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For my friend Jack Donovan










A curled darling of the gods,


Whose outward seeming doth suggest


True manliness within.


Anon










JIM DRISCOLL was born on 15 December 1880 in Newtown, a small Irish community within the city of Cardiff.


Living in the same area for all his life, he became an adopted Welshman; this is a custom of the Principality. When he died there in 1925, Wales had lost a famous son; an exponent of the art of self-defence whose skill vied with his personal generosity: a folk hero in his own time, Driscoll’s name is legendary beyond the bounds of his community.


The second son of four surviving children by a first marriage, his father was killed soon after his birth; his mother, Elizabeth, raised the family in respectable poverty until she married again when Jim was six years old.


Showing an early ability and love of boxing, Driscoll graduated from his job as a printer’s devil in the local newspaper office to the travelling boxing booths of the day: it was here that he gained his defensive experience, often taking on men of all weights, boxing many times in a day.


After winning the British and European titles (and the first Lonsdale belt for featherweights in record time) he travelled to America, there to astonish the ring fraternity by his defensive skill. Victorious in all his ten fights there and winning with ease against Abe Attell, the then world champion, the Americans gave him the title of ‘Peerless Jem’. As such, when boxing is talked, he is known today.


This is a fictional account of Jim Driscoll’s life and times: a very few names have been altered to protect the living, but it includes known facts from the ring career of perhaps the greatest boxer who has ever lived.


I wish to thank the following for making available to me many books and valuable papers in research, also for assistance in tracing relatives of Jim Driscoll.


Mr G.A.C. Dart, FLA, late County Librarian of Cardiff Central Library, without whose work in genealogy the book could not have been written; Mr Gilbert Odd, the boxing historian; Mr William O’Neill and his son, Dennis, of Roath, Cardiff; Tom Pat Murphy of Abergavenny; Mr Glen Moody, ex-Middleweight Champion of Wales; Mr Anthony Roy Lee of Ammanford and many others who have written to me as a result of my newspaper requests, all strangers to me at that time. My thanks, also, to Western Mail journalists. To Jim Driscoll’s relatives and the descendants of his friends – many of them Newtown people – I offer my thanks for their generous help, especially to Mr Bob O’Gorman, Jim’s nephew, Mrs Eliza Pearse, Jim’s half-sister, Mrs Kit Flynn and the family Burns of the Royal Oak Hotel, Cardiff (descendants of ‘Ocker’ Burns, Jim’s uncle), and Mr J. Driscoll, Jim’s godson.


Finally, my thanks to my father, one of Jim Driscoll’s greatest fans, for his memories.
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Chapter 1


My mother told me that on the night I was born, the moon was like a quarter Dutch cheese lying on its back over Cardiff Bay, and the dawn rose in a marmalade sky; that the day was filled with the flying of coloured birds and the tolling of bells.


‘Is that right, Carrie?’ I asked our lodger, when we got up.


‘Ach no,’ she replied, ‘your ma’s having you on. It was December, mun; snow was falling and bells were ringing a warning to the rest of mankind.’


A word about Carrie O’Shea, our lodger.


Most of the houses in Newtown had lodgers; the families took in dockers to make ends meet, but my mother took in Carrie because she was on the Irish potato boat when my family came over to Wales from Ireland. Tall and dark was she, coming from Drogheda, and she had a fierce way with her and a blazing gipsy temper, being of tinker stock. She had a bosom that cavorted and cuddled, and hips that drove the men demented; see her clip-clopping past the Duke of Edinburgh, for instance, which my Uncle Patsy kept; half the customers, on tiptoe, were cutting their throats for a look as she went past, her bonnet streamers fluttering, but she’d never spare them a glance.


‘Men?’ she would say. ‘Ach, ye can keep ’em!’


‘Me, too?’


‘For you, me sweet fella, I’ve got the ears of a brown mouse, so just keep talkin’, Driscoll, while I brush my hair,’ and she kissed me.


 


There was six of us in our family when I was coming up for six years old – my mother, my big brother Flurrie, my two sisters Martha and Mary Ann, and me and Carrie. We lived with Grandma Burns, a little tooty who kept a shop with my Aunt Emily in Twelve Ellen Street. And the bay-window bell was always going with bullseyes being lifted out of glass jars and the place jam-packed with women down from Pendoylan and Rosemary; like an Irish parliament it is in the shop, Carrie used to say, everybody talking, nobody listening. ‘Are ye there, Driscoll?’


‘Ay ay, coming now just,’ I called back.


‘Downstairs quick, Ma’s shouting for breakfast.’


Hop into my trews, pull the shirt tail between my legs, on with the boots and I combed my hair with my fingers as I ran downstairs.


‘Have you washed your hands?’ My mother now, swishing the kettle off the hob.


‘No, Ma.’ I was sitting there with me legs crossed.


‘Sharp to the bosh, then. Have you?’ She eyed my sister Mary Ann; aged eight, this one, two years older than me, and if you got the wrong side of her she’d land ye.


‘Yes, Ma,’ said she, and she gave me a toothless grin for her teeth were missing in front – knocked out fighting boys on the Bobtail. I washed my hands and scrambled up to the table.


Martha my big sister was eleven, three years older than Mary Ann: Flurrie my big brother was thirteen, and he came in from the back, bare-chested from washing out in the tub, and he looked as big as a man.


‘Shirt on and come to table, Flurrie,’ commanded my mother, and she poured a cup of tea and took it to Gran who was sitting in my father’s chair by the grate: not more than five foot up, this one; she ruled the house with her quick Italian blood.


Grace it was then, hands together, eyes downcast, and we finished up by blessing the Pope and then we were into it; bread and dripping mostly, toast for some, with Martha rushing about with the toasting fork and my big brother Flurrie into porridge, for he was starting work on Atlantic Wharf that day humping flour.


Quiet and gentle was Flurrie, speaking with his eyes, which were large and dark and filled with shadow; the image of my dead father whose picture stood beside the tea caddy where we kept the rent, and he was so handsome, said Carrie, that the men called him Pug-Ugly.


‘Don’t bolt your food, Driscoll!’


‘No, Ma.’


‘And stop licking your fingers,’ added Mary Ann.


‘It’s his fingers, leave him alone,’ said Carrie.


I love it when the family is together at table and the doors are shut and you can’t hear what’s going on in Ellen Street – the cries of kids, neighbours quarrelling, the shouts of hawkers, oil-men and knife-grinders. And my old gran sits there dozing with her boots up, seeing everything.


‘You looking forward to starting on the flour?’ asked Martha, and Flurrie grunted some reply: the hurt was in her, I could see it in her eyes, but she smiled sweet and sad at him as he got up and she followed him with her eyes as he went to the fire, warming his hands.


With her toast finished, she sits with her hands in her lap, this Martha, like a nun at prayer, her dark eyes watching Flurrie. Spare time she scrubbed up at Nazareth House, this one; three times to Church on Sunday was she, saying her rosary, once a week to Confession – we’ll have a nun in the house before we’re finished, my mother used to say – a contrast to my sister Mary Ann: I used to think she was a limb of Satan; Martha I thought of as the Virgin Mary.


