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This book is dedicated to those people who suffer from an undeserved illness. Children that are born or contract an illness at an early age. Consequently this has a detrimental effect on the way they live the rest of their lives. Also to those that have lived their lives without abusing their bodies and who work hard for the good of their families.









– Chapter 1 –


The Roof of Africa





Never have I experienced this environment, culture and altitude.


— Ed Buckingham


My trek to Kilimanjaro, Tanzania, in 1999, was like no holiday I had experienced before – the poor hygiene, the food, the lack of privacy and experiencing the culture of a developing country were all challenges I had to face. Kilimanjaro is best known for being climbable for those with little more than walking experience. It is the easiest of the seven continental summits and an increasing number of climbers and walkers travel to Africa with this in mind.


Kilimanjaro is very much like an island surrounded by the hot and dry plains of the Masai. From Kilimanjaro’s base, the mountain rises 5,985 metres to its icy summit – quite a challenge for somebody coming from a county where the highest tor is Brown Willy, which stands at 420 metres, a mere pittance in comparison. Kilimanjaro sits inside Tanzania, bordering Kenya 400 kilometres south of the equator. It is widely believed that Queen Victoria gave the mountain to her German grandson, Kaiser Wilhelm II, which explains the curve in what is otherwise a ruler-straight border between the two countries. As Tanzania, formerly known as Tanganyika, then became a part of German East Africa, German colonials were the first to explore Kilimanjaro. When World War One ended in 1918, the mountain became a British asset once again until Tanganyika became independent in 1961. In 1964, Tanganyika became part of the United Republic of Tanganyika and Zanzibar, and changing its name to the United Republic of Tanzania within a year.


The vast slopes of Kilimanjaro are fairly unusual as they pass through many different climatic worlds. On Kibo, the highest volcanic cone, climbers travel through tropical rainforest, heathland, desert and finally tundra before reaching the ice-bound summit, all in the space of a few days. The best times to climb Kilimanjaro are between December and early March, and from June to October. This is so that climbers miss two rainy seasons. It is imperative that climbers are prepared for cold weather and sudden storms because higher up it becomes very cold, especially from June to August, which is the East African winter. It often becomes very windy and the temperatures reach as low as minus ten degrees.


The summit of Kibo rises steeply for 180 metres from the floor of the caldera. Uhuru is the apex of the great southern glaciers that spill down the south side of Kibo, providing some of the most challenging climbs. Between the Western Breach (Arrow Glacier) Route and the Heim Glacier is the Breach Wall, a 600-metre precipice of crumbling overhanging rock, which is considered to be the hardest route on Kilimanjaro.


On the opposite side of the mountain is the Northern Icefield, a single expanse of ice that drapes over the crater rim. Its shimmering whiteness is visible high above the Amboseli National Park in neighbouring Kenya. Other glaciers lurk languidly in the shallow crater, like beached whales hopelessly waiting for the next ice age to secure their survival. All of the glaciers on Kilimanjaro are in retreat and some have disappeared altogether. Like much of Africa the records of human activity on Kilimanjaro begin with the arrival of missionaries whose travels took them on to the mountain in the nineteenth century. Of course, it may well have been climbed by these early residents of the region. Undoubtedly, the great volcano with its strange white cap would have been entangled with the native superstitions and folklore. In 1887 missionary, Charles New, became the first to reach snow on Kilimanjaro when he climbed to the saddle between Kibo and Mawenzi. The first actual ascent to Uhuru Peak (then named Kaiser Wilhelm Spitze) was made in 1889, by German Geologist Hans Meyer, Austrian mountaineer Ludwig Purtscheller, and a local man called Lauwo.


There are six moorland approaches to the base of Kibo. They are Marangu, Mweka, Umbwe, Machame, Shira and Rongai, but only Marangu, otherwise known as the Tourist Route, takes a climber all the way to Uhuru Peak, ascending slowly for 1,182 metres. All of the other routes lead to the Kibo Circuit Path, which joins the rest of the routes to the summit. As well as Marangu, there are other climbs that do not require technical mountaineering skills such as the Barafu and the Western Breach route, however, the latter can be extremely difficult when covered in snow.


