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INTRODUCTION

Type the title of Dylan Thomas’s villanelle ‘Do not go gentle into that good night’ into the Google search engine on the world wide web; tell it you want those exact words, in that particular order, and it will provide 21,000 direct hits. A few of these responses are scholarly in tone, but most come from individuals stirred by the Welsh poet’s passionate protest against his dying father’s loss of faculties. Often the text of the poem is written out in full as a memorial to a loved one.

Half a century after his untimely death in New York in November 1953 Dylan Thomas still has the power to move. He always had a special ability to engage his readers and listeners directly, while still providing enough interest, through his intricate word play and rhythms, to excite the most severe of poetry critics. So you find him depicted on Peter Blake’s cover of the 1967 Beatles album, Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, and also represented in the austere pages of The Criterion magazine. Not many artists were favourites of both John Lennon and the determinedly high-brow T. S. Eliot.

Dylan’s across-the-board appeal encouraged me to write his biography. As the Beatles recognised, he is an important figure in twentieth century culture, bridging the gap between modernism and pop, between the written and spoken word, between individual and performance art, between the academy and the forum.

His mediatory role has long been recognised, but it has usually been presented in terms of his position between England and Wales or, alternatively, on the cusp of empirical Anglo-Saxon and mythic Celtic traditions. In the past, this perception has done him few favours. He has often been scorned in his homeland for seeking acclaim and financial reward in the world of English letters, rather than accepting his responsibilities for forging a vibrant Welsh culture.

Recently, however, this nationalist line has softened. In today’s devolved, Europeanised principality, the Welsh way of life is no longer under such threat. While English remains the dominant language, Welsh holds its own in areas where it has traditionally been spoken. The dragon’s two tongues have become symbols of possibility, rather than division.

This has allowed new approaches to Dylan’s work to flourish. His brand of Anglo-Welshness is now welcomed for bringing a fresh lyricism to the metropolitan poetical experimentation of the 1930s. Greater attention is paid to his interaction with radio and film. He is feted for invigorating English literature by introducing it to different sounds, intonations and ways of thinking. (Although he did not speak Welsh, he could not escape its influence. He heard it on a regular basis from his relations and in the surrounding community.) In this reading he is as much a precursor of English as a world language as Salman Rushdie and other Anglo-Indian authors. His English and Welsh sides are reciprocal sources of inspiration and innovation.

From a biographer’s point of view, this has made Dylan a more interesting figure – if, paradoxically, more difficult to pin down, as he darts between, and hides behind, different personalities, groups of people, and traditions. Often he could only manage the necessary moves by lying, or by losing himself in alcohol. His childhood friend Dan Jones talked of Dylan presenting a ‘fetch’ or double to the world.

My main task has been to explain how the public wild boy, ‘the Rimbaud of Cwmdonkin Drive’, could co-exist with the private poet of such sensitivity. The obvious point of entry is Dylan’s own writing, particularly his verse and his vastly entertaining correspondence. It annoys me when detractors suggest he was only a verbal pyrotechnist or, an alternative version, he produced a handful of good poems, but otherwise was a Welsh windbag. Haven’t these people read ‘Ceremony after a fire raid’, for example? Here is Dylan in an often forgotten role as one of our very best Second World War poets.

For Dylan had a clear mission. He recognised the conflicting sides to his personality and sought to reconcile them through poetry. That is how I read his lines: ‘I hold a beast, an angel, and a madman in me, and my enquiry is as to their working, and my problem is their subjugation and victory, downthrow and upheaval, and my effort is their self-expression.’ Perhaps they are over-dramatic, with their shades of Milton, though one of the delights of reading Dylan is the light touch of his learning: he can surprise with unexpected references, from Restoration comedies to 1930s musicals. As he explored internally and externally – first, his own mind and body and, then, the natural world and the wider universe – he let a ‘host of images … breed and conflict’. He toyed with the idea of God, acknowledged its value, but discarded it. His was a humanistic view of creation: ‘Man be my metaphor’, as he put it in his early poem ‘If I were tickled by the rub of love’.

Coming from the land of bards, Dylan expected to be supported in this project. But bourgeois society is unsympathetic to artists, particularly those who flout its rules. Dylan retaliated as best he could. He became drunk, he borrowed money and did not return it, he stole his hosts’ clothes and vandalised their houses, he propositioned women and went to bed with as many as he could. His struggle for poetry against propriety and convention ultimately cost him his life. He should have lived in an earlier age when medieval princes cared for their poets such as Dafydd ap Gwilym.

Dylan was sustained by his strong-willed wife Caitlin. She recognised his genius, but tired of living in his shadow, particularly when she felt threatened by other women. The story of their tempestuous marriage runs through this book. Inevitably its details are contested. Take one topic, alcohol, which played such a central and destructive role. There are tales of her in the pub, looking on angrily as Dylan wasted yet more money and work time, playing the fool for a band of well-wishers. Or was it as his friends allege? That without her fondness for whisky, he would have nursed a pint of beer through an evening and been saved from his furies.

I wonder how I would have got on with him. We had similar backgrounds in at least one respect: our fathers were schoolmasters and we both attended schools where they taught. I would certainly have enjoyed Dylan’s company, but found his unreliability annoying. (He failed to turn up as best man for Vernon Watkins’s marriage. His friend quickly forgave him, but Watkins’s wife Gwen never quite got over it.)

