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Dai Smith was born in the Rhondda in 1945. His writing has encompassed history, biography, essays and criticism. He was Series Editor of the Library of Wales and Chair of the Arts Council Wales from 2006 to 2016, in which year he was made a CBE for services to arts and culture in Wales. He currently edits the Modern Wales Series. With The Crossing, Dai Smith has built upon and completed his trilogy of fictional work, Dream On, What I Know I Cannot Say and All that Lies Beneath. 
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BEFORE TIME






An inquest was held on Monday 6 instant, at the Miners’ Arms, before the Deputy Coroner, Thomas Williams, on the body of Thomas Roberts, aged eleven years. Deceased was a doorboy. On Thursday 2 instant, between two and three in the afternoon, while he was at work a journey of trams loaded with coal passed over his legs. He was taken home and attended by doctors but died on Saturday. The verdict was accidental death.



Cardiff and Merthyr Guardian, Friday, 10 July 1863



Richard Thomas, a young fellow twelve years of age was working in a stall with his father on Tuesday when a mass of coal fell on him from the roof and crushed him so seriously that he died an hour afterwards.



Cardiff and Merthyr Guardian, Friday, 14 October, 1864



Fatal accident to a doorboy at Ysguborwen pit. On Tuesday last Ifor Evans of Robertstown was killed when a stone fell from the roof and he was killed instantly. The poor little fellow was only twelve years of age.



Cardiff and Merthyr Guardian, Saturday, 16 June, 1866








Miscellanea. Taliesin Arthur Lloyd Papers. Box16.


National Library of Wales, Aberystwyth.



The lower gorse-covered and stone-strewn flanks of the mountain, bilious yellow in summer and in winter a grey sage hue, almost abutted up against the back of the House where it squatted, square and unseemly, all alone in its hollow, an imitation of a Georgian mansion decked out in Victorian concrete with a whitewashed stucco finish. From its frontage a drive, in truth more a broad cinder path, bisected a tussocky lawn and ran down the slope towards the river and the valley’s bottom level. Above the House the mountainside rose steeply to an abrupt peak, a plateau to be crossed on foot along worn narrow tracks and precipitously down its nether side to the adjacent valley, which was then, in the 1860s first heard before it was glimpsed, and, by night as well as day, by the distant clamour and incessant noise of its spawning ironworks and gargantuan foundries, before it was smelled through a rising noxious pall of smoke, a perpetual cloud of sulphur, fire, and falling clinkers drifting over a careless scatter of dwelling houses, shacks, mansions, public houses and shops, large and small, selling goods and all the basic provisions for life. And all of this human settlement, the most populous and the most pungent town ever seen in Wales, dribbled out and along the blackened banks of its river or was etched into terraced rows on the hills, a half-sketched portent of all that was to come.


As a grocer in that spew of a town his father had made enough profit to speculate, with others, in opening up horizontal drift mines for easy coal seams to meet the needs of the ironmasters. If the latter were well-endowed in capital and incomers, these new men were neither. They stretched their pooled resources to limits quickly reached. So, when he, the father, had the House in Ysguborwen built in the further valley he teetered between greater profits yet and looming bankruptcy. The House was not there, in the Aberdare valley, to serve as any kind of rural retreat from the stench and miasmic diseases which hung over every single Merthyr life, whether fabulously rich or sickeningly poor, as a bringer of illness and frequent death. The House was the marker put down by a man intent on success. It was the risky gamble a funded and backed man might take as an earnest of his willingness to engage in more and more speculative ventures. To sink deeper, more costly mine shafts in search of deeper and more lucrative coal seams. If he failed the House would go, and all that went with it.


When the third of the five children who survived within his second marriage was born in 1856, the father, Samuel Thomas, could not be sure his house had any foundations stronger than his own willpower. His recent colliery dealings were unproven. His string of bank-loaned credit was played out. The child, a boy, was born on a March night amidst the shake of high winds shrieking amongst the trees and torrential rain pelting the sullen house, and turning paths into treacherous streams of mud and rocks. Straightaway, after the birth, he had muttered that the boy would likely have no future, that the workhouse might claim them all. And he had left the House, baby, wife and maidservant and gone out into the overwhelming blackness of the storm, the worst anyone could remember, to return to the huddle of men just half a mile away, who had gathered around their braziers for warmth at the site of his latest attempt to sink a wood-lined shaft deeper and deeper to strike into the famed four-foot seam. If they could keep the inrushing water out of the shaft as they drove through layers of mudstone and shale to reach the seam and then secure the shaft to run roadways from it to begin to work the coal, then for the men there would be work to undertake for a foreseeable future and for him, and his partners, financial security from which to move forward. Time was theirs to order if nothing conspired to make them waste it in delays and doubts. So, even as the slanting rain sheeted down from the mountain and made their heavy woollen clothes sodden, he cursed them for stopping in his enforced absence and sent them back to the bucket, clanging from side to side of the shaft. It held steady as four men at a time clambered into it, and the hand-pulled winch was manned to send it down into the shaft even as the water slapped and rose from below and fell without cease from above.


* * * * *


On summer days, in the first ten years of his life at home, his butties would walk from their cottages below the House to come up the short drive to the front door. They would come in small groups, shy at first until made bolder by the constant welcome, to call at the House for him. They did not knock on the door, only stare at the ornate lion’s-head iron knocker and look, furtively, into the House’s interior through the high multi-paned oblong windows, three on each side of the heavy black-painted door. They waited for their arrival to be noticed inside the house. They glimpsed oak tables and chairs and dressers with gaudy Welsh china and on the walls dark oil paintings of pewter streams and muddy meadows and brown cows,all with gilt frames and hung from rails by brass hooks and chains. The callers were boys about his own age, all coming up from the terraced rows of stone houses in which they lived with mothers and sisters and babies and the fathers who worked for his father as sinkers and hauliers and colliers.


They did not shout out for him directly but, more politely as they thought, when spotted and acknowledged by the opening of the front door they addressed the women of the House, whether maid or cook or mother. He would hear the query and its reply from his first-floor front bedroom where he kept his treasures guarded on shelves, his blown birds’ eggs, some fossils from underground brought by his father, sheets of paper holding dried out flowers or grasses, the skeletons of small animals. He would scurry across the passageway and down the stairs to where the door was held ajar by the maid and, this remembered time, there would be his mother, Rebecca, smiling widely, vital and amused, her hands mussing at her uncoiled black hair, a woman vibrantly attractive in her mid-forties, attentive to her inquisitors.


“Missis. Gall Dai ddod mês ‘da ni heddi chi’n meddwl, Missis?”



And in a warming sunshine which filtered through the dank air of the hollow and lit up the front wall of that gloomy notion of a gentleman’s residence, she would ask her own questions back, mockingly but playfully, in the Welsh they shared as a first tongue.


“Pwy y’ chi i gyd ‘te, mechgyn i? Ydw i’n nabod eich tylw ‘th chi? Ble chi am fynd trwy’r dydd gyda Dai ni?”



They would then, as of practised rote, reel out in turn and one by one, their names.


“Twm Roberts. Harri Roberts. Dic Thomas. Ifor Cardi. Ifor Evans, Sièncyn Williams.”



Until she laughed and raised a hand to acknowledge them whilst ushering her son into their company as they all chorused their direction.


“I’r mynydd rhwng Aberdêr a Merthyr.”