We climbed in September to avoid the rainy seasons, taking the Machame route up and descending down Mweka on a nine-day trek. This was the longest route but it allowed our bodies more time to acclimatise. We took the ‘walk high, sleep low’ approach. Given where I came from, high altitude was outside my experience. Walking at high altitude affects people in many different ways, regardless of a person’s fitness and mountaineering knowledge. Decreased oxygen concentration in the blood, caused by the lower atmospheric pressure found at higher elevations, creates oedema, the swelling and pooling of body fluid. When this occurs in the brain or lungs, the results can be devastating. The best cure for any onslaught of altitude sickness is to descend quickly, to a point where the air is thicker with oxygen.


Kibo, Mawenzi and Shira are Kilimanjaro’s three peaks. Kibo is the highest with its recognisable volcanic cone. Its summit crater is some 2,500 metres across. It’s this feature where the majority of climbs are done. East of Kibo stands the jagged spire of Mawenzi, the second highest peak, which also offers numerous rock-climbs. The third peak is Shira, lying to the west of Kibo. It is so eroded that it is little more than a plateau of rolling heathland. Kibo’s crater rim is intact except for the mighty slit of the Western Breach and much smaller notches on the eastern side. These notches provide the easiest access to the crater and rim.


Ludwig Purtscheller and Johannes Korner opened the ever-popular tourist (Marangu) route in 1898. The Kibo Hut, built in 1932, offered shelter to many an adventurer and its location, at 4,700 metres, made it instrumental in the increase in tourism. There are a multitude of huts in the area today and also lower down the trail at Mandara and Horombo. The first ascent of the Western Breach was made in 1953 by a University of Sheffield team. In 1957, A. Nelson, H. Cooke and D. Goodall made the first ascent of the classic Heim Glacier Route. Most of the other major lines were climbed during the 1970s, mainly by the visiting teams from the mountain clubs of Kenya. In 1978, Reinhold Messner along with Konrad Renzler climbed the formidable Breach Wall direct route.


More than 50,000 people visit Kilimanjaro per year, making conservation a real issue. The mountain is showing signs of erosion on trails. Litter and human waste is especially apparent near the lesser-known camps and there are signs of deforestation caused by the cutting of trees to make firewood. Sanitation is not yet a problem but the toilets at Kibo Hut have upset even the strongest of stomachs. At the moment, very little is being done to eliminate the environmental problems on trails. The National Park Authority, with the support of local and overseas agencies, could ban the use of firewood and encourage the use of gas and kerosene stoves. Visitors should also be asked to collect their litter.


Arriving at the Ndarakwai camp, at midnight, I met up with the rest of the team and we ate supper outside, on long tables, before our first night on trek. How many times in Cornwall do you sit outside at midnight to eat a meal? The group comprised about forty-three clients, many of whom were from England – couples and individuals of a variety of ages. With the guides and support staff, there were around 110 of us altogether. I went to sleep on a camp bed, which I thought was pure luxury and under white, stiff, starched sheets, I slept like a baby. The international travel from England, the transfers and the time zone difference meant everybody was feeling the effects of tiredness. Early introductions were civil but a good night’s rest was high on the agenda.


The next day began early at 6 a.m. which would become our normal waking hour on trek. The porters came round with an early morning milky cup of tea. The porters were local tribespeople, looking to earn a living far and above what they were accustomed to. The sight of their cheery, smiling happy faces never failed to delight me. They never came inside the privacy of my tent, they just peered in, waiting for me to hand out my personalised mug. They would do anything asked of them such as simple tasks like washing and carrying luggage.


