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A few years ago, I walked the length of England in a straight line. Actually, it wasn’t quite a straight line. I did allow myself the luxury of straying 1,000 metres each side of the line. I walked, slept, and procured my provisions within an imaginary, 2,000-metre wide, glass-walled corridor which ran up and down dale from the Northumbrian coast to the English Channel. Naturally, there were obstacles to overcome. I had to wade the Tyne, cross the production lines of the Longbridge car factory, and ask the Army if they would mind escorting me through the live firing ranges on Salisbury Plain. By the time I caught sight of Poole Harbour (the Royal Marines helped out with that one), I’d tramped Pennine moors, the Black Country tarmac maze and the golden corn country of Wessex. My accommodation had included a shepherd’s barn, dripping woods and cheerful inns, and along the line, I’d enjoyed unexpected encounters with gamekeepers, war-veterans, poachers, retired hippies, factory workers and farmers. The people I met, and the places I saw, were an unfamiliar cross-section of life and landscapes. I felt as if I was seeing my own country for the first time. Every hill crested and corner turned revealed a new view to explore. On some days, I barely managed five miles; once, I walked back up the line to visit something I’d missed the day before. Fifty-three days of rambling and chatting produced a two-inch brick of notes which I tidied into a book called Two Degrees West. Reviews were mixed. The Daily Mail called me ‘a prat’, while the Daily Telegraph generously took the view that I was ‘a genius’. I do concede that my longitudinal hike was open to misunderstanding. The purpose had not been to see whether it was possible to walk a straight line from one end of the country to the other without being shot, arrested, drowned or electrocuted (although all these possibilities certainly added a tang of adrenaline to the unforgivable daily trespass). What interested me was breaking free from the conventions of travel writing, which generally rule that the route taken is dictated by the author’s quest. Whether it’s a circumnavigation by canoe, or a psychogeographical journey into the imagination, the material harvested is dictated by the author’s choice of route. A journey which followed a straight line would be different; it would act like a cross-section through the nation, restricting the author to a random sample of people and places, and producing a more objective take on the human and physical landscape. That was the idea, anyway. And, as I said, the Mail thought it prattish. But it worked for me: I enjoyed two months of high-spirited, unpredictable yomping, I wrote my experimental travel narrative, and somewhere around the mid-section of my topographical transect, I began wondering who discovered Britain.


It’s one of those questions which seems so ridiculously obvious, and yet I struggled to find the answer. We’re familiar with stories of adventurers departing European shores to explore the blanks on the world map, but who put Britain on the map? I grew up with the conceit that Columbus ‘discovered’ America, and that Captain Cook ‘discovered’ New Zealand. And yet I don’t recall being taught about the discovery of Britain. Who can it have been? The Romans? Brutus? Pytheas the Greek? Bill Bryson? Not the French, surely? The answer, of course, is that every landmass was revealed to its own population over millennia, by countless explorers – most of them indigenous; Britain was ‘discovered’ by Britons. Would it be possible, I wondered, to put together a shortlist of homegrown British explorers; a Pantheon of travellers who changed the way the archipelago was viewed?


Britain is an explorer’s dream. Wrapped up in 11,000 miles of coastline is an extraordinarily diverse collection of landscapes. We have it all, from teetering peaks and gentle downs, to saltmarshes and beech woods. In Britain, you are never more than a mile from new scenery. Such an intensity of variety lends itself to travel stories. It’s not difficult to imagine a Neolithic trader flopping exhaustedly into his timber home on the banks of the Thames and relating tales of sky-high peaks in the land where he’d sought his polished stone axes. Or of Bronze Age warriors returning from the west with stories of frightful capes and of rocks which can be melted into weapons. To my mind, the most amazing journeys ever undertaken on British soil must have been those of the post-glacial hunter-gatherers who began the great migration northward when the climate suddenly warmed 10,000 years ago. Then, Britain was a gigantic game park speckled with birch and pine, and these first explorers must have shadowed the herds of wild horse and deer upon which they preyed. They left a mound of hazelnut shells outside Edinburgh, and built boats to reach Ireland. At Mount Sandel in Antrim they camped in circular tent-houses dated to about 7000 BC. But none of these Stone Age explorers were carrying notebooks. In fact we have to wait a very long time indeed for intact accounts of complete journeys through Britain; 9,000 years of British travel passed unrecorded. Fully documented journeys begin in the Middle Ages, when government agents, emissaries, messengers, kings and archbishops were criss-crossing the kingdom on affairs of state or Church. It was horsemen with quills, riding on rutted, boggy ways which had been neglected since the Romans went home, who opened the book of British travel narratives.


So, who were the travellers who changed the way we viewed our islands? Who were Britain’s great explorers? The list turned out to be very long, and it was a painful task to whittle it down. Each candidate had to have left a detailed account of their travels; and as a group, they had to represent a fairly complete geographical coverage of mainland Britain. Oh, and they had to cover a time-span of 800 years, from the Middle Ages to the twentieth century. And there had to be eight of them. Eight, because this book was originally conceived to appear alongside a series of eight one-hour films for BBC2. The selected octuplet are not a definitive list. The seventeenth-century Hebridean explorer Martin Martin is not here, and neither are Johnson and Boswell, or George Borrow, Arthur Young, William of Worcester or J. B. Priestley. All of them rekindled interest in British travel, but the eight in these pages seemed to work best as a team.