It was still early in the morning and she knew they would not be back before dusk, so each would have some bread and hard cheese wrapped in a cloth and would carry a tin jack of water to be refilled from a stream. She saw to it that her son would carry the same in the small wickerwork basket hung over one shoulder by a leather strap, but with some apples and freshly baked Welsh cakes to share with them, all to be eaten before he could fill his basket with the treasures he would bring home. She lined them up in front of her with her Dai amongst them, and she waved them on, with the readily understood admonition that he was not Dai to everyone they might meet.



“Cofiwch nawr, mae Mister Thomas yn dweud taw David yw ei enw os gwrddwch chi â’r gŵr ar y ffordd. Dyna fe ‘te, boys. Byddwch nol cyn iddi nosi, cofiwch. Cer ‘te Dai. Off a chi.”




* * * * *


Years before he was born, the mountainside had already been pocked and riddled with drift headings and small mines hacked into and beneath the slopes, and since then pits were constantly being sunk, worked or abandoned, leaving behind narrow, tunnelled entrances of stone and the rusting detritus of failure, or the wooden headgear and iron rails of hope. The boys walked up the mountain past all such marks of endeavour. Where once there had been clusters of deciduous trees, copses of oak and stands of rowan, there were now, as they trudged steadily up and on, mere patches of tree stumps and permanently blackened grasses left from the cutting and hauling and burning which the pits had required. The boys kept to the single file paths, until they were high enough to step to one side of the tracks through the coarse upland summer meadows of stippled grass stalks, finger thick amongst grassy tumps of brown earth. They rested underneath the overhang of a cliff, the limestone scree at its base scoured by the swift pulse of a glassy stream which ran into a broad basin of rock to become a deep, ice-cold pond. They skimmed shards of flat stone across its glaucous green surface. Even in summer the shadow cast by the overhang of rock made for a piebald shade which dappled broken light onto them through the branches of the few scrawny trees which bent sideways out of the loose scree to which their roots clung like claws. It was known that some came up to the pond to drown unwanted dogs and cats, or worse some said. Pieces of torn cloth had been found in the thorny undergrowth beyond the islands of glossy bulrushes at the pond’s extremity. So, they never swam in its waters and they only drank, lying face down in its cleft, from where the stream fell directly down from the cliff.


The boys knew the hand-holds and toe-holds they had to use to scale up over the scree and onto the protruding rock slabs higher up on this mountain end-wall. They knew, too, to look where they might find what they all called “Pethau Dai,” his treasures. At home, in the House, he had wood-framed glass cases to protect the fragility of the birds’ egg shells and cards to fix with the veined tracery of splayed butterfly wings. On the mountain, some bushes that were crowns of purple spiky flowers hosted the tremble of tortoiseshells and peacocks, the displayed quivering of red admirals and painted ladies. He gave his butties thin glass bottles with wide mouths to capture the moths and butterflies. They stoppered the bottles with cork bungs and he placed them in a sack from his basket, along with cuttings of golden saxifrage, red campion and wild columbine and the friable fretwork of tiny, ancient mountainside ferns.


When they had rested and eaten, they would divide into teams of two and separate to hunt out the nests of goldcrests and blackbirds, or of the common willow warblers and darting chiff chaffs, and, with a rarer excitement, of fierce kestrels from the higher niches of the cliff faces below the plateau. Later, in the House, he would carefully pierce and blow out the stolen eggs to add to his collection of the speckled and blue and mottled green and yellows, to whose cases he would affix inked notes of species, time and place. Sometimes on the lawn at Ysgurborwen House he would lay out his cases for the boys to see, the boys who had found them for him, the boys who never entered the House. They looked at his treasures and at the cards on which he wrote in a neat hand with black ink the Latin terms, book-learned, of the things and creatures from the hills which the boys knew and called by different names. They would laugh and sip the lemonade the maid brought out to drink on these hot days, and say “Da iawn, Dai bach. Da iawn, butty.”



Through all these long summers of their quickening lives, the boys foraged and scavenged, together, collecting for him. It was lived as if it were a childhood in common. In the higher stretches of the river they fished with bamboo poles and string and attached offal, with scant success, and they swam naked in the swirling eddies of the river and the deeper, pooled water at the bends where the banks were set above the flow. He was not, through all these days of growing together, apart from them, though all understood the difference, the distance. For them there was a rudimentary, fractured schooling but such as it was it was only, as they knew, the prelude for work to come. One by one, in turn, as they grew old enough, with a year here or there to separate out friends or brothers, they would, as if by magic, disappear from the life they had led. They might have as good as fallen, one by one, into the deceptive mountainside crevices, slits covered in bracken through which you could fall to the earth’s centre to vanish forever as did boys and girls, despite all family love and warnings, from time to time. Except that these vanished boys re-emerged, by day or by night, aged between ten and twelve, blackened and altered by entering the pits of his father into which they took dim, oil-lit lamps, snap boxes of bread and cheese and tin jacks of water to work in the dark alongside their own fathers.


In the winter, at his bedroom window before dawn, the room crammed with the treasures of summers gone, he would rub a circle into the ice fronded pane to look down the incline of lawn and road towards the black terraced rows of houses to see the small distance-shrunk parade of figures, men and boys, with their hand-held lights before them, clump across the frozen grass of white fields and along the cinder path to the colliery shaft where they would descend. And disappear from his sight.


Twm and Harri and Dic and Ifor and Siencyn, and all the others as they grew to be old enough, not yet large, not yet men at all, but workers already, to be lost to him, some even before he himself became ten years old in 1866, and left in the next year to be schooled properly.


When he came back, out of term times, he never looked for them again, not even those who survived their daily disappearance. He knew not all did. His mother would inform him. Never his father. He walked the mountains still, but alone now. In later life he would meet them, his former companions, or their exchangeable equivalents, in the very depths of his own burgeoning collieries, in this valley or the next one over to be opened up for its minerals, and would always greet them with an easy familiarity, born of knowledge and acquaintance, and as if they knew each other yet, because of what they had once been, together. For all that, and he had soon known this, too, such links were quick to break, trifling sentiments, when more profound issues, his own and abstract wider interests, intervened to assert their necessary priority. Not that he was alone in this understanding. They knew it, too, as Dai ceased to be and he became David until he died.


It would be the only story he would wish told of himself. It was not, for all that, the only story. Nor the only one to tell. Nor the only way to tell it at all.







Biography fragment c.1958: Early Days of DA Thomas.


Taliesin Arthur Lloyd Papers. Box 3.


National Library of Wales Aberystwyth.



















1987:TIME OUT






I was the Secretary. So, invariably, people believed what I said had occurred, and in the manner in which I made a record of it. That is a straightforward statement, one made in my best secretarial style. Whether it is a statement about the fashion employed in shaping public memory, rather than a statement of unvarnished fact, if there is ever such a thing as you might wish to say, is something I prefer, even now and almost at the very end of life, to avoid. Or, at least, to obscure. And that is because, truly, I have no reassuring answer to give in final settlement of such a question. No matter. It is, in another sense, all the same. To you as well as to me. At least, so far as outcome is concerned. Yet not as to its shaping. The evidence for that which is past, and to be quizzed for the meaning it might tell as history, largely came from such as me, and was filtered through that series of witnessing which, such as I, necessarily perfected, in order for it to seem as if complete, for such as you who came after the event. I was a Secretary. So, I made it up.


