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CHAPTER 1

TO BEGIN AT THE BEGINNING


I begin with an unexceptional tale of family chaos during the Second World War. I was born in 1938 at the Swansea home of my mother’s parents. We stayed on there after 1939 along with all non-combatant members of the large Flower family. Gone to the war were my mother’s brother, Leslie Flower, and two sons-in-law, Elvet Thomas and my father, Wilfrid Llewellyn Lewis. No doubt we were herded under one roof for safekeeping. The numbers of inmates grew as, every so often, a soldier returned to procreate with urgency. My sister Heather was born there in 1941, and cousin Geoffrey soon after.

The large terraced house, Sunnybank, coped without a bulge, and even today looks solid on Glanmor Road as it winds up out of the Uplands. This was Dylan Thomas territory. Round the corner was his birthplace in Cwmdonkin Drive, behind us the park where we played with the very same chained cup as the ‘solitary mister’, his ‘Hunchback in the Park’, and below us all life passed the Uplands Hotel where he was known to take a drink.

The sounds accompanying my earliest days were the cheeping and chirruping of Uncle David’s canaries and budgerigars in the home-made aviary outside the back door, the constant clatter of porcelain as my grandmother, a prolific cooker of sponge cakes, prepared to feed  the masses and the whine of Uncle David’s lathe from his workshop in the roof. He had been struck down with polio in his teenage years yet he turned himself into a master craftsman in the close company of his father. The night sounds were, and are still, the droning bombers, the wailing, soaring sirens of air-raid warnings, big bangs and the shrill whistles of the Home Guard or of Air Raid Precaution units. Windows had to be blacked out while the grown-ups continued a marathon of Monopoly. I somehow recall going high up in the three-storeyed house with my grandfather to watch the searchlights criss-cross over Swansea, no doubt desperately trying to pinpoint a German plane. To me it was exciting, not dangerous. Everyone believed that the Germans were trying to bomb Llandarcy oil works, situated between Swansea and Neath, but the facts are otherwise. They made a mess of our town and changed our lives. Between 1940 and 1943, there were forty-four raids on Swansea, which killed 369 people. During the famous three nights blitz in February 1941, forty-one acres of the town’s trading heart were blown up. Fires spread through narrow streets, as the Luftwaffe dropped 800 high-explosive bombs and 300 incendiaries. More than 300 shops were destroyed. Four of them were owned by my grandfather, H.W Flower, Tobacconist and Confectioner. He was left with only one, a couple of doors along from the Swansea Empire Theatre in Oxford Street. ‘Swansea Aflame’ the old newspapers read and as raids continued, the town was declared an evacuation area.

Family anecdotes are colourful. On the nights of the blitz, 19, 20, 21 February, apparently my grandfather, fearing the worst, walked to the centre of Swansea to check on his shops. Each night he set off long before the ‘all clear’ had sounded, down the long Walter Road. On the very night his businesses were demolished he was stopped at a police barrier as he made his sad way home. The top of Walter Road, he was informed, was impassable because there was a bomb buried in it that had not exploded. It was the same stretch of road he had just walked down. He must have whistled his way past the crater on the other side of the road. He had so nearly gone up with the shops.

I have also been told that evacuation was the least painful experience the Sunnybank commune had in mind for me. I was a menace during  air-raid warnings when everyone in the house made a dash through the kitchen to the cellar. At the cellar door, however, stood a tiny bus conductor who would step aside and let ‘passengers’ proceed only if they came up with a pretending penny in exchange for one of his pretending tickets, rolled from the machine attached to a shoulder-strap. So, fleeing for their lives, they had to queue at the top of the stairs while I lisped, ‘Ticketh pleathe, ticketh pleathe. Full upstairs, room downstairs. Ticketh pleathe.’ As far as the females were concerned, I was a part of the Nazi war effort that crumbled with a clip round the ear. For the men, my grandfather and Uncle David, I was a helpful assistant because in the cellar was a small snooker table. Each time the black went into the top pocket I was called in with my small stool, to step up, remove the ball and replace it on its spot. My first job in sport, I reckon.

Soon my mother, Marjorie, decided to try evacuation as recommended by the government and in a sensational dash for safety landed us in Neath, a town all of eight miles from Swansea, positioned nearly the same number of miles from the Llandarcy oil refinery but on the other side. Well, I guess seven miles inland to the north-east was a long way in those days.

We rented a small house and I started at the Gnoll Infants School, but the war dragged on and we were towed back to Swansea where I briefly attended Brynmill School. By 1946 we were back in Neath. One day, Heather and I were scrubbed up to go to the railway station. I was eight and the man in army uniform standing in front of us on the platform was reintroduced as our father. It was the man who had stayed with us before, the one with the Sam Browne, the revolver and the sweets. Captain Lewis was home from Germany forever, and moved promptly into civvy street as the manager of the London and Manchester Insurance Company, perched in a small office above the Dolcis shoe shop at the junction of Green Street and Wind Street with Orchard Street and New Street. He quickly opened up unofficial branch offices at a table in the MC Café, run by the brothers Moruzzi, and at the bar of the Liberal Club, depending on the time of day.

Neath it was then.




CHAPTER 2

MY HOME TOWN


Bracken Road, in the Llantwit area of Neath, was a modern cul de sac when the Lewis family moved there, short, straight and with a turning circle at the end for horses and carts, delivery vans and for the one car, a Wolsley, owned by Mr Stevens in number seven. Round the circle were five buildings housing ten families in small, semi-detached, pebble-dashed replicas, fronted by knee-high brick walls and privet hedges of varying health and strength. Iron loops that had once held ornamental, drooping chains were still fixed to the wooden posts. The chains themselves had long gone to the war effort for ammunition, possibly down to the ‘Japan’ Tinplate Decorating works at Melyn Crythan, under ‘the Arches’ in Neath town, where over four hundred people fashioned various wartime supplies for the Ministry of Munitions.

