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            Prologue

         

         In the beginning God created the Pyrenees. And the hills were without form and void; and darkness was on the face of the cliffs. Everything begins in the dark. The absence indicates an imminent presence which is hiding in the void. At night, it’s like being there at that Genesis moment hearing echoes of somebody speaking existence. The wind is like the brooding Dove slowly shifting the darkness through the valleys. As I walk, the silence is disturbed by a crooked line on the horizon. It rises. Echoes become sounds as huge tectonic plates grind one another, pushing the mountains up. At first it looks like teeth before changing into a row of books leaning on one another in an old chain library…

         
             

         

         Robert Macfarlane wrote that ‘most religions operate on a vertical axis […] to ascend, therefore, is in some fundamental way to approach divinity’. In the secular world too, ‘to peak’ has become a symbol for endeavour and human accomplishment. There is something very appealing about going uphill. In 1336, Petrarch and his brother Gherardo climbed that Provençal hill called Ventoux ‘to see what great an elevation had to offer’. It is not a high hill like some of its southern and eastern siblings; Ventoux is only 1910m above sea level. Petrarch recorded his hike in a letter, probably written by candlelight in the mountain inn, to Dionisio da Borgo San Sepolcro where he notes how, in that single day, he had raised his soul, as he had done with his body, to higher places. He was overwhelmed by the view:

         
            As if suddenly wakened from sleep, I turned about and gazed toward the west. I was unable to discern the summits of the Pyrenees, which form the barrier between France and Spain; not because of any intervening obstacle that I know of but owing simply to the insufficiency of our mortal vision. But I could see with the utmost clearness, off to the right, the mountains of the region about Lyons, and to the left the bay of Marseilles and the waters that lash the shores of Aigues Mortes, altho’ all these places were so distant that it would require a journey of several days to reach them. Under our very eyes flowed the Rhone.

         

         This book documents my seven days on that barrier between France and Spain. In a way, I imagine both me and my father mirroring Petrarch and his brother. If my mortal vision was better, I may have been able to see Ventoux in the distance and we would have waved at the poet and his brother who, in my mind, are always sitting on its bare peak. He is a father-figure to so many writers who like going uphill. But we are mortal and I must leave such imaginings to what Macfarlane calls the mountains of the mind, rather than the real Pyrenees: ‘What we call a mountain is thus in fact a collaboration of the physical forms of the world with the imagination of humans – a mountain of the mind.’ Those mountains have other figures on them too. This is a book in dialogue with the greatest book ever written – the Holy Bible – as well as a return to the iconic mountains which can be climbed in that book. The Bible is full of hills, peaks, and high places which have always fascinated me. Seven Days explores those heights where the extraordinary communes with the ordinary and where the lower things of earth grow strangely dim.

         Seven Days is also a thank you to all the storytellers who have made my first twenty or so years very full and exciting. That particular week seemed much longer and yet each mountain trip we made before and afterwards seems to fuse into that single week where the whole world was under our eyes. In Black Apples of Gower: Stone-Footing in Memory Fields, Iain Sinclair wrote that the ‘walks that truly haunt, and hurt, are the ones that walk you’. In my mind, the crooked lines on any horizon always take me back to that ridge just below Spijeoles and every ascent takes me back to that particular snowy climb a few years ago.
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         Dad and I are nearing a Pyrenean Eilean a ‘Cheò (Isle of Mist). The mist is a sea and the hills appear like those Misty Isles that Ossian saw growing in the distance as he sailed towards Skye. I cannot quite see the shoreline yet but I am anticipating archipelagic hills. At the moment, I can’t see anything. Going down would be easier and quicker, but going up is always rewarding. The sun. At last. The misty sea breaks onto the shore of a hill. Sunlight quickens the stone and breathes life into the whole area. The mountain transports us to the beginning, demanding that we face the shadows of some unutterable holiness. It feels like I’m the first man on earth. Everything is fresh and new. I am exposed. The sound of our clanking ice axes disturbs that silence and echoes around the cirque. I look around – the massif presents itself – an unfinished cathedral, with the mark of divine stonemasonry scraped into its cliffs.

         Ahead of me is my father. I study him. A Pyreneist. The rhythmic guide of the axe sets our walking tempo like a metronome. One minute he is a climber with a strange trust in the hill, and the next minute, he is an old-fashioned pilgrim – an unfamiliar phantom wanderer; he looks lost, but he is not. He stops when a chamois or an isard (Rupicapra pyrenaica) appears. Everything is so still. Perhaps she is one of Culhwch and Olwen’s Oldest Animals, another Carw Rhedynfre? That old stag witnessed the life span of an oak tree but had never heard about the son of Modron. This creature is not a stag, but her marble, amber eyes are pensive and mature. The brown curves of her body move elegantly across the rocks.

         A slight slip causes one of the rocks to tumble. She stops. I gaze at her horns before being drawn down to her eyes again. We look at one another. I am no Gwrhyr and I cannot speak her language.1 By the time the rolling rock is still, she has disappeared.

         We are getting higher. A snowy ramp comes into view offering us a straight passage towards the col.2 I can’t be bothered to put my crampons on because the snow looks safe enough. The rim is haloed by bright light; flickers trick my eyes and create a personal aurora borealis.

         ‘I’ll kick some steps,’ Dad says. He kicks the mountains’ cheeks, making steps with his hard boots. I plod up the steep bit, foot by foot. Kick, kick, snow flying, ice, crunch, step, step… something like that, as we ascend in a zig-zag towards the col.