Well, not literally so, of course. I did not, how could I, construct the wider agenda of which I was a part. But my role was not insignificant either. Tidying up, guiding, hinting, hiding, giving form and direction to what might otherwise remain in an inchoate state. I formulated the minutes which constitute the public record. I reported it all, or most of it. By which I mean that, in my mind, prior to any sift or sequencing into narrative, I held it all. Thereafter, not everything needs to be verbatim, does it? Or elsewhere on this spinning earth, where would we be? Not everything needs to be out-in-the-open to be known but all requires moulding, assembling out of mess and muddle, if people are to see things one way or the other, and preferably not to understand them another way altogether. That modelling from raw data is what a Secretary does. It became my purpose in life. To be a dissembler in order to be of use to those who wrestled with, or merely submitted to, the place and time we inhabited for our own time. Or so I once told myself. Other times, this one for example, the one I now simply acquiesce in, might tell it differently even in retrospect.


But I cannot do so. I remain the Secretary of that former time and I do not see the account, the record, I once made as any species of lie. It was the way the truth we required needed to be made available as our truth. I was, in this sense, faithful to the story in which I found myself. I did not make up the stories of the lives, public and private, which were being framed. I was not there to invent stories. Put another way, I would not tell of things I did not see, or hear, or had confirmed by a trusted third party. I was thus bland and reliable as a source for enquiry, and I cannot change that now by any pretence of liveliness, of gossip and hearsay. My mode of telling is too ingrained in my sensibility to be either polished for effect or roughed up to seem authentic. As Secretary I was attuned to what was documented and is evidenced, not to speculation or fantasy. I transcribed, and so am myself a transcription.


This has its own sting to be sure. It inevitably makes anything which I may choose to say at this end-point of life, choose to say directly that is, lesser than whatever it once was, although the traces of that are already reduced by the formal telling of it. And there again, any matter-of-fact rigmarole which escaped, or was excused, any casual entrapment of the moment by a contemporary scribe, albeit floating free in its shapeless happenstance in the historical ether of recollection, can only possess the properties of being as a dream of what once might have passed for reality. I baulk at this even as I perforce acknowledge it, for I am no dreamer and, resolutely, long ago decided against such seduction. Yet I was no doer of deeds either. I am, or was the by-stander, the observer, the note-keeper, the diarist, the hoarder, the archivist, the reader, the remembrancer. Never the historian. I was only secretarial to that time, in those years now gone, for those people since disappeared from it all, as I will soon be myself.


I spent my own lifetime paring back, both professionally and so far as I personally was concerned. Cutting back whatever threatened to grow too vigorously, pruning whatever might be overly-luxuriant if allowed to flourish, hedging in any excess. I made it my business to make judicious choices. I sought elegant solutions for all that thrashing about and rambling in word and deed. Sometimes, I now note, from my reading of others, that what I manufactured as verity and left to become forensically verifiable, has become History itself, or apparently so. What I did, in memoranda and notes of advice and in official reports and, yes, by redacted minute-taking, was to remove any shadows which were cast too far and too long, their doubt darkening certainties, or else I blocked out any light which focussed too intensely on aspects better left unseen lest they dazzle and mis-lead.


I had, when young, stumbled, purblind, down that overly illuminated path. I shunned that way in my maturity. I set myself, too, against the deceiving pulse of memory, though it could, at times, beat its way back, involuntary but unstoppable. I silenced it as best I could, as I believe we all must do, if we are to live as if content with our lot. I have lived long enough, far too long, to be able to read, with a certain glum satisfaction, the academics who have been led by my hand to concur with my implicit caveats against the heroic, to embrace my sobriety against the rush of idealism, to indicate, by their revisionism against the sentimentally romantic, my fearfulness of what worse might befall if we do not, did not, settle for what is, assuredly, the lesser but desirable fate of security and compromise when set against risk and aspiration, social and individual. Nemesis stalking Hubris. The world into which I was born, where I was raised to manhood and then withered in through the decades. The twentieth century oscillated absurdly, like no other time has ever done on this earth. And of it and in it, I turned out, against all early hopes and ambitions, to be merely its Secretary.


I accept, of course, the severe limitations which followed making lucid, as accounts, what was, in its ungraspable fullness and fluidity something strictly unaccountable. I mean, that yes, if full-on sensibility was the required thing, then such limited accounting came a poor second. That is if the singer and not the song was the thing. Poetry not paraphrase. Prose not telegraphese. And so on. Poor me, then. But, amidst the blur of life, I still see no reason to apologise for preventing overspills of emotion and expectation. Individuals, as I was to know, cannot live under such pressures. The society we had created, needed, too, a different kind of fostering to bind itself together. Makeshift defences in social care, education, welfare, health were inadequate but essential bulwarks. Pragmatism and limited purposes for the public good and the common weal. It was, then, for that end, the compiling of those statistical measures, that scaffolding of memos and minutes, of official surveys and governmental reports. If I look at these things anew, I see tombstones whose inscriptions were meant to be activators but are now deciphered, long after their time, as if they were proper specimens of life itself. Such is the intellectual taxidermy we mistake for knowing. I do not say it is not knowledge since that category can appear when detail upon detail is crafted into a mosaic, a pattern of insights unattainable at the moment of their happening, one by one. History of a common sort. The problem remains. What is inner and undeniable is vanished in the instant of its becoming, disappeared only to wait and linger elsewhere in memory that scorns recorded history as a river will, until its end, deny the sea which awaits. And so I must choose which truth to tell. I have a final bridge to cross and time yet to find the way. I sit at my desk as I am long accustomed to do, and I pick up my fountain pen in readiness. Later I will type up the notes on the sturdy manual machine which has served me well for years and will do for a while yet. Customary and secretarial. What will follow, however, is not so. For now I wish my collage of memory and data to be personal and bespoke, and to be heard and understood as such in the future I will not have for my own. My unsecretarial reverie is, in my mind and intent, as a prologue to my conjoined Testament and Testimony. I have readied myself. It will take some time, and like time itself will not run along those straight lines with whose perception we conspire to deceive ourselves of destination as we career through the passing years.


* * * * *


I have unpacked my books and placed them in order, authors alphabetically and otherwise thematically, on the wooden shelves I have had made and painted white from floor to ceiling on three sides. Just as well that the room has height enough, with a long, south-facing and multi-paned casement window to let the light in from the garden. When, that is, we have light here amongst the higher hills. Today it is raining, as it has done for a week, that naggingly persistent rain peculiar to these rifted valleys, a rain which seems to drift insidiously down without let from the mountains above, to darken stone and slate to a perpetual darkness with its incessant wetting of them, and to whisper against the clouded glass. It settles me for all that. I can stay, without excuse, indoors and busy myself. I have made the right move at the right time. Certainly it will be my last, and I am content with it.


I have almost a suite of rooms if the smaller attached dressing-room I have had converted into a study-cum-storeroom for my papers can be thought of as such, along with the bedroom and a self-contained, if tiny, bathroom and lavatory they have carved out of the redundant corridor space of the old house. And, of course, my sitting room, formerly his capacious and fire-grated bedroom, where my own few bits of furniture and dusty awards remind me of my solitary days. Anyway, I am content with the few, very few, things I value and have kept around me.


The rooms are straight off the stairs on the first floor of the house. I was lucky to spot its imminent conversion into a Nursing Home, and luckier still to persuade them, with ample cash up-front, to install me as their long term and monthly debited first guest. As a result, I will be allowed to die here. That has been formally agreed as well. When the time comes I will have around the clock nursing care. I have told them I will not socialize with any others who may arrive to stay, and will take all my meals in my room. They think, no doubt, that this is the eccentricity of a well-off old man. That, I grant, would be right on most counts, for I am almost ninety years of age – a strange expression I have always thought – and within a decade, if I last, will be a hundred before this wretched century gets there itself. And, yes, the careful custodianship of a bachelor’s life has left me comfortable enough to afford it all, and have sufficient in reserve to do what else I have decided to do.


