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CHAPTER 1


Why Go Long Distance Walking?


‘To tell you the truth, I’m amazed we’ve come this far,’ he said, and I agreed. We had hiked 500 miles, a million and a quarter steps … We had grounds to be proud. We were real hikers now. We had shit in the woods and slept with bears. We had become, we would forever be, mountain men.’


Bill Bryson, author of A Walk in the Woods


What’s This Book All About Then?


I remember my first multi-day walk fondly. Of course, when I say fondly, I mean it makes me wince, shudder and want to bury my red face in my armpit in shame. It was all my own stupid fault.


My girlfriend and I were shopping for lastminute supplies in Launceston, Tasmania, before embarking on the 82 km/50-mile Overland Track. ‘We’ll need sleeping mats as well,’ she said. With a macho streak I hope I haven’t exhibited before or since, something made me snort, ‘Pah. Sleeping mats are for girls! I don’t need one.’


I did need one. I needed one for every one of the five, long, cold, uncomfortable nights of the otherwise massively enjoyable trek. ‘If only I had a book,’ I thought, during one of those long, dark, cold uncomfortable nights, inexplicably trying to lay the blame for my chronic folly elsewhere. A phantom wise, learned book, all about long distance walking for beginner types, that could have told me I definitely needed a sleeping mat. I think I felt a bit better once I blamed it squarely on a book. A book that didn’t exist.


After the trek, I went looking for a sleeping mat, some humble pie and a book that might advise me better on long distance or multi-day walking. I have since bought a sleeping mat, several in fact, and the humble pie didn’t taste that great really so I’ve tried not to eat it much since. But the book I never did find.


However, as I hiked all over the world – from New Zealand’s Southern Alps to the Andes, and the Himalayas to the Pennines – I kept looking and, more importantly, I kept learning (a euphemism for ‘making mistakes’, of course; I’ve learnt a lot) until I realized that really, over a decade later, I knew enough now to write the book I couldn’t find. So here it is. Finally.


And if it tells you nothing else useful (though hopefully it does) about long distance walking, let it be this: if you’re camping or bivvying out, only a massive buffoon would do so without a sleeping mat.




[image: image]


Wessendon Reservoir on the Pennine Way, England’s oldest National Trail.




Yes, Very Amusing, but Who Is This Book for Exactly?


Well, you, really. If you already enjoy a walk – and after all who doesn’t enjoy a leisurely stroll somewhere pretty? – but have yet to try a long distance trail, or even if you have walked long distances before, this book is for you. I’m about to tell you why completing a long distance footpath is about the best thing you can ever do. Well, you know, apart from have children, travel the world and get over ten ‘likes’ on Facebook.


Multi-day walking is no longer a niche sport. In 2007 (the most recent figures), some 16 million people – 38 per cent of the population – used a long distance trail in Britain in some way. Hopefully this book gives you everything, including the encouragement, to help you to join all the people having a brilliant time on the country’s many, excellent, long distance footpaths.


Long distance walking is called different things around the world, around this country and even throughout this book. And the words are used fairly interchangeably here. People will have their own definitions about what a long walk is – 5 miles is a legitimately lengthy stroll to my 5-year-old daughter. What this book concentrates on is multi-day walks. So that’s usually trails of upwards of 20 miles, often many more. These distances aren’t comfortable for most people to cover in just one day, so the route is usually covered over several days – though many people tackle long distance paths in stages; a day here, a weekend there, maybe a week next time around. Whichever way it’s done, there’s a very real and specific joy, and a lasting sense of accomplishment and satisfaction to be had in completing a long distance trail. For many, it’s life-changing.


Why Go for a Long Distance Walk? (It All Sounds a Bit Tiring …)


Yes, walking can be tiring sometimes, especially if hills are involved. But it never needs to be exhausting. Besides, the best things in life don’t come easily and the pay-off is well worth it. And anyway, all that tiring stuff is making you incredibly healthy and fit.


Few things are more certain in this world than the simple, irrefutable fact that walking in green places is utterly brilliant. You see butterflies, rabbits and big dramatic views, feel a bit smug because it’s all so ridiculously healthy, and have a pint afterwards or some chocolate during (ideally both) without feeling guilty about it.


