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In a certain part of the Island there is a people called Welsh, so bold and ferocious that, when unarmed, they do not fear to encounter an armed force; being ready to shed their blood in defence of their country, and to sacrifice their lives for renown.


Gerald of Wales—c. 1146–1223 – quoting Henry II of England










I stood in the ruins of Dowlais


And sighed for the lovers destroyed


And the landscape of Gwalia stained for all times


By the bloody hands of progress.


I saw the ghosts of The Successful Century


Marching on the ridges of the sunset


And wandering among derelict furnaces,


And they had not forgotten their humiliation,


For their mouths were full of curses.


And I cried aloud, O what shall I do for my fathers


And the land of my fathers?


But they cursed and cursed and would not answer,


For they could not forget their humiliation.


Idris Davies


Gwalia Deserta










For my friends Geoff Thomas, librarian, and Arthur Morris, teacher
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Book One


Anglesey 1831










Chapter 1


My tenth birthday, I remember, was one of those early up flying April mornings when even churchyard corpses were dreaming of high-buttoned girls, parasols and kisses.


Certainly it was a day when the clergy from Petter to Wesley Street were sitting ducks.


At six o’clock most mornings the privy ten-holer on Turkey Shore was occupied by bright-faced boyos who always got up first – deacons, the leaders of the community. And here the business of the day would be discussed – as to who would be on what ‘bargain’ that week, who would be carting, and the quality, or otherwise, of the sermon given by a travelling preacher a week last Sunday.


‘First up, first served,’ said Andy Appledore, my mate who sat next to me with the copar ledis, and he lit a rag, dropped it on to a board and floated it down the gully-way of the big ten-holer, and you couldn’t see deacons for dust. The language coming up from that privy was enough to singe the tail off Satan, let alone deacons.


Andy went one way, I went another.


It becomes clear to me, said my father at the inquest, that this particular Englishman is a bad example to a well-mannered Welshman, and I didn’t sit down for a week.


 


I ran fast that morning up to Costog Spinney, then down to the beach where old Joe Herring, my friend the black-faced gull, was waiting for his breakfast.


Dear me, I was in love with the world that morning; it was full of sun, wind, birthday greetings, and all the sweetness of April. Panting on the edge of Ogof Fain I saw the sea below me dancing in spindrift, and he was a marvellous blue with him that week, frothing up his white-topped breakers and smashing them against the harbour wall where the copper carriers spiked the sky with cobwebs of rigging. Far away to the north was Ellan Vannin they call the Isle of Man: to the south was snow-capped Snowdon, and great bedsheet clouds were lumbering across the caverns of the wind.


Ach, I do love the bright springtime days when the mutton chops do handsprings across the meadows. The birds play leap-frog, the lads are all polished and quiffed – putting years on the girls, my mother used to say. Aye, there is something in springtime that gets everyone frisky, and it is a hell of a thing when you’re ten years old, to see folks billing and cooing in hedges and knees up in haylofts, and Satan himself in the back pews of Calfaria, looking for clients, according to my father.


Tall and wide-shouldered is Dada, his head higher than any man in Amlwch . . . with our dead mam’s hymnal on the pew between us. The most eligible widower in Town, I’d heard say, with fat women fanning themselves in flushes at the sight of him.


‘Please keep away from that English Andy Appledore,’ said he.


‘Yes, Dada.’


‘Rock of Ages’ it was then, full blend of soprano, contralto, tenor and bass, with my piping treble coming up beside my father’s voice. In shafts of sunlight from the Chapel windows the dust-motes dance; a blue bottle is wheezing among the polished boots and black-stocking knees.


‘Never been near that ten-hole privy,’ said I.


‘Accepted,’ said my father. ‘And there are a few in Amlwch who may need heating up. In due course all will receive their just deserts, Taliesin, as did Samson for setting fire to the tails of foxes. So take the hiding just to please me, is it?’


‘Yes, Dada.’


Wasn’t me. It was that bloody Appledore.


Sweating, me. In this mood he could rend a lion.


 


On the other side of my father was my Cousin Poll, aged fifteen. All peaches and cream was she under her poke-bonnet, a face all innocence and very flourishing in the breast, being in milk.


It always set the congregation staring when we took my Cousin Poll to Chapel on Sundays, and she always did herself up gay in colours, contrasting the bombazine black, said she, and the women, creaking and corsetted, gave her the eye. A crying scandal it is, said one: with his woman scarce cold in her grave, said another, that Gwyn Roberts brings a harlot in to share a pew with decent people . . . But my father did not appear to hear this. Through the Chapel door he came, standing politely aside while Polly took her seat. Radiant was my Cousin Poll; a primrose in a bed of deadly nightshade.


A bit more about my father and Cousin Poll, while on the subject.


Large was he, as I have said, with thick-muscled arms where the hairs grew like forest trees: Iberian Welsh to the marrow, the people used to say: so tall that he ducked his head under the back of Three Costog, and that was six foot two. In he comes from the Smelter with funnel dirt upon his face, and there, in the kitchen, sits our Poll feeding my little sister Meg, with a wicked little smile . . .


 


After my mam died, having my sister Meg two months back, my father brought this Polly into our house.


The death of Gwyn Roberts’ missus is a tragedy, they said in Town, and he will be a long time getting over it.


