My grandfather was intermittently unemployed and when he did work, as a collier at the coalface, he was badly injured by a roof fall which broke his legs. He was on crutches, then sticks, for two years. He passed exams to become a foreman, until his retirement in the early 1950s, at the Cambrian Colliery, Clydach Vale.


In the war, he helped defuse or detonate unexploded enemy bombs as a lieutenant in the Bomb Disposal Unit. His politics, it seems, were elastic. He voted for Arthur Horner to become the first communist President of the South Wales Miners’ Federation in 1936 but for Churchill to remain as Prime Minister in 1945. This was eccentricity more than conviction for, in all else, his opinions were very eloquently and staunchly Labour. There were, of course, no family holidays for them other than the occasional day trip to Barry Island in an organised caravan of others, but the girls, habitually known then as Mon and Nin, were sent away by train for some summers to live with their grandmother Hannah Owen, in Blaenau Ffestiniog. She died in 1934, aged 89, with the funeral being another marker of family legend. Notably, DadDad’s older brother, Morris, did not attend.


That was not the only thing that marked Morris out. He was the Golden Boy and the Black Sheep all in one, the family outrider who fascinated and repelled at the same time. Indeed, when I was offered common entrance to Oxford in the autumn of 1962 my father blinking away mingled tears of pleasure and disbelief, muttered: ‘Just don’t become like Uncle Morris’. What Morris had done, from a slate quarryman’s cottage before the First World War, was to succeed academically and then compound the familial distance with the social shift which made him, as he removed himself further, a familial pariah.


The Owens of Tanyclogwyn Terrace, Blaenau Ffestiniog, that moonscaped epitome of a slate quarrying town, were church not chapel. They overcame the odds of losing their father, Richard, in an explosion in the quarry when he was setting charges. Two of the sons migrated south as quarrying began its precipitous decline in the early years of the last century. My grandfather had joined his older brothers to live in the Taff Valley and worked in pits there, and in Nelson, before settling in the Rhondda.


The three Owen daughters married and also moved away: Lizzie as a personal maid married to the chauffeur of Lord and Lady Leverhulme; Hannah to a husband who was a lighthouse keeper in the north of Scotland and then, on his death, to a widowed doctor she’d met in Rhyl; and Annie who married in Hastings but took the family to Birkenhead, Liverpool, to open and run a large-scale ‘hand’ laundry business with the employment of many in what was the largest concentrated population of Welsh speakers on earth. Scarcely a family without get up and go then but shaped, too, by the parameters of late Victorian possibilities for a diligent working class: employment and marriage. And then there was Morris, with only my grandfather to come as the last and youngest, born when his mother was already 43.


From school in Ffestiniog, Morris impressed enough to enter the newly available higher education at Bangor where the university had been established with strong links to the surrounding quarrying districts. He studied physics and chemistry and on graduation, presumably on a scholarship of some kind, went to Heidelberg for advanced work. He was not slow in the marriage stakes either. First, to a diamond merchant’s daughter, (two children resulted), and then to the Bishop of Taunton’s daughter. Morris would have graced the pages of an Anthony Powell sequence of ambition and social climbing. He had turned to education as an administrative career in the outposts of Empire, to India to be exact, where he was the Principal of a college, and from where he once returned to Blaenau with Indian servants in tow to put up at the Queen’s Hotel to the astonishment of those who had once been his peers. Various posts of public service followed – the Censorship Board in the Second World War, a visiting prison official in Lewes Gaol and, post-war, onto the NCB Board in which inspectoral advisory capacity, he came to the Rhondda and, at his brother’s insistence, stayed with us in 1952 in Ely Street.


That was the only time I met him. At home, the feelings about him were decidedly mixed. My only vivid recall is of being told to go up to the middle bedroom, normally my own, entrusted with a large china bowl full of hot water, to knock and tell him that my mother was cooking breakfast. After this, a breakfast of eggs and bacon was fried up, and another as he failed to appear until in exasperation my grandfather told me to go up again. Uncle Morris in a paisley dressing gown was sat on the bed, laid with the best blue silk counterpane, waiting, it seems, to be called. He gave me half a crown. The most money I had ever received. When I told my grandfather, who was teetotal and also never swore, he broke the second rule by saying, ‘That’s more than the bugger has ever given anyone else’.


I stress this because Morris Owen was clearly one of us, and yet not with us anymore. The only family member who had gone to a university. And never worked with his hands. Education had been for him a way out of limited life expectations. Our expectations. A son of his, her cousin my mother told us, had taught at Rugby School (this after I had read Tom Brown’s School Days) before making lots of money in the City (itself a concept that only conjured up notions of bazaars and whatever ‘merchants’ were). A daughter, Marjorie, had worked in Bangkok for the League of Nations (or so my mother put it). These snippets were brought up as alien titbits of amazement yet never as possibilities to be attained, emulated, or even desired. There was no sense of envy or resentment for the path Morris had taken, or where he had led. There was only contempt for how he had changed. And, in my father’s case as I would discover, an underlying fear that the pattern might be repeated.