The finalists are an eclectic bunch who travelled between the 1180s and the 1930s. Meet them on a railway platform, and you’d be rubbing shoulders with a naturalist and a spy, a couple of Churchmen, a minor aristocrat, a journalist, a political activist and a librarian. A couple of them had seen the inside of prison, one would go mad, and the motorist privately believed that Britain might be better governed from Berlin. Their motives for travelling ranged from royal commission to newspaper commission, and from spiritual enlightenment to political conviction. One was a tourist. All of them felt that they belonged to a generation which had forgotten – or had never learned – the value of their native land. ‘The modern itch after the knowledge of foreign parts,’ wrote Martin Martin in 1703, ‘is so prevalent that the generality of mankind bestow little thought or time upon their place of nativity.’ Gaelic-speaking Martin presented a British readership with islands as extraordinary as anything then being discovered in the southern oceans. And neither was domestic travel without its quota of danger and discomfort. The trials which appear in these eight accounts include near-shipwrecks and highwaymen, blizzards, floods, quicksands and the inevitable rain. Variously, these travellers recorded their journeys as field notes, as travel journals and as published narratives. All eight shared a passion for Britain. As topographical audits, their journeys are invaluable records of lost landscapes, and as explorers, they invite us to view this remarkable archipelago with a renewed sense of wonder.
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The hunter-gatherers who explored Britain as the ice sheets melted left no record of their extraordinary treks, and so the earliest complete account of a genuinely great British journey survives from the twelfth century, when the garrulous son of a Norman knight undertook an epic circuit of Wales to recruit crusaders for a misguided adventure in the Middle East. Riding through a land before the age of maps. Giraldus Cambrensis – Gerald the Welshman – has been hailed as the first serious natural historian of Wales and one of the founders of British geography. Three manuscript copies of the first version of The Journey through Wales have survived, although it is the third version (Gerald’s final revision), translated by Lewis Thorpe in the 1970s, which endures today as the standard edition.


*


Rain had been falling for days and the track had turned into a flooded cesspit of mud and dung. My socks were waterlogged and I was soaked to the skin. The wind was so strong that the rain smacking the hood of my jacket sounded like gravel hitting glass. Beyond a field-gate, the track divided. As I extracted the map from an inside pocket, a gust of wind caught the sodden folds and tore Powys in half. Crouching in the slime, I took a compass bearing on each of the diverging tracks then transferred the bearings to the pieces of the map. There was no doubt about it. We were lost. How on earth, I wondered, had England’s leading cleric found his way through these hills eight hundred years ago?


The earliest great British journey to be fully recorded began at the city gates of Hereford one spring day in 1188. Heading west for a little-known land was the Archbishop of Canterbury, the King’s Chief Justiciar, a Bishop, the Court Chaplain, and a retinue of episcopal attendants, servants and soldiers. The month of March was a few days old. Above the meandering Wye, vineyards slept behind sunny walls. In the fields, ploughmen turned the stiff, winter soil while women and children tugged at weeds. Wagons loaded with manure creaked through the ruts, and flocks of sheep could be seen gathering for the trek to upland grazing. On the steep valley sides, the forests were taking colour.


Hindsight recognises that these were good days for England. The seasons were predictable. Planting began in April, and the months of June, July and August were reliably warm and settled. Harvests were generally dependable and winters mild. A century after the Normans stormed ashore at Pevensey to annihilate Harold’s Anglo-Saxon army, England had become the stable, northern colony of Europe’s most powerful ‘empire’ – a vast federation of Angevin dominions which stretched all the way from the Pyrenees to the Grampians. For the man in the field, life could have been a lot worse. The English economy was growing faster than at any time in the medieval period and a new breed of merchant was adjusting pleasurably to the ethos of profit. To the tinkle of silver, shiploads of wool and corn were being exported to the cities of Flanders. England’s population of around three million was reproducing as never before; between 1086 and 1300 it would double. Ports were growing in the east, and towns were being created in the west. Markets were appearing. Land itself was breaking free of its feudal yoke and beginning to change hands for money. In England’s richest, most populous region, East Anglia, Bishop Herbert de Losinga built a titanic cathedral. After thirty years of energetic rule under Henry II, England was secure and prosperous.


It was against this backdrop of domestic well-being that England’s ruling classes decided to join the forces of the ‘Holy Empire’ in a crazed adventure in the Middle East. Their demon had been born in Tikrit, close to Baghdad, and he had risen to launch an Islamic jihad against the Christian presence in Palestine. When Saladin took Jerusalem in October 1187, Henry II responded to the call for an immediate crusade. A swingeing ‘Saladin tithe’ was ordained, and the Archbishop of Canterbury was despatched to Wales to recruit crusaders.


As he rode westward along the Wye, Archbishop Baldwin knew that he was embarking upon a journey of some risk. His own king regarded the Welsh as ‘a wild people who cannot be tamed’, while an earlier Archbishop of Canterbury had complained that the Welsh were ‘Christians in name only … barbarians’. Baldwin was out of his depth. A humble monk from Devon, he had become Abbot of the Cistercian house of Forde in the tranquil Axe valley before being appointed Bishop of Worcester and then – in 1184 – Archbishop of Canterbury. A gentle, sincere man, softened by the southern shires of England, he did not speak Welsh, and was not familiar with the wilder parts of Britain. He would be the first Archbishop of Canterbury ever to set foot in Wales.


Riding with Baldwin – in a role which ranged from diplomat to local ‘fixer’ and recruitment officer – was the Court Chaplain to Henry II. Gerald de Barri was uniquely suited to easing the Archbishop’s passage through Wales. An Anglo-Norman-Welsh hybrid, his father was a Norman knight, William de Barri, and his mother was the daughter of the Welsh princess, Nest, who’d been a mistress of Henry I. Gerald had been educated in Latin and the classics at the Benedictine Abbey of St Peter in Gloucester, and after visits to Paris, he had been awarded benefices in both England and Wales, where he’d been instrumental in purging the diocese of St David’s of corrupt churchmen. After being appointed Archdeacon of Brecon, he moved closer to the Angevin orbit in 1184, when he was made Court Chaplain to Henry II, who used him as a go-between when dealing with Welsh princes. But Gerald had another, more discreet, role on the Archbishop’s mission. Three years earlier, he had accompanied Prince John to Ireland on a mission which had yielded material for two books, The Topography of Ireland and The Conquest of Ireland. Now he had ambitions to write about Wales.


