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Knowing where we lived you would hardly say we needed a country holiday. But every summer we went to the top of the valley to stay with our grandmother, and country holiday was an expression picked up from visitors walking about in the hills. It sounded rather grand.


We rose in our own opinion at the very sight of the trap being brought out specially for us, and our father indulged our self-satisfaction with stories from before the time we could remember, while the pony felt its way down the steep track to the road.


Even the road past the dams, from Rhayader through to the sea, was not tarred then. It was given a rough surface of stones once in a while, with earth thrown on and washed in by a watering cart; then the steam-roller went over it. In heavy rain it was rutted and puddled, and in dry weather any passing vehicle raised a cloud of dust. At that time a road had temperament, almost as much as a river.


Everything we did then seems to have called for some sharing of effort. Out in the trap we walked up all the hills of any consequence, and going downhill we crowded to the back to help the pony. Our joggling nearness, at the beginning of the journey, was just the thing to start half-serious wrangling if the smallest incident varied in the life-stories our father told us, or if some circumstance, claimed by one of us, was slipped into the other’s tale. Our personal distinctions were an inseparable possession.


When I was born my mother said, “Now there’ll be a girl for company in the house.” They named me Kate, as a compliment to her mother; if I had been a boy I would have been Robert, after the eldest sons of our father’s family. Perhaps they were making the best of a mild disappointment at not having a boy for succession. If so, they had to make the best of it, for Robert’s place was taken again, a year later, by Jenny, and in fact he never put in an appearance.


But at first they generally had a boy on the place. “The lump”, these boys were called, and where people summed up a job by the number of hands needed, “two men and a lump” would be perfectly understood. They were usually kin, sons of a family with more than enough. As soon as Jenny and I were old enough to be useful we took their place, and by then we had picked up the habit from them of calling our father the boss, as though we were a family of boys, though now I see the difference it made to him. “What, crying over an old horse!” Finding us teary-eyed over the loss of some creature, possibly even a lamb we’d hoped to save, with our mother, who was as soft-hearted, although half a lifetime more practical than we, “I’m not worried,” he’d say. “I’ve got you.” A household of women fostered his talent to please.


He had a good tenor voice, and as soon as we had passed the first dam, on the way to our grandmother’s, he would begin to sing, and his voice rang across the water and bounced off the hillsides with the springy beat of the pony’s hooves on the mountain road. There’s nothing like it about travelling in a car. Even the pony would cock an ear to listen to the singing. It put us in tune with the place.


In any weather the first lake was the colour of wet slate, and according to the wind and light it would be coarse and black or smoothly floating the image of oakwoods and bare hilltops above farms it had drowned for more than twenty years. Sometimes a trout would rise over the place where our mother went to school, or a fisherman’s boat would dawdle across the submerged chapel. At the edge, the water lipped along grey beaches and stones licked flat, nibbling the verge of sheep pastures it had slyly eaten down to the bone.


The island overgrown with trees in the lake above the second dam was once no more than a mound in a field, where forty bewildered sheep were stranded when the valley was being flooded. The shepherd’s daughter went out with a boatman to rescue them, taking stakes and a roll of wire and a dog to pen the sheep while their legs were tied. And when they were afloat, the girl, in a boat for the first time, clung to the rower’s ankles for fear of drowning where a year ago the wind had ruffled a hayfield.


Once when the lake was drained for maintenance work when I was small, I tried to walk across to the island. I lost my shoes in a bog, among the roots of old rushes on the dry lake bottom, and was sent to bed early, where there was plenty of time to ponder over the discovery that the land had kept its character in the underworld while the river nosed its way along a bed between banks as baldly unrecognisable as the hide of a drowned dog.


That lake was always green, but the top one was as pale as ice, face to face with the open sky on the roof of Wales. There we left the road for the track to our grandmother’s.


Good Friday was always the beginning of our first holiday, and on the way we stopped for the service at the church above the second dam, built to replace the ruin under water. The sadness of the Scripture and the wrathful preaching subdued us, and when our grandmother came out to meet the trap as we drove into her yard we were caught between two moods and were suddenly shy.


