










Contents




	Title Page


	Dedication


	Introduction


	THE STORIES


	ENCHANTMENT


	The Gift of Tongues – Arthur Machen


	The Coffin – Caradoc Evans


	The Dark – World Rhys Davies


	THE DISENCHANTMENT OF THE WORLD


	A Father in Sion – Caradoc Evans


	The Black Rat – Frank Richards


	The Grouser – Fred Ambrose


	Be This Her Memorial – Caradoc Evans


	A Bed of Feathers – Rhys Davies


	The Conquered – Dorothy Edwards


	The Last Voyage – James Hanley


	An Afternoon at Ewa Shad’s – Glyn Jones


	Shacki Thomas – Gwyn Jones


	The Lost Land – Geraint Goodwin


	Wat Pantathro – Glyn Jones


	Revelation – Rhys Davies


	The Shearing – Geraint Goodwin


	Let Dogs Delight – George Ewart Evans


	Twenty Tons of Coal – B. L. Coombes


	Gamblers – Leslie Norris


	On the Tip – Rhys Davies


	Extraordinary – Little Cough Dylan Thomas


	And a Spoonful of Grief to Taste – Gwyn Thomas


	Just Like Little Dogs – Dylan Thomas


	Thy Need – Gwyn Thomas


	Acting Captain – Alun Lewis


	The Lost Fisherman – Margiad Evans


	The Pits are on the Top – Rhys Davies


	They Came – Alun Lewis


	Boys of Gold – George Brinley Evans


	Ward ‘O’ 3 (B) – Alun Lewis


	Mrs Armitage – Emyr Humphreys


	One Life – Alun Richards


	AFTER FOREVER


	The Return – Brenda Chamberlain


	Homecoming – Nigel Heseltine


	A White Birthday – Gwyn Jones


	The Medal – George Ewart Evans


	A Story – Dylan Thomas


	Match – Roland Mathias


	Hester and Louise – Siân James


	A View Across the Valley – Dilys Rowe


	Time Spent – Ron Berry


	Boy with a Trumpet – Rhys Davies


	AUTHOR BIOGRAPHIES


	EDITOR BIOGRAPHY


	PUBLISHED LIST


	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


	LIBRARY OF WALES


	Copyright







STORY I


The Library of Wales Short Story Anthology


Edited by Dai Smith








LIBRARY OF WALES


[image: ]




In Ireland for Lily




INTRODUCTION


If the novel offers the reader entrance to its expansive world through the hospitality of an open door, the short story presents us with the more guarded perspective of a window into life. The short story must select and edit its revelation, glimpsed not dwelt upon, if it is to be a telling one, and worth a second glance. What it wishes to show is, to an extent, foretold by all that frames it, yet which remains unseen. This is why the chosen field of sight is crucial to the meaning of the vision vouchsafed for an understanding. The portal of the window defines not only what we will see but how we will view. The short story window, then, will come in many shapes and sizes, and some will have stained glass for panes and some will have bars across them, whilst, depending on which aspect of human behaviour they have decided to unveil, some will be open to the sky and others will cast their light into the cellar depths of existence. Once upon a time, it is true, in a world in which, literally, there was no glass in the holes or slits of the buildings, whether hovels or castles, through which the outside world was eyeballed, so there was no imaginative conduit into the lives of significant others which, first, the novel and then the short story proffered for those readers with the available leisure to look. By the mid nineteenth century increasingly glassed-off sectors of human anomie yearned for the connective compensation of an inner-eye’s resolution of life’s strange bewilderment and alien otherness, which a completed narrative alone could bring. The novel’s finite dream world made up for the infinite messiness of actual living in the new urban and industrial world. Yet, notwithstanding the structured ordering which such fiction could bring, the chance, ephemeral, disturbing, enticing diorama of street encounters and haphazard incident, the unaccountable and the unknowable, needed the explication of epiphany. The flash bulb. The thunderclap. The whisper. The rumour. Often, amidst the unstoppable flow of modernity, there was no time for anything else. Or, as John Updike put it, the importance of the short story now derived from the way it had of ‘bringing Americans news of how they lived and why’, and not only Americans. Everywhere, if you blinked you might miss something. If you stopped to do anything more than gulp it down, you might choke. Such speed of motion and instant memory would, soon, find its blurred articulation captured via the shutter of the stills camera or the sprocket whirr of the movies. From the late nineteenth century the short story especially was the literary cross-over form which pictured new vistas, distant horizons and close-up faces, in an array of montage and edited cuts.


None of this came about because of some species of reified aesthetics, though a subsequent aesthetic crafting of subtleties of form and language was to be key to making the short story such an effective witness to the psychological and emotional upheavals engendered in individual lives by the weight of unbidden social developments, and through the devastation wrought by unheralded historical circumstances. In all this, Wales, except in the spurts and starts of particular places and industries, was a latecomer until with a landslide shudder as the twentieth century began there was no country of comparable size so overwhelmingly marked out by all that industrialisation entailed. Some Machine. Some Garden. Even rural Wales, its agricultural and artisan and mercantile economy there included, had become an offshoot, de-populated and migratory, of the new Wales of tinplate and iron and slate and copper and steel and, feeding all the roaring fires of Industry and Empire, of coal – anthracite, bituminous and steam, the fossil fuel of modernity itself. Two out of three workers in a Wales approaching three million in population by 1914 were in the coal industry. Wales was urban to its molten core, if only urbane in the marmoreal, statuary of its prosperous Edwardian heyday, and tricked out for the first time in our history with a panoply of national institutions.


Yet, Wales had no cities or deep civic traditions, no wide gradation of rank and hierarchy beyond the bourgeois and proletarian, to compare with Scotland or Ireland, let alone England. Its university colleges were as young as its national sporting endeavours and its literary glories were embedded in Welsh, its most distinctive and, down to 1914, thriving characteristic. Whatever the decline in numbers, both absolute and in percentage terms, which would within a few decades first assail and then fatally threaten the language, there was, before the 1920s, only a sporadically expressed sense of any national cultural crisis around linguistic usage, whilst, emphatically, there was no dilemma, political or otherwise, about the being of Welshness and the embrace of a British identity.


Before the First World War, James Joyce had written the short stories he used to skewer the evasions and illusions, their dreams as well as their acts, of his fellow countrymen. The struggle he had to publish Dubliners in 1914 was, in part, a reflection of the power of his devastating, unacceptable, ultimately undeniable stories of love and indictment. Crises and civics were the twin breeders of his consciousness, and of Ireland’s conflicted nation. It would take, in different circumstances of crisis and civic outcomes around class, at least another generation before Wales would find comparable voices. For a while after 1914, Wales was buoyed up, as nation and society, by the centrality of coal in both peace and in war, and its force-fed ambitions took it to the forefront of the Celtic queue in power and aspiration. The triumphant foie-gras outcome was the production of the cocky, confidently self-promoting, Welsh-speaking politico, David Lloyd George, as Prime Minister of Britain and wartime leader of its Imperial Dominions. It would take a mighty shake of the social and economic kaleidoscope after the Great War to see the mosaic of Welsh life thrown into shards in a disarray which would now overturn all previous set patterns of expectation and order. It was all this, no more and no less, which saw the Welsh short story emerge as central to our understanding of knowing how and why the people of Wales have lived as they have over the past century.


The very first batch of stories in this volume are uneasy outriders of all that will be. Not quite tinged with the late Victorian romance of Celtic exoticism and otherness, yet suffused with strangeness, playful with morbidity, helpless in the face of encroaching death. They are enchanted tales because they are in thrall to magic and all its spells in a Wales gasping through religion and respectability to breathe anew under the suffocating toxicity of a noxious capitalist system. This Wales was a-buzz with contradictions. Curtains fretfully twitched across these particular windows of intellect until, the spell abruptly broken, winds began to howl through all the shattered glass of post-1914 Wales. It was Caradoc Evans – of whom his friend and admirer, Gwyn Jones, in 1957 said that he had ‘flung a bucket of dung through the Welsh parlour window and … had flung the bucket in after, with a long-reverberating clangour’ – who put a capstone on any fantasy Wales which lingered on. That his collection, My People (1915), appeared in the midst of a World War which shape-shifted Welsh history entirely is no more a happenstance than Lloyd George’s own contemporary elevation. If England, as Keynes informed us, had Shakespeare when she could afford him, the great economist who would shortly dilate on the Economic Consequences of the Peace (1919) delivered by Lloyd George at Versailles, might have added that Wales only joined the discordant chorus of twentieth century literature when its economy slid into bankruptcy.


The stories which follow on into the disenchantment of the world, through the inter-war years and in the Second World War itself down to the 1950s, are utterly distinctive in tone even when, occasionally, they tell this wider Big Story in oblique or sidling ways. They are time-bound and socially observant as a measure of historical experience. It is this focus which makes them so Welsh. Contrariwise, the critic, Tony Brown, has pointed out that most women writers in English of this entire period, formally educated and necessarily middle-class, had ‘connections with the actual social life of Wales (which was only) socially and/or geographically tenuous (and that their) stories tell us very little about the actualities of Wales itself between 1850 and 1950 …nothing …of industrialisation, nothing about the huge shift from the boom years at the end of the nineteenth century to the disasters of the 1930s, nothing of the struggle of working-class families to survive’. The perception of such activities was one which contemporaries, as writer practitioners and reader participants, did not hesitate to emphasise in their work: What was socially marginal, for whatever valid socio-historical reasons, was not the work which brought the news of how and why the Welsh had lived and endured in a dramatic if enforced commonality of being.


At the end of this first period, from the late 1920s to the late 1950s, one of its first generation of writers – those born before 1914 – came to edit the third major collection of stories to be published. That was George Ewart Evans (b.1909), whose Welsh Short Stories came out for the English publisher, Faber & Faber, in 1959. He was clear, as he wrote in his Introduction, dated May 1958, that over ‘thirty years or so, the short story in Wales has emerged and reached its present maturity’, and he was just as firm in his answer to his own posed question:





What caused the Welsh short story to appear when it did? This is a question that cannot be answered if we try to restrict the inquiry to purely literary terms. For the Welsh short story, like the Irish story just before it… flowered during or immediately after a period of acute social stress… The Irish experienced their upheaval in the first quarter of the century; the renascence of Irish letters roughly coincided with it. The Welsh were entering the ‘Hungry Thirties’ when the tempo of events in Ireland was slowing down. It seems no accident that the writers who have had the greatest influence on the direction of the Welsh short story grew up during the twenties and thirties in industrial South Wales, chiefly in those valleys and coastal towns that were so devastated by social and economic crises.


In that Wales of the late 1950s, so much was clear to that generation which had indeed seeded the ‘first flowering’ of ‘Anglo-Welsh’ literature. It was a drumbeat to which the prominent Welsh writers in English marched in step as much as did the whole culture and society, formed and perhaps already static, of their known world. Gwyn Jones (b.1907), his shadow as critic and contributor looming authoritatively over the literary landscape, had anticipated George Ewart Evans’ thoughtful remarks in his own typically more flamboyant editorial note to his influential collection Welsh Short Stories (1956) for Oxford:





An editor who is part of what he edits cannot show free from prejudice. My book has been built around those authors who seem to me at once creators and most distinguished practitioners of the Welsh short story in English… if we except the patriarchal Caradoc, these writers belong to one generation, and all of them except Caradoc and Goodwin belong to industrial South Wales. Remove the Swansea-bred Dylan Thomas, and the others belong to the mining valleys, where they grew up in the hungry twenties.


