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And this our life, exempt from public haunt,
Finds tongues in trees, books in the running brooks,
Sermons in stones, and good in everything.
I would not change it.

William Shakespeare – Act II,
Scene 1 As You Like It
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I was sitting in a grubby pub near Bethnal Green station across from a guy named Steve. He was reserved at best, disinterested at worst. I couldn’t quite tell. Pelham, our mutual friend, was at the bar getting a round of drinks before we all headed off to an exhibition opening at the V&A Museum of Childhood. Steve and I were forced to make small talk, having arrived only minutes before and quickly losing our friend to the taps. I’m always nervous with strangers and the getting-to-know-you game – tenfold if I’m sober – and Steve was not making it any easier. He was completely straight-faced, impenetrable. British manners – though I’d soon find out he’s a long-time Irish Londoner – don’t exactly help me relax. Even at thirty-three, I’m like a big, goofy puppy, slightly too friendly and slobbery even though I mean well – even more so when I’m anxious – which can be a bit bewildering to many I meet on the eastern side of the Atlantic. And I get weary of awkwardly explaining what I do for a living, especially to strangers whose frame of reference and level of interest I don’t know. I prepare myself for blank stares and boredom, though I am often pleasantly surprised.

Straight-faced Steve’s eyes suddenly lit up as I mumbled something dismissively about being a dry-stone waller, hoping to play it down so he wouldn’t make me explain what that was.

‘I’ve heard you on the radio,’ he said.

It took me a minute to process this sentence. There was no way this guy had heard me on the radio in 2009, let alone still remembered it. I said about ten words total in that segment, and it had been almost eight years.

Jack and I were interviewed for a programme that aired so early in the morning only farmers would be awake and tuned in. It was my first trip to Wales, and I just happened to be working with Jack as he repaired a lime-mortared wall at a disused quarry near Llandybie when the interviewer showed up with John the Rocks, a.k.a. Professor John Davies, noted geological scholar. He stuck a mic in my face just to be polite, I think. I have no idea now what I said – hopefully nothing too idiotic – and I had nearly forgotten it happened at all.

I did finally manage to say aloud, ‘There’s no way you heard that!’

‘It’s your voice,’ Steve said. ‘I remember it. When you said you were a dry-stone waller it reminded me.’

‘But that was ages ago,’ I said, shocked.

He told me that he just had Radio 4 on in the background all the time. I still couldn’t believe it. Apparently, he also had quite a good memory. Probably helps that I have a curious accent. (Mountain South doesn’t get out in the world a whole lot. My experience of Brits is that they think we all talk like John Wayne or characters from The Godfather.)

The night just got better and better from there, ending at The Approach Tavern with long-time East Londoners regaling me with tales of a more sinister but lively time in Bethnal Green . . . And encouraging me to say all sorts of words for their enjoyment. Steve, as it happened, turned out to be really cool.

I should tell you that Lydia Noble is the best female drystone waller in the Anglophone world – possibly the whole world. Everyone in my trade knows that. She was born into a family of Yorkshire wallers, probably wielding a hammer from the get-go, and she is amazing. She was building masterfully long before I ever laid eyes on my first dry-stone wall at age twenty-six. And she’s younger than I am, by the way.

I am not Lydia Noble.

This is not the story of mastery in a craft. It is the story of struggle, of becoming, of love across two continents and two generations. It is the story of an ongoing obsession with a place where I don’t belong . . . except that somehow I have come to, slowly, and with many bruises and nettle stings along the way.

I am not the only or the best female dry-stone waller. I may simply be the one who talks the most.

Eight years have come and gone since I first came face to face with a dry-stone wall, and nothing has been the same since. I daresay no one could have predicted what followed. Certainly I didn’t have a clue what was coming.

It’s amusing now to think that my life was changed by a temporary wall on the National Mall in Washington, DC, but it’s true. That encounter, with a wall and its maker, was the start of a very good story.

I have no desire as I tell it to paint myself as some kind of feminist hero or pioneering icon. You must understand: when the journey began, I only set out to be happy. I had a good dose of critical thinking about labour and philosophy in graduate school, but any feminist awakenings I had came much later as I worked and moved through the world as a woman in overalls. At least three people have said to me over the years, ‘I’ll be so happy if my daughter turns out just like you’, and while I am flattered, I also wince ever so slightly. Much of what I have done has been completely self-indulgent, but if people feel inspired by that in a feminist way or even a ‘Take this job and shove it’ kind of way, that’s OK. We all look for inspiration in the world around us. I know I did. And perhaps I have moved into those political spaces now, but they were not part of my original decision-making. I didn’t have an agenda except to be happy. I made my choices bravely (sometimes still quite fearfully) within the framework I was given, but I have been lucky, too. So far, I have always landed on my feet, pulled it off, healed in time, met the right person at the right moment. Stars have aligned and oceans have been crossed to make me what I am today: a person whose voice is recognised in a pub in Bethnal Green.