Which is, first, to collate and organize my records, my notes, my various papers, public and personal, in short my life’s detritus of evidence and ephemera, for its ordered dispatch, in due course, to the National Library in Aberystwyth. The boxes will be deposited in my name, for the purpose of utility rather than any vanity, under the rubric of the Taliesin Arthur Lloyd Papers, and will after my days be a partial window onto the world I have seen actually come and actually go. Not many can testify to that, as a witness to the world of coal, its prosperous getting and sending out, its miserable destructiveness and its painful legacies, and all the while the making of a new destiny, sometimes a brilliant and hopeful one, mostly not, for Wales itself in all its being and ways. Now we light the remaining fires with imported, inferior stuff, in this place which once, literally, spun the whole globe with its energy. I can look out of my casement window, through the falling rain, and see across the lower valley to the town of Aberdare and its branching colliery townships and know there is nothing left, other than a dwindling people, of all that once gave force and dynamism to this place. No pits or winding gear or iron rails for drams except what a forlorn heritage industry preserves in hidden corners. No colliery left to give work and purpose other than, to the near north where the waun stretches beyond the valley, the brave co-operative endeavor to salvage something from the wreckage of the defeat of the strike of 1985.One last, ragged hurrah. It will not last.


I look out of the window, the very one I’m sure, through which he gazed at the bustling enterprises of his childhood days, at the hopeful coal sinkings of his father and the comings and goings of men of Capital and men of Labour, and the domestic and civic lives which thereby accrued, and I contemplate again all I now know about him and his ways. And it tells me nothing of his true worth, of how to measure him against what might instead have been achieved. And this is why I have come to live in his once house, his gutted and transformed boyhood home, in Ysguborwen, and why I sit stubbornly at my desk, knowing I will not succeed, trying to trace, or at least reveal, the threaded pattern of the existence he interwove from himself for all the other lives of his own time, and for those that will be lived after all our times have been told.


I have tried before, and I have failed before. I am not alone in this. How do you enter that inner sanctum of his existence to penetrate to the meaning, for him and for the others affected, of such unimaginable power as he once wielded? The images conjured up by such power confound more than they enlighten. There is the Poet’s capture of him as a modern-day conquistador astride a Bay gelding, set above his toiling peons as the horse and rider clop imperiously up the unpaved roadway of a nigh perpendicular cwm from the main Rhondda valley bottom to his nest of deep mined pits at the very top end of Clydach Vale. He smashed these concerns into others to make himself a Celtic Croesus. He revelled in the will power and the business acumen of his statistically driven brain which made him more Edwardian Tycoon than Victorian Coalowner. He stood apart. He stood alone. One clue to his singularity was his indifference to all that was communal, and so, to his eye, sentimental. He might stroll with his mine managers through the virtual Company Town he had created in Tonypandy where allegiance was due to him from shopkeepers and colliers alike, and would only take notice of the built paraphernalia all around him—the cavernous emporia, the theatres and music halls, the swaggering confidence of overbearing chapels, the streets teeming from dawn to dusk, the drinkers and shoppers and gawkers—as, all of it, a stage set for himself, a three dimensional tribute to his ability alone to have brought it into being. And nothing and no one beyond all that material creation. After all, there had been nothing of significance in that place, before he had put his hand to it. It is why, I believe, the social upheaval which heralded the year long strike in 1910 of his twelve thousand strong work force did not deeply trouble him. It was a shudder not an earthquake. An inchoate lashing-out not an organized revolt. Growing pains for the world he had conceived and birthed. And, in fact, during the carnivalesque rioting which temporarily turned that world over, he was abroad, sunning himself and nurturing his murmurous heart condition in the warmth of the south of France, far away from the cold and drenching November rains of the coalfield, and keeping astutely silent. In public at least. There can be no real doubt that this former Liberal MP and Party Grandee had not spoken to the Liberal Home Secretary by telephonic communication and had not urged a compliant Churchill to send on to the conflicted district both Metropolitan Police and Troops, who did indeed arrive and stay and effectively police the dispute to its eventual defeat.


It would later be his contention that the native Welsh, God-fearing and respectful colliers with whom he had grown up, had been led astray by incomers, variously labelled as English or uncouth or anarchistic, and all intent on a know nothing ruination. Nonsense, of course, although cited by his heir and daughter in the decades to come as a cause of ruination which, mercifully she said, he did not live to experience after the Great War ended. Yet, if he had lived on it would only have been to abandon those ruins for ventures elsewhere. No one who crossed the Atlantic together with him, as I youthfully did, can gainsay that there was a greater than geographical journey on which his mind was already set. There, that is, in retrospect and simply told, the essence of the story. And so not so at all.


I am, of course, inevitably looking from the wrong end of the historical telescope, at the tail end of a forlorn century, at the fag-end of a life when where else can you look back except back? Is this what is entailed by History? For others, perhaps. For those who live directly through it, for sure. For those who have come after and need to make some deeper sense of it, by all means. Not for me, though. Not any solace from such History for me. I was never an actor in it nor a philosopher about it. I was one who voluntarily came to stand by as, involuntarily, it passed me by, leaving me to merely record its passage. The discretion of a secretary.


Time to be unbuttoned. This will be my legacy. I, who have created no life I can call mine own, yet yearn for life as was and might have been, and might be yet, to continue here, for it and for us to go on, even amongst the ruins, to stay, not to leave, maybe to return. After my time.














2007:TIME WARP






It did not feel like going home. Not even partly so. But it did feel like going back. It was not a comfortable feeling. I drove west into a late afternoon sun that slipped further down the horizon as I let the boxy diesel hatchback I’d hired at the airport scuttle and drone its way down the M4. I fought the mild jet lag of a transatlantic crossing more than I did the lane-switching traffic. Slow lane was fine by me. I needed some contemplation time before the city’s lights guided me straight to my hotel bed, and sleep.


You know how it is sometimes, when, because you must, you play a part, but for real I mean, because you don’t have any original lines to say or fresh ways to enact them. Too many life scenarios already seen and done, whether originally for real, or not. Journeys. Quests. Homecomings that were nothing of the kind. Umbilical cords that were never quite cut, and so could still strangle. And it’s as if you always have the clothes for the part, ready to put on. Where do they come from? You have the words queuing up to be said. How could that be? You even have the end in sight, but it’s one stumble at a time to get to it. And what is this ending anyway? Going back was like letting time that was past suck me back in, and I was ready for it. I had the stuff, all of it, that I’d need for the trip. None of it meant that I wanted to make it. After my old man died I had just had everything sold, or destroyed. I wanted no traces of that home left, or of what he had come to mean by that word. Going home was going to a place which was no longer there for me. It was with me all the time, though. Intimacy. That was unavoidable. Knowledge. Now that was a category I truly despised. Something known already. So generally imitative of something else. My old man had never pretended to have knowledge. What he did have was wisdom, and his brand of wisdom was as cold and dark as a gun barrel and as icy and unforgiving as the air through which I had been funnelled home.


