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BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE
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DYLAN THOMAS was born in Swansea on 27 October 1914. After leaving school he worked briefly on the South Wales Evening Post before embarking on his literary career in London. Not only a poet, he wrote short stories, film scripts, features and radio plays, the most famous being Under Milk Wood. On 9 November 1953, shortly after his 39th birthday, he collapsed and died in New York City. In 1982 a memorial stone to commemorate him was unveiled in Poets’ Corner in Westminster Abbey. 2014 marked the centenary of his birth.

AERONWY THOMAS is Dylan Thomas’s daughter. She spent her childhood in the family homes in Chelsea, New Quay (Cardiganshire), Oxford and Laugharne. She is now married to a Welshman and has two children.

Aeronwy Thomas has talked about her father and lectured on his work in Britain, Europe and America. She has published poems and reminiscences of her father including her Later Than Laugharne, Christmas and Other Memories and Poems and Memories.


INTRODUCTION
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I saw my father only when he was at home in the Boat House, away from his writing shed or his favourite pub, and even then on his own terms. His passion was always words, in any form, and that is what he shared with me. He would read aloud to me Grimms’ fairy tales or, when I was younger, nursery rhymes, with exact attention to every nuance of word and character. The wolf became a horror of evil, the innocent maiden a paragon of virtue. He would act out all the roles, sometimes allowing me to echo him. In the poem he wrote for me, ‘In Country Sleep’, he paints a land of fairy tale, specifically based on the Red Riding Hood story, with the disguised wolf threatening the child. In the words of his poem, Nature is the shield to safeguard his daughter.

He included the entire family in his love of words. On his morning visit to Brown’s Hotel, he would first call on his father, the retired schoolmaster D. J. Thomas, to work out The Times crossword over a couple of pints. At Christmas and at holidays, we would play word games, usually involved with lists and bits of paper, and his favourite, the acting word game Charades. Time was allowed for my brothers Llewelyn and baby Colm and the rest of us to find the right costumes. Mother would rush upstairs, rifling drawers for gipsy-swirling petticoats. A stick or hat would do for me. When he moved on to the rough games, our dog Mably biting all behinds and ankles, my father would lose interest and usually amble off to the pub for his evening session. I did not mind. Tomorrow he’d read aloud my new fairy tale book, chosen by him, with both of us in mind.

My father also enjoyed reading his own stories and poems out loud. If I put my ear to his writing shed door, I could hear him intoning and muttering as he wrote. In the last ten years of his life in Laugharne he was occupied writing his play for voices, Under Milk Wood. Whenever he had a bath at home, which lasted for hours (or as long as it took to finish the dolly mixtures placed round the rim of the bath by my mother), he would read sections from Under Milk Wood. My mother tells me they were usually scenes he was then working on. He would also read his poems or his play to my mother as she cut our nails in the kitchen or brushed my unruly hair, curly like my father’s. He even read when we were in the large tin bath in front of the kitchen stove until my mother chucked him out.

It seems to me, in retrospect, that although he was so apparently mild and gentle compared to his wild Irish wife Caitlin (who meted out any discipline required), my father was very stubborn in his one-minded approach to writing and words generally. Words spoken, written or read aloud were what he based his life on, even his relationship with his own family. The ordinary domestic chores and involvements did not interest him in the slightest although he worried ineffectually about the bills. We either met him in his world of words, no difficulty for me, or forfeited the pleasure of his company.

The Llangain settings of Dylan’s early stories are still there in the Carmarthenshire countryside today: notably the farm of Fern Hill, the title of his famous poem, three miles inland from Llanstephan. The Boat House, across the estuary at Laugharne, is also still there (now as a museum).

