

      

         

            

         

      


   





Alexander Cordell was born in Ceylon in 1914, was educated mainly in China and joined the army in 1932. After WWII, during which he served in France, he became a civil servant, spending three years in Hong Kong. 


 


He wrote more than thirty novels including the highly acclaimed 'Mortymer Trilogy' - The Rape of the Fair Country, The Hosts of Rebecca and Song of the Earth. He died on 13 November 1997 aged eighty-three
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Introduction


What is there, I wonder, that makes a beloved place linger in the heart? The answer is this – it’s the people. And the people who inhabited Tiger Bay have engraved their personalities on the very air of Bute Street.


The older among us remember, of course, when Irish fiddles were singing along Pendoylan and squeeze boxes blasted and there was dancing in the snugs. Sophia, North William Street and Ellen Street! The Cape Horn and the Blood Kitchen where Jim Driscoll sparred: does his ghost walk up Ellen Street hand in hand with Edie Wiltshire?


Home of the extravagant rich and the pallid poor. Tiger Bay! The name conjours its own brand of magic; the Port that threw open its arms to the world and bred a City. Dead? Not on your life. As grandmother to all its colourful past in memory, Tiger Bay is still vividly and gloriously alive.


Alexander Cordell










The Widow of Kildare


‘. . . there arrived from Kildare about then a shy, sweet widow called Beth O’Shea, and Joby took one look at her and smoke came out of his ears.’










Chapter 1


The Widow of Kildare


Father O’Brien’s the name, and I used to be the parish Priest down on Cardiff’s Dockland, ye know. There were about twenty pubs in Newtown at the turn of the century, and I knew every one, for you try being a teetotaller in an Irish town in Wales.


Indeed, the only true teetotaller I ever came across was Joby Sarsaparilla, who humped the flour bags on Atlantic Wharf: he sank a quart of it every night in The Duke of Edinburgh, Jim Driscoll’s pub – the landlord got it in especially.


A single man was Joby, and the women put years on themselves at the sight of him, smoothing down their hips and pushing up their busts, but he never spared them a glance: for there arrived from Kildare about then a shy, sweet widow called Beth O’Shea, and Joby took one look at her and smoke came out of his ears.


I was relieved at this, for if there’s anything likely to cause a commotion, it’s a stag in rut, and marital business claimed me special attention.


They were suited those two – Joby and Beth – for rumour had it that her first chap had drunk himself to death, so she was a’feared of anything to do wi’ hops and barmaid’s aprons.


 


‘D’ye think he’s the man for me, holy Father?’ she asked me one day after confessional.


‘Ach, sure,’ said I. ‘He’s a sarsaparilla man, isn’t he? After your first bad experience, what more do ye want?’ And we stood there together in the sea wind and sun, and I knew a stirring in my heart I’d never felt before. ‘I’ll personally guarantee your happiness, sweet child,’ I said to her, and she bowed to me and went off with a pretty swing of the hips.


She was a darling, delicate girl, and she turned once and waved to me, but I could not wave back. Never had I taken a shine to a woman till then, and I said to myself, ‘Treat her wrong, Joby Sarsaparilla, and I’ll see to ye, as God’s me judge.’


 


Well, I married ’em in St. Paul’s, and it was like a crucifixion, having to part with her, and a month later I was in The Duke of Edinburgh and Jim Driscoll himself was drawing me a quart o’ Guinness from the wood, which I took for medicinal purposes.


And who should be sitting at a table in there but Joby, with a glass of sarsaparilla in front of him and grinning like a Cheshire cat.


‘How’s ye doing, son? Is she treating you well?’ I asked him.


‘Aye, foine, foine, Father,’ says he. ‘She boils the best Irish stew between here and Kildare, so she does, and I’m away home to her now,’ and the moment he’d gone I realised he’d drunk me quart of Guinness and left me his quart of sarsaparilla.


‘What happened to that?’ I asked Jim, holding up me pewter. ‘Did he drink it or did it evaporate?’


Sober serious was the boxer – he rarely touched a drop. ‘Father,’ said he, ‘the devils of Gehenna are roamin’ in a man who doesn’t know the difference between Guinness and sarsaparilla.’


‘Ye can say that again,’ said I.


 


The devils were in young Joby after that, and I blamed meself for it, I did – putting strong drink in his path like that. Aye, the chap went from bad to worse once he’d got the taste for it – night after night he rode home on the back of a pig to that wee girl – and when I met her in Ellen Street one day with an eye filled up, I decided to take a hand in their matrimonial affairs.


