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ANTHONY HOPKI\S

house quality not improved by the bone-chilling \lonmouth-

shire rain, rumbling thunder and whipping r.vind. I hated it on

sight.

I was left there because my mother was eager to give me a

decent education. I\Iy father was so-so about the idea because

it would take a lump of hard-earned cash to give me such an

opportunitl-.

I rvas on my father's side, because I couldn't care less about

school. Why u.aste the money? I had never been the sharpest

knife in the cutlery drawer, and there seemed little hope for

improvement. Already I had been rvritten off by those utterll,

pallid-faced teachers in my primary school in Port tlbot -
branded "Dennis the Dunce" by one particularly unpleasant

teacher.

To tl-re kids on our street, I was "Elephant Head". My head

c rzs large and looked somewhat inappropriate stuck on top of a

plrny bodr: \Iv parents thought I was afflicted by water on the

brain, but Dr Bray, a child specialist, assured them that I was

normal.

"He just needs fattening up," the good doctor told them.

Being delivered by ..ry parents to that West N{on school was

not a catastrophic event. It just happened to be one of those in-

convenient speed bumps on the highway of life, nothing more,

but for some reason or other, that event planted in my brain a

seed of indifference. I vowed,I'll tahe my chances and naser get

close to rny motlter andfat/ter again - or anyone else,for tltat matter.I

no longer cared. I decided to live my life on my terms, to open

my eyes to the future. Forget the past. Cfiildltood orsen Copy tltat.

Ooer and out. The ghost had entered the machine .

After a brief meeting with the headmaster, Mr Harrison, and
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ANTHONY HOPKINS

or bark like a dog. I also did Bugs Bunnv: "What't ,p, Doc?"

Elmer Fudd. Daffy Duck. Porky Pig. "That's all, folks!"

When I did my rags-and-tatters routine, some of the bovs

laughed, and Lob responded by u'riting on the blackboard:

"For o/tat are mefl better thon s/teep or goats tltat noufi-r/t a blind lrfe

a,ithin tlte brain?" - Alfred Lord Tennyson.

We were told to write it out twenty times. I treated the

encounter r,vith a sinister humour. As I copied out the words,

I bleated like goats and sheep, Lob charged dorvn the aisle

tor,vard me. Slaps. N{ore bleating. Nlore slaps.

The more slaps I got, the more I leaned into mv survival

trick, a gaze of pure, dumb insolence. T'his look displaved my

passive indift-erence to evervthing ho-stile around me. Shor.r'no

reaction. Stare them down. Pretend thev don't exist. I enjoved

rhis neulv discovered power. Sho'uv no pain! Burv u'hat pain

there is, push it under the carpet, keep moving. It drove adults

craz-v, and that suited me fine"

Even though it rvas depressing having to live in that ghastly

place. it u'as there that I experienced oy first brush with Wil-

liam Sl-rakespeare.

It r,i-as a Saturday night. We boys had been herded together

in the school's assembly hall. not to sing the school song - thank

God - but to r,l,atch a film, a real film with sound. The school

had hired a film projector and a projector operator, N{r Gordon

Phillips.'fhis'w,as something new and exciting.

We sat there on our wooden seats and waited. Finall-v,

N,Ir Harrison, the headmaster, swept into the hall, gown bil-

lowing out to indicate the significance of this momentous

event. He rvas joined by his big, booming, battleship rvife,

old N{a Harrison. Our teachers follor,ved. N{ax Horton, Lob

l

Garnett and others. \I
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ANTHONY HOPKINS

Hamlet's father. Inside the castle of Elsinore. Olivier. His open-

ing soliloquv began:

O, that t/tis too, too solidfleslt zttould melt

Tltaut and resoloe itself into a derp:!

I was transfixed to the very last line of the soliloquy.

But breah, my lteart;for I must rtoH my tongae.

I had never experienced an impact like that. It was explo-

sive. I could not yet understand the structure of Hamlet and its

nuance - its archaic words, new and unfamiliar language, the

rhythm and phrasing.