Llantwit means church of Illtyd, the Christian saint, but the word that all Neath people put automatically alongside Llantwit is ‘cemetery’, making it the dead end of town. Just after the Second World War, Neath spread in that direction. One year the limit of the town was the Neath rugby and cricket ground called The Gnoll, and the next it had spawned Bracken Road, Hazelwood and Oakwood, Glen Road, Illryd Street, Leonard Street and a steep hill of council houses called Ivy Avenue.

In Bracken Road, the houses provided modest but clean family living away from the town centre. On these limits of built-up Neath, the back gardens of the houses opposite us led up the sloping allotments to the ruined Gnoll House on top of the hill. The Gnoll woods were a 12,000-acre estate no longer in private ownership, a natural playground of ponds and glades and council soccer pitches. It was cover for courting couples, peeping toms and, in the autumn, a conker kingdom that fuelled the playground battles of the schools below, Alderman Davies’s Church School and the Gnoll School. ‘Gnoll’ was the password for our daily lives, attached as it was to Gnoll Avenue, Gnoll Drive, Gnoll Park Road and Gnoll Road Congregational Chapel. The Neath Cricket Club was behind the garden of number seven Bracken Road, and we could see, through the high, spiked railings, a broken-down pavilion, nets and roller. The main sporting arena, however, for timeless cricket Tests and for rugby internationals where no whistles blew was the dead-end road itself. A street lamp at the neck of the turning circle end was the rugby post. The crossbar below the gaslight, on which the lamplighter used to rest his ladder, was our bar; in our imaginations it stretched right across the width of the road for all penalties, conversions and drop kicks. At the other end of the road, near the main Harle Street, the lintel above the Harris’s side door was the level over which all scoring kicks had to pass.

In Bracken Road, the dividing wall between adjoining semis was thin. ‘Do you want more toast, Wilf?’ my mother would call out to my father from the small kitchen, and Tom Morgan from next door would reply that he was full, thank you, and couldn’t eat any more. It was massive good luck that the Morgans in number nine listened to the same wireless programmes as the Lewises in number ten. When the ‘Coronation Scot’ signature tune drifted in through the wallpaper above the fireplace on a Sunday evening, we rushed for the ‘Light Programme’ to tune in to Paul Temple and Steve. One dark, silent night a loud and desperate wail shook the wall, followed by a crash, we thought of furniture. My father looked up from his Telegraph crossword to remark, ‘I knew those accountancy exams were getting on top of him. Too much pressure on the poor boy.’ Peter Morgan, older than  I was by a few years, was wading through a swamp of cost accountancy. He had just gone under, taking the tablecloth, cups and saucers with him. At least, that was the Lewis theory.

Pleasant people, the Morgans. Old Tom Morgan liked his garden and made the most of two tiny parcels of land that went with the home, grass to the front, vegetables at the back. My father, on the other hand, was naturally unskilled as a handyman and had a serious aversion to physical toil. If pressed by my mother, he would leave his armchair, groaning, advance without hope to take up a screwdriver, gouge a lump out of his hand, scratch the paintwork and end up taking a hammer to a screw. When my mother took to the toolbox, everything worked and my father took cover, but outside the house, the garden for this handsome man was simply a sod too far. It was a no-go area; he became ill at the rumble of the lawnmower that my mother was pushing. Whenever he heard gardening activity he used to take his frown to the box of family papers in the corner of the living room and sigh as if high duty had called. Out would come the major documents - the bills for rent, for gas, for water and for electricity. He loaded the writing of four cheques on the living-room table with the gravitas of running a major department of the Treasury. His body and mind were simply out of sympathy with the outdoors, and so the only words he ever addressed to nature’s deities were ‘Oh God! I hate gardening.’ In fact, a horticultural triumph did come his way by a cunning plot. Without telling my mother, he let the back garden to a neighbour, Mr Birch, who, instead of paying rent, grew our fruit and vegetables. My mother recognised deceit when she saw it, but Dad could go to the cricket club and tell everyone round the bar how his new potatoes melted in the mouth and that his raspberries were far chubbier than last year.

I am not sure how quickly he settled into our semi after the army. The officers’ mess must have been another world. What now should he do with his five O-levels from Dynevor Grammar School in Swansea? His mind was outstanding, his handwriting elegant and orderly and he was conscientious, though a serious worrier. If he had stayed with the London and Manchester I know he would have made a commercial success, but instead of running with the ball, he kicked it to touch and  I guess it was for the regular salary that would keep his kids fed and clothed through their education. At the age of thirty-five he entered the Civil Service, the Ministry of Health and National Insurance, later Social Security, where time-serving mattered. This meant a limit to his ultimate advancement but he saw Heather through to a fine music degree at Cardiff University and me through National Service and Cambridge.

I suspect, too, that he was influenced by my mother. She was a natural homemaker who refused to believe that wholesome life existed outside the family, or even away from Swansea. She was a Swansea girl; Neath never suited her. The daughter of a successful retailer, she was the practical lady who knocked up a shelf or two, played the piano by ear, and kept her husband injury-free. As a handyman, I was to prove his natural successor.

There was relief that times had steadied. My father, especially, told vivid stories of the tough days of the 1920s depression. Bracken Road was gently post-war, happily noisy with young boys and girls shouting and clanging their way through late-evening games of kick-the-tin that brought Mrs Morgan scolding to her window. We sneaked through her hedge on to the road to boot the empty can while she was drawn by rustle or whistle in another direction. Otherwise darkness brought silence and from my window in the front of the house I studied the lamp-man replacing another broken pane of glass or putting in new gas mantles. Often in summer, after my bedroom curtains had been officially drawn, I used to part them again. I would stand and stare for an age to see whether the black carthorse, the grey or the bay, all turned out for the night in the field above us in front of the Gnoll woods, would graze his or her way first to the imaginary winning post at the far end of the field. At the same time Heather, younger and competitively studious, was in bed after practising a Chopin ballade, flipping through her trigonometry and polishing off her library book. I was slower; some teachers suggested through indolence, others took note of a plodding mechanism, which was taking me, albeit as slowly as one of my carthorses, in a forward direction.