         

         
            
               I’m falling

                  the first thing to do is to

                   plonk

                     this ice axe in the ice

                       once        rubbish      I’ve missed

                         I’m speeding up

                           quicker again,

                             no I’ve missed and cut myself by missing—

                               I’m bleeding. I’m only nineteen.

                                 Quicker.

                                   I’m going to die.

                                     I’m not going to graduate. Unbelievable!

                                       Third time. Here we

                                         go.

                                           Lord, have mercy!

                                                     Crack!

            

         

         The fiery alp on one side has stopped moving whilst the hill I’m on has grown overwhelmingly large. My arm hurts. The snow has burnt and blistered the area between my elbow and wrist. My father slowly comes to a halt before turning around. He takes a long time to descend but, at last, he is familiar again.
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         Two years go by and we decide to return to the mountain.
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               The Route up Pic de Spijeoles

            

         

         
            1 Gwrhyr Gwalstawd Ieithoedd was one of Arthur’s knights in Culhwch and Olwen. He was a shapeshifter and could speak every language including the languages of birds and animals.

            2 Col – The lowest point on a mountain ridge between two peaks.
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            I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills,

            from whence cometh my help.

            My help cometh from the Lord,

            which made heaven and earth.

            Psalm 121

         

         The earth strains to contain the Word-breathed life. The mountains roll out their shadows across the plain like long black canvases. The ground itself seems to quake under the light. Gaps and holes are on the verge of producing something. They wait for instruction like runners anticipating a cracking gun. Suddenly, the ridges evolve from two-dimensional teeth into three-dimensional puzzles jumbled up in a perfect order. The master mason weathers the cliffs and grinds the peaks: spices in a mortar. The lightning, the wind, the heat, the ice are pestles; they pound and paint the landscape with power. Only then can the sweet aroma be pleasing to both future mountaineers and that great maker who orchestrates the scene from the circle of the earth.

         
             

         

         Everything begins in the dark. Seven days began in a car park and our headlights spotted figures setting up tourist stalls along its periphery. The air was cold, the sun young and transparent, whilst muffled shouts of tradesmen disturbed what had been a hushed journey. Breakfast relics adorned the car floor: a Tropicana bottle and the remains of a flaky croissant that had fallen like confetti. It got lighter. This magic twilight attracted our morning gaze. Big shapes started to appear in the distance as the sun intensified like the top of an emerging lighthouse. I could see cliffs. I could see peaks. The car park was clearer too. This piece of asphalt, this simple car park, marked the beginning of the ‘Rue Bonjour’, a popular tourist track named after the thousand greetings that you’ll probably give and receive whilst walking along it.

         Our first destination was the Refuge d’Espingo (1967m), a mountain refuge situated at the end of the Rue Bonjour between Lakes d’O’ô and d’Espingo under the shadow of Pic des Spijeoles. I had been there before. We used it as a base when I first attempted Spijeoles two years ago. Whenever I think of that place, I remember one bloke in particular. Cue Rachmaninov’s vespers. He was the spitting image of Rasputin. We came round the corner and he was sitting there, in the doorway, smoking a cigarillo with his wife leaning like an apostle on his shoulder. He was big and strong and his eyes were glowing. At night, you would see him perambulating around the lake and he would look over as if he’d spotted you. Creepy. Anyway, Dad had been to the Refuge d’Espingo often. I imagined Dad arriving at the place time after time, crossing the threshold, wearing different coats and hats, whilst his hair got greyer and greyer.

         The tradesmen were hurrying around, selling cheeses, wines, shepherd sticks, and sheep-shaped moccasins that bleated as you passed them. The half-light was filling with the sound of fake flocks, clicking cameras and weary youths emerging from VW campervans with Gromit-like eyes, their breathing creating cumuli like the pale breath of cattle. From the belly of the van I heard ‘Like a Rolling Stone’. It was Dylan. The harmonica wheezed as the door rolled shut; they were going back to bed. I didn’t blame them. The mountain held our imagination as in a shadow. I could not see it physically but it loomed like a spectre in my mind, still snow-capped and mysteriously un-climbable.

         Back in the car, Dad was wearing one of his strange hats. I can’t remember exactly which one, but it was either the Bob Marley colourful hippy hat from his student days or his Afghan Pakol hat; these are his two favourites. He went to a funeral once in his Pakol hat and a tie with loads of giraffes walking across its black. Mam went crazy when she met us at the church gate, grabbed the hat like a lioness, and threw it into the gutter. He gets a lot of his clothes from Oxfam or the Green charity shop in Llandeilo much to my mother’s dismay. I don’t buy clothes there but I have acquired some good books which seem to have been left to me by dead preachers and rich farmers. We sat in the car for a bit in front of the heater. Dad was wearing his hat whilst I lingered in the warm air, seeking the imminent sun. We must have looked like a pair of caged birds, perched in a Skoda Yeti.