‘Have you been out the back, Driscoll?’ asked Gran, still dozing.


‘No, Gran.’


‘Outside and do it, you know ye take a week.’


I mooched outside to the seat in the little house. They’ve only got one gaffer down on the potato boats but I reckon I’ve got five.










Chapter 2


Living with my gran and Aunt Emily made things easier, I suppose, but my mother had a bad time of it after my father was killed in the goods yard across the way from the Bobtail. Soon after I was born he was run over by a train and had his legs cut off. ‘Thank God my children have a good mother,’ said he, and died. Six years now she’d been a widow woman in Ellen Street, with lots of talk about us going home to Ireland, but we never did. Mind you, according to what Carrie lets loose at times, there were six-foot dockers putting years on themselves, for Ma was colleen dark; noble in the face, she walked like an African queen.


But, like Carrie, she had never spared a glance for another man since my father died, and every Sunday morning we would go up to Cathays cemetery to put flowers on his grave.


Saturday morning, though, was always a palaver when we went up to the Guardians to draw our Poor Relief; the three of us, Martha, Mary Ann and me standing in line with Ma putting on her shawl and bonnet and Gran patting and smoothing and looking behind ears, for you’ve got to present yourself decent for the Board of Guardians.


‘I’d lose no time powdering their faces, mind,’ said Mrs Hooley, popping her head in the kitchen from the shop.


‘Not powdering their faces, Mrs Hooley,’ said Gran.


‘A coat of flour and a racking cough could be worth another shilling a week, remember. Mrs Shannigan did her lot and it seemed to work.


‘Not begging, ye know, Mrs Driscoll,’ added the woman. ‘Just being practical – folks ’ave to eat.’


‘Please close the door, Mrs Hooley,’ called Gran. ‘It’s having the legs off me with draught: get about your business and leave us to ours.’ She stared at my father’s photograph.


Mrs Hooley sniffed. ‘I know what he’d ’ave you do, girl. Six shilling a week to keep four of ye? It’s a crying scandal.’


My mother was putting on her shawl and her little hands stopped moving, I noticed; small, thin hands had she, always moving . . . smooth thin hands with callouses from shovelling the murphys down on England Wharf when the Irish potato boats came in.


Her hands always stopped moving, I noticed, when anyone mentioned my father; sadness put cold thoughts upon her.


I stared up at Mrs Hooley. I wanted to shriek at her: ‘Get out! Get out!’


‘Ah well,’ said she, ‘best be going. I’m just slipping along to Tyndall Stores for a bit o’ fish off Mrs Murphy.’


‘Aye, you do that,’ said Gran.


My mother did a strange thing then; reaching out she gathered Mary Ann, Martha and me against her, and we stood within her arms while she gasped. Gran said, coming up:


‘Come on now, Liz, don’t take on.’


But my mother did not move; she held us, head bowed. Then she straightened, saying: ‘All right, what’s keeping you? Are we hanging around here all day?’


 


Good, it was, to be walking along Ellen on our way to the Guardians, me holding my mother’s arm, with Martha and Mary Ann coming up behind; happy good mornings left and right to neighbours, for sure enough if you want to get past them you’ll meet dozens of them. Inside the Odd Fellows, the Holly Bush Tavern and the Erin go Bragh, and outside the Harp of Old Ireland, the clients were already parting their whiskers and pouring in pints; some of these dockers were at it from six in the morning.


There were twenty publics in Newtown and five in Ellen Street, if ye didn’t count the Duke of Edinburgh six doors down from us, and where they get the money from I do not know, said Gran, but there’s some pretty long gullets hanging in the tap-rooms round these parts. Not that she was against anyone taking a drink, for she used to send me to the Duke for two penn’orth of whisky every Saturday night for medicinal purposes, and then put it in a glass of stout with a red hot poker.


Outside the All Saints Welsh Anglican the worshippers were going in to pray for the Queen, being good protestants and it was good mornings right and left, but half didn’t see me until I raised my cap, which was two sizes too big on a suit cut down from Flurrie.


 


There was a queue of people outside the Parish Offices, most of them coughing and beating their breasts, for corpses had a better chance of drawing relief.


Poor old Mr Devlin was there at the front, trying to keep out of the workhouse; he had a sick wife back home in Four Pendoylan and I’m not being parted from my Jasmine, he used to say.


‘Mercy and Providence spare us all, Mrs Driscoll,’ said he. ‘If this carries on we’ll be six feet down without a service.’


‘Aye, Devlin, aye!’


‘Is it right and true you’re marryin’ again, Mrs Driscoll?’ he asked then, and me heart stopped beating. Rocking on my heels I stared up at my mother’s face.


‘Not that I’ve heard of, Mr Devlin,’ said she. ‘And I’ll trouble you to mind your words in front of me childer.’


‘Aye,’ said he, unabashed, ‘but it’s good news, so it is – ye’ve had no chap since your Cornelius died, and ye need one to keep ye from the harshness o’ the times.’


‘Mrs Shaun Casey of North William Street!’ bawled a voice, and the face of a ferret peeped out of the Parish pigeon-hole, and Mrs Casey came up: in rags was she, and drooping; talk had it that she breast-fed her man through six weeks of typhoid fever: tigers they breed in Newtown, and she took her Parish Relief and wandered off.


‘Mrs Elizabeth Driscoll of Twelve Ellen Street!’ yelled Ferret, and my mother took us by the hands and stepped us up to be counted.


‘Good morning, Mrs Driscoll,’ said Ferret. ‘Six shillings relief the same as last week, kindly sign for it,’ and my mother said:


‘My eldest is not here today, sir. He started work on Atlantic Wharf this morning.’


‘Let each week care for itself, lady,’ said Ferret, and he dropped six shillings into her hand.


‘God mend you,’ said my mother, and took us away.


‘And God mend you, woman, for keeping your children decent.’


I liked old Ferret of the Parish Relief although he was Church of England. They say he reduced our money – not true.


‘Is it right you’re marryin’ again, Ma?’ whispered Martha, when we got clear.


‘Have you settled the date yet, Ma?’ asked Mary Ann, her blue eyes like saucers.


‘I have not.’


‘Will ye tell us when, Ma?’


‘When I know myself,’ said my mother. ‘Come.’


And she took us home to Twelve Ellen Street and we had leeks and murphys for dinner.


 


Two men came into my life soon after that; one was my uncle, Tom Burns, my mother’s brother; the other was Frank Franklin, a fella with a walrus moustache. The uncle first, then, who did less damage.


He was a fair-looking chap, aged about twenty; big and broad and with a dent in his nose I’d have given my soul to possess, to say nothing of a thick left ear. And the moment I set eyes on him I got the shakes, lest he tilted his cap at Carrie.


Since he once lived in Number Twelve with Gran, his mother, he’d come and gone a couple of times, so I’d considered myself safe, but now he was back in the vicinity, living up in Kite Street with other bachelors. I decided to keep an eye on him.


