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To Stella with love





Not to laugh, not to lament, not to curse, but to understand.

—BARUCH SPINOZA, Tractatus Politicus







introduction WE DID OK, KID
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One gray Sunday morning in 1941, in the sand dunes of Aberavon Beach, a friend of my father’s, Cliff Mathers, handed me a cough lozenge. In those days, the war years, we saw few, if any, sweets or candies. Those were the years of rationing. Fumbling, I dropped the sweet in the sand, and I started to blubber. My father and Cliff laughed. I was given a second sweet. My father stooped down to reassure me. No more tears. Cliff snapped the photo. One of my earliest memories. I was three.

Now, at the age of eighty-seven, I occasionally glance at that photo and am prompted to say to that confused little boy: “We did OK, kid.”

Like most children, I was anxious and confused. But that’s part of growing up—being too young to comprehend any meaning in existence. That strange feeling of being lost, not able to cope, has stayed with me through the many years of my life. I am surprised—or is the word bemused? Bewildered? Yes, bewildered—that I’m still here. No explanation.

The indelible birthmark stamped into my core is the feeling of never being quite “with it.”

But I was made of tough stuff. My father was like that—no nonsense, no fuzziness. His guidance to me was: “Just get on with it. Stand up straight and don’t complain.” It was a good tip. Another: “Life is rough. So what? Never give in.” A bit harsh, but it got me through. That was my father, the old man. Richard Arthur Hopkins.

Dead and gone now. I don’t know if he exists in another dimension—an afterlife or any of that kind of wishful thinking. But he is deep inside me, like bits of broken china.

It is an isolated life. It has always been that way. But no sweat, no big deal. Quite a trip, in fact, ’cause I am not a victim. I have put those fractured pieces to use—loneliness, alienation, anxiety, whatever those shards were. And now I’m glad for them. Those irritants and goads have kept me moving; they got me here.





one ELEPHANT HEAD
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It was on another damp, gray Sunday—this one in September 1949—that I became, at the age of eleven, my own man. That was the afternoon my mother and father delivered me to a nineteenth-century redbrick boarding school on a hill above the town of Pontypool in Monmouthshire.

West Mon was a Gothic building with towering spires and, over the entryway, two bas-relief rams holding up a scroll that read SERVE AND OBEY. The building had a foreboding, haunted-house quality not improved by the bone-chilling Monmouthshire rain, rumbling thunder, and whipping wind. I hated it on sight.

I was left there because my mother was eager to give me a decent education. My father was so-so about the idea because it would take a lump of hard-earned cash to give me such an opportunity.

I was on my father’s side, because I couldn’t care less about school. Why waste the money? I had never been the sharpest knife in the cutlery drawer, and there seemed little hope for improvement. Already I had been written off by those utterly pallid-faced teachers in my previous elementary school in Port Talbot—branded “Dennis the Dunce” by one particularly unpleasant teacher.

To the kids on our street, I was “Elephant Head.” My head was large and looked somewhat inappropriate stuck on top of a puny body. My parents thought I was afflicted by water on the brain, but Dr. Bray, a child specialist, assured them that I was normal.

“He just needs fattening up,” the good doctor told them.

Being delivered by my parents to that West Mon school was not a catastrophic event. It just happened to be one of those inconvenient speed bumps on the highway of life, nothing more, but for some reason or other, that event planted in my brain a seed of indifference. I vowed, I’ll take my chances and never get close to my mother and father again—or anyone else, for that matter. I no longer cared. I decided to live my life on my terms, to open my eyes to the future. Forget the past. Childhood over. Copy that. Over and out. The ghost had entered the machine.

After a brief meeting with the headmaster, Mr. Harrison, and his ebullient, zaftig wife, followed by a quick look around the claustrophobic dormitory of sixteen beds crammed into a square room with hospital-green walls, my parents and I returned to the parking space at the steps of the school’s main entrance. My mother and father got into their car to drive home. As they pulled out, the sun glinted off the windshield. Through the glare, I saw my mother wave to me. My father kept his eyes on the road, so I kept my arms at my sides and didn’t wave back.

As their car—a well-polished Ford Model C Ten—disappeared down the driveway, I noted the number of their plate: BTX 698. For the rest of that wet fall afternoon, I kept muttering the number over and over: “BTX 698. BTX 698. BTX 698.”

The school’s motto was: “Believe, achieve, succeed, serve, and obey.” The school song was even more depressing: “We march along with joyful song, with a song of victory.” We had to sing this ridiculous thing at every morning assembly before the grim teaching staff.

One of the housemasters in that brick prison was a coldhearted military type; he had been involved in the North Africa campaign against General Rommel. I called him “Lob” because his face was lobster red. He told me that my merits and prospects were “nothing but rags and tatters.” I liked the funny, dramatic sound of rags and tatters.

“Hush, hush, hush,” I said. “I am what I am what I am. I am the Rags and Bones and Tatters Man.”

Also, I was good at playing the clown. I often goofed around as the scarecrow in The Wizard of Oz, Bela Lugosi as Dracula, or Boris Karloff as Frankenstein’s monster. I was eerily good at copying any voices or sounds I heard. I could neigh like a horse or bark like a dog. I also did Bugs Bunny: “What’s up, Doc?” Elmer Fudd. Daffy Duck. Porky Pig. “That’s all, folks!”

