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Prologue

I have always loved bog landscapes, wide, low places in plums and browns and greens, the sense of expansiveness that comes with them. But why bogs? Why not fens, brackish marshes or swamps? Fens have more flowers – there’s certainly more chance of seeing orchids – brackish marshes conjure adventures of the sea beyond, and swamps have more interesting trees. Aren’t bogs the flattest, most wearisome wetland? You can float across the others in a boat, but not a bog. 

I feel at home in such places. Despite their sogginess, it isn’t hard to learn how to move in ways sympathetic to their pull and suck. It might have something to do with my queerness and their queer nature. You can’t easily walk, run or ride over bogs; you can’t build a house on them or grow crops. Their stagnant water invites fear: mosquitoes favour bogs; you could sink, drown, disappear, but nothing rots completely away here. From a distance a bog reveals little of itself: its earthy tones flatten the landscape it rolls over. 

These are places of neither this nor that. As landscapes, bogs embrace ambiguity and edges, the sensibilities that come with changing perspectives. They hold their multitudes within them, at a distance to anyone who affords them a glance. 

It’s easy to mistake them. It’s easy to mistake us. Queer people, peatlands, we have complicated histories. At times people have tried to erase us, retold our stories, feared and ignored us. Neither of us is easy to categorise. We shift our edges, our definitions, our demands. Yet we are here, persisting.

bell hooks once said, ‘I often identify myself as queer-past-gay … queer as not belonging … queer as not being about who you’re having sex with (that’s a dimension of it); but queer as being about the self that is at odds with everything around it and that has to invent and create and find a place to speak and to thrive and to live.’

It made me think about us, but also about mosses. 

A lot of peat is made up mostly of mosses that are seemingly at odds with everything around them and are creating a place where they (and others) can thrive. Peat is formed from layers of its former selves. There’s a little gay kid in me and then there was a straight conforming one: there are bits of me, like bits of the peat, that are dead but not gone, and that’s what we have to build on. This speaks to me of queerness. 

Perhaps most of us can relate to that a little: we are all many selves – lovers, parents, friends, siblings, sometimes good, sometimes bad. I think about this a lot and nowhere more than when I am standing on peat. Then I have time to think such things, because I am away from clock-time environments. I am in the air, on water and land all at once. If you found some peat to stand on, you wouldn’t necessarily think about being queer or selfhood, but I’m sure you’d find time to think. This is one of peat’s gifts: vast, slow space.
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Wet Places

When I started this journey, I thought I knew quite a bit about bogs. My feeling for wet places grew when I was young. I was in love with our local stream, which I thought of as a friend, like my dog or the few other kids that peppered my childhood. It was endlessly available for play, with hidden spots that adults couldn’t or wouldn’t go to. I spent summers walking up and down the woodlands that bordered it, through the warm softness of its waterweeds, peering into its sandy spots, and swinging into muddy banks. I take such pleasure in wet soil; I love the suck, slurp and smear of earth with water. When I was training as a gardener, I found I wasn’t alone: a huge swathe of plants liked the strange conditions of waterlogged soil and sculpted themselves into alien shapes to make the most of it.

Waterlogged conditions are naturally low in nutrients, particularly nitrogen, and no more so than in a bog, where the slow rate of decomposition, plus the water and the acidity mean that whatever is available is severely limited. Carnivorous plants have evolved to eat in order to survive. They eat the animals around them, mostly insects, occasionally amphibians and even, in extreme examples, small mammals. Carnivorous bog plants tend to go for small prey. Sundews and butterworts have sticky leaves rich in enzymatic residues that trap small flying insects and dissolve them slowly. Some use mechanised traps to suck in their prey, such as the bladderworts. They grow in peatland pools and have underwater or underground vacuum traps: when their tiny prey touch the trigger hair, the trapdoor flies open and the prey is sucked into the bladder to be digested. At the same time, the leftover watery remains of the previous victim are ejected and the trap resets itself. In North and South America, pitcher plants grow a long vase to lure insects down slippery sides to drown in a soup of enzymes. In Borneo, pitcher-plant vases grow large enough to hold at least three litres of deadly digestive fluids and small mammals have been found in them. 