If Neath was famous it was for the Hollywood film star called  Raymond Jones who took the name of an area of Neath known as the Millands. The name Milland might have lifted him to the stars but it never caught on in Neath. With that small-town devotion to over-familiarity that keeps a gossipy town alive, the whisper would go round the pubs - ‘Raymond Jones is home.’ C.F. Walters was an England cricket captain, Wil Roberts and Andrew Vicari artists. The name of Jock Harston was good Neath gossip, too, because he was the first Trotskyist to contest a British parliamentary seat. He collected real support in the Neath by-election of 1945. Sir David Evans Bevan was placed above all because his brewery provided jobs and the produce was bitter beer. Every growing boy, post-war, was reared on pints of bitter - straight glass, of course.

My Neath, however, began on Bracken Road. I was washed away in an endless flow of rugby on the road, day and night. The names on the programme never changed - Waverley Doughty from number four, Micky Williams five, Robert Stevens seven, Alan Jordan an occasional, eight, Peter Morgan rarely, nine, and me. The regulars from the main Harle Street were Peter Jenkins, Tudor Thomas, Clive Harris and Tony Randall. Play was interrupted by two horse-and-cart merchants, Hopkins the Milk and Arthur the Oil; by two lorries, the coalman and the Our Boys pop lorry; and by Mr Stevens’s Wolsley, smelling of real leather and engine oil in the turning circle at the dead-end of the road.

The games we played were born of fantasy. Tony Lewis never played at all - he was Viv Evans, the Neath full-back. No one wanted to play for Wales; only the black jersey with the white Maltese cross of Neath would ever do. I once asked for a Neath jersey for Christmas and was shattered to unwrap a black and amber hooped jersey, rather like Newport’s. I was ahead of my time — replica team shirts were another forty years coming.

When we played as a team, say against Oakwood Road or Hazelwood, we would make our entrance on to the road from my front garden, which was as near to the halfway line as any. For very big games we would stand to attention near the manhole cover, where we could stand up an oval ball or a stuffed school cap for the kick-off, and sing the national  anthem. Sometimes, probably just after Christmas, we had a new leather ball. ‘We’ll only pass it,’ the boys would say, but soon the bald patches popped, the bladder bulged and it was off to Halford’s for the inner tube repair kit.

We never got around to touch-rugby and so Bracken Road was usually awash with blood from wounds, bodies were coloured by bruises and Elastoplast and reeking of iodine and TCP. You had to be clever to sell a dummy. Along the high wall from Harle Street you risked a shoulder charge that would slam you into bricks and mortar. Further on, fifty yards from the lamp-post, where the low walls fronted numbers one to ten, a push would see you either with a face full of privet on one side or clean into the front garden on the other. Either way the razor-sharp top edge of the low wall would score a blood mark on your leg. An ankle tap from behind was always persuasion to get rid of the ball smartly but the sliding fall left flesh on the road. It could be worse. You could hang on and knock-on. Unforgivable! These pen pictures explain why everyone on that road could side-step infield and hand-off a defender. The side-step begat the dropped goal with either foot; nor was elusiveness the reserve of the few talented boys. A side-step, a hand-off and a drop goal were life’s three main requirements for staying alive in South Wales in the years after the war. Micky Williams, a big boy, had a thumping hand-off while Clive Harris, who practised many black arts in his back garden, such as frying spiders alive and firing pellets from his airgun into the space between Janice Barnes’s head and the top of her school hat, specialised in secondary or late tackling.

On reflection, there was huge merit in learning to play the game of rugby football in rough conditions. Not for us the formality of playing with backs or forwards. In this twenty-first century, when the best rugby teams in the world aim for their perfect fifteen-man game, they might well do worse than play without a referee on a Neath road. And we had pavements on each side, too!

To play rugby in those distant days was second nature, almost compulsory. Soccer was an occasional option on the road or in the schoolyard but this would only be when the rugby bladder was under  repair or the stuffed cap had exploded and no one’s mum was in to stitch it up. Rugby was clearly a rich part of a South Walian identity. We watched every ball kicked on the Gnoll: Neath, Neath Athletic, the grammar school’s big matches and all sorts of West Wales league and cup games. Amman United and Loughor drew so many President’s Shield finals there at the end of one season that they continued - toe to toe with 0-0 or 3-3 - through the first month of the next. Cricket was strong but it still lived in rugby’s shadow. Almost every cricket ground in South Wales had rugby posts at the other end of the ground.

The town of Neath was almost self-contained. It was a river port and municipal borough with 33,000 inhabitants. Its antiquities included a Roman settlement and castle as well as an abbey that, like many others, was a victim of Henry VIII’s act of dissolution and the follow-through of his collector of wealth, Thomas Cromwell. Men found heavy work in coal, copper, tin and steel but when I grew up, coalmines were closing and there was a rush for jobs with the Steel Company of Wales at Margam, Trostre and Felindre; also for the building of the Briton Ferry Bridge, opened in 1955 to spare Neath all A48 traffic. The Neath Canal was joined by an aqueduct in Aberdulais to the Tennant Canal, which in turn joined the River Tawe taking goods to the docks at Port Tennant in Swansea. There was a revival of river trade although the majority of Neath people in the 1950s did not suspect it. New wharves were built to serve the petro-chemical works at Baglan Bay and the Albion Works. In fact, by the 1970s, there was coal traffic coming out of Neath Abbey, with many cargo vessels bobbing back and forth to Common Market destinations in Scandinavia.

As for cricket, our version on the road did not look quite like the sepia pictures I have seen of poor kids playing against three chalked stumps on a wall. That was what we did in school but not on our special oval. You could play across the turning circle using the narrow gap between the gateposts of number four and number five as the wickets. Alternatively, you could come in off a Harold Larwood run down the centre of the road and attack the gateposts between numbers six and seven. Major matches, that is Test matches against Oakwood Road and Hazelwood combined, perhaps with Glen Road thrown in,  were two-innings affairs down the middle of the road, with plenty of fielders, and were staged with the advantage of three wooden stumps set in a heavy wooden block, which one of the parents had made. The ball had to be kept on the ground; hits over gardens were out. A tennis ball was the usual ammunition and some of the boys could make it swerve and turn. Micky Williams drifted off-cutters and spun them back; Waverley Doughty with his slinging action was the first reverse-swing bowler I ever saw; Tony Randall was a clever, flighty left-arm slow bowler; and Robert Stevens, a good ball player, was the length bowler others were not. Clive Harris could twist off-spinners quite sharply but, on the whole, preferred shooting girls. He could always get a bowl when he wanted; after all, he was the one with the gun.

