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Foreword: Looking Back

 

 

 

 

I didn’t choose to climb and there wasn’t a niche waiting for me to drop into. Stuff happened and I was wrong to open this, my first book, in saying it started with meeting a Greek god on a Welsh hill. Encountering a maverick mountain man wasn’t ordained, but an adventurous life was inevitable in the circumstances.

Discipline had ruled my life from infancy. Punishment taught stoicism. A good school hid rules under a velvet glove, but they were there; accepted and observed, later circumvented, but always balanced by an aunt who climbed in the Himalayas, by books in the home and by possession of a library card.

For all that, as a teenager there was disquiet – a curious, unidentified craving that I was aware of, but only as some vague unease about the future: what would happen after I left school? What was this Future?

When I was fifteen, the war started and occupied the next six years. The war ended and there was nothing; one was on the cusp of a vacuum.

And then, suddenly, there were mountains and here was I, a thwarted, fierce adventurer raring to go. The world bloomed, and events followed with their own wild conformity. A decade later, I recorded it all. No choice, I am a storyteller too.

 

Gwen Moffat

Cumbria, 2021


 

 

 

 

Foreword

 

 

 

 

This is the remarkable book of a remarkable woman, and I do not remember a climbing biography which has so completely absorbed me or which I have enjoyed more. Gwen Moffat is
probably the best all-round woman mountaineer in this country and was the first qualified woman guide. But this – and I have read most of them – is much more than a book of climbing
experiences. It records with an artist’s eye and with quite startling candour the growth and maturity of an unusual and fascinating personality.

In these pages, the first thing that compels the admiration of a male reader is the quality of her courage and endurance. You find her going five months without a bed, sleeping out in all
weathers, walking and hitching from North Wales to Cornwall and back again; rebuilding a derelict boat into a home until the moment when she climbs ashore, down-ladder and up-ladder, just in time
to give birth to her baby; leading difficult climbs a week after her daughter is born, or, later, with foot and leg encased in plaster from a broken bone; swimming in winter pools with snow
crusting the edges, or life-saving a companion caught by sudden cramp; giving herself up to bewildered military police, after deserting to share the hard existence of a wandering group of Bohemian
artists, and then staying in the army until she had finished the job; going hungry, and teaching herself to live on starvation wages, surrounded by the fat plenty of the welfare state; climbing
barefoot in the Dolomites, or sitting out a frozen bivouac, high in the Alps, and reminding us with a justified spurt of feminism that women usually survive nights of cold and exposure which are
too much for their male companions.

Then, too, she has done so much so competently in a few short years. She has been cowherd, agricultural labourer, forester, gardener, corridor maid in a select hotel, secretary, theatre property
mistress, helmsman of a schooner, and driver of a travelling grocer’s van supplying scattered Highland shielings. Gwen Moffat has never escaped into security, though she could have done, has
never allowed herself ‘to be steam-rollered into mediocrity’. And yet she is a romantic whose romanticism is tempered with a strict sense of honesty.

She writes indeed with a compelling honesty: about her loss of nerve on a rock-face, or the stretches on a great climb which you hate at the time, numb with cold, fumbling with iced rocks,
fighting the wind. She is honest about her motives, accepting lifts or food and drink when broke; about her friends and lovers, about her convictions and the reasons why she changed them; or about
the unromantic nature of real poverty, alone with a baby and with a husband out of work. And so you trust her description of her emotions at those times of vision and delight when her world glows
brightly round her. Here she is, scrambling down from the foot of a Dolomite tower, her companion having raced on ahead, after a climb no woman had done before, and on which she was burnt by the
friction of the rope.

‘He trotted off into the darkness and I followed at my own speed. I could feel my lip [hit by a falling stone] swollen like a wasp sting, and my eyes were still misty. I was stiff and
aching, and the new burns were sore, but there were glow-worms about my feet and the two towers rose above the empty cirque. There was a moment of supreme awareness which I might have thought was
only the satisfaction which followed achievement, or relief after tension, but I didn’t think ... I knew my moment of truth.’