         I was grateful that I had not died two years before. I can remember lying on the hill and thinking ‘what a steep angle’ before feeling incredibly relieved to find that I was still alive. There are many ways of dying in the mountains and this was not a particularly dangerous place. Mountain-worship demands sacrifice. In the summer of 1997, 103 people were killed in seven weeks in the Alps. I do not know how many people die in the Pyrenees but I remember thinking ‘how embarrassing it would be if I died here; this is no Matterhorn!’ But later I read Edward Whymper’s words which challenged me:

         
            Climb if you will but remember that courage and strength are naught without prudence, and that a momentary negligence may destroy the happiness of a lifetime. Do nothing in haste; look well to each step; and from the beginning think what may be the end.3

         

         Whymper’s words could have been uttered by a preacher. There is something deeply religious about climbing. To me as a child, the Bible was never boring. I can remember being drawn to the rugged mountain-top scenes, following scrambling prophets in my mind, and touching cairn-like altars surrounded by alpine vistas. I can remember traversing through the old picture Bible. The blonde blue-eyed Jesus stood on a peak like Edmund Hillary and the devil fell away without a rope. One picture was even more vivid. I used to peep before turning the page. It portrayed the prophet Jeremiah who had been thrown down a deep, dark well like Joe Simpson down that crevasse near Siula Grande. The sides were rocky and cliff-like and his eyes seemed so far away. That picture haunted me. At night, I would imagine falling down that well and losing my feet to frostbite. I would then look up and see the opening – a distant moon. Eventually, I laid the old picture Bible aside and delved into the words instead. I found that some of the most important accounts are located in the higher places. The blonde blue-eyed Jesus metamorphosed into someone real and familiar. The words drew a Jewish carpenter with rough hands and kind eyes – still a keen mountaineer. The devil’s horns and red hued skin disappeared too; he changed into something much more frightening: Lucifer, that angel of darkness decked in light. Jeremiah was always the same though: down a hole and waiting for a rope. 

         As I got older I noticed how Dad – a Christian and a climber – also used religious language in both contexts. This language is usually channelled, like Whymper for example, through that eschatogological fascination with destinations, ends, outcomes, and judgements.

         ‘If we don’t get going soon, we’ll be too late. The light is dimming’ or ‘treat the mountain carefully, or you’ll never reach the end’, ‘Get off before four or you’ll be punished’ – all that kind of stuff is a long way from the ‘hills are alive with the sound of music.’ I guess the mountains have a long playlist though.

         
             

         

         Mountains have become synonymous with life and death. Pyrenean tabacs herald conquests as well as defeats, bearing sad news headlines in shop windows where the glue from each ghostly piece of paper leaves gummy smudges on the pane. There is nothing worse than seeing a sad news headline before starting your day. The locals’ faces tell the story of every mountain. They look up and say nothing. Their eyes reveal the character of the hill whether he is deadly, welcoming, tricky, mystical or just plain impossible. It is at this point that the various shrines, and the entire religious lingo, start making sense. When I stepped out of the car, I noticed a shrine with a shrunken Virgin Mary in it. She was dressed in blue, her hands were Dürerlike and flowers surrounded her dress. Indeed, most of the paths are littered with little shrines containing statuettes of the Virgin, or some local saint, with their eyes uplifted, pleading with God for mercy. It is a shock when a natural landscape of pale blue sky, and grey mountains dabbed by fresh white is disturbed by a crucifix. One minute there is a Swiss panorama, and then, a life-size statue crosses your gaze. Usually the sunken eyes and the half-opened mouth depict an unreal beautiful young man. Christ on the cross! These porcelain anachronisms might be mistaken in the half-light for mountain martyrs, hung out to ward off those who would venture up the higher slopes. The still, deadly hush in each Jesus figure reminded me of the broken bodies of those heroic climbers, fallen dead. They say that mountaineer George Mallory’s body was relatively unbroken when they found him on the North Eastern Ridge of Everest in 1999. These shrines or crucifixes always disrupt the landscape with macabre stillness. It is easy to forget that the Christian religion worships a risen Saviour when you see him dying on every corner.

         
             

         

         Religion is moulded, and moulds itself, to a particular context. The church and cattle bells are usually indistinguishable while the sacred buildings merge with the grey cliffs from whence they came. The silence – associated with the hill – can be both a comfort and a fear; in a way, these two words are very apt when something draws our awe. It is then that you realise that the statues’ eyes are not directed towards God but they gaze at the hillsides. Peaks are deified whilst the Virgin of the Scree is located on every corner. Yes, the mountain, in all its majesty, is a god of stone which some bow to, talk to, and ultimately, give their lives to.
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               A Shrine to the Virgin Mary

            

         

         In the corner of the car park a young climber sat on the wall. He ran his purple rope through his fingers like a rosary. I think he was checking it carefully before beginning his trip. I noticed a yellow Tibetan prayer flag flapping from his rucksack. His eyes were closed and he was enjoying his fellowship with the warming sun. Meanwhile, Dad was putting his round aviator glasses on which made him look like a cross between Biggles and John Lennon. He always takes the preparation very seriously and a strange hat with odd glasses seems to be a ritualistic must on every trip.

         ‘The bags are heavy… It’s the blasted food’, he made a face as he jumped up and down with his rucksack on.

         ‘It’ll be okay.’

         ‘You say that now.’ As we were preparing, the young climber had already walked two hundred yards up a quieter valley path.

         ‘Pity we can’t go that way,’ I pointed at the boy with the purple rope.

         ‘Yes I know. He’s doing something technical. I don’t actually know where that goes,’ he turned and looked at the approaching bus, ‘Unfortunately, we’ve got those brats to look forward to for the first hour.’

