Truro, late 1850. 

Five days before Christmas Eve. 

The boisterous coal-faced guizers out with their plays and the fat gouty Vice-Warden of the Stannary of Tywarnhayle sat on his high chair in the Coinage Hall, after a day’s trading in the Tinner’s Court. A bitter cold wind coming in from the west —straight across the harbour—and through the eye of the courtyard gates. Some weather you. You could taste salt in the air. Cats are getting ready and gathering. The last of the sluggish, black-tarred barges of the day are bringing up their slippery and fetid catch. The grey-painted drays of Highertown and Kenwyn pulled down to the cobbled quay by slobbering donkeys, led by pipe-smoking owners ready to do battle with the fishermen. The catch will soon go to auction. 
A slight fall of sleet onto the shimmering blocks of tin. On them, stamps of the lamb and the flag of St Piran that sparkle like mackerel scales. Cassiterite glowing. Purity of metal. The low dialect grumble and cussing of miners, and the yelps of their dogs over the increase in coinage rates. From the high Church of St John the Evangelist to low St Mary’s, a slow, lantern parade of poor and pellucid children. The Reverend Tregaskis leading them all, nodding a grace, as they bob and walk. Roast chestnuts on the street corners, and still for sale in the shops, Price’s Christmas candles—tapers of exotic white and pink. Some already lit in the sash windows of Lemon Street. Inside, melodeons and violas being played. The twilight brings the town’s residents in from their daily toils. In the kitchens, Cornish ranges are lit by oak cut from Pencalenick Woods.  In copper kettles, water is boiled for cups of tea. On blue and white plates, pasties (baked earlier that day) are warmed. In the pantries, fish is skinned and plated. More fish in the parlours. This is the bizarre world I stepped back into.
In the year of which I speak, the place always stank of fish. Such a stench exudes from the granite steps of Lemon Quay that you would barely believe humanity could stand to live there. It moves through the air of the Tinner’s Court, it walks about the Vice-Warden’s chair, it sucks its way up Lemon Street, hits pedestrians and carriages on Boscawen Street, and even spreads as far up King Street to the end of Pydar Street. At High Cross, it circles around the old Celtic relic there, and floods into the Assembly Rooms Theatre. There, it lurks in the vaults and benches, on the card tables and cutlery, on the stage and in the wings, in the wigs and make-up pots, on hands and fingers, on lips and mouths, in noses and ears, in armpits and navels, on the tits and the willies of those who attend. 

You could not escape the freakish, gill-bearing, cold-bloodied monstrosities dredged up from the ocean floor. They peer at you with their bulging, staring eyes that never blink. Always watching. Always waiting. Their tails and fins sometimes still twitching, wriggling in the air at their last throes of life.  From the deepest depths to the shallowest of waters, they could be hooked, caught, slung into nets and baskets and taken inland where they would be salted, smoked, baked, fried, diced, sliced, honeyed or eaten raw. Their guts and gullets could be seen on the oily stone about the city before eventually being snapped up by the gulls or toyed with by the cats. The sense of the ocean went through Truronians (for that is what they were called) as if the very place lived at the bottom of the sea. It went up its three rivers—the Allen, the Kenwyn and the Truro—on boats and barges coming from up the larger River Fal. The scales and stench could be lightly found on clothes too—on bussles and towsers, bonnets and ribbons, frocks and top hats, spats and silks, boots and petticoats, hats and caps, fans and gloves, feathers and furs. Posh or poor—it mattered not. It was still there.

 Fish belched from old men’s guts, it was farted from children, it fused in the damp vaginas of middle-aged women. Fish spewed from the quayside onto the tidal muds where crabs gnawed and sucked down the remains. The remains were then carried out by the tide again. The smell of fish exuded from every drain, every orifice in the ground, every sewer, every leat, every chute, every well (holy or unholy), every granite kennel, every gully and every launder. It heaved itself into every barrel and bottle, every pocket and handbag, under each nail, in each crevice, in each hole of Cornwall. Some days it seemed to leak from the sky too. In this way the sea and the sky often melted and fused together. Because of this, the town never had a horizon. That is why its residents hated each other so much. 