With the same clarity of perception she succeeds in conveying what is almost incommunicable, the moment before a fit and expert leader tackles a really difficult piece of rock: ‘I felt the
familiar feeling that came when I was about to do something hard. A mental and physical relaxation, a loosening of the muscles so complete that even the face relaxes and the eyes widen; one’s
body becomes light and supple – a pliable and coordinated entity to be shown a climb as a horse is shown a jump ... In that exquisite moment before the hard move, when one looks and
understands, may lie an answer to the question why one climbs.’

You see, Gwen Moffat is neither a tough nor an Amazon. Tough people may be intrinsically interesting, but they seldom enlist your interest when they write about themselves. Part of the charm of
this book is that its author is brave and enduring but vulnerable. She has not encountered enough kindness in her life, particularly from the men who have been attracted to her. She missed some of
the pleasures other women take for granted, and when at rare intervals they come to her, she is the more intensely delighted. ‘I went into Brighton shopping for the first dress I had bought
in nine years,’ and, after wandering round in a skirt made of black-out curtains, she rejoices in the attention her tan and her frock together bring her on the cross-Channel boat, and in the
surprised and flattering reception she gets from her climbing companion when he meets her in Paris. Intensity of feeling brings her to tears when a climb is postponed from bad weather, or when she
first sees the wild beauty of the valley that leads up to Zermatt. She is obsessed with the woes of animals, borrowing a tin mug from some sailors to milk two goats, abandoned on a station
platform, adopting a dog who turns instinctively to her on one of her Welsh journeys, genuinely sorrowing over an enormous rat she killed with a kukri, or inveigling another climber into the
hair-raising rescue of a sheep, stranded on the cliffs of Pavey Ark. And she blossoms in the warmth of uncomplicated delights, swimming in warm mountain pools, drinking Chianti on the hut terrace
while watching her friends at grips with a climb, relaxing into the comfort of a sleeping sack after a day of wind and rain, drowsing on a sun-drenched mountain top, or absorbing the sensuous
pleasure of steep summer rocks – ‘The general memory is of air – very clear and blue – above, behind and below, the quiet tapping of the hammer in the great stillness, and
of a red anorak against a cloudless sky.’

She has taught herself most things the hard way, her climbing included, and it is no surprise to find her practising solitary glissades round Ben Nevis, or learning how not to carry early
morning tea-trays to shy couples in hotel bedrooms, or when not to accept a lift from a car containing only men. Her courage and resilience have not only brought her safely through, but have helped
to make her the continuously interested and interesting person that she is. It has been my privilege to know Gwen Moffat, and contentedly to follow her neat and confident leadership up difficult
rocks. This book will greatly enlarge the circle of her friends and admirers, will allow many readers to share her serenity at the end of a great and hazardous alpine climb made with her husband in
a bad weather season, as she sums it all up: ‘Life was the power and the glory of all the mountains I had ever climbed – as I walked along the frontier in the moonlight.’

 

JACK LONGLAND

Crich, Derbyshire, 1958.


 

 

 

 

ONE

 

The Beginning – Wales

 

 

 

 

It started when, as an army driver – whose wartime dream had always been to become a guerrilla – I met a conscientious objector one sun-drenched afternoon in
Merioneth.

I was driving slowly down the side of the Mawddach estuary, quite alone and idly dreaming (probably of table tennis because I was being fattened for the Command tournament in the autumn), when I
saw a man ahead. He was big and hard and golden in the sunlight: a Greek god in bell-bottom trousers. I stopped and offered him a lift.

That summer afternoon under Cader I was a typical product of the war: impressionable and frustrated – for with peace declared, all the excitement was over, and now there was only the
bewildering prospect of demobilization and beyond that ... nothing.

I had left school during wartime and gone into a newspaper office, where I stayed for a short period, and then joined the Land Army. But I wanted a fighting service, not animals, and after
eighteen months of the land, I lied about my age and joined the Auxiliary Territorial Service.

Now, after four years, I felt I was too old to go back to journalism as a cub reporter. I had made no permanent attachments in the services (although I had been engaged twice, once to a master
from Christ’s Hospital and the other time to an engine driver from Kansas City).

The brown man, who hadn’t wanted a lift, sat in the car and talked. He found in the cubby hole a book about Saint George: an intriguing and rather heavy story concerned with the conflict
of Good and Evil. It must have seemed an odd choice for an ATS driver (I was no glamour queen but I got my share of wolf whistles); in fact, I suspect I had been attracted to it by the spirited
dust jacket which depicted the saint, on a superb horse, slaying a very scaly dragon.