In two of the Portrait stories, he recounts visiting his country relatives, the Williamses, as a young child. The other eight stories are placed in the seaport town of Swansea and are about the schoolboy, adolescent and cub reporter. These were the first eighteen years of Dylan’s life before he left in 1934 for London, which he imagined ‘paved with poems’, always returning to Wales. He described the stories of the Portrait as ‘Stories towards a Provincial Autobiography’. Also, at various times, he called them ‘a series of stories about Welsh people’ and, when pressed, ‘stories about Swansea life and adolescence in the suburban nights’.1

Before Portrait of the Artist as a Young Dog he had written stories of great lyrical intensity, with startlingly original images but of almost a surreal nature. It was only with Portrait that he began using realistic characters like Grandpa, Uncle Jim and Gwilym in Llangain, and the Swansea characters like Old Garbo, or the over-familiar barman in ‘One Warm Saturday’ and Dylan himself in ‘The Fight’. These are his first comic writings, and he parodies himself as the young ‘dog’, a character along with the others in the stories.

In fact, these stories, combining humour with the ever-present undertone of minor tragedy, were instantly more appealing to the general public than his earlier ones. The first to be completed were ‘A Visit to Grandpa’s’ and ‘The Peaches’, quickly followed by ‘One Warm Saturday’ in 1938. All the Portrait stories were written in the years immediately preceding the war when Dylan and Caitlin were living in Laugharne, first at ‘Eros’, Gosport Street, and then ‘Sea View’. While he was writing, he could look across the estuary waters and see the one-time family farm called Pentowin, a whitewashed modest building on a hill which grows out of the estuary edge.

In my twenties, when I read my father’s childhood stories set in the Carmarthenshire countryside and written with such affection, I felt a great familiarity with all the family characters: Aunt Annie, Gwilym and Grandpa. I had avoided reading my father’s works at a younger age as I felt, like my brothers, the burden of his fame in people’s reactions and expectations of me. It was with a thrill that I recognised the familiar ground of my father’s most famous poem, ‘Fern Hill’, and Aunt Ann Jones who was so close to Dylan, her ‘Royal Nephew’. I can still remember those Welsh parlours, too, as described in ‘The Peaches’:

The best room smelt of moth balls and fur and damp and dead plants and stale, sour air. Two glass cases on wooden coffin-boxes lined the window wall. You looked at the weed-grown vegetable garden through a stuffed fox’s legs, over a partridge’s head, along the red-paint-stained breast of a stiff wild duck. A case of china and pewter, trinkets, teeth, family brooches, stood beyond the bandy table; there was a large oil lamp on the patchwork table cloth, a Bible with a clasp, a tall vase with a draped woman about to bathe on it, and a framed photograph of Annie, Uncle Jim and Gwilym smiling in front of a fern pot . . . The best room was rarely used. Annie dusted and brushed and polished there once a week . . .

I can remember Aunt Annie, Aunt Polly and Auntie Dosie (all great aunts to me) chatting in the kitchen where they rattled plates purposefully, and how my granny would tell them to ‘Speak English . . . Dad doesn’t like Welsh in front of Aeron’. D. J. Thomas, my schoolmaster grandfather, forbade Welsh being spoken to me as he had forbidden it in my father’s presence. Granny also had two brothers, for the Williamses were a large family, welcoming and warm.

I also remember when very small visiting Blaen Cwm, twin cottages lived in by the Williams family, where the poems ‘Fern Hill’ and ‘In Country Sleep’ were written and where I slept between my granny and grandpa in a bed with huge feather quilts.

In Portrait of the Artist as a Young Dog Dylan links the artist (the man of words) with the ‘dog’ so intimately that we never forget either. As well as describing his ‘doggish’ and artistic activities and thoughts, he shows us his fears and worries when growing up from child to young man. He chose his title with painting and painters in mind, his version of the portrait of the artist as a young man. The word ‘Portrait’ is apt, because of the instantly vivid images throughout: not least Dylan’s grandpa in his waistcoat and brass buttons standing on Carmarthen Bridge, holding a bag and refusing to come home. The title encompasses both the idea of the artist, the self-conscious writer, destined to a solitary existence for his craft’s sake, and of the ‘dog’, young Dylan larking about and fighting as a child, and as an adolescent pubbing and flirting.

