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Pilgrimage 

There is such Other (1999), 9-18 

 

The House 

Sheila stood at the gate of the small house that looked like a hut built in the wrong place. Five 

tourists disembarked from the bus right behind her: a Swiss man, a French man, a Dutch man, 

and an English man and his wife. Sheila, our guide from the Swansea Literary Tours, pointed 

to the blue round plaque fitted on the front wall of the house, between two windows on the 

first floor, and said: “This is his house.” She touched the front door painted in white and said, 

“He looked out to the sea from here, and contemplated the ebbs and flows.” One asked, 

“What is the house number?” “Five.” “What is the name of the street?” “Cwmdonkin Drive.” 

“Pardon?” “C. w. m. d. o. n. k. i. n.,” like a fatigued employee, Sheila spelt out the name of 

the street mechanically. 

 

They stood quietly for a few minutes in front of the door. They turned their backs to it and 

looked ahead, trying to imitate what the poet used to do, so as to see the sea and its ebbs and 

flows. They saw nothing. The newly erected houses on both sides of the street blocked their 

view. They felt a momentary sadness. They were deprived of a means of getting close to the 

poet. One of the rituals of their pilgrimage to him was sabotaged. To compensate for their 

loss, they turned around to contemplate one more time the little house. The Frenchman 

commented: “Baudelaire said something about the amazing effect of looking at something at 

length. Whatever we spend time contemplating for a long time always becomes interesting.” 

Everybody laughed except for him. He looked rather sad. 

 



They walked towards the bus. Ghada said: “This neighborhood reminds me of High Gate in 

London.” The German asked her with great concern: “Are you homesick?” “No, not at all! 

It’s my way of getting to know a new place. If I compare it with places I know well I won’t 

forget it.” “You’ll miss something important if you do this,” the German responded, “you 

won’t feel the excitement of discovery because you’ll be transforming new places into 

familiar ones. If you do this you won’t feel the need to discover the new place.” Taken aback, 

Ghada looked at him quizzically, “All I said was that this place reminded me of a 

neighborhood I know.” He continued, heedless of her protest, “All places, for you, regardless 

of where you go, become one and the same.” She muttered in her English husband’s ear, 

cursing him for making her accompany him on this literary journey. 

 

They returned to their seats and the bus set off. After a long silence, heavy like air saturated 

with humidity, Ghada began to speak. She would have to initiate a conversation, she thought, 

if she wanted to make the four coming days with these visitors to the poet’s city bearable. 

“Did I tell you about my dream last night?” She went on, not waiting for anyone to respond, 

“It was a strange dream. I felt an invisible force drawing me towards it. I was hanging on to 

everything I could find around me to fight off this terrific magnetic force. I was screaming on 

top of my voice, refusing to go, no, no, I don’t want to go with you. What I got back was an 

even more powerful pull, and a mysterious voice, more like echoes than anything else. I was 

hearing this voice intertwined with the force as rising and falling waves.” 

 

Ghada went silent. She was looking away into the distance as if she were trying to keep that 

mysterious power to herself. She realized suddenly that all eyes were on her and quickly 

brushed the memory away. “It was a terrifying dream.” “Was it a dream or a nightmare?” “I 

don’t know. How could I have known? I was very afraid.” Another asked, “Was it a ghost?” 



“Do you believe in ghosts?” “No, of course not,” he laughed out aloud, “I believe in hidden 

forces, unknown forces created by gravity and energy that find their way to those 

inexplicable extraordinary phenomena. But ghosts,” he laughed out aloud, “these are 

creatures of a befuddled mind. They talked a lot about ghosts haunting the castles and 

abandoned mansions we visited but believe you me none materialized in all the nights I 

stayed up waiting to catch a glimpse of them.” The Frenchman said, “Ghosts do not appear in 

solid forms. You feel them in the vibrations of the surroundings.” “It is then the state of the 

mind created by the expectation for something specific.” Ghada intervened to recover her 

role. “I don’t think so. I felt the presence of a ghost in the Scottish castle we visited last year. 

I heard music. It was the ghost of a musician who lived in the castle. He was forced out of the 

castle and died in sorrow then returned to settle there.” 

