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PETER BARRY 

reviews 

Penny Lane and All That 

Ann Carlton 

Y Lo/fa, £9.99 

Ann Carlton's account of growing up in the 
Penny Lane district during the 1950s and '6os 
is the latest addition to the well-established 
genre of Liverpool childhood memoirs, but it 
differs from most of the rest because she is 

'Welsh but from Liverpool'. Also, she was not 
born into poverty (unlike her father, who rose 
to become Town Clerk of Liverpool) but 
brought up in a middle-class household in leafy 
south Liverpool, beneath those 'blue suburban 
skies' mentioned in the Beatles song. She 
remarks in her opening chapter that Liverpool, 
though in England, 'is not an English city', 
having been 'multicultural before that term was 
invented'. 

All her grandparents were Liverpool-born 
and of Welsh descent, and, she says 'I always 
knew I was Welsh.' Liverpool then was called 
the capital of north Wales, and 'every Thursday 
was Welsh day', the day north Wales people 
went to Liverpool to shop and see relatives. 
Her maternal grandmother, 'a bit extreme in 
her views on Welshness', lived with them, and 
banned her from playing 'God Bless the Prince 
of Wales' on the piano. She explained that 
Caernarfon was the real capital of Wales, and 
that the Cardiff thing was just an English trick, 
as was the substitution of daffodils for leeks as 
the symbol of Wales. From the window of her 
grandmother's room at the back of the house 
they could see Moel Famau, the highest 
mountain in the Clwydian range, and always 
knew that if it was very clear it was going to 
rain. But they did not speak Welsh, because 
doing so 'was seen by [her father's] generation 
as a liability', and they were church rather than 
chapel-goers. 

As Town Clerk, the author's father played a 

major part in the organisation of the annual 
Liverpool Show, attended at its height by 
120,000 visitors, and held on the hundred-acre 
green space known as the Wavertree Mystery, 
anonymously gifted to the city to 'be kept as an 
open space forever'. The name (for me) always 
had rather spooky associations, suggesting a 
place where, towards the end of a twilight 
winter game of football after school, you might 
suddenly realise that you were one player 
down, or worse, up. It is a belated relief to learn 
that the only mystery was the identity of the 
donor. At civic events, when her parents were 
involved in various public duties, the author 
was looked after by Bessie Braddock, Labour 
MP for Liverpool Exchange (1945-70). Ann's 
family was much involved in charity work, 
especially with some of the most disadvantaged 
children in the city, and as she grew up she 
wanted to help change those conditions. After 
graduating from the LSE, she had a career in 
progressive politics and journalism, remaining 
friends with Bessie, who was on the Labour 
NEC. 

Though a much-celebrated figure locally 
and nationally, and a prominent campaigner 
on matters of housing and public health, Bessie 
Braddock became unpopular in Wales when 
she supported the compulsory purchase and 
flooding of the Tryweryn valley, to make a new 
reservoir for Liverpool. The vote was passed at 
a 1955 Council meeting in the Town Hall, with 
Ann's father presiding as Town Clerk. Ann 

remembers him returning home that day, 
when she was thirteen, and standing in the hall 
with tears in his eyes, telling her that when the 
vote was passed, 'people in the public gallery ... 
had stood up and sung the Welsh national 
anthem'. In October 2015, on the fiftieth 
anniversary of the reservou s opening, 
protestors held a demonstration round 
Braddock's statue in Lime Street Station. 

Another vividly related political event is Neil 
Kinnock's 1985 Party Conference speech 
denouncing Liverpool's Labour-run City 
Council, which had refused to set a legal 
budget, had spent heavily on housing and 
social services, and then, to balance the books, 
had engineered a showdown with the Tory 
government by issuing redundancy notices to 
the Council's entire 31,000 staff. Kinnock's 
speech was (it turned out) the highpoint of his 
career, and with Council Leader Derek Hatton 
shouting 'Liar! Liar!' from the auditorium, and 
Liverpool Walton MP Eric Heffer storming off 
the platform, Ann slipped out of the Hall, and 
sat in tears on Bournemouth Pier, hating the 
pillorying of the city in its darkest hour of the 
long 1980s. Labour nationally 'should have 
done something much earlier to sort out its 
Liverpool organisation', she felt. 'Growing up in 
the south Wales valleys, and accompanying his 
mother on her nursing rounds, [Kinnock) must 
have seen poverty, but on a much smaller scale 
to the Liverpool slums ... he just did not 
understand; perhaps it was too much to expect 
him to understand.' 

