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NOTE ON LANGUAGE



I have (with the exception of Welsh Government which is Llywodraeth Cymru throughout), used English terms for organisations – so Natural Resources Wales rather than Cyfoeth Naturiol Cymru, and for manmade features – Pontcysyllte Aqueduct rather than Dyfrbont Pontcysyllte. I have also used English for places currently in England – Chester then, rather than Caer. But places are not simple. They have roots. Memory perhaps. So I’ve used Cymraeg for settlements and topographical features currently in Cymru. You’ll find Casnewydd rather than Newport and Mynyddoedd Eryri rather than Snowdonia Mountains, despite my husband Rob expressing doubts. On reading my first draft he felt disoriented. Locations he knew had become unfamiliar.


I don’t want readers to feel lost. But Rob had only just finished reading China Road which he’d enjoyed despite there being two or three place names new to him on every page. This, I hope, is the key – imagine you are meeting Cymru for the first time. Perhaps you are. I have used the standard forms recommended in the Welsh Language Commissioner’s List of Standardised Welsh Place-names, found on the Commissioner’s website.


You will also find


Cymru – Wales


Cymry – Welsh people


Cymraeg – Welsh (language)


Cymreig – Welsh (everything but language)





HOME



The stream is an elemental expression. An intervention of stone, a discussion of rain. Trees cast shady thoughts across it, bubbles invite light to its depths. It sounds like people brushing their teeth.


It is 2021, so I’m at home, though Covid restrictions are easing. The border is no longer in the news. There are no photographs just now, of road-signs advising travellers from England that ‘Welsh lockdown rules apply’. No more stories of wives stowed away in car boots trying to get to their second homes, or of eBay purchases justifying journeys to Aberdyfi. But people have been reminded of Cymru’s devolved government and I am pleased about that.


I have just finished writing this book. You could say I began it nine years ago, when Rob and I stood on a Portuguese track watching an old woman water vegetables with a can nailed to a stick – the precise moment I decided to quit my job. Financial disaster had finally winkled out the eco-centre where we both worked, and all of us there felt ship-wrecked. Stripping-down and upheaval would follow. But the introvert in me was also relieved because teaching had tired me out. I’d seen all those faces light up and felt my own spark fade. But now – now redundancies were up for grabs. Other decisions arrived, like birds. By the time we reached Muxia on the Spanish coast we’d decided to get married. But it was as we crept north along those white dusty Portuguese roads, that I made the decision to walk around the edge of Cymru and become a writer.


Why? Because the new Wales Coast Path was calling. I was already a hiker, so the question was when not if. I was not however, a writer. Writing was a fantasy that surfaced when travelling, then got buried back home, by work. I would make it my work.


But I didn’t know what I’d write about. I didn’t know the walk would lead to a deeper exploration of Cymru – the country in which I’d holidayed, studied, worked and now lived. And of my relationship with it. Or that the walk would inspire a second journey, into Cymru’s history, that would result in this book. Or that I’d make peace with the environmental work I’d quit but could never shake off. I imagined I’d complete the walk in one go. That didn’t happen. But that is the advantage of travelling where you live. You can be somewhere so strange and beautiful it shifts your life perspective, then hop on a bus and be home for dinner. The walk spanned a year in the end, from September 2012 to September 2013, while the other journey, the research and writing it inspired – this book, is only just done.


I knew very little about Cymru when I started out. I did know that Cymru, like everywhere else (and particularly England from which data is not always easily separated) was implicated in global environmental collapse. But after so much teaching, I was pretty tired of thinking about all that. It took me some time to reconcile crisis with clarity and calm.


I lie back and listen to the stream, and it sounds like people scraping treacle out of tins.





DEVOLUTION; CYMRU TODAY



Almost half of the population of just over 3 million live in towns or cities in the south-east. Grassland pasture accounts for 75% of the total land use, while 6 percent of the total is arable. Fifteen percent of land is woodland, with slightly more broadleaf than conifer. There are 24,000 kilometres of rivers and streams, 400 lakes, 150 reservoirs, and 136 mountains.


The National Assembly for Wales was created in 1999 with a Labour leader. In 2006 it became the first elected government in the world to have a majority of women members, though ethnic minority representation remains low. In a 2011 referendum following the One Wales coalition agreement between Labour and Plaid Cymru, 64 percent of the electorate voted for the Assembly to become known as Llywodraeth Cymru (Welsh Government). Llywodraeth Cymru is held to account by the Assembly which was renamed Senedd Cymru (Welsh Parliament) in 2020, and consists of 60 elected members. ‘Senedd’ also refers to Llywodraeth Cymru’s main building in Caerdydd.


Llywodraeth Cymru is able to make laws for the areas it has responsibility for – urban and rural development, health and welfare, culture, education, transport, tourism and environment. But Cymru remains part of the UK with the King as Head of State and the Prime Minister as leader of His Majesty’s Government. The UK Government retains control of law and order, tax and benefits, defence and foreign affairs. Currency and finance is organised by the Bank of England, and the British military trains troops and tests weapons in Cymru. Llywodraeth Cymru receives funding from the British Government and prior to Brexit, from the European Union (EU) which in 2016 a slim majority voted to leave. Cymru still sends MPs to Westminster, but they make up just 6 percent of the House of Commons and have little influence on UK governance. In 2014, the Yes Cymru non-party campaign for a fully independent Cymru was founded, and is gaining strength.


Prior to Brexit, inward and outward migration was roughly balanced with young people seeking work elsewhere while economic migrants and refugees arrived. In 2014, Polish-born people (particularly in Merthyr Tudful) represented the biggest overseas migrant community, while Caerdydd had the biggest population of non-UK born migrants. But most incomers, like Rob and myself were and remain English, accounting for 22 percent of the population. Many are retired, and settle in the countryside or on the coast. Immigration is not without impact. A 2015 report by the Welsh Language Commissioner found the number of people able to speak Cymraeg appeared to have increased to 23 percent (compared to 19 percent in the 2011 census) but that only half the speakers were fluent. Most fluent speakers lived in Gwynedd, Ynys Môn, Sir Gâr and Ceredigion. But a general decline in their numbers is being met by an increasing number of schools teaching through the medium of Cymraeg, particularly in large urban areas.


Rugby and football remain popular. Competitive eisteddfodau continue to cultivate Cymreig music and literature, as do media and social media, facilitated by a slowly improving broadband service. Religion is less influential than in previous centuries, though many people still have some alliance to Protestant churches or nonconformist chapels, and all religions are represented, particularly in Caerdydd, Abertawe and Casnewydd, with Islam the largest non-Christian faith.


Although unemployment rates have improved, Cymru is still one of the most deprived areas of the UK. Child poverty is particularly high, an above average percentage of people earn low or insecure wages and parts of the west and south have received significant EU developmental aid. Manufacturing, particularly in electronics, now accounts for about a third of the economy and the service sector (particularly tourism), about two thirds. Industries perceived to be traditional, such as coal mining, sheep farming and fishing, are economically negligible – agriculture, forestry and fisheries account for just 1.5 percent of the economy. Only eight working wool mills remain, and just a handful of mines and quarries still operate, the latter excavating mostly sand, gravel and limestone. But then you wouldn’t expect coal mining with the climate tail-spinning into crisis and you wouldn’t expect plentiful fish, with global biodiversity crashing.