For better and worse the contemporary Welsh story is the product of a passionate, rebellious, and humorous generation, with a huge delight in life and no small relish for death.


He who edits, as Gwyn Jones assertively admits, also selects. And in the 1950s, as in the 1930s, the selectivity was indeed all one way in its regional skew. Twenty years had separated the first collection from Faber, Welsh Short Stories assembled by a collective anonymous panel of advisory editors, in 1937 from the offerings of the 1950s, with only Gwyn Jones’ slim Welsh Short Stories from 1940 for Penguin in between. The dates are significant for, in the 1930s the fate of the Welsh industrial valleys had first impinged on a wider consciousness, whilst by the 1950s the emergence of ‘Welfare’ Britain after the Second World War was unimaginable, in shape and in aspiration, without the wider contribution of South Wales. It was, in a sense, a pinnacle from which these editors, and their acolytic readers, could accommodate all of Wales.


In the Faber volume of 1959, out of 25 selected stories by single authors, three were in translation from Welsh, including one of the stories by three of the women there included. The 1956 OUP volume had been almost a mirror image, with 26 stories, though by 18 authors, with four stories translated. Gwyn Jones perfectly reflected the contemporary sensibilities of the 1950s in his fulsome declaration that ‘all 26 stories are by Welshmen… and about Welshmen, and… he who dips his head into this book will hear music and taste mead’. Sufficient mead, perhaps, to ignore the fact that two of the stories he selected were in translation by that honorary ‘Welshman’ Kate Roberts. At a time, perhaps, of a different tempo of crisis for Welsh-language writing, his further remark that ‘There is not one Wales, but many; and no one voice and one language can serve them all’ might sound as truthful as it is contentious. It is a double condition, even so, to which our selected stories over these two current volumes will return again and again.


A way of avoiding it was to take the more fanciful road chosen by Aled Vaughan in Celtic Story, from 1946, where 24 stories were assembled from ‘Ireland, Wales, Scotland and the West country’. The editor, no doubt whistling against the wind of post-war British triumphalism, contended that ‘The central theme of this collection is “Celticism”, that indefinable quality that makes the work of the true Celtic writer stand out on its own in any collection’. But, by then, the concept of Celtic sensibility outside a rooted and structured society was a feeble throwback to the idylls and/or grotesqueries which the writers championed by Jones and Evans had long swept away. Gwyn Jones, for one, was clear about what the first generation of Welsh short-story writers had sought to do, and the examples from elsewhere by which he, and they, sought to be measured. He introduced his own selected short stories in 1974 and, again, his collected stories of 1998 with the confident modesty of one who knew where his texts would find their context. It is where, too, I hope that Story may be located and assessed:





…literature has never lacked far-questers and exotics, but for the most part, what men are, what they know, what they feel, grows from a place or region. This can be provincial (in the literal not pejorative sense), metropolitan, or in respect of some Nations national. For me, it seems unnecessary to add, this means Wales, and therein South Wales, and still more narrowly the mining valleys of Gwent and Glamorgan on the one hand, and the thirty-mile central arc of Cardigan Bay and its hinterland on the other.


Regionalism of this high and honourable definition has a status as estimable as any other form of writing, and has been a main feature of the European and American literary tradition. For this region – it can be as small as Eire, Calabria, or Berlin, or huge as the Deep South of America – the regional writer will feel an inescapable though not necessarily an exclusive attachment. He will understand its people, as no intruder will ever understand them, and be driven to act out that understanding in words: their character, personality and traditions, patterns of behaviour and impulses to action; what they believe in, their hopes and fears, bonds and severances; their relationship to each other, to the landscape around them, and the creatures they share it with… If his gifts are modest but genuine, his following will be small but appreciative; if he is a Hardy, Joyce, or Faulkner by virtue of what his region has given him he will be heard with reverence throughout the world.


Every editor should end with a confession: implicit or explicit. Implicitly this selection over two volumes will speak for itself as to its specificities and its inter-relationships. Explicitly, I constructed a few principles, or rather made up some rules, some of which I broke. There happens to be 42 stories in each volume. That was, as it turned out, a coincidence. What was not accidental, however, was the decision to have more than one story by certain writers, and even to give a few authorial stars more than two stories by which to represent themselves. The familiar or the classic, then, rub together with the unexpected and with what is raw but powerful. By so doing, I hope, the representational intent of Story will become clear. And that is, to touch upon the lives of Wales in the past one hundred years or so without any literal attempt to suggest any kind of overall objective survey or even a foray into history. My chosen windows onto Wales do precisely what windows do: whether the weather outside changes, stones are thrown, night blots out day, rain streaks or sun shines, with figures at play or bodies at rest. These are moments. It is why they are, therefore, momentous. None more so than the two World Wars which have marked out destinies, individual and social, more than most histories of Wales until very recently have wished to consider. Those stories are most definitely flagged up here. As are the ways and means, humorous and defiant and forlorn, with which Wales suffered its equivalent of the Famine in Ireland – the locust decades between those wars.


I think it is plain, too, that the Wales which strove to put its house in order after 1945 did so in a way which proved to be an uneasy marriage between a cold-headed refusal to endorse its immediate past by anything other than fierce rejection and a warm-hearted embrace of the things and people so loved and succoured that they soon crystallised into nostalgia or into a sentiment almost too large to withstand. Here, the 1940s will end with withering backward glances but also with the cracked grace note of Rhys Davies’ masterful ‘Boy with a Trumpet’, a tale set outside Wales completely yet redolent of a yearning for expressive horizons and a settlement that cannot, in all its paucity, be resisted.


The story will, too, end Rhys Davies’ involvement in Story, though not, as will be apparent, his paramount place amongst the first generation of our short-story writers from Wales in English. His influence, more and more appreciated, has been as deep as it has been understated until recently. In the second volume of Story the 21 men and only 5 women of this volume will be replaced, numerically anyway, by 19 men and 13 women. Tone and the intended effect will change as well, and all that comes from the alteration of our story over time. No anthology, however, even two of them arriving together, can, even if it is perforce, omit so many good stories and ask to be regarded as definitive. But what I can hope is that Story (Volumes I and II) may serve, overall, as a definition, one amongst many to be sure, in a language and style fashioned here in Wales of what it has been to live with Welsh breath in our lungs and with Welsh stories to tell the world. This was our news. Read it, and think that you and we may yet know the how and the why of it.


Dai Smith




THE STORIES




ENCHANTMENT




THE GIFT OF TONGUES


Arthur Machen


More than a hundred years ago a simple German maid-of-all-work caused a great sensation. She became subject to seizures of a very singular character, of so singular a character that the family inconvenienced by these attacks were interested and, perhaps a little proud of a servant whose fits were so far removed from the ordinary convulsion. The case was thus. Anna, or Gretchen, or whatever her name might be, would suddenly become oblivious of soup, sausage, and the material world generally.


But she neither screamed, nor foamed, nor fell to earth after the common fashion of such seizures. She stood up, and from her mouth rolled sentence after sentence of splendid sound, in a sonorous tongue, filling her hearers with awe and wonder. Not one of her listeners understood a word of Anna’s majestic utterances, and it was useless to question her in her uninspired moments, for the girl knew nothing of what had happened.


At length, as it fell out, some scholarly personage was present during one of these extraordinary fits; and he at once declared that the girl was speaking Hebrew, with a pure accent and perfect intonation. And, in a sense, the wonder was now greater than ever. How could the simple Anna speak Hebrew? She had certainly never learnt it. She could barely read and write her native German. Everyone was amazed, and the occult mind of the day began to formulate theories and to speak of possession and familiar spirits. Unfortunately (as I think, for I am a lover of all insoluble mysteries), the problem of the girl’s Hebrew speech was solved; solved, that is, to a certain extent.


The tale got abroad, and so it became known that some years before Anna had been servant to an old scholar. The personage was in the habit of declaiming Hebrew as he walked up and down his study and the passages of his house, and the maid had unconsciously stored the chanted words in some cavern of her soul; in that receptacle, I suppose, which we are content to call the subconsciousness. I must confess that the explanation does not strike me as satisfactory in all respects. In the first place, there is the extraordinary tenacity of memory; but I suppose that other instances of this, though rare enough, might be cited. Then, there is the association of this particular storage of the subconsciousness with a species of seizure; I do not know whether any similar instance can be cited.


Still, minor puzzles apart, the great mystery was mysterious no more: Anna spoke Hebrew because she had heard Hebrew and, in her odd fashion, had remembered it.


To the best of my belief, cases that offer some points of similarity are occasionally noted at the present day. Persons ignorant of Chinese deliver messages in that tongue; the speech of Abyssinia is heard from lips incapable, in ordinary moments, of anything but the pleasing idiom of the United States of America, and untaught Cockneys suddenly become fluent in Basque.


But all this, so far as I am concerned, is little more than rumour; I do not know how far these tales have been subjected to strict and systematic examination. But in any case, they do not interest me so much as a very odd business that happened on the Welsh border more than sixty years ago. I was not very old at the time, but I remember my father and mother talking about the affair, just as I remember them talking about the Franco-Prussian War in the August of 1870, and coming to the conclusion that the French seemed to be getting the worst of it. And later, when I was growing up and the mysteries were beginning to exercise their fascination upon me, I was able to confirm my vague recollections and to add to them a good deal of exact information. The odd business to which I am referring was the so-called ‘Speaking with Tongues’ at Bryn Sion Chapel, Treowen, Monmouthshire, on a Christmas Day of the early Seventies.


Treowen is one of a chain of horrible mining villages that wind in and out of the Monmouthshire and Glamorganshire valleys. Above are the great domed heights, quivering with leaves (like the dear Zacynthus of Ulysses), on their lower slopes, and then mounting by far stretches of deep bracken, glittering in the sunlight, to a golden land of gorse, and at last to wild territory, bare and desolate, that seems to surge upward for ever. But beneath, in the valley, are the black pits and the blacker mounds, and heaps of refuse, vomiting chimneys, mean rows and ranks of grey houses faced with red brick; all as dismal and detestable as the eye can see.


Such a place is Treowen; uglier and blacker now than it was sixty years ago; and all the worse for the contrast of its vileness with those glorious and shining heights above it. Down in the town there are three great chapels of the Methodists and Baptists and Congregationalists; architectural monstrosities all three of them, and a red brick church does not do much to beautify the place. But above all this, on the hillside, there are scattered whitewashed farms, and a little hamlet of white, thatched cottages, remnants all of a pre-industrial age, and here is situated the old meeting house called Bryn Sion, which means, I believe, the Brow of Zion. It must have been built about 1790–1800, and, being a simple, square building, devoid of crazy ornament, is quite inoffensive.


Here came the mountain farmers and cottagers, trudging, some of them, long distances on the wild tracks and paths of the hillside; and here ministered, from 1860 to 1880, the Reverend Thomas Beynon, a bachelor, who lived in the little cottage next to the chapel, where a grove of beech trees was blown into a thin straggle of tossing boughs by the great winds of the mountain.


Now, Christmas Day falling on a Sunday in this year of long ago, the usual service was held at Bryn Sion Chapel, and, the weather being fine, the congregation was a large one – that is, something between forty and fifty people. People met and shook hands and wished each other ‘Merry Christmas’, and exchanged the news of the week and prices at Newport market, till the elderly, white-bearded minister, in his shining black, went into the chapel. The deacons followed him and took their places in the big pew by the open fireplace, and the little meeting-house was almost full. The minister had a windsor chair, a red hassock, and a pitch pine table in a sort of raised pen at the end of the chapel, and from this place he gave out the opening hymn. Then followed a long portion of Scripture, a second hymn, and the congregation settled themselves to attend to the prayer.


