
ALL THE GEESE ARE SWANS
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“Here’s to life”, he said, “may it sit well with you.”

“Thank you,” I said “but – ‘sit well’?  Here’s to living it!”

YOUNG AND OLD
When all the world is young, lad,

And all the trees are green;

And every goose a swan lad,

And every lass a queen;

Then hey for boot and horse, lad,

And round the world away;

Young blood must have its course, lad,

And every dog his day.

Charles Kingsley.  Songs from ‘The Water Babies’

GOING BACK
Wave me a brave flag, point to the hills

Where my ailing heart wanders wistfully.

Show me, a last time, the sweet poignant thrill

Of days that had charm and had mystery

Bring strength to my mind, unfurrow my brow,
Let my cares fall all about me.

Give me the magic I knew as a boy,

It will tell you why you shouldn’t doubt me.

Paint me a sunset that burns in the sky,

Dip my bright soul in the river.

Lead me once more through the rich, golden rye

Where the faintest breeze still makes it shiver.

Give me companions whose eyes gleam like fire,

Whose voices chime clear in the air.

Send me on paths that are velvet with mire,

Towards visions that p’raps never were there.

Show me the bluebells as blue as the sea

That flow through the greenwood to some hidden beach.

And the ghostly white owl’s face peering at me

From out of the blackness in some long-lost niche.

Play me the song that the speckled thrush sang

Before he was lost to my sight.

Give me back all the music with which the world rang

As it fell into darkness from light.
BOY AT LARGE
There was a time when I thought that I would never find the world.  I looked and looked, searching the fields and the woods, the little, narrow road that came out of the sunset at evening time, and the overgrown riverbank where it would be easy to hide things.  I even looked in the river where the brown trout sidled around the stones at the bottom and weed drifted in long, drowned, fingers of green.  But no sign of it I could find.

I asked our neighbour, Mr Thomas, what could be found in the world.  People usually shook their heads when you mentioned him.

“Well, there’s the wind,” he said.  “That’s a clever one.   Wicked too!  You’ll never spot him, but he likes blowing the leaves around and around, shaking little birds out of trees, and making your nose and ears red in the wintertime.  Oh!  Don’t forget the sun,” he said.  “He likes to be up and about early, lighting up the leaves and the trees so that the birds can find their way around and the flowers in the field can look up and smile.”
Sometimes I looked with others.  But it seemed even more hopeless then.  We played cowboys and Indians, Robin Hood and his merry men, Roman soldiers, Britons and intrepid explorers, and rolled snorting and screaming with laughter down banks into the bracken.  But as for seeing the world, we didn’t see any of it, not the slightest sign.  We crashed through the countryside like wild buffalo and every creature fled before us.   So, in the end, I went along.  And when I looked, I saw the clouds piled high in the sky in towers and battlements of pure snow.  The plump, early mist in the fields rolling back like a quilt being folded away by unseen hands.  The dew on the grass shining like lost diamonds.  The river sliding full and cold and grey onto the bursting, flying weir.  And I saw every tree and every branch and leaf in the hedge trembling and tingling in the soft wind, just as Mr Thomas said.
Now there were more creatures to be seen and heard than I had ever known before.  Wood pigeons sat in the tallest hedges observing me warily.  Heads cocked.  Eyes glittering with concentration.  But no longer was there a rush of clattering wings through the thick foliage.  They looked at me, silently, and I looked at them.  We all belonged in the same place.  Small hedge birds fluttered casually in and out of the branches.  Farther out in the field, bees and butterflies rambled and pitched lazily among the flowers.  There was a delicate bustle of sound everywhere around.  Hedges puffed in the breeze and squeaked in the wind.  The bees hummed with pleasure at their tasks.  And the strident alarm calls of the birds were still now.  In their place, the soft mellow song of the blackbirds, the high-pitched notes of the yellow-hammer calling for ‘a little bit of cheese’, the piping chatter of the blue-tits, and from far away, the measured, hollow, haunting sound of the cuckoo repeating itself, over and over again.  Somehow, the world I had been looking for now seemed a long way away.
WATCHING THE STARS

I recall going out into the dark evening.  Across the road and onto open ground which sloped steadily down into the black woods below.  Just a few feet onto the open ground, I would lie back on the slope and look up into the sky.  It was an evening ritual.  Always, I was alone.  It was as if I wanted the sky and the world about me entirely to myself.  All around were dark, solid shapes – the silhouettes of houses, trees in clusters of clutching, inky fingers, an impenetrable blackness far down the slope.  But above me was the sky, a soft, deep-blue vastness, with just a few scattered stars high-up specks of luminous silver thrown up into the heavens.  It was as if I lay in the deepest gloom with nothing to enlighten me or speak to me of what I longed to know.  Nothing except this mystic, glowing world, silent and eloquent, high all around.  Here I would settle down to watch the stars come out.  And somewhere in my thoughts I would hear the soundless words which came for me.
Sometimes, like a veil being drawn, an intervening cloud would drift away and I would become aware of a whole swathe of tiny dust-like stars.  And in another moment there would be a large, bright star hanging in sole glory as if it had suddenly materialised there in the vastness.  Occasionally I saw a star falling swiftly down the whole of the sky to disappear close to where blueness and darkness met.  A star fallen.  A life flown.  A wish made.  And a sky gone back to its dark, soulful brooding.  What kept me there, gazing into the night sky, is difficult now to understand.  It might have been the sheer space, the loveliness, freedom, the compelling power of the scene.  It might have been a sense of the spiritual, but indeed I had no knowledge of spiritual things.  As an unthinking small child, it was, I believe, the spectacle alone that held me.  But it could have been that I had more than my share of sensitivity.  And it could have been that in that vast depth of sky which had no beginning and no end, I believed that I found something which spoke only to me, out of all the beings in the whole, wide world.
REMEMBERING
I remember my first thought,

And the way in which the light and shade came and went.

Then they gradually slowed and stayed,

So that there were shapes which rested somewhere

Between the greyness and the dark,

And indistinct pale things moved and made noises and floated

In the air before me.

The thought in my mind hung back for a moment.

Then, in some way, I knew I was not alone in the world.

It was my very first thought.

One to know and cling to for the rest of my life

With remembering comes knowing.

I remember the red poppies entangled in the corn,

Like drops of blood in spun gold.

And the wide, rolling downland open to the vast blue sky

In the distance I could see the green, ragged wood,

And standing before it an ancient thatched cottage,

Tired and crumpled, its wire fences hung forlornly

With the dead, decaying forms of crows, weasels, magpies and vermin.

In Spring, the wood behind sheltered bell-like flowers

Of heavenly blue, great azure drifts that surged down

Through the trees, washing against trunks and pale-green leaves.
In the Summer everything slept in a warm, deep trance,

And in the Autumn there glowed the soft, warm fires

Of the turning colours.

But on the wire fences of the old cottage

It was always dark Winter.
BITTER SWEET
There is a deepness in remembering that is far beyond the recalling

Of happenings and people.

It is a kind of tender, pervasive feeling.

It gathers together the bitter sweetness, the lingering affection

Of times and places.

It is like the aftertaste of a fine wine on the tongue.

Apple blossom in orchards,

And later, crisp, red and green and russet globes.

Snow hanging perilously from roofs,

Snow in plump quilts across the fields.

Meadows yellow with buttercups.

We held them beneath our chins to see if we liked butter.

We lay breathless and giggling among mounds of new-cut hay,

After the fierce grass-throwing battles.

We would come to recall fields, trees, water and wild flowers

More clearly than exciting events.

What we would remember is what was on the earth, in the skies, 
On the faces of each other, and in all things about us.

Spiders’ webs, white with frost on early mornings, like frozen lace.

Thistledown blowing gently across summer meadows,

Round, bobbing, fairy-feathered orbs.

Wild duck calling high above the river.

Impressions of days and moments of long ago.

Paintings and meditations in colour and mood,

Inspired by the distance of time, by feeling, by fondness,

By desolation.

THE WILD ROSE
Smiles of sunshine, tears of rain,

A scented breeze that comes again.

A sky of blue, white flowers of clover.

Isn’t this the whole world over?

Scudding clouds, a bird’s wild cry.

A heart at peace, a soft quiet sigh.

A running, tinkling, murmuring stream

Clear enough to be a dream.

Voices singing, faces bright

In the dark and starry night.

Give us all the grace to be

Wise and patient, joyful, free.

There are trees of green and leaves of gold

Whose stories never will be told,

Yet in my heart a wild rose grows

And tells me everything it knows

WHERE THE BIRD SINGS
Everything in life is beautiful and inspiring, that fires your imagination and holds your breath still, appears to you alone.  When the bird sings in the hush of a deserted garden and breaks your heart, it sings only for you.  When the pink shrub rose weeps tangled tears in the rain, it cries for loveliness lost – and won.  Each of us is aware of the great beauty that exists in the world.  Each of us is unique.  We have feelings and emotions, thoughts and hopes, desires, longings and memories that are purely our own.  We live in a world with others on whom we depend for our happiness and well-being.  But our very existence as complete, fulfilled human beings depends on our understanding of our own selves and the world about us.

When I roamed as a child in green places it seemed that I was doing little more than absorbing a multitude of fleeting impressions.  Yet through all the years, everything has stayed real and living and fresh to me.  I touched the roughness and wildness of meadow grass, dipped my hands in the ice-cold streams and smelled the sharp, sweet tang of the gnarled pine-trees.  I hungrily tasted all the fruits of the countryside and breathed in the sweetness of new hay in the numberless, quiet, lost fields.  Every sound in the seemingly still air rang out in my mind – running, tinkling water, the resonant, repetitive call of a far away cuckoo, the growing swish of hedgerows before a storm, fluting blackbirds at the edge of a wood.

It was the time when I was most alive.  I rose and the day rose with me.  The rain was soft and fresh upon my skin.  Everything was real and true.  The oaks on the edge of the wood were always strong and sturdy and stood firm in the winds and heavy rain.  The streams were so clear that you could read them like books and you could see that within them was a whole other world.  And in the wood there was sometimes a silence so deep that you could hear your thoughts trying to rise on the air.  Light lived and died among ferns and leaves, and I knew, somehow, that life was ever changing.
As I grew older, some things held my attention for longer.  I found myself pondering on objects and effects and remembering later, in reflective moments.  There were still, early, summer mornings with a mist rising from the river and a pale eggshell blue sky high above, giving promise of a clear, warm day.  Far out in the countryside, the ground rose in places over the patchwork of fields and woods.  From each of these places it was easy to become aware of the boundaries of my existence and to know its richness.  The meadows, the copses, the sunken country roads and lanes, the gleam of water in ponds and streams, the secluded farmhouses, birds busy on their endless tasks, rich red and creamy-white Hereford cattle glowing in distant fields, and flocks of sheep, motionless and ghostlike against the green.  Everything, fleeting or permanent, burned its image on my inward eye.  All that was there belonged to my world.  It was my world.
THE WAY IT IS

I was four years of age when I began to think more deeply about life.  It was at the same time when I was discovering streams and woods, birds swooping through trees and bushes, and small creatures rustling through undergrowth.  One day, my wandering companions and I came out into the large meadow bordering the wood, drawn there by the growing noise of other children’s voices.  I remember pushing, quiet with curiosity, through the crowd, to find myself looking at full grown and baby rabbits, all neatly laid out in a row.  Each one motionless and glassy eyed, a whole family, so it appeared to me.  I stood there for quite a while, feeling no pleasure or excitement.  There was just a deep, sad feeling that I would rather have seen them skipping across the grass in the bright sunlight than lying there as stiff and unmoving as fallen leaves.  Death, if that is what it was, was silence and stillness and eyes that looked out on nothing.  While life, as I already knew, was movement, bright shining eyes, and a feeling of freedom that tingled the blood and warmed inside.
What is true in nature is true for us.  When the yellow flowers of winter jasmine flow down the dark hedge at Christmas, each glows like the desert star that shone over Bethlehem many years ago.  When snowdrops give way to sun-tinted celandines and primroses, the year is already beginning to mellow.  The gorse flowers, the wild roses in the hedge, the buttercups and the red-tipped daisies.  They thrive in the sunshine, sip the drifting rain and endure by bending to every breath of air.
Nature has a time for all things, as we have.  Spring, like our early days, is full of hope and promise.  It has the sunny light heartedness of daffodils, glowing tulips, laburnum, elegant and languid in green and yellow, and white and pink blushes of magnolia.  Summer, richer and fuller, a time to sit back and enjoy warm sunshine, to think little about what has been and what is to come, when the world all around purrs and moves to its own slow rhythm.  And Autumn, surprisingly magical and rewarding, when the year is growing late and woods and lanes and gardens burn in colours of brownish gold, red, lemon yellow, orange, russet, tawny yellow-gold, bronze, and a dozen more tints.  Then Winter, which seems destined to die before our eyes in a bare waste of empty, cold countryside.  We see the pale, wintry sun cast a sheen of gold over snowy fields and frosted woods, and trace with frozen fingers the shards of ice that turn simple window-panes into multi-faceted, glittering works of art.

THE RIDE
The one dramatic event of early childhood was when Johnny Simmonds and I – with a little help – sank the milkman’s float.  If that is not a contradiction in terms!  Each day the milkman would park his little electric float full of bottles of milk and trays of eggs in the gap between houses close to where Johnny, myself and the others usually congregated.  The gap happened to overlook the steep slope which led down to the pond at the bottom.  This day, while he clanked his way around the nearest doorways, we found ourselves examining the little square buggy with interest.  No sooner had several of us clambered aboard than it gave a lurch and started on its way over the edge of the slope.  We could hear shouting behind us as the milkman became aware of his fast-disappearing vehicle, but by this time we were hanging for grim death to the crates of milk.  For their part, they toppled off at every bump and hollow in the slope, throwing milk in all directions like white fountains, taking howling bodies with them.  I found myself going through the air and landing with my head facing down the slope and with a good view of the climax of events.  The float, and Johnny, bucked and dived on down the field as I lay watching the final moments.  The float reached the pond about halfway along its length.  In these last seconds, Johnny fell off with a mighty splash into the marshy surrounds.  But the float, now going at a fair lick, swished noisily through the shallows and well on into the pond.  There, it stood up on its nose and slowly subsided into the water, showering the remainder of the bottles of milk and trays of eggs all about it, like a great merchant vessel shedding its deck cargo as it sinks in the ocean.

We were all Army children, not usually lacking in confidence, but even we all ran down the field to stand, abashed, at events.  Down came the milkman breathing fire and brimstone.  Down came our mothers drawn by the whole hullabaloo.  When he had taken in the extent of the catastrophe, the milkman enquired, of the world in general, with raised arms and many imprecations, as to compensation.
“You want compensation,” exploded Mother, “for trying to kill my son and all the others?  You’re lucky you’re not going to court.  It’s all your fault.”

“My fault?” said the milkman, completely taken aback by the way in which events were turning.  “How can you make that out?”

“Well it’s obvious to anyone,” said Mother, “that you couldn’t have parked that thing properly.  You’re nothing but a menace.  You ought to be locked up.  Compensation?  You should be sued.”

With that, she stalked away with me in tow.  And that was the last of it, as far as she was concerned.  Battalion Headquarters no doubt came to some arrangement with the milk firm, for the float was later hauled out of the pond by a team of Army mules, I missed that – more’s the pity.

And that was how, at the age of five, I was put off any chance of a life of crime.  The whole thing had been quite interesting but the interest waned as soon as Mother was involved.  So the lesson for us was to keep away from milk floats, and houses and Mothers and keep to sloshing through marshy fields, dangling over the banks of streams, and balancing along the high pipe at the back of the hospital.  It was much safer that way!

A few months later, we were leaving Yorkshire.  All of us.  Even at the end, my final impressions were of the great Yorkshire outdoors.  It was Winter and the snow was waist-deep.  The fields we had roamed through were soft white mounds, the trees padded with cotton wool branches.  It was as if our world had disappeared into a white nothingness and there was little to be done but to look for it elsewhere.  Mule-drawn carts came for us – probably the very same mules that pulled out the milk float.  And strange to tell, we boarded the carts in almost the same spot exactly at which the milk float began its wild journey to the pond.  Yet my thoughts were not on that.  They were on very little but the bustle and the cold, if I remember, and the long, fascinating drip from the red nose of our huddled driver.  But they could well have been on whether we’d find fields as green, woods as cool and dark and streams as clear and fresh where we were all going.

LOOKING AND SEEING
I went to a school with a playground which shrieked with noise and numbed you with its clatter and bustle.  Bodies hurtled past, out of control.  Balls were chased by armies of centre forwards towards hordes of defenders.  Skipping ropes swished.  Feet beat in rhythm to chants of ‘salt, vinegar, mustard, pepper’ and ‘my Mother said, I never should, play with gipsies in the wood.’  Legs hopped.  Stones flew across chalked numbers.  Boys and girls were ‘tagged’ with hefty swipes across their backs and those still free swerved and screamed their way through the milling crowd.  And I, more and more often, would stand quietly at the furthest corner of the playground, looking out on a different world.  I must have been seven years of age by then, turning eight, caught and held by the sun on the soft greens and browns in the moorland, folding into each other in the distance where the dark pines waited. 

Somewhere and somehow, my primitive childlike snuffling, head down, through thick grass and along rutted pathways, had given way to an eye that could catch the glint of sunshine on far away water and follow the flight of a swooping bird.  The outside world was no longer just a place to be.  It was full of thousands of colours and tints which changed in every second – with the sun, with the clouds, with wind and rain and distance, early morning and the first shadows of dusk. And there were shapes that appeared, delicate and mirage-like, which disappeared again, faded and altered by space and viewpoint.

Birds no longer piped and fluttered anonymously in the background of my mind.  Now, huge grey and white gulls eyed me imperiously from the streaming sandbanks in the quick-flowing river.  Swifts raced the length of the water, taking insects on the wing.  Jackdaws, in their clerical garb of black and grey, marched stiffly up and down like little clockwork birds on green banks or sharply wheeled into trees when disturbed.  From a tree you could see the countryside stretching out below and around you and imagine yourself to be a fearsome, sharp-eyed hawk overseeing his domain.  And the trees themselves didn’t stand just singly or in clumps round about, doing nothing.  They sang, full of blue-tits and blackbirds and finches in the Spring, just as their pale green leaves were bursting out of bud.  And, much later on, their red and yellow and brown leaves, colours of fire and age, floated gently down to make a gaudy carpet setting off the fine tracery of the bare branches.

SHADES OF GREEN
When all the world was fresh and green

And I was barely in it

I counted fortune as my right,

Miracles by the minute.

My father’s favourite song was ‘Danny Boy’.  It belonged in the heart of an Irishman who had left his homeland at the age of sixteen, returned briefly five years later, then went away for ever.  ‘Danny Boy’ was the song he carried with him.  Sentimental, with unfading echoes of the past.  Sad, with a beautiful dying fall in the music like the slow drift of a soul going to its rest.  Irish, with all the poignancy of the dispossessed, the lonely, the exiled.  ‘Come ye back when Summer’s in the meadow’ is a plea from beyond as real to me now as when I first wept tears over it.  It was a song which came out of the green world and told me, at the very beginning of things, that was where I belonged.
It was in the secret places hidden far below the open Yorkshire moors that I first discovered fields and woods and streams.  Here, my companions and I lived a lifetime every day.  And in doing so we gained an instinct and feel for wild places which has never left me.  We existed in a world without particular shapes or forms.  We saw and heard things that travelled on the busy breeze and then were gone.  We shuffled along lost pathways, peering blindly at the green, straggling tangle, knowing nothing for sure, but drawn along by the fascination and mystery of the dark shade.  These were the green and fresh days of my early childhood.  But I never saw them like that.  Green they were for certain.  But that was the colour of the world then.

Later, in Wales, I found this same world again.  It lay among hills and mountains in a wide, comfortable river valley fed by torrents from the heights around.  Here, a little older and more aware, and with new companions, I rambled without check, in countryside where we rarely met a human being.  We knew now, for sure, that the green world had a life and being that was part of our lives and being.  At school, in Mrs Jones’ classroom, the sun streamed in through glass mounds of gleaming, water-filled jars on the window-sills, crammed with fleshy, pale-green stems, tumbling in great clusters of bunds, branches, leaves and catkins, throwing a green tinge over everything.  We asked her why there were so many plants filling the windows.
“Why, it’s the first of May,” she said, as if that explained everything.  And there we sat, in rows of ancient, gnarled desks in this sunlit woodland clearing.  While the soft, watery sunshine danced on the walls, and we sang lustily of Britannia ruling the waves, grandfather’s clock, and sweet maids singing in the valley below, like happy elves celebrating the rites of Spring.
FINDING GRACE
When I was but a blundering boy and wandered willy-nilly, 

The best that could be said of me was I was somewhat silly.

I looked and saw just everything, and so it had to be.

The more I saw, the more and more, the more that I could see.

At first the things that I saw more of,  just added to my store

Of knowledge, wit and repartee – perhaps now I’m not too sure!

Anyway, it soon came clear I knew the world of green

And I could tell you anything of places where I’d been,

And list the trees and birds and flowers,

I could go on for hours and hours …..

Until one day a woodland dell I happened to espy,

Where flocks of lovely long-tailed tits came fluttering from the sky,

They sat on branches, row on row, all pink and black and white,

And I stood rooted to the spot, enchanted at the sight.

I wasn’t sure what I had found, impossible to place,

My heart was sure, it always was, it knew an act of grace.

And since that day I’ve looked to find the deep truth, good and tried,

In everyone and everything, the grace that none can hide.

So what is grace?  Can it be the honesty you see in someone’s face?

The little touch of kindness that often finds a place

In strangers never met before, never to return?

A thought to dwell on every day, and make the sad soul yearn?

I know now well that I’ve known grace throughout my golden days,

I’ve seen it wise and sad and smiling in my Mother’s face.

I’ve known it in a football game, an angel blond and slight

Floating light as gossamer, as on an angel’s flight.

A batsman with a magic wand

Wafting cricket balls beyond

The earthly clutch of earthly mortals,

Life fiery bolts through heaven’s portals.

The sort of thing a blundering boy
Perceives with rapture and with joy.
STARTING RIGHT
I was very lucky in my parents.

They never advised me.