When I did my rags-and-tatters routine, some of the boys laughed, and Lob responded by writing on the blackboard: “For what are men better than sheep or goats that nourish a blind life within the brain?” —Alfred Lord Tennyson.

We were told to write it out twenty times. I treated the encounter with a sinister humor. As I copied over the words, I bleated like goats and sheep. Lob charged down the aisle toward me. Slaps. More bleating. More slaps.

The more slaps I got, the more I leaned into my survival trick, a gaze of pure, dumb insolence. This look displayed my passive indifference to everything hostile around me. Show no reaction. Stare them down. Pretend they don’t exist. I enjoyed this newly discovered power. Show no pain! Bury what pain there is, push it under the carpet, keep moving. It drove adults crazy, and that suited me fine.

Even though it was depressing having to live in that ghastly place, it was there that I experienced my first brush with William Shakespeare.

It was a Saturday night. We boys had been herded together in the school’s assembly hall, not to sing the school song—thank God—but to watch a film, a real film with sound. The school had hired a film projector and a projector operator, Mr. Gordon Phillips. This was something new and exciting.

We sat there on our wooden seats and waited. Finally, Mr. Harrison, the headmaster, swept into the hall, gown billowing out to indicate the significance of this momentous event. He was joined by his big, booming, battleship wife, old Ma Harrison. Our teachers followed. Max Horton, Lob Garnett, and others. Mr. Harrison warned us to be quiet—no talking, no fidgeting, no laughing. Any boy breaking these rules would be removed—and then, so we imagined, swiftly executed in the gymnasium.

“Now, Hamlet is a very important film,” announced Mr. Harrison. “Mr. Laurence Olivier, the world’s greatest Shakespearean actor, has directed this film, and furthermore, he is passionately committed to broadcasting the powerful words and wisdom of the Bard of Warwickshire, Mr. William Shakespeare.”

Oh, God help us all! Not Shakespeare. Please spare us this tedious triviality.

Mr. Harrison rambled on for another five minutes about Shakespeare and Mr. Olivier. Finally, he paid tribute to our projectionist, Mr. Gordon Phillips from Griffithstown.

What a depressing hour this is going to be! I thought. We all turned to acknowledge Mr. Phillips from Griffithstown. Mr. Harrison told us to say: “Thank you, Mr. Phillips from Griffithstown.” I felt I was in hell.

Mr. Phillips from Griffithstown, standing between two film projectors, poised and ready for action, was a rotund, shiny-faced young man. His hair had been plastered down with Brylcreem, and he was wearing a blue bow tie for the event. This really was hell.

On the stage, a large cinema screen had been set up.

The lights in the hall were dimmed. On the screen was the familiar trademark introduction of the J. Arthur Rank Organisation: The giant gong being struck, the words A J. Arthur Rank Enterprise, the dark screen. And then, suddenly, the massive opening chords of William Walton’s music.

It was … stunning. The battlements scene. The ghost of Hamlet’s father. Inside the castle of Elsinore. Olivier. His opening soliloquy began:


O, that this too, too solid flesh would melt

Thaw and resolve itself into a dew!



I was transfixed to the very last line of the soliloquy.


But break, my heart; for I must hold my tongue.



I had never experienced an impact like that. It was explosive. I could not yet understand the structure of Hamlet and its nuance—its archaic words, new and unfamiliar language, the rhythm and phrasing.

But I felt that Olivier as Hamlet was speaking to me, referring to some long-vanished, ancient part of myself. It was an unearthly experience. The grief of Hamlet over his father’s death and his mother’s betrayal of her dead husband. I cried, overpowered by the epic depiction of damaged fathers and mothers and of how we’re all haunted by the ghosts of memory. I was too young to grasp a modern sense of the words. But a force had broken into the center of whatever I was.





two NINETY-THREE MILLION MILES AWAY

My abilities at that first boarding school amounted to zero, and so my poor parents had to rethink my education prospects. They were desperate and needed someone to help me pole-vault to the pinnacles of scholasticism, someone who could, they whispered, “put in a word or two, so to speak.”

It was like being part of a complex Shakespearean comedy, all winks and asides. I suppose I should have felt honored, being the center of such plots, but I felt like a dope, selling myself. I wanted no part of it.

Finally, we were guided to a mysterious figure, a person who had pull. Uncle Eddie—whom I was told lived in the Rest Bay area of Porthcawl and had “no side to him at all,” meaning he was a straight shooter—was to become my savior.

It so happened that this great man everyone called Uncle Eddie was related to my father’s side of the family. They were “rotten with money,” my father said. These were the aged aunts and uncles living in St. Mary’s Street, the Rest Bay crachach. Crachach was the pejorative term used to describe the Welsh elite who controlled the education sectors in Wales.

Neither of my two grandfathers had that same loftiness. Grandpa Hopkins—or Grandpa H., as I called him—was a tough old bird. And he loved to show me just how tough he was.

Every morning, he would take a cold bath, and then work all day.

“I’m as hard as nails,” he would say. He extended his right arm and clenched fist, then spread the fingers. “Look at that—not a tremor. That’s real strength. You’ve got to be tough in this world. It’s called survival of the fittest.”

