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About the Book


I had made my decision in the last few weeks of the Miners’ Strike, that I should nail my political colours on the Labour Party’s mast. A few months later, I registered as a member. My signature on that piece of paper was the beginning of a conviction that still drives me and is central to who I am. This is my life, in and out of the spotlight, during an extraordinary era for Welsh politics.


For nine years, Carwyn Jones was at the helm of Welsh politics. As First Minister from 2009 to 2018, he led the governance of an increasingly devolving Wales through turmoil and success.


Not Just Politics follows Carwyn from his roots in a small corner of Wales and childhood brought up as a Welsh speaker in Bridgend, to the 1980s Miners’ Strike which inspired a career in politics. After graduating with a degree in law from Aberyswyth, Carwyn juggled being a barrister and local councillor while also caring for his wife Lisa, who was diagnosed with leukaemia shortly after their marriage. As part of the first cohort of Welsh Government Ministers, Carwyn has been at the heart of the growing shift from Westminster to Cardiff, and as First Minister he oversaw landmark moments that put Wales firmly on the world stage.


Sharing his story through two decades at the heart of Welsh governance, Carwyn provides a unique insight into the status of Wales as a nation and its relationship with Westminster. From the prime ministers he worked with to the state of the union in a post-Brexit world, Not Just Politics reflects on the highs and lows of his political career and reveals the man as well as the minister.









I Lisa.
Go raibh maith agat.
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Me, my parents and my great-grandmother, Jane Lloyd, who died a few weeks after this photo was taken.
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My mother and me.
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With my parents at New Quay.
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Great-grandparents James and Elizabeth Jones. Their son, Henry-Tom, is pictured (below) on his wedding day to my grandmother, Catherine.
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My maternal grandparents, Leslie and Rona Howells.
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Age 2, holding what looks like a microphone but is actually a broken helicopter!
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Age 7, when I had my stage debut as narrator in the school play.
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Age 9, with Swci the Westie.
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Age 20 at Dyffryn Gardens, Cardiff.
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1987 – A protest at the Secretary of State’s office, outside what was then the Welsh Office (little did I know that I’d be sitting in it twenty-five years later). I’m circled in yellow, and my friend Dave Taylor, with the cigarette, is circled in the red. He had told his mother he’d packed in smoking!
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My first election in 1999, on the campaign trail in Porthcawl.
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The young candidate!
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Lisa’s parents, Stella and Eddie Murray.
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With good friends on mine and Lisa’s wedding day. We’re watching Barbarians v South Africa on a black-and-white TV.
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Lisa at Aberystwyth ‘kicking the bar’.
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With the family at my grandmother’s 90th birthday.
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At Disneyland Paris in 2009.
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Calum, myself and Owen launching the 2015 Election campaign in Ammanford.
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With my father on the day I became FM.












ONE


Finding the Coalface


IT WAS A TIME of political activism not seen for decades in the United Kingdom: a monumental, aggressive and often violent clash of diametrically opposed ideologies, with a great deal of passionate emotion, based on generations of proud heritage, thrown into the mix. The 1984 Miners’ Strike was history in the making. A Conservative Government relentlessly pursued a policy to close as many coal mines as possible. Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher believed that there were too many mines that weren’t running efficiently and that this was hampering the growth of the UK economy generally.


The miners of Wales, Scotland and England, on the other hand, saw things differently. They disagreed with the Tory interpretation of the economics in most cases, saying that a broader political agenda was colouring the Government’s view of the facts and figures. But also, for them, mining was so much more than just economics. It was, fundamentally, a way of life. If it wasn’t for coal in areas such as South Wales, Yorkshire and the North-East of England, whole villages and communities would not have existed. So it wasn’t all about the wage packet. It was about the birth certificate too. It was the geography of identity, the psycho-geography of who a people are. In my own region, ‘the Valleys’, as they are typically referred to, are valleys of coal – from the Ebbw in the east to the Gwendraeth in the west. As coal seams were discovered and pits were sunk, people poured in, houses were built and streets were formed. Quite often those streets appeared so quickly that there was no time to name them before moving on to build the next new street.


