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    PROLOGUE




    SHE CAME STRAIGHT FOR me out of the crowd at the Royal Welsh Show. There was no avoiding her, as she looked me in the eye. She was clearly a Romany, a gypsy; I’d met women like her many times selling pegs around the houses.




    ‘Can I read your palm for a pound?’ she asked. Being a rather insecure kind of fellow, I gave her two quid just to make sure.




    ‘I see three things,’ she said. ‘I don’t believe you will win anything, like the football pools or the lottery, but you’ll be fine.




    ‘Secondly, I think, in years to come, you’ll die near a mountain or a river.’ Now in Wales, you’ve a fair chance of doing that. ‘The third vision I see, is of you having three careers.’ She was a wee bit misty as to what the third career was. A hint would have been handy.




    Well, I’m in my sixties so, unless the government wants us to work for ever, the third career had better raise its head sooner rather than later. I wait with bated breath for a clue from the far horizon.




    If the third career is, in any way, as fulfilling as the first two, then I’ll have no complaints. For my benefit, the Good Lord has always worked a full week. He’s never been reduced to short time.




    Education and broadcasting have been fertile fields for me and some of the more telling experiences are related in this book but as I still work for the BBC, tales continue to unfold and will be shelved for another time, another place, another book. The spine of this publication draws on early life and the ingredients that made this ‘broth of a boy’ a Nobleman in Wales, if only by name.




    Everyone is born with definite qualities, weaknesses, strengths, abilities and ineptitudes. It’s life that hones the original product and I firmly believe that each of us is sculpted by two influences, people and places. Our forebears have moulded us and, in turn, as we get older, we become the sculptors, influencing and shaping those who follow.




    Never have thoughts that your children or your grandchildren lack respect or never listen to a word you say. Thirty years down the trail, they will be saying and doing things because they saw you do them and say them. You will “go on”, be reassured.




    My early moulding was in Brynaman and my story takes in the people and places that shaped me. The village, the infants and junior school, all left their mark upon me, thankfully never a scar.




    The grammar school at Ammanford in my formative years threw me headlong towards College in Cardiff, and then to a map of teaching lay-bys and life’s stopovers.




    Aberdare became my home, by lust and love, and I’ve been well content in the Heads of the Valleys for over 40 years. I had the better deal on the relationship front, for Elaine is very attractive and must have first met me on a dark or stormy night when she was totally disorientated.




    Richard is our only child. I think we would have liked more but it wasn’t to be. My wife Elaine is one of three, her mother was one of three and her sister had three, so three was a figure that came to mind for ourselves. Number one in each of those trios was a girl so, psychologically, we must have been expecting a girl. In fact, when Richard was born, I had been sent to another room, because of complications, it was that era, and when they informed me that we had a fine son, my response was, “Are you sure it’s a boy?” The reply was succinct, “Mr Noble. I’ve been in midwifery for thirty years so I’m pretty positive about this one … he’s a boy!” When a nurse handed me our brand new Noble it was magical and I can still feel his weight and warmth to this day.




    I was an only child, so the Noble re-production number was what prevailed on the conveyor belt in our house. Richard is Number 1 son, and we’re proud of him.




    The move from education to broadcasting was a chasm-covering leap. After all, I had a good job; I was a primary school headmaster. In the end, fate took a hand, and my intellect was brought into question, as will be revealed, an insult turned to incentive.




    They say the world can be divided into two kinds of people, those who “do” and those who get the credit for it. I think the world can be divided into three kinds of people, those who “make things happen” those who “watch things happen” and, those who merely ask, “What’s happening then?”




    I’ve never been a decisive person. If I was an army general we’d still be on some hill debating where the attack should be. I believe though, that fate can help.




    It was once suggested that “fate is what happens to you and destiny is what you do with what happens to you”, but, now and again, you have to put your head above the parapet, so that destiny can see you.




    Well, at vital moments of my life, I was pushed by some hidden force, director or angel, so I have been fortunate in my life-support team.




    Everyone has the right to be the hero in their own novel, even if others believe it to be only a booklet, or even a pamphlet.




    Everyone has a right to make his mark, a sign to show “I was here!”




    None of the experiences, stories or events unfolded here are heroic, but it is a Noble tale, honestly remembered and related.