Partly, perhaps, this was also because his own schooling had ended so abruptly. A few years at a higher grade school was no compensation for that denial of access. My father, though no autodidact, was thoughtful and literate but not, as he would see it, properly educated. Not educated in the way my mother and her sister, despite all their family difficulties, had been. Neither of them were ever sent ‘into service’, a common lot for girls of their background, nor into shop work before marriage. Both went to Tonypandy Secondary School, the local grammar, and both did well there. Up to a point. Then economic reality curtailed matters. Mon was definitely a university prospect, but there was no prospect of supporting her. She left school to train and become a nurse, eventually a hospital sister. My mother stayed in secondary education until she was 18. There was talk of a teaching career, or at least a foot on the ladder, as the testimonial she obtained from her Headmaster (E. Hugh, M.A. BMus), conveyed in December 1936:




Enid Wyn Owen was a pupil of this school from 1930 to 1936 and gained the school certificates (Central Welsh Board) in 1935. She spent a further year in the Commercial Department and gained RSA and Pitman certificates in shorthand up to 80 words per minute and in typewriting (RSA elementary certificate).


Her conduct and progress were excellent throughout her school career. She was a very loyal and conscientious pupil and her work as prefect was very satisfactory indeed –she was the mainstay of her house team in netball and in hockey.


I can thoroughly recommend her as a very promising candidate for the teaching profession.





I remain astonished at her alleged sporting prowess – she was shy of five feet in height – but can see all the rest plain in her, and indeed late on in her mid-fifties she took civil service examinations, passed them with ease and finished with a salary and a pension which my father never matched. Her early career after a stint as a wages clerk in a local colliery had taken her to the north of England for three years as a door-to-door salesperson for Lever Bros and to ‘digs’ across the country until the outbreak of war in September 1939 meant that such employment ended. She found a position in the Food Control Office in Bradford for two months at the end of 1939, but early in 1940 was back in South Wales and applying for an administrative job in Porth Hospital. She had met Burt Smith at a dance in Bradford. My fair-haired, vivacious mother had not been short of admirers. He must have pressed his own courtship ardently. The war accelerated matters. She returned to Yorkshire and they were married in the summer of 1940 in church in Cottingley. Her parents could not attend. As my conscripted father was sent to various postings around Britain, she lived with his mother, visited him when brief Army leaves arrived, did secretarial work in Bingley and finally went home to live in Ely Street when she became pregnant with me in June 1944.


My father was almost 32 years old when I was born. He had seen no direct fighting in the war, had narrowly missed being sent with his regiment to the war theatre in India from where most of his army friends had not come back, and so he never went overseas. Nonetheless, it had not been an easy five years. He joined up classified as A1 physically. When he came out, he was officially rated as C3. Stationed in Dover in the first year of combat his left leg was shattered during a night-time bombardment when a double-decker bus exploded in the blast so that its glass sliced his leg muscles to the bone. He was hospitalised for months. The leg lost muscle and tissue and remained hairless and scarred below the knee. He was to be always conscious of how unsightly it might appear. Then lengthy bivouacs under canvas on manoeuvres in wet and cold weather brought on pneumonia and collapsed a lung with permanent effect. He was discharged as not physically fit for any military purposes in October 1944. In the immediate postwar years, he often walked with a stick. When I was old enough to begin to remember him I can see a slender, dark-complexioned man, around five foot eight, his black and Brylcreemed-flat pre-war hair already thinned, his eyes nut brown and lively, a lower lip jutting out pugnaciously. I considered him to be, in the best possible sense in our particular world, a man who would not back down if ever challenged and relished the stories he told of confronting those, from time to time, who had regretted pushing him too far. That he liked to drink, though never at that time in the house, was clear, and when it was more than a few pints it proved to be the occasional source of a quarrel between the married couple. He certainly took his pleasures, cigarettes and beer, as his due, and never changed his ways. In a cash-strapped household this could, and did, cause a strain or two, but his was a controlled, yet insistent, indulgence and he worked hard to ensure we had food on the table and clothes on our backs. From 1952 he worked in the bigger establishment of Harold and Rosie Rees in Merthyr and travelled every day, by motorbike, down the Rhondda Valley to Pontypridd and then up the Taff Valley. He left early and came home late. Some weekends for weeks before Christmas, he stayed in lodgings in nearby Treharris so that he was on hand to prepare the fresh poultry in those pre-refrigerated days. At home, there were endless jokes and old tales to tell, and he loved to relate to me the soldier ballads of Rudyard Kipling or the comic doggerel of Stanley Holloway, but looking back, we did not spend much time together as father and son until we moved, in 1957, to Barry.
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My world had seemed fixed and secure and all that had already been, for them my parents, swirled its colour of memories recalled as stories around my single-child existence, adding ballast to the slow accretions now floating up with my own life. There was the house, then, with its comforting certainties of family into which I could retreat and there was the street outside with all its vitality of play and companionship, and beyond that was the release of the mountainside and, below, the buzz of a township which was alive with a post-war bounce and swagger.


