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Inspiration is a strange thing. It can 
lurk Cato-like and spring out at you 
when you least expect it. Or it can be a 
slow, cumulative process that steadily 

works its magic on you. Music is one of 
my inspirations. I find it hard to work at 
a PC keyboard without music playing 
in the background – though what music 
works depends on whether I’m writing or 
processing photos for some odd reason. 
Even odder is that music is an unwanted 
distraction outdoors; I’d much rather listen 
to the sounds and rhythms of the natural 
world when standing next to a tripod. 
 In this issue of Outdoor Focus. Kev 
Reynolds describes a teacher who 
inspired his love of nature; Laurence Main 
discusses the ‘Mother of the Isles’ and 
the role she plays in his life; and, in the 
Gallery, three people who inspired three 
OWPG photographers to pause and make 
a photo.
 Perhaps most inspiring of all though 
is the prospect of this year’s OWPG AGM 
weekend at the Newlands Adventure 
Centre in the Lake District. Good 
company, good food and good walking. 
Doesn’t the thought of that sound good? 
Find out more in the four-page spread at 
the centre of this issue.
 If you’d like to submit ideas for articles 
for the autumn issue please contact me 
for further details. The deadline for all 
contributions is 15 August.
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C O N W A Y

Conway, an imprint of Bloomsbury Publishing, is 
hugely proud to be a member of the Outdoor 
Writers’ and Photographers’ Guild. 

 As a publisher, we focus on books that open up 
the world through tales of contemporary and historical 
exploration and adventure, practical camping, walking 
and outdoors guides, survival manuals and spine-tingling 
accounts of polar exploration. We also publish exquisite 
books celebrating our heritage, railways and transport 
systems, maps and mapping, as well as the outdoors in 
all its wonderful variety. 
 Recent books have included Ray Mears’ Out on the 
Land, Stephen Neale’s Wild Camping (following on from 
his hugely popular Camping by the Waterside), Martin 
Dorey’s The Camper Van Bible, and Crafted in Britain 
by Anthony Burton and Rob Scott. 
 We have lots of exciting projects underway, and are 
looking forward to meeting many more talented authors 
with a similar passion for all things outdoors.
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15 / Wordsmith
Kev Reynolds, the man with the 
world’s best job, writes about the 
inspirational ‘Skip’ Seymour.

Patagonia grew out of a small company that 
originally made tools for climbers. Today alpinism 
remains at the heart of a business that still makes 

clothes for climbing as well as for skiing, snowboarding, 
surfi ng, fl y fi shing, paddling and trail running. These are 
all silent sports.     None require a motor but in each 
sport, reward comes in the form of hard-won grace and 
moments of connection between us and nature.
 At Patagonia, a love of wild and beautiful places 
demands participation in the fi ght to save them, 
and to help reverse the steep decline in the overall 
environmental health of our planet we donate our time, 
services and at least 1% of our sales to hundreds of 
grassroots environmental groups all over the world 
who work to help reverse the tide. We know that our 
business activity – from lighting stores to dyeing shirts 
– creates pollution and damage as a by-product, so we 
work steadily to reduce those harms. For example we 
use recycled polyester in many of our clothes and only 
organic, rather than pesticide-intensive cotton. In today’s 
world our values are ones that resonant with many, and 
we hope by communicating our mission statement – the 
reason for our being – we can educate and encourage 
others to lead a more examined life, look for alternatives 
in the fi ght against the environmental crisis and empower 
those with a shared love for the outdoors to stand up for 
what they believe in.

www.bloomsbury.com/uk/non-fi ction/travel-and-adventure

www.patagonia.com

New associate members
OWPG is proud to welcome two new associate members this month
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I found Bangladesh to be green and fertile as well as exceedingly friendly to foreigners like me. 
Having said that, Chittagong was a bit different: poorer and polluted, more raw and in-your-face 
than other parts of the country. I met this young man at an indoor fruit and vegetable market in 
the city. I was impressed by the boy’s poise and dignity, and the clear pride he showed being in 
charge of his pitch. I was also intrigued by the enormous exotic fruit that he had on sale at his 
stall, some of which almost dwarfed him. Very much master of his domain, I liked the way he 
positioned himself among his wares as if the display of fruit were some sort of throne. 