It was at this moment that the service began to vary from the accustomed order. The minister did not kneel down in the usual way; he stood staring at the people, very strangely, as some of them thought. For perhaps a couple of minutes he faced them in dead silence, and here and there people shuffled uneasily in their pews. Then he came down a few paces and stood in front of the table with bowed head, his back to the people. Those nearest to the ministerial pen or rostrum heard a low murmur coming from his lips. They could not make out the words.


Bewilderment fell upon them all, and, as it would seem, a confusion of mind, so that it was difficult afterwards to gather any clear account of what actually happened that Christmas morning at Bryn Sion Chapel. For some while the mass of the congregation heard nothing at all; only the deacons in the Big Seat could make out the swift mutter that issued from their pastor’s lips; now a little higher in tone, now sunken so as to be almost inaudible. They strained their ears to discover what he was saying in that low, continued utterance; and they could hear words plainly, but they could not understand. It was not Welsh.


It was neither Welsh – the language of the chapel – nor was it English. They looked at one another, those deacons, old men like their minister most of them; looked at one another with something of strangeness and fear in their eyes. One of them, Evan Tudor, Torymynydd, ventured to rise in his place and to ask the preacher, in a low voice, if he were ill. The Reverend Thomas Beynon took no notice; it was evident that he did not hear the question: swiftly the unknown words passed his lips.


‘He is wrestling with the Lord in prayer,’ one deacon whispered to another, and the man nodded – and looked frightened.


And it was not only this murmured utterance that bewildered those who heard it; they, and all who were present, were amazed at the pastor’s strange movements. He would stand before the middle of the table and bow his head, and go now to the left of the table, now to the right of it, and then back again to the middle. He would bow down his head, and raise it, and look up, as a man said afterwards, as if he saw the heavens opened. Once or twice he turned round and faced the people, with his arms stretched wide open, and a swift word on his lips, and his eyes staring and seeing nothing, nothing that anyone else could see. And then he would turn again. And all the while the people were dumb and stricken with amazement; they hardly dared to look at each other; they hardly dared to ask themselves what could be happening before them. And then, suddenly, the minister began to sing.


It must be said that the Reverend Thomas Beynon was celebrated all through the valley and beyond it for his ‘singing religious eloquence’, for that singular chant which the Welsh call the hwyl. But his congregation had never heard so noble, so awful a chant as this before. It rang out and soared on high, and fell, to rise again with wonderful modulations; pleading to them and calling them and summoning them; with the old voice of the hwyl, and yet with a new voice that they had never heard before: and all in those sonorous words that they could not understand. They stood up in their wonder, their hearts shaken by the chant; and then the voice died away. It was as still as death in the chapel. One of the deacons could see that the minister’s lips still moved; but he could hear no sound at all. Then the minister raised up his hands as if he held something between them; and knelt down, and rising, again lifted his hands. And there came the faint tinkle of a bell from the sheep grazing high up on the mountainside.


The Reverend Thomas Beynon seemed to come to himself out of a dream, as they said. He looked about him nervously, perplexed, noted that his people were gazing at him strangely, and then, with a stammering voice, gave out a hymn and afterwards ended the service. He discussed the whole matter with the deacons and heard what they had to tell him. He knew nothing of it himself and had no explanation to offer. He knew no languages, he declared, save Welsh and English. He said that he did not believe there was evil in what had happened, for he felt that he had been in Heaven before the Throne. There was a great talk about it all, and that queer Christmas service became known as the Speaking with Tongues of Bryn Sion.


Years afterwards, I met a fellow countryman, Edward Williams, in London, and we fell talking, in the manner of exiles, of the land and its stories. Williams was many years older than myself, and he told me of an odd thing that had once happened to him.


‘It was years ago,’ he said, ‘and I had some business – I was a mining engineer in those days – at Treowen, up in the hills. I had to stay over Christmas, which was on a Sunday that year, and talking to some people there about the hwyl, they told me that I ought to go up to Bryn Sion if I wanted to hear it done really well. Well, I went, and it was the queerest service I ever heard of. I don’t know much about the Methodists’ way of doing things, but before long it struck me that the minister was saying some sort of Mass. I could hear a word or two of the Latin service now and again, and then he sang the Christmas Preface right through: “Quia per incarnati Verbi mysterium” – you know.’


Very well; but there is always a loophole by which the reasonable, or comparatively reasonable, may escape. Who is to say that the old preacher had not strayed long before into some Roman Catholic Church at Newport or Cardiff on a Christmas Day, and there heard Mass with exterior horror and interior love?




THE COFFIN


Caradoc Evans


Captain Shacob owned Rhondda, the rowing boat from which he fished and in which he took folk on the sea at Ferryside. A plump widow named Ann who had sailed in his boat for pleasure said to him: ‘My son, Little Ben, is a prentice to the carpenter; be you a father to him. My husband, Big Ben, is in the graveyard; be you my second husband.’ She also told him that she rented a house and ten acres of fertile land on the bank of Avon Towy.


Shacob sold his boat and married Ann, whose fields he trimmed at what time he was not repairing the ditches on the public roads. Now Ann fattened wondrously; her flesh almost choking her, she was wont in hot weather to throw up her hands and scream that she was dying. On arising on a July day, she went into a fit and fell back upon her bed. At midday she would not sup of the gingered and sugared bread and water which her husband offered her, nor again in the evening.


‘Eat, woman fach,’ said Shacob.


‘Let me perish on an empty belly,’ answered Ann.


Having milked his cow, tended his two pigs, and shooed his fowls to roost, Shacob walked to the workshop of Lloyd the carpenter. He stood at the threshold of the workshop, his hands, like the claws of a very old crow, grasping the top of the half door, his eyes wearing the solemn aspect of the man who is soon to revel in the mournful joy that Death brings to us Welsh people; his long underlip curling over his purple-stained chin like the petal of a rose, Shacob stood at the door as if he were the reporter of sacred messages in the chapel.


This is what he saw inside the workshop: the crutched figure of the carpenter, whose mouth, from the corners of which dribbled tiny streams of tobacco juice, was like the ungainly cut in a turnip lantern; the hairy face of the cobbler, much of whose wooden leg was thrust into the earth through the shavings and sawdust with which the ground was strewn; the bright countenance of the broken-out preacher, whose skin was of the freshness of that of a sucking pig; the head of Little Ben, whose nose had been twisted at birth, bending over a birdcage.


The preacher was declaring that Jonah was not swallowed by a fish, even though the fish was a whale whereat the cobbler, driving his leg farther into the earth, cried: ‘Atheist!’


‘Hoit!’ said Shacob.


None of the company heard him, so low was his voice.


Presently Little Ben looked up, and after his gaze had rested for a while upon his stepfather’s hands he set to improve the perch-rod of his cage.


‘Hoity-ho!’ Shacob sounded.


‘Why do you stand there like a thirsty ox at the gate?’ asked the carpenter. ‘You have seen millions of whales at Ferryside. Sure, indeed, they can take in a man at a gulp.’


‘Hist-hist,’ said Shacob. ‘Ann is going for the sail.’


‘For two shillings – for one shilling and a morsel of butter,’ said the preacher, ‘I’ll make a memorial song to the dead.’


‘Don’t let him,’ cried the cobbler. ‘Be you warned by me.’ He struggled to free his leg. ‘Little Ben, pull her out.’


‘I am here about the coffin,’ Shacob announced.


‘How can I make the coffin,’ Lloyd replied, ‘when I am haymaking all the week? Why didn’t you come a month back? And Ann is so stout that it will be a longish job.’


‘Where else can I go?’ Shacob wailed.


‘That’s it!’ the carpenter growled. ‘Take your custom from me. Don’t bring your breaks here any more if you talk like that. Go away with your wheelbarrow and spade and pickaxe and shovel.’


‘The perished – the stout and the thin – must be housed,’ the preacher proclaimed.


‘Hay must be gathered and stacked and thatched before the corn harvest,’ Lloyd answered. ‘How are the animals to live in the winter? Tell me that.’


‘All the dead – tenors and basses, praying men and men who cry “Amen”, old and young, big and little – must be housed.’ So sang the preacher in his pulpit manner.


The cobbler moved before he was freed and fell upon the floor, his wooden leg breaking in two.


‘The Big Man’s punishment for discussing the Beybile with you,’ he reproached the preacher. ‘The breath in your body is the smoke of hellfire.’


‘I have not the timber to make Ann a coffin,’ said Lloyd. ‘No; not for stout Ann.’


‘There are many trees,’ said Shacob.


‘Great will be the cost of the coffin.’


‘I’ll sell the cow,’ Shacob began.


‘Hearken! If I make the coffin, you must pay the day after the funeral. You shall not make a debt of it.’


The preacher blessed Lloyd. ‘You are behaving in a most religious spirit. Houses of stonemasons crumble, but the houses of carpenters will be placed in the lofts of the White Palace.’


Husband, stepson and carpenter then passed through the village and the deeply-rutted, cart-wide lane to Shacob’s house, which is in the midst of marshland.


As the three unlatched their clogs at the foot of the stairway, Shacob shouted: ‘Ann, here is Lloyd Carpenter. Are you perished?’


Ann made an answer, whereupon they went up to her. Lloyd drew back the bedclothes and bade the woman straighten her limbs; then he measured her length, her breadth, and her depth. ‘Write you down two inches extra every way for the swellings,’ he commanded Little Ben.


‘We ought to write four,’ said the youth.


‘Clap your head. Have I ever made a coffin too small?’


‘If it only fits,’ said Ben, ‘how can the angel flap his wings when he comes to call Mammo up? Mammo, you need the angel?’


‘Why, iss, Son bach,’ Ann replied. ‘Are you not ashamed, carpenter, to deprive me of the angel?’


‘It is the large cost that is in my think,’ murmured Lloyd.


‘Drat your think! I will not go into a coffin that will smother the angel. Have I not suffered enough?’


‘It will be many shillings more. Maybe ten. Maybe fifteen. O iss, a pound.’


‘Be good,’ said Shacob. ‘It is well to obey the perished.’


For three days Ben and Lloyd laboured, and as the coffin was carried on the shoulders of four men, the haymakers who came to the hedges were amazed at its vastness.


By the side of the bed it was put. ‘For,’ said Lloyd, ‘she will be a heavy corpse and easier to roll down than lift.’


At the end of the year the carpenter said to Ann’s husband:


‘Give me now the coffin money.’


‘On the day after the funeral,’ said Shacob.


‘I will have the petty sessions on you, I will, drop dead and blind. I’ll poison your well. And your cow. And your pigs. Is it my blame that Ann is alive?’


‘It shall be as you pledged. Broken-out preacher heard you.’


‘Tut-tut. He is a bad man. He disputes the Beybile. That is why he was broken out from the capel.’


But Shacob was soon puzzle-headed. Ann fancied to see herself in the coffin, and holding a mirror she tried to enter it, but the breadth of it was too narrow. She made such a great dole that Shacob hurried to discover Lloyd’s iniquity. ‘Little Ben,’ he shouted at the door of the workshop, ‘come forth from the workshop of the sinner. Bring your birdcage and coat and tools. Have a care you bring nothing that is his.’


The youth obeyed and remained like a sentry by his stepfather.


‘There’s glad I am I did not pay you,’ cried Shacob. ‘If I had, the law would find a thief.’