No wonder, then, that the miners fought tooth and nail to oppose the Government’s plans. For them, that fight resulted in a strike which would last an entire year. Well over a hundred thousand miners refused to work, and, as a result, they were without pay for the full twelve months. There were ugly picket-line clashes, loss of life, and family feuds that tore at the fabric of British life in so many areas. The recriminations can still be felt today in both families and communities across the South Wales I was brought up in.


In my own locality, while the ’84 strike was on, there was a story of a miners’ library that still refused membership to family members of a miner who had broken another coal strike in the early 1900s. In ’84, family members who were out on strike would not speak to other family members who had decided to break the strike and return to work. Such workers were given the epithet ‘scabs’, and quite often photographs of them would be put on posters placed in public places in order to name and shame them. It’s not only the seams that run deep in coal mining communities.


Of the thirteen individual coalfields in England, Scotland and Wales, the most united support for the strike once it had started was in South Wales, with 99.6% of the 21,500 National Union of Mineworkers members in the area still supporting the strike after six months. That figure only dropped to 93% after a year out on strike.


It was impossible to ignore the Miners’ Strike in the South Wales of my upbringing. It was there at breakfast time in print and at supper time on TV. People talked about it in school, on the streets and at home. ‘Victory to the miners’ slogans were painted on the side of bridges, posters asking for food for mining families were put on lamp posts, village halls put on fund-raising events, and miners organized fund-raising tours to other communities outside the coalfields, such as Brixton in London. All this and more was happening as the union officials negotiated and protested. At coal mine and steelwork picket lines, confrontations between miners and police led to over 10,000 arrests and five deaths.


Meanwhile, I was not exactly at the heart of the primary industrial conflict that the nations of the UK had seen for decades. As the strike got redder and redder in tooth and claw, I had just started my first Saturday job in Tesco. But, for seventeen-year-old me, having a weekend job and earning my first ever wage was a big step. I was a million miles away from the dust of heavy industry, and not just because my own particular coalface was endless rows of trolleys. I was in Bridgend, which wasn’t even in the South Wales coalfield. There were no mines there. There were some in neighbouring villages and valleys, such as the Garw, the Llynfi and Ogmore. But none in Bridgend. Never had been.


But there was no such thing as a non-coal mining area in the South Wales of the 1980s, especially during the strike. The statistics mentioned earlier give some considerable testimony to that. There might not have been any actual mines in Bridgend, but there was no hiding from the mining heritage and culture that the pits engendered. That’s exactly what hit me quite forcefully on many a Saturday in Tesco.


While going about my work, there was a regular occurrence that left an increasing impression on me. As miners and their supporters came to Bridgend town to collect money to support the striking cause, they would bring their collection cans to Tesco. There I would see shoppers put five- and ten-pound notes in the boxes. Not just occasionally, but regularly. The ten-pound contributions were more than I would earn for a full day’s work. I was amazed that people could give so much money to support the miners in a town where there weren’t any mines. These people, I thought, must really believe in what the miners are doing. There’s no doubt that many living in Bridgend would have had family connections with miners in other areas, and many came into town from mining areas. But, still, that was not true of them all, not by far. What was it that made people who didn’t work underground want to part with such large amounts of money in order to support those who did? This was a question that went round and round in my head for months.


Individual incidents from the strike itself started to sear themselves into my mind. One in particular made me ask new questions. A taxi driver was killed while taking a miner who had chosen to break the strike to his pit. Some striking miners, in their efforts to show their displeasure with that miner’s decision to return, wanted to frighten him away. They threw concrete slabs from a footbridge into the path of the taxi on the road below. The intention was to make the miner think again about returning to work and to make the taxi driver think twice about taking him there. But the slabs smashed through the windscreen of the taxi, killing the driver, David Wilkie. An industrial conflict that had seen plenty of picket-line violence now had a death to deal with.


