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The British Chamber of Commerce maintains a three-room closet in San
Francisco, that is, a downtown office. The rooms are shallow. They line up
and look gloomily into each other. Something beside the view is missing.
The other arm of the cross, I thought. Mr. Frank Elton, the man in charge,
was however a cocoon of hope: jolly, round and red.

I had only wanted directions, a map and a hint or two about new pence
and winkle pickers. I had never been to London before.

Mr. Elton explained how much our countries have in common. “Why
half our North Sea oil is owned by U.S. Companies,” he said. Then he detailed
how dependent the U.S. and England are on each other for manufacturing
sites. “We do each other’s laundry,” he added confidentially.

I thanked him and went to the British Consulate. Two of the staff were
reading the newspaper and rooting for their country in the cup match. “We
didn’t have as many opportunities to practice because of the weather,” the
librarian said angrily. She wasn’t talking to me, but I asked and she turned to
the latest predictions. More fog, frost and rain were all expected.

I decided to insulate myself against the gloom by staying at the Savoy.
Besides, I liked the song. I also had to attract money to pay for the trip as well
as a next film, although I wasn’t very concerned about finding the fat hen of
high finance. The Regretta Garboed interested me more.

The London Film Festival, held at the National Film Theater, is the last festival
of the year, and the LFF styles itself as a festival of festivals with features
from Cannes as well as the smaller festivals such as Nyon (Switzerland) and
Tampere (Finland). The marquee, a small lit area above the doorway, read
“84 films from 27 countries.”

The language in the lobby shifted with the film showing, but there were
no strangers. In art, boundaries are fluid. The common ground is metaphor.
Each nation demands its own, and each filmmaker provides one. Metaphors
are windows into other worlds. The screen is international territory. In a
darkened theater we are nowhere else.

1

2nd serial rights
510-549-2461
elihu@att.net
7660 words



A Senegalese film of ritual brilliance fascinated me. Quick perceptions
of slow movement, a heroine with the power of transformation. Her beauty
insists on itself, she rules.

Visions follow each other like mirrors on opposite walls, like icicles
inward in one German film, but another stars Dennis Hopper and has a
surreal dynamism I haven’t seen before. The eerie color, the glowing people,
the exhausting murders, the birds screaming at the wet sunrise: “You changed
the blue!” is a death threat, and art defined.

One film sets off another, they are all linked in memory, the human
chain holds. There are no awards, but the Festival is still a political forum,
a parliament of sight. The theater darkens. The 466 seats are as comfortable
as any in a private screening room. The solid, gold and black curtain parts, the
drums roll, the horns rise announcing The Twenty First London Film Festival,
which began with Bertolucci’s ‘1900”, but my memory always slides back to
now, six days later, and on the screen in jiggling letters, words flash:

The U.S.A.
presents

and my short begins, it’s only four-and-a-half minutes, it isn’t even a film, it’s
really a slide show, in conception as well as in fact, the still pictures are barely
animated. They fall one after another, tripping with the music, which is an
old piano roll pumped at different speeds, held back and overwound. I’m not
really worried, the film has already had a good review. The laughter comes
quickly and grows to the end. The commissioner in the hallway is humming
the music. A young sandy-haired lady is looking for more information. “I liked
the slide show, even if at first I didn’t know what was going on,” she said to her
friend, “I liked it because it was short.” “There’s nothing worse than expecting
to see a short and finding it long,” he answered. I saved my comments.

The film is a satire/celebration of Americans painting the Colors of the flag
all over the landscape. The images free associate with each other, speeding up
in the end into a blur, out of which jumps an old fun house clown with a glow-
ing red nose, a red bow tie and a red, white and blue hat. Weathered, proud,
spirited, clownish. Silly, sometimes, but a political Rorshach. The film blots
both ways, is meant to. People see what they believe. They define themselves.

Webfooted Friends, a film that has nothing to do with ducks is the title.
At the Moscow Film Festival, the Russians renamed the film Friends. In
Switzerland the film was called Friends of the Webbed Foot. In Greece, One
Duck but What a Duck.

That’s politics.
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In Norway the film had a special history. A real friend Petter Riekeles
took the film visiting. The government film agency, Statens Filmsentral, saw
the film as anti-American and didn’t want to have anything to do with it; the
independent film societies, Norske Filmklubbers Forbund, saw the film as
pro-American and didn’t want to have anything to do with it. Norway’s only
television station, NRK, appreciated the film but televised other images of
mine. The American ambassador, Louis A. Lerner, also enjoyed the film as an
American portrait and screened it for the embassy staff.