However, if you spend a day in the great outdoors, then retreat back to ‘civilization’ (as places with TVs tend to get referred to) for the evening and call that job done, you’re only getting a small taste of the experience. What about that starry sky, that ethereal pre-dawn light, that frolicking-fawns-at-dawn scene I paint in a few paragraphs’ time (that I probably should have written about earlier for this bit to really make sense)? You want a bit of that, don’t you? Think how happy a walk in the countryside normally makes you. Then imagine doing that again the next day. And the next. And the next … It’s about exploration. A sense of achievement. Vital, meditative time in green places. And much more.


Nowadays long distance walking isn’t nearly as tough as many people think. It certainly doesn’t need to involve lugging a back-breaking pack up dales and through bogs (though I can’t guarantee there won’t be bogs …). If you really don’t want to, you don’t even need to carry a bag. Long distance walking can be easy. Almost too easy (more anon).


This book is all about the art of long distance walking – in Britain. Because Britain’s a truly wonderful place to go long distance walking – people come from all over the world to walk this green and pleasant land (when I was last on the Pennine Way I met Americans, Aussies, Belgians, Swiss …). This is partly because of our combination of well-marked trails, lack of dangerous animals (though Yorkshire Dales’ sheep sure can get a bit grumpy), painfully beautiful landscapes that are relatively risk free and the fact they often call into welcoming villages at day-walk intervals, meaning a tent often isn’t necessary. You can get your hat blown off on the moors and mountains, but still have a glass of red by the fire at night. The best of both worlds. It’s a sort of comfortable wildness. Like me, these welcome, foreign yompers know that long distance walking is a brilliant thing to do, one of life’s greatest joys.


The Happiness of the Long Distance Walker (including the fawns at dawn bit, as promised …)


Imagine waking at first light to see a pink sky over dragon’s-back mountains, a giant lake, motionless, like glass, reflecting back the jagged peaks, fawns frolicking unaware in the morning dew – views exclusively yours. A while later (the exact time of day has become liberatingly irrelevant to you) you brew up some tea (and tea always tastes fan-ruddy-tastic in the outdoors, regardless of how milky or stewed) to go with your chocolate porridge, sling your pack on your back and amble merrily on your way whistling a tune without a care in the world.


Okay, some days it’s more like you wake from a cold night of fitful sleep, put on wet socks, eat a stale cereal bar and sling a heavy pack on a sore back. But not usually. Not if you’ve done things right (and that’s what this book’s all about).


You’ll have an adventure. You’re likely see and do things you’ll remember forever. You’ll feel alive. You’ll very likely gain a huge sense of achievement, new confidence in your self-sufficiency, self-empowerment and independence, some perspective and distance from any troubles, a new happiness, a giddy sense of freedom. And you’ll feel happy. Even if it doesn’t all go to plan (and it rarely does), you’ll have some great stories to tell. And, to top it all, you’ll come home with a more shapely backside.


Long distance walking is also cheap. It’s green. It’s really, really good for your body (well, apart from the blisters, but we’ll talk about those later) and mind (ditto). And it directly combats many of the computer- and car-obsessed ills of contemporary life.


There are ridiculous amounts of very good reasons to go trekking. For me, perhaps above all else, is the refreshing simplicity of the days and a giddy sense of liberation. A day out walking is much simpler than most people’s average day. All you’re really concerned with is going from A to B and eating chocolate. So there are fewer distractions – no phone calls, emails or any texts (assuming you’ve turned off your smartphone, of course).


It’s my own fault really, but in my average nonwalking day I spend a lot of my time thinking of things I should have done (the past) and other things I need to do (the future). And not so much time thinking about what I’m doing right now. This. Here. Typing and thinking. Which is a massive shame, because at the day’s end what did I remember about it? Did I really live it? I’m not a Buddhist, but I can see much value in the idea of living life in the now. The past has already happened and the future may never happen. Now is what’s important.


Through taking in changing scenery, watching your footing on a stony path, spying a sparrowhawk circling above, eyeing that black rain cloud with concern, checking the map to find out exactly where the bog that you’ve just positioned yourself up to your waist in is … all those things keep you in the present moment.


A long distance walk is almost all to your own timetable, too. Get up when you want, have breakfast when you want, walk when and where you want. Stop and stare whenever and wherever you like. Or as the brilliant Bill Bryson put it in A Walk in the Woods: ‘Life takes on a neat simplicity, too.


