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In the Beginning

 

I can only meditate when I am walking. When I stop

I cease to think; my mind only works with my legs.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Confessions, 1782

As a child I walked, every day, through a verdant Welsh valley. We referred to this walk – along a wide, rutted track that ran beside a shallow stream – as ‘going up the cwm’. Cwm is Welsh for valley. A Welsh person would say y cwm. But we weren’t Welsh. We were a self-exiled English family struggling to adopt the language and ways of the remote Welsh community my parents had chosen to live in. ‘The’ cwm was neither wholly Welsh nor wholly English. Rather like us.

We were walking in the cwm one damp, gusty day, when my father told me I was an experiment. I was almost ten, old enough to imagine glass pipettes and blue flames and showers of crimson sparks. In our house science was never mentioned. So the word ‘experiment’ thrilled me with its illicit connotations as well as seeming to confer upon me a magical status.

‘What sort of experiment?’ I asked, curiously.

‘You’ve been raised to feel always at home,’ he replied. ‘Wherever you are and whoever you’re with.’

His words filled me with confusion. I couldn’t imagine a time when I wouldn’t be at home, let alone feel at home. The earlier images of pipettes, copper flames and magical incantations slipped away, replaced by a vague feeling of unease. I understood then that one day I would be different, another person altogether. And I would be elsewhere. Presumably without my family. But – bafflingly and, I felt, a little disloyally – I would still feel at home.

‘Is that why we don’t go to school now?’ I asked, wondering if my previous teacher, the enormous, black-clad Miss Jones, had realised I was an experiment. My little sister had also stopped going to school, which meant that perhaps she too was an experiment. I wasn’t sure I wanted my sister to be an experiment.

My father lifted his gaze skywards and watched a buzzard rise and fall, one hand shading his eyes against the pared light. ‘You don’t go to school because you can learn more out here, in this valley, than you’ll ever learn in that hole of hell.’ He took his hand from his brow and swept it across the dripping green vista.

‘But why am I an experiment?’ I persisted.

‘We’ve brought you up according to the principles of a genius called Rousseau,’ he replied.

I felt bewildered. I had never heard of Roo-so before. My father explained that Mr Jean-Jacques Rousseau was a famous philosopher who wrote a book about a boy called Emile. Emile, it turned out, was the inspiration for my upbringing. Like him, I was being taught to ‘bear the buffets of fortune’. Like him, I was learning ‘the keen sense of living’ by planting seeds and watching butterflies. Mr Roo-so (and his imagined Emile) also walked everywhere. Like us. ‘The book was banned and burnt,’ my father added with an extravagant flourish of his walking stick. ‘They made bonfires of it, just weeks after it was published. People danced around the flames.’ He shook his head, then paused and fixed his eyes on mine. ‘I’ll recite you the opening line: “Everything is good as it leaves the hands of the Author of things; everything degenerates in the hands of man.” ’1

I cast an anxious glance at his walking stick. The end looked a little scuffed and scraped from where he’d used it to beat back brambles and nettles. Was that a sign of something degenerating in the hands of a man?

‘Rousseau’s ideas helped start the French Revolution,’ he added. ‘But Emile is his greatest book and you’re built on it. Emile is in your blood.’

I didn’t like the idea of having sprung from a boy. And I certainly didn’t like the idea of having a boy in my blood. I would have preferred a princess. Preferably an adopted princess. But I liked the idea of French. And I liked the idea of revolution. Both words carried an indefinable whiff of something thrilling and exotic.

 

In those days, my parents were part of a revolution of their own making. My father, a poet, and my mother, an ex-writer for Vogue magazine, had escaped to a small Welsh village to live a rustic, elemental life, growing fruit and vegetables and publishing obscure journals that they posted to their friends.

From this outpost on the bony coast of west Wales, we walked. We walked as a means of transport. We walked to forage for food. We walked to keep warm. We walked to protest. We walked because the landscape was beautiful and unspoilt. We walked because Jean-Jacques Rousseau prescribed it.