Not that the old lady was forbidding. She was one of those people whose features in old age recover the simplicity of childhood, stripped to the bone of skin-deep anxieties as well as the cushioning of prosperity. True, there was something about her, even at a distance, that made you remember your manners. It was partly her clothes, made for her by the cross-legged tailor and surviving for years as working wear, after they had seen their best, to confront the shapeless garments of the 1920’s with the stately lines of Edwardian fashion.


Characteristically, she managed her shepherds with a discipline that gave like whalebone without losing an inch of control.


Jenny was always the more forthcoming of us. She was the boss’s substitute for a son, experienced in the witticisms of market and farmyard and, as he was not the man to leave a child out in the cold, familiar at least with the fringes of conviviality in pubs.


Giving him a hand with unhitching the pony after we had all been embraced, “This wind, Nanna,” she called out in a companionable way, “freezes your kidneys. Cold as a stepmother’s breath.”


There was always a suggestion of autumn at Hafodoer, even on a warm spring day. Its name meant cold summer dwelling, and possibly the farm had at first been intended only for summering sheep. Dew scarcely dried there by mid-morning, and bracken had a frosty touch almost as soon as it unfolded. But swallows and house martins came back to nest every year, though they had the whole countryside to choose from, because, I suppose, it was where generations of their families had been bred.


Our grandmother gave Jenny a look just on the lenient side of reproval. Who is this changeling? her expression seemed to say.


She answered a shade tartly, “It’s a lazy wind, dear. It goes through you instead of round.”


Indoors, we had first to see Sian, “the girl”, who did not particularly want to see us and showed it by unmistakable hints that you could do anything you liked with her floors except walk on them. She ventilated her feelings, while shuffling about her work, with fidgety muttering, “Duw-Duw.”


In her grammar school days Jenny explained to us that what Sian really was saying was “Dieu, Dieu,” a scrap of French left behind by the Normans; and it was not out of keeping that Sian, mossy and grey as an old oak, should have been the one to make use of it.


She adapted the exclamation to every shade of meaning by her tone of voice. “Duw-Duw, there’s grown!” she declared, when we sidled up to shake hands. If we had been her own family I doubt if she would have been more demonstrative. She talked in fluent Welsh with the shepherds, and a compressed kind of English with us. “There’s no carriage,” she explained, “knowing both,” conveying that the two languages neither cost nor weighed more than one.


Before dinner we had to unpack our things in our bedroom, which was cut out of the wide landing at the top of the stairs by a partition half way across the window. This was a recent alteration, to allow the shepherds to go out early without disturbing us children. In previous generations we should have gone to bed on the open landing.


The shepherds slept above the dairy, Sian in a nook at the opposite end of the house, and Grandmother’s room overlooked the yard. Not the most suitable arrangement, perhaps, for an old lady with two active men on the place, but she thought differently. From the point of view of decisive action, if shady characters sneaked in or stock broke out, she was in no doubt that time lost in calling the shepherds would be made up by their acting from the start under her directions.


During dinner no one spoke much. We were used to that. Everywhere we went, custom was decided by the needs of a farm, and men came in to eat, not talk. The shepherds ate with deliberate concentration. Our grandmother and Sian served us all before sitting down, and with no demands made on us children to do anything except polish our plates clean we settled into surroundings which we had not been on intimate terms of living with since last summer, though of course we knew them by heart.


The overriding impression was of air tangy with peat smoke from a fire that practically never went out. At night it was covered with ashes, so that it smouldered until morning, and in my mind the whole room is preserved in a whiff of that atmosphere: the corner cupboard and dresser with pale bone keyholes, the long case clock and two-story cabinet with perforated doors, called a bread-and-cheese cupboard, the blackened beams. All solid oak, though shadowy to us. Their importance depended entirely on confidential things we knew about them.