Time ceases to have any meaning. When it is dark, you go to bed, and when it is light again you get up, and everything in between is just in between. It’s quite wonderful, really.’


That’s called freedom. Freedom is perhaps the greatest thing we have. Yet a lot of the time we’re trapped – tied to desks and steering wheels. I can’t resist quoting W.H. Davies (1871–1940), aka Supertramp – albeit partly because he lived in Nailsworth like me – who penned the brilliantly timeless words: ‘What is this life if, full of care, we have no time to stand and stare?’


I also love the sense of self-sufficiency, which goes foot in sock with the aforementioned freedom. Stick a tent and a cooker in your pack and off you go. Stop and sleep where you want. The world is your shell-based seafood delicacy. You know, like Laurie Lee, but without a violin. And that can feel giddily emancipating.


A Certified Stress-Buster


In September 2014 researchers from the University of Michigan and Edge Hill University in England evaluated 1,991 participants and found that nature walks were associated with significantly less depression and stress. Much has changed since the nineteenth century. Or has it? A novelist from that era, George Borrow, found walking was one of the few ways he could escape depression.


Go for a long walk and watch your concerns disappear, or at least see problems with real perspective and a clear, cleansed mind. I once walked England’s Coast-to-Coast walk when I had some big life decisions to make, and it somehow magically sorted everything out for me.


So for me there’s a deeply meditative aspect to being outdoors in nature. Do it day after day and it can become very affecting, calming, peaceful, meditative, restorative, healing and life-affirming. It’s certainly changed my life for the better.


Free Your Mind (the Rest Will Follow)


My long-suffering wife often suggests I’m not your average person (I see it as a compliment – though I’m not sure she means it that way). But it’s taken me about half my life to realize I’m at my very happiest when exercising in the great outdoors (before becoming a parent anyway – now I just bring the little rapscallions along, for double happy points). My mind – presumably half asleep the rest of the time – seems to come alive.


Better circulation means more energy and oxygen, which makes our brains perform better. Good ideas (well, ideas anyway) are most likely to come to me then too. Indeed, as Robert Macfarlane notes in his excellent The Old Ways, numerous poets, writers and philosophers have been walkers and it isn’t a coincidence. ‘The compact between writing and walking is almost as old as literature – a walk is only a step away from a story, and every path tells.’


Charles Dickens, Bruce Chatwin, Henry David Thoreau, George Orwell, C.S. Lewis (who thought talking spoiled a walk), Thomas De Quincey and many others were serious ramblers. Nineteenthcentury philosopher Thoreau said, ‘The moment my legs begin to move, my thoughts begin to flow.’ Nineteenth-century Danish philosopher and poet Søren Kierkegaard said: ‘I have walked myself into my best thoughts and I know of no thought so burdensome that one cannot walk away from it … but by sitting still, and the more one sits still, the closer one comes to feeling ill.’ Though, not uncharacteristically, Friedrich Nietzsche took things a little too far when he proclaimed, ‘Only those thoughts which come from walking have any value.’


Romantic poet William Wordsworth is thought to have hiked somewhere between 175,000 and 180,000 miles in his lifetime (and not always while high on opium). He was often composing verse as he went. It’s said friend and fellow Romantic poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge once strode from Nether Stowey in the Quantocks to Lynton/Lynmouth and back again – some 90 miles – in just two days. He’s also said to have covered the 40 miles from Stowey to Bristol in a day, to attend a meeting (we hope it was a good one). When living in Somerset in the late eighteenth century, Wordsworth and Coleridge adopted the unusual habit of night walking, which aroused suspicion that they were French spies and a government agent was sent to investigate.


This was Coleridge’s most prolific period and produced the defining works of the early Romantic era. In fact we have the Romantic poets to thank for places such as the Lake District. The Romantic movement was a response to industrialization, a celebration of the precious and beautiful landscapes we have in this green and pleasant land. Wordsworth claimed the Lake District as ‘a sort of national property, in which every man has a right and interest who has an eye to perceive and a heart to enjoy’. This new attitude led ultimately to the formation of the National Trust and later the Rights of Way and National Parks in England and Wales.