After breakfast, we made our way in a convoy of Land Cruisers to register at Landorossi. We had to register as a group before going into the National Park. This was the end of vehicular travel. From this point on, we travelled on foot. At the start of the walk, we travelled through rainforest and saw a wide variety of exotic plants and animals. One of the most spectacular plants was the giant groundsel, which has tree-like stems holding large rosettes of leaves as high as five metres. Stopping for lunch in the rainforest, I was astonished to see a picnic had been laid out with enough food for all of us. Before the trip I had been worried about missing my regular intake of fruit and what I would do if there were nuts. I had read nuts were popular because of their nutritional value and edibility after being carried and squashed. I had even brought flapjack as a substitute but, like my powder drink, it had become congealed and sticky.


Feeling content, we carried on walking until we reached the spot where we would spend our first night under canvas, in a clearing in the rainforest (at just under 3,000 metres). The porters had already set up our tents and placed our belongings inside. Dinner consisted of stew and spaghetti. I was amazed how a meal like that could be produced for so many people in this environment. The porters broke down and packed up camp. On trek, they overtook the rest of us, carrying loads weighing eighty kilograms. Standing to the side, I watched them running past, bent double. Many of them were not wearing shoes but they were always smiling. With an existence like this, their life expectancy dropped dramatically.


That night, a ranger patrolled the camp as we slept, to protect us from wild animals. I shared a tent with Paul Stevenson, an IT specialist from Wales. We were roughly the same age but he had more climbing experience than me, having spent a fair amount of time in North Wales. We were both the same sort of build; neither of us had suffered the hardship of going long without a meal.


Breakfast the next day consisted of porridge, omelette and toast. We carried on through the rainforest, listening to the sounds of the birds in the trees and smelling the freshness of the forest. It was a relatively short day of walking and once we left the rainforest, we came out into a tropical area, which was open and vast. Standing before me looking massively impressive was Kilimanjaro. It was so huge with just a wisp of cloud going across the crater, like a man enjoying his pipe. This was the backdrop to the next camp, at just over 3,000 metres. There was a long way to walk and climb before I got anywhere near the summit but I was enjoying it. Things were going well up until this point but there was still a long way to go. We had now left the security and coverage of the rainforest and were walking across open moorland and heathland. So far this had not been a problem but we were walking a lot slower than normal.


That afternoon we had the choice of resting or going on an acclimatisation walk to the Shira Plateau. Some people were now suffering altitude sickness. We could take a drug called Diamox to help us acclimatise quicker but I chose not to because it causes significant side effects such as diarrhoea, vomiting and tingling in the fingers and toes. I chose instead to drink four to six litres of water per day and combat headaches by taking ibuprofen. We learnt from the leaders shouting ‘pole, pole’, which means ‘slowly, slowly’, that it was frowned upon to walk ahead of them. This is a common habit of bullish English walkers – rambling ahead, oblivious of the altitude and group discipline.


On day four, we saw the first frost on the tents and the team broke out their thermals. Walking speeds varied in such a large group. Paul and I found ourselves walking in a quicker group of around ten people, two of which were Ben and Vince with whom I would do a few trips. That morning was the hardest climb yet as we ascended to our next camp at around 3,500 metres. After dinner, I travelled with a group to Jonsell Point and began chatting with Juliet Davies, who was, at one time, the swimming champion of Wales. Juliet told me she was feeling her fitness levels depleting because walking was not enough exercise for her. I did not feel the same way but we decided to jog together to Jonsell Point. So far, I was feeling great and held no qualms about our pace, preferring to save energy for the days ahead. Under the clearing skies, I went to bed earlier. Once the sun set, the temperature plummeted and I craved the warmth of my sleeping bag. I savoured the sunsets like hot summers in Cornwall.


We were greeted by the clearest views of Kilimanjaro on day five. It was a beautiful morning. I had left a cotton T-shirt and gaiters out overnight and they were now stiff as a board – how I laughed at my stupidity. Over the course of time, I invested in clothing high in wicking material. When our bodies perspire, cotton has the effect of holding on to the moisture and cools the body quicker, whereas clothing that wicks pulls moisture away from the body and keeps the body warm. Cotton is also difficult to dry, particularly in harsh, cold conditions. My concerns before joining up were having adequate washing facilities over the course of the holiday. Growing up I had suffered from eczema especially in between my toes and on the backs of my legs. Exasperated by the conditions and environment I thought it would have a detrimental effect on my body. I had invested around 2,000 pounds in this trip and I had paid for new gear like rucksacks, sleeping bags and trekking boots. At the time, I thought it was a fair commitment for something I may not enjoy doing. The money was not a problem as I had regular full-time employment and still lived at home with my parents.


