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For Caroline and Caroline










My eyes already touch the sunny hill


going far ahead of the road I have begun.


So we are grasped by what we cannot grasp;


it has its inner light, even from a distance –


 


and changes us, even if we do not reach it,


into something else, which, hardly sensing it, we already are;


a gesture waves us on, answering our own wave . . .


but what we feel is the wind in our faces.


 


‘A Walk’, Rainer Maria Rilke (trans. Robert Bly)


 


 


May the road rise to meet you,


May the wind be always at your back . . .


 


Anon.
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Prologue


Blown Away
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The wind almost blew me away for the first time in 1987, when the Great Storm hit the British Isles. I was six years old. It was on the mountainside of Ynys Enlli, the holy island off the coast of North Wales, where my mother took me every year to volunteer for the local trust and hear the seals sing at night. Now the storm had stranded us there, for the weekly boat was cancelled. There was no shop on the island, and food supplies were running low; one of my most vivid memories is of my mother, by the glow of a paraffin lamp, inexpertly skinning a rabbit the farmer had shot for stew. I remember hugging the cottage wall on trips to the outhouse in the yard, and my fear of slates zipping off the roof to brain me if I ventured far. But what I remember above all else is standing on the mountainside and the wind filling the coat I was wearing – many sizes too large for me – and my feet actually leaving the ground before my mother grabbed my legs and dragged me back to earth. We laughed about it afterwards. It became one of those stories. Could it have actually blown me away, across the foam-flecked Irish Sea? I’m not sure, but for years part of me secretly wished it had, and I imagined being borne through the sky to Ireland, France, America, Iceland, the Arctic Circle or any of the other wonderful places waiting in the world. I’d only travelled a foot off the ground. Nevertheless, I couldn’t help feeling slightly blessed.


Despite being moved by the wind in this way I did not grow up to be a glider pilot, a windsurfer, a paraglider or a wind turbine engineer. My attempts with kites mostly ended in dismal tangles of string. I did not become a meteorologist, one who understands weather as a science, as I’m sure this book will make only too clear. What I did become, however, was someone with an urge to travel, and especially to travel by walking, which allows you to follow paths not dictated by road or rail, paths not marked on any map, or to follow no path at all; to wander and to wonder as freely as your feet can take you. But every journey has a logic, even if it’s an invisible one. All travelling, I came to understand, is an act of following something: whether a coastline, an ancient migration, a trade route, a border or someone else’s footsteps. Scanning the travel section of a bookshop, it appeared that everything had been followed that it was possible to follow. There seemed to be no trails left that hadn’t been traversed.


And then one day I saw a map with paths I hadn’t seen before. It was a map of Europe transfigured by coloured lines, marauding arrows like troop advances that ploughed across borders, over land and sea, connecting regions and cultures that seemed quite separate in my mind: Latin with Slavic, continental with coastal, North African with southern European. These mysterious corridors had names every bit as tantalising as the Silk Road or the Camino de Santiago: the Mistral, the Tramontana, the Foehn, the Sirocco, the Bora. There was even one in the north of England, more brusquely named the Helm. The map showed the routes of local winds, which blow with tremendous force at specific times of year – normally at the transitions between seasons, such as when winter turns to spring – and, I was intrigued to discover, they were said to influence everything from architecture to psychology. The fact that these invisible powers had names, rather than simply compass directions that described where they were from, gave them a sense of majesty, even of personality. They sounded like characters I could meet. Those swooping, plunging arrows suggested routes I might follow, trails that had not been walked before. As soon as I saw that map I knew: I would follow the winds.
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But where do winds come from, and where do they go? Can they be said to ‘go’ at all, in the sense that a walker goes, or a road, from one location to another? And if they can, what happens to them once they have got there?


What, in fact, is wind? Before asking that it is better to begin with a more fundamental question: what is air? Ashamed as I am to admit it, until I started this book I assumed – as I suspect many people do – that air isn’t really anything, that it doesn’t exist in the same way that earth or water does. I thought of it as an absence, a nothing waiting to be filled with something, so it was a revelation to learn that air is something in its own right.


Air is a gas, or a mixture of gases: mostly nitrogen and oxygen, with tiny amounts of carbon dioxide, argon and water vapour. Like every gas it is made of molecules, which are made of atoms. So air not only has substance, but weight – that was my next revelation – and the proper term for the weight of the air, its billions of molecules combined, is ‘atmospheric pressure’. Just as pressure at the bottom of the ocean is greater than at its surface, because of the volume of water above, atmospheric pressure is higher at low altitudes – because there is more weight pressing down – and lower at high altitudes, where the weight pressing down is less. Pressure is dependent on temperature: when the weather is warm air rises, creating areas of low pressure, and when the weather is cool it descends, with the opposite effect. When neighbouring ‘parcels’ of air find themselves at different pressures the atmosphere must equalise, so air is forced from high pressure areas to low pressure areas to balance things out. It is sucked rather than blown: that was my third revelation.