LAURENCE MITCHELL / Boy at street market, Chittagong

www.laurencemitchell.com

Meet Lakpa Sherpa. Lakpa supported us during a climbing expedition to the mountain Paldor 
(5896m) in the Himal Ganesh, Nepal. He is traditionally a man of the mountains and a city dweller 
in one, having lived in Kathmandu almost his entire life. Lakpa is probably one of the strongest 
Sherpas I have worked with yet he was always making sure he looked cool. He must have taken a 
couple of hundred selfies during the expedition. I photographed Lakpa with his stylish sunglasses 
and a Himalayan peak in the background to show the changing lifestyle of the younger generation 
Sherpas who still rely on working with foreign mountain expeditions to make a living.

www.trekkinginthepamirs.com

JAN BAKKER / Lakpa Sherpa

Gallery A friendly face
This month’s theme:
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A few years ago I had this strange - though oddly rewarding - fixation with Holga cameras. 
These are cheaply-made medium format film cameras that look like something you’d 
get from a Christmas cracker. (The Holga being both the prize and the joke...) This shot 
of a young lad was taken on the Holga during a stroll around the streets of Stone Town 
in Zanzibar. The image quality is dreadful - look at that pincushion distortion! - but the 
expression of joy on the boy’s face always makes me smile. Sadly he was disappointed a 
few moments later when he reaslised that the Holga didn’t have an LCD screen. I got the 
feeling he was a discerning chap who preferred more sensible tourists who owned proper 
cameras...

DAVID TAYLOR / Stone Town

www.davidtaylorphotography.co.uk

The Dizzy Heights
Next issue’s theme:

Members and partners (or a guest) are welcome
Contact owpg.secretary@btinternet.com to request more information or to 
confirm attendance.

OWPG AGM weekend
Newlands Adventure Centre, Stair, by Keswick 
Friday 13th October to Sunday 15th 2017
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Low Rigg near Threlkeld Keswick and Derwent Water
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Friday 13th
Short presention on the history of 
the Newlands centre, UK’s oldest 
outdoor centre. Followed by buff et 
supper.
Saturday 14th
Optional: sunrise visit to Castlerigg 
stone circle.
Optional: Video workshop. Learn 
how to shoot and edit a short fi lm 
suitable for a blog or Youtube (all 
day).
Optional: Full day walk around the 
Newlands Horseshoe (or Derwent 
Water and Newlands valley if wet).
Optional: Newlands activities - gill 
scrambling (morning).

  Short walk - Cat Bells (afternoon).
4.30pm prompt: AGM.
7.00pm prompt: Dinner and awards 
ceremony.
Sunday 15th
Optional: Full day walk up Causey 
Pike and beyond.
Optional: Video workshop fi nal 
session (morning)
Optional: Newlands activities - 
Canoe/kayak session on Derwent 
Water (morning).
Short walk - Rigg Beck and Causey 
Pike (afternoon)
Evening: Informal supper

West Coast Main Line to Penrith. 
Then X5 bus to Keswick for local 
taxi (or to Braithwaite and 3km walk 
via Little Braithwaite).

Friday evening
Depart Euston: 
15.30 / 16.30 / 17.30 
Arrive Penrith:
18.47 / 19.31 / 20.44
We plan to meet one of these trains 
(minibus) at Penrith if demand 
justifi es.
Sunday afternoon
Depart Penrith:
18.05 / 19.06
Arrive Euston:
21.22 / 22.55

Itinerary Getting there by train About Newlands
The Newlands Adventure Centre is nestled 
in the Newlands Valley, surrounded by 
Swinside, Cat Bells and Causey Pike. The 
town of Keswick and Derwent Water are 
just ten minutes’ drive away. 
 The accommodation building was 
converted from an old graphite mill in 1905, 
turning it into ‘a place of sweetness and 
light’ for holiday makers from the industrial 
north as well church and youth groups. 
And of course guilds of outdoor writers and 
photographers!