    Each tale has its place and, in the list of communities listed in the book, something happened there that moved it in my mind, to a memory beyond its mere geographical spot in Wales.




    If society is a quilt, then I place my little patch before you in a free-range, random design. In my mind, you cannot have the foresight to know where you’re going without having the insight of knowing where you are and the hindsight of where you’ve been and what brought you here.




    For the Nobleman in Wales, it’s a journey “Back to the Future”.


  




  

    A MATTER OF PEDIGREE




    I WAS ONCE TOLD that if you know where your great-great-grandmother, on your mother’s side, was from, then that’s your true ancestral patch on the planet.




    I don’t know if that has a grain of truth in it, probably not, bearing in mind most family backgrounds are not so much “trees”, but thick shrubberies, or complex bushes. On the other hand, if it is so, then I am from the depths of Carmarthenshire, around Caio, Pumsaint and Crugybar, near the famed Roman goldmines of Dolau Cothi. The ancient sinews of that rural patch puts a pedigree Welsh stamp on my credentials. Beyond that relative certainty, it all gets a bit elastic.




    What of the rest of me? Now, we’re talking a cocktail of bloodlines. Going backwards on my father’s side on the Noble trail, I can take in Penybanc, Ammanford, with a touch of British Columbia, Canada, thrown in, Pembroke Dock, Tenby over three generations, Tor Point in Cornwall and south of Bury St Edmunds in Suffolk.




    Add to all of that the fact the man I thought was my grandfather on my mother’s side, wasn’t, and my great-grandfather on the same side is also lost in the mists of time, a total unknown to me, and you can see that my lineage doesn’t get back to the time of the Mabinogion legends without several side-steps.




    So, when you say you’re Welsh, what are you? Well, I’ve been both suspicious and jealous of those who say, with authority, that they can trace their family tree back to Maxen Wledig, or Taliesin or Mardwyddan, the son of Llyr around about 500 BC, when the White Book of Rhydderch and the Red Book of Hergest had their ancient stories incorporated into the Mabinogion, the mythology of Wales. I couldn’t get far on that pure, ancient road, without falling in the gutter several times.




    To have deep roots, and a real sense of place and belonging, is one thing, but I do get a little uncomfortable as to how near the hearth and fire of home many of us would be allowed to curl, if scrutiny of background and genealogy was too stringent. Research on the family tree is a dicey business, with frail branches, twirly twigs and nasty knots at every level.




    The Celts, so we’re told, came to Cymru in stages, from the Halstadt region of what is now southern Germany, or north from Spain and the Iberian Peninsular; the former being tall and blond, the latter being dark-haired and stocky, with legs that were short but very willing. I think there’s a strong case for a lot more of our ancestral tribes having come from Iberia than Germany, for the retail store Marks and Spencer will tell you that the typical Welsh Celt, of South Wales in particular, has an inside leg measurement of 29 inches. More 29 inches inside leg trousers are sold in South Wales than any other part of Britain. That’s scientific proof enough for me of the Iberian Celtic link.




    To all the broth and cawl of personal background must be added other ingredients. There are the “comers in” at various stages of history, especially to the great magnet of the industrial revolution. They arrived from all over the place, the rural areas of Wales, the West Country of England, the Midlands, Ireland, Spain, Italy, Poland and several other countries in Eastern Europe. Wales was a catalyst of industrial advancement and was a melting pot of nationalities, a Klondike on the edge of Western Europe. What a mixture of cultures and ethnic diversity.




    My wife Elaine’s family, on her mother’s side, is from the Cannington area of Somerset. I have a sizeable sliver of Suffolk in me. I’m also told that the Nobles originally came to Britain with the Normans, but there were two types of Noblemen. First, you had the Noble Norman Lord, on horseback, with his helmet, shield and sword to head and hand. Secondly, you had the Noble’s men, who held the lord’s horse and cleaned up after him. You do not need to guess which Nobles we were, yes, the fellow travellers, the serfs. We knew our place.




    All of this makes us mongrels I suppose, but, then again, I’ve always had a lot of time for mongrels. They’re very loyal and tend to be clean around the house.




