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The monotony and solitude of a quiet life stimulate the creative mind.




    — Albert Einstein




Introduction




   This is a story about a young, spindly, grocer’s lad, slightly addicted to illicitly bought cigarettes, and rather more addicted to his beautiful art teacher’s astonishingly long legs. Tony Matthews, or Anthony, as he was then known, who is now a long established Australian writer and historian, spent much of his boyhood alone, wandering the chemically-saturated, coal-dust-tainted hills, swamps and abandoned copper-smelters of 1950s Swansea, South Wales, hiding in old air-raid shelters or bomb-ruins or the crumbling World War Two concrete gun emplacements at the base of a rocky island lighthouse situated on a headland, musically called Mumbles. It was a name which, for some unfathomable reason, immediately conjured up images of Hobbits or dwarfs or possibly little Welsh goblins. All this makes Tony sound as mad as a fruit-fly but in fact he was just a young, tousle-headed boy with a torch, a book, a wobbly-bladed penknife and a slightly different mission in life.




   Tony Matthews was something of a loner from the very beginning although he did not know it at the time. When he wasn’t hiding in secretive silence in the ruins of a disused R.A.F. Spitfire airbase eating wild blackberries with one hand while shooting down imaginary Focke Wulf Fw 90 bandits with the other, he was alone in an abandoned cottage somewhere in the wilderness of the Gower peninsula where his only companions were the ghosts of Neolithic cave-dwellers. They were probably a little miffed that Tony was camping on their burial mound but the young lad never went in fear of them. He even spent some of a summer holiday alone in the same cave where those ancient people had once lived. There, with just a rolled up newspaper as a flaming torch, he discovered the fossil of an amazing creature that had died sixty-five million years, seven months and three days before Tony had even come into existence. Ordinary boys don’t normally do that, but then young Tony Matthews was anything but ordinary.




   He was invisible!




   Often choosing to be alone during his boyhood, Tony Matthews was seeking something he didn’t even know existed — the inner self of solitude, a quiet place in a world that seemed full of noise, confusion and brightly colourful people. Noises, crowds and bright lights either hurt his eyes or made him want to find a dark place where he could sit alone like a Devil’s Hole Pupfish and there are only fifty of those little guys left on the entire planet.




   In this funny and, at times, brilliantly perspicacious book, Tony Matthews writes about how the world is viewed through the eyes of an intensely introverted and overly self-conscious recluse who, in addition to living a life largely secluded from the rest of society, also describes what it is like to be an ethical vegan on a planet where the killing and consumption of animals is considered perfectly normal and where millions of animals are killed daily for food or sport or fun.




   This is a story that, at times, is emotionally touching, and at other times touchingly comic but it describes an unusual world that relatively few people have seen, despite the fact that we are an intrinsic part of that world and it is everywhere around us.




   All his life Tony Matthews has sought ways that would render him virtually invisible to the rest of society, and despite the fact that he has written more than thirty books, mainly histories or historical novels, including several publisher’s best sellers, he remains something of an enigma, a shadow in the literary world. As a writer who has travelled extensively in twenty-seven countries, including the odd war zone or two, he has experienced much during his life and has had a unique opportunity to study people of various races and religions and is able to see the abnormal in what we would consider normal. From boarding gold smugglers’ dhows in the Persian Gulf to surviving one of the bloodiest military coups in modern history or being almost comically headhunted by the C.I.A. for one of their stultifyingly goofy covert missions in darkest Africa, Tony has lived through extraordinary times.




   Yet personal participation in fascinating events such as these has never been Tony’s ambition. Whenever possible he has always attempted to be the observer, standing back, watching carefully and analysing, usually from a vantage point where he is able to see but without being noticed. Looking at society from the outside gives him a unique and often prismatic perspective of life. Sometimes it is intensely moving, at other times it raises our awareness of how quirky we can be or how wonderfully full of compassion and love. He questions everything, asking why the world is what it has become today and where we might be heading in the future. As he does so he is acutely conscious that holding up a mirror to the rest of the world also requires him to do exactly the same to himself even though this examination can, at times, be both cutting and outrageously satirical.




   Introspection and seclusion are powerful vantage points from which to study our fellow humans and this book demonstrates that it can be possible to do so with clarity, honesty and an abundance of raw humour that is sometimes as penetrating as an alien’s rectal probe.