We did other things, of course: we learnt Welsh; we discovered how to live handsomely on a poet’s pittance; we read (and read and read); we painted and crayoned; we cooked and gardened; we had chickens, cats and a pig. But most of all, we walked.

 

There were absences in our Welsh life that may well have contributed to our fanatical walking. We had no car; no central heating; no telephone; no television; no bicycles, scooters, roller skates – or anything with wheels; no holidays; no freezer, microwave or washing machine; no radio, record player or cassette deck; no money.

These are the things that were forbidden in our house: comics; anything written by Enid Blyton; dolls with ice-cream-cone breasts and names like Barbie or Sindy; sliced white bread in a plastic bag; sweets; pop music; platform shoes.

This was also the age of no internet; no Amazon; no Uber; no fast-food restaurants; no low-cost airlines; no screens; no coffee machines – or any other twenty-first century convenience for that matter.

But neither Mr Rousseau nor the fictional Emile had had any of these things either.

 

Rousseau, the guardian angel of my childhood education, was the man who elevated the simple act of walking into something quasi-mystical, a supreme means of philosophical contemplation and self-reflection. He appears in almost every book on the subject of walking. His pithy quotes adorn book covers, websites and walking blogs. For Rousseau, walking was an expression of freedom as well as the ideal means of collating his meandering thoughts. He began walking at the age of fifteen and spent much of his adult life walking and thinking, later writing: ‘Never did I think so much, exist so vividly, and experience so much, never have I been so much myself . . . as in the journeys I have taken alone and on foot.’2

My induction began in the womb. While my mother was pregnant with me, my father read aloud to her from Emile. Every day, as she nursed her ballooning belly in their rented bed, his sonorous voice delivered Rousseau’s views on the significance of breastfeeding, the evils of swaddling, the importance of outdoor play. Even now I wonder if Rousseau’s urge to walk, his restlessness, his preoccupation with freedom, penetrated my foetal unconscious.

One day, much later, my father told me that Rousseau had abandoned all five of his children, leaving them as babies on the steps of an orphanage, against the wishes of his lifelong partner. I felt sickened and unsettled by this morsel of information. How had someone who couldn’t raise his own children have had such sway over my own childhood? Perhaps I should have worked my way through Rousseau’s oeuvre, separated the man from his ideas. Instead, I tried to find out more about Thérèse Levasseur, the seamstress and hotel maid Rousseau lived with – but refused to marry – for thirty-three years. Although little more than a footnote in most Rousseau biographies, a bundle of her letters turned up in 1991, enabling scholars to read of her devastation and anguish when, after several weeks of nursing their first son, Rousseau insisted the tiny boy be given away. He made the same cruel demand after each of their babies was born. Utterly dependent on Rousseau, Thérèse unwillingly complied.

For a while, Thérèse’s life – its flattened, circumscribed space, her constant personal tragedy – haunted me. The only way I could shake myself free was by going out and walking. Because walking is nothing less than the bodily articulation of freedom. To walk is to know that we control our limbs and muscles, that we’re able to move away, move on, escape.

And I wanted to escape the ghost of Thérèse. It seemed to me that it was she, not the fictional, hill-strolling Emile, who was circulating in my blood.

 

‘Did the experiment work?’ I asked my father, a few months after learning I was an experiment. My sister and I still hadn’t returned to school. Our days were spent walking in search of wild flowers, then identifying them in our Guide to Welsh Flora, sketching them on silk-thin sheets of A4 paper, and writing poems about them. We hadn’t added, divided, subtracted or multiplied for months. Numbers, like science, weren’t considered important in our home. I wondered if perhaps Mr Jean-Jacques Rousseau and his Emile hadn’t bothered with mathematics either.

‘The experiment isn’t over yet,’ my father replied enigmatically.