Mind, I could have mentioned it to Jim – he was right handy with drunks who gave black eyes to wives – but I didn’t: I didn’t because within the hour I saw Joby staggering out of the Erin go bragh tavern with scarcely a leg beneath him, so I politely escorted him through the dark to his home; holding him up, I heaved him into the kitchen, and my wee Beth saw him, and sighed: she sighed, I say, as a man sighs when nails go through his hands.


‘Where d’ye want him, girl?’


‘On the bed upstairs, if you please,’ and in the half light from the street I saw her tears.


I did a fireman’s lift up the stairs and flung him on to the bed, and he lay on his back with snores comin’ from his belted belly more like a hog than a man.


 


We stood together, her and me, and I said, holding her hands:


‘Beth, this has got to change, ye know?’


‘Aye, Father, aye. Now leave us. What I have to do I must do alone.’


So I left her with him and went down the stairs, but, impelled by a sudden fear, I stopped and looked through the banisters into the room.


First, Beth sat on the bed beside him; taking off her shoes, she pulled up her dress and unfastened her stockings; these she draped over the bedrail – one at the head of the bed, one at the bottom. Then she knelt as if in prayer for a few seconds, and rose.


With one stocking she tied Joby’s feet to the bottom rail; with the other stocking she tied his hands to the top rail of the bed. Climbing on to the bed she then straddled his chest, as one rides a horse, and taking from her pocket a half bottle of whisky, she said at the ceiling:


‘Dear God, forgive me, but what can I do?’ and she added pulling out the cork, ‘Have this on me, Joby Sarsaparilla,’ and she opened his mouth and poured in the whisky, slammed his mouth shut and leaned upon his face.


Joby leaped on the bed like a bucking broncho. Gulping, gurgling, he arched his body and nearly threw her off, but she hung on. He was bawling now, but she got her forearm across his face and held his nose and poured in more. After a bit he subsided, did Joby, for three quarts o’ Guinness and half-a-bottle of rye would put to sleep the toss-pots of Jerusalem.


Still astride him, but with her hands over her face, she wept.


He missed six shifts on the Atlantic Wharf, did Joby. They heard him splutterin’ all the way up North William Street.


 


Being pay day, I was in The Duke of Edinburgh a fortnight later, and I’d just got me teeth into my complimentary Guinness when in comes young Joby. Very pale around the gills he was and walking on tin-tacks.


‘A quart o’ Guinness, Mr. Driscoll,’ says he. ‘It’s a hair o’ the bitch that bit me, in a manner of speaking.’


‘Have ye been off colour, then, you poor soul?’ I asked.


‘I have, holy Father. Ye see, I chased the Guinness with neat rye – six pints and half-a-bottle – and it upset me somethin’ terrible, so it did.’


‘Aye, that’s a dangerous thing to do, lad,’ said Jim Driscoll. ‘Do you recall that fella up in Kildare doing it, Father, and he died?’


‘I do. That was terrible sad,’ said I, and I took Joby’s quart from Jim and passed it on to the table.


‘What happened, then?’ asked Joby lifting his pewter.


I replied. ‘Well, this big oaf, he kept getting himself plastered and comin’ home to his missus wi’ his back teeth awash, see? She was a dear, sweet girl, but she got sick of it, with no money in the house and him blacking her eyes. So, one night she tied him to the bed-posts, and filled him up with whisky.’


‘Mark, Mary and Joseph!’ ejaculated Joby, and jumped, and he got more Guinness down the front of him than into his mouth. ‘Kildare, did ye say, for God’s sake?’


‘Aye. The Widow of Kildare, they called her in the newspapers. But she’s living round these parts somewhere now, they tell me.’


Very delicate looked Joby.


‘Mind you,’ explained Jim, ‘she didn’t mean to harm him, only cure him . . .’


‘Which is why she got away with it at the inquest,’ said I.


‘Well, sod me,’ said Joby.


‘Watch your language in front of the holy Father!’ interjected Jim.


Joby got up. With one hand over his mouth and the other on the door, very shaky he looked. ‘Draw me a glass o’ sarsaparilla, for God’s sake,’ cried he, ‘for I’m finished wi’ that filthy brew,’ and the moment he was through the door I sank his Guinness.


‘Which is right and fair,’ said Jim, ‘for he owed you a quart. But . . .’ and he put out his hand. ‘But you still owe me for that half-a-bottle of whisky.’










