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Dear Friends, 

 

So on May 14, after the New York high school reunions told about in my last letter, I 

flew from Newark Airport across the ocean to Londonôs awful Heathrow Airport, 

sleeping almost all the way thanks to St. Ambien, patron of jetlag.1  I picked up my car 

the next morning at an isolated exurban Sheraton (Colnbrook Bypass, West Drayton) and 

headed west on the ugly M4 Motorway, which felt like a grim extension of Heathrow.  

 

PART ONE: SOME ENGLAND BUT MOSTLY WALES 

 

My aim was to get to Wales.  I had been there once before years ago and had been so 

impressed by the beauty of the place I wanted to see it again.  But my first stop was 

Ramsbury, in Wiltshire, to visit a specialized heraldic bookseller called Heraldry Today.  

As soon as I turned off the Motorway I found myself on a tiny one-lane rural English 

road, tall flowering hedgerows on both sides running through fields of green grass and 

brilliant yellow rapeseed, as if I had gone in an instant from Blade Runner to The Wind in 

the Willows.  

 

Hedgerows were to be the 

dominant roadside feature for the next two weeks.  They are 

built up over many years ï sometimes centuries ï to divide fields and isolate roadways; 

once grown they become quite impermeable to people and animals of any significant 

size, and form relatively permanent boundaries.  Hedgerow trees sometimes meet above 

the road and make tunnels ï indeed driving in hedgerow country feels like being in a 

maze, as you canôt see over them into the surrounding fields or woods.  Without GPS it is 

hard to know where you are.2   

 

                                              
1  Actually it was Temazepam. 

2  Max Hooper, in his book Hedges (1974), says that the age of a hedge can be determined 

by counting the number of woody species in a length of 30 feet and multiplying it by 110 

years.    
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I had bought heraldic books from Heraldry Today for 35 years, but the illness of the 

owner meant the business would have to close, or at least be sold if they could find 

someone to buy it, so it might be my last chance to shop there.  If this had happened 30 

years ago, when I was a lot younger and looking for a chance to move to England, I 

might have bought the business myself ï by now I would have been the one trying to sell!  

But it didnôt happen at the right time, and now I no longer want to move to England.  The 

ownerôs daughter told me that lots of people said the same thing to her ï if only this 

chance had come sooner.   

 

I didnôt find all that much to buy at HT this time, because I already have almost 

everything of interest published on my subject in English, but I did buy some lovely 

foreign books ï two in Polish and one each in Spanish, German and Dutch.  And it was 

very gratifying to see my own book, Emblems of the Indian States, offered for sale at HT, 

and to learn that some copies had already been sold. 

 

After Ramsbury I headed for Great Ashley deep in Wiltshire, to the farmhouse bed & 

breakfast I booked on the Internet so I would have somewhere to go my first night in-

country.  It was the first of many such places I stayed in ï not perfectly 

comfortable, but adequate, and situated in fragrant green countryside amid the 

lowing of cattle and bleating of sheep, with a nice pot of tea waiting for me.  I 

went to the local pub (the Fox and Hounds) for dinner.  My first taste of bitter 

(real English ale) was like rain on parched earth.  There is no drink as good, 

except maybe Guinness.  The Fox and Hounds had a very sophisticated dinner 

menu using local ingredients ï the days of English food being a sour joke may 

be over. 

 

I chose Great Ashley because it was near to Bath (arms left), a 

place I had never visited but wanted to see.  And it was worth the 

visit ï Bath is a lovely town, very trim, lots of elegant structures 

and Bath stone of softest yellow.  Bath is called that because of the 

Roman bath, sited here for the medicinal spring.  The Roman baths 

have been nicely restored (see below left), and it is possible to 

imagine Romans splashing around in them, and being oiled and 

scraped down by bathhouse slaves.  Bath Abbey next door is 

crammed with memorial plaques (below right) and heraldic glass 

and carved wood and laid-up military flags and heraldic roof bosses 

on the fan vaulting (below center).  I spent quite a while there and could have spent a lot 

more.  The Pump House where Regency folks took the cure is now a fancy restaurant, but 

the spring water is available free inside the Roman Bath complex.  I tried it and it is not 

bad, warm and strong but not sulfurous or nasty.   
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One of the most impressive sights in Bath, and indeed  anywhere, is the Royal Crescent, a 

masterpiece of Georgian architecture designed 

by John Wood the Younger and completed in 

1774.  As with the Taj Mahal or the Eiffel 

Tower, pictures do not prepare you for the 

presence of such a mighty monument. The 

Royal Crescent is so enormous it is hard to 

find an image of the whole structure, but the 

photo at right should give some idea.3  

 

After Bath I crossed one of the shiny new 

bridges over the Severn and finally reached Wales (badge below).4  I spent my first night 

there with Hazel and Douglas Kenney, my friend Simonôs parents, near Newport ï a slap-

up dinner and a pint in the pub afterward.   

 

Driving in Britain can be very stressful.  Staying to the left is no 

problem, but the roads are so narrow, inches on the left to hedgerow 

or wall, inches on the right to hideous death, sometimes just a single 

lane, and if slightly wider then cars are parked right in the road.  There 

is often no view of the countryside because of the hedgerows, and 

when you do see something you canôt stop as there are no verges, no 

shoulders, and cars moving in both directions.  Sometimes the road is 

too narrow even to open the door.  I decided to head toward less 

populated country, north into the Brecon Beacons National Park.   