         Dad frowned at a bus full of gargoyle-faced schoolchildren who were eyeing the surrounding solitude for sonic conquest. ‘We’ve got to get going.’ He picked his Leki stick like a warrior girding himself for battle and started walking before the children could even un-clip their seatbelts.

         I looked up at the hills that bordered the path and there was still some snow. The mountains seemed grumpy and aloof. Ever since the fall, I do not climb a snowy slope in a T-shirt. I am more prudent. I cover my skin like my sister did as she crossed the threshold into the old cathedral in Barcelona. Not the Sagrada Família but the Gothic Catedral de la Santa Creu i Santa Eulàlia. There was something alive about that cathedral too. The cloister was clustered with thirteen geese; one for every year that Santa Eulàlia lived. There were palm trees there too. Outside, there were beggars, tradesmen, and travellers selling head coverings, scarves, and silk, in and around the doorways. These high places also demand a covering. The mountain is not my god but I realise, whenever my ankles begin to strain, that I am treading on holier ground.

         Christians don’t usually worship mountains. But was I obsessed with this particular mountain we were heading to? Had I become a devotee or even, an idolater? God forbid! But the area around Pic des Spijeoles had become a sort of obsession. I read up on it and started studying the hill that shunned me. I found some old Cassini Maps, or ‘Maps of the Academy’, that were produced by four generations of one family. Numbers 75 and 76 (the areas where I would go) were drawn up by César-Francois between the years 1771 and1781. I wanted to employ these because they were the first French maps to use geodetic triangulation and they were, therefore, geneses of map-making.

         I then zoomed in on the mountain itself. The first (recorded) ascent was by Henry Russell (1834-1909) and his guide on June 30, 1880. He was one of the first ‘pyreneists’, the phenomenon, which Louis le Bondidier notes in 1908, is only associated with the outsider:

         
            In order to become a perfect pyreneist, it is almost compulsory to not have been born a Pyrenean. The local Pyrenean is immune to the pyreneist germ.

         

         After all, man has been bothering the mountain, and the area surrounding it, for a long time. The local Pyreneans we encountered on the hills were usually bergers or shepherds; hill dwellers and sheep-keepers combined in the old French word bergier. They are usually sitting on a ledge, mesmerised by their flocks, hypnotised by the cacophony of bells that jingle with every bite of turf. They seem to be immune to that desire, whatever it actually is, that drives mankind to forbidden places. Or so they say. The locals have always crossed at the easiest points or have sought refuge far away from the peaks. Then the outsiders came.
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         Mount Sinai

         Moses was a foreigner when he entered the Sinai Peninsula. His father in law must have warned him as Zipporah’s eyes dampened with fear and love:

         ‘We do not go up there… It is Yahweh’s place. Moses, the mountain is holy and none have returned from its slopes,’ Jethro said, emerging from the smoke-filled tent.

         ‘I must see Him,’ said Moses, his eyes constantly drawn to the alpenglow wrought by the presence of Yahweh Himself. Moses married the shepherdess; he became a berger; the berger became a mountaineer; the mountaineer became the Red Sea prophet who eventually returned to the same slopes which had drawn him after Egypt.

         Based on Exodus chapters two and three
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         ‘Mountain-top-experiences’ – another phrase which goes beyond the religious lexicon – is a prominent phrase in ‘experiential Christianity.’ The top of the hills is what it’s all about. David and Habakkuk used the same image of a chamois-like creature in their work. In Psalm 18, David imagines God re-fashioning his feet into that of a hind before setting him on a high place. The prophet Habakkuk also finishes his prophecy with a God who enables him to have hinds’ feet for high places. I used to imagine these men striding across rocks like mythical creatures. In Solomon’s songs – the greatest love poem ever written – his lovesick bride gazes at the Jewish hills, longing for her beloved’s return:

         
            Make haste my beloved, and be thou like to a roe or to a young hart upon the mountains of spices.

         

         Later, I found out that this ancient king was a type of Christ, and how early Christians would read or sing these songs as love ballads to their Saviour. I also realised that they were not talking about literal hills. Was it that Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard (1813-1855) that used a map metaphor in his writings? He emphasised that it is no good just sitting at home and reading a map, one has to go and experience that map (that’s what I got from it anyway). He was using the metaphor in order to talk about the difference between head-knowledge religion (the spectator) and experienced religion (the pilgrim). True faith involves valleys, mist, hardship, leaps, river crossings, uphill battles, dangers, meadows, falls, terror, awe, and mountain-top experiences. But before every mountain-top are the valleys and the difficult climbs. Gazing at the map is not good enough. You’ve got to get going.

         
             

         

         My father and I were nearing Lac d’O’ô. We knew we were getting close because over-enthusiastic Frenchmen, with binoculars around their necks, were telling us that we did not have far to go; as if we were on the verge of discovering the source of the Nile. One of them had the ‘Oh, they’re definitely-father-and-son’ look written on his face. Dad does resemble me. We are both quite tall and both hypochondriacs. He is an economist, though, and his hair is very grey. It turned that colour around the time of my genesis. We both like books, fishing, and mountains. For years, he used to go up the hills on his own. We would say goodbye to him and he would come back a week later sunburnt and very healthy, or sunburnt and very sick. He’d always give us leftover sweets before spending another week recovering in bed after drinking bad water. There were other times when he would sit at the table and tell us about all the refuges, some French guy he walked with called Jacques, thunder and lightning, demonic rams, thirst, drinking out of puddles, sleeping in bus shelters, monasteries, eagles, ghosts in the clouds, strange rainbows, bridges, caves, paths and finally, all those peaks he’d conquered. To be fair, he tuned my mind and planted wonderful images there. There were times when he would take me for walks after supper. We live in a rural village and the pathways get very dark in the evenings. Dad would start fuelling my imagination like an engine-driver pouring coal into the steam train:

         ‘There used to be elves in this area,’ he’d say with gospel certainty.