‘Be quiet, robber,’ Lloyd returned.


‘Who made Ann’s coffin too small? Come out, neighbours bach, and listen. Who made Ann’s coffin too small? Who tried to cheat the perished dead?’


Many people came to hear Shacob reviling Lloyd and were very sorry that the carpenter answered in this fashion: ‘Reit. ’Oreit. Little Ben, go you in and find the paper with the figures.’


‘And keep it tightly,’ Shacob counselled his stepson. ‘Nothing new must be put in it. Don’t you be tempted by Lloyd because he was your master. We are honest.’


After Lloyd had measured Ann, and while he was measuring the coffin, Little Ben went under his mother’s bed and wrote anew on another paper and in accordance with the fresh measurements.


‘Carpenter,’ he said shyly, ‘you are wrong. Study the figures. I cannot work for a scampist master.’


‘Why do I want a useless coffin?’ Ann shrieked. ‘A mess I would be in if I perished now. And what would be said if I reached the Palace in a patched coffin? Ach-y-fi!’


That night Little Ben, who was unable to sleep for his mother’s plight, stole into Lloyd’s workshop and brought away screws and nails and a few planks of timber, and with these he enlarged the coffin.


In the ten years that followed, the trouble between Lloyd and Shacob brewed into bitter hatred; it attracted one to the other, when they fought as fiercely as poachers fight for the possession of a ferret. Shacob died, and there was peace for a little while, but in the after-season Lloyd did not subdue his rage. ‘Shacob is gone,’ he whined. ‘Cobbler Wooden Leg is gone and Broken-out Preacher. The next will be Ann. Oh, there will be a champion riot if I don’t get my money.’ His spoken and unspoken prayer was that the Big Man would allow him to live longer than Ann. Every summer evening he watched the weather signs, and if they foretold heat, he said joyfully to himself: ‘Like a poof she’ll go off tomorrow.’


As Ann fattened so Ben enlarged the coffin with iron staples and leathern hinges. This he did many times. The fame of his skill became a byword, and folk brought to him clocks, sewing-machines, and whatsoever that wanted much cunning to be set in proper order.


He had married, and his four children were a delight to Ann, who often tumbled into her coffin and closing her eyes said to them: ‘Like this Grand-mammo will go to the Palace.’ The children pranced about with glee, and by and by they played hide and seek in it.


On a day when Ben said: ‘If I stretch the box any more your perished corpse will fall through the bottom, Mammo; even now it will have to be well roped before you are lifted,’ before sunset a horrible thing happened: three children hid in the coffin and the fourth swooped down upon them, and the sides of it fell apart.


Ben viewed what had been done. ‘It won’t repair,’ he told his tearful mother. ‘I’ll make you another, Mammo fach.’


He laughed as he separated the pieces, for those that belonged to Lloyd he was returning to Lloyd.




THE DARK WORLD


Rhys Davies


‘Where can we go tonight?’ Jim asked. Once again it was raining. The rows of houses in the valley bed were huddled in cold grey mist. Beyond them the mountains prowled unseen. The iron street lamps spurted feeble jets of light. There were three weeks to go before Christmas. They stood in a chapel doorway and idly talked, their feet splashed by the rain.


Thomas said: ‘There’s someone dead up in Calfaria Terrace.’


‘Shall we go to see him?’ Jim suggested immediately.


They had not seen any corpses for some weeks. One evening they had seen five, and so for a while the visits had lost their interest. When on these expeditions they would search through the endless rows of houses for windows covered with white sheets, the sign that death was within, and when a house was found thus, they would knock at the door and respectfully ask if they might see the dead. Only once they were denied, and this had been at a villa, not a common house. Everywhere else they had been taken to the parlour or bedroom where the corpse lay, sometimes in a coffin, and allowed a few seconds’ stare. Sometimes the woman of the house, or maybe a daughter, would whisper: ‘You knew him, did you?’ Or, if the deceased was a child: ‘You were in the same school?’ They would nod gravely. Often they had walked three or four miles through the valley searching out these dramatic houses. It was Jim who always knocked at the door and said, his cap in his hand: ‘We’ve come to pay our respects, mum.’


At the house in Calfaria Terrace they were two in a crowd. The dead had been dead only a day and neighbours were also paying their respects, as was the custom: there was quite a procession to the upstairs room. The corpse was only a very old man, and his family seemed quite cheerful about it. Thomas heard the woman of the house whisper busily on the landing to a neighbour in a shawl: ‘That black blouse you had on the line, Jinny, it’ll be a help. The ’surance won’t cover the fun’ral, and you know Emlyn lost four days in the pit last week. Still, gone he is now, and there’ll be room for a lodger.’ And, entreatingly: ‘You’ll breadcrumb the ham for me, Jinny…? I ’ont forget you when you’re in trouble of your own.’ The dead old man lay under a patchwork quilt. His face was set in an expression of mild surprise. Thomas noticed dried soapsuds in his ear. Four more people came into the bedroom and the two boys were almost hustled out. No one had taken any particular notice of them. Downstairs they asked a skinny, cruel-looking young woman for a glass of water and to their pleased astonishment she gave them each a glass of small beer.


‘It didn’t seem as though he was dead at all,’ Jim said, as if cheated. ‘Let’s look for more. In November there’s a lot of them. They get bronchitis and consumption.’


‘It was like a wedding,’ Thomas said. Again they stood in a doorway and looked with vacant boredom through the black curtains of rain sweeping the valley.


‘My mother had a new baby last night,’ Jim suddenly blurted out, frowning. But when Thomas asked what kind it was, Jim said he didn’t know yet. But he knew that there were nine of them now, beside his father and mother and two lodgers. He did not complain. But of late he had been expressing an ambition to go to sea when he left school, instead of going to the colliery.


Jim, in the evenings, was often pushed out of home by his mother, a bitter, black-browed woman who was never without a noisy baby. Jim’s father was Irish; a collier of drunken reputation in the place, and the whole family was common as a clump of dock. Thomas’ mother sometimes made one or two surprised remarks at his association with Jim. They shared a double desk in school. Occasionally Thomas expressed disgust at Jim’s unwashed condition.


Again they set out down the streets, keeping a sharp lookout for white sheets in the windows. After a while they found a house so arrayed, yellow blobs of candlelight like sunflowers shining through the white of the parlour. Jim knocked and respectfully made his request to a big creaking woman in black. But she said gently: ‘Too late you are. The coffin was screwed down after tea today. Funeral is tomorrow. The wreaths you would like to see?’


Jim hesitated, looking back enquiringly over his shoulder at Thomas. Without speaking, both rejected this invitation, and with mumbled thanks they backed away. ‘No luck tonight,’ Jim muttered.


‘There was the small beer,’ Thomas reminded him. A wind had jumped down from the mountains and, as they scurried on, it unhooked a faulty door of a street lamp and blew out the wispy light. When they had reached the bottom of the vale the night was black and rough and moaning, the rain stinging hot on cheeks and hands like whips. Here was a jumbled mass of swarthy and bedraggled dwellings, huddled like a stagnant meeting of bats. A spaniel, dragging her swollen belly, whined out to them from under a bony bush. She sounded lost and confused and exhausted with the burden that weighted her to earth. In the dark alleyways they found a white sheet. A winter silence was here, the black houses were glossy in the rain. No one was about.


‘Let’s go back,’ whispered Thomas. ‘It’s wet and late.’


‘There’s one here,’ Jim protested. ‘After coming all this way!’ And he tapped at the door, which had no knocker.


The door was opened and in a shaft of lamplight stood a man’s shape, behind him a warm fire-coloured interior, for the door opened on to the living room. Jim made his polite request, and the man silently stood aside. They walked into the glow.


But the taste of death was in the house, true and raw. A very bent old woman in a black cardigan, clasped at her stringy throat with a geranium brooch, sat nodding before the fire. Thomas was staring at the man, who had cried out:


‘It’s Thomas!’ He sat down heavily on a chair: ‘Oh, Thomas!’ he said in a wounded voice. His stricken face was though he were struggling to repudiate a new pain. A tall handsome man, known to Thomas as Elias, his face had the grey, tough pallor of the underground worker.


The boy stood silent in the shock of the recognition and the suspicion prowling about his mind. He could not speak; he dare not ask. Then fearfully the man said:


‘You’ve come to see Gwen, have you! All this way. Only yesterday I was wondering if your mother had heard. You’ve come to see her!’


‘Yes,’ Thomas muttered, his head bent. Jim stood waiting, shifting his feet. The old woman kept on nodding her head. Her son said to her loudly, his voice sounding out in suffering, not having conquered this new reminder of the past years. ‘Mam, this is Thomas, Mrs Morgan’s boy. You remember? That Gwen was fond of.’


The old woman dreadfully began to weep. Her face, crumpled and brown as a dead rose, winced and shook out slow, difficult tears. ‘Me it ought to have been,’ she said with a thin obsession. ‘No sense in it, no sense at all.’


Thomas glanced secretly at Elias, to see if his emotion had abated. Three years ago he used to carry notes from Elias to Gwen, who had been the servant at home. It seemed to him that Elias and Gwen were always quarrelling. Elias used to stand for hours on the street corner until he came past, hurry up to him and say hoarsely: ‘Thomas, please will you take this to Gwen.’ In the kitchen at home, Gwen would always toss her head on the receipt of a note, and sometimes she indignantly threw them on the fire without reading them… But Gwen used to be nice. She always kept back for him, after her evening out, some of Elias’ chocolates. Once or twice she had obtained permission to take him to the music hall and gloriously he had sat between her and Elias, watching the marvellous conjurors and the women in tights who heaved their bejewelled bosoms as they sang funny songs. But Elias, he had felt, had not welcomed those intrusions. After a long time, Gwen had married him. But before she left to do this, she had wept every day for a week, her strong kind face wet and gloomy. His mother had given her a handsome parlour clock and Gwen had tearfully said she would never wind it as it would last longer if unused. Then gradually she had disappeared, gone into her new married life down the other end of the valley.


Elias looked older, older and thinner. Thomas kept his gaze away from him as much as possible. He felt shy at being drawn into the intimacy of all this grief. The old woman kept on quavering. At last Elias said, quietly now: ‘You will come upstairs to see her, Thomas. And your friend.’ He opened a door at the staircase and, tall and gaunt, waited for them to pass. Thomas walked past him unwillingly, his stomach gone cold. He did not want to go upstairs. But he thought that Elias would take a refusal hardly. Jim, silent and impassive, followed with politely quiet steps.


In a small, small bedroom with a low ceiling, two candles were burning. A bunch of snowy chrysanthemums stood on a table beside a pink covered bed. Elias had preceded them and now he lifted a starched white square of cloth from off the head and shoulders of the dead.


She was lying tucked in the bed as if quietly asleep. The bedroom was so small there was nowhere else to look. Thomas looked, and started with a terrified surprise. The sheets were folded back, low under Gwen’s chest, and cradled in her arms was a pale waxen doll swathed in white. A doll! His amazement passed into terror. He could not move, and the scalp of his head contracted as though an icy wind passed over it. Surely that wasn’t a baby, that pale stiff thing Gwen was nursing against her quiet breast! Elias was speaking in a hoarse whisper, and while he spoke he stroked a fold of the bedclothes with a grey hand.


‘Very hard it was, Thomas, Gwen going like this. The two of them, I was in the pit, and they sent for me. But she had gone before I was here, though old Watkins let me come in his car… I didn’t see her, Thomas, and she asked for me—’ His voice broke, and Thomas in his anguish of terror, saw him drop beside the bed and bury his face in the bed.