 

So I drove out of the traffic and onto the high and barren place called Mynydd 

Llangynidr.  Still hedgerows, but places to stop, and after a while even the hedgerows 

                                              
3  For a panoramic view of the Royal Crescent, see 

http://www.virtualtourpro.com/tours/September09/Bath-Balloons/Royal-Crescent.html 

4  The motto PLEIDIOL WYF IôM GWLAD means I am true to my country. 

http://www.virtualtourpro.com/tours/September09/Bath-Balloons/Royal-Crescent.html
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ended and revealed lovely views in all directions.  Little villages in the distance; sheep 

everywhere, and horses and shaggy ponies looking after themselves.  There was a harsh 

wind, and rain on and off.  Warm for a moment, then cold as clouds hid the sun.  But hey 

ï if you want the Bahamas, donôt go to Wales.  

 

Right from the Severn Bridge all the signs were in Welsh, although usually (but not 

always) in English too.  The English helps a lot.  Otherwise who would know that 

cylcheodd winwys mwen eytew cytew cwrw means homemade onion rings?  Or that 

Peidewch © dringoôr meneb means Do not climb on the monument?  But no worries: Mae 

dewis o bwdinau ar gael, holwch os gwelwch yn dda.5  It helps to realize that w is a 

vowel, but it doesnôt help much. 

 

I stopped for a look at the melancholy ruins of the Blaenarvon Iron Works, a World 

Heritage Site for its importance to the Industrial Revolution, and afterwards had a good 

lunch at the Red Lion in Llangynidr.  There was no network available for my mobile 

phone, but the host at the Red Lion hooked me up with a B&B in nearby Talybont-on-

Usk.  I kept my traveling shabat there and slept through most of the next day ï it was my 

first day off in quite a while.  Great food at the Coach and Horses, and delicious Welsh 

cider on tap.  Lovely green hills deep in vegetation; mist and soft rain.  Continual bleat of 

sheep from every quarter.  Slept more. 

After Llangynidr I got into a rhythm of 

traveling in rural Wales.  One or two 

nights in a bed and breakfast place ï 

Llanarthe, Tremynydd Fach ï and then 

on for more, heading generally westward 

until I reached the sea, and then south.  

Bright green pastures, dark green hills, 

fluffy tree canopy, darker trees and 

hedgerows. Dark gray skies always about 

to rain. Sheep and cows and sometimes 

goats, and then lots more sheep.  

Songbirds and caw of crows, and soft patter of rain.  Green and brown and sometimes 

yellow fields, hedgerows and trees disappearing in mist into dead white sky. 

                                              
5  A selection of desserts is available, please ask.  Some Welsh phrases donôt need 

translation, for example pot o te. 
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Wildflowers ï I stopped at the National Botanic Garden of Wales (see 

clever logo left) to pick up a field guide, as I didnôt recognize most of 

them.  Bluebells and buttery buttercups, yes, but not red campion or rag 

rose or herb-robert; blue campion or speedwell; yellow celandine, papery 

Welsh poppy or rich spiny 

gorse; white chickweed 

and garlic mustard and wild radish and 

mile after mile of cow parsley (right), 

sometimes turning whole hedge-rows 

white.  I drove along at 10 mph ï no hurry 

as distances were very small and anyway 

there was nowhere I needed to be.  I got 

better at stopping in the road, waving others past, blocking feeder lanes.  I hooted my 

hooter around every bend ï no one else did this, which seemed a little crazy as you could 

not see or hear anyone approaching, hidden by the hedges on a winding one-lane road 

with no shoulder to escape to.  I had a chat about sheep with a sheep farmer who said he 

would not recommend the life to his young daughters.  He offered to sell me one of his 

nicest sheep for £200.  I was only slightly tempted ï I knew I couldnôt eat a whole sheep 

in the time I had left. 

I kept going west on country roads, 

aiming for the sea.  I stopped at Castell 

Henllys to see the reconstructed Iron 

Age hill fort (right), a fascinating 

installation of thatched buildings made 

with iron age materials and technology 

exactly upon the remains of the original 

fort. The height of the thatched 

structures was based on runoff patterns around the excavated postholes.   

I was aiming for the intriguingly named town of Fishguard on the coast, but first: 

sheepdogs!  A sheepdog trainer was offering demonstrations at £5 a head; dozens of 

people showed up with their own dogs, to sit in the bleachers and see how it was done.  A 

sinewy lady made a sensation by entering on a golf cart driven and steered by Doris the 

Sheepdog, something Iôd never even imagined could happen.  Then we watched as her 

dogs herded sheep (and indignant geese) in and out of pens at her command.6         

I stayed that night with the sheepdog people and had a good dinner at The Sloop Inn at 

the little cove village of Porthgain.  But the room was not comfortable, so I moved on the 

                                              
6  For a useful list of sheepdog commands, see http://www.herding-dog-training-border-

collie-sheepdog-dvd.com/herding_sheepdog_command_terminology.htm.  You never 

know.   

http://www.herding-dog-training-border-collie-sheepdog-dvd.com/herding_sheepdog_command_terminology.htm
http://www.herding-dog-training-border-collie-sheepdog-dvd.com/herding_sheepdog_command_terminology.htm
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next day to an organic farm at a lovely spot just down the road, with a view over an 

encattled pasture to another cove with a romantic tower overlooking the sea.  You canôt 

get much more Welsh than that!  I was making friends with the cattle when my hostess 

approached and startled them, but they came back at a few words of Welsh from her and 

licked my hand.  A cowôs tongue is hard muscle.  Crunch of grass ï Wales smells like 

new-mown fields.  Below are a few pictures to give a sense of what I saw. 

 