They never corrected or upbraided me.

They rarely had spare money for luxuries or treats.

They lived within their own area of interests and responsibilities,

Five children to bring up with not much money,

And I lived within mine.

They didn’t seem to believe in rules for me,

So I had to discover the best ones for myself.

There was an understanding that you faced up to your problems,

Yet both had a flow of sayings that gave cause for thought.

Father, the professional infantryman, was fatalistic but steadfast.

He taught me to accept fortune and fate,

‘If your number’s on the bullet, there’s nothing you can do.’

Mother had bright, encouraging words –

‘Worse things happen at sea.’

‘Look on the bright side.’

‘Every cloud has a silver lining.’

I didn’t have to account for myself to anyone but myself.

We rarely, if ever, had cross words.

And there was a great deal of laughter.

‘Where was love?’ you ask.

It was everywhere, like dew on sun-filled grass,

Like the soft blueness of a warm summer’s day.

It lay in the teasing smiles, in the laughter.

It was in the freedom of every day.

It was the window through which I looked at the world.

NEW FRIENDS
“Hey, boy.  Wuss yer name then?  Where d’you cum frum?”  He was a big, fresh-faced, tough-looking boy with short, brown hair.  There were two or three others with him, all a bit tattered and grim-looking.

“C’mon who are you then mun?”  demanded the big one again.

“I-I-I-er ..” trailed off, looking from one to the other with growing horror.

“Go on Mal, give ‘im one,” said one of the smaller ones in the background, behind the others.  My mouth opened and closed.  Mal was thrusting his large chin towards me, eyes blazing, arms hanging ominously at his sides.

I ran.

There was an explosion of shouts behind me and the heavy clumping of feet in pursuit.  I was soon on the promenade overlooking the river.  The trees lining it sped past me in a blur, the whooping and hollering behind giving me wings.
“You wait, boy, you wait.”  I could hear Mal shouting.  But there was no way that I was going to wait.  Sheer terror was driving me on.  I fled like a panic-stricken bird from a flight of hawks.  I was stopping for no-one.

I stopped.

Mal was leading the charge.  Arms waving, legs pumping, eyes bulging in a crimson, tortured face.  He crashed into me.  It was like being hit with a ten ton truck.  Down I went, winded, with Mal wrapped around me, knees, elbows, arms and legs going like a frenzied frog.  We rolled over and over, across the tarmac, over the tree-roots, through the wet, muddy grass.  Suddenly Mal was on his back, struggling to get up with mighty heaves, and I was astride his chest.  I clung with my legs and knees like a rodeo rider, and in the extremes of fear and desperation pounded his face and head with flying fists.  He seemed more concerned with trying to struggle free from my octopus-like grip than with any damage I was doing to him.  He was terrifyingly strong but strangely clumsy.  I finally fell off in sheer exhaustion and we both struggled to our feet.

“There – uh – wus – uh – no need ….,” he complained in short, tortured bursts of breath.

“Well – uh – then,” I growled weakly.

“Whell – well then,” he panted.

Within a few minutes we were all running up and down the green, playing football with others who had appeared as if from nowhere.  Later they showed me the islands in the river where the swans went to nest;  the bandstand where old men sat silently before a perfect view of the mountains towering across the valley;  the boathouse and the long, straight stretch of river above it where you could safely taunt the rowers trapped in their boars in mid-stream.  The best trees for climbing were pointed out and tried;  the single, silver railway track could be seen heading, parallel with the river into the depths of the countryside and the setting sun;  while in the opposite direction, the river burbled over weirs and ran quivering in the evening light down towards the town bridge, old and grey and heavy with stone.
Later still we all struggled back home, stockings around ankles, shoes and clothes muddy, faces streaked with dirt.  Cries of farewell rang out from end to end of the street.

“See you tomorrow boy.”  “See you.”  “ ‘Bye Mal, ‘Bye boys.”  “See you tomorrow.”  “ ‘Bye.”  “ ‘Bye.”  “See you.”  “See you.” 
“Now there’s lovely,” said Mother, “I told you that you’d soon make some nice friends.”
BEING NINE
The lilac bush stood in the short, bedraggled hedge,

A shapeless bundle of green leaves

Much like the other weather-beaten foliage flapping forlornly

In the wind coming up from the river.

Then, on a still, sunny day, against a clear blue sky,

There appeared beautiful, big, slender, pale-lilac flowers

Suddenly, magically, memorably,

Transforming our drab, little garden.

At once my world, my life was colourful and elegant.

Such flowers had never been in my thoughts before,

Now I was to spend time, secretly, absorbed, lost, looking

At the many-petalled blooms, dark in the washed blue of morning,

Glistening with crystal drops after a shower,

Dripping their tiny petals down the hedge,

It was something I could not explain, even understand,

Something which held my eye, stilled my tongue,

And touched me inside.

The very first of many such things

In a long life-time of revelations.

ALWAYS SUMMER

My heart was always in the fields and lanes, and along the tangled banks of the river where the water surged over rocks and swept in eddies down its broad sweeps.  There were stretches so shallow that you could walk bare-footed on the uneven, sliding stones, felling slithery eels beneath your toes and the cold, strong currents pulling at your legs.  And there were other places, dark and deep, under the trees and bushes where we lay face downward on the river bank watching minnows bursting into showers of arrows in the clear water just below the surface.  We roamed for miles throughout the year.  We searched for birds’ nests;  brought down conkers and walnuts with sticks;  found soft ripe plums near the ruins of cottages;  slid through hedges for russet apples;  clunked along railway tracks;  scrambled our way along overgrown lanes;  trekked through brightly coloured woods in the cool breezes of Autumn;  watched rabbits tumbling about in evening sunshine;  picked wimberries on Battle Hill;  gathered watercress from bubbling streams, chewing it as we went on our way;  and cheered the salmon struggling their way desperately up the town weir in the Spring.  We fought against each other with imaginary spears and clubs on the deeply trenched sides of the prehistoric earthwork of Pen Y Crug, and at the highest point looked out on a quilt of woods, fields, farms and mountains.  In the Winter we made patterns across snowy fields;  bumped the white drifts off barred gates;  stamped our feet and blew on our hands in the icy lanes;  made slides on frozen ponds;  and walked the river with its black water, snow speckled trees and bushes and white crystalline hoar grass.
We were always going and doing and shouting out to each other.  For us, the countryside was a natural playground filled with activity and sounds.  That was all we sought.  We questioned nothing.  Everything had a place.  And yet there must have been more than that to our wanderings.  How else can I remember the white faces of barn owls, like thistledown clocks, gazing out from the stony darkness of a half-ruined corner?  And the bluebell wood shimmering in the early morning like a new sea, while the arching willows on the opposite bank of the river dripped their long green fingers into the cold, grey Spring ripples?  We saw the curving flight of the buzzard;  wood pigeons bursting through foliage into freedom;  white, gleaming swans splashing onto the river;  dark, secretive hedge-sparrows and wrens flitting through hedgerow bottoms.  We heard the lonely, wailing cry of the curlew, the harsh chatter of the jay, the rhythmic hollow thudding of the woodpecker and the surprisingly sweet sound of woodland robins singing their red hearts out.  When eggs were no longer there to be found, we lay in the shade of high hedges just out of reach of the burning summer sun, looking upwards and watching tits and other small birds flicker through the topmost branches, completely carefree and mindless of the young men, just a few years older than our uncaring innocence who at that moment were dying unknown and unheeded by us.  At dusk we trailed tiredly home, with the mountains before us, the highest peaks in warm, pink sunshine, the valleys and woods below them in deep shadow.  Behind us, in the gathering darkness, the marshy fields above Pontwillim echoed and re-echoed with the mournful, piercing cries of lapwings like lost souls at nightfall.

SEASON OF THE HEART
The days of Christmas can be strangely painful and confusing.  Still and remote and empty, as if the promised warmth and excitement of the season will never come.  It can be a sad and lonely time for some.  A time for recollection and regret.  But always, within it, lies promise and magic.

One Christmas time, at dusk, I was walking along a deserted road.  Every house, with faint light seeping from it, was firmly closed to the elements.  It was snowing quite heavily, but in the nature of boys I was ambling along, looking about, kicking casually at the small drifts of snow forming.  It was getting quite dark and the street lights shone down in narrow beams, forming pools of light around every lamp standard, leaving the gaps of pavement between, half-lit with hazy swirling pieces of white.  But where the pools of light lay, the gleaming snowflakes tumbled down in bright, white waterfalls onto the snow below.
So entranced was I by the sight that I stood for a while close by the side of one, watching the magical flow.  Then I stood directly underneath and looked upwards into the black night sky.  I found myself looking out into falling eternity.  In the air above and all around, great soft flakes like feathered down danced into my face and past, down to earth.  And I could have been standing in a fairy grotto as in a dream, or in a garden of beautiful fountains and white, floating blossoms, far away from the everyday world in which I lived.  But it was just before Christmas and my world was still about me.  The night was peaceful and the snow fell quietly and steadily.  There was no sign or sight of Christmas.  No joyful carols in the air.  No bright bells.  No shining stars or rich reds and gold.  Not the smallest touch of pleasure and excitement.  And yet it was clear, even to me, that the signs of renewed faith and a time of warm familiarity and reassurance were abroad on the wintry air.
DANCING
Our shadows danced in the sunshine and in the light.  The walls danced with them.  And the music sailed in the air all around, bubbling to ‘Amapolo’ and ‘Banboleo’,  swirling to ‘After the Ball was Over’ and ‘The Blue Danube’,  drifting to ‘Red Sails in the Sunset’ and ‘Ramona’,  lilting to ‘Adios’ and ‘Mexicali Rose’.  Her eyes sparkled like diamonds on fire, she shone with pleasure and delight.  And I, clutched to her, bemused, could feel the waves of excitement, energy and happiness, natural life forces, crashing about us.

It was a fairly ordinary day in our house.  Mother was having one of her bouts of sheer exuberance.  And I, close to hand as usual, was whirled around and around while the whole world spun wildly in a blaze of colourful sound and smiles.  It was in those very early days when I first wandered to the fields and woods, looking, perhaps, for the world that existed in the music.  But the woods and the fields and the very streams had a music of their own which sang and drifted in its own quiet way.  And dancing that came on the wind, in the flight of birds, in the sway of flowers, in the rippling water, in the soft breathing of the grass in summer breezes, in the falling, twisting autumn leaves, and in the sunshine which had followed me from home and was now dancing among the trees and bushes like streamers of gold.  It was a time when the whole world danced, with faces and smiles and hands raised in the air to reach for what lay there.

RUNNING
I ran in the lost fields and the hares ran with me.  First they stood on gangling legs and watched, then they ran as if the world were chasing them.  I ran near the woods, in the growing light, and the trees watched.  Some peeping out shyly from behind the others.  And the blank, staring windows, far down in the town, watched as well.  But no-one or nothing else.  And the early morning shone with dampness and the slopes fell so steeply that I stumbled and fell down them before turning to struggle up again.

I clung, helplessly, on the bare back of the wild-hearted grey pony and it ran with all the others up over the slope and across the side, grass-tussocked space that lay directly beneath the sky.  And we all plunged and wheeled, ponies and boys, snorting and bucking and squealing, before the soft, still panorama of fields and woods, far out beyond and below us.  
The river ran.  I sat and watched it.  Down through the rocks, twisting and turning, falling and splashing, white with foam.  Over the dark dippers busy beneath.  Out in a wide surge.  The bubbles and ripples rippled and bubbled.  So did the gleam on the water and the shadows on the surface.  Even the banks ran the wrong way.  Everything was in motion and nothing was still.  The gnats bustled in slowly moving clouds and fish rose and fell back casting widening circles.  The grass on the bank trembled with tiny breezes as did the restless leaves and the nodding flowers.
It was the time of running.  We ran towards the sounds of the world because they told us things.  We heard the voices in the wild.  The sharp cries of warning, of fear, of pain, and we learned of the dark side of life.  We stopped for an instant and listened to the endless hum of living things, the calm, quiet birdsong, the moving air and rustling green, the whispering of the bees.  We ran away from the world itself.  From people, houses, cars, roads.  From talking, thinking and the places of the everyday.  From a life where we did not belong.  To the greenness and to the quiet.  For we were young, and running was our passion before the time of standing still.
BEING STILL
There is more to stillness than meets the eye.  While you seem to be doing nothing at all, except breathing faintly, there is that which is subtly happening to you.  There is the sun warming you through, the faintest breath of breeze on your face, the pale sweetness of the world in the air, and a feeling that you exist in some kind of suspension of life, of being somewhere beyond the present.  A gentle awareness of being alive meets and mingles with the innermost thoughts and feelings rising softly from deep within you.  Nothing is happening, yet somehow, everything is alive and in motion, beating like a gentle hammer in your heart.

There is no moment in time when the world has nothing for us.  We bring to it our feelings and understanding and it gives us its beauty and wisdom.  Only stand and look upon what is before you.  The world is not what it appears to be.  It is what you think it is.  It is what comes into your heart and mind.  Only yours.  And it comes as a fragment, not a whirling mass.  One small piece.  One moment in time.  See the black, bitter-cold winter stream lying lost in snowy, misty woods.  Bare, grasping branches, stark and tortured, rise in whiteness, and dejected, shapeless banks slide into the painful waters.  Desolation!  But there is one tiny touch of solace in the scheme.  Far back in the wood, the trees are facing in a glow of sunlight coming faintly through the mist.  And as the sunlight grows, the scene begins to change.  The stream sparkles, the mist thins and drifts away, the trees and bushes take on vivid, magical shapes.  And over all there lies a light sheen of gold and promise.
A thousand places bring back a thousand happinesses.  Sometimes there is faint movement.  The fishermen on the river, still, brooding spirits, black against the red sunset.  Fire on the water and black lines floating through the air, across the river, landing light as caresses on the inky pools beyond the flow.  Brown trout weaving slowly and silently among the stones at the bottom of the clear water below the bridge.  At rare moments there is the urgency of life – a trout rising for a fly with a sudden splash;  the boiling water on the weir crashing down into the rapids beyond;  a bird fleeing the scene in one noisy sweep of wings.  And sometimes, there is complete stillness.  When nothing moves at all.  When nothing lives.  When dusk comes suddenly to the world all around, and for one brief moment everything pauses as if lost in the utter loneliness and darkness and in the silence of the tomb descending on the world.
JESSIE
Every small boy should have an Aunt Jessie.  A kind of good fairy who appears very early in life or who has been there in consciousness all the time.  Someone who shows that for all the ills in life, for all the bad times and sad feelings, there are, equally, good times and marvellous things to enjoy.

Jessie had no legs.  But then she had never had any legs.  The thing that really interested me was the way she propelled herself around the linoleumed floor, sometimes at great speed, and always effortlessly.  She had big shoulders like a heavyweight boxer and a round, rosy face, just like my Gran.  Her dress was always draped around her on the floor like a pool of cloth.  But the thing that I remember most was that she smiled all the time, laughed a great deal, and was always pleased to see me.

As I grew older I learned all about my Great Aunt Jessie.  She did have legs but they were withered and useless, and had been there under her dress all the time.  In pride of place on her walls she had pretty Victorian pictures of girls in straw hats, long dresses and with big, brown eyes.  Children playing in flower filled gardens, boys in short jackets,  tight trousers and peaked caps, girls in bright, flouncy dresses with flying ribbons and lace necks.  They glowed with life and colour in the small sitting room, bringing back another age of elegance and eternal summer.
Jessie had been a paraplegic since a pram accident when she was little more than a baby.  And in that way she had lived, all her life, never to run freely in the open air, never to play the games that children play or to dream the dreams of those who live a full and active life.  And yet I cannot think of anyone who was more positive, who anticipated or enjoyed more, the good and happy times like Christmas, Spring, birthdays and the arrival of good news.  It was as if she had been granted great gifts such as wisdom and tolerance and an even, sunny nature.  To spend time with her was to know that she was very happy, someone who understood and was sensitive to others, who made everyone feel warm and comfortable, and who was funny and clear-minded.  Someone who gave a small boy a lifetime awareness of what was really important.
GETTING BY
The thing about ‘growing up’, is that when you are young you know little about it.  “Well aren’t you growing up?”  says Auntie Dorie admiringly in the face of your blank stare.  Sometimes, when you are a little older, it is possible to look back and feel that you started to grow up at a certain time or on a particular occasion.  Until then it appears that ‘getting by’ is what was happening.

Doctor Tom Davies was our family doctor.  Whenever he called, he and I had long conversations, although, to all others, I was a dreamy and wordless nine year old of unremarkable interest.  Sometimes he took me on his visits to patients.  Once we went to an isolated farm on the slopes of the mountains.  We rattled and shook down a precipitous, stony lane and finally arrived at one of those grey-stoned, crouching farmhouses so common then among the hills.  While the doctor went upstairs to see the patient, I was entertained by a young, fair-haired lady of, possibly, twenty years of age.  She played the piano and sang, just for me.  I remember the scene in that brightly lit sitting-room now, as clearly as if it were yesterday.  Among the songs was ‘I’ll Get By’, still to be heard today –
‘I’ll get by as long as I have you.

Though there be rain, and darkness too,

I’ll not complain, I’ll see it through …’

It may well have been that the music and the words were expressing the mood then, in that place.  But they touched my love for romantic songs, especially those to do with faithful and undying love, winning against all odds, and with looking at rainbows and at clouds with silver linings.  The fact that I was completely ignorant on all these subjects never occurred to me.  I listened to the sad, pretty song and fell in love with someone I had never seen before, and was never to meet again.  I sat enchanted and lost in an unreal, melodious world which, for those few moments in my life, seemed to last forever.
Was this when I began the process of growing up?  And yet, in spite of signs like this that life was becoming more intriguing and distracting, the wild, natural world of quiet fields and deep woods still held me in its grip and the river was still one of the great fascinations of my existence.  Was growing up, for me, to be a more prolonged experience?  It was sufficient that I could see nature in all its moods and treasure its never ending variety.  It was time spent at the river’s edge that taught me that everything was of a piece, related and held fast to each other.  The green trees and bushes overhanging the water, mirrored their own images.  The water itself took on a greenish, mystical hue beneath, especially in dying light.  The sudden, small eruption of a trout rising, the rippling circles, the butterflies dancing their rambling way along the flowers close to the water’s edge, dipping birds ruffling the surface, the soft murmur of birdsong and grasshoppers.  All belonged there.  All had a place there like each tint in a fine painting or the least particle of music in a grand, swelling concerto.  If I were ever to learn that there was some kind of overall design to life, that behind the seeming chaos of things that existed there was something unifying, that drew all discordant and all kindred features into a subtle harmony, that sense and understanding could be made of what is about us – that was the time.

BEING TEN

If I knew then what I know now, I would have stayed at ten,

The world was such a simple place, it’s all much harder now than then.

The days were sunnier, that’s a fact, the weather now – alarming,

The houses square and boring now, in those days small and charming.

Birds and bees and butterflies filled every corner of the skies,

So much so the air was living with everything that jumps or flies.

It was, you see, much  nicer then, somewhat more free and easy,

I felt quite happy all the time, today I’m often queasy.

Today we’re told to toe the line and mind our P’s and Q’s,

To put our shoulders to the wheel, to win and never lose.

All these things are hard to bear, especially being much older,

And as for global warning, I swear to heav’n it’s colder!

When your blood is thin and the North wind blows,

And icicles hang from your jawbones in rows,

There’s little of comfort to be derived

From prodding yourself to be sure you’re alive.

Alive!  That was my feeling when I was just ten.

There are moments that come back again and again,

The river was silver, the woods dark and green

Where I slept in the warm air and could never be seen.

The deep scent of summer lay over the Earth

And I knew in my heart what all this was worth.

There are times in your life to cherish with love,

But we live in the here and now.  Heaven’s above!
RUMOURS OF WAR
I was born into the Army and its ways.  In Londonderry, Northern Ireland, we lived close by the square.  The barracks rang with tramping feet – in and out of the main gate, to and from the square, but most of all on the square itself.  It also rang with other military sounds – commands barked out, the clash of bayonets being fixed on parade, rifles being sloped and ordered, arms being presented, bugle calls, and above all the marvellously rich sound of the band, ‘Early One Morning’, ‘The British Grenadiers’, ‘The Ashgove’, ‘The Rising of the Lark’ and of course the regimental march past – ‘Men of Harlech’.  I marched to them all with the other children up and down the road overlooking the square as the companies marched in file and in column abreast, boots gleaming, bayonets sparkling in the sun, a sea of khaki surging backwards and forwards.
Then, late in the evening, with the barracks quiet, the square empty and shadowed, a bugle would play ‘Last Post’.  The long, mournful notes laid a caressing, healing hand on the day.  I lay in my bed listening to the last, gentle, sad note fade into the darkness and silence.  The world had its bustle, its excitement and pleasures, but there was a great, often bittersweet beauty to it all.  In those quiet moments it seemed that I was left alone in the whole world with just the plaintive sound of the bugle as company.  I was alone, it was true, but now the world was within me, and changes were coming.
There was talk of war.  Flying boats could be seen more often landing and taking off on the river.  Father spoke increasingly of manoeuvres by the battalion which involved crossing rivers and of soldiers being drowned.  Whole companies marched in and out of the barracks to training grounds and shooting ranges, or set off on route marches in full kit, returning at all hours of the day and night.  There were times when the full battalion was on the square where they marched with bayonets gleaming to the stirring ‘Men of Harlech’ and to ‘The Lincolnshire Poacher’ with its jolly, prancing tune.  Near the quartermaster stores one day I came upon a number of soldiers standing in lines, holding bundles of sand-coloured clothes and wearing topees on their heads.  The topees were recognisable from the highly dramatic and colourful prints of the defence of Rorke’s Drift which were in circulation in the barracks commemorating the sixtieth anniversary of that event in Regimental history.  They told the story of B Company, the Second Battalion, South Wales Borderers, of which we were all part, who won seven Victoria Crosses for their epic defence against four thousand Zulus.  Four more Victoria Crosses were won by attached personnel in the same action.  The men outside the stores were being drafted to the First Battalion in India.  The whole regiment was preparing for a long, widespread war.
STARTING AGAIN
That September the war broke out and the families were dispersed.  The battalion, with Father, had already gone.  There was no time for sadness or regrets.  The prevailing feeling was that of excitement even though I was never to see some of my friends again and life, for me, was going to change completely.  We set off by train for Larne and I sat by the window gazing at the lush green countryside we were leaving behind us.  As it grew late in the day we came upon fields alive with rabbits in the low, bright sunshine.  It became a game to see whether they scampered away like demented creatures into their burrows, or, caught in the open, just sat fixedly on the ground hoping that they couldn’t be seen.  Away to our left the great, dark mountains of Antrim stood in mournful goodbye.  And as they faded into the growing darkness, I knew that the very next day there would be new mountains.