Towards the end of that first day on the road, the Archbishop’s entourage emerged from the shadow of Hergest Ridge onto a level, triangular vale framed by rounded mountains. At the western apex of this triangle rose the great earth mound and timber battlements of Radnor, the frontier outpost built and held by the Braiose family. Climb the mound today and it’s hard not to think of Radnor as a Norman Alamo. From the grassy crown, you can look down on the roofs of the village, and the rectangular grid of Norman streets. It seems impregnable, but only eight years after Henry II’s crusaders called by, the castle was destroyed by the Welsh. Radnor lay at the limit of Anglo-Norman control; the mountains which lifted the western horizon were part of the interior of ‘Welsh Wales’ – a vast no-go region for the likes of English Archbishops.


Some of the most powerful men in the British Isles were gathered at Radnor that evening. Waiting at the castle for the travellers was the Prince of South Wales, Rhys ap Gruffydd ap Rhys – first-cousin-once-removed of Gerald. For over thirty years ‘The Lord Rhys’ had played a game of defiance and submission with Henry II. He had won and lost land, but by 1188 he controlled the old kingdom of Deheubarth, a vast territory which stretched north to the Dovey and west to the coast of Pembrokeshire. To keep the peace, Henry had appointed Rhys his deputy in Wales. Having ridden with the Archbishop from Hereford, Chief Justiciar Ranulf de Glanville, was there too. An East Anglian baron, de Glanville was Henry II’s right-hand man in England. Others from Wales included the Bishop of St David’s, Peter de Leia, and the son of the Prince of Elfael.


To this motley group of mixed interests, the Archbishop delivered the mission’s inaugural sermon and recruiting call. For the benefit of Welsh speakers, an interpreter stood beside Baldwin. No sooner had Baldwin finished, than the first man sprang forward. It was the Court Chaplain, Gerald de Barri. ‘I myself,’ he claimed, ‘was the first to stand up … I threw myself at the holy man’s feet and devoutly took the sign of the Cross.’


This seems to have been a prepared double-act, concocted in advance by Gerald and the Archbishop: ‘It was the urgent admonition given some time before by the King,’ admitted Gerald later, ‘which inspired me to give this example to the others, and the persuasion and oft-repeated promises of the Archbishop and the Chief Justiciar, who never tired of repeating the King’s words.’ Lest readers doubt his sincerity, Gerald added: ‘I acted of my own free will, after anxiously talking the matter over time and time again, in view of the insult and injury being done at this moment to the Cross of Christ.’


The Court Chaplain’s theatrics worked, and as soon as Gerald had taken his vow, the Bishop of St David’s, Peter de Leia, followed his example. Then Einion ab Einion Clud, the son of the Prince of Elfael, stepped forward to take the Cross, ‘and many others too’. Conspicuously failing to take the Cross was the Lord Rhys, although Gerald diplomatically allows that the prince ‘went home quite determined to make the holy journey’. This less-than-unanimous endorsement of a counter-jihad should have warned the Archbishop that his mission would be challenging.


*


Ahead of the mission lay a daunting circumnavigation of Wales. Gerald himself had estimated that Wales was about eight days travel in length and four days in its breadth. A complete circuit should therefore take twenty-four days. In fact, the mission would spend thirty-four days on the road and a further seventeen days resting and preaching. The total distance they would ride through the mud and stones of Wales would be around a thousand miles – equivalent to riding from London to Milan. Anyone attempting a feat like this today would find the day-to-day logistics a formidable adventure. Route-finding, difficult terrain, weather and procuring food for horse and rider, would be a constant preoccupation. But Gerald seldom mentions the trials of the road. To the medieval long-haul traveller, the discomforts were no more remarkable (and just as tedious) as the trials of modern air travel. Gerald is far more concerned with the nature of the land he is passing through. He refers to himself as ‘a careful investigator of natural history’, a universal discipline which allowed him to explore everything created by God, from archaeology, hydrology and zoology, to anthropology, geography and climatology. Gerald’s was a young, dynamic world, rich with wonder. Wherever he looked, he saw evidence of God’s ingenuity and wisdom. His catch-all curiosity skipped from killer-toads and the occult to Welsh history, sea-level change and divine retribution. Travelling was an opportunity to harvest the fruits of Creation.


From Radnor, the mission rode over the hills towards the valley of the River Wye, which they forded – probably in the shallows near Clyro – to reach Hay-on-Wye. The castle stood on a strategically sited mound above the river-cliff of the Wye, with a ravine cut by a tributary running along one side of the mound. The mound is still there, with the tarmac road on one side, and the old cattle market on the other. Today, Hay is a bibliophiles’ paradise, its narrow streets lined with so many second-hand bookshops that it’s impossible not to tread its pavements without falling into a reflective trance. The sudden appearance on Hay’s streets of the Archbishop of Canterbury 800 years ago did not have quite the same effect: ‘After the sermon,’ reports Gerald, ‘we saw a great number of men who wanted to take the Cross come running towards the castle … leaving their cloaks behind in the hands of the wives and friends who had tried to hold them back.’