At times during my research, the catalogue of Dylan’s vices seemed to grow inexorably. Yet, even at his most exasperating, he retained an appealing innocence – the cherub-like image captured by Augustus John in his 1937 portrait. Dylan’s mentor Bert Trick was by no means alone in regarding him as a secular saint – someone almost Christ-like in his awareness of suffering and in his sensitivity to others.

Was this another of Dylan’s poses, like the ‘conscious Woodbine’ he adopted when he became a journalist? I don’t think so. What was often described as his ‘sweet’ nature went hand in hand with a joie de vivre – one of the many Dylan paradoxes which, when given verbal form, make his poetry so rich and his life so interesting.

At root was his artistic integrity. When the alcohol created a haze around him and the internal masks began to slip, he may have joked about his phoniness. But he could do this because he knew it was not true. Throughout his life he maintained his intense vision as he stuck heroically to his poet’s ‘craft or sullen art’. These qualities, when reflected in his verse, ensure his continued, enthusiastic following.

Andrew Lycett
May 2003
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ONE

SWANSEA ASPIRATIONS

Finding the right balance between Celtic sentiment, nationalist roots and the uncompromising demands of upward mobility has always been a feature of life in mainly Anglophone Swansea. By buying a new house in Cwmdonkin Drive, an unfinished terrace tilting alarmingly down a hill in one of the burgeoning suburbs to the west of the town, taciturn local Grammar School master D.J. or Jack Thomas and his lively wife Florrie were following a clearly defined path away from their family roots in rural Welsh-speaking Carmarthenshire.

The usual staging post was Swansea’s industrial centre a couple of miles east, around the clanking docks which had sprouted at the mouth of the river Tawe to service the coal-mines and belching copper and tin-plate works a little inland. This was where most of the town’s immigrants from the countryside had settled in the nineteenth century. But over the years the more respectable and ambitious among them had pushed westwards towards the salubrious Gower peninsula, colonising sea-facing ridges in haphazard fashion.

When Florrie became pregnant in early 1914, the Thomases staked their claim to bourgeois respectability. They had been living with their eight-year-old daughter Nancy in rented accommodation in Cromwell Street, close to the Grammar School, nearer the centre of town. But a residential construction boom had followed the innovative South Wales Cottage Exhibition in Swansea in 1910. When local builder W. H. Harding advertised a neat new row of houses to the north of Walter Road, the main thoroughfare leading out of Swansea towards Gower, the family raised £350 to buy a ninety-nine-year lease on a four-bedroom, semi-detached house, with bay windows, in Cwmdonkin Drive.

The purchase was financed with a 5 per cent mortgage, which was just about manageable on a teacher’s salary of around £120 a year. The Thomases also paid a small ground rent, but this was reduced in the first year, probably because the house was unfinished. Although the surrounding area, known as Uplands, was well developed, only one other dwelling in their street had been completed in 1914, and that was occupied by Harding himself.

Unusually for a couple of modest means, the Thomases’ house was owned by both husband and wife – a reflection, perhaps, of the greater financial resources in her immediate family, the Williamses. Florrie’s mother Ann (or Anna) had died the previous year leaving her with, inter alia, an interest in a couple of leasehold shops in Pontypridd.

The youngest of eight children, Florrie herself had been born and brought up in St Thomas, a polluted dockside quarter on the lower reaches of Kilvey Hill on the other side of town. Both her parents hailed from farms in the Llanstephan peninsula to the south of Carmarthen. Following one of the few assured routes out of rural poverty, her father George had joined the railways in Swansea in the 1860s. Originally a porter, he worked his way up to shipping inspector on the docks for Great Western Railway – a responsible job which involved monitoring freight in and out of the busy port. (He was even mentioned, along with the local stationmaster, in the Swansea commercial directory for 1900.)

Not that his life was easy. He, his wife Ann and their family lived in a cramped house in Delhi Street, carved out of Lord Jersey’s Briton Ferry estate. The date of the development is clear enough, as intersecting streets have the names Inkerman and Sebastopol. This part of St Thomas was built after the Crimean War and Indian Mutiny to accommodate people who flocked to Swansea from the countryside to find work in the rapidly expanding port, following the opening of the North Dock (in 1852) and South Dock (in 1859).

Until his death in November 1905, the ‘quiet, retiring’ George was a pillar of a poor but busy working-class community. Around him was strewn the human and physical evidence of an uncaring industrial society. Political consciousness was stirring: in 1898, a vociferous trade unionist from St Thomas called David Williams (no relation) became the first Labour candidate to win a seat on Swansea Council. George Williams’s approach to improving society was different: an old-fashioned Nonconformist, he was a deacon of the English-speaking Canaan Congregational chapel and superintendent of the local Sunday School. One daughter, Florrie’s sister Polly, played the organ there, while another Theodosia (Dosie) had married the former minister, the Reverend David Rees. Two sons, John and Bob, worked in the docks.

In his thrifty way, George salted away some money. He managed to buy number 30, the house next door to his own at 29 Delhi Street, as well as his two shops in Pontypridd. Willie Jenkins, son of his neighbour on the other side, also worked hard, founding a leading coal shipping agency, before becoming an MP and Mayor of Swansea in the 1940s, and being awarded a knighthood. He probably helped George’s son, John, on the road to prosperity. John Williams was a stevedore, but people remembered him carrying out his own coal trading business down at the port. By the time of his death in 1911 he owned two of the plushier houses in the vicinity – one inhabited by the Reverend J. Llynfi Davies, a former minister at Canaan, to which John had demonstrated his largesse by donating a Bible and hymn-book for the pulpit.

