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Life can be stranger than fiction on Dartmoor

Laurence Shelley's first novel was inspired by a seres of unusual experiences. .

When my wife dreemt that | walked
aoross Devon, | just had to do it. But
umeanny encounters on Dartmoor mads
me think | was dreaming. &t Mary
Tavy | chanoed upon & touring theatre
production and was picked out of the
audienoe to act az & dying funeral
director. But life went on. When the
pley ended, | landed the lastprize ina
raffle. "Back from the dead.’ | said, &z |
oollectad & splendid dezk tidy with pen
and notebock. The die was cast. | was
rebom - as a first-time novelist. It took

meny years to bring the novel to fruition,

much aszisted during an WM& in Fine Art
at the Arte University Plymouth which |
embarked on &t the tender age of 80!

The story told in Visions of Wilderness'
iz of a man revisiting childhood hawnts
on Dartmoor to haip rebuild hiz lifa,
after brain damage from & hesd-on

car crash led to marriage break-up,
homsleszness and profound loss. Itis

baszed on the real-life sxperiencas of
zomeona | knew. My challenge was
to bring the real world of & shattered
outeast alive. | never imagined that I'd
also relive pest heartaches. | decided
that one source of zolace would be a
role model — his grandfather, Bardy.
But where might he have lived? An
ovargrown cottage near Manaton
caught my eye, just as the owner
drove up. When | explained
why | wae there, ha told me
he once lived near Briztol,
as'| did. Incradibly, we had
& dearly-foved mutual
friend, an artist whoze
inspiration oritically supported my

recovery after my mother’s early death.

We both had his paintings! He'd bean
my rola model.
That coinoidence wes extracrdinary

encugh. but future disooveries
became aver more intertwined with

my cheracter: A oolourful zoarf | found
ebandoned on & tor, was picked up
by both of us, and Scarf became my
protagonizt’s nickneme. Fact and
fiction were virtually inseparable.
My researches on Dartmoor had
us tramping tors stesped in untoid
myths, wild camping. gatecrashing
& baptiam, shacking up ata
farm adventure centre,
and sampling the exotic
nightlifa at Goozey Fair.
All theze enoounters helpad
Soarf rathink who he was and
forge & new dirsction.

But my most telling exparience
WaE Doming across @ decerted
sguat at Tevistock. The previous
squattsr kad slept in a chad, with
“Escape’ sorawled on one well, and &
derelict houze nearby decorated with
mystical images. Strong clues convinced
ma that thiz vivid imagination was that
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of a creative young woman. After the
book was publizhed, | had to find out
how she fared. For privacy reasons, | can
only say that | wesz privileged to hear the
poignant news from & family member
that she had left home as a teenager
and, now about 30, still received

mantal healthcars, though far from
home. | was pleased to return some of
her belongings and gift & copy of my
book. Especially gratifying waz that my
imagined account of Soarf's meeting
with the teenager end interpretation

of the paintings and aura, had brought
them much joy and comfort.

My fiction led me to rezearch today's
raality where young people can be
overwhelmed by mental and emotional
pressures. The long-term impact of
verbal or sooial media abuse can bs a2
devastating as violenca. Happily, the
Tavictock area iz now well placed to
provide the early support my female

squatter and Scarf needed. The Maks

A Difference charity runs a drop-in
centre undarnesth the arches near
Taylor Square for anyone 18 or over with
mental health concerns. From 12noon
to 4pm on Mendaye, Wednesdays and
Frideys you can talk fresly with thoze
who ve oftan had similar experiencas,
and speocializt advice iz availabla on
Mondays, 10am to 1pm. The venue
bensfitz from a kitchen. board game
tacilities, art and oraft activives. T-chirt
and mug printing, with 8 woodworking
room planned. Young men often find

it diffioult to &ir problems, zo the Man
Down talking zeasions for the 18+ at
Tavistock Library every other Tuezday at
7pm are a great safety valve. Just one
drop-in chat can make all the difference.

if you'd like to know where my outcasts
new life took him, copies of Vizions

of Wildernezs' are svailable from
Bookztop, Market Strest, Tavistook
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es, with

cour com munitywebst s wwwmoortoseaand do.co.uk

or poztage-free from my webzite at
thetigpublicetionz.co.uk. There you can
read about my factual journeys into

the unknown. Stranger than fiction, of
pourse!

Lawrence Shetlay

Lauranes will be talking acFlymeouth
Litgrary Fectival on 15 February 2026

Visions of Wilderness
By Laurence Shelley

A oar cragh has s devastating affect.
with the ooz of home and family

‘turning the protagoniat into &n outoast.
-Reliving childhood memoriez in the &ll

too real wildernesz of Dartmoor, chance
meetings give him glimpses of a new
life. Will he meet with redemption ._.
or retribution?
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