Actually the film is an exercise in aesthetics, an attempt at focus, from
a perspective sometimes blind to itself. Mostly, I’d found images that said flag
though there were none in them, and vice versa, yes, that is, the images said
nothing though there were flags in them. The play of perspectives can be
controversial. Some complaints have been registered. But cheers and laughter
are the more usual response. (An occasional boo and a certain self-conscious
silence have also been duly noted.)

London didn’t change the title. “Very lively and highly amusing,” the Festival
brochure read.

Going there, my plane was a ten-eleven. It holds nine across. New York
was already dark when we lifted off. The northern lights danced to the left.
There were 160 mile-an-hour tail winds.

The plane landed in London on Remembrance Day, the equivalent
of Armistice Day in the U.S. Outside Buckingham Palace, converging on the
gates were toughs in black leather jackets, the kind usually glistening with
sadism and the killer instinct. However, the faces were solemn, peaceful,
almost reverent. Red poppies were pinned to the jackets. The scene startled
me. I couldn’t reconcile black leather patriotism with anything I’d encoun-
tered before, until I remembered teddy boys, the term for lower class toughs,
or more generally, any street kids, and saw them in action.

It was on the King’s Road, the Telegraph Avenue of London, a street
where new ideas are tried and sold at a good price, and a crowded street on
a Saturday afternoon. Strutting in front of me were four fans of punk fashion.
They bristled with purple crew cuts. The women as well as the men wobbled
on high square heels.

I dropped the still camera to my side and put my thumb on the shutter,
preparing to catch the four at an angle as I passed. Suddenly they were falling.
Four shabby, shaggy teddy boys had run into the punkers and brought them
down kicking them as they fell. The four punkers crawled into a store and out
the back way. The teddy boys had attacked on the run, then bounded across
the street into a bar.

I hadn’t pressed the shutter. The sudden clear sight of a six-foot-three
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teddy boy swinging his boot into a girl’s side had made me reach out, but
my momentum had carried me ahead and people had stepped in between
to watch. They stared blankly, as if they too didn’t understand the intended
injury.

Up the road I came to a punk fashion store called Boy. A fifteen-
year-old with pink hair and chains of safety pins, an idea inspired by overly-
expensive zippers, but conveying an emotional diaper effect, flapped his arms
in mild panic, hurrying his look-alike friends into the store. Another band of
teddy boys was on the way. Over my shoulder a man said, “You should go
down the end of the road half-a-mile to the Seditionaires. Its windows are
painted white. Don’t dare go inside. Headquarters of the International-Punk-
Rock-Movement-of-the-World it is!”

”No thanks,” I said. To see a group so pale and pathetic, who I was
supposed to admire and be afraid of, in spite of their straight-jacket look,
didn’t appeal, even from a documentary perspective, and watching the teddy
boys beat up the pink-heads wasn’t my kind of show.

Also, I had my own paranoia to deal with, and a different theater to
attend.

I had invited the Ambassador, Kingman Brewster. “It’s unlikely our schedules
can be matched,” he answered. I would have liked to see his response. If
I thought like a producer, I’d have had contingency plans for having the
ambassador kidnapped, thrown like bubble gum into the Thames, and made
into a musical comedy.

Instead I checked at the Embassy to see if surprises were planned for
me. Before I left San Francisco, the U.S.I.A. had asked what they could do.

My paranoia was nothing compared to the Embassy’s. The place was
a pillbox: gray concrete and bare insides. The scrawny fumbling Marine
guards looked like punkers in a different uniform. Worse, these were armed.

Strangely, though, everyone at the door seemed new to his job. Each
man there was caught between the routines of caution and those of welcome
and tried to go both ways, and each man was a jumble of small anxieties as
a result.

From all appearances, however, I wasn’t expected. Which was fine.
Beyond the satire and wash of political thinking was the simple fun

of making a film. The son of Imogen Cunningham, Ron Partridge, a friend
and political tuning fork, had wanted the film to be comparable to a “whoop-
um-up” at a county fair. My own politics are peace, prosperity, but a party
first, and Ron’s suggestion, modified, had had the right ring.

Next, I went to the box office to pick up the tickets I’d ordered There were
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none. All the films I’d wanted to see, including my own, were sold out.
I went back the following day. The tide was full on the Thames. The

sweeping cement terraces of the National Theater echoed the Embankment.
My hotel held one side of the Thames, and the National Theater braced the
other. The Waterloo Bridge was the uninspired link, a wide flat roadway with
low railings, a runway that offered no flight and kept no promises.

Once introduced, however, to Ken Wlaschin, the Director of the
Festival, who turned out to be from the Midwestern U.S., I was immediately
invited to a Directors’ Lunch and given reserved tickets to everything I
wanted, as well as a pass to the Festival lounge, which was actually a smaller
private screening room at the top of the spiral staircase, and which continually
served free coffee and French almond cake.