That fact alone made an impression on me, as it did on everyone else. Loss of life is a serious consequence of an industrial conflict. Understandably, it escalated the situation significantly, as all sides tried to respond appropriately to the tragedy while still maintaining their original stand on the conflict itself. But what added to the emotional impact for me was where that miner was going. He was on his way to Merthyr Vale Colliery. Overlooking that pit was the village of Aberfan. Less than twenty years before the strike and Wilkie’s death, 116 children from that village had been killed when a coal tip slid down the side of the mountain, engulfing buildings on its way, including the school where the children were. Twenty-eight adults also lost their lives.


Some of the miners picketing in Merthyr Vale would have been involved in, or at least affected by, the Aberfan disaster. Some would have lost family members, others would have been on their hands and knees in the rubble, trying desperately to rescue any children, or to bring those killed out of what remained of the school. In 1984 they were on strike, fighting government attempts to close the industry that had made South Wales what it was, that had shaped communities such as Merthyr Vale and Aberfan. The injustice of the whole situation made a lasting impression on me.


My instant response was to feel the need to join a political party and get involved with the process, so as to deal with the strong sense of injustice I was feeling. But I wasn’t sure which party I should become a member of – although there was no way in the world that it would be the Conservative Party. I didn’t think that the Liberals appeared to offer much either. So I was down to either Plaid Cymru or the Labour Party. I took a while to think through what both parties stood for.


The epiphany eventually came in an unexpected place. I was in Court Colman Hotel near Bridgend, at yet another in a long chain of eighteenth birthday parties, thinking a great deal about where this political awakening should be channelled. It became evident that a political awakening was taking its own time to emerge in my mind, developing as and when it wanted to, and arriving at an answer when I least expected it. I was standing in the doorway of the hotel, talking to one of the girls at the party, when it struck. In mid conversation I turned to her and said, ‘I’m going to join the Labour Party!’ I doubt very much it was the chat-up line she was expecting. She certainly wasn’t sure how to respond. But that was it. I had made my decision, in the last few weeks of the Miners’ Strike, that I should nail my new-found political colours to the Labour Party’s mast.


A few months later, I registered as a Labour Party member. That happened during my first few weeks at Aberystwyth University, in the September after the strike ended. My signature on that piece of paper was the culmination of almost a year’s awakening, contemplation, deliberation and decision. It was the beginning of a conviction that still drives me and is central to who I am.


Many years later, when the film Billy Elliot came out, one scene in particular took me right back to the emotional impact of the strike on my eighteen-year-old self. It brought that era back to me. The sacrifices, the pride in the face of adversity, and the fraying bonds of solidarity as the strike went on. The film tells the story of the ballet-loving son of a Sheffield coalminer during that year-long strike. The tension of a young boy wanting to dance while his coalminer father is out on strike is a dramatic narrative. In one scene, the father has to break up the family’s piano in order to have some firewood to heat the family home. That one act shows the way the strike affected families; they had to go without the basics of food and heat, which regularly pitted one family member up against another, causing tension and confrontation. It shows the coalminer’s angst in his own home.


By the time the film appeared, I was at the end of my first year of being an Assembly Member in the newly constituted Senedd in Cardiff Bay. It was a different Wales to the one that saw my own personal political awakening. Wales now had an elected assembly to administer its own affairs. We had finally taken the first step on the devolution journey, after decades of debate and campaigning. But the needs we faced had their roots in the conflict of the mid-80s. In a few years, after the end of the strike, the coal mines had all gone and over 20,000 men who had worked in them now worked somewhere else, or didn’t work at all. We were in the first decade of a Wales with no coal, bringing to an end over a century and a half of the central, formative relationship Wales had had with the black diamond. What drove me into politics was the determination that whole communities of workers up and down the UK should never be treated that way again. Margaret Thatcher brought me into politics, but not in the way she would have wanted.