He sees himself as ‘recorder’ of the passing scene (he calls it “illuminated reporting’, referring most probably to his job as cub reporter on the Swansea Post). In the Swansea story ‘Patricia, Edith and Arnold’, he casts himself typically as observer and intermittently as protagonist in an adult love story. When Patricia and Edith are waiting for their two-timing boyfriend on a snowy day in Cwmdonkin Park, it is young Dylan who discovers Arnold sitting huddled in the cold on the other side of the shelter, thereby moving the action on. As Patricia had said proudly and affectionately of her young charge earlier, ‘He notices everything’.

The solitariness of the poet and writer-observer is described in ‘One Warm Saturday’. Resisting the day’s pleasures around him, he dramatises his chosen isolation in: ‘the young man sat alone with the shadows of his failure at his side . . . saw the holiday Saturday set down before him, false and pretty, as a flat picture under the vulgar sun . . .’ This is the portrait of the artist, less of the dog. It is noticeable that when Dylan came to write the broadcast Holiday Memories, the mood was different. The buoyant, joyful beach in the later story had little in common with the pessimistically viewed opening scene in ‘One Warm Saturday’.

The conflict between artist and dog continues in his thoughts: ‘Poets live and walk with their poems, a man of vision needs no other company.’ In Victoria Gardens he sees a girl sitting alone. ‘How beautiful she is, he thought, with his mind on words and his eyes on her hair . . .’ Later in the pub, he resolutely refuses to ‘twist her beauty into words’, though he kept ‘faithlessly running to words away from the real room . . .’

Although Dylan makes fun of himself with other amateur writers in the story ‘Where Tawe Flows’, my mother tells me how he had the fixed idea that a poet should take himself very seriously, and burn himself out in the process if necessary. He always claimed he would die before the age of forty.

When walking the Swansea streets as an adolescent in the ’30s he observes, with the writer’s eye, ‘the silent, shabby men at the corners of the packed streets, standing in isolation in the rain’, and in contrast the smart girls, the mothers and their prams and the businessmen. He worries about ‘the paragraphs I would never write’, but adds, ‘I’ll put you in a story by and by’. He is on his way as junior reporter (in ‘Old Garbo’) to meet the Senior Reporter for a pub crawl. His role as writer–reporter was never far from his thoughts in his youth. This role led, eventually, to the ‘reporting’ of these stories.

Other stories show the many sides of boyhood, how as a schoolboy he got into a fight (‘The Fight’) with Daniel Jones who became a good friend, later edited a collection of Dylan’s poems, and was well-known in his own right as a prolific composer. Earlier he confesses to Gwilym (in ‘The Peaches’) his schoolboy transgressions, listing them in a comic confession. His stories are not sentimental pictures of childhood, as this shameful litany shows:

I let Edgar Reynolds be whipped because I had taken his homework; I stole from my mother’s bag; I stole from Gwyneth’s bag; I stole twelve books in three visits to the library, and threw them away in the park; I drank a cup of my water to see what it tasted like; I beat a dog with a stick so that it would roll over and lick my hand afterwards . . .

Dylan recounts also how he loved visiting the Gower, the wild peninsula West of Swansea. In ‘Extraordinary Little Cough’, he travels there on a lorry roof, spitting at passing cars and throwing apple cores at cyclists. He recalls his schoolboy sense of fun and mischievousness in ‘The Fight’. In Mr Trotter’s drawing class he records how they all drew naked girls inaccurately, some ‘tailed off like mermaids’; how they asked Mr Trotter, ‘Sleep with your wife, Sir?’, brilliantly changed at the last minute to, ‘Lend me your knife’. Then a quick verbal game of, ‘What would you do if you had a million pounds?’

The fun of schoolfriends turns to the more adult pleasures of drinking. In ‘Old Garbo’ he delights in describing drinking beer, almost as important to him as the actual drinking of the beer.

I liked the taste of beer, its live, white lather, its brass-bright depths, the sudden world through the wet brown walls of the glass, the tilted rush to the lips and the slow swallowing down to the lapping belly, the salt on the tongue, the foam at the corners.

He describes also the penalties of drinking: being sick in the pub and taking the last train home with no money for the fare. He describes his hangover the next day when he retreats dog-like to lick his wounds in Cwmdonkin Park, finding a lone, friendly dog to keep him company. ‘My only friend,’ he says, while he desultorily starts a poem destined to be thrown away.