One of my jobs as a student at Kew Gardens was looking after the unheated side room at the Princess of Wales Conservatory, where the temperate carnivorous plants, the tiny sundews and butterworts, were kept in small fish tanks filled with sphagnum moss. It was here that I first fell truly in love with bogs. It was not a glamorous room. It didn’t have the spectacular species of North America or South East Asia. It was a tiny cold damp room off a tropical conservatory paradise and nearly every visitor opened the door to shut it promptly. I was often alone with the mosses and the sundews. I remember layers of condensation, grey and wet, from their glass tanks to the windows of the conservatory and the greys of the sandstone rock garden beyond – the quiet, wet heaviness of it all. 

I thought knowing the plants was to know their places. It’s certainly a handy indicator as to where you can step and where you will sink on a bog – the grasses are your friends as they tend not to sink too much – but the more I looked into bogs, the more I realised how little I knew. 

I mean I knew a lot about peat physically, you cannot train in horticulture and not know the stuff, it has for years been used as the main growing media for the industry, the majority of pot plants are grown in varying amounts of peat, be that bedding or house plants, trees for new development, herbs from the supermarket, those tomato grow bags, shrubs, perennials, cactus and succulents. Once removed from the bog, dried and milled it becomes a bland, pleasing, porous substance to grow every plant imaginable. It is a blank canvas to create an industry on. For years, I have been campaigning, along with many, many others, that we need to get rid of this habit. I have written and pleaded, I have shouted and implored and yet, here we are still extracting peat from the earth, still tearing apart a precious and unique habitat and with it releasing tonnes of greenhouses gases into the air. I decided I’d try another tack. I, perhaps rashly, quit my job. I put away my gardening tools and left the garden to tend to itself and I walked into the heart of the matter, onto the bog to ask for its story. And with the help of many bog lovers, I learnt how to peel back the layers and hear the bog’s song. I hope I have rendered it prettily enough that when you hear it, you will be moved to understand the space and why we cannot plunder our peatlands any more. I also hope you might venture to these spaces, each one has their own song, each one their own ways that they murmur and guggle and trill for you to hear. Bogs are strange, funny beings. Like anyone who has had to play the ogre or the beast in too many stories they are shy; their beauty, their compassion even, is often hidden, so you have to tread gently, carefully, as you ask to get to know it. But I cannot of think of another landscape, once you’ve become acquainted, that will teach you how much of being it really is. Before you go, there’s a few things to know.

When I wasn’t knee deep in getting to know living peat, I was buried in books. Recently, I’d been awarded a fellowship with the Royal Literary Fund, which gave me a room in one of the modernist buildings at Aberystwyth University, many confused students to tutor, and unlimited access to the library. As a quasi-staff member, I could take out books and keep them until someone wanted them back. When I wasn’t with students, I haunted the library, learning where the peat was hidden. I found it in the geography, botany, ecology, restoration, agriculture, history, Welsh studies, medicine, archaeology, industrial history, pollution and environmental economic sections. The mires oozed over the library just as they do over our landscape, touching almost every part of the Dewey system. 

I started with the doorstopper Mires and Peatlands of Europe by Joosten, Tanneberger and Meon, a thick book, half of which was dedicated to categorisation and language, including a dictionary of all the peatland and wetland terms, their roots and related words. ‘Bog’ comes from the Irish Gaelic bogach, meaning soft and flexible, but also perhaps from German bogen, an arch or weapon for shooting arrows: an intact bog, particularly a raised bog, is often a bow- or arch-shaped raised dome. ‘Mire’ has its roots in the Proto-Indo-European mother tongue, which gives rise to mere in early English, mare in Latin, mope in Russian, and is believed to come from mori or meri, meaning sea or stagnant water or meu-r, wet or dirty. So, if you have a landscape covered with moss (derived from an Indo-European root meaning ‘damp and wet’), there are many ways in which that the bog enters your language. From our mires we get ‘miry’, an antiquated version of ‘bogged down’ – ‘I’m in a miry about how all these roots of language work’ – mired, meaning stuck in mud or in a complicated situation that might end up in a quagmire, which is a shaking, quivery bog that gives way underfoot, or an awkward, complex or hazardous situation. The pattern is quite clear: if you can’t walk across a landscape, it quickly becomes synonymous with difficult to deal with. 