Rather than providing a gradually unfolding 
chronological account, the book is episodic in 
structure, with chapter titles like 'Down town', 
'Parks and gardens', 'In hospital', and 'Being 
Welsh', each centred on one locality, situation 
or issue. Other Wales-connected writers have 
used the episodic method recently for early-life 
reflections, including John Barnie's Footfalls in 
the Silence: A Memoir (2014), Patrick 
McGuinness's Other People's Countries (2014) 
and Iain Sinclair's Black Apples of Gower (2015). 
The method seems truer to the nature of recall, 
making the past a series of'living stills', rather 
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than a progressively unfolding narrative 
sequence. The technique is used to great effect 
here, and this excellent book is highly 
informative and highly recommended. 

Peter Barry's most recent book is Extending 
Ecocriticism, jointly edited by Peter Barry and 
William Welstead (Manchester University 
Press, 2017). 

JOHN BARNIE 

reviews 

Seven Days: A Pyrenean Adventure 

Nathan Munday 

Parthian, £8.99 

Seven Days is the narrative of a week's hiking 
tour in the Pyrenees which the author took with 
his father. Both are keen walkers and climbers -
mention is made of expeditions to the Alps and 
the Grand Canyon, and Munday Sr is a 'Munros' 
man. More experienced, and perhaps more 
competitive, it is the father who tends to take 
the lead, striding out ahead and sometimes 
leaving Nathan to wait while he scales a peak 
which the author doesn't dare attempt, or for 
which he lacks the energy. The book is partly, 
then, about their relationship and the friendly 
rivalry that exists between them as they walk 
long distances across difficult terrain, stopping 
overnight in mountain refuges where you can 
get a bunk bed and a meal - the latter often not 
to be recommended. 

It is also about encounters with fellow 
walkers, including 'Hemingway', so-called by 
the author because of his superficial likeness to 
the novelist. 'Hemingway' is from Alsace and 
has a tragic story to tell of how his daughter 
died young and his marriage fell apart, as we 
learn from the Mundays' successive encounters 
with him at various refuges. (Nathan Munday 
has a habit of giving literary or mythological 
nicknames to those he meets. A young Czech 
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SEVEN 

couple are instantly dubbed Freyr and Freya. 
Later the girl, as she sings, segues into Natasha 
in a famous scene in War and Peace. The reader 
is not sure why; none of this gives a sense of 
what the couple are really like.) 

The narrative of the seven days is 
interspersed with digressions, which include 
retellings of legends and myths connected with 
the Pyrenees, and these add a depth to our 
understanding of the people who have lived in 
the harsh conditions of these mountains for 
generations. 

The book is more ambitious than this, 
however. As Nathan Munday reminds us, 
mountains have long been associated with 
mystical experience and a sense of nearness to 
God, and there is a subset of digressions which 
explores this in a Christian context. It is, he 
explains, 'a book in dialogue with the greatest 
book ever written - the Holy Bible - as well as 
a return to the iconic mountains which can be 
climbed in that book'. It is here that Seven Days 
hits a snag. Nathan Munday retells well-known 
biblical stories -Abraham's sacrifice oflsaac on 
Moriah, Jesus on the Mount of Olives, 
Golgotha, and so on - in his own words. The 
problem is that he does this in an everyday way, 
as if chatting over a coffee in Starbucks, and the 
result can seem flat and mundane, which 
presumably was not the author's intention. 

The author appears to be a practising 
Christian himself, and perhaps a biblical 
literalist, unless he is being tongue-in-cheek 

when he writes that 'This is a real border after 
all. People don't decide this one. God did. God 
decided that a wall of stone would separate two 
beautiful countries - a fixed wall which people 
adjusted to rather than re-drew.' Well, no, one 
wants to respond. The Pyrenees are the result 
of the random collision of tectonic plates over 
tens of millions of years, long before our species 
evolved. Nor is it a 'fixed wall': over geological 
time, mountain chains are raised up, and 
ground down, by natural forces. God has 
nothing to do with it. 

Seven Days would, in fact, have benefited 
from editing, both to iron out lapses in style 
('He was the spitting image of Rasputin'; 'The 
first thing he saw was an eye which nearly 
shook the living daylights out of him'; 'it 
creeped me out'), and to tighten the narrative 
(it would be a more focused book without the 
biblical digressions). What holds the reader's 
attention is the seven-day journey itself 
through rugged, implacable mountains which, 
despite their remoteness and the sense of 
ancient human habitation and ways of living, 
are succumbing to twenty-first-century 
modernity, with thousands of hikers and 
climbers clambering over the cols each year, 
and refuges where Fanta Orange - the 
Mundays' favourite drink while hiking - is 
always on tap. 