As the climate destabilises, Cymru too is suffering – from increasingly savage storms, milder wetter winters and an increase of summer droughts, landslides and coastal erosion, and from floods that affect aquatic life. But urban expansion prevents the land’s ability to absorb rain. Renewable energy still only accounts for just over 25 percent of total electricity production. Imported natural gas, coal and oil, still accounted for 75 percent of electricity generated in 2018. Half was produced by burning natural gas imported mainly from Qatar, Algeria, Egypt, Trinidad and Malaysia into deep-sea ports, particularly Aberdaugleddau. Although coal and nuclear plants have closed down, new nuclear has not been ruled out, and marine energy is hampered by lack of investment.


Air pollution from heating, transport and agriculture is unregulated, and soil health is decreasing. Although much is acidic due to underlying geology, neutral soils now receive more acidity than they can cope with, particularly from agricultural emissions of ammonia and nitrous oxide. Increased nitrogen in the atmosphere benefits plants like gorse and nettles which dominate sensitive plants – over 75 per cent of intensively-managed farmland is too acidic for optimum plant growth. The majority of raised bogs and fens are in a poor condition due to nitrogen deposition, drainage and eutrophication, compromising their biodiversity and ability to absorb and retain carbon.


Cymru (like the rest of the UK) is now one of the least wooded and most biodiversity-poor countries in Europe. Forty percent of the creatures that have disappeared since 1800 required woodland with mature trees, veteran trees and standing or lying dead wood, but large areas of woodland and connecting corridors of trees and hedges on which wildlife depends is still being lost to development and agricultural intensification. Meanwhile coniferous plantations on peat threaten natural carbon stores, and some native trees are suffering from being shaded out by rhododendron, browsing by grey squirrels, and tree diseases – with more expected to develop, due to warmer wetter winters.


Seventy per cent of land is grassland for sheep, beef and dairy cattle, and most is ‘improved’ – ploughed and reseeded predominantly with ryegrass and clover, to the detriment of other vegetation and necessary soil fungi. Only 9 per cent of grassland is semi-natural (has not experienced significant herbicide or fertiliser treatment). Inappropriate or inconsistent livestock grazing remains problematic. Numbers of sheep have increased by 3 per cent since the turn of the century, and numbered 10 million by 2017. In comparison to cows, which browse more lightly, sheep nibble plants to death and compact the soil unless moved on. Sheep intensity and overgrazing in the uplands over millennia, has transformed heath to species-poor grassland. But in other areas, where wild animals or small numbers of domestic stock once roamed, under-grazing is now a problem.


Fields are usually farmed to the very edges, with hedges removed to increase field-size, productivity and economic growth. Sensitive plants, associated invertebrates and birds have been lost. The EU has funded both intensification and better practice – which hasn’t stopped the rapid decline of 54 per cent of arable-associated flora. Ninety-eight per cent of flower-rich hay meadows have gone. Farmland birds have declined by 15 per cent between 2003 and 2009. Populations of yellowhammers, lapwings, skylarks, curlews, hedgehogs and hares have plummeted. Pollinator bees have declined by 23 per cent from 1985-2005 due to habitat loss, chemical use and loss of food sources, and moths by 50 per cent in the last fifty years – rapid crop rotation means large insects no longer have time to complete their life cycles. Since the year 2000, though levels of agricultural nitrous oxide and methane have slightly reduced, they remain too high. Excess nitrogen from fertilisers not absorbed by plants is released as nitrous oxide – a gas with 300 times greater global warming potential than carbon dioxide. Pollution from slurry, fertilisers and pesticides as a result of intensification is increasing.


Meanwhile, micro-plastics have been found in 50 per cent of caddis flies and mayflies in Afon Taf, Afon Wysg and Afon Gwy. Numbers of fish such as salmon and eel are decreasing once more after a brief post-industrial recovery and sea fish populations remain dangerously low. Marine litter is a problem. And although 40 per cent of Cymru’s territory lies under the sea, only a fraction is protected. Tidal reefs, mudflats, sandflats and sub-tidal areas of sand and gravel are deteriorating, but scallop-dredging, which damages sea-bed habitats, is allowed in a Special Area of Conservation in Bae Ceredigion – where the resident population of bottlenose dolphins is in decline. Horse mussels are in a poor condition, oysters rare, and seagrass beds remain vulnerable.


In short, Cymru’s eco-systems are in a state as perilous as everywhere else, and its language is also at risk. But the Cymru I know, and already knew as I set out on my walk, is also spirited and lovely.





GWYNEDD



Storms and frost influence the biodiversity of the highest Eryri summits. Lichens, ferns, mosses, and Arctic-alpine relics like purple saxifrage, roseroot and Snowdon lily, survive on treacherous slopes. Twentieth-century conifer plantations creep across the hills, but steep gorges harbour Atlantic temperate sessile oak rainforest supporting rare bryophytes, lichens, ferns and fungi. Preserved since the end of the last Ice Age by their inaccessibility, they are hydrated by short, swift rivers. Meanwhile, low-lying Pen Llŷn with its patchwork of fields, has a mild maritime climate.


The air was ripe as old fruit the day I walked out of our valley to take the coast path which is forced twelve miles inland to cross Afon Dyfi at Machynlleth. It was 2012, the last day of August, and the larches were beginning to mellow. Across seething plantation forestry, the Tarrenau sprawled like brown lions. Water trickled faintly, wind stirred distant trees and I felt free.


There was no-one. Then at Pennal, two women on a bench with their legs stretched out in the sun. “How far is it to Machynlleth?” they sleepily asked. “Five miles,” I said “ish,” and they settled further into the bench. “Hmm.” “Maybe not today.” I tried the church door, but the vicar had taken early retirement following an incident in which he’d set fire to ‘the nasty bits’ of the bible, and it was locked, which was annoying, because I wanted to see its copy of the Pennal letter.


The original letter had been sent to Charles VI of France by Owain Glyndŵr in 1406, two years after he’d established a parliament in nearby Machynlleth and been crowned Prince of Cymru. Glyndŵr sought help from Charles, to liberate Cymru which was “oppressed by the fury of the barbarous Saxons; whence because they had the government over us… it seemed reasonable with them to trample on us.” I knew that Cymru had been oppressed by England, and it made me uneasy, but that was about all I knew then.


It was the last day of the school holidays and the first hot one. Sheep sheltered in hawthorn shade and the hills thronged with families who’d driven up from Aberdyfi. Afon Dyfi shivered over estuary sand. Wedges of sea split the hills. Farms were secreted in valleys – I knew that Meinir, who I’d briefly worked with at the eco-centre, and her husband Dewi lived in one. Dewi’s grandfather, a slate quarryman, had bought the farm after the war. In 2015 I would interview them about their wind turbine. “When people come up,” Dewi would tell me, “we say ‘have you noticed our turbine?’ and they say ‘no we haven’t seen it at all’. We have to point it out to them.” The turbine had reduced their bills. But the people who’d installed it, friends of mine, had decided not to put a logo on their van, because of anti-wind hostility in Y Drenewydd area. It’s not easy being green. It is tiring to justify yourself. I wanted a break from it.