The street fascinated me. There was constant activity, made different by the hours and days of the week and all of it human. There were no cars or permanent vehicles of any kind to block or hinder movement or add their noise to our numerous comings and goings. Colliers setting off to work in the very early-morning hours, leaving their houses in ones and twos, joining together in small nodes of familiar groupings to trudge silently away to the pit and, hopefully, to return if they were working ‘days’ by the afternoon, crossing paths with those doing ‘nights’. Coal-blackened faces flash-grinning wide open in mutual greetings; the pallor of men about to go underground. The same grit and grime on their coal-dirt clothes, to be shaken out for the ‘black pats’, the pit’s enamelled beetles which could infest a whole house, the same backs and arms to soap and wash in the tin baths set before the fire. A ton or more of house coal, as custom and concession, would be regularly delivered by open-backed lorries dumping their loads onto the pavement outside front doors to be carried in buckets by platoons of women and children through to a back garden coalshed. The reason for our communal existence on our doorsteps. Other regular street people would be the baker’s roundsman with his tin loaves or his Swansea cobs, crusty on top and softly yielding inside, or the Pugh brothers who came down from Gelli farm to sell milk from their horse-drawn cart, tipping the full metal churns into smaller measures to go into paper-stoppered bottles. The pop lorry was a weekly motorised sight, its open and high-sided wooden back packed with sectioned crates full of ginger beer, cydapple, limeade, lemonade, American cream soda, raspberryade, cherryade, dandelion and burdock, all oscillating in a glassy array of shiny colours. The popular Corona bottles had a metal release catch for their white ceramic stoppers whilst the squatter Ratcliffe’s bottles had a black rubber screw top. Some favoured one brand above the other. The bottles would be stored in the pantry, the small-shelved annexe at the back of the kitchen, and exchanged for full ones every Friday, or sold back if empty for a penny. Once in a while, the horse and cart of Harry Penny, the cockle man from Swansea, would magically appear and sodden newspaper cones of cockles, doused in white pepper and malt vinegar, would waft their mysterious ozone scent into the valley air.


On Mondays, all the homes in all the streets would make nostrils tingle as a full day’s work of washing would be done in every house. Hot water boiled on the fire for wooden or zinc tubs, the soapsuds lathered and pounded onto clothes by dollies, or scrubbed by hand to clean garments which were invariably patched and darned to last. And then the wringing press of the hand-held mangle to remove the water, the suds and the chemicals of Reckitt’s Blue whitening agent. Washing lines strung out up and down sloping back gardens to catch a breeze if it was dry enough or on wooden hoists strung across back kitchens otherwise. It took all day. Women’s work. And back-breaking until, within a few years, availability of credit for small electric washing machines and cumbersome vacuum cleaners eased the burden of it. There was still plenty of cleaning to do in a place where the colour of a white shirt would be soon engrained with the coal dust pulsing unseen in the air. It was as natural to us as the oily black sheen of our plant and fish-free rivers or the mucky rush of water in the streets’ gutters which Mr Marsh the council road sweeper swept with his heavy bristle brush day after day.


Some of the ‘outsider’ painters who ‘discovered’ the Rhondda for themselves in the 1960s – George Chapman and Denys Short, say – were wonderfully adept at grasping the quixotic angles and contours of this lopsided landscape of teetering terraced houses and switchback gradients. But when I look at such ‘outsider’ pictorial representations now, what I miss is the pulse of people living, out in the open, together. It has been suggested that this is partly because the painting and drawing were being done when the men were at work underground, the women set on endless domestic work indoors, and the children in school. So there was a sort of emptying of existence from time to set time every day. Maybe. Yet the more directly contemporary works, from the late 1940s and early 1950s, of the native Rhondda painters, Ernie Zobole (1927–93) and his close friend Charlie Burton, are invariably pricked into life by human movement and communal vivacity.


That all-enveloping experience acted as a stage set for our comings and goings. To re-enter it, in memory, is to play a walk-on part in the silent movie of all which is past. To live within its shapes and shadows, however, was to be pulled hither and thither not by its three-dimensional landscape but by the direction finders of its soundscape. Patterns of behaviour and expectations had aural triggers. A wind-up alarm clock to announce the prelude to the working day. The hiss of water boiling in a kettle or simmering away in an outsize aluminium pan set on a banked-up, sulphurous coal fire. A faraway hooter punctuating a colliery’s successive work shifts. Once, too loud and insistently continuous, a signal of the disaster of death or accident and injury underground. The bridle shake still, before we were motorised all over, of heavily shod small horses pulling the van of a baker’s roundsman, the flatbed truck carrying milk churns, the curved wooden armature of smaller carts stacked with open boxes of fresh fish or the miscellaneous jumble of the pedlars of washing-line pegs, cotton reels, lump chalk for colliers to mark their coal-laden drams, and fabrics for make and mend. Almost nothing electrical to disrupt birdsong or the music of human voice or played upon instrument, whether mouth organ, violin or piano: no electronic doorbells just the rap of brass on brass, and until the mid-1950s no vacuum cleaners, washing machines or lawnmowers. The clarity and familiarity of wireless speech more integrated into the background than the fuzzy, demanding intrusion of early television. From the topmost terraces, we could hear the laboured rumbling of buses up and down the valley’s floor, and detect the distant, distinctive arrival of a car. Mostly we walked or ran, and so it was feet which made most, continual noise, on the streets and from house to house: the interplay of nailed boots and high-heeled shoes, the slap slap of Wellington boots in puddles, the scuff and scurry of children in rubber-soled daps. And I remember how we welcomed the wisdom of the winter snow which covered us in its silence and the rain which fell hard to wash the coaldusted streets temporarily clean. But, I suppose, how we looked was all to those who did not hear what we heard as the rhythm of our daily lives.