On the second day, we stopped at Crewe to change trains for Wales.  The wide platform was dotted with luggage which we used for hurdling over and dashing around while playing tag.  Then, as we played, a long troop-train drew up on the adjacent platform, heading North in the direction from which we had travelled.  It was crammed with soldiers in full battle-kit, with rifles, who seemed very excitable, shouting and waving.  Suddenly Father was standing there on the platform, kissing and hugging us, while the troops cheered from the train.  By a miracle we had encountered the battalion, our own battalion , on their way to prepare for their first battle of the war, at Narvik, in Norway .  I never saw them again of course.  And no doubt many of the cheery, smiling faces I knew never survived the war.  But I had known them and that seems to be very important to me now.

It was dark, gloomy and raining when we got to Brecon.  The cobbles at the end of Market Street were glistening with rain in the few fitful patches of light about.  But the house itself looked bright and welcoming enough when the door opened and my grandparents’ smiling faces glowed out on us.  We had come a long tiring way for this moment.  For the start of a new way of life.  Gone was the close-knit community we had lived in for as long as I could remember.  Gone were most of the children I had grown up with.  The marching and the music had faded away.  Gone was the certainty in our lives, the golden hours and moments, a whole way of life.  All gone, with the cold, bleak winds of war.
THE RIGHT SPIRIT
We boys could have been forgiven if we had believed that we were losing the war.  The enemy seemed to be winning everywhere.  Their main thrust against the Allies had taken them to the French coast, just across the Channel, to a place called Dunkirk.  Yet strangely I can not recall one moment of gloom and doom.  Film and newspaper pictures showed Allied troops cheerful and optimistic.  There were plenty of smiles and ‘thumbs up’ among the British troops – especially during and after the evacuation of Allied troops at Dunkirk.  The story of so many little boars rescuing so many somehow came as an inspiration to us all rather than a fatal blow.

They came in small, dishevelled groups to our own Mill Green and promenade, where we boys played in that first May of the war.  They were bare-headed, in torn, bedraggled uniforms.  These were the survivors of Dunkirk.  It was our first real sense of the tragedy of war.  And yet there seemed little to be alarmed about.  Almost to a man, they were cheerful.  Smiles and laughter were the order of the day.  They spoke excitedly to us of their experiences, eyes sparkling.  Many seemed quite young, hardly older than ourselves, full of the detail of the fighting, enthralling us with their stories.  One young man perhaps from the London area gave me a jack-knife which I kept all through the war.  They had come to be refitted and re-organised and to be made ready for whatever else lay before them.  All were looking boldly towards an uncertain future.  Some, a very few, sat on the promenade benches looking long and silently at the river flowing peacefully by.
COPING
During the war, the promenade along the river brought the world to the Mill Green where we boys often played.  Instead of being lost in some quiet and anonymous backwater for the duration of the conflict, we found ourselves at the hub of everything.  Half of the whole Allied cause seemed to come by.  The rest of the town strolled past.  Young lovers, arm in arm towards the green fields and the pink sunsets.  Groups of boys, much like us, wandering aimlessly and noisily along the river.  Shop girls, free on Sundays and Wednesday afternoons, chattering and giggling, looking for excitement in their everyday lives and perhaps for a wink, a whistle or a shouted remark from soldiers ambling by.  Shopkeepers and their wives no doubt hoping to avoid the shop girls.  Elderly couples patiently seeking the restorative open air of the river bank.  And the solitary who, perhaps, were looking for a kind of companionship in that open air crowd which laughed and joked all the way beside the river, past the Mill Green, the grandstand and the boathouse and beyond, even as far as the Little Wood where the bluebells were a mass of heaven coloured blue in Spring and the trees and ferns a kind of fairy dell in the warmth of Summer.
And in this way we kept in touch with war and with those who were to go away to many a horror strewn place in the world carrying memories of a silver river, fresh green fields, children playing, and of a kind of peace that strengthened the heart and mind.  Most of all there existed, in that time and at that place a feeling, a conviction that each one of us was invulnerable to all harm, whether it be from enemies or from life itself.  More than that, I, for one was sure that life was endless and for ever and would never, never change.
AFTER WAR
And so the war ended.  And what was there to tell me that peace had come?  That everything would be alright?  That the world would be quite different, a much better place?  To really know these things, surely you had to have experienced the fear and sadness of war?  I had known nothing of the pain, the fear, the heartache.  Had I?  The days and the years had gone in a mist of play and laughter, whoops and shouts;  hours in the wind and the rain and the sun;  moments of deep peace and quiet, a hidden existence far from harm like that of a small reclusive bird;  days among noisy, squawking, flocks of boys.  A terrible tragedy had come upon the world, and now everyone spoke of it as over and done with.  I was emerging from it a little older but untouched.  I lay alone in the warm sun that flooded the thick green ferns.  Here in the Little Wood the stillness of deep summer was everywhere.  No birds sang.  The river slipped past slowly and noiselessly as if afraid to wake any creature slumbering near its banks.  So these were the summer days that followed war?
A scrap of paper among the ferns caught my eye.  Nearby lay the magazine from which it had been torn, creased and weathered,  Idly, I began to turn the pages and glance at the writings within.  Soon I was absorbed in the story of a life and death struggle between a German sniper and a Russian sniper.  This was not the white heat of battle, but a kind of calculated chess game in which each sought to secure that final advantage over the other.  It was a contest in which nerve and cunning and a clear appraisal of events and factors would all play their part.  As they moved and counter-moved, tried for that speculative shot and missed, time, for me, drifted away.  Who would win?  How would he gain that vital advantage?  It was all history now, anyway, and belonged to days that had gone.  But the story held me to its last agonising second.  I no longer recall the outcome of that deadly game except that someone won and someone lost.  But I remember the painful, building tension and the feeling of relief at the end, and the sadness.  Any ending would have done.  Even one with no winner and loser.  It still left me sitting in the sun, warm and unharmed, a little more aware of what lay beyond the trees and the river, of what had been newly re-born, of what had been gained, of what had been lost.
THE BOYS OF SUMMER
One day, when I was in my early teens, my cousin Ken arrived with some friends.  They were all young coalminers, still in their teens themselves and had left, for once, their dark and dusty underground for open spaces and fresh air.  Naturally, we all went along the river.  It was mid-Summer and the trees and bushes along the banks were full, fresh and green.  The water stood still, clear and limpid close to the banks, yet glittered like burning gold out across the middle of the river, in the morning sunshine.  We reached a quiet spot upstream, among tall trees, where the river narrowed and the ground fell steeply away into dark shade.

I had been expecting the boys to sit quietly and absorb the peace and beauty of their surroundings.  I was due for a shock.  As one, they immediately stripped off every shred of clothing, cast them into the air, and plunged, shrieking and splashing into the cold, clear water.  In a frenzy of excitement they dived and re-dived, using the lower branches and the slope as platforms.  In the sealed-in light, each naked body gleamed pure and translucent as ivory in the moment before the plunge, slim and bony, knotted with stringy muscle that rolled and flickered with every movement.
But it was Georgie who horrified me.  The smallest, the youngest, the blondest, the whitest body.  For there ran down his back and across his ribs, the marks of the most shocking wounds I had ever seen.  Vivid, dark-blue, track-like patterns, deep in his flesh, as if he had been run over and crushed by some form of tracked vehicle.  And so it was.  For he had fallen into the track-way, between moving coal-filled trams, deep down in the mine.  Seriously injured, he was carried out, and had spent a long time recovering.  Yet if I had never seen him cavorting and screaming with pleasure in the river that day, I doubt if I would ever have known of that incident.  Certainly not from his attitude to life.  Noisy and irrepressible, he bubbled with the joy of living.  He was the zaniest member of the group of friends and everything, to him, was full of fun and excitement.  To Georgie, life was real, something that happened and was accepted for what it was – something interesting, amusing and challenging.
It is easy to think badly of our lives.  To fill our talk with ‘if only’ and ‘unfortunately’.  To find fault with most things we have to deal with or encounter - the weather, lack of opportunity, other people, our work, ourselves.  We even start to believe things that are not true.  We ask, “Whatever happened to kindness and good humour?  To people who are open and truthful?  To warm hugs and tears of joy?  To quiet lanes and wildflower meadows?”
We ask each other why this is so.  We feel that the world, as we would like it, is slipping away from us and there is little that is sweet or loving or magical left to us.  We feel in our hearts that the world is passing us by.  But the world is not passing us by.  All the things we love are still with us.  All we have to do is look for them – like Georgie.  But if we do that, we do it singly as individuals, for it is in each of our minds and beings that the world exists.  It is not the world itself with its untold millions that is important, it is the way each one of us sees the world about us.  It is in how you see the world about you.
ANOTHER WORLD
From the river, the mountains had an almost unreal beauty.  The valley climbed up to them through dark pinewoods.  Above the trees the strong, bare shoulders of the hills narrowed to a small group of rounded and jagged peaks.  They clustered together in perfect symmetry and compactness.  In Winter, tipped in pure snow, they gleamed like white fire in the pale sun.  In Summer, in soft green, they lay comfortable and at ease above the heavy, sleepy valley.  They held the promise of long, endless sweeps of landscape, of a stillness that muffled the earth itself and everything on it, and a permanence of being, an antiquity, that had far outlived the eddying river making its busy way over weirs and around bends towards the far-off sea.

On my first venture to the peaks, I went alone.  The road wound on between the trees which stole away the view and left me toiling always upwards through dim, patchy light.  Beyond the steep hill the road levelled out onto an easy-going plateau for two or three miles, and wandered alongside small, farm fields and past dotted buildings and the entrances to farm tracks.  Up here, Summer was still thick in the rich, disordered hedgerows and the tangled wildflower verges, while, over to the right, the woods still ran on in a dark hush towards the folded hills coming closer.  Suddenly the road swung abruptly right,  clean through the trees, and just there, immediately in front was the pitching and rolling open hill country which lay directly beneath the main peaks.  A long, deep valley lay on the left.  A steep, rocky escarpment on its far side.  A silent, forbidding place, which elsewhere in the world may well have been called ‘The Valley of the Eagles’.  But there were no eagles, not even red kites, although they could well have been there for it was their country.
It was on these high, sweeping hills that I gained a fresh perspective on life.  Down in the river valley, Summer came as dark, heavy woods, muffled, oppressive quiet, thick, tangled vegetation  and unseen creatures that rustled furtively in the undergrowth.  Up here, Summer was bright and cool and the surrounding world was open to the horizon.  The sun and clouds threw moving patterns onto the moorland below.  There was an energising freshness in the persistent breezes, even on a warm Summer’s day.  It seemed that a great deal of the world was laid out below me, stretching into the far distance, completely open to the sky and limited only by my power of vision.  Life down below seemed hectic and restricted by comparison.  All I knew was that I had found an element which took me away from here and now.  It was like starting again.  Like wiping the slate of life clean.  As if all my doubts and fears, every one of my misjudgements and mistakes had failed to climb out of the valley with me.  Here, one could see clearly and vividly.  The world was simpler.  It was possible to look out over steep slopes and deep-sided ridges and feel that somehow I had discovered a freedom of mind and spirit that fitted the time – that between boyhood and manhood.  It was a promise for my life to come.
MISS DAVIES
Until I was ten, schooldays had passed in a kind of pleasant haze with occasional highlights.  A rat being chased from classroom shelves by the school caretaker wielding a broom in Yorkshire;  holding a baton conducting an ‘orchestra’ of drums, triangles and paper combs, and plumping through classics such as ‘Three Blind Mice’ and ‘Grandfather’s Clock’, in Northern Ireland;  times-tables sung in mournful unison; words in picture books painfully deciphered letter by letter;  afternoons spent creating incomprehensible drawings;  sticky buds in sunny jam jars on windowsills in Wales;  playgrounds full of shouting, whirling boys and girls;  teachers who always seemed strangely distant, anonymous and irrelevant.  Then Miss Phyllis Davies came into my life and the vague, dreaming days came to an end for ever.  Small, dark-haired and business-like, yet larger than life, she bristled with energy and efficiency.  She was my very last Elementary school teacher and we were all in the school’s examination class.
The signs were not favourable for a juvenile n’er do well such as me.  In Miss Davies’s classroom fools were not suffered gladly and you were expected to stick at things until completed.  All ways to her heart were firmly closed, so it seemed.  So, without the wit or courage to rebel, I bent to my task and made a good show of being attentive, even interested.  All the while my thoughts and feelings drifted beyond the school windows to where my real world lay – in the fields and the woods and along the river bank.  She had, worryingly, detected some glimmer of intelligence in me, or so she intimated, and was not prepared to let the matter rest there.  And I was intrigued and put off my guard by a teacher who started off firmly and doggedly and became every day more and more encouraging and seemingly pleased with my progress.  Perhaps, I thought in my simple way, she was getting used to me!
It could have been that I knew that my real childhood days were behind me.  That those easy, simple times were now in the past.  That I was taking on some of the fears that come to us, early though it may be, about the future and our role and happiness in it.  One of the strange things I remember, is seeing Miss Davies looking proud and happy at our success, but also, in an odd way, looking sad and wistful, almost in the same moment.  The other thing was feeling, perhaps for the first time in my life, that I was leaving behind someone important to me, someone who would not be there when the morning came.
IN ANOTHER TIME
The old grammar school stood like a monument to its Edwardian past.  A red-bricked, ornate building with yellow bricks surrounding the windows, it had the style and dignity of a very elderly gentleman, spirited and ever independent but bowing to the cares and wear of passing time.  Inside, huge wooden struts supported the main staircase and large, heavily framed windows lined each classroom.  One day the chain supporting one opened window suddenly snapped and the complete window fell.  I was busy writing at my desk immediately beneath it.  The heavy frame caught me fully on the head and I was taken to hospital for an X-Ray.  Nothing was found, as my classmates noted gleefully.

But it was the upstairs corridor that was most steadfastly set in the past.  Always dark in gloom as if to lure the unwary.  Teachers walked the blackness on their way to and from their Common Room, almost invisible in sombre gowns.  Classes disappeared into its shadows on their way to the Chemistry laboratory.  Here it was a quite different world.  In the laboratory Mr Sutherland held sway.  Everything about him and his surroundings spoke of efficiency and the future.  He ran a physics laboratory as well, full of strange angular equipment.  Nothing was out of place, and our exercise books had to reflect this.  A man of interminable patience, he took us, meticulously, step by step, through every experiment, every chemical reaction until we could recite the stages by rote and carry them out blindfolded.  It seemed amazing to us to pass every time through an ancient benighted passage-way and emerge to find ourselves in such a bright and clinical atmosphere.  No fairy-tale characters, no travellers through time could have been more struck with the miracle than we.
The corridor had one more surprise to restore the balance in favour of age and tradition.  Just before the Staff Room there was another door, usually kept significantly closed.  Any passers-by might well hear soft thuds, hushed conversation, brushing or rubbing noises.  And if the door were ajar they might indeed smell earth on the heavy aromatic odour of linseed oil.  There was no notice on the door, but every boy worth his salt knew that here was the heart and soul of the school.  For the school sports storeroom, for that is what it was, was above partisanship and rivalry.  It represented the noblest feelings we could aspire to.  If sport were our religion, then this was the cathedral containing the holiest of our relics.  There were rows of scarred, business-like footballs, stacks of corner flags, tottering piles of cricket pads, scattered stumps rolled untidily into far recesses, and cricket nets bundled in great piles on the floor.  There were also long, empty cricket bags waiting to be filled and carried out into the bright sunshine and onto the green grass.  They sagged with age and experience and although clean and well brushed, the canvas frowned importantly and the leather straps were rubbed and frayed with age.  Faded, lumpish cricket balls sat beside bright, new, red ones.  Score books lay in sad piles on the shelves, but once opened, brought back summers of long ago and names that were part of the hallowed past.  We pored over the pages in endless musing, while rubbing down cricket bats with linseed oil, and tracing the seasons of heroic batsmen and fierce, determined bowlers.
It seemed that the room either had a very small window, or it was so full of clutter that only a chink of light could get through from outside.  I remember that if you passed it when the door was open, a single beam of sunshine could occasionally be seen.  It then looked like an attic in an old country house full of the treasures and memories of years long gone.  They lay in shapeless, sad mounds beyond the light, while in the solitary ray of sun, motes of dust hung still and mist-like.

FROM DEFEAT TO VICTORY
I can still see Mr Prosser Roberts, ‘the Dragon’, standing at the open door of the classroom clutching a pile of ink-stained exercise books.  A florid face.  Red hair tinted grey.  Glowing eyes.  A black, funeral gown hugged into the body.  An expression that had settled into deep resignation and sadness.  A voice like the knell of doom.  Each word a sounding bell of despair.  “My boy, the road to Hell is paved with good intentions.”  The only word that stood out was ‘Hell’.  It was the only word that really counted.  It was the place to which I was, without doubt, heading.

It was winter and chaos abounded.  Not only in the matter of doing and handing in homework but in all things to do with school and with everyday life.  A Siberian landscape lay beyond the school windows.  Mountain tops buried in snow.  White-feathered pinewoods climbing the lower slopes.  Icicles like rows of jagged glass hanging from roofs.  Roads like skating rinks.  Snowdrifts piled against hedgerows.  Empty desks and half-empty classrooms.  Waiting for teachers who never appeared.  Praying for football matches that never took place.  Those of us living in the town had little excuse for staying away and were inclined to serve little purpose after arrival.  There was time to reflect, and my reflections were more and more about the point of staying on at school.  I was starting to doubt whether I wanted to, or indeed could cope with it all.  My much loved days in the school seemed to be crumbling into disillusion.  Going on from here would require making a stand, myself, and having the good fortune to be in the hands of those at home and at school who saw things in the future for me that I was having great difficulty in seeing for myself.
There had been many struggles.  But only one complete failure – Woodwork!  For a long time I wrestled with the mysteries of grain and planning and the impossibility of creating joints that fitted together.  Mr Price, the woodwork master, a kindly man, never ceased shaking his head at my efforts.  At the time I was never sure if it meant that he was lost in admiration or simply at a loss for words.  He finally made the suggestion that perhaps I would be more content elsewhere.  Luckily for me there was a system which ensured that those with no aptitude for woodwork could be returned to ‘general studies’.  The strange thing was that I did manage to produce one identifiable object – a toothbrush holder – which I carried home proudly to Mother.  She showed it off, in triumph, to all the neighbours and to every visitor to the house.  And there it remained as a symbol of my ingenuity for many years,  “I’ve still got your holder”, she would say whenever I visited her, indicating it in pride of place.  No achievement could have been better thought of or better rewarded by any mother.  In such a way can defeat be turned into lasting victory!  It was one of the things that told me that anything in life was possible.

JACOB

“Leave school?” repeated Jacob Morgan, looking serious and concerned.  My last two words hung in the air between us.  “You are sitting your Higher School Certificate this year, and I expect you to do well and go on to university”, my headmaster went on matter-of-factly.  He paused, obviously waiting for my explanation.  That was always his way.  He was a calm, self-contained gentleman of a much older generation.  Little upset him, but one always had the feeling that behind his piercing eyes, inside his dome-shaped head, there was a mind whirring and calculating at frightening speed.  Indeed we had all used his mathematics text books for School Certificate, each of which bore the legend of his name and his Masters degree at Oxford.  Scholarship was his life.  And yet I had always suspected a more human side to him.  In my early days at the school, a number of my fellow ‘townies’ and I stayed each afternoon after school playing football with a tennis ball in the playground until the winter darkness came down on us.  And always, at that point, Jacob, the last to leave the school, would come out and tell us, in no uncertain terms, but usually with a smile, to go home.
He listened now in silence while I told him, hesitantly, my reasons for wishing to leave school at this point in my life.  Money, pride, guilt – all can be traced in the confusion of the time.  I lived with the feeling that going on and on with my education was utter selfishness.  And that, like many an older son I should be making a needed contribution to family finances.  And yet I cannot recall any pressure on me from anyone at all to give up my plans of going to university and then on to teaching.

Jacob thanked me courteously and assured me that he would consider what I said, very carefully.  The next day he had a proposition to discuss.  Would I be interested in becoming his secretary?  I had no idea that such a post existed!  He explained further.  He had always been greatly in need of someone to do the simple, routine, office tasks.  It was so straight-forward that he didn’t see why I shouldn’t attend any classes I wanted to.  And if I did that I might as well be entered for Higher School Certificate.  I would have to be replaced as Head Boy of course, but could still play sport and remain captain of the school football team.  It all seemed very fair – and fortunate – to me.
Even now I grimace at my naivety.  A seventeen year old schoolboy.  No office experience.  No typing ability.  Strangely simple, repetitive work which revolved around writing up lists, opening mail and noting telephone messages.  Eventually I felt guilty for being paid for such easy work, resigned, and reverted to being a full-time student.  It seems strange but I’ve always had an odd feeling of being outmanoeuvred.  The image of slack rope being paid out to me down a steep precipice stayed for a long time.  Jacob passed on many years ago, but on the times I’ve visited him I think I hear a dry chuckle in the air.  “It wasn’t that funny,” I say.  But I can’t help a smile, nor sometimes, a small tear.
DANNY WILLIAMS
There was no warning.  No advance message.  Just a knock on the door, and there stood Danny Williams grinning from ear to ear, and carrying a small bag.

“You knew I’d be here,” he said.

“I thought you might be, Danny,” I replied.

“Well let’s have a look at it,” he said in his usual business-like way, immediately assuming charge of my badly bruised and swollen ankle.  I hobbled to a chair while several mysterious looking tins and jars, unmarked yet formidable, appeared from the bag.  They were put aside for later.  He brushed the tips of his fingers gently over the lumpish, discoloured ankle to note the degree of bruising.