The Call of the Wild


‘My first overnight camp was a revelation,’ says revered Scottish outdoor writer and broadcaster Cameron McNeish (more from him on page 154). ‘I camped high below Cairn Toul and woke to see reindeer grazing nearby. I then realised that to know a mountain fully, to really connect with the landscape, you have to sleep out on it … Multi-day walking gives me the opportunity to connect with the landscape, something I find quite difficult to do on day walks. It takes me a bit of time to feel a part of the landscape, rather than someone just passing through it.’
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Descending into Langdale in the Lake District – the land of Wordsworth and Wainwright.




On a trek you’ll spend most of that time in various types of what we often call nature. There’s direct joy to be had in green places: in wildlife spying, rare wild-flower spotting, beguiling bird song, kookily twisted tree trunks, weird insects, beech woods ablaze in autumn, virginal blankets of frost, massive leaves, curious red berries, replenishing rain, elusive hill-tops, coy valleys, otherworldly sunsets, menacing mushrooms, mysterious standing stones, apocalyptic mud, the majestic, uncontrollable sky above (admittedly when the sky blackens and opens up on you it’s a less enjoyable experience) and much, much else besides.


Scientists talk of the ‘biophilia effect’ and how we as creatures subconsciously long to be in nature. We live mostly in cities, identikit suburbs, busy towns and ever-expanding villages. But that’s not what our species is used to. That’s not what we’re comfortable doing. Humans have spent the vast majority of our existence in wild places. Sure it hasn’t all been comfortable, before television, refrigerators and eyelash curlers, but I’ve just got this feeling that we’re happier outdoors. We’re animals not robots. We long for landscapes. Trees are better for us than traffic. We belong in nature. Don’t believe me? Go out walking for a week and see how you feel after. A walk is a commune with nature. And we could all do with more of that in our lives. On a multi-day walk, you can simply get further away from everyday irritants – and further into nature.


An Antidote to Modern Life (Which is Rubbish)


For me and many others, distance walking is something of an antidote to the perils of modern life. We’ve become slaves to technology and social media, hassled by things that aren’t really important, stuck in cars and offices, too far from green places and big open skies. The things that are really important are health and happiness (and loved ones, too – though you should just bring them along!). Take a day off, a weekend away, a week away, ideally more. It’s amazing how deeply unimportant those things that niggled you – that email with a self-important red exclamation mark you haven’t replied to, that admin you haven’t done, that thing that needs fixing on the car – can seem. It opens my mind to the unnecessary over-complications of life too. All those things we think we need, but clearly don’t. Especially those plastic clips for bread bags.


‘The draw of being able to spend several months in the great outdoors and indeed pristine wilderness is what lures most people to the trail,’ says Keith Foskett in his account of walking North America’s Pacific Crest Trail, The Last Englishman. ‘Leave your mundane job, kiss your bills goodbye and experience life at its simplest and most uncluttered. Trail life educates you. It becomes apparent that we don’t need most of our luxuries, we can live without shopping, TV becomes a distant memory and realizing how uncomplicated life can truly be is an absolute revelation.’


In The Old Ways, Robert Macfarlane says the idea that we may go walking to find something of a previous, less complicated, age isn’t new. ‘I’ve read them all, these old-way wanders, and often I’ve encountered versions of the same beguiling idea: that walking such paths might lead you – in [W.H.] Hudson’s phrase – to “slip back out of this modern world”.’


A real sense of achievement is possible – covering a distance you mightn’t have suspected was possible all under your own steam. Accomplishing a big challenge can have positive repercussions in everyday life, not least new confidence. ‘Suddenly we realise that if we can walk for a long time supporting ourselves,’ says Keith Foskett, ‘then all the areas of our life we once perceived as being difficult, suddenly are easy.’


Many people find long distance walking gives them a sense of journey, exploration and discovery. You’ll be uncovering new places – hills and valleys, and maybe villages you’ve never heard of but won’t want to leave.


It sounds clichéd, but there’s usually an emotional journey and many of us finish a route feeling like we’re different people. You’ll also probably discover things about yourself – such as you don’t like wet toes.


Britain is Great


I long took Britain for granted. I used to see it as humdrum, a crowded, post-industrial island with not much remarkable about it, other than our passion for potatoes and over-politeness. It took me several years of living abroad to realize how special Britain is – in many ways, but especially its geography and scenic splendour. I remember coming back one summer and visiting my parents in the Cotswolds where I mostly grew up and being gobsmacked by how very, very green it all was. Bundles of the stuff – brilliant, vivid green, and so very many shades of it – tumbling down the hillsides. A few years later I returned with a huge appetite for exploring Britain’s green, wild and lumpy places. Almost the first thing I did after saying hello to my mum was to go walking, from coast to coast. And it helped me fall in love with my country.


