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INTRODUCTION

IT was an American wit who listed one of man’s greatest
virtues as the art of making the long story short, but he was
saying nothing about the short story which has its own
necessary length, neither too long, nor too short, and is — in
this editor’s view - at its best when it presents a revealing
insight into a person in a particular situation. What interests
me most is being at the core of another life, seeing new
tight thrown upon it through the mind and world of the
central character. It is a help if I am so involved at the out-
set that my attention does not wander and that my sym-
pathies are immediately engaged, but, ultimately, I must
know more at the end than I did at the beginning. Now
and again, let it also be stated, [ can certainly do with a smile.

These stories have been chosen to fulfil such require-
ments where they can be met, but they are, in addition, of
a place and a time. The place is Wales and the time is this
century, since the short story is a comparatively new
arrival here, They reflect Wales, not always flatteringly, as
it is and has been. English writers, it has been said, are
often refugees from society, but almost all the stories in this
book written by Welsh men and women show a concern for
a particular landscape or community. It is as if Welsh writers
cannot escape this involvement, and often there is also a
sense of characters off stage, present but unseen at the story-
teller’s elbow. Perhaps the reason for this awareness of others
is that so many of us have lived in such crowded places, and,
while it is not always healthy, it is a part of the Welsh ex-
perience which is very different from that of our neigh-
bours.

I have not otherwise been able to define a specific charac-
teristic of the Welsh short story which makes it immediately
identifiable, save for the nationality or place of residence of
the writer, but it should be pointed out that some Welsh
writers writing in English have faced particular difficulties
when they have felt the need 1o emphasize their difference
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from English counterparts. Often this need has led to exag-
gerations of speech, the whimsicality of which gives the lie to
thought. At the back of it, one suspects the seductive pres-
sures of those who like to see their Welshmen as clowns or
‘characters’, but it should also be said that many Welshmen
have woven myths about themselves and their country with
mischievous delight, and one doubts if they needed much
encouragement. Of course this forced use of language can be
detected in other literatures, some of them colonialist, and
it is perhaps the inevitable consequence of the dominance
of a distant metropolis. Having said that, it is only fair to
note that many of the short-story writers who write in Eng-
lish received their first encouragement in England, and
indeed some of them, like Alun Lewis, represented here by
an almost unknown story of Army life, are at their best
away from home. In his case, he was probably more search-
ing as an observer with a foreign eye, and his stories dealing
with English life were perhaps more acutely observed than
those dealing with his native South Wales. It is an arguable
point, but, as with Rhys Davies and Kate Roberts, there is
an abundance of riches from which the anthologist may
choose and my task has been made easier by the selections
of other editors whose choices I have tried not to duplicate
where possible.

I have said that these stories were chosen because they
please one reader and are of a place and time, but I have
also had a number of other considerations in mind and 1
have tried to represent all Welsh writers, including those
whose work belies the concept of Wales as a homogeneous
society. Thus Brenda Chamberlain finds her place here
alongside the savage satire of Caradoc Evans or the ser-
monizing of T. Hughes Jones who, like Kate Roberts and
D. ]J. Williams, writes exclusively in Welsh and for whom
Welsh is the first language. All arguments about degrees of
Welshness 1 find to be fruitless; for me, the story is the
thing, although, on re-reading so many stories in preparing
this volume, I could not help but detect the security of so
many writers in the Welsh language which has freed them
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from painful attempts to emphasize their nationality, a
strain which affected the work of some of their counterparts
writing in English for a time.

Ironically this freedom seems to be in danger of ending
and, judging by some of the stories made available in trans-
lation, appears to have been replaced by the aim of political
conversion, to the detriment, in my view, of the storyteller’s
art. However, the representation of writers in the Welsh
language and here translated is varied enough to warrant a
further anthology comprised entirely of stories translated
from the original. Nevertheless it is my hope that the Wales
of the past and the present is well represented in this volume,
together with the world of work and workmen in some of our
more ravaged terrains, an aspect which has tended to be
neglected in the past.

Finally I should like to express my gratitude to the Welsh
Arts Council for their generosity in making funds avail-
able for translations, to numerous Welshmen for their sug-
gestions, and also to Dr F. G. Cowley of the University Col-
lege library at Swansea for his help in unearthing so many
stories, long forgotten and out of print.

ALUN RICHARDS
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The Fashion Plate

RHYS DAVIES

I

‘Tue Fashion Plate’s coming -’ Quickly the news would
pass down the main road. Curtains twitched in front parlour
windows, potted shrubs were moved or watered; some col-
liers” wives, hard-worked and canvas-aproned, came boldly
to the doorsteps to stare. In the dingy littde shops, wedged
here and there among the swart dwellings, customers craned
together for the treat. Cleopatra setting out in the golden
barge to meet Antony did not create more interest. There
was 0o one else in the valley like her. Her hats! The fancy,
high-heeled shoes, the brilliantly elegant dresses in summer,
the tweeds and the swirl of furs for the bitter days of that
mountainous district] The different handbags, gay and
sumptuous, the lacy gloves, the parasols and tasselled um-
brellas! And how she knew how to wear these things! Grace-
ful as a swan, clean as a flower, she dazzled the eye.

But, though a pleasure to see, she was also incongruous,
there in that grim industrial retreat pushed up among the
mountains, with the pits hurling out their clouds of grit, and
clanking coal wagons crossing the main road twice, and the
miners coming off the shift black and primitive-looking. The
women drew in their breaths as she passed. She looked as if
she had never done a stroke of work in her life. Strange mur-
murs could be heard; she almost created a sense of fear, this
vision of delicate indolence, wealth, and taste assembled with
exquisite tact in one person. How could she do it? Their eyes
admired but their comments did not.