The book has numerous photographs which 
illustrate the mountain landscape traversed by 
father and son, as well as reproductions of early 
maps of the Pyrenees. Unfortunately, the paper 
on which Seven Days is printed is of insufficient 
quality. As a result, many of the photographs 
are muddy and indistinct, and text on the maps 
frequently indecipherable. Since the 
photographs are an integral part of the story 
Nathan Munday has to tell, it would have been 
better if the publisher had gathered them in 
one or two sections on good quality paper. 

John Barnie's latest book is a collection of 
poems, Departure Lounge, published by 
Cinnamon in April. 

JENI WILLIAMS 

reviews 

This Is Not A Rescue 

Emily Blewitt 

Seren, £9.99 

'Riotous, cacophonous and wonderful': Emily 
Blewitt's first collection, This Is Not A Rescue, 
comes laden with the kind of praise that 
generates high expectations. But I found a 
rather mixed selection: some strong and others 
a little slight. I did not find riot and cacophony. 
Blewitt is actually strongest with tight 
structures, striking images, and pared-down 
language - a lovely example, taken from the 
list poem 'We Broke Up', condenses sweetness, 
sharpness, and golden love in the aphoristic 
simplicity of 'Because honey bees die / when 
they love'. 

The title poem, highly commended for the 
best individual poem in the 2016 Forward 
Prizes, is a block of beautifully controlled 
words. Its solid shape declares all gaps closed. 
Indeed the seventeen long lines tend to spill 
over into each other, with most punctuation, 
hindrances to forward movement, held safe 
inside their span: 

most have run -one does not burn 
a witch lightly. This one is water. He'll unbind 
you, take 
your hands in his and say remember how you 

Jove the ocean? 

Come with me.

The poem turns from fire to water with 
three italicised fragments of speech until 
finally it slows and breathes into calm 
sentences: 

You can't swim with those. He'll teach you to 
skim. The pebbles 
break the surface like question marks. You'll 
throw each last one in. 

A similar control is evident in 'We Broke 
Up'. Here the poem is a thin, long shape with 
spaces between couplets introducing gaps to 
avoid the expression of pain, escaping to 
animal comparisons, with the repeated 
'Because' / 'Because' / 'Because' suggesting an 

This Is Not A Rescue 
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unvoiced connection revealed only in the last 
three couplets: 

Because crows 
mate for life 

Because my heart 
makes the sound an animal makes 

because of crows, the shadows 
of crows. 

Overshadowed by the dark loyalty of crows, 
Blewitt sketches a difficult world. Birds 
abound. Lecherous bald men are vultures: 

Every office has some -
you know the men I mean. The ones that are 
reluctant 
to fly; the ones that hiss when threatened. 

Crows reappear in a long four-part poem, 
'Gifts from Crows', where clean precise 
imagery conveys depression and hope 
simultaneously: 'the numbness waits / like a 
worm for rainfall'; 'A raven was caged/ until 
her feathers grew back'. 

Many of the poems are narratives of survival 
in a harsh world: 'Giving' depicts a bear 
emerging after shrinking to 'the shape of a sack 

/ to let one cub breathe / in winter'; others 
move inwards, exploring experiences of 
depression and recovery ('When in Recovery', 
'Dear Emily'). There are two chilling poems 
about the abuse suffered by her mother 
('Sometimes I Think of Chapel'; 'Forgiveness'). 
In 'The Wrecker' a woman smashes someone 
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managed to put a thought into Macbeth's 
head and that thought became a picture 
and the picture became a plan and the plan 
became an action.' 

While Hamer's prose is taut and 
gripping, at times the author's voice speaks 
louder than those of her characters, 
rendering the first-person narration 
unconvincing in places. For example, each 
girl is blessed with a precocious eloquence: 
in one passage, seventeen-year-old Phoebe 
writes knowingly of 'the girlish whispered 
confidences that form a hot condensation 
in the room'. In another passage, Orla 
observes 'a scrim of luminous skin' through 
a crack in the door. Later in the novel, she 
makes an oblique reference to Dostoyevsky 
- rather advanced reading for a character
whose main interest is gardening. While
the teenage voices are at times implausible,
they are nevertheless utterly engaging and
beautifully written.