But that’s not what I was thinking as the path dropped into Aberdyfi’s steep back streets and I fell into step behind two plump girls in flip-flops pushing a buggy. I was enjoying the sun, the wetsuits hanging in open windows that wobbled light onto blue walls. I wasn’t thinking about holiday homes. I didn’t know that in 2013, Aberdyfi would be named the fourth most expensive community in Cymru for house prices – with sixty percent of them being English-owned holiday homes. Or that tourism is considered so important to the economy, that in January 2020, just before Covid, Visit Wales would announce a five-year tourism promotion plan worth £60 million. Tourism comes with a price. Local people can’t afford homes. Jobs are seasonal – Aberdyfi is a ghost town in winter. But now the cafés and beach were crammed and the harbour was full of pleasure boats. I’d grown up being a tourist in Cymru. I was remembering the greengrocer who’d given me cherries to eat as a child, while we queued. Now I ate chips on a bench by some West Midlanders. “I know it’s hot loik, but I’m cowd,” said one. It was freezing. His mates ignored him. The greengrocer had long gone.


The wind blew desert storms round my ankles. I put up my tent in a dune slack, and waited for a man with a metal detector to finish digging his hole, before getting in. Later I woke shivering, and lay there missing Rob. This was my walk – Rob hadn’t quit his job. But he would join me at weekends, tomorrow even, tomorrow being Friday, so missing him was ridiculous. After our holiday in Portugal and Spain, I’d worked three months’ notice, signed on, and signed up for several writing courses funded by Llywodraeth Cymru (due to having been ‘made’ redundant). I’d improved my Cymraeg with a month-long language course. But preferring surprise to guidebooks, all I’d done in preparation for the walk was print out maps I rarely looked at from the Wales Coast Path website. I prefer not to plan. I hadn’t planned on missing Rob. Now I tried to work out how many days it would take to walk 1,027 miles around Cymru’s edge through sixteen counties – not including the English ones I’d weave in and out of on the border. I’d have to pop home sometimes (mainly to sign on), but assumed I’d finish by Christmas. Lying in the cold, it seemed like a bigger deal than I’d thought. Not thought. Cymru was big. Outside the sky was lilac. Sailing across it, a bright moon cast marram grass shadows on the cold lovely dunes.


Morning was crisp and clear. Oystercatchers paced up and down the strand-line and night rabbits had left tracks on the sand. Tywyn was on the horizon, where we’d holidayed every year as kids, in Granddad’s static caravan. I’d been about four when I’d seen two head-scarfed women chatting over their shared garden wall in a language Dad said was Welsh. Wales, he said, was where Ifor the Engine lived. Tywyn was where I’d learned my first Cymraeg. ‘Cymru am Byth’ was written on the purse I bought. The shopkeeper told me how to pronounce the words and explained what they meant, but not in the indulgent manner that adults usually used. She imbued them with such significance I would never forget. Cymru am byth – Cymru Forever.


Tywyn was in my bones, but I’d not really noticed the new breakwater. Built in 2010 from 51,000 tons of rocks shipped from Penmaenmawr, Minffordd and Brittany, it formed part of 2 kilometres of defences against storms and rising sea levels. Scant else had changed. The seafront was still shabby. Buccaneer Amusements still lacked a few lightbulbs. But the prom no longer smelt of lollies and cigarettes.


Rob and I would get married here in March, on the Talyllyn Railway. We were so buzzed it would be months before we realised the irony of us environmentalists, chartering a coal-powered steam train. Built to carry slate from the Abergynolwyn quarries, Talyllyn claims to be the first narrow-gauge railway authorised to carry passengers, one of whom in the 1920s, was my granddad – little Ernie, despatched from Shrewsbury to visit an aunty on a farm up the valley. We’d just watched a documentary about the Talyllyn Railway. It had both inflamed my English guilt and begun to diffuse it. We learned that the railway had been restored by volunteers, some of whom had stayed on in Tywyn, and that most of them were English. The flickering footage of bearded men and long-haired women with wheelbarrows resembled the pioneers who’d built wind turbines and scratched gardens into the derelict slate quarry which became the environmental research, demonstration and education centre I’d just quit. The Talyllyn volunteers made me feel part of a bigger wave of settlers than the sustainability crowd I identified with, and my presence here more inevitable.


“You’ll be going inland up the river now,” said the catering manager after we’d discussed soup. “I rebuilt most of the stone walls around Tonfanau” he added wistfully. Despite his English accent, he was a Tywyn kid.


Englishness was contributing to an erosion of language, culture, and politics – Tory seats increasing in a Labour (and in Gwynedd, a Plaid Cymru) stronghold, and I felt guilty by default. But I was pretty sure Cymru like everywhere was built on immigration, and I believed in freedom of movement and refuge for refugees, so my guilt wasn’t easy to justify. It was annoying and vague. English environmentalists had been moving in since the 1970s. At the eco-centre, we settlers varied in how we related to Cymru. Some had a global rather than national outlook, some were oblivious to Cymru’s language and culture, some didn’t stay long enough to find out. Many were like Rob – culturally concerned, technically gifted, linguistically lacking, and some were like me – prioritising environmental action above all else, but feeling guilty. We kept a low profile. We didn’t want to be English oppressors. Others were timid because the first wave had been mocked and their kids bullied. But we all loved Cymru. And most (including Rob) had sent their kids to Cymraeg-medium schools, where some kids felt ostracised, while others became confidently bi-lingual. I didn’t have kids so couldn’t pass on the integration responsibility – it was up to me.


Being English bothered me. England was an imperial bully. I couldn’t be Cymreig but at least maybe I could speak Cymraeg, preferably by osmosis, being allergic to evening classes, podcasts and textbooks. Despite my allergy, the month-long language course had bolstered me. I would travel as if overseas with eyes and heart wide open. I might even chat to people in Cymraeg. Here I am Cymru!


But there were no gossiping old women in their gardens, and small chance of practising Cymraeg with the Tywyn English who were not like Machynlleth English environmentalists or moneyed Aberdyfi second-home owning English. Most were retired, some perhaps were steam enthusiasts, but none, as they shuffled amiably down the high street, looked guilty. Later, it occurred to me that their sense of belonging stemmed from the Second World War when Tywyn had been stuffed with army camps for British servicemen, (and where later, refugees from the Ugandan Civil War had been warmly received). A sense of British comradeship was still palpable here, as it was across Britain, albeit distorted by time and the right-wing media into something ugly.


Some of the Wales Coast Path wasn’t complete because its launch had been brought forward a year to (somewhat unfathomably) coincide with the London Olympics. The footbridge across Afon Dysynni had yet to be helicoptered in, so the path advanced inland towards Mynyddoedd Eryri. The mountains looked like a cardboard stage-set with shadows painted grainy-blue technicolour, and Craig Aderyn rising inky in a wash of misty hills. In the foreground, water-birds squabbled on Aber Dysynni and cormorants lined up like old priests on a spit.


Having crossed the river, I turned back to the coast on a lane that a moped was leaving. Its engine cut out, the driver planted his feet on the old tarmac and looked left and then right in a rich silence before spluttering on. It was all rich silence save for insects droning in honeysuckle. I ate sandwiches at a field gate feeling blissfully at large in the world. A Land Rover passed driven by a child on his father’s lap. Later, alerted more by instinct than sound, I peered through a hedge and deciphered a farmer whispering commands to dogs silently whirling sheep into a pen. I knew a few farmers, but I didn’t know their magic.


I was running late to meet Rob I realised, as I hurried to Llwyngwril, where there were hand-painted signs in the fields, ‘Cau’r Ysgol, Dim Cymuned, Dim Dyfodol’ (Close the school, No community, No future). I’d once given a workshop here to the primary school’s thirty-five pupils. The older kids had held the little ones’ hands. But small schools cost disproportionately more per pupil than large ones, and 157 across Cymru, would be closed in a decade. In 2013, this one would be merged into a new school of eighty-seven pupils nearly six miles away making me wonder if the big kids still held the little ones’ hands.