That is our culture’s answer, at least. Other cultures have answered differently, providing tales as twisting and varied as the winds themselves. The ancient Greeks gave wind its place at the very beginning of time: when the goddess Eurynome, mother of all things, emerged naked out of Chaos and separated the sea from the sky, her dancing set the air in motion and created the north wind, which became the serpent Ophion (appearing in a later incarnation as the god Boreas). Eurynome coupled with this flowing, sinuous snake of wind and afterwards, in the form of a dove, laid the universal egg from which all life hatched.


Wind and life: the two are connected at the deepest level of language. The words for ‘wind’, ‘breath’ and ‘spirit’ are the same in many tongues, including the Hebrew ruach and the Arabic ruh. The Greek word for wind, anemos, is the root of the Latin anima, ‘soul’, the force that animates, or gives life, to breathing creatures: animals. Another Latin word, spirare, which means ‘to breathe’ or ‘to blow’, is the source of ‘spirit’ as well as ‘respiration’. And to the Greeks, in the words of writer and translator Xan Fielding, ‘breezes used to be called zoogonoi, life-begetters, and psychotrophoi, soul-nurturers; and the mythical ancestors of the human race who were worshipped in Athens . . . were wind-spirits as well as ancestors, breaths as well as souls.’
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I wanted to follow these breaths, these souls, but where to begin? In ancient times an aspiring wind-walker might have consulted an aeromancer or, even better, an austromancer, the former being a weather diviner, the latter specifically a wind diviner (from the Latin auster, ‘south’, suggesting an emphasis on powerful southerlies). Wind was rendered visible in clouds of dust or seeds thrown in the air, the blown patterns of which were interpreted like language; in sacred groves Hellenic seers made predictions from the percussion created by gongs struck by wands swinging in the breeze. Such blasphemous divinations were condemned by later Christians, and the science, or magic, of aeromancy was excoriated by the medieval theologian Albert of Cologne; though he may have confused it with necromancy, a far more sinister hobby.


Today our forecasts might be shaped with the aid of satellite images and fantastically complex computer models, but the assumption is the same: that the invisible patterns of wind can be interpreted to understand the future. From an aesthetic point of view the results are beautiful; to look at an online weather map is to see an ever evolving world of gorgeous psychedelic design, a shifting spectrum of purples, greens, yellows, blues and oranges, punctuated by the jabbing blue triangles and red half-hemispheres of cold fronts and warm fronts. Wind becomes a topography of dizzying, concentric whorls: the contours of isotachs and isobars – which represent lines of equal wind speed and atmospheric pressure – and wind-barbs, directional lines which branch at five-knot increments, swirling through the atmosphere like clusters of musical notes. They have the appearance of runes, illegible to those without knowledge to read them. They are a kind of alphabet, as wind is a kind of voice.
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In the summer of 2015, before the first of my wind-walks, I went to find a building in Athens called the Tower of the Winds. Constructed 2,000 years ago by the astronomer Andronicus of Cyrrhus, in the ancient neighbourhood known as the Roman Agora, it’s an octagonal marble tower about the height of a three-storey house. It depicts, on each of its eight sides, the Anemoi: gods of the wind.


To say they were gods of the wind is perhaps inaccurate, suggesting that one controlled the other. To the ancient Greeks – and to many other cultures, as I was to discover – the gods and the winds were indivisible, as they were from the compass directions from which they arrived. Xan Fielding puts it well in Aeolus Displayed: ‘Since wind was identified with breath, breath with life, life with soul, and soul with divinity, it is hardly surprising that the winds became personified as gods.’ The carvings on the Tower of the Winds portray them as winged men, some in sandals, some barefoot, horizontally in flight, bearing symbolic objects that represent their power. From the north comes Boreas, the ferocious old man who unleashes winter – scowling incarnation of the lustful wind-serpent Ophion – clasping a conch that signifies the howling of his voice. From the south comes Notus, destroyer of crops, holding an upturned vase that represents rain. From the east comes Eurus, the unlucky, associated with dark skies and storms. From the west comes gentle Zephyrus – from whom we get the word ‘zephyr’, ‘breeze’ – whose mantle is filled with spring flowers (though his sweet reputation is somewhat tarnished by his murder of the hero Hyacinth, whom he jealously killed by blowing a discus into his head). These are the cardinal deities, sandwiched between their ordinal brothers: north-westerly Skiron tilting his urn of hot ashes over the world, north-easterly Kaikias with his shield full of hailstones, south-westerly Lips with the stern of a ship – which he has either saved or destroyed – and south-easterly Apeliotes, clean-shaven and bearing fruit, like the perfect dinner guest.


