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Chapter 1

Being the Account of Dr. Nebogipfel's Sojourn in Llyddwdd




About half-a-mile outside the village of Llyddwdd by the road

that goes up over the eastern flank of the mountain called

Pen-y-pwll to Rwstog is a large farm-building known as the Manse.

It derives this title from the fact that it was at one rime the

residence of the minister of the Calvinistic Methodists. It is a

quaint, low, irregular erection, lying back some hundred yards from

the railway, and now fast passing into a ruinous state.


Since its construction in the latter half of the last century

this house has undergone many changes of fortune, having been

abandoned long since by the farmer of the surrounding acres for

less pretentious and more commodious headquarters. Among others

Miss Carnot, "the Gallic Sappho" at one time made it her home, and

later on an old man named Williams became its occupier. The foul

murder of this tenant by his two sons was the cause of its

remaining for some considerable period uninhabited; with the

inevitable consequence of its undergoing very extensive

dilapidation.


The house had got a bad name, and adolescent man and Nature

combined to bring swift desolation upon it. The fear of the

Williamses which kept the Llyddwdd lads from gratifying their

propensity to invade its deserted interior, manifested itself in

unusually destructive resentment against its external breakables.

The missiles with which they at once confessed and defied their

spiritual dread, left scarcely a splinter of glass, and only

battered relics of the old-fashioned leaden frames, in its narrow

windows, while numberless shattered tiles about the house, and four

or five black apertures yawning behind the naked rafters in the

roof, also witnessed vividly to the energy of their rejection. Rain

and wind thus had free way to enter the empty rooms and work their

will there, old Time aiding and abetting. Alternately soaked and

desiccated, the planks of flooring and wainscot warped apart

strangely, split here and there, and tore themselves away in

paroxysms of rheumatic pain from the rust-devoured nails that had

once held them firm. The plaster of walls and ceiling, growing

green-black with a rain-fed crust of lowly life, parted slowly from

the fermenting laths; and large fragments thereof falling down

inexplicably in tranquil hours, with loud concussion and clatter,

gave strength to the popular superstition that old Williams and his

sons were fated to re-enact their fearful tragedy until the final

judgment. White roses and daedal creepers, that Miss Carnot had

first adorned the walls with, spread now luxuriantly over the

lichen-filmed tiles of the roof, and in slender graceful sprays

timidly invaded the ghostly cobweb-draped apartments. Fungi, sickly

pale, began to displace and uplift the bricks in the cellar floor;

while on the rotting wood everywhere they clustered, in all the

glory of the purple and mottled crimson, yellow-brown and hepatite.

Woodlice and ants, beetles and moths, winged and creeping things

innumerable, found each day a more congenial home among the ruins;

and after them in ever-increasing multitudes swarmed the blotchy

,toads. Swallows and martins built every year more thickly in the

silent, airy, upper chambers. Bats and owls struggled for the

crepuscular corners of the lower rooms. Thus, in the Spring of the

year eighteen hundred and eighty-seven, was Nature taking over,

gradually but certainly, the tenancy of the old Manse. "The house

was falling into decay," as men who do not appreciate the

application of human derelicts to other beings' use would say,

"surely and swiftly." But it was destined nevertheless to shelter

another human tenant before its final dissolution.


There was no intelligence of the advent of a new inhabitant in

quiet Llyddwdd. He came without a solitary premonition out of the

vast unknown into the sphere of minute village observation and

gossip. He fell into the Llyddwdd world, as it were, like a

thunderbolt falling in the daytime. Suddenly, out of nothingness,

he was. Rumour, indeed, vaguely averred that he was seen

to arrive by a certain train from London, and to walk straight

without hesitation to the old Manse, giving neither explanatory

word nor sign to mortal as to his purpose there: but then the same

fertile source of information also hinted that he was first beheld

skimming down the slopes of steep Pen-y-pwll with exceeding

swiftness, riding, as it appeared to the intelligent observer, upon

an instrument not unlike a sieve and that he entered the house by

the chimney. Of these conflicting reports, the former was the first

to be generally circulated, but the latter, in view of the bizarre

presence and eccentric ways of the newest inhabitant, obtained

wider credence. By whatever means he arrived, there can be no doubt

that he was in, and in possession of the Manse, on the first of

May; because on the morning of that day he was inspected by Mrs.

