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Working underground was like being imprisoned, like going down to the grave each day only to be tantalisingly resurrected into the glimmering evening in the summer and another dark and shady world in the evening. People didn’t know much about vitamin D deficiency in those days but Alun was probably off the scale. He had a grey pallor, a ghostlike blue quality, it would have been notable if all the men in the valley didn’t also share these traits. Up top and down below were like two parallel worlds, alternative universes. Below was a war, a bitter ruthless struggle against the elements whilst above the sun shone on nonchalantly as if mocking those held beneath the soil. It didn’t even rain underground, no weather, only the constant dripping. There were winds though, mysterious billowing winds and sometimes a strange warmth. Whilst walking by a stream one day, Alun remembered seeing a fish leaping from the water only to plummet back in, temporarily released for a few seconds for the dark and gloomy world beneath and for a few moments flashing in the sunshine before. What did that fish make of those few moments of clear fresh air and sunshine? What was it trying to achieve with the tremendous thrust of energy that had propelled it skywards? Did it return gladly to the comfort of its dark world or did it live forever after dreaming of the beautiful land above? Alun often thought about the fish had has seen on that occasion and felt that he could identify with it in some way. And yet Alun was no slave, no war criminal, each day he went willingly into that subterranean world. No it was not brute force that made him go down. It was not even financial pressures, although somehow he had to put food on the table, the reality was apart from a few small businesses and the management, the mine was what you did in the valley. It was all anyone did. It was the sole reason that rows of terraced brick houses were incongruously strung along the otherwise isolated valley. Working in the mine was natural as breathing or drinking water and it was a long time since anyone in the valley had done anything different. When anyone did look for work elsewhere or perhaps an education it was as if they had left the planet or ceased to exist. They had become irrelevant, a nonentity. Alun lived within a tight community where literally everyone knew everyone, and almost everyone worked in the same place and went to work at the same time in the morning and home again at the same time in the evening. Working was as regimented as the army. Each morning the doors in the streets opened and the men marched to work. Many times the wounded were carried home in stretchers with missing fingers or crushed arms or legs. Others had the life sapped out of them by the slow gradual grind of the work, the back breaking slog of the ghastly rectching disease of the black lung. It was a war in all but name. An undeclared war. It was a war on two fronts. A war against the elements, but also a war against the coal owners. One would think that finding a black gold, a fortune beneath the country estate produced by the benevolence of the creator would endow the owners with a sense of generosity. Not a bit of it. Coal owners were the most miserly, scrooge minded entities on earth. If wholesale coal prices went up they pocketed the difference but if prices took a dip they extracted back every penny back from the miners. Not only that, safety equipment was hard to come by in the pit and any improvements in the general working conditions came because the government forced action as the result of some mining disaster. The potential of a mine disaster was the unspoken reality at the back of every mind in the valley. Each Sunday chapel was filled with those thanking the Lord above for his protection the week before and entreating his mercy for the week to come. The daily reality of the potential of death gave life a sense of immediacy and fragility but also a vitality to life. It made all men brothers and all women sisters, bound together by the uncontrollable elements held in the world beneath. Even in the evenings slumped in the chair in front of the fire, there was the same coal, each black glowing stone, fiercely won from the earth beneath, and there it was again, a constant reminder of the great underworld beaconing. Miners lived a kind of hell yet paradoxically the danger bought a near awareness of heaven, the feeling that eternity was a whisker away behind the flick of the curtain. Each time Alun felt the tug and rattle of the cage there was a slight tightening in his chest, a momentary unease but it soon passed when he glimpsed old friends again. Comrades in arms would understand well the camaraderie that comes from daily being inches from death, from facing danger every day. Alan and his workmates were warriors fighting an unseen enemy. There was an acceptance of each other too. No need to compare. Mining was the hardest job going, and everyone knew it. The only people who came off worst in any comparison were those who took a comfy job up top, on the surface workings at the pit. Some though had retreated there after being ravaged by accident and injury and retained the respect of their colleagues. Alun fought in an army with no generals, and a battle that was never won.