It made men reach for handkerchiefs and pinches of snuff. It made women take out phials of perfume and fan away the odour. Children would play with all manner of tin and clockwork toys (trains, spinning tops and drum-thumping bears) just to take their minds off the slime and juice of the ocean. Some days—perhaps like this day—it just would not go away. It lurked there—at the end of one’s nose: inscrutable, primeval, primitive, ancient. Everyone knew a fish. They knew each dorsal fin, each gill cover, each tail, each pectoral fin, each eye, each mouth, each scale and each lateral line. They knew them inside out and back to front. They knew what to eat and what not to. Babes in arms knew how to take a knife to gut a fish. Some knew what to do even from inside of the womb. They knew muscle from swim bladder, and brain from meat. They were all hauled out of their crates and baskets, and tipped before the sellers: lampreys and eels and plaice and congers and flounders and hake and cod and halibut and mackerel and wrasse and salmon and mackerel and jack and scad and seabream and seabass and gurnard and catfish and blenny and pollock and snapper and sole and skate and rockling and more mackerel. 

A life without mackerel seemed impossible.

I observed all this, and more, as my mud-flecked carriage drew down into Lower Lemon Street and dropped me outside the Royal Hotel. From this position at the head of the creek, I could look out over the swirling tidal mud of Lemon Quay and see all of the fish being unloaded. The stench carried with it a familiarity. It felt like home. The town itself seemed to buzz and resonate in the darkening twilight. I paid the spotty driver’s apprentice on the front of the carriage, and he offloaded my trunk and leather cases. Another boy (his fingers black and wretched) came out of the hotel and fetched them up to carry them inside. As they did so, I looked at my lowly chattels and movables, and realized that they represented all of my sordid life. I tipped the youngster with a couple of coins, and he beamed back at me.

Grime everywhere in Truro: grime, soot, grease and fish entrails—seemingly everywhere you looked; in everything you touched. Dirt is the abiding memory I have of this time. I had grime in my finger-nails, soot upon my coat and shirt, grease in the whorls of my fingers. And the smell of fish-entrails—even if they could not be seen, they could be smelt. Dirt and grime somehow seeped into your soul. It came from the fish and it came from the stinking, grunting pigs, penned on Lemon Quay, waiting to be taken down river. The grime of fish and the porcine grime of those animals seemed to enter all. 

I was glad the journey home was over. I never enjoyed carriage rides at the best of times, but before I departed Bath, I had an omen that this one would not be particularly pleasant. Each crevice and rut on the road jars into one’s back as if one is being stabbed by poison-tipped spears. The journey is only punctuated by the smoky inns and bestial hostelries where the traveller may try—often unsuccessfully it must be said—to gain some sleep. The rest of the time, it is all flies and horseshit, straw and rain. I dislike the smells and habits of others too, with whom one is forced to spend time upon the journey. One is but a canned sprat for the coach company, and at points down the peninsula, they load on the most ridiculous items. For instance, at Okehampton (a nondescript hovel of a town if ever there was one) some painted, crotchety old dame got in, who had enough luggage for a whole summer season of parades and dances in Bath. She is to take the air in Penzance apparently—for her infirmities. Stay at home you bitch. Her rotten-teethed mouth wouldn’t stop talking as we crossed Dartmoor and then the moor at Bodmin. And when she learned that I, Mr Daddow, was something of an actor, how that utterly delighted her. It soon became Mr Daddow this, and Mr Daddow that, and what do you think of the matter, Mr Daddow? In truth, I sometimes had to cover my ears and wish myself away somewhere else. I entered into fantasy and romance away from realism and roads. I have, you see, become very good at ignoring the present, these past few years. Even now look, she waves me goodbye. 

“Goodbye,” I mouthed. “Good riddance,” I said under my breath. 

I offered a pathetic half-hearted wave back to her before climbing the steps into my hotel, not looking back. 