There was huge merit in learning cricket on the road, too, especially on one that was fairly flat with rough worn patches. Take the batting. For the short- games, across the turning circle, you stood on the pavement, bat tucked neatly behind the feet, and either stayed where you were to play off the back foot, or played forward on to the road to meet the ball with the front foot three inches below the back. It can be argued that this bred the English vices of the lunging forward stroke and the rather static back-foot prod, but the essence of playing well was to make up your mind. Once down at the road level it was nearly impossible to regain the upper ground. As for bowling from a standing start, there was real momentum to be gained in the step down off the pavement and it truly persuaded the best to keep the front leg straight, as Alec Bedser did in the Boys’ Book of Cricket. No bowler could afford the bent front leg; compounded by the pavement drop, he could lose a whole twelve inches at delivery. This all sounds heavy in theory but not a bit of it: Bracken Road was the nursery of natural response to testing conditions.

All I can claim is that we made it work and I believe that our footwork and ball control were better developed because of the difficulties. The bowler with the wet tennis ball was always to be feared because not only did the ball skid on quickly but also it directed a spray of muddy water at the batsman’s eyes. For real, major matches against the other roads we used a cork ball. There were no pads of course. Rain  never stopped play because our front room was always available. Playing on the floor, the bowler would twist a marble a couple of yards at small wooden stumps and the batsman would try to stroke one through the field of eleven cigarette cards. The scorer sat on the sofa with his hand inside an old shoebox, adapted as a scoreboard, waving to acknowledge the umpire’s signals and pulling round paper loops of figures. I was nearly always Gilbert Parkhouse with the bat, or sometimes Denis Compton or Len Hutton and Alec Bedser with the ball. When I bowled I made changes to the fielding side: my wicket-keeper was Les Ames and the slips alongside were Hammond, Compton and Hutton. Fielding at point was E.W Dawson of Cambridge University and Leicestershire (I liked his write-up on the back of the card) with Jack Hobbs at cover. Hedley Verity fiddled around at mid-off and Allan Watkins was at backward short-leg where he stood for Glamorgan. Tom Goddard and Harold Larwood spread out.

There is a postscript to cricket on the road. Through the long, tall spiked railings in the Stevens’s garden we could see Neath Cricket Club and all the practice and play there. One of the dads sawed through the bottom of a spike so that we could lift it out of its cast-iron frame giving us space to sneak through. We took net practice in the off-season but were always chased away by a watchman. Soon my father had made me a junior member of Neath rugby and of the cricket, too; that was seeing the gates to heaven open all at once. I was fifty yards from Roy John’s lineout jumping and from the languid, left-arm loop of Stan Trick’s spin bowling.

We were short of municipal amenities but there were a few council-owned rugby and football pitches. Our swimming pool was the Gnoll Pond, a natural pool in the woods of the Gnoll Estate, which had a lifeguard, a diving board and a million tadpoles. There were changing cubicles and organised swimming galas but, truthfully, this was Tarzan country. Cricketers, with no time for being beach boys, did not swim very well and my biology master, Mr Rogers, used to warn against death by drowning from the weight of aquatic larva.

New tennis courts appeared at Dyfed Road, next to the cricket ground, and slowly through the 1950s the town council did a fine job  in creating choice. Day-to-day life for the inhabitants of Neath, however, was mostly centred on school, the rugby and cricket fields, the pub, the street and chapel, home of God and weekend shop window of non-conformist crumpet.

My mother sent me to the Gnoll School in Neath because I did not have to cross the road to get there: down Harle Street, turn left along Gnoll Park Road and in through the gates. The senior school was at the front; the infants school at the back across a large shared yard. It is interesting to record that when my sister’s turn came to go to school, my mother had no hesitation in sending her a little further into Neath town to attend Alderman Davies’s Church School. The Gnoll inmates included the good, the bad and the ugly; Alderman Davies’s omitted the bad and the ugly. There was a strong whiff of social superiority about them. Maybe it was St David’s Church and their uniform that gave them the saintly glow, whereas at the Gnoll it was imperative to be skilled at advanced marble games, cigarette card ‘flicks’ and ‘blows’, and fighting.

Most teachers were women up to the scholarship examinations, which was the eleven-plus for the grammar school, but there were a couple of men who had gone underground in the pit during the war and had retrained as schoolteachers. One year the woodwork teacher reported that every one of the school chisels had disappeared. Thieving was popular in spite of heavy punishments. He solved it the following year by announcing a special offer - if there were any fathers at home who needed their chisels sharpening free of charge, they could bring them in and the master would be pleased to oblige. Back they came, fifteen chisels with the faint lettering on the wooden handles - Gnoll School Property.

Every playtime in the yard there was football or cricket or maybe a piece of supervised gym. If you have seen film of airmen in captivity, you will easily set the scene in the Gnoll school yard: cigarette cards being traded, pop swigged, marbles or half bottles of vinegar to harden the conkers exchanging hands.

Once, a mother clad in green overalls stormed into our classroom with the loud intention of closing the schoolmistress’s eye if she ever again swished a cane across ‘my boy Robert’s arse’.

Morning hymns were sung in the main hall in Welsh, which almost none of us could speak. Welsh words in white chalk were unfurled on black charts while Miss Thomas patrolled the lines, eager to correct mispronunciations with a swish here and a swish there. John Redwood, in later days Secretary of State for Wales, who honourably essayed the Welsh national anthem at a rugby international, would have been cut to ribbons.

The girls’ school was just a gap in the wall away and my future wife was at large there - we even sat the scholarship examination for the grammar school in the same hall - but what are facts if you are ignorant of them at the time? My brother-in-law Glyn was a few years ahead of me in the Gnoll. Whenever we meet now for a pint in the pub, the Gnoll stories keep us laughing.