   This is a book filled with a precise and edgy observation of life on planet Earth told in a style of wry self-deprecation and vividly expressed good humour. It is also an intensely moving description of a life lived as a reclusive writer, a super-self-conscious, socially awkward hermit, a vegan and introvert, and, as Tony describes himself: ‘An honorary extraterrestrial with a forged hall-pass to Earth’.




   As a boy, and right through his entire life, Tony Matthews has craved anonymity and invisibility — a state of being that is not only well beyond the laws of physics as we know them but also one largely at odds with his chosen profession of writer, historian, poet, radio broadcaster and documentary filmmaker.




   In Invisible — the Essential Guide for Aliens Stranded on Earth, the author commences his journey through the strange, other-dimensional world of the born recluse, vegan, hermit and introvert. Reflecting his own young confusion, he questions why he appears to be a round doughnut irrevocably stranded in a square biscuit-tin. His quest for understanding takes him on a roller-coaster ride through boyhood into adolescence when finally he comes to understand that he is about as comfortable on this strange world called Earth as a crocodile in a handbag factory.




    Author’s Note




   This is a book about really scary introverted vegans. Actually, it’s worse than that. It’s a book about really scary introverted vegans who live in a kind of grey(ish) underworld of seclusion. You might think from this description that it is a simple life and a simple story but nothing could be farther from the truth because vegan introverts are, by definition, a breed apart, and this book will be a character-filled insight into our strange personalities, foibles and fears, (well, mine at least!). This is the odd, stupidly funny, vaguely ridiculous and sometimes mischievously risqué story of a vegan recluse stuck inexorably to Planet Earth like an insect stuck to flypaper.




   In fact this is going to be a rather topsy-turvy kind of book filled with all the vibrant observations, anecdotes and chilling horror stories of living the life of a vegan recluse in a world where everyone loves to party; where noise is king and silence is borderline psychotic. In short, it is a world where introverts and especially introverts who are also vegans and recluses are seen as cone-headed aliens. That’s actually not a bad thing, but cone-headed aliens are somewhat disadvantaged because Earthlings have quite a lot of trouble understanding them. I hope this little publication will serve to deepen this confusion even more because when a mystery deepens people start to talk about it and talking itself is a road to understanding, even if it is only the weird kind of mind-battering reverse logic that I present here.




   This is not a book designed to explain who reclusive vegans are or why they live as they do. This book has been written because it’s about time we had a jolly good chuckle at ourselves and the world generally and where we all attempt to fit into it, or not fit into it, as the case may be. I don’t fit into it particularly well and rather like that. It might also surprise you to learn that you also could be a closet recluse. It’s called the ‘friendship paradox’ and demonstrates that most people have fewer friends than their friends have. Gregariousness is rapidly becoming a jar of vanishing cream. Welcome to the 21st Covid-apocalyptic century.




   Since starting this book I’ve never really been sure if it is a serious story about a really silly subject or a really silly story about a serious subject. I can’t decide. Perhaps it’s both. Perhaps you should decide once you’ve read it — if you can see it through to the end, that is, which will be a challenge for anyone who suffers from nervous dyspepsia because at times a recluse’s life can be hard to stomach without a spoonful of Mylanta.




   I’ve been an introverted vegan for more years than Fred Astaire was dancing with Ginger Rogers. I’ve actually been an introvert since birth — or at least since a neighbour saw me bollock-naked in a pink plastic basin covered with insufficient soap-suds to hide my quite inadequate three-year old willy. Now that was the precise moment I also decided that I didn’t particularly like being looked at, especially when attired in nothing but rapidly popping soap-suds smelling rather too strongly of coal-tar.




   A whole lifetime is a long time to seek solitude especially when seclusion and quietude are almost impossible to achieve in a world designed for community expression, instant connectivity and stereophonic speakers that are now built into the bottoms of our mobile phones. I’m quite sure, the way things are going, with advances in digital implant technology, we will soon have stereophonic speakers built into our own bottoms. (It’s called transhumanist technology, by the way, and it really is coming our way in the not too distant future). We are now so connected that somehow we seem to be falling apart at the same time, although with luck all our bottoms will remain firmly in place.




