
Horatio Clare: In Conversation 

 

On the 29
th

 May 2025 Oriel Y Bont played host to an in conversation between 

Deserters Exhibition Co-curator Caroline Humphreys and writer and broadcaster 

Horatio Clare. 

His acclaimed memoirs, travel and children’s books include Running for the 

Hills (Somerset Maugham Award), A Single Swallow, Down to the Sea in 

Ships (Stanford Dolman  Award), and Aubrey and the Terrible Yoot (Branford Boase 

Award). Horatio also presented ‘Is Psychiatry Working?’ on BBC Radio 4 and writes 

regularly for the international press. 

He came to Deserters to discuss two other books he has written: Heavy Light and 

Your Journey Your Way – the recovery guide to mental health, which is a Sunday 

Times self-help book of the year 2024. These accounts vividly encapsulate his 

experiences, reflections and learning resulting from his breakdown, psychosis, his 

sectioning under the Mental Health Act (1983) and his re-entry into day to day life.    

In front of a packed gallery audience Horatio began by saying how good it was to be 

back in Pontypridd and explained that it was this area; a walk along the Taff Trail 

and a night spent at the Star Inn, that first inspired his young self to start writing. 



The exchange started off by an examination of the nature of mental distress, 

professional and societal perspectives and the emerging modern view that mental 

distress is caused by trauma, life experiences, habits or and socio-economic 

circumstances that can impact on our mental health and our ability to recover.  

   

 I did not cross from well to ill, as the current system has it.  

Instead I experienced social, psychological and biological conditions  

which put me in harm’s way  

(p265 Heavy Light) 

 

The discussion went on to explore and discuss Horatio’s experience of being 

incarcerated within a psychiatric unit, the nature of his treatment and his views 

about the use of medication and the relationship between the rights of the individual 

and the collective responsibilities of the state.  

He spoke in personal terms about the impact on families and carers of trying to 

safeguard a family member that is in mental distress.  

Caroline talked about the role of nature in some of the exhibitors' work. Horatio 

echoed the importance of this theme and talked movingly of the importance of 

landscape from his childhood existence into adult life. This connection was 

illustrated in a passage he read from Heavy Light about his chaotic journey driving 

around Wales during his psychosis when place and space provided a brief moment of 

respite and calm: 

 

I have loved the Welsh coast since I was a small boy.  

I have made dawn walks like this, into the simple wonder of the early light,  

the sea and the birds every year of my life. The choughs feeding on the cliff top turf 

are my favourite birds, my totems. The black-backed gulls, the ravens and the rock 

doves, the gannets out at sea, the kestrels hanging in the winds of the morning  

are known to me, iterations of life and being that I hold sacred. 

 

Fantasies about aliens, world governments, Kylie Minogue, surveillance and secret 

purposes are nothing to me now. I am experiencing this place, this morning of 

bright moments, the cliff top heathers, the smell of the turf and the sea, exactly as 

they are. I am drinking fresh water where it bubbles up through the rocks on the 

edge of the sea, the pilgrims’ well. I am walking the contour paths of the cliff, 

looking north-west for a glimpse of the Mountains of Mourne in Ireland, which you 

can see if the conditions are right. 

 

This present elides with my past. If you had met me at that moment, and talked to 

me, you would have found me calm and secure. 

 (p58 Heavy Light) 

 

Following the impactful and engaging exchange conversations and debates continued 

to take place in the gallery both between members of the audience and with Horatio 

before he returned to the Hay on Wye Literature Festival to promote his new book: 

We Came By Sea: stories of a greater Britain which tells the unreported side of the 

story of the small boat crisis. 


