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ONE


The mining village of Cilfynydd – two miles north of Pontypridd – 23rd June 1894


George Butcher made his way reluctantly towards the pit head. He trudged through the boggy ground, his boots collecting mud. As he felt the rain trickle down the back of his neck, he grumbled to his best friend.


‘I don’t know Dai, there’s got to be more to life than this. Just enough to keep food in our bellies and a roof over our heads. I don’t know how the married men manage.’


‘Worry about that when it comes to it. You’re too ugly and skinny to get married,’ Dai teased. Then he became serious. ‘Anyway, we can do bugger all about it. Last year’s strike showed that. All we got was the risk of being cut up by the cavalry, the bastards. We can’t do anything when half the mine owners are magistrates and can call in the troops.’


‘Let’s face it, here we are on a Saturday afternoon in the height of Summer when we should be having fun. Instead, we’re going underground, to work like navvies until we go home in the middle of the night.’


‘Well at least we’ll be dry.’


‘Too bloody dry. They haven’t been watering the mine regularly and nothing is properly inspected.’


‘Keep your voice down or you’ll be sent home without pay.’


Other men were making their way to the pit-head ready for their afternoon shift, some to repair the underground roadway and others to clear up the dust. The great wheel was already turning, fetching the morning shift up from the bowels of the earth. Over fifteen hundred men had been working below ground, hacking coal with their mandrels; and loading the trucks pulled by sturdy, uncomplaining pit ponies. There should have been a break between shifts for shot firing, the use of small explosive charges to loosen the coal seams. Today though, like so many other days, it was felt that the company could not allow the delay, due to the time already lost transporting the morning shift to the surface.


‘We'll make it in the fifth cage I reckon,’ guessed Dai. ‘How many cages today Bert?’ he asked of a workmate operating the winding mechanism.


‘About thirteen, I think,’ came the reply.


George nudged his friend. ‘That’s another thing. They’ve got no idea how many of us are going down or who we are. We could go missing down there and be lost for days.’


‘Don’t be daft, you miserable bugger. How could you get lost down there when your mates are all around you? What’s the matter with you today?’


George ignored the question.


‘I know,’ laughed Dai. ‘Sally Williams has given you the old heave-ho, hasn’t she?’ George's displeasure was written all over his face, which made Dai howl with laughter. ‘Never mind bach, there’s plenty more fish in the sea.’


Eventually all of the day shift had come up, skin and clothes blackened by coal dust, laughing and joking as they made their way home.


The cage started to take the afternoon shift down and the first twenty men packed inside. George and Dai were indeed in the fifth cage. As it descended, the two men glanced up to watch the sky slowly disappear from view as the cage went deeper into the dusty, claustrophobic world they would inhabit until they emerged to once again breathe fresh air.


With a resonant clang they reached the bottom of the shaft and the cage door screeched open, allowing the men to squeeze out and make their way down the narrow tunnel. The main roadway branched off at several points. The supports of each tunnel were checked: no-one wanted a roof-fall which might condemn them to a slow death by asphyxiation or a quicker one crushed by hundreds of tons of rock. George tried hard to banish such ideas from his mind. Then again, there was always the risk of explosion; and even surviving a life in the pits gave no guarantee of a pleasant old age.


George shook himself out of his miserable reverie and followed Dai down a side tunnel, their way lit by Davy lamps. They passed underground stables for the pit ponies and George stopped for a moment to pat one and whisper gently in its ear. The animal looked back with doleful eyes before munching a mouthful of hay, content to have finished its eight-hour shift of pulling trucks along the underground rails. George caught up with Dai as the tunnel narrowed and they were forced to crouch. This was the section that they were assigned to thoroughly check by the dim light of the Davy lamps. Electric light had been fitted in the mine but the dynamo had been damaged a fortnight earlier and had not been repaired. Use of a naked flame underground was strictly forbidden, in theory, as was shot firing to clear pockets of gas when workers were present.


***


Mrs Evans was in her kitchen when the sound came. It was a slow rumble like thunder, followed by a second. Then the floor seemed to move and a plate fell from the table and shattered on the floor. For a moment her heart missed a beat. Very slowly she put down the cup she was drinking from and forced herself to remain calm, though deep inside fear gripped and would not go away. As if in a dream, she walked to the front door and opened it. Neighbours were already on the street and a wailing had started as wives, mothers and children old enough to understand, could no longer contain their emotions. Telling their children to stay indoors, the women, and the men not long returned from their shift, made their way towards the Albion Colliery.


***


The explosion came two hours into the shift. A handful of men working on the surface close to the shaft entrance heard the rumble, then the blast hurled them to the ground. In the mine’s offices, manager Philip Jones was talking to the under manager, William Jones, who was also his son.


‘Iesu Mawr!’ he exclaimed, as the floor shook beneath them. The younger man ran to the window overlooking the yard, where workers were already running towards the wheelhouse.