The ‘dog’ in Dylan is always observed with robust humour. He does not see himself as any kind of underdog, such as the bullied weakling George Hooper described so compassionately in ‘Extraordinary Little Cough’. It is almost in an aside that he admits being regularly wedged into the wastepaper basket and then placed on the master’s desk by the same bullies plaguing ‘Little Cough’. He sees himself as the intriguing night-walker, poseur and swaggerer of ‘Just Like Little Dogs’. He chain smokes consciously in front of two strangers under an otherwise deserted railway arch.

I cupped a match to let them see my face in a dramatic shadow, my eyes mysteriously sunk, perhaps, in a startling white face, my young looks savage in the sudden flicker of light, to make them wonder who I was as I puffed my last butt . . .

In the last story, ‘One Warm Saturday’, Dylan, the young man, loses both his way back to a young woman’s room and his chances with her. But it is the ‘artist’, not the ‘dog’, who has the last word as he celebrates the heroism of everyday lives.

For a long time he waited on the stairs, though there was no love now to wait for and no bed . . . Then he walked out of the house on to the waste space and under the leaning cranes and ladders. The light of the one weak lamp in a rusty circle fell across the brick-heaps and the broken wood and the dust that had been houses once, where the small and hardly known and never-to-be forgotten people of the dirty town had lived and loved and died and, always, lost.

ABRONWY THOMAS

1Dylan Thomas, The Collected Letters, ed. Paul Ferris (London 1985) PP. 416–17.
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	27 Oct 1914
	Dylan Marlais Thomas born in Swansea



	Sept 1925
	Enters Swansea Grammar School, where his father was Senior English Master



	27 Apr 1930
	Starts the first of the ‘Notebooks’ into which he copied his early poems. (The Notebooks continued until Apr 1934)



	Aug 1931
	Leaves school. Employed as Reporter on the South Wales Daily Post (until Dec 1932)



	Mar 1933
	First poem published in London (‘And death shall have no dominion’ in the New English Weekly)



	Aug 1933
	First visit to London



	Sept 1933
	First poem published in ‘Poet’s Corner’ of the Sunday Referee (‘That Sanity be Kept’). Correspondence with Pamela Hansford Johnson begins



	22 Apr 1934
	Wins Book Prize of the ‘Poet’s Corner’ – i.e., the Sunday Referee’s sponsorship of his first collection of poems



	Feb-Nov. 1934
	Several visits to London



	10 Nov 1934
	Moves to live in London



	18 Dec 1934
	18 Poems published



	Apr 1936
	Meets Caitlin Macnamara



	10 Sept 1936
	Twenty-five Poems published



	21 Apr 1937
	First radio broadcast (‘Life and the Modern Poet’)



	11 July 1937
	Marries Caitlin Macnamara



	May 1938
	First moved to live in Laugharne, Carmarthenshire



	30 Jan 1939
	First son (Llewelyn) born, in Hampshire



	24 Aug 1939
	The Map of Love (poems and stories) published



	20 Dec 1939
	The World I Breathe (a selection of his poetry and prose)-his first volume publication in America



	4 Apr 1940
	Portrait of the Artist as a Young Dog (short stories) published



	Jul 1940
	Leaves Laugharne for London



	Sept 1940
	Begins work as script-writer for films with the Strand Film Company



	1940—2
	Living partly in London, partly in Wales



	Late 1942
	Brings wife and son to live in Chelsea



	Feb 1943
	New Poems (USA)



	3 Mar 1943
	Daughter (Aeronwy) born.



	1943
	Continuous work as broadcaster begins



	Sept 1944-summer 1945
	Living at New Quay, Cardiganshire



	Summer 1945-spring 1946
	Living in London



	7 Feb 1946
	Deaths and Entrances published



	Mar 1946-May 1949
	Living in or near Oxford



	8 Nov 1946
	Selected Writings (USA)



	Apr-Aug 1947
	Visits Italy



	Sept 1947
	Moves to live in South Leigh, Oxfordshire



	1948
	Writing feature films for Gainsborough



	Mar 1949
	Visits Prague as guest of Czechoslovak government



	May 1949
	Laugharne again becomes his main home (The Boat House)