It was too much. Thomas wanted to get away; he wanted to run, away from the close narrow room, from the man shuddering beside the bed, from the figure in the bed that had been the warm Gwen, from the strange creature in her arms that looked as though it had never been warm. The terror became a nightmare menace coming nearer… Unconsciously he jerked his way out to the landing. Jim followed; he looked oppressed.


‘Let’s clear off,’ he whispered nervously.


They went downstairs. The old woman was brewing tea, and in the labour seemed to forget her grief. ‘You will have a cup,’ she enquired, ‘and a piece of nice cake?’


At this Jim was not unwilling to stay, but Thomas agonisedly plucked his sleeve. Elias’ heavy step could be heard on the stairs. Then he came in, quiet and remote-looking. He laid his hand on Thomas’ shoulder for a second.


‘Do you remember when we used to go to the Empire, Thomas? You and Gwen used to like that Chinaman that made a white pigeon come out of an empty box.’


But Thomas saw that he was not the same Elias, who, though he would wait long hours for the indifferent Gwen like a faithful dog, had been a strutting young man with a determined eye. He was changed now, his shoulders were slackened. She had defeated him after all. Thomas sipped half a cup of tea, but did not touch the cake. He scarcely spoke. Elias kept on reminding him of various happy incidents in the past. That picnic in the mountains, when Elias had scaled the face of a quarry to fetch a blue flower Gwen had fancied. ‘Didn’t she dare me to get it!’ he added, with a strange chuckle in his throat. ‘And then she gave it to you!’ He sat brooding for a while, his face turned away. Then, to Thomas’ renewed terror, he began to weep again, quietly.


The mother, hobbling across to her son, whispered to the two boys. Perhaps they would go now. It was only yesterday her daughter-in-law had died, and the blow was still heavy on her son. She had stiffened herself out of her own abandonment to grief. The boys went to the door in silence. Jim looked reserved and uncommenting.


But outside, in the dark alley, he said: ‘I wonder how she came to chuck the bucket! The baby was it?’ Receiving no reply, he added with something like pride now: ‘My mother’s always having them, but she’s only abed for three days, she don’t die or nothing near it.’ Thomas still stumbling silently by his side, he went on: ‘Perhaps he’ll marry again; he’s only a young bloke… I never seen a man cry before,’ he added in a voice of contempt.


But for Thomas all the night was weeping. The dark alley was an avenue of the dead, the close shuttered houses were tombs. He heard the wind howling, he could feel the cold ghostly prowling of the clouds. Drops of icy rain stung his cheeks. He was shivering. Gwen’s face, bound in its white stillness, moved before him like a lost dead moon. It frightened him, he wanted to have no connection with it; he felt his inside sicken. And all the time he wanted to burst into loud howling like the wind, weep like the rain.


‘Shall we look for more?’ Jim said. A roused, unappeased appetite was in his voice.


Thomas leaned against the wet wall of a house. Something broke in him. He put up his arm, buried his head in it, and cried. He cried in terror, in fear and in grief. There was something horrible in the dark world. A soft howling whine came out of his throat. Jim, ashamed, passed from wonder into contempt.


‘What’s up with you!’ he jeered. ‘You seen plenty of ’em before, haven’t you?… Shut up,’ he hissed angrily. ‘There’s someone coming.’ And he gave Thomas a push.


Thomas hit out. All the world was jangled and threatening and hostile. The back of his hand caught Jim sharply on the cheekbone. Immediately there was a scuffle. But it was short-lived. They had rolled into a pool of liquidly thin mud, and both were surprised and frightened by the mess they were in.


‘Jesus,’ exclaimed Jim. ‘I’ll cop it for this.’


Thomas lurched away. He stalked into the rough night. All about him was a new kingdom. Desperately he tried to think of something else. Of holidays by the sea, of Christmas, of the nut trees in a vale over the mountains, where, too, thrushes’ nests could be found in the spring, marvellously coloured eggs in them. Jim, who had seen him weep, he thought of with anger and dislike.


At the top of the hill leading to his home he paused in anguish. The bare high place was open to the hostile heavens, a lump of earth open like a helpless face to the blows of the wind and the rain. He heard derision in the howls of the wind, he felt hate and anger in the stings of the rain.




THE DISENCHANTMENT OF THE WORLD




A FATHER IN SION


Caradoc Evans


On the banks of Avon Bern there lived a man who was a Father in Sion. His name was Sadrach, and the name of the farmhouse in which he dwelt was Danyrefail. He was a man whose thoughts were continually employed upon sacred subjects. He began the day and ended the day with the words of a chapter from the Book and a prayer on his lips. The Sabbath he observed from first to last; he neither laboured himself nor allowed any in his household to labour. If in the Seiet, the solemn, soul-searching assembly that gathers in Capel Sion on the nights of Wednesdays after Communion Sundays, he was entreated to deliver a message to the congregation, he often prefaced his remarks with, ‘Dear people, on my way to Sion I asked God what He meant—’


This episode in the life of Sadrach Danyrefail covers a long period; it has its beginning on a March night with Sadrach closing the Bible and giving utterance to these words:


‘May the blessing of the Big Man be upon the reading of His word.’ Then, ‘Let us pray.’


Sadrach fell on his knees, the open palms of his hands together, his elbows resting on the table; his eight children – Sadrach the Small, Esau, Simon, Rachel, Sarah, Daniel, Samuel, and Miriam – followed his example.


Usually Sadrach prayed fluently, in phrases not unworthy of the minister, so universal, so intimate his pleading: tonight he stumbled and halted, and the working of his spiritful mind lacked the heavenly symmetry of the mind of the godly; usually the note of abundant faith and childlike resignation rang grandly through his supplications: tonight the note was one of despair and gloom. With Job he compared himself, for was not the Lord trying His servant to the uttermost? Would the all-powerful Big Man, the Big Man who delivered the Children of Israel from the hold of the Egyptians, give him a morsel of strength to bear his cross? Sadrach reminded God of his loneliness. Man was born to be mated, even as the animals in the fields. Without a mate, man was like an estate without an overseer, or a field of ripe corn rotting for the reaping hook.


Sadrach rose from his knees. Sadrach the Small lit the lantern which was to light him and Esau to their bed over the stable.


‘My children,’ said Sadrach, ‘do you gather round me now, for have I not something to tell you?’


Rachel, the eldest daughter, a girl of twelve, with reddish cheeks and bright eyes, interposed with:


‘Indeed, indeed, now, little father; you are not going to preach to us this time of night!’


Sadrach stretched forth his hand and motioned his children be seated.


‘Put out your lantern, Sadrach the Small,’ he said. ‘No, Rachel, don’t you light the candle. Dear ones, it is not the light of this earth we need, but the light that comes from above.’


‘Iss, iss,’ Sadrach the Small said. ‘The true light. The light the Big Man puts in the hearts of those who believe, dear me.’


‘Well spoken, Sadrach the Small. Now be you all silent awhile, for I have things of great import to tell you. Heard you all my prayer?’


‘Iss, iss,’ said Sadrach the Small.


‘Sadrach the Small only answers. My children, heard you all my prayer? Don’t you be blockheads now – speak out.’


‘There’s lovely, it was,’ said Sadrach the Small.


‘My children?’ said Sadrach.


‘Iss, iss,’ they answered.


‘Well, well, then. How can I tell you?’ Sadrach put his fingers through the thin beard which covered the opening of his waistcoat, closed his eyes, and murmured a prayer. ‘Your mother Achsah is not what she should be. Indeed to goodness, now, what disgrace this is! Is it not breaking my heart? You did hear how I said to the nice Big Man that I was like Job? Achsah is mad.’


Rachel sobbed.


‘Weep you not, Rachel. It is not for us to question the all-wise ways of the Big Man. Do you dry your eyes on your apron now, my daughter. You, too, have your mother’s eyes. Let me weep in my solitude. Oh, what sin have I committed, that God should visit this affliction on me?’


Rachel went to the foot of the stairs.


‘Mam!’ she called.


‘She will not hear you,’ Sadrach interrupted. ‘Dear me, have I not put her in the harness loft? It is not respectable to let her out. Twm Tybach would have sent his wife to the madhouse of Carmarthen. But that is not Christian. Rachel, Rachel, dry your eyes. It is not your fault that Achsah is mad. Nor do I blame Sadrach the Small, nor Esau, nor Simon, nor Sarah, nor Daniel, nor Samuel, nor Miriam. Goodly names have I given you all. Live you up to them. Still, my sons and daughters, are you not all responsible for Achsah’s condition? With the birth of each of you she has got worse and worse. Childbearing has made her foolish. Yet it is un-Christian to blame you.’


Sadrach placed his head in his arms.


Sadrach the Small took the lantern and he and Esau departed for their bed over the stable; one by one the remaining six put off their clogs and crept up the narrow staircase to their beds.


Wherefore to her husband Achsah became as a cross, to her children as one forgotten, to everyone living in Manteg and in the several houses scattered on the banks of Avon Bern as Achsah the madwoman.


The next day Sadrach removed the harness to the room in the dwelling house in which slept the four youngest children; and he put a straw mattress and a straw pillow on the floor, and on the mattress he spread three sacks: and these were the furnishings of the loft where Achsah spent her time. The frame of the small window in the roof he nailed down, after fixing on the outside of it three solid bars of iron of uniform thickness; the trapdoor he padlocked, and the key of the lock never left his possession. Achsah’s food he himself carried to her twice a day, a procedure which until the coming of Martha some time later he did not entrust to other hands.


Once a week when the household was asleep he placed a ladder from the floor to the loft, and cried:


‘Achsah, come you down now.’


Meekly the woman obeyed, and as her feet touched the last rung Sadrach threw a cow’s halter over her shoulders, and drove her out into the fields for an airing.


Once, when the moon was full, the pair were met by Lloyd the Schoolin’, and the sight caused Mishtir Lloyd to run like a frightened dog, telling one of the women in his household that Achsah, the madwoman, had eyes like a cow’s.


At the time of her marriage, Achsah was ten years older than her husband. She was rich too: Danyrefail, with its stock of good cattle and a hundred acres of fair land, was her gift to the bridegroom. Six months after the wedding Sadrach the Small was born. Tongues wagged that the boy was a child of sin. Sadrach answered neither yea nor nay. He answered neither yea nor nay until the first Communion Sabbath, when he seized the bread and wine from Old Shemmi and walked to the Big Seat. He stood under the pulpit, the fringe of the minister’s Bible-marker curling on the bald patch on his head.


‘Dear people,’ he proclaimed, the silver-plated wine cup in one hand, the bread plate in the other, ‘it has been said to me that some of you think Sadrach the Small was born out of sin. You do not speak truly. Achsah, dear me, was frightened by the old bull. The bull I bought in the September fair. You, Shemmi, you know the animal. The red and white bull. Well, well, dear people? Achsah was shocked by him. She was running away from him, and as she crossed the threshold of Danyrefail, did she not give birth to Sadrach the Small? Do you believe me now, dear people? As the Lord liveth, this is the truth. Achsah, Achsah, stand you up now, and say you to the congregation if this is not right.’


Achsah, the babe suckling at her breast, rose and murmured:


‘Sadrach speaks the truth.’


Sadrach ate of the bread and drank of the wine.