“It’ll take a week or two, but we’ll have you as right as rain again,” he confirmed confidently.  “What we’ll do first is put it into cold water to start getting the swelling down, then we’ll quietly put on some of my special ointment and let it get to work.”
So we chatted while the cold water deadened the throbbing.  He tut-tutted in a heartfelt way at the fateful story of my very last football match at school.  Seven years, week in, week out, without injury.  Vital, desperate houses matches, hard fought school team games against life-long rivals with school honour at stake.  Then to crown the years, a celebratory friendly match with a club from Charlton.  A harmless trip as I moved away, an awkward twisting fall, and an ankle like jelly.  A trip to hospital, and an X-Ray showing severe bruising.

Danny was the ‘sponge man’ for the Corinthians, our town Welsh League side.  When he ran onto the pitch to deal with an injury, he got more applause and advice than either side for all of their efforts in the whole of the match.  I was one of his ‘boys’.  After the water came the ointment.

“What’s in that then Danny?” I asked mischievously, knowing full well what the answer would be.
“Never you mind,” he said mysteriously, tapping the side of his nose with his forefinger, his eyes widening.  “It’s my own special formula – it would make a wooden leg walk, that”.

This was the start of several weeks’ work with the magic ointment and gentle massage.  It also included taking me to a spring in the Groves, a beech wood near the Cathedral.  I had to believe, in my heart, that the close presence of a Higher Power, natural forces, and Danny’s magic ointment, in irresistible combination would bring about the transformation required.

The bitterly cold water paralysed all feeling as I stood bare-legged in the chilly Sprint breezes.

“Are you sure that this is doing me good?”  I shivered doubtfully.

“You wait, you’ll be like a Spring lamb soon.”

And when Spring was just giving way to Summer, I managed to get my shoes on at last.

Patience.  Is that what I learned?  Hopefulness?  Or was it a glimpse that I was being given into the generous heart of another?  I was about to go out into a world which I knew could be painful and forbidding.  In spite of recent happenings, and perhaps because of them, I was approaching it light of foot and heart.
THE ROAD OUT
The road is almost unchanged.  It still climbs in a thin, twisting, grey ribbon out of the valley and into the hills.  From the highest ground, close to the mountain peaks, it still races narrowly down past the reservoirs in a hectic rush to get to the rest of the world, as if running from threatening catastrophe.  Stone debris from the heights above litters its edges.  Bulges and dips in its swollen tarmac mark the uneven progress downhill.  The sheep still graze without concern on precipitous slopes, on outcrops of rock and within inches of the rumbling traffic.  Perhaps that is the one change.  There was a time when the road, and everything around it was isolated and lonely on days when only one or two vehicles might be seen on the whole journey across the bare, hilly moorland.  Travelling it was like travelling through one of the Earth’s most remote, deserted regions.  Nothing was sure or welcoming there.

On the hills the bus floated like a glass bubble.  Up there you could look out on storms and dying sunsets burning deep red behind black hills;  pause on the crest of a rise and see the road twisting down into a valley to be lost in a darkening jumble of shapes;  while all around, as the day passed away, the hills and the rocks and the earth itself took on the greyness and deep, bitter chill of a land, old and remote, high beyond the reach of those warm and comfortable in the long, companionable valleys to the South.

From the highest point, the view opened up to the West.  Rising ground in the distance and yet more hill peaks.  Conifer woods, dense and dark green, huddled above the reservoirs which stretched and sparkled in the infrequent sun.  To the East there was little more to be seen than a solid escarpment climbing high into the sky above the road.  At first, the slopes flowed steep and rolling.  Later they stood cliff-like, piled with scree and rocks threatening to slide imminently headlong into the valley, taking all with them.  Then came the brow of the last hill of all, with stunted trees clinging almost forlornly to the slopes above.  Then it was down and down, through the sad, grey lines of terraced houses standing patiently at the roadside in another country, another world.
NEVER SAY DIE

Merthyr Tydfil stood at the foot of the wild Brecon Beacons but was never really a part of that world.  It had its own life and being, rooted in the coal valleys.  It looked away down the Taff valley, past innumerable towns, villages and groups of houses which drifted one into the other, and glanced along the heads of the valleys road where other mining valleys – the Rhymney, the Sirhowey, the Ebbw, the Aberdare, the Rhondda and the Vale of Neath – turned southwards towards the Welsh coast.  It was as if it presided over the whole Welsh industrial way of life.  Here the whirling pit-head wheels began and the smoke hung over the ironmasters’ forges.  There was an honest work-worn shabbiness about the town – a constant reminder of the years of hard unrelenting struggle and pain to make a living in the deep blackness underground and among the red, roaring furnaces.  It was the land of the ‘silver tenors’ of  Dowlais, of sonorous heartrending Welsh hymns such as ‘Aberystwyth’ and the realm of hard and brilliant sporting heroes.
It was from my experience of the latter that I learned something of the zeal and spirit of the people there.  When I was a young footballer still trying to make my way in local football, one of my heroes was Dai Edwards from Merthyr who played on the left wing for Brecon Corinthians in the Welsh League.  Fast, tricky and a skilful controller and passer of the ball, he was my early role model.  So much so that I took up that position myself and tried to emulate his style.  Later on I played outside left in the Corinthians’ team.  At one time, the inside left was Eddie Thomas, then the British Welterweight Boxing champion, of course a famous son of Merthyr.  Eddie’s brother Hughie also played, and both were typically lively, sunny and warm-hearted.  Although I felt, naturally, as a boy that it was a privilege to play alongside them, I remember being most impressed by the unusual extent of politeness and good manners on the pitch.  Welsh League defenders, in those days, were not noted for their liberal attitudes or kindness towards other members of the human race.  It was said that they played their practice matches muzzled.  Of course it didn’t matter on match days.  They sported nicknames such as Cast-Iron Ieuan, Ivor the Terrible and Attila Jones, and there were dark rumours about a predilection for eating their young.  And yet I found that no Sunday School teachers or social workers could have been more considerate or sensitive.  On more than one occasion I was picked up and brushed down with cheery words of apology after inadvertently being knocked off balance by their enthusiastic play.  “There’s lovely now,” they would say, setting me down gingerly, at the same time straightening out my shaky twisted limbs and finishing with a reassuring pat.  “He’s looking great Eddie.  A real picture.  A treat mun,” they mumbled nervously under Eddie’s long, pained stare, while I tottered unsteadily away.

BLACK HARVEST

Below Merthyr the bus followed the Taff valley all the way down to Cardiff.  Even as it did so, it spent a lot of time winding slowly around bends, down quiet roads and at the backs of houses.  There seemed no urgency in its task which it sometimes appeared to forget.  There was a random air of unreality about every trip.  People appeared from the ends of lanes and behind walls, to board the bus, nodding and smiling politely, only to get off again a mile or two down the road.  The bus driver was a celebrity to everyone who lived on the route, and in his turn he appeared to know every Christian name and family history.  “Tell Gareth I’ll see him down the match on Saturday, Owen,” he would shout in passing.  “How’s your mother now Betty?”  he would ask solicitously of a waving passer-by while waiting at lights.  At one point a high and handsomely arched viaduct strode majestically across the valley.  I swear that every bus driver I travelled with, slowed right down to crawling pace at exactly the right spot on the road so that the passengers could get the full benefit of the glorious view, although not a word was said.

We crept into narrow squares full of benches and old miners ready for an animated conversation with the driver who sat with them, for a while, reminiscing on days gone by and those no longer with us.  Later on I was reminded of them while crossing the park in front of Cardiff City Hall, for there they were again, or others very like them.  Sitting in the sunshine.  Small, pale and gaunt.  They told me that they had come down to Cardiff for ‘the Board’.  By which I was to understand that they suffered from the pernicious miners’ disease of the lungs, pneumoconiosis, and had to be re-assessed from time to time.  It seemed a poor reward for a lifetime of hard toil in the direst of conditions.  As they laughed and joked among themselves, in the warm summer morning, I could only feel, deep down, that courage is a quality which often denies itself but exists more strongly than we dare to think.

In the valley the bus travelled there were places where the slag heaps stood like black pyramids while the long lines of iron buckets clanked unendingly up the steep-cabled gradients of air to the very top of each.  There, every container dipped in a loop, casting out thick powdery waste and spoil, in a surging flow, which tumbled like a black wave some way down the slope, while the buckets ahead set off, tireless and relentless, back down into the valley on their never ending labours.  From the bus on the side of the hill you could watch them coming, irresistibly, straight at you, like columns of huge, slow hornets, only to pass overhead on whirring wheels of noise, looking for their resting place on the heights above.

Coal, and the signs of coal, laid its mark everywhere.  The railway line running down the valley carried trucks brimming with black, shining rocks.  Down at Nantgarw the furnaces burned with a fierce intensity, never more spectacularly than on dark nights when their red unbridled glow conjured up macabre dancing pictures in the forbidding blackness.  In the day-time, bright, rainbow-coloured rows of terraced houses provided a picturesque background to heaped piles of coal gleaming like black treasure before them in the road, waiting to be taken in.  And yet it was often the pit yards and the pit-heads themselves that gave the least sign of the preoccupation with coal.  We passed them by, quiet and desolate, with everything still and hushed.  And little sign that deep down in the earth below us swarms of men sweated and toiled in the cloying dust, drilling, swinging picks, crawling through tight, confined spaces, and heaving great cargoes of coal onto trams bound for the surface.

Below Pontypridd, the traffic scurried along in a steady stream, while all around, houses surged up to the road in the widening landscape.  As darkness fell, lines of yellow-tinted street lights criss-crossed the scene and the approaching houses shone out in clusters of shimmering light, while beyond the harsh red fires of Nantgarw, the whole sky had lightened to a soft, lambent pinkness beneath which Cardiff lay.
AT THE FILMS
The cinema was a place of revelations.  Nothing in it was the world as I knew it.  Dwarfs sang on their way to work in green, wooded landscapes; beautiful princesses trilled of perfect love in high, clear voices and wonderfully endearing characters like straw scarecrows, shining tin men and timid lions blazed from the screen in a whirl of colour and music and laughter.  Then came the tight-lipped, menacing dialogue of the gangster films with which we could affect our own hard-boiled, care-less image.  Luckily for us there was also a great deal of laughter.  The Dead End Kids showed us how we could be endlessly witty and devil-may care.  The Marx brothers were the masters of put-downs and wisecracks – and we became so ourselves.  The Three Stooges were stupidly funny and hysterical – another transition that was not beyond us.  You could go to the cinema two or three times a week and sit in the very front, in the cheapest ‘flea-pit’ seats while the images on the screen loomed gigantically over us, drawing us completely into their strange, wonderful world.
Westerns were the favourites of my early days as a filmgoer.  Heroes and villains were clear and distinct from each other, and could be cheered or booed with confidence.  Heroes wore white hats, smiled a lot, and rode white or golden horses while villains and outlaws dressed in black, scowled, and generally appeared dishevelled and deceitful.  Buck Jones, Hopalong Cassidy and the Lone Ranger and his Indian sidekick Tonto gradually cleared the West of all the bad men and so did we in our play-acting afterwards.  There were even heroes like Gene Autry who made us used to the idea that there was nothing unmanly in singing a Western song while engaged in good deeds.

Musicals, in time, became the true favourites.  There was always a story for each of them.  A simple tale easily understood.  The attraction, of course, was always the music.  Bright and brassy, loud and sweeping, soft and tender, lifting us out of the everyday into a dancing, glittering, romantic world far beyond the grey streets and dark skies outside.  Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers glided magically just above the ground;  Alice Faye with her large luminous eyes drowned us with emotion.  Betty Hutton sparkled with her loud, peppy personality, Nelson Eddy and Jeanette Macdonald warm and romantic in harmony.  Then came Doris Day!
I saw ‘Calamity Jane’ soon after arriving in Cardiff, my first real step into the world beyond my home town.  The cinema was not one of the huge and impressively modern ones in the city centre with panoramic screens and foyers filled with potted plants.  It was the real thing for those of us brought up in small towns.  Well-worn, just bearable seats;  garish, fading décor;  low lights and dark corners;  large, shining photographs of glamorous stars and highly coloured posters around the pay-box and up the stairs.  But the cinema possessed one stunning, secret ingredient!  ‘Calamity Jane’ progressed through the usual frontier town clichés – fights in the saloon, the arrival of the stagecoach to the accompaniment of one of the big musical numbers, honky-tonk piano playing and girls sashaying on the saloon bar stage.  Then came the most tender scene of the whole film.  A beautiful springtime setting by the river, bright yellow flowers, water twinkling in the sunshine and Doris Day singing ‘Secret Love’ as if her heart were breaking.  She had sung only a few notes when I realised that there was the sound of singing all around me.  It was as if I had stumbled into an unseen choir.  There was nothing at all ragged or ill-tuned about these singers.  They complemented the soloist and their voices rose effortlessly to the highest notes.  The entire audience singing full-voiced in moving togetherness, while the whole cinema quivered with sound and emotion like an old-time music hall.
FEELINGS
It’s easy to think that all feelings are strong,

And will become more so as we go along.

We detest, hate and envy, and sad to recall

There are days when we clearly like nothing at all.

And as for all else we find in the world,

There’s many a dark thought we’ve yet to unfurl.

There may be some feelings that speak loud and well,

Love, delight, worship, and friendship all tell

Of the goodness that lies buried deep in the heart,

But those days of bliss can be ages apart.

There’s sadness, unhappiness, sometimes despair,

And a feeling to haunt you – that no-one is there!

You can take consolation from someone who knows,

The real story of feelings is easily disclosed.

A feeling is something you have every day,

It’s often persistent and won’t go away,

Not always dramatic, there are some quietly small,

And a few that you hardly would notice at all.

A favourite of mine is the feeling of ease
At the peace all around me when all noise has ceased.

And the thought that tomorrow will be a new day,

And all of those bad feelings will have gone far away.

I love feeling tired when the day has been good,

And I love yellow flames in the warm, burning wood,

And nothing’s more charming, I think you will find

Than seeing a loved one’s face clear in your mind.

For all the great feelings that storm through the heart,

There are hundreds of small ones playing their part.
LOVE
Love, says the boy, grows when you’re not here.

Love, says the girl, often comes with a tear.

Love, says the breeze, is the sweet scent of flowers

With which I can dally for hours and hours.

Love, says the mother is sharing your fears

To make you the stronger for all the long years.

Love, says the father, sees always a child

In need of a wise guide, a comforting smile.
Love, say the young, is a kiss and a hug

And a feeling as warm as a soft, cosy rug.

Love is forgiveness with no further pain

In spite of a sadness that comes back again.

Love is a feeling that everything known

Stands in a bright light, charmingly shown.

A brightness which steadily, more warmly, glows

As your deep love for all things quietly grows.
Love is the place where peace can be found
In the mind and the soul and the air all around.

Love, says the wild bird, is the first light of day

With freedom and happiness safe on the way.

Love, says the heart, is a lingering smile

That is yours for a lifetime, not just a brief while,

Love comes to us all in many a guise,

Always a blessing for the good and the wise.
FLOWERS AND LOVE
There is a garden in my mind

Where flowers pass the day,

Telling me secrets of the heart.

It is their charming way.

“I’ve never been kissed,” says love-in-a-mist,

“That’s why I’m veiled and blue.”

“It’s true love I’m needing,” says love-lies bleeding,

“My heart has been cut right through.”

“Forget-me-not,” the blue flower cried,

“When I am gone, when I am dead.”

While overhead the black clouds hung

And wept sad tears for each word said.

Sweet violet says no word at all, her eyes are warm and true,

The primrose, still, beside her, wrapped in a yellow glow.

And in the breeze, they nod at ease, meadowsweet and bluebell

While honeysuckle breathes her scent on all the flowers below.

“Be a friend of mine,” says bright celandine,

“And dance with me on the green.”

“You set my heart bobbing,” says red ragged robin,

“You’re the happiest flower to be seen.”

And there in the sun-shower glows the pink rose,

With nothing to say but a tear

That sparkles with light in her lovely face,

Carrying away every fear.
GOING FOR A SOLDIER
It was like travelling through a quiet, gentle, magical, Ruritanian landscape.  November, it might have been, but the unspoiled woods still burned with Autumn colours and the comfortable, rounded hills looked homely and cosy.  They rolled away in soft green mounds up ahead through Mid-Wales, before the chugging steam train carrying me towards Wrexham, the home of the Royal Welsh Fusiliers.  A light seasonal mist shrouded the highest ridges in the distance, giving the whole scene an innocent shapelessness.  It was the last blessing before entering into a new, noisy, disruptive life.  These remaining moments of calm and reflection, I knew, would soon give way to a hectic, impersonal existence, overrun with people, shouts, action and grinding effort.  And, strangely, I was ready for it.  Starting afresh had always been interesting and energising.  It was something to do with new places and experiences, new activities, meeting different kinds of people, being given another chance to start again, unexplored possibilities, making a fresh impression.  At the same time I had to try and not fool myself.  The Army, rightly so, were only interested in having things done their way.  So the best way of approaching things was to accept matters, observe as well as be part of it all, and try to understand the way things worked.
This was soon put into practice.  It was true, what they said about Army storemen.  One fleeting glance at you and immediately a huge pile of clothes, boots, headgear and equipment appeared in your arms, and you were sent tottering blindly on your way, to the accompanying clash of dropped billy cans, helmets and boots.  Any hapless youth, foolish enough to question sizes was quickly despatched “Size eight son?  Do me a favour.  Never in a million years.  I know your sizes better than you ever will.  Don’t waste my time.  I’ve got others to sort out you know.  On your way!”  The slight lull before training began was used to trawl bemusedly through everything we had carried from the stores to gain some clues as to what some of the more unidentifiable objects were.  It was also to be sure of what had to be ironed, polished or put together.  And so we made a start on trying to look as sartorially presentable as we could.  Our identical scraped haircuts added an air of purpose to the picture.  It was obviously going to be an uphill struggle.
To our Lance-Corporal it was a mission that was practically impossible.  For a seasoned soldier used to the traumas of life, a man who had fought in hand to hand combat with Japanese infantry and had once found himself stranded on top of an occupied enemy slit trench in his non-functioning bren gun carrier, his confidence was somewhat less than rock-solid when faced with our military potential en masse.  The first skill we spent time on was the making of beds, stripping them, folding bedding and arranging beds and lockers in pristine condition for inspection.  We lived in large dormitories in a bricked barracks amid the luxury of central heating and spotless floors.  There were beds and bed spaces there that looked like something out of ‘House and Home’ by the time we had finished.  The sheer symmetry of perfectly folded blankets, the blinding lustre of the boots and the buckles and the mess tins on display, and the dazzling brilliance of the linoleumed floor, created a scene which made comment unnecessary if not impossible.  Except by the corporal.  “Do better,” he said, pulling everything apart.  Gloom and despair eventually gave way to irritation.  The question was finally asked.  What was the point of learning to make beds and of getting them ready for inspection?  The lance-corporal went white with shock.  The words struggled to come out.  “If you can’t even look after your beds and kit properly then you’re no use at all to the Army.  You will never make soldiers.  Not in a million years.”  It was becoming a hauntingly familiar phrase.

ONCE MORE WITH FEELING
Once we mastered the intricacies of gaiters, webbing belts, floppy dark berets, thick serge and creases, and the boning of boot toecaps with toothbrush handles, the parade ground was at our mercy.  Nobody warned us of the pitfalls of drill commands.  If they did, the warnings were soon lost in the mist of our minds.  “By the right, quick march,” and half of us stepped off with the right foot first, a good number with the left, and the remainder stood still debating the correct move with themselves.  “Squad will advance, About Turn,” gave us food for thought.  As did “Right Wheel,” sprung on us suddenly while at full pace.  “Squad Halt,” was almost nerve-wracking in the early days, given as the right foot passed the left – or was it the other way around?  The “Sq-u-a-a-a-d,” a long interminable scream during which most of us lost concentration and the will to go on.  The “Halt,” bawled out briefly in a strangulated roar.  A pause while another pace was taken.  The sudden banging down of the left boot, or was it the right?  Then the final crashing down of the foot left over, like the sound of machine-gun fire from every part of the platoon.
There were many other sources of potential humiliation, self-inflicted wounds and injuries.  Juggling helplessly with the cumbersome .303 Lee Enfield rifle while trying to march in a straight line, or perform complicated, timed movements standing still.  Trying to fix lethal, razor-sharp bayonets on rifles by numbers, with fingers frozen and swollen with the cold.  Hurling ourselves at breakneck speed over, under and through a terrifying nightmare of rickety bridges slung between trees, drooping ropes, enormous walls, huge log structures, water hazards, mud and wire, known ominously as an assault course.  Charging busted straw ‘bodies’ with fixed bayonets, howling like dervishes to frighten the enemy, and learning about fear ourselves as we rested to the rear of the straw bodies and caught sight of the next detail coming straight at us, shrieking, with bayonets waving frenziedly.  Reloading bren guns and overcoming stoppages while instructors dance up and down around us hysterically counting down the rapid approach of ‘thousands of Chinese’ and we fumbled and panicked to the rising screams about us.  Standing at the main gate, on guard, at two in the morning, numb with cold, watching the rims of the wooden flower tubs growing steadily whiter with frost.  Lying in the deep snow on the firing range, the light dark and dismal, firing at targets spasmodically leaping up and diving down while we desperately tried to knock away the huge flakes of snow blurring our vision.
Like a miracle unfolding, we began to improve.  Slowly and imperceptibly, day by wearying day.  Until we no longer heard irate, screaming voices across the wide, echoing spaces of the barrack square, or hissed, urgent commands from somewhere beyond the rear rank.  The will to live flickered and slowly came back as the disasters became fewer and fewer.  We stood in rigid ranks, pressed and gleaming, white hackles bright and plume-like on neatly shaped dark berets, black flashes hanging impressively from our collars like the marks of honour they were.  We were becoming part of the Royal Welsh Fusiliers, the 23rd Regiment of the Line.  It was the regiment of my grandfather, suffering heavy casualties on the Somme, where he was wounded twice.  And the regiment of Sergeant Luke O’Connor, the first holder of the Victoria Cross, awarded for valour at the battle of Alma, in the Crimean War.  The regiment of Robert Graves, the famous playwright and poet, a young officer in the trenches of the First World War, who, although badly wounded, lived to write one of the classic books of that conflict, ‘Goodbye to All That,’ a moving personal account.  And it was the regiment of Siegfried Sassoon, its ‘conscience’ and one of its bravest and most decorated soldiers, whose career fluctuated between being threatened with court-martial and being recommended for the Victoria Cross, and who celebrated the Armistice of 1918 with his famous words –
‘Everyone suddenly burst out singing;

And I was filled with such delight

As prisoned birds must find in freedom

Winging wildly across the white

Orchards and dark green fields; on; and out of sight.’