It is almost as if our encrusted environment cast a spell on those who came to behold it. The crust was seldom cracked. A cliché-inducing myopia clouded perception and the beat of life was flattened into the preordained expectation of a type of existence. The great American photographers Eugene Smith and Robert Franks came, respectively, in 1950 and 1953, and what they saw for posterity was us all right, but somehow it was also us looking back at them as we wanted to be seen, so not entirely us at all. Tantalisingly, the academic and writer Lorna Sage (1943–2001) wrote directly of Tonypandy in her entrancing and probing memoir Bad Blood (2000) but, again, what she thinks she sees as a child (visiting relatives in the early 1950s) is distorted by generational and social perspective. Lorna’s grandmother had come from Tonypandy’s ramshackle but self-assertive Edwardian shopocracy before her removal via a mistaken marriage to rural Flintshire and a narrowing of life so acutely dissected in that memoir. The young girl’s visit to Tonypandy sees her relatives cocoon her in their rather bypassed General Stores where she is cosseted by elderly eccentrics. When she looks outside the shop she seems to see through their eyes and it is this perspective that jars with my own sensibilities, and particularly her passing reference to ‘Tonypandy’s steep, jerrybuilt streets’. Steep they certainly were, but those late Victorian quarry stone-built houses or red-bricked bay window terraces were invariably well-built, from back-garden plots to slate roofs and individual outside lavatories. And inside, especially in the prosperous years to the 1920s, they were often, if proverbially, ‘Little Palaces’, packed with the palatial treasures of dressers, china, pianos and clocks and wall pictures. Perhaps, marooned in one of the mercantile relics on the main street, she never went inside any neighbour’s house. Like Raymond Williams, from Abergavenny but translated to Cambridge, against all the odds we did know the meaning of that elusive word, neighbour, and its community succouring reality.


If Lorna had walked up that steep hill and then into Ely Street, she might have climbed the few front steps of number 59 with its tiny railed garden in front of the bay window. She would have found our front door recessed into a porch whose ceramic side panels were brown and green bas-reliefs of Victorian gentlemen fishing on a riverbank. Inside was the passageway, gaslit by sputtering brackets and leading to a coconut matting-covered staircase. No carpets. Red quarry-tiled floors. A grandfather clock with a painted dial of the cow jumping over the moon. A front room on the right-hand side, where my grandmother’s death bed had been, had a black upright piano which my cousin would play as I reluctantly turned the sheet music of Chopin and Brahms when he came back on holidays from the public school, Sir Roger Manwood’s in Sandwich, Kent, to which he had been sent on a Services’ scholarship and, in his new home in Deal, made deeply unhappy, by his disciplinarian bemedalled father, the charming, and I think damaged, Lionel Arthur Bailey, or Uncle Bill as I knew him. The front room had, by 1954, a new three-piece suite of imitation brown leather, a settee and two armchairs on one of which I perched for hours on end in November of that year, waiting for my mother to come back by ambulance from hospital where she had been, unseen by me for almost four months, during another difficult pregnancy: my twin brothers. Behind that room, kept for best as we would say, was another, much darker inner room with one window onto the backyard. Both rooms had fire grates but they were rarely, even in wintertime, laid and lit. At the end of the passageway was an etched half-glass door and behind that the kitchen in which, effectively, we lived and where I bathed once a week in a tin bath placed in front of the ever-lit coal fire.


Here was the coal-fired range with the iron-barred open fire in its middle part and an oven to the side. Behind that was a pantry with shelves for crockery, cutlery and bottles and cans and an aluminium bread tin. On the kitchen’s right-hand side wall, set before a window that looked out onto a wooden and glass framed attachment, was a scrubbed deal table and oak chairs, the one with curved arms being for my grandfather. On the opposite wall was a veneer-framed print of a bovine nature: large cows, a water meadow, trees overhanging a sluggish stream. One dilapidated, fabric-covered armchair with flat wooden armrests. A wall cupboard, set above a Belfast sink and its solitary brass tap, was in the corner nearest the door outside to the ‘glasshouse’ which held the washtubs and mangle, with a gutter along its whole length to a far door giving out onto a small yard, and an outside lavatory below the stone steps up to a small sloping garden rectangle beneath a high stone back wall with a gate leading onto an unpaved back lane.