He was born in Neath, South Wales, in 1878, and according to legend—his own legend, perhaps—he ran away from his drunken father and stowed away on a railway truck to London. He found lodgings in Bermondsey, South East London. He had little money but managed to get a job cleaning and scraping floors in a German bakery near Piccadilly.

He soon learned that the bakery was a place of gloom and backbreaking labor, but eventually, he became a real craftsman, a baker, and a master confectioner. Later, he won trophies at bakery exhibitions in Earl’s Court in London. I still have his silver cups, many of them inscribed. On one: ARTHUR RICHARD HOPKINS 1924, FIRST PRIZE FOR CURRANT BUNS.

Parts of his story were, perhaps, embellished, but I did get a feeling of authenticity, and I admired the old man. But he didn’t seem to have much regard for me except when I played the piano for him. “Anthony has a rather large head,” he said to my mother once. “What a pity there is nothing much in it.”

Anyway, that was Grandpa Hopkins. He told me a story once about a young man called Gerald with whom he’d worked in that London bakery. Gerald had married a young woman, and they were trying to feed their baby girl, but there wasn’t enough food. Gerald was gravely ill. My grandfather thought it was consumption—tuberculosis—as a dry hacking cough was one of his symptoms. One morning, Gerald didn’t show up for work, and the shop foreman announced to everyone that the young man had died of pneumonia the night before. The other men in the bakery said nothing. Work proceeded as normal.

My grandfather Hopkins became an industrial agitator. He told my father he had once met Vladimir Lenin. It could have been a tall story, a portion of his own legend. But it also could have been true, because Lenin had exiled himself to London. Leon Trotsky also lived in London, where at the time there was a fervid and passionate political stirring of Marxism.

Eventually, Grandpa Hopkins and my grandmother, Emmy, returned to Wales with their three young children, Miriam, Richard, and Lorna, and they struggled to survive.

Wales has often been described as the “land of song.” Dylan Thomas created a mythological version in Under Milk Wood. But the truth is that there is nothing quaint or romantic or folksy about the Wales my family knew.

In 1921, when my father was fourteen, he was suddenly pulled out of school to work in the family bakery business without pay, and he stayed there until 1936.

On the other side of the proverbial garden wall was my maternal grandfather. His name was Frederick Thomas Yeats. He’d been born in Pewsey in Wiltshire. He would say to me, whenever I got upset: “It’s all spilled milk, water under the bridge. Let it be.”

My grandfather found work on the railway lines and in the shunting yards of Swindon, then moved to South Wales, where the new steelworks foundry was being built. There he met Sophia Phillips, an apprentice seamstress in a Carmarthen dress shop. They married and settled in Port Talbot. Two girls were born. The first was my mother, Muriel, born in 1913.

They lost the second, Jenny, my grandfather’s favorite, to diphtheria when she was nine. My mother was twelve. One day at breakfast they heard a bump on the landing above. Her father got up and went into the hall, and there was Jenny slumped against the banister. He rushed up the stairs and lifted her in his arms. She was dead.

My mother told me that on the day of Jenny’s funeral, as the coffin was being carried out to the hearse, she heard her father weeping and sobbing helplessly, hopelessly, in the little passage at the back of their house.

But the next day, he showed up as usual for his job as a crane driver at the steelworks. When he was asked if he wanted to take a few days off, he said no.

“I can’t bring her back, can I?” he said. “Why relive all that? She’s gone. Once you’re dead, you’re dead. The past is dead—nothing there.” And he never spoke of his beloved daughter again.

Back to Uncle Eddie—Eddie James—who was worshipped by his family and spoken of in hallowed whispers: “He often goes up to London. You know, business and things. He often has breakfast on the train with our minister of health, Nye Bevan.”

Uncle Eddie was also an editor on the Western Mail newspaper in Cardiff. He knew “high-ups” on the Welsh board of education. What good this would do for me, I had no idea.

One stiflingly warm Sunday afternoon, we were invited by Aunt Patty to meet Uncle Eddie for tea at her house on Esplanade Avenue. As my father drove us out to Aunt Patty’s, my mother, sitting in the passenger seat, turned to look at me. I was slouched in the back. She told me to sit up straight. “I hope you don’t sit like that at Aunt Patty’s! Sit up straight and behave yourself and stop fidgeting. And say please and thank you when Aunt Patty gives you a piece of cake. Don’t slouch. And don’t mumble when Uncle Eddie asks you a question.”

I stared out the car window as we drove along the seafront, and my mind drifted back to the last family visit. It was another death-knell Sunday afternoon. We were all gathered, the entire Hopkins brood. At least it seemed that way. My father’s two sisters, Mimi and Lorna; Uncle Billy; Uncle Jack; and Bobby, my first cousin—all of us stuffed like sardines into the musty front room of Uncle Davey Charles and Aunt Nettie’s house on St. Mary’s Street.

For the hundred and tenth time, my mother had told me to sit up straight and say please and thank you whenever Auntie Nettie chanced to offer me a stale Welsh cake on a daintily flowered porcelain plate.

Suddenly an exhilarating thought had struck me: Why don’t you just stand up now—yes, right now—and just go completely berserk and insane like those lunatics from Bedlam? Yes, why not? Go crazy right now and smash that silly flowered porcelain plate over your dear aunt Nettie’s head. Perhaps that was the first seed of vengeance planted in my backward brain. The seed of mayhem and danger.