I settled into the role of filmmaker and enjoyed the spoils.
The hotel was luxury. Barely mention your name and there was some-

one to take your key, another person to hand you your mail, a third to start
the door revolving for you, a fourth to call a taxi and a fifth to open the taxi
door. All you had to do was smile, nod and continue on your way.

I couldn’t get used to any of it. I began using the wing elevator and
keeping my key with me. The wing elevator was a luxury in itself, however.
It was designed like the back of a carriage, with padded white tufted walls
and a cushioned seat and an immense sense of privacy.

The Festival had a similar feeling, that of being in a special place with
a limited membership. Here, though, the low ceiling and soft lights of the
theater lobby create a close warmth. Film posters, friendly expectant faces,
half-lit hallways, the cozy bookstore, all relaxed me. The air itself seemed
cushioned. The raw cold and near-freezing rain encountered on the Waterloo
Bridge were quickly forgotten.

Most film-makers decide, somewhere in the course of the game, that to
obtain a larger budget, they have to learn how money thinks, as if it does
so independently of people, which of course isn’t the case.

At the Directors’ Lunch, Leslie Hardcastle, the Controller of the
Festival, sat next to me, after he’d finished serving the cheese.

His was the only name on the tickets. Opposite Leslie was the former
festival director. Leslie decided to entertain.

“My wife and I are separating,” he said, laughing. “She’s at one end of
the room with Economic Analysis, Technology Management and Organizational
Diagnosis, and I’m at the other end with The Peter Principle, The Money Game,
and Parkinson.”

“I’m going to cause accounting some problems,” he went on, “We have
a Rolls and Cheese on the payroll, and I’m not telling anyone they’re people.”
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He leaned slightly toward me and lowered his voice. “You know we talk
a lot about Italians, Yugoslavs, Poles, Jews and everyone else, but bureaucrats
are the problem,” he said. “They’re not a national or racial type, they’re
a human type, universal. They’re the ones I hate.”

His remarks were very familiar. I felt at home, we could have been any-
where, though it had been a long time since I’d been with intellectual tangles.

Slowly, though, the conversation drifted up to the economic minister
of Scotland during World War II and his eccentric but total respect for money.
“He was lucky to have so many good civil servants under him,” the former
director said, explaining the minister’s success.

Smiling in disagreement, Leslie brought the conversation back to
Festival business. During the day I took care of my own. I began a hundred
conversations which continue toward new films. I walked through London
visiting distributors. I rode the oak escalators in the subway and watched the
disciplined ads. I met publishers, including Barry Miller, the publisher of “The
English Sunrise”, and discovered again that well-produced books usually begin
in seemingly abandoned buildings.

“I may move to the U.S. There’s nothing here anymore,” Barry Miller
said. “Most of our books are sold there.”

Each night I returned to the theater, above which neon straws of light,
arranged in open triangles, climbed on top of each other, to no conclusion.

Always, I crossed the Waterloo in a hurry. I began to sit in a tunnel, on
a ledge in my mind.

The Thames was dark, without reflections. Strikes, attempts to cripple
the country, kept most lights off.

The lady from Malabar Gardens, with her Cleopatra cut, lit the scene.
“Give me a handsome rat anytime,” she said.

I looked over my shoulder, and met Agnes Varda. “You couldn’t sell
any pictures of me here,” she said. The audience had attacked her, squarely.

The illuminated were more interesting. One woman deliberately
chopped off her dyed hair and wore army fatigues. Her husband followed
her about saying to everyone who would listen, “Ghastly, isn’t she?”

Then there were the women on ITV, the Commercial television
channel, “we’ll piss on your leg,” they sang, as part of the “Rock Follies of ‘77”,
sponsored by liquid green Fairy soap.

Strangely, the only goddesses were green and left over from the last war
and were in fact fire engines being used by the army while the actual firemen
were out on strike. For some reason, new fire engines only were also allowed
to strike.

One part of my mind kept searching for laid-back, laughing, health
food addicts, but the California style hadn’t arrived. (It may have been hiding
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on other streets.) Jangled nerves, a sense of distress were everywhere. No
one hung out. People smoked incessantly, even on subways, which is legal
in London in every other car. The most successful film distributor was no
exception. He went to his vacation sucking on cigarettes, continuously, noisily,
as though at straws.

“You’re saved! “ the lady said. She’d overheard my thinking. I’d planned
a trip to Wales. “I have a free week,” she said. “Can I come with you?”

“Who are you?” I asked.
“The Lady of the Lake,” she said. “I claim kin. One of my ancestors was

Scott’s inspiration.”
I thought of her more, except when she was being puddly, as the morn-

ing mist, with her pale eyes and hazy ways and her insistence that she was in
exile wherever she went.