    The pre-Roman tribes who lived in our neck of the woods and hills had their particular traits and peculiarities, I’m sure, although a common habit was the blue woad decoration on wild Friday nights when they were gate-crashing some Roman “do” or other.




    Talking of tribes and their descendants, it was once suggested to me by a Cornishman, when I was filming the Celtic corners of Europe for BBC Wales, that there was more in common between the Cornish Celt and the South Wales Celts than there was between the South Walians and the North Walians. It’s an interesting theory but with devolution in Wales and the Welsh Assembly Government seeking new powers, it’s probably best to leave such a suggestion in the “noted, but no action envisaged” file, at the back of the cupboard. It would only cause tears and a gnashing of politically sensitive teeth.




    Other countries must have the same problem when defining nationality. Take the English now, there’s a deep dusting of hundreds and thousands on their national trifle.




    I think the English, as a nation, are much maligned. After all, if the Welsh have trouble defining Welshness, the English have a problem with Englishness, hundreds of times over.




    Who are the English? It’s a big, big question. I once tackled this query with a Welshman who has strong xenophobic feelings about the English, particularly on rugby international days.




    ‘I hate them!’ he’d say.




    ‘Which English are you talking about, Cedric?’ I’d ask. ‘What about Lancashire, Yorkshire, and the North of England generally?’




    ‘No, they’re all right, they are,’ he’d reply. ‘Salt of the earth, working-class, like us!’




    ‘How about the Midlands then?’




    ‘No, they’re fine, they’ve got the same problems we have, definitely feet-on-the- ground people!’




    ‘West Country then?’




    ‘No, a lot of them are Celts like us.’




    ‘Well, we’re narrowing the field down now, Cedric, what about the south-east, Surrey perhaps?’




    ‘They’re the ones, they’re the snobs, not the ones in Eastenders on TV mind, those others, the gentry toffs!’




    ‘I tell you what, Cedric,’ says I, ‘I know a lot of Welsh people who are doing very well in Surrey, mind.’




    On the other side of the coin, it’s not an easy question to ask what the English truly feel about the Welsh. No blanket response, I’m sure. Different views from different experiences with long-held, many-hued images from contacts that confirm, or deny, imagined stereotypes.




    It’s the perception, isn’t it, of how others see us. Some will have stereotypes in their brains that muddle their minds and manners. Some of us in Wales have the same problem as we look east at our English neighbours. One or two let us down badly, as was the case in Westgate Street, Cardiff, on the morning of the Wales v. England rugby international in 2009. Two yobs in Welsh colours burnt the flag of St George. Now, I wonder what the reaction would have been had the Welsh Dragon flag been burnt outside Twickenham before a game? I suspect a report to the Race Relations Board.




    Now come on, we’ve matured beyond this behaviour. Control over Wales by England after the Act of Union in 1536 has left many a justifiable grievance and itchy sore over centuries, but we’ve moved on, we’re re-emerging. Wales is now developing and widening its shoulders as a nation and it needs to do so with a dignity and growing authority that attracts respect from the family of nations.




    I also have a distinct leaning towards the sanctity of the individual. We are what we are, we’re from where we’re from and we are unique. I believe everyone has a right to be and to be made to feel of value. Of course, in society, with equal rights should come equal responsibilities, and some people need to be stringently reminded of that on occasion but, given respect, dignity and encouragement, everyone has a contribution to make. Or is that too sanitized and naive a view? Good Lord, I hope not.




    I have had the good fortune to have travelled widely, and, to be honest; most people are the same everywhere, genuine, friendly and reasonable. I’m an “internationalist” on that score. Get to a strata of society below the politicians, get to the real people and, in most cases, you won’t be disappointed. They have the same fears, hopes, despairs and aspirations as the rest of us.




    It’s good to build bridges too. On many expeditions, I’ve travelled to join Welsh Societies abroad, usually for St David’s Day, and it’s good to report that 99.9% of the Welsh I’ve met in other lands fly our flag superbly well. They are great ambassadors and image painters as to what the “real” Welsh are like.




    Mind you, the other 0.1% should have been stopped at Chepstow or Mold, just to avoid embarrassment. There’s always one, isn’t there? To be fair, that’s true of all nations I suppose.