I arrived at the station all sweaty. Rob stepped onto an almost empty platform like a scene from a film. We’d only been apart for a day but I felt almost shy. We grasped hands and strode into hills on which cloud descended, soaking our clothes and turning the landscape white. Deprived of distance our eyes were drawn to the reds and greens of moss and lichen on the wall, as we followed a cow gently butting her calf with tapered horns.


The mist cleared on a hill above Fairbourne and we camped by a stream. I watched Rob hang our clothes on a branch and cook curry and rice on the stove. Everything was perfect. Our tent was filled with soft filtered light, the canvas a damp skin over cool squishy earth.


Outside Golwern Quarry, vacant teenagers, high on something, sat wrapped in blankets around a burning tyre. We ducked into the quarry tunnel to see the blue lagoon which had replaced the slate, and when we came out the teenagers had gone and a man was bashing at the belching black smoke with a branch. “Bloody kids!” he shouted. “They’re always up here! No purpose!”


Fairbourne lay frail and exposed between saltmarsh and sea, a scatter of white bungalows behind a shingle ridge on which concrete tank traps had been built in fear of Germans who never came. The invasion will come from climate-change associated tidal, river and groundwater flooding instead – Fairbourne has been identified as an area of managed retreat. In 2016, residents would declare they’d sue Llywodraeth Cymru over plans to ‘decommission’ their village. “They think they’ve been abandoned because they’re English” an English friend (who lives safely up the hill) told us, but there is a Cymreig community in Fairbourne too. Thousands of refugees worldwide have already been displaced due to climate change. There will be millions more and the impoverished will suffer most. Britain with its comparatively wealthy population and northern hemisphere location, will be affected less. Scant consolation to the people of Fairbourne. A man sat outside the chippy with a red mug then sauntered back to his potato buckets, as we left for Y Bermo. Which was loud.


A man filled his jet-ski at the Birmingham Garage, holidaymakers milled about with fishing nets and shopping, and dripping families wearing race-numbers carried wet kayaks. A girl on her Dad’s shoulders dangled an arcade teddy in front of his cigarette, a bored lifeguard leant against the paddling pool wall, a small boy rolled slowly around in a plastic zorb and the caterpillar was like an old biscuit tin rattling round its tracks to a soundtrack of sirens and slot-machines. When at last the smiley-faced tooting train that had tailed us to the end of the prom turned back, silence filled its wake like a lake. A tattered yellow flag flapped above the car park café, a frontier to five miles of sand.


We squeezed past cars on the pavement to reach it, passing wedding guests in sunglasses gathering in nervous groups, backdropped by grey church and grey beach. The women smoothed their dresses. The men adjusted shiny suits, thrust out their chins and made conversation about the parking. And then we were on the beach, and it was huge. Wind and light chased up it in cold or muggy onslaughts and goose bumps raced over our skin. Over centuries, prevailing southwesterlies had dried sand, lifted it, dumped and sculpted it into dunes through which tracks trickled to the caravan sites where one of my sisters and her family holidayed in a static. I met them here sometimes – the kids would fall out of a car crammed with cricket bats and fishing nets and race into the sea. We rested in a slack. The wind caressed our skin and covered us in sand that stuck to our sun cream.


We continued and the beach narrowed, around an old man standing naked in the wind with his eyes closed who everyone pretended not to see, to a shingly peninsula – Y Mochras. I’d come here on a school trip and slept in an orange tent which collapsed on us when boys pulled the pegs out. ‘Shell Island’ was still a big campsite full of West Midlanders and I felt disoriented as if the child I’d been and adult I’d become were meeting. It was strange to recognise the windy fields and standpipe, and the gift shop I overlooked now, for the distant purple mountains I’d ignored. I felt a sense of time passing. The tents had changed – they were wobbling bouncy castles now, losing pegs to the wind. Kids ran amok, granddads hunkered with radios behind windbreaks, and young bare-chested Dads in baseball caps fiddled with car stereos or crabbed with their kids off the causeway. I looked in a bucket at the little green crabs. Their captor said “there’s not much in it yet” and turned away, fiercely sweeping his net.


Llanbedr, to which cottage gardens had granted a genteel veneer, was full of English people too. We went to the pub for football results, pie, chips and pints, before dragging ourselves up, and on through the boat club, where the air was thick with smoke and the smell of musty wetsuits, and an instructor tipped frozen burgers onto a grill.


A sulphurous reek rose from the saltmarsh. Oystercatchers called. The sea was distant, the light weakening. We pitched our tent in the lea of a dyke and heard a noisy gang of kids and later, as we were drifting off, a child saying it was a stupid place to camp. We woke to a loud slosh. The sea was black and almost level with the top of the dyke. Rob checked the tide times on his phone and we stayed awake till it began its retreat.


A morning mist muted distant sound so our tent and jacket zips seemed loud. A farmer was coming towards us with his dogs and I became too nervous to speak Cymraeg as we’d been trespassing, but he didn’t mind. “We did wonder about the water levels,” said Rob, “in case a sluice gate got opened.” “Well there is that, yes,” he said, in the thoughtful manner of the Gwynedd farming community. The tourist industry met the rest of Cymru at the coast, but you could easily miss it.


The sea had left salt-reek and mud and mist that quietened our minds, and revealed the small stone church at Llandanwg which seemed to belong to the marsh and the mist and the sea. Drizzle washed our skin. We sat on our rucksacks among heaps of kelp and sea spaghetti jumping with sand hoppers, to boil noodles and eggs, alone on the beach, and I loved it like this. Harlech Castle was the only building in sight, stern above the dunes, one of Edward I’s built to subjugate Cymru.


The sun burst through so fiercely we stopped at the entrance of a caravan site, to lose the waterproofs. Rob’s zips were jammed with sand. A boy on a scooter circled the flowerbeds whilst gazing hopefully at a static. Rob wobbled. When I looked at caravan sites I imagined the landscape without them, but I liked them too, for the holidays we’d had. And their impermanence, like wind turbines. If we took them away they’d leave only concrete pads.


The leisure centre was next to the school where I’d given workshops. I knew Harlech was a Cymraeg heartland so I ordered coffee in Cymraeg and got served in English. We could see over the pool to a window where blue plastic film tinted the clouds. The swimmers’ voices and splashes were muted and everything seemed cinematic. I heard off-screen, in a world I couldn’t be part of, the lifeguards and café girl banter in Cymraeg. She said that she’d cook them some sausages. We could see the castle flags too and it struck me that Edward had failed.


Morfa Harlech was formed by the southwesterly accretion of silt which evolved into saltmarsh. Very far away, sea crimped the dunes. A black cow was profiled on the hills like an advertisement for Spanish sherry. Vast empty barns made it feel like the wild west. We turned upriver. Teenagers raced out of a farmhouse, jumped into a car and put the stereo on. “Are we still on the coast path?” we asked and they laughed self-consciously. “Errrrrr not sure.” “We never walk anywhere. I think there might be a footpath sign up the lane?”


Down at Ynys an empty road stretched to the estuary. ‘Next High Tide 10.30. No Jet Skis. By order of the Rt. Hon Lord Harlech’ had been written on a board, and we joked that Lord Harlech was the man tinkering under a car bonnet but it wasn’t really funny, that lordships still existed, that huge estates really were still inherited. The incumbent Lord Harlech would be succeeded in 2016 by his son Jasset Ormsby-Gore who would auction off 400 family treasures in order to pay for restorations to the family seat at Talsarnau. Aristocracy was hard to reconcile with the Cymru I knew – but this was 2012, before I’d read any history.