You see, Britain is a remarkable place. We haven’t got deserts, volcanoes or really big mountains, but we’ve still got a whole lot of good stuff. The melodramatic, purple- and yellow-dotted moors of Yorkshire and Dartmoor (we have 75 per cent of the world’s heather moorland), the chalky downs (with their white horses and rude giants) in the south, endless views from the Cotswold Edge, the sheer green walls of the Brecon Beacons, incredible coastal scenery, craggy Snowdonia, the remote Cambrian mountains, stone circles and hill-forts, castles and history, clandestine valleys and ancient woodlands, long whistling rivers and crashing waterfalls, the peaty Peak District (the world’s second most visited National Park) and – oh my – the Lake District. Plus the tangible history of World Heritage-listed Hadrian’s Wall. Then you cross the border to the north and all that looks like the black-and-white version. Up there, everything’s bigger, wilder and more colourful. Proper mountains. Proper remoteness and wilderness. We’re really lucky on this island.


Doug Scott, the first Briton to climb Everest, said: ‘I’m always asked what my favourite mountain is and am expected to say Everest – but I always say [the Lake District’s] Blencathra.’ We should get out and make the most of it, get to know it. And there’s no better way to do so than on your own two feet.


Luckily, Britain also has an amazing network of trails. The Long Distance Walkers Association estimates approximately 1,400 trails, with the country’s path network as a whole covering some 150,000 miles.


Many of the footpaths are ancient routes, historical trails our ancestors took to travel to markets, places of work and worship, or for a bit of a biff with those pesky Vikings. Footpaths used to be our transport network and they’re still cobwebbed across stout hills and wind-tickled dales, linking rustic villages and remote places of forgotten wildness.


Let’s Get Physical


As well as having fantastic mental benefits, walking is ridiculously good for your health, too, and we talk about that in more detail on page 17. It’s probably the most healthy activity you can possibly do in fact – it even helps combat the ageing process (it’s even good for your skin). Sure, you can get fit in a gym. But given the choice of staring at MTV or being enchanted by a view of 100 miles of coastline, I know which I’d choose.


So many of us are unhealthy – mostly with problems stemming from unnatural, lazy and overindulgent lifestyles or simply sitting down too much – and walking is the simplest, least risky way to get healthy again. Exercise also triggers endorphins. Endorphins are brilliant. They make you feel brilliant. They’re addictive (in a safe way).


Long Distance Walking is Much Easier Than You Think


Completing a long distance path all in one go, being fully self-sufficient (bar the odd pub and shop visit), is doubtless the most satisfying way to go. But it doesn’t suit everyone and it would be a crying shame if people weren’t tasting the joy of distance walking because they were unaware of how accessible it is.


Firstly, as previously mentioned, many complete long distance trails in sections. There’s no rule stating it must be done in one continuous journey. Secondly, the image of a little old man bent double under the weight of a pack twice his size, pots and pans swinging wildly, is long out of date. Trekking need no longer be a hellish, back-breaking slogathon. Equipment is so much lighter now than it was twenty, ten or even five years ago (see page 26 for more) that you can carry all you need without it being a real burden. Thirdly, on more popular trails, you don’t even need to carry most of your gear. You could hike, say, the 192-mile Coast to Coast walk for two weeks, without carrying much more than a coat and a credit card. Nowadays many long distance trails are serviced by ‘Sherpa services’ or baggage couriers (heck, it could even be a suitcase) who’ll transport your baggage (though not necessarily the emotional type) on to your next destination. As well as this door-to-door service, many will also book accommodation for you (which sometimes includes an evening meal and/or breakfast), and advise on the route and facilities, saving you a lot of admin hassle.


For some people this offers a more relaxing – physically and mentally – experience. It also means you’re more likely to meet local people and contribute more fully to local economies, get a good night’s sleep, a good feed and that big bubbly bath you’ve been fantasizing about for half the day.