I can’t say the first half of Mires and Peatlands illuminated much on the sticky problem of classification, but it gave me a list of words to build on. I learnt about poor, rich and transitional fens, raised, blanket and quaking bogs, open mires, wooded mires and shrub-covered mires, mire margins and expanses, hummock-hollows and hummock-mud bottoms, aapa mires, palsa mires, sloping bogs, mound blankets, flarks, eccentric raised bogs and concentric ones. I was dizzy by the end and had resorted to flipping through the pages to look at the pictures of far-flung bogs in Siberia, the Faroe Islands and Azerbaijan. 

I got in touch with Dr Peter Jones, who oversees much of Wales’s peatland restoration and is a self-confessed nerd when it comes to classification, and admitted how confused I was by the many categories and subcategories that merged, parted and skirted each other over the landscape. He suggested that I start somewhere a little less ambitious than Mires and Peatlands and recommended I start with Peatlands by P. D. Moore and D. J. Bellamy (yes, that David Bellamy, for those old enough to remember wildlife TV of the 1970s and 80s). I bought a 1970s copy online – it has a lurid green cover photograph of a ghostly swamp with dead trees growing out of it. Several weeks later I was starting to master a little more of plaudification, or how bogs are formed, expanded, and how peat grows. 

Armed with the basics, I threw myself into the current academic literature, and stacks of paper built up beside my desk, on the kitchen table, the sofa, beside the loo and my bed. Peter Jones introduced to me to ‘grey papers’, which are as white as any other printed material but are not peer-reviewed or published, and I threw myself into the subterranean world of the unpublished peatland hydrology classification. It’s a much better read than it sounds. 

Slowly but surely, the peat layers began to filter into order and I found I could read the landscape in a new way. At first, I thought studying the minutiae of this world – pollen grains and cation exchanges in moss cells, nutrient supplies of rainfall and microtopography – was just another way of burrowing into a subject so that I didn’t have to engage in the increasing panic I felt about the state of the world, the damage we’re doing to our environment, the horror of our politics. (A cation is an ion – a charged atom or group of atoms – with a positive charge.) But as my understanding grew and the words in the papers and books started to read clearly, I found the opposite. Those origin words ‘quagmire’ and ‘morass’ have one thing right: mires are complicated, but they’re the opposite of bogged down or stuck in their ways. Their roles in the wider system gave me something I’d forgotten. I thought I needed hope in the light of climate change, but instead I needed wonder. 

Peatlands offer complexity: the further you wade into their intricacies the more complex they become, down to the cellular level, where a whole new world races by. What they give me, when I can put aside the desire for hope, is something much more. I revere their complexity. In other words, I’ve found a kind of faith in them. And in my attempts to understand these places, I found something on the other side of knowledge: the vastness is such that all you can do is leap into it with astonishment and amazement. 

Ecosystems are alive. A wood is more than just a group of trees; a desert is not just sand; a river runs because everything in it decides to do so; and a bog is a beast with a body as complicated as any other. There’s a heartbeat under the mosses, driven not by blood but by water, and this bog sighs: it breathes with all the life that is in it. This landscape has crystallised my thoughts on animism. It is alive with body, soul and ancestor.

I found myself lifting my head from the stacks of books, from the microscope work, the papers, and walking slowly with the old dog up the greenways behind my house and into the hills. When she was weary we’d sit, just high enough to see the mountains begin to roll up and away and in the other direction the flat line of the shimmering sea. I was high enough in elevation and in spirits to imagine the roll of the waves over the sea’s kelp beds, which would seed the atmosphere with iodine to form wisps of cloud that would race along until they met the hills, then the mountains, and release their waters to the bogs that blanket them. In turn those mossy places would slow and filter the waters down through hills till they hit the source of the river and washed back into the sea to feed the seaweeds. I find myself in this loop between algae, water and moss, able to travel back and forth between the deep blue of the horizon, the browns and greens blanketing the hill behind me.


This is an old story then, of finding faith in the seemingly miraculous life that swirls around us.

It was during this time of intensive study that I met Richard Lindsay, often affectionately referred to as the godfather of peat by the peatland community (there are many godmothers too). For decades he has been working tirelessly for peatlands to be recognised as important habitats for biodiversity and for their role in climate mitigation. He was one of those instrumental in saving the Flow Country, the largest peatland in Britain, found in the north-east corner of Scotland, from becoming entirely afforested in the 1980s. Afforestation is simply to make a forest, to plant trees in a landscape where there hasn’t been tree cover in recent history.