Talsarnau lay beyond reclaimed fields full of yearling sheep and we reached it eventually. An elderly woman checked us into the campsite and met my Cymraeg with a dignified silence. She didn’t speak it, and I was embarrassed. I had lived here for years but had been so busy. Only now was I unpicking what it meant to be English in Cymru. The prevalence of the English language unsettled me but the Cymraeg world eluded me.


We crossed Pont Briwet and peered at Gwaith Powdwr Nature Reserve from the top of bramble-choked steps, and a large striped spider transferred itself to my jacket. Mining explosives and arms for both World Wars had been manufactured here in sheds with lead floors. Now it was home to nightjar, newts and lesser horseshoe bats. But Gwaith Powdwr had been the main employer in Penrhyndeudraeth. Now teenagers lounged outside Spar.


Y Dderwen’s kitchen was closed for a christening party, so we ordered pints instead of food. A tipsy old man played the piano while two young kids crashed the keys. The other guests had gone. The landlord was rushing plates to the sinks where two women in frocks washed them up whilst chatting in Cymraeg, so I tried to join in when the landlord brought us leftover sandwiches. “No, no, I don’t want any money,” he said in English. We bought another pint. He brought onion bhajis. Shaking our hands as we left, as if we too had been guests, he suddenly noticed my attempts, straightened his back and slapped his heart. “Dwi’n Gymro,” he said quietly with tears in his eyes. “Rydwi’n falch” which could mean either ‘I am pleased’ or ‘I am proud’. I was both. Acknowledgement! But there was reason for his caution. Speaking your native language in your native land isn’t straightforward in Cymru. Two years earlier in that same pub, a different landlord, newly-arrived and English, had taken offence when locals ordered beer from his wife in Cymraeg, and had threatened them with an air rifle.


The teens were still outside Spar when we left town hand in hand. “You’re in love!” they shouted in English. “Yes we are!” we shouted back, sending them into volleys of Cymraeg I’d no hope of ever understanding. The sun was setting as we crossed Pont Briwet. The water was deep and clear. Light silvered the pylons and the sky flushed a deep hot pink. The rail and road toll bridge was unsuitable for emergency vehicles. A replacement crossing would open in 2015 after an engineering operation hampered by storms and, (according to a train refreshment trolley operator I met at the time), by a poorly engineered rerouting of the river, which toppled one of the pylons. Pont Briwet was meant to have been left for pedestrians but the heavy piling rendered it unstable and it was destroyed, as lovely things are.


Monday morning. Rob was heading back for work, the only passenger to board the train at Llandecwyn. The two carriages were silhouetted by glittering sea and I felt bereft as I watched them pull away. I wanted to go with him. I walked to Portmeirion instead.


Sir Clough Williams-Ellis had designed this mock-Italianate village to demonstrate that new developments could enhance rather than spoil a landscape. I forgave him for being practically an aristocrat – because Clough had campaigned against pollution, industrialisation and urban sprawl, and for the creation of National Parks which he claimed were for ‘the multitudes without solitudes’. He built Portmeirion outside the boundary to avoid National Park planning restrictions. Heras fencing was being erected for Festival No.6 in two weeks’ time, which I’d bought tickets for with my last wages. Seeing the preparations excited me so much I considered camping out under the hydrangeas with a stash of cider. I was so excited I informed the ticket officer in Cymraeg that I’d lost the path, not realising I’d muddled colli (to lose) and codi (to raise), confusing him so much that he stammered and blushed and I felt like a muppet.


A few adult learners I knew could speak Cymraeg fluently. But most wouldn’t speak it outside classes for fear of getting it wrong. I was somewhere in the middle, blundering about. It wasn’t easy for anyone, least of all for the Cymry-Cymraeg (Welsh-speaking Welsh). My vague intention to speak Cymraeg on my walk was already in tatters.


Afon Glaslyn, seen from on high, was so stunning as it shivered across its green mountain-ringed valley, that I gasped. But what do you do with such beauty? Gaze and walk on. The Cob carried the road, coast path and Ffestiniog Railway to Porthmadog. I found myself among sidings and sheds with cracked glass at Boston Lodge where some twenty railwaymen sat on benches overlooking the sea, eating sandwiches and drinking from flasks in a scene straight from Ford Madox Brown. They wore caps and faded blue overalls, volunteers every last one. Some had lined faces and looked very old. Some had a dreamy gaze, others chewed their bread seriously, and none paid me any attention. I can’t excuse the burning of coal, I will miss steam trains if they go. But if anyone can work out how to power them sustainably these railwaymen can.


William Madocks had intended The Cob to form part of a post-road to Dublin, but Thomas Telford beat him to it with a route via Caergybi. I stopped halfway across to eat. Birds poked about in the mudflats. A wheatear landed beside me. A train left Boston Lodge and grew bigger and louder till it passed in a billow of steam, chuntering roar and gleam of brass. A guard with thick black beard hung from the last carriage. His expression of surprise lingered with the echo of wheels and whistle. I was losing my grip on space and time.


Pen Llŷn oozed a gentle character all of its own, even leaving Porthmadog. Borth-y-Gest was quiet enough to hear the thunk of ball hitting the rotten branch three children were playing cricket with. A few people were gathered under striped café awnings, rowing boats rested on marsh grass and mud, and pink floats bobbed in the bay. Suddenly a car alarm ruptured the peace then stopped abruptly. In the after-shock, calm returned layer by layer.


But there was a melancholy to the softness even though the path twisted and turned above bewitching coves. Perhaps it was the strange warm white air which trapped the scent of marram grass and ragwort. The oystercatchers were fractious, squabbling over weedy heaps, and I felt fractious too. Cars were allowed on Traeth Graig Ddu. They had stripped the sand of vegetation, save for sea spurge imprisoned in a small sad roped-off square.


At Cricieth I was startled by the sight of a family digging sandcastles in front of the ruined castle. I’d taken a photo as a child of my family making castles at the same spot in similar weather. I didn’t much like nostalgia, especially in my strange mood. It reminded me that everything must pass, including me. Nevertheless, we’d holidayed round so much of the Cymreig coast as kids it was inevitable. But living for the present is also hazardous if you care about the future. A few Scottish coach-party pensioners had stopped to watch a red-whiskered man in yellow waders dig at the water’s edge. “Are they cockles?” called one of the women, as he rushed buckets up the beach to dump in his boot. “No!” he replied, running back to his pitchfork. “Winkles!” he shouted.


We’d come to Cricieth twice as kids. Gran had given us money for Cadwalader’s ice cream she said was the best in the world. Cadwalader’s was still here, noisy with chatter, music and kids, except for a woman sipping coffee in a pinstriped suit, reading very neatly beside a child staring unhappily at the floor. I felt strangely mopey myself. It was Rob’s fault. Before setting out I’d been irritated I’d have to break my journey now and again for this and that. I’d wanted to do it all in one go, I loved solo walking. When Rob and I had got together, I’d told him I’d be heading off alone every year, but I hadn’t anticipated how compatible a walking companion he’d be. Missing him was infuriating. Upstairs by the toilets a photograph showed stiff waitresses in mobcaps and aprons. Downstairs, the sulky black-haired girls played gangsta music too loud and wiped up melted ice cream in a huff. The pinstriped woman closed her book and left without looking at the miserable child in her wake. I was sad for the kid. But the tea and scones improved my mood.