I liked this uncle – Ocker, he called himself, after a giant in one of his story books – three strides and this fella was in John o’ Groats from London, and I was fool enough to believe it.


So much for him: this Frank Franklin was much more important, and I saw him kiss my mother’s face on the doorstep, which can be a dangerous old business.


‘I told you, I told you – didn’t I tell you?’ I whispered in the bed, and Carrie humped and heaved and thumped the pillow with her fist.


‘Driscoll, you’re a hell of a chap for romancing – don’t be daft!’


‘I tell ye it’s true, Carrie. He’s arrived for marryin’.’


‘Give me strength – damned kids!’ said she.


But an hour later she was still lying on her back, staring up at the ceiling.


‘Well done, Liz,’ said she.










Chapter 3


That Mr Devlin in the Poor Relief queue had all his buttons about him, I remember thinking. He lived up in Pendoylan with his Jasmine while I lived down in Ellen Street with the bride-to-be; yet he knew what was happening under my nose while I hadn’t the faintest idea.


 


Bang bang on the back one Monday tea-time in September, and in he comes, this Frank Franklin.


I should have known there was something in the wind because we had a new starched cloth on the table: also, Carrie took a higher hitch in her skirt she kept for weddings and funerals, with a bit of white lace over the bosom. And there was a lot of fuss about me, such as has he cleaned his boots properly and look behind his ears, and people kept dragging me up to the light and smarming down my hair with spit.


Another thing I learned – this chap Franklin knew his way around, for he’d been coming for weeks, it seemed, while we kids were away at Children’s Mass; nor was he the only one mortifying his bowels for my mother; many others had come and been shown the door. Now it was please come in, Mr Franklin, and we’re very pleased to see you, Mr Franklin, and get off that chair, Driscoll, and let Mr Franklin sit by the fire.


This appeared to amuse him.


‘You call him Driscoll?’ he asked, while Martha took his coat and Mary Ann was grinning up at him with no teeth. My mother said, softly:


‘Cornelius saw Jimmy before he died, you understand,’ and she motioned to my father’s portrait on the mantel. ‘ “Hallo, Driscoll,” he said, and took him out of my arms, and kissed him. But we call him other things at various times.’


‘Well, well!’ exclaimed Gran, coming in with ostrich feathers. ‘Got company, have we?’ and she knew very well we had, for I’d never seen her done up like that before.


Happy greetings now and shy introductions, with Martha blushing to the roots of her hair and Mary Ann wriggling. Flurrie did it like a man – hand out, a grip, and a turn away – Carrie smiled into Frank Franklin’s face, all love and happiness for my mother: Aunt Emily was fetched out of the shop smelling of lily of the valley, well waisted and busted, the romance killing her. I liked my Aunt Emily; she was more to me than gob-stoppers, small beer and leather laces for boots. Wooed and widowed like Ma, was she.


And pretty my mother looked that tea-time; they made a handsome pair, give them credit. The sun came in as she opened the door to him; he bowed to her, cool and easy-mannered, and I flashed a look at my father’s portrait, wondering what he thought of him, for the moment this stranger entered his arms seemed to reach out and possess us, and I hated it.


Looking back, I think it is pretty when old folks near death start wooing. My mother looked beautiful that autumn afternoon in her long black dress and cameo of Queen Victoria, though what Victoria did for the Driscolls I shall never know. Her blue-black Italian hair was pulled back into a bun, white lace was at her wrists and throat – we hadn’t got much, but God, she made it stretch; her eyes, big and dark in her high-boned Anzani face, were bright, and her cheeks, usually pale, were flushed with joyous expectation: like a young girl she looked, meeting with her lover, and though I didn’t approve of it, it brought tears to my eyes.


The kitchen was filled with talk and laughter, the big square table tinkling with anticipation at the feast to come, but they had left the back door open, I recall, and I sat in a corner looking down a ray of sunlight . . . one long golden ray that had settled on my father’s photograph. With my boots on backwards and my suit on back to front, I sat amid all their joyful commotion in a dream of Leckwith Hill, where, said Flurrie, he and my father used to walk. When would this portrait come down? I wondered. When this new one had got his feet under the table?


‘Hallo, Driscoll!’ Mr Franklin’s eyes sorted me out over the shoulders of others; all heads turned to me. I raised my face to his across the table, and Carrie said with apprehension:


‘Mr Franklin’s talkin’ to ye, kid.’


I could tell by his eyes that he knew of the chasm between us.


‘Hey, wake up!’ whispered Mary Ann, giving me the elbow.


I heard Gran say, ‘He’s a great dreamer, mind . . .’ and Carrie raised her eyes, and frowning, said:


‘He’s shy, aren’t ye, Driscoll!’


The man’s eyes were smiling into mine, and I met them, dying inside. I knew no fear; I heard words within me say: ‘Oh God, let me die; let me slide under the table where it’s dark, away from the family’s stares.’


Amid the diminishing greetings, the false gaiety and laughter, the scraping of chairs as they were dragged along the bath-stoned floor, I sat in a self-imposed rigidity, not knowing why.


‘Lost his tongue,’ said Flurrie.


‘Ignore him, Frank,’ said Ma, softly, ‘you know what they are . . .’


I said: ‘Ma, can I get down?’


‘Get down, ye darlin’ thing?’ cried Aunt Emily, passing bread and butter, ‘you’ve only just got up.’


‘Ach, that’s it, then,’ interjected Carrie. ‘That’s what’s wrong with him,’ and she clattered back her chair. ‘Too shy to say, aren’t ye!’


I got down from the table and went slowly to the back door. Mr Franklin winked, but I didn’t wink back, and Carrie shouted in the silence:


‘You know, Mr Franklin, after you’re wed to Ma I’m marrying Driscoll to make it a foursome, for he’s a decent fella when the mood takes him, which isn’t often: he’s a sarsaparilla man, did ye know? I’d rather marry Driscoll sober than some tavern hooligan roarin’ with the drink in him!’


It worked. They joined in laughter, and Gran said, archly: ‘One thing’s sure, Carys, ye’ll be hanging round a bit.’


‘Aye, but I’m having a temperance chap.’ She got up from the table, saying to me: ‘Are ye away down the garden, then, or just hanging on the door?’


It was as if I could not move. Rooted, I stood by the kitchen door, my eyes on Mr Franklin, and my mother said, her hand delaying Carrie: ‘Leave him.’ Her eyes turned to me. ‘Come back to the table and sit down.’


‘Ach no, Liz,’ protested Mr Franklin. ‘The lad needs to go . . .’


Ma turned in her chair, facing me. ‘You’re behaving stupidly. Come and sit down or go upstairs to bed.’


With clenched fists, I walked past them all, into the hall and climbed the stairs to the bedroom. Carrie had some under-clothes and things lying across the bed, so I took them off and hung them over a chair; Mary Ann’s flannel nightdress, bright red, was on the floor.