Having leafed through the book and stared at me rather disturbingly, he launched straight into a description of an astonishing world completely outside my experience, a free and splendid world
of mountains and mountain climbing, and hidden lonely cottages which he shared with friends (who appeared, from the telling, far larger than life). My imagination pictured supermen and lovely,
casual girls subject to no ordinary rules or conventions, wandering gaily about the country, laughing, working and making love – and having a multitude of shocking adventures.

I don’t know how long I listened; I had started by being my normal, gay, superficial self, but I was enormously attracted by this picture. I lost some of my self-consciousness but I
remained wary. I wasn’t uneasy about the man and the more obvious designs he might have on me; it was the life itself that was frightening. The very fact that it seemed to be the quintessence
of everything I had ever wanted – adventure, freedom, rejection of authority – carried the knowledge that, once committed, I should find it terribly difficult to go back. Not that I
seriously considered committing myself; I pretended to ponder the, to my mind inevitable, invitation to the cottage, but, of course, I rejected it – and drove away.

He wrote several times and I replied, once. Suddenly I was detesting life on the camp. This enchanting glimpse of a new world had come at the psychological moment when I was halfway to complete
frustration. I replied saying that, as far as I could see, life – not only the Bohemian one – held nothing for me. I threw myself into table tennis practice because it was the only
thing that could hold my attention.

Then I fell in love with a Marine and for one glorious week I was completely happy. It was autumn now, a very wet autumn, and we cycled along dark lanes at night, over yellow leaves, to little
lost pubs where he played the piano. I wrote a great deal of poetry afterwards, all very sad and suicidal, and four or five years passed before I stopped going cold and looking for the pianist when
I heard Chopin played in a pub. He was married. He didn’t tell me then (I don’t blame him; in his shoes I would have done the same), but he wrote after he was posted at the end of a
week. The letter broke me for a while, and since I had formally applied for marriage leave, my commanding officer was sympathetic and posted me immediately at my request. I didn’t care where
I went: anywhere to get away from Wales.

I was sent to Stoke on Trent.

I left Merioneth in a trance – indeed, I hadn’t felt anything since the initial shock when I had the letter – but I began to come round when I reached Stoke.
The awakening was ghastly. In my memories of Stoke it is always raining; wet grey streets gleaming in a dim grey daylight, or drizzle drifting across acres of sodden waste-land, where dirty canals
wound about the five towns.

At night it was more dramatic as the fog lifted and the bellies of the clouds flashed dusky red from the pottery furnaces, or perhaps they were just ordinary factory furnaces – it was
immaterial. We were stationed on a hill above the town. Coming back to camp at night, I would stand in the rain, staring at the reflection of those fires, feeling utterly impotent, my moods
alternating between a savage hatred of life and depression so overwhelming that I felt physically sick. People are quite wrong when they say being young is fun. When you were miserable you were
almost mad with despair to think that there was no way out – that you would never find a way out, and yet, in a day or a week, it was all over. Conversely, the only time you were certain that
a situation wouldn’t last was when you were happy.

In the New Year of 1946 I was in hospital with influenza, bad enough to be granted ten days’ sick leave. I was due for privilege leave too; in all I had three weeks. I lay in bed and knew
that nothing mattered now. I couldn’t be hurt any more and there was nothing to be afraid of. I had my railway warrant made out to Bangor and I wired Tom, the brown man of Cader Idris, to
meet me there the following evening.

He called the valley the Nant Ffrancon. We drove up it one frosty morning, sitting on the back of a lorry and eating custard tarts.

There had been a light snowfall the night before and the tops of the mountains were sprinkled with white. Everything was too new and strange for me to appreciate it properly, but I found the
very strangeness delightful. Although I had spent several months in Central Wales, the mountains here were bigger, more wild and rugged than the hills of Merioneth.

Before we reached the top of the pass, Tom banged on the roof of the cab and we stopped. He handed down the rucksacks and we crossed the road and leant on the stone wall, looking down the
hillside to the river flats where a barn stood close to the water and some distance from a farmhouse. That barn was to be my home for the next ten days.