For more information visit
www.activity-centre.com
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Are you insane? What is wrong with you? Have you 
completely lost the plot this time? These are some of 
the responses I’ve received from my ‘normal’, non-
outdoorsy friends when I tell them about my grand plans 

for this summer. Perhaps I am being foolish?
 My self-appointed mission is to climb every mountain in 
England and Wales in just six months – the fastest ever time (as 
far as I know) to complete the peak-bagging feat. I’ll walk more 
than 1,000 miles, wild camp for 100 nights and ascend fi ve times 
the height of Everest in my bid to summit all 446 peaks* over 
2,000ft in the two countries. Oh, and I’ll be doing it while also 
holding down my three-days-a-week job with the Lake District 
National Park. It’s going to be a busy summer.
 But I’m incredibly excited too about Challenge446, as I’ve 
nicknamed it. I love the freedom and sense of adventure of 
heading out into the hills, sleeping under the stars and exploring 
our glorious mountainous regions – so I can’t wait. I walked 

all 214 Wainwrights a few years ago and I thrived on having a 
structured goal to aim for – it pushed me to explore new places 
and inspired me to keep going. This challenge will hopefully do 
the same. I’ve never done anything on this scale before and I 
know the going will get tough. However I’m confi dent I’ll get 
through it and I’m looking forward to the adventure of a lifetime.
  My challenge will be raising money for the British 
Mountaineering Council’s Mend Our Mountains campaign, which 
funds upland path repairs on mountains across the UK. Fingers 
crossed I can hit my target of £4,460 – that’s £10 for each peak 
summitted. Donate online at www.justgiving.com/challenge446. 
You can also follow my adventures at www.jamesmforrest.com or 
on social media.
 
* For any of you mountain geeks out there, I’m basing my defi nition of a mountain on 
The Mountains of England & Wales by fellow guild members John and Anne Nuttall, 
which defi nes a qualifying peak as 2,000ft (610m) high with a relative of height of at 
least 15m.

Taking a Peak (or two)
James Forrest on walking to mend our mountains
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Keswick

Threlkeld

PortinscaleBraithwaite

Stair

Gatesgarth

Seatoller

Seathwaite

Newlands

Littletown Farm 
www.littletownfarm.co.uk

Hollows Farm 
www.hollowsfarm.co.uk

Swinside Farmhouse 
www.swinsidefarmhouse.com

Whinlatter Forest 
Mountain Biking

Newlands Horseshoe
Guide-led walk

Cockermouth
Wordsworth House

Derwent Water 
Kayaking

Derwent Water 
Bike circuit

Honister Slate Mine 
Tour

Borrowdale woodlands 
National Trust

Keswick Climbing Wall 
www.keswickclimbingwall.co.uk

Threlkeld Quarry museum 
Visit

Castlerigg Stone Circle
Sunrise visit

Causey Pike
Guide-led walk
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View from the Newslands Horsehsoe © Ronald Turnbull

Castlerigg Stone Circle

The Newlands Valley from Cat Bells

Accommodation

Activities

OWPG AGM weekend
Location Guide
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H
amish Brown, winner of the 
OWPG Lifetime Achievement 
Award in 2015, is probably 
best known as being the first 

person to complete a continuous 
round of the Munros in 1974, and 
as an enthusiastic promotor of the 
Atlas Mountains of Morocco. 

 

He is perhaps less well known as 
a naturalist and educator, who 
introduced generations of young 
people to the joys of the great 
outdoors.  Between 1960 and 1972 
he worked at Braehead School 
at Buckhaven in Fife, in charge 
of outdoor activities, where he 
introduced many pupils to walking 
in the Scottish Highlands. He later 
became County Adviser on the 
subject. 
 Brown is at pains to point 
out that his latest book is not 
an autobiography, but more 
a potpourri of his writings, 
particularly during what he calls 
his “dancing days of spring” when 
he was at his most active as a 
far-ranging stravaiger, invariably 
accompanied by his faithful 
Sheltie, Storm. This is when some 
of the best of his writing took 
place, particularly when describing 
his beloved Scottish highlands.  

 A later example is his beautiful 
description of the view from the 
summit of the seldom-visited 
peak of Roineabhal, on the Isle of 
Harris in the Hebrides. “…between 
my stance and the road over to 
Calanais (Callanish) lay a crazy 
world woven on a warp of water 
and a weft of rock. A single loch, 
as complex in shape as a piece in 
a jigsaw, could reach into a dozen 
kilometre grid squares on the map, 
or a single grid square could hold 
a dozen lochs.”  