‘But I walk everywhere,’ I said. I was tired of walking everywhere. I wanted to go somewhere in a car. Like Siân, who lived in the farm opposite our cottage. Siân rode in a car to school. Siân travelled by car to Aberystwyth. Sometimes Siân would wave a sticky pink hand from her wound-down window as her car slicked past. Siân had a life of motorised glamour and adventure. I was sick of being an experiment. Of not going anywhere except up the cwm or down to the pebble-grey beach with its reek of ocean rot. I wanted to be like Siân.

‘Yes, you walk everywhere,’ repeated my father. ‘Rousseau would be very proud of you.’

‘But I thought he was dead,’ I said, confused. ‘Anyway, why can’t we have a car like everyone else?’ Or a TV, or a chest freezer, or a toaster, I added in my head. Siân had all of these in her house. She also had a pair of orange plastic platform shoes that I coveted almost as much as I coveted her car.

‘Perhaps we will.’ He rubbed at his beard, then added, ‘John-the-farmer is taking me out in his car tonight . . . for a driving lesson.’

My heart skipped. A car! We would have a car and be like normal people! My father would be a normal father. Not a crazy, stick-wielding poet. And I would be a normal girl. Not an experiment. Not veined with the blood of a long-dead French boy.

Later that evening my father returned from his driving lesson subdued and sheepish. He had turned the car over in a ditch. He and John-the-farmer were unharmed but the car was a write-off. He never had another lesson. And I stopped dreaming of being normal.

 

Few women of the past who chose to walk long distances in unpeopled places were thought quite normal.

Simone de Beauvoir was considered strange because she chose to walk alone, wearing the wrong kit. Georgia O’Keeffe was deemed odd because she walked at night and hauled enormous bones across the desert. Gwen John was regarded as peculiar because she slept out beneath trees, often with her cats. Frieda Lawrence – perhaps the most transgressive of all – was thought outright abnormal. After all, what normal mother leaves her children in order to roam the world in poverty?

 

Strange. Odd. Peculiar. Abnormal. Such confining words with their primal undertow of fear, of not understanding, of not belonging. But I’d been raised ‘to live at need among the snows of Iceland, or on the scorching rocks of Malta’ (thank you, Mr Roo-so). How could I resist the lure of these wild walking women with their bold, beguiling bravado? I couldn’t. But could I ever be as brave?
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In Search of Freedom: Frieda von Richthofen

Woods, Mountains and Lakes. Germany and Italy. Unfamiliar Space. Memory. Clothing. Blood to the Brain. Wonder. Children.

Something had gone down in her, something was broken

that would never be whole again. She accepted it all, the

suffering that had left her so raw, she accepted it.

Frieda von Richthofen, And the Fullness Thereof, 1964

On 5 August 1912, Frieda von Richthofen, a thirty-three-year-old German aristocrat and married mother of three, awoke to the sound of rain. It was four thirty in the morning. Quivering strips of pearly light seeped through the sides of the shutters. She opened her eyes, dimly aware of her young lover strapping up their rucksacks and humming beneath his breath. At last she was about to embark on a real adventure, the sort of escapade she’d dreamed of for the past ten years. It had been a long, dry decade in which her emotionally restrained life in a comfortable suburban house on the edge of industrial Nottingham had almost driven her mad. A couple of illicit affairs and a deep love for her young children had (just about) preserved her sanity.

Her lover was the fledgling writer D. H. Lawrence, a penniless coal miner’s son whom she’d met four months earlier. The pair of them had been poring over maps and guidebooks for days, plotting a route that would take them through ‘the Bavarian uplands and foothills’, over the Austrian Tyrol, across the Jaufen Pass to Bolzano and down to the vast lakes of northern Italy. ‘The imperial road’, Lawrence later called it, where ‘the great processions passed as the emperors went south . . . almost forgotten, the road has almost passed out of mind’.1

It was an exercise in escape as much as it was an adventure. They were fleeing several things: her estranged husband, Professor Ernest Weekley; her parents who objected to her lowly choice of lover; the postal service that brought Ernest’s reams of letters sent care of Frieda’s mother – missives that alternatively forbade and begged her to come home, and increasingly sent Lawrence into paroxysms of fury and despair.