   Social media, the Internet, texting, direct Twitter messaging, are all forming a new kind of human seclusion, and these are issues and skills we have learned to hone universally during the Covid 19 outbreak. Social skills are being lost as hyper-jittery (and sometimes rather pimply) little boys and girls sit tensely in their bedrooms staring zombie-like at computers or phone screens while shifting continuously in their chairs having twitchingly consumed three gallons of caffeine-impregnated carbonated water during the previous half hour. They exist almost alone but in a state of constant apprehension as they wait for some completely unknown and anonymous person to ‘follow’ or to ‘like’ them. It’s a strange world where success is measured not by our achievements but by the number of little thumbs-up emojis we have on our Facebook pages. People call reclusive vegans really strange but how sad is that, and who invented emojis anyway? I’m not sure but I expect he’s a multi-billionaire by now with a super yacht at Monaco crewed exclusively by Playboy Bunnies wearing nothing warmer than fluffy bum-tufts.




   I’m a recluse because that’s an indelible part of my psyche and has nothing whatever to do with caffeine drinks or fluffy bottoms, yet today many people are becoming reclusive because they no longer need community or human contact. Enforced seclusion during the Covid outbreak changed the way we think about these issues and we are all very definitely more protective of our own space — something that recluses have cherished all their lives. Everything is done remotely on touch-screens. What was once considered as the new revolution in bringing everyone together is actually helping to force us apart, and Covid has a lot to do with that too.




   Time passes. In my experience it passes too quickly. When we are young the years stretch ahead as if life will never end. We long to grow up and grow larger willies (if one is adorned with a willy in the first place, of course), but as we grow we experience and learn.




   I actually once believed that I would be the only person in the history of the world who would live forever. I was only seven at the time so it’s understandable, but I also believed that I could fly. Yet as we grow older the years begin to speed up with astonishing rapidity. Time flashes past like a bullet-train. I’m sure the late and lamented Stephen Hawking, who predicted that we could travel through time at the speed of light, had something to do with that, and I’m not very pleased with him because personally at my age I’d like things to slow down quite a lot.




   Yet there are advantages. When one gets up a bit in years it’s perfectly possible to get away with just about anything. Old people are contagiously grumpy and they get away with that. Old people feign fragmentary memory discombobulation to forget conveniently that it’s their round, even when they have no idea what discombobulation actually means. To be ageing gracefully is not the horrific spectre it’s made out to be. In fact it can be quite fun, especially when one is a vegan reclusive introverted hermit and therefore by default an intergalactic alien with an uncanny ability to remain invisible — or at least, cunningly camouflaged when appropriate.




   That will be me, I think!




   It’s okay to be a recluse but when one is both a recluse and a vegan, that’s when the world really becomes interesting because suddenly one is not of this world. One is a binary distortion. Not only that, but being at an age which rather unkind young people sometimes call ‘overripe’ also means that one has now become unfathomably invisible and it’s been achieved automatically. Now that’s what all introverted recluses strive for. It’s a major success. Complete invisibility at last. It’s possible to go into any shop and be even more ignored by shop assistants than usual.




   It’s now possible to tote up the positives of being an aged, invisible, introverted, reclusive, vegan alien. Firstly, you are going to live forever because of your cruelty-free, cholesterol-emancipated diet. Secondly, nobody is going to ask you for a donation to save endangered dodgem cars or similarly ridiculous causes because you are invisible and they simply can’t see you. Thirdly, being aged, even if people do magically manage to penetrate the invisibility shield you have placed around yourself, then it will be perfectly acceptable to tell them to get stuffed because you are old and that’s what grumpy old people do.




   God it’s so bloody liberating!




   Everything changes as you age. When you are young you go into a museum and think it’s about as boring as watching old rail-lines rust (which I’ve actually done) and when you’re in your middle-ish years you think that museums are, well, sort of interesting, and finally, when you become something of an old fart, you look in a museum glass-cabinet where there are relics of fossil scraps and sepia-faded press-stories from fifty years ago and you find yourself there. Really! It happened to me!