    I have in mind that Brian Harris quote from his poem “In passing”, that you often see on plaques in craft shops around Wales:




    To be born Welsh is to be privileged,




    Not with a silver spoon in your mouth,




    But music in your heart




    And poetry in your soul.




    I could add “And with strength in your sinews and with power in your blood”, but the expectation of others might be too much – after all; you can’t do it all, can you? Anyway, if you look at the back of some of those plaques, it says “Made in China”.


  




  

    TENBY IN MY SOUL




    IN THE COLD LIGHT of day, I suppose it would have been classified as stealing from Woolworth. I was only seven at the time. I was under some stress and pressure and, after all, in my book it was only a replacement, but their “end of week” balances would have been out, and their executives would have wondered about the broken yellow plastic dog with red ears.




    Tenby was an annual holiday jaunt in those days. I would go down and see Grandpa and Grandma in Tenby. They lived in No. 8 Trafalgar Road, just next door to the barbershop. They were my grandparents on my father’s side and they were very much, in Pembrokeshire terms, “down below” people, with their strong South Pembrokeshire accent. I looked forward to our week in Tenby every year.




    We’d go on the South Wales Transport bus from Brynaman to Gwaun Cae Gurwen, or GCG, then on to Carmarthen on a Western Welsh bus. There, we’d change buses again, to Epsworth’s, for the final leg of our journey to the sea. As we were, invariably, the first in the queue at Carmarthen, we got the front seats upstairs, and I’d have the chance to stand all the way, grabbing the rail to seek out that first view of the sea. From the top of a doubledecker bus, it came just after Red Roses and Llanteg when Caldey Island heaved into view on the far horizon … exciting beyond!




    My grandpa, Jimmy Noble, was a genial, lovely man, with a big moustache, turned yellow in parts by his heavy smoking, a flat Dai cap and, as often as not, wearing a waistcoat, even in warm weather on the beach. He was a painter by profession, not an artist, but a painter of houses, being a specialist in “graining”, using a comb to run through the paint to create a flowing design. Their front door at No. 8 Trafalgar Road was magnificent and one of my regrets is that, in later life, I didn’t buy the door. By the time I decided to purchase it, the new owners had painted it blue.




    I did have some compensation some time later, from Tenby Golf Club. At a speaking engagement they presented me with a model of the door properly grained and on a plinth. I still have it.




    No. 8 Trafalgar Road was an exciting place, with an indoor toilet, a large sailing yacht on top of a cupboard in the bathroom, and a parlour that had a sideboard full of silver cups, won by Grandpa’s yachts. Actually, Grandpa had two full-size yachts, the Doric and the Elsie, in the harbour at Tenby. They were sailing dinghies really, but, to me, they were yachts. They were manned for him by a couple of men in the town, Val and Little Jimmy and, they would race in various competitions and regattas, as well as taking them out for mackerel fishing, as needs arose. Grandpa also had a proper pair of binoculars, powerful and heavy, the first pair I’d ever seen, let alone handled. With those binoculars I was very often doing duties as a navy destroyer or submarine captain. From Castle Hill, you could see for ever.




    I never once sailed in the Elsie. I was a Doric man. Dad and I would often go out fishing for mackerel with Little Jimmy, who had a hump on his back. As I recall, not one of us wore a life jacket, there was no “Health and Safety” then. In fact, in a photograph I have at home, I’m seen holding up a small catch of fish, dressed sedately in a non-marine gabardine Mac. And wearing a school cap.




    I was a little afraid of my grandmother. Grandma Noble was always dressed in black; she had a slight limp and used a stick. Her hair was tied closely together in a bun with a parting down the middle. She was strict. She didn’t take prisoners. I remember one wet day, Mam and I were in the parlour looking at the cups on the sideboard and, we could hear her, slowly coming down the stairs, two feet and a stick, in a rhythm that gives a clue that this is no messenger of good news. The clonk of the stick opened the parlour door; in she came, holding in her hand something that looked like wet paper.




    ‘You’d better talk to him,’ she said to my mother. ‘When he goes to the toilet, he’s using too much toilet paper. It’s a waste, train him better.’