But I felt that Olivier as Hamlet was speaking to me) re-

ferring to some long-r,anished, ancient part of myself. It was

an unearthly experience. The grief of Hamlet over his father's

death and his mother's betrayal of her dead husband. I cried,

cverpo\\'ered bv the epic depiction of damaged fathers and

morhers and of how $,e're all haunted by the ghosts of mem-

on'. I rvas too .voung to grasp a modern sense of the words. But

a force had broken into the centre of rvhatever I was.

N IN ETY-TH RE

y abilities at thar l
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ANTHONY HOPKINS

Neither of my two grandfathers had that same loftiness.

Grandpa Hopkins - or Grandpa H, as I called him - was a tough

old bird. And he loved to show me just how tough he was.

Every morning, he would take a cold bath, and then work

all day.

"I'm as hard as nails," he would say. He extended his right

arm and clenched fist, then spread the fingers. "Look at that -
not a tremor. That's real strength. You've got to be tough in this

world. It's called survival of the fittest."

He was born in Neath, South Wales, in 1878, and accord-

ing to legend - his own legend, perhaps - he ran away from

his drunken father and stowed away on a train to London. He

found lodgings in Bermondsey, South East London. He had

little money but managed to get a job cleaning and scraping

floors in a German bakery near Piccadilly.

He soon learned that the bakery was a place of gloom and

backbreaking labour, but eventually, he became a real crafts-

man, a baker and a master confectioner.Late; he won trophies

at bakery exhibitions in Earl's Court in London. I still have his

silver cups, many of them inscribed. On one:ARTHUR RICHARD

HOPKTNS t924, FrRST PRrZE FOR CURRANT BUNS.

Parts of his story were, perhaps, embellished, but I did get

a feeling of authenticiry, and I admired the old man. But he

didn't seem to have much regard for me except when I played

the piano for him. 'Anthony has a rather large head," he said

to my mother once. "What a pity there is nothing much in it."
Anyway, that was Grandpa Hopkins. He told me a story

once about a young man called Gerald with whom he'd worked

in that London bakery. Gerald had married a young woman,

and they were trying to feed their baby girl, but there wasn't

enough food. Gerald u

was consumption - ru:

one of his s1'mptom.. r

work, and the shop fL-,:

young man had died ,-:

men in the bakerr :, ,
My grandfather H

told mv father he had
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have been true. bec:r,:
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the truth is that chc;c
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ANTHONY HOPKINS

met Sophia Phillips, an apprentice seamstress in a Carmarthen

dress shop. They married and settled in Port Thlbot. TWo girls

were trorn. The first was my mother, N4uriel, born in 1913.

They lost the second, Jennv my grandfather's favourite, to

diphtheria when she was nine. NIy mother was tu.elve. One

dav at breakfast thev heard a bump on the landing above.

Her father got up and rvent into the hall, and there r,vas Jenny

slumped against the banister. He rushed up the stairs and lifted

her in his arms. She rvas dead.

N'Iv rnother told me that on the day of Jenn-v's funeral. as the

coffin u.as being carried out to the hearse, she heard her father

rveeping and sobbing helplessly', hopelessll,', in the little passage

at the back of their house.

But the next da1', he shorved up as usual for his job as a crane

drir-er at the steelrvorks. When he was asked if he r,l'anted to

take a few da,vs ofi he said no.

"I can't bring her back, can I?" tre said. "Wh_y relive all

that? She's gone. f)nce vou're dead, .vou're dead. The past

is dead - nothing there." And he never spoke of his beloved

daughter again.

Back to Uncle Eddie - Eddie James - who was rvorshipped

bv liis family and spoken of in hallor.r.ed whispers: "He often

goes up to I-ondon.lbu know, business and things. He often

has breakfast on the train with our minister of health, N1,e

Be.u an."

Uncle Eddie w,as also an editor on the Wesrern ,\Iail news-

paper in Cardift-. He knew "high-ups" on the \&'elsh board of

education. What good this would do for me, I had no idea.

One stiflingly warm Sunday af[ernoon. we were invited by

Aunt Pattv to meet Uncle Eddie for rea at her house on Es-
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