As I sat in the car recalling that visit, I noticed my father looking at me in the rearview mirror. I saw his face and noted, not for the first time, how much he looked like the American singer Bing Crosby. I stared back at him. Dumb insolence. That drove him nuts.

“I don’t know what’ll become of him. He bloody worries me,” he said to my mother.

“Oh, Dick, for goodness’ sake, don’t go on and on about it. And stop swearing. I hope you don’t swear like that in Auntie Patty’s house.”

“Oh, to hell with bloody Auntie Patty. Auntie Patty this and Auntie Patty that. Bloody Bible-punching hypocrites, that’s what they are. The whole bloody lot of them.”

“Then why are we going there? Why do we always go see your father and your sisters?”

“Why? Because they’re bloody rich, that’s why! We’re all hoping for some pickings. Bloody rubbish. That’s what it is.”

Doom and Gloom, the terrible Welsh twins, were in the car with us that heavy summer afternoon.

Finally, we pulled up to Auntie Patty’s house on the seafront.

My father pressed the doorbell. Distant chimes. The front door was opened by a chubby young woman dressed in black with a white serving cap on her head. Dick pulled a face at my mother as if to say, Oh, pardon me for breathing, please, all very grand. All very bay window.

We were taken into the front room and invited to sit, make ourselves comfortable; Aunt Patty would be with us soon. I sat next to my mother on the sofa. I didn’t know why I had to sit up straight, but I did try. My father stood and peered through the net-curtained window at weekenders from the whole of Wales, the children whooping and shouting as their worn-out parents drifted down the pavements of the Esplanade and the seafront alongside the lonely people from the valleys. Everyone, it seemed, was out and about that miserable afternoon.

My father was his usual agitated self, tweaking the curtain aside, tapping the windowpane with his fingernail. “Strange, isn’t it?”

“What’s strange?” my mother asked wearily.

“All those people out there. What are they doing?”

“They’re enjoying themselves, Dick. That’s what people do. Normal people do things like that. Why don’t you sit down? Stop tapping the window. You’re like a bag of nerves.”

“I don’t want to sit down. I’m perfectly happy standing here. What time is it?”

“I don’t know. Three something or other.”

I heard a soft chime from a distant clock. Aunt Patty came into the room. She was a Victorian matriarch, small and compact but upright and strong with a sonorous contralto voice.

She went to my father, offered her hand. “Richard. How are you?”

“Hello, Aunt Patty. I’m well, thank you.”

“Good. Good. Good. Very good.” Aunt Patty turned to my mother. “It’s Marjorie, isn’t it?”

“Muriel,” my mother replied.

“Muriel. Yes, of course. Muriel.” Then she glanced at me. “And this is the boy?”

“Yes. Anthony.”

“Anthony. Yes, of course. Anthony.”

My mother signaled to me. “Say ‘Hello, Aunt Patty.’ ”

I obeyed the command. “Hello, Aunt Patty.”

The grand old lady looked me up and down, then touched my face. “So you’re the problem boy, right?”

“Yes, I think so,” I replied.

My mother became flustered. “Not a problem, Aunt Patty. He’s a little slow, that’s all.”

“Being slow is a problem, don’t you think?” responded Aunt Patty.

There was a silence. Aunt Patty gave me the once-over. She touched my tie. An improvement must be made somehow.

“Our Eddie told us that Anthony needed help to get into a public school. What happened with the West Mon school?” asked Aunt Patty.

“He was very unhappy there,” my mother answered.

“Oh, well, happiness isn’t everything, you know,” replied Aunt Patty. “He must go to some school or other. What kind of school are you looking for, Richard?”

“We’re hoping to get him into Cowbridge Grammar School.”

Aunt Patty brushed some invisible crumbs from her blouse.

“Cowbridge accepts only the sons of professionals, such as doctors and solicitors, if you take my meaning. The sons of tradespeople? Well, West Mon is the best for tradespeople’s boys. You want Eddie to pull a few strings. Correct?”

My mother answered, “If it’s at all possible.”

My father muttered something about leaving.

An awkward pause. Children’s voices from the street. A car horn.

“Yes, well,” said Aunt Patty. “Would you like some tea?” She went to the door and called out, “Bessie, prepare the tea for our visitors.” She came back. “Eddie will be here in a moment,” she said. “Every afternoon Eddie must take his nap. You know how it is.”

My father couldn’t miss an opportunity for sarcasm: “Every afternoon? Why? Does he get tired?”

His face was the picture of mock innocence. My mother glared at him. She knew what he was capable of.

“Well, you know how it is, Richard. He does have his work cut out for him. Editorship of the Western Mail, the Welsh board of education. Tomorrow, for instance, he’s going up to London. Catching the seven o’clock from Cardiff. He has a meeting with Mr. Bevan and—”

“Oh, really? He knows Nye Bevan? He moves in high places, does he?”

His quiet sarcasm went flying over Aunt Patty’s head.

“Yes, you could say that, Richard. You could say that. He never stops.”

She turned to the doorway. “Here’s Eddie.”