I realized in the cavernous foyer of the Royal that I could still smell the fish. Even there amongst the dried flowers and pot pourri, the bleach and blueing bags of the laundry, there was a slight perfume of it, still wafting through. It really did get everywhere. I noted instantly the Cornish still dressed in last season’s fashion but then thought to myself, this matters not one jot. I’d had enough of keeping up and having one’s eye on the next trend, this season’s in-garment. There was an honesty, a determination, an acceptance amongst them—of their fate in life. They had a different destiny than the rest of Britain. I mean, I knew them. I knew their words and ways, their weather rhymes, their sayings, their blood and guts, and their habits—both good and bad. I thought I knew, of course, what would be good for them, and what they’d like to see upon the stage. I thought then of my mother and father, and all my siblings, still struggling away with root cutters, scythes and sheep dip at Lower Tolcarne. I gave a glance in their direction. Look at me, I wanted to say. Here I am—staying at the Royal. Do you see how far I have come? I supposed the hotel staff noticed my difference instantly. They saw that my clothes were just a tad more flamboyant, a little more frilled and gay than those of other gentlemen around me (mainly those set up for mineral extraction and the maritime). I was, after all, an artisan. Clearly, I still had the demur of an actor about me. 

At the dark mahogany desk, a girl looked up at me. 

“Good evening, Sir. Do you require a room?” she asked. 

She had a pleasant enough demeanour. I’d have given her one if chance came. 

I noted her form. She had a thin waist and a bellowing bosom with pert titters. Her eyes though, were too close together for real beauty. And real beauty, well, that is for later. 

“I do indeed,” I replied. “I wrote ahead. My name is Daddow. Daniel Daddow— from Bath... There should be a reservation.”

She looked through the register. I gazed about the lobby of the hotel. There are greying mock classical columns at each side of the staircase and a dusty glass candelabrum which dominated the space. In the bar, a couple of gentleman smoke pipes and put the world to rights. Wafts of tobacco made it over to the desk. 

“And your address?”

“My dear girl. I have no address anymore. I bring all my life here—to Cornwall... Until I take rooms in Truro, this will be my address.”

“Have you come to work here?”

“I have... I am to manage the Assembly Rooms Theatre at High Cross.”

She gave me a look. 

“The Assembly Rooms Theatre, you say...?”

She said this with some degree of sauce. 

“You know them then?”

“Of course, Mr Daddow. Everyone knows the Assembly Rooms.”

She smiled, so I saw for the first time, her teeth. They were not white. 

“Really?”

“Truro would be nothing without them.”

“Well—soon I hope the very world itself will be nothing about them.”


The girl laughed at me—playing with my nonsense. This, unfortunately, is the way of the world. 


“I have it. Here is your key—room number twelve. If you could just sign here?”


She handed me a heavily-bound register, and pointed to a space, which I duly signed. I noted the scribbles above me. It being Christmas time, the hotel was busy. 


“You have registered for half-board, Sir? Is that still the case? Each day breakfast will be provided but not your evening meal.”


“Yes.”


“If you wish, dinner is served at seven... in the restaurant to your right.”


“Thank you.”


Her eye caught the hotel boy. She nodded. He began to grapple with my trunk and cases. He was a smart monkey though and managed to wrap both arms around the trunk, while piling my cases on top. 


“And for the morning, a copy of The West Briton?”


“Splendid.”


“It’ll be outside your door in the morning.”


In my hand, I smelled the key. It stank of fish. 


The boy, I discovered, was called Michael. His surname was Phillipps. He ws local, and, like most Cornish, always ready to make a bob.


“Anything you need mister?”


He seemed to predict my decadent lifestyle, and so leant in to me saying, “I can get it for you... Ladies... Opiates... Gin... Bacca. Just let me know.”


“They all sound remarkably appealing. I’ll let you know...”


“Very good, Sir. Very good.”


Michael, a little breathless from his exertions, led me up the twisting stairwell and up to the first floor. We approached the landing—and I noted a brass plaque indicating the numbering. I  hardly had a chance to read it before he urged me on.


“This way, Sir. Down here.”


I followed him down the corridor. There I noted a tinge of ginger and cabbage at play with the fish. There was a dampness too—as if the granite wet of Cornwall was creeping up through the dowdy wallpaper. Puffed, for the boy had been heaving my trunk and cases, he tried to stand upright against the door to my room, but eventually collapsed onto it. I noted the change in his physicality.