Once topped by a weather vane in the form of the merman god Triton, which spun to indicate which of these deities was ascendant at any given moment, the tower was an early blend of religion and science. As well as being a sacred place it served as a ‘wind-rose’, a representation of wind direction of a type used for navigation long before the magnetic compass, and the same basic design – a circle divided into four, eight, sixteen or thirty-two segments radiating from a central point – was copied by cartographers for hundreds of years. On medieval maps the cardinal winds were depicted as furious faces puffing out blasts of air – ‘Blow, winds, and crack your cheeks!’ as Lear cries on the blasted heath – and in more elaborate examples Boreas blows out ice and snow, dark-skinned Eurus fiery suns, Zephyrus blossoming flowers and ‘unhealthy’ winds emit showers of human skulls.


But under the iconography wind-roses were practical devices, early attempts at mapping something that might seem unmappable. ‘A wind-rose tames the air,’ writes Alexandra Harris in Weatherland, ‘each wind has its section of the compass, each is neatly and helpfully labelled with a polyglot list of names, and each blows from the mouth of a puff-cheeked face. The wind-rose looks like an astronomical clock and it soothes the mariner by making the air seem to run like clockwork.’


The wind-roses used today follow this managerial logic, resembling organisational charts more than depictions of the divine. Gone are the baleful cherubic faces, gone the puffing cheeks; instead wind speed and direction are shown by computerised spokes in bright, friendly colours, the varying lengths of which denote wind frequency. But nonetheless, their basic design resembles what I was looking at now, near the base of the Acropolis. The aesthetics might have changed, but the concept remains the same.


I had made my pilgrimage to this tower in order to orientate myself, imagining it as an epicentre from which to begin my search. Instead I found it meshed in scaffolding, the deities hidden under a veil of flapping green gauze; as bad luck would have it, the Tower of the Winds was closed for restoration. A notice informed that the ancient carvings had been damaged not only by bullets from hundreds of years of wars but ironically by the winds themselves: Notus had lost most of his features to carbon and nitrogen pollution wafted into his face from the south, while Apeliotes was crumbling from humidity blown from the south-east. If the gods and the winds were one and the same, then the tower’s sorry condition suggested a long drawn-out suicide.


Having walked across the city to get there, I took a seat at its base all the same. It was a hot day in June. Athens was blinding and buzzing, a pinkish smog hanging in the sky above the Parthenon, the sunlight dazzling off the mirrors of passing scooters. But there was a slight breeze, so I took out the compass I had brought to see where it was coming from. It was blowing from the north-east, the domain of Kaikias. As I watched, glad of the cooling air, the breeze strengthened and shifted direction to become a northerly – Boreas – making the dark cypresses wriggle and an olive tree expose one side then another of its leaves, flashing green and silver. Tourists squinted against blown dust. Grasses and flowers cast flickering shadows. Then its course shifted again and a counter-wind welled in the south, from the realm of Notus. It wasn’t as strong but its flow was consistent; the grasses smoothed in a different direction, and fur rippled on the coat of a stray cat prowling in the bushes. Then the gauze that covered the tower itself began to ripple and roll, undulating in liquid waves, giving the structure an expressiveness it had not possessed before. That inanimate thing came to life; there was no other way to see it.


Suddenly everything was transformed. I couldn’t see the winds in stone, as I had expected to, but the way that veil was billowing now, fluctuating in minute articulation of each twist of air, revealed the faces of the gods better than marble ever could. As surely as an austromancer reading patterns of blown seeds, or a meteorologist scanning isotachs and isobars, I realised I could see the wind. Now I just had to follow it.
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The Meltemi, the Halny, the Sirocco, the Tramontana, the Levanter, the Košava, the Marin: Europe has dozens of named winds but I decided to follow four, a nod to the proverbial four winds and the four points of the compass. The Helm would take me to the north of England, over the highest point of the Pennines that form the country’s backbone. The Bora would take me from Italy south-east down the Adriatic coast, through Slovenia and Croatia, between the mountains and the sea. The Foehn would take me on a meandering journey through Switzerland, passing through tiny Liechtenstein, into the heart of the Alps. And the Mistral would lead down the Rhône Valley in the south of France, finishing at the Mediterranean that is the source, and the terminus, of many other winds. These four invisible arrows provided the paths I walked on the map, but the Jugo, the Tramontana and the Bise were to make their appearances, as well as innumerable minor breaths too small to merit names. It was clear that to follow the wind meant following uncertainty, allowing myself to be carried along by the unknown and the inferred, the guessed-at and the half-imagined. Chasing the invisible was in many ways a quixotic quest, which appealed to my romantic side; I would be less an aeromancer than an air-romancer.