‘It’s an explosion. Quick Father, we need to get to the wheelhouse.’


Soon both men were striding purposefully towards the mine shaft, their minds swept with panic at the serious impact an explosion might have on the colliery’s profits. As they got nearer, one of the men ran to them, his face ashen.


‘I reckon it’s bad Mr Jones. The cage and the fan are damaged, but we can get them going again. Who do you want to join you in the rescue party?’


Father and son were shaken by the sudden realisation that they were expected to go underground to lead the search party. Finally, Philip Jones spoke.


‘Get the cage fixed and find me as many firemen as you can. We will descend as soon as it is safe.’


As the man raced away, William Jones turned to his father. ‘This will be on our heads. Everyone will hold us responsible.’


‘Calm down William. We don’t know what has caused the blast. It isn’t our fault if the men don’t look after their own safety. Lewis, the company agent, may well be held to account and I suppose some criticism might come our way. Let me worry about that. You are only the acting under manager, so I will make sure that nothing falls on you. Just pull yourself together.’


By the time the winding mechanism had been checked, workers from the day shift had begun to return. They watched as Philip Jones, William Jones, a pitman and three firemen entered the cage. The descent was painfully slow and the cage made an appalling noise as it now scraped against the sides of the shaft. Ten feet from the bottom, it came to a shuddering halt and would go no further, so ropes were lowered to allow the men to climb down. The air smelled of sulphur and they tried to cover their faces with handkerchiefs and scarves as they inspected the immediate area. The blast had thrown rocks, timbers, tram carts and other debris into the bottom of the shaft and clearing a way through became a difficult task, even with spades and crowbars. Slowly they made their way through the first hundred yards or so, where they saw the first bodies. By then they had been below ground for some time and realised that considerable help would be needed to make further progress. By the time they were lifted to the surface, the men had been gone for two hours and concern had risen. Crowds of anxious onlookers waited for news of their workmates and loved ones. William Lewis, the company agent, arrived after the rescue party had descended and had taken charge. A second rescue party had been formed, with tools and medical provisions to help the injured. The carpenter’s workshop was made ready to act as a makeshift hospital and a hayloft would be used as a temporary mortuary. Several doctors from the area had arrived and were ready to assist; and general order was maintained by police officers from Pontypridd, as the crowds continued to grow.


The second rescue party was able to move deeper into the mine, though it was badly hampered by fires from underground boilers damaged by the explosion. Soon they reached the first bodies, most badly burned and mutilated. However, they also found a number of men unconscious and injured, but nevertheless alive. News of the dead men reached the surface first, leading to wails of despondency among the large crowd, but when the second rescue team re-emerged and told of survivors, some hope returned. The Chief Constable of Glamorgan County Constabulary had arrived, together with Superintendent Jones from Pontypridd. Under their direction, the crowds were moved back to make more room for further rescue teams, which included local doctors. The sights that met the eyes of the search teams over the following hours would stay with them for the rest of their lives.


The bodies of men and boys lay strewn through the mine. Many had been mutilated by flying debris, their bodies horribly ripped and torn. Others lay as if in sleep, their internal organs smashed by the concussion from the blast, but leaving no external indication of the damage within. Some lay buried beneath tons of earth where timber roof supports had been blown away, and yet more had been asphyxiated. The rescue parties were also touched by the pitiful sight of the dead and dying pit ponies, of which there were more than a hundred.


The priority was to find and treat the few surviving men. It was 7.30 p.m. before the first survivors were brought to the surface. As they appeared, there was a great surge forward from the anxious crowd. The police cordon held firm and the injured were taken to the carpenter’s shop to receive medical attention. As the cage brought up more survivors, hope sprang in the hearts of waiting relatives, but soon that was to fade. The slow procession of stretchers from the cage now started to go, not to the carpenter’s shop, but to the hayloft which onlookers realised was being used as a mortuary. The crowd started to move forward again, desperate to see if their loved ones were among those brought to the surface.


Superintendent Jones raised his hands to indicate he wanted silence and made an announcement.


‘We need to identify the injured men. We will select a small number to enter the hayloft and the carpenter’s shop and then subsequently move on to further groups after they have finished. You will need to identify yourselves and give the name of the person for whom you are looking. Anyone trying to enter for anything other than a genuine reason will be arrested. I hope I make myself clear.’


After the Superintendent had finished speaking, small numbers were let through, and the solemn business of identification began. Inside both buildings there were scenes of despair, and ministers, vicars and the local Catholic priest tried to comfort the bereaved and the injured.


Mrs Evans was one of a group of four women let into the hayloft. Fear made her light headed as she walked forward unsteadily. There was a sudden cry of anguish next to her as young Sally Williams threw herself to the ground in tears as she recognised one of the bodies.