Three months after Achsah had been put in the loft Sadrach set out at daybreak on a journey to Aberystwyth. He returned late at night, and, behold, a strange woman sat beside him in the horse car; and the coming of this strange woman made life different in Danyrefail. Early in the morning she was astir, bustling up the children, bidding them fetch the cows, assist with the milking, feed the pigs, or do whatever work was in season.


Rachel rebuked Sadrach, saying, ‘Little Father, why for cannot I manage the house for you? Indeed now, you have given to Martha the position that belongs to me, your eldest daughter.’


‘What mean you, my dear child?’ returned Sadrach. ‘Cast you evil at your father? Turn you against him? Go you and read your Commandments.’


‘People are whispering,’ said Rachel. ‘They do even say that you will not be among the First Men of the Big Seat.’


‘Martha is a gift from the Big Man,’ answered Sadrach. ‘She has been sent to comfort me in my tribulation, and to mother you, my children.’


‘Mother!’


‘Tut, tut, Rachel,’ said Sadrach, ‘Martha is only a servant in my house.’


Rachel knew that Martha was more than a servant. Had not her transfer letter been accepted by Capel Sion, and did she not occupy Achsah’s seat in the family pew? Did she not, when it was Sadrach’s turn to keep the minister’s month, herself on each of the four Saturdays take a basket laden with a chicken, two white-hearted cabbages, a peck of potatoes, a loaf of bread, and half a pound of butter to the chapel house of Capel Sion? Did she not drive with Sadrach to market and fair and barter for his butter and cheese and cattle and what not? Did she not tell Ellen the Weaver’s Widow what cloth to weave for the garments of the children of Achsah?


These things Martha did; and Danyrefail prospered exceedingly: its possessions spread even to the other side of Avon Bern. Sadrach declared in the Seiet that the Lord was heaping blessings on the head of His servant. Of all who worshipped in Sion none was stronger than the male of Danyrefail; none more respected. The congregation elected him to the Big Seat. Sadrach was a tower of strength unto Sion.


But in the wake of his prosperity lay vexation. Rachel developed fits; while hoeing turnips in the twilight of an afternoon she shivered and fell, her head resting in the water ditch that is alongside the hedge. In the morning Sadrach came that way with a load of manure.


‘Rachel, fach,’ he said, ‘wake up now. What will Martha say if you get ill?’


He passed on.


When he came back Rachel had not moved, and Sadrach drove away, without noticing the small pool of water which had gathered over the girl’s head. Within an hour he came again, and said:


‘Rachel, Rachel, wake you up. There’s lazy you are.’


Rachel was silent. Death had come before the milking of the cows. Sadrach went to the end of the field and emptied his cart of manure. Then he turned and cast Rachel’s body into the cart, and covered it with a sack, and drove home, singing the hymn which begins:





Safely, safely gather’d in,


Far from sorrow, far from sin,


No more childish griefs or fears,


No more sadness, no more tears;


For the life so young and fair


Now hath passed from earthly care;


God himself the soul will keep,


Giving His beloved – sleep.


Esau was kicked by a horse, and was hurt to his death; six weeks later Simon gashed his thumb while slicing mangolds, and he died. Two years went by, by the end of which period Old Ianto, the gravedigger of Capel Sion, dug three more graves for the children of Sadrach and Achsah; and over these graves Sadrach and Martha lamented.


But Sadrach the Small brought gladness and cheer to Danyrefail with the announcement of his desire to wed Sara Ann, the daughter of Old Shemmi. Martha and Sadrach agreed to the union provided Old Shemmi gave to his daughter a stack of hay, a cow in calf, a heifer, a quantity of bedclothes, and four cheeses. Old Shemmi, on his part, demanded with Sadrach the Small ten sovereigns, a horse and cart, and a bedstead.


The night before the wedding, Sadrach drove Achsah into the fields, and he told her how the Big Man had looked with goodwill upon Sadrach the Small, and was giving him Sara Ann to wife.


What occurred in the loft over the cowshed before dawn crept in through the window with the iron bars I cannot tell you. God can. But the rising sun found Achsah crouching behind one of the hedges of the lane that brings you from Danyrefail to the tramping road, and there she stayed, her eyes peering through the foliage, until the procession came by: first Old Shemmi and Sadrach, with Sadrach the Small between them; then the minister of Capel Sion and his wife; then the men and the women of the congregation; and last came Martha and Sara Ann.


The party disappeared round the bend: Achsah remained.


‘Goodness me,’ she said to herself. ‘There’s a large mistake now. Indeed, indeed, mad am I.’


She hurried to the gateway, crossed the road and entered another field, through which she ran as hard as she could. She came to a hedge, and waited.


The procession was passing.


Sadrach and Sadrach the Small.


Achsah doubled a finger.


Among those who followed on the heels of the minister was Miriam.


Achsah doubled another finger.


The party moved out of sight: Achsah still waited.


‘Sadrach the Small and Miriam!’ she said, spreading out her doubled-up fingers. ‘Two. Others? Esau. Simon. Rachel. Sarah. Daniel. Samuel. Dear me, where shall I say they are? Six. Six of my children. Mad, mad am I?’ She laughed. ‘They are grown, and I didn’t know them.’


Achsah waited the third time for the wedding procession. This time she scanned each face, but only in the faces of Sadrach the Small and Miriam did she recognise her own children. She threw herself on the grass. Esau and Simon and Rachel, and Sarah and Daniel and Samuel. She remembered the circumstances attending the birth of each… And she had been a good wife. Never once did she deny Sadrach his rights. So long as she lasted she was a woman to him.


‘Sadrach the Small and Miriam,’ she said.


She rose and went to the graveyard. She came to the earth under which are Essec and Shan, Sadrach’s father and mother, and at a distance of the space of one grave from theirs were the graves of six of the children born of Sadrach and Achsah. She parted the hair that had fallen over her face, and traced with her fingers the letters which formed the names of each of her six children.


As Sara Ann crossed the threshold of Danyrefail, and as she set her feet on the flagstone on which Sadrach the Small is said to have been born, the door of the parlour was opened and a lunatic embraced her.




THE BLACK RAT


Frank Richards


We were in the trenches at Hulloch, and a Battalion Headquarters’ signaller came in our dugout and handed me Battalion Orders to give to the Company Commander; of course, Dann and I read it before handing it over. It consisted mainly of orders sent by the Lieutenant General commanding the corps we were now in, and ran something like this: ‘It has been brought to my notice that a pessimistic feeling prevails amongst the officers, NCOs and men in my corps; such expressions as “We will never shift the enemy out of their entrenched positions” and “The war has now become a stalemate”, are frequently made. Officers must eradicate this feeling from their minds and from the minds of the men serving under them, and remember that it is only a question of time before the enemy will be driven headlong out of the lines that they now occupy.” There was also too much swearing in the corps for his liking, and the officers were worse than the men: “This practice must also cease.” I took the message to the Company Commander, and his language for the rest of the day was delightful to listen to: it would have done that Lieutenant General a heap of good if he could have heard it.


The Corps Commander was right about the pessimistic feeling prevailing: since the Battle of Loos, all along this front from Cambrin to Hulloch and as far as the eye could see, our dead were still lying out in front of us, and looking through the periscopes by day we could see the rats crawling over their bodies. They had a good picking along this front and were as fat as prize porkers. We also knew that from now on any attack that was made by us would involve huge casualties. We old hands were always hoping that the enemy would attack us, so that we could get a bit of our own back for the Loos battle. It was all very well for the Corps General to be so optimistic: he was living in a chateau or mansion many many miles behind the front line from where he issued his orders, which went from him to divisions then to brigades then to battalion commanders, from them to company commanders and platoon officers who with the men had to do the real dirty work. If he had been in a front-line trench on a dark or dirty night, and going around a traverse had been knocked head over heels on his back in the deep mud by someone carrying a roll of barbed wire, or by the burst of a shell, I expect his language would have been a little stronger than what he used back in his abode of luxury. A few weeks previously he had inspected the Battalion in Montmorency Barracks and noticed that the men’s brasses were not polished. He gave orders that all men in his corps when out of action must polish their brasses the same as if they were at home. Up to this time it had been a standing order in the Battalion to keep the brasses dull, but after that inspection our brasses were polished good enough to shave in. Many prayers were offered up for his soul, and a few days later when we marched down the main road towards the line with the sun shining brightly and striking on our polished brasses, the enemy in their observation balloons must have thought that hundreds of small heliographs were moving into action. One man called Duffy swore that the Corps Commander was a chief director in one of the large metal-polish companies and another remarked that the old sinner would sooner lose his trenches than his button sticks.


During one spell in the line at Hulloch, Dann and I came out of our little dugout, which was about fifteen yards behind the front-line trench, to clean our rifles and bayonets. We were just about to begin when there appeared, on the back of the trench we were in, the largest rat that I ever saw in my life. It was jet black and was looking intently at Dann, who threw a clod of earth at it but missed, and it didn‘t even attempt to dodge it. I threw a clod at it then; it sprang out of the way, but not far, and began staring at Dann again. This got on Dann’s nerves; he threw another clod but missed again, and it never even flinched. I had my bayonet fixed and made a lunge at it; it sprang out of the way for me all right but had another intent look at Dann before it disappeared over the top. I would have shot it, for I had a round in the breach, but we were not allowed to fire over the top to the rear of us for fear of hitting men in the support trench; one or two men had been hit this way by men shooting at rats, and orders were very strict regarding it.


Dann had gone very pale; I asked him if he were ill. He said that he wasn’t but the rat had made him feel queer. I burst out laughing. He said: ‘It’s all right, you laughing, but I know my number is up. You saw how that rat never even flinched when I threw at it, and I saw something besides that you didn’t see or you wouldn’t be laughing at me. Mark my words, when I do go west that rat will be close by.’ I told him not to talk so wet and that we may be a hundred miles from this part of the front in a week’s time. He said: ‘That don’t matter: if it’s two hundred miles off or a thousand, that rat will still be knocking around when I go west.’ Dann was a very brave and cheery fellow, but from that day he was a changed man. He still did his work the same as the rest of us, and never shirked a dangerous job, but all his former cheeriness had left him. Old soldiers who knew him well often asked me what was wrong with him. But I never told them; they might have chaffed him about it. Neither I nor Dann ever made any reference about the rat from that day on, and though we two had passed many hours together shooting at rats for sport in those trenches, especially along at Givenchy by the canal bank, he never went shooting them again.


A few months later we arrived on the Somme by a six days’ march from the railhead, and early in the morning of the 15th July passed through Fricourt, where our First Battalion had broken through on 1st July, and arrived at the end of Mametz Wood which had been captured some days before by the 38th Welsh Division which included four of our new service battalions. The enemy had been sending over tear gas and the valley was thick with it. It smelt like strong onions which made our eyes and noses run very badly; we were soon coughing, sneezing and cursing. We rested in shell-holes, the ground all around us being thick with dead of the troops who had been attacking Mametz Wood. The fighting was going on about three-quarters of a mile ahead of us.


Dann, a young signaller named Thomas, and I, were posted to A Company. The three of us were dozing when Thomas gave a shout: a spent bullet with sufficient force to penetrate had hit him in the knee – our first casualty on the Somme. Dann said: ‘I don’t suppose it will be my luck to get hit with a spent bullet; it will be one at short range through the head or a twelve-inch shell all on my own.’ I replied, as usual, that he would be damned lucky if he stopped either, and that he wouldn’t be able to grouse much afterwards. ‘You’re right enough about that, Dick,’ he said.