Few of Hay’s recruits had any idea of the perils involved in making a 3,000-mile journey by land and sea, or knew what it was like to face a blizzard of arrows from Turkish horsemen, although they may well have been familiar with the fate of forebears who had taken the Cross. The medieval ‘Brut’ recorded that, forty years earlier, some pilgrims from Wales ‘were drowned on the sea of Greece, in going with the Cross to Jerusalem’. At around the same time, the Brut of Gwent noted that so many Welsh pilgrims left for the Holy Land, that ‘their absence was severely felt’. Once the Cross and the vow were taken, the pilgrimage was enforced by a penalty of excommunication. Only in exceptional circumstances could absolution be granted. In the flailing limbs and the screams and the shouts of loved ones, a distant Holy War erupted in communities who knew little of the world beyond their own valley walls. Every husband who vowed to free the Holy Land – or die in the attempt – was breaking his marriage vow. Families splintered as men fell for the spell of the Cross … or took advantage of a marital exit strategy. Under canon law, wives could prevent their husbands participating in the crusade on the grounds that a prolonged absence abrogated their marriage vows. All knew that there was little chance of returning from the Holy Land.


From Hay, the mission probed deeper into the Welsh heartland. While the Wye curled to Baldwin’s right, the dark face of the Black Mountains reared up on his left. There were streams to ford, and beyond the castle at Bronllys, gentle, wooded hills which opened presently to reveal Llanddew: Gerald’s archdeaconery.


Today, Llanddew is little more than a hamlet. The remains of Gerald’s home stand in the garden of the old vicarage. The corner of his hall can be seen, and his doorway, and the well. Over the waving trees, one can glimpse the distant tilt of the Brecon Beacons. It is a quiet place, and still feels remote. The Ordnance Survey map carries a hint of Llanddew’s former eminence, labelling its south-facing slope ‘Bishop’s Meadow’. When Henry VIII’s topographer, John Leland, rode by in the 1530s, Gerald’s archdeaconery had ‘fallen douen for the more part’, while the Bishop’s Palace had become ‘no thing but an onsemeli ruine’. Two hundred years earlier, this had been Gerald’s home; the place where he pared his quill, meditated and prayed. ‘I occupy a tiny dwelling-place,’ he writes of Llanddew, ‘convenient enough for my studies and my work, and here I pass my time in a sort of happy-go-lucky mediocrity.’ To a modern suburbanite, Gerald’s home wouldn’t seem so tiny; the ruined gable suggests that he had room to swing more than a few cats. Gerald gives the impression that he is content with his modest seclusion at Llanddew: ‘The house gives me pleasure and it is conducive to thoughts of the next world,’ he muses. ‘I would not change it for all the riches of Croesus.’


Not riches, maybe, but Gerald would have traded Llanddew for St David’s. For over a decade, he had been manoeuvring to free Wales from domination by the Archbishopric of Canterbury, and key to this aim was the raising of St David’s to an archbishopric. But first Gerald had to become the Bishop of St David’s, and in this, he had been thwarted by his travelling companion, Peter de Leia, who had beaten Gerald in the election twelve years earlier. Gerald now found himself shackled by this journey to the two men – the Archbishop of Canterbury and the Bishop of St David’s – who stood between him and ecclesiastical freedom for Wales.


Gerald was a dreamer, and at Llandew, he drifts off on one of his periodic digressions to a nearby mountain valley so that he can share his favourite religious house. Established in the early 1100s, the abbey of Llanddewi Nant Honddu (‘The English have corrupted the name to Llanthony’) had been in the spiritual vanguard of religious reform in Britain. Gerald knew Llanthony intimately, possibly even trained there. Snuggled into a valley ‘no more than three arrow-shots in width’, it is, sighs Gerald, better located than ‘any of the other monasteries in the whole Island of Britain’. Its church, he writes, is built with squared stones and roofed with sheets of lead, which the architect in Gerald praises for being ‘admirably suited to the nature of the place’. And that nature was one of contemplation. Setting up the abbey’s daughter house in Gloucester as an emblem of the modern, vice-ridden, acquisitive world, he asks that the sanctuary on the Honddu be reserved for those whose minds are tuned to spirituality. Let those, he asks, who prefer books and prayers, and helping the needy, come to the Honddu, with its promise of eternal bliss and ‘the concourse of angels’. Those who strive for earthly possessions, for entertainment and for the company of mortal men, can go to Gloucester and ‘clamour about the affairs and the pretences of the world’. It is Gloucester’s lust for greater wealth, Gerald reminds us, which causes vice ‘and all of the cares which follow in its train’. Here, in Llanthony, ‘let the golden mean continue to flourish’. And then he is away, strewing the page with elegant phrases plucked from Ovid and Horace, Lucan and Petronius. ‘Mortal appetite for success is insatiable!’ ‘Why can we not learn to temper our desires and be satisfied with what we have?’ Last time I visited Llanthony the snow was slanting hard against the old red sandstone of its ruined walls.


*


Separating the wilder reaches of inner Wales from the fertile, colonised, Anglo-Norman valleys of the south, were the Black Mountains. Gerald is unclear whether the mission cut through the heart of the mountains to reach the Usk valley, or skirted their western flank. ‘From Llanddew,’ he writes, ‘we made our way along the rugged pass of Coed Grwyne or Grwyne Wood, by a narrow trackway overgrown with trees.’ At least two authorities have identified the pass of ‘Coed Grwyne’ as the saddle at the head of the valley of Grwyne Fawr, in the Black Mountains, but it would have made far more sense to have avoided the 1,800-foot climb and simply followed the old Roman road down the Usk from Brecon to Aber-gavenny. Perhaps the ‘Coed’ Gerald refers to was a lost place-name at Blwch (Welsh for ‘pass’), where the modern A40 still climbs to a tight notch in an outlying ridge of the Black Mountains. Shutting out the grunting coaches and streams of cars, it isn’t difficult to imagine this as a rugged, overgrown mountain track.