         ‘Elf?’ I’d grab on to his coat.

         ‘Yes… and dwarves… You see that tree?’

         ‘What tree?’

         ‘That tree! Look! Can you see him watching you!’ I saw the creatures form as my imagination rolled on word-formed tracks like a Flying Scotsman. It was like peeping through the bushes and seeing the magic of C.S. Lewis’ Dancing Lawn. One minute he’d say: ‘Look an owl!’ The next: ‘a troll!’ As I grew up I learnt to control my vision. But the swoop of a barn owl whilst putting the bins out still scares me. It’ll be quite uncanny when I go grey as well. We’ll look like twins. We smiled politely at the Frenchman and continued towards the lake.

         A café stood in our way. What’s worse, between us and the path, we observed a flock of colourful North Face tourists avidly positioning themselves for Facebook selfies. An overweight lady pushed me into the shallows of the lake as she passed me whilst her asthmatic son destroyed some flowers with a large stick shouting ‘I’m Spiderman! I’m Spiderman!’ He obviously hadn’t read the sign which forbade the picking of rare flora and it hadn’t clicked that Spiderman never carried a sword or stick. This was a bad beginning. Myself, I felt a bit like Quixote with my axe (which I’d only ever used once), rucksack, boots, and my staff. But, with my belly, I looked more like Sancho Panza.

         The two of us stood on the edge hurriedly downing Fanta. I recently found an old photo of the lake taken quite close to where we were standing. Two characters stand out. The first is the man in the beret; I think he is some kind of guide leaning on his staff in fake contentment, waiting for these tourists to get some of their annual fresh air. The cascade looks like the doorway to Valhalla whilst the second character, a girl in the left hand corner, seems as if she wants to talk to us or escape from the stifling atmosphere of her walking party. She either doesn’t belong in that photograph or she makes it a very good one. You can see the mountains watching. The people would be sitting somewhere else today because a cafe has been built on that spot. Even O’ô and its Valhalla gate has been changed forever. I didn’t notice the waterfall. After grabbing another drink, we carried on towards Espingo.

         
            
[image: ]
               Henri Tournier, ‘Lac d’O’ȏ’ (1858)

            

         

         The path went on and on and on. Every bonjour silently turned into an au revoir as the people slowly disappeared. Usually they turn back after the first lake. You climb higher, the rocks get closer, and the cliff walls are intimately driven towards you as drops intensify on your right. Now and again, those Valhalla gateways wash over the path. They are not as spectacular when you are up close but they are refreshing when the sun is hot. Zigzags continue before you reach a gulley, notorious for being sun-blasted, making it seem like an eternal oven. Necessity brought us here, not pleasure. As you climb up the gulley, the ridge gets closer and closer, and eventually, buildings appear out of the blue.

         It was Refuge d’Espingo. At first, it looks like bits of a Hornby railway station without the trains. Most refuges have a stony platform in front of their façades where climbers wait in the smoky cloud for a view. These are stations where novices fear the next day or where experts plan their difficult routes, drawing in the air, pointing with their rough fingers at gaps and gullies in the hill. Their fingers stretch out from the sleeves of well-worn goose down jackets unlike the novices, whose gear is far too clean. There are usually benches, a tap for drinking water, a dog, and the churning sound of an ancient generator making up for missing trains.

         The mountain came into view. It looked different the second time. The place where I had fallen was no longer white but a dull grey. The snow was gone and the long silk-like ridge flowed from the cliff in a wave of boulders. I dreaded the morning. I must have looked like an old man, tattered, upon my stick. Dad looked young. He was almost waiting for the cue to carry on but the impending darkness said no and drove him obediently inside. We never cease from exploration. And the end of our exploring is arriving back where we started. Whenever Dad comes to the hills, he is young again. The slow low notes of darkness finally led me into the warmth as well. Outside, everything was formless.

         That evening, we sat in a dim, cosy dining room. The tables were set out like a scriptorium. Medieval bowls and jugs of wine looked as if they’d just been transported from Cana where Kixmi had first shown who He really was.4 On our table there was an English couple. One looked like a monk, the other a nun, and both had ginger hair. He was shaking and she was staring at another climber at the end of the table. I had seen this pair walking up to the refuge like burro (donkeys) with big packs on their backs. He was her master, and she was his. Their faces reflected their mood and their mood never seemed to change. Their braying continued throughout the evening and I wondered whether their woolly hats had anything to hide. Next to them was Dad with his two big hands, fidgeting on the table. The food was very basic: mutton stew, dried bread and mushy apple for afters. This was a meal that would repeat itself in many of the refuges. We had obviously picked the wrong table. The donkeys went on and on whilst the other table sounded much more interesting. Seven Catalonian climbers were playing dominoes – their faces were animated and their gaze was full. So many things lingered in the corridors of their eyes. 