It was after school one day when we were kicking around in the yard that a whistle blew and a thin teacher with a moustache, Mr Ivor Habbakuk Jones, was crooking a finger at me. ‘How old are you, boy?’

‘Nine, Sir.’

‘You are in the school team to play Cwrt Sart, away, on Thursday, the Under-fifteens.’ I thought rugby. ‘You appear to bat all day on the yard so you can open the batting.’ Cricket!

In huge, heavy buckskin cricket boots borrowed by my father, cut-down whites and a cable-stitch sweater than my mother had knitted years before, I made my cricket debut on a real pitch at the Briton Ferry Town Cricket Club.

Without doubt, my father joined in my love of ball games although he had the good sense to follow, not push. He had been a hockey player for Swansea and Bridgend but, for me, he settled for the non-stop bash of rugby on the road and occasionally up in the Gnoll woods. It was an inspirational move to take me to see Wales play rugby for the first time when I was eleven years old. The game was against Ireland at Swansea, and I remember walking down Harle Street in pouring rain wondering if they would cancel the match. ‘There are breaks in the cloud,’ my father kept saying. ‘It will be fine later.’ And so it was. By the time of the kick-off I was tucked in between him and a barrier near the front of the big bank on the Bryn Road side of St Helens. They always said that  rugby internationals were taken away from Swansea because there were 40,000 spectators and only two toilets. True or not, it was a crush and men were peeing all round us. We were at the bottom of the terrace and having to cope with high tide. During the match the railing collapsed at the front, not twenty yards from us, but without injuries. Part of the crowd spilled out on to the field and had an even closer view. I wondered why so many of the backs were from Cardiff - Trott, the full-back, Matthews, Williams, Cook, Cleaver and Tanner. My father kept saying, ‘Now you just watch Haydn Tanner and keep an eye on Bleddyn Williams for the side-step, and Jack Matthews, and if Ken Jones, the sprinter, gets the ball, no one will catch him.’ I recognised one forward, Rees Stephens of Neath, the lock, or what is called Number Eight today. Well, this bundle of Welsh fireworks never ignited. Ireland scored a try in the first half a long way from us on the other side: a kick inside from someone called Jack Kyle, whom everyone appeared to recognise, and a jump and dive over by a red-headed forward called Jim McCarthy. Norton of Bective converted and Ireland won the match 5-0 and with it the Triple Crown. Everyone near me blamed the referee. They thought that McCarthy was offside. We looked in the programme to check the referee’s name and saw it was Tom Pearce, an Englishman. I joined in the booing every time he came near. A dozen years later I met Tom Pearce, the former Essex cricket captain and organiser of the Scarborough Cricket Festival in which I was playing. ‘I suppose you were another one of those blind Welshmen booing me at Swansea in forty-nine,’ he said, but it was kindly rather than aggressive. For shocking openers it did not match my first handshake on the same day with Brian Sellars, the Yorkshire chairman - ‘Na’ then, you little Welsh bastard ...’

An influential experience of my childhood was being taken to watch Glamorgan’s annual county championship match on the Gnoll. To see for the first time the giant Wilf Wooller lead out his men was one of the most exciting moments of life to date, 1949. The Glamorgan team included Emrys Davies, Haydn Davies, Willie Jones, Gilbert Parkhouse, Allan Watkins, J.C. Clay, Len Muncer, Jim McConnon and, in some of the local matches, our own amateur left-arm spinner Stan Trick. Just to  see the yellow daffodils was enough to send us racing back to the road to start another timeless Test.

One Sunday morning in Gnoll Road Congregational Church the whisper was that some Somerset cricketers were in the congregation; there was no play on Sundays in those days. It was June, I was ten years old and I collected the autographs of M. Cope, H.T.F. Base, J. Lawrence and H.L. Hazell. Those were not the days for presenting first names to strangers.

A fortnight earlier at Swansea, two pieces of play entered my soul forever. Emrys Davies, pillar of Glamorgan’s batting, a left-hander, so gentlemanly, so expert in his craft, took first strike in the second innings against Middlesex. He hooked, but down at the foot of the big terrace was Jim Sims to catch him. My father and I had rushed from home to the match by three buses, taking the best part of two hours, and ‘The Rock’ was gone. I decided to hate Middlesex and the bowler, Mr G.O. Allen, an amateur. Many years later, I reminded Gubby of that tiny event in his career. All he could come out with was, ‘I wasn’t so quick in those days, either. You should have seen me before the war.’

Middlesex were set 266 to win after a Glamorgan declaration at 183-7 and my father explained how Len Muncer, once of Middlesex but now our off-spinner, and Stan Trick, spinning the ball away from the bat, would bowl us to victory over the Londoners. What a superb action Stan Trick had! It was rhythmical, even elegant, but with bite in the delivery and tricky flight. S.M. Brown was out and also H. Brearley, father of Mike, but then came a Middlesex batsman who appeared not to be playing his eye in, as we were taught. He played a shot I had never seen before, and against Stan Trick, too: leaning on to a half-extended left leg he swept the ball from almost an upright position with a straightish bat, down to fine leg for four.

Rain ended the match. Middlesex were 139-2 and D.C.S. Compton was 67 not out. I was there! And importantly, so was my father. What a delight it must have been for him after the war.




CHAPTER 3

MUSIC OR CRICKET


The scholarship examination was passed and my parents were relieved. In September 1949 I arrived for my first day at Neath Boys Grammar School, a solid red-brick building overlooking a couple of rugby pitches and a small cricket square. Clearly, one fine day early in the twentieth century, a town planner had decided to create an advanced educational centre on the outskirts of town, over the river bridge, at Dwr-y-Felin (watermill), because the Neath Technical College stood next door to us and across Dwr-y-Felin Road was the Grammar School for Girls. In our senior school years, we would peer hopefully over the high wall into the female world of long grey socks and navy blue knickers, crisply pressed white blouses and school ties, or green candy-striped summer dresses with statutory sandals. I was not old enough yet.