O aye? they were saying now.


For about this time my Cousin Poll brought forth, too, and her baby was dead. So my father took the dead baby from Poll’s breast and buried it with my mother: then he took our Meg and put her on the breast of Poll. Naturally, the people in Town had opinions on it, and Mr. Dafydd Owen, our deacon, said:


‘Your niece’s child was born out of wedlock, Gwyn Roberts – how can you bear it – a baggage suckling your child?’


My father went about his business as if he hadn’t heard.


‘You will show Cousin Poll due respect, Taliesin, you hear me?’


‘Yes, Dada.’


‘Her mother, like yours, is dead; her father is at sea. She is alone and of our blood. It is right and fair that she should come and live with us, you understand?’


‘Yes, Dada.’


‘And do not heed the gossip in the Town.’


‘No, Dada.’


‘Your Cousin Polly’s milk will taste as sweet as Mam’s. If in doubt, ask little Meg.’


‘Yes, Dada.’


‘And Poll is in need of us, poor little soul.’


Mind you, I was coming a bit sore these days about this ‘poor little soul’ business, for she do not look so poor to me, this Cousin Poll, and make sure she has an egg for her breakfast every morning while she is on the feed, and no bloody egg for me.


‘I know where she’d finish up if she belonged to me,’ said Mrs. Dahlia Sapphira.


 


We were at table, I remember. I suppose I could have chosen a better time to raise the subject. Poll was upstairs putting Meg to bed; Dada and me were together after a hard day on Turkey Shore.


‘Born out of wedlock, is it?’ I asked, getting into bread and jam.


My father blew his tea. ‘To what are you referring?’


‘Poll’s baby.’


I could never get the hang of this birthing baby stuff, with Andy saying she’d gone swimming among tadpoles.


‘And who stated that?’ asked my father.


‘The copar ledis do say so.’


Mam’s bread board, warped by years, was beside me on the starched, white cloth. She was a noble little thing, my mam, with Welsh-dark hair and the face of a housewife, with little fat hands for cutting bread and butter on her little fat tum. What that big handsome Gwyn Roberts do see in her I do not know, said more than one, but I knew. Gone? Not to us. She walks this house. Now my father said:


‘Is that a fact? Then tell these copar ledis to stick to chipping copper, or I’ll be down to have their tongues out for measuring. It’s the good girls who get caught for babies, Tal.’


‘Old Poll’s always at it, mind,’ I said.


‘At what?’


‘Don’t know, but Andy Appledore do say so.’


‘One more mention of him and you are straight to bed.’


I did not fear him. He rarely laid a hand on me: to strike a child is to assault the child, he used to say, except when blowing up deacons.


‘Anyway, we can manage on our own,’ I said.


My father gave me a queer old look, and a sigh. ‘We cannot manage on our own, Meg needs her – her milk. I told you.’


‘We can get milk off Dulcie Brown Cow.’


‘We cannot. Your sister is not a bull calf. Now, do you think we could have an end to this?’


The kettle was grieving on the hob. My mam used to swing it off with a smile. I wanted to run upstairs and cry on the bed. Ever since Poll had come he had taken less notice of me. Now he said, his hand in my hair:


‘Be generous, Tal – she had nobody in the world but us.’


Serve her bloody right.


Mind you, there were some happy compensations in having a harlot in the place, and a happy little soul was old Poll, give her credit; coming in, crying, ‘Morning, Uncle Gwyn, how you doin’, Cousin Tal? (she couldn’t even speak English, never mind Welsh) Make a good breakfast, both of you, and a bottle for my darling Cousin Meg – steak and kidney one side, rice pudding the other . . . There, there . . .’ and she opens the front of her bodice, whispering as mothers do, ‘Hush you, hush . . . old Poll’s got plenty,’ and our Meg crowed delighted in her tears and clamped herself on like a navvy on to a pint.


My father said, his voice low, ‘A good boy you are, Tal, not staring. Ladies are entitled to privacy and respect when feeding babies.’


So everybody was happy at such times, including me, for I could see old Poll at it in the cracked mirror of the kitchen. And a good old set she had on her, too, smooth and white, the colour of lotus flowers. Beautiful are women, I think, possessing such lovely things.


‘She is taking it, Polly?’ my father asked his pipe.


‘Yes, Uncle Gwyn.’


‘She is a lusty baby. You have no pain?’


‘No, Uncle Gwyn.’


Mind, this was the daughter my father always wanted, for once I heard him talking about this to my mam. ‘A son for you and a daughter for me, eh, Peg? A little poke-bonnet in the house, woman, and I’ll be doubly blessed . . .’


Now he said, ‘If pain comes, Poll, you’ll tell me, yeh?’


‘Doin’ fine, Uncle Gwyn, really, Uncle Gwyn.’


Dear me, Uncle Gwyn.


I still say we could have got it off Dulcie Brown Cow.


 


About this time I received a lesson in the sweet mystery of life, as Dada called it: trust my mate Andy Appledore not to be behind the curtain, either, when Cousin Poll was handing out religious instruction, though the way she was acting now butter wouldn’t have melted in her mouth. And my father would have had fits with his legs up if he’d seen the way she behaved in our barn on Saturday Fair Night, the week after Easter.


