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Reflective Essay.
For this module I developed a series of vignettes around the theme of water, using my own memories against the backdrop of the Gower coastline; that played a huge role in my youth, and in adulthood, the Carmarthenshire coast.
In the past I have tried to write using water as a metaphor for emotions, but I found my writing to be obvious and unsatisfying. More recently I have been looking at how best to write memoir, and how to address themes that were distressing without coming across as pitiful or cringeworthy to the reader. So, it was fortunate that I picked up a copy of Mary Oliver’s book of Essays; Upstream. I particularly admire her ability to convey meaning through vivid description of objects in the scene she sets. She steps back from describing emotion and allows the reader to use their own empathy. During this module we read Alice Walker’s `Flowers`1 and I realize that she also works in a comparable way, leading the reader to draw their own conclusions rather than spoon feeding them an emotion. She describes the noose around the neck decomposed body and leaves the reader to imagine the lynching that took place. (I read Possessing the Secret of Joy some twenty years ago and the impact of its theme, female circumcision, is still strong in my mind to this day). Thus, I had my `Ah-ha` moment that would enable me to take my own writing to another level, to share experiences that may only have come out over a glass of wine with a good friend, never imagining that a wider audience may find them interesting. I found my way into writing an exploration of self.
My ideas arrived from that liminal space between dreams and consciousness, and occasionally in the shower; they refused to be rushed or cajoled, it was a case of
1 Alice Walker, “The Flowers” In Love and Trouble; Stories of Black Women. (New York: Harecourt Brace Jovanovich, 1973) 119-120.
giving my mind a reminder as I drift off to sleep that I need another snapshot memory that may be of interest to a reader. And they came, memories from decades ago that had been neatly tucked away, surreptitiously forming my character and opinions.
So my research happened backwards for these pieces, I wrote my memories and then went back to check my facts. Did the mackerel in the bucket in `Burry Port Harbour` really look how I remembered? What vegetables were actually have been growing outside the prefabricated houses in Caswell Valley? (I have a feeling that the runner beans may have been drawn from the memory of my grandfather's garden).
Rewatching the BBC News reports from the Sea Empress disaster took my straight back to February 1996, I cried as I did then and understood how strong my motivation had been to do something to preserve a sacred space. I researched the wildlife on Skomer, the names of the seabirds. It seemed important that I go back to that piece and list them as an obituary. This is how I came to discover that the oil spill came at the beginning of the breeding season, when the birds were compelled by their own nature to leave the places that they had overwintered and fly to West Wales and their probable death.
Having read The Hare with Amber Eyes by Edward de Waal as a continuation from the excerpt we read in Session 4 of this Module, (which focused on elements and things; the wind, water, fire; art objects, photographs and talismans) I could find similarities in my observations of Mrs Pritchard’s collection of ivory pieces brought home from her time living abroad, and touch upon its acceptability then as opposed to now. His writing also reminded me of my Grandmothers Japanese pieces,
although her small vases and ginger jars were almost certainly mass-produced copies. But it made me wonder if she too had read de Waal. She had been an archivist, librarian and voracious reader. (It was only at her funeral that I discovered that she had been offered a Cambridge scholarship. An opportunity she was made to refuse by her widowed father).
I usually write my first draft by hand as my thoughts have greater fluidity than when I use a keyboard. The mechanics of typing slow me down. Writing in the past tense in my first draft, whilst when I type up my second draft, I usually change to the present tense to impart a sense of immediacy in the reader. This does present a challenge. Ensuring that I keep to the same tense all the way through a piece is something my ADHD brain would much prefer to skip over, and often does.
During the module we discussed how sentence length can affect the flow of a piece; longer sentences drawing out time and shorter ones giving a sense of immediacy. I found myself employing this technique in several instances. Many of my sentences now running longer than I would have previously felt comfortable with. In `Brandy Cove and Pwll Du`, for example.” Even years later, having taken notice of my shortened breath and the display jars of tar on the chemist`s counter, I still revel in my ability roll a better cigarette than those who still partake, and smirk at the surprise on their young faces.” runs on where in the past I would have made this into two sentences. I feel that it adds to the continuity of a thought and keeps the reader in the moment.
Foreshadowing was discussed during our workshops and was a technique I employed in the first piece I wrote. ` Burry Port` starts with two young men fishing. "Charlene had a go at casting with one of their lines, but got it caught on the rocks.
We watched the gaunt figure wade heroically knee deep to free it. I refused a turn, already feeling useless.” Thus, leading the reader to the idea that the story will be taking a darker turn.
In `Mewslade` I relive the day my twenty-something year old self sees the man that raped me in my teens. Not a comfortable memory but as someone trying to write with honesty and integrity, I can`t deny this being an important life event. I am still surprised now, at my bloody-minded refusal to be driven from the beach, and how hormone driven I was, so soon after, to be noticing another, albeit less threatening, young man. Since much of my writing has been well received by my peers and lecturer, I feel empowered to explore difficult memories and uncomfortable subjects, in fact these things are demanding to be written. It has been cathartic.