‘Oh, George, I didn’t mean to be angry with you. Oh, my love,’ she cried.


Mrs Evans looked down with pity at the girl mourning her lost love, but then she saw what she had prayed she wouldn’t. Lying in the hay, looking at peace, was her dear husband.


Inside the carpenter’s shop most of the survivors were unconscious, though as they woke some began to scream. Suffering from burns and broken limbs, many would not make it through the night. The recovery of bodies continued for many hours and by midday on Sunday a hundred corpses lay in the hayloft. The crowds did not disperse, rather they grew as sightseers began to arrive, having packed trains from Cardiff and then taken brakes and cabs from Pontypridd. On the Monday the hayloft was full and an initial Coroner’s inquest was held at the New Inn in Pontypridd. Its purpose was for formal identification of the victims to enable warrants of internment to be issued. As bodies were taken to the inquest, the space created in the hayloft was filled with more corpses. During the proceedings it became evident that there would have to be an adjournment. The advice from the rescue parties was that it would take over two weeks to cover the whole extent of the mine; and they didn’t know exactly how many bodies still needed to be recovered. The poor practices at the colliery meant there was no record of exactly how many miners had been underground, or indeed who they were. The estimates were between 250 and 290 dead, including seven of the sixteen original survivors The police were forced to issue notices asking for information on anybody who might be missing.


The legacy was one of immeasurable sorrow for the bereaved relatives, including literally hundreds of fatherless children, and a deep and lasting hatred for the colliery owners and the system that allowed such disasters to happen.





TWO


Two years later – Pontypridd, May 1896


Thomas Chard left his house on Gelliwastad Road in good humour.


It was a relatively mild February evening, a little chilly but not too uncomfortable. There was a fresh feel to the air, despite the slightly acrid smell of the smoke from coal fires that were now being lit around the town. Chard tucked his scarf inside his heavy woollen coat and waited for a carriage to pass before crossing the street. Heading in the direction of St. Catherine’s Church, he anticipated passing a pleasant evening in convivial company.


It was over a year since Chard first arrived in Pontypridd as its new police inspector. From an inauspicious start, becoming embroiled in a brawl on his first night, he had through luck as much as judgement, been given credit for solving a number of serious crimes. From a disorientated English outsider in this close knit, rather strange community, he had become thoroughly assimilated.


Pontypridd, or Ponty as it was often known, had changed from not much more than a hamlet and river crossing point at the beginning of the previous century, to an industrial boomtown. Surrounded by a number of coal mines, an ironworks, steelworks and a chainworks, it was also the main market town for the Rhondda valleys. Additionally, it sat astride the main road and canal routes between Merthyr and Cardiff, and two railway networks connecting the coal producing Rhondda Valleys with the towns and ports of South Wales. There had been an influx of workers from other parts of Wales and also from England, Ireland and the continent, even as far as Eastern Europe. Some came to make their fortunes, others just to earn the basic necessities of life, something denied them in their homelands. Pontypridd was like a social experiment on a massive scale and the area was slowly developing its own distinctive cultural identity.


Turning right past the church entrance, along a side street and over a railway bridge, it didn’t take Chard long to reach the row of large, three storey houses overlooking the railway line, where his friend lived. Reminding himself of the number, Chard walked a little further and approached the front door. Seeing no bell pull gave a gentle knock. A petite woman in a navy-blue dress with a white collar opened the door. Her dark hair was arranged tidily and framed a face of unremarkable appearance, other than a pair of soulful brown eyes which Chard found rather attractive. She looked with a degree of disdain at the visitor. He was smartly dressed, of good deportment and had a pleasant demeanour, but his large sideburns and moustache she found unappealing.


‘Thomas Chard to see Doctor Matthews,’ he announced.


‘Yes, Mr Chard, you are expected,’ replied the woman. ‘May I take your hat, coat and cane?’


Chard handed over his coat, scarf and new bowler hat, which he had only bought earlier that day, but declined the offer to take the cane. The woman turned and led the way down the hall where she stopped and knocked on the door, before entering.


‘Mr Chard is here, Doctor Matthews.’


Chard entered the room to be greeted warmly by his host, a stout man of average height with a small waxed moustache and wavy brown hair brushed back.


‘Thomas my friend, do come in and take a seat.’


‘Ezekiel, it’s good to see you, I was pleased to be invited tonight.’


‘I see you’ve brought your recent purchase to show me,’ said the doctor indicating the walking cane. ‘I think you are probably glad to have got rid of the old one, despite its value.’


‘Yes,’ replied Chard. ‘I returned it to the original owner. I should not have accepted it as a gift, regardless of the circumstances; and as things turned out....’


‘Well, you did the right thing,’ interrupted the doctor.


Chard had been given an expensive walking cane during a murder investigation the year before and although he had taken a liking to it, the circumstances made him uneasy about keeping it.