GOING EAST

At Southampton, the East had already come to meet us.  The British India Steam Navigation Company’s M V Dunera lay alongside the dock, 12,615 tons of cool, pure whiteness with a wide sea-blue stripe half-way down its body, running the whole length of the ship.  In every way it was redolent of fiercely hot, sunny days and warm, tropical breezes.  Dark lascars scurried the decks busily, intent on preparations for departure.  A large crowd filled the quayside, waving and shouting final messages.  A military band in glowing red tunics pounded away with reverberating brass.  And the ship’s funnel sent out its booming cries of farewell.  It was a troopship heading for a theatre of action  - Malaya, and the occasion was an emotional one for many.  I felt the sadness of a goodbye to everything that was familiar for many long months.  And yet I was exhilarated by the excitement and the feeling of adventure.  We were going to places that could live only faintly in the imagination and watch them becoming vivid and living and enchanting.  My conception of everything around me was about to change for another time in my life.  At last I was going to find the world over the horizon.
There was one last surprise for us.  An unforgettable moment in the sending off which left us with the promise of great moments to come.  The Dunera moved slowly away from the dockside amid a final crescendo of noise,  its rails thickly lined with waving passengers, its engines beginning to build up as the distance to shore widened, and we were on our way down Southampton Water.  It was at that moment that we were hit by a stupefying roar of wind and noise and a huge, towering, cliff-like structure swept past as if we were in a rowing boat, leaving us bobbing helplessly in its wake.  A glimpse of a dark hull and sides, two, powerful, familiar funnels, rows of faces peering curiously down on us, and the Queen Elizabeth had gone, amid rocking waves of water, on its imperious way to New York.  The same ship, ironically, that was to find a sad end years later in the same harbour.  Hong Kong, to which I was heading.  But that was in the future.  That day it was a royal escort sending us safely on our way.  Yet I, for one, didn’t envy those setting off across the Atlantic in the most famous ship of the day.  There were pleasures enough in the offing.  Before us lay the whole length of the perfumed Mediterranean, the Suez Canal and the Red Sea with their glimpses of ancient desert, the glittering jewel-like Indian Ocean and the dark green, brooding jungles beyond.  In my musing there were only pleasant generalisations.  To paint a real picture, what was needed were thousands of the spellbinding impressions which truly create the life around us.  But I was on my way to find them!

EN ROUTE
The Bay of Biscay, for once, was like a still, silver pond.  Its reputation for stormy winds and pitching seas belied by the calming, bright sunshine.  Coming on down the coast of Spain and Portugal, the ship kept close to the land.  Capes of craggy headland came pointing out into the mild Atlantic, dry, warm, Iberian breezes floated seawards and quiet, watchful figures on the highest ground stared solemnly on our silent passing.  Dark-eyed and pensive, they gazed at a ghostly white ship on a peaceful sea, shadowed by the evening light.  Beyond the headlands and the pine-fringed plains, the hills inland gleamed brown and arid and the air was full of the heaviness of Summer although the coolness of Spring had been left only a few hours behind.

Deep down in the ship we slept in rows of double bunks to the solid throbbing of the ship’s engines, bathed in an eerie half-light, with an endless coming and going of bleary-eyed, stumbling figures on the clanging steel deck.  It was a relief to wake early, get washed and dressed quickly and make my way to the upper deck.  As I stepped on to it, I was aware of a high mass of rock on the port side, completely filling my vision and already starting to slip astern.  In the grey, early-morning light, set in a leaden dawn sea, it rose in a strangely familiar, leaning slope with speckles of dark green trees and bushes climbing up its length.  We stood alone, just the rock and I, with no-one to confer with or exchange sounds of surprise and amazement.  What was it?  Where was it?  And soon it slid away like a ghost into the mistiness of a morning through which the first shimmers of sun were beginning to shine.
Could it really have been the Rock of Gibraltar?  At its most primitive extremity?  But there was not one sign of life.  It was like an ancient monument standing in the desert of the sea, seen only by one man in a thousand years.  In the quiet, early morning I felt much as Cortes must have done when he first sighted the Pacific Ocean, ‘silent on a peak in Darien.’  And, indeed, we were all sailing into a new sea.
ALARMS AND EXCURSIONS
Port Said bustled with activity.  Ships manoeuvred hectically in the dock basin, avoiding those tied up and those equally perilously moving to and fro.  Tugs puffed about importantly and purposefully.  And the docks were littered with dozens of bumboats from which the insistent cries of the water traders rose, wild and piercingly, like harbour gulls, echoing from the buildings lining the dockside.  The same water traders were not averse to trying to get aboard, the better to make their deals.  Although it seemed to be a strongly held tenet that if they did get aboard, more goods would be going from the ship than coming on.  So it was that I found myself on the gangway guard, backed up by some Egyptian dock security officers, facing a milling crowd which completely filled it, trying to push and talk their way past.  I, of course, reasoned civilly with them.  They smiled beatifically at me, with glinting eyes and blackened teeth, apparently agreeing with every word.  Yet they still pushed and jostled, chattering uninhibitedly.  It wasn’t exactly a stand-off.  They were gaining ground.  “Excuse me,” said the senior security man from a height of about seven feet, pushing past me.  The nearest dealer on the gangway suddenly found himself flying backwards into the crowd behind him who all tumbled down the gangway like dominoes.  It wasn’t at all what I had been expecting, but after that, things, I must admit, did quieten down.
The following morning I was on the top deck again, early, leaning against the railings, watching the first stirrings of life on the dockside, and marvelling at the calm of first light and the heavy warmth that already filled the air.  Suddenly, a loud burst of gunfire snapped me upright and figures came racing along the quayside towards the ship.  Not far away a man was kneeling, in a long white cotton garment, hands on head, while police held guns on him.  In the background, sounds of pursuit continued among the buildings bordering the quay.

Later that morning, the West Yorkshire Regiment embarked for Malaya.  They came on flat landing barges across the harbour, standing in disciplined lines, in sand-coloured tunics and shorts and navy-blue berets.  It was a hushed and poignant dream-like water tableau.  Above all I was struck by their young, fresh faces, forgetting that this was my own generation.  They were like schoolboys setting out on an outing.  And yet without the expected air of excitement.  Each one was quiet and serious befitting men going to war.  All calm and composed.  All looking firmly ahead.

A SHIP OF THE DESERT

For long, sweeping distances on either side of the Suez Canal, dry, sandy scrubland stretched flatly out towards the horizon.  And yet there was much life and activity in places, and many signs of a simple pastoral and farming life with crops growing strongly in blocks of land and goats wandering in small enclosures.  Communities of roughly made huts interspersed with smoking fires appeared regularly, and for much of the course of the Canal, a substantial road followed, many of the vehicles being military, although the expected shapeless, flapping, local lorries, battered and dust-covered, plied their way busily from village to village.
Often, small, ragged children stood waving on the banks a few feet away, and some ran in giggling bands to keep us with our slow progress through their territory.  If you raised your eyes from the narrow canal, it was easy to imagine the ship, as seen from the land, travelling like some ponderous mechanical animal across the torrid, shimmering landscape, through waves of sand.  Closing your eyes again, with the fires of the settlements still distant, you could easily be convinced that you were savouring an air of great antiquity rising from a strong, pungent land.  With the knowledge that, over the horizon, in one direction, lay Cairo and the great Pyramids of Egypt, and in the other direction rose the fearsome, burning Sinai Desert, indulging in these fantasies proved an easy and apt thing to do.
We paused in the Bitter Lakes while the Canal before us cleared of shipping heading North.  Here, in the open spaces, with the land now lying farther off, fresher breezes blew, and we looked forward to the Red Sea beyond Suez, open and welcoming.  Its name should have warned us.  With Africa on one side and Arabia on the other, it was a melting furnace with no whisper of air.  In the distance, rocky sun-scorched hills wavered in the heat and parched desert swept bleakly down on the desolate, inhospitable shores.  At first I stayed unwisely on deck, so concerned was I not to miss one moment of this part of our journey so unique and fascinating in its barrenness, awful deadening heat and brilliant sun-lit drabness.
The sun poured down relentlessly as all movement around me slowed and gradually stopped, and we sailed on, still and lifeless, like a dead ship on dead waters with only the faint pulse of the engines giving fragile life to the scene.  As we headed into the Arabian Sea, mile by dragging mile,  vitality began to return, gradually, to everything about us.  Time no longer almost stood still.  Clear fresh breezes blew, bringing new life and activity.  Arab dhows and other rigged coastal vessels, sails 
dipping in the light airs, fluttered across the sea before us, like paper butterflies across a blue field.  And the baking, twisted land now lay mute and harmless far in the distance, beyond the cool waters.

ON THE OCEAN
The Indian Ocean was a natural world beyond any known in life before.  It seemed strangely remote, with the few ships seen, clinging faintly to the horizon.  Sea and sky, light, colour, and darkness provided the main interests.  In the Mediterranean, the ship had steamed quietly and evenly on a placid, sunlit sea.  Here, the open ocean was ever moving, pitching and rolling and spraying in long waves from which whole squadrons of flying fish came flashing out into the sparkling light like flights of silver arrows.  Sometimes the displays lasted so long that the whole ocean glittered and shimmered in lines of dazzling brightness.
It was the place to discover skies.  Not the grey, weary ones often known.  Nor the gentle, innocent ones which used to pass as clear, summer days.  These rose in the morning, a bright, hopeful orange fading to yellow as the sun tipped the water straight ahead where all thoughts and expectations lay, for a brief while, sea and sky merged into a molten rim on the horizon and blinding rays of sunlight shone fiercely like streaks of gold, over the still grey, choppy sea.  As the sun climbed higher, the sky itself merged into a blueness which tinted the ocean and softened the starkness of its rippling surface.  And all day long the ship cut tirelessly through snow white crests and the ocean behind spread smoothly and leisurely in its wake, while the sun blazed down out of a glaring sky.
At evening time the sky came alive again in great sweeps of burning colour.  Beautiful sunsets glow in wild countryside where shadows lengthen slowly among meadows and woods, along darkening rivers, and deepen into blackness below the highest slopes of the hills where the very last of the day’s pink light lingers.  Here, out on the wide, level ocean, the colours of twilight were spread over Nature’s widest canvas.  Pale washed blue, darkening to indigo, swathes of saffron yellow, rosy pink, scarlet, orange and carmine red splashed in broad, fiery strokes across the whole sky.  There was a subtle dimming of light, but hardly enough to create the shadows of land.  Instead, the fading colours shimmered reflectively on the greying waters like fire dying down and the tropic night fell suddenly, revealing the diamond studded vastness high above and all around, guiding the way eastwards with its points of light.
BACK TO THE BEGINNING
All the way down the Strait of Malacca we were vividly aware of the land about us, the Far East, for so long a mystic place for me.  Malaya lay on our port side and Sumatra to starboard.  The dark jungle heavy with mystery and the smell of the land – the sweet tartness of decay and blossoming new growth, the earthiness, and surrounding all, muggy tropical heat and eerie stillness.  Singapore ended all reveries about the romantic East.  Romance was not really the air the city breathed, striking and absorbing though it was.  Energy was its life-force.  It teemed with people and activity.  Already, tall, modern buildings were rising in the manner of those I knew I would find in Hong Kong.  Ten years before, Singapore was in the grip of Japanese occupation and I was curious to see a place about which so much had been written and spoken.  So much of heroism and self-sacrifice, of loyalty and dedication, of suffering, despair and death.  I found no pall of gloom over the city, little sign of the ruin of war.  Life was going on confidently.  The open, green spaces and large colonial buildings called back the past.  Tree-shaded and screened by exotic flowers, the Raffles Hotel was a reminder of pre-war elegance and a famous clientele of world-wide travellers.  And white-flannelled cricketers still played in a green oasis in the heart of the city, as if left there by time.
Other impressions came quickly and unforgettably.  Nee Soon barracks with its open verandas surrounding the hot, dusty square, infamous as a place where prisoners were made to stand for many hours in fierce sun.  Geckos scrambling across the walls of shops in Nee Soon village.  Wide, insalubrious storm drains.  Rubber trees slashed around with milky channels dripping slowly but endlessly into small cups.  Sharing tents with the King’s African Rifles and later, watching them sailing off down the nearby jungle-edged river, all smiling happily in a constellation of shining white teeth.  A weekend visitor from the hostilities up-country, jungle-hatted, dark green, black-buckled haversack and pouches, serious and alter, who slept in our quarters with a loaded pistol on his bedside table.  The Tiger Balm gardens – densely coloured tropical flowers and beautifully shaped and delicately gilded pagodas.  A sergeant of the King’s Own Scottish Borderers, lean and spare, tanned and relaxed, shaving quite happily in the sunshine, reminding me of the Korean War now at the peace talks stage, and the brave part played by his regiment among many others.  In Hong Kong I was to find myself very much at home with veterans of that war.  Another ship, and a long unrelieved voyage up through the South China Sea, out of sight of land, failed to dampen my spirits.  For it was bringing me at last to the place I had longed to see for most of my life.
We came into Hong Kong harbour during the night.  I listened to the engines running down as we eased our way in until we stopped and the anchor rattled its way down into the water.  It was all like the background to a dream.  No one moved.  And those awake turned over and slept comfortably until dawn.  Then it was a dash to the open deck to cast my eyes on a place about which I already knew so much from stories and accounts, nothing at all from remembrance.  The first thing I saw was a tall peak high above skyscrapers, with some white buildings at the very top, gleaming in the early morning sun.  I was looking, without doubt, at my birthplace, in one of those very buildings.  For it was engrained in me that the British Military Hospital stood at the absolute top of Victoria Peak, overlooking the harbour.  A full month before I was due to be born, Mother fell down the stairs at the family quarter in Murray Barracks.  From there, at the foot of Victoria Peak it was a short but hectic journey to hospital.  Wearing a long coat, with a hat crammed on her head, she was admitted at running pace on a stretcher.  Her coat was ripped off and I was born there and then, obviously anxious to get into the world.  “You were born,” said Mother, “weeks prematurely, my hat was still on my head, it was half past one on a Tuesday morning, and the nurse said that you were a girl.”  All that apart, everything went well and there I was, born overlooking one of the most famous and beautiful settings in the world.  A start in life for which I have been strangely proud and appreciative.  And from the ship it was beautiful.  More so than I had ever imagined it would be.  More than brightness and loveliness.  It was the flood of emotions and feelings, the deep contentment of the moment, the coming back to that point in time when everything I loved in life had a beginning.
THE MOUNTAIN ROAD
The road to Hong Kong Island climbed up into the hills out of the Sek Kong valley, winding its way through high countryside quite beautiful and distinctive.  Left behind were the flat, shining, paddy-fields dotted with patient, stooping figures shaded from the fierce sun by large, straw, coolie hats.  Yet to come was the urban sprawl of Kowloon and Hong Kong.  It was like leaving an ancient rural world and entering an unreal ethereal existence far above.  The road twisted and turned gently through uplands of rich, green luxuriance, looking for the easiest way both going up and descending.  Even here, the usual, occasional, coolie-hatted peasant trotted patiently along, nearly always burdened with some form of load.  And singly and in clusters, wispy, Chinese mountain pine-trees stood decoratively amid all, like the most striking elements in a classical Chinese painting.  

Above steep slopes, the landscape opened out to reveal the faraway views of distant hills, rolling green waves of foliage, and finally the sea itself like a thin jade-blue ribbon glittering timelessly in the ever present sunshine.  Returning at night, we would look back for a last time from the top-most point of the highest slope.  The lights, like thrown handfuls of coloured gems throbbed beyond the darkness, until they were finally lost, stealing away on the cool night air with the very last traces of our excitement and pleasure.
ABIDING
There is little depth of religious feeling in this book, rightly or wrongly.  There is however, personal faith and belief brought about by the circumstances of life.  One clear, poignant memory has stayed with me over the years.  One day I sat among my fellow members of the Sergeants’ Mess, 45 Field Regiment, listening to a radio broadcast commemorating Remembrance Day.  These were men who had gone through the dangers and destruction of World War Two and who had endured the worst of experiences.  Recently, they had returned to Hong Kong from the equally hazardous battles of the Korean War.

The most famous battle fought by the British Army in Korea was the battle of the Imjin River.  Here, a massive force of Chinese soldiers had overrun the positions of the Gloucestershire Regiment, advancing victoriously on 45 Field Regiment, Royal Artillery who were in support with their 25 pound field guns.  For its part, the artillery regiment stood its ground, firing over open sights at point blank range.  Their courageous tenacity halted the enemy, in great disarray, on the banks of the River Imjin.
We all listened quietly to the words of comfort and to the hymns.  Towards the end of the broadcast, the great Remembrance hymn ‘Abide With Me’ was sung.  It was during this that I became aware that one of my friends, Ken, was sobbing bitterly.  It became obvious to everyone, yet no-one commented or even appeared to notice.  Afterwards, another friend told me that, in particular, Ken had had a difficult war and had lost many of his comrades.  Nobody thought that his tears were other than a natural reaction to the mood, and perfectly acceptable.  Moments like this brought home to me the fact that depth of feeling has a religious aspect most clearly shown through an individual view of life and matters.

Later, I learned to ride a motorcycle, in order to see as much of the New Territories as possible, especially the quieter, more remote places which reflected ancient China.  And yet, the place which left me with the most lasting impression was one of the most recent.  We came, after much wandering about, on a tree filled corner full of a strange, hushed silence, made more intriguing by the white glow beyond the trees.  A little further, and we found ourselves looking at rows of pristine, white headstones glowing in the sun.  We had come upon the military cemetery commemorating those who had died in the defence of Hong Kong in World War Two.  The angular, rigid shapes of the headstones, in their multitude, had somehow softened and were now a huge bed of white blossoms nestling together in peace and tranquillity.

THE GUARD MOUNTING

The Dakota took off in a rumbling, bumping roar and swung directly out to sea, heading straight for Manila.  For a while I peered into the wastes of water and sky, but there was nothing tangible to dwell on, not even anticipation.  Rumped up in my makeshift seat on the floor, all that was left to me was a kind of reprise of uncertain memories.  The view from Tai Mo Shan, the Old Man of the Mountains, over the wide, watery plains of China beyond the border and back over the hills of the New Territories.  Colourful, melodramatic, Chinese theatre and an engrossed audience in the middle of a small village.  Paddy fields in darkness awash with water from which, all around, came the continuous, reverberating deep croaking of thousands of frogs.  And then there was the mounting of the guard.

A novelty football match was held between the Sergeants’ Mess and the Officers Mess.  Fancy dress was the order of the day.  One of our stalwarts, Staff-Sergeant Bowes turned up handsomely decked out in full cook’s uniform, complete with towering white hat and a sturdy wooden spoon.  He was something of an icon in the regiment, for his exploits in the Korean War.  The match proceeded chaotically to its close and afterwards we all repaired to the Sergeants’ Mess to discuss matters further.  The afternoon grew on until suddenly, Staff-Sergeant Bowes, who was in our group, leapt to his feet, shouted “The Guard!” and rushed out of the Mess in the direction of the camp entrance.  We followed.  As did a good many others startled by the sight of  a cook in all his white glory running down the road towards the guardroom, waving a large wooden spoon.  The new guard was already drawn up.  Shining and immaculate.  In the distance, the figure of the orderly officer could already be seen striding on his way to the inspection.  Staff-Sergeant Bowes arrived in a cloud of dust and immediately dressed off to the right.  Nobody moved.  Not even the crowd of spectators who waited with bated breath.

The crunch of the orderly officer’s footsteps rang out in the silence as he approached down the road, rounded the corner, and marched regimentally up to the guardroom

“Gua-a-rd, Guard – SHUN!” roared Staff-Sergeant Bowes.  The guard crashed to attention.  Staff-Sergeant Bowes brought up a sweeping regal salute, his cook’s hat listing slightly, wooden spoon firmly under his left arm-pit and gripped left handed life a military cane, boots yellow with dust.  “Guard present and correct and ready for inspection – SIR!” he bellowed.  The lieutenant, very tall, very young, Sam Browne belt glittering superbly in the late afternoon sun, peaked cap squared off, boots gleaming, returned the salute impassively, then proceeded with the inspection.  The Staff-Sergeant followed, tall white hat bobbing gently.  Not one soldier blinked.  On returning to the front, salutes were exchanged again.  “Fine, Carry on Staff,” ordered the lieutenant firmly and marched away just as majestically as he had arrived.  There was a collective release of breath from the crowd.  “Gua-a-rd, Guard – dis-Miss!” roared Staff-Sergeant Bowes.  There were times, without doubt, when I really loved the Army.

THE LEAVING OF HONG KONG

The days left to me in the place where everything began were growing shorter.  I had come to Hong Kong to see and understand as much as possible, storing memories and impressions which, I hoped, would stay with me for the rest of my life.  Hong Kong had risen to my expectations.  It gave me an ancient world warmed and lit by sunshine which wrapped itself easily and cosily around me and around all things.  It reminded me that I had been born into a world which could never be ordinary and would never knowingly disappoint me.  Its fascination would never be lost.  All that was required of me was that I looked upon everyone and everything with a bright, hopeful, enquiring eye, and that I could feel the touch of life on all things and know its inspiration.
I saw that life could be hard and unyielding for many.  The quiet, patient workers toiling laboriously in the paddy fields.  Peasants loaded with burdens trudging great distances.  Tiny, cramped dwellings swarming with domestic animals and small children.  Bare, rocky promontories and a pervading dry dust which lay on earth and roads in the long, dry seasons.  And yet overall there was a humorous spirit which lifted the heart.  Smiles were frequent as was a kind of old world courtesy to strangers.  In the towns all this had become an inexhaustible flow of energy and bustle, bringing in the noise and cacophony of a whole tidal wave of people, cars, lorries, carts and rickshaws.  Above all rose the loud chatter and rumble of everyday life.  The world, I noted, was in full cry and could not be ignored.  But there were also the quiet moments to dwell upon.  The paddy fields, pale and glassy after the labours of the day, a time when the frogs had ceased their evening croaking in the waters and a deep silence lay over all.  Standing alone on a high hill in the New Territories looking over a still landscape.  Looking on the rows of sad but eloquent white crosses in a remote part of the New Territories marking the graves of those Allied soldiers who perished in the Second World War.  And in these quiet moments, the vagaries of life were made more understandable.  And I had a feeling that was becoming a certainty that life was always to be torn between tears of sorrow and tears of happiness, and that I must settle for this.