“That trunk, Sir. Must have a lot of stuff in it. Weighs a ton.”


I raised an eyebrow and nodded. 


“Plays,” I said. “Lots of plays.”


He looked at me. He was waiting for the door to open. 


“The key, Sir. It’s in your pocket.”


I was shaken into action and placed the key into the hole. I turned it and the door levered open. 


“A nice room this one, Sir. Good view out the back...”


I moved past the hulking bed and made my way to the small window that looked over the bowels of the town. It was nothing remarkable at all. Just a back opeway where the Kenwyn drifts by—and where, at high tide, small boys fish. I knew it was more of a sewer though, than a place of joy. The contents of every pizzle pot and commode were chucked in there after dark. 


In the meantime, the boy had, by some considerable means, managed to haul in my trunk and cases. I pointed to where I thought they may be best placed.  


“There. To the right of the mirror.”


In the reflection garnered from it, I saw myself. How many times has an actor done this? How many times from the mirror has gazed back someone who I know and don’t know at all? I turned and saw my whole; saw at once my already bulging waistline, my all-too-bandy legs. Yes, I told myself, I was right to leave the profession. I had to face it—I was no longer a man of youth or virility. 


As I contemplated this, I slipped the youth a coin. 


“Anything else, Sir?”


“Perhaps a cordial would go down well.”


“Right you are, Sir. I’ll bring one up for you.”


The lad tottered off down the corridor—presumably thinking I would be his maker. I was left once again to my own devices, to contemplate my future. Just across town—to the north of the banks of the Kenwyn—was where it lay. Optimism rose heavily in me that night. Of course, I had a feeling that this might change. Once, I considered, that the boy had brought me a cordial, I would be sufficiently refreshed to wander over to the Assembly Rooms and inspect my new domain. Of course, those who had appointed me had looked at my Bath theatrical connections, and deemed that sufficient. 

They didn’t know me the way I knew me. 

If they did, then perhaps I’d still be in Bath—or worse still, London. Right then though, I was from over the Tamar and—by my nature—I brought culture with me. Would I be recognized? Probably not. Being anonymous might offer me more of a true picture of what I was dealing with, and how things might need to change. I’d go over that night and have a look. 


Unlike Bath’s most fashionable hotels, which were by then all gas lit, in Truro they were still reliant on candles. For the most part, these were kept in glass lanterns, so increasing their luminescence. As the dimming twilight continued I used the complimentary matches to light the tapers and enclose them in their glass casings. At that, the room brightened a little. The Royal tried hard to please its guests. There was a bowl of boiled sweets (liquorice and aniseed by the smell of them) on the dressing table and some violet-smelling cologne and talcum powder on a corner shelf. I took the small cork out of the cologne and placed it under my nose. The smell was of summer—and it was most welcome when I thought of the stench outside the window. The smell of the violet took me back to my childhood: simultaneously, it was the smell of my mother and of the small garden in front of our cottage. 


I was interrupted from my comfort by an expected knock on the door. The boy was back, hopefully with some cordial. 


“Come in,” I shouted—and in he entered, holding out a tall fluted glass of liquid for me.


“Peach,” he said. “That’s all they had.” 


“Thank you.”


“It’s good,” he said. “If there’s any left at the end of the day, they give it to us.”


I knocked back a mouthful and let the cordial soothe my throat. The carriage-ride seemed a long way away. I had not realized how dry I was. As I gulped down the drink, I asked the boy a question: “Michael, do you happen to know what is on at the Assembly Rooms tonight?”  


I saw the machinery in the lad’s brain start to turn. 


“Well, let me see. It being Wednesday, then it is usually devoted to song and melody... Not the touring shows, Sir, but local people. ”


“No lad. Today is Thursday.”


“Oh—yes, today is Thursday. Well, Thursdays—that’s when the gentlemen come to play cards.” 


“Gambling you say?”


“Yes, Sir, though I know not all the ins and outs.”


“I thought all the Cornish were Methodists.”