When we reached it we found it full of hay, fortunately, for the nights were bitterly cold. We had sleeping bags, but even then we had to burrow deep into the hay to keep warm. We lived quite a
Spartan existence. Tom was a food reformer and vegetarian and we ate no cooked food. We had nothing to cook on, anyway. We lived mainly on bread and cheese, chocolate and apples. We drank water
from the stream.

In the evenings we went up to the farm and sat round the fire while Tom talked to the old farmer. The rest of us, the housekeeper and her son, myself and the dogs, sat on the fringe of the
circle in the shadows thrown by the lamp, nodding as the evening wore on. After the first hour or so, heavy with the milk that was pressed upon us whenever we showed our faces at the house, I would
be dozing unashamedly, half-hearing the conversation: talk of the mountains, of quarrying, of the sheep and the salmon ...

Then down through the bogs, dry now and frozen hard, to the barn, with the big black mountains (which always seemed to come closer at night) looming against the stars.

My first climb was, said Tom, very easy – a novice’s route. It was the Ordinary on the Idwal Slabs. I wasn’t very impressed. The holds were iced in places, but the slabs
themselves were set at such an easy angle that it seemed more like walking uphill than climbing as I had imagined it would be. The terrace at the top was icy; I found this and the descent more
interesting. Fortunately we had brought ice axes; we had to cut steps along the ledge and up the side of the broken cliff above. Then Tom put the rope round a knob of rock and slid down it for
about forty feet to the ground. I wasn’t new to abseiling; among other things I had been a physical training instructor in the ATS, and one of my first moves, on being posted to a new unit,
was to go out and inspect the men’s obstacle course. My pet problems were the abseil ropes and the scrambling nets. I could abseil as efficiently as most male instructors, and now I felt very
smug as Tom turned to shout directions and found me halfway down. For several years I went on being smug until I came up against a hundred-foot abseil in the Dolomites, ten feet out from the rock
all the way down and about a thousand feet of air below. It shook my complacency.

The day after we did the Ordinary we went to Tryfan. I liked the look of the big grey buttress running down towards the lake – it was more mountain-like than the Slabs – and as soon
as I was off the ground and starting up the Direct, I knew that this was what I had been waiting for. It was different from yesterday’s uneventful progress; this was a series of strange and
delightful movements – coming round corners on to unexpected slabs, long sideways strides up little walls, pleasing pulls on the arms using the strength in one’s shoulders – and
all the time the ground dropping away, a hundred feet, two hundred, and then – nothing, and we were climbing in the cloud. I couldn’t see Tom, the rope ran up the rocks and disappeared
into the mist.

I loved everything about the Milestone Direct. I don’t think I realized that it was wet and cold (for the thaw had set in and the climb streamed with water); I loved the feel of the rock
under my hands, rough and satisfying; I loved using the strength of my body to haul myself out of the cracks and chimneys (I had yet to learn that climbing is mostly balance); above all, I loved
the intimate feeling of shared adventure between the two of us, alone on a big mountain.

We reached the top of the buttress some time after eleven o’clock, in plenty of time, Tom said, for us to scramble up the north ridge to the summit. When we had left the barn that morning
and called at the farm for our jug of milk, the woman had been washing the dishes, so, since my watch had stopped in the night, I set it for nine o’clock.

Now I untied the rope reluctantly at the top of the buttress and we started scrambling up through the sodden heather. The mist grew thicker and the day darker and it began to rain. Once some
goats appeared in the gloom, yellow and smelly: the wild goats of Snowdonia, according to Tom.

We reached the summit some time in the afternoon. It was very dim on top, but being totally unversed in mountaincraft this didn’t worry me, although I did remark on it to Tom, who said it
was only very thick cloud and that as we descended we could come out into daylight again.

We started down and it grew darker and darker, until we realized, rather belatedly, that we had been out of the mist for some time, and it was night. I looked at my watch. It said three
o’clock.

‘She was washing up the lunch things!’ I said.

We had no torch. We were coming down the west face of Tryfan – a mixed mountainside of grass, cliffs and scree, easy enough in the daytime if you keep to the grass. Tom tried to do this,
but he warned me that there were drops, that we must take no risks. So we descended about fifteen hundred feet of Tryfan on all-fours, but upside-down as it were, and feet first. I was in front, in
retrospect I cannot think why, edging downwards very gently with my feet and taking most of my weight on my hands. When my foot slid forward over air, I would shout a warning and lower myself, with
infinite caution, on to my bottom, and start to fish warily for the next point of contact for my feet. If I decided I was sitting on the edge of a drop (and there was no way of telling whether it
was five feet or fifty), we would resume our crab-like motion sideways, until we hoped we had come to the end of the obstacle.