Much of this story seems like a distant dream now. If I sound a bit mystical at times about what happened to me, it’s because I can’t figure out any logic in how or why it happened . . . Chance meetings, gut feelings, leaps of faith, and incredible generosity. Jack and I have often wondered aloud why we met, why all of this came to be. I don’t have an answer, but I will tell you the story.

Some of the people in my tale are presented 100 per cent as they are in life: real names, real personalities. A few names have been changed to protect the most private individuals who were part of my life in these years – people who were so wonderful I wish you could know them yourselves – yet I want to keep them just for me.
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Washington, DC
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In the beginning, I wasn’t particularly interested in him or his stone walls. I was just stressed out and wanted to smash some stuff with a sledgehammer instead of disappearing into the tiny space between my office trailer and the security fence to cry for the umpteenth time that summer. Jack was kind enough – and perhaps amused enough – to indulge me when I stopped by.

It was the summer of 2009, and I had returned to Washington, DC, for my second year of work at the Smithsonian Folklife Festival. I had just completed my course-work for a Master’s degree in Folklore at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and I was supposed to be chipping away at my thesis that summer. What I did instead was work about seventy hours a week to help produce an international cultural festival on the National Mall that would be visited by over a million people in the course of ten days, and I played just as hard as I worked. Every night I came home exhausted. There was no time to write. I would get to the thesis later. (Much later, actually.)

In any given year, the festival always features a seemingly mismatched collection of cultural groups. They might include a specific ethnicity or tribe, an American state such as Virginia or Texas, a foreign country such as Mali or Peru, or a group that is otherwise culturally linked, like the people who live along the length of the Silk Road in Eurasia. In 2008, we’d hosted Bhutan, and it would be difficult to be more exotic and enchanting than that. This year, there was a Latin American music programme that drew musicians and dancers from a variety of regions and styles, one on African-American oral traditions, and a big section of the festival that would be devoted to the little country of Wales. I had spent a lot of my academic career studying African-American expressive culture, and Latin American programmes were always lively and fun . . . but Wales? It just didn’t hold the same intrigue for me. It seemed a bit . . . tame? What would it be – a few people making stuff out of wool and someone singing melancholy songs?

As a young graduate student simply working a summer gig, I held the essential but unglamorous job of Supply Coordinator, which meant I was responsible for providing almost everything festival participants needed for demonstrations and performances. Sometimes what they needed from me was as simple as honey and lemons for the singers, but inevitably there are complications and wild goose chases each year. These become the stuff of legend among the festival staff. That year I had to figure out how to borrow, load, deliver into a tent, set up, secure in said tent, and safely return a 360kg-plus irreplaceable letterpress that would be used by a bookbinder from the National Library of Wales. Some people put up the tents and build stages. Some people run the demonstration kitchens and book the flights and arrange the hotels. I got the stuff.

I lived and died by my lists and spreadsheets, and I spent hours and hours driving frantically in a white van, sheet after rumpled sheet of hastily printed maps and itineraries flying all over the dashboard. I traipsed miles a day up and down the Mall in my steel-toecap boots tending to various people and storage trailers. At all times I was saddled with two mobile phones and a radio in addition to my desk phone and computer. There was never quite enough time to eat. Sleep fell by the wayside, too. What kept me going was a yellow legal pad (my back-up brain), waves of adrenaline and gallons of coffee.

It wasn’t a glamorous job, but most days were an adventure, and I got to mingle with world-class talent on a daily basis. Most nights, we danced and drank and shared stories into the wee hours with little regard for how the morning might feel. For staff, the festival is always a mix of extreme stress and euphoria, a time when lifelong bonds form between people who otherwise might never have met at all. I took the bad with the good just like everybody else around me. I knew, too, that I was laying track towards something more lasting at the Smithsonian if I could just get through my Master’s thesis.

Wales was the biggest programme that year, occupying the most extensive and elaborate physical space on the Mall and boasting the largest number of participants . . . a new wave of Welsh colonisation in one of the most visible and symbolic spaces in all of America. As a programme, it would ask a lot of me. There were dozens of artisans. Many of them didn’t communicate by email. They needed things like boat varnish, raw sheep’s fleeces, stone-carving tools, bookbinding leather (and the aforementioned printing press), potter’s wheels, slabs of alder, and medicinal leeches. Sometimes I knew these things ahead of time, and sometimes I didn’t. We made it work.

The Welsh were the first to arrive on site. An advance team of five – three artists and a dry-stone waller plus one cameraman – appeared on the Mall a few weeks before any other participants. Angharad, a blacksmith and installation artist, had designed an elaborate festival site that physically wove together symbols of the Welsh landscape and culture, and she and her team were here to pull it all together in what would be a marathon of creative construction. There were dry-stone walls to be built, gates of forged steel to be hung, traditional North Walian slate slab fences to be installed, red rugby goalposts to be erected, and a few other key items to be displayed that were still stuck somewhere in a sea container in US customs in the port of Baltimore.