 

Sheila waited patiently for them to finish their chitchat about ghosts. She politely brought 

their attention back to Dylan Thomas. “I know very well that the time is short. We won’t 

have time to see all the places the poet lived in or wandered about, but I think it is very 

important for you to see the place he mentioned in his famous poem, ‘The Hunchback in the 

Park’.” Sheila left the bus. The tourists followed. She led them to a beautiful park that looked 

like a palm spread across the breast of a woman. Neatly trimmed. A fountain stood in the 

middle. Leaves looking like flowers floated on its water. A small brook ran nearby. Sheila 

said to those standing around her, “He used to sit here,” pointing to a place, “This was his 

favorite place.” The group drew near a drinking fountain, a very ordinary fountain like any 

other they had seen in other parks, neglected, rusty and dry. They looked at it in veneration. 

“It needs refurbishing,” Ghada whispered, “yes,” Sheila replied, “the faucet and basin will be 

restored after this year’s celebration of Dylan Thomas’s birth.” They stood around the 

fountain. They contemplated it at length. Lingering in the places the poet loved and wrote 



about meant they had some of what their poet had, which will eventually allow them to 

possess the poet. The German, his hand reaching out to the fountain, and his fingertips 

caressing the mouth, whispered in a dreamy voice, “drinking from a cup chained to the 

fountain.” “He stole the cup,” Sheila said, “and the metal chain that locked the cup to the 

fountain too.” 

 

A man passed by on a motorcycle. They turned their heads in his direction. He looked at 

them absent-mindedly. Ghada put her hand on her heart and drew a deep breath. “Did you see 

what I saw,” she said, “doesn’t he look just like Dylan Thomas?” Sheila interrupted, trying to 

finish what she had started, “He spent hours and hours in the park, alone, reading, writing, 

walking, and of course drinking.” Ghada said to Michael as they made their way toward the 

bus, “These houses are beautiful.” “Yes, because they look over the park.” “They remind me 

of houses overlooking the Cornwall Coast.” 

 

The Pub 

They sat to drink beer in a well-lit corner of the pub, while their lunch was being prepared. 

Pictures of Dylan Thomas in different stages of his life hung on the walls. They looked 

around silently. “Is this his favorite pub,” Ghada asked. “No,” Sheila replied, “one of his 

favorite pubs. Whichever pub served him alcohol was his favorite. He chased after his drink 

wherever he went.” “How did he make a living?” “Dylan Thomas was a professional beggar. 

He took from people whatever he could get out of them. His family went through very 

difficult times because of him. But he always succeeded in getting what he wanted, using his 

name and his status as poet.” 

 



A trembling, breathless voice rose from somewhere near the bar, a bit of a distance from 

them, a voice of a drunk that broke Ghada’s heart: 

 

The hunchback in the park 

A solitary mister 

Propped between trees and water 

From the opening of the garden lock 

That lets the trees and water enter 

Until the Sunday sombre bell at dark 

 

Eating bread from a newspaper 

Drinking water from the chained cup 

That the children filled with gravel 

In the fountain basin where I sailed my ship 

Slept at night in a dog kennel 

But nobody chained him up. 

 

Ghada looked around her. Her heartbeat quickened. She was looking for a face that matched 

the voice she knew so well from the recordings she had listened to time and again. She saw a 

man, standing, in a dark corner, swaying, waving his arms, and bowing to the applause of a 

phantom audience. He did not finish the poem. 

 

“How did he die?” The Dutchman inquired. “He died in New York after downing 18 glasses 

of whisky. ‘Massive abuse of the body’ is stated as the cause of death in his autopsy report.” 

“Was the glass full,” Ghada asked, “or did he drink 18 units of whisky?” “I don’t exactly 
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know.” “What is the size of one unit of whisky?” Ghada turned to her husband. “I don’t 

know. I know it by sight not measurement.” “Do you think it is 5cc?” “Maybe.” Sheila 

interrupted once again, “I think the best way is to measure by the whisky glasses of known 

size.” Insistently, Ghada went on talking about the very same issue, as if knowing the exact 

measurement would help her solve an enigmatic, difficult problem. “Let’s say that the double 

of each unit is 50. Multiply that by 18 and you get 900. It is less than a liter. I don’t think it is 

a lethal dose, especially if we surmise that he drank it over a period of few hours.” Michael 

made a decisive intervention at this very moment in what he thought of as disturbance to 

others. “It is lethal if it was the dose he had been abusing his body with every night.” 

 

The Museum 

A hall dedicated to the commemoration of the poet. His pictures. His notebooks. His things. 