Later, this six-week walk would become much mythologised as their ‘elopement’. But the evidence suggests this was less an elopement than a feverish bid for freedom and an inarticulate yearning for renewal. On the first misty, sodden step of that six-week walk, Frieda began the process of reinventing herself as a woman without children, scissoring herself free from the restrictions and responsibilities that accompanied being a mother in Edwardian England. Almost overnight she transformed herself from a fashionably dressed and hatted mother and manager of multiple household staff to someone else entirely: a woman who put comfort before fashion (rural hikes have a habit of doing this), who took responsibility for her own cooking and laundry, who swapped warm, soapy baths for ice-cold pools and the latest flushing lavatory for speedy squats among the bushes. More importantly, she became a woman without children, neighbours or a network of local friends. All this she gave up in a bid to reclaim and reassert her place in the world.

Frieda’s isolation was exaggerated by her choice of paramour. Lawrence spoke with a Derbyshire accent. He dressed in cheap clothes and came from a rough mining village. He was also six years younger than she was, at a time when women were expected to marry older men. To leave children, a comfortable home and a successful husband broke every taboo. To leave them for a man like this was unthinkable.

In 1912, this was not how women behaved. Least of all mothers.

 

Frieda and Lawrence put on their matching Burberry raincoats. Frieda donned a straw hat with a red velvet ribbon round the brim. Lawrence wore a battered panama. They squeezed a spirit stove into a canvas rucksack, planning to cook their supper at the side of the road. They had £23 between them, barely enough to get them to Italy. Frieda suggested they sleep rough, in haylofts, to save money. But also because she had always yearned to sleep in a cocoon of hay. And on one occasion they did, resulting in a frozen, itchy night of sleeplessness.

I think about this as I pack, one hundred and six years later to the day. Will I manage to show the same good grace and perseverance as Frieda? She was entirely unaccustomed to walking through snow, sleeping in iced haystacks, boiling eggs on a spirit stove. And yet she never suggested turning back, or taking the train on the newly opened railway line that crossed from Innsbruck to Bolzano and on to Verona.

I have the excuse of children and husband in tow. I glance at the four backpacks, the four pairs of walking boots, the four passports. This is our first family walk without all of our children. Our eldest daughters have decided, now they’re eighteen, not to come with us. Like Frieda, I’m coming to terms with a life in which I’ll no longer be defined as a mother. It’s an unsettling feeling, reminding me that motherhood is a continuous accumulation of losses, a lengthy severing of the umbilical cord that once bound our children to us. The freedom I longed for, when they were hanging from my apron strings, now loiters on the horizon. But instead of feeling excitement, I feel a swift pang of sadness for a life that will never be the same again.

For a second I wonder if I’ll ever fully understand Frieda von Richthofen, a woman so desperate for freedom, so determined to find herself, that she gave up the three children she adored. Retracing her steps is my attempt to climb inside her mind, to grasp how the topography of the Alps altered her emotional landscape during this tumultuous time. ‘We set out gaily,’ she writes in her memoir, Not I, but the Wind, penned twenty-four years later. ‘It was a great adventure for both [of us] . . . we were happy in our adventure, free . . .’2 Later she wrote of how thrilling, how ‘very wonderful’ this adventure was. And yet this momentous episode – in which both of them stepped into the unknown and which biographers agree was one of the great highlights of Lawrence’s life – is given less than twenty-five lines in her memoir. This adventure turned out to be a reckless abandoning of her old self, a dramatic desertion of all that she was. A desertion in which Lawrence was not only complicit but the driving force. For isn’t that the lot of the muse? To reinvent herself as her artist master requires?