Splitting up friends at the age of eleven on the evidence of a day’s examination was harsh but fitted the drive for education that was shared by the whole of South Wales. Pass the exams and stay out of the coal mine; go to university and be free of the tough industrial realities of South Wales. Teach or preach, do law or accountancy, but whatever you do, said our parents whose families had survived the general strike in 1926 and all the wrath of the overcrowded coalmining industry, shut the door of the front room, do your homework and pass your exams.  So many of my friends can tell of fathers who threw down a miner’s helmet and lamp on the kitchen table alongside the school books to show the choice - study or dig coal. Not that going underground was altogether frowned upon. Young boys in the mining valleys longed to follow father and grandfather down the pit. It was the culture; it was the manly, honourable road ahead.

Those raised in one of the many mining villages in the Neath Valley were usually tough and spoke Welsh. To come from the town, down at the mouth of the River Neath, was to be soft and anglicised. The valley boys descended from the hills every day to the grammar school by special train along the Neath and Brecon line and it was amazing to witness how a simple, harmless railway carriage could become an armament factory. Into school they would come with a window strap severed so that the rolled-up leather at the top could become a cosh for shoulder blades. The luggage rack, made of strong netting, had gladiatorial possibilities, held high in the left hand to entrap the enemy’s lunge before whopping him in the ribs with the armrest of a third-class compartment.

On the first day at Neath Grammar School you were thrown a rugby ball to see how you caught it and your voice was tested. Within a week you were in possession of a musical instrument. Rugby was compulsory, not an option, but for the choir you had to be in tune. The diviner of talent was music master John Hopkin Jones, known to the school as ‘Hoppy’. ‘Come with me, boy,’ you would hear and then you would see a thin, frail man whose physique did not match his deep voice, leading a new boy by the strap of his new satchel into the main hall. There, alongside the piano, the terrified novice had to find enough voice to complete a scale. ‘Pitch this, boy. Doh. Good, good, now Ray, boy. Ray. Good. Now go through that door and ask Mr Herbert for, let me see, a cello I think. Yes, tell him you would like to learn the cello.’ Having completed my second day at school I was to be seen walking home with the soprano part of the Mozart Gloria and a cello in a brown canvas cover, a satchel and my gym kit. It was not that Hoppy had spotted any special aptitude but that he was desperately short of cellists and sopranos for his big concert of the year. Within a week, I had swapped  the cello for a violin and soon I was in the back desk of the second fiddles of the school orchestra. Another team game.

The annual dream of John Hopkins Jones was to pull off ten leg-side stumpings and conduct a concert in the town’s Gwyn Hall with four-part choir and full orchestra. It was a shock to see a music teacher (so physically vulnerable that he wore fur-lined boots to school in the summer to keep out the cold) slip his hands into a pair of wicket-keeping gloves and stand up to fast bowling for hour after hour. To him, however, cricket was both art and theatre. He tried to cram in as much keeping as possible and would stride across the field to the nets, completely kitted out in red and white quartered cap, his own large gauntlets, considerable pads, white spiked boots, and chewing, to convey his readiness for heroic action, like an air ace shaken from his sleep by the call to ‘Scramble’. For him, the bravura take down the leg side and the removal of the bails in one rhythmical action was as a swoop of Barbirolli’s baton. There was style and surprise. It was a cheat that someone who played Bach on the piano with such dramatic simplicity should be so short of nature’s breath to play a long innings in life, which he did not.

So the massed chorus of the full school would crowd into the hall for lunchtime rehearsals of‘Zadok the Priest’. It would take Hoppy half an hour to organise everyone into four parts and get the orchestra tuned. That done, he retreated halfway back down the hall to his rostrum, an upright wooden chair, and peeled off the first of many sweaters. The preamble to Zadok is lengthy and for one reason or another the orchestra usually tripped up along the way so there were restarts. Hoppy would get frustrated but still concentrated on conveying tempo and the slow but sure arrival of the Queen of Sheba by reducing his own movement to a minimum. He made Klemperer look busy. On a good day, we would reach the choir’s first deep intake of breath; Hoppy would leap into action and drill the point of his baton through the very heart of his choir. Zadok the Priest and Nathan the Prophet anointed Solomon King and ding-a-ling, ding-a-ling - the school bell crashed in to announce the end of the lunchtime and the beginning of lessons. Poor Hoppy, overrun by fleeing pupils, was left sitting on his chair,  discarded sweaters and sheets of music lying round him on the floor, tie round the back of his neck and sweating through his shirt. We never got to the Gwyn Hall with Zadok, not in my whole time at the school.

There are always key teachers. Sam Evans was one. A Welsh-speaking Rhondda man, he could always be seen and heard on the rugby fields, blasting on the whistle and shouting, ‘Free kick, boy. Dull play.’ He was in charge of the Under-fourteens when I first encountered him. I sold a dummy in the centre, ignoring the winger outside, and sprinted for a try under the posts. The whistle was shrill, his voice taut and high. ‘Come here, show-pony. A man outside you and you sold a dummy. You’re a show-pony, boy. Take a spell on the touchline for five minutes and remember rugby football is a team game.’ I could not believe it and, as I wandered off, looked back to frown. The whistle blasted again and he trotted over.

‘Right, boy, stay off for ten minutes and learn a bigger lesson. D’y know what it is?’

‘No, sir.’

‘It’s this, Lewis. Life is frequently unfair.’ He blew again and was gone.

Our paths crossed again when I decided to study history in the sixth form. Sam Evans was the senior history master. Within weeks he built in me a love of history that I have always retained. He was the first to explain that the study of history centred on asking the right questions, not squeezing facts into my head.

He was positive about my rugby, deciding that I was a scrum-half. After a couple of seasons being kicked about at the base of the lineout, I moved to centre and first made the school team in that position. Speed, or rather the lack of it, was my problem and so I took the advice of the new rugger master Roy Bish, the Aberavon centre, and retreated to full-back where I felt completely at ease for the remainder of my playing days. We were lucky to have such an analyst of the game as Roy. After he had finished playing, he became one of the foremost coaches in Europe, ahead of his time in the analysis of the game.