I was getting into my nightshirt when Carrie came in. Furious, she whispered, stooping over me:


‘Well, ye’ve done it, haven’t you! You’re a marvel, aren’t ye? The dead’ll never tug the tail o’ your shirt, though you’re raising them, for you’re worth nothin’, Driscoll – nothin’! I’m sick and sad and sorry for your new father, and if I were him I’d beat the ass’s reins off ye after the wedding, so I would. Can ye hear the screechin’ tumult you’ve got us in downstairs? They’re sitting, not making a word. Hey you, listen to me!’ and she seized me and swung me to face her. ‘You’ve made ye mither cry, do you realise? She’s sitting there and the tears are on her face, because of you – for you’ve not just put the skids under this new one, you’ve brought your father back as well.’ She pushed me away from her. ‘Well, I’m finished with ye, Driscoll – do ye hear me? I’m done wi’ ye. Jesus, I wouldn’t marry you if you were the last man living!’ and she went out and slammed the door to bring down plaster.


 


I lay in a fraud of sleep when Mary Ann and Carrie came up, and darkness was on the window. When they started to undress I had to turn to face the wall, as usual, and Carrie came up and gripped my shoulder, saying:


‘Right, out! We’re choosy who we sleep with these days . . .’


‘He’ll give you the stick for sure,’ hissed Mary into my ear. ‘I hope he gives you the stick.’


Carrie hauled me out on the boards and I stood there in me bare feet chattering to loose my teeth. She cried: ‘Hop it, ye spalpeen – downstairs to sleep with Ma by special request of your new father.’


I raised my face. ‘Sleep with Ma?’ – this hadn’t happened since I could remember.


‘Ay ay, good for evil – Mr Franklin needs his head examined. Get going! If I had my way you’d be out the back and under the blutty mangle – away!’ and she opened the door and pushed me through it.


My mother was awaiting me, it seemed, for she turned up the bedside lamp as I appeared, and Martha, her eyes glazed with tiredness, walked past me, hands out, like a sleep-walking nun. My mother said:


‘Martha’s sleeping with Mary Ann and Carys from now on, Driscoll. When we move to a bigger house, you’ll be in with Flurrie, for you’re growing up, it seems. Meanwhile, you can sleep with me.’


‘Ach, that’s marvellous,’ I said, getting into the warmth of her and my arms went about her hard and strong.


‘Yes, I know,’ said she.










Chapter 4


It never rains but it pours, and Mr Franklin and my mother were married in St Paul’s Catholic Church in the summer of 1887, with my Uncle Ocker, still single (I was scared to death for Carrie) and holding the ring. There was a lot of sniffing and sobbing and Aunt Emily nearly fainting off, and half the population of Newtown were there to give happy congratulations, and me tied up in my new Sunday suit with my starched collar killing me.


Very alcoholic it all was, with the customers turning out of the taverns and a musical contingent from the Harp of Old Ireland present with drums and Irish bagpipes and Bridie Corrigan’s cart and donkey bringing up the rear for those who couldn’t travel.


Mind you, my family was a cut above all this; we always kept to ourselves, but you couldn’t stop the guests arriving; the men in polished bowlers and the women done up in grape-assembly hats. Weddings, and particularly funerals, were always well attended in Newtown, but it’s a scandal, said my gran, that a decent couple couldn’t get married in Irish-town without Crockherbtown riff-raff taking part.


Very pretty my mother looked on the day she married Frank Franklin, and I saw her glance towards the railway shunting yard on her way home, for it was in there that my father had been run over.


It is strange to me that God takes two people and joins them together in body and spirit . . . then takes one away and cuts him in half. I knew what Ma was thinking; like me, her mind was up by Plot F576 in Cathays cemetery. Although I never knew my father, Cornelius Driscoll, he was striding in my heart.


Perhaps Frank Franklin knew of this? But he guessed enough, I think, to take us out of Twelve Ellen Street and move us into Eleven Herbert, at the top of Bute West dock.


 


What is there, I wonder, about the rooms of a little terraced house that leans shoulder to shoulder with its friends to keep out the wind?


Gran and Aunty Emily stayed on, of course, for Emily was courting strong with a fella now, and soon, said Carrie, the place would be filled with little screechin’ childer.


With Gran down at Cardiff market and Emily in the shop, I walked around the rooms after the family had gone: here the stair that creaks, there the same old spider on the landing that Ma couldn’t reach; here the chair where my gran sits, there the bed where I once slept with Carrie.


When you poked the fire the grate smiled its redness, one tooth missing in front; dolefully, the tin bath hangs on the wall out the back, speckled with tears at being out all night – don’t forget to bring it, Driscoll, that’s your job, they said. The kitchen smelled of food and Gran’s bags of lavender stitched into her skirts; my father’s pipe rack was on the wall, forgotten, so I prised it off and put it into my pocket. The trouble with Twelve Ellen Street was the rent – six shillings a week, enough to break us.


The new house in Herbert Street was even more; God help us, I thought, for my new father was only a dock labourer on thirteen shillings, and that was if he didn’t get ‘blobbed’ – laid off.


With the tin bath on my back I went around to Herbert Street, and there the family was moving in: one there was a very old friend, Minnie Looney.


‘A little wedding present from Newtown,’ said little Minnie who was married to Potty Poole, living up in Adamsdown, and she dropped the shillings into my mother’s hands.


‘Oh no, Min, they can’t afford it!’ protested Ma.


‘Please take it, Liz – the least we can do, being Irish.’


Frank Franklin said: ‘Thank you, Miss Looney,’ and bowed to her.


Five feet up and drooping in her old man’s suit, Miss Looney smiled her rhubarb smile: bow tie, bowler, big square boots, with a toe sticking out: married these forty years to Potty, the seamstress, and though folks said they weren’t a full pound, Potty had a wedding ring to prove it: love is a very funny thing, said Carrie, it turns folks inside out; when Newtown dies the soul will move out of Cardiff.


 


Newtown, which was really our Irishtown, never even existed half a century ago. But the Marquis of Bute wanted cheap labour to build Cardiff docks, so he imported hungry Irish into Wales from the famines – walking ballast that could unload itself on the hoof, so to speak – and these, my ancestors, built Newtown. Then the Marquis went down upon his knees in St John’s and prayed for forgiveness for bringing in Papist immigrants. Where there was work to be done, folks fetched in the Irish: if Pharaoh had known about us, we’d have been on the bloody pyramids.


 


From the time I was five years old I helped my mother sell fish up and down the streets of Newtown. Up at the crack of dawn, the pair of us, for at eight o’clock Ma had to start her potato bundling in the ships coming into England Wharf.


‘Come on, look lively!’


Scarfed and shawled against the sea wind we’d go with our old pram to meet the Neale and West trawlers coming in from Cardiff Bay; this was long before little Tommy Letton sold fish from his barrow down Bute. And there, already waiting at the gutting tables, were the fish-wives of Newtown and Adamsdown, and you’ve never heard such a babble since they found Disraeli in bed with a widow at the Cow and Snuffers, said Carrie. With blood-red hands they’d slit and chop the herring, plopping the entrails into crimson buckets, and the language coming up from those tables was enough to take the shine off cassocks.