Baldwin was no mountaineer, and Gerald writes that the Archbishop was ‘in a hurry to reach Usk Castle’. Down here, as they closed on the Anglo-Norman coastal belt, the Archbishop could expect a more positive response to his recruiting mission. And the Usk valley proved fruitful: after the sermon at Abergavenny, ‘many took the Cross’; by the stone keep at Usk Castle, ‘a large group of men was signed with the Cross’; at Newport, where the Usk runs into the sea, ‘many people were persuaded to take the Cross’. But Gerald is coy with his numbers, and it is not until the end of his book that he finally reveals how many Welshmen responded to the invitation to fight Saladin. ‘About three thousand men were signed,’ he claims as they end their journey, ‘all of them highly skilled in the use of the spear and the arrow, most experienced in military affairs and only too keen to attack the enemies of our faith at the first opportunity.’ If we are to assume that Gerald’s final figure is a modest exaggeration, and that they actually recruited around 2,500, then the mission was conscripting an average of around fifty a day. At the same time in Mainz, it is said that no fewer than 13,000 took the Cross in a single day. Admittedly, the gathering at Mainz was a grander affair (among others, the German Emperor was there) than one of Baldwin’s back-country sermons, but it would be unsurprising if the Archbishop were not impatient to increase his tally.


*


The mouth of the Usk was a turning point marked by a natural signpost Gerald calls the ‘Golden Rock’. It is still there, jutting into the Bristol Channel like a stranded hulk: ‘High above the water,’ writes Gerald, ‘not far from Caerleon, there stands a rocky eminence which dominates the River Severn. When the sun’s rays strike it, the stone shines very bright and takes on a golden sheen.’


Up on the brow of the cliff where the grass has been eroded around the modern navigation beacon, you can see stratified layers of bronze-coloured alluvium – Gerald’s golden rock. In medieval times this was the most important landmark on this stretch of coast, both for shipping and for land travellers; it has survived on the Ordnance Survey as ‘Gold Cliff’. Here, the Archbishop’s mission joined the well-travelled ‘coast road’ to St David’s, still ten days or so to the west. But in leaving behind the less-trodden tracks and ominous forests of inner Wales, the mission was now confronted by dangerous river crossings.


The problem was not just the width of the rivers at their outlets. The tides of the Severn Estuary have the largest range in the British Isles, and the estuaries which the coast road crossed were notorious for their quicksands, shifting bars, strong currents and sudden floods. Gerald sets the scene for this litany of aquatic trials by telling a story about a notorious ford just beyond Newport. Almost facing Gold Cliff was a ‘small stream known as the Nant Pencarn’, which ‘winds through the district called Wentloog’. The river can probably be identified as the Ebbw, on Wentlooge Level (a farmhouse close to the river is still called Pen-carn). Today, the Ebbw – or ‘wild horse river’ – has been broken by suburbs, factories and a motorway, but in the days before the Level was drained for farmland, the river was ‘passable only at certain places and by certain fords’. It wasn’t the depth of Nant Pencarn which posed difficulties, but ‘the way in which it has hollowed out its bed and … the muddiness of the marshland which surrounds it’. Gerald goes on to relate that in earlier times the public road had crossed the river at a place named Rhyd Pencarn – which he translates as ‘the ford beneath the overhanging rock’. Fords, like forests and passes, had many associations with calamity, and here Gerald repeats one that he got from the Scottish seer, Merlin Silvester, who prophesied that, should ‘a strong man with a freckled face cross over Rhyd Pencarn on his way to lead an invasion of South Wales’, the Welsh could expect to get beaten. Gerald had cause to believe this, since his own, strong, freckled King Henry II had indeed galloped through this ford en route to defeat The Lord Rhys in 1163. Eight hundred years on, the river can be found beyond some scrubland. Canalised between concrete, and speckled with refuse, the ‘Nant Pencarn’ has lost a little of its romance.


Of the various river-mouths the mission was forced to ford on its journey west, the worst by far lay just beyond the Cistercian monastery of Margam. Any fears coursing through the Archbishop’s entourage were put on hold for the evening, for Margam was one of the most charitable Cistercian house in Wales. Walls, arches and the shell of the chapter house still stand beside Junction 38 of the M4, mute on mown lawns. In 1188, the monastery was thriving in its secluded cleft below the tumuli-dotted heights of Mynydd Margam. Here, the travellers received ‘the most open-handed hospitality’. But as soon as they rode from the gates, they were faced by an alarming change of scenery. Outside Margam, the broad coastal plain they’d followed from the mouth of the Usk was pinched out of existence by a forested wall which reached to the tide line.


Anticipating difficulties, the mission was to be guided that day by the local prince, Morgan ap Caradog ap Iestyn. Following the road along the sands below the hills, first they had to cross the Afan. Here, the riders were ‘delayed for some time’ as the ebbing tide combined with the flow of the river to make the Afan unfordable. Today, the river is shuttered between suburban terraces and concrete highway walls. Try to wade it (I did, and it was fast and surprisingly deep) and you realise how, and why, the crusaders ran into trouble. The Afan’s unnerving turbulence is due to it falling 1,600 feet during its thirteen-mile course.


Far worse was to follow. Anxious not to be caught by the tide, the mission hurried along the coast road towards the next obstacle: the River Neath, notorious, writes Gerald, for being ‘the most dangerous and difficult of access of all the rivers of South Wales, on account of its quicksands’.


Set off in Gerald’s hoof-prints today, and you find the six miles of sands from Margam to Neath buried beneath the derelict site of the Margam steelworks, a housing estate (appropriately named Sandfields), and a decomposing wasteland of metal tubing, pylons and tanks which used to be one of the largest petrochemical works in Europe. Where Gerald and his companions splashed across tidal sands, two thousand workers mass-produced Styrene, Ethanol, Vinyl Acetate and Isoproponal, a colourless solvent used for automotive windscreen wash.