A few hours later the battalion moved around the corner of the wood, the company occupying a shallow trench which was only knee-deep. Dann and I were by ourselves in one part of this trench, the Company Commander being about ten yards below us. The majority of the company were soon in the wood on the scrounge; we had been told that we were likely to stay where we were for a day or two. I told Dann that I was going in the wood on the scrounge and that I would try and get a couple of German topcoats and some food if I could find any. The topcoats would be very handy as we were in fighting order, and the nights were cold for July. Just inside the wood, which was a great tangle of broken trees and branches, was a German trench, and all around it our dead and theirs were lying. I was in luck’s way – I got two tins of Maconochies and half a loaf of bread, also two topcoats. The bread was very stale and it was a wonder the rats hadn’t got at it. Although gas destroyed large numbers of them there were plenty of them left skipping about. I returned to Dann telling him how lucky I had been, and that we would have a feed. ‘Righto,’ he replied, ‘but I think I’ll write out a couple of quickfirers first.’ (Quickfirers were Field Service Postcards.)


Enemy shells were now coming over and a lot of spent machine-gun bullets were zipping about. He sat on the back of the trench writing his quickfirers, when – zip! – and he rolled over, clutching his neck. Then a terrified look came in his face as he pointed one hand behind me. I turned and just behind me on the back of the trench, saw the huge black rat that we had seen in Hulloch. It was looking straight past me at Dann. I was paralysed myself for a moment and without looking at me it turned and disappeared in a shell-hole behind. I turned around and instantly flattened myself on the bottom of the trench, a fraction of a second before a shell burst behind me. I picked myself up amid a shower of dirt and clods and looked at Dann, but he was dead. The spent bullet had sufficient force to penetrate his neck and touch the spinal column. And there by his side, also dead, was the large rat. The explosion of the shell had blown it up and it had dropped by the side of him. I seized hold of its tail and swung it back in the shell-hole it had blown from. I was getting the creeps. Although Mametz Wood, was, I dare say, over fifty miles as the crow flies from Hulloch, I had no doubt in my mind that it was the same rat that we had seen in the latter place. It was the only weird experience I had during the whole of the war. There was no one near us at the time, and men on the right and left of us did not know Dann was killed until I told them. If I hadn’t handled that rat and flung it away I should have thought that I had been seeing things, like many who saw things on the retirement from Mons.




THE GROUSER


Fred Ambrose


‘Next, Private Morgan,’ shouted the Sergeant-Major. ‘Quick march! Left wheel! Halt! Right turn.’


‘Sir (to the Colonel), Private Morgan, sir, who is reported by Corporal Thomas for not complying with an order. The offence took place yesterday afternoon at 4.30 p.m. near the man’s billet, sir.’


‘H’m, yes,’ said the Colonel, ‘very serious charge indeed – especially on active service. Give me his conduct sheet, Sergeant-Major.’


As the Sergeant Major searched his wallet, the Colonel turned to the Corporal who made the charge. ‘Well, Corporal, what was the trouble?’


‘It was like this, sir. The Surgunt Major said some officer from Headquarters – sanitary or something – ’ad complain about our billat bein’ untidy – tins an’ things about the place, sir – an’ he was blamin’ me because the place was so dirty, so I ordered Shoni Morgan – Private Morgan, I mean, sir – to burn the tins an’ then bury them. He refuse to obey the ordar, sir. He said what was the good of burning the tins if they was to be buried after. He said he would burn them tins or bury them, and last of all he did say that he wouldn’t bury or burn them, sir. So he did refuse to obey ordars, sir.’


By this time the Sergeant-Major had found the elusive conduct sheet. By no stretch of leniency could Private Morgan’s record be regarded as creditable – CB, Stop pay, Field Punishment, Nos. 1 and 2, figured largely, while the numbers of a few ‘Drunk’ entries in red ink stared up from the paper.


The Colonel glanced at the sheet, frowned slightly, and looked up. ‘Well, Morgan, what have you to say for yourself?’


‘They are always on to me, sir, an’ it isn’t fair to put all the work on to the same chap all the time. There was a lot of chaps sittin’ in the billat doin’ nothin’ and the Copral ought to ask them to ’elp too, an’ that is what I told ’im. He always do pitch on to me for the dirty work sir…’


‘Yes, Morgan,’ said the Colonel, ‘but being in the Army…’


‘I know, sir, I’m in the Army, but I didn’t join…’


‘Silence,’ thundered the Sergeant-Major; ‘Don’t interrupt the Colonel when he is speaking.’


But Private Morgan would not be silenced: he commented with extraordinary fluency upon the unfair division of labour in the Battalion in general, in particular upon the unnecessary amount of labour that was the portion of his platoon. He asserted that the Sergeants had their favourites, and the Corporals their pets. Taking a wider survey, he was beginning to develop the thesis that nepotism was widespread in the Army, when the Colonel cut him short with, ‘Very well, I sentence you to Field Punishment, No. 1 for fourteen days. In future you will obey orders first, and make your complaints afterwards.’


The Colonel nodded, and the Sergeant-Major addressing the culprit as if he were a regiment of soldiers, shouted, ‘Right turn! Quick march! Right wheel!’ and Private Morgan disappeared.


This was my first acquaintance with Morgan, who was known to his comrades as ‘Shoni’. On the short side, with black hair, and rather squarely built, he was a typical Welsh collier.


I had but recently joined the Battalion from the Depot, and I was beginning to find it no easy matter to aid in administering justice to a Battalion with such a curious psychology. Formed at the beginning of the war, the Battalion had had the usual training, and had now been some time in France. The men were quick and smart, but they had no discipline – I mean they had no ‘sense’ of discipline. They obeyed orders, but they were outspoken in their criticism of authority in any shape or form. I put it down to the years of tuition they had received in Trades Union and socialistic principles in the South Wales coalfield. And ‘Shoni’ Morgan was more than representative of the type!


Of Morgan I was destined to see more than was enough. He was a ‘grouser’ – the super-grouser of the Battalion. It is the privilege of the British soldier to grouse, but grousing was more than a privilege to him: it was an obsession. One day it was the rations – he did not get his fair share. For this he blamed everybody from the Corporal to the CQMS. Another day it was fatigues: they always pitched on him. What were the Pioneers for? They were paid for doing navvy’s work. He had joined to fight: he was an Infantry Man, not a navvy.


He was selected for reconnaissance work one night, and orders were given to leave the rifles behind. He remonstrated, as he always did: he did not see why he should not take his rifle. How was he going to defend himself? It was useless to assert that the object of the patrol was to discover without being discovered: he would not be silenced, and even in ‘No Man’s Land’ audibly protested that it was folly to leave his rifle behind.


The Bosches must have heard him, for a machine gun was turned in our direction, and we had to lie flat for half an hour before we could continue our work. ‘Shoni’, in his perversity, seemed most active when the Very lights went up, and he was cursed silently, but fervently, by every man in the patrol. We got back eventually, apparently without losing a man, the only casualty being my sergeant, who had received a bleeding nose through falling flat with too much celerity when the machine gun forced us to take cover. When I mustered the little party in the trench, ‘Shoni’ could nowhere be seen, and no one knew anything about him. Blessing him, I was about to return when the crack of a solitary rifle was heard from the direction of a Johnson hole we had crept past a little time before. I remembered remarking in an undertone how it overlooked a German trench and would make a fine sniper’s post. Our Very lights showed ‘Shoni’ lying prone, and putting in some ‘rapid fire’ – probably hopelessly ineffective – at the Bosches. When he had emptied his pouches, he crept back to our trench. I admonished him for his conduct, but he was, as usual, staunch in his defence. He did not think it fair to go out without his rifle to protect himself. What was his rifle good for? He had gone back ‘to get a bit of his own back’.


Another grievance was not long in presenting itself, for one afternoon, marching back from our billets to the trenches, we saw a string of London omnibuses taking down a company of Scotch Bantams from the trenches, where they had been training, and we learnt that they were soon bringing back a fresh company. Whether his equipment galled him more than usual, or whether his feet were more than usually sore I do not know: I know I was surprised by the force of his language. Why should he walk while those bloody Scotchmen were carried? He was as good as any bloody Scotchman any day. Macalister, looking sourly in his direction, brought a torrent of abuse upon himself, and hurriedly disclaimed his obvious Scotch ancestry before ‘Shoni’ turned his attention from his luckless fellow private to his general grievances. The whole army was in a rotten condition. Favouritism was rampant: it was not fair that one should march while another was carried: all should march, or all should be carried. It was the Sergeant who cut him short with a gruff ‘Silence in the ranks’.


I well remember that march. We were returning from billets along the old Rue de Bois. There was a battery of 6" guns roaring away on our left, while behind us, the sun was setting in a blaze of red, against which were silhouetted the quaint red-tiled cottages with their attendant poplar sentinels. The crimson glare shone on the filled ditches and the pools which pitted the roadway. From the fields, weary with their day’s toil, came the workers – old and bent peasants, soldiers broken in the war, soldiers on leave, and young girls and lads. We passed their peculiar three-wheeled carts, the driver persisting in his habit of driving in the middle of the road in spite of loud shouts of ‘À droit’. The motor transports squelched past us, sending up streams of mud to the accompaniment of curses from the infantry. As it grew darker, the gun limbers hurried past – a long train, stretching out into the gathering night. As we neared the trenches we saw the familiar star shells and Very lights rising and falling, showing up the ‘line’ as a black ridge. Shrapnel began to find us out, and we separated into small parties. This, apparently, was the opportunity for which Private ‘Shoni’ Morgan had been looking, for he dropped out. In the dusk and the bustle he was not observed, and he was not missed until we began the inter-battalion relief. Half an hour later he turned up with a platoon of Bantams up for training. He did not see it fair to march while others were being carried, so he had stopped on the road until a bus had picked him up. How to punish him puzzled me. Field Punishment, or loss of pay, seemed not to influence his actions in the least, and yet his offence was flagrant. During that period in the trenches I kept him on fatigue duty all the time, supplying him with sufficient material to grouse about for an average lifetime.


After this he determined to transfer. The formation of a new tunnelling company gave him his opportunity. He, and several of his comrades, applied to the Colonel for the necessary permission, and in his particular case it was readily granted. So ‘Shoni’ Morgan joined the ‘Moles’, and the Battalion, officially, knew him no more.


We were, however, not without news of him. The Sergeant-Major, some time afterwards, told me that he had seen him in a working party coming back from the trenches. He looked well, and was singing. Knowing his officer, a mining engineer, I went across to his billet for a chat. He was most favourably impressed by Morgan. ‘He is one of the best miners we have,’ he said, ‘the most willing, and the most daring.’ I was discreetly silent. He stated, further, that he was recommending him for promotion. In the narrow galleries of the mine, it seemed, he had again found his element.


Hearing that he had been seen, with a stripe on his arm, in charge of a small working party, I sent him one of those all-embracing FS postcards, addressed to Second Corporal J. Morgan, RE, scribbling ‘Congratulations’ where the Regulations state ‘Signature only’. I wonder if he ever guessed who sent it.


Weeks passed, and I lost sight of him: his company had, somehow, been attached to another brigade. Cares multiplied, and I forgot his existence, until one day I saw him again – this time at a Battalion Aid Post – coming in on a stretcher. I can see him now, all clay-covered, with his head all battered and bleeding. There he lay, dead, the stretcher dripping with the sticky, brown blood of him.


I turned to one of the stretcher-bearers whom I recognised as having transferred from the Battalion at the same time as Morgan.


‘Shoni?’ I queried.