But at this nascent stage, Frieda thought of herself as infinitely more than a muse. She hadn’t abandoned her family merely to inspire a man. She was to be a collaborator. And to do that she needed to be free. Lawrence wanted her free. She deserved to be free. But in fleeing her staid, professorial husband and inadvertently losing her children, did she really find freedom? I squeeze Frieda’s memoir into my case, alongside a posthumously published medley of her reminiscences, written sporadically over her last decade and much of it semi-fictionalised. In a letter she had described these scraps of writing as ‘an interesting book of a woman’s life’ which she ‘would rather have published when . . . dead’. She didn’t live to complete or order these fragments of writing, but they were later edited and published as And the Fullness Thereof. I hope they’ll contain the clues that have eluded me so far.

 

Packing complete, I shout at my children, who prefer screen-scrolling to clambering over rocks with goats: ‘We’re going on an adventure in the mountains. You’ll need something warm in case we sleep in a haystack.’

‘No way I’m sleeping in a haystack,’ mutters Saskia.

‘Do I have to come?’ moans Hugo. ‘Why are we going to Germany, anyway? No one goes to Germany on holiday.’

How ironic. I’m about to retrace the footsteps of a woman fleeing her husband and children . . . but with my own, stubbornly and complainingly, in tow.

‘Yeah,’ agrees Saskia. ‘You’ve done your German book so why are we going there again?’

She’s right. I’ve written the story of Frieda. A few years ago I wrote a novel about the young Frieda Weekley (as she was then), which examined her predicament, her relationship with Lawrence, and the collateral damage of her actions. Her escape from Nottingham is one of the big set-pieces of the novel. I spent years researching it, reading every letter, every account left by friends and family. But I adroitly left out the six-week mountain hike. In a single line I skated over the experience Frieda described as her ‘great adventure’, their almost honeymoon. I tried to include it, of course. But I couldn’t seem to make it work. It felt as though I was forcing the wrong piece of jigsaw into an almost completed puzzle. Eventually I put it aside, twisted the plot around it. And that’s the mystery. Why didn’t I include Frieda’s big adventure?

‘I left out a crucial bit and I want to find out why,’ I say, cryptically.

Saskia yawns. ‘Yeah, whatever.’

 

We arrive at our B&B, a red-brick block above a supermarket ringing with the metallic rattle of trolleys. This is Schäftlarn, a nondescript suburb of Munich just north of the hamlet of Icking where Frieda and Lawrence borrowed a flat belonging to her married sister’s lover. Their five weeks here were mercurial – torrid and passionate one day, distraught the next. They barely knew each other, having met a mere eight weeks before when Ernest Weekley invited his old student, Lawrence, for lunch to discuss job prospects in Germany. Poor hapless Ernest was only trying to help Lawrence. But he was half an hour late for his own lunch. And in that half-hour Lawrence and Frieda engaged in the sort of sparkling flirtatious conversation that both had yearned for but never found in Nottingham. Each was a revelation to the other. Lawrence walked eight miles back to Eastwood, the mining town where he grew up, and promptly sent Frieda a card telling her she was the most wonderful woman in all of England.

She lapped up his lavish words. For the past few years she’d devoted herself to her three young children but she’d also indulged in discreet affairs to stave off the stifling boredom of being a Nottingham hausfrau, the wife of a workaholic etymologist who – she felt – had never understood her. It was a boredom thrown into sharp relief by the excesses of her elder and younger sisters, both of whom had remained in Germany and both of whom had thrilling lives that included greater wealth, extramarital lovers, and more highly developed senses of themselves. As their lives had expanded after marriage, Frieda’s had diminished.

When all three sisters began having children, the rivalry fostered by their parents during their childhood reared its ugly head again, reaching a pinnacle in the summer of 1907 when Frieda made her way to Munich and snatched her older sister’s lover from beneath her very nose. The seeds of all Frieda’s later transgressions lay in this powerful but short-lived romance. The object of her passion was a pioneering psychoanalyst and exponent of free love called Otto Gross. A protégé of Freud and Jung, he repeatedly insisted on her need for liberty, telling her she was ‘born for freedom’. By the time Lawrence walked into her life she was dangling like a ripe pear – primed to ‘be herself’. She now saw this as her purpose on earth: to be, to exist, ‘like a trout in a stream or a daisy in the sun’, she explained in her memoir.3

Small wonder she was enticed away so easily. Though naturally, the story’s a little more complicated. For every biographer who thinks he lured her away, there’s another who believes Frieda trapped him with her feminine wiles, that poor old Lawrence never had a chance. And then there’s the third biographer – the one convinced they eloped in a rush of love and passion. There’s a grain of truth in all of them, of course. Nothing is black and white. We are all shades of grey.