As the riders approached the mouth of the Neath, they split into two groups. Several of the packhorses took a lower route, and – for fear of quicksand – appear to have been trotting. Gerald’s packhorse was caught and began sinking. Nervous servants ran across the quicksand to the stricken animal and hauled at the harnesses and ropes. Gerald records that the animal was ‘almost sucked down into the abyss’. Tragedy was averted, recalls Gerald, though ‘not without some damage done to my books and baggage’.


The danger was far from over. Their guide, Morgan, entreated them all to move slowly and carefully but, writes Gerald, ‘against the advice of our leader, our fear of the unusual surface made us hurry across the quicksands’. Still, they had not reached the River Neath, and this was no place to be caught by an incoming tide. Quoting Virgil, Gerald notes that ‘Terror gave us wings.’ The travellers appear to have suffered further problems with the sands, for Gerald adds that they endured ‘considerable danger and quite a few upsets’ before the river eventually came in sight. It was only as they realise that they have ‘won through’ that they heed Morgan’s advice and accept that ‘it is better to advance more slowly and with great circumspection over such dangerous terrain’.


The Neath itself proved far too difficult to ford, ‘for the passages through the river change with every monthly tide and they cannot be located at all after a heavy fall of rain, when the waters are swollen with floods and inundations’. They crossed by boat, probably at the spot now known as Briton Ferry, where the river squeezes between a pair of low foothills. The Neath pilot who ferried me across the river here, told me that local boatmen still speak of the days when poorer travellers had to wade across a submerged, wooden causeway. In sight of the old ford, the giddy stalks of the M4 lean skyward bearing a modern road which can whisk motorists all the way to London in less time than it took Gerald to ride ten miles of seashore.


Exhausted, the mission spent the night in the castle at Swansea, where Gerald overheard two monks talking about the episode in the quicksand. ‘It’s hard country, this,’ said one. ‘Not at all,’ quipped the other. ‘Yesterday we found it far too soft.’


*


For Gerald, the Neath was a personal deliverance; this river marked the boundary between the diocese of Llandaff and that of St David’s. Ahead of him lay his own birthplace and the city of his dreams. Here, he was on home turf, and as the mission made its way towards St David’s, he prepared to spring back onto his pages bathed in a virtuous aura. His first chance came at Haverfordwest.


Beyond the Neath, the mountains backed away from the shoreline and the travellers were able to follow a safer route through the populous countryside of Dyfed. This should have been perfect recruiting country, and yet Gerald suggests that the mission was struggling. Apparently, plotters in Cardigan and St David’s were attempting to disrupt Baldwin’s tour, and – by failing to record large-scale responses to the Archbishop’s sermons since Swansea – Gerald implies that the recruitment drive was flagging. Then, at Haverfordwest, Gerald reappears for another of his dramatic turns. Taking over from Baldwin, he addresses the crowd, first in Latin and then in French. Admitting that few among his audience understood a word, he claims that many of them were ‘moved to tears … rushing forward in equal numbers to receive the sign of the Cross’. Modesty was not one of Gerald’s handicaps.


Having set the mission on its feet again, Gerald launches into a promotional digression on the kingdom of Dyfed. A patchwork of woods and fields surrounded on three sides by a ragged coast, Dyfed was blessed with the riches of land and sea. ‘Of all the different parts of Wales,’ enthuses Gerald, ‘Dyved, with its seven cantrefs, is at once the most beautiful and the most productive.’


In that warm, stable twelfth-century climate, there is food in abundance: ‘This is a region rich in wheat,’ he continues, ‘with fish from the sea and plenty of wine for sale.’ Gerald had been born here over forty years earlier, and his narrative takes a sentimental ramble through his childhood home at Manorbier, down by the sea. Then, as now, the turrets and crenellations of his father’s seat rise above a sandy beach and rocky headland. Gerald refers to his home as a ‘fortified mansion’, but later accretions have turned the de Barri ‘mansion’ into an enormous castle. Among the more recent walls and turrets lurk places which Gerald knew as a boy. The most impressive is the hall-block built at around the time of Gerald’s birth. William de Barri broke with Norman convention and integrated his keep with the curtain wall, creating an extended domestic complex which fed an enormous hall. To the sides were the buttery, pantry and kitchen. Above the buttery are the ruins of William’s withdrawing room. Some have speculated that Gerald was born up here, in one of the first rooms to catch the morning sun.


Outside the walls is Gerald’s boyhood playground. The little valley between the castle and church still carries its stream between ponds where Gerald used to fish. The ruins of the mill that he mentions can also be seen, although his ‘attractive orchard’ has now disappeared beneath the car-park and public lavatories. And the storms of intervening centuries have piled sand against Manorbier’s walls, separating Gerald’s home from the open sea. He writes of the view from the rocky headland beyond the castle, and if you walk the footpath there today, you can choose the spot where Gerald sat and gazed: ‘Boats on their way to Ireland from almost any part of Britain scud by before the east wind, and from this vantage point you can see them brave the ever-changing violence of the winds and the blind fury of the waters.’ Enchanted Manorbier is one of those rare places that carries a living memory.


*


The tip of Pembrokeshire is the Welsh Land’s End. ‘St David’s,’ reminds Gerald, ‘is in a remote corner of the country,’ chosen for its location by men who ‘wanted to live as far removed as possible from worldly upsets’. Here, he says, there are no woods, no rivers and no pastures. The soil is ‘rocky and barren’ and the peninsula is ‘exposed to the winds and to extremely inclement weather’. This is the most western point in mainland Wales, further west even than


Scotland’s Cape Wrath. As you approach St David’s along the Pembrokeshire Coast Path, successive headlands reveal long views of fearsomely ragged reefs and the ever-beating sea. At Solva, a miniature Norwegian fjord curls inland, offering a deep-draught anchorage to sea-going vessels. At sheltered havens like this, bedraggled pilgrims tottered ashore for the final walk to the shrine of St David.