Porridge was now a firm favourite of mine, because it filled me up and released energy slowly which is ideal for walking and long days in the hills. We now walked towards Shira Cathedral, scaling a ridge at 3700 metres. At twenty-five degrees Celsius, this was the hottest day of our trek so far, so I made sure I drank more and covered my head. Pre-trip, the heat and the altitude had been my biggest fears. At home, I find it hard going when it is hot and I conscientiously cover up my head and neck.


We now noticed a lack of flora and fauna. We had entered an area covered with volcanic rocks that were formed many years ago. They were very hot under the heat of the sun and sitting on them felt like sitting on heated seats in a modern car. When we camped later that day (at just under 4,000 metres), we were sheltered beneath the backdrop of Kibo and in the forefront of Jonsell Point and Shira Cathedral.


As we stood at the foot of Kilimanjaro the next morning, there was no frost because we were sheltered under Kibo. Today’s climb would take us to 4,330 metres. Today we were more exposed to the wind and it was noticeably colder. We were walking for longer periods each day, using more energy and burning more calories. The previous days of drinking lots of fluid and maintaining a disciplined approach to walking were paying dividends now. More energy is required when climbing at high altitude and it takes its toll on the body. After lunch we passed down the Barranco Valley. We often walked high and dropped down into a camp because this is best way to acclimatise and we did benefit from it.


Even though Kilimanjaro is huge and has many routes we now found ourselves sharing camp with other companies. It made us extra careful because not everyone was hygiene aware. The camp became a little dirtier and was covered with rubbish and human waste. You would think that people would leave the mountain as they found it. I have always been brought up to take litter home with me.


Because we had dropped the previous day, we had quite a climb up the Barranco Wall, before starting along a ridge. The weather was cloudy and the breeze felt raw. When we stopped for a period of time, I put on another layer of clothing to harness the heat generated from the exertion of the climb. Towards the end of the ridge, we dropped down steeply into the next valley, called Karranga, where we had lunch. I learnt not to stuff myself with food at lunchtime because walking on a full stomach does not make the climb up any easier. Soon we were climbing up a scree slope with the sun beating down.


Day eight was the final push before making a summit attempt. Our group seemed very strong; nobody appeared to be struggling, but I don’t think any of us would have admitted it if we were. We walked on, chatting about home and our lives. My companions envied where I came from; Cornwall is such a beautiful place. A few of them said they had second homes there. It was the first time I had ever truly appreciated my home county. I was comforted and encouraged by the camaraderie. It was by far the toughest day, especially in the afternoon when we travelled to Barafu Ridge at 5,000 metres. Whereas before we had dropped down after walking to a greater height, this would not be the case from now. Consequently, for the first time, people were showing signs of tiredness and altitude sickness. We camped for the final time and in preparation for making our summit attempt, we only got a few hours’ rest.


Throughout the trip, I felt strong because I had listened to the leaders, drunk lots of water and enjoyed the food. However, I was still approaching the summit with caution. To get this far was good but we would be ascending in the dark after camping for several days with limited washing facilities and amenities. Even on Kilimanjaro, the oxygen levels are reduced. It felt good being among like-minded people who all had the same goal. We were told to pack light and share items like cameras and first aid kits. Paul and I packed a few bits into a rucksack for the summit, including a camera and some water. Because our group was so large, we staggered our summit attempts to avoid congestion among ourselves and other groups. I was too excited to get much sleep. I was filled with adrenaline. It did not occur to me that I would not summit. I had not exerted myself beyond my limit and I was feeling confident. However, the thought of suffering altitude sickness and having to turn back was in the back of my mind.


