Bendigeidfran had been born three years after the end of the World War. The coal mines had been Nationalised, forever known thereafter as the N.C.B, with different mining areas having numbers to distinguish one from the other. His father Llyr had been ‘man and boy’ since the age of fourteen, when he first crawled into that three-foot seam to hack away with the unique miner’s pick to win the coal- anthracite coal, which was highly prized and in high demand. 
His mother Rhiannon, according to her mother Branwen had been linked to an ancient Celtic tribe and King, that had ruled the seven ‘cantrefs’ of Dyfed 
They had enjoyed a wealthy, somewhat privileged lifestyle up until the outbreak of World War 2, but then hard times had befallen them in larger than life episodes. Their ten-bedroom gentleman’s farmhouse had been commandeered by the British Government since 1943. What seemed like a battalion of American troops had occupied the house and the numerous well kept rambling barns dotted around their ten acres of woodland setting, high in the Cambrian Mountains. Five of their trusted male servants and gardeners had been called up but were never to return. One discarded cigarette butt attributed to one of the G I’s had turned their three-story home and cellar into an inferno.
Nothing could be saved, everybody got out safely except for her mother Branwen who had tried to rescue their pet Labrador, trapped in the scullery. She suffered first degree burns, so severe that she was hardly recognizable and died 3 days later in the worst agony possible.
It was too much for her husband to bear and he ended his life by drowning in the River Teifi in a stretch of the river called Dead Man’s Pool.
They were laid to rest together at Henllan Church and the inscription on the headstone read’ Perished during the War’
There was no wake or funereal speeches just a simple rendering of ‘ Gwahoddiad’ sung in a low faltering key by a handful of mourners.
Rhiannon was beside herself with grief and a gentle, but firm arm held her momentarily. She turned around to see an elderly, wisened but handsome face stretching out a handshake and introducing himself as her uncle Tom Pwyll Davies.
Her uncle had never been mentioned in any family discussions and the shock and surprise could easily be seen in her face. Before she could say anything he chirped in that he had been living in Australia until recently and was now living at the edge of the coalfield on Mynydd Du, and near a ridge referred to as ‘ Y Garreg Lwyd’.
This meant nothing to Rhiannon who had not ventured far from her square mile and had been schooled at home because of the distance to the local school and the long winding one track access to their farm.
‘Rhiannon’ he said as his voice exhaled slowly, I would love you to come and live in my humble cottage and make yourself as much at home as you possibly can.
She was currently staying in a local B&B in Cardigan until the inquest (death by misadventure had been recorded)  and the funeral was completed.
Her uncle’s presence and demeanor had cheered her up immensely and she immediately said ‘Yes that would be wonderful, thank you very much, ‘ knowing full well that the options open to her were limited and next to nil.
Rhiannon arrived at the bus stop with not much of a portmanteau, everything had been lost in the fire, except for a wall clock that she had salvaged from the remnants of the cellar.
The British and American authorities had denied liability but had grudgingly given two hundred pounds as a token for her loss. There had been no Insurance policy in place, none that could be found anyway.
Her uncle Tom was there to greet her in his Pony and Trap and she gladly welcomed the fresh air and sunshine which had been lacking on the stifling bus journey, there had been a bit of a heatwave for the past month, and everybody was complaining about it  ‘when will it end’.
Tom was so glad to see her and the conversation was largely biographical as they both unleashed what they had been up to, Rhiannon with her youthful exuberance and Tom with his careful choice of words, editing quite a bit of information that he thought might upset her.