 

On Friday 3 May 1912, Frieda packed a small bag and dressed her two young daughters in their travelling clothes before embracing her son goodbye and then boarding a train for London. She was off to her father’s military anniversary in Metz, the city where she’d grown up and where her baronial parents still lived. She took her daughters to her in-laws in Hampstead and then made her way to Charing Cross railway station. Here, outside the ladies waiting room, she met Lawrence. Quite by chance he was also going to Germany to stay with relatives. It was a convenient opportunity for a few days alone together.

The night before leaving, Frieda had told Ernest that she hadn’t been a faithful wife. When Ernest failed to respond to her bold confession, she fled the room in tears. But there was no mention of Lawrence, no mention of wanting a divorce. Certainly no suggestion that she was leaving for good. When she boarded the boat train to Metz, she had no idea this was to be the end of her life as a mother.

Within a few days, Frieda’s aborted confession fell into place. Somehow, Ernest Weekley pieced the facts together and guessed she was in Metz with a lover. He cabled her, asking if she was alone and demanding a one-word answer, yes or no. She replied: no.

Ernest was devastated, but it was her choice of lover that particularly riled him. As Frieda noted in her memoir, Lawrence was not considered worthy of a noble woman like herself. Lawrence, Ernest complained, was ‘no gentleman’. To him, being a gentleman – with its implications of duty, honour and social standing – was of huge importance. Frieda’s father, the Baron von Richthofen, agreed, describing Lawrence as ‘a penniless lout’. To many onlookers, it was Frieda’s choice of lover that was her greatest transgression. But to me it’s Frieda’s rash decision to assert her own freedom ahead of her family’s well-being that is most radical. It was a decision that was to haunt her for the rest of her life.

 

Frieda and Lawrence had risen and dressed in the dark, then set out beneath beech and chestnut trees dripping with white mist. We are less ambitious, lingering to eat a meaty German breakfast, then deciding to cycle the ten miles Frieda and Lawrence walked down the Isar valley. Already I’m worrying over the way my family have compromised the authenticity of this trip. How can I fully understand Frieda when she walked and I’m cycling? Isn’t that cheating? I tell myself that Frieda would have cycled if she could have afforded it, if hire bikes had been available, if fat-tyred mountain bikes had existed.

We cycle down to the River Isar, a wide dash of jade green with pebbly shores that merge with leafy banks, and then into beech forests that climb steeply before falling back to the river. Our bicycle wheels slurp through a mud-bound track running alongside the Isar. The air is warm, grainy with pollen and dust, and heavy with the smell of split wood and sawn trees. We cycle past the neatest log piles we’ve ever seen, arranged in order of length and girth and genus. It’s the dog days of summer and the leaves are beginning to crisp and curl, but above us the sky blazes blue.

The blue of the sky, the blue-green of the river on our left, the green of the beech forests, the smell of tree bark and sap and gently rotting leaves, the taste of earth and leaf on my tongue . . . These are things touched on by Frieda in her scant, two-paragraph account: ‘the solid green of the valley . . . the wind . . . the mountains’.4 Things I’ve been reading about in studies of how nature affects our bodies, brains and emotions. Blues and greens are thought to make us less anxious and calmer. One theory suggests that when we’re surrounded by blue and green, we know that food and water are nearby and our bodies relax accordingly.5