Mind you, it’s on summer nights mostly when grown-ups start getting frisky, I find, when the moon sits smiling on the sea and warm winds come fanning in from Snowdon. The animals are at it, too, I’ve noticed, with Bill, my ferret, knocking hell out of Milly, and Ben Rooster, our cockerel, rousting up his women, to say nothing of the lads in Town.


About the hottest male in Amlwch that year was my mate Appledore. Rising sixteen was he, with ambitions to do his utmost for Welsh womanhood, said the copar ledis, who spent most of the day fighting him off, and these days he was breathing down the neck of my Cousin Poll.


‘Your night in, Tal, Poll’s night out – and don’t forget to shut up the hens, there’s foxes about,’ said my father, on his way out for his Oddfellows pint.


‘And don’t have any women in, mind,’ added Poll. Done up in her Fair Night braveries was she, all pink and flouncy, and she fluttered an eye at me.


‘And where might you be off to, Madam?’ asked Dada.


‘Band of Hope.’


‘A good girl you are,’ said he, kissing her. ‘Here’s a penny for the South African missionaries. Back at half-past nine, remember.’


‘In bed by nine, Uncle Gwyn, if that suits you better.’


‘And keep away from that Andy Appledore.’


It appalled her. ‘O, shame and damnation on you, Uncle Gwyn, for such a suggestion!’ and she wriggled and went coy, melting him.


O aye? I thought. If that penny lands in the Fund for Missionaries I’d be mistaken; more likely a couple of gin tots for her and Andy Appledore, for I knew they were on the booze, and turn our barn near Three Costog into an abode of love.


No wonder our hens were off the lay; such things can have a bad effect on chickens.


When I went out that night to lock up the henhouse I found our Ben Rooster and his wife Betsy absent. So I went into the barn to look for them. And in there came Cousin Poll hand in hand with Andy Appledore, and what happened then took the shine off cassocks. I just lay there in the shadows, sweating cobs, my hair standing on end and breaking my neck for a closer look. Faint, I crept out of that barn and came face to face with Dada.


‘Well I never!’ said he. ‘I thought you were abed. I was just coming to find Ben Rooster and lock up the henhouse.’


‘Just done that, Dada,’ I lied.


‘And Cousin Poll? Where’s she?’


‘Came home half an hour back.’


He would have asked more, I think, but did not; behind the barn door old Poll giggled in the dark, but I don’t think Dada heard. Instead, he did a strange thing: reaching out, he held me against him, saying:


‘A good little lad you are, Tal. Home then, the two of us?’


It is funny, I think, that grown-ups don’t catch on so quick.


Everybody in Town knew what old Poll was up to, but I suppose that’s difficult to understand when you’re hoping she’s your daughter.


‘Come,’ said Dada, and took my hand; together we climbed the little hill back to Three Costog. So everybody was happy, including old Poll: two hours later she came through my bedroom window like a witch on a broomstick.


That night a fox knocked off poor old Ben Rooster, who was supposed to be locked up in the henhouse, yet my father never even mentioned it.


Strange, really, come to think of it.










Chapter 2


Two years, later, when our Meg was two, I was still working with the copar ledis on the tables along Turkey Shore.


There is a size for you are some of these copper ladies! – and enough gas in them to light the flares come market. Six to a table we were, women and girls one side, kids like me opposite, and it was chink chink chink, the little hammers rising and falling; twelve hours a day, six days a week – chipping the rock away from the copper vein before it went into the Smelter.


The miners dug out the ‘bargains’ up on Parys Mountain, the carters brought it down to the harbour and tipped it close to us. And then we were at it, chinking, chinking, chinking, and you’ve never heard such a gabbling since they raised the Tower of Babel: girls and women in their home-spun tunics and red scarves, with spotted yellow handkerchiefs on their heads – chattering like magpies, leg-pulling and shrieking laughter.


But that was in summer, with the sea calm and blue and the gulls soaring in the harbour wind above us.


Come winter it was different.


Then the wind would tear in from the sea and bite us to the bone, and the copper ladies under the tent roof were tied up like bales of rags for warmth, with their blue noses sticking out of their mufflers and their fingers like claws of ice. But still the copper ore would pour down from Parys Mountain and still the hammers would chink away in the dark, with children as young as six years old dancing to broken fingers. Then snow would come and frost the land and our breath would smoke in the tent, and the moment the overman’s back was turned we would dash in twos and threes for the warmth of the Smelter where my father worked.


Pretty quiet were our copar ledis in winter, but they were sitting newspapers when a new spring came sweeping over the earth.


Wonderful it is to get a whiff of the scandal when you are twelve years old: as to how Dora Jewels, the Jew girl, has had the Sailor’s Farewell off Mr. Ifor Bach, the skipper of the Mona Queen, and if Ida Promise, the ugliest woman in Amlwch, isn’t inching up Shoni Bob-Ochr, the Welsh Dutchman, they were very much mistaken: but musical, too, as well – singing Welsh folk-songs in full harmony – beating time with their hammers. And the sound of their voices would drift over the sea in a sulphretting musical scarf; the sailors coming into Amlwch harbour cocking an ear above the thunder of the rigging.