Nevertheless I went prepared, as best I could. My equipment comprised a rucksack, a tent – I couldn’t resist a Zephyrus 2 – a sleeping bag, walking boots and clothes for every type of weather: these journeys would lead through rain and fog, blizzards, storms and sunshine. For my head I packed a waterproof sou’wester I’d bought on a Norwegian ferry, and for my body a fleece-lined vest to serve as a windcheater. My smartphone provided online forecasts when I needed them, but inevitably the best information came from the people I encountered – whose experience of local winds was better than any weather chart – communicating in whatever spoken or unspoken language we could. I carried a compass, the successor to the wind-rose, and a piece of wool to use as an impromptu weather vane. I also carried a device that measures the speed of the wind: an anemometer, from ‘Anemoi’, which I took to thinking of as my ‘god-meter’.


My walks took me from a lonely bothy on the fells to a cabinet of bottled airs in the backstreets of Trieste, from a howling blizzard on a Balkan mountain to the stony desolation of western Europe’s only steppe. These were journeys into wild wind, but also into wild landscapes and the people who inhabit them; they were also, inevitably, journeys into myself. As anthropologist Tim Ingold writes, we live inside a ‘weather-world’, and internal mental climates often reflect the external. The various characters of the winds would at times exhilarate me, at times transport me to a different mind, and at times plunge me into depression or even fear. Finally and unexpectedly, they became journeys into what I can only describe as animism – the root of the word should be clear by now – an understanding of the world as a living, breathing body.


The act of walking was essential to the quest, and to the writing. Borrowing from Ingold again, it is no coincidence that the word ‘wind’ has more than one meaning: it can refer to the movement of air, or to ‘wind your way’ through the world, to travel in the meandering manner of the wind itself. But most importantly, it is only by walking that you can feel its hand at your back, or stagger and lose your footing as it ambushes you at the top of a hill, or pause for breath and truly hear its hollow boom in your ears.










Helm
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To walk up the fellside against it is an unforgettable experience, and, while I don’t object to wind, I don’t recommend going up in a ‘helm’ for pleasure. One stoops against it with everything buttoned up as tight as it can be, and slogs wearily up the hill with this steady roaring torrent of air pressing against one, sometimes at fifty or sixty miles per hour, even on a ‘fine day’ . . . it is bitterly cold.


Gordon Manley


 


It was a twelve-mile slog from Penrith, where I’d stepped off the train, to the village of Long Marton, which lies below the bleak escarpments of the Northern Pennines. I carried three days’ worth of food, a tent and a camping stove on my back, and already the rucksack was chafing my shoulders and the impact of the road was jarring the bones in my feet; but it was important to walk in, an opening flourish. Having endured the unsympathetic rubbernecking of drivers in passing cars, I turned off the busy A6 and on to a smaller, shabbier road more promisingly named Wetheriggs, past drystone walls and flocks of birds grounded in distant fields. Ahead the great wall of the Northern Pennines evolved in bulk and detail, a whaleback of brown and grey rising to the summit of Cross Fell, the desolate plateau that forms a springboard for the only named wind in Britain.


If the Pennines are the ‘backbone of England’, running for almost 300 miles from Derbyshire to the Scottish Borders, the Helm blows over just a couple of its gritstone vertebrae. It forms when wind from the north-east pours at a right angle over Cross Fell – the highest point of the range, and the highest in England outside the mountains of the Lake District – and rushes down the steep western slope with enough force to uproot trees and tear the roofs off houses. It is a truly local phenomenon, affecting about a dozen villages in the Eden Valley below, and my first wind-walk reflected that – from Long Marton, where I planned to spend the night, I would walk to the village of Dufton to follow the Pennine Way to Cross Fell, a journey of only eleven miles – but I aimed to sleep several nights up there, waiting for the right conditions to form. Notoriously barren and exposed, Cross Fell is ‘a surly beast, often in a black mood’, in the words of Alfred Wainwright’s Pennine Way Companion. ‘In all respects . . . a force to be reckoned with.’ The crest looked serene for now, but its menacing reputation was enough to produce a pleasant tingle of apprehension.