Standing among the rushes, in a pair of snow shoes (to lessen his impact, because this is a man who loves mosses), a giant mustard waterproof, a thick waxed wide-brimmed hat, bushy eyebrows and, dare I say it, twinkling eyes, he sounds like a parody of the kindly scientist, listening intently and, at times, with some amusement as I tried to get all my questions out at once. 

Me: Could you explain cation exchange in mosses? 

Richard: Like fly papers. Everything sticks to them. 

Me: What do you think about a genetic pool of micropropped mosses?

Also me: What’s with all the weird mire classifications? Are AI and digital mapping a good way of finding unknown peatlands? What about wind turbines’ footprint on the bog? What’s that huge hairy caterpillar by your foot called? (An eggar moth, very common on bogs.) Can we save the bogs in time? 

To the latter he sagely replied, ‘On whose timescale?’ and looked quizzically at me. 

I realised he wanted a reply. ‘I don’t know. Two hundred years?’ I said, plucking out a number based on my understanding of woodland ecology. 

‘Two hundred?’ he said, raising those great eyebrows. ‘There are peatlands that have formed over two hundred thousand years of climate change. We are standing on peat at least two thousand years old.’ He pointed at his feet. The bogs left alone, he said, would look after themselves. We aren’t restoring the bogs to save them, but to save ourselves. 

Many things stayed with me after our meeting, but the one I come back to again and again is his comment about honouring and respecting peatlands as an entirety, as a body in their own right. ‘The last time we revered bogs as a society was the Iron Age,’ he said. ‘The bog bodies as boundary markers, the buried hoards of butter and gold,’ were, he said, ‘a mark of respect, of veneration.’ 

Once upon a time we knew a lot about bogs. We knew them intimately as places of wonder, but also of prosperity. We’ve forgotten an awful lot, but many people know of the bog bodies, our ancient ancestors, found buried deep in the peat. Whenever I told anyone I was writing a book about bogs, the first thing they would ask, once I’d clarified it wasn’t a joke book about toilets, was ‘Are you writing about those buried souls?’ 

Fascination with the bog bodies is so often tied up in the violence of their deaths that we’ve perhaps missed the point of why the bodies were buried there. This landscape was so important to our ancestors that they sacrificed their own people in the knowledge that they wouldn’t rot: they were not trying to hide the bodies, they were preserving them. They interred their dead in the bog as a votive or ritual offering that marked an edge, be that a territory of the living or the dead. When an actual body is suspended between this world and the next, the notion of the bog as a portal to another realm becomes visceral. 

Today those bodies are buried deep, but there’s a good chance that they weren’t hidden. They would have been near-the-surface watery graves where people might have gone to peer down at them, offerings at the edge of their world. We will never know to whom the offerings were made: gods, other forces, warnings to enemies or other tribes. They certainly couldn’t have imagined they would be dug up and preserved in museums. Those bodies were supposed to stay in their bogs. Perhaps we have unleashed something in removing them. Their re-emergence is possibly better seen not as a grim tale of mutilation and torture, but as an offering to us from our distant ancestors: take heed of these places and their importance in our lives, our climates, or prepare for their reckoning.

* * *

The more I learnt of peat, the more it presented itself to me. Some was obvious: I was getting much better at pattern recognition for its distant colours and found I could map my way home to mid-Wales through peat, up there to the right, again on the left, perhaps some degraded blanket bog, a little marsh, learning to look for signs of mineral soils or peat. It was easiest done looking for haggs, which are not witches hiding in the hills but the bare face of peat, eroded by water, wind and livestock. They’re like miniature cliff faces. If the haggs are black, the soil is peat, but if they’re light-coloured or glint with sandstone, siltstone or mudstone, then it is not peatland but dry heathland. A damaged, dried-out peatland often looks remarkably like a heathland, blanketed in heather and purple moor grass.

I sought out stories about peat, devouring Sarah Moss’s Ghostwall, a must-read in conjunction with Bog Bodies by Melanie Giles, and The Fell, a cautionary tale of walking on mires at night. Peat appeared when I wasn’t looking, too: I found bogs in my father-in-law’s calendar of photographic scenes of Australia (Tasmanian bog); I realised the picture that hangs above my dear friends’ Pip and Kath’s sofa shows a bog and remarked as much to Pip, who disputed it. ‘But that’s deer grass,’ I said, pointing to the distinct orange glow of the grass in autumn.