We were constant companions. I decided to take her to Wales with me.
She would have preferred to be in Paris gathering rust for her collection. She
had samples from three continents. Crushed bottle caps, railway flares, and
weather vanes interested her most. “I have rust spots in my eyes, in the blue,”
she said, leaning so close I couldn’t see anything else.

We were in the lounge at the top of the spiral stairs. I was allowed
two guests. The room was vibrant, crowded and warm. I heard a man’s voice
suddenly, bragging, “We have money in “Hitler”. I think it’s our version that’s
being shown,” he said. My head must have lifted abruptly. The man was
staring at me also. A squirrely sort, but open-faced, of the tic-tac-toe
mentality. Nine squares summed up his mind.

I sat through one part of his movie; “Hitler, a film from Germany”.
It was more irritating than interesting. It was bad theater and worse photo-
graphy. It tried to bend the finger of guilt. It said Hitler was only a pathetic
puppet of his time. If politics is national disguise, art is personal disguise. The
filmmaker did not assume any. The film was shown on the BBC, a few nights
later. I listened to the radio. “Greensleeves” and “Glory Hallelujah” — British
religious piped music — were the sign-off.

The Lady of the Lake didn’t have a “patriotic” passport either, as the
British refer to their own. Thanksgiving was only a few days away, and where
I spent that day began, not so strangely, to matter to me.

I had a liberty penny and a $5 red brass gambling token from Lake Tahoe in
my pocket. They were the toll I could pay.

I was looking for a bridge, a way to hold things together, as well as a
path to the other side. My curiosity grew with the cold. I wanted to step out-
side. I wanted to see the wilds of England, if indeed there was such a thing.

What is best holds out the longest, in the mountains and other wilder-
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ness, where there is space to think and stars to find.
The ration the day before Thanksgiving was five kernels of corn, I’d

learned.
The most hostile, remote spot on the British mainland was, I heard,

the North of Wales. No one British who I spoke to wanted me to go there.
I decided Wales is where I had to be.
Besides, Elihu Yale was buried there, and there Gerard Manley Hopkins

found his style. Lewis Carroll wrote Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, visiting.
The Devil’s Bridge inspired Handel and the falls above helped Wordsworth.
Then too there was the Cader Idris, the poet’s mountain, and in the south,
Laugharne, where Dylan Thomas put himself to pasture, before going to
die in the U.S.

The United Kingdom is composed of England, Scotland, and Ireland, the rose,
the thistle, and the Shamrock; Wales has the leek; Wales is only a principality;
its symbol is not represented on the crown, Prince Charles explained, on TV.

“Wales is only slightly larger than New Jersey,” the guide book added.
I remembered my history: whereas towns in the U.S. were originally

chartered by the King “in order to show a profit,” Wales had been mined too
deeply.

The castles of Wales are symbols of conquest.
Other reasons aside, The Lady of the Lake wanted to go here because

she had no expectations. She was tired, she said, of traveling to the romantic
places and finding a parking lot and a toll gate and so much else you didn’t
see in the photograph. Simply, Wales was not in her romance. The Welsh she’d
met complained too much that the toll was only collected on the British side.

By chance, I rented a Vauxhall Cavalier, a small British Chrysler.
“We can be two Roundheads in a Cavalier,” my companion said.
“Not that again,” I answered.
The Lady of the Lake — her real name was BJ — was always taking

showers. She slept on rainbow pillow cases. She had two cats she’d saved
from drowning. She wore high-heeled hiking shoes. She had a burned-out
hair dryer. I liked her the more for them.

One day I want to write a piece about morning sickness and the
pioneer mother, far from the Leather Nun and other foreign illnesses, and
in a different time warp. But this wasn’t the trip.

While still in London, I’d received a letter from Black Star, a photo
agency in New York, encouraging me to pursue my idea of a literary tour
of Wales from a photographer’s perspective.

The M-l is a primal road in detective fiction. I kept expecting to see a lorry
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overturned in the fog and two, dark criminals making a dash by the roadside.
Driving was a different steering wheel and a new set of rules. Staying

to the left, sitting to the right reminded me of tracking on a video monitor.
Here, though, driving was an all-day game, tiring till I stopped thinking
about it, which happened almost immediately. My brain made the cross-
over quickly.

Stafford was the first stop, it was still in England. We stayed at a
middling place, full of Agatha Christie creaks. They joined us for dinner.
That is, in an empty dining room, a couple of thin gray refinement sat down
at the next table.

“Are you feeling better?” the waiter asked them, leaning forward
solicitously after the entree.

“How do you mean that?” the woman asked, with indignity.
“I mean have you had enough?” the waiter answered casually.
“Certainly!” the woman said, agitated. The waiter wandered off, smiling,

seeming very satisfied with himself.
“I suppose asking after my health could be a Midlands’ sales technique,

but the gentleman was Spanish, wouldn’t you say?” the lady asked of her
husband. He nodded in agreement. An edge of anger entered the woman’s
voice. “One can be friendly without being familiar,” she said emphatically.