Into the room came Eddie James—Eddie the Great. An imposing man, blessed with a noble head of silver hair, and wearing heavy, black-framed glasses. Uncle Eddie crossed the room to my father and gave him a bone-cracking, old-friend handshake.

“Richard! I know your father well.” He spoke in a cultivated Welsh voice with rolling baritone vowels, like an opera singer. “Dear Arthur Richard, how is the old scoundrel? Still active in the Labour Party, I take it?”

My father was overwhelmed by Uncle Eddie’s vibrant enthusiasm.

“Well, you know how it is, Uncle Eddie, he’s getting old now. Retired from the business a few years ago.”

“We are all getting old, Richard. Going down the hill, as they say.” Uncle Eddie turned to nod to my mother. “Mrs. Hopkins.”

“Muriel,” corrected Aunt Patty.

“Muriel. Of course.”

Uncle Eddie, from his towering affability, looked at me as if studying a specimen from another planet.

“And you, young man, you are the slow coach? Right?”

My mother whispered, on cue: “Stand up straight, take your hands out of your pockets, and say ‘Nice to meet you, Uncle Eddie.’ ”

I obeyed.

“Yes. So your mother and your father are worried about you, correct?”

“I think so,” I answered quietly.

“Speak up. Don’t mumble.”

Uncle Eddie flopped down into an armchair.

“What are you good at?”

Standing before this magisterial, silver-headed superman, I was at a loss.

My father suddenly offered me a helping hand.

“Tell Uncle Eddie about your interest in astronomy.”

Uncle Eddie looked at me as if reevaluating the wretched boy in front of him. “Astronomy, eh? My pet subject,” he said. “Tell me what you know.”

“I know the names of the nine planets,” I mumbled.

“Speak up. I can’t hear you,” he said.

“I know the names of the nine planets,” I repeated.

“Go on, then.”

I rattled them off: “Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, Neptune, and Pluto. Mercury is closest to the sun.”

“Very good, well done.”

My mother murmured her approval.

Uncle Eddie challenged me. “What else?”

“The sun is eight and a half light-minutes from Earth, ninety-three million miles away, and the nearest galaxy is Andromeda and that is two and a half million light-years from Earth, and Galileo got in trouble by saying the sun was the center of the solar system, and Colonel Fawcett vanished in the Amazon jungle, and the Titanic hit an iceberg in 1912, and the Empire State Building in New York is the tallest building in the world—one thousand two hundred and fifty feet tall.”

“That is impressive,” said Uncle Eddie. “Where did you learn all these facts?”

“From Arthur Mee’s The Children’s Encyclopedia. My father bought them for me when I was six.”

That was one of the greatest gifts of my life. I’d been to the dentist that day and it had hurt. When we got home in the afternoon, we saw on the doorstep a big box. It was so heavy that Mr. John from next door had to help my mother take it into the house and up the stairs. They opened it up on the table. A ten-volume encyclopedia. Ten perfect blue books in a row, just for me.

Even though it was a beautiful, sunny summer day, I was put to bed to recover from the dental appointment. Starting that day, I read all ten volumes. First I devoured the pages on Beethoven and Mozart, then the sections on the Milky Way, and then articles with headings like “Nature,” “The Earth,” “All Countries,” and “Golden Deeds.” I read the books again and again until the covers were falling off, memorizing without effort the lengths of the world’s major rivers and the capital and flag of every country.

I’d stunned the room with my recitation, but I kept going until my father came up behind me, put his hand on my head, and told me that I mustn’t tire out Uncle Eddie. “That’s enough for now.”

I stopped talking, but Uncle Eddie told my father: “It’s all right, Richard. Let the boy talk. He seems to have a lot to say.”

Eddie looked at me, not sternly, but in a kind of friendly way.

“How is your reading, Anthony? What is your favorite book? Do you have a favorite book?”

“The Wind in the Willows, by Kenneth Grahame, Prester John, by John Buchan, and Oliver Twist and Great Expectations, by Charles Dickens.”

“Great Expectations? Good heavens. Charles Dickens, eh? And who is your favorite character? Pip?”

“No, the convict, Abel Magwitch. Also in Oliver Twist, I like Fagin and Bill Sikes.”

“Oh my goodness. Mr. Magwitch, eh? The bad man. Well, well, I must say. And Fagin. He was a rum character, wasn’t he? And Bill Sikes. Shakespeare? Do you like him?”

“Yes, Hamlet : ‘To be or not to be: that is the question. / Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer / the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune.’ Also, Julius Caesar . I like Mark Antony’s ‘O mighty Caesar’ speech and his ‘Friends, Romans, countrymen.’ ”

Uncle Eddie laughed. “Good Lord, enough, enough.”

Triumph. There was a tiny ripple of laughter in the room. I think even Aunt Patty laughed.

Uncle Eddie’s verdict: “Well, Richard and Marj—I’m sorry, Muriel—I think Anthony is a bit of a dreamer. That’s all. A dreamer. He’ll probably shock all of us one fine day. Who knows? He writes? How is his spelling?”

“Very good,” my mother replied. “I think he reads those encyclopedias every day, and he is good at drawing and playing the piano. Moonlight Sonata.” They’d bought me a piano to encourage my interest, and it worked. I loved playing the piano and drawing.

Uncle Eddie nodded.