I remembered there being swans on the sea. Mum still had a photo by her reading lamp of Dad with a big smile, large sideburns, and the swans in the background, and I got sad again thinking about him. Afon Dwyfor flowed quietly between driftwood banks that yielded underfoot. There were the swans! Drifting apart then together, absorbed in their own small worlds. They made it seem like the passing of time was OK – that there was continuity.


A cow pushed through gorse and sloshed through the bog, drinking with great happy slurps. It was gentle by the river with the smell of warm salt and seaweed and the Llŷn hills an undulating blue line just visible through yellow grasses. But there was nowhere to camp, so I made for the Caravan Club site at Llanystumdwy, where a man jumped from an awning with a frisson of triumph and propelled me to reception as if to prison. Mine was the only tent between two rows of touring caravans. The shower block was decked out with flowers, their scent mingling with a septic-tank stench.


One rainy afternoon, Gran said she and Grandpa had driven out of Cricieth and nearly knocked over an elderly gentleman with an umbrella stepping out of a gate. “Do you know who it was?” she’d said. “Lloyd George!” I’d never heard of him. David Lloyd George, Prime Minister for the Liberal Party during the First World War, was brought up in Llanystumdwy and had later moved back there. He lived at Tŷ Newydd, now owned by Literature Wales, where I’d be attending a writing course in a few weeks. The gate opened onto a quiet lane above which squirrels traversed the beeches with stealthy grace. I felt odd standing there, imagining Gran and Grandpa in a motor car, and a startled man with an umbrella.


The path accompanied the A497 for two miles. Spray-bejewelled birds-foot trefoil trembled in wheel-wake on the bank. A Volvo lorry honked, all monstrous wheels and fumes with yellow lamps around the cab like a fairground ride. I felt in the way. Quiet resumed at Porth Fechan. I boiled tea and four ringed plovers took flight. The drizzle stopped, I took down my hood and felt free. Crouching on the beach made me happy. I cooked noodles, eggs and onions and burned off the meths. The blue and yellow flame leapt over the stones. I loved this hillbilly liberty. I kicked the onion skins and eggshells into heaps of seaweed and sun-bleached plastic. But melancholy was still lurking despite my intrinsic contentment.


I was alone on Aber-erch save for one man and his dog in the distance and a boat pulling a water skier. The skier stood and fell, stood and fell. Engine-drone, instructor’s voice and swell-smack rang clear against the lull and drift of shore-lap and bird call. The glittering sea was almost a meditation. I faltered, struggling with warm then cool air, putting down my rucksack to take off clothes then stopping to put them back on.


Until now, Pwllheli had only meant the end of the line to me, the place where I’d transferred from train to bus, on my way to teach in schools further north. I’d never seen Hafan Marina, where yachts like white coffins were moored between empty berths. Marinas were not the lure they had been in the nineties, and neither were people as rich. The economic downturn, increasing storms and dredging costs had forced up fees. Once there’d been waiting lists, but by 2018 half the berths would be empty. Now only two people were in sight – a man on a bench trying to eat a burger without the onions sliding out, the other whistling as he wiped the counter of his van, under big red letters spelling BARRY.


I’d been alone long enough to feel odd in public. The station café was a theatre, with spot-lit sausage rolls. Off-stage, the café girl smoked in the doorway, shouting in Cymraeg to her colleague frying eggs in the kitchen who couldn’t hear a word. ‘Beth?’ (what?) she shouted back. A man in a long coat doffed his hat, said ‘Diolch’ in a deep voice and half-bowed as he left. Two rotund characters in hi-viz ate the bargain fry-ups. I had a sensation of not knowing what era I was in, let alone country.


Back on the path, a man wearing beanie and sloppy trainers asked where I was going with my rucksack. “Lots of up and down hills by Rhiw,” he said. “I used to go fishing there. There’s a big field going down to the sea. It’s alright going down, but you try climbing up it with a sack of mackerel on your back.” A dog howled, then the quiet of the coast returned. It had settled round Llanbedrog and its beach huts, where the sand was cool and wet to my bare feet, flecked with black broken leaves, beechnuts and sharp twigs straight off the trees. I still felt slightly adrift. I paused outside Plas Glyn-y-Weddw.


The gothic mansion had been built to house Elizabeth Love-Jones’s art collection. I hated grand old houses with fussy antiques and ticking clocks reminding me time was passing. I hated wealth acquired through inheritance or exploitation, but the gallery was run now by a charitable trust exhibiting work by Cymreig artists. I didn’t look much at the art. I left my boots at the desk. The carpets were thick and soft. My socks were shabby and damp but I kept them on because my feet were worse. Lozenges of light fell onto the staircase and the air smelt of polish. I sat on the window-seat, feeling strange to be inside, with birdsong and wind filtered by the building. The best art perhaps, was outside.


And back outside, insect drones became confused with my breathing as I lay in the heather with no reason to get up. Perhaps this explained my gentle melancholy. I had been so busy at the eco-centre, work had occupied every waking hour and sometimes my dreams. I’d loved my job, my colleagues, the people I’d taught, but had also felt trapped. Now I felt free. Also a kind of exhaustion. I pulled myself up and heard a woman pretending to sing. She fell silent and blushed when I came upon her in sunhat and National Trust shirt. Her colleague smiled and carried on raking up heather clippings. Their Landrover was parked on the hill, its wheels a-straddle on the rocks, a coffee mug on the dashboard and flask on the seat. It reminded me of jobs I’d enjoyed – roguing wild oats, watering flowers, grading potatoes. What was my work now? I wasn’t a writer yet, I hadn’t written anything. I felt a little overwhelmed, a little inadequate.


Abersoch was crammed with shops selling boats, surf lessons, designer flip-flops and crew clothing. I don’t own a phone but it was Mum’s birthday, so I trekked round the headland past signs for Private Beaches, Private Roads, Private Gardens and Private Parking, then found a call box where I’d started, outside Spar. The glass was broken. The receiver dangled, smeared in something disgusting. I stared at it. Suddenly I was desperate to get out of Abersoch. I hurried over the golf course past dog-walkers trailing perfume and a man in checked shorts shaking his head in a bunker, until at Penrhyn Du, I collapsed on my rucksack, relieved to be back on the edge.


Dusk fell. A lighthouse swung a beam on Tudwal Fawr. The island was owned by celebrity survival expert Bear Grylls. He’d built a holiday home on it, and a slide into the sea for which he was undergoing a planning investigation by Gwynedd Council. Rabbits thumped the ground and the temperature dropped. Three curlews flew south, so I sent with them, birthday greetings to my Mum.


“Bore da” I said to the sheep, startling them and myself with the sound of my voice. The promontories were striking. The sky was blue. But the path left Porth Ceiriad for fields down which a river of slurry was running. I wanted a break from environmental problems, but they are not easy to escape. Generally, slurry is put back on the fields. But due to the increasing intensification of livestock farming more is produced than can be absorbed. Dealing with the excess is expensive for dairy farmers who often receive too little as it is for their milk, sometimes less than it costs to produce. When slurry gets in the water system, bacteria already present use it to multiply, deoxygenating the water, killing fish and invertebrates. Slurry also emits ammonia which travels on the wind.


I didn’t want to think about it, but perhaps this was the cause of my uncertain mood. At the eco-centre we had countered problems with positivity. People seeking sustainable solutions sought us out. Now I was back in a world where people ignored the problems. Denied their existence. It seemed the percentage of solution-ready people was incredibly small. Nevertheless, it was easier to forget environmental collapse on the edge of Cymru than in the middle. Much of the coast is a continuous wildlife corridor, too salty and steep for agriculture. Even the border with England is largely upland with rough, rather than ‘improved’ pasture.