The willow pattern china on the dresser was of slightly differing shades of blue because two sets had been divided in a family dispute a generation ago. Decoratively that didn’t matter to us at all, but it gave character to what otherwise would have been no more than ornament. So did the secret –known to everyone in the house–that a ledge behind one of the doors of the bread-and-cheese cupboard was the hiding place of Grandmother’s purse. That kind of knowledge lifted acquaintance with the room to the level of relationship, and enriched even the shepherds’ shears with personality. For wrapped in oiled rag and hooked on a ceiling beam they looked identical, but we knew that each worked satisfactorily only for the owner, and that neither man would use the other’s.


Sian made tea as soon as dinner was finished. After that the shepherds tramped out with the hollow sound, seldom heard now, of hobnailed leather soles on stone flags.


You might think that was the time for our grandmother to discuss farming with her son-in-law. No one really knew much about her business affairs, and the pinch of the agricultural depression, when people were almost giving lambs away for a few shillings, was in sight. It is a wonder that the men were content to stay on for the small material prospects there, but the truth is, none of the household wanted improvements of any kind, or advice. They wanted only to be left to themselves, and the shepherds probably did better, by sheer tenacity in fastening on to any chance of making a pound or two, than people running in all directions after a cash-crop to make ends meet.


Emrys and Emlyn. One was expert at making crooks out of moulded rams’ horns and hazel sticks, which he sold to visitors whose well-meant conversation he would repeat, touched up with sarcasm, for our entertainment in the evenings, when he was in the mood. The other was a poet, silently composing verses according to the complicated rules of the englyn all day, I suppose, for he let his companion do all the talking.


Emrys was the active and Emlyn the quiet one; but I never think of them separately. They were both dark skinned though not swarthy men, and it seemed as though the earthy colour of peat and ewe mutton had worked its way into their complexions. Possibly they had grown alike with similarity of experience, for they would have thought it outlandish to go to a doctor about small accidents and ailments, and time had adapted their bearing to their disabilities, stamping them with marks of endurance. In matching circumstances they had grown into a pair. Saturated with the warm and tallowy smell of fleeces, to their ewes they were evidently like-smelling and trustworthy, and their voices, calling in the open, were pitched between sheep and dog.


When the table was cleared after supper Jenny and I used to play draughts and dominoes with them. Sometimes neighbours dropped in, tying their ponies in the yard. They came to pass the time with our elders, but the young men from the nearest farm, Bryncoed, played with us and teased us, because we were friends of their young sister, and when we were with her we would have nothing to do with them.


Grandmother knitted on the settle beside the fire. Occasionally her glance would fall on Jenny, egged on in tomboyishness by the Bryncoed boys, playing draughts with us.


“What would you say, young ’oman, if someone told thee thou’rt going to lose?” They imitated the talk of old men, and patted our heads.


“Big-sorted thing! I’d have him flat on his back before the words were cold in his mouth.”


Grandmother’s expression was like a man’s, summing up stock in the sale ring. Her eye was never caught on me with that penetration. I must have been transparently predictable.


If there were no visitors Emrys introduced subjects loaded with private intention, which he found it more promising to insert into casual conversation than by direct approach.


“They’re looking out for a shepherding pony, at Bryncoed. Thirteen-two hands. To go in harness as well.”


He would shuffle the dominoes or arrange a hand of draughts before touching up his meaning.


“A smart mare, whatever. Not a piece blown off one.”


Grandmother paid a little closer attention to her knitting. She was like a cat, washing in the sun while birds twittered overhead, and her habit of letting down her hair in the evenings, so that it rested on her shoulders in two white plaits, gave her a deceptive look of innocence. Though wide awake to the necessity of making everything contribute to the farm’s advantage, regardless of partiality, she was loth to part with a good pony. A smart turn-out for herself when she drove into town was her only extravagance, and it was obvious, from Emrys’s exact description, that he had his eye on Megan, her pet.


At nine o’clock she stuck her knitting needles into her ball of wool. It was bedtime.


Emrys fetched the alarm clock. He had lost the key for adjusting the hands, and every now and then he worked out an elaborate difference between it and the clock against the wall.


“An hour fast and ten minutes slow.”