To give you an idea of the precedence rugby took at Neath Grammar School, I must relate the story of Walter Thomas, the senior French  master. ‘Waller’ was a big man with a love of literature and a strong way with words. His brother Gwyn Thomas, author, playwright and broadcaster, was a deal more famous, but Waller lacked nothing of Gwyn’s sharp eye and shattering phrase.

One day he prepared to conduct a lesson with the upper sixth in Room Five, which overlooked the rugby pitch. ‘Les Fleurs du Mal,’ he announced, noisily clearing his nostrils; he suffered from sinusitis. ‘Baudelaire.’ He flipped open the textbook. ‘Turn to “La Charogne”, the dying carcass. Filthy stuff but compulsory.’ Then, glancing sideways, he saw one of our tiniest school sides taking the field against local opposition-a proper match.

‘Who are they and who are they playing?’ Waller inquired.

‘The Under-thirteens, sir, playing the technical college from next door.’

He raised his index finger. ‘Come.’ He walked out of the room indicating that we should follow. A dozen of us trailed along the corridor not knowing where we were going. Just at the end of the building Waller turned into the senior lavatories, marched smartly across to the window and lit a cigarette.

‘Right,’ he proclaimed. ‘We will remain here in the senior bogs for the next two periods where you and that dirty sod Baudelaire will be far more at home, and I can witness the delights of the Under-thirteens.’

I kept playing rugby because that is what you did in Neath. It was rugby football more than anything that brought together those young boys who had been split up by the scholarship examination, some going to the grammar school, some to the technical college and others staying where they were in the Gnoll or elsewhere. In this regard, the whole town owed a huge debt to Rees Stephens, the Welsh rugby captain, who was the driving force in founding the Neath Athletic Rugby Club. Everyone in the town was brought together by ‘the Athletic’. I would often play for the school in the morning and for one of the many Athletic teams in the afternoon. The YMCA was our base. From 1996 to 1999, although no longer living in Neath, I was proud to be the club’s president. Rugby players in my Neath were the heroes,  cricketers came second; violinists were definitely part of a fey fringe.

Now, as I look back, I can see that one of the most inspired programmes of the post-war Labour government was to fill state schools with musical instruments. It was easily possible to be a prop forward and a flautist. Orchestras were formed. In my part of Wales, a place in the school orchestra could lead to the West Glamorgan Youth Orchestra. By audition, that could lead to the Glamorgan Youth Orchestra and that might send you to the stars to take a place in the mighty National Youth Orchestra of Wales.

My mother played the piano by ear in safe key signatures, but the serious musicianship in our family was on the Lewis side in the form of two aunts, both Welsh-speaking. Eirlys, small and pretty, was a trilling coloratura from Fairfach near Llandeilo; Kathleen was a powerful contralto who lived in Eaton Socon in Huntingdonshire where she ran a small private school. Rarely did a cup clink when Eirlys sang ‘Clychau Aberdyfi’ after Sunday tea in Bracken Road, but no one dared even a sip when Kathleen took up her stance alongside our upright piano, a steadying arm on the top as she directed her solo from Handel’s Samson at the outside wall - ‘Oh God, Oh God, Oh God of Hosts, Behold thy Servant in distress’. Bracken Road shook.

Soon, Heather was the star and it was no surprise to see her go on to Cardiff Universiry to take her music to a pinnacle, laying the basis for a career in playing and examining that lasted for all her working life. It was in the music department at Cardiff University that she met her future husband, Dr Peter James, later to be Warden of the Royal Academy of Music in London. Once I got going on the violin, Heather and I would shut ourselves in the front room of number ten and play violin and piano sonatas every day of our lives. My mother would bustle in and chide, ‘If you two don’t come out and eat something today, you won’t have the strength to play a note tomorrow.’ We never asked the Morgans in number nine if they liked music.

I went on to lead the school orchestra and the West Glamorgan Youth Orchestra and trotted up to the front desk of the Glamorgan Youth. A place in the ‘Glam’ meant holiday courses spent in the school camp at Ogmore-by-Sea, which ended with a few concerts round the  county. The Ogmore camp was a collection of huts and fields on a slope down to the Bristol Channel, overrun by sheep.

Life in Ogmore offered adventure, romance and a musical education for a lifetime. Adventure? I remember waking up one morning in one of the old huts we called a dormitory, looking along the line of beds and seeing hoary heads and every top blanket white with fine snow that had drifted in through the eaves overnight. Naked electric light bulbs swung slowly on single flexes. It was Zhivago-like. After breakfast, we were locked into a full rehearsal and then the sectionals. A little play, more practice and then, after supper, dancing! Was it the violin or was it the lure of the girl piccolo player? Boys were trying to impress girls who were seeking to impress boys. My eyes could drift from the top of the music stand to the ruby lips of a viola player or to the shapely legs in the front desk of the cellos. Neil Kinnock, former leader of the Labour party, was on the Glam courses in the sixties and has written fondly of female players: ‘cool, crisp in school uniform or late fifties starched petticoats. Exotic creatures who were a four hours each way bus journey from my home town of Tredegar - out of reach for fifty weeks of the year, and, in the other two weeks, hard to catch.’ It was that age. We needed the heavy snow to cool us down.

Romance? We were make-believe professional players. Our sheet music bore the fingering and bowing marks of experts. My father had bought me my own violin from a member of the Swansea Empire theatre orchestra. I moved among fiddlers whose instruments were polished with Hydersol liquid and were wrapped in soft yellow dusters. Perched on the tailpiece were adjusters, fitted to all four strings, but gone were the strings of gut. Gut was expensively chrome spun for luscious tone. A Cathedral gut string cost three shillings, a Pirastro, four shillings and six pence. I looked in the mirror, impatiently waiting for hard skin to develop under my chin, the badge of a true inhabitant of the world of two bows, rosin, Menuhin chinrest and wide vibrato. I attempted to tune the violin without removing it from the vice-like grip of chin and shoulder, turning a peg with only the left hand as the note wavered above and below the required intonation until perfection arrived. Without doubt, I was a poser.