And now Ynys Enlli glided into view. Gulls and crows circled, choughs squawked, skylarks sang and goldfinches flitted about scabious surging in a sea of pink and gold grasses. A kestrel quivered, I watched it lift, hold, flutter, dive. And when I cooked pasta among crates and broken polystyrene on the beach, a glossy raven landed nearby with a blue sheen to its plumage and the muscular build of a bull.


Porth Neigwl’s cliffs were eroding so quickly the path veered inland. I didn’t mind at first. Scarlet pimpernel entwined wheat stalks which rustled like old paper. But a crow-scarer exploded right next to me, sending off a smaller explosion in my heart which made me jittery. Arable gave to pasture and a hundred heifers surrounded me, rolling their eyes, tossing their heads. I stepped to the right and they mirrored me like people trying to pass on the stairs. Eventually I walked purposefully forward setting them snorting and cantering around me in a circle of panic they maintained for the length of the field. But when I looked back they regarded me calmly as if nothing had happened.


The long improved grass fields were tiresome. Distant mountains taunted me. The coast path signs were camouflaged from a distance and set at confusing angles – one post had so many stapled around it I forgot which direction I’d come from. I cursed the farmer racing towards me on a quadbike. But he was young with rosy cheeks and the wind in his hair, three collies smiling over his shoulder. And he spoke in such melodic, careful English (clearly his second language) and wished me well so gently that he lifted my spirits. The farming community enchanted me. Its remoteness and continuity had preserved culture and language. I watched this young farmer bump his quad over the wind-fields like a Mongolian on horseback, as his own ancestors would have travelled, not many generations back.


On the brackened crag of Mynydd Rhiw, a line of pink and white linen flapped outside a row of stone cottages and I, exhilarated at last, wanted to stop and live in that bright light with that view and that washing. Crisp light and altitude make me feel as if I belong to the mountainous regions of this world, to places I’ve never been. The pillowcases billowed like prayer flags. Stone cottages were all about, built for the miners who’d extracted manganese deposits in the Industrial Age, industry that was hard to imagine now the hills belonged to ravens and salty-maned ponies, and to Ynys Enlli tugging at its moorings ahead.


I was tired but kept on to Aberdaron, whose huddle of inns and cafés were busy with holidaymakers. But local people had not been terribly outnumbered here, and appeared in control. They served me chips. I tore into them greedily and choked on vinegar vapour. Evening light filled the phone box like a lantern. I called Mum, then carried on to Porth Meudwy, from where boats to Enlli still depart. Old tractors cwtched up to lobster pots, and I was suddenly so tired I could barely drag myself up the creek to the campsite where the farmhouse door, slightly ajar, revealed a stout lad watching television with his feet up. “Drws! Drws!” he shouted over his shoulder, it being clearly not his job to answer it. It was his mother’s. Sue. She said I looked exhausted.


“Come in now for a cup of tea,” she said. I bent to unlace my boots but her eyebrows shot into her hair. “You will not take your boots off! We’re not posh!” I was stinking and filthy, she was clean and crisp in a floral blouse. We drank tea at the kitchen table while she chatted and I tried now and again to say something in Cymraeg, which reminded her that one of her regular campers had just now after several years, started to learn the language. Sue made me feel welcome. “One of our regulars, Mr Woods has lost his wife, he’s only thirty-two but he’s met someone else, the lovely Gloria,” she said. A bowl of glazed china fruit sat on the windowsill. An orchid soaked in the sink and three giant bags of Yorkshire puddings defrosted on the draining board. Sue said when she’d been young one of her teachers had boxed her ears, and another, Sister Seraphina who’d been very tall like a giraffe had become a nun because she was too tall for ballet. “Last night,” said Sue “three boys from Yorkshire came on motorbikes and wanted to go fishing in the dark. Lads!” she said, nodding towards the front room, and opened the dishwasher, releasing a cloud of fragrant steam. “What can you do with them?”


Swallows swooped in and out of the barn where I was waiting for the kettle to boil. Sue’s husband William came to introduce himself and ask where I’d learned Cymraeg. “Mostly Aberystwyth,” I began in Cymraeg. “Ah well,” he interrupted in English “it’s different in the south. You’ve got to stick to one or the other,” which surprised me, because it wasn’t so different.


I asked in English if I’d pass any shops. “Not till Nefyn,” William said gravely. “The shops, schools and pubs, they’ve closed. The community has changed.” William lowered his voice to add that it hadn’t been helped by retired English couples coming in. “They are putting up the house prices,” he said, and feeling instantly guilty, I mumbled something about not being able to afford any property either. “No, no!” said William alarmed, “it’s alright when young people move in, because you create jobs and your children go to the schools. In Machynlleth you’ve got schools and pubs and shops still open, and new jobs. But here on Llŷn now, there are no jobs for the kids who’ve gone to university. There’s only farming and the creamery. And the council,” he added darkly, “but they look after themselves.” Swallows zoomed over our heads. “When we go to the doctor’s surgery now,” said William “we don’t know anyone in the waiting room. They keep to themselves you see. Nobody knows them until they get ill and when one of them dies, the other one goes back to family in England, and the body goes too.” He shook his head. “There’s not many English in the graveyards,” he said regretfully.


Life was tough for farming communities. Many farms couldn’t sustain the next generation and young families couldn’t afford to buy or rent homes. But what he’d said startled me. Had William and Sue been so forthcoming and friendly, because I was learning Cymraeg or because I lived in Cymru, or because being hospitable was just second nature? It had never occurred to me that language wasn’t necessarily the be-all and end-all, but it should have done. After all, Rob, for all his intelligence and creativity was no linguist. He just about remembered ‘bonjour’ and ‘merci’ from school, not necessarily in the right order. But he’d lived for years in the Machynlleth area, where his boys had gone through school. He’d run a cyber café and been a firefighter – useful things. People knew him. Whereas I’d gone straight to the eco-centre, which was something of a mystery to locals, though on reflection I’d taught so many of their kids I’d probably integrated better than I knew.


At the eco-centre, the education department in which I was one of six qualified teachers, had worked with students, teachers, tutors, lecturers, exam boards and curriculum officials throughout Cymru and in Machynlleth. But I’d been so conscious of how we eco-incomers were perceived as a whole, had heard so many tales of peoples’ kids (now adults my age) who’d been bullied at school, had heard more than once among Cymraeg speakers that Free Tibet was all very well but what about Free Cymru, that I’d been completely oblivious to the notion that some Cymry were positive about our presence. My surprise after talking to William was so substantial; only now did I fully appreciate the guilt I’d been carrying. Over subsequent years I would meet enough farmers to understand they had come to respect the eco-centre for its work in promoting the renewable energy they now depended on but had pilloried at first – most hadn’t long been connected to the National Grid when the eco-centre was founded in the 1970s, and the idea of returning to the hydro-power they’d just ditched was understandably ridiculous. But I didn’t know this as I drank tea in the barn, watching swallows feed their young in mid-flight. William had given me wings. Just perhaps it was OK to be English.


The smell of the sea was strong. Cliffs, sea, and birds dominated, but it was Ynys Enlli sliding in and out of view between headlands, the destination of pilgrims following in the footsteps of early Christians, that captured my imagination. I saw it through harebells and yarrow, and across the dark creek at Porth Felen. The sun reached its mountain. Haloed in gold, radiant as stained glass and perfectly framed by the creek in which the sea seemed even now, to be the magical colour of night.