    It’s odd what children keep in their minds for ever, because that was a traumatic moment for me. I’ve never forgotten it. I thought the message was given too bluntly, too unkindly, without any awareness of the sensitivity of my mother or myself, but, from that moment on in life, I’ve always been very frugal with toilet paper. You see, toilet paper was a new experience for me. Toilet paper probably came to Tenby, being a tourist area, a couple of years before Brynaman. Our toilet paper in the toilet out the back was the Daily Herald, hanging on the nail, cut into squares if you wanted to be “posh” about it. Grandma Noble probably didn’t think it through, so she never realised that, in my toilet training, she left a scar in my mind about those personal, private, contemplative, “kharzi” moments.




    Tenby was a place of adventure for a young boy. It had nooks, crannies, alleys, paths and steps that took you down to the harbour, to the beaches and caves, to the lifeboat station, and on to take in the views of Caldey Island in the south and of Coskar Rock and Monkstone Point in the north.




    Oddly enough, many years later, I was told that the Merchant’s House in Tenby, the oldest house there I believe, was where the Nobles first lived when they came to the town as coastguards. It was then a tenement building, so several families lived there, but it was nice to have it pin-pointed as a previous Noble home. Another Noble abode was the house in the Parade, near the Fire Station, which has a sad family history. Four of my grandfather’s siblings died there of typhoid, during their teenage years or early twenties, when the water supply was contaminated.




    Overlooking the North Beach, with magnificent views over Carmarthen Bay, is the Royal Gatehouse Hotel. It was recently severely affected by fire, but in the early 1950s it was the place to stay in Tenby.




    OH LORD WHAT A MORNING




    Many years later, after I had been in broadcasting a short while, I was given the great honour of being invited to be President of the Tenby Male Choir. I have happily been in that position ever since. It’s always a very, very pleasant occasion when we go down to see them perform, or join them for their annual Christmas lunch, which is in January by the way. That must be something to do with the Pembrokeshire pace of life. There is such a thing as “The Pembrokeshire Promise” I’m told, whereby, if you ask for something to be done, by craftsmen for instance, it will always be soon … “it’s a promise” … meaning eventually.




    There’s also the “Pembrokeshire Trap”. The fact that the County ‘draws’ you in and captivates you with its attractions, beauty and pace of life. I know many people who have taken jobs or professional posts in Pembrokeshire in the belief that it will be good for their CV and career development. In their mind they saw such moves as short-term or a good stepping-stone, but in all cases, in my experience, they became enticed and enamoured by the County and never leave.




    With regard to the Tenby Choir, the event I will always remember was when Elaine, Richard and I were invited to join them on a tour to Romania. The BBC agreed that while there I could do some recordings. Romania at the time was a Communist regime and all visitors were regarded as suspicious. Elaine and I had been undermined somewhat, by a gentleman from BBC World Service in London who was a Romanian, and wanted us to take some packages into the country.




    ‘Someone will meet you at the airport or come to your hotel,’ he said.




    Add this disquieting approach to the fact that Elaine was a fearful flier and you can see that we were not having the best of possible preparations for the trip.




    On the day we were due to leave Cardiff Airport, this tired Yllussion aircraft came in from Taron Airlines of Romania. A big woman disembarked, dressed in a leather trench coat. She introduced herself as “Head of Security” and came up to me.




    ‘You are the Presidente, are you not?’




    I nodded at this vision from a James Bond film. Clearly she was not sufficiently high in the Communist Party to have access to a dentist.




    ‘You and your wife will sit in the VIP lounge in the back of the plane.’




    Elaine, a fully paid-up member of the ‘Fearful Fliers Society’, found the back of the plane back doubly claustrophobic and was so tense and traumatized that she refused to sit down. She burst into tears, sobbing.




    ‘I want to get off.’ There was no consoling her, so we got off, Richard, Elaine and myself.




    The big woman in the trench coat glared and hissed. ‘If you are getting off the plane, then your cases must come off too.’




    She quickly organized the pilot, a baggage handler from Cardiff Airport and myself into a chain gang, while the hold of the aircraft was searched, the cases found and passed along the line. As the well-known hymn says, “Oh, Lord, what a morning!”