It was an illustration, in very small scale, of the hafod’s outlook on life: an hour spent, with nothing to show for it? not quite, there are ten minutes left to put in a stocking. He set the alarm forty minutes behindtime.


“Emrys?”


While this manipulation was taking place the hints he had scattered during the evening came to flower or were found to have withered. It was noticeable that he didn’t bother about checking the time if outsiders had called.


“You can put Meg in the trap tomorrow. There’s no harm in seeing what they think of her at Bryncoed.”


It would have been totally out of character for Emrys to make a reply more direct than “I suppose”, while he waited for the old lady to enlarge on her proposal.


“I used to think I should outlast all the ponies here. But I’m not always so piert as I was.”


Piert, in a sober sense, means lively. It has a more frivolous meaning when, as market-piert, it indicates excessive appreciation of the pubs in town staying open all day for a fair.


The casual acknowledgement of shakiness in the cornerstone of existence must have been a good deal more than Emrys bargained for, but he recovered instantly with a typically roundabout attempt at consolation.


“There’s a funny thing,” he said, “a visitor asked me the other day. Full of wonder, he was, about the place.


“‘Do people live long, up here?’ he said.


“‘They live that long, man,’ I told him, ‘after a time someone has to go round with a gun and shoot ’em down, all.’”
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We did not play games every night. Often the shepherds were busy outside. Once a week they would sit with their heads bowed over a newspaper, and after a long time spent in murmured argument one of them quoted while the other copied down the names of the horses they were backing. In the steel-rimmed spectacles they hardly ever put on otherwise, they looked like two preachers picking out texts from the Bible.


A great deal of forethought and hard work were involved in their betting, and interruptions were tersely nipped in the bud. If one of them had been to market he bought a newspaper in town, and a postal order to cover their bets. If not, they had to ride down to the post office beyond the lowest dam, eight miles away, for the postal order, and the paper, which they picked up from a friend. In any case they had to go back to the dam to post their letter, which was sent, I believe, to Cardiff.


On those evenings Grandmother made jobs for us, and then she would tell us about the old days of going to school in a farmhouse kitchen. There were about a dozen children who played their way over the hills every morning with their provisions for the day–their bait, they’d say–in their pockets. The rest learnt their reading in Sunday School, and a year or two afterwards they all went to the schoolhouse later submerged by the dam. She had kept up with the history of almost all, for most of those who had gone away still had relatives in the neighbourhood, and all but a few came back at some time, generally to funerals.


Unravelling memories of sweethearts and weddings she was inclined to forget about us, for networks of kinship enmeshed clusters of families and interlaced one group with another. At last we grew fidgety and vaguely uneasy. For it was all very well, picturing our friends in a topsy-turvy rearrangement of families if their grandparents had paired in a different order, nearer home it was a different matter. Although you could easily believe that you might have been a princess, you couldn’t see yourself, say, as Mary Bryncoed.


We tried to urge her out of her mazy byways, tempting her with a veiled invitation to spin a larger-than-life romance.


“Tell us about you and Grandsir.”


But as though she had just opened her eyes after a secret doze she picked up the threads of conversation, haphazard.


“Me and your grandsir? I’ve known us have but one pair of boots, which he’d shine up on Saturday nights ready for church on Sunday. And there were times when he’d have a suit of clothes made of cloth from his own fleeces whenever he wanted one, and I’d have a quilted satin petticoat.”


A fair summary of real life on a hill farm. It put us in our place like a box on the ear.


A few fleeces were still kept back for the house, and they would be spread out one evening for us to untangle moss and scraps of grass before they went to the mill. In the old days, if things were going well, grey would have been separated for our grandfather’s suit, white for blankets, and the very best and whitest for quilting a petticoat, padded from knee to hem. But by the time we were helping in the preparation no more than a blanket occasionally needed replacing, and the rest was spun for the almost waterproof socks and stockings which our grandmother knitted from yarn that left your hands oily when you handled it.