I realised my obsession with crime dramas was as much about backdrop as it was about intricate and convoluted plot lines. I’d shout ‘Peat!’ every thirty seconds as I binge-watched the BBC’s Shetland. And that obsession flitted to every Nordic crime drama, not solving the crime, spotting the peat. I found peatlands in my local cinema: Emily (set on the Brontës’ Yorkshire moors), The Wonder (set in the nineteenth-century Irish midlands), the tropical swamp peatlands in A Crack in the Mountain (a film about the world’s largest cave, Vietnam’s Son Doong). I’d wander into an art gallery and find myself drawn to a piece only to realise it was created using bog pigments or had bog wood in it. 

I started to keep a running list of all the places other than bogs where I found peat or, at least, where I found it haunting my imagination. Often it represented the obvious: the remote, distant uneasy terrain, but it also suggested freedom away from the steady and ordinary. These hauntings hinted at tumultuous places that provided a great source of inspiration whether through their reputation for preserving the dead, with transformative properties of erasing the boundary between present and past, or because peat comes with a kind of autonomy or self-determination, a place that decides where you can go and the sort of people who want to go there. 



   

2

[image: ]

Misrepresented Places 

Peatlands have a desultory history that says they, particularly bogs, are just a filthy pit of mud and not much more. It has a lot to answer for. I want to go back to the bogs’ beginning and let them tell their story.

These strange places offer something far closer to euphoria than desolation. Many people are politely baffled as to why I might write a book about bogs, but others understand. They talk of the dizzying excitement of so many wonderful little green things; they instantly catch on to the freedom inherent in a place that can’t be controlled. They come maybe for the birds or the moths or the dragonflies; they love the pseudoscorpion and are fans of the giant horseflies, with their beguiling green eyes, and all the other strange things that make their home in these places. Maybe it’s the water or the peat itself. Many of these people make up the peatland community, and are doing everything they can to restore these places to their glory. They are scientists of every order, biologists, chemists, system-modellers, computer scientists, engineers, hydrologists, and practitioners of everything from sculpting and keying peat back into itself, to blocking cracks and drains, pulling up errant conifer seedlings, probing the depth to measure the peat, and they are planters of tiny mosses. 

If you are still thinking, I’ve been up on the moors and stood on those places and they are windswept and not full of much, let me take you first to the few that have not been ruined. When you say ‘bog’ or ‘moor’, most people think of very damaged habitats. Damage has been inflicted for centuries. The peatland might have been dug, certainly burnt, often polluted and eroded into a thin few species and some black haggs. They have a certain wild beauty in what’s clinging on, but they shouldn’t be judged in the state to which we brought them. The few that have by chance or luck been able to hold on to part and sometimes all of their glory show that peatlands can have all the complexity and intricacy of ancient forests, just at a scale that sits mostly beneath your feet rather than towering overhead.

* * *

I know people who have lived their whole life in my area of mid-Wales and never been to my local bog, Cors Fochno, in Borth. They know and love the estuary that lies nearby. They have run up and down Ynylas’s shaggy dunes covered with marram grass; they know its wide, sweeping beaches and the petrified forest that appears at low tide; they are aware that it is famous for its meeting of many edges; they will talk of salt marshes and perhaps the brackish waters, of the osprey, the plovers; they have got up early to see the dolphins and porpoises; they know of strange, local lore about toads and witches that live in its backwaters, but have never been to those backwaters, the bog, never stepped on it. I know people who have driven past it time and time again and couldn’t even point out where on that flat plain it sits. But if you said, ‘Borth Bog,’ they’d all nod in recognition, so you might think they’d go out of curiosity. But this is the fate of many a bog: to exist as an endless space that, to many people, cannot be entered.


Of course, there are others who know its great mysteries, of how it can move time and sound, how you can hear clearly the dog barking miles away, and the rustle of the beetle walking through the lichens, how the weather is different on the bog, covered in occult mists at one minute, blazing in brilliant sun at the next. How it hides the homes of so many, but if you sit quietly what seems like an inanimate landscape will, in just a little time, start to dance with life. Life that hasn’t changed much in thousands of years. 