‘What do you think of this one?’ asked Chard handing over his new cane.


The doctor examined it, his nose twitching as he did so. It was a peculiar habit that reminded Chard of a rodent, perhaps because the little waxed moustache gave the impression of whiskers. He’d found it irritating when the men met during Chard’s first case. It was only since Christmas, when they found at a social event that they shared interests, that their friendship had developed.


‘Ebony and a solid brass knob handle. Weighty and quite functional I would imagine, particularly if you wanted to hit someone with it. I’ll check future corpses at the mortuary just in case,’ he joked.


‘Well I am not going to send someone your way deliberately,’ laughed Chard, ‘though you are a bit short of trade.’


‘True enough. My private practice is doing well but I don’t feel I am earning the retainer that the police pay me. Only two suicides this year and not a sniff of a murder. Never mind though. It means I can rent this house and keep a small cottage back in my home town. You know I like to travel back to my beloved Swansea every now and then.’


‘It looks very nice here, and you have acquired some help.’


‘Oh, you mean my housekeeper, Mrs Murray. Yes, she came with excellent references; a widow you know, and very respectable,’ he added. ‘She has her own accommodation in the attic room and obviously it gives me some security knowing that the house isn’t left empty when I am away.’


‘Yes, that must be a relief. I don’t have that reassurance, but then again I am rarely out of town.’


‘How is your new residence?’


‘Practical is how I would describe it. The house came up for rent on Gelliwastad Road, so it’s close to the police station and within walking distance of everywhere I usually need to be. I’ve got a maid who comes in daily who was recommended by Gwen, so that was good enough for me.’


Gwen was the landlady of Chard’s favourite public house, the Ivor Arms, and he trusted her implicitly.


‘Are you thinking of settling down here permanently, perhaps take a wife?’ enquired Matthews.


Chard slightly reddened. ‘The lady you saw me with over Christmas was just a dalliance, Ezekiel. I am only in my early thirties, there is no need for me to settle into married life yet.’


‘Ah, I seem to have touched a raw nerve. I do apologise.’


‘No need. It turned out that we weren’t really suited. Ships that pass in the night and all that,’ said Chard.


‘Would you care for a sherry before we dine?’ asked the doctor, changing the subject. He knew before asking that his guest would say yes and so began to pour from a decanter that sat on a small table next to his chair. Chard took the glass and savoured the dry fino sherry before raising a topic that would keep them engaged in intelligent conversation until dinner.


‘How do you think things will develop in South Africa?’


‘War once again, no doubt,’ answered the doctor with conviction. ‘It’s been on the cards since the Jameson raid. I blame that idiot Rhodes.’


They settled into a discussion on the previous conflict with the Boers and how precariously the political situation was balanced, then moved on to the current conflict in the Sudan. Before they realised, an hour had passed, and Mrs Murray entered the parlour to announce that dinner was ready to be served.


The housekeeper produced a simple but tasty wild mushroom soup, followed by a delicious main course of roast pheasant accompanied by braised leeks and roast parsnips.


Whilst waiting for dessert the conversation turned to the subject of Mrs Murray.


‘Your housekeeper certainly can cook, Ezekiel.’


Doctor Matthews smiled. ‘Yes indeed, Thomas. She has a wonderful talent with herbs and makes jars of her own ingredients to flavour her dishes.’


‘It’s a wonder that she hasn’t found another husband, or was her loss recent?’ asked Chard.


‘It happened two years ago. Unfortunately she lost her husband and her brother in the Albion Colliery disaster.’


‘Ah, I see. It must have been terrible. When I first came here, I was warned by the Superintendent not to speak of it, as the men at our station were involved in the aftermath and quite traumatised. I didn’t really understand at first, but then last month, we had the disaster at Tylorstown.’ Chard paused before continuing. ‘When I witnessed the recovery of the bodies and the devastated relatives....’


‘Yes, and when we think that the casualties at the Albion Colliery were far higher...’


‘Did Mrs Murray at least have the comfort of the bodies being recovered?’


‘Of her husband yes, but not the brother. He went missing on the morning of the disaster and never turned up, so it was assumed that as he was due to be working the shift, he must have been one of the poor souls buried underground for ever.’


‘That is very sad,’ commented Chard


‘Yes, indeed – ’


The two men abruptly ceased their conversation as Mrs Murray entered the room with two generous servings of apple pudding


No sooner had Chard taken a spoonful of the inviting dessert than the meal was interrupted by a knock at the front door. They listened to Mrs Murray walk down the hall and there followed a mumbled sound of voices. Soon the housekeeper entered the dining room to report on the interruption.


‘Mr Chard, there is a police constable at the door and he says that he needs to speak to you urgently.’


With a look of disappointment Chard put down his spoon, excused himself to the doctor and made his way to the front door.


‘What is it Constable Scudamore?’ he asked warily.