“You’re quite right, madam,” the second waiter said. “There is a proper
way. I used to work for the Cunard Line, on the Queen,” he added.

“You must miss it,” the lady said, smiling.
“Yes, madam, I do,” the waiter answered. I couldn’t help thinking how

untenable these people would be in California, though the second waiter
looked as if he’d been there. He also looked not more than thirty.

Thanksgiving came. We crossed into Wales. Now there were signs in two
languages, Welsh and English, and here and there the English had been
painted out, with deliberate crudeness. In a butcher shop window in the
town of Ruthin, a picture of the Queen hung on a meat hook next to a leg
of lamb. BJ photographed the window. We cut south through the wooded
hills, to Llangollen. On the final curve of the road, the golden light of sunset
in contrast with the icy grayness of the abbey ruins, below the rim of the hill,
made us stop awhile. We walked a few feet for a different view. Next to the
abbey was an open field. There, about 50 mobile trailers waited by themselves,
like a stalled congregation.

We decided to continue to the base of the mountain, to the greater
wilderness of the National Park and have dinner there.

Because she couldn’t pronounce it, BJ called the place Betsy-Wetsy-
Coed. The actual name is Betws-y-coed, which in Welsh means Sanctuary in
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the Woods. The buildings tend to be stone.
We checked in at the old lodge on the river. A young woman from

Maine showed us our room. We had arrived after dark, having had to pass
through a blinding snow storm. We waited for dinner, downstairs, in the
sitting room. BJ and I went through the musty books on the shelf. They
seemed to be library throwaways, all.

I could hear voices over my shoulder. At the other end of the room, a
lumpish middle-aged man and an attractive younger couple introduced them-
selves to each other. The couple were from Greece, they said. They wondered
why the castles of Wales were in ruins. The woman commented, “I was rather
surprised that the Welsh haven’t reconstructed the castles, so people can see
what life was like at the time.”

“Those castles were not exactly meant to entertain Greek tourists,” the
man said. “They were rather the last defense against the Hitlerian English!”

I assumed from the man’s short and portly stature that he was Welsh.
In any case, he had no excuse for not knowing what he was talking about.
Llewellyn the Last was defeated by Edward the First. Edward had built most
of the castles in Wales, to insure English rule. The castles had been allowed
to decay because they were no longer needed.

The conversation continued into the dining room. There, the woman
revealed she was English, and the middle-aged man, that he was German.
He was also an architectural engineer on his way to the nuclear power plant
in the mountain. The woman was alarmed.

“People afraid are a little hysteric, don’t you think?” the man said coyly.
He didn’t give the woman a chance to answer. Instead, with no transition,
he began to compare conquerors. “The French are the worst,” he said, “They
converted people. The Turks on the other hand were pretty good, I think.
They respected the religions they ruled. Would you like to see the power
plant?” the man continued, “We can from here. The lights will be on. The men
work all night...I usually take people to the National Theater, to show what
else can be done with concrete.”

The woman was anxious and angry at once. “What do you think of
Scotland?” she asked.

“It’s an acquired taste,” the man said, with a bland smile.
The woman excused herself. Her husband followed.
BJ and I enjoyed our turkey dinner, nonetheless. Afterwards, we went

upstairs, through a series of different sized doors, to our room. I switched on
the radio, hoping to hear Welsh music.

The Romans, in the first century A.D., were intrigued with the way
Welsh sang “in parts.” A chorus was not one voice, but many, in counterpoint,
interweaving, harmonious.

10



I had seen too many newsreels here of a different ideal: that of German
armies spread across the world, all singing in unison, with one rhythm, in sin-
gular devotion, Silent Night, Holy Night; the need for spiritual peace achieved
through world war.

In everyone’s mind WW II seemed still to be happening. The only
music on the radio, however, was Country-and-Western, introduced with an
English accent. The galloping rhythm of “I’ve Got the Horse and You’ve Got the
Saddle” echoed strangely in the tiny room. I remembered hearing that Wales
identified with the American West. The fantasy didn’t work. Diminishing di-
mensions set in too quickly.

BJ and I stepped downstairs and outside, for a walk.
The snow had stopped, the sky was clear. I didn’t see the power plant.

We walked along the stream, which came from the mountain. I wondered
what water we drank at the hotel, but the problem of invisible pollution was
swept downward by the light on the water. It luminesced cold blue, except
in the shadow of the trees. There white water plunged out of the stones. The
moon was a near-perfect circle, the stream bank wet and glistening. Yellow
roses near the lodge seemed to be imperceptibly unfolding. The people inside,
in their nest, no longer mattered.