You don’t have to venture far for it to give up some of its best jewels. Late into the summer night you can wander to the edge and hear nightjars whirl and shudder in their strange songs, and if you stay up late or rise before dawn you will hear a willow warbler. The adders are sweet enough beings that will slip away before you can fear them and hide themselves so well you never spot them again. You will find that the bog smells sweetest in autumn when the oils of myrtles are concentrated in the opening buds and in late spring when the waters are clear and cool. And, oh, the summer, when the skylarks are in full swing and their song fills the whole space with such energy, and the smells of the high sun on your skin, and the humidity that rises from the bog is somehow akin to a sweaty night dancing in a club with too many hot, beautiful bodies. I know that sounds fantastical, but when I hear the skylarks run their song at tempo, I come away yearning for a dark basement nightclub.

And I do love that bog, more perhaps than any other bog. It is a rare bog. There aren’t many like it, where you can sit in the middle of a plain of peat and smell the sea and hear the wind rush down from the mountains. Its location may be rare, but the peat itself is not. There are peatlands all over this island: they make up around 13 per cent of the UK’s land mass, from the famous fens to the east, the many moors south and north, the upland hills of Wales, the meres and kettles and strange quaking bogs of the Midlands, to our many wet edges and the carr woodlands that grow by rivers and streams. You are never very far from peat. History has kept peatlands hidden, called them wastelands and wet deserts, has seen them as flooded as in drowned, rather than flooded as in abundance. Not just here but around the world. 

The bogs, the swamps, the fens, the marshes and the wet woodlands – all that sit on peat – have had the wrong stories told about them. Stories about dangerous, barren spaces that are full of loss, shame and deception, as if their liminality means they aren’t to be trusted. There are centuries of these tales and if you follow them back to their beginnings you’ll find they all spring from some men’s desire to own. You cannot own such a liminal space, that is as much wet as it is land, unless you drain it of its lifeblood, its waters. 

Then you can lord over it, you can dig it up, burn it, extract from it. And when you do these things to peat, you’ll claim you have conquered it: ‘Look, we took something worthless and made use of it.’ And, yes, peat when dry does burn and, yes, when dry, it can be turned into growing fields and potting compost and, yes, when it’s dry, it can flavour whisky barrels, but when it’s wet, it holds the balance of life in its body because the peatlands are one of the ways in which this earth stays cool enough to be inhabited. 

I felt that to retell bogs’ stories I needed to get to know one in particular, to come back again and again until the bog felt familiar and friendly. It made sense that it would be Cors Fochno, just over the hill, a distance short enough for me to go regularly, even if it was just to swing by and look over it from the top of the hill. I thought of these visits as popping in to say, ‘Hi.’

* * *

I left home in a blaze of sunshine, but in the seven miles and two hills between me and Cors Fochno, the wind had whipped the clouds together. By the time I was approaching the middle of the bog the distant mountains had disappeared behind the clouds and the near hills washed in and out of vision. A sea mist had rolled in and crept down into my thin layers. I hunted through my pockets to find waterproof gloves and zipped my coat hood right the way up, cursing that I had made the rookie error of not putting on waterproof trousers. I walked on down the monitoring boardwalk passing the lone rowan, hunched over like an old person from years of battling winds and poor conditions. 

The rowan is one of a number of obvious visual peaks in that seemingly endless flat space. It is only growing there because it managed to make its life on one of the ditches of years past, when people cut the bog for fuel. The slope of the ditch means the peat has dried out enough for the acid-tolerant rowan to get a foothold. Not that life is rich, for this tree is short and twisted from lack of nutrients, but still it stands above most of the rest of the bog.

When I knew that no one was around, one of my favourite things was to go down to one of the more solid sections of the boardwalk and lie on my back and watch the world from the bog’s perspective: the trill and rat-a-tat-tat of the skylarks, the drumming of the snipes, the drone and buzz of insects, the gurgle and glug as my weight settled on the bog. 

Half of the boardwalk had recently been replaced with bright yellow slats of new wood and half of it awaited repairs. Inevitably, over the pools of water the walkway rotted quickly and thus the most treacherous bits are missing. I tiptoed over these, going further into the middle, so I could get to the ‘lawns’. Acid mires or bog complexes are covered with sphagnum mosses, the key species of this habitat. If you are walking over a landscape of wet mosses and seemingly nothing else, you are, without doubt, walking on highly acidic peat. But it is not a landscape of a single moss: it’s a carpet of sometimes a few and, in the best cases, many different species. Like the ‘Land of Counterpane’, it rolls up and down so that you find flat lawns of certain species, hummocks of species that can tolerate drying out more, and roll down into pools for species that must remain submerged. 