   Everything has to change. That’s both the beauty of life and its principal challenge. I look around me now, seated on a wooden bench, cleverly camouflaged amid a spread of shopping-centre potted palms and see a pale, pinkish, blueish tidal surge of people, mainly young women, sporting literally an indelible display of neck, arm, ankle, thigh and upper posterior tattoos, and I’m buggered if I know what this tsunami of blue-inked rind is all about. Tattoos were once the preserve of randy sailors and young bar-girls who served them pints of scrumpy in the shady taverns of Portsmouth. It was completely mad in those pubs and, in a way, you could understand why the bar-girls tattooed their boobs. But some people now have tattoos on their faces and some have even tattooed their eyeballs. One man I saw online had cleverly turned himself into an alien and had gone to the extent of cutting off his nose so that just two rather snotty holes were left in a completely tattoo-blackened face. These ingenious folk have the ability to remind me of the photographs I’ve seen of people in side-shows: the bearded lady; the man with three eyes; the strongest man in the world; the man whose penis sounds like Scottish bagpipes when he wees, or, my favourite: Stork-leg Man who stands on stage with two cotton-skinny legs and pretends very convincingly to eat live worms. That kind of thing. The world, I’m sure, is becoming successively crazier.




   I am getting on in years and remain an inveterate introvert, vegan and recluse which is probably why I’m now hiding among all the shopping-centre potted plants dressed in a pair of really cheap Big W camouflage military pants — the type that a former U.S. president’s militia supporters would wear when on brain-dead operations in the banjo-plucking bayous. I really am scribbling this down on a few scraps of paper and a napkin as I sit here, by the way. This is live action you’re reading. I am also dressed in a secondhand brownish/greenish shirt which cost me four dollars at the Lifeline op-shop, and a mud-coloured Raiders of the Lost Ark type of hat that happily melts into the background rendering my head almost completely invisible — at least to the untrained eye. The hat cost me a completely mad fifty dollars at the organics shop and is not made of rabbit fur largely because I wouldn’t wear a hat made from the residue of caged and once furry angora bunnies who have been repeatedly fur-ripped by some rather unpleasant gentleman in a very large Far Eastern country.




   But I digress. Here in the shopping-centre I’m so invisible that people bump into me and don’t bother apologising because they think I’m part of the potted plant arrangement. Standing perfectly still also helps with my quest for invisibility. I stand like stone. I studied Clint Eastwood to do that — A Fistful of Dollars. He could stand like a Boot Hill gravestone (after he’d thrown his poncho over his shoulder to reveal his shooting-iron, of course) and plug about a million people with his six-gun all in the same nanosecond. It was quite remarkable and I’ve always envied him that talent because there are, I reluctantly admit as a pacifist, one or two people whom I’ve known in the past who might benefit from a really good plugging. I’m talking of course about men in the TV industry who wear neck-danglers shaped like naked ladies, or those sporting gold bangles on really hairy wrists, and also those quite astonishing geniuses who like to hang fake testicles from the tow-bars of their 4WD vehicles — but that almost goes without saying.




   In my constant quest for invisibility I sometimes stand so still that in the past I have actually been mistaken for a shop dummy. Really! It’s a terrifying experience because you never quite know if shop assistants are about to interfere with your underpants (quite innocently of course). Honestly, I constantly have to be on my guard. Being invisible can sometimes get you into awful difficulties.




   Okay, enough of this. Let’s go back a bit. In fact let’s go back to the moment I discovered that I was miraculously transforming into a little (untattooed) alien.




   You’ll love that.




   Chapter One




     From Earthling to Alien




   When I was a child with the legs of a stork and teeth like splinters I believed it possible that I might at least be part alien. Not the horrid type of alien that drips gallons of smelly saliva and callously impregnates Sigourney Weaver without any thought of child support, but a rather curious kind of little-boy-alien with a slightly dozy, completely harmless look — a bit like Garfield, I guess, but without the embarrassing habit of coughing up furballs.




   I was only a kid, of course, and had no real knowledge of the world or what the word ‘beget’ meant in real terms, although the Bible, which I was forced to read at my stunningly Catholic school where there were more nails and crosses on the walls than children at desks, appeared to be stuffed full of people begetting each other, so evidently it was important in an esoteric and possibly even a slightly erotic kind of way. I knew that it had something to do with procreation because so many people in the Bible had begat so many other people I guessed there must be some kind of link to the mysteries of human reproduction.




   I was aware that although I was largely human I wondered if somehow during my own begetting some really weird element of space-dust containing microscopic particles of alien life from Mars had fallen onto my head, or perhaps into the holy water used at my christening, and somehow added another other-worldly component to my begetting and therefore I may have been partly from Mars or even another solar system entirely. It was a real conundrum for a boy of five years because by that time I was beginning to realise that I wasn’t exactly the same as everyone else — something was wrong. Perhaps my brain had been installed back-to-front or upside-down because I was thinking about things that normal young chaps appeared not to be thinking about such as would it be possible to live forever on hot chips and if I flicked a rubber-eraser hard enough would it bounce off my headmaster’s desk and lodge irretrievably in his nose?




