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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!”

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, once 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.

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.

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.

 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 toupees on their heads.  The toupees 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.

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.

 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 lane 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.

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

“We’re having a stop then?  That’ll be neat.”

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 the 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 blacknesses 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.”

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.
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