With residents such as the Williamses, the Jenkinses and also the Leyshons, who were teachers, St Thomas was a lively old-fashioned neighbourhood, with a proud tradition of self-help. Not surprisingly, Florrie looked there, rather than to the spruce environs of Cwmdonkin Drive, for domestic assistance when she was pregnant. Her need for someone in the house had increased following the death of her mother in July 1913. Her sister Polly knew a St Thomas girl, Addie Drew, who was ‘in service’ with the Leyshons. For six shillings a week, plus board and lodging, Florrie was able to hire this eighteen-year-old as maid-cum-nurse.

On the morning of 27 October 1914, she sent down to St Thomas again for a trusted midwife, Gillian Jones, whose family ran the grocery shop opposite the Canaan chapel. With Dr Alban Evans, the stout Miss Jones had helped deliver the Thomases’ daughter Nancy. She cheerfully made her way by tram across town to take her place once more beside the same doctor. Some time that evening (reports differ as to the hour, though by general consent it was a few days later than expected), Florrie gave birth to a seven-pound boy in the main front bedroom of her still uncompleted house.

*

Now it was her husband’s turn to defer to his antecedents. This was unexpected since he, more than Florrie, seemed to have consciously kicked over all traces of his rural Welsh origins. He taught English in an established, some might say snooty, English-style Grammar School which prided itself on preparing its best boys for university. Parents at Swansea Grammar School made a decision that they wanted their sons educated in the language in which business was conducted, scientific progress debated, and continents governed. This pragmatism percolated down the social scale: to many, including both Thomases’ families, English was the language of economic advancement. They might, like many of Florrie’s relations, including her mother, continue to speak Welsh among themselves. But they were determined their children would benefit by learning English.

This was controversial, of course. Wales had an independent history, an expressive language, and a distinguished literature – older than English, in fact. But teaching in Welsh had been banned by the Blue Books in 1847, ostensibly to counter poor standards in Welsh-speaking schools. This blatant piece of cultural colonialism had been reversed a quarter of a century later. But the damage had been done. A majority of the one and a half million strong population still spoke Welsh, but they were predominantly country folk in dead-end agricultural jobs. The emerging middle-class spoke English, and the political challenge to this linguistic hegemony would not come for another two decades.

Nowhere was English more entrenched than in Swansea and its environs. The coastal strip beside the Bristol Channel had long offered invaders – whether Romans, Danes, Normans or Plantagenets – a foothold in the mysterious mountain fastness of Celtic Britain. By the early twentieth century a two-tier principality had developed, with North and West Wales maintaining their native culture, with its language and traditions, while the South and East had fallen, at least superficially, to the English from across the border. That is not to say there were not major discrepancies. For example, Swansea was a centre for dissenting Nonconformism (otherwise a rural phenomenon). In their chapels, the urban working classes, recently arrived from the countryside, clung to traditional values in the face of maritime cosmopolitanism. As a result Swansea was a town of twitching curtains (with all the attendant hypocrisy) as well as of intellectual energy and commercial drive.

Jack Thomas, the graduate of University College, Aberystwyth, embraced all this, and knew which way he was going. Slim (at this stage) and clearly vain, he wore his hair slicked like a younger member of the royal family. Later, the cow-licked was trained to cover a bald patch and when that became too obvious, he wore a hat. He was always smartly dressed, adopting the style of an English country gentleman in suits, checks at weekends and brogues. The shelves in his new study groaned under the weight of standard English texts from the Dent and Everyman libraries. His greatest delight was Shakespeare. Walking the three-quarters of a mile from Cwmdonkin Drive to the Grammar School on Mount Pleasant (a journey he made twice most days, as he liked to come home for lunch), he even invented a new identity. To the outside world he was no longer known by the familiar ‘Jack’ but by the more remote initials ‘D.J.’ which he deemed more fitting for a serious-minded schoolmaster.

However, when he named his new suburban villa and his infant son, nature proved more powerful than nurture, and he drew directly from his Welsh background. The house later became widely known by its number, 5 Cwmdonkin Drive. However, for a dozen years after its construction, it also had a proud Welsh name, Glanrhyd. And, as for the baby, he was called, mellifluously and romantically, Dylan Marlais.

The house looked back to Glanrhyd y Gwiail, the smallholding where his grandfather had lived in the middle of the last century in the Cothi valley, thirteen miles north of Carmarthen. Ostensibly the families of both D.J. (as he will be styled) and Florrie came from the same county, west of Swansea. But the bleak, spectacular hills of its northern reaches provided a much tougher environment than the rolling plains around Llanstephan, where seafaring and the railways helped stimulate the mainly agricultural economy.

With his forty acres, nestling beneath the royal forest of Brechfa which covered the Llanybydder mountains in a green expanse of oak and ash, D.J.’s grandfather William Thomas should have made a decent living. But the 1830s were a decade of material hardship and political struggle, culminating in the Rebecca riots of 1843. His son, also William, born in 1834 and later known throughout Wales as the radical preacher and bard Gwilym Marles, was forced to leave his parents and live nearby with a devout uncle Simon Lewis, who was a cobbler. (The Marles – or Marlais – was a stream which joined the Cothi two miles up the valley.) As soon as they were able, he and his two brothers, Thomas and Evan (D.J.’s father), made a hasty exit from these economically depressed hills.