I was hastily introduced to the Welsh team as their programme curator, Betty Belanus, gave them a tour of the festival site and I happened to be passing by. They seemed nice enough, but I was in a hurry. (I was always in a hurry.) To boot, it wasn’t at all clear to me if they all spoke English. That’s how little I knew of a country where, actually, everyone speaks English, and only about 20 per cent of the population speak Welsh. But I clocked Angharad straightaway, and I wanted to know who on earth she was. This confident woman striding up and down the Mall with all her tools and her men-in-waiting did not compute in my brain – my staid, responsible, academic brain – and I needed to know more. It would be a while before I had time and courage to ask. I simply studied her every chance I got, fascinated.

These five didn’t ask me for much in English or in Welsh, but as the weeks went on and we all worked in circles around each other as the festival came together, I caught glimpses of Angharad as she did some cold-bending and welding for installation pieces and watched in awe as she commanded her team of men. She was so intimidating. Much to my relief, she was also friendly and welcoming. Eventually, I got up the nerve to ask her to give me a one-on-one welding lesson in the festival’s workshop tent. You would have thought I’d won the lottery when she said yes. In stifling 90-degree heat, I donned the heavy, protective leathers over my bare arms and legs and put on the helmet for the first time. Even the gear made me feel powerful.

‘It’s quite like icing a cake,’ she said. ‘Have you ever done that?’ It had been my chief hobby in graduate school, I said proudly.

I’d never thought much about these things before, but it was the first real moment of feminist empowerment in my life – putting on the kit, picking up the tools, and doing so in the company of a woman who knew it all like the back of her hand, who made it seem approachable. As both a woman and an intellectual I had never imagined learning any sort of manual trade. It simply wasn’t suggested at any point in my life. It seemed not to occur to the world that I might enjoy it.

At a house party hosted by a Smithsonian undersecretary one night just before the festival opened, Jack, the big, friendly dry-stone waller, whisked me out onto the makeshift dance-floor, twirling me so enthusiastically that I thought we might fall into the pool as we traced our way around to the sounds of Sam Cooke’s ‘Bring It On Home to Me’. I don’t even think we’d had a proper conversation yet, but it was clear that he sang and danced just as well as he built. Multiple times a day for weeks I had walked past as he worked, but I usually slowed my pace only enough to hurl a polite hello his way. There were always fires to put out, some phone or another ringing, someone grabbing me by the arm to ask for something.

It wasn’t until the festival opened and things relaxed a bit for me that I really had much time to get to know anyone. I stopped by sometimes to spend a few minutes with Jack’s sledgehammer in order to improve my attitude, and eventually I became as interested in the creative aspects of his work as much as the destructive ones. He taught me a bit about building, and one afternoon on the Mall he supervised a wall-building competition among two teams of festival staff. To my horror, my team lost, which only made me more determined to figure it out. I hated to lose.

One morning when I meant to be catching up on spreadsheets and reconciling budgets, Jack appeared at my office trailer door, and instead we sat together zooming down on Google’s satellite photos of his house and mine, each of us wondering about places we might never visit ourselves. He gave me more place names to type into the search box – he wanted to show me his walls, too – and as he spelled them slowly aloud my face contorted in disbelief. Did these letters really go together?! I laughed, though I felt a bit rude for it. (Way to be culturally sensitive, folklorist!)

And there they were: long, brownish lines traversing the great expanses of green flattened across my screen. You could even see them from space. How beautiful they must be in person, I thought.

There was something special about Jack. He was a mountain of a man and considerably older than me . . . a bit mysterious, too, but always friendly and charming. I found him intriguing – and a bit unnerving.

I met Jack and Angharad at a crucial moment in my life: with two years of graduate school under my belt, I was beginning to feel like I had been in some sort of quarantine. I had learned so much, and I was grateful, but I was ready to get back out into the world. I had spent the last two years virtually glued to a laptop, and I wanted to do anything but parse, analyse, and type. I wanted desperately to be outdoors and out from under deadlines, and I wanted to be the person doing something instead of the person writing about other people doing things.

At the same time, I was aware that my coursework on sense of place and material culture was precisely what made Jack’s and Angharad’s work so meaningful to me. The intricate mix of traditional Welsh boundaries and gateways they erected on the Mall was beautiful, yes, and so was watching them build it, but it did more than visually conjure the landscape of their homeland. Modern Welsh culture is still rooted deeply in what its land could yield historically, from coal and slate to sheep and steel. Angharad’s design told that story: the close and evolving relationship between people, land and labour. Moreover, it spoke to the lasting beauty and relevance of traditional, local craftsmanship in a world so often filled with cheap, plastic, Chinese imports, manufactured on a grand scale in grim conditions. Transporting these old-style walls, fences, and gates – ubiquitous features of the Welsh landscape that are simply part of the backdrop of life – some 4000 miles from home and suddenly juxtaposing them in a grand, non-native public space had transformed them into powerfully evocative symbols.