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Alun was of about average height, about five foot nine, or thereabouts, although his thin wiry frame made him look taller than he was. He also had a strangely stooped stance as if he was kept folded away in the cupboard under the stairs most of the time. The stoop came from continuously walking with head ducked or body bent double in the underground tunnels. The roof was somewhat uneven and if you gauged it wrong a protruding piece of rock could hit you with a hefty thwack. So it made sense to give yourself a little bit of leeway when it came to the ceiling height even though this was murder on the back. Along with the stooped walk came the reality that the job required crawling, bending or cramming into confined spaces, something that destroyed the knees. The elbows were not an ally in the war against pain or injury, always seeming to get themselves in the way of something hard or sharp. Fingers almost inevitably got crushed, between a cart and the tunnel wall, between a cart and conveyor belt, between two carts. The most gentle touch seemed to result in excruciating pain. The fingers are remarkably un-robust. And then there were the feet, which seemed to attract any falling object like a magnet when dropped. Good study boots helped but did not completely eradicate the problem. The constant noise and shouting meant that bellowing became the modus operandi even above ground. It was something that Bethan constantly nagged Alun about, but there’s was generally a loving and close marriage. Alun had first noticed her at the local shop when they were both at school but in different classes. Alun made numerous attempts to engineer accidental meetings, completely unsuccessfully to the amusement of Bethan and her friends. One day she gave in to Alun’s charms. He had made her laugh from the beginning. It was a good start. There was something of the separation of above and below ground that made for good marriages although passion does not come easy when the body is bone tired to the point that merely lifting a teacup makes the arm begin to judder. Eventually Samuel was born, named for the Biblical figure who heard from God in the night. They both wanted Samuel to be different and from an early age he showed an undue interest in the World, looking at everything, touching everything. Everyone noticed it. The neighbour said that he must either be incredibly clever or really stupid. For Alun reading was a laboured struggle, but he got by. Samuel took to reading like a duck to water, reading the Bible from cover to cover, dipping into the weighty tomes of Shakespeare that graced the front room shelves but were never opened. Samuel also had a powerful, commanding voice and became a popular Bible reader at the chapel. Each word floated crisply and authoritatively across the congregation. Somehow he imbued the words with great power. At first Samuel was an eager pupil at school but the school master delighted in and long and unwieldy explanations which cascaded on long after Samuel and the class had grasped the point he was trying to make. Eventually Samuel began to tire of his studies, but he loved history, Kings and knights and bloody battles. It was the same rich pageant that he had enjoyed in Shakepeare. Eventually though Samuel began to notice that his education was giving him and incomplete picture. Education was all about showing the children their place in the World, and so the huge World map with its acres of pink, loomed large but although the subject was British history it was for the most part English. The Welsh hardly got a look in, bit part players on the stage. Then Henry Tudor had the audacity to become King of England but his ancestors still managed to go about persecuting the Welsh. No one in the valley spoke Welsh. They were all of English ancestry, drawn by the promise of work but retained a fierce pride in their nation. Welsh was the language of the far corners and rural folk.   
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Bethan was a short, somewhat rotund woman swaddled in layers of shawls. The kitchen hearth was her domain and she kept it burning brightly, and clean, with fierce intensity. This kitchen hearth was also the venue for various unofficial consultations, not of the medical kind but something akin to what would later be considered counselling. Bethan would listen to the worries of the valley’s women as she quietly cleaned and blacked her range. The only sounds that came from her were the murmours of agreement or squeeks of alarm. Towards the end of the conversation she would carefully summarise the whole issue with great clarity and detail before dispensing wise words. In her own quiet way Bethan was a leader in the community, although she would never have called herself that. Bethan would help to organise wild pageants for St David’s day or Empire day. Huge papier-mache dragons or massive tulips were carried through the valley with great gusto. It wasn’t these days that were being celebrated in and of themselves, more an excuse to something together, anything, something different. Then occasionally bad news would spread like wildfire. A cave in, an explosion, and accident underground would result in wives and children gathering at the pit head, as if proximity would help. It was almost as if the news, be it good or bad, could not wait to be conveyed across the street. In these situations Bethan rose to the challenge and would produce cups of tea
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