‘Sorry to interrupt you sir,’ replied Scudamore. ‘You mentioned to Sergeant Humphreys that you would be here if something urgent cropped up.’


‘I did indeed. What is so urgent?’


‘There’s been a fire at a workshop in Cilfynydd. A body was found inside sir, and the circumstances are suspicious. Sergeant Humphreys thought you would want to come straight away.’


***


By the time Chard and Constable Scudamore arrived in Howell Street, Cilfynydd, the wooden workshop had virtually burned to the ground. The light from the flickering embers revealed that the wall of the stone-built house alongside had been blackened by the blaze. Two constables stood guard, and a small number of bystanders had gathered a few dozen yards down the street.


‘The fire was discovered earlier this evening when it hadn’t been going long. Neighbours tried to put it out, but it caught hold fast and there was nothing they could do. The fire brigade was sent for but they arrived too late to do anything,’ explained Scudamore.


‘You mentioned a dead body,’ prompted Chard.


‘It’s over there, Inspector, under that blanket. It isn’t a pleasant sight.’


Chard wandered across to the blanket which lay next to a pile of charred wood, and with a degree of apprehension used his walking cane to lift up the edge of the material.


‘Ugh!’ he grunted when he saw what remained of the victim’s upper body.


‘Burnt to a crisp sir,’ commented Scudamore.


‘Yes, I can see that Constable. What started the fire?’


‘The firemen seemed to think that it was an overturned oil lamp.’


‘Well they usually know what they are talking about.’


‘Yes sir, but then there were his cries for help.’


‘Why, what did he say?’


‘That’s the point, absolutely nothing sir. His body was found right behind the door when it eventually collapsed, yet when the fire was raging there was no cry for help.’


‘Perhaps he was overcome with the smoke, Constable.’


‘Except as I mentioned earlier, the blaze was first spotted before it had really taken hold.’


‘If he was right behind the door then one might also presume that he could have let himself out. What was the state of the door lock?’


‘Badly damaged by the heat, but the firemen could tell that it had been locked. It could of course have been locked from the inside, but so far there has not been any sign of a key. Then again, in this bad light it could easily have been missed. It will have to wait until morning.’


‘Who was the poor beggar?’ asked Chard.


‘Name of Hughes sir.’


‘It was even money it would be Hughes, Evans, Davies, Williams or Jones,’ muttered Chard who was frequently frustrated in his enquiries by the prevalence of certain surnames in the area, which often caused confusion. ‘Let me guess, his first name is David or William,’ suggested the inspector sarcastically, as they seemed to be the most popular Christian names.


‘Good guess sir, it’s William. He lives in the next street.’


‘Any relatives?’


‘A wife sir, the local minister is with her, together with a couple of neighbours. She was working at a pub in town when the blaze was reported.’


‘Very well, I will leave talking to her for the moment.’ Chard paused in thought before continuing. ‘I want to speak with whoever reported the fire and the owner of the house next door. Afterwards, I want you to make door to door enquiries to ask if anyone saw anything suspicious. In the meantime, the corpse can be sent to the mortuary for Doctor Matthews to take a look at.’


***


Constable Scudamore knocked on the door before stepping aside for his inspector. It was opened by a pale, frail-looking man, clean shaven with unruly dark hair. The hallway was dimly lit but the houseowner recognised the uniform of Constable Scudamore behind the inspector.


‘My constable tells me that you are Gareth Dixon, the owner of this house. I am Inspector Chard, may we come in?’


‘We can talk fine here on the doorstep,’ answered the man belligerently.


‘You seem a little unfriendly Mr Dixon. I appreciate that having a fire next door must have been a little unsettling, but a man has died you know.’


‘Yes, having a fire next door is unsettling, I could have lost everything. The fire brigade made me get out of the house until they were sure that it wouldn’t catch alight. But, I don’t forget things and I will never forgive your lot for what happened three years ago.’


Chard looked quizzically at Constable Scudamore who said ‘Hauliers’ strike at the pits sir.’


‘That’s right. You let the troops get at us. We were just striking for fair pay and better conditions but in you came, backing the colliery owners.’


‘Well Mr Dixon, I personally did not come to Pontypridd until last year, but the police are public servants and if they were ordered to keep the peace, then their duty would have been to obey.’


‘That’s as maybe, but my sister went missing at the time and despite me demanding that you look into it, nothing was done. The police were too bloody concerned with breaking the strike.’


Scudamore leaned forward and whispered into his superior’s ear. ‘We did look into it sir, and it was considered that she had just run away from home. Nothing sinister there.’


Chard spoke to the man in a conciliatory a tone. ‘I am sorry about your past relationship with the police, but I do need to ask you some questions about what happened this evening. If you just answer them, we will be on our way.’


‘Very well, but you aren’t coming in. We’ll do it right here.’