Purists may bemoan the non-eco-friendly transportation of the luggage, or the fact it isn’t in keeping with the original spirit of backpacking. But if it means those who otherwise might not be getting out to enjoy the great outdoors now are, then it’s surely a good thing. Not everyone has a back strong enough to carry 10kg or even 5kg (although most people can manage that), for 200 miles. Of course, using these services also increases the cost and carbon output of an activity traditionally seen as a cheap and green pastime, so it is worth considering whether you can do without them.


A Little Bit of History


Almost nothing is as natural to us as walking and running. It’s how we outlived the Neanderthals. They were bigger and cleverer than us, but we could cover bigger distances, so we persistencehunted, tracked prey for hours and hours until it keeled over from exhaustion (the fact we cool down by sweating effectively was a big help too). So those types of movement are entirely natural – certainly more so than sitting hunched over a screen all day. It’s what allowed us to survive as a species. Moving upright is what defines us.


Throughout history armies have marched huge distances with their packs and walking was our primary mode of transport for the vast majority of our existence. Then the wheel came along and we all got lazy.


It’s safe to say that until very recently we’ve always walked long distances, but the modern way in which we walk as a leisure pursuit probably began towards the end of the 1800s when walking clubs started springing up. Early in the next century, the Romantic poets, Byron, Coleridge and Wordsworth, were big walkers and Coleridge is sometimes credited with inventing the concept of hill walking – he wrote numerous paeans to the countryside.
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In the dramatic West Highlands of Scotland, you can walk long distances while carrying very little.




The version of long distance walking we know today was first documented in 1935, when two American girls wrote to the Daily Herald newspaper asking for advice on a walking holiday in England. Was there anything here like the Appalachian Trail in the USA, they wondered? The short and shameful answer was ‘No’.


Tom Stephenson – a journalist, a walker, the future secretary of the Ramblers’ Association and countryside correspondent for the Daily Herald – recognized that the wilds of the ‘lonely entrancing’ Pennines were an excellent place for a long distance trail and put forward the idea in the same newspaper. ‘Wanted – a long green trail’ was the headline and he called for ‘A Pennine Way from the Peak to the Cheviots’.


It’s hard to imagine now, but many upland areas were legally out of bounds to outdoor types, despite being public land. There was already a groundswell of frustration, which had led to the seminal Mass Trespass on the Peak District’s Kinder Scout in April 1932. The protest saw groups of ramblers scuffle with gamekeepers and five people jailed. A few weeks later 10,000 ramblers assembled for an access rally in the nearby Winnats Pass.


Secretly Stephenson hoped to use the Pennine Way idea as an excuse to open up the moorlands of the Peak District and South Pennines to the public. Both of Stephenson’s wishes would happen, but he would have to fight for another thirty years for the Pennine Way to exist.


Britain’s first National Trail finally opened on 24 April 1965, thirty-three years to the day after the legendary Kinder Mass Trespass. Stephenson finally got his bigger wish too, as in 1949 the National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act opened up England’s glorious countryside for the likes of you and me to get wet and muddy in.


The Pennine Way was followed by the opening of the Cleveland Way National Trail in 1969, the Pembrokeshire Coast Path National Trail in 1970, Offa’s Dyke in 1971 and the West Highland Way in 1980. England and Wales now have fifteen National Trails, and twenty-five of Scotland’s twenty-six Great Trails (not including the Great Glen Canoe Trail, which is what its name suggests), are detailed in this book (from page 129).


It’s worth remembering when we’re blithely taking selfies along the Coast to Coast that a lot of people have worked incredibly hard, and put themselves at real risk (Benny Rothman and others were imprisoned) to help open up the hills and moors for us. And we shouldn’t forget their sacrifices.


The Future


We shouldn’t assume the threat to the accessibility of hills and wilder places has completely gone. Panicky governments will think up wayward excuses (or ignore problems such as climate change) and we should remain vigilant to those who might impinge on our rights to enjoy these wonderful places as they are. To that end, and to inspire others to join us, don’t be shy about sharing your outdoor experiences, even if it’s through social media (in fact that’s perhaps the best way …). Tell people what you’re doing. Put it on Twitbook and the rest. Write a blog. Heck, write a book. Try to share and inspire.