I had made many good friends who, like Hong Kong itself, stayed imperishably in that time.  Memory, it is said, is given to us so that we can have roses in December.  It also leaves unfading, smiling faces, echoes of laughter, the glow of shared pleasure and the bitter sweetness of times and places lost.  I have never been back.  Perhaps I would be afraid to do so.  Afraid that I wouldn’t be young any more, that there wouldn’t be a rim of gold along the hills and the sea, that the precious green in the fields of water would have faded, and that I would set out on a morning that didn’t hold the promise of a magical day.
THE LAST DAYS OF MAY
What can I tell you about that last week in May?  That the frosts were gone.  That the days were warm and bright.  That wisteria hung everywhere in soft mauve clouds.  Every garden glowed with orange and yellow flowers.  In the shade the white, fragrant, porcelain bells of lilies of the valley gleamed.  That birds were seeking out Summer everywhere.  That people smiled at each other, relishing the lovely days to come.  That life was perfect.  That I was dying.

Twice in that week my family was called to my hospital bedside, one in the early hours of the morning.  On the first occasion they were told to prepare for the worst.  On the second they were told that the next few hours were going to be critical.

And me?  I was lost in dreams and fantasies.  In the clearest one there was a vast expanse of lonely ocean and I was looking into the face of a solitary swimmer.  It was a calm, relaxed and strong Polynesian face utterly unlike mine and yet I knew it was me, I swam on and on, knowing only that it was something I must do.  There was no feeling of tiredness.  The sun glittered on the whole ocean ahead and I kept going seemingly without effort as if I knew that I had a great distance to cover.  But where I had come from and where I was going was a mystery.  My journey was endless and without reason.
RECOVERING
There were tranquil, still moments in the night when the world was in darkness and there was only a pool of light at the nurses’ station in the corridor.  There was no more pain and anxiety, only a growing warm feeling of peace and sanctuary.  I began to come to terms with my feelings.  My worst days had gone, but it was clear that there was still a long way to go, and for that, patience was the thing.

At last I was able to read my favourite nature books and see in my mind’s eye the great South Downs sweeping open and bare to the sea, hear the whirling flocks of migrating shore birds crying with the wild, fluting sounds of seas and oceans, and look out from the side door of a small, ancient church which perfectly framed a snow-white calf gleaming in the sunshine against a background of green, rounded hill and summer blue sky.  I could hear the great boom of the screamers reverberating throughout the South American plain, and the raging semi-tropical storms driving before them swarms of dragonflies and clouds of wild birds screaming in terror on the air.  In contrast came the faint, distant cry of a lonely plover, high in the night sky, on its long flight from one hemisphere to another, haunting and beautiful.
Then more pictures – fireflies in clouds of sparkling light on the dark flatness of the vast Argentinian plains;  the roof of an old cowshed with its ancient blue-grey slates providing a perfect setting for a whole flock of yellow hammers gleaming like gold ornaments in the brilliant evening sunshine;  Cornish fishermen swaying down the uneven cobbles of their small fishing port and setting off in the dying light on boats red-sailed like tropical butterflies;  and Pampas indians standing, dark, still and watchful on their horses’ backs like sculptures raised above the unending pink clouds of pampas grass and set against a glowing amber sky.
INTO THE LIGHT

My drifting thoughts made me aware of what was lost to me of the real world.  I could see the lane to the forestry, the deer right against the edge of the wood grazing warily, ready to dart into its black recesses, and the mistle thrush standing bold and clear in the rain.  The hazel coppice full of long-tailed tits,  pretty and elegant, high-pitched and chattering, showing off their long feathers.  The buzzard circling lazily in the sky high above the fir tree tops, and the Sunday morning sound of light aircraft droning over from Compton Abbas airfield.  It would be a while before I could scramble up Hambledon Hill and see the goldcrests flitting around dark bushes in the gloom of a winter’s day, or look across from the great height of Bulbarrow to the distant, blue, misty hills of West Dorset.  The echoing, laughter cries of the herring gulls and the lesser and greater black-backed gulls milling around Harry’s Rocks on Ballard Point were still a vivid memory in my mind, as was the view onto Studland Bay where the crested grebes swam quietly in pairs and the long beach, deserted and silent, stretched away in the pale January sun to the hazy white buildings of Bournemouth in the distance.  All was there.  Beyond my reach for sure.  But as clear and full of life and hope as any spoken promise.

At last I returned to Poole hospital to complete my recovery.  There on the top floor we had a magnificent view of the second largest harbour in the world, filled with sailing craft and dotted with tree-covered islands.  The town park lay immediately before us, alive with summer strollers in the warm afternoon sunshine.  The red-streaked sunsets filled the bay with rosy wine.  Dunlin rose in wheeling clouds along the sea-shore and as the sun set away to the west, pearl-like strings of light began to sparkle on every road to the sea.  At night-time I saw the late evening ferry from the Continent come into harbour.  Lit up from bow to stern, it glided silently in the darkness, out beyond the town’s glow, a ghostly galleon from the Indies.  On it came through the dark, still, warm night, burning with incandescent light like some angelic craft coming straight down from Heaven.  It was an unspoken message from the universe that lay beyond my vision.  I was still in the world and still a part of everything.

SWEET OCTOBER

That September was the wettest in many years.  The brown, burnt and drooping landscape gradually turned green and fresh again like a second Spring.  But it was October that came like a blessing with the most beautiful days of the year.  Warm and sunny with cool, freshening breezes.  Sunlight that no longer towered starkly high overhead but dipped subtly lower in the sky, casting softly lit shadows so that even under the deepest foliage every mark and indentation could be seen on the trunk of every tree.  It was in this time of sunlit, blue diamond days that I began, once again, to spend time with myself.  I took solitary walks to the river near my home and stood for long periods on the old, narrow suspension bridge that crossed it from the trees to the meadow beyond.  There was a harmony and timelessness there that seemed eternal.  The old church I had passed.  The arched stone entrance to the school that had been a great manor house in days gone by.  The flower beds before it, still warm and colourful with summer flowers.  The lane, largely grown over with trees and bushes, that had been the original coach drive to the house.  And the river itself, full from the recent rains and glassy in the sunshine, its banks heavy with greenery that shimmered reflectively in the flat, slow moving water.

It was a time of great peace and comfort.  A kingfisher sped like a blue flame from one bank to the other.  Moorhens bobbed up and down.  Mallards dived awkwardly off the sluice gates.  A cormorant, like an ocean spirit finding rest, sat on a boom with its back to the river, gazing fixedly through a gap in the trees and bushes towards the sea a few miles away, the sun shining through the gap illuminating the ghostly white patches on its face.  The most striking effect overall was the sheer crystal purity of the light.  The fields and trees in the distance, the lapwings rising into the air, the crows like ebony figurines, the seagulls wheeling in the china blue sky – all were sharp and clear and vivid.  The grass and the leaves and even the tiny ripples on the water were as if painted by a master artist.  And perhaps they were.
FLOWERS IN THE GRASS

I stood at the window from which I can see most of the world and looked down at the glowing yellow celandines streaming in over the green tousled banks from the wild.  Each day there had been more and more.  And now they lay, scattered showers of bright gold among the pale green tufts of early spring grass, in the sunlight.  It had taken ten months for me to be able to look out upon a scene for which I had longed.
The flowers were much more than the arrival of a Spring that I had never expected to see.  They were a renewal of life.  They were everything and everyone in the world that I had known and loved.  They were the undying memories of early days.  The sharp, biting taste of life.  All the moments of happiness and contentment and fulfilment ever felt.  All the smiles and laughter.  Every tear.  The times when I knew that the world could offer no more that was sweeter or greater.  They were the friends made;  those who had left behind some small gift of wisdom and understanding;  those who had given me life and a desire for life.

The flowers belonged to today and to somewhere in time.  I looked out upon them, here in this place, and saw the green woods and fields, the clear streams and rivers of childhood;  tropical oceans and skies;  waterfalls of light in the snow;  stars coming out twinkling one by one;  and moons that were big and blue and full of promise to come.  Back in May, the flowers in the grass were but a hopeless dream.  Now they lived, bold and shining, on the edge of a new existence, clear and loving and alive.  Golden flowers in the grass.  Treasures of my life.  Pieces of my heart.
STAND FAST

He stands there in the window, shining in the light,

My small silver soldier, ready for the fight.

Feet firmly planted, his eyes clear and true,

Calmly he waits to see all troubles through.

He’s present every morning, and stands there still at night.

Each day I grow stronger, looking on the sight.

He might have been a circus clown, all yellow, blue and red,

And then I would have laughed with him, and giggled, but instead

I have a silver soldier, quite serious and still,

Without a trace of fear in him, and with an iron will.

He might have been a photograph of someone dear and gone,

But he’s still here, and so am I, and so we both go on.

We all have silver soldiers ready by our side,

Prepared to fight our battles from somewhere deep inside.

‘Stand fast’, I hear the soldier cry, it is the soldier’s way

To stand upright and face the foe and never ever say
What troubles you, what worries you, what steals across the mind.

Seek courage and the victory, and that is what you’ll find.
KEEP GOING
‘Keep going you fool,’ I say to myself,

That’s my golden rule for uncertain health.

I could, if I wanted, stay silent and sad

But I’d always be haunted by feeling quite bad.

‘Keep going,’ I say, ‘although you’re a mess.’

I give myself nightmares I have to confess.

‘Well, just look at you,’ I say to the glass,

‘As a turnip on show you’d be last in the class.

I’ve never seen anything so pale and so lost,

Like something all shrivelled and killed off by frost.’

But what can you do when you’re such a sad case,

Go moaning and groaning all over the place?

Why do I chastise myself in this way?

Can it really be wise to say what I say?

‘You great big pudding,’ I say to my face,

When tired of self-pity, and tired of the pace

My sore, weary body painfully drags,

Looking for sympathy and finding more snags.

A psychiatrist might say it proves that I’m weak,

Portraying myself as a bit of a freak,

But if he looked more closely I hope that he’ll find

Rather than madness, a sly, scheming mind.

And that all of my weaknesses, easy to see,

Have failed to defeat a poor body like me.
DANCERS IN THE SKIES
These are the lovely, warm days of early summer.  And, remarkably, in the strong sunshine, robust winds shake the trees and keep the smallest birds from flitting delicately from branch to branch.  Instead, only the real high-flying bold hearts are about.  Gulls in ‘strong-wind’ mode, with half-folded wings, sweep across the gardens, tucking in and grimly purposeful.  Two wood-pigeons hurtle just above the tossing canopy of trees.  And much higher, well above the puffing and blowing gardens, housemartins flicker endlessly all over the sky.  These are the real birds of summer.  No others compare with their sheer abandonment, their complete enjoyment of life.  Of all the artists and performers of the skies, the housemartins are the most beautiful and natural dancers.  Like taut bows the swifts flash about the heavens, wheeling and plunging and powering down and across the gardens.  The swallows, hooded in dark blue, surge up into the sunshine trailing their long, forked tails, bursting into wide, free space.  But the martins barely give an impression of flying.  They are shimmering, twinkling beings.  They explode around the sky, dark bursting fragments, shooting and twisting and falling like hurtling debris.
I look for the martins next day.  The morning is still.  They come early.  Still covering the sky in great exuberant sweeps, but not so wildly now.  Still unpredictable and imaginative.  Have you noticed how they dance?  They set off at high speed, then flutter, check, and then return the way they came as if enjoying some lively dance as spirited as a reel or a jig.  There is sheer heart-bursting pleasure in what they do.  They flick and dip, twist this way and that, caught in a thousand minds as to what to do, like children mad with excitement at play.  Spring is a time of light, floating, pale green and yellow.  It rewards us for our patience and trust through the cold, dark days.  Yet Summer will never be outdone by Spring’s promise.  Its richness and fullness follows, as expansive and reassuring as its roses, its thick, leafy woods, warm, sleepy afternoons and the fleeting, mercurial dancers in the skies.
IDYLL
Tolerance and patience and an easy touch on life

Are in the very air about us.

From my window I watch them drift past,

Easily and gracefully,

Like skaters on a frozen pond.

Seagulls!  Hundreds of them.

Pieces of softly blown white blossom

All in a blue, sunny, November sky,

Framed by the pale gold birch trees.

They pitch slowly in the coldness,

Lit up by the bright sun.

Steady winged, like gliders

They bank effortlessly into the wind,

Then they are lightly borne away,

Followed by another such cloud of ebbing spindrift.

There is a kind of calmness and strength in their stillness,

An unfailing certainty in their progress

Across the distances.

A sky without the sound of birds’ cries,

The shrill of wind, the throb of life.

A world in which seagulls and thoughts

Float in their own peace.
SEEING THE WORLD
My room has two windows and I sit at the one looking westward

In shadow, though all the gardens before me are lit in morning sunshine.

Every detail of every tree, hedge, bush and flower,

Every tiny movement of wind and creature

Stands out and cannot be hidden.

I glimpse fields beyond,

And a great expanse of blue sky stretching over and around

And beyond the birches, the eucalyptus and the robinia tree,

All close before me.

I live and delight in a place far removed from the everyday,

A place bound to sunsets, the free and endless flights of birds,

Trees that burgeon into green life,

And fill the window like a living picture,

A sky painted and scored with the delight and scars of time and weather,

I stand at the other window and look across a small rolling valley,

Down which the river runs on its way to the sea.

Even now a thin, lacy curtain of tiny leaves are spreading

Along the roadside hedge and trees, taking away the view.

Yet in the winter it does have a particular charm

In the early morning and at night.

Then there is darkness, and the hill behind the valley

Is studded with a constellation of sparkling light,

A glittering bank of half-broken stars,

While on the by-pass below it, cars flow

Like a double stream of fireflies criss-crossing in the blackness. 
THE OUTCAST
A far-away, high-heavened sky,

Clouds in remote rows of tiny, fluffy white blossom

Against the pale blue,

Leaving a void for me to roam.

I sit here and yet my mind sails out into space

Where, at first, the green holds me round

And the blue and white rises above me.

For once there is nothing else,

The vastness, the stillness and me, alone!

The music ties me to the earth.

‘How sad Venice can be!’

How sad the world can be.

With the gathering tears of living.

Yet, does sadness ever exist?

Is it not thought clinging to the mist, the shadows?

Reflection?  The need to dwell on things.

On what has been.  On what there is.

And where time takes me – from here, from this moment.

All that is above and before

Is drawing me out into the colour and the sunshine,

From the darkness of my self-imposed pensiveness,

From the familiarity of my retreat from the world,

From the endless, throbbing pain of my regret and distress

Into the brightness of what has always been there.

Hope stirring in the faint breeze now rising,

A single martin falling like a darkened star

Out of a herring-bone sky, white with hope,

Blue with contentment, and one gleaming seagull

Swooping bold and close before my window,

Looking for me!  Calling for me!
NOTHING IS WRITTEN
With no vision before you, what do you see?

If your heart belongs nowhere, where can it go?

When your world falls about you, where can it be?

If there are no words to tell you, how do you know?

Nothing is written, all things are said

In ways that need few words, or no words at all.

All that life tells us is there to be read

From all that arises, or which in our lives falls.

Nothing tells better, with no sign of words

The tale of the wild, than a bright rising fish.

Unless it’s the flight of a swift, climbing bird,

Seeking its freedom, its own dearest wish.

Give your heart the same blessing, try to be kind,

Let it soar, a free spirit, to find its own place

A heart that seeks happiness, you’ll always find

Will know that it lies in quiet, magic space.

Nothing just ends, nothing fully destroys

The world has its own way of being alive.

A snowdrop will tell us of following joys,

As the green in the greenwood is starting to thrive.

There’s a swan on the mere, as white as the snow,

Like a cloud on pure crystal, a pale, floating dream.

Of beauty, it tells me all I need to know,

And all I could wish for in all I have seen.
THE VENTURERS
The seagulls are back.  Black-headed gulls with the dark stripe on their heads.  The forerunner of deep brown heads in Summer.  They plunge and flutter around the gardens in a great, whirling band, perhaps thirty or forty of them, frightening away the smaller birds and robbing them of their treasures.  Perhaps the last few frosty nights have panicked them and now everything is fair game.  When they finish a sortie they re-group and sit in neat lines on the roof-ridges all around, ready to dive off once again into a promising green spot.  More usually they can be seen being blown about the sky in the cold winds.  Perhaps that is why they are so keen on easy pickings.

They have upset our local crows.  One of whom has, already chased them vigorously from the roofs, swooping low over their heads to alarm them.  No doubt he is perched somewhere nearby ready to return to the attack.  But the gulls keep coming back in small flights, banking and hovering and dropping lightly into the garden like great flakes of grey-white snow.  It’s surprising how agile they are for birds used to open spaces and great distances.  There is almost an element of casual showing off, for there is no frantic diving for scraps.  But if they are showing off, they don’t impress our hardened starlings overmuch.  The latter hang in the birch trees like pirates in the rigging and even sally forth to pounce on the gulls’ perching places when there is an opportunity.  It’s all done with a kind of cheeky bravado.  Even the cat, Jazz has noticed all the activity and fusses to go down the garden.  Now only a single goldfinch sits in the birch tree.  At last he’s gone and no bird stirs.
Seagulls can surprise.  They are as much the sight and sound of the seashore as crashing waves, white foam, streaming rocks and the plaintive cries of oyster-catchers.  I’ve seen them milling in untidy crowds over cliffs and rocks and coves and listened to their echoing, raucous cries.  Watched them harrying each other for scraps and aggressively begging from passers-by on seaside fronts and quaysides.  And I have followed their turbulent white clouds trailing the tractor across newly-turned soil and the fishing boat coming back to harbour.  All familiar sights.  And yet, have you seen them high up in the sky on days of strong winds and sunshine?  Watched them in another element, rarefied and spacious?  Seen them taking on the grace of creatures far removed from the everyday world?  They sweep across the sky in great swathes of flight, with long pointed wings.  Hang motionless on currents of air like painted spirits and swing slowly down and across the heavens in great arcs.  And in the evening, with the sky behind them glowing warm and pink, they fly back to the coast in wide, easy lines, like bold, undaunted venturers turning for home.
APRIL WHITE
Pulling back the curtains in the early morning is like unveiling a picture of a winter wonderland.  A world of white icing.  Everything has been sprinkled with a light covering of snow and the softness and brightness smoothes all in sight.  The last snow of winter.  Only it is not winter, it’s spring.  Right down through the gardens the soft whiteness lies.  The birch trees stand free and green in the midst of it all.  The roofs run away in black and white patches of snow and melted squares.  The pale lawn is mottled with small pools of dark green.  Beneath the eucalyptus tree and on the rim of the borders, everything is green and fresh.  The tall, trimmed leylandii hedge is crusted with a thick coating of snow.  The garden seat has been lightly re-painted, like the robinia tree which stands starkly clear in tiny bud, every branch and twig outlined in white.

I look out from the other window.  The fir trees, showered with snowflakes, are like still, green and white waterfalls.  The flower tubs, where yesterday polyanthus shone out in bold splashes of colour, are now like full bowls of cream.  The blackthorn, so lately in glory with white blossom has bloomed again.  The rustic fence is dotted and carved out in white.  Beyond the quiet road, fields gleam long and ghostlike in the sun.  Even now there is the slow dripping of melting flakes.  A pair of dunnocks hop quietly in the birches and a third flutters about with more liveliness.  The garden warbler, the first bird of the morning is back again, soft-coloured and handsome.  Now he pitches away, perhaps looking for an even quieter, more discreet spot as is his wont.  The crow sits like a black carving on a totem pole at the top of his tall lamp standard, looking down on the arctic wasteland all about him.  Yet here, close by, the tulips sit in a patch of sunshine, glowing with colour.  I don’t think that Winter has come back at all.  It is just leaving us with a parting gift.  Telling us that if anything can gild a new-born Spring, then it is the last snow.

LOVING A CAT
Anyone who loves a cat

Would know its good points.  Fancy that!

But would they know that in its heart

Each pussy saves a great big part

For those whose love you cannot measure?

Far better than a golden treasure!

You talk of love, cats never do.

And yet it’s strange, they’ll come to you.

Soft of fur, big shining eyes.

And very much to your surprise

They gently rub against your hand,

The warmest feeling in the land.

So when you talk of loving cats

Be sure that you’ve got all the facts.

Who loves whom doesn’t really matter,

Nor is there need for endless chatter.

Just sit quietly hand on paw,

And you’ll both be happy evermore.
OLD AND YOUNG

“Play me some music”, the old man said,

“That keeps harm from the door and me from my bed.”

And so the boy played a sweet, wond’rous tune

That danced in and out of the beams of the moon.

And as the boy played his guitar, soft and low,

The tears on the face of the old man in flow,

The stars in the heavens blinked with delight,

And a still kind of peace came over the night.

Down in the darkness where shapes twist and loom,

And all our bright hopes seem lost in the gloom,

There rose the quiet murmuring of hundreds of wings,

Like the moment of waking or when your heart sings.

And the spirit of the old man grew lighter than day

As he found himself, young, in his own yesterday.

The taste of life then was all such as this,

So he closed his eyes tiredly, along with his bliss.