‘Wait here, Driscoll,’ my mother would say, ‘it’s cold up there on the dock,’ but I knew it was only because of the swearing women. Shivering, I’d wait till she came back with the pram loaded with herring, cod, mullet and skate – mackerel when in season.


By this time Newtown was awake; doors opening, dust being broomed out, lights going on in kitchen windows, babies being breasted or bottled, old men with dangling braces mooching down the garden, cats being booted, grans and granchers blowing at tea.


‘Fresh fish! Herrings and dabs, mullet and cod!’


There were no ladies around when my mother was the fishmonger. She bawled her wares like a man with my piping treble coming up in between: this was after my father died and before Frank Franklin came, of course. Through the cracked window of One Ellen Street I can see Billy O’Hara as we turn the corner for home. Off his food, so his mam says, since Carrie gave him the shove. Now, frowsed with sleep, he droops, scratching. Now he’s at his door.


‘Is Carys back from London, Mrs Driscoll?’


Plaintive, he begs, all two yards of him, and as far as I knew she’d never seen the skies over London.


‘Carrie must speak for herself, Billy O’Hara,’ replied my mother.


His trews slip down and he hauls them up, shivering in the frost. ‘Will ye put a word in for me, ma’am? I’m off the blob, ye know – working with your Flurrie on Atlantic Wharf, so I am . . .’


‘Aw, come on, O’Hara, where’s the man in you?’


‘Fresh from the bay,’ I shouted, giving him a wink. ‘Away wi’ you, mun, she’s having ’em two at a time, ye haven’t a chance.’


Which was true; December thought it was June when Carrie got going.


The pram grinds on down to Number Twelve, and my mother said:


‘That’s no way to talk, Driscoll; remember it.’


‘Yes, Ma.’


‘And no way for a man to behave – or Carys either,’ and her lips were pursed red as if she’d been eating cherries.


I chanced a glance at her; I never heard her speak that way about Carrie, and she added: ‘When folks come home after midnight, the Devil’s parading his broom. She must think we’ve been raised in Kibby’s Asylum.’ Which surprised me more. I was under the impression Carrie didn’t give a damn for fellas.


Mind, there was a bit of talk about Carrie around then, who was rising sixteen and learning what day it was, said Gran. And some of the brightness had gone out of the kitchen, which can come pretty dull when folks fall out. Old Mrs Cumber, who lived on ale and gossip, said she’d raise her garters for a wink over a hedge, but I didn’t know what she meant.


You could take lumps out of the silence some nights, when Carrie did herself up for prancing out; when you live with decent people ye keep yourself decent, said my mother.


And the chaps kept coming, hanging on the walls outside like string beans and things were cool within.


I hate the house when it is at odds with itself and folks go to bed without kissing goodnight. And I would lie up there in the belly of the bed with Mary Ann snoring one side of me and Carrie saying her prayers on the other.


‘Please God, don’t let me have a baby,’ she was whispering. ‘Please God, don’t let me have a baby.’


I could never get the hang of that, for you can’t have a baby until you’re married, according to Boyo, my mate. And you canna get up to any tricks at all, said he, until you’re twenty-one.










Chapter 5


I suppose, looking back, it is best for a family to be on their own when starting afresh, especially with this latest Romeo giving Aunt Emily the eye: she was as ravishing as an oleander flower and needed the place to herself, really speaking, and it was getting as dark as widow’s secrets in Number Twelve, said Carrie, with Aunt Emily smoothing and patting and what time is he arriving; putting years on poor old Gran, it seemed.


And that house had sad thoughts, too, like the time my father went out and didn’t come back; and when I, aged two, sucked the steam from the spout of the big, black kettle. For six weeks they fed me through scalded lips with a straw; even in dreams I remember that pain.


But it wasn’t so bright in Eleven Herbert Street that winter, either, in the year I was seven years old.


The Quakers and Salvation Army were out with their soup kitchens and the Newtown poor were standing in queues on the wintry streets. Aggie Bluebottom, the lady tramp, couldn’t get a night in the Spike and was found froze to death in Adamsdown on Christmas morning; and Benaiah Methodist was dead in his chair by the empty grate of Six Pendoylan with the rent in his hand and his beard white icicles.


A strike of coal miners was going on up in a place called Tonypandy, and when they sneeze we cough, said Gran. Then the dockers came out and the folks inside were sick and sorry, with bailiffs throwing their furniture out into the snow. But it wasn’t so bad down Herbert Street for my new father was working, and so was Flurrie, and Ma and Carrie labouring on the potato boats coming in from Brittany.


The family seemed to straighten with pride now we weren’t in the queue for the Guardians of the Poor. Mind you, I didn’t go a lot on this new father, Frank Franklin, though everybody else seemed to approve of him, including Ma, and Carrie was giving me stick whenever she saw me these days.


‘You’re a pig’s eye, d’ye hear me, Driscoll? Treatin’ him superior like that.’


 


The winter passed. Astonishingly, we were still alive; spring came rushing over the land, and the days shone, said Mr Franklin, ‘with Arcadian tranquillity’. A great lad for the poets was he.


I was playing pitch and toss for farthings with Tim, Boyo’s older brother, when Frank Franklin came walking over the Bobtail. He were a big, good-looking chap with muscled shoulders, easy in the walk, like a boxer.


‘Here comes your new pa, Driscoll,’ whispered Tim.


Now make off; cross over the bottom of Tyndall Street, sod him.


‘Your new pa’s waving, Jim Driscoll.’


Tim was an upstanding chap; like a young priest, Carrie used to say, upright before his altar; he wears on his face a quiet serenity.


‘Ain’t you going to wave back, then?’ asked Tim.


‘To the devil wi’ him!’


‘What’s wrong with you? Your ma says things are better now Mr Franklin’s settled his boots under your table.’


Through the railings I could see Sarah Porridge breasting it around the Bobtail. Bumptious and cocky, she were looking for a fight, for this was her hobby, fighting boys. Black Sarah was the biggest piece in the school and our Mary Ann was her mate. She’d tie her plaits on top of her head and hit hell out of you, for nothing, and Mary Ann used to look on as her audience, her goofy eyes like saucers.


‘Coming in for tea, Jimmy?’ This new father never called me Driscoll.


‘Hey, you,’ whispered Tim, elbowing me, ‘your new father’s talking.’


But I didn’t turn to him, because Sarah Porridge had found a boy, some half-wit come down from Adamsdown who didn’t know her capers, and she was letting him have it, swinging to hit his head off.


She didn’t fight fair, this one. If she got you up against a wall she’d crack one into your goolies, and while you were hopping about, she’d slam you one in the chops. Let her in close, said Boyo, and she’d bite your ear, and ‘Don’t hit me in the chest, lads,’ she used to say, ‘because of me poor little titty-barbs.’


‘You should keep away from that rough girl Sarah,’ my mother used to say to Mary Ann. ‘One day she’ll meet a lad who fights back, and if you’re around, you could get hurt.’


I saw the shadow of my new father on the grass before me and gripped the railings with a new strength.


‘Come on, lad, come on, it’s time for tea,’ he said, and turned me to face him.