This may sound presumptuous and patronizing, but some people in this world are unhappy and getting them out in the hills might make them just a tiny bit less unhappy. Also think about joining the Long Distance Walkers Association, Ramblers, the Backpackers Club, wildlife trusts and similar organizations. They’re usually dirt cheap, with great benefits. There is strength in numbers and wildlife and wild places can’t speak up, so sometimes we need to speak for them.


And lastly. Please try to shop locally. Rather than stocking up in a mega-profit-making, tax-dodging supermarket before your big trip, why not try to support local businesses – cafes, shops, pubs – en route. It’s just a small thing, but it will help make the world a better place. Politicking over. Promise.




CHAPTER 2


Walking Form and Fitness: How to Walk Naturally and Efficiently


‘You don’t stop hiking because you get old; you get old because you stop hiking. While you’re moving your body the right way you’re keeping it strong.’


Shane Benzie, movement specialist and technique coach


Walking is Ridiculously Good for Us


Walking is so good for you it’s quite frankly ridiculous – and better for you than almost every other activity (running and cycling stress the body much more, for example, while the gallon of chlorine I consume every time I go swimming can’t be healthy).


Low-intensity exercise benefits almost every part of your body, making you stronger and healthier in both body and mind (some would say soul, too). ‘Regular walking has been shown to reduce the risk of chronic illnesses,’ says the NHS website, ‘such as heart disease, type 2 diabetes, asthma, stroke and [colon and breast] cancer.’


Walking also improves lungs, cholesterol, core strength, helps combat back problems, helps aid metabolism, blood circulation, weight loss (a 60 kg person burns about 100 calories an hour when walking just 3 mph (4.8 kph), says the NHS), proprioception (our sense of balance and body awareness), and reduces the risk of Alzheimer’s disease and having a stroke by 20–50 per cent. It also improves muscles and joints, even our skin – and our mind.
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Shane Benzie, movement specialist.




‘Walking is incredibly healthy,’ emphasizes Shane Benzie, who’s a qualified running technique coach, movement specialist and founder of Running Reborn (runningreborn.com). He teaches a natural and more efficient technique for running and walking and is collaborating with Born to Walk author James Earls. Shane has trekked in the Indian, Pakistani and Nepalese Himalayas, Wales and Scotland.


‘It’s even good for our bones, too,’ he says. ‘Ten per cent of our bones are remodelled each year and if we’re walking with good posture, they’ll be remodelled in the correct way to support our physique better. When we’re walking we tend to be in our aerobic zone, so it’s also really, really good for our cardiovascular system (i.e. general fitness). It’s very good for our mental state as well,’ says Shane. ‘We produce a lot of endorphins when we’re exercising – a natural drug which makes us feel very good.’


Exercising for just twenty minutes a day three times a week has noticeable effects, said a 2006 University of Georgia study. ‘Regular Exercise Plays a Consistent and Significant Role in Reducing Fatigue’ found what many of us knew already, that physical activity gives us more – not less – energy and improves our mood – thanks to the happy hormones it produces. But there’s more.


Naturally (pun intended), walking on hills and trails rather than on tarmac is better for you too. ‘You’ll be using more of your muscle groups – lateral muscles for example,’ explains Shane, ‘and getting more of a whole body workout. Softer terrain will be kinder for your joints, too, by as much as 30 per cent difference. The air’s fresher, you’re seeing great views, so it has a feel good factor.


‘A multi-day walk will give you fantastic fitness and core strength. It’s taking a hobby and turning it into an event, an adventure. So there’s some excitement and adrenalin involved, too. It’s an exciting thing to do.’


Now for the Bad News …


So that’s the good news. Ready for the bad? Most of us are doing it wrong. We’re walking with bad technique, or form. ‘Most people walk with bad technique,’ says Shane. ‘That leads to the body being stressed in the wrong places and, ultimately, injury.
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Bad posture and overstriding can injure your muscles when walking.




‘The most common errors are overstriding and bad posture. Lots of people overstride, especially men, when they’re trying to get somewhere quickly – meaning there’s too much pressure going through the heel, impacting the knee especially. Heel strikes are effectively braking and you can get stuck in a cycle of braking, pushing off, braking, pushing off. We all tend to lean back a bit even when not walking, so we tend to walk like that too. That promotes over-striding. Posture is even more important when you have a heavy pack on, meaning yet more force going through your knees.