 


The following year, when I was thirteen, two things happened to change my life. I got promotion and was sent up to the Precipitation pits; also, I fell in love.


In love with Miss Prudence Ichabod, aged sixteen, and to hell with copper ladies.


Dark and slim was Pru Ichabod, with eyes as big as saucers, dark-lashed and flecked with green, and her cheeks were high in her small-boned face; white were her teeth in the curved, red smile of her lips. And she walked with a pretty swing to her hips that drove me damned demented.


Aye! The moment I set eyes on this Pru Ichabod in the Welsh Wesleyan she drove me spare; three months she sat on my bolster back home in Three Costog and it took me a year to get her off. We used to sit behind her in Chapel, and the perfume of her fluttered me down to my socks. See her now, coming out of Chapel with the sun on her face; summer, full and splendid, was into us.


‘Well, well! Good morning, Tal Roberts. Fancy seeing you!’


Dear me, she smelled even sweeter outside in the sun.


Most women, I find, smell as sweet as nutcake, even old Dahlia Sapphira with lavender water under the arms, but none smelled like Pru Ichabod that Sunday morning after Chapel.


‘Ay ay,’ said I, moochy, for off comes my father’s cap and he bows deep, sweeping up the pavement:


‘Good morning, Miss Ichabod! A fine June day it is going to be, I’m bound.’


Why can’t I talk like that?


‘Lovely indeed, Mr. Roberts,’ says she, silky.


‘Did you enjoy the sermon? Mr. Owen at his best today?’


‘Aye, Mr. Roberts – a marvellous tonality, mind.’


‘But sincerity, too, Miss Ichabod – sincerity is the essence,’ and he elbowed me to keep me upright.


The congregation, glum, pressed about us in smells of moth balls and whiffs of polished mahogany, God now being on his way to St. Eleath, Church of England.


‘And how is little Meg, and Poll?’ Pru dimpled a smile at me. ‘Taliesin in long trews, too – working the Precipitation, is it?’


God help her if she hadn’t noticed. I stood on tiptoe with my hair quiffed up and the crutch of my new trews cutting my throat.


‘Two men in the family now,’ said my father, and he touched my head. ‘But old before his time, this one.’ Which was the standard joke about my pure white hair, and I hated him.


‘Grown inches since I see you last, Taliesin,’ said Pru.


Two months she had been ill with the chest, poor soul – two months of agony for me: wandering around Brickpool hoping for a sight of her, stealing up to her window in Sixteen Methusalem. And every time Dr. Griffiths Thomas Davies of Bryn-y-fryd came out I examined him for news. His smile would send me off with daylight under my boots; his frown of worry painted pictures of crow-clad funeral directors in serge and dubbined boots: love in its purest form I held for Pru Ichabod.


‘Are you managing better these days, Mr. Roberts?’


My father replied, ‘Perfectly now, Miss Ichabod.’


‘If Poll wears badly, do not be afraid to ask, mind, for I am better now.’


‘You would be the first I would come to for help, Ma’am.’ Down she goes again and her dress spreads wide in her curtsey: up with her then and a fluttering wink at me; it is good to know when you’ve made an impression on a female.


‘Come, Tal,’ whispers my father, replacing his cap. ‘Quick!’


For Mr. Dafyyd Owen, the head deacon, is approaching with the Book under his arm, and he is afflicted with bodily odour, poor man, says my father. Away with the pair of us up Smelter Hill to Three Costog, our cottage.


 


Those were the early weeks I spent working at the Precipitation pits, and received seven shillings a week, the wages of a man.


Marvellous are the works of humans to take red water from a mountain and turn it into copper.


See them digging the new shaft on Parys – red-core Parys that is riddled with copper – working as did the Romans. Down, down goes the shaft into the bowels of the mountain: fill the shaft with water and leave it for nine months: then pump it out into Precipitation.


In come the ships carrying scrap iron for the stew.


Aye, this is the stew of copper – old bedsteads, old engines, wheels and nails – scrap of all description from the iron industry of the North comes surging into Amlwch on the ships. The carters unload it and carry it to the pits: and in it goes, iron scrap into the sulphate stew, the blood of Parys. And we, the stirrers, worked the brew with wooden poles – wooden ones, since metal ones would melt in the acid – even copper nails in our boots. Stir, stir, stir – nine months it took to melt the iron into a liquid. And the sludge that dropped to the bottom of the pits was copper. Break this up cold and cart it like biscuits down to the maw of the Smelter for refining.


This was the process; a job for men, not boys.


 


‘You are growing up, Tal,’ said my father one Sunday morning after Chapel. ‘Thirteen years old, is it? You’re the height and width of a man.’


I did not reply, knowing that my father had something under his waistcoat that was bound to come out.


‘You are aware, I suppose, that Miss Prudence Ichabod is a beautiful woman?’


‘She’s all right,’ I said, chewing at a straw.


‘Also, that she is pledged to marry Mr. Dick Evans, the landlord of the Oddfellows, Market Place?’


This stopped me in my tracks. Dick Evans? God, I’ll kill him.


‘A bit of a surprise for you, is it?’ My father glanced at me as we walked together over the short mountain grass.


‘Her business,’ I replied, dying inside.