My own family, my ancestors, had played their part in that relationship between the community and coal for many generations. So as the millennium drew to a close, I was seeing the end of a central pillar of my own family heritage, while at the same time beginning work in a brand-new institution that was to shape the new Wales necessitated by the demise of coal.









TWO


Three Village Roots


THE SMALL Carmarthenshire village of Brynaman has an influence and a significance way above its size. It lies where Carmarthenshire meets Neath Port Talbot. The river Aman divides the village into upper and lower – Upper being in Carmarthenshire and Lower in Neath Port Talbot. How many rugby teams in the UK have their changing rooms in one county but play in another? Brynaman RFC does.


For centuries Brynaman enjoyed a quiet rural and agricultural way of life. There was no need for clocks and watches. Things would happen when the seasons said they should. The people there, in the scattered farms and cottages, made their own world.


The discovery of coal and the coming of the railway in the century before last changed both the size of the village and its name. Up until the first trains steamed in, the settlement on that patch of land was known as Gwter Fawr. It’s referred to as such in the book Wild Wales, by Victorian traveller and writer George Borrow. That original name is the wonderful literal translation of ‘Big Gutter’. Maybe the need for a name change is understandable? It must be said, however, that it does sound a lot worse in English than it does in Welsh. The new name, Brynaman, came from Brynaman House, the home of the man responsible for bringing the railway to the area. It says a great deal about the character of the village that, even with the boom of incoming industrialization, the place name wasn’t anglicized.


Brynaman now had coal and steam trains to contend with, and this brought a lot more people to that quiet corner of the world. Coal gave them a reason to go there; the railway made it happen. It became a highly populated and thriving village. New streets appeared with startling regularity as the new workers needed new homes. But despite all this coming and going over many decades, the village remained predominantly Welsh-speaking, as the majority of those who came to work the new-found seams were originally from other parts of Wales. Consequently, a robust Welsh-language culture developed and prospered, and it had two homes: the chapel and the pub, both of which gave the community so much more than God and beer, respectively. Their social and cultural influence was all-pervasive.


Welsh chapels were home to a variety of events – religious and social – most days of the week. That’s where the cultural celebration known as the Eisteddfod flourished, as adults and children alike competed against each other in verse and song, prose and poetry. The rugby club mentioned earlier gave the village an additional focus to what the pubs offered. It was eighty minutes of aggression on a pitch. It was also where men who faced the dangers of life underground could be together to wash away the dust and stress with a good pint of bitter.


It all sounds a bit romanticized now, and it’s easy to think that nostalgia is influencing the recollection. But that is how it was. And, to a large extent, that’s how it still is.


The same was true of two other villages that nestled around Brynaman – Cwmgors and Gwaun Cae Gurwen. The latter in more recent years is famous for producing two renowned giants in their particular fields. One is the international star of stage and screen Siân Phillips – it wasn’t uncommon to see her and her then husband, Peter O’Toole, going for a pint in the pub on the square in Gwaun Cae Gurwen on their visits back to see family. The other was one of the best rugby players the world has ever seen, Gareth Edwards. Hundreds of people lined the streets of Y Waun (The Heath) when Gareth returned from the triumphant British Lions tour of New Zealand in 1971. He was a central figure in the Lions winning their first-ever test series victory in New Zealand. The street party in his honour would certainly have challenged any Coronation event!


THE THREE villages shared four collieries: The Mardy, The East, Steer, and Cwmgors. Technically, however, with a decidedly Welsh parochial allegiance, three of those pits were in another village, Tairgwaith. That name is only a few degrees away from Big Gutter in its prosaic qualities; it means ‘the houses of the works’, which is right up there with Nowa Huta, near Kraków, which means ‘new factory’. Tairgwaith is very much regarded as the unusual relative of the other three villages. When The Mardy, The East and Steer were sunk, first of all, that work was carried out by Irish workers. The locals were happy to work there, but not happy to do the dirty work of sinking the pit in the first place. When the Irish came to do that, they lived in Tairgwaith. This set up an ‘us and them’ mentality in an area that was already very small. That split in society even showed itself in the way that the Welsh speakers from Brynaman, Cwmgors and Gwaun Cae Gurwen reacted to the Welsh speakers in Tairgwaith. If ever there was a discussion as to whether someone could speak Welsh or not, and there was some doubt about it, the reply would be, ‘Yes, they do, but it’s Tairgwaith Welsh.’ The not-so-subtle implication being that that village’s Welsh wasn’t as naturally ‘Welsh’ as in the big three. Needless to say, the people of Tairgwaith would see it very differently.