William’s (or Gwilym Marles’s) career was the most interesting, with parallels to his great-nephew Dylan’s. He was brought up an Independent Congregationalist, one of several Nonconformist branches which had taken root in Wales. By dint of hard work, he gained a place at the influential Presbyterian College in Carmarthen. There he discovered Unitarianism, an intellectual strain of religious dissent which denied the Trinity and advocated social reform. Although known (and frowned upon) for his heavy drinking and love of theatre, he won a scholarship to Glasgow University (Oxford and Cambridge still being restricted to Anglicans). While there between 1856 and 1860, he wrote widely, including a novel, book of verse and several tracts. One long winter holiday he acted as tutor to another William Thomas – no relation, but a greater poet, under the bardic name Islwyn.

Quite when Gwilym Marles adopted his own bardic name is not clear. In 1860 he became minister of three Unitarian chapels in southern Cardiganshire, just over the mountains from his birthplace in Brechfa. At his house in Llandysul, he set up a small school which took in boarders from as far away as London. After studying the teachings of the fiery American Unitarian preacher Theodore Parker, his own views became increasingly radical as he battled for the rights of tenant farmers and landless labourers. Welsh country folk were supposed to vote according to the wishes of their landlords. But in the 1868 general election, they defied convention and, when the Liberals gained a famous victory, local Tory squires hit back by evicting tenants from their farms.

As District Secretary for the Liberals, Gwilym Marles became a prominent advocate of the secret ballot – a political battle won in 1871. But this laid him open to retaliation: since owners no longer knew how tenants voted, they targeted their ministers instead. In 1876 an absentee landlord refused to renew the lease at Gwilym Marles’s main chapel at Llwynrhydowen without a clause which prevented the incumbent from preaching there. The congregation stood firm and was duly evicted with its minister – an abuse of the rights of free speech which led to widespread protest meetings and drew financial support from liberal-minded people throughout Britain. However the strain took its toll on Gwilym Marles who died three years later, aged only forty-five.

His life was characterised by an unstable mixture of emotional exuberance and deep depression. He enthusiastically supported the Union in the American Civil War (‘there is a vein of unmitigated barbarism in the South,’ he wrote) and his respect for the United States was evident in the names he gave two of his ten children – Mary Emerson (after the poet) and Theodore (in honour of his preaching mentor). He translated Tennyson, Browning and Pope into Welsh (one obituary commented on his ‘fine’ rendering of Tennyson’s ‘Oh, yet we trust that somehow good may be the perfect goal of ill’), and read Socrates, Spinoza and Heine. He loved cricket and theatre, and holidayed in Europe. Yet from college days he suffered from severe headaches, a complaint known locally as dic talarw (thought to be a corruption of the French tic douleureux). In June 1877, he told a friend, ‘I have been pursued by neuralgia for rather more than a twelvemonth, with hardly any respite, and latterly it has got to be so acute and distracting that I have been obliged to think something must be done.’ A couple of years later, in one of his last letters, he implored this friend to ‘find for me a good brain doctor in London: I also inquire, but first of all I presume I have a brain.’

Of Gwilym Marles’s brothers, Thomas made his way to London where he became manager of the National Provincial Bank, Aldersgate Street and where, in 1879, he was trying to get the minister’s wayward son Willie a berth on a merchant vessel. (Willie had by then run through a number of careers, including pharmacy, ironmongery, ‘business’, the army and the navy.) Meanwhile Evan, D.J.’s father, joined the railways, probably in 1852 when he was twenty and the South Wales Railway first reached Carmarthen. In the 1860s, after he married, he lived in Swansea, where his first three children, Jane, Lizzie and Willie, were born. Jane attended the Queen Street British School there. But in 1872 the Evan Thomases moved back to Carmarthen, where they acquired a green-flecked cottage called The Poplars in Johnstown, a hamlet favoured by railway workers on the outskirts of the main town.

At the time Carmarthen was on the verge of a railway boom. Both the South Wales and the Carmarthen and Cardigan (C&C) Railways had just been converted to narrow gauge. The C&C, which employed Evan as a guard, had ambitions to link the industrial heartland of South Wales with a deep-water port in Cardigan and with Manchester and the English north-west. However its line north from Carmarthen never reached further than Gwilym Marles’s home town of Llandysul: useful, no doubt, for transporting boarders to his school. The C&C might have succeeded, but for a troubled financial history. It closed temporarily in 1860 – a possible date for Evan the guard’s initial move to Swansea. Four years later it called in the receivers, having run up liabilities of £1 million. Nevertheless, traffic was buoyant and, helped by conversion to narrow gauge in 1872, it soldiered on until 1888 when, like the South Wales before it, it was absorbed into the much more powerful Great Western Railway.

D.J. Thomas was born in Johnstown in April 1876. Despite both his parents now being well into their forties, he was followed four years later by a younger brother, Arthur. But although this latest arrival took the same educational route as his older brother and sisters, attending the National School in Johnstown, D.J. did not. As a bright child, D.J. probably went to the school run by his aunt, Mary Marles Thomas (widow of Gwilym Marles) in Quay Street, Carmarthen. From there he moved not to the ancient Grammar School (his parents could not afford the fees), but to the National and Practising School in Catherine Street, a charity institution like the British School his sister Jane had attended in Swansea. It was run by the Anglican church, marking an early step in the Thomases’ transition from their Welsh Nonconformist origins. At this establishment (subsequently known as the Model School) from 1891 to 1895, D.J. enjoyed the status of pupil teacher, paying for the latter stages of his secondary education (and earning a small wage) by instructing the younger boys. Significantly, on 14 September 1892, he was absent, suffering from the family complaint of neuralgia.