The inspector gave a grunt of disapproval and scratched his sideburns before beginning. ‘Who told you that the workshop next door was on fire?’


‘Mrs Griffiths, the local busybody. I heard a hammering at the door and I could smell burning before I opened it.’


‘It was Mrs Griffiths that raised the general alarm sir,’ volunteered Constable Scudamore.


‘Did you hear anything unusual before that?’ continued the inspector.


‘No there was nothing,’ Dixon replied in a smarmy fashion, ‘but then again you haven’t asked me the right question.’


‘Very well,’ responded an irritated Chard, ‘what should I have asked you?’


‘You should have asked if I heard anything usual.’


‘Talk sense man!’


‘I am talking sense. That noisy bastard was a nuisance and early evening he would normally have been banging away with his tools. This evening there was not a sound after about five o’clock. So, I didn’t hear anything unusual but neither did I hear anything that was usual.’


‘I see, that is useful,’ conceded the inspector, ‘but it is also very clear that you had no particular liking for Mr Hughes.’


‘Couldn’t stand him and neither could a few others in the village. He always used to be very reasonable about getting paid for his work, but recently it’s been cash in hand before he does anything. Very abrupt too, or so I’ve heard. I wouldn’t know myself because we haven’t spoken for months.’


‘I don’t think that your attitude is very charitable considering the man is dead.’


‘That’s not my problem is it? Will that be all?’


‘For now, Mr. Dixon, for now,’ repeated Chard before turning away with Constable Scudamore following behind. They heard Dixon’s door slam as they walked down the street towards an elderly woman in an old coat who stood waiting, with a thick shawl wrapped around her head and shoulders to give extra warmth.


‘This is Mrs Griffiths who discovered the fire,’ said Scudamore by means of introduction.


‘Very pleased to meet you Mrs Griffiths, I am Inspector Chard. I hope you might be able to help me with my enquiries.’


‘Only too pleased to help. There’s not much that I don’t know,’ stated the woman confidently. ‘Not that I’m a gossip mind,’ she added.


‘Thank you. Now when did you notice the fire?’


‘Well, I had noticed old Mr. Jones go up the road, hadn’t I? Poor old soul, it’s the dust on his lungs, he hasn’t been well for ages. It takes for ever for him to get to the end of the street.’


‘What time would that be?’


‘Sometime after five o’clock then wasn't it?’


‘Can you be more precise? I mean you must have been out on the street yourself so what time did you set off?’


‘My old man has a bad cough so I was off to see Mrs Evans, wasn’t I?’


Chard was becoming irritable. ‘Very well Mrs Griffiths, why were you going to see Mrs Evans and how does that help us establish the time?’


The woman looked at Chard as though he was simple minded. ‘I was going to Mrs Evans to get something for my old man’s cough, like I said. We don’t have enough money for doctors around here do we? We all have little gardens and grow our own natural remedies. I was short of a few bits and bobs so I was going to get some dried herbs from Mrs Evans. That’s how I know what time it was.’


‘What was the time?’


‘It was definitely sometime after five because I saw Mr Jones. I told you that didn’t I?’


Chard grimaced and decided a different tack.


‘Very well, did you notice anyone else about at the time?’


‘The light was very poor, but yes. There was Mrs Davies out with her little boy, horrible little thing as he is. Always pulling jibs.’


Chard glanced at Constable Scudamore who assisted by saying, ‘pulling faces, sir.’


‘Then there was Mr Phillips from the grocer’s shop, going about his business. He had his window smashed the other day, didn’t he? Now then, we also had Mrs Evans.’


‘The one that you were going to see?’ asked Chard.


‘No, different Mrs Evans. We have four in our street. There was someone I didn’t know, a scruffy looking man in a long coat. There were two men talking together, but they were too far away to see properly. Then young Tommy Jones, he is nearly twelve so will be down the pit soon.’


‘Is that all?’


‘Apart from Mrs Pearce’s children, she lets them run riot you know, not that I’m one to talk.’


Chard turned to Constable Scudamore. ‘Tomorrow morning trace everyone this lady has mentioned and see if they know anything.’


‘Can I go now?’ asked Mrs Griffiths.


‘Just one or two more questions. Did people get on with Mr Hughes, I mean was he popular?’


‘I am not one to cleck on others,’ said Mrs Griffiths hesitantly.


‘She means tell tales,’ added Scudamore helpfully, for even after a year Chard was still unfamiliar with the local idioms.


‘To be truthful, for I cannot tell a lie, Mr Hughes was not a particularly pleasant man. The only person who got on with him was his wife, and he was besotted with her.’ continued Mrs Griffiths. ‘No-one else had much of a good word to say about him and he had been very mean spirited of late.’


‘So Mr Dixon told me,’ said Chard.