         There was a hustle outside and the faint sound of a dog barking. The donkeys fell silent and their heads turned to the door. A figure walked in from the dark. The dog drove him in, dripping, grunting, like an old dog himself. He had a big moustache and a tale-telling face containing a library of experience. He seemed to know the Catalans and he greeted them before sitting next to us. The bench made a noise and his fingers landed on the table like battered vessels coming into a harbour. They were big, like mine, but they were dirty, weary, and old. He cared for his face but the rest of his body seemed to be glued to his clothes which were stained and battle worn.

         ‘Vin?’ he asked the ginger woman, pointing at their ration. The woman looked at her husband who replied:

         ‘This is ours I’m afraid.’

         ‘Uh?’ The stranger looked amazed.

         ‘Ours… Mon… vin… Mer-ci!’ in British staccato.

         ‘I know it’s yours! That is not polite!’ The stranger shouted in a French lisp. At this point, my father gave him the jug near us, in a rush to diffuse the brewing tension. This became a seal of our friendship and a peace offering that was well worth making. From now on, we would be known as ‘mes amis gallois’ (My Welsh friends). We thought it better not to reveal that Dad was actually English.

         I christened him Hemingway because he looked like that photo of the author crouching down on his fishing boat. His eyes were the same colour as the sea, cheerful and undefeated by a hard day’s walk. He ate his food in a particular way. His eyes would be fixed before him as if he were staring at a painting in a gallery or listening to Erik Satie playing a gymnopédie. As he ate his mutton stew I saw his jolly face descend into misery. The reason for this despondency was the large quantity of bone swimming in his portion. What occurred next was worth witnessing, and I was pleased to be sitting nearby. He shouted. He shuffled. He waved a soggy piece of mutton around in the sky like a pagan who had just extracted a cow’s heart. There was no blood, but we were being sprinkled with drops of mutton juice whilst the grumpy hostel wardens (which are called guardians in mountain-lingo) stood puzzled. Hemingway argued that the food was, and I quote, ‘merde’, and for the price he was paying we should have better. After receiving an extra portion of meat he re-commenced his meal. His moustache moved up and down, up and down for a while. He ate and drank in a way that is only seen in someone who has been on his own for a very long time. He returned to the art gallery of his mind.

         
             

         

         Hemingway came from Alsace. His father was a German soldier during the war and his mother was a French villager. He was a border man; from a place of fuzzy nationalities where identity leaves a trail of question marks linking together and building criss-cross borders inside people. Perhaps that is why he was drawn to the Pyrenees. This is a real border after all. People don’t decide this one. God did. God decided that a wall of stone would separate two beautiful countries – a fixed wall which people adjusted to rather than re-drew. My father says he remembers walking in the Pyrenees for the first time as a young man. He reached the border and as soon as he passed into Iberia, a pair of guards stopped him. They were wearing those funny tricorn hats with capes over one shoulder. Their moustaches looked out of date and the men were almost glad to see another human. They checked his passport and let him go on. They seemed very small against the backdrop of the great Pyrenean wall. There are no soldiers now except for the mountains, caped with snow, peaked with rugged hats whilst shouting their stormy commands with thunder and avalanche.

         Border-crossing is a daily occurrence in the Pyrenees. You can cross from France to Spain quite easily. But there are other lands there as well. Andorra is official but the Basques, the Occitans and the Catalans also demand a name. There are others who simply call the Pyrenees home. And because of that, they have a worthy stake in this natural inheritance. The borders are marked by solitary stones or by little yellow signs that give you a distance to the next lake, refuge, or town. Cols, passes, plains, chimneys and roads are all borders. Even peaks are sometimes situated on these invisible lines.

         The hills border other realms too. If angels come then this is where they walk. Each place is unfamiliar, some ‘thing’ other always feeling near. Man’s days are as grass; so many have plodded up the passes and destroyed the turf with their knees, shepherds have shinned the heights and followed the sheep before discovering forests of burning bushes. When they finally reach the top, they are driven mad, or they die, or poetry is born. God dwells in the mountains; there was the Shekinah on Sinai; then the angel on Moriah; He came as fire on Carmel before Calvary bore His incarnated stamp. Mountains are holy because they rise above the plain, above humanity itself, setting its two or three dwellers apart from the other disciples in the valley. One eremite, called Placidus a Spescha, regularly climbed an Alp near his Swiss monastery in order to spend the night closer to God. He must have been cold in his cowl! In Tibet, he would not have been able to sleep on Kailas. It is so holy that it is forbidden to climb it. Other mountains mean different things. Mount Ararat was humanity’s second chance when Noah bagged its peak in an unconventional way. The ark rested on the cairns, the rainbow appeared as the waters died down. But now Ararat marks a lost Armenia – a hushed-up genocide, a border re-drawn, and a stolen mountain.

         Each hill is a small window on eternity. R.S. Thomas said that Wales had so many jewels to gather, but with the eye only. The Welsh can grow rich by looking but he warned that those who crowd a small window dirty it with their breathing. Whilst breathing on the window, they built cafés on the peaks and showered the hills with green turbines hoping that they were camouflaged enough. Viewpoints were barricaded for the sake of health and safety and before long the peaks were no longer set apart from the valley below. Other mountains were burdened with Tower of Babel paths, allowing everybody to climb up and experience the inexhaustible views. I can almost hear the hills groaning when joggers bombard their shoulders with the pitter-patter of trainers. The poet-priest in the red tie believed that this wealth was only for the chosen few. Whoever these people are may they find their Eldorado in the Pyrenees. Or maybe we should take the Kailas approach.