P
ilgrims of one kind or another 
– from Chaucer’s motley crew 
of 15th century storytellers 
to modern ramblers following 

the escarpment of the North 
Downs – have been walking from 
London to Canterbury for over 
eight centuries. 
 The reason for the original 
pilgrims’ trek was to pay penance 
at the tomb of the martyred 
St Thomas Becket, who was 
murdered by six knights apparently 
encouraged by King Henry II, a 
former close friend and confidant, 
in the north transept of Canterbury 
Cathedral in December, 1170. 
 

Although Chaucer’s original 
pilgrims traditionally started 
their journey from the Tabard Inn 
in Southwark, the author starts 
his in Winchester, claiming that 
Southwark was anciently part of 
the vast diocese of Winchester 
south of the Thames.  
 A good enough excuse, 
you might say, to include such 
attractions as a stretch of the 

N
ot another ‘Way’, I hear the 
purists complain. But this 
is an unwaymarked 97-
mile low-level route linking 

Machynlleth and Conwy and it 
threads through some of the finest 
scenery in the Snowdonia National 
Park. More mountainous loops are 
provided for peak-baggers along 
the way, which take the mileage up 
to 122. 
 Written by a mountain leader 
with 10 years’ experience in 
the hills of Snowdonia and 
backed by Cicerone’s usual clear 
1:50,000 OS mapping, it is an 
excellent introduction to Wales’s 
mountainous north.  
 Among the summits included 
in the high-level route are Cadair 

T
his is the long-awaited and 
welcome updating of Mark 
Richards’ High Peak Walks of 
1982, describing 40 walks on 

the Peak’s gritstone moorlands, 
from The Roaches in the west 
to the Eastern Moors bordering 
Sheffield. 
 The author, a volunteer ranger 
with the Peak District National 
Park, has chosen 35 varied circular 
day walks and five longer treks, 
including the classic Marsden-
Edale and Edale Horseshoe 
marathons. But it is good to see 
lesser-known long day walks, such 
as the 28-mile Gritstone Edges 
from Derwent to Birchen, and the 
15½ mile Langsett to Edale, via the 
Cut Gate Track, also included. 
 If there’s one criticism it’s the 
fact that the author cannot match 
Richards’ idiosyncratic knowledge 
of the landscape, from place 
names to snippets of local history 
– but then, few could. And the 
Peak District National Park was 
so-named when it was designated 

beautiful chalk stream of the 
Itchen, Jane Austen’s home at 
Chawton, and meeting the North 
Downs Way at Farnham before 
going on to Rochester, Guildford 
and Box Hill, and paralleling the 
M25 and M20 to Ashford and on to 
Canterbury. 
 It’s a 136-mile route packed 
with interest and history, and 
Leigh Hatts, creator of the Thames 
Path, is an entertaining and 
knowledgeable guide. 

WALKING THE PILGRIMS’ WAY
Leigh Hatts
Cicerone Press, £12.95 (pb)

WALKING THE SNOWDONIA WAY
Alex Kendall
Cicerone Press, £14.95 (pb)

DARK PEAK WALKS
Paul Besley
Cicerone Press, £12.95 (pb)

WALKING THE SONG 
Hamish Brown
Sandstone Press, £8.99 (pb)

Idris, the wild summits of the 
Glyderau and Carneddau, Moel 
Siabod, Cnicht and Snowdon 
itself, which is reached via 
Bethania and the relatively little-
used route which takes you past 
the slate mines of Cwm Llan.  

 

The low-level route starts from the 
lush Vale of Ffestiniog and takes 
in the spectacular Aber Falls, the 
Ogwen Valley and the Iron Age 
hillfort of Dina Emrys. It is well 
served by public transport links, 
which make it easy to do the route 
in day-long stages, returning you 
to your starting point.  
 Claimed to be the only long-
distance low-level route which 
passes through the entirety of 
Snowdonia, this is an interesting 
introduction to the highest land 
south of Scotland, and a timely 
reminder that there’s much more 
to the area than mere summit-
bagging.