Two years earlier, his father Evan was earning twenty-three shillings a week. (This is known because he asked for a rise to twenty-five shillings, the pay of a colleague.) As a guard he followed a two-week rota. One week he came to work at 4.30 in the morning, taking the early train up to Llandysul, where he arrived at 6.50, returning to Carmarthen at 10.20. After a similar journey in the afternoon, he finished at 6.15 p.m. The second week he started at 8.30 a.m., working through until 10.30 at night. Replying to a query from head office in Swansea, his local supervisor commented, ‘You will see by the above the hours are not excessive.’

Evan doubtless thought differently and encouraged his elder son to adopt an alternative career and become a teacher. D.J. was initially reluctant until forced to step into the shoes of the National School headmaster who was ill. As a result, he stayed longer than expected and was awarded a Queen’s Scholarship which took him to the new University College of Wales at Aberystwyth. His undergraduate career was steady but undistinguished. The only extra-curricular field in which he made a mark was music, acting as secretary of the Musical Society in 1897–8 and leading a male voice party which sang a glee at a soirée given by the Celtic Society in February 1898. Like his Uncle William, he wrote verse and contributed to student magazines. Otherwise he concentrated on a variety of arts subjects, which he combined with teacher training. His crowning achievement came in 1899 when he received the only first class degree in English to be awarded by any of the three University Colleges of Wales.

According to his future wife Florrie, he was then offered a fellowship at Aberystwyth. She said he was invited to ‘go abroad, go here, to anywhere he could go. But he’d got tired, I think. He’d worked so hard for those four years [at the university] that he felt, “Get out of it.” He was sorry afterwards of course.’ There is no record of the university’s offer, which may have been for a research post. But it established a sense of thwarted ambition, which became a pattern in D.J.’s life. Later a myth developed that he applied for a lectureship in English at the University College in Swansea, but was turned down. There is no evidence for this either; he never even applied.

He did however see himself as a gentlemanly man of letters, holding down an academic post which would have enabled him to write his own essays and poems. Instead he turned back to schoolmastering, an idea that had arisen more from his father than out of any great enthusiasm on his own part. At least he would be able to pursue his great love of English literature, particularly of Shakespeare. But he realised that, to teach it properly, he would have to adopt its whole cultural infrastructure, down to its English-orientated secondary education system, complete with the petty bureaucracy of the staff common-room. Any literary ambitions of his own would have to be set aside.

So it was an already disappointed man who became a teacher, first (briefly) in Swansea, then for a year or so at Pontypridd County School, before returning in 1901 to Swansea Grammar School where he remained for the rest of his working life. By early 1901, the year of Queen Victoria’s death, he was committed to his new profession. For on 31 March, a week before Easter, he was staying at his father’s house in Johnstown, Carmarthen, when the census was taken, and he described himself as a schoolmaster. Evan the guard and his wife Ann were in a hospitable, if not festive, mood. They had acted as guardian to their granddaughter Minnie when she attended the local National School in the previous decade. (She was the daughter of their daughter Jane who was twelve years older than Jack.) Staying with them in March 1901, along with D.J., was Minnie’s younger sister Lizzie, as well as Evan’s own unmarried sister Hannah who hailed, like him, from Brechfa.

D.J. may well have met his wife over this Easter holiday. It has become part of the accepted history of this opaque man that he first came across Florrie at a fair in Johnstown. Although her immediate family was ensconced in St Thomas, they regularly travelled down to visit their many relations dotted around the farms and cottages of lower Carmarthenshire. That Palm Sunday Florrie’s older sister Polly was staying at Pentowyn, overlooking the Taf estuary near Llanstephan, where another sister Annie was married to a farmer called Jim Jones. Eighteen-year-old Florrie – playful, round-faced and petite – was working as a seamstress in a Swansea drapery store and may well have come down to join her sisters for the long Easter weekend.

Details of her courtship with D.J. are tantalisingly scarce – perhaps because he was preoccupied with settling into his new job at Swansea Grammar School. The couple were married in Castle Street Congregational church in Swansea on 30 December 1903, nine days after Florrie’s older (and richer) brother John had taken the same plunge at the ripe age of thirty-nine. D.J. was a witness at John’s wedding at the Paraclete chapel in Newton, a neat village on the edge of the Gower peninsula, and charge of Florrie’s brother-in-law David Rees since leaving the Canaan chapel in St Thomas five years earlier.

Why did D.J. and Florrie not follow suit at the same ‘family’ chapel? There is a persistent rumour that she was already pregnant. This was not unknown around Llanstephan, where her aunt Amy had an illegitimate daughter Ann, who was close to Florrie. In a world where people’s Christian and family names tend to be confusingly similar, this bastard Ann was often mistaken for Florrie’s much older sister Annie, whose sister-in-law Rachel Jones also had a child born out of wedlock, a son called Albert. But the Swansea hinterland had a more rigid code of values. Blessing the marriage of a woman in this parturient state would have been anathema to the prickly David Rees. So twenty-seven-year-old D.J. and Florrie, just twenty-one, had to go to the main Congregational church (later the site of the Kardomah café) in the centre of the town, where neither of them had obvious connections. This would have annoyed D.J. and hastened his passage to the scepticism he had adopted from favourite authors such as Carlyle and T. H. Huxley. As near to being an atheist as possible in such a strongly Nonconformist environment, he would have been confirmed in his distaste for the outward hypocrisies of organised religion.