“They are, Sir, but that matters little. I have heard it said that whole mines have been wagered there—on they tables.  Money gets gambled all the time but towards the end of the night, then men think they are gods and start to entertain all sorts of risks.”


“Indeed. And do you know of such men—who’ve wagered whole mines...”


“I have not met them, Sir, but I know people who have told me.” 


“I see... These mine owners are not the automatons I expected.”


I sat upon the bed and drank down the last of the cordial.



“So tell me, the rest of the week—how does that pan out—at the Rooms?”


“It’s shut Monday. Tuesdays is Ladies’ Night.”


This intrigued me. 


“Ladies’ Night. What happens there?”


“To be honest, Sir, I don’t know. All I see is lots of carriages pull up and fine ladies go in. They come from as far away as Trelowarren and some even from Bodmin—and Pencarrow. I’m told they dine and chat.”


“And no entertainment?”


“Not that is spoken of.”


“I see. And the other days?”


“Wednesday—is Song and Melody night. Friday is devoted to dancing. Sometimes large balls—where all the great and good of Cornwall attend. Then Saturdays—that’s when it’s a play. That’s my favourite.”


“You attend?”


The boy looked from side to side, then down to his feet, which suggested I had touched on a nerve.


“Please don’t be mad, Sir. A few of us sneak in. We have a place—high up in the ceiling, on the beams—where nobody sees us... We go in through the back—and pay a penny to the House Master.”


“Do you now?” I said with some sense of disapproval, but also relishing his ingenuity.


“It’s the plays, Sir. They’re the best thing. Sometimes they’re so funny we nearly fall off the beam. But other times, I have tears streaming down my face. Such stories that touch the soul of you. I love them. Better than the Dreadfuls I d’reckon.”


“Are the owners aware of this? You know children are not permitted at the theatre?”


The boy became more guarded. 


“Sir, I think it is a good thing you are taking over the Rooms. The present owners, well, they just don’t have your eye for detail...” 


He looked at my clothes and chattels. 


“What do you mean?”


“I’ve said too much already, Sir. Best you go see for yourself. Best you see it with your own eyes.”


I handed the boy the empty glass. He nodded. 


“Well, I shall go now... and see what mess I have bought into.”


“Very well, Sir.”


I stood up and dusted down my frock coat, eying myself briefly in the mirror. All seemed well with my appearance. I could present myself to the public. 


“I’d escort you over, Sir,” said the boy, “but...”


“I know. You are working. Perhaps some other time, yes? ”


Before we left we snuffed the candles and aired the bed. 

`
I left the boy in the foyer. I must admit that whilst such an urchin was an annoyance at first, he proved himself to be useful enough. I would certainly keep my eye upon him.


“Sir, what is your name? I did not hear it.”


“Mr Daddow. I am Mr Daniel Daddow. But call me Dan. Dan Daddow.”


“Have a good evening Mr Daddow, Sir,” he said as I stepped outside the hotel. 


This boy’s knowledge could be very useful. After all, he seemed to be able to fetch anything a master needed. 


There was pretence at work in Truro. I looked up to Lemon Street, which with its small Georgian terraces so wanted to be Bath, but failed miserably. To my left was the bustle of Boscawen Street. That was where the banks and large shops and stores lay. The last time I was in Truro, on some grim visit back to my family, the streets here were still made of mud and clay, but they had since been converted to granite setts and the place was better for it. The town still wanted to be grander than it was. All around were the façades of dwellings that gave the deceit of being in some bustling city, but actually were just false fronts to otherwise dowdy brick dwellings. A darkness had set itself down, and the street lights were being lit. I urged at the smell of fish that was still in the air. I wasn’t sure I would ever become accustomed to it. It being close to Christmas, the shops still had staff working late, preparing goods and setting out window displays.


Where Lower Lemon Street broke into the expanse of Boscawen Street, to the right could be seen the grandeur of the Coinage Hall. Inside, its lights burnt bright and gave a sign of wealth. I did not know it then, but those inside (the Stannators and Coiners) would encounter me soon enough. Being of an agrarian background—and thence into the world of performance—I had had little to do with the extraction of metals, but that was all to change. I realized though, for the Assembly Rooms Theatre to succeed, I would need to get them to see my way of thinking: to make comedy and tragedy as essential to their lives as buddles and beam engines, winzes and water wheels. I also had to make them gamble their money and mines in a different way. Coinage would fund comedy. 