All morning I’d been checking the forecasts like someone trailing through entrails for signs, and had seen the wind swing from the west to the east, as had been predicted. Now I could turn my attention to the raw data of the sky itself – marbled, milky, mottled and smeared – but found its code too hard to decipher, its messages obscure. The telltale sign of a coming Helm is the long white cloud, polished smooth on the underside, that wallows above the top of the range in an otherwise empty sky. It is called the Helm Bar, and its resemblance to a helmet – an armoured cap for the mountain’s head – is probably where the wind got its name, perhaps a term that appeared with the encroaching Saxons. In 1797 a travelling lawyer called William Hutchinson described the Bar as exhibiting ‘an awful and solemn appearance, tinged with white by the sun’s rays that strike the upper parts, and spreading like a gloom below, over the inferior parts of the mountains, like the shadows of night’. As I walked I kept a hopeful eye on a cloud that seemed to be developing that way – growing more awful and solemn by the minute – but disappointingly it lost form and dissolved back into the general mush of the sky. Twice I thought I heard a roar that might be the wind picking up, but in this I was disappointed too: the first turned out to be an HGV on the A66, and the second a black bull bellowing in a field.


I arrived in Long Marton at lamp-lighting time. Woodsmoke was rising from red sandstone cottages, October leaves dropped from the trees, and a raucousness of crows was settling in the branches. A key was waiting for me under a flowerpot outside an old farmhouse, where I had booked a bed for that night, so I would be fresh to tackle Cross Fell in the morning. As it was, marching down roads had left me more battered than I’d anticipated – I’d forgotten how much tarmac hurts – and I just had the energy for some carbohydrates and a pint at the nearby Masons Arms before hauling myself to bed. In the pub I read accounts of the Helm as another visitor might study a guidebook of local sights. Newspapers have recorded its visitations for hundreds of years: blowing a countryman from his horse in 1815, howling for fifteen days without pause in 1843, uprooting a tree that crushed a man to death in 1859 – he left behind a wife and five children – and in 1866 demolishing the only remaining tower of Haresceugh Castle near Renwick.


Many other observations appeared to have come from clergymen, combining Victorian amateur zeal with Old Testament awe. The Reverend William Walton, from the village of Allenheads, wrote that it produced ‘a loud noise like the roaring of distant thunder; and is carefully avoided by travellers in that district . . . as being fraught with considerable danger’. The Reverend J. Watson of Cumrew described its psychological impact: ‘when we find it blowing and roaring morning, noon and night, for days together, it makes a strong impression on the mind . . . it has been compared to the noise made by the sea in a violent storm, or that of a large cotton mill when all the machinery is going.’ The Ipswich Journal reported the case of a Cumberland vicar ‘greatly afflicted with a spasmodic asthma’ who was forced to abandon his house, which stood in the brunt of the wind: ‘When he was at the communion-table, his lungs were so much affected by the helm-wind that he fell down. He was unable to reside in that place, and therefore he removed from thence by the advice of his physician . . . if he had continued to reside there, suffocation was unavoidable.’ Some believed the Helm caused rheumatism and other ailments, though Reverend Watson, with bracing faith in the power of restorative airs, thought it exhilarated the spirits and gave ‘buoyancy to the body’. Buoyancy to the body was right: throughout the centuries, everyone agreed that the Helm could propel a person through the air, hurl sheep about like pieces of wool, overturn heavy carts and destroy stone barns. As the Leeds Times put it: ‘desolation follows in the train of this devastating wind’.


As I left the pub, two voices drifted from the hubbub of a table by the door: ‘That wind last night, I couldn’t believe . . .’ ‘Aye, that’s a windy ridge all right . . .’ It seemed the signs were everywhere; good omens for a bad wind.
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In order to time my first wind-walk correctly I had sought advice from Geoff Monk, a former Met Office meteorologist who now ran a private forecasting business. We had met the previous week in the crypt café under the church of St Martin-in-the-Fields, a stroll from Trafalgar Square; a windowless brick dome like an ecclesiastical bomb shelter, protected from all natural elements. Geoff’s eyes were the blue of a stormy sky, his eyebrows touched by frost. For the next two hours we talked of nothing but the weather.


It was a meeting between two ways of understanding the world: my own romantic wonderings versus his meticulous science, which brought me down to earth. ‘The principles are easy,’ he said, ‘but beyond that, whether you like it or not, it’s all complex maths and physics.’ On his laptop he clicked between computer-generated maps of migrating colour and shape, the invisible world above our heads rendered in swarming pixels. As an artwork it was beautiful, but as a guide to finding the Helm, and understanding why it occurred, it looked unfathomable.