It wasn’t any kind of wisdom, though, that had brought me home. Worse, it was a lack of knowledge. Of certain knowledge that is, and certain came with two meanings, both of which I had to nail. For what was uncertain I could blame the postcard Gwilym had sent via my publisher around five years before, and for what currently passed muster as certain there was Bran’s written reply to my subsequent enquiry. It was “No”, as I remembered. I had left no daughter behind, and so I had no daughter now. Her daughter, Haf she called her, was not mine Yet that voice on my phone, in the early hours of the morning in my New York apartment a few days ago, had coupled her own name with mine and mine, it had said, was Daddy. So, yes, I knew what had taken me home, and, wise or foolish, what I needed to do. To find her. To help her as she had asked. But first I’d need to see her mother again. There were things, it seemed, to find out. There were things, unbidden but undeniable, to remember. So, I remembered them. Even if all I had wanted to do for a very long time was to forget.


I slept heavily and woke late. I cleaned myself up, and avoided the hotel breakfast. I’d kept the car overnight. I needed it for a quick burst of re-acquaintance, or rather a fresh acquaintance with the new city and all its novel markers. A proper capital city, I’d been told, at last.


I drove the hired car directly north out of the city centre. It was mid-morning and traffic was stop-start rather than snarling. The day was overcast for late March, but with an opaque white light behind the low cloud. Dishwater grey through the glare. It suited my mood, and my meander past familiar sights which some twenty years plus had done little to change. Not in this part of town anyway. The Edwardian wedding cake civic centre still swelled with early twentieth-century pride. But in the interest of a future promise to be cashed in one day. Natch. And then almost straightaway, because this was a town that had been laid out cheek-to-cheek in its Victorian days of origin, the strings of red-bricked terraces like entrails pulled out and de-kinked. Student lets now, judging from the bicycles piled up in their tiny low-walled fronts and the oblivious helmetless riders weaving in and out of the stuttering line of cars. The dockers, railwaymen and steelworkers, who had once marked these streets with a confident workaday presence and crowded the brassy mahogany pubs, were long gone. I remembered them as men who, amongst themselves, acted as hard men even when they were not, all letting go with an accent, peculiarly their own, which could slice through the thick tobacco blue smoke of saloon bars like wire through cheese. Something else gone from that rich pungency of the old centre was the sweet fug of mashed hops brewed up for the city’s own beer, cloying the senses and swaddling early morning streets. Liveners being readied for the thick heads of the previous night and the deep thirsts of overnight workers. Once, and no longer.


It had been too early for a pint when I picked up the car from the hotel’s garage. I began to think I’d need a livener myself, and sooner rather than later. Maybe I’d need to find the brewery before I could locate that cream and golden beer which my mouth could still taste. Maybe after two decades away there was no brewery, and none of that beer left as it was.


The thought curdled in the churn of my stomach as I left the centre behind and steered past batteries of traffic lights on every intersection of the four-lane two-way avenue that tramlined me out of the plain. The city had grown outwards, in spreading concentric rings, from its docks and commercial heyday to the commuter and professional housing of the suburbs through which I was now crawling. Tree-lined avenues of brick-and-stucco semis built for the artisan and the salaried, even in the 1930s, a decade which had pissed over most people here with the freewheeling grace of a drunk in a urinal. The interwar houses had weathered better, despite the ceaseless rumble of cars and trucks, than their 1960s counterparts: flat-roofed boxes for domestic living, schools and hospitals. The one style fits-all school of architecture from a decade that had misplaced its brain.


I’d bought a new map. I’d keep for later the grim dual carriageway that I knew from almost twenty years ago as a corridor through the hills and into the valleys I’d once escaped. It looked on the new map as if there were livelier arteries shooting off a pulsing interchange. On the actual ground it was more engineering circuitry than roundabout. I circled it twice before I picked the right lane, and took the slip road signposted for the west and the motorway. I had an appointment at noon back in the city. I took the scenic route. First exit off and flat out down the link road towards the bay.


I was on a highway belt that cinched in the older and flabbier bits as it bypassed them. An ersatz new world to anyone who had seen the real deal of any small American city. Deep cuts isolated the tough council-house estates where I had once roamed, camera at the ready. There were glimpses of skeletal iron frames cranked up out of building-site mud and the apple-green and white cladding of the retail sheds that were the winking outliers of a neon-lit twenty-four-hour world. They didn’t convince; more end of the line no choice than any kind of centre.


I slowed down as the road curved upwards on a stilted flyover that was just high enough to offer flashes of the former industrial core of the city to the south. It was gutted, rusty and leaking. Its roadside heralds were apartment blocks whose roofs curved and dipped like skateboard runs. The surfaces were weather-boarded in strips which had already turned from honey to flaked grey in the salt winds blowing in over the mud flats from the sea. Miniscule iron-railed balconies decorated their chunky bulk like bracelets on a bruiser. This was the sense of the place I had guessed from hearsay and the occasional letter but I had not been able to feel for myself: its broken rhythm, its re-drawn boundaries, its pretence of itself. I decided to save the full-blown, street-level version of the bay for when I was more attuned to the whole transformation. Perhaps the woeful tackiness had been avoided there. Perhaps. There would be hope in pretending so. Perhaps not. I followed the signs for the centre.


At least the jail was still stone-stolid and unrelenting in its mid-town location. It greeted me as I re-discovered the city streets and ended the joyride. I returned the car to the parking lot of the hire company and walked back to the hotel – another former office warren now decked out as a travel destination – ideal as neutral ground rather than the location of her doubtless ritzy apartment for a meeting that was as nerve-wracking as a French kiss on a first date. And I had reason to recall that encounter with a shudder of dread pleasure as I waited over a tepid filter coffee for my first sight of Branwen since the winter of 1985.


Even after more than twenty years she didn’t disappoint. I’d like to say she never had but I was too old to lie anymore, to myself or anyone else. Still, whatever she was doing to herself, she was doing it well. On the surface at least. There had always been murky depths with Bran even if it had taken me some time to come up for air. I stood up as she scanned the room to see which booth I was in. The smile was tentative but the way she cocked her head slightly to one side was no less coquettish than when she had posed for me with a lot less on than the blue striped seersucker suit, sharp jacket and skirt to the dimpled knee. I had time for the quick once-over before she crossed the coffee-room floor. She imperceptibly slowed down as if she knew it. Of course she knew it. This was Bran after all. Some things wouldn’t ever change.



Her eyes held the glint and sheen of anthracite. Her hair, glossy, thick and black, framed the oval of a face which was almost Mediterranean in complexion. She used to say it was the Iberian heritage of the Celt. I’d countered it was the legacy of randy Spanish sailors shipwrecked from the Armada in west Wales. No make-up, just an amuse-bouche of a mouth and, I knew, a personality darker and harder than any mineral. At a modest 5’ 10” I seemed to dwarf her compact 5’ 2” even with the kitten heels she was wearing. A kiss, for which we both positioned awkwardly, drifted away in unease. She held out her hand. I touched it and the platinum wedding band on it.



“You’re looking great,” I said.


She shrugged out a thank you. She said that, a few rough edges aside, that at almost fifty I didn’t look too bad myself. She grinned. I forced out a smile.


She sat opposite me, ordered a herbal tea, more coffee for me and we stared a necessary while longer. Then, as from long habit, we got down to it.


“Why did you come?”



“I told you on the phone. She … Haf … asked me to help her.”



“You don’t take that seriously, do you?”



“I don’t know. I did. Something in her voice. Shouldn’t I? Do you know where she is? What she wants?”



Bran fiddled with her granulated sugar packet, shifting the contents around in its unopened paper envelope like a blind fortune teller looking for a lucky grain of truth.


“She can be difficult. She’s … a silly bugger when she wants to be.”



“Meaning?”