Upstairs we had a front bedroom where my parents slept and where my new twin brothers would have their cots. I was in a double bed off the landing whilst my grandfather had moved into the back bedroom at the top of the stairs. From my bedroom window overlooking the garden, I could see beyond the flat unmade back lane and the allotments and the raised railway line to the first slopes of the mountainside. The railway engines, clanking and steaming as they strained up the gradient, hauled coal trucks down to the seaport docks which I had never seen. The engine driver would wave if he caught sight of me as I rushed to the window. Our linoleum-covered bedrooms were cold in winter months; the overnight piss in the china chamber pots kept beneath the beds was chilled by the morning; the beds were piled high with feather eiderdowns and thick woollen Welsh blankets. Other than for cooking smells, the overriding odour of the house was that of the cloying, chemofloral stink of mothballs placed in every wardrobe and chest of drawers, and cutting through that the smoke from untipped cigarettes, Players or Senior Service for my grandfather, cheaper Woodbines for my father, and for both of them hacking, phlegmy coughs whose implications were unquestioned, rather like everything else in that socially mothballed decade whose evanescent condition went unnoticed as we snuggled down under a comfort blanket of relative prosperity and well-earned security.


There were scarcely any books in the house other than a few patriotic Edwardian assemblages about Wales: photographic plates of scenery and worthies with dilatory essays on historical events or personages. A Bible of course, and a hymn book, both in Welsh, and almost all others borrowed from the public library, a task which became increasingly a Saturday morning call for me to undertake. To pick up Leslie Charteris’ The Saint and John Creasey’s detective stories and Agatha Christie’s mysteries for my grandfather and mother, and age gradations of Enid Blyton for me. There was too, certainly before I was 10, an early sampling of what passed for proper history in the thickly paged and lushly illustrated volumes that Blackie published on England and Scotland. I do not believe that Wales, even the romanticised Wales of princes and castles, ever appeared separately in these annals. So, growing up I absorbed Alfred the Great and Robert the Bruce, Hereward the Wake and Robin Hood and Rob Roy and General Gordon and the Spanish Armada, but nothing that bragged in similar fashion of Wales unless it was of its imposed princes and, it goes without saying but has to be said, nothing that made us any part of anybody’s history at all. The newspapers we took were Beaverbrook’s the Daily Express for my somewhat politically perverse grandfather and the Daily Mirror for my politically straightforward father, although they both read first the sport or racing pages. Welsh was still spoken in the home between my mother and her father but not greatly now that my father was there and I was not encouraged, or discouraged, to use the Welsh picked up in Sunday School where worship, the Lord’s Prayer and our New Testament reading was all in and through the Welsh language. Occasionally, my grandfather would take me through what he called proper Welsh in the papers he received by post: Y Cymro monthly and the weekly Baner ac Amserau Cymru. The critical contrast he made would be with the slovenly patois of the southern Hwntws and their corrupt vernacular and the linguistic purity of his native Gogledd. These distinctions were aspects of the swirling cultural tensions of the novel society which had been, for his generation, but not for that of any since the First World War, an immigrant society. It never occurred to me that my collier grandfather was not a Rhondda native: but, strictly speaking, and unlike me, he was not. In those early years, I probably spent more time in his company than with any other adult. I did not ask him then what I should have done, yet I can also see that his confection of individual personality and collective social make-up has profoundly influenced my subsequent perusal of these inseparable strands.


What I think of as the Victorian side of him was a compound of distinctive pride in what set him apart and an almost snobbish pride in that particularity. The Church had been his mainstay before the Second World War although his infrequent attendances when I knew him scarcely testified to any overwhelming religious commitment. It was the opportunity for music-making that he had seized. He was a stickler for what he regarded as the right and proper way and his geniality somewhat masked his rigour. He was, apparently, an encouraging but strict Corfeistr in the church whose congregation presented him with an inscribed, chiming clock when he finally stopped being so in 1950. Before that there had been a succession of cantatas and oratorios and musical plays, often featuring the tenor voice for which he had won praise when the Williamstown Male Choir, founded during the 1910–11 strike, won at the National Eisteddfod in Neath in 1918. He abhorred the interwar crooners and post-war warblers who followed on from these more communal rhythms, and he, unusually, scolded me harshly when he found out I had sneaked into the Empire, now a cinema, in 1954 to see Bill Haley and his Comets gyrate unconvincingly in Rock Around The Clock. His opinions on Elvis would have been uttered into a smouldering fireplace in a deprecatory Welsh.


And yet, in front of me and often just for me, he would show his delight in the musical songs of his youth, mostly heard in Liverpool music halls when he travelled by train to see Everton play soccer, and later in the Tin Pan Alley of mid-Rhondda theatres. It is that music, and its syncopated ditties, which is my main auditory recall of our home in Ely Street: the rousing We are the Soldiers of the Queen, My Lads!, the yearning of She’s My Lady Love, and Lily of Laguna, the singalong My Old Man Said Follow The Band, the heart-catching Daring Young Man On The Flying Trapeze, and so on through a repertoire of sheet music he placed on the piano rest in our front room.


It felt, these first ten years or so of my growing up as if I was in a comfortable nest which I never wanted to leave. I was never smacked, nor disciplined, not given rules of behaviour to obey, not ever cowed by silent reprimand or harsh words, and I only saw anything of that kind happen when my cousin Robin would come back to stay and if, by unhappy chance, his father, on leave from overseas, was also there. I remember it as an embarrassment for Robin, almost a shaming of him, and years later would come to know how much he missed those wartime and immediate post-war years in which he had been merely loved in that same house by his mother and grandmother, by my mother and her Aunty Maggie, and all with no paternal curtailment of his instincts or desires. I inherited that paradise from him, though never with quite the degree of universal adoration he had briefly and tellingly received.