‘If we don’t support ourselves properly, by aligning our skeleton,’ says Shane, ‘it’s our muscles that are working hard to hold us up. But they should be used for propelling our body, rather than being overstressed by extra posture and weight-carrying work, especially if we have 10kg on our back. Overuse and misuse are what injure muscles. Bad posture usually means the quads and lower back are doing more work than they should be doing.’
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Good posture means walking efficiently (see the numbered points in the text).




How to Walk More Naturally and Efficiently: Best Posture


‘The best way to walk is in the most natural and efficient way possible,’ explains Shane. ‘Moving with the least impact on the body means we’re using less energy, stressing our body – muscles, tendons, joints – less. To walk more efficiently we use the body’s natural supportive structure, the skeleton, so our posture is vital.


‘Your feet have 200,000 nerve endings, all sending information back up towards your brain – that’s proprioception. If you’re coming down strongly on the heel not only is it much less stable than the ball of the foot, but you’re missing out on that proprioception.


‘Your head should be up, meaning you can see where you’re going, but you’ll be breathing more easily too. The head weighs quite a lot so we don’t want it lolling around. We want it in the centre of the body, balanced by our skeleton. We also want the head to be relaxed.


‘Often when we walk, especially if we’re carrying a pack, we tense up – usually in the shoulders or glutes (backside). But we want to be as relaxed as possible. Everything works much better if it’s relaxed.


‘Let your arms swing easily – you want some natural swing, which helps your legs, via elastic recoil, meaning the other arm will swing back too – using the body’s natural system of fascia tissues (think of it like a stretchy latex suit under our skin). For every movement we do, there’s a counter-movement, meaning it’s creating energy as we walk and making half the effort for us.


‘Lots of us lean backwards, but we need a lengthened spine, a tall gait, especially when we’re carrying a pack.


‘A level pelvis is fundamental. It gives us structural integrity and gets our abdominal muscles engaged. If we lean back it creates an anterior tilt in our pelvis. We need a level pelvis for the abdominal muscles to work for us.


‘Legs, like the shoulders, should be very relaxed and soft. The softer everything is the better it works, so we want nice and relaxed.


‘We can move just as quickly and much more efficiently with a smaller stride. As you bring your back foot forward, try to bring it higher than the ankle of the other foot – this will help prevent heavy heel strikes. And a faster cadence or stride.’


Good Posture: Warm-up


To ensure we have good posture before a walk, here’s a little routine we can do:




	Make sure your feet are facing forward, hip width apart and centred on the ground.


	Lengthen your spine by putting your arms above your head and straightening yourself out. This will allow you to walk nice and tall – you can also do this periodically as you walk along.


	Most of us have bad posture and need to engage our core – do this by levelling your pelvis. Put the thumb of your right hand in your belly button and the back of the other hand in the small of your back and level the pelvis, by tilting it up and towards you – this engages your abdominal muscles.


	Look down. We are looking for a straight line from ear to shoulder to hip to knee to ankle. If you can’t see the knot on your shoelaces, tilt yourself from the waist slightly until you can.
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Before you start, make sure your feet are together and facing directly forward.
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To help align the skeleton, stretch your hands above your head.
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Also remember to level up your pelvis.




Hiking Uphill


‘Walking uphill is about getting up the gradient in the most efficient way – without getting into oxygen debt. The one time above all we want our posture to be right is when we’re coming up a hill, because our muscles are already working hard. What people tend to do is lean into the hill, even put their hands on their thighs.
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Good posture while walking uphill is crucial to avoid injury.
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Bad posture can put an unnecessary strain on your body.




‘But your quads and lower back muscles are working really hard. Bending at the waist also means you lose the recoil of your fascia and, by limiting your lungs, you’re probably reducing oxygen production by up to 30 per cent.


‘Instead, stand tall – it feels counterintuitive, but biomechanically it’s right – so the bones take the weight. You should have strength and integrity from neck to pelvis. Everything else super soft, like a rag doll. Your feet will mostly be contacting the slope with the balls. But letting your heel regularly go all the way down to touch the terrain stresses your Achilles tendon. So keep the steps small, with relaxed legs.


‘And enjoy it – walking up a hill should be fun. You should have your head up, looking around. Stop and take in the view. That’s what hill walking is about, not a head-down trudge. We tend to think when we’re doing something tough we have to really attack it, but you should be relaxing your way up the hill.’
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