STARLINGS
The winds of March.  Roaring not just blowing.  Everything in tumult.  Bushes heaving, branches whipping backwards and forwards, trees pitching and rolling like a wild green sea.  A sky as black and threatening as a witch’s curse.  Not one misguided bird venturing into the heavens or even into the open.  Here in my room, warm and still, I close my eyes tiredly.  ‘Autumn Leaves’, playing quietly, drowns my senses.  Something pulls me back to consciousness.  I open my eyes reluctantly, and the air is full of starlings, diving and flicking over the gardens like house-martins in the height of summer.  Not in their usual dense, conspiratorial robber band.  They have come like gay, abandoned, free spirits without care in the world, letting the wind throw them where it may.  No fear, no hesitation, no looking back.  I have come to admire starlings above most birds.  If only for their spirit, their courage, their enjoyment of freedom and independence.  They take life on.

One of the carrion crows, large and strong-looking, flaps slowly down along the gardens, moving steadily sideways in the fierce wind.  At last he pitches near his nest in the far tree.  “Quite enough for me”, he says.  But the starlings still swoop and flash around the sky with great gusto.
SPARROWS
Sparrows really are hardy little urchins.  They cling to the topmost twigs in the birch trees while the wind is blowing like a gale.  A small group of five or six sway backwards and forwards like children at a fairground being swung through the wild revolving sky.  They are enjoying themselves.  Looking out and about in all directions.  If they had teeth, you could imagine them gritting tightly in huge white grins.  It is their playground.  They cling fiercely to the whipping branches, as if they never want to leave.  Then two or three others speed by and they rush off into the air after them, chortling and snorting ‘wait for us!’

The house sparrows are always with us, around and about all the gardens, on the roofs and walls, like the poor of the bird world.  Only they don’t seem very poor.  Small and sometimes shabby, yes.  But very few cares.  No airs and graces of course.  No fine warbles or trills from them, like the robin who likes to sit alone on a high branch and sing in a strong, high tenor, or the great tit with its repeated, chiming phrases, or the chaffinch in the big tree with its loud, sparking burst of notes.  From the sparrows an almost endless, monotonous chirruping.  But not unpleasant.  Like the endless babble of talk among old-time washerwomen on a river bank.  Full of life.

It is a pity that they cannot look more striking.  Like the goldfinches that sometimes come and sparkle in red, black and gold.  Or the long-tailed tits who fly from their hazel groves in the woods to sit for a while, posing in soft pink, stripped with black, their beautiful tails draped elegantly below them.  But the sparrows are small and round and brown.  Handsome and elegant they are not.  At least that’s what I always thought before I came to this garden.  Among the trees and shrubs they forage in companionable bands, tumbling and chattering and hopping like children at play along the lawn.  They have their own charm.  And their own beauty.  Which they come into in the early days of Spring when the forsythia blooms and deep in the mass of bright, glowing yellow, round, brown, vivid flowers nestle.
PASSING
A beautiful mid-September morning.  Every single thing is absolutely still.  Nothing moves.  Not a leaf is stirring in the birch trees.  It is all a painting.  Down through the gardens nothing happens.  The softened green and yellow of the trees just stands silent and motionless against a flawless pale blue sky.  The robinia glows in bright gold, the leaves in long lines like rowing eights in brilliant sunshine, poised to race in all directions.  White glares from the glass of the chalet window opposite.  The music behind breathes sweetly and faintly.  Nothing moves in all the world.  All just lies there.  Waiting to be seen.  Is this the end of summer?  Has life gone with it?

Now, just a few days later, the outside of the window teems with tiny flies in the warm, late afternoon sunshine.  The mornings are chill and fresh.  The nights are cold.  Are the flies dancing out their last days?  Is the complacency of summer giving way to a final burst of renewed life?  Do they know the darkness into which they are bound?  They never cease their movement.  They whirl wildly about in the air or sit on the window-pane and crawl endlessly in all directions.  The glass is thick with them as they face the westward sun.  There is no repose in them.  There is an undying energy at once heartening and poignant.  September is a month made for that.  The flies are drawing out the last iota of pleasure from the sun, from the warmth of the glass.  The season which nurtures them is dying.  And still they dance and feel the strength of life within them.  While all around, everything likes still and watchful.
BRIGHT SPIRIT
A Wednesday.  Another cold night and morning.  Now the sun shines as on a summer day.  The green-necked parakeet is back, in the birch trees.  I glance up from what I’m doing and there he is – bright green, red-beak, among the dying gold and brown foliage.  He sits quietly, just looking around.  Not another bird in the trees.  He pecks reflectively at his feathers.  Suddenly he takes off, wings whirring in an unexpected burst of energy, straight at my window, then veering sideways and up and is gone.  I go to the other window to see if he has alighted in the trees or bushes near the road.  He’s not in the eucalyptus tree where he sometimes sits and watches the washing being hung on the line below.  He’s not in the ash tree overhanging the road where starlings perch in the higher most branches like ragged black berries.  For the moment he has gone.  A touch of warm tropical lands on a brisk but sunny, English, November morning.  A reminder that nature can still spring its little welcome surprises.  A small brightly coloured exclamation mark for a glorious dying year.  “Here I am,” he says.  “Perhaps not where I should be,  But I’m here aren’t I?”  Is it my imagination, or is the sun really getting brighter and the air warmer and the gold and yellow and russet leaves sparkling more colourfully against a clear, light-blue sky?

A little later, and I stand up.  There on the lawn is the parakeet, walking up and down with a rolling, swaying gait and a bright red nose, like an over-celebrated sailor.  He tugs appreciatively at the bread there, and for a while the blackbirds keep well clear of him.  Then they become bolder, and a third, then a fourth appears.  He flies up into the robinia tree and shuffles in a staggered sideways motion towards the nuts hanging there.  But the blue tits have arrived on the same errand, and he grudgingly flies back to the birches, where he sits quietly and reflectively just as I first found him.
KEEP AN EYE ON SPRING

That which dies away is re-born.  It is a truth that is told to us by everything we see and know.  Spring returns each year to tell us that life is continuous.  And that there is a natural force and energy all about us.  Spring will never be denied.  It rises out of the cold earth, grows green and fresh among the bare trees and shrubs, and appears, smiling, from the depths of grey skies.  All the cold, dark corners that we know are lit up by its bright colours.  Young people are closest to Spring.  It is the time of discovery.  Of resurgence.  Of a marvellous revelation of life with light, colour, birds, flowers, leaves, and animals.  Beyond each shining day there is the promise of wonderful things reaching out as far as we can see or imagine.  It is the beginning of all things.

I remember once coming into a wood clearing full of wonderful daffodils.  They glowed like sunlight in bright yellow drifts.  A pool of cheerfulness and hope amongst the encircling gloom of trees.  From the edge of the gloom, one bird sang with a beautiful trilling song.  Completely alone.  It seemed familiar and yet more fluent and melodious than I had ever heard it before.  I edged my way around the clearing until I could get a clear view of it, high in the branches, overlooking the sweep of colour below.  It was not a nightingale, or a song thrush, or a chaffinch, or any one of that whole band of songsters.  It was a robin.  The bright red spirit.  More to be thought of in gardens on cold, snowy mornings.  A mere robin, one might say.  But this was a woodland robin in its element of echoing trees and secret places far from the haunts of people.  The magic of Spring had descended on this place.  And the robin, with its happy outburst of song was part of it all.  The sound of Spring, matching the spectacle.
BELIEVE

You’re odd!  Don’t you know it?  The young man said

From his place in the corner where he stood on his head.

To think you might find one person who’ll not doubt you,

Why it’s as clear as the daylight, they would all gladly flout you!

Each one that you meet is concerned with himself,

Own feelings, own ailments, own wants and own wealth.

The best thing for you, I’m sure you’d agree,

Is to stay safe at home and live patiently.

You know my young man, I said in reply,

It’s not just the angels who know how to fly.

You’re right in a way, the world’s full of sin,

And there’s plenty to harm us, outside and within

But if we spend our lives bemoaning our lot,

There’d be nothing worth praising, not one little jot.

Nothing to hope for, nothing to see,

Nothing that’s golden, for you and for me.

You have to believe that there are others who care

About others and all that we find everywhere.

I know you are trying to save me from grief,

But nothing can measure against true belief.

So come down from your corner and stand on your feet,

We have places to go and people to meet.
ON THE AUTOBAHN

The car flew down the road like a bat on the wing.

A grey eighteen-hundred beginning to sing.

The hum of the tyres was like bees on the air,

But inside it was quiet as if no-one was there.

The passengers sleeping, well, the three in the back,

The front two, in whispers, were having a chat.
And through the bright morning all happily sped,

While around them the countryside fleetingly fled.

Then, like a bolt from the blue, the bonnet flew high,

Blocking the view of the shocked driver’s eye,

And of all the wide roadway and forests of green

Not one tiny fragment remained to be seen.

All that was there was a sad, mournful grey

And the car flying onwards in its own wild, blind way!

From this very moment the driver’s brain ceased

As the car seemed determined to do as it pleased.

It was heading for nowhere, a symbol of doom,

Inside, the dead stillness of a quick darkened room.

The road has been busy, around and about,

But nothing existed when the driver looked out.

Not the sign of one being or even one car,

Not one trace of comfort, either near or afar.

Yet here in the fast lane, one could observe

That the steel central barrier went on without curve

And strange to recall, it glowed in the light,

The one sign of blessing in that frightening flight.

The driver drove sideways, it was all he could do,

Pressing light on the brake was all that he knew.
The bright, shining barrier was still flying past

For what seemed like a lifetime, but the car slowed at last.

He checked in the mirror, no-one was there,

So he steered the car slowly, quivering with care

Into the middle land and then to the slow

All the while watching while waiting to go

Until, Heaven’s mercy, the car stood quite still

On the kind, safe, hard-shoulder having suffered no ill.

“You did well then,” the passenger heavily sighed.

“Did well?” thought the driver, “So we all haven’t died?”

He and the front passenger sat speechless and blind,

Nothing further at all coming into their minds.

They from the back seat came a voice full of sleep,

“We’re having a stop then?  That’ll be neat.”
COME BACK JIMMY BULLEN
Jimmy Bullen has gone.  For years now there are those who have looked for him.  But he is nowhere to be found.  Disappeared, vanished, as if he had never been.

Miles into the deepest lanes of East Cornwall, early in the morning, late in the evening, in dappled sunlight and misty rain, you could come across him fairly trotting along, small and bony, brown and wizened like a September apple.  Looking neither to right nor left, and not so obviously forward, he was always in a world of his own.  “Hullo Jimmy,” I’d shout, and without looking he would grunt a reply and be gone, pattering between the hedges like a messenger in ancient times bearing news from some far-off battlefield.  His age was indeterminate.  Brown, parchment skin, on almost bald, shining head with wisps of grey hair and his matchstick arms and legs put him as very old.  His sinewy toughness and dreamlike energy took the years back.  He appeared and disappeared like a Cornish pixie.  He came out of the grey mists and faded into the dark, wayside patches.  The large rough-woven basket he clung onto contained, as far as anyone could judge, the whole of his livelihood, the entire inventory of his existence.  Combs, ribbons, tape, buttons, pins, scissors, matches, cleaning cloths, polishes.  Jimmy was a Cornish peddler, as authentic as any of the brotherhood who had criss-crossed the Cornish landscape for hundreds of years.
Jimmy came suddenly to the quiet cottages, to the isolated farmhouses.  A brief tap on the door with his old pipe and in he would come unannounced.  No greetings.  No prediction of weather.  No local gossip – the mainstay of the travelling butcher or grocer.  No friendly, well-met conversation at all.  As a modern salesman he would have been a disaster.  As Jimmy, none of this was necessary.  He had wares to sell.  People either wanted them or not.  They knew he was making the tiniest of profits.  He knew they would buy if they needed something.  The ground rules were simple to understand by all.  Finesse at buying and selling didn’t come into it.  It was a social interlude.  Jimmy had his cup of tea and perhaps something to eat and was soon on his way to the next stop.  Pipe upside down in his mouth, basket a touch lighter, back into his short-striding rhythmic jog.
“Remember me,” the grey shade says.  And we remember the person, the whole being, the looks, the ways and everything stood for.  And we remember each of those lost to us – here, a fine, humorous mind, there a kind, peaceful nature, a faithful friend, a generous, understanding heart, a small spirit-like figure that represents a way of life, a time now passed away, to be dwelt on with love and affection for the rest of our days.
ABOVE RUBIES
Of all the kind, happy and warm-hearted people I have been lucky to meet in my lifetime, Elizabeth Price is one of those who stands out most clearly in my mind’s eye.  She was about seventy, short, plump, white-haired, tireless and rarely without a smile.  I was a young student.  She was my landlady.

I was not the only lodger, there was my old school friend Leighton, and there was Mr David Lewis, formerly of Dowlais near Merthyr, probably well into his seventies.  Tall, hefty but smart and active.  We all lived amicably in a terraced road near Cardiff docks.  While we students went off each day, Mr Lewis strode away on his many walks around the area, including the limitless Cardiff dockland;  and Mrs Price cleaned the house from top to bottom until it gleamed like the Kardomah in Queen Street, made beds like downy hills and cooked pies and roast dinners with maddening odours that hurried us back at night like homing beacons.
On some late afternoons the road would be lined by cars, and there was a murmuring as of swarming bees which got louder as we neared Mrs Price’s.  Open the door, and the house rocked with voices that pealed, shrilled, boomed, crescendoed, chimed, harmonised and even trilled sweetly and softly at the fringes.  It was like a choir – discordant now, not heavenly – but striking and vibrant.  And of course that is what it was in reality.  Mrs Price would be entertaining her fellow members of the famous Cardiff Choir – Ladies section – indeed, most of them so it would seem.  There was Mrs Price in the middle of them all, red-faced, eyes sparkling, hair like a white halo, handing out the cups of tea, the sandwiches and the cakes.  And we were swept into the melee like lifelong choristers.  Mrs Price just loved people, and that was an end to it.
A love of music softened the days and nights of her existence, be it with the Cardiff Choir or in the traditional, balconied Welsh chapel that stood just off St Mary Street in the heart of the city.  She enthused over rehearsals and performances – “Of God, that Nabucco,” she would gasp in wonderment, her eyes wide open with rapture, her head shaking disbelievingly.  Her other great passion was travel.  Cannes, Nice, the Riviera coastline, Rimini, Dubrovnik – France, Italy, Yugoslavia – the sheer wonder and beauty of each, the colours and the brightness of the light, the magic uniqueness of every one described with much raising of hands and signs of astonishment.  From her I learned that life was there to be lived to the utmost at any age.
Mrs Price had such a sweet nature that Leighton and I couldn’t resist teasing her gently.

“Had a good day boys?”  she would shout from the kitchen as we trooped in
“Not bad, not bad,” we would chorus briskly.  Then one of us would start.  “There was a bit of trouble on the train mind.”  Mournful.  Disapproving.
“Oh?” her head popped around the kitchen door.  “What was that then?”

“Well there were these two idiots causing trouble, laughing and acting the fool and taking no notice of anybody.  Terrible it was.”  In a best chapel voice.

“Good God.  Well I never.  What was the matter with them?”

“No idea.  They just upset everybody see.”

“It’s a wonder they didn’t get thrown off.”

“No, no, it was alright, we managed to stay on  ‘till our stop.”  At that, we burst out laughing.

“You little devils, it was you two all the time.  Just you wait there ‘till I get my broom.”  And off she rushed to the broom cupboard.  Not heeding her advice, we made a hasty run for the stairs, bumping into each other, cannoning off the staircase and banging into the walls.  We dived into the wardrobes on the landing seconds before she came huffing and puffing past, into the bedrooms.  Squeaking with laughter, we cowered in the world’s worst hiding places while she dutifully bumped and clumped around.  By the time she was out, we were back in the kitchen getting cups of tea for us all.
She was lovely and funny and childlike.  She knew patience and tolerance and how to indulge people.  She took intense pleasure in many things in a way which suffused her whole body and being, until she glowed with a kind of radiance.  If she called on God rather a lot, I always felt that it was only fair, as she was obviously much closer to Him than anyone else I could think of.
NATURAL SPIRIT
Lovely is the rose, whose petals fold together

So softly and so tenderly, fulfilling our desire.

And if we love a gentle thing, we love it for forever,

A sweet and a quite precious thing, of which we’ll never tire.

The pansy is a different flower, but not the worse for that.

It has a bold and cheery face that shines in sun and gloom,

Bright yellows, reds and blues and bronze as on a fancy hat,

Or colours that hang sparkling upon a magic loom.

The daphne is a tiny flower that huddles in a bush

With many others, small and pink, to keep from winter’s chill,

And yet upon the darkest day, when there’s a bitter hush,

The sweetest scent steals on the air, it says in memory still.

Everything in nature and everything in life

Has a natural spirit, complete in every way,

That lifts it high above the crowd, and high above all strife,

It always knows its own true self, whatever people say.

A wild flower seeks a resting place, without a thought or care,

Amid the lovely tangled tide of hedge and verge and field.

It sleeps away its perfect days, quite enchanting there,

And those who see it, sick of heart, are very quickly healed.

A heart that sings when all seems lost,

A soul with strength to stand and face,

A mind that never counts the cost,

In natural spirit our trust we place.
RISING LIGHT
I love the first light in the morning.

The moon is beginning to wane,

And just as the darkness is starting to fade,

The blackbird begins his refrain.

The mellow sound booms in the stillness,

The robin begins his sweet tune,

And I sit on the bed

With my hands to my head

As the daylight steals into the room.

It’s something to do with beginning,

With starting all over again,

With making each day a new venture,

With leaving all sad things behind,

With seizing each morning,

Each new day that’s dawning,

And putting all fears from my mind.

I spoke to the Lord of my troubles,

At least I don’t grumble and whine.

I tell Him my troubles.  He listens.

His answers come straight to my heart.

He never says ‘Do this and prosper’,

He never says ‘Oh you’ll be fine’,

But there in my mind, there’s a face good and kind,

And that’s all I need for a start.

There are also the new thoughts that spur me,

Of the world being all fresh and bright,

Of the darkness now gone and the good day to come.
And I know that, for me, all is right.
SUNRISE
Two captives sat together in a cold, dark, stone cell awaiting torture at the hands of their enemies, feared for their cruelty.  Many former victims had lived, but horribly mutilated, broken in spirit and barely alive.  One captive, terrified beyond endurance, sought to gain strength from his companion, noted for his calm and resolute nature.

“What if they cut off all our limbs?”
“Then we will have much to be thankful for.”

“How can we be thankful?”

“We will still have our hearts to give us courage, eyes to see the beauty of the world, tongues to speak with and sing and taste the richness of the fruits of the earth, and ears to here wonderful music, voices, and the sounds of the world.  We shall do well enough.”

“But what if they destroy all those things – put out our eyes, cut out our tongues, take away our hearing?”

“Then we will live on in me heart and the mind.”
“Perhaps they will then kill us?”

“Then we will live on, even beyond the grave, for no-one can kill the soul or the memories of us that we leave behind.  Memories that will remain in the hearts of those who love us and whom we love.”

The long, leaden hours passed on towards dawn.  The calm, philosophical one remained serene, seeing, in the darkness, the happy familiar faces and the pleasant scenes he had loved all his life.  The troubled one was quieter now but still greatly fearful.

Then, just before dawn, there came a rush of feet to their cell door.  They braced themselves.  The door was flung open – and they were free!  For their enemies had been defeated in the last blackness of the night and were gone.

Those who had freed them asked what they could do to restore them.

“For my part,” said the one who had been sorely afraid, “I would wish good care, food and drink.  But most of all I would wish that our enemies be caught and made to suffer the torment and fear that we have endured.”  And to the other, the one who had remained calm and philosophical, they asked the same.

“You say that it is nearly dawn,” he replied, “I would like, above all things, to see the sun rise.”
THE MOON WAS BLUE
Everybody knew Billy Dreamer.

“I’m sure he’s not all there,” said Ianto.

“Come on,” said big Bryn, “he knows a thing or two.”

“He do use some words,” said Beth Prosser.

There was nobody who had no opinion.  Some will see rainbows just as colours in the sky after rain.  Others will revel in their sheer loveliness set against a dark glowering sky.  Billy always saw a shining, heavenly vision that was telling him something important and beautiful about life.  To him, life came in many forms – all overwhelmingly worthwhile.  The charming, the lovely, the whimsical, the sad, the haunting, the expressive, that which is full of grace, that which is rich, with humour.  He lived like a spirit spinning in the air, drawing to it all the wonder and magic that life had to offer.  And life itself, so he told us, ties us to the seemingly dead and inanimate which lives in consciousness of other times and places, and has a sweetness for all time.
“It’s not for me to say,” say the Welsh.  Especially when things are not crystal clear.  But Billy could see in crystals of light everywhere.  He spoke, in his own way, of seeing and knowing a much better existence.  He looked at those things which were beyond the dross and wretchedness of this world.  Not because they were finer to look upon, but because they offered hope and a way forward for each of us.  He used to say “there’s a lot in life which should be looked upon silently and with a full heart.”  And as for setbacks, he had words to meet them – “Don’t turn your face to the wall – ever!”

‘Fly me to the moon,’ surely, is a phrase of those who live in some kind of fantasy.  Billy believed it.  He felt, always, in his heart, that fantastic adventures were not only feasible but proper for the human spirit.  For him, the moon was blue, fresh and blue and young.  He knew it and felt it and lived in its radiance.  In spite of all this, in many ways, he was a man of the world.  He had been to many places in the world, loved and admired much of what he had found, and had an instinctive understanding of the lives and feelings of those met with on the way.  He had the insight to see and know, in one bursting moment, a great and unshakeable truth about life.  As a young man he once saw and heard Dylan Thomas reading a selection of his poems.  ‘Fern Hill’ described Dylan’s own childhood –
‘Time held me green and dying
Though I sang in my chains like the sea.’

“His words,” as Billy was to say later, “fell like white splashing stones into our clear consciousness.”

THE GETTING OF WISDOM
Why does the bright robin sing ‘mid the cold snow?

It seems a mite foolish, doesn’t he know

Of the coldness that bites deep in the heart

When you sing quite alone and somewhere apart?

Yet the song that he sings can never be sad

When all his bright feelings remind him he’s glad.

It takes more that just living to make one quite wise,

There’s much more to seeing than using your eyes.

I see a small songbird, a cold, snowy waste,

But know there is warmth and joy filling the place.