    Sian Evans of the BBC had arranged to travel with us, for BBC recording purposes, so she remained on the plane and on the trip. Romania, as a country, in those days, was a hard Communist regime. When Sian reported back on her return, she declared that a lot of her tapes had been stolen while she was away from her hotel room. The Romanian tour guide would only talk freely to everyone when he was outside any building or, better still, on a mountain.




    The choir stayed in the Carpathian Mountains for a few days, in a very prestigious hotel. However, one day the hotel had no water, so they visited the local water engineer and bribed him to turn off the village water supply and put the hotel supply back on. Cars with “even numbers” on their registration plates, were allowed on the road one Sunday, and those with “odd numbers” on the following Sunday. Such was the petrol shortage.




    BUDDING KLEPTOMANIAC




    So to the last memory, the one I mentioned at the head of this chapter. Perhaps I’ve been putting off the notorious Woolworth incident. When we were on holiday, my mother usually spent some of the week buying presents for my cousins back home in Brynaman. For cousin John she’d bought a small, yellow plastic dog, with a convincing bark, if you pushed his backside. He had red ears. I can see him now. On a rainy day I was in the parlour, killing time, when I started playing with the toy canine and one of his ears came off in my hand. I didn’t know what to do. I was desperate and I had a mind’s vision and a fair inclination as to my mother’s reaction. After all, money was tight in those days, so I decided on a bold plan of action. I would take the plastic dog back to Woolworth and change it for another.




    I walked into the Tenby Woolworth store, found the counter where the dog had been bought and, my luck was in, there were still some for sale. I nervously looked around, found the coast clear, placed the broken dog on the counter and took an unblemished replacement – and walked out.




    I am pleased now that I have shared that memory with you, because it has been weighing heavily upon my shoulders and my mind for years and years and years. That unsolved crime can now be scrubbed off the Dyfed Powys police records. Sadly there’s no recompense for Woolworth because all their stores have closed. How I did it, I don’t know. Why I did it, I do know. Even now, when I lie in bed, unable to sleep, that incident creeps back into my mind, and the hair stands up on the back of my head.




    In the cold light of day, I suppose it would have been classified as stealing from Woolworth. I was only seven at the time. I was under some stress and pressure and, after all, in my book, it was only a replacement, but their “end of week” balances would have been out, and their executives would have wondered about the broken yellow plastic dog with red ears.


  




  

    GOING UP THE MOUNTAIN




    HE ALWAYS HAD THE same habit when he was feeling low. He’d take a knife from the cutlery drawer, open the back door and systematically sharpen the knife, back and forth, back and forth, across the doorstep. Then, tightening his coat about him, he’d put the knife in his pocket and say, ‘I’m going up the mountain.’




    My grandmother would sit quietly in the corner of the kitchen next to the fire, saying nothing, but crying quietly to herself. It was always like this whenever my grandfather’s spirits were low and the obvious depression was upon him. I was just a little boy and didn’t understand that he was a man of moods. I saw him enact that doorstep scene only twice, but the images went deep, to become real and permanent.




    He’d never go far “up the mountain”. Never far enough to get lost and, if there was a low mountain mist, he’d never step too far away from the Llangadog Road because there was an added risk in taking that extra stride, off into the wet peat of the wild moorland.




    My father, who worked nights, would go after him, losing a shift of work in doing so. He’d always find him easily, even if the mist were down. When he’d found him and turned to bring him home, or so my father said, my grandfather would always say, ‘OK, let go of my arm now, in case some of the boys coming out of the Black Mountain Inn see us.’




    Funny, Francis Lewis, my grandfather, was always kind to me but he had this black side to his character that now colours my memory of him. It’s strange to think that, years later; I was to find out that he wasn’t my grandfather at all. My grandmother married him some years after my mother was born. Although I’ve tried to find out who my real grandfather was, I’ve always hit a brick wall in my investigations. I never asked my mother and my grandmother was long passed away before genealogy and “family trees” became fashionable, so I didn’t get the chance to gently enquire of her.




    I loved my grandmother, she used to take my side if my mother was fraught at any time, like the time I managed to lock myself in the pantry. As a little one, I could never say Mamgu, I could only manage “Gu”, so, all my life “Gu” she remained. She was a small, wiry woman and my mother was of different build and facial features, again raising the question as to who her errant father might have been.
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