	24 Jul 1949
	First American tour



	Feb-Jun 1950
	Second son (Colm) born



	Jan 1951
	In Iran, writing filmscript for the Anglo Iranian Oil Company



	Jan-May 1952
	Second American tour



	Feb 1952
	In Country Sleep (USA)



	10 Nov 1952
	Collected Poems 1934–1952 published



	16 Dec 1952
	The poet’s father dies



	31 Mar 1953
	Collected Poems (USA)



	Apr-Jun 1953
	Third American tour



	14 May 1953
	First performance of Under Milk Wood in New York



	14 May 1953
	The Doctor and the Devils. The first of the film scripts to be published



	Oct 1953
	Leaves on final American tour



	9 Nov 1953
	Dies in St Vincent’s Hospital, New York City



	1 Mar 1982
	Memorial stone unveiled in ‘Poets’ Corner’, Westminster Abbey





THE PEACHES
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The grass-green cart, with ‘J. Jones, Gorsehill’ painted shakily on it, stopped in the cobblestone passage between ‘The Hare’s Foot’ and ‘The Pure Drop.’ It was late on an April evening. Uncle Jim, in his black market suit with a stiff white shirt and no collar, loud new boots, and a plaid cap, creaked and climbed down. He dragged out a thick wicker basket from a heap of straw in the corner of the cart and swung it over his shoulder. I heard a squeal from the basket and saw the tip of a pink tail curling out as Uncle Jim opened the public door of ‘The Pure Drop.’

‘I won’t be two minutes,’ he said to me. The bar was full; two fat women in bright dresses sat near the door, one with a small dark child on her knee; they saw Uncle Jim and nudged up on the bench.

‘I’ll be out straight away,’ he said fiercely, as though I had contradicted him, ‘you stay there quiet.’

The woman without the child raised up her hands. ‘Oh, Mr Jones,’ she said in a high laughing voice. She shook like a jelly.

Then the door closed and the voices were muffled.

I sat alone on the shaft of the cart in the narrow passage, staring through a side window of ‘The Hare’s Foot.’ A stained blind was drawn half over it. I could see into half of a smoky, secret room, where four men were playing cards. One man was huge and swarthy, with a handlebar moustache and a love-curl on his forehead; seated by his side was a thin, bald, pale old man with his cheeks in his mouth; the faces of the other two were in shadow. They all drank out of brown-pint tankards and never spoke, laying the cards down with a smack, scraping at their match-boxes, puffing at their pipes, swallowing unhappily, ringing the brass bell, ordering more, by a sign of the fingers, from a sour woman with a flowered blouse and a man’s cap.

The passage grew dark too suddenly, the walls crowded in, and the roofs crouched down. To me, staring timidly there in the dark passage in a strange town, the swarthy man appeared like a giant in a cage surrounded by clouds, and the bald old man withered into a black hump with a white top; two white hands darted out of the corner with invisible cards. A man with spring-heeled boots and a two-edged knife might be bouncing towards me from Union Street.

I called, ‘Uncle Jim, Uncle Jim,’ softly so that he should not hear.

I began to whistle between my teeth, but when I stopped I thought the sound went hissing on behind me. I climbed down from the shaft and stepped close to the half-blind window; a hand clawed up the pane to the tassel of the blind; in the little, packed space between me on the cobbles and the card-players at the table, I could not tell which side of the glass was the hand that dragged the blind down slowly. I was cut from the night by a stained square. A story I had made in the warm, safe island of my bed, with sleepy midnight Swansea flowing and rolling round outside the house, came blowing down to me then with a noise on the cobbles. I remembered the demon in the story, with his wings and hooks, who clung like a bat to my hair as I battled up and down Wales after a tall, wise, golden, royal girl from Swansea convent. I tried to remember her true name, her proper, long, black-stockinged legs, her giggle and paper curls, but the hooked wings tore at me and the colour of her hair and eyes faded and vanished like the grass-green of the cart that was a dark, grey mountain now standing between the passage walls.