Her one revelatory weakness, momentary but intense through the translucent skin around her neck, was a flush that wrapped her like a scarf. Or a signal as I recalled and reminded her.


“Oh, you know it means nothing. I just can’t help it.”



“That’s why it says something, isn’t it?”



“You’re not listening, Billy. I’ve told you. I really don’t know where she went. Honest, as they say. She’s been gone for over two months.”



“The college?”



“Nothing. She hasn’t turned up for lectures. And no messages for any friends.”



“The police?”



“Why? She’s telephoned me … you … other people. You, less than a week ago. She’s not lost, Billy.


“She called me daddy, Bran. Why did she do that?”



“For God’s sake, she’s still a kid.”



“She’s almost twenty-one, isn’t she? I wasn’t there, remember.”



“Messing about. That’s all. I’d have told you, wouldn’t I?”



“Would you?”



“She isn’t.”



“She could be, though, couldn’t she?”



“No! It’s just a game. Hero worship.”



“Hero worship?”



“Of you. Of your work anyway. She’s got everything – the books, posters, photographs, clippings. She plastered them over her bedroom walls before she walked out.”



“Why? Did you tell her about us?”



“She knows. Not from me. Mal said something one night when he’d had a bit. After that documentary programme about you on television. She cottoned on. Worked it out, that ‘friends’ was a catch-all word.”



“How old was she then?”



“About sixteen. Later she heard us quarrelling. Things were said. Not by me. Look, I’ve never been close with her, this mother-and-daughter thing and such, and it just got worse after that. She practically moved out then. In spirit if not in body. And this disappearing stuff, that isn’t the first time either.”



I tried to think it through but all I could see was the deceit by which we had all lived. I didn’t know what to believe. It was what had sent me away. It was what had pulled me back. I tried again.


“You were clear she wasn’t mine. I asked no more. I’m asking now. Again.”



This time the smile was more pitying than playful.


“You’re still a fool, Billy, you know that.”



She puffed her cheeks. Like an adder, I thought. And blew softly at me a breath that was at once sweet and rank.


“That summer after the strike you got more and more, I dunno, miserable … melancholy. Even before that you were down about everything and everyone. Worrying. Down. And for me it was still what I’d felt, something alive and different, as if that bloody history your old man went on about had come to life, and with me in it. Christ! I was even a star supporter! You and me were coming to an end anyway. You didn’t quite see it, did you, but then there were lots of things you didn’t see, or didn’t want to see.”



She paused, and calculated.


“I wasn’t wild and I wasn’t calculating. Not then. Maybe later. But at the time I just slept with the people I wanted to fuck or who wanted to fuck me. And you were around, too, when you weren’t off photographing and documenting and revelling in the whole mess, in your own sad way. So, like I said, I don’t know. Take that for a no, from me. And yes, maybe she thinks so.”



“Why did you marry Mal?”



“A marriage of convenience.”



“That all?”



“We’d been lovers. I was pregnant. Strictly, in case you’re still wondering, just after you’d gone, and I told him it was his. A slightly premature birth. No problems. At the time. Later, we just became a partnership. And after that, four, five years ago, we split. Still married.”



I could have wondered about a lot. And worried, too, but all I was thinking was whether to tell her now what I knew of that convenient partnership and its convenient continuation and how all that I knew had been in the papers which Haf, in anticipation of my response, had sent and which had arrived without further explanation the day after her telephone call. Instead I gave her my mobile number and asked her to call if Haf did get in touch, that I was going to look around to see if anything of the made-over old patch might stir my professional interest, and that, maybe, we could have dinner before I flew out.


She looked quizzical.


“Seems a long way to come after such a long time for such casual reasons.”



“Well, I would like to meet her. Perhaps we’ll agree about something or other.”



“The only thing you’ll have in common with her is a mutual distrust – dislike? – of yours truly.”



I didn’t demur, just deflected the crack.


“DNA?” I asked.


“For Chrissake! What for?”



“Sentiment.”



“Sentimentality is more your bag.”



“Do they measure that in DNA?”



“You’d have bucketfuls, you always did,” she said.


We seemed depleted, and I was once more, somehow, dispossessed.


* * * * *


I walked out of the foyer minutes after she’d gone, leaving me with her mobile phone number and memories I kept batting away. I held tight to the manila folder I hadn’t opened to show her. I turned left and straight on, which were the only directions, my old man had said, that were ever worth taking. The city centre’s layout was easily recalled: a pedestrian grid lay on top of its nineteenth-century right angles and a few defiant statues of socialist politicians and Irish boxers had been more recently erected to match up to its capitalist and liberal founding fathers. No role models for women in bronze or marble yet. The girls were missing a trick there. No doubt it’d come. The only female equivalents were in stone, flanking the steps of the Old Library that stood kitty corner from the Victorian indoor market. They were still draped in Grecian finery and clutching books, and they were still called Study and Rhetoric, the monikers by which I fondly remembered them, but they weren’t ushering me in to find Power and Knowledge, their more worldly sisters anymore; it was the milk of Lethe, strictly of the alcoholic variety, they had on offer nowadays. The library had become a pub, and not of the kind I favoured. It took a while to find one I did.


If the library was a theme pub, then its satellite hostelries seemed to have become just as thematic. On every other corner there was a piece of Erin that should never have left the fantasy factory or an iron-grilled and Cajun-manufactured homage to New Orleans. The wine bars were like gentlemen’s dens with crazed brown leather club chairs and newspaper racks or decked out with splashing fountains, crushed velvet drapes and shameless stone nymphs last seen in a Naples brothel in 1944. Or so I imagined my old man, who’d been there then, might have got around to telling me. At this rate, the breweries would end up making replicas of the old pubs that were actually old, but on the same site. I found one that seemed reluctant to change and sat at its bar in front of its ornate mirror. There was a God after all, and He was still serving up the metallic, brassy and frothy beer I could taste on faraway nights in my close-up dreams.


I found the new replacement library amongst a wall of designer shops and stores. Glass wall fronts soaring high. Berlin, Boston, Basingstoke. The new one had neither the sumptuous wall tiles or echoing terrazzo floors of the old one, and all yesterday’s newspapers were no longer preserved intact and bound into a giant’s commonplace book, but shrunk onto the pinprick palimpsest of the page-by-page screen. I whizzed as well as the next bozo of my deprived generation, slowly and irritated, blessing my having grown up without all this non-tactile blur of gadgetry. The electronic future had not just arrived, it had hit us on the blindside, uncaring of the way we had once groped with pen or paint or camera to shine some kind of light. What was once unknown or untraceable could be collated now or hyperbolically enhanced to give the impression of holding the water that still inexorably ran on. But my own hard-won vision had been no less fuzzy over time, and had left me sightless, a click or two away from the lies I had stopped peddling.



Haf’s papers – copies of letters, of e-mails, of bank statements, of notes on hotel pads, figures and dates on envelopes, on everything except the back of the proverbial cigarette pack only punters and smokers still used – guided me haphazardly to the daily pages of record I needed to see. The story was sometimes half-hidden in an inside paragraph, occasionally hailed as another brilliant success for inward investment and, latterly, brought into the frame of the new government under the rubric of “Regeneration”, a concept which had struck me as a cross between the hopeful mythology of resurrection and the hopeless metamorphosis effected by the mortician. Why didn’t they just try to generate something instead? The past and its places were never quite the organic thing a notion like re-generation so smugly implied. Whatever the case in hand, and there seemed dozens as I read on – from building works to art centres to tip clearances to adult education classes in aromatherapy and IT training – money, large and small packages of subsidy and grant aid, did not seem to be a problem. It was more a question of how did they get it out of the door in sufficient bulk and with the speed that didn’t allow bureaucratic windows in Europe to shut. In a de-industrialised region of such classic proportions as this one had been, the fit was perfect even if the outcome was debatable. The longer timescale raised the cynical thought that the actual recipients, if not the potential beneficiaries, would be, one way or the other, long gone before the final reckoning.