Stage designs. His books. His voice, inebriated, overwhelmed the place, scattering a poem, 

one line after another, on the visitors, completing a poem they heard its beginning in another 

place, as if he were reminding them that he would be with them wherever they went. 

Like the park birds he came early 

Like the water he sat down 

And Mister they called Hey Mister 

The truant boys from the town 

Running when he had heard them clearly  

On out of sound 

 

A middle-aged woman entered the hall. Petite, pale, her hair blond streaked with silver. 

Quietly, she sat behind a table, and waited for the visitors to gather around her. On the wall 

behind her the pictures of her father and mother hung, as well as her childhood pictures with 



her brothers. Someone turned off the recording. The sudden jarring silence reminded them of 

the absence of that special familiar someone. Everybody looked around them, remembering 

that they were in a public place. They were not as they had thought alone with the voice of 

the poet. 

 

The daughter of the poet swept through the visitors with exhausted eyes that had given in to 

the burden placed on her. A carnival of many nationalities brought together here by her 

iconic father, his poetry, his abuse of alcohol, his self-destructive streak, and his premature 

death. Because she was his daughter, they shrouded her in holiness with a translucent veil. 

They sat before her, peering, looking in her face for the features of their idol. She sat there 

quietly, waiting for questions. She toyed with the papers in front of her, like a child, with her 

father’s poems. She raised her head. She picked a face in the front row to fix her eyes on and 

start the conversation, the face of a woman, an Oriental woman, which reminded her of her 

recent visit to Istanbul University, where she read some of her poems translated into Turkish. 

“Does anyone want to ask me about anything specific?” 

 

Silence. 

 

Dylan Thomas was everywhere in the hall, in the person of his daughter, in his pictures, and 

his things scattered around the hall in a very organized fashion. The echoes of his voice were 

in their heads, growing even louder through his daughter’s voice. 

 

“It’s not easy being Dylan Thomas’s daughter. It is a burden I finally gave in too after much 

resistance. It took a very long time for me to accept it. I didn’t choose to represent my father. 

I was pushed into it. The insistence of people pushed me into it, and my two brothers’ refusal 



to attend events having anything to do with him, even when they erected his statue to honor 

him in Wales. My brothers refused to go and I had to go on my own. They hate being known 

as his sons.” 

 

“Shall I tell you about his poetry?” 

 

“His poetry is lyrical. He voice was lyrical. He created a new poetic language. Philip Larkin 

and Ted Hughes followed in his footsteps. He talked magically about ordinary subjects in his 

poems and plays: life, death and nature. He is described as a Welsh poet but in truth he didn’t 

know the Welsh language at all. His mother tongue was English. His father forbade him from 

speaking Welsh since he was a child because, he, i.e. the father, admired the English 

language and thought it would be the language of the future. This was how he became the 

most important Welsh poet, a stranger to his own language and an innovator in the language 

of strangers.” 

 

“What about my mother?” 

 

“My mother was very attractive. She thought he was a genius. But she didn’t like to listen to 

what he wrote, particularly because he wanted to monopolize her attention. He loved to read 

his poems aloud, and would repeat the line he liked tens of times. He liked how they echoed 

in the kitchen and in the bathroom. She would kick him out and send him to the garden.” 

 

Her voice quivered when she talked about her mother. She then lowered her voice and 

sweetly said, as if confessing a secret to the eyes gazing at her in admiration, Ghada’s eyes, 

“Every time I talked about him I saw him with fresh eyes and his picture would change.” Her 



seductive eyes in a dream, she revealed something even more profound, “I began to feel 

attracted to my father. I felt I was getting closer to him. I understood him when I read his 

poems aloud to an audience, because I was reading what I knew, what I lived as a child, in 

his shadow. Slowly but steadily I recovered his voice, intoxicated, sad, glittering in 

happiness, drowning in isolation, high on admiration of others’ voice. I recovered my father.” 

Her voice rose and fell, giddy with happiness, drunk, mournful, and high, as she spoke the 

last words. 

 

Ghada’s eyes filled with tears. She felt, like in her dream, a force pulling her towards 

something accompanied by a voice that gave her body goose bumps. She could no longer 

resist. She gave in to the eyes that could see through her, to that moment of private 

confession, to the words, to the voice of the commanding poem resurrected from a fragile 

body. 

 

All night in the unmade park 

After the railings and shrubberies 

The birds the grass the trees the lake 

And the wild boys innocent as strawberries 

Had followed the hunchback 

To his kennel in the dark. 

n.d. 