Those three villages grew to have their own strong, clear identities within the already separate identity of the West Wales coalfield. That broader West Walian separateness was initially formulated by the nature of the actual coal they were mining. It wasn’t the steam coal or the house coal that the rest of the South Wales coalfield produced. This was the ‘glo caled’, the hard coal, the anthracite that was reputedly the best of its kind in the world. Added to the chemical nature of the coal itself was the existing cultural heritage of the area where it was found. This carboniferous collision, as artist Osi Rhys Osmond called it, created a robust and distinctive community. The three villages at the top end of the Aman Valley developed an identity within that identity, their own version of anthracite culture.


Keeping a watchful eye on all three villages is the Black Mountain, one of the wildest places in Wales. It gives the area its remoteness and its ruggedness. It is also a dramatic backdrop to the folklore that has passed down from generation to generation. Myth and fable fall with the mountain breeze over the people of Brynaman, Cwmgors and Gwaun Cae Gurwen. The stories of the Lady of the Lake and the Wild Boar from the medieval collection of Welsh tales, the Mabinogi, the oldest collection of prose in British literature, have informed the culture of its people for centuries as they cared for the soil that was in their blood. Coal and steam did not displace them.


Among the crowds who flocked to this part of the coalfield within a coalfield were my great-grandparents. They went there because coal called them. Subsequently, my family, since the time of Victoria, was shaped by this particular, very local manifestation of industry and culture. Their migration was instigated in search of work. They came from many different communities, but all were rooted in West Wales. My gene pool is very, very small. I often wonder how I turned out the way I have, as I am by far the tallest in my family, going back a long while. My two grandfathers were about 5’ 6”/5’ 7”.


MY GREAT-GRANDFATHER, John David Howells, was the eldest of thirteen children from the village of Gwynfe, on the other side of the Black Mountain. He was a carpenter who heard that there were coal mines opening in the area, so he decided to walk over the mountain to look for new work – and found it as a carpenter, an undertaker and a builder. He married Catherine Hugh, from Aberdare. My other maternal great-grandparents were David and Jane Lloyd, he from Aberaeron, she from Brynaman. David worked underground as a haulier. On my father’s side, his father’s parents were James Jones, a shopkeeper originally from St Clears near Carmarthen, and Elizabeth from Brynaman. Completing the picture, his mother, Katy Hopkin, was the daughter of Will and Rachie Hopkin. He was a collier and they lived in Gwaun Cae Gurwen.


As happens so often in learning about your family history, you uncover some things that are a bit of a surprise. When my great-uncle died, we discovered that his parents, my Lloyd great-grandparents, were married in September 1912, just three months before he was born. Back then, in the community they were in, having a baby out of wedlock would have been nothing short of a scandal. The fact we didn’t find that out as a family until after my great-uncle’s death shows how deep that family secret had been buried for decades.


They had all died before I was born, bar one: Jane Lloyd. She lived for six weeks after I was born and I have photos of her holding me in her arms. It’s a sign of how hard life was then that she was seventy-eight when she died but looked a lot older.


My two grandfathers came from Brynaman, with one grandmother from Cwmgors and the other from Gwaun Cae Gurwen. I only knew one of my grandmothers, as the other died of cancer in 1958. My maternal grandfather, Leslie Howells, was known as Les JD, because his dad, John David, was an undertaker, carrying on from what his father did. For some reason, I called him Les, not any variation of grandfather. He was an avid smoker, up to seventy cigarettes a day, and his fingers were stained yellow-brown. He even smoked as he ate.