   My favourite place in our home was a small cupboard beneath the stairs. It was full of rubbish and old tin toys, cardboard boxes and spiders’ webs. It smelled strongly of furniture polish and linseed oil because that was where my mother stored her cleaning materials and where my father kept his box of putty for fixing cracks in the window sills. It was dark in there with little chinks of light coming through the bottom and top of the ill-fitting door which was just large enough for a Hobbit. There was a part missing at the top through which I’d put my hands to open it. Not even the spiders could see me in there. I was alone, invisible, listening to everything that was going on in the house but no one knew I was there and I found that I really rather liked that.




   I didn’t then know what an introvert or a recluse or a hermit might have been but I did know that I liked to be alone and that was rather peculiar because everyone else, apparently, liked to cluster like paperclips to a magnet.




   I’d sit in the darkness deep in thought. I was a retrospective little Hobbit. My favourite subject at school was history and I was always looking back into the past, trying to see what it had been like in those distant days. In that cupboard beneath the stairs, in addition to all the cleaning potions, smelly polishing rags, bags of stinking putty and an assortment of gardening tools (rarely used) I discovered to my delight a pair of ancient British Army-issue binoculars that apparently had been brought back from the Western Front by one of my uncles who had served during the First World War. The binoculars had seen better days; they were battered by rough usage, mute testimony to the terrible conditions on the shell-torn battlefields. I loved to take them to the top of the hill behind our house and look through them at the distant horizon, imagining what others had seen while also looking through those same lenses. One of the lenses was badly cracked so it was like looking through a strange kind of prism, but that only heightened the effect of being able to look back through time, to see events that had taken place years ago. Yet I was only able to do this when I was alone. If other boys were with me my window in time would never work. The magic of it was to be by myself. I never understood why, but was beginning to understand that being alone was often better and more exciting and interesting than being with other boys. It gave me a chance to be myself and to find elements in life that were elusive when in the company of others.




   Now I know all this sounds about as crazy as Lord Such’s Monster Raving Loony Party (although he wasn’t actually crazy at all, as the British polls subsequently proved), but what I’m saying is real. It’s quite possible for boys with lots of imagination and a need to be alone to see into the past. In fact my entire life has been based on that premise and I’ve written loads of history books to prove it. Not only that, but I’ve also been able on many occasions to see into the future. Now you’re probably thinking I’ve been smoking far too many funny fags, but I assure you that later in this book you’ll see that it all makes sense. Well, sort of.




   I was a loner and eventually came to understand that. I just loved being by myself when everyone else apparently liked to party. Parties are all the same whether you are four years of age or sixty-four. Somewhere in the centre of those two ages an additional element is introduced into all such events and it’s called raging hormones which are at the centre and heart of all parties from the ages of fifteen until about forty at which time parties appear to regress to become the same as all the parties you had attended when you were four, right down to the pink jelly which is about all you can eat when you’re in your dotage anyway because there usually aren’t too many teeth left in a functioning capacity.




   I’m a recluse. That’s just who I am. Parties make me feel like I’m trapped in a titchy little cell with far too many brightly coloured balloons and lots of noisy people. When I go to a party, which is about once every forty-five years, the first thing I want to do is prick all the balloons with the little pin that holds my PETA badge onto my cruelty-free tee-shirt and then run away to some place where it’s super quiet. I do that a lot, even when I’m not at parties.




   I remember the first party I attended. It was a street party being held right across the U.K. On almost every street and in every household people from all walks of life were coming out of their houses carrying tables and chairs, bottles of beer, cakes and slices of bread and butter. You could tell that something really important was going on because the bread had been buttered right to the edges, not just in the middle and then folded over to disguise the discrepancy. Oh no! No folded bread today. If it was going to be buttered to the edges then everyone should be able to see it.