...such attractions as a 
stretch of the beautiful 
chalk stream of the Itchen

An interesting introduction 
to the highest land south 
of Scotland

This is outdoor writing 
at its finest and most 
evocative

He introduced many 
pupils to walking in the 
Scottish Highlands

Others...
New and revised editions of the 
following guide books have also 
recently been published by Cicerone:-

WALKING THE PENNINE WAY
Paddy Dillon | £16.95
WALKING BEN NEVIS AND GLEN COE
Ronald Turnbull | Cicerone, £14.95
WALKING THE MONROS: VOL. 1 
SOUTHERN, CENTRAL AND WESTERN 
HIGHLANDS and WALKING THE MONROS: 
VOL 2. NORTHERN HIGHLANDS AND THE 
CAIRNGORMS 
Steve Kew | £14.95
WALKING THE SPEYSIDE WAY
Alan Castle | £16.95
WALKING THE COAST TO COAST PATH
Terry Marsh | £16.95

/ ROLY SMITHBOOK REVIEWS
 This is outdoor writing at 
its finest and most evocative, 
recording, as he says, “a day of 
glory given when we – so small – 
are possessed by landscape.”

in 1951, not as the Peak National 
Park as the author suggests. The 
“District” was dropped later, and 
has now been reinstated. 

Publishers’ websites
Cicerone 
www.cicerone.co.uk
Sandstone Press
www.sandstonepress.com
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Before you say it, I know I’m a crusty 
old dinosaur, in these days of Smart 
and i-phones, tablets and androids. 
(Why does new technology often have 
fruit-related names, by the way? There’s 
Apple, Blackberry and you can get 
Bluetooth too, especially if you eat too 
many Blackberries). I do have a mobile 
phone but I’m notorious for never using it 
or even switching it on. 
But the item I wouldn’t be without is my 
battered old, spiral-bound, reporter’s 
notebook. It doesn’t need batteries or 
charging (although it’s useful to carry 
a pen), and I can take a selective note 
without the need to plough through and 
edit a recording. My minimal knowledge 
of shorthand – gained after thirty years of 
daily paper, hot-metal journalism – helps 
too, of course.
I therefore believe my notebook is faster 
than a voice-recorder, and I can instantly 
look back, without the need of switching 
anything on, to check a fact or quote. 
Some years ago, Rosker Ltd, of Gosport, 
Hampshire, produced wonderful tiny little 
yellow all-weather “pocket journals” with 
waterproof paper, which you could use in 
any conditions, and which would easily 
slip into a shirt pocket. I’ve used these 
all over America, Canada, Iceland, Arctic 
Norway, the Faroes and Jordan, and they 
are without doubt my favourite piece of 
low-tech equipment which I really, really, 
couldn’t do without.

I really couldn’t do wit hout...
OWPG members wax lyrical about their cherished items of outdoor equipment

MY REPORTER’S NOTEBOOK
Roly Smith

MY SMARTPHONE
Chiz Dakin

I never thought I’d write this, but… errrm… it’s 
probably my smartphone.
 While many other things (including my 
camera) are indispensable, the exact version of 
them tends to vary depending on what I’m doing 
where and how long for. But the smartphone is 
always with me.
 I can write my route notes on it as I go and 
look at my electronic maps. I can check the 
latest weather forecast. And since my GPS went 
bog-snorkelling (but carelessly forgot to pack a 
snorkel) near the Tan Hill Inn, it’s become my GPS 
and route logger. And for longer/linear routes I 
can research transport connections, buy tickets 
and book accommodation on the way. 
 It’s adequate enough to be my backup camera 
(or only camera for blog posts/out on the bike - I 
often take cycling guidebook pictures later on). Its 
battery lasts all day, especially if I switch it onto 
fl ight mode, and is easily recharged from a small 
universal USB powerpack. 
 But taking phone calls? Nah – that’s a step 
too far, it defi nitely doesn’t need to do that 
outdoors!”
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As an end-piece to his wonderful 
children’s story, Danny, the Champion 
of the World ( Jonathan Cape, 1975), 
Roald Dahl wrote: ‘When you grow 
up and have children of your own 
do please remember something 
important, a stodgy parent is no fun at 
all. What a child wants and deserves 
is a parent who is SPARKY.’
 I’d also add ‘teacher’, for a sparky 
teacher can inspire a whole generation 
of children. An inspirational teacher 
can unlock the door to a world full 
of wonders outside the standard 
curriculum. One of my teachers did 
just that, and his impact remains 
with me sixty years after I left his 
classroom.
 ‘Skip’ Seymour was his name, and 
he was headmaster of the small village 
Junior School located just round the 
corner from where I grew up. He’d 
been a pilot in two World Wars, 
fl ying delicate fi ghter aircraft with the 
newly-formed Royal Flying Corps 
during the fi rst, and as a squadron 
leader with No 4 Bomber Command 
in the second, after which he returned 
to the Essex school where he’d been 
inspiring children since 1926. He 
knew everyone in the village and 
everyone knew and respected him. 
He’d taught my father, my uncles and 
my brother before me, so there were 
no family skeletons left to rattle in 
our cupboards by the time I entered 
his classroom in the early 1950s.
 Having survived two major wars, 
Skip found solace in the fi elds, 
meadows and woodlands that spread 
for miles around the village. To say 
he had a passion for nature would be 
an understatement, for his school was 
full of nature and its study intruded 
into every lesson he taught. His 
classroom was an extension of the 
countryside; it was adorned with glass 
cases containing a stuff ed barn owl, a 
stoat, a red squirrel and one displaying 
a tatty-looking fox with a single glass 
eye. A fl ight of mallard and teal had 
been painted onto plywood, then 