And all this time the old, broad, patient, nameless mare stood without stirring, not stamping once on the cobbles or shaking her reins. I called her a good girl and stood on tiptoe to try to stroke her ears as the door of ‘The Pure Drop’ swung open and the warm lamplight from the bar dazzled me and burned my story up. I felt frightened no longer, only angry and hungry. The two fat women near the door giggled ‘Good night, Mr Jones’ out of the rich noise and the comfortable smells. The child lay curled asleep under the bench. Uncle Jim kissed the two women on the lips.

‘Good night.’

‘Good night.’

‘Good night.’

Then the passage was dark again.

He backed the mare into Union Street, lurching against her side, cursing her patience and patting her nose, and we both climbed into the cart.

‘There are too many drunken gipsies,’ he said as we rolled and rattled through the flickering lamp-lit town.

He sang hymns all the way to Gorsehill in an affectionate bass voice, and conducted the wind with his whip. He did not need to touch the reins. Once on the rough road, between hedges twisting out to twig the mare by the bridle and poke our caps, we stopped at a whispered ‘Whoa,’ for uncle to light his pipe and set the darkness on fire and show his long, red, drunken fox’s face to me, with its bristling side-bushes and wet, sensitive nose. A white house with a light in one bedroom window shone in a field on a short hill beyond the road.

Uncle whispered, ‘Easy, easy, girl,’ to the mare, though she was standing calmly, and said to me over his shoulder in a suddenly loud voice: ‘A hangman lived there.’

He stamped on the shaft, and we rattled on through a cutting wind. Uncle shivered, pulling down his cap to hide his ears; but the mare was like a clumsy statue trotting, and all the demons of my stories, if they trotted by her side or crowded together and grinned into her eyes, would not make her shake her head or hurry.

‘I wish he’d have hung Mrs Jesus,’ uncle said.

Between hymns he cursed the mare in Welsh. The white house was left behind, the light and the hill were swallowed up.

‘Nobody lives there now,’ he said.

We drove into the farm-yard of Gorsehill, where the cobbles rang and the black, empty stables took up the ringing and hollowed it so that we drew up in a hollow circle of darkness and the mare was a hollow animal and nothing lived in the hollow house at the end of the yard but two sticks with faces scooped out of turnips.

‘You run and see Annie,’ said uncle. ‘There’ll be hot broth and potatoes.’

He led the hollow, shappy statue towards the stable; clop, clop to the mice-house. I heard locks rattle as I ran to the farmhouse door.

The front of the house was the single side of a black shell, and the arched door was the listening ear. I pushed the door open and walked into the passage out of the wind. I might have been walking into the hollow night and the wind, passing through a tall vertical shell on an inland sea-shore. Then a door at the end of the passage opened; I saw the plates on the shelves, the lighted lamp on the long, oil-clothed table, ‘Prepare to Meet Thy God’ knitted over the fire-place, the smiling china dogs, the brown-stained settle, the grandfather clock, and I ran into the kitchen and into Annie’s arms.

There was a welcome, then. The clock struck twelve as she kissed me, and I stood among the shining and striking like a prince taking off his disguise. One minute I was small and cold, skulking dead-scared down a black passage in my stiff, best suit, with my hollow belly thumping and my heart like a time bomb, clutching my grammar school cap, unfamiliar to myself, a snubnosed story-teller lost in his own adventures and longing to be home; the next I was a royal nephew in smart town clothes, embraced and welcomed, standing in the snug centre of my stories and listening to the clock announcing me. She hurried me to the seat in the side of the cavernous fireplace and took off my shoes. The bright lamps and the ceremonial gongs blazed and rang for me.

She made a mustard bath and strong tea, told me to put on a pair of my cousin Gwilym’s socks and an old coat of uncle’s that smelt of rabbit and tobacco. She fussed and clucked and nodded and told me, as she cut bread and butter, how Gwilym was still studying to be a minister, and how Aunt Rach Morgan, who was ninety years old, had fallen on her belly on a scythe.

Then Uncle Jim came in like the devil with a red face and a wet nose
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