Dozens of studies suggest that time in nature reduces blood pressure, boosts the immune system, lifts depression, improves energy and lowers blood-sugar levels, as well as making us less inclined to brood over problems. In The Three-Day Effect and The Nature Fix, science journalist Florence Williams tests herself in and out of nature, finding repeatedly that, in it, her blood pressure falls while her ability to problem-solve and think laterally improves. Frieda, a pantheist since childhood, would have turned her nose up at all this science: she knew intuitively that here, walking through forests, alongside rivers and streams, over mountains, they would find the resolution they needed. Later she wrote, ‘Those flowers . . . the fireflies at night and the glow-worms, the first beech leaves spreading on the trees like [a] delicate veil . . . and our feet buried in last year’s brown beech leaves, [this] was our time.’6

But Frieda wasn’t aware of the science. And I am. I know forest air has a higher concentration of oxygen and is rich with phytoncides, the oils produced by trees to protect themselves from harmful insects and fungi. It’s the phytoncides that scent the air, giving it that clean, pungent odour that feels instinctively calming. Studies show that phytoncides help lower stress hormones, blood pressure and heart rate and can help give us a better night’s sleep. Lawrence noticed this long before any knowledge of phytoncides, effusing, ‘The piny sweetness is rousing and defiant . . . I am conscious that it helps to change me, vitally.’7 Frieda’s love of trees – she slept in orchard trees as a child, even trying to take her lessons among the apple blossom – infected Lawrence, who developed a lifelong love of writing beneath them. In her foreword to The First Lady Chatterley, Frieda described him sitting in a copse of pine trees as he wrote the novel, among ‘thyme and mint tufts . . . purple anemones and wild gladioli and carpets of violets and myrtle . . . there he would sit . . . so still that the lizards would run over him’. Oddly enough, evergreen trees (such as umbrella pines) are the most prolific producers of phytoncides.

‘The temperature’s going to reach thirty degrees today,’ I shout. ‘Which is good because that’s when forests produce their highest concentrations of phytoncides.’

No one answers. I stop my bike and scribble down names of wild flowers I’ve spotted: alpen roses with petals as thin and crumpled as tissue paper; edelweiss; purple harebells like silken bonnets; celandines; the rusty seeding stems of dock; spears of blue gentian. The laughter of Hugo and Saskia as their bikes jump and jolt over tree roots drifts towards me, along with Matthew’s loud expressions of disbelief: ‘I had no idea Bavaria was so beautiful!’ For a moment I feel euphoric. And I wonder if this was how Frieda felt as she walked these woodlands of beech and pine, if it was these very trees that helped assuage the grief and guilt of her lost children.

We reach Icking, described by Lawrence and Frieda as the ‘little white village’, but now a skein of houses surrounding a construction site and bisected by a busy road. There are no whiskery fields of wheat, no peasant women in dirndls stooping over their scythes, no bullock-wagons laden with yellow wheels of mountain cheese. We find the house Frieda and Lawrence occupied, but it’s covered in scaffolding and plastic sheeting. Between it and the green wooded horizon are a synthetic-orange crane, a building site, piles of newly made bricks, and row after row of roofs glistening with black solar panels. The village still has two churches, including one with a black onion dome sprouting from a burst of green foliage. But little else seems familiar from the accounts Lawrence and Frieda left.

It was in this village that Frieda lost ‘all ordinary sense of time and place’. In her memoir she described the view from their balcony with such striking immediacy it had hovered for months in my mind: ‘The Alps floated above us in palest blue . . . The Isar rushed its glacier waters and hurried the rafts along in the valley below. The great beech woods stretched for hours behind us.’

I listen for the rush of water, the hurtle of river-borne rafts. All I can hear is the drone of a strimmer and the never-ending whine of traffic. And no sighting of the Isar either. I strain desperately for a glimpse of the view she loved, the view that eased her vast weight of grief. Finally, I catch it – a few remaining beech trees rocking in the breeze behind the orange crane.

 

Never go back. Never go back. The disappointment of finding Frieda and Lawrence’s first home beneath a rubble of plastic sheeting and scaffolding, their balcony gone, their view obliterated, reminds me of the only time I returned to my beloved childhood cwm.