I’d come to better my sphagnum identification, which stood at about three of forty species. I had a lot of work ahead. Sphagna are a tricky lot, many often only truly identifiable under a microscope, where the thinnest, gossamer fragment allows you to peer between the cell walls and make sense of which one you are looking at. Their ability not only to adapt but maintain in such difficult conditions of acid peatlands means they are shape-shifters: loose and lanky in pools but, if need be and conditions dry up, tightening into neat columns, so that the easy identification of wet-loving submerged types and dry-tolerating hummocks can flip on its head in just a few metres. 

On that day I noticed something I would feel over and over again with every new peatland I visited, that a landscape dominated by many varieties, the varying hues of greens, browns, reds, whites, coupled with the patterns of tight-knit hummock dwellers and loosey-goosey submerged types, does something quite extraordinary to the brain. Once you relax into your near rather than distant view, your brain gets very excited and your senses highly stimulated by varying repetitions, by the depth and brilliance of the jewel-like colours. It is a heady magic carpet for the eyes to ride upon, and that you can’t launch yourself onto it – well, not without potentially sinking rather deep – somehow adds to its mysterious nature. It’s begging you to trip into the unknown so you have to steady yourself and hold both of you accountable. I found myself shouting to the bog through the wind, ‘I’m not doing that! I’m not coming in.’ I startled a jacksnipe that rose low from its hiding spot and, like a fighter pilot, took off at speed, rattling in alarm. 

Two Canada geese circled me so low that I could hear the taut rip of their wings against the wind. They honk periodically and did this over and over again. I moved on, they moved away, they returned, low and wide, and all I could do was pivot on the boardwalk to watch them, certain they knew they had the upper hand.

I guessed they were new parents and my presence was troubling. I am not used to Canada geese being so put out. Their urban counterparts are mostly indifferent to humans, but so few people come to visit this bog that all the inhabitants, from the tiny brown moths to the fieldfares that dance across the sky, notice me. I can’t say they are as bothered as the geese, but they all know I’m there. 


In such a wide space where the sky is often more of a presence than the land, clouds can race across the pools with dizzying effect and it’s easy to become disoriented: far seems near and near seems infinite. When you peer past the clouds, the pools are portals to a whole other world. It’s a landscape where you transcend distance and often time. There’s something about the flatness of lowland bogs that loosens how you manage time. It’s all a little relative out here if you relax into it. 

When I first met Justin Lyons, the land manager of the Dyfi National Nature Reserve and keeper of the bog magic, he asked straight away if I’d found the scientific boardwalk that leads to the middle of the bog. Had I gone down the non-public boardwalk, the one with the sign saying it isn’t a public right of way? It’s there, as its name suggests, to let scientists onto the bog to do research. Sections are marked with a white line and corresponding number. Dotted along it at either side are various scientific experiments, glass boxes to measure gas exchanges and older side paths, their timber struts sinking back into the bog, and various dipwells for measuring the waters below. 

I admitted sheepishly that I might have used it once or twice. I couldn’t work out if he was bothered by that, but I realised he was making me a formal invitation. This was the first of many walks together where he would point and teach me about mosses and birds, pondering my questions seriously. I was left with so much from these visits – more to read: often he’d bring papers he thought I’d find interesting, more people to meet, but mostly he’d offer new ways of seeing. I’ve looked at the world much more carefully since I met Justin.

We were with Jake White, the New LIFE for Welsh Raised Bogs project officer, who is based at Cors Caron, Tregaron Bog. Initially, I’d ask Jake to take me to Cors Caron, but once he knew the nature of the book, he insisted that ‘no one knows a bog more intimately’ than Justin, and he’d be happy to introduce us. So, between sphagnum identification and peatland engineering chat, the three of us walked out to the middle of the bog. Pointedly, Justin marked out the terrain around us – I guess he could tell a wanderer when he met one. ‘Over there are hidden ditches from turf cutting. I almost lost the all-terrain vehicle in one. Use this rowan if you get lost on this side to find your way back. That island over there, the Jenkins family call it coed wirion. It means “the crazy wood”.’ I asked if he’d ever been there and he looked at me so incredulously that I shut up. He explained that the edges were the easiest places to cut turf, and a hundred years on they might have looked just like the centre, but the deep cuts remain and are now soupy pools of peat hidden by mosses. It is into the cuts, where the magic carpet of moss hides the perils below, that people fall. 

Justin told me
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