His wife Cath leaned over his shoulder. ‘It’s just coloured splodges to me,’ she said with a smile, and went to see the paintings at the National Gallery.


Geoff zoomed into the Northern Pennines; the outline of Cross Fell was visible, with the contours of isotachs and isobars superimposed on top. Clicking forward in three-hour units of time, he showed me how the flowing lines morphed, twisted and expanded over the next few days as different areas of pressure interacted. ‘Got that?’ he would often ask. ‘I’m going to show you something more complicated in a minute,’ and, just as frequently, ‘There’s one other thing I haven’t added to the mix,’ before introducing a new factor that confounded me once again. When it came to explaining the Helm, he resorted to wargaming with tableware: ‘This saucer is Cross Fell – it’s the summit of an eight-mile ridge, with no gaps, cols or passes for the wind to get through.’ He picked up a teaspoon. ‘This is the wind . . .’


With the help of cutlery and crockery, my understanding increased. The Helm occurs when a steady flow of air from the north-east and north-north-east, bottled up behind the Pennines, breaks over Cross Fell and rushes down the other side, like liquid suddenly released; its force is due to the sudden drop in height as it descends. I followed this easily enough, but there was more: the crucial thing is an ‘inversion’ at the top of the plateau – where the normal air profile is reversed, being warmer higher up, and cooler nearer the ground – which causes a ‘hydraulic jump’ as the wind accelerates downslope. A hydraulic jump is when fast-moving air discharges into stationary air, manifesting in a wave formation known as a ‘standing wave’. No teacup or cake fork could represent this. I was lost again.


‘Think of it like this,’ said Geoff. ‘If you fill the bath, and stick in a hosepipe emitting a jet of coloured water, where that coloured water flows into the tub it will break into vortices.’


‘Vortices being . . . like spirals?’


‘Exactly. The Helm is one of those spirals. Got that? Now there’s one other thing I haven’t added to the mix . . .’


Eventually, these things were distilled into three critical factors: a constant easterly or north-easterly at more than twenty miles per hour; high pressure over the Pennines; and a temperature gradient that favours an inversion. It was clear that trusting to luck and blindly charging the fells would not work; the timing of my walk must align with these conditions. Geoff checked his weather maps one more time, and the colours and contours on the screen swirled like smoke in a crystal ball. ‘It’s all westerlies now, but next week things will start to change. You’ll get cold winds from the north-east. The pressure looks promising. October’s about the right time of year. In weather nothing is guaranteed – but you might just get a Helm then.’


Cath came back to collect her husband. I had time to ask Geoff one more question: what had started him down the road to this complex, beautiful realm of knowledge? ‘I was secluded as a child,’ he said, after thinking for a while. ‘I found it hard to relate to people. But I always loved the weather. Weather was everything to me. I was always looking at the sky . . .’
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I was looking at the sky as I stepped out the next morning. Cloud was smeared haphazardly across the lower atmosphere, as if abstractly painted on the air, in no particular pattern that I could see. There was nothing resembling the Bar, and certainly no distant roar. But the wind was nipping from the east, and its taste was cold.


The lady who had trustingly left me her home had also left a note on the kitchen table, advising that if I was walking alone I should give my route to her neighbours in case of accident. Anne and Peter Brown lived across the road from the pub, in a house surrounded by trees. The stove had just been lit, and coffee was brewing. They were both ex-police officers, and knew the area inside out; Peter had lived all his life in the region, and his dad had been a country bobby too. ‘Also a fellwalker,’ he said, passing me a steaming mug. ‘He could never be bothered to take his hands out of his pockets to get out the map. But he could tell the way he was going from the angle of the wind.’ I asked what it had been like, growing up in the path of the Helm. ‘As a teenager I thought it raged for two months without stopping. Of course it didn’t – that’s just how you remember things, like thinking it was always sunny in the summer. But it did seem fiercer then – the weather is milder these days. I haven’t had to scrape the frost off the windscreen for a long time, or sweep the snow off the drive. There is a change.’


Both of them agreed, however, that the sky today looked promising. They were going walking themselves, and were happy to give me a lift to Dufton a couple of miles down the road, where I would join the Pennine Way to climb into the fells. Dufton was another red sandstone village, built to house the families of miners working for the London Lead Company; two centuries ago the sloped moorland above, empty now but for sheep and birds, was in the booming, belching throes of the Industrial Revolution.


‘I remember an open-air service here,’ said Anne as we passed through the village. ‘It was in the middle of summer and the temperature dropped ten degrees, the tables and chairs got hurled across the lawn. The trees were bending all over the place. It can come when you least expect it.’