Always a mistake to go back. And yet we do. We hope that returning to the places of our childhood will help us understand who we were and who we’ve become, a sort of joining of the dots. We hope a glimpse into our past will glue our diffusing memories of childhood joy. Psychologists now believe it’s our most recent memory of an experience that endures, often blotting out all earlier memories however lovingly we’ve preserved them. At the very least, those older memories are coloured and skewed by the later memory altering them forever. I learnt this the hard way, long before neuroscientists proved it.

When I first met Matthew, I wanted to show him my Welsh valley, to share this place that was so deeply stamped inside me. It was twelve years since my family had left Wales and it never occurred to me that my cwm might have changed. After a day of driving through drifting rain, we reached our B&B. The weather celebrated with us, a weak sun straining through the rain-lit clouds. We dumped our luggage and rushed out into the dying light, into the succulent smell of wet moss, unfurling bracken, crushed green grass.

I found my way back to the cwm with startling speed: up the muddy field, down the narrow path overhung with straggled trees, out onto the broad rutted track. It was as though the route had imprinted itself not upon my memory but upon the soles of my feet. We reached the valley a little too quickly, as if I’d misremembered the way, or perhaps my feet had taken a long-forgotten shortcut. I didn’t give it a second thought because here was the stream, running pale and swift over pebbles as smooth and round as mushrooms. Here were the banks, rising steep and green, and sparkling with yellow celandines.

After a few strides, I knew something was wrong. I frowned and caught Matthew’s eye. He’d sensed it too, as if thunder was rippling beyond the distant hills. Seconds later my ears began to fill with a hammering sound, as if my heart was trying to burst from my ribcage. Gradually I realised that the noise was coming not from inside my body but from the air around us. The valley was shaking with the strains of heavy metal, the bass bouncing off the water, the trees, the drystone wall that ran to our right. We walked on, stoically, saying nothing. Suddenly the screech of an electric guitar sliced through the air. The thudding bass grew louder. Wailing indecipherable vocals dropped from the sky. I wanted to turn around and go back but instead we went on, my hand gripping Matthew’s.

To my surprise, we reached the end of the valley in fifteen minutes. The walk I remembered taking hours now took a mere fifteen minutes. The valley I’d thought of as a long, green ribbon, rolling mysteriously and infinitely into the secret heart of Wales, was an aborted, stunted track that ended with a square, white-washed house, a crude full stop in the landscape. The house had been a mansion when I was a child, always empty, with a haunted, eerie air that had filled my head with witchy magical imaginings. Not any more. The house was surrounded by derelict cars and battered jags of metal, which alone seemed a travesty. Because no vehicles of any sort had ever gone up the cwm.

That night, I wept beneath the duvet. Not for the desecration of the valley, but for the brutal desecration of a vast sweep of my childhood. Memories that had fed and sustained me for over a decade had been ripped from me, rewritten and rebound. I knew that my valley would never mean the same.

Never go back. Never go back. Lawrence would have agreed entirely. He and Frieda spent the rest of their days pushing on, always somewhere new, always looking for ‘the new beginning’,8 always taking that ‘leap from the known into the
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Three days into my River Thames walk, COVID-19 struck and the world reeled, lurched, paused, shifted. As I write this, much of the world is in lockdown, with many of us confined to our homes. Women have always been disproportionately susceptible to many of the causes of poor mental health, from domestic violence to the burden of caring for others – much of which came to the fore during the pandemic. Unsurprisingly, women typically suffer more anxiety and depression, and early studies suggest that the collateral damage of COVID-19 on female mental health could be formidable.

A research report recently landed on my desk showing that walking in rural or remote locations for either full or multiple days frequently enables women to go through processes of ‘psychological transformation’ and ‘emotional rescue and restoration’. Just as it did for the women in this book.

I hope you too feel sufficiently emboldened and inspired to find a route of your own.
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