At this, he stopped and slipped easily to the ground; crossed his thick arms around his knees and stared at the harbour. I thought: Tonight, at high tide, I will get up in my nightshirt and walk into the sea. My father said:


‘You know something peculiar – something almost unbelievable? When I was about your age I fell in love with a girl called Prudence – an English girl – as fair as Pru Ichabod is dark.’


I thought: And when the tide goes out they will find my body on the sand. Already I could hear the tolling of the bells, the congregation sniffing and wiping; me boxed in cedar and brass handles.


‘She was twenty-two and I was thirteen,’ said my father. ‘She married a butcher, I remember.’ He turned, gripping my arm. ‘Look, look, Tal, there is little that happens to you that has not already happened to me. And little you do that I have not already done . . . no, do not turn away, son – men face each other in difficult conversations.’


His eyes, I remember, were blue in his strong, square face, and he continued:


‘Women are weaker than us, Tal; true love protects. Pru Ichabod is frail. Further, she is in love with Dick Evans, the landlord of the Oddfellows. Do not make it difficult for her. The choice between the two of you is hard enough as it is . . .’


Oh God, let me die . . .


‘You are fast growing up, Tal. All in Town speak of it – Taliesin Roberts, who is a man at thirteen years. But when your body moves in manhood, do not always trust it, for bodies can betray.’


A strange time to talk of such things, I thought, and on a Sunday.


Hot to set alight I sat there, my eyes lowered before his steady gaze. He added, ‘Let Pru Ichabod be, Tal. To pursue her at this time would be to put her into an impossible situation. Be generous.’


We sat together in silence. The wind whispered and I smelled the salt tang of the sea.


My father said:


‘Home now, is it, and see what Cousin Poll has for dinner?’










Chapter 3


Saint Peter was in a perky old mood when he fashioned my Cousin Polly. My father said he was getting his own back on the Roman hordes who used to play hell with the Welsh. She is one of the beautiful Goidels who kept the centurions tossing and turning around 50 b.c., said he.


I don’t know about Romans, but she started to have a terrible effect on me, especially after Pru Ichabod betrayed me with Dick Evans of the Oddfellows. And when my father was on night-shift at the Smelter, I got it worst of all.


It is the good girls who get into trouble, Tal, mark me, said Dada.


Generosity, like wisdom, can be the biggest fool of all.


‘You all right, Cousin Tal?’ asked Poll.


The night was black with him, the wind doing doh-ray-me in the chimney and only me and Poll in the kitchen. I was shivering to have my teeth out. It was the week of my fourteenth birthday, and the way Poll was behaving it looked like being my last.


I’d just got in from the Precipitation and walked the three miles down from Parys. My trews were soaked with sulphate water and I was anxious to get them off.


Being a stirrer (Shallow Enders, we were called) we used to wear a rum barrel on each leg above the clogs, to save us from the splashes – but now I could feel the copper water heating up my shins.


It was only when I found the tin bath steaming hot by the fire that I remembered about Dada being on night-shift, and by the look on Poll’s face I had only ten minutes to live.


The sight of that tin bath do bring back memories!


Time was, when I was a nip, Dada and me used to bathe by the copper out the back. Marvellous, it is, to share a bath with your father. In with him first, rubbing for bubbles, and I can see him now – shoulders on him like Barney’s bull: down goes his head; come up blowing like a whale: up on his feet now, eight feet tall, rubbing for a glow with the towel, his fists thudding against the packed muscles of his stomach. ‘Here we go, cariad!’ he shouts to my mam, and reaches out and hooks me in, aged six.


‘Right you, Tal!’


But it was different now I was growing up.


Give Poll credit, mind, she didn’t come in while I was bathing by the fire. I left my trews to soak and put on others she’d laid out ready.


‘A pretty boy you are, though,’ said she, coming downstairs from Meg, and taking the lobscouse off the hob.


‘Aye, woman, let’s have it,’ said I, and waited, staring at the starched white cloth while she ladled from the saucepan. Mutton stew she smells of, and a pink petticoat sweetness. And I sat there with my knees knocking.


‘How old are you, Tal Roberts?’


‘Fourteen, Missus.’


‘Gawd! Ye’ll be eight feet up by the time you’re twenty.’ And she put the saucepan back on the hob and came back and stroked my hair. ‘And such lovely hair you do have, too. But fourteen’s too young for a decent dinner, or I’d eat you with spuds and cow cabbage.’


I got into the stew, packing the bread in after it and wishing her to the devil.


‘Never mind, small acorns do grow into very large oaks,’ said she. ‘You marry me, Cousin Tal, when you grow up?’


‘I’m not particular, Cousin Poll.’


‘Meanwhile, while I’m waiting, I’ll take a snip o’ that lovely white hair for me locket,’ and she made big eyes and pulled it up the front of her.


‘Ach, lay off!’


Snip, snip went the scissors.


Judges 16, verse 19. Try having your hair cut while you’re eating lobscouse. Samson got himself into the same predicament.


 


But real trouble started coming in the spring I was fifteen.


I suppose, thinking back, it had started long before that. My mam (before she died) owed Greathead’s Truck Shop for a couple of pounds of candles, they reckoned. And five years she had been gone before the debt was discovered. So they put it on my father’s debit when he came for his six weeks’ pay.


‘Two pounds of what?’ he asked.