I chatted to different people each day. Colin and Peggy were from East Preston in West Sussex. They owned a shop retailing walking and mountaineering equipment. Now their children had grown up, they were taking the opportunity to travel and do things they had always wanted to. Summiting Kilimanjaro was a dream they both shared. Emma lived in Braunton, Devon, not far from me. She was young and petite and her boyfriend had just proposed to her but he had not come away on this trip. Until now, it had not been apparent that walking was a problem for her and every now and then she became very emotional. As I didn’t know her very well, I was not sure whether she was genuinely upset or whether the altitude was affecting her. Luciano was an Italian living in North London. He had good looks, designer clothes and was a bit of ladies’ man. He soon struck up a noticeable affection for Juliet. Harry was from Belfast in Ireland, he was loud and forthright in all of his opinions. After summiting Kilimanjaro, boy did he party on the spice island of Zanzibar. Making his entrance at the resort he ran past reception and jumped into the pool fully clothed. Mind you, I do not think that I was far behind him.


Leaving at around 1 a.m. we made our way, by the light of our head torches, up a frozen scree slope. I could see the lights ahead of me traversing upwards, winding like a snake under the stars. It was cold but I felt toasty tucked up in my balaclava, fleece and gloves. I was fuelled with energy and anticipation. I had walked most of the journey at the front behind the leader, but now I found myself at the back of the group. Liz and Mike Davies, from the Lake District, had been walking strongly until this point but now Liz was really struggling with the side effects of using Diamox. Clearly embarrassed by her incapacity, I stayed with her to offer words of encouragement and assurance. I like helping others and it was giving me satisfaction now. I could feel her confidence growing as we walked on at a pace she was comfortable with.


With the red skyline of dawn, we reached the rim at Stella Point. It was not yet 5.30 a.m. and to have got this far up the steep scree slope was good. Many people reach Stella Point thinking they have got to the summit but there is still a little way to go. I was too excited to feel tired and cold. Liz felt weak from dehydration and altitude sickness but with me by her side, she was still walking up towards the summit. As we walked through the fields of ice, which stood upright like stalks of maize in a field, it felt so surreal and made me feel small and insignificant. These fields of ice stood so high that we could not peer over them and look around. For some strange reason I expected to see polar bears. I could have spent all day up there. To me it looked like a magical kingdom in Neverland. Walking to Uhuru Point was easy, because the ground was flat with a gentle slope up to the sign. Liz and I beamed as we made it to the top with the others at 5,895 metres – the highest point in Africa. I was ecstatic, my feeling of achievement was overwhelming but I managed to refrain from crying in front of everybody. Paul had our shared camera and took photographs.


After taking our shots and doing a 360-degree walk of the summit to admire the views, it was time to descend. I was disappointed because I wanted to revel in my achievement a little bit longer. After spending so long trekking up, why were we turning round and going down so quickly? As we descended, many more people were making their way to the summit including members from our party. Their faces were probably a mirror image of ours an hour ago – tired, dirty, red and puffy from the exertion of the climb. Our jubilance and words of encouragement energised them and, with newfound vigour, they staggered on towards their own glories.


We travelled the same way down and it now became obvious why we had travelled up in the dark: the frozen scree slope had thawed and some of the rocks had become loose and trying to climb it in the light would have been demoralising, arduous and energy-sapping. After a short stop at camp, it was time to go down further. It is best to descend as far as possible so as not to be affected by the altitude. We went down to Mweka camp, at 3,500 metres, where I ate and celebrated with a very small amount of alcohol, which went straight to my head. The porters found it very funny – I was a very cheap date indeed! I went to bed shattered, exhausted and drunk.


The next day, we walked the remaining way out of the park, before we were picked up and taken back to Ndarakwai lodge. It felt weird being back where we started just over a week ago. Dirty, weary but happy we enjoyed the last night at the lodge before going back to suburbia. Regaling each other with our stories, we laughed under the skies of the African setting sun. I could not wait to share my adventure with my family and friends back home. This experience would remain with me forever – the challenges, the walking, the camping, the environmental difficulties, the euphoria of summiting and the camaraderie between all of us journeying with one objective in mind.