‘Once I was sitting on Knock Fell,’ said Peter. ‘The atmosphere suddenly changed. I’m not a man who normally gets frightened, but I just threw myself on the ground. The pressure was unbelievable. I thought I was going to get sucked up into the sky.’


‘After three days of it you go mad, don’t you?’


‘Something like that.’


They showed me the squat Methodist chapel, built to preach temperance to the workers – ‘You can tell which side of the chapel is east, because the gutters and tiles are all stove in’ – and then Peter pointed out another, much older church, not situated in the village itself but seemingly cowering out of sight behind a stand of trees. ‘You know why they built that there, don’t you? To be out of view when the reivers came. They’d hide all their women and cattle in there.’


‘No,’ corrected Anne, ‘they’d hide their cattle in there, and if there was room they’d hide the women.’


They walked me as far as the Pennine Way, threading unobtrusively past the outlying cottages into wider, wilder terrain. There we said goodbye and I continued down an avenue of twisted hazel trees, on a carpet of butter-yellow leaves, past dilapidated farmhouses and fields in which docile cows sprawled lazily, like seals.


My mind was on the reivers Peter had mentioned: border raiders who terrorised this part of the country for hundreds of years. For much of its history Cumbria was the disputed frontier between the kingdoms of England and Scotland, and thought of itself as belonging to neither; with an identity all of its own, and even a separate language, Cumbric – deriving from the Celtic tongue of the Britons who lived here in pre-Roman times – this region bore the marvellous name of ‘the Debatable Lands’. In the absence of centralised government powerful clans such as the Eliots, Armstrongs, Grahams and Musgraves carved out private fiefdoms here, and lived by raiding – or ‘reiving’ – livestock, often pursuing bloody vendettas that lasted for generations. Centuries of pillaging, cattle-rustling, raping and murdering left their architectural legacy in the construction of sturdy pele towers, fortified against invasion much as stone barns were built to defend against the wind; the village of Milburn nearby is said to have been constructed on similar defensive principles, with alleyways that could be barricaded against both perils. The reivers grew to be such a problem that in 1525 Archbishop Gavin Dunbar of Glasgow issued his vengeful Monition of Cursing, circulated and read from pulpits throughout the blighted borderlands:


 


I CURSE their head and all the hairs of their head; I CURSE their face, their eyes, their mouth, their nose, their tongue, their teeth, their skull, their shoulders, their breast, their heart, their stomach, their back, their womb, their arms, their legs, their hands, their feet, and every part of their body, from the top of their head to the sole of their feet, before and behind, within and without. I CURSE them going, and I CURSE them riding; I CURSE them standing, and I CURSE them sitting; I CURSE them eating, I CURSE them drinking; I CURSE them walking, I CURSE them sleeping; I CURSE them rising, I CURSE them lying; I CURSE them at home, I CURSE them from home; I CURSE them within the house, I CURSE them without the house . . .


 


This most unchristian of rants runs to over 1,000 words, ending with the raiders’ souls condemned to the deepest pit of hell, and their bodies to be hanged, ‘then torn apart with dogs, swine, and other wild beasts, abominable to all the world’. The bloody malediction, however, only seemed to lend them greater power; the reign of terror continued for almost another century. It took the Union of the Crowns to finally break the reivers’ strength; when James Stuart ascended the throne of England in 1603 he issued a proclamation against ‘all rebels and disorderly persons’ and poured troops into the region. The brutality of the campaign surpassed even that of the reivers themselves; hundreds of clansmen were executed, their fortified houses destroyed, and prominent families such as the Grahams banished to Ireland. The Borders were renamed the ‘Middle Shires’, regarded as frontier lands no longer, but a newly pacified province between two united kingdoms.


The folk memory, however, has never gone away. Raiding season traditionally started around this time of year – when the animals were still plump from summer and the nights were growing long – and it was easy to imagine the inhabitants of these villages anxiously straining their ears for a warning of the destructive forces rushing down upon them. The thought of these fearsome horsemen sweeping from the high places to devastate the farmlands of the Eden Valley – smashing down buildings, throwing men from their horses, scattering sheep and cows – sounded much like the Helm itself, manifested in human form. This was my first intimation of what would become a strong theme on these walks: highlands have always been the home of wild winds and wild people.