‘Two pounds of candles, Mr. Roberts.’


‘Not for us, Tasker, we burn oil.’


‘Here’s the entry, Mr. Roberts. In your wife’s name.’


‘And the woman dead these past five years? Talk sense!’


‘Don’t know about that, Mr. Roberts.’


‘I do,’ said my father, ‘give it here,’ and the clerk of Greathead’s Shop gave Dada the account and he tore it into pieces.


‘Debt paid,’ said he.


But you don’t so easily get rid of a debt to Greathead’s.


Every six weeks’ pay night it was the same now – the Robertses still owe for two pounds of candles.


‘I’ll tell you what I will do,’ said my father. ‘I’ll buy another two dozen candles and push them up the agent.’


Now, you do not talk like that about the agent of the Marquis.


‘They’ll have you for it, Mr. Roberts,’ said Mr. Dafydd Owen.


‘I am not paying a debt my wife did not incur,’ said my father.


 


I ran fast that spring morning to feed Joe Herring, my friend the black-faced gull, then dropped to my knees and scrambled to the cliff edge: and I saw, a hundred feet below me, the mighty swirl of the sea. There, standing on one leg awaiting me, was Joe, his beady eyes winking in the sun. Clearly, I heard a voice, my mother’s voice, calling me above the wave-crash in the plaintive wailing of the gulls:


‘Taliesin!’


Aye! As clear as day I heard her voice whenever I climbed down the cliff to feed old Joe; but knew that it was the daft old wind playing his flutes in the thickets above, and the crying of the oyster-catchers from the sea. Down, down, down I went, toes and fingers scrabbling for a hold, down the hundred feet to the beach, and dropped the last two yards.


‘Night-shift,’ I said to the bird. ‘You hungry?’


I had been feeding him since my mam died. Once, wandering, loosened with tears, I had seen him flapping in the bay below me hooked like a fish on the breast of the sea. And I had stripped off my clothes and dived in naked, swum to him, cut the line, and dragged him ashore, breaking his wing.


I had taken him home to my father, who fashioned a feather quill and prised out the hook in his throat; then we fed him on sprats and oil.


His broken wing he reckoned was my fault, and he’d had me on toast ever since.


So every third evening, winter, summer, wet or fine, I would come down to the beach after shift and fetch him out a mackerel. He was awaiting it now, and I pulled in the line with a flounder wriggling on the end of it, and Joe had him down without showing which way he went.


‘Greedy old bugger!’


He just watched me, his breast feathers ruffling in the wind.


Another, another. God knows where he put them.


It was on this particular evening that I saw my father coming along the sand towards me.


Very strange, this, since he was supposed to be at work.


Stranger still was the heliograph signal flashing out at sea.


True, as a lead-refiner under the Smelter boss, Mr. Edward Rees, my father came and went almost as he pleased. Even as I stared at his approach I heard the whine of the Smelter and saw its yellow smoke gathering above the harbour. The heliograph message stopped winking, obliterated. Then the prow of a cutter made shape, and a shark’s-fin sail cut the smoke. The cutter appeared, shaking herself like a terrier and I saw her mains’l bellying in the slanting wind. Now, in a confusion of jumbled water she came inshore, her prow spraying water . . . making directly to the beach where my father was standing.


Looking back, my father was sailing pretty close to the wind in more ways than one about then. He made no bones about who he spoke his mind to. And I’ll always remember the night we collected our six weeks’ pay.


 


The copper agents always paid out in the ale-houses, a different house for every trade: the tutworkers who worked the bargains got theirs in the Old Glastonbury; the halvaners who dug the waste were paid at the Blue Bell in Amlwch Port (fourteen ale houses within three hundred yards down by there). Dressers received theirs at the Farmer’s Arms, Smiths at the Two Frigates and Carpenters at the Windmill, School Lane.


Dada and I pocketed ours at the Oddfellows where old Dick Evans, now the husband of my dearly beloved Pru Ichabod, held court.


A queer old lad was this Dick Evans, with a body like a lath and the face of a thrashed dog, and God knows what my Pru saw in him; but he be privately endowed, see, said Bill Bopper, the tasker of Greathead’s Truck Shop; as plump as a market pig was this Bill Bopper, with an expression to match.


This came out as my father and I were going into the public.


‘What does he mean?’ I asked.


Dada glanced at the debt collector and thumped the bar for ale. ‘Pass such eloquence unheeding, my son. It is an intellectual leap for some to lift a pint,’ and he smiled at Pru, who came up to the bar. ‘A quart for me, Ma’am, a half for Taliesin.’


I could have wept.


Where had gone the bloom that I had loved?


Two years now Dick Evans had been at her, the bed and the tub: twins first, now she was carrying again. But she smiled at me and I saw in that smile the woman she might have been. My father glanced at the pair of us, then lifted his pewter and blew off the froth: like most good Welshmen, he liked his ale. ‘Drink deep, Tal, but never drink drunk,’ he used to say. ‘Hops, like love-making, is a pastoral activity of the Celtic mind.’


‘You all right, Pru?’ I whispered amid the thunder of shouts and chinking glasses.


‘Doing fine, Tal!’ and she mopped up the bar.


‘Come on, come on, woman!’ shouted her husband, and I stiffened.