The insight Hamer affords the reader 
into the complex minds of these young 
women - their secret obsessions and 
anxieties - elevates the characters from 
reality, giving them a heightened quality. 
Hamer's witches are a riddle of 
contradiction: human and fantastical 
unreliable and truthful - the embodimen� 
of the female, teenage condition. 

Originally from Surrey, Sarah Reynolds is a 
writer and keen Welsh learner. The author 
of Dysgu Byw ( Gomer, 2016) and Cyffesion
Saesnes yng Nghymru (Atebol, 2018), Sarah 
is currently researching second language 
learning and identity as part of a PhD in 
Creative Writing at Aberystwyth 
University. 

JAMIE HARRIS 

reviews 

I, Eric Ngalle 

Eric Ngalle 
Parthian, £9.99 

John Jenkins: 

The Reluctant Revolutionary? 

Wyn Thomas 
Y Lo/fa, £19.99 

These two books - one memoir, the other 
biography - shed light on global and 
national concerns. In J, Eric Nga/le, the 
ongoing humanitarian crisis in the 
Mediterranean provides a contemporary 
lens through which to view Ngalle's 
journey to Wales at the turn of the last 
century. Wyn Thomas's John Jenkins: The
Reluctant Revolutionary? is the study of a 
mid-twentieth-century Welsh nationalist 
campaigner radicalised, variously, by the 
creation of the Tryweryn reservoir and a 
Cypriot revolutionary group (EOKA). 
Both narratives draw upon Wales's (and 
Britain's) relationship with colonisation 
and Empire, and the way in which its 
subjects experience colonialism m 
markedly different ways. 

Ngalle's book is a harrowing, graphic 
account of how he came to be in Wales, 
from Cameroon. Its complex emotional 
range is reflected in an equally complex 
geography, telling the story of a young 
student who, on his way to study as an 
undergraduate in Belgium, is duped by 
people traffickers into going to Russia. 

With a lack of any social safety net, Ngalle 
is forced to make a living in any way he 
can. There are mandatory HIV tests for 
African immigrants, and obtaining an exit 
visa to go back to Cameroon becomes 
Ngalle's mission - a seemingly impossible 
task. It is a journey of immense hardship, 
both suffered and witnessed, but 
peppered with poignant moments of 
comfort and self-reflection. 

It is also a narrative that deals with 
personal and cultural mythologies, split 
between a broad chronology of Ngalle's 
experiences after leaving Cameroon, and 
his recollections of childhood. In the 
latter, he recounts how his mother insists 
that she was pregnant with him for twelve 
months, and that he was a 'cursed child'. 
He writes about a 'witchcraft practitioner', 
Lorkhorlorkor, who, when he died, 'had 
his head separated and buried far away 
from his body', a tale with which anyone 
with a passing familiarity with the 
Mabinogi and Bendigeidfran will note, if 
not an echo, then at least a rhyme. 

Scenes of torture and thwarted suicide 
attempts are interspersed with 
relationships (some serious, others, such 
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as a roadside threesome with a woman 
and her husband, downright strange), and 
occasionally it reads like a food diary. In 
one such passage there is a detailed, 
mouth-watering description of the 
preparation of ekwang ('food for the gods' 
seems an apt description). In another, 
Ngalle compares a wedding feast .in 
Armenia to a scene in Chinua Achebe's 
Things Fall Apart, in which the food is 
'piled so high that only after it had been 
consumed did visitors realise that their 
family members were on the other side of 
the table'. When he arrives in Wales, 
Ngalle buys a Twix and a bottle of Fanta, 
as he wrestles with the act of'going to the 
land paved with gold, the land built on the 
backbone and sweat of my ancestors'. 
Ngalle's humour is not only a defence 
mechanism, and the nuance of his writing 
speaks to the skill of a multi-linguist, with 
wordplay like 'Peter was well posh and his 
room well-maintained'. 

The publication of a biography of John 
Jenkins is also timely, and perhaps long­
overdue. Emphatically not because 
Jenkins is some sort of forgotten hero who 
needs resurrecting (he is not) - even if, at 
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one point, he (only half-ironically) 
compares himself to Jesus. Nor (and just 
as emphatically) because Jenkins's period 
as head of MAC (Mudiad Amddiffyn 
Cymru) should be seen as providing any 
kind of blueprint for today's Welsh 
independence movement. Rather, this 
detailed account of Jenkins provides a 
startling reminder of how far the Welsh 
independence movement has come in the 
period following MAC's bombing 
campaign, and also what it needs to guard 
against in the imminent future. Thomas is 
no hagiographer, and maintains for the 
most part an ambivalent tone when 
assessing MAC's bombing campaign -
commendable given that the author's own 
father was a police officer who regularly 
searched the pipelines between Cwm Elan 
and Birmingham for explosives. 