Having skirted the range for a mile or so, stalking its long flank, the Pennine Way turned sharply towards the fell and started climbing. The padded fields dropped away and the landscape rapidly grew bleaker. I studied my route. The dialect terms for many of the natural features scattered across the map – becks, ghylls, tarns, fosses and the mighty fells themselves – derive from an age when these lands were settled by raiders even more infamous than reivers. These words spring from Old Norse – bekr, ‘stream’; gil, ‘ravine’; tjorn, ‘small mountain lake’; fors, ‘waterfall’; fjallr, ‘mountain’ – testifying to the presence of the Vikings, from whom many Cumbrians proudly claim descent. Another layer of language was laid in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries: the map indicated disused quarries, shakeholes, spoil heaps and shafts, many of the surrounding hillsides fatally compromised by the mines that lay beneath my boots. Peter had warned me of the dangers of this riddled ground, and I soon passed a notice with a further warning of conditions deteriorating beyond this point – ‘Be prepared with weatherproof clothing’ – that served as another sign of crossing a certain threshold. I was leaving gentle Eden for the wilderness. 


Now the climb got heavier as the fields gave way to moors, peat-holes rainbow-hued with dark oils, reeds indicating patches of bog and carpets of squelchy sphagnum. Even the sheep got hardier, the white woollies of below replaced by black-faced Swaledale ewes with tapered horns and calculating eyes, who held their ground and returned my stare as I climbed towards them. It was warm enough to break a sweat. After the third hour of walking I had achieved a state of swinging exhilaration that felt like it could go on for ever, the secret of perpetual motion, as I traced a stream called Knock Hush towards the summit of Knock Fell, home of Knock Old Man. 


Knock Old Man was a currick – a tall cairn, intricately constructed, resembling a beehive made of stone – below which sat a real old man, brewing tea on a Primus stove. He turned out to be a Mancunian window cleaner called Jim, and actually he wasn’t that old, but decades of tramping the fells had given him a suitably weathered appearance and the garrulousness peculiar to people used to spending long days alone; his only companion was a tiger-striped bull terrier named Boston. This pair, it turned out, were making for the same shelter as me: the bothy underneath Cross Fell, where I planned on setting up my base-camp for the Helm. He offered me some of his brew, but neither of us suggested joining forces; there was an implicit understanding that we’d both come to be alone. I let him and his dog walk on until they were moving specks in the land, and then followed in the same direction, by a slightly different route.


By mid-afternoon I had reached Great Dun Fell, the second highest point in the Pennines, home to an important radar and meteorological station. In Pennine Way Companion the gloriously subjective Wainwright heaps invective on this peak – ‘so defaced, so debased’ – in language that wouldn’t be out of place in Dunbar’s Monition of Cursing. ‘A monstrous miscellany of paraphernalia, most conspicuous being four tall masts, disgraces it. Additionally there are wind and sunshine recorders, other grotesque contraptions, and several squat buildings of no charm whatsoever . . . quite the ugliest of all summits.’ Personally I rather liked it: bristling with instruments, dominated by the white segmented orb of a bulging radome, accompanied by mushroom-shaped towers and sentinel antennae, it looked like a futuristic mosque, almost deliberately channelling the architecture of a place of worship. Something about this location – that peculiar marriage of science with the aesthetics of a temple – turned my mind unexpectedly back to the Tower of the Winds. From the bottom of my rucksack I dug out my ‘god-meter’, the anemometer I had brought to gauge the speed of the wind, and held it up. Numbers flickered on the digital display as the vane purred in the breeze.


The results were disappointing. The wind was wafting tepidly at four or five miles per hour, scarcely more than walking pace; worse, as I established with my compass, it was blowing from the south, where the lowlands languished in a smear of greens and greys. The frigid easterly I needed seemed to have vanished altogether. I looked towards the sky for help, but there was only haze.


I was not the first to stand in this place and scan the air for signs. The original weather station here – no more than a lonely wooden hut – was established in 1937 by the climatologist Gordon Manley, who was drawn to the Northern Pennines as ‘the most extensive area of bleak uncompromising upland that England possesses’. Most famous for his work on the Central England Temperature record, which used historical accounts to compile average air temperatures from the seventeenth to the twentieth centuries – the longest unbroken record for any region in the world – his story is also intimately bound up with the Helm. Manley did more than anyone else to apply a scientific understanding to the force that rattled his hut. He was the first to recognise the pattern as a standing wave – a regular wave formation caused by two masses of air moving against one another – and determined the conditions needed for the Helm to occur. Climbing to Great Dun Fell through gales, blizzards and rain, it was a fascination that surely bordered on obsession. In winter months he needed an ice-axe to open the door of the Stevenson screen that housed his instruments. A photograph from January 1939 resembles a scene from the Antarctic: the little hut encased in ice, a pair of skis jutting from the snow like a flagpole.
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