The wind was rising, and the rain that we’d had for most of the day was now interspersed with sleet and hail which came driving across the mountain, slashing viciously at the rocks and
stinging our faces. The wind was very cold and combined with the sleet and rain to remind us that we had been soaked to the skin by earlier showers. While we were climbing, we had moved quickly
enough to keep warm, but now the wind cut like a knife and, hearing the gusts sweeping towards us, I tried to shrink inside my clothes and offer less resistance.

Once a car passed along the road below. It lit up the mountainside like a searchlight for a few seconds and I got up and ran like a rabbit. Then the light passed and I sat down again, but
we’d saved about fifteen minutes in those few seconds. In my imagination I saw the interior of that car, rushing through the black, stormswept night, a soft, warm, dry interior, perhaps two
people going to a dance (Chanel No. 5 and Turkish cigarettes), or a commercial traveller hurrying towards his dinner with the radio playing and the heater full on. Did it cross their minds, as the
wipers clacked across the windscreen, to pity any poor devil out on a night like this?

Again my foot touched nothing. My arms were so tired, my hands so numb, that it was a great relief to sink on to my back and lie there awhile, idly swinging my feet over the edge and speculating
on the height of the drop. We were tired of feeling along the tops of precipices – even the smallest boulder was a precipice that night – so I tied the rope round me and lowered myself
over the drop.

We couldn’t hear each other for the noise of the storm, but if I wanted slack I was to jerk the rope. I was very tired by now and Tom, for reasons of his own, lowered me partway and then
stopped, so that I dangled, spinning slowly, and stared downwards, trying to pierce the darkness. I thought I could sense the ground not far below and I jerked the rope. Nothing happened. I kept
jerking. Suddenly the slack came and I fell about eight feet on to turf. I picked myself up and started to swear, but I hadn’t time to be really bad tempered, because in another moment I was
knocked flat again by Tom who fell on top of me. He was six feet tall and well proportioned.

Then another car came and we grabbed armfuls of rope and did another sprint.

Eventually we reached the road. There was a stone wall topped by wire, then the grass verge, and then the flat, solid, friendly tarmac.

The thaw had come in earnest now. The river rose and we waited in the barn for days, watching the water creeping nearer until it almost lapped the walls. Then we retreated
– making an attempt on Snowdon as we went. We reached a height of about two thousand five hundred feet on Crib Goch, walking into the teeth of a south-westerly gale. My hair froze and rattled
in icy strands on my cheeks; I was crying with the pain of the sleet on my face and at last I made some tentative little remark like, ‘Will they keep dinner for us?’ – a remark
fraught with meaning despite its apparent irrelevance – and we looked at each other – and turned back. With the wind behind me I was ashamed. I asked if they would have persisted on
Everest in such weather. Tom, laughing, assured me that they would never have set out.


 

 

 

 

TWO

 

Desertion

 

 

 

 

The cottage stood at the top of a ravine, among the wooded uplands that lie between Cader Idris and the Mawddach estuary.

We came to it one dark night when the stream in the ravine was in full spate. We had no torches. At first the path seemed to be a few hundred feet above the water and Tom warned me to keep away
from the edge (with the loads we were carrying, we wouldn’t have stopped had we started to roll), then we dropped down the side of the ravine and stumbled along a path only a few feet from
the river. The noise was shattering. Speech, of course, was impossible. Once I walked into Tom. He pushed me against the bank and I realized that I was meant to stay on that side; I edged forward
unhappily, splashing through water, knowing that there would be no warning if the path collapsed and Tom went with it.

The track swung back on itself, climbing through thick trees just sensed in the darkness, and the noise of the river faded gradually, then dropped to a low murmur as we came out into high open
country.