We played the roles by day we dreamed of all night. Brass players Vaselined lips and blew out spittle from their valves; the woodwind boys and girls bound reeds while the timpanists counted a hundred bars for the first time in their lives without tapping a shoe or counting out loud. We were proper players. I went to bed as Heifetz and found it a helluva disappointment to wake up as Tony Lewis. The sounds of that orchestra playing on dark winter evenings at Ogmore are still with me. Muted strings play the ‘Death of Ase’ from the Peer Gynt suite. When I came to travel the world, playing or reporting cricket, and felt homesick, I spun up a picture image of the first three golf holes along the seashore at Royal Porthcawl, and the music would always be the opening statement of Beethoven’s Piano Concerto Number Four - stylish holes, noble music, a major hope for a great round and good to be alive.

Music and cricket clashed in my teenage years. My private violin teacher, Miss Nest Saunders, informed me that I was arriving out of breath and that my vibrato was getting faster and tenser and we would have to do something about it. Miss Saunders, daughter of a work colleague of my father, was not many years out of university and taught during the week at Christ’s College, Brecon, but fitted me in to her weekend with lessons on Saturday nights. Saturday nights!

‘Why is your left hand so stiff? Have you been in the garden? Playing rugby? Your finger work is tense.’ One summer she got it. The problem was called batting. I explained how the left hand, the top hand, controlled the bat and was the immovable one. On Saturday evenings, however, it had to become the flexible one on the violin fingerboard. She announced that my lessons were to be extended by half an hour so that I could spend time loosening up. She directed me to stand in front of the fireplace of her small front room, place the fingertips of my left hand on the mantelpiece and then slowly withdraw them so that the split-second they were unsupported they would flop into a vacuum, pointing towards the floor: the ultimate relaxed, fiddling fingers.

I had a fascinating conversation on this subject forty-seven years later when I was president of MCC and entertaining guests at a Test match. Peter Skellern, professional singer, composer, pianist and  entertainer, with whom my connection was the Lord’s Taverners, told the story of his daily journeys to the Guildhall School of Music when he was a student. He admitted that he could not bring himself to play the piano if he had been carrying his briefcase on the London tube. ‘My hands would have tensed up. I was often seen shambling strangely through the streets of London with my briefcase and other bits under my armpits.’

Miss Saunders fitted the old description of firm but fair and the lesson sunk in deeply. Even now, standing at a cricket-club bar, I can be caught flopping my fingers to a state of perfect relaxation as if any moment she will be reincarnated and ask me to unleash a Kreutzer study.

To be strictly accurate, there was another reason why my vibrato was becoming feverish at the age of sixteen. I had met Joan Pritchard, smallish, athletic, with big black eyes. I wanted to see her swing a tennis racquet at the Dyfed Road public courts and watch her dash down the right wing of the hockey field with speed and power before whacking a cross in front of the goalmouth. I wanted to ... well, talk to her a lot, which I usually accomplished after church and in Berni’s coffee bar at the top of Queen Street. On Saturday evenings when I was with Nest Saunders, I wanted to be with Joan Pritchard at the Gnoll Road Congregational Church Good Companions Youth Club, getting to grips with her.

Gnoll Road Church, like Bracken Road and the grammar school, was one of my life’s academies. In choir practice on Tuesday evenings we learned the most high-church music under the baton of the organist and choirmaster Gwilym Bevan. I think he imagined he was in St Paul’s but I was happy to widen my musical knowledge among the basses. He was a would-be Anglican making music in a Congregational chapel. We chanted psalms and it took just one rehearsal of ‘God So Loved the World’ unaccompanied to realise the rough voices would soon be sitting it out with the folk below. We youngsters spoke knowledgeably of Purcell’s ‘Bell Anthem’ and hummed the harmonies of Wood’s ‘Expectans Expectori’ or drifted with the wonders of ‘Thou Wilt Keep Him in Perfect Peace’ by S.S. Wesley. When Heather and I  were on dishwashing duties after Sunday lunch, we balanced the red anthem book on the kitchen windowledge and performed. The days of thundering Aberystwyth’ or ‘Praise My Soul’ were over.

Gwilym, understandably, was not enamoured of the Whitsun march, which was an annual march through the streets of Neath by churches and chapels singing their Christian witness, each under its own banner, and each to its stirring anthem. Ours was ‘Onward. Forward. Shouting out Hosanna.’ Over and over we sang it, never stopping to ask why the Neath Council decided to roll out new tar on the roads every Whitsun holiday. Our Reverend Samuel marched for half a mile, as far as the Victoria Gardens. Under his mackintosh he was carrying a packet of sandwiches, a current Wisden and a Glamorgan Cricket Club season ticket. He would slip on to the N & C, Neath to Cardiff, luxury coach in the twinkling of an eye, and by the time we had retreated to the Whitsun field to eat sandwiches and have races in well-tarred shoes, he would be revelling in the sight of Willie Jones, Glamorgan’s little left-hander whom he most admired, square-cutting the tourists for delicious fours at Cardiff Arms Park.

On Friday and Saturday evenings the church schoolrooms at the back of Gnoll Road Church became a nightclub, with dancing to a record player at a darkened end of the big room and table tennis and snooker elsewhere. The Good Companions played in the Neath and District Table Tennis League, and I was in the team, turning out against other youth clubs in the Neath area. I tried the life of Howard Jacobson’s ‘Mighty Waltzer’ in the world of Barna versus Leach of penholder grips against orthodox, of sponge against pimples. On Saturdays, after school rugby, I was on my way up Skewen Hill to change in Len Williams’s house into the yellow and gold number nine centre-forward shirt for the St Mary’s league match played on the dog track. In the church schoolroom we played jazz records, John Lewis and the Modern Jazz Quartet, Bix Beiderbecke, Gerry Mulligan and Chris Barber. Have you read ... was the question - Steinbeck, Lawrence or Spick and Span with the boobs and bums. Kissing girls began to advance from the process of  lip-swelling friction to one of red-hot tongue combustion. As Reverend Samuel locked up on freezing winter nights there was a rush for premium necking locations behind the church buttresses. He gave us five minutes before waving us out of cover with his torch.
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