   This was, of course, the party to end all parties. It was the Queen’s coronation, 1953. I was four and a half years of age and about as tall as a Meerkat in a sombrero. The street was a haze of people. The pavement had been lined with old trestle tables, much splashed with paint-drippings and wallpaper paste but cleverly covered with crisp white tablecloths and small vases of wildflowers. The food was impressive for those poverty-wracked years including pink blancmange and apple pie although the feast didn’t last long as dockers, miners and smelter hands were a hungry lot and everything was scoffed in rapid time followed by bottles of frothing beer. After all the feasting came the speeches followed by lots of toasts in beer dregs to the Queen, God Bless Her, and then the singing, largely God Save etc with loud and quite beautiful Welsh baritones — voices fuelled by kegs of beer and throats greased by all the butter that had gone right to the edges.




   I can’t say that I really enjoyed it. I didn’t even know what a queen was at that time other than the fact that ours must have been related to Cinderella because she went everywhere in gilt carriages drawn by a team of fairy-tale horses and every time she got out of the carriage a bunch of men dressed in funny long socks with pointy shoes played trumpets very loudly. It was as if Walt Disney had taken a week’ sabbatical from drawing Micky Mouse by hand and had suddenly come to town.




   As I grew a little older I realised that parties were not my thing. Everyone was expected to be happy and full of fun and life but all I ever wanted to do at a party was to find the cupboard under the stairs, ubiquitous in all working class terraced houses, and hide there until the bedlam had died down so that I could creep out like an undertaker’s apprentice and disappear darkly into the night. Now I know that makes me sound a little freaky but it was just the reality of being a young introvert and a recluse-in-training with wing-nut ears that made me look like a startled possum.




   Not that parties were particularly common at that time. The queen might have been in the process of building one of the most expensive royal yachts in the history of humankind and having frocks made at a cost that would have kept a hundred ordinary families for an entire year, but for mere mortals like us the austerity measures forced upon us by the costs of the fairly recent war were still quite real. These were the early 1950s. Life was tough, cold, grim and, at times, particularly bleak. There were bomb ruins everywhere. No one really wanted to party, and few could afford it.




   The second party I attended, some years later, was held at the house of my school’s headmaster, Mr Moran. I never quite managed to bounce a rubber up his nose, by the way. I was also never sure if he was really alive because he was tall and thin and had the pale, haunted face of a ghost. The big day came and off I went to the party. It was the birthday of one of the Moran children and Mrs Moran, despite nationally imposed government austerity, had spared no expense. The table was full of cupcakes with sprinkles on top and the bread had almost been buttered to the edges but not quite because even a headmaster had to show some economic constraint.




   Actually, I believe that the entire party had been arranged for the sole purpose of showing off Mr Moran’s brand new television set which only he in the entire neighbourhood had been able to afford.




   No one had ever seen a TV before. I wasn’t even sure what a television was or what it might be used for. It came in the form of a square wooden box, the wood panelling quite handsome and polished, in front of which was a grey glass screen that looked decidedly boring. Beneath that were a few Bakelite knobs. ‘After we’ve had tea we’ll all sit down and watch the television set,’ Mr Moran enthused. ‘Charlie Drake is on today.’




   I liked Charlie Drake because he looked like a short duck with exploding hair but I was a bit wary of Mr Moran, I had to admit, mainly due to his ghostly element but also because he was about nine hundred feet tall.




   After all the food had magically disappeared into the crumb-rimmed mouths of a dozen or two little boys and girls (we were all dressed in our Sunday best, by the way) Mr Moran ceremoniously switched on the television and sat in his favourite chair, well contented, politely belching boiled-egg-scented breath into one hand. While we waited for the wooden box to ‘warm up’, Mr Moran regaled us with a brief history of the invention and development of television from its earliest days of conception. It was like listening to Einstein expounding his Theory of Relativity and almost as incomprehensible. We learned that the ‘TV’ as it was known in the good old U.S.A. was going to be the new wireless of the future. We gawped wide-eyed at that because we couldn’t possibly imagine anything taking the place of wireless sets and especially Tony Hancock’s Ha-Ha-Half Hour, for those of you who remember that poor old chap who flew half way around the world to Sydney, of all places, to wash down a box of exceedingly nasty tablets with a pint of vodka — which was a peculiar kind of ending for someone who had laughed rather a lot — especially on our wireless sets.




   Mr Moran went on and on talking about the wondrous invention of television. It was going to change the world, he said. He talked so much he neglected to notice that the television box was failing to warm up at all and when I put my hand on the glass, leaving a sticky mess of cup-cake jam, the screen was as cold as charity.