I whizzed on for a few hours. My notes grew fuller as I honed in on Haf’s direction finder. The penny-ante stuff was all about worthy efforts, statistically measured by lame targets and grandiose objectives, to “up-skill” and “re-train” for the “knowledge economy” that had passed a generation by and was, allegedly, still held back by the low aspirations entrenched in a stubborn work culture, one long dead in practice and suffused, as it resisted the social mortuary, with the undesirable Luddite and gender attributes of a leftover underclass. The jargon fed by sociology to journalism came easy. But my confusion over what was being regenerated by whom for whom for why, grew incrementally. There seemed precious little that had come to fulfilment outside the cities of the plain. It seemed we were still looking to the hills in vain. I began to pucker up for an inner Biblical trumpet of warning. Still, capital projects, with big outlays and vague embracing ambitions, were more realisable, less measurable in their ultimate outcome, and very big bucks indeed. The one thing, it seems, we had going for us, benighted denizens of a blasted past in those hills and valleys, was land. It was filthy, useless, contaminated land, soil and acres where you couldn’t grow vegetables or re-create a pre-industrial haven, but it was land that was available, cheap to buy and expensive to purchase even if the purpose was only re-generative, the gain a social one and the project uplifting.


Gradually certain names began to re-appear. A single speech. A stellar proposal. A projected consortium. A political desire. A community need. An educational enterprise. A PR exercise. A feasibility study. A government decision. Names I knew and some faces I recalled. Bran, Gwilym, Ceri and Maldwyn amongst them. I turned off the screen. An escalator took me down to street level. The streets looked greasy in a watery sunlight. People drifted along in a city adrift. I drifted amongst them. A stranger amongst strangers. One of them. Not of them. I began to stare. No kids this time of day, women, alone if young, in twos if not, married couples, yellow-jacketed building labourers in groups of five and six, and all clutching paper bags full of smeared baguettes, and the more than occasional street dweller even more adrift than the rest of us. What I didn’t sense, as a taste, or see, in an instant, was the feel of poor people in the way that was all around us a quarter of a century ago. I guessed that it was an advance, but at whose expense I couldn’t be sure. Poverty came in all manner of guises, as my old man drummed into his adult classes. Maybe that had been the other problem. The drumming as opposed to the learning. The observing as opposed to the living. I had long felt separated from both. The escaping as opposed to the staying. Coming back was not my idea, I told myself. But I had and now I had to swallow my mistake and leave, or chew it so that I could spit it out and move on.


I headed for the railway station and a train north but first I called ahead to find out when Gwilym could see me. There was no “if” about it. Gwilym, I knew, would want to see me. I might even be an “opportunity”, and he would not have ceased his love affair with one of those, animate or inanimate. Late afternoon, lunch unfortunately “not-doable”, then wall-to-wall meetings, in his office, say 4.30, chirped a secretary who, if I knew him as I had indeed once known him would have the attributes to go with the breathless little-girl-lost voice.


The approach to the railway station had had a facelift all right. The designer who had worked on it could have made Ava Gardner look like Bela Lugosi. He wouldn’t have spotted the reference as an insult. You could still, with a squint, detect the creamy ceramic tiles and wooden 1920s fretwork behind the monumental planed stone with chewing-gummed bench surround which he must have picked out of a Moscow 1950s catalogue of late Stalinist gesturalism. More street people, combining the hippie scruff look with beggarly homelessness, sat or lay in shop doorways wearing their obligatory dogs on leashes as filthy and braided as the owners’ hair. I glared back until they looked away. The dogs I mean. The street people kept their own eyes in touch with the infinite.



The platform was crowded. A mix of shoppers, a glitter of mothers who outsmarted their gawky teenagers, older couples in beige and grey and wool, clutching their bags and each other against intrusion, and a swirl of students seemingly intent only on what their touch screens were telling them. I’d been prepared for the rash of bilingual signage in the streets and even for the Welsh-language announcements for “y trên nesaf” and, in Welsh, the correctly pronounced valley townships that followed, but what came after a posh and male Welsh accent, even to those whose grasp of Welsh foundered after the first few lines of the national anthem, was more alien yet. The train information given in English was impeccably English, with the syllables of every place name I had ever known or grown up with, separated out into a speak-your-weight tone that managed to locate every wrong inflection and stress possible in the brave new world of desperanto. Most of us on that platform were being addressed in two languages we did not speak. I felt more speechless than I had for two decades. I left the city and let the view between the hills open up. We seemed to stop every five minutes. Then, abruptly, I was there. Destinationville. The town, in a bowl rimmed by a shrug of hills, used to be what I had once called home.



There was a new halt for the Research and Development Park just after the town itself. Gwilym would be at lunch, and allegedly meetings, for a few hours yet, so I got off the train early. The town’s river still ran through it. No one seemed to have honed in yet on the one natural asset, apart from the clumpy hills, which might have given it a focus to replace its vanished industries and lost trade. No change there, or in the boarded-up shops of a shopping precinct constructed like a pebbledash concrete box with a flap entrance and a soaked-in stink of urine. It had taken me no more than ten minutes to walk from the station, another architectural glory now lost to boy scout design, past the rash of estate agents, shoe shops, bread shops, junk jewellers and the flashing tumblelights of slot-machine joints spitting the crackle of their noise, endlessly, onto the streets. One or two Italian-owned and run cafés and the cobbled square off the main and winding street whispered urban possibilities. But the indoor market was more shoddy goods and plastic utilities than the piled-high stalls of fruit and vegetables and locally slaughtered meat and home-cooked hams and pies it had once been. People must be eating something, though. There seemed more bulk on the pavements, more waddle in the shop doorways and more roll in the gait. I didn’t see any obvious students in the town. They must stay on the train and leave by train for the city when lectures ended. Familiarity was not cheering me up. I needed a drink, and The Lamb was nearby so I went there, and entered the past.


A narrow, low frontage with a door and boxed-in entrance. Two bars to either side, divided by the central run of beer pumps and shelves of bottles, both long and hemmed in like railway carriages from a Western movie. The one to the right was slightly smaller, to accommodate a Ladies at the far end and had an embossed and floral wallpaper pattern to support its claim to be the lounge. No one went there in the day. Some things would stay the same, wouldn’t they? I turned left into the bar proper where a rotund, sawn-off and silent, landlord had once patrolled behind his counter. His name was Idris. So he was known as Id. And one night an autodidact from my old man’s class had decided that made Id’s voluble wife, Mavis, Ego. Both Id and Ego were shades now, as shadowy as the black-and-white poses of half-naked men, some clutching enamel medallioned belts, which were framed and scattered over the spit-yellow, tobacco-stained walls. These were the champions, of the world some of them, from a time even before mine. Their shadow dancing in the ring had been as explosive in the mind as on the canvas. I took them in at a glance. Freddie Welsh, Tom Thomas, the brothers Frank and Glen Moody, Tommy Farr and Jimmy Wilde, Dai Dower and Howard Winstone. All still there. Behind the bar a woman in her late sixties was adjusting a curly black wig in a cracked mirror. She glimpsed me in it and without turning, said “Waddya want, love?” I asked for a bitter. Her fire-engine red lips had been cut out from a pin-up of Marilyn, the effect only spoiled by the paint going up under her nose and almost down to her chin, and the ravines of powder-caked wrinkles that surrounded them. They scarcely moved as she said “Pint or glass, love?”