Morgan ap Lloyd Jones, and subsequently by the numerous persons her

report brought up the mountain slope, engaged in the curious

occupation of nailing sheet-tin across the void window sockets of

his new domicile — "blinding his house", as Mrs. Morgan ap Lloyd

Jones not inaptly termed it.


He was a small-bodied, sallow faced little man, clad in a

close-fitting garment of some stiff, dark material, which Mr. Parry

Davies the Llyddwdd shoemaker, opined was leather. His aquiline

nose, thin lips, high cheek-ridges, and pointed chin, were all

small and mutually well proportioned; but the bones and muscles of

his face were rendered excessively prominent and distinct by his

extreme leanness. The same cause contributed to the sunken

appearance of the large eager-looking grey eyes, that gazed forth

from under his phenomenally wide and high forehead. It was this

latter feature that most powerfully attracted the attention of an

observer. It seemed to be great beyond all preconceived ratio to

the rest of his countenance. Dimensions, corrugations, wrinkles,

venation, were alike abnormally exaggerated. Below it his eyes

glowed like lights in some cave at a cliff's foot. It so

over-powered and suppressed the rest of his face as to give an

unhuman appearance almost, to what would otherwise have been an

unquestionably handsome profile. The lank black hair that hung

unkempt before his eyes served to increase rather than conceal this

effect, by adding to unnatural altitude a suggestion oÂ£

hydrocephalic projection: and the idea of something ultra human was

furthermore accentuated by the temporal arteries that pulsated

visibly through his transparent yellow skin. No wonder, in view

even of these things, that among the highly and over-poetical

Cymric of Llyddwdd the sieve theory of arrival found considerable

favour.


It was his bearing and actions, however, much more than his

personality, that won over believers to the warlock notion of

matters. In almost every circumstance of life the observant

villagers soon found his ways were not only not their

ways, but altogether inexplicable upon any theory of motives they

could conceive. Thus, in a small matter at the beginning, when

Arthur Price Williams, eminent and famous in every tavern in

Caernarvonshire for his social gifts, endeavoured, in choicest

Welsh and even choicer English, to inveigle the stranger into

conversation over the sheet-tin performance, he failed utterly.

Inquisitional supposition, straightforward enquiry, offer of

assistance, suggestion of method, sarcasm, irony, abuse, and at

last, gage of battle, though shouted with much effort from the road

hedge, went unanswered and apparently unheard. Missile weapons,

Arthur Price Williams found, were equally unavailing for the

purpose of introduction, and the gathered crowd dispersed with

unappeased curiosity and suspicion. Later in the day, the swarth

apparition was seen striding down the mountain road towards the

village, hatless, and with such swift width of step and set

resolution of countenance, that Arthur Price Williams, beholding

him from afar from the Pig and Whistle doorway was seized with dire

consternation, and hid behind the Dutch oven in the kitchen till he

was past. Wild panic also smote the school-house as the children

were coming out, and drove them indoors like leaves before a gale.

He was merely seeking the provision shop, however, and erupted

thencefrom after a prolonged stay, loaded with a various armful of

blue parcels, a loaf, herrings, pigs' trotters, salt pork, and a

black battle, with which he returned in the same swift projectile

gait to the Manse. His way of shopping was to name, and to name

simply, without solitary other word of explanation, civility or

request, the article he required.