A sickness rose in my throat as I sat at the table in Herbert Street, facing his gentle smile over the starched white cloth. Why should I want another father? I wondered, I’d already got one. And if you cupped your hands around his pipe rack, or took a pipe to bed . . . you could get the smell of his tobacco, and he seemed to come alive.


 


Wee Willie Shaughnessy was doing it up against our front door again when I went out that summer evening to visit my real father in the cemetery, and Carrie cried from the top window: ‘Will ye put that thing away, Willie Shaughnessy, it’s the bane of me life!’ and then she softened, seeing me nearby on the road. ‘And where might you be off to, pray?’


She was a terrible woman for other people’s business; a word in the wrong place and she’d put it round Town; but she suddenly remembered and put her finger in her mouth and smiled at the sun, saying: ‘Ach, I remember – you’re away up to Cathays. Shall I come too, me lovely?’


‘No.’


‘Then will ye lay a little flower on his grave for me?’


‘Yes.’


‘Blessed be your heart,’ and she turned and yelled down at Willie: ‘If ye don’t stop ye piddlin’ on people’s doorsteps, I’ll be down there with scissors and put it in me work-box, you hear me?’ and she slammed shut the window and came clumping down the stairs, which sent Willie off.


He was an extraordinary fella, this Willie Shaughnessy, for he spent most of his time with his dangle out, and now he was away up Herbert Street like the wind, with me behind him, for the last one I wanted up at Cathays with me was Carrie.


Things were a mite better between my mother and Carrie since my step-father became head of the family – she’d cut down her sparking by at least three per cent, said Flurrie. But the real change came when Gran Anzani took a hand in it; I heard her say:


‘One more midnight promenading, my girl, and ye’ll be meeting me in the hall,’ which was enough to put the breeze up Redmond Coleman, let alone Carys.


Knocking seventeen was Carrie now, all peaches and cream and dark curls, and the kitchen lit up when she came into it. Half the bachelors in Town were shrinking their loins for her: the mice peepin’ up her skirts must be as big as quart glasses, said Skibby O’Leary of the Bedford Arms, and he was ninety.


 


It was a dusk of summer stars, that evening I went up to Cathays to see my father, with no threat of the storm to come: Rat Island lay as black as a witch’s bodice under the warm, July moon.


Rat Island was another world to us kids of Newtown; skirted on one side by the Old Glamorgan canal and on the other side by the Taff, it was a haven from the clattering poverty of Irishtown.


In summer, Rat was a paradise of unholy stinks, its vast, flat mud-cake riddled with fissures from the heat of the sun: come winter these cracks filled with slime and oil from the boiler-cleaning of the Severn Mouth. Amazingly, the seeds of Eastern flowers took root here; convolvulus and oleander flowers bloomed in secret places; bamboo and tiger lilies shot up briefly to meet the sun, before they realised that their lives were limited to the span of a butterfly, then they died. Dropping out of the crates unloading from the docks, the wonders of the West Indies and Africa flooded in on the tides, a few seeds surviving to grow into splendid, variegated colours. And sometimes I’d gather enough to lay on my father’s grave; supplementing a single bloom, perhaps, with dandelion and daisy chains, which I fashioned while sitting under Grangetown Bridge, breathless, after my run from Rat Island.


And now, with convolvulus blooms already dying in my arms, I went along the canal bank to Crockherbtown Tunnel and up North Road to Woodville and the cemetery; thunder clouds were threatening from the east and black-gowned monks of rain hurrying across the sky. At my father’s grave, I knelt; no stone recorded him, just a cross of wood:


 


PLOT F576: Theresa, aged one year,


died 20th December 1879: her father


Cornelius Driscoll, aged 27, died 6th


    Aug. 1881; both of Newtown


 


I’d often wondered about my sister, Theresa, born two years before me and named after Gran, who was Theresa Anzani. My father made her coffin, Ma said, and she lay in the front room with a white rose in her hand, one they found blooming on Minnie Looney’s patch. Now they lay together, my father and his girl, under a wood cross: later I raised a monument on the grave, but a war came, and a bomb blew it down.


 


I am a man now, but I remember the thoughts of my childhood.


Kneeling there in the growing darkness I sought some forgotten union with my father, not in this world, but another. It was a strange but beautiful world of tangled flowers and restful enormity. In this place he awaited me; it was impossible to think of him lying there in Cathays with Theresa in his arms surrounded by other dead. Always he was there awaiting me, and I heard his voice against the murmur of crowds; there were two white posts rearing skyward and an oval ball soaring against the sun.


Rain began to fall as I spread my flowers over the plot; the wind, rising, blustered among the gravestones, and in the sudden chaos of a downpour I knew an affinity with my father. I had never known before. It was as if my being was consumed, snatched up, lifted by unseen arms and carried aloft. The phenomenon brought no fear to me; I willingly lent myself to this suspension in nothingness, and as I knelt, there grew about me an enveloping light.


I saw my father’s face in that light. So clearly did it rise before me that I could have shouted with joy . . . and then the vision faded and I knew cold. Cold and wetness replaced the warmth, bringing loneliness and fear.


The rain was sheeting down now; the flowers were merging their colours into muddy reality, the grave was puddled. Rivulets of brown water were running in sheets to the roaring drains, the tombstones were shining in wetness. And then I saw standing above me two people, a man and a woman. The woman was speaking in gasps, urgently; the man bent and gathered me up into his arms. His stubbled chin was rough against my face as he carried me, and the woman hurried along beside him, her heels clattering on the pavement. Later, the man stopped and gave me to the woman, and he took off his coat and wrapped it around me.


 


‘Do ye see this?’ whispered Carrie back in the kitchen of Eleven Herbert Street, and she held up a fist. ‘Scare us to death like that again, an’ you’re having it!’


‘He’s awake?’


‘He’s awake, so he is!’


‘Must be light on top,’ said Mary Ann, ‘going to sleep on a grave . . .’


‘Leave him,’ said Mr Franklin.


But they fussed around me, whispering, questioning; tugging at the blanket the man held about me: Gran and Ma; Martha crying by the kitchen window; Mary Ann with her face an inch from mine, and Carrie walking the room like a caged tiger, frightened into panic.


‘What’s happened?’ asked Flurrie, coming in the back, and the grip of the man’s hands about me tightened; deeply, he said:


‘Right, enough. Out of here, all of you. Away to bed wi’ the lot of you. The child can’t sleep with all this clatter.’


Strangely, they all obeyed him.


‘Close your eyes, son,’ said Mr Franklin. ‘Sleep . . .?’


Later, they told me that I nearly died; a chill, then pneumonia; and my new father scarcely left my side.


 


They made me a bed by the fire in the kitchen, and a couple of nights later old Carrie came down in her nightdress; I suppose she was ashamed of herself for the terrible things she’d said to me, for she stood in the doorway in her bare feet and her hair down her back.


‘You asleep, Driscoll?’


‘Aye.’


‘Are ye feeling all right, mun?’


‘Ach, I’m foine. Go to bed, woman.’