cut out with a fretsaw as a stand-up 
reminder of lessons past. We made 
nesting boxes out of lengths of silver 
birch, and learned to recognise the 
songs of robin, wren, thrush and 
blackbird before we were old enough 
to wear long trousers. 
 Skip’s enthusiasm for nature 
percolated through every lesson he 
taught, and any child who responded 
to that enthusiasm (and I was one) 
would be treated to nature walks at 
weekends and during school holidays. 

Outside the school gates he would 
walk for hours with a brisk, regular 
pace, eyes constantly alert for signs 
of life in fi eld and hedgerow, and I 
recall the naturalist’s patience that 
enhanced his powers of observation 
when he’d suddenly stop to focus on 
something far off . Without saying so, 
he taught us to be observant too. And 
to use all of our senses.
 He would encourage the chewing 
of hedgerow leaves and gather half 
a dozen diff erent grasses for us to 
identify by taste. He would send us 
up trees to study a deserted nest, then 
describe it – not just the way it was 
formed and from what it was made, 
but what it smelled like! ‘Go on, boy, 
stick your nose in it and sniff !’
 With Skip we explored streams, 
ponds and ancient woodlands. 
He knew all the hedges, spinneys 
and ditches, not just as farmland 
boundaries, but as hunting grounds 
of fox and badger; they also housed 
hedgehog, rabbit and deer. He taught 
us how and where to look for owl 
pellets, then with barely contained 
excitement would carefully unpick 
the black, furry covering to discover 
the skulls or teeth of fi eld-mouse or 
vole on which the owl had fed and 
then regurgitated. 

 Skip directed operations as we 
tried to unravel the mysteries of 
tracks pressed into the mud beside 
reedy pools where dragonfl ies zipped 
to and fro, and he’d interpret the 
song of a nightingale as though life 
could never be quite the same without 
that knowledge. What’s more, nature 
walks in his company transformed 
the gentle Essex countryside into a 
world as exciting and mysterious as 
the Amazon rain forest.
 In his passion for the natural 
world, he not only brought nature into 
the classroom but took the classroom 
into nature’s back yard. For three 
and a half decades Skip Seymour 
inspired others and spread a gentle 
man’s wisdom in his own inimitable 
style, both in school and out. He 
taught with discipline measured with 
kindness, and his love and respect 
for life in all its forms was beyond 
question. A man with an enviable 
knack of transmitting his own deep-
rooted beliefs and enthusiasms, it was 
only natural that his advice would 
often be sought by grown men who 
had once been tousle-headed boys 
dreaming (like me) in his classroom.
 Failing the eleven-plus, I left his 
school an incurable dreamer and an 
academic failure. But what I won 
from him was the knowledge that 
success is not to be measured by status 
or the size of one’s bank balance, but 
by the number of days well spent 
doing something you believe in. So I 
celebrate academic failure and retain 
a childlike sense of wonder for the 
world around me. 
 It’s possible, of course, that my own 
passion for the countryside would 
have developed without my coming 
under his spell, but my sense is that 
he pushed open a door and said: ‘Go 
explore!’ I’ve been doing that ever 
since. I greet each day as the gift it 
is, and whenever I hear a woodpecker 
drumming on a distant tree, I think of 
him and off er a silent word of thanks 
for that one man’s inspiration.