I soon grew to be a chubby boy. Or, at least, a well-covered and stocky one in my accompanying shortness of stature. I was never to be made to feel hungry as they all had once been, and welfare orange juice, cod-liver oil and milk at school made up for any deficiencies in diet that our food intake may have caused. My mother could not cook with any level of skill, but this was scarcely a concern as we wolfed down what could be fried, boiled, baked, warmed up, opened, and bought. Cheap cuts of meat – neck of lamb, shin beef, stewing steak – simmered in pans of water and vegetables or sweated beneath similarly packed pie crusts. I did not eat a proper steak until I went to university and roasts were, other than an occasional chicken, rare in our house. We had fried fish and dressed crab and well-hung rabbits all thanks to my father’s job, and chips a-plenty to go with speckled fried eggs – my mother never changed the fat in which she incinerated everything in a cast-iron pan – and, as a treat, good frying gammon. Some cooked meats, ham and brawn, cheese, of course, though mostly of one kind only, American strong and yellow, and any variety of sandwich to be made with bottled sauce or jam or syrup or fish paste or a sandwich spread which resembled regurgitated vomit, or even with granulated sugar.
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Tinned food was highly prized. Smedley’s peas. John West salmon, Fray Bentos corned beef, Heinz cream of tomato soup. Limp lettuce – rabbit food, grumbled my grandfather – would be coated with a slick of bottled salad cream, and any fruit we could stew or cover in pastry swam in a lagoon of sweet condensed milk. The only genuine homemade tastes I can bring to mind are the Welsh cakes, usually a touch black and often burned, which my mother turned out in batches from the heavy cast-iron bakestone which steamed with heat from the open fire, over which thick slices of white bread were held on a brass pronged fork before being slathered in salty butter. The splendid feasts of barons of beef and ham hocks or legs of lamb and freshly gathered vegetables that the Morgan family devoured in How Green Was My Valley came as a late literary surprise.


What we ate also depended on where and when we ate it. We were, more than I realised at the time, a proper café society. To be strict, an Italian café society. Those enterprising Italian migrants who became a byword in the coalfield were well represented in Tonypandy. Across South Wales, of course, their establishments were generically known as Bracchis, after Julio Bracchi had opened the first such café in Aberdare. The ‘Bracchis’ were amongst us as Colombotti, Melardi and Pino. Shopping done, there would be homemade ice cream in cold faux-silver dishes drenched in a raspberry liquor or an ice cream rectangle afloat in a cloud of lemonade or, if damp and chilly, tall green glasses filled with a scalding hot blackcurrant cordial and served alongside a packet of Smith’s crisps, to be salted yourself from the twist of blue greaseproof paper inside the bag. After the pictures, if to the Plaza at the far end of Dunraven Street near the railway station and opposite the Communist Party offices, there would be lossin dant, homemade mint humbugs from a front room shop to take in with us and afterwards freshly cooked chips from Hathaway’s to eat upstairs on plates or, better still, with which to singe our fingers as we walked home, our senses smarting with the tang of salt lavishly scattered from the shakers on the counter and the fumes of a powerful dark-brown vinegar. Sweets had their particular moments and places as well. On the way to school, again from shop counters which were actually the entrepreneurial front rooms of houses, they might be translucent pink bubblegum flattened out within shiny US dollar bill wrappings or chewy black jacks or the endless suck-till-thin tubular rolls of Rowntree’s fruit gums. If to church, strictly bought by grownups by the quarter-pound in conical white paper bags and doled out through the service, there might be the treat of gooey Riley’s chocolate toffees, individually wrapped to make the maximum noise from the pews, or the roll-around-your-mouth pebble smoothness of mint imperials. No wonder dentists, few and far between anyway, were strictly for extraction.


Ours was, in every sense, a workaday society, but its counterpart was that of being, wherever possible, a world of play and pleasure. The latter was an aspect of working-class life that has never endeared itself to those who looked, whether from inside or out, for more rigid, let us say narrower, purposeful meanings. Yet it was at the root of the street parties we would conjure up at any excuse, and the street games, of running and boxing and cricket, which adults sometimes organised for us children. Mostly, we organised ourselves. Seasons made little difference since even with the onset of darker nights iron-stalked and glass-lanterned gas lamps would be lit as night fell to cast shadows and pools of illumination over our games. Any onlooking sociologists of children’s games, the Opies maybe, would have had a field day watching us. Some rituals would be divided between boys and girls. Hopscotch on chalked-out squares and skipping ropes twirled frantically for girls and, for boys, the frightening mob rule of Strong Horses Weak Donkeys where a line of boys would bend their backs the one into the other, maybe as ten or more, up to the first boy whose head was up against a wall or iron railing whilst the whole line waited for others to run and jump as fast and as hard as they possibly could onto the bridge of backs until, or not, it broke and gave way. That could hurt. Less so, Jack Across The Water where everyone, boys and girls, lined up on one side of the street and the one who was ‘on it’ stood in the middle whilst we shouted, ‘Please Jack, can I cross the water?’, until agreement was indicated and a flood of bodies rushed across to the other side with the one who was caught having to take a turn in the middle.