Blessings are wisdom, for you sense what they are,

They stand in a light that shines from afar.

They can be life’s memories, all silver and gold

Telling you truths, now, you never were told.

For we grow into wisdom each passing day

And understand more what the world has to say.

Always reach out to life, give it your hand,

Regard it as fondly, as dear, as you can.

We all need indulgence in what may arise

Be it joyful or daunting – a word to the wise!
… AND A BIRD SINGING
Consider the hard times, don’t despair of them.

For they tell us things.

Give me a cold, dark Winter in which I can recall

The surprise of Spring and the warmth of Summer.

The dreams and excitement we knew are never lost,

They float beyond our vision and thought, and come to rest in full view,

Just when most needed.

Life hurts and disappoints.

It also creates kindness, love, happiness and peace,

Familiar, loving faces and voices,

Cool, green woods, gently rippling water, slow moving clouds.

The soft hum of bees among flowers.

The taste and smell of rain after warm days.

Blackbirds and thrushes piping in the growing light of dawn,

A favourite book and hours to bedtime.

Sun sparkling on water, the scent of pine trees,

Children giggling, a cat stretching, a smile of appreciation,

Blackcurrant sharpness, daffodils in sunshine,

Deep Cornish lanes, a warm, open fire in Winter,

The touch of velvet,

Apple blossom in orchards like pink and white clouds,

Christmas mornings and church bells,

Snowy fields and children calling out to each other,

Sweetly scented roses, wild burning sunsets on a tropical sea,

An old man leaning on a garden gate,

Music that makes you cry,

Speaking with eyes only,

A bird, alone, singing in the darkness.

All these things are the lustre of our lives,

They form the very nature of our existence.

It is the way we see the world around us,

And understand our place in it.
MAKING A DIFFERENCE
Take it easy I was told,

Never fret and never scold.

Never let the sun go down

On your anger, or a frown.

Never let a moment pass

Without thinking – ‘free at last’!

Don’t blame another for your ills,

To overcome them, use your will.

Never see a day as lost.

Never stop to count the cost.

Never cower behind the door

Take up the brave cry ‘Evermore’!

Never bush away a tear,

Cry in sorrow not in fear.

Never let your heart grow cold

To all the sadness you’ve been told.

Never judge when you don’t know.

It’s not the smartest way to go!

Don’t make fun of other folk,

It’s you who might become the joke,

For words we think as very bright

Can put us in a dismal light.

‘What’s left’ you ask ‘to make life good?

We might do better made of wood.’

What’s left, I say, will be the best,

It puts you high above the rest.

But never puff yourself too high,

You’re not a bird, you’ll never fly.

Keep your feet down on the ground,

Be quite steady, be quite sound.

Aim to be the best you are,

It just could be that you’re a star!

Staying calm is quite an art,

But it will set you quite apart.

Thinking clearly shows the way

You should travel every day.

For in the end, you have to own,

You make the difference.  You, alone!
NO TROUBLE
A bumblebee came to my room

And round and round began to zoom.

I thought him, first, in quite a rage,

And grew quite fearful at this stage.

He struck the window, then it was clear

He was the one in greater fear!

So take no counsel of your doubts,

Alarms and drawbacks, childish pouts,

Of all those things that give you cause

To be unhappy.  Stop and Pause,

And ask yourself “If I stay calm

How can I ever come to harm?”

For many fears we think exist

Belong in others, a point we’ve missed!

And if there ever comes a day

You worry what someone might say,

Think of him, ‘wild’ bumblebee

The shy and frightened, humble, bee.
WHEN NOTHING RHYMES
The rain’s coming down and the sun is away,

There’s nothing to lighten the gloom of the day.

Everything’s wrong, I’m sore to the bone,

In spite of the people I feel all alone.

You know, I’ve just noticed the sun’s coming back
And there’s grey where the sky was totally black,

The shimmers of sunshine are brightening the flowers,

Those formerly dead things I stared at for hours.

Mrs Jones-Brown, I’m pleased to relate

Has stopped going around with a face like a grate,

And old Mr Smith totters out with his dog,

The bad one;  that just loves a deep, muddy bog!

You know what I’ve noticed, as well as the weather?

People are sometimes as light as bright feathers

When things are just right and there’s a blue sky,

And all else is pink to each care-free eye.

It’s right to be happy, I have to concede.

So what can you do when you’re really in need?

Should you wait for the good times that may never come?

Should you gaze all around you, totally glum?

Isn’t it better to paint on a smile

And act like that Smith dog, if just for a while?

CERTAINTY

Those who live without a thought

Find that living comes to naught.

Take no heed of how you feel

And very soon your senses reel.

Not thinking clearly where you stand

Can leave you trapped in shifting sand.

We make mistakes each single day.

Take heart! – it’s always been that way.

Perfection’s but a dream we chase,

Found in a still and silent place,

Deep in a mind that knows the truth

By seeking far beyond all proof.

Life’s uncertain, do we know

How this time will truly go?
Can we say, quite bold and free

What is always going to be?

Take your courage in your hands, raise them clear and high

Take the step that leads you on.  You can always try.

Certainty is a flower that grows

In the fullness of the sun.

Requiring rain to let it know

It’s task has just begun.

JUST A WORD!

Sometimes I’m told that it’s not nice

To offer others free advice

And who am I to think I know

How lives of others should daily go?

But then again, I have to say

We all need help, some every day

Among all those I count myself

Especially now – for hope and health!

So if you go along with me

We’ll see, as they say, what we’ll see

Always treat a drab, grey day

As something met with on the way

The sun will surely shine again,

The question is ‘exactly when’?

And that’s no reason to be sad,

Looking forward makes you glad.

When you look, be sure to see

Everything there is to see.

Have a feeling in your heart

That what you see is just a start.

Keep a saying in your mind

For when the world becomes unkind.

Think – silver linings, bright rainbows

Smiles that shine and eyes that glow.

Happiness begins with you.

No-one else can get you through.

Others might do their very best

To ease your mind, to give you zest.

But you alone can find again

The soft, green fields beyond the pain.

Think of others as you go,

For those unhappy, always show

A touch of kindness, a helpful way

To steer them safely through the day.

For what you say and what you do

Confirms all judgements made of you.
FROM WHERE I STAND
You say I’m old, I say I’m young.

For me, my life has just begun.

You say the world divides in two,

That which has been, and now, the new,

Those who see things clear and bright,

While others drift by in dark night.

I say that in this world we’re one

When everything is said and done.

Each older than the moon, a star,

Much wiser, though they both see far,

And younger than the slightest blush,

The sweetest thought, the softest hush.

If I were old, as people say,

I still would know a golden day,

A heaven of blue, the floating grace

Of flowers nodding in their place.

For what is real and what is true

Is just the same for me and you.

‘TIRED’ IS NOT THE WORD
Tired!  With a deepness that seeps into my whole being,

That drowns the spirit within and leaves me helpless

And dead to life

Don’t you feel the same?

Nothing more can be felt or known or lived for.

There is only an aching nothingness

And tiredness.

It cannot speak to or for us.

Should we not spend time, rather, on those things known to exist?

On loving, on looking with thoughtfulness on all we see and meet with,

On being part of a whole, yet true to our own uniqueness.

Tiredness, boredom, cynicism, rob us of our will,

Our desire for life, our most precious assets.

For those are the things for which we should wish and strive.

It is the key to whom we are and what we make of the world,

And, above all, what we believe.

Faith is the word we should seek, faith in our own selves

In our ability to read all that is about us.

For it is a life force,

It is the spirit untouched, unharmed, living strongly.

It is the vision we have of ourselves,
Writ large.

So that all things come within our compass

As light flows to a dark corner.

And what is there to be seen can be seen and loved

And believed and treasured for its own worth,

Releasing an energy into our lives

On which we grow and live.

And were is tiredness, boredom and cynicism then?
REGRET
Regrets?  Well yes, there are regrets.

But none about the world or all that is in it.

For they hold nothing to be sorry for, to weep tears for.

They exist in their own truth, their own singularity.

How can you regret sunlight, flowers, waters, stars, moonlight?

They are, they live, we come upon them,

And that is where and when regret begins.

For it is within the soul that sadness wells,

At that moment when our touch on the world flows back

Through fiery, burning veins into the heart

Of all our turbulent, vulnerable feelings,

A piercing, agonising pain.

Those who say the world is a cold, unforgiving, ugly place

Are not talking, in truth, of the world.

They may well believe that this is so.

Much tells us that this can be so.

But their words are born out of how they see and judge.
They bring their own sense of torment, of abhorrence, of injustice

And find a link between their own perspective

And what will always be.

I regret the good things overlooked,

Me heedlessness of those who deserved better of me.

I regret that courage and steadfastness has come late to me,

That imagination and awareness have grown so slowly

And that it is only in these late, precious years

That I sense the secret of life.

I regret the time spent living in the future

Frittering away the moments on impossible fantasies

And all the while, the signs of worthy achievement lay in clear sight.

The past is our legacy,

The present is given to us in moments of gold

So that we can store memories and security

For whatever comes.

The future is always beyond our grasp, but to a brave spirit,

Attainable.

We can see it in the distance, shining,

We can reach for it,

And take heart and happiness from that,

Alone!
BE
I have seen the far point of light in the darkness

Surrounding me

It draws me to it.

Yet nothing is there but more darkness and blackness,

For it is an illusion.

It offers an end to all my fears, to all that torments me.

It promises me all that I cannot find
Here.

It holds out the thought that I will be beyond any earthly danger at last,

Yet it gives me nothing and never will.

It has a name, this point of light, that, by its very nature

Is full of dread to the fearful.

It presages finality, self-destruction.

Strange that it should draw us to it.

It is a kind of conjuring trick,

Surely.

Believe the trick, and everything works out perfectly.

But all is based on a false premise,

Nothing is there, like a black hole in the universe.

The end to all our fears, to all that torments us

Is here, back on Earth

With everything that exists around us.

With the very problems we seek to lose for ever.

With all that shines for us, sings for us and lifts the heart.

For matters cancel each other out.

And it is in the daily bustle of life, in active relationships

That we find our salvation, our reward,

In all endeavours.

Not in a wearisome, sterile journey through space

Which ends where nothing exists,

And nothing is gained.

BEING ALIVE
Have you been walking where the tall rushes sway

Down along the river on a rain filled day?

Where the wind, tormented, like a maddened soul

Howls, in all its sadness, the saddest tale it’s told.

And have you seen the tears of rain falling on the flow

Crying for all that’s lost, for all we’ll never know?

And have you been in darkness as deep and black as fear

And felt the shades of all the evils slowly drawing near?

Have you known the touch of death waiting in the wings

You who has a wayward heart refusing not to sing?

Have you ever stepped out lightly with a dancing heart

And gone to where the wild places make a peaceful start?

And have you felt, within the calm, a strongly beating need,

A call that rises deep within, one that you must heed?

Does it always tell you what you alone can know

While other things, like melting snowflakes, quickly come and go?

Do you see just like a dream, the whole world now unfold

Telling you all the secrets you’ve ever wanted told?

Have you ever known the warm breeze cosy in your face

And found yourself, to your surprise, filled with a kind of grace?

Do you smile at kittens, donkeys, small unruly dogs,

Flick your fingers at the rain and damply clinging socks?

Would you wait with pleasure for a creature to appear

With shining eyes, in great surprise to find you standing near?

Do you look out early on every new born day

With no thought now for all the fears safely gone away?

Can you see that each thing existing all about

Is unique, intriguing, clear, with no more doubt?

Look upon it all with a loving eye

And feel the breath of angels gently travelling by.

BOLDLY GO
Many of us are wary of change, if not completely fearful.  We drift along, often quite happily, in a comfortable routine, well-used to the ways of our own world.  Then, suddenly, changes appear which seem to threaten our well-being, the core of our existence.  New people, new experiences, the loss of familiar places and feelings.  All to be considered with a sinking heart.

Yet change is inevitable in a life-time.  We must all settle our minds to that.  It is difficult to prepare for because we have no real idea of what form it will take.  Perhaps bereavement, a new occupation, a move.  What you need is a built-in philosophy and a general course of action, both ready to take you through your difficulties.

Resolve, today, to think about changes with an open mind.  It is quite possible that they will improve matters or at the very least, provide an interesting diversion.  New opportunities appear.  You discover strengths and talents in yourself that you were not aware of.  Suddenly a whole new world opens up before you.  You learn to take a more positive view.  No longer leaning on others and on familiar ways, your ability to discriminate and judge becomes sharper and more incisive.  Your relationship with others becomes more equal and satisfying.
Many seek change as a way of lifting themselves out of boredom and inertia.  Cold water on a hot day has a way of revitalising the whole system.  With the change upon you – going away to college, starting a career, - don’t hesitate!  Arm yourself with as much information as you can, beforehand.  In this way you will have a comfortable understanding of what is expected of you and what you must do.  New challenges become as inspiring as a fresh new dawn, if met with energy and optimism.  New people can be unexpectedly interesting and encouraging.  Renewal of life, interest and energy will always take you further towards true contentment.  Be bold!
JUST FEED THE BIRDS
When I was young, avid filmgoer, it was difficult to be impressed by the intended ‘toughness’ of some characters.  They chewed on large, fat cigars;  shouted a lot with oaths and glowering, defiant faces;  and took unbelievable rash chances.  Their exaggeration of everything was all somewhat theatrical and false.  I found myself becoming more and more drawn to the strong, silent types who kept their ‘cool’.  They seemed to have reserves of strength and resolve which would always keep them in control.  As I grew older this was borne out by the quiet and impressive individuals I met with.  Many lived happy, everyday lives.  Then there were the remarkably courageous.  Those overcoming disabilities;  illness and the other unfortunate aspects of life, and those who were true heroes and heroines.  The latter included a Victoria Cross winner and a holder of the Distinguished Conduct Medal.
The more that a person becomes involved in life, the more his or her individuality works as a force for good.  Taking an individual view of matters might seem to be somewhat selfish.  Letting your attitudes and actions be guided by what you see and feel, when there is plenty of advice to be had on how you should behave.  Surely we could all benefit from the wisdom available to us from others?  Well, yes up to a point.  But always bear in mind that you are a unique person and cannot live through the grace and direction of others.  Your ‘wisdom’ will largely come from your own experiences, interests and affiliations, moulding your character and resolve.

Follow your own likes and instincts.  If it brings pleasure to you, grow roses in your vegetable garden and carry the cut blooms in with the beans and peas.  Cry your tears.  Rejoice in bright colours and laughter.  Listen thoughtfully to quiet music.  Think well of others.  Forgive.  Be responsible to all things.  Feed the birds.  Be yourself.  In all this lies the cool, silent strength that will take you through the unknown years ahead.
SUITE DE LOS CANARIOS

The music of Tenerife, light and quick, is dancing on the air.  A longed-for, radiant, other-world.  Everything bright with sunshine.  Feelings of freedom, joy, light-heartedness.  No trace of cares now, only anticipation.  Eyes shining, full of wonder at the vivid colours, the sparkle, the warmth and sheer vibrancy of life.  An old yet new, delightful world where movement and colour, tradition and style live together.  Where the present and the past is one.  Where sunshine and flowers dress the day.  And were a heart can dance on the air-like music.

High in the mountains.  Cool and detached far above the white, sprinkled villages in the distance.  Rich and heavy and moist with green.  Bespangled with colours.  Dark Carnarian pines, light green cactus, scented bushes – white and yellow, red and purple bougainvillea, orange and green nasturtiums, snowy arum lilies.  Mountain tops, fierce and serrated, cutting into the sky where islands in the sea drift in the mist.  Roads that tumble down mountain-sides in vivid, sharp-twisted ropes.  Primitive, green steps climbing high into the hills.  Timeless silence.  The music in the mind seeping slow, calm and deep with the slow passing of years, ancient mysteries, silent wonder.

In the town.  The continuous musical ripple of Spanish voices.  The warm bustle of life.  Cars, horns, cries, laughter, hot, glaring light.  Endless, tireless movement.  Faces alive.  Eyes questing, dark and piercing.  Pigeons and doves splashing in the green-shaded fountains.  Dark figures flecked with gold in sun-dappled streets.  An old, tiny harbour stumbled upon among the modern high-rise buildings.  Small, blue and white fishing boats drawn up on the cobbles ready to keep their tryst with the past.  Stumped figures drowsing in shaded, palm-filled parks under the blue jacarandas.  A quiet, terraced corner with no life at all, only old lamps and ancient, twisted trees in the soft, clear light of a thousand years ago.  And I hear the almost still, plaintive strains of sweet sound.
The gardens by the sea.  White, creaming waves surging wildly onto volcanic black rocks and sand.  Bathers like bright flowers in the surf.  Promenade walks, a potpourri of reds, whites, blues, pinks and yellow.  Coffee in the sunshine.  A gentle world.  Quiet, slow strollers.  Hushed voices.  Dreaming eyes looking out to sea.  Time caught and held.  The deep, tumbled green of the gardens.  Tall, stately pines lining the sky.  Groves of exuberant date palms.  Lizards flickering through old stone walls.  And still the music lingers, as soft and poignant as the beautifully formed hibiscus, gently lulling like the banks of pink and lavender osteospermums, yet warm and rich like the vivacious, red poinsettias, and the soft bloomed, purple bougainvillea.
NOW YOU SEE IT …
Surely it is an Irish thing?  Picking something invisible out of the air.  Samuel Beckett could do it, so could James Joyce, Thomas Moore and W B Yeats.  Something shimmers there.  And it is reached for, taken, breathed into a thought that only one can have.  And all of a sudden it becomes a shining, glowing shape for all to see.  George Bernard Shaw could do it.  So can Seamus Heaney.  I’d love to do it – if only I knew how.  But there is no knowing how to do it.  It happens.  It hovers on the wind of consciousness.  It hangs in the depths of being.  It tells a truth.  Sought or unsought.  It is touched, held onto.  And it comes to life.  And it becomes part of your life.

It is a picture.  Joyce saw the snow falling softly into the dark, mutinous Shannon waves, and falling too, upon every part of the lonely churchyard on the hill where Michael Furey lay buried.  It lay thickly drifted on the crooked crosses and headstones, on the spears of the little gate, on the barren thorns.  His soul swooned slowly as he heard the snow falling faintly through the universe and faintly falling, like the descent of their last end, upon all the living and the dead.’
It is a feeling.  One of a multitude.  Thomas Moore found them in the remaining scent of roses gone.  In the abandoned harp from which the soul of music had fled.  And in the darkness of night – 

‘Oft in the stilly night

Ere Slumber’s chain has bound me,

Fond Memory brings the light

Of other days around me

The smiles, the tears

Of boyhood’s years

The words of love then spoken;

The eyes that shone,

Now dimm’d and gone,

The cheerful hearts now broken!

It is a certainty.  Samuel Beckett was strong on certainties.  He found them everywhere about him.  One of his characters says “Do you believe in the life to come?”  The other answers “Mine was always like that.”  Another one, elsewhere, says “The air is full of our cries.  But habit is a great deadener.”  It is an understanding.  It is a truth that lives in the very air we breathe.

It is a dream.  Something mystical that could have been there.  But was it?  That should have been there.  For it is on dreams that we build the fortresses of our faith.  To have no dreams is to live in a cold, dank darkness and know that it is a cold, dank darkness.  “You see things, and you say ‘Why?’  But I dream things that never were, and I say ‘Why not?’  In such a way George Bernard Shaw takes up the challenge which softly glows at the furthest edges of life.  “I have spread my dreams under your feet.  Tread softly because you tread on my dreams,” said Yeats.

It is something good that lives in the world with us.  As sweet as life itself.  A fragrance that brings back time, eyes that shine through long years of darkness, dappled water full of shade and glistening sunshine.  It is the life of all we know and see.  The trees, alive, quietly conversing and nodding to each other.  January birds in the pale sunshine, sitting voiceless, observing a still landscape.  Summer birds trailing their youth and spirit all over the skies and down through the green, comfortable depths.  It is the light and colour of all we know and understand and feel.  It is the rich, heady glow of every beautiful sunset and the golden rim of every glittering sunrise.  It is the knowing that everything in our existence is there for a good purpose.  It is a sweet thing.

WATERS OF DELIGHT
What do I now want from life?  I want to see everything that glitters, breathes and moves.  Everything that has about it the touch of immortality, of evermore.  I want to look out every day on sunshine or rain or wind or snow and watch how each paints and shapes and transforms.  To see the seasons come and go, each one like a child’s story book bursting with wonderful characters, sparkling colour and magical happenings.  I want to feel part of all that is, and of all that happens around me.  To welcome the warm, rich breezes of September and the first cold chill of winter, alike.  To know that those I treasure are close at heart, and that everything I love and admire still lives strongly and securely within me.

I see the waters of delight and of sadness.  And know the swirling gold below the white-frothed weir.  The glassy pool beyond the sluice-gate where the water-boatmen glide and gnats hover in a mist and where evening drifts in, shadowed and darkening.  In the darkness I watch the moon uncover and tint the surge with silver while the bushes beyond lie black and shapeless.  I lie down on the soft green bank and listen to the quiet lap of water washing the world away.  And I dream of nothing for nothing has remained, and I am as if at the beginning of time with no memories or knowledge of life.  And if I were to open my eyes all I would see is an endless river passing into an unimaginable distance.
I find the sea, alone, when nothing else in the world exists and the waves sweep in, in long endless lines like pulses from the heart.  And I look down on it, ebbing and flowing, and feel the rhythm of life and the infinity of being.  I ponder the deep, mystic night sky and hear the silent music of the spheres and listen to the unspoken messages that come to us from a life and a world beyond our lives and our world.  And I know acceptance and peace, and in my heart, the truth that waits for all of us.

I stand on high places and see the world small and far-away.  They I know that the world exists for me and not I for the world.  And the mountains gather about me, rolling and green, jagged and rocky, thousands of years come to life.  In the valleys the gleam of living rivers mark the moments that exist.  And, high in the sky, the limitless waters of the sea, blue and grey and silver, lie in never-ending time and distance like infinity.  And I know the pain of darkness and remorse, the bitterness of despair and regret, the sadness of dreams unrealised, and feel them all fade away when the light of the day and hope comes. 
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