The hills were awash with light. They dazzled and danced, purple and gold with heather and gorse as I sped along in the wind. A line of sheep moved along a distant track but there were no people and I felt euphoric till I reached Porth Oer and its car park. The crowds weren’t unpleasant; it was just that the wildness had gone. One middle-aged couple were picking sloes on the lane. “Are they ready?” I asked, and the woman jumped and looked guilty. “Well we don’t know,” she said. “We saw it on the TV, making gin, and thought we’d give it a go.” They were from Abertawe – Lloyd, who spoke Cymraeg and Margaret, who did not. “But I can’t understand the accent up here,” Lloyd said. “And what I don’t understand, when I went into the shop in Aberdaron,” he sounded hurt, “the woman started speaking to me in Welsh. Well I said to her, ‘how do you know I speak Welsh?’” The language issue was more complex than I’d appreciated. I sat on a rock and brooded.


I had found it useful, in other countries, to learn the language, but Cymru was different. A large number of Cymry particularly in the south, did not speak Cymraeg and while I’d met some for whom this was an embarrassment, I also remembered taxi drivers, council workers and teachers grumbling about Cymraeg being brought back into schools. They felt threatened by language legislation introduced by the new Llywodraeth Cymru, excluded from potential jobs and their own culture.


An 1847 government report which had criticised the use of Cymraeg in schools, had resulted in pupils found speaking it being punished – in some areas well into the twentieth century. Generations of Cymry subsequently felt ashamed of their own language. Many hadn’t passed it on. Some believed their own Cymraeg wasn’t as good as that taught in evening classes. Once, in the pub watching rugby, I’d babbled in tipsy Cymraeg to a farmer friend of Rob’s who’d said “Your Welsh is better than mine. I’m just a country bumpkin, we don’t speak properly”, and I’d been really shocked, being a clumsy beginner with a grammar allergy. But he’d not been joking. He assumed my Cymraeg was more proper than his and it made him embarrassed and sad.


Though most of my eco-colleagues had not learned the language, they were respectful of it. I’d been unaware that Cymraeg was still oppressed. I’d heard the stories of weird English people who preferred not to hear Cymraeg spoken in Cymru, but had assumed other claims were exaggerated. I was yet to meet the girl moved to Tywyn from Leicester who’d tell me ‘the Welsh are backward’. I was yet to read TripAdvisor reviews describing a friend’s café as ‘very nice but too Welsh’. Another friend was yet to tell me about the Englishwoman who turned up at the farm where she gardened to enquire about holiday accommodation because the others she’d seen were also ‘too Welsh’ and that the farmer had meekly shown her round and not even complained when she’d gone. ‘Too Welsh’! In the middle of Cymru?


No wonder that after centuries of bullying from the English and even, now, from the Cymry di-Gymraeg (Non-Welsh-speaking Welsh), some Cymry-Cymraeg were reluctant to use their language. They were in my experience, humble, polite and easily embarrassed when learners made fools of themselves. Furthermore, it was hard to know who spoke what. There are as many fluent-in-Cymraeg English-accented young people as there are Cymreig-accented old folk who’d lost their Cymraeg. Communicating in English was usual till a common language could be established. But neither I nor Rob wished anyone to prioritise English on our behalf and the fact that anyone could be offended at hearing Cymraeg in Cymru was wretched. A middle-aged couple arrived and began to set up in front of me. I smiled and got a scowl in return. The woman used her shoe to bang in the windbreak poles and without a word her husband took the windbreak down, tweaked it, and put it back up to his liking. Still ignoring each other they settled into deckchairs and opened their books. Some people are beyond needing language at all.


The cliffs were black and lower now, with flat fields stretching to their edge. Land and water birds mingled. Wheatears and fulmars, linnets and gannets. Curlews and swallows shared beaches and fields, while pied wagtails, stonechats and rock pipits bounced over rocks. The wind was strong. At Penllech it hurled black sand across a backdrop of white sea, and blew my stove so fiercely I had to top up the burner. When the vegetables were finally soft, they were bitter with meths and I tipped them away.


I set up my tent among gorse. “Coo-eee – it’s only us!” called an elderly couple, walking a small dog. The sun was setting in a thin gold wind. But I was tired and hungry. My euphoria had gone. I finished reading a book about a man who’d got home after a long trek to find his wife had left him, and actually burst into tears. Why? I was doing exactly what I loved – walking, camping, travelling. But I was tired. Physically tired from the weight of my rucksack. Emotionally tired in the post-job void that had suddenly opened and left me at sea. And although I was going home in the morning, to sign on, host visitors, and go to the festival, I missed Rob.


Two weeks later, the train back to Pwllheli was busy with senior citizens unwrapping foil-packed sandwiches. We’d had fun at Festival No.6. It had been a rare celebration of Cymreig and English culture, New Order meeting Brythoniaid Male Voice Choir. Jan Morris. Gruff Rhys. Harmony and respect between both nations that would sustain me – the arts it seemed, did it best. Now the seasons had moved on. Caravan-site hydrangeas were blowsy brown and the rosehips scarlet. But I was setting out less eagerly, resigned to missing Rob, questioning my journey. I’d not spoken Cymraeg at home and my enthusiasm for it had fizzled.


Men banged in fence posts around self-conscious rams – several ewes were already marked with blue paint from bars strapped around the rams’ middles, indicating their impregnation. A tern crashed into the waves and an oystercatcher called, replacing two weeks at home with something slower and quieter and I was glad, after all, to be back. This was what I had longed for, when I’d been so busy teaching. Bruised clouds leaked light that left little silver sickles on the water. Periwinkles crept slowly over rocks. Green and red jasper lay among sea junk and driftwood, and wrack and kelp bobbing at the surface, were shot through with amber light.


I walked east, towards mountains that glowered. A young couple pointed down from the cliffs, to several Atlantic grey seals and their pups in woolly white coats. In 1970 when the Conservation of Seals Act was introduced, the British seal population was estimated to be 70,000. By 2013 their numbers had swelled to over 111,000. Some lay still, while others craned their necks and tails. Some wobbled awkwardly down to the beach, but were fluid as oil in the sea.


In a rocky nook at Porth Dinllaen, a woman sang a sad and beautiful song while a man played a ukulele. Fishing boats tugged gently at their ropes and the lifeboat was a fiery orange, against the brown-purple mountains ahead. Lunchtime drinkers in hats and down jackets still lingered with empty glasses outside Tŷ Coch. I tried to keep the song in my head, but it slipped away somewhere near Nefyn.


I read an information board about how Nefyn had once been an important herring port. By the turn of the twentieth century, it said, steam trawlers had ousted sailing ships and stripped the seas, causing stocks to collapse that have still not recovered. The enormous schools of herring that once foraged around the coast have gone. The Atlantic grey seals’ recovery after humans had finally agreed to stop persecuting them was a rare success story. Reminders of my old job kept popping up, like arcade-game crocodiles I couldn’t hammer down. The environmental problems we had found solutions for at the eco-centre, now seemed enormous. I was haunted by the knowledge that despite its constitutional commitment, aspirational targets and baby steps, Cymru wasn’t doing any better than anywhere else. Species are still becoming extinct in Cymru as rapidly as they are elsewhere in the UK and globally. The monitoring and protection of isolated habitats has not been enough.
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