What did the game signify? In some ways, the fear of being singled out, trapped, hurt and then saved, liberated, allowed back with others. Such was Release, where, if touched and caught by one group, you were confined to a designated part of the street and only set free if someone else evaded the captors by running into the patch and shouting ‘Release!’. We must have tormented the street with our noise and incessant outdoor presence, made worse by Rat Tat Ginger, a devil-may-care disturbance, only undertaken in the dark nights from the autumn when no light spilled onto the front porches so that a lone boy would sneak up to the metal door knockers set above a letterbox and smash it up and down and yell Rat Tat Ginger before scarpering away to the sound of footsteps in the passageway and anger in the raised voices behind the door.


For some of the elderly, the summer holidays from school, long days which allowed us to decamp to the Track or, better yet, disappear up onto the mountain, must have come as some relief. Maybe not so much to our own parents if they truly knew some of the things, unrestrained and egged on by a few older boys and girls, we were discovering. For a start, there was the rather ambivalent game of Kiss Kick or Torture. This was played, in wintertime, in the darkened wall recesses of the back lanes and in summer, amongst the tangle of bushy undergrowth which fell in clusters down the banks above the Track field. This was girls against boys. At least so far as the chasing occurred. If cornered, touched, and so caught, you had to submit to being escorted to the ‘den’ where your fate awaited you. There was a choice and you had to make it in the full company of the girl hunters. I do not remember anyone ever requesting a kiss. Whatever that might have implied to our scruffy selves. A kick was swift, usually administered by one of the larger girls as a well-aimed toe-poked stab at the shin bone, and painful enough. Worst, and bravely chosen, was the ‘Chinese burn’ of torture where your wrists were seized and rotated in a pincer-like grip until the skin grew puckered and inflamed. You could always ask for mercy. It was never given. A sign of things to come or to expect, perhaps.


Given the closeness in which we all lived, I am surprised we were not more aware of the natural order of things. There was no information, let alone education, about sex in school. Or at home. There were, of course, vague intimations, inchoate feelings. At a distance so far as the swim-suited, high-heeled, piled-up hair imagery of the silver screen presented women to us. Closer, maybe, if you really thought about it, in the weird make-up of such a cast of characters as Blyton’s Famous Five. The tall, blonde and willowy Julian, his very name a mystery to us; the petite bob-haired fairness of gentle Ann; the tenacity of faithful Dick; and, then, the curly-haired tomboy, George. George? Georgina? Now there was a puzzle. Whenever Robin came home he would play the piano with Mair, the chapel minister’s daughter from further up the street, and seem disinterested in the kickabouts and scuffles we had going on outside. Another puzzle, another one to be solved in time. I remember, too, the story, constantly told, as he became a public figure, of my mother’s solitary close-up encounter with George Thomas when he and his Mam lived a few doors up from us before, in 1945, he became one of the new Labour MPs for Cardiff. My mother would tell how she had gone to Mrs Thomas’ to borrow, as was quite a common neighbourly practice, a cup of sugar and how when the door was opened to her, and she entered a house identical to ours, there was George, just appeared at the top of the stairs, in his pyjamas and dressing gown. He had then, it seems, shrieked in surprise on seeing a young woman in the passage at the bottom of the stairs and had disappeared up them as quickly as he could. The story would bring adult smiles all round our kitchen table. Actually, everyone I knew admired George Thomas and his long fight for legislation on leasehold reform to release the landlords’ grip on all our tied houses. The other matter was never formally mentioned. It seems it did not, in fact, matter at all. Any more than it did about Cyril, the immaculately dressed young collier, who still lived at home with his mother or the gentleman’s outfitter in the Co-op, respected for his sartorial judgement and ready politeness. There was, perhaps, a species of acceptance of difference which could be as suffocatingly repressive in its silence as any official, legal restrictions but, ambivalent or not, it was, nevertheless, a species of toleration not of overtly harsh repression. I would not, however, wish to gild this particular lily and the fear or dislike of the implications of being homosexual would afflict many whose families found what was truly tolerable to be, at best, placed discreetly outside the family, or kept hidden within it. In the 1960s, when so much of our sexual covertness, gay or straight, was to be confronted more openly at last, I would feel up close the misery and the familial stupidity which, for a time, afflicted my cousin Robin.
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At the time of my growing up, amongst us the children, or anyway within groups of boys, the subject of sex was dealt with as a slew of dirty jokes, scarcely understood by most of us, and from an array of slogans scrawled in chalk on school lavatory walls or handed down as rhyming explicatory verse. On coal tips and besides dammed-up mountain streams, our lungs fretting with the inhaled burnt nicotine taste of stale fag butts collected from the gutters and carried away in our snotty hankies, we, chanting filthy doggerel in unison, were the Lords of Smut who, on our own patch anyway could have given the Lords of the Flies a run for their own pig-ignorant, know-nothing savagery.