Heavenly Correspondent


‘Even the mice were listening as I read:


“To God, care of New Way Temperance Society.” ’










Chapter 2


Heavenly Correspondent


Long ago, when I was its parish Priest, things were hard for the children of our town. And when Christmas came around, times got harder; no Christmas trees, little to eat, no fun. With this in mind I applied for the assistance of the New Way Temperance Society; the chairman of their committee was the local postmaster, and I didn’t find him wanting.


‘The good Lord will pour blessing on your generous souls,’ said I, and I was wiping whiskers and stepping out of the Duke of Edinburgh when I saw this fella coming.


‘Have ye been in that den of ale-swilling iniquity, holy Father?’ asked he, astonished.


‘I have,’ said I. ‘I’ve been lecturing the customers in there on the evils of strong drink, for it’s the children of the neighbourhood who suffer, and they’re first and last with me.’


‘Pleased I am to hear it,’ replied he, ‘for the wee mites have set us a problem. One has just written a letter to God.’


I got windward of the fella so he couldn’t smell me breath. ‘You mean, one of the parish kids has addressed a letter to Heaven, and you’ve got it?’


‘That’s it, Father O’Brien,’ said the Postmaster. ‘Every year we get dozens addressed to Father Christmas, of course, but how d’ye ignore a request to the Almighty?’


‘You don’t, son. You comply with it. What does the letter say?’


‘Good grief!’ cried he, and shook like a jelly. ‘Would I tempt official wrath by opening God’s private correspondence? But since it’s been sent care of the Temperance Society and you’re a priest, perhaps you’d consider opening and reading it at tomorrow’s Annual General Meeting?’


‘In me official capacity as the Pope’s representative ye mean?’


‘May the saints bless ye, Holy Father,’ said he.


 


‘Are all the members present and attentive?’ cried the Postmaster next evening in the local hall. ‘For we’ve had a communication from a child of simple faith to God, and Father O’Brien’s about to open the envelope and read the letter.’


Even the mice were listening as I read:


 


‘To God, care of New Way Temperance Society.


Dear God,


Me name’s Susie Murphy, I live in Six Tyndall. Me father died of drink, me ma’s on the gin, and me gran’s crying her eyes out because she can’t pay the rent. We’ll be out in the street for sure come Christmas.


Please God, could you send me three pounds? Two pounds for our gran, so she can pay the rent, and a pound for me to spend on Bridget, Maire, Bella, Sam, Alby, Joe, Carys and Tam. I’m not wanting anything for myself.


Love,


Susie Murphy.’


 


Now, before I was half-way through that letter, all present were sniffing and wiping: the borough treasurer was sobbing on the shoulder of the mayor, the county slaughterer crying like a child. Indeed, I was so full that I had to pull meself together; and I went round with the hat before they could take another breath.


‘Two pounds eight shillings!’ cried the Postmaster, counting it, and he dropped in a couple of bob to make it up to two-pounds-ten,’ and rose, crying:


‘Gentlemen, gentlemen, a most excellent collection! Thank you, thank you! The money will be sent to wee Susie Murphy in the name of God.’


A few days after Christmas, I was on my way into the Erin go Bragh tavern for a wee drop when I saw the Postmaster coming again, so I stopped to tie up me bootlaces.


‘We’ve got another letter addressed to God,’ said he. ‘Look, it’s the same handwriting. It’ll be from that sweet Susie Murphy of Tyndall Street.’


‘Without a doubt,’ said I.


‘And since tonight there’s a special meeting to consider the destruction of all alcoholic beverages, I suggest you do the same as before – open it and read it from the top table.’


‘It’ll be a pleasure.’


 


This was a crowded meeting, called especially for the tipping of a barrel of Allsops down the drain, all members present, which didn’t upset me overmuch since I’m more partial to whisky chasers.


‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ cried the Postmaster. ‘Father O’Brien has kindly agreed to open another letter addressed to the Deity – without a doubt it’s from that dear child Susie Murphy, to whom we sent the money,’ and I opened the envelope and read:


 


‘Dear God,


Thank you for your letter enclosing two-pounds-ten, but don’t you remember, I asked you for three pounds? In future, when I ask for money, don’t send it through those thieving sods of the New Way Temperance Society.’


 


Now, I’ve told you a couple of tall ones and you’ve weighed me up by now; and you’re probably wondering who this O’Brien fella is for he’s chock full o’ the blarney for a Priest in Holy Orders. And, come to think of it, there’s no good reason why you should have heard of me at all.


But whatever you think of these yarns, I’m telling you one thing – every word of what I write is true – as true as life, if I never move from here.










The Prince of Darkness


‘I could see footprints in the snow that led down to the road; the shape of them took my eye, and I pulled my dressing-gown closer about me and went out into the night.
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