All this I planned as I crossed Boscawen Street and into Church Lane. This passage was little more than an old opeway that had been pushed open ever wider over the centuries. The upper storeys of the dwellings and shops that lined it overhung in such a way that they seemed to clash and touch. One tiny knock, so it seemed, and they would teeter into the drainage kennels below.  As I walked across the city, a few people acknowledged me and spoke. I knew the mutterings in their conversation once they were sufficiently past me. I hardly looked the traditional mining Cap’n or coinage collector. They knew my difference, knew my individuality—and this, you will garner, I utterly loved. 


“Let them have their gossip,” I said to myself. “By Corineus, let their dull, tea-ridden and saffron-caked lives be wrecked by my unholy presence.”


Sometimes, I let the devil on one of my shoulders do the talking. 


This dissipated, however, as I came up to the form of St Mary’s Church at the end of the lane. My angel took over. 


Although High Cross Street was always windy (there was a draught there like no other in the town), inside I could hear carol singing. The carol (I recognized it instantly as ‘The First Nowell’) had that beautiful innocence that only children’s voices can give to such a piece:


“They looked up and saw a Star,


Shining in the East beyond them far,


And to the Earth it gave them great light


And so it continued both day and night.


Nowell, Nowell, Nowell, Nowell,


Born is the King of Israel.” 

Nowell. Nowell. Nowell. Nowell. These were the voices of the town’s poor children whom I had noted on my arrival, resoundingly celebrating the Lord’s coming. Lower than them in the music, I could just discern the direction of Reverend Tregaskis, leading the fray. This, I told myself, was the poor celebrating poverty, realizing their lives were shit and would be from this moment forth. But ah well, let’s sing and celebrate the Lord. Then, all will be well. 

See how soon the devil is back on me again. 


After pausing for a while at the gates of St Mary’s I turned left towards the High Cross itself. I realized I was approaching the final part of my odyssey. I had left Bath far behind, and had journeyed past Arthur’s burial island of Avalon at Glastonbury, come across what geologists call the granite batholiths of Dartmoor and Bodmin Moor. It was simple from that point onwards. I would head up to High Cross, and enter the Assembly Rooms. A slight sleet greeted me during this final stage of my quest. I had noted it earlier, but it had since come in harder and thicker.


The cross was right there before me—a primitive phallus of stone, probably originally pagan, but Christianised at some point in its distant history, the wheel head as if carved out by a four-year-old, but still powerful enough to evoke a feeling of the ancientness of this place, as it stood upright within the mercantile and materialist modern world. Maybe, I told myself, there was hope for me to outlive my time—and last beyond the end. It gave me hope. I touched its pocked edges and rough crystals, and felt time.  I smiled at the conceit of all of this, and resolved that from then on, daily, I would see this stone and mark it—marking me. 

I turned around slowly (I had purposely not looked before) and then saw it in its full glory. I detect that even the sleet stopped for a while and the moonlight filtered a beam down to its ground level central window. This was the Truro Assembly Rooms Theatre, and its new Manager stood before it. There before me were the entrance and exit doors, each positioned at the left and right-hand sides respectively, and the large front window—a gateway into a magical world of light, wonder and entertainment. Already there, I saw the gentlemen quaffing and chatting, getting set for the next tables of cards. Above sat three windows—beautifully placed into the frontage—out through which shimmered candles and opulent glory. The place lit up the square at High Cross as if it were a very beacon of civilization. And then, above the windows, were the two carved profile busts of my forebear and master, Mr David Garrick and that other master of words, Mr William Shakespeare. The wonder of this left me breathlessly enthusiastic and so keen to enter that I could hardly contain my excitement. Garrick and Shakespeare then, would be my guides over the coming months and years. I knew not then how strong they would have to be for me. In my innocence and naivety, with forthright determination I then marched across the square, and confidently stepped inside. 

So, let the comicality commence. 

