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Critical commentary

In response to the module ‘Researching and Writing to a Single Focus’ I have written a short story, Snows, about the exceptional snowfall of January 1982 and its consequences for a single hill farm in Powys. This essay will discuss the choices and process that resulted in the story, with particular emphasis on the value and challenges of research.

I find it difficult to place my writing in the contemporary literary landscape, in part because I don’t feel that I’ve written enough fiction to say with certainty how I write! So far, it seems quite restrained, small-scale, contains humour and a sense of detachment or reserve. The writers I most admire (though don’t consciously try to emulate) tend to be understated, humorous or ironic and often from before the middle of the 20th century: Evelyn Waugh, Jane Austen, Stella Gibbons and PG Wodehouse. I enjoy clarity and elegance more than emotional lyricism, which I suppose is inevitably reflected in how I write. 

Having said that, for this piece, though I haven’t read DH Lawrence for decades, flashes of the flood in The Virgin and the Gipsy[footnoteRef:10663], and more specifically, the sense of helplessness and inundation, kept coming to mind. After I’d written the first draft of Snows, I went back to read the Lawrence passages again. I was surprised at how little I remembered of the book as a whole and even the description of the flood wasn’t very close to my recollection. I realised that the significance to me and the theme that I’d carried was the potential of nature, particularly weather, to overwhelm humans and literally sweep away the structure and even the entirety of their lives. I don’t write like Lawrence or share his views, but I have a similar consciousness of the proximity and power of the natural world.  [10663:  D.H. Lawrence, The Virgin And The Gipsy 1st edition (Project Gutenberg of Australia eBook 0301101h.html, 2003) chapter 9.] 


The foxes eating the sheep inevitably bring to mind the work of Ted Hughes. I can’t see much similarity to Hughes in my writing style, though I do try to describe nature in an unromanticised way that still conveys meaning. 

Thinking about my writing in relation to that of other writers is new to me and I don’t yet feel fully comfortable or equipped to do it, so this is an area that I will work on.

I chose to write about weather because I have a personal fascination with its all-encompassing nature and I wrote a cloud-related piece during this module, so a weather-related subject for the final submission was a natural progression. However, while I was thinking of ideas for this, I had a chance meeting with a person whose profession suggested to me an entirely different subject. I spent some weeks waiting for what promised to be an important and inspirational interview, while starting some online and archive research on the subject. 

At the point at which I realised that the interview was not going to materialise (or at least not in time for my deadline), I saw by chance a television programme The Big Snow of ‘82[footnoteRef:24695] about the exceptionally heavy snow in Wales in January 1982. I decided to cut my losses on the other topic and write about the snow, but I’d wasted valuable time on the diversion. [24695:  The Big Snow of ‘82 (television programme) (Channel 5, 7 January 2023)] 


The event was recent enough to have a lot of available research materials: there are television programmes and even whole news reports from the time available on YouTube, along with more recent ‘do you remember’ discussions on Facebook. Powys County Council Archives has local newspapers from the period and I also visited the offices of the Brecon & Radnor Express, who have their own archives. I used the UWTSD access to ProQuest to find relevant global newspaper articles from the period.  

The best and most inspirational source was a long interview with a local farmer. He not only remembered the snow, but actually had his diary from 1982[footnoteRef:915], in which he recorded the weather (this is reproduced verbatim at the start of Snows). The story of the snow, sheep and foxes is his story and therefore based in fact, with the human drama invented by me. [915:  Wales, E. Lewis, Diary 1982, 7-9 January 1982. Private collection.] 


The interview, with the ability to ask questions, was crucial to the story, both in terms of events and the physical realities of that much snow. Being able to visit the location (‘walking the ground’[footnoteRef:22312], as Philip Gerard describes it) of the farm and where the sheep were starving was invaluable. For example, I hadn’t been able to picture how the road would be less navigable than the fields, but as soon as I went there, it was obvious to me. Hearing that in 1982 (when I was a child in London), the farm still had no electricity, indoor toilet or telephone was extraordinary, and really helped me see the characters as having very different lives and experiences from my own. As I have some recollection of 1982, there was a risk that I would write about that world as I remembered it, but this was wholly different.  [22312:  Philip Gerard, The Art Of Creative Research 1st edition (Chicago: Chicago Press, 2017). p. 131.] 


As I researched the 1982 snow, there was a recurring tendency for those who remembered it to compare it to the previous ‘worst ever snow’ of 1963, and even that of 1947. I wanted my characters to be able to compare it, too, so I extended my research to the 1963 snows, with a brief look at 1947 for completeness. The local newspapers were very helpful for this, enabling me to build an understanding of the differences between the two winters and to therefore have sufficient background knowledge to have my characters speak about them without going into too much expository detail.