         Time stops. One day is as a thousand and all the events along your walk seem to fuse together into a long panoramic photograph. The mountains represent antiquity and symbolise stability. The routes change. Track turns to single lane. Single turns to double. Double evolves into road. Barriers, signposts, wells and benches are erected. Dwellings come and go. Animals are wiped out and humans move along like nomads in rocky deserts. Even the glaciers melt and the surface of the hills gains wrinkles, loses grass, develops spots and shrivels up like skin. But the mountain has always been there. We weren’t there at the beginning. And because of that we can never expect or anticipate the mountains’ end.

         
             

         

         Hemingway finished his meal. We talked with him for a while about his past and tried to extract his story from him. His fingers moved like those little boats in a Battleships game. He was a social worker and was spending the aftermath of his divorce trekking the Pyrenees. His eyes were talking before he even opened his mouth to blurt out:

         ‘My wife was stifling; she was really, really bad!’

         ‘I understand—’ I wasn’t sure how to answer his statement.

         ‘I don’t think you do… Listen amis, a good wife is one in a million. My advice to you is: don’t hurry. Climb peaks and do not expect good marriage. In fact, it is likely that you have bad marriage,’ he abruptly paused before asking, ‘what is your mother like?’

         By this time my father had gone out to make a phone call. He often does that; he comes and goes even when people are trying to talk to him. I looked around and the Catalans were smoking indoors right underneath the forbidding symbol saying Défense de Fumer which they, as did I, re-fashioned to say ‘defend your smokes.’ The English monk and nun had gone to bed and I was left alone with Hemingway.

         ‘My mother is… very short,’ I don’t know why I said it. I tend to say the first thing that comes to my mind.

         ‘Ha! Short, you say? That’s okay. Does she keep a good house?’

         ‘Yes, she is a very good mother and I believe she is a very good wife.’

         ‘Ha! Does she cook?’ He kept saying ‘ha’, which I think was a good thing.

         ‘Yes,’ I answered.

         ‘That is a good house!’ He grabbed my shoulder and shook it like a captain congratulating one of his sailors.

         My father re-emerged, complaining about the lack of signal. Hemingway said that he liked us, and as a mark of his love, he bought us some ‘apple wine’ which looked like a kind of cider. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I was teetotal – that’s an anathema in France anyway. The photograph of a cousin drained and beaten by the bottle had left an impression on me. Looking at his photograph was a bit of a Dorian experience; there was a resemblance which needed to be eradicated, avoided, and hidden in the attic. Hemingway grinned as he gave us a bottle each. I looked at the bottle and decided to drink it to be courteous. I felt ashamed but his face consoled me. This was a Ghost-of-Christmas-Present character and his conversation was full of ‘Come in and know me better, man’, so much so, that I started adding holly, mistletoe, red berries, ivy, turkeys, geese, game, poultry, oysters, pies, puddings, fruit and punch into the scriptorium refuge. There was a ruddy glow that was always on the brink of vanishing. But for now, the room was glowing.

         He coughed very loudly before rolling a cigarette. He continued:

         ‘You see… this is a bad house… E-s-p-i-n-g-o,’ emphasising each letter before shouting: ‘more like E-s-shshsh-i-t-s-o! I never tasted such bad food! It is very, very important to keep a good house!’

         The imaginary food vanished instantly. Hemingway carried on for a while before the conversation turned to his next victims, the English hillwalkers:

         ‘You saw that couple?’ he turned his head to the direction of the dormitory.

         ‘Yes, why?’

         ‘They are… what you call… winebibbers, as you British say.’

         For a moment I wondered how he’d acquired that word. I had only heard it in the Bible.

         ‘Winebibbers?’

         ‘Yes, winebibbers! I say… that woman keeps a bad house and that man is definitely an alcoholic! He has the shakes… I don’t like English.’

         I looked at my father. Hemingway continued as he smoked:

         ‘What is the point of the Queen? She is… what do you call it… tyran… tyrant. The English bow down to her as if she is god. Mon Dieu! This is idolatry if you ask me and one more thing, we French would have her head for sure.’

         He started humming La Marseillaise. He winked at us as he left the table.

         
             

         

         Refuge d’Espingo is actually not that bad. The warden has been there since my father was a young man and they’ve aged together. My father reckons that in all the years that he has visited the place, the warden has spoken two or three sentences to him. One of those was condemnation after I fell, for taking me up the mountain without crampons. It’s also a good place because it has toilet paper. Most refuges do not. If you ever go to a refuge in the Pyrenees, be sure to take some toilet paper with you. There’s nothing more disheartening than arriving and seeing a dark, stinking hole with flies buzzing around it. There is usually no toilet except for a squatting platform, and then to cap it all, no paper. It’s the same feeling that someone must have felt when staring into an empty sarcophagus after walking through a pyramid. Up in the mountains paper is gold and from that moment, if away hiking, I always carried a spare roll.

         One year I was staying in Refuge Le Soula in the Valleé de Louron. There was an urgent need to use the toilet because I had drunk bad water on the hill that day. I entered the stinking area and was horrified when I saw the bare toilet roll holder. I felt discouraged and worried. All I had was a copy of Zafon’s latest book in the Shadow of the Wind series. Chapter 1 was sacrificed for a good cause. I don’t know why they don’t have proper toilets in France. My dad lost his phone down the hole once. For future reference, always zip your pockets up and if you don’t have roll, then receipts, pages from a book, or even restaurant napkins always come in handy.