www.kevreynolds.co.uk
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ONE MAN’S INSPIRATION

With Skip we explored 
streams, ponds and ancient 

woodlands
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T he fi rst time I met Jill Smith I saw her dancing 
naked in a stone circle. At the time she called 
herself Lacey Bruce and was married to Bruce 
Lacey. This was in 1979. Jill was a performer of 

spectacular, celebratory ritual ceremonies at fairs and 
festivals. In receipt of grants for live performance art, she 
made each act a story and a journey. In her own words, 
‘the performance became a form of self-initiation into a 
deep forgotten relationship with 
the Earth, its rhythms and cycles 
and our interaction with the 
universe’. Jill ‘felt the sites weren’t 
separate from each other but 
linked into a living network which 
once had humans as part of it as 
they moved through it, tending it 
and keeping the links alive.’

  

Jill’s journeying served to 
emphasise to her how vital the 
human part of the relationship 
between earth and cosmos is. For 
most of human existence we were 
hunter-gatherers, having a deep 
spiritual connection with as well 
as a great physical knowledge of 
the landscape we moved through, 
giving back as well as taking, to 
mutual benefi t.
 As Jill wrote to me (and Jill 
received a scholarship to perform 
in Australia), ‘I’m travelling their Dreaming Paths, made 
by the creation ancestors. This is what the Australian 
aboriginal people did for tens of thousands of years. I 
am sure this is how our ancient ancestors related to the 
landscape of Britain, and that they also travelled the 
Dreaming Paths, teaching and honouring the land and 
cosmic movement through stories, songs and ceremonies, 
so that people and land are part of one whole.’
 Jill lived her relationship with the land in a tough, 
genuine way, long after any arts grant money ran out. She 
went on a series of journeys, sleeping at sacred places 
throughout the year with no tent, linking the places by 
walking and leaving gifts from one place at the next. When 
she had a son, Jill did camp in a tent but valued walking 
with the baby in a pouch at the front and with a rucksack 
on her back. Her ‘Awakening’ journey in 1982 led from 
Land’s End to the Hebrides. As Jill confi ded in me, ‘this 

was one of the most intense times of my life. It seemed 
that each site became integrated in my body and I into 
it, so I began to feel I had Britain within me and it had 
me throughout it.’ When Jill eventually lay on the brow of 
Sleeping Beauty Mountain on the Isle of Lewis the journey 
became one with her body also. The land, the mountain 
and the human as one. 
 By 1986, Jill had moved from East Anglia to Lewis. 

And so Jill Smith came to write 
the best book on the Hebrides - 
Mother of the Isles. Her unique 
qualifi cations brought this 
about. Many of you will know 
the Hebrides. If so, presuming 
you’re not already aware of Jill 
Smith’s work, you have missed 
something special. Brighde, 

Brigit, Bride speaks through Jill. 
The He-brides are the goddess’ 
isles. With anything to do with 
the Hebrides She comes fi rst and 
last. Be grateful you can send a 
cheque for £12 (inc. P&P) to Jill 
Smith, Monte Rosa, Aird Uig, Uig, 
Isle of Lewis, HS2 9JA for a copy 
of Mother of the Isles.
  You can be guided 
around Lewis and Harris by Jill 
by coming on the Network of 
Ley Hunters’ Moot, based in 

Stornaway, from Friday 13 April to Saturday 21 April, 2018. 
We’ve booked a whole hostel and a coach. You have to 
pay your own way to Stornaway and back, but we’ll grant 
free accommodation and fi eld trips to the writers of the 
best letter (or maybe, two letters) from OWPG members 
to justify this. We expect cuttings in due course, giving 
details of the Network of Ley Hunters to readers. Of course 
you’ll meet more than Jill. There will be a coach-load of Ley 
Hunters, including yours truly, too! My contact details are 
below.
 

ainM Man...
Laurence Main on the Mother of the Isles

Laurence Main
Network of Ley Hunters
9 Mawddwy Cottages, Minllyn
Dinas Mawddwy, Machynlleth
SY20 9LW, Wales
Telephone: 01650 531354.

For most of human 
existence we were 
hunter-gatherers

The land, the 
mountain and the 
human as one
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