The shopkeeper's crude meteorological superstitions and

inquisitive commonplaces, he seemed not to hear, and he might have

been esteemed deaf if he had not evinced the promptest attention to

the faintest relevant remark. Consequently it was speedily rumoured

that he was determined to avoid all but the most necessary human

intercourse. He lived altogether mysteriously, in the decaying

manse, without mortal service or companionship, presumably sleeping

on planks or litter, and either preparing his own food or eating it

raw. This, coupled with the popular conception of the haunting

patricides, did much to strengthen the popular supposition of some

vast gulf between the newcomer and common humanity. The only thing

that was inharmonious with this idea of severance from mankind was

a constant flux of crates filled with grotesquely contorted

glassware, cases of brazen and steel instruments, huge coils of

wire, vast iron and fire-clay implements, of inconceivable purpose,

jars and phials labelled in black and scarlet — POISON,

huge packages of books, and gargantuan rolls of cartridge paper,

which set in towards his Llyddwdd quarters from the outer world.

The apparently hieroglyphic inscriptions on these various

consignments revealed at the profound scrutiny of Pugh Jones that

the style and title of the new inhabitant was Dr. Moses Nebogipfel,

Ph.D., F.R.S., N.W.R., PAID: at which discovery much

edification was felt, especially among the purely Welsh-speaking

community. Further than this, these arrivals, by their evident

unfitness for any allowable mortal use, and inferential

diabolicalness, filled the neighbourhood with a vague horror and

lively curiosity, which were greatly augmented by the extraordinary

phenomena, and still more extraordinary accounts thereof, that

followed their reception in the Manse.


The first of these was on Wednesday, the fifteenth of May, when

the Calvinistic Methodists of Llyddwdd had their annual

commemoration festival; on which occasion, in accordance with

custom, dwellers in the surrounding parishes of Rwstog, Pen-y-garn,

Caergyllwdd, Llanrdd, and even distant Llanrwst flocked into the

village. Popular thanks to Providence were materialised in the

usual way, by means of plum-bread and butter, mixed tea,

terza, consecrated flirtations, kiss-in-the-ring,

rough-and-tumble football, and vituperative political speechmaking.

About half-past eight the fun began to tarnish, and the assembly to

break up; and by nine numerous couples and occasional groups were

wending their way in the darkling along the hilly Llyddwdd and

Rwstog road. It was a calm warm night; one of those nights when

lamps, gas and heavy sleep seem stupid ingratitude to the Creator.

The zenith sky was an ineffable deep lucent blue, and the evening

star hung golden in the liquid darkness of the west. In the

north-north-west, a faint phosphorescence marked the sunken day.

The moon was just rising, pallid and gibbous over the huge

haze-dimmed shoulder of Pen-y-pwll. Against the wan eastern sky,

from the vague outline of the mountain slope, the Manse stood out

black, clear and solitary. The stillness of the twilight had hushed

the myriad murmurs of the day. Only the sounds of footsteps and

voices and laughter, that came fitfully rising and falling from the

roadway, and an intermittent hammering in the darkened dwelling,

broke the silence. Suddenly a strange whizzing, buzzing whirr

filled the night air, and a bright flicker glanced across the dim

path of the wayfarers. All eyes were turned in astonishment to the

old Manse. The house no longer loomed a black featureless block but

was filled to overflowing with light. 'From the gaping holes in the

roof, from chinks and fissures amid tiles and brickwork, from every

gap which Nature or man had pierced in the crumbling old shell, a

blinding blue-white glare was streaming, beside which the rising

moon seemed a disc of opaque sulphur. The thin mist of the dewy

night had caught the violet glow and hung, unearthly smoke, over

the colourless blaze. A strange turmoil and outcrying in the old

Manse now began, and grew ever more audible to the clustering

spectators, and therewith came clanging loud impacts against the

window-guarding tin. Then from the gleaming roof-gaps of the house

suddenly vomited forth a wonderous swarm of heteromerous living

things — swallows, sparrows, martins, owls, bats, insects in

visible multitudes, to hang for many minutes a noisy, gyring,

spreading cloud over the black gables and chimneys… and then slowly

to thin out and vanish away in the night.
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