At the time D.J. retained his love of singing. One of his surviving personal effects is a copy of an arrangement by Victor Novello of Handel’s Oratorio. But Florrie’s likely miscarriage started a process of withdrawal from social activity. He began to plough his energies into his job at the Grammar School, while his wife, with little else to do, perfected the art of keeping house for which she was later celebrated. Towards the end of 1905 it was clear her father was fatally ill (with tuberculosis, she later liked to say), so her presence was required around the family in Delhi Street. But she had her own preoccupations. Once again she had conceived and in September 1906, less than a year after George Williams died, she gave birth to a daughter called Nancy Marlees (sic).

Like many schoolmasters who mixed with other people’s children during their working lives, D.J. had difficulty showing his affection for his own offspring, later reportedly declining even to acknowledge them if he met them in the street. Raising a baby daughter in a series of rented houses only accentuated the gap between this bookish man, growing stiffly middle-aged, and his much more vivacious wife, who liked to meet people and entertain, but who had no intellectual interests of any kind. Florrie had to wait eight more fretful years before she was pregnant again. When her second child was born, D.J. looked again to his bardic uncle for one of their new son’s names, Marlais. For the other, more surprisingly, he ransacked a classic text of the Welsh literature he normally affected to disdain. ‘Dylan’ was a minor character in The Mabinogion, one of the great mythical prose dramas in the Welsh language. The work (a series of books) had been rediscovered during the romantic revival of the country’s Celtic past a century or so earlier, and had enjoyed wider success when translated into English by Lady Charlotte Guest, the scholarly wife of a Welsh iron magnate, in 1849. In the drama, Dylan was a golden-haired baby who, as soon as he was born, made for the sea: ‘he partook of its nature, and he swam as fast as the swiftest fish. And for that reason he was called Dylan Eil Ton, Sea Son of the Wave.’ ‘Dylan’ in other words means ‘sea’ or ‘ocean’.

By coincidence Dylan’s story had been turned into an opera by Joseph Holbrook, from a libretto by the wealthy North Wales aristocrat Lord Howard de Walden, writing as T. E. Ellis (his birth name). Howard de Walden was obsessed with Welsh myths, to the point of owning a yacht called Rhiannon and a speedboat Dylan II. As recently as July 1914, the opera Dylan had been staged at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, under the baton of Thomas Beecham. A decade later, when unemployment hit the coal-mining valleys of South Wales, Howard de Walden would pay Beecham to bring his orchestra to give concerts there.

D.J.’s undergraduate love of music carried over at least this far into his married life. Not that Dylan had golden locks at birth: his nurse Addie Drew remembered dark hair, though this quickly changed to angelic yellow curls, like his sister’s. The name was supposed to be evocative, a throw-back to the time when D.J. secretly nursed his own ambitions to be a storyteller – perhaps in poetry, like his uncle. Yet it all seemed rather incongruous, settled in genteel Cwmdonkin Drive looking out over the generous curve of Swansea Bay. The infant Dylan was confronted by mixed messages: on the one hand, the pressing reality of Anglo-orientated suburbia; on the other, the liberating potential of Welsh myth (and, to complicate matters, his name was pronounced ‘Dillon’, as an Englishman might say it, rather than ‘Dullan’, in the Welsh style). Yet, out of such contradictory circumstances, artists are fledged, and Dylan Thomas was to make the most of them.


TWO

A PRECOCIOUS CHILDHOOD

It was not medieval romance that captured Dylan’s imagination at an early age but modern battle. The First World War with Germany was twelve weeks old when he was born. On 27 October, the local South Wales Daily Post sought to generate an upbeat mood with a front page report on a local battalion of the Welsh Regiment leaving Swansea to join the British Expeditionary Force. The sombre tone of the main headline ‘A Desperate Advance’ could not be denied, even if the underlying article looked for the good news of the ‘British Hacking Their Way Through’. The reality was that Allied troops had already become bogged down on the Ypres salient in the first great bloody stalemate of the war.

This accident of birth left a life-long impression on the young Dylan. Florrie used to tell how, returning from shopping, she would sometimes inform D.J. in her artless manner: ‘Do you know who’s gone to the front now?’ And Dylan, who was just four when the war ended, would show concern and go to the lobby at the front of the house, in a fruitless search for the person his mother had mentioned. ‘I could not understand how so many people never returned from there,’ he later recalled.

He was not even a teenager when he started publishing poems about the Great War in his Grammar School magazine. He felt the conflict personally. A bit later, when he began to find his own voice and subject matter, he could look back on the moment of his birth in his first published book, 18 Poems (1934), and see it in military terms, with all the horror of the battlefield:


I dreamed my genesis and died again, shrapnel

Rammed in the marching heart, hole

In the stitched wound and clotted wind, muzzled

Death on the mouth that ate the gas.



Birth and death, particularly the inevitability of decay from the onset of life: these were to be among his most potent themes as a poet. But that was in the future. Back at Cwmdonkin Drive, Dylan entered the physical world in the bedroom at the front of the house. As customary in middle-class families, the Thomases maintained certain rooms for ‘best’. One was this bedroom and the other the living room directly underneath which Florrie ensured was kept spotless for relations making the journey from Carmarthen. The main door was set slightly to the side of the front of the house. The focus of domestic activity was towards the back where parlour and kitchen looked out on a small garden, bordered by utility buildings such as the coal-hole and washroom. This was Florrie’s domain, where she would cook and entertain. In later years Dylan’s friends enjoyed visiting his house: his mother would serve them cakes and sandwiches, with slices of bread cut so thin, she proudly and revealingly liked to say, that you could see London through them. His future wife, Caitlin, was not so impressed at this show of Welsh maternalism: she saw it as obsessive behaviour and noted dismissively that Florrie could not pass a sideboard without wanting to dust it.