‘Easy, lad,’ said my father.


Oh God, I thought, one day I will flatten Dick Evans and take you from here. And, as if reading me, he raised his bloodhound eyes to mine.


‘Very obedient, isn’t she, mun!’


After a couple of pints I forgot about Pru Ichabod.


Dandy it is to be drinking ale with your father. Don’t swallow – just open the gullet and pour it down. Everybody in the public was at it; parting their whiskers and tipping up quarts; quarrelling, soothing, paying debts with promises, grumbling about wives. And in every voice lay the eternal threat – to empty Amlwch of Cornishmen. Always it is the same – a couple of glasses and they’re marching on Plas Newydd, my father used to say – then back home to the grouses of their half-starved wives.


Men drowned themselves in the fumes of ale that pay night: the drained sulphretted faces of the smelters I saw, their lips cracked by the poison that ate their lungs.


Copper beat everything flat with its production: laying waste the country, killing animals and humans. Rees the cripple was there, I noticed, a man spawned on the farms, but now a tributor who had dug out his heart on unfair ‘bargains’. Gory Blood, too – he who mined the shafts up on Mona; his mate, Alfie Cromwell, was beside him, a man of warts and a vacuous sense of humour; also Old Cog Costog, the tiny husband of Betsy, who lived next door to us up above Brickhill. She used to hit Hell out of him when he came home plaiting his legs; a rancid disposition had Betsy; no kind of wife for a scholar like Old Cog, who worked the engines up on Mona.


‘Wales, O Wales,’ he would cry after a whiff of the hops, ‘ “Thou who hast the fatal gift of beauty . . .” ’


‘Get the poet right,’ my father used to say. ‘ “Italia! Italia!” it is, and he was down the Po Valley, not up bloody Snowdon.’


‘Is this an inference that I do not know my Byron?’


‘It is. Next we’ll be having Shakespeare for Plato.’


‘Died in the Greek war of independence, I heard,’ said Old Cog.


‘Dear God!’ groaned my father.


Very happy I was to have this straightened out, having assumed that he got an arrow in the eye at Agincourt.


‘Who?’


‘Plato.’


‘Another quart, and quick,’ said Dada.


‘I hear that you and your father are going into the carting business, young man,’ said Old Cog.


A travelling newspaper, this one, and your business was all around Town.


‘Are we?’ I asked.


‘Aye, and if I had a son six feet up, I’d loosen me engines and start carting – money there, mind.’


The pay was chinking now, and the babble was like a Muldoon picnic. I saw Pru watching me from the bar as Bill Bopper, the tasker, pushed his way to the front.


‘Is it true ye have shop debts, lad?’ Old Cog jerked his thumb at my father who, eyes closed, appeared lost in a dream.


‘Our business,’ I said.


‘Your father has a bone of contention in this respect, I understand . . .?’ His pink eyes, those of a rat, inspected me.


‘Has he?’ I’d always been doubtful about bones of contention, and Cog said:


‘And, what is more, I understand he is airing his grievance tonight.’


‘Is that a fact?’


‘It is, and I take issue with it. If the debt has been incurred the family pays.’


‘If my mother incurred it.’


‘And, in taking on Tasker Bopper by refusing to pay, he is also taking on the Marquis of Anglesey.’


‘That doesn’t bother my father much,’ I said.


He regarded me, head on one side. ‘We don’t get a lot out of you, do we, Taliesin?’


‘Not a lot, Mr. Costog.’


‘Pray silence!’ roared Bill Bopper, then. ‘In the name of the Marquis,’ though God knows what he had to do with it. Yet, as always, it silenced them. There was no sound now but breathing and the chinking of paymasters’ money.


‘Joe Oldfield!’ bawled Bopper, and poor old Workhouse Joe came up, his clothes burned to holes by copper water.


A Bradford man, he had a missus and five kids in the House of Industry down Narbeth, the first workhouse in the country, and he had tramped North into copper to bail them out. Bopper slapped down money.


‘Jesus!’ whispered Joe, staring at it. ‘Is that all?’


‘How is that made up?’ called my father.


‘Old field’s business, man – stick to yours!’


‘How?’ Dada came to the bar, and the tasker said, sighing:


‘Forty-two-day period at six shillings a week less shovel hire time and candles; less fourpence for the doctor and ten shillings shop debt – draws twenty-four shillings.’


‘Proof of shop debt?’


‘Sure, Holy God, would ye audit the account personally, Gwyn Roberts?’


Bad Irish, this one. The only thing we had against the Irish in Amlwch was their stomachs, it was the Cornish we wanted out but Tasker Bopper was the dregs.


‘Leave it, Mr. Roberts,’ whispered Joe Oldfield, in the silence. ‘I need the loot.’


‘Any more palaver and he’ll be out on his arse,’ said Bopper. ‘Next!’


‘Have a sight of it each week, Mr. Oldfield,’ said Dada, ‘before you sign your six weeks’ cross.’


The names were called. One by one the men went up for their pay, and this day, for some reason or other, we were mixed in the trades, with deductions for the Truck Shops, fuses, candles, gunpowder, hire of tools, and often rent. And the tutworkers and tributors on the ‘bargains’ got it worst that pay night, I recall.