We spent the next week visiting local communities, going on safari and visiting Zanzibar for some sun and relaxation. I found going into the communities really intimidating. There we were as Westerners, intruding with our Rolex watches and flashy cameras, snapping away like the paparazzi. The local people were clearly poor and earning a living was hard for them. This is why many become porters on Kilimanjaro. A minority then become guides which is a highly thought of and much sought after career in Africa. Coming from Cornwall, I had never seen poverty on this scale before. My camera stayed in my pocket and I stayed outside, choosing not to go into their homes. Truth be known, all I wanted was to go home, back to my family and Cornwall. I had had a fantastic and wonderful experience, far and above anything else I had experienced at the tender age of twenty-six, and I was keen for more.









– Chapter 2 –


Growing Up





Edward was content as a child as long as


you fed him regularly and changed his nappy.


— Jean Buckingham


I was born Edward James Buckingham, in December 1972, to my proud parents, Desmond and Jean Buckingham. I was not a small baby by any means and getting food down me was not a problem. Having been fed, I would be content and could be put to bed without any trouble. I was born and raised in Saltash, where I still live today. My mother would push me up and down the street in my Sherman-type pram. I was quite happy, dressed in blue, grinning while she struggled up the Cornish hills laden with shopping. People used to look at me admiringly and say, ‘What a gorgeous baby. Is it a boy or a girl?’


There is a saying in life, ‘those you love the most go first.’ This was true for me, I adored two of my grandparents, but they passed away while I was still young. I spent a lot of time with my Grandad Hambly on holidays and, when I was in my teens, we would watch the local football team, Saltash United, at Kimberley Stadium. I used to holiday with him in Lanreath. He made me porridge in the mornings with just a hint of sugar so that I would eat it without giving him aggro.


When I walk around Cornwall now, I think of him pulling me in my yellow tow truck. He never complained, pulling me miles and walking the dog too. I spent hours out with him in the garden or diving into his shed, oblivious to the rats scurrying about and never bothering to wear gloves or protective clothing. There would be uproar these days. I used to vigorously polish the covers on the wheels of his Ford Escort so I could see my face in them. I would watch him working methodically, offering to help, especially with the manual lifting.


He also took me to Looe for days out on the beach. I used to follow him around the maze of streets to a particular bakery where he bought fresh, homemade pasties. Talland was a favourite village of his, between Hannafore and Polperro. It is a quaint little place with a small beach and a seasonal cafe. It was a place of solitude and quietness and a place of reflection and perspective. I have often thought of him when training for these mountains. He would have been beside himself with worry over some of my challenges. I am not sure I could have put him through it, such was the affection and high esteem I held for him. He was a man forever at ease in his beloved Cornwall. To this day, Looe and Lanreath are sentimental to me. When he passed away, he was missed greatly by his family, especially his sister, who he used to pop in on most days.


We did have a scare when I was two. On Boxing Day he was shelling Brazil nuts and feeding them to me. The gannet I was, as fast as he shelled them, I put them in my mouth, until I started choking and there was an almighty panic to get to a doctor on Boxing Day. It was then my parents found out I had a nut allergy. I would go around saying, ‘Not those dam ’zil nuts Grandad.’ I truly idolised him and more so after he died and I learnt of his ailments, including a bullet wound to the hand, which he sustained during the Second World War. During all the time I knew him, I never heard him complain. He went on to work for Cornwall County Council, operating pneumatic tools. Until his retirement, his co-workers never knew he was actually registered disabled because he never moaned or shirked away from any responsibilities. Staying at his house in Lanreath, I used to lift open the children’s gate at the bottom of the stairs to let him go up. I do not think he truly grasped what strength I had and that I would study him and copy his movements.


In my earlier years, I did struggle with the concept that ‘A hat is a hat and not an animal’. My Granny Hambly wore a brown fur hat with a long tail. I used to jump up and down upon it vigorously, in an effort to kill it before proceeding to cook it in a saucepan. Would animal rights approve today? Would Bear Grylls have appreciated my resourcefulness?