These were precisely the things I’d been studying in graduate school: how place, identity and tradition intertwine in the present and in the stories we tell about ourselves. The folklorist in me was delighted – and it was nice for me to think about these things without having to regurgitate theoretical essays for once.

My new Welsh friends had impressed me in so many ways during the handful of weeks we were together in America. They had worked tirelessly in extreme conditions, were finely attuned to aesthetic details most would never notice, and they never missed a chance at a joke – in English or in Welsh. They were beautifully articulate about their work and happy to talk about it on practical or intellectual levels. They were so clever about so many things, and they worked with their hands. These were some of the warmest, most dynamic and inspiring human beings I had ever encountered.

On the last Sunday morning of the festival I stood on the National Mall with tears running down my cheeks as I listened to dozens of Welsh men and women singing hymns in their mother tongue. A mix of strangers, curious passersby and new friends stood in a semi-circle bathed in morning sunlight, and our ears filled with the sounds of a traditional Gymanfa Ganu – a gathering of Welsh-language sacred music in a kind of four-part harmony that made me melt. I was exhausted and emotional after weeks of endless work and intense experiences. Many of us were, and hungover to boot. I was struck as I always am when faced with strong, sincere singing voices, overwhelmed by the simple beauty of it. My people, I knew, would be too timid, too self-conscious to make such proud and joyful sounds, but the Welsh love to sing. These farmers and artisans were singing from somewhere deep inside, and the thick July air seemed to hang even heavier with the enormity of their voices.

The last Sunday is always emotional, but the group I was least excited by in the beginning had made this festival a very special one for me. Wales and its people had touched my core. For three weeks I had watched the Welsh greet the world with huge, loving hearts and the greatest enthusiasm – and I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to them yet. We had one hotel party left to go that night, and that was it. The tents would soon be taken down, the stone walls disassembled, the steel gates lifted off their hinges. I felt bereft already, keenly aware that something very special was about to vanish from my world.

Jack had invited me during his last few days in America to come share his home in Wales and try a bit of dry-stone walling with him out in the hills, but I was too exhausted and too busy at that point to consider his offer, which – frankly – I hastily dismissed as crazy and probably too good to be true. No one is that kind. We all believe at the end of every festival that we will keep in touch with all our wonderful new friends. It has been an intoxicating and magical few weeks we’ve shared together. No one wants it to be over, but eventually we all return to real life, where we usually find we have far less time, energy and emotional investment available for that sort of thing than we’d hoped. I’d already been through it once on the previous year’s festival (the Prince of Bhutan and I were not, in fact, still in touch). So when the time came for Jack to go home, I bade him a sad, uncertain farewell.

We kept emailing in the weeks that followed, unable to let the magic of the festival die. Jack sent me long, entertaining emails, full of anecdotes and – importantly – photos of a very beautiful countryside. I felt like I was getting to know him in a different way – without the frenzy of the festival as a distraction – and the images looked so alluring on my laptop screen, especially since I was otherwise faced with the hundreds of pages of notes that I was painstakingly turning into a Master’s thesis. He made sure I knew his offer of room, board and work was genuine. There it was in writing.

Before long, he sent news that Angharad, Goddess of the Forge, would also open her doors to me if I turned up in Wales. My hero – my stereotype-smashing, swashbuckling feminist hero – was waiting to show me the ropes. And introduce me to her kids.

Was I this lucky? Was I crazy enough to go?

I still wasn’t sure – but I also couldn’t get it out of my head.

As a parting gift in Washington, Jack gave me a model dry-stone wall that he had built in his spare time. I put it on my desk alongside a few other festival trinkets when I got back home, and as I sat trying to focus on my thesis, the wall kept catching my eye. It was an incredibly poignant little thing, built to technical perfection with tiny fragments of stone chipped off the big pieces he used to build on the Mall. Set on a hillside of plywood scrap, he had meticulously stuck together each tiny piece with a dab of wood glue. One end is unfinished, tumbling down like a field wall waiting to be restored after a sheep or a snowstorm or simply gravity had opened a gap.

Angharad’s sculpted steel tree sat behind me, its 2-metrewide boughs awkwardly squished into a corner of my top-floor flat. I had loved this tree since I watched her do the cold-bending to make its curling branches. I’d helped her carry it out across the Mall, where it sat in a tent so that children could hang leaves of paper on it, scribbled with their ideas of Wales. After being deemed too big to be transported to Wales in the sea container (by which I mean another of the advance team made that decision because he knew I wanted it) it appeared like magic by my trailer door one afternoon. I came back to find it after a series of stressful errands, and I wept. I rented a truck and drove it all the way to my apartment in North Carolina, where it now sat in a setting far too inelegant for its beauty.

I had to go to Wales.