‘There’s another grumpy bugger. Those two didn’t get on at all. Why are you asking though?’ asked the woman with keen interest. ‘Do you think the fire started deliberately? You can tell me. I won’t tell a soul.’


‘We are keeping an open mind Mrs Griffiths so I wouldn’t jump to any conclusions. Thank you for your help.’


Turning away the inspector led Constable Scudamore out of earshot. ‘If this is murder then it doesn’t make sense. By the sounds of it he was unpopular but why not just slit his throat one evening? Why do it in daylight and then burn down the workshop?’


‘No idea sir,’ answered the constable, rubbing his chin.


‘There is evil here Constable, I can feel it in the air, but I will uncover it, you mark my words.’





THREE


Barry Docks –
The Offices of the Barry Railway Company


Jeremiah Davies continued to work on a meaningless document, purportedly on the subject of new safety procedures to be introduced the following month. Not that they would actually be introduced, nor would he himself be around to enforce them, but it was important that it should appear that he was busy. There was a knock on his office door and a young clerk entered.


‘I am going now Mr Davies, if that is alright with yourself. Is there anything you require?’ he asked.


‘No, I will be working late but you may go, Oswald.’


‘Thank you, sir.’


‘Before you go though, has Mr Cornwall left the building?’


‘Yes Mr Davies,’ replied the clerk. ‘All the directors have now gone home.’


‘Thank you. That will be all.’


The clerk closed the door behind him leaving Davies with a satisfied smile on his face. He would show them. Twenty years he had put into this company and yet, despite all the promises, they had failed to appoint him to the board of directors. Davies put his pen down, stood up and walked towards the window. He was an uninspiring figure, small of frame with a tendency to stoop, greasy black hair that lay flat on his scalp and a face that seemed to exude an aura of deceit. Davies was aware of his failings, but equally he felt he should be valued for what he had brought to the company, for its profits would not have flourished without his intellect. His attention to detail and the ability to influence third parties through bribes and other forms of coercion, had helped to make the Barry Railway Company the successful enterprise that it had become.


Davies gazed through the window at the bustling scene below. Barry was a thriving commercial port thanks to the export of coal and it was the company’s trains that were largely responsible for the sheer volume of black gold that passed through the docks each day. Not that the Barry Railway Company had a monopoly on the transport of coal, for there was a bitter rivalry with the Taff Vale Railway. At least they knew how to reward people they valued, he thought.


Davies walked back to his desk and opened the top left-hand drawer, from which he extracted a small tin box. He opened it and took out a key, examining it for flaws, though he already knew there were none. It had taken weeks to get hold of the original and make a wax impression. Obtaining a copy had been much quicker, for he knew plenty of artisans in the docks area that would make copies of keys from such impressions, with no questions asked. Davies picked up his briefcase which he had left by the coat stand, opened the door and looked out onto the second-floor landing of the building. It was quite empty, as it normally would be at this time in the evening. He stepped out and then paused, listening for footsteps on the stairwell, before making his way to the Chairman’s office. Just to be on the safe side Davies knocked before trying the door handle. As he had expected, it was locked, and so he took out his key and inserted it in the lock, turning it gently. Davies’s heart beat faster, for if someone appeared now it would be difficult to conjure up an explanation for his actions. With a click which sounded unnaturally loud, the door eased open. Taking extreme care, he entered and ever so slowly and gently closed the door behind him. The Chairman’s office was lavishly furnished with a deep pile carpet, ornate light fittings and a large, highly polished, mahogany desk inlaid with ivory. Behind the desk was a painting and behind that, Davies knew, was a wall safe.


It had taken weeks to get an opportunity to watch Cornwall open the safe and observe the combination. Now was the time to find out if his observations had been accurate. He walked confidently towards the picture behind the desk, because there was no turning back now. If caught he would have no excuse for having entered the room, and once the safe was revealed his motive would be obvious. Placing the picture carefully on the floor, Davies took a piece of paper out of his pocket and read the note he had made of the likely combination. Putting his ear against the cold steel of the safe door he began to turn the combination lock, listening for the tell-tale clicks that would indicate that his numbers were correct. After five successful clicks the safe door sprang open and Davies had access to the documents that he was after.