   That was almost it, as far as our first demonstration of this earth-shattering device was concerned, although Mr Moran did manage finally to get power to the thing and after about five minutes it ‘warmed up’ to reveal a screen filled with nothing but some kind of electronic snow. We had entirely missed Charlie Drake, and all the station staff had gone out to enjoy a jolly good lunch because that’s what TV staff did in those days — four hours on air and the rest of the day in the pub. We were all enthralled though. I mean, we’d never seen snow on a screen before. It was amazing at first but became boring after about fifteen seconds and we all went home to tell our parents that Mr Moran had a new box he called a tele-something and that it was really good if you wanted to see a lot of flickering snow. It was astonishing. It was going to change the world. We knew that was true with a strange childlike certainty because Mr Moran had told us so and as he was our headmaster we believed absolutely everything he said.
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   Anthony ‘Tony’ Matthews
The young ‘grocer’s lad’, who, as a boy, loved to roam alone.




    — Tony & Lensie Matthews collection.




   Years passed. I began to shoot up like a daffodil but without the yellow head. In fact I think I did go through some peculiar illness when my head turned slightly yellowish for a while. Yet I was the perfect little boy. Not too bright, mind you. Really stupid at geometry, algebra and trigonometry but excellent at dropping my pencil at just the right moment to take a surreptitious look at Miss Edward’s legs. In fact Miss Edwards, my art and English teacher, was the first female I ever noticed with legs. Up until then the gentle gender might well have been whizzing around on roller skates or snow-shoes for all I cared, or noticed, but Miss Edwards was different. She had legs and I thought they were rather spiffing. I would have done anything for Miss Edwards because not only did she have legs but she also had a number of other attributes including the capacity to give me a wry but good-natured smile even when I was being cheeky.




   I sometimes wonder if Miss Edwards liked my legs as much as I liked hers. Probably not, although she might well have noticed my wobble which I thought was so pronounced at times I felt like one of those little tin clowns with spherical bottoms that sway in every direction as soon as you touch them. I was a spherical-bottomed daffodil-coloured clown and apparently everyone knew it. No wonder I was wobbling like buggery!




   My first alien ‘wobble’ came when I was about nine. Not long after I’d peed my pants during my very first night as a Cub. I was a Cub-virgin, you see, and just as nervous. I didn’t even have a uniform yet. All the tiny little Cubs had been looking at me and I found that it was rather disconcerting to be the centre of everyone’s gaze, especially when standing in a warm puddle of well-used lemonade.




   Perhaps that’s what started it all. Not long after the deliciously mind-numbing saga of pissing all over the Cub-house planks, I was walking with my Auntie Eth along a street when I noticed a group of people on the other side of the street turn slightly to watch us. I had an unaccountable feeling of being examined and for some unfathomable reason this made my legs wobble a little and I felt as if I were staggering slightly. I know now that it was simply self-consciousness but at the time I thought I was either having a mini-stroke or Auntie Eth’s lilac water was a smidgen too heady that day.




   That was actually the day when I’d just got through telling my teacher at Wellsprings School in Taunton that she had misspelled the word ‘inflammable’. For a boy of nine from working class Swansea that wasn’t a bad effort. Perhaps I wasn’t so stupid after all. Nine-year-old Wendy Turnbull looked at me adoringly which was really spiffing because she wore the cutest little white ankle socks, but then I suddenly noticed that everyone else in the class was also looking at me as if my bum had suddenly dropped off. In the playground the word went around quickly. I could see the elbow-nudging and the long looks. Some of them no doubt would have loved to be able to spell inflammable, even if they had no idea what it meant, but others were just teetering on the edge of astonishment that weedy little Anthony Matthews who’d just been transferred from some Swansea poo-hole of a school had actually had the temerity to correct a teacher! They had no idea, of course, that although I was just a lemonade-leaking sprout, I was also a bookworm with glow-in-the-dark eyes from reading beneath my blankets at night and I could spell the socks off most boys my age. All that would have been okay too but everyone was now looking at me and when I tried to walk nonchalantly my legs were beginning to go wobbly — a bit like the dockers in Swansea on Friday nights. I couldn’t understand what was happening. Why did my legs feel like apple blancmange?




   Since then the malady has grown. As a boy it wasn’t too noticeable but when I got into my teenage years, tall, dorky, a bit like Stork-leg Man but without the whole worm-eating thing, that’s when the wobble started to become really wobbly.