The cathedral crouches in a hollow, hunching its shoulders against Irish gales and the memories of Viking raiders. Close to the iron-bound casket containing the Saint’s relics is a carved stone effigy, hands pressed in prayer, face smashed off. The tomb is said to be that of Gerald. Nearby is an undamaged, armoured figure with a lined face and long moustache, reputed to be the Lord Rhys. Keeping the prince and author company are a worthy crew of knights, priests and the odd Bishop.


On the mission’s arrival, Peter de Leia, the Bishop of St David’s, made sure that his fellow-travellers were well accommodated. Modern pilgrims lurching off buses at Britain’s smallest cathedral city are greeted by the familiar range of urban services, from espresso bar to delicatessen. Gerald gives the impression of an English Archbishop who didn’t want to hang about in a Welsh bishopric. Baldwin spent a night at St David’s, celebrated early-morning Mass in the Cathedral, then ‘hurried off through Cemais to meet Prince Rhys in Cardigan’. One of the things on the Archbishop’s mind must have been the need to secure support for the crusade from the Prince of South Wales and his two sons, Gruffydd and Maelgwn.


Gerald stayed behind, apparently ordered by the Archbishop to ‘preach to the people’. The tactic which worked so well in Haverford-west – of preaching in French or Latin to a Welsh-speaking audience – did indeed persuade a large number of men to take the Cross. But his success was short lived, for an interpreter then translated Gerald’s sermon into Welsh, and his new recruits abruptly changed their minds. The benefits of a trip to the Holy Land had clearly been lost in translation.


Gerald’s stake in the journey changed at St David’s. Since Hereford, the itinerary had been curiously autobiographical, allowing him to weave a narrative which linked his archdeaconery in Llanddew, his beloved Llanthony, his birthplace in Manorbier, and St David’s, the object of his sublunary dreams. But from here, the journey would take Gerald off the edge of his mental map, into lands beyond the control of the Anglo-Normans and their temperamental ally, the Lord Rhys.


*


Gerald left St David’s with his rival, Peter de Leia, who had been charged with accompanying the mission to the borders of Deheubarth. Riding against the flow of in-bound pilgrims, they took the uneven track into the badlands of west Wales. Their route led them through the heart of the cantref of Cemais, a particular hotspot for its Angevin lords. Cemais was notionally ruled by the FitzMartin family, who had always struggled to keep the Welsh under control (an earlier FitzMartin, Robert, had been routed in battle at Crug Mawr near Cardigan). Cemais was now under the lordship of William FitzMartin, who had taken the precaution of marrying the daughter of the Lord Rhys, but this had failed to settle the troubled district. Three years after Gerald passed this way, young William would find himself besieged in his castle by his Welsh father-in-law.


Gerald and de Leia probably spent their first night out of St David’s at Nevern Castle, the FitzMartin seat. For the second night, they made it to St Dogmael’s Abbey, just outside Cardigan, where Gerald was reunited with Archbishop Baldwin. In the morning, they rode to Cardigan, and the great castle of the Lord Rhys. It must have been here that Baldwin and Gerald learned that the most powerful prince in Wales would not be joining the crusade after all. According to Gerald, the Lord Rhys had arrived home from greeting the Archbishop at Radnor, and thrown himself into many days of preparation for the journey to the Holy Land. He’d collected pack-animals and saddles, raised funds and persuaded others to take the Cross too. But his wife Gwenllian had ‘put a sudden stop to his noble intentions by playing upon his weakness and exercising her womanly charms’. This was a great blow to the Archbishop, for the absence of Rhys would hardly encourage other Welshmen to take the Cross. Among those who did not were the two sons of the Lord Rhys, Maelgwn and Gruffydd.


Escorted by the Lord Rhys and his sons, the mission now left the coast for a detour into the interior. Way inland, by the rising of the River Teifi was a monastery that had recently been endowed by Rhys. Their guide was the river itself, and Gerald opens this riparian diversion at a delightful place he calls ‘Cenarth Mawr’. He writes of a church, a mill, a bridge over the river with a fishing station, and a ‘most attractive garden’. Salmon can be seen leaping up the falls here, ‘about as far as the height of the tallest spear’. Cenarth has grown, and now has a couple of pubs and a coracle museum. Above the waterfalls, a footpath cuts through the woods beside deep, clear water. It was a lovely spot until a carpark was built on the rocks beside the bridge.


The Teifi seems to have released the natural historian in Gerald. So fullsome are the pages about the river and its creatures that it’s as if he’s describing the Garden of Eden. There is no river like it: the Teifi is ‘better stocked with the finest salmon than any other stream in Wales’; it is the only river in Wales and England south of the Humber ‘where you can find beavers’. He writes in detail of the salmon, and the astonishing contortions they have to perform in leaping up waterfalls, ‘just as birds fly into the wind’. Sometimes, he says, ‘in order to give more power to the leap, they go so far as to put their tails right in their mouths.’ He describes how the beavers build their dams, and their ‘castle-like lodges’ in the river, their methods of ‘carting timber’ from the woods to the water, the nature of their teeth and the means by which they survive underwater. Hunted for their body parts, Gerald repeats an observation made in ‘Eastern countries’, that cornered beavers save themselves from death by cutting off their own testicles and throwing them down before the hunter’s eyes.