I felt rather apprehensive as we crossed the fields. I had come to know Tom slowly: the long talk in the car back in the summer, the letters, the last ten days’ climbing. The man himself
tended to overshadow the life he led. When one is in love, the lover is, in one sense, taken for granted; there is no criticism: eccentricities are accepted, perhaps with mild surprise, often with
amusement, always with approval. Now, suddenly, I realized that the people only a few hundred yards away in this fascinating cottage were strangers in every sense of the word and there would be no
buffer between us. I would see them and their life more objectively than I saw Tom, and I wasn’t sure that I was going to like it – and them. Least of all, that they would like me.

Tom had told me a little about them: they were all artists of one kind or another; there were several men and one girl. I had built up a picture of a tall, elegant woman in smart country
clothes, beautiful and sophisticated. Her beauty would be of the flawless, mass-produced Hollywood type.

A light showed, a soft yellow square in the darkness, and I smelt wood smoke. Our boots rang on slate, there was an open door, a flagged passage and then a room, seemingly full of men. They were
huge, all six footers and over, and they wore enormous fishermen’s jerseys, exaggerating their size. They wore beards too, and long hair. They looked like benignant Vikings. And when their
welcome was over and they had subsided on to mattresses (on the floor) to sit and beam silently at me, I became aware of Barbara, sitting on a low stool by the fire, very soft and womanly in shabby
brown velvet, with red-brown hair hanging long and straight to her shoulders. No make-up, of course, but violet eyes. I think she was Irish. Anyone less like the sophisticated picture I’d had
in mind would have been difficult to find. She had been an art mistress in an exclusive girls’ school, had met one of the men and given up everything to join him in this strange wandering
life between the mountains and the sea (they spent a lot of their time in Cornwall).

They earned their living by felling trees. They lived very cheaply, travelling by road, hitching or walking, carrying only rucksacks and their axes and saws. They rented various cottages in
Wales and Cornwall: bases where they kept a few books, blankets and odd tools.

I liked the cottage on Cader best; it was the most comfortable, and it possessed atmosphere: the happy feeling of an old house, much lived in. Tom maintained that when he first came into the
kitchen, when they had just rented the place, he saw an old man sitting by the fireplace. After a while he wasn’t there. Tom felt no apprehension at all; on the contrary, he said he had the
unmistakable feeling that he was being welcomed.

Life at the cottage was very simple. Invariably we talked until late at night or the early hours of the morning, so we never woke up before ten or eleven. There were no beds; we slept on
mattresses on the floor, and when we got up we didn’t eat but went swimming. On the first morning, with a heavy frost on the ground and January snow lying a few hundred feet above the house,
I was too shocked to accompany them. They grinned tolerantly and scampered off like great shaggy dogs – except Barbara, who was like a red setter. When they came back, red-faced and rowdy,
their hair was wet, so they had swum.

Next morning I went.

There was a small brick reservoir built in a high gorse-filled valley – a kind of hanging combe above the estuary. It was about ten feet deep, deep enough to dive – and I have to
dive in winter. If I had to wade, I should never get there. I watched them dive, swim, and emerge gasping and shouting with laughter. Slowly, reluctantly, I took off my clothes, and climbed on the
brick parapet. Mad, I thought, utterly mad, as my poor white body, rough with gooseflesh, swayed and shivered in an icy blast. Tom roared at me and splashed. Thinking that the shock might kill me,
I dived.

It was cold, but not too bad if you kept your head. I surfaced. There was an aching pain across my forehead.

I thought, you’re in water, cold certainly, but still water; swim! I swam to the side of the reservoir and hauled myself out, gasping. Then I joined the others, running frantically up and
down the frosty grass between the gorse. When we were breathless, we did exercises and slapped ourselves, until we were dry and shining like a lot of boiled lobsters. We never used towels.

Sometimes we swam in the ravine where a dam had been built across the river and a deep pool formed behind. When the river was in spate, the water poured over the top of the dam and it was hard
work to reach the other side without being swept over. Even when the snow was thick on the ground and glassy icicles hung from the banks, the dam pool seemed warmer than the reservoir, possibly
because there was more life and excitement here; you thought more about the danger and less of the cold.

After swimming and eating we spent the rest of the day walking, shopping or getting in fuel. We burnt wood, and there was an old forest of oaks at the back of the cottage which supplied us with
logs. Shopping meant walking to Dolgellau and back – about ten miles. ‘Walking’ was less strenuous: a scramble up Cader and along the four tops, or a ramble over the foothills,
watching birds or talking. Sometimes people went alone, sometimes they all stayed together. There was no consistency in the arrangements; there were no arrangements.