It made absolutely no sense to do so. I tried to be honest with myself. Was I just a victim of the post-festival blues, refusing to close the door on a magical experience and return to real life? Was I simply burned out from two years non-stop at a laptop and looking for any excuse to run away? Maybe. I didn’t have any money, really, and there was still a very long slog ahead to finish my MA. My committee would surely be furious. This reeked of procrastination. Probably my parents wouldn’t be too happy either.

Exactly what plan did this fit in with, and did it make any sense financially? Everyone was nervous about my graduation and my finances. (I was, too, but less than most.) It’s true that I wasn’t tied to a job after the festival was over, but I would need one before long, so shouldn’t I be focused on that? on responsibility? I had a lease on an apartment that still had to be paid, and student loans that would come into repayment before long. Wales did not have money to offer me – but what it did have was adventure and intrigue. And, to be honest, money has always bored me. I’m not a very good capitalist, American though I am.

But I wanted to go, and in my core I knew I had to – I had a sense that I would regret it forever if I let the opportunity pass me by. So what if I got my diploma a little later? Besides, I was sure I’d have quiet nights to work on my thesis while I was away. How much distraction could there possibly be in the middle of nowhere?

My parents, as I expected, weren’t exactly enthusiastic about my decision to put aside my graduate study and take off across the ocean for . . . what exactly? I thought they were being mistrustful. I’m sure they must have thought I was being naïve and irresponsible. After twenty-six years with me, however, they could be certain of one thing: I was incredibly headstrong once I made up my mind to do something. Six or twenty-six, I was determined.

Let’s be clear: before I’d made the decision to go to Wales that first time I’d done all the things I was supposed to and only a few of those that I wasn’t. (Most of the latter were my little secret anyway.) I had been dutiful. I had networked and achieved. I had played by the rules and been mostly responsible. A+ student, valedictorian, ‘Most Likely to Succeed’, Phi Beta Kappa, Dean’s List, summa cum laude, et cetera. I had a plan, and it followed on logically from all of my previous, predictable, easily digestible achievements. I had been unimpeachable thus far. I always played it safe, and I was terrified of imperfection. Wales was the first thing tantalising enough to compel me out of living so cautiously. I had begun to wonder at last what I would miss if I were to continue my obsession with ticking all the right boxes and hitting all the traditional markers of success and achievement right on time. In Jack and Angharad, I had seen another way to live.

My mother was unsure of my decision, but my father outright disapproved. Mom had been out shopping for tough new work trousers with me despite her reservations because, as she would later tell me, she admires how brave I am. Dad, on the other hand, barely spoke to me for a month after I announced I was going to Wales. He wasn’t thrilled about my decision to cross the ocean to live with people I barely knew. After weeks of giving me the cold shoulder both at home and on our family beach vacation, he finally decided to bring it up as I was walking out the door to drive back to my apartment. ‘I need to talk to you,’ he said.

I was already annoyed with him about this stalemate. His timing did not help his case.

‘How would you feel if I told you I didn’t want you to go?’ he asked, doing what protective fathers do.

Why, I complained silently to myself, must we talk about this right now? As I’m walking out the door in a rush? After all this time at home? I was exasperated. I stifled as much of my sighing and eye-rolling as I could. I knew that he meant well.

‘I would say I’m going anyway,’ I replied in as measured a tone as I could muster, ‘and it would be nice if we could find a way for you to feel better about it.’ I remember feeling quite proud of this answer, shocked by my deft and polite rebuttal. (Words generally fail me in conversations that matter. I am a slow thinker no matter how quickly my mouth may move. I’d just managed to sound formidable and clear for once.)

He was not satisfied. There were more questions. ‘How would you feel if I went to Wales for three weeks and brought home someone your age?’ Why, he prodded, was this significantly older man being so kind to me by inviting me to live and work with him? Did he have an ulterior motive?

Dad had met Jack briefly when he visited the festival, watching us dance at a packed-out evening concert under one of the huge white tents. But I had danced that night with everyone from a fifty-nine-year-old Welshman to a twenty-year-old female intern. I just liked to dance, and despite being built like a very strong and frightening rugby player, Jack moved with an amazing amount of grace and no shortage of enthusiasm. I had shaken off the reserve of my Southern Baptist roots. Beer helped, and so did the festival atmosphere. No one ever cut loose at home. People didn’t revel unselfconsciously. This had obviously unsettled my father.

What is it, I wondered to myself, about the sight or even thought of older men and younger women that is so threatening in the eyes of the world?

In answer to his second question about how I would feel if roles were reversed, I said, ‘I might not understand, but I would try, because obviously you would have seen something in her, and I love you.’ Besides, I was not romantically interested in Jack at all, so why did any of this matter? It was the work I longed for – stone and metal – and a countryside I could only imagine. And, frankly, I just wanted this conversation to be over. We don’t do direct confrontation in my family. This was a rare moment, and I was getting very squirmy.