Still, I was not in Wales in my mind. In the theater of night, the light on
the water revealed other images. Maybe I’ve stared into too many developing
trays. Perhaps not enough. I removed my glasses. As a photographer, I can
change reality, even without touching it: all things are of the mind. Sometimes
only photographs are real.

I wanted to lose that sense completely, escape the camera and every-
thing I’d done. The colors of the flag are unnatural. After the film, I’d
photographed only orange, green and brown for six months.

The roses, before, frozen in mid-animation, now quivered, their petals
bunched against the cold.

The bridge I wanted to find was indeed a mountain.

The popular legend of the Cader Idris requires people to spend the night in
the saddle of the mountain: by morning each person becomes either poet or
madman.

If there was once a fountain of youth, why not a saddle of poetry, al-
ready found, where there was a standing chance to talk with the wind awhile?

We left Betws-y-coed early in the morning and entered a long narrow
valley. The wool of the sheep gathered and dripped like the thick moss on
the ground. The vivid green of the hills overshadowed the patchy snow. The
clarity of the air was incredible. BJ and I got out of the car and for a while
walked along the fence at the roadside
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Suddenly two RAF fighter planes, in camouflage colors, rocketed
directly overhead, at under 1,000 feet, rising, diving, first one, then the other,
the length of the valley. In seconds, the two swept-wing jets were drifting
downward in an arc, accelerating into the next pass, like supersonic wasps in
the most dangerous mating game.

The peace of the valley was stung.
BJ said I ducked.

We had only a week. We wandered for two days. Nothing else reminded me
of Texas. My eyes grew used to the light. The electronic joyriders in their jets
played invisibly in other valleys. The Welsh were friendly. They smiled first.

I pursued the idea of a literary tour.
Given that there was now less than a week, all I could do I decided

was knock on a few doors, peer in windows and map the land for another visit.
There was no way to explore everything. I decided to enjoy myself and let the
focus come of its own.

What I wanted anyway couldn’t be found in a poet’s study. What I
wanted was something that each poet saw beyond the running wood walls
and the blue-gray view, something that only the poet could see, something in
short impossible to photograph. What I was looking for was the shape of light,
a direction and distance, metaphorically attained, that made the Welsh poet’s
waterfall of words visually meaningful: an impossible quest, like cloudlight on
a blue day, and an impossible goal, to capture the broken weather of the
human frame in my camera-cupped hands.

Challenge is everything. It measures itself.

The Cader Idris is only three thousand feet, but it is a mountain, hostile if
you want it to be, or friendly and unimposing. There are many approaches.
Some straight up, some at a gradual angle till the last one hundred feet. There
are stairways cut in the snow and cairns to mark the trails. Given BJ ‘s shoes,
though she was an excellent climber, we chose the easier way, though it meant
three times the distance.

At the bottom, the stone walls were held together by oatmeal-like
cement. Ferns grew in the gaps. Thick blankets of moss, patched with snow,
bordered the path. The sun didn’t rise high enough to melt anything on the
north side of the mountain.

Hail, like fine white gravel, covered the higher ground. Frost on the
exposed rock walls glittered like mica. Water trickled in the crevices.

We climbed to the lowest part of the spine and found our way upwards
from there.

The rust-colored grass shone wetly on the southern side.
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At one time the British Isles were at the bottom of the sea.
The saddle of the mountain is slate and curves gradually between two

granite peaks. In the saddle, three low stone enclosures, each large enough for
only one person, had been built without roofs, in makeshift fashion.

We joined about thirty people already grouped near the peak. Most
were Welsh and well-equipped for climbing. Many looked like they were
prepared to spend the night as well. No one did.

New people kept arriving. Others left. In twos and threes, mountaineers
came from all directions, stayed awhile, shared sandwiches and then wandered
off, leaving the exhilaration of the climb behind. Faces visibly dropped as they
turned downward. (Two people died that day, on another mountain, twenty
miles away.)

BJ couldn’t find anything properly rusty. An orange rind and a peach
pit were the only litter.

Suddenly a high-school class, spread out in single file, marched into
view on the south slope. Many in the class wore dark jackets, new red woolen
caps, and white knee socks outside their pants, but no two outfits were the
same. Each had its own weave and different highlights.

The peak became so crowded I couldn’t move without bumping
into someone. Whenever I did, the person smiled with wide-eyed curiosity.
The class carried on as though they were in the middle of a playground. In
bunches, they ringed the top, wedging themselves down between the rocks
to eat, while half a dozen boys, one at a time, climbed the cement pillar
which marked the peak and burst into song, comic-opera style, grinning,
arms thrown outward, singing silly snatches from larger harmonies.