Suddenly he rose from his magisterial armchair. “Well, I think application is what he needs. Extra teaching. I am off to London in the morning, quite early, in fact, but I will telephone the headmaster of Cowbridge, Mr. Idwal Rees, a splendid chap—Cambridge, you know. Yes. I’ll telephone him either tonight or tomorrow. Tomorrow will be best. I will telephone him from London. See what we can do. But the boy does need extra tuition in arithmetic and algebra.”

On the drive back to Port Talbot, my mother told me she was proud of me. My father glanced at me in the rearview mirror.

“Yes. Well, let’s hope your uncle Eddie can pull a few strings.”

Indeed, Uncle Eddie did work his magic. He and Arthur Mee’s Children’s Encyclopedia got me into Cowbridge at age thirteen, the summer term of 1951. I had arrived. Or so I thought.





three THE CROW

The Cowbridge headmaster at the time, J. Idwal Rees, was renowned as a great classics scholar, having graduated from St. John’s College, Cambridge. He taught Greek and played international rugby for Wales. He was a strict disciplinarian and always smartly dressed in a black suit with a black gown. He used to glide along the corridors of the school and across the grounds. I called him the Crow. Even Uncle Eddie James’s pulling of the strings to get me into the school did nothing to make me feel welcome.

One Saturday morning, the Crow, within earshot of the other boys in the dormitory, told me what he thought of me. “You’re totally inept,” he said. “Does anything go on in that thick skull of yours?”

Interesting word! thought I.

A short slap across my head. “Well, does it? Does anything go on in that inept brain of yours? Answer me.”

“No. Not much,” I replied.

Another slap across the head. “No—what?”

“Sir.”

“Say it.”

“No, sir.”

“Exactly. And look at your hands. Shovel hands.”

He wasn’t wrong. I used to drop things and break things. I was strong but prone to awkwardness, always the one to fumble a dish in the dining hall or wrench loose a handle in the corridor. “You break everything you touch. You’re a brainless cart horse. Elephant Head—isn’t that what they call you?”

“Yes.”

“Yes—what?”

“Sir.”

The slap across my head wasn’t painful. It was a marker, a notch on the rifle butt. The brainless cart horse remark was interesting. Who knew? Perhaps a cart horse would be a preferable form of existence to a dead-end schoolkid always being slapped across the brain box.

Grandpa Yeats used to say, Forget it. Forget the hurt. Stay mute. Keep your mouth shut. Never engage.

It was good advice; the best advice. I played dumb. And it became my identity. I was inept. It was my new badge of honor.

The public library was my favorite place. I always carried the little notebook Grandpa Yeats gave me so I could jot down bits and pieces of information. In the library, I turned the pages of the Webster’s to I. And there it was on the top of the page: Inept. I owned the page. And lo and behold, there I was, a portrait in definitions and synonyms: Incompetent. Unfit. Unfitted. Incapable. Unable. Unskilled. Unprepared.

My problem had been labeled by my schoolteachers, slapped into my head, like the mark of Cain, but now it had become my gift and my blessing. That was me. Good. Now I knew what I was. I thought it would be fun to tape a photograph of myself onto that Webster’s page.

I was indifferent to athletics. School sports were anathema to me. What was the purpose or point in chasing or kicking a stupid ball around a stupid field with a bunch of other stupid kids? They would all cheer and screech when they scored a goal. Morons, I thought. Soon I withdrew from everything. I wouldn’t go to my own birthday parties. My mother would throw them, but I hung around outside while inside they had games and cake.

But there was a hidden payoff to this isolation, a comfortable reward for this new identity game: I could become, without effort, a victim, a martyr. Then they’d be sorry. I’d show them.

One evening, I was called to the headmaster’s study. This was the second time I’d been summoned by the Crow. The first occasion was regarding a gruesome book that my father had, a picture book of the horrors of the First World War, with the trenches and the mud and the carnage. The book was titled Covenant with Death. He’d shown it to me when I was young, perhaps five; I took it to school, and one of the teachers reported me to the Crow.

“Where did you get this book?” he asked me.

“My father gave it to me.”

“Your father? Is he mad? This book is terrible. Doesn’t he know that war is glorious?”

That was the word he used: glorious.

I pulled my dumb-insolence gag. It worked.

The Crow told me to get out of his office. He confiscated the book.

Round two. My new offense was to be caught reading The Revolution Betrayed by Leon Trotsky. I’d taken it from the Port Talbot Library and “forgotten” to return it. One of the little sneering tin-god prefects had reported me.

Once again, I was standing in the Crow’s bleak office.

Outside, on the rectangular lawn, some boys were playing croquet in the fading sunlight. One lamp near the tall bookshelves cast almost no light at all into the room. The Crow was sitting at his desk. I could barely make out his face in the gloom. His bony hand rested on the cover of the Trotsky book.

“Why are you reading this?” he asked. His voice was remote. “Do you believe in Communism? Are you a follower?”

Silence.

“You do know that we are involved in a Cold War with the Soviet Union? Have you heard of Stalin?”

“Yes, sir,” I replied.

“Then why are you reading this book?”

“I’m interested in the Russian Revolution. My father told me that Trotsky was assassinated by Stalin,” I replied.