Dad was not satisfied with these answers, but he did relent. In the end, we simply did our normal, understated goodbye in the kitchen, a ritual we’d been through many times over the years as I’d driven off to one distant school or another.

‘Love you,’ I said.

‘Love you, too,’ he said. ‘Be careful.’

And with that, I was out the door and on the road. Thank God. Ten minutes had been more than enough time in the hot seat for me. That’s the thing about having been so well behaved all my life: I wasn’t at all used to being scrutinised over impropriety or recklessness. I wasn’t sure if I had felt more infuriated or humiliated as I sat through those awkward questions – especially at twenty-six rather than seventeen – but I was relieved that it was at least over.

I was glad, too, that I was getting on the plane if not with my father’s blessing then at least with his speaking to me again. Who knew what was to come? It’s not as if I had steely nerves about my upcoming adventure to begin with. There was a lot I didn’t know. I didn’t need him rattling me to boot.

Anxiety is my background noise. Has been my whole life. Public speaking, parties full of strangers, ordering at the drive-thru window, not knowing the right answer in class – it’s all unnerving for me. You wouldn’t know it to talk to me, but it’s always there, lurking, taunting, ruffling feathers. The strange blessing of it – which I don’t think of in the worst moments, when I feel as though I am on a runaway raft in a frighteningly dangerous river with lots of jagged rocks – is that in my brain ordering at the drive-thru window is not so different from getting on a plane across the ocean to go live and work with strangers for four months. They’re all sort of the same, these scenarios, from the everyday to the extraordinary. In a way, being anxious about everything emboldened me for bigger things – for adventures. When everything is scary, it’s no big deal to choose the crazy option.

That first trip to Wales would be only the beginning.


Croeso i Gymru – Welcome to Wales
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Waiting at Detroit airport on my layover between Greenville and London, I was hit by a wave of last-minute terror. What on earth had I done?! This was crazy! I imagined all manner of worst-case scenarios, and I worried about how I might save myself when I had no close contacts in Britain, not much money, and no mobile phone. But I was in motion, and I could not turn back now.

I landed in London the next morning, and Jack picked me up. By the looks of him, he was just as nervous as I was. He must have been wondering what on earth he’d been thinking, too, when he asked me to come . . . last-minute jitters in the face of encroaching reality. He looked thinner. We hugged gladly, but slightly awkwardly. He insisted on taking my absurdly heavy luggage as we walked to the car. Once we got everything into his little white Ford Fiesta, he couldn’t figure out how to work the machine that would raise the mechanical arm and free us from the bowels of Heathrow’s Terminal 4 car park. Eventually, with traffic backing up behind us, a shockingly patient attendant helped us get out. Jack must have been mortified at how incompetent he seemed in the eyes of his young visitor, but I laughed it off. I was more intrigued that he was sitting on the right side of the car and driving on the left side of the road.

We headed west through the English countryside, chatting nervously, each being uncharacteristically formal and polite. We stopped at a pub somewhere between the Cotswolds and the Forest of Dean for a proper Sunday roast lunch, complete with Yorkshire pudding (a strange blobby thing that didn’t look anything like any pudding I’d ever had, but soaked up gravy nicely). I was relieved to have a drink. The wine that steeled my nerves in Detroit was long gone, and though things were going fine so far – I’d been picked up on time, and Jack hadn’t suddenly seemed like an axe-murderer – I welcomed a top-up of liquid courage.

Soon after lunch we crossed the border into Wales. I remember even now that everything seemed to become more beautiful in an instant (and the Cotswolds aren’t exactly an eyesore). Even through my bleary-eyed jet lag I could see that it was a very pretty place, more vivid and romantic than any photos could show, and I had looked at plenty beforehand.

Jack drove me to his cottage via a slower and more scenic route. We wended our way along tiny, curving lanes, lined by hedgerows and holloways so ancient and deep they sometimes felt like tunnels, enveloping us and blocking out the light. The sky, when I could see it, seemed always to be changing, and the light had a completely different quality – a sort of tenderness and drama – from anything I’d ever seen at home. There were a lot of sheep. I mean, sheep were everywhere – even lying lazily in the road in some places! It was cold already, and the leaves were just beginning to turn from green to yellow with the arrival of October.

The roads hardly seemed big enough to be two-way, and in fact they weren’t. (So many particularities of Welsh country life became apparent to me on day one.) There were regularly positioned wide spots that one car would reverse into if two met nose to nose, or one might politely pull in ahead of time if the other car – or perhaps an enormous tractor towing an even more enormous implement – was spotted in time. I sometimes had to get out and open a gate, let Jack drive the car through, shut the gate, and then get back in. It was a complete novelty.