         
             

         

         Night comes quickly in the Pyrenees, far quicker than it does in cities. Lights don’t orange up the sky and the moon only paints the hillsides grey and white. Nights can become bright days when your imagination is active. Days can become night-like when tiredness or schedules rob you of the surrounding glory. But at twilight, you are still again. There is time to look around before the stars draw your gaze upward.

         The dining room was nearly empty. The click, click, of moving chess pieces was in one corner whilst Dad was stroking his eyebrows in another. This was one of Dad’s things. He spent his evenings planning the route and memorising the maps. His memory is good when it comes to places, books, and routes. But he’s hopeless with faces. Dad is very English and I am very Welsh. I am a fount of feeling: my cup always overflows. Dad is more reserved. I turned towards the little, old-fashioned window and saw a glowing light pulsating in the mist. Hemingway was standing outside. Our friend was smoking and staring up the valley at a distant point. He was a big owl in the moonlight, his head moving side to side, surveying the area like a lord. Now and again his fingers twitched before he coughed and ended the ritual by spitting on the floor. He returned like Moses. His face was glowing and I knew that he was going to say something.

         ‘Ha! Mes amis gallois!’ We both stopped doing nothing and looked towards him. ‘It is time for bedtime story, no?’ We both smiled. ‘I will tell you about my first peak.’

         ‘In the Pyrenees?’ Dad asked,

         ‘Oui.’

         This was his first story about his first day on the mountain. In a strange way, we all share these genesis moments. It went something like this.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         The Tale of Hemingway and the Virgin Mary

         Antziñan, in the old days, Hemingway began his mountaineering as a boy scout.5 One weekend, his troop travelled down to the Pyrenees to help the local church with some repair work. This would involve working on the church building itself but it also meant that the boys would repair the various shrines, summit crosses and graveyards in the vicinity. They were staying in a church hall somewhere in the Basque country.

         Early one morning, Hemingway was suddenly woken up by the priest, who was a grotesque sight. The priest seemed to be a continuation of Hemingway’s nightmares. One of their guides was a Basque storyteller and he had waxed eloquently on witches, demons, and shooting stars into the early hours. His stories took young Hemingway to the caves of Amboto and Mount Txindoki where beautiful, evil women spent their time designing curses in cahoots with the Prince of Darkness.6 One story – ‘A Mother’s Curse’ – invaded his mind. In the cavern of Amboto, a certain woman spent hours and hours spinning and spinning but never making thread.7

         
             

         

         She had no clothes. The only garb she wore was her long blonde hair which embraced her youthful body like a shawl. He watched her. At midnight, she left her cavern and joined her sisters in the stream of sparks. His dream continued with the woman spitting out the host (the bread/body of Christ) during Mass, treading on her rosaries during confession before being carried away by Lucifer to Amboto. Lucifer was about to take Hemingway too before he was woken up by the priest’s cold hand slapping him on his cheek.

         The dream disturbed him. The priest disturbed him. The morning definitely disturbed him because it was so cold. As a punishment for not waking up sooner, the priest handed him a rather large object that he would carry up the hill. He couldn’t see what it was. The boys formed a line behind the babbling priest. Some carried tools, others carried picnics, one had a bugle, and a couple of others were in charge of a burro that bore the pieces of another Calvary that would be erected on the summit.

         The priest looked like a Cheshire cat. It was dark but Hemingway remembers his teeth which were unnaturally white, especially as they emerged from a mouth of the crow-like man. They started walking up the dewy bank. Their feet became wet and cold within five minutes and their faces told the tale of an undevout pilgrimage. The priest’s lantern swung to and fro, like a giant censer, baptising them with welcomed light.

         Hemingway decided that if he couldn’t see what he was carrying he would smell it and feel it instead. It smelt of paint. It felt smooth. He could make out some features along its side. The top was round and he was sure that he could feel a nose-like feature. It was very heavy. About halfway up the mountain, Hemingway dropped his package and heard a crack. He picked it up, quickly feeling it for any damage. Whatever that nose-like feature had been it was now no more and he suddenly felt sick.

         The light came. It was good and bad. The mountain looked big and they were all so small. Hemingway took a peek at his package, determined to investigate the damage. He untied the rope and looked in.

         The first thing he saw was an eye which nearly shook the living daylights out of him. Then he saw a face and the blue and white indicated that he had been carrying the Virgin Mary herself (well, a statue of her). For some reason, her face looked angrily at him and he soon realised why. Her nose had completely disappeared and the white spot in the middle of her face had an awful effect on the artwork. She looked more Sphinx than Holy Mother. That soft, white, French face was grimacing. He couldn’t stop giggling. He concluded that noses were a vital aspect of one’s face. Not necessarily for smell-sake (he concluded that even if one lost a nose there would still be a hole for the smells to enter) but for beauty’s sake! Mary looked terrible without her nose. She looked angry and most unpleasant.

         The rest of the story is quite tragic. The priest heard him chuckling. He walked over and the priest nearly experienced a seizure when he saw her face. Hemingway was beaten by the crow and his parents had to pay for a new nose. Nevertheless, the boys managed to replace the cross on the summit and they enjoyed a picnic afterwards, sharing some of their food with the faithful burro.
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