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The Welsh Girl by Peter Ho Davies 
 

welsh-  to cheat - to welsh on someone- to fail to keep a promise to a person 

Oxford English dictionary- 1928. 

 

Not a very flattering definition of a nation – reflecting past strained relations. Wales 

now has its own national assembly; the Welsh language is no longer banned from 

schools. One can still encounter strong prejudice against the English, particularly in 

pockets of north Wales. Celts versus Anglo-Saxons. Rather like Bavarians versus 

Rhinelanders.  

 

Peter Ho Davies's first novel is set in Wales in 1944, as the second world war grinds 

through its final year. But of course his characters don't know that they are within 

sight of the end. Instead, they inhabit the confusions of the present tense. Rotheram, a 

German Jewish refugee, came to Britain in 1936 and now works as a translator for 

Political Intelligence. Seventeen-year-old Esther, daughter of a Welsh shepherd, lives 

in a remote village far from the action but where war impinges in the form of 

evacuees and English “sappers” building a prisoner-of-war camp. Karsten, a captured 

German corporal, will become one of the first prisoners in the new camp. 

 

The Welsh Girl is preoccupied with ideas of identity, belonging and alienation. Ho 

Davies explores the ways in which war ruptures the relationship between a human 

being and the place (or country) that is called home. Some forms of belonging are 

obvious as the novel begins to weave its strands. The sheep on the Welsh hills know 

their territory and don't stray from it. This sense of belonging - cynefin - is passed on 

down the female line, from the ewes to the ewe-lambs, because the ram lambs are sent 

for slaughter. If the herd loses contact with its territory, it cannot thrive. 

 

This hard fact becomes a metaphor throughout the novel. It may be over-used, but it 

remains potent. Esther, who has lost her mother and is a little lost within her own life, 

will eventually give birth to an identity which allows her to reconnect, in her own way, 

with home and origins. 

 

Ho Davies’ strength is in his handling of characters that are uprooted. Rotheram, for 

example, has gone through a long battle over both his Germanness and his Jewishness. 

As a teenager he is attracted by the pageantry and glamour of the Nazi parades and 

would like nothing more than to have been able to join. He hides being Jewish and 

resents the label - even in England. It is only towards the end of the novel that his 

Jewishness becomes real to him, because he has made his own bridge between what 

other people say he is, and where he feels he can belong.  

 

Karsten, like all the other prisoners, is stripped of the identity supplied by Nazism. 

Karsten has such guilt about surrendering. He eventually finds his own values and by 

escaping from the camp, faces up to himself and becomes his own person.  

Meanwhile the prisoners consider themselves both innocent and victimised, they can’t 

quite believe that their side is losing the war. And they are even more incredulous 

when they are confronted with a film of the liberation of Belsen. It has to be 

propaganda, such unimaginable horror can’t really have happened. Not in their name. 



 

Ho Davies writes with empathy and insight. His command of language is impressive 

but the flowery first line is misleading and could have put us off. 

 

Outside, the technicolour sunset is giving way to the silvery sweep of searchlights 

over distant Cardiff as a hand tugs the blackout curtain across the sky 

 

A golden rule of creative writing is never to start with the weather or dawn or sunset. 

As a professor of creative writing, perhaps Ho Davies was determined to break the 

rules, but this line didn’t work for any of us. Fortunately we persevered and found 

much to admire in his writing. 

 

Fact is mixed with fiction. Rudolf Hess features during his incarceration in Wales. It 

remains a mystery why he flew to Britain. At the time he was the deputy leader of the 

Nazi party. Some assumed he was a spy, others that he had been sent by Hitler to 

negotiate terms as allies, others branded him a traitor. Was he really necessary to the 

story? We discussed at some length the reason for his inclusion. 

 

To understand the reason for Hess’ presence, we need to look at the themes of the 

novel. Patriotism, the pressure of having to fight for one’s homeland, identity and 

honour and loyalty, the consequences of surrender and doing one’s duty. All of these 

feature and all of these concepts are questioned eventually by the major characters. 

Had Hess deserted the cause? He had certainly abandoned his homeland. He also 

pretended to have lost his memory for the duration of the war. A voice of a leading 

Nazi gives depth to the horrific pictures of the liberation of Belsen. Hess claimed to 

be shocked by the final solution.  

 

What if we eradicate a whole people? What if there were a world without Jews? You 

can’t believe a thing is possible until you do it. Yet until you do it, why even ask if you 

should? There’s no morality about the impossible. To us, you must understand, this 

was like climbing Everest, like going to the moon. We couldn’t believe such a thing 

was possible, and that’s how we could do it. 

 

Most of us would have preferred to learn more about him and his interrogator - 

Rotheram. The novel seemed unbalanced. Hess figures as an important figure at the 

beginning and then we hear nothing more about him for many pages. Most of us had 

even forgotten who Rotheram was when he reappeared. Hess fighting off a bull with 

his red scarf is an image that will stay with us! Ho Davies tempted our appetites and 

then left us wanting more.  