Eventually, we got to Beulah, Jack’s village. I’d only seen it in those satellite photos he and I had browsed through in my office trailer some months before. Located in the county of Powys in Mid Wales, Beulah sits about four miles up the A483 from Llanwrtyd Wells, home to the World Bog Snorkelling Championship, and about eight miles from Builth Wells, home to the Royal Welsh Agricultural Show. I have to say it was noticeably less picturesque than many places we’d seen that day. There wasn’t anything quaint about it from the main road. I wouldn’t say I felt disappointed, but I wasn’t exactly charmed by the smattering of modern bungalows, the one lonely petrol station or the thoroughly modern brick and pebble-dash pub across the car park. It wasn’t until we turned off the main road and then took a right by a picture-postcard village church that things began to look as magical as I’d hoped.

After a few more gates and a slow drive up his bumpy gravel track, we finally arrived at Jack’s little stone cottage in the late afternoon. I would never have guessed there was a house at the top of these fields, hidden amongst several hills and visible only from one. It felt incredibly protected, as if no one would or even could find us unless we wanted them to. In truth, we were only a mile out of the village and surrounded by working farms and a 4000-acre estate, but as a child of suburbs and subdivisions, I had never known such glorious privacy or space. Perhaps others in my situation might have been slightly unnerved by such comparative isolation, but I simply felt relieved. No one knew where to find me! As I stepped out of the car and into the open air, responsibility suddenly felt very far away. Danger felt impossible. Jack’s gravel track might as well have been a drawbridge over a moat full of angry alligators. I could exhale, and I did.

A grey tabby cat greeted us. Sheep bleated peacefully over the beech hedges, and unfamiliar little birds skittered here and there. Unruly yellow roses framed the indigo blue door, and the plastered front side of the house was painted rather prophetically the colour of butter. There were various bits of heavy, rusty metal strewn about the garden . . . old ploughs and chaff cutters, cast-iron wheels from some enormous machine long gone. These were nearly lost amidst untidy tangles of lush, damp grass. There were Land Rovers in varying states of disrepair, bits of carved stone and old roofing slates Jack must have picked up over the years. There was something elemental about the place – honest, perhaps – and I found beauty in its rustic simplicity. I distinctly remember there was no traffic noise – a marked absence compared to any soundscape I had ever known. What I was aware of more than anything else was the overwhelming scale and grandeur of the land itself. It felt like he and I were on a small island of civilisation in the middle of an enormous rolling ocean of green.

Inside, Blaen Cammarch was a tidy, cosy little place. Jack told me his sister had done a marathon clean in preparation for my arrival, horrified that a young American woman would be coming to stay in his house. ‘She was very distressed over the state of my floors,’ he laughed. His kitchen, I learn, is normally filled with various old tools and antiques in some phase of restoration. It smelled like it still, some combination of beeswax and fossil fuels and toast. I found it strangely comforting. There was an oil-burning Rayburn in the kitchen, plus a wood stove in the lounge across the small foyer.

‘Would you like some tea, Miss Brown?’ I was nearly catatonic by the time we arrived, having spent a solid twenty-four hours both awake and in motion. This would be my initiation to tea’s restorative powers.

Upstairs, my bedroom window was situated in the front gable of this sixteenth-century house with its walls that stood an astonishing foot-and-a-half thick. It looked out over a beautiful, sloping field and up towards a wooded hillside. It would get gorgeous morning sun, I could tell already.

As I looked out, Jack joined me at the window. He told me that the River Cammarch ran below the house, just down to the left and across a field. He pointed, but it was shielded from view by the stands of hazel and oak that lined its banks. A steep and densely wooded hillside rose from what must have been the other side of the river. At its top rested an Iron Age burial chamber, Jack said, long ago ruined by enthusiastic but slightly haphazard Victorian excavation. ‘We’ll walk up sometime.’ He paused to admire the swifts nesting in his eaves, swooping in and out of their temporary home.

Jack had run me a bath, and there I relished the first alone time I’d had in very long while. I sank down into the welcoming tub, exhausted, and grateful for safe passage, for generosity, for beauty and true quiet. Again, I looked through a window towards the woodland above the Cammarch and I knew that I was exactly where I needed to be. ‘Thank God,’ I murmured, lips just above the water’s surface. I shut my eyes, sank deeper, and let the water fill my ears, blocking out the world. I lost all sense of time. I simply stayed until the water got cold.

I can’t remember now if I napped after the bath that day, but I remember putting on warmer clothes and walking with Jack up the hill behind the house that evening as the sun began to set. I remember how incredibly charmed I was that we could literally walk out of his door, through the back fields, and up a mountain. No trails, no parks – just well-established, perfectly bucolic British rights-of-way and farm tracks. In America, we would have been trespassing.

We climbed stiles, opened and shut yet more gates (sometimes battling baling twine knots that substituted for a working latch), and inevitably scared a few sheep farther off into the fields as we walked. After we passed through a hanging oak wood on our way up, I found myself in an undulating, treeless wonderland. Soon, we reached the top of the hill, and I stood agape at the patchwork green that stretched out below me, bathed in more and more golden light as we lingered there. The scene evolved quickly, hurtling towards the sublime until eventually the threatening darkness forced us back downhill. It was so beautiful I felt as if I’d been watching some sort of panoramic film, not looking with my very own eyes. I was in a state of disbelief, virtually drunk on a cocktail of pastoral glory and jet lag. We saw not a soul.