When the fleeces were done, goose feathers from the Christmas plucking were emptied from the bags where they had been stored, and we prepared feathers and down for pillows which, like the blankets, cannot have needed renewing every year. But it was in the family tradition, and on a warm evening the plumage would be poured on to a bench in one of the buildings in a flickering mound full of yeasty life, and we took out the coarse feathers and tore the soft vane off the shaft from tip to quill, so that a curled flake rejoined the pile where a hand, plunged in, met no more resistance than in a cloud of steam.


That was no job for indoors, for however careful we might be, the whole place was dusted with a film of down. What we liked best was an autumn dusk in the kitchen, when we had picked rushes during the day, and after tea made rush-lights, called wikes, ready for winter.


Only one kind of rush would do, because it was specially thick and strong, and we peeled our harvest very neatly, leaving a narrow strip running the length of each stem, to keep it from breaking. When the root was cut off it was twelve or fourteen inches long.


We were given a pan of hot oil, preferably melted pig-fat –but not salted, or the wikes would splutter in use–and we laid the rush in the pan, holding one end, pressing the length of it down with a skeleton goose wing. We considered ourselves expert at judging how slowly to draw the pith through, allowing the exact time for the oil to be absorbed. Well-made lights never guttered. They were hung up in bundles to dry, then they were stored and used in iron rush-holders made in various patterns, some to stand on a shelf, others with a spike to stick into a beam. Whatever the design, the rush was held upright in pincers.


What kind of light did they give? It is not easy to remember, now that daylight is more than replaced by electricity when darkness falls, but several of them gave enough, in days when frugality was a virtue, to light a family’s evening occupations. Paraffin, apart from its cost, had to be brought from town, and a lamp was the privilege of the woman of the house for keeping up with sewing repairs, accounts and occasional letter-writing.


Rubbing soap into new pillow-ticking ready for the goose feathers was not nearly so much fun. Not too lightly, not too hard, it had to be applied just enough to prevent the stuffing from working through. It seems marvellous now, that we really enjoyed the strictness. I suppose the exacting employment made us feel included in every happening on the place. But an event in which we played no useful part was the peak of happiness in every year, and if I had to say what I still remember of childhood with the most delight it would be the hafod shearing.


It was in July, and it went on for two days. No one took us there in the trap; the boss was busy with the shepherds, gathering ewes for the first day’s work and seeing to the preparations when Jenny and I went up on ponies, the afternoon before the shearing began. There was no bedroom for us this time, either. Our beds were needed for more important people, and we slept on the floor in our grandmother’s room.


We fell asleep to the sound of ewes and lambs calling in the field where they had been left for the night, ready for penning in the morning. On the night between shearings we were careful to keep the window shut until Grandmother came to bed, for a number of the men stayed on, the older ones dozing in chairs downstairs, the young ones in the buildings, and it was nothing to have a clod of earth flung by a mischievous boy fly through the window as you dropped off to sleep.


Next morning all the dimensions of ordinary life expanded into a daylong, nightlong picnic and festival. To a child it was as good as a fair, and we invited our friends over to join the fun. With something in our hand to eat we jostled among busy women, dogs, men and sheep. If we got underfoot we were shooed off in a general way, like chickens in a garden, and no one’s feelings were hurt. We drifted away to watch the shearing.


The system used by farmers in helping each other was called Changing, and twenty men with their sons–or, if the work was to be finished in one day, many more–would go round to one another’s farms until everyone’s flock was done.


In an open barn the shearers stood with their backs to the wall for support, with ewe after ewe on the benches in front of them, while they opened up the wool on the belly and then, after tying her feet, peeled the fleece off flanks and back so that it hung like a hide. To finish clipping, the legs were loosed and tied again before the shearer straightened his back, stiffly as the day wore on, until another was brought and the shaven creature was carried out and dropped on scattered bracken where others lay. Curved in crescent shapes, the sheep were utterly submissive while the man with the marking iron and pot of bright blue raddle stamped each one on the ribs with our grandfather’s mark, J J, for John Jonas. Our grandmother never changed the iron.