He nodded his head, and said, ‘Blown up in a mine, sir.’ The bearer assisted in carrying the body and returned to me. ‘How did it happen?’ I asked.


He answered my question with all a Welshman’s circumlocutions and irrelevancies, and this was his story:


‘Yes, sir, “Shoni” was one of the best minars in the Company – he was a better minar than soldiar, sir, and the Captun said he was one of the best men he ’ad, beggin’ your pardon, sir. “Shoni” was a good colliar, an’ I remember ’ow ’is stall in the Dyffryn pit was one of the tidiest in the place. Well, sir, it was like this. We was drivin’ a headin’ – I mean a gallery, sir – towards a German sap, and we ’ad got well under it, and there was three Engineers workin’ in the cross headin’ preparin’ for the mines and the connections. But the Germans ’ad countermined, an’ all at once part of our gallery fell into theirs, shuttin’ up the Engineers in the far end. Our top fell in, and there we was in the gallery not knowin’ what to do, and every minute we was expectin’ the Germans to blow up their mine. To stop in the gallery was dangerous, an’ to leave it was to leave them three to be buried alive. The ground was so loose, an’ the boys was afraid, and we was beginnin’ to make for the shaft when “Shoni” came up. “Where are you goin’,” he said, “you aren’t goin’ to leave them boys there. Come on, Twm,” he says to me, “We can get a hole through that fall in ten minutes. I’ve been lookin’ at it.” So we went back, an’ dug away at that fall like anythin’ – all the time expectin’ that German mine to go off. I was all nerves, but “Shoni” was as cool as anything – workin’ away as if he was in his own pit at ’ome, diggin’ an’ proppin’ with flats an’ other things at full speed. At last ’e shouted ’e was through, but we could see that the fall would be settlin’ again as the top was working like anything. “Twm,” he says to me, “me an’ you will get them out – we are used to it. You others get back now.” They didn’t want to go then, sir, but “Shoni” made them go, sayin’ they was only in the way. So we worked our way in, an’ we found them: two was very weak an’ exhausted, an’ the other like dead. We got them out to the top of the slant, and then “Shoni” said, “Twm, it’s no use you comin’ back again: I’m goin’ back for the dead one. We’ll try artificial respiration on him.” It was no use me arguin’ – he would go in himself. So I went back to the neck of the slant, an’ ’eard ’im creeping back an’ draggin’ the body along. He was just pullin’ ’im through the hole in the fall, when the mine went off. The wind of the explosion came up the gallery, an’ hit me against the trench, an’ left me gaspin’. They all rushed up, an’ by then I was all right, but a bit shaky. The Germans ’ad fired what is called a “camouflet”, which is a small charge which will blow up a gallery, but not make a big crater like a mine would do. They ’ad blown it up just as “Shoni” was clearing the fall, an’ ’e didn’t have a chance. It had exploded nearly under ’im, an’ had blown ’im yards towards the mouth of the gallery before the roof came down an’ buried him. We dug like devils an’ got ’im out: he was still conscious when we brought ’im out, but ’e was nearly gone. He couldn’t speak, an’ then ’e went unconscious. He wasn’t long, sir, before he died. He was back in the mine again, an’ ’e was in awful pain, an’ he was moanin’. “Tell the manager,” I heard ’im sayin’, “I nearly got ’im out. I done my best” – and he was dead.’


And the bearer’s voice broke, and the big teardrops coursed down his cheeks.


I went to his burial at the British Cemetery at Windy Corner, where those rows of simple wooden crosses mark the last resting place of many, whose heroic deeds no pen will record. As the Chaplain read those undying words of the Burial Service over the poor, shattered body in the bloodstained blanket, lying in the shallow grave, the snow fell steadily and wrapped it gently in a pure white coverlet: his winding sheet was of the purest white… And there I left him. Far from the Land of his Fathers he sleeps well among the brave.


At the crossroads the German shrapnel was beginning to burst at the usual time; where the road bent sharply to the right passed a working party bound for the trenches; behind us a battery of 18-pounders suddenly opened fire, as if in honourable tribute to the poor clay that was Second Corporal John Morgan, RE, grouser, and man.




BE THIS HER MEMORIAL


Caradoc Evans


Mice and rats, as it is said, frequent neither churches nor poor men’s homes. The story I have to tell you about Nanni – the Nanni who was hustled on her way to prayer meeting by the Bad Man, who saw the phantom mourners bearing away Twm Tybach’s coffin, who saw the Spirit Hounds and heard their moanings two days before Isaac Penparc took wing – the story I have to tell you contradicts that theory.


Nanni was religious; and she was old. No one knew how old she was, for she said that she remembered the birth of each person that gathered in Capel Sion; she was so old that her age had ceased to concern.


She lived in the mud-walled, straw-thatched cottage on the steep road which goes up from the Garden of Eden, and ends at the tramping way that takes you into Cardigan town; if you happen to be travelling that way you may still see the roofless walls which were silent witnesses to Nanni’s great sacrifice – a sacrifice surely counted unto her for righteousness, though in her search for God she fell down and worshipped at the feet of a god.


Nanni’s income was three shillings and ninepence a week. That sum was allowed her by Abel Shones, the officer for Poor Relief, who each payday never forgot to remind the crooked, wrinkled, toothless old woman how much she owed to him and God.


‘If it was not for me, little Nanni,’ Abel was in the habit of telling her, ‘you would be in the House of the Poor long ago.’


At that remark Nanni would shiver and tremble.


‘Dear heart,’ she would say in the third person, for Abel was a mighty man and the holder of a proud office, ‘I pray for him night and day.’


Nanni spoke the truth, for she did remember Abel in her prayers. But the workhouse held for her none of the terrors it holds for her poverty-stricken sisters. Life was life anywhere, in cottage or in poorhouse, though with this difference: her liberty in the poorhouse would be so curtailed that no more would she be able to listen to the spirit-laden eloquence of the Respected Josiah Bryn-Bevan. She helped to bring Josiah into the world; she swaddled him in her own flannel petticoat; she watched him going to and coming from school; she knitted for him four pairs of strong stockings to mark his going out into the world as a farm servant; and when the boy, having obeyed the command of the Big Man was called to minister to the congregation of Capel Sion, even Josiah’s mother was not more vain than Old Nanni. Hence Nanni struggled on less than three shillings and ninepence a week, for did she not give a tenth of her income to the treasury of the Capel? Unconsciously she came to regard Josiah as greater than God: God was abstract; Josiah was real.


As Josiah played a part in Nanni’s life, so did a Seller of Bibles play a minor part in the last few days of her travail. The man came to Nanni’s cottage the evening of the day of the rumour that the Respected Josiah Bryn-Bevan had received a call from a wealthy sister church in Aberystwyth. Broken with grief, Nanni, the first time for many years, bent her stiffened limbs and addressed herself to the living God.


‘Dear little Big Man,’ she prayed, ‘let not your son bach religious depart.’


Then she recalled how good God had been to her, how He had permitted her to listen to His son’s voice; and another fear struck her heart.


‘Dear little Big Man,’ she muttered between her blackened gums, ‘do you now let me live to hear the boy’s farewell words.’


At that moment the Seller of Bibles raised the latch of the door.


‘The Big Man be with this household,’ he said, placing his pack on Nanni’s bed. ‘Sit you down,’ said Nanni, ‘and rest yourself, for you must be weary.’


‘Man,’ replied the Seller of Bibles, ‘is never weary of well-doing.’


Nanni dusted for him a chair.


‘No, no; indeed now,’ he said; ‘I cannot tarry long, woman. Do you not know that I am the Big Man’s messenger? Am I not honoured to take His word into the highways and byways, and has He not sent me here?’


He unstrapped his pack, and showed Nanni a gaudy volume with a clasp of brass, and containing many coloured prints; the pictures he explained at hazard: here was a tall-hatted John baptising, here a Roman-featured Christ praying in the Garden of Gethsemane, here a frock-coated Moses and the Tablets.


‘A Book,’ said he, ‘which ought to be on the table of every Christian home.’


‘Truth you speak, little man,’ remarked Nanni. ‘What shall I say to you you are asking for it?’


‘It has a price far above rubies,’ answered the Seller of Bibles. He turned over the leaves and read: ‘“The labourer is worthy of his hire.” Thus is it written. I will let you have one copy – one copy only – at cost price.’


‘How good you are, dear me!’ exclaimed Nanni.


‘This I can do,’ said the Seller of Bibles, ‘because my Master is the Big Man.’


‘Speak you now what the cost price is.’


‘A little sovereign, that is all.’


‘Dear, dear; the Word of the little Big Man for a sovereign!’


‘Keep you the Book on your parlour table for a week. Maybe others who are thirsty will see it.’


Then the Seller of Bibles sang a prayer; and he departed.


Before the week was over the Respected Josia Bryn-Bevan announced from his pulpit that in the call he had discerned the voice of God bidding him go forth into the vineyard.


Nanni went home and prayed to the merciful God:


‘Dear little Big Man, spare me to listen to the farewell sermon of your saint.’


Nanni informed the Seller of Bibles that she would buy the Book, and she asked him to take it away with him and have written inside it an inscription to the effect that it was a gift from the least worthy of his flock to the Respected Josiah Bryn-Bevan, DD, and she requested him to bring it back to her on the eve of the minister’s farewell sermon.


She then hammered hobnails into the soles of her boots, so as to render them more durable for tramping to such capels as Bryn-Bevan happened to be preaching in. Her absences from home became a byword, occurring as they did in the haymaking season. Her labour was wanted in the fields. It was the property of the community, the community which paid her three shillings and ninepence a week.


One night Sadrach Danyrefail called at her cottage to commandeer her services for the next day. His crop had been on the ground for a fortnight, and now that there was a prospect of fair weather he was anxious to gather it in. Sadrach was going to say hard things to Nanni, but the appearance of the gleaming-eyed creature that drew back the bolts of the door frightened him and tied his tongue. He was glad that the old woman did not invite him inside, for from within there issued an abominable smell such as might have come from the boiler of the witch who one time lived on the moor. In the morning he saw Nanni trudging towards a distant capel where the Respected Josiah Bryn-Bevan was delivering a sermon in the evening. She looked less bent and not so shrivelled up as she did the night before. Clearly, sleep had given her fresh vitality.


Two Sabbaths before the farewell sermon was to be preached Nanni came to Capel Sion with an ugly sore at the side of her mouth; repulsive matter oozed slowly from it, forming into a head, and then coursing thickly down her chin on to the shoulder of her black cape, where it glistened among the beads. On occasions her lips tightened, and she swished a hand angrily across her face.


‘Old Nanni,’ folk remarked while discussing her over their dinner tables, ‘is getting as dirty as an old sow.’


During the week two more sores appeared; the next Sabbath Nanni had a strip of calico drawn over her face.


Early on the eve of the farewell Sabbath the Seller of Bibles arrived with the Book, and Nanni gave him a sovereign in small money. She packed it up reverently, and betook herself to Sadrach Danyrefail to ask him to make the presentation.


At the end of his sermon the Respected Josiah Bryn-Bevan made reference to the giver of the Bible, and grieved that she was not in the Capel. He dwelt on her sacrifice. Here was a Book to be treasured, and he could think of no one who would treasure it better than Sadrach Danyrefail, to whom he would hand it in recognition of his work in the School of the Sabbath.


In the morning the Respected Josiah Bryn-Bevan, making a tour of his congregation, bethought himself of Nanni. The thought came to him on leaving Danyrefail, the distance betwixt which and Nanni’ s cottage is two fields. He opened the door and called out:
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