   Anyway, because I shall be mentioning this ‘affliction’ later in this book, I just wanted to point out the fact that I often feel like I’m wobbling. It can be a little disconcerting at times, even if the wobbling is just in my own tiny, wasp-sized brain and no one has actually ever noticed the slightest waver in my walk.




   I did not realise for years that my wobble was a direct result of my intense self-consciousness. I could feel people’s eyes burning into me like Superman’s fabulous see-through vision. Everywhere I walked, it seems, people were watching me. If I got on the bus everyone would turn to watch, or at least some of them would. When I stood to get off the bus they did it again. Sometimes I’d stay on the bus just so that I wouldn’t have to get up and be watched by all the other passengers while I wobbled off. When that happened I usually had a long walk back to school but that was better than being looked at by a bunch of scruffy bus-people with greasy hair and neck-pimples. What was it about me that turned their attention? I wasn’t James Dean. I wasn’t even good looking. Yet I always felt that I was being noticed and it made me feel like an alien with his trouser-buttons open and that can be a little disconcerting for a young grocer’s lad who had not yet noticed that most girls actually had legs and they went all the way up to their bottoms. Wendy Turnbull didn’t count, by the way, I was only transfixed by her white ankle socks and possibly her dimple. No doubt she would have been equally enthralled with my little ankles which could clearly be seen because I wore sandals without socks even though I’d had a terrible row with my Aunty Eth because I wanted to wear socks with my sandals but she said they would make me look like a right twit and she was probably right. Even today, Spaniards on the Costa del Sol are still splitting themselves laughing at British tourists wearing socks with their sandals. It’s a source of constant hilarity, especially when the tourists finally take the socks off revealing their bone-white ankles and feet in contrast to their Costa del Sol suntanned legs. It looks as if they are wearing white skin-socks — which is bloody hilarious!




   I was a boy of the fifties. It was a different world. War rationing had ended only a few years earlier. You could tell. Everyone was skinny and had boils. There wasn’t much money around and that made people even skinnier. Britain was attempting to recover from the mind-boggling cost of the war. The whole country was broke and everyone knew it would take years to recover. The menfolk worked hard at any job they could find and after work they went into their gardens or to their allotments and grew vegetables so that their families would have enough to eat. The fifties, especially the early fifties, were like the Great Depression. There was the relief and joy at having kicked Hitler right in his single, well publicised and highly musical testicle, (there is a rather lewd song about it) and there was light at the end of the tunnel (except for Hitler) but everyone knew that although the war was over the struggle to put it behind us would take some doing.




   For the struggling workers there were panaceas, of course. A pint down the pub on a Friday night was one of the best anesthetics that a shilling could buy, especially when it was good Welsh beer, brewed locally. The other indispensable crutch upon which almost everyone leaned was a good old cigarette, and I have to admit having rather a fondness for them myself, at that time, at least, despite the fact that I was still a few years away from my teens and although, unlike Hitler, I had two balls, neither had yet dropped, either as a pair or singularly, so my smoking days had begun really early.




   The 1950s were tough times, not as tough as the war years, obviously, but the shadow of the war still hung over us with an ominous menace that was, of course, heightened by the constant threat of some kind of Soviet-inspired annihilation, and we were sometimes informed of government polices such as staying indoors in the event of an atomic attack and hiding under a strong table which was so brilliantly helpful that it’s giving me goosedumps.




   The threat of atomic disaster loomed over everything and was as palpable as the real war that had all too recently ended. It was almost as if the war had just changed direction and we were no longer fighting evil hordes of goose-stepping Nazis but were now going to have to contend with evil hordes of goose-stepping Russians dressed fashionably in radiation suits. And, I have to ask, why do all fascist or communist regime soldiers ‘goose-step’, and what on God’s Earth is a ‘goose-step’ anyway?




   Absolutely everyone on the planet, including Hitler and Stalin, were perfectly aware that both geese and ganders do not goose-step, or two-step, or even side-step — they waddle! But then, I guess, it would not sound as threatening to read a news report that states, for example, ‘One hundred thousand of Mr Stalin’s highly trained troops, all appropriately attired in atom-bomb suits and armed with tons of radiation burn-cream, waddled down Oxford Street today, having landed yesterday at Hastings.’
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