The animals’ lips were parted for a glance at their teeth to judge their age, and perhaps an earmark was added with a knife. Then their legs would be released, and with a kick they would spring to their feet and join the shorn flock and plaintive lambs, gradually regaining flexibility, suddenly leaping to celebrate their freedom.


Half a dozen men would be penning, heaving ewes over the hurdles into arms waiting to carry them to the shearers. One or two folded the fleeces, spreading them flesh side down, turning in the flanks and rolling from the tail-end forwards, pulling out a coil from the neck to twist and wind round the bundle. That way the creamy, webby underside of shoulder wool, the best, showed to advantage. Boys rushed about with strings and tarpots, but girls just looked on, knowing they would be far too busy indoors for the rest of their lives to stand about at a shearing.


Everyone had to be fed for two days, and neighbours came as well as our mother, to help with the meals. A sheep was killed for the occasion, and the accompanying dishes took the best part of a week to prepare.


Suppose the shearing was to be on a Thursday. Every morning that week grandmother and Sian would rise at five and begin on Monday by baking bread. On Tuesday they boiled puddings and baked pies, and on Wednesday they roasted the mutton, and beef as well, and boiled a ham. As near as possible to the day they would make a batch of Welsh cakes in an open pan with a hoop handle swinging from the crane above the fire. On shearing day a great kettle with a brass tap hung there. It was called a fountain, and lived up to its name with a continual supply of boiling water for teapots and piles of washing-up.


In the ordinary way Sian did her cooking on the peat fire, chastising it with sticks and bellows and embracing her cauldrons with hot turves. Even the bread was baked in a three-legged pot with a pyramid of smouldering peat raised about it. A loaf was sealed in with a ribbon of dough round the lid, and everyone said there was no crust half so sweet.


During the week before shearing, the bread-oven in the side of the chimney was heated with a burning faggot, and the baking was done there. The peat fire was used for boiling, and on the day a huge quantity of potatoes and a bag of peas went into the pot. Just before dinner-time they were pounded and mixed, and no matter how great the rush of preparation had been until then, a ceremony of tasting took place. Each of the women tried a morsel on the tip of a spoon, and deferred to the others on how much more seasoning was needed. It was a little courtesy before the upheaval.


A few minutes before twelve o’clock a tub of water, soap and a towel were put outside the door. It was the signal for the men to come in, and the first twenty filled the places at table. The rest had to wait outside until the others had finished, and there might be double the expected number. Friends dropped in and pensioners came to join in rolling the fleeces or sweeping up loose wool with birch-twig brooms made for the occasion.


Tea and supper were more crowded, less formal, and at breakfast-time next morning it all began again. Our parents travelled up and down between farms, keeping things going at home, hurrying back. We saw them distantly, as though we were on the wing.


In the evening the flock was returned to the hill, bleating distractedly, guided by joyous dogs. Later, the men went out to gather for next day, and sleeping lightly we heard, against the crying in the field that night, the murmur of voices downstairs, half-smothered laughter from the buildings, the squeal of a pony squabbling with newcomers in a field, a strange dog growling in the yard. Our grandmother snored gently, safely. We snuggled down to sleep again.


I suppose a good deal of cider was drunk on those occasions. As we rode home, “You know Emlyn’s poetry?” Jenny once said. “He told me how it’s done.”


“Whatever did he do that for?”


“I asked him. He was lying on a bank after the shearing, in the field behind the buildings. You could hardly see him there. I heard him singing.”


“Singing? Emlyn?”


“Well, mumbling up and down. It struck me he might be trying over some of his stuff, so I thought I’d ask him how he did it. ‘I’sh hard,’ he said. ‘Very diff’cult.’ He seemed to be dropping off to sleep, so I said, ‘Tell me, quickly,’ and he answered suddenly, ‘Tell you what, missy. All you got to do is choose your own su’jec’. Choose … own … su’jec’. Tha’sh all.’ Then he dozed off. He never called me missy before.”


Behind us the flock thinned out as the ewes climbed to their own territory, calling whimpering young. Echoes set the valley crying.


“Oh well,” we assured one another sturdily, “there’s still haymaking.”
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