These were the men who worked in teams of four, who got a face of copper and rock on an auctioning system called ‘bargains’.


In St. Eleath’s square these ‘bargains’ were struck, and the team-leaders bid against each other to the agent, who would strike with a pebble the leader who won. And so, with their income tuned to the rate of copper per ton of rock shifted, their stomachs were dependent on the luck of the ‘bargain’. The standard was five per cent copper; if less than that, their pay was lowered; if more, it was raised. I have known tributors work for a week on an auctioned ‘bargain’ and draw no wages at all, so God was very popular with the teams – every dig up on Parys Mountain being dependent upon the Deity. Keep Him sweet, was the cry, or the agent will drop the rate. Down on their knees morning, noon and night, these ‘bargain’ workers, in the name of Jesus.


And the Cornish agents of the Marquis – men like Jimmy Liar and Billy Spy – also made a profit out of us on the mine stores – a practice they had brought from the Cornish mines. They’d buy candles and powder in bulk when times were bad and sell them to us when times were good.


A deputation to the Marquis? somebody suggested. The place is in rags, folks are starving – a deputation, for God’s sake – go over the heads of these pilfering agents.


Blame the Marquis, said my father, also the rotten Welsh gentry; not only those who rule us now, remember, but those who sold Glyndwr to an English king. If I had my way, said he, I would hang these parasites from a Parys whimsey – death by ritual strangulation.


I had gathered the impression that my father didn’t think much of the Marquis of Anglesey.


‘Gwyn Roberts!’ bellowed Bill Bopper, the tasker.


My father stood before him, and I groaned, sensing trouble.


‘Last pay day, eh, Mr. Roberts?’ called a man.


‘Aye,’ replied Dada. ‘This time next week we’ll be carting.’


‘Thirty-one-day week,’ said Bopper. ‘Four shillings a day, agreed?’


‘Agreed.’


‘And no stoppages?’


‘Correct.’


‘But a little matter of eightpence for two pounds of candles.’


‘Oh yes, I forgot – can I see the bill?’


Bopper showed it and my father took it and tore it into pieces. ‘Debt discharged,’ said he, again.


‘You know what this means, don’t you, Gwyn Roberts?’ asked one of the paymasters, handing over his pay.


‘I do. The Marquis will be eightpence short.’


‘You’ll regret it.’


‘No, he will. The loss is his. Come, Tal,’ and he put his arm around my shoulders.


 


The stars were big; donkeys and horses stood statuesque in the moonlight of Pritchard’s fields, and I remembered their begging eyes when under the whip.


I said, ‘There’s going to be trouble, isn’t there?’


‘Of course,’ came the reply. ‘Eightpence to the Marquis is the difference between life and death: he was born with the ethics of a vulture.’


We walked on. The copper-dusted trees were night hags brooding on the starved earth: two skeletons who called themselves mules were grazing on the garlic-tasting grass.


‘The men thought you ought to pay. I could see it in their faces.’


Said he, ‘The men there tonight sickened me – eternal gratitude possesses no pride.’


We took the old path that went over the bridge by the Old Brewery. The night glittered with cold air and light. And, at that moment, a man stepped out of the shadows. It was Skipper Rowlands, the captain of the Amlwch Queen.


This was a man I had often seen with my father. Big and heavily-booted was he, wearing a blue jersey and yellow neck scarf. Talk had it that he was bad company; up to his neck in running rum and guns to Ireland.


‘A word, if you please, Gwyn Roberts?’


I left them together, glancing back as I reached the cottage gate: they were no longer there. It was as if they had disappeared into the night.


Poll was asleep by the grate with Meg in her arms. I went back outside. A light was dancing on the waves inshore.










Chapter 4


That summer my father retired from the Smelting and I gave up the dirty old Precipitation pits. We went into carting.


This was before the coming of the railway, and carters were in demand. With Parys Mountain three miles distant from the harbour, everything dug up there – ore, ochre and brimstone – had to be horse-pulled down to the harbour. Smelter coal had to come from even more distant places.


Carters contracting under Mr. Hughes were paid by him at a shilling a ton; we hired the cart, but were expected to buy our own horse, and for this my father had been saving.


So now there was five of us in Three Costog Cottages – my father, Cousin Poll, Meg my baby sister, me, and Dobie.


Lovely was this Welsh cob, Dobie, bought at Llangefni Fair. Great in strength, standing fifteen hands with big brown muscles down his back and thews; his hooves were as large as dinner plates, all ragged with white hair; his mouth was as soft as the inside of a thigh.


He was a grandad and often bad-tempered; his teeth said he was nearly as old as me, but lithe and gay was he that summer day we walked him back from Llangefni, with the hired cart grinding along behind. Done up in our Sunday braveries, my father and I were up front with the reins; Poll, with Meg on her knee, sat on sacks behind.


And, as we came down Llaneilian Road, the doors came open and curtains went back. But my father looked neither right nor left as we came through the sulphur-ridden country of Brickpool: the evening sun was setting, the sea lay before us like a corpse stained with blood.


 


My little sister Meg was growing up.


Aged five now, her wrist bangles were disappearing with her bubbles and coos: nobody could have brought her up as fresh and clean as did our Poll. And now Poll said when we’d done our first shift at carting:
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