In between this social centre and the pristine front room D.J. bagged a study, known as his ‘den’, which he lined with books from floor to ceiling. Its seedy atmosphere, which mixed classroom chalk with smoke and beer from the saloon bar, was redolent of the disappointments of schoolmastering. A half-finished copy of The Times crossword usually lay on a chair. Otherwise the most obvious concession to external taste was a pair of Greek statuettes. In those days a door led from the study to the garden. If someone unwelcome came to the house, D.J. could escape through here and a gate at the bottom of the garden.

Upstairs much the same plan was replicated. Initially, at least, the bedroom at the front was kept for special occasions (and a birth certainly counted). It looked out onto a reservoir and, slightly down the hill, onto an open field attached to a school where, if the pupils were not playing a lop-sided version of football, a flock of sheep grazed contentedly. Beyond the reservoir was Cwmdonkin Park, a municipally owned area of trees, ponds, and well-manicured lawns, made more aesthetically pleasing by the jaunty gradient on which it lay. Dylan’s parents slept at the back overlooking the garden, while Nancy, washing facilities, boiler and live-in help were all squashed in rooms in between. When Addie left after eighteen months, Dylan took over her box-like room next to the boiler: ‘very tiny,’ he later noted; ‘I really have to go out to turn around … Hard chair. Smelly. Painful. Hot water pipes very near. Gurgle all the time. Nearly go mad.’

From the outset Dylan was a petulant child. He cried, would not sleep, and had difficulty keeping down food. D.J. was heard to want to ‘chuck the little bugger out’. Addie would resort to anything to make the baby smile. He seemed to like a game where she pretended to throw a vinegar bottle at him. But this backfired when the cap came off and the sharp liquid spurted all over his face, nearly choking four-month-old Dylan.

The park had a calming effect when he was in a temper, Addie discovered. From the depths of his pram, he seemed to enjoy the trees and the birds – the earliest evidence of his response to nature. After she left, the Thomases employed other maids who took him there, such as the tall, broad-shouldered ‘Patricia’, who featured in his story ‘Patricia, Edith, and Arnold’. She may well have existed, for much of the other detail in that story rings true. A family called Lewis did indeed live next door, and one can imagine the alert, precocious young Dylan climbing on top of the coal in the shed so as better to hear Patricia’s cross-fence gossiping with Edith, the Lewises’ maid. The coal-hole was a station on the line of his imaginary railway, the Cwmdonkin Special, ‘its wheels, polished to dazzle, crunching on the small back garden scattered with breadcrumbs for the birds’. When he became filthy from the coal dust and Patricia took him inside to change, he exposed himself to her in a typically forthright, wholly innocent, startlingly exhibitionist manner. ‘He took off his trousers and danced around her, crying: “Look at me, Patricia!” “You be decent,” she said, “or I won’t take you to the park.” ’ ‘A precocious child,’ he described himself in 1933, having once been ‘a sweet baby’ and prior to becoming ‘a rebellious boy, and a morbid youth’.

Before long the park – ‘a world within the world of the sea-town’ – offered more promising opportunities for play than the garden. While the spectre of war hung over the town, Dylan responded manfully by carrying a wooden rifle which he used to shoot down ‘the invisible unknown enemy like a flock of wild birds’. Although the park was not large, there was always some new area to discover. One day he and his friends would range over it ‘from the robbers’ den to the pirates’ cabin, the highwayman’s inn to the cattle ranch, or the hidden room in the undergrowth where we held beetle races and lit the wooden fires and roasted potatoes and talked about Africa and the makes of motor-cars, yet still the next day it remained as unexplored as the Poles, a country just born and always changing.’

Dylan’s energy found an outlet in boyish pranks. Accounts abound of him climbing trees and taunting the park-keeper John Smallcombe by walking on the forbidden grass. Addie Drew specifically remembered him throwing missiles at the swans in the reservoir. Such tales (given to biographers and researchers over the years) are doubtless true, though they often seem to draw detail at least from Dylan’s own recollection of his youth, put in the mouth of the park-keeper in his 1947 radio broadcast ‘Return Journey’: ‘He used to climb the reservoir railings and pelt the old swans. Run like a billygoat over the grass you should keep off of. Cut branches off the trees. Carve words on the benches. Pull up moss in the rockery, go snip, snip through the dahlias. Fight in the bandstand. Climb the elms and moon up the top like a owl. Light fire in the bushes. Play on the green bank. Oh yes, I knew him well. I think he was happy all the time.’ Once such a colourful self-portrait is established by an author, it is often difficult for others to contradict.

Dylan had a mischievous though never nasty streak. But often self-promoted stories of his laddishness gloss over another side to his development. Throughout his childhood, he was considered delicate and sickly. (He later described how this made him suitable for a career as writer, because ‘the majority of literature is the outcome of ill men’.) His main symptom was asthma, which was ascribed either to a wheezy chest or to weak lungs. If his mother made more of this than warranted, she was terrified by the spectre of tuberculosis, her father’s apparent killer. So much was made of the disease in the Thomas household that Dylan later liked to pretend he had been afflicted with it, as part of his poet’s rites of passage. Florrie had another reason for caution. For two terms in 1922–3, her lively daughter Nancy was unable to attend the Girls’ High School after picking up a blood disorder which meant that any cut threatened to become septic.

At least this gave Florrie something to do. She wrapped Dylan in scarves in winter, kept him in bed at the slightest symptom, and pumped him full of comfort foods, such as his favourite bread and milk – a regimen tacitly approved of by D.J. who was a fearful hypochondriac himself. The result was that Dylan grew up coddled by his mother, a warm memory he retained throughout his life.