To me the life was completely absorbing in its simplicity, but as my leave drew to an end I began to feel uneasy. In the evenings the others criticized me gently for my way of life. They had
been conscientious objectors during the war. I listened to them and – when I became too bewildered – turned to Tom and he smiled and changed the subject. One night we brought a young
naval officer home with us from Dolgellau. They were less tolerant with him and, for the first time, I heard the word ‘deserter’.

One morning they decided to go down to Cornwall, and the next day they were gone. Tom and I walked with them to the foot of Cader, and stood there, watching silently as they scrambled steadily
upwards to the skyline. After a while Tom said,

‘Go on, go back and get your pack and go with them.’

I turned away, remembering the grey fogs and the dirty canals of Stoke. I couldn’t speak.

I overstayed my leave by three days, but I went back eventually. I arrived in Stoke early one evening.

When I came into the Nissen hut that was my billet it was empty, except for one girl. She told me I was to report to the sergeant-major. I did this and was asked why I was late back. I said
carelessly that the floods were over the railway line. Had I a signed statement from the police to that effect? I hadn’t, but I had one from a Welsh Nationalist stationmaster. Inexplicably,
even to me, I didn’t trouble to produce it. I walked back to the billet and started to pack a few personal belongings. I realized that I was shaking as if I were cold, but I felt nothing: no
elation, no fear; my mind was completely blank.

I tied up my parcel, addressed it to my mother and went next door to the pub. There I gave it with ten shillings to a disreputable-looking customer to post. Surprisingly, it reached its
destination. I went back to the billet, washed my hair and bathed. I wasn’t sure when I would do either again – in hot water. While the other girl was out of the worn for a moment I hid
my rucksack in the bushes outside the hut.

An hour after I had come back, I nodded casually to the girl, murmured something about a drink, and slipped out of the hut. I scooped up my pack, slunk through the shrubbery to the main road,
and started walking.

It was not until then, trudging along the wet pavements, that I started to think again. I was committed now – in my own mind. Of course, I could have turned round and gone back, but I
never contemplated it. In my mind I was already a deserter and, now that I’d done it, reaction set in. My mind had been dead for an hour; I don’t remember making any decision to go. I
don’t remember thinking at all since I walked into the Nissen hut and hated it on sight. Now all the emotions which had been held back during that blank hour came flooding in. Fear: of police
first, and, secondly, of the extraordinary life that lay ahead: on the run, homeless, with no money (I had about ten shillings). But the same things which frightened me roused a wild elation. I may
have been a little hysterical at first, but after a while the necessity of thinking calmed me down.

I didn’t dare go back to the cottage; I thought that anywhere in Wales would be unsafe, since the ATS knew that I had spent my leave there. I don’t know if I was traced to the
cottage or the barn in the Nant Ffrancon, but I like to imagine large military policewomen (and the local constable) conscientiously prodding in the hay for me, or peering through the cobwebbed
windows of the cottage, trying to discover my crouching figure in the shadows under the table.

I went to Yorkshire. At first I had had the intention of leaving the country altogether, not realizing at the time how easy it was for a deserter to lie low in Britain. I was in a lorry
travelling north when I made this decision and I started questioning the driver about the chances of getting on a boat for nothing. He said my best chance was the crew. I thought about this for a
while, and then changed the subject. That night I slept, bolt upright, in the passenger seat, outside some public conveniences at Knutsford, a position which had its advantages at dawn, when I
needed a wash.

That day another driver enlarged on the theme of persuading a sailor to stow me on board a boat. I became uneasy; Greenock seemed to be on the first lap to South America, but even this
destination didn’t worry me so much as the thought of conditions on the ship on the way out. In the end I decided that Greenock must wait until I was better able to take care of myself, and I
settled for the West Riding.

I came back to Settle in the early dusk of a winter afternoon. In the crowd in the market place I caught a glimpse of the hostess with whom I had been billeted five years ago. I was seventeen
then, a wartime evacuee sitting for Higher Schools, already what they called irresponsible. We were only allowed out in threes, but I explored most of the surrounding district alone, or
with an Irish terrier called Paddy. So I knew exactly where to go this winter afternoon to find a bed.