Several full-faced girls packed their knapsacks with rocks. I told them
there were more appealing stones to take home if they wanted to look;
often, where two rock faces meet, crystals can be found.

We searched between the slate of the saddle and the granite of the
peak, using the rocks themselves as pries and splitting tables, adding
imperceptibly to the rubble of the already weathered mountain.

Breaking into the smaller hollows and inner spaces of the rock, we
found hundreds of quartz crystals, some clear, some milky, even a few streaked
with rust. BJ was happy. The apple and cream complexion of the school girls
was wonderful to see.

BJ suggested that we put a few crystals under our pillows; that way
we could sleep on the mountain without having to be there.

One of the girls buried a hand-written poem, hoping “it might become
poetry by staying by itself overnight.”

We all tried to change the legend to our own ends.
I cupped three different stones in my hands and asked BJ, “Do you
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want the sludge of the ancient seabed pushed aside?”
“No,” she said.
“Or the igneous rock rising?” I asked.
“That sounds better,” she said.
“Or a cluster of interlocking crystals?”
“Which would you rather be?” she asked.
“All three,” I said.
But it was the quartz crystal which fascinated me most. I stared at it

for a long time, wishing that I too could see in all directions and blind anyone
who tried to stare into me. In fact, I was positively jealous of the crystal. I put
it, with the other stones, into my pocket, and, when no one was watching,
lifted out my liberty penny and the $5 gambling token and dropped them,
for someone else to find, into a hollow space in the rocks.

The sun slid lower, toward the murky red horizon beyond the cities of
the coast. I felt the wind more keenly. The crowd thinned. The class prepared
to leave. “We need a leader!” the girls shouted. One stumbled to the front and
led them, laughing, in a line. BJ waved them off.

I sat in the saddle, with the crystals, thinking the secret of everything
was there, in the interplay.

At a meeting of forces, there is always a point of clarity.
Sometimes the point is the center of a whirlpool, or in the violent

tearing of a riptide, or in the shattering of atomic death. The crystals, however,
were small, delicate, quiet, a semi-precious sight: faces of infinite perspective.

I continued staring at them, happy to have found them, but determined
not to leave until they revealed something more, knowing that anything more
was already inside me.

BJ sat down at my side. “I like it when you smile out of both sides of
your mouth,” she said. “You did that a lot at the Festival,” she added. “You can
smile both ways, if you want, with and at everything.”

“Was that what I was doing?” I asked, trying to see myself, and my film,
in the fading light of the crystals.

“You were grinning like a baby, I like that. Are we staying?” she asked.
The other two remaining couples looked as though they were about to

leave. Three huge crows, cawing loudly, circled the peak, as if to chase us all
away. Each whiplike thrust of wings sounded like an asthmatic gasp, warning
us of a sickly presence. The crows were scavengers. They had flown to a diffi-
cult height to clean up after the class picnic, but nothing had been left behind.

“Enemies have a function in the human hive,” BJ said, sounding like me,
I thought, “But I don’t really care to spend the night with them,” she added
with a smile, “Those crows will peck your eyes out, if there’s nothing else for
them to eat.”
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“Wonderful,” I said. We spent the evening in front of the fireplace at
the hotel in Dolgellau, reading Blackwood’s Magazine and sipping tea.

Under my pillow, the rocks gave me a headache. I convinced B.J. to
compromise and put them under the bed: she arranged them like a cairn.

The Devil’s Bridge denied its name. For 10p, a pocket price, inspiration
was offered at the railing. The signs insisted there was only one right view.
Wordsworth’s flock of words had strayed into the blades of a turnstile.
The black-kneed sheep up the road also couldn’t read the markings on the
slaughter-box.

The devil’s alphabet has sterling blocks.
Laugharne kept its legend quietly. From books, I knew to find the boat-

house, where Dylan Thomas wrote, along the estuary. Searching, I bought a
hand-made silver fountain pen, born before Thomas. The pen dripped words,
was meant to be filled with an eyedropper. The evidence of photographs sug-
gested the boathouse had moved to a narrower view of itself, or that a new
road had wedged the boathouse in, closer to the mudflats.

The further into the south I went, the grimmer life became.
Just outside Swansea, two more RAFt jets crushed the air while playing

tag just above the trees. Refineries choked the sun, turned its face red. No one
smiled; there was work in the mines and new assembly lines were being built.
In Swansea itself, the honest labor and serious smells of the library gave the
grimness purpose and a reading light.

We had one more day. The M4 was full of detours. BJ wanted to go to Bath,
the cure for England, or walk along the water’s edge somewhere. We did both.
I began photographing again and playing with the pen.

We returned to London and the molecular discipline of limited space. Taxis —
the black atoms of London, their roofs glowing with yellow electrons, calling
people out of the gray wet air — scooted about in the narrow roads.