My paternal grandfather, Henry Tom, started off underground, but when his father died he became a Pearl Insurance agent. He was an Elder in the Presbyterian Church of Wales and the Secretary of Moriah Chapel. He was the only other person in my family who had been active in politics. He was the election agent for Jennie Eirian Davies when she stood for Plaid Cymru in the General Election of 1955 in the Carmarthen constituency. That was the first time Plaid Cymru stood in that constituency, which was later to be the seat that gave them their first ever MP, in 1966.


As the ‘man from Pearl’, my grandfather was responsible for going around the houses, collecting money from people. As was the custom in those days, he was referred to as ‘Dyn y Pearl’ (The Pearl Man). He had to collect from a wide variety of homes and, as you can imagine, that could prove challenging when he had to visit a poor family. My Uncle Howard told me stories of my grandfather going to houses where the baby of the family was in an orange box on the floor, or there were chickens running all over the kitchen table. On one visit to a particular house, he had a rather unexpected welcome. This house had a parrot outside the front door. Every time my grandfather would visit that home, the parrot would say loudly in Welsh, ‘Co’r ffycin dyn insiwrans ’na ’to!’ (‘There’s that fucking insurance man again!’)


My maternal grandmother died only six years ago, at the good old age of ninety-nine. My children, therefore, knew her well, and they enjoyed a good relationship with their great-grandmother. When she was born, her father wanted to name her after the area of Cardiganshire that he had come from – Aberaeron. There are familiar girls’ names linked to that area: Aerona or Aeronwy. The Welsh poet Dylan Thomas’s youngest child was christened Aeronwy, following a short period of time Dylan and his wife Caitlin spent in the vicinity during World War II. My great-grandmother decided on Aerona. But she wasn’t very good at spelling and so my grandmother was actually christened Eirona. Not only was her name misspelled, but when I came into the world and started to speak, I couldn’t pronounce the letter ‘r’ properly, so I couldn’t say her name correctly and any attempt on my behalf to pronounce it sounded like ‘Nonna’. So, inevitably, that’s what she became known as: Nonna. Which, coincidentally, is the Italian word for grandmother.


Not being able to pronounce the letter ‘r’ properly didn’t only mean that I couldn’t pronounce my grandmother’s name correctly, but that I couldn’t even pronounce my own. If people asked me my name, they would hear me reply ‘Cavwyn’. This lasted until I was about seven or eight. It was finally rectified when I was playing with a toy car and my father asked me what it was. My enthusiastic child-like reply was ‘carrrrr’, making the revving noise of a car at the end of the word. My father responded, ‘What did you say? What is it?’ I repeated the word with the elongated letter ‘r’ at the end. ‘There we are,’ my dad replied, ‘you can say it!’ From then on, I could say Carwyn.


Moving on to my parents, the pattern continues. One comes from Upper Brynaman, the other from Lower Brynaman. The gene pool is getting smaller! My father was born in 1938, as was my mother. But because they came from different parts of Brynaman, my dad went to Amman Valley Grammar School in Carmarthenshire and my mum went to Ystalyfera Grammar in the Swansea Valley, Glamorganshire. Their school buses would pass each other every day.


My father was born in November 1938 and was the elder of two boys. My uncle, Howard, sadly passed away last year. My dad was given the name Caron Wyn. The name came from one of my grandfather’s friends, who had lost a son with the same name. My grandfather also thought that the Reverend Caron Wyn Jones had quite a nice ring to it, but it didn’t quite turn out that way!


When my father was at Amman Valley Grammar School, the caretaker there was a former coalminer named David Rees Griffiths. He was more well-known by his bardic name, Amanwy, as he was a prominent Welsh poet and contributed regularly to the local newspapers and to BBC Radio. A film was made about his life for the Festival of Britain. He was also the brother of Jim Griffiths, a Labour MP and the first Secretary of State for Wales. Amanwy’s life is a good example of the industrial culture of the area my family came from.