Llyr had been on afternoons and sometimes he called in the Red Lion on his way home from the colliery to quench his thirst and as he often said ‘ to get that bloody dust off my chest’.Usually, it was two pints ‘ un I bob llygaid’ and then home for ‘repairs’ the local term for food
The pub was full to the rafters with thirsty colliers, all talking at the same time and blaming the Manager for not letting them finish early, knowing there was a game of rugby the next day, and many had tickets for the Cardiff Arms Park derby between old, hated, rivals England – ‘Y Saes’
Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of what he thought was an apparition, the most beautiful girl/woman, he had ever seen. Her long black, raven coloured hair with a hint of blue-black, green-black. Her cheeks were the palest bright red and her eyes sparkled like diamonds.
He stood next to one of the pillars, a pint in one hand and his lit pipe in the other.
The enchantress glided past him with a plate of sandwiches for some of the ladies in the back room, or it might have been guests because it was a Hotel as well as a pub.
Their eyes met, briefly, momentarily, and became transfixed as if a spell had been cast.
She moved with such grace as she went past that he could do nothing but gape in wonderment.
 To say he was smitten, and head over heels in love would have been the understatement of the year, and strangely enough, his presence had the same effect on Rhiannon, although she was slow to acknowledge the fact until she finished her shift and trudged wearily up the hill to her uncle’s cottage.
It was a whirlwind romance, some evening strolls in the wooded glades and stolen kisses.
The bans were posted on the church notice board and they were married on 29th September- Michaelmas day which was on a Saturday that year.
They settled in Tom Pwyll Davies’ cottage, it had 3 good sized bedrooms and all mod cons including a fridge which was rare for 1946, shipped down from London, and made in the United States, Detroit it said on the label.

They were blissfully happy and after Bendigeidfran had been born, they doted on him as did his uncle Tom.
Bendi, as he came to be called was a precocious child, reading and writing stories by the time he was three years of age and blessed with an eat all, eat anything appetite. He grew strong and sturdy and Tom’s influence could be seen as he grew, They went fishing and rabbiting together, in fact, they were inseparable. Tom’s stories of when he was gold prospecting in the Northern Territory in and around Darwin was a winner every night for the bedtime story.

Although they had one of the earliest television sets, Tom and Bendi hardly had any time to watch it in the Summer, always out in the woods, making dens and lighting fires, cooking freshly skinned rabbits on their homemade barbecue, the type that Tom had made in Australia.

In 1958 there was an explosion at the colliery and three of Llyr’s workmates and lifetime friends were killed – firedamp, the Mining Inspector’s report concluded had been the cause.

It was a shock to the whole community, and funerals were held simultaneously, all being buried in the same grave in the churchyard, and mourners who could not get seats at the church queued outside and lined the street as the cortege passed by.

There were rumours that Llyr had somehow been responsible for not checking that the safety lamps had been maintained and no gas check had been made before the start of the afternoon shift, although one had been done on the morning shift

None of this was true of course and unfounded, but it gnawed at Llyr and he quit the job he loved and shut himself off from everybody including Bendi, Tom, and, most of all Rhiannon.
He went every day to a spot in the woods, near an old oak tree that he often played under, and climbed as a boy growing up. He had built a treehouse out of salvaged bits and pieces and was watertight. He often listened for the colliery hooter summoning the men in the village for the start of the shift and to wake up the sleepyheads Every new year’s eve he would listen with his father as the hooters sounded to welcome in the new year and maybe, hopefully,
 prosperity.
Eventually, Llyr broke down and could not take anymore and he was admitted to a local hospital for further observation and treatment.
He was discharged after two weeks, and he seemed better in himself
The next day he was found hanging from that oak tree that had featured so prominently in his boyhood and his memories. He was buried next to his three friends who had died in the explosion
Bendi, Rhiannon, and Tom rallied around each other, using any distraction as a salve to what was always going to be an open wound.
Bendi won a scholarship to a famous public school and his mother busied herself with training horses for a local stable. Her greatest success was when the colt she had reared and named ‘Epona fach’  had won one of the biggest races at Cheltenham 
Often on moonlit nights, she would ride through the woods and lanes dressed in her white cloak and appear as a ghostly apparition to many, who reported seeing a ghost on more than one occasion.
Tom grew ill without Bendi to stimulate him and keep him company and he passed away when Bendi was sixteen and was buried under local license in the woods where he and Bendi had spent so much time and had so much pleasure. When Rhianon read his will and documents and papers she had never seen before, she saw the true extent of his life and influence.
In his will, Tom had left all his wealth and possessions to Rhiannon and Bendigeidfran, in equal amounts, and looking through his other documents, she could see that he was the owner of the mini-mansion – Abermarlais, where she had been brought up and had paid for its upkeep up until the fire.
He had fallen out with her father Manawydan and swore never to return.
Bendi had been accepted for undergraduate study at Jesus College Oxford despite his youth, but quite unexpectedly he chose to leave school and join the army.
He knew that if Llyr had been alive he would have wanted him to continue with his studies, but would nevertheless have given him his blessing.
What clinched it for Bendi was one afternoon while strolling through Swansea with his friends he had seen a sign in the window of the Army recruitment office ‘ JOIN THE ARMY, SEE THE WORLD’.
The Recruitment Officer had asked Bendi to come back after a month and think it over, because he was only sixteen, and he would prefer it, if he had parental consent, although it was not necessary if he had made up his mind.
That phrase alone had triggered something in his psyche, in his Celtic heritage, the long lost tales that Tom and himself had explored in his bedtime stories.
After a month and a day, Bendi and Rhiannon went back to the Army Recruiting Office.