A series of phone calls and visits indicated that most of my immediate
goals had been achieved. For each thing that didn’t happen, something else
did, and more was pending.

We went back to the Festival for one last film, Ceddo, the Senegalese
film, in which the internal metaphors were not windows into other worlds
but active social forces, from which the only escape was death, or a different
ritual. A line drawn in the dirt and the force field of her own beliefs impris-
oned the queen better than the most closely-knit steel.

By the time I was ready to leave London, my fascination with the crystals
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in my pocket was complete. The crystals had become all-encompassing
metaphors, even for their own inadequacies. I had always believed and I had
come to London believing that crystals were ultimate lenses. They didn’t
require further sight. They offered an exhilarating blindness, impossible to
achieve in any other way.

But I had stopped seeing in pictures, The facet thinking that went into
the crystals wasn’t enough. I couldn’t even look at BJ and see her in stills.

I didn’t want the window. I wanted to step, inwardly, but a cluster of
interlocking crystals didn’t work. The metaphor didn’t allow for fluid transfer.

I couldn’t think of anything better. Whenever I explored round surfaces
and rounder views I came back to the camera lens and telescopes.

Anyway, I wanted the simple clarity found in the meeting of two or
more films, or rock faces, or harmonies. If I had found a guide then, it had
to be the crystals. Yes, a thought, it was better to be part of the trapped light,
dispersed, split, splintered and ultimately brought back together again, pro-
jected on the glass screen, if only for a moment, and then to walk away, lifted.

Of course, I didn’t want to leave London. The Lady of the Lake went to
the airport with me. I had an immense sense of well-being. The crystals filled
my pocket, and the pen from Laugharne my thoughts of the future. I felt
comfortable with the film: its images were the faces of metaphor, and its light
singular. It had the possibilities of a touchstone. Flags, festivals and films were
now mountains of adventure.

At Kennedy airport, I transferred airlines and flights for the trip to California.
Metaphors for thought change with the culture. Thousands of people jostled
each other, like numbers in another game of atomic pool, in which there was
no cue ball, though everyone was trying to become one.

The headline read, “10 Women Strangled in L.A.,” The bathroom wall
said, “Mr. Goodbar was here,” in red crayon. Oh well, England did send its out-
laws here. I could feel a new paranoia rising quickly to flood level, but I was
swept along to the relative safety of the airport restaurant. There, an elderly
couple argued about who was going to drop under the table and have a
nervous breakdown first. The man claimed he was. “Then why are my hands
sweating?” the woman said, reaching into her purse for a bottle of tiny white
pills. “Do you think I’d have to take these if I didn’t need them right now?”
she asked.

Yes, I thought. The couple probably couldn’t count how many times
they’d had the same arguement, but they would try, if someone was stupid
enough to ask.

Sorry. New York does that to people.
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The crystal thinking of the Mother Country was broken. I remembered a story
Tom Ferrell told me when he was managing editor and the voice of Esquire: Street
Puerto Ricans had painted various trees in Brooklyn red, white and blue during the
Bicentennial; City officials looked the other way until after the 4th of July and
then repainted the trees brown.

I zipped the film into my suitcase. I needed new time and distance now.
In a film, music is the pulse of looking. In a book, the pace is not pre-determined. I
decided to wait awhile, before leaving all my images in New York, with a publisher.
The casual violence of the city seemed overwhelming.
I heard screams not music.

As a self-portrait, the film felt incomplete now. If anything, the images made
me vulnerable. They showed individuals celebrating themselves as well as individ-
ual celebrations of our common symbol, but not the destructive temper that often
followed. Photographs aren’t mirrors, after all.

I began looking in all directions at once, again.

I returned to San Francisco to find that while there were many reports on the
Arabs buying up London, there were also a few on the British buying in California.
Well, they’re not crazy. California’s got a good breaking pace. It’s also an excellent
place to escape herringbone thinking and let your lip down.

In San Francisco the weather was like London only not as winter, and the
radicals were becoming vegetarian family men. Nothing made sense. “Hey! I hear
the Queen just got a raise!” a man said. California? Oh, that’s where the dreams
come from.

Images don’t always jump to thought, but the buildings do.
New York and Hong Kong got here first, following their collapse. In San

Francisco, downtown, the honeycomb of light continues to grow like a predeter-
mined electric cancer. San Francisco is really still a small town, out in the avenues.

Home, I took a ride on California Street, for its two way thinking. The
street faces the sunrise and the sunset, and runs almost the length of the city.
I roller-coastered through the cable-car turn-around, remembering the trip,
turning it over as I would a crystal. Everything was clear except one thing.

I never did find out what winkle pickers are. I think they have something
to do with style.

17