Perhaps, though not in any real biological or anatomical detail, we intuited more to make sense of such things than we improperly understood, for if we lacked experience, we craved knowing. Once but only once, there was the time the rumour went around that eight-year-old Carol would pull her knickers down and let you see it for a halfpenny. We queued, one by one, up the stone-flagged path to the outside lavatory of her back garden where she sat in state. There was a tin box at her feet. And why, after every Sunday School, did my Aunty Maggie linger in the vestry for over an hour with her co-teacher Jack Evans while I was sent outside to play and told to knock to come in? It felt strange to me, so I told my mother who made a pursed lip and said to be a good boy. On the mountain we would, as a gang, spot courting couples in the long grass or amongst the bushes and creep, Apache-style, nearer or peer down on them from the quarry ledges until we were chased away with stones and curses. All that to come, for us, maybe. But in the meantime, there were other things to do and glories to be had on the hills above our homes.


Since our street was at the very brow of the hill which reared up almost vertically from Tonypandy’s main street of shops and cinemas and chapels, we could walk from our back gates into a clinker-laid back lane and step, almost literally so, on and up into the world which had been there before coal had transformed the whole valley. Once across a low bridge beyond the railway line, there was a sunken lane with thickened hedgerows of closely interleaved hawthorn and, in season, white may blossom. A short way down the lane was the wide barred wooden gate which opened onto a track to Pugh’s farmyard, its mud clods churned up and made sour with the stink of pigs and chickens and dogs. Once a year their scrawny sheep, invaders of our streets and canny rustlers of our dustbins, were herded into the yard and dipped into foul-smelling troughs whilst the farm dogs yapped and barked outside the farmhouse, a seventeenth-century low-slung and whitewash longhouse with a sagging Victorian slate roof and loosely tacked-on outhouses and lean-to sheds with corrugated iron sheets covering them. We would come in our own droves to sit on the gate and watch the round-up for sheep dipping. Further on down the lane, its coal-dust floor soft and shining in summer heat, the path narrowed and then wound steeply up a stony ridge onto the mountainside itself. This was the way colliers would have walked to work before the Nantgwyn Colliery shut down forever, closed in the early 1920s. Between two immense grey stone boulders, the path became a one-at-a-time defile and through the cleft, you could look down where the mountain had levelled itself and spread out and where, until they were finally removed in the 1960s, there were the brick walls and chimneys of the former colliery’s outbuildings and engine houses, tangled metal hawsers and bulky iron boilers, water-filled cavities on the surface inside the ruins, overturned coal drams, the dismantled scrappage of the winding gear, and the rubbish-filled but uncapped entrance shaft down into whose haphazard darkness between the bricks and stones you could stare in fear. Above all this industrial detritus, where the mountain began to climb again was a high stone wall and behind it, a turquoise blue sheen in sunlight, a feeder dam of pent-up water in which we knew cats and dogs were regularly drowned and so where we skimmed stones across the surface but never swam.


To one side of this dangerously pocked and deserted wasteland, over all of whose abandoned domain we were free to roam and play all day long with no concerns expressed, there was a series of hillocks and canyons of bone-white and lumpy red coke up and down which we would run and hide. The ash waste with which it was composed, yards and yards deep, was warm to the touch, sometimes glowing, and so we called the whole leftover relic the Burning Tip. Beyond the colliery ruins and the feeder dam, just before the mountain was raised up to its bare plateau, was our very own, emblematic tip. Every township had one. Ours was the deposited waste from all the collieries which had been worked in this cwm and was still taking the muck and slurry from the drams of the Naval Colliery in Penygraig. Our coal tip was conical, of course, high, naturally, and had to be skirted, slipping and sliding across its lower slopes of small coal and pulverised dust, to go around it to the other side. Then, there were the tumbling gouts of streams and small oases of meadow turf, moss green against the backdrop of the black waste, and springy to our jumping play. These streams we dammed with smooth, flat brownstones and clumps of mud and sat to eat our greaseproof-wrapped jam sandwiches and swig our tepid water from the bottles we refilled with the orange rust outflow – good for us, iron, we said – from broken pipes.


On our way down from the mountain the sounds of the valley, muted and eerie in their distant unrealities, would swell and return us home as a siren guide. From above, the river bending, the road twisting, and the railway line straightening appeared as a signalling trinity of the industrial life that had superimposed itself on all prior existence. To us, it was all of a part, the mountains, the streets and the towns themselves, the focus of our very definition. To grow up in Tonypandy in the first decade after the Second World War was to have the luck of a destiny which had evolved to that point and the fate of fortune to be there before its locus of purposefulness diminished and made it just another place. At the interview for an entrance place to read history at Oxford the urbane and avuncular Master of Balliol, the constitutional historian Sir David Lindsay Keir, asked me why I had written as part of a required personal statement on my application form, that I had been ‘politically conscious from a young age’. It was 1962 and I was 17 and I had been advised at school in Barry not to write those phrases. But I had. I had insisted. If I was not to be admitted, then so be it, but I had to bristle, I had not to be Uncle Morris and I had to make an adolescent statement which was also true, though maybe not in the way I thought then, so I replied that it was because ‘I come from the Rhondda. From Tonypandy’.
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