Those fascinated by Jenkins's tactical 
approach will find much of interest, 
whether in his development of a cell-like 
structure (later adopted by the IRA), or 
his time with the aforementioned Cypriot 
revolutionaries (as an officer in the British 
Army). However, the book lays bare the 
way in which misogyny and toxic 
masculinity underpinned MAC. Although 
Jenkins insists that women 'were some of 
the staunchest supporters' of MAC's 
bombing campaign, he displays attitudes 
that seem profoundly out of step with 
both a modernising post-war Britain and a 
concurrent Welsh-language movement in 
Cymdeithas yr Iaith in which women were 
of central importance: 'a woman's job was 
to be supportive and to provide her 
husband with a nice cup of tea when he's 

finished [planting a bomb]'. Jenkins's then 
wife, Thelma, 'felt "uneasy" in his 
presence, as all her female friends were 
too.' Even more alarmingly, Thomas cites 
a proposed strategy that 'that MAC 
associates carried out serious sexual 
assaults on Welsh women while wearing 
British Army uniforms', to advance the 
nationalist cause (although this wasn't 
one ofJenkins's ideas). 

The importance of this book to any 
modern independence movement (and 
there should be no question that it is of 
importance) is categorically not as a 
blueprint, but as a reminder that any 
movement looking to oppose, reform, or 
dismantle the British state should be 
vigilant about repurposing the power 
structures of colonialism. Questions over 
whether the current independence 
movement has a racism problem, as well 
as the continuing online harassment and. 
abuse of prominent Welsh women in 
politics, should strengthen the resolve to 
consign such relics to the past. 

Jamie Harris is a lecturer, writer, and 
researcher. He is currently collaborating 
on a project on nuclear power and 
literature. 

0 Positive 

ANNA BEYER 

reviews 

Joe Dunthorne 
Faber & Faber, £10.99 

The Bramble King 

Catherine Fisher 
Seren, £9.99 

Joe Dunthorne's debut full-length poetry 
collection, 0 Positive, is a powerful and 
thought-provoking exploration of the 
darker facets of human nature that linger 
beneath the surface of seeming 
mundanity. Its cover promises a collection 
that 'catches us off-guard [ ... ] where 
poems shift from laughter to slaughter in 
a moment', and, in this respect, the work 
does not disappoint. A mixture of no­
nonsense practicality and heightened 
perceptions of reality, the poems in 0 
Positive are filled with grimly sardonic 
humour that is both amusing and, at 
times, quite heart-wrenching. 

The first poem in the collection tells of 
a face-off between a bear and the humans 
'wait[ing] to be torn apart' by it. 'A 
Sighting' presents this implausibly 
plausible circumstance in halting, clear­
cut language that makes the situation 
simultaneously tragic and laughable. This 
is an approach that continues throughout 
the collection. 

Poems like 'Promenade' and 'Sestina for 
My Friends' explore the multifaceted 
layering of human interactions. Alluding 
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to the juxtaposition between the 
representative selves people put on 
display and the truer selves that lie within, 
these poems foreground the inherent 
contradictions of human existence. Even 
though the explorations can be bleak, 
they are not without their own, often 
twisted, senses of humour. 

Furthermore, the interplay between the 
bizarre and the mundane is central to the 
explorations of many of the poems in 0 
Positive. As poems such as 'In the Dream' 
and 'Workshop Dream' demonstrate, the 
dream world is as likely as the 'real' world 
to be the setting for Dunthorne's musings, 
and ambiguity as to the where the line 
gets drawn between them often plays a 
key role. 

Occasionally, the poems go down 
other, unexpected avenues. For instance, 
both 'Dinner' and 'Afternoon Meditation 
at the Ecovillage' probe the inner recesses 
of the mind in spiralling thought 
experiments that begin with something 
harmless - like 'imagin[ing] my significant 
other alone' in a 'cafe' - and end on a very 
different note as the protagonist strives 
'[t]o make life harder / for [him]self. 
Meanwhile, 'Intelligent Animals' 
contemplates how far humanity will go to 
disrupt a happiness that cannot be 
understood. 

Throughout the collection, 
Dunthorne's sharp, pithy language cuts 
right to the point, to the heart of matters, 
often exposing all the veins and blood 
vessels of the surrounding tissues as well. 
Although in places it seems broken, 
almost stuttering (see, for example, the 