From a corner at the far end of the bar where the light from the scrolled front window did not reach, a voice which didn’t need a bellows to fan fire rumbled.


“He don’t drink no glasses, Doreen. Give him a pint of Whoosh.”



I moved down the bar towards the voice, and left my tenner on the bar.


“Shwmae, Billo,” Tommy said, and stuck out a hand that was no bigger than a shovel.


“Long time no see,” said Lionel.


“Siddown, butt,” said Tommy, slowly letting my own hand limp free from his calluses and pincer fingers.


I sat at the round wooden-topped table that was held up and steady by buxom iron Brittanias bearing their shields. Either side of me, as in the Town XV’s second team front row of my youthful athletic prime, were Tommy “Coch” Harris and his fellow prop, in work and sport and drink, Lionel “Blondie” Pemberton, a surname that hinted less of vanished gentry and more of West Country farm labourers turned late-Victorian colliers. By the time I’d met them, colliers both, in the murk of the Second XV’s scrum, they’d already forged a veteran reputation as players who were as dirty as they were slow. Stalwarts by then, protecting a young hooker on rain-lashed nights on muddy fields from opposing sods no rougher or gentler than themselves. Their nicknames were for the ginger crew cut of the one and the tow-haired straw thatch of the other. Their short schooldays had ended with NCB apprenticeships as faceworkers, in the 1950s, and a succession of pits as they followed the few seams that remained stubbornly open as collieries closed as rapidly as flies’ eyes in the ’60s. Closures and forced redundancies finally drove them out, and into work as labourers and brickies. I had seen no better or tougher sight since I’d been home.


“Aye, long time no see,” echoed Tommy.


“Aye, s’right,” echoed Lionel back.


“Pints?” I asked.


These boys knew a rhetorical question when it was posed. About drink, anyway. They drained the fullish ones in front of them and Tommy tapped his empty on the table to alert the Marilyn lookalike, who had just pulled one for me, to keep going. Lionel got up to fetch them and set my change and three fresh pints before us.



“Cheers,” he said and began drinking as Tommy, without bothering to ask, did what I wanted and gave me a Whitaker’s Almanack tour of the town in the years I’d been gone. I listened to the lament of decline and deterioration.



“Aye. Same old same-o,” agreed Lionel, when Tommy finally drew breath.


Tommy wiped the froth of his grey straggle of a moustache after this reflective and biting bottom-up comment on the panorama of the recent past. Living it had aged them. Neither “Coch” nor “Blondie” quite did it any more as accurate descriptions of the now salt-and-pepper and bare-patched heads nodding and drinking on either side of me. I said as much. “Aye,” said Tommy. “That’s what a life on the buildings, humping bricks and mixing in the freezing fucking cold will do to you. You should see my bollocks!”



“S’right,” Lionel added, and went for three more pints.


Tommy was in full spate by now, a great circular flow of fact and opinion, all revolving around the life and times of artisan builder and bullshitter supreme, T. Harris, Esq. It all came back to buildings. They held us and defined us. So what was wrong was, in his opinion, that what lay behind them had changed. They were cheaper to construct, dearer to buy, quicker to deteriorate. The wood was not seasoned. The foundations were not settled. The exteriors were all cladding and the interiors all slotted together from a kit. So where was the pride in that, he wondered, and offered an answer by widening his viewfinder to people. The town had gone all to hell. Big City incomers, toffee-nosed, hippie, English, Welshy Welsh. The rugby club had gone all to hell, betrayed by Judases of various stripes and flavours. And now there was talk after the demise of Id and Ego of a makeover for The Lamb, to give it a more “authentic feel”, with stone-flagged floors and wooden beams and a re-faced bar to replace the truly authentic leatherette, plastic and Formica it had worn in over forty years. All a disaster. Still, in The Lamb maybe, some work out of this for a pair of jobbing builders in semi-retirement, and a few pints on the job thrown in.


“S’right,” said Lionel.


“Pints again?” This time from Tommy.


I was tempted. Another and I’d have settled in for the afternoon. That would be no trouble for them, but I had more calls to make before I could slip into forgetfulness with them. I left them swilling away the grime and dust they had absorbed all morning, and across a lifetime every morning since they had left secondary modern entrapment at fifteen with bruised knuckles and a dislike of authority and its preachiness which had sustained them into the righteous anger of their mid-sixties.


I waited at the lights to cross the two lanes of busying traffic and looked up at the platforms and retaining wall of what had once been one of Europe’s busiest rail interchanges. A funnel to the world for coal out and people in which filled and emptied day and night for half a century. It had shrunk inside itself like a terminally ill patient in a baggy suit. What was tacked on to the original façade had the unwelcome effect of loose-fitting false teeth set on shrivelled gums. There was nowhere to buy a ticket, and I rode free for the ten minutes or so it took for the diesel to grind its way up an incline beyond the town to the halt.


* * * * *


After the frayed edginess of the town, carelessly spread out beneath the mountain escarpment, there was a surreal feel to the Development Park. At least from a distance. Up close you could still see the railway cutting, now concreted over and the tunnel now bricked up, through which an exodus of coal had once rattled to the sea. Most of the site was a car park. I crossed it, as instructed, until at almost its far end I came to a red-brick wall which sectioned off a lawned area that you entered through open iron gates. The gates were fancy. Their railings were painted silver and had gold spears to top off the effect. You were welcomed in by a slate plaque that was six feet long and four feet high. It was mounted on a granite plinth and stood ten feet up from the lawn. The grass was so green it sparkled. The grass did not quiver even for a synthetic nanosecond. The deeply cut grey lettering on the plaque said: ADEILAD ALFRED WALLACE BUILDING. Another twenty yards down a yellow-brick path took me to the frontage of a very new, low slung two storey building. The oval windows which studded its riveted white cladding were framed in steel and glowed blue. It took me less than a nanosecond to admire it. I went through a series of automatic doors that swished open and closed, into a reception area where I had to state my business at a desk which could have issued airline tickets. I was sent to another series of glass doors, all electronically locked, where I was acknowledged over the intercom and buzzed through to the inner sanctum. I’d been told to ask for The Directorate, and here it was. The last time that one had been up in lights was in the 1790s, just before Napoleon doused them, dissolved the collective and crowned himself, literally I recalled, Emperor. The only thing Gwilym had in common with Bonaparte was an ineffable self-regard and the short-arsed cockiness that often accompanied it.


A door to an outer office opened and Gwilym’s PA stood framed in it. I seemed to remember the little guy asked Josephine not to wash until after he’d come home. Maybe Gwil had a different olfactory arousal. This Josephine had definitely washed. And sprayed. And perked and painted. She was to natural fragrance what chemical is to organic. She was to natural blonde what chicory is to espresso. Her jersey silk dress had had its pink and red geometric pattern imprinted big on a size that was a tad too small and too short, and just right. Her voice, when it came, was more doll than baby and excitingly formal, as in “The Director is expecting you, Mr Maddox. Do go right in. Coffee?” And she half-turned on her teeteringly high pink suede stilettos and gave me a smile as sweet as a sucked sherbet lemon as she adjusted her made-for-the-job horn-rimmed glasses. Perhaps she was really efficient, too.
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