The only sound was from outside, the click of a mallet on a croquet ball. There was another silence. The headmaster got up from his chair, walked to the window, and watched the boys outside.

The summer light made me sad.

The Crow spoke quietly, with no sound of contempt: “You don’t seem to care about anything being taught here. Do you find it difficult? Mr. Evans tells me you have no interest in math or chemistry. But here you are, reading Trotsky. Do your parents know you are reading these kinds of books?”

“Yes, sir,” I replied. “My father knows.”

“Have you read Karl Marx?”

“I tried to read him, sir, but it is complicated.”

“Precisely. I read him at Cambridge.”

Pause. He studied me as if I were an insect under a microscope.

He went back to his desk and handed me the book.

“I’m not going to confiscate this. Besides, it’s a library book. But I don’t want you reading it in class. You may go.”

A few days later, the Crow summoned my parents to the school to receive his report. Mr. Rees was lenient, telling my parents that their son was probably “different,” a bit slow and a bit of a dreamer, head in the clouds, that sort of thing. My parents were relieved. They also told me that Mr. Rees’s stern, narrow face creaked into a smile as he told them what I’d said when he asked me a few weeks before why I had not seen the school production of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night. My response had been: “I don’t think the cast is very good.” He said the teachers had enjoyed a good laugh over my precocity.

During the English literature hour, Mr. Codling invited me to stand before the class and read a poem. “Let us hear from our resident critic, young Master Hopkins.”

What was that?

Mr. Codling pointed at the floor where I was to stand.

“Wake up. This is your opportunity to show us how it is done.”

What was he talking about?

“Come on. We haven’t got all day.”

There was no sternness, no threat in his voice. Old Arthur Codling knew all the tricks of sullen boys; he could see through our masquerades to our anxieties.

Reluctantly, I got up, shuffled my way to the appointed spot next to Mr. Codling’s desk. He handed me a hefty book, Palgrave’s Golden Treasury.

Then, pointing at a marked page, old Arthur Codling said: “Read that to the class.”

It was the first time I had been asked to demonstrate, perform, or recite anything before a bunch of sullen boys because I always sat at the back of the room.

Keep your head down. Don’t get involved. Trust no one.

The poem was “The West Wind,” by John Masefield, the British poet laureate.

I knew his poem “Cargoes.” But this one? I had never read it. I began, curious to see what it was all about:


It’s a warm wind, the west wind, full of birds’ cries;

I never hear the west wind but tears are in my eyes.

For it comes from the west lands, the old brown hills.

And April’s in the west wind, and daffodils.

[ … ]

It’s a fine land, the west land, for hearts as tired as mine,

Apple orchards blossom there, and the air’s like wine.

There is cool green grass there, where men may lie at rest,

And the thrushes are in song there, fluting from the nest.

[ … ]

“Will ye not come home, brother? Ye have been long away,

It’s April, and blossom time, and white is the May;

And bright is the sun, brother, and warm is the rain,—

Will ye not come home, brother, home to us again?”

[ … ]

To the violets, and the warm hearts, and the thrushes’ song,

In the fine land, the west land, the land where I belong.



Boys don’t cry. I wanted to. But I didn’t. I gave the book back to Mr. Codling.

The boys were silent—no smirks, no sneers. Mr. Codling looked at me.

“Thank you. Rather good.”





four APRIL FOOLS’ DAY

Four years later, after two boarding schools, a few brushstrokes of social isolation, and failing grades, I reached the ripe age of seventeen.

I stood with my mother and father in the kitchen behind the bakehouse, a small, square space that also served as our living room and dining room. We were about to go see a film at the Plaza. It was our Friday-night ritual, but this particular Friday evening, a shadow fluttered overhead. The shadow was my school report. As always, these reports arrived during my school holidays in a white envelope addressed to Mr. and Mrs. R. A. Hopkins, 19 Commercial Road, Port Talbot, Glamorgan.

And now there it was, my notice of doom, propped against the willow-patterned teapot on the kitchen counter, waiting to be opened and read. Why? To remind my mother and father of their son’s stunning stupidity. Those little memos always arrived in the middle of my school holidays, and always, the envelopes stood there, leaving me to wonder for days:

Why am I not allowed to open these sealed death warrants?

And then I’d remind myself:

Because they are not yours to open, dummy.

And then I’d reply:

What if I smashed that willow-patterned teapot on the stupid counter to smithereens and thereby changed the reality of my world? Cause and effect. No teapot, no school report, no school—no me. There was no need to wonder about the exact contents of the white envelope. It would be the same old refrain, another rusty nail hammered into my coffin.

It was time for the ax to fall on this jolly April Fools’ Day evening.

My father opened the envelope and pulled out the neatly folded report. Clipped to the report was a letter. That had never happened before. A letter? He briefly glanced at the report, his eyes moving quickly down the list of my misdemeanors, before moving over to the attached letter. He read it slowly. I watched his face for a flicker of reaction. Nothing. Ominous.

“What does it say?” my mother asked.

I’m a failure. That’s it. I don’t need to have it spelled out for me.