When my dad was seventeen he was given an unconditional offer to go to Loughborough College to study handicrafts and maths. But he wasn’t able to take up the offer immediately, as he had to do his National Service first, and he was sent to Germany in 1956 to do his service in the RAF. He was also the first of the family to go into higher education, although his Uncle Edgar had been offered a place to study medicine in Edinburgh, but he was killed in 1942 while serving as an RAF fighter pilot. He was just nineteen.


Near the end of my father’s service, when he was home on leave, a telegram arrived saying that he was to be transferred from Mönchengladbach to a records office in England. He had no idea why they were doing this and was mystified by the decision, especially as all his gear was in Germany. His friends had to pack everything for him and send it on to his new base in England. One of his friends made sure that a watch my dad had bought in Germany was also sent ahead. He sliced a bar of soap in half, put the watch inside it and glued it back together again, because they weren’t meant to take things home without paying customs duty. Well, this was sixty years ago, so I think we can forget about it now.


The new job was a big change for my dad. The office environment was so completely different to what he’d known, and it took a while for him to settle. It then dawned on him that, as he worked in the records office, he might be able to check on his own records. Maybe then he could see why he had been moved? He didn’t expect the explanation he saw when he found his file. In it was a letter from the family GP to the Forces, saying that my dad had to be transferred nearer to his home immediately as his mother did not have very long to live. Nobody had told him that she was so ill. To this day he can remember how his blood chilled when he found out.


In September 1958, my dad finally went to Loughborough and he drove home for Christmas at the end of term. He’d saved some money in the RAF and had bought a thirty-year-old car for £10. He went to speak to his mother, who by that time was nearing the end. When she died the following day, his car horn sounded in the street outside the family home for no apparent reason. He went outside to see what was wrong. But the only way he could silence the horn was by disconnecting the battery. The next time he went to use the car, there was no fault at all with it. When he told his father this, my grandfather’s considered reply was, ‘Mae clychau’r nefoedd yn galw hi adre!’ (‘The bells of heaven are calling her home!’)


Loughborough didn’t offer degrees at that point, so my father left with a diploma rather than a degree. But, over fifty years later, his diploma was upgraded to an honorary degree, together with others who were there at that time. He returned to South Wales to temporary teaching positions in Ystalyfera and Pontardawe before finally obtaining a permanent position in Cathays, Cardiff.


My mother, Katherine Janice, was the elder of two girls. My mum went to Swansea training college and then obtained a teaching position straight after, in Tondu Junior School, in 1958. She stayed at that same school for thirty-three years, even after it moved up the road to Bryncethin.


My parents officially met at the Regal Dance Hall in Ammanford at some time in the 50s, although they were vaguely acquainted before that. They married at Ebenezer Chapel, Brynaman, on 6 April 1963. They were married for forty-six years and they were a good fit for each other. My dad was steady and sensible. He was what I would call a solid character – a definite rock for me as his son. My mum had no time at all for any kind of formality and was one of the world’s greatest talkers. My father often threatened to change the name of the house to Nant Siarad (Babbling Brook)! She also knew how to wind people up, with more than a little touch of mischief. One running argument in the family was about the Brynaman Chapels Eisteddfod. My father had always taken great pride in his recitation skills, and still talks of the time when a drama group from Brynaman went to Caernarfon in North Wales and won the National Eisteddfod. My mother would always taunt him by saying that she remembered beating him in a particular recitation competition. To this very day he has always strenuously denied that claim!


Jones. Howells. Lloyd. Hopkin. Walters. Hugh. The only surnames in the family going back for centuries. Every one of these different names in the same family would have been on one colliery list or another in the area. I’m part of the first generation on both sides of my family, going back a long way, not to work in the mines. But even though I didn’t work underground, I still feel the need to define myself in terms of my relationship with the coal that was in my ancestors’ veins. Maybe, subconsciously, that’s what those rattling collecting tins in Bridgend Tesco connected with.
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