Pulling out a large bundle, he placed them on the mahogany desk and looked for the information he needed. After ten minutes he selected a dozen papers and placed the rest back in the safe, but did not fully close its door. Then Davies took some sheets of paper from his briefcase, and started to make handwritten copies of the documents that he had selected. He felt his pulse quicken for fear of discovery, even though he suspected that the night watchman would be unlikely to try the office door. The task took much longer than he anticipated and it was over an hour before he finished writing. Sweat dripped from his brow and he had palpitations as he feared the outcome if he was discovered. Tomorrow Cornwall would notice he was missing, but it would take a few days to work out that he had left the company for its bitterest rival. Even then they wouldn’t know that he was betraying their commercial secrets. Putting the copies into his briefcase, Davies went back to the safe to return the originals. As he placed them inside, he heard footsteps coming up the stairs and onto the landing. Losing concentration, some of the papers to slipped onto the floor and he froze. The footsteps moved across the landing, and stopped directly outside the office door. A match was struck, followed by silence, before the footsteps started once more. Davies breathed a sigh of relief as they retreated down the staircase. Hurriedly he picked up the fallen papers and tried to put them back in the right order. As he did so, Davies noticed a page of correspondence that he hadn’t been looking for, but the importance of which he recognised immediately. His nerves were shredded and his priority was to get out as fast as possible. There was no time to make a copy, yet this was the ultimate insurance against things going badly. There was a chance that its absence would be noticed, but it was a risk worth taking. Davies stuffed the paper into his jacket, closed the safe and replaced the painting. He paused at the office door and listened carefully, before exiting quietly and locking it behind him. Pulling himself together, Davies walked down the staircase as normally as possible. As he came to the entrance hall, he was noticed by the night watchman who panicked and tried to hide his cigarette behind his back.


‘Sorry sir, I thought everyone had gone home. I know I shouldn’t be smoking. It won’t happen again,’ he blurted.


‘Just see that it doesn’t, Dobbs,’ replied Davies who promptly walked out of the building into the salt sea air of the docks.


***


Benjamin Armstrong, chairman of the Taff Vale Railway drummed his fingers impatiently on the desk. It had taken weeks of clandestine meetings between his man Jennings and Jeremiah Davies to persuade the latter to betray his company. Not that he liked Davies, if he betrayed his current employers then he could do the same again. Yet it was important to get Davies to join the Taff Vale Railway to demonstrate that he was capable of pulling off such an important commercial coup. He got up and walked to the window. Cardiff’s Queen Street was busy with the evening trade and Armstrong watched, as below the office window people hurried to and fro, filling the public houses and restaurants.


The importance of this matter was not so much the commercial well-being of the Taff Vale Railway, it was about his survival as chairman of the board. A year ago, there had not been the merest suggestion that Armstrong would be appointed. However, in-fighting between the directors of the company had been so destructive, that eventually they had to agree on someone that none of them considered a threat. A small man, short of stature with a hare lip, Armstrong had never been considered as having the commanding presence necessary in a leader. All the other directors, particularly Bowen and Wilkinson, who nominated him, thought they would be able to influence him. They were proved wrong, and having discovered their error, discussions were taking place behind closed doors to replace him.


‘I’ll show them,’ Armstrong vowed to himself as he walked back to the desk. Before he could sit there was a knock at the door.


‘Enter,’ commanded the chairman, with the hopeful expectation that this would be the promised arrival of Davies.


‘Mr Jeremiah Davies to see you Mr Armstrong,’ announced the clerk, disgruntled at having been ordered to work extra hours that evening.


The visitor was led in and Armstrong crossed the room to shake his hand.


‘Mr Davies, please come and take a seat.’


‘I am delighted to meet you in person Mr Armstrong,’ replied Davies. ‘Mr Jennings has explained that it would be mutually beneficial for me to join your company.’


‘I believe in rewarding good people, those that are loyal to me,’ emphasised the chairman. ‘In truth, I was hoping that you would have agreed to join our company at an earlier date.’


Davies tapped the briefcase that he held on his lap. ‘I wanted to wait until I could obtain access to sensitive documents, which I have copied for you. I believe that they will prove my loyalty to you.’


Armstrong reflected that they also proved his disloyalty to his former employers, but declined to make the point. ‘Then let me see what information they contain.’


Davies started to open the briefcase but then paused. ‘There is the matter of my position here....’


‘You will initially be paid a retainer as a special consultant answering only to myself, as does Jennings. However, as soon as I fight off the planned attempt to remove myself as chairman you will be found a place on the board of directors.’


Davies looked concerned. ‘Your position is at risk? You do realise that I have gambled everything on coming here?’


‘Calm yourself Mr Davies, my position is definitely not at risk. The attempt to remove me will fail, rest assured. I will remain as chairman and I intend that you will play a great part in that. Now let me see the papers.’


Davies handed over the documents and Armstrong started to read them. Eventually he put them down with a satisfied smile. ‘I was not expecting you to have done this. You have done well Mr Davies, very well indeed. Cornwall will be furious if he finds out I have these.’


‘Hopefully he won’t find out. My only concern is if I failed to put the papers back in the right order. Some of them slipped on the floor when I was putting them back in the safe and I had to act quickly. He might notice and put two and two together.’


‘In which case Mr Davies, I suggest you remove yourself from Cardiff. Cornwall is a vengeful man, most inclined to ensure that anyone who crosses him will regret it. Don’t go too far mind. I want you in easy reach, perhaps Pontypridd would be convenient?’
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