Week 9 Handout: Lewis Jones, Cwmardy (1937)

Brief biography of Lewis Jones:
· Jones was born in Clydach Vale in 1897; he started work underground at the age of 12 in the Cambrian Colliery, later part of the Cambrian Combine owned by D.A. Thomas, Viscount Rhondda, who became the model for Lord Cwmardy in Jones’ novels
· Jones became active in the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) and in 1910-11 took part in the strike that culminated in the Tonypandy Riots (fictionalized in Cwmardy)
· After attending the Central Labour College in London (1923-25) Jones joined the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB)
· During the 1926 General Strike he was imprisoned for three months in Swansea jail for his trade union activities
· Jones was blacklisted for his union activities and struggled to find work
· Jones eventually became the Welsh organiser of the National Unemployed Workers' Movement
· In 1935 Jones was sent by the CPGB to attend the Seventh World Congress of the Communist International in Moscow. Jones rejected the ‘cult of personality’ and refused to join in the standing ovation when Stalin entered the hall (although Jones’s friends have long speculated as to whether this was a point of principle or down to the fact that Jones, who liked a night out, was incredibly hung over that morning)
· He led several hunger marches to London, as well as anti-fascist demonstrations
· During the Spanish Civil War he was involved in recruiting people to fight against Franco’s forces
· He died of a heart-attack on 27th January 1939, after addressing 30 meetings supporting the fight against fascism in Spain in one day


Some questions and quotations to consider:

Discuss the different kinds of generic forms Cwmardy draws on. How does it both reproduce and re-work these forms? 


Discuss the novel’s presentation of the labouring body and the spaces of labour. What is the significance of the novel’s insistent evocation of the “flesh” of the labourers?

‘Holy Christ, dad,’ he burst out, ‘how can you sit by there and talk so comfortable about it? You talk as if we are nothing but cattle, mun. Look at yourself. You have been working in the pit for over thirty years and are supposed to be one of the best workmen there. Yet what are you now? The body you are so proud of is breaking up before our eyes, ’in’t it, mam?’ he pleaded, turning to Siân, who continued to look at him dazedly without answering. 
‘Yes,’ Len went on, ‘and not only that, but it is breaking your spirit if your words are anything to go by.’
Jim half rose from his chair at this, but Len paid no attention.
‘Look at me,’ he said passionately. ‘I have been working over three years. Yet when I lose a month’s work because I’m too bad to go to the pit, we get in arrears with the rent and have to owe money for food.’
He paused a moment, overcome with emotion. And when he continued in a sad voice the muscles of his face were twitching visibly.
‘Cattle are not treated like us. A farmer takes care of his cow when it is bad, but we be no use to anybody.’ His voice rose in a sudden frenzy of passion. ‘No, not even to our bloody selves when we fail to drag our bodies up the hill to the blasted pit.’” (168-69)

“The officials are more like butchers than men. They measure coal without giving a thought to our flesh. They think, they dream, they live for coal, while we die for it. Coal – that’s the thing” (184).

“While it is true our bodies belong to the pit, so also is it true that this makes us masters of the pit. It can’t live without us. When we are not there to feed it with our flesh, to work life into it with our sweat and blood, it lies quiet like a paralysed thing that can do nothing but moan” (269).

“When they had all arrived, the workman at the top end sent the order down the line of crouching men, ‘Right you are. Let her go.’ The order passed from mouth to mouth until it reached the man at the bottom end, who responded by jerking a little lever attached to the engine, which, after coughing and rasping for a few minutes as if clearing its throat, gathered power, and presently, with a clatter and a clang that deafened the men’s ears to everything else, the iron troughs of the conveyor had begun their spasmodic bucking jerks. The loud and regular ‘phot-phot, phot-phot’ of the blast engine beat time to the rattling clamour of the conveyor, and conversation became impossible in the tumult. The men got to work with their picks and shovels. Resting on their knees to give greater power to their arms, they tore great lumps of coal from the solid face, and breaking them into smaller pieces, heaved them with a turn of their shoulders and a twist of their arms into the conveyor. But however much coal they put in, the conveyor was always empty when they turned to it again.
‘Duw,’ said Big Jim, ‘it be like throwing coal down the pit and losing it.’
Gradually the rhythmic, discordant din gripped the men’s muscles and their movements began to keep time with the noise. Streams of perspiration oiled their joints and made them operate smoothly, and within an hour after the conveyor had started the men were immersed in a universe of coal, sweat, and clamour. [. . .]
After five hours of this Len felt as if his spine was on fire and his limbs had been amputated. (395)



Discuss the representation of the strike / riot. How are the strikers shown to behave? To organize themselves?