At this she shrugged couldn’t care, and sat on the floor beside me and her nightie moved and I saw the curves of her, and she was beautiful for sleeping on. And she said to me:


‘Driscoll, things’ll be better, I’m tellin’ ye.’


‘O aye?’


‘Yes indeed. Do you know what I do when things get tough? I take meself up high to the Smiling Land. You should try it sometimes, instead of sleeping on graves.’


‘Ee, go on with ye!’


The flickering fire was shadowing her face like the tongues of the dragons I’d seen in the grate, and I added: ‘Where’s this old place you’re telling of, then?’


‘Up Leckwith Hill.’ And she sniffed disregardingly, and made no eyes to mention.


I turned my back on her. ‘Pull the other one.’


‘But it’s a fact I’m telling you, Driscoll, and no lies whatever,’ and such was the music of her that I turned back to her face. ‘If you climb that high on Leckwith Hill till ye see the tops of the trees in the valley, and you lay on your back and look at the clouds, you can walk up into the Smiling Land. Not on ye feet, you get me, but in your mind. Do you understand me, Driscoll?’


She was a fair one for the imaginings was Carrie O’Shea, and if you let her she’d have you nearly as puggled as her. But such was the brightness of her eyes and the expression of wonder upon her face that I heaved myself back into the warmth of her, and she said:


‘The mountains up there are nut-cakes; the hills are topped with honey. The rivers are made of milk and the brooks and streams are the small beer ye get at the fêtes.’


‘Ah Jesus, woman, you’re fairylated!’


‘Ay ay, perhaps. But I’m sayin’ it’s true, nevertheless. And I’ll tell ye something more for all your disbelieving. There’s wee fellas in green up there above Leckwith Hill, sitting on the boulders playing piping music, and I’ve seen the same cod-galloping along in the woods back home, so they must have popped over for the day from Ireland.’


‘Is that a fact?’


‘It is. And somethin’ else, and be careful now in disbelievin’, for you’ll land in a stew if ye deny it to a livin’ soul.’ She leaned towards me and I could have put me head on the pair of them and dropped off right there. ‘I’ve seen the tylwyth teg . . .’


Now, statements like that would put the wind up Dan Mendoza, for if you deny the tylwyth teg in public, your goolies will drop off, says Boyo. Dear me, there’s terrible bloody things, the Welsh Fairies.


Carrie lowered her voice to a husky whisper and gripped me. ‘I seen them, I tell you, Driscoll. Up in the city above Leckwith; sitting on the chimneys and combing out their long fair hair.’


‘Jesus!’


‘Aye, I have, I swear it! Gold hair and silver eyes and fingers have they. And one December I saw them skating on a pond as naked as babies.’


‘Jawch!’ I ejaculated, going Welsh.


‘Ah mun, but they’re beautiful I’m tellin’ ye,’ and she clasped her hands like a monk in prayer. ‘Jim Driscoll, I never seen such beautiful things in all my life. No tears, no cryin’, no hungry starvings, nobody being blobbed. Just loving and laughing and children playing – you don’t see any sniffing sad on tombstones in the Smiling City up Leckwith Hill.’


Her voice was so husky that I nearly dropped off.


‘Sleep,’ said Carrie, ‘sleep, eh? And you start from now, thinking of beautiful things . . .?’


I don’t remember her going.










Chapter 6


Looking back over a lifetime, I reckon that I enjoyed best the years between seven years old and eleven; this could have been because I’d found a new father.


There was about him a quietness of manner and a slow, easy grace in everything he did; he commanded us with smiles and kindness, speaking only when it was necessary. So, although I liked living in Number Eleven Herbert Street (but I longed to get back to my beloved Ellen Street) I made no complaint when he took the furniture into the street, he and Flurrie, with Ma playing hell about the move, then carried it up to Number Nineteen.


‘What for?’ I asked my father, but he was looking at the sky and did not reply to this.


‘Why are we shiftin’?’ I asked Carrie.


She was peeling potatoes in the bosh. ‘More room,’ said she.


‘Number Nineteen’s the same size as this place.’


‘It is not – another bedroom,’ and she wiped stray hairs from her face with her arm.


‘We’ve got three now,’ I said, and she sighed, whispering:


‘God give me strength. How old are you?’


I told her.


‘Then you’re old enough to have noticed your ma’s pinny.’


I had. She was having trouble getting it under the table, and there was a lot of queer talk in the house, mostly from Gran, such as: ‘If ye trip on the stairs, Liz, try to slide down on your bottom,’ and ‘Watch the corners of that copper, in case you damage the brain – old Aggie’s never been the same since she had her head hit on the copper.’ Also, to my astonishment, Ma started getting up in the night, going downstairs and making sardine sandwiches.


‘What’s up with Ma?’ I asked Carrie.


‘Away from under me feet, ye daft wee nut!’ So I put it to Boyo, who was an expert on such things.


‘Is your pa kissing and whisperin’ to her a lot these days?’


‘Aye, he is, he’s spoonin’ something terrible.’


‘That’s it, then,’ said he. ‘She’s going to have a baby.’


It was the beginning of a line of little Franklins, for my new father never did anything by halves.


 


The first Franklin child Ma had was my little sister Elizabeth, but she was only half a baby, Carrie explained to me, and she was not baptised.


Later came Rose, Emily, Lizzie, Tom, Frankie who died, and Lisheen, whom I loved best.


But the first to arrive, after the Half-a-Baby, was Eliza. Beautiful was she, a tiny doll perfect in face and form, and we thought she might stay awhile, said Ma, but no . . .


Sad was my town that year of the Big Strike in 1890. The fire-glow had gone out of our kitchen, for the railway police were searching the houses in Newtown for stolen coal. No longer we heard the clank-clank-clank of the marshalling yards; the giant truck trains lay like dead snakes against the buffers; the Atlantic Wharf sheds were deserted and everything was covered with snow. And the big locos sat paralysed, their fire-boxes frozen in the sidings. I got pneumonia again, which I seemed to catch every other year now – I’d always been weak in the chest; you won’t raise him, Liz, lest he has red flannel against his skin, and they dressed me up in Mary Ann’s nighties.


When the Railway Strike went on, the people began to die.


In every street in Newtown there were funerals that strike year. My mate, Boyo, lost his gran; she was as thin as a flute at the best of times, giving her food to Boyo, and a child called at their door – a child carrying fever, folks said, and she breathed in his gran’s face . . . and she went upstairs, and died. Never have I seen a boy cry like Boyo that November; grans are special old coves.


The publics were deserted: Mr Maldwyn Thomas, who used to walk around in rugby kit, was blue in the face and coughing his last, said Carrie, but he didn’t. Thin and pale were the painted gold-ankle ladies who paraded along Bute Street. People used to crouch over their lamps on the kitchen tables and blow into frozen fingers, and ice was in the priest’s beard when he went to last rites. Irishtown, supported only by the Board of Guardians and the warmth of neighbours who shared everything, lay silent under a foot of snow . . . God doing His best, said Ma, to paint out the impiety.