There are several broad hints throughout these pieces, at my family dynamic. My sisters lack of empathy, my mother's inability to comfort me through having stitches in my foot; my father's confidence in my ability to row a boat and gut fish. My intention was to give just enough to paint a picture without seeming self-indulgent.
Giving the hint about the inappropriate thoughts of my father's crew member in `Pwll Du`, towards my innocent, prepubescent self, is a precursor to my journey into womanhood. Within in a few years I would be only too aware of the lack of coverage in my bikini in `Caswell Valley` and by `Mewslade` I have lost all innocence. In the past I have written rants on the subject, which ended up in the fire. As with Alice Walker's writing, I have come to realize that I must trust the reader with less, which ironically makes the writing more shareable.
Journeys are a theme through these pieces, through the loss of innocence, and how the use of water cleanses and sends me on to continue the next of life`s lessons; the
`single focus` which links my memories with the setting. Also the literal sense where I describe walk from car park to beach, through the sandy paths in Mewslade, the leafy tunnel and car park in Caswell Valley, the lanes in Pwll Du and the escape from hospital in Burry Port Harbour.
In Caswell Valley, the description of the clipped hedges and striped lawns highlights the mistrustful stares of the incomers, in comparison to the relaxed alternative lifestyle of the prefabricated dwellers in the valley is also a short journey through local history and society. Those that assume their place due to their wealth and those who have inherited their place but live on the fringes. I found it interesting to think that before the invention of the motorcar the Gower coast was an industrial landscape and not such a desirable place to live. Pwll Du, for example, would have been full of men quarrying the limestone to be shipped to North Devon by day, and Caswell Valley full of pubs hosting hard drinking men by night.
In `Pobbles and Llansteffan` the sense of freedom and excitement of riding a fresh horse on the beach is juxtaposed with the efforts to drag a heavy pram through deep sand. Highlighting my emotional states in both. Although the gallop on the beach was always exhilarating, I am more aware now of how my mind will jump to catastrophe despite me apparently having fun. Having worked and studied in the equine industry for two decades it is hard not to be aware of how fragile the horses locomotive and digestive systems are. I have joked in the past how they in their most base form are dinner on four legs for so many predators. How easily their lives are ended. Yet I did not mention how much damage such a large animal can do to the human body, the crushing blow of a heavy fall, the tears from being headbutted in
the face when trying to administer medicine. I did not mention the utter heartbreak of having to end the life of an animal that you have put your trust in and now trusts you to do the right thing, to end its misery. It is merely hinted at.
I wondered about the appropriateness of using many short pieces, the use of vignettes suits the times when my attention span is short but wasn`t sure how would this be received by the reader. I discussed this with a close friend; someone who has expressed a desire to read more but has her own time constraints and struggles with concentration to finish a novel of full length. She is a person of honest opinions, and I am inclined to believe her when she told me she enjoyed the pieces which I gave her to read. It occurred to me also, that in this age of social media that there would likely be a wider audience for this kind of work; literature with deliberate spaces to stop and absorb. Work to a single focus, as directed by this module, but broken down into easily digestible short stories and flash autobiography.
Ros Hudis has brought to my attention works by other writers that work in a similar fashion, such as Jenny Offill, Maggie Nelson and Sarah Manguso, whose 300 Arguments I am currently listening to on Audible. I seem have stumbled into a way of writing that is currently in vogue, and an interesting change from the novel I have been working on.
When it was pointed out to me that some of my lines were quite poetic, I decided to run with that idea and see how much I could pare down my prose into poems. It was an interesting challenge; how much could I take away from my stories whilst still capturing the essence of my original writing? How much would I change or add to make something new and not just a copy and paste of a few original sentences?
 Although the poems were written at the very end of this module, when the vignettes were on their final edit, I decided to include most of them at the beginning. I didn`t want to give too much away, I wanted them to be able to stand alone, I did not want them to be overly influenced by the fuller explanations in the vignettes.
This week I have been reading How to Grow Your Own Poem, by Kate Clanchy, as recommended by my tutor. It is a marvellously freeing book, giving the reader permission to write in the style of other poets, borrow their ideas, and make something new and personal. It has given me some pointers into my own strengths too. Strong imagery and using all the senses.
At some point in the future, I would like to add some photography to this work. The coastline that I have written about has been solace and inspiration to countless generations, and Gower is a designated `Area of Outstanding Beauty`. I think photographs would add to my writing and make a published piece even more accessible to less voracious readers, and maybe those who want something more than a travel blog, and hopefully, those who have a taste for biography in small bites.
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