Repeatedly, Gerald conjures up landscapes of unimaginable beauty and natural diversity. Earlier in the journey, he describes Llangorse Lake, near Brecon, with its plentiful supply of pike and perch, trout, tench and ‘mud-loving eels’. He writes of plagues of poisonous toads, tame jackdaws, of pastures full of cattle, and woodland ‘teeming with wild animals’. Often, he mixes hearsay with his own, more factual reports. He includes in his description of Llangorse, stories of the lake’s ‘miraculous’ ability to change colour from bright green to scarlet, and reports that the water had been seen ‘completely covered with buildings or rich pasture-lands’. Elsewhere, he writes of immigrant Flemings who can foretell the future by reading the right shoulder-blade of rams, and of a rich man who got bitten by a viper after dreaming that he would find a gold torque if he put his hand in a hole by a waterfall. ‘It seems to me,’ rationalises Gerald, ‘that dreams are like rumours; you must use your common sense, and then accept some but refuse to believe others.’


He has a strong sense too of natural forces. In the Black Mountains, Gerald strives to explain the local weather system, arguing that the high rainfall is ‘due to the mountains’. The further east one travels, he observes, ‘the more the sky above seems to be pure and limpid … because the wind which blows it clear is harsher and more piercing’. Conversely, the further west you go, the ‘more cloudy and more thick’ becomes the air. It’s a fairly neat resumé of the principal air currents which strike the British isles. He also stumbles across evidence of sea-level rise. Forced to cross the sands of Newgale Bay on the way to St David’s, Gerald comes across a ‘curious phenomenon’ which had been first observed in the aftermath of a great storm twenty years earlier: ‘Tree trunks … standing in the sea, with their tops lopped off, and with the cuts made by the axes as clear as if they had been felled only yesterday.’ To Gerald, this had been a ‘forest grove, cut down at the time of the Flood, or perhaps a little later’, which had then succumbed ‘by slow degrees’ to the waves ‘which encroach relentlessly upon the land and never cease to wash it away’. By the late 1100s, sea-levels had been rising for nearly three hundred years, as the ‘Medieval Warm Period’ heated the oceans and increased their volume. Generations of Gerald’s countrymen had grown up with tales of retreating coasts, inundations by water and drifting sand.


*


Thirty-five days after crossing the border into Wales, the travellers came to a dark gulf. Three times wider than any estuary they’d crossed so far, the Dovey was not just a dramatic natural feature, but a formidable border. This was the limit of the diocese of St David’s, and the edge of Lord Rhys’ domain. The Dovey, wrote Gerald, ‘divides North Wales from South Wales’.


It must have been an uneasy moment for those in the party whose fate it was to cross the water. They had reached the point of no return. It would be less difficult to continue with their circumnavigation of Wales than to return the way they had come, and in any case, the Archbishop had undertaken to celebrate Mass in each of the Welsh cathedrals – which meant pressing on to Bangor and to St Asaph. But the Lord Rhys and Peter de Leia had no such obligations; they took their leave of the Archbishop and turned for their homes in the south.


Beyond the water rose ominously gloomy, forested hills. Over there was ‘the territory of the sons of Cynan’ – the brothers Gruffydd and Maredudd ap Cynan. Maredudd ruled Eifionydd, and Gruffydd held Merionydd and Ardudwy. In Gerald’s eyes, the far shore of the Dovey, symbolised the untouchable interior of Wales. It was ‘wilder and less accessible’ than other regions and the ‘rudest and roughest of all the Welsh districts’. Culturally, this was a foreign country, inhabited by Welsh men and women who had never been subjugated by the Normans, and who therefore spoke no French or Latin. Even their weaponry was different. In the north, noted Gerald, the weapon of choice was not the bow, but the long spear. Hurled like a javelin, at close quarters, it would pierce a cuirass of chain mail. Opportunities to recruit crusaders would be rare. The Dovey was Gerald’s Rubicon. Sinister to many, the Dovey took its name from the Welsh word ‘duf’, for ‘dark’ or ‘black’. Depleted in numbers, the mission embarked upon boats and was rowed into the current.


*


As soon as they stepped ashore, the travellers knew that they had arrived in another land. Immense mountains crowded the coast, leaving little space for the road. Ominously, the ruler of Merionydd, Gruffydd ap Cynan, failed to greet them on the northern shore, though he would show up the next day, apologising ‘humbly and devoutly’. They spent the night at Towyn, then continued north, confined between the sea and the lower slopes of Cadair Idris, the chair of Idris – a mythical Welsh warrior. Never had the terrain looked so intimidating: ‘The mountains are very high,’ remembers Gerald, ‘with narrow ridges and a great number of very sharp peaks all jumbled together in confusion. If the shepherds who shout to each other and exchange comments from these lofty summits should ever decide to meet, it would take them almost the whole day to climb down and up again.’


They reached another estuary, the Mawddach. No doubt recalling the quicksand incident on the Neath, the Archbishop and Gerald embarked upon a twenty-mile detour which allowed them to cross the much narrower waters of the Wnion and the Mawddach, far inland. Meanwhile, the prince’s impetuous son, Maelgwyn ap Rhys, found a ford near the sea and rode across the mouth of the estuary. That night, the mission made it to Llanfair, but was confronted the next morning by yet another huge gulf of water, Traeth Bach, the last of the Cardigan Bay estuaries. Gerald’s note-taking appears to have become patchy by this stage of the journey, and he fails to mention whether they rode across the sands at low tide, or enlisted the help of rowing boats at high tide. There are signs too that the author was confused by the unfamiliar terrain. Beyond the Dovey, geographical errors creep into his account. A couple of rivers are misplaced, and he appears to have moved a mountain pass from the Lleyn peninsula to the foothills of Snowdonia. After five hundred miles in the saddle, he was unquestionably tired.
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