 


Cold in our house, too, mind, for Pa and Flurrie, though dockers, were strong for the railway union, so they dropped tools in sympathy. Later, my father left the docks and began to travel to Brittany as a potato agent for England’s on the wharf, but this hadn’t started yet. Even Carrie grew thin and her hair came out of curl. She used to take bits from her plate and put them on mine, and I used to whoof these like a mad thing, thinking she didn’t want them. By the time Christmas came, the only people working in the house was Ma, Carrie and me.


When there was nothing left in the larder my gran came down and put some in, for she had the shop in Ellen Street; but as the strike went on, she and Emily went short as well – no customers. So my father and Flurrie sank their pride and went to sign on, breaking strike, but the moment the management saw them, they were blobbed, which meant being laid off.


So they left Newtown, my father and Flurrie, and began an unemployed march to Swansea, and when they had been gone a week, my mother came from her bed, where she was carrying my little sister; came downstairs and tied on her sack apron.


‘Oh no, you’re not!’ whispered Carrie. ‘Go back to bed!’


‘So what do I do – sit at home and watch my children starve?’ cried my mother.


‘Liz, with two months to go, you’ll lose it!’


‘Aye, well that’s one way, isn’t it? If I have the child, can I feed it?’


‘God will provide,’ said Martha, telling her beads.


‘No doubt,’ said Ma, ‘but there’s folks worse off than us, so He’ll see to them first.’


The dawn was breaking over Newtown, I remember, in rolling clouds of redness; it was like the end of the earth. The January wind was tearing in from Cardiff Bay with knives in him.


‘Come,’ said Ma, and tied back her hair with black ribbon and tightened the big leather bending belt at her waist.


‘For years I’ve served that Gob Mulchai, the England foreman; now he serves me,’ and she went up Herbert Street with her brood behind her. Scarfed and bundled against the wind and rain, we followed – Carrie, Martha, Mary Ann and me.


 


When the potato boats came into England Wharf from Ireland and Brittany, gangs of dockers, men, women and children, would swarm aboard them to bag the ‘loosers’: these were the spuds that had spilled out of torn bags, something the cranes couldn’t handle. It was hard. See the women with their skirts tied between their knees on a twelve-hour day, working with their big wooden shovels till they dropped, for twopence an hour.


‘But it’s warmer in the holds than out in the brickfields, thank God,’ said Ma. ‘Ach, I can handle it, get on wi’ you!’


 


Now, Gob Mulchai Foreman was a brutal gunk of a man, but like the rest of them he respected my mother for her courage. And now he shouted down:


‘Hey, what’s wrong wi’ ye, Liz Driscoll, or whatever they call ye?’


Ma, exhausted, was leaning against a bollard in the hold, trying to be sick, and she cried:


‘Get about your business, Mulchai!’


‘Are you in the pinny club again?’


‘Suppose I am? What’s it to you?’


The rain was pouring down into the ship’s hold, and Carrie reached her first, holding her. And Mulchai bawled:


‘I’ll be tellin’ ye, woman! It’s my business when it slows the loosers. What’s wrong with you lot, don’t you want the money?’


The wind was blustering around the derricks, whistling in the rigging out from Tiger Bay. Up and down England Wharf the women and kids were at it; humping the murphys along the docks like scurrying ants under the bawled commands of Gob’s sub-foremen, and Carrie yelled up at him:


‘She’s a good worker, Mulchai, so leave her be, or I’ll tell ye what you can do with your bloody loosers!’


Ma said, bending to the pain: ‘Oh heisht you, Carrie. Hush!’


And the foreman shouted at the sky like a man in pain: ‘God help us! They’re either in the family way or enough lip to shame the Devil. Come up here and get your cards,’ and my mother cried:


‘Didn’t a woman labour for you, Mulchai? We’re down on the rent. We need the money, or we’re out in the street. What kind of man are you, for God’s sake?’


And Sharon Gold, the Jew-girl from London, came breasting up. Her man was dying with a growth in his stomach up in Ten Pendoylan, and her children were in rags. Folks said she was short of a pound up top, and her face was with madness:


‘Are ye going or comin’, Gob Mulchai? If not, I’m up there to shift you with this,’ and she waved her shovel, turning it upside down. ‘Or come down here and we’ll have ye in the club as well – I’ll make ye a founder member.’


The women shrieked at this, stamping about, and the derricks swung and the dockers were shouting for bags.


‘Was your mither never in pain, you beast of a man, Gob Mulchai?’ Carrie now, getting her rag out, for he was raising language now that would bring a blush to the Devil.


‘You, come up!’ he commanded, pointing down at her.


‘You come down and bloody get me!’


Meanwhile, my mother had slipped to the deck; gripping the shovel she bent above it, and I put my arms about her, for she was shivering.


‘Och, leave me, Driscoll!’


‘Ma!’


‘Leave me!’ and she made to rise.


I held her and stared up at the foreman. And hatred, deep and pure, ran riot in me. I decided, at that moment, that he would be my first man; very handsome he’d look with no teeth, I thought, with his hands crossed on his chest and ready for burial. When I was a man I would come back to this place and kill Gob Mulchai.


‘Out the lot of ye,’ cried he. ‘All you bloody Driscolls – out!’


Somehow we got my mother up the ladder and out of the hold, and we walked home, the five of us, in the rain.


Ma didn’t lose Eliza then, though it was a close thing, said Carrie, but others lost their families, and the little black carts carrying the children’s coffins threaded their way through the streets of Newtown.


Out came the Quakers, as usual, when things were bad, and set up their soup kitchens on the pneumonia corners, and the Salvation Army band boomed and blasted and rattled their boxes for the starving poor; God gave top marks to the Quakers and Salvationists in those days, I reckon.


A few other important things happened that year of the Railway Strike.


Pa and Flurrie came back from Swansea and signed on for work up in a place called Tredegar, which helped a bit on the money. A new boxing champion from Adamsdown arrived, and his name was Big Dennis, and he started duffing up everybody in sight. Mrs Dunnie Dai Davies up in North William Street had a Sicilian for her third baby – she’d always had trouble in this direction, said Ma, who suddenly held her stomach, said ‘Good God’ and went upstairs with my baby sister for the birthing.


Aye, she was beautiful, this baby sister; all the other kids being walked in soap boxes were slugs in bonnets compared with her, and I was as proud as a young father when I took her out on to the Bobtail.


But we only had her a few months, when she died, too.


My mother wept and wept. Two in three years, she said at the lighted candles.


Where is God?


 


It was in the shivery cold and the starvings of the Big Strike were still upon us. All the family were down in the kitchen beside my little sister’s cot, for here it was warm; the rooms upstairs being with icicles.


Gran and Aunt Emily had shut their shop and come up from Number Twelve; Uncle Ocker arrived on tiptoe from his pub the West Dock in Tiger Bay with Aunt Cathie, his young bride.


Bang bang on the back, and in comes another.


Sighing deep, Carrie opened it, and Minnie Looney and Potty Poole stood there shivering in their rags. Bowler-hatted was Minnie; both in funeral black.


Taking their hands, Carrie drew them within, and Minnie held out the white rose she had found in her garden. I heard her whisper to Carrie:
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