The next day Jack drove me south towards the Valleys, a misleadingly named region since most of Wales is hills and valleys, but the Valleys proper were home to the mighty steel furnaces and coal mines that helped build and power the British Empire. We were on our way to visit some of his old walls around the farms of Carmarthenshire. While we were down that way, we paid a visit to Angharad, too.

She put the kettle on immediately. Being new to Welsh homes and still a bit foggy-headed from jet lag, I hadn’t quite got the tea ritual down yet and honestly just didn’t need as much caffeine as these people seemed to, but the folklorist in me knew that I was experiencing an important gesture of hospitality. Was I doing it correctly? Being polite enough? Taking my tea the right way? Eating the appropriate number of biscuits? I would realise before too many more days that it’s like breathing to Welsh people, serving you tea. It’s automatic. Important, but unceremonious. I needn’t have worried. So long as you say yes to tea you’re OK.

We drank Earl Grey, as we would do every single day we were together after that. (I believe at any given time she has more Earl Grey than blood in her veins. Coal fuels the forge, but bergamot-scented tea fuels the blacksmith.) I couldn’t tell you what we talked about that afternoon, but I remember being fascinated by everything around me: sights, sounds, colours, accents, manners. Importantly, I got my first glimpse of her workshop. I would join her there closer to Christmas.

As we drove to and fro on the famously winding roads of Mid Wales, I kept staring out the window saying ‘Wow’, forever impressed by some beautiful scene along the roadside. I realised, too, why it can take six hours to drive the 150 miles that stretch between this tiny country’s north and south coasts: one is forever applying the brakes, downshifting, heeding the endless sharp, chevron-marked bends. The occasional car-sized hole in the hedgerow, strung across with police tape, served as a cautionary tale for the speeding driver. Jack seemed to know the roads like the back of his hand, and I was sure he could have driven them in his sleep. He even had the gear changes memorised.

It was clear that I would not have to learn Welsh – even the road signs were bilingual, much to my entertainment – but it was time to learn the language of walling . . . a new visual and physical way of understanding the world and interacting with it. That was why I had come. I had taken in the scenery and the rituals of this new place, and I’d bought the gear I would need. Now, it was time to get down to work.

Those first few days in Wales, making preparations and imagining what wonders and delights lay ahead, had all the anticipation of Christmas Eve.


Y Mynydd – The Mountain
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A day or two later, after I had slept off some of my jet lag, we headed south along the A470 past Talgarth and Pengenffordd towards a farm called Grafog (‘wild garlic’ in Welsh, I learned). It was tucked away in a narrow valley, hidden from most of the world. The wall we were reconstructing ran up the slope of a mountain, a boundary between a family farm and the open hillsides of the Brecon Beacons. After nearly an hour in the car, we walked almost a mile through the fields from the farmyard where we parked, passing cattle and sheep, stepping across streams and climbing fences, with picks and shovels balanced over our shoulders and lunch boxes, flasks and waterproofs in our rucksacks.

Here on this first job site, I would begin stripping out an eighteenth-century mountain wall so that we could rebuild it. No one had touched this wall since it was hastily constructed by great gangs of wallers several hundred years ago after the Acts of Enclosure, and as we took it apart I found the broken clay pipes that had belonged to the original builders, still hidden within, cast aside when they’d outlived their usefulness. It was a moment of surprising intimacy. I felt connected to these anonymous men (as they surely would have been in those days) whose craft I was beginning to learn. I wondered who they were, whether they enjoyed their work . . . To add to my amazement, Jack explained to me that this was the exact same type of stone that had supplied the materials for the walls he built in Washington. This was the local stone – Old Red Sandstone – but the same seam from Pennsylvania runs along the floor of the Atlantic Ocean and pops up again in Wales. I found a certain symmetry and poetry in this image, and it seemed yet another sign that I had come to the right place.

There was much to learn. This wasn’t like stopping by Jack’s post at the festival to pick up a sledgehammer and relieve a bit of stress through what I affectionately termed ‘smash therapy’. Across the ocean on a working farm, this was the real thing. I had to fit all the pieces back together, and what I built would be tested by leaping ewes, scratching cattle, driving winds and drifting snows. Real field walls take a beating day in, day out, all year long . . . for centuries.

There were the technical parts of a wall: foundations, courses, throughstones, coverbands, cope stones and hearting. I had to learn to recognise them all so that I could strip out properly, sorting and arranging the components into their appropriate classes and locations. As I stripped out I learned a wall’s parts in reverse, starting from the top and working towards the foundations. (This one wasn’t a total collapse. It was still recognisable as a wall, just slumped.) Not every stone could be used for every purpose – they were
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