Yet the work-driven women of this place, that had known
long strikes, bitter poverty, and a terrible pit disaster, could
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not entirely malign Mrs Mitchell. Something made them
pause. Perhaps it was the absolute serenity of those twice-
weekly afternoon walks that nothing except torrential rain
or snow-bound roads could prevent. Or perhaps they saw a
vicarious triumph of themselves, a dream become courage-
ously real.

There remained the mystery of how she could afford all
those fine clothes. For Mrs Mitchell was only the wife of the
man in charge of the slaughterhouse. She was not the pit
manager’s wife (indeed, Mrs Edwards dressed in totally dif-
ferent style, her never-varied hat shaped like an Eskimo’s
hut). Mr Mitchell’s moderate salary was known, and in such
a place no one could possess private means without its being
exact knowledge. Moreover, he was no match to his wife. A
rough-and-ready sort of man, glum and never mixing much
in the life of the place, though down in the slaughterhouse,
which served all the butchers’ shops for miles, he was re-
spected as a responsible chap whose words and deeds were to
be trusted. Of words he had not many.

The women wished they could curl their tongues round
something scandalous. Why was Mrs Mitchell always having
her photograph taken by Mr Burgess in his studio down an
obscure yard where he worked entirely alone? But nobody
felt that suspicion of Mr Burgess, a family man and chapel
deacon with a stark, knobbly face above a high stiff collar,
sat comfortably in the mind. The bit of talk about the two
had started because one afternoon a mother calling at the
studio to fix an appointment for her daughter’s wedding
party found Mrs Mitchell reclining on a sofa under a bust
of Napoleon. She was hatless and, in a clinging dress (‘tight
on her as a snake skin’) and her hands holding a bunch of
artificial flowers, she looked like a woman undergoing the
agonies of some awful confession. Mr Burgess certainly had
his head under the black drapery of his camera, so every-
thing pointed to yet another photograph being taken. But to
have one taken lying down! In the valley, in those days, to
have a photo taken was a rare event attended by tremendous
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fuss. Accompanied by advising friends or relations, one stood
up to the ordeal as it going before the Ultimate Judge, and
one always came out on the card as if turned to stone or a
pillar of salt.

The whispering began. Yet still everyone felt that the
whispering was unfair to Mr Burgess. For thirty years he had
photographed wedding parties, oratorio choirs, and silver-
cup football teams in his studio, and nothing had ever been
said against his conduct.

Mrs Mitchell, coming out of her bow-windowed little
house as out of a palace, took her walk as if never a breath of
scandal ever polluted her pearl ear-rings. Was she aware of
the general criticism? If so, did she know that within the
criticism was homage? - the homage that in bygone times
would begin a dynasty of tribal queens? Was she aware of
the fear, too, the puritanic dread that such lavishness and
extravagance could not be obtained but at some dire cost
greater even than money?

II

This afternoon her excursion was no different from the
hundreds of others. It was a fine autumn day. The tawny
mountains glistened like the skins of lions. She wore a new
fur, rich with the bluish-black tint of grapes, and flung with
just the right expensive carelessness across her well-held
shoulders: it would cause additional comment. With her
apparently unaware look of repose she passed serenely down
the long, drab main road.

Down at the bottom of the valley the larger shops, offices,
a music hall, and a railway station (together with Mr Bur-
gess's studio) clustered into the semblance of a town. She
always walked as far as the railway station, situated down a
hunchback turning, and, after appearing to be intent on its
architecture for a moment, wheeled round, and with a mys-
terious smile began the homeward journey. Often she made
small domestic purchases - her clothes she obtained from the
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city twenty miles away - and as the ironmonger’s wife once
remarked: ‘Only a rolling-pin she wanted, but one would
think she was buying a grand piano.’

Today, outside the railway station, she happened to see her
young friend Nicholas and, bending down to his ear, in her
low, sweet voice breathed his name. He was twelve, wore a
school satchel strapped to his back, and he was absent-
mindedly paused before a poster depicting Windsor Castle.
He gave a violent start and dropped a purple-whorled glass
marble which rolled across the pavement, sped down the
gutter, and slid into a drain. ‘It’s gone!” he cried in poignant
astonishment. ‘I won it dinner-time!’

‘And all my fault.” Her bosom was perfumed with an
evasive fragrance like closed flowers. ‘Never mind, I have
some marbles. Will you come and get them this evening?
You've been neglecting us lately, Nicholas.” She was neither
arch nor patronizing; he might have been a successful forty.

‘Ill have to do my homework first, he said with equal
formality.

‘Well, come in and do it with us. You shall have your own
little table, and I'll be quiet as a mouse.’

They lived in the same street and, though no particular
friendship existed between the two households, he had been
on visiting terms with the Mitchells, who were childless, for
a couple of years. The change from his own noisily warring
brothers-and-sisters home to the Mitchells’, where he was
sole little king, nourished him. To his visits his mother took
a wavering attitude of doubt, half criticism, and compassion;
before becoming decisive she was waiting for something con-
crete to happen in that house.

That evening Mrs Mitchell had six coloured glass marbles
ready for him on a small table on which, neatly set out, were
also a crystal ink-well, a ruler, blotter, and pencils and - yes!
a bottle of lemonade with a tumbler. Very impressed by the
bottle, which gave him a glimpse of easy luxury in a world
hard with the snatchings and blows of his brothers and
sisters, he made little fuss of the glitteringly washed marbles,
which he guessed she had bought in Watkins’s shop after