 

The character of Esther Evans is more fully developed. Esther has lived her whole life 

within the confines of her remote mountain village. The daughter of a fiercely 

nationalistic sheep farmer, Esther yearns for a taste of the wider world that reaches her 

only through broadcasts on the BBC. She has a command of English, which sets her 

apart from her father and many of the local Welsh speaking nationalists in her 

community.  

 

Firstly she is attracted by Colin, a young English soldier. He seems a possible escape 

route for her. They go out with each other for a few weeks and she misreads the 

relationship.She wants to cuddle and kiss and be affectionate but naïve and 



inexperienced, she is raped by him. There is a very moving scene where she can’t 

believe what has happened and feels she can’t have been raped or she would be dead. 

She carries on with everyday life, too ashamed to tell her father that she is pregnant.  

Then, in the wake of D-day, the world comes to her in the form of a German POW 

camp set up on the outskirts of Esther's village. 

 

The arrival of the Germans in the camp is a source of intense curiosity in the local pub, 

where Esther pulls pints for both her neighbours and the unwelcome British guards. 

One summer evening she follows a group of schoolboys to the camp boundary. As the 

boys heckle the prisoners across the barbed wire fence, calling them “nasties”, one 

soldier seems to stand apart. He is Karsten Simmering, a German corporal, only 

eighteen, a young man of tormented conscience struggling to maintain his honour and 

humanity. To Esther's astonishment, Karsten calls out to her in English. 

 

These two young people from worlds apart are drawn into a perilous romance that 

calls into personal question the meaning of love, family, loyalty, and national identity. 

The consequences of their relationship resonate through the lives of a vividly 

imagined cast of characters: the drunken BBC comedian and the kind actress Mary 

who befriends Esther, Esther's stubborn father, Jim the resentful young British 

"evacuee" who lives on the farm and Esther’s ex teacher - the brave and stoic Mrs 

Roberts – struggling to come to terms with the loss of her son – Rhys- the only boy 

from the village to go to war. 

 

The sheep are probably the happiest characters in the book because they are bound by 

cynefin, a word that apparently has no English equivalent but means a sense of place. 

From one generation to the next, the sheep know the boundaries of their own land and 

never stray. Not so the humans. Esther longs to escape the village, but feels a loyalty 

to the flock and her father. Rotheram is caught between two worlds. Karsten is an 

outcast from his fellow soldiers; and most of the locals that we meet cannot work out 

who they are most aggrieved with, the English or the Germans. 

 

Esther, Rotheram and Karsten all have something in common. They are bilingual. 

Being able to communicate in another language other than their mother tongue, they 

are less prejudiced and more tolerant. Esther risks a lot to help Karsten when he 

escapes from the camp. A bond has developed between them through the barbed wire 

of the camp. Esther feels able to tell Karsten that she is pregnant, theirs is a very 

tender relationship. We hoped that they would marry at the end of the war - even if 

this had seemed too much of a Hollywood ending. Instead, we learn that Karsten 

stayed to help on the farm for a few years, but went back to Soviet controlled East 

Germany. Esther had had to pretend that her baby’s father was Rhys Roberts- to avoid 

the shame of her pregnancy. And she had given joy and consolation to Rhys’ mother 

that she had a grandchild. Esther’s secret will have to remain with her for life, but at 

least her daughter will be accepted by her community- she will belong. 

 

What does it mean to have a home territory? In Germany the notion of fatherland was 

very important – although why should it not be a motherland? Or even more apt, a 

childland, making our home where our children are. Perhaps then there would be less 

war, as our instincts are to protect our children. Mrs Roberts only thinks of how the 

mothers of the German POWs must be suffering when she first sees the prisoners in 



the camp. We questioned that there is no greater love than for one’s country. Just 

imagine how many conflicts could be avoided if we weren’t forced to “do our duty.”  

 

During world war one, the Christmas football matches between Germans and English 

soldiers, is a wonderful example of the pointlessness of war. The endless sea of men 

pouring on to the beaches during the D-Day landings - the dreadful loss of life on both 

sides - Karsten witnesses this. Yet he still feels dreadfully guilty about surrendering. 

But by doing so, he eventually finds a release, a freedom to live.  

 

Ho Davies understands how it feels to not fully belong in one culture. His father is 

Welsh, his mother Chinese. Compassion for other cultures, an ability to empathise 

with others, Ho Davies reminds us of how important these qualities are. 

 

Recommended 

  

5 stars. The characters are heartfelt and real and events vividly and memorably 

described. A gripping human story- it leaves one thinking about the nature of 

cowardice and patriotism, identity and roots. 

 

 

  