I walked upriver towards Stainforth (past the copse where the goldcrests used to be; they weren’t there now), and I found the pool where we used to swim in summer, and, above it, the
barn.

I moved in, to share my new home with eight cows. I saw the farmer and struck a bargain: I was to be given my meals (by his cowman) and my lodging (in the barn) in return for milking once a day,
watering the cows in my barn, and helping in the fields.

The first few nights in the barn were intensely cold; I had no bedding except hay. I burrowed as deep as possible but there was little difference between the temperature of the hay and that of
the air – and the frosts were heavy. I was frozen. I would have gone and slept against my cattle but their bedding was too dirty. I sent an urgent SOS to Tom for the sleeping bag which had
been lent me in Snowdonia, and when I judged it had arrived, I took the afternoon off and went into town. I loitered on the other side of the road until I saw that there was a crowd in the post
office, then I went in and asked quietly for my parcel, half expecting a policeman to spring across the counter; but the clerk wasn’t interested in me, and I got my parcel.

Tom had done me proud. He’d not only sent the sleeping bag, but a pile of warm clothing as well. He sent, too, his congratulations and three pounds and said that they would welcome me in
Cornwall. I swaggered out of the post office as if I owned the world.

After the sleeping bag arrived, it was a terrible trial getting up for the early milking. I had to resort to the river to wake myself, although the deep black water under the dripping trees (it
was always foggy in Yorkshire) was not only cold, but terrifying. But it woke me up.

After I’d milked at the farm and had breakfast with the cowman’s family, I went back to the barn to attend to the dry cattle. The first day I unchained them and they lurched into the
yard to drink, but one of their number sat down in the gutter by the door and stayed there. I had been warned that one was ‘a little unsteady on her legs’. I brought her water in a
bucket and swept round her as best I could. I cleaned out the byre, put down fresh bedding, forked hay into the mangers and still the old cow sat in the gutter. I decided to let the others in,
hoping that the sound of their munching would get her on her feet again.

I had forgotten the extraordinary meanness of some animals when one of their kind is at a disadvantage. I stood at the closed end of the byre while they entered, and as the leader came in the
door she gave a vicious lunge at the beast in the gutter. She responded with a bellowing groan. I leapt forward, to be met by the incoming tide as they plunged towards their hay. I broke through,
dodging horns, and leant across the cripple’s back, flapping at their noses when I saw the mean glint in their eyes. But instead of going quietly into their stalls, they started fighting. I
had no idea how they stood in the byre and I weaved frantically in and out of the slipping, lurching bodies, trying to mark down – in all that welter of tossing horns and bellowing groans
– at least one cow who knew her place. Fortunately I had mostly blunt ends towards me until I waded in to start chaining them, and then I talked loudly to let them know it was me coming, and
not some upstart young heifer. I was kicked a few times, but that was to be expected in the circumstances. In the end I had them all chained and munching steadily. I don’t know if they were
in the right stalls. During the fracas the cow in the gutter had managed to stagger to her feet and find a stall, where she had collapsed again. Next day I let them in one at a time.

I worked at the farm for a fortnight. The work was monotonous but easy – the field work, that is; I was never tired of the cows. The weather was very grim. Since I had come to Ribblesdale
the fog had thickened and it never lifted. Bare trees stood sodden in the fields, and it was raw cold day and night. The only time I was warm was in my sleeping bag, and milking – when I
pressed so hard against the cow that we became a sort of mutual support society and if one moved the other fell over.

At the beginning of March I had the sudden incongruous feeling – in all that mud and fog and bitter cold – that it should be spring; so far as Nature was concerned, it was
spring. The sun would be shining somewhere; there would be catkins and primroses and lambs in a more hospitable country.

The farmer showed no surprise when I said I was going. Heaven knows what they thought of me. I told them I was a writer without money.

I travelled back to Wales almost without incident. One night I was picked up by a member of the Women’s Institute, who took me to her house, where I slept in green silk
sheets (after a bath) and in the morning my tea was made by one of those electric kettles beside the bed. It was fantastic and, once on the road again, unbelievable. It was the first time I had
slept in a bed for five weeks, and it was to be five months before I slept in one again.
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