Looking after her children’s health also compensated Florrie for her disappointing relationship with her husband. Apart from regular Friday night sorties down town to the Empire Theatre on Oxford Street, her contact with D.J. was minimal. When not at school, he was either reading or drinking at the pub. Haydn Taylor, who was to marry Nancy, was astounded at the intellectual gap. Florrie never read and, when not scurrying distractedly around the house, concerned herself exclusively with local gossip. ‘Daddy’, as she always called D.J., looked on her with a ‘mixture of genuine affection and amused contempt’. He made fun of her mental limitations and, if he imitated or repeated one of her sillier remarks, no-one laughed more heartily than she. Communal activity was strictly limited: D.J. sometimes read from Shakespeare or Keats, two favourite authors, or accompanied songs on a harmonium, a throw-back to his musical past. But it was hardly convivial. ‘There was no sense of any shared “homely” atmosphere,’ noted Taylor. ‘This was no family that went off to the seaside in the summer or played foolish games around the fire at Christmas.’

Another writer D.J. rated highly was Thomas Hardy, whose novel Jude the Obscure he used to read and re-read with what Taylor described as ‘morbid satisfaction’. The parallels are obvious: Jude was a poor boy whose ambitions to study at Oxford were foiled after he was trapped into marriage by the blousy barmaid Arabella, who feigned pregnancy to win him. Perhaps, bearing in mind those stories that the Thomases were forced to wed, the ‘popular’ Florrie from St Thomas was better versed in the ways of the world than she let on, and did something similar to snare her Aber graduate. It is true she did not follow Arabella in immediately abandoning her man. And whether there was a free spirit such as Sue Bridehead who offered D.J. a vision of a better life is not known. However there was something of the grumpy D.J. in the unhappy, heavy-drinking Jude of the latter part of the book. Jude’s dying words were: ‘Wherefore is light given to him in misery, and life unto the bitter in soul?’ ‘Bitter’ was a word frequently used to describe D.J.

Was it Dylan’s ill-health or his father’s pernicketiness that took the family to Llandrindod Wells in the summer or autumn of 1918? The Thomases stayed in a boarding house in this once fashionable spa town in mid-Wales. Resident in the same establishment was Trevor Hughes, a Swansea Grammar School boy with literary aspirations who, although ten years older, later became a friend of Dylan. He must have been alarmed to encounter his English teacher while on holiday – a sentiment clearly reciprocated, because he recalled D.J. keeping to his room and not mixing much. Florrie, on the other hand, was typically outgoing, and it was at her side that Hughes first saw the ‘little face of a boy aged three peeping out from behind his mother’s skirts’.

Dylan’s attachment to Florrie is evident from a photograph taken around this time in a Swansea studio. It shows a serious, slightly girlish child, head garlanded in a halo of golden curls, sitting staring disdainfully at the camera, as if he is practising an angry arrogant poet pose for the future. His chubby legs are crossed lazily, and his left hand is uncomfortably extended into the lap of his mother, who herself is caught in an emotional no-man’s-land between showing affection and restraining her son. The only person enjoying the exercise is Nancy who stands with another woman, perhaps a relation, behind this couple. She looks confident and pretty, her hair tied in an extravagant bow.

With D.J. as father, Dylan might have found himself forced educationally. At school D.J. was known as a fierce taskmaster, as suggested by his nickname Le Soldat, with its Napoleonic connotations. His iron self-control extended to alcohol: though he liked to drink, he monitored his input, perhaps trying to lay the ghost of some youthful excess. But, as if exhausted by his daytime exertions, D.J. at home was indulgent to the point of laxity. According to Florrie, Dylan taught himself to read from second-rate comics such as Rainbow. From time to time he would climb into his parents’ bed where his father would declaim some Shakespeare. When Florrie asked if the child (aged just four) was not too young for this, D.J. said he hoped some passages would stick. ‘It’ll be just the same as if I were reading ordinary things.’

A similarly laissez-faire approach was taken to his spiritual development. D.J. had no time for religion, but it is impossible to grow up in a Welsh household with Nonconformist ministers in the family without taking on board the rudiments of a chapel approach to life. Most weekends Dylan would accompany his mother on visits to her sister Dosie at the manse of Paraclete chapel in Newton, close to the Mumbles. Often he attended his Uncle Dai Rees’s Sunday School, winning a certificate for Bible studies that he hung with no great enthusiasm on his wall in Cwmdonkin Drive. One of his uncle’s interests was natural history: Dylan picked up much of his basic knowledge of fauna and flora from rambles with his uncle through rustic byways on the edge of the Gower peninsula. (There is no evidence he showed any interest in, or aptitude for, his uncle’s other passion – golf.) Sometimes the family ventured slightly further into Gower where another of Florrie’s brothers, Thomas Williams, lived. A hunchback variously described as ‘Bohemian’ and ‘a complete humbug’ (by his niece Nancy), he too had been a minister until a good marriage had given him the money and freedom to retire to a series of grand mansions, including Brook Villa at the entrance to the Clyne valley, where he and his wife Emma alienated neighbours by closing a former public right of way.

Dylan’s formal education did not begin until the age of seven, when he was sent down the hill to Mrs Hole’s school in Mirador Crescent. In later years he liked to describe this grandly, in the English manner, as his ‘preparatory’ school, and in a way it was. Started a few years earlier by Isabel Hole, an English widow in her fifties, it provided the more prosperous young children of the
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