Granny Buckingham had an engaging smile that radiated warmth. She cooked the most sought-after quiche and sausage rolls in the Aga, and certainly knew how to win my affections: she just needed to keep supplying me with food. I used to enjoy visiting at Christmas time, playing hide and seek in the garden with my brother. After lunch, we would go out into the nearby woods for a walk in wellingtons, kicking our way through the fallen leaves and pine cones. Returning, we would play with the hand bells around the open fire. My sense of timing has never been very good. I was completely hopeless.


I remember visiting her one Sunday afternoon in Scott Hospital in Plymouth. Getting down from my chair, I knocked the seat, revealing a built-in bowl or commode. The look on my face was pure amazement and surprise. I was never the sharpest tool in the tool box. My gran cried with laughter. Little did I know, those types of toilets would be a significant feature of my holidays in years to come.


My father was born on a farm at Widegates, Looe. He has always enjoyed rural life and the countryside. Even though he never took the farm on, it remains an integral part of his life. Rural life always played a significant part in our family. He served an apprenticeship in the dockyards of Plymouth as an engineer and machinist. Later, he worked for Astra and Plymouth Skill Centre at Plympton. I used to wake up with him in the morning to see him off to work. Mornings were never a problem for me as I would spend time reading until it was time for school.


I spent hours with my father at weekends on his allotment or on farms where he used to repair and make machinery. I have never been afraid to ask my father for advice and still do to this day. I can always be certain that his opinion will be different to everybody else’s, whether his advice is serious or quirky. On one occasion I remember, when I was around fifteen, he gave me the talk about the birds and the bees while I was leaning over a gate, watching a bull go round some heifers.


When doing the weekly shopping at Tesco, I asked why there was such a choice of dog food. His reply was, ‘Hmm yes son. You just know it’s all going to end up on the streets.’ I often wondered where he got his sense of humour from. It was not until his mother died that it struck me. Waiting for the funeral cortege to arrive, I was in the kitchen with Grandad. He looked up at me and said, ‘She gave me a good life. There was no television back then, we just used to go to bed early.’ To say I was a bit taken back is an understatement.


My little brother Christopher came along. Going to see him for the first time I said, ‘Can’t we leave him and take a girl instead?’ I was adamant that I wanted a little sister. Perhaps it had something to do with being fed up with my being likened to a girl as a baby. We used to squabble as youngsters but we respect and get on with each other now. He says that over the course of time I grew up a lot. I say I was just preparing him for later life with my words of wisdom.


I went to the local Primary School, St Stephens in Saltash. I integrated well with the other children but Mrs Ruse could not always get me to do what she wanted. Every day we drank a pint of milk mid-morning through a straw. It had a thick layer of skin on top that I hated. I got into the habit of sticking my fingers down my throat to make myself sick so she would send me outside, where I really wanted to be. Recently, after many years, I caught up with Mrs Ruse. She was thrilled that one of her pupils has gone on to achieve so much. She said she could not remember me excelling in anything, but I always had a go.


I participated in sports but I was never very capable. ‘It’s the taking part that counts,’ became my favourite line whenever I came last or was the last to be picked in team sports. However, I was a competent swimmer, having been taught from the age of six by an instructor in Central Park, Plymouth. Being able to swim is such a valuable skill. It opens the door to so many activities and team-building events. When people say that they cannot swim or that they are afraid of the water, I think of how much they are missing out on, especially because Cornwall is surrounded by coastline. I used to have this rather worrying habit of going underwater if I knew people were watching me and not resurfacing for several minutes. I half expected one of the supervisors to dive in to rescue me but they never did. Maybe they couldn’t swim and that’s why they had those long poles, to hook people out.