“ ‘Dear Mr. and Mrs. Hopkins: With some regret and disappointment I must report that Anthony’s grades are below the educational standard of this school. Unfortunately, he demonstrates little or no interest in the academic subjects being taught here. He demonstrates little or no interest in the healthy sporting opportunities of our establishment, be it rugby, cricket, or any other athletic activity. Furthermore, he tends to isolate himself from the other boys at the school. Yours faithfully, J. Idwal Rees, headmaster.’ ”

The old Crow was dead right. I did have a tendency to isolate. The school did maintain, as advertised, “a high standard of education and a matchless reputation.” Everyone agreed—the problem was entirely within the dummy standing before his parents in their airless kitchen, its one window facing the gray concrete wall of the shop next door.

My father began the usual lamentations: “Who knows what’ll happen to you. It worries me. Honestly, you’re bloody hopeless. You’ll never get anywhere, never amount to anything in life, the way you’re going on. God knows, we work hard to give you an education. Complete bloody waste of money, as far as I’m concerned. What the hell is wrong with you? You should get your head examined. Can’t you do anything useful? You’re bloody useless. I don’t know what…”

Right on, Pops. You hit the bull’s-eye. I am bloody useless.

My mother jumped in: “Oh, leave him alone, for goodness’ sake.”

My mother accepted most of my defects and shortcomings. She was a stoic. “What’s to be will be.”

But my father, my old man? He brooded. When I was a young boy he’d taken me on his bread rounds in a delivery vehicle with A. R. HOPKINS AND SON, LTD. written on the side; I saw him only in left profile. I sometimes grew afraid sitting there, hearing the car engine and the gears shifting and the thud-thud of the windshield wipers because I couldn’t shake the idea that there was only a left side to my father’s face. Through my childhood, I had dreams where he wasn’t real, just a walking profile.

I had always been conscious of shadows flickering through our house because my mother and father were both prone to depression and dark moods. They fought and wept. My father drank heavily, which only fueled his already heightened emotionality. I once heard him weeping in the back garden. As a child, I hated the sound of sobbing, especially coming from a man. He and my mother spent days without speaking to each other. He had colossal amounts of energy that went nowhere.

“Bakers are mad,” he liked to say.

I had something of my father’s spirit—some vague loneliness or sorrow, or was it fear?—that I spent my whole life trying to shake. I kept running away from my parents and toward something I couldn’t describe but imagined to be better than anything I’d known.

I thought of how my father had played with me when I was very little, probably three or four. He would pick me up and almost throw me in the air. I always wanted to touch the ceiling. In those early days, our town, Margam, had gas lighting. There was no electricity until the end of the war. In his games he would hold me up near the gas mantel’s light bowl. I used to ask him to throw me up to the gas hard. I tried to reach the untouchable ceiling.

In the front garden were two poplar trees and a green-painted iron railing on top of a low redbrick wall. Next door was Mr. Jones’s proud little collection of primroses and lupines. I spent most of my time alone in our back garden. I didn’t make friends with the other kids, preferring my own company. Next door on the other side was the house of Mrs. John and her husband, Bert. They had a daughter, Mary, and a white-and-black-spotted dog I loved called Spot.

My father liked to have chats on summer evenings with Bert. Those summer evenings in 1944 were redolent with the smell of burning weeds and dried leaves. In those war years, the Ministry of Food encouraged people to grow their own vegetables in victory gardens, and the government gave allowances to people to have allotments in farm fields.

My father was always in a collarless shirt; Bert John wore the same, paired with a peaked cap. They smoked acrid Woodbine cigarettes, which they called coffin nails. They both grew cabbages and beans. The government encouraged cooperation; younger men were meant to offer the products of their garden patches to children and the elderly. Children’s malnutrition was a concern, infantile paralysis the big threat. Harsh as I know those wartime and postwar days were, the gathering of a nation together was a great moment in my memory.

After mowing the small patch of lawn or digging up potatoes in the narrow strip of earth, my father would stop to talk to Bert, both lighting up their Woodbines and looking up at the mellow sky, chatting like two philosophers:

Yes. Another nice day tomorrow. The nights are drawing in. Soon be autumn.

Wonder when this bloody war will be over. Did you hear about Trevor Williams?

No, what?

Dead.

Never.

Yep. North Africa.

Ah, well, better turn in. I’m on the early shift tomorrow. Good night, Dick.

Good night, Bert.

I listened to these dialogues and committed them to memory. I had many people’s voices in my head, and yet I didn’t have a voice of my own, so I kept quiet. I played the piano, drew pictures, and lived alone in my own world, silent but for the sound of classical music. I believed that I’d put one over on everyone by becoming self-sufficient. That’ll show them. What’s the point of closeness to anyone? You get ripped apart in the end. Death was always near, and when it came to us or those we loved, it should be borne with stoic acceptance.

Miss Thomas, our gentle, gray-haired first-grade schoolteacher, had taught the motley crew of ragamuffin, restless kids the Lord’s Prayer and the Twenty-Third Psalm. She encouraged us to learn the words she chalked up on the blackboard, even though many of us hadn’t learned to read. They were powerful, mysterious words, and although I couldn’t read well, suddenly one day the colored chalkboard words came to me, and I was able to learn those particular lines quickly.

The next day, Miss Thomas unexpectedly asked me to stand up and recite the opening lines of the Lord’s Prayer. Being an all-or-nothing freak, I

















































[image: A pencil sketch of Anthony Hopkins face, labeled “7 years old 1944 Anthony.”]
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