He had asked the recruitment officer what sort of World were they promising. This was a question that had never been asked before and the sergeant could not answer. He mumbled you will find out after your basic training, he added.’We have researched your surname and identity  and  your father according to our records joined the parachute regiment in 1943 and fought in OPERATION OVERLORD, being dropped behind enemy lines.’
‘He was awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal for bravery, saving  three men of his platoon from certain death by storming single-handed under fire a machine gun turret, blowing up the enemy with a hand grenade.’ It was also noted that the three men he had saved were the very same men he had joined up with from his village on recruitment day.
This was something that neither Bendi nor Rhiannon had known about and Llyr had never mentioned it to anyone, not even his mother or brothers.
Bendi had never forgiven his father for the hurt he had caused by withdrawing from their lives, but he realized now what a brave and knowing father he had been.

When the time came for Bendi to leave home, from his colliery village and his public school, there was no fuss, he had only mentioned it to a few close friends and they had promised not to tell anybody.
Rhiannon in her wisdom had known that this would happen and from the salvaged clock which she had retrieved intact from the cellar of their grand house she pulled out a gold ring from the little drawer where the wind-up key was kept.
It was in the shape of a horse’s head and saddle and it had never fitted any of Rhiannon’s fingers, but fitted Bendi’s index finger like a glove
She noticed that it had been mystically forged, and entwined in the most exquisite fashion and unique. As a child, she vaguely remembered an itinerant goldsmith by trade by the name of Pryderi, and how he had helped fashion the ring with her father, long before the war.
Rhiannon had lovingly sewn his kitbag and made a motif  in the shape of a Celtic cross inscribed with the words ‘ Horseman, let him pass’
She told Bendigeidfran, (she never called him Bendi) ‘keep this ring with you at all times, you will never experience fear or be in any danger’
His basic training took place on Salisbury Plain and with an extra two weeks on Dartmoor, where survival challenges were introduced. With little more than a knife and a compass to deal with the harshest of elements in the winter months, the recruits were put to the test.
Bendi’s boyhood training and adventures with uncle Tom made it look easy for him, catching fish and rabbits and building makeshift shelters.
Out of fifty starters, he was the only one to survive the whole week, the others giving up one by one after day two.
He joined the ‘Paras’like his father and wore the red beret with so much pride and joy.
His first practice jump went well, only missing the target by some twenty yards
The real test was the next jump over woods and rivers and he had to spot and maneuver his landing into a designated clearing.
He felt confident, perhaps overconfident, and leaped out of the Hercules as it flew over the landing strip.  
He waited until the last minute before pulling the ripcord so that he could see the clearing.
The chute did not open, he pulled the reserve cord, which also failed. He could see the ground hurtling towards him and he felt completely helpless, 
He instinctively stroked his gold ring which his mother had called ‘ Y Fodrwy Felen’
To this day nobody knows what happened, but from somewhere, nowhere, a thermal wind had lifted Bendi into the sky, and desperately trying once more to pull his second ripcord, it worked and he glided down, hitting the target with a precision never seen before or since, as if some guiding hand had been in place from another world, certainly not the one advertised on the poster outside the Army Recruitment Centre in Swansea.

Notes:-
Epona bach- small Epona
Fodrwy felen – a gold ring, literally yellow ring
Llygaid – eyes
Y Saes – the English