The news reports gave me an understanding of the scale and consequences of the snow, but as I wanted the story to be a contemporaneous account within a very small, self-contained world, I used only one reference to a news story of the time, the Australian national rugby team being snowed in at a hotel in Wales[footnoteRef:26812].  [26812:  WalesOnline, How heavy snow left the Australian rugby team stranded in a Welsh hotel, 2017 < https://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/wales-news/how-oz-rugby-team-left-12436721> [Accessed 10 January 2023]] 


I found the BBC’s discussion on Facebook[footnoteRef:31968] very useful: the continuing level of interest (4682 posts) indicated the significance of the event in people’s lives, while their recollections yielded small incidental details such as stinging thighs from walking through deep snow.    
 [31968:  BBC Radio Wales, ‘Incredible snow of 1982’ [Facebook], https://www.facebook.com/bbcradiowales/videos/incredible-snow-of-1982/10156322773040715/ 8 December 2017 [Accessed 9 January 2023]] 

The appeal of the short story format was the scope it gives for the development of character, plot and theme in a concentrated, contained medium; to balance economy and density with story and purpose. The family dynamics of farmers in the snow seemed suited to a format where small actions and speech might have a greater impact than the subject might at first warrant.

The story is in the present tense so that there’s a sense of immediacy rather than recall.  I used a third person omniscient narrator, so the reader has access to the thoughts and motivation of the characters. I chose this having initially tried a few pages with the characters narrating in the first person. While this gave a greater directness and informality of expression, it naturally limited the ability to easily shift narrative perspective within a single interaction. I wanted a narrator who was able to reflect the point of view of different characters and to describe scenes without the artifice of someone who has lived somewhere for their whole life suddenly describing what it looks like.

The plot and setting are one tiny drama in one tiny place, of importance only to the people concerned. This was partly why I wanted to write about it: the image of the foxes was so striking, the sort of experience that would fill a podcast series now, yet it only came to light by chance at the end of a long conversation. It was so much like the ending of a short story that I felt that I had to make it one.

The character of Evan is based on the farmer that I interviewed, as I imagine he might have been at around the age of twenty. In 1982 his parents did live on the farm as described, but I never met them (they both died some years ago) and so their characters in the story are completely invented - though with some older farmers that I’ve known in mind. All families have their internal conflicts and I decided to use this quite closed way of life, exacerbated by being snowed in, as the setting for a miniature power struggle between the father and son, with the wife/mother as the unwilling third party and observer. I tried to make all three likeable, so that a reader could empathise with their different perspectives; nobody is ‘the baddy’.  

The story comprises scenes where the characters are alone, often thinking, and where they interact with one another. In keeping with the ‘as it happens’ conceit, I tried to show more than tell what was happening, and used dialogue to reveal the relationships between the characters. The scene where the mother is alone in the kitchen is intentionally different: she is often away from the action and isolated indoors (though this scene shows that she also does hard outdoor work), but is as significant in the family as the men, and more reflective. The events of the day are communicated through her, though she hasn’t actively participated.

I wanted to make it clear that the traditional female role was no less hard or important than the male. In my research interview, the farmer was initially vague about what his mother did (possibly because he was young at the time, or perhaps his father’s work was easier to understand because he did the same as him), but it gradually came out that she did all the cooking and housework, tended the chickens and made butter to sell in the village. As they grew most of their own vegetables, she’d also be a gardener. Until the late 1980s, she did this without electricity (so no fridge). The amount and significance of this work is poorly conveyed by the term ‘farmer’s wife’, so as a Feminist, I felt it was important to show this role and the character of Meinir to be equal to the men. 

I am satisfied that the story meets my aims of recording the drama of the snow and the remarkable sighting of the feasting foxes. I feel less able to judge the family drama that I overlaid; I think it is clear without being overexplained, but other readers may read it differently. I try to write for my ‘perfect reader’, though I have yet to meet them! 

Researching this piece was enormously satisfying. I learned a great deal about archives and their value, and plan to find more reasons to use them in future. I also learned that research always takes longer than planned: each visit was around twice the expected length (archivists are very enthusiastic) and the elapsed time to interview a person was much greater than I’d anticipated. This piece had a fixed deadline and so all delays were magnified; I will never again tentatively switch subjects midway through a project!

In terms of using research, the face to face interview yielded the most potent - and completely unexpected - results. The other sources provided some specific points that added veracity, plus a general feeling of confidence in the subject, so that it ‘...works because it’s authentic’[footnoteRef:2339]. [2339:  Michelle Boyajian quoted in Philip Gerard, The Art Of Creative Research, p. 177.
] 


The most significant finding for me was that given a skeletal story and a lot of research, I was able to make the piece that I did. It is very satisfying to see how the application of effort and craft to facts can make something entirely new.    


(1935 words)
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