“That night, as though by some inaudible command, most of the able-bodied strikers made their way in casual groups to the Square, but except for the more adventurous, the women remained at home. By midnight the Square was thronged with people. No one seemed to know what they were there for, yet every group of ten or so appeared to have a leader. There was complete absence of shouting and hilarity, but the night air quivered in the drone of five thousand whispering voices, and presently, without a command or a shouted order, the strikers slowly formed themselves into a procession which threaded its way like smoke towards the pits.” (236)


Discuss the representation of gender relations in Cwmardy. How does the novel represent the gendered division of labour and the work of social reproduction in the home?

“A few minutes’ silence followed before Jim asked, ‘Where be our Jane? Out gallivanting, I s’pose,’ he answered himself. Siân replied sharply, ‘No, she be not out. The gel is in bed where you ought to be long ago instead of sitting on your backside in other people’s places, then coming home here full of grunts.’ She paused a moment, swallowed hard, then went on with increasing bitterness. ‘That’s how all you men be. Always thinking of your own comforts. Never do you think of me, slaving my fingers to the bone trying to keep the children tidy and the house clean.’ Jim made no reply. He was sorry now for what he had said, because he knew Siân was getting into her stride.” (21)

“Five days after Jane had died Len was again taken in to see her. This was to be the last occasion before they screwed the coffin down ready for the funeral next day. As before, Big Jim lifted his son above the edge. Len looked down and a look of horror filled his eyes. Jane’s beautiful face was gone. In its place was a dirty yellow mask with snarling lips that curled back from shiny white teeth. A blackened penny grinned at him mockingly for each of her eyes. [. . .] Dark blobs filled the places where her cheeks had been.” (81)

“‘The boys in work talk of girls as the owners talk of us. The owners make us slaves in the pit and our men make their women slaves in the house. I’ve seen my father come home after a week’s work and chuck his small pay on the kitchen table, chucking his worries with it at the same time. My mother had the job of running the house and rearing him and me on money that wasn’t half enough to pay the bills. Yes. A man’s worries finish in the pit. Once he comes home it is the woman who has to carry the burden.’” (262)



How does the novel stage the tensions between nationalism and proletarian internationalism? How does it depict the contradictions surrounding Wales’s simultaneous role in the British Empire and its position as a colony of England?

“‘No man can call me a traitor to my country,’ [Mary] blurted out indignantly. ‘I agreed to the meeting because I believe it fair that everyone should have the right to their opinion, even if it happens to be against my own. I believe in this war,’ she continued more vehemently. ‘Who can read of those poor babies and those helpless nuns being slaughtered by the Germans and think they shouldn’t be stopped, whatever’ – she quoted the next phrase from the recent speech of a famous statesman – ‘whatever it may cost in blood or treasure?’
Her bosom rose and fell under the pressure of her emotions. Len felt her magnetic strength pull him, as it always did in moments of excitement, but he checked himself. ‘I don’t agree with you,’ he said bravely. ‘The Germans are only men like those who have gone from our pits to fight them. I can’t believe that any men, whether they are Germans or no, can do the terrible things we read about.’ (356)

When they arrived in the valley they found it full of excited, gesticulating people, and during the following week nothing was talked of but the war. The pits became battlegrounds. The police station was turned into a recruiting office. All reservists were called to the colours, and they left the valley in a special train, to the sound of band music and cheers. The streets were decorated with bunting and house windows were plastered with cheap, gaudy prints of the foremost generals.
Shortly after the declaration of war, Big Jim and his cronies Boar’s Head. Jim retailed tales of the Boer War, painting a romantic, of the campaign.
Dai Cannon in a surly voice asked, ‘If it was so nice and cushy as that, why the hell don’t you join up now?’ Jim, already half drunk, sprang to his feet, shouting, ‘Think you I be ’fraid to fight measly, square-head Shermans? If so, Dai, you make a bloody mistake, muniferni. Huh! One Englishman be worth ten of the bleeders. But there,’ he questioned sadly, ‘what can you ’spect from a man who is forced to fight? That is the beauty of our country,’ he continued, ‘only those who do want to fight is taken.’” (326)


How does the novel represent the relationships between family, community, and political organization (or party)?

“In Lewis Jones’s novels – Cwmardy and We Live – a related but different general orientation is evident. The family, now, is an epitome of political struggle, and the conflicting versions and affiliations of that struggle are represented not only generally – in the events of the lockout and the struggles in the Miners’ Federation and between parties – but inside the family, between Len and Mary and Ezra – and the movement in the end, for all the loss that is attested, is beyond the family, in a kind of willing break: the transfer of affiliation to a cause and to a party.” (Raymond Williams, “The Welsh Industrial Novel”, in Who Speaks for Wales, p. 106.)
