Nannas are the glue of any family. Mine certainly was, she was the one who kept us all together. She was the delicate thread of cotton that wove the fabric of our family bonds. Like the cotton that holds together all the parts of a cardigan, when we lost her, it was like watching our cardigan unravel, leaving behind a garment that could never be worn again, no matter how hard we tried to mend that cardigan with a different kind of cotton. In families, you only get one kind of irreplaceable cotton, and she was ours.

Nanna day was a Sunday. She lived in a small three-bedroom terraced house nestled in a tiny village in South Wales called Jersey Marine. She had brought all six of her children up in this house, and my dad was one of them. You could stand in nannas kitchen, hold your hands out and touch the wall on either side, yet every Sunday, she still managed to lovingly prepare a Sunday dinner for all her six children, partners, and us cousins. I still remember the smell of the dinner which would waft from the kitchen to greet us at the front steps. It was an olfactory embrace, coupled with a warm invitation to go inside.

Feeding fourteen adults, and seven children was no mean feat. The children would play outside while the adults chatted inside, and then we were called in to eat first at the table. Once we had been fed, the adults would eat, and we would have our goldfish (peach halves) and cream on the floor. The brown and yellow swirls of the '80s carpet are still vivid in my mind now, I would follow the swirls of the carpet with my finger while my mother would yell at me to eat my food and stop playing about.

The village, as we all lovingly called it in our family, was once a bustling, working village. A canal running through the middle of it served as a vital artery to transport coal from the Welsh Valley coalmines to the Swansea docks. When my nanna was young, she would hop on one of the boats to ferry her to School and back. The image of coal-laden boats chugging gracefully along, carrying their precious cargo of black diamonds, and excited, fresh-faced school children on the other, eagerly waving to each other on the new waterway transport springs to mind every time I imagine what it must have been like on that canal. How connected the village must have felt to the rest of Swansea. 

The canal was like the village family thread. An irreplaceable bit of cotton that held the community cardigan together. The children would use it for school, the men would use it for work, and the women would use it to go to the town and buy supplies. The sides of the canal bank would be lovingly tended to, ensuring the greenery was trimmed and perfectly maintained. 

By the time I came along in 1979, the canal had lost its thread. The closure of the coalmine dealt a heavy blow, bringing the end to the boats. The banks didn’t require as much love and care as they had been used to. The community cardigan had unravelled and all that was left was a non-working canal. The life had gone from the once vital artery of the village. All was not lost though, the canal became a place of play for the local children. People would use it for dog walks, children would use it to play beside, and the wildlife found a home both in the water and on the land. 

I am 44 now, and I visited this canal a few months ago. I was shocked to see how dirty the water was. Litter was strewn on the banks and in the water. Overgrown hedges making the walk along the footpath impossible. The life had drained from it. I felt sad. It reminded me of when we lost our nanna.  

Once we had all been fed on our nanna Sundays, we were allowed to run about and play in the village, I have lovely memories of collecting newts and tadpoles in the bog, next to my nanna’s house. One day in particular, my father said he would teach me how to fish. We set up at the side of the canal, and he taught me how to cast off. My first attempt resulted in the hook getting caught on the tree behind me, and the second go, guided by my fathers hands went perfectly. We didn’t have to wait long before we had a bite. I was so excited, although now, I feel it was cruel to the fish. I don’t partake in any sports that hurt animals now. 

We pulled the wire in, and my father unhooked the fish. He let me hold it, and it was perfectly still. He said “Go and take it to show Nanna” so I left the canal, fish in hand and ran back to Nannas. I burst through the side door and shouted enthusiastically “Nanna, nanna, look what I caught” with my arms outstretched. I remember my nanna looking at it with a look of horror on her face. Looking back now, I can understand why. She touched my head and said “that’s lovely darling, now go and put it back before it dies.” 

The whole time it had taken me to run from the canal back to my Nannas and halfway back, the fish hadn’t moved, but just as I ran over the fine gravelled path, the fish decided it wanted to wriggle, and it wriggled right out of my hands and landed on the floor with a splat. To make matters worse, when it landed, it flipped over and its whole body was camouflaged with tiny bits of gravel. Stunned by this, I stood for a second wondering where it could possibly have gone, and it made a gasp and I saw where it was. I carefully picked up the beautiful creature, saying sorry to it, and promised it that he would be back home in just a few minutes. 

Running down the canal bank, my father still happily sitting watching his fishing rod, I ran up to him and the tears started flowing. “it flipped out of my hand Daddy and it’s all dirty.” My father took the fish off me, and we both kneeled at the side of the water, he lowered his hands and the fish swam off, leaving behind a trail of gravel as it washed off its body. 