The headmaster, Mr Hassell, was good musically and directed plays. I joined in and on one occasion kept the play going without the aid of prompts. Playing the role of a grumpy old lock keeper, the main lead forgot his lines so I improvised and the audience never picked up on the momentary pause. One parent came a second night, not to see his son but to see me. My mother did say that at the age of six I decided I did not need to go to school anymore; I could read and would in future just read the papers. Outside of school, I sang in the choir at church, read the lesson from the lectern and, when I was older, I carried the cross up the aisle at weddings or at Sunday service. I had a go at bell ringing but timing and co-ordination were not my thing. You could tell when I was in the bell tower; the peel sounded like a strangled cat in the parish of St Stephens.


After primary school, I moved to Wearde Comprehensive. I could not see what the big fuss was all about. As far as I was concerned, I just made the transition and got on with it. To me it was just more subjects structured with individual lessons, different teachers and a timetable. I enjoyed English and drama and playing rugby. I was a prop forward, right in the thick of it. During weekends and holidays I worked on a farm. I loved being outdoors, working with animals and helping bring in the harvests. It was also earning me some pocket money.


The first three years of secondary education did not faze me but when it came to picking my GCSE subjects, my interest started to wane. I began gazing out of the window, daydreaming across Mount Edgecombe, Antony Passage and Ince Estates. Apart from English and drama, the rest bored me. Of course, I knew education was important but my enthusiasm had gone.


What baffled me was my geography teacher moaning about having no money, after going all the way to Australia for an Easter break. Our family holidays were spent in caravans, converted barns or cottages on farms in Cornwall. Farming was seeing a major transformation from the conventional ways. Having to diversify to earn a living, many farms started offering bed and breakfast. I loved going on holiday to different farms to see how they worked. To this day, I am a firm supporter of Britain continuing farming. Too much land is being taken over for housing or out-of-town retail sites. We will never get that land back and far too much food is imported. Britain has an ideal mild climate for farming and needs to get back to producing more food again. Good land should not be used for wind farms and solar energy. Rows and rows of solar panels just look like sunglasses glaring from a distance. What a blot on the landscape.


My parents could not afford to go abroad. My father was the main breadwinner in the house and it wasn’t until my brother and I were both in secondary school that my mother started working as a playground assistant. We ate our evening meals together around the table, discussing our day. We were not allowed to leave the table until everybody had finished. They strongly believed in family values, though they did not always do or have what they wanted. Sacrifices were made for the benefit of the family.


Our last family holiday was spent in Jersey in the Channel Islands. I considered it to be abroad as it entailed a short aeroplane flight. While there, we went to Fort Regent, in St Helier, a family amusement park. I was given some time to go and do my own thing. Not being content with what was inside, I took the cable car down the cliff outside the park. I knew I should not be doing this but the rides inside the park were not enough for me. I had to go that one step further and get myself stranded outside. Without a ticket and very little money, I found myself stuck. We were in a world of no mobile phones, so, with puppy-dog eyes and a sorrowful face, I begged for money from strangers to get me back into the park. Whether this was my naivety or my adventurous spirit shining through, I’m not sure. What I got was a very stern look from my mother when we regrouped. To say she was not amused was an understatement.


Truth be told, I was starting to think beyond education to a career and earning a living. I had a vision of building my own house in the country when I started working. I never envisaged moving away but I did see myself doing something outside. I could not see myself working indoors, tied to an office or a machine. It needed to be a career that involved moving around. I always felt I could work with others but not necessarily with a supervisor or manager hanging over me. My parents never stood in the way of me doing what I wanted and it was clear that further education was not an option for me. I explored farm work, spending a week on a taster course at Duchy Agricultural College, Callington. As I had experience working with cattle, I showed a keen interest in the dairy industry. At the time, all I envisaged was milking a herd and working the land. In hindsight, I am so glad I never took that career option. What upheaval the dairy industry has seen – small family farms selling up or bought to form bigger corporations; competition from the ever-growing supermarkets and falling milk prices. If I had been a farm labourer, do you think I would have travelled and climbed the mountains I have? The average farm labourer does not earn very much relative to the hours they put in. I was also interested in the Forestry Commission but I could not start until I was twenty-one and I suffered with hay fever and eczema.
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